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WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
(1865-1939)
I.  INTRODUCTION 

A.   LIFE



1.  Yeats is usually acknowledged as “the greatest poet of our time,” as T. S. Eliot called him (Ramazani 90). He dominates the poetry of the twentieth century as Wordsworth and Whitman dominated that of the 19th 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 (91).  



3.   Yeats’s  adult  life was  somewhat  miserable  and frustrating  because  the  woman  he  loved--the  beautiful  Maud ____________--would never marry him (93).  



4.  After Ireland achieved its independence in 1922, he served as an Irish senator (93).  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 (93).  


6.  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   “stars, sea, winds, and woods,” but especially the “rose” (92).


3.  However, an elaborately developed and personal “new _______________” (92) animates his middle and later poetry. 



4.  This symbolism involved phases of the moon, opposing cones or gyres, various cities (Bethlehem and Byzantium), nature and art, etc.  “This _______________ Yeats put into his book A Vision, one of the strangest works of the century” (92).  



5. One of Yeats’s major themes is “the primacy of the ___________” (93); he is one of the major modern poets who “fundamentally question the reality of the ___________ world” (xliv).  His poetry continually explores the relationships between imagination (the world of the mind) and physical reality (the world of nature) (xliv).



6.   Another major theme of Yeats’s poetry is the conflict between body and soul; at first his symbolism led Yeats to seek a reality beyond the body (92). 



7.   However, in his later poetry Yeats begins to stress the flesh over the spirit; in fact, he shocked his friend and patron Lady Gregory by telling her, “We must accept the baptism of the _____________” (92).  



Thus, in his early poetry, flesh became ____________,” but in his later poetry, “spirit became ____________” (92).



8.    Another   theme   is  the   quest   to   discover ______________;  too  often,  he contends, we  become  only  what society  wants  us  to be.  Furthermore, there is a continual “battle within each individual mind, between what one _______ and what one would ___________ to be” (92).

II.  “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.”  



See Ramazani, footnote 9, p. 105, for the political event which occasioned Yeats’s poem.  


2.  The major theme of the poem is   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.  STANZA ONE:    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.   STANZA TWO:    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 15 of the leaders of the Easter Uprising were 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.   STANZA FOUR:  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.



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) 

III.  “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)   STANZA ONE:  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)  STANZA TWO:  While the first stanza associated the speaker with land, in the second stanza with what elements of nature are the swans associated?  ____________________________________________________________


(3)  STANZA THREE:  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:  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)   STANZA FIVE:  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? ___________________

IV.   “THE SECOND COMING” 

1.   Theme:   The “coming” of a new violent, bestial anti-civilization which will replace the peaceful, humane civilization of the Christian era.


2.    Structure:  The poem has two distinct parts:



(1)  LINES 1-8 present an objective description of the chaos into which the modern world is descending.   Everything important to human beings (family, religion, social values, etc.) seems to “________ apart” (3).




This anarchy can be seen in the world’s leaders:  Those who would be “best” (7) to lead a country or a generation have grown skeptical; that is they “lack all __________________” (7).   




In turn, they have relegated the field to the “worst” (7)—those who shout the loudest or show the most “___________________ intensity” (8).



(2)  LINES 9-22 offer a subjective conclusion that this chaos is a sign that the Christian era is coming to an end and that the Antichrist is coming.  




In the vision of the poet, this Antichrist is part-animal (the body of a __________) and part-human (the _________ of a man) (14), thereby justifying its description as a “rough __________” (21).  



Note:  As Ramazani, footnote 8, p. 111, mentions, this Antichrist image is mainly borrowed from 1 John 2.18.




The beast has a “blank and ___________”  stare (15), its robot-like focus being on one thing—getting to “_______________” (22) to unseat this city as the birthplace of Christ.


3.    Philosophy:  According to the philosophy which Yeats developed, every 2,000 years a new cycle of civilization begins.  The poems which we study by Yeats deal with three of these periods:


(1)   The classical period (from 2000 B.C. to the birth of Christ) was begun with the rape of Leda by Zeus.  The violence of this horrible event foretold what this era would bring:  It was masculine, materialistic, scientific, divisive, and warlike.



(2)  The Christian period (from Christ to A.D. 2000) began with the angelic annunciation to Mary and the birth of Christ.  This gentle birth forecast the tenor of this epoch:  It was feminine, spiritualistic, united, and peaceful.



(3)  The Antichrist period (from 2000 to 4000) begins with the birth of the Antichrist and its relentless march to Bethlehem.  This era will have the same traits as the classical period, being a time of force/power, not of love/gentility.   

4.  The poem uses much animal imagery because the new Antichrist period will be animalistic.  List three examples of this animal imagery.  ___________________
____________________________________________________________

V.  “LEDA AND THE SWAN” 

1.   Philosophy:  See the above notes on Philosophy of “The Second Coming.”  This poem deals with the event which marked, according to Yeats, the beginning of the classical period.


