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In Honor of George Bornstein

Thank you to the English Department at the University of 
Michigan for generously supporting this issue in honor of 

their late colleague, George Bornstein.

    



 

Yeats and Materiality 

David Holdeman

This special issue of International Yeats Studies, “Yeats and Materiality,” 
is dedicated to the memory of George Bornstein (1942–2021). 
Beginning in the early 1990s, George’s critical and editorial 

publications transformed discussion of the material texts of Yeats’s works 
by illuminating the interpretive implications of what he (borrowing a term 
from Jerome McGann) called their “bibliographic codes.” The contributors 
to this issue—some George’s former students, all grateful beneficiaries of his 
scholarship—wish to honor him by extending a critical conversation he was 
instrumental in establishing. Increasingly, this conversation encompasses not 
only scrutiny of Yeats’s bibliographical coding but also broader consideration 
of his engagements with materiality. This collection thus includes both studies 
of the material texts of particular Yeatsian works and analyses of the poet’s 
responses to and implication in materiality, material culture, and material texts 
outside the corpus of his works. 

Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux leads things off with a discerning assessment 
of George’s critical legacy and a heartfelt tribute to his generosity as a mentor 
and friend. Tracing “the repeated pattern of his career,” which “began in Yeats, 
circled out to other writers, then rounded again to Yeats,” she describes his 
critical vision as, in essence, an attempt to see “at the center of the modernist 
mode of being in the world a relentless, repeated, necessary process of 
embodiment in the search for what will ‘suffice,’ with all the contingency and 
instability that word carries.” Like Beth, I studied with George at the University 
of Michigan, and I join her in gratefully acknowledging that the work of 
my scholarly life “would not have been possible without George Bornstein.” 
Her moving tribute is followed by a contribution from Clare Hutton on one 
of George’s favorite topics: the Cuala Press and its production of “socialized 
text.” Hutton focuses on Cuala’s 1916 edition of Reveries over Childhood and 
Youth, arguing that it “bears the kind of material reading advanced by George 
Bornstein in Material Modernism, a pioneering work which argues that 
‘meaning is transmitted through bibliographical as well as linguistic codes.’” 
She emphasizes the “material circumstances” faced by the Yeats sisters at Cuala 
Industries while also considering how “the content of the book which Elizabeth 
Yeats printed so carefully on her brother’s behalf . . . position[ed] her as non-
entity.” Although my own essay, placed after Hutton’s, comments briefly on 
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the bibliographical coding of Responsibilities, its principal subject is “the early 
absence and later, occasionally central, presence of material artifacts in Yeats’s 
poetry,” particularly “Meditations in Time of Civil War” and other poems set 
at Thoor Ballylee. In a similar vein, James Pethica offers a sweeping analysis of 
“Yeats’s representations of the materialities of Coole Park,” charting the poet’s 
“evolving conceptions of Gregory and the estate” while also “highlight[ing] 
the anxieties about authorial agency and the influence of tradition that were 
crucially present in his relationship both to the house and estate, and to its 
chatelaine.” 

Whereas the essays by Hutton, myself, and Pethica center on books, 
domestic spaces, and personal relationships, Christopher Morash takes up the 
materiality of Yeats’s theatrical work, analyzing The Herne’s Egg in support of the 
thesis that “Yeatsian farce is a genre that insists on the irreducible materiality 
of bodies and things.” Searching for middle ground—a destination habitually 
pursued in George’s own critical work—Morash questions how we might 
learn to “read Yeats’s symbolic language in a way that is neither a materialist 
critique of metaphysics per se, nor, at the other extreme, an evangelical call to 
endorse something like the ‘perennial philosophy.’” Morash’s emphasis on both 
the visual and aural elements of The Herne’s Egg makes an apposite segue to 
contributions by Adrian Paterson and Ragini Mohite, which also remind us that, 
for Yeats, contact with materiality may be mediated by both sight and hearing. 
Paterson, in a wide-ranging essay, extends George’s “concentration on texts’ 
physical existence in the world” to show how such noisy poems as “Byzantium” 
present “the sonic complexities of materialism as a necessary but vital step to 
purity and harmony beyond.” Moving on from the implied sounds of Yeats’s 
printed poems to actual recordings of oral performances, Mohite explores 
the pedagogical usefulness of crowd-sourced audio archives, especially the 
“Your Yeats” playlist created in 2015 for the 150th anniversary of Yeats’s birth. 
Like Mohite, Charika Swanepoel investigates Yeats’s implication in the digital 
materialities of the twenty-first century. Updating earlier assessments of Yeats’s 
representation in popular culture, she chronicles the incarnation in internet 
meme culture of the “digimodernist” icon, William Butler YEETS. Finally—and 
fittingly, given George’s distinguished record as a manuscript editor—Wayne 
Chapman supplies the second installment in an ongoing International Yeats 
Studies series on Yeats’s five Rapallo notebooks.

I thank all of these contributors for the rare excellence of their efforts 
and for their wholehearted willingness to join me in honoring George. I am 
equally appreciative of the journal’s editor, Rob Doggett. This special issue was 
his idea and he was instrumental in shaping it. Rob and I are both grateful 
to the University of Michigan English department for providing generous 
financial support. Lastly, on behalf of all of George’s students, friends, and 
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fellow scholars, and from the bottom of my heart, I thank Jane York Bornstein 
and the Bornstein family for decades of cheerful friendship and many, many 
kindnesses.





 

Being in the World: 
George Bornstein’s Legacy  

Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux

The work of my scholarly life would not have been possible without 
George Bornstein. I was one of his first PhD students, and from the 
start he had a firm sense of what was required of a mentor: upbeat, 

honest support; a personal connection that drew me and many others into his 
home and family and gave me a sense of how humane and pleasurable the life 
of a scholar could be; and, as he once told me when I was in my fifties, “lifelong 
services.”  

I, the eldest of four children and used to having little kids around, babysat 
regularly for George and his wife’s two-year-old son Benjy, a real pleasure in 
my graduate-student life, separated in so many ways from communal, familial 
life. On a research trip to London with them, I strolled with Benjy on walks 
whose length appalled his parents, though he seemed happy and slept well. 
When I was finding my way toward a dissertation topic and thought it might 
be on Hopkins and Lowell, I haltingly explained my idea to George one day 
in his office. He stared at me silently with that disconcerting, long, up-from-
under-the-eyebrows George look, sucked on the pipe he smoked then, and said 
slowly, “Hmmm. If you could write on any poet you wanted, who would it be?”  
I understood he was telling me that he was not enthusiastic about supervising 
a dissertation on authors not on his list of favorites. I also realized immediately 
that I had a ready answer to his question, and it wasn’t Hopkins or Lowell. 
“Yeats,” I said. Another excruciating pause; another look; another draw on the 
pipe. “Have you thought about Yeats’s interest in the visual arts?” George well 
knew that most of my graduate school friends were in art history and that I had 
dabbled in it,  and in the studio.  And that was that. I’ve been tilling that field 
ever since, and even took a brief turn with Lowell. 

My experience was, I know, replicated in various ways for so many of 
George’s students, some of them contributors to this special issue. Across the 
generations of his numerous graduate students, many of us have become friends, 
and all of us live within the circle that has spread out in multiple directions from 
George’s mentorship—we are editors, scholars, teachers, mentors, department 
chairs, deans, provosts. And that is to say nothing of the large circle of scholars 
and poets on both sides of the Atlantic that he called friends, and the many 
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readers of his books, articles, and against-the-grain letters to the Detroit News 
that carried his scholarly opinions to a wider public.

In the 1990s, George helped shape the field of textual studies, and opened 
a rich ground of inquiry at the intersection of editing, material culture, and 
literary studies, with fruitful implications particularly for the study of Yeats, 
as this issue so amply demonstrates.  George explored the meaning-making 
possibilities of material production for both writers and readers, deepening our 
reading, broadening our understanding of the expressive terrain of literature, 
and thereby revising the then-dominant view of modernism. George’s 
insistence on versions, rather than the search for the definitive text, freed us 
to consider the settings of poetry, how poems appear in the world, and to 
interpret a work differently in its various material forms with their attendant 
political and cultural valences. George understood the collaborative nature of 
textual production, one that was clear to him as a scholar as well. He was also 
a firm believer in the value of close reading, of taking the time to pay careful, 
thoughtful attention—slow reading.

Throughout his scholarship, too-easy narratives of literary history, be they 
told by scholars or poets, rubbed George the wrong way. Pieties bugged him. 
He was never one to let prevailing orthodoxies go unquestioned, his arguments 
often built around showing the limitations of what he considered overly simple 
thinking. He disliked the tendency of conviction to leave complications by the 
wayside—even as, I note, he was himself quite sure in his convictions.

In his early work of the 1970s on modern poets’ complex responses to 
their romantic forbears,1 George sought to upset “modernist orthodoxy,” as 
he called it: the view of the modernist poem as a stable, static, well-wrought 
urn established by the New Critics.  They had built that image of modernism, 
George argued, on the antiromanticism of Eliot’s essays, itself mistakenly 
founded on Eliot’s reading “his objections to the late, decadent romanticism 
that surrounded him back into the early, strong variety.” “In distorting literary 
history,” he argued, “criticism had distorted modernism itself.”2  In insightful 
close readings of Yeats’s “The Tower” and “The Second Coming,” as well as work 
by Stevens, Pound, and Eliot himself, George traced romanticism’s through line 
in the modernist concept of poetic structure: “The poem of the mind in the 
act of finding/ What will suffice,” as Stevens’s “Of Modern Poetry” describes 
quotidian acts of creation, including its own.3 From the start, then, George saw 
at the center of the modernist mode of being in the world a relentless, repeated, 
necessary process of embodiment in the search for what will “suffice,” with all 
the contingency and instability that word carries.  

In the repeated pattern of his career, George began in Yeats, circled out to 
other writers, then rounded again to Yeats to set out anew. When he started his 
life as a prodigious editor of Yeats in the 1980s, I remember his surprise at how 
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much he liked it.  All told, he produced seven volumes, varied in their contents 
and editorial challenges—manuscript materials, newly-discovered unpublished 
poems, journalism, essays, facsimile editions—a remarkable achievement.4 
In his scholarship, George was nothing if not meticulous—every quotation, 
every footnote exactly right—aware, as he was, of how easily embarrassing 
and misleading mistakes happen. He routinely cited misinterpretations—
“howlers”—deriving from insufficient attention to the context or circumstances 
of a poetic or scholarly text. He taught his graduate students rules to live by: 
double-check every quotation; never quote a quoted passage (always go back 
to the original—you’ll be surprised); proofread your work, preferably out loud, 
preferably with someone on hand to check against your manuscript. Many of 
his graduate students served as his research assistants; we read proofs of his 
books aloud. No surprise, then, that George found the painstaking, detailed 
work of editing congenial and that he well understood how many hands touch 
a text, how variants happen, and how sufficiency is not easily attained. 

In editing Yeats’s early poems, George quickly butted up against the 
limitations of the traditional “Greg-Bowers” theory of editing, as he later 
reflected.5 Yeats troubled their fundamental premise that the authority of an 
edition lies in the author’s final intentions that the editor must discern, with 
the aim of ultimately producing a “definitive,” ideal text, whether that text ever 
existed in the world or not. Not only was Yeats a constant reviser of his own 
earlier poems, published and unpublished, complicating the editor’s task, but he 
routinely published his poems in different formats, in different arrangements 
within volumes, and for different occasions and audiences. Different versions 
had different physical features—not just the words, punctuation, and 
capitalization, but also design (font, layout, etc.), paper, covers, illustrations, 
and so on. And Yeats was actively invested in all aspects of his publications. 
All reflected his intentions, at least as far as he was able to exert them. This 
brought George face-to-face again with “modernist orthodoxy”: “Seemingly 
diametrically opposed to the New Criticism with its ‘intentional fallacy’ ruling 
out the author’s intentions from criticism altogether, traditional textual theory 
in some ways conspires with the New Criticism in that both posit a unique 
status for the art work as a well wrought urn, at once unitary, authoritative, 
and superior to historical contingency, the product instead of an autonomous 
creative artist.”6 In editing, George discovered not only a way to get Yeats’s work 
into the hands of scholars and general readers, but another arena in which to 
pursue his revisionist agenda, and further evidence of the need to do so.

But, in immediate practical terms, what was an editor to do? In creating 
another incarnation of a Yeats work, decisions had to be made, and made on 
some basis. This fundamental question, dropping as it did into the fullness of 
1980s poststructuralism, opened another, increasingly important argument 
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in George’s passionate defense of modernism, and literary studies generally, 
against ahistorical reading, an argument that both used poststructuralism’s 
insights and defended literature against its extremes. Textual theory’s concept of 
versions, necessarily finite in number, provides, George argued, “an interesting 
middle ground between stable unitary notions of the text on the one hand and 
post-structuralist freeplay of endless deferral on the other.” Versions “establish 
a physical, literal, and empirical level of meaning to such terms as revision, 
erasure, instability, and writing itself.” Textual theory’s recognition of authorial 
intention that changes over time and is conditioned by the work of multiple 
hands and the material and social circumstances of publishing “lead[s] us away 
from an ahistorical conception of the work of art toward one of its historical 
situation and contingency.”7 

George pursued the middle ground, first, with a commitment to 
transparency, to the open, detailed, accounting of textual choices made in 
editing a text so that readers knew what they held in their hands. Working 
from manuscripts for the previously unpublished poems in Under the Moon, 
for example, he alerts readers of “For clapping hands,” “In the manuscript the 
second word of this line reads ‘though’ presumably in error for ‘thou’” and, with 
editorial humor, “Yeats presumably intended ‘wrapt’ as ‘wrapped,’ but in his 
wayward orthography may have meant ‘rapt.’”8 Among the four approaches to 
editing that Peter Shillingsburg identified—“the historical and the sociological 
along with the aesthetic and the authorial,” as George enumerated them9—in 
choosing base (“copy”) texts, he subscribed to the historical and the authorial. 
Writers and their contexts, historical and material, remained always at the 
center for George. He worked from published texts that had appeared in 
the world, and with the author’s known intentions in overseeing the final 
published edition of the work, as he and coeditor Richard Finneran explained 
in their edition of Yeats’s Early Essays (CW4 325). In titling Under the Moon, 
he could have devised his own, but instead honored Yeats with the title Yeats 
had “originally intended for the major gathering of his early work eventually 
published as Poems in 1895.”10 Other ways of editing, however, were brought 
deliberately and explicitly into view. In Early Essays, for example, he and 
Finneran “gestured,” as they explained, “toward other ways of editing that allow 
the reader additional information and allow him or her to reach independent 
and informed judgements” (CW4 325): materials dropped from earlier versions 
are noted or wholly reproduced in notes and an appendix, as are, scattered 
throughout, reproductions of illustrations, cover designs, and endpapers. In 
selecting what to reproduce in facsimile for the volumes of manuscripts of 
Yeats’s early poetry, George openly chose “a group likely to be of most value 
to scholars,” allowing his understanding of his audience to guide choice.11 In 
discussions of editorial theory, he argued always for keeping in play multiple 
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possible approaches to editing texts.12 Beyond this, the range of George’s 
editorial projects—manuscripts, readers’ editions, facsimiles—speaks not only 
to what opportunities came his way, but to his commitment to getting different 
kinds of textual incarnations into circulation.

Material Modernism: The Politics of the Page (2001), the influential 
centerpiece of George’s career, gathered together and extended his thinking 
over the previous fifteen years. It opened the field of textual studies and his own 
investigations to a wide range of writers in addition to Yeats, from Marianne 
Moore and Ezra Pound to James Joyce, Emma Lazarus, and Gwendolyn 
Brooks, from the Irish Revival to the Harlem Renaissance. Above all, George 
demonstrated the rich interpretive possibilities attention to material texts and 
their production hold for modernist criticism. 

George had a keen eye for the possibilities of a concept, which he held onto 
and returned to for grounding. As M. H. Abrams’s “greater romantic lyric” gave 
him the hook to explore the deep connection between the mind’s movement in 
romantic and modern poems, so Jerome McGann’s distinction between a text’s 
“linguistic code”—the words themselves—and its “bibliographic code”—layout, 
paper, design, and other physical features—opened a cache of interpretive 
possibility. All make meaning, the linguistic and bibliographic inflecting each 
other, the material condition requiring historically-situated reading, specific 
and nuanced, grounded in the aspirations and realities of material production, 
in attention to, and interpretation of, the visual, the haptic, sometimes the aural 
and olfactory, as well as the linguistic—not the only way to read, but a way 
to read with fresh insight and expanded understanding. That way of reading 
opened additional insights in his “ongoing revaluation of modernism.”13 

For readers of Yeats, George gave us, to name a few examples, a new view of 
The Tower (1928), a monument in the modernist decade mirabilis of The Waste 
Land and Ulysses, in fact a shape-shifting assemblage of changing contents and 
bibliographic codes, built from previous pieces and continuing, even today, to 
change. He asked us to consider Yeats’s Ronsardian love poem “When You Are 
Old” published in dizzyingly various incarnations that change the meaning 
of the poem’s exhortation to the beloved to “take down this book”: from the 
intimate, hand-made, full-vellum, gilt-edged manuscript notebook Yeats gave 
Maud Gonne (1891); to Poems (1895), where it becomes part of a series of 
poems titled “The Rose,”  “a complex meditation on nationalism, esoterica, 
eroticism, and poetry” enhanced in editions from 1899 on by Althea Gyles’s 
elaborate gilt-on-blue cover of intertwining roses; to Finneran’s sober edition 
of Collected Poems, appropriate to “the lifetime poetic achievement of the first 
Irish poet to win the Nobel Prize.”14  He showed us a “September 1913” actively 
intervening in the politics of the day, attacking enemies and vaunting friends, 
when first published in The Irish Times surrounded by reports of labor strikes 



10  International Yeats Studies

(which Yeats supported) crushed by police attacks and lockouts, and in the 
midst of the related bitter controversy over the government’s refusal of Hugh 
Lane’s gift of French paintings to establish a modern art gallery for Ireland. He 
showed us how little is left of this poem as radical political speech by the time 
it appears in the vastly different textual circumstances of the primary texts we 
now have, such as Collected Poems and such contemporary anthologies as the 
Norton Anthology of Modern Poetry.

What to do about this diminution of meaning over time? While George 
viewed the loss with an elegiac “sense of our own belatedness, of our inadequacy 
to recuperate the lost codes of lost locations in space and time,”15  in scholarship 
as in life, he looked for the compensatory. In codex editions: more illustrations, 
more bibliographic description would be something. He held out hope for 
digital editions. With their high reproduction values and their increasingly 
sophisticated ability to layer a text’s various incarnations and provide fuller 
notes, they might capture the material “palimpsest” of incarnation on top of 
incarnation that was, for him, the text. Although he didn’t undertake a digital 
edition himself—significantly rounding out his career with facsimiles of two 
of Yeats’s volumes, things you could hold in your hands—he encouraged the 
pioneers by serving on the advisory boards of the Emily Dickinson, Modernist 
Networks, and Yeats electronic projects.

In Material Modernism, George also helped recuperate the crucial role 
of women as editors and publishers in the production of modernism and its 
material manifestations: Harriet Monroe’s Poetry, Dora Marsden’s and Harriet 
Shaw Weaver’s The Egoist, Bryher’s Life and Letters Today and Close Up, Weaver’s 
Egoist Press, Bryher’s Brendin Publishing Company, Woolf ’s Hogarth Press, 
Gertrude Stein’s Plain Edition Press. George took Marianne Moore as primary 
example: she was deeply connected to the network of editors and publishers 
making modernism, she herself edited The Dial during some of its most 
important years (1925–1929), she was highly aware of the meaning-making 
possibilities of the material body of her own poems, and her works shift in 
particularly dramatic ways from incarnation to incarnation, as in “The Fish,” 
which George spun out in detail.  

For Yeats, of course, there was Cuala Press, originally Dun Emer Press—
about which more later in this special issue—founded by his sister, Elizabeth 
Corbet (“Lolly”) Yeats, and literally a family business, sometimes resident in 
Yeats’s own house. From its founding in 1903 as a feminist, nationalist venture 
intended to provide his sister a living, Yeats published almost all of his volumes 
of poems first with Dun Emer/Cuala before releasing them through commercial 
houses. 

In the final chapter of Material Modernism, “Afro-Celtic Connections,” 
George took an impassioned leap into our contemporary debates about race that 
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would become the center of his scholarly work for the rest of his life. Tracing the 
“long history of cross-constructions between those two cultures, usually driven 
by a common experience of oppression and hope of emancipation,” he argued, 
consistently, for more historically informed and nuanced understandings of 
both race and cultural production.16 

Most important for this special issue is George’s dual contention that 
“hybridity is the normal condition of culture and the precondition of its 
creation, particularly in the modern world. It is also . . . the normal condition 
of textual production in the material sense.”17 Later pointing out that “race” in 
the past applied not just to Blacks, but to Jews, the Irish, and other national 
groups that we might consider under today’s racial category “White,”18 George 
uncovered a dense network of affiliations: Frederick Douglass finding common 
cause with the poor of Ireland, quoting Daniel O’Connell who, for his part, 
publicly attacked American slavery as part and parcel of the oppression 
that plagued colonial Ireland; DuBois frequently noting the common racial 
prejudice against the Irish and African Americans; the writers of the Harlem 
Renaissance looking to their Irish forerunners to chart a path ahead; both 
groups reacting against cultural stereotypes, suffering “the painful ambiguity 
of using language associated with the oppressor,” and engaging “the struggle 
to create new cultural institutions.”19  Those struggles were embodied in such 
material form as The Book of American Negro Poetry (1920) where James 
Weldon Johnson invoked an analogy to Synge’s need “to find a form that will 
express the racial spirit,” and The New Negro (1925) where Alain Locke declared 
that “Harlem has the same role to play for the New Negro as Dublin has had 
for the New Ireland.”20  George’s reading of the first publication of The New 
Negro by Albert and Charles Boni brought home two points. First, Locke’s 
collaboration with his friend the White artist Winold Reiss on the title page 
decoration and illustrations mark this as a hybrid, verbal-visual work whose 
bibliographic complexity and racial inflections modern editions erase by 
omitting Reiss’s work, “reducing a multicultural to a monoracial volume,”21  
hardening contemporary constructions of racial distinctions. Second, writers 
of the Harlem Renaissance, like those of the Irish Revival, marginalized as they 
were, found outlets in similarly marginalized publishers in the United States: 
Alfred A. Knopf, Harcourt and Brace, Boni and Liveright (later A&C Boni), and 
Ben Huebsch (which merged with Viking in the mid-1920s), founded by mostly 
Jewish men excluded from the established New York publishing industry and 
dedicated to promoting ethnic literature around the world and at home. Viking 
continues to hold Joyce’s copyright. Boni and Liveright published Yeats’s Irish 
Fairy and Folk Tales as well as work by other Irish writers. George developed 
these connections and the ideas of cultural production they evidenced in his 
final critical book, The Colors of Zion: Blacks, Jews, and Irish from 1845-1945 
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(2011), expanding the historical scope and detail, moving well beyond Yeats 
and literary production into politics, music and more, and deepening the 
Jewish connection he had begun to tease out in Material Modernism.

In rereading George’s work, I am struck again and again by the sheer 
wealth of dense detail that informed his readings and his view of modernism. 
His mind teemed. There is much  still to learn from him. There’s generosity 
in those details, discovered with delight, thoughtfully assembled—generosity 
to the writers he loved, to us his readers, to what he understood as a clearer 
vision of historical, human, complexity.  As we loop back into his work, we 
might carry his expansive yet attentive-to-the-specifics thinking forward into 
our own work, keeping in mind the big picture as well as the details that give 
it life and substance. 

George’s generosity and scope extended beyond the work. When David 
Holdeman solicited contributions to this special issue, he commented on 
the enduring “friendly, collaborative, and intellectually vibrant” nature of 
the world of Yeats studies. George entered that world as a twenty-something 
scholar, expanded it, and dedicated himself over his long career to keeping 
the doors open and welcoming. That spirit stretched beyond the Yeats 
community as he widened the circle, taking glee almost in gathering together 
scholars from across the historical range of literary study, across languages, 
across the humanities, pulling them into closer relation, into a common field. 
He collaborated with other scholars on numerous books (Ralph Williams, 
Theresa Tinkle, Hugh Witemeyer, Hans Gabler, Richard Finneran). He 
organized countless conference panels, served on numerous editorial 
boards and MLA executive committees. He founded the University of 
Michigan Press’s series Editorial Theory and Literary Criticism and gathered 
submissions. Notably, he was a driving force behind the interdisciplinary 
Society for Textual Scholarship, an organization that may sound dusty, and 
was anything but. He constantly ushered his graduate students and other 
scholars, especially those at the start of their careers, into the fold of a small, 
friendly organization—a manageable organization, the other end of the 
scale from the Modern Language Association--that offered the possibility of 
rubbing shoulders with and learning from, even collaborating with, scholars 
in other disciplines from around the world. He reveled in those gatherings. 
“It’s more fun with other people,” he always said.

George had infectious, unabashed energy. He loved life and knew its 
waywardness. In his later years, he allowed a more personal voice into his 
scholarship, especially in the introductions to his last books, the two facsimile 
editions of Yeats, to whom he always returned. This, on the last lines of “From 
the ‘Antigone,’” the final poem of The Winding Stair, closes his introduction to 
that volume:
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the poet plunges back into the human heart again, where all the ladders start. 
In the final turn, the poet then leaves us with the image not of himself but of 
Antigone, as she courageously descends to meet her fate. And that finally is 
what Yeats gives us, and what The Winding Stair and Other Poems gives us—
the impetus to go on and to go forward, in his poetry and in our own lives. It 
is an ending that defies closure, as Yeats at his best so often does.22
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Elizabeth Yeats, 
Reveries over Childhood and Youth 

and Material Circumstance 

Clare Hutton

Reveries over Childhood and Youth, the first book of what would become 
Yeats’s Autobiographies, was issued by Cuala Press in March 1916, and is 
widely regarded as an aesthetic triumph. Noting the “limpid flow of the 

prose, and the sharp edges of the framework,” Roy Foster suggests that Reveries 
confirms “the centrality of WBY’s place in modern Irish culture,” and points 
to the fact that the work drew in contributions from several members of the 
talented and industrious Yeats family (Life 1 526; Life 2 43).  Elizabeth Yeats, 
the poet’s younger sister, printed the book at Cuala Press, and included two 
black-and-white illustrations by her father, John Butler Yeats (a self-portrait 
in watercolor, and a drawing of Mrs Yeats), and the color reproduction of 
“Memory Harbour,” a vivid and atmospheric painting by her brother, Jack 
(see Figure 1.1). The text, a fragmented and impressionistic narrative which 
subtly builds from earliest memories to moments of emergence, energy, and 
autonomy, covers the period up to the departure of the Yeats family from 
Dublin to London’s Bedford Park, a move which took place in the spring of 
1887 (though it flashes forward in the final sections in order to mention the 
publication of The Wanderings of Oisin, in January 1889, and the death of WB’s 
maternal grandparents, in Autumn 1892).1  

The composition of a book of this kind involves an active recall and 
creative shaping of what happened deep in the past. Interestingly—and as part 
of a deliberate authorial strategy—Reveries acknowledges the difficulties of 
remembering, as well as the curious qualities of how memory works (“I only 
seem to remember things that have mixed themselves up with scenes that 
have some quality to bring them again and again before the memory”).2 Many 
scenes are “fragmentary and isolated” as the opening sentence suggests (Rev 
1). Yeats uses the word “vague” repeatedly in a text which is vague in respect of 
dates, confused in its chronological arrangement, and open about the pain and 
unhappiness of early childhood (“Indeed I remember little of childhood but its 
pain” [Rev 8]). In the preface, Yeats suggests that he has not consulted “friend 
nor letter nor old newspaper” and is simply describing “what comes oftenest 
into my memory” (Rev [x]). The truth is more complicated.  He relied heavily 
on Lily, the older of his two younger sisters, for family lore as well as memories, 
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Figure 1.1: Three illustrations and a note about ‘Memory Harbour’ included, looseleaf, in a flap at the back 

of W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth (Dublin: Cuala Press, 1915). 
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as Foster argues.  “He picked my brains,” she told Ruth Pollexfen.  “Most of the 
early part is my memory, not his, and I am very glad to have helped, and 
don’t tell” (Life 1 527). Reveries, therefore, might be described as a socialized 
text, and bears the kind of material reading advanced by George Bornstein 
in Material Modernism, a pioneering work which argues that “meaning is 
transmitted through bibliographical as well as linguistic codes.”3  In honouring 
that scholarly tradition, as well as work by Jerome McGann (particularly 
The Textual Condition) and D. F. McKenzie (particularly Bibliography and 
the Sociology of Texts), this essay offers a reading of Reveries from three 
perspectives: that of literary criticism (mainly in part 1), biography (mainly in 
part 2, and concentrated, in particular, on Elizabeth Yeats) and bibliography 
or material reading (in part 3). In melding textual, historicist and material 
approaches the aim is to offer a more total and feminist reading of the Cuala 
edition of Reveries than has hitherto been attempted.4 In particular I want to 
consider what a feminist perspective might bring to a reading of the work’s 
bibliographical and linguistic codes by considering questions of biography 
and cultural memory as they relate to the women of Yeats’s family, including 
his mother, Susan Mary Pollexfen, his sister Lily (both acknowledged in 
Reveries) and his other sister Elizabeth (who is not, despite the painstaking 
role she played in putting the work into print). Though virtually invisible 
within Reveries, these women were, in different ways formative for it.  
Recovering and considering their significance is one of the key points in this 
essay.   

A concentration on the idea of material circumstance is another unifying 
thread running between the different parts.  What is distinctive about the way 
in which Yeats writes about his formative years? What kinds of choices does 
he make in choosing to privilege certain kinds of anecdote and memory? 
How does he acknowledge the significant changes in family fortune, which 
occurred when he was a child? Were those changes in fortune experienced 
differently by the women in the family? How do the linguistic codes of the 
text correlate to the circumstance of its making, and to the life decisions and 
choices made by Elizabeth Yeats, who once described the history of Cuala 
as “just the history of financial struggle”?5 How were the decisions which 
Elizabeth made earlier in life (her choice of profession, for example) shaped 
by material circumstances beyond her control? Was her sense of material 
circumstance different from that of her brother and if so, how is that relevant 
to a reading of Reveries?  

The bibliographical materiality of the text is relevant too: the 
distinctive typography achieved through the close setting of Caslon type; 
the moldmade Irish paper; the specially commissioned devices by Thomas 
Sturge Moore used in the opening pages, the plainness of the grey boards 
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used in the binding (see Figure 1.2). All these elements, combined with 
the four illustrations, communicate the sense of Reveries as a special book, 
worthy of particular critical attention, and intended, as Elizabeth Yeats 
told a collector of the Cuala series, for “people who really want something 
rather exclusive and are ready to pay for it.”6  

Figure 1.2: Binding and title page of W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth (Dublin: Cuala Press, 
1915). In Ireland, Yeats encountered many individuals who would have “have felt it inappropriate to publish 
an Irish book that had not harp and shamrock and green cover.” Cuala made a clear move against such a 
formula in choosing the plain grey boards and linen spine. The device used on the title page is of a leaping 
unicorn designed by T. Sturge Moore. It is not clear how this device relates to the content of the book.  

The private presses of the 1890s and 1900s, inspired by the example of 
William Morris’s Kelmscott Press, were operating outside the processes and 
value judgments of normal commercial publishing. Cuala was no exception. 
There was no other private press in Ireland at the time, and not much literary 
publishing.7  The Yeatses were operating in an orbit of their own making; W. B. 
Yeats was his own publisher and editor and Cuala was his “literary principality,” 
as his father had observed as early as 1906.8 The fact that Yeats could proceed 
without any fear of editorial intervention must have been facilitating for his 
authorship, and his comments on Reveries indicate a deep absorption in 
the work, which he thought “vivid & strange.”9 The material circumstances 
of his authorship were highly favorable. Never having written a memoir for 



 Elizabeth Yeats       19

publication before, Yeats was discovering his métier as a memoirist.10 He was, 
moreover, writing without any normal process of commissioning or review, 
without any editorial intervention or guidance, without anyone to question the 
structure, the emotional content, stylistic infelicities, elisions and confusions 
in the chronology, and the overall shape and impact of the finished work.  
All of these factors—all broadly construed as material circumstance—had 
far-reaching repercussions for the shaping of the work and are relevant to its 
interpretation now.  

1. Reading Reveries

While critics may think of Yeats as a poet first and foremost, it is important 
to bear in mind that memoir, as Alex Zwerdling has argued, is a “separate, 
independent literary form—not ancillary but primary, with its own 
interconnected history and classic works that repay attention.”11 Thus one 
of the questions underpinning a critique of Reveries is how well it reads as 
a work to be judged on its own terms, and not merely as a footnote to the 
poetry. Another relevant consideration is how well Yeats manages with what is 
emotionally difficult—writing the story of his early childhood, which involves 
negotiating potentially tricky territory. That childhood, after all, was shared 
with his siblings and parents.  He had no need to fear his mother’s judgment: 
she had died, aged fifty-eight, in January 1900 and had been in serious ill 
health in her final years.  But he did have to reckon with the sensibilities of 
his father, who is described in some detail alongside several of his friends, as 
parent, artist, and member of the family. Yeats told Lady Gregory that he had 
never “written anything so exciting for it is the history of my mind.”12  He was 
notably more guarded with his father, choosing not “to ask your leave for the 
bits of your conversation I quote,” and telling him that he “need not fear that I 
am not amiable,” an admission which was hardly reassuring.13  

Yeats wrote Reveries in the second half of 1914, as Britain entered the 
First World War. He told Lily that he saw the work not as “autobiography in 
the ordinary sense” but as a set of “reveries about the past.”14 “Reveries” is an 
important word for the interpretation of the text and suggests a dreamlike and 
episodic structure.  That the work is a string of “reveries” may also be seen as 
a means of strategic emotional distancing from the content: Yeats as author 
constructing a literary work is not necessarily the same as Yeats as individual 
whom any family member or friend might meet. This was especially important 
in negotiations with his father who lived in New York, conveniently far from 
the place of writing.  John Butler Yeats had gone to New York for six weeks at 
the end of 1907, and, finding it a more convivial place to reside than Dublin, he 
decided to stay (though he never quite made that commitment clear). He had 



20  International Yeats Studies

shared a house with his grown-up daughters in the village of Dundrum and 
they continued to keep his room; he never returned and died in New York in 
February 1922, aged eighty-two. Thus his son could keep him at arms’ length. 
When he eventually showed the text to his father, he confessed to feeling “rather 
nervous about what you think” of a work which he identified, in grandiose and 
slightly inaccurate terms, as a “history of the revolt . . . against certain Victorian 
ideals.”15 

He knew that his father would find the portrait of Edward Dowden 
“unsympathetic,” but he had other reasons to be worried.16 As Roy Foster 
argues, much of what Yeats had written about family relationships and early life 
in London was “directly hurtful”: 

In the portrait of JBY was etched all his negligence, improvidence and 
superb carelessness—as well as the alarm he aroused in his children.  The 
unhappiness which pervades the book could be read as an indictment of the 
world created (or unmade) by the author’s father, even if the implicit message 
was that insecurity acted as the nursery of genius. (Life 2 33) 

In his early years, Yeats lived in a house “so big that there was always 
a room to hide in” but he was lonely and cowered in fear of “old William 
Pollexfen,” his maternal grandfather, a Lear-like figure who had a “great scar 
on his hand made by a whaling hook” (Rev 2, 3). When his father is finally 
introduced, after pages of lengthy discussion of Sligo relatives, it is as an 
occasional visitor who “never went to church” and an “angry and impatient 
teacher” who “flung the reading book at my head” and terrifies the young 
child through “descriptions of my moral degradation” (Rev 23, 24, 33). Next 
comes the “realization of death.” Robert, the fourth of six children born to 
Yeats’s parents in the decade from June 1865, dies suddenly, an event foretold 
by his mother and a servant who “had heard the banshee crying the night 
before he died” (Rev 27). This is an interesting inclusion, and glosses over 
the complications of Yeats’s mother’s gynecological history. While there is no 
record of miscarriage or stillbirth, six pregnancies was clearly quite a strain for 
someone with fragile health. From the 1860s onwards, middle-class families 
were often opting to limit their size, but there appears to have been no such 
restraint for Yeats’s parents.17 The marriage was clearly difficult as Deirdre 
Toomey suggests: “Susan Yeats suffered financial instability—fields and houses 
vanishing into a bottomless pit—her husband’s marital alienation, and the 
death of two children,” Robert (born 1870, died 1873) and Jane (born 1875, 
died 1876).18 Yeats appears to have understood these difficulties but writes of 
what happened in a deliberately opaque manner in order to present his own 
creativity as a triumph over adversity.   
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In terms of structure, Reveries is organized into thirty-three sections 
of uneven length and moves from earliest memories of childhood, through 
school days, adolescence, and into early adulthood. Family moves from Sligo 
to London to Dublin are described in some detail and link the sections. An 
interest in folklore, magical apparitions, and fairy and country stories is 
another unifying element. In Sligo, the young Yeats, who keeps a Union Jack 
and “thought I would like to die fighting the Fenians,” hears the “servants 
talking of the faeries” and sees “a supernatural bird in the corner of the room” 
(Rev 9, 12, 10). Clairvoyance (“the second sight”) is normal in this world, and 
so, too, is the sharing of stories, something Yeats particularly associates with his 
mother (Rev 15). Though he confesses that his memory of what “she was like . . . 
has grown very dim,” he vividly recalls her happiness when the family returned 
from London in 1881 and settled for a year or two in the fishing village of 
Howth near Dublin: 

When I think of her, I almost always see her talking over a cup of tea in the 
kitchen with our servant, the fisherman’s wife, on the only themes outside our 
house that seemed of interest—the fishing people of Howth, or the pilots and 
fishing people of Rosses Point.  She read no books, but she and the fisherman’s 
wife would tell each other stories that Homer might have told[.] (Rev 69) 

Critics of Reveries have emphasised the important way in which Yeats 
negotiates and describes his evolving relationship with his father, but the 
relationship with his mother was also clearly formative. Yeats’s mother “gave 
value to folklore, legend, country wisdom” and a sense of “such discourses 
as repositories and expressions of truth and value,” as Toomey argues in her 
pioneering essay “Away.”19 But the effect of the way in which she is remembered 
in the text is to downplay her significance. Yeats’s parents only enter the 
narrative after “a host of Pollexfen and Middleton relatives” and his father is 
described before his mother in “an exceptional reversal of the usual ordering 
of memory.”20 It is also relevant that Yeats’s account of her last years is “brief 
and almost ashamed in tone.”21 “Her mind had gone in a stroke of paralysis” is 
all that Yeats says of the two catastrophic strokes, which she suffered in 1887, 
just months after the family had relocated, for the second time, from Dublin 
to London’s Bedford Park (Rev 69). Against such passivity, Yeats’s father is 
judged more kindly because the poet is “an artist’s son” who has accepted that 
he “must take some work as the whole end of life” (Rev 46).  The discussion of 
Yeats’s father, who was always “looking for the lineaments of some desirable, 
familiar life” and reads passages from the poets (“always from the play or poem 
at its most passionate moment”), provides a unity for the disparate parts in 
the narrative (Rev 73).  Section XV, for example, describes a moment in the 



22  International Yeats Studies

mid-1880s. Yeats has begun “to play at being a sage, a magician or a poet” and 
travels to Dublin every morning with his father for breakfast and discussions 
about poetry at his studio: his “influence upon my thought was at its height” 
and “all our discussion was of style” (Rev 109, 104).  

Money is a preoccupation which  runs throughout the text. In his earliest 
years Yeats lived comfortably in Merville, his maternal grandfather’s house in 
Sligo where he learned “to judge people’s social significance by the length of 
their avenues,” but the sudden and inexplicable move to London, described 
in section V, makes him aware of his mother’s “plain dress” and “anxiety about 
money” (Rev 12, 33). The children find themselves being called names for being 
Irish, and Yeats longs “for a sod of earth from some field I knew, something of 
Sligo to hold in my hand” (Rev 32). At school, other boys ask what his father 
does and “how much money has he?”  Yeats notes that his mother’s “sense 
of personality” has “disappeared in her care for us” and realizes that she lives 
without “desire for any life of her own.” Meanwhile, he sees his father developing 
as an artist, spending “every evening at his club” and being “the painter who 
scrapes out every day what he painted the day before” (Rev 33, 28, 32). These 
two images—the artist in society pleasing “a companion/Around the fire at the 
club,” and the artist at work “stitching and unstitching” individual poetic lines 
until they seem “a moment’s thought”—are images he would later emulate in 
the shape of his own aesthetic practice (VP 392, 204).  The caring implications 
of his mother becoming incapacitated are never discussed; the one solace for 
her son is that the cognitive deficit that comes from her strokes liberates her 
“from financial worry” and she finds “perfect happiness feeding the birds at a 
London window” (Rev 69). Though Yeats’s experience is shaped by poverty—
he cannot afford the toll for crossing the ha’penny bridge—he never quite 
states this to be the case, and admires his father’s definition of a “gentleman”: 
“a man not wholly occupied in getting on” (Rev 109, 104). He refuses to sit the 
“Intermediate examinations” that would give “money for pupil and teacher,” 
refuses to attend Trinity College, and instead chooses to spend time with new 
friends from the Hermetic Society “in the Kildare Street Museum passing our 
hands over the glass-cases, feeling or believing we felt the Odic Force flowing 
from the big crystals” (Rev 109, 103, 91, 104).  

As Yeats’s social circle widens, his sense of Irish nationalism deepens, 
particularly after his meeting with John O’Leary, a Fenian and “the handsomest 
man I had ever seen” who introduced him to other important figures, including 
Katharine Tynan, Douglas Hyde, and John F. Taylor (Rev 109, 112). O’Leary 
brought him to Young Ireland debates and lent him books and “for the first 
time I began to read histories and verses that a Catholic Irishman knows from 
boyhood”; these influences, clearly formative, gave Yeats “all I have set my hand 
to since” and a conviction that what was needed was a “national literature that 
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made Ireland beautiful in the memory” (Rev 111, 119, 120). The sense of time 
in the closing pages is deliberately vague: many years and moves back and 
forth between Dublin and London are distilled into a few short cameos. At 
the same time, Yeats begins to write about style and self-realization and it is 
in these moments where the work has greatest energy and force, particularly, 
for example in section XXX, which deals with the need to rid syntax “of all 
inversions” and vocabulary “of literary words” (Rev 123). In a sense, Yeats is 
not writing of the craft and technique he discovered in the 1880s and 1890s, 
but is instead reflecting on his more recent work and the technique of a volume 
such as Responsibilities (1914).  

The existing critical consensus is that Reveries is a masterpiece. Foster, for 
example, defers repeatedly to the power of Yeats’s “personal history” (Life 1 
492), and David Wright commends Yeats’s “highly deliberate use of style” 
and shows how the effect of Reveries “depends on Yeats’s use of structures 
which imply spontaneity even while they reveal artful planning.”22 My own 
views are more ambivalent.  While I agree with Foster that the purpose of 
Reveries is to explain “the emergence of [Yeats’s] genius” (Life 1 530), it is 
possible to detect moments of doubt in the hubris, beginning with the 
epigraph which dedicates the work “to those few people, mainly personal 
friends, who have read all that I have written,” as though to suggest that 
Reveries might not be of interest to a wider public (Rev [vi]). The preface 
sounds the same note: “My friend need not be bored” Yeats avers because 
“one can always close a book” (Rev [x]). Even the famous aphorisms of the 
closing paragraph can be read as something apologetic and hesitant. “I am not 
ambitious” says Yeats, after pages and pages in which he has described the 
laborious process of becoming a poet, only then to conclude:

When I think of all the books I have read, and of the wise words I have heard 
spoken, and of the anxiety I have given to parents and grandparents, of the 
hopes that I have had, all life weighed in the scales of my own life seems to 
me a preparation for something that never happens. (Rev 123, 128) 

This remarkable bowing out statement, perhaps intended as faux modesty, may 
also be read as a sincere moment of doubt, and a kind of apologia. It is also 
impossible to read this without a sense of historic irony. Beginning as a poet 
in the late 1880s Yeats had written many important poems by Christmas 1914, 
the date on which he signed the preface to the book, and much would continue 
to happen (for Yeats personally and as a poet, and in Ireland, particularly 
politically) in the next few years.  Life might have seemed static in the opening 
months of the “war to end all wars,” but it had been “changed utterly” by the 
time of the Easter Rising, which happened just a month after Reveries was 
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published.  It is also possible that the extreme political turbulence and cultural 
change, which took place in Ireland from the outbreak of the war, upset the 
energy and concentration which Yeats brought to Reveries, and accounts for 
the unevenness in its quality and tone.  

In the preface to All Down Darkness Wide (2022), a memoir about being 
gay and coming of age Seán Hewitt suggests something fundamental to the 
creative process of writing autobiographically: 

Names and identifying features have been wholly changed throughout this 
work in order to protect the privacy and anonymity of individuals. In some 
cases I have compressed timelines and changed geographies, merged two or 
more individuals into one, invented characters and altered or invented certain 
other details.23

Yeats was not so candid, and nor does he construct a narrative in which he 
appears to be so self-aware. In writing about his early life, he is confronting 
issues of privacy and anonymity directly, and he has to decide how to proceed 
in the business of naming close friends and members of his family. While 
prominent intellectuals and friends are named (Russell, O’Leary, Hyde, etc.), 
members of his immediate family are only identified by their relation, not 
name (mother, father, sister, brother, etc). Older acquaintances are left out 
too. This lack of individuating detail forces a loss of tension, and there are 
several sections which are too long, rambling, and unclear. Reveries, written 
at the same time of Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as Young Man, which was 
being serialized in The Egoist, are often favorably compared.24 In response to 
Portrait, Edward Garnett, the London publisher, identified what he described 
as “longueurs” (i.e., passages in need of a “good deal of pruning,” “tedious to the 
ordinary man among the reading public”).25 The same critique could be made 
of Reveries with greater justification. But, of course, and because of the unique 
material circumstances in which Yeats prepared a work of the “right size for 
Lolly’s press,” the views of an individual such as Garnett were not sought.26 
By 1914, the year in which he began writing Reveries, Yeats had founded the 
Abbey Theatre, and was prominently in the public view as the author of many 
important volumes of poetry. By the end of 1915, when Reveries existed as a 
flurry of proofs, he was offered a knighthood, a “kindly meant” distinction 
which he chose to refuse, though not before he had told Lily about the offer, 
which came via Lady Cunard (“Please keep it to yourself as it would be very 
ungracious of me to let it get talked about in Dublin”).27 In these circumstances 
it is easy to see why Yeats did not feel the need of an editor.  

The history of Yeats’s Sligo ancestry, covered in sections I to IV, is interesting 
but there is not enough driving emotional detail. There are some remarkable 
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moments and individual lines, but Yeats tries to cover too big a cast, and does 
not commit to enough revelation in some of the portraits. It is odd that Yeats 
does not describe the distinctive geography of Sligo, which proved to be so 
important for his work. He is haughty about class (“I am delighted with all that 
joins my life to those who had power in Ireland”), and coy about sex (“It came 
upon me when I was close upon seventeen like the bursting of a shell”) (Rev 
70, 21). In a sense, he had yet to learn how to write candidly about individuals 
in his life without betraying their confidence. Crucially, he is also downplaying 
the significance of the women in his family, including Lily who helped him 
significantly with remembering his early childhood, and Elizabeth who was 
extremely patient as the printer of the work, which was revised extensively at 
proof (as Yeats told Quinn “the truth is that I made so many revisions in the 
proof, adding in passages even & altering”).28 One issue is that there is not quite 
enough focus on the self, something that is notably more present in the draft 
Autobiographies which Yeats began to write in the latter part of 1915, just at 
the point when Reveries was ready for publication. In that text, for example, 
Yeats describes himself as being “conscious of something helpless and perhaps 
even untrustworthy in myself ”; this typescript, stored in an envelope marked 
“private . . . containing much that is not for publication,” also sees Yeats being 
much more open about sex (“I was tortured by sexual desire and had been for 
many years”).29 

As suggested earlier, Yeats controlled the dissemination of Reveries among 
family members with extreme care. He did not allow his father to see the 
work before it was published, but anticipated a positive response, telling John 
Quinn, “I am not shewing him the Memoirs for he would want me to alter 
things, but I expect that their publication will move him to send me wonderful 
letters.”30 That “wonderful” is being used in this statement without any sense of 
irony speaks, again, to the scale of Yeats’s hubris. How could any parent, even 
an artist, enjoy the experience of being humiliated by the memory of the things 
they got wrong? When the typescript was nearing completion Yeats arranged to 
read the work aloud to Lily, his older sister.31 He deliberately excluded Elizabeth 
from this reading on the grounds that she “might very well be offended” and 
he “‘did not want to invite her criticism.”32 This points to the obvious and well-
documented tension that existed between these two siblings and another set 
of questions pertinent to the reading of Reveries, which I intend to pursue, in 
detail, in the second section of this essay.33 What would it have been like for 
Elizabeth Yeats to print this book? What sorts of forces shaped the material 
circumstances which she and her press faced? How did she feel about the 
emotional content of the work, and how did her brother’s memories differ 
from her own recollection and experience of their formative years?  
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II. Reveries, Cultural Memory, and Elizabeth Yeats’s Biography

Questions about the structure of feeling and experience are easy to ask, 
but difficult to answer. Yeats’s letters survive in their thousands and have 
been published in multiple versions; his sister’s letters remain unpublished 
and scattered. There is far less archival evidence to document her life, which 
was lived, certainly from 1902 when the Dun Emer Press was founded, in her 
brother’s shadow, and in service to his needs as an author. As far as I can tell, 
her views on Reveries do not survive, and in trying to build a picture, a historian 
is reliant on tiny little points of detail, scraps, and inferences. One such detail 
exists in a letter which accompanied her father’s response to Four Years, the 
next volume in the sequence of her brother’s autobiographical prose; there, she 
comments, with obvious energy and acidity, “We were not quite nonentities,” 
the “we” referring to herself and her sister, Lily (Life 2 199).  

As the printer of Reveries, Elizabeth Yeats became deeply acquainted 
with the text, worrying at every detail, placing commas, hesitating about the 
imposition of print on page. Yeats mentions a “sister” and then “sisters” often 
enough, but he never quite makes it clear that he had two younger sisters, 
and one younger brother: Susan Mary Yeats (1866–1949, and always known 
as Lily), Elizabeth Corbet Yeats (1868–1940, referred to as Lollie, or Lolly, by 
members of the family, not an appellation she necessarily relished; she always 
signed her work and professional correspondence as “Elizabeth”); and John 
Butler Yeats (1871–1957, known as Jack to avoid confusion with his father, 
also an artist). “You and Lolly only come in slightly” Yeats writes, breezily, to 
Lily, and it is clear, from contextual sources, that the memories in the work 
which  invoke a “sister” are always about Lily, who seems to have been blessed 
with an excellent memory and the gift of clairvoyance, which greatly impressed 
her brother.34 Lily is the sister who foretells the death of an uncle owing to a 
dream of “a wingless sea-bird in her arms”; the one who hears “some dead 
smuggler giving his accustomed signal”; and the one who shares WB’s “longing 
for Sligo” and “hatred of London” (Rev 7, 14, 32). The omission of any anecdote 
invoking Elizabeth must have been hurtful, and certainly the lack of specificity 
about his sisters’ identities is emotionally careless. The content of the book 
which Elizabeth Yeats printed so carefully on her brother’s behalf was indeed 
positioning her as nonentity.  

“Our mother and father occur again & again,” Yeats writes in the same 
furtive letter to Lily, in which he requests that she “give me about four hours 
on Saturday morning” for the planned private reading of the typescript.35 
This is inaccurate.  Though she clearly influenced Yeats’s formative years quite 
considerably (through her interest in folklore and clairvoyance), Susan Yeats 
is not described in any great length, as noted. Yeats’s failure to discuss his 
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mother in more detail is part of the larger pattern: Reveries barely considers 
the significance of the experience of the women in Yeats’s immediate family.  
The year in which the family returned to London’s Bedford Park after several 
years in Dublin, 1887, must have been formative for the Yeats siblings.  They 
were now no longer children: WB was twenty-one when he moved back to 
London with this parents; Lily was twenty and Elizabeth was nineteen; it was 
only Jack, at fifteen, who needed to attend school, and in a very real sense, the 
question now facing all of them, as their mother’s health began to decline, and 
their father’s spendthrift habits became more obvious to their adult eyes, was 
what kinds of meaningful and paid work they could find, and what kinds of 
material circumstance and intimacy might shape their lives. Reflecting on his 
mother’s death, WB commented: “My mother was so long ill, so long fading 
out of life, that the last fading out of all made no noticeable change in our 
lives.”36 But his sisters experienced things differently. Their mother’s “fading 
out” had made a “noticeable change” in their lives. In all, Susan Yeats had three 
strokes, two in 1887 and another in 1894. It is impossible to get a precise sense 
of the symptoms and caring implications of each, but by 1894 Susan Yeats was 
confused, had stopped speaking, and was partly paralyzed.37 In other words, 
from 1894 (and possibly from 1887) until her death in 1900, she needed to be 
looked after twenty-four hours a day. Servants would have undertaken some 
of this work, but it seems very likely that Yeats’s sisters were also involved. 
What did it feel like for Elizabeth to be reminded of this experience through 
the oblique references in Reveries? What kind of relationship did she have with 
her mother? Might she have benefitted from maternal advice and guidance in 
the period between 1887 and 1900? Was she offended by the way in which 
Yeats skirted around what was clearly an important, structuring, and tragic 
experience for all members of the family which disproportionately impacted 
her and Lily? Did she regret that her mother’s decline was even mentioned? 
How did she feel about having this kind of private information in the public 
domain?

Obviously, there is a sense in which we cannot know the answer to these 
questions, but they are relevant to the reading of Reveries, and we do know, 
from a few surviving pages of Elizabeth Yeats’s diary, that she felt as though 
she lived on the fringes of a world designed to serve the needs of men (just as 
she lives on the fringe of the books she printed and did not get to critique). On 
the evening of November 19, 1888, she reports an evening at home when “Mr 
Legge and Mr Crookes came”:

We had supper: melon, grapes, cheese, apples and pears. Papa, Willie and they 
had great talk and argument—politics, art etc. Lily and I felt dreadfully out of 
it. . . . .I wonder do all girls feels that way.38
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The world of her acculturation was simply so different to that of her brother. 
In Reveries Yeats writes haplessly of refusing to go to Trinity where his father, 
grandfather, and great-grandfather had studied, but Elizabeth had no such 
choice (Rev 91). Women did not enter Trinity until 1904. Coming of age in 
the late 1880s, Elizabeth Yeats faced a world in which women could not easily 
access a university education, did not have a vote, did not have reliable control 
of their fertility, and lived without much expectation of being taken seriously 
in the world of stimulating and valued paid employment. This makes what 
Elizabeth Yeats actually achieved all the more significant.  

