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ABSTRACT

Johnson defined m etaphysical poetry as a v io len t yoking together of

heterogeneous ideas. Such a process, I suggest, is developed in Y eats ’s
/

work. The early  desire to  "ham m er" his c o n flic tin g  "thoughts in to  u n ity " 

bears f ru i t  in the  m ature verse. The "thoughts long kn itte d  in to  a single 

thought" o f ’Coole Park, 1929’ are echoed, fo r  instance, by the 

overwhelm ing desire in 'The Tow er’ to make the  "moon and sunlight

seem/One in e x trica b le  beam". The argument continues, as in ’A Dialogue 

of Self and Soul', say, or the seventh section o f 'V a c illa tio n ', but i t  is 

played out against a long h is to ry  of reconc ilia tion . We remember the  

Irish airm an who "balanced a ll, brought a ll to  m ind" in  1919. C lea rly  a 

prerequ is ite  is a f le x ib le  a ttitu d e  to  T ru th , and th is  thesis examines ways 

in which such f le x ib il i ty  is expressed in Yeats's o ccu lt and p o lit ic a l

theory, and in the development o f his poetic.

I t  begins w ith  an in trodu c to ry  account of Yeats's early  s c ie n tific  reading, 

the de libe ra liz ing  im p lica tions of th a t m ate ria l, and the  debt to  i t  of 

p ro to -fasc is t and, la te r, fasc is t theoris ts. The f i r s t  chapter considers 

fascism genera lly, and examines aspects of Yeats's early  work tha t seem 

to  ind ica te  the  la te r p o litics . The second chapter returns to  the  

nineteenth century  in te lle c tu a l c lim a te  -  to  the in te ra c tio n  of the new 

science and the  established church, on the  one hand, and the  occu lt 

rev iva l on the other. Yeats's occu lt development is considered against 

th is background and shown to  be em pirica l. Each step is d ic ta ted  by a 

ra tiona le  th a t is aware of the fundam ental im portance o f log ic.

To walk the narrow path between Grey T ruth  and Secret Rose, between 

science and s p ir itu a lity , requires poise. Chapters fou r and fiv e  consider
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the  nature of ’balance’ and the  ev il o f obsession in the  early  work, 

concen tra ting  in p a rticu la r on th ree  poems Yeats was la te r  to  cast away 

-  ’Mosada', 'T im e  and the  W itch V iv ien ' and 'The Seeker'. The thesis is 

concluded w ith  a consideration o f anarchy as the  resu lt o f the  perpetua l 

balance o f irreconc ilab les  -  "Things fa ll apa rt; the  cen tre  cannot hold" -  

and suggests ways in which the  m a te ria l presented m igh t be used in a 

reassessment o f Yeats's la te r  work.

Yeats 's knowledge of science, coupled w ith  his re fusa l to  re je c t any 

aspect of the  tru th , however "g rey", suggested a w o rld -p ic tu re  th a t 

nourished, and to  some ex ten t p re figu red the la te r  p o lit ics .
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INTRODUCTION

The young Yeats was a "rab id " Darw inian. The reco llections o f Charles

Johnston are c ruc ia l to  our perception of Yeats's early  s c ie n tif ic  fe rvo u r:

I knew W B Yeats before he had discovered in h im se lf the d ivine 
fa c u lty  of verse, though his l i fe  was already fu l l  o f vis ion. In 
those early days his tendency was towards science, and we carried  
out together a number of more or less ingenious and unsuccessful 
experim ents in physics, chem istry, and e le c tr ic ity , w ith  home-made 
contrivances o fte n  destined fo r  qu ite  o ther uses. Our researches 
soon took a d iffe re n t f ie ld , which, I have always thought, was of 
high im portance fo r  Yeats 's poetry. He was a rabid Darw inian, 
and, like  a ll new proselytes, longed fo r  a convert; and I, as his 
school chum, was the natura l prey. So Yeats spent the hours tha t 
should have gone to  Homer and Horace in  pursuit o f te s t cases and 
missing links, w ith  which I was in due tim e  to  be belabored; and 
many a d e lig h tfu l a fte rnoon we spent roam ing over the D ublin  h ills , 
or the c li f fs  of How th, Yeats holding fo rth  on evo lu tionary botany, 
w h ile  I listened, commented, and at the end o f ends, declared 
m yself s t i l l  unconvinced. Unconvinced of the m ate ria lism  th a t so 
o fte n  goes w ith  Darw inism , tha t is; though accepting the  idea o f 
grow th and development.

Then came the f i r s t  poems. And I remember some, never so fa r 
published, I believe, which f il le d  my im agination w ith  a la rge and 
sombre m agnificence, and had in  many ways a broader sweep, a 
la rge r handling than any o f his la te r  works. 1

Evidence supportive of th is sta tem ent is not substantia l in  volume, but i t

js  a u th o rita tive . Johnston's c la im  tha t Yeats 's devotion to  D arw in  was o f

"high im portance" to his poetry is c r it ic a lly  acute and demands fu lle r

consideration.

The anonymous a r t ic le  tha t appeared in  T P's Weekly (June 7th, 1912)

includes a fu rth e r re fe rence to  Y eats 's  adolescent enthusiasm:

Yeats was a most ardent en tom olog is t  He always ca rried  in his
pockets  several l i t t le  cardboard boxes and pil 1-boxes, f i l le d  w ith
his v ic tim s, (M ikhail op.c it.p2).

For a long period o f his youth a "fa v o u rite  book", the "account of the

strange sea creatures the man of science had discovered among the  rocks

at Howth or dredged out of Dublin  Bay" (Au 32), was a treasured te x t

th a t seemed to  ca rry  the fu ll we ight of V ic to rian  s c ie n tif ic  w is d o m .2
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Yeats pro jected his own account of the yearly  cyc le  of the "creatures of 

some hole in the  rock", propounded an ind iv idua l theory o f sea-anemone

co lo ra tion  (Au 59-60) and, though he was an in a tte n tiv e  scholar, his

progress through schools was eased by his repu ta tion  as a keen 

le p idop te ris t who got " in to  no worse m ischief than hid ing now and again 

an old ta illess  w h ite  ra t in my coat-pocket or my desk" (Au 41). Yeats 

embarked on expeditions w ith  "th e  a th le te " in pursuit o f ra re  beetles (Au 

48), or alone to  m on ito r the dawn chorus (Au 72). School became m ere ly 

an in te rru p tio n  of Y eats ’ s prolonged b io log ica l investigations, (Au 56).3

A fte r  the  tu rn  of the century  M athers's Golden Dawn began to

d is in tegra te . One fa c tio n , led by Yeats, demanded th a t 'm ag ic ’ continue

to  in s p ir it the organisation (see Is the  Order o f RR and AC  to  Remain a

M agical Order?, 1901). Another, led by A E W aite, sought a more

'm ys tica l' expression of the  doctrine . In The O ccu lt Review of January

1905 (ed Ralph Shirley, 1:1) W aite published an a rtic le , e n tit le d  'The L ife

of the M ys tic ', in which he explained what he considered the d iffe rence

between 'm ys tic ism ' and 'm a g ic '. His analysis should be considered in the

con text of the recent Golden Dawn schism, fo r, c lea rly , he has Yeats in

mind. For W aite, the o c c u ltis t is

the  d isc ip le  of one or a ll o f the secret sciences; the student, th a t 
is to  say, of alchem y, astro logy, the fo rm s and methods o f 
d iv ina tion , and o f the m ysteries which used to  be included under 
the generic descrip tion o f magic, (p29).

The m ystic  on the o ther hand,

has no concern as such w ith  the study o f the secret sciences; he 
does not work on m ateria ls  or investiga te  forces which ex is t 
outside him self, (ibid.p29-30).

W aite crysta llises the d is tin c tion  thus:

the d is tin c tion  between the o c c u ltis t and the m ystic , however much 
the  representative of physical science a t the present day m ight be



disposed to  resent the  im puta tion , is the re fo re , loosely speaking, 
and at least from  one p>oint of view, the d is tin c tio n  between the
man of science and the man of in trospection   the  o c c u ltis t is
concerned w ith  "transcendenta l physics, and is o f the in te lle c tu a l, 
belonging to  science," w h ile  the m ystic  "deals w ith  transcendenta l
metaphysics, and is of the  sp iritua l, belonging to  re lig io n "  Thus,
on the one hand, the re  are the  phenomena of the  transcendenta l 
produced on the  externa l plane, capable of v e r if ic a tio n  and analysis, 
up to  a ce rta in  po in t; and, on the o ther, the re  is the 
transcendental l i fe ,  ( ib id .p30).4

As Charles Johnston and A E W aite detected in Y ea ts ’s poe tic  and his

occu ltism , respective ly, a s c ie n tific  in fluence, Conor C ru ise O 'B rien

ind ica ted , much la te r  (1ER 207-78), a strong element o f ca lcu la tion  in his

p o lit ic a l stance. The purpose of th is  thesis is to  te s t the le g it im a c y  o f

these suggestions, and to  explore th e ir  im p lica tions. I t  is, in  pa rt, a

development of the speculations towards the end o f my rev iew  of Cairns

C ra ig 's  Yeats, E lio t, Pound and the  P o litics  o f Poetry, reproduced here

from  Yeats Annual (1984) as Appendix 1.

I want to  show in th is  in troduc tion  a connection between Yeats 's  early  

s c ie n tific  reading and the  rise o f fascism as a p o lit ic a l ideology. I t  is 

not to  suggest tha t Yeats was a p ro to -fasc is t during his adolescence, 

m ere ly to  dem onstrate tha t he was open to  influences th a t, f ir s t ly ,  had 

inhe ren tly  de libe ra liz ing  social and rac ia l im p lica tions and, secondly, were 

used by la te r  fasc is t propagandists as the princ ipa l in te lle c tu a l s tru ts  of 

the ideology.

This in troduc tion  fa lls  in to  th ree  parts. In the f i r s t  I assemble the  works 

of those sc ientists we know Yeats to  have read, th a t were published or 

transla ted in to  English during or before Yeats's e ighteenth year. In the  

second pa rt I examine the  social and p o lit ic a l conclusions inherent in 

those works; and th ird ly  I show how those conclusions m an ifest in  la te r
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an ti-de m ocra tic  movements -  notably Socia l-D arw in ism  and N ationa l 

Socialism. I t  is inev itab le  tha t w h ils t I discuss an in te lle c tu a l tra d it io n  

th a t I show to  be c ruc ia l to  our understanding o f Yeats 's development, 

but in which he played no d ire c t part, his position w ill seem a l i t t le  

unclear. I focus on Yeats only a fte r I have defined the in te lle c tu a l 

background of his occu lt, p o lit ic a l and poe tic  development, and have 

traced its  evolution.

Yeats's own account of the period ind icates something deeper than

adolescent sentim ent:

a fte r much hes ita tion , troub le  and bew ilderm ent, I was hot fo r  
argument in re fu ta tio n  o f Adam and Noah and the Seven Days. I
had read D arw in  and Wallace, Huxley and Haeckel  (Au 60). I
began occasionally te llin g  people th a t one should believe whatever 
had been believed in a ll countries and periods, and only re je c t any 
pa rt of i t  a fte r  much evidence, instead o f s ta rting  a ll over afresh 
and only believing what one could prove. But I was always ready 
to  deny or tu rn  in to  joke what was fo r  a ll th a t my secret 
fana tic ism . When I had read Darw in and Huxley and believed as 
they did, I had wanted, because an established au th o rity  was upon 
my side, to  argue w ith  everybody, (Au 78-9).

We have i t  on Yeats 's  a u tho rity  th a t he read Darw in and W allace, Huxley

and Haeckel. We know, too, (see M ikha il op.c it.p7) th a t Yeats read at

least some of the works of the evo lu tion ists Edward Clodd (probably The

Childhood of the  W orld, 1873, The Childhood o f Relig ious, 1875, and The

Story o f C rea tion , 1888) and Grant A llen  (V ignettes from  N ature  and The

E vo lu tion is t a t Large, 1881, and Charles Darw in, 1885). Clodd was a

keen adm irer of H uxley (see, fo r example, his Thomas Henry Huxley,

1902, and his in troductions to  Huxley's Tw elve Lectures and Essays and

Man's Place in Nature, 1908). We should in fe r  also, both from
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Johnston's remarks and from  Yeats's persistent den igra tion  of John 

Tyndall in Autobiographies, th a t his s c ie n tific  concerns were not res tr ic ted  

to  purely b io log ica l speculation. Since Yeats was p a rtic ip a ting  in 

experim ents in physics, chem istry and e le c tr ic ity  i t  is lik e ly  th a t he had 

read Tyndall's  popular expositions of m id-century  s c ie n tif ic  research. 

A lthough Tyndall was professor of natura l h is to ry  a t the Royal In s titu tio n  

in  1853 his lectures and publications were alm ost exclus ive ly concerned 

w ith  the non-chem ical properties o f m a tte r and energy -  the d isc ip line 

th a t “has become the  science o f physics.5 If, as Yeats cla im s (Au 32), 

considerably more obscure s c ie n tific  trea tises were to  be found in  his 

fa th e r's  lib ra ry ,6 he would ce rta in ly  have had access to  the  publications 

fo r  which Tyndall is now most famed -  The C o ns titu tion  o f the Universe 

(1865), N atura l Philosophy (1869), and Fragments o f Science (1871). There 

is l i t t le  chem istry in  these works and, in the latfer, tw o  chapters are 

devoted to  the re la tion  of science and re lig ion , and tw o  short appendices 

to  m iracles and sp iritua lism . Tyndall's  p rim ary concern, however, was 

w ith  the laws of physics ra ther than of biology and th is  de tracts  

s ig n ifica n tly  from  the tem pting  view of Yeats as ty p ic a lly  adolescent in 

his obsession w ith  natura l h is to ry . Yeats's in te rests  were s c ie n tific  ra ther 

than b io logical.

Amongst the sc ien tis ts  we know Yeats to  have read, Tynda ll is unique in 

his concern fo r  the spec ific  p o lit ic a l development o f Irish  r e p u b l ic a n is m .7 

The others he comes to  re jec t, in  varying degree, on the  grounds o f th e ir 

opposition to  's p ir i t '.  In 1876 The H is to ry  o f C rea tion , Ernst Haeckel's 

im portan t h is to ry  o f evo lutionary theory and comprehensive investiga tion
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of the s c ie n tif ic  status of Darw in ism , was trans la ted  in to  English by

Professor E Ray Lankester. I f  Yeats was s t i l l  a "rab id " evo lu tion is t when

he encountered th is  lengthy, uncom prom isingly ’ s c ie n tif ic ',  and exhaustive

exam ination of the theory o f descent, the transm uta tion  theory and the

doctrine  of f i l ia t io n ,  he may have been p a rtly  discouraged by H aeckel's

s lig h tly  equivocal a ttitu d e  to  'm a tte r '.  W hile demanding adherence to

"the  stern commands of inexorable log ic " (H C l 7), and roundly den igra ting

the notion o f 'fa ith ':

Fa ith  has its  o rig in  in  the  poetic  im agination; knowledge, on the 
other hand, orig inates in the  reasoning in te lligence  o f man&

- c la im ing th a t "where fa ith  commences, science ends" (ib id.), Haeckel

in tim a tes th a t science js , a fte r  a ll, applicable to  's p ir i t ' .  W riting  o f the

human soul, he proposes tha t

here, as everywhere, the only way to  a rrive  a t a knowledge of 
na tura l tru th  is to  compare kindred phenomena, and investiga te  
th e ir developm ent, (HC2 362).

Haeckel goes on to  make a po in t of repudiating 'm a te ria lism ':

much as we may value [ th e ] in fluence of modern science upon 
p ra c tica l l i fe ,  s t i l l  i t  m ust, estim ated from  a higher and m ore 
general point of v iew , stand most assuredly below the enormous 
in fluence which the th e o re tica l progress of modern science w ill 
have on the en tire  range of human knowledge, on our conception of 
the universe, and on the pe rfec ting  of man's cu ltu re  (H C l 2).

Haeckel's new philosophy was 'M on ism '. I t  was derived fro m  his devotion

to  Darw inism  fo r, through evo lu tion , Haeckel discovered the w orld  to  be

an organised and consistent whole (H C l 22-3). He em pha tica lly  re jec ted

Creation ism , benevolent or otherw ise, but adopted

the view of the universe which is called the m echanical or causal. 
I t  may also be called the  m onistic, or s ing le -p rinc ip le  theory, as 
opposed to  the tw o -fo ld  p rin c ip le , or dua lis tic  theory, which is 
necessarily im p lied  in  the  te leo log ica l conception o f the universe, 
(H C l 20).
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’D ualism ’ Haeckel condemned w ith  contem pt fo r  d istinguishing between

m a tte r and s p ir it, between man and nature. Monism was to  be regarded

as applicable to  a ll aspects of human experience and development:

its  app lica tion  to  p ra c tica l human l i fe  must open up a new road 
towards m oral pe rfec tion . By its  aid we shall a t la s t begin to
raise ourselves out o f the sta te  of social barbarism  in w h ich  we
are s t i l l  plunged  I t  is above a ll th ings necessary to  make a
com plete and honest re tu rn  to  N ature and to  na tura l re la tions......
[Then Man ]  w ill come to  arrange his l i fe  w ith  his fe llow -crea tu res  
-  th a t is, the fa m ily  and the state -  not according to  the laws of 
d is tan t centuries, but according to  the  ra tiona l p rinc ip les deduced 
from  knowledge of nature. P o litics , m orals, and the  princip les of
ju s tice ,  w il l have to  be form ed in  accordance w ith  na tu ra l laws
only (HC2 367-8).

This broad h in t a t the im p lica tions of H aeckel's speculations, and of the 

laws of evolution in general, fo r  the progress o f human socie ty is, as we 

shall see, taken up in la te r applications of Haeckelism  to  human socio­

p o lit ic a l systems.

In 1879 tw o  fu rth e r studies by Haeckel were transla ted  in to  English -  

Freedom in Science and Teaching, and The Evo lu tion  o f Man. I t  is also 

possible th a t, in sp ite  of the  fa c t th a t the s c ie n tif ic  fe rvour te s tif ie d  to  

by Yeats, and by his friends, had waned by 1883, he may, encouraged by 

Haeckel's execration of m ate ria lism , have read the trans la tion  o f his _A 

V is it to  Ceylon which appeared in  tha t year. He would have been 

perturbed, however, by Haeckel's massive endorsement of B ritish  

im peria lism :

i t  appears to  me th a t they the [ÊnglistQ  should be hailed w ith  
sa tis faction , a like  on the grounds of common hum anity and on those 
of ra tiona l p o lit ic a l ac tion ......
 The em pire is in its e lf  an object w o rthy  o f adm ira tion , fo r  the
English are undoubtedly g ifted  beyond any o ther nation w ith  the 
genius fo r founding and governing colonies. The opportun ities 
a ffo rded me during my journey -  f ir s t  in  Bombay and a fte rw ards in 
Ceylon -  fo r  observing the English co lon ia l system, raised i t  
in f in ite ly  in my estim ation . I t  can on ly be because England 
governs her immense Indian possessions w ith  as much ta c t as 
judgement, tha t she is able to  keep her hold upon them w ith  a 
re la tiv e ly  sm all o f f ic ia l s ta ff.
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Instead, then, of watching the extension and consolidation of 
English power w ith  grudging and envious eyes, we should do be tte r 
to  study the p o lit ic a l sk ill which brings progress and bene fit to  the 
whole human race, (A V is it to  Ceylon, p335-6).

Popular Darw inism , p a rticu la rly  in  the works of Haeckel and Huxley, thus

presented m oral and philosophical conclusions tha t were seen to  be a

d ire c t response to  D arw in ’s s tr ic t ly  s c ie n tific  hypothesis.

A lfre d  Russell W allace’s earliest publications were also discursive

travelogues -  descriptions of l i fe  in South A m erica  (A N a rra tive  of

Travels on the Amazon and Rio Negro, 1853) and South-east Asia (The

Malay A rch ipe lago, 1869). Wallace had a rrived independently a t a theory

of na tura l selection s im ila r to D arw in ’s w h ils t in  the Moluccas. Unlike

D arw in , though, he was unable to  discount the poss ib ility  o f the existence

of o ther worlds on planes unatta inab le  to  insensitive hum anity. L ike

Haeckel (and Charles Johnston), W allace was uncom fortab le  w ith  the

m ate ria lism  of popular Darw inism , and he closes The Malay A rch ipe lago,

w r it te n  a fte r  his discovery o f natura l selection, w ith  an acrimonious

assault on the c iv ilize d  world, accusing i t  o f "barbarism ", m ate ria lism , and

an unacceptable devotion to  bureaucracy (II p458-64).9As a consequence

W allace tr ie d , as the theosophists were la te r  to  try ,  to  apply evo lu tionary

science to  the s p ir it world:

The organic w orld  has been carried  on to  a high s ta te  of 
development, and has been ever kep t in  harmony w ith  the forces of 
externa l nature, by the grand law of 'su rv iva l o f the f i t te s t '  acting 
upon ever varying organisations. In the sp iritu a l w orld , the law of 
the 'progression of the f i t te s t ' takes its  place, and carries on in 
unbroken co n tin u ity  the development o f the human m ind which has 
been commenced here, (On M iracles and Modern S p ir itua lism , 1875, 
pl09%

W allace went on to  c la im , again as many V ic to rian  occu ltis ts  were to  

c la im , th a t

the so-called supernatural, as developed in  the phenomena of animal 
magnetism, cla irvoyance, and modern S p iritua lism , is an 
experim enta l science, the study o f which must add g rea tly  to  our 
knowledge of man's true  nature and highest in te rests , (ib id  p i 18).
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When Yeats found the con tra ry  to  be true  i t  a ffe c ted , as we shall see, 10 

his sp iritua l and philosophical development, and he consisten tly  sought 

systems which both encouraged, and were a product of s c ie n tific  

d iscip line.

The tw o Juggernauts of V ic to rian  science were D arw in ’s The O rig in  o f

Species and The Descent o f Man. The la te r book is an app lica tion  of the

theories propounded in The O rig in  to  the development o f man, and to  the

p ra c tica lit ie s  of human society, (a connection already made, in c ide n ta lly ,

by Huxley in 1863 -  see Evidences o f Man’s P lace in N a ture). A lthough

Yeats would have found the comparison of C e lt and Saxon unpalatable, he

would have found i t  appropria te to  his personal experience and to  the

h is to ry  o f his own fa m ily . Darw in agreed w ith  Greg th a t:

the careless, squalid, unaspiring Irishman m u ltip lie s  lik e  rabbits: the  
fruga l, foreseeing, se lf-respecting , am bitious Scot, stern in  his 
m o ra lity , sp iritu a l in his fa ith , sagacious and discip lined in his 
in te lligence , passes his best years in struggle and in  ce libacy, 
m arries la te , and leaves few  behind him . Given a land o rig in a lly  
peopled by a thousand Saxons and a thousand C e lts  -  and in  a 
dozen generations five -s ix ths  of the population would be C e lts , but 
five -s ix ths  o f the property, of the power, o f the in te lle c t, would 
belong to  the one-sixth of Saxons tha t remained. In the  e terna l 
’struggle fo r  existence’ , i t  would be the in fe r io r  and less favoured 
race th a t had prevailed -  and prevailed by v ir tu e  not of its  good 
qua lities but of its  fau lts , (DM 1 174).

Darw in found his strongest a lly  in Thomas Huxley who, w h ils t inveighing

against ’ m a te ria lism ’ -

I, ind iv idua lly , am no m a te ria lis t, but, on the  con tra ry , believe 
m ate ria lism  to  involve grave philosophical e rro r, (Protoplasm : The 
Physical Basis o f L i fe , 1869, p l2 )

-  gave, by his uncompromising em piric ism , massive im petus to  th a t 

movement. Science came to  seem increasing ly superior because of his 

a b ility  to tran sm it his contem pt fo r  re lig ion  and superstition  w ith ou t
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rancour or hyperbole. This was in s ig n ifica n t contrast to  the absurd 

in vec tive  of the m a jo rity  o f c le rics  and occu ltis ts  who opposed him . His 

paper delivered to  the M etaphysical Society (The Evidence o f the  M irac le  

o f the  Resurrection, 1876), fo r  example, is no less devastating to  the 

C h ris tian  ra tiona le  fo r  being a po lite  and restra ined dem olition  o f one 

p a rticu la r m iracle .

I t  would be wrong to  assume th a t Yeats ’s adolescent in te rests were 

exclusive ly s c ie n tific . We know, fo r  instance, th a t he read Blake and 

R ossetti in  his m id-teens (Au 114), and i t  is clear th a t his in te res t in 

science and his in te res t in poetry were concurrent fo r  a period. An 

album of d ra fts  and copies of early  poems in the N ationa l L ib ra ry , D ublin  

(undated, but c le a rly  pre-dating his friendsh ip  w ith  Laura A rm strong), 

contains an im m atu re  and highly ’R om antic ’ trea tm en t o f the Cathleen ni 

Houlihan legend. This is fo llow ed im m ed ia te ly  by a tab le  dem onstrating 

ra the r ske tch ily  the development of anim al life :

Monera
I

Amoeba
I

Ringed Worm 
I

A rcran ia
I

Jawless animals 
I

Mud fish  
I

Pouched animals 
1

Apes
i

Ape man 
i

W.B.Y.
^

Hon. Secs. F. J. Gregg
Charles Johnston
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This is a clear dem onstration tha t fo r  a period his in te res t in poetry and 

his in te re s t in science were fe lt  to be com patib le . The tab le  confirm s 

th a t Yeats had read Haeckel by th is  stage. Haeckel divides the 

developm ent of animal l i fe  in to  tw e n ty -tw o  stages (see, eg., HC2 278-94), 

and the  reference to  ’ Monera’ indicates an awareness o f H aeckel's 

hypo the tica l sim plest p ro to z o a .il

We know from  Autobiographies tha t Yeats had read D arw in  and W allace, 

Huxley and Haeckel (and presumably Tyndall) during the period o f his 

s c ie n tif ic  enthusiasm. The conclusions he would have drawn from  th a t 

m a te ria l are like ly , as I shall now show, to  have been hos tile  to  

dem ocracy. Darw inism  promoted th ree  v ita l ly  im po rtan t n on -sc ien tific  

in te lle c tu a l movements -  the reaction  from  revealed re lig ion , and from  

C h ris tia n ity  in pa rticu la r, the rapid development o f ’ ra tio n a l’ occu ltism , 

and massive de libe ra liza tion , the emphasis on the righ ts  o f the com m unity 

ra the r than on those of the individual. Yeats, as we shall see, reacted to  

Darw in ism  in precisely th is  sequence during his f i r s t  th ir ty  years, but as a 

p re lim ina ry  i t  would be as w ell to examine b r ie f ly  the  spec ific  conclusions 

he would have been lik e ly  to  draw from  his early reading o f the fiv e  

sc ien tis ts  mentioned in  Autobiographies. In th is  f ir s t  section o f the 

In trodu c tion  I have mentioned those sc ien tis ts ’ most im po rtan t pre-1883 

pub lica tions. 1 have not yet detailed Thomas H ux ley ’ s works because his 

con tribu tions to  the debate were m ain ly dissem inated in  pamphlet and 

essay, and the m ore s ign ifican t of these w i l l  emerge in  the  subsequent 

discussion. I t  is rem arkable how s im ila r are the a ttitudes  of these 

sc ientis ts , varying considerably in background, tem peram ent and belie fs, 

and united only in th e ir devotion to  s c ie n tif ic  princ ip les, to  m atte rs of 

race and class.
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One of the more s trik ing  features of Darw inism  is th a t, according to  its

V ic to rian  proponents, some races should be seen as inhe ren tly  'b e tte r '

than others. Huxley c la im ed in 1865 tha t

no ra tiona l man, cognisant o f the fac ts , believes th a t the  average 
negro is the equal, s t i l l  less the superior, o f the average w h ite  
man, (CE III p66-7 -  1865).

Haeckel, s im ila rly , regarded A fricans as cons titu ting  the "low est races o f

men" (HC2 301). These 'lo w e r' species o f men are characterised by th e ir

'w o o liy -h a ir ' and dark colour:

they are on the whole at a much lower stage o f developm ent, and 
more like  apes, than most o f the L isso trich i, or s tra igh t-h a ired  
men. The U lo tr ic h i [be in g  the  fou r species o f w oo lly -ha ired  m en] 
are incapable of a true  inner cu ltu re  and o f a higher m enta l 
development, even under the  favourable conditions o f adapta tion 
now o ffe red  to  them in the U nited States o f N orth  A m erica . No 
w oolly-haired nation has ever had an im po rtan t 'h is to ry ', (HC2 307- 
10%

O f the  th irte en  races Haeckel includes in these 'low est' fou r species, nine

are varia tions of the A fr ic a n  negro and four are Austra lasian negroes.

That these conclusions were prom pted by what were fe l t  to  be purely

s c ie n tific  considerations, and not by mere prejudice against a ll coloured

races, is c learly  evinced by his account of trave l in Ceylon. Haeckel was

impressed by the beauty o f the  Singhalese (A V is it to  Ceylon, trans i.

C lara  Bell, 1883, p253, 283-5), and he regarded them as "happy ch ild ren

of nature" enjoying th e ir  paradise where "the  struggle fo r  existence

seemed to  have ceased" (ib id. p 170-1). He approved genera lly o f Indian

races, especially o f the Parsis and th e ir  re lig ion  (Zoroastrianism ):

I have never looked on at the re lig ious exercises o f any na tion  w ith  
deeper sympathy than at those of these sun and f ir e  worshippers. 
For we, the students o f nature, who duly recognise the  lig h t and 
warm th of the sun as the source and o rig in  o f a ll the  g lorious
organic l i fe  on our globe, are also, in po int o f fa c t,  nothing else
than sun-worshippers! (ibid.p53).

He goes on to  make what was, fo r  Haeckel, the  supreme concession. The 

sophisticated German 'W alde insam keit', the so litude o f nature, is nothing
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compared to  the "rea l and im m easurable so litude which reigns in [ th e ]  

prim aeval wilderness of the Cinghalese highlands", (ibid.p307). This 

unbounded appreciation fo r  a non-N ord ic race puts Haeckel's contem pt fo r

negro races in to  perspective. He regarded th e ir in fe r io r ity  as

s c ie n tif ic a lly  demonstrable, and he did not hesita te  to  com m it his be lie f 

to  p r in t.

W allace too, though not a supporter o f slavery, 12 regarded negroes as

la rge ly  despicable, as of " lo w " c iv iliz a tio n  (ib id.p 122-4). The natives of

the  M alay Archipelago, s im ila rly , fa ile d  to  impress him :

the in te lle c t of the Malay race seems ra ther d e fic ie n t. They are 
incapable of anything beyond the sim plest com binations o f ideas, 
and have l i t t le  taste  or energy fo r  the acquirem ent of knowledge, 
(The Malay Arch ipe lago, 1869, II p444).

In fa c t,  negroid races, according to  V ic to rian  D arw in ists, are not m ere ly

in fe r io r . Man's simian origins are te s tif ie d  to  by the  presence on th is

planet of creatures which purpo rt to  be men, but which are in  re a lity

closer to  the higher animals. Throughout The Descent o f Man Darw in

uses savage, or sem i-c iv ilized  races and tribes as a clue to  the ape-like

progen ito r of mankind, (see, eg., DM2 382-4). I t  is clear th a t he

regarded such races and tribes as low er, in term s of evolution, than the

rest of mankind. There is no d ire c t statem ent to  th is e ffe c t in  The

Descent of Man, but Haeckel, in  fo llo w in g  Darw in, would to le ra te  no such

delicacy:

the w ildest tribes in southern Asia and eastern A fr ic a  have no 
trace  whatever of the f ir s t  foundations of a ll human c iv iliz a tio n , of 
fa m ily  l i fe ,  and m arriage. They live  together in  herds, like  apes, 
generally c lim b ing on trees and eating fru its ; they do not know of
f ire , and use stones and clubs as weapons, just lik e  the higher apes.
A ll a ttem pts  to in troduce c iv iliz a tio n  among these, and many of 
the o ther tribes of the low est species, have h ith e rto  been of no 
ava il; i t  is impossible to  im p lan t human cu ltu re  where the requ is ite  
soil, namely, the pe rfec ting  o f the brain, is wanting. Not one of 
these tribes has ever been ennobled by c iv iliz a tio n ; i t  ra ther 
accelerates the ir ex tinc tion . They have barely risen above the 
lowest stage of tran s ition  from  m an-like apes to  ape-like  men, 
(HC2 363-4).
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Haeckel compares the "low est and most ape-like  men" w ith  the most

h igh ly  developed animals (apes, dogs and elephants) and the most h igh ly

developed men (A ris to tle , Spinoza, Newton, Kant, Lam arck and Goethe),

and finds th a t i f  a "sharp boundary" must be drawn, i t  should be between

A r is to t le  et a l and the "rudest savage":

the la t te r  have to  be classed w ith  the animals. This is, in fa c t,  
the opinion o f many trave lle rs , who have long watched the lowest 
human races in th e ir native countries. Thus, fo r  example, a great 
English tra v e lle r, who lived  fo r  a considerable t im e  on the west
coast of A fr ic a , says: "I consider the negro to  be a low er species
of man, and cannot make up my mind to  look upon him as 'a man 
and a brother*, fo r the g o rilla  would then also have to  be adm itted  
in to  the  fa m ily " . Even many C hris tian  m issionaries, who, a fte r  
long years of fru itle s s  endeavours to  c iv iliz e  these low est races, 
have abandoned the a tte m p t, express the same harsh judgem ent, 
and m a in ta in  th a t i t  would be easier to  tra in  the most in te llig e n t 
dom estic animals to  a m oral and c iv iliz e d  li fe ,  than these 
unreasoning b ru te -like  men. For instance, the able A ustrian  
m issionary Morlang, who tr ie d  fo r  many years w ith o u t the s ligh test 
success to  c iv iliz e  the ape-like negro tribes on the Upper N ile , 
expressly says: " th a t any mission to  such savages is absolute ly
useless. They stand fa r  below unreasoning animals; the la t te r  at
least show signs of a ffe c tio n  towards those who are kind towards 
them , whereas these b ru ta l natives are u tte r ly  incapable o f any 
fee ling  o f g ra titude ," (HC2 365-6).

W allace took an equally dim view of negro in te lle c t:

the m ental requirem ents o f savages, and the  fa cu ltie s  a c tua lly  
exercised by them, are very l i t t le  above those o f animals, 
(C ontribu tions to  the Theory of N atura l Selection, 1870, p356).

Indeed, he considered the bra in of the negro

an organ qu ite  d isproportionate  to  his actua l requ irem ents  A
bra in s lig h tly  la rge r than tha t of the go rilla  would  have su fficed
fo r  the lim ite d  m enta l development of the savage, (ibid.p343).

Huxley agreed w ith  W allace tha t

the low est savages are not raised 'many grades above the  elephant 
and the ape', (More C ritic ism s on Darw in, and A d m in is tra tive  
N ih ilism , 1872, p48).

O f the tw e lve  races iso lated by Haeckel only one, he fee ls. Homo

M editerraneus, because "the  most h ighly developed and p e rfe c t", has "had

an actua l h is to ry   [and] a tta ined to  th a t degree o f c iv iliz a t io n  which
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seems to  raise man above the rest o f nature" (HC2 321). The expansion 

of the c iv ilize d  world in to  the te r r ito ry  o f the 'lower* races, and the 

subjugation or exte rm ina tion  o f those races is ju s tifie d  in D arw in ian 

term s:

the re la tive  number o f the tw e lve  species flu c tu a te s   according
to  the law developed by D arw in, tha t in the struggle fo r  l i fe  the 
more highly developed, the more favoured and la rger groups of 
form s, possess the positive  in c lina tion  and the ce rta in  tendency to  
spread more and more a t the expense of the low er, more backward, 
and sm aller groups, (HC2 324).

Huxley also ju s tifie d  the expansionism of w h ite  races on pure ly

hum anitarian grounds:

the doctrine of equal na tu ra l righ ts may be an illo g ic a l delusion; 
em ancipation may conve rt the slave from  a w e ll-fed  anim al in to  a 
pauperised man, (CEIII (1865) p67). 13

The log ic  of th is whole argum ent is, o f course, qu ite  perverse, but to

n ineteenth century sc ien tis ts  the ra tiona le  seemed en tire ly  le g it im a te . I t

con firm ed the p o lit ic a l and c u ltu ra l dom ination o f the "c iv iliz e d " w orld  as

na tu ra lly  ordained, and the in e v ita b le  outcome of the ir log ic  would appear

to  have been less ugly to  them than i t  is to us. I t  was, however,

inev itab le  -  to  Haeckel:

o ther races  w ill sooner or la te r  com ple te ly succumb in  the
struggle fo r  existence to  the supe rio rity  of the M editarranean
races, (HC2 324-5)

to  Huxley:

i t  is sim ply inc red ib le  th a t  he [the  negro ] w ill be able to
compete successfully w ith  his bigger-brained and sm aller-jaw ed
riva l, in a contest which is to  be carried  on by thoughts and not 
by bites, (CEIII p67)

to  Darw in:

when one of tw o  adjo in ing tribes becomes more numberous and 
powerfu l than the o ther, the contest is soon se ttled  by war, 
slaughter, cannibalism , slavery, and absorption. Even when a 
weaker tr ib e  is not thus abrup tly  swept away, i f  i t  once begins to  
decrease, i t  generally goes on decreasing u n til i t  is e x tin c t.

When c iv ilized  nations come in to  con tact w ith  barbarians the 
struggle is short, except where a deadly c lim a te  gives its  aid to  
the native race, (DM1 238)
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and to Wallace;

the be tte r and higher specimens of our race w ou ld ..... increase and 
spread, the low er and more bru ta l would give way and successively 
die out, and tha t rapid advancement of m ental o rgan ization would 
occur, which has raised the very low est races o f man so fa r above 
the brutes (although d iffe r in g  so l i t t le  from  some o f them in
physical s truc tu re )  I t  is the same great law o f 'th e  preservation
of favoured races in the struggle fo r  l i fe ',  which leads to  the 
inev itab le  e x tinc tio n  of a ll those low  and m en ta lly  underdeveloped 
populations w ith  which Europeans come in  con tac t. The red Indian 
in N orth  A m erica , and in  B raz il; the Tasmanian, A ustra lian , and 
New Zealander in  the southern hemisphere, die ou t, not from  any 
one special cause, but from  the in ev itab le  e ffe c ts  o f an unequal 
mental and physical struggle. The in te lle c tu a l and m oral, as w e ll 
as the physical, qualities of the European are superior; the same 
powers and capacities which have made him rise in  a few  centuries 
from  the cond ition of the wandering savage w ith  a scanty and 
s ta tionary population, to  his present s ta te  o f cu ltu re  and 
advancement, w ith  a greater average longev ity , a g reater average 
strength, and a capacity  of more rapid increase, -  enable him when 
in contact w ith  the savage man, to  conquer in  the struggle fo r  
existence, and to  increase at his expense, just as the be tte r 
adapted, increase at the expense of the less adapted varie ties in 
the anim al and vegetable kingdoms, -  just as the weeds o f Europe 
overrun N o rth  Am erica and A ustra lia , extinguish ing native 
productions by the inherent vigour o f th e ir organ ization , and by 
the ir greater capacity  fo r  existence and m u ltip lica tio n , 
(C ontribu tions to  the Theory of N a tura l Se lection, p317-9).

The conclusion is inev itab le . "The higher -  the m ore in te lle c tu a l and

m ora l -  must displace the lower and more degraded races", (ib id. p329). 14

I am quoting in th is chapter only from  works th a t had been published, or 

translated, before  Yeats 's  in te res t in science had waned, (which I would 

date as the period of 'T im e  and the W itch V iv ien ', w r it te n  la te  in 1883). 

In the preceding pages I have tr ie d  to  show th a t the  overwhelm ing 

impression th a t Yeats would have gained is th a t, fo r  these leading 

Darw in ists, as fa r as race is concerned, a ll men were not born equal. 

When the same hypothesis was applied to  questions of class these 

scientists, as we shall now see, reached precise ly the same conclusions.
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The O rig in  o f Species had impressed K a rl M arx, and M arx la te r requested 

D a rw in ’s permission to  dedicate Das K ap ita l to  him. Darw in turned down 

the  o ffe r , but George L ich the im  cla im s (A Short H is to ry  o f Socialism , 

1970, p l74 ) th a t M arx was "c le a rly  in fluenced" by D arw in , and socia lists, 

generally, were keen to  associate the tw o doctrines. 15 Such associations 

were made, however, as soon as the tw o theories were published, la rge ly  

because, as F L Bender suggests, Darw in and Marx shared many enemies 

during the  1860s, and p a rtly  because the theory o f evo lu tion is

developm ental, and is thus supe rfic ia lly  s im ila r to  M arx ’s h is to rica l 

approach. Professor Rudolph V irchow , in his address to  the  50th m eeting

of German N a tu ra lis ts  and Physicians at Munich in September 1877, had

a ttacked Haeckel fo r encouraging socialism. This drew an astonished 

response:

"W hat in the world  has the doctrine o f descent to  do w ith
socia lism ?"  these tw o  theories are about as com patib le  as f ir e
and w a te r  The theory of descent procla im s m ore c le a rly  than
any o ther s c ie n tific  theory, tha t tha t equality  o f individuals which 
socialism  strives a fte r  is an im possib ility , tha t i t  stands, in fa c t,  in  
irreconc ilab le  con trad ic tion  to  the inev itab le  inequa lity  of 
individuals which a c tu a lly  and everywhere subsists. Socialism 
demands equal righ ts , equal duties, equal possessions, equal 
enjoyments fo r every c it iz e n  alike; the theory o f descent proves, in
exact opposition to  th is , th a t the rea lisa tion o f th is  demand is a
pure im poss ib ility , and th a t in the co n s titu tio n a lly  organised 
com m unities of men, as of the lower animals, ne ither righ ts  nor 
duties, ne ither possessions nor enjoyments have ever been equal fo r
a ll the members a like  nor ever can be, (Freedom in Science and
Teaching, 1879, p90-l%

Huxley, who w rote a preface fo r  the English trans la tion  o f th is  work, was 

equally amazed tha t anyone, V irchow in pa rticu la r, could perceive a bond 

link ing  "evo lu tion  w ith  revo lu tion " (ibid. pxix). Tyndall had already 

pointed out in his Inaugural Address at the B irm ingham  and M idland 

In s titu te  tha t

N ature   secures advance, not by the reduction o f a ll to  a
common level, but by the  encouragement and conservation o f what 
is best, (On Science and Man, 1877, p26).

I f  anything the theory o f na tura l selection is ’a r is to c ra tic ’ :
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I f  th is English hypothesis is to  be compared to  any d e fin ite  
p o lit ic a l tendency -  as is, no doubt, possible -  th a t tendency can 
only be a ris to c ra tic , c e rta in ly  not dem ocra tic , and least o f a ll 
soc ia lis t. The theory o f selection teaches th a t in human li fe ,  as in 
anim al and p lant l i fe  everywhere, and at a ll tim es, only a sm all 
and chosen m in o rity  can exist and flou rish , w h ile  the enormous 
m a jo rity  starve and perish m iserably and more or less
prem atu re ly   The selection, the p icking out o f these ’chosen
ones’ , is in ev itab ly  connected w ith  the a rres t and destruction  o f the 
rem aining m a jo rity . Another English n a tu ra lis t, the re fo re , 
designates the  kernel of Darw inism  very fra n k ly  as the ’ surviva l of 
the f i t te s t ’ , as the v ic to ry  o f the best', (Freedom in Science and 
Teaching, p92-3).

This view of the prim acy o f the aris tocracy is sanctioned by Darw in. In 

The Descent o f Man he w rites  tha t

the presence o f a body o f w e ll- in s truc ted  men, who have not to  
labour fo r  th e ir  da ily  bread, is im portan t to  a degree which cannot 
be over-estim ated; as a ll high in te lle c tu a l w ork is ca rried  on by 
them, and on such work m a te ria l progress o f a ll kinds m ainly 
depends, not to  m ention o ther and higher advantages, (DM I 169). 16

The 'b e tte r ' classes se lf-perpetuate  according to  the laws of evolution:

the men who are rich  through prim ogeniture  are able to  select 
generation a fte r  generation the  more beau tifu l and charm ing 
women; and these must generally be hea lthy in  body and ac tive  in 
m ind  (DM1 170)
the  members o f our a ris tocracy  from  having chosen during many
generations from  a ll classes the more beau tifu l women as th e ir 
wives, have become handsomer, according to  the  European standard 
of beauty, than the m iddle classes, (DM2 356).

For Haeckel, a hered ita ry  a ris tocracy, and a he red ita ry  monarchy, both

"v irtu e s ” , are to  be "traced  to  the notion o f  a transm ission o f special

excellencies", (H C l ISO).

There can be no doubt tha t Darw inism  was fe l t  to  be in im ica l to  

equa lity . The app lica tion  o f evolutionary theories to  human society 

bolstered the immense divisions between classes, and the even greater 

divisions between nations and races. The sc ien tis ts  Yeats read during his 

teens -  Wallace, Haeckel, Huxley, Tyndall and D arw in  -  were not 

unw illing  to  face the  im p lica tions of such an app lica tion .
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Before tu rn ing  to  Yeats i t  would be as w e ll to  examine, b r ie f ly , the

social and p o lit ic a l m anifestia tions of those im p lica tions. The period of

Y ea ts ’s l i fe  coincided alm ost exactly  w ith  the development o f ’ pure’

Darw inism  in to  Socia l-D arw in ism , and thence in to  the flou rish ing  o f

fasc is t theory. ’ I l l ib e ra l’ a ttitudes to  race and class predom inated, of

course, even before Darw in and his popularizers, but the new science

rendered them v ir tu a lly  im pregnable amongst the non -c le rica l, educated

classes. Those who adapted the science to  human com m unities, the

’S ocia l-D arw in is ts ’ , were aware of the power of the doc trine  th a t seemed

to  con trad ic t the cen tra l tenets of socialism :

the cen tra l thesis of Darw in appeared as nothing less than a 
cu lm inating  s c ie n tif ic  condemnation of a ll the labour programmes of 
the West conceived in a s p ir it of socialism,

w ro te  Benjamin K idd (The Science o f Power, 1918, p46). Indeed B r ita in ’s

f i r s t  soc ia lis t P rim e M in is te r considered tha t M arx would have been w iser

to  come to  term s w ith  Darw in ra ther than w ith  Hegel, (J Ramsay

MacDonald: Socialism and Society, 1905, p. 102-4). Another leading Social-

D a rw in is t, K a rl Pearson, also opposed Marxism because in a soc ia lis t sta te

there  would be "noth ing to  check the  fe r t i l i t y  of the in fe r io r  stock", and

the "re len tless law of hered ity" would not be con tro lled  by na tura l

se lection. This would resu lt inev itab ly , he cla im ed, in fam ine  and the

stagnation of man. 17 Fascist propagandists, as we shall see, were quick

to  cap ita lise  on the e litism  they perceived in Darw in ism . I t  was,

likew ise, seen to  support an en tire ly  c a p ita lis t economy, as Brecht

noticed. 18 W illiam  Graham Sumner in the U n ited States, fo r  instance,

regarded m illiona ires as "th e  products o f natura l se lection", a notion tha t

apparently appealed to  Andrew Carnegie, th is being a ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r  the

concentra tion  of w ealth , and a massive repud iation o f M arx is t

economics. 19
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3ohn Burrow points out, in the in troduc tion  to  his ed ition  of The O rig in

o f Species (1968, p45), tha t "the  survival o f the f i t te s t "  in  a human

con tex t could be a ll things to  a ll men. I t  p a rticu la rly  suited, however,

the various theories of race, class, economics, nationalism , and human

progress tha t eventua lly  cohered as the loose con fection  o f ideologies th a t

is fascism . In a spec ifica lly  Irish con text, fo r  instance, D arw in ian

hypotheses were quick to  take soc io -p o litica l e ffe c t:

an adverse development in the English image o f Ire land can 
c e rta in ly  be discerned by the 1870s. The cartoon dep ic tion  o f the 
Irishman had moved f irm ly  away from  th a t o f the am iable i f  
con tem ptib le  peasant buffoon towards th a t o f the dangerous
te rro r is t ape-man  The sim ianiz ing o f the Irish cartoon image
was linked to  the populariza tion of D arw in ian theories, and 
expressed the  English view o f the Irish as at a p r im it iv e  stage in 
the evo lu tion of man, (P a trick  O 'F a rre ll: England and Ire land since 
1800, 1975, p38-9).

Yeats took great exception to  such cartoons in Punch (L 335-6)20 and 

Conor C ruise O 'B rien  (1ER 226-7) makes the point th a t Irish  se n s itiv ity  to  

s e lf-p o rtra its  th a t are not comprehensively f la t te r in g  is not e n tire ly  

inexp licab le . The Synge and O'Casey controversies should be seen against 

th is  h is to ry  o f unwarranted b ru ta liza tion .

Elem ents of what came to  be known as Socia l-Darw in ism  did ac tua lly  

antedate popular evo lutionary theory. Semmel isolates a number of m id - 

V ic to rian  opponents of p o lit ica l economy, fo r  instance, inc lud ing K ingsley, 

C a rly le  and Dickens, who objected to  the stern Radica l ind iv idua lism  th a t 

had, they fe lt ,  dehumanized the B ritish  working man, but who were a t the 

same tim e  u tte r ly  contemptuous of supposedly in fe r io r  non-w h ite  races, 

and in d iffe re n t to  the in justices those races s u f f e r e d . 21

Fierce opposition to  libera lism  was beginning to  flou rish  some tim e  before  

the pub lica tion  of The O rig in, but, arguably qu ite  u n w ittin g ly , D arw in
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s ig n ifica n tly  invigorated a n ti- lib e ra l morale, Darw in did not endorse the

app lica tion  of his b io log ica l hypotheses to  socio-p>olitical environm ents but,

as Burrow says (op,cit.p45), Darw inism  as popularly in te rp re ted  "provided a

kind of c ruc ib le  in to  which the fears and hatreds o f the age could be

dipped and come out coated w ith  an aura of s c ie n tif ic  au th o rity ". The

seeds of fasc is t theories of rac ia l superio rity  and expansionism are easily

detected in  D arw in 's  analysis of N a tura l Selection -  in the be lie f, fo r

example, tha t "the  la rger genera..... tend to  become la rger; and

throughout nature the form s of l i fe  which are now dom inant tend to

become s t i l l  more dom inant", tha t those species w ill survive and procreate

th a t have natura l advantages, tha t no m od ifica tion  in  the s truc tu re  of a

species can work to  its  disadvantage, and tha t non-indigeneous fo rm s must

be regarded as a serious th rea t in  any given locale . In  any country a

change in  the num erica l proportions of some of the inhab itan ts ......
would most seriously a ffe c t many of the others. I f  the coun try 
were open on its  borders, new form s would c e rta in ly  im m igra te , 
and th is also would seriously d isturb the re la tions o f some of the
fo rm er inhab itan ts   But in the case of an island, or of a country
p a rtly  surrounded by barriers, in to  which new and be tte r adapted 
form s could not fre e ly  enter, we should then have places in  the 
economy of nature which would assuredly be be tte r f i l le d  up, i f  
some of the o rig ina l inhabitants were in some manner m odified; 
fo r, had the area been open to  im m igra tion , these same places 
would have been seized on by in truders, (OS 59, 81-2).

This would be regarded by Social D arw in ists as ir re fu ta b le  s c ie n tific

endosrement of an uncompromising nationalism . The re la tionsh ip  of an

organism and its  functions and environm ent is cen tra l to  the evo lu tionary

hypothesis. L ife  processes m od ify  the form  to  a llow  i t  to  adapt to  its

environm ent, continuing the struggle fo r  existence. When the s truc tu re

becomes ill-adapted the fitness of the organism to  com pete w ith  riva ls

w ill be qu ick ly challenged and, should the discrepancy between fo rm  and

environm ent become too great, i t  w ill eventua lly be e lim ina ted.
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Huxley e x p lic it ly  repudiated the app lica tion o f D a rw in ’ s hypothesis to  

human society, and cla im ed th a t the Socia l-D arw in is ts  had m isunderstood 

the  ’ survival of the f i t te s t ' to  mean the 'su rv iva l o f the best’ :

In cosm ic nature, however, what is ’ f i t te s t '  depends upon the
conditions, (CEIX (1893) p80).

This may seem a fatuous response to  the problem of Socia l-D arw in ism ,

but we should remember tha t in 1893 Socia l-D arw in ism  was hardly a

problem. In spite of Huxley's renunciation of the app lica tion  of

Darw inism  to  soc io -p o litica l structures, however, i t  is qu ite  clear th a t the 

p rinc ip le  Socia l-D arw in is t contention, tha t " i f  man had evolved from  the 

ape he m ight be im proved progressively u n til ’homo superior' was as fa r  

removed from  the puny crea ture  of the present day as 'homo sapiens’ 

from  his ignoble ancestor", (James Webb: The O ccu lt Establishm ent, 1976, 

p i 6), is no d iffe re n t from  Huxley's comparison of present man, when 

stood against his vastly  superior descendants, to  the 'b lack -bee tle '. (See 

below p lO l). For the m a te ria lis tic  evo lu tion is t notions of human social 

progress seem to  lead in ev itab ly  to  theories of race. The discovery th a t 

the anim al w orld  and man derive from  the same prim ord ia l ce ll once 

accepted, Socia l-D arw in ists did not find  the transference o f natura l 

selection to  p o lit ic a l systems and rac ia l in te rconnection  'unw arran tab le ', 

(John Lew is: Anthropo logy, 1969, p36).

The social science tha t developed from  such app lica tions of Darw inism  to  

society was Eugenics -  a te rm  f ir s t  proposed by Francis Gal ton in  his 

1883 pub lica tion . Inquiries in to  Human Facu lty  and its  Developm ent. 

W riting  under the in fluence of Darw in on race con tro l, he considers the 

sentim ent against "the  gradual ex tinc tion  o f an in fe r io r  race" to  be 

"unreasonable" (p308). The debate developed rap id ly . In N a tu ra l 

Inheritance (1889), Galton w rites tha t we must consider "F ra te rn itie s  and
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large Populations ra ther than  individuals, and must tre a t them as

u n its " .22 In 1890 Havelock E llis , whom Yeats knew w e ll, published The 

New S p ir it , a study o f various contem porary w rite rs  tha t is in troduced by 

an app lica tion  o f science to  social problems tha t is typ ica l o f the period. 

Havelock E llis  accords D arw in  the "ch ie f place o f honour in  the trium ph 

o f a movement which began w ith  A r is to tle "  (p5), and announces his desire 

to  "search out the fa c ts  o f things, and to  found l i fe  upon them ," (p8, my 

ita lic s ). The be lie f tha t "socia l ra ther than theo log ica l questions seem to  

be the le g itim a te  outcom e of the s c ie n tific  s p ir it"  (ib id. p l2 ) is a 

contem porary con firm a tion  th a t during the second ha lf o f the n ineteenth 

century, once the debate over Genesis had been won by the  loose

coa litio n  of D arw in ists, 'M a te ria lis ts ’ and Agnostics, i t  was considered 

reasonable fo r  society to  be rearranged in  the con text o f the new 

discoveries.23 Before we assume tha t Yeats qu ick ly  fo rg o t D arw in, 

Huxley and Haeckel, o r tha t he did not enter in to  the debate on the 

app lica tion  o f th e ir research to  p o lit ica l societies, we should compare the

e x tra c t from  The Descent o f Man (below p32-33) th a t re fe rs to  the

character and pedigree of man's "horses, c a ttle  and dogs" w ith  Yeats 's 

long quotation from  R obert Burton 's The Anatom y of M elancholy ( I. ii. I I. iv ) , 

in On the B o ile r (1939, pI5-16), which he takes as a te x t fo r  the

comments tha t fo llo w .

L a te r Socia l-D arw in ists -  Houston Chamberlain, K a rl Pearson and Benjamin 

K idd, in pa rticu la r -  were, however, by fa r the most in flu e n tia l 

prom ulgators of the new, f ie rc e ly  log ica l, 's c ie n t if ic ' racism . These 

p ro to -fasc is t au th o ritie s24 avoided the problem of having to  adapt

D arw in 's  b io log ica l hypothesis to  human soc io -p o litica l systems by c la im ing  

th a t Darw in had been prompted to  his theory o f the o rig in  of species by
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consideration of human population, (K idd: Social Evo lu tion, 1894, p31-2

and note), and by quoting both his be lie f th a t "th e  whole subject is

beyond the  scope of man’s in te lle c t, but man can do his du ty", and his

con fiden t assertion tha t "man in the  d is tan t fu tu re  w ill be a fa r more

p e rfe c t crea tu re  than he now is", (K arl Pearson: Charles Darw in, 1923,

p27)25 Pearson went on to  explain man's D arw in ian "du ty":

1 th ink  we can in te rp re t the phrase by his own doctrine . Man is 
governed p rim a rily  by hered ity  and by the  fac ts  o f va ria tio n . 
N ature  has driven him harshly fo rw ard  on the path towards being a 
more pe rfec t creature , by the exte rm ina tion  o f the  physica lly and 
m en ta lly  less f i t .  Is i t  not the  duty o f man to  acce lera te  N ature 's 
progress? For i f  there be tha t F irs t Cause, which gave natura l
laws to  the universe fo r  its  development, then these ind ica te  the 
purpose of its  c rea to r, and the in te res ts  as w e ll as the duty o f
man are to  hasten the process o f evo lu tion   i t  is the re lig ious
duty of man to  see th a t man is b e tte r and be tte r born.26

Darw inism  consequently becomes qu ick ly  constric ted  to  the urgent need

fo r  s ta te  con tro l o f the fe r t i l i t y  o f in fe r io r  stocks, (Pearson: National

L ife  e tc, p61-2).

B ritish  Socia l-D arw in ists were regarded as respectable au thorities  by 

German N ationa l Socia list ideologists. A lthough the notion o f progress 

through the  surviva l of the  f i t te s t  was pecu lia rly  germane to  the 

tra d it io n a l German celebration o f the  Volk27 _ N ietzsche, fo r  instance,

cla im ed th a t "w ith ou t Hegel there  would have been no Darw in"28 _ 

D arw in  s tim u la ted  a gradual German desertion of metaphysics in favour of 

the  c u lt o f in s tin c t and rac ia l heritage. Fascist theoris ts  were quick to  

reduce race, and the  breeding of a superior Volk, to  "em p irica l knowledge 

o f breeding birds, dogs, b u tte rflie s , e tc " .29 Fascist regimes depended 

u ltim a te ly  on the  notion tha t man, as a mere b io log ica l organism, was no 

m ore than what C arr calls "an expendable un it in a co lle c tive  e n tity  

(op .c it. p i 13), and to  a considerable ex ten t the  inexorable descent to
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selective s te rilisa tio n , euthanasia, te rr ito r ia l expansion at the expense of 

'u n f i t ' neighbours, eugenics, and the exte rm ina tion  o f social undesirables

had been signposted by Darw in. Those who c la im  th a t there  is no 

sanction in D arw in 's  works fo r the ex trem ities  o f S oc ia l-D arw in is t and

fasc is t philosophies have overlooked some broad h in ts in  The Descent of 

Man. I f

various checks...  do not prevent the reckless, the vicious and
otherw ise in fe r io r  members of society from  increasing a t a quicker 
ra te  than the be tte r class of men, the nation w ill retrograde,
(DM I 177).

Such a retrogression is, perhaps, inevitab le:

we must bear w ithou t complaining the undoubtedly bad e ffe c ts  of 
the weak surviv ing and propagating th e ir  kind; but the re  appears to  
be at least one check in steady action, namely the  weaker and
in fe r io r members of society not m arrying so fre e ly  as the sound;
and th is check m ight be in d e fin ite ly  increased, though th is  is more 
to  be hoped fo r  than expected, by the weak in  body or mind
re fra in in g  from  marriage, (DM1 169).

Even 'in fe r io r ' negro tribes had discovered the im portance of eugenics,

and Darw in w rites w ith  approval of a pa rticu la r tr ib e  th a t sold its  ugliest

women as slaves to  preserve the beauty o f the s tock .30 The re la tion  of

the im provem ent of human stocks to animal husbandry, however, is

spec ifica lly  authorised in tw o c ruc ia l passages towards the end o f The

Descent o f Man:

Man scans w ith  scrupulous care the character and pedigree of his 
horses, c a ttle , and dogs before he matches them ; but when he 
comes to  his own m arriage he rare ly , or never, takes any such
care. He is im pelled by nearly the same m otives as are the lower 
animals when le f t  to th e ir own fre e  choice, though he is so fa r
superior to  them tha t he highly values m enta l charms and virtues. 
On the o ther hand he is strongly a ttra c te d  by m ere w ea lth  or rank.
Yet he m ight by selection do something not only fo r  the bodily
cons titu tion  and fram e of his o ffsp ring , but fo r  th e ir  in te lle c tu a l 
and m oral qua lities. Both sexes ought to  re fra in  from  m arriage i f  
in any marked degree in fe r io r in body or m ind; but such hopes are 
U topian and w ill never be even p a rtia lly  realised u n til the laws of 
inheritance are thoroughly known. A l l do good service who aid 
towards th is  end. When the princip les o f breeding and of
inheritance are be tte r understood, we shall not hear ignorant 
members of the leg is la tu re  re jec ting  w ith  scorn a plan fo r
ascerta in ing by an easy method whether or not consanguineous 
marriages are in jurious to  man......
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Man, like  every other anim al, has no doubt advanced to  his present 
high cond ition through a struggle fo r  existence consequent on his 
rapid m u ltip lica tio n ; and i f  he is to  advance s t il l higher he must 
rem ain subject to  a severe struggle. O therw ise he would soon sink 
in to  indolence, and the more h ig h ly -g ifte d  men would not be m ore 
successful in the  b a ttle  o f l i fe  than the less g ifte d . Hence our
natura l ra te  of increase  must not be g rea tly  dim inished by any
means. There should be open com petition  fo r a ll men; and the
most able should not be prevented by laws or customs from  
succeeding best and rearing the la rgest number of o ffsp ring , (DM2 
402-4, my ita lics ).

This po in t was an tic ipa ted  by Francis G alton who regarded i t  as 

"p ra c tica b le  to  produce a h ig h ly -g ifte d  race o f men" by fo llow ing  the

princip les of horse and dog breeding, (H ered ita ry  Genius, 1869, p i) .  In

the  lig h t of the lines I have ita lic iz e d  K a rl Pearson's in te rp re ta tio n  of 

man’s "D arw in ian duty" seems less extravagant. The dom inant s c ie n tif ic  

ideas o f the day were transla ted  in to  p o lit ic a l term s, racism being an 

in teg ra l outgrow th of the D arw in ian revo lu tion . An ideal type was 

s tipu la ted , and the sta te  would ensure th a t the best specimens o f th a t 

type reproduced.31

Such theories were based on the ’D arw in ian ' inequalities of man.

Bertrand Russell makes the po in t th a t an evo lu tion is t who is also an

ega lita rian  must fin d  h im self in the  rid icu lous position of being unable to

argue against a campaign in favour of "Votes fo r  Oysters", (HWP 697-8).

Julian Huxley was la te r to  c la im  th a t since man's equality is a 'fa b le ',

u t te r ly  disproved by biology, eugenics "m ust take possession" of anyone

who has fu lly  grasped the fa c ts  o f evolution , (The Stream of L i fe , 1926,

p i 3, 50-6). C learly , although Darw in was him self a lib e ra l, the

im p lica tions  of his theories seriously con trad ic ted  tra d it io n a l libe ra l

assumptions. To take just one example, the movement fo r  women's

suffrage can hardly have been assisted by D arw in 's  assertion th a t:

the  chief d is tinc tion  in the  in te lle c tu a l powers of the tw o  sexes is 
shewn by man a tta in ing  to  a higher eminence, in whatever he takes
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up, than woman can a tta in  -  whether requ iring deep thought, 
reason, or im agination, or m ere ly the use o f the senses and
hands  We may also in fe r, from  the law of the deviation of
averages...... th a t i f  men are capable of decided eminence over
women in many subjects, the average standard of m ental power in 
man must be above tha t of woman, (DM2 327).32

As Russell says

the doc trine  th a t a ll men are born equal, and th a t the d iffe rences 
between adults are due wholly to  education, was incom patib le  w ith  
his emphasis on congenital d iffe rences between members o f the
same species  the  congenital d iffe rences between men acquire
fundam enta l im portance, (HWP 697).

Fascist au tho rities  seized on these differences and insisted on the urgency

of e rad ica ting  whatever deviated from  rac ia l and social norms, and on the

d ire c t in te rfe rence  w ith  normal p rocrea tive  patterns by the

im p lem enta tion  of s ta te  contro lled breeding programmes. The public

health service should not, fo r instance, prolong or 'encourage' lives tha t

have " l i t t le  or no social value"; crippled ch ild ren are b e tte r dead because

to a llow  weaklings to  survive is to  encourage the weakening o f the stock;

the insane must be s t r ic t ly  segregated, and doctors must encourage f i t

pa tien ts w h ils t 'd iscouraging' the u n fit, being those who su ffe r from

hered ita ry  de fo rm ities  and diseases, or from  the e ffe c ts  o f "special

environm ents", a lcohol, syphilis, tubercolosis, and other "ra c ia l de fec ts ".33

F u ll s ta te  con tro l of a ll aspects of rac ia l im provem ent was, however,

recognised as impossible, and much of the responsib ility  was seen to  lie

w ith  the  population its e lf,  u ltim a te ly  w ith  the education system. "Is i t

possible", asked Pearson, " to  arouse a consciousness in the  fo lk  th a t the

parentage of the next generation is not a personal but a national

problem? -  th a t a nation which has ceased to  insure tha t its  be tte r

elements have a dom inant fe r t i l i t y  has destroyed its e lf  fa r  more

e ffe c tu a lly  than its  foes could ever hope to  destroy i t  in the  b a ttle fie ld ? "

- 34 -



(N ationa l L ife , e tc ., p .v iii) . One need read only Gregor Z iem er’ s 

h o rr ify in g  Education fo r  Death to  understand th a t the answers to

Pearson's questions are resoundingly a f f irm a t iv e .34 The need to  breed a 

dom inant native race and to  expand and subjugate neighbouring 'in fe r io r ' 

cu ltures (Pearson, National L ife , e tc ., p45-6) found fu l l  expression in  the 

comprehensive N ationa l Socia list and M osleyite  regeneration programmes. 

Fascism teaches men and women to  " liv e  lik e  a th le tes" so as to  be of

maximum service to  the state, and the task o f German fascism , fo r

instance, was to  purge the coun try o f paras itic  elements.35

As Joachim C Fest says (The Face o f the Th ird  R e ich , trans i. M ichael

Bullock, 1972, p l54), the be lie f th a t the race was collapsing through

in terbreed ing w ith  subnormal races led to  the establishm ent o f a

catalogue of 'positive' cura tive  measures: rac ia l hygiene, eugenic 
choice of m arriage partners, the breeding o f human beings by the 
methods of selection on the one hand and e x tirpa tio n  on the o ther. 
The guiding aide of the 'race-a ttached soul' made a ll cu ltu ra l and 
crea tive  achievements dependent on external appearance and at the 
same tim e  linked the a b ility  and hence the r ig h t to  found states 
and empires w ith  b io log ica l preconditions.

The o rig in  of a ll th is is to  be found in  D a r w in .3 6

I have in troduced th is 'la te r ' m a te ria l not to show some lin k  between 

p ra c tica l fascism and Y ea ts ’ s p o lit ic a l stance, even in  the la te r  years, but 

to  dem onstrate the p o lit ic a l po ten tia l of the in te lle c tu a l h o s t il ity  to  

dem ocracy of V ic to rian  s c ie n tific  research. Inherent in  the  works of the 

sc ien tis ts  Yeats encountered was a s c ie n tific  opposition to  the princip les 

of equa lity  tha t could be capita lised on and put in to  p o lit ic a l p ractice . 

Fascist propagandists, fo r  instance, regarded the fa th e r o f th e ir science as 

Ernst Haeckel. I t  has recen tly  been dem onstrated tha t the standard view

of German youth movements as a re vo lt against Haeckelian m ate ria lism  is

vTvSfrA^Tl  ALLY WIbG- m e  MAAk, IN fXCTJ HAECKGL
T H -r  JVVONtÇT*
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League in general were cen tra l to  the fo rm a tio n  of the 'w a n d e r v o g e l ', 3 7  

Supporters disseminated Haeckelian ideology throughout the movement, in 

which Haeckel was presented as "the  rom antic  prophet o f nature worship" 

( ib id .p l55 ). German youth was aware o f the nature o f Haeckel's Socia l- 

Darw inism , and of his demand tha t Germ anic peoples re tu rn  to  na tura l 

and in s tin c tiv e  patterns of behaviour, and become subservient to  na tura l 

laws alone. The seminal impulse in  Haeckel's social and s c ie n tific  

enquiries, the de ifica tion  of natura l order, was picked up by H it le r  

( ib id .p l 60-70), and the science of National Socia lis t Germany was, 

s im ila rly , drawn from  Haeckelian natura l h is to ry , and from  the  research 

of his M onist popularizers. Third Reich sc ien tis ts  were instructed  to  

stress heavily  the 's p ir itu a l' aspects of science, ra ther than the

m ate ria lism  -  to  "subordinate s c ie n tific  investigations to  the 'g rea te r 

m yste ry ', which is one of the s p ir it" ,  (Mosse, op.cit.p201-5). "As fo r  the

why of these laws," w ro te  H it le r  (H itle r 's  Secret Conversations, p5,

quoted in Gasman op .c it.p l62 ), "we shall never know anything about i t .  A 

th ing  is so, and our understanding cannot conceive o f other schemes". 

The s im ila r ity  between th is com ment and the de fin itio n  o f science 

proposed by Thomas, and la te r by Julian H u x le y ,38 is s trik ing . As the 

nove lis t T . H. W hite was quick to  realise, the works of H. G. Wells,

Huxley and Darw in constitu ted  an unconscious b lueprin t fo r d ic ta to rsh ip  

and tyranny, (The M aster, 1957, p l03 , 165, 233). Huxley's Superman,

whose a rriva l would cause Homo Sapiens to  seem a 'b lack -bee tle ', had,

fo r  Haeckel and fo r  H itle r , already arrived in  the regenerating N ord ic 

states:

the d iffe rence  between the reason of a Goethe, a Kant, a Lam arck,
or a Darw in, and tha t of the low est savage.......  is much g reater
than the graduated d ifferences between the reason of the la t te r  
and tha t of the most "ra tio n a l"  mammals, (Ernst Haeckel, The 
R iddle o f the Universe, transla ted by Joseph McCabe, 1900, p i 27)
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reasoned Haeckel, For H itle r  there was "less d iffe rence  between the 

man-ape and the ord inary man" than between 'o rd ina ry ' man and "a  man 

lik e  Schopenhauer", (H itle r 's  Secret Conversations, p71, see Gasman 

op .c it,p l64 ).39  Unquestionably, there is a lin k  between fasc is t ideology 

and the  Social-Darw inism  tha t was its e lf  an outgrow th o f the D arw in ian 

revo lu tion . The e lim ina tion  of b io log ica lly  u n fit  units, as a tr ib u te  to  

na tu ra l order, was to  be a preoccupation o f National Socialism as i t  had 

been of Haeckel's M onist League.

In th is  th ird  section of the in troduc tion  I have tr ie d  to  show how theories 

of human society tha t were inherent, im p lic it,  or c le a rly  s tated in  the 

works of the scientists Yeats read, were put in to  p o lit ic a l and ideo log ica l 

p rac tice . The three sections trace  the rapid development from  pure 

science to  unabashed re a lp o litik , through the la te  V ic to rian  sociologists 

who applied the biology to  society.

My purpose in a ll th is has been to  dem onstrate tha t Yeats 's  early  

s c ie n tif ic  in terests led him to a body of lite ra tu re  tha t was in  its e lf  

essentia lly sc ie n tific , but which incorporated, at the same tim e , 

assumptions about human society tha t were ir re fu ta b ly  hos tile  to  

libe ra lism , and tha t were la te r expanded by p ro to -fasc is t and fa sc is t 

theoris ts . There can be no doubt tha t the socia lists were w e ll beaten in  

the race fo r Darw in by cap ita lis ts  and p ro to -fasc is ts . Yeats 's  b rie f 

f l i r ta t io n  w ith  socialism should be seen as a response to  W illiam  M orris 's  

s ty le  and personality (Au 146, Mem 20, see below p77-8D), ra ther than as 

a resu lt of any genuine sympathy w ith  the underpriv ileged classes. These 

he fra n k ly  disliked even in 1888 (Mem 21). D arw in 's  en tire  hypothesis 

was founded on a generous allowance of geological tim e:
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i t  is hard ly possible fo r  me even to  reca ll to  the reader, who may 
not be a p rac tica l geologist, the  fa c ts  leading the  m ind feeb ly  to  
comprehend the lapse of tim e . He who can read Sir Charles 
L y e ll’ s grand work on the Princip les of Geology, which the fu tu re  
h is to rian  w ill recognise as having produced a revo lu tion  in  natura l 
science, yet does not adm it how incomprehensibly vast have been 
the past periods of tim e , may a t once close th is  volume. (OS 282).

W ith th is  in  m ind we should reca ll Yeats's f in a l quarre l w ith  the

socia lists, his sta tem ent o f a position so fundam enta lly  incom patib le  w ith

the irs  th a t i t  resulted in  his w ithd raw l from  th e ir society:

what was the use of ta lk ing  about some new revo lu tion  p u tting  a ll 
things r ig h t, when the change must come, i f  come i t  did, w ith  
astronom ical slowness, like  the cooling o f the sun, or i t  may have 
been lik e  the  drying o f the moon? (Au 148-9).

Yeats used the  fundam ental assumption behind Darw inism  to  repudiate

socialism . This is the passage in  Autobiographies th a t is most c ruc ia l to

our understanding o f the poet's early development.
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CHAPTER I

A m ystic  mind, an age apart,
A man who wished to  be a work of a rt;
An ageing man, a l i fe  become a word,
A desire to  be an eternal golden bird.

A fear of what confronts one in  the glass,
A fear, therefo re , o f self not soul;
An in a b ility  to  comprehend the mass,
A fa lse idea of the poetic ro le.

(Alan Bold: 'A n  Epitaph fo r  W. B. Yeats ', 
from  Society Inebrious, 1965, p29).

Few would c la im  th a t th is exceptiona lly  undistinguished poem by the

soc ia lis t A lan Bold m erits  serious lite ra ry  a tten tion . What is in te res ting

about i t  is the reve la tion tha t the en tire  th rus t of Yeats 's poe tic  is

unacceptable to  the socia list, and not m ere ly because of the "a u to c ra tic

w ritin g s " tha t so impressed Joyce (Finnegans Wake, 1939, p303). There

can be l i t t le  doubt tha t Yeats was a fasc is t in his declin ing years, and I

in tend, in th is chapter, to  show the development of Yeats ’s social theories

th a t emerge as more or less ’ classic' fasc is t tra its  in the '30s. I begin

w ith  a b r ie f exam ination of Yeats ’s la te r fascism -  fu lle r  trea tm en t is

beyond the scope of this thesis -  and continue to  discuss, and trace  to

the outset of his career, his theories on race and rac ia l character, the

prim ary constituents of the race (being the aris tocracy and the peasantry)

and the land they depend upon, and the m iddle-class ’ mob’ and its

environm ent, the c ity , and its  philosophy, democracy. I hope to  show

th a t a ttitu des  to  race tha t are typ ica l o f la te r fasc is t ideologies are

an tic ipa ted  in  Y eats ’ s earliest w ritings.

In the  second section of the chapter I show tha t Yeats had, very early  in

his career, a developed sense o f rac ia l id e n tity . I show tha t he 

considered some races to  be inheren tly  ’ b e tte r ’ in various respects, than
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others, and th a t he perceived a s p ir itu a lity  about the C e lt ic  race th a t is 

rem in iscent of the Haeckelian speculation upon which much fasc is t 

ideology was dependent. I continue in the th ird  section to  iso la te  the 

constituen ts  of the race th a t Yeats considered w orthy  o f encouragement, 

and show tha t the consequence of his pa rticu la r social breakdown of the 

race is profoundly hostile  to  democracy.

In sp ite  of occasional dissenting voices (most recen tly , Bernard G. K rim m  

in his book, W. B. Yeats and the Irish Free State: L iv ing  in the Explosion, 

1981), recent studies 1 have established Yeats's la te r fascism  beyond doubt. 

