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ABSTRACT
YEATE,S A VISION AND THREE PLAYS
“MARY R: MONY

~In a note on.one of his plays H1111am Butler Yeats states thab%he

as though 1t ex1sted

wpnk.

-

. [

-has always 1onged for a country where al] peop]e shared in a "half- myth—:

Yeats 5 "mytho]ogy ph1losophy" is deta]led in A

: 'stjon In this’ thesis I examine three, of h1s plays in rélation to that

o o]ogtca] ‘half- ph1losoph1ca1 folk be11ef " and that he has always Written TR

The p]ays are not‘mere transcr1pt1ons of the ideas 1in A V1s1on but

Yeats's ph11dsophy

cophy, and 1t 1nvo1ves dramat1c ;echnique

* .

;certain-themes and symbols can seem obscure w1thout an® understand1ng of

-

H1s "system" enCOmpasses psychology, h1st0ry, reli-
'g1on and aesthetlcs Of part1cu]ar 1nterest is his concept of the Mask

"1t symbo1izes the conf]ict of opposites which 15 the base of h1s phI]OS—
Two of the plays The P]ager

Queen and The Only Jealousy of Emer have literd] magks, “and al] three

"deal with psycholog1ca1 masks in hne form or another

Yeats S histor1ca]

H cycles" are sign1f1cant in The P]ayer deen and Purgatory, and h1s

theories on reincarnation and the after life shape The O On z Jea]ousz
of Emer and Purgatorg

The whole structure of A ViSIOn attests to Yeats s be11ef in po]ar-

express1qn.

and can be better understood when looked at in conjunction with A Vision.

-

His characters, plots and’ imagery a]l ref]ect these belfefs

iity asvthe pattern of creation. and in symbollsm as a mode of thought and
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o INTRODUCTION
YEATS AS SYMBOLIST

In "The Symbolism of Pdetry” Yeats writes, “All writers, all ar-

tists of any kind. in so far as they have had any phi{osophical or crit-

. jcal power, perhaps just in so far as they have been-dé]iberate artists

at all, have had some philosophy, some criticism of their art . . . and

. now writers have BeguJ.tg dwg]] upoﬁ-the element of evocation, of sug-

'gestion, upon what we call the symbolism in great writers.” Yeats was

. a symbolist in that he' always sought "invisible essences" or arcngtypes,

and’ tried to reveal themﬂin his art. He makes a distinctﬁon, along with

- Blake, Qg&ween the symbollc imagination or "vision" and-allegory, the

former ."being a representation of wnat exists really and uncnangeably,"
the latter being merel& a techniqué-in which meaning is assigned to.
sdmething “A symbol is indeed the only p0551ble expré;sion of some
1nv1sib1e essence a transpafent lamp about a spiritual flame, while al-

1egory is one of many possible representat1ons of an embddied thing or

famillar princip]e and be]ongs to fancy and not to imagination - the

one 1s‘rgye]ation, the other an amusement,"] This distinct1on is impor—
tant’ to consider in a study of the p]ays because some critics look for

absolute one-to-one correspondences between Yeats‘s theories on history '

1 Essays and Introductions (1961; rpt. New York: Collier, 1973)

p. 116.
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and the personality and his fiction, and their fnterarétatidns-are mis-
.guided or too 1im1ted. Yeatsvstudiously avoids allegory by making his
characters 1nd1v1dua1 and human, and while his ph11050phy informs his .

p]ays, he 15 not r1g1d]y bound to it 1n determ1n¢ng his piots, heroes
/ .

Fs

or heroines. e _. Ce e .
As a symbo1i$t it was tmpbytant for Yeats to use archetypal sym-
. "bols (atored in what he.caIIed the "Great Memary"),»those which would -
revoke and suggest" a:meaning‘rather than be descriptive @nd limiting.
Yeats expresses this intention when wr1t1ng on the theatre: "I des1re
a myster1ous art Eﬂways rem1nd1ng and half- rem1nd1ng tho;e who under-
stand it of dear]y toved things, d01ng its work by suggestion, not by
' diract'statemént, afcomplexity of rhythm, .co1or gesture, not Ebace-
pervad1ng 11ke the 1nte]1ect but a memory and a prophecy .. :"2 ;
urgatorz is a perfect example of such an art. It is myster1ous (bor-
row1ng 1ts ba51c formg from the Japanese Noh drama in which ghosts
appear: ), and is suggestive on personal and historical levels, be1ngl
both a personal "memory" and a general "prophecy" for Ireland. The sym-
bo]s of barren tree- and light wh1ch appear are- trad1t1onal but Yeats
manages to have them convey a part1cu1ar mean1ng for the characters as
,de11. | X
Throughout his prose, Yeats asserts his interest in subjactivity,
his determination to express the personal and concrete; and to avoid the
Y

abstract.. Early in his career he wrote, "It is in ‘particulars that wis-

S “

2 Explorations (London: Macmillan, 1962), p. 255. -

’/"—_--_.—-q
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dom exists,"3 and later, "A poet always writes of his personal life,"4

and "Revelation is from the self." This emphasis on particulars is f
.nqﬁ a rejection of universal truths, however, because “self" is identi-
fied as the "age-Tong memoried self." 1In "A General Introduction to

My Hofk? (1937) Yeats criticizes the y;ung English poets for rejecting

. dreams’ and personal emotion and for exﬁressing not "that ancient Seif"
but individual intellect. " "Personal emotion" Qas not to be transmitted
directly, or for its own sake. Yeats.says he wrote many poems "where

an always personal emotion was woven into a genera]lpattern of mjth and
sjmbo].“6 He .chose traditional stanzas for his verse, and even what

he altered he says he tried to make seem traditional. -

Yeats treated sol1loqu1es in plays very much 11ke personal emo-
t1on in poetry He trlgd to find some natural speech, rhythm and Syn-
tagﬁ then he would "set it out in some pattern, so seéming 0ld that it
may seem all men's speech-.”7 Purgatory is'an exampie of a verse play
which within its tetrameter férm manages to express two very different
voices, incorporating idioms, colloquialisms, meditationé, prayers and
straight vérse. The effect-is at onﬁe universal and ipdividual.

" When Yeats says the poet writes always of.hiS'pers*nal life, what

is "nature" becomes ”ért," but it is not just the subject matter which

.

3 Essays and Introductions, p. 120.

4 Ibid., p. 506.

. 5 The Autobiography of William Butler Yeats (1916; rpt. New
York: Collin, 1363), p. 182. ,

6 The Autobiography, pp. 101-2.
7 1bid., p} 359. \




changeS' The poet "“is never the bundlé of accident dnd incoherence
that sits down to breakfast he has been reborn as an ided, something
intended, complete."8 fhis brings'us to'the concept of the Anti-Self,
and the Mask, one of Yeats's most important symho]s.

in a letter written 1n'1892 to John O’Leary, Yeats said that the
mystical 1ife was the center-of aTi‘he did, thought and wrote. In 1887
he had helped Madame B]avatsky open the London branch of the Theosoph- .
1ca1 Society, which he joined in the same year. Madame Blavatsky's
eclectic doctrines are integral-to Yeats S own\ghilosophy, She believed
in the ex1stence of an eternal immutable princ1o1e which cannot be
fully understood; the unlversality'of flux and reflux_1n which the worid ‘
is a conflict of opposites; and the identity of al} “souls with a uni-
versel-ovérsoul We will see in A Vision that Yeats's symbols of the
Sphere and the revolving gyres correspond to these princlples At the
end of the book he too admits thet all still cannot be understood.

Yeats practiced meditations and begen having dreams or "half-
dreams". between 1897 and 1898. Their importance to him cannot be
doubted for he attributes to them “the first few simple thoughts that
now, grown complex through their contact with other thoughts; explain.
the world."d One of these half-dreams gave him "the Mask." Yeats eays .
he awohe one night to find a voice, seemingly not his own, speaking

through his lips: “'We make -an image of him who sleeps,' it said, 'and
it is not him who sleeps, and we call it Emmanuel.' After many years

that thougnt, others often found'as strangely being added 'to it, became

8 Essays and Introduct1ons. p. 509.

9 The Autob1ggraphy p. 252
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the thought of the.mask, which 1 have used in these memoirs to e§p1ajn
men's characteré."lo_ Yeats first took the Mask to mean a kind of pose,
deliberafe]y created and thrust between self and the world, but later
it became internalized and stood for the “anti-self": an image of all
that is opposite to what one calls "oneéé]f"'but is ﬁéver;heless a part
of the person. We will see this drama;ﬁied'kn Decima, from The Player
Queen, when she puts on the mask of Queen. Nheth;r as pose or image,
the basis of the Mask is a simultaneous attraction and repulsion of

obposites. In.explainﬁng some women's characters, Yeats cites his

friend who generally judged harshly those whom she disiiked, but who

wrote comedies in which "the wickedest people seem-buf pold children."”
We will see later in A Vision that everyone is subject to conflict of

Mask and Will, thoﬁgh it is further complicated by True and False Mask

and other Faculties of the. persona}1ty

Confrontation with the Mask is essential for happiness, for union
with the eternal and for creativity. I think all happiness depends on
the energy to assume the.mask of some other self; that all joyous or
creative 1ife is a re-binth as something not one's self, something cre-
ated in a moment and perpetually.renewed."n In a 1915 draft of The
Player Queen the heroine exp]ains the power of the Mask:

Septimus told me once that no one finds their genius

{until] they have found some role, some image, that

Jibérates something within them, that had else been

deaf and dumb. Only by images, he said, do we make

Ehe eternal life become a part of our ephemeral life.12

£
39 The Autobiography, p. 252.-
11 Ibid., p. 340.

12 'Cited in Richard Ellmann, The Identity of Yeats {New York:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1964), .pp. 108-9.

a
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Only by the symbol do we tap the Great Memory.which unites us all.

When confronted with theﬂimage of his ant;—sélf. man s roused
to pursue what Yeats calls the Unity of Being. It is thié pﬁrsuit which
giveé life its meaning, and makes it an "arduous full life;"' Men are
not just seeking to know themselves buﬁ are tr&ing to get beyond "self” to
create  something beiter. "If we cannﬁt imagine ourselves different
from what we are, and try to ASSuﬁe that second self, we cannot impose
a discipline upon ourselves though Qe may accept one from others. Active
virtue, ag distinguishéd from the passive acceptance of a code, is there-
fore theatrical, consciously dramatic, the wearing of a mask.”]3 In

The Player Queen each of the main characters is Seeking to create a

second "self" and they succeed to varying degrees. Their success does

depend upon discipline, and with Uecima particularly, upon the degree
to which she can "act the part."

The actual achievement of unity, we learn from A Vision, is only
momentary, however. Cessation of the conflict means the end of life. )
Ohe must separate in order to engender, but the two movements are simul-

taneous. We see this at the end of The Player Queen when, even after

Decima has achieved her goal, her fate seems uncertain and we sense
that the cycle of “destruc@jpn and-rebirth“ will repeat itself.

Yeats's vision of life as a conflict of opposites within man and
between man and circumstances, his interest in the subjective experience
as-a source of symbols, and his desire to use archetypal symbols to
evoke universal truths are basic tenets of his pinilosophy which he sys-
tematizes in A Vision, and which one should have an understanding of-:in

order to fully appreciate his plays.

3 . .
13 Mythologies (1959; rpt. Hew York: Coliier, 1972), pp. 33-4.



’  CHAPTER I
- o A VISION

The brincipaI.Symbolst

"The whole system is founded upon the belief that ultimate real-
1Py, symbo1ized'h$ aASphere, falls in human consciousneSS,.és Nicholas
of Cuga was the first to demonstrate, into a series of antinomies."]
The system was revealed to Yeats, .he says in A Visibh. by "instructors"
through his wife's automatic writing. Elsewhere in thé boék he suggests
that it may all have been buF a process of reﬁembering. However the
system evolved, I think the.fiﬁst statement remains true, that Yeats
believed in an ultiﬁate unity which appears to man as a seriesréf an-
'_tjnomies. The system certainly provides him with "metaphors for poetry"
and thé gyre, Hhéél.aqg a;tendaﬁt theories on psychology, history and
the after-life are all fundamental fo his work. ‘

Thé:pringipé1 symbol is that of two intefpenetrating gyres, the
J;pex of one touéhing the base of the other, each revolving in opposite
directions, and poth'mBV?ng horizontally, "Dying each other's life, .

living “each other's death. "2

1 A vision (1938; rpt. New York: Macmillan, 1969), .p. 187.

* 2 Ibid., p. 68.



The gyres (sometim?s called double cones) are symbolical of all
contr&ries; such as concord and discord, and most importantly for Yeats
of-suﬁjectivity and: objectivity. As Yeats exp]ains it, the gyres expand
and contract with time, just as one's thoughts and emotions do, but pur57
objétt1v1tx‘ané subjectivify, at the apex and base-of thé cone, are //

; .
abstractions. The subjective cone is of the "antithetical tincture"

and the objective of the “pfimary tincture." "The antitﬁetica] tincture

e

‘ : ..” . - ‘.l
. 1s emotional and aesthetic whereas the primary tincture is reasonable.

and moral."3 As the antithetical expands man turns inward to the ﬁﬁi]d

* of imagination, and becomes more "creative." .As the primary'expands}
he becomes 1e§§ self-centered and more "serving." Thé two forces are
always in motion, howeverk §trdg§11ng against eaéh other, so the per-
sonality'or historical period is never-purely of one quality or the other.

In The Player Queen and 1n'§eats‘s detailed analysis of history, we have

hints of an era to come while t‘:fo1d is decaying, and in The Only Jeé1-

ousy_éf Emer, Emer is of an oﬁjeétive phase but struggles to resist the
.qtemptation to serve "self" over another.
Within the gyres move the “Four Faculties”: Will and Mask,_ggg;

ative Mind and Body of Fate. Will is the "normal ego," Mask is the "ob-

ject of desire or idea of the gbod,“ Creative Mind is thoughf and Bodz

3 A vision, p. 73. .
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. of Fate is circumstance. The first two age "lunar or antithetical or

" natural, the second two solar, or grimark or reasonable.” Will and

Creative Mind opposé each other in one set of gyres, Mask and Body of

Fate in another. The four are guperimposed-in representation, so that

"the Will of the one is the Mask of the other, the Creative Mind of one

is the Body of Fate of the other."

Mask o Creative Mind

PRIMARY ANTITHETICAL

.

In this diagram, for example, Will 1s approaching complete antithéticg]

expansion, Creative Mind primary contrabtion, Mask primary expansion,

Body'of.Fate antithetical.cqntraction. Man is classified according to
the place of Will in the dfagram, so here he is almost completely anti-
thetical in natyre. When the Faculfieé reach complete expﬁnsion or
contrac£1on, what 1s called the “interchange of the tinctures" occurs.
What was primary becomes antithetical and vice versa. When Will reacnes
complete antithetical expansiop it will pass into the narrow end of the
primary cone and expand once more. .

The horizontal movement of the gyres progresses in stages called
Phase5,~these.be1ng 28 in all, corresponding to the phases of tihe moon..
Phase one, where the primary phases climax, is moonless, and Phase 15,
ﬁhere the antithetical climax, is the.full moon. Phases 8 and 22 are
-antithetical, Phases 1 to 8 and 22' to 28 are primary. These can be
‘rep%esented on the gyres but Yeats chooses another symbol, the "Great

‘Wheel," with which to demonstrate “every possible movement of thought

B
N ! +

L4
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and of ljfe."

PRIMARY ] 15 ANTITHETICAL

Four of the Phasés, numbers 1, 15, 8 and 22, require special dis- .
cussion. Phases 1 and 15 are significant because they are ideal, super-
natural, and because they are the turning points for man and history.

At Phase 15 a civilization reaches a pinnacle of glory and then declines.
They are ideals because they are absolutes -- absolute objectivity and
ﬁubjectivity. At Phase 15. Yeats tells us, thought and will are one,
effort ané attainment are one, and a11lis beauty: "“Tne Mask as it were
wills itself as beauty." Yeats associates absolute beauty with Unity

of Being; here it 1is achigved briefly, then the nature of the perqon'sq
life is altered. Phases 1 and 15 are supernatural because the opposing
faculties come to rest at the same points, anq “"Human life is impossible

without strife between the tinctures." There;ﬁre no examples, there-

.

fore, of Eorta]s at these Phases, but everyone passes through_thgm none-
theless. At Phase 15, the person has “the greatest possible beauty, ‘
being indeed the body which the soul will permanently inhabit, qhen

all its phases have been repeated accordihg to the number alloted."? .
The only example in Yeats's fiction of someone "representing”" the Phase

is Fand, a supernatural creature in The Only Jealousy of Emer. She is

supremely beautiful, and permanent unity with her means an end to mortal

life.

4 A vision, p. 136.
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It 15‘1nterest1ng that although' the "interchange of the tinctures"
occurs at Phases 1 and 15, it js the "consummation of a slow process."”
At phases 8 and 22 there is a'kind of equilibrium among the Faculties,
but there is also violent change. Unlike Phases 1 and 15 where the

opposing gyres, say of Will and Creative Hind, have reached the same

point, here they are still in opposition, but are aligned with the other

two Faculties, Mask and Body of Fate. There is a temporary balance but

the struggle for dominance of the antithetical or primary‘is great. Up
to Phase 8, the primary tincture has occupied 2/3 of the gyres, and after
this Phase it will occupy only 1/3. 1In the section on Puése‘B, Yeats

. describes the turmoil: "Only a shock resulting from the g}eatest possi-

ble conflict can make the greatest possible change, that from primary

] -

to antithetical or from ant1fhetfc$1 to pr{mafy again." It is worth
noting, particularly for historicdfiFeaspn;, that change occurs as
markedly in these two Phases as at Ph&fgs 1 and 15 because as we will
see later, Yeats superimposes them 50 that Phase 'i5 of one era is Pnase
8 and 22 of a "larger era." This has the effect, in the plays, of com-
bining moments of change (Phase 1 on 15) with periods of violent revo-
lution (8 or 22). ‘\

There are some contradictions concerning the "tincture" of the
Phases, their duration, and how they qffect_the individual. Generally
the half-half division of the'whéel %Lio antithetical and primary is
what Yeats relies on when assessing meh;s c@aracters. At various points
he menﬁions, however, that whén looked at differently all the odd num-
bers are antithetical and the even primary; that all the subjective and

objective Phases form their own wheels; that every Phase is itself a
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wheel; and that each set of three is a wheel. As to the duration of
each Phase, he f1r$£ states that "the 28 phases constitute a month, of
which each day and night constitute an incarnation and the discarnate
period which fo]]ows,"s.then more comprehens1ve1y,‘that "the wheel is
every completed movement qf thought or life, twenty-eight incarnations,
- a single incarnation, a single judgment or act of thought.” The time
man takes to complete the round is not always measured in fixed intér; .
vé]s either: "Man seeks his opposite or the opposite of his condition,
attains his object so far as it is attainable, at Phase 15 and returns

to Phase 1 again.“e- One,th{ng that can be said is that the obvious f]ex-.
ibility of the system allows for an equal flexibility in his works; one

. character, 1ike Decima, will "seek her opposite and return, while others,
Cuchulain, Emer or Fand, are stabilized at oné Phase or another.