In the period between 1887 and 1902, and in the face of a precarious home 
situation—her mother ailing and her father’s contributions to household costs 
being unpredictable—Elizabeth trained as a primary school teacher at the 
Froebel School, and began to earn a living by teaching art in various London 
schools. Interestingly, she also developed a commercial interest in the teaching 
of art, publishing the series Brushwork Copy Books, which included intricate 
sample drawings for children to copy.39 Her activity as a teacher was frenetic: 

I never wanted to stop—at school at quarter to nine when I was teaching 
in the kindergarten—home at two for dinner and after that to Notting Hill 
(for Chiswick) to lectures (except when I had afternoon School) and worked 
always at preparations for exams etc […] I think I got my Higher Certificate 
when I was twenty three or twenty four—a three year course […] I even gave 
painting lessons at the same time as working for exams[.]40

Her work generated a good income and, within the Bedford Park household 
she was “chief breadwinner” during the early 1890s, making more money than 
her other siblings, including her two brothers, who, as men, would have had 
greater and easier opportunities within the working world.41 Her diary of 1890 
and 1891 records this, keeping a tally of what Jack and WB earned, in order to 
highlight her own position and the significance of her material contribution.42  

Why was she so motivated, and how does this experience of relentless and 
frenetic activity in her formative years read against her brother’s account of 
refusing to engage with examinations and instead doing psychical research, 
attending séances, and detecting the “Odic Force” in the Kildare Street 
Museum? On one reading, one could say that Elizabeth Yeats kept herself busy 
in order to have a professional autonomy away from the troubled domestic 
sphere. Here, it is worth bearing in mind that Lily was often ill too.  Though 
she worked as an embroideress with May Morris at Kelmscott House between 
1888 and 1894, there were lengthy periods thereafter when she was unable to 
work.43  In being out of the house at work, Elizabeth Yeats was putting herself 
in a position to contribute reliably and significantly to the household economy, 
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something her father had failed to do (to the detriment of her mother’s health). 
The need to help with caring almost certainly greeted her once she was home, 
but in the working day she enjoyed a kind of independence. In some sense, she 
might be characterized as a “New Woman,” the kind of woman who challenged 
Victorian-era societal limitations in the world of work, education, and politics. 
But the idea of a “New Woman” does not quite tally with the available archival 
evidence, and the picture which emerges from her life choices.44  Elizabeth Yeats 
gave up the financial autonomy and independence that she enjoyed in London 
as teacher and painter in her own right in order to return to Dublin and start a 
private press. She chose to work very closely with a brother whom she clearly 
found difficult, and she continued to live and work in close association with 
other members of her family.   

For a woman of her class and generation, Elizabeth Yeats faced an unusual 
set of circumstances, and things did not quite work out as she might have 
expected or hoped.  There was very little family money; the house in Bedford 
Park was rented and she had no property, inherited savings, or trust funds. 
Marriage would have enabled a new start, but neither Elizabeth nor Lily 
married; the loss of advice and guidance from their mother in the latter 1880s 
was significant. Just at the point when they might have been introduced to 
suitable partners from their mother’s social circle, they found themselves 
caring for her instead (and perhaps they developed the view that marriage 
was a bad idea, given the impact it had on their mother). Whatever the case, 
there’s no doubt that their mother’s illness threw the domestic atmosphere into 
crisis, and the long years between the first stroke in 1887, and Susan Yeats’s 
death in 1900, must have been difficult.45 They continued to live together after 
their mother’s death that year, but the house in Bedford Park was no longer 
really a family home in any meaningful sense. Jack Yeats had left home when 
he married in August 1894, and WB left permanently in October 1895, when 
he took rooms in central London. This left the sisters caring for their mother 
until her death, and afterward their father began to frequently leave London 
for long periods.  

Though he had a clear sense that he wanted his children to achieve things 
in the aesthetic sphere, he had never taken his paternal and domestic duties 
seriously. Taking all these factors into consideration, it is easy to see why 
Augustine Henry’s invitation to join the new Arts and Crafts initiative being 
planned in Dublin was so very attractive.  Joining the Dun Emer Industries 
meant that the sisters could get away from the London house associated with 
their mother’s long decline and begin afresh in Ireland where their brothers 
were already well established in cultural circles. It is also significant that Henry, 
acting on behalf of Evelyn Gleeson, was offering generous salaries of £125 
each per annum, for the first two years of what was termed the Dun Emer 



30  International Yeats Studies

“experiment” (it was an experiment, and it did not quite work; after five tense 
years operating with Gleeson, the Yeats sisters departed amid some acrimony, 
and established the Cuala Press and Industries as a separate Arts and Crafts 
business).46  

For Lily, the decision to set up her own embroidery business, after her 
experience in the Morris and Co workshops, was a straightforward commitment. 
Start-up costs were low; the materials were easy to acquire; she possessed the 
necessary skill and could teach assistants easily.  Elizabeth Yeats’s decision to 
commit to printing was a decision of a different kind. During the years when 
she had been in Bedford Park, she had been in the midst of an environment 
where there had been much talk associated with the typographical revival and 
ideas of design, fine printing, and the “ideal book.”47  Neighbors and friends 
included Elkin Mathews (one of W. B. Yeats’s publishers), William Morris, 
who ran the Kelmscott Press from a house on the Upper Mall, Hammersmith, 
Emery Walker (Morris’s typographical advisor), Sydney Carlyle Cockerell 
(secretary to the Kelmscott Press from 1894 to 1898, and later the director of 
the Fitzwilliam Museum) and Thomas J. Cobden-Sanderson who established 
the Doves Bindery in 1893 and the Doves Press in 1900 (Doves being the most 
famous of the private presses after Kelmscott, particularly noted because of its 
type, which was commissioned by Cobden-Sanderson, and drawn and realized 
by Walker). It is likely that W. B. Yeats met most of these individuals at Morris’s 
house at the weekly meetings of the Socialist League, which he attended 
occasionally during 1888:

I was soon of the little group who had supper with Morris afterwards.  I met 
at these suppers very constantly Walter Crane, Emery Walker, in association 
with Cobden-Sanderson, the printer of many fine books, and less constantly, 
Bernard Shaw and Cockerell. (Au 139-40)

Though she must have been aware of this world, Elizabeth Yeats’s experiences 
were very different to those of her brother: he also gained insight into fine 
printing and private presses through his experience as an author, as well as the 
many “suppers” at which women such as his sisters were not present.  

Making virtue of necessity, Elizabeth Yeats found her own way forward by 
pursuing her training in a more obvious and open realm, as a primary school 
teacher and as a painter of watercolours. She undoubtedly knew something 
about the principles of good book design, but beyond the basics of hand 
composition, she knew nothing about the mechanics of how to print a book 
before committing to Dun Emer. She had lived close to the Kelmscott Press, 
and knew May Morris socially, but, as she explained to a Dun Emer subscriber 
in November 1903, she “had never even seen a press worked until we had nearly 
finished In The Seven Woods,” “finished” being a reference to the process 
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of hand composition, imposing pages, and designing layout.48 Printing, 
an activity that is both costly to begin and difficult to master, remained a 
heavily unionized and male-dominated trade with few female participants. 
She would not have seen a press in action at the Women’s Printing Society 
in London where, aged thirty-four, she spent just four weeks learning the 
basics. Composition, proofreading, imposition, and distribution were done 
by women, but the printing machines were worked (on another floor) by 
men.49 Composition is relatively easy to do; it involves no heavy lifting and was 
therefore an aspect of the trade that women sought out, but they did so in an 
adversarial context.  Plenty of men believed that women’s “dainty fingers ought 
never to have been employed in handling type”; of course, the real objection lay 
in the fact that women worked for one-third of the standard male compositor’s 
wage and were exploited as a source of cheap labor.50  

Training to work as a commercial printer normally involved an 
apprenticeship of seven years. While that was clearly too long (and was driven 
by the need to keep younger people on lower wages), four weeks was too short. 
In making the decision to set up a private press in Dublin and to train other 
women as printers, Elizabeth Yeats was going against the grain. It is not just 
a matter of gender: the decision also has to be seen within the context of her 
age. Compositors at the Women’s Printing Society were normally apprenticed 
for three years, concluding at twenty-one.51 In essence, Elizabeth Yeats learned 
to print through trial and error, largely without assistance. Writing to one of 
the subscribers for In the Seven Woods, she explained: “I have done the whole 
printing of it simply with the help of two young village girls whom I have had 
to teach (as well as learn myself).” In the same letter, she conceded that the 
assistance of a pressman might be useful “as our venture progresses” but “so 
far I have done without—as I wanted at first to develop my own ideas and 
feared that they were not definite enough to overrule the ideas of an ordinary 
working printer.”52

III. Reveries and Material Reading

Unpublished comments of this kind—documenting the fear of being 
“overruled” as a printer, of having to “teach (as well as learn myself)”, of 
working without ever wanting to stop and then feeling “dreadfully out of it” 
when the men of Bedford Park came to supper—point to Elizabeth Yeats’s 
formative experiences, and suggest something of the kind of memoir she might 
have written about her life had she developed the necessary confidence to 
do so. In the event, the typographical style developed for In the Seven Woods 
was the style used in all the works issued by Dun Emer and then Cuala Press, 
including Reveries, which is one of the most interesting of Cuala titles from 
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the perspectives of biography, cultural memory, and materiality. The interest 
of Reveries is more than the words on the page: the interest is in the total form 
of the book as an expressive intellectual structure and aesthetic object, in the 
stories of the makers behind the scenes, in the occluded collaborations, and 
the active and passive acts of memory connoted in the form and physicality 
of the work. As a reading, and in terms of method, this involves moving a 
step past the view that “a work’s meaning is distilled in the detail of its formal 
presentation” toward a bigger consideration of all the economic and social 
conditions which enable the act of authorship.53  

Reveries is the only Cuala title to include illustrations. Jack Yeats’s “Memory 
Harbour,” a watercolor, reproduced in color, depicts “houses and anchored ship 
and distant lighthouse all set close together as in some old map,” and is a kind 
of stylized visual analogy to the memories evoked in the prose (Rev 58). The 
Yeatses went to considerable trouble to include this with the work and clearly 
found Jack’s remarkable painting moving and evocative. Illustrations presented a 
technical challenge that was beyond the easy reach of Cuala’s small hand presses, 
and “Memory Harbour” was printed and mounted on black paper in London 
by Emery Walker, a friend of the Yeats family from 1888.54 The material form 
of this image thus links different Yeatsian parishes and is another reminder of 
collaborations going on behind the scenes.  Interestingly, this image, alongside 
the drawings of Yeats’s parents, is not pasted (or “tipped in”) to the body of 
the text, but is instead included in an envelope flap pasted to the endpaper 
of the inside back cover. The impression one forms from this slightly quirky 
bibliographical presentation is that of a cottage industry, of makers working to 
the best of their ability and insisting on the production of something that seems 
handmade, and, as Elizabeth Yeats insisted, “rather exclusive.” 

Emery Walker might have advised integrating text and image more 
holistically to achieve a more finished look. After all, his business experience 
blended running a successful commercial printing company (where “Memory 
Harbour” was printed), with his work at the Doves Press (arguably the most 
important of the private presses to flourish in London at this time). He was 
Elizabeth Yeats’s typographical advisor, and a “pressman” whose advice she 
actively sought; indeed, she informed one correspondent that “without Mr. 
Walker’s help Cuala would never have existed at all—he advised us and helped 
us for years.”55 It was Walker who told her to attend classes at the Women’s 
Printing Society, advised on the choice of Caslon and other necessary essentials 
for getting started as a private press. The Doves Press typographical style—
preferred by Elizabeth Yeats to that of Kelmscott—was clearly influential for 
the Cuala layout a fact noted by historians of the private press.56 Colin Franklin 
has argued that Cuala’s “slender books, in Caslon type, generally using red for a 
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Figure 1.3: Title page and opening page of text in T. J. Cobden-Sanderson, The Ideal Book or Book Beautiful 
(London: Doves Press, 1900) and W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth  (Dublin: Cuala Press, 
1915). The sense of typographical lineage is obvious in these images.  
 Typographically, the work of Dove Press is far more achieved, but the content on which so much energy 
has been spent is inconsequential. Elizabeth Yeats was not an experienced printer of prose and opted not to use 
indentation for paragraphing. This was ill-advised and reduced the flow and legibility of the work.  “Reverie” 
in capital letters on the opening page looks like an error.
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second colour, seem a poor pale failure in the shadow of the Doves 
Press” whereas Roderick Cave describes Dun Emer printing as “sound and 
workmanlike, but with no pretensions of being fine printing.”57 These critiques 
do not seem entirely fair. After all, the Doves Press (like many of the private 
presses) was only producing reprints whereas Cuala was producing new and 
original works in tricky material circumstances. Put simply, there was not 
enough money to buy a bigger or better press, or to experiment with a new
typeface or a finer kind of handmade paper. As Gifford Lewis has argued, 
“Economy cramped every move the sisters made . . . including their 
parsimonious economy in living together” (an arrangement that appears not to 
have been entirely harmonious).58   

In her role as her brother’s printer, Elizabeth Yeats found herself being dictated 
to, told off, and patronized on a regular basis. In 1906, for example, there was a 
significant argument that was only resolved when John Butler Yeats intervened to 
tell his eldest sibling to stop being so belligerent. Advice, he suggested, 

should be advice and not haughty dictation backed up by menaces. After all 
the press is Lollie’s business and it means our means of living.  And she has 
often other things to consider besides the literary excellence of a particular 
book. There are questions of convenience and commercial expedience and 
policy, matters for tactful consideration not to be decided offhand by a literary 
expert.59

“Our means of living” is a telling phrase: it shows that the work being 
undertaken by the sisters is keeping the father afloat. The issue of income lurks 
just under the surface; Yeats’s sisters were struggling to be self-sufficient and 
were also having to support their father, in an extremely unusual reverse of 
expected gender norms.  Elizabeth was proud of the fact that her press was 
run by women, and proud of her capacity to earn money from meaningful 
and interesting work. But it is also significant that she expected contributions 
from both of her brothers: literary advice from WB and artistic contributions 
from Jack. This says much of her mentality, social conditioning, and sense of 
precarity. Despite years of working with success in London, Elizabeth Yeats did 
not quite see herself as a financially independent woman who was making her 
own way in the world. She saw herself as part of an extended family in which 
significant contributions from the men were to be expected. Her brothers’ 
contributions made up for the paltry and irregular financial support from her 
father, a fact she explains in a letter to A. H. Bullen: 

I don’t consider that it was much to ask Willie to do when I asked him to be 
literary advisor to the Press—considering he does nothing at all for the family 
& never has—& this I tell you of course in confidence—my sister and I have 
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to keep the whole house. My father helps but only a little as he has his studio 
to run.60

That her eldest brother does nothing “at all” for the family is an intriguing and 
sharp aside and reads instructively against the text of Reveries and the rather 
vague way in which Yeats acknowledges his own formative difficulties with 
money.  

Editorial and material tensions were still ongoing in the summer of 
1915 when Reveries was in proof. Writing from London—clearly rattled by 
a letter from his sister, which appears not to have survived, Yeats tediously 
explains how “one puts second proofs to various purposes but one is that one 
sometimes copies on to it (say) all corrections of style.” He continues: “Please 
always give me (& everyone who prints with you) (1) two copies of each set of 
proofs (2) old proofs with new (3) reasonable time for revision.” “These are the 
customs of the trade” he adds, as though to imply that his sister did not know 
her business.61 Just a week later he writes enclosing “a new chapter & a new 
passage for the memoir. The final chapters were not quite personal enough.”62 
Following the hectoring missive about the “customs of the trade,” this must 
have been difficult to take. Reveries had gone through two stages of proofing 
and was now being significantly revised. W. B. Yeats was using his privileged 
editorial and familial position to break with one of the cardinal “customs of 
the trade”: the presentation of copy intended for publication. Presented with 
a new chapter and a new passage, Elizabeth Yeats had to compose the new 
portions, and then open existing page formes to insert the new content. All 
in all, this must have been laborious work.  

From another perspective it is fascinating to see that the making of 
Reveries was so tricky and that Yeats was struggling to finalize a text that he 
had declared complete seven months earlier on Christmas Day 1914. That 
the work was not “personal enough” gets right to the heart of the problem: 
Yeats was struggling to work out how to convert his personal experience 
into memoir that could be publishable by his sister. When some writers find 
something difficult to complete, they often choose to leave it aside for a while. 
In this case that possibility was not appealing. It would have created a gap in 
Cuala’s workflow and the need for another book (either from Yeats himself or 
one of the few authors of whom he approved). Cuala was a shaping material 
circumstance for his authorship, which meant that he had to keep on writing, 
for better or worse. From Elizabeth Yeats’s point of view the situation was 
not easy either. Her brother was difficult to work with and was constantly 
on the move and involved in other business. The printing of Reveries was 
a particular flashpoint. Though Lily and Elizabeth lived in the same house, 
Yeats wrote to them separately. He was notably more comfortable writing to 
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Lily. In a long letter to her of February 1916, he discusses difficulties over 
“extravagant” proof correction, a desire “to come to an arrangement with 
Lolly which will prevent further disputes,” and an acknowledgment that she 
“has come very badly out of this transaction financially,” a phrase that seems 
to suggest that Cuala did not make much profit from the lengthy labor of 
printing Reveries.63  

Arguments in families and workplaces are not unusual. What is unusual 
about Cuala is that the arguments combined family and work, and that the 
work, nonetheless, went on. By 1916, the year in which Reveries was issued, 
Yeats was in a position to look back on what had been achieved through his 
editorial work at Cuala: 

The Cuala Press has published under the editorship of Mr. W. B. Yeats, since 
its foundation in 1902 twenty one volumes, all now out of print.  These vol-
umes have been chosen because in the opinion of the editor they have an 
intimate connection with the literary movement in contemporary Ireland, 
or have for it some special value. He thinks that in the future they may seem 
as characteristic of their time as the “Library of Ireland” was for the Ireland 
of three generations ago. To some extent they are part of a reaction against 
certain methods of that time, and appeal to those who love beautiful liter-
ature and careful printing. […] Amongst them have been first editions of 
Synge, of Lady Gregory, and of books by the editor, and selections from 
various distinguished Irish poets.64

In enabling the printing of those works, and their distribution to a list 
of regular subscribers and enthusiasts, Elizabeth Yeats did her brother a 
great service. Alongside Lady Gregory and George Yeats, she deserves to 
be restored to memory as one of Yeats’s most important collaborators. Her 
legacy was more apparent when Cuala was still in operation, as is evident 
from a letter of condolence sent by John Masefield to Lily: “We have always 
felt that your sister did very much to make your brother what he was.”65 From 
1903 until her death in 1940, Elizabeth worked steadily and regularly behind 
the scenes, facilitating his career and enabling his authorship. In all, she 
printed and published sixty-two titles in the limited edition series for which 
he acted as editor.66 That she did so with such tenacity and in such trying 
material circumstances are facts to be borne in mind in the reading of all his 
works from In the Seven Woods onwards, including Reveries, an important 
and enabling precursor for the larger and more ambitious Autobiographies 
(see Figure 1.4).   
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Figure 1.4: Title page and frontispiece of W. B. Yeats, Autobiographies (London: Macmillan, 1926). Macmillan 
issued a commercial edition of Reveries in 1916. To avoid censure, Yeats issued The Trembling of the Veil in a 
private edition in 1922. He brought both texts together for this commercial edition of 1926.

notes

My thanks to Catriona Clutterbuck, Nick Freeman, Bez Hutton and an 
anonymous peer reviewer for comments on an earlier version of this essay.  

Endnotes

1 In terms of chronology, Yeats intends Reveries to cover the period up to the departure for 
Bedford Park in the spring of 1887. By the time he was finishing Reveries he had already 
formed a sense of what would come next. Four Years, covering the period 1887–1891, 
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“Their monument and mine”: 
Material Artifacts, Thoor Ballylee, and 

Yeats’s Later Poetry  

David Holdeman

By gazing at [a Tattva card] fixedly until an after-image was left on the retina, by 
imagining this as a doorway and passing through it, a train of subsequent imagery 
could be produced.

—Graham Hough, The Mystery Religion of W. B. Yeats1

I

Those who write about Yeats’s spiritual or aesthetic beliefs inevitably pay 
close attention to the evolution of his poetry’s willingness to engage 
the material world. Standard narratives of his development—from T. 

S. Eliot onward—describe the elaboration of his early aversion to materiality 
and mimesis by a later antithetical impulse to move “downward” upon 
solidity (CW4 195) and, in Eliot’s words, “speak as a particular man.”2 Such 
narratives emphasize that, after 1900, material phenomena in the poetry—
Maud Gonne’s face and body, for example, or the poet’s own physical being and 
voice—assume more definite shape as Yeats hones the “harder” edge praised 
by Ezra Pound and becomes a modern (if not modernist) writer.3 This essay 
considers an aspect of these occurrences not often isolated for inspection, 
namely, Yeats’s treatment of material artifacts: physical objects manufactured 
by human beings. Such artifacts constitute the category of materiality Yeats is 
most reluctant to represent in his early work and the last category he moves 
downward upon as he grows older. When finally coming to terms with things 
crafted by human hands, however, he produces such extraordinary results 
as “Sailing to Byzantium,” “Lapis Lazuli,” and the several major poems set in 
proximity to the most important artifact appearing in his work: Thoor Ballylee. 
Both the early absence and later, occasionally central, presence of material 
artifacts in Yeats’s poetry are among its defining features. Recognizing them 
as such opens new sight lines on the conflict between his lifelong inclination 
to ponder how the material culture of a house, family, or nation shapes its 
spiritual life and his equally long-standing fear that mimetic representations 
of material artifacts construct opaque surfaces rather than symbolic portals 
for ideal forms emanating from the Great Memory. 
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In what follows, I explore this claim by surveying the early work through 
Responsibilities (1914) and then focusing in greater detail on poems—especially 
the central sections of “Meditations in Time of Civil War”—that imagine Yeats’s 
tower as a furnished family residence, a place to found a “house” in both the 
literal and metonymic senses of the word. In his early poetry, Yeats mostly 
restricts material artifacts to the background as part of a general tendency to 
avoid picturing the accidental, ephemeral exteriors of the physical world. But 
after marrying Georgie Hyde Lees in 1917, acquisition of the items necessary 
for a larger household inspires him to foreground the polarity between 
his fascination with the power of material artifacts and his wariness about 
representing them. His most characteristic encounters with such artifacts 
involve visionary attempts to dissolve their surfaces, so that what first appear as 
static physical objects begin to function like the symbolically decorated Tattva 
cards manufactured by members of the occult Order of the Golden Dawn: as 
doorways for seeing and passing through toward eternal patterns. Particularly 
in “Meditations,” however, Yeats’s commitment to the transparency of material 
artifacts complicates his efforts to establish the tower as a solid foundation 
for his own familial house. In refusing to rest his eyes on the surfaces of 
Thoor Ballylee, he relinquishes the ability to imagine it as a particular built 
environment to be shared with other unique, bodied individuals. Previous 
critics have rightly viewed the sequence as dramatizing its speaker’s struggle to 
free himself from ideological delusion and find a measure of liberating insight. I 
will emphasize the extent to which the achievement of such “half-read wisdom” 
requires the sacrifice of intimate contact with his material surroundings and 
his family, a sacrifice suggesting strong commonalities between the “ageing 
man” of “Meditations” and the “growing boy” of the early work (CW1 206).

II

As multiple biographies have demonstrated, Yeats’s peripatetic childhood made 
him keenly sensitive to the beautiful or ugly influences of shifting physical 
surroundings ranging from the natural splendors of Sligo to the Pre-Raphaelite 
ornamentation of Bedford Park to the encroaching shabbiness endured at 
various Dublin and London residences as his family’s fortunes dwindled.4 His 
prose confirms that, even as a very young man, he paid constant attention to the 
features of his material environment and habitually analyzed them in the light of 
his occult beliefs and of aesthetic and political ideals derived from John Ruskin 
and William Morris. His draft autobiography opens by describing a physically 
violent quarrel with his father provoked by his devotion to Ruskin. At that time 
– the late 1880s – “everything had become to [me] a form of ethics, and as I 
walked the streets I used to believe that I could define exactly the bad passion 
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or moral vacancy that had created, after centuries, every detail of architectural 
ugliness” (Mem 19). Like Ruskin, he believed that “commerce and manufacture 
had made the world ugly,” but his aversion for ugly objects was not limited 
to mass-marketed or mass-produced commodities (Mem 124). His crucial 
1901 essay “Magic” stresses his belief in magical correspondences between all 
physical embodiments and their spiritual essences, admitting with some regret 
that this conviction forces him “to see or to imagine, in men and women, in 
houses, in handicrafts, in nearly all sights and sounds, a certain evil, a certain 
ugliness” (CW4 25). Michael, the protagonist of his unfinished autobiographical 
novel, The Speckled Bird (c. 1902), is preoccupied with design, both what it 
reveals about lurking evil and how its reform may summon beneficial spirits to 
aid human beings in altering society for the better. He learns from Maclagan (a 
character based on MacGregor Mathers, an early leader of the Golden Dawn) 
that “religious emotion must turn from the cloister to the field.” Otherwise, “it 
leaves the field to the devil, who covers it with filthy towns and factories” (SB 
17). Michael concludes that his purpose must be “to remake everything in a 
more ancient pattern . . . [beginning with] one’s speech and one’s dress and one’s 
house” (SB 42).5 He trusts that the example set by beautiful design—and the 
supernatural forces it magically evokes—will eventually lead to the destruction 
of filthy cities and the creation of a better material and spiritual culture.

This theory of magic’s relationship to history resembles the scheme that 
emerges in Yeats’s earlier story, “Rosa Alchemica” (first published in 1896), 
with one crucial difference: there, divine powers are summoned by imagining 
the beautiful “semblance of a living being” and not through the design and 
manufacture of material artifacts (SRV 142).6 Indeed, achieving contact with 
a higher spiritual reality requires the unnamed narrator of “Rosa Alchemica” 
to abandon the symbolically potent tapestries, paintings, bronzes, and books 
of his newly decorated Dublin rooms and travel west with his shabbily-clad 
friend, Michael Robartes, to an alchemical temple where all that seems finely 
ornamented turns out to be “roughly painted” and “half-finished” once the 
spell of ceremonial magic has broken (SRV 148). It is telling that Yeats’s attempt 
to craft a narrative hinging upon the insufficiency of even beautiful artifacts 
produced what many regard as his most successful work of prose fiction, 
whereas the contrary effort to imagine a protagonist making good use of such 
artifacts in aid of his magical quest ended in failure.7 One of the oddities of The 
Speckled Bird is that the range of Michael’s design interests remains curiously 
narrow, given his ambitions and his creator’s own exposure to the multifaceted 
output of Morris, who involved himself in the making of houses, stained glass, 
furniture, housewares, tiles, wallpaper, printed and woven textiles, and hand-
printed books.8 Michael, by contrast, demonstrates no specific interest in any 
handicrafts other than “enamels and tapestries” (SB 61). His avowed purpose 
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may be to leave the cloister and “remake everything” in the larger world, but 
he devotes his energy to the creation of new rituals for cloistered ceremonial 
magic like that practiced in the Golden Dawn (and also, hypothetically, in the 
Celtic Mystical Order Yeats aspired to establish in collaboration with Gonne).9 
In one early draft, Michael works feverishly to see that symbolic diagrams 
based on legends of the Grail are “changed into emblematic curtains and 
tablets,” going so far as to consult “a woman who had some little reputation for 
design” and who has made “a few designs for chintzes and wall-paper that were 
really beautiful” (SB 163). But he never imagines specifically how his magical 
beliefs might influence the reinvention of whole rooms, houses, or cities, and 
even before  his limited plans can be realized he quarrels with Maclagan (called 
Dunn in the early draft), who prefers “cold and abstract symbols” to “poetic 
and romantic images of knights and ladies and woods and creatures of the 
woods” (SB 163). Just as Yeats interested himself in rural life but struggled in 
his early drama to write credible peasant dialogue, he struggled in his early 
fiction to grapple convincingly with his interest in reforming modernity’s 
material culture.

As for his early poetry — there, he largely evaded the issue, directing 
attention to material artifacts even less often than to physical objects generally, 
and almost never describing them in concrete detail. Of the seventy-six poems 
ultimately collected in “Crossways,” “The Rose,” and The Wind Among the 
Reeds—poems comprising Yeats’s considered distillation of his lyric output 
from the 1880s and 1890s—twenty make no reference to any object that might 
be imagined as manufactured by a human being (see “The White Birds” or 
“The Hosting of the Sidhe” for examples). About forty make at most one or two 
such references, often as part of otherworldly metaphors in which the idea of a 
human maker is all but elided (e.g., the “pale thrones” occupied by the stars in 
“The Sad Shepherd” [CW1 9] or the “axle” that “keeps the stars in their round” 
in “He hears the Cry of the Sedge” [CW1 67]). Artifacts (or metaphorical 
references to them) occur somewhat more frequently in the remaining lyrics, 
where they are mostly conventional, unobtrusive, and fall into two categories: 
rustic objects appropriate to folk ballads (kettles, chests, candles, etc.) or heroic 
implements associated with ancient Ireland (crowns, torcs, battle-cars, and 
the like). Nearly all of the visual images suggested by both types of references 
would be at home in the background of a Pre-Raphaelite painting.  Only three 
poems—“The Cloak, the Boat, and the Shoes,” “The Cap and Bells,” and “He 
wishes for the Cloths of Heaven”—derive their principal subject matter from 
references to material artifacts, and in each case the reference is metaphorical. 
The heavenly cloths in the last of these lyrics and the “old tympan” with “kind 
wires . . . torn and still” in “The Madness of King Goll” are among the only 
artifacts in the early poetry described with more than a single adjective or 
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detail (CW1 17–18). Even “The Lover tells of the Rose in his Heart”—a poem 
purporting to explain why “The wrong of unshapely things is a wrong too great 
to be told”—emphasizes unshapely natural phenomena and mentions only a 
single human-made item: a “lumbering cart” comprehended not as a sharply 
defined, palpable object but rather through the awkwardness of its movement 
and its offensive “creak,” a function less of its intrinsic physical character than 
of the poet’s perceptions (CW1 56). 

None of this is terribly difficult to explain. As an active member of the 
Golden Dawn and avid practitioner of ceremonial magic, the young occultist 
who wrote these poems was committed to ascending the cabalistic Tree of Life 
out of the world of matter toward higher realms of spirit, and he saw poetry, 
poetic symbols in particular, as a means of summoning visions and spirits 
to aid him in this quest.10 Because symbols gained their authority through 
association with forms and patterns inscribed deeply in the Great Mind 
and Memory, they were far more likely to derive from permanent cosmic 
or natural cycles—the repeating movements of stars, sun, moon, wind, 
wave, and migratory birds—than from the static, impermanent, culturally-
specific fabrications of human makers. The poet’s Ruskin and Morris-inspired 
antipathy to mass production and commerce, activities closely linked by him 
and other Irish nationalists to British imperialism, made him particularly 
hostile to the characteristic outputs of his own time and place. For him, 
only the most traditional, nonparticularized artifacts—rood, crown, sword, 
embroidered cloth—could hope to serve as symbols or to avoid the pitfalls of 
literary realism, which misguidedly dispersed attention among the pattern-
less detritus of transient modern exteriors. Still, it remained essential not to 
suggest an ultimately unbridgeable divide between divine creation and human 
making: occasional deployment of material artifacts as vehicles in metaphors 
describing eternal phenomena—the pale thrones of the stars or the heavens’ 
embroidered cloths—allowed the early poetry to suggest the potential for 
harmony between human creativity and the larger cosmos.

After the turn of the century, some categories of physical phenomena 
began to be outlined in the poetry with greater detail and particularity as Yeats 
famously altered his subject matter, diction, syntax, and rhythms to facilitate 
a shift in his vision toward real people and places. Eliot singles out “The Folly 
of being Comforted” and “Adam’s Curse”—two poems from In the Seven 
Woods (1903)—as turning points.11 An early draft of the first not only depicts 
“threads of grey” in the beloved’s hair but also “crows feet” (later revised more 
decorously to “little shadows”) “round about her eyes” (VP 199).12 The second 
climaxes in a meticulous account of a heavenly body framed by a conversation 
among three actual people “at one summer’s end”:
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And in the trembling blue-green of the sky
A moon, worn as if it had been a shell
Washed by time’s waters as they rose and fell
About the stars and broke in days and years. (CW1 81)

But the poet’s new determination to portray natural settings—as well as human 
bodies and voices—with greater particularity was not accompanied by equally 
significant changes in his representation of material artifacts. “Adam’s Curse,” 
which takes human labor as its theme, valorizes evanescent words and gestures, 
dismissing the only artifacts it mentions—the “beautiful old books” once used 
by courteous lovers—as empty of lasting potency. Earlier, Yeats’s aptitude for 
summoning magic by imagining “the semblance of a living being” (in “Rosa 
Alchemica”) had been greater than his mastery of the premise that modernity’s 
spiritual life might be enhanced through reformation of its material culture 
(in The Speckled Bird). Now, similarly, he found it easier to delineate the crow’s 
feet around his beloved’s eyes—contrasting the flaws of her aging body to the 
undiminished “nobleness” of her soul—than to describe anything she might 
wear, or sit on, or hold in her hands (CW1 78). For the next fifteen years material 
artifacts in the poetry continue to be scarce; nonparticularized; restricted to the 
background; and mostly drawn from the familiar prop room of crowns, cups, 
swords, stringed instruments, looking glasses, golden cradles, helms of silver, 
and so forth.

Still, there are a few early portents of change. “In the Seven Woods,” for 
example, is notable as the first of Yeats’s lyrics to evoke the material culture of a 
modern city by referencing actual artifacts: the “paper flowers [hung] from post 
to post” as part of Dublin’s celebration of King Edward VII’s coronation (CW1 
77). Though more tangible than the allegorical “painted toy” encountered in 
“The Song of the Happy Shepherd” (CW1 7), these artificial flowers temporarily 
strung between artificial lights likewise embody superficial decoration masking 
grey, unsatisfying truths (Dublin’s status as a modern city, its streets demarcated 
by lampposts; and its subordination to “new commonness / Upon the throne”). 
The point, however, is not to itemize an urban landscape, but to establish a 
quickly sketched contrast to the environs of Coole. Establishing a precedent 
followed in subsequent Coole-related lyrics, Yeats tells us next to nothing about 
the human-made features of the estate, stressing instead its flora, fauna, and 
openness to the eternal light of the stars. The house itself remains unmentioned. 
The only acknowledgments of human intervention in the landscape are a garden 
(inferred from the presence of “garden bees”) and the fact that the woods have 
been numbered and named.

By the time we reach Responsibilities (1914) we find that, although the sheer 
quantity of allusions to material artifacts has not noticeably increased, their 
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quality has more conspicuously altered. Traditional or heroic objects typical 
of the earlier work continue to accrue in modest numbers. But alongside such 
references we now more frequently confront artifacts similar to the posts and 
paper flowers of “In the Seven Woods”—objects more indecorous or sullied than 
previously seen in Yeats’s poetry: a ragged hat, a greasy till, a hangman’s rope, 
a post defiled by dogs.13 We also encounter a tendency that will strengthen in 
the later work, a tendency to devote sustained attention to significant material 
artifacts without naming them or allowing them to take definite shape. The 
most important artifacts in Responsibilities—the Lane paintings—are never 
physically described or overtly identified as paintings within the text of a poem. 
Instead, they are referred to in “To a Wealthy Man who promised a second 
Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gallery if it were proved the People 
wanted Pictures” as “things it were a pride to give” (CW1 107). “To a Shade” 
employs a similar strategy:

                                                              A man
Of your own passionate serving kind who had brought
In his full hands what, had they only known,
Had given their children’s children loftier thought,
Sweeter emotion, working in their veins
Like gentle blood, has been driven from the place[.](CW1 110)

Such caginess allows the poem to sidestep the paintings’ status as valuable 
objects with particular provenances and physical characteristics and instead 
to focus on their use in providing access to lofty ideals. From Responsibilities 
onward, a dichotomy in Yeats’s deployment of his descriptive powers becomes 
increasingly evident. When envisioning images emanating downward from the 
Great Memory, he strives to make them vivid and definite to the mind’s eye (as 
in “The Magi” or “The Second Coming”). Conversely, when his starting points 
for contemplation are significant material artifacts, he declines to particularize 
them—or indeed dramatizes their departicularization—so that they come 
to function as symbolic portals rather than surfaces arresting our gaze. Only 
artifacts that can be (or have been) so used are worth contemplating, and for 
such use to occur, contemplation must not get stuck on outward description. 
The suggestion in “To a Shade” is that the Lane paintings might have served 
to mediate between the “gaunt” exteriors of Dublin’s contemporary material 
reality and the spiritual realm for which the shade of Parnell serves as a possible 
emissary. Loss of the paintings has, for the time, forestalled productive congress 
between these two worlds.

William Gorski contends that, although “adamantly opposed [to] 
the practice of physical alchemy”—the literal attempt to brew an elixir or 
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magically transform metals—the “metaphysical plot-line” of spiritual alchemy 
was always central to Yeats’s occult beliefs.14 By 1909, however, evidence from 
the poet’s journal suggests that “the alchemical thrust is reversing. The idea 
of spiritual force descending into the body and into matter—a movement 
into the ‘below’—[is gaining] primacy over the Symbolist ascension into the 
world of essences” prioritized in earlier texts such as “Rosa Alchemica.”15 This 
reversal helps to explain the greater particularity of language and subject 
matter praised by Eliot in the post-1900 poetry. It is also congruent with 
Rob Doggett’s claim that, by the 1910s, the poet was learning to think in 
more practical, hard-headed terms about his relationship to the capitalist 
marketplace.16 Building on Doggett’s claim, I argue elsewhere that, by the 
time of Responsibilities, Yeats’s poetry was evincing greater pragmatism in 
what it expressed or implied about the making and selling of goods.17 He was 
no longer quite so prone to assume that “commerce and manufacture had 
made the world ugly.” This altered stance may have derived not only from 
shifts in his occult thinking but also from his experiences as a collaborator in 
the making of such tangible, saleable products as plays staged at the Abbey 
Theatre or fine-press books printed by his sister, E. C. Yeats, at the Dun Emer 
(later Cuala) Press, founded in 1902. In any case, the verbal and material 
texts of both the 1914 Cuala and 1916 Macmillan editions of Responsibilities 
suggest that the value of commodities—the poet’s own books in particular—
derive not only from their inherent physical properties and the methods 
of their manufacture and sale but also from their distribution and use. The 
untitled preliminary lyric known as “Pardon, Old Fathers,” for example, 
praises merchant ancestors whose commercial and shipping activities linked 
Ireland to the wider world, bypassing Britain (CW1 101). Despite this poem’s 
ostensible request for pardon, moreover, it proudly exhibits the poet’s own 
book as proof of his fidelity to his forefathers’ example (reversing the sad 
dismissal of books-as-objects in “Adam’s Curse”). This gesture is especially 
striking in the Macmillan edition, the first of Yeats’s poetic volumes to be 
distributed by a major global publisher (Wade 122–23). With an emblematic 
design by T. Sturge Moore featuring a hawk, well, and withered tree on its 
cover—and a listing of its publisher’s offices in London, Bombay, Calcutta, 
Melbourne, New York, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Atlanta, San Francisco, 
and Toronto on an early flyleaf—the material text of Macmillan’s volume 
celebrates a comfortable merger of symbolism with mass production and 
marketing.18 Such softenings of Yeats’s early inclination to see ugliness and 
evil in “houses . . . handicrafts . . . [and] nearly all sights and sounds” opened 
the way for greater engagement with material artifacts in subsequent poetic 
collections.
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III

 The making and selling of commodities were not the only things Yeats had 
begun to think about more pragmatically by this stage: marriage and family 
life were others. The story of his multiple rejected proposals to Maud and Iseult 
Gonne and eventual marriage in October 1917 to “serviceable” Georgie Hyde 
Lees has been told many times and need not be repeated here.19 What remains 
in need of consideration are the effects that setting up house with George had 
on the presence of material artifacts in the poetry and the roles they played 
in poetic accounts of his domestic life. Up to now, his personal possessions 
had been few. His London rooms housed some cherished treasures received as 
gifts—artwork, his Kelmscott Chaucer, and a leather armchair, for example—
but his long years of bachelorhood had been characterized mostly by lack of 
money and constant travel from London to temporary quarters in Dublin or 
at Coole.20 Marriage to a woman with an income allowed, and required, the 
acquisition of new residences and furnishings, not only at Thoor Ballylee, 
purchased seven months before the marriage and already under renovation, 
but also at such addresses as 4 Broad Street, Oxford (October 1919); 82 
Merrion Square, Dublin (March 1922); 42 Fitzwilliam Square, Dublin (July 
1928); and Riversdale, Rathfarnham, Dublin (July 1932). As Ann Saddlemyer 
documents in her biography of George, the Yeatses were nearly as meticulous 
in selecting and furnishing these urban homes as they were in restoring their 
remote Galway idyll. The house in Oxford, for example, featured “floors, 
stairs, and dark oak panels brightened by George with many cushions and 
curtains—orange in the sitting room, cherry red in the landing and hall 
windows, plum-coloured in the dining room against whitewashed walls, deep 
blue Morris hangings in the guest bedroom.”21 The bedroom furniture was 
“modern oak,” but a “Burmese gong summoned them to meals, where they 
dined off unpatterned, dark red china set on a long refectory table covered 
only by a narrow strip of brilliant Chinese embroidery.”22 Catalogues for two 
major sales of Yeats family items in 2017 provide further evidence of the care 
with which the couple gradually accumulated fine furniture and housewares 
(as well as books, manuscripts, and artwork).23  

Surrounding himself with so many newly acquired possessions, without 
confronting the domain of material artifacts more directly in his poetry, 
would have been the height of inconsistency for a writer who, despite his 
reservations about depicting artifacts realistically, was strongly inclined from 
late adolescence onward to believe that the material and spiritual lives of 
individuals and social units exert reciprocal shaping influence. This belief had 
by no means diminished in 1917. Indeed, it would soon produce his famous 
praise in A Vision (1925) for the unity of “religious, aesthetic and practical life” 
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in early Byzantium, where those who “made building, picture, pattern, metal 
work of rail and lamp” created “but a single image” proclaiming “their invisible 
master” (CW13 159).24 It was one thing to avoid scrutiny of the artifacts 
exerting influence on his own life when his poetry summoned ethereal moods 
associated with rural or ancient Ireland and his personal belongings were few. 
It was quite another after not only beginning to write as a “particular man” 
but also (with George) acquiring multiple residences stocked with cushions, 
curtains, furniture, and china. In response, Yeats drew on the emergent attitudes 
and techniques observed in Responsibilities, where commodities such as books 
and paintings are evoked without calling attention to their distinctive physical 
attributes and valued pragmatically according to their use in accessing hidden 
spiritual presences. He also used Thoor Ballylee to establish a poetic and real-
world space where he could avoid “steam rollers” (and other objects of the sort 
he told Virginia Woolf were too modern to be symbols) and instead encounter 
only traditional artifacts like those unobtrusively present in his earlier work.25 
In this sheltered space, the opposition between his fascination with and fear of 
material artifacts ceased to be a contradiction tucked away in the background 
of his poetry and emerged instead as a central preoccupation. He told Maud 
Gonne  that, like Michael in The Speckled Bird, he “dream[ed] of making a 
house that may encourage people to avoid ugly manufactured things” (G-YL 
393). Unlike Michael, however, he actually made the house and—in his tower 
poems—invited readers to visit.

Such invitations first appear in The Wild Swans at Coole (1919), where the 
second poem, “In Memory of Major Robert Gregory,” enjoys the distinction of 
being the first of Yeats’s collected lyrics to be set at Thoor Ballylee. But although 
the Gregory elegy implies that the “lovely intricacies of a house” (CW1 134) 
cultivate the welfare of the family inside it, this dynamic’s application to the 
tower itself does not receive extended consideration until near the end of the 
1919 volume, where “A Prayer on going into my House” memorializes the act 
of taking full possession of the poet’s newly restored summer home: 

God grant a blessing on this tower and cottage
And on my heirs, if all remain unspoiled,
No table or chair or stool not simple enough
For shepherd lads in Galilee; and grant
That I myself for portions of the year
May handle nothing and set eyes on nothing
But what the great and passionate have used
Throughout so many varying centuries
We take it for the norm; yet should I dream
Sinbad the sailor’s brought a painted chest,
Or image, from beyond the Loadstone Mountain,
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That dream is a norm; and should some limb of the devil
Destroy the view by cutting down an ash
That shades the road, or setting up a cottage
Planned in a government office, shorten his life,
Manacle his soul upon the Red Sea bottom. (CW1 162–63)

Tower and cottage and heirs will be divinely blessed provided that all three 
“remain unspoiled.” And while the precise nature of this blessing remains 
unspecified—to be unspoiled is its precondition rather than its consequence—
the type of spoiling Yeats has in mind is clear enough. Wear and tear due 
to weather and aging appear not to worry him. Instead, he fears that Thoor 
Ballylee may be marred by heirs who acquire household furnishings 
unbefitting its pastoral simplicity, and that his heirs in turn may be spiritually 
injured by handling and beholding objects reflecting and reinforcing poor 
aesthetic choices. Children may spoil houses and houses children.

The poem goes to great lengths to circumvent concrete description of 
Thoor Ballylee or its contents. Its opening line employs present tense and the 
demonstrative adjective “this” to suggest that tower and cottage need only be 
pointed at. Later, the standards set for both the tower’s humblest and most 
sumptuous furnishings are demarcated in purely negative terms: no tables or 
chairs or stools “not simple enough” for peasants whose innocence made them 
receptive to revelation; and “nothing” else but what passionate aristocrats have 
used for centuries.26 Everything must correspond to “the norm,” but the norm 
is not positively defined or exemplified specifically. To offer a positive definition 
or specific examples would be to privilege one individual’s imagination and 
the material culture of a particular time and place, and thus to lose contact 
with collectively conceived, slowly evolving archetypes that transcend “many 
varying centuries,” emanating from the Great Memory and underpinning the 
communal “We” of line 9. By alluding to Sinbad’s sixth voyage, during which the 
sailor nearly perishes after his ship hits a loadstone mountain but nevertheless 
returns to Baghdad with chests of priceless treasure, the poem emphasizes 
that even our imagined conceptions of material artifacts must reinforce the 
collective, time-honored, constantly-renewing norm lest they distance us from 
God.

These ends are not easily achieved. Although the poet necessarily enjoys 
greater control of himself than of his possible future heirs, even he can only 
come to Thoor Ballylee “for portions of the year.” Life will often require exposure 
to degrading material environments like that depicted in the 1937 introduction 
for the never-published “Dublin Edition” of his works, where Yeats portrays 
himself standing on Dublin’s O’Connell Bridge, surrounded by “that discordant 
architecture, all those electric signs, where modern heterogeneity has taken 
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physical form,” and feeling in response “a vague hatred” surging “up out of 
[his] own dark” (CL5 215). In “A Prayer on going into my House,” such hatred 
expresses itself in the form of a curse directed not at heirs who may one day bring 
inappropriate artifacts into the tower but rather at outsiders who may diminish 
its sheltered separation from the road leading back to modern heterogeneity 
or, worse, build another house nearby with physical features and occupants 
exemplifying the empty values of middle-class bureaucracy. The poem derives 
a jocular tone from the blustering spontaneity of its blank verse and enjambed, 
swift-moving syntax; from the colloquial offhandedness of expressions like 
“some limb of the devil”; and from the hyperbolic bravado of its wish that the 
offending bureaucrat may rot with Pharaoh’s army on the Red Sea floor. But 
it also dramatizes palpable anxiety. The poet wishes to influence his heirs and 
their material environment, but his commitment to shared, collaboratively-
evolving norms means that (like Moses) he mainly tells them what not to do. 
Like Michael in The Speckled Bird, he yearns for a spiritually-purposed material 
culture but refuses to offer detailed suggestions for realizing one.

The collected poetry’s fullest engagement with the material culture of 
Yeats’s own domestic life occurs in The Tower (1928), especially in sections 
II–IV of the acclaimed seven-part sequence drafted in 1922, “Meditations in 
Time of Civil War.” Compelling critical accounts of the sequence as a whole 
typically posit an implied narrative in which the poet painfully reappraises 
long-standing beliefs and impulses in response to the violence of the Irish 
Civil War. For Daniel Harris, Yeats struggles “to dismiss the personal myth 
of vicarious participation in a rich abundance created by [the Anglo-Irish]” 
in order to “[accept] the responsibility of becoming his own hero.”27 Elizabeth 
Cullingford, by contrast, emphasizes the poet’s “reconsideration . . . of his early 
endorsement of violent nationalism.”28 Marjorie Howes sees “Meditations” as 
“[enacting] a recognition of internal corruption and fragmentation [in the 
Anglo-Irish ‘nation’], structured as a crisis of reproductive sexuality,” while 
Rob Doggett depicts Yeats as working to transcend “historiographic desire,” the 
impulse to use history to stabilize the present.29 I will focus more literally on the 
striking paradox of the sequence’s simultaneous preoccupation with, on the one 
hand, the founding and furnishing of a new household, and on the other, the 
dread and embrace of solipsism. It might be supposed that sharing a carefully 
curated, symbolic physical space with one’s wife and children—deliberately 
removed from the maddening imperfections of the wider world—would foster 
intense familial intimacy. Perhaps in real life it did: letters written at Thoor 
Ballylee while Yeats was writing “Meditations” in the summer of 1922 combine 
reports of local civil war disturbances with idyllic descriptions of sitting “all day 
in our garden, George gardening—I writing and Michael under a tree asleep” 
(L 688). But whatever deep closeness the real-life Yeats forged with George 
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during the early years of their marriage, the poetic persona who describes his 
new domestic environment in “Meditations” never sets eyes on or addresses 
her. He claims in section IV, “My Descendants,” to have chosen Thoor Ballylee 
“For an old neighbour’s friendship” and to have “decked and altered it for a 
girl’s love,” but neither friend nor girl appear in the poems. His word choices—
his recurrent use of “my” in section titles; his claim to have acted “for” rather 
than “with” friend and girl; his conspicuous avoidance of “our” when declaring 
the tower “their monument and mine”—insist on distance from these others 
(CW1 204). His young children remain similarly distanced, imagined only as 
future beings, “a woman and a man” whom he will “leave . . . behind” (CW1 
203). If, as Nicholas Grene suggests, “It is only in Thoor Ballylee that Yeats is 
to be found fully at home in his poems,” he is not to be found at home there 
with other members of his family in the “Meditations” sequence.30 The only 
contemporaries who intrude on his musings are the “affable Irregular” and 
“brown Lieutenant” of section V, “The Road at My Door” (CW1 204), and the 
“dead young soldier in his blood” “trundled down the road” in section VI, “The 
Stare’s Nest by My Window” (CW1 205).

An impulse to close himself off self-protectively in response to traumatic 
violence may contribute to the poet’s refusal to portray himself interacting 
with the tower’s other inhabitants in “Meditations.” More generally, there is his 
longstanding and much analyzed tendency—going back at least as far as “To 
the Rose upon the Rood of Time”—to vacillate between dread of solipsism and 
fear of yielding autonomy. For readers of The Tower inclined to see the character 
Hanrahan as a proxy for his creator, this tendency is brought memorably into 
focus in the title poem’s second section, which hints that the failure of the poet’s 
courtship of Maud Gonne was caused not by her rejection of him but rather 
through his having 

                                     turned aside
From a great labyrinth out of pride,
Cowardice, some silly over-subtle thought
Or anything called conscience once[.] (CW1 197)31

In “Meditations,” Yeats continues to turn aside, not just from Maud (the 
“woman lost”) or even George (the “woman won”), but also from the tower 
and its furnishings (CW1 197). Unlike the early version of himself fictionalized 
in The Speckled Bird, the poet of “Meditations” has done more than fantasize 
about “remak[ing] everything . . . [beginning with] one’s speech and one’s dress 
and one’s house” (SB 42). He has renovated a real tower, carefully selected its 
fixtures, and peopled it with a family. But although he is now more willing to 
contemplate both real people and real artifacts in his poetry, such encounters 
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remain evanescent, in part because of his continuing commitment to a form 
of vision that looks through the surfaces of material artifacts to the timeless 
patterns they obscure. Grene, in discussing “To be carved on a Stone at Thoor 
Ballylee,” describes as “remarkable” the fact that “even at the dedicatory 
moment of the tower’s initiation as the couple’s home, [Yeats] imagines it 
returned to ruin with nothing remaining but . . . fragmentary commemorative 
inscription.” A hint of this “pre-memorializing Yeatsian mode,” as Grene calls 
it, is evident also in “A Prayer on going into my House,” and it strongly informs 
“Meditations,” accompanied by its logical corollary: an unwillingness to depict  
present-time shared experience within a particularized built environment.32 To 
describe such an environment mimetically, with realistic attention to detail, is 
to permit and require others to share one’s experience of it. For Yeats, this is as 
bad as weighing one’s children down with inherited material possessions, not 
only because depictions of ephemeral manufactured surfaces obscure eternal 
depths but also because mimesis transforms readers into passive recipients 
of someone else’s vision. As in “A Prayer,” the Yeats of “Meditations” avoids 
burdening his family—and his readers—with prescriptively specific description 
of the material or spiritual realities he wishes them to share or inherit, offering 
instead “emblems of adversity” to be interpreted independently (CW1 202). 
But his respect for his and their autonomy—and desire for all concerned to 
remain dedicated to “Soul’s beauty”—requires him to remain aloof (CW1 203). 
At key points in the sequence, worry that he may again be denying himself 
day-to-day intimacy with others because of “some silly over-subtle thought” 
troubles his solitary reveries (CW1 197).

