"High Talk":
A Discussion of W.B. Yeats’s Aesthetic Stance
as Focused in his New Poems and Last Poems.

Norman Alan Morrissey

degree of Master of Arts in the ish,
University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg.

1996



Contents

Note on Edition of Yeats’s collected Poems Used.......... 1
Introduction.... ... 4
Chapter 1: "The WorkM............oiviuiiiounnannnnnnnn 27
Chapter 2: "This Age and the Next Age™.................... 68
Chapter 3: "No Better can be Had™..... ... i ... 182
Chapter 4: "Unearthly Stuff"...............oouuuuunnoo. ... 274
Sy T T O s g (it D e S 373



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank my supervisor, Professor Colin
Gardner, for his shrewd advice, for his warm encouragement and
crisp criticism, and for his long-tried patience.

I must also thank the many teachers, friends, colleagues
and students whose conversation and advice have helped over
the years to form my views on Yeats. These must include Miss
Betty Paterson, Mr Francois Hugo, Mr John van Wyngaard, Mr
Glenn Lawson and Mr Bill Bizley (University of Natal,
Pietermaritzburg); Mr Jim Phelps (University of Zululand); and
- to a great degree - Mr Cathal Lagan, Mr Brian Walter and Mr
Garth Green (University of Fort Hare). Each sitting of Fort
Hare English III students since 1983 has also added its own
distinct seasoning to the brew.

My friend Brian Walter also taught me most of what I know
about word-processing: anyone who has produced a sizeable
academic document will know what that has meant.

I am also grateful for the Frank Connock scholarship that
gave me the wherewithal to start my research, and to my wife
Gill for her support while I was writing it all up.



A Note on the Edition of Yeats’s
Poems Used in this Thesis.

For sake of convenience, the Macmillan Collected Poems of
W.B. Yeats, second edition (1950),* is used for reference in
this thesis, even though the advent of the revised (American)
edition of 1983, edited by Richard J. Finneran, (U.K. 1991)
has set the convention of breaking the so-called rLast Poems
(1936 - 1939) of the 1950 edition - that followed the format
of the Macmillan Last Poems and Plays of 1940 - into New Poems
(1938), and Last Poems (1938 ~ 39).

Finneran’s break with the 1950 Macmillan format is based
upon Curtis Bradford’s objection® - in "Yeats’s Last Poems
Again", VIII, Dolmen Press Centenary Papers (1965) - that

the heading Last Poems can be properly applied only

to those poems Yeats wrote or finished in the last

year of his life.

Bradford went on to indicate the order of these Last
Poems as found in Yeats’s own manuscript - and as reflected in

the 1939 Cuala Press Last Poems and Two Plays - and Finneran

has followed the Bradford/Cuala Press model. But - as Jeffares

* Timothy Webb speaks of "the appearance of Collected
Poems in 1949" and later of "The Collected Poems of 1949" (see
W.B. Yeats Selected Poetry, pg x1i) but the 1978 Macmillan
reprint from which I have most recently worked refers to the
"Second Edition, with later poems added 1950" as the basis for
this reprint, with no reference to any edition before that of
1950 except the original Collected Poems of 1933. It is also
to the "2nd ed., with later poems added, 1950" to which
Jeffares refers in the first edition of his 4 Commentary on
the Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats: See pg ix.

* Noted in Jeffares’s prefatory remarks to the Last Poems,
A Commentary on the Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats, Pg 435



points out® - this version leaves out three of the poems that
Yeats himself included in On the Boiler, poems that appear in
both the 1940 Macmillan Last Poems and Plays and the 1950
Macmillan Collected Poens. In the Finneran edition, "Crazy
Jane on the Mountain®, "Why should not old Men be Mad?" and
"The Statesman’s Holiday" are simply not reproduced - even
though their presence in the 1940 Last Poems and Plays
reflects a decision made by Yeats’s widow and not just by his
publishers.*

Which constitutes a practical problem for me: as will be
seen below, one of these vanished poems gave me the title and
something of the focus for one of my chapters; the idiom of
another clinches the very last paragraph of the last chapter;
and two of the three come in for discussion more than once. 1
have, therefore, made reference in this thesis to a widely
available edition of the Collected Poems that actually
contains these poems.® When I refer below to the Collected
Poems I therefore mean the Macmillan second edition of 1950 or

reprints thereof.s

—_—
> Ibid. pg 453.

‘ See Timothy Webb, W.B. Yeats Selected Poetry, pg x1i.

® The Macmillan Yeats’s Poems, edited by A. Norman
Jeffares, has all three of the poems from on the Boiler as a
unit in themselves, and follows the Bradford/ Cuala press
model in dealing with the arrangement of New Poems and Last
Poems; but it is not an edition I have seen on many shelves.

® Though "Why should not old Men be Mad?" can be found in
what is printed from "on the Boiler" in Explorations (pp 407 -
8) - as can "“The Statesman’s Holiday" (pp 452 - 53) - ‘“Cragzy
Jane on the Mountain® does not find its way into this
selection at all.
Webb tackles the problem by taking the course of "several
of Yeats’s most recent editors" in "acknowledging the
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And, given this logistical problem, it is less confusing
for me also to abide by the divisions and nomenclature found
in the Macmillan second edition; so in what follows, Last
Poems means what it does in this edition, and the term thus
covers the New Poems and the Last Poems of the Bradford/
Finneran/Cuala Press format, with the three missing poems from
On the Boiler added - though the title of this thesis follows
Finneran’s nomenclature so that the up-to-date reader may not

be misled at the outset as to its scope.

This practice doesn’t indicate any objection to the
scholarly claims of the Bradord format, it is simply a matter
of convenience; and I take heart in my eccentricity from
Webb’s opening his "Note on the Text" by saying "The order of
Last Poems is controversial and must remain problematic".” T
the order is these things, how much more so is the actual
content?

The one abbreviation of the title of a book that is used
in the text and notes to this thesis is C.P. for The Collected
Poems of w.B. Yeats, Macmillan, 1950: even where texts are
used repeatedly, I feel that the many notes I have had to
supply to each chapter are themselves a heavy enough claim on
nmy reader’s patience, without also expecting him to remember

codes or to refer to an index.

existence" of the poems from On the Boiler as a separate
volume (see W.B Yeats Selected Poetry pg x1i); but even his
edition doesn’t include "The Statesman’s Holiday".

7 See ibid. pg xli.



Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to discuss a rather obvious
aspect of Yeats’s thought from what is - hopefully - a fresh

angle.

It will be clear to anyone who knows Yeats’s work that a
good deal of what he has to say, in verse and in prose, has to
do with his view of what art is, and of how art best serves

humanity, its inventor - and its invention.

It will also be obvious that Yeats held views in these
regards that were at odds with a good deal of contemporary
artistic practice. Even from the very beginning of his public
utterances, Yeats held views on art and its social functions
that were quite clear on one central point: that the most
humanly-serviceable art, by its very nature, tends to stand in
a special sort of tension to life - to whatever set of
assumptions and existential frameworks are generally current
among its maker’s immediate fellows. As he says, for instance,
in "Private Thoughts”, from On the Boiler - re-stating
convictions held since his youth:

Just when some school of painting has

become popular, reproductions in every
print-shop window, millionaires outbidding
one another, everybody’s affection stirred,
painters wear out their nerves establishing
something else, and this something else must
be from the other side of the penny - for
Heraclitus was in the right. Opposites are

everywhere face to face, dying each other’s
life, living each other’s death.:



This comes from the end of the work, from "the, big essay”
Yeats spoke of in February 1938 as being now "finished";® but
even the recollections he offers in Autobiographies of his
earliest thought about how art in recent centuries had fallen
into decline as Europe’s "mind and heart" had broken "into
fragments"® record the growing suspicion that he must "reverse
the cinematograph™ of this process of "abstraction”; and
certainly even then he "thought the general movement of

literature must be such a reversal”.,*

What this thesis proposes to do then, is not so much to
simply state the obvious - though the first chapter will have
to make its groundwork of perspectives on Yeats’s poetic
convictions (what could be called his aesthetic stance) at
least workably clear - but to try to examine some of the
elements within his experience and his thinking that could be
said to have contributed in some vital way to the vision of
the function of art that his verse and prose, thrﬁughout his
literary life, consistently articulate and evolve. Once this
poetic or aesthetic stance has been in some measure indicated
in the first chapter, the remainder of the thesis will try to
suggest at least something of the complex matrix of influences
and convictions that could be thought to have shaped or
tinctured or at least confirmed the conception of art and its

duties that Yeats held-to, at root, all his life.

The success or failure of the undertaking obviously hangs

on the coherence of the ensuing discourse: but one basic



assumption that this thesis will consistently make needs to be

acknowledged and defended right at the outset.

The assumption to which I refer is that it is possible -
with due caution - to talk about Yeats’s convictions about a
subject so central to his concerns as art and its relationship
with life as being a true continuum. The argument of this
discussion will have to do many of the sorts of time-warps
across Yeats’s literary constellation that would cause, I’m
sure, grievous problems to a biographical literalist like
Keith Sagar, for one.® There will be juxtapositions made
between utterances in verse or in prose that are sometimes

separated by years of actual living.

I believe this to be a valid procedure, however, for a
number of reasons. Though Yeats had so lively a sense of
history as a chartable progression that he was able to offer
an almost exact dating of a newly found Greek sculpture, from
a4 mere photograph;° and though it was he who said that "Things
thought too long can be no longer thought"’” - and who spoke of
the way in which a "counter-truth" must "fill out its play"” in
response even to a position that was deeply held® - we must
remember that he also laboured, from his mid-twentiés at
least, to "hammer (his) thoughts into unity”;° and we should
remember here too the conviction expressed in The Trembling of
the Veil, from his fifty-seventh year, that

I am persuaded that our intellects at twenty
contain all the truths we shall ever find, but
as yet we do not know truths that belong to

us from opinions caught up in casual irritation
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or momentary fantasy.'°
And as he said in a poem, growing older was for him a
"wither(ing) into the truth"' - gz settling into an essential
pattern that had lain under all flourishment of earlier

experience all along.

There is, in other words, a remarkable unity - a feeling
of organic growth linking the phases of Yeats’s thought - that
is like the cropping of twigs and leaves upon a single bough,
for all the great distance the reverie of his life took him in

its development.??

There could be many instances given of the continuities
that underlie Yeats’s thought, early and late, in support of
my contention; the one that comes most powerfully to my own
mind is the almost eerie way in which one of the first of the
poems that Yeats published is so startingly implicit still in
the very last poem he wrote: and the track connecting the two
goes by way of one of the great statements about art and life
of the middle of the way, as well. All of these poems - early,
middle and late - are discussed in more detail in various
places below; but it would be valuable right now to focus
briefly on the organic connectedness of central poetic
Strategy (even of theme) that weaves together "The Song of the

Happy Shepherd",** "The Fisherman"** and "The Black Tower" .S

These are obviously very different poems in many ways;

but if we consider how Yeats responds to his challenges in



each of them, then there are fascinating and important
connections at work. In the early poem - once Yeats has
explored his quarrel with the "sick(ness)" of a modern world
that is lost in the "dreary dancing" of a rationalist and
mechanist conception of "Truth" that has marred its
imagination and feeling - then he turns from that fworld/...
of many changing things” in the need to "please/... With
mirthful songs® the vanished spirit of the place, now "Buried
under the sleepy ground” of rationalist insentience:

I must be gone: there is a grave

Where daffodil and 1lily wave,

And I would please the hapless faun,

Buried under the sleepy ground,

With mirthful songs before the dawn.

His shouting days with mirth were crowned;

And still I dream he treads the lawn,

Walking ghostly in the dew,

Pierced by my glad singing through,
My songs of old earth’s dreamy youth.s

SO the dramatic pattern at work in this poem involves an
evocation of the human scene within which the young man finds
himself set; an analysis of its spiritual ills; and then the
constructing of an imaginative embodiment of just those
realities that the process. that has created these spiritual

ills has most damagingly ignored.

If we keep this pattern in mind, and turn to "The
Fisherman”, written nearly thirty years later, we find Yeats
again evoking a distressful human scene - this time, the
spiritual anarchy of Dublin, the "blind and ignorant town"'’
that had so dften disappointed him.* And once the "reality of

this scene - its values and its conduct - has been evoked, it

8



is set in sharp and defining contrast to a figure "who is but
a. dream"; who is in a world apart from all that Dublin has
come to stand for, and who therefore Creates a vivid sense of
what the town lacks spiritually - just as "the hapless faun®
who is buried under the pragmatical forgetfulness of the sick
children" of "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" also sums up in

himself what their rationalist "world" so sadly lacks.

S0 the fisherman is surely an evolved form, in Yeats’s
imaginative repertoire, of the "hapless faun": something still
real somewhere in the reaches of the soul, but generally
forgotten amongst the living; and the instinct that makes him
set the fisherman over in such dramatic tension against the
"reality" of Dublin’s present mood is surely a more mature
version of the way in which in "The Song" he gives his final
focus to the faun as another pole of human reality that is
urgently in need of disinterment® from the oblivion of what

he sees as a modern unimaginativeness and heartlessness.

And if we approach "The Black Tower" with this
faun/fisherman motif in mind, we find this last poem of all
enriched with echoes of one of the earliest - and of the great
announcement of poetic focus and intention that "The
Fisherman" crystallises for the mature man, as well. In "The
Black Tower", the situation that Yeats addresses is the plight
of a group of “oath-bound® men, garrison of a keep being held
still in the name of a long-vanished and mysterious king, who

has apparently been "forgotten® by all except themselves. The



poem takes the form of their spokesman’s challenge to those
that come to try "to bribe or threaten" the garrison’s
loyalty; it expresses both their tenacious faith in their
vanished leader’s continued existence and their certainty that
there is vital human meaning to their resistance to his being
just "Buried under ground" in general forgetfulness. Once
again, as in the two other boems we are considering, there is
a pattern in which values of profound importance to some are
seen to have lapsed out of the common mind: values which are
then articulated and affirmed as a challenge to this
forgetfulness - a forgetfulness of what the persona in each
poem considers to be some reality greatly significant to the

human spirit - that is seen to rule the day.

But "The Black Tower" has its share in the faun/fisherman
pattern, too: at the end, the spokesman for the garrison
mentions "The tower’s old cook that must climb and clamber/
Catching small birds in the dew of the dawn" to feed the "hale
men". The cook "Swears he hears the king’s great horn" out
there while the others "lie stretched in slumber" - and is
dismissed by the soldiers as "a lying hound", while they stick
to their posts, and deny any chance that the truth they are
committed to defend might be calling to them in a new,
unexpected voice from a quarter they never dreamt could bear

such significance.?°

This poem is discussed from this angle more fully below;

but we are left with what seems to be a sort of fable about

10



how truth always embodies itself anew, and about how easy it
is to miss its annunciation out of very certainty that one
knows what to expect. And, 1if we take the old cook within the
tale - spry and limber about the dewy dawn of the hills - he
seems to be the fisherman again in yet another incarnation of
the faun;?* who also is of "the dawn", "Walking ghostly in the
dew" as ancestor to the beautifully Zen "old cook" of "The
Black Tower®.2? It isg a moving thought to realise that the
dream Yeats had of writing his fisherman "maybe" even just
"one/ Poem" as crisply real as the world that "This wise and
simple man" epitomises® could be SO0 clear and alive in the
last poem that he wrote, Jjust a week from the end. The last
try of them all was in a sense written for his fisherman - who
carries within his meaning seeds first set by a very young

man.=*

Which is a consideration which certainly adds weight to
my feeling that we can - and must - think of Yeats’s work in
terms of its profound continuities and organic integrities.
Even where we find signs of changes in outlook on some issue
important to him, there is the same sense of continuities at
work within the change®® - as in his attraction to, and
subsequent rejection of, William Morris’s Socialism. If we
follow the account given of this phaseuin The Trembling of the
Veil, the reason Yeats gives for his time of belief - apart
from the magnetism of Morris’s character in itself - was never
a matter of mere "economics", which he says he "did not read",

but because "Morris’s lectures and pamphlets' appealed to what

11



he calls
That old dogma of mine ... That if men and women
imagined by the poets were the norm, and if Morris
had, in let us say "News from Nowhere" ... described
such men and women, living under their natural
conditions, or as they would desire to live, then
those conditions themselves must be the norm and

could we but get rid of certain institutions the
world would turn from eccentricity.?

In other words, the Socialism that he for a while
eéspoused was simply an extension of a "dogma" about the
influence of poetry upon society that was already "old" in his
thought at the time; and it was the same "dogma" that endured
SO as to energise, for example, the call upon Irish artists to
set the "norm" of "other days" of a more passionate human
quality before modern eyes that emerges as the key theme to
"Under Ben Bulben”, near the end of his life.?* And when Yeats
then explores "why I gave (Socialism) up", what he can
remember of his reasons are epitomised by a certain "young
workman" whose

ideas about religion were pure Karl Marx 50 c

gradually the attitude towards religion of almost

everybody but Morris ... got upon my nerves ... They

attacked religion ... and yet there must be a change

of heart and only religion could make it. 2®
And this is surely an indication of the action of a youthful
form of another "dogma" that threads-through Yeats'’s thought,
and that makes up the central pattern of a poem amongst the
Last Poems like "The Statues”", for instance, where Phidias’s
"norm"-setting images "put down" all the power of the
"Asiatic" thought of "vague immensities" in the European mind,

and set that mind on a profoundly changed course; and where

the imaginative susceptibility that makes possible such change

12



after the pattern of a newly-revealed spiritual truth is
referred to in terms of an inborn belonging to an "ancient
sect®.*® Again, %only religion™ of a profound sort fcould
make” "a change of heart" and mind of such an order possible.
Yeats was, in other words, led into Socialism by an abiding
conviction of his own, and led out of it by another, its close
kin; and his being led to where he "gave it up" as a social
faith is testimony more to the consistency of his most radical
convictions, than to a changeability in himself. Sécialism
ultimately failed the test of Yeats’s abiding vision of

things, and he moved on accordingly.

We can see the same pattern of an earlier belief
gathering to itself experiences and thoughts from new fields
in the account Yeats gives of the eéngagement he at last made
with the London Theosophists, because he had *heard that
Madame Blavatsky had arrived from France, or from India, (and
he) thought it time to look the matter up".*° As the
formulation implies, he had been aware of the Theosophical
Society, as a potential source of confirmation of some central
intuitions, for some time: as he says a few lines before this,

Already in Dublin, I had been attracted to the

Theosophists because they had affirmed the real

existence of the Jew, or of his like, and ... I

saw nothing against his reality>
- "the Jew" to whom he here refers being "The Jew" or
"Ahasuerus", the great "sage" of the passage from Shelley that
Yeats quotes at length in Section XVIITI of The Trembling of

the Veil.?® As the account continues - after much detail

about Madam Blavatsky and about other bersonages has been

13



given - Yeats says "Meanwhile T had got no nearer to proving
that the sage Ahasuerus ‘dwells in a sea cavern ‘mid the
Demonesi’*** - and the Sequencing of the narrative at this
point gquickly leads to the famous experiments he initiated
within the Esoteric Section of the Society as a result of
which he was asked to resign.* Whatever he might have gained
from the experience of his engagement with Theosophy, in other
words, was a testing and an adding-to a path he was already on
when he went to "look the matter up" once the principal figure
in the movement was to hand; and the abiding search to find
real proof "that the sage Ahasuerus” was no idle poetic fancy
is surely one of the elements involved in even the engagement
in late old age with Shri Purohit Swami on the translations of
the principal Upanishads and The Aphorisms of Yoga.>s
Certainly, the account given of the Swami’s immersion in the
traditional wisdom of his faith in essays like those in Essays
and Introductions called "An Indian Monk", “The Holy Mountain®
and "The Mandukya Upanishad"?s reflect concerns that bud on
the old stem of what the youthful Yeats found in Shelley® - a
fact indicated again by Yeats’s thoughts running on Shelley
and his central influence upon himself and his generation just

months before he wrote "An Indian Monk",?3®

But, however that may be, the structure of this thesis
will then take the form of an initial chapter that attempts to
give some groundind to the perspectives I maintain that Yeats
held on life and on its service by art; chapters will then

follow on what seem to be major threads in the weave of
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conditions that pattern this perspective of Yeats’s; and a
final chapter will address the exact nature of Yeats’s
idealism - in some ways the implicit theme of the entire
discussion - so as to try to redress any imbalances of
impression created by the necessities of presenting a
selective argument concerning a single (though manifold)
aspect of a highly-complex person’s engagement with the

mysteries of being and of becoming.
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Notes To Introduction
1. See Explorations, pg 430.

2. See the letter of the 21st February to Edith Shackleton
Heald in Allan Wade’s The Letters of W.B. Yeats, pg 905, and
Hone’s reference on Pp 455 - 6 of W.B. Yeats 1865 - 1939,

3. See "Four Years: 1887 - 1891" in Autobiographies, pg 237.

4. See Autobiographies, pg 239:

If abstraction had reached, or all but reached

its climax, escape might be possible for many,

and, if it had not, individual men might still

escape. If Chaucer’s personages had disengaged

themselves from Chaucer’s crowd, forgot their

common goal and shrine, and after sundry magni-

fications become each in turn the centre of some

Elizabethan play, and had after split into their

elements and so given birth to romantic poetry,

must I reverse the cinematograph? I thought that

the general movement of literature must be such a

reversal.

This formulation is part of a conception of the arts that

began from a sense that there had been ages

where poet and artist confined themselves gladly

to some inherited subject-matter known to the whole

people, for I thought that in. man and race alike

there is something called "Unity of Being"

(ibid. pp 235 - 36).
Yeats’s attempts to "reverse the cinematograph® of cultural
and personal fragmentation were a recognition of special
circumstances to modern art that did not perhaps pertain to
the same degree to that of an age such as - say - the Homeric.
But the general nature of the comments from On the Boiler
quoted above confirms the sense gained from a poem like "The
Statues" (C.P. pg 375 - 76) that even a Phidias must quizz his
own immediate audience’s expectations about art so as to
extend and enrich them with new insight. As Yeats acknowledges
in "The Gyres" (C.p. pg 337),

Things thought too long can be no longer thought

For beauty dies of beauty, worth of worth,

And ancient lineaments are blotted out
and the artist must always serve that need for new embodiments
of "beauty" and of "worth" that Yeats is sure is always
yeasting within the current imaginative idiom.

5. I have in mind here Sagar’s rather idiosyncratic refusal -
as an editor -~ to let Lawrence get away with revising poems
for the Collected Poems of 1928: see the Introduction to his
D.H. Lawrence Selected Poetry, pg 12, where he says:

It seems to me much more important that we

should have what the young man actually wrote

at twenty-two than what Lawrence at forty-two

(a much better poet, but a different man with

a different demon) thought he should have

written.

16



Sagar’s assumption that Lawrence was so "different (a) man"
- twenty years after he wrote his early poems - that he was
not to be trusted to revise them with proper respect for the
young man’s intentions seems to be based on the presumption
that the transit of years between composition and revision
must have been years in which the older man had necessarily
become incapable of being in accord with the spirit of what
the youngster was trying to say.

But if we look at the bit from Lawrence’s introductory note
to the Collected Poems of 1928 to which Sagar refers in
Justifying this assumption, what we find Lawrence saying is
that

many of the poems ... are a good deal rewritten

They were struggling to say something which it

takes a man twenty years to be able to say ...

A young man is afraid of his demon and puts his

hand over the demon’s mouth sometimes and speaks

for him. And the things the young man says are

very rarely poetry. So I have tried to let the

demon have his say, and to remove the passages

where the young man intruded (ibid. See also

Vivian de Sola Pinto and Warren Roberts, eds.,

The Complete Poems of D.H. Lawrence, vol. 1, pg 28.)
So Lawrence himself felt that his rewriting was an act of
piety towards a youngster whose glimpses had laid a basis for
what he as a man older by all of the twenty years Sagar cites
could at last understand of what “the man at twenty-two" could
not then deal with. Any consideration of the sense of the
continuities within his own taken path as poet that Lawrence’s
comment reflects is likely to find that the notion that Sagar
has that chronology is the same thing as time is questionable.
Blake says in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell that "The hours
of folly are measured by the clock: but of wisdom, no clock
can measure" (see Keynes, Blake Complete Writings, pg 151
plate 7, line 12); and what Lawrence is talking about in
telling why he has been moved to amend the young man’s poems
has a good deal to do with the same tension between the levels
of being that Blake indicates between what he calls "wisdom"
and "folly". The "demon" Lawrence is talking about would
amount to being the "wisdom" that "The hours of folly" - or of
mechanistic biography - can find no way to "measure®.

6. For the anecdote, see Hone, W.B. Yeats 1865 - 1939, pg 332.
7. "The Gyres®™, C.P. rg 337.
8. See "The Circus Animals’ Desertion", C.P. pg 390.

9. See the essay called "If T were Four-and-Twenty", which
begins,

One day when I was twenty-three or twenty-four

this sentence seemed to form in my head, without

my willing it, much as sentences form when we are

half-asleep: ‘Hammer your thoughts into unity’.

For days I could think of nothing else, and for

years I tested all I did by that sentence

17



(Explorations, pg 263)
- which contains its own image of the sort of tenacity with
which certain key notions could take consistent centre stage
in Yeats’s mind. The view cast back from old age in "What
Then?" certainly gives the same sense of an organic unity
working within the patterning of Yeats’s thought and deeds:
"The work is done,™ grown old he thought,
"According to my boyish plan;
Let the fools rage, I swerved in nought,
Something to perfection brought®
(C.P. pg 348)
—- and the mocking voice of the poem’s refrain is unchanged
from what it had been at every step of the way: it is simply
"louder" than ever before, the key habit of mind merely more
vividly itself at the end than it was at the start.
We could also recall Yeats’s saying how Henley
never understood how small a fragment of our own
nature can be brought to perfect expression, nor
that even but with great toil, in a much divided
civilisation (Autobiographies, pg 364),
which itself captures Clearly the sense he had of his work as
being a labour to slowly build key elements within himself
into something "perfecth" - into an organic entity within the
divisions of self his "civilisation" imposed upon him. (His
criticism of Todhunter - despite "certain excellent verses”" -
was that "with him every book was a new planting, and not a
new bud on an old bough" (ibid. pg 144] which by contrast
highlights Yeats’s own struggle for an organic unity of
thought.) ]

10. See Autobiographies, pg 234.

There is also the reflection, at the end of his Reveries

over his time at the art schools of Kildare Street, that

I had as many ideas as I have now, only I did

not know how to choose from among them those

that belonged to my life (ibid, pg 102);
and the learning "how to choose" the ideas that really
"belonged to (his) 1life" formed a deliberate and central
thread in Yeats’s intellectual life - g thread which gives an
extraordinary integrity to the thoughts that traced that
life’s development from youth to old age.

In the mature conviction that he exXpresses, for instance,
that we live our lives backwards after death, towards a
childlike innocence once again (see "The Fool by the
Roadside", C.P.pg 247), there is Surely at least an echo of
the "fable" that inspired the youthful "long play" he
describes himself as writing in Section XVIIT of the Reveries
Over Childhood and Youth:

A king’s daughter loves a god seen in the

luminous sky above her garden in childhooq,

and to be worthy of him and put away mortality,
becomes without pity and commits crimes, and at
last, having made her way to the throne by murder,
awaits his coming among her courtiers. One by one
they become chilly and drop dead, for unseen by
all but her, her god is in the hall. At last he
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is at her throne’s foot and she, her mind in the

garden once again, dies babbling like a child

(Autobiographies, pp 91 - 2).
The courtiers who "One by one become chilly and drop dead"
like the flowers of the garden of the mortal present give way
to "the garden" of childhood once again - which surely has at
least the main outlines of VYeats’s mature myth of the soul’s
journey after death, an intuitive sketch the years perhaps
filled into full detail. (As Yeats said of the development of
another realisation to articulate form, "This thought before
it could be knowledge was an instinct": see Autobiographies,

pg 107.)

11. See "The Coming of Wisdom with Time", C.P. pg 105.

l2. Tt’s worth recalling Yeats’s refutation of Hegel, saying
that "When the spring vegetables are over they have not been
refuted, nor have they suffered in honour or in reputation®
(note to pp 429 - 30, Explorations) - which is an attitude
that again clearly indicates the notion of time as possessing
a sort of evolving unity that characterises his sense of
personal history as well. Even the ability to see his earlier
selves at times with a touch of the satirical to the view - as
when he talks of himself at sSeventeen as being
already an old-fashioned brass cannon full of
shot, and nothing had kept me from going off
but a doubt as to my capacity to shoot straight
(Autobiographies, pg 143)
- 1s sign of a humorous owning of those selves in their own
validity, an atonement within an integral self of past and
present attitudes.
We should also note that part of that "shot"® filling the
"cannon" was his "dogma" that because
those imaginary people (of art) are created
out of the deepest instinct of man, to be his
measure and his norm, whatever I can imagine
those mouths speaking may be the nearest I
can go to truth (ibid.)
- which is a formulation from early youth that looks surely
forward to the convictions about imaginative art expressed in
old age in a poem like "The Statues" (C.P. pg 375) - with its
repeated sense of the "measurement" that art applies to life -
and in "Under Ben Bulben", in its certainty that "Measurement
began our might" (Section Iv, C.P. pg 399). The youthful
notion about "truth" here expressed also goes hand in glove
with the conviction that "Man can embody truth, but he cannot
know it" that Yeats expressed in fragment of one of the last
letters, that Hone notes on Pg 476 of W.B. Yeats 1865 - 1939
(see also Wade: The Letters of W.B. Yeats pg 922.)
Yeats says, in an essay from his thirtieth year on George
Russell,
Nor would A.E. be angry with one who turned
away from his ideas, for he himself knows well
that all ideas fade or change in passing from
one mind to another, and that what we call
"truth" is but one of our illusions, as a
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perishing embodiment of a bodiless essence

(John P. Frayne, ed., Uncollected Prose by W.B.

Yeats, vol. 1, pg 338);
but while "ideas fade or change in passing from one mind to
another", they obviously didn’t necessarily "fade" in the same
way, just because of pPassing down the years within the polis
of Yeats’s own mind.

13. C¢.P. pp 7 - 8.
l4. See C.P. pp 166 - 67.

15. See C.P. pp 7 - 8; 166- 67; and 396 - 97 respectively.

16. See C.P. pg 8.

17. The epithet comes from "To a Wealthy Man who Promised a
Second Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gallery if it Were
Proved the People Wanted Pictures®, cC.p. pPp 119 - 20. (There
is surely also an echo of the "blind bitter land" Yeats saw
himself as struggling to serve in "Words", C.P. pp 100 - 101.)

18. Apart from the issue of the hounding-down of Parnell - for
which, see poems such as "To a Shade" (C.P. pg 123) and “Come
Gather round me, Parnellites"® (C.P. pg 355) - and that of the
Hugh Lane controversy - see again "To a Shade", as well as
"Paudeen” (C.P. bg 122), "September, 1913" (C.P. 120), "To a
Friend whose Work has come to Nothing" (C.P. pg 122) and "To a
Wealthy Man..." (cC.p. Pg 119) - there had also been the furore
over John Synge’s plays to add to the anger: see "On those
that hated ‘The Playboy of the Wester World’,1907" (c.Pp. rg
124), "At the Abbey Theatre" (C.P. pg 107) and the lines about
his father in "Beautiful Lofty Things" (C.P. pg 348).

19. See "The Gyres", c.p. Pg 337, where those in whom the
creative impulse is fully awake shall "disinter" - from the
"rich, dark nothing" of things lapsed out of the forefront of
the mind - the imaginative materials from which a "greater,
more gracious time®™ than the fragmented present will be made.

20. There is an irony within such a reading of "The Black
Tower", in other words, that has a family resemblance to that
contained in the "Christian heresy" that Wilde once recounted
to Yeats in London, in which

Christ recovered after the Crucifixion, and

escaping from the tomb, lived on for many years,

the one man upon earth who knew the falsehood of

Christianity. Once St Paul visited his town and

he alone in the carpenter’s quarter did not go to

hear him (Autobiographies, pPp 168 - 69).
Whatever Wilde himself may have found in the sStory, the notion
of the real truth staying hidden while a Saint innocently
preaches a "falsehood" in another quarter of the town has a
shape to it tantalisingly like that of the mistaken
Certainties of the "oath-bound" men of the Black Tower as to

20



the quarter from which they themselves might expect the truth
that they serve to finally announce itself.

21. It will be obvious from what I say that I am far from
being in accord with F.A.C. Wilson’s reading of "The Black
Tower" in which he sees the soldiers as men "who have learned
to discipline their hopes® (W.B. Yeats and Tradition, pg 230).
As Wilson has it,

They remain faithful to their %old black tower",

which is of course Plotinus’ "oild watchtower

beaten by storms", the intellectual soul, by

which man perceives the infinite (ibid. pg 227);
while the Tower’s old cook is dealt with as follows:

We have only to read Malory’s story of Beaumains

and Kay to know that the cook was the most servile

functionary in a castle, and Yeats makes it (sic)

a symbol of all that is grossest in man

(ibid. pg 229).

Wilson’s saying that the black tower of Yeats’s last months
is "of course" identical with Plotinus’ symbol is of a suit
with his confidence that a single story out of Malory has set
the type of the cook as a literary figure in one mould
forever; and his reading of poems in terms of what he takes to
be the pre-established meanings of their elements is dangerous
practice.

For a start, because the black tower may have elements
within its suggestiveness that recall Plotinus’ emblem of "the
intellectual soul, by which man perceives the infinite" this
doesn’t mean that this emblem is beyond being used with this
exact register in mind to generate irony: what if the garrison
see themselves in that light, but Yeats not? For Wilson to
assume that "the oath-bound men" are bearers of all the
positives in the poem simply because he has chosen to import
only positives into his reading of its tower is to read the
poem backwards: we get to know what the tower means by
studying its garrison - not the other way round. And to assume
that there could be only one set of meanings - and only a
single complex of attitudes - that Yeats himself could ever
attach to such a tower is to think of symbols rather as if
they were counters on a board that change locality but that
move intact. Like Heraclitus’ Stream, you can’t step into the
same symbol twice - as Yeats himself knew when he said in the
note he gave to "The Cap and the Bells" (C.P. pg 526)

The poem has always meant a great deal to me,
though, as is the way with symbolic poems, it
has not always meant quite the same thing.

And the treatment Wilson gives the cook suffers from the
Same assumptions. Because an authoritative text speaks of the
cook "in a castle” as being "the most servile functionary"” -
would a cook who served with a military garrison automatically
have the same status, particularly under seige; is the
assumption of a medieval English attitude appropriate to a
setting in which the absent king is significantly associated
with a pagan burial? - then Wilson is sure Yeats can have only
one type in mind, one who must represent "ald that is grossest
in man®*. The fact that the imagery of the poem itself
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associates the cook with the heights of dawn beyond the gloom
of the tower - whose "hale men 1lie stretched in slumber" as
the cook "must climb and clamber™ above them - surely sets up
its own pattern of suggestions that should take pPrecedence
over any expectations imported out of Mallory? Once let come
into focus the picture of the old Cook up in the bright hills
while the soldiers below snore away the dawn in which their
"own right king’s" horn is sounding, and the notion that the
soldiers are really an embodiment of "the intellectual soul,
by which man perceives the infinite" - while the cook is "the
merely natural man, with whose needs the pure intellect is not
concerned” - melts into a mist.

22. The fact that he is provider of sustenance to the "hale
men" is rich with its own symbolism: he catches "small birds"
in the dawn for the garrison’s food - and

the bird, always and everywhere from Stone-

Age man to Stravinsky, has been the image of

the inspiration, the unthinkable thought which

enters our selves like a bird unsolicited out

of the blue (Laurens van der Post, Jung and

the Story of our Time, pg 211);
which is a conception that the old Etruscan traditions of
divination in terms of the flight of birds would seem to
confirm - as well as the fact that the Egyptian hieroglyph for
the idea of god is a falcon (Horus) landed to perch: the hawk
come to roost taken as an image of revelation having come to
mind and being now humanly-available. (Yeats himself uses this
association of the bird with the conditions of revelation in
the "Wings beating about the room" that accompany the
wonderfully-imagined Annunciation in "The Mother of God": see
C.P. pp 281 - 82; the very fact that angels traditionally have
wings - and are messengers of God - obviously has the same
significance.)

There is also the tradition repeated by Herodotus that
Aesop once - on a Jjourney with companions - elected to carry
the food as his share of the backpacking. Beyond the sly
wisdom that anyone who has carried a load that lightens daily
would appreciate, the symbolism within the tradition of the
bearer of food as revealer of truth is obvious.