On the  B o ile r is a fra n k ly  fasc is t document in  which he cla im s to  have

stated "for the first time  what I believe about Irish and European

politics" (L 910). Autobiographies ends on an an ti-d e m o cra tic  note, 

however, and as early as February 1924 the in te rv ie w  w ith  the Irish  

Tim es ('F rom  Dem ocracy to  A u th o rity ')  gives a clear ind ica tion  o f the 

development of Yeats 's p o lit ic a l consciousness. "A u th o rita t iv e  government 

is ce rta in ly  com ing", and the modern state "must f in d  some kind of

expert government -  a government firm enough, tyrannical enough  to

spend years in carrying out its  plans" (UP2 435). In Ire land Yeats

perceived "the  same tendency  towards authoritative governm ent" and

asked

what else can chaos produce even though our chaos has been a 
very sm all th ing  compared w ith  the chaos in  C en tra l Europe? The 
question in  Ireland, as elsewhere in  Europe, is whether the 
authoritative government which we see emerging is the short 
reaction th a t comes at the end of every disturbance, lasting ten or 
f if te e n  years, or whether i t  is, as I th ink, a part o f a reaction  th a t
w ill last one hundred or one hundred and f i f t y  years  a steady
m ovement towards the crea tion  of a nation con tro lled  by h igh ly 
tra ined  in te lle c ts ,^

as dream t of in 'The Bounty o f Sweden' (Au 546), and in  the pro jected 

C astle  of Heroes scheme of the 1890s.
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The in e v ita b ility  of such reactions and counter-reactions, the "c e n tr ifu g a l

m ovem ent" which must give way to  a "new ce n trip e ta l m ovem ent" (UP2

4 3 4 )  reca lls  the speculation tha t cu lm inated in A V is io n . 3 From a ll the

"m urder and rapine" o f the c iv il war, at any ra te , would emerge "n o t a

demagogic but an au th o rita tive  governm ent" (L 682). His b e lie f in  1922

th a t "dem ocracy is dead and fo rce  cla im s its  ancient r ig h t"  (L 695), th a t

the  Senate, as a "distinguished body", should as a consequence have

re in fo rced  power (L 694), and tha t he "always knew" (L 690, my ita lic s )

th a t the  d r i f t  towards 'A u to c racy ' would come, was confirm ed, during the

period of com parative s ta b ility  th a t fo llow ed the war, by his reading o f

G en tile  whom Yeats adm ired, according to  Hone, fo r his "concentra ted

l o g i c " . 4 By the  1930s the fasc is t movements o f Europe had gathered

im petus, and Yeats hoped th a t its  m an ifesta tion  in Ire land would

o b lite ra te  the communism he despised:

what I want is tha t Ire land be kept from  giving its e lf  (under the  
in fluence of its  lu n a tic  fa c u lty  o f going against everyth ing w hich i t  
believes England to  a ff irm )  to  M arxian revo lu tion  or M arxian
de fin itions of value in  any fo rm , (L 656).

This perceived impulse in  1919 was, fourteen years la te r, to  be arrested

by d ic ta to rsh ip :

I am try in g  in association w ith  [ a n ]  ex-cabinet m in is te r, an 
em inent lawyer, and a philosopher, to  work out a social theory
which can be used against Communism in Ire land -  what looks lik e  
emerging is Fascism m odified by re lig ion . This coun try  is exc iting , 
(L 808-9).

I t  was exc iting  because fascism was causing p o litics  to  grow "he ro ic " 

(L 811) once more, and Yeats found h im self "constan tly  urging the

despotic ru le  of the educated classes as the only end to  our troub les" 

(L 811-2) -  precisely the solution, as we shall see, p re fe rred  by the

theosophists,^ and by many o f the 'm a te r ia lis t ' au tho rities  he encountered
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in the  ’ 80s. The fo ca l point of Irish fasc is t speculation was Eoin 

O ’D u ffy ’s B luesh irt m ovement. The s ty le  and model o f th is  organisation 

was ind ica ted  by Yeats in the series o f le tte rs  w r it te n  to  O liv ia  

Shakes pear during the summer of 1933:

there  is so l i t t le  in  our stocking th a t we are ready a t any moment 
to  tu rn  i t  inside out, and how can we not fe e l emulous when we 
see H it le r  juggling w ith  his sausage of stocking. Our chosen colour
is blue, and blue sh irts  are marching about a ll over the coun try ......
  a convention o f b lue-shirts -  "N a tiona l Guards" -  have received
th e ir new leader w ith  the Fascist salute and the new leader 
announces re fo rm  of Parliam ent as his business, (L 812).

Joseph Hone w rites :

My m em ory boes back to  a morning in  Rome spent in  searching the  
book-shops w ith  Mrs. Yeats fo r works dealing w ith  the sp iritua l 
antecedents of the Fascist revo lu tion , an event which Yeats 
considered ( ju s tly  as events have shown) as a t least equal in
im portance to  the p ro le ta rian  conquest o f Russia  As he could
not read Ita lia n , his w ife  made summaries fo r  him of th is 
[G en tile 's  La R ifo rm a dell'Educazione]  and o ther examples of 
fasc is t lite ra tu re  fo r  his easy reference, (Hone 372).

In view  of th is  testam ent to  the extent o f Yeats 's  acquaintance w ith

European p o lit ic a l and philosophical speculation during th is  period, A rland

Ussher's c la im  seems unconvincing:

"I am to ld  there  is a law in Germany" he [Y e a ts ]  remarked in 

1935 "by which noblemen can be given back th e ir  hered ita ry 

castles" -  and th a t was a ll he knew about the  obscene demagogy 

which priced E inste in 's head like  a c r i m i n a l . 6

L ibe ra ls ' embarrassment fo r  Yeats's fascism  causes them  to  o ffe r  

defences o f the poet th a t seek to  m itiga te  the ex ten t o r nature o f his

reactionary  p o litics . As O 'Brien says, such c r it ic s  and readers fa ll in to  

one of tw o schools -  those who believe tha t the  fa sc is t Yeats is somehow 

not the  'tru e ' Yeats, and those who ins ist th a t his fascism  was not 'tru e '
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f a s c is m .7 Im p lic it  in Ussher's c la im  is the notion th a t Yeats had no

conception of the nature of the organisation w ith  which he had

associated. Peter Dale w rites  of John Bayley's a b ility  to  g lo ry  in  Yeats 's

pK>etry w h ils t w ithhold ing "a lm ost a ll assent from  his a ttitu d e s " as a

" ty p ic a lly  modern, but uncom fortab ly schizophrenic s ta te  to  be in "

(Agenda, 9:4, Au tum n-W in ter 1971-2, p4). This diminishes a rt, fo r  bad

p o lit ic s  do not necessarily make bad a r t .8 There is no reason to  assume

th a t no reasonable man could possibly associate h im self w ith  a pre-war

fasc is t party. Indeed T S E lio t noted the re la tive  reason of fascism :

I confess to  a preference fo r  fascism in p ractice , which I dare say
most of my readers share; and I w ill not adm it th is  preference is 
its e lf w holly irra tio n a l. I believe tha t the fasc is t fo rm  of unreason 
is less rem ote from  my own than is tha t o f the communists,
(C rite rio n  8:33, Ju ly 1929, p690-l).

Yeats h im self, in spite o f H a z lit t 's  precise ly con tra ry  c la im , (op.cit.p70),

agreed w ith  Shelley th a t "the  extremes of luxury and w ant  The rich

have become riche r, the poor have become poorer,  such are the

e ffe c ts  which must ever flo w  from  an unm itiga ted  exercise o f the

ca lcu la ting  fa c u lty "  (E&I 68-1900). I t  cannot be stressed too heavily  th a t

before  the ideology was ta in ted  w ith  its  p o lit ic iz a tio n  towards the end o f

the  '30s i t  was an accepted and respectable aspect of European p o lit ic a l 

life .9  The Blueshirts were, in many (though not a ll) respects, 'c lass ic ' 

fascists, as M aurice Manning shows (Who Were The Fascists: Social Roots 

o f European Fascism, ed. S U Larsen, B H agtvet, J P M yklebust, 1980, 

p557-67, and see The B luesh irts , 1970). They orig ina ted  from  a nucleus 

o f discontented ex-soldiers, who were unhappy w ith  the developing 

p o lit ic a l s ituation, im pa tien t w ith  parliam entary dem ocracy, and obsessed 

w ith  an exaggerated notion of the th rea t of communism. They were 

contemptuous of the p o lit ic a l parties tha t constitu ted  governm ent. 

F ina lly , they were in fa tua ted  w ith  corporate ideas, emphasising youth.
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renewal and the urgent need for strong leadership. There can be little

doubt th a t some, i f  not a ll, of these ideals and resentments would have 

emerged during Y eats ’s encounter w ith  O 'D u ffy . O 'B rien suggests th a t 

'The Ghost o f Roger Casement' m ight have been as p o lit ic a lly  explosive 

as Cathleen ni Houlihan had been (1ER 267), and, pace K rim m  (op .c it. 

p i 53), the re  is l i t t le  question tha t i t  could have been regarded as a 

ra lly in g  c ry  fo r  Irish fascists hoping fo r  the ann ih ila tion  o f B ritish  

in te res ts  in the coming w orld  w a r .  10

The depth o f Yeats's com m itm ent to  the p o lit ics  o f reaction  has recen tly  

been con firm ed  by Cairns C ra ig  in his study o f Yeats 's poetic, Y eats, 

Eliot, Pound and the Politics of Poetry. Craig demonstrates forcibly that 

Yeats's aesthe tic  was Associa tion ist, and the re fo re  re trospective , and th a t 

i t  would have had a reactionary, and generally de liber a ll zing e ffe c t on his 

p o lit ic a l stance. 'Fascism ', however, is a techn ica l te rm  th a t requires 

ca re fu l handling. P a rtly  we are, as C ra ig  suggests (p262), so h o rr if ie d  by 

the  b ru ta l excesses o f in te r-w a r fasc is t machines th a t there  is a fee ling  

that to treat the subject as suitable for scholarly analysis is to invite its 

reappearance in  the p o lit ic a l arena. P a rtly , too, the prevalence o f 

M arx is t c ritiques  o f modern p o lit ic a l h is to ry  has debased the te rm  

'fa s c is t '.  The in a b ility  o f M arxists to  assim ila te  in to  the system a 

pro le tarian-based revo lu tion  tha t is, ideologically at least, the antithesis 

o f M arxism  has caused them to view fascism  as no more than 

paramilitary capitalism. According to R. Palme Dutt, for instance 

(Fascism and Social Revolution, 1934, p lS l) ,  fascism  "represents in re a lity  

no new ideology d is tin c t from  the general ideology of cap ita lism ". Since, 

fo r  the M arx is t, there is no specific  ideology o f fascism , i t  is dismissed 

as irre le va n t. The term  its e lf, however, because shrouded in the smoke
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of the  death camps, is reta ined, and under i t  are co llec ted  a ll those 

organisations th a t are 'c a p ita lis tic ' -  i.e . not M a rx is t-L e n in is t. As 

A  James Gregor^ says (The Ideology of Fascism, 1969, p23), the  te rm  has 

become a "meaningless rubric", because i t  is v ir tu a lly  a ll- in c lus ive  -  

"business in s titu tes , church groups, p a tr io t ic  clubs, chambers o f com m erce,

veterans' organisations  and Boy Scouts". The list is endless. The

police , law professions, arm y, c iv il service, academ ic in s titu tio n s  may a ll 

be 'fa s c is t ' in the cu rren t nebulous usage o f th a t te rm . C ra ig 's 

exam ination o f various d iffe re n t a ttitudes to , and de fin ition s  o f, fascism 

focuses, perhaps inev itab ly , on an aspect o f the  ideology th a t is 

p a rtic u la r ly  germane to  his thesis, but hardly the  whole s to ry . Certainly, 

fascism was, and is, a movement that combines, paradoxically, extreme 

reaction w ith  revo lu tionary  'progress’ , com m itted  to  continua l renewal and 

to  continua l preservation, fusing past and fu tu re . Another way o f pu tting  

i t  is tha t i t  is, as Stanislav Andreski has recen tly  dem onstrated (Larsen et 

a l o p .c it. p52), both the "extrem ism  of the cen tre " and the "cen trism  of 

the ex trem is ts", and although i t  undoubtedly is a m ovem ent th a t Paul 

Hayes (op .c it. p i 19) describes as a "bizarre and horrendous com bination of 

construc tive  and destructive  forces in society", those forces are, i f  

occasionally a l i t t le  in d is tin c t, c learly  c lass ifiab le . Fascism, as an 

ideology, is founded on a strong sense of rac ia l and nationa l id e n tity , an 

urgent m ilita rism  th a t expands tha t racism and nationa lism  in to  foreign 

relations, a violent antipathy to socialism (though not to a number of 

significant aspects of socialist theory), and a clearly defined ruling elite 

supporting a charism atic  leader whose presidency over a to ta lita r ia n  sta te  

is un in terrup ted . I f  we are to  re fe r to  the la t te r  pa rt o f Y ea ts ’s l i fe  as 

a 'fascist' period, i t  is to  such m atters th a t we m ust address ourselves.
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Most of these have been covered by those w rite rs  on Y eats ’ s po lit ics  th a t

1 have c ited  previously, but the bulk of th is  chapter • concentrates on

Y e a ts ’ s race-consciousness and national id e n tity  and traces i t  back to  a

period not norm ally  regarded as being a p>art o f Yeats 's ’ fa sc is t’ period.

Be fore  leaving the narrower de fin ition  o f fascism , however, i t  is w orth

po in ting  out tha t although C ra ig does not account adequately fo r  the

e n tire  fasc is t phenomena, his point, th a t there is a lin k  between Y ea ts ’s

poe tic  and the ideologies of extrem e reaction , because both seek progress

and reaction , is im portan t. Both incorporated:

a rad ica l and dynamic movement towards the fu tu re , under the 
con tro l of the desire to  re ta in  the tra d itio n a l values o f the past 
tha t contribu ted  to  national greatness and a hea lthy com m unity; 
both saw the linchp in through which past and fu tu re  could be V 
connected as the irra tio n a l m o tiva tion  o f men through images, an 
ir ra tio n a l m o tiva tion  tha t put the poet at the very crux o f 
h is to rica l process. And at the cen tre  o f th is  shared nexus o f ideas 
is the association ist aesthetic  which perform s in  its e lf  p recise ly the 
same re la tion  between past and fu tu re  th a t Fascism adopts: i t  
moves fo rw ard  in to  the openness of the reader's associations, in to  
the fu tu re , only to  reach deeper back in to  the past, and reca lls  the 
past only to  set loose the uncontro llab le  f lo w  of images in to  the 
fu tu re . L ike  Fascism, the association ist aesthe tic  in ev itab ly  
demanded an au tho rita rian  h ierarchy to  con tro l the dynam ic o f the 
pow erfu l irra tio n a lit ie s  i t  unleashed, an au tho rita rian  h iera rchy so 
th a t the dynamic could be allowed to  continue, (op.cit.p275).

This is an insight to  be valued. C lea rly  since the associations necessary

to  a r t  demand le isure, the survival of a r t demands a society dom inated by

the  le isured classes. As C ra ig  says (p71), the open poem, the m odernist

a r t  of Yeats, E lio t and Pound, "demanded as its  counterbalance the closed

soc ie ty". C ra ig  argues tha t some of Yeats 's earliest poems ('The Madness

of K ing G o ll',  fo r instance, and 'Fergus and the D ru id ') be tray  an

A ssocia tion is t ra tiona le  and thus, arguably, gesture towards the la te r

p o lit ic s . Such a response to  Yeats's poe tic  is u ltim a te ly  unconvincing,

however, because i t  is based on the aesthe tic  of e ighteenth century

philosophers, notably A rch iba ld  A lison, tha t Yeats had not at th a t stage
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encountered. I f  we see the seeds of Yeats ’s la te r h o s til ity  to  democracy 

as the notions of class and race tha t are essentia lly Socia l-D arw in ist, 

however, I believe tha t i t  is possible to  show tha t they were sown long 

before  his pub lic com m itm ent to  a fasc is t organisation, and th a t the f ir s t  

shoots are c le a rly  d iscern ib le by the tu rn  of the tw e n tie th  century.

Race-consciousness is, as we have seen, absolutely cen tra l to  fasc is t 

ideology. Race theory is not ’ le  vice allem and’ -  by the m iddle o f the 

nineteenth century the notion of rac ia l supe rio rity  was w e ll established in  

the  cu ltu ra l trad itions  o f most European ’ races'. I t  was derived from  

excessive nationalism  and m ilita rism , a warped conception o f D a rw in ’s 

research, and from  the Rom anticism  tha t had been so successful during 

the  f i r s t  ha lf of the century. H  A race, according to  fascists, is "a  group 

o f people possessing an iden tica l hered ita ry  endowment” (Mosse op .c it.

p62-3), and i t  is but a short step from  here to  the conclusion tha t since 

not a ll "he red ita ry  endowments" are the same (as H aeckel's Monists never 

t ire d  of insisting 12), not a ll races are equal in the advance of c iv ilisa tio n . 

H is to ry  seemed to  throw  up an endless supply o f m a te ria l to  con firm  the 

v a lid ity  of an an ti-dem ocra tic  and race-orien ta ted  w o rld -p ic tu re . The 

p rinc ip le  th a t

the physical development and rac ia l im provem ent of the people
fo rm  the necessary basis of lasting p ro g re s s ,  13

once accepted, reactionaries found i t  easy to  believe th a t un lim ited

progress im p lied  un lim ited  expansion. The German m ilita r is t,  F ried rich

von Bernhardi, thus insisted tha t

War is a b io log ica l necessity of the f i r s t  im portance, a regu la tive  
elem ent in the l i fe  of mankind which cannot be dispensed w ith ,
since w ithou t i t  an unhealthy development w ill fo llo w , which 
excludes every advancement of the race, and the re fo re  a ll real 
c iv ilisa tio n , (Germany and the Next War, trans la ted  by A llen  H 
Powles, 1912, plO).
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This confirms Pearson's apprehensions about the Boer War (National Life

e ^ ,  plO-27) and antic ipates Yeats ’ s s im ila r s tatem ent in A V ision:

Dear predatory birds, prepare fo r war, prepare your ch ild ren  and a ll 
th a t you can reach, fo r  how can a nation or a kindred w ith ou t war 
become th a t "b rig h t pa rticu la r s ta r" of Shakespeare, tha t l i t  the
roads in  boyhood?  Love war because o f its  horror, th a t be lie f
may be changed, c iv ilisa tio n  renewed (AV(B) 32-3).

Yeats c le a rly  came to  re lish the prospect o f a "bloody, arrogant power"

ris ing out o f the race, "U tte rin g , mastering i t "  (VP 480) but by 1928 what

even N ie tzsche regarded as the "mendacious race-sw indle" (see B u tle r

o p .c it.p l6 3 ) had become an in teg ra l and fa m ilia r  constituen t o f European

so c io -p o litica l theory. In 1913 Yeats believed in  a ’ s p ir itu a l’ race, in  the

co lle c tive  m em ory o f the race (Mem 123), but race-consciousness can be

traced to  the earlies t w ritings . In 1909 he made an em phatic demand fo r

a physical m an ifes ta tion  of the soul of the race to  act as a focus fo r

nationa l endeavour:

the re  is a dying-out of national fee ling very sim ple in its  o rig in . 
You cannot keep the  idea of a nation a live  where there are no 
nationa l in s titu tio ns  to  reverence, no national success to  adm ire,
w ith ou t a model of i t  in  the mind o f the people  You can only
crea te  a model of a race to  inspire the action  o f th a t race as a 
whole, apart from  exceptional individuals, when you and i t  share 
the same sim ple m oral understanding o f l i fe ......
  the need of a model of the nation, o f some m ora l diagram, is
as great as in the early  n ineteenth century, when national fee ling  
was losing its e lf  in a re lig ious feud over tithes  and em ancipation.
N e ithe r the grammars o f the G aelic League nor the industria lism  of 
the Leader, nor the Sinn Fein a ttacks upon the Irish  P arty , give
sensible images to  the a ffections, (Au 493-4, and see 194-3).

He goes on to  commend to  those hoping to  "c rea te  a h is to rica l and

literary nationalism" his own works and those of Synge, O’Grady, Johnson

and Augusta G regory (Katharine Tynan is included in  the  ea rlie r d ra ft  -  

Mem 183-3). Yeats, qu ite  r ig h tly , feels tha t the notion of race is

inherent in  his pre-Journal w ritin g . Indeed his analysis o f the urgent need 

of the  C e lts  fo r  something m an ifes tly  and physica lly C e lt ic  is l i t t le  m ore 

than a resta tem ent of the a r t is t ic  xenophobia o f ’ Ire land and the A r ts ’ ,

w ritten  in 1901:
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I am ye t jealous for Cuchulain, and fo r  Balle and A illin n , and for 
those grey mountains th a t s t i l l  are lack ing  th e ir  ce lebra tion . I 
sometimes reproach m yself because I cannot adm ire M r. Hughes’ 
bea u tifu l, piteous Orpheus and Eurydice w ith  an unquestioning m ind. 
I say w ith  my lips, ’’The S p irit made i t ,  fo r  i t  is beau tifu l, and the 
S p ir it blow et h where i t  lis te th ,’’ but 1 say in  my heart, ’’Aengus and 
Edain would have served its  tu rn "; but one cannot, perhaps, love of* 
believe at a ll i f  one does not love or believe a l i t t le  too much, 
(E&I 209).

The cause of the debasement of the race, exemplified by Orpheus and

Eurydice, is precise ly th a t which had occasioned the dow nfa ll of 

sp e c ifica lly  English lite ra tu re :

I can never get out o f my head th a t no man, even though he be 
Shakespeare, can w r ite  p e rfe c tly  when his web is woven of threads 
th a t have been spun in many lands. And ye t, could those fo re ign  
tales have come in i f  the great famine, the sinking down of 
popular im agination, the dying out of tra d itio n a l fantasy, the ebbing 
out of the energy of the race, had not made them necessary? (E&I, 
pl09-10 -  1901%

"The ebbing out of the energy of the race", as native  cha rac te ris tics  are 

gradually  superceded by alien influences -  the re  are few  more e x p lic it ly  

S oc ia l-D arw in is t statem ents than this even in  the  la te r  works. Yeats here 

applies the notion th a t un its are in  perpetual conflict, and th a t when one 

becomes decadent it becomes "necessary" that another expand to fill the 

gap, 14 to  the characte r of society. I t  may be w orth  pointing out, too, 

th a t th is  passage antic ipates the cen tra l H e rac litean  preoccupation o f _A 

Vision, perpetual discord (see AV(B) 67-8).

Yeats was, in fa c t,  aware of the existence of a sp e c ifica lly  'Ir ish ' race as 

early as 1886 (UPl 93), possibly even earlier (Au 31), and the "national

f ire "  so u rgen tly  required in  1891 (U P l 209), could be kindled only by

devotion of the im agination to  "some national purpose" (LN I 74): "c rea tive

w ork has always a fa the rland ". Yeats ’ s c la im  in  1892 th a t the Irish

must know and fe e l our national fa u lts  and lim ita tio n s  no less than 
our national v irtues, and care fo r  th ings G aelic  and Irish , not 
because we hold them be tte r than things Saxon and English, but
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because they belong to  us, and because our lives are to  be spent 
among them , whether they be good or ev il, (U P l 250)

im p ly ing , as i t  does, no superio rity  o f C e lt ic  rac ia l cha rac te ris tics , m ere ly

d iffe re n ce , is put in to  perspective by the much ea rlie r assessment o f

Todhunter's C e ltic ism :

the  Saxon is not sym pathetic or se If-abnegating ; he has conquered 
the  w orld  by quite  d iffe re n t powers. He is fu ll o f self-brooding. 
Like his own Wordsworth, most English of poets, he finds his image 
in every lake and puddle. He has to  burthen the  skylark w ith  his 
cares before  he can celebrate i t .  He is always a lens coloured by 
se lf. But these [Todhunte r's ] poems are a ltoge ther d iffe re n t w ith  
th e ir  s im p lic ity  and tenderness. They rise from  the same source as 
the  courtesy o f the Irish peasant; and because there  is no egotism  
in them there is no gloom. Their sadness is nature 's not man's -  a 
lim p id  m elancholy. I t  is the sentim ent th a t f i l ls  m orning's tw il ig h t.  
They are G reek-like  and young -  as young as nature, (L N I 190-1).

In 1891 he w rites  approvingly o f Oscar W ilde 's "extravagant crusade

against Anglo-Saxon s tup id ity " (U P l 203-4). C lea rly  Yeats fe lt  th a t rac ia l

d iffe rences  assumed cu ltu ra l and aesthetic  im portance, and th a t the

tra n s la tio n  o f those differences in to  aesthetics provided the  yardstick  by

which the  re la tiv e  superio rity  or in fe r io r ity  o f races could be judged.

A  sense of Irish rac ia l cha racte ris tics , o f the  "new kind o f ra c ia l

ch a ra c te r" (U P l 275) w ith  a "m astery over the  picturesque" (L N I 152)

pecu lia r to  i t ,  was focused fo r  Yeats by 3 5 S tuart-G lenn ie 's  in troduc tion

to  G reek Fo lk Poesy translated by Lucy G arne tt in  1896:

fo r  the  accepted theories of a spontaneous development o f 
c iv ilis a tio n  out o f savagery he [S tu a rt-G le n n ie ] substitutes what he 
ca lls  " th e  general c o n flic t theory", and suggests and "c iv ilise d " or 
"progressive com m unities" began when a race of superior 
intellectual power compelled or persuaded a race of lesser 
in te lle c tu a l power to  feed i t  and house it, in re tu rn  fo r the re lig ion  
and science which i t  had thus found the  le isure to  make, and to  
pass on from  generation to  generation in  always growing 
com p lex ity . This contest, the contest o f sub tle ty  against fo rce , the  
sub tle ty  o ften  of a very few  against the  fo rce  o f a m u ltitude , 
gradually  changed from  a contest between men of d iffe re n t races 
to  a com pact between men of d iffe re n t classes, and so created the
modern w o rld   I find th is theory, which a ffirm s  the supremacy o f
the in te lle c t,  much more plausible than any o f those theories which
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im p ly  the  o rig in  by a vague process which no-one has explained, of 
the most exqu is ite  inventions of fo lk - lo re  and m ytho logy from  the
im aginations of everybody and nobody  I am  convinced tha t
some such theory w ill be established in  the long run; being no 
dem ocrat in in te lle c tu a l things, and a ltogether persuaded th a t 
elaborate beauty has never come but from  the m ind o f a de libera te  
a r t is t  w r it in g  at le isure and in peace, (U P l 409-10).

The contest of sub tle ty  against fo rce , few against m u ltitude , inev itab ly

reca lls  D arw in 's  rem arks on the C e lt and the Scot (above p l6 ), and

H uxley's p red ic tion  of the negro's demise in a contest o f brains ra ther

than jaws (above p22). Yeats recognised in  1896 th a t the a r is to c ra tic  and

S ocia l-D arw in is t theories o f S tuart-G lenn ie  15 which "m astered" him w ith  a

"strong cu rios ity " (U P l 409), and his own race-consciousness, were in im ica l

to  ega lita rian ism . C e rta in ly , as Frayne says (ib id.), such theories

supported Yeats's "aristocratic ideals", but, more significantly, they

confirmed fo r  him the poss ib ility  o f superior cu ltures. In view  of this,

the rest of his statem ents on race towards the end o f the '90s seem a

l i t t le  shadowed. During th is  period Yeats became increasing ly p o lit ic a lly

m otiva ted , increasing ly n a tio na lis tic , but race precedes nation (UP2 49 and

154), and the prejudices and apprehensions tha t a ttach  to  i t  l ie  behind a ll

nationalistic activity. The Celtic race, in particular, was, for Yeats,

more f irm ly  rooted in  's p ir it ' (see above p53), and since s p ir it  and a r t are

in ex trica b le  (see below p 127-130), C e lts are more genuinely 'p o e tic '.

O 'Leary 's  autobiography, fo r  instance, although a poor book,

is a new example o f tha t sense of abstract ideas, of abstract law , 
which I believe the C e lt ic  peoples have preserved, together w ith  a 
capacity  fo r  abstract em otion, longer than more successful and 
practical races, (UP2 37).

The Celts hold the "keys of those gates of the prim eval w orld , which shut

behind more successful races, when they plunged in to  m a te ria l progress"

(UP2 45). Because of this, because the C elts are not m a te ria lis ts , they

are a superior race. In 1897 Yeats broadly accepts the g lo r ific a tio n  o f

the C e lt ic  sp ir it, prom oted by Renan and Arnold;
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I must repeat the w e ll-know n sentences: "No race communed so 
in tim a te ly  as the C e lt ic  race w ith  the low er creation , or believed 
i t  to  have so big a share o f m ora l li fe " .  The C e lt ic  race had "a  
re a lis tic  natura lism ", "a love o f N a ture  fo r  herself, a v iv id  fee ling  
fo r  her magic, com mingled w ith  the  m elancholy a man knows when 
he is face to  face  w ith  her, and th inks he hears her communing 
w ith  him about his o rig in  and his destiny"..... M atthew  A rno ld , in  
The Study o f C e ltic  L ite ra tu re , has accepted th is  passion fo r  
N ature, th is  im aginativeness, th is melancholy, as C e lt ic  
cha rac te ris tics , but has described them more e laborate ly. The 
C e lt ic  passion fo r  Nature comes alm ost more from  a sense o f her 
'm ys te ry ' than o f her 'beau ty ', and i t  adds "charm  and m agic" to  
N ature, and the C e ltic  im aginativeness and m elancholy are a like  "a 
passionate, tu rbu len t, indom itab le  reaction  against the despotism of
fa c t" .  The C e lt is   m elancholy  because o f something about
him  "unaccountable, de fian t and t ita n ic "  (E&I 173-4). 16

I t  is possible th a t Yeats had such remarks a t least ha lf in  m ind when

w r it in g  the  f i f t h  section of 'Under Ben B u lb e n '.1 7  i f  the C e lt ic  race is

indeed b e tte r equipped, in some supernatural way, to  advance c iv ilis a tio n ,

we m igh t expect, in co n fo rm ity  w ith  the d ic ta tes  o f th is sort o f D a rw in -

inspired race-consciousness, some suggestion th a t the C e lts  should be

recognised as being among the  fron t-runners  o f c iv ilisa tio n . The veh ic le

fo r  th is  sta tem ent was the 1897 a r t ic le  on A E, L ionel Johnson, and Nora

Hopper:

I t  is hardly an exaggeration to  say th a t the sp iritua l h is to ry  o f the 
w o rld  has been the h is to ry  o f conquered races. Those learned in 
the  trad itions  o f many lands, understand th a t i t  is a lm ost always 
some defeated or perhaps dw indling tr ib e  hidden among the h ills  or 
in the  forests, th a t is most famous fo r the understanding o f charms 
and the  reading of dreams, and the seeing o f visions. And has not 
our C h ris tia n ity  come to us from  defeated and captive Judea? The 
in fluence  of the C e lt, too, has been a sp ir itu a l in fluence, and men
are beginning to  understand how great i t  has been  U n til our day
the  C e lt has dreamed ha lf the dreams of Europe  [th e  new Irish
poets] are sp iritua l, not because they are re lig ious, in the dogm atic  
sense of the word, but because they touch our deepest and most 
de lica te  feelings, and believe th a t a beauty, not a w o rld ly  beauty,
lives in w o rld ly  th ings  This new school, and the ever increasing
knowledge of the old poetry in  G aelic, must in  tim e  make many
strong and de lica te  minds spend themselves in the service o f
Ire land th a t would else have spent themselves in alien causes, and
Ire land may become again a sp iritu a l in fluence in  the w orld ,
(UP2 70-3).
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The cu lm ina tion  of a ll th is  is the desire fo r  a seasonal "g rea t racia l 

gathering, draw ing enthusiasts from  fa r scatte red towns and h ill-s ides as 

by a t r ip le  evocation" (UP2 163). Since race preceded na tio n a lity , fo r  the 

p ro to -fasc is t i t  is but a short step from  the e levation  o f Be lta ine, or of 

its  equ iva lent, to  the de ifica tio n  of the race. I t  is a commonplace of 

p o lit ic a l h is to ry  th a t antagonists c la im  d iv ine sanction fo r  acts of 

d ip lom atic , social or m ilita ry  agression. Haeckel was quick to  appropria te 

God fo r  the German Volk (see below p95-97), and the Th ird  Reich 

propagandists tha t fo llow ed him recognised the value of disguising an act 

o f p o lit ic a l opportunism  as a skirm ish in  a H o ly W a r .  18

The s im ila r it ie s  between some of Yeats's early  statem ents and la te r

fasc is t propaganda should not tem p t us to  make a d ire c t comparison, as

M alcolm  Cow ley was tem pted:

His [Y e a ts 's ] m ystica l nationalism , w ith  its  ta lk  o f the Irish  rac ia l 
s p ir it and the Irish  oversoul, could be used by some of H itle r 's  
cou rt and barrack-room  philosophers, (Think Back on Us, 1967, 
p327).

I t  is as much as we can say th a t the p ro to -fasc is t, S oc ia l-D arw in is t 

impulses th a t had so profound an e ffe c t on la te r  fa sc is t theory, appear to 

have had also an e ffe c t on Yeats 's own. There is, however, an im portan t 

d is tin c tio n  to  be made between proto-fascism  and Socia l-D arw in ism . 

P roto-fascism , by d e fin itio n , antic ipates the m alevo len t regimes tha t 

swept Europe during the f ir s t  ha lf of the tw e n tie th  cen tu ry . I t  

incorporates the p r im itiv e  m anifestations o f those a ttitu des  to  race and 

class on which fa sc is t theories depended. S ocia l-D arw in is ts , on the  other 

hand, could ju s tif ia b ly  argue tha t the rac ia l expansion th a t they were 

com m itted  to  was in ev itab ly  bene fic ia l fo r  a ll those 'in fe r io r ' races tha t 

were a ffe c ted  by i t .  Socia l-Darw in ism  was not necessarily p ro to -fasc is t
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but, for the most part, the d is tin c tio n  is academic. The m a jo r ity  o f 

Socia l-D arw in is ts  would have accepted the development o f th e ir  theories 

in to  the p o lit ic a l theory of fascism , i f  not the p rac tice . When 

considering what may seem to  be Yeats 's ra ther Haeckelian insistence on 

the  holiness of the national cause, there fo re , we must be ca re fu l to  

rem em ber tha t i f  i t  antic ipates the propaganda of the Th ird  Reich, i t  is 

also a socio-political convention and is not necessarily 'proto-fascist'.

M ark Ryan quotes Yeats's em otive and uncompromising speech a t the

C entenary m eeting on 20 March 1898:

Last year the English people thought they could solve the  Irish  
question by provid ing a roya l residence. We have enough o f roya l 
residences in Ire land in  the  poorhouses and prisons. Our people 
now hold as f irm ly  as ever to  th e ir  national demand, and they w i l l  
not relinquish th a t demand u n til they have achieved i t .  This year 
the Irish people w il l  not ce lebrate , as England did las t year, the 
establishm ent of an em pire th a t has been b u ilt on the rapine o f the 
world. We are not ce lebra ting  a Cause tha t is brag and 
m ate ria lism , but a high and a holy Cause, (Fenian Memories, 1945, 
p l85-6 ).

This e levation of sporadic sectarian and tr ib a lis t collis ions to  the glamour 

and m edieval mystique o f a Holy War (a hyperbole repeated in  'The Rose 

o f B a tt le ')  would not have been unpopular in Fenian quarters. Yeats 

ca re fu lly  distances h im self from  English -Social-Darw inism , but a t the 

same tim e  we are c lea rly  to  in fe r  th a t w h ils t the endeavours of one race 

to  f u l f i l  its  preordained destiny is 'h o ly ', tha t o f its  'oppressor', s tr iv in g  

to  f u l f i l  its  own in S ocia l-D arw in is t term s, is not.

Some th ree  weeks la te r, at the inaugural banquet of the '98 Centennia l

Association o f Great B rita in  and France, Yeats a ttem pted to  substantia te

and loca lise  his e levation o f separatism :

Ireland has taken sides fo reve r w ith  the poor in s p ir it  who shall 
in h e rit the earth (cheers). I t  is because of these things th a t I have 
fa ith  in Ireland. We are build ing up a nation which shall be moved
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by noble purposes and to  noble ends. A day w il l  come fo r  her, 
though not, perhaps, in our day. There is an old s to ry tha t te lls  
how sometimes when a ship is beaten by storm  and alm ost upon 
the rocks, a m ysterious figu re  appears and lays its  hand upon the 
t i l le r .  I t  is Mannanan, the son of L ir ,  the  old god of the waters. 
So i t  is w ith  nations, a flam ing  hand is la id  suddenly up>on the 
t i l le r  (loud applause). 19

Yeats c le a rly  believed as early  as 1893, however, th a t i t  was the sacred 

duty o f Irishm en to  engage in rebe llion. The s to ry  th a t appeared in  the

N ationa l Observer of 5 August, 'The Curse o f the F ires and of the

Shadows', c le a rly  aligns the s p ir it w orld  w ith  the rebels. The fa te  of the

fiv e  troopers who chase the messengers is a fu lf i lm e n t of the dying

P rio r ’ s p rophetic  curse:

Woe unto a ll those who sm ite those who dw ell w ith in  the L ig h t of 
the Lord  fo r  they shall wander among the  ungovernable shadows, 
and fo llo w  the ungovernable fires ! (VSR 41-2v).

This sop to  the Church, however, does not ca rry  the fundam enta l point o f

the ta le . The Irish gods do not punish the appalling sacrilege in the

Abbey o f the W hite F ria rs . The man ch ie fly  responsible fo r  th is outrage,

Sir F rederick  H am ilton , does not lead his men over the Stranger's Leap.

The sp irits  act only to  p ro tec t and ensure the successful mission of the

messengers o f national insurrection. 'The Curse of the F ires and o f the

Shadows', seeming as i t  does to  avenge an un fo rg ivab le  a tta ck  on the

Church, would inev itab ly  have found favour w ith  the c le rica l

establishm ent. In fa c t,  its  underlying cla im  of d iv ine  approbation of

Fenianism con trad ic ted  e n tire ly  the Church's o f f ic ia l line . Prelates,

obsessed w ith  the  status quo in Ireland, had a ll but anathem atized

F e n i a n i s m .  20 By 1895, as he recalls in the  f i r s t  d ra ft of the

autobiography, the association of national and sp ir itu a l fee ling  was

becoming c leare r to Yeats. His be lie f tha t C astle  Rock could be an

"Irish  Eleusis or Samothrace" became obsessive:
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an obsession more constant than anything but my love its e lf  was 
the need of m ystica l r ites  -  a r itu a l system of evocation and 
m ed ita tion  -  to  reun ite  the perception o f the s p ir it,  of the d ivine, 
w ith  na tura l beauty. I believed th a t instead o f th ink ing  o f Judea 
as holy we should [ th in k ]  our own land holy, and m ost holy where 
m ost beautifu l. Comm erce and m anufacture had made the  w orld  
ugly; the death o f pagan nature-w orship had robbed v is ib le  beauty 
o f its  in v io la te  sanc tity . I was convinced th a t a ll lone ly  and lo ve ly  

 ̂ places were crowded w ith  inv is ib le  beings and th a t i t  would be 
possible to  com m icate w ith  them. I meant to  in it ia te  young men 
and women in th is  worship, which would un ite  the rad ica l tru ths  of 
C h ris tia n ity  to  those o f a m ore ancient world, and to  use the 
C astle  Rock fo r  th e ir  occasional re tire m en t from  the w orld , (Mem 
123-4).

This, as we shall see (below p95-97), is very Haeckelian. Autob iographies 

is m ore so:

A ll my re lig ious emotions were  connected w ith  clouds and
cloudy glimpses of luminous sky  I can remember the s ight
m oving me to  tears, (Au 26).21

Haeckel's precise in fluence is im possible to  gauge, but we should reg is te r

the s im ila r ity .

The im portance of 'sou l' to  the national impulse is con firm ed  in  the

'Jou rna l' of 1910:

The un ify ing  p rinc ip le  must come from  and perpe tua lly  appeal to  
what is deepest, and i t  must enclose the en tire  lives o f a ll w ith in
its  c irc le . W ithout th a t, i t  w ill be a convention in  the  co lloqu ia l 
sense of the word, a m ere fo rm alism  or a mob tyranny; the soul 
w il l  be in  perpetual re vo lt. Young Ire landism , because a 
condescension, a conscious s im p lifica tio n , could only perish or 
c rea te  a ty rrany . No sacrifice  fo r  a cause necessarily ennobles the 
soul unless the soul is a pa rt of the cause, (Mem 250-1).

Necessarily so, but Yeats was conscious tha t the soil of Ire land was too

th in  to  support so e laborate a g ra ft. Some f if te e n  months ea rlie r his

d ia ry  en try  is a re fle c tio n  on the d if f ic u lty  o f rendering the  na tion  'h o ly '

in  any sense more profound than tha t imagined by the  Church (Mem

184-5). This speculation was not intended fo r  pub lica tion , but in  the  1896

ded ication of The Secret Rose to  A E Yeats makes a te n ta tiv e

association:

59 -



So fa r   as th is book is vis ionary i t  is Irish ; fo r  Ire land, which is
s t i l l  predom inantly C e ltic , has preserved w ith  some less exce llent
th ings a g if t  of vision, which has died out among more hurried and 
m ore successful nations: no shining candelabra have prevented us 
from  looking in to  the darkness, and when one looks in to  the
darkness there is always something there, (VSR 233).

I t  is pe rtinen t, too, tha t he should acknowledge, in  the 1925 ded ication o f

the A m erican ed ition o f Early Poems and Stories to  Ashe King, the

in fluence of John O 'Leary on stories so m ystica l and abstruse, (VSR 235).

Two essays w r it te n  just a fte r  the tu rn  of the century  con firm  th is

sacredness of the nation. The Irish pa in ter or sculptor

w il l  find  churches aw aiting  his hand everywhere, and i f  he fo llow s 
the masters o f his c ra ft  our o ther passion w il l  come in to  his w ork 
also, fo r  he w ill show his Holy F am ily  winding among h ills  like  
those of Ireland, and his Bearer of the Cross among faces copied 
from  the faces o f his own town, (E&I 205 -  1901).

Yeats demanded of Irish a rtis ts  th a t they m aster Irish legend and h is to ry .

They must

f ix  upon th e ir  memory the appearance o f mountains and rivers and 
make i t  a ll v is ib le  again in th e ir  arts, so tha t Irishmen, even 
though they had gone thousands o f m iles away, would s t i l l  be in  
th e ir  own country. Whether they chose fo r  the subject the 
ca rry ing  o ff  of the Brown Bull o f the com ing o f P a trick , or the 
p o lit ic a l struggle o f la te r tim es, the o ther world  comes so much 
in to  i t  a ll tha t the ir love of i t  would move in  th e ir hands also, and 
as much, i t  may be, as in the hands o f the Greek cra ftsm en, 
(E&I 205-6).

This course would resu lt in the C e lts  becoming "a  chosen race, one o f the 

p illa rs  th a t uphold the w orld" (E&I 210 -  my ita lic s ), fo r  among the  Irish  

mountains

C h ris t has walked upon the roads, bring ing the needy to  some warm 
fires ide , and sending one of His Saints to  annoint the d y in g .22

To some exten t th is may have been in fluenced by Maud Gonne who

believed nations to  be holy, tha t "the  People" are "the  f i r s t  person o f the

N ationa l T r in ity " ,  and th a t con tact w ith  the "hidden forces o f the land"

would give the strength needed to  fre e  Ire land (Gwynn 26-7, 22). I t  is
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c lea r, however, th a t Ire land was fo r Maud Gonne the conventiona l M other, 

whereas fo r Yeats, even in the early years, Ire land was a subject fo r 

worship (Gwynn 2 0 ), though whether the C astle  o f Heroes scheme was a 

consequence of his co llabora tion  w ith  Maud G o n n e ,2 3  or o f Mathers w ith  

his w ife , M o in a ,2 4  remains unclear.

My intention in the preceding pages has been to demonstrate that Yeats

acquired and expressed an acute sense of rac ia l id e n tity  before the tu rn  

o f the tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  -  tha t is, long before his supposedly 'fa s c is t ' 

phase. I do not wish to  risk  prolepsis and in  its e lf,  th is  is not, o f course, 

p ro to -fasc is t, nor is i t  necessarily S ocia l-D arw in ist. The be lie f in the 

supe rio rity  of ce rta in  races, in the quasi-divinity of races, and in  the 

right of races to fulfil their 'destinies' regardless of social, political or 

human expense is, however, consistent w ith  those app lica tions o f the new 

science to  human so c io -p o litica l systems w ith  which he was fa m ilia r . I t  

is not Yeats 's fa ith  in race, however, but his analysis o f race th a t gives 

rise to  suspicions th a t a Socia l-D arw in is t, and arguably a p ro to -fasc is t 

(see C ra ig  op.cit.), tendency is detectab le  in his ea rlies t p o lit ic a l and 

c u ltu ra l speculations.

Yeats considered the primary constituents of the "chosen race" to  be the

"peasantry and /H a rd -rid in g  country gentlemen" (VP 639). Yeats

idealised, as fascists were la te r to  idealise, the peasant stock. Their 

forebears had

lived in  a beau tifu l i f  somewhat inhospitable w orld, where l i t t le  had 
changed since Adam delved and Eve span. E very th ing  was so old 
tha t i t  was steeped in  the heart, and every pow erfu l em otion found 
at once noble types and symbols fo r  its  expression, (U P l 295).

The modern peasant was the in he rito r of th is a lm ost prelapsarian s ta te  of

grace. As a consequence the peasantry became the core o f Irish
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c iv ilis a tio n , as i t  had been of the Greek c iv ilis a tio n , and as i t  was to  

become the e thn ic  core of the German Volk. The peasants had evolved, 

indeed, in to

a com m unity  bound together by im ag ina tive  possessions, by stories 
and poems which have grown out of its  own li fe ,  and by a past o f 
great passions which can s t i l l  waken the heart to  im ag ina tive  
action  (E&I 213 -  1903).

Any coun try , includ ing England, tha t

takes its  tunes from  the great c it ie s   and not from  old custom
may have a mob, but i t  cannot have a people, (ib id.)
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The asceticism  made necessary by extrem e poverty  a ffo rded access to

aspects of re a lity  th a t were closed to  the w e ll-fed  and the com fo rtab ly

housed. The vision tha t is prompted by s ta rva tion  (as considered in  The

Speckled B ird , fo r  instance) allowed the peasantry to  emerge from  its

experience as a crypto-priesthood:

the common people wherever c iv ilisa tio n  has not driven its  plough 
too deep, keep a watch over the roots o f a ll re lig ion  and a ll 
romance. The ir poe try trem bles upon the verge o f incoherence 
w ith  a pasion a ll but unknown among modern poets, and th e ir  sense 
of beauty exhausts its e lf  in  countless legends and in  metaphors tha t 
seem to  m irro r the energies of nature, (UP2 188, and see L304).

The d iffe rence  between Y ea ts ’s e litism  and th a t o f T. S. E lio t, fo r

instance, is measured in  the con trast o f Yeats's unsentim ental apotheosis

of the peasantry (see U P l 138-9), and E lio t's  embarrassing condescension

in 'A  Game of Chess'. Yeats and Lady Gregory progressed from  fo lk

research towards a less academ ic a tte m p t to  reach the ' peasant

im a g in a tio n '.25 In so doing they discovered what they regarded as the

hea rt o f hero ic poetry, the roo t o f a ll national lite ra tu re  (see e.g. Gwynn

164b 188-9%

The peasants, because of the hardship o f the ir existence, enjoyed a closer

communion w ith  nature than did the rest o f society, and i t  was w ith in

nature tha t God was to  be found. C erta in ly , Yeats 's early  re lig ious

experiences were pan the is tic  (Au 26), and m ystica l atonem ent w ith  nature

occasioned apprehensions o f the presence o f God tha t are strong ly

rem in iscent of Haeckel's. The "secret o f the w orld", fo r  instance, could

be expressed easily "on a blade o f grass w ith  the ju ice  of a berry" (Mem

127). In a sta te  of trance Yeats came

in to  a d iffe re n t re la tion  to  the trees and to  the grass and the sky, 
and to  liv in g  things. I t  was as though he had escaped fo r  a l i t t le  
w h ile  from  th e ir m ere ly human associations and looked at them as 
they m ight have looked at one another.26
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Indeed, "th e  death of pagan natur e-worship had robbed v is ib le  beauty o f

its  in v io lab le  sanc tity " (Mem 124). The peasant m e n ta lity  was closer to

th is  antique vision and, since i t  wcis closer to  God, i t  was in ev itab ly

closer to  the foun t o f a ll poetry. Poetry, being s t i l l  "a liv in g  vo ice"

among the  peasantry (LNI 73), depended fo r  its  surviva l on the "awakening

o f in te re s t in the wisdom and ways o f the poor" (U P l 326), those whom

the academ ic classes had scorned (UP2 152). The beauty and spontaneity

o f peasant thought and idiom (Au 472) required trans la tion  in to  a

d ra m a tic  and urgent national lite ra tu re :

I love a ll the arts  tha t can s t i l l  rem ind me of th e ir  o rig in  among 
the common people, and my ears are only com fo rtab le  when the
singer sings as i f  mere speech had taken f ire , when he appears to
have passed in to  song alm ost im percep tib ly , (E&I 223 -  1916).

The nationa l drama should be drawn d ire c tly  from  study o f peasant

environm ents in which national cha racte ris tics  are preserved in  th e ir  least

adu lte ra ted  fo rm s (Ex 222), and i t  should be w r itte n  w ith  a peasant

audience at least ha lf in mind. Yeats approved of Augusta G regory's

A ris to te lia n  m axim : "To th ink  lik e  a wise man, but to  express oneself like

the  common people" (Au 395), fo r  "a good w r ite r  should be so sim ple tha t

he has no fau lts , only sins" (Au 527). C e rta in ly  i t  is d if f ic u lt ,  as

M alcolm  Brown has suggested (The P o litics  o f Irish L ite ra tu re , 1972,

p316), to  disagree w ith  Russell's contention tha t i t  is to  th is peasant

s im p lic ity  th a t we should a ttr ib u te  Yeats 's 'tw il ig h t  hue' and 'vow el

m usic ', ra the r than to  pre-Raphaelitism . To a large extent the poet must

id e n tify  h im self w ith  the peasant (U P l 295), and the idealised countrym an

o f 'The F isherm an',

A man who does not exist,
A man who is but a dream, (VP 348)
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is an outgrowth of Yeats's self-image as fisher-artist, Bressel (VP 146),

and fish e r- lo ve r, Aengus (VP 149). The ideal, but in e v ita b ly  non-existent, 

peasant would combine the qualities of a r tis t and God.

The coun try  "helps one to  th ink" (L51). I f  the peasant impulse is to  

direct poetry, i t  must also, by necessity, d irec t p o lit ic a l developments.27 

In The Countess Cathleen Ireland, represented by Cathleen, seeks d irec tion  

o f the peasants (VP 1 17-19), the 'brave h ills ide  m en', and she eventually 

comes to  id e n tify  her own well-be ing, indeed her en tire  raison d 'e tre , 

w ith  the irs :

the earth burns my fe e t 
TUI I have changed my house to such a refuge 
That the old and ailing, and a ll weak o f heart.
May escape from  beak and claw; a ll, a ll, shall come 
T i l l  the walls burst and the roof fa ll on us.
From this day out I have nothing of my own (VPl 79).28

The cla im  th a t " th is  land where your fa thers lived  proudly and fin e ly

should be dear and dear and again d e a r " 2 9  is an e levation  of the ru s tic

environm ent to  a kind o f Holy Land tha t we should regard as a p o lit ica l

gesture.

Inseparable from  love o f peasantry is com m itm ent to  'e a rth '.  Yeats

developed early  in l i fe  (Mem 153-4, Au 31, L49) a love of earth, and th is

gradually m atured in to  the notion tha t the roo t o f the race is in the

earth w ith  which i t  has always been associated: "Have not a ll races had

their first unity from a mythology that marries them to rock and hill?"

(Au 194, and see UPl 405). He demanded in  a deliberate m etaphor, tha t

scholars of Greek and German c iv ilisa tio n , fo r instance,

leave th a t w ork o f the irs which w ill never lack hands, and begin to  
dig in  Ire land the garden of the fu tu re , understanding th a t here in 
Ire land the s p ir it o f man may be about to  wed the soil of the 
world, (E&I 209-210 -  1901).
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Inev itab ly  earth becomes a sacred symbol, and eventua lly popular poe try

made love of the earth of Ire land so much a part of her lite ra tu re  
th a t i t  should not be a hard th ing to  f i l l  i t  w ith  the holiness o f 
places, (UP2 196, and see 127).

By 1898 sacred Irish earth had become necessary fo r  C e lt ic  My si tea l 

O rder evocation (L295). The extension of earth as symbol to  M other 

Earth  as m yth (and arguably, i t  seems, as re a lity ), and thence to  an 

aspect of the W hite Woman symbol in Yeats ’ s verse (as considered in  

A . R. Grossman’s Poetic Knowledge in the Early Yeats, 1969) requires 

fu lle r  exam ination, but i t  is beyond the scope of th is  thesis. I t  is 

s u ffic ie n t fo r  present purposes to  ind ica te  a possible jo in t source in  

Haeckel (see Gasman op .c it. p l2 0 - l)  fo r  Yeats ’ s, and fasc is t propagandists’ 

ea rth -love . I t  is not a coincidence tha t Yeats adm ired H ea ly 's  "good 

earth  power" (L35), nor tha t the tinker-peasant C harlie  Ward helps Paul 

R u ttledge, in Where There Is Nothing, in the rebel's quest fo r  the "favour 

of m y hard m other. Earth" (VP l 1149). La te r, in  Yeats 's fasc is t period, 

he dem onstrated an awareness of the p o lit ic a l im portance o f land 

(Ex 312-3%30

If, however, poetry is to appeal and draw from  the earth tra d it io n , from  

peasant im agination, i t  must balance this w ith  an equally im m ed ia te  

appeal to  the aristocracy. The e ffe c t must be an expression of 

c iv ilis a tio n 's  great tr iu m v ira te .31 By the tim e  Lady G regory in troduced 

Yeats to  The C ourtie r in 1907, he was w e ll prepared fo r  C astig lione 's  

apotheosis of the a ris tocracy.32 We should bear in mind th a t in  some 

respects, as Trotsky suggested,33 the en tire  ideologica l basis o f fascism  is 

founded on just such a com bination o f the low est and highest classes in  

socie ty.
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"The attitude of mind and the style in Yeats's poetry", wrote C Day

Lew is (Gwynn 159), "are  a ris tocra tic , and  we fe e l tha t no pxDet w ill be

able to  w r ite  a fte r tha t manner again". W orld views tha t are hostile  to

dem ocracy have fa lle n  in to  considerable disrepute during the tw en tie th

century, and i t  is un like ly, as Day Lewis suggests, tha t w rite rs  w ill ever

again be able to  place th e ir confidence so com p le te ly  in  the a ris tocracy,

and to  deride the 'm ob' so e x p lic itly  as did Yeats. Day Lew is is also

co rre c t to  trace  Yeats 's  fa ith  in the a ris tocracy to  his childhood, (Gwynn

160-3), fo r  i t  is clear tha t he developed an early  awareness of, and

respect fo r  class s tra ta  (Mem 77, 101-2). In the  la te r poems the

a r is to c ra tic  'v irtu e s ' of pride, independence, cerem ony and courtesy are

the qualities most frequently held up for admiration. In the prose of

Autob iographies, s im ila rly , and in the la te r essays, the ideals of the great

house are confirm ed as having a sa lutary in fluence  on cu ltu re  and on

m orals. Yeats had mythologized the a ris tocracy, however, long before the

c iv il war by drawing i t  f irm ly  in to  the lite ra ry  tra d it io n . He regarded

the im provem ent of abstractions crucia l to  the resurgence of the race -

culture, wisdom, morals -  as inex tricab ly  linked to  the social prominence

o f the a r is to c ra tic  fam ilies . Conscious, fo rm a l a rt, as opposed to

peasant, 'fo lk ' a rt, in particular, is the province of the n o b ility  alone.

A r t  is, at the very least, re lian t on the unconscious patronage of the

high-born fam ilie s  -  the bestowal of a r iche r sustenance than mere

finance. The n o b ility

creates the fin e  l i fe  which we look a t w ith  a ffe c tio n a te  eyes out 
o f our garre t windows. We must not leave our garrets, but we 
could not w r ite  w e ll but fo r what we see fro m  the w in d o w s .34

Leisure, w ealth , and priv ilege were created s p e c ific a lly  fo r  the "most

liv in g " (Mem 209), and i t  was the responsib ility  o f the c rea tive  intellect

to  fos te r and preserve these a ris to c ra tic  v irtues (see Au 522). A r t  was
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repaid as the n o b ility  saved Ire land from  abstraction (Au 545), although

the country had nevertheless grown "s te r ile "  as power passed gradually,

during the tra n s itio n  fro m  feudalism  to  democracy,

to  men who lack the  tra in in g  which requires a ce rta in  amount of 
wealth  to  ensure c o n tin u ity  from  generation to  generation, and to  
fre e  the mind in  pa rt from  other tasks. A gentlem an is fo r  one 
th ing  a man whose princ ipa l ideas are not connected w ith  his 
personal needs and his personal success, (Mem 178).

The q ua lity  o f Irish  a r t could s t i l l  be m aintained, however, so long as the

unlanded were prevented fro m  association w ith  i t :

I have been reading T ay lo r's  Owen Roe O 'N e ill, an able h is to rica l 
book, very in te res tin g  to  me because I th ink  I f in d  in  Owen Roe 
tha t directness and s im p lic ity  o f mind which is today P ro testan t 
and Ascendancy, and in  his now opponents, now a llies , o f the 
K ilkenny Council th a t slackness and vagueness which is today 
C a tho lic , (Mem 195).

Ascendancy directness and s im p lic ity  were necessary to  Irish  a rts . W ith

these, however, the a ris toc racy  brought also iso la tion and e lit ism . A 

great lady m ight w e ll be as s im ple as a good poet (Mem 140), but both 

must be inaccessible to  d e trim e n ta l influences. In 1916 Yeats w ro te  of 

his new invention , "an a r is to c ra tic  fo rm " of drama, tha t i t  was pure ly fo r  

"a  few  score people o f good tas te " (E&I 221-2), a sm all number of 

"c u ltiva te d  people who understand the lite ra ry  and m ytho log ica l allusions 

and the ancient ly r ic s  quoted in  speech or chorus, th e ir  d isc ip line , a part 

o f th e ir breeding" (E&I 229 -  1916, and see 250 -  1907). The acqu is ition 

o f such 'd isc ip lin e ' depends on le isure, freedom from  a ll finan c ia l 

re s tra in t, and such a response to  a r t presupposes the g reatest possible 

inequa lities in the d iv is ion o f labour and cap ita l. The n o b ility  was w orth  

w rit in g  fo r  because i t  had access to  tra d it io n a l wisdom (fo r the re  can be 

no wisdom w ith ou t indolence -  Mem 168), being a superior caste because 

not dependent on la b o u r ,35 and consequently being the guardians o f the 

most valuable e th ica l codes ava ilab le  to  soc ie ty  (Mem 181).
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The id e n tif ic a tio n  o f poet and a r is to c ra t is thus com pleted in th e ir

synthesis as a Janus-like W isdom -figure in  the 1909 Journal:

Newman defines cu ltu re  as wise re c e p tiv ity , though I do not th ink
he uses these words. C u ltu re  o f th is  kind produces its  most 
p e rfe c t flow ers in a few  high-bred women. I t  gives to  its  sons an 
exqu is ite  delicacy, (Mem 160).

The atmosphere at Coole (Mem 155-6), however, and Augusta G regory's

"in h e rite d  sense o f caste" (Au 456), her "s tead fast n o b ility "  (Au 478), did

no m ore than con firm  long-held suspicions. Yeats 's  new ly acquired

n o to r ie ty  in the  '90s strengthened, as George Bornstein suggests,36 an

already d e e p ly -fe lt conv ic tion  th a t fo rm a l a r t  and the consciousness of

the masses were irreconc ilab le . I t  would be consistent w ith  Yeats 's

developing b e lie f in an a r t fo r  the 'fe w ' i f  the lim ite d  editions o f the

Dun Em er Press, founded in 1903, were de libe ra te ly  priced out o f the

range o f the masses as a re fle c tio n  o f th is co n firm a tio n . Yeats was

c le a rly  th ink ing  o f the best, ra ther than the w idest audience in  1896 (U P l

404), and cla im ed a year la te r th a t "an honest a tte m p t towards th a t

a r is to c ra tic  eso te ric  Irish lite ra tu re   has been my ch ie f am b ition" (L286,

my ita lic s ). I t  would appear tha t the desire th a t poe try  be "made by the

few  fo r  the fe w " (U P l 271 -  1893) had long been a fundam enta l Yeatsian

tene t. In 'R everies Over Childhood and Y ou th ' he notes tha t even as a

student he had been convinced th a t the popular poets had fa ile d  to  touch

Ire land 's heart, th a t "her poetry when i t  comes w ill be distinguished and

lone ly". 37

As the gen try  are absorbed in to  the li te ra ry  tra d it io n  h is to ry  becomes

thea tre :

I, w ith  m y perhaps too lite ra ry  eyes, read h is to ry , and tu rn  a ll in to  
a kind of thea tre  where the proud w a lk  clad in  c lo th  of gold, and 
display th e ir  passionate hearts, th a t the groundlings may fee l th e ir 
souls wax the greater, (L219).
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Yeats ’ s la te r be lie f tha t nature mocks equa lity  (Au 547), a sta tem ent tha t

a lm ost ce rta in ly  reca lls  his early  s c ie n tif ic  reading, and th a t the tie rs  o f

q u a lity  are not only na tura l but welcome in  Ire land ("no coun try  could

have a m ore natura l d is taste  fo r  equa lity " -  Au 231), is confirm ed by the

tu rn  o f the century. 38 Eglin ton saw Yeats as an "a r is to c ra c tic

cra ftsm an" by 1898 (UP2 130, and see Mem 156nl), and Yeats did not

reject the assessment. Indeed he clearly made a conscious and deliberate

a tte m p t to  trans la te  th is  h o s t il ity  to  dem ocracy in to  a rt. The

a r is to c ra tic  tone is established in  the poetry long before  the tu rn  o f the

century. David Daiches notes (1ER 60-1) the use o f the word 'h igh ' in

'The Sad Shepherd' ( f ir s t  published in 1885) and, ce rta in ly , the

com bination o f pride and iso la tion , passion and coldness, th a t Yeats

associated w ith  aristocratic manners is freq uen tly  alluded to  in  the

earlies t verse -  an " im m o rta l passion" tha t "breathes in  m orta l c lay"

(VP 172), the "lone ly , m agestica l m u ltitude " (VP 158) and "high lone ly

m ysteries" (VP 1 5 6 ),39 the "proud and apart" (VP 91), and, most e x p lic it ly

perhaps, in the ce lebra tion  o f Maeve's faded beauty:

Though now in her old age, in her young age 
She had been beau tifu l in th a t old way 
Tha t's  a ll but gone; fo r  the proud heart is gone.
And the fo o l heart o f the counting-house fears a ll 
But so ft beauty and indo len t desire, (VP 180-1).

As Day Lew is says, Yeats is, throughout, "the  a r is to c ra tic  poet who fee ls

a passionate love fo r  the Cause but also a c e rta in  im patience and

contempt fo r  the human instrum ents w ith  which he has to  w ork" (Gwynn

178). Yeats's love of proud and lonely things (Au 171), and his belief

tha t the coldness o f great a r t is alm ost palpable (E&I 339 -  1910), caused

those a rtis ts  who, like  Blake and Synge, were themselves proud and lone ly

(Au 508, U P l 400-1), or, like  Ferguson, possessed o f an "antique coldness"
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(UPl 159% or Lionel Johnson's "hieratic" elegance (Mem 35 and 96% to

become ta lism ans. The a r t is t  becomes, lik e  the a ris toc ra t, one o f the

great so lita ries (Mem 50, 154, Au 171). The proud and careless notes (VP 

213) th a t Edward Malins c la im s Yeats la te r  came to  associate w ith  the 

aristocracy (A P reface to  Y ea ts , 1974, p82) are, in  fa c t,  c le a rly  designed 

to  reca ll, in  the con text of his ea rlie r publications, the established Irish  

hierarchy. By 1916 the solitary artist-figure (Yeats sees the artist as 

fisherm an in  'The F ish ') has combined the 'a r is to c ra tic ' v irtues o f wisdom ^

and s im p lic ity  which would be best expressed in  a poem "maybe as 

cold/And passionate as the dawn" ' (VP 347-8). Yeats seeks, in 'The 

F isherm an ', to  w r ite  fo r  his own race, and the com bination of q u a litie s  

that he alights on, passion and coldness, is precisely that considered most 

c ru c ia l to  la te r  fasc is t racism  (see e.g. Mosse op .c it. p69-70). I t  is a

com bination tha t characterised, fo r  Yeats, the heroic Parnell (Au 232).

The a ris toc ra ts  and the peasants were, in th e ir d iffe re n t ways, the lords 

o f the land, and at the end o f his l i f e  Yeats was s t i l l  urging Irish  poets 

to "Sing the peasantry, and then/Hard-riding country gentlemen" (VP 639).

They had access to , and were touched by, the sacred earth, and the gu lf

between them  as classes was bridged by th a t shared priv ilege and by the

artist, who drew from  both, and synthesised th e ir  v irtues. These classes

were in terdependent, c u ltu ra lly  as w e ll as m a te ria lly , and toge ther the

a ris to c ra t and the peasant furn ish the na tion 's  a rt w ith  its  images. I t  is

in th is  in te ra c tio n  tha t Cairns C ra ig  sees the nub of Yeats 's fascism :

Only an a ris tocracy, accum ulating riches through generations, and a 
peasantry, liv in g  in  the same place generation a fte r generation, can 
provide the appropriate kind o f memory fo r  the poet: tha t social
con figu ra tion  in form s Y ea ts 's   p o lit ic a l discussions throughout [h is
ca re e r] and is the pa tte rn  [h is ]  revo lu tion  is intended to  re­
establish, (C raig op.cit. p256).
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Fascist propaganda of the 1920s and '30s c e rta in ly  focused on such a 

com bination.

As the iso lated countrym an was set against the urban masses, the land, a

pow erfu l rac ia l symbol, was set squarely against the evil o f the c ity . We

should regard the execra tion  of London in  the early  le tte rs  to  K a tharine

T y n a n ^ O  as the na tura l pre judice of exile, and p a rtic u la r ly , perhaps, from

tra d it io n a l Irish  values. P a trick  Kavanagh, fo r one, found th a t "a fte r  the

chaste paganism of Ire land London's m a te ria lis t im m o ra lity  te rr if ie d

m e " .41 There is also a p o lit ic a l point to be made. London is, a fte r  a ll,

" th e  cap ito l of the enemy" (LNI 153). Even in  these early  le tte rs ,

however, a m ore general disgust is apparent. Dublin its e lf,  had been "a

l i t t le  too  populous" (L43) he reca lls  in 1887, and a v is it  in  the m id-'90s

le f t  him tire d  and glad to  leave (L237). These remarks put the p o lit ica l

suggestions in to  con tex t and develop a point f i r s t  considered in  the second

part of the 1886 Ferguson essay:

When the w o rld  was fresh [the  poets] gave us a clear glass to  see
the w o rld  through, but slow ly, as nature los t her newness, or they 
began more and more to live in cities or for some other cause, the 
glass was dyed w ith  ever deepening colours, and now we scarcely
see what lies beyond because of the p ictures th a t are painted a ll
over i t ,  (UPl 103).

The Blakean echo h e re 4 2  is  confirm ed by his 189 9  rem arks on 'The

T hea tre ':

Blake has said th a t a ll a rt is a labour to  bring again the  Golden 
Age, and a ll cu ltu re  is ce rta in ly  a labour to  bring again the
simplicity of the first ages, with knowledge of good and evil added
to  i t .  The drama has need of c ities  tha t i t  may find men in
s u ffic ie n t numbers, and c itie s  destroy the emotions to  which i t
appeals, and the re fo re  the days of the drama are b r ie f and come 
but seldom, (E&I 167).

In The Speckled B ird  Maclagan's apotheosis of ru s tic ity  is picked up by 

the  Yeats persona, M ichael Hear ne, and i t  would appear tha t Yeats
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agreed w ith  those peasants who considered beauty "a m ark o f holiness or 

d iv in ity "  (SB 99 and see 20). R eca lling  the London of the '80s in 

A utob iographies, his hatred o f the c ity , the "m iles and m iles of stone and 

b rick  a ll round me" (Au 154), is fleshed out by his hatred o f its  m idd le  

class inhabitants:

ce rta in  old women's faces f i l le d  me w ith  horror, faces th a t are no 
longer there, or i f  they are pass before me unnoticed: the fa t ,  
b lotched faces, ris ing above double chins, of women who have drunk 
too much beer and eaten much m eat. In  D ublin  I had o fte n  seen 
old women walking w ith  e rec t heads and gaunt bodies, ta lk in g  to  
themselves w ith  loud voices, mad w ith  d rink  and poverty, but they
were d iffe re n t, they belonged to  romance. Da V inci had drawn
women who looked so, and so carried  th e ir  bodies, (Au 155).

The jux tapos ition  o f these images of F a ls ta ffia n  vu lg a rity  and rom a n tic

n o b ility  is de libera te  and te llin g . I t  is not designed to  make a

nationalistic point, but to isolate the mob once more from the triumvirate

of priv ileged classes -  being the 'a r is to c ra tic ' (erect and gaunt), the poor,

and the a rtis ts  (da V inc i) -  in p recise ly the way he had iso lated i t  in  the

1907 essay, 'P oe try  and T ra d itio n '. Yeats goes on to  consider the m idd le

classes and th e ir  pernicious in fluence :

being always anxious [ th e y ] have come to  possess l i t t le  th a t is good 
in itself, and are always changing from thing to thing, for whatever 
they do or have must be a means to  something else, and they have 
so l i t t le  be lie f tha t anyth ing can be an end in its e lf  th a t they
cannot understand you i f  you say, 'A l l  the most valuable th ings are 
useless'. They pre fer the s ta lk  to  the flo w e r, and believe th a t 
poe try  and pa in ting ex is t th a t there  may be ins truc tion , and love 
th a t there may be ch ild ren , and theatres tha t busy men may rest, 
and holidays th a t busy men may go on being busy. A t  a il tim es 
they fear and even hate the things th a t have w orth  in  themselves, 
fo r  tha t w orth  may suddenly, as i t  were a f ire ,  consume th e ir  Book 
o f L ife , where the w orld  is represented by ciphers and symbols; and 
before all else, they fear irreverent joy and unserviceable sorrow. 
I t  seems to  them tha t those who have been freed by position, by 
poverty, or by the tra d itio n s  of a rt, have something te rr ib le  about 
them , a lig h t tha t is unendurable to  eyesight. They com pla in much 
of tha t commandment th a t we can do alm ost what we w ill,  i f  we 
do i t  ga ily, and th in k  th a t freedom  is but a t r i f l in g  w ith  the world, 
(E&I 251-2, and see 7).

Y eats 's  reco llec tion  o f Maud Gonne in  the '90s, tha t her

power over crowds was at its  height, and some portion  of the 
power came because she could s t i l l ,  even when pushing an abstract
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p rinc ip le  to  what seemed to  me an absurd ity, keep her own mind 
free , and so when men and women did her bidding they did i t  not 
only because she was beau tifu l, but because tha t beauty suggested 
joy and freedom , (Au 364)

is put in to  perspective by her own account o f the period:

Yeats 's aloofness and his in to lerance of m ed io c rity , a sp iritu a l pride 
which is dangerous, tended to  keep him  apart from  the f i r s t  person 
o f the N a tiona l T r in ity , the People. He hated crowds, I loved 
them . 43

In his declin ing years Yeats was repelled by dem ocracy and the prospect 

o f soc ia lis t revo lu tion . I t  is c lear, however, th a t th is  is rooted in  a much 

ea rlie r contem pt fo r  the m iddle-class mob, and its  ch a ra c te ris tic  th irs t  

fo r  rh e to ric . Yeats, as we have seen, was impressed by Henley's 

a r is to c ra tic  m ien, "his hatred o f the crowd and of tha t log ica l realism  

which is but popular o ra to ry " (Mem 39). Yeats began* th is  f i r s t  d ra ft of 

the autobiography in  1915, and i t  is possible th a t his account is coloured 

by the hatred of the crowd's obsessions tha t had deepened d iscern ib ly  

during the years since the early  association w ith  Henley. I t  appears, 

however, tha t Yeats adm ired Henley's derision and da ily  f lo u tin g  o f the 

"com mon rou t" (Au 126) as much as his pow erfu l, if  not a ltogether 

a ttra c t iv e , personality.

A t  least one of the 'M om entary Thoughts' (the ly r ic  la te r renamed 'These

are the C louds') o f the 1910 co llec tion . The Green H e lm e t, is anything

but m om entary. Its  long gestation begins perhaps in  Yeats 's  adolescence,

ce rta in ly  by the mid-'9Ds:

The weak lay hand on what the strong had done.
T i l l  tha t be tum bled th a t was li f te d  high 
And discord fo llo w  upon unison.
And a ll things at one common leve l lie , (VP 265).
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The antagonism between a r tis t, in th is  case Augusta G regory, and 'c row d '

is a recu rren t them e in  the 1910 'Jou rna l', where a d ra ft o f th is  poem

f ir s t  appears, (Mem 259-60). Sunk deep in  hatred, and in te lle c tu a lly

castra ted  by it ,  the crowd contem plates "a ll c rea tive  power as the

eunuchs contem plate Don Juan as he passes through H e ll on the w h ite

horse" (Mem 176). Yeats enlarges on several reasons fo r  th is  antagonism,

and the roots of a ll are d iscern ib le  in  the '90s. The f i r s t  and most

obvious point is tha t "th e  mob of casual men" (Mem 251, and see 270)

Yeats comes to  hate is sim ply too  large fo r  the ind iv idua l c rea tive  ta le n t

to  operate w ith in . The a r t is t  is lo th  to  bow to  the m u ltitu d e  (U P ! 248 -

1892), but he feels always its  "w e igh t and pressure" (Ex 26). Yeats

detested crowds as early  as 1887 (L43). Furtherm ore, the ugliness of the

crow d's business, "com m erce and m anufacture" (Mem 124), its e lf  destroys

a r t,  44 and leads to  tw o  d is tin c t tra its  which are in im ic a l to  the

in te lle c tu a l sens itiv ity  necessary to  a r t is t ic  processes. The f i r s t  is,

paradoxica lly , v irtue :

The poet's enemies are those in d u s tr ie  tha t make a good c itize n . 
A  poet is a good c itize n  turned inside out, (Mem 140-1).

'V ir tu e ' had k illed  the poe tic  in s tin c t of R ichard le  G allienne, and by

1909 Yeats was becoming concerned th a t i t  m ight have destroyed his own

" ly r ic  fa c u lty "  (Mem 171-2). The 'good c it iz e n ' was m o tiva ted  by the

"sord id compromise of success", by co m fo rt and sa fe ty  and he had

prevailed:

when the valleys and the h ills  had alm ost become c lay and stone,
the good c itizens plucked up th e ir  heart and took possession of the
w orld  and f il le d  i t  w ith  th e ir  l i t t le  compact thoughts; and romance 
fled  to  more and more rem ote fa iry lands, and fo rg o t th a t i t  was 
ever more than an old ta le  which nobody believes, (UP2 194).
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Secondly, the crowd had been successful because i t  had been ruthless in

the pursuit of its  own in te rests . S e lf-in te re s t had occasioned in  society

an ill-b reed ing  and vu lg a rity  th a t was even m ore d if f ic u lt  fo r  the a r t is t

to  con fron t than the s to lid  s tup id ity  o f the 'good c it iz e n ':

to  oppose the new ill-b reed ing  o f Ire land, which may in a few  
years destroy a ll th a t has given Ire land a distinguished name in  the
w o rld   I can only set up a secondary or in te r io r  personality
created by me out of the tra d it io n  of m yself, and th is  personality  
(alas, to  me only possible in my w ritings) must be always gracious 
and simple. I t  must have th a t slight separation from  im m ediate  
in te rests  which makes charm possible, w h ile  rem ain ing near enough
fo r  f i r e   So much o f the w orld  as is dom inated by the contest of
in te rests  is a mechanism. The newspaper is the roar of the
machine. A rgum ent, the moment acknowledged v ic to ry  is sought, 
becomes a clash o f in te res t, (Mem 142).

The new ill-b reed ing  was to  be resisted by the a r t is t .45 This, however, is

a fo rm idab le  task, since, although ignorant ('vacant' and 'un ins truc ted '),

the crowd a ttacks the ind iv idua l w ith  a pow erfu l com bination o f log ic  and

rh e to ric . D is lik ing  "a ll ind iv idua l eminence",

th is  fee ling  is increased when i t  recognizes in  th a t ind iv idua l the 
fre e  m ind, the m ind tha t plays w ith  l i fe  and expresses great things 
lig h tly . I t  d is trusts a ll tha t is not p la in ly  organized and
determ ined, a ll th a t is not p la in ly  log ica l w ork  I t  likes to  see
the ra ilw ay tracks  of thought. I t  is a fra id  o f the w ilderness  I t
loves rh e to ric  because rh e to ric  is impersonal and predeterm ined, 
and i t  hates poe try  whose suggestiveness cannot be foreseen, (Mem 
169).