“Meditations in Time of Civil War” begins not at Thoor Ballylee but with 
deliberation on the origin and function of “Ancestral Houses,” hundreds of 
which were burned in Ireland during the War of Independence and Civil 
War (or fell derelict, like Coole, during the decades before and after those 
events). “Ancestral Houses” accords perfectly with Yeats’s lifelong refusal to 
value material artifacts as unique, physical objects. It considers rich estates as 
a class, eschewing details definitely associated with any particular house. Its 
first four stanzas focus on outdoor lawns, planted hills, fountains, terraces, 
and graveled garden paths: liminal zones where human manufacture merges 
with the natural. The fifth stanza turns indoors, but the emphasis remains on 
movement, on “pacing to and fro on polished floors / Amid great chambers 
and long galleries” (CW1 201). This is an environment to be moved through 
(and, ideally, moved by), not a static monument to be weighed and measured. 
One cannot help but notice, however, both the loneliness and purposelessness 
of the poem’s implied movement. The poet’s imagination encounters no 
other contemporary being as it scans the planted horizon, takes a slippered 
walk through the garden, comes through the escutcheoned doors, and paces 
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through the galleries. About the character of “the great-grandson” he can 
only speculate (CW1 200). Where is the family whom such artifacts should 
be cultivating or be cultivated by? The house’s emptiness evokes the larger 
Anglo-Irish reproductive crisis Howes sees Yeats as confronting. But although 
the sequence’s next two poems draw a stark contrast between the enervating 
decadence of rich estates where “glory” is “inherited” and the harshly 
invigorating local environment of the poet’s own newly founded house, Thoor 
Ballylee remains in these poems just as void of other people as the empty shell 
wandered here (CW1 200). 

The title of section II, “My House,” promises an itemized tour. But the interior 
actually disclosed is that of the poet’s mind in the solitary act of transforming 
himself and his material surroundings into “emblems of adversity” (CW1 202). 
Doggett views this section as placing self-conscious emphasis upon “the drive 
to graft an unstable present upon a more stable past, and the regressive practical 
effects of attempting to do so.”33 To me, the emphasis falls more fundamentally 
on an effort to wake up from the nightmare of history by dissolving both 
present and past into eternity. In the lengthy sentence fragment with which 
the poem opens, the absence of a main verb linking subject to object allows 
the poet to avoid specifying both his spatial and temporal relationship to the 
things he pictures:

An ancient bridge, and a more ancient tower,
A farmhouse that is sheltered by its wall,
An acre of stony ground,
Where the symbolic rose can break in flower,
Old ragged elms, old thorns innumerable,
The sound of the rain or sound
Of every wind that blows;
The stilted water-hen
Crossing stream again
Scared by the splashing of a dozen cows;

A winding stair, a chamber arched with stone,
A grey stone fireplace with an open hearth,
A candle and written page. (CW1 201)

Although the title asserts possession, the repetition of “ancient” in line 1 loosens 
this claim by insisting that both bridge and tower predate the poet’s ownership, 
and for a moment they recede into the distant past. The recurrent use of 
indefinite articles at both the beginning and end of the passage enforces a similar 
loosening and distancing by marking bridge, tower, farmhouse, etc. as instances 
of traditional archetypes rather than one of a kind, tangible things. Especially 
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in the first six lines, it is difficult to infer the poet’s spatial vantage point. Is 
he standing outside looking at the tower? Inside, peering out? Somewhere far 
away picturing it all in his mind’s eye? The first two lines move toward the 
tower’s interior, but lines 3–5 reverse this trajectory. The fact that all five are 
end-stopped adds to the impression of a mind slowly absorbing a series of 
discrete, loosely connected perceptions.

Lines 6–10 take tentative steps toward fixing the poet (and reader) in the 
vicinity of the tower and the present moment. The apprehension of soft sounds 
and small, precisely identified creatures suggests proximity and immediacy. 
The poet’s attention has momentarily turned from the human-made features 
of his house to its natural environment. But lack of definition does not fully 
yield to focused sharpness and singularity: “every” wind is blowing; the hen is 
acting out a repeated behavior; and the reference to “a dozen cows” seems more 
estimate than count. With the stanza break, the poem crosses more decisively 
into a particular place and time: Thoor Ballylee’s first-floor room, one flight 
up the winding stair, at night, in the aftermath of poetic creation. Even here, 
however, indefinite articles suggest the instantiation of archetypes and an 
archetypal moment. And if, as the candle indicates, darkness has fallen, the 
poet’s preceding account of his surroundings must be a blend of current sense 
perception and imaginative re-creation. We have been watching him in the act 
of performing poetic alchemy, quietly embedding artifacts and natural objects 
from a particular material reality into timeless patterns. This drama requires 
us to know that the tower and its environs actually exist; otherwise, we can’t 
appreciate the strength of his determination to bring his idealizing vision to 
bear on the tangible world. But, having planted real roses in the stony ground, 
Yeats reasserts their symbolic power, not only by telling us overtly that they 
are symbols, but also by enacting an imaginative process whereby physically 
existing artifacts and objects fade and resolve into metaphysical norms.

In the remainder of the second stanza, the poet evokes Milton and (less 
directly) Shelley and Samuel Palmer, joining himself to a cosmopolitan line of 
visionary Platonists and thus further embedding his tower within spatially and 
temporally distanced contexts.34 He then forcefully returns to immediate partic-
ulars as the third and final stanza opens:

Two men have founded here. A man-at-arms
Gathered a score of horse and spent his days
In this tumultuous spot,
Where through long wars and sudden night alarms
His dwindling score and he seemed castaways
Forgetting and forgot;
And I, that after me
My bodily heirs may find,
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To exalt a lonely mind,
Befitting emblems of adversity.  (CW1 202)

There is nothing glimmering or indefinite about this stanza’s terse opening 
sentence. We are here, at the tower, now, with the poet, and he wishes to 
speak about distinct historical personages. But the melding of particulars 
into archetypes quickly resumes. Although records from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries provide names for some early occupants, the identity 
of Thoor Ballylee’s founder remains unknown.35 He is simply “A man-at-arms” 
(note the indefinite article): someone who must have once existed but now can 
only be imagined as an exemplar of the Norman overlords who dotted Ireland 
with their fortresses. By juxtaposing himself with this semimythical founder, 
the poet overlays his own experience of civil tumult and “sudden night alarms” 
onto recurring patterns, patterns the “written page” resulting from his candle-
lit toil will strive to save from the fate of “castaways / Forgetting and forgot.”

The final lines reflect Yeats’s longtime belief that channeling “the daemonic 
rage” (CW1 201) requires confrontation with “an image, or bundle of related 
images, symbolical or evocative of the state of mind which is, of all states of 
mind not impossible, the most difficult to that man, race, or nation; because 
only the greatest obstacle that can be contemplated without despair rouses the 
will to full intensity” (CW3 167).  For the poet, that bundle of related images 
clearly includes Thoor Ballylee and its stony, ragged environs, and the drama 
of the poem centers on the rousing of his will to transcend those environs and 
himself. He hopes for a similar experience for his heirs, described as “bodily” 
to distinguish his real-life children from the metaphorical inheritors to whom 
he earlier bequeaths “faith and pride” in part III of “The Tower” (CW1 199). 
As in “A Prayer on going into my House,” his wishes for these heirs are notably 
noncoercive. The phrase, “after me,” can mean “in imitation of me.” But it can 
also suggest simple chronology, a possibility activated here by the stipulation 
that the heirs will need actively to “find” emblems befitting their own lonely 
minds. As Howes stresses, the sequence is moving away from “natural, 
biological inheritance to a version of genealogy that separates it from nature 
and continuity and aligns it with isolation and adversity instead.”36 It is also 
troubling the premise that an inherited material culture can be a beneficial 
spiritual influence: in contrast to Anglo-Irish Big House families spoiled by 
passive acquisition of inert physical objects, Yeats’s heirs will have to found 
their own houses, built on independent responses to ancestral, archetypal 
traditions. 

The sequence’s third segment, “My Table,” moves deeper inside Thoor 
Ballylee, opening with characteristically idealized accounts of two objects Yeats 
actually possessed: an old-fashioned trestle table and, lying upon that table, a 
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centuries-old ceremonial sword given him in 1920 by a Japanese admirer, Junzo 
Sato: 

Two heavy trestles, and a board
Where Sato’s gift, a changeless sword,
By pen and paper lies,
That it may moralise 
My days out of their aimlessness.
A bit of an embroidered dress
Covers its wooden sheath.
Chaucer had not drawn breath
When it was forged. In Sato’s house,
Curved like new moon, moon-luminous,
It lay five hundred years. (CW1 202)

The poem’s opening line offers the most detailed description of a household 
artifact to appear in all of Yeats’s poetry. The table’s components are itemized 
and the two trestles granted an adjective. Compared to the spades, butter 
churns, and bog oak rafters of a writer like Seamus Heaney, however, who 
vivifies artifacts with plentiful adjectives and descriptive metaphor and simile, 
Yeats’s table remains decidedly generic. We know only that it is a heavy trestle 
table and presumably in conformity with the earlier directive (in “A Prayer on 
going into my House”) that the tower contain “No table or chair or stool not 
simple enough / For shepherd lads in Galilee” (CW1 162). Despite the emphasis 
applied by the title, the table is not mentioned again. It serves solely as a device 
for bringing readers forward to the interior scene of the poet’s writing.

Yeats devotes keener attention to the sword, but concentrates on its 
intangible qualities and function rather than on concrete description. Its 
intangible qualities include its status as a gift, unsullied by commercial exchange; 
its apparent changelessness; its age; and its long association with a particular 
house, family, and culture. Its function is not merely to inspire perseverance with 
the act of writing: it counters not idleness but “aimlessness,” bringing a sense 
of moral purpose to the poet’s work. Lying on a table that exemplifies pastoral 
simplicity, the sword epitomizes the second of the two kinds of artifacts the 
poet’s earlier “Prayer” permits for the tower: “what the great and passionate have 
used / Throughout so many varying centuries” (CW1 162). The conjunction of 
peasant table and aristocratic sword thus associates his house’s focal point—and 
the site of poetic creation—with converging political and aesthetic antinomies. 
Yeats allows a modicum of physical detail to embellish his description of the 
sword’s outer coverings, but the object itself is present only in line 10, where 
the actual curve of its blade quickly disappears into a simile articulated with 
elaborate assonance and alliteration and associating it with heavenly lights and 
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patterns. As so often with artifacts linked to the tower, use of present tense 
creates the impression that sword and sheath are immediately apparent to poet 
and reader and thus in little need of visual description. The chant-like aura 
created by the poem’s form—alternating tetrameter and trimeter couplets, 
roughened only slightly by occasional metrical irregularities, slant rhymes, 
and enjambments—heightens the feeling that table, and especially sword, 
are evoked less as distinct material artifacts than as talismans for accessing 
powerful archetypes. The implication, as in “A Prayer on going into my House,” 
is that if a family creates and sustains a material environment embodying such 
archetypes, that environment will in turn sustain the family. It is not just the 
sword that has lasted five hundred years, it is also Sato’s house. The moral lesson 
for the founder of a new household, and for the warring founders of the new 
Irish state, would seem to be clear. 

The opening passage quoted above falls into four short sentences, the first 
of which lacks a main verb and all of which convey a sense of passivity and 
stasis, of immobile objects lying in place for vast stretches of time. The pace is 
slow, brooding. Things quicken after line 11: the syntactic units grow longer; 
the verbs become predominantly active and transitive; the meter beats more 
irregularly; and the poet’s thinking picks up speed as his mind turns from the 
attractions of changelessness to the necessity for change:

Yet if no change appears
No moon; only an aching heart
Conceives a changeless work of art.
Our learned men have urged
That when and where ‘twas forged
A marvellous accomplishment,
In painting or in pottery, went
From father unto son
And through the centuries ran
And seemed unchanging like the sword.
Soul’s beauty being most adored,
Men and their business took
The soul’s unchanging look;
For the most rich inheritor,
Knowing that none could pass Heaven’s door
That loved inferior art,
Had such an aching heart
That he, although a country’s talk
For silken clothes and stately walk,
Had waking wits; it seemed 
Juno’s peacock screamed. (CW1 202–03)
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The moon and the spiritual powers it symbolizes manifest an eternal ebb and 
flow. To align, human beings must direct the ebb and flow of their aching hearts 
toward the creation or apprehension of artistic responses to that changeless 
pattern. Citing unidentified authorities, the speaker suggests that the civilization 
that forged the sword remained so steadfast in pursuit of this goal that its 
material culture—encompassing not only metalworking but also painting 
and pottery—sustained “A marvellous accomplishment” undiminished over 
centuries. Because “accomplishment” can refer equally to an end result and the 
skill needed to arrive at it, this formulation integrates the product and process 
of miraculous artistic creation. While unchanging artifacts such as the sword 
were lying passively in houses such as Sato’s, embedding emblems of adversity 
at their centers, artistic skills were passed from father to son, infusing “Men 
and their business” with moral purpose of the sort the poet claims to seek. 
Meanwhile, the “waking wits” of the silken-clothed aristocrats who guided 
this world allowed them to inherit and preserve both the material artifacts 
manufactured by its artisans and the aesthetic and spiritual values those objects 
symbolized.

Joseph Lennon suggests that in Yeats’s later poetry, physical objects such 
as Sato’s sword often “[carry] the poet to other times and places.”37 To some 
extent this is surely true. But the fact that the marvelous civilization evoked 
here was Japanese can only be inferred from the mention of Sato’s name. The 
poet is no more inclined to particularize the “when and where” of the idealized 
realm he conjures up than to identify his learned authorities or delineate the 
unique attributes of the sword. The emphasis again shifts from the particular to 
the general: from the distinctive characteristics of Japanese metalwork, pottery, 
and painting to the universal outlines of Unity of Culture. Recalling both “A 
Prayer on going into my House” and The Speckled Bird, Yeats theorizes the value 
of a spiritually-inflected material culture while refusing to specify what such a 
culture might look like in the present or to imagine himself sharing a particular 
built environment with other members of his family or nation. Some scholars 
have characterized his vision of the sword and its origins as misperception, 
an “evasive daydream” (in Harris’s words) that fails to confront the weapon’s 
“violent nature.”38 My reading is closer to that of Howes, who argues that the 
speaker “retracts” the comparison of sword to moon after realizing they are 
“not comparable objects . . . [because the] moon embodies the continuity-in-
change of nature, while the sword embodies the changelessness of a man-made 
artifact.”39 What Howes regards as a retraction, however, I see as a forward-
moving enactment of Yeats’s habitual tendency to look through static material 
artifacts toward fluid but eternal patterns, and to judge such artifacts as worthy 
of attention only when they permit such vision. This is not to say that the 
poet feels no doubts about his habits of mind and vision. Far from it. One is 
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struck by his increasing reliance on words activating the possibility that what 
“appears” or “seem[s]” or “look[s]” to be real may not be so. The single definite 
fact about the authorities cited is that they are “Our learned men,” westerners 
who interpret from afar. The cry of Juno’s peacock—associated in both versions 
of A Vision with the inevitable breakdown of civilization40—suggests that 
attempting “to remake everything in a more ancient pattern . . . [beginning 
with] one’s speech and one’s dress and one’s house” will remain an unrealized 
dream in the divided, warring world of modern Ireland, even for a poet with 
the wherewithal to fortify himself and his family in an ancient tower.

The poet struggles to come to terms with this realization in the sequence’s 
remaining poems. Inverting “A Prayer on going into my House,” which asks 
for blessing should the tower and its future occupants remain “unspoiled,” “My 
Descendants” first catalogs ways in which his heirs may “lose the flower” and 
then articulates a curse. It is hard to disagree with Cullingford’s judgment that 
in “[speculating] upon the possibility that his children may not be as wonderful 
as he is” the poet displays “dismaying arrogance.”41 Yet the curse he lays on 
his house is literal, not metonymic: it targets not the family but the artifact. 
Along with consternation at the prospect of degenerate descendants, it registers 
foresight of an inevitable future when it will be needful—even beneficial—
for Thoor Ballylee to “Become a roofless ruin” so that, unburdened by static 
monuments from the past, the men and women of the future may act in 
harmony with the cycles of the “Primum Mobile” and build upon the wreckage. 
Having prophesied and grudgingly accepted such a future, he at last attempts to 
content himself with the tangible present: to “count [himself] most prosperous” 
and regard local “love and friendship” as “enough” (CW1 203). As previously 
noted, however, the women from whom he seeks closeness do not materialize; 
and for anyone familiar (as Yeats surely would be) with Blake’s dictum that “less 
than All cannot satisfy,” the instability of this moment of willed contentment 
will be evident.42 

“The Road at My Door” brings the arrival of warring combatants who 
prompt evasive speech and defensive withdrawal. Then, in “The Stare’s Nest 
by My Window,” the shock of contact with real-world violence jars the wall of 
the poet’s private self. The social unit he addresses in response, however, is not 
his family but a “brutal” Civil War Ireland that has “fed the heart on fantasies” 
and that he wishes to transcend. The imprisoning “substance” of nationalist 
fantasies impinging on the here and now is linked with hatred; the sweetness of 
love with the spiritual rebuilding that may follow the loosening of materiality 
(CW1 205). The seventh and final poem, like part II of “The Tower,” finds Yeats 
inhabiting Thoor Ballylee not as a family home but as a rooftop platform for 
private vision. Here, he opens his eyes on a cosmos cycling endlessly between 
vividly detailed images of hatred, love, and emptiness. When he reenters Thoor 
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Ballylee for the final time, its descending stair does not lead him toward kith 
and kin:

I turn away and shut the door, and on the stair
Wonder how many times I could have proved my worth
In something that all others understand or share;
But O! ambitious heart, had such a proof drawn forth
A company of friends, a conscience set at ease,
It had but made us pine the more. The abstract joy,
The half-read wisdom of daemonic images,
Suffice the ageing man as once the growing boy. (CW1 206)

Love and friendship and an ancient house stocked with simple furniture and 
symbolic objects are not, it turns out, “enough” (CW1 203). The aging poet 
has redesigned his material environment in ways the boyish author of The 
Speckled Bird could only dream about; but like that younger man, he ultimately 
privileges “The half-read wisdom of daemonic images.” The changeless works 
of art conceived by his own aching heart will not be or celebrate solid objects: 
tables, swords, works of pottery, or any other product that a family of artisans 
might manufacture together in a workshop or that might occupy the physical 
center of a rich inheritor’s house. Instead, they will be verbal “emblems of 
adversity,” composed and read in solitude, and endowed with potentially 
liberating respect for the autonomy of those who subsequently, separately, 
encounter them (CW1 202). The poet’s wisdom will be “half-read” not merely 
as a result of his imperfect human understanding but also because he chooses 
to value transparent, open-ended images over definite, fully-read descriptions 
of ideas or physical surfaces. 

IV

 In his essay, “Thing Theory,” Bill Brown distinguishes between “objects” 
and “things” by writing that we “look through objects because there are codes 
by which our interpretive attention makes them meaningful.” By contrast, we 
“begin to confront the thingness of objects when they stop working for us: when 
the drill breaks.”43 In Brown’s sense of these words, the vast majority of material 
artifacts in Yeats’s later poetry—the golden bird of the Byzantium poems, the 
sculpted gemstone of “Lapis Lazuli”—are objects rather than things. A handful 
of late poems, by contrast, depict broken material artifacts that once served as 
pathways to the immaterial before falling into ruin. “Nineteen Hundred and 
Nineteen,” for example, begins by recognizing that although “ingenious lovely 
things” may seem “sheer miracle” while functioning as prompts for visionary 
experience, they remain, like all physical objects, subject to destruction. Once 
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the human imagination ceases to operate on and through them, they revert to 
“common things” (CW1 206–07). The poem’s opening stanza particularizes the 
substances from which the artifacts of ancient Athens were manufactured—
bronze, stone, olive wood, ivory, gold—not to marvel at their physical 
richness but to begin their demystification. By the end of its first section, 
this demystification is complete. Those regarding the statue of Athena not as 
an unparticularized miraculous lovely object but rather as a thing “made of 
olive wood” may also see it as a “stump” that can be burned. Those perceiving 
Phidias’s ivories as “famous”—valued because others value them rather than 
for their higher use—may opt to break or “traffic” them (CW1 208). Yeats’s 
Thoor Ballylee poems—especially those in “Meditations in Time of Civil 
War”—portray the difficulties of inhabiting and sharing an “object” (in Brown’s 
sense) that shows signs of becoming a broken “thing,” marred by present-day 
violence manifesting cosmic patterns portending “Coming Emptiness” (CW1 
205).44 The sequence thus dramatizes self-critical reevaluation not only of the 
poet’s attachments to violent nationalism or Anglo-Irish genealogy, as previous 
scholars have emphasized, but also of his youthful aspirations to remake 
modernity’s material culture, starting with the example of his own house and 
family. The ingrained habits of perception, thought, and expression underlying 
Yeats’s lifelong refusal to represent the unique surfaces of particular material 
artifacts compel the speaker of these poems to look through, rather than at, the 
tower and its material and human furnishings. Contra Grene, he is never “fully 
at home” at Thoor Ballylee. His unwillingness to particularize the details of an 
intimately shared material culture, rooted in his more profound commitment to 
the “half-read wisdom of daemonic images,” precludes vivid depiction of what 
he once wistfully called “The hourly kindness, the day’s common speech, / The 
habitual content of each with each” (CW1 92). It is this deeper commitment to 
daemonic wisdom, and not arrogant speculation that his children may prove 
inferior, that chiefly accounts for his distanced stance toward his family. The 
anguish of his sacrifice, his determination to preserve his and their spiritual 
autonomy, even at the cost of painful isolation, permeates the sequence.

Although Yeats’s interests in paintings, books, stage props, coins, and textiles 
have been taken up in turn and ably analyzed by Elizabeth Loizeaux, George 
Bornstein, Paige Reynolds, Christopher Morash, Rob Doggett, Adrian Patterson, 
and others, discussions of his involvement with particular kinds of material 
artifacts remain comparatively few.45 Assessments of his evolving responses to 
material artifacts as a general category are rarer still, while broader discussions 
of modern writing and material culture, such as Victoria Rosner’s Modernism 
and the Architecture of Private Life (2005), often bypass Yeats altogether to 
focus on writers like Woolf who offer detailed analysis of domestic interiors 
and manufactured objects.46 As I have sought to demonstrate, however, the 
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paucity of material artifacts in Yeats’s poetry, and his distinctive manner of 
seeing through and beyond the surfaces of the few that feature prominently 
in his later work, help to define the character of his poetic development and of 
many of his most memorable poems. 
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In Dramatis Personae (1936), a volume he originally planned as a memoir 
of Lady Gregory, Yeats opens by recalling his first impressions of “three 
great demesnes” located close to one another in the south Galway 

landscape: Edward Martyn’s Tulira Castle, the Gregory estate at Coole Park—
both of which he first visited in summer 1896—and Roxborough House, Lady 
Gregory’s family home before her marriage, which he came to know somewhat 
later. Yeats describes each dwelling at the material level before going on to 
characterize its occupants; but these descriptions are as much a charting of the 
cultural and historical topography of the three properties—“so old they seemed 
unchanging”—as an account of physical actualities (Au 385–93). In each case 
his response to landscape, architecture, and furnishings anticipates his personal 
judgments of Martyn and Gregory. For Yeats, each home so profoundly shaped 
its occupant, via its traditions and aesthetics, that house and owner are almost 
metonymically interchangeable. 

Tulira is described first, as an unwieldy hybrid, comprising a large, over-
ornate Gothic Revival structure grafted onto an “ancient tower” in which the 
“monklike” and devoutly Catholic Martyn had his study. Born of a father whose 
family “was old and honoured” and a mother “but one generation from the 
peasant,” Martyn himself is figured by Yeats as an impotent mass of conflicts, 
in which his parents’ differing heritages had managed to negate one another: 
“I used to think that two traditions met and destroyed each other in his blood, 
creating the sterility of a mule” (Au 386–88).

Lady Gregory, like Martyn, is also drawn as the product of two contrasting 
traditions but, for Yeats, the result in her case was a fortuitous and powerful 
synergy. Coole Park, the estate she came to on marrying the elderly Sir 
William Gregory in 1880, is described as a place of unbroken tradition and 
hereditary accomplishment, in which successive generations displayed 
cosmopolitan breadth of vision, distinction as administrators and politicians, 
and considerable artistic taste. “Every generation had left its memorial” Yeats 
writes: “every generation had been highly educated; eldest sons had gone the 
grand tour, returning with statues or pictures; Mogul or Persian paintings 
had been brought from the Far East by a Gregory chairman of the East India 
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Company, great earthenware ewers and basins, great silver bowls, by Lady 
Gregory’s husband, a famous Governor of Ceylon” (Au 389). The rhythmic 
nature of the prose, along with the repeated intensifiers (“highly,” “grand,” 
“great,” “famous”), signals Yeats’s deep investment here in what he relates. His 
description lingers especially on the souvenirs and trappings of imperial travel, 
colonial governance, and political success:

In the hall, or at one’s right hand as one ascended the stairs, hung Persian 
helmets, Indian shields, Indian swords in elaborate sheaths, stuffed birds from 
various parts of the world . . . portraits of the members of Grillion’s Club, 
illuminated addresses presented in Ceylon or Galway. . . . I can remember 
someone saying: “Balzac would have given twenty pages to the stairs.” (Au 
391)  

His images repeatedly evoke masculine achievement, but it is a masculinity of 
political prowess, professional success and intellectual command rather than 
of bodily power. Reflective and self-aware, not merely instinctive, it is able to 
govern through subtlety and enlightenment rather than by physical force: the 
swords, shields, and helmets appropriated from the Orient, for instance, are 
displayed as aesthetically-pleasing furnishings rather than as objects attesting 
to actual battle. Yeats stresses that the traditions represented here are expansive 
and enabling, and that social mobility and cultural and intellectual diversity 
had always been expected and encouraged at Coole: the spheres of influence he 
evokes range easily from Galway to Ceylon and from London to India. It is also 
a milieu which, though rooted in classical traditions, is manifestly receptive 
to new ideas and aesthetic tastes: his description calls attention to the way 
paintings by Canaletto, Guardi, and Zurbarán hung not far from contemporary 
“etchings by Augustus John,” while “signed photographs or engravings” of 
Tennyson, Mark Twain, Browning, and Thackeray complemented the finely-
bound Greek and Roman texts lining the shelves of the well-stocked library 
(Au 389–91). For Yeats, then, the house embodied a living tradition of artistic 
and intellectual excellence, an accomplished heritage of practical success and 
political agency, and a cosmopolitan interest in the larger world beyond its 
boundaries.1 

The Persse estate at nearby Roxborough, where Lady Gregory spent her early 
years, is described last, and in very different terms. Quickly passing over the 
house itself—“small and plain” and containing “neither pictures nor furniture 
of historic interest”—Yeats draws attention instead to the nine-mile-long stone 
wall separating the estate from the adjoining open country, noting that this had 
required the continuous labour of three or four masons during her youth. The 
topography he describes is limiting and unimaginative, with the Roxborough 
inhabitants displaying little inclination to look much beyond their protective, 
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enclosing boundary: “They had all the necessities of life on the mountain, or 
within the walls of their demesne.”  The result, in his account, was a “feudal, 
almost medieval” environment marked by insularity of viewpoint: “The Persses 
had been soldiers, farmers, riders to hounds”, and “had an instinctive love for 
their country or their neighbourhood”; but excepting a brief engagement with 
national politics in the time of Grattan’s parliament, “all had lacked intellectual 
curiosity until the downfall of their class had all but come.” After the approving 
descriptions of Coole Park, this seems unequivocally critical, but when Yeats 
turns to consider the “daring and physical strength” of “the sons of the house” 
a more affirmative inflection emerges. His portrait of the Roxborough menfolk 
casts them as larger-than-life, eighteenth-century figures of action, ruling their 
lands and tenants with “despotic benevolence” and unselfconscious vigour. 
In his scheme they are representative types—“Jonah Barrington might have 
celebrated their lives”—and they epitomize instinctive command and vitality. 
Almost Nietzschean figures of robust decisiveness, they are made powerful 
precisely by their unreflective qualities, and Yeats’s prose indeed betrays a 
degree of envy at their seemingly unproblematic masculinity and “visible 
supremacy” (Au 392–94). 

This sequence of schematic charting in Dramatis Personae bears a close 
resemblance to the deterministic account of Yeats’s own origins coined by his 
father, John Butler Yeats, who claimed that the union of his family’s intellectual 
heritage with the taciturn “passions” of his wife’s Pollexfen roots had “given 
a tongue to the sea cliffs” and thus made his son’s poetic talent possible (Au 
23). Both narratives, centered on a synthesis of clashing attributes, are forceful 
efforts of myth-making. Yeats represents Lady Gregory as drawing on two 
distinctly different strains of Irish Ascendancy culture, and, by implication, 
uniting them to more powerful effect than either alone could achieve. In his 
account, the cultivated, liberal, creative traditions of Coole Park enriched and 
smoothed the “feudal” and potentially thuggish vitality of Roxborough, as 
well as being significantly revitalized by it themselves. Coole cosmopolitanism 
likewise mitigated Roxborough insularity, while also benefiting from its single-
minded practicality and love of place. And no less significantly, Yeats’s schema 
also quietly suggests that at Coole, Lady Gregory was able to access a form 
of moderate Protestantism that took her beyond the evangelical sectarianism 
of Roxborough and the creative sterility of Catholic Tulira.2  The result was 
a figure who, for him, combined instinctive forms of assertion with the self-
consciousness, intellect and political judiciousness necessary for enlightened 
governance. In doing so, she reunited and reanimated Protestant capacities for 
leadership that he viewed as having declined and diverged, to Ireland’s cost, 
since the high-water mark of Georgian Ascendancy rule in the late eighteenth 
century. As he would sometimes claim directly, and often suggest, these 
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qualities made her, along with such figures as “Berkeley, Swift, Burke, Grattan, 
[and] Parnell”, one of the few he regarded as the “true Irish people,” because 
of their potential to mould the nation through their imaginative, intellectual 
or political genius (Ex 442). In his scheme, her hybrid background was not 
only the defining core of her identity, but also made her literary career possible 
by combining in her a paradoxical mixture of elevated taste and raw instinct 
and of deep-rooted traditionalism with openness to the new.3 This heritage, he 
believed, had crucially facilitated her translations of the Irish epics—for him, 
her first and finest creative accomplishment:

Looking back, Cuchulain of Muirthemne and Gods and Fighting Men at 
my side, I can see that they were made possible by her past; semi-feudal 
Roxborough, her inherited sense of caste, her knowledge of that top of the 
world where men and women are valued for their manhood and their charm, 
not for their opinions” (Au 456). 
 
This idealized view became central to Yeats’s conception of Lady Gregory 

after the first decade or so of their friendship. He would latterly portray both 
her and Coole as last bulwarks against the “filthy modern tide” he saw as 
engulfing contemporary Ireland (VP 611). He was well aware, however, that 
representing Coole and its chatelaine as ideal manifestations of Ascendan-
cy culture inevitably tempted him toward oversimplification, exaggeration, 
or outright misrepresentation.4 So, too, in extolling Coole and Gregory as 
a center and source of creative influence—Coole, he wrote in 1909, had 
“enriched my soul out of measure” because of the “spacious forms” he en-
countered there (Mem 226)—he was increasingly conscious of the extent to 
which doing so subtly compromised or limited his own claims to creative 
autonomy. Without Gregory’s “firmness and care” he admitted in The Stirring 
of the Bones, “I doubt if I should have done much with my life” (Au 377). 
But such admissions, especially those that credited her direct collaborative 
contributions to his work, necessarily undercut or complicated his sense of 
independent achievement. This essay will consider Yeats’s representations of 
the materialities of Coole Park, to chart his evolving conceptions of Gregory 
and the estate, but also to highlight the anxieties about authorial agency and 
the influence of tradition that were crucially present in his relationship both 
to the house and estate, and to its chatelaine.        

I

 Anxiety about whether he was the sole maker of his art, or merely the 
vehicle through which it came into being, is a core concern throughout Yeats’s 
work. He would acknowledge this most directly in Per Amica Silentia Lunae 
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in 1917: “I am full of uncertainty not knowing when I am the finger, when 
the clay” (CW5 32). In his youth, privileging Romantic poetry, he was deeply 
influenced by Coleridge’s investment in the imaginative power of dreams 
and visions, and by Arthur Hallam’s assertion that “pure” art should arise 
spontaneously and as a result of a refined sensitivity and imaginative capacity, 
rather than through a pragmatic seeking for images and the instrumental 
operations of reason and thought.5 But these precepts, stressing creative 
sources beyond the writer’s fully-conscious control, were in tension with his 
equal investment in poetry as the apotheosis of individual self-expression, and 
his accompanying conviction—inherited from Shelley—that poets were “the 
unacknowledged legislators of the World”6 and should engage with the real, 
and influence it directly, through what they wrote. In his evolving theory of 
the Mask, and in the elaborate systematizations of A Vision (1925 and 1937), 
he would eventually come to an accommodation between these oppositions by 
conceiving of the artist as a magus or adept, simultaneously both maker and 
vehicle in being able to access the images of Anima Mundi7 and thereby voice 
knowledge from beyond the individual consciousness, while still remaining in 
and engaged with the ordinary world. 

“Rosa Alchemica,” written shortly before his first visit to Coole in 1896, 
embodies Yeats’s early struggles with these fundamental tensions in acute form. 
He was at this point deeply uncertain how to negotiate the “many pathways” 
offered by his occult interests and his complex political and literary allegiances 
(VP 845). In “To Ireland in the Coming Times,”8 for instance, positioned as 
the closing poem to his volume The Countess Kathleen and Various Legends 
and Lyrics (1892), he had charged that he should not be considered any “less” 
an Irish nationalist poet despite the Rosicrucian and occult concerns trailing 
“all about the written page” (VP 138); but he nonetheless chose to dedicate 
the poems grouped as The Rose to the English decadent Lionel Johnson.9 
Inscribing a copy of the volume in May 1893, he characterized his verses as “A 
dyed & figured mystery, / Thought hid in thought, dream hid in dream” (Wade 
27)—a description which savours as much of obfuscation and apology as it 
does of candour or artistic self-assertion. In “Rosa Alchemica” he represented 
his conflicted impulses in almost schematic form as a means of investigating 
his uncertainties about artistic agency, what environment might best allow art 
to flourish, and above all, how an aspiring writer should position themself in 
relation to the quotidian and the lure of transcendence.  

The story recounts the experiences of a scholar-alchemist-writer who has 
withdrawn from the world and seeks to use occult insights to raise himself 
beyond the mortal into an “imperishable” essence, and thereby transmute his 
life “into art.” At the outset, he is in triumph at his ability to hold himself apart 
from ordinary human experience and emotion, since doing so, he believes, has 
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made him “individual, indissoluble, a mirror of polished steel” (Myth 267–
68). In this, the protagonist-narrator closely follows Yeats’s belief in the early 
1890s that to apprehend “Eternal beauty” it was necessary to withdraw from 
the everyday world so as to avoid being tainted or distracted by the merely 
transient. The poet who “would be remembered when he is in his grave” he 
wrote in 1892, “must give to his art the devotion the Crusaders of old gave to 
their cause and be content to be alone among men, apart alike from their joys 
and sorrows, having for companions the multitude of his dreams” (UP1 249–
50). The narrator soon recognizes, however, that although he has “dissolved . 
. . the mortal world” he has failed to obtain the “miraculous ecstasy” he seeks. 
Worse yet, he realizes that his own consciousness, constantly observing and 
analyzing, inherently compromises and subverts his quest for transcendence: 
“even in my most perfect moment” he concludes, “I would be two selves, 
the one watching with heavy eyes the other’s moment of content” (Myth 
269–70).  This sudden awareness effectively enacts the narrator’s birth into 
complex consciousness as he realizes, in an estranging experience of Lacanian 
division, that his selfhood is a dramatic construction, and that he is always 
simultaneously actor and audience of his own existence. He is thus in key 
respects a prototypical early Yeatsian protagonist—one whose subjectivity is 
fundamentally divided and dialogic.  

Modelled closely on Huysmans’s Des Esseintes, the narrator is also in 
key respects a figure for fin-de-siècle aestheticism and its limitations. He has 
withdrawn into an intricately crafted Dublin house designed to spur creative 
inspiration: tapestries “full of the blue and bronze of peacocks” cover the doors, 
he has collected “antique bronze gods and goddesses,” Renaissance religious 
art hangs on walls, and books bound “in carefully chosen colour” line his 
bookshelves. But this elaborately-constructed material environment fails to 
facilitate true artistry. One reason for this is that in his “desire for a world made 
wholly of essences” he has cut himself away not just from social exchanges, 
but from human history itself. His ancestors, he tells us, had made his Dublin 
house “almost famous through their part in the politics of the city and their 
friendships with the famous men of their generations”; but he has refused that 
heritage and removed the family portraits “of more historical than artistic 
interest” while his tapestries over the doors are deliberately placed to “shut out 
all history and activity untouched with beauty and peace” (Myth 267–68). In 
his essay “The Autumn of the Body” (1898), Yeats would assert that a reaction 
against “outward things” and a rejection of “that ‘externality’ which a time 
of scientific and political thought has brought into literature” was a defining 
movement of the era (E&I 189). But here, the dangers of actually enacting such 
a rejection are in plain view, since the narrator’s withdrawal and aestheticism 
have left him fundamentally lifeless. Much like the decadent English artists 
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Yeats had described in his 1892 essay “Hopes and Fears for Irish Literature”—
for whom “literature had ceased to be the handmaid of humanity” and poetry 
was “nothing to do with life, nothing to do with anything but the music of 
cadence, and beauty of phrase” (UP1 248)—he lacks any convictions that might 
connect him with, or make his writings relevant to, the wider world.  

The story offers an alternative pathway, though, when the narrator’s old 
friend Michael Robartes arrives. With his “wild red hair, fierce eyes, sensitive, 
tremulous lips and rough clothes,” Robartes embodies a passion and vitality 
that mark him as the antithesis of the cerebral, withdrawn narrator. He comes, 
in effect, as a tempter-figure—and an early Yeatsian antiself—telling the 
narrator that if he is to access the knowledge and power of the eternal realm, 
and avoid the “wavering purpose” of his scholarly aestheticism, he must yield 
up his selfhood entirely. Whether Robartes uses occult power, drugs, some 
form of hypnosis, or all three, to gain dominance is unclear—he speaks with 
“rhythmical intonation” and burns a heavy incense that fills the room—but the 
result is that the narrator falls into an intense visionary state and consents to 
join him (Myth 271–77). Robartes takes him to the west of Ireland, where in 
a “square ancient-looking house” by the edge of the sea he undergoes a ritual 
of initiation into an occult order.  In a state of trance, as he dances with “an 
immortal august woman,” the narrator suddenly recoils in “horror,” however, 
on realizing that she is not human, and that she is “drinking up my soul as an 
ox drinks up a wayside pool”—and collapses into unconsciousness. When he 
wakes at dawn, the order’s house is under attack by peasants who regard the 
adepts as heretics, and he only narrowly escapes as Robartes and the rest are 
left to suffer a violent end (Myth 280–92). Since then, the narrator tells us, 
he has sought “refuge” in devout Catholic belief—“the only definite faith.” Its 
regimen of “fixed habits and principles” have protected him from the call of 
the “indefinite world,” he says, even if they have not been enough to entirely 
quell his residual longing for the ecstasy he felt under Robartes’s influence 
(Myth 278, 292).

Neither withdrawal into aestheticism nor full devotion to the occult is 
endorsed in the story, then: the first pathway leads to disconnection from the 
everyday world, while the second leads additionally to a loss of subjectivity.  
So, too, neither a focus on the self as artistic maker, nor submission to a 
power and knowledge beyond the self as source of inspiration, is figured 
approvingly. But the narrator’s final position of “refuge” is unsatisfactory, too, 
since by implication it negates his aspirations to imaginative individuality and 
artistic achievement and leaves him fearful of any challenge to a fixed order 
of values and beliefs. The conflicted closure reflects a troubled recognition 
on Yeats’s part of his inability to enact a satisfactory synthesis between his 
own divided impulses at the time he was writing. As he acknowledged 
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openly in his later autobiographical writings, he had reached a point of 
creative crisis in 1896 and “did not know what to do”—with “poor health,” 
his precarious finances, the strains emerging in his relationship with Olivia 
Shakespear, and having “lost” himself in occult study, being among the 
multiple causes (Mem 100; Au 376). But the schematic oppositions explored 
in “Rosa Alchemica” nonetheless come remarkably close to anticipating the 
imaginative and actual topography Yeats subsequently found, and generated, 
for himself. Coole Park would soon replace the fictional narrator’s Dublin 
house, offering an “intricate” material and artistic environment such as he 
had constructed in the story, but one in which history and social connection 
were visibly present—to vital creative effect—rather than being shut out. 
And “the old square castle” Thoor Ballylee (which he first saw in summer 
1896, was immediately struck by, and professed a wish to buy as early as 
190410), would replace the adepts’ “square ancient-looking house”—but as a 
site for solitary occult study, and for self-expression as a writer, rather than 
a place where the quest for transcendence demanded incorporation into a 
collective or a complete surrender of individual subjectivity. Each side of the 
problematic opposition explored in “Rosa Alchemica” was thereby effectively 
corrected or enriched, and became available to Yeats in material form. He 
was in due course able to deploy the differences between Coole and Ballylee 
in almost schematic fashion, drawing on them as productive opposites.  As 
he acknowledged in The Tower, he engendered “Images” and inspiration 
equally from “ruin or ancient trees” (VP 410), finding one form of creative 
sustenance in the tradition and achievement of settled ancestral houses such 
as Coole—with their extensive woodlands and “great chambers and long 
galleries, lined / With famous portraits of our ancestors” (VP 418)—and 
another in the “stark” and “crumbling” tower at Ballylee (VP 423, 477). He 
would cast Ballylee as an emblem of “adversity,” which guarded him against 
the dangers of complacency he saw as inherent in inherited wealth (VP 420). 
Removed from the social world, and seemingly outside of ordinary time, it 
was conducive to withdrawal into the self and to writing.  The combination 
thus gave him both a creative milieu of “excellent company” directly engaged 
with cultural politics and the Shelleyan “lonely tower” he craved (VP 489; Au 
171). He would deploy these two poles of inspiration centrally in his later work, 
building them as separate symbols.  But ultimately, as we will see, he was able 
to celebrate them as a creatively connected topography, acknowledging that 
each component in his schema mitigated and enriched its opposite—thereby 
allowing a dynamic synthesis much like that he credited Lady Gregory for in 
combining the divergent heritages of Roxborough and Coole Park.
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II

Yeats’s first visit to Coole in 1896 remained a “vivid memory” for him even 
four decades later. The approach to the house, at least, was impressive to the 
hard-up young poet. From the estate boundary wall and gate lodge on the 
Galway-Ennis road it was a half mile to the demesne gates, from which the 
“outside car” on which he arrived had to proceed another quarter mile through 
an avenue of ilex trees, planted by Sir William Gregory’s mother in midcentury, 
before he got a first glimpse of the house itself, set amid “its great park full of 
ancient trees.” But the heavily-furnished interior of the house was not to his 
taste, especially after coming from the ornate Gothic excess of Tulira, where he 
had admired only the simplicity of the old tower house. As he recalled, “I did 
not like the gold frames, some deep and full of ornament, round the pictures 
in the drawing-room: years were to pass before I came to understand the 
earlier nineteenth and later eighteenth century, and to love that house more 
than all other houses” (Au 388–89).  Period photographs show the panelled 
Coole library with its walls lined by bookshelves or covered with artworks, and 
the room itself densely furnished with chairs and side tables. Photographed 
at her writing desk by George Bernard Shaw in 1915, Lady Gregory sits with 
a marble statue behind her and massive gilt-framed mirrors on the walls to 
either side, while heavy curtains limit the light coming through the high 
windows.11 For Yeats, familiar with the emerging post-Victorian aesthetics 
of artists and writers in London—Oscar Wilde’s “all white” dining-room had 
struck him in 1888 as “perhaps too perfect in its unity” (Au 134)—and at this 
point much-influenced by William Morris’s emphasis on craftsmanship, utility, 
and simplicity of design, the overstuffed interior of Coole, little changed for 
many decades, may have appeared to be no more than a rather outdated time 
capsule of Regency and Victorian taste. He was ready to accept the patronage 
and supportive care Gregory offered, and saw at once the value of the folklore 
she had begun gathering, but to begin with appears to have regarded the house 
itself—a largely plain, boxlike structure—as of little architectural or other 
distinction.  

Change in his opinion came gradually. His first summer stay at Coole—of 
two months, in 1897—made quite clear that Gregory aimed to be a permanent 
fixture as patron and friend. She was the prime mover in the fundraising that 
helped make the Irish Literary Theatre project possible, took the sickly Yeats 
folklore gathering, offered a sympathetic ear as he confided much about his 
relationship with Maud Gonne, and provided a hospitality and care that was 
expressly aimed at helping him creatively. On receiving “wine and all manner 
of biscuits and bottled fruit” from her in Dublin after his stay—a mark of her 
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intent to keep building the partnership and ensure her support remained in 
regular view—he wrote fulsome thanks, noting “how well” people said he 
was looking “& I am better than I have been for years in truth. The days at 
Coole passed like a dream, a dream of peace” (CL2 137). “Peace,” “order,” and 
“quiet” would be his signature early associations for the estate, as it quickly 
became a refuge for him from the frequent controversies of his literary life, 
the strains in his personal life, and his lack of money. He came to conceive 
of Gregory herself as a “peaceful Virgil by my side”—a defender, advocate, 
and guide to whom he could, and did, reach out when needed (CL4 10, 18). 
Dedicating The Shadowy Waters to her in 1900—his first published form of 
return or reimbursement for her support—he included “I walked among the 
Seven Woods of Coole” as prefatory poem (VP 217–19).This highlights the 
woods’ protective peace and seclusion—its forty-four lines feature “hidden,” 
“hides,” “hide,” and “cover” along with “blind” and “shadows” (three 
times)—and it celebrates the way that seclusion allowed wildlife and plants 
to flourish in safety. But the poem further asserts that the woods harbour 
“immortal” presences amid their shaded recesses. In a series of rhetorical 
questions in the penultimate stanzas, it wonders whether Eden might in fact 
be concealed within or beneath Coole’s woods, and whether their “green 
quiet” unobtrusively acted with magical force on those who wandered in 
them.12 Yeats’s incantatory “Seven odours, seven murmurs, seven woods” 
further hints at this magical possibility: he was well aware of the historical 
associations of the number seven with magic, the use of the number in 
rituals, and specifically with the seven cosmic principles of Rosicrucianism. 
The actual woods at Coole, then, realized for him some of the possibilities he 
had imagined in “Who Goes with Fergus?” (1892), in which the poet-King 
Fergus has abdicated his throne to “live at peace” in the “deep wood’s woven 
shade” (VP 795, 125).   

He would make these associations, and his public acknowledgment of 
Coole and Gregory, even more prominent in his 1903 collection In the Seven 
Woods. There, the opening poem extols Coole’s woods as an enchanted and 
restorative place where a personified “Quiet” wanders laughing, and where 
he can “put away” personal troubles, and the strains, conflict, and noise of 
the political world (VP 198). Notably, this poem was the first true sonnet 
Yeats ever published (along with “The Folly of Being Comforted” following 
closely in the same collection).13 Given that he was at this point best known as 
a love poet, the formal choice gestures powerfully to the priority he now gave 
to Gregory and Coole both personally and practically. Much like “I walked 
among the Seven Woods of Coole,” however, the sonnet ascribes power and 
influence solely to the woods, rather than directly to Gregory herself.
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III

With Gregory’s increasing centrality in Yeats’s life, this distanced form 
of acknowledgment soon became insufficient. Between 1900 and 1904 she 
transitioned from being a self-described “amiable amateur”14—largely content 
with the role of supportive patron and folklore-gatherer—to full creative 
standing. “[A]ll in moment, as it seemed,” he later claimed, Cuchulain of 
Muirthemne made her “the founder of modern Irish dialect literature” (Au 455);  
Cathleen ni Houlihan was the first of some dozen plays they would collaborate 
on closely; and she began writing plays herself. Yeats acknowledged these 
changes ever more directly from 1902 onward, crediting her share in Cathleen 
ni Houlihan, in the rewriting of Stories of Red Hanrahan—“They are but half 
mine now” (Wade 74)—and in other joint works, as well as acknowledging her 
growing influence on his practical decisions. Their controlling partnership in 
the directorial triumvirate at the Abbey theater more openly confirmed them, 
as she had already recognized in 1902, as effectively “a clique of two.”15 And 
the demands of the theater, and their power as directors, gradually changed 
both the dynamics of the partnership, and more significantly, the ways they 
conducted themselves individually.  

Yeats’s increasingly autocratic manner, marked from 1904 onward, has 
often been ascribed to—or blamed on—the influence of Gregory and his stays 
at Coole Park, where he was given deferential care and widely seen as being 
treated as “the Sacred Great Man.”16 But hieratic tendencies and a disdain for 
ordinary life are readily visible in his earlier work: in the words of the outcasts, 
disturbers, and outsiders of his 1890s fiction, his enthusiastic adoption of 
Villers de L’Isle Adam’s adage “As for living, our servants will do that for us” 
(VSR 5; Au 305, 320), through to his dismissal of the “noisy set / Of bankers, 
schoolmasters, and clergymen / The martyrs call the world” in “Adam’s 
Curse” (VP 205). George Moore was astute, however, in observing a suddenly 
heightened level of assertion and contempt in Yeats following his return from 
lecturing in the United States—securely in funds for the first time in his life, 
and with “a paunch, a huge stride, and an immense fur overcoat.” His account 
of Yeats hectoring an audience about the lack of support for an exhibition of 
modern art brilliantly captures, and mocks, the change:

It is impossible to imagine the hatred that came into his voice when he spoke 
the words “the middle classes”: one would have thought that he was speaking 
against a personal foe. . . . “We have sacrificed our lives for Art; but you, what 
have you done? What sacrifices have you made?” he asked, and everybody 
began to search his memory for the sacrifices Yeats had made, asking himself 
in what prison Yeats had languished, what rags he had worn, what broken 
victuals he had eaten.17 
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 From this point on, those hieratic qualities emerged into regular view. 
Responding to news of Maud Gonne’s divorce proceedings in January 1905, for 
example, Yeats deplored her willingness to let herself be “dominated” by others, 
rather than asserting herself: “I feal, as I always feal about these things—that 
strength shapes the world about itself, & that weakness is shaped about the 
world—& that the compromise is weekness” (CL4 9). His determination and 
success in engineering the transition of the Abbey from a democratically run 
organization to a Limited Company in autumn 1905 marked a pivotal change 
in his public persona, and indeed his career. The reform—which Roy Foster has 
termed a “coup”18—left the directors, as Yeats gleefully observed, “absolutely 
supreme in everything” (CL InteLex 228) and thereby ensured that control of 
the theater would be in the hands of the “natural leadership” (CL4 178).  

His wish to act on and project that control emerged most dramatically, and 
unpleasantly, in the last week of 1905 and first of 1906, when Yeats threatened 
to charge Abbey actress Maire Walker with breach of contract, wanting to assert 
dominance over the company’s players and “get it into these peoples heads 
that we are dangerous—that one director at any rate has an awful temper” 
(CL4 271-72). This was in part a self-dramatizing pose, but also a genuine 
test case for whether he could bend the theater to his will. He told Synge that 
his instinct for “determined action” toward Walker came from sources far 
beyond intellectual “reasoning”: “Instead of merely deducing ones actions from 
existing circumstances, one has to act so as to create new circumstances by 
which one is to be judged” (CL4 276). Poets, in other words, should be “creators 
of all values” in a direct and muscular sense, rather than merely through their 
art.19 If the world did not appreciate, understand, or conform to their vision, 
they must act to change the world such that their vision could be upheld. His 
actions drew sharp condemnation from his sisters and father, carefully worded 
criticism from Gregory of his strategic “mistake” in “bullying” Walker,20 and a 
withering letter from George Russell, who delivered a devastating indictment 
of his old friend’s doctrinaire and high-handed behaviour. Yeats now had “few 
or no friends in Dublin,” Russell observed, having alienated former allies and 
supporters by his now-routine habit of speaking “contemptuously of everyone 
not your equal.” Yeats, he warned, would end up marginalized if he continued 
to assume the position of “general autocrat in literary, dramatic and artistic 
matters in Dublin or Ireland” (LTWBY1 152–55).  

But Yeats’s view that poets should be “creators of all values” subsequently 
only hardened, particularly following the altercations over The Playboy of 
the Western World in 1907. As he acknowledged, seeing the “howling mob” 
of protestors against the play made it clear to him that he was watching “the 
dissolution of a school of patriotism that held sway over my youth” (E&I 312).  
Retreating to Italy with Gregory that spring, he found there in the “ancient” 
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Renaissance courts and “little walled towns” a model of aristocratic self-
possession, patronage, and appreciation of tradition that he embraced as 
exemplary in facilitating Art. His essay “Poetry and Tradition,” written that 
summer, constitutes a new manifesto, asserting that the “courtesy and self-
possession” and “ancestral memory” of aristocracy, combined with the fearless 
“recklessness” of the artist, offered the best soil for creativity: only by finding 
“a company of our own way of thinking” and access to the “ancient records” of 
tradition might one come to “the mastery of unlocking words” (E&I 251–56).

IV

From this point on, Yeats began to figure Coole as an Irish Urbino, where 
aristocratic values and respect for Art still flourished, and where “excellent 
company” could congregate—away from the “ignorant” and “the weak” (VP 
256, 265).  His approving references to the “rich minds” of the elect likewise 
proliferated in tandem with his condemnations of the “ill-breeding” of 
manners and mind he saw in Ireland (Mem 151, 142). Synge and Lady Gregory 
were “the strongest souls I have ever known,” he wrote in January 1909, since 
neither lost “the self-possession of their intellects” and both isolated themselves 
“from all contagious opinions of poorer minds” (Mem 154). His terms “rich” 
and “poorer” here nominally embody cultural and intellectual rather than 
economic judgments—but only nominally: he now increasingly saw long-
established wealth as the crucial precondition for sustaining culture, intellect, 
and tradition; and the word “contagious” betrays his fundamental disdain for 
those who lacked the capacities he valorized.  Ireland had become “sterile,” 
he asserted, because power had passed “to men who lack the training which 
requires a certain amount of wealth to ensure continuity from generation to 
generation, and to free the mind in part from other tasks” (Mem 178). His 
private writings of the period are littered with references to the need for 
“authority” and the leadership of an elect to counter the “democratic envy” of 
an “Irish public” that he judged were “jealous” of individuals with “free” minds 
or “a position of importance.”   Worst of all, this envious Irish public would 
“not accept the pre-eminence of one or two writers—of Lady Gregory, let us 
say” (Mem 168–69).    