23. Edward Engelberg finds one of the "associations" to what
Yeats means by “"passion" to be ,
a primordial feeling, surging from the ancestral
and ancient soil, the memory of myth and mythology
(The Vast Design Patterns in W.B. Yeats’s
Aesthetic, pg 152)
- which certainly reflects at least something of Yeats’s
wishing to someday bring to this mythic figure of the
fisherman - who has Sprung so directly from "the ancestral and
ancient soil" of Yeats’s own rootedness in the full reaches of
the Irish sensibility - a poem "as cold/ And passionate as the
dawn": it seems this "passion" he wishes to offer the
fisherman is what would suit with the man’s natural tone of
being as a sort of "primordial” element deep within the Irish
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soul that "suddenly" came to life before Yeats’s eyes - Jjust
as Cuchulain perhaps "stalked through the Post Office" when
Pearce summoned (him) to his side® in Yeats’s recollection of
Easter, 1916 in the last stanza of "The Statues" (see C.P. pp
375 - 76).
And if Engelberg’s "association" is to be granted, then the
figure of Yeats’s fisherman also climbs in the same dawn as
That pale, long-visaged company
That air in immortality
Completeness of their passions won
as they
... ride the wintry dawn
Where Ben Bulben sets the scene
in the first Section of "Under Ben Bulben" (see C.P. pp 397 -
98) - which is itself another proof of the sort of threads of
continuity that we are exploring at the moment.

24. This sense that Yeats could say ~ with Eliot - "In my
beginning is my end® gains on us even more when we recall his
saying

when I had finished The Wanderings of Oisin,

dissatisfied with its yellow and its dull green,

with all that over-charged colour inherited from

the romantic movement, I deliberately reshaped my

style, deliberately sought out an impression as of

cold light and tumbling clouds

(Autobiographies, pg 91)
- and not only is this obviously an indicator of how early in
his life had begun the dream expressed in "The Fisherman® of a
master-poem "maybe as cold/ And passionate as the dawn”, this
recollection of his early struggles with style is prefaced by
his saying

I had found again the windy light that moved me

as a child. I persuaded myself that I had a passion

for the dawn, and this passion, though mainly

histrionic like a child’s play, an ambitious game,

had moments of sincerity (ibid, pp 90 - 1).

50 there is a very-real sense in which Yeats, in the last
poem of all, was at least tangentially concerned with an
awareness of how that "windy light that moved (him) as a
child" could still act upon him then as an imaginative
register of what was to him a Supreme meaning. No matter how
the details might have changed, the emotion that signalled the
area of significance to which they pointed seems still very
much of the same fabric of being.

And something that adds even more to the feeling we have of
the continuities of Yeats’s thought is his saying, in 1937,
that his formulation of his wish to write a poem "cold and
passionate as the dawn" was made in a "phrase'" copied "from a
letter of my father’s® (Essays and Introductions, pg 523): the
continuities of his own life finding their ancestral linkages,
too.

25. As Grosvenor E. Powell puts it,

Yeats’s ideas do not change significantly
throughout his long career. What does change
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is his sense of the metaphysical implications
of his ideas (Modern Language Review, 1981,
cited in The Year’s Work in English Studies,
vol. 62, 1981, pg 400).

26. See Autobiographies, pg 181.
27. See Sections IV and V, C.pP. PP 399 - 400.
28. Autobiographies, pp 183 - 84.
29. See C.P. pp 375 - 76.
30. Autobiographies, pg 214.
31. Ibid. pp 213 - 14.
32. Yeats talks of how, when he was still a young man, his
mind
gave itself to ... Shelley’s dream ... of

his old man, master of all human knowledge,
hidden from human sight in some shell-strewn
cavern on the Mediterranean shore. One passage
above all ran perpetually in my ears -

Some feign that he is Enoch: others dream

He was pre-Adamite, and has survived

Cycles of generation and of ruin.

The sage, in truth, by dreadful abstinence,

And in conquering penance of the mutinous flesh,
Deep contemplation and unwearied study,

In years outstretched beyond the date of man,
May have attained to sovereignty and science
Over those strong secret things and thoughts
Which others fear and know not.

Mahmud I would talk
With this old Jew.
Hassan Thy will is even now

Made known to him where he dwells in a sea cavern
‘'Mid the Demonesi, less accessible

Than thou or God! He who would question him
Must sail alone at sunset where the stream

Of ocean sleeps around those foamless isles,
When the young moon is westering as now,

And evening stars wander upon the wave;

And, when the pines of that bee-pasturing isle,
Green Erebinthus, quench the fiery shadow

Of his gilt prow within the sapphire water,
Then must the lonely helmsman Cry aloud
"Ahasuerus!" and the caverns round

Will answer "Ahasuerus!" If his prayer

Be granted, a faint meteor will arise,

Lighting him over Marmora; and a wind

Will rush out of the sighing pine-forest,

And with the wind a storm of harmony
Unutterably sweet, and pilot him
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Through the soft twilight to the Bosphorus:
Thence, at the hour and place and circumstance
Fit for the matter of their conference,
The Jew appears. Few dare, and few who dare
Win the desired communion.
(Autobiographies, pp 212 - 13).

33. Ibid. pg 223.

34. Ibid. pp 224 - 226. The story of the actual reqguest for
Yeats’s resignation is left out of Autobiographies, but is
there in Memoirs, pg 24.

35. Martin Jarret-Kerr says "Yeats had his Guru", as the
surprisingly brief total comment he makes on Yeats in his
essay "Indian Religion in English Literature 1657 - 1967" (see
Essays and Studies 1984, pg 102): the truth is that at
different times in his life Yeats felt the wisdom of more than
one Indian sage.

The rather throw-away tone that Jarret-Kerr allows himself
here seems to indicate he has a rather poor register of the
profundity of Yeats’s engagement with Indian philosophy - and
of how far Yeats was from being just the Westerner out for
Eastern kicks that his formulation seems to suggest: see, for
instance, Yeats’s summing-up of his sense of debt to Shri
Purohit Swami in Section II of "An Indian Monk", where he says
"The book lies before me complete; it seems to me something I
have waited for since I was seventeen years old"® (Essays and
Introductions, pg 428), and then goes on to give a remarkably
crisp survey of the path of his religious thought from
questioning "the countrypeople about apparitions™ (ibid.) to
"a philosophy that satisfied the intellect" (ibid. pg 429). As
this passage shows, Yeats discovered in Indian philosophy a
coherent intellectual analysis of beliefs and spiritual
attitudes he had first found himself amongst his own
countrymen - beliefs that he obviously believed underlay all
religious experience at a fundamental level.

As to the register that "having a Guru" brings with it of
‘the often rather naive prejudice for things Indian as a
panacea for the modern Western religious dilemma, we should
recall Yeats saying in concluding another important essay on
his own perceptions of Indian philosophy - and speaking of the
experience of a venerated Indian sage =~

I think it certain that Europeans, travelling
the same way, enduring the same fasts, saying
the same prayers, would have received nothing
but perhaps a few broken dreams® (Essays and
Introductions, pg 485).
SO Yeats knew he could never leave his own roots behind, no
matter how many "Gurus®" he might meet!

36. See pp 426 - 37, 448 - 473, and 474 - 85 respectively.
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37. As George Bornstein says of Shelley’s influence upon
Yeats,

For Yeats, as the essay on Berkeley makes clear,

an idealist philosophy emphasises mind and the

intellectual rather than the "naturalist movement®

and "Locke’s Mechanical Philosophy™",
and that he also

identified an idealist philosophy in the broadest

Sense as a main characteristic of romanticism
- of which type of "romanticism" he saw Shelley as a prime
exponent (see Yeats and Shelley, pg 68), which confirms once
again just how thoroughly the convictions that began to form
in youth developed without disjunction into the vision of the
human mind and its dealings with its experience that underlies
even the very last writings of all. As we have seen above, the
young man about the London literary and artistic world of the
late 1880’s felt that Shelley "seemed to sum up all that was
metaphysical in English poetry" (Essays and Introductions, pg
424); and the old man’s approval of Berkeley’s refutation of
Locke and Newton and their anti-metaphysical mechanics grew
from exactly the same life-long concern with the history and
fate of that tradition.

38. See Prometheus Unbound, Essays and Introductions, pp 419 -
425, in which Yeats says Shelley had "seemed to sum up" (for
the London of his "early twenties"™) "all that is metaphysical
in English poetry", and that when he "looked back™ in "middle
life"™, he found that Shelley "had shaped my life" more than
had Blake (pg 424). These consistencies of fundamental outlook
and conviction throughout the 1ife are in fact one of that
life’s key features. If VYeats could think, when young, that
the European "mind and heart began to break into fragments a
little before Shakespeare’s birth" (Autobiographies, rg 237),
leading that "heart and mind"™ on into deepening "abstraction®
and disunity of personal and social being since

Chaucer’s personages had disengaged themselves

from Chaucer’s crowd, forgot their common goal

and shrine, and after sundry magnifications become

each in turn the centre of some Elizabethan play

(ibid. pg 239),
then a thought he expressed on the last occasion before his
death upon which a close circle of friends all gathered with
him at his "quiet country hotel on Cap Martin® was very much
child to the thought of the young man about London all those
Years before. Yeats said

The Greek Drama alone achieved perfection; it

has never been done since; it may be thousands

of years before we achieve that perfection again.

Shakespeare is only a mass of magnificent fragments

(Letters on Poetry to Lady Dorothy wellesley, pg 194).
The mind is running in the same bed, only grander and surer
and nearer to the sea.
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Chapter 1: "The Work".

In his own plan for the patterning of the poems Yeats
wrote after he had set New Poems up for the press in January,
1938, it would seem that he intended "Under Ben Bulben® to be
the first poem of all, a keynote struck to condition all that
was to come.? But even as things stand in the order first
given by the Macmillan Last Poems and Plays of 1940, "Under
Ben Bulben™ has the effect of being a pointed, defining
retrospect: an utterance from the far side of the tomb that
leaves a last image of Yeats the poet, of his convictions and
of his dreams - as well as of his sense of his duties toward

his audience.3

So it is inevitable that "Under Ben Bulben® should be a
sort of gallery to hang some of Yeats’s "permanent images":* a
rhetorical quintessence, in important ways, of the history of
his thought - as the original title of the poem would seem to
prophesy. This being Yeats, it is equally inevitable that this
should also be a poem about art and art’s relation to life:
the fourth and fifth sections of the poem round-off all that
has come before so as to help "set the scene” for the epitaph;
and.these sections talk exclusively about "Poet and sSculptor"®
and "modish painter", and their "work" in service of "the soul

of man®".°®

And, if we look to "Under Ben Bulben" for signs of what

Yeats believed art and its "work" to be, we find a valuable
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chart for use in exploring the aesthetic stance - the vision
of art as a cultural phenomenon - that underlies and impels
his concerns in the Last Poems and elsewhere. The poem gives
us a range of reference-points for locating features of
Yeats’s conception of art as a social dynamic; and - to serve
our immediate purposes here - it also gives us a convenient
vantage from which to try to hold the topography of those
features in a workable definition. Whatever else could be said
about "Under Ben Bulben" as a complex indicator of Yeats’s
convictions about the nature of art, an element basic to all
is the view that the artist best serves his® community through
an instructive and benignly-corrective leadership, rather than
through merely epitomising any current fashion or trend in
thought or belief:

Poet and sculptor, do the work,

Nor 'let the modish painter shlrk

What his great forefathers did,

Bring the soul of man to God,
Make him fill the cradles rlght ’

The distinction that Yeats is makipg here is that between
what a community already thinks it knows, and what it might be
led to know under the influence of the artist Yeats would
praise. The most meaningful art, Yeats seems to be saying,
isn’t just a form of reportage, reflecting what it finds
ready-made about the town - as would the imagery of the
"modish painter" whom Yeats makes his representative, in these
lines, of the sort of "work" in the arts that he rejects.® The
artwork held up for model in "Under Ben Bulben" is that which

acts to construct or discover levels of awareness in its
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audience that are much less readily available to everyday
thought than those that a mirror held-up to the conscious
social surfaces could ever hope to activate - as the tension
between the depiction of what is merely "modish" and the
"work" to draw "the soul" itself towards its source of meaning
that Yeats here elaborates Clearly establishes.® Such "work"
as Yeats would praise is seen by him as being able to draw
"the soul" itself into deeper contact with its primal source
of significance - unlike the imitations and conventions of the

"modish".

In other words, to get down to the artist’s working
relationship with his community, it would seem that Yeats sees
the most humanly-serviceable artwork as assuming a stance that
often - at least at its moment of initial reception - places
it aside from the mainstream of its audience’s current
concerns and conceptions: what is in fashion will often
deliberately have to be set aside SO as to bring to light less
obvious possibilities. As this thesis develops, this view will
have to be elaborated and explored through its concrete
embodiments in Yeats’s poems and prose utterances; but the
essential point being made here is that "Under Ben Bulben"
formulates an aesthetic stance that is central to Yeats’s
thought about art and about society. This stance centres in
the conviction that the artwork must often stand in tension to
the accepted notions and values of the people who are its
maker’s immediate fellows in time and place. The Yeatsian

artist must work to reveal and to make socially-available what
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(in the words of another of the Last Poems) would be
"Forgotten else by mankind" 1° - Or perhaps otherwise never
dreamt of, in the first place. For Yeats, the relationship
between art and life is not the simple one of a mirror and the
scene it reflects: it often indeed involves the artist in the
sort of mirror-breaking that subverts the narcissism of our
absorption in what constitutes current conceptions of reality
and desirability. The Yeatsian artwork will often have to
reach towards some as-yet alien potential of human experience
that hasn’t yet been generally recognised - or that has

perhaps been forgotten or misconceived.!t

So, for art to act properly as a cultural dynamic it must
often take a stand that sets it in tension against life - asg
life is currently conceived-of by its immediate audience - to
Yeats’s view, anyway. It will act, at its most useful, not
simply to reflect some current set of conceptions about life,
but to reconstitute the imaginative vocabulary that the
community it aims to serve is in the habit of using to
establish its conceptions of the real and of the desirable -
and even of the serviceable itself. It is in fact a dynamic
intervention in the current dream-patterns of a community of
the sort that Yeats dramatises in imagining - for instance -
the first Athenian responses to Phidias’ unfashionable new
imagery:

Pythagoras planned it. Why did the people stare?

His numbers, though they moved or seemed to mnove

In marble or in bronze, lacked character.

But boys and girls, pale from the imagined love

Of solitary beds, knew what they were,
That passion could bring character enough,
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And pressed at midnight in some public place
Live lips upon a plummet-measured face.*?

These lines create in themselves a masterful image®® of
Yeats’s conception of the love-affair between art and life -
between the desiring imagination and the images that shape
that imagination’s action within our behaviour - that is
central to Yeats’s conception of the true dynamics of the most
valuable art.'* The staring people Yeats imagines - those
already formed in a particular set of aesthetic expectations -
miss "character" in the new Phidian images. The young - the
embodied future - respond in their innocence to the ideal
"passion” that Yeats sees as underlying all character®®: and
the midnight tryst between "live lips" and cold stone is, for
him, the vindication of the artwork - for all the blank
incomprehension of those already moulded within the current
public taste.'® Yeats’s strategy in this poem is clear: by
imagining the moment when some amongst "the proud stones of
Greece"" that lie near the foundations of Western thought
first jolted the Greek imagination towards a new phase, he is
able to depict the perennial first meeting of great art'® with
life, and is thus able to show what he sees as being that

meeting’s unavoidably uneasy character.?

What Yeats is dramatising in this, of course, is his
conviction that the most challenging art - newly-minted - is
often not generally recognised as being proper imaginative
currency. The first audience that Yeats’s Phidias had was one
that had obviously been nurtured within a sculptural tradition

that his own statues were bound to subvert; and part of the
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drama Yeats offers in "The Statues" comes from his-imagining
these "people" as their acquired aesthetic habits get in the
way and prevent them from comprehending such images of the
"passion" that is Yeats’s well-spring of all character® for
"what they (are)".>' And in this situation, Phidias stands as
the type of the Yeatsian artist, cleansing the doors of
perception, rather than purveying perception in all the
customary dimmedness of habitual expectations. As the rest of
"The Statues" shows us, Yeats sees Phidias as eschewing a
settled fashion in artistic conception so that he can reach
towards communicating perceptions that probe deeper into the
processes of human self-imaging than the current mode in
public image-making would seem itself to be capable of doing.
Art, in this parable of vYeats’s about its intentions, sets out
to re-model the imaginative dynamics its audience lives by,
rather than to reflect or reinforce those dynamics already

consciously and actively in place.

Which is a stance that chimes well with the injunction to
the artist in "Under Ben Bulben" to "Bring the soul of man to
God": both formulations show the artist as having the
responsibility of bringing his community something different
from what it has been led by current aesthetic norms to
expect; but both also show him as being committed to doing-so
only so as to bring his audience clues to awarenesses that
transcend any merely "modish" or established - énd therefore
already limited - conception of life’s potentialities. Art, in

this view at least, is a dynamic invitation offered by the
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artist to his audience’s capacity for self-discovery - a spur

to its psychic evolution.

So the most serviceable art, for Yeats, doesn’t simply
mirror life, or merely facilitate its audience’s attainment of
already-recognised goals. It often disturbs the pools we see
our known faces in, so as to give us inklings of things about
ourselves that we don’t vet know - like the water-rat breaking
the image of the face in the well in Seamus Heaney’s "Personal
Helicon®". Art, in Yeats’s view, often stands in tension to the
current stream of public conceptions, simply because its
primary function is to give the community it serves "not what
(it) would,/ But the right twigs for an eagle’s nest":*? the
right intimations of what could lead the people who create

that community into extended riches of selfhood.

The relationship between the artist and his community
that we are defining here - one that Yeats found an
inescapable part of the truly artistic function - is 'such,
therefore, that it can be rather Crudely summed-up as being
one in which there is often® a wise and necessary tension
between the artist’s productions and his audience’s
expectations. This tension is hecessary because the Yeatsian
artist must initiate (and not merely report) some sort of
vital discourse about the possibilities of life; and it must
be wise because this discourse is pursued towards the end of
best serving what Yeats sees as being the deepest human need:

finding ways to "bring the soul of man to God".
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We might

look at a poem which perfectly embodies this

aesthetic stance of Yeats'’s, one in which we see him having to

seem to shun his chosen audience, so as to ultimately serve it

better than it knows:

Although I can see him still,

The

freckled man who goes

To a grey place on a hill
In grey Connemara clothes
At dawn to cast his flies,
It’s long since I began
To call up to the eyes
This wise and 51mple man.

All

day I’d looked in the face

What I had hoped ‘twould be
To write for my own race

And
The
The
The
The
And
Who
The

the reality:

living men that I hate,
dead man that I loved,
Ccraven man in his seat
insolent unreproved,

no knave brought to book
has won a drunken cheer,
witty man and his joke

Aimed at the commonest ear,

The
The
The
And

clever man who cries
catch-cries of the clown,
beating down of the wise
great art beaten down.

Maybe a twelvemonth since
Suddenly I began,
In.scorn of this audience,
Imagining a man,

And
And

his sun- freckled face,
grey Connemara cloth,

Climbing up to a place
Where stone is dark under froth,

And

the down-turn of his wrist

When the flies drop in the stream;
A man who does not exist,
A man who is but a dream,

And

cried, ‘Before I am old

I shall have written him one
Poem maybe as cold

And

passionate as the dawn’.>2*

The key to the situation that Veats presents here is to

be found in the lines

All

day I’d looked in the face

What I had hoped ’twould be
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To write for my own race
And the reality

— which show the artist’s dream and the facts of life as lying
poles apart. When Yeats turns to the "wise and simple man"?s
that he imagines "In scorn of this audience", he seems at
first glance to be breaking his ties with the very people he
once tried to serve, his "own race"; and the image he dreams-
up of the fisherman - of his wisdom and simplicity and
deftness - seems far removed from the folly and cowardice, the
knavery and philistinism of the social "reality" he has been
led to discover within his own community.?® The fisherman who
becomes Yeats’s ideal audience "does not exist", he is "but a
dream"; yet it is to him that the one perfect poem Yeats
dreams of someday writing would bé addressed. The tension
between artistic dream and social reality seems about as
extreme as could be - the tension between the work and the

life.?

But, as is usual, Yeats is doing more in "The Fisherman"
than first meets the eye. Apart from being a stinging and
scornful denunciation of "the blind and ignorant town”?® - and
beyond being an expression of the need to ward-off
disillusionment through imaginative retaliation - "The
Fisherman" establishes an image of a man who is a sort of
elemental emanation of Ireland itself, with his "sun-freckled
face" and his energetic clambering amongst rock and bubbling
water and cold air in the fiery dawn, a bit of true Irish
earth himself. He is "but a dream" - vet he is a profound

reality of the sort that Phidias sets before his own people in
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"The Statues". At the very moment in which Yeats seems to be
turning his back upon his audience in scornful rejection, he
is in fact challenging that very audience to recognise the
validity and significance of the image he is making for
them.” The fisherman embodies a quality of being and
epitomises a relationship with the cosmos that makes him a
model of human worth and competence for Veats to set up %in
some public place" as a counter-truth® to the real character
of conduct he has found within his community. The *scorn®™ that
the poem expresses isn’t a sign of the sort of impotent
irritation that precedes withdrawal and escape into any merely
self-restorative fantasy: it is a sharp rebuke to a community
much given to sentimental rhetoric about its own ideal
nature®> - a challenge to this community to recognise the
shoddiness and moral disorder that is the truth hidden behind

such rhetoric.

So what we see Yeats doing in "The Fisherman" could stand
as a model for the sort of "work" he is calling upon poet,
sculptor and painter to do in "Under Ben Bulben'. The poet‘’s
stance in "The Fisherman® is anything but a popular one, and
he is as far from simply recording "“the reality" he finds
about him as he could be - though his quatrains denouncing
that reality are as vivid a bit of social criticism as we
could wish for. Instead, Yeats - in his own example - shows
the poet deliberately stepping beyond what actually exists
into the realm of dreams, and engaging in an attempt to give

his people a renewed sense of themselves - both as they are,
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and as they might become, given a due exercise of integrity
and of imagination. "The Fisherman" is one of those artistic
dreams that tries to waken its audience to its real
responsibilities® - and it is, as such, a poem that
epitomises Yeats’s view that art must act in tension to life,
with wisdom and out of the necessity that such wisdom imposes
upon the Yeatsian artist’s need to truly serve his
community.*® Without this necessary tension between the
crafted dream and the social reality that the dream tries to
re-orchestrate, Yeats might well have made a complete poem ocut
of lines 9 to 24, and made the whole thing a piece of
reportage, with only the anger and scorn and bitterness of the
tone to pass comment upon the scene. But "The Fisherman® goes
way beyond this, into an attempt to bring a new dream into the
reality of Irish public 1life. Holding a mirror to "the
reality" as it stands, for Yeats, wouldn’t be enough: the art
he is talking about in poems like "Under Ben Bulben" must be
far more than just a reflection of any current set of social

conditions.3*

Such an art as Yeats would praise must, in fact, treat
the sensible world and the current structure of social
agreements as a set of constructs that are always open to
enrichment and to correction. As he develops his theme in "The
Statues", he sets against the imagined truths of the Phidian
artist the counter-pole of the modern Western mind, with that
mind’s commitment to the objectified view and to the strictly

sensible outlook of a realism that rejects what Yeats here
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calls "our proper dark" - the spiritual imagination. At the

Close of the poem, he says

We Irish, born into that ancient sect

But thrown upon this filthy modern tide

And by its formless spawning fury wrecked,

Climb to our proper dark, that we may trace

The lineaments of a plummet-measured face.?®

These lines - and "The Statues" generally - must be

discussed more fully below; but this "filthy modern tiden"
(with its "formless" lack of all spirit, and its "fury" of
merely superficial energies) can help us at this point to
define Yeats’s sense of the sort of mind that he saw as
dominating the world that he was addressing as a poet. This
stormy mental tide®* is an image of the "Confusion (that) fell

upon our thought", for Yeats, when art turned away from God

towards the world alone:?”

Gyres run on:;

When that greater dream had gone

Calvert and Wilson, Blake and Claude,

Prepared a rest for the people of God,

Palmer’s phrase, but after that

Confusion fell upon our thought.?®

And in examining this "Confusion®" we are considering a

criticism of the folly of taking the world of sensible
appearances as the only subject that art can have. Tt is a
criticism that is given further definition in an essay in
which Yeats offers a glimpse of his sense of the nature of the
truest beauty, and then talks of the role that "romance® plays

in our knowledge of ourselves and of our differing realms of

experience:
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If beauty is not a gateway out of the net

we were taken in at birth, it will not long
be beauty, and we will find it better to sit
at home by the fire and fatten a lazy body
Or to run hither and thither in some foolish
Sport than to look at the finest show of
light and shadow ever made among green
leaves ... May it not even be that death
shall unite us to all romance, and that

some day we shall fight dragons among blue
hills, or come to that whereof all romance
is but

Foreshadowings mingled with the images
Of man’s misdeeds in greater days than these

as the old men thought in The Farthly Paradise
when they were in good spirits?3®
S0 Yeats sees the world that can be objectively

reported - or that can be mirrored entirely in the senses - as
being actually "the net we were taken in at birth"; and the
"beauty" he here defines is a release of the confused spirit
into a dimension transcending the limits of the sensible: into
another, more consciously-psychic topography. In this view,
"romance" - the deliberate embodiment of this intimating
beauty in art - makes a link between dimensions of human
reality that the simple reportage of appearances could never

hope to effectuate.

In other words, Yeats would see any art that is not
deliberately romantic in intent - romantic in the sense that
his Phidias is a purveyor of romance visions - as failing to
serve the true freedom of a greater selfhood; a selfhood that
the "net" of the sensible can easily imprison.* Art, to this
view, must free the mind through revealing realities beyond

those that form the net’s fibres: beyond what is merely
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sensibly given.*' And this objection to the idea of art as
mere reportage - of the artwork as mere mirror - stems from
early in Yeats’s thinking. It is an objection that is, in
fact, one of the abiding themes that thread his prose
writings, as well as his verse, throughout his life. His
objection to the metaphor of the artwork as a mirror has, in
fact, a central place in his comments about art, and finds

repeated statement therein.

Perhaps the best way, at present, to locate this
objection is to point to the contrast Yeats draws in a late
essay between Balzac and Stendhal, in talking about the latter
as the creator of a distinctly - and exclusively - "modern"
art:

Stendhal created a modern art; the seminary

in Le Rouge et le noir, unlike that described by
Balzac in Louis Lambert, is of his own time and
judged according to its standards, is wholly
reflected in the dawdling mirror that was to
empty modern literature: but something compelled
Balzac while still at school to travel backward,
as did the mind of Louis Lambert, to accept all
that lay hidden in his blood and nerves.*

The fundamental tension in this depiction of the two
writers’ differences in conception and in artistic practice is
that between Stendhal’s vision being "wholly reflected in the
dawdling mirror that was to empty modern literature”, and
Balzac’s attempting "to travel backward ... to accept all that
lay hidden in his blood and his nerves"; and this tension
focuses in the pull between the terms "wholly reflected" and

"hidden".** For Yeats, the "dawdling mirror" that reflects

whatever it happens to pass is actually "empty" of vital and
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very real things that the artist’s own "time" and "standards®"
fail to embody in any vVery obvious way. The Stendhalean
artist, in mirroring only some current fashion** in human
self-conception, must miss awarenesses that Yeats sees Balzac
as managing to disinter*® from where they "lay hidden in his
blood and in his nerves.n This, as Yeats goes on to say a few
sentences later in the same essay, leads to his finding
"passages in the Comedie Humaine that suddenly startle us with
a wisdom deeper than intellectm¢ - deeper than what
Stendhal’s mirror could hope to reveal or to convey as

experience, that is.

We will need to examine the groundwork of ideas involved
in this judgement that veats passes on Stendhal later, when we
come to look in more detail at the matrix of convictions out
of which we could say Yeats’s aesthetic stance arose; but the
emphasis we need to record for now is the fact of this tension
that Yeats feels between the "dawdling mirror" and what is
- "hidden" from its impassive face. We also need to recognise
that, for Yeats, what the mirror misses is the substance of
the "wisdom™ he obviously believed great art must contain -
which is a belief that is obviously also implicit in the
conception of the "work"™ of the artist to "Bring the soul of
man to God" that we have already noted in "Under Ben Bulben”,
It is a belief that is also well-dramatised in a poem written
about three years after the essay from which I have just

quoted:*”
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A statesman is an easy man,

He tells his lies by rote:

A journalist makes up his lies

And takes you by the throat;

So stay at home and drink your beer

And let the neighbours vote,
Said the man in the golden breastplate
Under the old stone Cross.

Because this age and the next age

Engender in the ditch,

No man can tell a happy man

From any passing wretch;

If Folly 1link with Elegance

No man knows which is which,
Said the man in the golden breastplate
Under the old stone Cross.

But actors lacking music

Do most excite my spleen,

They say it is more human

To shuffle, grunt and groan,

Not knowing what unearthly stuff

Rounds a mighty scene,
Said the man in the golden breastplate
Under the old stone Cross.

Though the dramatic persona that speaks in this poem
takes his cut at many features of the contemporary scene -
from the opinion-makers that lead it, to the stars that govern
its fate - what galls him most is the theatre and its mirror-
holding ways.* What the "actors lacking music" miss for Yeats
- in their quest to represent "the casual comedy"** within
human experience - is a proper sense of the "unearthly stuff®
that both surrounds and shapes the elements of "a mighty
scene": which is a formulation that surely echoes the "wisdom
deeper than intellect" that Veats finds in Balzac, and misses
in Stendhal.s° Again, we will need to look more fully at what
Yeats means by this "unearthly stuff"” later on in this thesis;

but it is quite clear already that he finds a vast difference
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between the fullest powers of imaginative drama and the
enacted reflection of some popular conception of what it is to
be "human". What the man in the golden breastplate objects to
in the theatre he contemplates is, in fact, its attempts to
"photograph” life, in the sense that Yeats uses the term
himself in his review of a performance of Villiers de 1’Isle-
Adam’s play Axel that he saw in 1894:

Those among the younger dgeneration whose

temperament fits them to receive first the

new current, the new force, have grown tired

of photographing life, and have returned by

the path of symbolism to imagination and

poetry, the only things which are ever
permanent.*?

In "The 0Old Stone Cross®, the actors lack "music®™; in the
essay on the French Symbolist drama, what is noticed is a
return to "symbolism ... imagination and poetry"™ and a
revulsion away from "photographing life": the terms might
differ, but the tension between the musical or poetical
image - the imaginative image - and the photograph of life
(the passive mirror) that veats sees being offered by
realistic drama is clearly to be felt in both essay and
roem.*®* As we have seen, great art, for Yeats, must probe the
hidden depths - and not just reflect the surfaces - of life:
must explore the contents of the human psyche as it both

represents and helps create®® what that psyche experiences.

The appeal to what is "more human” that - in their view -
justifies the "actors lacking music%" in their efforts is, at

root, the post-Enlightenment appeal to Nature, as it is
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Supposedly "objectively" apprehended. That Yeats had little
use for such an appeal within the arts is abundantly clear in
a poem like "The 01d Stone Cross", with its spleen at the
unmusical actors’ blankness to the power of the drama to touch
things in heaven and earth that aren’t in your polaroid. The
tension involved in this poem between unmusical acting and
"mighty" drama epitomises Yeats’s demand that art be more than
merely a mirror - or a photographic plate - precisely because
the experience the Yeatsian artist is striving to bring to his
audience is one that, like Balzac, will "suddenly startle us
with a wisdom deeper than intellect”:%* "intellect” meaning
here the sort of understanding that constructs a rationally-
conditioned image of human experience in terms of some current
set of assumptions about what constitutes reality, while all
other sets of possible assumptions are excluded - usually

quite unconsciously and irrationally.

For Yeats, then, the truly serviceable artwork is one
that takes its audience beyond the lit stage of the known ego
into the "unearthly stuff" of those elements of the self that
are left out of any purely-objectified, sense-determined®®
conception of the human scene. As he puts it in another - late
~ essay:

The young English poets ... express not
what the Upanishads call "that ancient
Self"™ but individual intellect, (thus)
they have the ,right to choose the man
in the Tube because of his objective
importance.ss

Again, we’ll have to look at the context of such ideas

properly later on; but their thrust and direction are quite
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obvious. When "individual intellect" is the sole focus of the
arts, then what is important is what is "objective"; and the
"ancient Self" - which is Surely part at least of what Yeats
means by that "unearthly stuff (that) Rounds a mighty scene" -

is left out of mind, and therefore out of count.®’

And this implied indication of the need to "express®" in
art a "Self" that-is more inclusive than the limited
"individual intellect" isg Clearly another formulation of the
conviction we have been examining all along: that the most
valuable artwork stands in vital ways in tension to the
everyday, conscious lives of the people who make up its
immediate audience. It is a view .central to one of the later
poenms Yeats wrote:

God guard me from those thoughts men think

In the mind alone;

He that sings a lasting song

Thinks in a marrow-bone;

From all that makes a wise old man

That can be praised of all;

O what am I that I should not seem

For the song’s sake a fool?

I pray - for fashion’s word is out

And prayer comes round again -

That I may seem, though I die old,

A foolish, passionate mans®
- where the first stanza Clearly expresses its sense of the
tension between the "thoughts men think/ In the mind alone"
and the "lasting song" that requires someone who "Thinks in a
marrow-bone": thinks, once again, in the "blood and nerves"
that Yeats saw Balzac as having learned to discover and accept

in himself "deeper than intellect" - certainly deeper than

"individual intellect™". Again, the "song"™ each type of thought
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produces differs widely in "lasting® significance, in durably-
acknowledged serviceability. "Song" that roots itself beyond
the "individual intellect® and its biography - that takes a
tack away from the "rezglm" - ends up being of better human use

for Yeats than the most faithful realism or egoism.

And it is also interesting to note that the prayer in
this poem includes an acknowledgement of the need for
"seem(ing)", for fiction - for the dream that may be held in
deliberate tension to "objective" fact. veats may "seem" to be
"A foolish, passionate man" in his verse, but this might well
be just a deliberate stance crafted so as to prompt the -
finding of a way out of the enclosure of "the mind alone" or
of the "individual intellect*.%® sSuch assumed folly, in other
words, may well be a sort of play-acting intended to fabricate
a persona that is capable of creatively opposing the poet’s

actual personal circumstances.®°

Which is a paradox that reflects convictions central to
Yeats’s conception of the human self in its full range of
being - and that therefore reflects equally convictions
central to his view of the art that best serves that self.
While the unmusical actor of "The 0ld Stone Cross" would
reflect in his performance simply a shrewd caricature® of old
age = on the grounds of its being more "human", or more
objectively accurate, as this is judged by the standards of
physical appearances and of the capacity for purely physical

activity - then Yeats, in "A Prayer for 014 Age”, makes us
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aware of the conflict between that objective appearance and a
hidden will or spirit that is necessarily in contention with
the wreck of body®® that implicitly underlies the poem’s

drama.

And it is central to our theme that it is artifice -
seeming - that Yeats sees as an essential element within this
inward dynamism that a merely surface view of a person would
tend to miss. wa Prayer for 01d Age" is a poem about both art
and life: it reminds us that we must use artifice in the
tactics we employ in dealing with life; and it also reminds us
that the artifice we naturally use in this contention with
circumstance is thoroughly un-natural, a deflection of natural
patterns. It is an exercise of imaginative will so as to
change the tendency Yeats recognised in "Nature herself" when
he said that "(she) has no power except to die and to
forget".** "A Prayer for 0ld Age", in talking about the nature
of human power, defines the artificiality of that power - its
opposition to life’s natural tendencies. The question Veats is
all but asking is, could a wholly-objective image of someone
really hope to reflect those aspects of that person’s nature
that are in direct contention with all that is available to

the casual camera?

The moment there is artifice, there is obviously a
tension between the image the artifice represents, and its
Ostensible subject or origin. Yeats would say that the

artificial enters so thoroughly into all we think and feel
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that any art must fail, if it attempts to mirror the human
condition without also mirroring the mirrors-on-mirrors-
mirrored that he once said "is all the show" the mind can
know, anyway.®* As he put it in another essay:

When we delight in a spring day there

mixes, perhaps, with our personal emotion

an emotion Chaucer found in Guillame de

Lorris, who had it from the poetry of

Provence; we celebrate our draughty May

with an enthusiasm made ripe by more

meridian suns.S®s
Alongside of the Nature that the realist or mechanist view-
point proposes as the sole reality - indeed, blent into any
such reality, as a determining tincture - is the complex of
our cultural or collective human nature: a profoundly
historical dynamism which Yeats here sees as mixing emotions
beyond "our personal emotions" into our most basic
apprehensions of the world we physically inhabit. These are
obviously, for Yeats, emotions that exercise an artistry of
their own, casting lights that never were on our immediate,
sensible landscapes. Even before we think ourselves of

exercising deliberate artifice, the artifice of our own nature

has exercised us.ss

And the passage just quoted beautifully expresses the
tensions between art and 1ife that Yeats calls upon artists to
recognise in "Under Ben Bulben®. Tt presents the distance
between the actual "draughty Mays" Chaucer had as raw sensible
material, and the dream of the "more meridian suns" that Yeats
sees him as having infused into his celebration of the

Season - a dream given him by art, not by nature. What Yeats

48



seems to be saying, in fact, is that the English love of
nature is more a product of reverie than of observation - art
gilding the 1lily in exactly the sort of interchange between
soul and sense that Yeats indicated in a review he wrote of a
book about Blake, where he invokes William Laws:

And imaginatlon, which we are apt erroneously

to consider an airy, idle, and impotent faculty

of the human mind, deallng in fiction and

roving in phantasy or idea without produ01ng

any (sic) powerful or permanent, is the magia

er power of raising and forming such 1mages

or substances, and the greater power in nature.®’
As Yeats says on the same page, Blake held that "the
imagination is the means whereby we communicate with God": the
imagination, that acts in terms of seeming and artifice; that
steps aside from "the passing modes of mankind" so as to
reflect "the face of God",*® or whatever else we might choose

to call "that ancient Self"s® that whatever mode of being that

is socially current can only partially embody.

