1

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
(1865-1939)

I. INTRODUCTION 


A. LIFE



1. Yeats is usually acknowledged as the greatest  poet of the 20th century.  


2. Very active in Irish literary and  political  matters, he founded Dublin’s Abbey Theatre, still one of the world’s greatest theatrical companies.  



3. Yeats’s  adult  life was  somewhat  miserable  and frustrating  because  the  woman  he  loved--the  beautiful  Maud Gonne--would never marry him.  



4. After Ireland achieved its independence in 1922, he served as an Irish senator.  The next year he won the Nobel Prize for Literature.



5. Active  intellectually until the very  end,  Yeats died in 1939 while on holiday in southern France.  Because of the outbreak  of  World  War II, his body could not  be  returned  to Ireland  until 1948.  Much of the nation turned out to pay  honor to  him as his cortege wound to Sligo, the spot in Ireland  where he wanted to be buried.


B. THEMES AND STYLE  



1. Symbolism is the term most often used to  describe his poetry.  He saw it as the basis of poetry.  



2. His  early symbols are conventional, such  as  the rose, the star, and the lily.  



3. However, an elaborately developed personal  symbolism animates his middle and later poetry. 



4. This symbolism, elaborated in his book A Vision involved phases of the moon,  opposing  cones  or gyres, various cities (Bethlehem  and  Byzantium), nature  and art, etc.   



5. He began work on A Vision in 1917,  but did not publish it until 1937.



6. A major theme of his poetry is the conflict  between  body and  soul;  at first his symbolism led Yeats to  seek  a  reality beyond the body.  However, in his later poetry he begins  to  stress the flesh over the spirit.



7. Another   theme   is  the   quest   to   discover one’s identity;  too  often,  he contends, we  become  only  what society  wants  us  to be.  


8. Still another theme is the  relationship  between nature  and art.

II. “THE LAKE ISLE OF INNISFREE” 


1. Theme:  A longing to return to Nature (the simple  country life).


2. While images of country life dominate the  poem  (“Nine bean  rows,”  “honey  bee,” “the cricket  sings,”  “the  linnet’s wings,” “the lake water lapping,” etc.), in the last stanza, what two images symbolize life in the city?   ___________________________________________________________


3. What two contrasting color imagery words are used in the poems--one  representing  the  country and the  other  the  city?   ____________________________________________________


4. See the Biblical Luke 15:18 for the phrasing, “I will arise and go now.”  Why do you think Yeats used this Biblical reference to open the first and the last stanza of his  poem? ________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

III. “WHEN YOU ARE OLD” 


1. Theme:   The  speaker’s love for someone  who  did  not return his love.  The real-life Yeats identified this beloved as, of course, Maud Gonne.   


2. Structure:  The first stanza stresses that a poem (“this book”) can capture one’s youth and beauty forever (“the soft look / Your __________ had once”).  



The  second stanza contrasts those who loved the  woman for  her  outward/physical appearance (“loved  your  __________”) with  his love of her inner/spiritual being (“But one  man  loved the  ____________ soul in you”).  



The last stanza suggests that the woman, when she  will have grown old and ugly, will regret that she did not choose  his love (“a little sadly, how love ___________”).


3. What rhyme scheme is used in all three stanzas?  ______

IV. “THE WILD SWANS AT COOLE” 

1. Biographical Background of the Poem:  Coole Park in Ireland was the ancestral home of Lady Gregory, Yeats’s patron and a close  friend.  She kept swans on the large lake at  Coole  Park.  Yeats first saw these swans at Coole Park in 1897, when he was 32 years  old.   



Nineteen years later, in 1916, when this poem was  written, Yeats--who was now 51 years old--walked by the lake again to see the wild swans.  This poem grew out of that experience.


2. Structure  



(1)  In  the  first stanza, what is  the  season,  the month, and the time of day?  __________________________  ___________________________________________________________




How  may these, as well as the word “dry” (2),  be symbolic? __________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________



What three elements of nature are mentioned in the first stanza? _______________________________________  




Considering that swans are usually seen in  pairs, having  supposedly  mated  for life, what is  strange  about  the number of swans?  __________________________________


(2)  While the first stanza associated the speaker with land,  in the second stanza with what elements of nature are  the swans associated?  ______________________________________________



(3)  Line 15 of stanza three--the exact midpoint of the poem--establishes  the contrasting themes (HUMAN  MUTABILITY  vs. UNCHANGING ETERNITY) in the line “All’s ____________.”  