When Gregory’s life seemed briefly in danger following a collapse in 
February 1909, it was a massive threat to him personally and to his idealized 
conception of Coole. His journal registers his distress in striking terms: “I 
cannot realize the world without her—she brought to my wavering thoughts 
steadfast nobility. All day the thought of losing her is like a conflagration in the 
rafters. Friendship is all the house I have” (Mem 161). Much like the fire “in my 
head” in “The Song of Wandering Aengus” (VP 149), “a conflagration in the 
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rafters” initially evokes a mental and emotional state: the prospect of Gregory’s 
death causes psychological and intellectual rupture, and a fundamental sense 
of loss of self (“I cannot realize the world without her”). The following sentence, 
however, tightens the figurative and literal associations between Gregory and 
the actuality of Coole as a house: her death would end not just the friendship—
his emotional home—but also, effectively, Yeats’s access to the house itself and 
the material home and refuge it provided. House and owner are figured here as 
inseparable: neither has its meaning alone.

 These associations, written privately, emerge into published view in 
Yeats’s poem “Upon a House Shaken by the Land Agitation,” composed in 
August 1909 following a ruling by the Irish Land Courts that rents at Coole 
were to be reduced by roughly 20 percent—a judgment that called into doubt 
the estate’s future viability. The core ideological proposition of the poem is clear 
in the prose “subject” he initially drafted: even if the Coole tenants, and “a 
hundred little house[s],” were better off as a result of the ruling, the “world” 
overall would not “gain” if Coole’s traditions and influence were thereby lost 
(CISW 201). But in what follows, Yeats’s references to money and wealth are 
repeatedly equivocal or evasive—signalling his underlying doubts about the 
validity of that proposition, and how it might be viewed. His assertion that 
“where all must make their living they will live not for life’s sake but the work’s 
& all be the poorer,” for instance, proposes that working for a living is inherently 
impoverishing in human terms (CISW 203); but in making the word “poorer” a 
matter of creativity and self-fulfillment, Yeats ignores or deliberately downplays 
the economic reality that the Coole tenants would now be financially richer, 
and thereby more able to “live” for matters beyond just their employment. His 
prose commentary after completing a first draft directly acknowledges that the 
accomplishments of the Coole lineage had been made possible by the Gregorys 
not having to work for money—“Here there has been no compelled labour no 
poverty thwarted impulse” (CISW 203)—but the poem itself merely implies 
this, and even then only in its final line, itself a late revision, which casts those 
accomplishments as the result of “ease” (CISW 205). As with his earlier terms 
“rich minds” and “poorer minds,” words like “gain” and “values” are deployed 
in the poem as if they are purely or predominantly matters of culture, rather 
than matters of money.  

Obfuscations or slippages of this kind are visible throughout the drafts. 
Yeats’s prose “subject” indeed immediately registers a degree of vacillation or 
lack of conviction as to what Coole should actually be credited or honored for. 
He begins by stressing that “here power has gone forth or lingered.” But the 
term “power”—with its potential implications of Roxborough-style “despotic” 
assertion, rather than Gregory judiciousness—is quickly left aside in favor of 
an emphasis, first, on “energy”—deleted twice—and then “precision,” with 
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these attributes all being airily credited as having given “beneficent rule” to an 
unidentified “far people” (CISW 201). Even this proposition is abandoned in 
the first drafted verse lines, however, which make no claims for Coole’s effect 
on the wider world.  “How should the world gain” is replaced by “How should 
the world be better” and this in turn is revised to the final “How should the 
world be luckier” (CISW 201). “Gain,” with its potential to evoke material and 
financial considerations, gives way to “better”—a cultural value-judgment—
and then “luckier,” a word that not only effaces questions of money, but also 
conveniently downplays matters of politics and agency. The drafts are similarly 
evasive about the poem’s core suggestion that benefit to “a hundred little 
house[s]” would not outweigh the damage to one ancestral house. Yeats’s line 
“Mean roof trees were luckier for its fall” is repeatedly revised, with “luckier’ 
being deleted in favor of “wealthier,” then “sturdier,” then “stronger,” before 
“sturdier” is restored as the final choice (CISW 201). The initial “luckier,” which 
manages to imply that the tenants’ victory in getting their rents reduced was 
somehow a matter of chance, is replaced by a nearer acknowledgment that 
this was indeed a question of money (“wealthier”), before the final change 
evokes, instead, just the material and structural condition of the “houses” in 
question, again leaving considerations of money and politics largely effaced. 
Only the dismissive adjective “mean” remains to keep Yeats’s disdain for the 
outcome, and the tenants, in view. Evasiveness likewise registers in the poem’s 
changing titles. His initial “To a certain country house in a time of change” is 
markedly nonspecific about the nature of the “change” and its causes; “Upon 
a Threatened House” more nearly acknowledges the political context, but only 
in terms of menace. He then briefly considered “Upon a House Shaken by the 
Land War” before replacing “Land War” with “Land Agitation”—a wording 
that avoids situating the rent dispute explicitly within the larger historical and 
political contexts of the conflict between landlords and tenants in Ireland since 
the late 1870, and that also manages to diminish the threat to Coole to the level 
of a mere “agitation” (CISW 205). As finally published, then, the poem retained 
Yeats’s core dismay at the challenge to the Gregorys’ position and income, but 
with referents to money and politics largely removed or muddied. Even the 
high abilities of the elite that it evokes in its final lines are cast as “gift[s]” (VP 
264), as if they were matters of fate and good luck rather than a result of wealth 
and dynastic lineage.  

 But if “Upon a House Shaken” is evasive about the material resources 
that sustained Coole, it is direct and assertive about the yield Yeats ascribes to 
tradition. The closing lines emphasize that the highest and final “gift” born of 
settled privilege is “a written speech / Wrought of high laughter, loveliness, 
and ease”: in other words, artistry in language, made out of the cultivated 
conditions of aristocratic life and the “eagle thoughts” of those who can look 
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beyond the quotidian (VP 264). While Yeats began the poem in reaction to 
the challenge to the Gregorys’ fortunes and Coole’s future, the finished work is 
thus as much or more about Art, and, more pertinently, about his own creative 
needs and generativity, than it is about the political circumstances at Coole 
in 1909 or the Gregorys themselves.  His opening ascription of “passion and 
precision” as the hallmarks of the estate’s occupants, for instance, might readily 
be glossed as expressing exactly the combination of feudal Roxborough vitality 
and Coole self-awareness, or raw instinct and elevated taste, he ascribed to 
Lady Gregory in Dramatis Personae nearly thirty years later. But the formula 
equally and more consequentially delineates his conviction that his own 
poetry should embody intense personal emotion (“passion”) shaped and 
made more forceful by the discipline of form and technique (“precision”): that 
it should be a “living voice” raised to intensity by artistry (Ex 217–19). These 
were matters he theorized sustainedly in his experiments in chanting during 
the decade,21 and they are highlighted in the closure to “The Fisherman” in 
1916—his most emphatic manifesto about his poetic aims at that time—in 
which the speaker hopes to be able to write at least “one / Poem maybe as 
cold / And passionate as the dawn” (VP 348). In this formulation, Yeats was 
revisiting the long-standing recognition by poets over the centuries that 
intense emotion has to be tempered and heightened by exacting artistry if 
it is to be more than raw, shapeless, or “inarticulate”—a recognition best 
articulated by Marianne Moore in her essay “Feeling and Precision” a few 
years after Yeats’s death, but with which he was well familiar in Wordsworth’s 
“emotion recollected in tranquility” and other similar coinages.22 We might 
likewise take Yeats’s reference to the “eagle thoughts” bred by conditions at 
Coole as applying only, or primarily, to the house’s denizens rather than to the 
poet who was their guest. But in “To a Wealthy Man,” written in December 
1912, he would indict rich patrons for failing to provide “the right twigs for 
an eagle’s nest” by their refusal to give full support for Hugh Lane’s proposed 
gallery of Modern Art (VP 288). Given that Ezra Pound had by this point 
begun to refer to Yeats as “the eagle,” a significant degree of self-interest and 
self-referentially lurks in his accusation.23 In the Macmillan trade edition of 
Responsibilities (1916), Yeats positioned his newest poems first—under the 
title “Responsibilities, 1912-1914”—with poems “From the Green Helmet and 
other Poems, 1909-1912” following them (Wade 123). In this arrangement, a 
reading of the “eagle thoughts” in “Upon a House Shaken” is directly inflected 
by our already having encountered the closing image of “To a Wealthy Man,” 
making us far more likely to suspect that in 1909, too, Yeats was as much or 
more concerned with his own creativity and the conditions that supported it 
as he was with the fortunes of his Gregory hosts.
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V

While “Upon a House Shaken” makes idealizing claims for the cultural 
and creative power of Coole and its traditions, then, the poem equally registers 
Yeats’s anxiety about the estate’s survival and much uncertainty about the 
validity of his own idealizations. He had earlier credited Coole’s woods, rather 
than Gregory herself, as having magical and restorative power; here he notably 
credits the material presence of the house, rather than its occupants, as the 
source of creative influence to be honored: “This house has enriched my soul 
beyond measure.” We might take “house” as metonymic—just as “House of 
Capulet” might stand more for the denizens of that household than for their 
palazzo—but even so, the final poem’s concern that “this house” might become 
“too ruinous / To breed the lidless eye that loves the sun” comes oddly close 
to locating even Coole’s reproductive capacity in the actual building itself 
(VP 264). That deliberate displacement masked Yeats’s suspicion, recorded in 
his journal in September 1909, that, rent reductions aside, Coole was likely 
to decline anyway, because of Robert Gregory’s “courteous incompetence, or 
rather sheer weakness of will” (Mem 230); that its ruin would stem from an 
internal failure to “breed” worthy inheritors, rather than from external causes. 
His initial prose subject for “Upon a House Shaken” had titled the poem 
“A falling House” (CISW 201), with the present continuous tense likewise 
registering a process he saw as having already begun, rather than being merely 
prospective. For all his assertiveness about the value of aristocratic tradition, 
and his admiration of Lady Gregory, then, Yeats was already questioning 
whether inherited wealth, settled order, and tradition, were as inherently 
conducive to cultivating “the best” as he wanted to believe.       

Once Robert Gregory entered into negotiations with the Congested 
Districts Board in 1910 to sell the estate, Yeats began to expect, rather than 
merely fear, its dissolution. In “The New Faces,” written in December 1912 
after Robert received a first formal monetary offer, he imagines Coole after 
Gregory and he are dead, with the “old rooms” now occupied by “shadowy” 
future owners. The poem defiantly asserts that his ghost and Gregory’s ghost 
will still “rove the garden gravel” there and that their “shadows” will seem 
more alive than the future occupants of the house (VP 435). But this defiance 
is undercut by his opening profession that if she were to die first, he would 
not return to Coole during his own remaining years of life. In February 1915, 
the sale of over 3,500 acres of the Coole estate was finally agreed, leaving the 
Gregorys with only the core demesne and woods. Yeats clearly anticipated that 
this, too, would likely not be retained permanently by Robert and his wife, 
Margaret, given her lack of affection for the property.  His poem “The Wild 
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Swans at Coole,” written in 1916, is a veiled elegy for the estate, and obliquely 
registers his intention to declare a measure of independence and separation 
both from Lady Gregory and from the house that had been his summer home 
for nearly two decades—an intention fulfilled by his purchase of Ballylee in 
1917.24 Following Robert Gregory’s death in action as a Royal Flying Corps 
pilot on the Italian front in 1918, the dissolution of Coole became even more 
likely, and from this point on Yeats’s figurations of the estate, and Lady Gregory 
herself, are cast primarily in terms of what is already past or passing, rather than 
in terms of active vitality and anticipated continuing power. The final stanza 
of “A Prayer for my Daughter” (1919), for instance, hopes that his child will 
grow and develop “Rooted in one dear perpetual place” and eventually come 
in marriage to “a house / Where’s all’s accustomed, ceremonious” (VP 405)—in 
short, some equivalent of Coole Park. But the drafts of the poem show that he 
could no longer convince himself that Coole itself would still retain the force 
he had hitherto ascribed to it. Over several pages of drafts, comprising three 
planned stanzas, he imagines his daughter “aged five & 20” coming to Coole 
after his death and drawing uncanny sustenance both from the place itself and 
his hovering spirit—“Nor think that being dead I cannot hear” (CMRD 183–
85).25 Perhaps recognizing how much self-persuasion and self-involvement this 
embodied, however, he wisely abandoned the effort, and omitted these stanzas 
from the published poem.

The violence of the Anglo-Irish war and the bloodletting of the civil war 
between 1919 and 1923 in which prior structures and expectations of humanity, 
law, and government seemed to have been swept away, and established culture 
and tradition had signally failed to prevent the advent of a “nightmare,” dealt a 
seemingly terminal blow to Yeats’s previous confidence that settled wealth and 
aristocratic tradition generated and preserved the “master-work of intellect 
or hand” (VP 429). In the opening section of “Meditations in Time of Civil 
War,” written at Coole and Ballylee some six months after Gregory’s childhood 
home, Roxborough House, was torched by the IRA, he voiced an apparently 
startling reversal of the model of patronage, cultivation, and artistry he had 
pronounced so confidently in “Poetry and Tradition” in 1907. “Ancestral 
Houses” begins by proposing that the life of wealthy ease must surely foster 
imaginative and creative freedom. Not having to “stoop to a mechanical / Or 
servile shape”—much like avoiding the “poverty-thwarted impulse” he had 
deplored in his notes to “Upon a House Shaken”—must surely allow the rich 
to choose their own course of life without concern for others’ opinions. But the 
following stanzas wonder whether such ease, and the “gentleness” of “slippered 
Contemplation,” instead merely erode the power, drive, and “violence” 
needed to establish wealth and landed position in the first place. Rather than 
being a “glory” that attests to or even magnifies the “greatness” of an estate’s 
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founders, “levelled lawns and gravelled ways” and “great chambers and long 
galleries, lined / With famous portraits of our ancestors” might end up, instead, 
fostering complacency, entitlement, and eventual feebleness in later inheritors: 
“maybe the great-grandson of that house, / For all its bronze and marble, ’s 
but a mouse” (VP 417–18). Robert Gregory’s distinguished wartime record of 
courage in action had by this point sharply refuted Yeats’s earlier criticism of 
him (if not the envy that had been one of its key components); his concern 
with degeneration here is more generic, and was by now long-established. But 
with Robert dead, and Lady Gregory remaining at Coole only on a lease from 
Robert’s widow, Coole nonetheless now offered an undeniable example of a 
tradition coming to its end.

This iconoclastic and deliberately polemical opening is immediately 
followed, however, by “My House,” in which Yeats proposes his “ancient tower” 
at Thoor Ballyee as an alternative to the failings of a settled order.  Built as a 
redoubt in times of conflict, and now again located amid fighting, the tower 
is figured as a befitting emblem of “adversity” (VP 419–20). The remainder of 
the poem offers no optimism about the future or expectation that the starkness 
of the tower might prevent “declension” of his own lineage (“Through too 
much play, or marriage with a fool”), but its long endurance, and its witness 
to centuries of war and change, present it as an appropriate vantage point for 
meditative reflection on the flow of history itself, and hence a place where 
selfhood, and some renewed sense of tradition, might be “founded,” however 
provisionally (VP 423, 420). As he had declared in “A Prayer on going into 
my House” Yeats determined to have nothing but “simple” furnishings in the 
tower—“nothing / But what the great and passionate have used / Throughout so 
many varying centuries”—thereby deliberately resisting the changes of fashion 
and opinion, and indeed the very idea of change (VP 371). If Coole with its 
woods, its gravelled walks, its library, and its long heritage of accomplishment 
had failed, the simplicity and minimalism of the tower offered a would-be 
corrective, where all would be stripped down to create a setting better conducive 
to reflection and creativity. Yeats’s letters show the exacting care with which 
the renovation and furnishing of Ballylee was carried out. So as to avoid “ugly 
manufactured things” he commissioned beds, tables, chairs, and other furniture 
to be made using local materials, and he and his wife, George, oversaw all 
aspects of the interior with close attention to aesthetic effect (CL InteLex 3438). 
As he reported to Ezra Pound in September 1918, “As George moves about she 
would shock your modern mind by composing into 14[th] century pictures 
against the little windows with their orange curtains, & the rough whitewashed 
walls” (CL InteLex 3483). More revealingly, he describes his aim as being to 
create “an ideal poor man’s house” (CL InteLex 3438). The aspiration registers 
William Morris’s lingering influence; but given the considerable expense of the 
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furnishings—all individually designed and made—the project might equally 
be seen as no less ostentatious in motivation than, and merely a medievalizing 
counterpoint to, Oscar Wilde’s white drawing room. “[P]oor man’s” tellingly 
signals how fully this was a deliberate reversal and refusal of the “intricate” 
material environment of Coole. Ballylee represented not just a topographical 
independence from Lady Gregory, but a liberating aesthetic, personal, and 
creative independence too. In establishing his own residence—the first he had 
outright owned—Yeats was significantly relieved of the burden of obligation 
and gratitude that had always been a looming factor in his years as a guest at 
Coole, and more importantly, of some of the anxiety about creative autonomy 
that his long stays and years of close collaboration with her there had 
generated. Gregory herself certainly registered the extent to which Ballylee 
had effectively replaced Coole, and the degree to which her personal intimacy 
with Yeats had declined since his purchase. But it was the ways he was now 
conducting his creative life more independently of her that seems to have 
been most hurtful. After reading the poems he published in The Nation and 
The Dial in November 1920—all later collected in Michael Robartes and the 
Dancer—she wrote telling him that it was “quite a strange sensation—a little 
sad too, seeing for the first time in print a poem of yours, & not in your own 
writing.”26 She tacitly signalled her displeasure at his personal apostacy, his 
withdrawal to live in England during the Anglo-Irish war, and his relative 
silence on the conflict, by not telling him of her authorship of a series of six 
articles about conditions in Kiltartan that she published, anonymously, in The 
Nation, between October 1920 and January 1921; one, indeed, appeared in 
the same issue in which “Yeats’s “Meditations in Time of Civil War” was first 
printed. Yeats was told in a conversation at Oxford that the “remarkable” Lady 
Gregory was the anonymous contributor, but blithely reported to her that the 
attribution was made “mistakenly I imagine” (CL InteLex 3815).

VI

The Tower and The Winding Stair attest to the remarkable new flow of 
creativity and inspiration Yeats drew on after purchasing Ballylee in 1917; 
and his self-distancing from Coole was a factor, among others, initiating that 
flow. But however inclined he was—as in “Meditations in Time of War”—to 
see “Ancestral Houses” such as Coole as depleted bastions of cultural power, 
Lady Gregory herself would prove far more resilient, creatively forceful, 
and personally impressive, than expected. After the 1916 Rising she had 
repeatedly encouraged Yeats to take up an assertive and central role in the 
shaping of a changed Ireland: “I believe there is a great deal you can do, all 
is unrest & discontent. There is nowhere for the imagination to rest, but 
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there must be some spiritual building possible just as after Parnell’s fall, 
but perhaps more intense”27 Determined, characteristically pragmatic, and 
markedly optimistic about the future, she now again urged him to return and 
take a leading role in the new dispensation. Tempted by the possibility of a 
ministerial appointment, he resumed residence at Ballylee in March 1922, 
remaining there for most of that year, resolving, as he told her, “to be ‘that 
old man eloquent’ to the new governing generation” (CL InteLex 4046). The 
restoration of his regular visits to Coole likewise spurred a fresh respect for 
Gregory’s indomitable character, with her defiance of a death threat in April 
1922, which he later mythologized in “Beautiful Lofty Things,” offering a 
prime example. 

Following his election to the new Irish Senate in late 1922, Yeats became 
for the next few years a “public man” centrally involved in the politics of the 
new state (VP 443). The gradually narrowing and prescriptive notions of how 
the country should be constituted, and then the rising climate of censorship, 
moved him toward an evermore conservative politics, and increasingly 
emphatic praise of the Ascendancy Protestant heritage. His speech to the 
Senate on June 11, 1925, during the debate on the prohibition of divorce, 
decisively marks that shift. It was “tragic” he declared, “that within three 
years of this country gaining its independence we should be discussing a 
measure which a minority of this nation considers to be grossly oppressive.” 
In a magisterial peroration he spoke accusingly to his audience, identifying 
himself as a proud representative of that minority: 

We against whom you have done this thing are no petty people. We are one 
of the great stocks of Europe. We are the people of Burke; we are the people 
of Grattan; we are the people of Swift, the people of Emmet, the people of 
Parnell. We have created the most of the modern literature of this country. 
We have created the best of its political intelligence.

With degeneration as his theme, he defiantly added that facing oppression 
and marginalization would test whether the Ascendancy class, and he or 
his own children, “have lost our stamina or not”: “If we have not lost our 
stamina then your victory will be brief, and your defeat final” (SS 99). From 
this point on, Yeats would adopt a consistently combative posture and 
deliberately seek to record and promote the “spiritual part of free Ireland” 
in his autobiographical writings and elsewhere (CL InteLex 4046). This was 
always purely a rearguard action, however, in a conflict already lost in political 
terms. As with his figurations of Coole after 1912, Yeats was celebrating—
and elegizing—what was already past or quickly passing.
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In late January 1927, Lady Gregory told Yeats that her daughter-in-law 
had determined to sell the Coole demesne to the Forestry Department. The 
finalized agreement allowed Gregory herself to remain in the house as paying 
tenant for the rest of her life, but transfer of ownership of the property and 
woods, some 611 acres in all, was completed that March. The possibility of her 
death in 1909 had been a fundamental shock to Yeats’s security and sense of 
self; now, though long-anticipated, her increasing infirmity, and the certainty 
that Coole’s Gregory lineage would end with her, was again deeply jarring 
to him. As she recorded in her journal, he told her that he and George had 
“come to the conclusion to give up Ballylee, because without me they would 
not care to come there.”28 He would hold to this intention: summer 1927 was 
his last substantial visit to Ballylee and he thereafter resumed his old practice of 
staying at Coole. The wider impact of the news on his creativity, however, has 
not been sufficiently stressed.  “A Dialogue of Self and Soul” and “Blood and 
the Moon,” written at Ballylee in July and August 1927, register a significant 
shift. The tower, which he had purchased for its starkness, and furnished simply 
as a “corrective” alternative to Coole’s elaboration, is now declared in “Blood 
and the Moon” to be squarely part of the Ascendancy tradition: Goldsmith, 
Dean Swift, Berkeley, and “haughtier-headed Burke,” the poem charges, had 
all actually ascended its “ancestral stair.” The proposition is couched as in 
mockery of a nation now “Half dead at the top,” but it effectively reincorporates 
the tower as part of, and extending the historical sweep of, Ascendancy rule, 
rather than a place Yeats had moved to as an independent redoubt in the face 
of the failings of landed heritage (VP 480–82). In “A Dialogue of Self and Soul,” 
the images of sword and its scabbard wound in the embroidery from a woman’s 
dress, negotiate a complex of contraries: gender difference, war versus settled 
civilization, and artistic fixity against the shapeless uncertainty and vitality of 
ordinary life, among others. But here, too, the poem’s effort at reconciling or 
combining what is seemingly unchanging with what is transient, and what is 
conducive to independent intellect and artistry with the realm of the social, 
embodies a desire to reunite the very categories Yeats had represented as 
separate in the “corrective” assertions of “Meditations in Time of Civil War”—
and as so unreconcilable, years earlier, in “Rosa Alchemica.”  He would draw 
these associations in directly material terms in 1930 when a chair at Coole, 
covered in silk “from a dress worn by Lady Gregory when presented at Court,” 
reminded him of “my Japanese sword wrapped in a piece of silk from a 
Japanese lady’s Court dress” (Ex 320). Both poems thus embody a movement 
toward allying the symbolic force of Coole and Ballylee to joint purpose in 
his combative celebrations of the “spiritual part of free Ireland.”  His elegy for 
the Gore-Booth sisters and Lissadell House, written in October 1927, likewise 
notably returns to the language of admiration for the big house tradition he 
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had adopted between 1907 and about 1921. Prominently positioned as the 
opening poem in The Winding Stair, it evokes the material actualities of “that 
old Georgian mansion”—“Great windows open to the south”; “that table”; the 
“silk kimonos” worn by the sisters—and these stand as indexes of the aesthetic 
and personal beauty, and the cultivation, the poem seeks to memorialize.  The 
poem is nostalgic, and fully aware that the two sisters, and the world of these 
remembered actualities, has recently passed away, but it skillfully presents the 
kimonos, table, and windows as tangible and objective correlatives that will 
generate “Pictures of the mind” for the reader and thereby give fixity and an 
enduring literary afterlife to this lost past (VP 475).  

VII
 
Conjuring a lasting celebratory image would be Yeats’s deliberate aim, too, 

in “Coole Park, 1929,” his finest tribute to Coole and Gregory.  Promised to her 
specifically to serve as “an introductory poem” (CL InteLex 5194) for her last 
substantial work—Coole, her own memorializing account of the home she had 
made famous—it was first published in that volume in May 1931, and then not 
reprinted until after her death.  

James Joyce is said to have once remarked that if Dublin were ever 
destroyed, it could be rebuilt brick by brick using Ulysses as a guide. In Coole, 
Gregory attempted a similar project of affectionate recording and mapping. 
The volume offers a detailed sequence of placements, describing material 
objects in specific locations in the rooms of the house, but also positioning 
them within historical, political, and personal contexts.  Titles of individual 
books are given, for instance, with anecdotes about their authors, mention of 
which particular shelves the volumes are kept in, and often, even mention of 
the colour or style of their bindings;  portraits on the walls are described, along 
with extracts from their subjects’ correspondence, to animate their personal or 
political histories; we learn about the statue seen in the photograph Shaw took 
in 1915, and even find out that the ornate gilt frames Yeats had disliked in 1897 
were “Florentine . . .  brought from Italy as was a century ago the fashion.”29 
Precise material detail abounds. Gregory acknowledges early on in the volume 
that she expects before long to be “divorced”30 from the “companionable 
shelves” of the library—a wording that evokes her close, emotional bond with 
the objects she describes in terms of intimate union, as if house and its contents, 
and the writing self, are directly connected. If not quite interchangeable, as in 
Yeats’s metonymic association of house and owner in 1909, tangible possession 
and possessor are tightly, almost physically, linked. Closing her chapter on the 
library, Gregory reminds us that “all these volumes . . . have felt the pressure 
of my fingers” to reinforce the point.31 Throughout the book we are also given 
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sporadic alerts as to exactly when Gregory was writing, and even how she was 
feeling: “(March 27. 1927). I have written all this to-day. Now my back aches 
and I am tired.”32 These diary-style interjections shuttle a reader between her 
reflections on the long sweep of Irish history and moments of specific temporal 
immediacy and presence, and likewise between the material actualities she 
describes and the subjective. The effect is to eerily combine past and present, 
the personal and the political, and the tangible and the conceptual, thereby 
animating and extending the power of each category. Given Yeats’s singular 
skill in marshalling tenses and movements between past, present, and future in 
his poetry, he was in no need of example or prompting from Gregory, but his 
reading of the volume in 1927 surely affirmed his own methods, and left some 
mark in the poem he wrote to accompany it.

The force of the published text of “Coole Park, 1929” as a commemoration 
of the “excellent company” of creative minds that congregated at the estate, 
a celebration of the “Great works constructed there,” and an encomium to 
the “powerful character” of Gregory herself (VP 488–89), has long been 
acknowledged. The composition of the poem, however, shows how much 
difficulty Yeats encountered in determining how to represent and praise 
Gregory, and his continuing anxiety about creative influence and autonomy. 
His first surviving prose “subject” registers both strains almost immediately: 
“Speak of the rarity of the circumstances, that brought together such concords 
of men.  each man more than himself through whom an unknown life speaks”.33 
The final poem directly credits Gregory for keeping her guests “in formation” 
and focused on their work, but both his vague “circumstances” and the deleted 
words here show him uncertain how to source the creativity generated at Coole. 
His erasure suggests he immediately recognized that to imply it came from 
beyond the human realm—from “Anima Mundi”—risked diminishing his own 
and the other artists’ roles as makers of the work “constructed there,” besides 
undercutting the value of Gregory’s influence.  His assertion that each artist 
had been made “more than himself ” at Coole would remain at the heart of the 
poem, however, but with the task of defining how that had actually occurred 
posing a constant challenge.

The opening draft verse lines reflect the problem. Coole is introduced as 
a “bare” and simple “old square white washed house,” which is nonetheless 
“intricate.” Within five lines, Yeats joins the two key terms, offering the 
oxymoronic declaration that he will “sing a bare intricate ancient house.” The 
words “intricate,” “intricacy,” or “intricacies” appear thirteen times on just this 
first draft page, highlighting the complexity these lines want to credit, but do 
not yet know how to explain (CWMP 107). With “Meditations in Time of Civil 
War” and “A Dialogue of Self and Soul” in mind, a reader might already intuit 
that the combination of “bare” and “intricate” is closely filiated with the contrast 
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between Coole elaborateness and Ballylee starkness that Yeats had sought to 
reconcile or unite in the latter poem; but as yet, in the draft, the terms are 
little more than descriptive. The Coole woods are likewise presented as full of 
“intricacies” (CWMP 107), and this is also hardly more than a rough descriptor 
at this point; suggestive of the shadows and seclusion Yeats had evoked in “I 
walked among the seven woods of Coole” but not, as yet, directly hinting at the 
magical power that earlier poem had represented those shadows as concealing.  

By the second and third surviving leaves of verse drafting, this core opening 
tension comes into even sharper view. The “intricacies” and “amities” of Coole 
are first characterized as “miraculous,” and then termed “unnatural” and 
“strange.”  Yeats would alternate between these adjectives over many pages before 
permanently deleting “miraculous” in favor of “un[n]atural” (CWMP 107–11, 
157). At stake is a difference between depicting Coole’s power as fundamentally 
religious—and able to cause spiritual and material transformation—or 
representing it as uncanny in ways that are troubling or even insidious. If 
“miraculous” strains toward excess praise, “unnatural” suggests resistance and 
some discomfort. And neither pole of possibility serves to explain the power 
in question: “miraculous” credits something beyond human understanding, 
“unnatural” implies both an unwillingness and an inability to understand.

This struggle between casting Coole as a place of miracle, and as a place 
where some uncanny and unsettling form of magic had occurred, repercusses 
throughout the drafts. At one point Yeats evokes Matthew 18:20—“where two 
or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them,”— 
a gesture that suggests that he and the other guests were akin to Jesus’s disciples 
(CWMP 127, 129). Doubtless recognizing that this might imply rather too 
much for Gregory as host, he quickly abandoned the analogy.34 But religious 
terms like “consecrate,” “eternal,” and “resurrection” linger in the drafts, and it 
was only a late revision that changed the wording of the poem’s final line from 
“A moment’s memory to that sacred head” to “laurelled head” (CWMP 147, 157, 
169). Gradually, however, evocations of some inexplicable, almost pagan, form 
of magic take priority in the drafts, and Gregory herself is increasingly figured 
as being beyond the scope of ordinary nature and humanity in her influence 
and impact. Her guests at Coole were able to complete “Great works” there, the 
completed poem suggests, not just because of her “powerful character” and the 
intellectual traditions of her home, but also because of some power she and 
Coole fostered “in nature’s spite”(VP 488-89). Yeats had already made similar 
claims of Maud Gonne—her beauty was “not natural in an age like this” (VP 
257)—and the two women had long been closely associated in his imaginative 
economy as totemic figures whose effects on his creativity he paradoxically both 
desired and feared.35 In the drafts of “Coole Park, 1929” Gregory and Coole are 
specifically credited with conjuring a “magic circle” that manages to make time 
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literally stop or even run backward (CWMP 155). In the evasive metaphor of 
the finished poem’s third stanza, this is recast as an orienting “compass-point” 
whose lines “cut through time or cross it withershins” (VP 489). The common 
meaning of the word “withershins” is “counter clock-wise”—a movement the 
“wrong” way, contradicting general habit or convention. But as Yeats well 
knew, the term had deeper and more unsettling resonance in Celtic literature, 
evoking insidious occult capacities, often associated with witchcraft. The 
single word thus significantly complicates the poem’s celebration of the 
“glory” of Coole, by acknowledging a darker, more intimidating aspect to 
Lady Gregory’s “powerful” ability to marshal her famous guests and keep 
them “in formation.” 

Other elements in the published poem likewise mark the residue of the 
tensions explored in the drafts. Early in the compositional sequence, Yeats 
credits the works achieved at Coole as stemming from “amities of skill, 
amities of thought / made in friendship, & in skill / Friendship, imagination, 
or skillful skill / skill, imagination, friendly thought”—an indecisive cocktail 
that nonetheless prioritizes the existing abilities of individual writers and the 
ways those flourished in convivial company (CWMP 109). This is immediately 
followed by the proposition, retained through to the finished poem, that 
the great works are “A dance-like glory that those walls begot” (VP 488): a 
formulation that echoes “Upon a House Shaken” in assigning an almost biblical 
“begetting” to the material actuality of the house itself. In a later stage, however, 
one leaf begins “The woman of the house was half the tale” (CWMP 131)—
as if an admonishing reminder that Gregory’s influence must be praised—but 
this in turn introduces another set of vacillations. She is credited alternately 
with the domestic and gendered accomplishment of having “watched over all 
. . . our health, our happiness,” in a poem in which all the artists and creatives 
who are named are men, and then with the more assertive achievement of 
having “printed her seal” or “impressed her character . . . as with a seel” on her 
guests (CWMP 133, 137). The latter conceit quickly prevailed, but Yeats was 
clearly unable to find satisfactory wording that might clarify how that process 
of impression had occurred, or exactly what it had involved. He experimented 
with “Roman agate seel” and “agate ancient seel” in what looks like an effort to 
convey greater specificity, but then abandoned the image altogether (CWMP 
141). The final poem, instead, crisply charges that Gregory’s “powerful character 
/ Could keep a swallow to its first attempt.”  The writers’ existing skills, and 
Gregory’s influence, are both credited in this formulation, but the awkward 
question of adjudicating exactly how and why Coole fostered “intricate” art 
is neatly finessed: “power” is assigned expansively, and diffusely, to Gregory’s 
character, to the “intent” of her guests, and to magic of “the dreaming air” of 
the estate itself (VP 489).   
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 The completed poem achieves an extraordinary synthesis of elegy 
and celebration, but it also notably aims to simulate the magical time-crossing 
effect it ascribes to the “compass-point” at Coole. The opening stanza begins 
with a present tense event—the poet meditating on a swallow’s flight. As the 
title tells us, this occurs at some particular moment in 1929, at Coole Park. 
Night is falling, and only a “luminous” western cloud retains the last light of 
day. The lines evoke imminent dissolution: darkness, Gregory’s death, and 
the parting of a final swallow—by implication, Yeats himself.  The poem then 
quickly shifts to past tense, memorializing what had been achieved, with the 
deictic “There” suggesting an accompanying physical or mental movement 
away on the poet’s part, as if, in looking back, he can no longer be “present” 
either literally or figuratively. But then the “Here” at the start of the final stanza 
precipitates the poem startlingly into an imagined future, summoning people 
not yet born to come to the actual spot where the house of Coole stood, to pay 
tribute to Gregory with “eyes bent upon the ground,” an image that retains a 
hint of the religious associations explored in the drafts, though without directly 
suggesting that they should bend their heads. The effect of these shifts, like 
Gregory’s movements between register in Coole, is to defy linear time. In “The 
New Faces” in 1912, Yeats had claimed that he and Gregory had “wrought that 
shall break the teeth of Time” at Coole, and that future occupants of the house 
would seem more “shadowy” than their ghosts (VP 435). “Coole Park, 1929” 
more nearly enacts this aspiration. The house of Coole, it acknowledges, will in 
the future be no more than a “shapeless mound”; but like his elegy for Lissadell, 
the poem generates compensatory “Pictures in the mind,” giving fixity and a 
form of enduring afterlife, to what is already imagined as gone.
 

VIII

Privately, Yeats was less able to see things in such heroic terms. In September 
1930 he recorded having “a dream which I dream several times a year” featuring 
a “great house” that reminded him of both Coole and “Sandymount Castle”, a 
property owned by relatives and located some 200 yards from the rented villa 
where he was born. In the dream, the house was “about to pass into other hands, 
its pictures auctioned. I remember looking at a picture and thinking that it 
would now lose its value, for its value was that it had always hung in a particular 
place and had been put there by some past member of the family” (Ex 318–19). 
The detailed material mapping and descriptions of objects’ histories Gregory 
had laid out in Coole was likely present in his mind here, but, if so, he was 
acutely conscious of the limitations of that project. The actuality of the coming 
dispersal of Coole’s contents will, he realizes, be a permanent destruction of 
“value”: the house “will be before long an office and residence for foresters, a 
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little cheap furniture in the great rooms” and, perhaps most dismaying for Yeats, 
“a few religious oleographs its only pictures” (Ex 319). As with his distressed 
“I cannot realize the world without her” in 1909, the prospective destruction 
of Coole again involved a fundamental loss of self, since the dream associates 
Coole with his own place of birth origin, and both are “ruined.” 

Watching Gregory’s final decline during his long vigil at Coole in 1931 
and 1932, Yeats evidently needed to come more fully to terms with these 
recognitions. Indeed, he began his elegy “Coole Park and Ballylee 1932” by 
conceiving it as a revision or extension of “Coole Park 1929”: “I am turning 
the introductory verses to Lady Gregory’s “Coole” (Cuala) into poem of some 
length,” he told his wife, adding that it would feature “various sections with 
more or less symbolic subject matter” (CL InteLex 5583). The completed poem 
makes no attempt to soften the losses it anticipates: cultural decline and an 
ominous “darkening flood” are in progress, while symptomatically, Gregory 
is present only as a sound from an upstairs room as she “toils” with a stick 
to move “from chair to chair”—as if Yeats cannot bear to see her directly or 
allow the reader to do so (VP 491). But the poem’s “symbolic subject matter” 
would achieve liberating revisionary force as Yeats revisited the terrain of his 
earlier work. Old images or wordings—the swans at Coole, the “All changed” 
of “Easter, 1916,” the seven woods, Ballylee, and the “big house” iconography 
of his Coole poems—are present here in decisively new deployments. In “A 
Dialogue of Self and Soul” he had attempted to ally the symbolic power of 
Coole and Ballylee to joint purpose in his elaborate metaphor of sword and 
scabbard. Here, they are depicted as quite literally connected by the water that 
flows past the tower, runs underground, and then rises in “Coole demesne.” 
The “moor-hens” mentioned in the opening lines evoke the “living stream” of 
“Easter, 1916,” in which “long-legged moor hens dive” (VP 393): this is a flow 
of life itself, running between the two properties. But more importantly, it is 
a creative as well as actual topography. Yeats names the place where the river 
disappears as “‘dark’ Raftery’s ‘cellar,’” thereby associating it with Antoine Ó 
Raifteiri, the blind Irish poet of the early nineteenth century, whose work he 
and Gregory had collected early in their friendship. It is by implication a place 
of artistic making, hidden from view, where ordinary, vital life is transformed 
into something enduring and expressive of “the generated soul” (VP 490). 
Crucially, this symbolic mapping—in the finished poem, at least—shows no 
sign of the anxieties about creative origin and primacy present in so many of 
Yeats’s earlier writings about Coole.

The drafts of “Coole Park and Ballylee 1932,” however, show that its 
celebration of collaborative union was only achieved after much struggle.  
Headed “Coole Park II”, the earliest surviving manuscript leaves begin with 
a direct continuation of his troubled attempt in “Coole Park, 1929” to define 
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the source of the creativity generated at Gregory’s home. In an opening that 
anticipates “the end” of the estate, Yeats recalls the sudden appearance of a 
swan taking flight from Coole lake, a sight that he describes variously as an 
“Image of inspiration,” a “concentration of the sky,” and an “image of the souls 
uncertain flight” (CWMP 171-73, 177). The swan’s appearance “sets all right,” 
producing a moment of aesthetic, intellectual, and creative insight in which an 
image of “minds brief light” is suddenly “flung out” (CWMP 177). But the drafts 
show Yeats signally unable to pinpoint the underlying cause of that visionary 
expansion: the phrase “no man knows why” appears ten times in just three draft 
leaves, along with repeated use of the word “strange.” He can only explain his 
heightened experience of perception as the result of a vague “something” that 
“stirs the stream” and “alters everything” (CWMP 177–81). On the sixth page of 
the surviving drafts, this stumbling effort of explanation finally peters out, and 
Yeats begins to recast the recollected “image” of the swan, firstly as a “metaphor,” 
and then as an “emblem.” The shift anticipates the way that the finished poem 
became, as he had told his wife it would, a series of sections of “more or less 
symbolic subject matter” rather than, as it began, a description of the actualities 
of Coole and its woods (“Great trees upon the lawn, “the track, made by the 
foresters,” “the glittering reaches of the flooded lake”) (CWMP 171, 173).  Next, 
in generating a fresh working draft of the full poem, Yeats reworked the four 
leaves centering on the sight of the swan into a single eight-line stanza, and, 
crucially reordered the sequence of the seven sections he had drafted. Rather 
than opening with the image of the swan, the poem now begins, as it would in 
its finished form, with a stanza set at Ballylee, evoking the river running from 
below his window as it passes toward the underground course that will take 
it to Coole. The reorganization produces a dynamic and dramatic structure 
for the poem, akin to the time crossing effects he had created in “Coole Park, 
1929.” At the start Yeats positions himself at Ballylee, then journeys to Coole’s 
woods, and finally enters the “Great rooms” of house itself—the place he loves 
but knows is soon to be lost. There, symptomatically, he is unable to look at, or 
directly represent, the offstage Gregory herself, whose fast-approaching death 
will initiate and confirm the impending dissolution he fears. The reorganization 
significantly heightened the emotional force of this powerful elegy, but in the 
process Yeats effectively submerged, or simply cut away, the concerns so central 
to “Coole Park, 1929” and which had animated his first draft pages—his anxiety 
and uncertainty about what had made Coole and Gregory such catalysts for 
creativity. This liberation from the effort to explain or to apportion credit surely 
intensified the celebratory tone of the finished poem.    

There, in the connecting, umbilical river flowing from Yeats’s tower to 
Gregory’s estate, the miraculous transformation that produces Art occurs, 
figuratively, not at either Coole or Ballylee alone, but in “‘dark’ Raftery’s cellar” 
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somewhere in between. So, too, by implication, that creative yield is not the 
product of single imagination, or needing to be attributed to begetting “walls” 
or magical “dreaming air.” He and Gregory drew on “Traditional sanctity and 
loveliness,” the poem asserts—with the “Great rooms” of Coole being part 
of that tradition—but also on “The book of the people” (VP 491–92). This 
was Raftery’s own phrase for an oral lore constituting cultural and political 
history, and it specifically evokes the folklore collaborations that had marked 
the first and most enthusiastic phase of Yeats’s and Gregory’s collaborative 
partnership. The poem hence situates their accomplishments within, and as 
contributing to, a tradition beyond single authorship: the last stanza begins 
with a decisive “We.” What had been drawn as separate in “Blood and the 
Moon” is here reconnected, with multiple traditions and resources being 
united to collective benefit. 

IX

The poem nonetheless ends with images of creative failure: the “high 
horse”—Pegasus, which might take a rider to Helicon, source of poetic 
inspiration—is now “riderless” (VP 492). In this, Yeats accurately anticipated 
the effect on him of Lady Gregory’s eventual death from cancer in May 1932. 
In his preface to The King of the Great Clock Tower, dated November 1934, he 
admitted to having written “no verse” for a two-year span following her terminal 
decline—a period of lyric silence rivaled only by that he experienced after the 
traumatic shock of Maud Gonne’s marriage to John MacBride in 1903. “I had 
never been so long barren” he acknowledged; “Perhaps Coole Park where I had 
escaped from politics, from all that Dublin talked of, when it was shut, shut me 
out from my theme; or did the subconscious drama that was my imaginative 
life end with its owner?” (VPl 1309). His letters in the weeks afterward register 
his sense of a changed landscape in which a key source of certainty and security 
had been permanently removed. He wrote, days after, to Shri Purohit Swami, 
“I have lost the friend who was my sole adviser for the greater part of my life, 
the one person who knew all that I thought or did” (CL InteLex 5683). And 
to Mario Rossi: “I have lost one who has been to me for nearly forty years my 
strength & my conscience” (CL InteLex 5684). 

The absence of that “conscience” and orienting compass registered sharply 
in his personal life too. Had Gregory lived on, she would surely have tempered, 
or at least challenged, the increasingly strident political views Yeats adopted in 
the late 1930s, much as, given her staunch views about propriety and taste, she 
would have disapproved of Yeats’s more extravagant late poems of “lust and 
rage.” And it is hard to imagine that Yeats’s relationships with women after her 
death would have so frequently followed the often ill-advised and extravagant 
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trajectories they did.36 He certainly tried to find some form of replacement for 
her, with Dorothy Wellesley—titled, and chatelaine of an old estate at Penns-
in-the-Rocks—being the nearest to doing so. But his poem celebrating her and 
the “famous old upholsteries” and “chamber full of books” in that stately home 
feels perfunctory and self-persuading. Tellingly, it closes expressing only the 
“hope” that she is above “common women” and that she and her environment 
will lead him to revelation (VP 579). Wellesley was flatteringly deferential to 
the “great” man37 but manifestly lacked the steely strength Gregory had shown; 
the poetic yield of their relationship was a mix of turbulent enthusiasms, far 
from the productive “order” and “peace” he had found at Coole.      

As Yeats had intuited, Lady Gregory and Coole Park were so tightly linked 
in his imagination that both effectively ended together. Returning to Coole the 
morning after her death, he spent that night in the house with her coffin. As he 
later recorded, when Margaret Gregory expressed surprise that he would not 
mind doing do, he told her, “‘[I]t is not the coffin that [w]rings my heart but 
all this’ pointing to the books and the paintings. She said ‘Yes it is your home 
too that is broken up.’”38 The material actuality was, as he understood, already 
in the process of losing its “value” and human meaning.  After the funeral, 
Margaret, whom he judged had been “remoulded” by Gregory’s influence and 
“by the house,” unlocked for him “the big room upstairs where I have slept 
& written when a young man” so that he could “look my last at the woods 
through its windows.”39 Much as he had resolved in “The New Faces,” he did 
not subsequently return.  

But Coole would continue to haunt his imagination, providing a key 
model for the “big old house” that is destroyed in Purgatory—with its “intricate 
passages,” its books with “eighteenth-century French bindings,” and its colonial 
governors as owners. “[To] kill a house / Where great men grew up, married, 
died” should be a “capital offence” the Old Man in the play declares (VPl 1044). 
All that remained for Yeats was to try to generate “Pictures of the mind” that 
might imaginatively restore and almost photographically “fix” what was lost. 
His last poems about Gregory leave us, again, with material objects firmly in 
view: Gregory’s portrait, hanging on the wall of the Municipal Gallery (VP 
602); and Gregory herself—named directly for the first time in his poetry40—
“seated at her great ormulu table,” and just about to speak (VP 577–78).
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The Problem of The Herne’s Egg:
Yeats, Theatre, and Materiality   

Christopher Morash

We can begin by observing the obvious: The Herne’s Egg is a 
problematic piece of theater. When it was first published in 1938, 
the best that the poet Austin Clarke could muster was that “it seems 

to me that Mr. Yeats succeeds merely in parodying himself unpleasantly.”1 It 
has been dismissed or excused by critics from Helen Vendler back in 1963 
(who called it “a rather arid and contrived piece of theatrical writing”2) to 
Alison Armstrong in her apologetic introduction to the Cornell Manuscript 
Materials edition in 1993 (who diplomatically calls it Yeats’s “least understood 
and least appreciated dramatic work”). “To those who do not delve into the 
play’s subtle and very Yeatsian message,” she adds, “the superficial aspects of 
this philosophic farce seem quite strange, even shocking.”3 Eighty-odd years 
on, The Herne’s Egg is still a kind of limit case, the evidence you would adduce 
if you wanted to argue that Yeats really did not know what he was doing in the 
theater. Consequently, it is also the play we must confront if we are to take him 
seriously as a theater-maker.

It does not take much to remind ourselves why The Herne’s Egg has 
provoked such puzzled responses. This is a play in which, as Yeats wrote to 
Dorothy Wellesley in late 1935, “one of the characters is a donkey, represented 
by a toy donkey with wheels but life size” (L 846). It is also a play where there 
are characters with names such as Congal and Aedh, who may fit nicely into 
the narrative of Yeats as the playwright of Irish mythology, but they jostle along 
with Mike, Paddy, James, and Kate, who clearly are not legendary. Even the 
priestess of the unseen Great Herne, Attracta, has a servant improbably named 
Corney. And when Congal kills Aedh with a table leg and the dying Aedh 
begrudgingly alleges he practiced (with a table leg?) to become “perfect master 
with the weapon” (VPl 1025), we are clearly not in the heroic age. This is also 
a play that ends with the sound of two donkeys copulating in a field, and the 
promise that Congal, King of Connaught, having been killed by a Fool with 
cooking implements, is now going to be reincarnated as a donkey. We might 
be tempted here, if we wanted to recuperate the play’s reputation, to trace a 
lineage in Yeats’s theater through the various Fools who defeat kings, from  the 
chicken-stealing Fool in On Baile’s Strand to the Fool who kills Cuchulain in 
The Death of Cuchulain. At the same time, being killed—even “symbolically” 
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(VPL 1038), as the stage directions insist—with a kitchen spit seems like a step 
too far in testing the possibilities of an heroic existence in an unheroic world. 

One explanation for the insistent strangeness of The Herne’s Egg is that 
by the mid-1930s Yeats had been speaking his personal symbolic language 
for so long it was as if he thought of it as a common parlance—much to the 
mystification of the rest of the world.  This approach to The Herne’s Egg was 
established early in attempts to make sense of the play, notably in F. A. C. 
Wilson’s W. B. Yeats and Tradition from 1958 (to which I will return), which 
takes as its starting point the proposition that “the play is quite unapproachable 
without a knowledge of the whole body of Yeats’s symbolism.”4 However, we 
find a version of this approach in 2010 in Michael McAteer’s reading of the 
play’s symbolism, in which he claims that the Herne is an “esoteric image of 
a collective libidinal energy in mass civilisation.”5 And, indeed, it is certainly 
the case that a book such as Nicholas Grene’s Yeats’s Poetic Codes is extremely 
useful to have to hand when trying to make sense of The Herne’s Egg, in that 
we are reminded that Yeats’s symbols often had very long roots. In the case of 
The Herne’s Egg, even if we stick with his plays, there are herons (or “hernes,” 
Yeats preferring the archaic term) as far back as The Island of Statues (VPl 1228, 
1253) from 1885, and they flap their way through The Countess Cathleen (VPl 
157), Where There is Nothing (VPl 1145) and turn up inscribed upon the shield 
of Diarmuid in Diarmuid and Grania by Yeats and George Moore in 1901 (VPl 
1221). By the time he writes Calvary in 1920, with its choral refrain, “God had 
not died for the white heron” (VPl 780–1), Yeats is able to explain the symbol 
with some precision: “As I see them, lonely birds as the heron, hawk, eagle, 
and swan are natural symbols of subjectivity” (VPl 789). We can make the 
symbol even more precise, as Grene shows us, by turning to Yeats’s poetry, 
where swans are much more likely to be mated and found in groups (making 
them more objective, in Yeats’s taxonomy), whereas the heron is always solitary 
(and hence subjective). Once we have resolved the symbol in terms of Yeats’s 
understanding of subjectivity and objectivity, the gyres of A Vision start to spin, 
and a reading of The Herne’s Egg appears to unfold itself. And yet, if we are to 
project this on to a play in performance, we may still find ourselves wondering 
what all of this has to do with toy donkeys, battles fought with table legs, or 
assassinations with roasting spits.

Part of the problem here is that while we have long recognized that the 
mature Yeats was writing within his own complex and idiosyncratic system 
of symbolic imagery, it was also the case that he was working within his own 
equally idiosyncratic understanding of theatrical genre, which had coalesced 
for him earlier in the century. In some respects, Yeats’s particular understanding 
of theatrical genre is not unlike his use of symbolic language. Ideas take shape 
early, and over time terminology that appears to draw upon recognizable 
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sources turns out to be anything but conventional in Yeats’s use. So, just as he 
was refining images like the white heron in his early work to map on to his own 
increasingly distinctive notion of subjectivity, over the course of an intense 
decade of workshopping plays from about 1900 onward, Yeats developed his 
own theories of tragedy, comedy, and farce. As with the image of the heron, 
or, indeed, the idea of subjectivity, the terms here seem familiar, but Yeats uses 
them in very precise, and very idiosyncratic, ways. There is not space here to 
explore his understanding of tragedy, comedy, and farce, although I have done 
so elsewhere;6 however, suffice it to say that when considering The Herne’s Egg, 
the most germane of the three is farce. 

As is usually the case with Yeats’s use of language, his use of the term “farce” 
is not completely eccentric here. Summing up the permutations of farce in the 
theater from Aristophanes to Ionesco, Patrice Pavis, in his Dictionary of the 
Theatre, maintains that “farce owes its long-lasting popularity to its intense 
theatricality, its attention to stage mechanisms, and elaborate body techniques 
for actors,” later calling it “the triumph of the body.”7   Likewise, perhaps the 
closest we get to a simple definition of Yeatsian farce can be found in the 1909 
diary that he later published as “Estrangement.” “Tragedy is passion alone, 
and rejecting character, it gets form from motives,” he writes. “Comedy is the 
clash of character. Eliminate character from comedy and you get farce. Farce 
is bound together by incident alone” (CW3 348). While there is considerably 
more to it than this, for the sake of the current argument we can sum up Yeats’s 
understanding of farce by saying that in Yeatsian farce, the play is driven by a 
pure, unreflexive hunger, which in turn produces actions in a material world 
of objects. The term first emerges in his writing around the time he is working 
on The Green Helmet, which he calls “an heroic farce.” In that play, Yeats invests 
an object—the helmet of the title—with so much dramatic significance that the 
audience is left wondering to what extent the helmet is not something more 
than simply a piece of metal headwear. In the case of The Green Helmet, not 
having the resources to produce elaborate stage effects, Yeats resorted to color 
to produce the kind of “intense theatricality” (to borrow Pavis’s term) through 
which farce insists upon its own irreducible materiality. “At the Abbey Theatre” 
Yeats writes in his stage directions, “the house is orange-red and the chairs 
and table and flagons are black, with a slight purple tinge which is not clearly 
distinguishable from black. The rocks are black with green touches. The sea is 
green and luminous, and all the characters except the Red Man and the Black 
Men are dressed in various shades of green” (VPl 421). Likewise, he would 
claim in his notes to The Player Queen that after laboring on draft after draft of 
the play as a verse tragedy, it was not until “I turned it into a farce” (VPl 761) 
that it fell into shape, and it became a play about theatricality itself, with its 
central character an actor, and a narrative arc in which appearance becomes the 
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play’s reality. What is more, Yeats would seem to have had The Player Queen in 
mind when he was at work on The Herne’s Egg, reporting to Dorothy Wellesley 
on November 28, 1935, that his new play was “as wild a play as The Player 
Queen, as amusing but more tragedy and philosophic depth” (L 843). 