The crow d's remorseless lo g ic  is flaw ed (Mem 207), but its  rhe to rica l sk ill 

(UP2 34 -  1897) forces i t  in to  the be lie f tha t tru th  is an opinion (Mem 

169). 'O p in ion ' is vu lgar, and in to le rab le  fo r  the a r t is t  "because i t  arms 

his uninspired m om ent against his insp ira tion " (Mem 170). The a r t is t  

vulgarises h im se lf "th e  moment his system atized thought passes out of his 

passion as from  under a f ie ry  cloud" (ibid). I f  the a r t is t  is to  be 'b e tte r ' 

than the m ediocre crowd (U P l 249 -  1892), he m ust in it ia te  by slow 

degrees (Mem 170), must, by erad ica ting  opinion, become as inv is ib le  as 

God (ibid). A r t is t ic  progress can be seen, then, as a kind o f m in i­

evolution.
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In the 'Journal* Yeats goes on to  make the im po rtan t point tha t what 

seems to  him to  be true  of ind iv idua ls (tha t mechanical thought destroys 

the suggestive ness tha t leads to  nobler creations) m ight also be true  of 

nations;

perhaps a great popular th in ke r, a Rousseau, a V o lta ire , a Wesley is 
a m isfortune . He is too  c lever, too log ica l, too d e fin ite . He 
enables the l i t t le  to  believe themselves great, to  believe they 
understand, t i l l  they muddy a ll the fountains of tru th , (ibid).

This is the f i r s t  fo rm u la tion  o f Y ea ts 's  be lie f tha t the philosophy o f the

crowd is democracy, and th a t the philosophy is fundam enta lly  wrong. I t

had been suggested, however, as early  as 1890, in his review  of Sophie

B ryan t's  C e lt ic  Ire land:

Ire land was above a ll th ings dem ocra tic  and com m unistic  -  a ll lands 
belonging to  the tr ib e . I t  was just such a system th a t a sociable 
people fu ll of restless energies would make themselves; and, as 
m ight be said of Greece, i t  turned out good fo r  the w orld , bad fo r  
the nation. When o ther countries were bowed under m ilita ry  
despotism, missions poured fo r th  over Europe from  the schools of 
Ire land, but when the day o f b a ttle  came she could not com bine 
against the invader, (U P l 165).

By 1890 then Yeats had c e rta in ly  not fo rg o tte n  the early  s c ie n tif ic

in fluences. In the D arw in ian s trugg le  between nations dem ocracy and

communism are fa ta l because they encourage the weak ra the r than the

strong to  flou rish . Yeats decided very early  th a t freedom , even, is not

necessarily the greatest good; less so, fo r  instance, than d iscip line :

I have pre ferred to  ta lk  o f g reater things than freedom . In  our
day every id le r, every t r i f le r ,  every bungler, cries out fo r  his 
freedom ; but the busy, and w e igh ty  minded, and s k ilfu l handed, 
m ed ita te  more upon the bonds tha t they glad ly accept, than upon 
the freedom  tha t has never meant m ore in  th e ir  eyes than rig h t to
choose the bonds th a t have made them fa ith fu l servants of law, (Is
the order o f RR <Sc AC  to  rem ain a m agica l order?, 1901, p29)

Yeats was keen, la te r, to  tran s la te  Balzac's l ite ra ry  Darw inism  in to  socio­

p o lit ic a l ideology in the search fo r  a " lo g ica l un ity " (Ex 268-70):

the more noble and stable qua lities , those th a t are spread through 
the personality, and not iso la ted  in  a fa c u lty , are the results of 
v ic to ry  in  the fa m ily  strugg le , w h ile  those qua lities of log ic  and of
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w ill,  a ll those qua lities of to il ra ther than o f power, belong most 
to  the ind iv idua l struggle, (Ex 270).

E ithe r way, s trength is born of struggle and "v ic to ry " .

There can be no doubt tha t W illiam  M orris, "poe t. Socia lis t, romance

w r ite r ,  a r t is t  and upholsterer" (U P l 183), and seem ingly a ll these equally,

in fluenced Yeats profoundly. That in fluence was not dim inished by his

discovery o f M orris 's  crea tive  lim ita tio n s . In  1927 he was s t i l l  Yeats 's

"ch ie f of men" (L724), and in  1938, c le a rly  moved by M orris 's  m em ory

ra th e r than by what is a ra ther m ediocre poem, he w ro te  to  Vernon

W atkins of Idris  Davies's 'W illiam  M orris ' tha t

i f  I were a m illio n a ire  I would pay somebody to  set i t  to  music 
and whenever I was v is ited  by any person who knew M orris  I would 
pay somebody to  sing i t  to  us, (L908).

Indeed, the recogn ition  th a t M orris was perhaps not the greatest poet of

his tim e  (U P l 419, and Au 141) did not occasion any reduction  in  his

response to  M orris 's  poetry. In 1933, reading Sigurd to  his fa m ily , Yeats

could hard ly read fo r  tears (L816). I t  was M orris 's  personality  and

physical presence, however, tha t drew the young Yeats. As a boy he had

read M orris , but w ith  no great enthusiasm (except fo r  The Man Who

Never Laughed Again), and the prose romances tha t so entranced Yeats

had not a t tha t t im e  been w ritte n . I t  was "M o rris  h im se lf" who

enchanted him , his "spon tane ity  and joy" (Au 141). The W atts p o r tra it

reca lled the  man:

grave w ide-open eyes, like  the eyes o f some dream ing beast,
rem ind me of the open eyes of T itia n 's  A r io s to , w h ile  the broad 
vigorous body suggests a mind tha t has no need of the in te lle c t to
rem ain sane, though i t  give its e lf to  every fan tasy......
His in te lle c t,  unexhausted by speculation or casuistry, was w ho lly  at 
the service of hand and eye, and whatever he pleased he did w ith  
an unheard-of ease and s im p lic ity ..... a never id le  man of great 
physical s trength and extrem ely irrasc ib le ..... a man m ore joyous 
than any in te lle c tu a l man of our world, (Au 141-2).

That M orris  was "unexhausted by speculation" was precise ly what puzzled

A E:
- 77 -



I find  i t  curious th a t Yeats, who so o ften  speaks of passionate
lite ra tu re  when he is generalising, loves in  fa c t the romances of 
W illiam  M orris, the least passionate inventions in  English lite ra tu re , 
more perhaps than any o ther im aginative  works. He h im se lf is 
endlessly specu lative , w h ile  the works of M orris  are w ithou t
speculation  I suppose an in te lle c t which is so restless must be
envious of a s p ir it  so content w ith  its  v is io n .46

A E’ s explanation is not as convincing as Y ea ts ’ s own. M orris 's

irre s is tib le  persona drew Yeats as inexorably in to  un like ly  p o lit ic a l as

lite ra ry  pred ilections. Yeats jo ined the socia lis t c irc le  a t K e lm sco tt

House, but he was never a true  soc ia lis t, nor could he be, having been

vulnerable to  the crude social im p lica tions of the new science, and having

taken his f i r s t  occu lt steps w ith  A . P. S innett as his guide. M orris  was a

man of genuine but U top ian  vision:

to  others beauty was a so lita ry  vision, a g i f t  com ing from  God
they knew not how; but to  him i t  was always some golden fleece  
or happy island, some w e ll at the world 's end, found a fte r  many 
perils and many labours in  the world, and in  a ll his la te r  books, at 
any ra te , found fo r  the w orld 's  sake. A lm ost alone among the
dreamers of our tim e , he accepted l i fe  and called i t  good; and 
because alm ost alone among them he saw, am id its  incompleteness 
and t r iv ia l i ty ,  the  E a rth ly  Paradise tha t shall blossom at the end of 
the ages, (U P l 419).

As Yeats 's in te rests  became increasing ly un ified he came to  regard

socialism  and dem ocracy w ith  profound suspicion, and even tua lly  w ith

hatred. During the K e lm sco tt period socialism is l i t t le  m ore than an

elaborate whimsy, a veh ic le  on which to  approach the hero ic  M orris.

Indeed, in the 1890 rev iew  of the A rts  and C ra fts  E xh ib ition , "Socialism

fo r  the poor" and "E u top ia " (sic) are synonymous (U P l 183). M orris  was,

h im se lf, not the m ost ta c tfu l o f egalitarians: Yeats was doubtless even

less so (see Au 143). H is preoccupation w ith  'good breeding' would have

distanced him s ig n ifica n tly  from  the average socia lis t:

one always m et ce rta in  more or less educated workm en, rough of 
speech and manner, w ith  a convic tion  to  m eet every tu rn . I was 
to ld  by one of them , on a night when I had done perhaps more 
than my share o f the ta lk ing , tha t I had ta lked  m ore nonsense in  
one evening than he had heard in  the whole course o f his past life .  
I had m ere ly p re fe rred  Parnell, then at the height of his career, to
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M ichael D a v itt,  who had wrecked his Irish  influence by international 
politics, (Au 140).

The ’ workm an' would a lm ost c e rta in ly  have encountered Parne llites more

entrenched and be tte r in fo rm ed than Yeats, whose Parne ll-w orsh ip  d id not

develop u n til some tim e  a fte r 1891. I t  is lik e ly  th a t Yeats e n tire ly

m is in te rp re ted  the cause of the workm an's contem pt. Yeats's monologue

would have revealed both his disparagement of the ill-bred, and his

ex tre m e ly  unsure grasp o f the fundam enta l tenets of socialism. The

unspoken sneer of Yeats's account of the "young workman who was

educating h im se lf between M orris  and K a rl M arx" (Au 148) indicates th a t

by his early  tw enties Yeats held views th a t are quite  con tra ry  to

tra d it io n a l libe ra l a s s u m p t io n s .4 7  W orking class socia lists were bigoted

(Mem 23), almost caricatures:

I d is liked the working-m en revo lu tion is ts , the ir perpetual 
oversta tem ent and above a ll th e ir  attacks on re lig ion , and a t la s t I 
ceased to  a ttend the debates and lectures a fte r  a . speech as 
exaggerated as any of th e ir  own on the slowness of change and the 
dependence of a ll ideas of equa lity  o f w ealth  on C h ris tia n ity , (Mem 
21).

We should remember tha t the "good c itize n " had the priest in  his pocket 

(UP2 195). Yeats associated himself with socialism partly to learn the

a rt of pub lic speaking (Mem 21), but m ain ly to  associate h im self w ith  

Morris. In 'Four Years' he confesses tha t i t  was not socia lis t economics 

but M orris 's  publications tha t drew him to K e lm sco tt House (Au 146).

Yeats 's  c la im  tha t he w ithdrew  from  the c irc le  because of its  ir ré lig io n  is 

disingenuous. His innate quasi-aristocratic im pulse precluded genuine 

sym pathy w ith  the most v ita l tenets of socialism . He needed M orris  as 

an a r t is t ic  m entor, but his philosophy o f l i fe  he found "a ltoge the r alien" 

as early  as the summer of 1887, (L44). By 1896 he had recognised the 

distance between his own vision and M orris 's  " f ie rc e  anger against most
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M ichael D a v itt,  who had wrecked his Irish  in fluence by in te rna tiona l 
p o litics , (Au 140).

The 'w orkm an ’ would alm ost c e rta in ly  have encountered Parne llites more

entrenched and be tte r in fo rm ed than Yeats, whose Parne ll-w orsh ip  did not

develop u n til some tim e  a fte r  1891. I t  is lik e ly  th a t Yeats e n tire ly

m is in te rp re ted  the cause of the workm an's contem pt. Yeats's monologue

would have revealed both his disparagement of the ill-b re d , and his

ex tre m e ly  unsure grasp o f the fundam enta l tenets of socialism. The

unspoken sneer of Yeats's account of the "young workman who was

educating h im se lf between M orris  and K a rl M arx" (Au 148) indicates tha t

by his early  tw enties Yeats held views tha t are quite  con tra ry  to

tra d it io n a l lib e ra l assumptions.47 W orking class socia lists were bigoted

(Mem 23), a lm ost caricatures:

I d is liked the working-m en revo lu tion is ts , the ir perpetual 
oversta tem ent and above a ll th e ir  attacks on re lig ion , and at la s t I 
ceased to  a ttend the debates and lectures a fte r a speech as 
exaggerated as any o f th e ir own on the slowness of change and the 
dependence of a ll ideas of equa lity  o f w ealth  on C h ris tia n ity , (Mem 
21).

We should rem em ber tha t the "good c itize n " had the priest in  his pocket 

(UP2 195). Yeats associated h im se lf w ith  socialism  p a rtly  to  learn the 

a rt of pub lic speaking (Mem 21), but m ain ly to  associate h im self w ith  

M orris . In 'Four Years' he confesses tha t i t  was not socia lis t economics 

but M orris 's  pub lications tha t drew him to K e lm sco tt House (Au 146).

Y eats 's  c la im  tha t he w ithdrew  from  the c irc le  because of its  ir ré lig io n  is 

disingenuous. His innate quas i-a ris tocra tic  im pulse precluded genuine 

sym pathy w ith  the most v ita l tenets of socialism . He needed M orris  as 

an a r t is t ic  m entor, but his philosophy o f l i fe  he found "a ltoge the r a lien" 

as early  as the summer of 1887, (L44). By 1896 he had recognised the 

distance between his own vision and M orris 's  " f ie rc e  anger against most
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things tha t we de ligh t to  honour" (U P l 420). Furtherm ore , the alm ost

a n tith e tic a l in fluence of John O’Leary would have drawn Yeats rap id ly

from  the ega lita rian ism  he despised. Indeed, O 'Leary , in  moving Yeats

from  socialism to  nationa lism , and not m erely by his personal re jec tion  of

democracy, s tim u la ted  a re v o lt in  the poet against the ind isc ip line  he

perceived in  dem ocra tic  p rinc ip les. His in it ia l a ttra c t io n  to  nationalism

centred on his be lie f th a t i t  o ffe red  contro l and d irec tion :

there is no accepted a u th o rity  to  explain why the m ore d if f ic u lt  
pleasure is the nobler pleasure. The fasc ina tion  of the national 
movement fo r  me in  my youth was, I th ink , th a t i t  seemed to  be 
an image of a social ideal which could give f in e  l i fe  and f in e  a rt 
au tho rity , (Mem 180).48

Yeats 's  'fa sc in a tio n ' began in  1886. I t  is s ta rtlin g  to  note how early  the

seeds of reaction  were sown. Yeats 's contem pt fo r  the crowd and fo r  its

philosophy, dem ocracy, is p ro to -fa s c is t.49

A t the end of the in tro d u c tio n  to  th is thesis I tr ie d  to  dem onstrate tha t 

Yeats 's re jec tio n  of socialism  can be seen as a d ire c t response to  L y e ll 

and Darw in. I have tr ie d  to  balance tha t suggestion in  th is  chapter by 

showing th a t Y ea ts 's  a ttitu des  to  race and to  class are consistent w ith  

the 'find ings ' of those who applied Darwinism  to  human socie ty, and are 

in ev itab ly  hostile  to  dem ocracy. By the 1920s Y eats 's  fascism  is 

confirm ed. Donald R Pearce, in his ed ition of The Senate Speeches of

W B Yeats (1960), com m ents revea ling ly on Y ea ts 's  la te r reaction  to

democracy:

Dem ocracy seemed to  him a crude m idd le -c l ass mechanism by 
which power and leadership were sys tem a tica lly  passed from  the
m ediocre to  the incom petent, un til the na tiona l heritage lay
wasted:

And haughtier-headed Burke th a t proved the S ta te  a tree .
That th is  unconquerable labyrin th  of the birds, cen tu ry  a fte r  

century.
Cast but dead leaves to  m athem atica l equa lity .
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A ttached  to  the tree , the leaves were fo rm a l ind iv iduals in  a liv in g  
three-d im ensional world; on the ground, they were tw o  dimensional 
objects in the p rostra te  w orld  o f Euclid ian space. He came to  
hate  democracy w ith  an a r is to c ra tic  hate, and to  yearn fo r  strong, 
but enlightened, p o lit ic a l contro ls . But his au tho rita rian ism , though 
em phatic  and at tim es exasperated, was never cyn ica l or m ere ly
tru cu le n t; i t  was not the au thorita rian ism  of a system, but the 
a u th o rity  of the ind iv idua l, in the face  of, or in  defiance of, a ll 
system, (p 16-17, and see Ex 412-28).

The desire th a t the best ra the r than the m ost representative  Senators

preside over the House is re fle c te d  in  the speeches of December 12th,

1922 and Ju ly 18th, 1928 (55 30-1, 151-2, and see 76-7). That Yeats 's

fascism  was never cyn ica l or trucu len t is precise ly what distinguishes his

ideology from  in te r-w a r fa sc is t p o lit ic a l p ra c tic e . Fascism is not Nazism.

However much we abhor the theory we should not approach i t  w ith  our

minds clouded by the horrors of one pa rticu la r app lica tion  of th a t theory.

Pearce's po in t, however, th a t Yeats desired to  replace the system not

w ith  another system but w ith  the  Darw in ian com petition  of the strongest

ind iv iduals, is suggestive. I t  is a notion th a t finds im ag ina tive  expression

in the  appeals fo r  raw and unrestra ined l i fe  tha t punctuate Y ea ts 's  early

w rit in g .

The purpx)se of th is chapter has been to  measure Y eats 's  early  sense of 

race and caste. I have shown tha t Yeats believed the d iffe rences

between races to  be of great im portance, and th a t he considered the 

C e lt ic  race m ore 's p ir itu a l',  and thence m ore 'p o e tic ',  and thence 'h o lie r ' 

than the Anglo-5axon race w ith  which i t  was in c o n flic t. This quasi­

d iv in ity  should be expected, he fe lt ,  to  in fo rm  the n a tio na lis t (i.e. 

p o lit ic a l)  struggle. Having established Y eats 's  sense of race I have 

fo llow ed  his systém atisation o f the C e lt ic  race, the break-down in to  

classes (to be encouraged) w hich ca rry  the  rac ia l heritage, and those (to 

be discouraged) which w ork d ire c t ly  against tha t heritage, and shown i t  to
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be profoundly hos tile  to  dem ocratic  systems of governm ent and social 

organisation. My in te n tio n  has been to  dem onstrate th a t ce rta in  a ttitudes 

to  race and to  soc ie ty  th a t are, f irs t ly ,  c ruc ia l to  la te r  fasc is t ideologies, 

and secondly, consistent w ith  the statem ents of Y eats 's  own 'fa sc is t' 

period, are d iscern ib le  in  his work from  the very outset of his career. 

These a ttitu des  are essentia lly Socia l-D arw in is t, though tinged w ith  a 

(qu ite  unw arranted) sense of belonging to  a superior caste.

The argum ent of th is  thesis is tha t Yeats never fo rg o t the s c ie n tific  

influences of his adolescence, and tha t i t  is these, more perhaps than any 

o ther com bination  of influences, tha t d irec ted  his early  in te lle c tu a l 

developm ent. In the con text of th is argum ent his long and continuous 

association w ith  the most seemingly n o n -sc ie n tific  o f fr in g e  relig ions w ill 

requ ire  some explanation. In fa c t,  ca re fu l reassessment of Yeats's 

sp iritua l developm ent confirm s, as I shall show in  Chapter 3, tha t the 

s c ie n tif ic  s p ir it  is at the very heart of his re lig ious consciousness. 

F irs tly , however, i t  w il l be necessary to  re tu rn  to  the n ineteenth century 

in te lle c tu a l c lim a te , b r ie fly , to  examine the con tex t of Y eats 's  sp iritua l 

c o n flic t. The fo llo w in g  chapter is an account of the re la tionsh ip  between 

the new science and the established Church, on the one hand, and the 

occu lt fr in g e  on the other.
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1) see, in pa rticu la r E lizabe th  C u lling fo rd : Yeats, Ire land and Fascism 
(1981), and Cairns C ra ig : Yeats, E lio t, Pound and the P o lit ic s  of 
Poetry (1982). See also, A la s ta ir H am ilton : The Appeal o f Fascism; 
A Study of In te lle c tu a ls  and Fascism, 1918-1943, (1971), p276-80, 
John R. Harrison: The R eactionaries (1966), p39-73, Conor C ruise

. O 'B rien , 1ER 207-78.

2) ib id . See also Sean O 'Casey: Rose and Crown (1932), p l41-44.

3) I t  is in te res ting  to  note th a t Sturge Moore pencilled in to  his copy 
of tha t book (now in  the S tir lin g  L ib ra ry , Senate House, London) 
the suggestion, "and perhaps H it le r " ,  a fte r Yeats 's  descrip tion  o f 
'p r im a ry ' men,

whose hatreds are im personal [and w ho] are v io len t in  th e ir  
in te lle c t but gentle  in  them selves, as doubtless Robespierre was 
gentle, (AV(B) 83, and see 81 n).

We should remember th a t Yeats began th ink ing  o f the 'V is ion ' 
theories in 1918, and th a t the work, although not published u n til 
1923, was substantia lly  com ple te  by 1923-4.

4) Hone 372. See Donald T . Torchiana in  1ER 132-7, and SS 173, Ex 
334.

3) see below p l05-10.

6) Three G reat Irishm en, (1932), p91. Ussher acknowledges C ec il 
Salkeld as the source o f th is anecdote. See p a rtic u la r ly  Hone 471- 
2 and 1ER 243n3 and 233n2 -  O 'B rien calls o ther remarks in  
Ussher's book in to  some doubt.

7) 1ER 238-63, and see C ra ig  op.c it .  p. 10-14.

8) see, e.g. George Steiner: In Bluebeard's C astle , (1971), p.62-4.

9) see, e.g. R ichard G r if f ith s :  Fe llow  T rave lle rs  o f the R igh t: B ritish
Enthusiasts fo r  Nazi Germany, 1933-39, 1980.

10) But see O 'B rien 's  a r tic le , 'W hy M ach iave lli and I are Sord id ',
Observer, 29th January, 1984 and W arw ick Gould 's rep ly. O bserver, 
3th February, 1984.

11) see, e.g. HWP 638-9. Russell's rem arks consistute an adm irab le
gloss on the second pa rt of 'P a rne ll's  Funera l'.

12) see Gasman op .c it. p .39-44. For an account of the background to  
the racism of fasc is t I ta ly  see Gregor op .c it. p241-82.

13) Vidkun Quisling: Russia and Ourselves, quoted in  Hayes op.c it.p20.

14) see above p28.

13) see, e.g. John S. S tuart-G lenn ie : The New Theory o f H is to ry  (1876),
p27, 49-33. In his 'Socio log ica l Studies' (Socio logical Papers: 1903, 
V o l.II, 1906) he w rites  tha t the science of sociology reveals 'fa c ts ' 
tha t
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w ill c e rta in ly  m od ify , if  not revo lu tion ise, many curren t 
conceptions -  th a t, fo r instance, as to  equa lity  -  and hence, as 
to  what justice . For, i f  the capacities of human races and
sexes d iffe r ,  then duties d iffe r , and w ith  duties rights, (p254).

See also p .260-2. See also Lucy M .J. G a rne tt: Greek Folk Poesy, 
ed. J.S. S tuart-G lenn ie , 1896, p .xv i-xv ii, x x v ii-x x v iii,  xxxv, and in  
p a rticu la r p. 1-13. S tuart-G lenn ie  insists on the

co rre la tive  m ora l and in te lle c tu a l d iffe rences between the 
H igher W hite Race and the Lower Coloured and Black Races as
to  make the ru le  of the W hite Colon ists and the obedience of
the Coloured or B lack Natives possible, (p.9-10).

16) see also James Webb: The F lig h t from  Reason (1971), p.216, and
Annie Besant and C.W. Leadbeater: Man: Whence, How and W ither 
(1913), p.313.

17) The endnote to  M ythologies in  the 1932 page proofs of Volume II
of the never published E d ition  de Luxe (p479-80 in  M ichael Yeats ’ s 
co lle c tio n ) rough ly corresponds to  the note on p. 1 o f M ythologies 
(1939). The ch ie f d iffe rence  is the passage which ends w ith  a f irm  
d is tin c tio n  between n a tio n a lis tic  and rac ia l in it ia tiv e s :

they rang down the cu rta in  so fa r as I was concerned on what 
was ca lled 'The C e lt ic  M ovem ent'. An 'Ir ish  M ovem ent' took 
its  place -  1931, (Ex 72)

The f i f t h  section of 'Under Ben Bui ben' is a rem inder tha t the Irish  
d ram a tic  renaissance did not destroy the rac ia l impulse.

18) e.g. Mosse o p .c it. p .233-4, 241-2, 230-61.

19) '98 Centennia l Association of G reat B r ita in  and France: R eport of 
Speeches de livered a t the  Inaugural Banquet, (1898), p.9-10.

20) see, e.g., F .S .L. Lyons: Ire land Since the Fam ine, (1973, revised
edition), p .21. See also Sean O 'Faola in : The Irish (1969, revised
edition), p. 104-21.

21) These passages illu s tra te  an element of r itu a lis t ic  earth-w orsh ip  to
which I w il l re tu rn . A m ethodological problem w ill be evident
here. The necessity of keeping aspects of my argum ent in con text 
has rendered a ce rta in  amount of 'flash ing  fo rw a rd ' unavoidable. 
A t  the same tim e  a ce rta in  achronology must be allowed i f  themes 
ra the r than periods are to  be kept in  view.

22) E&I 212 -  1903. See also Webb: The F lig h t from  Reason, p.211-2,
219, and M .J. S idnell: 'A  D a in tica l pair of accom pi asses: Joyce and
Yeats ' in L it te rs  from  A lo f t  (1971), eds. Ronald Bates and H a rry  J. 
Po llock, p.63.

23) Gwynn 23. See also MEM 123, L293. Au 233-3.

24) see, e.g. I th e ll Colquhoun: Sword o f Wisdom, (1973), p.36, 106,
174-3 and the reproduction of the diagrams of C e lt ic  D iv in ities  in 
M athers 's hand, p. 192-3. Lucy S. Kalogera, in her thesis, Yeats 's 
C e ltic  M ysteries (The F lo rida  S tate U n ive rs ity , PhD, 1977), is 
con fiden t tha t the p rim ary impulse was Yeats 's . See also L.W . 
Fennelly: S.L. Macgregor Mathers and the F ic tio n  o f W.B. Yeats 
(The F lo rida  S ta te  U n ive rs ity , PhD, 1973).
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25) see "T h e  Noble and the Beggar-Man": Yeats and L ite ra ry
N a tiona lism ' by Ann Saddlemeyer, in The World o f W.B. Yeats 
(1965), eds. Robin Skelton and Ann Saddlemeyer, p.22-39.

26) The Speckled B ird  (1976) ed. W illiam  H. O 'D onnell, p.31.

27) fo r  the id e n tif ic a tio n  of poet and p o lit ic ia n  see below p. 127-33.

28) I th ink  th a t these lines are designed to  reca ll Tennyson's fa m ilia r
evo lu tion poem ('In  Memoriam A .H .H .', LVI);

Nature, red in  too th  and claw 
W ith ravine, shrieked against his creed, (The Poems o f Tennyson,

I 1969, ed. Christopher R icks, p.912).
The p o lit ic a l point is c lear. Cathleen, a pe rson ifica tion  of Ire land, 
represents man's 's p ir itu a lity ' in se tting  herse lf so f irm ly  against 
those who apply na tura l laws to  human socie ty, D a rw in is t 
'M a te r ia lis ts ',  England.

29) Ex 29. For a less rom antic  view of the h is to ry  o f the Irish
peasantry see O 'Faola in  op .c it. p.74-85.

30) see also T.S. E lio t in  C rite r io n  11:42 (October 1931), p.72.

31) see, e.g. E5cl 251, and E.R. Walsh's rem iniscences quoted in  Hone
234-5. See below p.72.

32) see, e.g. Corinna Salvadori: Yeats and C astig lione (1965).

33) Leon T ro tsky: Fascism (1944), p. 11.

34) Mem 146. See also 155, 210, LN I 129, Ex 20-22.

35) Mem 226. "The seer" is "the  m ost 'a r is to c ra t ic ' o f men" (UP2 
131). We m igh t note also the 'ecstasy' of 'd ig n ity ' (VP 253-4).

36) 'Y eats 's  R om antic  Dante ' in  CLQ 99. See also Au 323-6.

37) Au 101. We should remember tha t i t  was H enley's "a r is to c ra tic
a ttitu d e s " tha t a ttra c te d  Yeats (Mem 39), and th a t his early 
'soc ia lism ' was M orris 's  'a r is to c ra tic ' brand (Au 143). See also E<5cl 
250.

38) see, e.g. UP2 238, and address of 17th O ctober, 1900, to  the
G aelic  League quoted G.W .L. T e lle r: Yeats 's Idea o f the Gael 
(1965), p.93-4. In the la te  '90s Yeats desired th a t the con tro l of 
the adm in is tra tion  be in  the hands of "some few  men" (Au 362). 
See also SB 52.

39) Y eats 's  'loneliness' is not, as A.G . Stock points out, Shelley's sta te
of m isery, but "a  high cond ition to  which none but the fearless
may a tta in " (W.B. Yeats: His Poetry and Thought, 1964, p .52). 'To 
His H eart, B idding i t  Have No Fear' is an adequate il lu s tra tio n  of
th is . The great adept, Yeats cla im ed in  1901 (Is the  O rder o f R.R.
and A .C . ro rem ain a m agical order?, p.27),

goes his way to  supreme Adeptship ,  absolute ly alone, fo r men
a tta in  to  the supreme wisdom in a loneliness tha t is like  the 
loneliness of death.
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40) L34,35,43,81-2, and see 62,94-5, Mem 31, Au 191. In a le tte r  of
May 1890, only p a rtly  reproduced by Wade ( L I52-3), Yeats describes
London as a "detestab le  cauldron of a place". I am g ra te fu l to  
W arw ick Gould fo r  access to  the unpublished le tte rs  m anuscripts.

41) The Green Fool (1938), p .349. Yeats and Kavanagh shared a love
of the loneliness enforced by th e ir  lives in  London, (ibid. and L34).

42) see, e.g. B lake's 'London '.

43) Gwynn 27. Maud Gonne's in fluence on Yeats can be measured by a 
le t te r  w r it te n  by O 'Grady in  1890 rebuking him fo r his crow d-love, 
(L e tte rs  to  W.B. Yeats, 1977, eds. R ichard 3. F inner an, George 
M ills  Harper and W illiam  M. Murphy, I p.76-7. I t  is w orth  no ting  
th a t Sean O'Casey, fo r  one, had l i t t le  respect fo r  Maud Gonne's 
love of crowds, (In ishfa lien, Fare Thee W ell, 1949, p. 189).

44) LN I 214 (1892), and U P l 268 (1893). This, inc iden ta lly , suggests 
tha t Conor Cruise O 'B rien 's  assertion th a t Yeats 's  hatred of the 
'base' began only some tim e  a fte r  1903 (1ER 225) is at least a 
decade w ide of the m ark. Yeats m ight even have inhe rited  i t  fro m  
his fa th e r -  see John Hearne's desire to  undermine m idd le -c l ass 
a u th o r ity  in  SB 3-4.

45 Mem 169. I t  should be remembered tha t Yeats had long sensed the
vu lg a r ity  o f the crowd -  see, e.g. UP2 129 (1898), 154 (1899), and 
L N I 206 (1890).

46) quoted in  Peter Faulkner: W illiam  M orris and W.B. Yeats (1962), 
p. 14.

47) I t  should be pointed out, however, tha t the testam ent of 
Autobiographies ought to be approached ca re fu lly . The preparation 
o f tha t document was, of course, a revis ionary exercise.

48) see also the ca ll, in 1891, fo r res tra in t and responsib ility , U P l 
201- 2.

49) see, e.g. W alter C. Langer: The Mind o f A do lf H it le r , 1972 (1973), 
p.64, 163. See also Joachim  Fest: H it le r  (1973), transi. R ichard 
and C la ra  W inston, 1974, p.54.
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CHAPTER II

This chapter accounts, b r ie fly , fo r the con text of Yeats ’ s sp iritua l

developm ent. The f i r s t  part deals w ith  the various responses of the

Church to  the new ly revealed body o f s c ie n tific  in fo rm a tio n  th a t seemed 

to  con trad ic t the great myths upon which she was founded, and looks, in 

p a rticu la r, at the re la tionsh ip  w ith  orthodox re lig io n  of some of the

scientis ts  we know Yeats to  have read. The second part examines the

o ccu lt response to  the same in fo rm a tion , p a rtic u la r ly  as evinced by

A P S innett and H P Balvatsky.

The D a rw in is t-C re a tio n is t debate is not yet concluded, cilthough i t  is not 

nowadays conducted w ith  the same vigour as in  the second ha lf of the

nineteenth century. O rthodox C h ris tian  au thorities , when faced w ith  the 

hostile  ra tiona lism  of anti-Design neo-Darwinism , re tre a t ty p ic a lly  behind 

seem ingly im pregnable b ib lica l tex ts . 1 In so doing they re in fo rce  the 

c o n flic t,  essential to  th e ir  c re d ib ility , between the ’ how?' and the 'w hy?' 

of man's genesis. In recent years some sc ien tis ts  have sought to

depolarise the debate by causing the results of s c ie n tific  research to  seem 

less s ig n ifica n t than h ith e rto ,2  but although modern evo lu tion ists seem less 

dogm atic  than the V ic to rian  pioneers, fo r the most part science remains 

as confident as ever in  re fined  Darw inism . Indeed, i t  can now c la im  to  

be closing the  'how?-why?' gap, consistently re a ffirm e d  by C hris tian  and 

o c c u ltis t a like , to  the e n tire  exclusion of Design.3 The m anufacture of 

protoplasm is, understandably, regarded by the anti-Design lobby as the

key issue. 4
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The reco n c ilia tio n  of these polarised disciplines remains perhaps the 

grea test in te lle c tu a l challenge to  face man. As Shaw says in  Everybody's 

P o lit ic a l W hat's W hat?, 1944, (p362-3), both our science and our re lig ion  

are "g rave ly  wrong", but they are not a ll wrong, and to  synthesise them 

is man's most urgent ob liga tion . Im ag ina tive  a ttem pts  to  m eet th is 

challenge (in which we m ight include, fo r  example, the works of H e rbe rt 

Spencer and, perhaps, M atthew  A rno ld 's  L ite ra tu re  and Dogma, 1873 -  the 

tw o  men Yeats once considered alone capable o f w rit in g  an essay -  MM 

32, and see M ikha il op .c it. p5) are, however, g rea tly  outweighed by the 

popular evange lis tic  pulp th a t characterises modern explanations of 

C h ris tian  doctrine .

The apparently  ir re s is tib le  lo g ic  of the a n it-C re a tio n is t ra tio n a le  is 

b locked, as Huxley discovered, by p la titud inous b ib lio la try  (CE IV p .ix), or 

i t  is s im ply ignored. Popular C h ris tia n ity  depends on popular, and 

popularly  presented, lite ra ry  exposition, and in  refusing to  consider the 

consequences fo r  the average worshipper of the results of s c ie n tif ic  

research (the essential point being th a t science = knowledge, is not the 

proper province o f b ib lica l exegesis) its  ch a ra c te ris tic  stance has been 

pre-Copern ican. C h ris tia n ity  has been fo rced  to  make room fo r  science, 

but, unw illing  to  chance d ire c t c o n flic t w ith  i t ,  i t  has argued, accord ingly, 

th a t the tw o  disciplines perform  d iffe re n t, com plem entary tasks. 

T y p ic a lly  i t  has adopted a disarm ing fo rm u la  tha t is repeated w ith  some 

success in  the body o f popular lite ra ry  evangelism. An a u th o rity  w i l l  be 

quick to  c la im  tha t the Church cannot side-step or disregard science, but 

w ill make l i t t le  or no a tte m p t in  the subsequent discussion to  expla in or 

counter i t .  An exam ple is the Reverend R .F . T a fe l's  Huxley and 

Swedenborg (1889). He establishes w ith  considerable persp icac ity  th a t
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there was  a tim e  when there  were no human beings in  th is
world; and again, there was a tim e  when human beings f i r s t  came 
in to  existence in  th is  w orld  (p7-8).

How man evolved, or was created, is beyond the scope of Taf e l's thesis

at th is stage, but we are assured tha t the problem "n a tu ra lly "  comes up

in  the second le c tu re . The fu l l  exten t of T a f e l's  'exp lana tion ' of man's

genesis in  th a t le c tu re  is

Yea, the very existence o f man is a wonder -  a m irac le , to  every 
though tfu l person, (ibid. p54).

Ta f e l's response is typ ica l. Unable to  f ig h t D a rw in 's  hypothesis, he must

seem to  con trad ic t i t ,  w h ils t c a re fu lly  avoiding i t .  The obvious upshot of

C hris tians ' re luctance to  c o n flic t d ire c tly  w ith  science has been a massive

reduction o f th e ir re liance on h is to rica l b ib lica l m a tte r, and a

corresponding a ff irm a tio n  of fa ith . The tru ism  tha t 'fa ith  is caught not

taugh t' is as re levant now as in  H uxley 's  age. Yeats was h im se lf quick

to  learn th is  lesson. M ohini C h a tte r ji cla im ed to  have had a happy

childhood because he had thought tha t

tru th  was something th a t could be conveyed from  one man's mind
to  another. I now know th a t i t  is a s ta te  of mind, (Au 464).5

In a 1894 review  of A E ’ s Homeward Songs by the Way, Yeats w rites tha t

a ll ideas fade or change in  passing from  one m ind to  another, and 
th a t what we ca ll 't ru th ' is but one o f our illusions, a perishing 
em bodim ent of a bodiless essence, (U P l 338).

Huxley has proved a discerning prophet in  a ll th is . In 1890 he predicted

th a t man would even tua lly  separate fa ith  from  the supposed fa c ts  of

sc rip tu ra l na rra tive , so tha t

no longer in  con tact w ith  fa c t of any kind. F a ith  stands now and 
fo r  ever proudly inaccessible to  the a ttacks of the i n f i d e l . 6

This p red ic tion  is less prophesy, however, than an inescapable consequence

of the log ica l em piric ism  tha t had brought Huxley in to  c o n flic t  w ith  the
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Church in  the f ir s t  place. The O rig in  o f Species p rec ip ita ted  an 

im m easurable cris is in V ic to rian  philosophical speculation, and its  

pub lica tion  brought to  a conclusion the destruction  o f the foundations of 

the orthodox re lig ious establishm ent tha t had included Shelleyan atheism , 

u tilita r ia n is m , Mai thus's population theories, pos itiv itism , and the 

ra tio n a lis t ic  exegesis of Renan and Strauss. Sean O'Casey r ig h t ly  notes 

th a t "D a rw in 's  flam e of thought had burned away a lo t  of the sacred

straw  and stubble" (Drums Under the  Windows, 1945, p26, and see p92-6), 

but i t  had been smouldering fo r  some tim e . The Church, s t i l l  ree ling

from  Hume's dem olition  of the log ica l basis of C reation , was in e v ita b ly  

f ie rc e ly  hostile  to  what appeared to  be another s t r ic t ly  anti-D esign 

hypothesis. C e rta in ly , The O rig in  o f Species seemed to  re fu te  benevolent 

D e s i g n , 7 but D arw in was ca re fu l not to  pub lica lly  re fu te  the e n tire  notion 

o f Design. He makes a point of f irm ly  denying the poss ib ility  o f the 

c rea tion  of ind iv idua l species (OS 194, 395-6, 435ff, 478ff), but is not ipso 

fa c to  a n ti-C re a to r (OS 484). Indeed, he closes The O rig in  o f Species w ith  

a reasonably commonplace expression Of awe in  the face  o f C rea tion  (OS 

489-90). Much of the c le rica l, and s c ie n tific , h o s til ity  D arw in  endured 

was, as Burrow says,& founded on fa ls if ie d  accounts of the te x t, and 

de libe ra te ly  m isleading and p re jud ic ia l reviews. D arw in was not 

responsible fo r  c r it ic s ' w ilfu l misuse and m isrepresentation o f the

hypothesis, nor fo r the a c tiv itie s  of self-appointed disciples. As Renan 

said of C h ris t,

on the whole, the character o f, Jesus, fa r from  having been
embellished by his biographers, has been lowered by them ,
(Ernest Renan: L ife  o f Jesus, 1864, p306). '

D arw in  suffe red as much from  ignorant support, as from  ignorant 

v ilif ic a tio n .
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The a ttitu d e  of the Church to  science in  the nineteenth century was 

founded on the avoidance of d irec t c o n flic t. Most polem ical trac ts , 

b ib lica l exegeses and general C hris tian  com m entary bypassed the 

pxDssibility o f con fon ta tion  by concentra ting so le ly on in te rna l doctrina l 

dispute. Christians studiously steered clear of the controvers ia l no-m an's- 

land across which D arw in  and Darw in ists (who did not necessarily stand 

fo r  the same th ings) had irre v e re n tly  tramped, and adhered s t r ic t ly  to  the 

teachings of the early  Church and to  tra d itio n a l ecclesiastic ism . There 

were ingenious a ttem p ts  to  meet the challenge of post-D arw in ian 

agnosticism . A lexander A llen , fo r instance, in 1884, used D arw in  as the 

key to  the re a lity  o f the apprehensions of Goethe, C oleridge, W ordsworth, 

Blake and Shelley. Science had revealed the m ystery they had hovered 

around, and i t  proved to  be

no other than the d ivine immanence in  nature as revealed in  the
forces whose a c t iv ity  is everywhere governed by e terna l, im m utab le
law . 9

This is not fa r removed from  the m odified pantheism of E rnst Haeckel, or 

even of Bishop F rede rick  Temple, an unusually rad ica l c le r ic  who came to  

regard 'M a tte r ' as the unaided evolver of a ll cosm ic phenomena once i t  

had had bestowed upon i t  its  "o rig ina l impress" (Relig ion and Science, 

1884, p i  15, 161-7). More typ ica l attem pts to de fle c t the onslaught of 

evo lu tionary theories, however, as we have seen, appeared to  reconcile  

the discip lines w ith ou t ever m eeting the spec ific  challenge.

The a lte rn a tive  to  reconc ilia tion , and by fa r the most ch a ra c te ris tic  

c le rica l reaction , was unqualified re jec tion  of D a rw in 's  speculations. The 

Church m ainta ined th a t the discoveries of science, such as they were, 

were much too incom ple te  to  constitu te  a th re a t, to  c lear-m inded 

C hristians. The m a jo r ity  o f these, 3 W Thomas insisted.
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believe tha t God created the world, and placed l i fe  upon it ;  but i t
is an open secret, i f  i t  be a secret at a ll, tha t the theory of
evolution is gaining a f irm e r  hold upon a ll sections of the 
com m unity. N ot because the tru th  of the theory is se lf-ev iden t, 
fo r i t  is not, but because the s p ir it  of the age is characte rized  by 
a free , unsparing, and somewhat unrestrained use o f the anatom ical
kn ife . I f  we fo llo w  men of science in to  the mazes of the
prim ord ia l atom   we alm ost inva riab ly  find  th a t God is le f t  out
of consideration, (S p iritua l Law in the  N atura l W orld, 1894, p l07).

Those who adm itted the qua lified  v a lid ity  of any aspect o f D arw in 's  

hypothesis were fre q u e n tly  subjected to  as much C hris tian  r id ic u le  as 

w ere the orig ina l prom ulgators o f the t h e o r y .  10 Behind the reverbera ting  

warn ing th a t to  be an evo lu tion is t is to  abjure God lies the great fea r of 

ca re fu l, ob jective and deta iled  c r it ic is m  -  "the anatom ical kn ife ". In 

sp ite  of th is i t  was a c lim a te  in  which Huxley's Agnosticism  flourished. 

As Burrow points out (op .c it. p40), c le rica l resignations, as a resu lt of 

ea rlie r geological find ings th a t u tte r ly  repudiated Genesis, were 

commonplace before  the pub lica tion  o f The O rig in  of Species. Darw inism , 

as popularly conceived, sent C h ris tia n ity  staggering back to  fa ith  w ith

few er and few er contem ptuous bursts of righteous episcopalian ind ignation. 

As Thomas predicted, God was beginning to  be le f t  out o f account as

younger p ro -D arw in is t sc ien tis ts  were incorporated in to  the s c ie n tif ic  

establishm ent during the second ha lf of the century, and the body o f non­

c le r ic a l opinion became increas ing ly  distanced from  the tra d it io n a l tenets 

o f the Church. Man was once m ore prostra ting  h im self before  the a lta r

o f the Unknown God (Acts 17:23).

That th is  was in  no sm all measure due to  the lectures and pub lications of

Thomas Huxley is beyond dispute. Huxley insisted tha t he was

not aware tha t the re  is any sect of Agnostics; and i f  the re  be, I
am not its  acknowledged prophet or pope, (CE V p 2 1 0 - ll,  1889)
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but the te rm  was his own, and he pe rs is ten tly  defended the ’ s c ie n tific '

princip les of Agnostic ism . In an autobiographica l sketch published in  1902

he confessed to  an "u n tir in g  opposition to  tha t eccles iastica l sp irit, tha t

c le rica lism , w h ich  is the deadly enemy of science" (CE I p l6 -17). H is

stance on re lig ious m atte rs was founded on his conv ic tion  tha t

i t  is wrong fo r  a man to  say th a t he is ce rta in  of the ob jective  
tru th  of any proposition unless he can produce evidence which 
lo g ic a lly  ju s tifie s  tha t ce rta in ty , (CE V P310, 1889).

Supported by th is  p rinc ip le , and his irre s is tib le  log ic , H uxley 's  dissection

of the m a tte r upon which c le rica l dogma was founded, and his derision of

the Church fo r  its  in a b ility  to  compete w ith  the log ic  and ob jectiv ism  of

science, was h igh ly persuasive. His work bears out his boast tha t

sober and we ll-founded physical and lite ra ry  c r it ic is m  plays......
havoc w ith  the doctrine  tha t the canonical scriptures of the New 
Testam ent "dec la re  in co n tro ve rtib ly  the actual h is to rica l tru th  in  a ll 
records" (CE V p36, 1892).

There is no reason to  consider th is a 'pose',11 and every reason to  see i t

as a sincere inves tiga tion  in accordance w ith  D arw in 's  d ictum  tha t

"w ith o u t doubting the re  can be no progress" (DM1 179). Huxley led the

a tta c k  o f s c ie n tif ic  'm a te ria lism ' and Agnosticism  on the mechanics of

tra d it io n a l C h ris tian  worship, but he received widespread and substantia l

in te lle c tu a l support, from  Tyndall and Haeckel in p a rticu la r.

John Tynda ll was a fie rc e  opponent of a ll fo rm s of superstition. He was 

e n tire ly  unable to  accept non-em p irica l dogma, whether C hris tian  or 

'S p ir itu a lis t '.  Huxley, w h ile  tak ing  t im e  to  r id icu le  sp iritua lism  in 

'A gnostic ism  and C h ris tia n ity ',  does conclude th a t i t  is pre ferab le  to  

revealed re lig io n  insofar as i t  o ffe rs  m ore s c ie n tif ic a lly  assessable 

evidence (CE V p340-2, 1889, but see, e.g. I p l64 , 1868). Tynda ll's
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experience did not accord w ith  th is. His a tte m p t to  v e r ify  s p ir it

phenomena le f t  him w ith  a " fe e lin g  of despair as regards the prospects of

hum anity never before  experienced" (Fragments o f Science, 1871, p434),

and th is in sp ite  of beginning the investiga tion  w ith  in te re s t and an open

mind (ib id p427). Having sa tis fied  h im self of the falseness of the

phenomena, Tyndall encountered precise ly the re tre a t in to  'fa ith ' tha t

characterises beseiged C hristians:

The v ic tim s  [o f  sp iritu a lism ] like  to  believe, and they do not like  
to  be undeceived. Science is pe rfe c tly  powerless in  the presence
of th is fram e  of mind. I t  is, moreover, a s ta te  p e rfe c tly  
com patib le  w ith  extrem e in te lle c tu a l subtle ty  and a capac ity  fo r  
devising hypotheses which only require the hardihood engendered by 
strong conv ic tion , or by callous m endacity, to  render them 
im pregnable, (ib id. p435). 12

Tyndall was fasc ina ted  by the power of the Church, however, by

the hold which theology has taken of the human m ind,  which
enables i t  to  survive the ru in  of what was long deemed essential to  
its  s ta b ility .

I t  should be pointed out though th a t he was not so v itu p e ra tive  as many 

of his colleagues, nor so con fiden t in the displacement of the Church by 

science.

Ernst Haeckel, on the o ther hand, fu lm ina ted against the Church, but did 

not set h im se lf e n tire ly  against a ll religious sp irit. As we have seen, 

(above p l2 - 14), th is  is ra ther confusing. Daniel Gasman has examined

Haeckel's association w ith  orthodox re lig ion  in  his ca re fu l study o f early  

fasc is t theory. The S c ie n tific  O rig ins o f National Socia lism . B r ie fly , both 

Haeckel and the M onist League took every oppo rtun ity  to  denounce the 

c le rgy, and established re lig io n  in  general, 14 but proposed in  its  stead a 

sp e c ifica lly  German fo rm  of pantheism. The Monists saw Haeckel as

having freed

by his fo r th r ig h t and courageous action   the s p ir itu a lity  of
mankind from  the chains of dogm atic r e l i g i o n .  13
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As Gasman points out, Haeckel

adm itted  to  no ha lf-w ay measures, no compromise w ith  the old 
fa ith , no G erm anic C h ris tia n ity . O nly a new re lig ion  of nature 
would su ffice . C h ris tia n ity , by in ve rtin g  the natural h ie ra rchy o f 
the w orld  w ith  its  doctrines of equa lity , submission, and weakness 
had led the Germans to  the brink o f b io log ica l collapse, (Gasman 
op .c it. p60).

Yeats makes precise ly the same com pla in t, as we shall see, in  'The 

Wanderings of O is in '.

Haeckel was a com m itted  D a rw in is t. Any new 're lig io n ', the re fo re , would 

o f necessity be derived from  perceived phenomena only, and would be 

d ire c t ly  answerable to  natura l laws as revealed by physicists and 

b io log ists. Monists were to  find  salvation in  atonem ent w ith  nature and 

its  laws (The R iddle o f the Universe, 1900, p345), which would give the 

German p>eople both a sa tis fy ing  and harmonious physical re la tionsh ip  w ith  

its  environm ent and a sp iritua l G erm anic impulse. Combined, these would 

prove c u ltu ra lly  and p o lit ic a lly  irre s is tib le . W ith in  the M onist s truc tu re , 

however, Haeckel seems to  have osc illa ted  between the absolute 

pantheism of the be lie f tha t everyth ing the re  is is God (incorpora ting  

re je c tio n  of a r t i f ic ia l i ty ,  of m ere ly human m o ra lity , and of any re s tr ic t io n  

o f na tu ra l in s tin c t -  the ethos of B lack or Lawrence, fo r instance, 

perhaps even of Yeats, 16) and the subtler m odified pantheism of the 

b e lie f tha t God is the re a lity , or princ ip le , behind nature (the acceptance 

o f an underlying universal m oral, or progressive p rinc ip le  -  the ethos of a 

m ore obviously 'm a te r ia lis t ' code, such as tha t of Marx, say or 

N ietzsche). As Gasman says, Haeckel's natura l philosophy

contained a great many idea lis t and v ita lis t  assumptions which qu ite
obviously transcended his m ate ria lism , (op .c it. p64).
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To the 'no n -M on is t ra tiona le  the c o n flic t of in terests, and the philosophical

contrad ic tions, seem irreconc ilab le . On the one hand Haeckel demanded

fa ith  in German Monism, but on the other he denigrated a ll fa ith  and, as

a sc ien tis t, demanded tha t the " irra tio n a l superstition" of be lie f be purged

from  the Volk consciousness. I t  is at least questionable how em pirica l a

re lig ion  can c la im  to  be th a t adm its to  a con tro llin g  s p ir it,  nationadist or

otherw ise, m anipu la ting unseen the a rte fac ts  of the fa ith  in  the tem p le of

na tura l phenomena. To the Monists, however, and to  pro-Haeckelian

m ate ria lis ts , the inconsistency seems to  have been ne ither se lf-ev iden t nor

s ign ifican t, and i t  is reasonable to  assume th a t, through the "A llés  1st

N a tu r, Natur 1st A llé s " doctrine , Haeckel was indeed exposing his

most deeply f e l t  be lie f when he proposed th a t Germany could 
l i te ra lly  save its e lf  by re lig ious devotion to  na ture  and to  natural 
law, (Gasman o p .c it. p63).

The M onists' re lig ious and p o lit ic a l ideals could thus be accomplished by

the abo lition  of C h ris tia n ity , and by the establishm ent in  its  place of a

de ified  sta te . N ationalism  and m o ra lity  thus became synthesised.

Haeckel had rooted one M onist at least, Eugen W olfsdorf,

once again in  the  soil of my homeland and thereby establishing fo r  
me my m ora l existence (ibid).

The new notion of d e ity  was in  no way dim inished by the v il if ic a t io n  of

established re lig ions:

God is a lm igh ty ; He is the single C rea to r, the s ing le Cause of a ll
th ings  God is absolute pe rfec tion   God is the sum of a ll
energy and m a tte r, (Haeckel: General M orphology, 1866, II p451-2, 
quoted in  Gasman o p .c it. p65).

But, paradoxica lly, God's sphere of in fluence was to  be narrow ly

re s tr ic te d  to  close loca lisa tion  in  the "green woods, on the blue sea, and

on the snowy sum m its" of Germany (The R iddle o f the  Universe, p345).
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Haeckel's 'na tu re ' was ev iden tly  'ho ly  German n a t u r e '17 fo r, the fa llac ious  

C h ris tian  God once removed, the true  d e ity  could exist only in  Germany.

S c ie n tif ic a lly , too, H aeckel's theories did not fa c il ita te  'o rthodox ' 

m ate ria lism . He did not believe, fo r  instance, in the d is tin c tio n  between 

organic and inorgan ic m a tte r (H C l 22) and, w h ils t regarding as naive the 

strange syntheses o f science and re lig ion  towards the end of the 

n ineteenth century  (The R iddle o f the Universe), p330-31), his be lie f tha t 

"desire and d is like , lust and antipa thy, a ttra c tio n  and repulsion, are 

common to  a ll atom s" (Gasman o p .c it. p64-5), and th a t atoms have souls, 

notions tha t would have outraged Huxley, d iffe rs  in  no substantia l way 

from  orthodox theosophy. The o ff ic ia l M onist d ictum , tha t the natura l 

threads tha t "b ind us to the in f in ite  cosmos" are "innum erab le  and 

inseparable" (ibid. p66), would have been acceptable even to  HPB, whose 

contem pt fo r  Haeckelism  was supreme.

The clash between evo lu tion ists and the Church promoted atheism and the 

less absolute, but no less com m itted . Agnosticism , on the one hand, and a 

sudden and massive upsurge of in te res t in  the occu lt on the other. 

S imple 'fa ith ',  as Yeats found, no longer su fficed  fo r  the body o f post- 

Darw in ian in te lle c tu a ls . Faced w ith  what i t ,  ju s tif ia b ly , regarded as the 

m ore serious th rea t of b io log ica l science, the Church was re la tiv e ly  

relaxed in  its  response to  the challenge of theosophy and sp iritua lism . To 

some exten t i t  was even w illin g  to  incorpora te  a llegedly 'o c c u lt ' 

phenomena in to  the body o f revealed doctrine. 19 Such generosity did not 

eradicate, however, sp iritua lis ts ' sense of persecution, and one, at least, 

c la im ed to  have been
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denounced by each and every section o f the C h ris tian  Church, as
Satanic  e v il  and u tte r ly  subversive o f the old and cherished
fa ith  of Christendom , (John 5 Farm er: S p iritua lism  as a New Basis 
o f B e lie f, 1S80, p25).

That the Church took seriously the challenge of occu ltism  is c le a rly

evinced by the apparent readiness of the c le rgy to  co n tra d ic t the s tr ic te s t

possible Mosaic d ic ta .20 The Church had fu lm in a te d  le n lh ily , but its

a ttem p ts  to  repel the D a rw in is t challenge had revealed^ an essential

im potence, and the c le rgy was na tu ra lly  unw illing  to  risk  fu rth e r r id icu le

by be traying an even great in f le x ib il i ty  in its  response to  the occu lt

rev iva l. The au thorities  d iffe re d  on m inor points of emphasis (see, e.g.

Thomas op.c it .  p277-8), but agreed in  p rinc ip le  th a t

i t  is fo lly  to  ignore the fa c t,  or to  deride at those who believe in  
the re a lity  o f the o ccu lt endowment, (ibid. p277).

Christians were urged to  lose no opportun ity  to  expose "the  humbug

connected w ith  hypnogeny", but were required, at the same tim e , to  take

care not to  "underra te  the responsib ilities of those who possess hypnotic

endowments" (ib id. p283).

O ccu ltis ts , however, were, perhaps surprisingly, less eager than orthodox 

Christians to  jo in  th is  proposed th e ocra tic  coa litio n . A P S innett, fo r 

instance, in The G row th of the Soul (1896), the sequel to  the highly 

successful Eso teric  Buddhism, insisted tha t although theosophists had no 

quarre l w ith  the Church, and th a t occu lt doctrine  was not based on any

"Godless or A th e is tic  system of thought" (p33), th is  did not prevent

theosophy from  drawing a considerable number of rec ru its  from  Agnostic, 

or even a th e is tic  ranks, from  those who had been repelled by the 

"unsa tis fac to ry  creeds" of revealed re lig ion. The B lavatsky doctrine  was 

designed to  sa tis fy  the educated m in o rity  who were not prepared to  re jec t 

s c ie n tific  advance, but who wished at the same tim e  to  re ta in  the 

m ysteries of fa ith . Yeats, fo r  a short tim e, fe ll in to  th is  category.
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The new occu ltism  had the dual advantage of being the only v iab le

a lte rn a tive  to  revealed re lig ion , now fo r  the f i r s t  tim e  challenged to  its

lim its , and of being seen to  be not incom patib le  w ith  the s c ie n tif ic

advances tha t had fu rthe red  the d is in tegra tion  of the Church. The o ccu lt

seemed both comprehensive and fle x ib le , a valuable com bination:

the esoteric  doc trine  finds its e lf  under no ob liga tion  to  keep its  
science and re lig ion  in  separate w a te r- tig h t com partm ents. Its  
theory of physics and its  theory o f s p ir itu a lity  are not only 
reconcilab le  w ith  each o ther, they are in tim a te ly  blended together 
and in te rdependent.21

In 1876 Epes Sargent published a long l is t  of (now fo rg o tte n ) sc ien tis ts  

who accepted or a c tiv e ly  prom ulgated o ccu lt doctrine, (Does M a tte r do i t  

A l l? , 1876, p^-5). For the most part, however, sc ientists were as

doubtfu l of occu lt as of 'revealed ' phenomena (m iracles, 

T ransubstantia tion, the V irg in  B irth , God),22 and even amongst occu ltis ts  

some voices were raised to  dissent from  the association o f th e ir  be lie fs 

w ith  s c ie n c e .23 In general, however, V ic to rian  occu ltis ts  were anxious to  

be seen to  concede the fundam ental tru ths  of science, and to  be 

establishing w ith  sc ien tis ts  some fo rm  of coherent co lle c tive  p h i lo s o p h y .2 4  

3.M. Peebles savaged m a te ria lis tic  Darw inism  (The C o n flic t between 

Darw inianism  and S p iritua lism , 1876, p l5 -16), but concluded tha t

"evo lu tion  is true " because "as a theory, [ i t ]  is log ica l. Facts support i t " ,  

and consequently " th e re  is no c o n flic t between evolution and S p iritua lism ". 

O ccu ltis ts  accepted evo lu tion  gladly, fo r the most part, but were 

unanimous in th e ir  c la im  tha t i t  was but ha lf of the so lu tion  to  a 

problem they had themselves solved long ago. Annie Besant cla im ed, fo r 

instance, tha t HPB had "prophesied o f s c ie n tific  discoveries tw e n ty  years 

before  they were made" (Theosophy and the Theosophical S ocie ty , 1913,
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p41). Madame B lavatsky herself quotes (SD III 296) Sir W illiam

Drum m ond’ s assertion (in Oedipus Judaicus) th a t

the tru ths  of science were the arcana of the priests because these 
tru ths  were the foundations of r e l i g i o n .25

I t  is one of the f i r s t  princip les of occultism  tha t

Man is in  process of evolving from  com parative  im pe rfec tion  to
much higher states of physical and sp iritu a l existence.26

K rishnam urti, in his classic theorsophical s ta tem ent, A t  the Feet o f the ^

M aster (1910), demands tha t the neophyte learn to  be "a  fo rce  in  the

d irec tio n  of evo lu tion" (p43). He measures HPB's confusion by the c la r ity

of his in junctions:

the re a lly  im p o rta n t th ing is   knowledge -  the knowledge of
God's plan fo r  men. For God has a plan, and tha t plan is 
evolution , (ibid. p7).

D arw in 's  evo lu tionary  system, however, was but one of two, tha t of fo rm .

N early  ha lf a cen tu ry  a fte r  S co tt's  O u tline  C o lin  Wilson takes up the

point:

w h ile  a d m ittin g  th a t a non-purposive science may discover many 
va luable tru ths , we may s t i l l  point out tha t the re  is s t il l no sound 
s c ie n tif ic  reason fo r  ac tua lly  outlaw ing the idea o f purpose, (The 
O ccu lt, p l25).

The occu lt ra tiona le , like  the C hris tian, has not developed substantia lly  in  

over a hundred years. This is inev itab le . I t  is essential, indeed, tha t 

both be seen not to  develop since both depend fo r  th e ir  c re d ib ility  on the 

be lie f tha t w h ils t science is con tinua lly  progressing and developing in  the 

d irec tio n  of tru th , C hristians and occu ltis ts  have long been party  to  the 

'T ru th '.  Any m o d ifica tio n  can, there fo re , be in  presentation only, 

fo llow ing  the desire to  make the 'T ru th ' more comprehensible to  an 

increasing ly m a te r ia lis tic  world. Yeats h im se lf knew w e ll tha t 

comprom ise is "im possib le in   m atters of fa ith "  (L310). So, w h ils t
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desperate ly needing the a u th o r ity  o f s c i e n c e , 27 occu ltis ts  were generally

contem ptuous of its  achievements. Annie Besant, fo r instance, in Esoteric

C h ris tia n ity  (1905), is subtly condescending. Perhaps w ith  H uxley 's

com placent "J 'y  suis, et j 'y  reste" (CE V p230, 1889) ring ing  in  her ears,

she points out th a t i t  is rem arkab le th a t on one occasion he approached

som ething lik e  a tru th , a lbe it in  a le ft-handed manner:

Professor Huxley, in a rem arkab le passage, has im agined the 
poss ib ility  of the existence of beings rising higher and higher in  
in te lligence , the consciousness ever expanding, and the reaching o f 
a stage as much above the human as the human is above th a t of 
the b lackbeetle . That is not a f lig h t  of the s c ie n tif ic  im agination, 
but a descrip tion of a fa c t .28

The foundations of popular V ic to ria n  theosophy were la id  by A .P . S innett,

whose works Yeats began to  read in  1885. The w illingness to

accom m odate science is nowhere more evident than in  S inne tt's

accounts.29 in  The G row th o f the Soul evolution is used to  explain the

existence of "th e  elder bre thren of hum anity" in much the same way as i t

had ea rlie r been used to  il lu s tra te  the doctrine  of re incarnation , (Ch.III,

and p293-321). S inne tt c la im s tha t ind iv idua l units of the human fa m ily

have outstripped the norm al course of evolution, and have a tta ined  at a

re la tiv e ly  ea rly  period

the sp iritu a l facu lties  belonging to  the higher levels of progress 
which the race, as a whole, can only ascend at a very rem ote  
period in  the  fu tu re , (ibid. p293).

In 'The O rig in  of L ife ' (O ccu lt Essays, 1905, p215-26) S innett adm its the

v a lid ity  of much Darw in ian hypothesis, and even of the system atic  log ic

of Huxley and the post-D arw in ian ra tiona lis ts , but he once again stresses

the inadequacy o f the ir a ttem pts  to  explain beyond the f i r s t  ind iv idua l

species, or the prim ord ia l ce ll, (ibid. p225-6). The d iffe rence  between the

dead and the liv in g  body, and other such m ysteries
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lie  outside the domain of physical science. Workers in  th a t f ie ld  
are no m ore to  be blamed fo r  not pene tra ting  the m ysteries of l i fe  
than a pa in ter of p ictures is to  be blamed fo r  not understanding 
how to  make a watch, (Nature 's M ysteries, 1901, p i 2).

Theosophy, as he says in the preface to  the 1903 Annotated E d ition  of

E soteric Buddhism (p.ix), "com pletes and sp iritua lizes  the ord inary notions

of physical evo lu tion" which, w ithou t theosophy, are "barren and

m iserable". By stressing the dual nature of evo lu tion  S inne tt sought, as

do v ir tu a lly  a ll o ccu ltis ts , to  close the gap between science and revealed

re lig ion , and by so doing, to  render both im poten t.30  The only solutions,

he fe lt ,  to  the problems raised by the a tta ck  o f the new science on

revealed re lig io n  were theosophical. S innett pointed out tha t Tyndall had

observed of the in te rve n tio n  of 'Special Providences' in human a ffa irs  tha t

they are som ething between an abnormal occurrence and a m irac le :

in fa c t,  a special Providence was only a special Providence as long 
as we do not absolute ly know tha t i t  was a special Providence. I f  
th is  became ce rta in , i t  ceased to  be a special Providence, and 
became a m irac le . So between the banter of the s c ie n tif ic  w orld  
and the ignorance of theologians, the part played in  human a ffa irs
by superior unseen influences came to  be regarded  as a species
of p r im it iv e  foolishness from  which advancing c iv ilis a tio n  would 
c e rta in ly  disentangle its e lf  more and m ore com ple te ly, (O ccu lt 
Essays, p 134-5).

I t  is w o rth  po in ting  out however tha t Tyndall never had any real hope 

tha t man would abjure the supernatural: " I t  is good fo r  man to  fo rm  fo r  

h im se lf a theo logy i f  only to  keep him qui et" 31 This would have

con firm ed M arx 's  darkest s u s p i c i o n s . 32

A lthough o ccu ltis ts  were generally keen to  present th e ir doctrines as 

com patib le  w ith  the new science, S innett was a typ ica l amongst non­

m a te ria lis t au tho rities  in  his w illingness to  tack  his theories onto the 

most recent, and m ost com plex a tom ic research -  the m anufacture  of 

syn the tic  helium , fo r  instance, and the discovery o f the R ont gen Ray. In
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N ature 's  M ysteries he examines the range and lim ita tio n s  of physical 

science -  the lim ita tio n s  being founded, as ever, in the 'how?-why?' 

c o n flic t  -  and makes the point tha t we can use forces such as the brain, 

g ra v ity  and e le c tr ic ity  w ith ou t en tire ly  understanding them , (p9-19).33 

The constructive  use of then inexp licab le  phenomena by sc ien tis ts  was 

c le a rly  a boost fo r  occu ltis ts .

S inne tt's  concessions to  science, and his a ttem pts to  incorpora te  the 

resu lts of b io log ica l and a tom ic  research in to  the body o f theosophical 

doctrine , brought him in to  c o n flic t w ith  his theosophical m entor, Madame 

B lavatsky herself. S innett had paid considerable tr ib u te  to  HPB in The 

O ccu lt W orld (see p42-60), com plim ents she graciously returned; but unlike 

S inne tt's  hers is not unqualified praise. Esoteric Buddism had been an 

"e xce lle n t book", but i t  had "too  pronounced a bias toward m a te r ia lis tic  

s c i e n c e " . 34 She makes a point of spec ifica lly  disagreeing w ith  S inne tt's  

a llega tion  tha t theosophy supports the "w ild  theories o f the present 

D a rw in is ts ", but softens the rebuke by h in ting  th a t those theosophists who 

thought th a t S inne tt had been in  agreement w ith  Darw in were g rea tly  

m istaken (SD I 209-10). In the same chapter, however, she mentions the 

developm ent of "worlds above" in s tr ic t ly  Darw inian te rm ino logy, the 

"s trug g le  fo r  l i fe "  and the "su rv iva l of the f it te s t "  (SD I 224). As early  

as 1877, however, w ith  the pub lica tion of Isis U nveiled, a m ajor s ta tem ent 

of theosophical doctrine , a confusion is evident. She insists th a t the re  is 

no new science, tha t, fo r instance, D arw in 's  theories are included in  the 

f i r s t  six chapters of Genesis (I 303) -  there would undoubtedly have been 

some recrim ina tions in c le rica l c irc les fo r  missing tha t one -  th a t the 

hypothesis of evolution was of "an ted iluv ian  orig in " (I 238), th a t Hermes 

and the Ancien ts had anticip>ated i t  (I 257-8, and see II 260-1), and tha t,
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consequently, the log ica l extension of D arw in ism  is H erm etic ism  (I 429).

This is a fa m ilia r  occu lt c la im .35 I t  is c e rta in ly  true  tha t early  Greek

philosophers had been aware of evolution. Anaxim ander had argued th a t

early  organisms o rig in a lly  sprang from  the sea and evolved in to  land

creatures, and A r is to t le  an tic ipa ted  dua lis tic  evo lu tion in  his cla im  (in

Physics and N a tu ra l H isto ry o f Anim als) th a t nature proceeds from

im p e rfe c tio n  to  pe rfec tion  as the soul advances towards the knowledge of

transcendent re a lity .36 Huxley h im self confessed tha t

theories of the universe, in which the  conception o f evo lution plays 
a leading pa rt, were extant at least six centuries before  our era, 
(CE IX  p53 (1893) and see p69-78).

HPB, however, w h ils t c la im ing tha t the new science was basically 

ir re le va n t, seemed w illin g  to  concede the "greatness" of V ic to rian  

s c ie n tif ic  advances (Isis Unveiled I p40, 152-3). On the one hand she 

seems to  praise D a rw in ’ s "v is ion" (though never tha t of Huxley, Tyndall or 

Haeckel)37 _ she w rites  of his "adventurous pangenensis" and his a b ility  to  

soar " in to  the in fin ite "3 8  _ on the o ther hand D arw in  reversed 'tru e ' 

evo lu tion , and gave rise to  a school of thought stunted by ignorance and 

dogm a.39 The confusion extends in to  The Secret D o c trine , but the la te r 

book does c la r ify  the  general a ttitu d e  fo r occu ltis ts  to  adopt towards 

science, being l i t t le  more than an elaborate resta tem ent of old 

concessions, and even older re jec tio ns .40 The outcom e is the

ch a ra c te r is tic  o ccu lt compromise. Theosophy was the "hyphen of 

re co n c ilia tio n " between "o ff ic ia l Science" and "orthodox Theology" (SD III 

1, II 91, 727-8). Such a synthesis has inspired a large body of occu lt 

speculation ever since.
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HPB's system depends u ltim a te ly  on a complex theory  of non-physical 

evo lu tion  -  I cannot see her ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r s p litt in g  th is  in to  "s p ir itu a l"  

and "psychic" evo lu tion  (SD II 115-6) - and on the hope th a t man m ight 

begin to  concentra te  on the previously neglected 's p ir itu a l' aspects of his 

development:

as a fu rth e r development of physical organisation beyond the human 
is h igh ly im probab le ,41 i t  is to  psychical ind ications in  man th a t we 
have to  look fo r  the f ie ld  o f fu tu re  evolution. Darw in ism  has thus 
dea lt w ith  but one ha lf of the task prescribed by the doc trine  of 
evolution; to  solve the o ther, the abnormal func tion  o f the human 
psyche m ust be drawn in to  consideration.42

The occu lt m arke t rap id ly  became flooded w ith  syntheses of tra d itio n a l

esoteric  lo re  and both Darw inism  and non-Darwinian science. Theosophy

swallowed a ll science.

Before moving on to  consider, in the next chapter, Y eats 's  response to  a ll 

th is, i t  m ight be w o rth  noting the p o lit ic a l conclusions drawn by many 

occu ltis ts  from  the same stock o f s c ie n tific  in fo rm a tion , and in  so doing 

to  iso la te  one m ore lik e ly  source of Yeats 's early h o s t il ity  to  dem ocracy.

The new waves of reaction  and of occultism  depended to  a considerable

exten t on D arw in , although D arw in  h im self would not, of course, have

sanctioned e ithe r. S ocia l-D arw in is ts  and theosophists were, in  many

respects, in to ta l accord. In O ccu lt Essays S innett c la im ed tha t

the real reason why i t  is absurd to  suppose tha t a r t i f ic ia l rules and 
regulations [o f socia lism ] could establish equa lity  o f w e lfa re  among 
a ll members o f the com m unity is to be found in  the fundam enta l 
tru th  [o f occu ltism ] tha t there is no real natura l equa lity  pervading 
a ll members of the human fa m ily , in the way the soc ia lis t takes
fo r  granted  [The notion tha t a ll men are born equa l] has been
somehow developed in the Western world through the s tu p id ity  o f 
C h ris tian  theologians during the last dozen or so centuries, (p l73).
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We should remember 'O is in ' in the con tex t of th is sta tem ent of

theosophical d o c trine .43 A R Wallace, unusual in  being both evo lu tion is t

and s p ir itu a lis t, posited the resolu tion, in ev itab le  w ith  th is  com bination, of

Y e a ts ’ s "b u t d im ly  foreshadowed" s trugg le  o f "labor and cap ita l, or

m ystic ism  and science" (LNI 212-3), in his agreement w ith  the trance -

medium, Mrs. Hardinge B ritte n  th a t in  the s p ir it  world

the re  is an a ris tocracy, and even royal rank and varying degree, 
but the aris tocracy is one of m e rit, and the ro ya lty  of soul. I t  is 
only the  tru ly  wise who govern, and as the w isest soul is he th a t is 
best, as the trues t wisdom is the highest love, so the ro y a lty  o f 
soul is tru th  and love,

and concluding from  th is tha t i t  would be im possible fo r  "the  philosopher

or the man of science [ t o ]  p ic tu re  to  h im se lf a more perfect ideal of a

fu tu re  s ta te  than th is"( On M iracles and Modern S p iritua lism , 1875,

p i 10-11). The negro, fo r example, was regarded by Socia l-D arw in ists, by

fasc is ts , and by A P S innett as dem onstrably ’ in fe r io r ' in D arw in ian

term s:

Those who understand the scheme of evo lu tion   know tha t the
im provem ent of any one ind iv idua l negro means his b irth  next t im e  
in a superior race, where he w ill find  fre e  scope fo r  fu rth e r  
im provem ent. The grand c lim ax o f negro evolution w ill be reached 
when the re  are no m ore negroes le f t  on earth at a ll, when a ll shall 
have passed on in to  higher r a c e s . 44

Theosophists used 's p ir itu a l' evolution as fascists were la te r to  use 'soc ia l'

evo lu tion  to  discount the equa lity  o f ind iv iduals and races. The

den igra tion  of socialism, a lynchpin of fasc is t dogma, was s im ila r ly

ce n tra l to  S inne tt's  thesis:

the vast d ifferences in human capacities ensure the trium ph of the 
selfishness which is most in te llig e n t. The freedom of a ll enables 
those who can to  get the b e tte r of th e ir  neighbours, and in  tru th , 
"the  slavery o f the many fo r  the c o m fo rt and enjoyment of the 
few " is the u ltim a te  product of leaving the many in  con tro l of 
th e ir own a ffa irs .45

The con tras t of wealth and poverty

-  1 0 6  —



w ill read ily  be discerned in the laws of N a ture  by the occu lt 
s tudent. Inequalities of cond ition are as n a tu ra lly  ordained as 
inequa lities  of c lim a te , and when in  com m unities lik e  ours they are 
sometimes grotesquely exaggerated, tha t has been the d ire c t 
outcom e of human fo lly  m ismanaging its  own freedom . For the 
o c cu lt student the hope of the fu tu re  resides e n tire ly  in  the grow th 
o f tha t wisdom already dawning amongst the few , and in  the 
absolute and unreserved abandonment of the so c ia lis t’ s fa n ta s tic
dream! 46

S inne tt was ex trem e ly  concerned not to  be associated w ith  a

"com m onplace understanding" of the occu lt, w ith  the "g rea t philosophy o f

the com m on-pi ace" (The O ccu lt W orld, p23), and he was p a rticu la rly

disgusted w ith  the notion of the T S as a brotherhood:

The gross dem ocra tic  meaning a ttached to  the te rm  ’brotherhood* is 
an in su lt to  theosophical teach ing . The consciousness which 
expands in to  perfected  hum anity is, no doubt, in a subtle 
m etaphysica l sense id en tica l in  its  nature w ith  the consciousness, 
not m ere ly  o f the humbler classes in  c iv ilize d  countries, but w ith  
th a t also of the crocod ile , the dog, the A ustra lian  savage, and the 
M aster of Wisdom. But th is does not mean th a t a ll m anifested
consciousness  is, the re fo re , invested w ith  equal cla im s on our
respect . [S in ne tt’ s ita lic s ]. I f  the sheep and the guinea-pig are
included in  the universal brotherhood, w e ll and good, but we do not
ask the sheep and the guinea-pig to  con tribu te  th e ir  opinions to
discussions o f the suffrage question, fo r exam ple  Theosophical
teaching concerning human evo lu tion shows us the human fa m ily  a t 
present a t very d iffe re n t stages o f developm ent. I t  rescues us
from  the old-fashioned blunder -  arising from  the ignorant delusion 
th a t each new ch ild  is a new crea tion  -  to  the e ffe c t tha t a ll have
equal righ ts . Accord ing to  a phrase classical in  p o lit ic a l w ritin g ,
a ll are equally en title d  to  " l i fe ,  lib e rty , and the pursu it o f
happiness", but w ith  very varied c la im s on the p riv ileg e  o f shaping 
laws provid ing fo r  the fu lf i lm e n t o f th a t fundam ental idea.