In  this  line, the speaker realizes  that  he  is lying.  Only he has changed; that is, he has  grown old and is in the autumn/October/_____________ of his life with its  accompanying drying up of imagination/dreams, which traps a person to  the land.



(4)   Stanza  four suggests that who or  what  has  not changed?  The swans, which can soar into the sky (“_________  the air”),  which still feel “_______________ or conquest” (that  is, are  not emotionally dried up), and whose “hearts have not  grown ________” (21, 23, 22). 



(5)   The fifth stanza links the “still water” (25)  to the  first stanza’s “still _________” (4) which is  reflected  in it.   The swans are able--unlike humans--to live in the two  elements  alien  to land-bound humans--the water and the  air,  both probably  symbols  of dreams/imagination/the spiritual  world  in this poem.




Symbolically, the swans  live both on earth and in eternity;  they are  mortal, “lover by lover” (19),  yet  somehow immortal, “Unwearied still” (19) and “_______________, beautiful” (26).   




This fifth stanza suggests that metaphorically who wants  to  be like the swans?  In essence, who is  the  “missing” 60th swan? ___________________

V. “EASTER 1916” 


1. Successful poems based on political events or historical happenings--technically  termed “occasional verse”--are  probably the most difficult to write, since there is always the temptation to  be maudlin, rhetorical, one-sided, and shortsighted--none  of which are qualities of great poetry.



Consider  that  over 2,000 poems were  written  on  the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln, but only one is still admired today--Whitman’s “When Lilacs.”  



This poem is based on the Easter 1916 rebellion in Dublin of a small group of Irish men and women; they seized the Post Office and other buildings in an unsuccessful attempt to  gain Irish independence from the British. The rebels held out for only  six days; fifteen of its leaders were captured and executed by firing squad.  All of these—whom Yeats knew personally--are celebrated in the poem, five by name.  


2. Theme:  Change:  (1) These few radicals, whom the speaker  had regarded as comic clowns, by sacrificing their  lives  in their foolish Easter Day rebellion, have changed themselves  into tragic  heroes.   (2)  Ironically, they changed  (from  comic  to tragic figures) because they refused to change.  (3) In  refusing to change, they changed all of the people of Ireland.


3. Structure:  Using the above comments about the theme  of the poem, answer the following questions about its structure:


4. In Stanza 1, copy 2-3 words that show the radicals  were looked at as clowns (10, 14).  _______________________________   



When  the  clownish  blowhards did act  in  the  Easter Uprising,  the speaker says, “All changed, changed utterly:  /  A ______________  beauty is born” (15-16).  At this point,  we  the reader ask who are the “all” that changed.  We suspect it will be the  radical  revolutionaries who changed; thus we will  be  surprised  when the last stanza produces a different (or at least  a broader) answer.  



How  is  the phrase “terrible beauty” (16)  a  paradox?  ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________


5. The second stanza catalogues some of the men and  women of the Easter Uprising, whom the speaker had undervalued:



a. Constance Markiewicz, a rich socialite who had once been “young and ________________” (22), but  who the speaker felt had betrayed her family by hobnobbing with political radicals.



b. The two poets, Patrick Pearse and Thomas MacDonagh.



c. Maud  Gonne’s husband John MacBride,  “A  drunken, vainglorious  lout”  (32), who had mistreated  Maud,  whom  Yeats loved.



d. A drunk, an addle-brained socialite-socialist,  and two  up-in-the-air poets--certainly they were not the characters for a tragedy or an epic; in fact, the speaker suggests they were more suitable for a “casual __________________”(37).



e. Given that almost all of the Easter Uprising rebels were  killed or executed, what word may Yeats be punning on  when he uses the word “casual” (37)?  ____________________


6. In the first two stanzas, the radicals have been  ridiculed  as clowns.  In the last two stanzas they will become  heroic.   How  is this change brought about?  



Certainly,  it is not that the radicals change;  indeed it  is  precisely their lack of change which  has  rendered  them hardhearted and tragic.  