It may be that, toward the end of his life, Yeats was still working through the 
experience he would recall in the early 1920s, in “The Trembling of the Veil,” 
of seeing Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi in Paris in 1896, to which he would describe 
his response in these terms: “Feeling bound to support the most spirited party, 
we have shouted for the play, but that night at the Hôtel Corneille I am very 
sad, for comedy, objectivity, has displayed its growing power once more” (CW3 
266). On Jarry’s stage, however, there were no gods in the wings; there were 
only Pa Ubu and Ma Ubu, roaring around a stage that represents nothing other 
than the theater itself. In Ubu Roi, the world of the stage is the only world that 
there is, in all of its chaos and absurdity. “The players are supposed to be dolls, 
toys, marionettes, and now they are all hopping like wooden frogs, and I can 
see for myself that the chief personage, who is some kind of King, carries for 
a sceptre a brush of the kind that we use to clean a closet”(CW3 266). The 
Yeats who recalled this in “The Trembling of the Veil” seems both fascinated 
and appalled. Indeed, Michael McAteer has made the argument that we can 
trace the impact of Ubu Roi in both The Green Helmet and The Player Queen, 
suggesting that Yeats’s plays were “often concerned with disturbing audience 
expectations regarding the nature of drama itself, and while he never went as 
far as the full-blown anarchy of Ubu Roi, he certainly travelled significantly in 
that direction.”8 We might extend that argument to suggest that a king with a 
toilet brush for a scepter is a near cousin to a king whose weapon of choice is a 
table leg, or who meets his end on a kitchen spit. 

If Yeatsian farce is a genre that insists on the irreducible materiality of 
bodies and things, what makes The Herne’s Egg particularly troubling is that 
the bodily act around which the plot hinges is a rape. This brings us into very 
problematic territory indeed. We might draw a comparison here with “Leda 
and the Swan,” in which the use of rape as part of its symbolic language has 
taxed the powers of more than one generation of Yeats scholars. Over the years, 
readings of “Leda and the Swan” have often fallen back on the sanction of the 
original classical source, aided by a certain solace of good form offered by the 
poem’s tightly-crafted poetic structure as a sonnet. Of course, against this there 
is the counterargument that more highly burnished the aesthetic gloss, the 
more duplicitous the alibi. This is a debate in Yeats scholarship that goes back 
more or less to when the poem first appeared in the journal To-morrow in 1924, 
when its place of publication situated the poem as a calculated tilt against post-
Independence moves toward literary censorship. In that initial publication, it 
was the poem’s sexual explicitness—as opposed to its sexual violence—that 
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mattered. As we might expect that perspective has changed over time. So, for 
instance, in Elizabeth Butler Cullingford’s Gender and History in Yeats’s Love 
Poetry in 1993, she concludes that “‘Leda and the Swan’ demonstrates what 
happens when a writer cares more about using explicitly sexual situations as a 
strategy for challenging censorship than with the implications of that strategy 
for women, who are both the subjects of and subject to the power of his 
imagination.”9 Something similar can be seen in Declan Kiberd’s postcolonial 
reading of the poem. After suggesting that Zeus in the poem may function as 
an allegory for a colonizing power, and Leda as a figure of the colonized who 
“put[s] on his knowledge with his power” (VP 441), Kiberd ends by noting 
that even while the poem supports such a reading, we are still left with “the 
puzzled poet with his final, rather voyeuristic, query.”10 In both readings, the 
insistence of rape as a horrific physical reality persists as an excess, refusing 
signification or aestheticization. We should not find it surprising, then, in light 
of the accumulation of such uneasy readings over several decades, that an 
educationalist such as Guy Cook, in his 2021 essay “#Ledatoo: The Morality of 
Leda and the Swan in Teaching Stylistics,” might ask if the poem’s central image 
is no longer available to us as a symbol.11

Asking this question can return us to the function of shock in the aesthetics 
of modernism. Instead of imagining tightly-buttoned priests and nuns covering 
their eyes before, say, Un Chien Andalou or Picasso’s Guernica (which only 
serves to produce a consoling sense of our own moral superiority), it may be 
that to recover the force of shock as an affect in modernism, we need to imagine 
our own deeply-held moral values being subjected to the same assault. At one 
level, this is what both “Leda and the Swan” and The Herne’s Egg force us to do. 
Indeed, to an even greater extent than the poem, The Herne’s Egg leaves us with 
even less scope for readings that would account for rape in terms of classical 
allusion, poetic form, or allegory; that excess, which is the residue of shock, 
leaves an even greater stain in the play than it does in the poem.

It is certainly the case that Yeats does not make any attempt to mask with 
language what is to happen to Attracta. Consider the passage in which King 
Congal, having demanded an egg from the Great Herne, and having been given 
a hen’s egg instead, declares that he and six of his men will rape Attracta, the 
priestess who is the “bride of the Great Herne”:  

[…] We seven must in the name of the law
Handle, penetrate, and possess her,
And thereby do her good,
By melting out the virgin snow,
And that snow image, the Great Herne. (VPl 1028)
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The verbs here are direct and remorseless: “handle, penetrate, and possess.” 
What is more, Yeats’s manuscripts show him crafting this passage so as to strip 
poetic euphemism from the act of sexual violence. In an earlier draft, now in 
the National Library of Ireland, it is not Congal, but the character of Mike who 
decrees what shall happen:

 Seve Seven – Seven men
 (He begins to count, seeming to strike the table with a table legg. leg & table 

do not meet. The blow is represented by the sound of a drum)
 One. Two. Three. Four
            Men
 Five. Six. Seven. Seven men
 Means that we seven in the name of the law
 Must handle     handle
 Handle
 It   Kiss, penetrate & possess her.12

Watching Yeats at work, we see him first writing the word “handle,” scratching 
it out a few times, then trying out the euphemistic “kiss,” before crossing it 
out and settling on the more graphic “handle, penetrate, and possess.” In the 
writing, the passage becomes more explicit, and hence more tied to the physical, 
not less. It is not for nothing that Michael McAteer would write in 2010 that 
“the rape of Attracta seems the most disturbing moment in the entire corpus 
of Yeats’s [theater] work, perhaps even more disturbing than the murder of the 
young boy in Purgatory.”13

There can be little doubt that if Yeats was trying to make The Herne’s Egg 
shocking, he was at least successful in his own lifetime. When the Abbey Board 
considered staging the play in 1936, the government representative, Richard 
Hayes, declared that he would resign if it were staged. The theater’s director, 
the famously philistine Ernest Blythe, only supported the idea of a production, 
according to Frank O’Connor, on the grounds that “it was so obscure that no 
one would notice that it was obscene.”14 Ultimately, however, it was shelved. For 
his part, Yeats was relieved. “I am no longer fit for riots,” he wrote to Dorothy 
Wellesley, “& I thought a bad riot almost certain” (CL InteLex 6746). It would 
not be until Austin Clarke’s Lyric Theatre (not to be confused with the Lyric 
Theatre in Belfast) staged the play at the Abbey on October 29, 1950, that The 
Herne’s Egg was finally performed, in a production designed by Anne Yeats. 
The play “abounds in the crude earthiness of pre-historic Ireland,” the Irish 
Times told its readers, choosing its words carefully. The review makes particular 
reference to the challenges that its “robustness” posed for the actor playing 
Attracta, Eithne Dunne, who “gave us a performance remarkably controlled, 
skillfully modulated to overcome the difficulties with which the part prickles.”15 
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The subsequent Irish production history of The Herne’s Egg can be read as 
a kind of barometer for the country’s changing attitudes to sexuality and sexual 
violence. When the play was finally staged by the Abbey, under Jim Fitzgerald’s 
direction at the Peacock for the Dublin Theatre Festival in 1973, Irish Times 
theater critic David Nowlan described it (in unlikely terms) as “a lively lovely 
production.”16 Likewise, a subsequent staging by the Renaissance Theatre 
Company at the Damer Hall in 1986 was described in the same newspaper as 
“a thoroughly engaging fifty minute show with lunch served afterwards.”17 To 
put this in context, this was in the same venue (in the same year) that Sebastian 
Barry and Operating Theatre staged The Pentagonal Dream, with Olwen 
Fouére, a play about toxic male sexuality that would also test attitudes to sexual 
violence.18 For a play designed to shock, what is today most striking about these 
reviews of The Herne’s Egg is how blasé they are about a play whose central 
action is a gang rape. For anyone who has lived in Ireland in the closing decades 
of the last century, this will be a familiar stance, the eye-rolling disbelief that 
Ireland a generation or so earlier could have been so benighted to have been 
made uncomfortable by a play that uses shock as an aesthetic effect, and in that 
stance, missing the point of the original shock.

At the same time, we might also note that reviewers considered both the 
1973 and 1986 productions of The Herne’s Egg to have worked at a theatrical level 
(with or without lunch). Here, it may be, we are seeing a genuine diminution of 
shock. This light smattering of performances in the 1970s and 1980s aside, the 
Irish theater has largely steered clear of The Herne’s Egg for much of its existence, 
in spite of Katharine Worth’s claims that the play’s wildly clashing stylistic 
palette needs to be understood as a sign of the “confidence and freedom”19 of 
Yeats’s late style. So, too, have Yeats scholars largely avoided the play—again, 
with some notable exceptions, such as McAteer and Worth. For instance, what 
was for many years the standard work on Yeats’s theater, James Flannery’s W.B. 
Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre, contents itself with a brief summary and a few 
passing mentions of The Herne’s Egg in the context of dance plays. Flannery’s 
treatment is not atypical of other studies of Yeats’s plays over the years, which 
tend to skip over The Herne’s Egg as quickly as is decently possible. Even Harold 
Bloom handles it somewhat distastefully, calling it “unequivocally rancid.”20 
In fact, if you want a reading of The Herne’s Egg that generates anything like 
interpretative enthusiasm (other than those by McAteer, Worth, and Im), you 
have to go back more than sixty-five years to 1958, to that strange but enduring 
book by F. A. C. Wilson, Yeats and Tradition, which devotes almost an entire 
chapter to the play. I say “strange” because there is a feature of Wilson’s book 
that opens up the problem of The Herne’s Egg from an unexpected perspective.

In his preface to Yeats and Tradition, Wilson thanks various people he knew 
in Cambridge when he was writing the book in the 1950s, particularly Kathleen 
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Raine, for whom he credits “many talks on traditional religious symbolism,” and 
for her wisdom and friendship “based as it is upon that perennial philosophy by 
which we both live.”21 It is the throw-away phrase “by which we both live” that 
opens up the problem at hand. Back in 1958, the phrase “perennial philosophy” 
would have pointed most readers to Aldous Huxley’s 1946 book, The Perennial 
Philosophy. Huxley’s book (which is largely an anthology of spiritual writings, 
with his own annotations), was responsible for popularizing the idea of a 
syncretic, universalist theology, based on the supposition that all of the world’s 
religions (and, indeed, many folk traditions), not only shared the same root, but 
effectively told the same story, over and over again—perennially, as it were. This 
is, writes Huxley, “a metaphysic that recognizes a divine Reality substantial to 
the world of things and lives and minds.” So, while any one religion can be seen 
as an attempt to find a language for this reality (or “Reality,” with a capital “R”), 
the “divine Reality” itself is something that can only be understood through 
“direct spiritual knowledge.” “The self-validating certainty of direct awareness 
cannot in the very nature of things be achieved except by those equipped with 
the ‘moral astrolabe of God’s mysteries,’” he writes. The best the rest of us can 
hope for “in the field of metaphysics” is to read the works of those who were 
“capable of a more than merely human kind and amount of knowledge.”22

If Wilson credits his understanding of this perennial philosophy to his 
conversations with Kathleen Raine, he would be only one of many to whom 
Raine would evangelize her beliefs throughout her long life, not least in her 
role in the founding of the Temenos Academy in 1991 (which attracted the 
patronage of the then-Prince Charles, and which continues to teach courses 
in perennial philosophy). A skeptic might be tempted to observe that an elite 
group in post-World War II Britain choosing to believe that all of the world’s 
major religions could be accommodated by a set of tenets that would not have 
been out of place in a bookish Anglican rectory might be seen as a spiritual 
form of imperial hangover. And yet, writing about Yeats from this position of 
belief does produce some interesting results. As recently as 1999, in W.B. Yeats 
and the Learning of the Imagination Raine confronted, with more than a hint of 
frustration, what she saw as the core problem with Yeats scholarship: 

Academia seems to understand Yeats no better now than did Yeats’s 
contemporaries of the ‘thirties. The Universities, having replaced new criticism, 
Marxism, behaviourism, existentialism, and the rest with minimalism, post-
modernism, feminism, deconstructionism, political correctness and whatever 
other “original” theories ingenious ignorance is able to generate seem to 
understand Yeats not a whit better, for the premises remain unchanged—
materialism remains an unquestioned orthodoxy.  
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She goes on to suggest that postcolonial readings of Yeats and Irish nationalism 
(at that point still in their first flush of critical ascendency), or biographical 
work that traces his “meetings with literary or political colleagues” (the first 
volume of Foster’s biography had just appeared), all overlook, or fail to take 
seriously, her view that Yeats’s work “rests on other premises, for which not 
matter but mind, spirit, Imagination, is the living ground.”23 In short, for Raine, 
the biggest obstacle to understanding Yeats is a critical bias toward materialism.

Now, it is easy to dismiss this sort of thing, and Wilson is probably who 
Bloom has in mind when he writes that “of the excesses of less balanced 
doctrinal exegetes, I will not speak.”24 At the same time, there is a sting to 
Raine’s point. There is, after all, a certain logic in saying that if—as has long been 
well established—Yeats took seriously the existence of a metaphysical reality 
(or even “realities”), then maybe the fundamentally materialist formation of 
literary critics and scholars of all stripes and generations has led us to ask the 
wrong questions. It is an unsettling thought. What gives even more point to 
Raine’s jab is that back in 1958, Wilson’s perennial philosophy allowed him 
to launch into an assured and relatively coherent explanation of a play that so 
many others found utterly baffling, ridiculous, or simply an inept mess. He 
admits that The Herne’s Egg is a “difficult play,” because “it does not yield its full 
meaning to the reader who goes to it without a knowledge of philosophy.”25 For 
Wilson, The Herne’s Egg is unlocked when we understand that it was written 
at a point where Yeats had turned from “Platonism to Pythagoras and the 
Upanishads, from the abstract to the concrete.” What is more, we know that 
Yeats was in fact working on his translation of the Upanishads as he was writing 
The Herne’s Egg,26 telling Dorothy Wellesley on December 16, 1935, that “Shri 
Purohit Swami is with me, and the play is his philosophy in a fable, or mine 
confirmed by him” (L 844). 

Once you accept this, says Wilson, it is just a matter of reading the symbolic 
language. The “Herne is divine Selfhood […] of which each individual Self 
constitutes a part.” Congal “represents pride in the Self or if we prefer it […] 
‘energy.’” Once we know this, Wilson writes, “the meaning is clear: energy, 
proceeding from the Self, is always beautiful, and misdirected energy is not less 
beautiful in that is also tragic. ‘Everything that lives is holy.’ This,” he writes, “is 
made clear in the scene after Attracta’s rape.”27 At this point, it would be all too 
easy to set up this seventy-odd-year-old piece of criticism as a kind strawman, 
particularly given the ease with which it seems able to accommodate rape into 
a symbolic system. What is more, as Yeeyon Im has shown in a 2020 essay, it 
is possible to challenge Wilson on his own ground, arguing that the kind of 
one-to-one symbolic correspondence that he wants to see between the play and 
the Upanishads is misleading, and that “direct application of Hindu concepts 
to the play can generate more confusion than clarification, for there exists a 



116 International Yeats Studies

gap between Yeats’s understanding of the Self and that of orthodox Vedantic 
philosophy.”28 At the same time, it is difficult to ignore that a writer who claimed 
to “live by” the “perennial philosophy is able to produce a reading so coherent 
and assured—at least on its own terms.  

The real value of Wilson’s book today may be not whether he was right or 
wrong, but in its sheer strangeness from the perspective of contemporary critical 
practice. Put simply, it is difficult to imagine anyone writing a book like this 
today.  In an essay published in ELH in 2019, “Important Nonsense: Yeats and 
Symbolism,” David Dwan puts the issue succinctly: “We may no longer inhabit 
the problem of the symbol because we no longer entertain the metaphysical 
picture from which it derives,” he writes, “but this postmetaphysical position 
is a highly questionable form of enlightenment if it neutralizes our ability to 
grasp basic literary concepts. We will certainly find it difficult to grasp Yeats.”29  

Writing along the same lines the previous year, Catherine E. Paul (no doubt on 
foot of having coedited an edition of the 1937 version of A Vision), published 
an essay in the Yeats Annual entitled “W.B. Yeats and the Problem of Belief.” “In 
studying Yeats’s long exploration of the realms of magic, mythical beings, and 
communication with spirits,” she admits, “[we …] must take very seriously the 
province of the supernatural—a province with which modern scholarship, like 
empirical science, is deeply uncomfortable.”30  

There is an important distinction to be drawn here, however, between 
Wilson in 1958 (and, indeed, Raine in 1999), for whom “living by” a perennial 
philosophy is a precondition for reading Yeats, and Dwan and Paul in more 
recent years, who argue for acknowledgment of the metaphysical underpinnings 
of Yeats’s work, while at the same time not advocating that we need to become 
card-carrying adepts. If we want succinct articulation of this distinction, we can 
go back before Wilson to that most sensible of critics, Northrop Frye (himself an 
ordained clergyman), who in 1946, in an essay entitled “Yeats and the Language 
of Symbolism” makes one of those logical cases that continue to make him so 
useful: “A set of symbolic conventions differs from a symbolic system, such as 
a religion or a metaphysic,” he writes, “in being concerned, not with a content, 
but with a mode of apprehension. Religions, philosophies, and other symbolic 
systems are as a rule presented as doctrine; poetic symbolism is a language.” We 
can learn the language, he reminds us, without accepting everything that can 
be said in that language. Or, as he puts it, “we can learn French without being 
converted to any Frenchman’s views.”31 

What strikes me about the work of David Dwan and Catherine Paul (and, 
indeed, of Northrop Frye so many years earlier), is that they point the way to 
a third position, one that involves neither doctrine nor critique, crediting the 
space that a metaphysic might produce, insisting neither that we need to occupy 
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it, nor, conversely, that we need to argue it out of existence. This third stance 
can be located in what people like Simon During are calling “postcritique,” 
drawing on Bruno Latour’s question: “Has Critique Run Out of Steam?”  “My 
question is simple,” says Latour. “Should we be at war, too, we, the scholars, the 
intellectuals? Is it really our duty to add fresh ruins to fields of ruins? Is it really 
the task of the humanities to add deconstruction to destruction?”32 Or, as Eve 
Kosofsky-Sedgwick once remarked, “To apply a hermeneutics of suspicion is, I 
believe, widely understood as a mandatory injunction rather than a possibility 
among other possibilities.”33 My question, then, is: How do we read Yeats’s 
symbolic language in a way that is neither a materialist critique of metaphysics 
per se, nor, at the other extreme, an evangelical call to endorse something like 
the “perennial philosophy,” or a New Age embrace of mysticism. And that 
question, it seems to me, lies at the heart of the real problem of The Herne’s Egg.

Perversely enough, The Herne’s Egg forces us to confront this choice 
through its insistent materiality. This begins with the stage itself. When he 
was drafting The Herne’s Egg, the physical stage took shape for Yeats relatively 
early in the process, and the first thing in his earliest manuscript is not simply 
a description of the stage, but a prescription for a mode of representation that 
foregrounds the theatricality of the stage: “MIST AND ROCKS; HIGH UP ON 
A BACKCLOTH A ROCK, ITS BASE HIDDEN IN MIST: ON THIS ROCK 
STANDS A GREAT HERNE. ALL SHOULD BE SUGGESTED, NOT PAINTED 
REALISTICALLY.”34 This is in keeping with the theory of nonrepresentational 
stage design that Yeats had first articulated almost forty years earlier. “My 
own theory of poetical, or legendary drama, is that it should have no realistic 
or elaborate, but only a symbolic & decorative setting,” Yeats wrote to Fiona 
McLeod [William Sharp] in January of 1897. “A forest for instance should be 
represented by a forest pattern not by a forest painting” (CL2 73–74). For Yeats, 
this power to suggest (rather than to show) was what constituted theatricality, 
and the kind of overt, self-conscious theatricality mentioned earlier in relation 
to The Green Helmet is the logical development of that. By the time he wrote 
“The Tragic Theatre” in 1910, he is able to state his visual aesthetic with some 
precision. “If the real world is not altogether rejected, it is but touched here 
and there, and into the places we have left empty we summon rhythm, balance, 
pattern, images that remind us of vast passions, the vagueness of past times, all 
the chimeras that haunt the edge of trance”(CW4 177). The language here, with 
its “vague passions” and “chimeras,” is actually more precise, and, indeed, more 
prescriptive, than it sounds, for it is predicated upon a relationship between 
the physical elements of performance (“rhythm, balance, pattern, images”) and 
their affect. By the time he reaches The Herne’s Egg, Yeats is pushing the self-
conscious theatricality of his materials to their limits. This reaches a kind of 
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apogee in the play’s final scene: “A mountain top, the moon has just risen; the 
moon of comic tradition, a round smiling face” (VPl 1034). At this point, what 
the audience sees is not simply the moon, or the idea of the moon; they see 
theatricality in all of its ineluctable materiality.

In order to understand how this insistent materiality operates in The 
Herne’s Egg, we can turn from the visual to the aural, and listen to what Pierre 
Longuenesse has called the “acousmatique” in Yeats’s theater. For Longuenesse, 
the acousmatique is “a sound that one hears without detecting the causes.” 
On stage, he argues, this produces the effect of an absent presence: that which 
is there-and-not-there, which Longuenesse situates in relation to Derrida’s 
concept of spectrality.35 Although Longuenesse does not discuss The Herne’s Egg 
at any length directly in Yeats dramaturge: La voix et ses masques, the principle 
of the acousmatique can help us to understand the insistent theatricality of 
The Herne’s Egg. In the play’s opening moments, during the combat between 
Congal, King of Connaught, and Aedh, King of Tara, the stage directions are 
precise: “The men move rhythmically as if in a dance; when shields approach 
one another, cymbals clash; when swords and shields approach drums boom” 
(VPl 1012). In short, from the opening moments of the play, the apparent source 
of a sound and its actual source are separated. However, the effect of this is quite 
different both from having a character clash a sword against as shield to produce 
a sound that is an element embedded in the fictional world of the play, and 
from hearing the sound offstage, so that it intimates an uncanny, unseen source. 
Instead, the effect here is a kind of antispectrality, in which the separation of 
sound and source in plain sight foregrounds the theatrical materiality of both: 
the swords and shields are just props, and the sounds just something produced 
by a musicians or a stage hand standing in the wings. Yeats deploys the same 
device in the scene in which a table leg is beaten upon a table to sound out the 
number seven (the number of the men who will assault Attracta). The stage 
directions are quite clear that “table and table-leg must not meet, the blow is 
represented by the sound of the drum” (VPl 1027). In both instances—the 
battle and the counting—the device of separating sound and source is present in 
Yeats’s earliest drafts,36 suggesting that it is a foundational idea for the play, not 
something that developed as he came to imagine a production more fully. What 
is more, it could be argued that these moments of this inverse acousmatique are 
preparing the two uses of unseen sound to which the play is building: the final 
braying of a donkey, which signals Congal’s punishment, being reincarnated 
as a donkey, and before that, the voice of the Great Herne as a peal of thunder.

The argument here becomes a bit more complex: on one hand, by the 
time we hear the offstage donkey at the play’s end, we have had before us the 
insistent visual image of the large toy donkey, producing something of that 
same self-conscious theatricality of the sounds separated from their causes that 



 The Problem of the Herne’s Egg    119

we encounter in the opening battle. The voice of the donkey may be unseen, 
but it has a visual referent that foregrounds its own material theatricality. The 
voice of the thunder, however, is different. While there is an image of the heron 
suggested on the backcloth, the disjunction between image and sound here 
is of a different order. Here, we are back in the territory of the acousmatique 
as the site of a spectral absent presence: or, to put it another way, we are in 
the presence of “dark matter.” This term comes from Andrew Sofer, who 
develops the idea in Dark Matter: Invisibility in Drama, Theater, Performance.  
Predicted on a metaphor taken from physics “translated into theatrical terms,” 
Sofer suggests that we can use the term “dark matter” to refer “to the invisible 
dimension of theater that escape visual detection, even though its effects are 
felt everywhere in performance. If theater necessarily traffics in corporeal stuff 
[…], it also incorporates the incorporeal: offstage spaces and actions, absent 
characters, the narrated past, hallucination, blindness, obscenity, godhead, and 
so on.” To put it simply, “Dark matter’s presence observably distorts the visible 
through its gravitational effects.”37 What makes this such a useful idea with 
regard to Yeats’s theater—and The Herne’s Egg in particular—is that dark matter 
allows us to think of the relationship between the visible and the invisible in 
performance as a dynamic one. It is not just that what Sofer calls “the corporeal 
stuff ” produces the invisible; once produced, the invisible in turn exerts a 
gravitational pull on the visible world of the stage.

This is a powerful interpretative lens through which to understand The 
Herne’s Egg, and its relationship both to materiality and to metaphysics. From 
its strange opening battle dance to the appearance of the large toy donkey 
wheeled onstage in the second scene to the killing of Congal with a cooking 
spit, the grotesque stage world of The Herne’s Egg looks as if it is being distorted 
by some massive gravitational forcefield somewhere in the wings. What is 
particularly helpful about the concept of “dark matter” is that, like so much in 
modern physics, it has the shape of a metaphysic, but it remains firmly rooted 
in the materiality of the world—in this case, the world of the theater event 
itself.

The problem of The Herne’s Egg, then, revolves around the complex and 
conflicted nature of what is not seen. As theater, it hinges around the play’s 
central action, the rape of Attracta. Most accounts of the play proceed as if we 
are to understand that she is, in fact, raped by Congal and six of his soldiers. 
Although this happens offstage, and therefore in the realm of dark matter, 
it has, as we have seen, a horrifyingly vivid physicality. As an audience, no 
matter how we may feel obliged to make sense, this is the point at which shock 
overrides sense-making. And yet, no sooner has each man affirmed that the 
rape has taken place, then Attracta calls out to the Great Herne to “declare her 
pure,/ Pure as that beak and claw”; upon which the play once more deploys 
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the acousmatique; for no sooner have all of the men asserted that the rape 
took place, than there are a series of rolls of thunder, whereupon all of the 
men, except Congal, agree with Attracta that no rape took place. Only Congal 
insists, “I held you in my arms last night,/ We seven held you in our arms”; to 
which Attracta counters, “You were under the curse, in all/ You did, in all you 
seemed to do” (VPl 1032–33). The undecidability of the play rests in those ten 
words: “In all you did/ In all you seemed to do.” The central action of the play is 
both viscerally, shockingly, real, and it exists in the realm of dark matter, both 
unseeable and unknowable.

Michael McAteer perhaps comes closest to what is taking place in The 
Herne’s Egg when he observes that the play’s “techniques constantly challenge 
the audience’s perception that what is happening is real: swords and shields 
do not touch in battle; the fight at the banquet is carried out with the table 
legs; a cooking-pot is worn as a helmet and a wooden donkey appears on 
stage.” However, I would differ with him when he suggests that The Herne’s Egg 
is founded on a “deep ambivalence to mysticism; […] it takes its audience’s 
credulity in mystical symbolism as far as it can go, holding open the possibility 
that the entire process is built on delusion.”38 What we have in The Herne’s 
Egg, I would counter, is not the suspicion of metaphysics that we have been 
trained as materialist critics to find, nor is it ambivalence, but rather, we have 
a performative metaphysics of unknowing, which produces the dark matter 
of unknowing experientially. The Herne’s Egg needs its audience to be able to 
imagine the rape of Attracta in all of its horror, and to hold in the mind at the 
same time the opposite possibility, that there is an offstage, unseen force, the 
“Great Herne” who not only prevented it, but who will punish her would-be 
assailants: “I lay there in my bride-bed,/ His thunderbolt in my hand, /But gave 
them back, for he,/ […] Shall give these seven that say/ That they upon me lay/ 
A most memorable punishment” (VPl 1032).

In this respect, the problem of The Herne’s Egg boils down to a complex set 
of tensions between the nonpresent presence of the unseen, and the insistent 
materiality of the theatrical event, in all of its messy, but irrefutably present 
physicality. Here we might conclude with something Alain Badiou writes at the 
beginning of the second volume of Being and Event: “The materialist dialectic 
says: ‘There are only bodies and languages, except that there are truths.’”39 
Elsewhere, in “In Praise of Theatre,” he develops this argument in relation to 
theater as one of the sites on which this exception—the event—might occur. 
“What true theater presents is not represented,” he insists, “and the word 
“representation” is misplaced. […] All theatre is theatre of Ideas.”40 In Yeatsian 
farce, of which The Herne’s Egg is perhaps the most developed instance, the 
material necessity of theatrical representation is pushed to the point at which 
it implodes, collapsing in on itself, leaving an untidy pile of objects, bodies 



 The Problem of the Herne’s Egg     121

and sounds. “All that trouble, and nothing to show for it,” says Corney at the 
curtain. “Nothing but just another donkey” (VPl 1040). And where there is 
nothing, as Yeats writes elsewhere, there is God; or, if “God” is too much of a 
stretch, at least the theatrical dark matter allows us to think what Alain Badiou 
has called “metaphysics without metaphysics.”41 This might be an apt phrase 
through which to understand The Herne’s Egg. In the end, the play leaves us not 
with the denial of metaphysics, but with the black hole in which it might reside, 
visible only by the piles of broken wreckage that surround it. First, however, we 
must credit its possibility. And therein lies the problem of The Herne’s Egg for 
a materialist critical practice.
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“Dolphin-torn, gong-tormented”: 
Sound and the Material Imagination 

in Yeats’s Byzantium   

Adrian Paterson

A concentration on texts’ physical existence in the world led to George 
Bornstein developing analyses of what he termed the bibliographic 
codes of particular publications, determined to “examin[e] modernism 

in its original sites of production and in the continually shifting physicality of 
its texts and transmissions.”1 Such close scrutiny by Bornstein, Jerome McGann, 
Patrick Collier, Jennifer Sorenson, and others continues to be inspiring, 
especially to researchers interested in how poems work on the page, but also 
in what happens when they slip its physical bonds to make their way in the 
world. If the bibliographic codes of type, ink, paper, page layout, book design 
and production, and all the political and social implications of their encounters 
with readerships are worth the scrutiny of book historians, how much might 
be conveyed through what Roland Barthes terms “the grain of the voice,” in 
interior readings, vocal performances, recordings, media technologies, musical 
settings, implied, actual, and virtual acoustic environments, and all the real and 
imagined audiences suggested by poems.2 Conceptually, such a pursuit is really 
not so different: Bornstein’s analyses already confessedly draw on speech-act 
theory’s ideas of utterance and gesture, so gauging different kinds of reception 
is key to consideration of readers, viewers, and listeners, and media theory’s 
advances in a digital landscape show renewed interrogation of all that suggests 
intermedial production. Precise distinctions are anyway productively blurred 
when, as with Yeats’s poems, so many claim to be songs, or portray sound, 
or involve music in some way. What to do with a noisy but silent poem, as 
distinct from a would-be song in imagined performance, is one question this 
essay seeks to explore. 

This essay thus swims in Bornstein’s wake by attempting to examine the 
intrinsic codes and philosophies of physical materiality and immateriality 
inscribed in a poem’s textual instance. Concerned to explore poems’ sense of 
their own “continually shifting physicality,” this essay adapts Steven Connor’s 
concept of modernism’s “material imagination,” which encompasses both how 
matter is generally imagined, and what he calls “the materiality of the imaginary,” 
the different ways imagination is itself implicated and described in the world 
it imagines. Such a lens can allow attention to a poem’s inner and outer worlds 
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and their relations. As Connor stresses, “The imagination in Beckett’s work is 
always a material imagination, always on the alert against its own tendency 
to levitate or refine itself out of existence.”3 At first glance this hardly seems to 
apply to Yeats, considered in his youth a poet of escapism, and in his old age 
a posthumous, if far from posthumanist poet, perhaps all too keen to refine 
himself out of existence, “out of nature” in “Sailing to Byzantium” (CW1 197). 
Yet to fathom his poems’ profoundly physical interest in the disintegration 
of matter and the processes that underly immateriality, the essay finds that it 
must honor the terms and obsessions of his imaginary by looking at matter and 
energy, stuff and sound together. 

Such an approach is supported by retrospective progressions in cultural 
thought coalescing around what has been loosely termed the “new materialism.” 
In part this draws on twentieth-century scientific advances to consider how 
conceiving matter and energy together, for instance in quantum theory’s 
intertwined principles of particle and wave, need not be so contradictory, 
sometimes in consequence claiming “a vitality intrinsic to materiality.” This may 
not be so outlandish when considering the strange situation that, under current 
estimates, only 5 percent of the contents of the universe are to be accounted for 
by matter as traditionally understood, with 25 percent made up of invisible but 
gravitationally measurable dark matter, and as much as 70 percent taken up 
by the even more mysterious phenomenon of “dark energy.” So, in some way 
channelling contemporary physics, writers like Karen Barad argue matter “is 
[…] a doing,” meaning focus on “how it moves” can be productive.4 

None of this is an entirely a new approach, of course. Heraclitus found all 
the world to be in flux, while the fifteenth-century philosopher Marsilio Ficino, 
translator of Plato, remarked, “Just as the intelligible world always is, but never 
comes into being, so the whole sensible world, as Timaeus says, is always 
becoming, but never truly is.”5 Insisting that matter was always becoming led 
Plato to posit ideal forms, and led the neo-Platonic master Plotinus at times to 
consider that matter, and what he called the measureless, suggested intrinsic 
evil. Under the influence of old philosophies and new scientific observations, 
and casting aside any moral connotations, the twentieth century returned to 
such theories anew, and aslant. So through discussing memory, Henri Bergson 
was keen to establish that “matter is here as elsewhere the vehicle of an action 
and not the substratum of a knowledge.”6 Like Plotinus though in a very different 
way, Bergson was often avowedly thinking about music; if for Plotinus music 
provided the measure of the universe, for Bergson it was a model for perception 
and description. Notably, once let loose on philosophy after the publication of 
A Vision (1925), both Bergson and Plotinus were read and reread by Yeats while 
preparing many of the poems that made up The Tower, The Winding Stair, and 
Words for Music Perhaps.
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Such readings might provide a point of entry. Yeats has often been counted 
among sceptics of matter, and it is true that some of his reading in philosophy 
might support this. Yet rather to extend existing conceptions of matter seems 
very much in line with his reading in Plotinus and modern philosophy, as 
well as his research in hermetic authors and his admittedly idiosyncratic but 
animated approach to modern science. Moreover, judging by his annotations, 
his reading was always dialogic, even confrontational, and strongly affected by 
the currents and technologies of his time: all of which should be a reminder 
that philosophical and scientific speculations are not abstract but depend on 
a wider historical and cultural field, which itself vibrates with the kinds of 
arts, readings, and technologies in play. So how our relationships with moving 
matter have been affected by changing media technologies finds, for instance 
in Jussi Parikka’s investigations of media archaeology, a verdant field.7 Any 
critical approach interested in what might seem to be the latest science (or 
cultural theory) cannot then anachronistically neglect historical specificity, 
and the vibrations of individual readings. As it happens this is a central premise 
of Nietzsche, “that strong enchanter” of Yeats’s reading and imagination (CL3 
284), who contends that the lack of a “historical sense” is an “inherited failing” 
of modern understanding: “All philosophers have a common failing, that they 
start out from humans of the present.”8 

This essay, therefore, partly though not exclusively through Yeats’s own 
readings and drafts, attempts to honor a historical sense with respect to the 
people and philosophy of the past—especially when their concerns are with 
the past, as when the poet sets sail to Byzantium. Determined, as Nietzsche 
(and Bornstein) demanded, to eschew anachronism (however self-conscious) 
when considering the terms and images of Yeats’s material imagination and the 
“continually shifting physicality” they present, it deliberately concentrates on 
such changing milieu and therefore returns to source by considering not simply 
contemporary readings of old problems but tracking fundamental movements 
in nineteenth-century understandings of matter, and their technological, 
formal, and aesthetic embodiments in cultural phenomena. Like Yeats, this 
reads through Bergson’s theories and those of Plotinus, to focus more closely 
on Hermann Helmholtz’s work on sound waves and energy. Because it is 
obvious that the local roots of later conceptions of energy and waveform came 
partly through nineteenth-century advances in acoustic science still resonating 
in the twentieth century. And, again, like Bergson and Plotinus, Helmholtz’s 
pioneering advances in this field came through thinking about the nature of 
music. 

Still, this essay is not just about hearing music; it concerns the wider 
material effects of sound. Gaston Bachelard argues that conceptually modern 
philosophy is too concerned to delineate opposites, overly determined by 
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borders of things erected by the mind, decrying the “absolutism” in what he 
calls “the dialectics of here and there.” Instead, he suggests, “If we multiplied 
images, taking them in the domains of lights and sounds, of heat and cold, we 
should prepare a slower ontology, but doubtless one that is more certain than 
the ontology which reposes on geometrical images.”9 Although the emphatic 
opening deictic of “Sailing to Byzantium” (“That is no country for old men”) 
seems to insist on the inviolability of here and there (and not withstanding 
Yeats’s recourse to the “geometrical images” of gyres), the course of the poem 
reveals rather the inextricability and complexity of here and there, through 
lights and sounds in particular. In fact, considering multiplied conceptions 
of stuff and a greater diversity of sensory cues and “images / That fresh 
images beget” seems to be just the kind of thing that Yeats’s poetry is often 
doing, especially when it comes to Byzantium (CW1 252). Sounds don’t stay 
put, rarely confining themselves to here and there. Moreover, a deep-rooted 
perceptual synaesthesia, when sight, touch, hearing, balance, and other senses 
merge, contributes to a wider blurring of fast definitions of self and soul, matter 
and energy. Reading the presence of sound in the matter of Byzantium with 
attention to vibrations, waveforms, and energies thus seems a helpful way of 
honoring new materialism’s interests and yet still probing historical specificities 
with regards to influences like Helmholtz. Examining this wider cultural field 
might just penetrate some of the mechanisms of Yeats’s material imagination to 
discover something of how fresh images beget themselves from sensory sources 
and cultural obsessions. The intention here then is to develop an analysis of 
the kinds of “material imagination” as well as sensory perception assumed by 
artists and writers when confronting the ancient city of Byzantium. 

Given such broad ambitions the essay perforce appraises a very small 
field of texts. “Byzantium,” one of Yeats’s most scrutinized poems, is central, 
as so intimately involved with philosophies and conceptions of materiality. 
“Byzantium” appeared in Words for Music Perhaps and Other Poems (1932), a 
handmade Cuala Press book handprinted with hand cut paper, itself a valuable 
but precarious material object. It thereby looks forward to other poems collected 
under the title Words for Music Perhaps as much as it looks back to “Sailing to 
Byzantium,” with which it is more typically compared. Framing it through its 
material printed housing potentially thus sets up surprising resonances with 
materiality through sound and music, perhaps. 

Viewed in situ like this, it quickly becomes obvious that “Byzantium” joins 
many of the poems in the sequence Words for Music Perhaps in being sequels, 
answer poems written self-consciously to follow something. They thus play 
with the notion of secondary matter, imitations, versions, revisions, copies, 
or offcuts subject to decay or depreciation (and in consequence revisionary 
material from manuscripts can be especially illuminating). As it happens, 
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many are also sequels to Romantic-era effusions of very different origins and 
audiences. The Crazy Jane poems, for instance, stem from a ballad by Mathew 
“Monk” Lewis recycled into nineteenth-century stage songs, broadsides, and 
a whole series of spin-offs.10 While apparently venturing into exotic territory, 
Yeats’s Byzantium poems in fact return to ground well-trodden by poets of 
this Romantic period. So, following Bornstein’s pioneering work on Yeats’s 
close affinities with Shelley, this essay turns to more unfamiliar precursors 
from the Romantic era, finding it instructive when considering their material 
imagination to view “Byzantium” through slightly different frames than usual. 

In a recent essay, Helen Vendler dissects Yeats’s late adjectives, finding 
a potent classic example “in the famous compound adjectives closing 
‘Byzantium,’” “That dolphin-torn, that gong-tormented sea”, asking: “Can a sea 
of mire and blood be torn? Can a gong torment a sea? Such questions help us 
penetrate Yeats’s imaginative moves; without understanding those we cannot 
understand the poem.” Vendler’s is a subtle and for her unusual piece (“I have 
normally written about Yeats’s poems as wholes,” she confides), focussing on 
the “notable and often odd adjectives in the later poetry,” though she doesn’t 
here dissect particular adjectives in “Byzantium” any further, or their relation to 
simpler surrounding epithets or other sources. Her questions then remain as an 
important challenge—trying to answer them, as she says, helps penetrate Yeats’s 
imaginative world—“its idiosyncrasy, its leaps, its conjunction of dissimilar 
categories of thought, its assimilation of several categories in a single phrase.”11 
It’s interesting her language falls just as it does. For as well as noting their 
tendency to assimilate, and thus resist strict definitions in porously merging 
categories, describing the process of what happens when wholes are taken 
apart and remerged is precisely what these adjectives seem so concerned about. 
Together, they imply that physical essence rests in its tendency to be troubled 
and torn, rather as Crazy Jane will define the wholeness of something when 
“rent.” One answer to such questions then is that such words are representing, 
as Finn says, “the music […] of what happens” to matter under threat, reflecting 
the intense pressure of this collision in compressed conjunctions of material 
and immaterial stuff (Ex 26). Tracing this music, attending to its sounds and 
effects is therefore something the essay seeks to do. 

1: Byzantium

It is usual, and probably inevitable, to compare “Byzantium” to its immediate 
predecessor. Following an impassioned philosophical correspondence about 
the nature of reality, the poem can be read as reply to the artist and poet 
Thomas Sturge Moore: 
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Yes, I have decided to call the book Byzantium. I enclose the poem, from 
which the name is taken, hoping that it may suggest symbolism for the cover. 
The poem originates from a criticism of yours. You objected to the last verse of 
“Sailing to Byzantium” because a bird made by a goldsmith was just as natural 
as anything else. That showed me that the idea needed exposition. Gongs were 
used in the Byzantine church [Oct 4, 1930].12 

A chorus of subsequent effortful commentaries indicates how little this difficult 
poem innocently titled “Byzantium” makes a ready explanatory gloss”. A. G. 
Stock notes, for instance, “‘Sailing to Byzantium’ explains itself but ‘Byzantium’ 
[…] is powerful before it is intelligible.” According to Yeats’s comment, the poem 
has at least some interest in explicating, or rather exhibiting or exposing, the 
essential nature of things, natural and artificial.13 In fact, these poems connect 
at a deeper level even before Moore’s critique: looking at the drafts it can be 
seen how elements from the conception of “Sailing to Byzantium” reemerged in 
the second poem. Initially, the speaker had been sailing to Byzantium

That I may look in the great church’s dome
On gold-embedded saints and emperors
After the mirroring waters and the foam
Where the dark drowsy fins a moment rise
Of fish that carry souls to Paradise.14

Yet with so much in common, including such materially embedded domes and 
dolphins as feature here, this snatch of canceled verse really goes to show how 
different these poems are in atmosphere, attitude, and sheer physicality. There’s 
a detached frieze-like calmness to the close of “Sailing to Byzantium” drowned 
out by the poem “Byzantium” which plays itself into sound-tortured frenzy. F. 
A. C. Wilson agrees the poems are “very different,” though his reasoning seems 
to be that instead of opposing “sensual music” of the world to an intellectual 
singing school, “Byzantium” wholly represents “the intellectual world […] a 
symbol of life after death”.15 If so, with William Empson we might wonder why 
it is so physical, so tactile, so earthly, so viscerally present—and so noisy.16 
This is probably the chief question confronting us if we are to untangle Yeats’s 
adjectives. Though Stephen Connor differentiates Beckett from the “heroic 
kind of modernism represented by William Butler Yeats,” finding “Beckett’s 
work will never sanction a letting go of the world”—just when Yeats’s work 
seems most likely to espouse exactly such a letting go, it doesn’t.17 What ought 
to be ascetic detachment instead plunges back into visceral embodiment. 
As Vendler says elsewhere, attaching the poem only to the afterlife and its 
neo-Platonic sources is to read it “without coming to grips with the poem’s 
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link with experience.”18 Hence, this essay tries to reconnect “Byzantium” to 
perceptions of the world as well as conceptions of what is beyond. 

Necessarily, in so self-conscious an artistic sequel, any such link posited 
with experience mobilizes and works through ideas of perception and aesthetic 
theory. Giorgio Melchiori remarks the “strictly visual inspiration” of the first 
poem’s first drafts, finally concluding the poet was “thinking mainly in terms 
of the visual arts.”19 Well, maybe; given the importance of music to the poem’s 
“singing school” so definite a conclusion is to be doubted. What can be said 
is the afterlife of “Byzantium” is more physically present than its predecessor. 
Perhaps this is because it cleaves close to aesthetic theories of Byzantine world? 
Robert S. Nelson has influentially argued, “Because the optical rays that issue 
forth from the eyes were thought to touch the object seen, vision was haptic, as 
well as optic, tactile as well as visual. Vision thus connected one with the object 
seen, and, according to extramission, that action was initiated by the viewer.”20

In ancient Byzantium, then, following Saint Augustine and others, to view 
an icon might be to reach out and touch it with the eyes. Seeing was touching. 
At certain moments the Yeatses’ spiritual instructors found the same facility: 
“In another sleep the Spirit was said to obtain the quality of touch by seeing 
us touching.”21 Recently, the idea has become so ubiquitous that, with Michael 
Squire, Robert Betancourt feels bound to critique “the same steadfast adherence 
to tactile sight,” concluding that “the primary sources demonstrate that there 
was no single visual theory that was by any means restrictive or canonical for 
the ancient world.”22 “Byzantium” then inherits what are potentially tactile 
but certainly shifting perceptual and aesthetic categories. Certainly, a world 
where flame “cannot singe a sleeve” is not straightforwardly one of touch. In 
this Byzantium the senses merge, going beyond even symbolism’s synaesthetic 
tendencies to achieve a hallucinatory fervor. The second poem transmutes 
visual imagery into tactile presence, creating from what might have been a flat 
mosaic frieze and wind-up golden music box a moving animation of singular 
physicality.  

For many reasons, then, we might doubt the singularity of attachment to the 
visual arts only in “Sailing to Byzantium.” Given its status as an answer poem, 
it is the more curious, and telling, that Yeats’s “Byzantium” is so concerned 
with the physical effect of sound. In doing so it gathers to itself some new 
elements, not least the cathedral gong that Yeats solemnly explains to Sturge 
Moore has a historical precedent of use in the Byzantine church. This piece 
thus proposes that sound, and more than this, musical sound, has a profound 
influence on the poem’s conception of materiality; and that Yeats draws on 
historical sources as well as contemporary science in making it. While taking 
account of the preoccupations of “Sailing to Byzantium,” then, it is important 
also to reckon contrasts between the poems. Finding other perspectives with 
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which to compare “Byzantium” might be both conceptually and aesthetically 
illuminating. The sound of that gong matters.

2: Romantic Byzantiums

Yeats was not the first poet to write a poem called “Byzantium.” As it happens, 
exactly one hundred years before his attempt there was a spike in numbers, 
as Byzantium was the given theme of that year’s (1830) poetry competition, 
the Chancellor’s Medal, at Cambridge. Several were separately published in 
years following, by the university itself, or as pamphlets for circulation among 
friends and acquaintances, in part advertising the talents of lawyers beginning 
their careers. These efforts were hardly revolutionary but reveal an Orientalist 
preoccupation with eastern cities as representative of empire only too legible 
in the expectations of prize-setters, authors, and audiences. (Other themes 
for the competition included Delphi, Jerusalem, and the North West Passage; 
before we mock too swiftly, it should be remembered that “Timbuctoo: A 
Poem,” which won the prize the year before [1829] was written by a certain A. 
Tennyson of Trinity College, Cambridge.) 

As if to emphasize just how much Yeats’s early Byzantine efforts were 
potentially playing with cliché, dome and waters naturally receive a good deal 
of attention in these poems too. The couplets of B. A. Marshall’s attempt take 
the waters to symbolize a wider Romantic-Platonic harmony that unfortunately 
tends to dull placidity: 

All nature then is harmonized and calm
While the light breeze distils a smoothy balm23

William Chapman Kinglake’s exclamatory style provides a bit more tidal 
energy at the opening, finding like “Sailing to Byzantium” some sonic interest 
in the abstracts of time and eternity:

Roll on thou Bosphorus! – in wrath or play,
Rous’d by the storm, or gilded by the ray,
With thy blue billows to the boundless sea
Roll on, like Time unto Eternity […]
Roll on, the rock-build City shall decay
Man sleep in Death, and kingdoms pass away;
But thou unbow’d shall steal, like Music, by
Or lift thy Titan strength, and dare the sky.24
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While echoing the sentiment of Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” it is interesting that 
the poem features the action of water and music so centrally in expressing 
time. Naturally these poems are derivative, and while generally drawn to 
light, within quotation marks the Reverend J. Venables even shows a cursory 
Romantic interest in the music of birdsong: 

In lordly towers the worm hath crept along
And the night bird hath sung her dismal song25 

It would probably be a mistake to read too much into any perceived 
coincidence of birds or towers, beyond a common ground in Keats’s “Ode to 
a Nightingale” and Shelley (notes for The Winding Stair record that “Shelley 
uses towers constantly as symbols” [CW1 607]). What might be said of all of 
these Byzantium poems, their poets (and many readers) likely never having 
been to the city in question, is that these are consciously literary and accepted 
as such (Oscar Wilde was unusual as well as fortunate that for the 1873 Oxford 
University Newdigate Poetry Prize the theme of “Ravenna” arrived after he’d 
just been to the city, and he was well able to picture its Byzantine basilicas 
and scenery, and a fanciful arrival on horseback).26 Undoubtedly, all these 
Byzantiums had bookish sources in common. The same is true of Yeats’s poems, 
which, notwithstanding his visits to Byzantine mosaics in Ravenna, Venice, and 
Sicily (and neo-Byzantine designs in Stockholm), were compiled from books. 
Many texts, like Edward Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 
and various puddles of spilt Shelley, Keats, Coleridge and Byron, Yeats shared 
with his more obscure Romantic-period forbears. So much is clear when in 
the 1823 preface to his earlier poem Edward Poole quotes Childe Harold and 
begins a reflection with Gibbon’s title contending how “pregnant with interest” 
is “the gradual decline and fall of an ancient empire”:

On viewing all that gave splendour to dominion, and sublimity to grandeur 
sinking into ruin; on beholding that ruin complete; the retrospection of 
the past compared with the reality of the present cannot fail of inspiring a 
melancholy satisfaction, whilst the mind pours forth its chastened soliloquy 
over the ashes of departed magnificence and beauty.27

Using the word “that” with considerably less rhetorical effectiveness than 
Yeats, his poem strains to declare:

   but know
That Byzantium, though she holds but yet one soul
Still is Byzantium!28
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But these claims always come with the knowledge “she” is “doomed, doomed, 
to fall.” Such a consciously historicized aesthetic emerges as in common to 
many Byzantium poems. So, Kinglake’s poem (the winner of the prize), views 
the city with a familiar knowing anachronism:

still my soul surveys
 A Vision of Delight, and still I gaze
 Proud City on the past.29

Though its bird will even mention what’s “to come,” as in “Sailing to Byzantium,” 
it is clear, that like many observers of literary Byzantium, that this poet has 
sailed into the past by means of careful research. 

Like Yeats’s “Byzantium,” though, some poets did try to get up close to the 
past. While also referring directly to Gibbon, Venables’s “Byzantium” proceeds 
to construct in the mind’s eye a city famously best viewed from the water:

Then rose bright shapes of living marble there – 
Then burnished domes pierced the profound of air.
And roofs of gold shone from the tower-crowned steep
In the blue surface of the silent deep.30

Domes, water, gold, marble, air all feature in common with Yeats’s “Byzantium.” 
This topographical vision of elements arrives as if from a painter’s view. This 
passage likely draws from the fashion for watercolors or the cloth backdrops 
of vastly popular public dioramas. The same year most of these poems were 
published (1831), Drury Lane’s blockbuster exhibition Venice and Its Adjacent 
Islands featured a sequence of city scenes painted by Charles Stanfield on 
translucent calico cloth illuminated from behind, achieving new effects with 
light. It was because of such visual experiences (all “the many theatre scenes, 
Dioramas, Panoramas, and all other ramas”) that when he arrived in 1857 
the poet and painter Edward Lear found his understanding of foreign cities 
like Venice came previewed, preexperienced.31 As a much more accessible 
destination than Constantinople, Venice, which had controlled the eastern city, 
would be key to the rediscovery of Byzantine art. 