The term "incarnation" raises questions because at times Yeats
refers to man being born into each Phase, ofher times he sa}s that man
passes through all the phases in his lifetime at least once, if not an
unlimited number of times. It is also not clear to what exfent an indi-
vidual is affeﬁfed by a particular Phase. It is stated that a man is
classified according to the Phase his Hill_is'at, but 1ater Yeats says
this is misleading because, "w€ are always dealing with a particuiar

man, the man of phase 13 or phase 17 let us say."7

Indeed, when he
elaborates on each phase he almost always lists one or more people as

representative of that Phase: Nietzche of Phase 12, Dante and Shelléy

> A Vision, p. 79.

6 1bid., p. 81.

7 Ibid., p. 83.
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of 17, Shakeéspeare, Balzac and Napoleon of 20, etc. A]? that one can
céncludé is that man in his lifetime is more affected.by one Phase ihan
any other though he passes through them all, and in later Iives he
‘will be more "of" another Phase. .
As for the Facu]ties, it 15 1mportant just to know tnag every-
one has these contradictory aspects of his personality, and,that tihey
are always shifting to some prgd1ctable degree. They are ;ubJect too,
to the law of contrar{es whether one 1s "in" or "out" of Phase. They
do not make everyone 1den§ica1, however, nor are they absolutely deter-
ministic. Yeats makes i1t ciear that there 1s.sti1i room 4n the system
for choice. Regarding the Hi1l he says: “Everthing that wills can be
desired, resisfed or accepted,” End, “Personality, no matter how habit-
ual, is‘a éonstantly rénewed choice."® Two of the choices are between
True and False Mask and True and False Creative Mind. During any given
Phase an individual can be alternately "1&“ or'"out" of Phase, whether
it be primary or antithetical. That 1s, when the Will is in antithetical
Phase the Mask should hold sway over the Body of Fate, and when in pri-'
.mary Phase, vjce versa. When "out of Phase" the balance 1s shifted to

False Mask and False Creative Mind which are less desirable. One exam-

ple of a character "out of Phase“ is the 01d Queen in Ghe Player ngén
who tries to emulate her heroine and have "courage" (h T:EZ Mask) but
finally acts out of "fear" (her False Mask). Theoretically, one can ex-
ercise some control. Although Shakespeare "was the greatest of modern

boets, partly because entirely'true to phase . . . ," he also "used the
R

8 A Vision, pp. 73-4 and p. 84.
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False Mask imaginatively, expléreq it to impose the True . . . ."

In a note to the poem ”The Second-toming,“ Yeats. deaks with ihe .
issue of determinism in his system. Hfs doctrine (attributed to the
"Judwalis" or makers of measure or of diagrams) is that , "The mind;,
whether expressed in history or in the individual ife, has a precise |
movement, which can be qufckened or slackened but cannot bE‘fundamehtaJIy'
altered, and this movement‘can be expreséed by mathematical form . .‘. ..
This doctrine 1s, they contend, not fatafistic becéhse1the mathematicél
figure 1s an expression of the mind's desirgsand the more rapid devel-
opment of the'figure the greater the freedom of the'sou’l.“9 This "math- }
ematical" fiqure representing time, space, emotion, intellect and the
subjéctive and objective lives 1s the double cone, or Interlocking gyres.
Yeats's detailed description of the pe;sbnal1ty'and.1t§ Phases does not,
then, abso]ﬁtely determfne the fate of an individual. Some characters
seem caught in the conflict of opposites (the 01d Man and his‘mother in
Egggggggz) but others, Decima, Septimus and Emer, are successful iq
choosing their roles. Even jn.PLrgatori we shall see tﬁqt there is an
element of unpredictability at the end.. B

"The Mind's des*lr'e,.Il onran individual level, is that Unify of
Being which we spoke of earlier, in reference to the'Mask concept. In
A Vision Yeats translates the same idea into more e]aborate terms. Will
seeks to unite with its opposite, Mask, and impose 1tse1f upon Body of
Fate or circumstance. "“Only by the pursuit or accep#ﬁ/je of j{f‘hzhe

9 peter Al1t and Russel K. Alspach, eds., The Variorum Fd. of‘
the Poems of W. B. Yeats (New York: Macmillan, 1957), p. 823.
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Ni]]'s]'direct'opposite- . ..and by forcing that form upon the Bo Body of '

—_—

Fate, can it attain self-knowledge and expression n10 This sounds ex--
actly Tike “1magin1ng" and "assuming"_the second self, which was Yeats s.
doctrine of the Mask. In A Vision Yeats depicts this pattern graphi-
cally with the gyres."ln his fictioﬁ,fwe see the Strugg]e most clearly
in the character of Decima who.pursués her direct ﬁpposite and forces
her new pos1t10n upon the circumstances of the mament, although other .

characters like Emer, will struggle in different ways to establish

their identities. Yeats obviously considered this a universal pattern

which “cannot be fundamentally altered." The “mind expressed in his-

tory" is dealt with largely in Books IV and V.

The Historical Cycles

- "The Great Year of the Ancients," as the title to Book IV indi-
cates, is a survey of the philosophical irterpretations of history since
Greek -and Roman times, with main 1nterest<on the '"Great Year," or the
cyclical nature of history. It was extremely important for<Yeat§, as
we ﬁoted earlier, to verify his symbols with tradition; to assure him-
self thaf they formed part of the “Great Mémory." Yeats states that

he knew no philosophy, except a few of the Platonic dialogues, when his

- Instructors began; and he was_told not to read any until the exposition

was completed. He was encoufaged, however, to "read history in relation

to their historical logic, and biograbhy in relation to their twenty-

eight incarnations.”ll Once the first edition of A Vision was printed,
: / R

10 A yision, p. 83. : - —
1 1bid., p. 12.
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., he sought widely for confirmation of the symbols and ideas..

FQr'the ‘general state of conflict and the movement between antin-
omies, Yeats had referenpe to Herec]itus' thought. "Dying each other's
life, 11viﬁ§ each other's death,".and to N{]]iam Blake. _He says, "My
mind haq.been fu11_of Blake from boyhood uo and I saw the world as a
conflict -- Spectre and Fmanation. . ; .flz For the gyres specifically,
"*eats findo reference 16 the wrftings of:Empedoc]es, Plato, St. Thomas
Acquinas, Dr. Dee, Macrobius, Swedenborg, and Flaubert. Empedocles *had
written aoout the vortexes of Discord ano Concord which, Yeats finds,
have tﬁ% same form as "the fundamenta1 synbol of my 1nstructorsf" Tﬁg
many contexts Jin which the\gyres appear aré‘dissimiIar, but Yeats says
he agrees with Swedenborg that "the forms §f geometry can'nave but a
symbolic relatjonrto spaceless rFality." In other words, the particular
use of a symbo! may vary from nriQer to'writer, or poem to poem, but
that does not deny its validity as-an archetype.. Somé ¢critics have
argued that Yeats is not a ";isionaﬁy“ l1ike Blake because he does not
always employ his symbols consistently, but this Timits the scooe or
“suggestiveness” of a symbol. _

Yeats takes pains to autnenticate what his }nstruétors revealed |
to him by p]acing them in the mainstream of religious and phi]osoohical
thought. The double cone used by'his 1nstructors'fdentifies.ﬂﬁme with
subjectivity, an idea which Yeats notes, 1s “probably as old as phi-
losophy." What the 1nstructors révealed to him concerning the Faculties

and Principles (functioning mainly between death and birth) "their -

12 2 Vision, p. 72.

g
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termino]d@y" for the distinctidn between exﬁgrience and revelation, he
says "has engaged the thoughts of saints.and phi1osgphérs from the time .'
of Buddha."]3 Concetning the cyclical nature éf history, an idea which
"has deeply §t1rred men's minaﬁ“ he is héppy to f{nd-confirmation in

writers like Henry Adams, Flinders Petrie, §péngleé and Vico. He had -

‘ '-been unaware of-others' attempts to expléin history phi]osdphical]y,

but Tater f1nd5 that what has been written corresponds to what his in-
structors gave him, "u S :

‘Briefly, history is organizea according to the turns of tﬁe
Great Nheel A Great Wheel of twenty elght incarnations is considered
to tﬁke if no fa11ure~compe]s repetit1on of a phase, some two thousand
odd years, and twelve such wheels or gyres constitute a single great

cone or year of some twenty-six thousand years.”]4 (A]though this

should come to 24,000 years Yeats says e]sewhere-fhaf the months are

2,200 years aplece and that his instructors are "playing with the per-

fod" to align it with a movement from Aries to Aries. This gign;occurs
in March at the full moon, and marks ﬁhe period at thch ciQ;1izations
change. "At the Ides of March, at the full moon in March is the Vernal
Equinox, symbolical of the f{rst de@ree of Aries, the first day 6f our
symbol%cal or ideal yéar o o .15 Yeats says that>Christend0m began

at the "symbolic full moon in March"16 and that the next antithetical

]3'A Vision, p. 22.
14 1bid., p. 202.
15 1bid., p. 19’6.
16 Ibid., p. 254



civilization will commence at the same point.]7) Every 2000 years the
c1v11ization changes, and each is the opposite of its predecessor, being
either predominantly antithetical (secular) or primary (religious).

These characterizations appear in.farcical form in The Player Queen,

where the out—going‘monarch is a Christian of sorts, and the new ]eeder
is an actress who sings of pagan deities. In Book V Yeats analyzes
histor} from 2000 B.C: to the present in terms of this system.

Yeats f1nds references to a Great Year in many ancient writers.
Its character1st1cs were not always agreed upon but "the Great Year St .
and its months pervade the ancient vorld. 18 He mentions among others
the Upanishads and Laws of Manu, Cicero, Virgil, Anaximander, Empedocles,
Heraclitus, Plato, Plotinus and Proc]ué.' The length ef the Great Year
was one point that was disputed but almost all found it to be cyclical,
so that when the conste]1atione, or sun, or whatever, had come full
circle, another cycle would begin.  Cicero wrote, "When the whole of the con-
stellations shejl‘return to the-positions from which they once set |

1

forth, thus after a long interval re-making the first map of the heavens,

that may indeed be called the Great Year . . . ."19
Each cycle is opposite in nature to its predecessor. Empedocles

and Heraclitus "thought that the universe had first one form then its

opposite in perpetual a]teration,"20 and the Etruscan sages declared

17 4 vision, p. 254.

18 1bid., p. 246.
19 1bid.
20 1pid.



21

that “another -sgrt of men were coming into the world.” In the terms

LY

of Yeats's jinstructors, the "primary" and “"antithetical” eras predominate

_over one another. The primary dispensation is characterized as “dog-

matic, levelling, unifying, feminine, humane, peace its means and end,"

while "an antithetical dispensation cbeys imminent power, is expreséive;

hiqrarch1ca]2 multiple, masculine, harsh, surgica];ﬁzz

7

In Purgatory the

"levelling" preseht dispensatiod has already destroyeﬁ the previous aris-
tocratic or "hierarchical” civi]ization: The "imminent power" is sym- .
bolized in "The Second Coming" by the Rough Beast and in The P]axer;
Queen by the Unicorn.

The c]assica] civilization lasted from 1000 B.C. to A.D. 1000,

beginning at Phase 1 and dying at Phase 15. OQur own civilization, Yeats

says, is now almost midway between Phase 15 and 1. At the middle of the

~classical civilization came the Christian primary dispensation, "the

child born in the Cavern." At the middle of our civilization must come
antithetical reve1?tion, “the tyrbulent child of the Altar." Yeats's
nofes tell us that these symbols were discovered by Leo Frobenius, the
German explorer, in Africa. The Cavern was thg symbol of nations moving
westward, and the Altar the symbol of nation§ moving eastward. Yeats
uses the East-west‘idea to express the coming change. "When our h{stor-
ical era approaches Phase 1, or the beginning of a Hew éra, the anti-

thetical East will beget upon the primary West and the child or era so

21 A visjon, p. 253.
22 1bid., p. 263.
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born will be antitheticdl."23 In The .Player Queen Africa is said to be

' the home of the-pagan Unicorn, which will be lured fo copulation by
Eastern music. / o

Yeats underlines the universality of his symbols by pointing to
the Cavern in works by Speng}er and in the Hermetic Fragments. He aiso’
assures us that his instructors were familiar with Spengler and probably
Frobenius. indeéd, if the "Cavern is time" and the radiating roads
around the Altar are "Space," then they tie in with the 11ne/piang,
time/space, subjectivity/objectivity dichofomies revealed by his instruc-
tors and symbolized by the gyre.

It ig_interesting to note for its use later in The Player Queen

-vthe Wanner in which the change in civilizations may be heralded. The
étruscans thought that when the sound of a trumpet came out of the ;t?
this meant "the mutation of the age and a ggneral revolution of the
'wor]d.”z4 Yeats tells us there is a "loss of contrbl‘over thought,"
followed by "a sinking in upon the moral being, then the last surrender,
the irrational cry, revelation -- the scream of Juno's peacock'."25 In
terms of the phases, there is "revolution" at Phase 22, and a change
"equivalent to the interchange of‘the tinctures.” One should note from
the diagram facing Book V that Phase 15 is in the u;ual*p]ate of Phases
8 and 22, so any change which occurs.ﬁou]d be characteristic of any of

these Phases.'

23 A yision, p. 257.
24 1bid”, p. 243.
25 1pid., p. 268.
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At the beginning of Book V: Dove or Swan, Yeats explains the
simultaneity of the Phases on the'Historica1'Cones diagram.‘ Each era

/

of 2000 years is an entire wheel but each millenium is also cbqﬁidered
a wheel. When the ha]f-efa reachegtPhase 28, it reaches Ph55e315 or 1
of the entire era. This places the coming of -Christ, wh{ch we noted
pefore as at Phase 15, also at Phases 28 and 1 of the,sﬁb-éras. This

simultaneity is felt in The Player Queeﬁ when unity of being coincides

with a change of civilizations and a "revolution;" and in Purgatory
where thg'murder of the Boy réca]]s the murder of the grandfather,. the
01d Man's conception (the dream relives this moment), and the death of
‘the mothet 1h childbirth.2® The diagram also helps to visualise our
—_present state. We are at Phase 23 on the cone of,Civilizatian but are

between Phases 25 and 6 on the cone 0% the Era.

1 2 1 28 L
7_56 23
_ 22
ERA 22 : CIVILIZATION 15 XI5 / -

15 | 3, 1
Although Yeats had said in Boqy Ivg%haq;;he classical period was
from 1000 B.C. to 1000 A.D., he starts heré with 2000 B.C. and the "an-
nunciati&n to Leda" which founded Greece. Yeats does not really concern
himse]f with the C1a$siqa1 civilization until 1000 B.C., so perhaps he

mentions Leda to draw‘a parallel to Christ and the-Rodgh Beast. He-does

use the myth of Le%f and the.swan later in The Player Queen to suggest

a union between the "harlot" Decima and the Unicorn, which will inauqu-

-

rate a "New Dispensation."

26 This last conjunction of images is noted by David.R. Clark,
W.B. Yeats and the Theatre of Desolate Reality (Pennsylvania: Dufour,

1965), p. gs.
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In the period 1000 B.C. to 500 B.C. we have Homer and the be-
ginnings of "personality." At 500 B.C. is Phidias and the full moon

(Pnase 15) where "all abounds and flows." Yeats reminds us then of the

_ cyclical nature of history, in which civilizations rise and fall, and

thought moves alternately toﬂan@s the West and East: "“Each age unwinds
the thread another age had wound and it amuses one te remember that
before Phidias, and his westward—movtng art, Persia fell, and that when

full moon came round again, amid eastward-moving thought, and brought

‘pyzantine g1nry, Rome fell; and that at the outset of our westward-

s
moving Renai%sance Byzantium fell; all things dy1ng each other s Iife,

Iiving each other s death, 2

Yeats then traces a pattern¢of decline of the Greek civ1]12at10n ‘

from Phases 19 to 28, with a rise 1n the religious movement: beginn1ng

“in the last three After therc0m1ng of Christ is the Roman decay, the

conversion of Constantine (Phase 8) and the rise of the Byzantine State.
The artisans of gpis time seem to typify "primary" qualities of unity
and collectiveness. They wefé "almost without the consciousnese of
individual design, absorbed in their snbjeét matter and that the vision

of the whole peopie.“28

Phase 15 coincides with Justinian's reign in which
: . .
“Byzantine art was perfected.” At Phase 22 we have the break=up of

Charlemagne's Eppire and in the last quarter "secular 1nte11ect‘has o

"gone” and the "spiritual life is alone overflowingﬁ“' It is important

to remember that when we are at Phese 28 of the Millenium we are at

27 p'vision, p: 271.. . : .
28 1bid., p. 280, . . >
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Phése 15 of the greater era, and when the Classical Era is at its end,

the Christian is at its peak. Just after this we see a glimmer of the ™_

antithetical\beginhing again, with something “obscure or uncertain that
cou]ﬂ'npt find 1ts full exp]anafion for a thousand years." .
The periéd fcom 1005 to 1180 corresponds to the.Homeric:period
of 2000 years before and is of interest for its ArthuriéB‘Ta]es and
Romanesque grchitecture. In the latter too, Yéats sees signs of "the
first movement to a éecular Europe.” The period 1250 to 1300 corre-

Sponds to Phase 8 and in Dante's works, the Convito and the Divina Com-

“media, he sees "the first victory of personality"” because Dante imposes

his own personqlity on Christian dogma. Phases 9, 10 and 11 cover the

period~1300 to 1380, in wﬁith there is "hesitation" in the gyre, as it
moves toward the antithetical but has not yet shaken off the primary.
In the period 1380 to 1450 the "Church is fading away" and the “general
movement grows more and more westward in charécter."