We have glimpsed, by now, at least something of Yeats’s
view that the artwork, for many reasons, must deliberately
challenge and interfere-with the "natural®” - or current -
pattern of its audience’s everyday experiences and perceptions
- if it is to do its proper work. The conviction, on Yeats’s
part, that this is inescapably so, is almost too obvious in

his writings to warrant too much comment, in itself,

What does seem a valuable undertaking, though, is to try
to move beyond the mere statement of this conviction,  towards

some sort of indication of a few of the central factors within
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Yeats’s overall vision of things that could be said to have
contributed towards establishing - or confirming - him in this
aesthetic stance. Though there will inevitably be some re-
scanning of ground already - briefly - surveyed in this first
chapter, as these factors are further discussed, the attempt
will be to open the subject out, and to extend on detail and
depth of coverage. When Yeats says in an essay that heroic
poetry is a "changing of the self, not a teaching it
anything", and then goes on to say that it is

not a criticism of life, but rather a fire in the

spirit, burning away what is mean and deepening

what is shallow,™
he is expressing a view of art’s Creative designs upon life
that is typical of him. What interests me now, is to explore

some of the facets of his thought and experience that seem to

have helped make this view inevitable for him.

Consequently, the following chapter will try to do some
sort of justice to Yeats’s sense of his own life and times, so
as to suggest something at least of how this aspect of his

vision could be said to have influenced his poetic practice.
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Notes to Chapter 1.

1. See Hone, W.B. Yeats 1865 - 1933, pg 461.

2. See Jeffares’s prefatory remarks to his commentary on the Last
Poems in A Commentary on the Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats, pg
435, which 1lists the order to these poems found by Curtis
Bradford in Yeats’s manuscript list - an order actually reflected
in the Cuala Press Last Poems and Two Plays of 1939,

3. The first draft of “Under Ben Bulben® - sent to Dorothy
Wellesley in September, 1938 - was called simply "His
Convictions": see Letters on Poetry from W.B. Yeats to Dorothy
Wellesley, pg 184.

It seems, from Lady Dorothy’s narrative, that Yeats changed
the title to "Under Ben Bulben" just the evening before "he
passed into his last coma", when he gave corrections to this poem
to his wife: see ibid. Pg 195. As Lady Wellesley says, in
concluding, Yeats was "murmuring poetry to his last gasp®.

4. The term comes from "The Municipal Gallery Revisited®”, stanza
IIT, C.P. pg 368.

5."Under Ben Bulben", C.p. Pg 399 - 400.

6. I use the conventional gender form for rhetorical convenience,
and not out any of blankness to the existence of Correctness.
Joni Mitchell chose to use the term "the Time of Man" in her

lyrics to "Woodstock” in 1969; and Elizabeth cCullingford was
content to say in 1984 A

Science, for Yeats, was essentially political:

in describing the order of nature it prescribed

for the government of men (Yeats, Ireland and

Fascism, pg 127)
without cluttering her style by changing "men®™ to Ypeople®;
Tracey Chapman spoke in a song of being "Master of my own
emotions™ (1988): so it would seem that the conventional
rhetorical form hasn’t rankled with every intelligent and
politically alert woman in living memory, anyway.

7. See C.P. Section IV, pg 399.

8. If we take this "modish painter" to represent anything but an
art that is quick to parrot what is in fashion, that thing must
surely be the work of the sort of image-maker whose sole intent
is to create "trends" by synthesising "new looks" out of a sense
of the sorts of things that might ®catch on", given the current
mannerisms of self-imaging: once a style has become set, take an
angle that is new relative to the old - if make-up has been "out"
a while, bring in deep rouge and sequins - and a "new" fashion
is born.

Yeats would probably have seen such a game as catering purely
to the human need - when bored -~ for novelty, and as stitching
the mind into a shifting pattern that was neyertheless incapable
of giving anything new - where he was interested in real
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imaginative freedom, that like Nature never does quite the sane

thing twice (see Essays and Introductions, P9 172) because it is

alive "minute by minuter (see "Easter 1916", C.P. 202 - 205).
The fashionable image-game would most likely have seemed to

typified in Section IV of "A Woman Young and 01d" (c.P. pg 310)
when he spoke of the "casual/ Improvisation or ... settled game"
that he called "the dragon’s will" that needs to be broken before
the mind can be free to "stare astonished at the sea" of life’s
primal energies as new vision "shrieks at us" like "a miraculous
strange bird". Ziggie Stardust never got no-one that far out,

man.

9. The conviction that art must be more than a mirror is an
important one in this dimension of Yeats’s thinking, and is
discussed as such below.

10."An Acre of Grass", C.Pp. Pg 34s6.

11. We could note here the comment Yeats made to the effect that
Every generation of men of letters has been
called immoral by the pulpit or the newspaper,
and it has been precisely. when that generation
has been illuminating some obscure corner of the
conscience that the Cry against it has been more
confident (Explorations, pg 111).

12. "The Statues", cC.P. Pg 375.

13. The term comes from "The Circus Animals” Desertion®, Section
ITT, stanza 1, C.P. Pg 392.

14. There is a description of a pair of statues in the British
Museum, in which Yeats recalls how these "private, half-animal,
half-divine figures" came to seem to him

images of an unpremeditated joyous energy, that

neither I nor any other man, racked by doubt

and enquiry, can achieve.
But he was convinced, nevertheless, that "if once achieved", the
state that these images embodied "might seem to men and women of
Connemara or of Galway their very soul" (Autobiographies, pp 185
- 86). This formulation gives a very good sense of the power of
the Phidian image to move the soul towards self-discovery that
"The Statues" ig exploring.

15. To call this passion "ideal" is to use the term in a special
sSense, perhaps, given Yeats’s thinking on the subject of passion:
"passion would bring character enough” in "The Statues" because
that "passion" is an emanation from the Passionate Body of his
philosophy, which is the deepest and most abiding reality of the
self. This is shown, for instance, when he speaks of his own
thought having "to face Berkeley’s greatest difficulty: to
account for the continuity of perception”. As he continues

That continuity is in the Passionate Body

of the permanent self or daimon. Should I
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see the ghost of murderer and victim I
should do so because my Spirit has from
those other Passionate Bodies fabricated
light, as perception (see'Explorations,
Pp 331 - 32).
If we add to this the lines from "Supernatural Songs" VIIT (C.p.
pg 332), that run
Eternity is passion, girl or boy
Cry at the onset of their sexual joy
"For ever and for ever"; then awake
Ignorant what Dramatis Personae spake
then the eternal ground of such passion in "the permanent self
or daimon" is again the focus; and Yeats’s noting that Aquinas
saw eternity as being "the possession of oneself, as in a single
moment" (Explorations, Pg 37) dovetails into the pattern as a
confirmation that - for Yeats anyway - the eternal self is
encountered in a special sort of passion: a passion from which
the deepest in human experience is to be known. The Phidian
plumbing of "permanent" depths for images is closer to the real
human truth than reflecting existent "character", or what has
already become apparent of what the "daimon" has revealed.

We could also recall Yeats saying, 1in recalling his early
attitudes in The Trembling of the Veil, that - unlike Henley, who
could offer an "unimpassioned description of an hospital ward
where his leg had been amputated" - "I wanted the strongest
passions, passions that had nothing to do with observation™
(Autobiographies, Pg 154); and his then going on to say that

an actor of passion will display some one quality
of soul, personified again and again ... Irving ...
never moved me but in the expression of intellectual
pride and ... I am convinced that (Salvani’s) genius
was a kind of animal nobility (ibid. pp 154 -55).
Again, passion is the true sub-conscious self "seen as it were
by lightning® - as found, for instance, when Yeats speaks of
Henley’s having
built up an image of power and magnanimity till it
became, at moments, when seen as it were by lightening,
his true self. Half his opinions were the contrivance of
a sub-conscious that sought always to bring life to the
dramatic crisis and expression to that point of artifice
where the true self could find its tongue (ibid. pg 155).

16. The very tension between stone and "live lips"™ is what would,
in fact, indicate to Yeats that the artwork is fulfilling its
true function as an imaginative energiser.

Should we wish to focus more exactly what Yeats seems to have
in mind in this part of "The Statues"™ - in his holding in tension
"character" and the "passion” to which the young so immediately
respond - we could recall his saying, while discussing certain
of Congreve’s ideas about comedy,

:-+ You can find but little of what we call character
in unspoiled youth, whatever be the sex, for, as
(Congreve) shows in another sentence, it grows with
time like the ash of a burning stick, and strengthens
towards middle life till there is little else at
seventy years (Essays and Introductions, pg 241).
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The image of the ash growing on a stick could stand as a gloss
on the "living fire" of the "passion” that gradually gets
overlaid by "character" as "the uncontrollable mystery" that came
to lie at birth "on the bestial floor" (see "The Magi", c.p. rg
141) wends its way deeper into 1life and experience. The Phidias
of "The Statues" - who is the Yeatsian artist in a convenient
mask - works to set glimpses of that "mystery" walking the
streets as models of future being, rather than to reflect the
lives already being finished into mere "character" that he finds
all about him as accomplished social facts. (As my friend Hillary
Graham, the painter, once said, "Why paint what Yyou can just see?
It’s already out there.?)

17. See “The Tower", Section ITII, C.P. pg 223.

18. The term is Yeats’s own, from "The Fisherman", C.P. pg 167:
"The beating down of the Wise/ And great art beaten down",

The distinction here drawn is central to the argument of this
thesis: that Yeats had no qualms about judging the quality of
artistic productions in terms of a definite aesthetic standard
of the sort indicated by "The Statues": the extent to which they
served the human need for the fullest integrity.

19. It might be of interest to note here the reflections on the
problems of novelty in aesthetic experience of one of the first
people to attempt a description of the Grand Canyon, in 1882:
The Grand Canyon of the Colorado is a great
innovation in modern ideas of scenery, and
our conceptions of the grandeur, beauty,
and power of nature. As with all great
innovations it is not to be comprehended in
a day or a week, nor even in a month. It must
be dwelt upon and studied, and the study must
comprise the slow acquisition of the meaning
and spirit of that marvellous scenery which
characterises the Plateau Country ... The
study and slow mastery of the influences
of that class of scenery and its full
appreciation is a special culture, requiring
time, patience, and long familiarity for its
consummation. The lover of nature, whose
perceptions have been trained in the Alps,
in Italy, Germany, or New England, in the
Appalachians or Cordelleras, in Scotland or
Colorado, would enter this strange region with
a shock, and dwell here for a time with a sense
of oppression, and perhaps with horror. Whatsoever
things he had learned to regard as beautiful and
noble he would seldom or never see, and whatsoever
he might see would appear to him as anything but
beautiful and noble ... Great innovations, whether
in art or literature, in science or in nature,
seldom take the world by storm. They must be
understood before they can be estimated, and must
be cultivated before they can be understocd.
(Clarence Dutton, "Tertiary History of the Grand
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Canyon District”, in Frank Bergon [ed], The
Wilderness Reader, pp 172 =73.)
One feels the same acutely practical sense of the Processes of
aesthetic assimilation at work in Yeats’s depiction of the Greek
imagination’s first Phidian encounters.

20. It is interesting - in thinking about what the term "passion"
means within Yeats’s vocabulary, and in considering how central
a human reality the term signifies - to look at Chapter VI of
B.L. Reid’s William Butler Yeats The Lyric of Tragedy (pp 140 -
70), which has for its sub-headings "The Genus Passion", "Passion
as Defence”™, "Passion as Joy", "Passion as Innocence” and
"Passion as Apocalypse" - and these being used to focus the
concerns of an overall chapter-title as ambitious as "Late
Theory": Reid is genuinely able to unify so much under one
manifold conception.

We could also recall Engelberg’s comment - noted above in the
Introduction - on how wide and central a term he too finds
"passion" to be in Yeats’s thinking: see The Vast Design, pg 152.

21. See stanza 1, the response of the "boys and girls" who "knew
what they were®.

22. "To a Wealthy Man ...", C.P. pg 1109.

23. We should note that Yeats saw that there were times in which
the arts stood in a relation of leadership to their audience that
did not issue in a disjunction of initial incomprehension or of
hostility - the image he gives of such times in "At Galway Races™"
being a good case in point: the vision there is one of the
"Hearers and hearteners of the work", who once were made "all of
the one mind" by the "Delight" that verse could bring them: see
C.P. pg 108.

24. "The Fisherman", C.p. rg 167.

25. The echoes of Thoreau in Walden don’t seem to have been
noticed: if any two words carry the central thread of Walden,
they are these two, repeated again and again as Thoreau develops
his thoughts. (Jeffares has noted Yeats’s mention of his reading
of Walden as a backdrop to the writing of "The Lake Isle of
Innisfree®: see A Commentary on the Collected Poems of W.B.
Yeats, pg. 34, referring to Autobiographies, pp 71 - 2.)
Having noted which, it is worth stressing however just how

much Yeats made these terms, possibly first borrowed from
Thoreau, his own. There is the haunting passage from The Celtic
Twilight that concludes Yeats’s statement of his conviction, at
times, "that all nature is full of invisible people": ‘

I say to myself ... that they are surely

there, the divine people, for only we who

have neither simplicity nor wisdom have

denied them, and the simple of all times

and the wise men of ancient times have seen

them and even spoken to them. (Mythologies, pg 64.)
The fisherman is surely one of "the simple of all times" who -
like "the wise men of ancient times™ - have familiar dealings
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with "divine people®: with energies deep in the human psychic
trove. (It would be worth exploring the connections Yeats’s
fisherman has with the Fisher King, as a symbol of a power in
which is vested a potential for renewal of some current
wasteland, too.)

26. As Brendan Kenneley says, one of the things that makes Yeats
"Ireland’s greatest poet" is that

he learned to confront the challenging complexities

of Irish life,
part of which complexity being that

Ireland is always capable of treachery and squalor

(The Penguin Book of Irish Verse, pg 37).

27. See the poem in which Yeats reflects this tension in these
words: "The intellect of man is forced to choose/ Perfection of
the life, or of the work", "The Choice™, C.P. pg 278.

28. See "To a Wealthy Man «..", C.P. pg 119.

29. As Hone says, Yeats "never grew cynical or despairing of
Ireland as a nation® (see W.B. Yeats, 1865 - 1939, pg 435).

30. See "The Circus Animals’ Desertion", C.P. pg 391, for Yeats'’s
use of this term.

31. See the recollection of Yeats’s father on the Abbey stage in
"Beautiful Lofty Things", cC.p. Pg 348: the immediate, knee-jerk
"applause" from the "raging crowd" that follows the conventional
bit of national self-flattery that the "mischievous" old man
offers - before its irony appears - helps to define the sort of
attitude I mean.

32. See the focusing lines to Responsibilities, C.P. pg. 112.

33. See Yeats’s depiction of "the passionate serving sort" - of
which he was himself one - in "To a Shade", C.P. pg 123, as well
as his typification of the sort of pride he himself possessed in
common with

The people of Burke and of Grattan

That gave, though free to refuse -

Pride, like that of the morn,

When the headlong light is loose,

Or that of the fabulous horn,

Or that of the sudden shower

When all streams are dry (ibid. pg 223).

34. The attention that Yeats - in this depiction of "the reality"
of Dublin’s political and intellectual life — pays to the "knave"
who gains his influence through the "drunken cheer" of the mob;
to the "witty man" who aims "at the commonest ear"; and to the
"clever man who cries/ The catch-cries of the clown”, reminds
us that public life is really shaped by various sorts of rhetoric
- as does even "The beating down of the wise/ And great art
beaten down" so as to clear the field of all moral impediments
to the power-mongers’ public ascendency. For Yeats to leave the
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field to such "rogue(s) of the world" (as he calls them in "High
Talk", C.P. pp 285 - 86) would be to leave the public mind
without recourse to anything but the self-seeking propaganda of
pecple who had proved to him were suspect in their motives.

35. See C.P. pg 376.

36. In a revealing passage from The Celtic Twilight, Yeats says:

I am certain that the water, the water of the

seas and of lakes and of mist and rain, has all

but made the Irish after its image. Images form

themselves in our minds perpetually as if they

were reflected in some pool. We gave ourselves

up in old times to mythology, and saw the gods

everywhere ... We can make our minds so like

still water that beings gather about us that

they may see, it may be, their own images, and

so live for a moment with a Clearer, perhaps

even with a fiercer life because of our gquiet.

(Mythologies, pg 80.)
The important thing to note here is the still waters that reflect
supersensual images (and even supernatural "beings") that the
mental flotsam of the agitated tide of mechanist realism - of
reflections in the purely sensual mirror - would drive away. And
there is also the important passage from the essay of 1916 called

"Certain Noble Plays of Japan", in which Yeats covers almost
exactly the same ground as he does later in "The Statues" by
saying

All imaginative art remains at a distance and

this distance, once chosen, must be firmly held
against a pushing world ... Our unimaginative arts
are content to set a piece of the world as we know
it in a place by itself, to put their photographs

as it were in a plush or a plain frame, but the

arts which interest me, while seeming to separate
from the world and us a group of figures, images,
symbols, enable us to pass for a few moments into

a deep of the mind that had hitherto been too subtle
for our habitation. As a deep of the mind can only be
approached through what is most human, most delicate,
we should distrust bodily distance, mechanism, and
loud noise ... In half-Asiatic Greece Callimachus
could still return to a stylistic management of the
falling folds of drapery, after the naturalistic
drapery of Phidias, and in Egypt the same age that
saw the village Head-man carved in wood, for burial
in some tomb, with so complete a naturalism saw set
up in public places statues full of an august form-
ality that implies traditional measurements, a
philosophic defence ... the painting of Japan, not
having our European moon to churn the wits, has
understood that no styles that ever delighted noble
imaginations have lost their importance, and chooses
the style according to the subject (Essays and
Introductions, pp 224 - 25).
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Though the "public places” in which ‘"statues® exhibiting
"traditional measurements" are "set up" in this passage are in
Egypt, and not in Greece - ang though Yeats in "The Statuest
remakes the "deep of the mind" (into which "imaginative art" can
allow us to "pass for a few moments™) into the "proper dark" to
which "We Irish® must "Climb® S0 as to suit the Irish instinct
towards pilgrimage to high places such as Croagh Patrick - the
terms from the essay certainly help greatly. What "our European
moon" churns - as the image suggests - is the sea of "the wits™"™,
which churning water surely prefigures the "spawning fury" of
"the filthy modern tide" of "The Statues"; so the sense we have
gained of this "tide" as representing a state of mental confusion
is clearly reinforced.

It is interesting that Yeats’s quarrel with "our unimaginative
arts” in this passage isn’t actually with their naturalism as
such but with their exclusive naturalism: "the painting of Japan®
shows its freedom from the churned wits of Europe primarily in
its leaving itself free to “choose() the style according to the
subject” - just as the old Egyptians were wise enough to use both
"complete ... naturalism" and "august formality" depending for
its effect upon "traditional measurements™ where each best suited
imaginative needs. As veats makes clear, his own Phidias -
Creator of ‘"masterful images" (see "The Circus Animals’
Desertion®, Section IT1, 11 1 ~ 2, C.P. Pg 392) that certainly
were able to lead the thought of Greece into its own "deep of the
mind® - made use of "naturalistic drapery" as a tactic within the
greater idiom he crafted to "delight noble imaginations": "the
filthy modern tide" is churned in its wits primarily in its being
unable to conceive of any subject except in naturalistic terms.
Yeats had learned from Shelley that

We have "a soul within our soul that describes a
circle around its pProper paradise which pain and
sorrow and evil dare not overleap" and we labour
to see this soul in many mirrors, that we may
possess it the more abundantly (Essays and

would obviously condemn its viewer to the least meaningful
glimpse he could have of that "soul within our soul" - that is
our immediate eternity - and to no other: Yeats would wish for
the "many mirrors" that a truly imaginative art of the sort he
typifies in his reference to "the painting of Japan" would set
before its audience in order that it may "possess ... the more
abundantly" a "proper" access to its deepest strength and truth.
(Could Yeats have had this "proper paradise" of the magic circle
about the "soul within our soul"™ in mind somewhere when he
thought years later in "The Statues™ of the "proper dark" of the
Irish spiritual intellect?)

37. The view that art and philosophy shape even the popular mind,
ultimately, is central to Yeats’s thought - as can be seen from
a poem like "The Statues", or in "Fragments", (C.P. P9 240), in
which Locke’s dream of a purely sensible universe is seen to have
caused the death of the more true sense of things that preceded
it. (There are also the comments Yeats makes on the effects on
the popular imagination of this denial of "the subjectivity of

58



space", in his discussion of Poincare cited in Chapters 4 and 5
below.)

38. "Under Ben Bulben", c¢.p. Pg 400.("That greater dream" refers
to the thread of artistic intentions Yeats traces in this poen
from classical Greek to Quattrocento art.)

39. Mythologies, pp 63 - 64.

40. We should note that, for Yeats, the senses themselves, when
not circumscribed, lead on to Supersensual awareness: Yeats talks
of the feeling of "beauty" that he here typifies as arising from
things such as "the finest show that light and shadow ever made
among green leaves"; and the sensual sight becomes "a gateway out
of the net" of things sensual: there is no absolute revulsion
against the senses, they simply must be known to be what they
are, seen in their proper place within the greater patterning he
Sees as acting within human consciousness.

We could, however, recall as counter-truth "Tom the Lunatic"
(C.P. pg 305), in which some "change™ in Tom himself has turned
"Nature’s pure unchanging light" into a "smoking wick": for all
that old Tom’s faith in "God’s unchanging eye" remains unshaken,
the dimming of his own eye is a reminder of just how much at the
mercy of the net of our senses we really are.

41. It should be apparent that Yeats Sees the imagination as a
faculty that, through its action, realises super-sensible human

actualities. (The common ground there between what we’ve been
seeing of Yeats’s thought, and Keats'’s perception of beauty and
truth in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" - and his typification of the

"Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance™ in "When I have Fears" -
are interesting to note.)

42. See Essays and Introductions, pg 446.

We could also recall Yeats’s recollection of how - when he was
still a young man - there was a "change (he) had seen coming bit
by bit" in manner and in choice of subject in painting, a change
away from what was “romantic" and what reflected "poetic
tradition" - as represented for him in his ’teens by Rossetti and
Blake - "and its defence (being) elaborated by young men fresh
‘from the Paris art-schools®:

"We must paint what is in front of us"™, or "a

man must be of his own time", they would say,

and if I spoke of Blake or of Rossetti they would

point out his bad drawing and tell me to admire

Carolus Duran and Bastien-Lepage. Then, too, they

were very ignorant men; they read nothing, for nothing
mattered but "knowing how to paint", being in reaction
against a generation that seemed to have wasted its time
upon so many things. I thought myself alone in hating these
young men, their contempt for the past, their monopoly of
the future, but in a few months I was to discover others of
my own age, who thought as I did (see Autobiographies, pp
141 - 42).
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This is again a reminder of how early in life Yeats formed the
groundwork of the convictions about imaginative and traditional
art - as opposed to realism - that are expressed in "Under Ben
Bulben"; it is also a reminder of how consistent he was in the
essential patterning of his convictions, throughout his 1life.
This 1isn’t to say, obviously, that there was anything
inflexible or closed to evolving experience about Yeats’s
thought: he talks in the same account of how the Rossetti
painting that when he was a youth had "blotted all other pictures
away" with "its colour, its people, its romantic architecture"
is "today not very pleasing to me", because of the more mature

awareness that the picture in question - "Dante’s Dream™ - had
been "painted when Rossetti had lost his dramatic power" (ibid.
Pg 141). But what has happened here is a deepened sense of

standard of execution - not any change of values regarding manner
and source of inspiration.

43. Yeats speaks elsewhere about how

the mechanical philosophy of the Eighteenth

Century, which has, as Coleridge said, turned

the human mind into the quicksilver at the back

of a mirror, though it still permits a work of

art to seem "a mirror dawdling along a road"

(Autobiographies, pg 439)
- which shows how thoroughly he felt Stendhal’s dawdling mirror
to be the voice itself of rationalist mechanism, that had long
eéncouraged a disastrous illusion of the human mind’s passivity
before the action of a so-called objective reality. As he says
also in his essay on Berkeley,

The romantic movement seems related to the

idealist philosophy; the naturalistic movement,

Stendhal’s mirror dawdling down a lane, to Locke'’s

mechanical philosophy ... The romantic movement

with its turbulent heroism, its self-assertion, is

over, superseded by a new naturalism that leaves

man helpless before the contents of his own mind

(Essays and Introductions, pp 404 - 405);
and again, the dawdling mirror has played its key role in
reinforcing a set of attitudes towards self and world that have
issued in passivity, in man being "helpless before the contents
of his own mindr", seeming victim to a mechanical and inhuman
order: and all because a reductionist and irrational doctrine had
been disseminated, at least in part, by artists of the
Stendhalean school - by the followers of "naturalism®™ and
realism. As Yeats put it in a diary in 1930,

The fading of these three (Freedom, God,

Immortality) before "Bacon, Newton, Locke" has

made literature decadent. Because Freedom is gone

we have Stendhal’s "mirror dawdling down a lane"

(Explorations, pp 332 - 33),
which shifts the focus rather, so as to see Stendhal as a symptom
of a more general mood; but the fact of Stendhal’s responsibility
as an artist within the development of this process whereby
literature has been "made ... decadent® is brought firmly to the
fore again in the Introduction to Fighting the Waves, where Yeats
says
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When Stendhal described a masterpiece as a
"mirror dawdling down a lane™ he expressed
the mechanical philosophy of the French
eighteenth century. Gradually literature
conformed to his ideal; Balzac became old
—fashioned; romanticism grew theatrical in
its strain to hold the public; till, by the
end of the nineteenth century, the principal
characters in the most famous books were the
passive analysts of events, or had been
brutalised into the likeness of mechanical
objects (ibid. Pg 373).

SO, once again, it is the dawdling mirror that had made modern
tastes andg conceptions "conform() to (its) ideal"; ang the
resultant types of "famous™ fictional "principal characterst were
again passive or actually brutally mechanical; and aill such
decadence springs from "the mechanical philosophy" that sees the
mind as a mirror and the "masterpiece" asg Just a better mirror
than usual.

44. I use the word in the Sense Yeats gives it in ®a Prayer for
0ld Age", cC.p. Pg 326:

I pray - for fashion’s word is out

And prayer comes round again -

That I may seem, though I die old,

A foolish, passionate man.

45. See “"The Gyres", C.p. Pg 337: "Those that Rocky Face holds
dear/... shall, /... disinter/ The workman, noble and saint."

46. Essays and Introductions, Pg 446.

47. "The 01d Stone Cross", c.p. Pg 365. (Al1l dating of poenmns in
this thesis is taken from A. Norman Jeffares’s A Commentary on
the Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats.)

Idyll, the performances of Florence Farr and Heron Allen - both
of whom "read poetry for their pleasure” - 1led him to Mg
discovery that was to influence my 1life". As he recalls in The
Trembling of the Veil, .

Their speech was music, the poetry acquired a

nobility, a passionate austerity that made it

akin for certain moments to the great poetry

of the world
= and this, even though the play was one that Yeats had "never
rated very high as poetry". By contrast,

When they closed their mouths, and some other

player opened his, breaking up the verse to make

it conversational, jerking his body or his arms

that he might seem no mere austere poetical image

but very man, 1 listened in raging hatred .

(Autobiographies, PP 147 - 49).
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calling the old, lapsed dream of heroic passion back into
"modern" being (see C.P. Pg 375).

50. Again, this "unearthly stuff" seens another echo of that
romance, that might become our actual dimension of being beyond
the tomb, and that veats (in the extract from Mytholcgies
discussed above) sees as being revealed in high art.

51. See J.P. Frayne, Uncollected Prose by w.B. Yeats, vol. 1, pg
3.

52. In the essay in question, VYeats also Speaks about "the
scientific movement" which has

entered the English theatres in the shape of

realism and Ibsenism, and is now playing ducks

and drakes with the old theatrical conventions

_ (ibid. pg 322.)

The entire review is illuminating as a gloss on "The 0ld Stone
Cross™ - and also acts as a reminder of the unity of Yeats’s
thought, review and poem being separated by about forty years of
experience and of reflection.

53. See the poems "Death" (C.P. pg 264) and "A Prayer for My
Daughter™ (C.P. pg 211), for instance, for reflections of Yeats’s

sense that human experience is self-created - with the last
section of "The Tower” (C.P. pp 222 - 25) added for final
authority.

54. As he said in one of the essays on the Irish Dramatic

Movement reproduced in Explorations,

An art is always at its greatest when it is most

human. Greek acting was great because it did all

but everything with the voice, and modern acting

may be great when it does everything with voice

and movement. But an art which smothers these

things with bad painting, with innumerable

garish colours, with continual restless mimicries

of the surface of life, is an art of fading humanity,

a decaying art (pg 110).
And there is the recollection in Memoirs of the effect of the
symbols he encountered in "a form of meditation®™ in which he says
he

allowed my mind to drift from image to image,

and these images began to effect my writing,

making it more sensuous and vivid (pp 27 - 8).

5o the realist actor’s method actually buries for Yeats what
is really human in the drama under "continual restless mimicries
of the surface of life" - thereby missing the hidden structure
of the apparent scene - and does all this in the name of creating
a "more human” and more real dramatic impression; yet what Yeats
says about his "meditation"™ makes it clear that he found his own
way towards making words create the impression of vivid sensuous
reality through the exercise of reverie, not through the
observations and faithful imitations of realism. In other words,
the degree to which the impression of reality is to be gained via
an artistic medium depends upon the artist’s mastery of that
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medium: the artifice involved has to be unnaturally competent to
seem realistic, and must be schooled not Just in imitation, but
in the coaxing of the communicative substance itself into an
expressive plasticity that it doesn’t possess in an unpractised
state. (The notion of a strictly realist art is actually a
contradiction in terms.)

55. See Yeats’s comment on Locke in Essays and Introductions, pg
414:
Locke based himself upon the formula, "Nothing

in mind that has not come from sense" - sense
as the seventeenth century understood it - and
Leibnitz commented, "Nothing except mind"... But

what if Henry More was right when he contended
that men and animals drew not only universals but
particulars from a supersensual source? '

56. Essays and Introductions, pPg 525.

This is a late comment, coming from 1937, and taking the
latest attitude in the realist position as its theme; but the
assumptions underlying this attitude were still the same as those
to which Yeats objected amongst the painters we have just seen
he found himself "hating"™ back in the late 1880’s for their
belief that they must paint what was before them and must be of
their own times.

And in a very illuminating and valuable account of the sort of
attitude towards the "subject matter" of poetry that Yeats is
typifying in the passage just guoted, Louis Macneice says of his
generation - which was "suspicious™ of Yeats because "all his
life"™ he was "a professed enemy of facts%:

It was a generation that had rediscovered the
importance of subject matter: a poem must be about
something. Further, a poem must be about something
real, and "real" was often taken to mean contemporary.
By these standards, much of veats’s poetry was vicious
(see The Poetry of W.B. Yeats, pg 18).

Macneice himself goes on to show how many of the "realists®
that Yeats is talking about here made the "mistake" of taking
"subject matter” as "the sole, or even the chief, criterion of
poetry" (ibid.); but this still leaves out of count the key issue
that the question about "subject matter" is really that of what
we agree to call a "fact®, and what we agree to call “real"™.
Yeats’s main objection to realist art - as we have seen, and as
we shall see further evidence of later - was that it chose to
call a real fact only what could be represented in a photograph
or in the equivalent of a photograph in another medium. It
reduced all that it would admit as being true and important to
Stendhal’s loitering mirror and what it could reflect of its own
immediate surroundings in space and in time. As such, it refused
any real meaning or value to anything but what fitted easily
within the mechanical conceptions that governed its assumptions:
in particular, it refused any real meaning to anything
metaphysical, and therefore - in the name of a barren and
outmoded Newtonian outlook -~ imprisoned the mind in a purely
material universe.
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57. It is difficult not to think of Descartes, putting the scle
test of human identity on the activities of the "individual
intellect”.

58. "A Prayer for 0ld Age", C.P. pg 326.

59. This point is developed more fully at the end of Chapter 5
below.

60. Yeats says in "A General Introduction for my wWork":
When modern Irish literature began, 0’Grady’s
influence predominated. He could delight us
with an extravagance we were too critical to
share (Essays and Introductions, pPg 512),
which - as Jeffares has noted (see A Commentary on the Collected
Poems of W.B. Yeats, Pg 460) - “mentions ... O’Grady ... in ways
which are complementary to" Yeats’s evocation of him in
"Beautiful Lofty Things":
Standish O’Grady supporting himself between the tables
Speaking to a drunken audience high nonsensical words;
(C.P. pg 348)
- and the sense that we gain of the "delight"™ that Yeats could
take in O’Grady’s "extravagance” and "high nonsense()» helps
define the sense of the creative possibilities sometimes inherent
in an extravagant fancifulness - particularly when that
fancifulness is able to illumine a more "critical™ ocutlook - that
Yeats himself perhaps has somewhere in mind in praying for
seeming folly in old age.
The memory of 0’Grady is even more apt, in this context, when
we remember that it was he to whom
Yeats gave credit for reintroducing to Modern
Ireland the 01d Gaelic epics in which Cuchulain
is the dominant figure (see Reg Skene, The
Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, pg 16): ,
having had his prime figure of tragic gaiety mediated to him by
a man who was himself capable of such heroically nonsensical
extravagance perhaps would have seemed a fitting reminder to
Yeats that the heroic needs both tragic and comic forms: let the
©ld man seem a fool, as long as his folly is heroic in its
passion.

61. See "The Tower", C.P. 218:
What shall T do with this absurdity -
O heart, O troubled heart - this caricature,
Decrepit age that has been tied to me
As to a dog’s tail?
62. See again "The Tower™, C.P. pg 224, the last stanza.
63. See Essays and Introductions, pg 172.
64. See "The Statues", cC.p. pg 375, 11 20 - 22.

65. Essays and Introductions, pg 352.
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In a paragraph that looks ahead from 1919 towards things he
developed in "The Statues", Yeats says

If ... the family is the unit of social life,

and the origin of civilisation which but exists

to preserve it, and almost the sole cause of

progress, it seems natural ... that its ecstatic

moment, the sexual choice of man and woman,

should be the greater part of all poetry. A

single wrong choice may destroy a family,

dissipating its tradition or its biclogical

force, and the great Sculptors, painters,

and poets are there that instinct may find

its lamp. When a young man imagines the woman

of his hope, shaped for all the uses of life,

mother and mistress and yet fitted to carry a

bow in the wilderness, how much has come from

chisel and brush. Educationalists and statesmen,

servants of the logical process, do their worst,

but they are not the matchmakers who bring

together the fathers and mothers of the

generations nor shall the type they plan

survive (see Explorations, Pg 274).

So for Yeats the very "type(s)" of people that we are have in

a profound sense "come from chisel and brush" - not just the
seasoned moods in which we greet "draughty May" and its like, but
our very bodies and the textures of our "biological force". To
such a view, even the realist artist inevitably imprints a Ttype®
on the human clay, the "real"® becoming a dream to be lived; so
the main difference between the realist and the "romantic" of
Yeats’s sort (see the closing stanza to "Coole Park and Ballylee,
1931", C.P. pg 276) is that VYeats knew what he was doing, and
decided to try to bring the clay grace and mettle, rather ' than
condemning it to "shuffle, grunt and groan" by making its image
of itself "more human® than need be.

67. John P. Frayne, Uncollected Prose by W.B. Yeats, vol. 1, jole}
400.

In the "images or substances® to which Laws refers, the term
"image" has the sense shown when he says "man is said to be the
Image of God". The meaning of "a substance" can be seen when Laws
speaks of

a spiritual substance, a birth or effect of a will,
wrought in and by a spiritual being or power.
This "spiritual substance" surely has a good deal to do with what
Yeats sees as bringing "more meridian suns" to play upon the
facts of "draughty May": an originating energy within the knower
that radically qualifies the known.

68. See Essays and Introductions, pg 207. The passage from which
these terms come runs

... Certainly if you take from art its martyrdom,

you will take from it its glory. It might still

reflect the passing modes of mankind, but it would
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Cease to reflect the face of God.