If it seems unlikely these early Byzantium poems are direct sources for 
Yeats, they represent illuminating parallels and contrasts. Such reciprocities 
of poet and painter would be axiomatic to Ruskin, who remarked, “Turner 
saw things as Shelley or Keats did.”32 But it was in visiting and discovering 
Venice’s local details that fired Ruskin’s championing of Venetian Gothic and 
the city’s Byzantine survivals. The Stones of Venice concluded it was a “mistaken 
supposition” “that manual labour is a degradation when it is governed by 
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intellect,” inspiring Byzantine patterned revivals in pre-Raphaelite handcraft: 
William Morris declaring Byzantine art “new-born Gothic.”33 In his turn, and in 
honor, Yeats’s valorization of Byzantine design and handcraft workers referred 
in A Vision to the specific origin of the mosaics at Saint Mark’s in Venice from 
Byzantine illuminated gospel manuscripts, its unified interior, “the work of 
many that seemed the work of one, that made building, picture, pattern, metal-
work of rail and lamp, seem but a single image” (AVB 280).34 

So it was that the arts and crafts focus of the intervening nineteenth 
century encouraged Yeats’s ideas about “image,” which almost seem to 
sanction Melchiori’s comments on the visual arts. It was finding descriptions 
and illustrations in books and then following up on focussed, guided visits 
that probably encouraged their illustration by fragments, a close-up mosaic 
preoccupation that supports the multiart, handcrafted, anonymous picture of 
artistic labor, but perhaps in its concentration on details challenges the idea of 
a single image, except as experienced by the overwhelmed visitor in totalizing 
impression. No doubt as a result of this aesthetic previsioning, Yeats’s versions 
of Byzantium don’t always make clear what is real and what is art: the ekphrases 
of “Sailing to Byzantium” subtly, glimmeringly, refer to the artistic world and 
real world together; so the careful phrasing of “sages standing in god’s holy 
fire  / As in the gold mosaic of a wall” leaves open the question of whether wall 
is really, physically there: precisely the same question, it is worth observing, 
about the sages (CW1 197). Above all, and in this not unlike the Romantic-era 
effusions, in the sequel poem “Byzantium” we come upon a city in déjà vu, 
already preexperienced through layers of art and artifice, in this case including 
Yeats’s own previous poem. And yet, while similarly dependent on past visions, 
“Byzantium” is qualitatively different again. By now we have really arrived: 
we understand the city intimately by being guided through the midst of all its 
sights and sounds. Artwork here is not evoked by simile, but in or near death 
has come to magnificent terrifying life. And this, it seems to me, is not only a 
matter of aesthetics or historical sources, but a change in the understanding of 
matter.

Given the matter, in both senses, of “Byzantium,” such contrasts soon 
become tangible. There’s something immediate about a city that is not 
contemplated from afar, even as the visionary outcome of a quest, but instead 
inhabited, present tense, forming a site of disorienting direct experience. 
Some of these differences, of course, can be explained by historical setting. 
The poems are set at different times, in different milieu, different Byzantiums; 
Yeats’s first, according to A Vision, in the idealized age of the emperor Justinian, 
“early Byzantium,” a unique moment when “religious, aesthetic, and practical 
life were one” (AVB 280). The second poem by contrast takes place nearly five 
hundred years later, as the original theme explained:
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Subject for a poem.
Describe Byzantium as it is in the system towards the end of the first Christian 
millennium. The worn ascetics on the walls contrasted with their splendour. 
Flames at the street corners where the soul is purified. Birds of hamm’d gold 
singing in the golden trees. In the harbour dolphins there beckon to the wailing 
dead that they may carry them to paradise. [3]
A walking mummy – a sc spritiual refinement and perfection, amid a rigid 
world, a [?] sigh of wind – Autumn leaves in the streets. The divine life born 
amidst [?natures] decay.  April 30, 1930.35

Yeats’s published self can seem inevitable where the drafts are only provisional. 
This note was tidied up and altered, apparently to fit the final poem, when 
Pages from a Diary Written 1930 was published to make a little book for the 
Cuala Press (and later included in Explorations) with the claim “these subjects 
have been in my head for some time” (Ex 290). No longer fitting the aesthetic 
of the finished poem, the worn ascetics, rigid world, and autumn leaves (and 
some associated spiritual moralizing) are gone from this later version, while 
dolphins not having the anatomy to beckon instead are “offering their backs” 
to the dead. Even so, in these late, decadent, passing times, there is a present- 
participle simultaneity to the action that intimates more than just decay. This 
is audible in all the singing, wailing, and sighing here. All of which rather 
suggests the poem was conceived together with its sound-world. 

Compare this with Poole’s “Byzantium: A Dramatic Poem,” set dramatically 
during the fifteenth-century fall of Constantinople, at that final decisive 
iconoclasm of Islam. It is dramatic in genre, too, allowing scenes to be played, 
as the poem states, at the ‘Cathedral of St Sophia – Night’, or on the ramparts 
like Hamlet, picturing as on some imagined stage the present-tense doom of 
the city. Like Yeats’s later poem, this admits the presence of death in drunken 
corruptions and ghostly night walkers:

My midnight walks crossed ever and anon
By some foul demon from the other world
Grinning with ghostly pleasure, as ’twould cry
“Death is at hand!”36

These lines disclose a contrasting theology, but a comparable proximate presence 
of would-be noisy ghosts to meet the speaker. In its own night walks, Yeats’s 
poem is rather more generous toward its spiritual conductor, who naturally 
recalls Dante’s purgatorial guide Virgil, but the figure possesses a syntactically 
and semantically uncertain presence:

Before me floats an image, man or shade,
Shade more than a man, more image than a shade;
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For Hades’ bobbin bound in mummy-cloth
May unwind the winding path;
A mouth that has no moisture and no breath
Breathless mouths may summon (CW1 252).

If this circling does privilege the image as it claims, it could be said to be fol-
lowing the dictates of Byzantine custom. Michael Squire’s work has directly 
contrasted the period’s theological aesthetic to the text-based Protestant refor-
mation and Byzantium’s own iconoclastic ructions. This “Byzantium not only 
declared images equal to texts, but went even further and privileged the image, 
claiming that words could lie but images conveyed the truth […] This was not 
an easy position to maintain” notes Averil Cameron, drily, especially with a 
series of iconoclasms from within and without challenging this orthodoxy.37 
Yet does the poem really privilege the image? If so, what could this image look 
like? Following Augustine’s understanding of sight, could we reach out and 
touch it with our eyes? It would seem not. Both words and images here rest on 
shifting sands of syntax, showing an evident philosophical concern with blur-
ring too-defined categories. Finally, any image is simply impossible to see: it is 
a self-identifying image of itself only. The reader, like the persona, is confront-
ed by a presence, not venerating an icon, confounded by meeting a floating 
mummy, not studying a mosaic. Rather than calling up the dim cultural mem-
ory of backlit dioramas, translucent cloths all color, or the bright reflected light 
of iconic golden sages, in Yeats’s new Byzantium a closely bound, strangely 
embodied physicality must somehow be unwound. 

“Byzantium” is thus more open about its holes and doubts. Its shifting 
definitions probe the limitations of representation, the inconsistencies in 
perceptual theories, the gaps of stuff—and of its double, art. Words here are 
especially in doubt, insufficient for the task, mistrusted to represent. And 
just as the syntax turns on itself the shape described here is unassimilable, 
ungraspable. Paul de Man famously described Shelley’s “shape all light” from 
“The Triumph of Life” as being “referentially meaningless,” concluding the 
poem was a series of “repetitive erasures.”38 Even if this were so, the figure 
does its job in representing something ineffable. Next to this, the syntax of 
“Byzantium” seems deliberately to emphasize the indefinability of its referents, 
and its repeated self-corrections do not erase what has gone before, admitting 
something like Wittgenstein’s sense of the limits of language but leaving 
referential possibilities wide open. Already the poem starts to shape the idea it 
is not in words or things that substance will endure but forces, cycles, energies, 
anticipating Vendler’s aesthetic conception of the next stanza’s “shuddering 
poise of energy.”39 In the broadest possible sense this is compatible with post-
quantum-theory claims by new materialism or new science that matter exists 
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rather as an energy, a waveform. The difference, of course, is that the poem 
here makes no claims about matter as it is generally understood—language is 
instead pushed beyond usual understandings of sense, to refer to the impossible 
miraculous existence of the afterlife. 

How can such a floating mummy have such an effect on this world or 
the next? One answer, as it prepares to speak, is by mouth. As I’ve written 
elsewhere, it’s curious in Yeats that a literal materiality in textiles should come 
so entangled with orality.40 Except this is a weird kind of orality, an almost 
disembodied mouth apparently without its usual living quality, breath. In 
an interesting coincidence, scholars of Byzantine music were, through the 
1920s, wrestling with the meaning of puzzling “voiceless” (αψωvov) signs in 
ancient neume notation. Finally, it was concluded that rather than modifying 
the pitch, these symbols must have rhythmic value.41 By thus associating 
themselves with the pronunciation of words, these voiceless neumes might 
have confirmed Yeats’s sense of the inextricability of words and music in 
Byzantium, as in Ireland and Greece and elsewhere. “A mouth that has no 
moisture and no breath” might still (as in the line’s own pattern) articulate 
itself rhythmically and meaningfully. 

Whatever the precise, rhythmic charge of its voice it does seem in the 
poem as if the mummies’ open mouth has philosophical value. In this case 
ancient Egyptian sources confirm the association. Critics have made much 
of the reference to Greek myth in “Hades’ bobbin,” but although the Greek 
author Plutarch is a major source for the Isis and Osiris regeneration stories 
tied so closely with the revivifying of the body, they are as Egyptian as their 
mummies in origin, as confirmed by the Golden Dawn and studied in-depth 
by Yeats, MacGregor Mathers, and Florence Farr at the British Museum 
(so much is evident from the “mummy truths” of “All Souls’ Night”).42 
Archaeologists had long recognized that the lower jaw of embalmed corpses 
falls down in a “mummy gape,” opening their mouths.43 And the way Egyptian 
mummies were wound mattered: to the left, invariably, implying an eastern 
orientation. For years anatomists had conversely to unroll mummies in the 
other direction to discover the secrets of what went on inside (now CT scans 
do the job). With a breathless mouth gaping before us, the implication now 
is real answers are not to be found like that—a literal body might not be 
there, the unwinding path followed another way. More subtly, at Egyptian 
funerals, a ritual prayer was performed and a feather poised before the face 
in a ceremony called the Opening of the Mouth, with the aim of restoring 
the possibility of breath to the deceased.44 After many trials in the afterlife, 
the deceased’s purified heart was balanced with another feather, in the 
process becoming “justified,” or “true of voice,” as Farr recalled significantly 
to Yeats in a letter from Sri Lanka.45 Enlightenment therefore came via orality, 
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according to the Egyptian Book of the Dead. Gaping “breathless mouths” might 
say much worth hearing. 

So now, once again, in Yeats’s Byzantium as in the ancient world, mummies 
can speak, even if their breath was not literally the transparent stuff of air, but 
something even more immaterial. Judging by the drafts, this strange image 
is indeed speaking, as here it is the mummy that “Cries out the summons.” 
This, too, has an ancient analogue. In their tombs, Egyptian mummies were 
accompanied by canopic jars containing their viscera, in case needed in the 
afterlife. For aristocratic figures they also came with ornaments and other 
worldly goods, and significantly, model figures, ushabti or answerers, who 
replied to the call of their masters for labor in the afterlife. That these worker 
figures often carried oars or musical instruments showed how nearly death 
could be like life. The final poem retains this eerie centripetal force, calling us 
all like these tomb-dwelling answerers to attention, to worship, perhaps like the 
poet to acclamation:

I hail the superhuman: 
I call it death-in-life and life-in-death (CW1 252). 

The poet’s job here is, vocally, to answer the summons. Just as this chiastic 
reference to Coleridge and Heraclitus tries to emphasize a renewed continuity 
of ancient philosophical thought, like the winding cloth its chiasmic turning 
back seems to emphasize a renewed continuity of sound. In response to this 
summoning image, the poet hails and calls reflexively, the voice actively 
operative in whatever this world might be said to be. 

That the circling syntax of the stanza before conspicuously repeats 
in the next to describe bird, handiwork, miracle, only confirms its 
supernatural significance, as words wind around another nodal point giving 
corresponding shape to its form. This gyrating movement spins mummified 
body and artistic bird into corresponding movement, through a process 
of (failed) representations, making them less static objects of adoration 
than vortexes, shapes of sense, which rather explains and exemplifies the 
mummy’s oral function as a guide to this world, exerting a more powerful 
call than Ruskin’s detailed guidebooks. Hence the mummy’s breathless yet 
apparently perceptible summons and now, the paradoxical phenomenon of 
the handcrafted golden bird, a loud miracle, its definitions wound about it yet 
no mere windup mechanism. 

Miracle, bird, or golden handiwork,
More miracle than bird or handiwork,
Planted on the star-lit golden bough,
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Can like the cocks of Hades’ crow,
Or, by the moon embittered, scorn aloud
In glory of changeless metal
Common bird or petal
And all complexities of mire or blood (CW1 252)

Rather than placidly half-lulling its audience (as Sturge Moore claimed, like 
Homer and Shakespeare, the last stanza of “Sailing to Byzantium” did), this 
bird noisily wakes us to our feeble reality. From conception in the drafts this 
birdsong was already audible, as the bird “mutters,” “carrols” [sic], as well as 
“sings” “What the birds of Hades know.”46 Now, with a cacophonous k-sounding 
squawking rendition of farmyard jeering, it “can like the cocks of Hades crow.” 
Or through an astonishing transitive verb of sonic defiance, can “scorn aloud / 
In glory of changeless metal,” with brazen permanence apparently disdaining 
all the passing matter of the body. Saving the presence of Yeats’s looming 
occult moon such a sound might be almost futurist; anyway, its ancient golden 
technology now sounds highly modernist in its brassy, rhythmic, metallic 
chante méchanique.47

However we account for it, through the historical schema of A Vision, or 
the poem’s attempt to reply to Sturge Moore, sound in this poem has undergone 
a marked change. In his contemporary introduction to The Resurrection, 
Yeats remarks “it has seemed to me of late that the sense of spiritual reality 
comes whether to the individual or to crowds from some violent shock” (Ex 
399). How much this shock registers in “Byzantium” sonically can be seen by 
comparing the sedate perspective of earlier poems. So Poole’s drama includes 
a sonic tribute:

Even now
 I hear the slow and measured step – the chaunt
 Byzantium’s maidens raise, borne on the gale
 As the last sounds of music o’er the sea
 Dying melodiously away – Virgin,
 Receive the hymn humbly attuned to thee48 

Though supposedly addressed to a pagan goddess, music here plays a 
reconciliatory role, gently allowing any differences in theology to melt away, 
and this song potentially to elide into a Christian hymn for a Virgin mother. 
Elsewhere for Kinglake, the prospect of the right kind of music does provide an 
antidote to baser sensual instincts:

O Stambol! thou who once didst clasp the Sign,
What if again Sophia’s holy shrine
Should, deaf to creeds of sensual joy and strife,
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Re-echo those words whose gift is life?
If down those aisles the billowing Music’s swell
Should pour the song of Judah, and should tell 
Of sinners met in Penitence to kneel49

Here through Christian music, hymns, and psalms, the song of Judah is called 
to replace alleged Islamic sensuality with a cleansing rationality. “Sailing to 
Byzantium” had also accused the living world of being “caught in that sensual 
music” (even though its afterlife might replay it), calling for a more purifying 
kind of singing (CW1 197). The deeper realities of Yeats’s sound-obsessed 
“Byzantium” instead assault us with the irrationality and irresistibility of sonic 
power. In such a reading, Yeats’s second poem might almost seem to travel in 
the opposite direction to the first, toward a spiritual music that is still sensual. 
Certainly, although apparently scorning living matter, by exciting plunging 
dolphins and souls to dance in ecstatic frenzy, the poem does anything but 
leave music and sense behind. Whether through cloth’s unwinding summons 
or metal’s indifference, readers have entered a vastly different sound-world, 
with direct effects on physical and metaphysical reality, finding amid a sense 
of sonic shock a music that seems to scorn matter yet affects the senses. In the 
system, it would seem, after all, that sound comes closest to having measurable 
effects on both worlds—even if, in its real but paradoxical way, this force is not 
directly operating by touch. 

3: Gongs and the Sensations of Tone

So, what force could operate so dynamically and profoundly on all the living 
and the dead? Something of its effect can be gauged when considering the gong, 
and its marked persistence throughout the poem. This “great cathedral gong” 
bookends a decade beginning with the great Christ Church Bell of “All Soul’s 
Night.” While Charles Poole, with unconscious anachronism, expounded “the 
gloomy bell tolls forth the hour,” Yeats’s magpie research tendencies can leave 
scholars embarrassed.50 As he noted to Sturge Moore, Yeats had tracked down 
Byzantine gongs, directly marking an important passage about them in his 
copy of an acknowledged bookish source for Byzantium: W. G. Holmes’s The 
Age of Justinian and Theodora: A History of the Sixth Century (1907). There 
can be found a description of the totemic effect of this religious instrument’s 
monumental sound, arriving “at the boom of the great semantron, a sonorous 
board suspended in the porch of each church, and beaten with mallets by a 
deacon.”51 So the Byzantine gong was a wooden instrument fashioned not, as 
some have assumed, as a single, round metallic answer, never mind a series 
of midnight bell chimes. Instead, lending itself to rapid striking in repeated 
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rhythmic patterns, the semantron’s hammered beats produced something 
dynamic, energetic, variable, a sound with relatively fast aural decay, but, 
potentially, if it was continuously played, of long duration (historically speaking 
even longer, Holmes’s note confirming what is still true in some monasteries, 
“The instrument is still in use in the Greek church”). Resounding at the poem’s 
beginning and end, the sound of this continually, maybe continuously beaten 
gong pervades the sound-world of the poem: for T. R. Henn it “reverberates 
back over the first movement, symbolizing perhaps in its violent conjunction 
the meeting of the religions of the East and West,” something traditionally 
placed in Byzantium.52 If so, it marks a notable assimilation of Western and 
Eastern music, not necessarily in purely Christian harmony (its banging drone 
noise seems far from decorously-harmonized nineteenth-century hymns). So 
far, so grand, yet the drafts encourage also a conjunction between religious and 
secular worlds; between sensual and sounded: 

And silence falls on the cathedral gong
And the drunken harlot’s song
When Death like sleep beats down the harlot’s song53

Associating the two sounds in asyndeton brings them together, marking 
the importance of secular music in Byzantium—and mirrors Holmes’s own 
turning to the gong directly from the “ribaldry and obscenity” of Byzantine 
theater with its “lewd songs and dances,” “a contemporary music hall, without 
its enforced decency.”54 The drafts singular “drunken harlot’s song” attracts a 
frisson of prostitution that certainly survives into the plural “night-walkers’ 
song.” And, like the odd further canceled line where Death “beats down” 
this song, the final revision implies a musical revelry continues “after” for a 
time among this group even after the pause of the religious semantron, their 
cadences echoing about the emptying streets. In other words, secular and 
religious sounds overlap, and there builds a residual sonic charge carried 
through this night-time silence, the more emphasized when the word silence 
disappears from the final poem. This is hardly a quiet atmosphere, whatever 
the looming presence of moonlit cathedral dome might do momentarily to 
dissipate the cathedral gong and sounds on the streets. Emissaries from Kiev 
to the city of Constantinople confessed on being confronted by the sounds 
and immensities of the Eucharist in the Hagia Sophia Cathedral “we knew not 
whether we were in Heaven or Earth […] and we know not how to tell of it.”55 
Any opposition the poem sets up between secular and religious worlds comes 
to seem less pronounced when recalling Yeats’s comparable description of “a 
building like St Sophia where all, to judge by the contemporary description, 
pictured ecstasy” (AVB 193). The poem rather conceives parallel forms of 
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ecstasy, ways of standing outside or leaving the body altogether. It is not 
something the poem tells us directly, but it seems to me its sonic capacity 
makes it plain ecstasy comes in many forms: religious, sexual, and in that 
moment of transition between life and death.

Through scornful birdsong, through dancing flames, this sonic, gong-
derived charge continues through that key word resonance. Perhaps the 
decisive difference between this and previous Byzantium poems is that 
this gong’s resonance brings with it all the nineteenth-century advances in 
acoustic science and aesthetics describing the action of sound. Hermann von 
Helmholtz’s The Sensations of Tone as a Physiological Basis for the Theory of 
Music (1863) transformed understandings by scientific observation, but also 
musical acuity. An accomplished Beethoven pianist who collaborated with 
the piano manufacturer Steinway and Joseph Joachim the violin virtuoso, 
Helmholtz was acutely sensitive to pitch and resonance, railing against the 
“evils of tempered notation” and resisting new mid-century compromises in 
standard tuning, though they enabled Wagner’s enharmonic chromaticism. 
In other words, he looked back aesthetically to look forward scientifically, 
concentrating on the stuff of sound, finding “in music the sensations of tone 
are the material of the art.” This meant that “music stands in a much closer 
connection with pure sensation than any of the other arts. The latter rather deal 
with what the senses apprehend, that is with the images of natural objects”.56 
Only musical tones operated directly upon the body and brain, their affect 
communicated through the resonant air to take place within the ear itself. 
In one of his major claims Helmholtz tried to show how, when examined 
closely, tones’ simple physical properties produced direct physiological and 
then psychological effects on the self: “It is not enough,” he stressed, “that 
the auditory nerve sense the tone; the soul must also reflect upon it; hence 
my previous distinction between the material and the mental [geistige] ear.” 
As Hui remarks, “The coincidence of harmonic overtones, which was for 
Helmholtz the basis of harmonic consonance in music, was not only a physical, 
material, phenomenon, but was also reflected by an immaterial element of the 
sensory perception apparatus.”57 Like gravity seemed to Newton, this action 
operating at a distance can seem magical, otherworldly; that it could have 
such profound inner effects might indeed make it geistige, ghostly, immaterial, 
spiritual, as well as a mental, intellectual process. (Considering the deepest 
sensing powers of the soul, Yeats’s spirit instructors also surprisingly 
concluded “during the shiftings the spirit can only hear us and use our hearing. 
Hearing is intellectual”).58 Helmholtz’s interest in enumerating frequencies, 
oscillations, overtones, cross-harmonies, and dissonances examined both the 
basis of music and the apprehension of the perceiving self, bringing together 
the material and immaterial, the physical and metaphysical worlds.59 
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All the while Helmholtz was hoping to draw together syncretically 
the sciences of mechanics, light, heat, electricity, magnetism (and sound) 
as manifestations of single force or energy. If his work didn’t conclude, it 
anticipated Maxwell on the electromagnetic field, and Hertz’s discovery of radio 
waves; no wonder the work of his pupils like Max Planck on thermodynamics 
would form the basis for quantum theory and its investigations of fundamental 
forces operating in matter. Here Helmholtz’s emphasis on tone’s “sensation,” 
the nature, position, and functioning of the perceiving body and receiving 
instruments was vital. One illustration of what he meant can be found in what 
he termed “combination tones,” where the particular resonances of two tones 
sounded together created for the perceiver a third tone, whose frequencies 
could be calculated as if objectively existing, though only audible in the ear 
canal. This kind of thing led to him to develop a sign theory of perception, in 
some ways akin to later theories of poetic and linguistic symbolism, and more 
practically to produce Helmholtz resonators, open-ended metal domes that 
plucked from the air particular overtones or harmonic resonances isolating and 
amplifying them through resonant chambers. When sounds produced waves 
of complex frequencies separable into musical harmonics that acted physically, 
physiologically, and psychologically upon and within the self, they were 
operating in harmony with the universe’s principles. Helmholtz’s influence was 
so widespread that in The Talking Machine: A Technical Aesthetic Essay (1924) 
Rudolp Lothar could say “Everything flows, Heraclitus says, and in the light of 
our modern worldview we may add: everything flows in waves”.60

Even before his radio broadcast experience, Barry Shiels suggests, Yeats’s 
work was affected by technologies of communication, especially invested in 
spaces of interference – and Margaret Mills Harper and Jill Galvan have noted 
how close conceptions of spiritual phenomena and mediumship approach the 
ideas and vocabulary of electromagnetic science and technology.61 That so much 
of this emerged, with such effect on modernism’s understanding of material 
and immaterial worlds, from Helmholtz’s investigations into musical tone and 
acoustic resonance might be further explored. It’s not clear how much Yeats 
encountered Helmholtz directly, but Ezra Pound certainly did, and it was just 
as they were touring Byzantine mosaics in Sicily together in 1925 that Pound 
was expounding his own holistic theories of Great Bass, using Helmholtz’s 
conception of waves of frequency as the basis for the idea that all tones 
derive from rhythmic vibration (deducing from this that the poet’s province, 
rhythm, lay at the bottom of all sound).62 Although this represented Pound’s 
own singular interpretation, it was founded on Helmholtz’s now universally-
accepted observations about musical tone—and in Pound’s conception of its 
operation, was not so far from the mechanism of the semantron gong, which 
depended on many individual rhythmic beats to keep up a continuous sound. 
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Notably, like both Yeats and Pound, Helmholtz was sympathetic to non-Western 
musical ideas; his interest in different tunings from history led him to prize 
scales in Arabic and Persian music, and research the pure tunings associated 
with Pythagoras, the ancient Greeks using, he said, “knowledge derived from 
Egyptian priests.”63 If for Pound this accorded with his troubadour researches, 
and renewed modern interest in instrumental tuning, Yeats’s interest in what 
“world-famous golden-thighed Pythagoras” was measuring when he “fingered 
on a fiddle-stick or strings” emerged in his contemporary poem “Among School 
Children” (CW1 220). For a sensibility like Yeats’s, tone’s access to such older, 
eastern Hermetic knowledge just might, if unwound by mummy cloth, create 
that vortex of East and West classically described by Byzantium and its music. 
In this way the scientific study of resonance illustrated by metal domes and the 
operation of the chambers of the inner ear might find resonant tones in bird 
metal and cathedral dome, maybe even surviving into “night-walker’s song” or 
the plain-chants of the Byzantine church.64 

Admittedly, in this reading the word and concept of “resonance” is asked to 
do a lot of work. Unterecker argues that “the poem is most remarkable perhaps 
for the sheer bulk of its repeated terms,” which mount and resolve in the last 
two stanzas especially. Though as a term “resonance” is not repeated, and it is 
stated “night resonance recedes,” as the blended tones of the rhyming gong and 
song dissipate, they don’t disappear. Indeed, the proliferation of such recurring 
terms (long words like “Emperor” and “complexity,” but also “fury,” “blood,” 
“dance,” “agony,” “flame,” and “gong” itself) seems to mark a demonstration 
of its continuing action. Some energy is causing self-propelled fueless flames 
to burn of themselves (now with no need of any metal steel to light them) and 
bodies to dance themselves away:

Where blood-begotten spirits come
And all complexities of fury leave
Dying into a dance
An agony of trance
An agony of flame that cannot singe a sleeve (CW1 252)

As complexity seeks simplicity, multisyllabled compound adjectives tend to 
become the single-syllabled principles of dance, trance, flame—and again, 
in the turns of language, an energy, a pattern, a spiraling vortex is harnessed 
that extends way beyond physical materiality, beyond even the conspicuously 
material textile of a sleeve. It is hard to characterize precisely how the music 
behind this ultimate harmony might sound to human ear, and the poem does 
not directly try. Only the leaping of “spirit after spirit” in an attempt to attain it 
recalls that in Byzantine musical notation, neumas were called somatas (bodies) 
when the melody only moved one step up or down but pneumatas (spirits, 
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breaths) when leaping greater intervals.65 In this way body and spirit are moved 
by the energies of music, just as in the poem. 

What seems certain is that, whirled together with the repeated ethereal 
spirit and images, physical things somehow persist amid this violent ecstasy, 
causing the repeats of the words mire, blood, smithies in the poem’s final stanza. 
As “Byzantium” closes it returns to where spirit meets stuff, all combining to 
pitch us into a place of peculiar resonance: 

Astraddle on the dolphin’s mire and blood
Spirit after spirit! The smithies break the flood,
The golden smithies of the Emperor!
Marbles of the dancing floor
Break bitter furies of complexity,
Those images that yet
Fresh images beget,
That dolphin-torn, that gong-tormented sea (CW1 252) 

Unusually, this final verse borrows Romantic-style exclamations; there must 
be a lot to get excited about. The change in the draft from marble to smithies 
fittingly freights the word with the process of making—these are not rock 
formations, but inlaid stone pavements carefully made permanent by a set of 
“architects and artificers” out of Gibbon and certified by Holmes (who notes “the 
Forum” is called “sometimes, from its finished marble floor ‘The Pavement’”).66 
It also charges the image with Pythagorean resonance: it was the sound of a 
smith’s hammering on an anvil with differently weighted instruments that 
(apocryphally) led Pythagoras to his observations of ratio in music, and thence 
to the glorious music of the spheres expounded in Plato’s Timaeus, which Yeats 
reread in the 1920s. There and in Aristotle he found the Pythagorean insistence 
that by a combination of opposites the soul made up a harmony: “harmonia, 
they say, is a blending and putting together of opposites, and the body is 
constituted out of opposites.”67 This not only confirmed the instructors’ view, 
but potentially also the contradictory violence of such an operation, something 
the last two stanzas of the poem seem explicitly to explore, just at the moment 
when bodies are pulled apart – perhaps by electro-acoustic energies.68 All these 
ideas were useful when attempting to hammer thoughts into unity, though 
actually as Yeats well knew, acoustic response depends not on the size of the 
hammer, but its dynamic action on vibrating materials. 

Hammering smiths were conduits to wider truths. Yeats had desired to 
spend a month in Antiquity and talk to “some philosophical worker in mosaic 
who could answer all my questions.” Why? Because such a Byzantine smith, “the 
supernatural descending nearer to him than to Plotinus even,” could harness a 
“delicate skill” that might create “a lovely flexible presence like that of a perfect 
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human body” (AVB 280). Noting that “Matter does in some sense underly 
action,” Plotinus had pronounced “Matter is without body; body is of earlier 
date and merely includes Matter,” body being therefore at “less distance from 
the divine.”69 The hammering smiths maybe seem to observe this distinction, 
at least in so far as the bodies they are involved in creating and destroying may 
be made of older stuff, animated by older forces: not simply static friezes, these 
soul-bodies move, dance, perhaps dissolve, animated by agonizing resonant 
tones. 

Whatever the precise neo-Platonic distinctions between matter and body, 
Yeats’s poem is not one to insist on distinctions. Nor did the science: when 
Helmholtz “defines a musical tone as a specific type of sound wave, product 
of a rapid and perfectly regular periodic motion of a sonorous body” a potent 
analogy is drawn with all sonorous bodies. After his emphasis on the reception 
of sound within the body, the geistige process of listening, it is brought home, 
making analogy almost an identity. Because Helmholtz answered Pythagoras 
by stressing operation and reception rather than origin: it was “physically 
indifferent whether observations are made on stretched strings, spirals of 
brass wire, or violin strings,” still “the ear resolves all complex sounds into 
pendular oscillations, according to the law of sympathetic vibration.”70 So as 
his calculations (related to the Pythagorean ratios of Plato’s Timaeus) proved, 
whether using lengths of metal strings, hollow spaces, or the wooden boards of 
the semantron, what mattered was the action of causing resonance through the 
motions of elastic bodies, which, creating physically measurable sound waves, 
transferred tones to air or to bodies of water, and thence animated human (and 
animal) bodies, through a comparable operation and with related energy.

So the phenomenon of organized sound, just like the gong or the smiths’ 
decorated marble does in the poem, acts on bodies physically, even so far as 
to alter their materiality: to vary the nature of matter. As Edward Engelberg 
claimed, “The whole poem is an illustration of reverberating drums.”71 Certainly 
both smithies and gong require hammering, and the end of the poem reels 
from their combined reverberation. The smithies noisily begin the breaking 
of materiality, “breaking the flood” and thrusting forth a series of forcible 
relations, proceeding to imply that, in the strange parallel syntax of the stanza, 
their bodily-imbued products, like the decorated “marbles of the dancing 
floor” at once break and animate gong, dolphins, and dancers. Indeed Finneran 
comments that “as a number of critics have noted, the power of the word 
‘break’ is […] overwhelmed by the power of the final images [and] the poem 
concludes with the cyclical flux itself.”72 Whether a reading privileges strict 
grammar or the weight of the closing words, somehow a force from stationary 
bodies that are hammered transfers to animated elastic bodies through transfer 
of energy, inextricably interconnecting them. One obvious method is through 
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sonic waves, themselves an essential part of Byzantine understandings of the 
universe. Diogenes Laertius had noted: “We hear when the air between the 
sounding body and the hearer is struck in the form of a sphere and then forms 
waves and strikes upon the hearing, just as water in a reservoir forms many 
circles when a stone is thrown into it.”73 

The emphasis on physical striking and waves in this description stands up 
to later scrutiny, as well as flooding Yeats’s poem. The flood and its breaking 
repercussions operate in waves: through water and in waves of sound. This is 
at once a destructive and creative process, an overwhelming energy transfer 
extraordinarily capable of action at a distance but also intimately close to bodily 
perception and understanding. 

In some way this creative process also seems analogous to the poetic process: 
hence “Those images that yet / Fresh images beget” (CW1 252). Normally this 
might suggest a static visual process of perception and re-creation. In context, 
however, it seems energized by dynamic reproductive forces, the flux and cycles 
Finneran observes, and Diogenes and Helmholtz’s waves of sound. So can any 
“images” subsequently produced in the process be helpfully defined by sound? 
Maybe, if musical tones reduce matter to essentials, simplifying frequencies, 
harmonizing ratios, in the process generating “images” with some kind of real, 
perceivable but intangible existence—and potentially, then, a real but perceptual 
presence like the combination tones or aural images Helmholtz identified not 
present in the material world but indelibly produced by wave interference in 
the ear.74 

At least two kinds of waves then penetrate the last line. The parallel suggests 
the movement of the dolphin and the sound of the gong are operating on the 
sea and its own waves through similar principles, which, after Helmholtz, 
seemed true enough—sound and flesh harnessing the same forces as they 
crash through substance, resonating, disrupting, creating new dissonance and 
harmony, literally in the process making and breaking waves, whose interference 
and measurable resonances continually change complexity to simplicity (and 
sometimes back again). Complex sounds made up of multiple frequencies can 
be simplified in real bodies and their cavities or the empty vessels of Helmholtz 
resonators, demonstrating the way noise can become tone, sound can become 
music. 

No doubt it helped conceptualize this dance of forces that Yeats’s ballet 
Fighting the Waves enacted a very similar process on stage, choreographed 
by Ninette de Valois, of Cuchulain among the chorus of waves—the gradual 
succumbing of one individual resonance in the many, all conducted to violent 
music by George Antheil. The goal after all was one great dance, as a broadcast 
acknowledged: “In one poem I have pictured the ghosts swimming, mounted 
upon dolphins, through the sensual seas, that they may dance upon its 
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pavements.”75 Yet the order of the stanzas noisily makes sure that it is the prelude 
to this final dance that comes last for the reader, the ghosts still mired and 
swimming, still viscerally, painfully but sensually and sense-fully embodied. 

So rather than emphasizing the sheer contrast between material and 
spiritual existence (as ascetic sages might have done) the final line iterates 
the joyously painful resonances operating in this moment of transcendence. 
Vendler’s half-rhyming epithets, dolphin-torn and gong-tormented, arrive 
sonically, syntactically and semantically linked together (on the heels of the 
drafts’ “dolphin-tortured tide”). As agony and ecstasy come together, these 
arduous and extended compound adjectives express the painfully ecstatic 
process of transmutation when crossing from life into death. Spiritual becoming 
has then required a difficult physical crossing, and an overwhelming sonic 
resonance from the gong’s reiterated hammer blows, inescapably overloading 
all sense. Arrestingly, their paralleled, hyphenated torsion thus combine 
physical tearing with the action of sound. Together these are what animate the 
mosaic images of dolphins cutting through the waves: through sound, static art 
has come to moving physical life. Such is the cost, but also the energy release, 
of a literal ecstasy, the fission or rending of body and soul. That all these forces 
operate upon a body of water, the sea, emblematically troubled and animated 
by moving bodies and by sound, seems again intrinsically to connect matter 
with body and soul—all potentially are mediums through which waves operate. 
That final thing in the poem, sea, has suggested vast unconscious depths in 
Yeats’s phantasmagoria: here, although the drafts no longer describe it as “the 
sensual seas,” it is nevertheless overwhelmingly troubled by sense, perception, 
physicality, and sound. Hardly a peaceable image to end the poem.

So, even in closing, “Byzantium” does not simply dismiss matter as, 
reaching the afterlife, the body comes to change its form: rather it embraces 
other understandings of matter, in line with principles expounded as far apart 
as Pythagoras, Plotinus, and Helmholtz—even more recently by the new 
materialism. Yeats draws on multiple sources for his poem, including sources 
from history, philosophy, art, but also music and science; he is simply unlike 
some in ascribing fitting sonic and motive effects to this astonishingly active 
and noisy afterlife climax. 

As philosophical commentary, then, “Byzantium” reveals itself as anything 
but measured and detached. It reads more like an aesthetic commitment and 
spiritual prophecy, just as it comments on numerous earlier poems from 
which it has sailed, and it is intrinsically embedded in the volume of which 
it is part. It tells us that Yeats’s obsession with human bodies in death and life 
plumbs deep and diverse wells. So when later in the volume Plotinus himself 
finds that “salt blood blocks his eyes” as he swims toward the afterlife and its 
harmonious choir of love, it’s obvious that a strikingly visceral form of his 
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musical neo-Platonism has entered the contemporary series Words for Music 
Perhaps (CW1 292). This seemed especially so when bodies themselves reacted 
to sound or came to be torn and rent, as happens throughout the Crazy Jane 
poems of that sequence, including “Crazy Jane Talks With the Bishop.” When 
Byzantium’s dome had disdained

All mere complexities
The fury and the mire of human veins (CW1 252)

it might be expected that Yeats’s poems should leave the mire. Yet they return to 
it, recycling both mire and complexities at the close of “Byzantium,” while this 
miry theme culminates later in the volume when Crazy Jane finds Love’s end 
in “the place of excrement.” To the Bishop’s rude dissection of her aging body 
Jane responds with an even ruder celebration of its parts in withering scatology, 
supplying her own nascent theology:

For nothing can be sole or whole
That has not been rent. (CW1 263)

From this poem’s ballad-style opening comes three strictly strophic and thus 
actually singable stanzas, seemingly so different from the densely wrought 
“Byzantium.” Yet whether or not we think of Crazy Jane as possessing a 
divine madness or a cutting sanity, she is nominally determined: “Crazy” did 
originally refer to something full of cracks and flaws, only later being used to 
describe a fragmentation of consciousness.76 This represents a powerful elision 
when Jane’s word-play culminates in the final emphatic pun of rent. That 
“Crazy Jane” herself has been traded, hired, even bought and sold, is something 
potentially true of both the woman and the ballad, and that she is rent, torn, 
shattered, crazy, and broken yet definably sane, is something travelers from 
Byzantium should remember: of course the primary meaning of rent is torn, 
ripping through matter and body like the dolphin-torn sea, disdaining dualism 
and identifying body and soul. The dissolution of self “Byzantium” posits has 
actually already started to happen: there’s no need to wait until the afterlife, as 
however clumsily and painfully the material, bodily self has already begun to be 
cast off. In this it respects Plotinus’s older sense of matter residing in the body, 
assenting to the conviction in “Byzantium” that bodies are animated by sound, 
and can create reciprocal animation in their receiving cavities, perhaps literally 
through their souls. So although the breathless summons of “Byzantium” seems 
of a quite different order, there is a comparable consummation in both poems 
sense of self-overcoming. 

What Yeats envisaged as older knowledge could be summed up in a late 
letter: “Man can embody truth but he cannot know it” (CL InteLex 7362).77 
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Bachelard’s philosophical blurring of inside and outside finds that self-awareness 
can, of all the senses, come through sound: “Sight says too many things at one 
time. Being does not see itself. Perhaps it listens to itself.”78 We can’t exactly 
listen to what happens to the body at the end of things in “Byzantium,” but if 
the poem keeps us from hearing or participating in the final dance, both the 
poet’s persona and the action of the verse get excited enough to imagine we 
might try; and the poem follows similar principles to Bachelard’s ontology in 
unexpectedly privileging the action of sound, and finding knowledge coursing 
through the action of the body. Even if we imagine that “Byzantium” only 
conceives the sonic complexities of materialism as a necessary but vital step to 
purity and harmony beyond, there is no question the poem closes intimately 
involved in bodily matter. Such animated conceptions of matter might not be 
entirely new, indeed in Yeats’s terms were rather very old, and yet, nevertheless, 
were perhaps articulable in this way, if not exactly out loud, then in such terms 
and such adjectives, at no other time.
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Yeats 2015 and the 
Crowdsourced Audio Archive: 

Pedagogical Possibilities for Poetry   

Ragini Mohite

For W. B. Yeats’s 150th birth anniversary, the Yeats 2015 initiative sponsored 
a multitude of celebratory events in Ireland and internationally; these 
included a traveling exhibition, lectures, musical performances and 

recitations, academic conferences, new translations, and more.1 Among these 
was a project called Your Yeats that gathered crowdsourced audio recordings 
of Yeats’s poems read by global audiences not all of whom were trained 
performers or poets. These recordings were collated on SoundCloud using 
#YourYeats and compiled into playlists by the Yeats 2015 account.2 Formerly 
linked to the Yeats 2015 website, the files themselves were originally uploaded 
to SoundCloud where they are still available.3 Stressing Yeats’s commitment to 
poetry composed “for the ear” as well as his experiments with reading for “the 
wireless,” the project’s SoundCloud page positions contemporary readers as the 
latest beneficiaries of technological developments in audio recording, digital 
transmission, and storage.4 Such readers include not only those who originally 
contributed to the playlist, but also current and future listeners. As a form of 
digital commemoration, the project, I argue, productively intervenes in the 
relationship of contemporary audiences to Yeats’s writings, thereby affording us 
a useful model for poetic pedagogy in which performance and its preservation 
become sites where theoretical and formal engagements with poetry can be 
creatively explored. I also consider the desirability of a new, ongoing archive 
of crowdsourced performances of Yeats’s works, one that is based on Your 
Yeats but makes room for multiple iterations of a greater number of poems 
and for critical dialogue between students worldwide. Such a project would 
allow international students of Yeats’s poetry to listen to tracks that others add, 
contribute to the archive, and make their own performative and textual choices 
as active participants in this dialogue.

First, a brief description of the archive. As of April 2022, the Yeats 2015 
account on SoundCloud held 116 tracks (or readings).5 It has curated three 
playlists. The first, Your Yeats 2015, contains twenty-six tracks, all performed by 
public figures (actors, musicians, poets, scholars); the second is a compilation 
of thirteen performances of “The Lake Isle of Innisfree.” This poem was also the 
subject of worldwide recitations in December 2015, according to the Activities 
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by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in Support of Yeats 2015 report, 
perhaps explaining the need to compile these readings in a curated playlist.6 
Most pertinent to this essay is the third playlist: Your Yeats. This is the largest of 
the three and contains 151 tracks, with a total listening time of 1:24:44.7 

Your Yeats contains performances by public figures as in the first playlist. 
But, crucially, this playlist also includes contributions from private readers as 
well as sixteen additions by Lagan Press, a Derry publisher committed to “forms 
of literary expression which have little opportunity to be heard in the market-
place.”8 In this playlist, what is essentially a crowdsourced archive is partly 
aligned with cultural institutions such as Lagan Press, governmental partners 
affiliated with the larger Yeats 2015 project, and the various embassies and 
cultural institutions across the globe that hosted live audience readings. The 
playlist, then, bears the markers of an institutionally-supported project while 
still incorporating elements that mark it as extrainstitutional. 

The first track on the playlist, and its most frequently played, is Seamus 
Heaney’s previously recorded rendition of “What Then?” (which has been played 
2,587 times).9 This is followed by Dan Mulhall’s reading of “The Wild Swans 
at Coole” (1,124 plays), and Micheal Ó Muircheartaigh’s reading of “Fiddler of 
Dooney” (1,048 plays). These tracks are not sequenced on the playlist based on 
popularity alone, although earlier tracks do generally receive more attention. 
Most of the sequence does not seem intentionally curated; instead, it appears 
to have expanded organically as readers uploaded recordings. Among its 151 
tracks, we find eighty “texts,” a majority of which are Yeats’s poems. Of the others, 
one is a complete dramatized reading of Purgatory by Brian Munn that clocks 
in at 13:06 minutes and brings the tradition of radio plays into the digital age. 
Adrian Paterson also looks to Yeats’s drama, providing a reading of “At the Grey 
Round of the Hill” from The Dreaming of the Bones. These are the two significant 
gestures toward Yeats’s drama in this playlist. Another track is a discussion of 
the Gonne family titled “Imogen Stewart On Maud Gonne” originally heard, 
according to the track description, at the “‘Muse of Yeats’ Festival in Rossnaree 
Co Meath on Saturday October 10th 2015,” where the sculptor and daughter-
in-law of Iseult Gonne spoke.10 Works from Yeats’s middle and later years (1914 
onward and including the poems from Responsibilities) appear more often and 
contribute fifty-two texts, with twenty-seven texts from the pre-1914 period.11 
However, the three most frequently recorded tracks (as opposed to the most 
frequently played) are all from the pre-1914 period. “The Song of Wandering 
Aengus,” unsurprisingly, appears twelve times (including one musical number 
by the Carlow Choir titled “Brightening Air” and two files of the same recording 
by Joan Burton). The second and third most frequently recorded tracks are “He 
Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” and “The Lake Isle of Innisfree.” which both 
appear a total of nine times. I will return to some of these poems later.
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Bibliographic and Contextual Codes

From the 1990s onward, George Bornstein strongly encouraged critics and 
readers to pay attention to the bibliographic and contextual codes of Yeats’s 
poetry (as well as its linguistic codes). He urged critics and readers to “imagine 
text more as process than as product, and to search for forms of display that 
represent a dynamic development rather than a static outcome.”12  Bornstein 
also suggested that the “contextual codes” of certain volumes were imbued with 
critique, and that the full deployment of such codes “leads away from fixity, 
stability, and hierarchy, and towards flux, instability, and something short of 
anarchy but still moving in the direction of radical textual egalitarianism” 
indicating that this thaws the earlier “freezing” by publishers in earlier 
copyrighted editions.13 Crowdsourced digital performances preserve and 
reshape Yeats’s linguistic codes while also reconfiguring their bibliographical 
and contextual codes, and they certainly bolster our sense of “text as process.” 
A person reading a poem for a crowdsourced archive is actively manipulating 
recording technology to literally manufacture his or her own text, and 
though the listener may not be touching a physical reel, cassette, or CD, they 
have the ability to impact the speed of play, play recordings from selected 
midpoints, or switch randomly or decisively between tracks. Jussi Parikka 
argues that such tactile “play” with media is an important part of didactics 
despite “technical media often work[ing] in subphenomenal ways—in other 
words, their principles of operation are not directly open to observation by 
the human eye—such a manner of tinkering with media-technological effects 
forms a circuit with the theoretical work.”14 In this case, theoretical work may 
include the work of literary criticism, performance, or even engagement with 
editorial theory. Such acts of contextual reconfiguration are possible when 
“playing” with this archive. The first of such acts is the creation of the two 
smaller playlists that accompany the main archive playlist on the Yeats 2015 
account, particularly the playlist that compiles all readings of “The Lake Isle 
of Innisfree” into one and better enables a comparative listening experience 
of the famous poem. The more comprehensive playlist—Your Yeats—creates 
multiple avenues in which such textual egalitarianism may be fostered, and 
audiences retain the agency to curate their own listening sequence of poems 
as demonstrated by both the smaller playlists. While the Your Yeats playlist 
itself is now fixed, a student even today may create their own playlist by 
choosing from texts included in Your Yeats, creating playlists dedicated to a 
single poem, by thematic grouping, and even by including these recordings 
alongside tracks that are not on the playlist but are hosted by SoundCloud. A 
simple search using #wbyeats shows 412 tracks on this website, which despite 
some overlap, also includes readings not included in Yeats 2015, critical 
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discussions, and even public lectures. An open-ended archive would radically 
expand this playing field. 

Each listener, for instance, would be able to curate a new playlist of their 
own by adding tracks from different sources and in different sequences. Such 
play and curation are a culmination of extended active listening, which, as 
I remind students encountering a poetry class for the first time, goes hand-
in-hand with close reading and is inextricably tied to critical discourse and 
performative practices. My classes are comprised of Indian students who are 
accustomed to studying in the English language but have often not encountered 
poetry’s formal dimensions. The value of such active listening was evident in 
my classroom when, upon hearing Yeats’s 1936 BBC recording of “The Lake Isle 
of Innisfree” when they read the poem, students opined that the word “purple” 
seemed a misfit in the poem to their ears. This resulted in a discussion of Yeats’s 
own accompanying commentary on the poem’s vocabulary. To Indian students 
completely alien to Irish landscapes and culture, new to poetry and to Yeats, and 
tentative in their approach to what seems an intimidating form of literature, the 
results of such close, attentive listening provide an increased level of confidence 
and a greater willingness to critically “play” with their interpretation of the 
poem’s codes. An open-ended archive would allow students to hear Yeats’s 
own critical commentary and reading of the poem, examine how other global 
readers engage with it, and even contribute their own performances. It would 
extend the benefits of close reading and active listening into an active form of 
creative and pedagogically useful play. 

Matthew Rubery stresses the value of listening to recorded poems for 
students struggling “to comprehend literature from a distant era. The voicing 
of [such] texts [makes] the experience less alien and . . . suggest[s] insights” 
that otherwise might be missed.15 To scholars, Yeats’s era may not seem 
distant, but for many listeners, certainly for my students in India, his work is 
culturally distant in many ways. Voicing such texts and listening to them being 
read by different voices actualizes the text’s aural fluidity and dynamism and 
reveals just how much performance can unlock the possibilities latent in the 
“original” printed text. Herein lies the pedagogical value of poetry recorded 
by lay readers, public figures, fans, and critics in addition to poets and trained 
performers, all residing within the same digital space. The amateur volunteer 
effort that contributes to the audiobook library LibriVox, Rubery comments, 
is both “an asset as well as a liability since narrators range from professionally 
trained voice actors to non-native speakers struggling to master the English 
accent.”16 The ethos of LibriVox is founded on the idea that texts gain something 
powerful when “narrated by real people.”17 Meanwhile, in the current Your Yeats 
playlist, we do not find nonnative speakers attempting to master an English 
accent through the medium of poetry, but rather nonnative speakers speaking 
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confidently in their own voices and, in doing so, radically transforming the 
work of an author who himself did not speak with a “standard” accent. The 
emphasis is less on English language acquisition than on a broad approach to 
and application of literary analysis. Rather than proving a liability, such voices, 
coming together, open up new interpretative and methodological avenues to 
scholars of poetry via the performance-text.  

I agree with Rob Doggett that “helping people attend to the literariness of a 
poem—the formal density of language—is, […] still best achieved . . . through 
guided practice” and emphasis on “poetry as a collaborative or interactive 
aesthetic experience that depends upon [students’] own close reading.”18 The 
Yeats playlist on SoundCloud facilitates these goals, though (as I will argue) 
the addition of a new and open-ended crowdsourced Yeats archive would 
add important new dimensions. Listeners who interact with such archives 
encounter the transformative process a poem goes through when articulated 
and performed by different, diverse voices, who each add their own rhythms 
and intonation and accent; such archives may further provide scholars with 
important information about changing trends in the wider reception of key 
poems, reading habits, and pedagogical exercises.

“Reading” the Text

The increasing use of electronic media, Bornstein has suggested, will 
change our understanding of modernist literary works that are especially 
“protean, existing in multiple and equally authorized forms.”19 A writer like 
Yeats, he acknowledges, lends himself well to issues of “versionality” through 
each instance of revision.20 Doggett picks up on these issues in the classroom via 
technological developments to drive home Marjorie Perloff ’s reminder about 
the constructed nature of a poem.21 He argues further that “the digital medium 
effectively collapses the distinction between aesthetic and pragmatic discursive 
modes,” and “encourages us to understand poems not as art but as vehicles for 
information transmission.”22 Given the risk this poses to the students’ reading 
of “poetry as poetry” (or art), it also presents critical opportunities through 
this information transmission, especially when that information pertains to 
the poem-text and the performance-text and their changing relationship in 
a globalized technological world.23 When acts of reading are conducted not 
just by professional poets or scholars, but by amateur readers or “fans,” such 
performances often contain imaginative applications, extensions, and even 
critiques of speculative thought. 

The choices the audience-performers are making in the Your Yeats 
playlist are deeply idiosyncratic, based on personal connections and tastes, 
critical assessments, ease of access to the material, and even the convenience 
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determined by the length and language of the text at times. In the classroom, 
the syllabi and anthologies used by teachers place seemingly disparate poems 
and poets adjacently. While it is worth considering how advanced students can 
learn to read not just single texts but whole collections, we must first think about 
how novice students may approach poetic reading. The students I encounter 
in introductory poetry classes are enthusiastic but mostly untrained in the 
process of scansion.24 Despite this—or rather because of it—I find it useful to 
incorporate classes on rhythm, rhyme, and meter into introductory courses, 
thus unsettling the focus established by school curricula on reading poetry for 
content or theme, or as a variation on narrative prose. Students in my classes 
embrace this aural approach but there seems to be a worry among them about 
the “correctness” of their methods and results in identifying meter. In large 
part, this is because they bring with them an expectation that poetry should be 
encountered through the mediation of some “standardized” recitation. But, at 
least in my classroom, students speak in accents from across India that make 
consensus regarding meter impossible. This is where online tools can become 
useful classroom resources, not just for the teaching of Yeats’s poetry specifically, 
but for the teaching of poetic form at large. For example, the online project For 
Better for Verse, an interactive learning website for poetic form created by the 
University of Virginia’s Department of English provides several metered poems 
by various authors, including Yeats, and allows users to map their feet, meter, 
and stresses.25 But For Better for Verse demands correct answers. 