At Phase 15 (1450 to 1550) we see the Italian Renaissance, chdr-

- acterized by Leonardo Da Vinci and Botticelli. It is a phase of unity:

""Intellect and gmotion,'grimarg curiosity.and the antithetical dream,

are for the”moméﬁt one."2% But since it fs also Phase 22 of the entire

era (the phase of ”revo]uf&on“), there is separation as well: "The
breaking of the Christian synth;sig as the éorresponding period before
Christ, tﬁe agé of Phidias, was the breaking of Greek traditional faith."30

From this time on the secular begins to supercede the religious. "All

29 4 yision, p. 293.

" 30 Ipid., p. 291.
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is changed, and where the Mother of God sat enthroned, now that the

3 Phase

Soul's unity has been found and lost, Nature seéats herself."
22 covers the period 1875 to 1927 when Yeats published the first edition
of A Vision. It corresponds to period 8 (1250 to 1300) and like it is
"a period of abstraction.J As the primary closes, art and the individ-
ual take precedence over science and the collective. _

Given this interpretation of hisﬁory,'there are‘certainﬁy several
questions which arise: exactly how repetitive are the cyc]es; is there
any'escape; to what extent can their coming Ee determined; and how
lTiterally is one supposed to take the historical analysis? The first
question is similar to the one we posed concerﬁing men's characters and
the Faculties, and the-answer is the same. No two civilizations are
exactly alike and there will be no return to the cave man. But the
pendulum does swing first one way, then the other, and in general the
antinomies prevail. VYeats says, "Each age unwinds the thread another
age has wound," and that "every phase réturns, therefore in some sense
every c1vi]12at10n,"32 but I think "in some sense" should be emphasized.
As we noted earlier, the System‘is-flexible and rea]]j allows for any

eventuality. VYeats himself says it may seem too broad and too theoret-

ical to be practical, but it is necessarily so "if we are not to suggest,
33

as Vico did, civilization perpétua11y returning to the same point."

In The Player Queen the Christian era comes to an end and in Purgatory

31 A vision, pp. 293-4.
32 1pid., p. 206.
33 Ibid., p. 255.
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an age-of aristocracy and quury is over. Their successors are opposite
in many ways, but resemblance to any preceeding civilization is not de-
tailed. |
The answer to the second question ]iesbin what Yeats at times

calls the lﬁth cycle, or cone, or sphere. He also identifies it as the
"unique" and as man's “freedom." It 1s'this which creates differences
in the dispensations, and which may deliver man from the twelve cycles.
At the ‘end of Book IV Yeats predicts that the coming antithetical influx

will reverse our era, but "what else it must be no man can say, for

a]ways at the cr1t1cal moment the Thirteenth Cone, the sphere, the un1que

intervenes.. “34 The th1rteenth cone is also the symbol for ultimate
reality, the “phase]ess sphere,"-wherein Tive "all souls that have been

"35‘ ! had-said'tﬁatjthe qttraction and_repu]sion'of opposites

set free,
went on unceasing]y, and' this is irue for man during his lifetime and
even for a whi}e in thé after-iife. There is obviously also an end en-
visioned, an escape from the Wheel, but when this comes or what it is
like precisely cannot be told. "It know; what it will do with its own
freedom but it has kept-the secret.”36 Tﬁis same uncertainty ds felt
at the end of Purgatory when escépeAfrom'the cycles in the afterlife is
at issue. |

The third and fourth questions are really the same: té what

extent is the system verifiable? In the Introduction to A Vision VYeats

3 A viston, p. 263,
35 1bid., p. 210.
36 1hid., p. 302.
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~says his instructor laid out the geometrical design in order to answer
his question "whether some prophet could not prick upon the calendar

~ the birth of a Napo]eoh or a Chrigt.“ In Book II Yeats sees that Plate's
"Golden Number" of 36,000 years is 1ike his Great Wheel of twelve cy-
cles. But Plato's ideal year 1s understood as "myth".whereas Yeats's
instructors have insisted on the reliability of their system:in haking
predictions. He asks, "Will some mathematician some day question and
understand, ;s I cannot, and confirm all, or have I also dealt in myth?"
Yeats really answers the question himself in severgl ways. First of/
all, he says exp]iciply that as concerns the division of history intd
periods of equal fength, he regards these periods as "stylistic arrange-
ments of experience." For the rest, it is “plainly symbolical." Sec-
ondly, in the history sections themselves Yeats says séveral - -times that
the terms are symbolical of the human condition. "A millenium is the
symbolic measuré of a being that attains its f]exible maturity-and -

w37

then sinks into rigid age. He had said that "A wheel of the Great

Year must be thought of as the marriage of symbolic Europe énd symbolic

L

Asia,"38

but two pages later he asks. “Is that marriage of Europe and
Asia a geographical reality? Perhaps, yet the symbolic wﬁeel is time-
less and spaceless." Yeats's symbolic jnterpretation of history 15.
consistent with his treatment in the plays, where the changing civili-
zations are parallel but remain subordinate to a more personal drama.

The detailed analysis of history according to the Phases is of interest

37 p Yision, p. 268.
38 1bid., p. 203.
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because it demonstrates a cyclicai pattern which is reflected in the

plays. Buteven in Purgatory where contemporary events _enter in, the
symbols relate finally more to the spiritual condition of the characters
than to their political state.

What interests Yeats primarily is the conflict of opposites which
he sees in himself, his friends, and which is reflected in the universe
in general. In the Upanishads Yeats found a lightening and darkening
symbolism for antithetical and primary periods. Their description of
the Great Year and its months was complicated, and it is only the basic
pattern which rea]]y mattered: "but it is only the simpler, more Sym-
bolic form, with its conflict of light and dark, heat and cold, that
concerns me most."39 26 some extent this conflict can be expressed by .
mathematical form, but as Yeats said it is nof fatalistic and there is
"freedom of the soul." Yeats symbolizes this unknown quantity by the‘
thirtebnth sphere.

‘.La§t1y, Yeats comments on his system in the chapter "Stories of
M{chae] Robartes and His friends: An Extract from a Record Made by His
Pupils.” ;t might seem from the first reading of this section that
Yeats 1s mocking his own book, but I think if anything is being poked
fun'at it is his supposed sources and not the ideas. And even if one is
supposed to be skeptical about his "instructors," oﬁé should never doubt
the seriousness with which Yeats looks to tradition to authenticate his

.symbols,

39 A vision, p. 246.
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The source of Robartes' ideas is an ancient book called Speculum

Angelorum et Hominum written by one Giraldus. It had twenty-eight alle-

gorical pictures, including a unicorn and a wheel with phases of the
moon marked on.it. Robartes is visited by an old Arab who claims he .is
a member of the Judwalis or Diagrammatifts.. The Arab sayﬁ the wheel
is the doctrine of his tribe and draws two interlocking "whorls" which
he says have the same meaning as the Qhee]. Later on with his friends
Robartes speaks of the coming “éﬁd“ or.ftransformation” of our civi]-':
_ ization and shows them the "lost egg of Leda" which when hatched will
bring about the change. He also gives his friends a discourse based on
the philosophy of the Judwalis and of Giraldus. He affirms that "real-
ity is a congeries of beings and a single being," and that "After an
age of necessity, truth, goodness,'hechanism, science, democracy, ab-
‘straction, peace comes an age of freedom, fiction, gvil, kindred, art;
aristocracy, particularity, war.:40 Obviously all the principal ele- .
ments of A Vision are included here, the Wheel, gyres, and cycles of
civiliiﬁzion based on primary and antithetical characteristics. A letter
to Yeats follows, written by John Aherne, as fictional a.character as
Robartes. Aherne confirms that there is no éssential difference between
Yeats's book and Robartes' material. He does, however, take exception to
the sources of both. The automatic script could well be "but a process
of remembering" and the portrait of Giraldus looks suspiciousiy very
much like Yeats himself.

Even if Yeats's instructors did not exist and he did not take the

calendar literally, it does not follow that the system is just a set of

40 p Vision, p. 52.- —_—

TN
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gimmicks, as one critic has described it. Yeats was a symbolist and
the mystical 1ife was "the center of all he diq, éhought and wrote" for

over forty years. The geometricaﬁ forms may not always accurate?y des-
cribe reality, but they were only intended to express what Yeats'saw as
a general pattern of creation and he was obviously not alone in his |

heliefs. -*



CHAPTER 11
THE PLAYER QUEEN

The Player Queen 1s closely.related to A Vision because both

- deal with antinomies, Phases, and cycles as manifested in men's person-
.a1t1es and in history. In the play we see the main characters search-
ing for their "anti-selves,” and a concomitant approaching reversal of
the cycles of civilization. The human aspect of the conflict of oppo-
§1tes is ultimately more important than the historica1, however, just
as 1t_was in A Vision. Yeats himself said several times, as we noted,
that the historical terms were really symbolical of the human condition.
This 1s significant for an interpretation of the‘play because some crit-
ics would have us believe that Yeats's theories on the Mask are second-
ary here to those on the historical cycles.
I would 1ike to show how Yeats's system informs the play while

L)

-at the same time keeping in mind, as Becker says, that "Yeats is primari-

! In a note to the play Yeats says he

ly: trying to write a play.”
wantéd to avoid allegory, and thought he had finally succeeded by turn-
ing "tragedy" into a “farce.” He admitted: "I wasted the begt working
ménths of several years in an attempt to write a poetical play where

every character became an exahp]e of the finding or not finding of what

] Hilliam Becker, "The Mask Mocked: Or, Farce and the Dialectic
of Self," Sewanee Review, LXI (1953}, p:. 85.

’
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I have called the Antithetical Self; and because passion and not thought
makes tragedy, what 1 made had neither simplicity nor life . . . . At
last it came into my head all of a suliden that I could get rid of the
play 1f I turned 1t into a farce . . . ."2 The play 1s infused with
humor so we are not allowed to take the ideas too seriously, and tﬁe
main chéracters are mutti-dimensional, with:bassions for, or against,
each other as well as fop their {deals. -

The story is divided, as Becker notes, into two parts, one con-
Qscerning a troupe of actors led by the poet Septimus, including his
.wife Decima and his mistress Nona, the other concerning a Queen, a Prime
'Minister and a discontented poputace on the point of revolution and
murder. -The stofies are connected because the Prime Minister engages
the players to perform a play and because Decima eventually becomes the
new Queen. ' The play is "The Tragical History of Noah's Deluge." Al-

'though it is never perqumed, the characters act out in the larger

structure of The Player Queen their ”rofes" of Noah,-ﬁis wife and sis-
ter,'gnd the animals, as the efa ends. .

The end of an era, according to Yeats, is marked by revojution,
confusion, and a general degeneration of previously reveredlvalues.3
In this play we see the impending end of the Christian era in whicp
everyone is acting in a decidedly unchristian manner, and éhere Seems

2 Introduction'to fhe Resurrection, London, 1934, Russell K.

Alspach, ed., The Variorum Edition of the Plays of W.B. Yeats (London:’
Macmillan, 1966), p. 932.

3

A Vision, p. 268.
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. . .
to be a general state of unrest. We are alerted at the very begjnning
to the state of affairs by-two old men in grotesque masks who complain
abﬁut the "world gfown very wicked" and about people who are always
"In a passion ﬁbout something or'other.“ ‘More obviously, when Septimus
first appears he speaks of "An uncharitable place, an unchristian place,”
and he repeats this five times in the course of Scene 1. All doors are
closed to him, as they were before Chris}'s birth, and no one wants to
help him. He ts left, as hé exaggeratedly puts it, like the man in the
parable about the good Samaritan,'"Rongd . . naked . . . bleeding . . .
and they pass by on the other side of théxstreet.“ The suggestion of‘

p
A
Z

a revolutioh éomes when the Citizens and Cdﬁntrymen enter portending

" "a bloody day's business." None of theém has seen the Queen in hér sev-
en year reig#, and now she is aécused of being a "bad evi]-]iying wiéch."
Opiﬁion 1s actually divided as tq whether she is a witch or holy woman,
demonétrating their Eonfusion. and the extreme opposites characteristic
of either Phase-28 ér 22 (the phase of revo1ut10n).4 The First Citizen
says, "We'd have no man go beyond evidence and reason® but in the same
sentence says they should murder the Queen because of some questionab}e,
third-hand report which is their only “evidénce." After deposing the
Queen they would make their Prime Minister king. A1l this is clearly
an exampie of the detay characteristic of the end of an era. |

There is another indication that we are going through a situation'

similar to Phase 2?, in Septimﬁs's behavior and complaints. The sugges-

tion {is not ‘confirmed until much later in the play, but a knowledge of

4 A Vision, p. 205.
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L

.

. Yeats's A Vision brings 1t to one's attention. At Phase 22 there takes
place "an 1nterchan§e between portions of.the mind wkich resembles the
interchange between'the old and new primary, the old and new antithetical "«
* at Phase 1 aﬁd Phase 15 S The mind that has shown a predominantly
. emotional character, called that of the Victim, through antithetical
.phases, now shows a predominantly intellectual character, called that
of the Sage . . . % 1In Scene I Sépt1ﬁus conéiders himse}f..and is,
the Yvictim." He complatns that al though others have "bad wives" they
were not left like him,'"shivering in the pale Tight of dawn, to be run
over, to .be trampled upon, to be eaten by dogé, and all because their
wives have hidden themselves."” But in Scene fI, after he sees the "ad-
“vent of a New Djsﬁensation“.he declares repeatedly, "I am extraordinarily
wise." He is Jnmoved by his wife's pléas, and actually calls for a .
"tramp]ing.“ He says of the Unicﬁrn, "Ilwi11 bia him frample mankind to.
death and beget a new race.” So far in Scene 1 the "physical" revolu-
tion is more -prominent than the "personal,” but ultimately we will
see that the latter is the more'significant type.

The Unicorn, like.the revolution, also has at least a dual sig-
nificance. in the play. When Septimus defends the Unigorn in Scené I,
we have a glimpse of a pagan civilization -to come. -At one'po%nt'Septi—
mus had 1ikened himself to Christ, asking to be brodght to a stable,
but when Chrigtian charity failed, he aligned himself with the pagan:

"What do I care for any one now except Venus and Adonis and the other

5 A Vision, p. 159.
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planets of hea\./en?"6 This new allegiance portends change for the civ-
ilization and for himself. In "the midst 6f this uncharitabie town”
Septimus has a vision of a pure Unicorn. For him the Unicorn is chaste;'
noble, beautiful, religious, dangerous and flighty. It is not, however,
"religious" in a Christian sense. Septimus associates it with pagan
astrology, the "great Bear" constellation, rather than Christian myth-

ology, as was done in the Middle Ages.7

Septimus-a]so says he is not
ernk but "inspTred" and he even compares himsel; to a pagaﬁ.éod in the
form of a swan. This recalls the rape of Leda by the swan {Zeus) which
later produces Helen and the fall of Troy and is the "annunciation"” of
the Classical Era. These images taken together certajp]y nggest a
return of such an era. c Pt

Despite the crowd's hostility, Septimus persists in d;fending the
Unicorn's reputat{on, and in that does seem to risg above his drunken
stupor. Septimus's struggle between se]f and anti-self is al;eady man-
ifested here. He wants to distinguish himself from tﬁe "bad ;6gglar

poets" who are coming, probably, from a brothel, and we sense heé is

Asuperior, but at the same time he is something of a buffoon. At this

\

) 6 Adonis is not a planet, but one must remember that Septimus
is drunk when he makes this speech. Yeats relates an episode in his
Memoirs in which a drunken man came up to him and said "I care for
nobody now but Venus and Adonis and the other planets of heaven.”
Mempirs, p. 111, cited-in A. 'N. Jeffares and A. S. Krnowland,

A Commentary on the Collected Plays of W.B. Yeats (London: Macmillan,
1975}, p. 147.

7 Margaret B. Freeman, The Unicorn Tapestries (New York: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1976), p. 17, and Canon John Arnott Mac-
Cullock, ed., The Mythoelogy of All Races (New York: Cooper Square
Publishers, 1964), IV, V, VI, 426-28, 276, 109.
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' po{nt he Hoes not seem cipable of handling either his "bad wife" or the
crowd, some of whom merely knock him down and shove him aside. Peter
Ure rightly suggests that the Unicorn is Septimqus's "mask because it is
his - vision of all that he is not -- chaste and nob]e and the image of
the Unicorn (it never actually appears) does shape his character. It
“1nsp1res“ him to defy the crowd, to see the coming of the New D1spen- 
sation, and to leave Decima rather than be compromised. We will see
that later Septimus continua]]y compares himself to tﬁe Unicorn, and
~even eventually can say that he is "a vioient virginal creature" like the
Unicorn. ) - |

In defending the Unicorn Septimus is a]so preparing to assume
“the mask of Noah" (a pre-Christian figure). Decima is beaut1fu1 and
flighty ]1kg the Unicorn, and she previously had “inspired" him to write
poeg;y Now he fé&els "victimized" by her. A]though he says she was
-_once 16 need of protection when she was "a frail child . . . in the.
midst of a flood, in danger of drowning, 50.-to speak, w8 now that she may
have ”drowned herself" to avoid playing a part, he no Ionger cares. In-
".stead it is the Unicorn which he declares "I will protect."