Stanza  three  states that their  obsession  with  “one ___________ alone” (41) has made them the only unchanging  object in  a  world of flux.  




“A  ____________,” they troubled in their  inflexibility  “the living stream” (43-4) of the normal people of  Ireland, who had resigned themselves to British rule.  




The   stone  becomes  a  symbol  of  the   rebels’ _____________-hearted, unchanging purpose to overthrow the  British.


7. Now,  it  is the speaker who recognizes  that  he  must change.  He and all of Ireland must realize that  these radicals whom  they  had ridiculed had “their dream” (of a  free Ireland) (70) and, out of an “___________ of love” (72), they  were willing  to sacrifice their lives to help Ireland achieve that  dream of freedom.  



They  dreamed and acted on their dream, while the  rest of  Ireland, the speaker included, had given up on their  dreams.  The  masses in Ireland not only had meekly accepted British  rule but  also had ridiculed those few who had wanted to  ____________ Ireland.


8. These unexpected heroes, the speaker concludes, will  be honored forever:  



I write it out in a ___________--



MacDonagh and MacBride



And Connolly and Pearse



Now and in ________ to be,



Wherever __________ [a symbol of Ireland] is worn,



Are changed, changed ____________:



A terrible _____________ is born. (74-80) 

VI. “THE SECOND COMING”

1. Written in 1919.  In that year a violent civil war  was raging in Russia between the armies of the new Communist  government  and the reactionary armies of the Right, who were aided  by international brigades from more than forty nations.


2. Also Communist insurgents in Berlin staged a near  coup that was put down with brutal repression.


3. In  Ireland the first fighting had  begun  between  the small bands struggling for independence from Britain and  British soldiers and their loyalist allies.  


4. The prolonged horror of the just-ended World War I  was probably also in Yeats’s mind.


5. The “Spiritus Mundi,” Yeats defined, as “a general  storehouse  of  images  which have ceased to be the  property  of  any personality or spirit.”

6. A “gyre”  is a shortened form of the  word  “gyration,” which  would clarify the image of the opening lines as a hunting falcon  on a widening gyration beyond the voice of the falconer.  

7. The  poem alludes to the Christian  doctrine  that  the Second  Coming of Christ will occur on the Day of Judgment,  when the world ends.


8. To Yeats, it seemed that the world was already ending in a flood of violence, as he indicates in the famous lines, “Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.”

9. The “rough beast” that was going to be born in Bethlehem,  as  Christ  had been, probably is a  metaphor  for  anarchy itself. 


10. The poem’s animal imagery figures in two ways.   First, the image of the falcon and falconer symbolizes the loosening  of the grip of the Christian world view on 20th-century humans.  The sport  of falconry was widely practiced in the  medieval  period, and  its  success depended on the precise training  of  a  highly nervous,  dangerous,  physically  powerful  animal.   The  falcon serves  to connote the physical aspect of man that can no  longer hear the soul or spiritual constituent; this fact indicates  symbolically the disintegration off the Christian soul-body view and the ascendancy of negative, threatening aspects of man’s physical being.


11. Second, the images of “lion body,” “desert birds,”  and the “rough beast” signify the crudeness and savagery of the world that  ensues  when  the falcon (body) cannot  hear  the  falconer (soul).  In such a world, man’s animal nature--unrestrained,  not shaped  to  higher ends--will unite with the mind to  serve  base ends.


12. The  word  “mere” achieves its effect  because  it  is unexpectedly  diminutive,  given the apocalyptic  effect  of  the first three lines.  The poet has been speaking of the disintegration of things.  Thus, we expect anarchy to be the culmination of a terrifying process.  But the word “mere” shows us the pettiness of anarchy.


13. The  speaker’s personality enters in line  13  in  the phrase “Troubles my sight.”  To this point, an objective description of the modern age has been given.  The prophecy which closes the poem is ambiguous and personal.


14. Theme:  The  birth of a  new,  violent  bestial  anti-civilization  in the destruction of the two-thousand-year  Christian cycle.


15. The “rough beast,” compounded from Christ’s Matthew  24 prediction  of  His future return and St. John’s  vision  of  the coming of Antichrist, the beast of the Apocalypse, gives a double meaning to the “revelation” that is at hand.