The comment upon such art that can "reflect" only "the passing
modes of mankind" picks up Stendhal’s mirror in passing in its
idiom, and also makes a good gloss on "the modish painter™ Yeats
wants kept true to his trade in Section IV of "Under Ben Bulben"
(C.P. pg 399); while the notion that art needs "martyrdom"™ - the
suffering of misunderstanding due to being established beyond the
grasp of most of its immediate contemporaries - certainly cocks '
an eye at the distinct unpopularity of the poetic agenda Yeats
enjoins upon his literary heirs in that Section, too.

69. The "Self", that is, that the "young English poets" in
Yeats’s formulation about the Supposed "objective importance® of
"the man in the Tube" choose not to "express®,

70. We could note again the thought from On the Boiler that we

looked at early in the Introduction:
Just when some school of painting has become
popular, reproductions in every print-shop
window, millionaires out-bidding one another,
everybody’s affections stirred, painters wear
out their nerves establishing something else,
and this something else must be the other side
of the penny - for Heraclitus was in the right.
Opposites are everywhere face to face, dying
each other’s life, living each other’s death
(Explorations, pg 430).

71. See John P. Frayne, Uncollected Prose by W.B. Yeats, vol. 1,
rg 84.
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Chapter 2: “This Age and the Next Age

Whilst formulating once again his conception of the
creative, interventive nature of great art as he wrote "The
Statues"™, Yeats also presented an image of his own times that
epitomised the challenges that he felt himself to be facing -
felt the arts generally to be facing - in offering proper

poetic service to a "modern” audience.

The world he contemplates in this poem, as the condition
in which such "modern” individuals and peoples must establish
their selfhood,* is depicted as a chaotic sea of thoughts and
things in which the Irish sensibility - his focusing concern
in this poem - has already been “wrecked":

When Pearce summoned Cuchulain to his side,

What stalked through the Post Office? What intellect,

What calculation, number, measurement, replied?

We Irish, born into that ancient sect

But thrown upon this filthy modern tide

And by its formless spawning fury wrecked,

Climb to our proper dark, that we may trace

The lineaments of a plummet-measured face.
And these lines give point to what has gone before - a
discussion of the dynamics of Phidias’ art - that locates the

theme finally within a specifically-Irish context.

But this very Irish focus shouldn’t obscure from us the
fact that "this filthy modern tide" - in which the "ancient
sect" of Irish spirituality has been "wrecked"” in a "formless
spawning fury" of mind - still also reflects a broader current
of thought from beyond Irish shores.? This "tide" is an image

of a spiritual outlook that seems to Yeats to be a general
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malaise of the portion of the European mind that had direct
bearing on Ireland - as our discussion will indicate. In its
being a "formless Spawning fury", this "tide" of thought in
which Ireland has foundered like a ship in a storm suggests
exactly the wild mechanical energy - ungoverned by the sort of
forming "spiritual intellect"™* that shows in a Phidias’ vision
- of a "modern" world that was itself "born" for Yeats in the
confusion that fell upon our thought® when Locke dreamed-up a
strictly material and mechanical reality.® It is a "tide" that
- as Yeats saw things in an -earlier essay - had reduced the
modern mind to "nothing but sense",” in denial of all

Supersensual knowledge.

So this "tide"™ and its wrecking "fury" represent for
Yeats a vital element within the spiritual tenor of the times
that he saw himself facing as a person; and it constitutes, as
such, a central factor within the complex of challenges that
he felt himself to be facing as a poet. At the end of "The
Statues", we look, through Yeats’s eyes, at a contemporary
Europe® that seems -~ for all its surface enerqgy - to be really
assailed by an unrecognised spiritual confusion. And, in
absorbing this image, we are obviously also standing before
something of vital importance to our attempts to understand
why Yeats wrote this poem as he did. If we’re looking for
reasons for Yeats’s insistence - in "Under Ben Bulben", and
elsewhere - that the artist must often strive to reveal an
order of values and of verities not currently in fashion,®

then one of the immediate reasons we can see for this
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insistence is that he so obviously felt that his own times
stood especially in need of an imaginative and spiritual art
that could help deal with the hard times that he felt had

fallen on the spirit of Europe generally.

And though this view that VYeats offers in "The Statues"®
of the "modern tide"™ - of his own immediate times, and of
their particular spiritual quality - is a perspective offered
towards the end of a long and thoughtful life, it is a view of
these times which has its roots in convictions that are
actually being examined, at least in prototype, in even the
earliest of his poems. Part of the authority that sounds in
"The Statues™ comes from its judgements having the
deliberations of a lifetime behind them; which means that we
could - in fact, should - range through an entire backdrop of
formulations, going right back to the young man’s notions, in
trying to see what the elder poet’s image of “this filthy
modern tide" has to say about the world that Yeats is

addressing in his work as a whole.®®

If we look, for instance, at one of the earliest poems of
all, then we find a view of the "modern tide"™ of the spirit
that is clearly father to the vision of "The Statues":

The woods of Arcady are dead,

And over is their antique joy:

Of old the world on dreaming fed;

Grey truth is now her painted toy;

Yet still she turns her restless head:
But 0, sick children of the world,

Of all the many changing things

In dreary dancing past us whirled,

To the cracked tune that Chronos sings,
Words alone are certain good.*
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For though "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" and "The Statues™
are obviously very different poems, written at opposite ends
of a long and well-examined life, one of their many links is
that in both poems, Yeats is addressing what he in each case
believes to be the central malaise of recent European history.
And, in both poems, that central malaise, at reot, is seen to
be a serious neglect of the imagination as a vital human
faculty. If "The Statues" is a poem about the creative
imagination, and its role as the prime shaper of people and of
peoples, then "The Song of the Happy Shepherd", in its basics,
addresses the same subject. In the early poem, "The woods of
Arcady" stand as an image of any time in which the poetic
imagination not only strongly colours and directs people’s
thinking, but is generakly acknowledged by them to do so. Such
an outlook stands, as such, in definihg contrast to the modern
fixation with "Grey Truth" that the younger Yeats sees as
besetting his times: the preoccupation with "Grey Truth® being
the exercise of a narrowed rationalism that becomes for him a

sickness of the mind.?*?

As the Song develops its thought, the "dreary dancing® of
the "changing things" that form the exclusive focus of the
purely rational mind-set is seen as being a whirl of images, a
chaos, a "restless” and spiritually-empty flux of shifting
impressions that distract the "children of the world" from the
more abiding truths of the "heart™. This "dreary" dance of

ideas is seen as being the product of an attitude towards
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experience that takes its rhythm from "Chronos" - from time
conceived as a mechanical, objective process, in denial of
lived time and of the time of "dreaming” and of awarenesses
that lie beyond any rational conceptions of cause and

effect .

And it is significant that what patterns modern thought -
to the thought of this poem, anyway - is a "cracked tune", one
lacking proper music: which seems an image of lives lacking
exactly the sort of imaginative vision that Yeats sees at work
upon people in the dreams of a Phidias; seems exactly the sort
of vision that he sees the "modern tide" of mind in "The
Statues" to be lacking, too. Though the insights expressed in
the later poem are obviously far more complex and experienced,
"The Song of the Happy Shepherd" can still help us
significantly in grasping more of the full resonance of the
strictures upon the mentality of his own times that Yeats is
expressing there at the other end of life. The young man’s
image of the world as a sort of nursery of ideas® might seen,
at first glance, far from the wild and wrecking tide of the
matured vision; but when the young poet imagines the "dreary
dancing" of the modern mind’s "sick" entrapment in the spin of
supposedly exterior things, he is surely offering an image of
a rhythm of thought that is as innately destructive of all but
its own narrowed perspectives as is that which is to be found
in the image of "the filthy modern tide" of unimaginativeness

— comprehended in "all its spawning fury" - of "The Statues"?

72



For the truth is that part of what Yeats is objecting to
in "The Statues" is a feature of modern times, as he saw themn,
that he had in fact quarrelled-with throughout his life as
poet and as thinker. He saw even as a young man that the
influence of the Rationalist Enlightenment had blighted the
European mind by reducing its conception of even its own
action to a mechanical and strictly mental process. As he says
in the parody of the Genesis story already referred-to in
passing above:

Locke sank into a swoon:

The garden died; ’

God took the spinning-jenny

Cut of his side.®
And this is Yeats’s own myth about the birth of the modern
world, Locke becoming the Anti-Adam, whose slumber is the
death of the tangibly-spiritual world of the fully-awakened
imagination,'* and whose dream-bride is a rational mechanism,

the twirling spindle of the mechanist gyre beginning its

ascendency within Western thought.?”

So we are clearly on the same ground here as in his
youthful rejection of "Grey Truth" as the exclusive province
of human awareness; and we are also right at the first swell
of the "modern tide" that he sees as having "wrecked®
Ireland’s spirituality in "The Statues", to0o0.*® In "The Song
of the Happy Shepherd", Yeats sets the truths of the "“heart"®
and of the "woods of Arcady" - which is an earlier incarnation
of the "garden" of the imagination that died in Locke’s

"swoon" - as counters to Locke’s mechanism. And in "The
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Statues™, there is the "proper dark"™ that the dreaming,
Phidian artist brings to light, to serve the same function as
do the Arcadian woods and their "hapless faun" of offering a

counterpoise to the limitedly "modern" mind-set.

So in both poems, the negatives defined and the positives
affirmed have Locke’s dead garden - the Eden from which the
"modern" mind has been expelled by the mechanist’s
hypostatization of rational knowledge - implicit within their
imaginative matrix in Yeats’s mind. His noting of Liebniz’s
comment that Locke was talking about a world in which all
human experience had been reduced to "Nothing except mind"
possibly echoed for him with Blake’s refutation of the
mechanist position, in which he challenges the prejudice that
what "our senses five" can reveal to us is all there is to
know about the world - or about ourselves. As "The Song of
the Happy Shepherd® shows,*® Yeats saw quite clearly that
Locke’s sort of thinking, and its reduction of everything to
"sense", was an imprisoning of the mind not only within itself
but also within the conception of a greater universe that was

purely mechanical.

Which is an imprisonment that is also reflected in the
image of the sea that is "filthy" with flotsam - and that
wrecks the spirit by throwing it into a flux of chaotic
mechanisms - in "The Statues". The "many changing things" that
"Chronos" - who is time conceived as pure mechanism - keeps

drearily jigging through the mind, and the wrecking "modern"
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tide, are both at bottom images of the mind trapped amongst
objects that seem entirely external to itself, and that seem

to be in no way influenced by the mood of their perceivers.2

So what Yeats is specifically at odds with, in ®"The Song
of the Happy Shepherd” as well as in "The Statues", is
essentially the sort éf imprisonment that he sees the modern
mind as suffering under the philosophical legacy of the
Enlightenment - as this is epitomised for him by Locke’s
mechanism. And this conviction that the modern Western mind is
beset by such a reductionist self-image is also what is at the
core of the aesthetic stance that is declared in "Under Ben
Bulben®™, in its call upon the Irish arts to renounce all
realism and to "Bring the soul of man to God" - to a more
spiritual or imaginative vision than the realism that he sees
growing from mechanist philosophy can ever acknowledge. In
this rejection of artistic realism, Yeats is shunning wLat he

sees as being a wasteland in which Locke’s sort of thinking

locks out of mind anything but itself and its own egoisms.?

If there is any doubt about this view being dynamically
operative within the aesthetic imperatives underlying the
stance just typified, we need only to look at a poem like "The
Realists™ of Yeats’s middle years:

Hope that you may understand!
What can books of men that wive
In a dragon-guarded land,
Paintings of the dolphin-drawn
Sea-nymphs in their pearly wagons
Do, but wake a hope to 1live

That had gone

With the dragons?2*
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- because what we see in these lines is a poetic indictment of
the damage done by such philosophy as Locke’s. The elusiveness
as ideas of the dragons of this poem is part of Yeats'’s
meaning; as is the professed uncertainty as to whether his
audience will be able to understand a poem that works so
markedly by imaginative suggestion, rather than by direct
statement. As one possible reading of their function within
the "land" of the poem would seem to define them, these
dragons become fellow-travellers with the "priests in black
gowns" of Blake’s "Garden of Love®:?s turnkeys of the outlook
that has produced the "mind-forged manacles"of his "London™",2¢
whose role is to deprive their prisoners of any access to the
sorts of supersensual awarenesses that are brought to mind by
the highly-symbolic paintings that Yeats evokes as contrast to
what seems to be the mind-set that these dragons symbolise.
Such dragons, left to their own ministry, seem to exist to
reduce life to their own terms of conception only. As such,
within the reading of the poem we are following, they seem to
be symbols of an antagonism towards the imaginative and
spiritual aspects of 1ife?: a limitation of human awareness
to only what the sense-bound - the Lockean - mind is able to

recognise.?®

Which would make these dragons clear agents of the state
of mind that the "dreary dancing” of "The Song of the Happy
Shepherd™ and that the "filthy modern tide" of "The Statues®
both typify.* Again, "Grey Truth® -~ a narrow and

institutionalised rationalism - dominates the human scene
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through these dragons, at the expense of other modes of
awareness - whether of the heart, or of the "Word", that in
the early "Song" echoes with the super-human energies of
Creation, as it did in the Genesis garden, that died in the
"modern" Western mind that twirled out of Locke’s dream to be

born.

So, if we consider the perspectives offered by the poems
we have been examining, it seems that at least one of the
threads in the overall pattern of Yeats’s purposes® as a
writer was spun out of a need he felt to challenge and counter
certain assumptions - arising from a mechanistic philosophy
and expressing themselves in realism in the arts - that he saw
as forming a disastrously limiting conception of the nature of
human consciousness and of its materials. He obviously saw the
mechanist conception as one that held general dominion over
his contemporaries, much to their detriment;* and he also
obviously felt that these reductionist assumptions influenced
for the worse the most fundamental notions that his fellows
generally held about the worlds they inhabited - both within
and without themselves. In writing a poem like "The Realists™,
Yeats was in a sense addressing a problem of aesthetics,
offering his criticism of realism as a manner in the arts; but
— as he sees that the realists’ curtailment of human self-
awareness actually causes people to lose "a hope to live" - it
is clear that such aesthetic considerations were, first and
foremost, matters of the greatest psychic significance for

him. .
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After all, as "The Statues" reminds us, Yeats believed we
live life as we imagine it to be: so his rejection of the
realist manner and choice of subject isn’t just a shunning of
a particular taste in poems or in pictures or in plays. Or -
rather - it is exactly "just® that, given the very special
sense that Yeats had of what a specific taste in art does
within the facts of everyday living. Phidias, in changing the
taste of Greece, changed her sense of self and of destiny, to

Yeats’s eyes, anyway.>?

Which is why we find him so consistently condemning the
realistic drama from which his own plays so radically
differed. In the Last Poems, for instance, we have "The 0ld
Stone Cross" - already glanced at in Chapter 1 above - in
which the persona Yeats uses (viewing the productions of time,
as he does, from the vantage of eternity) finds the modern
theatre the worst thing in a generally sorry scene:

But actors lacking music

Do most excite my spleen,

They say it is more human

To shuffle, grunt and grean,

Not knowing what unearthly stuff
Rounds a mighty scene

Said the man in the golden breastplate
Under the old stone Cross. 33

The objection here is to the idea of what it is to be
"human" that underlies the image that the realist actor
presents to his audience. Such a standard of reality and of
significance as this, for Yeats, reduces the audience’s vision
of human reality to nothing but its absurdity. Though the
reference to the "unearthly stuff" also registers unseen or
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Supernatural dimensions to human experience - dimensions that
will be examined, as factors influencing Yeats’s aesthetic
convictions, later in this discussion - the formulation also
reflects a might to the everyday human scene itself that Yeats
would see the realist actor as "Not knowing" about. The truths
that are hidden by the tattered mortal dress of.the paltry
scarecrow’ - which is all that the objectifying eye can
glimpse of the subject at the heart of the apparent
existential absurdity - have a grandeur, for Yeats, that
demands its own recognition. These "actors lacking music" that
Yeats’s persona in "Under the 0ld Stone Cross" scorns so
fluently significantly echo the "cracked tune that Chronos
sings% back in the youthful "Song" that we have just looked
at: they lack poetry, the voice of the imagination,®® and they
deliberately narrow the circle of the mind’s footlights, "Not
knowing" of the "unearthly stuff" that imaginative drama can
make its sensible materials evoke - "stuff® like humanity’s
"mighty” contest with its mortal destiny. Such "actors lacking
music® are really of the party of the dragons of the first of
our readings of "The Realists": helping to keep the human
vision of self and of circumstance trapped within an outlook
that Yeats would see as being seriously de-humanised, an

actual spiritual deformity.

To fill out the picture further, we can see an earlier
perspective on the old warrior’s problem with realist drama
being developed in an essay written about the theatre in May,

1899 in which Yeats addresses the imaginative failings that he
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finds within the modern theatre, and in which he gives a
further touch of insight into the groundwork of these
objections to artistic realism that we are noting. At one
point in the essay, Yeats says:

I find it easier to believe that audiences, who

have learned, as I think, from the life of crowded

cities to live upon the surface of life, and actors

and managers, who study to please them, have changed,

than that imagination, which is the voice of what is

eternal in man, has changed.?®
Leaving aside the insight that this passage gives us into
Yeats’s sense of the urbanisation of modern life as an element
within the "filthy modern tide" of the human dilemma that he
saw himself facing as an artist, this statement takes us a
good way in commentary on the "spleen" of the ancient onlooker
in "The 01d Stone Cross™. Realism, as a fashion of the stage,
is for Yeats the reflection of a stunted awareness, limited by

pressures of a new sort of urban experience, to just "the

surface of life".

But it is worth noting that this 1ife upon the mere
"surface" of things that Yeats sees as having come with modern
"crowded cities"™ would be for him really only a social and
environmental reinforcement of a state of mind that had
already been shallowed and distracted by the legacy of Locke’s
sort of mechanist thinking. Prior to the blur of impressions
bred by "“the life of crowded cities™ would lie

--.all the many changing things
In dreary dancing past us whirled,
To the cracked tune that Chronos sings
of "The Song of the Happy Shepherd®. In this "Song" and in the

prose extract quoted above, what has most disastrously been
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lost for Yeats in this "confusion that fell upon our
thought"*” is "imagination, which is the voice of what is
eternal in man”. The "actors and managers, who study to
bPlease™ such a distracted audience - without equally studying
how tc heal that audience’s proper sense of self - take as
their method the mirroring of a doubly-lost public
sensibility, and - in Yeats’s terms - become therefore part of
the spiritual chaos and not of its Cure. He would see such
actors as working like "the modish painter" of "Under Ben
Bulben®*® to reflect a view of things that fails to be real,
because it obscures "what is eternal in man", and mirrors only

"the surface".

For it would seem - from the essay on the Theatre, and
from the depiction in "Under Ben Bulben" of "the modish
painter", in particular - that the root of Yeats’s objection
to realist art lies in his sense of its being a fashion that
(for all its reflecting a view of human 1ife that might
largely be current amongst its concurring audience) is
nevertheless a mirror that is being held to only a reduced
part of a greater human totality; is a limiting of its
audience’s everyday awareness of greater human potentialities
than its mechanist terms of conception will allow it to admit.
For Yeats, what is actually reflected in the realist mirror
omits those parts of the human range that are out of view at
the moment: parts that lack our proper attention only because
of the damage that has already been done - by specific

"modern" pressures of physical circumstance and of
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intellectual climate - to the current sense of selfhood. What
the realist mirror reflects, in this view, is limited to the
little that can be recognised by a materialist and
unimaginative age that has generally lost any."proper" sense

of what is "eternal” within human experience.?>®

In other words, to Yeats’s view artists "lacking music®
(or "imagination, the voice of what is eternal in man") can
actually only reinforce a modern reductionist mind-set within
which their audience already suffers imprisonment -~ whether it

consciously knows it or not.*°

And - to compound the folly Yeats sees as acting within a
strictly realist aesthetic - he also obviously saw this
realism as being only an ephemeral deviation from the
mainstream of the artistic practices that he judged to have
prevailed in the drama before "Locke fell into (his) dream"
and pulled the arts after him.* For Yeats, the narrowly
"human" programme of the realist actor fails to recognise that
its intentions are governed by dramatic necessities that are
only - at best - part of a passing phase of practical
contingencies: are just means to an end, and not an end in
themselves. As he puts it in the early essay on the French
symbolist theatre already referred to above:

The scientific movement which has swept away so

many religious and philosophical misunderstandings

of ancient truth has entered the English theatres in

the shape of realism and Ibsenism, and is now playing

ducks and drakes with the old theatrical conventions. We

no longer believe that the world was made five thousand

years ago, and are beginning to suspect that Eve’s apple
was not the kind of apple you buy at the greengrocer’s
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for a penny, but we still have a little faith in the
virtuous hero and the wicked.villain of the theatre,
and in the world of tricks and puppets which is all
that remains of the old romance in its decadence.
Outside the theatre science, having done its work, is
beginning to vanish into the obscurity of the schools,
but inside there is still so much to do that many
forget how impermanent must be its influence, and how
purely destructive its mission there, and write and
talk as if the imaginative method of the great
dramatists, of Kaladasa, of Sophocles, of Shakespeare
and of Goethe was to let its house on a lease forever
to the impassioned realisms of M. Zola and of Dr Ibsen
in his later style, or to the would-be realisms of Mr
Pinero or Mr Jones.*?

What is said here shows quite clearly that Yeats’s
objection to realism was no mere "romantic" prejudice. As he
is quite sure here, science has had its "mission® to serve,
and has rightly "swept away ... religious and philosophical
misunderstandings of ancient truth, 4 But what he says here
also shows his belief that realism in the arts has substituted
a scientific criticism of life for "the imaginative method" of
"great dramatists" ranging in their historical contexts from
Greek and Indian classical through English Renaissance to
European Romantic. Against this abiding pattern of "method"
and focus that Yeats here discovers, he 'sets the "impermanent"
preoccupations of what he sees as being a "purely destructive"
and entirely transient phase in thought and art. At best, such
scientific or realist perspectives have been a broom to clear
the way for a more confident return to that "imaginative
method" they seem to think they have permanently replaced.**
As the essay continues

In France, they had their Independent Theatre
before we had ours, and the movement which must

follow the destructive movement has come, it
seems, to them already. Those among the younger
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generation whose temperament fits them to re-
ceive first the new current, the new force, have
grown tired of the photographing of life, and
have returned by the path of symbolism to imag-
ination and poetry, the only things that are ever
permanent. *s

It is once again "imagination and poetry, the only things
that are ever permanent"” that ground Yeats’s thought here: and
the limited realist concern with what is sensibly-given®® that
he here identifies is seen as being just a "photographing of
life"; as being a depiction of experience that leaves entirely
out of sight the psychic creativity of the experiencing

person.*’

There is a faith in this essay that "the movement which
must follow the destructive movement® - or dramatic realism -
had already beéun, and was growing as a "new force"; was
showing itself already as the start of a return to "permanent"
awarenesses transcending those of the mirror-work of purely
realist reflection. The "spleen" of the old warrior of "The
Old Stone Cross" against the unmusical actors shows this faith
to have been premature; but what Yeats has to say about the
symbolist drama here in his thirtieth year still gives us a
helpful set of bearings to follow in thinking about his own
"path" as poet and as champion of imaginative art within the

ethos of his own times.

He obviously, for instance, felt himself to be amongst
those able "to receive first the new current, the new force"

of a return to symbolism and to an art of deliberate
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imaginativeness. We can easily see how this "path" would
involve him in the attempt to embody what he saw as being
"permanent” features of human awareness and experience -
rather than imitating those eéphemeral details of the realist

photograph that obscure for him what is lasting.

So this essay gives us, in other words, a clear
intimation of Yeats’s sense of his own "mission" within the
unwinding of the endings of the Enlightenment’s "destructive®
task.® His own work - and the work of the arts in the "new
current" that he feels running in the drama - is to follow
"the path of symbolism to imagination and poetry"; which is a
path clearly leading steeply away from the photographic
realism of the objectifying and ultimately mechanist stance of
the dramatic mode he still finds current in the English
theatre.* As his argument in the essay has 1it, now that the
limited programme of such a theatre’s scientific "mission® is
already really done, dramatic realism is actually already
passe, in the land that gave us its godfather Descartes,
anyway; and its survival as a "method" in the arts is to be
explained simply as the clinging of an un-sloughed convention,

the lingering of an outmoded but familiar conceptual habit.s°

And the distinction implied in all this - that between
being truly contemporary (in the sense of being an agent of
the "new forces" and the "new currents" running in one’s
times) and being merely in fashion, like the "modish painter"®

who comes under Yeats’s correction in "Under Ben Bulben® - is
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important to our assessment of the conviction expressed in
that poem that the arts must choose themes that deliberately
move away from the trends of the "modern tide!"s: of European
thought, if they are really to be of the greatest service to
humanity. That "modern tide", for Yeats, is actually not
modern at all: it is the flotsam of outworn intellectual
debris that has been left floating in the contemporary mind by
the conceptual confusions of an age that is itself already
intrinsically gone, but that lingers on in popular habit. To
such a view, added to the original wrongheadedness of Locke’s
"'swoon"®?* as a conception of human reality is the fact that
the assumptions underlying realism in the arts have already
become history, and are no longer really a part of that
"current" of mind that Yeats felt taking a "new" direction in
"Those among the younger generation whose temperament fits

them to receive (it) first®.s:

So when Yeats calls on modern Irish artists to "Cast vyour
minds on other days/ That we in coming days may be" nearer to
the sorts of truths that he sees the "modern tide" as having
washed away,®* he is certainly nbt'talking about any simple
reconstitution of provenly archaic forms of being. The whole
thrust of his thought, from early in his work, indicates that
a call such as this grounds in a sense of the need to
"disinter"s® capacities that, in the "modern" mind, have been
largely hidden under the inherited rubble of an earlier age’s
philosophical misconceptions.® What he is calling for, in

other words, isn’t any escapist regression into some romantic
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fiction about the historical past, but an imaginative and
therefore spiritual progression away from what he sees as
being the shadows of a dangerous set of notions about
essential human things - a set of notions that has its own
specific history - towards something less limiting.® "Other
days" are to be recalled only so that "coming days" - the
problematical future that is the Phidian artist’s special area
of responsibility - may be properly served by being properly

prefigured.

So for Yeats the realist incursion into the arts had
narrowed and limited the range of the powers that the arts had
shown themselves capable of exercising before the mechanist
fallacy took hold in Europe - which is a view that is there
again in the weave of what he says when he speaks about the
problems of an "age" of mere "criticism" having displaced
"emotion" and even "revelation" within the range of European

attention:

I cannot get it out of my mind that this age of
criticism is about to pass, and an age of emotion,
of moods, of revelation, is about to come in its
place; for certainly belief in a supersensual world
is at hand again; and when the notion that we are
"phantoms of the earth and water™" has gone down the
wind we will trust our own being and all it desires
to invent; and when the external world is no longer
the standard of reality, we will learn again that
the great passions are angels of God, and that to
embody them "uncurbed in their eternal glory", even
in their labour for the ending of man’s peace and
prosperity, is more than to comment, however wisely,
upon the tendencies of our time, or even "to sum up"
our time, as the phrase is; for art is revelation,
and not a criticism, and the life of the artist is
in the old saying, "The wind bloweth where it listeth,
and thou hearest the sound thereof, but cans’t not
tell whence it cometh and whither it geeth; so is
every one that is born of the Spiritn.ss
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Apart from the sense we get from this passage, too, that
Yeats still feels a "new current" of thought and feeling about
to make itself generally known amongst his fellows, this piece
of his thinking also helps us a good deal on our way in
exploring his aesthetic stance and its underpinning
convictions. The fundamental tensions acting within the ideas
here expressed should be familiar from the writings we have
already considered: the current age - bent upon "criticism®
and "summing up" and "commenting upon" itself - is sketched in
strong contrast to the sort of times that Yeats feels to be
coming: "an age of emotion, of moods, of revelation" - an age,
in other words, that admits all the things that such
"criticism" tends to overlook.S® But where this particular
essay takes us a good bit further is in the vision it offers
us of Yeats’s conception of the mind itself, and of the mind’s

contents.

For here the art that is "criticism" and not "revelation"
is seen to base itself upon the mistaken rationalist - and
therefore materialist - assumption that "we are phantoms of
the earth and water": an assumption which automatically makes
"the external world ... the standard of reality". Following
the lines of Yeats’s thought here, this reducedvimage of the
self makes the mind seem Sense-bound, a merely passive mirror
in which the sensible world irresistibly and mechanically
reflects itself. The processes of consciousness then become -
as we have already seen Yeats putting it - a mere

"photographing of life", with the knower playing no part in
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actively composing what is to be known.

But, as is clear from the passage just quoted, this
notion that the mind is simply a sort of sensible mirror fails
— as a notion - to mirror those realities that are not to be
found in "the external world": realities which the language of
this essay suggests are mysteries to the reason, that are able
to be indicated to the mind only through terms unlike those of
purely rational discourse. Though we must consider in a later
chapter the issues raised for our theme by Yeats’s own "belief
in a supersensual world",®® what concerns us at the present
moment is the image he gives us in this essay of a greater
mind being ignored by what he sees as comprising the current
mind-set of a narrow rationalism; and this greater mind is
expressly concerned with exactly the sorts of activities and
~energies that are known not through the observations of
"criticism”, but through sensitivities that include even a
capacity for actual "revelation® - for the furthest thing

imaginable from exclusive ratiocination.

- In other words, the mind itself for Yeats is a complex
and mysterious meeting-ground of realities that include but
greatly transcend those of "the external world" upon which
alone the realist artist imagines himself to be focusing.s*
When Yeats calls upon poet, sculptor and painter to YBring the
soul of man to God",s* the call is essentially an injunction
to the arts to bring back into the "modern” mind an éwareness

of the "supersensual world“.that is "the external world’st
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sleeping partner: and the call is, as such, for a fuller
integration of the elements constituting human consciousness
than the rationalist - and realist - view is capable of
contemplating, let alone of effecting.® The artistic
"programme" that Yeats offers in "Under Ben Bulben", seen from
this angle, then becomes an attempt to redeem the "modern™
audience that is defined here and in poems like "The Statues™
and "The 0ld Stone Cross" from exactly the sort of fragmented
partialness of outlook that he sees the realist programme as
actually seeking to reinforce.® As in the essay we have just
glanced at, "Under Ben Bulben" enunciates Yeats’s sense of the
need for the establishment of an image of human selfhood that
can do proper justice to that selfhood’s actual complexity and
range of being: a complexity and a range which he sees as
lying beyond the reach of what is for him the realist artist’s
exclusive concern with "the external world" and its immediate
mental ramifications - beyond all such clutter left over in
the modern mind from the fading mechanisms of the seventeenth

century.

We have already looked at a passage from the important
essay which speaks of Stendhal’s having "created a modern art"
of a sort that Yeats found dlsturblng °* The same passage -
considered from another slant of emphasis - also helps give
direction to what we are exploring at the moment, which
warrants quoting it in full again:

Stendhal created a modern art; the seminary in Le

Rouge et le noir, unlike that described by Balzac

in Louis Lambert, is of his own time and judged
according to its standards, is wholly reflected
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in the dawdling mirror that was to empty modern
literature; but something compelled Balzac while
still at school to travel backwards, as did the
mind of Louis Lambert, to accept all that lay
hidden in his blood and nerves.*

So Yeats sees Stendhal as helping to "empty" the "modern®
mind of everything but the impressions it has "of (its) own
time", and as rejecting anything "that lay hidden in (its)
blood and nerves”, out of sight of the realist mirror and its
reductive concern with what is purely contemporary and what is
strictly sensible.®’ Though the language in this later
statement is more sinuously incarnate than that of the essay
on Father Christian Rosencrux from which we have quoted above,
this statement of the "hidden" dimensions of self that Yeats
sees Stendhal as neglecting - and Balzac as deliberately
seeking-out - recalls nevertheless what he has to say in
thinking about Rosencrux. In that essay, he is concerned with
"the great passions" that "are angels of God", and with the
"emotions ... moods ... revelation(s)" that escape the notice
of mere "criticism" and "comment" and summary: that evade, in
other words, any simply rationalist critique that may be
offered of any particular set of events. And what Yeats has to
say about the things Balzac found “hidden in the blood and
nerves" are surely grown on the same stem of thought. The
"supersensual world" of the essay on Rosencrux and Balzac'’s
mysteries of the "blood" and "nerves" - sources deeper than
the senses - both indicate profound dimensions of human
experience, of the mind’s contents, that are hidden from the

realist mirror entirely. The human mind itself, in other
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words, is not actually Susceptible to purely realist

interpretation.®®

As we have already heard Yeats saying in another
context,®® Stendhal’s "dawdling" mirror reduces the image we
have of the imagination to the passive "quicksilver at the
back of a looking-glass".” So not only does the realist
mirror, for Yeats, give an inadequate image of what actually
is in the mind; it also gives a false impression of what the
mind is, in itself and in its mode of operation. The image
Yeats sees Stendhal as offering would suggest that the mind is
in itself entirely blank, and in no way active or creative in
its dealings with "reality".” It is a view that sees the mind
as not only a slave to the impressions made upon it by "the
external world" - we might recall Locke’s "Nothing in the mind
but sense" - but that also conceives of that mind as a sort of
zombie, as something entirely mechanical in its registering of

the features of this "external™ world.’?

Perhaps, to catch the full basis of Yeats’s differences
with Stendhal - and with his sort of realism, when this is
taken as having been a determinant in forming the "modern"
mind that is under scrutiny in a poem like "Under Ben
Bulben" - we need to consider the rather gleeful irony with
which he presents Berkeley’s refutation of the realist
conceptions of mind and of world in a poem from the later
years, in which he speaks of

God-appointed Berkeley (who) proved all things a dream,
That this pragmatical, preposterous pig of a world, its
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farrow that so solid seem,
Must vanish upon the instant if the mind but change its

theme.”?
Yeats says of the researches that he and Augusta Gregory
undertook into the folk-lore of the Irish peasantry:

As that ancient system of belief unfolded before us,

with unforseen probabilities and plausibilities, it

was as though we had beqgun to live like a dream™
- which closely parallels what the lines from “Blood and the
Moon” see Berkeley as having recalled into the philosophical
discourse of his own day.’® Berkeley'’s point, for Yeats, would
be that the "mind-as-mirror" notion fails to recognise the
central role that the knower plays in constituting the known -
both what is known, and the ways in which it is known. Mind
and world are far more dynamically related, for Yeats, than
the realist position could acknowledge; and this is simply
because human awareness, for him, is in itself a passionate

and creative process ~ and never a polaroid passively and

helplessly impressed with purely "objective" sensations.’s

For, one of the great commonplaces of experience that
Yeats maintains against any merely mechanist conception of the
mind is the fact of that mind’s active engagement with - and
disposition of - the materials it encounters as consciousness.
One of his central and enduring certainties is that meaning or
truth is available to us only in human terms,”” and that the
focus and mood of the knower'’s attention radically determine
both the substance and the quality of what is actually
known.”® For Yeats, everything depends on “the mind" and its

"theme" of the moment - as his lines on Berkeley affirm.
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All this is clearly shown in the superb Last Poem called
"Politics", in which it is the direction and tenor of the
"attention” that determines the human meaning even of such
pressing and apparently-objective facts as "war and war’s
alarms":

How can I, that girl standing there,

My attention fix

On Roman, or on Russian

Or on Spanish politics?

Yet here’s a travelled man that knows

What he talks about,

And there’s a politician

That has read and thought,

And maybe what they say is true

Of war and war’s alarms,

But O that I were young again

And held her in my arms!”
For all that can be said about the great interest and pressure
of the sorts of politics the persona talks about - politics
that ultimately range into war itself - the real "attention®
of this person has its "theme" set in another tragedy and in
another, more inward struggle than that looming over the span

of Europe.?°

But this poem doesn’t offer only a reminder of the
tension that commonly exists between the public and the
personal perspectives: it also shows that it is where the old
man’s desires focus that the meanings that he finds in his
circumstances are concentrated; where his own "attention® is
"fix(ed)", by factors that have little to do with any
"exterior" or public scale of priorities. Despite all the talk
and all the "alarms", the theme that has seized the old man’s
mind makes his own most urgent realities very different things

from those absorbing the "attention” of the other people who
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are acting and perceiving about him.®* Whatever can be said to
be in the exterior world, Yeats is suggesting, takes its true
human form from the inner "theme" of the mind in which the
total drama of the present is being enacted. The "pragmatical,
preposterous pig of a world” conceived of by the raticnalism
that the dawdling realist mirror then reflects - matter at its
muddiest - is in actual experience, then, under the shaping
pressure of necessities that originate far more within the
experiencing awareness than in any so-called "exterior

reality".®?