I.you1d Tike to point out that Septimus's predicqmeﬁt, his vision,
and'thé revolution are treated humorously, so the viewer does not be-
coﬁe bogged down in philosophical allusions. "Although Septjmus 1ikens
himself to Christ, he does not seem Christ-1ike, and his declaration

that he is a dramatist and poet who has played before Kubla Khan meets

only with a bucket of cold water being thrown on him. His vision of

L

8 Collected Plays (1934; rpt. New York: Macmillan, 1968), p. 255.
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the pure Unicorn,.wh11e ennobling, is comically out of place. In the
midst 5f a group heatedly discussing the Queen's chastity, Septimus

- launches into a tirade about theé Unicorn's chastity, a point which no
one had thought of or cares abogt. Ihe revo]utionar¥es are even more '
ridiculous. The Big Coﬁntryman is obtuée]y bent on strahgu}ation, énd
although the group is suppoSed]y intent on the overthrow of the monarchy,

they all flee in terror before an old beggar who is seeking straw and

who foresees the very thing'tﬁey wish for.
The bé;gér-serves at once as thelbést means of authenticating
the changg in civilizations, and of mocking it. The last time he wént'
into a france ind brayed like a donkey, the crown did change hands, and.
now : fee]s‘the\donkey's.“1tdh.” Dopkeys are trapitiona]ly associa}ed

° but this man-donkey is an obvious farcical figure. His

with Arophecy
Tbréying also has noné of the solemnity of the Etruscan's trumpet or
“Juno'; peaéock” with which, Yeats tells us in A Vision,lohthe change

was announced in antiquity. When the two "inspired" men,xihe beggar

and Septimus, leave the stage together, there seems a possibility their
two visions may‘coincide, but since they are talking "at" rather than
"to" each other, there is also some aoubt.' |

Scene I 1s largely devoted to Septimus and his vision of the

Uniqorn, but there are also hints of ofher mask plays to,come'wifh

decima aﬁé the Queen. Decima is referred to repeatedly as a “bad wife,"
and she has run-away to avoiq.performing in the play, ilthough she is the

principle actress. .The Queen is certainly a recluse and possibly “a

, 3 Giorgio Melchiori, The Whole Mystery of Art (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1960) p. 195.

10 5 vision, pp. 243, 253, 268.

LY
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\
witch." Before they even appear we sense that neither of these women
is suited to her present role. _

The main characters' struggles between self and anti-self domin-
ate Scene II, and through them the "destruction and rebirth" of civili-
zation 1s achieved. The story of Noah's ark symbolizes the change on
both levéls. The Prime Minister announces immediately at the opening
of Scene II that the playgrs are to perform "The Tragical History of
Noah's Deluge" in order to appease the people, but ironically .it cannot
be performed and so tﬁe *deluge"” or revolution proceeﬁs to gather momen-
tum. Decima, displaying the "mulish obstinacy" of Noah's“wife, refuses
© to play this role, arid is even believed to have drowned herself to
avoid doing so. The Qﬁeen, whom we meet shortly, also seems inclined to
self-destruction but both of these women are also seeking to be “re- X
born" as thelr ideals, whether it be queen or saint. In the end it is
the assumption of those masks which brings aboﬁt the "New Dispensation."

. The chosen play is a slap-stick comedy, and here too we are not
'311owed to take the themes too seriously. The Prime Minis;gr chooses it
because it demonstrates the obstinacy of women and because it is not
"a dull, poetical thing." Decima pops her head out from under the throne
at the mention of her drowning and the Queen appears pathetjc and silly
rather than tragic.

The Queen dispiays a conflict of opposites but it is presented
on a comic level. She makes it apparent from her first appearance that
she would rather imitate her jdol, "Holy Saint Octema," than be a Queen.

She says she longs to sed]ude herself and pray but shq js motivated by

i
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timidity rather than by any re]igious conviction. In fact she has not
the courage to be saintly or queenly because she is only "almost cer-
tain” she's ready for martyrdom, and she exits anxiouﬁ]y asking the
Prime Minister for ﬁis plan to appease the people. Her j]l-fitting
clothes and "unﬁajestic walk" create'the impression of silliness and
“unsuitability for her role.

In the Queen's discourse with the Prime Minister she mentions
a Unicorn but 1t does not have the same significance for her as it did
for Septimus or the populace. All of them project images of it which
reflect something of themselves, however, fndicating that the 1mﬁortance
of the Unicorn in this play lies in the image people have of it more
than in its actual existence (i1f it has one). The vulgar people view
it only as a beast actiné‘from instinct, the Queen sees in it her own
ideal of "austerity" and sel%-mortification, and Septimus ‘his 'ideal of
the pure and noble. Later Septimus will say that “Hap is nothing till
he 1s united to an image" and that the Unicorn should be the "new Adam"
but at therqu it 1s only in the former function, as 1ma§e, that the
Unicorn is significant.

Decima also has an Image to which she aspires. . Her conflict
between self and ideal j; symbolized by a literal choice of masks. She
was assigned the rolF of Noah's wife but she refuses to put on that mask
because although she is Septimus's wife, and acts obstinately like
Noah's, she does: not want to have the same fate, which is u]fimate sub-
‘missidh. She enters the scene fully when she is comically lured from her

hiding place by the prospect of food, but even hunger does not weaken
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her determination. She tells Nona, "the only part in the world I can
play is a great queen's part” and she sings Fpe song of the "mad singing
daughter of a har]ot“.1n which the harlot dreams her daughter is des-
tined to wear a crown. (The harlot, we may recall from "The Adoratioﬁ
of the Magi," will indeed preside over the new era. This assofiation
becomes pertinent later in the play.) Although Nonalreminds her of her
"Towly bir‘th;l and says she 1s only fit for "low comedy " Decima‘1nsists
that 1t is not a matter of birth but of creating the right part. She
says, "The Queen cannot play at all, but I cou]d_p]ay so well." She
wants to determine her own life, to be in a position of command, and
so she refuses to be subject td'her Eusband. “I am not to eat my break-
fast unless I play an old peaky-chinned, drop-nosed harridan that a fSLI
husband beats with a stick because she won't clamber among the other
brutes 1ﬁto his cattle-boat." Decima is free to choose her masks, and
circumstances or fate Tater confirm her choicéf. This is ‘entirely con-
sistent with A Vision 1n’wh1chAone is free to choose one's Mask, which
| in turn influences the Body of Fate. - W

Aside from the general pat;ern of opposites which is the same in
A Vision as in this play, the names of the characters and their general
traits fit with the corresponding phases in the Great Wheel. Each char-
acter is "of"” his parficylar.phasé and each seems to be approaching
Phase 15, or unity with his opposite. They are all at the same “histo;-
ical" point on the Great Wheel, approaching the end of a cycle. At
phase 10 (Decima) we have "more desire of action and of command" than

at Phase 9, and "the man (Creative Mind from Phase 20, phase.of greatest
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dramatic power) sees all his 1ife as a stage play where there is only
one good acti%g part." Decima c]ear]j indicates her desire for command
and for p]ayihg only a queen's‘part. Her insistence on the-latter shows
how "theatrical" is the attainment of one's opposite. Decima also has
the "greatest dramatic power" of all the characters, the power to choose
and assume a leader's role. If ﬁe is "true to phase," Yeats tells us,
he is "proud, masterful and practical," and "if he triumph, may end am-
bition through the command of mu]titudes.“ll At the end Decima is
clearly in control and "commands the hUltitudes" as the new queen. She
is proud of her new role, and practical in accepting the Prime Minister
and banishing Septimus. At Phase 8 (St. Octema) we.have a‘persop ﬁhose
True Mask is courage and False is fear. Out of phage a condition of
terror; when true to phase, of courage unbroken through defeat. "12 St.
Octema may have been "in phase" but the Queen is c]early "out " At
phase 7 (Sept1mus) the man performs "a last act of courage a defiance
of the dogs that must soon tear the man into pieces. Such men have a
passion for.history, for the scene, for the advent‘.ur‘e."]3  H1s True
Creative Mind is Heroic sentiment, his False, Ddgmatic sentimentality.
Septimus acts bravely (though with:bravado) when defending the Unicorn's
reputation, and later shows courage before the revolutionaries coming

to defeat what he sees as the servants of the Unicorn." He is eager to
' seek out the Unicorn in Africa and is an actor. At the same time Septi-

mus can be highly emotional and illogical. Being drunk he affirms, is

1 A Vision, pp. 122-3.

12 1pid., p. 117,
3 1bid., p. 116.



infinitely superior to being sober. .He warns Decima, "Never trust a
sober man. All the world over they are unfaithful." And earlier he
says, "There is courage in red wine, in white wine, in beer, even in
thin beer sold by a blear-eyed potboy in a bankrupt tavern, but there
i€ none in the human heart." At Phase 9'(Nona) we see: "It may even
be that he is haunted by a delusive hop%} cherished in secret, or
bragged of aloud, that he may inherit tﬁe Body of Fate and Mask of a

% ‘
phase opposed to his own."]4 Nona has secretly been Septimus's lover,

and in Scene II finally brags of it to Decima. She is more than willing
to.play the part of Noah's wife and even alters the costume to fit her-
'_se]f, thus‘assuming the fate and mask which should be Decima's.

| A1l this is not to say that the characters are completely delim-
ited by the phase examples, or that the examples are not different in
_other respects, but the simi]é;ities seem too close io be accidental.

The first edition df A Vision was pubiished after The Player Queen (1922},

but Yeats had begun it or his instructors had first appeared as early

as 1917. In another play, The Only Jea]ousy‘of Emer (1919), most of the

characters are clearly 1n a particular phase, and one of them part1c1-
pates in one of the stages of the after-life described in A V1s1on It
is possible then that the correspondences here were intent1ona1 |
are examples of the ways 1n which the system provided “metaphors" for
his plays.

In the first section of this thesis when I was explaining the

concept of the Mask, I said that the anti-self was an image of all that

14 A yision, p. 120.
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is opposite to what one calls "oneself" but is nefertheless a part of

the person. We can see this illustrated in the character of Decima bé~.
cause although as low born actress (and possibly "harlot") her “opposite"
1s a queen, she is already qﬁeen]y.in nature. She only needs to pléy

the part to become that hself." She is really-a born ruler, beautiful,
forcefu1; manipulative and vain, . In discussing. Septimus's possible fate
if she does not play her assigned part, Decima displays regal qualities.
She 1s proud of her power over Septimus and admits it arises from her
marfipulation and the suffering she brings him, She fs'right in thiﬁk-

. ing that Septimus would refer to her aéfhis "beautiful flighty wife" for
those Indeed are the adjectives he uses. .He describes the Unicorn the
"same way, and both are sources for his poetic inspiration. In-his poem
Decima wears "the mask of burning gold" which "sets his heart to beat,“]5
but which also taunts him. -

Decima's vanity 1s fed by Septimus;s poehs, but ;he also holds
them "updn her heart" and seems genuinely stricken when she.discovers
how they were compbsed. In'a comic comment on poetic creation, Nona
tells her Septimus has been tapping out the rhythm of the poems on her
shoulder. Decima is not just a two-dimensional character, and her re-
~action is quite humah. She suddenly changes her ﬁune and declares she
de]jberate]y threw her husband away, although later she tries to win
him back.

What happens next suggests a link between Decima, the changing
cycles and the Unicorn. After the players enter dressed as animals she _

15 The collected Plays, p. 261, and The Collected Poems {1956;
rpt. Toronto: Macmillan, T969), p. 93.
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"begins cgtting through tHe breast-feathers of the Swan." Since Sgpti-
mus had referred to himself as a divine swaﬁ in Scene I,.th{s symbolizes
her rejection of him. She then turns to the "animals," séy1ng she will
choose among them a new man. Peter Uré interprets this as a "clinging
to the old life" and an attempt to "clamber amdng the other brutes into
(Noah's) cattle-boat."'® I do not find, however, that Deéima gives the
impression she feels helpless without Septimus. It seems more as though
in rejecting Septimus as a lover and in seeking a new one, she is attempt-
ing to méke a "new life.". She does not find any of the animals satis-
factory but does "stretch and yawn ag if I loved." (Thi; phrase is used
by Yeats to suggest the lassitude that follows sexual 1ntercourse.)17
She repeats the phrase in cohnection with Queen Leda and the Swan. I
agree here with ﬁilson that the beasts in her song are symbols for the
divine and that she is "making a sexual invitation to _chhéad.'“18 The
song refers to Queen Pasiphae (though, as Wilson ndtes, Yeats may have
‘meant Europa) cHoosing a bull as she was wooed by Zeus in the fdrm of a
~ white bull. Zeus, of course, also took the form of a swan_and‘coupled
with Leda, a myth related by Yeats in his poem "Leda and the Swan." She
is no longer the "mad singing daughter of a harlot," but the harlot her-

self: "Any bird or brute may rest/ An empty head upon'hy breast." Just

. 16 Peter Ure, Yeats the Playwright (New York: Barnes and Noble,
1963), p. 141. .

17 Jeffares and Knowland, p. 249.

18 £ A C. Wilson, W. B. Yeats and Tradition (London: Victor
Gollancz 1958), p. 182.




as she finishes Septimus enters announcing "the end of the Cﬁristian
Era, the coming of a New Dispensation, that of the new Adam, that of
the Unicorn . . . . I will rail upon the Unicorn for his chastity. 1
will ‘bid him trample mankind to death and beget a new race." The impli-
cation is that the Unicorn, representing the pagan deity, will couple
with the harlot, Decima, and start a new civilization. The harlot, we
recall, in ‘symbolizing "all that our age had rejected," is tﬁe next in
Yeats's series after Leda and Mary to Taunch a new eréu

Even without making the connection between Decima and the harlot,
1t seems plain that if anyone inaugurates the New Dispensation it w111
Ibe Decima and not the Queen. Melchiori maintains that the “Ymaginary .
; union” of the Queen with the Unicorn, invented by the populace, is
"meant as a new myth: the end of an'gra~and the beginning of a new one
symbo1izéd in the conjunction of a woman and a fabulous animal .-. 19
I agree that this union was imaginary, but as such 1t could hardly sym-
bo]ize propagation. Later in Scene II the Queen speaks‘to Decima about
1ove, and what she says indicates that she has hhd'nothing to do with
1£. She says, "I was.afrdid ip.ﬁduld come in at the eye and seize upon me in
a moment." This’could mean ldbe,_or'it could also refer to the Unicorn.
- The Unicorn had been seen by' the pebp]é near the castle, but given the
Qﬁee’ls nature ani‘her decTaratioﬁs, was brobab]y'not coupling with her.
In any case,- ‘the New Dispensation of which Septimus speaks is not likely
to be born- from a union with the Queen, who is a last relic of the

[

Christ1ap;Era.

19 Melchiori, p. 66.
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Septimus in Scene II still maintains that the Unicorn 1s chaste,
but that he "hesitates." Instead of defending to the death the Unicorn's
chastity, Septimus now says the Unicorn deserves death 1f_1t is not
filled with desire. This is humorous, but what is more important is the
obvious contrast. The Unicorn has traditionaliy been and is associated
here with chdstity, and as Melchiori points out, "the consummation by
the Unicorn of an act of lust would mean reaching its own opposite,'its
mask."2®  From A Vision we know fﬁat it is the attafnment of one's oppo-
site which brings about the reversal of the gyres, the dominance of the
"antithetical" persona]ity or age.  Septimus, like his "brother" thé
inSpired beggar, senses that a change 15'1mminént, and it is symbolized
for him by the Unicorn's copujation.

The change does come about because someone unites with his;Mask,
but it 1s not the Unicorn. At the end o% Scene 1 Septimus thought the
mob was stirred up by the "bad popular poets" who were jealqus_of his
fame. In Scene 11 hg_thjnks Fhe attack is coming because they are "sef-‘
vants of the Unicorn." This time it is the players in Septimus's com-

'pany Qho think the mob has been stirred up by other players' jealousy.
They speak of the blay “The Fa11 of Tro;“ and the Stage Manager s&ys the
crowd may "burn thelp1ace down as if it were Troy." . Though Troy was not
the whole world, its total destruction suggests that of the Gréat Flood.

. This jink is reinforcgd-ﬁhen‘the players escape dressed as the animals
in Noah's Ark. ’But the crowd is not any more concerned with the Unicorn

and “his servants," or the players, than it was with Septimus earlier.

20 Malchiori, p. 67.
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If there is going to be a change in civilizations it seems doubtful that

it will be effected, at least directly, by Septimus or the Unicorn.
Septimus in any case is really more concerned with himself and

his art. As one of the “last artists" he wants to "save the images and

implements of our art,"” particu]af]y the "high-crowned hat of Noah,"

and at this point the mask of the sister of Noah. He has not yet com-

pletely rejected Decima whom he later associates with this mask. He

tells Nona and Decima that "Man is nothing till he 1is united to an

image" and he then proceeds to realize this. He'éompares himself to

the Unicorn when he says, "Never trust a man who has not bath;d by the

light of the Great Bear," something the Unicorn does and which Septimus

had said even made it "drunk." At the preseﬁt moment the water is “cold"

and the Unicorn reluctant, but Septimus is fully drunk and "inspired."”

He declares, "I am extraordinarily wise." He refuses to lielto Decima

in order to escape. ‘He, like Decima earlier, refuses to play a role-

he fee}s is untrue or degrading in some wa;; The "Victim“ has become

“Sage." He says; "Am I a rascally sober man, such a man as [ have

warned you against?.. . o Hhaf I promise I perfprm, therefore my little

darlings, 1 will not p}omise at all." When Decima warns him they will

all perish if he does not swear never to see Nona again, he still re-

fuses, even if it means he cannot seek the Unicorn;g\:? shall die rail-

ing updn_that beast. :The Christian era has come to an end, but because

of the machinations of Delphi he will not become the New Adaﬁ.“ The

Unicorn will not; as we suspected, play a part in the néw civilization,

but as Image it does affect a change in Septimus. He has realized his
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unfon with his mask: "Because I am an unforsworn man I am strong:, a
violent virginal creature, that is how it is put in 'The Great Bea:tery
. of Paris'." His rejection of Decima, his former source oﬁ\dnspiration,
is symbolized in his final decision to leave behind the mask of ‘Noah's
sister. His wife is beautiful, bad and flighty and the mask is beauti-
ful, -drowned, wicked and flighty. He decides to save Noah's hat which
he will carry "Qith dignity.” "I will go slowly that they may see ] am
not afraid."