Thus, to  le t the fo rm u la  in  which the objects of the Theosophical 
Socie ty are generally expressed d is to rt the purpose of the
m ovem ent to  su it the purpose of any mundane theory o f social
re fo rm  is a very grievous blunder, (C ollected F ru its  o f O ccu lt 
Teaching, p263-4).

I have quoted th is  lengthy passage because i t  illu s tra te s  several cruc ia l 

points. The sections I have ita lic ise d  reveal S innett as conscious of 

q u a lita tiv e  discrepancies between classes in c iv iliz e d  countries and 

between various races, and of the apparent absurd ity o f socialism to  the 

u ltra - lo g ic a l post-D arw in ian ra tiona le , an tic ipa ting  Russell’ s "Votes fo r
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O ysters!" jibe at democrats (HWP 698) by nearly th ir ty  years. More

im p o rta n tly , however, i t  dem onstrates tha t a p ro to -fasc is t theosophy was

not S inne tt’ s invention , tha t i t  was an accepted soc io -p o litica l extension

of the funadm enta l tenets of the fa ith . Inequa lity  was a cornerstone of

the theosophical e th ic :

ha lf the energy of human l i fe  is expended by men try in g  to  
persuade themselves th a t they are the equals of others in  a ll 
respects, and by coercing themselves in to  methods o f action  qu ite  
fo re ign  to  th e ir natures, (W alter R Old: What is Theosophy?, 1891, 
p71).

Even i f  Yeats had missed the profoundly an ti-de m ocra tic  th ru s t of

S inne tt’ s philosophy, and fa ile d  to  notice tha t i t  sprang from  the same

source as his own, he would not have been able to  escape the general

in fluence of theosophical doctrine . Evo lu tion teaches inequa lity , and

theosophy "has its  app lica tion  in  the law of universal progress" (ibid. p65).

In June 1882 S innett asked the Mahatma K H about the sp iritu a l

development of "the  superior classes of c iv ilize d  countries" and of

A us tra lian  aborigines, and wondered i f  "a ll seventh ring people" are born

in "th e  superior classes", or i f  some may "be found among the  poor".

The assumption tha t "poor" and " in fe r io r"  are synonymous is ev iden tly  by

p rio r agreem ent. K H replies:

take a seventh ring A fr ic a n  or a f i f t h  ring Mongolian and you can 
educate him - i f  taken from  the cradle -  save his physical
appearance, and transfo rm  him in to  the most b r il lia n t and 
accomplished English lo rd . Yet he w ill s t i l l  rem ain but an 
ou tw a rd ly  in te lle c tu a l pa rro t, (The Mahatma Le tte rs  to  A P S inne tt, 
1923, p l l8 ) .

This class consciousness preaches f irm ly  against dem ocracy which, 

according to  Besant and Leadbeater, is the "nad ir of p o lit ic a l life , as the 

occu lt system is its  zen ith " (Man: Whence, How and W ithe r, p l39n). As a 

consequence theosophists regarded i t  as v ita l tha t occu lt wisdom should 

not be transfe rred  to  "unw orthy hands":
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not unw orthy m ere ly because of caste in fe r io r ity ,  but because of 
the m oral in fe r io r ity  which they conceived to  in troduced in to
the occu lt fre a te rn ity , together w ith  brothers of low b ir th   To
th a t end i t  is necessary  to  take no candidates except from  the
class w hich,  by reason of its  he red ita ry  advantages, is lik e ly  to
be the best nursery o f f i t  candidates, (Esoteric Buddism, 1883, 
p l50 ).

In view of th is procedure i t  is un like ly th a t Yeats encountered much

concession to  ega lita rian ism  in theosophical c i r c le s . 47 The concept of

race is c ru c ia l to  theosophy:

the highest people now on earth (sp ir itua lly ) belong to  the f ir s t  
sub-race of the f i f t h  roo t race, and those are the A ryan A sia tics,
the highest race (physical in te lle c tu a lity )  is the las t sub-race of the
f i f t h  -  yourselves, the w h ite  conquerors. The m a jo r ity  o f mankind 
belongs to  the seventh sub-race of the fo u rth  roo t race -  the
above-m entioned Chinamen and th e ir o ffshoots and branchlets 
(Malayans, Mongolians, Tibetans, Javanese, e tc ., e tc .) -  w ith  
remnants of o ther sub-races of the fo u rth  and seventh sub-race of 
the th ird  race.

S inne tt’ s M ahatm a does not hesita te to  describe these o rien ta l races as 

"fa lle n , degraded semblances of hum anity" (Esoteric Buddhism, 1883, p58).

Inc ip ien t reaction  is not confined to  theosophy however. S innett quotes 

the n ineteenth  century  Q abalist, Eliphas Lev i, on the poles of good and 

evil between which "vege ta te  and die w ithou t remembrance the useless 

po rtion  of mankind" (ibid. p l29). Besant and Leadbeater trace  the issue 

back to  ancient tim es and the sp lit between Arab and Jew over the 

question o f the m o ra lity  and wisdom of in te rm arriage  w ith  negro 

races.48yeats would not have found the philosophy m ore to le ran t when he 

turned to  the W estern tra d it io n  under the aegis of MacGregor Mathers. 

The m ili ta ry  h is to rian , M ajor-General J F C F u lle r, a fa sc is t and early 

biographer of A le is te r C row ley (Star in the West, 1907), betrayed a 

s im ila r class consciousness in his exposition o f the Q aba lis tic  m ysteries, 

and goes on to  f irm ly  equate uninte lligence w ith  Satanic in fluences, (The 

Secret Wisdom of the  Qabalah, 1937, p 186-7). The consequence of th is 

sort of theory is inescapable:
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few  people w ill deny th a t the best im aginab le governm ent  would
be th a t of a p e rfe c tly  wise and benevolent despot, (A P S innett, 
O ccu lt Essays, p i 80).

S inne tt suggests tha t governm ent should be in  the hands of the few ,

occu ltis ts , (ibid. p l84). Yeats, as we shall see in  the next chapter,

transla tes th is be lie f in government by the enlightened few  in to  a

personal s tatem ent of h o s t il ity  to  democracy by link ing  i t  w ith  a rt.
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a r t ic le  because i t  assists " to  illu s tra te  the E therea l or Soul-power 
in  the Universe" (225-6).

25) see also Peebles op .c it. p .21-23.

26) C y ril Scott: An O u tline  o f Modern O ccu ltism , 1935, p. 11. See also 
Besant and Leadbeater: Man: Whence, How and W ithe r, 1913, p. 1- 
16.

27) see, e.g. John Ashburner: Notes and Studies in the  Philosophy o f 
A n im al Magnetism and Sp iritua lism  e tc ., 1867, and W illiam  F. 
B a rre tt: On the Threshold o f the Unseen, 1917, p .5-8, 112-4 e tc.

28) p .282. She re fers to, and ty p ic a lly  m isrepresents, H uxley’ s Essays 
upon some C ontrove rted  Questions, 1892, p .36 (CE V 39-40). See 
also B. S tew art and P.G. T a it: The Unseen U niverse, 1875, p. 135-9, 
and see p.63-4.

29) Esoteric Buddhism (1903, annotated ed ition), p .ix -x i, Esoteric 
Buddhism (1883), p .29-37,108-21,199-200,205. Chapter 8 concerns 
’The Progress of H um an ity ’ -  the "surv iva l of the f it te s t " ,  the 
"subsidence of the u n fit"  and the "destiny o f fa ilu res" -  in its  
occu lt con tex t. See also The O ccu lt W orld, 1881, p .2,7,128-34,138, 
and C o llected F ru its  of O ccu lt Teaching, 1919, p .272-90.

30) O ccu lt Essays, p. 174-5. See also Annie Besant: Evo lu tion and 
O ccultism  (1913), p. 1-63, Evo lution and Man’s Destiny (1924), 
passim.. Esoteric C h ris tia n ity  p .282-3. See also Farm er op .c it. 
p. 18. His plea fo r  "ra tio n a l fa ith "  is a pecu lia rly  Haeckelian 
oxymoron.

31) quoted in  Farm er op .c it. p.6n.
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32) see K a rl M arx: K r it ik  Des Hegelschen S taatsrechts (1844), transi. A . 
Jo lin  and J. O' M alley (l970), p. 131-2. Y eats's response to  M arx 
can be found in  E xp lo ra tions:

Science, separated from  philosophy, is the opium of the suburbs, 
(Ex 340 - 1930), 

and,
Should H.G . Wells a f f l ic t  you.
Put whitewash in  a pail;
Pa int: 'Science -  opium of the suburbs'
On some waste w a ll, (Ex 377 -  1934).

But see Mem 89.

33) and see the re -w r itte n  chapter fo r  the 1912 ed ition  o f N a tu re 's
M ysteries, p. 1-13.

34) SD I 184. I th e ll Colquhoun (The Sword o f Wisdom, 1973, p. 168)
c la im s tha t re la tions between S innett and HPB were always uneasy,
but her account is fre q u e n tly  unre liab le, and The L e tte rs  o f H.P. 
B lavatsky to  A .P . S inne tt, ed. A .T . Barker, 1923, reveal a bond of 
m utua l a ffe c tio n .

33) see, e.g. A nnie  Besant: E vo lu tion  and O ccu ltism , p. 147.

36) see also Rev. Haweis's le t te r  (above p. 112nl9), and Isis Unveiled I 
p. 154. See also Stevenson op .c it. p. 19.

37) lU I 14-15,152-4,285,336-40,397,418-21.

38) lU I 14, and L e tte rs  (ed. Barker op .c it.) p .244-8 fo r  an explanation 
o f the app lica tion  of 'ra ce ' to the 'in f in ite '.

39) lU I 154,278,403-4,501-2, and II 637-9. SD II 167,178-80,200,301. 
See also 'B lack  M agic in  Science' in  Studies in O ccu ltism  p.41-57.

40) SD II 115-6,125-6,161-2,167,174,195,200,701-3,708, and lU  I 152- 
4,285,295,329-30,352, and II 467.

41) du Pre l re fe rs us to  W allace's C ontribu tions to  N a tu ra l Se lection , 
but see Besant above p. 101.

42) C a rl du Pre l: The Philosophy o f M ystic ism , transi. C .C . Massey, 
1889, II p. 119.

43) see below p. 121-23.

44) O ccu lt Essays p. 160. See 'The Management of M ankind ', p. 155-61.

45) ib id . p. 183. S inne tt quotes from  Jane Hume C lapperton 's  soc ia lis t 
t ra c t,  A Vision o f the  Fu tu re .

46) ib id . p. 184. See 'Socialism  in the L ig h t o f O ccu lt Science ', p. 170- 
84.
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47) see, e.g. Besant and Leadbeater op .c it. p .335-6,460-2,487, and P.G. 
Bowen: The Sayings o f the A nc ien t One, 1935, p.91. I t  should be 
pointed out, however, tha t HPB herself, although f irm ly  opposed to  
socialism  because of what she regarded as its  m ate ria lism  (see, e.g. 
L u c ife r , November 1887, V o l.I, p. 161-9), nonetheless embraced a 
's p ir itu a l' socialism  and could in  no way be described as 
reactionary. See K a the rine  A . Beechey: 'H .P .B .'s  A tt itu d e  Toward 
Social R e fo rm ' in H.P. B latavsky and 'The Secret D o c tr in e ', ed. 
V irg in ia  Hanson, 1971, p. 140-53. Nicholas G oodrick-C la rke 's  
cha racte risa tion  o f theosophy is pertinen t: i t  was an

in teg ra ted  view  of the world, in which the present was 
understood in  te rm s of a rem ote past. The past, a lbe it 
im aginary, le g itim a te d  a va r ie ty  of social, p o lit ic a l and cu ltu ra l 
ideals, such as racism , h ierophantic e litism  and m agica l powers
of in itia te s , which were contrad ictions of the modern w o rld ......
i t  was a le g it im a tio n  which included the apparently  s c ie n tif ic  
find ings of the present; a sense of meaning in  soc ie ty  and 
h is to ry ; and supernatural references, (The Ariosophists o f A u s tria  
and Germany 1890-1935: Reactionary P o lit ic a l Fantasy in
R e la tion  to  Social A n x ie ty , unpublished D .Ph il. thesis, O xford, 
1982, p.92-3). W arren S. Sm ith (The London H ere tics , 1870- 
1914, 1967, p. 142) regards theosophy as a "heresy o f the r ig h t" .

48) Besant and Leadbeater op .c it. p .288-9. Chapters 14-23 discuss 
various rac ia l stocks from  the occu lt v iew po int.
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CHAPTER III

The need to  incorpora te  what he learned from  Darw in, Huxley, Haeckel,

Tynda ll and W allace in to  his philosophical and re lig ious speculation is the

key to  understanding Yeats ’ s occu lt development. In one sense he would

become what Bertrand Russell regarded as the best sort of philosopher:

Metaphysics, or the a tte m p t to  conceive the w o rld  as a whole by 
means of thought, has been developed from  the f i r s t  by the  union 
and c o n flic t  of two very d iffe re n t human impulses, the one urging 
men towards m ysticism , the other urging them towards science.
Some men have achieved greatness through one of these impulses
alone, others through the o ther alone: in Hume, fo r example, the 
s c ie n tif ic  im pulse reigns qu ite  unchecked, w h ile  in  Blake a strong 
h o s t il ity  to  science co-exists w ith  profound m ystic  insigh t. But the 
grea tes t men who have been philosophers have f e l t  the need both 
of science and of m ystic ism ; the a tte m p t to  harm onize the tw o
was what made th e ir life .  (Bertrand Russell 'M ystic ism  and lo g ic ' 
in  The H ibbe rt Journal X II: 4, Ju ly 1914, p780)

I in tend to  dem onstrate in  th is chapter tha t Yeats was such a th inke r.

By tra c in g  the  development of his occu lt invo lvem ent i t  w ill be possible

to  de tec t and measure the e ffe c t of the s c ie n tif ic  ra tiona le  on Yeats 's

sp ir itu a l a c tiv itie s .

In the very throes of his "secret fana tic ism " Yeats was unable to  escape 

the early  fasc ina tion  of s c ie n tific  observation. He had been deprived of 

the b lind b e lie f of childhood by the U g ly  Sisters of Autob iographies,

Huxley and Tyndall. He detested them, 1 however, not m ere ly because 

they had incapac ita ted  the ord inary P rotestant worship o f his early years, 

but also because they had contrived to  destroy the c lim a te  of abstraction 

w ith in  which he was able to  fu nc tion  most com fo rtab ly . As Hazard 

Adams says,

he was struggling against an in fluence in  modern l i f e  which had 
tr ie d  to  destroy the categories of poe tic  thought and thus had 
negated th a t though t.2
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That abstrac tion , however, was also a th ing to  be f ie rc e ly  opposed. In 

June 1885 Y eats presided over the f ir s t  m eeting of the D ublin  H e rm e tic  

Society, a product, in part, of the growing in te re s t in  the occu ltism  of 

A .P . S inne tt, where Yeats discovered "the  beginnings of an answer to  his 

fa th e r and his fa th e r 's  w orld" (MM 43). T.S. E lio t noted (The Egoist, IV, 

Ju ly  1917, p90) th a t J.B . Yeats was "qu ite  li te ra l"  when he w ro te  to  his 

son th a t "In  every great poet is a H erbert Spencer", and "the  poet does 

not seek to  be orig ina l, but the tru th ...". I in tend to  show in  th is  

chapter th a t Y ea ts 's  fa th e r's  world  remained w ith  him  throughout his 

occu lt developm ent.

One passage in  pa rticu la r springs from  his enthusiastic, i f  in fla te d , 

opening address to  the H e rm e tic  students as an early  in d ica tion  of th is 

dua lity :

on the  road to  tru th  lu rks many a dragon and goblin of m ischief in 
w a it fo r  the soul. M irac le  hunger is one of them . The dragon of 
the abstrac t is another, devouring fo r  ever the freedom  and the 
pride o f li fe ,  (quoted M M 42).

E llm ann 's rem arks on th is  passage are w orth repeating. He warns us not

to  be deceived in to  th ink ing  th a t Yeats is sceptica l as his fa th e r had

been sceptica l, fo r  he is "thorough ly  convinced th a t science has fa ile d  and

hopeful tha t another way o f discovering tru th  exists" (ib id.). As we shall

see, Yeats c e rta in ly  did not believe tha t science held a ll the answers, but

he did place tremendous fa ith  in  s c ie n tific  m e t h o d o l o g y . 3 Ellmann,

perhaps unconsciously, makes the point: "though he w a its  fo r  proof, he

w aits  im p a tie n tly  and w ith  a ce rta in  amount of de libe ra te  c re d u lity "

(ib id.). He w a its  fo r  p ro o f, ce rta in ly  but th is  chapter w ill,  I believe,

make clear th a t c re d u lity , de libera te  or otherwise, is a lien  to  his nature.
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We are to ld  tha t in su la rity  w ill c ripp le  the in te lle c t, but the dragon

nevertheless had periods of ascendency. By February 1888 Yeats was

w r it in g  to  Katharine Tynan th a t he had become

anxious to  look about me and become passive fo r  a w h ile  too. I 
have woven about me a web of thoughts. I wish to  break through 
i t ,  to  see the w orld  again, (L58).

The inescapable and persuasive Huxleyan log ic  was bolstered by J.B .

Y ea ts ’ s scepticism , his be lie f tha t "ideals make the blood th in , and take

the human nature out of people" (Au58). Yeats was fo rced  gradually  to

abjure the uncom plicated be lie fs of in fancy, but was unable to  th row  o f f

b e lie f a ltogether:

my fa th e r's  unbelie f had set me th ink ing  about the evidences of 
re lig ion  and I weighed the m a tte r perpetua lly w ith  great anx ie ty , 
fo r  I did not th ink  I could live  w ith ou t re lig ion, (Au 25-6).

R e lig ion  had to  conform , however, to  Y eats 's  view of the ev identia l. H is

de ligh t at the b irth  o f a ca lf was m ore than childish sentim ent , i t  was a

"decis ive argument fo r  b e lie f"  (Au 26). I t  removed, fo r a short w h ile , the

personal argument, the m isery th a t was "a  part of my own m ind" (Au 11),

th a t was to  become a thorough ly Hamletesque b a ttle  (Au 47). Y eats 's

adolescent struggle to  reconc ile  opposites c le a rly  worried his fa th e r. In  a

passage deleted from  the f i r s t  d ra ft of the autobiography he w ro te , " I

im agine th a t he feared fo r  my san ity . E veryth ing had become abstrac t to

me" (Mem 19n3). In sp ite  of th is d r i f t  to  abstraction he s t i l l  "had begun

to  overvalue m oral zeal and exho rta tion " (Mem 20), and he was a

"ro m a n tic  in a ll"  (Mem 19).

The combined in fluence of JBY, the m a te r ia lis tic  "bundle of old tw ig s", 

and the  more s tr ic t ly  s c ie n tif ic  speculations of D arw in  demanded th a t the 

c ruc ia l problem fo r  Yeats be th a t of the "evidences" of re lig ion . In 1885
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Yeats m et M ohini C h a tte r ji who le f t ,  as G.M . Harper says, "an

inerad icab le  im p r in t on the l i fe  and a rt"  of Yeats and of AE (Yeats's

Golden Dawn 1974, p3). C h a tte rji, the guise of the ch ila  of Mahatma

K H , had come to  the west to "expla in to  the London Theosophists of the

Secret Section every or nearly every mooted p o in t" .4 I t  is clear th a t

Yeats sought from  him some doctrine m ore substantia l than th a t o ffe red

by the  D ub lin  H e rm e tic  Society. Yeats learned from  C h a tte r ji tha t

everyth ing  we perceive, including so-called illusions, exists in  the 
ex te rna l w orld ; tha t th is is a stream which flow s on, out of human 
co n tro l; th a t we are nothing but a m irro r  and th a t deliverance 
consists in  tu rn ing  the m irro r away so tha t i t  re fle c ts  nothing, 
(Hone 48).

The sp e c ific  in s tru c tio n  tha t appears in  'Kanva on H im s e lf  is simple:

one should say be fore  sleeping: -  'I  have lived  many lives, I t  may 
be th a t I have been a slave and a prince. Many a beloved has sat 
upon my knees, and I have sat upon the knees of many a beloved. 
E ve ry th ing  th a t has been shall be again.-5

Yeats turns th is  in to  mawkish m edita tion:

Hast thou not sat of yore upon the knees 
O f myriads of beloveds, and on th ine  
Have not a m yriad  swayed below strange trees 
In  o ther lives? (VP 724).

I t  is qu ite  wrong to  contend, as does Thomas L . Byrd Jnr., fo r  instance,6

th a t Kanva 's lines could easily have been spoken by Fergus. Kanva is the

Seeker at a m ore p r im itiv e  stage, having not yet discovered the

respons ib ility  th a t is associated w ith  wisdom, and he is able to  find

consolation in  the perpetual defeat of T im e at the hands of A r t :

Then w here fo re  fea r the usury o f T im e,
O r Death th a t com eth w ith  the next life -ke y?
Nay, rise and f la t te r  her w ith  golden rhyme.
For as things were so shall things ever be. (VP 724).

This is a them e already touched upon in  'In  a D raw ing-R oom ', where

sculpted beauties q u ie tly  mock th e ir  m orta l counterparts:

Around, the tw it te r  of the lips of dust 
A tossing laugh between th e ir red abides;
W ith  p a tie n t beauty yonder A t t ic  bust
In the  deep a lcove 's dimness smiles and hides, (VP 735).
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Kanva does not possess Fergus’ s depth o f knowledge, and his m ed ita tion  is 

no more than a shield to  p ro tec t the Self from  the destruc tive  e ffe c ts  of 

fea r of the in ev itab le . Fergus, on the o ther hand, accepts his 

responsib ilities w ith  no f lip p a n t quietism :

I have been many things:
A green drop in  the surge, a gleam of lig h t 
Upon a sword, a f i r  tre e  on a h ill.
An old slave grind ing at a heavy quern,
A king s itt in g  upon a cha ir o f gold;
And a ll these th ings were wonderfu l and great.
But now I have grown nothing, being a ll:
The sorrows of the w orld  bow down my head.
And in  my heart the daemons and the gods
Wage an e terna l b a ttle , and I fee l
The pain of wounds, the labour of the spear,
But have no share in  loss or v ic to ry , (VP 1 0 4 v ).7

Y eats ’ s ind iv idua l vision asserts its e lf  fo r ty  years la te r, and he adds the

com m entary to  C h a tte r ji 's  doctrine , answering fo r  h im se lf w ith  "w estern

energy" (lY  46). As M arion W it t  says, the com m entary re fle c ts  the

events of the early  pa rt of the tw e n tie th  century -  the sim ple but

fo rc e fu l images of war and the reappearance of the theory  o f h is to rica l

cycles ("B irth -hour and death-hour m eet"), though she does not add th a t

such an image had been suggested as early as 1888 in  'The Phantom

Ship', where the "slow  heaving ocean" is the "m um bling m other of the

dead" (VP 719).& Y eats 's  1928 com m entary is considerably m ore com plex

and elusive than C h a tte r ji 's  s im ple d ictum , and we should in fe r  th a t in

1886 Yeats had been in tim id a te d  by the o rien ta l power and had not yet

e n tire ly  comprehended e ithe r the depths or the lim ita tio n s  of the

philosophy. This lack o f vision is re flec ted  in  the d e riva tive  and

unconvincing Kanva poem. However neither E llm ann nor W it t  po int out

th a t Yeats echoed C h a tte r ji w ith  "w estern  energy" in 1892. By the  tim e

he came to  w r ite  'Fergus and the D ru id ' he had c le a rly  encountered early

C e lt ic  poetry, presumably in  D  W Nash’ s ' T a l ie s in '.9  i t  is d i f f ic u l t  to
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sym pathise w ith  F A C  Wilson's insistence th a t Yeats did not take 

metempsychosis seriously, and tha t

'Fergus and the D ru id ' is hard ly evidence to  the con tra ry ; he uses
the theory there  because i t  is ornam ental and 'm y s tic a l', (Yeats's
Iconography, 1960, p255).

Since the  doctrine  is so c ruc ia l to  C e lt ic  l e g e n d  10 the re  is every reason

to  suppose th a t Yeats took w ith  intense seriousness its  frequent

repe titio ns  throughout early C e lt ic  lite ra tu re :

I have been in  many shapes.
B e fore  I a tta ined a congenial fo rm .
I have been a narrow blade of a sword......
I have been a drop in  the a ir.
I have been a shining star.
I have been a word in  a book.
I have been a book o rig in a lly .
I have been a lig h t in a la n te rn ......
I have been a sword in  the hand........
I have been a tree  in  a cove rt, ('Cad Goddeu' -  'The B a ttle  o f the
T rees ', Nash op .c it. p227-8)

The doc trine  is mentioned in  John Rhys's Lectures on the O rig in  and

G row th o f R e lig ion as illu s tra te d  by C e ltic  Heathendom 1888 (see, e.g.

p549), which Yeats seems to  have read, along w ith  de Juba inville , by

1889.11 I t  is like ly , however, th a t Y eats 's  knowledge of C e lt ic  theories

of metempsychosis was s tirred  in to  poe try by M atthew  A rno ld 's  essay 'On

the Study o f C e lt ic  L ite ra tu re ',  A rno ld  gives a prose version of the

beginning of 'The B a ttle  of the Trees', and makes the point tha t the lines

have

an inwardness, a severity  of fo rm , a so lem n ity  o f tone, which 
ind ica tes the s t i l l  reverbera ting  echo of a profound doctrine  and 
d isc ip line , such as was D ru id ism . 12

Robert Graves's gloss of 'The B a ttle  of the Trees' is an ind ica tion  of the

exten t of the w estern iza tion  of Yeats 's  occultism  during the seven years

th a t separate Kanva and Fergus, and o f the deepending o f his philosophy

under HPB and Mathers:
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The p r im itiv e  be lie f is p la in ly  not in ind iv idua l metempsychosis of 
the vulgar Indian sort -  at one tim e  a b luebo ttle , at the next a 
f lo w e r, at the next perhaps a Brahm ini bull or a woman, according 
to  one’ s m e rit. The ’ I' is the A p o llo - like  god on whose behalf the 
inspired poet sings, not the poet him self. Sometimes the god may 
be re fe rr in g  m y th ic a lly  to  his da ily  cyc le  as the Sun from  dawn to  
dawn; sometimes to  his yearly  cyc le  from  w in te r so lstice to  w in te r 
solstice w ith  the months as stations of his progress; perhaps 
sometimes even to  his grand cyc le  of 25,800 years around the 
Zodiac. A ll these cycles are types of one another, (The W hite 
Goddess, 1961, plOO).

'Fergus and the D ru id ' is thus not only the c lim ax o f Yeats 's  re je c tio n  of

orien ta lism , but also the f i r s t  steps towards the fa m ilia r  c y c lic  theories

of la te r co llections and o f A  V is io n .  13

O ther co n flic ts  were not resolved so easily as tha t of east and west. 

The ir physical m anif es tia tion  was a struggle between ascetic ism  and 

sensuality:

I knew Blake thorough ly, I had read much Swedenborg, had only 
ceased my study o f Boehme fo r  fear I m ight do nothing else, had 
added a second fa n a tic ism  to  my f ir s t .  My iso la tion  from  ord inary 
men and women was increased by an asceticism  destruc tive  o f m ind 
and body, combined w ith  an adoration of physical beauty th a t made 
i t  meaningless, (LN I x i-x ii) .

-  and between man and nature, the dom estic and the w ild , human and

fa iry , tem pora l and changeless, fa m ilia r and rem ote, modern and ancient.

As D avid Daiches says (1ER 48-60), what he calls the tw o -te rm  d ia le c tic

is s tr ik in g ly  prom inent in  the earlies t co llections. Daiches is content,

however, m ere ly to  iso la te  the  "m uta tions of the tw o -te rm  d ia le c tic " . He

does not point out th a t a ll these co n flic ts  spring from  the sing le b a tt le

between tw o  fundam enta lly  opposed views of the world, tha t o f science

and th a t of re lig ion.

The contest is fu lly  de lineated in  'The Wanderings of O is in ' in  which O isin 

h im se lf is presented as a D arw in ian archetype. "Wars shadowy, vast, 

exu lta n t" (VP 29) are not only glorious, and essential to  man's happiness -
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When once beside the shore I stood,
A sea-worn w a if came flo a tin g  by.
I drew i t  fo rth ; the s ta ff  of wood.
I t  was of some dead w a rr io r 's  lance.
I turned i t  in  my hands; the stains 
O f war were on i t ,  and I wept.
Remembering how along the  plains.
Equal to  good or evil chance
In war, the noble Fenians step t, (VP 24v.).

-  they are a b io log ica l necessity. Man must struggle, like  O isin, fo r

surv iva l, and he must seek out fea r and combat on the Island o f

V ic to ries . A t  the end of his l i f e  Yeats restates th is be lie f, and re a ffirm s

the doctrine  w ith  in te lle c tu a l v igour:

You th a t M itch e l's  prayer have heard,
'Send war in  our tim e , O Lo rd !'
Know tha t when a ll words are said 
And a man is f ig h tin g  mad,
Something drops from  eyes long blind,
He com pletes his p a rtia l mind.
For an instan t stands at ease,
Laughs aloud, his heart at peace.
Even the w isest man grows tense 
W ith some sort of v io lence 
Before he can accom plish fa te .
Know his work or choose his m ate, (VP 638).

War balances the psyche. I t  is essential to the com ple tion o f man's

greatest tasks, ind iv idua l fa te  and the advance of the species. In  'O is in '

man cannot avoid the da ily  b a tt le  fo r  existence unless he become

im m o rta l -  tha t is, not man -  the a lte rna tive  to  war is an "unhuman

sleep" (VP 50-1). In these thorough ly Darw in ian wars only the strongest

survive:

We w il l  tear out the red fla m in g  stones, and w ill b a tte r the
gateway of brass
And enter, and none sayeth 'nay ' when the re  enters the s trong ly  
armed guest, (VP 62v).

Aga inst th is  cruel but absolute law  C h ris tia n ity  has established a web of

"dream s" (VP 61). The Church seeks to  elevate the very weakest

members of society:
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we sang beside the deep 
The spacious loves, the anger w ith ou t sleep 
O f ancient w arrio rs , the labours of the strong.
P a trick , before  thy  c ra ft  dies each old song.
L ia r and f la t te re r  of the weak, in what strange c lim e  
Shall they tu rn  w ro th  or pluck the wings of T im e?
Hopeless fo r  ever, they alone shall seek
And never find , though ye in  m usic speak, (VP 42v.).

There is a suggestion, in 'The Wanderings of O is in ', th a t the whole

V ic to rian  controversy between the Church and the forces of ra tiona l

m ate ria lism  had been played out before in  a p r im itiv e , but equally b itte r

power struggle. The Church had once before destroyed man's joy in  his

natura l D arw in ian functions, and had promoted in  its  place a useless and

unnatura l dem ocracy, though i t  should be added th a t Yeats regarded some

I ^aspects of m edieval m onsticsim  w ith  favour. Before  leaving th is  aspect

Nof 'O is in ' we should rem em ber th a t during Yeats 's  teens Louis Lam be rt, a 

book th a t expounded "destiny w ith  such a m ysterious a u th o rity  th a t [ i t  

fu rn ishes] tex ts  fo r  pious m ed ita tio n ", was a sacred book (E & I 438) 

Louis Lam bert made possible the Comedie Humaine in  which, according to  

Yeats, "soc ie ty  is seen as a s trugg le  fo r  surv iva l, each character an 

expression of w ill,  the s trugg le  D arw in  was to  describe a few  years 

la te r" , (E&I 444). I t  does not seem unreasonable to  assume tha t Yeats 

would wish to  re fle c t what had so recen tly  been "sacred" to  him  in his 

f i r s t  poem of any substance.

I am try in g  to  establish, in these p>ages, the in te lle c tu a l con text of 

Yeats 's  f i r s t  occu lt steps."” The e ffe c t of the clash between the 'ra tio n a l' 

and the 'm y s tic ' on Y ea ts 's  poe tic  I w ill discuss la te r . In  the 1889 Oisin 

co lle c tio n  he betrays an am biva len t a ttitu d e  to  't r u th '.  Human passions 

are con tinua lly  presented in  na tura l environm ents, suggesting tha t
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hum anity is bound by na tu ra l laws, but at the same tim e  man is a lienated

from  nature, not a part of evo lu tionary processes, and his response to  the

w orld  is , , as a consequence, d islocated, as in  'M ise rrim us ’ . In ’The Song

of the Last A rcad ian ’ evolution, in the guise of "o b je c tive ,  naive

m ate ria lism , of measurable re a lity "  14 jg accepted as a ’T ru th ’ , a lbe it a

grey one:

Grey T ru th  is now her painted toy;
Y e t s t i l l  she turns her restless head.
But oh, sick ch ild ren  of the world.
O f a ll the many changing things 
In dreary dancing past us w hirled.
To the old cracked tune th a t Chronos sings.
Words alone are ce rta in  good, (VP 6 5 v ).IT

Indeed,

The very earth its e lf  may be 
O nly a sudden fla m in g  word,
'M id  clanging space a m oment heard 
In the universe's reverie , (ibid.).

I t  is in te res tin g  to  note th a t Yeats did not always regard th is  tru th  as

'g re y '. In an 'O is in  MS Book' dated October 1886, a year a f te r  the

poem's f i r s t  pub lica tion , in  the N ationa l L ib ra ry , D ublin  (Ms 3726), i t  is

not qua lified  as a 'g rey ' tru th . There is, however, another side to  th is

't ru th ':

Then nowise worship dusty deeds.
Nor seek -  fo r th is  is also sooth -  
To hunger f ie rc e ly  a fte r  tru th .
Les t a ll thy to ilin g  on ly breeds
New dreams, new dreams; there is not tru th
Saving in  th ine  own heart. Seek, then.
No learn ing from  the s ta rry  men.
Who fo llo w  w ith  the o p tic  glass 
The w h irling  ways of stars tha t pass - 
Seek then, fo r th is is also sooth.
No word of theirs -  the cold star-bane 
Has to rn  and ren t th e ir  hearts in  tw a in .
And dead is a ll th e ir human tru th , (VP 65-6v).

The e ffe c t of th is ra ther Sidneyan sta tem ent 16 is to  s p lit 't ru th ' in to  tw o

equally va lid , but in terdependent components. As Hazard Adams says
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Yeats did not deny the  e ffica cy  or the value of the s c ie n tif ic  
vision. He did not even deny its  tru th  -  if  we define s c ie n tific  
tru th  as a h a lf- tru th  or one side o f a d ia le c tica l opposition. But 
he denied its  tru th  as soon as i t  negated the coun te rtru th  
represented by another way of seeing re a lity , (C ritic ism  op.c it .  
p l88).

In fa c t,  Y eats ’ s d is trus t of com plete ideas caused him  to  be suspicious of 

science. He f e l t  its  a ttra c tio n  through his life ,  however, and he never 

re jec ted  s c ie n tif ic  in ves tiga tive  procedure. As G eo ffrey  Thurley says (The 

Turbu len t D ream : Passion and P o lit ic s  in the P oetry  o f W.B. Y ea ts , 1983, 

p38),

fo r  Yeats the u ltim a te  aim of a ll consciousness was to  know: not 
to  fee l, or to  sym pathize, but to  know.

The m ovem ent from  C h a tte r ji’ s quietism  to  HPB's more active  philosophy,

dram atised, as M .C. F lannery shows (Yeats and M agic, 1977, p3 0 ), 17 in

’Anashuya and V ijaya ', was a consequence of his continued demand fo r

o ccu lt evidence. We should bear in  mind precise ly what C h a tte r ji ’ s

philosophy o ffe red . Looking back from  the beginning o f the new century

Yeats reca lls, f ir s t ly ,  th a t C h a tte r ji "helped to  give our vague thoughts a

shape", 18 and secondly, th a t the shaping process was guided by the

d isc ip line  of the ra tiona l mind:

when I try  to  remember his philosophy as a whole I cannot
separate i t  from  what I m yself have b u ilt about i t   but i t
seemed then th a t he taught us by what seemed an in v inc ib le  log ic, 
(ib id .)

C h a tte r ji provided Yeats w ith  a system in  which to  order various

experiences which were inconsistent both w ith  C hris tian  orthodoxy, from

whcih he had been to rn  by his fa th e r and the early s c ie n tif ic  in te rests, 

and w ith  contem porary science, from  the "m e ta llic  sleep" of which he had 

been awoken by Laura A rm strong (L I 17). In  other words, i t  was the
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ch a ra c te ris tic  'hyphen of re co n c ilia tio n ' between the w arring  disciplines 

Yeats found equally undeniable.

Yeats in it ia l ly  resisted theosophy. He refused in  1886, fo r example, to  

jo in  Johnston's D ublin  Lodge;

[Johns ton ] was vexed now at my lack o f zeal, fo r  I had stayed
somewhere between  [R enan 's  L ife  of C h ris t and Esoteric
Buddhism], held the re  perhaps by my fa th e r 's  sceptic ism , (Au 91).

and perhaps by the  linge ring  in fluence of M ohini C h a tte r ji.  C h a tte r ji's

was not the substantia l philosophy th a t Yeats demanded, however, and

when he moved w ith  his fa m ily  in  May 1887 to  London, where HPB had

re ce n tly  form ed a lodge, he began to  throw  o ff  the o rien ta l influences

th a t had d irected  his earlies t development. We can disregard Yeats 's

c la im  tha t his in it ia l a ttra c tio n  to  theosophy was

because they had a ffirm e d  the real existence of the Jew, or of his 
like , and  I saw nothing against his re a lity , (Au 173). 19

What Yeats encountered fo r  the f i r s t  tim e  amongst the theosophists was a

re lig io n  tha t c la im ed to  be e m p ir ic a l .20 HPB fa iled  e n tire ly  to  prove the

existence of Ahasuerus (Au 180), and, above a ll else, a lbe it sham efully

(Mem 23), Yeats was s t i l l  preoccupied w ith  the "evidences". He had been

v is itin g  HPB every six weeks, and his passion fo r  arcane knowledge was

beginning to  o u ts trip  the fa c il it ie s  she then a ffo rded her students.

Though she discouraged neophytes from  attending seances, Yeats

accompanied K a tha rine  Tynan to  such a m eeting, and te m p o ra rily  los t

co n tro l of h im self (unpublished le tte r  re fe rred  to  in  MM 63). HPB abused

him  (L 56-7),21 but nevertheless in v ited  him to  jo in  the E so te ric  Section,

then but recen tly  form ed fo r  only the most devout students to  study

"tab les of o rien ta l symbolism" and liv e  " in  perpetual discussion" (Mem 23).

The ES was, once again, a response to  Yeats 's  demand fo r  an increasing ly
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em p irica l occu ltism , in te r-re la tin g  "parts  of the body, the seasons, colors,

elements, and the like , giving the naked universe a garm ent at once

m ystica l and personal" (MM 64). HPB's admonitions fa ile d  to  cow Yeats,

and his demand fo r  p roo f led u ltim a te ly  to  the experim ents w ith  the

colour a ttr ib u te s  of the seven principles and w ith  the burnt flow ers  tha t

resulted in  his expulsion from  the lodge in 1890 (Mem 23-4). Because

unsupported by proven fa c t he had come to  regard dogma w ith  suspicion,

as his ES Journal of O ctober 1889 demonstrates (Mem 281-2). As Harper

says (Yeats's Golden Dawn, p5), i t  is qu ite  clear th a t Yeats was becoming

a leader ra the r than a d iscip le . There is something increasing ly A gnostic

(Huxleyan) in  his approach to  theosophy during the  la s t few  months of

membership. He w ro te  to  John O 'Leary  tha t

they wanted me to  prom ise to  c r it ic is e  them never again in  same 
fashion. 1 refused because 1 looked upon request as undue c la im  to
con tro l r ig h t of ind iv idua l to  th ink  as best pleased h im   I to ld
them they were tu rn ing  a good philosophy in to  a bad re lig ion , 
(L160).

Such a s ta tem ent is not consistent w ith  E llm ann's assessment of Yeats 's

"de libe ra te  c re d u lity " . The s p lit w ith  the Theosophical Society was a

con tinua tion  of Y eats 's  b a tt le  w ith  the dragon of abstraction :

by teaching an abstract system w ithou t experim ent or evidence you 
are m aking your pupils dogm atic and you are tak ing  them  out of 
li fe ,  (Mem 2 4 ).22

Though Yeats possessed an em otional impulse to  the noumenal his 

in te lle c t was not easily convinced.

Before trac ing  the development of Yeats 's move from  theosophy to  

M athers's more obviously 'W estern ' teaching, we should examine his 

adapta tion of some of the theosophists' p o lit ica l ideals. As we have seen, 

S inne tt demanded governm ent by the 'en lightened ' m in o rity  o f occu ltis ts .
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Yeats was sensitive to  th is  and, having come across the notion o f poet- 

sage in  Blake (U P l 401), in Shelley (E 6c I 67), in Ferguson (U P l 91), in 

O'Shaughnessy and W ilde ,23 and in  theosophy,24 he adapted i t  to  his own 

ind iv idua l vision of the a r t is t  as wisdom figu re , and by extension as law ­

g iver. A lthough, as he points out in  the 'Jou rna l' (Mem 144), the highest 

p o lit ic a l m otive does not confer a r t is t ic  sens itiv ity , the converse does not 

hold. U ltim a te  le g is la tive  power should be in  the hands of a r t is t ic  

au tho rities . The co n fla tion  o f a r t is t  (pa rticu la rly  o f poet) and o c c u ltis t, a 

d ru id ic  tra d it io n ,25 is a commonplace of Yeats 's early work, and although 

i t  is clear th a t Yeats saw the poe t-o ccu ltis t as in  d ire c t c o n flic t  w ith  the  

Church, and w ith  revealed re lig ion  in  general -  la rge ly  because C hris tians 

are slaves to  " ru le  and custom " (VSR 127) -  i t  is equally clear th a t he 

saw 'a r t ' as the true  re lig ion :

supreme a rt is a tra d it io n a l statem ent of ce rta in  hero ic and 
re lig ious tru ths  passed on from  age to  age, m odified by ind iv idua l 
genius but never abandoned, (Mem 179-80).26

In 'The C ru c ifix io n  of the O utcast' Yeats w rites of the

cow ard ly and tyrannous race of monks, persecutors of the bard and
the gleeman, haters of l i fe  and joy! O race tha t does not draw
the sword and te ll the tru th ! O race th a t m elts the bones o f the 
people w ith  cowardice and w ith  deceit! (VSR 9).

This c le a rly  re fe rs  to  what Yeats regarded as a contem porary theocracy.

The monks are set in d ire c t con trast w ith  the alm ost de ified  O 'Leary ,

whose re lig ion  was, in a m etaphor too s im ila r fo r  the comparison to  be

accidenta l, " to  pull the bow and te ll the tru th "  (Au 211).27 The Church

enjoys the maximum p o lit ic a l power. Yeats objects to  th is  not because

re lig ion  should not be p o lit ic a l, but because the wrong re lig ion  has the

power. The true  re lig ion , a rt, should be the most pow erfu l in fluence in

the sta te .
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Yeats would have agreed w ith  Robert Graves tha t the func tion  of the 

poet is " t ru th ,  whereas the scholar’ s is fa c t" ,  and tha t the " fu n c tio n  of 

poe try  is the re lig ious invocation of the Muse" (The W hite Goddess, p224, 

14). S pec ifica lly , i t  is the "harvest of the Lo rd " (Mem 181), and i t  w ill

fa il to  reach and in fluence the mass of people u n til i t  once more

becomes "th e  garm ent of re lig ion as in  old tim es" (E<5cl 163 -  1900). I t  is

doubtless because a rt is "s a n c tity ’ s scapegrace b ro the r" (E6cl 330 -  1913)

th a t the dem on-m erchants of ’The Countess C a th leen ’ are unable to  

dom inate the soul of A lee l the Poet (VPl 23-3), fo r  as M ichael Hearne

saw, a rt is a way o f saving one’ s soul (SB 48). The be lie f tha t the work

o f the poet is reve la tion  (U P l 343, 2 131), tha t a r t must " re f le c t the 

face  o f God" (E & I 208 -  1901) -  and so must id e n tify  its e lf,  as saints 

need not, w ith  the  s o u Ig /  of the w orld  (E&I 286 -  1906) -  and th a t the 

re lig ious and the  a r t is t ic  l i fe  are iden tica l quests fo r  the same perfec tion  

(E6d 207-8 -  1901), became qu ick ly trans la ted  in to  the im ag ina tive

lite ra tu re :

I th ink  th a t re lig ion  should have a ll a r t to  express i t  -  every kind
of music, and every kind of pa in ting  I sometimes th ink  th a t the
only proof of a man being near to  paradise is his power of saying,
doing, or making something great and beau tifu l, (SB 26).

S im ila rly ,

everyth ing  th a t had entered in to  the a rts   should be accepted as
a r ig h t expression of a re lig ious s p ir it (SB 76).

This association o f poet and sage is inescapable in  the early  verse. As 

Stock says, his very rhythm s are "h a lf entranced, like  a man walking 

alone in  a tra in  o f vis ionary thought, or in can ta to ry , as i f  he thought of 

poe try  as a p r ie s tly  vocation" (op.c it .  p40). A  wise ru le r would im ita te  

the king who took poets fo r  council, and appointed them to  positions of
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the highest au th o rity , the C h ie f Poet becoming the supreme ru le r a fte r

the death of the king (VSR 27-28). The association of poet and occu ltis t

becomes clearer towards the end of 'The Wisdom of the K in g '. The

feathered king b it te r ly  rebukes the poets fo r  a llow ing him  to

sin against the secrecy o f wisdom, fo r the law  was made by man 
fo r  the w e lfa re  o f man, but wisdom the gods have made, (VSR 33).

S im ila rly , in the Hanrahan cyc le  the hero is both poet (the "g rea t

songmaker") and o c c u ltis t:

she did not w e ll understand what he was saying, but as fa r as she 
could hear, i t  had the sound of poetry though i t  was not rhymed, 
and th is  is what she heard him say: 'The sun and the moon are the 
man and the g ir l, they are my l i fe  and your li fe ,  they are 
tra ve llin g  and ever tra ve llin g  through the skies as i f  under the one 
hood’ , (VSR 97-8).

This is ev idently  in vo ca tio n .28 In his in troduc tion  to  Augusta G regory's

Cuchulain o f M uirthem ne Yeats w rites tha t ancient bards had a

supernatural sanction, fo r  a ch ie f poet had to  understand not only 
innum erable kinds of poetry, but how to  keep h im se lf fo r  nine days 
in a trance, (Ex 7).

He was impressed w ith  The Vision o f MacConglinne (U P l 261-3), the s to ry

of a m edieval a r t is t  who trium phs over his m onastic to rm ento rs to

become the king 's great fr ie n d  and confidant. Yeats tw is ts  th is story

in to  a ce lebra tion  of the A r t is t  as M a rty r in  'The C ru c ifix io n  of the

O utcast'.

Poetry and occu ltism  are in terdependent, and the governm ent of occu ltis ts

tha t Yeats found endorsed by S innett in  p a rticu la r, evolves in to  the

government of poets. This po ten tia l p o lit ic a l s ta tu re  of the p o e t-o ccu ltis t

is broadly h in ted at in  The Speckled B ird :

Pope or king, pa in ter or musician, a ll had a lm ost the same in te res t, 
(SB 23).
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These figures are ca re fu lly  chosen to  associate are w ith  the maximum

sp iritu a l and tem pora l power. The poet's v iceregal ro le  is confirm ed in

1904 by the  sym bolic positioning of Seanchan on the step below K ing

G uaire -  the poet ly ing  as a hyphen between ru le r and ruled on the

K ing 's  threshold (VPl 237). In the w orld  of theosophy, as in  th a t of

ancient re lig ions, guardians prevent man from  tak ing  to  h im self more

occu lt knowledge than he is capable of assim ila ting, as, fo r instance, the

kings of the "fa r-w andering  shadows" come and go about Maeve's

threshold, " to  counsel and to  help" (VP 183). Yeats believed in  the

p o lit ic a l e ffic a c y  o f a rt. In The Speckled B ird  M ichael te lls  M argare t

Henderson th a t he w ill

make a l i t t le  kingdom, a part of the great kingdom to come, and I 
w ill ask you to  s it beside me as its  queen. We w ill only make a 
beginning, but centuries a fte r  we are dead c ities  shall be 
overth row n, i t  may be, because of an a ir tha t we have hummed or 
because of a cu rta in  fu l l  of meaning tha t we have hung upon a 
w a ll, (SB 33).

He believed, too, in the p o lit ic a l e ffic a c y  o f occu ltism :

They would make a prince decay 
W ith  lig h t images of clay 
P lanted in  the running wave;
O r, fo r  many shapes they have.
They would change them in to  hounds
U n til he had died of his wounds.
Though the change were but a whim , (VP 773).

'A ga ins t W itc h c ra ft ' should be read in  con tex t of Maclagan's assertion in

The Speckled B ird  tha t "g rea t disturbances" would be the consequence of

his m eeting w ith  M ichael:

You and I shall see the stree ts run w ith  blood, fo r no great 
sp ir itu a l change comes w ith o u t p o lit ic a l change too, (SB38).

The social ro le  of the poet-sage is c lear. Yeats longed fo r the tim e  

when poets had been the most pow erfu l in fluences in  the land, when "a ll
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manner of superstitious reverence environed them round" (U P l 163). 

C e rta in ly , the ancient C e lt ic  bards had been a p riv ileged  class, and the 

m aster-poet sat next to  the king, only h im se lf and the queen being 

pe rm itted  to  wear six colours in th e ir c lo th in g .29 The Irish  be lie f in the 

o ccu lt power of the poet has persisted,30 and Y ea ts  makes no a tte m p t to  

conceal his desire th a t c iv ilisa tio n  re tu rn  to  the age of p r im itive  

bardo la try :

One king being asked fo r  his eye by a bard in  quest of an excuse 
fo r  rousing the  people against him plucked i t  out and gave it .  
The ir ru le  was one of fear as much as love. A poem and an 
in can ta tion  were a lm ost the same, (U P l 164).

Yeats would rem em ber HPB's cla im  tha t 'Serpents' was the name given to

ancient In itia te s  (The Voice o f the Silence, 1889, p.vi), and i t  is perhaps

to  th is tha t he re fe rs  (and possibly to  the Caduceus of the Q abalists) in

'D iscoveries ': "The poet had made his home in  the  serpent's m outh" (E &

I 288). I f  a "g rea t com m unity" is to be recreated ("and what other game

is so w orth  the  labour?"), tra d itio n a l values need to  be rediscovered and

adhered to : "We m ust recreate  the old foundations of l i fe "  (Ex 28).

These foundations are the  "high wastefu l v irtues" of the a ris tocracy  and

the " f in e s t m inds". (Ex 27-8).

D ire c t p o lit ic a l statem ents tha t " lite ra tu re  is a lm ost the m ost profound

in fluence th a t ever comes in to  a nation" (U P l 340, and see L239), are

closely re fle c te d  in  the im ag ina tive  lite ra tu re . A lee l, fo r  instance, cla im s

tha t "th e y  who have sent me walk i n v is ib le " ,31 and M ary accepts the

a u th o rity  o f the a r tis t:

When those that have read books.
And seen the seven wonders of the world.
Fear w hat's  above or w hat's below the ground.
I t 's  t im e  th a t poverty  should bo lt the door, (V P l 27).
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Yeats would have been w e ll aware of M a lla rm e 's  be lie f tha t m agic is the 

special concern of the poets, tha t poe try  is indeed ’ s o rc e ry ’ , 32 I t  is 

ty p ic a l tha t of a ll Johnson’ s im aginer y conversations w ith  C ard inal 

Newman Yeats would remember only Newm an’ s c la im  tha t he had "a lways 

considered the profession o f a man o f le tte rs  a th ird  order of the 

priesthood" (Au 303). To some exten t, then, the e litism  inherent in

S inne tt’ s theosophy is re fle c te d  in  th is  single aspect of Y eats ’ s thought. 

S inne tt’ s ideal government of the o ccu lt e lect is iden tica l to  Y ea ts ’ s 

demand fo r  tra d itio n a l bard ic a u th o rity . In his le tte r  to  The Bookman of 

November 1892 he w rites approvingly o f the tim e  when "the  proud w a lk  

clad in  c lo th  of gold, and display th e ir  passionate hearts, tha t the 

groundlings may fee l the ir souls wax the g reater" (L219). This is the

ra is ing o f the race by the aggrandisement of the strong.

The much vaunted em piric ism  of theosophy fa iled  to  sa tis fy  Y ea ts ’ s th irs t

fo r  evidence. I t  is clear th a t in  refusing to  allow  Yeats to  experim ent

w ith  o ccu lt forces HPB was underm ining principles fundam ental to  the

fa ith , not m ere ly in  its  proud association w ith  science, but in  its  very

philosophy. Mead was la te r to  point out tha t "the  ground on which the

philosophy o f theosophy  rests, is the reasonable in te rp re ta tio n  o f

experience. Insofar as i t  sets fo r th  a philosophy o f life , i t  m ust base

its e lf  on experience", (G.R.S. Mead; Concerning Theosophy, 1908, p8).33

Mabel Collins, in the h igh ly in flu e n tia l theosophical guide L ig h t on the

P a th , insisted tha t "the  way" must be sought by

tes ting  a ll experience, by u t il iz in g  the senses in  order to  understand 
the grow th and meaning o f in d iv id u a lity , and the beauty and
obscurity  o f those other d iv ine fragm ents which are s trugg ling  side 
by side w ith  you, and fo rm  the race to  which you belong. Seek i t  
by study o f the laws of being, the laws of nature, (L ig h t on the 
Path, 1883, p . l0 - l l ) .3 4
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"T rue occu ltism ", cla im ed Bowen, p lag ia riz ing  HPB,

is the Science of L ife , through which comes m astery of the A r t  of
L iv ing . W ithout s c ie n tific  knowledge the A sp iran t....... is always
lia b le  to  be swung away from  the s tra it  (sic) Path in to  one or
o ther of the tw in  whirlpools, the Scylla  o f Psychism or the
Charybdis of M ystic ism , (The O ccu lt Way, p 141).35

Even the m a tte r of sacred te x ts  should be judged, according to

K rishnam urti, ind iv idua lly  whether i t  be ’ reasonable' or not, since

superstition  is "one of the greatest evils in  the w orld" (A t the Feet o f

the M aster, p21, and see p68). I t  was one of HPB's personal rules,

indeed, tha t "thou sha lt not le t thy senses make a playground of thy

m ind", (The Voice o f the Silence p49), and in  th is  con text her in junc tion

to  neophytes to

help N ature  and work on w ith  her; and N ature w ill regard thee as 
one of her creators and make obeisance, (ibid. p l4 ).

seems a l i t t le  s in is te r i f  we reca ll Pearson’ s d is tu rb ing ly  s im ila r remarks

on man’ s ’D a rw in ian ’ duty (above p31). S innett, too, demanded tha t

theosophists fre e  themselves from  dogma, superstition, and deception:

M ystery can only have been loved by charlatans who wished to  
m ys tify , (The O ccu lt W orld, p2).

Yeats was drawn to  theosophy because i t  promised to  reconcile  science

and re lig ion . He le f t  when he discovered th a t i t  pa ten tly  did not. We

shall now see th a t even the considerably deeper im m ersion in  the o ccu lt

tha t fo llow ed  his expulsion from  the TS was con tro lled  by the in te lle c tu a l

d isc ip line  of reason. His early s c ie n tif ic  tra in in g  led Yeats to  the most

seem ingly ’ reasonable’ esotericism  available, and tem pered his involvem ent

w ith  the  o ccu lt throughout his life .

Autobiographies is not a haphazard co lle c tio n  of anecdotes and 

speculation. I t  is a carefu l reconstruc tion  of Y ea ts ’ s in te lle c tu a l 

d e v e lo p m e n t .36 Yeats refers to  the log ica l progression of Four Years, fo r
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instance, in a le tte r  to  A .E . of 1921 (L663). W ith th is  in  m ind we should

exam ine his own presentation of the transference o f o ccu lt a lleg iance.

His response to  the fa ilu re  of the theosophists to  accom m odate his

m agica l experim ents is charted by the reduction o f Madame B lavatsky 's

"humour and audacious power" (Au 173) to  " th a t old woman" (Au 182).

His a tt itu d e  in  th is  is e n tire ly  Huxleyan: i f  theosophy shows its e lf

unw illing  to  subm it its  doctrine  to  the un rom an tic  gaze of physical

experim ent, the much feared "ana tom ica l kn ife ", i t  can only p roperly

e l ic i t  agnosticism :

I knew the doctrine , and i t  made me wonder why th a t old woman, 
or the 'M asters ' from  whom, whatever they were or were not, her 
genius had come, insisted upon i t ;  fo r in flu x  o f some kind the re
m ust always be. D id  they dread heresy, or had they no purpose
but the greatest possible im m edia te  e ffe c t?  (Au 182).37

S p ir itu a lly  unsure, doubting even the foundations of HPB's a u th o rity , Yeats

bumps im m ed ia te ly  in to  the arresting  figu re  of MacGregor M athers. The

contrasts are de libe ra te  and s trik in g . Yeats, an em bodiment of wavering

unce rta in ty , stares across the chasm of doubt at the "reso lu te  face " of

M athers. An old woman approaching death is contrasted w ith  a man in

his prim e, her "p la in  loose dark dress" (Au 173) w ith  his sm art "b row n

velveteen coat" and "a th le t ic  body" (Au 182). Even before  th e ir

in tro d u c tio n  M athers had s truck  Yeats as a fig u re  o f intense 'rom ance '

(Au 183). M ore appositely, however, where HPB and the theosophists had

fa ile d  to  establish to  Y ea ts 's  sa tis faction  the existence of Ahasuerus,

association w ith  Mathers would render the quest irre le va n t. He was liv in g

proof of the old Jew, virtually his incarnation (Au 183).38

The jux tapos ition  of the tw o  images is designed to  re fle c t the na tu ra l

progression, seemingly d iv ine ly  authorised, from  Eastern to  W estern 

E so te ric  tra d it io n , from  u tte r ly  played out decrepitude and exhaustion to

-  135 -



the strength  and s o lid ity  th a t would bear the fu l l  weight of Yeats ’ s

inqu iries. A lthough the theosophists had looked to  Ire land fo r  some "g rea t

s p ir itu a l teaching" (L57), i t  is c lear, as Harper says, tha t Yeats sought a

re v ita lis a tio n  of the Western re lig ious tra d it io n , whereas S innett and 
his fo llow ers  were denying its  v a lid ity , (Yeats 's Golden Dawn, p5-6).

The gods, i t  appeared, had rewarded his adm irab le  em piric ism  w ith  th is

apparently  chance, but ac tua lly  fa te d  encounter, in  the B ritish  Museum,

w ith  the one man capable of d irec ting  the studies and experim ents which

were to  convince him " th a t images w e ll up before the m ind's eye from  a

deeper source than conscious or subconscious m em ory" (Au 183), who

could tra in  his rac ia l memory. In The Speckled B ird  there  is a h in t tha t

Yeats regarded th e ir  m eeting as d iv ine ly  ordained. Maclagan says to

M ichael Hearne,

i t  was unnecessary to  w r ite  to  me. We were bound to  m eet, they
th a t have inspired the  work see to  a ll th a t, (SB 57-8).

M athers o ffe red  a way to  the tru th  (Au 576), but i t  is doubtfu l if  Yeats

would have so ido lized Mathers were i t  not fo r  the fa c t tha t " in  body and

in  vo ice  he was p e rfe c t"  (Au 187);

His mind in  those early  days did not be lie  his face and body.......  fo r
he kept a proud head am id great poverty, (Au 183)

and as Maclagan he had "he ro ic  eyes" (SB 107). In th is  he is a typ ica l

Yeatsian hero, tak ing  his place w ith  Parnell as noble stag (Au 316), O liv ia

Shakes pear's face of "p e r fe c tly  Greek re g u la r ity "  (Mem 72), L ione l 

Johnson's "sm all d istinguished head so lik e  a ce rta in  a rcha is tic  Greek 

head" (Mem 96), the "pleasant m emory" of C .H . O ldham 's "vigorous and 

ra the r handsome head" (Mem 56), T.W. R o lleston 's  "courteous manners

and  beau tifu l c lassic face" (Mem 82) and "physica l beauty, as of a
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Greek s ta tue" (Mem 51, and see Au 170), Eva G or e-Booth 's "gaze lle " (VP

475), W illiam  M orris ’ s "grave wide-open eyes" and "broad vigorous body"

(Au 141), O 'Leary 's  head "w o rthy  o f a Roman coin" (Mem 42, and see 52),

and Maud Gonne as Pallets A thene, a d ivine fo rm  w ith  the step o f a

goddess (Mem 40), "g rea t s ta tu re" and "the  face  o f some Greek sta tue"

(Au 364). This preoccupation w ith  classic fo rm  stayed w ith  Yeats. In _A

V ision we are rem inded of D ante 's  comparison o f beauty to  a p e rfe c tly

proportioned human being (AV(B) 82), and in  'Under Ben Bulben' Irish

poets are urged to  "sing whatever is w e ll made" and to

Scorn the sort now growing up
A ll out of shape from  toe  to  top, (VP 639).

Yeats was ever keen to  associate C e lt ic  soc ie ty  and lite ra tu re  w ith  Greek

c iv ilis a t io n ,39 and in  1909 he proposed a kind o f a r t is t ic  'eugenics'.

Greek a r t, had i t

gone to  its  log ica l conclusion, would have led to  the c rea tion  of 
one single type of man, and one single type of woman, in whom 
would have been concentrated, however, by a kind of de ifica tio n , 
the capacity  fo r  a ll energy and a ll passtion, a Krishna, a C h ris t, a 
Dionysus, or a drawing o f a ll in to  a single m ind as at the end of 
the cycles, (Mem 188).

P hys ica lly  Mathers was equal to  Y ea ts ’ s other heroes (see, e.g. Colquhoun

op. c it .  p40-2), and was as preoccupied as Yeats w ith  the classical

physique:

Then he went in to  the Greek Room and, standing in  fro n t of a 
statue of an a th le te , he held out his arms and got M ichael to  fee l
th e ir  muscle and compare them w ith  the muscles o f the a th le te ......
he spoke of the con trast between the fo rm  of Greek statues and 
the men and women who were looking a t them . He said, "Men 
were once lik e  th a t and now they are ge tting  m ore and more 
m iserable look ing", (SB 59-60).40

The young Yeats seems to  have agreed w ith  Spenser th a t "a  beau tifu l

soul, unless fo r  some stubbornness in  the ground, makes fo r  its e lf  a

b e a u tifu l body" (Ex 366). This a ttra c tio n  to  p e rfe c t G reek re g u la rity ,

shared in c id e n ta lly  by la te r  fasc is t id e o lo g is ts ,4 1  na tu ra lly  works both
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ways. The despised 3.F. Tay lo r, fo r  instance, was noticeab ly "ungain ly" 

(Mem 52) w ith  "coarse red ha ir" and " s t i f f  movements as of a Dutch do ll" 

(Au 99). George Moore, s im ila rly , was "m ore  mob than man" (Au 431).

Yeats was quick to  spot M athers's mar tied nature (Au 183). He had 

jo ined the F irs t Hampshire In fa n try  Volunteers and was s u ffic ie n tly  

com petent and ' enthusiastic a re c ru it to  trans la te  from  the French a 

m ilita ry  manual and adapt i t  to  B ritish  requirem ents. I t  is un like ly  th a t 

he ever became an o ffic e r, but C row ley, fo r one, noticed th a t he "had 

the hab it of command", and his photograph was taken in  the un ifo rm  of a 

lie u te n a n t.42 I th e ll Colquhoun, in an o ften  unre liab le  biography o f 

Mathers contends tha t boxing and fencing  provided a more or less 

harm less o u tle t fo r  his aggression, and possibly some exh ib ition  fees 

(op .c it. p71-4). Yeats, however, noticed more sin ister m anifestations o f 

his m a rtia l in s tin c t. During his association w ith  Yeats Mathers became 

involved w ith  what Howe re fers to  as the "C e lt ic  lu n a tic  fr in g e ", of 

which Yeats h im se lf was p la in ly  a member. Mathers adopted the t i t le  of 

Count of G lenstrae, and Yeats reca lled tha t at night he would dress and 

dance as a highlander and brood "upon the ram ifica tions  of clans and 

ta rtans" (Au 335-6, and see Mem 106). He confided to  Yeats tha t when 

dressed as a highlander, "w ith  several knives in  his stocking", he f e l t  " lik e  

a w a lk ing flam e" (Au 338-9). Yeats also notes M athers's fa n a tica l 

devotion to  Macpherson's 'Ossian' (Au 335), and his co lle c tio n  of poems. 

The F a ll o f Granada and other Poems (1885), contains an Ossianic 

apostrophe which is an in te res ting  prophetic  com m entary on his subsequent 

career.

Come ye dim ghosts o f my fa the rs , and behold my deeds in  war /
I may fa ll ;  but I w ill be renowned lik e  the race of the echoing
M orvenl (p81).

- 138 -



The dom ination of Mars in M athers 's horoscope (Colquhoun op .c it. p64-5), 

and C row ley 's  rem ark th a t "th e  troubles of Mathers were due to  his 

excessive devotion to  Mars" (ib id.), add a ce rta in  piquancy to  Y eats 's  

s to ry  o f the devoted sheep (Au 185). Annie Hornim an was also deeply 

d isturbed by his "con tinua l g lo r if ic a tio n  of the Mars fo rces" in re la tio n  to  

p o lit ics  (Howe op .c it. p l l2 ) .

I t  is clear th a t th is aspect o f M athers's personality had some e ffe c t on

Yeats. He recalls tha t

one day a week he and his w ife  were shut up toge ther evoking, 
try in g  to  in fluence the p o lit ic s  of the world, I believe now, 
rearranging nations according to  his own grandiose phantasy, (Mem 
73).

This was before  the "decay o f his character tha t came la te r"  (ib id .) had 

set in. There is a flip p a n cy  about Yeats 's  response to  M athers's p o lit ic a l

m agic, but i t  is clear th a t he found the pow erfu l image of chaos

appealing:

the war would fu l f i l  the prophets and especia lly a p rophetic  v is ion I 
had long ago w ith  the M athers's, and so fa r be fo r  the g lo ry  o f
God, but was a dusk o f the nations i t  would be! fo r  surely i t  would
drag in  ha lf the w o rld   Could you come and see me on Monday
and have tea and perhaps d iv ine  fo r  a rm a g e d d o n ? 4 3

The account intended fo r  pub lica tion  is softened. Mathers is presented as

c la irvoyan t ra ther than black m agician -  "he began to  foresee changes in

the w orld" (see Au 336-7). The o rig ina l account in  The T rem bling o f the

V e il is much harsher:

war was to  bring, or be brought by, anarchy, but tha t would be a 
passing stage, he declared, fo r  his dreams were a ll Napoleonic. He 
c e rta in ly  foresaw some great ro le  tha t he could play, had made
him se lf an acknowledged m aster of the w ar-gam e  He was to  die
of m elancholia, and was perhaps already made at ce rta in  moments 
or upon ce rta in  to p ics .44
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Yeats 's  sense of M athers's b e llico s ity  is not m ere ly the wisdom of 

h indsight. He had noticed by 1900 th a t M athers, though in  a s lig h tly  

d iffe re n t con tex t, was a natura l despot (L340). He had established 

h im se lf as d ic ta to r of Is is-U ran ia  by not rep lacing Woodman and W estco tt 

of the o rig ina l tr iu m v ira te . In sp ite  o f th is , Yeats was drawn to  Mathers 

and ta c it ly  acknowledges the in fluence in  his re co lle c tion  tha t i t  m ight 

have been some ta lk  o f his tha t caused Yeats to  w r ite  the poem on the 

Va lley o f the Black Pig (VP 161), an in te g ra l pa rt of the C e lt ic  M ysteries 

th a t M athers was researching so d ilig e n tly  in  Paris (Au 336, L297-8). I t  

is lik e ly , s im ila r ly , tha t nowhere but in  Paris w ith  the Napoleonic Mathers 

would Yeats have been so in terested in  an obscure b a tt le  o f the Spanish- 

A m erican  War (Au 338).45

I t  is c lear th a t Mathers had impressed Yeats p o lit ic a lly  some tim e  before  

th e ir  co llabora tion  on the C e lt ic  M ysteries in the la te  '90s. 

Correspondence in  the summer of 1892 w ith  John O 'Leary, not a man to  

su ffe r g lad ly an id le  association w ith  an o c c u ltis t, contains references to  

M athers 's "usefulness", and his w illingness to  o ffe r  specia lis t advice to  

advanced nationa lis ts  suggests some sort of pro jected p a ra -m ilita ry  pan- 

C e ltic ism  (L208-10). The overa ll e ffe c t of M athers 's p o lit ic a l in fluence 

on Yeats would not have been to  tem per the d r i f t  to reaction  th a t had 

been foste red  by D arw in  et al, and nourished by S innett.

Mathers taught Yeats the Q a b a la h .4 6  Qabalists seek to  categorise, in a 

's c ie n t if ic ' way, a ll sp iritua l and o ccu lt experience. A le is te r C row ley 's  

b r il l ia n t  d e fin it io n  indicates the a ttitu d e  of Q abailis ts to  th e ir  's c ie n t if ic ' 

occu ltism . Those who object to  the system, he suggests, must fin d  

themselves in the position, so cod ified  and sys tem atic  is it ,  of having to
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object to  the techn ica l te rm ino logy o f chem istry, to a lex icon, or a

tre a tise  on com parative  re lig ion , to  a lgebraic symbols, to  physiology, to

the "m nem onic value of arable m od ifica tions o f roots", and to  the  use of

square roots, (see A le is te r C row ley; 777, (1909) 1977, p l25-6). Qabalism

is based, to a la rge ex ten t, on the sc ie n tific , or agnostic, p rinc ip le  of

doubt. The Qabalah asks the question;

how can God, who is presumably pe rfec t and changeless, have got 
m ixed up in  the c rea tion  of the world? and answers tha t He put
fo rth  ten ’ em anations '  who a c tua lly  did the w ork o f crea tion ,
(Colin Wilson: The O c c u lt, 1971, p l03).

This neatly bypasses the problem of a C rea to r, i f  not of C rea tion  its e lf.

Yeats 's  'O c c u lt D ia ry  and Notebook' of 1889 c le a rly  indicates th a t his

occu ltism  was becoming increas ing ly  's c ie n t if ic ' towards the end o f his

association w ith  the  theosophists. His m ethodica l tab ling  o f o ccu lt data -

Zodiacal signs, e lem ental a ttr ib u te s  and symbols, the Four T r ip lic it ie s ,

p lan te ra ry  qua lities, th e ir  re la tio n  to  days, metals, parts of the body,

colours, seasons, moods and archangels -  is fo llow ed by lis ts  of states of

consciousness, a breakdown of the lo re  of Simon Magus and various

diagrams, and a note on the resolutions debated by the E so te ric  Section

in  October 1889 re la tin g  to  HPB's Mahatmas: "I as yet refuse to  decide

between these  a lte rna tives , having too few  fac ts  to  go o n " . 47 This

thorough ly Huxleyan independence is confirm ed by a note on E so te ric

Section propaganda of 20th December, 1889 -  "NB keep out of propaganda

not my w o r k " .48 The theosophists' refusal or in a b ility  ' accom m odate

Yeats 's  doubts fo rced  him towards the more systematised occu ltism  of the

Qabalah, and i t  is c lear, as Ian F le tche r says, tha t

the tran s ition  from  E ly  Place to  the Is is-U ran ia  tem p le  o f the
Rosi crucian Golden Dawn  represented a move to  a m ore
elaborate, but m ore p ragm atic  mode of m ystic ism  (sic.)  The
Golden Dawn provided a m ore propitious con text fo r  experim enta l 
magic. 49
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Yeats knew tha t his ra tiona l m ind devalued o ccu lt experience, as the 

docto r in The Speckled B ird , who "studies w ith  a ra tiona lism  which had an 

elem ent of fana tic ism ", condemned fas ting  and visions as unhealthy (SB

17-18). Yeats the re fo re  needed, as Blake had needed (see Yeats Studies

op .c it. p48), an ordered symbology, "a  l i t t le  irresponsib le  experim enta tion" 

(L293). Above a ll, he needed the p roo f tha t such experim enta tion  would 

bring : "M y ob jec t was to  fin d  actua l experience of the supernatural" (Au 

400, and see 330). Yeats c e rta in ly  did value the supernatural because " i t  

gave evidence of possib ilities of fee ling  unavailab le to  him  as a natura l 

m an",50 but we should be ca re fu l not to  underestim ate his sense o f the 

im portance o f "na tu ra l man". N a tu ra l man features s ig n ifica n tly  in  the 

notes Yeats and Annie Hornim an made fo r  the r itu a ls  of the C e lt ic

M ystica l O rder in  1898-99. In an in it ia t io n  ceremony The Guide leads in 

his b lind fo ld  pupil, who carries a s ta ff, to  represent ob jective , log ica l

thought:

he trie s  everyth ing t im id ly  w ith  his s ta ff, tapping a l i t t le  to  righ t 
and a l i t t le  to  le f t  and a l i t t le  in  fro n t of him , and going t im id ly  
one step at a tim e, (NLD Ms. 13,568).

In  another r itu a l The Guide brings in  the Pupil and announces,

here is one who is weary o f the day ligh t and o f the s w ift  perishing 
thoughts of daylight, (ibid.),

the day ligh t being yet another symbol of ob jective  thought, the c la r ity  of

the ra tiona l m ind. This leads to  the Ceremony of the ’House of the

H o w l’ ( 'B ow l' in Yeats 's o rig ina l):

The Teacher: I hold up before  you the lam p of the Moon,
the unwearying maker of images, the
passionless g iver, th a t you may come o ften  
to  the rich  quiet waters and be f i l le d  w ith  
th e ir  peace.

The Guide: I l i f t  up before  you the lam p of the
M orning and Evening Star, the maker of a ll 
desire, the ever fa lte r in g  fly in g  one, tha t
you may c lim b  to  the high springs of the 
hurry ing  rive rs  and be f il le d  w ith  th e ir
jo y .5 1
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By the  la te  1890s Yeats had come to  realise th a t the great F inn ’ s "m usic 

of what happens" must include everyth ing, tha t the re  can be no Teacher 

w ithou t Pupil, no in it ia t io n  w ithou t neophyte, and no progress, as Blake
A,

saw, w ith ou t co n tra re itie s . Reason, the s c ie n tif ic  mode of in te lle c tu a l
V.

evolu tion , cannot be discarded w ithou t re jec ting  l i f e  its e lf,  because i t  is,

as we shall see, a fu l l ha lf o f the whole. The Qabalah incorporated,

un like  theosophy, "no abstraction  to  deaden the nerves of the soul" (Mem

27), and Yeats began to  pray th a t his

im ag ina tion  m ight somehow be rescued fro m  abstrac tion  and 
become as preoccupied w ith  l i fe  as had been the im ag ina tion  of 
Chaucer, (Au 188).

Yeats was la te r  to  c la im  th a t i t  was his fa th e r ’ s in fluence  th a t fo rced  

him  from  ’ specu lation ’ to  ’ experience’ (AV(B)12), but though ’ in te n s ity ’ 

was JB Y ’ s "c h ie f word o f praise" (Au 62), Yeats ’ s new ly discovered w ill 

to  " in te n s ity  o f personal l i fe "  (E6cl 265 -  1906), was in  fa c t  a natura l 

a r t is t ic  and o ccu lt developm ent, being to  a large exten t the move from  

"the  cold cup o f the moon’ s in tox ica tion " to  "the  hot cup o f the sun" (Ex 

26), from  Anashuya and V ijaya sporting when "the  sun has la id  his chin on 

the grey wood" (VP 72) to  the Golden Dawn. I t  would seem th a t M athers 

taught Yeats to  balance the sun and the moon in  his occu ltism , although, 

as we shall see, the need to  defend the self against any obsession is 

perhaps the ea rlies t them e to  emerge in Yeats 's  work.

The b a tt le  between ob jec tive  and subjective perception is an aspect of 

the substan tia lly  documented body-soul c o n flic t which is usually illu s tra te d  

from  Yeats 's  la te r  pub lica tions.52 The Seekers, however -  G oll, Mongan, 

O isin et al -  waver between a be lie f tha t ecstasy is a product o f se lf­

absorption in  a w orld  of abstraction and s p ir itu a lity , and a desire to  

envelop the se lf in physical consciousness of, and ac tive  and continued
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p a rtic ip a tio n  in, a re a lity  common to  th e ir  fe llow s, achieving s e lf-  

knowledge by com m itm ent to  th is  world . By no means an innova tive  

question th is, but no m ore easily resolved fo r  being a poe tic  convention:

I count those fea thered  balls of soot 
The moor-hen guides upon the stream .
To silence the envy in  m y thought, (VP 424)

an envy provoked by the presence of a man pledged to  a c t iv ity  in  th is

world:

I tu rn  away and shut the door, and on the s ta ir 
Wonder how many tim es I could have proved my w orth  
In something th a t a ll others understand or share, (VP 427).