This conviction that the mind’s own themes creatively
engage with - and even dispose -~ the given details of
experience is there again in another suggestive little poem;
one which significantly takes its place, in both date of
composition and in setting within the book of poems in which
it appeared, very near "The Realists":

What’s riches to him

That has made a great peacock
With the pride of his eye?
The wind-beaten, stone-grey,
And desolate Three Rock
Would nourish his whim,

Live he or die

Amid wet rock and heather

His ghost will be gay

Adding feather to feather
For the pride of his eye.®

As for Berkeley, even "wet rocks and heather"™ are - in
the end - intimate details within the drama of someocne’s
awareness; details that take their deepest human - and

therefore humanly-available - meanings from promptings that
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arise from what, in the €ssay on Father Rosencrux, Yeats
called "our own being and all it cares to invent®, rather than
from any given, static and immutable "exterior" structure of
the sort proposed, for Yeats, by Locke’s mechanism and

Stendhal’s budding realism.?*

So, even leaving aside, for now, the realities that our
encounters with the "supersensual world" of the essay on
Rosencrux bring into the human mind,®® Yeats and the realist
would obviously hold very different views of the nature of our
engagements even with the sensual world itself. Even "exterior
reality", for Yeats, is actively met by the mind, and is re-
made in the meeting, as happens in "The Peacock": such
"reality" is no passively and mechanically registered thing
that is internalised like the impressions on a photographic
plate. Both in thought and in action, the individual human
experience of circumstance or existential environment is
determined in quality - and therefore in meaning - from within
the self, rather than being dictated from without. Human
awareness, in other words, is for Yeats a creative process: an
ad-libbing on any "given" script that the materialist might
imagine to exist beyond the mind’s current "theme".?s The mind

mixes-in with events to give them their true timbre.®’

And this is a point that Yeats makes even more forcefully
in another poem, written in late 1927:
Nor dread nor hope attend
A dying animal;
A man awaits his end
Dreading and hoping alil;
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Many times he died,

Many times rose again.

A great man in his pride

Confronting murderous men

Casts scorn upon

Supersession of breath;

He knows death to the bone -

Man has created death.?®®
Beyond what this poem has to say about the ways in which the
consciousness that confronts any immediate experience is
underpinned, for Yeats, by personal experience that is
gathered from beyond the bounds of the life actually in
process,® the faith here expressed arises from the conviction
that the quality of even so seemingly "exterior" an event as
someone’s victimisation by "murderous" enemies really depends,
for its meaning, upon an inward stance bred of the tenor of
that person’s understanding and imagination and attitude
towards self and towards circumstance. Every death ever
suffered was made what it really was, for Yeats, by the mood
of its sufferer;°° and human awareness creates meanings that

re-make even what seems, at the outset, to be determined

purely by exterior chance.®

Given this belief that human awareness entails a creative
encounter with experience - and not just its reflection in a
passive mirror - Yeats’s call in "Under Ben Bulben" for
imaginative, symbol-susceptible art is all the more easily
understandable. His objection to the dull and idle mirror that
the "actors lacking music" offer their audience, for instance,
probably had at least some of its grounding in a sense of the
true cultural needs of beings who actually constitute

realities by the mere act of their being conscious. If we make
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up the world we experience as completely as what we’ve seen of
Yeats’s thinking shows he believed us to, then the art we need
must itself be overtly creative: must offer depictions of
human experience that themselves clearly reflect the dynamic
role that the knower plays in structuring what is known.
Anything else would establish a false image of selfhood, that
could lead those who succumb to it only into the sort of
illusions about the self and its true potentials that "The
Realists" - as we have seen in one of our readings of it, at
least - symbolises as being "dragon-guarded® and as thwarted
by notions that actually take away the "hope to live" - 3 hope
that the poem suggests it is the special concern of

imaginative art to "awake" in its audience.

The point being made is that Yeats obviously believed
that imaginative art establishes for its audience a more
profound intuition of selfhood than any realism could offer -
a point made well in a poem like "The Statues". Part of the
objection, amongst the rLast Poems, to unmusical actor and
"modish painter®, is an objection tp what such realist image-
makers fail to reveal to their audiences: the true facts of
the nature of human awareness. "The garden died" when Locke
fell into his dream that we are "phantoms of the earth and
water”, subject to "the exterior world" as our only "standard
of reality", and with our only active engagement with that
"exterior" world being via the mediation of mechanism - "the
spinning jenny*® that "God took from (Locke’s) side® in Yeats’s

fable. What Yeats seems to have wanted the arts to work to
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restore was a proper sense that the mind itself is
mysteriously but directly engaged in a manipulation of
"exterior" events that is far more profound and radical than
the merely quantitative re-organisations of material effects
that are represented by the jenny: "this pragmatical,
preposterous pig of a world ... / Must vanish on the instant
1f the mind but change its theme®; and the call in "Under Ben
Bulben" to the Irish arts is precisely a call to help in
making that "preposterous™ notion of the world - Locke’s
notion - finally "vanish", by helping the modern mind to
"change its theme" and slip the realist dragon, at last, for
good. What Yeats says of himself in another context could, in
fact, be adapted to apply to the "modern tide" of self-
awareness - as he saw it - itself: "fastened to a dying
animal/ It knows not what it is".°2 Fastened to a reductionist
idea of itself, the "modern tide" of human conceptions that
Yeats typifies in "The Statues” needs, for him, to be called
back to its senses - to be re-awakened to a proper sense of

what human consciousness actually is.®3

What has been said so far in this chapter has dwelt on
that aspect to Yeats’s challenge to "The filthy modern tide"
of "The Statues" that focuses in the purely aesthetic
considerations aroused by the poem. One of the challenges of
the world that Yeats saw himself to be confronting as a poet
was that of a "Confusion™* in the European sense of
selfhood - a confusion that the arts must urgently address.

Though it is obvious that he believed every era of human
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experience to need imaginative art, that could keep in mind "a
Supersensual world" of spiritual and imaginative realities,®®
Yeats obviously saw his own immediate times as needing such
art even more than is usual - precisely because its need had
been dogmatically denied, and had been almost forgotten®® by
those who had suffered under the denial. The "filthy modern
tide" was the disaster that, for him, had followed; and the
"climb to (the) proper dark" of "that ancient sect™® that - in
"The Statues"®” - can keep in mind the "lineamentsn® of a
greater spiritual selfhood was precisely what he saw the arts
as needing to undertake, so as to help their audiences to know

this "dark"” as a vital imaginative reality once again.®®

But there are also other facets to this image of the
modern tide of things that Yeats offers that we could well
think about, in considering those features to his own times
that seem to have confirmed him in the demands he made of art
as a cultural implement. He had a poet’s quarrel with those
times for reasons other than their being under the conceptual

sway of a "preposterous" and reductive rationalism.

Because the image of the turbulent, wrecking sea of "The
Statues" also calls to mind imagery Yeats uses elsewhere to
capture the tenor of the events of his own phase of the
history of human thought. Beyond the ways in which the legacy
of Locke and his sort expressed itself in Yeats’s own times,
there was also the social turbulence and the generally-chaotic

quality of human conduct that Veats saw growing about him: and
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the images that he found to express this burgeoning confusion
and violence of mind about him are often of a texture with the

"fury" of the sea in "The Statues".

There are, for instance, the famous 1lines from "The

Second Coming®:

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence isg drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.®°
This image of "Mere anarchy™ ("loosed upon the world" as a
"blood-dimmed tide” that "everywhere” drowns "the ceremony of
innocence"”) is a bizarre and chaotic'® inversion of Noah’s
Flood - coming this time not to purge sin but to destroy
innocence. The frightening sense of cosmic disorder - created
by this dark parody of the conventional notions of Divine
Justice - registers the near-apocalyptic uncertainty that
Yeats recognises within contemporary events. This new Flood is
"The blood-dimmed tide” of spiritual pollution, not of
lustration; and it is once again - like the "filthy modern
tide" of "The Statues" - obviously very much a tide in the
affairs of men, an image of a psychological phencomenon. In its
being "blood-dimmed", this "tide" suggests quite clearly the
clouding of the sea of mind by the blood - by the sort of

dangerous emotionalism indicated by "the worst" being "full of

passionate intensity",

This passion of the "blood-dimmed tide"™ in "The Second

Coming" seems, in fact, one that clouds the mind, taints it
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with what tends towards the brutal and the perverse - 3
perversity reflected in the "anarchy" that is "loosed upon the
world",™® in which the formalised ritual of achieved social
freedoms (the dance-like patterning of mutual courtesies that
Yeats seems to have in mind in talking of "the ceremony of
innocence®'**) has largely been washed away. It is exactly

this "ceremony of innocence" - this celebratory courtesy
towards self and towards others - that is the state of self-
awareness that he sees as being washed under by the modern

flood.**

And this "blood-dimmed tide" he saw running in the real
affairs of modern life was obviously also something Yeats had
to contend with as an artist:% it was another feature of his
own times that had its say in dictating the sort of art he
believed his fellows best needed - given the conviction that
art was meant to mend,®* and not to just reflect - or "sunm

up” - its times.

But to say something about what this "tide"™ of %“blood®
means in Yeats’s thinking - and consequently to try to see how
the vision of it may have acted as a spur to his aesthetic
programme - we need to think about the opening of "The Second

Coming" in some detail.

The falcon and the falconer reflect a highly complex set
of psychological and historical Circumstances. Written in

1919, in close cluster with poems like "Nineteen Hundred and
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Nineteen®®” and "A Prayer for my Daughter™,'*® "The Second
Coming” is the most prophetic of these utterances of Yeats’s
sense of the violence and turbulence of the winds of change
blowing about him.°® It is a poem in which we see a vision of
what seems a collapse of civilised human values - a collapse
epitomised for Yeats in the Great War, and in the world he
felt its aftermath to be shaping.*® We must look behind the
flood of anarchic passion in "The Second Coming" tQ moments in
"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" and in "A Prayer for my
Daughter™, to fill out the suggestions of this first stanza of

the poem, and to better understand both falcon and falconer as

images.

"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen", for instance, gives a
remarkably thorough picture of what Yeats had seen to be
happening when Europe went to war, and let itself slip back
into barbarism.' The poem charts what this sudden descent
meant for Yeats and for his contemporaries, in terms of all
they had once held true about their own civilisation. After
recalling the lesson of Athenian history that tells that even
the most treasured beliefs and institutions are easy prey to
the sword,™? Yeats presents an image of the attitudes and
assumptions and beloved certainties of his own times, before
"the foul storm™ of the War began. In doing this, he also
gives an image of how thoroughly those certainties had sunk
into "nightmare®:

We too had many pretty toys when young:

A law indifferent to blame or praise,
To bribe or threat; habits that made old wrong
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Melt down, as it were wax in the sun’s rays:
Public opinion ripening for so long

We thought it would outlive all future days.

O what fine thought we had because we thought
That the worst rogues and rascals had died out.

All teeth where drawn, all ancient tricks unlearned,
And a great army but a showy thing;

What matter that no cannon had been turned

Into a ploughshare? Parliament and king

Thought that unless a little powder burned

The trumpeters might burst with trumpeting

And yet it lack all glory; and perchance

The guardsman’s drowsy charger would not prance.
Now days are dragon-ridden, the nightmare

Rides upon sleep: a drunken soldiery

Can leave the mother, murdered at her door,

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

The night can sweat with terror as before

We pieced our thoughts into philosophy,

And planned to bring the world under a rule,
Who are but weasels fighting in a hole.®®

The "fine thought" of the first two of these stanzas grew
from the pre-War conviction that human society had really bred
its "rogues" and "rascals" out of type through the "ripening
for so long” of "public opinion" in a golden summer of
enlightened and humane times. Even war had come to seem just a
bit of public heraldry, a mere stylised atavism, necessary to
give the ritual of political ﬁgjesty the touch of substance it
needed to ring true. It is in all one of the most self-aware

and compelling evocations of the Victorian dream of Progress

on record.!*

But, in the first section of "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen”, this dream is presented in all its fragility -
bracketed as it is by memories of the frail glories of Greece,

that work so vividly to establish the "fine thought" of the
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faith expressed as just one of those views of a moment of
sunny calm on a long summer’s afternoon in a fortunate

pecple’s history.s

And - as the poenm suggests - this “fine thought®, this
dream of humane progress, was the result of a long
accumulation, of a slow process of dreaming and of "piecing
our thoughts into philosophy"; of warding-off the "terror" of
the barbaric past in the hope that it actually is possible to
"bring the world under a rule". It was, as an impulse of the
European spirit, the maturing expression of an attitude
towards self and society that had bred a Humanist Optimism

that could hope for an actually humane world.

But this "fine thought" founders in "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen" on the realisation that is embodied in veats’s
acknowledgment that we are at last "but weasels fighting in a
hole" - which is a realisation that contains within it both
tragic realisation and a kind of awe. That "we" have proved
ourselves to be everything we dreamt had "died out", has in it
both the shock of fully seeing the human part, after all, in
Nature’s being "red in tooth and claw",® and a tinge of
wonder at the grandeur of what such "weasels" could have
"planned". It is an image, in other words, of the Janus-like
quality there is to human civilisation ~ the "weasel'’s tooth™
from which the impulse towards justice and charity is in
Ccreative flight. And it is this involved contrariety at the

heart of the flight of the dream of European civilisation, as
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Yeats contemplates it, that is central to the tensions that

act themselves out in "The Second Coming".

Because the face that stares from the "vast image out of
Spiritus Mundi"™?' that Yeats sees in this poem is brutal,
"the head of a man" on "a shape with lion body", its "gaze
blank and pitiless as the sun". The face that presided over
the structures of feeling and thought that sought to achieve
"the ceremony of innocencen” through the "twenty centuries" of
history at the back of the European civilisation that Yeats
now sees falling apart -~ the face of Justice and Charity, that
was established largely by the traditions of the European
plastic and verbal arts in their depictions of Christ - seems
about to be supplanted by an icon that speaks rather to the
brute in human nature than to the saint or the Humanist.®
That face, with eyes "blank and pitiless as the sun", shows
the weasel-~aspect of the sun: the destroyer - not the benign
bringer of ripeness of the image that Yeats uses, in "“Nineteen
Hundred and Nineteen", to capture the Victorian dream of
"Public opinion® ripening in the warm rays of a humane
civilisation. What that "rough beast" at the end of "The
Second Coming" seems to embody is an image of the reversal®
of all that went before; of all that lay behind the dream
recalled at the end of the third section of "Nineteen Hundred
and Nineteen™:

O but we dreamed to mend

Whatever mischief seemed

To afflict mankind, but now

That winds of winter blow
Learn that we were Crack-pated when we ,dreamed.!2°
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And the prompter that lay behind this dream - the best
motive of European civilisation - was that of its own mythic
"falconer", the voice of the Humanist, essentially Christian
vision that "the falcon" can no longer hear when "The Second
Coming™ opens. “Bethlehem'" becomes in this poem the symbol of
the crack in time and place out of which emerges the dominant
icon of each era of the human spirit. "Twenty centuries® on
the wing have led an impulse in the European spirit, that was
guided in its track by the calling of a humane dream, to a
point where "the centre cannot hold", and the falcon of that
spirit is left without a voice to give direction to its

flight.

And what Yeats seems to be seeing in all this isn’t only
that modern humanity is facing the "mere anarchy" and
"nightmare" of a phase in which no great and unifying humane
dream exists in full vigour as a social dynamism. When he
glimpses the "blank and pitiless" mask of our weasel aspect,
Yeats seems to be acknowledging a prophetic fear that the next
falconer of the European spirit will call that spirit onto a
very different gyre to that modelled by the voice of the dream

that has led it so far.®

In other words, the process that Yeats is analyzing in
"The Second Coming" seems to be one of change towards the
anti-type of the dream that hoped for humane conduct; a change
towards a darker, more brutally violent model of being and of

behaviour. As Yeats puts it in the bitterly-distilled irony of
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Section IV of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen",
We, who seven years ago
Talked of honour and of truth,

Shriek with pleasure if we show
The weasel’s twist, the weasel’s tooth.'2?

And what seems to be running here as the "modern tide® in
the affairs of men is part of what is caught by Yeats in the
opening to "A Prayer for My Daughter®, when he talks about
"the great gloom that is in my mind”:

Once more the storm is howling, and half-hid

Under this cradle-hood and coverlid

My child sleeps on. There is no obstacle

But Gregory’s wood and one bare hill

Whereby the haystack-and roof-levelling wind,

Bred on the Atlantic, can be stayed;

And for an hour I have walked and prayed

Because of the great gloom that is in my mind.

I have walked and prayed for this young child an hour

And heard the sea-wind scream upon the tower,

And under the arches of the bridge, and scream

In the elms above the flooded stream;

Imagining in excited reverie

That the future years had come,

Dancing to a frenzied drum,
Out of the murderous innocence of the sea.!?

This literal storm becomes, in Yeats’s "excited reverie”
and "great gloom", the embodiment of what he fears for "the
future years" - focused quite naturally in the father’s
concern for his child and for the sort of world she seems
likely to inherit. The poem becomes a moving meditation on the
qualities that she - or anyone else - would need to have, to
"be happy still®, though "every windy quarter howl".'?* And
this "haystack-and roof-levelling wind/ Bred on the Atlantic™®
brings its gloom and excites its prayer exactly because it is

SO much an image for Yeats of the storm being bred "Out of the
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murderous innocence of the sea" of human affairs generally.
The "scream" of the wind - searching out the familiar features
of Yeats’s world of tower, bridge, elm and flooded stream'?®
without let or hindrance - is just all too much a reminder of
the voice of the new falconer, the "rough beast ...
(Slouching) towards Bethlehem to be born®; and the rhythm of
the new dance Yeats feels beginning to pluck at people’s feet
is that of "a frenzied drum®™ - an image which recalls moments
in "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen"”, like that of the second
section, with its thought of "the Platonic Year® that seems to
be busy replacing the optimistic, Humanist dream with its
barbaric antitype:

When Loie Fuller’s Chinese dancers enwound

A shining web, a floating ribbon of cloth,

It seemed that a dragon of air

Had fallen among dancers, had whirled them round

Or hurried them off on its own furious path;

So the Platonic Year

Whirls out new right and wrong,

Whirls in the old instead:

All men are dancers and their tread
Goes to the barbarous clangour of a gong.s

Here, a memory of a moment upon the London stage creates
the sense of a sudden force having "fallen among dancers" -
when "All men are dancers" - and having violently‘iﬁég;;d its
own rhythm and direction upon the modern mind. And this
"furious path" leads back to "the old" ‘sense of "right and
wrong"” as the "new” is spun off the human stage. It is a
regression: the human ear becoming deaf to something like what
Yeats elsewhere calls the voice "set upon a golden bough to
sing .../ Of what is past, or passing, or to come”?” - which

is a formulation which seems, in its setting, an image of the
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power of harmonising art at its peak of social
significance®. What the modern ear, for Yeats, seems now
attuning itself to is a "barbarous clangour”: a sound which
is, to Yeats, an alarm or indicator of grave danger. It seems
to be the same "dragon of air" - blowing-in an atavistic and
frightening "innocence", the innocence of a blank and
primitive unawareness - that Yeats, in "A Prayer for My
Daughter®, hears sCreaming about his tower, his.symbol of mind
elevated by exercise of the spiritual intellect.!?*® This
"dragon of air", with its "furious" will, hurrying people
towards a collapse of the humane awarenesses that gave rise to
the "pretty toys"™ of "laws" and "habits" Yeats speaks about in
Section I of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen",®*° seems to have
been "bred" in the same quarter as was "the labyrinth of the
wind" that we find in the apocalyptic last section of this

poem:

Violence upon the roads: violence of horses;
Some few have handsome riders, are garlanded

On delicate sensitive ear or tossing mane,

But wearied running round in their courses

All break and vanish, and evil gathers head:
Herodias’ daughters have returned again,

A sudden blast of dusty wind and after

Thunder of feet, tumult of images,

Their purpose in the labyrinth of the wind:;

And should some Crazy hand dare touch a daughter
All turn with amorous cries, or with angry cries,
According to the wind, for all are blind.**

In this startling image of the "Confusion (that) fell
ﬁpon our thought®*?? gnce the dragon “Had fallen among
dancers", this "sudden blast of angry wind" - of which
"Herodias’ daughters" are the enactors — catches the essence

of what is happening in the tumult of the scene as the
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particular "evil" that Yeats jis analyzing "gathers head". It
is a wind that symbolises a state of mind in which "all are
blind” and in which pecople are tempted to do "crazy" things -
things which are then Jjudged in meaning entirely "According to
the wind"”, all other measures of conduct having blown away.
And what this "wing"® represents in "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen” - as an image of the utter confusion of values and
perspectives that Yeats finds abroad in the contemporary scene
-~ is surely something very close to the "Mere anarchy" that
"is loosed upon the world" (in all its "blood-dimmed" violence
and destructiveness) in "The Second Coming".*** This "sudden
blast of dusty wind” - that pitches its head-hunting**

dancers into the middle of the human measure - calls a
"frenzied" tune that reduces thought to a mere "tumult of
images" whose "purpose®™ and meaning are hidden in "the

labyrinth of the wind" - in pure cconfusion itself.»3s

And this sort of loss of perspective and measure and
humane awareness is surely also part of what lurks in the
image Yeats gives us of "the murderous innocence of the sea®
in "A Prayer for My Daughter": of a new sort of mindlessness
and lack of human responsibility that is neo-barbaric and
brutal in the way that the "rough beast" and the Robert
Artisson of the close to "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen®!®
are these things;**” and in the way in which "the Coming
Emptiness" of the heart, described in Section ITT of

"Meditations in Time of Civil War", is also brutal:
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The cloud-pale unicorns, the eyes of aquamarine,

The quivering half-closed eyelids, the rags of cloud or of
lace,

Or eyes that rage has brightened, arms it has made lean,

Give place to an indifferent multitude, give place

To brazen hawks. Nor self-delighting reverie,

Nor hate of what’s to come, nor pity for what’s gone,

Nothing but grip of claw, and the eye’s complacency,

The innumerable clanging wings that have put out the moon.?*=®

This comes something like four years on in contemplation
of "all the tragic scene®** from the situation evoked in "a
Prayer for My Daughter"; but this thought about "what’s gone™
and about "what’s to come" still focuses in the differing
forms of brutalised human awareness that Yeats sees growing
about him - whether it is the torpor and imaginative savagery
of the "indifferent multitude" or the "grip of claw, and ...
eye’s complacency" of the "bragzen hawks": the new forms of
humanity, with that "Gaze blank and pitiless as the sun" and
those "great eyes without thought" of the sphinx in "The
Second Coming"” and of Robert Artisson in "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen" brought to grisly perfection. "The innumerable
clanging wings that have put out the moon™ of imaginative
selfhood and its capacity for "reverie® and for "pity"™ - and
even for "rage" or for "hate" - are like dragon wings, too:
wings that perhaps offer their own image of an extreme of what
the mind can become in "a dragon-guarded land" of mere

abstract externalities.

So, "“the murderous innocence of the sea" of human
awarenesses out of which Yeats sees "the future years" coming

in "A Prayer for My Daughter® seems to be an image of a
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general personal and social disorder that - as an image -
might help us to further understand "the filthy modern tide"
in "its formless spawning fury" of "The Statues". When Yeats
wrote as he did in his rLast Poems, nearly twenty years after
"A Prayer for My Daughter" took shape, the sea of modern
thought that he saw as having "wrecked" Ireland and Europe
generally was thus agitated for him - at least in part?* - by
the tide begun by a lapse of European civilisation towards a
new dark age of the spirit: towards an age seemingly confused
and "innocent" of the sort of humane and pious dreaming that
had raised at least the hope of the kind of "sweetness" and
"gentleness"**! of vision that issued in the "fine thought"

and "pretty toys" that we have already seen being recalled
with such sharp and fond irony in "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen". The audience that Yeats, in "Under Ben Bulben",
called Irish artists to lead back to what "The Statues"® calls
their "proper dark" of spiritual and imaginative deftness, had
been "wrecked" - at least in part - by the chaos into which
Yeats saw the modern world as having blundered when it assumed
that it had bred the weasel out of its nature, and then let
that weasel drag humanity into the "hole" of the Great War.
The imagery we have been examining from "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen", "a Prayer for my Daughter", and "The Second Coming"
catalogues the great flood of human disaster that veats saw as
following upon this catastrophe - and the image of humanity
generally as a ship in a wrecking sea given in "The Statues™

epitomises the tenor of this catalogue very well.#?
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So Yeats, at least from the time that the meanings of the
Great War as a human catastrophe began to become clearly
apparent to him, obviously found a part of the urgency of his
own share in "The spiritual intellect’s great work"** to lie
in the need to try to start to help "bring the soul of man"
out of a gathering dark age of fading dreams and blunting
spiritual faculties. "All men are dancers";'** and a poem like
"Under Ben Bulben" makes it clear that Yeats was trying - as
one who "dreamed to mend/ Whatever seemed to afflict mankind"
% - to help change for the better the tune to which he saw

most of his fellow-dancers’ feet were going.

And just how abiding was this sense of having to try to
Cope as an artist with what Yeats saw as being the ruins of a
civilisation that he had known "when young"'*¢ in the strength
of its hopes, is shown in others of the Last Poems, too. In
"The Gyres", for instance - for all the new perspectives that
nearly twenty years further acquaintance with the realisations
recorded in poems like "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" have
brought him - the groundwork of Yeats’s thought still centres
in perspectives that echo and re-examine those of "The Second

Coming® and its attendant cluster of poems:

The Gyres! the Gyres! 014 Rocky Face, look forth:
Things thought too long can be no longer thought,
For beauty dies of beauty, worth of worth,

And ancient lineaments are blotted out.
Irrational streams of blood are staining earth;
Empedocles has thrown all things about;

Hector is dead and there’s a light in Troy;

We that look on but laugh in tragic joy.
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What matter though numb nightmare ride on top,
And blood and mire the sensitive body stain?
What matter? Heave no sigh, let no tear drop,
A greater, a more gracious time has gone;

For painted forms or boxes of make-up

In ancient tombs I sighed, but not again;

What matter? out of cavern comes a voice,

And all it knows is that one word ‘Rejoice!’

Conduct and work grow coarse, and coarse the soul,
What matter? Those that Rocky Face holds dear,
Lovers of horses and of women, shall,

From marble of a broken sepulchre,

Or dark betwixt the polecat and the owl,

Or any rich, dark nothing disinter

The workman, noble and saint, and all things run
On that unfashionable gyre again.?**’

But, though we might find in this poem something of the
poems of 1919 re-visited, we also find clear indications of
the creative ways in which Yeats, in the intervening years,
has been able to respond to the realisations that those poems
explored. "The Gyres™® recognises the death of "beauty" and of
"worth", the vanishing of "ancient lineaments"”, the coarsening
of "conduct and work® and of "the soul"™ itself. We find "the
blood—dimmed tide" of "The Second Coming" running again in the
"Irrational streams of blood (that) are staining earth"; and
the "nightmare" that rode "upon sleep” in "Nineteen Hundred
and Nineteen" still "ride(s) on top", and is "numb" - the
"dreaming” upon which the world of old once fed, in "The Song
of the Happy Shepherd",*** now become paralysed by terror and
tumult.*® The "sensitive body", that had climbed the stair of
a spiritualising civilisation out of its brute beginnings, has
become stained with "blood and mire®; has become earthy and
narrowly physical again. As Yeats sums things up, "a greater,

a more gracious time has gone"; and the moment in history that
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he is here depicting finds its truest parallel for him in the
moment when Troy’s champion lay dead, and the first flame of
the sack was flickering.*® We are obviously on familiar

ground, coming as we just have from poems like those of 1919.

But what is so strikingly different about the entire
thrust of thought in "The Gyres™ is the conviction that fuels
the dominant mood of the poem - the mood uttered in the
reiterated "What matter??, which acts as a sort of choric

comment on every other perspective that the poem generates.

This conviction comes from a faith in the impulse or
spirit within humanity that built up the fallen "more gracious
time" in the first place. Yeats has gone beyond the pain of
watching the "ingenious lovely things"'®! of his own
civilisation vanishing: their very proven frailty and
impermanence now seem to make all the more clear to him the
human energy and imaginativeness that dream-up and effectuate
the vanishing things that people think "sheer miracle”:

For painted forms or boxes of make-up
In ancient tombs I sighed, but not again

- simply because these preserved relics of the “greater, more
gracious time" that has vanished have become - to the "old
man’s eagle mind%s® - important not so much in themselves as
in their being signs or embodiments of the essential creative
energy of the human spirit: of an energy that will some day
remake "that unfashionable gyre" of an ascent towards nobility
of work, conduct and soul out of the "rich, dark nothing® of

its own inspiration.!s:
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And in expressing this faith in the future of human
civilisation - the faith that some day another Falconer will
call another "more gracious gyre™ of the spirit into being -
Yeats is also expressing his view of the role of the artist
within an age of “numb nightmare®™ of the human spirit such as
the one he feels himself to be contemplating. The
"unfashionable gyre" of a new spiritualising civilisation will
arise, for him, from the work of cultural craftsmen who seek
to "disinter" imaginative possibilities that lie hidden under
the ruins of the present "decline and fall".®* Their work,
for Yeats, must be to help set images of human excellence back
in the human mind again:**® back in the contemporary mind from
which "The blood-dimmed tide" has washed such icons for a

while.®s

When we see this conviction expressed in "The Gyres", we
are obviously again very close to the sort of function for the
arts that Yeats urges in "Under Ben Bulben":

Irish poets, learn your trade,
Sing whatever is well made,

Scorn the sort now growing up
All out of shape from toe to top,
Their unremembering hearts and heads
Base-~-born products of base beds.
Sing the peasantry, and then
Hard-riding country gentlemen,
The holiness of monks, and after
Porter-drinkers”’ randy laughter;
Sing the lords and ladies gay
That were beaten into the clay
Through seven heroic centuries;
Cast your mind on other days
That we in coming days may be
Still the indomitable Irishry.

For beyond the specifics of the programme that Yeats is

defining, what concerns us most directly here is the fact that
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what he is calling for is a subversion of the social facts and
tendencies "now growing up": which is an intent that recalls
the conviction implied in "The Gyres" that the work of the
arts - especially in times such as those that are under the
rough beast’s shadow - must be to unwind the fashionable and
re-start the "unfashionable gyre again".®® vYeats'’s rejection
of "the sort now growing up",

All out of shape from toe to top,

Their unremembering hearts and heads

Base-born products of base beds,
as what he elsewhere calls "a fit subject for poetry"'*® - or
for the other arts - is at least in part a rejection of what
he sees as being the purely fashionable nature of the subject-
matter chosen by modern realist art. The fact that these
"base-born" ones are seen as being "products of base beds"
must be seen in the context of meaning established by this
phase within the development of the thought of "Under Ben
Bulben": which is a context that is indicated by the
conviction Yeats holds that the most serviceable artist’s
prime aim is to "Bring the soul of man to God" by "fill(ing)
the cradles right"*® - and to do this by establishing erotic
ideals that, like the Phidias of "The Statues", can "give
women dreams and dreams their looking-glass®:ict g "looking-
glass" in which is mirrored the very "profane perfection of

mankind" that Yeats sees as being the key "purpose set/ Before

the secret working mindn.s2

What, for Yeats, makes for the baseness of the beds in

which "the sort now growing up" are conceived is, in fact, the
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deformity he finds to the dreams that have recpled those
beds.**®> The misshapenness of the human types that Yeats
rejects as subjects for art - that he rejects as images with
which artists may be able to store and enrich the human

mind*** - is in fact, for him, a portion of the "numb
nightmare" of "The Gyres™, that "ride(s) on top" of the modern
mind: a *nightmare" that blanks out of that mind the shaping
dreams of grace that - before things fell apart - played moons
to the human tides. The image he offers of the "unremembering
hearts and heads" of the people who are entirely of "the
modern tide"™ reflects not only Yeats’s sense of the collapse
in contemporary awareness of an adequate popular sense of
"other days" - of a real folk history - but also the loss of
the influence of any dream of conduct or of being of the sort

that Yeats saw Phidias as having bequeathed to Europe.

And Yeats’s response to these "unremembering hearts and
heads" shows exactly the struggle he undertook to help his own
audience on a climb back towards the "proper dark"™ of the
"ancient sect" that is, in "The Statues", another name for the
sort of "grammar school"!¢® of the spirit that a vital culture

was for him.?ss

It is almost certainly in such a light that the making of
a poem like "The Three Bushes",'s” for instance; should be
seen: as the provision of an image of what Yeats called in an
earlier poem "the old high way of love".s® The story this

poem tells of "other days" - in its deliberately remote
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medievalism - seems to be a challenge to the "modern" view of
life, and a move towards the "coming days"™ for which Yeats
calls Irish artists to lay the foundations in "Under Ben
Bulben": "days"™ in which an "indomitable® spirit - based on a
properly cultivated imaginativeness of range and depth of
spirit - will have replaced the shallow and anarchic
momentariness of mind that Yeats sees "now growing up" about
him as a continuing threat to the civilised qualities of
awareness that he sought to propagate amongst his fellows once

more. **°

It would, in fact, be worth looking briefly at the main

features of "The Three Bushes?,

The cycle of poems that carry the tale that this one
initiates in the Last Poems is a clear antidote offered to
"the sort now growing up"<in their forgetfulness and
momentariness of thought. Even the chambermaid, who is the
persona within this cycle who has the least personal volition
of the three who help the narrator tell his tale,” has songs
that are full of wonder at the strange paradoxes of things.
Even she - the earthiest of the characters in this rare love
triangle -~ is profoundly touched by a sense of the Lover’s
strange "spirit that has fled/ Blind as a worm” into "God’s
love (that) has hidden him".*"* Even the most entirely
physical clay in the sequence is indelibly stamped with the
impress of the immaterial things that the people of "the

modern tide%, for Yeats, have all but forgotten.
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And both Lady and Lover are even more decidedly counter-
types to "the sort now growing up". Both exhibit to a marked
degree personalities that shape their lives to patterns of
awarenesses and of dreams that elevate and discipline their
thoughts and deeds into a special sort of responsibility.
Action for them is under the sway of the moon of the
imaginative and spiritual self'”® - pot just of the random
tide of "casual"'”* accidents and mechanical impulses that
Yeats saw as having flowed from the collapse of the higher
registers of European civilisation that we have been examining
in the poems of 1919.'* One of the levels of meaning to "The
Three Bushes" and its cycle focuses in the example that Yeats
is here giving of the sort of human awareness that cannot but
hear the falconer of some ideal or spiritually-grounded
consciousness, in spite of the most urgent temptations to

ignore its voice.

While the Lover, in his one song, embodies this ideality
of mind more in the tendency of his thought alone - in the
remarkable integrity of consciousness that shapes his
awareness of-the oneness with all mortal aspirations that the
fulfilment of his physical desire has brought him!’® - the
Lady enacts it in thought and in deed with a completeness that
makes her a great heroine in brief. Consider the tensions she
struggles to harmonise:

I turn round

Like a dumb beast in a show,
Neither know what I am

Nor where I go,

My language beaten .
Into one name;
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I am in love

And that is my shame.
What hurts the soul

My soul adores,

No better than a beast
Upon all fours.s

Her dilemma is a very real one: the dilemma at the heart
of what Yeats elsewhere calls "That sweet extremity of pride/
That’s called Platonic love".'” nyhat hurts the soul,/ My soul
adores" - and the ballad Sequence shows how the Lady struggles
to serve what in her second Song she calls "love’s two
divisions" in such a way as to keep both her lover’s and her
own "substance whole%.'”® Her entire set of stratagems spring,
in fact, from her attempts to realise and to sensitively
accommodate painfully conflicting personal needs; and it is of
the essence that her dilemma is self-created, is a response to
a vision of who she is and of what her deepest nature demands
of her: a response thét is, moreover, both fully alive to the
legitimacy of each claim in the conflict, and totally unable
to allow herself to compromise in meeting the challenge that

each claim institutes.?”®

So part of Yeats’s achievement in "The Three Bushes® and
its cycle is to make understandable - and sympathetically
available - the notion of a feminine chastity that is rooted
in an ardent and sweet-natured, albeit proud, idealism.'®* And
the intention behind the attempt seems in close accord with
the need expressed in "Under Ben Bulben" to help a "modern"
audience, caught in the tide of a lapsing culture, to "cast

(its) mind on other days" so as to discover a more complex and
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ideally-informed set of human motives and aspirations than
those that generally reign in its own actual days.'® The
Lady’s story is one of a profound responsibility being
maintained in the face of all temptations and obstacles, and
despite all the complexities and pains that this
responsibility to the problem of herself and of others brings

with it.

And, on this level, the cycle is a sort of parable about
the human capacity for being responsible to a dream'®? - a
capacity that Yeats has shown in "The Statues"™ to be what he
considers to be the central impulse empowering the progress of
a high civilisation. Pythagoras’s planning, Phidias’s
embodying, the measuring and plummet-guided thinking of this
poem, all reveal Yeats’s sense of the vital influence of the
"proper dark" of the spiritual imagination upon actual human
life; and Yeats also makes clear that the agency of such
imagination is felt through just the sort of "dreams® to which
the Lady of "The Three Bushes" cycle keeps true: "Phidias/
Gave women dreams and dreams their looking-glass"; and
European civilisation, for Yeats, began to focus itself and
its own new path out of the Asian cultural matrix, in
response. In "The Three Bushes" and its cycle, Yeats’s fable
answers exactly his own prescription for the arts of a
spiritually-ailing age, as given in "Under Ben Bulben®. The
Lady - seen from this angle - is a Phidian image: one designed
to draw the "modern" mind by example towards a sense of all-

but forgotten spiritual possibilities - as well as spiritual
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responsibilities.,

And this provision of images that reflect the dream-
responsible dimensions of the mind - that part of the human
reality most affected, if we follow "The Statues®™, by the
wreck of "modern" times'®® - also seems to be at least part of
the motive at work in others of the Last Poems as well:
perhaps particularly the two that follow "The Three Bushesg"
and its cycle in the arrangement to be found in the 1950
Macmillan Collected Poems, "An Acre of CGrass" and "What

Then??,

Take "An Acre of Grass", for instance, from this
perspective - its demonstration of a responsibility towards
dreams, towards the aspirations of "the spiritual intellect”
that - if we follow his avowals in poems like "The Statues™
and "Under Ben Bulben" - Yeats wished to re-awaken within the

modern mind :

Picture and book remain,

An acre of green grass

For air and exercise,

Now strength of body goes;
Midnight, an old house

Where nothing stirs but a mouse.