Hhether or not Septimus will actually go off to Africa to seek
the Unicorn is not clear. The beggar enters and tells Decima the time
is near for him to bray, and for the crown to chaﬁge When the Queen
enters Decima is about to ki1} herself, but the Queen stops her 'The
Queen confesses that a]though she wanted to be a martyr she was afraid
of the angry crowd and ran away. Decima offers to exchange clotnes so
the Queen can escape and she can die dressed 1ike a Queen. "If enly i
could wear that gold brocade. and those gold slippers for ong, moment,
it weuld not be se hard to die.” -The'only thing that matters‘for.Deciha
now 1s the destruction of the old self and the creation .of the new.

She exemplifies at this moment Yeats's thoughts on the Mask: .I think
all happiness depends on the energy to assume the mask of some other
1ife, on a re-birth as something not one's self, sohetbing created in

21

a moment and perpetually’ renewed. ™ The Qﬁeen leaves wearing a “nun-

Tike dress," an attire more suited to her “self," and is happy to realize

21 .
W. B. Yeats, “Anima Hominus," Mythologies (1917; rpt. New
York: Collier, 1972), p. 334. . |
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_-her goal of seclusion, though she never gains courage. She suggests
Decima turn away from the crowd but §he need not” "In a moment" Decima
has become Queen and no longer wishes to dfe. K ) |

When the Prime Minister, the 81shop, and others éﬁfer Decima de-
clares, “I_am Queen," and she takes to cqmnand as though born to it. She
agrees to marry the Prime Minister but makeé_tt clear he will be subject
to her. When the Prime Minister avows his joyalty she says she will
"have a good look at my new man" recalling her earlier words when She'
was choosing émong the beasts. -At this point the bray of'a QOnkey is
heard. The crown has changed, the New Dispensation is presumably inaug-
urated, and the Prime Minister is the "New Adam.” He declares “there
has been a miracle" and “Sleep of Adam, I must have that woman_for wife.
The Oracle has settled that."

It is interesfing'to note how Septim;s's presentiments about thp
future turn out. Both he and the Prime Minister mention the Oracie in
relation to the New Adam. Bec;use'of the "machinations of De]phi'.l the
Unicorn's place'1s filled by another "number one," the Prime Minister.
The latter throughout has been a comic opposite to the image of the
majestic Unicorn. He has blustered about muttering'“SIeep of Adaﬁ;“
bemoaﬁing.the'"prank" played upon Adam by ."the O1d Man 1n the Sky" when
He created Eve. Although the Prime‘Minister attajns his goal of.marry-
ing the Queen, he too has certainly been pla}ed a prank beﬁause he‘will
be dominated.by Decima. He is a farcical figure who mocks the notion

of an "Anti-Christ,” so our attention is directed back to Decima who

really brings about the change. ' ' - ///
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At the end of the p]a} the masked'Decima tells the playegggiaat
their lost friend (herself) “seeks destkuction somewhere and with some ¢
man she knows nothing of." Two cr1t1cs Ni]son and Vendler, feel the
1mp]ication 1s that the Unicorn who has been copulating with the 01d
-Queen, will transfer his affections to Decima and inaugurate the New
Dispensation, though Wilson thinks only Septimus wil) survive the de-
struetion and Vendler thinks the same of Decina. Other criticsrdisagree
Ure points out that the change of crowns is effected by Dec:ma s uniting”
with the mask of her ant1 self, that she never mentions a Unicorn nor
marries one. He thinks the Unicorn as "beast- deity" RE the property of
.Septimus s imagination and goes off with him J. R. Mooyk ee]s that
Wilson's 1nterpretation suggests "the real drama 11es:ent1re1y outside
“the p]ay Yeats has given us w22 I agree with this last statement because
the play centers around Decima and her persona] conf11ct more than the
historical change.” I think Wilson 1s 1ncorrect when he says Yeats 5,
theory of opposites is not' Fentra] to the play, and that 1t_1s more
"about" his cyclic theory of histbr}.ZB“The “miracle"‘occurs because

of her and though the historic element is there, it is really symbo]ic'
of the human conditian,
' It is important to remember that the play ts a farce, and that
" Yeats has;stated his intention to mock his own {deas. Nhife'the Unicorn

- 22 John Rees Moore Masks of Love and Death (Ithaca Cornell
Univ. Press, 1971), p. 188

23

Wilson, Yeats and Tradition, p. 177.
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is ultimately more important for Septimus as his Mask than as an Anti-
Christ, he'does proclaim him as the New Adam and Deci&a is set up as a
“harlot figure." The New Dispensation should be inaygurated by their
coupling, but 1t is not. There is no indication that the Unicorn,will
displace the Prime. Minister. There are no “servants of the Unieorn"
bes{des Sepfimus, no oﬁe to bring about another ?reyolution." In his
protesfatfpns-at the end Septimus does not demonstrate any inclinations
to pursue his adventure to Africa. The oracle settles the question as
Septimus had predicted aﬁg the Prime Minister éonfi?ms. Both‘the Prime
M{nister and the old beg;zr give a strong farcical tone to the changing

civilization.. If it were not for their presence one might possibly

speculate on the Unicorn's coming, but as such it is really outside the

realm of the play.

The Unicorn can be a syﬁbo1 not just for physical destruction and
rébirth but also for a spiritual one. Melchiori emphasizes the physical -
aspéct when he equates the "Rough Beast” of Yeats's "The Second Coming"

with the Unicorn in Yeats's prose and earlier plays, Where There is

Nothing;and'lhe Unicprn from the Stars. In this last play the Unicorn
does symbolize destructidn, but at the end the main character reaiizes

that he had misinterpreted his dream, and that his "business is not

.refbrmation but reyelation." Martin Hearne says, "The battle we have

to fight {g fought out in our mind. There is a fiery. moment,. perhaps

.once in a lifetime, and in that moment we see the only thing that-

"

matters® (II1l, 1. 363-68). In The Player Queen too there is no rev-

" olution, only revelation. We have seen that the Unicorn was Septimus's

*

-
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mask, his ideal of nobility, purity, and strength. At the end he

carries off the "noble hat of Noah" anq is strong like ﬁﬁe "violent
virginal creature" because he is unforsworn. Decima understands "in

the wink of the eye" that she was born to be a queen and has the prin-
cipal I.'re\.r'e]ai:ion" of the play when she indeed becomeé-the pTayer

queen, In Septimus's mind the Unicorn would initiate fhe new era by
uniting with its “anti-self;" As Melchiori says, the Unicorn is chastity
itself, and copulation and begetting ére its opposite, its Mask. "“Con-
summation by the Unicorn of an act of lust wouid mean reaching its own

opposite, its Mask; this is outside the range of natural possibilities,

: 24 . : ~
" it 1s a miracle.” Instead the_new era and the "miracle" 1is accomp-

lished by Decima. Septimus frequently compares the Unicorn and Decima
aé “flighty," "beautiful” and "terrible" and though Decima is not “"image
and beast" these are the qualities which enable her to establish her
position. -

There are various suggegtiohs'in_the play that some kind of

"antithetical® reve]atioﬁ fs coming. _The "primary" Christian era is

ABbvious1y at an end, to be replaced by one predominantly pagan. At one

point Septimus says they will seek the Unicorn in "the high tablelands

of Africa"'where they will make "lonian music -- music with its eyes

““upon that voluptuous Asia.” In A Vision we saw that East symbolizes

- “antithetical,” West "primary," and that these symbols originated in

Africa.zs Septimus's references to Africa and the East, though obséure,

24 Melchiori, p. 67,
25 A vision, p. 259.



-52-
add to the evidence an approaching "antithetical" change. That this
occurs because of Decima and not the Unicorn should not surprise-us too
much. Yeats also says in A Vision that East and West and their alter-
nating dominance are really symbols for the re]ations between men and
women. He says all his symbols "can be thought of as the symbols of
the relations between men and women and of the birth of children . . . .
We may think of the wheel as an expre;sion of alternations of passion,
and think of the power of waman beginning at symbolical East or Aries
. and of the power of man . . . beginning at symbolical Hest.“26
At the end of the play Decima has clearly taken control of the king-

dom, dominating the former real ruler the Prime Minister, and banish-

ing Septimus. In A Vision and in this play, the historical terms and
upheav']s,'the "division\into periods of equal lengths" are subordinate
to the ¢pnflicts within And between individuals.
In the first section I cited a letter from Yeats to John O'Leary
1n‘wh1cﬁ he said the mystical life was the center of a]] he did, thought
and wrote. Yeats's emphasis on internal battles over extgrnal is con-
sistent with a mystical philosophy. The scholar Gershom Scholem, for
example, distinguishes between two strains of eschatological sensibil-
ities: the apocalyptical and the mystical. 1In the apoca]}htic moae,
the revelations of "cataclysmic messianic advents” are taken to represent

actual physical upheavals. In the mystical mode, these upheavals and

battles between Good and Evil are said to be "waged internally -~ within

26 A vision, pp. 211-12.
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the mystical body (corpus mysteriosum) of the believer -- for possession

not of the world but of the soul."27 In thif;p]ay history moves in
cycles, and the change is précipitated by a “would-be" revolution. But
as I said before, the only real revolutions in fhe play are personal
ones, battles fought within Decima, Septimus, and even the Queen, for
destruction of the old self, and creation of fhe new.

But the cycle repeats itself unendingly. When Decima puts on the
~mask of the drowned sister of Noah, at the end of the_play, we can‘fore-
see her end. Decima does nut sound very optimistic when she speaks of
destruction and the "foolish smiling face" of her mask. She has reached
her goaj, but she is saddled with the Prime Minister, and her reign
will not last forever. Septimus, as "Noah," will undoubtedly manage
despite his banishment, bq;ﬂhe.ex#ts-aS"he*entered, speaking of his
"bad, flighty wife," éﬁowing that he has come full circle. Decima and
Septimus both have new mates, and the new era will not be exactly like

the old because, as Vendler noteé,28

the new Queen does not imitate her
predecessor. As we saw from A Vision, people and civilizations do not
exactly dupiicate one another but the cycle of change persists unchanged.

Vendler says that "The Player Queen is 11ke a chapter from A

Y¥ision read with an eyebrow cocked."zg This is true because the basic
a7 Ron Rosenbaum, "The Subterranean World of the Bomb," Harper's,
vol. 256, March 1978, p. 89,

28 Helen Hennessy Vendler, Yeats's Vision and the Later Plays
(Cambridge Harvard Univ. Press, 1963), p. 126.

-

29 1bid., p. 128.
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elements in both are the same and Yeats does mock his ideas. The char-
acters conform generally to the personalities of their Phases, demon-
strating the closeness df Yeats's philosophy and art. But the characters
are not simp]y allegorical. ODecima at times 1s motivated by hunger,,
jealousy, love and pride, and Septimus is at times the hen-pecked husband,
1ove-tormen£ed poet, drunkard and prophet. Yeats is successful, I feel,
in not letting his "thought" obtrude upon the "passton” in making this

tragi-comedy.
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CHAPTER 111

THE ONLY JEALOUSY OF EMER B

In the 1ntroducfion to this thesis I cited Yeats's preface to

The Only Jealousy of Emer in which he states that he has always longed.
for a country where all people shared in a “half-mythological, half-
philosophical folk belief" and that he has always written as though it

existed. The "mythology-philosopny" which he found in "Robartes' papers"

is later systematized into A v1§10n. In The Only_Jea]ousy of Emer Yeats
combines his mystical beliefs.with Irish folklore about the hero Cuchu-
lain in a form which borrows much from the Japanese Noh drama. I am con-
cerned here mainly with the philosophical .aspects to the play. These
fall into three general categories: the conflict of opposites manifested
in physical and psychological masks, the personality Phases of the Great
Wheel attributable to most of the charécters, and the stages of .the
after-life which.affect Cuchulain. . |

These last two, which include Yeats's own comments on the Phases
of women's beauty pertaining to the play, have led Wilson and Vendler
to rega}d tﬁé beautiful supernatural creature Fand as being the méin
interest in this play. They feel we are meant to regret the fact that
Cuchulain dées not join Fand in the after-life, and Vend]ér even sees
her as victorious because she is of Phase 15. Other critics, like Ure,
Nathan and J. R. Moore, and I would agree with them, see Emer as the

heroine and feel our sympathies 1ie with her. This does not imply a

o
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reduced relationship between A Vision and the play, but rather a differ-

ent emphasis. Emer 1s the only character who changes in the course .

of the play, who "chooses whatever‘task's most difficult among tasks
not 1mpossib1e“1 and who thereby assumes her "mask." This pattern is as

much a part of A Vision as the stages of the after-life and the Phases

-

of beauty.
The action of The Only Jealousy -ef Emer follows that of On Baile's

Strand and is part of the."Cuchulain cycle” which includes the last play
The Green Helmet, At Hawk's Well and The Death of Cuchulain. The story

opens with Cuchulain having fallen into a death-like trénce.after rush-
"into the sea upon learning that-he ﬁas"ki]]ed his own son. The story
concern's his wife Emer's attempts to bring him back to 1ife. .His soul
s being held by the "people of the Sidhe," or "Country under Wave,"
and Fand, the “Woman of thfjﬂidhe," would like to take him away with
her forever. Cuchulain's character is actually divided into the Ghost
of Cﬁchulain and the Figure 'of Cuchulain. The Ghost experiences one of
the first stages of the after-1ife, and the Figure is possessed by
‘Bricriu, the maker of discord among gods and men. The other dramatic
personae are Eithne Inguba, Cuchulain's migtress, and the Three Musicians
who act as a chorus commenting on the action.

A1l of the characters wear masks, or their faces are made to

resemble masks. This has.the effect of universalizing the situation,2

1 W.B. Yeats, "The Phases of the Moon," A Vision, p. b2.

2 see F: A. C.'Wilson, Yeats's Iconography {(London: Victor Gallancz
Ltd., 1960), for other ways in which Yeats, in drawing upon varied sources,
uses universal themes and symbels.
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and.of making us more aware of the play of psychological masks going on
among and within the characters. There is a general conflict between
the natural and supernatural worids, with Emer and Eithne aga;nst the
Sidhe, but Fand and Bricriu are a]so‘ememies. There are also intense
inner conflicts in Cuchulisn and Emer. Cuchulain is torn between Fand
and Emer, and Emer betwee; her duty as a wife and her hope of Cuchulain's
love. Each of the main éharaé%ers can be clearly related to a particular
phase on the Great wheel, as Wilson notes, except Emer, who can nonethe-
less be generally located. '
Cuchulain wears two maské, that of the hero and of the distorted
changling. He is of Phase 12, "the phase of the hero,” whose Mask is
“derived from the terrible Phase 26, called the phase of the Hunchback. w3
The struggle within the individual is especially strong at thlS point

because the four Faculties are equidistant. “The oppositions {Will and

Hask, Creative Mind and Body of Faté)are balanced by the discords, and

these, being equidistant between identity and opposition, are at their

utmost intensity.”4 One critic, H. H. Vendler, says that "Cuchulain is
throughout a passive character, manipulated by otherwor]d powers (Fand's
_beauty and Bricriu's spite). W5 It is true that Cuchulain is "ful] of .
hesitation" which is characteristic of his phase. He is tempted by Fand

who is supremely beautifuyl énd offers oblivion, yet is held back by his -

3 ‘ . .
A-Vision, p. 127 and p. 128.
Y Ibid., p. 127.

5 Vend]ér, Yéats’s Vision and the Later Plays, .py 219.
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ties fo Emer and his responsibflities. He is also, as A Vision states,
“overwhelmed with the thought of his own weakness and knows of no strength -
but that of Image and ﬂgg&."ﬁ But 1f Fand and Bricriu are really con- ‘
trolling powers as Vendlerlcontends, one must realize thﬁt they are in
some sense Cuchulain's own projections. Fand is described as seeming

"more an" idol than a human being"; she is Cuchulain's Image of perfect

beauty. -The man of his phase "follows an imagé, created or chosen by

the Creative Mind from what Fate offers; would ﬁersecute and dominate it;
and this Image wavers between the concrete and sensuous image. It has
become personal; there is noﬁ, though not so decisively as later, but
one form of chosen beauty, and the sexual Image is drawn as with a dia-
mond and tinted those pale colours sculptors sometimes put upon a
statue."7 Cuchulain did pdrsﬁe and dominate Fand when she appeared as'

the Hawk-woman in At the Hawk's Well, and as the warrior Queen Aoife whom

he defeated in battle and subsequently seduced. At the end of this play
Fand is described as a statue, and ;hough she has her own mythological
1dentity, her role.as Cuchulain's i%age of aesthetic perfection is para-
mount here.

‘Bricriu, Cuchulain's Mask, is described as ﬁaving a distorted face
and an arm withered to the socket. His only interest is in creating and
affirming his own power. Emer has been urging Eithne Inguba to appraoch
Cuchulain's body, to speak to it and kiss it in order to recall his sbu].

When the Figure of Cuchulain stirs it is Bricriu of the Sidhe in his

6 A Vision, p. 127 and p. 129.
7 Ibid., p. 129.
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plaée. When he shows his face Eithne Inéuba-]eaves because, Bricriu
5ays, "I Show my face, and everything he loves/ Must fly away." ﬁhen
Emer protests that he is lying because she has not fled, he tells her
she is not loved. Emer rightly concludes that she is therefore outside
of his power. In return for putting ﬁerse]f under his power, Bricriu
tells her, he will restore Cuchulain to life. He says, "You loved your ‘
mastery, when but neg]y married,/ And I love mine for all my withered
arm.” This correspGnds to the characteristics of the man of Phase 26,
?The Multiple Man, also cailed fThe Hunchbaék'." The physical defqrmity
"may be of any kind, great or little, for it is. but symbolised in the
hump . . . .“8 He is vengeful and-power-hungry. "He commits crimes,
not because he wants to . . . but because he wants to feel certain that
he can; and he is full of malice because, finding no impulse but in his
own ampition, he is made jealous by the impulse of others." Bricriu is
Jeélous of Fand's power and tells Emer he is Fand's enemy, “come to
thwart her will." He is one "who betrays, not for thirty pieces of sil-
ver, but ﬁhat he may call‘himseLf creator.“9 Bricriu is also a super-
natural creature, one of the Sidhé, and for a man of Phase 26 there is
_"whén the phase is truly lived, contact with supersensual life . .'.“]0
Wilson places Bricriu at Phase One because it is supernatural,
and spirits of this phaée are, according to the first edition of 5_!1;

sion “"indifferent to good and evil, to truth and falsehood," "deformed"

8 A Vision, p. 177.

% Ibid., pp. 177-8.