16. Paired circling birds:  The first stanza’s falcon which lifts beyond the call of its mater and the indignant desert birds of the second stanza which wheel about the lumbering sphinx.


17. The “blood-dimmed tide” of violence (a tide both dimmed by blood and in the blood itself) is loosed on our world to drown “the ceremony of innocence,” ceremony because in ceremony is tradition  preserved; innocence because innocence  alone  opposes all the sexual and social violence symbolized by the blood-dimmed tide.


18. Fanatical  tyrants have seized power the  world  over:  “the  worst,” full of “passionate intensity,” seem ready to  rule an earth on which good people, grown skeptical, “lack all conviction.” 


19. The world is ready for the beast. The “vast  image” Yeats  draws  from Spiritus Mundi is a nightmare  symbol  of  the coming  time (due “perhaps not for another 200 years,”  according to  his conversation with Lady Gregory, though in later  commends made far more imminent).


20. The new era, Yeats said elsewhere, would be  masculine, harsh,  divisive,  and warlike.  Constructing as  its  symbol  an image  with  a man’s head and a lion’s body, and assigning  it  a pitiless, blank gaze, Yeats let his beast slouch toward the  seat of the first era, the Christian era whose qualities were  unifying, feminine, humane and peaceful. 

VII.  “LEDA AND THE SWAN”

1. How man questions are in the poem and what is the  significance of the poem’s final question?


2. The poem is not so much about the act of rape as it  is about  the consequences of rape.  In spite of  Zeus’s  “feathered glory,” Yeats portrays a violent, crude, deceitful, sordid attack on  someone.   The  term “feathered glory” is  used  because  the god/swan is glories--not because the act is glorious.


3. There is no love involved.  After sexual  climax,  Zeus drops Leda and is wholly indifferent toward her.


4. However,  because a god and a mortal princess  are  involved,  because immortal power and knowledge have  been  mingled with  the moral, the consequences are surely greater than  Zeus’s indifference suggests.


5. Yeats’s allusion to the Trojan war in stanza 3  develops the  theme of this poem because it is the one major  event  which results  from  the  rape, and “knowledge” about  this  result  is something  only the gods have.  The offspring of this union  were Helen  and Pollux (Polyduces).  Because Helen was  so  beautiful, her  mother’s  husband, King Tyndareus, made all of  her  suitors (almost  all the young princes in Greece) swear a solemn oath  to champion  the cause of Helen’s husband Menalaus if any wrong  was done to him through this marriage.  Years later, Helen was seduced by a visiting Trojan prince Paris and they ran off to  Troy together.   Menalaus  and most of his  countrymen--all  sworn  to defend  his marital honor--went off to destroy Troy.  Thus  began the Trojan War.


6. A modified Shakespearean sonnet.


7. The answers to the first two questions are clearly negative:  Leda cannot escape Zeus’s grip, nor can her body help  but feel the “strange heart beating where it lies.”

8. The  third question is left unanswered.   Clearly  Leda attains  some level of power from this union, simply because  she carried  Zeus’s child.  But does she also gain Zeus’s  knowledge?  That is, can she also foresee the significance of the rape?  Does she  attain  both  power and wisdom in spite  of  her  mortality?  these  are  some of the “opposites” that attracted Yeats  to  the myth of Leda.


9. Haven’t most political and social upheavals  throughout history been triggered by violence?  Have the initial instigators ever understood the consequences of their acts?  


10. Yeats  himself connected Leda’s  experience  with  the annunciation of the Virgin Mary.  The Dove of Christianity versus the Swan of Leda’s rape.


11. A sonnet, there is a clear division between the  octave and sestet.  Zeus at the beginning of the poem had been  passionate, Leda helpless and terrified.  At the end of the poem Leda is “caught up” in his passion, Zeus is “indifferent.”  At the center of  the  poem,  however, both must feel:   Leda  must  feel  “the strange heart beating where it lies” at exactly the instant  that “A shudder in the loins” engenders the future.


12. Freudian imagery:  the white rush, the broken wall, the burning roof and tower.


13. Puns on “laid” and “lies.”

14. It may have been based on a Michelangelo  painting  of Zeus  as swan raping Leda since Yeats had a colored  reproduction of it.