Such a presence m ight also provoke shame, as ind icated in  the closing

lines of ’The People’ . The answer must be neither (idealised s p ir itu a lity

or m undanity), or both -  but though tfu l man can make no choice and

must come to  term s w ith , and a tte m p t to  reconcile  the oppositions. They

w ill not meet easily. The strugg le  is symbolised in  ’The G rey R ock' as

the clash of horn and steel, the m igh ty  K ing Eochaid's b a tt le  w ith  the

supernatural stag. The resu lt of overbalance is profound sorrow:

a c ry
So m ournfu l tha t i t  seemed the c ry  o f one 
Who had lost some unim aginable treasure 
Wandered between the blue and the green lea f 
And climbed in to  the a ir, (VP 278).

Such a c o n flic t is the essence of the quarre l in the hole in  the h ills ide  in

'The Hour before Dawn' (VP 302-7), and i t  is the d iffe rence  between

va lley  and mountain, as execm p lified  by the shepherd's song and the

goatherd 's song, (VP 338-43). The care of added responsib ilities contained

in  the D ru id 's  "sm all s la te-co loured th ing " (VP 104) precludes wholehearted

acceptance of the sp ir itu a l l i fe  (as ind ica ted  by 'The Tables o f the L a w ',

fo r  instance, and la te r  by the  Fool who so feels the w e igh t of his

responsib ilities tha t he prays to  God to  ease them - VP 380). On the
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other hand, the b itte rness and what seemed to  Yeats the harsh 

meaninglessness of purely physical existence precludes an en tire  

com m itm ent to  physical re a lity . I t  is the fa m ilia r  d ichotom y of heart 

and in te lle c t,  summed up by the old M other as the problem of m atching 

ribbons fo r  bosom and head (VP 152). One aspect o f th is  is sexual love. 

I t  is im possible to  judge whether Y eats 's  "unquie t hea rt" could distinguish 

between Maud Gonne and an idealized you th fu l Queen Maeve, though 

in a b ility  to  d istinguish between d iv in ity  and beloved is, of course, no 

disgrace -  Yeats speaks approvingly o f H orton  whose "m ind 's  eye,/When 

upward turned, on one sole image fe ll" ,  (VP 471). The c o n flic t  can be 

fu lly  illu s tra te d , however, from  the ea rlie r works, though in  1889 he 

seemed contem ptuous of i t  (L N l 74).

For Yeats 's  a rt the h is to ry  o f the c o n flic t begins w ith  the  desire to  tu rn

from  what he came to  regard as the elaborate whim sy o f his pre-'90s

publications to  "the  strength , the essential moment of a man who would

be exc iting  in  the m arke t or at the dispensary door":

an exc iting  person  w ill display the  greatest volum e of personal
energy, and th is  energy must seem to  come out of the body as out 
of the m ind. We must say to  ourselves con tin ua lly  when we
im agine a characte r: 'Have I given him the roots, as i t  were, of a ll
facu ltie s  necessary fo r  life ? ' (E6cl 265-6 -  1906).53

This in e v ita b ly  develops in to  the desire to  express the s p ir it  of a place

fo r  the people of tha t place:

I have a conv ic tion , which indeed I have s t i l l ,  th a t one's verses
should hold, as in  a m irro r, the colours o f one's own c lim a te  and
scenery in th e ir  righ t proportion, (E6cl 5 -  1901).

I f  the poet is to  begin to  move people he m ust " re in te g ra te  the human

s p ir it"  in the im ag ina tion , and to  do th is  he must

know a ll classes of men as one o f themselves, th a t he should
com bine the greatest possible personal re a liza tio n  w ith  the greatest 
possible knowledge of the speech and c ircum stance o f the world,
(Mem 152).
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I t  is the poet’ s p rim ary  fu n c tio n  to  hunt tru th  " in to  its  th ic k e t"  by

keeping close to  "th e  impressions of sense, to  common da ily  l i fe "  (Au

471).54 If, Yeats cla im ed, the poet is to  give breath to  the sim ple 

rhythm s of common physical hum anity, " th a t fo rg o tte n  th ing " (Mem 181),

to  "norm al mankind and general la w   The landscape of the w orld" (Mem

167), he must absorb h im se lf in the world o f action . I t  is clear tha t 

Yeats responded ea rly  in  his poe tic  career to  tha t m om ent when body and 

soul become inseparable.55

The gradual balancing o f ob jective  and subjective thought under M athers 's

tu it io n , of 'reason' and 'em o tion ' or 'in s tin c t ',  is a v ita l aspect of th is

w ider c o n flic t. Yeats considered h im self a pa rtic ip a n t in  " th e  re v o lt of

the soul against the in te lle c t"  (L211, and see UP2 92). Science had to  a

large exten t served its  purpose, though i t  had been a va luable asset to

c iv ilisa tio n , (U P l 323). There was room fo r  some realism  in  the th ea tre

at least, and fo r  s c ie n tif ic  d isc ip line  in a ll the a rts  (UP2 156, and L278).

In te lle c t, though not the S ibyl, "c lears the rubbish from  the m outh o f the

syb il's  (sic) cave" (L262), and Yeats quarrelled w ith  A ;E . over what A rno ld

regarded as the "despotism  of fa c t"  (UP2 91):

he [ a  e ]  saw constan tly  before him in  v ision an ex trao rd ina ry  
world, the nature  sp irits  as he believed, and I wished him  to  record 
a ll as Swedenborg had recorded, and subm it his c la irvoyance  to  
ce rta in  tests. This seemed to  him an im p ie ty , and perhaps the 
tu rn ing  towards i t  of the ana ly tic  in te lle c t checked his g if t ,  and he 
became ex trem e ly  angry, (Mem 130).

His "a n a ly tic  in te lle c t"  (a confession repeated in  'The People ', VP 353)

was what separated him from  the m ystics of the Russell-theosophical

school. He m ight w e ll have quarrelled, s im ila rly , w ith  Maud Gonne over

her excess of pragm atism  had he not recognised his own considerable need

fo r  precise ly the  qua lities  he was so busily den igra ting :
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my own seership was, I thought, inadequate; i t  was to be Maud 
Gonne’ s work and mine. Perhaps tha t was why we had been 
th row n  together. Were there  not strange harmonies amid discord? 
My ou te r nature was passive -  but fo r  her I should never perhaps 
have le f t  my desk -  but I knew my s p ir itu a l nature was passionate, 
even v io len t. In her a ll th is  was reversed, fo r  i t  was her s p ir it 
on ly th a t was gentle  and passive and fu l l  of charm ing fantasy, as
though i t  touched the w orld  only w ith  the po in t of its  f in g e r  I,
who could not in fluence her actions, could dom inate her inner
being, (Mem 124, and see 128).

He needed to  be touched by the pragm atism  tha t balanced her:

one n ight when I was going to  sleep I had seen suddenly a th im b le , 
and a shapeless w h ite  mass tha t puzzled me. The next day on 
passing a tobaccon is t’ s I saw th a t i t  was a lum p of meerschaum 
not ye t made in to  a pipe. She was com plete ; I was not, (Mem 63).

I th in k  th a t in  th is  Yeats comes close to  K ea ts ’ s opinion tha t the

in fo rm a tio n  essential to a poem is "the  knowledge of contrast, fee ling  fo r

lig h t and shade" (The L e tte rs  o f John Keats ed. Hyder E. Rollins, 1958,

II, 360). As W.H. O 'Donnell says, in seeking the physical co rre la tive  of

adeptship Yeats recognised the a r t is t ic  lim ita tio n s  of s p ir itu a lity , and his

w ork a fte r  the 1890s is a reasonably consistent endorsement of the

p h y s ic a l .56 Yeats agonised over the choice of p o rtra its  fo r  his 1908

C o llec ted  Works, and E lizabeth  W. Bergmann concludes from  th is tha t in

deciding to  represent a ll the "d iffe re n t personages tha t I have dream t of

being but have never had the tim e  fo r"  (L502), he

sure ly recognized tha t i t  put him back in  the 90s faced not m erely 
w ith  a fragm ented self, but w ith  a fragm ented vision of what the 
se lf would like  to  be, ( 'Y ea ts 's  G a lle ry ' in CLQ  130).

Her reduction  of the most im po rtan t re fe rence in  th is  sequence of le tte rs

-  "I also want Augustus John's emphasis to  be balanced by emphasis in

other d irec tions" (L506) to  a fo o tno te  is consistent w ith  her

m isperception o f Yeats 's sense of u n ity  as a "fragm ented  vision" rather

than as a com partm enta lised but comprehensive whole. Yeats c lea rly

states th a t

I want those p o rtra its  together because i t  is the log ica l th ing -  
they do not belong to  one pa rt of a book m ore than another, or to
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one volume m ore than another; because i f  one puts p o rtra its  a ll 
together i t  is obviously fo r  comparison and completeness, (L506).

Had the various p o rtra its  been attached to  d iffe re n t l i te ra ry  personae

Y eats 's  self-awareness m ight le g it im a te ly  be described as fragm ented.

That balance, com parison and completeness should be uppermost in his

m ind is the c learest possible ind ica tion  th a t the thought-ham m ering

process was w e ll under way.

I t  is doubtfu l whether th is  would have been so w ith ou t M athers's

in fluence. In the Theosophical Society Yeats 's  desire fo r  experim enta l

v e r if ic a tio n  of occu lt doctrine , his w ill to  em piric ism , had been fru s tra te d

and subdued by his surrender to  th e ir  abstraction:

a fte r  I had been moved by r itu a l, I form ed plans fo r  deeds of a ll 
kinds I wished to  re tu rn  to  Ire land to  fin d  the re  some pub lic work; 
whereas when I had returned from  meetings of the E so te ric  Section 
1 had no desire but fo r  m ore thought, more discussion, (Mem 27).

In th is , too, the theosophists had flou ted  th e ir  own doctrine . HPB had

herse lf ind ica ted the  danger of abstraction:

i f  thou a r t taught th a t sin is born of action  and bliss of absolute
inaction , then te l l  them tha t they e rr   Believe thou not tha t
s itt in g  in  dark fo rests , in proud seclusion and apart fro m  men......
w il l lead thee to  the goal of fin a l lib e ra tio n   Shalt thou abstain
from  action?   N o t so shall gain thy  soul her freedom , (The Voice
o f the S ilence, p .28-31).

I t  should be added, though, tha t in  th is, as in  a ll else, the theosophists

were unable to  agree a coherent philosophy. Mabel C o llins , in  what is

perhaps the f i r s t  of the 'theosophical classics'. L ig h t on the  P a th , had

already enjoined students to  "stand alone and iso la ted   because only so

can you commence the science of self-know ledge" (p6).57 P.G. Bowen

cla im ed th a t only those of no in te lligence  "anchor themselves to  the dead

le tte r  of HPB's teach ings",58 but one m ight le g it im a te ly  wonder how we

are to  regard Madame B lavatsky as the foun t of a ll theosophical wisdom
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and accept tha t parts of her teaching m ight be "dead". P a rt of the

problem, as Edward Evans pointed out to  Yeats, was tha t the theosophists

were "a ll self, a ll presum ption  The whole w orld  is v iv id  to  us

[C h ris tia n s ] . They are a ll self, and so they despise the foundation"

(Mem 164)59 The philosophy o f the D ublin  theosophists was a "m ilk  d ie t"

(Au 468). As la te  as 1894 Yeats seems to have sensed th a t occu lt

knowledge leads to  passiv ity, and is in inverse p ropo rtion  to  the

possessor’ s p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the o rd inary a ffa irs  of men. M aurteen scoffs.

My grand fa ther would m u tte r ju s t such things.
And he was no judge of a dog or a horse.
And any id le  boy could blarney him , (VP l 184).

The source o f Y ea ts ’ s essential d issa tis faction  w ith  theosophy, however,

was its  C o n c e n tra tio n  on a body o f lo re  drawn fro m  a tra d it io n  outside

his own. Mathers o ffe red  an a lte rna tive :

western c iv iliz a tio n , re lig ion  and m agic a like  ins is t on power and 
th e re fo re  body and these th ree  doctrines -  e f f ic ie n t ru le, the 
Incarnation , and thaum aturgy. Eastern ascetic ism  answers these 
w ith  in d iffe re n ce  to  ru le , scorn o f the flesh, con tem p la tion  of the 
form less. W estern minds who fo llo w  the Eastern way become weak 
and vapoury, (Mem 166).60

Ire land had ' been "ru ined by abstrac tion". The Rhym ers' C lub, fo r

instance, as John Davidson saw, lacked "blood and guts" (Au 317).

Mathers rescued Yeats from  th is  abstraction. Under the new western

in fluence Yeats became bent on qu ick ly  proving h im se lf a "m an o f ac tion "

(Au 454), ru ff lin g  in  a m anly pose at Coole, (Au 457, VP 489). Much

la te r , in 'Per A rn ica S ilen tia  Lunae ', he suggested th a t only the Sage and

the Saint can tu rn  p ro fita b ly  from  experience (M yth 340). Fo llow ing

Blake, he sought precision (U P l 343, and n.9).
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Yeats continued to  seek 'system ' w ith in  the Golden Dawn s truc tu re . 

D e ta ils  of a vision in  his notes on Irish  Gods and Legends in the N a tiona l 

L ib ra ry , Dublin , con firm  tha t th is  was becoming som ething o f a 

preoccupation:

a woman gathering shells  woman is stooping a ch ild  w a lk ing
w ith  her. I t  seems as i f  i t  is im possible fo r  her to  stand uprigh t 
and look round. C o llec ting  th ings w ith ou t much system. An 
in te lle c tu a l tha t prefers to  p ick up knowledge ra the r than piece i t  
toge the r. Love o f de ta il fo r  its  own sake. The sun set and a 
splendid storm  goes on around her but her whole a tte n tio n  is f ixe d  
on the p re tty  l i t t le  shells. The ch ild  is happy in  her presence fee ls  
g rea t gladness and. lig h t.  The hungry people are com ing and are
de lighted w ith  the shells; she is popular and looked upon as a great
genius, (Ms. 13,574).

This v ision is preceded by tw o  others, one of a he rm it, and one o f an

a rtis t-1  over, and Y eats 's  synthesis of the th ree  is in c o n tro v e rt ib ly  a

s ta tem en t of his be lie f in the need to  balance opposites, and o f the

re la tiv e  equa lity  o f opposing impulses:

The A rtis t-1  over fee ls con tem pt fo r  the woman but the H e rm it of 
Wisdom feels compassion fo r  her has passed beyond them  both and 
knows both are necessary.

^  the Golden Dawn h ie ra rchy regarded Yeats as a rebel, and Ith e ll

Colquhoun is not an a u th o rity  to  be trus ted  (op.c it .  p20), i t  is doubtless

th is  re len tless quest fo r  system th a t caused th e ir  unease. When he did

f in a l ly  d iscover a comprehensive system he dedicated i t  to  M oina M athers

as 'V e s tig ia ' (N u lla  R^ t r o r u m  -  I never re trace  my steps), and indeed saw

i t  as "p la in " tha t "I must ded icate my book to  you" (AV(A), ix).

This book, A V is ion, was, as Harper says, "an a tte m p t to  use the  methods 

of em p irica l science to  explain 'The Way o f the Soul between the Sun and 

the  M oon '" (ib id. x). The desire to  bring a ll o ccu lt phenomena w ith in  the

- 150 -



d isc ip line  and fram ew ork  o f a system is the legacy o f Y eats ’ s early

s c ie n tif ic  in te rests  and the inev itab le  conclusion of his e n tire  occu lt

developm ent. The system its e lf is s u ffic ie n t evidence of th is, but i t  is

con firm ed  by his account of Phases 21 and 22. The French b io log is t and

bo tan is t, Jean Baptiste Lam arck, from  whom D arw in  took the theory  o f

the tra n sm iss ib ility  o f acquired cha rac te ris tics , is placed w ith  Shaw, Wells

and George Moore in  Phase 21. D arw in  h im self is in  what Yeats would

have regarded as the considerably m ore elevated company o f F laube rt,

H e rbe rt Spencer, Swedenborg and Dostoyevsky, and i t  is s ig n ifica n t th a t

'W ill ' in th is  phase is "balance between am bition  and con tem pla tion", and

th a t the true  'C rea tive  M ind' is 'A m a lgam ation '. In Phase 22 the

synthesis w ill be m ore com plete, and the sense of id e n tity  between 
the ind iv idua l and his thought, between his desire and his synthesis 
w il l  be closer, (ibid. 91).

The im portance  of Phase 22 to  Yeats is measured by the te n ta tiv e

association of his own personality  w ith  the im pulse of the phase:

i t  has become abstract, and the m ore i t  has sought the whole of 
na tu ra l fa c t, the more abstract i t  has become. One th inks of some 
s p ilt  liq u id  which grows th inner the w ider i t  spreads t i l l  at la s t i t  
is but a f ilm , (ibid. 92).

This in e v ita b ly  reca lls  the poem, 'S p ilt M ilk ’ :

We th a t have done and thought.
That have thought and done.
M ust ramble, and th in  out
L ik e  m ilk  s p ilt on a stone, (VP 484).61

C e rta in ly , Phase 22 is the phase of Y eats ’ s life tim e , and of A V ision

its e lf  (AV(B)299), not m ere ly h is to rica lly , but in  the very desire to

system atise:

A man of Phase 22 w ill com m only not only systematise, to  the 
exhaustion of his w ill, but discover th is  exhaustion of w ill in  a ll
th a t he studies  [D a rw in 's ]  theory o f development by the surv iva l
of fo rtu n a te  accidenta l varie ties seems to  express th is exhaustion. 
The man him self is never weak, never vague or flu c tu a tin g  in  his 
thought, fo r i f  he brings a ll to  silence, i t  is a silence th a t results 
from  tension, and t i l l  the moment of balance, nothing in te rests  him
th a t is not wrought up to  the g reatest e f fo r t  of which i t  is
capable, (AV(A)93).
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In Chapters IV and V I hope to  dem onstrate th a t th is  'D a rw in ian ' tension 

and balance is a preoccupation of the very ea rlies t verse.

Whatever Y ea ts 's  personal association w ith  Phase 22 i t  is clear tha t he 

regarded i t  as c ru c ia lly  im po rtan t (Au 293). I t  is, fo r  instance, one of 

only four phases to  la s t a fu ll month. I t  is the phase where absolute 

realism  becomes possible (AV(A)97), and general thought is ready fo r its  

expression (AV(B)297). Above a ll, however, i t  is a phase o f revo lu tion

(ib id. 205). The being o f th is phase, w ith  his desire fo r  the death o f the 

in te lle c t (AV(A)92), his "strange, fa r-reach ing , im p a rtia l gaze" (ibid. 94), is 

lik e ly  to  produce a system to  be "an instrum ent of destruction  and of 

persecution in  the hands of others" (ibid. 95). W ith qu ite  rem arkab le 

fo res igh t Yeats links  the "hard, cold and invulnerable" being, the m irro r 

of unbreakable steel (ib id. 94) to  an "epoch of v ic to ry  and defeat"

(AV(B)271-2). D arw in  is thus a p ivo ta l figu re  in  Y eats 's  in te lle c tu a l and

sp iritua l system over ha lf a century a fte r the 'rab id ' Darw inism  had

supposedly evaporated before  his ro le  as one of the la s t Rom antics. 

C learly , in 1937, he could re lish the prospect of h is to ry  fu lf i l l in g  its

c y c lic  purpose in  Nazi G erm any's m isappropria tion of D a rw in 's  system.

In th is  chapter I have tr ie d  to  do tw o things. I have argued th a t Yeats 

was drawn to  theosophy because i t  seemed to  reconc ile  science and 

re lig ion , and th a t he le f t  the society when he discovered th a t i t  pa ten tly  

did not. In his quest fo r  a more cod ified  o ccu lt system he came under 

the insp iring  tu te lage  of MacGregor M athers. His en tire  occu lt 

development was con tro lled  by the problem tha t had troub led him as a 

ch ild , the "evidences of re lig ion". Yeats was not prepared to  deny the
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v a lid ity  o f s c ie n tific  m ethodology. A t  the same tim e  I have tr ie d  to  

ind ica te  tha t an a ffirm a tio n  of the ro le  of the 'ra t io n a l' mind would have 

established in te rna l psychological and externa l philosophical con trad ic tions 

(exem plified , fo r instance, by the East-W est c o n flic t)  th a t demanded 

re conc ilia tion , and would have encouraged any h o s til ity  to  dem ocracy 

derived from  the s c ie n tif ic  m a te ria lis ts  and from  S innett. A ll th is  would 

be of only inc iden ta l value, however, were i t  not possible to  dem onstrate 

th a t the in te lle c tu a l d isc ip line  of reason tha t led him  to  the m ost 

seem ingly 'reasonable' esotericism  available, and tem pered his invo lvem ent 

w ith  the o ccu lt throughout his l i fe ,  played a s ig n ifica n t ro le  in  his 

response to  a rt, and in  his poe tic  developm ent. In Chapter IV I w ill 

address m yself to  th is problem w ith  re ference to  Y ea ts 's  early  verse, 

genera lly, before continuing, in Chapter V, to  examine in  de ta il th ree  

poems not norm ally  covered in  such analyses.
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1) Au 115,125,157,168,173,190,279. The ir a r t is t ic  counterparts he 
considered to  be the 're a lis t ' painters Jules Bastien-Lepage and 
Carolus Duran. A lthough the works of these a rtis ts  are indeed 
're a lis t ic ' they labour under a heavy-handed se n tim en ta lity  th a t is 
not commensurate w ith  the s c ie n tif ic  investiga tions of Huxley and 
Tyndall. Bastien-Lepage's 'Les Fo ins', 'L e  C o lp o rte u r ', and 'Jeanne 
d 'A rc ' are typ ica l. They are s ty lis t ic a lly  re a lis tic  (photographic), 
but they are absurdly unrea lis tic  in tone, and Yeats was un fa ir in  
his persistent comparison. See Andre Theu rie t: Jules Bastien- 
Lepage and his A r t ,  a M em oir, 1892 (conta in ing S icke rt's  a tta ck  on 
Bastien-Lepage), Ju lia  C a rtw rig h t: Jules Bastien-Lepage, 1894, L . de
Fourcaud: Bastien-Lepage: Sa Vie e t Ses Oeuvres, 1885, and M. de
Les cure: M arie  S tuart: D ix Compositions par M. Carolus D uran, 
1872.

2) 'Y eats , D ia le c tic  and C r it ic is m ', C r it ic is m  10:3, Summer 1968, 
p. 194.

3) H is la te r  researches fo r  the Society fo r  Psychical Research and his
b r ie f governance of the Golden Dawn are a dem onstration of th is. 
H is exc item en t and po ten tia l c re d u lity  are always tempered by a 
v it ia t in g  dub ie ty  -  see A rnold Goldman: 'Y ea ts , S p iritua lism , and 
Psychical Research', George M ills  Harper and John S. KelW :
'P re lim in a ry  Exam ination of the S crip t of E [lizabe th ] R [a d c lif fe j,  
and George M ills  Harper: " 'A  Subject o f Investiga tion": M irac le  a t 
M irebeau' in Yeats and the O ccu lt (ed. G.M. Harper), p. 108-189.
See also Is the order o f R.R. & A .C . to  rem ain a M agical O rder? 
P a radox ica lly  Yeats seems to have been, as a fo llow e r, eager to  
believe, but as a leader, a sceptic.

4) Personal M emoirs of H.P. B lavatsky, ed. M ary K. N e ff, 1937, p .295.

5) The Speaker, A p ril 14th, 1900, p. 40, la te r reprin ted  as 'The
Pathw ay' in C o llected  Works (1908), vo l.V III.

6) The Early Poetry o f W.B. Yeats: The Poetic  Q uest, 1978, p.80.

7) see also 'H e  th inks of his Past Greatness when a Part of the 
C onste lla tions of Heaven', VP 177.

8) "Y ea ts 's  ' M onini C h a tte r ji ',"  in The E xp lica to r, 4:8, June 1946.

9) D.W. Nash: Ta lies in , 1858.

10) see, e.g. M .H . D 'A rbo is  de Juba inv il le: The Irish M ytho log ica l
C yc le , transi. R .I. Best, 1903.

11) U P l 137, although de Juba inv ille 's  Irish  M ytho log ica l C ycle  was not 
trans la ted  in to  English u n til 1903. The seriousness w ith  which 
Yeats took the doctrine  of metempsychosis can be measured by the  
le t te r  of O ctober 17th, 1918, to  his fa th e r, L652-3.

12) The C om plete  Prose Works o f M atthew  A rn o ld , ed. R .H . Super, Vol, 
III (1962), p. 326.
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13) W. E m m ett Sm all's  contention (Hanson op.c it .  p . I l l )  in  his u tte r ly  
valueless essay, 'H .P . B lavatsky 's  In fluence on Ire land 's  L ite ra ry  
Renaissance', th a t the Irish  m ind was ready fo r  theosophy,

conditioned by a background of closeness to  the gods and a 
na tura l pantheism which saw a ll things in nature in f i l le d  w ith  
d iv in ity , which set up no physical ba rrie r between unseen and
seen but saw Man as Hero, the C uchulla in  of the S p ir it,
shouting w ith  the Sons of God, marching ever tow ard Lugh the 
Sun b righ t in  war against M a tte r and the joyous conv ic tion  of 
eventual v ic to ry  o f S p ir it, 

is not endorsed by Y eats 's  desire to  balance ra ther than re je c t
m ate ria lism , nor by his rapid re jec tion  of theosophy fo r  precise ly
the tra d it io n  here reca lled.

14) Hazard Adams, C rit ic is m  op.c it .  p. 185.

15) Hugh Kenner (A Colder Eye; The Modern Irish W rite rs , 1983, p.95)
w rites  of th is  poem:

"Words alone are ce rta in  good", sings the Happy Shepherd, since
T ru th , being "g rey", inheres in  a "pa in ted toy " (made in
Germany) s ick ch ild ren  m ight play w ith : a wheel kept spinning 
by a thum b-driven plunger, a l i t t le  t in  wheel on which seven 
colors blur before  your eyes in to  grey as Newton prescribed. 
That was T ru th . C o lor is but a loca l event in  the eye. Fuse 
the "o b jec tive " colors and i t  vanishes.

Professor Kenner has pointed out to  me in  a le tte r  th a t Yeats is 
probably also th ink ing  o f the work o f the philosophers of the Locke 
tra d itio n , and th e ir  be lie f tha t colour is not an ob jec tive  re a lity , 
but a crea tion  o f the observing mind. The tru th  is w ith ou t colour 
(grey). A ll th is  is pure speculation fo r  which Professor Kenner 
o ffe rs  up no evidence. I t  is in te resting , however, in view of Cairns 
C ra ig 's  id e n tif ic a tio n  of Yeats 's philosophical debt to  Locke and 
o ther un like ly  e ighteenth century th inkers.

16) 'A strophe l and S te lla ’ , I.

17) see also George M ills  Harper: Yeats 's Golden Dawn, p. 11.

18) The Speaker op.c it .  By 1908, when th is essay was reprin ted , Yeats 
is "ce rta in " tha t C h a tte r ji taught by log ic, (C ollected W orks, 1908, 
Vo l.V III, p. 195-6).

19) The Jew in  question is Shelley's Ahasuerus.

20) Yeats read, besides S innett, Reichenbach during th is  period (Au 90). 
Reichenbach places heavy emphasis on the s c ie n tif ic  inves tiga tion  
o f phenomena, (see, e.g. L e tte rs  on Od and M agnetism , 1852, 
transla ted F.D . O 'Byrne, 1926, p. 14-16).

21) The mahatmas taught tha t only "suicides and shells" could be 
a ttra c te d  to  a seance, (see The Mahatma L e tte rs  o f A .P . S innett 
op.c it .  p. 132). See also U P l 132.

22) see also Au 181-2.

23) see P h illip  L . Marcus: 'A r t if ic e rs  of the G reat M om ent: An Essay 
on Yeats and N ationa l L ite ra tu re ',  CLQ 72-8.
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24) Bowen, fo r instance, in The O ccu lt Way, 1938, p. 128, makes the
poin t th a t sp iritua l illu m ina tion  and poe tic  genius are iden tica l.

25) see 'The Song of Am ergin ' in  Graves: The W hite Goddess, p .206, 
216 and Nash op .c it. p. 14-15.

26) and see Mem 124. See also U P l 266, E & I 193,285,293-5,353.

27) This nea tly  points the extent of both Yeats 's  personal, and the
Fenians' general quarrel w ith  the Church -  O 'Leary  being the
em bodim ent of a ll the fin e s t ideals. The stranglehold of the
Church on the Fenian movement is dem onstrated w ith  immense 
fee ling  by Sean O'Casey in  his chapter, 'L o s t Leader', on the
un fo rtuna te  D r. M ichael O 'H ickey, Drums Under the  Windows, 
p. 151-65.

28) see, e.g., Bowen: The O ccu lt Way p. 128-30.

29) see Graves: The W hite Goddess p .21-2,80,234.

30) see, e.g., P a trick  Kavanagh: The Green Fool p .326-8 and VSR 100.

31) V P l 83, lines 455-67.

32) 'M a g ic ', National Observer 10:3 (Jan.28th, 1885).

33) a lthough Yeats had scant regard fo r  Mead's in te lle c t -  Mem 282.

34) see K rishnam urti: A t  the Feet o f the  M aster p. 16 and Bowen: The 
O ccu lt Way p.60-2.

35) see also W.S. U rquhart: Theosophy and C hris tian  Thought p. 120-22.

36) see, e.g. Ian F le tche r: 'R hythm  and P a tte rn  in  Autob iographies' in
An Honoured Guest, ed. Denis Donoghue and J.R . M ulryne, 1965, 
p. 165-89, and K rim m  op .c it. p.87-91.

37) Yeats re fe rs to  the doctrine of the an tic ipa ted  century  of sp iritua l 
stagnation.

38) M athers was born in  1854 and Yeats c o rre c tly  estim ated (Au 182)
th a t he was in  his m id -th ir tie s  when they m et, but as Maclagan in
The Speckled B ird  his age and n a tio n a lity  appear to  have been 
inca lcu lab le , (SB 19).

39) see UP2, 58,119-20,154,190 and Ex 320-1.

40) The Speckled B ird  is, of course, essentia lly a f ic t io n , but I am 
tre a tin g  i t  as a sem i-autobiographica l document in  which the 
protagonists ' characters, tem peram ents and pred ilections, if  not the 
de ta ils  of th e ir a c tiv itie s , have some co rre la tio n  w ith  those of th e ir  
models.

41) see, e.g. Hermann Glaser: The- C u ltu ra l Roots o f N a tiona l Socia lism , 
transi. E .A . Menze, 1978, p.47-8, and Gasman op .c it. p. 151.
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42) reproduced in  E liic  Howe: The Magicians o f the Golden Dawn, 1972, 
p. 148-9.

43) L259-60, and see below p.249-56.

44) The T rem bling o f the  V e il, 1922, p .212. The observation tha t
Mathers had acquired a sabre wound on his w r is t during a student
r io t he had m istaken fo r  the beginning o f war is, s im ila r ly , deleted 
from  la te r editions, (ib id. p .211).

45) probably 30th A p ril, 1898. Unpublished le t te r  to  T .F . Unwin fo r
access to  which I am g ra te fu l to  W arw ick Gould.

46) I have adopted th is  spelling in  preference to  Y ea ts 's  because i t  is
tha t o rd in a rily  used by modern com m entators, and i t  is closer to
the o rig ina l QBLH.

47) Nationa l L ib ra ry , Dublin , Ms. 13, 570 -  my ita lic s . Yeats ca re fu lly
tabulates the re la tions of the Irish gods to  the Zodiac, and to  the 
Qabalah (e.g. Man an an = K ether. Lug = T iphareth), and draws 
elaborate and extensive genealogical trees.

48) part o f th is is reproduced in  Mem 281-2.

49) Ian F le tche r: 'P oet and Designer: W.B. Yeats and A lth ea  Gyles' in
Yeats Studies, 1, ('Yeats and the 1890s'), ed. R obert O 'D risco ll and 
Lorna Reynolds, 1971, p .46-7.

50) Grossman op .c it. p.68.

51) This early  ju x tapos ition  o f Sun and Moon, of subjective and
ob jective  thought, is im po rtan t:

Death and l i f e  were not 
T i l l  man made up the  whole 
Made lock  stock and barre l 
Out of his b itte r  soul.
Aye, sun and moon and star, a ll  (VP 415).

52) see, e.g. Raymond L is te r: Beulah to  B yzantium : A Study o f
Para lle ls  in the  Works o f W.B. Yeats, W illiam  Blake, Samuel Palm er 
and Edward C a lve rt (1965), p.55-64, G.M. Harper: Y eats 's  Quest fo r  
Eden, 1965, p .324-7. See also Harper's in tro d u c tio n  to  A Vision 
(1925), AV(A) x iv -xv .

53) perhaps even ea rlie r -  see LI80.

54) to  some exten t th is  measures the in fluence o f his ra tio n a lis t fa th e r,
see above p. 116.

55) see also Byrd op .c it. p.41,75-7, 1ER 48-60, Grossman op .c it. p .3-27. 
I w ill be dealing w ith  th is  m a tte r at g rea ter length  in  subsequent 
chapters.

56) W.H. O 'D onne ll: 'Y ea ts  as Adept and A r t is t ' in Yeats and the
O ccu lt, 1975, ed. G.M. Harper, p .59-61. I w il l argue in  the
fo llo w in g  chapters tha t th is  need fo r  balance is evident during and 
before the 1890s.
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57) see also Old o p .c it. p.65.

58) Bowen: The O ccu lt Way, p. 194.

59) Blake, too, disliked abstraction . Au 474.

60) we m ight note in  passing the  im p lic it  association of "e f f ic ie n t  ru le"
w ith  "pow er". This was w r itte n  early  in  1909.

61) see The D iary of V irg in ia  W oolf Vol. I l l :  1925-1930, ed. Anne
O liv ie r Bell (1980), p .330-1 and note. See also IV (1982) p .256 fo r  
co n firm a tion  tha t Yeats fe l t  tha t the occu lt in  some way 
synthesised re lig ion  and science.
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CHAPTER IV

I in tend to  dem onstrate, in th is  chapter, th a t Yeats recognised the 

im portance of balance very  early  in his poe tic  career. Obsession 

emerges, in the  ea rlies t verse, as the greatest evil, and the rea lisa tion  

th a t com m itm en t to  th is  world and to  an unspecified sp iritu a l world 1 

must be equal required Yeats to  a tte m p t to  come to  te rm s w ith  th a t part 

of the m ind th a t is preoccupied by reason and log ic .

The poems of Y ea ts ’ s m a tu r ity  impress w ith  a seem ingly e ffo rtle ss2  poise. 

Oppositions th a t appear long since measured and reconciled are in tegra ted  

in to  a sustaining vision, and the ca lcu la tion  subsumes even the most

awesome m an ifes tia tions of tha t vision -  "the  uncon tro llab le  m ystery on 

the bestia l f lo o r" , fo r  instance, the " te rr ib le  beauty", "rough beast" and 

heart-snatch ing  v irg in  o f renaissance, the "fea the red  g lo ry" of God's 

incarna tion  as swan, and the "dragon-ridden" and n igh tm a re -fraugh t days 

tha t characterise  a modern c ru c ifix ion . 'N ine teen Hundred and N ineteen ', 

fo r  instance, closes w ith  an image tha t is as b ru ta l and s ta rtlin g  as is

tha t of 'The Second C om ing ', but the voice of ve iled recogn ition  is in

fa c t the voice o f awareness and precognition. The m indless outrage

Yeats appears to  condemn in  'N ineteen Hundred and N ineteen ' he ac tua lly

celebretes. The vision o ffe rs  no cause fo r  despair because such
h '

dism em berm ent is in ev itab le . As Yeats h im self asks, "A re  not those who 

tra ve l in the w h irlin g  dust also in the P la ton ic  Y ear? " (VP 433). To deny 

the night tha t "can sweat w ith  te rro r"  would be to  ove rtu rn  a lesson 

mastered at least th ir ty  years earlie r, tha t Demon est Deus Inversus, that 

the obverse of Sephiroth is Q lippoth. Consciousness and reco n c ilia tio n  of 

opposites contribu tes s ig n ifica n tly  to  the balance of the poem. Physical
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and m etaphysical are in teg ra ted , and man's re fle c tio n  is detected in  the

macrocosm, just as iso lated nationa l horrors presage in te rna tiona l upheaval

as the unavoidable ea rth ly  m an ifes ta tion  o f the P la ton ic  Year tha t

W hirls out new rig h t and wrong.
W hirls in the old instead, (VP 430).

A G Stock c o rre c tly  points out tha t Yeats reads " in  the face  of

Ire land   the defeat of tw o  thousand years of human endeavour" (op .c it.

p l80), but quotes the one stanza of the poem (lines 33-40) th a t least

il lu s tra te  the point, being to  some extent a qua lifica tio n  of the poet's

thesis in  its  o ffe r  of ce rta in  co m fo rt to  the wise:

a ll trium ph  would 
But break upon his ghostly solitude, (VP 429).

This reca lls  the lines from  'The T ow er':

O may the moon and sunlight seem 
One in e x tr ica b le  beam.
For i f  I trium ph I must make men mad, (VP 411)

and G o il, the royal a r t is t  and Yeats p e rs o n a , 5 torm ented in to  in san ity  by

trium ph  and vision. S tock's po in t, however, tha t

his philosophy did not break down in  the face of experience, nor 
p reva rica te  nor m u ff le  the in te n s ity  of loss; only i t  gave him  a
kind of rooted steadfastness,

is c le a rly  illu s tra te d  by the poem. Yeats recognises the inappropriateness

of bard ic outrage in  the tee th  o f d iv ine purpose, fo r R obert A rtisson  is as

d iv ine ly  ordained a presence in  th is  w orld  as are C uchulla in  and O isin and

Maeve.

My in ten tion  is to  show tha t the reason Yeats 's philosophy did not 

d is in teg ra te  in  the face o f experience is tha t i t  incorporated experience. 

Experience common to  a ll, spe c ifica lly  th a t rooted in  Ire land, is the only 

founda tion  upon which m acrocosm ic speculation, and hence poetry, can be 

established. The balance th a t animates and contro ls 'N ine teen  Hundred
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and N ineteen ' is what makes i t  a substan tia lly  g rea ter poetic  achievem ent 

than 'The Phases of the M oon', say, or 'A  Dialogue o f Self and Soul'. 

The id e n tif ic a tio n  of image and a c tu a lity  th a t closes 'Among School 

C h ild ren ' is not threatened by resignation to  the fa c t th a t "man is in  love 

and loves what vanishes" (VP 429). We have heard th is  before: A o ife  

complains, in 'The G rey R ock ', "Why must the lasting  love what

passes ?", (VP 275). To accept image and a c tu a lity  as indistinguishable

is a sacred duty:

in te lle c t no longer knows 
Js from  the Ought, or Knower from  the Known - 
That is to  say, ascends to  Heaven, (VP 478),

just as the fa c t  tha t

nothing th a t we love over-m uch 
Is ponderable to  our touch, (VP 399)

is a sacred law . So when Yeats asks "How can we know the dancer from

the dance?" (VP 446) i t  is rhe to ric . The question has already been

answered -  there  is no d is tinc tion , "A l l men are dancers" (VP 430), and

th e ir  step is preordained and universal. My task here is to  show tha t

such syntheses have a long h is to ry ,

M athers's persona lity  and m agical p ractice  a ffe c ted  Y eats 's  philosophy by 

a ffo rd ing  a substantia l impetus to  his em p irica l occultism . Ith e ll 

Colquhoun (op .c it. p l48), though not a re liab le  a u tho rity , r ig h tly  described 

the western tra d it io n  as "experim ent on a s c ie n tif ic  basis", and i t  is clear 

th a t Mathers encouraged his pup il's  demand fo r  "p ro o f". Yeats was not 

easily convinced o f supernatural phenomena. In 'M a g ic ', w r itte n  in  1901,

he adm its th a t " i t  was long before I m yself would adm it an inherent 

power in  symbols" (E & I 48), and his " c r it ic a l m ind" mocked the ta le  of 

the A rab scholar's a lchem ical gold ring (though the Autobiographies
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version is not so scep tica l),4 as i t  doubted the testam en t of Leo 

A fricanus, who rebuked him fo r  his subservience to  m a te r ia lis tic  science.5 

His "scep tica l in te lligence " balked, s im ila rly , at Russell's encouraging 

account of re incarnation  shortly  a fte r  the death o f Maud Gonne's ch ild  

(Mem 48).

Association w ith  M athers led to  experiments w ith  symbol and trance.6  

His desire to  spend a n ight in  the allegedly haunted house in  Baggot 

S tree t (Mem 185) is typ ica l of his alm ost Huxleyan insistence th a t 

evidence precede con jecture . The extent of his concern fo r  's c ie n t if ic ' 

psychic research can be measured, perhaps, by his w illingness to  quarre l 

over i t  w ith  even his closest friends (Mem 130), and to  perfo rm  fo r, or 

w ith , a lm ost any in te res ted  party. Yeats did not confine experim ent to  

the com parative  sa fe ty  o f personal favourites -  Maud Gonne, AE , F lorence 

Farr, W illiam  Sharp and George Poll exfen -  but risked a n tic ip a tin g  the 

r id ic u le  he was la te r  to  a ttra c t during the collapse of Is is-U ran ia  by 

seem ingly im prom ptu  perform ances w ith  strangers whose s in c e rity  he could 

not possibly have established -  the young doctor of M em oirs (p70), fo r  

instance. D r. Everard F ie ld , President of the S.P.R.,7 and the  sceptica l 

W ilfr id  Scawen B lunt who describes a m agical experim ent on h im se lf, and 

gives deta ils which appear fa ir ly  conclusive but which nevertheless prom pt 

him  to  regard the whole a ffa ir  as "ve ry  im p e rfe c t, not to  say null".S  

A llen  Upward records (in Some Personalities, 1921, p57-8) a (fa iled ) 

a tte m p t to  com m unicate te le p a th ica lly  w ith  Yeats across Dublin , and Sime 

and Nicholson reca ll some of Yeats 's early psychic experim ents which also 

fa iled , although they w ere repeated la te r, apparently w ith  m ore succèss.9
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The whole question o f ’ b e lie f ’ is a com plex one in  Yeats studies. 10

There is a sense, as W arw ick Gould points out, in which we can

" fo rm u la te  Y ea ts ’ s be lie fs " (op .c it. p206), but the problem of fa ith

remains. E llm ann ’ s assessment, tha t

to  hold ce rta in  ideas as ’ be lie fs ' would give them  a so rt of 
autonomy; the m ind, whose independence Yeats demanded, would 
become subservient to  them, instead of th e ir  being necessary 
expressions of i t ,  (lY  39)

is c e rta in ly  born out, fo r  instance, by Yeats 's  a tt itu d e  to  the Irish

C a th o lic  Church. His te llin g  rem arks during the d ivorce debate o f June

1925 revea l th a t what Yeats m ost detested about the Church was its

im prisonm ent of the c r it ic a l and im ag ina tive  fa cu ltie s  in  the cage of

dogma (SS 89-102). Amos N . W ilder's  cla im  tha t surrender to  von Hugel,

even, would mean th a t Yeats could thence fo rth

cast only a casual eye upon tha t whole tang le  o f human nostalgias, 
memories and passions which was the man Yeats and the  poet 
Yeats, a legacy o f a l i fe t im e  of pursuits, an id e n tity  shaped by 
decades o f noble but pagan complacencies, a tang le  of sentim ent 
and ou tlook o f which he was a prisoner, (The S p iritua l Aspects o f 
the  New P oetry , 1940, p l99),

is an outrageous and unw arranted overturn ing o f the fa c ts .H  Y eats 's

dism issal of von Hugel in  'V a c illa tio n ' is accompanied by an exp lanation

th a t his p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the poe tic  tra d it io n  has com m itte d  him  to

sensitive unbelie f. F rederick  J. H offm an was probably as close as is

lik e ly  to  a reso lu tion  of th is  problem in his contention  th a t "Y ea ts  did

not wish to  destroy fa ith ,  but he honestly thought be lie f to  be d i f f ic u l t  i f

not im possib le in  our age" (The Im ag ina tion 's New Beginning, 1967, p i 3).

C e rta in ly , by the  tim e  he came to  w rite  A V ision the problem  had

resolved its e lf  in to  a c h a ra c te r is tic  paradox: "We desire b e lie f and la ck  i t .

B e lie f comes fro m  shock and is not desired", (AV(B)53). The Haeckelian

den ig ra tion  of fa ith , however, did not preclude a search fo r  evidence on
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which to  base enlightened speculation. As Sherman Y e ll en says, in an

otherw ise inconsequentia l sketch o f Y eats 's  occu ltism , " i t  was Y eats ’ s

fundam enta l honesty, ra ther than his poe tic  fancy, tha t led him to  psychic

research" (Tom orrow , 10:1, W inter 1962, p lO l), and although he h in ts in

Autobiographies (p l87 ) th a t the Qabalists were to  some exten t on the

tra il of a "fixe d  law " i t  is a lm ost ce rta in  tha t the m ost Yeats expected

from  experim ent was personal reve la tion , proof fo r  the seer h im self, the

establishm ent of a body o f m a te ria l

as yet too l i t t le  c lassified, too l i t t le  analysed, to  convince the
stranger, b u t  proof enough fo r  those they have happened to ,
proof tha t the re  is a m em ory o f N ature th a t reveals events and 
symbols of d is tan t centuries, (E&I 46).

Yeats was prepared to  w r ite  o f f  lig h t ly  what was, in re a lity , his secret

passion (Mem 81) because he was aware of modern man’ s insa tiab le  th irs t

fo r  ob jective  proof, and o f his own in a b ility  to  provide i t .  U n fo rtuna te ly ,

because i t  is pub lica lly  unaccountable, such experience tends to  fo s te r

naive and illo g ic a l c re d u lity  (E&I 51), but Yeats came to  believe only

through experience. Had he not sought data by constant experim enta tion

the be lie f tha t comes of ’ p roof' would have been una tta inab le , proof being

Y ea ts ’ s p riva te  G ra il. His object was to find  "ac tua l experience of the

supernatura l" (Au 400), 12 because no evidence other than the im m ed ia te ly

personal would su ffice . He re jec ted  quasi-sacred te x ts , and was driven

sole ly by "a ll my p roo f" (Au 330). I t  was not u n til 1912 th a t he f in a lly

"proved s p ir it id e n tity "  to his own sa tis fac tion  (Mem 266), and began the

new tasks of unrave lling  the pro fund ities of s p ir it com m unica tion  (or,

in it ia l ly ,  addressing h im se lf to the reasons fo r  the absence of p ro fund ity  -

ib id .), and of fo rc ing  philosophical speculation from  experim ent (Au 486-7).
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His "fundam enta l honesty" demanded th a t he seek, whatever the 

consequences, the experience, no m a tte r how "naked, unarmed, t im id " , 

w ith  which to  contest the advance of "generalized thought" (Mem 258). 13 

Throughout his l i fe  Yeats studied the in fluence o f the  supernatural "as i t  

were in the la bo ra to ry " (Ex 279).

A lex C o m fo rt contends tha t

in the  past, the  choice of a r t or science, presented as antipodal, 
and hence of a tra in ing  in one or the o ther, has depended on the 
chooser’s personality , and the two figures of the weather-house 
have been forb idden, and s tru c tu ra lly  unable, to  come out together, 
(Darw in and the  Naked Lady, 1961, p21).

From the beginning o f his career, however, Yeats addressed h im self to

the problem o f in te r fe r in g  w ith  th is s truc tu re  and fo rc in g  both figures to

emerge toge ther in to  the harsh lig h t of c r it ic is m . They were linked by

occu ltism , the foun ta in  head of his verse, and the need to  keep the

figures in v iew  to g e th e r, fo r  balanced vision, is a preoccupation from  the

earlies t verse.

Follow ing Blake's be lie f th a t there can be no progress w ith ou t contraries 

Yeats a ttem pts  to  resolve the c o n flic t in the fa m ilia r  theory o f opposites,

the co n s titu tio n  of the "hero ic  whole". Thus in  1929 he w rites  to  Sturge

Moore tha t

Science is the  c r it ic is m  of M yth. There would be no D arw in  had
there  been no Book o f Genesis, no e lec tron  but fo r  the Greek
a tom ic  m yth  14.

A balance must be struck, and a lin k  found between opposing forces, fo r

to  deny the  e ffic a c y  of e ithe r hemisphere is to  destroy the globe,

Y eats ’s vision o f Adam is an expression of th is  tension:

I saw Adam numbering the creatures o f Eden; so ft and te rr ib le , 
fou l and fa ir ,  they a ll went before him . Tha t, 1 thought, is the 
man of science, naming and numbering, fo r  our understanding, 
everyth ing in  the world. But then, 1 thought, we w rite rs , do we
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not also number and describe, though w ith  a d iffe rence? You are 
busy w ith  the ex te rio r w orld , and we w ith  the in te r io r. Science 
understands tha t everyth ing  must be known in the w orld  our eyes 
look a t; there is nothing too obscure, too common, too v ile , to  be
the subject of knowledge  I t  is your pride th a t in you the human
race contem plates a ll things w ith  so pure, so d is in terested, an 
eyesight tha t i t  fo rge ts  its  own necessities and in firm it ie s , a ll its  
hopes and fears, in the  contem plation o f tru th  fo r  the sake of 
tru th , re a lity  fo r  the sake of re a lity .

We, on the other hand,  must name and number the  passions
and m otives of men. There, too, everyth ing must be known, 
everyth ing understood, everyth ing expressed; there, also, the re  is 
nothing common, nothing unclean; every m otive  must be fo llow ed 
through a ll the obscure m ystery of its  log ic . Mankind must be 
seen and understood in every possible c ircum stance, in every 
conceivable s itua tion , (Ex 242-3).

As early as 1904 Yeats could c la im  (Ex 147) th a t in Ire land a t least,

"everyth ing  calls up its  con tra ry , un rea lity  calls up re a lity " , and his fines t

poe try evokes the tension between opposed perceptions o f re a lity . C Day

Lew is notes Y eats ’s success in ’Easter 1916’ in "th e  seem ingly im possible

task of blending realism  and rom antic ism  in to  a hero ic whole" (Gwynn

175). M J Sidnell contends th a t

i f  the rea lis t is never asleep in Yeats a fte r  1914, the v is ionary 
lig h t is not out. R ea lis t and visionary w ork together through the 
double vision o f the dialogue poems to  send fo r th  the " in e x tr ica b le  
beam" of perception w hich in form s Y eats ’s greatest works, (L itte rs  
from  A lo f t , op .c it. p67),

and J I M  S tew art noticed tha t Yeats was "a t least as shrewd as he was

m ystica l" (E ight Modern W rite rs , 1963, p326). I t  is c lear, however, tha t

the rea lis t had not been asleep at any tim e  since the heady days on

Howth c lif fs ,  but was m ere ly tra v e llin g  incognito  w h ils t Yeats established

an a lte rna tive , and to  some exten t, a n tith e tic a l pub lic poe tic  persona. I

hope to  show in the rest o f th is  thesis . tha t Yeats was working toward

th is  balanced ’double v is ion ’ from  the very outset of his career.

Charles I G licksberg ’s c la im  tha t

by tak ing refuge in ancient occu lt doctrines and by lending his 
unquestioning fa ith  to  the god of m ystery, Yeats tr ie d  to  safeguard 
h im self against the steady and trium phant advance of science, 15
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is c le a rly  ille g it im a te . Yeats ’s fa ith  was ne ither unquestioning, nor was i t

a shield, but ra the r a d irec t response to  s c ie n tif ic  developments. Ursula

Bridge noted th a t Sturge Moore considered Yeats ’’essentia lly s c ie n tif ic  in

s p i r i t ’ ’ , 16 and i t  is d i f f ic u lt  to  disagree w ith  M alcolm  C ow ley’s argum ent

(op .c it. p339) th a t ’’each new stage in his th ink ing  was a log ica l and

a lm ost necessary development out of his past’’. Y eats ’s 1921 note, on

’The Second C om ing’ , is the c learest possible con fim a tion  of th is :

Robartes copied out and gave to  Aherne several m athem atica l
diagrams from  the Speculum, squares and spheres, cones made up 
o f revo lv ing  gyres in te rsecting  each o ther at various angles, figures 
sometimes of great com plex ity . His explanation of these, obtained 
inva riab ly  from  the fo llow ers of Kusta-ben-Luki, is founded upon a 
single fundam enta l thought. The mind, whether expressed in  h is tory 
o r in the ind iv idua l life , has a precise movem ent, which can be 
quickened or slackened but cannot be fundam enta lly  a lte red , and 
th is  movement can be expressed by a m athem atica l fo rm . A p lant 
or an anim al has an order of developm ent peculiar to  it ,  a bamboo 
w il l  not develop evenly like  a w illo w , nor a w illo w  from  jo in t to
jo in t, and both have branches, th a t lessen and grow m ore lig h t as
they rise, and no ch a rac te ris tic  o f the soil can a lte r these things.
A poor soil may indeed check or stop the movement and a rich
prolong and quicken i t .  Mendel has shown th a t his sweet-peas bred 
long and short, w h ite  and pink va rie ties  in ce rta in  m athem atica l 
proportions, suggesting a m athem atica l law governing the 
transm ission of parenta l cha rac te ris tics . To the Judwalis, as 
in te rp re ted  by M ichael Roberts, a ll liv in g  mind has likew ise a 
fundam enta l m athem atica l m ovement, however adapted in plant, or 
anim al, or man to  pa rticu la r c ircum stance; and when you have 
found th is movement and ca lcu la ted its  re la tions, you can fo re te ll 
the en tire  fu tu re  of tha t mind, (VP 823-4).

N o t only does Yeats insist on fixed  m athem atica l laws fo r  his

philosophical speculation, but the ju s tif ic a tio n  of those laws is the

painstaking ly de ta iled  s c ie n tific  research of Gregor Mendel, a n ineteenth

cen tu ry  M oravian b io log is t who established the  m athem atica l rules tha t

underlie  the inheritance  of cha racte ris tics . We should remember tha t

ne ithe r Charles Johnston (M ikhail op .c it. p6) nor John Eglin ton (ibid. p3,5),

could agree w ith  the anonymous classmate who reca lled tha t Yeats was

’’p a r t ic u la r ly ’’ poor at m athem atics, (ib id. p. 1-2). On the con tra ry , they
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cla im ed tha t he "a c tu a lly  liked  geom etry and a lgebra", th a t he was 

"strong in algebra and E uclid ", and tha t he had a com plem enta ry " g i f t  fo r 

chem istry".

L ite ra tu re , fo r Yeats, depended on nationalism  17 and the  occu lt. I t  was

necessary to  h im , however, th a t neither became pre -em inen t or obsessive

concerns. P o lit ic a l obsession had deprived Ire land of much genius. As

Frayne says, he "m ourned the loss of Hyde as another Irish  sa c rifice  of

genius to  p o lit ic s " (U P l 186), and po litics  had made the  players and the

management of the  Abbey "s te rile "  (Mem 144). These, and others,

including much closer friends (Maud Gonne and Constance M arkiew icz),

had displayed "exceeding ly g reat" pa trio tism  but " th e y  were by th a t

undone, driven to  fo rm  opinions on m atters beyond th e ir  experience. One

is not always at one's best when one says, T must consider the repu ta tion

of my coun try ',"\^(M em  57)18. Yeats’s own p o lit ic a l obsession, though
«

eventually overcom e, had been deb ilita ting . Obsession w ith  the  occu lt,

s im ila rly , was as dangerous to  a r t as to life . HPB had discouraged the

sort of sp iritua l fana tic ism  th a t inev itab ly  springs up around celebrated

teachers (Mem 25), 19 and during the co llabora tion w ith  Edw in E llis  on the

Blake m anuscripts Yeats h im se lf witnessed the consequences of such an

obsession (L164-5). C e rta in ly  he took seriously O liv ia  Shakes pear’ s

observation, got from  a trance, tha t he was

too much under solar in fluence. He is to  live  near w a te r and to
avoid woods, which concentra te  the solar power, (Mem 100).20

Under M athers’s tu it io n  Yeats learned tha t the 'unbalanced' is the

Q abalis tic  d e fin it io n  of evil (L256), tha t the Qabalah, illu s tra te s  the same

principles as the  Indian gods, Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, w ith  whose

history he was already fa m ilia r ,  tha t l i fe  is
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a balanced m ix tu re  of the builder and destroyer, active  and passive, 
m ale and fem ale, cen trifuga l and ce n tr ip e ta l, positive and negative, 
(R G Torrens: The Golden Dawn: The Inner Teachings, 1969, p l7 )

the  governing p rinc ip le  being the  H e rm e tic  ru le , 'As above, so below '. In

1901 Yeats w ro te  tha t

F ra tres  and Sorores, who  hide th e ir  perhaps ill-ba lanced ideas
from  one another and from  the Order as a whole,  escape from
th a t c r it ic is m  which is the essence of a ll co lle c tive  li fe ,  and of
nearly a ll sane li fe ,  (Is the O rder o f R.R. and A .C . to  rem ain a
m agica l O rder?, p l3 ).

He would, then, have heeded the solemn warning in the Golden Dawn

m anuscripts -

Obsession always entereth through a c u ttin g  o f f  of a H igher from  
the Low er W ill, and i t  is o rd in a rily  f i r s t  induced by a Thought-Ray 
o f the S p iritua l Consciousness (whence one danger of evil thoughts 
ill-gove rned , penetrating the sphere of Sensation and a d m ittin g  
another potency, e ithe r human embodied, or human disembodied, 
e lem enta l or demonic) -21

but he would have been aware of the Q aba lis tic  notion of balance from  

his w ork on Blake:

Joy and woe are woven fine ,
A c lo th ing  fo r  the soul d ivine; 
Under every g rie f and pine 
Runs a joy w ith  silken tw ine .
I t  is r ig h t i t  should be so;
Man was made fo r joy and woe; 
And, when th is  we r ig h tly  know. 
Safely through the w orld  we go, 
(The Works of W illiam  Blake, ed. Edwin John E llis  and W illiam
B u tle r Yeats, 1893, Vol III, p78-9).

B lake's sta tem ent, in 'The M arriage of Heaven and H e ll',  tha t

w ith ou t Contraries is no progression. A ttra c t io n  and Repulsion, 
Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to  Human
existence, (ibid. 'The M arriage of Heaven and H e ll',  p3)22

re in fo rced  Y eats 's  be lie f, in 1909, tha t

a ll em pty souls tend to  extrem e opinions. I t  is only in those who
have b u ilt  up a rich  w orld  of memories and habits of thought th a t
extrem e opinions a ffro n t the sense of p robab ility . A ll propositions, 
fo r  instance, which set a ll the tru th  upon one side can only enter 
rich  minds to d islocate and s tra in , i f  they can enter at a ll, and 
sooner or la te r the mind expels them by in s tin c t, (Mem 151).
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La te r he saw tha t even the richest minds m ight be unable to  resist 

obsession. He lam ented o f L ione l Johnson tha t

in  him more than a ll others one can study the tragedy o f tha t 
generation. When the soul turns from  p ra c tica l ends and becomes 
con tem p la tive , when i t  ceeises to  be a wheel spun by the whole 
machine, i t  is responsible fo r  its e lf,  an unendurable burden, (Mem 
96-7)

L ike  the Wise K ing o f 'The Secret Rose' man has to  discover "d is tinc tions 

between things long held the same, resemblance of things long held 

d iffe re n t"  (VSR 29), to  fin d  a "m usical re la tio n " o f "sound, and colour, 

and fo rm ", a

beau tifu l re la tio n  to  one another, they become, as i t  were, one 
sound, one co lour, one fo rm , and evoke an em otion th a t is made 
out of th e ir  d is tin c t evocations and yet is one em otion, (E <5c I 
157).

By 1916 obsession is a fo rm  of liv in g  death:

Hearts w ith  one purpose alone 
Through summer and w in te r seem 
Enchanted to  a stone 
To trou b le  the liv in g  stream , (VP 393),23

and, as we shall see (below Ch.IV p l84), Yeats came to  g re a tly  regre t

Pound's "nervous obsession".

A spec ific  exam ple of Y eats 's  need to  reconcile  opposites is his notion of

Ire land as essentia lly  a com bination of p o litics  and the occu lt, "love of

the Unseen L ife  and love of country" (E & I 204), " th e  sternness of b a ttle

and the  sadness of parting  and death" (E & I 212). This leads in ev itab ly

to  a demand th a t a rtis ts , i f  they are to  express the fulness o f the Irish

s p ir it,  shape themselves to  com m unicate th is  com bination  (see UP2 196):

whether they chose fo r  the subject the ca rry ing  o f f  of the Brown 
Bull or the com ing o f P a trick , or the p o lit ic a l strugg le  of la te r 
tim es, the o ther w orld  comes so much in to  i t  a ll tha t th e ir  love of 
i t  would move in  th e ir  hands also, (E & I 206).

Such a rtis ts
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would give Ire land m ore than they received from  her, fo r  they
would make love of the unseen m ore unshakable, more ready to  
plunge deep in to  the abyss, and they would make love o f coun try  
more f r u i t fu l  in the mind, more a pa rt o f da ily  l i fe ,  (E & I 210).

The linked occu lt and p o lit ic a l impulse receives fu ll expression in  The

Secret Rose. In 'The Curse of the F ires and of the Shadows', fo r

instance, the Rebels (Irish nationa lis ts), as we have seen, have the  s p ir it

w orld  f ig h tin g  w ith  them , and Hanrahan has a vision o f the punishment

m eted out to  those who lack  pa trio tism , who accept, as did D erm ot and

D ervag illa , the presence of a lien armies in  Ire land (VSR 116). Hanrahan

is c le a rly  h im se lf a Yeats persona in  his com bination o f nationalism  and

occu ltism  (VSR 97-8, 102-5). I t  is in te res tin g  to  note th a t what may at

f i r s t  seem an a p o litic a l co lle c tio n  of stories was w r it te n  under the

in fluence of John O 'Leary, who had l i t t le  enough patience w ith  the

occu lt, (VSR 2 3 5 ).24 As the 'good' po litic ians  had on th e ir  side the

'good' sp irits , Yeats noted as early  as June 1889 tha t the converse held.

The leprechaun, fo r instance,

wears the un ifo rm  of some B ritish  in fa n try  reg im ent, a red coat
and w h ite  breeches, and a broad-brim m ed, high pointed hat, (L N l 
195).

Once discovered, Yeats never broke th is  lin k  between p o lit ic a l and

sp ir itu a l a c t iv ity  (see, e.g., S S ll) .

In a tte m p tin g  to  lin k  p o lit ic s  and re lig ion , h o w e v e r ,25 and in  seeking an 

id iom  equally expressive o f both, Yeats was treading a dangerous path. 

In 'Red Hanrahan' (VSR 83-95) the  consequence of fa ilu re , a tw o -fo ld  loss, 

is worked out -  obsession w ith  the o ccu lt depriving him  of Maud Gonne, 

and obsession w ith  p o lit ic s  depriving him  of the fru its  of the occu lt. 

Hanrahan is anxious to  reach his sw eetheart, Mary Lave lle , and he refuses 

to  be detained by any tem p ta tio n . The power of the occu lt, however, is
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ir re s is tib le  and the old man who had been q u ie tly  tu rn ing  his cards (which 

have ta ro t significances -  VSR 84), forces him to  stay, bewitches him, 

and causes him  to  lose M ary Lave lle  during ' a year of amnesiac 

wandering. I t  is his lack o f com m itm ent to  the occu lt, however, the 

weakness and fe a r of his m o rta lity , tha t causes him  to  fa il the te s t of

the "fou r grey o ld women" (VSR 90-2).

Y eats ’ s occu ltism , as his nationalism , had developed by 1888 in 

accordance w ith  his desire fo r  more ac tive  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  Irish a ffa irs , 

and a m ore d ire c t in fluence over them . I t  is qu ite  wrong to  contend, as 

does E llm ann fo r  instance (MM 99), tha t his nationalism  and his occultism

were " to  his m ind so separate  as at tim es to  seem alm ost the work o f

another man". By 1888 he was aware of the need to  balance and harness

his m ajor concerns and to  d ire c t them towards a single c le a rly  defined 

end. He had determ ined not to fa l l in to  the same tra p  as A llingham  who 

had seen

ne ither the great unities of God or of man, of his own sp iritua l
l i fe  or of the l i fe  o f the nation about him , but looked a t a ll
through a kaleidoscope fu ll of charm ing accidents and m om entary 
occurences. In greater poets everyth ing has re la tio n  to  the 
na tiona l l i fe  or to  profound fee ling ; nothing is an iso lated a r t is t ic  
m oment; the re  is a un ity  everywhere, everyth ing  fu lf i ls  a purpose
th a t is not its  own; the hailstone is a journeym an of God, and the
grass blade carries the universe upon its  po in t, (U P l 260, my
ita lics )26

whereas previously the "g rea t un ities" had been "th e  re la tions of man to  

man, and a ll to  the serious l i fe  o f the w orld " (U P l 212), w ith  no question 

of the necessity of sp iritua l awareness, m ere ly an expansion of Y eats ’ s 

ea rlie r s ta tem en t tha t "the  poetry o f ac tion ..... alone can arouse the 

whole nature of man" (U P l 84). This is, of course, inconsistent w ith  the 

"w ise th ings" u tte red  by the priest in  ’The P ries t and the  F a iry ’ :
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the only good is musing m ild
And evil s t i l l  is ac tion ’ s ch ild .

W ith action  a ll the w orld  is vexed, (VP 728),27

but, as we have seen, o ccu lt au thorities  did not agree in  th e ir  emphasis

of qu ietism . The balance Y eats sought required him to  rearrange his 

response to  the demands of reason. This aspect of his philosophy needs 

some reassessment,

Yeats turned rap id ly  from  Huxley and Tyndall, and cla im s to  have come 

to  detest science w ith  a "monkish hate" (Au 82), insisting in  a ra th e r 

self-conscious ’A xe lism ’ tha t he "d id  not care fo r mere re a lity "  (Au 83). 

I t  is c lear, however, th a t Yeats was unable to  avoid the in fluence  o f

science. By his own admission he had fa ile d  to  escape the "fa sc in a tio n  o f 

what I loathed" (Au 88). Charles I. G licks berg, (op. c it .  p29-36), c la im s 

tha t Yeats despised Ibsen and Shaw because they embodied H uxley,

Tyndall, realism  and the death o f poetry, beauty, suggestiveness, romance, 

m ystery  and m agic. He thus misses the essential emphasis of

A u tob iograph les. Yeats c e rta in ly  regarded Ibsen as "Tynda ll and H uxley 

a ll over again", but he balanced th is  w ith  the admission th a t ne ithe r he 

nor his generation could escape him (Au 279), and he took as a tra v e llin g  

companion a co lle c tio n  of Ibsen’ s works (Au 279-80).28 S im ila rly ,

although Shaw gazes fond ly  a t his re fle c tio n  in  a signal-box "a t a ra ilw a y  

junction , where goods and trave lle rs  pass perpe tua lly  upon th e ir  log ica l

g lit te r in g  road" (Au 294), in e x trica b ly  m ixed w ith  contem pt fo r  th is  

approach is adm ira tion  -  adm ira tion  fo r  the "m ost fo rm id ab le  man in

modern le tte rs " , fo r his "a th le t ic  w it"  (Au 281-2). Though repe lled by 

Shaw’ s realism  Yeats "de ligh ted" in  him, and "stood aghast" be fore  the  

energy o f A rm s and the Man. Paradoxica lly  Shaw was a sew ing-m achine,
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func tiona l and u t il ita r ia n , yet possessed at the same tim e  of a unique

charm , pow erfu l and ir re s is t ib le  (Au 283).29 i t  is qu ite  rem arkab le  how

s im ila r are Y eats ’ s descrip tions o f Shaw, and H ux ley ’ s descrip tion  of a

man of ’’libe ra l education’’:

That man, I th ink, has had a lib e ra l education, who has been so 
tra ined  in  youth th a t his body is the ready servant o f his w ill,  and 
does w ith  ease and pleasure a ll the w ork th a t, as a mechanism, i t
is capable o f; whose in te lle c t  is a c lear, cold, log ic  engine, w ith  a ll
its  parts of equal strength , and in  smooth w ork ing order; ready, 
lik e  a steam engine, to  be turned to  any kind o f work, (’A L ibe ra l 
Education ’ , 1868, in CE III p86).

Yeats cla im s tha t i t  was to  be some tim e  before he resolved th is  c o n f lic t

(Au 284), but in  1936 he w ro te  th a t, w h ils t d is lik ing  E lio t 's  rea lism , he

was "fo rce d  to  adm it its  s a t ir ic  in te n s ity " (E & I 499). Yeats adm ired

W ilde, s im ila r ly , in sp ite  of what Johnson regarded as his "co ld  s c ie n tif ic

in te lle c t"  (Au 2 8 5 ).30 There is some substance to  G licksberg ’ s con ten tion

th a t since Yeats was in te res ted  in  vision ra ther than theory  he rem ained

hos tile  to  science, but we should bear constantly  in  m ind his in a b ility ,  and

what he regarded as the in a b ility  o f his age, to  avoid its  in fluence . He

fe l t  th a t lite ra tu re , like  occu ltism , should learn from  science and demand

"th e  same r ig h t of exp lo ra tion  o f a ll tha t passes before  the m ind ’ s eye"

(Au 326). The need fo r  d is in te rested  exam ination leads to  a corresponding

denial of ’ im pulse’ , which he considered a pecu lia rly  Irish  problem  (see

L N I 130, fo r  instance).

For Yeats the sole reason fo r  casting out s c ie n tif ic  opinion fro m  a r t (E&I

163) is sim ply because i t  had become so ir re s is tib le  a fo rc e  in  modern

li fe .  As L ione l Stevenson points out (op.c it .  p I7 , 54), V ic to ria n  poets 

perceived the in te lle c tu a l and s p ir itu a l challenges posed to  man by 

contem porary science, and by evo lu tion  in  p a rticu la r, and cons is ten tly  

sought to  incorpora te  i t  in  th e ir  a rt. Yeats undoubtedly f e l t  th a t the 

poe tic  nature

- 174 -



allows access to  fountains of insp ira tion  tha t are sealed to  the sc ien tis t,

but the conclusion th a t he eschewed the d isc ip line  of science (G licksberg

op. c it .  p30) is il le g it im a te . Science was a stepping stone to  an

increasing ly em p irica l occultism  and a colder, harder and less sentim ental

poe tic . T ru th  may be grey, perhaps inconsequentia l in some

circum stances, but i t  is no less ’ t ru th ’ fo r th a t. As A l i t  says, the

opening lines of ’The Song of the Last A rcad ian ’ do deplore ’’ the

ra tiona lism  of the post-Cartesian w orld" (Theology, 42:248, Feb. 1941,

p82), but in  the acceptance of ’ t ru th ’ and its  jux tapos ition  w ith  ’ dream ing’

they present an aesthetic , ra ther than a m oral or sp iritu a l com pla in t.

Yeats, as Donald D avie  dem onstrates,31 was an aesthete ra the r than a

m o ra lis t -  hence, fo r  instance, his ce lebration o f Easter 1916 as a

" te r r ib le  beauty" ra the r than a " te r r ib le  v ir tu e ". The im p o rta n t po in t is

th a t ra tiona lism  is deplored, but not negated. Yeats damned science:

every cen tu ry  a new l i t t le  boat of science s ta rts  and is 
shipwrecked; and yet again another puts fo rth , ga ily  laughing a t its  
predecessors, (L N I 204),

and the  "m uddy to rre n t of shallow realism " (LN I 176) in  the th e a tre .32

He pre ferred , s im ila r ly , ’ hea rt’ , which he equated w ith  poe try, to  ’head’ ,

which produced m ere ly  "prose and discord" (L32). The method of

s c ie n tif ic  investiga tion , however, he considered an im p o rta n t and necessary

co n tr ib u tio n  to  c iv ilis a tio n . In 1888 he desired h im se lf to  become

"m echan ica l" (L96). He was wrong, as we have seen, to  in te rp re t the

upsurge of in te res t in psychic reseach as a reaction  fro m  V ic to rian

science (Au 89), and he p a rtly  adm its th is in  his re co lle c tion  th a t Eastern

m ystic ism  o ffe red  a philosophy th a t confirm ed his "vague speculations and

seemed at once lo g ica l and boundless" (Au 92). I t  was the generalisations
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of popular science, ra ther than the s p ir it  of genuine s c ie n tific  research 

(the d iffe rence  to  a large exten t between D arw in  and Huxley -  Yeats 

never denigrates D arw in) tha t "cowed" his boyhood (Au 143). A ll th a t 

Yeats desired, he reca lls  towards the end of his l i fe ,  was "a  philosophy 

th a t sa tis fied  the  in te lle c t"  (E & I 429). This, I th ink, is the con text of 

his early  poe tic  and o ccu lt development.

A lthough on ly saints and sages can abjure experience (M yth 340), Y ea ts ’ s

strugg le  w ith  an aspect of the s c ie n tif ic  experience, log ic, continued

throughout his l i fe .  M ichael Sheehy is r ig h t to  assert th a t Yeats became

increasing ly suspicious of ’ reason’ , the abstractions of which he considered

"an enemy o f a v ita l and c rea tive  awareness", (Is Ire land Dying? C u ltu re

and the Church in Modern Ire land , 1968, p l21). Sheehy quotes the f i r s t

stanza of ’A Prayer fo r  O ld Age’ :

God guard me from  those thoughts men th in k  
In the m ind alone;
He th a t sings a lasting  song 
Thinks in  a mar row-bone.

The f in a l stanza of th is poem, however, to  which Sheehy does not re fe r,

q u ie tly  but de lib e ra te ly  sh ifts  the emphasis:

I pray -  fo r  fash ion ’ s word is out 
And prayer comes round again -  
That I may seem, though I die old,
A foo lish, passionate man. (VP 553).

There is no reason, m etaphysical or m e trica l, why Yeats should wish to

seem, ra ther than foo lish  and passionate.33 The perpetuation of the

R om antic  m yth demanded tha t Yeats subdue the pub lic expression of

’ reason’ . Thus, Lady G regory ’ s unpublished diaries reveal Yeats as

en tire ly  preoccupied w ith  a se lf-d ram a tis ing  den igra tion  of science.

During an argum ent between Yeats and F lo ra  Shaw, Lady G regory no ticed

th a t he was
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excited by Miss Shaw’ s dogm atic  commonplace u ltra  English m ind -  
& le t o ff  firew orks  a ll the evening -  decla im ing against ^men of
science -  they are poor <5c p a ltry  on every o ther subject,,they are 
but a man in  th e ir  own discoveries -  A man of le tte rs  like! Goethe, 
of a ll embracing wisdom so d if fe re n t.34

The pub lic a n ti-ra tio n a lis t protesta tions are not consistent w ith  the

p riva te  and poetic  philosophical enquiries. S im ila rly , we should d i ^ i a t e

stories such as tha t of the absurd fly in g  coat-hanger (re la ted by C ec il

R o b e r ts ) 3 5  from  the serious psychic and sp iritua l research. To his dismay

he was shackled by a Huxleyan, because Agnostic, requirem ent;

I can see now how I lost m yself. ’ I have been try in g  to  re -c rea te  
in  m yself the passions,’ I w rote, or some such words. Yes, but fo r  
me they must f lo w  from  reason its e lf,  (Mem 258).

In August 1910 he pe titioned  the gods fo r  confidence in  his own reason;

I can never believe in  anything else now, fo r  I have accused the
impulses of too many sins, (Mem 254).

The ’’blasphemy" of reason was inescapable. He had w r it te n  p la in tiv e ly  to

Augusta Gregory during the early  years of th e ir friendsh ip  th a t he had

reasoned m yself out o f the ins tinc ts  and rules by which one m ostly
surrounds oneself. I have nothing but reason to  tru s t to, and so 
am in continual doubt about sim ple things, (Au 408).

This was a s u ffic ie n tly  apposite sta tem ent of a ttitu d e  to  be reca lled  in

Autob iographies. C h ris t, Buddha, and Socrates did not w r ite  books, but

Yeats did, precisely because he had exchanged l i fe  fo r  a log ica l

p r o c e s s .3 6

But I, whose v irtues are the de fin itions 
O f the ana ly tic  m ind, can ne ither close
The eye of the m ind nor keep my tongue from  speech, (VP 353).

This was ce rta in ly  the case in  1903 when he de libe ra te ly  excluded

h im se lf, in his in trodu c tion  to  Augusta G regory ’ s Gods and F igh ting  Men, 

from  the company o f those men "who live  p r im itiv e  lives where in s tin c t 

does the w ork of reason", fo r  they "are  fu lly  conscious of many things 

th a t we cannot perceive at a ll"  (Ex 17). Even i f  Yeats had been able to
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act cons is ten tly  according to  impulse, he would have been unable to  

escape, fo r the passion must its e lf f lo w  from  reason; "the passionate man 

must believe he obeys his reason" (Mem 254).