0 1bid., p. 178, ) )
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1]‘ Wilson also cites a section from A Vision (B) which

and "automatic.”
he thinks describes the “changeling" aspect of Bricriu's nature: “mind
and body take whatever shape, éccept whatever image is imprinted upon
them, are indeed the instruments of supernatural manifestation, the final
link between the living and moré?powerfu] beings.” I think the descrip-
tion of the Hunchback of Phase 26 better suits Bricriu, however, because
I do not see any evidence in the play that his image is "“imprinted" on
him, or. his purpose "imposed" on him. Yeats says that in thé man of
Phase One there is “complete passivity, complete plasticity.” Bricriu
takes Cuchulain's place, but he appears as himself,‘deformeﬁ, and he‘is
not passive. He.is rather, as we have discussed, full of malice, jea];
ous and power-hungry. In the play he is Cuchulain's Mask, literally.
I think psychologically he is also related to Cuchulain more than to
Fand, wno would be his Mask (or object of désire) if he were of Eygge One.
.Qn what sense is the Figure of Cuchulain a part of Cuchulain's
character? As I said earlier, Cuchulain is torn between his ‘ties to
Emer and his attraction to the supernatural world in which he cqu]d'be
united with his Idol. When he hesitates, Fand proboseS'to abolish all
his memories so that “Nothing but beauty can remain." Cuchulain's
response is "And shall I never know again/ Intricacies of b]ind'remorse?"
There is a tone of regret to these words. (This tone is more obvigus
in earlier‘versions of the play, when he asks, "How could you know/ Tnat

4
man is held to those whom he has loved/ By pain they gave, or pain that

T]] Wilson, Yeats's Iconography, p.112.

A
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he has gfven --/ Intricacies of pain. “]2

In a note to this play Yeats
says h1s poem “"The Phases of the Moon" contains aspects of his symho]1sm
present in the play. In the poem it is written "there is no deformlty/
But saves us from a dream." Part of Cuchulain does not want to gjve
itself to the absolute, does not want to be a slave to a dream, and

this "deformity” tries to keep him from such a fate. The “hero"'side

of Cuchulain is weak, while the "Mask" is strong. In AWVision Yeng
says that the Will of the man of Phase 12 is "more and more conﬁkious of
1ts frailty -- and that which it would be, the 10ne]y,1mperturbablg_
proud Hask. " This is not to say that Cuchulain wants to be éfiﬁriu.
But if he is returned to life he will fulfiil his destiny as a hero, a
life which will be Tonely and difficult but which is more fitting toa

hero than succumbing to Fand and renouncing all his‘responsibilities

(In Fighting the Waves, a Iater prose version of this p]ay, it is c]ear

that Cuchu1a1n Vs very much needed to fight off‘foes Emer tells E1thne,
"Before you came I called his name again and again. 1 JE:d him Queen
Maeve and all her Connacht men are marching north and east and that there
is none but he to make a stand against them; but he would not hear me.")
_The inclination to reject Fand and tﬁe pﬁrsuif quthe absolute *
ties within Cuchulain, but the final decision is not made by him. It
is made by Emer. Her Phase is not as easily identifiab]e aé CﬁchuTaih's,.'
but she would seem to bs in an objective one, for she is the “honest

wife" from "The Phases of the Moon" who is also "deformed" and "saves

12 1919 and 1923 versions, Variorum Ed. of the Plays, p. 599.

13 variorum Ed. Of the Plays, p. 544.

4
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him from d dream. " ‘She makes Cuchulain "1mpure with memory" and she
restores him to life. In this sense shg is alighed with Brfcriu, as
they bo%ﬂ wish to thwari Fand's desires. But Bricriu is also a "daemon"
who brings strife into Emer's 1ife. This "maker of discord” is one that’
Yeats identifies elsewhere as "Gates and Gatekeepers" who "have but one
purpose, to bring their chosen man to the greatest obstaé]e'he ﬁay con-
front without despa1r."14 or as “the Daemon [qho] by using his mediator-
ial shades, brings man again and again to the p]ape of choice, heighten-
ing temptation that the choice may be as final as possible, imposing

his own 1gc1d1ty upon eveﬁts, leading his victim to whatever among works

not impossible {s the most d1ff1cu]t."]5

Yeats describgs the same
confrontation in "The Phases of the Moon" with rgspect"to the soul 1in

its objective phases:” "It would be the world's servant, .and as it

serveg,/ Choosing whateverftask's most difficult/ Among tasks not impos- “fj‘
sible, it takes/.Upon'the bgdy and upon the soul/ The coarseness of the ;{jf

11.[6

drudge. Bricriu makes Emer choose between her hope of Cuchulain's

love and her duty as a wife, and her choice establishes her as a heroine.
When at first Emer refused to abandon her hope, Bricriu compared
her dilemma to Cuchu]ain's,'saying "You dare not be accursed, yet he

“th;'dared."17 Presumably, he was referring to Cuchulain's decision in

o '
. . k 14 The. Autobiography, p. 183.

~

- 15 upep Amica Silentia Lunae," Myﬁholog1es, . 361, cited by |
Leonard E. Nathan, The Tragic Drama of ﬁ B. Yeats (New York: Columbia
Univ. Press, 1965), p. 234,

J

16 & vision, p. 62.
17 Collected Plays, p. 189.
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‘At*the Hawk's Well to abandon the "well of immortality" for the battle-

field, a decision which "cursed" him at the same time it made him a
hero. Ure points out that Emer's decison is similar to Cuchu]ain's, -

and is.even more heroic. "Emer's heroic deed, like Cuchulain's in At

. the Hawk's Well, is pn'assertibn of her identity, of her name as loving

wife" but whereas Cuchulain really "dares the curse," Emer chooses to
be cursed.. She knows the consequences of her act; "she does not find,
after she has asserted her nature, that her déstiny is-in consequence

to suffer its frustration; she chooses this destiny . . . . She is more

the heroine of the moral choice than any of Yeats's earlier protagonists.”18

It is true that after hearing Fand's exchange with Cuchulain Emer knows
she fias cause to be ﬂjea]ous? for the first. time. (Hen?é the title,’
which Vendler stresses to support her argUmen£ that Emer does not act
unse]%ish]y-) If Cuchulain were to go away with-this Woman of the Sidhe
his memory of her would be-ob]iterate; forever,ﬁ?or as Bricriu shys,

one never tires of loving the Siﬁhe. But her decision does pot'seem
motivated bf‘self—interest.L‘On the contrary, tq bring Cuchulain back

knowing he will never love‘her is more of a “curse“ than never seeing

J— ~

him again.
r

Emer's act is “"selfless” in that she chooses what she thinks.iis
best for Cuchulain-and the people, but she does so because she is "her-

;e1f," that is, a heroine. In an introduction to Fighting the Waves

Yeats speaks of se1f—sac51fice and heroism, and the passage applies

well to Emer:

T8 yre, p. 74 and p. 75.
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Here in Ireland, we have come to think of Self-sacri-
fice; when worthy of public honour, as the act .of some
man at the moment when he is least himself, most come
pletely the crowd. The heroic act, as it descends

" -through tradition, is an act done because a man is him-
self, because, being himself, he can ask nothing. of
other men but room amid remembered tragedies; a sacri-
fice of himself to himself, almost, so 11tt]e may he
bargain, of the moment to the moment

Eﬁer's sense of duty coincides with Cuchulain's own‘conscience
but Emer is not, as Wilson contends, "no more than the voice of. his own
conscience returnlng him from the heaven of Fand's beauty’ to the mate-
rial world," and Cuchulain does not "turn away from his 1deal of his own

20

volition." Cuchulain is "full of hesitation” at first and is about

to succumb to Fand, is irideed mounting her chariot’, when Emer'talls him
back. Her renunciation is the climax of the play. Although Vgndier
disagrees with Hi];on‘on this point, recognizing Emer as a separate
;dEahatic character, she too-diminishes fmer's role when she.says Emer

u. n2l This can be refuted, however, - )

is "acting as an agent for Bricri

because it is established 1n the beginning that Bricriu has no control

oyer Emer unless she wills 1t More crucially for the 1nterpretation

" of the play. these critics feel’ our ultimate sympathy should be with -

Fand, &nd that we are meant to regret that Cuchlain i$ torn ayay from her.
" This peint of view is based partly on ear]y-versions of the p]ax,

an& partly-on what Yeats says in a note to the play with regard to his

System. In-the early versions (1918 - 192§) Cuchulain’s memories inc]udel

19 variorum Ed. of the Plays, pp. 569-70, cited by Ure, p..74..

~J
h

zp'wilson, Yeats's fconography, p. 113. -

21 yendler, p. 222. , ‘
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those of hisn&ead son, and Emer's renunciation is fbllowed by dfa]ogues
between Fand and- the Ghost of Cuchulain, and the.Figure of Cuchulain.
When Fand discusses why she has 1os£, her point of view is stressed.
Cuchulain’s'membrynof his son somewhat diminishes Emer's position, aﬁd
her renunciation is iénger and”blander than in the final version. But
‘the revisions fn.thé 1dfter put all the emphasis on her choice, and as
Nathan says, there is “little doubt that thé ﬁiay belongs to Emer, is
her tragedy. “%? .§;' ;
In a note to one of the eaé]y versions of the play {inciuded in

Four Plays for Dancers, 1921) Yeats puts emphasis on those phases where

women's beauty is suprene;‘;He Says:

I have filled "The Only Jealousy of Emer" with those
little known convictions about the nature and history
of a woman's beauty, which Robartes found in the
Speculum of Gyraldus and in Arabia Deserta among- the
Judwalis.. . . . The invisible fifteenth incarnation
1s that of the greatest possible bodily beauty, and
the fourteenth and sixteenth those of the greatest
beauty visible to human eyes. Much that Robartes

has written might be a commentary on Castiglione‘s
saying that the physical beauty of woman is the spoil
or monument of the victory of the soul, for physical
beauty, only possible to subjective natures, is de- 23
scribed as the result of emotional toil in past lives.

This statement encourages Wilson and Vendler to- see the play as revolv-
ing around Fand, whoﬁ they identify, justifiably, with the 15th Phase.

. The opening lyric is about wqman's beauty, and the closing lyric seems
to concern Fand's fruStfatipn, but the core of the play in its final

»

revised form belongs to Emer. 1In a preface to the same early edition’.

22 Nathan, p. 236.
23 Variorum Ed. of the Plays, p. 107.
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Yeats makes a statement which would lead one to focus alloéttention on

Cuchulain: "The Only Jealous of Emer was written to find what dramatic

effect one could get out of a mask, changed while the player remains upon
the stage to suggest a change of personality."24 ‘Yeatﬁ does deal with
Cuchulain's conflict, and he doesiuse the systems of incarnations as a .
back-bone for the-play, but one shou]d'only judge from the play. itself
what weight to g1ve‘fhese statements. As an embodiment of the 15th

Phase Fand is an image of absolute beauty, but one cannot conclude from
that that she is the heroine of the play. She is a supernatural crea-
ture in a "discarnate" state. For a hero like Cuchulain, abandoning

1ife and responsibilities {s not necessarily the best choice.

When Cuchulain first sees Fand he relates her to, the 15th Phase;/
of the moon: "Who is it stands before me Fhere/ Shedding such light from
1imb and hair/ As when the moon, complete at last/ With every labouring
crescent past,/ And lonely with extreme delight,/ f{:abs'out upon the
fifteenth night?"zs‘ This is the phase of the full moon, of complete
" subjectivity and beauty. Fand says she 1srnot quite complete;'lackiné
fullness “by an hour or so" because she “longs.f Although she is not
complete, she is more representative of Phase 15, which we may recall is
“an fdeal or supernatural incarnatjon" than of Phase 14 (where Bjersby
and Qambef‘p]ace her) which is human. Fand herself says that lacking
aﬁ hour is not 1iké "lacking a day to be compiete," which was true of his

.other lovers, presumébly Eithne Inguba. (The moon, in any case, need

24 wpreface to Four Plays for Dancers," Variorum Ed. of the

Plays, p. 1305. _ ,

‘25 Collected Plays, p. 191.
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not reach fullness the first hour of its 15th day.) Cuchulain admits .
that her "brilliant I1ght surpasses all crescent forms "

But when Fand tries to seduce Cuchulain, in no matter which
version, she does not seem very appealing to the audience. Even Vendleu
admits that she “inspires mixed feelings . . . . Fand's language is
scornful, intolerant, edged with sarcesm amd peremptory -- when it is
not seductive or unearthly or tr1umphant n26 and Wilson says Fand “seems

27 Cuchulain remembers tnat as Hawk-Woman

N

she ruthlessly flew away, and though she says she is "all woman now"

to stagnate in callousness.”

she does not seem su. Her mask and clothes and even her hair are metallic
so that "she seems more a;\idol than a human being." And even though

she is supremely beautiful, that 1s.not really enough té tempt Cuchulain.
Only when she promises to erase his memories of Emer does Cuchulain

start to follow her. Althougu Fand'says.she needs Cuchulain to be com-
P]ete, as a supernatural being the need is too etuerealuto be moving.

Just the fact that Fand is of the 15th Phase convinces Vend]ep
.£;;t she is the heroine. Vendler' s 1nterpretat10n of A Vision is
founded on her belief that the whoTe book {with the except1on of the
historical sections which she admits do not fit her schema) is about
the creative experience, the high point of which occurs at Phase 15.
She says, "all of A Vision is written to explain the central phase."28

There is nothing in A Vision which justifies Vendler's narrow aesthetic

.26 Vendler, p. 234, o

27 Wilson, Yeats's Iconography; p.\llo.

28 Vendler, p. é.
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interpretation, which slants all Yeaté‘s statements about personality,
history and religion, and there is evidence that the 15th Phase is not
the "be-all and end-all" which Vendler portrays. Phase 15 1s one of
the most significant phases as it represents the point at which man
.comes closest to Unity of Being. "Man seeks his_opposite or the.oppo-
site of his condition, attains his object so far as it is attainablf,
at Phase 1? and returns to Phase 1 again."29 But making the camglete
circle is what is important because the ultimate object is to escape
the cyc]é; entirely. Yeats tells us, "Neither Eetween deafh and birth
nor between birth and death can the sou] find more than momentary happi-
ness; its objeft is to pass rapidly round its circle and find freedom

30"Th'is is exactly what Fand is Seeking. She tells

from that circle.”
Cuchulain that when they kiss she will be complete, and she will be
free from all the "objective” cycles which fq]low:3]
Time shall seem to stay‘his course;

When your mouth and my mouth meet '

A1l my round shall be complete

Imagining all its circles run;

And there shall be oblivion e

_ Even to quench Cuchulain's drouth,
Even to still his heart.32
That we are dealing with a Tife or death situation regardingr

Cuchulain seems-obvious, but Vendler again sets up.an "aesthetic" situation .

29 A vision, p. 81.

30 Ibid., p. 236. -

3 Wilson also interprets the passage as such, but Vendler says
Fand is not seeking to escape the cycles but only to attain perfection
of self,

32 collected Plays, p. 192.
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in order to make Fand more attractive. The Musicians descrfbe'Cuchulain
as "dead or swooning;“ Fénd ;ays he is "among the dead," and Bricriu
desc;ibes the "dreaming back".process of the soul which Cuchulain is
gxpériencing, and which is common to those newly-dead. Bricriu also
tells Emer that her husband "shall live again" 1f she renounces his
- love. Vendler maintains that all pu;gatorial terms "represent the mind
in aesthetic suspension," and "have no reférence to real death at all,"
and she concludes that “an interpretation ‘'of the play which sees Fand
as symbolic of actual physical death can get ndwhere."33 Such an inter-
pretation would clearly look with favor upon Emer's act. There is no
reason to doubt that Yeats believed in reincarnation, and Books ?I and
III of A Vision detail the process of the soul between death and birth.
When Bricriu brief]y describes the Ghost of Cuchulain's §tate,‘1t
closely resembles the "Meditation" stage of the soul. Says thé“Figure,
"A dream is body;/ The dead mer ever towards a dreamless youth/ And
“when they dream no more return no more;/ And those more holy shades that
‘never 1ived/ But visited yoﬁ in dreams."3 .