By contrast, a crowdsourced recorded collection such as the Your Yeats 
playlist provides multiple renditions of poems and can be usefully employed by 
instructors to enable a greater engagement with the imprecise art of prosody. 
For instance, with close reading and scansion, it becomes clear that the two 
commas in line 6 of “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” mark the shift between 
feet and force a slowing down of the rhythm to emphasize the stresses further. 
Listening to the various renditions of the poem in the Your Yeats playlist, it is 
striking how readers pick up on the deliberate rhythm of these lines and apply 
it to other parts of the poem where the stresses stand out to them. Scansion 
and performance can then help inform each other, with students learning to 
engage with performative choices by scanning poetry, and the performances 
helping to refine their understanding of poetic rhythms. Like several of Yeats’s 
early poems, “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” is a relatively easy starter 
poem for the study of scansion and one that usefully generates conversations 
about the absoluteness of the practice. Hannan Sullivan has noted Yeats’s own 
lack of prosodic expertise and argues that his poems reflect greater metrical 
and rhythmic control as he grows more practiced.26 This is a developmental 
trajectory to which students of poetry can relate. After reading “He Wishes 
for the Cloths of Heaven” and attempting to scan it, one student commented 
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that the word “poor” seems to have less to do with “his economic situation” 
than what the speaker could “give” the lover.27 This student was attempting to 
associate the idea of impoverishment with the repetitions as end-rhymes and 
what they found to be irregular meter; to them, the poem became a creative 
token for the speaker to hand over to the subject, albeit a token with certain 
formal deficits. This kind of engagement—fostered by active listening to 
multiple, variant recordings—reveals metrical play to be an imperfect, lively 
art rather than a hidebound set of rules. Listening to multiple recitations of the 
poem would have enabled the student to hear patterns that they struggled to 
identify on the page. Whereas a single reading—even if it was heard multiple 
times—would only demonstrate one reader’s performative choices, the wider 
practice of listening to a poem read by different voices would enable novice 
students, unused to engaging with poetry on the syllabic level, to juxtapose 
sound with poem-text and map metrical patterns on the page.

 In my classroom, with its diverse range of accents from across India, 
there are often discussions about how many syllables a word contains and 
whether the spoken word and written word may be scanned the same way 
given its differing pronunciations. This is particularly challenging when 
poems incorporate culturally idiomatic words or phrases. “Aedh,” “Cuchulain,” 
“Aengus,” and so on pose a particular challenge for Indian students who attempt 
to read these words phonetically, sometimes even transcribing the word in the 
Devanagari script based on the instructor’s pronunciation. Scanning the same 
poems according to the different accentual patterns of readers from around 
the globe, for instance, can demonstrate to the students a greater dynamism 
to prosody than a strictly syllabic pattern of scansion which demands a single 
“correct” response. For my students who begin their journeys with scansion 
using Shakespeare or Blake, but who, by the end of the course, are asked to 
either translate or compose original poems while playing with different aspects 
of form, such engagement with sounds, forms, and variations is a meaningful 
stepping stone to a sophisticated understanding of poetic form. 

Among the Your Yeats playlist’s most interesting and useful recordings—
from a pedagogical perspective—are readings of “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” and 
“To a Squirrel at Kyle-na-No” by children from Ardfert Central National School, 
Kerry, and a recitation of “An Irish Airman Foresees His Death” by another 
group from Newport National School, Mayo. In each case, a full classroom of 
students performs the poems together in a typically sing-song manner with 
rhythms and pace varying between poems. With only small metrical variations, 
each of these poems lends themselves well to such recitation and listening to 
them offers an easy and entertaining way for introductory poetry students 
to grasp their rhythms. While the Your Yeats playlist includes no tracks that 
contain Yeats’s own recitations of his poems, his readings of “The Lake Isle 
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of Innisfree” are widely available elsewhere, including once on the playlist 
dedicated to the poem. Of the nine recitations of “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” 
on the Your Yeats playlist, one musical rendition ends at the end of line 6. Of 
the remaining eight, four employ the rhythm on the words “deep heart’s core” 
(VP 117, l. 12) to fade the poem out acoustically, clearly influenced by Yeats’s 
own reading.28 The classroom recitation from the Kerry schoolchildren is one 
example of performance as pedagogy. An open-ended archive would be able 
to situate such a performance alongside recitations from students across the 
globe, including India, thereby enabling a comparative listening experience and 
fruitful critical discussion at the early stages of poetic study. Five recordings 
by adults also recognize and employ the natural pauses in the same places in 
lines 6 and 10—caesurae that separate the inconsistent meter in the first half 
of both those lines with the consistent iambic feet of the second half but are 
not mapped out on the published text. These rhythms and patterns must have 
been made evident to the students reading and recording the poem together; 
the pedagogical value of practices of recitation, recording, and listening back 
is clear here. 

There have long been critical discussions of the value of poetry memorization 
in the classroom. While the audio-only format of the Your Yeats playlist leaves 
us unable to determine if these poems were memorized, it is evident that the 
emphasis on rhythm, which enables easier memorization, is utilized as a mode 
of reading by these students. Mike Chasar notes that memorized poetry in a 
classroom setting becomes a “crucial intersection of oral and print economies,” 
incorporating the values of orality “bodily carriage, gesture, intonation, 
and elocution” while maintaining “fidelity to the original, printed text”; this 
process, he recalls, can help  “to segue children from the lived, relational values 
associated with orality and into the abstract and impersonal knowledge systems 
facilitated by print.”29 Yet Chasar notes that due to the habits of rhythmic 
classroom memorization, values of orality have also come to be associated with 
“childhood, emotion, occasional verse, amateurism, popular or mass culture, 
lack of aesthetic sophistication, and knowing ‘by heart.’30 The readers of Yeats 
we encounter in the Your Yeats playlist, then, perform both in the classroom 
and outside it, engaging in what Doggett calls “guided practice” even outside 
of a traditionally educational infrastructure. Certainly, there are some readers 
who, having encountered these poems first in print, as students, tone down 
their rhythms and deliver performances that embody both the values of orality 
and of print: “notions of professional authorship, literariness, complexity, and 
impersonal judgment on the part of their editors and readers.”31 The diverse 
mix of readings by students and adults in the Your Yeats playlist challenges 
associations of amateurism with aesthetic unsophistication and suggests, at 
times, the reverse. With the increased use of digital media in academia, practices 
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of memorization, and reading aloud have regained some of their popularity in 
contemporary classrooms and now seem to indicate a breaking down of print-
poetry’s hegemony, allowing teachers to incorporate performance poetry into 
their teaching methods and their syllabi.32 

Poetry and Performance

One such instance of performance is that of students reading poetry aloud 
to each other. Early undergraduate students of poetry often note in my classes 
the marked difference in the experience of reading a poem, or even reading 
it out loud to oneself versus having it read to them. Whereas some students 
become more attentive to the details of whatever narrative structure the 
poem holds, others become more attentive to its rhythms, poetic devices, and 
dramatic qualities. In each case, the ear makes note of poetic components that 
the eye is not inclined to or practiced enough to identify. And acts of reading 
aloud in my classes reveal some new aspect of a poem to students each time 
a different reader steps up to perform it. This is the potential held within the 
ongoing crowdsourced archive I envision adding to what Your Yeats makes 
available, one which can encourage both active listening and deeply considered 
performance in voices that are global and significantly more diverse than a 
single classroom in India, despite its internal heterogeneity. 

An ongoing project of crowdsourced Yeats recordings would build an 
ever-increasing archive of multiple performance iterations in a varied range of 
voices, dialects, accents, and even languages, as I will discuss. It could contain 
playlists curated by time period, collection, theme, and even playlists dedicated 
to specific poems. The use of tags could enable listeners to juggle between 
playlists and curate their own engagement within this archive. Importantly, 
a developed search functionality and index would be a useful addition in 
enabling users to play with its features and could potentially be accompanied 
by hyperlinks to the poem-texts. Moreover, the project would necessarily be 
open access given the impetus to bring in as diverse a group of contributors and 
listeners as possible.

 The participatory freedom granted to contributors to this proposed archive 
would not be without precedent or entirely at odds with Yeats’s own values as 
an artist. Indeed, such flexible and dialogic engagement has been fostered by 
periodicals, radio, and new media at least since the early years of the twentieth 
century as a means of building communities united by cultural interests who 
had an affective relationship to literary texts. Alexandra Edwards notes that 
while such engagement may not have been new practice, the specific language 
of this relationship and of “practices (of collection, mastery, and textual 
response) was new then,” changing the way in which media addressed such 
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readers. She continues that “fans and media worked together (and sometimes at 
cross-purposes) to construct reading as both interactive and communal—and 
this working together […] was built into the very structure of the periodical 
press and the other forms of integrated media on the rise in the early twentieth 
century.”33 As a broadcaster, Yeats himself seems to invoke such interactions 
when he invites listeners to form a community around the hypothetical pub 
and parlor or to critique prosaic recitations of verse.34 Given that he issued this 
invitation in a 1936 broadcast, Yeats must surely have known that many listeners 
would be amateurs who were nonetheless accustomed to poetry’s rhythms, that 
is, fans who could make the basic distinction between a reading that was made 
prosaic for the benefit of a novice and one that adhered to the rhythm of poetry. 
In issuing this invitation to respond to poetry readings, Yeats reminds listeners 
and students to be attentive to poetic rhythms, to bring their intuitive affinity 
for rhythm to the forefront of critical engagement.

Today’s rogue contributors— ones who do not contribute under the 
masthead of any affiliate institution or copyright owning medium—may also 
perform prosaic recitations, and while Yeats may have disapproved, this tendency 
we observe in Your Yeats seems to support the argument that “any attempt to 
recapture oral tradition requires concessions to modernity.”35 A collection such 
as Your Yeats may not, then, sit comfortably within Yeats’s ideas of performance 
and audience engagement, but it illustrates the impossibility of anticipating the 
reach and capacity of the worldwide web in the early twentieth century, and 
the continued prevalence of “variants”’ including those that fly in the face of 
authorial intent. An ongoing crowdsourced archive would be an example of 
what Abigail de Kosnik identifies as “rogue archives”: spaces that accommodate 
content that would not otherwise have been included in “traditional memory 
institution[s],” and characterized by “constant (24/7) availability; zero barriers 
to entry for all who can connect to the Internet; content that can be streamed 
or downloaded in full, with no required payment, and no regard for copyright 
restrictions.”36 What makes archives rogue is the act of transforming them from 
exclusive sites into “information commons,” and which “Derrida claims, can 
beget serious social and cultural transformations.”37 Chasar recognizes that 
“ordinary readers of popular poetry [are] more self-aware, discerning, creative 
and socially engaged than literary critics and historians have typically assumed, 
even though those audiences’ reading methods, habits, and characteristics don’t 
necessarily or even frequently map neatly onto those recommended by poets, 
educators, experts, or other cultural curators.”38 Chasar is speaking of popular 
poetry found in scrapbooks, advertisements, radio and so on in twentieth-
century America but his statement remains true of contemporary global 
audiences as does the fact that Yeats’s poetry remains both “high”—in that it is 
part of the modernist canon, educational syllabi and so on—and popular, as is 
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evidenced by its repeated recitations, references in popular culture and public 
debate only a small number of which get preserved for posterity’s sake.

Translations also represent important acts of pedagogical creativity. Four 
poems exist in the Your Yeats playlist both in English and in translation. The 
poet and translator Mitsuko Ohno’s readings of “Lapis Lazuli” in English (3:01 
minutes, 79 plays) and Japanese (3:34 minutes, 43 plays) are included. Huiyi 
Bao reads “Sailing to Byzantium” in English (2:02 minutes, 119 plays) and in 
Chinese translation (2:19 minutes, 103 plays). Historian Andres Eiriksson 
contributes three files containing readings of “The Lamentation of the Old 
Pensioner” to the playlist: an English reading (0:55 minutes and 70 plays), one in 
Icelandic (0:49 minutes and 87 plays) and, finally, both readings are combined 
in one track that is 1:44 minutes long (82 plays). The writer and translator Jyrki 
Vainonen reads on three tracks: an English-language reading of “He Wishes 
for the Cloths of Heaven” (0:38 minutes, 51 plays), a Finnish translation of the 
poem as “Taivaiden Kankaat” (0:31, 81 plays), and a third file that contains 
both readings, first in English and then in Finnish (1:11 minutes, 61 plays). 
These two instances of combined files effectively tie together the source texts to 
their translation; in each file, the English source text precedes the translation 
with both coming to share a digital bibliographic code and metadata. And 
while we cannot ascertain how many listeners were repeating the experience 
(this author having contributed to at least one play on each track), a brief look 
at the number of plays received by translations indicates a significant interest 
in reading Yeats’s poetry in translation, and an even more specific interest 
in a comparative listening experience across languages. This, then, enables 
students who are not native English speakers to engage with Yeats’s poetry and 
for advanced students to consider how the poem’s various codes are impacted 
through creative translation, thus increasing the global reach of Yeats’s poetry. 
These translations are early indicators of what an open-ended archive could 
achieve with a section dedicated to translations in a greater number of languages 
and by demonstrating how several expert translators may engage with the same 
poem in distinct creative ways. 

While these poems are all translated by experienced hands, one translation 
of “Aedh Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” into Arabic is read by a Palestinian 
reader, Nawal Abusway, in a file timed at 0:26 minutes. However, the written 
translation is collectively done by “University of Qatar undergraduate students 
in English Literature from Qatar, Palestine, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 
and Bangladesh.”39 This small file holds within it not just a creative-critical 
undertaking, but also a collaboration between students and teacher that extends 
beyond the classroom, with the teacher adopting the mediumistic position to 
the work of poet and translators. The rhythm of the English-language poem, 
with its iambic feet interspersed with anapests, trochees, pyrrhic, and spondees, 
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enables spirited readings. However, the waveform visualizer available on 
SoundCloud attests to the uniform nature of the Arabic reading, with each line 
being apparent as one wave on the visualizer, timed evenly, and the lines with 
the strongest metrical inconsistencies (the fourth and the eighth) developing 
into the longest waves of sound. While such wave patterns are apparent in 
other readings as well, this track seems most consistent, attesting perhaps to 
the students’ instinct of reading—and thereby translating—rhythmically. This 
track has been played 606 times, the most popular rendition of this poem 
after Adrian Raftery’s English-language rendition. Pedagogically speaking, 
accommodating space for translations in an open-ended archive would provide 
an avenue for students to read and listen to Yeats’s poetry in translation, and 
to carry out amateur translations. This would be a means for them to critically 
interrogate poems’ language and sound and to experiment with and apply the 
formal knowledge developed in a classroom and invite feedback and discussion 
in a space dedicated to guided practice.

Here we see another pedagogical opportunity for students to extend 
their work in close reading and active listening, not just to performance but 
the creative steps that come before it. Even with English-language syllabi and 
students who demonstrate greater fluency in English rather than regional 
languages, discussions about translations in my introductory courses have 
generated useful ideas about the role of the translator, questions of fidelity 
to source texts, and to the craft of poetry ranging from the subtle dilution 
of Islamic allusions in Mirza Ghalib’s poetry to the way translators play with 
metaphors in the different English translations of Rainer Maria Rilke’s “Archaic 
Torso of Apollo.” Making room for students of poetry to step into the shoes of 
a translator can enable a creative application of theoretical and critical ideas. 
It would fuel such engagement while also maintaining attention on the more 
subtle nuances of the source texts with regards to linguistic codes and the way 
bibliographical and contextual codes shift when the translation is carried out 
on the page, and then transposed into a live performance and then a digital 
recording. 

Thinking of the archive as “artefact”— a product of human workmanship—
which houses and impacts other material artefacts, Jason Camlot considers 
how its malleability can be fostered through ephemeral performances.40 He 
writes that the transformative medium of the digital archive does not replace 
“empirical methods of writing history,” but highlights “the significance of 
media contexts for the kinds of history we wish to pursue” and “allows us to 
discover aspects of our objects of inquiry that might not have been discoverable 
had they remained in a single media format.”41 We may similarly say that 
acts of reading, translating, performing, recording, and listening—whether 
sequentially or individually—do not replace the silent reading of poetry but 
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can reveal the significance of attentive listening and creative practice to critical 
study in a way that helps reveal new aspects of the texts themselves. The last 
of these steps can also highlight the role that digital audio technology now 
plays within the history of poetry collection, storage, and performance. The 
digital medium confronts us with the destabilizing material element inherent 
in all cultural artifacts, and encourages an approach to research materials as 
“differential texts,” a term introduced by Marjorie Perloff to mean “texts that 
exist in different material forms, with no single version being the definitive 
one,”42 a term that Camlot “transmutes” to “support a claim for the concept of 
‘differential media’ as one that demands our awareness of the transformative 
impact of media contexts as an object of interpretation migrates across, or 
exists multifariously within, different media platforms.”43

Thus, if an ongoing audio archive of performance were to be accompanied 
by the source texts by the poet and by poem-texts by various translators, it 
would inform this idea of differential media and potentially open up the study 
of Yeats’s poetry to readers in languages that do not already possess authorized 
translations. The acts of performance and translation would then serve both 
as a pedagogical exercise and a resource, especially if accompanied by ways of 
engaging with texts such as interactive resources like scansion practice portals 
and discussion forums. Tom Chadwick and Pieter Vermeulen recognize that 
“while the digital context has specific relevance today, it also reflects the long-
standing role of technology in determining the archive’s structure—a role that 
anticipates Derrida’s statement in Archive Fever that ‘archivable meaning is also 
and in advance codetermined by the structure that archives.’”44 

While still available on SoundCloud, the Your Yeats project has not 
continued adding tracks to the playlist since 2015, and remains true to the 
2015 moment. The playlist is locked into the moment of commemoration. It 
has several other limitations as is true for an early model of collection and 
repository. Its one comprehensive playlist (and two supplementary ones) still 
contain a limited number of texts; there are several Yeats poems that do not 
feature here. While one may like, repost, share, or comment on individual 
tracks, there is no room for a larger discussion of the playlist at large. And finally, 
it is one part of a larger music and audio platform on which the uploaded files 
are stored. Being ongoing, a future crowdsourced archive would face no such 
limitations and could address some of these early limitations in useful ways, 
as I chart in the next section. Your Yeats would function as an early model 
for this archive and even become one component of the larger project. Both, 
together, would demonstrate to scholars from interdisciplinary backgrounds 
the value of crowdsourced readings, translations, and performance to critical 
discourses. Any supplementary educational tools like discussion forums and 
interactive content would enable wider discussions between students across 
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global classrooms, demonstrate the porosity of analogue and digital archives, 
and provide us with ever-increasing data (and metadata) regarding changes in 
reading, listening, and performance practices of Yeats’s poetry across the globe.

Collaboration, Taste, and Reception

Even in this early model, the recordings on SoundCloud welcome new 
and returning audiences into Yeats’s oeuvre in a more democratized way than 
lectures held at universities or exhibitions and live readings held within the 
walls of cultural institutions, often in metropolitan centers as the DFA Report 
records. While Yeats’s revisions pose a challenge to identifying definitive 
poem-texts, the text itself has generally been considered definitive over its 
performance. Camlot’s approach, and the one a new ongoing archive would 
offer, destabilizes such assumptions and notions of single authorship to instead 
foreground collaborative partnerships across time and media. This is not an 
entirely unprecedented move within Yeats studies that have, in recent times, 
recognized the higher degree of collaboration between Lady Gregory and Yeats 
in the writing of Cathleen ni Houlihan than was previously acknowledged,45 and 
the collaborative role of Yeats’s editors from George Yeats and Thomas Mark 
(his copyeditor at Macmillan) to later scholarly editors like George Bornstein, 
Peter McDonald, and others.46 Warwick Gould responds to the critique that 
the work of George Yeats and Thomas Mark lacks the poet’s authority while 
discussing the Macmillan archive editorial policy. He reminds us that “Yeats’s 
own authority included numerous statements of delegation and his working 
practices show innumerable acts of delegated revision and emendation.”47 
Despite criticism, there is no denying that editorial interventions in Yeats’s 
poetry are now part of the poems’ textual history and their versionality and 
are at least useful insofar as they make room for a wider reception of variant 
versions neither sanctioned nor sanctified by the poet’s authority. Much like 
introductory notes to poems by editors of critical collections, several readers in 
this playlist offer supplementary commentary to the poems. 

Mary Robinson’s reading of “The Song of Wandering Aengus” is preceded 
by an introduction to the life and work of Stéphane Hessel, which occupies 
the first fifty seconds of the 1:50 minute track. She performs this recitation in 
Hessel’s memory after his passing in 2013. Robinson recalls the Berlin-born 
German’s part in the French resistance, his capture by Nazis and his escape, his 
presence at the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, work 
as a diplomat and their close relationship. Additionally, she notes his support 
of youth-led activities and activism, his advice that they “get angry” and that 
he regularly performed this poem as a party piece.48 Robinson’s reading of the 
ballad is remarkably consistent with twenty seconds devoted to each stanza, 
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maintaining the consistency of the form with its three octaves, caesuras at the 
end of line 4 in each stanza and its relatively consistent rhyme scheme, broken 
only in the repetition of “floor” as end rhyme in the second stanza, suggesting 
an emotional unsettling at the moment of the trout’s transformation and in the 
otherwise consistent abcb rhyme (VP 149, 1.9, 1.11). Robinson here applies the 
thematic weight of the poem to the two men her reading commemorates: Yeats 
and Hessel. Hessel’s biography at the beginning of the reading allows listeners 
and students to recognize the determination and joyousness of the old speaker, 
the tempestuous moments of (political and personal) transformation, and the 
enduring search for an elusive (and idealized) figure and future embodied in 
the anthropomorphized trout. Indian students of poetry—who are likely to 
be unfamiliar with Irish political contexts but who study the World War II in 
their history syllabi—often read this poem with attention to its mythological 
and folklore underpinnings. A reading and introduction like Robinson’s does 
important work in demonstrating how a political lens may be applied to the 
poem, allowing students to ask how contextual codes may be impacted by 
contemporary engagement and how poetry may have real-world critical 
applications.

Warwick Gould provides a short introduction to “Mohini Chatterjee” 
informing listeners that “this is a poem which Yeats rewrote in 1927 which 
he had first written as one of the earliest things he ever wrote after meeting 
a Brahmin sage in Dublin called Mohini Chatterjee.”49 This introduction 
highlights Yeats’s practice of rewriting over many years. The poem itself 
draws one’s attention to Yeats’s habit of paraphrasing (“spoke these, or words 
like these”; VP 496, 1.15) and of transforming ideas for his own esoteric 
undertakings (“I add in commentary”; VP 496, l.16). Yeats knew all too well 
that the ritualistic applications of “prayer” could be well utilized for theater, 
dance, and performance. Gould’s recitation makes this application evident in 
the shift from stanza 1 to stanza 2. Where the first includes the Brahmin voice’s 
simple expression and the changing of roles from “king” and “slave” to “fool, 
rascal, knave,” the second stanza has the voice of an older speaker recalling 
and reworking ideas heard in his youth into a more symbolic commentary 
on arduous passions and the passage of time (VP 495–96, ll.5,6,8). Indian 
students in my class often come from diverse religious traditions and are not 
all well-versed in Hindu and Buddhist spiritual theories. While the basic ideas 
of passivity and detachment that are enumerated in the first stanza are part 
of their cultural consciousness, the global engagements with these spiritual 
ideas in the twentieth century are not. A reading and introduction like Gould’s 
can enable productive discussions among students not just about the critical 
discourses of spirituality, but how these concepts might be critically deployed 
within the body of the poem, as Yeats does with this and several other poems. It 
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can further enable Indian students to employ their own cultural positionality—
in a country where religion is increasingly communalized and where the 
“turbulent days” of the second stanza take on distinctly political associations—
to address the poem’s critical reflections on spirituality and struggle (VP 496, 
l.13). The gap between the stanzas comes to hold both the passage of time and 
the space for critical reflection. The track and the poem, then, begin to work as 
a metacommentary on audienceship, interpretation, and creative performance 
through the discourse on detachment and the vocabulary of reincarnation with 
which students may engage. 

Among several other readings, Dan Mulhall reads “The Wild Swans 
at Coole” without preface but concludes with his name and position as 
Irish ambassador in London at the time, indicating not only the conditions 
under which the poem has been chosen, but perhaps also the sociopolitical 
conditions for which the performance has been curated. Catriona Yeats reads 
“He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” translated into the Irish to great applause 
that is heard in this recording. Such insertions are also present in several other 
readings. Unlike other more rehearsed audio recordings of Yeats’s poems, this 
set embraces the contradiction embedded in “live recordings” and allows each 
reader to both curate their own selections, much as Yeats himself did in his 
BBC broadcasts, and to contextualize them in fresh ways to the contemporary 
sociocultural landscape. Its “aura,” to use Walter Benjamin’s term, is thus 
profoundly impacted, and instead of being dehistoricized in the manner of an 
anthology, this collection reanimates its historicized positionality for 2015.50 
The poems thus collected are, in equal parts, read as a product of their times, 
and read in a particular moment in time. For more advanced students who 
examine Yeats’s works in contemporary or even popular culture, the Your Yeats 
playlist provides useful commemorative context in a way that an open-ended 
archive would not. Even with the creation of an open-ended archive, then, the 
Your Yeats playlist would remain a resource for scholars and could usefully add 
to the open-ended archive if incorporated in its entirety. 

This kind of recontextualization of poems’ various codes is inevitable when 
they are are brought into classrooms worldwide. My students, among several 
such cases, have read W. S. Merwin’s “Losing a Language” in the context of 
linguistic nationalism and its prevalence in India, Tony Harrison’s “Them & 
[uz]” as speaking to their own experiences with dialect and accented speech, 
and have related particularly well to the “homesickness” of “The Lake Isle 
of Innisfree” through their lives on a residential campus. Anticipating such 
recontextualization also becomes important when we prepare to discuss poems 
in the classroom, and this is particularly true of (and even necessary with) some 
of the more “difficult” poems as they relate not just to individual experience but 
a collective one. In 2021, Elizabeth Cullingford remarked on the place of “Leda 
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and the Swan” in her classroom, recognizing that it “contains three words—
“girl,” “knowledge,” and “power”—that encapsulate the #MeToo critique of 
academia.”51 She usefully recognizes that “Leda” arrives into this context and 
reframes not just our classroom conversations but is, in turn, reencoded by 
them and the conditions in which they are read by students. This is likely true 
of several of Yeats’s poems. Listening to a recording of “The Second Coming” 
made under pandemic conditions, for instance, would give us important 
insights into the way students interpret the poem’s themes, metaphors, 
symbols, and rhythms, and even how they infuse the poem with something 
of the varied moods and anxieties of a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic. It would 
further provide instructors with a means of discussing the significance and 
implications of “gyres” to students unfamiliar with Yeats’s esoteric writing and 
who often struggle in the early days of literary study, to think of millennia-
long cycles (i.e., far exceeding human lifespans or generations) as key to the 
poem. Engaging with the poems in all their textual and auditory versionality 
would then become a means by which students develop not just their study of 
prosody and textual analysis, but also a means by which they delve deeper into 
Yeats’s particular poetic practices, symbolism, esoterism, and drama with the 
guidance of not just their instructor but a consciously-developed pedagogical 
resource to bridge introductory studies of poetry with Yeats studies in 
particular. 

A new, ongoing audio archive of crowdsourced readings would allow 
students of poetry to carefully attend to the linguistic, bibliographical, and 
contextual codes of poems through close reading, active listening, critical 
thought, and discussion; with organized playlists, hashtag, and search 
functionality, it would additionally make room for students coming to Yeats’s 
poetry to carry out important acts of discovery such as those carried out by 
researchers within analogue archives but ones that are not frequently possible 
within classrooms with establish syllabi and time frames. In this way, it would 
become a resource for the poetry classroom, a resource for Yeats studies in 
the contemporary period, and, finally, provide a degree of guided practice and 
play for those looking to examine poetry outside the traditional structures of 
the classroom. 

So, what would such an endeavor look like and require by way of 
technological means? Here is a brief overview. It would first need an open 
access parent website with enough digital storage capacity to house the files 
of audio texts and poem-texts. For this, preexisting sites like SoundCloud and 
YouTube would be inadequate since they are more wide-ranging repositories 
with limited functionality for the kind of guided practice that pedagogical 
play requires. The source texts could be organized by the collections in which 
they appear (akin to The Variorum) with hyperlinks connecting them to the 
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audio text part of the site. The audio texts would need to be accompanied by 
waveform capabilities, data about the dates of translation (if any), performance, 
and information regarding the engagement (likes, number of listens, number 
of times it is reshared). The audio texts could be organized by collection, cross-
referenced into playlists for specific poems, periods, and themes to begin with. 
Here, a detailed index and search functionality would provide a useful guide. In 
its more developed stages, it could also include cross-referencing and hyperlinks 
to critical materials like explanatory or introductory notes (such as we see in 
critical edited collections), the Yeats Vision website, the Yeats Conversations 
(currently posted to the International Yeats Society web page), other critical 
texts, and digitized archival materials. Pedagogically, it would utilize interactive 
functionalities such as visual aids, interactive tools for prosody, discussion 
boards, and real-time commentary for tracks that would provide feedback to 
contributors. Finally, there would remain the potential in such a project to grow 
the versionality of the poems and collections themselves, and to incorporate 
other genres of Yeats’s own writing with similar possibilities for pedagogical and 
creative interaction with the drama, nonfiction, and even esoteric writings. Of 
course, this endeavor would bring with it practical challenges of designing the 
site, hosting its contents, and the extended labor of developing and maintaining 
its interconnected frameworks. However, being necessarily open access and 
“rogue,” this effort could be feasibly divided between participating entities 
though it would be premature to speculate on this division at the theoretical 
stage. Despite such challenges, it would prove a useful resource to those of us 
who both teach Yeats’s poetry and study his literature, its modernist aesthetics, 
and its significance in the contemporary period. 

Conclusion

It becomes clear upon consideration that an audio archive of poetry such 
as Your Yeats, composed by a single author but read by a variety of global 
audiences, collapses the distinctions between “poems written for everybody” 
and “poems written for poets” that Yeats made in his BBC broadcast In The Poet’s 
Parlour, providing a democratized space for the reception and performance 
of poetry.52 In addition, it intervenes into the changing relationship between 
orality and print texts in the age of rapid digital proliferation. It asks us to 
reconsider how we define the characteristics of these previous analogue media, 
and how the process of doing so can further impact otherwise “conventional 
prosodic studies” that “do not allow for the difference individual performance 
makes or for variants of individual and culturally determined reception.”53 
Instead, we are faced with readers speaking confidently from culturally 
idiosyncratic positions, in individualized rhythms, accents, and voice 
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patterns that destabilize the poem-text, lending it something of the fluidity 
and ephemerality of oral performance, albeit one that is contextualized, and 
even fixed, in a commemorative mode. In this way, the poem’s linguistic, 
bibliographic, and contextual codes are all impacted and, arguably, enhanced, 
by the acts of contributing to such an archive. 

A larger, ongoing, crowdsourced archive would enable readers to use 
their knowledge of Yeats’s poems, his own readings and broadcasts, and/
or his manuscript alterations to inform their reading, thus expanding our 
understanding of what constitutes the text and its various unstable codes 
through critically informed performance. Such an archive and its site would 
provide subject matter for comparative study, and an opportunity for critical 
engagement by listening to and translating the texts’ “sound pattern, certain 
referential statements from the poem—what one might think of as the 
conventional meaning of its ‘message,’” and realizing those in performance.54 
Bringing multiple iterations of important poems together in a collective 
undertaking, this group of reader-performers would extend the cubist aural 
approach to poems and their possibilities that Your Yeats began to demonstrate. 
Finally, such a site would become an added resource for understanding 
these poems in multidimensional ways, of reading poem-texts as vessels for 
information and, simultaneously, art. There remains room to construct such 
an ever-expanding archive and pedagogical resource for Yeats’s poetry where 
students of poetry may exercise active listening, prosody, critical discussions, 
creative practices of translation, performance, and preservation on a global 
scale, effectively lending their classrooms the kind of porosity that exists among 
digital archives. In continuing to read Yeats’s texts aloud 150 years after his 
birth, we have in the 2015 archive a commemoration of the works, the further 
elegizing of a writer whom W. H. Auden declared in 1939 was now 
“scattered among a hundred cities” and whose writings, he prophesied, “are 
modified in the guts of the living.” 55 This modification is, hopefully, endless.
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William Butler YEETS: 
Allusions to Yeats in Internet Meme Culture 

Charika Swanepoel

Introduction

For generations, Yeats has occupied a central position in the popular 
imagination. Today, the average doomscroller is most likely to encounter 
him online, in memes bemoaning authoritarianism, climate change, 

pandemic, and war. But popular incarnations of Yeats in internet memes 
are far less likely than references in preinternet media to establish coherent 
connections between his image and his texts or historical legacy. These 
allusions often sever all ties between W. B. Yeats and his digital heir—W. B. 
Yeets—evoking only a vague sense of the famous poet to bolster their own 
authority.

Elizabeth Cullingford’s 2001 essay, “Reading Yeats in Popular Culture,” 
considers advertisements, political speeches, tourist traps, films, and 
television series. She proposes that Yeats’s “presence in contemporary popular 
culture, as a non-verbal icon or a source of poetic allusions, may reflect either 
a modernist or a postmodernist aesthetic.”1 Images of Yeats or allusions to his 
poetry in Cullingford’s modernist sense rely on in-depth knowledge of Yeats 
as an author and of the context of his life and works. While “meaning may be 
elusive and difficult” in this modernist aesthetic, it remains recoverable. The 
same, Cullingford argues, is not true of the postmodern aesthetic in which 
“Yeats’s phrases float free of their origin” and references frequently reflect a 
“depthless and mechanical copying” that no longer establishes a significant 
relationship between contexts.2 She instances consumerist uses of the poet’s 
image or work as promotional material, as symbols of cultural capital. The 
most visually striking of these is a Sears “Back to School Sale” advertisement 
featuring a young male model posing with a book of Yeats’s poems. This 
example “demonstrates the use of a volume of Yeats’s poetry as a fashion 
statement.”3 But overall, in 2001 it appeared to Cullingford that, although one 
might sometimes encounter questionable references to Yeats or his legacy 
in popular culture, many such allusions suggested that “nostalgia for the 
real thing survives” and that perhaps “theorists of postmodern culture have 
somewhat exaggerated the demise of the Author, the dispersal of the canon 
and the abandonment of ‘truth, meaning and history.’”4
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By the time of Geraldine Higgins’s 2010 updating of Cullingford’s 
assessment, the advent of the internet meant that many of the examples 
traced by Higgins no longer belonged to the same material culture in which 
Cullingford could discover a Yeats-themed Sears advertisement. Apart from 
print and film, Higgins points to YouTube videos in which images of the 
Twin Towers attack or soldiers in Iraq are paired with the words from Yeats’s 
“The Second Coming” and music by John Lennon. Higgins then rightly asks 
if Cullingford’s modernist and postmodernist distinctions hold or “should 
we now construe these allusions in a different way?”5 Like Cullingford, she 
associates modernism and postmodernism with high and popular culture, 
respectively (while advising against making these distinctions too neatly). She 
emphasizes the importance of context and audience: “It all depends who uses 
it, where and to whom it is addressed.”6 Her approach views allusions to Yeats 
within a “connotative landscape”7 that either authentically incorporates the 
original work and perhaps enriches the reader’s understanding of its meaning 
or superficially incorporates its clichéd status to the extent that the reader need 
not demonstrate any significant understanding of the original work. While 
an allusion may be clichéd, it may still expand the creative possibilities of the 
meaning it conveys. Higgins considers Clint Eastwood’s 2004 film Million 
Dollar Baby an example of such a clichéd yet creatively meaningful allusion 
since it creates an Irish version of Yeats’s English “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” 
and employs it as “a marker of authenticity.” The film’s allusion makes for 
“authentic Eastwood, even if it is not authentic Yeats.”8 In the present essay, I 
build on the assessments by Cullingford and Higgins by arguing that popular 
engagement with Yeats’s work on the internet is now largely detached from its 
textual origins or historical reality. Internet meme allusions to Yeats illustrate 
the fruition of Cullingford’s notion of a postmodern aesthetic in which not 
only Yeats’s phrases but also his likeness “float free” of history. 

The fundamental difference between the material culture analyzed 
by Cullingford and Higgins and the material culture that produces Yeats-
related online content is the interactive and user-driven nature of internet 
memes. This essay, therefore, considers a different type of text than a film, 
television series, political speech, or advertisement. In order to emphasize 
this textual difference, I view internet memes as digimodernist texts. The term 
“digimodernism” was coined by Alan Kirby, who argues that digimodernism 
has displaced postmodernism to become “the twenty-first century’s new 
cultural paradigm.”9 In short, Kirby defines digimodernism as “the effects 
on cultural forms of digitization.”10 This new paradigm “owes its emergence 
and preeminence to the computerization of text, which yields a new form of 
textuality characterized in its purest instances by onwardness, haphazardness, 
evanescence, and anonymous, social and multiple authorship.”11 In view of 
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Kirby’s theory, internet memes can be read as digimodernist texts that are: 
1) ongoing, continually altered, and therefore 2) always open to new content 
and 3) often appearing online only momentarily. More importantly, internet 
memes radically redefine textual functional categories such as reader, author, 
viewer, and the like. Any internet user can almost instantaneously remix 
an existing image with a phrase authored by or associated with yet another 
person via internet meme generators. Therefore, it is the “reader or viewer 
or textual consumer” who, to a varying degree, manufactures the text itself: 
“S/he makes text where none existed before.”12 Everyone can now make their 
own version of the Sears Yeats for any purpose and without claiming public 
authorship. While films and television series have writers and producers, and 
advertisements are endorsed by companies or institutions, it is increasingly 
difficult to determine the creator of any given internet meme. In line with the 
digimodernist conception of text, the author of an internet meme is “mostly 
unknown or meaningless or encrypted.”13 The figure of the participatory user 
“slides typically between maker and consumer, reader and writer, in a seamless 
complex singularity.”14 This redefinition of textual functional categories 
results in anonymous, multiple, and social authorship. In general, internet 
memes are created and shared anonymously, and, on some occasions, they are 
automatically generated by communities of users feeding digital material to 
internet bots that automatically compile prototypical internet memes.

The internet and digitization are significantly changing how Yeats is alluded 
to in popular culture. Unlike the examples cited by Cullingford and Higgins, 
internet memes relating to the poet are exploitative in a different digimodernist 
way, in that they are after digital gains: clicks, likes, and shares. While there may 
be monetary incentives for corporations who brand themselves through social 
media platforms and partake in the making and sharing of internet memes 
to gain approval and garner a greater following, the average individual does 
not make and/or share internet memes to gain a customer base. Instead, such 
an individual seeks to increase their social and cultural capital. To this end, 
digimodernist allusions to Yeats often repurpose or entirely rework the original 
with little or no serious regard for authenticity. The connection between 
digimodernist allusions to Yeats and Yeats’s work itself becomes immaterial; 
the focus is on signaling an apparent authenticity that enhances the meme’s 
popularity and consumption value. 

The same is true of spreadable media and internet memes that reference 
other great writers. Most internet memes alluding to writers rely on the 
strength of the author’s name or image. Consider, for instance, the following 
memes depicting Wilde (Figure 1.1). These memes do not directly quote Wilde 
but merely employ his images and name as puns or tokens of notoriety. 
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Figure 1.1: Wilde memes 

Other spreadable media that directly quote Wilde (Figure 1.2) simply pair 
his words and image and therefore do not conform to the internet meme model 
in which the various elements are “iterated and remixed further as separate 
contributions.”15 

Figure 1.2: Wilde spreadable media

While there is no difference between internet memes about Wilde and 
those about Yeats, what differentiates Yeats’s presence in the world of memes 
from that of Wilde’s is that there are few or no memes composed of Wilde’s 
famous sayings divorced from his image or name. Yeats is among the few 
writers whose lines have become so well-known in internet culture that they 
can function as idiomatic expressions independent of their author’s image or 
name.1 Specifically, lines from Yeats’s “The Second Coming” have become so 
embedded in our collective consciousness that they share the type of canonical 
fame enjoyed online by, for instance, Shakespeare’s famous quotations: “Shall I 
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compare thee to a summer’s day?” or “Now is the winter of our discontent” (see 
Figure 1.3 below). These iconic lines are recognizable without any reference 
to Shakespeare as their author. Their use has also become so pliable that they 
frequently stand contextless and, hence, are ideal for use in a medium whose 
success depends on the generation of templates. 

  

Figure 1.3: Shakespeare memes

It is clear that, as digimodernist texts, internet memes manifest traits that 
are very much entwined with how and where they are created. Kirby identifies 
four main digimodernist traits: “infantilism, earnestness, endlessness, and 
apparent reality.”16 The digimodernist trait of infantilism is, for instance, 
informed by children’s stories and contemporary American popular cinema. 
This trait illustrates, among others, a reliance on “visual modes of storytelling 
(cartoons, comics, videogames)” and a “reflexive and yet inconsistent readiness 
to dispense with all known laws of nature and science (anthropomorphized 
animals, invented species, impossible ballistics, light-speed travel, outsize 
creatures, etc.).”17 The digimodernist traits of infantilism, earnestness, and 
endlessness are evident in the medium of the internet meme. Throughout 
this essay, I, therefore, place a special focus on the user-generated nature of 
digimodernist allusions to Yeats and how they manifest the digimodernist trait 
of apparent reality as a means to authenticate itself. 

The examples discussed here illustrate how digimodernist allusions to 
Yeats via internet memes present their connection to Yeats, or what his work 
symbolizes, as apparently real connections, as authentic intertext worthy of the 
cultural space they occupy. The majority of these apparently real connections 
are, however, “lost in the here and now, swamped in the textual present”18 with 
little to no historical grounding. Where Cullingford’s Sears Yeats and Higgins’s 
authentic Eastwood still functioned as significant connections to Yeats’s work or 
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his status as a poet, digimodernist allusions to Yeats have a decreasing relation 
to the historical existence of Yeats and his works. I begin by contextualizing 
the origin of internet memes after which I consider two methods of validation 
employed by selected image macros that either incorporate lines from Yeats’s 
“The Second Coming” or are about Yeats. These two methods therefore entail 
1) an exploitation of the preestablished authority of Yeats’s poetry via quotation 
(attributed or unattributed) and 2) an exploitation of the preestablished 
popularity of Yeats’s name.

Internet Memes as “Mutations of the Mind”

Until recently, internet memes have been viewed as a lower form of 
communication, a type of comical pastime intended only as surface-level 
entertainment. But despite their reputation, internet memes are increasingly 
accepted as “an important form of cultural currency, allowing people to share 
ideas, jokes, critiques, and commentary on a variety of topics.”19 Scholarly 
publications dedicated to the study of internet memes have increased 
over the last decade with such titles as the 2019 books Internet Memes and 
Society: Social, Cultural, and Political Contexts by Anastasia Denisova and 
The Discursive Power of Memes in Digital Culture: Ideology, Semiotics, and 
Intertextuality by Bradley Wiggins. Both these texts, and many like them, 
begin by explaining how the concept of a meme made the leap from biology 
to media studies. In short, the term “meme” was made popular by Richard 
Dawkins’s 1976 publication The Selfish Gene in which he compares the human 
gene to what he considers the replicating entity of human culture, the “meme.” 
Like genes that propagate “via sperms or eggs, so memes propagate themselves 
in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the 
broad sense, can be called imitation.”20 With “meme,” then, Dawkins had in 
mind “a noun that conveys the idea of a unit of cultural transmission, or a unit 
of imitation.”21 In this sense, a meme can be understood as any idea, image, 
object, or method that behaves as genes do; it is a broad category of cultural 
inheritance that Dawkins warily and only metaphorically likens to a form of 
natural selection. 

When introduced to the internet, the concept of a meme, as that which is 
imitated, takes on a dynamic and visual form through the spread of images, 
typed text, or video. Most definitions of internet memes are drawn, at least 
in a metaphorical way, from Dawkins’s insight that imitation in culture is 
similar to reproduction in the gene pool. However, a significant difference 
between genes and internet memes is the notion that internet memes “exist 
as artifacts of participatory digital culture,”22 most “[internet] memes do 
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not replicate themselves”23 nor do they replicate with accuracy as do genes 
that survive evolutionary time. Internet memes replicate creatively. In 2013, 
Dawkins himself described internet memes as “a hijacking of the original idea” 
that, instead of randomly mutating, are designed “something like a mutation in 
the mind.”24

The idea of a “mutation in the mind” sums up what an internet meme 
conveys in its broadest terms. An internet meme is defined as “a remixed, 
iterated message that can be rapidly diffused by members of participatory digital 
culture for the purpose of satire, parody, critique, or other discursive activity.”25 
Due to its digitized platform, an internet meme can take many forms, the most 
common of these include image macros (images with captioned text either 
above or below or both), GIFs (graphic interchange format), edited videos, 
hashtags, or any combination of these. Further, as Linda Börzsei points out, 
the images used in the compilation of internet memes are “simplistic, often low 
quality and mundane in style. They are not meant to be beautiful or particularly 
realistic.”26 It is often the most unaesthetic images that make successful internet 
memes precisely because of their unattractive or shock value. 

The internet memes considered in this essay are mostly image macros 
composed of existing images (some already well-known in popular culture) 
combined with phrases relating to Yeats or images of Yeats. Image macros are 
most often created with free online tools or meme generators that provide 
templates and allow the user to adjust text or images. By way of illustration, 
consider the following image macro entitled “Bean’s about to get yeeted” 
(Figure 1.4), posted on 9GAG, the self-professed “largest meme community on 
the internet.” The image macro is composed of a screen capture of a scene from 
the 2002 action film Equilibrium in which the character Errol Partridge, played 
by Sean Bean, reads aloud from “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” while 
holding his copy of Yeats’s poems toward the gun barrel of his executioner. 
The screen capture is accompanied by the typical internet-meme white-and-
bold-font text. Here, the text is a variation of lines from the poem: “But I, being 
poor, have only my dreams; / I have spread my dreams under your feet; / Tread 
softly because you tread on my dreams” (CW1 70). In each instance, the word 
“dreams” has been replaced with the rhyming word “memes.” Note, moreover, 
how the quotation marks (though incomplete) and hyphen seem to be placed 
so that they align with the “Yeats” text appearing on the book cover in the 
background. It is common practice to position the captioned text of a meme 
without any indentation, the meme maker, therefore, had to go out of their way 
to place the bottom text just so.
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Figure 1.4: Bean’s about to get yeeted 

Viewers of this image micro will likely be more acquainted with the 
film Equilibrium than with Yeats or his oeuvre. Knowledge of the film only 
is sufficient context since it depicts Bean engaging with these lines and since 
Yeats’s name appears on the cover of the book that is held up clearly and for 
quite some time as part of building tension in the scene. No further knowledge 
of the poet is required or provided. The viewer likely associates Yeats’s name 
with what it symbolizes to Bean’s character in the film and not with the poet 
himself or his works. In the world of Equilibrium, a totalitarian state ensures 
the suppression of all human emotion and expression. Bean’s character, an 
enforcement officer of the Tetragrammaton Council, is executed for reading 
poetry and for forming part of the resistance movement against his own 
oppressive regime. When pictured in Bean’s death scene, Yeats’s work becomes 
symbolic not of poetry or creativity (as with the Sears Yeats) but of all human 
passions, a noble pursuit worth sacrificing one’s life for, as Bean does. Yeats is 
employed here not to establish a marketable and authentic connection to poetic 
sophistication but as an apparently real representation of human creativity, 
expression, and resistance to oppression. 

Where Yeats, and Bean by implication, were engaged with dreams, the 
meme maker is engaged with memes. Memes take on the same value as 
dreams in Equilibrium and are presented as equally significant forms of human 
expression (perhaps not wholly nonironically). When placed in this light, the 
meme maker is portrayed as being in league with Bean, as similarly headstrong 
in resisting the commonplace through participation in internet culture and by 
expression through memes, a medium frequently perceived as comical and 
superficial. This martyr-like profile implied by the image macro is surely a 
long way from Yeats’s “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” and its romantic 
offer filled with humility. Unlike the inauthentic Yeats but authentic Eastwood 
of Million Dollar Baby, internet memes frequently employ Yeats without any 
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cognizance of his life and work. As is characteristic of digimodernist apparent 
reality, the allusion has no significant historical sense but succeeds due to the 
popularity of the film and playful reinterpretation.

“Bean’s about to get yeeted” (Figure 1.4) demonstrates both methods of 
validation common in image macros alluding to Yeats. Firstly, it exploits the 
preestablished authority of Yeats’s poetry via quotation (though altered and 
incomplete), and secondly, it exploits the preestablished popularity of Yeats’s 
name by positioning the captioned text to align with Yeats’s name in the image. 
However, image macros alluding to Yeats do not commonly make use of these 
two methods together, as will be made clear by the remainder of the essay, 
which is divided into: 1) a section dedicated to image macros exploiting the 
preestablished authority of “The Second Coming” via quotation and 2) a section 
dedicated to image macros exploiting the preestablished popularity of Yeats’s 
name through homophonous comical connotations such as “yeet” and “yeast.”

“The Second Coming” Comes Again

Yeats’s “The Second Coming,” which celebrated the one hundredth anniversary 
of its publication in 2020, needs no introduction. Higgins considers “The 
Second Coming” the “Yeats brand’s best-seller,” one so integrated into popular 
discourse that it “has indeed become part of our lingua franca and has gained 
the elusive status of a crossover hit.”27 It is no surprise then that Yeats’s bestseller 
would also appear in the media lingua franca, the internet meme. Most memes 
relating to “The Second Coming” reuse lines that are well-known and do so 
out of context and without attribution. Most of these lines are from the first 
stanza of the poem or include the last two striking lines, showing no awareness 
of the poem’s original context. Whether Yeats is attributed or not and whether 
his lines are correctly reproduced or not, these allusions claim an authentic 
kinship with the fame associated with the familiar lines. 

The online presence of “The Second Coming” is apparent from the 
existence of a Twitter bot of the poem’s own. This Twitter bot, “Widening Gyre” 
(@GyreBot), joined Twitter in 2016 and has as its profile picture and cover 
image a medieval falconer from the Codex Manesse or “Great Heidelberg Book 
of Songs.” The bot, itself another type of internet meme, tweets disarranged 
phrases from the poem every hour. It is what is known as a feed bot, a bot that 
tweets out “streams of data, usually at regular intervals, and usually forever.”28 
Yeats’s poem is the only source text from which the bot recycles text units 
(disarranged in Twitter’s 280 character/40-70-word limit) and the account 
has no other activity. The hourly presence of a rephrased Yeats on Twitter fits 
perfectly into a digimodernist aesthetic in which the original Yeats is endlessly, 
but evanescently, re-created. While some tweets generated by @GyreBot 
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are surprisingly eloquent remixes of “The Second Coming” vocabulary, the 
majority are incoherent. Consider some of the more creative Tweets over eight 
hours in April of 2022 (Figure 1.5). Interestingly, apart from the hint in its 
profile image, @GyreBot has no description in its profile listing Yeats as the 
author or the poem as “The Second Coming.” So, while there are other Twitter 
accounts like @DailyYeats that tweet Yeats quotes from different texts along 
with hashtags of varying relevance, accounts like @GyreBot appear to be 
dedicated not to Yeats or the appreciation of his oeuvre but to the popularity of 
a single poem whomever its author may be. The @GyreBot example is perhaps 
best interpreted as a pseudo-creative type of internet meme since lines that 
appear eloquent or coherent were artificially and randomly compiled despite 
human input via Twitter software. 

Figure 1.5: GyreBot tweets (April 2022). Twitter (@GyreBot)
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Internet memes alluding to Yeats or his works that are created with intent 
show a more nuanced type of digital participation. For instance, an image macro 
referencing “The Second Coming,” the “This is Fine” image macro (Figure 1.6), 
includes the famous last lines of the poem’s first stanza as the top and bottom 
text of the image macro. This is one of the few internet memes that attributes 
the text cited to Yeats. Know Your Meme describes the “This Is Fine” internet 
meme template as a “two-pane image of an anthropomorphic dog trying to 
assure himself that everything is fine, despite sitting in a room that is engulfed 
in flames, […] the cartoon is typically used as a reaction image to convey a 
sense of self-denial or acceptance in the face of a hopeless situation.”29

Figure 1.6: This is Fine. 

As popularized on the internet, this image macro commonly extracts either 
the first or the first two panes of K. C. Green’s Gunshow comic #648 entitled “The 
Pills Are Working” or “On Fire.” As is common with a digimodernist aesthetic, 
this image macro favors an infantilism that does away “with all known laws of 
nature and science.”30 The comic in its entirety (Figure 1.7), rarely seen shared 
in memetic fashion, shows the anthropomorphic dog remaining seated and 
only apparently calm as he melts away entirely. By combining the quotation 
from “The Second Coming” with a popular image (its impressionistic meaning 
already known to the viewer), the image macro utilizes preestablished and 
possibly varying cultural knowledge to validate its likeness to “the worst” 
being “full of passionate intensity.” The title of Green’s comic, “The Pills Are 
Working,” indicates that the dog’s appropriate response to a dangerous situation 
is being suppressed since the pills he had taken “are working.” Had he not 
been medicated he would have acted appropriately by seeking safety from the 
flames. His inaction is not due to his lack of conviction; indeed, it is because of 
conviction, albeit induced, that he remains in danger. 
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Figure 1.7: Gunshow #648 “The Pills Are Working” or “On Fire” by K. C. Green.

While we may want to interpret the dog’s “passionate intensity,” which 
facilitates his denial, as pointing toward the senselessness of passion in the face 
of mortal danger, this level of interpretation is likely unintended by participatory 
digital culture. The “This is Fine” internet meme functions without knowledge 
of Yeats’s “The Second Coming” and relies only on the viewer’s ability to link the 
provided quote containing the phrases “the worst” and “passionate intensity” 
with the inaction and denial of the cartoon dog. In line with digimodernist 
apparent reality, the allusion has no significant historical sense tying it to Yeats 
or the historical context of the poem it cites. The apparent similarity between 
phrases from Yeats’s poem and what is presented in Green’s comic is posed to 
the reader as a meaningful intertext when it is only a superficial and semantic 
similarity. The dog’s burning environment can certainly be metaphorically 
compared to the historical context of the world wars along with the social 
and political upheaval that influenced “The Second Coming.” The dog’s 
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self-medicated denial of reality, however, appears incompatible with the notion 
of conviction in “The Second Coming.” In the poem, those who lack conviction, 
M. L. Rosenthal argues, are “free of dogmatic ideology and unsure of what to 
do in the face of it.”31 Consider Yeats’s own definition of conviction in the same 
section of The Trembling of the Veil in which he quotes the first stanza of “The 
Second Coming”: “As life goes on we discover that certain thoughts sustain us 
in defeat, or give us victory, whether over ourselves or others, and it is these 
thoughts, tested by passion, that we call convictions” (CW3 163). This sense of 
conviction is markedly different from that displayed in the cartoon employed 
by the image macro. The image macro nonetheless conveys a coherent message 
through the familiar and apparently trustworthy convention of adding a 
quotation, thereby using the authority conferred upon Yeats to validate its own 
existence as an internet meme separate from Green’s original comic. 