Yeats continued to  ra il against lo g ic  and reason, but w ith  progressively

less conv ic tion . In 1907, fo r instance, reason is the enemy of poe try (E

ÔC I 288), and yet w ithou t the a rb itra ry , got by reason, " th e re  cannot be

re lig io n   because there  cannot be the  la s t sacrifice , tha t of the s p ir it" ,

(Mem 17). A r t ,  on the other hand, c losely linked to  re lig ion , if  not its e lf

re lig ion  (Mem 179-80, E <5c I 293-5), is sensuous, "a ll a rt out of the body".

A l l good a r t, Yeats cla im ed in  1910, is "experience; a ll popular bad a rt

genera liza tion " (Mem 258). But

w a te r is experience, im m ediate sensation, and w ine is em otion, and 
i t  is w ith  the in te lle c t, as distinguished from  im agination, th a t we 
enlarge the bounds of experience and separate i t  from  a ll but 
its e lf,  from  illus ion, from  memory, and create  among other things 
science and good journalism , (E & I 284).

We m ust reconc ile  th is  w ith  his sta tem ent tha t

A r t  bids us touch and taste  and hear and see the world, and 
shrinks from  what Blake calls m athem atica l fo rm , from  every 
abstrac t th ing , from  a ll tha t is of the bra in only, from  a ll tha t is 
not a foun ta in  je tt in g  from  the en tire  hopes, memories, and 
sans étions of the body, (E 6c I 292-3).

A r t  shrinks from  science, abstraction and the impersonal. On the  other

hand A r t  is perhaps the greatest embodim ent of im persona lity  (Au 332)

and of abstraction ;

v io len t energy  is useless in  the arts. Our f i r e  m ust burn slow ly,
and we must constantly tu rn  away to  th ink , constantly  analyse what 
we have done, be content even to  have l i t t le  l i fe  outside our work, 
to  show perhaps, to other men, as l i t t le  as the watch-m ender 
shows, his m agnifying-glass caught in  his screwed-up eye. Only 
then do we learn to  conserve our v ita l ity ,  to  keep our m ind enough 
under con tro l and to make our technicjue s u ffic ie n tly  f le x ib le  fo r  
expression o f the emotions of l i fe  as they arise, (Au 318).
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Read in  the con text of A P S inne tt’ s watch-m aker analogy in  N a ture 's  

M ysteries (1913, p4 -  see above p l02 -2 ) th is  amounts to  a d ire c t 

s ta tem ent tha t the a r t is t  must approach l i fe  as the sc ie n tis t approaches i t  

-  constant analysis, the "screwed-up eye", "co n tro l" . By 1910 he accepted 

th a t "the  fasc ina tion  o f w hat's  d if f ic u lt "  had

dried the sap out of my veins, and rent 
Spontaneous joy and natura l content 
O ut of my hea rt, (VP 260).

C e rta in ly  by 1925 he concedes tha t although

unhappy when I find  m yself among abstract th ings,  yet I need
them to  set m y experience in  order, (AV(A) 129).

Yeats 's  dilem m a, and the whole confusion tha t i t  w rought, is caught in

the essay, 'P e rsona lity  and the In te lle c tu a l Essences’ . The am biva len t

a ttitu d e  to  the ’ im personal’ (science) in  a rt, the appeal at once to

"vigorous and sim ple" men (E 6c I 265) and to  the few  who de ligh t in

"essences, in states of mind, in pure im agination, in a ll th a t comes to  us

most easily in e laborate  music" (E 6c I 266), is a d ire c t response to

c iv ilis a tio n ’ s loss of "the  whole man -  blood, im agination, in te lle c t,

running toge the r" (ib id.).

The confusion is even m ore apparent in  the app lica tion  o f such theories 

to  po litics  and socie ty. ’L o g ic ’ is not only a ba rrie r between man and 

supreme a r t is t ic  achievem ent, but also a severe im pedim ent to  s ig n ifica n t 

sp iritu a l and p o lit ic a l progress. ’Desire ’ , so ch a ra c te ris tic  o f the ’ people’ , 

is the sp iritua l root of what Yeats regarded as a t best a p o lit ic a l 

irre levance, at w orst an evil demanding urgent erad ication. Since ’ desire’ 

rests on ’ lo g ic ’ (Mem 210), the log ica l conclusion would be th a t 

dem ocracy is a consequence of log ic, and, indeed, the "m achine-shop of 

the rea lis ts" (E 6c I 267) turns out thought "w ith  the m ark upon i t  of its  

wholesale o rig in " (Mem 139, and see 178). Yeats’ s laboured hatred of
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log ic  and reason, which was not, I th ink , in s tin c tive , caused him  to

associate i t  w ith  the p o lit ica l creed he most detested (Mem 209). This

was e n tire ly  w ith ou t ju s tif ic a tio n  in  view  of the p o lit ic iz a tio n  of V ic to ria n

s c ie n tif ic  m ate ria lism  and its  u ltra - lo g ic a l ra tiona le . The fa c t th a t the

e n tire  th ru s t of Yeats's p o lit ic a l and sp iritu a l development is both

'lo g ic a l' and leads to  an a n tith e tic a l doctrine  -  tha t, fo r instance,

elsewhere he agrees w ith  Shelley th a t extremes of wealth and pove rty

"a re  the e ffe c ts  which must ever f lo w  from  an unm itiga ted  exercise of

the ca lcu la ting  fa c u lty "  (E6cl 68) -  does not fu rth e r confuse the issue, but

h igh ligh ts  the exten t to  which Yeats was prepared to  disguise his ra tiona l

in te lle c t as 'R om antic ism '. The "o ld  version" o f Lady G regory 's K incora

"pleased the half-educated because of its  rh e to ric ; the new displeases

becauses of its  lite ra tu re "  (Mem 167), but he is prey to  the very rh e to ric

he professes to  despise. There is nothing

m ore re a lly  rid iculous than our desire to  convince where conv ic tion  
is unnecessary. I o ften  th in k  i t  is the speaker in  me; I want to  
convince instead of being sa tis fied  to  be obeyed. I would re a lly  
ra th e r be disobeyed than not convince, (ibid.).

H is d is trus t of "com ple te  ideas" (Mem 165) caused him to  approach the

't r u th ',  in the company o f a ll th inkers, he fe l t ,  " fu l l  of hes ita tion  and

doubt, the t im id ity  of the labo ra to ry " (Mem 139). His soul, starved by

"th e  absence of se lf-ev ident tru th "  (Mem 211), is trapped by reason. To

il lu s tra te  th is  I shall quote at length  from  the en try  numbered 219 in

Yeats 's  'Jou rna l' w r itte n  in  August 1910, and addressed to  R obert

G regory, because I consider i t  has an unquestionably sincere and

re ve la to ry  tone:

My dear Robert: I want you to  understand th a t I have no in s tin c ts  
in  personal life . I have reasoned them a ll away, and reason acts 
very s low ly and w ith  d i f f ic u lty  and has to  exhaust every side of 
the subject. Above a ll, I have destroyed in m yself, by analysis, 
in s tin c tiv e  ind ignation. When I was tw e n ty  or a l i t t le  more, I was 
shocked by the conversation at Henley's. One day I resolved i f  the 
conversation was as bad again, I would w a lk  out. I did not do so, 
and next day I reasoned over the th ing  and persuaded m yself tha t I
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had thought of walking out from  van ity  and did not do so from  
fear. As I look back, I see occasion a fte r  occasion on which I 
have been prevented from  doing what was a natura l and sometimes 
the r ig h t th ing e ithe r because analysis of the em otion or action  of 
another, or s e lf-d is tru s tfu l analysis of my own em otion destroyed 
impulse. I cannot conceive the impulse, unless i t  was so sudden 
tha t I had to  act at once, tha t could urge me in to  ac tion  at a ll if  
i t  a ffe c te d  personal life .  / A ll last week the  m oment tha t my
impulse to ld  me I sh ou ld^m and  w ith  ind igna tion  an apology from  
G os se, my analysis said, "You th ink  th a t fro m  van ity . You want to  
do a passionate th ing because i t  s tirs  your p rid e ."

I was once to ld  by a re la tion  tha t my fa th e r had done some 
disgraceful th ing -  of course i t  was absurd and untrue -  and I 
found w ith  amused ho rro r tha t I was co ld ly  arguing over the
probab ilities  and expla in ing (to m yself, 1 am glad to  say) why i t
could not be tru e   I even do my w r it in g  by s e lf-d is tru s tfu l
reasons. I thought to  w r ite  th is  note in  the same way as I w r ite  
the others. And then I said, "I am re a lly  expla in ing m yself to  
Robert G regory. I am a fra id  to  w r ite  to  him  d ire c tly  or speak to  
him d ire c tly , and so I am w ritin g  th is  note th ink ing  th a t some 
chance may show i t  to  him. So I w ill w r ite  i t  as i f  to  h im ."
Since then, whUe w r it in g  i t ,  I have thought th is  an in s in ce rity , fo r
I have understood th a t I am try ing  to  pu t m yself r ig h t w ith  m yself 
even more than w ith  you.

I want you to  understand tha t once one makes a th ing  subject to  
reason as distinguished from  impulse, one plays w ith  i t  even i f  i t  is 
a very serious th ing. I am more ashamed because o f the things I 
have played w ith  in l i fe  than o f any o ther th ing .

A ll my m ora l endeavour fo r  many years has been an a tte m p t to  re­
create  p rac tica l in s tin c t in  m yself. I can only conce ive o f i t  as of 
a kind of acting , (Mem 252-3, my ita lics ).

This very puzzling passage raises questions which are unanswerable w ith in

the con text of th is thesis. I t  is impossible, fo r  instance, to  evaluate the

precise b iographical e lem ent and our perception o f Y eats ’ s re la tionsh ip

w ith  Robert and Augusta G regory is as yet in s u ff ic ie n tly  com ple te  fo r  us

to  pronounce w ith  any rea l ce rta in ty  on th is  passage. Taken at face

value though, i t  seems to  con firm , and p a rtic u la r ly  in  the f in a l paragraph,

th a t the reason fo r  Y ea ts 's  constant re a ffirm a tio n  o f impulse, in s tin c t and

s im ila r 'R om an tic ' qua lities , was to conceal from  the w orld , and perhaps

from  him self, the degree o f ca lcu la tion  and ra tio n a lity  imposing on his
»

own in te lle c t.  I t  puts in to  perspective his c la im  to  have been one of the
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la s t rom antics. One cannot c la im  to  have responded fu lly  to  the en tire  

R om antic  tra d it io n , or to  be one of the las t and greatest exponents of 

th a t tra d it io n , if  one’ s approach to  the in f in ite , one’ s unleashing o f the 

im ag ina tion , and the expression of one’ s impulses and in s tinc ts  are as 

f irm ly  con tro lled  by reason and lo g ic  as th is address to  R obert G regory 

reveals Y ea ts ’ s to  have been. I t  is a co ld eye tha t we are urged to  cast 

on l i f e  and death in  ’ Under Ben B u i b e n ’ . 37 i do not suggest tha t Yeats 

was a ’ C lass ic is t', m ere ly th a t such concessions to the ra tiona l m ind te l l  

against his com m itm ent to  R om antic  princip les. The ideal is fo rm u la te d  

in  1910 as a com bination of "passion and precision" (VP 264, and see 

L837).

That the "co ld  eye" we are to  pass over l i f e  and death is the outcom e of

the most ca re fu l measurement is made e x p lic it at the close of 'A n  Irish

A irm an  Foresees his D eath ':

I balanced a ll, brought a ll to  m ind.
The years to come seemed waste of breath,
A waste of breath the  years behind 
In balance w ith  th is  l i fe ,  th is  death, (VP 328).

C a lcu la tion  and measurement (themselves 'C lass ica l' notions) are the

cornerstones of Y eats 's  a rt. "M easurem ent", a fte r a ll, "began our m igh t"

(VP 638). The second stanza o f 'The Statues' describes a beauty which,

as E llm ann says (lY  188), was its e lf  "no t an em otional outpouring but the

resu lt of passion bounded by the m ost ca re fu l ca lcu la tion   The analogy

to  Yeats 's  own work was clear: i t  too concentrated system and number

in to  what seemed lik e  casual f l e s h " .38 Fu ll discussion of the ro le  of

measurement and the "p lum m et-m easured face" (VP 610) in  Y ea ts 's  work

is e n tire ly  beyond the scope of th is  thesis. I do, however, wish to  show

how measurement became a pa rt of the f ib re  of Yeats's poetic.
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Cairns C ra ig  (op .c it. passim.) has established th a t the great moderns, 

Yeats, Pound and E lio t, share a debt to  the A ssoc ia tion is t tra d itio n , tha t 

they w ro te  'open' poems in pursuit of an A ssoc ia tion is t end, and tha t 

those 'open' poems demanded, fo r a fu l l  response, a 'c losed ' ( 'fa sc is t')  

s o c ie t y . 39 Yeats could not have w r itte n  the Cantos or 'The Waste Land', 

though, and i t  is clear th a t, whatever the nature  of the soc ie ty  demanded 

by the  'open' poem, not a ll 'open' poems are the same. Ezra Pound 

noted in  a review  of Responsib ilities (Poetry 4:11, May 1914) th a t since

The Green H e lm et and O ther Poems Yeats 's w ork became "gaunter,

seeking greater hardness of ou tline   one is about ready fo r  hard

l ig h t " .40 The poems w r itte n  a fte r 1910, however, could no more have

been w r it te n  by Pound or E lio t than those w r it te n  in  the 1890s. The 

c ruc ia l d iffe rence , as I see i t ,  is one of syntax. As Rosemund Tuve says, 

" th e re  are few  d if f ic u lt  images in  Yeats in  which the syntax does not 

repay study; syntax is the most unobtrusive o f a ll methods of 

c la r if ic a tio n , the closest one can come to  the paradox of saying

som ething ta c it ly "  (E lizabethan and M etaphysical Im agery, 1947, p l77), and

as Donald Davie points out in  his study of syntax. A r t ic u la te  Energy 

(1976, p l29), i t  J_s d if f ic u lt  not to  agree w ith  Yeats " th a t the

abandonment of syntax te s tifie s  to  the fa ilu re  of the poet's nerve, a loss 

o f confidence in  the in te llig ib le  s truc tu re  of the conscious mind, and the 

v a lid ity  of its  a c t iv ity " .  41 We should note, fo r  instance, Yeats's 

selections from  E lio t and Pound fo r  The O xford Book o f Modern Verse, 

and we m ight reca ll Pound's den igration o f those trans la to rs  of Homer 

who had been "deaved w ith  syntax" (Pound op. c it .  p273), his plea fo r 

"m ore  sense and less syntax" (ib id.). In  his in trodu c tion  to  th a t selection

Yeats w rites of Pound tha t

p lo t, cha rac te riza tion , log ica l discourse, seem to  him abstractions
unsuitable to  a man of his generation, (p .xx iii-x x iv ),
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tha t, indeed, his s ty le  is

constan tly  in te rrup ted , broken, tw is ted  in to  nothing by its  d ire c t 
opposite, nervous obsession, n ightm are, stam m ering confusion; he is 
an econom ist, poet, p o lit ic ia n , raging at malign ants w ith  
inexp licab le  characters and m otives, grotesque figures out o f a
ch ild 's  book o f beasts. This loss o f s e lf-c o n tro l  is ra re ......
among men of Ezra Pound’ s cu ltu re  and e rud ition . S ty le  and its  
opposite can a lte rna te , but fo rm  must be fu ll ,  sphere-like, single. 
Even where there  is no in te rru p tio n  he is o fte n  content, i f  ce rta in  
verses and lines have s ty le , to  leave unbridged trans itions, 
unexplained ejaculations, th a t make his meaning u n in te llig ib le , 
(p.xxv).

This clear ca ll fo r log ica l, system atic  lite ra ry  s tructu res, fo r " lo g ica l 

discourse", "s e lf-c o n tro l"  and " fu ll,  sphere-like, single" fo rm , indicates tha t 

the consistent ra iling  a ta ins t 'lo g ic a l' lite ra tu re , science, realism , the 

im positions of the ra tiona l m ind, is part of the Mask. To deny the  

ra tiona l m ind would be to  cu t the sphere in  ha lf, to  become obsessed. 

The rem ainder of th is  thesis is a dem onstration th a t obsession w ith  one or 

o ther hemisphere is the m ajor s ing le preoccupation o f the early  verse.

By the  end of 1888 Yeats had co llec ted  the poems fo r  the pub lica tion  o f 

The Wanderings o f O isin in 1889. He had been aware of the need to  

"ham m er" his diverse thoughts in to  some sort of "u n ity "  since November 

1886 at least (U P l 104), but its  re la tion  to  Irish  c iv ilis a tio n  is perhaps 

best expressed in  U n ited Ire land , in  O ctober 1892, where he considers his 

hopes and fears fo r  Irish  lite ra tu re , and bemoans the Irish  absorption in  

liv in g  -  the " lim ita tio n s  of the dawn" -  contrasting  i t  w ith  Verla ine 's 

"school of sunset", both, in Y ea ts 's  opinion, equally useless. The ideal is 

to  hold l i f e  and a r t in balance, to  grow in to  the "broad noon" (U P l 250). 

The f i r s t  co lle c tio n  of poems reveals tha t his sense o f the necessity o f 

balance was deeper than the desire to  reconcile  apparently  c o n flic tin g  

pursuits. N o t only must nationalism , a rt and the  occu lt be channelled 

in to  a single d irec tion , but each m ust in d iv idua lly  be regulated to  the
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concerns of ord inary l i fe .  I t  is only by roo ting  oneself in the ord inary 

th a t one can avoid pedantry and fana tic ism . Thus w arrio rs , kings and 

sm iths s trive  " to  bring som ething out of the w orld  of thoughts in to  the 

w orld  of deeds" (U P l 164). W riting  to  Fa ther M atthew  Russell to  request 

him  to  make a point of m ention ing the authorship o f John Sherman and 

Dhoya, recen tly  published by Fisher Unw in under the pseudonym 

'Ganconagh' (= lo ve -ta lke r), Yeats explains his d is like  o f his popular image 

as exponent of the " fa n ta s tic "  only, and his desire to  coun te ract i t  by 

roo ting  h im se lf in "ve ry  o rd inary  persons and events" ( L I80).

The greatest evil to emerge from  The Wanderings o f O isin is not action ,

but o b s e s s i o n .42 "Passion" wears "wandering hearts" (VP80). By 1893

Yeats had received a vision of the peril, and the Dantesque tab leau o f 

the R ing o f the Fanatic , in ’The Eaters of Precious Stones', is the na tura l 

epilogue to  many o f the poems of the O isin co lle c tio n , which consider the 

consequence of obsession to  the point o f death o n ly .43 As early  as 

January 1886 he had expressed the  need fo r  se lf-re s tra in t:

Long thou fo r  nothing, ne ither sad nor gay;
Long thou fo r  nothing, ne ither n ight nor day;
Not even 'I  long to  see thy longing ove r,’
To thy  ever-longing and m ournfu l s p ir it say, (VP 734),

even though i t  be a hopeless task. In The Wanderings o f O isin the 

problems of obsession w ith  the hemisphere of a c tu a lity , and w ith  the

hemisphere of s p ir itu a lity , are fu lly  worked out.

The plea against obsession is set in  a r itu a l scene in  'The F a iry  Pedant'

(VP 706-8) -  "A  c irc le  o f D ru id ic  stones" -  announcing from  the outset

th a t i t  is to  a tta ck  the  sort of m ystic ism  th a t has no re ference to  

o rd inary society. The fa ir ie s  (society) are preoccupied w ith  da ily  

rea lities ;
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Corne away w h ile  the moon's in  the woodland,
W e 'll dance and then feas t in  a dairy.

The fa iry  pedant (the m ys tic  who is obsessed w ith  theory and has no

p ra c tica l judgement) is concerned only to  ponder "th e  h is to ry  here in  the

stone" and longs, as she should not, fo r "ae ry /W ild  wisdoms of s p ir it and

t o n g u e " .44 She m e d ita te s  a lo n e ,

Where the roses in  scarle t are heavy 
And dream of the end of th e ir days.

The roses are not preoccupied w ith  thoughts of th e ir own decay. They

are less death-obsessed than yearning (as, indeed, they should not), like

the  Second F a iry , fo r  the com ple tion of th e ir  ea rth ly  cycle . She has

been bound and im prisoned by the "tende rest roses" (magic), and no

m a tte r how beautifu l the dom inion of which she dreams, its  hold is

re len tless and she is beginning to  lose her sp e c ifica lly  'fa ir y '

cha rac te ris tics  (see lines 29-36), those a ttr ib u te s  tha t a llow  her to  be

incorpora ted  in to  society, as a resu lt of her fa n a tica l chase a fte r  arcane

knowledge.

To balance th is, 'How Ferencz Renyi Kept S ilen t' announces im m ed ia te ly

its  sp e c ifica lly  p o lit ic a l theme;

We, too, have seen our bravest and our best
To prisons go, and mossy ru in  rest
Where homes once whitened vale and mountain crest;
Therefore, O nation o f the bleeding breast.
L iba tions, from  the Hungary of the West, (VP709).

This is so fa r from  being good poetry, i t  is not even good rh e to ric . I t

does have the m e rit, however, of placing the poem f irm ly  in  its

a llego rica l con text. The source of th is poem is an ob ituary  a r t ic le  in  the

P a ll M all G azette  of 17th September, 1886.45 1848 was a great year in

European h is to ry , but i t  is lik e ly  th a t the t i t le  o f the a r tic le , 'A

Hungarian Hero of '48 ', caught Y eats 's  a tte n tio n  because of the sym bolic
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s ign ificance  of 184 8  in  s p e c ific a lly  Irish  h is to ry . The s ign ificance  of a 

date so closely associated w ith  the sequence of crop fa ilu re s , the new 

s p ir it  of rebe llion  i t  provoked, and the  Young Ire land m ovem ent would not 

be lo s t on an audience seeking a sta tem ent of republican doctrine . The 

brave, i f  worthless, invoca tion  tha t begins the poem, however, does not 

prepare us fo r  the tep id  p o lit ic a l artlessness th a t fo llow s . The 

im p e ria lis t, Haynau (representing England) is famous, trium phan t and bound 

by fo rm a lity : Renyi ( ty p ify in g  Ire land) is, on the o ther hand, a scholar, a 

v is ionary and an a r t is t  ("Schoolm aster he, a dream er, f id d le r, f ir s t / In  

every d a n c e " ) 4 6  who d e lib e ra te ly  turns his back on peace and order. He 

re jec ts  the doves, the bees and th e ir  hives, the cu rran t bushes and the 

farm house w ith  its  apple and cherry  bushes, fo r  a s t r ic t ly  p o lit ic a l end, 

the p ro te c tio n  of a n ti- im p e ria lis t rebels. The invading A us trian  fo rc e  

seeks to  use Hungary in  much the same way as i t  was (erroneously) f e l t  

by many Irish  people th a t England had a ttem pted  to  use Ire land  in  the 

m idd le  years of the century:

Restless Haynau's finge rs  tapping go.
This sullen peasant spoils the good sunshine.
This sullen peasant spoils the good red w in e .47

The upshot of R enyi's  in tra c ta b il ity  is the im m ed ia te  des truc tion  o f a ll he 

loves, and his own seem ingly irredeem ab le  insan ity .48 As P a tty  Gurd 

po inted out in  an early  c r it iq u e  of the poem (The E arly  P oe try  o f W.B. 

Y ea ts , 1916, p33), Yeats fo llow s  the example of Davis in  'H ow  Ferencz

Renyi Kept S ile n t', and w rites  qu ite  as badly as Davis at his w orst.

Behind the propaganda, however, Yeats a ttem pts to  com m ent, as Davis 

did not, on the fru its  of obsessive p o lit ic a l ac tiv ism . The fa tes  of 

Douglas Hyde, Maud Gonne, and Constance M ark iew icz  w ere subsequently 

to  con firm  th is apprehension, though none of these would have accepted i t  

thus.
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’A Legend' to  an extent brings these considerations together, and expands 

them in to  a plea against b igo try  and odium theologicum  in a ll its  

m a n ife s ta tio n s . God sits under a m arket-cross -  a cross, the re fo re , of 

the people, a presence in  da ily  com m erce and not m ere ly a C hris tian  or 

occu lt emblem -  and is successively scorned by the representatives of 

Education, P o litics , and R e lig ion . The "grey professor" (perpétuâtor, no 

doubt, of the "G rey T ru th " of the 'Song of the Last A rcad ian ') seeks to  

com p lica te  what is essentia lly sim ple in  order th a t re lig ion  be accessible 

only to  the tra ined in te lle c t.  Yeats despised pure scholarship, and his 

fa m ilia r  derogation in  'The Scholars' is preceded by a s tring  o f com pla ints 

about " th a t Death whose m ost m an ifest expression in  th is  coun try is 

T r in ity  College" (UP2 243), the " lo g ic  m ill"  (U P l 233) e n tire ly  w ith o u t 

"c u lt iv a tio n " (UP2 151), which, perversely,

has set herself against the nationa l genius, and taught her ch ild ren
to  im ita te  alien styles and choose out alien them es.49

I t  was the sym bolic value of T r in ity  th a t occasioned the fa m ilia r  

v itu p e ra tive  denigrations. TCD stood fo r  a ll the "g lac ia l w e igh t" and 

"deadly sleep of scholasticism  (sic)" (U P l 232, and see 2 150). The 

academ ic s p ir it  had crushed the l i f e  out of D ublin  (U P l 349), out of its  

heritage of Irish  h is to ry  and legend (U P l 350, 359), and by " th a t eternal 

war which i t  wages on the c rea tive  s p ir it"  (U P l 353) i t  had a ll but

destroyed "im ag ina tion  and charac te r  the mover and sustainer of

manhood", "enthusiasm " (and Irish  enthusiasm in  pa rticu la r), and the very 

foundations of "the  thoughts and the trad ition s  of the Irish  p o o r " . -50

Regarding h im self w ith  pride as the voice of "a  g reater renaissance -  the 

re v o lt of the soul against the in te lle c t"  (L211), and believing f irm ly  th a t 

im ag ina tion  ra ther than learn ing  is the "ce n tre  o f l i fe "  (U P l 208), he had
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no cause to  appeal to  the "pro fessoria l classes" (U P l 104). R o lleston 's 

appeal to  precise ly th a t audience during the  planning o f the New Irish  

L ib ra ry  angered Yeats considerably (Mem 51). He com plained to  O 'Leary  

th a t

Irish  lite ra tu re  has been fa r too much in  the hands of the men of
learn ing who cannot w r ite   The man of learn ing who has no
lite ra tu re  is my na tu ra l enemy, (L201).

In 'A  Legend' po litic ians are, s im ila rly , deaf to  com m itm ents not th e ir

own. They seek to  label, repress and f in a l destroy them :

The m ayor came, leaning his deaf ear -  
There was some ta lk ing  o f the poor -  
And to  h im se lf cried, 'C om m unist!'
And hurried  to  the guard-house door, (VP 725).

The Church takes a s im ila r a ttitu d e . That the bishop should come face

to  face  w ith  his God and yet fa il to  recognise H im  is a great irony.

Orthodox re lig ion  is, indeed, the most f la g ra n tly  an ti-G od o f the en tire

establishm ent tr iu m v ira te :

The bishop m urm ured, 'A th e is t! '
How s in fu lly  the  w icked scoff! ^
And sent the o ld men on th e ir way.
And drove the boys and women o ff.

Yeats remarks fre q u e n tly  in  his early works on the in a b ility  o f the

Church to  respond to  the needs of the people, to  popular m ovements, and

on its  tendency to  ac tu a lly  drive the people away fro m  God. Vacated by

people and by God, the m arket-p lace is overlooked by an old horse,

designed to  reca ll S w ift ’ s Houyhnhnms, and thus to  emphasise the

com parative  unwisdom of hum anity. The a rr iv a l of a cock s ign ifies the

betraya l (as in  the M onk's song in  'Mosada'), and presages supernatural

disaster. God's sorrow is destructive  and, as in  b ib lica l legend, results in

an overwhelm ing flood  th a t engulfs society. This poem should be read

alongside the play. Where There is Nothing, which I discuss in  the f in a l
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chapter, fo r  i t  is fru s tra tio n  w ith  the seem ingly consummate s tu p id ity  of 

the establishm ent tha t sparks o f f  the anarchy there  espoused. Obsession 

w ith  narrow princip les, a refusal to  accommodate the fu l l  sphere, by

destroying na tura l balance, disrupts the ind iv idua l psyche and brings about 

the d is in tegra tion  of society.

M ost of the poems tha t I am considering in  these pages as il lu s tra tiv e  of 

'obsession' as a m ajor Yeatsian preoccupation Yeats did not rep rin t. I do 

th is  because these works are norm ally  overlooked, and because in  the

con tex t of a discussion o f obsession they provide the m ost comprehensive

illu s tra tio n . The poems th a t were reta ined emerged very la rge ly  as the

co lle c tio n  tha t came to  be known as 'C rossways'. The overa ll message of 

the reta ined poems is tha t sorrow is the inev itab le  consequence of 

passion, however i t  m anifests. We are urged not to  "hunger f ie rc e ly  a fte r  

tru th "  (VP 66), and obsession w ith  the se lf brings sorrow in  'M iserrim us ' 

(VP 6 7 - 9 ) , although the case is stated more m em orably in  the lines 

re jec ted  from  'Ephem era':

The innum erable reeds 
I know the word they cry, "E te rn ity !"
And sing from  shore to  shore, and every year 
They pine away and yellow  and wear out.
And ah, they know not, as they pine and cease.
Not they are the e terna l -  ' t is  the cry, (VP 81v.).

V ijaya 's  obsession w ith  the  occu lt (A m rita ) w ill occasion the "Sorrow of

a ll sorrows!" (VP 71), jus t as obsession w ith  physical love, w ith  the

actua l, brings in its  wake decay and sadness in 'F a llin g  o f the Leaves'

(VP 79), 'Ephemera' (VP 79-81), and 'A n  O ld Song Re-Sung' ('D ow n by the

Salley Gardens'). A consuming th irs t  fo r  success in  the actua l w orld

brings insan ity  in  'K ing  G o ll',  and weeping in  'The Stolen C h ild ' and 'The

M ed ita tion  of the O ld F isherm an'. In 'The Ballad o f the F oxhun te r', a
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poem not included in  'The Wanderings of O is in ' but f i r s t  published in the 

same year as tha t co llec tion , the old man dies contented because, in spite 

of his physical com m itm ent to , and enjoym ent of, th is  world, he has 

re ta ined his a b ility  to  live  on a non-physical plane:

His eyelids droop, his head fa lls  low .
His old eyes cloud w ith  dreams, (VP 98).

I t  would appear th a t Yeats sees h im self at the 'crossways' where the 

s tra igh t road of lo g ic  and reason crosses the crooked path o f in tu itio n  and 

unreason. 'The Rose', then, is a pub lic s ta tem ent of his resolution of the 

dilem m a -  he asserts his conviction  tha t the path o f m ysticism  and 

im ag ina tion  is the surest and quickest route  to  the goal of 't ru th '.  I 

th in k  I have dem onstrated, in th is  chapter, tha t th is  pub lic  confidence _is 

m ere ly public, and bears no re la tion  to  the ongoing quarre l w ith  h im self. 

I do not th in k  th a t, in te lle c tu a lly , Yeats ever le f t  the Crossways.

I t  has been m y in ten tion  to  dem onstrate, in th is  chapter, tha t Yeats 's  

response to  the problem of 'b e l ie f  was to  accept its  va lid ity , but to  

demand th a t i t  be con tro lled  by reason. His devotion to  balance -  which 

I have ind ica ted  as a m ajor concern o f the early poems, and which I w ill 

discuss m ore fu lly  in  the next chapter -  fo rced him  to  accommodate 

'reason' and the 'a c tu a l' world. This a ffe c ted  both his sty le  and his 

poe tic  m a te ria l, but he subdued i t  because of a public, and perhaps 

personal, com m itm en t to  R om antic paradigms.

I re fe rred  at the beginning o f th is chapter to  some of the poems of 

Y eats 's  m a tu rity , and behind the questions, the va c illa tio n , and the 

specious se lf-doubting  of these there  lies the be lie f tha t m atters could 

not have turned out otherwise. No passiv ity is im p lied  by th is. Yeats
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ranged con tinua lly  from  phenomenal to noumenal speculation, but in  the

most pow erfu l and successful m ature poems a balance is struck. I t  is

de lica te , but strong enough to  undermine a tendency to  a rid  o c cu lt

speculations on the one hand, and to  the in fla te d  rh e to ric  o f some of his

m ore d ire c tly  p o lit ic a l poems (from  'Mourn -  and then Onward!' to  the

la te r m arching songs) and some of C ra 2cy Jane's physical obsessions on the

other. This equ ilib rium  was not easily achieved and the O isin co lle c tio n ,

fo r  instance, w h ils t pronouncing f irm ly  against the obsessive pursu it of

any ob ject, is genera lly m ore re fle c tiv e  of Yeats 's in te re s t in  the o ccu lt

and in  fo lk lo re  than o f his developing nationalism , although i t  is ra re ly

possible to  make such a d is tin c tio n . As ye t, however, his conception of

'fa ir y ' is confusing. In January 1889, fo r instance, he w rites  of the

'F a iry  D o c to r' tha t he

can make the  fa ir ie s  give up people they have carried  o ff, and is 
in every way the opposite of the w itch , (U P l 132).

In the same month The Wanderings of Oisin was published conta in ing the

recen tly  revised poem, 'The F a iry  D o c to r ', who has

many a herb and many a spell 
For hurts and a ils and lo ve r's  moan - 
For a ll save him  who pining fe ll.
G lamoured by fa ir ie s  fo r  th e ir  own, (VP717).

La te r, Golden Dawn r itu a l/w e re  to  a ffo rd  him a s ta rt lin g  and convincing
L> -

vision of 'fa ir y ' (see, e.g. U P l 245-7), and in  view of these i t  is not

surprising th a t the bulk o f the c ra s s 3 2  early  fa iry  poems were not

reprin ted . The answer to  Y ea ts 's  question in  'The P ries t and the F a iry ',

Now, what has a fa iry  to  do w ith  a priest
Who is six fe e t high in  his socks at least? (VP 729)

is to  be found in  'M osada'.
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1) m an ifesting  as the clash between, and the a ttem pts  to reconcile , 
his nationalism  and his occu ltism .

2) but see ’Adam ’ s Curse '.

3) see, e.g. Grossman op .c it. p .37, 219nl5 and illu s tra tio n  fac ing  p.71.

4) M yth  367 and Au 347. See also Au 340-1, L I 61-2, V irg in ia  Moore: 
The U n icorn , 1954, p .233.

5) Moore op .c it. p .236-7.

6) see, e.g. Au 185-7,258-69,371-5 and 576-80, Mem 27-8,70-1,124- 
5,128-31.

7) Moore op .c it. p .232.

8) My D ia ries , 1914, I p. 358-9.

9) Georgina Sime and Frank Nicholson: Brave S p irits , 1952, p.64-68.
See also A rth u r H . N e therco t: The F irs t F ive Lives o f Annie
Besant, 1961, p .314-8.

10) see, e.g. lY  39-43, and W arw ick Gould: 'W .B. Yeats 's d ram a tic  
im ag ina tion ' in Themes in Drama 3, 1980, p .203-6.

11) para lle led only by R. Hayes's rid icu lous essay, 'W .B. Yeats, A 
C a tho lic  Poet?' in  Irish  M onthly 56:658, A p ril 1928, p. 179-86.

12) see, e.g., Moore op .c it. p.218-55. The fo lk lo re  research is evidence
of th is. In his in troduc tion  to  'The C at and the Moon' Yeats
reca lls  tha t he

began tak ing  notes, piecing together a philosophy resem bling
tha t of the villages and of ce rta in  passages in  the S p ir itua l 
D iary and Heaven and H e ll of Swedenborg, and to  study natures 
tha t seemed upon the edge of the m yth-haunted sem i­
somnambulism of Kagawa's f ir s t  period. Perhaps now th a t the 
abstract in te lle c t has sp lit the m ind in to  categories, the body 
in to  cubes, we may be about to  tu rn  back towards the 
unconscious, the whole, the m iraculous; according to  a Chinese 
sage darkness begins at midday. Perhaps in my search, as in
the f i r s t  search w ith  Lady G regory among the cottages, I but
showed a f i r s t  e ffe c t of tha t s light darkening, (Ex 404).

O f his own Fa iry  and Folk Tales o f the  Irish Peasantry (1888) he 
w rites  tha t

As to  m y own part in  th is  book  I seek fo r  she lte r to  the
words of Socrates  The wise are doubtfu l, and I should not be
singular i f ,  like  them, I also doubted, (p .xv i-xv iii) .

In  pursuit of th is he takes Sophie Bryant (and Hyde -  U P l 358-9) 
to  task fo r  accepting m yth as h is to rica l fa c t (U P l 164). He
harangues D R M cA na lly  fo r  the inaccuracy o f his fo lk lo re  (U P l
138-41), and bemoans the fa c t tha t the W ilde co lle c tio n  had not 
been trea ted  "m ore  s c ie n tific a lly "  (U P l 170), noting the need to  
balance science and 'cha rac te r' in the quest fo r  true  accuracy:

I object to  the "honest fo lk - lo r is t" ,  not because his versions are 
accurate, but because they are inaccurate , or ra ther incom plete , 
(U P l 174, and see 188).
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D r, John K e lly ’ s discovery o f an unco llected 1891 review  by Yeats 
of Charles Le land ’ s Gypsy Sorcery and Fortune Te lling  (to  be 
published in Yeats Annual 3, 1984) con firm s th is  in te res t. As Dr. 
K e lly  points out, the chapter of the book th a t most in terested 
Yeats is tha t which seeks to  re la te  ’ Gypsy W itc h c ra ft ’ to 
psychology and physiology.

13) th is  is, of course, incom patib le  w ith  F .A .C . W ilson’ s assertion in
Y ea ts ’s Iconography (p.20) th a t Yeats "be lieved easily".

14) W.B. Yeats and T. Sturge Moore: The ir Correspondence, 1901-1937,
(ed.) U rsula Bridge, 1953, p. 154.

15) ’W illiam  B u tle r Yeats and the H atred o f Science’ in  P ra irie  
Schooner 27:1, Spring 1953, p .32.

16) LTSM x v iii.

17) see, e.g. the essays on Ferguson, U P l 82-104.

18) Yeats is c le a rly  th ink ing  o f O 'Leary, Au 213.

19) see also Bowen: The O ccu lt Way, p.91-114.

20) see also Au 372-5,576-9, M yth 340.

21) Torrens op .c it. p.85-6. Torrens's re lia b ility  m ight be in  question 
but the point is tha t obsession has c le a rly  been a continuous occu lt 
preoccupation. See the advice to  W.T. H orton  on 'The Banishing 
Lesser R itu a l of the Pentagram' (s ic ) .L 2 6 0 - l and Israel Regardie: 
The Golden Dawn (3rd revised ed ition, 1970) I p. 106-9.

22) we m ight note in  passing tha t even Blake saw 'reason' as. an 
essential and in teg ra l part of the human psyche: "Good is the 
passive th a t obeys reason" (ibid.).

23) see Mem 178, and the accompanying descrip tion  o f MacDonagh.
This passage from  the 1909 'Journa l' indicates tha t Yeats had th is
image in  mind at least seven .years before  pub lica tion  of 'Easter
1916'.

24) see also the ded ication to  AE, p .233.

25) see, e.g.. Ex 263-4.

26) Frayne remarks tha t th is comment on A llingham  re fle c ts  Yeats 's  
exhaustive study o f Blake (U P l 258). He does not add th a t the 
passage was l i f te d  almost verbatim  from  the A llingham  a r t ic le  in  
the Providence Sunday Journal (L N I 174), w r it te n  before  Yeats 's  
co llabora tion  w ith  Edwin E llis  had properly begun.

27) i t  is qu ite  plain, however, tha t Yeats had some sym pathy w ith  the 
view tha t to appreciate the supernatural man has to  stand apart 
from  life , re s tr ic tin g  h im self to  an austere d ie t, and being in  a ll 
things passive -  see, e.g., U P l 132, SB 13-17,70, V P l 1127,1130.
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28) reviewers of Where There Is Nothing were quick to  note, and 
usually condemn, Ibsen’ s in fluence on Yeats. See, e.g., The P ilo t 
(19th September, 1903), The Academy and L ite ra tu re  (13th 
December, 1902), Robert Lynd in  To-Day (24th June, 1903). See 
also Emma Goldman: The Social S ign ificance o f the Modern Dram a, 
1914, p.251. See U P l 344-6, UP2 127-9,155,163-4.

29) and see Mem 228-9. See also Stephen Gwynn: Experiences o f a 
L ite ra ry  Man, 1926, p. 159, fo r W ells's view  of Yeats ("Yeats 
doesn’ t  lik e  science"), and Y eats ’ s rep ly ("That man [w e lls ]  has a 
m ind lik e  a sewing machine").

30) and see U P l 205.

31) The Shaping o f Modern Ire land, ed. Conor C ruise O 'B rien (1960), 
1970, p. 140-43.

32) fo r  which he predicted a speedy demise, LN I 218.

33) see also VP 344. He would ra ther than w ill be "Ignorant and 
wanton as the dawn".

34) en try  fo r  15th December, 1897. I am g ra te fu l to  W arw ick Gould 
fo r  access to th is  m ate ria l.

35) The B rig h t Tw enties, 1970, p .35. This episode is also m entioned in  
V irg in ia  W oolf's  D iaries (op .c it. IV p .256).

36) Au 461 -  though not w ithou t a struggle, Mem 178-9.

37) see 'The Meaning o f the "C o ld  Eye" in Y ea ts 's  Ep itaph ' by Joseph
M. H assett (E ire-Ire land 18:1, Spring 1983, p.61-79).

38) see On the  B o ile r p .37.

39) I have discussed C ra ig 's  book in  m ore de ta il elsewhere -  see
Appendix 1.

40) rep rin ted  in  L ite ra ry  Essays of Ezra Pound, 1954, p.378-81.

41) see also G eo ffrey  H ill 's  demanding essay, "'The Conscious M ind's
In te llig ib le  S tructu re": A Debate', in  Agenda 9:4 -  10:1, A utum n- 
W inter 1971-72, p. 14-23.

42) G eo ffrey  Thurley makes a cursory concession to  the them e of
obsession in  The Wanderings o f O isin in his recent study. The 
Turbu len t Dream: Passion and P o lit ics  in the  Poetry o f W.B. Y eats, 
1983.

43) as M .C. F lannery says, the hashish experience re in fo rced  his be lie f
tha t to  lose consciousness to  po litics  or to  m ystic ism  would be
disasterous to  his a rt -  Yeats and Magic p.99.

44) Had her companions had access to  Y eats 's  'Q uatra ins and
Aphorism s' they would have understood the fu t i l i t y  o f th e ir
entreaties to her to  cease "longing".
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45) see Ferenc A . M olnar: 'The Legend of Ferenc Renyi, a Hungarian 
Hero of Freedom, in English, F innish, Irish , and Polish L ite ra tu re ',  
in A c ta  L it te ra r ia  Academ iae Scientiarum  Hungaricae 21, 1979, 
p. 143-59. See also W arw ick Gould: 'How Ferenc Renyi spoke up, 
pa rt tw o ', Yeats Annual 3 (1984).

46) the ten  lines tha t Yeats in troduced in to  the O isin version (from  the 
second hem is titch  o f line  29 to  the second hem is titch  o f lin e  39) 
e n tire ly  con trad ic t these lines and are a clear in d ica tion  th a t Y eats  
f e l t  l i t t le  fo r  the m a te ria l. The poem is no m ore than an exercise 
prom pted by the iro n ica l lin k  o f tw o oppressed cu ltures through a 
single date. I t  is m ore li te ra ry  opportunism  along the  lines of 
'M ourn -  and Then Onward!'

47) see O 'F a rre ll op .c it. p. 6.

48) the  o rig ina l Ferenc Renyi was com m itted  to  a lu n a tic  asylum a fte r
th is  inc iden t, and remained the re  fo r  the rest of his l i fe .  The 
ob itu a ry  a r t ic le  and Y eats 's  poem d iffe r  in  no s ig n ifica n t d e ta il, 
except tha t the real Renyi did not escape, as does Y eats 's , but is 
im prisoned a fte r  the tragedy and then la te r  released.

49) A Book o f Irish Verse, 1895, p.xxv.

50) UP2 152. See also L N I 154-5, and Au 91. See B lake 's 'The 
Schoolboy', a poem th a t Yeats a lm ost c e rta in ly  reca lls  in  the  
second section o f 'Owen Aherne and his Dancers '.

51) m ore gen tly  satirised in  'Kanva, the Indian, on God' (VP 76-7).

52) see, e.g., 'The P riest and the F a iry ',  VP 728-9, lines 17-36.
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CHAPTER V

1 in tend in  th is  chapter to  examine in  de ta il the notion o f obsession and 

the  demand fo r  balance as they appear in  th re e  poems tha t Yeats "cast 

away" (VP 779). I t r i f le  w ith  Y ea ts ’ s curse not because these poems 

receive l i t t l e  c r it ic a l a tte n tion , but because they are extended trea tm en ts  

of these themes and, cis such, are pecu lia rly  il lu s tra tiv e  o f my argum ent. 

The reason fo r  th e ir abandonment, I suggest, is tha t they are, as we shall 

see, v ic tim s  of the very fa ilin g  they seek to  condemn. The fa c t tha t 

Yeats abandoned the th ree  poems I consider in  th is  chapter adds some 

fo rce  to  m y thesis. 'M osada', 'The Seeker' and 'T im e  and the W itch 

V iv ien ' are to  a la rge exten t se lf-d ram atisa tions. Yeats demonstrates in 

these poems th a t the inev itab le  resu lt of any obsession is sp iritua l and 

physical d is in teg ra tion . The poems themselves, however, do not enact 

dramas th a t are appropria te  to  fu l l  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the physical world. 

Because concerned w ith  but one aspect of man's existence, his 

s p ir itu a lity , they fa il to  make the tran s ition  fro m  fab le , or legend, to  

m yth . W hatever th e ir  poe tic  fa ilings, however, they are v ita l ly  im po rtan t 

as the precursors of the great poetic  narra tives and extended ly r ic s  of 

the early  period (see below. Chapter VI).

Yeats described 'Mosada' as "qu ite  passionless" (L88), and by 1901 he 

regarded i t  as a "bad early  play" (L362). I t  was not rep rin ted  in  his 

life t im e . The poem begins unprom isingly w ith  a pre tentious and c ry p t ic  

epigraph. I t  would seem to re fe r to  G om ez-Ebrem ar's amorous 

encounters, but i t  adds nothing to  our understanding o f them . The 

epigraph does ind ica te , however, tha t we are to  read the poem in  its  la te  

m edieval con tex t. 1 "Strange days" alludes to  a t r a i t  in  Mosada's 

characte r th a t is not confirm ed by the body o f the poem. The assocation
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of 's trange ' woman and whore was a la te  m edieval conven tion ,2 and Yeats 

was not averse to  such archaism s,3 but as there  is no co rrobo ra tion  of 

th is  suggestion in  'Mosada' the re ference is redundant.

D uring the  la te  M idd le  Ages the c o n flic t  between Moor and C h ris tia n  was

at its  height in  Spain, but the b a tt le  th a t fo llow s the epigraph is not

m ere ly  between p o lit ic ize d  creeds; i t  enta ils also considerable

psychological and sp iritu a l rupture . The f i r s t  scene opens in  Mosada's

room and, as in  'T im e  and the W itch  V iv ien ', the p rim ary  sym bol of

invoca tion  and power is s itua ted  in  the cen tre  of the room -  a cha fing -

dish in  which she burns "precious herbs" (VP 691). In a m anuscrip t p a rt ly

reproduced as a preface by the Cuala Press in  1943 (Mosada), dated June

7th, 1886, the chafing-d ish is stood upon a trip o d  to  re in fo rce  the

sym bolism . Such a scene was su ffic ie n t evidence of m agic fo r  the

soldiers of the Inqu is ition . L ike  V iv ien , Mosada m edita tes alone:

Three tim es the roses have grown less and less.
And th ric e  the peaches flushed upon the walls.
And th rice  the corn around the sickles flam ed,
Since 'mong my people, ten ted  on the h ills ,
Where they a ll summer feed th e ir  wandering flocks.
He stood a messenger.

I t  is autum n -  fading roses, ripened peaches, the corn harvested, the

flo cks  w e ll-fe d  (and see VP 690v.) -  and i t  is th ree  years since Gomez

le f t  Azubia . The corn in  'The Wanderings of O isin ' is awoken in  spring,

along w ith  the lapwings, ferns and the "young k id ", by Joy (VP 18), and

since Mosada's corn is being reaped we m igh t reasonably in fe r  th a t i t  is

Sorrow tha t wields the sickles. In many m yths corn is associated w ith

l i f e  and r e b i r t h , 4 b u t ripened corn no rm a lly  s ign ifies d e a th ,3 and here

Mosada an tic ipa tes her own fa te . Gomez had a rrived  in  the spring, w ith

its  a ttendan t conventional symbols, the swallows, which reappear towards
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the end of the poem in th e ir  m ore fa m ilia r  K eat si an ro le . A t  th is  stage,

though, the birds represent the hopeful dawn of love, both sexual and

re lig ious, fo r Mosada becomes enraptured by "da rk  Gomez", the C h ris tian

m issionary, who gives h im self some six months to  conve rt the loca l Moors

before  passing on, a fa ilu re . He dep/arts to  the hero ine 's in tense chagrin:

In autumn, when fa r down the m outain slopes 
The heavy clusters of the grapes were fu ll,
I saw him  sigh and tu rn  and pass away;
For I and a ll my people were accurst 
O f his sad God; and down among the grass 
H id ing my face, I cried long, b itte r ly .

This is the sole d ire c t q u a lit it iv e  assessment of C h ris tia n ity  in  the e n tire

poem -  the God o f Gomez is "sad". The H o ly  O ff ic e , which te rro rised

Europe and was not abolished in Spain u n til 1820, emphasised the joyless

aspects of C h ris tian  worship, and the severe in to le rance  of Roman

C h a th o lic  o r th o d o x y .^  I t  is conceivable th a t as early  as 1886 Yeats was
/

aware of a c o n flic t  between the d irec tives of the Church and the need 

fo r  social and p o lit ic a l progress.

Gomez departs in  autum n, and in  the evening of an autum n day when

"th e  c r ic k e t nation sang" and

a ll was dimness, t i l l  a dying le a f 
Slid c irc lin g  down and s o ftly  touched my lips 
W ith dew, as though 'tw e re  sealing them  fo r  death.

This is p rophetic . L ike  the swallows, the dew and the le a f reappear to

decorate Mosada's death a t the end o f the poem. Here, however, the

Redem ption of love, both sacred and e ro tic  ('dew ' and 'dea th ' are loaded

by the  poem's m edieval con text), has deserted her -  presaging sp ir itu a l

and em otional collapse. As i t  is e v e n in g ,7 and a m om ent o f cris is  fo r

the heroine, we should expect supernatural forces to  m an ifes t a message,

and, indeed, her aco ly te , A zo la r, foresees th a t Gomez and she w i l l  m eet
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once again when the stars are id e n tic a lly  positioned. I t  is now an autum n

evening th ree  years la te r, in  "th e  hour of in can ta tion ", and her invoca tion ,

and ju s tif ic a tio n  to  the convert Cola, begins:

This is no sin.
No sin to  see in co il on co il o f azure
P ictu red, where wander the beloved fe e t
Whose fo o t fa ll I have longed fo r, th ree  sad summers.

Gomez has returned as the "g rea t m onk", Ebrem ar, and has severely

denounced m agic and invoca tion . Cola, deeply a ffe c te d  by his new fa ith ,

is a lone ly  and sad young v is ionary. H is sadness ("m ournfu l c h ild ") is not

emphasised in  the ea rlie r version, but in  1888 he is made to  conform  to

the  type exem plified  by the  "sad God" and the  "g rea t m onk". Wisdom,

loneliness and the burden of sorrow were inseparable to  Yeats. The

possessor of knowledge does not escape in to  tra n q u ility  (though in  the

ea rlie s t poe try Yeats had not understood th is  -  Kanva, fo r instance, and

Mosada's fa the r), and when a m orta l

goes his way to  supreme Adeptship, he w ill go abso lute ly alone, fo r  
men a tta in  to  the supreme wisdom in  a loneliness th a t is lik e  the  
loneliness of dea th .&

In his review  of R ichard G a rn e tt's  W illiam  Blake (Bookman, A p r il 1896) he

describes B lake's s p ir it  as "proud and lone ly" (U P l 400-1) fo r ,  as W ilde

says. Wisdom "loves the lone ly  worshipper" ('The Young K ing '). Yeats

seems at f i r s t  to  have been confused by the association of wisdom and

loneliness. 'M iserrim us ' and 'O n M r. N e ttlesh ip 's  P ic tu re  a t the  Royal

H ibern ian Academ y', both pubHshed w ith in  fiv e  months of 'M osada ', make

the  connection, but the sad and lone ly  C ola is balanced by a t least tw o

re la t iv e ly  content w isdom -figures. By 1893, though, he had rea lised th a t
c

" th e  doom of loneliness  ever fa ils  upon the wise" (VSR 35v.), and in

'The Wisdom of the K ing ' the heart of the fea thered king is described as
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wandering, " lo s t and fu ti le ,  am id throngs o f m asterfu l thoughts and

dreams, shuddering at its  own consuming so litude" (VSR 30v.). This

burden is incom m unicable. His wisdom in  a la te r  version o f the s to ry,

"m ade a ll k ind ly  joys and t r a f f ic  between man and man as noth ing", and

"numbers of the young" who came in to  con tac t w ith  him "w en t d iffe re n t

ways, but a ll in to  vague reg re t", seeking "im possib le joys" and grow ing

unhappy (VSR 30 and v.). In 'The Tables of the Law ' Owen Aherne is

made to  c ry  out b it te r ly  th a t he has

a leprosy th a t even e te rn ity  cannot cure. I have seen the whole, 
and how can I come again to  believe th a t a part is the whole? I
have lo s t my soul because I have looked out of the eyes of the
angels, (VSR 163).

Owen Aherne had been obsessed (VSR 158), and his fa te  is the

consequence of his fana tic ism . Desire fo r  such a vision of the 'w ho le ' is 

the insp ira tion  of his pleas against obsession in  the early  works. "In

dreams begins responsib ility" (VP 269), he c la im ed in  1914, but eighteen

years previously access to  vision had caused him to  pass " in to  th is

Loneliness which a ll the m ultitudes desire w ith ou t ceasing" (VSR 136v.)

and i t  is clear th a t by the end o f the '90s the association o f wisdom,

loneliness and sorrow was confirm ed. Yeats would have agreed w ith

Landor tha t wisdom

Whether in  early  season or in la te
I t  always comes high priced, ('Pentam eron and P enta log ia ', 1837) 

Cola, however, w ith  a ll the sorrow conferred  by knowledge, is set against 

the image of a happy w isdom -figure . H is C h ris tian  resolu tion sustains his 

refusal to  assist Mosada's conjuring, and her rep ly, a t r ip a r t i te  apologia 

fo r  m a g ic ,9  o ffe rs  him f ir s t ly  the peace th a t pas set h a ll understanding as 

the reward of occu ltism . She repeats, " 't is  no sin".

My fa th e r taught i t  me.
He was a man most learned and most m ild .
Who, dreaming to  a wondrous age, lived  on,
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Tending the roses round his la tt ic e  door.
For years his days had dawned and faded thus
Among the plants; the f lo w e ry  silence fe l l
Deep in his soul, like  ra in  upon a soil 
Worn by the  so lstice fie rce , and made i t  pure.
Would he teach any sin?

Mosada's fa th e r had discovered the "rosy peace,/... of Heaven w ith  H e ll",

the balance, la te r s truck by M ichael and by God h im se lf in  'The Rose of

Peace' (VP 112-3), and had passed on his g i f t  to  his daughter. The rose

of occu ltism  purifies , refreshes and brings peace to  the soul, p ro tec ting  i t

from  the consequences of excessive com m itm ent to  ob jective  thought,

"the  so lstice f ie rc e ". His mildness has taken him  w e ll outside the

Quester class. U n like  V ivien, fo r instance, or the O ld K n igh t of 'The

Seeker', his m ission has been an en tire  success. His self-know ledge is so

com ple te  th a t the responsib ility  fe l t  even by Fergus (VP 104), fo r

example, does not seem to  a ffe c t him. Unaccountab ly Mosada's b r illia n t

manoeuvre fa lls , although Cola 's petu lan t response ("Gaze in  the

c lo ud /Y ou rse lf") indicates a b rie f tem p ta tion , and heralds the whining

paranoia th a t im m ed ia te ly  polarises the tw o  conceptions of d iv in ity .

Against the gentle  and peaceful old man, m aster of " f lo w e ry  silence", of

occu ltism , is set the b itterness of a cripp led and repe llen t C h ris tia n ity :

I am a ll ugliness; lam e-footed 
I am; one shoulder turned aw ry -  why then
Should I be good? But you are b ea u tifu l......

The beetles, and the bats,
And spiders are my friends; I'm  the irs , and they are 
N ot good; but you are lik e  the b u tte rflie s .

The b u tte r f ly  is a tra d it io n a l occu lt symbol, but i t  is em blem atic, also, of

a ttra c tio n  to  the lig h t (see, e.g. VSR 159), and Mosada's occultism  should

be seen as la rg e ly  in tu it iv e . I t  is fo r  th is reason th a t her occultism  is,

as we shall see, considerably more successful than th a t of V ivien, fo r

instance, and the  O ld K n igh t. Cola 's rem ark is not iro n ic . The b u tte r f ly
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(or m oth) represented, fo r Yeats, "w isdom ", the "crooked road of 

in tu it io n " , the opposite of the hawk’ s "g loom y" and mechanical log ic  (VP 

337-8). L ike  the hare and the ca t i t  is the property  o f the Wise Fool, 

and although he cannot fu lly  understand its  message he can hold i t  in  the 

prison o f his hands (VP 381), in  much the same way as Teigue the Fool 

holds the w h ite  b u tte r f ly  th a t had been the Wise Man's soul in  'The Hour­

glass' (V P l 639). B u tte rflie s  c ling  to  the windows of Y eats 's  great tow er 

in 'B lood and the M oon'. Cola is qu ite  r ig h t to  count on Mosada's inna te  

wisdom, the power tha t is drawn from  succumbing to  in tu it io n , ra the r 

than to  in te lle c t or to  sense.

The jux tapos ition  o f the tw o  images is crude, but i t  is pa llia ted  by 

Mosada's gentle  h u m ility . Co la seems tem pted by the o ffe r  o f peace, but 

re jec ts  it ,  and Mosada p a tie n tly  points out the second advantage o f co­

opera tion -  power, kudos:

you
Shall see a th ing to  ta lk  on when you're old.
Under a lemon tre e  beside your door;
And a ll the elders s itt in g  in the sun 
W ill wondering lis ten , and th is  ta le  shall ease 

/  fo r  long the burthen o f th e ir  ta lk ing  grie fs.

T h ird ly , she o ffe rs  Cola an experience of inexp licab le  beauty:

many a man grew hushed 
In his own house or 'm ong the merchants grey.
Hearing the fa r -o f f  singing guile, and groaned.

Mosada's occu ltism , then, is presented as an a ttra c tiv e , d a y lit  package.

The punishment meted out by Ebremar does not seem com m ensurate w ith

the c rim e, but she is, s t r ic t ly  speaking, culpable. This needs to  be

stressed i f  we are to  appreciate the extent of Ebrem ar's obsession.
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The s p ir it  Mosada seeks to invoke w ill re tu rn  to  her the lover she has 

los t. I t  is the s p ir it  of the l i ly  who has dw e lt on a " tre e -w ra p t island" 

and who has, like  a Siren, lured many to  th e ir  deaths by the beauty o f 

her voice. Roses and lilie s  are im po rtan t occu lt symbols -  Cairns C ra ig  

points out, in a m emorable phrase, tha t the rose is "a  kind of

transcendenta l vacuum cleaner" (op.c i t . . p 109) -  but they need not detain 

us here. We should note, however, tha t in her invoca tion  o f a l i ly - s p ir i t  

Mosada seeks an a lm ost cerebral love, ra the r than ea rth ly  passion, and

im p lic it ly  c la im s th a t her love is pure, unta in ted by ego. By the end of 

her apologia she has slipped in to  invocation , and Cola becomes

re d u n d a n t .  10 The s p ir it  enters, like  the Sidhe, in its  tra d itio n a l guise of

the  w ind, d is turb ing the  Aeolian Harp as i t  comes through the window, as

the reed o f the D ru id 's  body was blown by the  wind o f Wisdom (VP

103).i l  Mosada invokes a single s p ir it ("now I wave her h ithe r to  my

side"), but she is not surprised to  welcom e a number of phantoms. They

are fa m ilia r  companions th a t replace her in  the  O rien ta l tra d it io n  of her 

m agic, and her breast "heaves w ith  joy". As she begins to deploy the 

sp irits  to  penetrate Ebrem ar's re lig ious zeal, and give him  thoughts of

love once more, the O ffice rs  of the Inqu is ition  burst in  and a rrest her " in

m agic". As O th e llo  found, to  the unstable C h ris tian  'M oorish ' and m agic 

are synonymous (I.iii.60 -4 , 104-6). The Second Inqu is ito r (who emerges, in 

the second scene, as a considerably m ore b ru ta l zealot than his 

companion) an tic ipa tes Mosada's death at the stake: Cola has been tr ic k e d  

in to  be traya l, "Y e  said th a t ye would fr ig h t  her from  her sin". The scene

ends w ith  an emphasis of the orig ina l com parison of the occu lt and the

Church, dw e lling  now on the c ru e lty  and d u p lic ity  o f the one compared 

w ith  the  wisdom and loving forgiveness of the o ther.
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In the second scene the vicious Second Inqu is ito r and Second Monk are

played against the alm ost e n tire ly  sym pa the tic  m usical F irs t  Monk and his

coun te rpa rt, the less obsessed F irs t Inqu is ito r. In fa c t,  though, the F irs t

Monk is less C h ris tian  than A r t is t .  He is more concerned to  broadcast a

recent com position than w ith  e ithe r the In q u is ito ria l purge, or the

m e rc ifu l trea tm en t of pen itent sinners. On the o ther hand the F irs t

Inqu is ito r is com m itted  to  the p ra c tica l dispensation of m ercy:

W ill he not spare her life ?  How could one m a tte r 
When there  are many?

I t  is p red ic tab le  tha t th is naive casu istry be disregarded. The Second

Monk is resolute:

Ebremar w ill stamp 
This heathen horde away. You need not hope.

In denying hope the F irs t Monk denies one of the great tenets of the

C h ris tian  fa ith . This stems from  obsessive self-righteousness and sp iritua l

in f le x ib ili ty ,  but i t  antic ipa tes la te r developments:

And know you not she kissed th a t pious ch ild  
W ith poisonous lips, and he is pining since?

A t the end of the poem Mosada com m its suicide by poison. To the

m ilita n t C hris tian , m agic is an alm ost in fec tious  disease.

Be liev ing th a t "the re  is a un ity  everywhere" (U P l 260) Yeats fo llow ed  the

w estern esoteric  tra d it io n  12 and, in pa rticu la r, B lake (E & I 112-3).

"God", he concluded, "is a c irc le  whose cen tre  is everywhere" (E (5c I 287).

Thus a ll mythologies are equally useful (E (5d 114-5), i f  regarded as tools.

Kanva’ s discovery th a t a ll re lig ions and myths are one (VP 76-7)13 is

con firm ed in ’The Wanderings o f O is in ’ . P a tr ic k  and O isin respond

d iffe re n t ly  to  the gathering storm  - fo r  P a tr ic k  the skies

Darken; Heaven is angry.......
God shakes the w orld  w ith  restless hands,
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but O isin hears

am id the thunder 
The horses of the Fenians -  tea ring  asunder
O f armour -  laughter and cries -  the arm ies' shock, (V P  4 2 -3 v .) .1 4

The F irs t Monk represents A r t 's  in d iffe re nce  to  re lig ious system, and its

im patience w ith  re lig ious whim : "Y ou 're  fu l l  of wordiness. Come, hear

my song." The im ag ina tion  tha t is obsessed w ith  the  S o ld ie r-o f-C h ris t

se lf-im age is equally in d iffe re n t to  A r t ,  and the Monk's words are

ignored. L ike  the m edieval Fool, 13 however, he is allowed his say. The

im portance of the F irs t M onk's song is overlooked. In the early  versions

the Monk c la im s tha t his ta le  is of Russian orig in , but in  accordance w ith

his new im pulse to  Irishness Yeats changed i t  to  an "Irish  ta le " on find ing

th a t the m yth was common to  Irish  legend .16 The song concerns human

f ra i l t y  and fea r, and suggests tha t the Church is wrong to  teach th a t the

consequence of ignorance, or denial, of orthodox C h ris tian  worship is

e terna l damnation:

I saw a stranger ta p  and w a it 
By the door of P e te r's  gate.
Then he shouted, "Open wide 
Thy sacred door;" but Peter cried,
"No, thy home is deepest hell.
Deeper than the deepest w e ll."
Then the stranger s o ftly  crew  -  
"C ock-a-doodl e-doodl e-dol"
Answered Peter: "En ter in.
F riend; but 'tw e re  a deadly sin 
Ever m ore to  speak a word 
O f any unblessed ea rth ly  b ir d . "  17

The monk, in seeking the same end as the F irs t Inqu is ito r (who makes a

d ire c t p o lit ic a l plea -  "M y su it to  you"), antic ipates the personal c o n flic t

Yeats faced, p a rtic u la r ly  during the  '90s, the problem of presenting

a r t is t ic a lly  an im m edia te  p o lit ic a l s tatem ent.
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Ebremar enters

bright-eyed, and hollow-cheeked 
From  fasting  -  see, the red lig h t slanting down 
From  the great painted window wraps his brow.
As w ith  an aureole.

These lines are a tour de fo rce . The prevalent re lig ious in to le rance

requires tha t everyth ing (including nature -na tu ra l lig h t)  be f ilte re d  by St.

James of S p a in . 18 The w orld  is tr ie d  in  the lig h t o f his image. S t.

James, the great hope of crusading C h ris tia n ity , approves E brem ar’ s

m ilita n t zeal, and canonizes him  -  his aureole comes d ire c tly  fro m  the

sa in t's  image in  the stained window, and i t  commends his fana tic ism .

Ebrem ar's obsession blinds him to  aspects of the C hris tian  ethos th a t

c o n flic t  w ith  his rigorous pursu it of the f i r s t  commandment, and he

re jec ts  the F irs t Inqu is ito r's  suit w ithou t hearing it ;

I w ill not hear; the Moorish g ir l must die.
I w ill burn heresy from  th is mad earth.

God's d isappointm ent, as we saw in  'A  Legend', is destructive . The plea

fo r  m ercy is met w ith  the au tom a tic  re p e titio n  of a b ib lica l fo rm u la , "th e

wages of sin is death". The expression of Ebrem ar's in to lerance, however,

transcends m ere erad ication o f here tics and pagans. His is a m ission tha t

precludes conversation w ith  non-C hristians, unless they be at the po in t of

death. For a m issionary who has recen tly  spent tim e  in  M oorish

te rr ito ry ,  w ith  at least one success (Cola), th is is a rem arkab le  and

inconsistent omission. His lim ite d  vision results in  errors both e a rth ly  (he

u n w ittin g ly  destroys his lover) and sp iritua l (his fa ith  is shaken by th a t

destruction). A t  th is stage, however, his com m itm ent and s in c e rity  are

not in  question. He seeks the "burthen" of God's tru th , and de lights in

the responsib ility  o f his mission;

Reach down Thy hands 
And f i l l  me w ith  Thy rage, th a t I may bruise 
The heathen. Yea, and shake the sullen kings
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Upon th e ir  thrones. The lives of men shall flow
As quiet as the l i t t le  r ivu le ts
Beneath the she lte ring  shadow of Thy Church;
And Thou sha lt bend, enduring God, the knees 
O f the great w arrio rs  whose names have sung 
The w orld  to  its  f ie rc e  in fancy  again.

He rounds o f f  his tira d e  w ith  an e x p lic it sta tem ent th a t the Church must

con tro l social and p o lit ic a l developments. This in e v ita b ly  reca lls  St.

P a tr ic k 's  co llis ion  w ith  the unrepentent O isin, who demands to  know

where the great w arrio rs  of his youth have disappeared to  and, find ing

th a t they are watched over by a se lf-sa tis fied  God w h ils t they are

scourged by demons, seeks them by chanting the "war-songs th a t roused

them of old" in the hope th a t they w ill rise "innum erab le , singing,

e xu lta n t" (VP 61). Yeats once again points to the desire o f the Church

to  con tro l p o lit ic a l in s titu tio n s  and movements.

The f in a l scene opens w ith  what m ight at f i r s t  seem symbols of hope and

regenera tion -  i t  is dawn, the re  are stars s t i l l  shining, and the  swallows

th a t had accompanied Gomez in  the "ve lve t vale" have reappeared. The

stars are gradually  fad ing, however, and the swallows are gathering, lik e

Keats's, p repara to ry  to  the f l ig h t  south, and consequently hera ld  the onset

of the dark months, the death o f the year. 19 I t  is, in  fa c t,  the m orning

of Mosada's execution. The suggestions of redem ption and the

continuance of l i fe  are th e re fo re  iron ic . The point is emphasised -

how s ilen t a ll w il l be!
But no, in th is  warm weather, 'mong the h ills .
W ill be the fa in t  fa r thunder-sound, as though 
The w orld  were dream ing in  its  summer sleep.

E m blem a tic  storm s lu rk . Mosada calls to  the swallows to  w itness her

own m ig ra tion  from  th is  w orld  and, like  C leopatra, another fo r lo rn  love r

condemned to  a hum ilia ting  fa te , decides to  poison herse lf. W ith in
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seconds of sucking the poison from  her ring she grows "weak and 

to tte r in g " , and i t  is to  th is tha t we must a ttr ib u te  much of her 

subsequent behaviour.

S e ttling  down to  watch the stars as she dies, she notices the le a f tha t 

had sign ified the death o f her re la tions w ith  Gomez, and o f her po ten tia l 

re la tions w ith  C h ris t, reappear in  another guise:

Yonder a le a f 
O f apple-blossom c irc les in  the gloom.
F loa ting  from  yon barred w indow. Small new-comer,
T ho u 'rt welcome. L ie  there  close against my fingers.
I wonder which is w h ites t, they or thou.
'T is thou, fo r they 've  grown blue around the nails.
My blossom, I am dying.

This passage is very confusing. The scene is set in autumn (the reeds are

ye llow , the swallows are preparing to  depart, she imagines Gomez

shu fflin g  through dead leaves), though she thinks of the gathering storm

as i f  " the  w orld  were dream ing in  its  summer sleep", and the frag m en t of

apple-blossom we can only associate w ith  spring. The tra d it io n a l

association of apple-blossom w ith  brides is iro n ic  in  'M o s a d a '.20 Given

th a t the sorceress is de lirious from  poison i t  is s t i l l  u n like ly  th a t she

would m istake a dry, discoloured autumn lea f fo r  fa llin g  blossom. (The

fa in t  but ho rrib le  poss ib ility  th a t she has m istaken a piece o f ash from

the stake in  the square fo r  the blossom is not lessened by the m arcarbre

refe rence to  the increasing blueness of her nails.) Her de lir ium  does not

account fo r  Yeats 's  aesthe tic  e rro r, which serves only to  in troduce  the

comparison of Mosada's fingers w ith  the blossom, a preoccupation w ith

the hands which, as we shall see, proves fa ta l to V iv ien. The b la tan t

C leopatran echo ("M y blossom, I am d y in g " )21 links th is absurd passage

w ith  a m ed ita tion  on the stars. One wonders i f  K a tha rine  Tynan had

a c tu a lly  read th is scene when she w ro te  tha t Yeats 's voice in  'Mosada'
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was new and unique (Irish M onth ly, 15:165, 1887, p l66-7). Even Hopkins, 

whose judgement can be measured by his praise of 'The Two T itan s ', 

could not praise 'M o s a d a '.22

The seven stars dw indle to  two, "side by side", and Mosada recognises the

fo rm a tio n  th a t heralds her reunion w ith  Gomez. The fou r walls of her

c e ll com prise her world, her vision o f the fu tu re  is represented by the

seven stars tha t dwindle, and th a t vision is crossed by th ree  bars -  these

are numbers th a t consistently recur in  Y ea ts 's  work, and throughout

tra d it io n a l occu lt lite ra tu re . Yeats was wrong, in  my view, to  de le te

the tripod  from  the orig ina l m anuscrip t scene se tting : i t  recalls th a t the

reason Mosada finds herself behind bars is her occu ltism . The bars do

not only prevent her from  regaining her physical freedom , they also block

the  laws of suprnatural order from  the fou r w a lls of her world. Gomez

and his zealots are obsessed w ith  Vatican dogma, but Mosada, too, must

fa il because of her own in fa tu a tio n  w ith  Gomez. He blocks her

comprehension of sp iritua l s y n th e s is .2 3  Mosada, at any ra te ,

misunderstands the message of the stars in  assuming th a t i t  is at the

point of death th a t her soul shall touch Gomez's "and the tw o flam es/Be

one". In fa c t,  the reunion is to  be a m ore physical re a lity  than she

antic ipa tes. The bombastic Ebrem ar,

Young Moorish g irl, thy f in a l hour is here;
Cast o f f  thy heresies, and save thy  soul 
From the undying worm,

metamorphoses in to  the gentle  lover, Gomez:

Be not so pale, dear love.
Oh, can my kisses bring a flush  no m ore 
Upon thy  face? How heavily th y  head 
Hangs on my breast! L is ten , we shall be safe.
W e'll f ly  from  this before the m orning s ta r......
Once in  thy  nation none shall know tha t I 
Was Ebrem ar, whose thoughts were fixe d  on God,
And heaven, and holiness.
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The change, in a single line , from  a re lig ious fa n a tic  to  an impassioned 

lover prepared to  sa c rifice  e n tire ly  his C hris tian  ethos and, im p lic it ly ,  the 

prospect of a trium phan t a f te r life ,  fo r a m ere ly m orta l fu tu re  w ith  

Mosada, w ith  no ind ica tion  of se lf-doubt or awareness of the 

momentousness of the experience, does not convince. Ebrem ar need not 

have lo s t his fa ith  -  the poet as Archangel in 'The Rose of Peace', does 

not lose h ^  fa ith  when he loses in te res t in  the c o n flic t  of heaven and 

he ll w h ils t weaving a chaplet fo r  Maud Gonne's head -  but the severe 

blow to  i t  (the fu l l  s ign ificance of the F irs t M onk's song is only now 

brought out), and the rem arkab ly s w ift recovery o f tha t fa ith  a fte r 

Mosada's death, require , to  be credib le, more explanation than Yeats 

provides.

Mosada's rapid decline is measured by the d e te rio ra tio n  o f her sensual 

perception. Though i t  is s t i l l  very early  morning she is experiencing an 

evening more "m arve llous s t i l l"  than she has ever known. W ith in  f iv e  

lines i t  is the "da rkest evening I ever knew", and w ith in  eleven i t  is, fo r 

her, already n igh t: "I never knew a night so honey-sweet". Her

perspira tion is the dew (tha t had sealed her lips when Gomez le f t  her), "I 

never knew a n ight so dew-bedrowned". Her f in a l ha lluc ina tion  is of 

Gomez amongst the dead leaves " lik e  happy thoughts grown sad in  evil 

days". In The C e lt ic  T w ilig h t Yeats points out tha t the soul is dependent 

to  a large exten t on sorrow (Myth 70-1), and the consequent association 

of sorrow and joy in  the balanced soul recurs throughout the early  verse. 

In 1886 he announces tha t

Two s p ir it  th ings a man hath fo r  his friends:
Sorrow th a t gives fo r  guerdon lib e rty .
And joy, the touching o f whose finge r lends
To lig h te s t of lig h t th ings a ll sanctity , (VP 734v.).24
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B efore Mosada's vision fa ils  and Ebrem ar "fades among the m ists" her la s t

percep tion of the w orld  is ta c tile :

i t  is cold.
I never knew a n ight so b itte r  cold.

She dies drawing her cloak around her.

The f in a l sequence w ith  the F irs t Monk and the F irs t Inqu is ito r suggests

th a t Ebrem ar has lost something th a t is fundam ental to  his psyche:

The flam e  tha t shone w ith in  his eyes but now 
Has flic ke re d  and gone out.

Something has died, ce rta in ly , but tha t i t  is not his devotion to  a

C h ris tian  l i fe  is evinced by his im m edia te  re tu rn  to  the In q u is ito r ia l

rou tine . The human experience has balanced the obsessive ascetic ism , but

only, i t  seems, fo r  the dura tion  of tha t experience. A t  what is,

presumably, the most c r it ic a l moment of Ebrem ar's devotional career he

is concerned fo r  the appearance o f his disciples, w ith  the e a rth ly  and

m a te ria l, the re fo re , ra ther than the sp iritu a l image:

Your hood is threadbare -  see th a t i t  be changed 
Before we take our seats above the crowd.