In the period between lives instead of the "Four Faculties" _
prevailing we have what Yeats calls the "Principles.” They are Husk,

Passionate Body, Spirit, and Celestial Body. At death consciousness -

passes from Husk (the human body) to Spirit, and Husk and Passionate

Body are\igid to disappear. If, however, Husk (also the past) persist,
the Spirit still continues to feel pleasure and pain. If the Passionate

" 33'yendler, p. 223.
3% Collected Plays, p. 190.
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Body (the ptresent and the senses) does not disappear the Spirit finds
Celestial Body (the timeless) “only after long and perhaps painful’

dreams of the past, and it {s because of such dreams that the second

state is sometimes called Dreaming Back. If death has been violent or

tragic the Spirit may cling to the Passionate Body for generations.“35

In Cuchulain's case, espécially since he is only in a death-like trance,
the past and present are too strong to pass away; and 1t-1s evident frem
his continuing "pain" over his “dreams" that he {is not yet ready to
join "the timeless." It could be argued that this is regrettable, (as
Wilson does when he defends.beauty's "absolute demands")} that it is too
bad he is so “human,” but the play does not project this feeling., As
Nathah points out, "The point of view in the play is Emer's. "It is her
vision that determines value,"36

Emer thinks she is saving Cuchulain from death and from the
malevolent forces of the sea. She is cbnvinced that Cuchulain is not
yet dead, and that "sea eﬁchantments" are holding him "amid their dark-
ness," She stirs up tg! fire because these spirits "dread the hearth-
fire," and she tells Eithne "We‘re but two women struggling with the
sea." What Bricriu tells her, whether trde or not, reinforces her feel-
ing that evil forces are trying to steal Cuchulain away. He tells her
that Fand "has hurried ffom the Country-under-Wave/ And dreamed herself
into that shap; that he/ May glitter in her basket; for the Sidhe/ Are dex-

]
terous fishers and they fish for men/ With dreams upon the hook."37

35 A Vision, pp. 187-8.

3% Nathan, pp. 288-9.
37 Collected Plays, p. 190.
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Emer's reaction to fhis shows that she thinks of Fand as a sufcubus:
"And so ihaé woman/. Has hid herself in this'disguise and'made/ Herself
21nto a lie . . . I know her sort. They find our men asleep, weary with’
war,/ Lap them in cloudy hair or kjss their lfps;/ Qur men awake in
fgnorance of it all,/ But when we take them into our arms at night/ We
cannot break their solitude." Fand may not seem as demonic as that to
us, but she does offer an escape from tife which Cuchulain is reluctant
to take, and we are glad he is restored to his réle of Hé;b'once more.
— The worst error Vendler m&kes is in finding that at the end Fand-
is hvictorious” aﬁa Emer is "superfiuous;“ She says, "Essentially the
play belongs to-Fand, in spite of the fact she is in th;\end defeated
o 38 '

,and it belongs to her by virtue of her poefic impac She maintains
that in the final lyric she does gain completion: "'When beauty is com-
‘plete . . ./ When moon's round is finished,/ The stars are out of sight.'

w39 Vendler con-

There is a victory in these lines, and it is Fand's.
cludes, "In spite of vacillation and stalemate, both -implicit in the
play, the Muse receives the final allegiance, as we have come to expect;

and Emer, like Septimus in The Player Queen, appears in the end touch-
40

ing but superfluous."’™ Vendler has omitted some of the words of the
lyric which are“important. The full quotation is, "When beauty is'com-
plete/ Your own thought will have died/ And danger not be diminished."

Fand will undoubtably attain completion but it will be without Cuchulain.

38 Yendler, p. 223,

39 1bid., p. 235.
40 1bid., p. 236.



~72-

A

At Phase 15 there is no desire. Yeats tells us in A Vision, “This love

- knows nothing of desire for desire implies effort and though thefe is
still separation from the loved object,‘love accepts the separation as //ﬁ\\\
neceSsary to its own existence . .. . As all effort has ceased, all

thought has become image, because no thought could exist if 1t were not

carried toward its own extinction . . . ."4]

Fand will no longer "Tong"
" and_she will not have Cuchulain. l

There 15 no agreement among critics as to what the "danger" is,
or what the "stars" mean. Wilson thinks the stars represént "man's
1nt911ectua1 love® which Fand will not ‘have, and sees the danger as her.
continued jsolation. 42 J. R. Moore has a similar interpretation in-that
man will move on to the’ "obJective“ world, after the 15th Phaseé has
passed, and "may forget the moon's d1v1ne'1nsp1rat1on."43l Vendler thinks
" Cuchulain will contjnue to wofship Fand from afa;, and will "outshine"
her competitors, Emer and Eithne. Vendler acknowIedges earlier, however,
that Emer and Eithne are in various "crescents?lso it does not seem
logical to view them as stars now. Since the "danger" appears to be
associated with the dlsappearance of the.stars, "isolation" would be
the best explanation. Yeats describes such isolation as being character-
istic of those at Pha§s‘]5: "there is now terror of so]itude.‘its forced,

painful and slow acceptance, and a 14fe haunted by terrible dreams.“44

41 A vision, p. 136.

42 Wilson, Yeats's Iconography, p. 126.
43 J. R. Moore, p. 222.
44 p yision, p. 136.
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There.1s a similar description in "The Phases of the Moon." Robartes
says£ T

A1l thought becomes anlimage and the soul

+ . becomes a body: that body and that soul

Too perfect to 1ie in a cradle,

Too lonely for the traffic of the worid:

Body and soul cast out and cast away

Beyond the visible world.
Aherne's responses conjure up Fand, her beauty and her fate: "All
dreams of the soul/-End in a beautiful man's or woman's body . . . .
- They ran from cradle to cradle till at last/ Their beauty dropped |
out of loneliness/ Of body and soul . . . . It must be that the terror
in their eyes/ Is memory or foreknowledge of the hour/ When all is fed

]
with 1ight and heaven is bare."45

Somg sympafhy_is expressed by the
Musicians who are "aﬁﬁonished" but they are'"dumb/ Or;give but a sigh
and a word/ A passing word." There is a sense of inevitability here,
miﬁgled with regret, and certéinly no feeling of "victory."

The only other specific references to women's beauty and the
Pﬁases occurs in the opening 1yr1c; It is sung against the back-drop

used in At the Hawk's Well, a black cloth with a gold pattern suggesting

a hawk. Since Fand was the Hawk-Woman the 1yr1€ has some rgference to
her, but it is more associated with Eithne Inguba who enters as the
Musicians are singing. They sing of a beauty "imagined within/ The
labyrinth of the mind." Robartes had told df how “"Under the'frenzy of

the fourteenth moon,/ The soul begins to tremble into stiilness,/ To

45 p vision, pp. 61-2.
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46 and undoubtably Eithne is of the -

47

die into the labyrinth itself,"

14th Phase when "greatest human beauty becomes possible.”
Phase 14 is a phase of self-absorption, and Eithne has to be

persuaded by Emer, who seems much more unselfish, into workind “against

the sea." In A Vision Yeats says of this phase that "responsibility

\\
is renounced and this renunciation becomes an instrument of power,

dropped burdens ?eing taken up by others." When Eithne flees the scene,
it is up to Emer to struggle with Bricriu and Fand. At this phase one.
also "understands ﬁothing yet seems to understand everyth{ng; already
serves nothing, while alone seeming of service." Eithne does not under-
stand at first how Cuchulain 1s possessed, she does not accomplish his
return and yet she is credited witﬁ }t. She 1s as the Musicians de-
scribe, "A frail, unserviceable thing." ’

At the same time the Musicians pay tribute to women's beauty
which is a "fragile, exquisite, pale shell" which took "centuries" or
many phases to perfect. There is also some sympathy for its lonely
plight. Though it is a "sea-bird" it is rejected by the sea (anima
mundi)48 and thrown upon the land (anima hominus). At first the Husi-
cians seem-in awe of sucﬁ beauty and ask how long would it take "éo raise
into being that loveliness," but at the end of the second verse when
they have conéidered the past suffering necessary to produce this beauty,

they ask "what bloody press dragged into being this loveliness?" As

46 A yision, p. 60.
47 1pid., p. 132.

48 Identified bf-H1lson, Yeats's Iconography, p. 97.
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much as the Musicfans are “astonished" later at Fand's fate, it is °
somewhat foreshadowed in the opening lyric when beauty must stand alone.
"Raised" and “Dragged“ epitomizes an ambiguity which is felt in the
play. Fand is Ideal Beauty, but sﬂg causes suffering, and is not worth
sacrificing one's Tife for. Eithne seems very desirable to Cuchulain

_ | |
at the moment, but she is undoubtably right that he will tire of her,
and she will be “thrown into some corner 1ike old ndtshe{]s.” no longer’
"serviceable." _

Emer 1s not completely.victorious since she does not have Cuchu-
lain at the end, but she has confronted her Daemon and surmounted the.
almost impossible task. The core of the play belongs to her, and
appropriately she has “room amid remembered trégedies." Wilson thinks
that a self-sacrifice 1ike Emer's woul& not appeal to Yeats but there
is evidence to the contrary. HWilson says, "For such a morality Yeats
had of course little use, precisely because it seemed to him to stifle

L]
49 .
the 1nd1vjdua1ity.“ 3 “Besides this play, one can turn to an essay of
Yeats's in which'he singles Emer out for special admiration:

And yet I think it may be proud Emer, Cuchulain's fitting

wife; who will linger longest in_the memory. What a pure

flame burns 1n.hera1ways&’ghefﬁgi she is the newly-married

wife fighting for precederite, fierce as some beautiful bird,

or the confident housewife, who would awaken her husband

from his magic sleep with mocking words; or the great queen

who would get . him out of the tightening net of his doom, by

sending him into the Valley of the Deaf, with Niah, his mis-

tress, because he will be more obedient to her’ or the woman
whom sorrow has set with Helen and Iseult and Brunnhilda,

and Deidre, to share their immortality in the rosary of the
poets. 50 :

. 43 Wilson, Yeats's lIconography, p. 112.

]

| 50 wThoughts on Lady Gregory's Translations,” The Cutting of an
Agate (New York: Macmillan, 1912), pp. 9-10, cited by Nathan, p. Z90.




Emer is compared to a "beautiful bird” but here it is “fierce,” not

"frail” or "unserviceable."

I would-like to make one last comment on the form of the play.
Yeats says in his essay-"Certain Noble P]ays of Japan" fhat with the

help of Japanese plays "I have invented a form of drama, distinguished,

n21

indirect, and ;ymbolic . « . an aristocratic form. By "aristocratic”

Yeats meant that 1t would appeal to those who could "understand the

-

literary and mythélogical allusions." In the case of Cuchulain, although
he was an aristocrat, a noble warrior, his legends would be familiar
to most Irish people, though Yeaté changes the original story 52 and
incorporates his philosophy regarding personality.and the after-life.
It seems 'that in adapting the Noh form to the Cuchulain legend Yeats
rd

appeals to both worlds, common and aristocratic, which he states in his
autobiography 1s his {ntention:

Have not all races had their first unity from a mythology

that.marries them to rock and hil1? We had in Ireland

imaginative stories, which the uneducated classes knew and.

even sang, and might we not make these stories current

among the educated classes, rediscovering for the work's

sake what I have called “the applied arts of l1iterature,"

the association of literature, that is, with music, speech,

and dance; and at last, it might be, so deepen-the political

passion of the natfon that all, artist and poe§3 craftsman

and day-labourer would accept a common design?

The use of masks, verse, music and dance does “distance” the action from

51 Essays and Introductions, p. 221.

52 see Birgit Bjersby, The Interpretation of the Cuchulain Legend
in the Works of W. B. Yeats (Sweden: Upsaala, 1950). :

3 The Autobiography, p. 131,
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f’ the everyday world but Yeats says this is the effect he wants in order
‘Lto "enable us to pass for a few moments into a deep of the mind that

had hitherto been too subtle for our hab1ta§10n." In the Noh form the
spir{tual and "real" worlds often interact, and in this play there is
a smooth mlngliqg bf supernatﬁra] characters with the he}oes and heroines
of Irish folk-lore, in both’ world and the next. Yeats's System
also shapes the action, and hé]ps to univefsa]dze the characters. Fand
is an "Ido] “ the pursuit of which could ruin one's humanity, and Emer

confronts her Daemon and makes the heroic choice 'y

/



o - " CHAPTER IV
©o™ . PURGATORY

0Of the three plays under consideration in this thesis, Purgatory-
’ 1s probab]y the most closely related to A Vision because ‘Yeats's theo-
~ries-on the af ter- fhfe on h1story, and on the persona11ty all shape

the action. | Yea s h1mse1f said of 1t "1 have put noth1ng into the
play because it s emed picturesque, I have put there my ‘own conviction |
about’ this world afd the next."] Despite this Helchiori finds the plot
o ineioTicabfe- "So in P urgatorz Yeats ertes his own QOedipus at Co]onus:

. /
" the old man killing his son under an obchre compu]sion that no amount

of reference-to Yeats' F theories and principies can c]arify w2 I think

ithe 01d Man's mot1ves hre clearly presented in the play, but as Yeats' e o

. 54
theories are behind the action it can on]y enrich our understand1ng to

exam1ne the correspond nce.
Purgatorz is a Jerse play in which there are two’ characters, a

Boy and an 01d Man, and there 1s on]y one scene w1th "a ‘ruined house.

and a bare tree 1n the ackground " The Old Man and his son have returned‘

to the b1rthplag%;of th former. Th15 ruin 15 haunted by the ghost of

. 1 Letter to. Dorothy Wellesley, August 15, 1938, Allan Wade, ed.
3!9 Letters of W. B. Yedts (London Rupert Hart- Dav1s, 1954), p. 913.

o _2 Me]ch10r1» P. 253.‘,; ﬁ | . - g |
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the 01d Man's mother, whom he says has come to "relive her transgressions."
She was of a wealthy awistocratic famfly; but married benéath her to a
groom, who sub;equently squandered her fortune and burned her house down,
When the 01d Man was s;xteen he,ki]]ed his father during the fire, and

became a wandering peddier. In the 3oqrse of recounting all -this, on
3 . the anniversary of his parents' wedding and of his conception, the
' ghosts of his mother and father appear and re-enact the scene from that
night. The 01d Man, seeking to end the consehuencesfof that fateful
;;union, kills his son, but then sees that his mother's torment continues
anyway, when the scene starts .o repeat 1tsg}f. |
The reason behind the 01d Man'S'“compuision“ to ki1l his son is
quite plainly 1a1d‘out. At the'outset he explains the condition of a
56u1 in Purgatory-fhat‘comes back to familiar places, and explains how
_the 1iving may affect the dead:
' , Re-live
Their transgressions, and that not once
T But many- times; they know at last
; The consequences of those transgressions
- Whether upon others or upon themselves; . . @
Upori others, others- may bring help,
For when the consequence is at an end
The dream must -end; if upon themselves,

There is no help but in themselves
And~in the mercy of God.3

*

-The 01d Man thinks the consequence is mainly upon others, because the R
house where "great people 1ived and died" was destroyed by the father's
debts and drinking, because he recognizes himself as a murderer, as "my

‘

father's son," and because he sees his own son as a coarse bastard who

3 Collected Plays, 5. 431. - o
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would "pass the pollution on."  He considers the vulgarization of ;uch
a nogle family Tine to be a "capital offense" and in order to'"finish
the ﬁonsequence“ he kills the Boy. He is aware -that his mother cou]d,
be suffering a personal torment, but the magnitude of it is not clear |
until the end when he sees that the dream continﬁes. : .

The state of the mother's sod] in the play corresponds to what
Yeats details 1n.A Vision concerning the after-life. The period between
death and birth is divided into six sfates, the second called "the Med-

jtation" being éubdivided'into the Dreaming Back, the Return, and the

Phantasmagoria. The mother exhibits characteristics of all three sub-

" divisions. During the discarnate period the Four Principles prevqi],

Spirit (Mind, the future), Passionate Body (the present), Husk (the

human body, the past), and Celestial Body (Mind's object, the timeless).

During the Meditation Husk and Passionate Body eventually disappear,

but mayfpersist for some time., "If the Husk so pergist, the Spirit

continués to feel pleasure and pain . . .. If there has been great.

animal egotism, heightened by some moment of tragedy, the Husk may per-

sist for centuries, recalled into a sort of life,fand united ﬁo its

Spirit, at soméiaggiversary, or by some unusually susceptible per%on or
persons_connected with its'pastflife.“4 This is obviously the case with
the motherj who feels both remorse and ﬁ]eggure, and must réiive the
moments of lust which brought abﬁut grgaf-tragedy} reliving them oh the

occasion of her wedding anniversary, in the presence of her son. This

state is calied the Dreaming Back: we recall, because {f the Passionate

4 p-vision, p. 224. . N

(N
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Body does not disappear, the Spirit finds Celestial Body “"only. after

long and perhaps painful dreams of the past."

The Spirit relives events in the Dreaming Back, in the Return,

then falls into the Dreaming Back again. In the Dreaming Back the Spirit

experiences "the events that most moved it" in the order of their "in-
tens{ty," but in the Return the events occur in chronological order, until
"the causes” are "all related and understood, turned into knowledge,

made a part of itself,” and also "the consequences" are known. > (Accord-
1ng to Wilson, who relies largely on the first edit1on of A Vision,

this 1s accomplished in the Dreaming Back, but in the second edition °

Yeats specifically assigns the acquiring of know]edge to the Return.)
These two periods may last for centuries "where the soul has great 1n—:

tensity and where those eonsequenCes affected great numbers.‘“6 The 01d

Man makes a point of how many people enjoyed their house, how
the "pol]utidn“ could be passed an. - ] .
His mother seems to have a knowledge of the causes and conse-

quences of her action, " but she cannot purify herself of the degrading

emotion which led to it. After the Dreaming Back and the Return comes

the Phantasmagoria which "exists to exhaust, not nature, pain and pleas-

ure, but emotion . . . ."/ The “constraint” Yeats says in the Phantas-

masqoria is emotional while that in the Dreaming Back is physical. The

Dreaming Back seems more linked to sexuality, but the mother is experi-

1 A vision, p.” 226 and p. 228. | . ,
6 Ibid., p. 228.
7 Ibid. p. 230."
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encing an emotional conflict too, and will only have peace when she can
feel no more remorse. The 01d Man realizes, at leadt partially; the
nature of his mothef's conflict: r
she must live .o
Through everything in exact detail, S .
Driven to it by remorse, and yet ' '
Can she renew the sexual act
. And find no pleasure in it, and if not
. If pleasure and remorse must both be there,
- KWhich {s the greater?
At the end he sees that this consequence upon herself is much more
difficult to-expurgate than the consequence upon others. ﬂre points
out that this lTatter consequence is most vividly seen in the character
of the Boy, who is amoral and crude. Even when he is "finished," the
mother's torment continues. In A Vision Yeats recalls examples of peo-
ple in such a state: “those stories . . . where some ghost seeké not

to perfect an event that-cppgerns the living, but its own emotional or

-

——

moral peace;"g ~

4 It is difficult to attribute specific Phases to the "living"
‘characters, but the p]ax does insist on the fact that the 01d' Man was

.16 when he committed his murder, and the_boy is 16 now.. The 015'M5h,

‘who is about to commit his second murder, exhibits.many of the character-
istics of a man of Phase 16. Such a man sees "Jhé*gkde all white . . .

the other side all black," and “In the men of the phase there will com-

monly be both natures. At one moment they are full of hate . . . and

-

8 Collected Plays, p. 434,

% A vision, p. 231.
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their hate is always close to madness; and'at the next they . . . dis-
cover symbolism to express the overflowing and bursting of the mind.
There is always an element of frenzy, and almost always a delight in
certain glowing or shining 1m;§es of concentrated force . . . for this
(::::y;igg/&ust brag of its triumph over it;hown 1ncoherencé."]q% The 01d Man
does view the arfsfocracy-of his mother's family as all "white" {though
he blames her to some extent), and his father s lower station and char-
?acter as all "black," and he certainly partakes of both natures. He is
:capable of appreciating high culture, but despite his learning hekeeps
his son 1gnorant Just as his own father had tried to do. He disparages
the drunken, 1rresponsib1e behavior of his father which cost the fami]y
1ts home and fortune, but he does far worse in committing murder. Al-
though his motive was honorable in that he wanted to help his mother's
soul find peace, the act itself was noﬁéiheless a heinous crime. The | 2
01d Man can see symbolically, as his references at the very beéinning_
to the house, tree and cloud show; but his hatred is "mad." After bru-
tally killing His son he starts to siné-a Tullaby, an act which reinforces
his own earlier stétement that his "wits are out." He then deyﬁghtsiin
the'image of the shining tree as a sign of his "triumph" in appeasing
his mother's suffering, but of course in that resﬁeci he has failed. It‘
is his own “incoherence” in a sense which leads to the tragedy. Ure
_points out that the 01d Man's understandjng;of the two poséible “conse-
quences" is really onlj partial ;nd that’"ihe sfate of ha]f~know1édgé
is. his hereditary conditﬁbn entailed upon him by his polluted blood. It

10 A Vision, p. 138.
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is his tragic fate. It is that which engineers the catastrophe . . . . "]1

The True Mask of the man of Phase 16 s "I1lusion,” and the False

Mask is "Delusion.” These correspond to the 01d Man's belief that he

can affect the 1ife of the dead, and his fiﬁal'realization that his act

had been for nothing. The Body of Fate, "Enforced I11usion," is from
Phase 28, the phase of the Fool. Yeats says ghat if the Hill_subordihates
its intellect to thfs, fthere is nothing left but the fixed. idea and
some hysterical hatred." This could describe thé“ﬁ]d M ;Eécause he
is obsessed with the idea of ending all the conséquence:nék the cyimél
(embodied for him iﬁ the Boy who may be of Phase 28), which is an
illusion, and because,. as Vendler points out, he has a "mad hatred" of his
.parenfs whom he is unable to forgive.