My temptation is quiet.
Here at life’s end

Neither loose imagination,
Nor the mill of the mind
Consuming its rag and bone,
Can make the truth known.

Grant me an old man’s frenzy,
Myself must I remake

Till I am Timon and Lear

Or that William Blake

Whe- beat upon the wall

Till Truth obeyed his call:
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A mind like Michael Angelo knew
That can pierce the clouds,

Or inspired by frenzy

Shake the dead in their shrouds;
Forgotten else by mankind,

An old man’s eagle mind.®*

Though this poem can - and should - obviously be
discussed from many angles, from the perspective that our
immediate discussion has established the inner drama that
Yeats here records stands as yet another example of a mood
that is calculated to call its beholder’s mind up out of the
shifting sea of mere senses that is part of what can make that
mind, for him, something like %the filthy modern tide" of “The
Statues?™.

"An Acre of Grass" begins, ﬁNow strength of body goes",
with what is by now the familiar'®® dilemma of the waning of
natural energy in the aging man: the waning of the Nature that
Yeats once said "in herself has Nno power except to die and to
forget".'*® And, taken from this angle, the waning of what
could be called Nature in Yeats’s own mind - "strength of
body", and its own contribution towards the "temptation® of
the intellect towards "the truth" - bears an interesting
relation to the human anarchy of the post-Great War era that
we have been trying both to glimpse through Yeats’s eyes, and
to evaluate as a dynamic acting upon his aesthetic

convictions.!®”

Because what afflicts those “"now growing up/ All out of
shape from toe to top”, with "Their unremembering hearts and

heads" is, for Yeats, what could be called an excess of mere
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Nature in its un-"inspired® aspect.™ The deformity of mind
that these people exhibit, to Yeats’s thinking at least, comes
from their being too much part of mere "unremembering" Nature
to properly feel the call of what "Sailing to Byzantium" calls
"unaging intellect": the part of the human totality that
struggles against the siren~song of the “sensual music® which
always threatens to deafen the Odysseus aspect of the self as
it tries to gain Byzantium, the pure mind’s Ithaca.®® As

poems like "The Second Coming" and "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen" have shown, Yeats saw the European mind as having
suffered a loss of proper self-awareness, as "things (fell)
apart™ in the complex structures of its culture, and as
"confusion fell upon (its) thought™ while "the blood-dimmed
tide" of a more barbaric register of the human range "wrecked"
the slowly-tuned ideal and spiritual sensibilities as "the
soul" grew "coarse''*° ynder pPressure of - and as an active
element within - the social collapse. In a way, that
coarsening of the human mind is a sort of descent into what is
"natural", at the expense of the spirit; an impounding of the

soul within "the exterior worldn,

So in one sense of Yeats'’s meaning in “An Acre of Grass*",
the condition he describes in its first two stanzas gives an
image of the emptiness that threatens him now that "at life’s
end” the energies of Nature are reaching ebb in him, and his
natural "temptation ... is quiet™ - a condition which leaves
his mind without that particular power amongst its falconers

Or gyre-wards to help keep it meaningfully in flight. The
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silenced voice of Yeats’s own natural vigour, and the too-
natural quiet now the voice of the Phidian and Humanist dream
can no longer be heard by "the sort now growing up", are in
important ways images of each other: what the great dream of
the "greater, more gracious time (that) has gone" was to
European society generally, Yeats’s own "temptation" was to
him: a dynamic playing its part amongst others in
transfiguring the natural faculties of "loose imagination" and
"the mill of the mind" into instruments that could "make the
truth known".** Without the energy of his natural
"temptatioﬁ", Yeats is left naturally at the mercy of mere age
and obscurity - like the times themselves, in his estimation,
were left condemned to be moved by nothing beyond what could
be mirrored by the failing energies of Nature unaided by “the

spiritual intellect®.'°:

So, in the latter half of the poem, Yeats must become his
own falconer. The "old man’s eagle mind", that he prays to be
able to call up and set on the wing, will have to be self-
begotten, willed into being against the blowing of all merely

natural tendencies.

And Yeats is aware, at the end of the poem, that the very
idea of such a mind - that can command "Truth" and that can
"shake the dead in their shrouds™" into wakened communion with
living human thought, all against the natural tide - has all
but vanished from the popular awareness of the times. His

prayer for "an old man’s frenzy" to fuel his quest reflects
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his search both for a personal redemption from the decline of
energy within himself - a decline that would condemn him to a
purely natural limitation - and for an artistic image that can
stand as a sort of social redemption for his audience; that
can stand as an embodiment of a possibility for spiritual
freedom that would, but for his efforts, perhaps be "Forgotten
else by mankind", given the cultural amnesia of the times he

sees his art as having to address.

So the thought of "An Acre of Grass" enacts in personal
terms very much the same pattern of imaginative
transfiguration that Yeats is urging upon the artist as a
sacred social duty in "Under Ben Bulben®. In "An Acre of
Grass", Yeats’s own natural self has become a potential mirror
of the social circumstances that the poems of 1919 set
themselves to assay. "Now strength of body goes", Yeats
implicitly stands in danger of being himself caught up in a
very similar sort of brutalization to that which he sees as
having overtaken the European mind at large. As the imagery of
the poem has it, all that is left to him is "An acre of green
grass/ For air and exercise" - as if he were an old horse out
to grass in a paddock; and in the "Midnight" of the "old
house" of this last phase of life, the last traces of natural
energy stirring within him are sensed as being like "a mouse™.
The prospect that threatens is enclosure within the "loose
imagination® and the merely mechanical sort of outlook that he
recognises as arising out of a certain brute awareness:** gz

level at which what Yeats means in this poem by "the truth" -
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a state of spiritual energy "That can pierce the clouds" that
(as the waters of the air) are another symbolic form of the
waters of "the ephemeral foam of 1life"**® that represent the
senses uninformed by imaginative vision - is in eclipse within
the mind. The decline Yeats is confronting within himself is,
in other words, a personal analogue to the conditions of
public mind that he would have the arts "re-make" in "Under
Ben Bulben®. His struggle to transcend a collapse, impending
within himself, into merely natural awarenesses - bereft of
"the truth" of "the spiritual intellect" - isg itself an image,
taken from his own inner life, that epitomises the artistic
struggle with the lack of spiritual awareness that he finds
within the general public mind that demands, for him, such

efforts at "re-mak(ing)".

Which makes his response to the conditions of his own
"life’s end" in this poem in effect an example offered to his
audience. The rejection of any settling into natural
circumscription is a rejection in the name of an inner need to
keep the “pure mind"**s alive and able to "make the truth
known". Like the choice of the Lady in "The Three Bushes" and
its cycle, Yeats’s choice in "An Acre of Grass" is a response
to the call of a spiritual ideal. The course of life that
Yeats adopts here is a struggle to keep his mind responsive to
the dream that "truth" seems to be to the failing brute
Senses. The prayer in the latter half of the poem - a prayer
in old age that typically echoes the‘spirit of his "Prayer for

Cld Age"**” - is a petition for the energy to "remake" himself
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in extension of an essential capacity (that now stands in
danger of diminishing) for encountering "the truth". What we
see in "An Acre of Grass" - as in "The Three Bushes" - ig
someone being compelled by inner vision to live out an impulse
that flies in the face of Nature, as we have defined it, in
response to an ideal discipline and in embodiment of a vision
of reality that sets the "body"'** and its ways of awareness

in tension to some centre-holding truth that transcends all

that is merely sensible and limitedly "natural®.

So Yeats seems in "An Acre of Grass"™ to be publicly
enacting a self-discipline that echoes in his own personal
sphere the action of the model of the workings of the great
dream - the "falconer" - that he sees as being the dynamic

acting at the centre of any vital culture.

Which makes "An Acre of Grass" a poem that itself obeys
the aesthetic injunctions of "Under Ben Bulben": it reaches
cut from being a vehicle of personal transformation towards
becoming a general social implement. The example Yeats here
implicitly offers the "formless"*® modern mind is that of a
life fully given form by the struggle to keep certain vital -
though "unfashionable" - truths embodied to human knowledge
and thus available as prompts to human action. In it, Yeats
deliberately pushes the image he holds of himself further and
further away from the merely natural, further and further
towards the artificial, the fictional. His programme of self-

conquest - of remaking - goes by way of the internalisation of
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dramatic icons - "Timon and Lear" - and on into a landscape
that is as vividly allegorical as is the opening of Piers
Plowman, with the historical William Blake transformed into a
being who beats upon the wall of the Tower of Truth for
entry.*® Now "strength of body goes", Yeats’s evocation of
what he elsewhere called "the artifice of eternity"°* - that
is offered as a counter-poise of creative action to challenge
natural decline ~ is intensified ; and it is this same
"artifice of eternity" that - as "The Gyres" suggests - is the
falconer that keeps intact "the ceremony of innocence” that is
the grail in which, for Yeats, the spirit of some "greater,
more gracious" culture than that of the "modern" scene may be
kept incarnate.?®? In "aAn Acre of Grass", the old man’s prayer
that he may be formed after the "eagle mind"” that keeps gyring
towards the sun in resistance, as a symbol, to all that is
meant by "dull decrepitude", is in itself a piercing of the
very "clouds" that Yeats sees as obscuring from modern eyes
the more "masterful" shape to human thought that "other
days"?*** of greater grace had generally recognised. As he put
it in "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen", "Some moralist or
mythological poet® had discovered an image that could do some
sort of justice to the highest possible intimations of the
human soul that are available to us, but this image had itself
become one of the "Many ingenious lovely things "2°* that hadg
been blown away in the "foul storm™?°®* and "tumult of
images®°®* of the times since things fell apart:

Some moralist or mythological poet

Compares the solitary soul to a swan;

I am satisfied with that, .
Satisfied if a troubled mirror show it,
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Before that brief gleam of its life be gone,
An image of its state;

The wings half spread for flight,

The breast thrust out in pride

Whether to play, or to ride

Those winds that clamour of approaching night.

The swan has leapt into the desolate heaven:

That image can bring wildness, can bring a rage
To end all things, to end '

What my laborious 1life imagined, even

The half-imagined, the half-written page;

O but we dreamed to mend

Whatever mischief seemed

To afflict mankind, but now

That winds of winter blow

Learn that we were crack-pated when we dreamed. 2’

So the "image® that the soul had been given "of its
state” - of its pride and grace and "indomitable" freedom -
was a "gleam"™ for Yeafs in the "troubled mirror" of the human
mind; and its leap "into the desolate heaven" seems to capture
the tragic lapse of even this glimmer of true self-awareness
out of that mind: a lapse that seems the key loss that has
been suffered in the wreck of the modern mind’s spirituality
that Yeats records in "The Statues"; a lapse that he was
confronting in its first manifestations in "Nineteen Hundred
and Nineteen". The image given in "An Acre of Grass" of the
"old man’s eagle mind" that can "pierce the clouds" is the
proud swan of the soul - the vision of the "moralist or
mythological poet¥ - now re-made to meet new needs. And this
image from the later poem is also a "gleam" of light flashed
by Yeats at the "troubled mirror" of "the sort (of mind) now
growing up", unshaped by any adequate "image of its state"

beyond the "numb nightmare® of the present spiritual
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blankness. The impulse towards remaking the self in obedience
to the sort of "Truth" defined in this poem is a voice calling
upon the human mind to become more fully itself. As such, the
recording of this impulse constitutes one of Yeats’s own
contributions towards the Phidian task he bequeaths to Irish
artists in "Under Ben Bulben" - that of "bring(ing) the soul

of man to GodrY,.

And we can also see such a making of his own inner drama
into a public example of this sort at work once again, in one
of the readings invited by the poem that follows "An Acre of
Grass", the one called "What Then?":

His chosen comrades thought at school

He must grow a famous man;

He thought the same, and lived by rule,

All his twenties crammed with toil;

‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’

Everything he wrote was read,

After certain years he won

Sufficient money for his need,

Friends that have been friends indeed;

‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’

All his happier dreams came true -

A small house, wife, daughter, son,

Grounds where plum and cabbage grew,

Poets and Wits about him drew;

‘What then?’ sang Plato’s ghost. ‘What then?’

‘The work is done,’ grown old he thought,

‘According to my boyish plan;

Let the fools rage, I swerved in naught,

Something to perfection brought’;

But louder sang that ghost, ‘What then?’ 2°°
Again, given the slant that our argument lends this poem, one
of the clear features that it has is the common ground there
is between the qualities of mind that Yeats himself here

exhibits, and those that inspire the Lady of "The Three
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Bushes™. The thought that the Yeats of "What Then?’ has - that
he has lived and worked unswervingly to a "plan" first laid in
boyhood, and has thereby brought "to perfection” something
that would otherwise have remained just a dream - is strong
with exactly the same sort of persistent fealty to a
passionate ideal that weds the Lady’s days each to each in her
own painful course of integrity. That "boyish plan® that has
structured the entire life’s effort - with its "toil" and its
responsibility towards talents that were recognised by "choseh
comrades” and himself alike - has been a personal falconer to
Yeats, calling time to the gyre of his labours: has acted as a
dream or ideal disposing and shaping the energies of each

phase of the way.?°®

And the song that "Plato’s ghost" sings in this poem is
itself the epitome of a restless, ironic, spiritual idealism.
As each phase of the "plan® Yeats talks about in "What Then?"®
unfolds, the constant is the untiring question that gives the
poem its title. If the voice that comes out of the oracular
cavern in "The Gyres" knows only "one word ‘Rejoice!’m - and
thereby expresses what Yeats elsewhere calls "The abounding
glltterlng jet" of "life’s own self- -delight”?*° - then all
that the particular aspect of human awareness that "Plato’s
ghost" represents most centrally Kknows is the endless, self-
mocking questioning that makes each arrival just a new
beginning. When the old man of this poem ends his tally of a
noble life’s work, all the "perfection™ that he has achieved

does is to give the Plato in him an even "louder” voice.
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Within the state of integrated spiritual idealism that "What
Then?" so ably demonstrates, the falconer’s voice becomes the
more clear and urgent the further the falcon flies. The poem
leaves us, in effect, with an image of a personal capacity for
flight onwards into further, evolving meaning: a capacity that
is very different from the tendency of the "unremembering" way
of thinking that Yeats identifies, in "Under Ben Bulben”, as
the most urgent challenge facing the arts of his day. If
things have fallen apart, generally, in the modern mind’s
capacity for response to any sort of supersensual dream - as
Yeats obviously believes they have - then the slow crafting of
"something" to its own "perfection" that "What Then?" records
is really a sort of Phidian image - as is also that of the
"old man’s eagle mind" of "An Acre of Grass", and as is the
entire deportment of the Lady of "The Three Bushes" and its

cycle.

If we were to keep on looking, the examples we would find
of Yeats’s offering implicit or explicit depictions of
unfallen, dream-sanctified thought and behaviour would
multiply; but perhaps the point has been well enough made
already: the point that it seens that Yeats was himself trying
to help "disinter"?! 3 more adequate sense of things
imaginative and ideal from that ruin of the spiritual
intellect that typified, for him, the key quality of the
"modern" mind. As we have seen, that mind had been left, in
Yeats’s view, like a wreck in the materialist storm - without

anything like the sort of proper "image of its state™ that
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Yeats saw the "moralist or mythological poet'™ as having once
made available - long before "the desolate heaven" of the
modern storm opened in the Catastrophe detailed in "Nineteen

Hundred and Nineteen®,.

As he put it in "The 01d Stone Cross", the modern times
that the ancient warrior castigates take their tone from the
fact that "this age and the next age/ Engender in the
ditch".?** What is meant by this seems to be a thought that is
at least partly generated by the ways in which this "ditch"
resonates with the "blind man’s ditch"™ of "a Dialogue of self
and Soul":*** a "ditch" that itself suggests the murk and
narrow materiality of a mind that is unalleviated by spiritual
intellect.?* And it is this lack of any spiritual moon to
govern the mental tides that Yeats sees as being the principle
i1l of the age he addresses as a poet in poems like “The

Statues"” and "Under Ben Bulben®.

And the fact that the old warrior who speaks of "this age
and the next age" in such terms finds that what "most excite(s
his) spleen" is the realism of the drama that serves this
age - shuffling, unmusical actors imitating the very
misshapenness that "the ditch" of the modern world has imposed
upon the soul’s sense of itself - takes us straight back to
the question of the ways in which the spiritual and
intellectual conditions of his times influenced Yeats’s sense
of his own artistic mission amongst his contemporaries. If

Europe had really fallen into "the ditch" that the o0ld warrior
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defines, it was up to the arts to get it back onto a more
spiritually-alert footing once again; and making the spiritual
deformity of the times into fashionable forms would be for
Yeats simply to mistake this "ditch® for the whole human
universe. If - as Yeats saw things - life had become a matter
of only the "poor shows" of the "piebald ponies, led bears,
(and) caged lions" that are all that he saw as being left of
the "processions"™ of human thought, once the "high stiltg®
that signify imaginative verse have been debased into
practical rhetoric -~ into verbal mirror-making - and once the
Phidian aspect of the mind is forgotten, then the only thing
left for Yeats to do is to "take chisel and plane®™ and remake
his stilts, so as to meet the need that people still feel for
"Daddy~long-legs upon his timber toes", despite the blinding
ditch in which modern thought is being engendered. As in "The
Lake Isle of Innisfree", the "pavements grey" of the modern
outlook immediately demand of Yeats an art that moves clear
beyond their reach, into "the terrible novelty of light" that
"catches the eye" up to realities to which "Processions that
lack high stilts" are dead.?'s Art must offer life - as the
"modern" mind that Yeats typifies in poems like "The Statues"®
and "Under Ben Bulben" conceives of it - a more really human
perspective on things; "more human",?** given that the
awarenesses and aspirations that Yeats explores in poems like
"An Acre of Grass" and "What Then?" and "The Three Bushes™ and
its cycle are equally shown within these poems to be

themselves natural parts of the total human register.
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Notes to cChapter 2.

1. We should recall how much of the history of this century has
involved various peoples’ struggles to emerge from colonial
situations and to establish some sort of viable national identity
within the modern world. As R.M. Kain has said, Ireland’s

role as the first country to achieve independence

in this Ccentury was pointed out by President Kennedy

in his speech at Dublin (W.B. Yeats Centenary Essays,

which should remind us that Yeats was a pioneer engaging with one
of the great problems of our age, and that his "filthy modern
tide" - viewed from one angle, at least - was one that had
"wrecked" many peoples in many parts of the world, as the tide
of European empire-building spread (and even as Stalin carried-on
the pattern). wWhen veats was discussing the philosophy of
Shelley’s poetry, he noted (with the high approval that "The
Speaker of these things might almost be Blake") that Shelley saw
the effects of "the mechanist" and of "the political economist" -
whose neglect of all but "the calculating faculty" within the
mind led them to "speculations" that lacked "correspondence with
those first principles which belong to the imagination” - as
being "to eXasperate at once the extremes of luxury and of want®,
as they in fact had already done "in modern England”:

The rich have become richer, the poor have become

boorer, ... such are the effects which must ever flow

from an unmitigated exercise of the calculating faculty

(Essays and Introductions, pPp 67 - 8).

So Yeats approved Shelley’s analysis of the extent to which the

modern tide of exploitative materialism - what veats himself
called "money’s rant® (see "The Curse of Cromwell"™, stanza 2P
C.P. pg 350) - has grown out of a failure of the imaginative

dimension within modern thinking; out of a failure of that
dimension within human thought which alone ecan establish
"correspondence with first principles"”. The "effects which flow"
from such a failure would include the colonialist drive: it was
"the woods of Arcady (being) dead" in the modern European mind
that led to the wreck of so much of what Achebe in Hopes and
Impediments (pg 60) calls “the great festival of the world’s
cultures” - its wreck in the "filthy modern tide” that Shelley
Saw must ever flow from the institutionalised unimaginativeness
of the "mechanists”.

2. C.P. pg 375.

For Yeats’s mentioning of this poem at the time of its
composition, see the letter to Edith Shackleton Heald of the 28th
June 1938: Allan Wade, The Letters of W.B. Yeats, pg 911.

3. This point is picked up in Chapter 5 below so as to develop
its counter-truth; but we could perhaps recall here Yeats saying
that the Irish

must care for things Gaelic and Irish, not because

we hold them better than things Saxon and English,

but because they belong to us, and because our lives

are to be spent among them, whether they be good or

evil (Uncollected Prose, Vol.1l, pg 250).
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This warning against false nationalism should remind us how far
is concern with Irish culture was a matter of immediate focus,

be necessary.
There is also the comment in Essays and Introductions - at the
close to the "General introduction to My Work" of 1937 - to the
effect that
I am no Nationalist, except in Ireland for passing
reasons: State and Nation are the work of intellect,
and when you consider what becomes before and after them
they are, as victor Hugo said of something or other, not
worth the blade of grass God gives for the nest of the
linnet; see pg 526.)

4. See "The Man and the Echo", C.P. pg 394: "That were to shirk/
The spiritual intellect’s great work",

The recollection of Pearce calling on Cuchulain under British
shell-fire gives a clear sense of the sort of dynamic awareness
of unseen realities that constitutes that “sect® of a properly
imaginative alertness to realities of the spirit that Yeats has
in mind at the close to the quoted lines. The specific focusing
of this awareness in an Irish, "racial® continuity of meaning
doesn’t alter the fact that this is a commonly human capacity for
spiritual awareness that is being evoked: as Yeats was convinced,
Synge had "found the race in the. depths of the mind where the
saints had found God": see Essays and Introductions, pg 341.
Pearse’s invocation of Cuchulain actually set the hero
"stalk[ing] through the Post Office", unseen but as real for
Yeats as the statues Phidias set “In marble or in bronze" in his
own "public place[s]". The Phidian image is an enactment of the
spirit within the everyday world - and the "filthy modern tide"
with "its spawning fury" of surface awarenesses constitutes an
image of the mind that has become shallowed and agitated out of
any real sense of its deeper currents of being. As Yeats saw
things, "the created world is a stream of images in the human
mind" (Essays and Introductions pg 419), so the state of that
mind’s streaming radically tinctures what seems present within
our experience.

: As an image, this "spawning fury" of the "modern tide" of
thought surely has its roots in the "mackerel-crowded seas” and
their "sensual music" in which "Monuments of unaging intellect™
90 unnoticed in "Sailing to Byzantium" (see C.Pp. Pg 217): there
is the same sense of a proliferation of things sensible swamping
the realities known to "unaging intellect™ -~ +o ming as it
transcends the conceptual fashions of the day. We could also
recall here what VYeats says in Book III of A Vision about
Valery’s use of the sea as a symbol:

The sea breaks into the ephemeral foam of life ...

The Spirit is not those changing images - sometimes

in ancient thought as in the Cimitiere Marin symbolised

by the sea - but the light,
where his note says of "the light": "In my symbolism solar light,
intellectual light; not the lunar light, perception® (ibid. pp
219 - 20).

So the sea - as it "breaks"® from its deeper swell -~ becomes
"the ephemeral foam of life", the realm of "changing images" that
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are not "the Spirit" that is known by "intellectual light", but
that are the objects of "perception", the objects of "the lunar
light" of "ephemeral™ awarenesses only. Again, the sense of the
"spawning fury" of the wild "modern tide" as an image of an
excess of sense and a dearth of intellect or sSpirit, seems clear.

5. See "Under Ben Bulben", Section 1V, c.p. PP 399 - 400: once
the "greater dream" of the Quattrocento "had gone",

Calvert and Wilson, Blake and Claude,

Prepared a rest for the children of God,

Palmer’s phrase, but after that

Confusion fell upon our thought
as the full swell of the "modern tide" began to run with the
paling of the romantic vision.

6. See the first of the poems called "Fragments", c.p. Pg 240,
which is discussed further below.

See also the links Yeats draws between Locke’s "mechanical
philosophy™ and Stendhal’s realist "mirror dawdling down a lane™"
that are indicated in Chapter 1 above.

7. The term comes, as we have seen in Chapter 1, from Yeats’s
noting of Locke’s reductionism:
Locke based himself on the formula, "Nothing in the
mind but sense" - sense as the seventeenth century
understood it - and Liebnitgz commented, "Nothing
except mind": see Essays and Introductions Pg 414.

8. At the end of the second stanza of the poem, his focus
broadens from Greece to Europe, opening the prospect towards
"modern" concerns generally.

9. We may recall that "the modish painter® is singled out for
correction in this poen.

10. As we have already argued in the Introduction, we can talk
about Yeats’s view of the spiritual and intellectual climate of
his own times as a fundamentally coherent perspective spanning
his thought from boyhood to old age - for all the many changes
and developments within those times that he himself catalogued
and explored in poems like "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" (C.p.
Pg 232), "The Second Coming" (C.P. pg 210) and "The Gyres" and
"Lapis Lazuli" (c.p. Pp 337 - 9). Beneath all such developments -

No educated man to~-day accepts the objective matter

and space of popular science, and yet deductions made

by those who believed in both dominate the world, make
possible the stimulation and condonation of revolutionary
massacre and the multiplication of murderous weapons by
substituting for the old humanity with its unique
irreplaceable individuals something that can be chopped

and measured like a piece of Cheese; compel denial of
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the immortality of the soul by hiding from the mass of
the people that the grave-diggers have no place to bury
us but in the human mind (Explorations, pp 435 - 36).

11. See "The Song of the Happy Shepherd", c.p. pPp 7 - 8.

12. We have already noted above how much Yeats’s sense that the
root of modern ills lies in a mechanist denial of the imagination
is in accord with Shelley’s philosophy, too.

13. To use more modern terms than were available to Yeats
himself, the notion of the mystery of time’s potentials that is
developed in Jung’s essay "Synchronicity: an Acausal Connecting
Principle"™ (see both The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche,
Pp 419 - 519, and the text of the lecture from which the essay
derives, "On Synchronicity%, ibid. PP 520 - 31) would certainly
be excluded by "Grey Truth" and the "dreary" dance of "Chronos"
that is really all of time that mechanist philosophy can
acknowledge to exist.

14. See the lines which speak of the "sick children of the world®
with their "painted toy" of mechanistic "Grey Truth".

15. See "Fragments" ¢.p. pPg 240.

16. As Engelberg puts it,
For Yeats the loss of (the) ability to celebrate
the very details that sense and imagination once
apprehended signalled the end of an age; what
followed were the symptoms of our present ills,
an emphasis on abstraction, a loss of feeling.
Considerably earlier than Eliot, Yeats had
diagnosed a "dissociation of sensibility"
(see The Vast Design, pg 15)
- which offers perhaps as good a gloss on Yeats’s sense of the
death of "the garden" in the modern "age" of mechanist thought
as we need.

And it is worth reflecting -~ as a rebuff to those who assume
that Yeats’s early verse is intellectually flaccid - that when
Engelberg says Yeats "diagnosed a ‘dissociation of sensibility’"
long before Eliot did, we could add to the acknowledgement of
Yeats’s acuteness that fuels the compliment a sense of his
precociousness: an analysis of this "dissociation of sensibility"
is clearly there in "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" - along with
a prescription for an antidote; and the "conviction® that Yeats
recalls himself as having formed in his early twenties (see
Sections XXII - XXIII of "Four Years: 1887 - 1891" in
Autobiographies, pp 234 - 40) regarding the fact that "both mind
and heart began to break into fragments a little before
Shakespeare’s birth" (ibid. Pg 237) is strikingly shrewd for one
SO0 young: which is why this conviction was able to stand as
foundation for a good deal of what was still to come.

17. We have already seen Yeats saying that
Locke based himself on (a) formula that reduced all
we can know to "Nothing except mind" (Essays and
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Introductions pg 414),
and this clearly indicates the reduction of the mind’s sense of
its own boundaries down to what Yeats calls in "a Prayer for 01id
Age"™ (C.P. pg 326) "the mind alone"™ - a reduction that must limit
awareness to what Yeats cited Shelley as calling an "unmitigated
exercise of the calculating faculty" (Essays and Introductions,
Pg 68) arising from a "mechanist" outlook (ibid. pg 67).

philosophy, in its placing them as "early moderns" succeeding the
Scholastics. We should also remember, however, that Yeats in a
number of instances Spoke of a "modern" world standing 1in
contrast to the perfection of Classical Greece. '

In other words, whatever disintegration of the European mind
had taken place for VYeats since "just before the birth of
Shakespeare" (see "Four Years: 1887 - 1891" sections xxii and
xxiii, Autobiographies pp 234 - 40), the "modern tide"” - in its
tendency towards a fragmentation of self and of society - had for
him begun to run its gyre with the demise of the Grecian moment
of Unity and of perfection. Even for the very young man, the

acting among his contemporaries is that of "The woods of Arcady";
and, near his death, Yeats spoke of "the thousands of years" it
might take for the world to rebuild the “perfection™ that "the
Greek Drama alone (had) achieved”, and of how "Shakespeare is
only a mass of magnificent fragments" (Letters on Poetry from
W.B. Yeats to Dorothy wellesley, Pg 194). "The Statues” - which
generates the vision of the "filthy modern tide" - certainly uses
this broader sweep of history as its yardstick.

19. See the text to The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Plates 6 -7,
the closing "sentence" of which - written by a "mighty Devil™
with "corroding fires®" - reads:

How do you know but evr’y Bird that cuts the airy way,

Is an immense world of delight, clos’d by your senses five?

(see Keynes, Blake Complete Writings, Pg 150).
In Plate 4 (ibid. Pg 149), "the five Senses (are) the chief
inlets of Soul in this age": "this age" ushered-in by the sort
of mechanical philosophy that Yeats himself traced back to Locke;
an "age" which - in its preoccupation with the behaviour of
"material” bodies - had forgotten that what is "call’d Body" or
Matter "is a portion of Soul discerned by the five Senses"®
(ibid.). If "Body" is just what we can see and hear and smell and
taste and touch of a greater mystery that cannot be defined in
material terms, then the "Grey Truth" that obscures from Yeats’s
"sick children of the (modern) world"” all that "the woods of
Arcady" and the "hapless faun"® signify about that greater mystery
shows all the more Clearly as a deadness of understanding that
the young Yeats is challenging in his audience.
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20. We shouldn’t miss the specificity of

all the many changing things

In dreary dancing past us whirled,

To the cracked tune that Chronos sings:
it is their being thought of as "things"”, as well as their being
in continual flux, that is at issue: their being supposedly just
material objects, in the seventeenth century sense of the notion,
that have come to seem to some all there is that the mind can
legitimately concern itself with.

21. We have seen in Chapter 1 how Yeats speaks of how naturalism
- which, as a refinement of realism, is for hin mechanism as it
works as a method within the arts - acts to make "man helpless
before the contents of his own mind» (see Essays and
Introductions, pPg 404).

22. See Section 1V, c.p. Pg 399, and the discussion initiated in
Chapter 1 above.

23. We could recall here the rejection of "the realists" that
Yeats expresses in "A General Introduction for My Work" (1937),
while discussing the work "to keep the ‘Irishry’ living"™ in the
future:

If Irish literature goes on as my generation planned

it, it may do something to keep the "Irishry" living,

nor will the work of the realists hinder, nor the

figures they imagine, nor those described in memoirs

of the revolution (Essays and Introductions, pg 517).
It is also hereabouts in this "Introduction" that it becomes
apparent where VYeats gathered the seeds of the term "the
indomitable'Irishry", as it is used in Section V of "Under Ben
Bulben®" (c.p. Pg 400): it comes from Toynbee’s The Study of
History, in which Yeats notes that Toynbee

describes the birth and decay of what he calls the

Far Western Christian culture; it lost at the Synod

of Whitby its chance of mastering Europe, suffered

final ecclesiastical defeat in the twelfth century

with *"the thoroughgoing incorporation of the Irish

Christendom into the Roman Church. In the political

and literary spheres" it lasted unbroken till the

seventeenth century. He then insists that if "Jewish

Zionism and Irish Nationalism succeed in achieving

their aims, then Jewry and Irishry will each fit

into its own tiny niche ... among sixty or seventy

national communities", find life somewhat easier, but

cease to be "the relic of an independent society ...

the romance of Ancient Ireland has at last come to an

end ... Modern Ireland has made up her mind, in our

generation, to find her level as a willing inmate in

our workaday Western world® (op.cit.).
If we keep this passage in mind, the call upon Irish artists in
Section V of "Under Ben Bulben" to keep "the romance of Ancient
Ireland" 1living in the thought of the "Modern Ireland" that
Toynbee sees as having swung into such profound and questionable
changes in aim and outlook in the space of a sSingle generation,
becomes much more understandable. The “sort now growing up®" in
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Ireland with "unremembering hearts and heads" have catastroph-
ically forgotten an "Ancient" quality of awareness that had its
roots in a sacred tradition reaching back before even Patrick’s
Creed of faith. As Yeats Says earlier in the same "Introduction",
Behind all Irish history hangs a great tapestry, even
Christianity had to accept it and be itself pictured
there. Nobody looking at its dim folds can say where
Christianity begins and Druidism ends; "There is one
perfect among the birds, one perfect among the fish,
and one among men that is perfect". I can only explain
by that suggestion of recent scholars - Professor Burkitt
of Cambridge commended it to my attention - that St.

had not begun; Easter was still the first full moon
after the Equinox. Upon that day the world had been
Created, the Ark rested upon Ararat, Moses led the
Israelites out of Egypt; the umbilical corg which
united Christianity to the ancient world had not yet
been cut, Christ was still the half-brother of
Dionysus. A man just tonsured by the Druids could
learn from the nearest Christian neighbour to sign
himself with the Cross without sense of incongruity,
nor would his children acquire that sense. The
organised clans weakened the Church organisation,
they could accept the monk but not the bishop

(ibid. pp 513 - 14).

So this sort of Christianity “pictured® in the “"great
tapestry" of the unbroken faith of "the ancient world" is what
Yeats himself sees in what he finds Toynbee calling “the Far
Western Christian culture" that forms the backdrop to "‘the
romance of Ancient Ireland’", just being lost at last under the
ground-swell of a "Modern Ireland" that is wilfully bent upon
forgetting such roots in the beginnings of a sacred lore that
once underlay the faiths of humanity from Ireland to India.
(Yeats makes it clear that he thought the fragments of "ancient"
lore that he and Lady Gregory recorded in Ireland 1linked
naturally with the work he did with Shri Purohit Swami on the
translation of the Upanishads: see ibid. pp 517 - 18.)

SO at least part of what Yeats means by "that ancient sect"®
that he invokes in "The Statues" is what continued from "the
ancient world" into "the Far Western Christian culture" that was
wrecked “ecclesiastically" by "controversies® and synods, and
that was wrecked in "the political and literary spheres® by what
Yeats calls "Cromwell’s murderous crew" (see C.DP. pp 350 -~ 51)
and by what - in the "Introduction" that we have been examining -
he calls ”

wars which, during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, became wars of extermination (Essays
and Introductions, pp 518 - 19).

historical analysis which Yeats brought to bear in formulating
his vision of the "formless Spawning fury" of the "filthy modern
tide" into which "we Irish" had been "thrown" in "The Statues".
24. C.P. pg 135.
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25. See Keynes, Blake Complete Writings, pg 215.

26. See ibid. pg 216.

27. This ascription of these terms to the antagonism Yeats here
dramatises seems Jjustified by the way in which he draws the
elements within the poem into their lines of tension: with the
paintings being so much in the language of the spiritual
imagination, the forces that seem bent upon jamming their sort
of discourse would be likely to be rationalist and therefore
mechanist in tendency. (The title of the poem obviously sets the

whole tack of interpretation, from the outset, as well.)

28. In another possible reading of "The Realists", the dragons
could be seen as being themselves symbolic of the imaginative
energies that typify the "land" of romance that is evoked by such
"books" and "Paintings" as are made by "men that wive" - that
find their creative inspiration ~ in such a "land" of mythic and
archetypal entities. Such artworks then help "wake a hope to
live/ That had gone" from the everyday mind when these "dragons™"
— Or Key signs of the region of the mind that acts in primal
images rather than in "sophisticated" rational formulae - were
dismissed as idle and worthless illusions by what Yeats in 1935
called "the intellectual pride of the eighteenth century" ("The

But this reading simply leads us - by a slightly different
route through this "dragon-guarded land" - back to the same sense
that our first reading gave us of "The Realists™ being both a
punishing critique of the intellectual legacy still active in
Yeats’s own times of the European Enlightenment, and a clear
statement of the typically Yeatsian conviction that where "a hope
to live"™ can be propagated by the arts, this "hope" is always
born out of the influence of the sort of imaginative, creative
thought that he called "romance", and not out of the reduced
sensibilities that he saw as being apotheosized within the
realist programme.