I t  seems, also, to be w ith  some pride th a t he contem plates tak ing  his

seat not w ith , but above the crowd. This f in a l scene can be seen as an

a tte m p t to  create  an atmosphere of 't ra g ic  jo y ', and the C leopatran

e c h o 2 5  would appear to  con firm  th is . There can be l i t t le  doubt tha t

'Mosada' is designed to  reca ll Antony and C leopatra  bu t the

Browningesque pathos w ith  which the scene is c o n c lu d e d 26 suggests a

pa rting  gibe at the Church. I t  cannot rea lly  be both, and in  the  con tex t

o f the en tire  poem the leading note would appear to  be the la tte r .
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'Mosada' is an in fe r io r, and de riva tive  poem, and its  th ird  scene is its  

most disappointing. The vision tha t seeks to  sustain i t  is inchoate and 

unconvincing. I t  m erits  serious c r it ic a l a tte n tion , however, insofar as i t  

demonstrates tha t fa ilu re  is the in e v ita b le  consequence of obsession. To 

argue fo r  an e ffe c t tha t approaches catharsis is to  cu t across the en tire  

them e of the poem, which is an exam ination o f G om ez-Ebrem ar's 

im balance. He fa ils  to  establish an e a rth ly  re la tionsh ip  w ith  Mosada 

because of his re lig ious zeal, and he fa ils  in  his sp iritua l quest precisely 

because of the po ten tia l fo r just such a re la tionsh ip . He fa ils  because 

ne ithe r aspect of his psyche is allowed to  develop under the con tro l of 

the other. The poem c le a rly  re fle c ts  Y eats 's  be lie f in  the need fo r  a 

f le x ib le  response to  't ru th '.  As Owen Aherne la te r found, com m itm ent to  

a part of the whole is sp iritua l (and p o te n tia lly  physica l -  Constance 

M arkiew icz, Maud Gonne) suicide. 'Mosada' is not an iso la ted  or freak  

tre a tm e n t of the notion of obsession. Two other early  d ram a tic  poems, 

'The Seeker' and 'T im e  and the W itch V iv ien ', are s im ila r statem ents 

against obsession.

'The Seeker' is the ea rlies t of these. The O ld K n igh t o f th is  poem, on 

the one hand, stands as a com m itted  Quester in  the tra d ito n  of Oisin, 

G oll, Aengus and Fergus. The "m otion less fig u re ", on the o ther hand, is,

as Grossman says, "the  Wisdom figu re  in  one o f its  p r im it iv e  negative

transfo rm ations" (op .c it. p l60), an tic ipa tin g  a m ajor preoccupation of The 

Wind Among the Reeds. In the th ree  years between the poem's f ir s t  

pub lica tion  and the O isin rep rin t Yeats came to  regard i t  w ith  pride as 

"th e  only readable resu lt" (L88), w ith  'O is in ', of his early  poetic

development. This approval measures the com m itm en t to  the national
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li te ra ry  consciousness, fo r in A p ril 1888 he was w illin g  to  drop ’The 

Seeker’ along w ith  'Ferencz R enyi', to  preserve the Irish  dimension of the 

O isin co lle c tio n  (L66). The ly r ic s  of tha t co llec tion , however, regu la rly  

reproduce classical and e xo tic  environm ents tha t are inconsistent w ith  the 

professed ideal -  ’The Song of the Last A rcad ian ’ , 'Jea lousy ', 'M osada', 

'The Island of Statues' (which Yeats regre tted  being unable to  reproduce 

in its  e n tire ty  -  L I  12), Kanva's Indian poems, and 'Ferencz R eny i', fo r  

instance, fa r outweigh, i f  we exclude 'O is in ' its e lf,  the handful of 

spe c ifica lly  Irish  poems.

The scene of 'The Seeker' is im m ed ia te ly  pastoral -  "A  woodland va lley  

at evening. Around a wood f ir e  s it three S h e p h e rd s . " 27 That the drama 

is to  have a supernatural axis is ind ica ted by its  tw il ig h t se tting . The 

association of tw il ig h t,  as dusk and dawn, w ith  the appearance of 

supernatural phenomena, and w ith  heightened se n s itiv ity  to  such 

m anifesta tions, both in  tra d itio n a l m ystic ism  and occu ltism , and 

sp e c ifica lly  in  Y ea ts 's  work, cannot be overstated. Man's soul responds to  

the ha lf lig h t;

When the breath o f tw il ig h t blows to  flam e the m is ty  skies.
A ll its  vaporous sapphire, v io le t glow and s ilve r gleam.
W ith th e ir  m agic flood  me through the gateway o f the eyes;
I am one w ith  the tw ilig h t 's  dream .28

The tw ilig h t prepares us fo r  the transcendenta l developments. The

opening speech is a strange m ix tu re  of pastoral and exo tic :

Heavy w ith  wool the sheep are gathered in.
And through the mansion o f the s p ir it  rove 
My dreams round thoughts of plenty, as in  gloom 
O f desert-caves the red-eyed panthers rove 
And rove unceasing round th e ir dreadful brood.

There is more than a suggestion o f melodrama about th is cha rac te risa tion

of dreams as marauding red-eyed panthers, but Yeats does convey, in  a
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ra ther heavy-handed way, the sense of brooding a c t iv ity  in  the F irs t

Shepherd tha t accords w ith  such character development as is possible in

th ir ty - f iv e  lines. For Yeats, the panther combined the exo tic  and

dangerous occu lt p o w e r . 29 The connection between the F irs t Shepherd

and so pow erfu l a source o f power becomes more s ig n ifica n t as 'The

Seeker' develops. I t  is he who owns and plays the norm ally  happy ( " It  is

the voice of a ll our hearts tha t laugh") f lu te , and he is c le a rly  the

A r t is t- f ig u re  fo r  i t  is he who f i r s t  notices tha t the f lu te  has been

suddenly possessed, and th a t the voice of tha t possession is an omen.

The f lu te  is yet another symbol of occu lt presence.30 I t  is the F irs t

Shepherd, again, who questions the Old K n igh t's  orig ins, and who guides

him  to  his inev itab le  destiny. F ina lly , i t  is he who expressed the

prem onition  of his fe llow s tha t those who enter the wood are qu ick ly

rendered "ashes/Before the w ind". The F irs t Shepherd is an early  index

to  some of the roles Yeats expected the a r tis t to  fu l f i l .  These roles are

expanded and more c le a rly  defined during the '90s, but even as

a rticu la te d  in  'The Seeker' they ind ica te  his sense of the power o f A r t .  I

th in k  th a t Yeats would have agreed w ith  C a rly le  tha t

the Poet who could m ere ly  s it on a cha ir, and compose stanzas, 
would never make a stanza w orth much. He could not sing the 
H ero ic  w a rrio r, unless he h im self were at least a H e ro ic  w a rrio r 
too. I fancy the re  is in him the P o litic ian , the Thinker, Leg is la to r, 
Philosopher; -  in  one or the other degree, he could have been, he 
is a ll these, (On Heroes, Hero-W orship, and the H ero ic in H is to ry , 
1841, p l27).

One contem porary, at least, R obert R e illy , was aware as early  as May 

1 8 8 9  of Yeats’ s desire to  transcend a m ere ly 'p o e tic ' f r a m e w o r k .3 1

The panther image th a t begins the characterisa tion  of the A r t is t  in  'The 

Seeker' is applicable to  the F irs t Shepherd's dreams, the panther's brood 

to  his thoughts, as in C h ris t's  p ro tec tion  of his ch ild ren from  e v i l . 32 The
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re la tio n  of dream to  in te lle c t is the re fo re  th a t of p ro te c to r. The dream 

is essential to the im ag ina tion , to  the very surv iva l of the A r t is t .  But 

the thoughts, in  th is  instance, are purely m a te ria l ("thoughts of p len ty").

The A r t is t  m editates on the w o rld ly  p rosperity  th a t Yeats considered 

irreconc ilab le  w ith  Im ag ina tion, and as a consequence an tagon is tic  to  

’R om an tic ’ a r t. W riting  o f the O isin co lle c tio n  in  1888 he confesses 

h im se lf

not very hopefu l about the book. Somewhat in a rt ic u la te  have I 
been, I fea r. Something I had to  say. D o n 't know th a t I have said 
i t .  A ll seems confused, incoherent, in a rtic u la te . Y e t th is  I know, 
I am no id le  poetaster. My l i fe  has been in  m y poems. To make 
them I have broken m y l i fe  in  a m orta r, as i t  were. I have brayed 
in  i t  youth and fe llow sh ip , peace and w o rld ly  hopes. I have seen 
others enjoying, w h ile  I stood alone w ith  m yse lf -  com m enting,
com m enting -  a m ere dead m irro r on which th ings re fle c t
themselves. I have buried my youth and raised over i t  a ca irn  -  of 
clouds. Some day I shall be a rticu la te , perhaps, (L84).

There is a sense in  which th is  le tte r ,  I fee l, opens up 'The Seeker' to  us.

Yeats 's  fa ilu re  in  l i f e  has been his w illingness to  rem ain, lik e  the O ld

K n igh t h im se lf (see below p224), a "m ere dead m irro r  on which things

re fle c t them selves", and th is  has rendered his a r t  incom ple te . H is

p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the re a lity  o f his fe llow s has been too in su bs tan tia l.33

The F irs t Shepherd is a p ro to type of the balance th a t was becoming

Y eats 's  most urgent preoccupation. Hence the secondary im age in  th is

f i r s t  speech of 'The Seeker' of the panther as som ething dangerous and

w ho lly  single-m inded, quint essentia lly  te r r ito r ia l,  obsessed in  fa c t w ith

physical survival. This is an instance where i t  is possible to  de tec t what

Yeats "had to  say". The image is confused and in a rt ic u la te , but

u lt im a te ly  penetrable. The second fundam enta l message of the poem is

a llied  to  the f ir s t ,  a warning o f the necessity o f dreams to  the a r t is t ic

sens ib ility , and of the danger to  i t  of excessive world liness. The warning
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emerges, however, only through the poet's recogn ition  in  his own a r t is t ic  

persona of the m a te r ia lis tic  panther.

The Second Shepherd recognises the signs of an aggressive and obsessive 

pursuit of prosperity, and seeks to  a llay i t  by music. He finds, however, 

th a t on th is  occasion the organ o f the F irs t Shepherd's a r t is not

con tro lled  by the player, but has been taken over by some unseen fo rce

tha t causes i t  to  em it a "p ie rc ing  c ry ", a s ligh t va ria tio n  on the aeolian 

harp th a t is played by unnatura l winds in  'Mosada'. The F irs t Shepherd 

points out tha t the f lu te  is possessed, and the Second Shepherd th a t its  

note is p roph e tic .34

The Th ird  Shepherd a ttem p ts  to  play the possessed f lu te , but its  voice

becomes " s t i l l  more m ourn fu l". The "p ie rc ing  c ry ", "prophesying vo ice",

"creeping ho rro r" and m ournfu l "om en" introduce the O ld K n igh t. The

poem, at th is po in t, becomes more confusing s t il l .  The shepherds are

bew ildered and frigh tened , and, believing the O ld K n igh t to  be a s p ir it  

("He was a s p ir it,  b ro ther"), they cast themselves before him . The

reader, too, has been led to  expect the a rriva l of a s p ir it. The f lu te  has

not played its e lf,  but on both occasions needed to  be put to  the lips of a

shepherd before sounding its  warning. C learly  then, the o ccu lt fo rce  is 

lodged w ith in  the anim ate agent ra ther than the inan im ate  too l, and the 

evening gathering represents an unconscious invocation . The fig u re  tha t 

now confronts them, however, is in  fa c t as human as are they. Both

shepherd and reader have been m isled in to  expecting a m an ifesta tion ,

ra ther than m ere ly another too l of the con tro lling  supernatural forces.

The shepherds' m isunderstanding is, perhaps, no m ore than peasant fea r of 

the Sidhe: the reader's is a re su lt of the poet's own confusion.
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The Kn igh t has erred, unlike the F irs t Shepherd, on the sp iritua l ra ther

than the m a te ria l side of the m orta l equation. H is account o f his trave ls

is revealing:

Shepherds, I came th is  morning to  your land 
From threescore years of dream -led wandering 
Where spice-isles nestle on the s ta r-tro d  seas.
And where the polar winds and waters w restle  
In endless dark, and by weedy marge
O f Asian rivers, ro llin g  on in  lig h t.

The references are not geographical, but ind ica te  ra ther a sp iritu a l

voyage. His wandering has been "dream -led", in darkness and in  lig h t,

and has taken him to  "is les  s ta r-tro d  seas  polar winds and w aters",

tha t is. Earth , F ire , A ir  and W ater. I f  he was not already acquainted

w ith  i t  in  1885, by the tim e  Yeats came to  revise the poem fo r

co lle c tio n  he would a lm ost c e rta in ly  have been fa m ilia r  w ith  the section

on the discerning o f sp irits  in  K ingsford and M a itland 's  The P e rfe c t Way

(1882, p65-95), and its  breakdown of the astra l body in to  four states

which correspond to  the Four Elem ents. The Seeker's journey is ev iden tly

a voyage through the astra l. The "weedy m arge /O f Asian rive rs" carries

Q aba lis tic  as w e ll as O rien ta l s ig n i f ic a n c e ,35 the A ss ia tic  being the low est

and most m a te ria l of the Four Worlds of Q a b a l is m .3 6  in 'The Seeker',

then, geographical a c tu a lity  is reduced to  a m inim um  com patib le  w ith  the

journey a llegory.

Yeats introduces at th is point a fu rth e r confusion. The K n igh t appears to  

have learned l i t t le  from  his sp iritua l adventures, and he needs the 

shepherds to  point out to  him the m agical va lley to  which he only has 

been summoned. I t  is unclear what advantages he has gained from  the 

m ed ita tion  of s ix ty  years. The shepherds' apprehensions, on the o ther 

hand, are p e rfe c tly  c lear: the "su llen wood" is not natural. The snakes

- 218 -



there  are "gob lin  snakes" tha t sing, and o rd inary nature (p rim itive  man, 

fo r  instance, and squirre ls) cannot survive th e re ,37 The Satanic im agery 

o f the F irs t Shepherd's d irections fu rth e r emphasise the evil of the m agic 

wood:

W ith in  yon sunless valley.
Between the horned h ills .

The Seeker departs entranced ("Saw you his eyes a -g litte r? /H is  body

shake?") to  the wonder and consternation of the shepherds who accura te ly

p red ic t his demise (he soon w ill be "Ashes/Before the  w ind"). The Second

Shepherd's descrip tion of the trem bling  K n igh t adds perhaps the most

confusing development o f the en tire  poem:

quivering as yon smoke
That from  the f ir e  is ever pouring up
Among the boughs, blue as the halcyon's wing.
Star-envious.

Since the Kn igh t is a Quester, ra ther than a s p ir it,  i t  would seem tha t 

the sp iritu a l elem ent of the poem is to be found in  the unnatu ra lly  blue 

smoke. The distancing e ffe c t of "yon", and the shepherd's de tec tion  of 

the smoke as i t  curls among the boughs, suggest th a t the f ir e  is not th e ir

own, th a t i t  burns in  fa c t  in  the very wood occupied by the dread F igure.

C e rta in ly , there is a broad hint tha t the f ir e  is to  some exten t magical. 

I t  burns constantly ("ever"), fo r instance, and the line , "Am ong the 

boughs, blue as the halcyon's w ing", a ltered from  the ea rlie r "W ith in  the

woodways, blue " ,  and fu rth e r ind ica tive  of distance, gives the passage

a more de libe ra te ly  o ccu lt tone. The blue smoke con firm s the f ire 's  

m agical p roperties .38 The smoke is "star-envious" (a symbol tha t carries 

much weight in  early  Yeatsian iconography), but by now i t  has become 

d if f ic u lt  to  regard the shepherd's remarks as more than redundant 

poeticism s. C e rta in ly  they can no longer re fe r to  the K n ig h t.39 The 

real problem though is the position of the f ire .  There is no m ention in
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the  second scene of ’ In fam y ’ tending a f ire ,  and we must conclude tha t, 

in  sp ite  of the suggestion of the Second Shepherd's remarks, the f ir e  

re fe rred  to  is th e ir own. Since i t  is ev iden tly  a m agical f ire  i t  c le a rly  

ca lls  in to  doubt th e ir purely pastoral ro le  as more or less passive 

spectators. We reca ll the unconscious invocation  of the f i r s t  few  lines, 

and the im p lica tio n  in  the K n igh t's  account of his trave ls  tha t the w orld  

inhabited by the shepherds is as s p ir itu a lly  o rien ta ted  as his own. A t  the 

height of th is confusion and con trad ic tion  the shepherds disappear from  

the drama and are not again re fe rred  to.

The second scene develops the Seeker's character amongst s in is ter G oth ic

props, "A  ruined palace in  the fo re s t. Away in  the depth o f the shadow

of the p illa rs  a m otionless F igure". L ike  the l i t t le  boy o f the "p e r fe c tly

detestable" Sycamore poem (L390), the O ld K n igh t meets the weaver of

his destiny in  the m idd le  of a wood (although in  tra d it io n a l Irish  fo lk lo re

a man is safe from  Death at the heart of a wood -  see E <5c I 179, and

VSR 100). He im m ed ia te ly  indicates a w illin g  acceptance o f Death:

Behold, I bend before thee to  the ground 
U n til my beard is in the tw is ted  leaves 
That w ith  th e ir  f ie ry  ru in  f i l l  the hall,
As words of th ine through fourscore years have f i l le d  
My echoing heart.

Perhaps the most conspicuous ite ra tiv e  image in  Yeats 's  early  verse is the 

association of leaves w ith  death, decrepitude and d e c a y .40 The O ld 

K n igh t submits g ra te fu lly  to  death, sacrific ing  not only his physical but 

also his sp iritua l life , o ffe ring  his beard, a tra d itio n a l emblem of o ccu lt 

pow er,41 the symbol and store o f such power as he possesses, to  Death.

The palace of In fam y is paradoxica lly  both ruined and inhabited by Death, 

and we should conclude th a t the m otionless F igure is a m an ifes ta tion  of
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inglorious death. The voice is the re fo re  D eath 's  voice. As Death has

inhabited and ruined the palace, D eath ’ s voice has preoccupied the Kn igh t

since childhood. His heart echoes because i t  is ho llow , a chamber em pty

o f normal human passions and concerns, conta in ing nothing but the

re fle c tio n  o f his obsession. Such emptiness is dangerous:

A ll em pty souls tend to  extrem e opinions. I t  is only in  those who
have b u ilt  up a rich  w orld  o f memories and habits o f thought tha t
extrem e opinions a ffro n t the sense of p roba b ility . A ll propositions, 
fo r  instance, which set a ll the tru th  upon one side can only enter 
rich  minds to  d is locate and stra in , i f  they can enter at a ll, and
sooner or la te r  the mind expels them by in s tin c t, (Mem 151).

The O ld K n igh t does not possess such a "r ic h "  mind. I t  is once again

obsession tha t causes th is Seeker’ s abject fa ilu re , his in a b ility  to  live  a

balanced li fe .  In sp ite  of s ix ty  years’ m ed ita tion , and the ca lling  o f

e igh ty years, the K n igh t cannot understand the voice in  his heart. The

F igure must speak to him, a ffe c t his in te lle c t and his senses a like  since,

unlike Mosada, his in tu it io n  has been numbed by his obsession. The

obsessed Ebrem ar in tu it iv e ly  knew tha t th is  approach to  th is  pa rticu la r

h e re tic  was unwise, but obsession causes him to  re je c t in tu itio n :

I speak alone w ith  servants of the Cross 
And dying men -  and yet -  But no, fa re w e ll.

V iv ien too, as we shall see, fa ils  to  respond to  her in tu it iv e  perception of

an im m ensely pow erfu l presence when i t  is not con firm ed  by in te lle c tu a l

and sensual in fo rm a tion . The Seeker, though, has l i t t le  in tu itio n  to

re je c t. The fa c t tha t his heart has been stolen by sp irits  has

necessitated his re jec tion  of the dance (of life ,  hum anity). He has fa iled ,

fo r  instance, in his m ilita ry  ca lling  -  a K n igh t, yet a "coward in  the

fie ld " . He has been destroyed s p ir itu a lly  and phys ica lly  by his obsession

w ith  the w o rld  of s p ir it.
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The reference to  the O ld K n igh t as "the  K n igh t of the w a te r fa ll"  to  some 

exten t id en tifie s  him w ith  Yeats who had counted the w a te rfa ll on Ben 

Bulben so dear during his childhood. In pa rticu la r, the early  recogn ition  

tha t its  essence was unreachable (see 'Towards Break o f D ay ', VP 398-9), 

though an in te lle c tu a lly  and sensually pow erfu l presence, allows us to  see 

'The Seeker' as a personal as w e ll as a pub lic warning. The K n igh t is 

the o ther ha lf of a persona we f i r s t  encounter in  the F irs t Shepherd. 

N e ither devotion to  the phenomenal or the noumenal w ill a llow  him to  be, 

and hence to  recreate , the whole man, and the tw o  must constantly  

w atch and con tro l the other, as the hero of 'Rosa A lchem ica ', who finds 

tha t

even in  my m ost pe rfec t moment I would be tw o  selves, the one 
watching w ith  heavy eyes the o ther's  moment of content, (VSR 
128).

The K n igh t's  changeling heart is tha t of a hare, and he t im id ly  welcomes

the decay o f his natura l hum anity in  exchange fo r  a wisdom th a t he fa ils

u lt im a te ly  to  acquire. He must come face to  face  w ith  his fa te  before

he in tu its  i t  (" I........  am near/To Death"), but he must receive a ll

knowledge through the f i lte rs  o f in te lle c t and o f sense, and he demands

once more tha t the F igure speak, though recogn ition  o f his position is

beginning to  g lim m er:

Were a ll my wandering days of no avail,
Untouched of human joy or human love?

He gathers up the leaves, em blem atic  o f his death, and applies them

sym bo lica lly  to  the source o f his obsession, his ho llow  heart, in  much the

same way as the woman of 'Ephemera' gathers them up and applies them

to the physical symbol of her love as i t  expires, her bosom and ha ir. His
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accompanying gesture -  a move to  "touch /T hy  garm ents’ hem" -  is equally

sym bolic. 42

The sudden illu m in a tio n  of the F igure reveals a fo rm  of unexpected

hideousness:

A bearded w itch , her sluggish head low  bent 
On her broad breast! Beneath her w ithered brows 
Shine dull un moving eyes. What th ing  a rt thou?
I sought thee not.

The God of the m ystics is ty p ic a lly  androgynous, and the beard and the

broad breast of the w itch  suggest a herm aphrodite . Accord ing to  Blake,

When weary man enters his cave,
He meets his Saviour in  the grave.
Some fin d  a fem a le  garm ent there.
And some a male, woven w ith  care.
Les t the sexual garments sweet 
Should grow a devouring w ind ing-shee t.43

C le a rly  an extension o f the H e rm e tic  axiom, 'As above, so below ’ , the

notion of androgyne is another example of the Qabalists’ th irs t fo r

’ balance’ tha t so impressed Y e a ts .44

Even now the O ld K n igh t is unaware of the meaning o f his experience,

and he fa ils  to  recognise the F igure although, s ig n ifica n tly , she is an

abstrac tion  (of Death) and cannot know herse lf: "Men ca ll me In f am y ./I

know not what I am". The im p lica tio n  is tha t she is something o ther, or

considerably more, than In fam y. As Frayne points out, Yeats was fond o f

the phrase, "Men have named", and uses i t  to  cast an element of doubt

over th e ir  d e fin itio n s .45 In 'The Seeker.’ , however, Yeats confuses the

ro le  of the F igure m ere ly to  increase her m ystery, and the poem descends

from  th is  even fu rth e r in to  the m elodram atic , though the in fla te d

M arlovian rhe to ric .

Her lips  are glued, w ith  quivering touch.
To m ine, and he is slow ly sucking fo r th  
My soul. His darkness and his c h ill I fee l,
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of the 1885 version is dropped in  the reprin ted  poem, p a rtly  because i t  is

de riva tive  and m elod ram atic  and pa rtly , I should th ink , because i t  makes

a nonsense of the f in a l lines. The point is tha t true  knowledge is

d iscern ib le  w ith in  the Self, and the F igure holds up a m irro r before him

so th a t as he dies he may comprehend th is  a t least. In  the m irro r "the

face and the fo rm  of the K n igh t are shadowed". As we have seen, the

m irro r should re fle c t w ith  absolute precision, but the Seeker is fo rced to

contem pla te  an image tha t is shadowed by his fa ilu re  to  take account of,

and con tribu te  to , developing human concerns. Dragged, not unw illing ly ,

from  the dance, he has nevertheless been inadequate fo r  the Quest,

unequal to  his desire fo r  occu lt power because of a deep, personal

imbalance. He has been no more than a shadow of normal human

existence and he dies an unsatisfied fa ilu re , unable to  become one w ith

his vision before death;

What, lover, d ie  before our lips have met?

-  and seem ingly f i l le d  w ith  horror at the prospect o f th a t union. H is

dying words suggest tha t the Voice has been urging him  to  a physical

communion w ith  the w orld  throughout his life ,  and th a t although he hears

the sound, he does not understand the words. The sudden acqu is ition of

wisdom is suggested by an e ro tic  union w ith  Death th a t the O ld K n igh t

fa ils  to  achieve. Byrd, in contending tha t the

ambiguous figu re , the w itch  who calls him 'lo v e r ’ , does not know
who she is -  i t  is men who have named her In fam y. Knowledge of
self ra the r than m alignant evil seemsb to  be the d irec t cause of 
death, (op.c it .  p78) \

misses the po in t. The Kn igh t sees m ere ly the re fle c tio n  of his fa ilu re

and, unlike V iv ien, fo r  instance, who does achieve a sexual union w ith  her

vision at death and so completes her Self (no Ledaean questions fo r  Yeats

here), he dies w ith  no real comprehension o f his experience. He is thus
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the precise opposite of the O ld K n igh t of ’Out of the Rose’ who dies 

’’f ille d  w ith  a great joy ’’ (VSR 24).

The message of ’The Seeker’ is, once again, tha t the resu lt of obsession 

is fa ilu re  and unhappiness in  both sp iritua l and physical worlds, tha t no 

knowledge, v is ion or success w orth having comes from  to ta l abandonment 

of the physical (Fergus and the O ld K n igh t fo r  example) or the sp iritu a l 

(Ferencz Renyi, Maud Gonne, Douglas Hyde), in  the reckless and single- 

minded pursu it of its  opposite.

’T im e and the W itch  V iv ien ’ is the th ird  and las t of the d ram atic  poems

to  be excluded from  Poems (1895). I t  was com pleted in  the m id - ’ 80s,

though i t  was not published un til i t  appeared in  the O isin co lle c tio n .

W riting  in  September 1888 to  K a tha rine  Tynan Yeats reca lls  tha t he

was then liv in g  a quite  harmonious poe tic  li fe .  Never th ink ing  out 
of my depth. A lways harmonious, narrow, calm . Taking sm all 
in te re s t in  people but most a rden tly  moved by the m ore m inu te  
kinds o f na tura l beauty. ’ Mosada’ was then w r it te n  and a poem
called ’T im e  and V iv ien ’   Everyth ing done then was qu ite
passionless, (L88).

The poem is thus dismissed, although some four months la te r Yeats w ro te

to  an unnamed correspondent tha t his

lik in g  fo r  ’T im e  and V iv ien ’ pleases me, the substance of i t  was 
w r it te n  before  anything else in  the book, and lik e  m ost things old 
has pleasant associations gathered about i t ,  ( L I 03).

One would not wish to  quibble w ith  Y ea ts ’ s ea rlie r assessment. The poem

js  passionless and, as w ith  ’The Seeker’ , one senses no depth of v is ion or

any rea l com m itm en t to  the m a te ria l. I t  m erits  a tte n tio n  as a fu rth e r

sta tem ent against obsession.
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Once again the scene antic ipa tes the action , "A  m arb le-flagged, p illa red

room. M agical instrum ents in  one corner. A foun ta in  in  the c e n tre ".46

V ivien surrounds herself w ith  symbols o f m aximum sp iritua l power. This

may seem iro n ic  in  view of her o ccu lt fa ilu re , but her gestures, as we

shall see, show her in a b ility  to  draw fro m  the sources. This in a b ility

indicates not only V iv ien ’ s sp iritua l im m a tu rity , but also T im e ’ s immense

power. As HPB points out

not one w ill escape the scythe o f T im e! Praise the God or Gods, 
or f lo u t one or both, tha t scythe w ill not trem b le  one m illio n th  of 
a second in  its  ascending or descending course, (SD I 451, and see 
496).

V iv ien is a more successful Quester than the O ld K n igh t. Her death is

u lt im a te ly  a consequence of hubris and va n ity  (obsession w ith  the  Self),

his of imbalance and t im id ity .  The scene opens w ith  the w itch  desu lto rily

em broidering the ’ M irro r, m irro r, on the w a ll’ te x t:

V iv ien (looking down in to  the founta in ): Where moves there  any 
beau tifu l as I,

Save, w ith  the l i t t le  golden greedy carp.
Gold unto gold, a gleam in  its  long ha ir.
My image yonder?

This tableau is c lea rly  designed to  reca ll Narcissus who pined away a fte r  

being caused by Echo to  fa l l in love w ith  his own re fle c tio n  (Ovid: 

Metamorphoses, 3: 339-510). This con text is im po rtan t, fo r the narc iss is t

is not m ere ly a lover of the Self, but o f "extensions or representations of

h im se lf in the w o r l d " , 47 and V iv ien ’ s ’ch ild ren ’ , as we shall see, are her

"roseate  fingers". So deep is her knowledge o f the o ccu lt th a t i t  has 

a ffe c te d  her physically. This is not inconsisten t w ith  her fa te .

Knowledge and the a b ility  to  use knowledge are, as Yeats knew, tw o  

separate accomplishments. V iv ien is s u ffic ie n tly  sk illed  a m istress of the 

arcane rites  to be able to  contem plate  her own image re fle c te d  in  the
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Cosm ic C entre . Unlike the O ld K n igh t, who collapses at an id en tica l 

experience, and the parro t, fo r instance, which reacts w ith  the vio lence 

o f the prim eva l when confronted by its  own image (VP 77), V iv ien is 

adept enough to  draw strength from  the foun ta in , and to  believe th a t she 

con tro ls  i t .  A lthough C h a tte r ji had taught tha t deliverance "consists in 

tu rn ing  the  m irro r away so tha t i t  re fle c ts  nothing" (Hone 48), sp iritua l 

p e rfe c tio n  in  Y eats ’ s w ork is norm ally m irro red  by beauty.48 Aengus and

his fo llow e rs  share an im m orta l beauty th a t is

lik e  a hollow dream.
M irro red  in  streams tha t neither hail nor ra in  
Nor the cold N orth  has troubled, (VP 184),

and the  quest fo r  sp iritua l perfection  w ill not be re fle c te d  by physical

pe rfec tion  u n til the quest is com plete:

I f  I make the lashes dark 
And the eyes more brigh t 
And the lips  m ore scarle t.
O r ask i f  a ll be r ig h t 
From  m irro r a fte r  m irro r.
No v a n ity ’ s displayed:
I ’ m looking fo r  the face I had 
Before the w orld  was made, (VP 531-2).

This accords w ith  tra d it io n a l lo re ,49 and Yeats was aware of the doctrine

o f God as a m irro r (see UP2 144). The d iffe rence  between ’A Woman

Young and O ld ', fo r instance, or the old men who adm ire themselves in

the  w a te r (VP 208), and V ivien is tha t, whereas these are s t i l l  engaged in

an honourable quest, the w itch  believes, erroneously i t  transpires, tha t she

has com pleted hers, tha t she is, indeed, her own god. Her con tro lled

gesture, "spreading her hand over the w a te r", is a de libera te  echo of the

crea tive  s p ir it  of God moving upon the face of the waters of Genesis.

Her "roseate  finge rs" spread in  hubris t ic  and blasphemous gesture recalled

some years la te r in  'The Man Who Dreamed of Faeryland’ (VP 128). By

her gesture her power and self-awareness do, however, seem to  increase:
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Ah, my beau tifu l.
What roseate fingers! (Turning away) No; nor is there  one 
O f equal power in  spells and secret rites.
The proudest or most coy o f s p ir it  things.
Hide where he w ill, in  wave or w rink led  moon.
Obeys.

In fa c t she is blinded by hubris and van ity  to  the fu l l  s ign ificance of her 

reve la tion , and she recognises i t  only at the point of death. Her deep 

love of her "roseate  finge rs" is im po rtan t. I t  shows, f ir s t ly ,  th a t she has 

taken on some of the a ttr ib u te s  and powers of her m a te ria l. More 

im po rtan tly , however, w ith in  the proud ce lebra tion  is lodged an

unspecified question, an una rticu la ted  se lf-doubt, to  which the answer is 

"No; nor is the re  one /O f equal power", as she turns her back on the 

source of vision (a ll V iv ien ’ s gestures are d ram atic  and profound ly

symbolic). Having turned from  the foun ta in  of knowledge her se lf-  

confidence is, paradoxica lly , restored and she asserts her dominance of a ll 

m atters sp iritua l w ith  an unconscious irony. The sp irits  she cla im s to 

con tro l are pro tected  by elements tha t are una ffected  by the predatory 

" f ie rc e  m agician" -  the waves and th e ir  m istress, the "w rin k le d  moon", 

natura l flu x .

In tu it iv e ly  V iv ien recognises the p ro x im ity  o f an im m ensely pow erfu l 

fo rce ;

Some fie rc e  m agician flie s  or walks 
Beyond the gateway -  by the sentries now -  
Close and m ore close -  I fee l him in my heart -  
Some great one.

This ra ther breathless panic, her a b ility  to  fe e l w ith  her heart, underlines 

her sp iritua l supe rio rity  to  the O ld K n igh t, whose heart was m ere ly

D eath ’ s echo chamber. L ike  the Seeker and Gomez, however, she must

have sensual and in te lle c tu a l co n firm a tion  of her apprehensions before  she
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com m its  herse lf to  them. The repeated "N o" is pa rt of the fo rum u la  to  

dispel se lf-doubt, a banishing r itu a l, and having sa tis fied  herself th a t the 

presence is decrep it, and the re fo re  powerless, she returns to the r itu a l, 

spreading her hands across the w a te r, and once again commending to  

herse lf her beau tifu l hands. Previously th is  invoked se lf-doubt. This 

mood now takes physical shape and V iv ien ’ s va n ity  invokes Time.

T im e enters w ith  tra d it io n a l im pedim enta - scythe ,50 hour-glass51 and 

b lack bag. By se tting  the hour-glass on its  side V iv ien seeks to  suspend 

the  process of inversion, essential to  a philosophy th a t demands progress 

by oppositions, and the re fo re  of l i fe  its e lf.  This ac t, i f  allowed to  stand, 

would co n s titu te  her greatest v ic to ry  since i t  would lead to  the in e v ita b le  

death o f T im e. Addressing him  w ith  unconsious irony52 as " fa th e r"  she 

derides him ;

Ha, ha! ha, ha, ha!
The w rink led  squanderer of human wealth.
Come here. Be seated now; I ’ d buy o f you.

The re fe rence to  T im e ’ s w rinkles iro n ic a lly  reca lls  the "w rink led  moon" 

which she c la im s to  contro l. V iv ien exposes her quest by demanding to

know the  contents of T im e ’s bag. I t  antic ipates by several years the bag

con ta in ing  the  "g rea t webs of sorrow" given to  Fergus by the D ru id  (VP 

104), which devolves the immense responsib ilities of the w orld  onto his

s h o u ld e rs .53 This notion of the bag as the conta iner of a fa ta l g i f t  (as,

fo r  instance, tha t which contains the con tra ry  winds, given by Aeolus to

Odysseus) is fu lly  brought out in  T im e ’ s reve la tion  of the contents of his

bag as "G rey hairs and crutches", and by the fa c t  th a t its  colour suggests

m ourning and death. V ivien does not understand the sign ificance of these

symbols of age because they represent reconc ilia tion  to  the tragedy o f
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the human cond ition  and, as we have already seen, the w itch  regards 

herse lf as func tion ing  outside the sphere of human a c t iv ity  ("w rink led  

squanderer of human w ea lth"). The gap between V iv ien and the  res t of 

hum an ity  is more fu lly  developed in  an unpublished m anuscrip t o f the 

p lay, ’V iv ien and T im e ’ :

I ’d lose m yself 
O utgrow ing human sense and human thought 
As I have p ity  fo r  the f le e tin g  race 
O r men who bend to  every sudden blast 
O f Joy or g r ie f or scorn and as they bend 
Say i t  is human thus to  bend, w e ll then 
So much less human I who shall not bend 
U n til upon the steeps the fountains rest
And ’ fo re  the sun the flo w e r lips  are closed, (quoted in  MM 34-5).

The "Mansions of memories and m ellow  thoughts/W here dw ell the minds of 

o ld  men having peace" can be inhabited only by those who, like  Mosada’ s 

fa th e r, are aware of the im p lica tions  of m o rta lity . V ivien, however, is 

once m ore in tu it iv e ly  disturbed, and she lays the hour-glass on its  side, a 

sym bolic  gesture designed not only to  h a lt the progress o f T im e  by 

inducing a s ta te  of absolute stasis, but also to  establish against him , and 

im p lic it ly  against Death, the occu lt symbol of L ife , and the H o ly  S p irit, 

oo. The f ig u re  o f eight in  a horizonta l position is sym bolic  o f

e te rn ity .54 V iv ien in tu ite d  T im e ’ s power before he m anifested, and since 

she cannot con tro l the too ls tha t a ffo rd  him th a t power (by his own

admission he would be a "so rry  clown" w ithou t them ), she seeks to  take  

them  from  him. His refusal to  accept the L ife  symbol forces the w itc h  

to  recognise her in a b ility  to  con tro l the hour-glass, and so great is her 

desire fo r  con tro l tha t she prepares to  sac rifice  her own m agica l

instrum ents fo r  i t .  By the t im e  she has lost these at d ice ,55 and begun

a game of chess fo r  even higher stakes, she has come to  fea r and respect 

T im e ’ s instrum ents:
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The passing of those l i t t le  grains is snow 
Upon my soul, old T im e.

She lays the hour-glass on its  side in  one more de fian t, but useless

gesture. Chess is sym bolic o f the great oppositions -  sp iritua l powers

b a ttlin g  fo r  dom ination of the world, the pull of negative and pos itive  (in

the  black and w h ite  squares), of sun and moon, lig h t and darkness, m ale

and fe m a le . 5 6  Tim e plays w ith  unbeatable s k ill because he is atoned -  at

one w ith  the cosmos, a representative  o f i t .  In playing against T im e

V iv ien  sets herself against universal order. Her misguided be lie f th a t she

m ight beat T im e is a consequence of her in a b ility  to  recognise th a t, as in

classical an tiq u ity . T im e m anifests in  tw o  aspects -  the E te rna l, which

she faces, and the fle e tin g  moment, represented by Chance, or

O pportun ity . I t  is only in  her f in a l u tte rance tha t she recognises th a t she

has confronted both the E te rna l and Chance. I t  is "Chance" and not

"T im e" tha t "hath  a s k ill" .

A f te r  laying the hour-glass on its  side once more there  is an in d ica tio n

th a t she is obsessed w ith  the acqu is ition of power, "Should m y plots fa il

I 'd  d ie". This lus t fo r  dominance is more c le a rly  a rtic u la te d  in  the

ea rlie r play:

Only one w ild  word, one w ild  word
Power, power outspeeding envy se lf
The only d rink fo r  my unceasing th irs t
O word as the song o f the sea to  streams
A r t  thou to  me, in thee  I 'd  lose m yself, (MM 34).

This is prophetic, of course, but also iro n ica lly  re trospective . She has

already los t her 'S e lf  in  the obsessive slaking o f her th irs t. The game

fo llow s  a pa tte rn  of human and o ccu lt progress:

Thus play we f i r s t  w ith  pawns, poor things and weak;
And then the great ones come, and la s t the king.
So men in l i fe  and I in  m agic play;
F irs t dreams, and goblins, and the lesser sprites.
And now w ith  Father T im e I 'm  face to  face.
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Pride yet prevents any display o f respect, nor does V iv ien respond to  

T im e 's  increasing ly obvious supe rio rity :

I am dull to-day, or you were now a ll lost.
Chance, and not sk ill, has favoured you, old fa th e r!

When T im e has checked her tw ice  her perception is crowded by 

transcendenta l noises o ff:

Ah! how brigh t your eyes. How s w ift  your moves.
How s t i l l  i t  is! I hear the carp go splash.
And now and then a bubble rise. I hear
A b ird  w a lk  on the doorstep.

V iv ien 's  death is fo recast by the bird on the threshold. In  the world  of 

sp iritua lism , as in  th a t of ancient r e l ig io n ,57 guardians prevent man from  

tak ing  upon h im se lf more o ccu lt knowledge than he is capable of 

assim ila ting , much as the kings of the "fa r-w andering  shadows" came and 

went about Maeve's threshold " to  counsel and to  help" (VP 183). The bird 

tha t V iv ien hears arrives to  assist her tran s ition  to  a new sta te  of

existence. In the la s t moments before V iv ien 's  a tte n tio n  is recalled by 

the splashing carp to  the foun ta in  at the cen tre  o f her room. Her

re fle c tio n  has been replaced by ris ing bubbles, em blem atic  o f the f u t i l i t y  

o f her s t r u g g le .58 Seconds before death V ivien penetrates the emptiness 

and in su b s ta n tia lity  o f her aspirations. Her fa ilu re  is not th a t of the O ld 

K n igh t's , however, fo r  she achieves in death a union w ith  her vision. Her 

response is one of m ild  surprise, but she has overcom e fe a r:

T im e : Mate thus.
V iv ie n : A lready?

Chance hath a sk ill!

She becomes one w ith  her adversary. The sexua lity  o f chess was not lost

on E lio t, whose 'A  Game of Chess' culm inates in  the sordid 'm a te ' of

'The F ire  Serm on', nor was i t  lo s t on Y eats.59 We m igh t have been 

prepared fo r  a h in t at a sexual union between T im e  and V iv ien by the 

ca re fu lly  s truc tu red  setting. The p illa r is pha llic , the tra d it io n a l symbol
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of the m ale princ ip le , and the foun ta in  is em blem atic  o f fem in ine  

in fluence , the m other-sour ce. V ivien, like  Crede, the daughter of K ing

Guare of A idne ,60 mates w ith  death, and her fa te , as a consequence, is 

m arg ina lly  less w retched than the O ld K n ig h t’ s or Mosada’ s.

Even i f  we read th is  poem, as we should, as a psychomachia, i t  remains a 

confused and im m atu re  work. I t  labours, f ir s t ly ,  under a series of 

d is tra c tin g  cliches -  T im e entering as an "o ld  pedlar, w ith  a scythe, an 

hour-glass, and a black bag" and the im probable stage-laugh th a t greets 

him , the loaded dice he always plays w ith . More im p o rta n tly , however, 

Yeats de lib e ra te ly  sidesteps several problems. Why, fo r  instance, does 

T im e  come at all? V iv ien is a young g irl, and m ust th e re fo re  have 

invoked him. There is no suggestion tha t her fa ilings , p r im a rily  va n ity  

and hubris, are recent or uncharacte ris tic . T im e enters at the re p e titio n  

o f an invoca to ry  fo rm u la , ce rta in ly , but his response seems u n fit t in g . We 

should conclude th a t, however im probable, the whole encounter is a m ere 

coincidence. Would T im e have robbed her of l i fe  had she refused to  deal 

w ith  him , i f  her wisdom had been equal to  her s k ill and beauty? Does 

she regard herself as non-human, exercising her power outside a ll normal 

spheres of human a c t iv ity ?  She regards herself as cunning, and yet has a 

patho log ica l disregard fo r  norm al values. Her inversion o f the stakes, fo r 

instance, indicates in s ta b ility  -  she recognises tha t i t  is c ruc ia l tha t she 

co n tro l the hourglass, the power house of Tim e, and yet stakes her l i fe  

no t fo r  th a t con tro l, but fo r  success in  her various p lots. The poem is 

incoherent and pretentious, and Yeats was rig h t to  abandon i t .  Insofar as 

i t  shares a them e w ith  the o ther poems considered in  th is  chapter, 

however, i t  m erits  consideration. V iv ien ’ s flaw
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is obsession w ith  the Self, w ith  se lf-im age (the "roseate fingers"), and i t  

is the expression of tha t flaw  th a t occasions her dow nfa ll.

’ Mosada', 'The Seeker’ and ’T im e and the W itch  V iv ien ’ are statem ents, as 

are many o f the other poems in the O isin co lle c tio n , against devotion to  

only one side of the ’ t ru th ’ . The psyche must be balanced, and the tw o  

hemispheres of the Self constantly  in te ra c t, i f  man is to  com ple te his 

quest. The unbalanced is, as the Qabalists taught, evil, and evil is death. 

Mosada’ s obsession w ith  Ebrem ar causes her death; Ebrem ar's obsession 

w ith  purging here tics, w ith  Papal dogma, causes his sp iritua l death; the 

O ld K n ig h t’ s obsession w ith  passive occu ltism  (m ystic ism ) is the cause of 

his sp ir itu a l and physical fa ilu re ; and V iv ien 's  obsession w ith  ac tive  

occu ltism  (magic) is the cause o f hers. Together they are a pow erfu l 

in d ic tm e n t of monomania.
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1) the source o f th is  poem is as yet untraced.

2) see, e.g.. S ir Thomas W yatt: ’They fle e  from  me, tha t som etim e
did me seek’ .

3) see, e.g., the ’’brown study’’ com pla int -  L164 and V P l 1085.

4) see, e.g., the Empress Trum p in  the W aite ta ro t, and Lew is Spence:
The M ysteries o f E gypt, 1929, p .227-8.

5) Sir J.G. F razer: The Golden Bough, 3rd ed ition, 1911, 4:248, 5:233, 
6:89-90.

6) but see Montague Summers’ s a tte m p t to  m itig a te  the Spanish
a c tiv itie s  of th is  b ru ta l organisation. W itc h c ra ft and B lack Magic 
(1946), 1974, p . ^ - 6 .

7) see below p.236-7n28.

8) Is the O rder o f R.R. & A .C . to  rem ain a m agica l order? p.27. See
also VSR 129-30, and A .P . S innett: The O ccu lt W orld p.34. One 
wonders i f  S inne tt perhaps inspired ’ Mosada’ -  see p.99. See also 
the f in a l tw o  lines of L ione l Johnson’ s ’The D a rk  A nge l’ (from  
P lo tinus ’ s Enneads -  see Select Works o f P lo tinus, ed. G.R.S. Mead, 
1895, p .322), E & I 306, and AV(A) 226.

9) as in  the te m p ta tio n  scene in  The Countess Ka th leen -  see J .J .L l. 
C ribb: ’Yeats, Blake and The Countess K a th leen ’ in Irish  U n ive rs ity  
Review (11:2), Autum n 1981, p. 171.

10) Mosada manages the spell w ithou t C o la ’ s assistance, and he is 
powerless to  stop her. Except as a Judas-figure C o la is an 
irre le va n t in trus ion  in to  Mosada’ s story. Her professed dependence 
on him does not in  any way hinder her invoca tion  o f the ’’great 
enchantress’’.

11) see also VP 58, 715-6; V P l 194-5; SB 30-1; VSR 12, 145-6. For a 
discussion o f wind symbolism in  early Yeats see Grossman op.c it .  
p. 44-62.

12) see, e.g., A .E . W aite: The Holy Kabbalah, 1929, p.371-2.

13) and see VSR 29, 133-4.

14) In ’The O ld Men of the T w ilig h t' the enchanted heron te lls  M ichael
Bruen tha t the Druids had o ften  to ld  the men o f learn ing o f a 
"new D ru id  P a trick ; and most among them were angry w ith  him,
w h ile  a few  thought his doctrine m ere ly th e ir  own doc trine  set out
in  new images" (VSR 57). See also V P l 33.

15) The Fool is, fo r  Yeats, a w isdom -figure  -  see, e.g., U P l 192-3, V P l 
133, and M yth 112-6. The association o f Fool and A r t is t ,  heavily 
im p lied  in  the F irs t Monk, is confirm ed in  'The Countess C ath leen ’ 
(VP l 25), and in  the 1907 essay, 'P oe try  and T ra d itio n ' (E&I 253). 
See also V P l 584.
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16) the evidence of the poem is at variance w ith  Y ea ts ’ s reco llections
in  the 1898 le tte r  to  Standish O 'G rady (L307-8). See elI s o  U P l
310-17.

17) The cock, tra d it io n a lly  a sun symbol representing re b ir th  and 
resurrection , as in  'The A dora tion  of the M agi' (VSR 168, and see 
Graves: The W hite Goddess, p .249), is, paradoxica lly , also a great 
death symbol, (see, e.g. U P l 172, UP2 100; V P l 148; VP 725; VSR 
20-24, 168; E6cl 338, 347. See also Summers op.c it .  p. 197).

18) His reputa tion  grew enormously in  the Iberian peninsula between
the tw e lfth  and f if te e n th  centuries on the strength  o f his pow erfu l 
defence of C h ris tia n ity  against the Moors.

19) the swallow represents, fo r Yeats, im m inent departure, or change -
see, e.g. V P l 163.

20) Yeats was not averse to  overturn ing na tu ra l laws fo r  his own 
purposes, and natura l h is to ry  was not his strong subject, in  sp ite  of 
his keen adolescent in te res t. A t  least one review er of The 
Wanderings o f O isin was disturbed by what he f e l t  to  be a lack  of 
sympathy w ith  nature, c it in g  the dancing peahens in  p a rticu la r (see 
L I 09). He m ight have added th a t the b itte rn  the woodman believes 
he hears towards the close of ’The P riest and the F a iry ' ne ither 
dances, nor inhabits springs where "spear-grass b r it t le  grows (see 
also L32, 108). Perhaps Yeats was confused by seasonal change. 
I t  is in te res ting  to  note th a t Y eats 's  life lo n g  association of apple 
blossom w ith  Maud Gonne (Mem 40-43) was s im ila r ly  capricious 
since they f i r s t  m et in  the dead of w in te r ( L I06).

21) see Antony and C leopatra  IV. xv. 18.

22) Fu rthe r L e tte rs  o f Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed. C .C . A b b o tt, 1938, 
p. 225-6.

23) see, e.g. HPB: SD III 181-3, 193-7, 475-7, 493-4, 543-6.
The Voice o f the Silence p.9-10,22,47-8.
A .P . S innett: Esoteric Buddhism (1883) p. 18-28,47,67 and see
1903 Annotated ed ition  p .20, 34-7.

24) and w ith in  tw o  years the association is even closer -  see, e.g. VP 
733,735.

25) Antony and C leopatra  V .ii. 317-8.

26) c f. Browning’ s ’ My Last Duchess’ .

27) the confusing add ition , " ... w ithou t a curve rises the smoke", of the 
ea rlie r version, im p ly ing  th a t the scene is una ffec ted  by e ithe r the 
o rd inary forces of nature or supernatural agencies (the incidence of 
association of wind w ith  o ccu lt power is high in  Y eats 's  work), is 
dropped by 1888. There are several such im prov ing  a lte ra tions.

28) AE: 'By the M arg in o f the G reat Deep’ . See also "F iona Macleod" 
(W illiam  Sharp): The Im m orta l Hour, A lth ea  Gyles’ s ’ D e w -tim e ’ in 
Pa ll M all G azette  IV, O ctober 1894, p. 161 and A llingham 's  ’T w ilig h t
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Voices’ , a poem tha t Yeats adm ired g re a tly  (U P l 212). See also 
VP 8,25,72,76,102,132-3,136,140v, 141,148,653,728,736. I t  is, of 
course, the ’’hour of incan ta tion" fo r another enchantress, Mosada. 
The reference to  the hour of gen tleness in  ’Ephemera’ is not an 
accidenta l pun. See also U P l 173, VSR 55, 132 and Summers 
op.c it .  p .282. Yeats goes some way tow ards explaining the power 
of tw il ig h t in  his essay on Gods and F igh ting  Men (Ex 24-6).
T w ilig h t is the balance of sun and moon.

Four or fiv e  o f the Seven L igh ts  of the pro jected C e lt ic  M ystica l 
O rder were at th e ir  most pow erfu l at tw il ig h t (NLD Ms. 13,568).
The notion of the C e lt ic  T w ilig h t is not an aesthete’ s t r iv ia l
poetic ism . I t  is an a tte m p t to  associate Ire land spe c ifica lly  w ith  
the t im e  of greatest power. As he w rites  in  his in troduc tion  Fa iry  
and Folk Tales o f the Irish Peasantry (1888), 1973, p.7, "the  
innerm ost heart of the C e lt"  is expressed when "cushioning h im se lf 
about w ith  dreams, and hearing fa iry-songs in  the tw ilig h t,  he 
ponders on the soul and on the dead". We m ight learn from
A le e l's  experience of evening to  an tic ip a te  unnatural events, V P l 
155.

29) In ’The Island o f Statues’ A lm in to r plucks a flo w e r and become 
stone lik e  many before  him. The Enchantress speaks over him lines 
tha t seem to  owe not a l i t t le  to  B lake’ s ’Tyger Tyger’ :

Sleeping lo rd  o f archery.
No m ore a-roving sha lt thou see 
The panther w ith  her ye llow  hide.
O f a ll the fo rests  a ll the pride.
Or her ever burning eyes,
When she in  a cavern lies.
W atching o ’ er her aw fu l young,
Where th e ir  sinewy m ight is strung 
In the n e v e r- lift in g  dark.
No! Thou standest s t i l l  and stark.
That of old w e rt moving ever.
But a m other panther never 
O’ er her young so eagerly 
D id  her lone ly watching take 
As I my watching les t you wake.
Sleeping lo rd  of archery, (VP 658).

Her w orst fears are realised a fte r she is tr icke d  by N as china, and 
her death is tha t o f the m other panther th a t has fa ile d  her brood: 

never any more the w ide-eyed bands 
O f the pied pan the r-k ittens from  my hands 
Shall feed, (VP 674).

See also VP 71; LN I 116; U P l 319. See also Frazer op.c it.  3:219, 
and H . Bay ley: The Lost Language of Sym bolism , 1912, I p.85.

30) To Indians, in whose philosophy Yeats was then steeped, the sound
of K rishna’ s f lu te  is the m agical cause o f the b irth  o f the w orld .
See also W.S. Fox: The M ythology o f a ll Races: Greek and Roman 
(Vol. 1), 1916, p.34, 171.

31) ’To W.B. Yeats ’ , Irish  M onthly, 17:190, p .277.

32) the panther is a C h ris t image in  tra d it io n a l m ystic ism .
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33) see the rem arks on F laubert (AV(A) 94), a man, like  Darw in, of
Phase 22 -  see also AV(A) x v ii-x ix . This brings to  m ind the 1896 
story, 'Rosa A lchem ica ’ (see VSR 127-8, 134-5). This story
concerns the nature  of the tw o  parts o f the sp iritu a l whole -  
m a te ria l gold and im m a te ria l ecstasy (VSR 129) -  and the need to  
harmonise these, as does, indeed, though in  a m ore philosophical 
way, the la te  essay on ’Louis Lam be rt’ , (E&I 438-47).

34) these words (’’A prophesying vo ice ’’) are missing fro m  the 1885 
version and, since Yeats agreed w ith  Blake th a t ’’poe try adm its not 
a le t te r  th a t is in s ig n ifica n t’’ (U P l 265), we m ust assume tha t 
Yeats considered i t  necessary to  emphasise the con junction of 
A r t is t  and Prophet.

35) p a rtic u la r ly  since Yeats ca re fu lly  a lte red  to  ’’Asian" the 
considerably m ore precise "Ind ia ’ s" of the ea rlie r version.

36) see, e.g. G areth K n igh t: A P rac tica l Guide to  Q aba lis tic  Symbolism , 
1965, I p .32, and A .E . W aite: The Holy Kabbalah p .611.

37) The deadly p>ower o f the wood is emphasised by the  in a b ility  o f 
even squirre ls to  exist there. In Y ea ts ’ s work, genera lly, squirrels 
are una ffec ted  by laws natural or supernatural, in  much the same 
way as the squ irre l, tra d itio n a lly , runs up and down the  Tree of 
L ife  (E&I 175). The im p lica tio n  in ’The Shadowy W aters’ is tha t 
th is  freedom  is una ffected  by the passage of tim e  (see VP 217). 
See also VP 674, 145-6. In view of th is uncommon im m u n ity  the 
power of the Seeker’ s G ra il appears a ll the m ore awesome.

38) c f. Mosada’ s "c o il on co il of azure", VP 691.

39) unless the shepherd is s t il l describing the K n ig h t’ s eyes -  the 
development of the s im ile  is unclear.

40) In ’The Countess C ath leen ’ , fo r instance, the dem on-m erchants 
remember M a ry ’ s curse:

You shall at la s t dry lik e  dry leaves, and hang 
Nailed lik e  dead verm in  on the doors of God, (VP l 38) 

and f lin g  i t  back a t the starving peasants:
Here throng they; since the drouth they go in  throngs,
L ike  autumn leaves blown by the dreary winds, (VP l 126).

The early  developm ent of the symbol can be m onitored from  ’The 
Song of the F a irie s ’ , fo r instance, in which the soulless fa iry  is 
compared to  a " le a f tha t is old, and w ithered, and co ld" (VP 643), 
to  Mosada’ s death and the death of her re la tionsh ip  w ith  Gomez 
(though not of her love), to  G o ll’ s m ental decay, to  O isin ’ s 
m o rta lity  (VP 17,21,56). See also VP 79-81,120,278, and V P l 209- 
10. I t  is to  some exten t a poeticism  -  see, e.g. Thomas M oore’ s 
’O ft, in the s t i l ly  n ig h t’ .

41) see, e.g., F razer o p .c it. 3:260; J .A . M acCulloch: The M ythology o f
A l l Races: C e lt ic  and Slavic (V o l.3), 1918, p. 153,158,185; A .E .
W aite: The Holy Kabbalah p.531-2; Judges 16: 4-20. For Y ea ts ’ s 
response see L 1 4 5 ,162; AV(B) 23; SB 12; VP 55, 721, 747. The 
association of beards and leaves is not unique to  ’The Seeker’ -  see 
VP 169.
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42) see, e.g., VP 15-16, 139; V P l 602; E& I 151; VSR 15. The
symbolism of the gesture has perhaps, a b ib lica l provenance -  see 
M atthew  9:21, Mark 5: 25-29, Luke 8: 43-4.

43) Blake op .c it. I l l  p .62-3. See also Simeon Solomon: A M ystery o f
Love in Sleep, 1871, p .2-5; HPB: SD II 131-43; A .E . W aite: The
Holy Kabbalah p.595; Knight op .c it. I p .74 ,166,174, II p .7 ,12,204-5.

44) UP2 60 and Mem 127.

45) U P l 245n, and see VP 169.

46) We n a tu ra lly  associate m arble, p illa rs  and founta ins in  Y ea ts 's  verse
w ith  the supernatural -  e.g. VP 70-5,162-3,463,680 and see VSR 37, 
145-6 and CLQ  148. In 'Jealousy' A m rita  is not the name of a
secret lover, but of the cosm ic foun ta in  in  H indu m ytho logy. The
focus of V ijaya 's  m ed ita tion  is sacred ra the r than e ro tic . That a 
priestess of a tem p le  should be unaware of th is  is, of course,
rid icu lous. P a tty  Gurd was probably r ig h t to  th in k  th a t Yeats 
became fa m ilia r  w ith  the V ivien legend through Tennyson, M alory 
and Lady C h a rlo tte  Guest's Mabinogion (op .c it. p .35-6, but see E& I 
484-5), but wrong to  ascribe the foun ta in  symbol solely to  the
in fluence of Shelley. He ce rta in ly  d id encounter the symbol in
Shelley (E&I 80-6), as in  Porphyry and Blake (E&I 78, 136), but the 
tra d it io n a l associations w ith  an o u tflow  of sp iritu a l l i fe  is 
widespread enough to  need no precise li te ra ry  source.

47) ch ild ren, fo r  instance, -  see R.S. Lee: Freud and C h ris tia n ity  
(1948), 1967, p. 101.

48) see, e.g., VSR 143 -  though the m irro r  its e lf,  of course, as in
'T im e  and the W itch V iv ien ', can be associated w ith  im p e rfe c tio n  -  
see, e.g., 'Hanrahan's V ision’ , VSR 115.

49) see Graves: The W hite Goddess p .395, Summers o p .c it. p. 104-5, and 
Oscar W ilde ’ s story, ’The Fisherman and His Soul’ . See also ’The 
Looking Glass’ , E& I 269-70.

50) The tra d it io n a l association of the scythe w ith  the  moon in  D ru id ic  
ceremony is re fle c te d  in  The rno t’ s song in  ’The Island of S tatues’ 
(VP 648), and in  Y ea ts ’ s poem on Net ties h ip ’ s p ic tu re  (VP 688). I t  
qu ie tly  deepens the irony o f V iv ien ’ s cla im  to  dom inate ’’wave or 
w rink led  moon".

51) Accord ing to  the teaching handed down to  Mathers by the  "H idden 
and Secret C h ie fs", the hourglass symbolises the connection between 
the M alkuth  o f the Y e tz ira t ic  plane and the K e the r o f the A ss ia tic  
(Torrens op .c it. p. 180). As i t  appears in  th is  poem, however, i t  
antic ipates Y ea ts ’ s la te r  theories of the c y c lic  recurrence of l i fe  
and death, the in te rp lay  o f opposites -  as, fo r  example, in ’The 
Two Trees’ -  one qua lity  g iving rise  to  its  opposite. As early  as 
1904 (Ex 147) Yeats relates the concept of inversion sp e c ifica lly  to  
Ire land where "every th ing  ca lls  up its  con tra ry , un re a lity  ca lls up 
re a lity " ,  though he would have been fa m ilia r  w ith  the  theory since 
his study o f Blake. The paradox im p lic it  in  inversion would have 
pleased Yeats -  B lake’ s id e n tif ic a tio n  of the V irg in  M ary, fo r 
instance, as - both "sin and ’ the L a w ’ ," (L324) and his "o ld  thought"
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tha t "sexual love is founded upon sp iritu a l hate" (L758). Yeats ’ s 
GD m o tto  is a typ ica l expression o f paradoxical inversion, as is his 
con ten tion  th a t in the kingdom of poe try  the re  is "no b a ttle  th a t 
does not give l i fe  instead of death" (VP 847).

52) Chronos devoured his own ch ild ren -  see R obert Graves: The Greek 
M yths (1955) 1960 I p .39-40.

53) M ohini C h a tte r ji had arrived in  D ub lin  w ith  a sym bolic " l i t t le  bag"
-  The Speaker op .c it. p.40.

54) see, e.g., the Golden Dawn ta ro t trum ps. S trength and the 
M agician. Modern sources are, o f course, h igh ly suspect but they 
are an index to  tra d itio n a l western esoteric  sym bolism . See also 
the S trength and M agician trum ps and the Two of P en tad  es in  the 
W aite ta ro t.

55) D ice is a game tra d it io n a lly  associated w ith  Fortune and her 
fick leness. Death and D e a th -in -L ife , fo r instance, dice fo r  the 
fo rtu n e  of the A ncien t M arine r’ s vessel in  C o le ridge ’ s poem.

56) The chess board figu red  la rge ly  in  Y ea ts ’ s notes on the pro jected 
C e lt ic  M ys tica l O rder, and in  a m anuscrip t in  the N ationa l L ib ra ry , 
D ublin  (Ms. 13,568), he w rites  th a t "th e  chess board was 
undoubtedly of great m ystica l im portance in  ancient tim es". He 
would have been aware of th is from  the various trea tm ents  of the 
D e ird re  legend (see U P l 93), and, indeed, the game of chess is a 
c ru c ia l fea tu re  of Yeats’ s own ’D e ird re ’ . Yeats ’ s reco llections in  
Autob iographies (Au 39) ind ica te  a personal as w e ll as m ytho log ica l 
s ign ificance. 'Enochian' chess was an aspect of Golden Dawn r itu a l
-  see Hone 107 and Israel Regardie: The Golden Dawn, IV, p.346- 
68.

57) see, e.g., E. W estermarck: H is to ry  o f Human M arriage (5th ed.,
1921, V o l.II, p.531-38). For Yeats h im se lf the threshold was a 
pow erfu l boundary -  see e.g. VP 85, 97v, 583; M yth 333. These 
developed in to  more pow erfu l, a ll-em brac ing  threshold-keepers. Au 
272-5.

58) bubbles, lik e  the hourglass, are o ften  to  be found in  ’Vanitas’
paintings which a llegorize  death or il lu s tra te  the b re v ity  of m orta l 
existence, o ften  accompanied by the  inscrip tion , ’Homo bulla est’ .

59) see also The Tempest V .i. and M acCulloch o p .c it. p.81.

60) see, e.g., A lfre d  Perceval Graves’ s 'The Song o f C rede’ .
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CHAPTER VI

The poems I have examined in  Chapter V were discarded by Yeats a fte r  

1889. I suggested at the beginning o f the chap ter tha t they w ere not 

reprin ted  during Y eats 's  l ife t im e  because, although luc id  exposees o f the 

problem of obsession, they concern themselves w ith  only one aspect of 

the human experience. They are themselves 'obsessed'. In the  poems 

tha t Yeats reta ined, however, obsession is a m ajor preoccupation. G o ll's  

insan ity  is induced by obsession w ith  power and conquest; Fergus's sorrow 

results from  his obsession w ith  the acqu is ition o f wisdom; 'The Man who 

Dreamed of Faeryland ' is to rtu re d  by his obsession w ith  his own 

m o rta lity . In 'The Secret Rose' obsessed characters come in  rapid 

succession to  m ind:

Thy great leaves enfold 
The ancient beards, the helms of ruby and gold 
O f the crowned M agi; and the king whose eyes 
Saw the P ierced Hands and Rood of elder rise 
In D ru id  vapour and make the torches dim ;
T i l l  vain fren zy  awoke and he died; and him 
Who m et F and walking among flam ing  dew 
By a grey shore where the wind never blew.
And lo s t the w o rld  and Emer fo r  a kiss;
And him who drove the gods out of th e ir liss.
And t i l l  a hundred morns had flow ered  red 
Feasted, and w ept the barrows of his dead;
And the proud dreaming king who flung  the crown 
And sorrow away, and ca lling  bard and clown 
D w e lt among w ine-sta ined wanderers in  deep woods;
And him who sold t illa g e , and house, and goods.
And sought through lands and islands numberless years.
U n til he found, w ith  laughter and w ith  tears,
A woman of so shining loveliness
That men threshed corn at m idnight by a tress,
A l i t t le  stolen tress. (VP 169-70).

G eoffrey  T hurley is qu ite  r ig h t to  point out, in his discussion o f

'C uchula in 's  F igh t w ith  the Sea’ (op .c it. p l6 ), th a t Yeats was not

in te rested  in  "the  Knutish van ity " (sic) or the "Sisyphean exasperation of

the labour", but " i t  was the obsessedness th a t fascina ted h im ". I t  is

surprising, then, th a t Thurley fa ils  to  re fe r us to  ’The Wanderings of
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O is in '. This poem is an expression o f a man obsessed, and also a

con ta inm ent of tha t obsession. Reason plays no part in  O isin 's obsession,

and yet he arrives at a kind o f m ature wisdom because he has lived  long

enough and has surrendered com ple te ly  enough to  work out th a t obsession.

The ch ie f protagonists are essentia lly monomaniacal -  N iam h is obsessed

w ith  O isin:

I loved no man, though kings besought.
U n til the Danaan poets brought 
Rhyme th a t rhymed upon O isin 's name,
And now I am d izzy w ith  the thought 
O f a ll tha t wisdom and the fam e 
O f battles broken by his hands.
O f stories builded by his words
That are lik e  coloured Asian birds
A t  evening in  th e ir  rainless lands, (VP 7).

The guiding p rinc ip le  of her en tire  kingdom, however, is obsessive. For

the fa ir ie s  " jo y  is God and God is joy" (VP 19), and th is  preoccupation

has freed  them from  the constra in ing e ffe c ts  of God, ethics, and

Unchainable as the dim tide .
W ith hearts tha t know nor law nor rule,
And hands tha t hold no wearisome too l, (VP 22)

they have achieved unparalle led happiness. L ike  V iv ien (see also VP 23v.)

they mock Death and T im e, Change, Fate  and Chance (VP 19-20), and

they have concluded th a t since Joy is God its  antithesis must be demonic:

th ings th a t have grown sad are w icked.
And things tha t fea r the dawn o f the m orrow 
Or the grey wandering osprey Sorrow, (VP 20).

This bravado is transparent. They cannot to le ra te  the presence o f Sorrow

and when O isin sings "o f human joy",

they wept.
U n til one came, a te a rfu l boy;
'A  sadder crea tu re  never step t
Than th is strange human bard,’ he cried;
And caught the s ilve r harp away.
And, weeping over the w h ite  strings, hurled 
I t  down in  a le a f-h id , hollow  place 
That kept dim waters from  the sky;
And each one said, w ith  a long, long sigh,
’O saddest harp in  a ll the world,
Sleep there  t i l l  the moon and the stars d ie !’ (VP 17).
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In to  th is  w orld  of obsessives, where Aengus "dream s, from  sun to  sun,/A 

D ru id  dream of the end of days" (VP 16), O isin is th rus t by N iam h’ s 

m agic (VP 9). He is possessed by the  concerns of his Fenian youth, but 

overcomes the obsessions by subm itting  to  them more com ple te ly  than any 

m o rta l ever could. Each tim e  he is reca lled, however, by in tim a tions  of 

the m o rta lity  he has spurned -  by F inn 's  beard, the Fenians' dwellings of 

w a ttle , Conan's "slanderous tongue" (VP 55), by "w h ite -h a ired  F inn/U nder 

a beech at A lm hu in " (VP 44), and on the shore of the Island of H unting 

O isin found

in the forgetfu lness 
O f dream y foam  a s ta ff of wood 
From  some dead w a rrio r's  broken lance:
I turned i t  in  my hands; the stains 
O f war were on i t ,  and I wept.
Rem em bering how the Fenians step t 
A long the blood-bedabbled plains.
Equal to  good or grievous chance, (VP 24).

This acceptance of the ro le  of Chance is what separates O isin and the

Fenians from  N iam h and the Im m orta ls . The fa ir ie s  consider Sorrow to

be a dem onic in fluence , but O isin recognises i t  as an in teg ra l aspect of

experience. In a sense seemingly not envisaged by E llmann, then, (see

MM 51-2) O isin is a Yeats persona. I f  Demon est Deus Inversus, in an

Ossianic con tex t Joy and Sorrow are in terdependent (see, e.g. Is the O rder

o f R .R . (Sc A .C . to  rem ain a M agical O rder? p22-23). Yeats was acu te ly

conscious, as we have seen, of the equal c la im s of a n tith e tic a l impulses

and of the need to  balance those impulses. He appears to  be id e n tify in g

w ith  O isin as an obsessed character who is pa in fu lly  aware of the danger

of obsession. 'The Wanderings of O is in ', then, looks back to  'T im e  and

the W itch  V iv ien ', 'M osada', and 'The Seeker’ , and fo rm s part of a chain

o f se lf-d ram a tisa tion  through m yth th a t develops through 'B a ile  and

A ill in n ’ and 'The O ld Age of Queen M aeve’ to  the great na rra tive  poems
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of R esponsib ilities. By rem aking old stories (VP 270) Yeats adds gradually  

to  a se lf-d ram a tisa tion  th a t begins in 1885, and the poe try o f his 

m a tu rity  evolves from  these ea rlie r recreations of the se lf ra ther than 

from  the poe tic  cul-de-sac o f The Wind Among the Reeds.

I f  obsession is ’ e v i l /  balance is, of course, ’ good'. I in tend to  

dem onstrate, in th is  concluding chapter, tha t Y ea ts ’ s response to  ’balance’ 

was positive , and not m ere ly a negative reaction  to  obsession. I w il l go 

on to  argue, however, tha t Yeats believed th a t the constant quarre l w ith  

oneself can lead to  a personal in s ta b ility . 'The Two Trees’ is the poem I 

have chosen to  il lu s tra te  the f i r s t  contention, and fo r  the second I w il l 

explore the  play Where There Is Nothing beyond its  ro le  as N ietzschean 

ventriloqu ism .

Follow ing B lake’ s be lie f tha t re lig ion  and p o lit ic s  are the same th ing  1

Yeats, in th is  poem, blends soc io -po litica l them e w ith  o c cu lt m a tte r.

Trees were sacred to  the ancient C e lts2 and the tw o  trees of Y ea ts ’ s

poem are, I believe, more representative of th is  tra d it io n , being dual

aspects of a single tree , than of the tw o Q aba lis tic  trees (Of L ife , and

O f Good and E v il), though to  some extent the f ig u ra tiv e  branches of

these are inseparable:

ce rta in ly  we have here [ in  tra g ic  a r t ]  the T ree o f L i fe  and th a t of 
the Knowledge of Good and Evil which is rooted in  our in te rests , 
and i f  we have fo rg o tte n  th e ir  d iffe r in g  v irtues i t  is surely because 
we have taken de light in  a confusion of crossing branches, (E & I 
245, and see The Poems of W illiam  B lake, ed. W.B. Yeats, 1893, 
p229).

Whatever the precise nature of the tree , i t  is p la in ly  a Q abalisation of 

C e lt ic  tra d it io n , a m ystica l gloss on a s in is te r vision, o ffe r in g  an 

"e labora te ly  le a r n e d " 3 exposition o f Q aba ilis tic  lo re , explanation of which

- 244 -



has tended to  overshadow the poem’ s p o lit ic o -ro m a n tic  p r o v e n a n c e .4 The

f ir s t  stanza js  a descrip tion of

the relig ious d iscip line of ’ jo y ’ , o f subjective thought where the 
’ in te lle c t ’ does not operate alone but is co-ord inated w ith  o ther 
facu ltie s  in to  ’ im ag ina tion ’ ; the process by which God may be 
discerned as present w ith in  the human personality, (ibid. p251)

reca lling  i f  not the f i r s t  sonnet o f Sidney’ s ’Astrophe l and S te lla ’ , then at

least the apprehensions of the happy shepherd; ’’there  is no tru th /S av ing  in

th ine  own heart" (VP 66). The tre e  of the f i r s t  stanza is s im ila r to

R osse tti's  " liv in g  m ystic  tree "

W ith in  whose secret grow th the Dove 
Is sometimes fe l t  to  be.
W hile every lea f tha t His plumes touch
Saith His Name audibly, ('The Blessed Dam ozel').

I t  is also the tree  of B lake's song 'Love and harmony com bine’ , of ’ In a

M y rtle  Shade’ , and of ’The M-ental—Jùzaveiiepi# Indeed, the e n tire  poem

can be read as a gloss of B lake's 'The Human A b s tra c t’ .5 B lake’ s poem

incorporates im agery too  s im ila r to  tha t of 'The Two Trees' fo r  the

resemblances to be co inc identa l:

P ity  would be no m ore
I f  we did not make somebody poor.
And M ercy no more could be 
I f  a ll were as happy as we.

And m utual fear brings Peace,
T i l l  the selfish loves increase;
Then C rue lty  kn its  a snare.
And spreads his baits w ith  care.

He sits down w ith  holy fears.
And waters the ground w ith  tears;
Then H u m ility  takes its  root 
Underneath his fo o t.

Soon spreads the dismal shade 
O f M ystery over his head.
And the ca te rp illa r and f ly  
Feed on the M ystery.

And i t  bears the f r u i t  o f D ece it,
Ruddy and sweet to  eat.
And the raven his nest has made 
In its  th ickest shade.
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The gods of the earth and sea 
Sought through nature to find  th is  tree ,
But th e ir  search was a ll in vain:
There grows one in  the human Brain.

The b it te r  irony of th is  poem launches a d ire c t a tta ck  on eighteenth

cen tu ry  ra tio n a lis t dogma, positing in the f i r s t  six lines, an argument

defensib le in s t r ic t ly  ra tio n a lis t term s, and then demolishing i t  in  the rest

of the poem by dem onstrating how i t  gives rise, of necessity, to  c ru e lty

and the hypocrisy o f fa lse h u m ility . But, as G illham  points out,

B lake does not, in  th is poem or elsewhere, deny the tru th  o f the
ra tio n a lis t doctrine  he examines  On the con tra ry , i t  is only too
true  fo r  too many men, (D.G. G illham : W illiam  B lake , 1973, p86).