It %fems possible that the Boy is of Phase 28, sinte.his Body
of Fate derives from Phase 16. Hfs True Mask is “db]ivion," his False
"Malignity." The boy is both-méﬁigh and cunning because he sﬁbws no moral

vy

sense of right and wrong, and tries to steal money when  his-father is

distracted. "The Fool" is his own Body of the; the Boy reaches "Ob-
Tivion" or death simply because he is himself, Eécause he“@as\ the poT-
Tuted blood of his grandfat;er transmitted through his father,:who is

of Phase 16. 1“

The mother, being in a discérnate state, fs-bépreen phases, but
she experiences a conflict of opposites. Her remorse is not appeased at'
the end because each.time she relives thé“évents in which she was "ﬁo
better than her man," her "p]easune“_ig also ;enewedQ -Such antinomies
within the 01d Man and his mother are iq.accord_with' the sysfem

‘]]Ure, p. 110.
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of personality Yeats outlines in A Vision. He reminds us that this is
characteristic of both carnate and disCarnate life: 'whether we con-
sider the cone that of incarnate or that of discarnate life, the gyre

of Husk or Hill cuts the gyre of Spirit or Creative Mind with the same
12 '

- conflict of seasons . . .
‘ Besides displaying psycholégica] tensions, the characters also
reflect the historical movement of the gyres. Yeats says the six stages
bf the after-life "¢orrespond roughly" to Phases 22 to 28 on the Hheell
of the Faculties. In the play it does seem as though the péop]e of
“"this world" ére approaching thelend of an objective cycle. As we saw

g
in The Player Queen, at this time there is a “loss of control over

thought” accompanied by a general moral decay. The latter-is most evi-

dent in the Box,who says "What's right and wrong?" and who sees no reasqn ”
why he should not kil] his father, "Now I am young and you are old."

His only values are materialistic. fwhen his father laments the destrﬁc- .
tion of the great house the Boy can only comment enviously on what Jux-

ury his father must have had. The 01d Man is much more -cultured, but

he atso recognizes, "I am my father'§ son,/ Because of what I did or

may do." The "loss of control over thought" ijs eQidenceh partly in the

murdérs, and partly in éhe decay of cu]turé] values. We are clearﬁy

meant to sympathize with the 01d. Man's declaration that it is "a capital

offense" to destroy a house which had "fine books, modern and ancient,"

and in which “great men grew up, married, [and] died." ‘ -,

-

12 Vision, pp. 209-10. ' B
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In A Visign Yeats says we are presently at Phase 23 on the cone
'of civilization and between Phases 25 and 26 on the cone of the era. o
In an interview conducted after‘the 1938 production of the play, he
speaks of the currént conditions in Ireland:

My piot is my meaning. I think the dead suffer remorse
and re-create their old lives, ‘just as I have described
. In my play a spirit suffers because of its
share when alive, in the destruction of an honoured
house; that destruction is taking place all over Ireland
today . . . . I have founded my play on this exception- -
al case, part]y because of my interest in certain prob-
lems of eugenics, partly because it enables mé to depict
more vividly than would otherwise be poss1b1e the tragedy
of the house.13

Purgatory was published with On the Boiler, in which Yeats spoke of the
current,"degenerétion of literature, newspapers, [and] amusements."

. Some critics have carried the historical analogies even further,
linking the 01d Han ;nd the Boy to-01d and NeQ Ireiand, the house burn-
" ing with the time of Parnell's death, and the birth of the Boy to 1922;
when the Irish Free State was founded. Yeats was obviously concerned
with current events, but I do nmot think that his cohments, or anything
in the play itseff, warrants viewing it as-a mere political a]legoryi
Yeats's poems entitled "Meditations in Time of Civil War? were wWritten
in: 1922, during the Irish Civil War. In one of tie poems there is.a refgr—
" ence to a specific figure: "Vengeance upon the murderers, vengeance |
.for Jacques Molay." Theiline-is not just "about" him or his sqppbrters,
however. In a note to the poem, Yeats says, "A cry for vengeance
bécause of the murder of the Grand Mastérrof-the Témp1ars seems to me

“.fit symbol for those who labour for hatred, and so for sterility in

13 Cited by 4. R. Moore, p. 317.

b



-87-

{

various kinds."]4 In the same sense, [ believe Pdrgatofy is not “"about"
Irish politics, though they may .have provided some of its "raison
d'&tre." To look outside the play fer particular correspondences is

too limiting. Rather, the images of the ﬁuined house, of high culture
and vulgar materiaHsmq suggest a general ‘pattern which need not be
confined to the Ireland.of 1938. This pattern is symbolized in A Vision,
the second edition of which was published one year before Purgatory.

The primary dispensation was characterized as "levelling" and democra%ic,
and the antithetical-asJ”hierarchicaI and "aristocratic,” and these are-
reflected clearly wqthin the play.

The symbol of the tree seems to function on both #ami]ial and
personal levels. When the family was prosperous it was green and
fruitful, now the'famjly has. declined and it 1s dead and bafren. At
the end it is shining 1{n.a white light "like a purified soul." This
recalls the images 1n‘"Sa111n; to Byzantiem" of the tree iq summer, the -
stick, and the golden bough, The 01d Man identifies the tree with his
mother, but in fact she is not purified. The "consequence upon others"
is at an end, however; the "pollution" cannot be pagsed on, and so the
family is c]eansed But as in the poem, the image seems to be more
related to the spiritual condition of the man, This is suggesEed in
the beginning'by the Boy who says the tree is 1ike "a si1ly old man."

I do not think the 01d Man {is "pur1fied“ in the epd but the, 1ight does

attest to the strength of his passion-to free his mother s soul, and to

the extent to which his "I]1usion" or his Mask takes hold of him.

" 14 Variorum Ed. of the Poems, p. 827.
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I have said at the beginning of this thesis that Yeats was always
interested in using archetypal symbo]s'and the light as a symbol of
passion is a prime example. The Cabbalists identify what they call "astral
light" with passion. In his diary of 1930, Yeats describes this:

It was the opinion of those Cabbalist friends that the actions

of life remained so pictured but that the intensity of the

Tight depended upon the intensity of the passion that had

gone to their creation. This is te assume, perhaps correctly,

that the greater the passion the more clear the perception,

for the light is perception. The "pictures" appear to be self-

Tuminous because thé past sunlight or candle-1ight, suddenly

made apparent, is as it wer? broken off from whatever light

surrounds it at the moment.'® .
In the play the moon is shining until the end where the stage is dark
except for the light around the tree. The 01d Man compares the 'cold,
sweet, glistening 1ight" to the purity of a soul, but since his mother's
is not appeased, it is more likely a projection of his own "intense

passion."

Jil I?ght also accdmpanies each moment of the Dreaming Back which

has“intense meaning for the mother. Yeats describes this phenomenon
in A Vision: #%

In the Dreaming Back the Spirit is.compelled to live over :

and ‘over again the events that’ most moved it; there cam

be nothing new, but the old events stand forth i a light

which is dim or bright according to the intensity of the

passion that accompanied them. They occTr in the order
% of their intensity or luminosity . . . .16

'}

. !

213 Explorations, pp. 330-1, cited by Jeffares and Knowland, p.'éS].

18 2 vision, p. 226.
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The 014 Man says there is really nothing at the window "But the impres-
sion upon my mother's mind,” but 1t is 1it up when she .appears listen-
ing for her husband, when they enter the bedroom, and when the husband
drinks his whiskeyi The window grows dark when the 01d Man stabslthe
Boy because this 1s a "new event" which the mother's spirit cannot expe-
rience.

Yeats's interest in tradition is also evidenced ip the 01d Man's".
attémpt to affect the condition of his mother's soul. In A Vision Yeats
documents in sévera] cultures a belief thatifhis is possible: "Cer-
tainly I find it [an analogy between a bhantom and a dream of the
night] in old Irish literature, in modern Irish foik-1ore, in Japanese
plays, in Swedenborg, in the phenomena of spiritualism, accompanied as

often as not by the belief that_fhe Tiving can assist the imagination

of the dead.”]7 In The Only Jealousy of Emer Emer does assisf Cuchulain
who is “among the dead" but only through the intercession of'Bricriu,‘a
supernatdral creature. In Purgatory there is no communication between
the two worlds, except that the 01d Man can see his mother's dream and
shares her remorse. The only one who can assist the dead and the living
s God, to whom the 01d Man makes an impassioned plea at the end, but
whether He will or not remains unanswered. Yeats has taken a traditional
idea but adapted it to his own purposes.

| The fact that thé 01d Man is unsuccessful emphasizes the spiritual
dilemma of the characters. The consequence upon others.is ended but the

01d Man ‘and his mother both remain in their separéte purgatories.‘ The

7 5 vision, p. 221.
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man cannot purge himself of his hatred, escape his past, or foresee any
changes in the future. The mother cannot purge herself of the degrad-
ing emotion which led to her downfall. We are concerned in the p1ay
with the effects on society rendered by a "levelllng" uncultured bour-
geoisie, but flnally it is the consequence of a transgress1on upon the
individual spirit whlch is the more profound.

Yeats's desire to 1nd1v1dua11ze his characters within a universal
context is reflected in the verse pattern. We may recall from the first
pages of this thesis that Yeats s intention was to express the personal
and concrete, but not in any rhythm which left 1t "unchanged amid all
its accidence." For sol1]qqu1es'1n plays he tried to find some natural
speech, rhythm and syntex, then would “set it out in some pattern, 50
seeming old that it ﬁay seem all men's speech." In ?urgatorg.fhe verse
manages s£0 convey many types of speech (colloquial, formal; poetic)
while maintainieg the discipline of a four-stress line. . There is.some
flexibility in the number of unstressed syllables and there is no rhyme:x -
T. S. Eliot, among many other’critics{ Has noted Yeats's_seccess here,
saying that he “soived his preb]em of speech in verse, and laid all his

' s s . .18
syccessors .under obligation to him."

'The voices of the Boy and the
01d Man are quite distinct from one. another, the Boy's being uncultured
and crude, wh11e his father's 15 at. times e?oquent brutal lyrical and
meditative. The ~dialogues have the virtue of seem1ng realistid a]though
they have the conciseness of verse. Clark notes: "Yeats is giving us

18 i
T. S. Eliot, Poetry“and: Drama, cited in David R. Clark, p. 88.-
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not common speech but the qua]ities of actual speech in phrases which
are nev-created, archa1c or djstorted and, _therefore, have some of the purpose-
ful d1ff1cu1ty of poetry ]9 The Boy' s opening words for example per-
fectly express in their rhythm and a111teration (anconscious on his

. part) the tedlum'of the long walk, the equation. in his mind of poor and
rich houses (ha]f -door,- hall door) and h1s d151nterest (hearlng v§. 115-
ten1ng to) in his father's words. The 01d Man's descr1pt1on of the way
the barren tree used to ]ook,‘"Green leaves, ripe Teaves, leaves thick
as butter,/ Fat greasy ]1fe," conjures up its lost vitality, but_the
1mage is also unhea]thy, grotesque one which reflects h1s own "s]1m1ness "

One of the characterist1cs of the -Noh plays is the prlmacy of

s.EO Although Purgator does not incorporate other typ}ca] Nob

es like music, dance and masks, it is largely Noh in sp1r1t The
ays are also short center on some moment of intensity, have a ‘ | ‘:.
min mum of characters depict the vorld of sp1r1ts together with. the
wor]d of men, and are 1nf1uenced by the Buddhist re11g1on. Yeats's
.‘:descrlpt1on in A Vision of the soul in the after-Tife copresponds to‘ .
Ptﬁe Budﬁh1st theory that spirits re-enact their attachment to the -
- wotld ane its eveﬁts.ﬁz} Actording to Wilson, the play's endinj is also
| mdde&eeﬂoq'the Japanese form, thch coeid be one reason why he does not

view the p]%y as pessimistically as some other critics. “The-play ends
- 5 . . \ .

19 C]ark p. 95. . . _ o -

! - uﬂ . N
. 20 Pronot1 Baksi, "The Noh and the Yeatsian Synthesis," Rev1ew . é? '
‘of English Literature, VI, iii (1965) 35. '

2! Ibid., p. 37. ' | ' s
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on a note Japanese in its resignation, and with the traditional toh
formula of prayer.fzz “In A Vision Yeats remarks on the universality in
-‘11térature of apparitions haunting the places where they have lived,
reﬁarking particularly on the Noh drama, and the repetitions involved
before the, S _Ejggh_escapes from 1ts Phase: "Though only visible to the |

seer when Spirit and Passionate Body are joined, they are constantly

repeated until, at last forgetten by the Spirit, they fade into the

Thirteenth Cone.”23 Vendler says the piay "equ on a tone of frustratj
and 1nc0mpfehension“ but I think ”resignationP better describes the'01§&?
Man's sentiment and Yeats's attitude. The 01d Man certainly understands
© at the end what he sees énd hears, and his simple “Mankind can do no
more" is a recognition'that the scene must repeat itself until God
intervenes. |

The ending of the play is consistent with Yeats's ph1losophy as
expressed in A V1510n and in no way reflects his "own bewulderment" or
need for "hatred and rage," as Vend]er interprets it.2% Yeats is more
likely to use the term “fhirteenth cone or sphere" than God, but the idea
is the same 1n that some unpredictab]e unique force which is holding
all in unity will re]eﬁse one from the repetitions of the cycles. "It

is that cycle which may deliver us from the twelve cycles of time and

2z Wilson, Yeats and Tradition, p. 160.

23 A Vision, p. 227.

" 2% yendler, p. 201.

&
25 Ibid., p. 200.
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' . ¢ 26
space . . . . Within it live all souls that have been set free."
There is a feeling of unpredicatbility at the'end but this does not
. spelil doom, either in the play, or in Yeats's philosophy.

26 A vision, p. 210.



CONCLUSION

(13

.In:aealing with Yeats as a symbolist, %n explaining nis philoso-
phy as it aépears in A Vision, and in exp]icdtfng three of his plays I
h%ve tried to show how Yeats's beliefs influenced his art. Allen Tate
has writtén that “&ea£§'s-doctrine of the conflict of opposites says
nothjng about the fundamental nature of reality; rather it is a dramatic -
framework through which is made visible the perpetual oscii]afion of

man between extreme introspection and extreme loss of seIf in the world
of apfion."] Yegts'doeb’say in A Vision that the instructors came to

"givé Him metaphors for poetry." But to say that a systém_is a creative
tool or that it is based on a psychological conflict (of whatever naturg)
does not preclude its reflecting "the nature'of reality." As a symbolist
Yeats sqyﬁhﬁs system as a "representation of what exists really and
unchangéabTy.” InjA"%ESion we have seen that he took pains to document -
hi;_§ymbols and ideas'in many writers and-cultures, so that his work |
would not be a product gust-Of "self" but of an "age-long memoried self."

We have alsd seen in the plays, particularly in The Player Queen, that

the struggle is not for "loss of self in action,” but is rather a striving
for and assumption of the Mask, our "object of desire.” In The Only
T Mlen Tate, "Yeats's Romanticism," Collected Essays {Denver:

A]én Swallow, 1959) rpt. in Yeats, A Collection of Critical Essays, ed.
John Unterecker {New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1063}, p. 161.
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Jealousy of Emer the main character is not a hersjne'becﬁusé she is
"least" herself but because, after struggle, she can’be'“moﬁt“ heréelfﬂ
In Purgatory ever} action of the characters springs from their mixed
natures, and we have an awareness of how acute the conflict of "selv;s" Y
can be. Yeats's‘doctriﬁe of opposites also extended to the uni%erse‘

in general, and in The Player Queen and Purgatorx the c1v111zat1ons go

~-through cyc]ical changes like the characters {

N I chose these three plays to write on because each obviously -
cohta1ns oﬁe or more aspects of Yeats's system: 'the phases, the staées.
in the after-life, and the historical cones. Yeats uses the system to,

.shape his art, and both derive from his vision of "the fundamental nature

of reality."”
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