For further justification of our reading of the dragons as
representing a limiting mental framework that has been offered
in the main text above, see the use to which Yeats puts the
traditional Perseus/ Saint George/ Andromeda motif in the first
stanza of "Michael Robartes and the Dancer", in which an "altar-
piece"™ becomes an example of "the knight" who fought to slay "The
half-dead dragon (that) was (his lady’s) thought,®

That every morning rose again

And dug its claws and shrieked and fought.

Could the impossible come to pass

She would have time to turn her eyes,

Her lover thought, upon the glass

And on the instant would grow wise (C.P. pg 197)
— where this explication of the emblem is offered as a gloss on
the conviction that "Opinion is not worth a rush"; and where the



The symbol, as such, seems to refer to just the sort of enclosure
within an opinionated or abstract habit of thinking that is seen
in Section IV of "A Woman Young and 01d", when the woman sSpeaks
of "the dragon’s will" that she did - before her knight "stood
among the dragon rings" "And broke the chain and set my ankles
free/ Saint George or else a pagan Perseus"; and where that
"dragon’s will" is epitomised by her having thought, while under
sway of that “will®,
... love a casual

Improvisation, or a settled game

That followed if I let the kerchief fall:

Those deeds were best that gave the minute wings

ennui is surely yet another image of the state of mind Yeats
first typified in the "sick children of the world™, who are
caught in the "dreary dancing® of the meaningless Ychanging
things” that "Grey Truth" - the rationalist dragon - has made of
that world.

29. This is if we adhere to the primary reading of the dragons’
meaning that is offered above.

30. There are sufficient indications that vYeats saw himself as
having worked with intent towards definite ends to make any
notion of the so-called intentional fallacy notion evaporate:
apart from the entire thrust of a poem like "What Then?" (C.P.
Pg 347) and of the call upon the Irish arts in Section IV of
"Under Ben Bulben® (C.P. pg 399), we need only look at lines such
as those from the last stanza of "Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931"
(C.P. pg 276) for such signs of conscious intent: "We were the
last romantics - chose for theme/... whatever most can bless/ The
mind of man”.

31. We could recall here his comments about the disastrous
effects upon the climate of his times caused by "deductions made
by those who believed" in "the objective matter and space of
popular science: (see Explorations, pg 436).

32. See "The Statues®, stanza 2, C.P. pg 375:
«.. the men

That with a mallet or a chisel modelled these

Calculations that look but casual flesh, put down

All Asiatic vague immensities,

And not the banks of oars that swam upon

The many-headed foam at Salamis.

Europe put off that foam when Phidias

Gave women dreams and dreams their looking-glass.
We might be reminded - in this evocation of the Greek defeat of
"All Asiatic immensities" and the discovery of a measured,
intellectual ideal of selfhood - of Yeats’s noting in A Vision
that

Hegel identifies Asia with Nature; he sees the

whole process of civilisation as an escape from

Nature; partly achieved by Greece, fully achieved

by Christianity. Oedipus - Greece - solved the
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riddle of the Sphinx - Nature - compelled her

to plunge from the Precipice, though man himselrf

remained ignorant and blundering. T accept his

definition. (See pp 202 - 3.)
It is tempting to entertain the notion that we could see Phidias”
statues as having subdued Hegel’s "Asia™ - or "Nature" - to a
supernatural dream: this view helps focus "The Statues" within
the stream of our argument about Yeats'’s own contest with
mechanist realism or naturalism: a contest with something in his
own world very like a resurgence of mere “Nature' in the human

33. See C.P. pPg 365.

34. See "Sailing to Byzantium®, ¢.p. Pg 217: "An aged man is but
a paltry thing,/ A tattered ccat upon a stickn.

35. See the pPassage from the essay quoted in the main text just
below, for an indication of Yeats’s belief that the imagination
"is the voice of what is eternal in man®". (This aspect to Yeats’s
thinking is also more fully covered in Chapter 4 below.)

36. See Essays and Introductions pp 166 - 67.

The conviction here eéxpressed is that - beneath the changes
that occur "upon the surface of life", there is an abiding human
nature: which is, of course central to Yeats’s thinking - against
the modern, Hegelian tide. As he says in A Vision,

I ... never thought with Hegel that the two ends of
the see-saw are one another’s negation, nor that the

"Private Thoughts" (Explorations, pPp 429 - 30):
Hegel’s historical dialectic is, I am persuaded, false,
and its falsehood has led to the rancid ill-temper of

of murder. When the Spring vegetables are over they have
not been refuted, nor have they suffered in honour or in
reputation. Hegel in his lore popular writings seems to
misrepresent his own thought. Mind cannot be the ultimate
reality, seeing that in his Logic both mind and matter
have their ground in spirit. To Hegel, as to the ancient
Indian Sages, spirit is that which has value in itself.
Further than this, the conviction that there is a "selrf behind
the momentary self" (Essays and Introductions Pg 102) is to be
found as a central theme in vYeats’s thinking. Poetry, for
instance, is
the creation of actions according to the unchangeable
process of human nature as existing in the mind of the
Creator (ibid. pg 67),
which is part of the belief that "men do not change much in their
deepest thought™ (ibid. pg 69) and that
all the machineries of poetry are parts of the
convictions of antiquity, and readily become again
convictions in minds that brood over them with
visionary intensity (ibid. Pg 74).
Or there is the view that
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Those things that are permanent in the soul of the
world, the great passions that trouble all ... have
but a brief recurring life of flower and seed in
any man (ibid. pg 286).

For an interesting update on Hegel from the perspectives being
established by Sociobiology, see Michael Levine’s essay called
"The Return of Human Nature" in The World and I for November,
1987 (pp 617 - 27), in which he indicates how - though "Hegel
undoubtedly caught something his Predecessors missed" -

"the rediscovery of human nature" as a scientific fact. (Levine
also points out that Hegel fell into the logical error of
inferring

from the existence of great differences between

people of different historical periods that they

are similar in no way at all: ibid. Pg 618.)

37. See "Under Ben Bulben®, Section IV, particularly the last
line (c¢.P. pPg 400).

38. See Section IV, C.P. pg 399,

39. This is taking "eternal®" - as Yeats uses the term in the
€ssay on Father Rosencrux - to mean what is beyond "the mind
alone" (see Uup Prayer for o01ld Age", C.P. pg 326) within the
complex of human reality; while the register I have in mind for
"proper" is from Yeats’s speaking of the "proper dark" of the
Irish in the last stanza of "The Statues”, c.p. pPg 376.

40. If we take the youthful perspective upon the state of the
modern mind we have noted in "The Song of the Happy Shepherd",
the fact that the "children" of "the world" that was born from
the mechanist fallacy are "sick" and "dreary" would indicate for
Yeats that they have an awareness of their malaise that acts at

least as an actual pain, if not as a conscious understanding.

41. This is, of course, Yeats’s using Locke as the imaginative
symbol of all things Cartesian and Newtonian that he needs as a
quick and ready counter for use in passionate verse: but Locke
does seem to Yeats to have the most directly denied the existence
and significance of the imaginative and instinctive and
archetypal dimensions to human experience that played so
essential a part in Yeats’s own sense of the shape of things:
see, for instance, his speaking of his cage-birds as focusing for
him "the problem Locke waved aside™ in building his model of
human thought: the problem of the "knowledge or power" that comes
into the mind of someone who "writes any work of genius, or
invents some Creative action" from "beyond his ming®
(Autobiographies, PP 335 - 37). Locke seems to have been for
Yeats most directly his own anti-type, and so he set him up as
his own special antagonist in the drama he made of all that he
knew
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42. See "The Symbolical Drama in Paris", an essay from April,
1894, in John. P. Frayne, Uncollected Prose by W.B. Yeats, vol.

1, pg 322.
43. It is here worth remembering that Yeats was asked to resign

because he insisted on experimenting with the occult phenomena
of which the Theosophist doctrine Spoke: his objection was that
By teaching an abstract system without experiment
or evidence you are making your pupils dogmatic and
you are taking them out of 1life (see Memoirs, pPg 24).

44. Yeats’s conception of "the scientific movement® generally as
having arisen primarily so as to Sweep away "so many religious
and philosophical misunderstandings of ancient truth" is yet

those that ushered in the Age of Reason. (The notion of the
Enlightenment being unwitting servant to all that it dismissed
as Superstition involves an irony Yeats would have relished.)

45. See J.P. Frayne, Uncollected Prose by W.B. Yeats, pp 322 =~
23.

46. Taking the "senses" in the seventeenth century definition of
them to which Yeats refers in noting Leibnitz’ comment on Locke’s
mechanism to which we have referred above, that is.

47. This aspect of the problem of consciousness is dealt with in
more detail below.

48. He was, in other words, already in essence possessed of the
sense of the artist’s role as gyre-ward or agent of creative
evolution that is eéxpressed near the end of the 1ife in "The

43. We might recall Yeats saying in the opening to his essay in
Samhain called "The Reform of the Theatre"
I think the theatre must be reformed in its plays,
its speaking, its acting, and its scenery. That
is to say, I think there is nothing good about it
at present
and then continuing:
We have to write or find plays that will make the
theatre a place of intellectual excitement - a place
where the mind goes to be liberated as it was
liberated in the theatres of Greece and England and
France at certain great moments of their history
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(see Explorations, pg 107).
Samhain has a number of references to the English stage, the
general tone of which is perhaps adequately epitomised when Yeats

We should, of course, play every kind of good play

about Ireland that we can get, but romantic and

historical plays, and plays about the 1life of

artisans and countrypeople, are the best worth

getting. In time, 1 think, we can make the poetical

play a living dramatic form again, and the training

our actors will get from plays of country life, with

its unchanging outline, its abundant speech, its

extravagance of thought, will help to establish a

school of imaginative acting. The play of society,

on the other hand, could but train up realistic

actors who would do badly, for the most part, what

English actors do well ... (Explorations, Pg 96).
(We could note how well the tension between "imaginative” and
"realistic" acting that Yeats draws here suits with the general
direction of our argument. )

50. This is one of the instances in Yeats'’s thinking that Cclearly
shows how often he found English letters rather provincial - a
fact that will be reverted to in Chapter 5.

51. When Yeats talks in "Under Ben Bulben" of

the sort now growing up

All out of shape from toe to top,

Their unremembering hearts and heads

Base~-born products of base beds,
and then calls upon "Irish poets" to "scorn" such a "sort" as a
subject for poetry (C.P. pg 400), he is surely fleshing-out part
of what he means by "the filthy modern tide" and "its formless
spawning fury" in "The Statues": "hearts and heads™" awash without
spiritual continuity - without memory - in a sea of shapeless
momentariness that is without the impress of anything abiding.

Incidentally, should one feel uneasy with the dismissal of this

"sort", one should remember perhaps Yeats’s saying in Samhain
that

Plays about drawing-rooms are written for the middle

Cclasses of great cities, for the classes who live in

drawing-rooms; but if Yyou would ennoble the man of

the roads you must write about the roads, or about

the people of romance, or about great historical

people (Explorations, pg 96).
It isn’t, then, any simple social snobbishness that underlies the
epithet "Base-born”, but a sense of the mode of a spiritual
quality: the "man of the roads" to which Yeats addresses himself
may be blank to "Plays about drawing-rooms", bit he is fully open
to the more universal themes of "romance" or of "great historical
people": sure sign, if we need any, that there is no assumption
of imaginative inferiority going with humble birth - which is an
attitude reflected beautifully in his approving recollection of
Lady Gregory’s saying of a simple countryman they had Jjust
passed, "That old man may Know the secret, of the ages" (see



52. In his "swoon", Locke sank down onto a ground that had never
been in mind before: Man’s second Fall into Matter.

53. The fact that what determines alertness to some new "current®
of the times is for veats "temperament” looks clearly forward to
the formulation at life’s end that "Man can embody truth but he
cannot know it" (see Allan Wade, The Letters of W.B. Yeats, pg
922): what we know is what our total construct of being permits
to us.

54. See "Under Ben Bulben", c.p. Pg 400.

55. I use the word in the sense that Yeats gives it in "The
Gyres™, C.P. pg 337, where he speaks of "Those that Rocky Face
holds dear/... (who) shall,/ ... disinter/ The workman, noble and
saint ,..®

56. There is, of course, a sense in which the death of both "the
woods of Arcady" and of the "hapless faun" in "The Song of the
Happy Shepherd" symbolises their disappearance from the conscious
levels of the modern mind; indicates the loss to "unremembering"
modern "hearts and heads" of what these images represent within
the greater human psyche - considering that what has been
forgotten does not automatically cease to exist, as Jung’s work
on the archetypes of the collective unconscious shows.,

57. In considering Yeats’s assessment of the "pure reason" of the
Enlightenment, we should recall his saying that

pure reason has notoriously made but light of

practical reason, and has been made 1light of in

its turn from that morning when Descartes

discovered that he could think better in bed

than out of it (Autobiographies, pp 237 -38).
To such a view, the Enlightenment that underpins the assumptions

reductionism and arrogance that is implicit in the fact of such
"reason" having’inevitably degenerated into reducing even itself
to a mockery: to having engineered the reduction of even its own
thought down to a reduction.

58. See "The Body of Father Christian Rosencrux® (1895): Essays
and Introductions, pg 197.

59. VYeats fully knew that such "criticism of life" was central
to human experience, though - as witness "Meru", c.p. Pg 333: .
man’s life is thought

And he, despite his terror, cannot cease

Ravening through century after century,

-+. that he may come '

Into the desolation of reality.
But, in the same poem, he equally acknowledges that

Civilisation is hooped together, brought

Under a rule, by manifold illusion,
where this "illusion® (set as it is against "the desolation of
reality") seems to reflect the world of values and activities
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as to complement the thrust of the analytical intellect.

It is interesting to note here de Chardin’s view of the final
effect of  ‘'criticism" - or M"analysis" - carried to its
conclusion:

--- analysis, that marvellous instrument of

scientific research to which we owe all our

advances but which, breaking down synthesis

after synthesis, allows one soul after another

to escape, leaving us confronted with a pile of

dismantled machinery, and eévanescent particles:

(see The Phenomenon of Man, pg 281).
Wordsworth’s famous "We murder to dissect"”, from "The Tables
Turned", has something of the same bearing - though neither de
Chardin nor Wordsworth hold quite the same interwoven complexity
of perspective as Yeats does of the ambivalence of "thought" in
"Meru?,

60. See Chapter 4 below.

61. In the essay noted above, in which Yeats talks about "the
impassioned realisms" of Zola and of Ibsen, and the "would-be
realisms" of Pinero and Jones, the implicit reminder is that even
the avowed realist dreams up his "realisms" out of passion - or

imitation!
62. See "Under Ben Bulben®, Section IV, C.P. pg 399.

63. We could recall Yeats saying in an essay that

We only believe in those thoughts which have

been conceived not in the brain but in the whole

body (Essays and Introductions, Pg 235),
which of course Closely parallels what he says about thinking in
"A Prayer for 0ld Age", C.P. pg 326.

64. Yeats’s focus in "Under Ben Bulben" on the key element within
the malaise of "the sort now growing up" as being that they have
"unremembering hearts and heads® ( Section Vv, c.p. Pg 400) could
perhaps be seen in the light of the comment made on page 136 of
A Vision, that "Tf image were linked with image, the soul would
awake from its immovable trance": the sort of memory that links
the soul’s sense of itself into Coherence is part of the action
of the imagination that Yeats seeks to bring back into the centre
of modern art. (The paradox is, that "the formless, Spawning
fury" of the "modern tide" of mind - when viewed from the vantage
of the wakened soul - constitutes an "immovable trance" of "the
soul" from which it must "awake" to be itself - a paradox which
Serves to remind one of the mystery of the sort of "truth" Yeats
thought worth following.)

65. See the discussion offered in Chapter 1 above.

66. See Essays and Introductions, P9 446.
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67. See Explorations, pp 332 - 313
I would found literature on the three things
which Kant thought we must postulate to make
life liveable - Freedom, God, Immortality.
The fading of these three before "Bacon,
Newton, Locke" has made literature
decadent. Because Freedom is gone we have
Stendhal’s "mirror dawdling down a lane¥;
because God has gone we have realism,
the accidental, because Immortality is
gone we can no longer write those tragedies
which have always seemed to me alone legitimate

The identification of "realism" with "the accidental” helps make,
once again, Yeats’s point that "the filthy modern tiden is the
drowning of meaning in the Opinion that all is meaningless. (As
recently as 1986, Laurens van der Post - in commenting on what
is really the continuation of this "tide"™ in the opinions of
modern people - was prompted to speak of "arid intellectualists",
whom he saw as "dominat(ing)" our Yeducational institutions", as
thinking of "religion (as) superstitious and a delinquent state
of mind": see A walk with a White Bushman, pg 109).

68. We could recall Yeats’s commenting that
Reason can only discover completely the use
of those obvious actions which everybody admires
(Essays and Introductions, Pg 103)

Soon after his having said
behind the momentary self, which acts and lives
in the world, and is subject to the judgement of
the world, there is that which cannot be called
before any mortal judgement seat (ibid. pg 102).

69. See Autobiographies, Pg 439, where Yeats talks of
that mechanical philosophy of the Eighteenth
Century, which has, as Coleridge said, turned
the human mind into the quicksilver at the back
of a mirror, though it stili permits a work of
art to seem "a mirror dawdling along a roadv.

70. The association of objectively "photographic”" art with an
inhuman mirror also has a ring of Ruskin to it that Yeats - who
quarrelled deeply with his father about Ruskin, as witness
Memoirs, pg 20 - might well have been aware of: as Christopher
Wood notes, when Ruskin commented on John Brett’s painting The
Vall d’Aosta after the Royal Academy exhibition of 1859,

although acknowledging that it was a true

"historical landscaper, recording the facts

with total honesty, he complained that it was

"Mirror’s work, not Man‘’s ": gee The Pre-Raphaelites,
Pg 90.
We could also recall, perhaps, Yeats himself - speaking of

"Shakespeare’s beople" in "The Tragic Generation" - saying that
they

make all things serve their passion, and that

passion is for the moment the whole energy of
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their beings - birds, beasts, men, women, land-
scape, society, are but symbols and metaphors,
nothing is studied in itself, the mind is a dark
well, no surface, depth only,

deflection of external forcen (Autobiographies, PP 359 - 60). The
tension between the "dark well" and the modern mirror’s "slight
deflection" of what is thought-of as being "external" to the
"energy of (cne’s) being" captures a great deal of what we are
looking-for in defining Yeats’s use of the mirror as an image of
what has no depth, surface only.
We could also recall here the opening to Section XTI of the
Introduction to The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, where Yeats
begins by admitting that
When my generation denounced scientific humanitarian
pre-occupation, psychological curiosity, rhetoric, we
had not found what ailed Victorian literature,

and goes on to say that
The mischief began at the end of the Seventeenth
century when man became passive before mechanised
nature ... Or I may dismiss all that ancient history
and say it began when Stendhal described a masterpiece
as a "mirror dawdling down a lane". There are only two
long poems in Victorian literature that caught public
attention; The Ring and the Book where great intellect
analyses the suffering of one passive soul, weighs the
persecutor’s guilt, and The Idylls of the King where a
poetry in itself an exquisite pPassivity is built about
an allegory where a characterless king represents the
Soul. I read few modern novels, but I think I am right
in saying that in eévery novel that has created an
intellectual fashion from Huysman’s rIa Cathedrale to
Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms, the chief character is
a mirror. (pp xxvi - vii).

and, in talking of his evaluation of Dorothy Wellesley’s

verse, in the same Introduction, he says that, in her,

The swing from Stendhal has passed (W.J.) Turner;

the individual soul, the betrayal of the unconceived

at birth, are among her principal themes, it must go

further still; that soul must become its own betrayer,

its own deliverer, the one activity, the mirror turn

lamp (ibid. pg Xxxiii)
~ 50 again, Stendhal’s "mirror (must) turn lamp*, and shine, not
Just reflect. (Even in the famous rejection of "certain poems
written in the midst of the great war" because of the conviction
that "passive suffering is not a theme for poetry" that is to be
found in the same Introduction [see Pg xxxiv], the root of the
objection Yeats is making still comes down to the conviction -
made core to “Lapis Lazuli® - that

In all the great tragedies, tragedy is a joy to the

man who dies; in Greece the tragic chorus danced.

When a man has withdrawn into the quicksilver at

the back of the mirror no event becomes luminous

in his ming [ibid.]
- which itself mirrors his saying to Dorothy Wellesley that

Some few of us ... have in the very core of our
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being the certainty that man‘s soul is active.

I find this dialogue in the Upanishad: “I want to
think." "You cannot think without faith.n "How can

1 get faith?" "You cannot get faith without action,®
"How learn to act?n "Be happy" [ Letters on Poetry
from W.B. Yeats to Dorothy Wellesley, Pg 56].)

71. Yeats recalled of Symons that

he saw nothing in literature but a series of

impressions ... but I knew that the greatest

kind of literature is passion ... He thought

to spend his life, in so far as it was an

artistic life, in making the silver mirror

without speck, and T thought to see it fused

and glowing (Memoirs rg 36).
Yeats’s memory in "The Trembling of the vejiln that Lionel Johnson

was gradually losing, too, the faculty of

experience, and in his Prose and verse

repeated the old ideas and emotions, but

faintly, as though with fading interest,

(Autobiographies, pPg 393), _
shows how fully he acknowledged the importance of "impressions"
and of "the faculty of experience" to a 1jife lived with
"(un)fading interest" and to literature that could embody such
life. But it was the imaginative "passion® that set "the silver
mirror ... fused and glowing" - that could make "the greatest
kind of 1literature® - that he called upon Irish artists to
practice in his valediction to them. The "silver mirror without
speck" is Stendhal’s mirror, with not a breath of innermost
meaning to mist its objective, receptive sheen - and that was not
what Yeats wanted for Ireland or for anyone.

72. As Yeats said in "a General Introduction for My Work"™ in
1937,

I knew, but now andg then as young men know

things, that I must turn from that modern

literature Jonathan Swift compared to the web

a spider draws out of its bowels:; T hated and

still hate with ever growing hatred the literature

of the point of view (Essays and Introductions pp

510 - 11).
The "literature of the point of view" to which Yeats here refers
is the literature of egoism - the chronicles of Descartes’ U3
or of that thought which ®a Prayer for 01d Age"™ speaks of as
taking place "in the mind alone".

73. See "Blood and the Moon'"™, Section II, C¢.P. pg 268.

74. See Explorations, pg 30.

75. There is also the interesting passage from Explorations, in
which Yeats says of Berkeley’s Commonplace Book that

Descartes, Locke and Newton took away the world
and gave us its excrement instead. Berkeley restored
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the world ... Berkeley has brought back to us the

world that only exists because it shines and sounds.

A child, smothering its laughter because the elders

are standing round, has opened once more the great

box of toys (pg 325).
The final image of the child and the toy-box recalls the "sick
children of the world" and "Grey Truth ... their painted toy" in
"The Song of the Happy Shepherdn (C.P. pg 7), and reinforces our
sense of just how linked Yeats’s thoughts were: the same theme
apparently calling-up a kindred focusing metaphor, even though
the comments on the Commonplace Book come from 1930, and the
image from the "Song" from 1885.

76. We could recall here Yeats’s saying that

The created world is a stream of images in the

human mind (Essays and Introductions, pg 419),
and that

If I think of the table on which I am writing,

my mental image is as much Matter as the table

itself, though of a subtler kind (ibid. pg 448),
both of which stand worlds away from the view he saw Descartes
and "the science of his day" holding, that could "consider matter
as independent of nind" (ibid., Pg 439).

Though the formulations to which we have just referred are
from the later years, we could also recall earlier notions, such
as when Yeats speaks of the differences in outlook between
himself andq Symons that are referred to above.

77. See the certainty in "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" that
"human truth" is no matter of abstract scientific "optic™
objectivity: ®... there is no truth/ Saving in thine own heart®
(C.P. pg 8). See alsoc the conviction in "aA Prayer for 0ld age"
(C.P. pg 326) that "He that sings a lasting song/ Thinks in a
marrow-bone" - thinks, that is, in the human "blood and nerves®.
The view is rounded in Yeats’s saying that "wisdom is the
property of the dead,/ a something incompatible with lifew
(*Blood and the Moon", Section IV, C.P. pg 269) and that "Man can
embody truth but he cannot know it"™ (Allan Wade, Letters of W.B.
Yeats, pg 922 ). (It’s worth noting, though, how different
Yeats’s meaning to the word "human” is - in the extract referred-
to above from the "Song" - from the meaning it has for the
"actors lacking music" of "The 0ld Stone Cross'": see C.P. pg 365
~ 66. Even if truth is available to us, as mortals, only in human
terms, those terms are not at all seen by Yeats himself in the
reduced forms of the realist conception.)

78. Part of the complex of knowing is, of course, the effects of
the tinctures of memory operating at any moment - tinctures that
are collective and cultural, as well as perscnal. (A good way of
tracing something of these elements to the human moment, as Yeats
knew them, is to look, for instance, at the episode of "the Great
Memory"™ of stanza nine of "The Tower", [C.P.pg 221); at what is
said about Chaucer celebrating the "windy Mays" of England with
a feeling warmed by "more meridian springs," in the extract
quoted in Chapter 1 above; and at the wonderful poem called
"Memory", [C.P. Pg 1681].)
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79. C.P. pg 392. (I have not quoted the extract from Thomas Mann
with which Yeats prefaces the poen.)

80. When Yeats wrote this poem, of course, the "Roman" and
"Russian" and "Spanish politics" he Speaks about were the stuff
of headlines: Fascist Ttaly, Stalin, and the Spanish Civil war.

8l. For all the triumph of "that girl"™ over "travelled man® and
"politician" in the drama of this poem, it is important to see
that the persona obviously has paid close (and critical)
"attention" to "what they say ... /Of war and war’s alarms" - gt
least at some stage in the discussion, before the girl’s spell
began its work. He knows, quite certainly, that the one "knows
what he talks about" and that the other has "read and thoughtt,
Both Jjudgements imply the speaker’s having listened-to and
evaluated diverse contributions to a wide-ranging view of the
"politics" the poem has in background; and this recognition adds
to our sense of the power of the pull on his attention that the
persona feels from the apparently quiet and undemonstrative girl,
who is simply "standing therew, doing nothing obvious to draw his
attention beyond being "that girl»: doing nothing beyond simply
being exactly who she is.

The exact dramatic positioning of the various people - the
precisely-located girl; the travelled man "here" at hand; the
politician "there" at a little remove - helps to create a sense

82. To say this is not to suggest that Yeats was guilty of any
sort of dangerous solipsism: for him, the individual mind - "the
mind alone", as he called it in "Prayer for 01ld Age", (C.P. pg
326) - is always, even in its solitary moments, under pressure
of worlds other than either just itself or of some supposedly
"exterior reality": there is also the "supersensual world" of the
€ssay on Father Rosencrux that is referred to above.

And we should also remember, in this regard, Yeats’s approval
of Liebnitz’s criticism that Locke’s formula "Nothing in the mind
but sense" meant "Nothing but mind”. Locke’s rationalism is being
rejected here as being a form of enclosure within the narrowed
self of the empirical €90 - which recalls Yeats’s noting in
another context that Locke’s stance on consciousness "waved
aside" the "adventures" that come from instinct in the animals,
and that it ignored also the "signs of knowledge from beyond her
own mind" that Yeats himself saw in his "not yet three years olg®
daughter. Locke’s formula also denied the Certainty Yeats felt
of "some knowledge or power (that) has come into his mind from
beyond his mind" when "a man writes any work of genius, or
invents some creative action". As Yeats’s own formulation then
continues, “our images must be given to us, we cannot choose them
deliberately"”: which indicates that he would have seen Locke’s
formula - and all such empiricism - as being in itself
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solipsistic (see Section VIII of "The Trembling of the Veil",
Autobiographies pp 335 - 37.)

Also, at the beginning of the next Section of these

reflections, Yeats continues by saying
I know now that revelation is from the self, but
from that age-long memoried self, that shapes the
elaborate shell of the mollusc and the child in
the womb, that teaches the birds to make their
nest; and that genius is a crisis that joins that
buried self for certain moments to our trivial
daily mind, ibid. pg 337).

S0 Yeats’s rejection as fit subjects for poetry of "the sort
now growing up/ All out of shape from toe to top" - with "Their
unremembering hearts and heads" (section V of "Under Ben Bulben",
C.P. pg 400) - is, at root, a judgement on the "modern" tendency
towards a loss of awareness of W"that long-memoried self that
shapes® all forms of being and of behaviour, even "in the womb*,
It is essentially an objection on Yeats’s part to the tendency
towards a total immersion in the "trivial daily ming® of the
empirical, personal self that he so consistently examines as a
"modern" ill - from "The Song of the Happy Shepherd" and its
sickening "Grey Truth" onwards.

For the "hapless faun,/ Buried under the sleepy ground" to
whom the youthful veats wishes in this poem to bring his own
"mirthful songs" of "antique joy" is actually what Jung would
probably have called "a personification” (see inter alia
Memories, Dreams, Reflections pp 183, 187 and 337) of "that
buried self" that is entirely ignored by the "trivial daily ming®
which is all that Yeats Sees empiricism as having admitted of
"truth” in its forming the "painted toy" that it had made of
modern human.reality. As a sketch of “human truth", the mechanist
model is "Grey" for Yeats precisely because it shades~out the
other colours of experience that go beyond that of the
encapsulated ego - of "the mind alone” amidst the materials of
its own burely personal history.

As a matter of interest, Jung would probably have found many
points of contact with Yeats’s outlook on the "modern" world, as
is shown - for instance - by his retrospect in the late 1950’s
to the effect that

Our age has shifted all its emphasis to the here
and now, and thus brought about a daemonisation of
man and his world. The phenomenon of dictators and
all the misery they have wrought springs from the fact
that man has been robbed of transcendence by the
shortsightedness of the Super-intellectuals. Like
them he has fallen a victim to unconsciousness
(Memories, Dreams, Reflections, pg 326).
The "unconsciousness" to which "the Super-intellectuals" have
"fallen a victim" - along with those that they have "robbed" of

the unconscious which Jung makes clear is, for himself, a synonym
in scientific terms for what in mythic terms he "might equally
well speak of" as "‘God’ or ‘Daimon’" (ibid. Pp 336 - 37). Yeats
would certainly have found this close companion to much of his
own thought: consider for instance Jung’s notion of modern people
as having been robbed of a vital sense of "transcendence" by
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"super-intellectuals" - by people such as the Locke that Yeats
himself blamed for exactly such modern "unconsciousness™ of the
numinous. And we might feel all the more certainty of this
agreement when we think of the prophesy of the "dictators and all
the misery they have wrought" that Yeats himself seems to have
offered in his vision of "That insolent fiend Robert Artisson®
being summoned onto the modern scene by the descent upon human
consciousness of radical confusion that is sketched in section
VI of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" (c.p. Pp 236 - 37).

83. "The Peacock", C.p. Pg 135. ("The Realists" is on the same
bage, and the poems appeared in print only about eighteen months
apart - "The Realists" in December 1912, and "The Peacock™ in May

84. "“Proposed"® being the operative term: as the lines about
Berkeley from "Blood and the Moon" insist, whatever notion we
have of the ultimate nature of the Substance from which our
"world"” is made is just a "theme": just a more-or less self-~

85. This aspect of things is dealt with to some extent in Chapter
4 below.

86. An imagining on the part of the materialist that reminds one
just how entirely the materialist position is one bred of the
most naive and uncritical idealism.

87. I have been using the term "mind" as Yeats himself uses it
in the lines on Berkeley from "Blood and the Moon" - and in the
sense implied in "Meru", when he says "man’s life is thoughtn
(C.P. pg 333). I am very aware of how Clearly Yeats saw the
limits of "the mind alone" from which "lasting"® thought has to
eéscape, into "the blood and nerves" and the "marrow" of wider
awarenesses.,

88. "Death", cC.p. Pg 264.

It is interesting to note the suggestions contained in Yeats’s
use of the word "attend” in the first line of the poem. Beyond
any merely poetic mannerism to the word, we should recall the
conviction expressed in the eSsay on Shelley that is referred to
above that "the great passions are angels of God": the patterns
of emotion available to us aren’t just personal, but are tides
that arise in us from out of a deeply common ground-swell, way
beyond personality. The notion of "dread” and "hope" as things
that "attengn upon us, like entities with their own volition,
Seems more than Jjust a conceit, given views such as those
eéxpressed in the essay in question - and given the thought of the
early poem called "To Some I Have Talked With by the Fire", (c.p.
P9 56) which talks of "the dark folk who live in the souls/ of
passionate men, like bats in the dead trees®. There is also a
similar formulation in "The Wild Swans at Coole", (C.P. pg 147)
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which talks of how - for all the years veats has known these
birds - "passion or conquest ... /Attend upon them still." The
point is, once again, that the real springs of human action lie
for Yeats far beyond the range of Stendhal’s dawdling mirror‘s
reflections -~ lie in imperscnal, "supersensual" forces of which
Locke’s sort of "mind" pmust remain forever in ignorance.

89. For Yeats’s beliefs concerning reincarnation, see "Mohini
Chatterjee™ (c.p. Bg 279), "Under Ben Bulben", Section II, (Cc.p.
Pg 398), and the discussion of the subject in Chapter 4 below.
For his sense of the possibility that the shadows of the fated

life’s destiny could fall on the soul long before that destiny
actually began to unfold in time, see "A Bronze Head", c.P. pp
382 - 83:

But even at the starting~post, all sleek and new,
I he wildness in her and thought

n of the terror that it must live through
Had shattered her soul.

\D

0. This scarcely needs a gloss; but John Prebble gives a
soberly-researched account of the executions of the "rebels" of
Culloden, in which he incidentally shows two men each making very
different things of the same scaffold and the same axe ~ but each
of them very definitely making of them something their enemies
never planned for them:

Kilmarnock and Balmerino were beheaded ...

Kilmarnock died with great courage, considering

his fear, and Belmarino as if he had no fear at

all. He walked about the scaffold, examining it

with interest. Once more he fingered the axe,

weighing it in his hands, and all this soc upset

the executioner that he had to strike three blows

before he could cut off the valiant old fellow’s

head (see Culloden, pg 276).

91. It might be interesting here to recall the distinction that
Yeats made between inner and outer dynamics in A Vision, in which
Fate and Necessity represent that which comes to us from without,
while Destiny is that which comes from within (pg 86). In these
terms, the death of the "great man in his pride" shows the
conquest of Fate and Necessity by Destiny - by characteristic
temper of response.

92. "sailing to Byzantium", C.P. pg 218.

93. We could recall Yeats saying
I am convinced that in two or three generations
it will become generally known that the mechanical
theory has no reality, that the natural and the
Supernatural are knit together (Essays and
Introductions pg 518).
The "reality", in other words, is that the apparently objective

world - "Yexterior things" - is woven of a substance that is
nearer to Prospero’s dream than it is to seventeenth century
stone, and - as Yeats said elsewhere ~ "No mjind is more valuable

than the images it contains" (ibid pg 286): I am, not because T
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think, but because I am receiver of what is more than I can think
— Or can merely observe. Jung speaks of one of the results of
"Critical rationalism" as being that
nowadays most people identify themselves almost
exclusively with their consciousness, and imagine
that they are only what they know about themselves
(see Memories, Dreams, Reflections, pg 300);
and such a diagnosis from Someone who had as much experience as

94. I take the term once again from Yeats’s Oown survey of the
track that he saw the "modern" imagination as having followed,
cnce the "rest" that "Calvert and Wilson, Blake and Claude” had
brought to "the people of God" had itself faded from that
imagination - once "Confusion fell upon our thought" when these
last practitioners of an art that deliberately worked to "Bring
the soul of man to Gog" had vanished: see "Under Ben Bulbent',
Section IV, cC.p. PP 399 - 400.

95. If we need any reminder that this was a perennial condition
of the truly serviceable arts, for Yeats, then we need only look
again at "The Song of the Happy Shepherd", or at the passage from
the essay on the French symbolist theatre cited above that talks
about "the great imaginative method” that realist drama has
temporarily replaced. Or we could recall his saying that

The imaginative writer shows us the world as a

painter does his picture, reversed in a looking

glass, that we may see it, not as it seems to eyes

habit has made dull, but as we were Adam and this

the first morning (Essays and Introductions, Pg 339).
Or there is his agreement with Blake that

all art is a labour to bring again the Golden

Age, and all culture is certainly a labour to

bring again the simplicity of the first ages,

with the knowledge of good and evil added to it

(ibid. pg 167).