Yeats does not believe, however, tha t " th is  co rru p t fram e  of m ind", in

which "selfishness and c ru e lty  flou rish  and are d ign ified  under fa lse

names" (C.M . Bowra: The Rom antic Im ag ina tion , 1950, p40), is a proper

re fle iio n  of Maud Gonne's nature, and he hangs his plea on the branches

r
of the "ho ly  tre e " tha t grows from  her heart. Were she to  a llow  herself

a m oment of subjective contem plation she would discover, Yeats insists,

the balanced purpose of her existence, being com m itted  and passionate

invo lvem ent w ith  Yeats, and w ith  Y eats ’ s p a rticu la r (balanced) approach

to  nationalism . By succumbing to  the "gen tle  s tr ife "  (the pun on ’ gen tle ’

is again im po rtan t), and through expression of tha t revised com m itm ent,

Yeats and Maud Gonne would proceed to  an unspecified zone of e ro tic

im m o rta lity , "th e  fla m in g  c irc le  of our l i fe " .  The second stanza is a

vision of th is  s p ir it  o f holy potentia l as i t  is a ffe c ted  by the  constant and

b itte r  m a te ria lism  of p o lit ic a l campaigning. The fram ew ork  is again

Q aba lis tic  and Blakean, but W ilson’ s contention -  tha t Yeats

represents the Q lippoth naively as 'demons’ , and shows them holding 
up a m agic looking-glass of the kind fa m ilia r  from  many fa iry
s to ries   where the Tree of L ife  presents a d is to rted  and
misshapen re fle c tio n , (op.c it. p253)

-  is m isleading. Yeats fo llow s Mathers in  representing the Q lippoth  as

’ demons' on several occasions in  Kabbala Denudata:
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The fo u rth  is the A s ia tic  w orld , OVLM Ho-ShIH, Olahm Ha-Asiah, 
the w orld  of action , called also the world o f shells, OVLM 
HQLIPUTh, Olahm H a-Q lip^o th , which is the w orld  o f m a tte r, made 
up of the grosser elements of the o ther three. In i t  is also the 
abode of the evil sp irits , which are called "the  shells" by the 
Qabalah, QLIPVTH, Q liphoth, m a te ria l shells. The devils are also 
divided in to  ten classes, and have su itab le  hab ita tions... The tree  
which is m itiga ted  (tha t is, the path o f the kingdom or Schechinah, 
which is the tre e  of the knowledge of good and evil, which in  
its e lf  ex is te th  from  the judgements, but is m itiga ted  by the 
bridegroom  through the in flu x  o f mercies) resideth w ith in  (w ith in  
the shells; because the kingdom hath its  dom inion over a ll things, 
and its  fe e t descend in to  death). In its  branches (in the in fe r io r  
worlds) the birds lodge and build  th e ir  nests (the souls and the 
angels have th e ir  pi a c e ) .  6

Readers who had penetrated the Q abalisation of the f i r s t  stanza would

have been aware from  the beginning o f the second th a t the w orld

re fe rred  to  was tha t of 'a c tio n ’ , and the reference to  ’demons’ (shell

im agery would not have been appropria te  to  the Tree a llegory), fa r from

being naive, is at once au then tic  Qabalism and a subtle rem inder of the

provenance of the poem, an echo ("subtle  gu ile ") o f the treacherous

demon tha t had warred w ith  O isin (VP 35v.). The demons, then, are the

sp irits  tha t s tim u la te  Maud Gonne’ s increasing ly hostile  p o lit ic a l war w ith

England, and fa r  from  presenting a "d is to rte d  and misshapen re fle c tio n " of

the Tree, they expose the no rm a lly  concealed desolation th a t n a tu ra lly

balances it :

W ith broken boughs and blackened leaves 
And roots ha lf hidden under snows 
D riven by a storm  th a t ever grieves.

The birds of the f i r s t  stanza, fo r  instance,

through bew ildered branches, go 
Winged Loves borne on in  gen tle  s tr ife .
Tossing and tossing to  and fro  
The flam ing  c irc le  of our l i fe ,

are balanced by th e ir  s in is te r cousins from  the w orld  of Assiah:

There, through the broken branches, go 
The ravens of unresting thought;
Peering and fly in g  to  and fro .
To see men’ s souls bartered and bought.
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The fu l l  repellence of th is image -  the "c rue l claw and hungry th ro a t" ,

the "ragged wings", and the gruesome anthropomorphism  of ravens tha t

stand and s n iff  the wind -  only emerging in  revision. The verbal echoes

are not accidental. The balance is m ainta ined in  a lin g u is tic  as w e ll as a

m ystagogic manner. Nor is the resta tem ent of previous p o lit ic a l gestures

co incidenta l. The birds, fo r example, tha t seek to  destroy Maud Gonne

seek also to  destroy love, and hence, by im p lica tio n , Yeats h im self. A t

the close the 'The Binding o f the H a ir ' the poet Aodh, decapitated in

ba ttle , s t i l l  manages to  sing his love u n til birds s im ila r to  the "ravens of

unresting thought" appear;

And then a troop  o f crows, heavy lik e  fragm ents of tha t sleep 
older than the world, swept out of the darkness, and, as they 
passed, smote those ecs ta tic  lips w ith  the points of th e ir wings; 
and the head fe l l  from  the bush and ro lled  over at the fe e t of the 
queen, (VSR 181).

S im ila rly , the demons tha t peer and f ly  " to  and fro ,/T o  see men's souls 

bartered and bought", though la te r revised out, c le a rly  represent the 

m erchant-devils  tha t had operated in The Countess K a th leen. That th is  

suggestion was dropped suggests tha t Yeats saw Maud Gonne as 

succumbing to  Q lippo th ic  pressure fo r  reasons tha t were not holy, w ith  

the consequence th a t salvation is slipping inexorab ly from  her grasp. 

Maud Gonne had sold her soul to  Satan in 1886, (the year of her fa th e r 's  

death -  Mem 132-3). Her com m itm ent to  the m ate ria lism  of po litics , 

warping her personality, is demanded by the ravens which have been sent 

to  ensure the d a m  n a t io n  7 tha t could be avoided on ly by recanta tion , and 

a m ore wholehearted engagement in  n o n -m a te ria lis tic  (tha t is, Yeatsian) 

na tio na lis t a c t iv ity . Before the vision is fu lly  revealed Yeats is sensitive 

to  the power of her com bative in s tin c t, "O r only gaze a l i t t le  w h ile ". 

But w ith  the recogn ition th a t the loss is g rea ter than tha t of mere
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ea rth ly  beauty the q u a lifica tio n  fades, and the poem ends w ith  a

re ite ra tio n  o f a line  th a t bristles w ith  solemn urgency, the th ree  heavily

stressed syllables, a sudden departure from  the easy iambs in to  which the

poem has slipped, accentuate the im pera tive :

Thy tender eyes grow a ll unkind:- 
Gaze no more in  the b itte r  glass.

The poem is at once an exp lica tion  of the Q aba lis tic  no tion  o f balance,

and a lu c id  soc io -p o litica l c ritiq u e , a clear sta tem ent tha t the darker

aspects of human nature are exposed by intense p o lit ic a l a c t iv ity ,  jus t as

the th ree  d ram atic  poems discussed in  the previous chapter dem onstrate

the consequence of o ccu lt obsession. Yeats makes a s im ila r plea in  'The

W hite B irds ', and his com m itm ent to  balance can be measured by these

poems. During the period tha t is generally regarded as the most

in tense ly 'o c c u lt ' of his l i fe  (the '90s) Yeats cla im ed th a t

a weariness comes from  those dreamers, dew dabbled, 
the l i ly  and rose.

Ah, dream not of them, my beloved, the flam e  of the 
m eteor tha t goes.

O r the flam e of the blue star tha t lingers hung low
in the fa l l  of the dew:

For I would we were changed to  w h ite  birds on the
wandering foam  -  I and you, (VP 122v. -  O isin version).

This is a clear ind ica tion  th a t Yeats never los t sight of the fa c t tha t

human nature, at its  highest po int, denies no aspect of 't ru th '.

The constant s tra in  of reconciling  irreconcilab les, however, can lead to  a 

desire fo r  the breakdown of a ll system. The a tte m p t to  fo rce  the  tw o  

figures of the weather house (above p. 165) to  emerge toge ther breaks the 

mechanism tha t allows e ithe r to  appear. There can be no doubt th a t the 

apo lca lyp tic  n ih ilism  of 'W here There Is Noth ing ' owes much, as Harper 

says (CLQ 114-25),8 to  the "D ionysiac enthusiasm" of N ie tzsche 's 

Zara thustra  (L402). Paul R u ttledge is, to  a large exten t, an amalgam of
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the N ietzschean conceptions of C h ris t and St. P a u l.9 I t  is im po rtan t,

however, not to overstress N ie tzsche 's ro le  in  the development of 'W here

There is N o th ing ', though we should accept his pre-em inence in  the

charac te risa tion  of R u ttlege 's  exuberant anarchy. Emma Goldman, a

great exponent of "anarchism " (see, fo r  instance. Anarchism  and o ther

Essays, 1910, p53-73), celebrated the play as an embodiment of

the s p ir it  of re vo lt its e lf,  of tha t most constructive  re v o lt which 
begins w ith  the destruction of every obstacle in  the path o f the 
new l i fe  tha t is to  grow on the debris of the old, when the 
para lyz ing yoke of in s titu tio na lism  shall have been broken, and man 
le f t  fre e  to  enjoy L ife  and Laughter, (The Social S ign ificance of 
the  Modern D ram a, 1914, p260).

R u ttledge  has perceived an obsession in  society. C iv ilisa tio n , as he sees

it ,  is preoccupied w ith  systems, in s titu tio ns , establishments, buildings, and

he has discovered, through vision (VP l 1071,1131), tha t n ih ilism  is the

only way to  coun teract th is  obsession, and bring socie ty back to  the true

re lig ion , man back to  d iv in ity . The Fa ll is reversible, man can be

restored to  prelapsarian fe lic ity ,  through the earthbound, the law of

g ra v ity :

I am among those who th ink  th a t sin and death came in to  the
w orld  the day Newton ate the apple  I know you are going to
te ll me he only saw i t  fa ll.  Never mind, i t  is a ll the same th ing , 
(VP l 1084).

Seeing th a t there  is "to o  much build ing" (VP l 1068v.) Paul seeks to

become 'irrespons ib le ', like  C h ris t (VPl 1119) and the Saints (VP l 1161), 

w ith  the  tinkers , 10 and to  tear down the edifices, whether physical or 

m etaphysical, tha t have been established against God. The play is the 

f i r s t  shot in  the b a tt le  to  render the thea tre  " jo y fu l, fa n ta s tic , 

extravagant, whim sical, beau tifu l, resonant, and a ltogether reckless" (Ex

169). I t  is no coincidence th a t a fte r  escaping the s truc tu red  soc ie ty  o f 

his friends and fa m ily  he joins the tinke rs  against a "w a ll of unm ortared 

stone" (V P l 1087), and th a t a fte r his expulsion from  the m onastery he and
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his apostles s e ttle  in  "E cc les ias tica l ruins" (VP l 1144). Paul, having

destroyed his own house (V P l 1142), sets out w ith  his disciples to

ann ih ila te  Jerom e's "ru les" (VP l 1132), to  o b lite ra te  tow n and Church

a like  (VP l 1138), to  n u llify  a ll laws, which were "th e  f i r s t  sin" (VPl

1137), and f in a lly  to  pull down the w orld  (VP l 1071,1140,1142). This

n ih ilism , prom pted by the question, "Why should the w o rld  go on?" (VPl

1112), is the dark th a t wipes out a ll d is tinc tion :

The dark, where there  is nothing th a t is anything, and nobody tha t 
is anybody; one can be fre e  there, where the re  is nothing (VP l 
1091).

This darkness is a d iv ine g if t ,  or at the very least the inescapable

consequence of a true  and com m itted  worship o f God. In exchanging

clothes w ith  C ha rlie  Ward and commencing the processes of anarchy

R uttledge begins also the "regenera tion" of his soul (VP l 1081-2). The

necessity fo r  "absolute rebe llion" emerges fu lly  in  the discarded earlie r

versions of the play in  which R uttledge cla im s tha t his orders come from

a higher source than the Superior (VPl 1125v.), and th a t in the course of

fo llow ing  them  he "seemed to  rise above law and num ber", and was thus

united to  the "law less un ity " (ibid.). In the f in a l version the fu ll

s ign ificance of R u ttledge 's  lesson surfaces -  he had learned i t

from  Jesus C h ris t, who made a te rr ib le  joy, and sent i t  to  overturn  
governments, and a ll se ttled order, (VP l 1140).

R uttledge urges the F ria rs  to

Lay down your palm branches before th is  a lta r; you have brought 
them as a sign th a t the walls are beginning to  be broken up, tha t 
we are going back to  the joy o f the green earth , (V P l 1135).

That joy is, spec ifica lly , the "Love of God, and  the W ill of God" (VPl

1136). I t  finds its  p rim ary  e a rth ly  fo rm  in the s t r ic t ly  social anarchy

th a t R uttledge encourages in the drunkenness of the villages, and in  the
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ro le -revers ing  m o c k -tr ia l tha t echoes Le a r’ s. But tha t physical 

drunkenness is m ere ly the gross m ate ria l body o f the jo y fu l sp iritua l

drunkenness presaged in  the tw e n ty - th ird  Psalm, welcom ed e cs ta tica lly  by 

R uttledge:

Give me w ine out of thy p itchers; oh, God,
how splendid is my cup o f drunkenness, (VP l 1139),

and inducing a ve rtigo  tha t is in im ica l to  a ll na tura l s truc tu re :

We must become blind, and deaf, and d izzy. We m ust get rid  o f 
everyth ing  th a t is not measureless eternal l i fe .  We must put out 
hope as I put out th is  candle, (ibid.).

To serve God man must become as irresponsible as a ch ild , a crow  or a

w itch , "drunk w ith  the w ind" (VPl 1145v.). C lea rly  then, man is

incapable o f approaching God as long as he is obsessed w ith  the notions

of order and s truc tu re , w ith  defin ing the im ponderable. The sp ir itu a l

drunkenness! 1 is God’ s g i f t  to  man:

We have ro lled  a great barre l out o f a ce lla r th a t is under the
earth. We have ro lled  i t  righ t in to  the m idst of them   I t 's
heavy, and when they have drunk what is in  i t ,  I would lik e  to  see 
the man th a t would be th e ir  master, (VP l 1151).

This g i f t  a ffo rds access to  Joy:

0  plunge me in to  the w ine barre l, in to  the  w ine barre l of God, 
(VP l 1164).

God's Joy, however, brought to  man by C h ris t, is te rr ib le  and des truc tive :

1 saw a great many angels rid ing upon unicorns, w h ite  angels on 
w h ite  unicorns. They stood a ll round me, and they cried  out, 
'B ro the r Paul, go and preach; get up and preach. B ro ther Paul.' 
And then they laughed aloud, and the unicorns tram pled the  ground 
as though the w orld  were already fa llin g  in  pieces, (VP l 1132).

'La ugh te r', a w ild  beast w ith  iron  claws, wings of brass, eyes lik e

sapphires (VP l 1158,1099), and a face "smoky from  the e terna l f ire s " (VP l

1102), is at once a crea tion  of God's (and a d ire c t consequence of co rre c t

worship o f H im ) and the "m ig h tie s t of the enemies o f God" (VP l 1099).

I t  promotes a Joy th a t causes the w orld  to  shudder (VP l 1082) because i t
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is an experience th a t is the antithesis of society. Stemming from  to ta l

breakdown i t  is a res to ra tion  of the "o ld  jo y fu l, dangerous, ind iv idual li fe "

(V P l 1157, and see 1145v.). I t  is ind iv idua l because i t  p its man against

h im self, and celebrates the evolution from  the strugg le  of an exalted

s p ir it  tha t is capable o f understanding and p a rtic ip a tin g  in the ways of

God, and of explaining them to  man. In an early  review  'J .T .G .'

com plained tha t the p lay's doctrine  "m igh t be considered pernicious. I t

depicts, a fte r  a ll, the evo lu tion of a m a n ia " .  12 I t  is clear, however, tha t

the play depicted fo r  Yeats the evolution o f purer s p ir it  through the

b a tt le  of sp irits  to  balance, as theosophists and o ther occu ltis ts  had

always cla im ed i t  balanced, the Darw inian evo lu tion o f m a tte r:

These men f ig h t in  th e ir  way as your saints fought, fo r  th e ir  hand 
is against the w orld . I want the happiness of men who f ig h t,  who 
are h it and h it back, not the f ig h tin g  o f men in  red coats, tha t 
fo rm a l, soon-fin ished fig h tin g , but the endless b a ttle , the endless 
b a tt le .......
  the music I have heard sometimes is made of the continual
clashing o f swords. I t  comes re jo ic ing  from  Paradise, (VP l 1097-8, 
and see 1126v.). 13

S p iritua l b a ttle  and destruction  (see, e.g., V P l 1144v.) leads to  the "harsh 

m errim en t" (VPl 1145v.) o f sp iritua l pe rfec tion . The constant ce lebra tion  

of the clashing o f swords is rem iniscent of the ce lebra tion  of the 

evo lu tionary principles of survival through b a ttle  in  'The Wanderings of 

O is in '. I t  is im portan t to  remember tha t the message of those who have 

transcended m o rta lity  in  th a t poem is tha t " jo y  is God and God is joy" 

(VP 19), 14 jus t as R u ttledge, who has h im self seen beyond m o rta lity , 

announces tha t "God is joy, and w ill accom plish a ll jo y fu l th ings" (VP l 

1126v). Death, of course, because the f in a l destruction, is the m ost 

pe rfec t joy, the

las t adventure, the f i r s t  pe rfec t joy, fo r  at death the soul comes 
in to  possession of its e lf,  and returns to  the joy th a t made i t ,  (VP l 
1160).

- 253 -



Since God made Death an in teg ra l part of man's communion w ith  H im  i t  

would be blasphemous fo r  R uttledge, who is ready fo r  such a communion, 

to  deny i t ,  (see also Mem 231-2). Chesterton is qu ite  wrong, there fo re , 

to  c la im  th a t Yeats missed a great oppo rtun ity  in  not having R uttledge 

c ry  out at the la s t tha t his murderers are r ig h t to  destroy him , tha t "the  

mob o f rio te rs  was an arm y of saints. I f  N oth ing is God a ll murderers 

should have haloes. But i t  isn 't."  C hesterton 's argum ent, th a t "where 

there  is anything there is God" (my ita lic s ) is a neat rh e to rica l flourish , 

but i t  misses Y eats 's  point tha t only those who are as s p ir itu a lly  evolved 

as Paul R u ttledge  .are capable of fac ing the  nothingness th a t is God. 

R u ttledge dismisses the other Friars because they would not have seen 

the g lo ry o f God, but the emptiness tha t confron ts  the Seeker.

The l i fe  th a t comes of a co rrec t 's p ir itu a l' understanding o f evolution, the 

paradox o f a l i fe  a tta inab le  only by death (a paradox th a t I th ink  W.H. 

Auden re fe rs to  when he w rites, in 'In  M em ory o f W.B. Y ea ts ', of his 

"ra p tu re  of distress"), is the crux of th is  m a tte r. 13 in  'W here There Is 

N o th ing ’ the point of the drama is carried by the  potent un icorn symbol 

which is, as Brenda Webster herself avers, both "strong and pha llic " and 

"v irg in a l and pure" (ibid. p82).16 in the act of g iving li fe ,  they destroy 

i t ,  and in  th is  respect they are an expression o f pre-N ietzschean 

in fluences. Harper r ig h tly  stresses N ietzsche as the m ain philosophical 

th ru s t behind the  play -  c lea rly  i t  could not have been w r it te n  as i t  was 

but fo r  tha t in fluence -  but Yeats would have encountered philosophical 

n ih ilism  long before  the tu rn  of the century  in  esoteric  Buddhism, as 

some early review ers suggested, and in  Blake. 17 Indeed R u ttledge  quotes 

Blake to  ju s tify  the social anarchy caused by his d is tr ib u tio n  of fre e  

alcohol:
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There is not one of those people outside but th inks tha t he is a 
king, tha t he is rid ing  the wind. There is not one of them tha t 
would not h it the w orld  a slap in the face . Some poet has w ritte n  
tha t exuberance is beauty, and tha t the roadway o f excess leads to  
the palace of wisdom, (VP l 1110-1111)

and to  ju s tify  the sp ir itu a l anarchy caused by his preaching in  the

monastery:

God put holiness in to  everyth ing tha t lives, fo r  everyth ing th a t 
desires is fu l l  of His W ill, and everyth ing th a t is beau tifu l is fu ll 
o f His Love, (VP l 1138). 18

The paradox o f 'Laugh te r' being both creation and enemy o f God is an

expression o f the Q aba lis tic  be lie f tha t the Satanic im pulse is an aspect

of d iv in ity . As Blake put i t  in  'Ideas of Good and E v il':

God appears, and God is lig h t 
To those poor souls who dwell in  night.
But doth a human fo rm  display
To those who dw e ll in realm s of day, (Blake o p .c it.III p79).

This is s tr ic t ly  Q aba lis tic , 19 and Q aba lis tic  doctrine  is suggested in

Yeats's play p a rtly  by the sim ple tin ke r. Tom m y the Song, an a r t is t-

v is ionary who carries a hazel wand and has banished sp irits  w ith  i t  (VP l

1099), 20 but who f in a lly  subm its to  vision:

I believe he heard something one night beside an old thorn  tree , 
some sort of a voice i t  was, (VP l 1136)

both b lackthorn  and haw thorn being unlucky trees in  C e lt ic  t ra d it io n .21

Tommy is the ta ro t Fool: "H e who knew nothing may have seen a ll"

(VP l 1136, and see Mem 78-9). The Qabalism of the play is m ore

evident in the discarded versions:

F irs t, the c irc le  of the moon, then the c irc le  of M ercury, then the
c irc le  of Venus. But i t 's  not t i l l  we get beyond Jup ite r tha t we
get beyond law  and number. Ah! there is Cas si el, the angel of
Saturn; how cold his hand is  Cas si el, I w ill not go out beyond
the fix e d  stars to  tha t dark nothing. I w ill go in to  the sun, fo r 
God is in  the  heart of i t ,  where the flam e  burns up everyth ing, 
(VP l 1163-4v.).22
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This ra ther confusing c lim ax has R u ttledge  absurdly re jec tin g  the  f in a l 

denial, refusing to  transcend the fixed  stars and enter in to  the f in a l 

nothingness of the Veils of A in . I t  was r ig h t ly  discarded fo r  the f in a l 

te x t.

The play, then, i f  i t  has a Nietzschean im pulse, has at least in  pa rt a

Blakean and C e lto -Q aba lis tic  p r o v e n a n c e .23  The anarch ic in fluence o f

M acGregor Mathers had been fe l t  long before Yeats discovered N ietzsche.

Maclagan, in The Speckled B ird , says to  M ichael,

" I shall live  to  see the commonplace people who th in k  so much o f 
themselves, the people who make the fa c to rie s  and the stree ts and 
laws, humble enough. Things are going very qu ick ly  in  the w orld  in  
our tim es, and you and I may see the stree ts and the fac to ries  
burning. Then we who have seen the tru th  [? ]  w ill be lis tened to . 
We w ill reshape the w o rld ."......

M ichael fe l t  as i t  he had always thought in  ju s t th is  way also, and 
he said, " I t  w ill not be long before we w ill remake i t  nearer to  the 
h ea rt's  desire" (SB 22).

Yeats did indeed live  to  see such tim es, and to  perceive in  them  a kind

of pe rfec tion :

the re  has been  disorder over the greater pa rt of Ire land. A
trum pery  dispute about an acre of land can rouse our people to  
monstrous savagery, and i f  in th e ir  war w ith  the  English a u x ilia ry  
police they were shown no m ercy, they showed none: murder 
answered m urder. Y e t th e ir ignorance and vio lence can remember
the noblest beauty, (Au 561).

That the preva iling  anarchy is as much o ccu lt as N ietzschean is c le a rly

evinced by the 1897 'Rosa A lchem ica ’ , in which Yeats describes an

a lchem ica l process. The w r ite r  sympathises

w ith  the  consuming th irs t  fo r  destruction  which made the a lchem ist 
ve il under his symbols o f lions and dragons, of eagles and ravens, 
o f dew and of n itre , a search fo r  an essence which would dissolve 
a ll m orta l things, (VSR 129). 24
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I t  is an a lchem ica l f ire  in  R u ttl edge's heart th a t " w il l  make i t  as bare as

the w ilderness" (VP l 1141). Chesterton fo llow s ignorant c r it ic s  of

a lchem y in  corporealis ing th is sp iritua l weariness and qu ite  reverses

Y eats 's  po in t. Deploring the fa c t th a t Yeats sets up R u tt l edge's

'boredom ' in the f i r s t  act as an a ttitu d e  to  be commended and emulated

he complains tha t

weariness is the most pardonable o f fa u lts . But i t  is the most
unpardonable of v irtues, (Chesterton op .c it.),

and he re lates the boredom of a bored man to  the blindness of a blind

man. The po in t, o f course, is tha t the soc ie ty  R u ttledge  re jec ts  is blind,

in the Blakean sense:

We are led to  believe a lie
When we see w ith  not through the eye, (Blake o p .c it.III p79).

P e rfec t joy arises from  the anarchy o f b a ttle . A f te r  1902 th is  message

is conveyed in  increasing ly Nietzschean tones.25 In the 1903 in trodu c tion

to  Augusta G regory 's  Gods and F ighting Men he c la im s tha t

in  supreme a rt or in  supreme l i fe  the re  is the in fluence  of the sun 
too, and the sun brings w ith  i t ,  as old w rite rs  te ll us, not m ere ly
d isc ip line  but jo y   the expression o f the ind iv idua l soul turn ing
its e lf  in to  a pure f ire  and imposing its  own pa tte rn , its  own music, 
upon the heaviness and the dumbness tha t is in  others and in  its e lf,  
(Ex 26).

This is the genesis of a question asked in  1910:

How should the w orld  be luck ie r i f  th is  house.
Where passion and precision have been one 
T im e out of m ind, become too ruinous 
To breed the lid less eye tha t loves the sun?
And the sweet laughing eagle thoughts tha t grow 
Where wings have memory of wings, and a ll 
That comes of the best kn it to  the best? (VP 264).

The sun breeds the "lid less eye", but th a t eye is nourished by perpetual

bat tie . 26 Yeats 's iron ica l characte risa tion  o f the eagle thoughts as

"sw eet" and "laughing" is the fea tu re  th a t m ost distances the subject of
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th is poem from  the mass of common hum anity, which is overcome by

sentim ent and s e lf-p ity  at the prospect of death by b a ttle . As O is in ’ s

fenians exulted in  war from  which only the best emerged, so we are

urged in 1910 to  cast an unblinking, detatched eye at the p u rify in g  f ire

th a t destroys the dross. In a speech to  the B ritish  Association, part of

which is reproduced in  ’Samhain: 1908’ , Yeats encourages us to  "re jo ice  in

b a ttle ", and to  fin d  "th e  sweetest of a ll music to  be the stroke of a

sword" (Ex 243). The doctrine  emerges more fu lly  in  the 1907 essay,

’Poetry and T ra d itio n ’:

we were to  forge in  Ire land a new sword on our old tra d it io n a l 
anvil fo r th a t great b a ttle  th a t m ust in  the end re-estab lish  the 
old, confident, joyous w orld ......
That we may be fre e  from  a ll the rest, sullen anger, solemn v irtue , 
ca lcu la ting  anx ie ty , gloomy suspicion, p revarica ting  hope, we should 
be reborn in ga ie ty . Because there  is submission in  a pure sorrow, 
we should sorrow alone over what is greater than ourselves, nor too 
soon adm it th a t greatness, but a ll tha t is less than we are should 
s tir  us to  some joy, fo r pure joy masters and im pregnates; and so 
to  w orld  end, strength shall laugh and wisdom mourn, (E & I 249, 
252-3).

F illed  w ith  the "m ost personal and w ilfu l f ire "  Shakespeare’ s characters, 

fo r instance,

speak out of an ecstasy th a t is one-half the se lf-surrender of 
sorrow, and one-ha lf the la s t playing and m ockery o f the v ic to rious 
sword before the defeated world, (E <5c I 254).

This joy has shaped and ennobled the arts  (E & I 254-6), and in  a le tte r

of 1903 or 1904, to  AE, Yeats demands tha t they have "no emotions,

however absurd, in which there  is not an a th le tic  jo y" (NLD Ms 15,600).

He re a ffirm s  th is in a le t te r  of 1929 to  Sturge Moore:

the one hero ic sanction is tha t of the las t b a ttle  of the Norse 
Gods, of a gay s trugg le  w ith ou t hope. Long ago I used to  puzzle 
Maud Gonne by always avowing u ltim a te  defeat as a tes t. Our 
lite ra ry  m ovem ent would be worthless but fo r  its  defeat, (LTSM 
154).27
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His reading o f N ietzsche con firm ed D arw in ian  apprehensions of the

necessity o f struggle: i t  did not subsume i t ,  and i t  did not take him in a

new m etaphysica l d irec tion . C lea rly  Y eats 's  b e lie f in the value o f war,

and in the joy o f those who labour to  overcom e obstacles and know

trium ph  (Au 471),28 predates his acquaintance w ith  N ie tzsche’s works. In

’Rosa A lchem ica ’ he w rites of a vision:

I was possessed w ith  the phantasy th a t the sea, which kep t
covering i t  [ th e  Tem ple of the A lchem ica l Rose] w ith  showers o f 
w h ite  foam , was c la im ing i t  as pa rt o f some in d e fin ite  and
passionate li fe ,  which had begun to  war upon our o rde rly  and
ca re fu l days, and was about to  plunge the w orld  in to  a n ight as 
obscure as tha t which fo llow ed the dow nfa ll o f the classical w orld . 
One part o f my mind mocked th is  phantastic te rro r , but the o ther, 
the pa rt th a t s t i l l  lay ha lf plunged in  vision, listened to  the clash 
of unknown arm ies, and shuddered at unim aginable fanatic ism s, th a t 
hung in  those grey leaping waves, (VSR 138).29

This v ision, pecu lia rly  rem isicent of M atthew  A rn o ld ’s ’Dover Beach’ ,

an tic ipa tes  a fundam enta l conclusion o f A V ision by over th ir ty  years:

a fte r  an age of necessity, tru th , goodness, mechanism, science, 
dem ocracy, abstraction, peace, comes an age o f freedom , f ic t io n , 
ev il, k indred, a r t, a ris tocracy, p a rt ic u la r ity , war. Has our age 
burned to  the socket? (AV(B) 52, and 17).

The passionate ce lebra tion  of vio lence in 1930 -

those in v is ib le  beings I have learned to  tru s t would tu rn  me from
a ll th a t is not c o n flic t, th a t is not from  sword in  hand  I cannot
d iscover tru th  by log ic  unless tha t lo g ic  serve passion, and only 
then i f  the lo g ic  be ready to  cu t its  own th ro a t, tear out its  own 
eyes, (Ex 301),

-  is an expression of a bargain made ha lf a century  previously w ith  a 

s c ie n tif ic  mode of thought tha t made irre s is tib le  demands.

My purpose in  th is  chapter has been to  examine the nature of the balance 

prescribed by the  poems tha t a tta ck  obsession. The message of ’The Two 

Trees’ is th a t fo r  every Sephiroth ic v ir tu e  there  is a Q lippo th ic  v ice , a 

res ta tem en t of the fundam ental H e rm e tic  axiom, and th a t because such 

balance is beyond nature, is d iv ine ly  ordained, i t  should be expressed as
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much in  the w orld  o f Assiah, of action , as in  any o f the other, more

sp iritua l w orld . P o lit ic a l ends are una tta inab le  i f  in s u ffic ie n t care is 

taken of the sp iritu a l dimension, but the s p ir itu a l dimension is only a

dimension, and man must re ta in , or recap tu re  a m ulti-d im ensiona l 

perspective. To keep these face ts o f the human experience equally in 

view man requires, o f course, an unusual o b je c tiv ity . The "lid less eye

th a t loves the sun" is bred where "passion and precision have been one", 

and the sole value of Randolph S tow ’s poem, ’A narchy ’ (published by 

Cross and J e ff  ares in  1ER 279), is its  recogn ition  th a t a cold san ity

balances and nourishes Y eats ’s rom an tic  ’madness’ . The anarchy of 

’ Where There Is N o th ing ’ is a by-product of the resu ltan t tensions. I f  

man is to  approach his cond ition w ith  the necessary balance he must 

dislodge a ll his preconceptions, and the physical m an ifes ta tion  o f those 

preconceptions, social order, must be destroyed. The purging f ir e  of the 

play is a lchem ica l, and a s im ila r play could w e ll have been w r itte n  

w ith ou t N ie tzsche ’ s heavy-handed assistance.

This thesis begins w ith  an account of the ea rly  s c ie n tif ic  in fluences on 

Yeats, and examines the im p lica tions of n ineteenth  century  s c ie n tific  

research fo r  the established Church, fo r  the burgeoning frin g e  re lig ions, 

and fo r  the  so c io -p o litica l organisation o f c iv ilis a tio n . Y eats ’ s 

speculations on these m atte rs , poetic  and philosophical, are seen to  be
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consistent w ith  a thorough understanding of the s c ie n tific  ra tiona le , and a 

w illingness or, more c o rre c tly , a need to  apply th a t ra tiona le  to  his 

m etaphysic. The poe tic  expression of th is  is, s ty lis t ic a lly , a log ica l 

syntax and a progressively ’harder* poetic, and the m a tica lly , a series of 

pers is ten t statem ents against obsession. My purpose in  a ll th is  has been 

to  show f ir s t ly  th a t Yeats, con tra ry  to  tra d itio n a l c r it ic a l assumptions, did 

accept science, and secondly, why he had to  accept science. To re je c t 

one aspect of the ’ t ru th ’ would enta il obsession w ith  the o ther. Yeats 

perceived a kind of tru th  in  lo g ic  and its  creation , science, and 

consequently he was fo rced to  recognise its  value, even though i t  cu t 

across his much vaunted rom antic ism . Science, separated from  philosophy, 

m ight w e ll be ’’the opium of the suburbs’’ (Ex 340), but no philosophy was 

tenable  fo r  Yeats th a t did not accom m odate log ica l, em p irica l s tructures. 

The spiring tre a d m ill, so essential to  the im agination, which Yeats is 

fo rced  to  ascend has its  foundations securely lodged in  th a t ’’ im possible 

p layth ing  o f p rac tica l m e n ’’ , 30 Berke ley’ s ’’pragm atica l, preposterous pig o f 

a w orld".

A t  the beginning o f th is thesis I re fe rred  to  A .E . W aite ’ s d is tin c tio n  

between the m ystic  and the o c cu ltis t. The m ystic , W aite considered, is 

not only untouched by the ’ science’ of the occu lt, he stands apart from  

any s c ie n tif ic  evaluation of o ccu lt system. The o ccu ltis t, on the o ther 

hand, is a ’ student’ : he studies m ate ria ls  and forces th a t ex ist outside 

h im se lf, and he does so w ith  a s c ie n tif ic  d iscip line. In ’Per A m ica 

S ilen tia  Lunae’ Yeats turns, w ith o u t acknowledgem ent, to  th is  d is tin c tion . 

The best sort of m ystic  becomes the ’ sa in t’ , and the best sort of 

o c c u ltis t becomes the ’ sage’ or ’hero’ , tw o  types of the same Quester:

the desire th a t is sa tis fied  is not a great desire, nor has the
shoulder used a ll its  m ight th a t an unbreakable gate has never
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strained. The saint alone is not deceived, ne ither th rus ting  w ith  
his shoulder nor holding out unsatisfied hands. He would c lim b
w ith ou t wandering to  the a n tith e tic a l self of the w orld , the Indian 
narrow ing his thought in m ed ita tion  or d riv ing  i t  away in
contem pla tion , the C hris tian  copying C h ris t, the a n tith e tic a l self of 
the c lassical w orld , (Myth 337).

The hero, on the other hand, "loves the w o rld  t i l l  i t  breaks h im " (ib id.).

Saint and hero, those most p e rfe c tly  developed, and most p e rfe c tly  suited

to  the Quest,

cannot be content to  pass at moments to  tha t hollow  image and 
a fte r  become th e ir  heterogeneous selves, but would always, i f  they 
could, resem ble the a n tith e tic a l self, (M yth 333).

This is im po rtan t, because

the other se lf, the a n ti-se lf or the a n tith e tic a l se lf  comes but
to  those who are no longer deceived, whose passion is re a lity ,
(M yth 331, my ita lics ).

They are not deceived because they can o b jec tive ly  assess the whole man.

P e rfec tion  consists in atonem ent w ith  the a n ti-se lf: fa ilu re  is "fa lse

fa ith " , which arises from  "h id ing from  our thoughts the causes of doubt"

(M yth 332). Yeats elevates the fa ith  th a t is born of questioning and

evaluation to  the highest cond ition o f those who, like  h im se lf, seek

atonem ent:

I ca ll to  the m ysterious one who yet
Shall w a lk the wet sands by the edge of the stream
And look m ost lik e  me, being indeed my double.
And prove of a ll im aginable things
The most unlike, being my a n ti-se lf, (VP 371).

In 'The Seven Sages’ the Sixth Sage accepts the ugliness of the ra tiona l

a n ti-se lf, but nevertheless distances h im self from  the m ys tic ’ s stance:

A leve lling , rancorous, ra tiona l sort of mind
That never looked out of the eye of a saint, (VP 486).

Y eats ’ s po int is th a t as there are tw o  conceptions of re a lity , so there  are

tw o  states of re a lity .
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the te rre s tr ia l and the cond ition  of f ire . A ll power is from  the 
te rre s tr ia l cond ition , fo r  there  a ll opposites meet and the re  only is 
the extrem e of choice possible, fu ll freedom . And there  the 
heterogeneous is, and ev il, fo r  evil is the s tra in  one upon another 
o f opposites; but in  the cond ition  of f ire  is a ll music and a ll rest, 
(M yth 356-7).

The cond ition  o f f ire  is tha t proposed in  the play, 'W here There Is

N o th ing '. The N ietzschean ce lebra tion  of Armageddon is designed to

mask the  im p lica tions  of the pu rify ing  flam e, fo r  "a ll music and a ll res t"

would destroy " fu l l  freedom ". That flam e establishes a s ta te

where em otion is not brought to  any sudden stop, where the re  is
ne ither w a ll nor gate, th a t we would rise   We may pray to  th a t
la s t cond ition  by any name so long as we do not pray to  i t  as a 
th ing  or a thought, and most prayers ca ll i t  man or woman or 
ch ild :-

For M ercy has a human heart.
P ity  a human face.

W ith in  ourselves Reason and W ill, who are the man and woman, 
hold out towards a hidden a lta r a laughing or cry ing  ch ild , (M yth 
364).31

'Reason', once again. N ot m ere ly a concession to  reason th is , but a 

cha rac te risa tion  of 'Reason' as an im pregnating potency, the man, w ithou t 

which the ch ild  can have no existence. "Reason and W ill"  com bine to  

bring fo r th  the ch ild  in  the cond ition  of f ire  tha t inspires the anarchy o f 

'W here There Is N o th ing '. I t  is im po rtan t tha t we emphasise th a t the 

fo rce  th a t powers the destructu ring  is the th ru s t of the ra tiona l mind.

The f in a l stanza of 'C oo le  Park and Bally lee, 1931' is a resounding 

fan fa re :

We were the las t rom antics -  chose fo r  them e 
T ra d itio n a l sanc tity  and loveliness;
W hatever’ s w r itte n  in  what poets name
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The book of the people; whatever most can bless 
The m ind of man or e levate a rhyme;
But a ll is changed, tha t high horse riderless.
Though mounted in  th a t saddle Homer rode
Where the swan d r if ts  upon a darkening flood , (VP 491-2).

This stanza fa ils  to  c h ill -  and I th in k  i t  is intended to  c h ill -  not

because of the in fla te d  rh e to ric  of its  close, but because of its  deceiving

opening. We sense Yeats hu rried ly  pu lling  on the mask as the cu rta in

rises fo r  his great o ra tion . But what sort o f rom antic ism  is Yeats's? Is,

perhaps, the "e leva tion " of "a  rhym e" m ore im po rtan t to  him than the

"m ind of man?" How can we tru s t an assertion, howevep/^ loud ly

procla im ed, tha t is so deeply undermined by the en tire  th ru s t of his

philosophical speculation? How can so ca lcu la ted  a poe tic  convince us of

a vision of the sublim e except by reason? W arw ick Gould points out tha t

" in  D ru m c lif f  churchyard there  sleeps an untested sku ll" (op .c it. p220, see

p203). I would suggest tha t un til c r it ic a l au tho rities  begin to  clear some

of the rom an tic  de tritu s  from  the churchyard gate, there is every

poss ib ility  th a t the skull w ill rem ain untested.
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The W hite Goddess, p. 181-2.

21) ib id . p. 174-6,245-6. The notion tha t the wise de tect God in  the 
u n ity  o f a ll things is inherent in  ancient C e lt ic  be lie f -  see, e.g. 
the great F ionn's music o f "w hat happens". Egan O 'R a h illy  w ro te , 
in 'In is  F a l', tha t "N o th ing  is whole tha t could be broke": Yeats 
c h a ra c te ris tica lly  tw is ts  th is in to  its  paradoxica l an tithes is  in 
'C razy Jane Talks w ith  the Bishop'.

22) see also VSR 49. The 'nothingness' of God emerges in  'The Hour 
Glass' (V P l 634) and, of course, in 'The U n icorn from  the S tars '.

23) perhaps even a p o lit ic a l one. O 'Leary  had warned th a t although no 
gentleman m ight ever be a soc ia lis t, he could be an anarch ist -  Au 
211.
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24) the play also has clear a ff in it ie s  w ith  the 1896 story, 'Where There 
is Nothing, There is God',

25) or H e rac litean  -  Mem 216.

26) as in  'The Wanderings of O is in ', Book II.

27) perhaps th is is an im ag ina tive  re d e fin it io n  of a childhood fantasy -  
Au 14.

28) "is v ic to rious" in Mem 152. See also Fahm y Farag: The Opposing
V irtues , 1978, p.8-12. Farag demonstrates th a t Y eats 's  a ttitu d e  to  
war was nurtured by Blake and by the o c cu lt tu it io n  of HPB and 
Mathers. See also Barton R. Friedm an: 'Y ea ts , Johnson, and 
Ire land 's H e ro ic  Dead' in  E ire -Ire lan d , 7:4, 1972, p. 32-47, fo r
Yeats 's "c rea tive  m is in te rp re ta tion " of Johnson's 'Ways of War' in 
'P oe try  and T ra d itio n '.

29) see also L 2 5 9 ,, and we should remember th a t even in  the post- 
N ietzsche 'P oe try  and T rad ition ' Yeats is w r it in g  o f the '90s. See 
also VP 43 (1.209-13), and 244 (1.459).

30) Donald T. Torchiana: W.B. Yeats and Georgian Ire land , 1966, p.236- 
7.

31) an image th a t is, I th ink, de libe ra te ly  designed to  reca ll a spec ific  
Taro t trum p, the Last Judgement (Card X X ). The sp iritua l 
s ign ificance of th is card is F ire , and its  eso te ric  t i t le  the 'S p ir it  of 
the P rim a l F ire '.  Gareth K n igh t w rites of i t  th a t

th is  Path is said to  regulate the m otions o f the Sun and Moon, 
the supreme symbols of rad ia tion  and re c e p tiv ity . In man th is 
is the re la tionsh ip  between In d iv id u a lity  and Personality, and
also  the re la tionsh ip  between leader and led, fo r on th is  Path
are the analogues of the f i r s t  struggles towards the nation, 
(op .c it. II p .30, and see p .29-37).

I m ention th is  to  show tha t Yeats once again has in  mind a path 
between ob jective  and subjective thought. "U ltim a te ly " , Kn igh t 
continues, "the re  is no con trad ic tion  between ind iv idua l and 
corporate fre e -w ill,  which does not im p ly  the  e n tire  subjugation of 
one by the o ther, but sim ply a true  apprec ia tion  of un ity " (p.31).
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Appendix 1

Cairns C raigs: Yeats, E lio t and Pound and the  P o lit ic s  o f Poetry: R ichest 
to  the  R ichest (London: Croom Helm ; P ittsburgh: U n ive rs ity  o f P ittsburgh 
Press, 1982), pp.323.
Reproduced from  Yeats Annual 3 (1984), ed. W arw ick Gould 

Cairns C ra ig  has ably dem onstrated in  th is  study th a t "the  open poem

demanded as its  counterbalance the closed soc ie ty ." Yeats ’ s be lie f tha t

poe try  "cannot be understood w ith o u t a r ich  m em ory" ('C e rta in  Noble 

Plays of Japan') is a ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r  rew ork ing, and to  some exten t 

recrea ting , C e lt ic  legendary m ate ria l. A t  the same tim e  i t  emphasises 

the hero ic  s ta tu re  of the bard: "The power o f m em ory was also a m em ory 

o f power". The point, though a l i t t le  g lib , is taken, but we should 

rem em ber th a t at least one Yeats persona, Paul R u ttledge, comes out 

s trong ly  against memory in  tha t anarch ic ea rly  play, 'W here There Is 

N o th ing ' -  along w ith  "hope" and "though t" i t  is no p>art of the 

"measureless e terna l l ife "  (VP l 1139). The power, then, is in  the hands 

of those who possess the longest memories -  being the  custodians of the 

fo lk  tra d it io n , the peasantry, and the makers of h is to ry , the aris tocracy. 

These classes were in terdependent, c u ltu ra lly  as w e ll as econom ically, and 

toge the r the a ris toc ra t and the peasant fu rn ish  the  nation 's  a rt w ith  its  

images. The m idd le  class, because devoid o f tra d it io n , or of the m em ory 

of tra d it io n , is excluded and cannot con tribu te  to  the aesthetic  grow th o f

the race. C ra ig  sees Yeats as coming to  hate dem ocracy, mass education

and indus try  because they are hostile  to  the notion of "r iches t to  the

riches t", and the re fo re  to  m em ory and to  A ssoc ia tion is t a rt. These are

the bones of C ra ig 's  argument.

The im ag ina tion , H a z lit t  c la im ed in  his essay on 'C orio lanus ', is

an exaggerating and ca lcu la ting  fa c u lty ; i t  takes from  one th ing  to  
add to  another; i t  accumulates circum stances together to give the 
greatest possible e ffe c t to  a favourab le  ob jec t. The understanding
is a d iv id ing and measuring fa c u lty : i t  judges of things not
according to  th e ir im m edia te  im pression on the mind, but according
to  th e ir  re lations to  one another, (quoted C ra ig  p .23).
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The assumption tha t poe try  springs from  such an im ag ina tion  is at the 

roo t of H a z lit t 's  be lie f tha t poe try  is necessarily a "ve ry  a n ti- le v e llin g  

p rin c ip le ", a c tive ly  prom oting " in e q u a lity  and d isproportion". Inherent in  

the  neo-classical doctrine  o f Association ism , however, is just such a 

tak ing  and adding, an accum ulation of circum stances, and i f  the discovery 

o f Y ea ts ’ s poe tic  as a modern tra n s la tio n  o f th is p re -R om antic  do c tr in e  is 

unexpected, i t  is la rge ly  because Associationism  seems a m ost 

’ d e m ocra tic ’ ra tiona le . I t  argues tha t a ll in te lle c ts  begin, equally, as non- 

associative, and th a t they develop according to  cond ition ing, according, as 

Locke puts i t  in  An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, to

"Education , Custom, and the constant din of th e ir P a rty " (2.33.18). Does
/

not Hallam  h im self, whose Tennyson essay Yeats read and adm ired (and 

which C ra ig  makes the sole lin k  between Y eats 's  poe tic  and e ighteenth  

cen tu ry  psychological speculation), c la im  tha t com ple te  id e n tif ic a t io n  w ith  

the a r t is t 's  "leading sen tim en t" is "never physica lly  im possible, because

nature  has placed in every man the sim ple elements, of which a r t is the

su b lim a tion "? ! The d iscovery o f an a f f in ity  between Y eats and the

A ssocia tion ists is unexpected, too, because i t  involves one o f the la s t

R om antics in a doctrina l sp lit fro m  one of the f ir s t .

By fa il in g  to  account fo r  the d ichotom y o f neo-classical and R om an tic  

impulses in  the tra d it io n , and by choosing to  compare Y eats 's  philosophy 

w ith  th a t of a re la tiv e ly  obscure Scottish  A ssocia tion ist, A rch iba ld  A lison, 

whose w ork  Yeats pa ten tly  had not encountered, C ra ig  b lunts the  po in t of 

the comparison. The connection between eighteenth cen tu ry  c r it ic is m  and 

psychology and Yeats 's  poe tic , v ia  the slender reed ôf H a llam 's  essay, is 

im plausib le . There is no evidence to  suggest tha t Yeats was in te res ted  

in , or even aware of such a tra d it io n , p a rtic u la r ly  a t the outset of his
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career when he was supposedly a lready w r it in g  "A ssoc ia tion is t" verse (’The 

Madness of K ing G olT, 'Fergus and the D ru id '), or tha t he saw Hallam  as 

tha t tra d tio n 's  he ir. C raig, unaccountably, fa ils  to  deal adequately w ith  

C oleridge, however. Yeats knew of C o leridge 's re la tionsh ip  w ith  the 

m echan istic theories of the e ighteenth cen tu ry  (Au 358), and i t  is lik e ly  

th a t what he knew of Associationism  came from  Coleridge ra the r than 

from  H a llam 's ra ther nebulous account. I t  may w e ll be th a t fu rth e r

exam ination of the chronology o f Y eats 's  acquaintance w ith  Coleridge 

would resu lt in  some reassessment of th e ir  poe tic  re la tionsh ip . I f  'F ros t 

at M idn igh t' is an "A ssoc ia tion is t" poem, then so is 'A  Prayer fo r  My 

D aughte r'. I t  would seem th a t C ra ig  has exaggerated H a llam 's  

im portance as Y eats 's  stepping-stone to  the eighteenth century . A 

rigorous investiga tion  of C o l« ‘idge's ro le  m ight have rendered C ra ig 's

thesis more credib le.

On Yeats h im self, however, C ra ig  is considerably more com pelling. I t  is

clear tha t the poet's "psycholog ica l em piric ism " is more than an

accidenta l throwback to  Associationism , fo r  his poe tic  is in tense ly

associative. C ra ig  quotes from  'The Symbolism of P oetry ' to  i l lu s tra te  a

R om antic  (W ordsworthian) im pulse th a t sets in m otion  Yeats 's

accum ulation of images;

I f  I watch a rushy pool in the m oonligh t, my em otion at its  beauty 
is m ixed w ith  memories of the man I have seen ploughing by its  
m argin, or the lovers I saw the re  a night ago; but i f  I look a t the 
moon herself and remember any of her ancient names and
meanings, I move among d iv ine  people, and things tha t have shaken 
o f f  our m o rta lity , the tow er of ivo ry , the queen of w a te r...,

and in  'The Philosophy o f Shelley's P oe try ' Yeats explains th a t those

processes bring him  from  Shelley's debt to  Porphyry to  O isin 's vis ion of

the hound and the deer, to  the woman w ith  the golden apple, to  Niamh,
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and f in a lly  to  a fr ie n d ’ s vision of ’The M eeting o f the Suns'. As C ra ig

says, Yeats experiences Shelley’ s im agery no t so much as Shelley’ s, but in

the con tex t of his own "associational p o te n tia litie s " (p .39), and some of

the tensions of the earliest verse are explained by th a t con text. Fergus

and G o il, fo r  instance, seek to  express a R om antic  conception o f nature

but are trapped w ith in  T im e as an associational model;

The ro m a n tic  demand tha t a rt, through the sp ir itu a l power of the 
im ag ina tion , should save us from  the w orld  o f tim e  is undone by 
the knowledge tha t a rt works only through m em ory and is devoted 
to  the endless reca ll of the events of tim e  (p.82).

The great value of th is book is tha t i t  once again puts in to  perspective 

Yeats 's  c la im  to  be one of the la s t Rom antics, his com m itm ent to  

R om antic  models. C ra ig  begins by accepting, w ith  some ju s tif ic a tio n . 

H a rtle y 's  a ttr ib u tio n  of mechanical psychological associationism  to  Locke 's 

account of the irra tio n a l linkage of o therw ise unre lated ideas and 

sensations. To Locke the association o f ideas was a madness, because in  

"opposition to  Reason" (op.c it. 2.33.3-4), and correspondences were due 

sole ly to  "Chance and Custom" (ib id .5). The "e rro r"  of th is  

"unreasonableness" m ere ly gave rise to  t r iv ia l associations tha t should be 

regarded as l i t t le  m ore than pleasant oddities -  the in a b ility  o f a ce rta in  

man, fo r  instance, to  dance in a room th a t does not conta in a trun k  a t 

its  centre , because of the circum stances and ir re s is tib le  condition ing o f 

his early  dance lessons (ib id . 16). The associations, fo r  Locke, since not 

fixed  by a ra tiona l s tructure , were inconsequentia l. C e rta in ly , as both 

C oleridge and H a rtle y  noted, the notion o f association long preceded 

Locke, but since i t  was he who f i r s t  used the word in  "the  pa rticu la r 

Sense here a ffix e d  to  i t " , 2 and since eighteenth cen tu ry  Associationists 

genera lly  regarded Locke as the fa th e r of th e ir  doctrine , his exam ination 

of the "unna tu ra l" linkage of ideas is as good a place as any to  begin.
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We should perhaps rem ind ourselves, however, tha t ha lf a cen tu ry  ea rlie r, 

ThomcLS Hobbes had dem onstrated the princip les of c o n tig u ity  and 

causa lity , had applied the psychology c r it ic a lly ,  had regarded associational 

modes of th ink ing  as e n tire ly  ra tiona l and natu ra l (unlike Locke), and had 

insisted on the im portance of m em ory. Indeed, since m em ory is to  play 

so v ita l a ro le  in  C ra ig 's  thesis i t  is surprising th a t he ignores Hobbes's 

co n firm a tio n  by the theory o f the perception o f the Ancien ts, th a t 

"m em ory" is the "M other of the Muses".3

Hume's re jec tio n  of Locke 's u ltra ra tio n a l psychology, his norm a lisa tion  of 

the associative ra tiona le , is c lea rly , as C ra ig  suggests, a com ple te  

reversal of Locke ’ s metaphysic, but i t  is a reversal tha t stretches back to  

Hobbes (and arguably to  A r is to tle ), and i t  can be seen as an aspect of a 

d is tin c t pro-associative tra d it io n . Hume's observation is his T rea tise  o f 

Human N ature ( 'O f Knowledge and P roba b ility ') th a t the d e fin it io n  of 

cause and e ffe c t is em pirica l, ra ther than ra tiona l or re fle c tiv e , is picked 

up in  the (s till)  m echanical associations of David H a rtle y . C ra ig  

con trac ts  the genesis of the A ssocia tion is t theory o f A r t , however, by 

a ttr ib u tin g  i t  to  Hume's reversal of Locke, and in  seeing the  crowning 

g lo ry  o f associative a rt c r it ic is m  in the Humeian tenets o f A rch iba ld  

A lison. A t  th is point Yeats intrudes lik e  an embarrassed gatecrasher, and 

we should regard the long comparison of Yeats w ith  A lison, since i t  is 

closed w ith  the announcement th a t, of course, Yeats had not read A lison, 

as som ething o f an irre levance. Yeats did come to  read Berkeley, who 

prom oted an association ist theory o f language in  the in tro d u c tio n  to  his 

P rinc ip les o f Human Know ledge, but th a t hard ly explains the 

"Associa tion ism " of the poems on Fergus and G oil. We m igh t conclude 

th a t Yeats was an independent A ssocia tion is t, in sp ite  o f, and not because
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of the e ighteenth century. This does not remove, however, the problem 

of Y eats 's  Associationism , and in  sp ite  o f ce rta in  proto-Rom  an tic  

elem ents in the tra d it io n  the app lica tion  of psychology to  c r it ic a l theory 

in e v ita b ly  carries the burden of the neo-classica l ra tiona le . For 

A ssocia tion ists the system isation o f the psychology, and the analysis of 

the aesthe tic  were governed by the mechanics of reason. C ra ig 's  study 

serves to  distance Yeats a l i t t le  from  the R om antic  reaction  th a t sought 

to  overth row  such devotion to  the ra tiona l m ind.

I t  is in  the a tte m p t to  re la te  the aesthe tic  to  fa sc is t p o lit ic a l p rac tice  

th a t th is  study begins to  fa lte r  seriously. The connection, fo r  C ra ig, 

swings on the conv ic tion  tha t both Fascism and Y eats 's  poe tic  depend on 

the ir ra tio n a l response of the m u ltitu d e  to  spe c ific  images. This leads 

C ra ig  to  the assumption tha t "Y ea ts 's  tu rn ing  to  Fascism... is the resu lt 

of his b itte r  rea lisa tion  tha t the A ng lo -Irish  a ris tocracy  was being 

destroyed as the peasants had been" (p. 197). I t  is a ra ther b r it t le  

argum ent. C ra ig  demonstrates fo rc ib ly  th a t Y ea ts ’ s A ssocia tion is t 

aesthe tic  was re trospective , and th a t i t  would have had a reactionary , and 

genera lly de libe ra liz ing  e ffe c t on his p o lit ic a l stance. Fascism, however, 

is a techn ica l term s tha t requires ca re fu l handling. P a rtly  we are, as 

C ra ig  suggests, so h o rr if ie d  by the  b ru ta l excesses of in te r-w a r Fascist 

machines tha t there is a fee ling  th a t to  tre a t the subject as su itab le  fo r  

serious scholarly debate is to  in v ite  its  reappearance in  the p o lit ic a l 

arena. P a rtly  also, the prevalence of M arx is t critiques of modern 

p o lit ic a l h is to ry  has debased the te rm . The problem of assim ila ting in to  

the M a rx is t system a p ro le ta rian  based revo lu tion  tha t, ideo log ica lly  a t 

least, is the antithesis of tha t system has resulted in  the reduction o f
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Fascism to  l i t t le  m ore than p a ra m ilita ry  cap ita lism . Because of its  

d isturb ing associations the term s is reta ined, but its  a ll-inclusiveness has 

rendered i t  v ir tu a lly  meaningless.4 Fascism is not easily iso lated, and 

C ra ig 's  exam ination of various d iffe re n t a ttitudes  to , and de fin itions of

the ideology is in te res ting . As i t  develops in to  a personal s tatem ent, 

however, his analysis focuses, perhaps inev itab ly , on an aspect tha t is

p a rtic u la r ly  germane to  his thesis, but hard ly the whole s to ry . W ithout 

doubt Fascism was, and is, a m ovem ent tha t combines, paradoxica lly, 

extrem e reaction  w ith  revo lu tiona ry  "progress". Ideo log ica lly  Fascism is 

com m itted  to  continua l renewal and to  continual preservation, fusing past 

and fu tu re , (another way of pu tting  i t  is tha t i t  is, as Stanislav Andreski 

has dem onstrated, both the "extrem ism  of the cen tre " and the  "centrism

of the ex trem is ts"^). A lthough i t  js  a "b iza rre  and horrendous 

com bination of constructive  and destruc tive  fo rce s "6 those forces are, 

however, c le a rly  c lass ifiab le . Fascism is founded on a strong sense of

rac ia l and nationa l id e n tity , an urgent m ilita rism  tha t expands tha t racism 

and nationalism  in to  fo re ign  a ffa irs , a v io len t an tipa thy  to  socialism  

(though not, as C ra ig  points out, to  a number of s ig n ifica n t soc ia lis t 

princip les), and a c le a rly  defined ru ling  e lite , supporting a charism atic  

leader, whose presidency over a to ta lita r ia n  sta te  is un in terrup ted .

A lthough C ra ig  does not account fo r  Y eats ’ s re la tion  to  the e n tire  Fascist 

phenomenon, or to  the A ssocia tion is t tra d itio n , his po int stands. There is 

a lin k  between the poetics of Yeats, E lio t and Pound and the  ideologies 

o f extrem e reaction , because both seek progress in  a rad ica l way th a t is 

f irm ly  con tro lled  by events and images of the past, and both seek th is  

paradoxica lly  dynam ic stasis in  the  irra tio n a l m o tiva tion  o f men through
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images. Such a m o tiva tio n  is at the heart of the A ssoc ia tion is t aesthetic , 

and C ra ig 's  perception o f a lin k  is an ins igh t to  be valued.

I t  may be possible to  go fu rth e r  than C ra ig  is prepared to  go, and d ire c t

comparison of the th ree  poets -  of which the re  is su rp ris ing ly  l i t t le  in  

th is  account -  is revealing. Yeats could not have w r it te n  'The Waste 

Land' or the 'C antos ' and, c lea rly , whatever the na ture  o f the  soc ie ty  

demanded by the open poem, not a ll "open" poems are the same. I t  is a 

question of syntax, and in  a study o f poetics m ore a tte n tio n  should 

perhaps have been paid to  th is . As Rosemund Tuve has said, " th e re  are

few  d if f ic u lt  images in  Yeats in which the syntax does not repay study;

syntax is the m ost unobtrusive of a ll methods o f c la r if ic a tio n , the closest 

one can come to  the paradox o f saying som ething ta c i t ly " . /  I t  js

d if f ic u lt ,  as Donald D avie  points out in  A r t ic u la te  Energy, "n o t to  agree

w ith  Yeats th a t the abandonment of syntax te s tif ie s  to  the  fa ilu re  of the

poet's nerve, a loss o f confidence in  the in te llig ib le  s tru c tu re  o f the

conscious mind, and the v a lid ity  o f its  a c t i v i t y " . 8

This, of course, did not w o rry  Pound. We m ight re ca ll, fo r  instance, his 

den igra tion of those trans la to rs  of Homer who were "deaved w ith  s y n t a x " ^  

(L ite ra ry  Essays o f Ezra Pound, p .273). I t  was of some concern, however, 

to  Yeats. In his in tro d u c tio n  to  the O xford Book o f Modern Verse (and 

we m ight note, in  passing, his selections from  Pound and E lio t)  he w rites  

of Pound th a t

p lo t, cha rac te riza tio n , log ica l discourse, seem to  him  abstractions 
unsu itable to  a man of his generation, (p .x x iii-x x iv )

th a t, indeed, his s ty le  is

constan tly  in te rrup ted , broken, tw is ted  in to  noth ing by its  d ire c t 
opposite, nervous obsession, n ightm are, s tam m ering confusion; he is
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an econom ist, poet, p o lit ic ia n , raging at m alignants w ith  
inexp licab le  characters and m otives, grotesque figures out of a
ch ild 's  book o f beasts. This loss of se lf-c o n tro l  is ra re ......
among men of Ezra Pound's cu ltu re  and e rud ition . S ty le  and its  
opposite can a lte rna te , but fo rm  must be fu ll ,  sphere-like, single. 
Even where the re  is no in te rru p tio n  he is o fte n  content, i f  ce rta in  
verses and lines have sty le , to  leave unbridged transitions, 
unexplained e jaculations, th a t make his meaning u n in te llig ib le , 
(p.xxv).

This clear ca ll fo r  log ica l, system atic  l i te ra ry  s tructu res, fo r "s e lf-

co n tro l", may seem strange coming from  Yeats. Does he not, a fte r a ll, 

cons is ten tly  ra il against 'lo g ic a l' lite ra tu re , science, realism? I t  would

seem th a t Yeats 's  a ttitu d e  to  these needs some reassessment, fo r  the

ra iling  is pa rt of the mask. When Yeats turned fro m  Huxley and Tyndall, 

insisting in  a ra ther self-conscious 'A xe lism ' tha t he "d id  not care fo r  

mere re a lity "  (Au 82-3), he was nevertheless unable to  escape the 

in fluence of the s c ie n tif ic  ra tiona le . By his own admission he had fa ile d  

to  avoid the  fasc ina tion  of what he loathed (Au 88). I f  we regard Yeats 

as m ere ly contem ptuous of H uxley and Tyndall, and th e ir  irrepress ib le  

log ic, we miss the essential emn^phasis of Autob iographies. N e ithe r they,
y

nor th e ir  lite ra ry  representatives, Ibsen and Shaw, are re jec ted  w ithou t 

qu a lifica tio n . Ibsen's in fluence  was inescapable, and Yeats trave lle d  w ith  

his works (Au 279). Shaw's "a th le tic  w it"  had made him "the  most 

fo rm idab le  man in  modern le tte rs " , and, although repelled by Shaw's

realism , Yeats "de ligh ted" in  him , and "stood aghast" before the energy of 

'A rm s and the Man' (Au 281-3). P a radoxica lly  Shaw was a sewing- 

machine, func tiona l and u t il ita r ia n , yet possessed at the same tim e  of a 

unique charm, pow erfu l and irre s is tib le . I t  is qu ite  rem arkab le how 

s im ila r are Yeats 's  descrip tion of Shaw and H uxley 's  descrip tion of a man 

of " lib e ra l education":

so tra ined in  youth th a t his body is the ready servant of his w ill, 
and does w ith  ease and pleasure a ll the w ork th a t, as a mechanism,
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i t  is capable o f; whose in te lle c t is a c lear, cold, log ic engine, w ith  
a ll its  parts of equal strength, and in  smooth working order; ready, 
like  a steam engine, to  be turned to  any kind o f work, (’A L ibera l 
Education ’ , 1868).

Yeats adm ired W ilde, s im ila rly , in sp ite  o f what L ione l Johnson regarded 

as his "co ld  s c ie n tif ic  in te lle c t"  (Au 285) and, w h ils t d is lik ing  E lio t ’ s 

realism , he was "fo rce d  to  adm it its  s a t ir ic  in te n s ity " (E&I 499). Yeats 

could not avoid science and log ic, so he demanded th a t lite ra tu re  learn 

from  them and expect the same " r ig h t of exp lora tion  of a ll th a t passes 

before  the  m ind's eye" (Au 326). R ationa lism  is deplored but its  value is 

not denied, and i t  was the generalisations o f popular science ra the r than 

the s p ir it  of genuine 's c ie n tif ic  research th a t "cowed [h is ]  boyhood" (Au 

143). The expression of tha t s p ir it as precise syntax is a stepping-stone 

to  a co lder, harder and less sentim enta l poe tic . 3.I.M . S tew art considered 

Yeats to  be "a t least as shrewd as he was m ystica l" 10 and i t  would 

appear tha t what Conor Cruise O 'B rien  re fe rred  to  as "cunn ing", the 

q u a lity  th a t I th ink  is im p lied  in  H a z lit t 's  "understanding", can be as a n ti­

le ve lling  a p rinc ip le  as the notoriously im perious im agination, Yeats knew 

th is  w e ll, and in  his essay on 'The Philosophy o f Shelley's P o e try ' he 

agrees tha t "the  rich  have become riche r, the poor have become poorer,... 

such are the e ffe c ts  which must ever f lo w  from  an unm itiga ted  exercise 

o f the ca lcu la ting  fa c u lty "  (E&I 68). One wonders i f  Yeats ever re a lly  

recovered from  his deep im m ersion in  the works of D arw in , Tyndall, 

Huxley, Haeckel and W allace during his fo rm a tiv e  years.

Cairns C ra ig  has produced a curious, p rovoca tive  and demanding book. 

He does not dem onstrate a cred ib le  connection between Yeats and 

Associationism , or between Yeats and Fascism, a great deal of the 

in fo rm a tion  is m arg inal to  an in te re s t in  Yeats, and at the end one is
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le f t  wondering i f  the argum ent m ight have been extended, and its  

im p lica tions pursued m ore rigorously. In sp ite  o f th is  much of the 

m a te ria l is useful and suggestive, a tte s ting  to  a degree of ca lcu la tion  th a t 

we may not no rm a lly  associate w ith  Yeats. F ina lly , though, the c ruc ia l 

question m ight not be so much C ra ig 's  -  "how are we to  read a poetry 

th a t te lls  us we ourselves are the destroyers of cu ltu re , p>art of the 

ph ilis tine  modern w orld , 'Base-born products of base beds'?" (p.5) -  as 

tha t of how we are to  respond to , say, the Irish  A irm an 's  "lo ne ly  im pulse 

o f de ligh t" when we know tha t i t  is in  his nature, in  so un-Rom a n tic  a 

way, to  have "measured a ll, brought a ll to  m ind", and to  have balanced so 

very c a re fu lly  l i f e  and death.

1 Isobel A rm strong  (ed), V ic to ria n  Scrutin ies, (London; A th lone, 1972), 
p.89.

2 David H a rtle y , Observations on Man, (London: 1749), I, p.65.

3 Thomas Hobbes, English Works, ed. Mol es w orth , (London: 1839 etc.), 
IV, p .449. See also M yth 342 fo r  Yeats 's  quo ta tion  o f Landor on 
the same point.

4 A. James G regor, The Ideology of Fascism , (N .Y .: Freeborn:
London: C o llie r M acm illan , 1969), p.23.

5 S.U, Larsen (ed). Who were the  Fascists? p . 52-55»

6 Paul Hayes, Fascism , (London: A llen  & Unwin, 1973), p. 119.

7 Rosemund Tuve, E lizabethan and M etaphysical Im agery, (Chicago: 
Chigao U .P., 1961), p. 177.

8 Davie, op .c it., (London: R <5c KP, 1955), p. 129. See also G eo ffrey  
H ill,  '"The  Conscious M ind's In te llig ib le  S tru c tu re ': A Debate" in 
Agenda, 9:4, (A utum n-W in te r, 1971-2).

9 Ezra Pound L ite ra ry  Essays, ed. w ith  an in tro , by T.S. E lio t, 
(London: Faber, 1954, rp td  1960), p .273.

10 J.I.M . S tew art, E igh t Modern W rite rs , (Oxford, C larendon H is t, of 
English L ite ra tu re , 12, 1963), p.326.
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Appendix 2

Y ea ts ’ s a tt itu d e  to  Tyndall requires some reassessment. A lthough Tyndall 

did discuss re lig ion  and the supernatural (see above p.93-4), he was 

considerably less of a philosopher and c le r ic -b a ite r  than the m a jo r ity  o f 

his peers in the s c ie n tific  establishm ent. He closes The C o ns titu tion  of 

the  U n iverse ', fo r instance, not w ith  a demand th a t 's p ir it ' be abolished, 

as did m ore zealous colleagues, but w ith  a plea th a t the impulses of the 

hea rt be tem pered by an appreciation of the le g it im a te  c la im s of 'reason', 

tha t

our sp iritua l au tho rities   devise a fo rm  in  which the heart m ight
express its e lf w ithou t pu tting  the  in te lle c t to  shame,

and, in so doing, to

u tilis e  a power which they now waste, and make prayer, instead of 
a b u tt to  the s corner, the potent inner supplement of noble 
outw ard li fe ,  (p.32).

I t  is possible tha t in his fe rvour Yeats took exception to  such concessions

to  's p ir i t ' .  I t  is considerably m ore lik e ly , however, tha t the poet was

repelled by the sc ien tis t fo r  reasons tha t had no connection w ith  the

c o n flic t  of s p ir it and m a tte r. Both were Irish:

I was born under a modest Irish  roo f, and  fo r  the f i r s t  tw en ty
years of my li fe ,  I lived in  Ire land in  in tense sym pathy w ith  the 
Irish  people, (Professor Tynda ll's  B e lfas t Speech, 28th Jan., 1890, 
p. 3).

Tynda ll became a com m itted  U n ion is t and Im p e ria lis t, however, and was 

f ie rc e ly  contemptuous of republicanism . During the  period o f Yeats 's  

f i r s t  reaction  from  science Tyndall published a series of a ttacks on Irish  

n a tio n a lis t a c tiv itie s , and B ritish  L ibera lism , tha t possibly overshadowed 

fo r  Yeats, Tyndall's  re la tiv e ly  co n c ilia to ry  approach to  m atte rs  sp iritua l. 

T ynda ll's  a ttitu d e  to  Parnell was c le a rly  ind ica ted  in  his published

response to  an in v ita tio n  in  1885 by the Po llocksh ie ld 's  Conservative

Association to  stand as th e ir candidate fo r  East R enfrew shire:
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[P a rne ll] accepts and assim ilates the sops o ffe red  by the Im peria l 
Governm ent, and in  re tu rn  smites tha t Governm ent w ith  recru ited  
strength . Give him  more and he w il l  do the same. For, be 
assured of it ,  the end and aim of M r. Parne ll is to  break up an 
em pire which he hates, and which he has taught his fo llow ers to  
regard as a curse to  hum anity, (Professor Tyndall on Party
P o lit ic s , 1885, p .8).

Tyndall w ro te  th is  be fore  H e rbe rt G ladstone's 'Hawarden K ite ' which

ind ica ted in  December 1885 th a t the leader o f the L ibe ra l P a rty  was

becoming a ttra c te d  to  Home Rule (Leeds M ercury and London Standard,

17th February, 1885). He was not sym pathetic  to  P arne ll before the Irish

N a tiona lis t a lliance w ith  the L ibera ls, and he deplored G ladstone's

continu ing association w ith  the Home R ule cause. By 1887 he regarded

Parnell as

a ca la m ity  to  B rita in , and, through her, to  the cause of ordered 
freedom  throughout the world, (M r. G ladstone and Home R ule,
1887, p .5)

his fo llow ers  as not only a disgrace to  th e ir  Young Ire land predecessors

(ibid. p .4), but also as

'specks' of contagium , which have already spread so fa r, [th a t they] 
w ill continue to  spread, to  the destruction  of a ll social order in  the 
land, (ib id. p .4)

and the en tire  th ru s t of his cause as an evil tha t w ill expose England to

the " 'bu rg la rs ' of the w orld " (ibid. p.5).

Tyndall confessed a h o s t il ity  to  Gladstone th a t rendered the lines of his

a tta ck  a l i t t le  in d is tin c t:

i t  is hard to  speak o f him in measured language when one th inks of 
the w e ll nigh irrepa rab le  m ischief he has done, (ib id. p. 9)

and throughout th is  b it te r  pamphlet i t  is d i f f ic u lt  to  distinguish what

Tyndall believes to  be the precise extent and nature  o f G ladstone's

. cu lp a b ility . I t  is unclear whether he regards the leader o f the L ibera ls  as

a purely m align in fluence :

in re la tio n  to  Ire land, he has proved an ev il-doe r and a fa lse 
prophet throughout, (ib id. p.5)
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or as m erely easily deceived, perhaps to  the point of insanity;

at his b irth , or before i t ,  the Power th a t made him w ro te  upon his 
brain, 'G iven over to  strong delusion, tha t he should believe a l ie ',  
(ibid. p.9)

or as something between the tw o , as a "p rince  of sophists" who dislodges 

tru th  "by un tru th , and s tra ightfo rw ardness by double-dealing" (ib id. p.7).

By 1890, w ith  Parnell in  rap id p o lit ic a l decline, Tyndall had c la r if ie d  his 

position;

by his m ismanagement, cowardice, and vac illa tio n , G ladstone is the 
w ickedest man of our day and generation, (Professor T ynda ll's  
B e lfas t Speech, p.6. See also M r. G ladstone's Sudden Reversal o f 
P o la rity , 1890)

and he goes on to  ask, a l i t t le  irresponsib ly  in  view of the serious r io tin g  

in  Be lfast during the debating o f the f i r s t  Home R ule B ill in  1886, if  

B e lfas t was

to  be placed under the con tro l of Archbishop C roke and his 
myrmidons, backed by the ignorant and exc itab le  peasants of the 
South, (ibid. p. 8-9)

urging northern loya lis ts , as Lord Randolph C hurch ill had urged them  in 

1886 (see F.S.L. Lyons: Ire land since the  Fam ine, (1971), 1973, p .292) to  

use fo rce  to  resist sedition.

Yeats was not a confirm ed P a rne llite  in  the 1880s. Two v ita l in fluences 

-  his fa th e r and John O 'Leary  -  would have disapproved. Indeed his 

te n ta tive  applause fo r  Parne ll's  progress as la te  as 1891 is the re su lt o f a 

negative response to  other fac tions ra ther than of a sudden recogn ition  of 

Parne ll's  v irtue :

my fa th e r is b it te r ly  opposed to  Parne ll on the ground c h ie fly , now, 
of his attacks on his fo llow e rs . To me, if  a ll o ther reasons were 
absent, i t  would seem pla in  th a t a com bination o f priests w ith  the 
'Sullivan gang' is not lik e ly  to  have on its  side in  p o lit ic a l m atte rs  
divine justice , ( L I63-4).
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Yeats ’ s fa c ile  and t r iv ia l response to  P a rne ll’ s death, Mourn -  And Then 

Onward!, is, as Conor Cruise O 'B rien dem onstrates (1ER 216-20), no more 

than li te ra ry  opportunism . His delight at the " in s in ce ritie s " tha t had been 

"d riven  up in to  dust and vacuum" (L e tte r to  O 'Leary , quoted in  MM 100) 

by the O'Shea d ivorce is iro n ic  in  view of th is  poem. Yeats could 

scarce ly have w r it te n  a less sincere elegy. By the  ea rly  1920s, however, 

when Yeats came to  w r ite  'The T rem bling  o f the V e il' Parnell was 

fo rm a lly  established in  the Yeatsian pantheon. I t  may w e ll be th a t the 

persistent v il if ic a t io n  of Tyndall in  th a t co lle c tio n  o f memoirs has l i t t le  

to  do w ith  his stance as one of the m ore conspicuous exponents of 

'm a tte r ',  and a good deal to do w ith  his unconscious a lliance w ith  the 

'S u llivan gang' as a b itte r  and vociferous opponent o f Parnell.
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