2.   Theme:  Rape and its consequences.  There is no love involved in the act, for after Zeus has satisfied himself, he indifferently drops Leda’s body.

3.  Structure:  It is a sonnet, merging aspects of the Petrarchan (Italian) sonnet and the Shakespearean (English) sonnet.  Mark the rhyme scheme:  ________________________________



In the octave, Zeus is active/passionate, and Leda is passive/helpless.  This situation contrasts with the sestet where Leda is active/passionate—”__________ up” (11)—and Zeus is passive/apathetic—”Before the _______________ beak could let her drop” (14).



Furthermore, the octave deals with the rape, while the sestet posits some questions about the consequences of the rape, specifically whether Leda knew—that is, had “[Zeus’s] knowledge with his power” (13)—that her rape would lead to a new 2000-year era of ruthlessness.


4.  Alliteration:     Yeats uses much b alliteration.  List eight examples.  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5.   Terminal Question:  This poem closes with a question.  What two other poems by Yeats which we studied end in a question?  Why is it effective to close certain poems with a question? ____________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

VI.  “SAILING TO BYZANTIUM” 

1.   Philosophy:  Whether it is the classical, the Christian, or the Antichristian era, Yeats felt a period would most vividly express itself at its midpoint.  



In the Christian era (from the birth of Christ to 2,000), that occurred around 1000, which was the time when the Byzantine Empire (present-day Turkey) was at its height.    This poem celebrates Byzantium.

2.  Theme:  Yeats frequently debated which was more important:   the flesh/body or the spirit/soul.  In this poem he comes down on the side of spirit/soul.

3.   Structure:  In STANZA ONE, the poet says that his body has grown old and can no longer experience the sensual or sensuous pleasures of life.  Modern society has a hedonistic view, causing not just the old, but also the spiritual, to be neglected:  “That is no country for old men” (1).



Opposed to the old, who seek the eternal and the spiritual, are young lovers—the “young / In one another’s arms” (1-2)—who are content to be “begotten, __________, and die” (6) and listen to only “_____________ music” (7).  




The poet says that he seeks a place where the spirit/soul—”unageing [sic; Yeats’s spelling] _____________” (8)—flourishes. 



In STANZA TWO, the poet, continuing his protest about growing old, bemoans that he has become no more than just decaying flesh—”a _______________ coat” (10)—and bones—a skeletal “stick” (10).  




He says that he must find a place where the spirit, not the flesh, is honored.  Thus he has “come / To the holy city of ______________” (15-16) because there the soul is respected more than the body. 


  


  


In STANZA THREE, he asks the wise men—”sages” (17)—of Byzantium to unfasten him from his body, called “a ___________ animal” (22), thereby gathering his “soul” (20) into “____________” (24).  



In STANZA FOUR, the poet says that in Byzantium he will be outside of the world of nature—hedonistic life where, as he said in stanza one, a person is “begotten, born, and dies” (6).




Instead, in Byzantium, these temporary, worldly qualities do not exist.  There, he will be in an eternity where he can comprehend the totality of experience—”what is past, passing, or to _________” (32).
VII.  “CRAZY JANE TALKS WITH THE BISHOP”  


1.  Theme:  In this poem, Yeats’s argument is the opposite of “Sailing to Byzantium.”  In “Crazy Jane,” he argues that flesh/body is more vital than spirit/soul.


2.    Structure:   FIRST STANZA:   A Bishop encounters a beggar woman and preaches to her that she should be thinking about her soul and the next world.  He warns Jane that now she is old she should prepare for “a heavenly _____________” rather than a “foul ________” (5-6).



SECOND STANZA:   Not cowed by this religious bullying, Jane responds that “Fair and ___________ are near of kin, / And ___________ needs foul” (7-8).  



THIRD STANZA:   Illustrating her thesis, Jane says there must have been a reason people were made or constructed so that “Love has _____________ his mansion in / The place of ________________” (15-16)




Consequently, she asserts the physical over the spiritual, the body over the soul, affirming “nothing can be sole or __________________ / That has not been ___________” (17-18).


3.    Puns:  Stanza three has a large number of daring puns, all of which relate to the theme of flesh vs. spirit:  “stiff,” “intent,” “pitched,” “mansion,” “sole,” “whole,” and “rent.”  


For example, “intent” has the word “tent” in it, which as a dwelling is far below a “mansion,” yet a person sets out to “pitch” a “tent,” although “pitch” also means “to make dirty.”  The word “mansion” also calls up John 14.2:   “In my Father’s house are many mansions.”


List some more puns which you see in “stiff,” “sole,” “whole,” and “rent.”
____________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


4.    Crazy Jane was partially modeled on an old woman named Cracked Mary, who lived near Lady Gregory.”  Try to give a reason Yeats changed the woman’s name 
from Mary to Jane. _______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