96. Yeats had an acute sense of how entire aspects of the range
of human potential might slip out of mind in times when they were
forgotten by those who framed the outlook of their people: an
awareness that lends its edge to his duty to realise for his
fellows the "old man’s frenzy" that "can pierce the clouds" so
as to "sShake the dead in their shrouds” - and that could still
well be "Forgotten else by mankind", in an age in which the “more
human", less aquiline view of realist art holds the stage: see
"An Acre of Grass", C.Pp. Pg 346. (He even felt that so apparently
perennial a thing as "the normal active man" had become a
"forgotten thing" that he was being forced to once again
"express" as poet: see the 87th entry to the Journal reproduced
in Memoirs, pg 181.)

97. See C.P. pp 375 - 76 for these terms.

161



98. The sense we get of this "dark" as an image of the hidden but
potent beginnings of things that we are given in "The Statues"
is reinforced within the Last Poems themselves by the "rich, dark
nothing" out of which the new, "more gracious" gyre will be
"disinter(ed)" in "The Gyres" (C.P. pg 337), and by "the moonless
midnight of the treesg" and "that most sensuous silence of the
night" that give Visionary power in "To Dorothy Wellesley" (c.p.
Pg 349).

There is also a fascinating glimpse in 4 Vision, in which
Yeats makes an identification between the "unconsciousness” and
the "incarnate Daimon" (P9 234), after he has spoken of "the
incarnate Daimon" as "the centre of the wheel" of #"the twenty
eight incarnations" from which the Husk starts "its journey"
(ibid. pg 197) - the Husk being "perception® which "may be
considered as a circle of 1light encircling each man®
(Explorations pg 332). So "perception® itself begins from the
"unconsciousness": from the Daimon which veats also calls "the
permanent self" (ibid. Pg 331). He says, too, that

all spirits inhabit our unconsciousness or, as

Swedenborg said, are the Dramatis Personae of

our dreams (A Vision pg 227),
and that in

the Spirit (the Daimon) knows all other Daimons

as the Divine Ideas in their unity (ibid. Pg 189):
so the human "unconsciousness" - the "proper dark" that Phidias
plumbed for images of human excellence - is the permanent source

I felt that we had got down, as it were, into some
fibrous darkness, into some matrix out of which
everything has come (Essays and Introductions,

Pg 429.)
99. C.P. pg 210.

100. Taking chaos in the sense of the Elizabethan inversion of
order.

101. An intensity that is far from the cool passion of the
master-poem Yeats hoped one day to write for his Fisherman: see
C.P. pg 166 - 67.

102. It is "Mere anarchy", an emblematic lake breaching its banks
and flecoding its surrounds.

103. For a fuller understanding of the formulation, see %A Prayer
for My Daughter", c.p. bp 211 - 14,

104. That Courtesy is the key to all else in "A Prayer for My
Daughter” is obvious: see "stanza 5:

In courtesy I’d have her chiefly learned;

Hearts are not had as a gift but hearts are earned

By those that are not entirely beautiful (C.P. pg 212).
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105. That is, as an artist of the sort defined in "Under BRen
Bulben®,

106. See the lines from "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen', that
speak of the dream
... to mend
Whatever mischief seemed
To afflict mankind (c.p. pg 235).

107. C.P. pp 232 - 37,
108. C.P. pp 211 - 14.

109. In both "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen® and "A Prayver for
my Daughter", imagery of storm and wind is used to suggest the
chaos Yeats feels building about him.

110. See especially "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen", c.p. pp 232
- 37.

111. For Yeats’s conviction that the Great War had unleashed an
actual barbarism, see the second section of "Nineteen Hundred and
Nineteen", c.p. pg 234.

112. For Yeats’s unfailing subsequent awareness of this perennial
frailty of cultures, see, for instance, "Meru", C.P. pg 333, and
"The Gyres", C.P. 337.

113. C.P. pg 233.

1ll4. For an illumination from a slightly different slant, see de
Chardin:

The nineteenth century had lived in sight of a

promised land. It thought that we were on the

threshold of a Golden Age, lit up and organised

by science, warmed by fraternity. Instead of that,

we find ourselves slipped back into a world of

spreading and ever more tragic dissension (see The

Phenomenon of Man, pg 279).
de Chardin obviously had been led to his own vision of humanity -
that once dreamed of "fraternity" - as really being more like
"weasels fighting in a hole™.

115. The opening of this poem is one of the master-stokes of
Yeats’s ability to detect and convey tragic irony.

116. The formulation is, of course, Tennyson’s - from In
Memoriam, LV.

117. The Spiritus Mundi is Hokmah, "Wisdom, the Word, Logos'™ - the
"second emanation from Kether" (who is the first of the Sephira
of the Sephirotic Scheme or Kabbalistic Tree, the one in which
the divine name is Ehyeh, or the "I am" of Coleridge’s definition
of the primary imagination in Book XITT of the Biographia
Literaria). With Binah ("Mother") being the second emanation from
Kether, Hokmah - Spiritus Mundi - is the Son who completes the
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triad that constitutes the Intelligible or Intellectual world:
the World which itself produces the World Soul which is the Moral
Oor Sensuous World (see J.F.C. Fuller, The Secret Wisdom of the
Qabalah, pp 59 - 62, and note 154 to Chapter s below, that
reproduces Fuller’s diagram of the Kabbalistic Tree).

things humanly thinkable eémerge into their first inklings of
availability to human knowing - which in Yeats’s eyes would
indicate that the Vision he has of the sphinx issues from a depth
of significance of the most profound authority.

118. It is worth recalling Yeats’s acceptance of Hegel’s
typification of the Sphinx as the "Nature® that Greece managed
" partly" - and Christanity "fully" - to "escape" (A Vision joje]
202 - 3): in one of its aspects, the sphinx of "The Second
Coming" represents the swing of the gyre back to Nature - to the
weasel - away from the extended humanity of the dream "to bring
the world under a rulen of ideal harmony.

119. See "Parnell’s Funeral", c.p. 319: "anp age is the reversal
of an agev.

120. see c.p. pPp 234 - 35,

121. The advent of the "rough beast" in “The Second Coming" isg
closely echoed at the end of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen", in
the coming into vision of "that insolent fiend Robert Artisonn",
to exercise his Sway over "the love-lorn Lady Kyteller" - image
of the soul when it has fallen under the enchantment of a dark
force, and of the inversion of ideal order: see C.P. Section VI,
pPp 236 - 37.

122. See c.p. Pg 235.
123. See c.p. pg 211.

124. Should anyone feel that Yeats is being rather paternalistic
and prescriptive - indeed, is being unconsciously patronising -
in what he prays his daughter may be given in this poem, they
should allow the realism that underlies its symbolism its full
weight.
Whatever levels of more universal meaning the poem may also
manage to include, (Stallworthy Says Yeats "had written a prayer
.. for the world"; see Between the Lines, Pg 45), it is actually
a real prayer wrung out of "the great gloom" that al}l that a
father can see of the world that is growing up about him out of
the wreck of the Great War sets lowering "in (his) mind". Just
allow the simple reality of the poem’s context to do its work;
and the father watching his child = the dearest and most
immediate embodiment for him of the future - as the storm in all
its range of meanings howls about his €ars, and the prayer that
she may be given the best that his own thought and experience
have revealed to him about the grounds upon which the strength
may be built whereby she may "be happy still", whatever blows her
way out of the desperately gloomy and uncertain future, seems the
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Simple utterance of nature itself: if Yeats had not tried to
invoke such a blessing at such a moment, it would actually have
been monstrous.

Having myself had a child still in the Cradle in June, 1976
taught me how well Yeats has embodied one of the archetypal
crises of parenthood in this poem; and if he is being paternal
and presumptuous in praying for what he thinks is best for his
daughter, then being a parent in this lamentably imperfect and
woefully incorrect world will often exact eéxactly such folly from
us.

125. Which recalls inevitably the flood of "The Second Coming®".

126. See C.P. pg 234.
It is interesting to see Geoffrey Barraclough - in his attempt

to provide An Introduction to Contemporary History - saying just
fifty years after the outbreak of the Great War:

When we consider the extent of the upheaval of

the last half-century and the magnitude of the

adjustments to be made, it would be unrealistic

to expect the rapid emergence of a new unifying

culture ... The diffusion of a new cultural

pattern requires a period of stability such as

we have not experienced sSince 1914, but which

may now be beginning. Even then, there is the

question, whether the old liberal synthesis,

which was the mark of the nineteenth century,

will be succeeded by anything comparable in

scope and influence (see pPg 235).
So - even in the cautious terms of the historian with nearly
fifty years more perspective behind his view than was available
to Yeats in 1919 ~ the "cultural pattern’ of "the old liberal
synthesis® shows itself as a force in European culture that might
well not "be succeeded by anything comparable in scope and
influence". Yeats was certainly justified in feeling - as he
locked on "All the tragic scenen ("Lapis Lazuli", stanza 5, C.P.
PG 339) of the moment he evokes in "The Gyres" (C.P. pg 337) -
that "A greater, a more gracious time has gone®,

127. See "Sailing to Byzantium®, c.p. Pg 218.

128. This is, after all, Yeats’s dream of his own state of being,
"Once out of nature" and free to be just whatever he wishes.

129. For this sense of the tower symbol, see "The Phases of the
Moon"™, where Robartes talks in his first Speech about seeing
the candle-light

From the far tower where Milton’s Platonist

Sat late, or Shelley’s Visionary prince

(C.P. pg 184),
as well as the recollection recorded in "The Trembling of the
Veil" that

In later years my mind gave itself up to gregarious

Shelley’s dream of a young man, his hair blanched

with sorrow, studying philosophy in some lonely

tower (Autobiographies, pg 212).

165



And F.A.C. Wilson - in talking about "The Black Tower™ -~ calls
our attention to Plotinus’ use of the idea of "the o014 watchtower
beaten by storms" as a symbol of

The intellectual soul, by which man perceives the
infinite (W.B. Yeats and Tradition, pg 227),
and adds a reminder too of

oblivion of the world (ibid. ).

For the anxious father and "gregarioug"® poet, friend and lover
of "A Prayer for My Daughter", though, his tower is too "beaten
by storms"™ for such calm "oblivion®™: see what he has to say about
the impossibility of drawing any "comfort"” from a retreat into
an eremitic "ghostly solitude®, in the tension that develops
between the two closing stanzas of Section I of "Nineteen Hundred
and Nineteen", (c.p. Pg 234).

130. See c.p. pPg 233.
131. See c.P. pg 236.
132. See "Under Ben Bulben", c.p. Pg 400.

133. We remember, too, the "haystack-and roof-levelling wind*® of
"A Prayer for My Daughter”.

134. Though Jeffares notes the connection Yeats knew between
"Herodias’ daughters" and the winds in which the Sidhe travelled
(see A Commentary on the Collected Poems of W.BRB. Yeats, pg 279)
the reference in "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" is to forces
that seem more unambiguously sinister than what Yeats generally
seems to feel about the Sidhe ~ whom he calls "the children of
Pan"™ in The celtic Twilight (Mythologies, Pg 44), and who thus
represent primal energies within the unconscious which would be
neutral in themselves, and would don the masks - sinister or
beneficent - that the disposition of the conscious mind has ready
for them.

The notion of dancers who cost men their heads, both literally
and figuratively, Seems more appropriate to Yeats’s exploration
of blind confusion at the end of the poem. See also the lines
Jeffares quotes from Symons’s "The Dance of the Daughters of
Herodias®™, in which Herodias’ daughters cause great wisdom and
beauty and "Dreams which are nearer eternity" to "droop and die"
(Commentary, Pp 279 - 280). This register seems more nearly to
reflect the collapse of the modern mind’s higher awarenesses -
what Yeats is at least in part contemplating at this point in the
pPoeém - than any recollection of the Sidhe does.

135. The “purpose' of things being “hidden in the labyrinth of
the wind" also picks up the sense of the absolute uncertainty
Yeats feels as to what is coming upon them all, and as to where
it is coming from or going to. (This labyrinth obviously stands
in strong contrast to the labyrinths in which people lose
themselves as they build their vision "of art or politics" in
Section IIT, stanza 3, of the poem).
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136. See Section VI, c.p. pPp 236 - 7.

137. Richard Fallis Says of Artisson that he is
a compelling image of the spirit of our times:
humanoid but inhuman,
and rounds off with the assertion that
He could be Hitler, Stalin, or our own worst
selves (The Irish Renaissance, pg 243)
- which helps confirm how far Yeats managed to go in being able
to see the shape of "the future years" he knew were coming
Dancing to a frenzied drum,
Out of the murderous innocence of the sea
of the neo-barbaric "modern tide™ at the Close to the second
stanza of ”a Prayer for My Daughter”, (c.p. Pg 212).

138. See C.P.pg 232.

It’s interesting to note that here, the falcon of "The Second
Coming" has become a multitude of brazen hawks, who have "put out
the moon" of the Supersensual mind, and know nothing but "the
eye’s complacency" - the realist’s self-encapsulation within the
merely sensible.

For added insight into the putting out of the moon, see Book
IV of "The Trembling of the Veil", written in the sSame year as
the lines just guoted:

The bright part of the moon‘’s disk, to adopt the

symbolism of a certain poem, is subjective mind,

and the dark, objective mind
~ where "objective mingd" is typified by a progress away from "the
full moon", to which the "mid-renaissance could but approximate",
towards habits of mind that are "more reasonable, more orderly,
less turbulent"; see Autobiographies, Pp 360 - 61.

139. The phrase comes, of course, from "Lapis Lazuli?, c.p. pg
339. i

140. This is taking the term "modernt® in the more limited sense
of the immediate and the contemporary, rather than as set against
either the Classical or the Scholastic backdrops.

141. For the register I intend to these terms, see the first of
the Meditations in Time of Civil War ("Ancestral Houses"), stanza
3, C.P. pg 225:

Some violent bitter man, some powerful man

Called architect and artist in, that they,

Bitter and violent men, might rear in stone

The sweetness that all longed for night and day,

The gentleness none there had ever known(.)

142. This is, of course, to leave the specifically Irish register
to the image - a register discussed more fully in Chapter 5 - in
abeyance.

143. See the Man’s second speech in "The Man and the Echo", c.p.
Pg 394,
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144. See "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen®, Section IT, C.P. pg
234.

145. See "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen", Section III, stanza 3,
C.P. pyg 235.

146. See "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen®, c.p. Pg 233:

We too had many pretty toys when young:

A law indifferent to blame or praise,

To bribe or threat; habits that made old wrong

Melt down, as it were wax in the sun’s rays.
The whole of this second stanza of the poem has bearing on our
theme.

147. C.P. pg 337.
148. See c.P. pg 7.

149. As J.R. Mulryne says,
the "numb nightmare" of verse two (of "The Gyres")
calls up the nightmare that rides on sleep in
"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" (see "The ‘Last
Poems’", An Honoured Guest, pg 125).

the Iiliad - which is an irony that lies close to the centre of
what Yeats isg exploring in this poem. (I owe the kernel of this
insight to Francois Hugo, who offered it in an English Honours
seminar on Yeats at the University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg,
during 1972.)

151. See "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen®, line 1, ¢C.P. pg 232.

152. See "An Acre of Grass™, CP. pp 346 - 47, the last stanza
in particular.

153. The role played in this inspiration by the mysterious "Rocky
Face” of this poem will be discussed more fully below.
Bloom says of this "rich, dark nothing®* that

"the nature of the dark is insignificant, whether it

‘be the Resurrection, or the area between predatory

polecat and owl of wisdom (delightfully arbitrary one

sSupposes, but why the polecat?) (Yeats, P9 436);
and his finding the exact "nature" of this very important symbol
to be something that Yeats would consider to be "insignificant" -
"any ol’ dark’ll do!" - isg very closely tied up with the fact
that he "supposes" that Yeats is simply trying to be whimsically
and "delightfully arbitrary": one seldom finds meaning where one
has already chosen to Suppose there is only whimsy.

But the owl isn’t only an emblem of "wisdom": where that
association comes from in the first place is the suggestiveness
of its ability to see in the dark that dumbfounds most other
Creatures; and that ability comes because it is also - like the
polecat Yeats knew, Mustela putorius, of the same family as. the
ferret - a deft "predator"™, which is the guise in which it makes
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its appearance in "The Man and the Echo" (c.p. Pp 393 - 95). And
having two hunters out in the "dark" from which new things begin

seems far from "arbitrary" - considering the quest for those new
beginnings that the artists’ work to "disinter® them actually
comprises.

And the idea of the "darkh being given its outer parameters
by owl and polecat is also @ wonderful dramatization of a
situation in which the everyday vision must be replaced by
registers and sensitivities more suited to the "dark" in which

irreverence to Yeats'’s using the stink of the polecat as part of
a metaphor describing an aspect of what is, to him, a sacred
quest shows a glimpse of the quality that prompted G.S. Frazer
to find in hinm

the only poet in (the English romantic tradition),

except Byron, with a genuine sense of humour and

gift of wit [w.B. Yeats, pg 30].)

154. See "A Brongze Head", C.P. pg 382:

... a sterner eye looked through her eye

On this foul world in its decline and fall(.)
Though the words are a reading of Maud Gonne’s view of the modern
world, we have seen enough to recognise the extent to which Yeats
himself would have agreed with at least the broad outlines of the
perspective ascribed to her in these lines.

155. See "Under Ben Bulben® IT:
Though grave-diggers’ toil is long,
Sharp their spades, their muscles strong,
They but thrust their buried men
Back in the human mind again (C.P. pg 398).

156. What Yeats seems to be saying about the true function of the

Literature) about what he called "the secret of great art, and
of its effect upon us", which lies in
its unconscious activation of an archetypal image
:-- By giving it shape, the artist translates it
into the language of the present, and so makes
it possible for us to find our way back to the
deepest springs of 1life. Therein lies the social
significance of art: it is constantly at work
educating the spirit of the age, conjuring up the
forms in which the age is most lacking. The unsatis-
fied yearning of the artist reaches back to the '
primordial image in the unconscious which is best
fitted to compensate the inadequacy and one-sidedness
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of the present. The artist seizes on this image, and

in raising it from deepest unconsciousness he brings

it back into relation with conscious values, thereby

transforming it until it can be accepted by the minds

of his contemporaries according to their powers

(see pp 82 - 3; and see also Memories, Dreams, Reflections,
pg 282:

Myths which day has forgotten continue to be told

by night, and powerful figures which consciousness

has reduced to banality and ridiculous triviality are

recognised again by poets and prophetically revived;

therefore they can also be recognised "in changed form"

by the thoughtful person).

This work to "conjure up the forms in which the age is most
lacking” so as "to compensate the inadequacy and one-sidedness
of the present®, so that "it is possible for us to find our way
back to the deepest springs of life", could well stand as a gloss
on Yeats’s own aesthetic convictions generally -~ with the
particular focus for us, at this moment in our discussion, of
"The blood-dimmed tide" as constituting the special circumstances
of "the inadequacy and one-sidedness of the present” that veats
found himself addressing after the Great War.

157. C.P. pg 400.

past - as the lines in "The Gyres" about the "painted forms or
boxes of make-up/ In ancient tombs" no longer being sighed for
show - Yeats sees the structure of the effort as being a
recurring human phenomenon.

159. This comes from his rejection of the poets of the Great War,
in The Oxford Book of Modern Verse (Introduction, Pg xxxiv),
because of their depiction of "passive suffering". The
convictions underlying the belief that such suffering is "not a
fit subject for poetry" obviously themselves help focus our
theme: such a "passive" response would be, for Yeats, a failure
of the artist’s need to assist his audience in the heroic and
necessary struggle with adversity that constitutes the Yeatsian
life.
It is interesting that C.K. Stead should say of Yeats that he

stands alone among English-speaking poets of this

century in his ability to assimilate a complex

political event into the framework of a poen

without distortion of the event or loss of human

character in abstraction. Tt will be worth keeping

"Easter 1916" in mind when we come to consider the

English poets of the First World War. Of them, the

patriots are absurdly partisan, abstract and

rhetorical; while the soldier poets - though more

admirable than the patriots because their poems come

from honest feeling and particular experience - are
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too closely involved in the destruction to be capable

of transforming these things, as veats transforms

them, into a universal image (see The New Poetic,

pg 41).
If we accept Stead’s perspective, Yeats’s criticism of *the
English poets of the First World War" comes with the authority
of one who knew better how to manage the themes they attempted
than they did themselves: and the inability to "transform" - that
key word in "Easter 1916%" - their material so as to gain the sort

achieve would berhaps be an element within what Yeats means by
talking of their "passive suffering”: that poem which fails to
achieve assimilation and transformation of "a complex ... event
into (its) framework ... without distortion of the events or loss
of its human character in abstraction® will have failed,
moreover, to assist its audience towards being itself party to
such a cathartic assimilation and transformation.

160. See cC.pP. Prg 399.
161. See C.P. Pg 375.

162. See "Under Ben Bulben", c.p. Pg 399.

This "secret working mind" seems to be one of Yeats’s names
for the imagination, which - as we have seen above - he says is
"the voice in (us) of what is eternal". This "mind" obviously
also takes us somewhere near to the meaning of the "Rocky Face™
of "The Gyres¥.

163. The "sort" Yeats rejects as models for art - those "All out
of shape from toe to top" - actually reflect in this lack of
"shape" a more developed form of a condition that Yeats from his
early twenties saw. as having begun in the civilisation he had
inherited long before his own birth: a fragmentation of the
European psyche away from a wholeness of identity it hag
possessed, to his eyes at least, at an earlier phase of its
history.

There are, for instance, the seminal closing sections of Book
1 of The Trembling of the Veil (Autobiographies, PP 234 - 42) in
which we find Yeats recording a key "conviction" that centred his
ideas about art and society then - and that evolved and continued
to work within those ideas to the end. '

This conviction was "that the world was now but a bundle of
fragments"; and it was a conviction that "possessed me without
ceasing" (ibid. Pg 234). What gave this fragmentation that he
discovered its sting - he recalls lecturing a Literary Society
on "the falling asunder of the human mind" (ibid. Pp 245 -46) -
was the even more central conviction of the possibility of what
he had already come to call "Unity of Being", a term mediated for
him out of Dante by his father. As Yeats puts it,

I delighted in every age where poet and artist
confined themselves gladly to some inherited
subject-matter known to the whole people, for
I thought that in man and race alike there is
something called "Unity of Being", using that
term as Dante used it when he compared beauty
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a formed Unity of their proportioned harmony - we have the core
of the later rejection of "the sort now growing up® - of the
"bundle of fragments" - that we find in "Under Ben Bulben"; djust
as we have also the roots of the conviction expressed near the
end of A Vision that Newton’s "objective world intelligible to
intellect® - the world apparently isolated in the light of "the
mind alone™ of na Prayer for 0ld Age (c.p. Pg 326) - is giving
way to a sense of "the world as an object of contemplation®:
giving way under bressure of the "ever-hidden thing that makes

more than intelligible - though it is stil:l single, as Yeats’s
calling it a "thing" indicates (A Vision, pg 300). What Yeats
foresees here is, in effect, the signs of a general "escape" from
the "abstraction” of modern times towards the Unity of Being that
"the sort" he rejects in "Under Ben Bulben" so lack.

something as a "fit subject for poetry" isn’t the same thing as
dismissing that person or thing from ordinary human consideration
Oor sympathy: in poetry - as in most things - some materials work
better than others in achieving particular ends; and if you
choose, like Yeats, to try to "bring the soul of man to God¥ -
rather than to amuse that soul with anecdotes of the everyday
world - then certain sorts of subjects and personages suit the
attempt far better than others. (The artist’s choice of exact
materials within any particular medium is absolutely fundamental;
Yeats just made a point of talking about the chojice a bit more
publicly and rather more consistently than most.)

165. The term comes from Yeats’s memories - expressed in 11 14 -
19 of "o g Wealthy Man Who Promised «--" (C.P. pg 120) - of the
Urbino that inspired - and was inspired by - Castiglione’s The
Book of the Courtier.

166. This pilgrimage of an "ancient sect" towards a re-discovery
of its spiritual roots reflects once again the intuition of the
"nation or individual with great emotional intensity" that might
find again "some unknown shrine" and discover in life mna
symbolical, a mythological coherence® of which Yeats speaks in
the passage from Autobiographies Pg 239 we have just discussed.

167. C.P. pp 341 - 43,
168. See the last stanza of "Adam’s Curse", C.P. pg 90.

169. "Will have replaced”, that is, if the Yeatsian artist has
done proper work, as agent of "old Rocky Face" - of the creative
impulse in human endeavour, as this is defined in "The Gyres".

170. Though Yeats might well have felt her role was one that
expressed Dante’s highest freedom: to "will what happens". There
is an interesting parallel to this virtue that is to be found in
the account that Jung gives in chapter X of Memories, Dreams,
Reflections of the effects on him of his heart attack early in
1944:
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Something else, too, came to me from my illness.

I might formulate it as an affirmation of things

as they are: an unconditional "yes" to that which

is, without subjective protests - acceptance of the

conditions of existence as I see them, and understand

them, acceptance of my own nature as I happen to be

(pg 297)
- which is a reflection that might help deal with the prejudice
that assumes that al3 acceptance of "the conditions of existence"
must arise from dulness or cowardice, or that the Maid must
necessarily have been exploited silly long before the Lady began
to involve her in her drama.

171. See her two songs, C.P. pp 345 - 346.

172. We must remember that the imagination, for Yeats as for
Blake, embodies "the real and eternal world of which this
vegetable universe is but a faint shadow" (John P. Frayne,
Uncollected Prose Vol. 1, pg 401), and equally that it was "the
first emanation of divinity, ‘the body of Gog’n (Essays and
Introductions, Pg 112). And there is also the identification that
he found between "Blake’s ‘Imagination’ and what the Upanishads
have named ‘Self’n (ibid. pg 518).

173. The register here is from Yeats’s use of the term, in
"Easter, 1916", to signify the order of more-or less accidental,
unwilled events that constitute "the casual comedy"™ - as opposed
to the "terrible beauty" of willed and ideal heroic action: see

C.P. pg 202.

174. The image Yeats gives of an aspect of his sense of the
modern predicament in "Coole Park and Ballylee, 19317 ig telling:

A spot whereon the founders lived and died

Seemed once more dear than life; ancestral trees,

Or gardens rich in memory glorified

Marriages, alliances and families

And every bride’s ambition satisfied.

Where fashion or mere fantasy decrees

We shift about - all that glory spent -

Like some poor Arab tribesman and his tent

(C.P. pg 276).

As things that all bear signs of the sacrament with every
detail of one’s situation that a high culture (such as that which
led Wang Wei to name and cherish in verse every turn of path and
stream for miles about his home) aims to breed, it is obvious
that the houses and gardens of the image look inward to the souls
of those who lived these scenes.

175. It is an integrity like Chaucer’s in the first eighteen
lines of "The General Prologue” to The Canterbury Tales: a view

176. C.P. pg 343.

174



177. See "All Soul’s Night”, stanza 3, C.P. pg 257,

178. It is hecessary to keep in mind here the Lady’s real sexual
temptation, her clear sense of the natural wholesomeness of
sexual love, her lack of any "idealist® frigidity, and the very
human tinge of pain at the Chambermaid’s "daytime" tiredness, the
Closest thing she allows herself to jealousy. She is no prude -
nor is she without deep feeling or a strain of passion that is
all her own.

179. For all this sense of selfhood, though,  the Lady has no
egotistical pride: consider the humility of her saying to the
Chambermaid: “What matter, we are but women." C.P. pg 344,

180. What makes the achievement all the greater, is that this
notion is being persuasively offered to an audience that had
known the Roaring Twenties. (As the "Crazy Jane" poems show,
Yeats was no prude, either.)

181. Even if one were to choose to object to the exact ideal that
leads the Lady through her drama, he would have to be perverse
to deny the nobility of spirit and the capacity for holding true
to a difficult dream that her conduct embodies; and even if one

programme itself, Yeats’s "work" would still be done: he would
have managed to arouse Sympathy with a complex and rare passion -
which is possibly all that he wished for, anyway.

182. See the prefatory quotations to Responsibilities, c.p. rg
112: "In dreams begins responsibility,®

183. In his essay on the philosophy of Shelley’s poetry, Yeats
quotes Shelly so as to indicate his belief that it is the denial
of imagination that 1ljes at the root of the "modern" world’s
problems:

while the mechanist abridges and the political

economist combines labour, let them be sure that

their Speculations, for want of correspondence

with those first principles which belong to the

imagination, do not tend, as they have in modern

England, to éxasperate at once the extremes of

luxury and of want ... The rich have become richer,

the poor have become poorer, ... such are the effects

that must always flow from an unmitigated exercise of

the calculating faculty (Essays and Introductions, pp 67 -

8).
Though Shelley seems to be using the term "mechanist" here in the

base to what we have seen Yeats typify as Locke’s %“swoon"- is
equally one that fails to keep "correspondence with those first
principles which belong to the imagination": what Shelley calls
"the calculating faculty” that has come to be applied to
economics "unmitigatedn by "the imagination® is the mechanism
applied to human 1ife that Yeats himself symbolises by "the
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spinning-jenny” that God takes from Locke’s side in his parody
of the Genesis myth: the practical English genius that
immediately had to embody the theoretical mechanist model in a
system of economic production and of social relations.

This belief is of course mirrored in the thought of his own
"Song of the Happy Shepherd": the formulation achieved in "The
Statues" in old age descends directly from some of the earliest
conceptions the youthful poet had of the world that he had
inherited.

184. C.P. pp 346 - 47.

185. For the tussle with old age that makes up such an important
strand in Yeats’s verse, see poems such as "The Wild Swans at
Coole"™ (C.P. pg 147); "Sailing to Byzantium®" (c.p. Pg 217); “The
Tower" (C.P. pg 218); "Among School Children" (c.p. Pg 242);
"Quarrel in 014 Age" (C.P. pg 286); "An Acre of Grass" (C.P. pg
346); "Why should not 0ld Men be Mad?" (C.P. pg 387); "The Circus
Animals’ Desertion® (C.P. pg 391); “Politics" (C.P. pg 392); and
"The Man and the Echo" (c.p. Pg 393).

186. See Essays and Introductions pg 172:
Progress is miracle, and it is sudden, because
miracles are the work of an all-powerful energy,
and Nature in herself has no power except to die
and forget.

187. What is ‘*natural® within VYeats’s "temptation" towards
"mak(ing) the truth known" is giving way, leaving him with only
the equally natural tendency towards the "dull decrepitude” that
he foresaw at the end of "The Tower" (cC.Pp. Pg 224).

It is typical of Yeats’s sense of the paradoxical nature of
things that Nature herself should be one of those forces that can
help to tempt us towards the sort of supernatural “progress
(which] is miracle": a fact that reminds us that the Yeatsian
artist’s apparent contention with Nature is really an acting in
fealty to the function that - as both the myth embodied at the
end of "The Gyres" and Yeats’s calling "man’s procreant mind"
(following Shelley) "the spirit of the Earth” (Essays and
Introductions, pg 92) show - he saw human nature as serving
within the greater pattern of the Natural whole.

188. This is keeping in mind the Super-natural “frenzy" that
Yeats sees as having "inspired"” "A ming like Michael Angelo
knewt .,

189. See "Sailing to Byzantium®, c.p. Pg 217. The term “pure
mind” comes from "The Circus Animals’ Desertion", c.p. Pg 391:
"Those masterful images because complete/ Grew in pure mind".

Aherne that "Plato symbolised by the word ‘memory’ a relation to
the timeless" (a Vision, pg 54), and that
Memory is a series of judgements and such judgements
imply a reference to something that is, not memory;
that something is the Daimon, which contains within
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it, co-existing in its eternal moment, all the events

Oof our life, all that we have known of other lives,

or that it can discover within itself of other Daimons

(ibid. pg 192).
The "unremembering hearts and heads® lose track, therefore, not
only of "the events of (their) own li(ves)", but also of what is
"contain(ed) within ... (the) eternal moment™ of the Daimon -
which Yeats also describes as

The stage—manager, (who) offers his actor (the

person engaged in "an individual life") an inherited

scenario, the Body of Fate + and a Mask or role as

unlike as possible to his natural €go or Will, and

leaves him to improvise through his Creative Mind

the dialogue and details of the plot (ibid. Pg 84).
So, without "memory", that gives the "natural ego" its "inherited
scenario" to live out in terms of a "rolen designed to complete
that ego’s potentials of being, the "individual 1jifen must end
up, in Yeats’s instructors” terms, anyway, a failure: which helps
to explain his rejection of the "unrememberlng" sort as a focus

190. See "The Gyres", cC.p. Pg 337: “Conduct and work grow coarse,
and coarse the soul”.

191. This refers of course to the e€sSsay on Father Rosencrux noted
above, in which vYeats Speaks of the "exterior world no longer
being the standard of reality®.

192. It is worth remembering the sort of register Yeats gave to
the idea of "the truth" in "The Leaders of the Crowd", c.p. jslej
207: "Truth flourishes where the student’s lamp has shone, / And
there alone". And as we have seen him saying in one of the very
last letters: "Mman can embody truth, but he cannot know it",
(Allan Wade, The Letters of W.B. Yeats, Pg 922; Hone refers to
only one letter later than this: see w.B. Yeats 1865 - 1939, pg
477.) ®The truth®, for him,. was obviously something that had
always to be "disinterred» by labour of a special sort. It was
not to be found reflected in any casual mirror-image of any human
situation, but to be created by the tensions generated by the
quest itself.

In the lines from "an ACre of Grass" to which we have just
referred, "loose imagination® ang "the mill of the ming" are both
images of faculties lacking direction and discipline - lacking
the focusing inspiration of something greater than themselves,
that is - and what is lacked is what Yeats in this poem calls
"the truth»,.

193. To offset this "Ynatural® energy or “temptation® as a dynamic
of awareness, there jis the "o0ld man’s frenzy" that is bred of
energies that are, in the sense Yeats uses the word in "Under Ben
Bulben", section T (C.P. pg 397) "supernatural®,. It is exactly
this "supernatural® dimension to human thought ang experience
that would - without intervention by the Yeatsian artist - "be
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forgot™ in times such as the ones we have been eéxamining through
Yeats’s eyes.

194. We have noted in Chapter 1 that Yeats saw a clear 1link
between mechanisms of thought and a tendency towards the brutal,
when he spoke of how the realist idea that developed from
"mechanical philosophy" 1led to where, "by the end of the
nineteenth century",

the principal characters in the most famous books

were the passive analysts of events, or had been

brutalised into the likeness of mechanical objects

(Explorations, Pg 373).

Yeats would probably have said that such a brutal state grows

force that - in the desperation of the moment - he supplicates
in "An Acre of Grass" under the name of "frenzy". -

195. See the extract from A& Vision (pp 219 - 20) to which we have
referred above, in which Yeats develops the notion of the "foam
of the sea' as symbolising the surface flux of mental images.

196. The term comes from "The Circus Animals’ Desertion", Section
III, where Yeats says of his poetic thought and themes "Those
masterful images because complete/ Grew in pure mind": see C.pP.
pg 392.

197. See C.P. Pg 326.

198. See the Lady’s use of the word in her third sSong: C.P. pg
345,

199. See "The Statues®™, c.p. Pg 375:
We Irish, born into that ancient sect
But thrown upon this filthy modern tide
And by its formless spawning fury wrecked.

200. In Langland, the dreamer Sees a tower - the "toure of
treuthe” - set on a hill above "the felde ful of folke" that is
the world of human conduct; and this "toure" - gathering into

itself notions of the safe keep of the early feudal lord, set on
its height above the ground about as a reminder of power and a
symbol of a place armoured against mischance - becomes a presence
that always stands above the action of the pocem as a point of
reference and a goal: as an image, finally, of heaven itself.
As J.P. Oakden says of the vision at work in Piers Plowman,

-+ man, sharing the humanity of Jesus Christ

may set out on the eternail quest for truth

(Alliterative Poetry in the Middle Ages, pg 58);
which reflects well the thoroughly embodied questing after
transcendent values that typifies Langland’s vision.,

See also the use to which George Russel put such a symbolic
Seénse of a "toure of treuthe” in his lines "To Osborn Bergin™:
--. In one age

Men turn to the world about them and forget

Their old descent from heaven. In another

They storm the heavens with supplication. Some
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Have found the glittering gates to open. I
Beat many times upon the gates, but was not

Like those who kept them mightily apart

Until they entered.

These lines - from The House of the Titans and Other Poems, pp
1 - 2, published in 1934 - not only develop a view of the Blake-
like visionary Yeats knew A.E. to be as having "Beat many times
upon the gates® of "the heavens”, but also reflect on how, from
age to age, "Men ... forget" even such things as "Their old
descent from heaven": could Yeats’s own lines - from 1936, if we
follow Jeffares (A Commentary on the Collected Poems of w.B.
Yeats, pg 456) - have had these thoughts in mind, when he drew
a Blake "Who beat upon the wall/ Till truth obeyed his call", and
when he tried to embody for modern minds the "old man’s eagle
mind" that might be "Forgotten else by mankind®?

201. See "Sailing to Byzantium”, stanza ITI: C.P. pg 218.

202. See "p Prayer for My Daughter™ stanzas nine and ten: c.p.
pPp 213 - 14,

203. See "Under Ben Bulben", and the injunction to "Irish poets™

to
Cast your mind on other 