15. It goes back 4000 years to the beginning of the classical  cycle, preceding the present Christian cycle.  The  rape  of Leda by Zeus is an annunciation parallel to Mary’s.  

VIII. “SAILING TO BYZANTIUM”

1. He dreams of leaving the harsh reality of growing old.


2. He will sail to the city of Byzantium (now the city  of Istanbul).   In  the  11th century, Byzantium was  the  rich  and highly civilized capital of the Holy Roman Empire of the East and the holy city of the Greek Orthodox religion.


3. In the final lines, Yeats claims for himself, after  his reincarnation, the role of a golden “form,” a mechanical bird  on a  golden bough that will sing of the past, the present, and  the future.


4. The problem of the poem is to see why Byzantium  itself was so attractive to Yeats.  


5. The  phrase “dying generations”  remarkably  compresses birth and death.


6. What is an old man to do?  He cannot be a singer of  the sensuous world without appearing ridiculous.  He is a  scarecrow, “a  tattered coat upon a stick,” something which would scare  off the sensuous birds.


7. Therefore he must sing not of the flesh but  rather  of the  soul, and his singing school must be among  those  monuments that  only perfect civilizations of the past--for  instance,  Byzantium--have produced.  


8. There,  flame-wrapped  sages can  (bird  metaphor  only modestly disguised) like immortal phoenixes rise from their  holy fire, “pern in a gyre,” and--”singing-masters”--consume his heart away  as, returning to the fire, they gather him into “the  artifice of eternity.”

9. At last “out of nature,” he can renounce  all  physical incarnation.  He can be the imperishable thing itself, the golden bird--the very work of art--beyond decay, and so unlike the dying generations of real birds who perform similar song in stanza  one (who  sing  “Whatever is begotten, born and dies”  but  who  must themselves perish.


10. On his golden bough, he will have become himself one of those monuments he had so admired.


11. Byzantium  comes as the climax of a  2000-year  cycle, coming at almost the midpoint (c. 1000).  In the exquisite  artifice of Byzantine art Yeats perceives the Unity of Culture.

IX. “AMONG SCHOOL CHILDREN”

1. Written after a 1926 semi-official senatorial visit  to Waterford, a progressive convent school.


2. The poem is an effort to synthesize the  “sixty-year-old smiling  public man,” the aged one-time lover, and  the  would-be philosopher  into  something as organic as  a  chestnut-true,  as coherent as a dancer’s movements.


3. Structurally, the poem is organized around a  series  of parallel trinities:



a. The baby, child, and “old scarecrow”  metamorphosis common to all humans



b.  The  three kinds of images worshipped  by  lovers, nuns, and mothers



c. The three philosophers who offer different ways  of locating reality--Plato finding it in unnatural “ghostly”  forms, solider Aristotle locating it in nature, and Pythagoras discovering  it  in  art.  Yet Yeats dismisses the  theories  since  they proved  powerless to avert the philosophers’ own decrepitude  and death.  


4. Connecting these trios leads Yeats to the final  discovery that blossoming and dancing can be seen only in terms of  the total organism.  the chestnut-tree is neither leaf, blossomer, or bole; it is its own complex self, the “great-rooted blossomer” which finds its essence in no aspect but in all  parts of itself, which indivisibly exits.


5. Therefore,  the dancer swept by music  is  indissolubly integrated to his/her dance.


6. The poet concludes that not parts but the complete whole is the essence of truth.


7. In that sense, the poem constructs from the  destructive ravages of time a final justification of life.

X. “CRAZY JANE TALKS WITH THE BISHOP”

1. How are Crazy Jane and the Bishop different  from  each other?  The Bishop preaches soul rather than body and warns  Jane now  that she is old she should prepare for “a heavenly  mansion” rather than a “foul sty.”

2. In good Shakespearean fashion, she responds that  “Fair and foul are near of kin, / And fair needs foul.’“

3. Illustrating her thesis in the last stanza, she  points out that no matter how proud the fair lady intent on love may be, “Love  has pitched his mansion in / The place of excrement,”  and consequently (and she puns on “soul” and “hole”) “‘nothing can be sole or whole / That has not been rent.’“

4. Only in experiencing every, fair and foul, can the  soul be  made  whole.  Only by being torn can it  ultimately  be  made “sole.”