There is certainly no lack of digital images online that quote from Yeats’s 
works. Much like motivational quotes pasted against picturesque landscapes, 
lines from Yeats’s poems are frequently pasted over images of Ben Bulben and 
other Irish landmarks or natural landscapes. Yet, often, the lines quoted are not 
even Yeats’s, as is likely in Figure 1.8.2 In such cases, Yeats is presented as the 
author of the quote to create the impression that the content is reliable since it 
comes from a well-known and reputable source. 

Figure 1.8: Spreadable Media/quotes.
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The source of this quotation is, however, unknown. A handful of online 
users have questioned its origin on, for instance, the Ireland subreddit3 (see 
Figure 1.9). Despite the r/ireland community’s 544,000 membership, only 
fourteen comments were made on the question of the quote’s origin before it 
was eventually archived, and comments were turned off. 

Figure 1.9: Reddit inquiry by Dave-1066. 

Some of the Reddit responses speculated that the quote was not by Yeats but 
about Yeats by Constance Markievicz, Oscar Wilde, Samuel Beckett, T. S. Eliot, 
Patrick Kavanagh, or Flann O’Brien. The fact that the quote has been questioned 
is itself a niche response. In general, the misattributed quote is propagated 
online without thought to the author. While Yeats probably did not make the 
abovementioned claim about Irishness and tragedy, the presence of his name 
provides enough gravitas for a persuasive “BrainyQuote.” Whether Yeats had said 
these words or whether it was said of him in print or in some other form of media 
(or, indeed whether it had anything to do with Yeats), the specific phrasing has 
been shaped by its online circulation. Considering the importance of apparent 
reality in the digimodernist platforms in which these types of quotations thrive, 
an anonymous quote about an already indistinct figure displaying a certain 
Irishness would not be as popular as a quote by a well-known Irish author. In 
Figure 1.8, Yeats’s name, therefore, not only provides a semblance of literary 
authority and wisdom but also functions as an Irish connection since many 
viewers who might know nothing of Yeats will at least know his nationality. It 
is only fitting that what has become something of an aphorism about Irishness 
should be attributed to someone who is Irish. Viewers are not required to know 
details about Yeats or his work, they just need to know about a famous Irish poet 
named Yeats. In this sense, the author of a popular quote shared in this manner 
is largely arbitrary if they are well-known and associated with literary or high 
culture. 
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On another level, attribution, whether accurate or not, reflects the desire 
for control over language as a system. By adding the name of any renowned 
author to phrases without a singular identifiable source, internet users establish 
an apparently real command of a system within which humans but operate. 
Accurate attribution, too, allows for the apparent affirmation of whatever new 
context a quotation is drawn into, as is common in many of the internet me-
mes alluding to Yeats’s words or his name. However, since Figure 1.8 does not 
recontextualize or reimagine the (mis)quotation (regardless of who the author 
may be), it should be considered a form of spreadable media and not an inter-
net meme. If, for instance, picturesque landscapes are replaced with images 
that carry political or nationalistic significance, these types of spreadable media 
become internet memes proper. Consider the following exemplary quotation 
from Yeats’s poem “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven” posted across the 
American flag (Figure 1.10). 

Figure 1.10: Star-spangled Yeats. 

In Figure 1.10, Yeats is (mis)quoted in the typical internet-meme white-
and-bold-font text. To the viewer familiar with Yeats and “He Wishes for the 
Cloths of Heaven,” the image macro may imply a kinship between Yeats’s 
Irishness and American identities. To the viewer unaware of Yeats as a famous 
Irish poet, the message conveyed is one of national pride and perhaps also a 
similarity between the quoted “my dreams” and the American Dream. In either 
case, the poetic authority that comes with the Yeats quotation lends the image 
macro an air of authenticity that an anonymous saying otherwise would not. 
When seen as one aspect of an image macro consisting of various templates, 
catchy or particularly relevant quotations take on the same symbolic value that 
is communicated by strong visual symbols such as country flags. 

Internet memes relating to “The Second Coming” have unsurprisingly 
taken on a political dimension with, for instance, image macros of less flattering 
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images of American political figures. Indeed, as Anastasia Bertazzoli believes, 
“Memes have become the fast food of modern politics.”32 Simon Caterson, for 
one, notes a surge in the popularity of “The Second Coming” coinciding with 
the advent of the Trump administration and a new era of global turmoil.33 
In 2019, the American author and academic Jay Parini, recounts reading the 
opening stanza of “The Second Coming” to his class, after which he asked them 
to imagine the circumstances of this stanza, and one student replied, “He’s 
writing about Donald Trump, right?”34 We see these concerns manifested in 
image macros that combine the famous last lines from “The Second Coming” 
(often altered) with images of Donald Trump exhibiting aggressive facial 
expressions and confrontational body language or images of him appearing 
to be slouching across a stage (Figure 1.11). By connecting the phrases “rough 
beast” and “Its hour come round at last” to Trump’s political career, the maker 
of the image macro employs Yeats as an apparently real commentator whose 
words relate directly to the depicted circumstances.

Figure 1.11: Slouching Trump. 

In this instance, we may expect some viewers to be familiar with Yeats’s 
iconic line: “And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, / Slouches 
towards Bethlehem to be born?”  (CW1 190). However, even if the viewer does 
not recognize these words as extracted from a famous poem with an apocalyptic 
prophecy, the apocalyptic tone of the words themselves is still linked to Trump 
and no further context about the poem or poet is required. In most cases, Yeats 
is not listed as the author of the quote since the lines are not used because 
of who wrote them or what the poet may symbolize. Instead, these lines are 
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exploited because they are well-known and likely to be recalled by many 
viewers who may or may not remember the author. Even without attribution, 
the words themselves are powerful in their use of rhythm, alliteration, and 
striking imagery. In particular, the verb “slouching” conveys much of the 
thoughtlessness implied by the pairing of the image and quote and is most 
effective when used alongside an image that can be imaginatively paired with 
the act of slouching. The quote, moreover, poses a broad enough question that 
can easily be applied to different contexts as a template expression of disbelief. 
Although the words alone lend the image macro authenticity, it seems unlikely 
that this quote from “The Second Coming” would have become the material 
of an internet meme template without having first reached superstardom in 
popular culture.

Yet, it is not the coming of a new antithetical age that Yeats saw arising 
from the convulsions of cyclical history that these memes are comparing 
to Trump. What they repurpose is the sense of apocalypse that is ingrained 
in the memory of anyone who recognizes the lines either from reading 
the poem or from continually being exposed to only the famous lines in 
popular culture. This imperfect collective memory is then utilized as political 
commentary that equates a new presidency with the apocalyptic fame of the 
“rough beast” in “The Second Coming” and not the detailed meeting of gyres 
behind the imagery of the poem. The surface-level similarities between the 
destructive effects of deficient leadership and Yeats’s rough beast establish 
an apparently real literary connection. Digimodernist allusions to Yeats give 
participating users of different convictions the same tools, allowing internet 
meme critique to extend to both sides of the American political dichotomy. 
True to the onwardness and haphazardness of digimodernist texts, the same 
lines from “The Second Coming” intended to ridicule Trump also appear in 
image macros depicting Hillary Clinton, Trump’s opponent. For instance, a 
previous campaign poster combined with Yeats’s famous lines (Figure 1.12), 
paints Clinton, too, as a rough beast slouching not to Bethlehem, but to 
Washington. The eye of the beholder makes both Trump and Clinton, as they 
were in the 2016 US election, the same slouching rough beast. The apparently 
real aesthetic of digimodernism seems to facilitate a variety of realities—
as Kirby states, “the triumph of appearance carries it beyond the true/false 
dichotomy.”35 Whether Yeats’s rough beast is aligned with the ideologies of 
the left or right is irrelevant seeing that the famous lines from “The Second 
Coming” are equally effective in expressing the concerns and contempt 
of both political parties. This digital mixing and matching of Yeats quotes 
illustrate their template status in a platform where objects are not propagated 
by virtue of their truth but by their popularity and memorability. 
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Figure 12: Slouching Clinton

This increasing remix of striking digital imagery and well-known quotes 
is, moreover, evident in automatically generated internet memes. One such 
example is an image macro alluding to “The Second Coming” that combines 
a scene from The Simpsons and a Garfield figurine featuring the last lines of 
Yeats’s poem (Figure 1.13). The digimodernist preference for infantilized 
and visual forms is also manifest in this internet meme’s combination of an 
anthropomorphized animal and a cartoon character.

      

Figure 1.13: Slouching Supreme Overlord. 
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The image macro was compiled by the internet bot ShitpostBot 5000, which 
generates internet memes by randomly filling in the blanks of internet meme 
templates with source images that are user-submitted and admin-reviewed. 
As of April 2023, ShitpostBot 5000 claims there are over eleven quindecillion 
unique possible memes to be generated from its database of 10,420 source 
images and 2,409 templates.36 This image macro is perhaps the most reflective 
of a purely digimodernist text since it was not created by an internet user but 
by the internet itself. An automatically generated internet meme is presented 
as though it, too, is a human-created internet meme layered with intertext and 
intention. In this case, the meme template comprises The Simpsons character 
along with the bottom text while the photo of the Garfield figurine quoting 
Yeats is the source image submitted to ShitpostBot 5000 by a user identified 
only as “ORGANISM” in 2016. The animated news reporter is Kent Brockman, 
a character from the sitcom The Simpsons. This depiction of Brockman is 
from a 1994 episode in which he utters the overlord line when he “mistakenly 
assumes the Earth is about to be invaded by giant space ants.”37 The still image 
of Brockman’s image along with the “I, for one, welcome our new . . . supreme 
overlord(s)” phrasal template is popular online as a means of expressing 
“mock submission towards an obsessively controlling individual for the sake of 
humor.”38 The template is also common when criticizing large companies like 
Google or Facebook by replacing the on-screen image with company logos or 
other controversial images. See Figure 1.14.

Figure 1.14: Variations of the Supreme Overlord image macro. 

The suggested overlord pictured in Figure 1.13 is a photograph of an 
adjusted vintage Garfield Gemini figurine produced by Enesco in 1981. Of 
course, the original figurine did not quote Yeats, instead, it read: “Entertaining, 
versatile, witty, logical, spontaneous, and charming, the kind of person you 
would love . . . to hate” in reference to Gemini characteristics (See Figure 1.15). 
The user who uploaded the photo of the adjusted figurine to ShitpostBot 5000 
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must have pasted printed lines from “The Second Coming” over the original 
zodiac description to create the link between the double-headed Garfield and 
Yeats’s image of the rough beast described in the poem as “A shape with lion 
body and the head of a man” (CW1 189). While not exactly a lion, Garfield is a 
feline depicted here in a beastly fashion.

Figure 1.15: Gemini Garfield ( ©eBay/ Enesco). 

Seeing that it is bot-generated, the image macro depicting this cartoonish 
rough beast as “our new overlord” could not have had any intention of evoking 
meaningful references to Yeats’s poem. Yet the combination of image macro 
elements does, uncannily, give the impression that the meme maker has been 
communicating effectively. One may interpret the Yeatsean Garfield overlord 
as reflective of widespread mock submission toward the slouching rough beast 
that is cyclical time, yet no such interpretation was actually made by a human 
internet user. It is a striking coincidence that any such interpretation can be 
made from an image macro that is one of eleven quindecillion unique possible 
memes that are automatically generated. 

While its resemblance to the poem is purely coincidental, the presence 
of Yeats’s lines in a source image submitted to ShitpostBot 5000 is telling. 
Once more, the preestablished authority of “The Second Coming” lends the 
image macro an apparently real connection to Yeats and his bestseller. Where 
the real-world meme, the adjusted figurine, jokingly yet effectively alludes to 
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“The Second Coming,” the internet meme (including the figurine) reveals the 
template status of famous lines from the poem. The user who submitted the 
photo must have considered the Garfield-Yeats combination meme-worthy, 
not because the internet bot may match the photo with an appropriate meme 
template but because it could achieve the opposite. A disjointed pairing of user-
submitted photos and templates is precisely what users expect from the internet 
bot ShitpostBot 5000, as can be derived from its naming. The meme can be 
considered a “shitpost,” which the OED defines as “a nonsensical, irrelevant, or 
deliberately provocative post on social media, esp. one that is intended to amuse 
an in-group, elicit a reaction, subvert a discussion, or distract from the main 
conversation.”39 If we read no further into it, the ShitpostBot 5000 produced 
a shitpost by using a medium that normally conveys a message to compile an 
image that haphazardly merged unrelated characters and phrases. However, 
by chance, the ShitpostBot 5000 fails in its aims and produces an internet 
meme that is not entirely nonsensical since Kent Brockman’s submission to 
the coming of a new dispensation is in some way related to both the strange 
appearance of the Garfield figurine and the turning of a historical gyre in “The 
Second Coming.” Even if it were intended, the allusion to Yeats in this instance 
is devoid of any historical consciousness, “lost in the here and now, swamped 
in the textual present.”40 Yeats is not quoted as the author, and it is unclear to a 
viewer who may recognize Yeats’s lines whether they are authenticating Davis’s 
also well-known Garfield or whether it is the other way around. The continual 
layering and seemingly endless potential to be reused is a digimodernist trait 
that may well result in many internet users who are unfamiliar with “The 
Second Coming” associating overquoted famous lines with its use alongside 
Garfield’s character and not with Yeats at all.41 

Yeats or Get Yeeted

The established authority of Yeats’s poetry extends to both his name and 
photographs of Yeats that are frequently shared alongside quotes. These aspects 
are consequently also employed by internet memes alluding to Yeats, especially 
by image macros engaging with the homophonous comical connotations of the 
poet’s last name, such as “yeet” and “yeast.” Since allusions like these are more 
removed from the context of Yeats’s poetry than quotations, internet memes 
that exploit Yeats’s image or his name also appear to have a less significant 
relation to the literary origins of the fame associated with the name. Image 
macros exploiting Yeats’s name largely rely on surface-level humor by replacing 
words that sound like or rhyme with the last name Yeats. The “Yeats Infection” 
image macro, for example, presents a pun by alluding to the similar sounding 
but more serious yeast infection (depicted in Figure 1.16). This image macro 
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does not attempt to participate in the ideas associated with Yeats or his poems 
but relies on a colloquial understanding of Yeats’s name as a symbol of all Irish 
poetry. If one were to be overexposed to Irish poetry, one would catch not a 
Joyce, Wilde, or Heaney infection, but a Yeats infection. It is not necessarily that 
the reputation associated with Yeats’s name surpasses that of other Irish poets 
or authors but that his surname happens to be both well-known and sonically 
related to the type of infection.

Figure 1.16: Yeats infection. 

In general, the efficacy of wordplay internet memes such as these is not deter-
mined by any message one may derive from it but by the success of the pun. It 
is funnier that there is some sonic similarity between Yeats and yeast and that, 
theoretically, an infection of both can be picked up by the woman pictured in 
the image macro, than is the underlying idea that Yeats can be representative 
of the entire tradition of Irish poetry. For the internet meme to succeed and be 
spread further, it is enough that the viewer can recognize the famous name as 
an Irish poet’s and connect it to the similar-sounding infection. 

The more common kind of wordplay in image macros that repurpose the 
image of Yeats is the Yeats-yeet wordplay. Consider Figure 1.17 in which Yeats 
is named and depicted in comicbook frame style. While all is as it appears in the 
uppermost frames of the image macro, the bottom frames present not William 
Butler Yeats but William butler YEETS in capital letters alongside a blurred 
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copy of the same photograph. Yeets is used here as a verb that indicates a 
rapid throwing movement. Initially, the slang term yeet referred to: 

[…] a choreographed dance stylized by dipping one’s shoulder in 
rhythmic steps […]. It became popular in February 2014 after footage 
of people performing the dance were uploaded to the video-sharing sites 
Vine and YouTube. In recent years, the term “yeet” has adopted a meaning 
of launching or throwing something at a high velocity or exclamation of 
doing so.42

Figure 1.17: William Butler YEETS 1. 

An image macro depicting Yeats either yeeting or being yeeted demands 
no knowledge of Yeats the poet. In fact, the image macro benefits from the 
viewer’s ignorance since anyone familiar with Yeats would notice that the 
name Yeats does not exactly rhyme with yeets. While all the Yeats-related 
context required to get the joke, as it were, is present in the image macro 
(name and photo), its reception is greatly enhanced by the poet’s notoriety. 
However, the essential background called for relates to the term yeet. After 
the online success of the initial yeet video (itself an internet meme), more 
videos replicating the style were propagated online, often accompanied 
by a yeet hashtag. The internet meme continued to evolve to different 
mediums and as screenshots of the dance moves became incorporated 
into image macros, new images were designed to depict the act of yeeting 
and its accompanying attitude (see Figure 1.18). The term “yeet” is now 
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frequently used to express not only a violent propelling, death, or defeat due 
to this propelling, but it is also used as a response or exclamation of sudden 
excitement (either approvingly or disapprovingly). 

  

Figure 1.18: Yeet & Can I get a yeet? 

Once the term became independent of visual references to the original 
dance moves, it became the basis of other subgenres of image macros. For 
instance, the “Baby yeet” internet meme, which incorporates an image of a 
woman “yeeting” a baby as if taking a shot in basketball, inspired image macros 
on other topics (Figure 1.19).

Figure 1.19: Baby yeet meme.
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More recently, yeet image macros developed yet another layer of 
interpretation with the addition of crying laughing emoji Photoshops. 
According to Know Your Meme, in 2018, “image macros featuring various 
portmanteau’s [sic] using the word ‘yeet’ began trending on the /r/dankmemes 
subreddit, which often featured photoshops superimposed with the Crying 
Laughing Emoji and OK emoji.”43 By playing on the rhyme between yeet and 
words like “heat” or “meat” and by dovetailing with the yeet catchphrase, 
combinations of the crying laughing emoji and OK emoji express a similar 
throwaway and humorous attitude (see Figure 1.20). A normal heater just heats 
whereas a yeeter yeets. In these instances, yeet denotes a type of joking much 
like internet trolls dedicated to online provocation.

Figure 1.20: Crying laughing and OK emoji yeeters. 

It is in this emoji Photoshopped-style that W. B. Yeets reappears (Figure 1.21).

Figure 1.21: Crying laughing W. B. Yeets. 

In these examples, each reworked image of Yeats includes a crying laughing emoji 
and an OK emoji placed over his face and hand. As with the “Yeats Infection” 
image macro (Figure 1.16), it is not Yeats’s ideas or poetry commented on or 
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repurposed but only his last name and photographs. Viewers are not expected to 
recognize Yeats from his photographs or to be familiar with his name or works. 
The only context required is knowledge of current internet meme formats, the 
slang term “yeet,” and for viewers to accept the man pictured as an authority 
figure from the distant past. In each instance, the transition from Yeats to Yeets 
is helped along by a lighter, more playful text font as well as an image filter 
and additional emojis. The success of the image macro lies not in its ability to 
establish an apparently real connection to Yeats, but in its ability to construct 
a new metaphorical Yeats, a digitally reanimated internet jokester. William 
Yeets’s success as an image macro is nonetheless dependent on a relation to 
the actual Yeats portrayed in the meme. Without the top frame’s black-and-
white introduction to the historical person, the jokester variant would be 
impenetrable. As with the appearance of lines from “The Second Coming” in 
ShitpostBot 5000, Yeats’s appearance in internet memes that are unrelated to his 
reputation as a poet is founded on his broader fame. 

Another variation of the William B Yeets phenomenon depicts the famous 
photograph of a young W. B. adjusted with what is called the “laser eye” or 
“glowing eyes effect” (Figure 1.23), a  “photoshop meme in which the eyes 
of various people, characters and animals are edited to appear as if they are 
glowing with bright energy, mimicking a common trope found in various 
animated films and television shows.”44 Glowing eyes have been used as a way to 
express intensity, focus, and to “show off someone’s Life Energy” or to indicate 
“someone’s just triggered their Super Mode.”45 The Gordon Ramsey image 
macro below (Figure 1.22), for instance, exemplifies the eureka moment of 
locating the lamb sauce.    

Figure 1.22: Glowing/laser eye effect.
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Normal Yeats, as in Figure 1.21, is transformed into a laser-eyed William 
Butler YEETS (Figure 1.23). In this image macro of Yeats, the laser eyes effect 
is the equivalent of the laughing emoji in that it illustrates the transition from 
Yeats to Yeets. However, the yeet factor implied is somewhat different from its 
most common use. When paired with the glowing eyes effect, the term “yeet” 
becomes linked to a supernatural element. Instead of a joking air, this William 
Butler Yeets is illustrated as an ascended being or superhero character with 
light beaming from his eyes. Since this image macro has no frame or panel 
format and does not introduce the historical William Butler Yeats re-created 
by William Butler Yeets, the viewer is expected to have some background. 
However, user-viewers are more likely to recognize this image macro as 
a response to other image macros such as the Crying Laughing W.B. Yeets 
(Figure 1.22) than they are to recognize Yeats from his photograph or name. In 
that case, all the context required to engage with the internet meme originates 
from internet meme culture itself. While Yeats-Yeets image macros employ 
both Yeats’s name and his image, it does not also exploit the preestablished 
authority of Yeats’s poetry via quotation. This absence of textual context 
further illustrates the need for a quotation to already be popular before it is 
made use of in internet meme culture.

The Yeats-Yeet wordplay also entered existing internet meme templates 
such as the image macro that opened this essay (Figure 1.4). As the slang 
term developed to also refer to the result of being yeeted, the phonetical 
connection was made between this type of yeeting and what does indeed 

Figure 1.23: William Butler YEETS 2.
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happen to Sean Bean’s character in Equilibrium. The image macro  in Figure 
1.24 places Yeats’s name in quotation marks as though the name is more 
unfamiliar to the viewer than is the word “yeeted.” The aim appears to be 
a retrospective expression of the humorous connection between Bean’s 
reading of Yeats and the word “yeet” that would become apparent only once 
the usage of yeet developed to also refer to violent throwing. Like the initial 
“Bean’s about to get yeeted” meme, the updated variant is an internet meme 
about an internet meme; it appears in praise of internet meme culture for 
unknowingly having connected its new slang term with the author of the 
book depicted in another meme, precisely at the moment when a character 
undergoes a yeeting. 

Figure 1.24: Bean gets yeeted.
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Conclusion

 In the two decades that have passed since Cullingford’s 2001 essay on 
Yeats in popular culture, the internet has so transformed that same culture, 
that it is perhaps no longer the case that “theorists of postmodern culture 
have somewhat exaggerated the demise of the Author, the dispersal of the 
canon and the abandonment of ‘truth, meaning and history.”46 Indeed, 
Alan Kirby’s view of digimodernism foresees the radical redefinition of 
textual functional categories such as reader, author, and viewer. Today, 
digimodernist texts are commonly anonymously or socially cocreated, which 
frequently leaves intertextual connections unaccredited and disconnected. 
As for “truth, meaning, and history” in popular culture, it, too, appears 
multiplied to the extent that no single version thereof prevails. This is not to 
say that all references to Yeats in contemporary popular culture are empty 
and meaningless, but that the digimodernist texts created by internet meme 
culture, in particular, tend to employ the existing influence of well-established 
messages without cognizance of their origins. 

The examples highlighted in this essay illustrate how references to Yeats 
in internet meme culture are most often unconnected to the poet and his 
work. In many ways, digimodernist allusions to Yeats are not allusions to 
Yeats at all but to the fame associated with his name or quotations from his 
poetry. This is apparent from internet meme references to famous lines from 
“The Second Coming.” It is its bestseller status that lends the poem to political 
dichotomies and internet bots. The same is true of Yeats’s name. It is because 
of its fame that the name became entangled with similar-sounding terms, 
which in turn, prompted such image macros as William Butler Yeets with 
laser eyes, a digimodernist allusion far removed from the historical Yeats. 
Digimodernist allusions to Yeats certainly show no nostalgia for the real 
thing, in the way that cinematic allusions in 2001 had done, and continue 
to employ Yeats’s lines, images, and name as digital templates. In extreme 
cases, as with the reoccurrence of Yeats alongside Garfield, unattributed 
lines from “The Second Coming” may become known for their use as an 
internet meme element and not for their occurrence in Yeats’s poem. This 
type of decline in the correlation between Yeats and his words, as a product 
of the workings of the internet, does pose an uncertain future for Yeats 
online. 
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Rapallo Notebook C: A Vision, 
Poetry, and Sundry Writings 

Wayne K. Chapman

1. Introduction

This essay continues on the path established by Neil Mann, recently, 
in International Yeats Studies, where his analytical digest “Rapallo 
Notebooks A and B” appears as the first in a series of articles to outline 

the contents of Yeats’s several Rapallo notebooks.1 The present article, like 
the first one and the two that are projected for later issues, is the product of 
collaborating scholarship transacted over a number of years.2 As there are 
five nominal “Rapallo Notebooks,” designated by letters A to E, this article is 
about the third notebook, “Rapallo Notebook C.” Although full treatment of 
notebooks “D” and “E” will come later, they are also incident to discussion 
when relevant to Rapallo C. Generally speaking, diary entries, notes, and 
philosophical prose related to A Vision 1925 and 1937 are common to all five 
notebooks. Even so, poems that became part of the lyric sequences of The 
Winding Stair are distinctive in defining Yeats’s principal use of notebooks C 
and D. Thus, the objective of the essays in this series is to guide the reader 
along lines of contiguity that exist in the notebooks while remaining true to the 
principle that manuscripts are artifacts involved in an investigative procedure. 
They are properties, in this case, curated by the National Library of Ireland, 
quoted and reproduced with the consent of its Trustees, and authorized by 
United Agents LLP on behalf of Caitriona Yeats and the W. B. Yeats Estate.3 

In 1985, when I first encountered the Rapallo notebooks, my favorite book 
on the poet’s creative process was David R. Clark’s Yeats at Songs and Choruses 
(Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1983). That beautifully 
illustrated book sharpened the focus for me with respect to several lyrics Yeats 
wrote in the late 1920s for The Winding Stair. Moreover, Professor Clark’s 
presence during much of my initiation that summer as an “interpretative”4 
reader of manuscripts was a startling coincidence. As an exemplar, he was a 
consummate craftsman, a teacher by example with great skill navigating the 
nebula of archival materials in Dublin at that time, and probably the most 
gifted paleographic authority on Yeats anywhere.5 Thomas Parkinson and Jon 
Stallworthy were my next-favorite idols in this vein, being among the earliest 
students of Yeats’s poetry to acquire experience working under Mrs. W. B. 
Yeats’s watchful eye. Poets in their own right, they had perhaps less adroitly than 
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Clark trawled the manuscripts in quest of Yeatsian luminous matter, secrets 
of the trade, or “vestiges of creation,” as Parkinson aptly called it.6 But Clark 
and Parkinson had won the confidence of the National Library and of Mrs. 
Yeats, respectively, so that, in the years 1957–1958, Clark worked with staff 
at the NLI to begin sorting the manuscripts of Yeats’s plays, while Parkinson 
worked directly with George Yeats at her home to prepare the manuscripts of 
Yeats’s “later poetry” for the gift she eventually made to the library in 1964. 
Appropriately, Clark went on to edit The Plays (CW2), with his daughter, 
Rosalind E. Clark (2001). With publication of Parkinson’s W. B. Yeats: The Later 
Poetry in 1964, the NLI adapted its cataloguing system to the organization of 
the poetry manuscripts—from Responsibilities through Last Poems (including 
fragments, miscellaneous, and unpublished material)—which Parkinson 
had worked out with Mrs. Yeats and left with her in a typescript known as 
“Parkinson’s list” (NLI 30,214). 

This list is in two parts, the first entitled “Loose material (manuscript, 
typescripts).” Part II gives thumbnail listings (from “a.” to “m.”) of fourteen 
“Bound manuscript books,” of which items II.g.–k. are correspondent with the 
five Rapallo notebooks. That segment of “Parkinson’s list” is presented here, 
with subsequent NLI numbers and accession date italicized in brackets:

g. “Rapallo” notebook with notation “Diary” on cover. Diary of Thought 
begun Sept. 23, 1928 in Dublin. Contains many working versions of poems 
in The Winding Stair. [Also known as “Rapallo C”; NLI 13,580 in 1964]

h. “Rapallo” notebook. Diary begun in Rapallo, 1928. Contains many 
versions of poems in The Winding Stair, including “Byzantium.” [Also 
known as “Rapallo D”; NLI 13,581 in 1964]

i. “Rapallo” notebook designated “A” and containing rewritten sections of A 
Vision. [Also called “Rapallo A”; NLI 13,578 in 1964]

j. “Rapallo” notebook designated “B,” finished Oct. 9, 1928. Almost entirely 
prose. [Also called “Rapallo B”; NLI 13,579 in 1964]

k. “Rapallo” notebook containing ms of Resurrection, work on A Vision. 
[Also known as “Rapallo E”; NLI 13,582 in 1964]

By 1985, when I reviewed the contents of Rapallo C, NLI 13,580 (or “Parkinson’s 
list” II.g”), I had the benefit of Clark’s description in Yeats at Songs and Choruses 
(243–44) for its chapter on “Three Things”:

The manuscripts of “Three Things” may be found in [NLI] 13,580, “Rapallo 
notebook (‘Diary’) finished June or July 1929, containing Diary of Thought, 
Vision material, Poems (drafts, etc.) from Winding Stair and Words for 
Music Perhaps, including Cracked Mary (later Crazy Jane) poems”.…This is 
a notebook bound with a greenish tan paper with a design of large and small 
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spots with blue flowers with nine white petals in the large spots. The word 
“Diary” is in black ink in the upper right-hand corner. The book measures 
30cm. x 22cm. and contains four signatures of 30cm. x 44cm. paper folded 
in half and sewn together at the fold. These signatures are in turn sewn 
together and then the paper cover glued. The binding is now quite loose and 
torn. The inside of each cardboard cover is covered with the same paper as 
the outside.

With only Clark’s reference to the Stony Brook archive omitted in the ellipsis 
(due to later amendments), the description continues for three additional 
paragraphs of precise observation on missing folios, stubs, the condition of 
paper (“heavy but cheap pulp paper now turning yellow and brittle”), location 
of poetry, and the absence of lines, chains, or watermarks. On such matters, the 
reader is directed to the “Tabular Summary” appended to this article, because, 
like Rapallo notebooks B and E, Rapallo C was rebound during conservation 
in December 2005, somewhat altering its original construction.7 Rapallo 
notebooks A and E, however, bear evidence of their relation to “Parkinson’s list” 
in that typed slips have survived in their collation, either tipped in where they 
happened to lie when rebinding occurred (in February 2006 for Rapallo A), or 
remaining loose (as in Rapallo E). For example, a cover notice for Rapallo A 
was typed out by Parkinson to serve the whole notebook as a short summary 
of its contents. Formerly paper clipped at a prominent location, the notice is 
now incongruously tipped in (at folio 39r, page “2”), appearing as follows amid 
materials otherwise related to A Vision:8

From
Rapallo Notebook designated “A” (on inside and “D”
on cover) and containing rewritten sections of
“A Vision”. (Parkinson’s List II, I)

Contains notes on system including comments on
THE CAT AND THE MOON, Passages of THE
PLAYER QUEEN, Prose entitled
THE IRISH CENSORSHIP, a letter about Wagner.

None of this material may be used
without the express permission in
writing of Mrs. W. B. Yeats, 46
Palmerston Road, Dublin, or of
her executors.

Similar instances in Rapallo E (overtly relating it to “Parkinson’s List II, K”) will 
be noted in the final essay of this series. Suffice it to say here that the survival 
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of Parkinson’s typed slips, like those in Rapallo notebooks A and E, are not 
unknown elsewhere in the Yeats Collection—for example, in NLI 30,336, “Red 
loose-leaf note book containing a version of A Full Moon in March and some 
prose,” item II.m on “Parkinson’s list”)—and that labeling with clipped slips 
almost certainly occurred in notebooks B–D, as well, in 1958, but have since 
been lost in handling.9

2. Contents Overview (September 1928–July 1929)

Although given to diverse purposes and not the only notebooks Yeats acquired 
in Rapallo, Italy, during the period of their use, between 1928 and 1931, the five 
manuscript notebooks referred to as the “Rapallo Notebooks” (NLI 13,578–
13,582) share differing degrees of distinction as tools used in rewriting A Vision 
(1925). As Neil Mann has said, “it is in fact likely that Rapallo Notebooks A, B, 
and E were all started in 1928” to that end, “with B being the first, while E had 
all the early material removed.”10 Certainly, E was started before notebooks C 
and D if E had carried the Vision material indicated on its cover. Similarly, B 
contains drafts that predate A and declares on its cover that it was “Finished, Oct. 
9, 1928.” Clark notes that entries in Rapallo E show that it was in use between 
c. May 9, 1928, and January 22, 1929, but it has been argued, too, that its use in 
remaking The Resurrection and writing the introduction for the play in Wheels 
and Butterflies (1934) makes it the earliest and latest of the five notebooks on 
date of use.11 Still, Rapallo Notebooks C and D, both significant in the making 
of poetry, are the most serially related to one another in that respect. Rapallo 
C was “begun. Sept. 23. 1928 in Dublin” (as noted in its initiating diary entry) 
and “Finished June or July 1929” (as noted on its cover), whereas Yeats began to 
use notebook D in Rapallo in March of 1928, paused for a time, and then took 
it up again in Dublin in August 1929 (its last dated entry being “Nov 18 1930”). 

Between September 23, 1928, and July 1929, Yeats’s whereabouts can be 
traced from Dublin to Rapallo and back to Dublin in Rapallo Notebook C. In 
September 1928, he finished his term in the Senate and, in November, moved 
to Rapallo for the winter, remaining there until early May 1929 (save for a visit 
to Rome in January), thereafter returning to Dublin by way of London. During 
those six months, he sent accounts periodically to Olivia Shakespear and Lady 
Gregory on his progress writing. In settling into the flat at Via Americhe 12/8, 
Rapallo, Italy, he wrote, on November 23, 1928: “I write each morning and am 
well.…I am finishing a little book for Cuala to be called either A Packet or A 
Packet for Ezra Pound.”12 By March 1929, he had just begun to think of a series 
of poems to be called Twelve poems for music, but their number soon increased 
to the point whereby, on April 10, 1929, he was able to boast that “[s]ince I 
came here I have written 14 [lyrics] besides some little scraps of satirical verse,” 
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and “[t]his has all been in three months I think—for at first I wrote prose.”13 
Nearing his departure from Rapallo, he reported, on April 26, 1929: “I am well 
and more cheerful than I have been for years—[and] have written 19 lyrics for 
the numbers keep on mounting.”14 Once back in Dublin, on May 19, 1929, he 
was relieved to find there “life sufficiently tranquil” and pledged “that it may 
continue so I shall keep away from politicians.”15

There is a story in Rapallo C better told, I think, by addressing first its prose 
and then its poetry. Initially, this procedure mirrors the way Yeats began by 
writing prose into it as in a “Diary” (noted on the front cover) and then, for the 
better part of three months, wrote nothing but poetry in an apparent frenzy. 
That shift to poetry-writing involved a slight transition in the notebook before 
it became sustained, yet it failed to last to the very end of the notebook, where 
his latest entries in prose return to speculations (as in a “Diary of Thought”) on 
the fundamentals of A Vision. The prose, in other words, frames the story and 
is first to speak of Yeats’s intentional use of the notebook. The burst of poetry, 
surprisingly sustained once it began, had not been anticipated; and there was 
literally no room for a second burst, when that eventually came, except in 
another notebook, Rapallo Notebook D.

Before describing in detail the contents of Rapallo C below (in parts 4 and 5), 
the following list is provided as a scratch outline of the notebook’s prose frame, 
with locations cited by folio (recto and verso) to assist the conceptualization 
of content in spatial terms. “Diary of Thought” begins with three numbered 
entries, dated “Sept 23. 1928” (1r–2r), on Kevin O’Higgins’s last words, the idea 
of “national mind,” and a French quotation copied from Pound, followed by 
dates of past significance regarding the development of the automatic script 
and an anecdote on Italian pictures and British propaganda. (2v is left blank.) 
Then revisions are drafted in paragraph blocks for insertion into AVA copy 
for AVB, dated “Jan 1929” (3r–5r). Also dated “Jan 1929,” the draft of an essay 
on Ezra Pound and skepticism occupies the next six pages (5v–8r, with 8v left 
blank). The prose subject for a “Lyric sequence” is introduced (on 9r), prior to 
two pages of verse (9v–10r) and a blank page (10v; see next paragraph). This is 
followed by the continuation of prose inserts (on 11r–11v, like those on 3r–5r) 
for “End of Cuala book” (i.e., A Packet for Ezra Pound [1929]) and a footnote 
on Spengler to be added to a typescript on the “Great Wheel.” Thereafter, 
until folio 59v, the central core of Rapallo Notebook C (12r–59r) is entirely 
devoted to poetry. Folios 59v–69v are filled with notes and speculations about 
the rudiments of A Vision as informed by such Instructors as Dionertes and 
by readings in the aesthetics of Benedetto Croce and others. After that, up to 
eight leaves (70r–77v) have been removed and possibly discarded from the 
notebook. The concluding portion of the prose frame (59v–69v) was written 



216 International Yeats Studies

after Yeats returned from Rapallo, as indicated by the dates “May 26 [1929]” 
(on 61r) and “June [1929]” (on 67v). 

To outline the body of poetry-writing in Rapallo C, even a thumbnail 
sketch of it, is complicated because of the crisscrossing of draft material from 
leaf 12 through 59, but also including the transitional subject of three poems 
(“At Algeciras—A Meditation on Death,” “Mohini Chatterjee,” and “Nineteenth 
Century and After”) found at 9r. The poetic core of Rapallo C may be defined 
by the following inventory, where titles are listed only once and parenthetically 
accompanied by their folio location as ranging from recto to verso: “Meditations 
upon Death” (9r, 10r, 12r, 13r, 14r–15r); “Nineteenth Century and After” (9v, 
25r); “Mad as the Mist and Snow” (13v, 14r, 16r); “Crazy Jane on the King” 
(unpub.; 16v–20r, 23v–24v); “Three Things” (20v–23r); “Crazy Jane Grown Old 
Looks at the Dancers” (25v–28r); “Those Dancing Days Are Gone” (28v–30r, 
31r–31v); “Lullaby” (32r–35r, 36r–36v); “Wisdom & Knowledge” (unpub.; 35v); 
“Crazy Jane & the Bishop” (36v–37r, 39r); “Crazy Jane Reproved” (37v–38r); 
“Mrs. Phillamore” (unpub.; 38r, 43v); “The Scholars” (rev.; 38v); “Girl’s Song” 
(39v–40r, 41r); “Young Man’s Song” (41v–44r, 45r); “Love’s Loneliness” (44v, 50v, 
55v–56v); “His Confidence” (45v–47r, 48r); “Her Anxiety” (47v); “Her Dream” 
(48v–49r, 50r, 51r); “Symbols” (49v, 51r); “[Heavy the Bog]” (unpub.; 51v–52r); 
“His Bargain” (51v–55r); “The Two Trees” (rev.; 55r); and “[Imagination’s 
Bride]” (unpub.; 56v–59r, first titled “The Daimon & the Celestial Body” [at 
57v] and then “The Passionate & Celestial Body” [at 58r]).

3. Transcription Protocol and Key to Abbreviations

Transcriptions are meant to preserve the idiosyncrasies of Yeats’s spelling, 
punctuation, and revising as much as possible. The whole word is given when 
that seems intended, even though letters are missing or elided with a stroke, 
as often with the “-ing” ending. When a precise spelling is unclear, a standard 
one may be substituted. A word will be left incomplete if Yeats seems to have 
abandoned it that way. Illegible words are represented thus: [?]. A conjectural 
reading thus: [?word]. And partly conjectural readings thus: every[?thing]. 
Yeats’s scribal additions are indicated within angle brackets < > whereas mine 
are given in editorial square brackets [ ]. Yeats’s underlinings are retained as are 
his strikeouts, which are everywhere indicated with a line through the deleted 
word, parts of words, parts of lines, whole lines, or sentences, as the case may be. 
Except in literatim transcriptions presented as block quotations, commentary 
follows the convention of punctuated matter entered in quotation marks (“”). 
Hence, embedded quotation is indicated by a set of single inverted commas 
(‘’), according to American convention; and end-stop punctuation such as 
periods will occur within close quotation marks except in instances where end 
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punctuation is lacking in Yeats’s writing. As a rule, use of the slash mark (/), or 
virgule, follows The Chicago Manual of Style (17th ed., section 6.111). However, 
vertical line marks (|) are used to represent instances of accidental line breaks 
within texts.

Aside from secondary sources introduced above and in notes thus far, 
several studies are cited frequently enough in the remaining sections of this 
essay—either on the dating of poems or for the drafts they present from Rapallo 
C—that for economy they are identified in the following list of abbreviations: 

 “CCP” Wayne K. Chapman, “Appendix A: A Chronology of the Composition 
of the Poems,” YPM 229–45 (also YA 15 [2002]: 138–58). 

“CNGI” David R. Clark, “Yeats: Cast-offs, Non-starters and Gnomic 
Illegibilities,” YAACTS 17 (1999; pub. 2003): 1–18.

Genet Jacqueline Genet, William Butler Yeats: Les fondements et l’evolution 
de la creation poetique (Villeneuve-d’Ascq, FR: Universite de Lille III, 
1976).

WFMP W. B. Yeats, Words for Music Perhaps and Other Poems: Manuscript 
Materials, ed. David R. Clark (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 1999).

Other acronyms are used as directed in the “List of Abbreviations” posted on this 
journal’s website16 or as introduced in the endnotes of this essay. Abbreviations 
cited here are mainly used in part 5, on the poetry.

4. Diary Entries, Notes, and Prose Fragments (in Detail) 

[Covers]17

In caps, black ink, and superimposed upon the patterned front cover, the 
inscription: “DIARY” (in right-hand corner as defined by all entries up to leaf 
78 and the exceptional back cover). Likewise, on the patterned back cover (and 
at the top as defined by the upside-down positioning of the entries on 78r and 
78v) is superimposed the inscription in ink: “Finished June or July 1929.” The 
exceptional entries seem to have been made at a later date and partly in error 
as an effort was made but soon abandoned in listing the notebook’s contents 
as had been introduced at the beginning of Rapallo Notebooks A and B.18 
Therefore, to approach Rapallo C from the back, one first encounters the rough 
completion date, next the inscription “Diary” (written twice, on 78v, the one 
over the other to make the title more prominent), and then, as in a book (on 
78r), the words: “Contents | Introduction to Great Wheel. page 13 (detach from 
rest) | Soul in Judgement (continued from loose leaf book | 12 pages.” (See 3v 
and 59v–69v accounts, below.)
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[1r–2v] “Contents || Diary of Thought | began. Sept 23. 1928 | in Dublin”
Yeats’s first three entries, or “thoughts,” are numbered, the first one 

reflecting his political life in Dublin on this date, or literally the day before the 
entry, when he had been told by the widow of Ireland’s assassinated minister of 
justice Kevin O’Higgins (1892–1927) what his last words were on being carried 
into his house to die: “‘my beautiful home’ & | later ‘my dear, I did try to save 
myself I could not | help it.’” Yeats later praised his friend in “The Municipal 
Gallery Revisited” and “Parnell’s Funeral” but here wonders about O’Higgins’s 
motive behind the words: “[He] must <have> felt that he was deserting her & 
that | he had tried to excuse himself.”

In entry “(2),” to fill most of first page, Yeats recalls a conversation with 
“Someone,” perhaps an American, about the “small intellectual production 
of some great nation” likened to the tone and volume of John King,19 a 
manifestation in séances of the buccaneer Henry Morgan “with deep muscular 
voice.” If voice is great, “[p]erhaps the national mind at each epoch is limited 
also to a few types” “dramatized most easily by voice alone” since “those capable 
of vigorous expression must be but few.” To bring an abstruse thought to its 
conclusion, Yeats reasons that, “Probably[,] when an epoch gives us a sense of 
it[s] greatest possible intellectual power each dramatization has expressed itself 
through a single mind, & so retained its fullness & unity.” 

On leaf 2r, copied as entry “3,” is a French passage quoted “on Ezra’s 
authority” for the “new Vision — pa[rt] book 1.” The quotation is from one of two 
volumes of Etienne Gilson’s Philosophie au Moyen Age (Paris, 1922), yet almost 
certainly Yeats’s source was Ezra Pound’s essay “Medievalism and Modernism 
(Guido Cavalcanti)” in The Dial LXXXIV.3 (March 1928), only later retitled 
“Medievalism” for reprinting in Guido Cavalcanti Rime (1932), Make It New 
(1934), and Literary Essays (1954).20 The quotation is an abridgement, defective 
in spelling, on “Grosseteste’s Grossetestes idea on light”: “Cette substance 
extrêmement ténue est aussi l’étoffe dont toutes choses sont faites; elle est la 
premiere forme corporelle et ce que certains nomment la corporéalé.” (That 
last word should be “corporéité.”) Gilson’s French came to be paraphrased in 
Yeats’s English of A Vision B, Book II (191n): “Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln, 
described Light as corporeality itself, and thought that in conjunction with the 
first matter, it engendered all bodies” (AVB 191n; CW14 140n).

The remaining two entries on 2r are unnumbered although a short line has 
been drawn between them. The first is a cluster of notes on significant dates in 
the development of the System, ranging from “Script began Oct 24, 1917” to 
“March <23> 1920 first sleep.” Between those events, in heavily revised notation, 
Yeats observes that, from mid-November 1917 to December 6 (“when first 
cone is drawn”) “& through much of 1918,” the spirit guides (“they,” including 
the Yeatses) focused on “exposition [of] great wheel” and “life after death & 
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the Four Principles.” Much is cancelled, except for the following after the date 
of Mrs. Yeats’s “first sleep” in 1920: “& from June 3 to June 7 the Christian Era 
with  | Spenglerian dates, & then back to life after death.” On the otherwise 
blank facing page (1v), these notes are appended with the sentence: “Anne 
came Feb 3 1918.” This is not Anne Butler Yeats, but Anne Hyde, late Countess 
of Ossory, a spirit much discussed in the “Sleep and Dream Notebooks” after 
communicating her desire to reincarnate a dead son from the seventeenth 
century.21 Generally, the dates on 2r correlate with those in the earliest account 
of the System’s origin, which Yeats drafted in Rapallo Notebook B (91r–92r) for 
A Packet for Ezra Pound (1929). That first draft is transcribed in Mann’s essay 
“Rapallo Notebooks A and B” (137–38). 

The final “Thought” on this page returns to national politics before Yeats’s 
departure for Italy in late November 1928:

I have just heard the following of the Lord Chief Justice [Hugh Edward 
Kennedy]. He said to Bodkin | —Bodkin tells me. “I don’t think we should put 
any more of those Italian | pictures into the gallery. I think that is all British 
Propaganda. & | Gaelic Ireland has no afinities [sic] with those Mediteranean 
[sic] nations.”

Yeats’s source for this anecdote is his friend Thomas Bodkin, son of jurist 
Matthias McDonnell Bodkin and director (later governor) of the National 
Gallery of Ireland. Soon, Thomas Bodkin became the author of Hugh Lane 
and His Pictures (1932, 1934), and he was one of few correspondents to receive 
word from Yeats to confirm both his arrival in Rapallo and his renunciation of 
political office: “I have ceased to be a Senator” (L 749, WBY to TB dated “Dec 
20 [1928]” from Via Americhe 12-8, Rapallo). Thought “(2)” on leaf 1r (see 
above) and this concluding anecdote of 2r, conveyed by Bodkin, are vaguely 
related to one another on the idea of “national mind.” Yeats came to own both 
editions of Bodkin’s book.22

At this point, leaf 2v has been left blank, partly to mark a departure from 
diary entries to a series of prose drafts that follow from that opening, and partly 
because this page was not used to revise text for leaf 3r in the notebook.

[3r–3v] “Book II. Correction[s]” [to be introduced into A Vision A text]
Yeats’s heading is misleading here as no correction actually applies to 

Book II in AVA (121–76). His first instruction is to “Delete all up to end of first 
paragraph on page 17” (i.e., to the word “quality”) in Book I and then to make 
the following changes “at opening of paragraph 3”: in “Between Phase 12 and 
Phase 13,” numbers “11” and “12” were to be substituted; thereafter, “at” was to 
substitute for “between” for the rest of the paragraph. Also on page 17 of AVA, 
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he directed that paragraph 4 (on “The geometrical reasons” in AVA) was to be 
deleted and replaced by the following, in parentheses:

(The opening & closing of the Tincture has have been I have never been  | 
given a di[a]gram of the opening & closing of the tinctures. It must I think | 
have represented the Antithe[tical] half […] of the Great Wheel one separate | 
double cone, with the <its> phase 8 […] at the opening & its phase 22 at the 
closing of the  | Tinctures. That one tincture opens […] & closes before the 
other | would be represente[d] on the diagram by the fall of the place of the | 
gyre, which would pass through phase 12—say—& then through phase 12 | 
but I have not the details. The Primary half of would be anoth[er] double | 
vortex, at phase 22 <of this vortex>, at between phases at the The closing, it 
<at> its phase  | 8 its <the> opening The [?dividing] of the [?two] tinctures 
into four preceeds | the Marriage of Husk & Passionate Body, &the [?] | Jan. 
192[9])23

Another Book I correction is made to “Delete the whole of Section XI” (“The 
Daimon, the Sexes, Unity of Being, Natural and Supernatural Unity,” AVA 
26–30), followed, on another line, by instructions to introduce “Foot note to 
‘Then the * last gyre’” at “Page 218” in Book III, though Yeats means page 213 
at line 10 (“Then with the last gyre”), as Laurie’s heavy type makes a “3” look 
like “8.” The note Yeats wanted to insert there is another roughly constructed 
approximation, but one reflecting recent encounters with contemporary work 
by Wyndham Lewis:

If I have It is easier now than when I wrote to forget what forms the gyre will | 
take. Mr Wyndam Lewis in the enemy[=essay] <“Art of Being Ruled”> he in 
“Time & the Western Man[”]  | has studied various forms of [?antecedent] 
personality <sexuality>, & found emotion <constructed simplicity, & 
simulated childhood> in art | & life, which are phase 26, & in those admirable 
first hundred pages | of his “Children Mass” groups all <these> those [?articent] 
personalities or [?forced] emotions | round his crook backed bailiff, the phase 
complete meaning & symbol alike. The gyre is not yet due but its fore-runners 
are. | Jan 1929. | P.T.O. [that is, “Please Turn Over” to the next insertion for 
AVA, written on 3v]

This footnote was intended for section IV (“A.D. 1050 to the Present Day”) of 
AVA Book III (“Dove or Swan”), but, eventually, by the time Book III became 
Book V in AVB, Yeats had cropped the last five pages, abruptly ending “Dove or 
Swan” just short of material that had been there on Wyndham Lewis, Brancusi, 
and other contemporaries. A reference to Time and Western Man survives in 
a footnote in AVB 4 only because of its position in A Packet for Ezra Pound. 
Yeats’s reading acquaintance with Lewis by January 1929 obviously included 
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Time and Western Man (1927; WBGYL 1136) and The Childermass (1928; 
WBGYL 1129), copies significantly annotated by Yeats or bearing an enclosure 
from Lewis.24 

Continuing in this vein to leaf 3v, another short amendment for A Vision 
is penned beneath the heading: “Page 180 | Foote note [to] ‘The Great Wheel 
& * history.’” The designated location in AVA, at the beginning of Book III, 
“Dove or Swan,” shows that Yeats thought a simple headnote might be linked 
to the last word of the subtitle “2. THE GREAT WHEEL AND HISTORY.” This 
would acknowledge similarities to his own work that he found when he read 
Spengler’s two-volume opus The Decline of the West (1926–1929; WBGYL 1989 
and 1989A), much-studied in Yeats’s personal library.25 The tone of the note 
suggests that Yeats was reticent about making the acknowledgment: 

*  I send these pages out & cannot turn these pages without  | these pages 
without [sic] the sense of shame <alarm> [….] The learned Spengler has  | 
committed many errors,  | I have been told in the expo in his historical 
exposition of  | his analogous theory; & I have no learning at all[.…]  | If I 
know little of a man or | period I must use that little. I do not offer proof but 
the only <possible> illustration & explanation of what others must prove or | 
dispro[ve]. <I could amend much> Even by ex as explanation & illustration—
now that | [I] know the system better—more than I have written but if I do not 
leave | all as it was in Feb 1925 I shall seem Spengler[’s] plagiarist[.]

Compare this with treatment of Spengler in A Packet for Ezra Pound (as borne 
into AVB 11 and 18; also CW14 9 and 4). Pound might well have been one 
source of reticence in his disparagement of Spengler’s insufficient knowledge 
and “rubber-bag categories,” as Pound called it in his essay “How to Read,” first 
published in the New York Herald Tribune in 1929.26

[4r–5r] [A passage on “Husk & Passionate Body” for A Vision B] 
On these pages, Yeats takes up matter beyond the 1925 edition, largely 

destined for “The Soul in Judgment,” Book III, in 1937. The way in which Husk 
and Passionate Body “affect one another,” or are combined in a “Marriage” of 
perception in which “desire & the object of desire are indistinguishable,” is 
subject to Will and described with some difficulty here. Fraught with false starts 
and cancellations, it does seem to enlarge upon the brief suggestion in AVA 
Book II that, in man’s experience after death, “if Husk and Passionate Body be 
sublimated and transformed—he may enter through Spirit and Celestial Body 
into the nature of both” (160; CW13 130). These three pages are the last that 
Yeats devotes to the subject (4v being a thorough rewriting of 5r) until he picks 
up the thread again with the series of notes that begin on 59v and continue with 
speculations to the end of Rapallo C. Perhaps anticipating the breakthrough we 
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witness on poetry-making, beginning on 9r, Yeats draws analogy here between 
the “Marriage of Husk & Passionate Body,” as indistinguishable merger of 
desire and its object, and, roughly, the last verse of his poem “Among School 
Children”: “how shall we know the dancer from the dance” (4r). 

On 5r, he struggles with the first sentence, reducing it (in four lines) to 
a fragment: “The Husk […] makes perception, medieval ‘matter,’ makes all 
concrete particular [?multitudinous] & living (quote Swift),27 whereas the Spirit 
is an abstract and empty form.” Remaining text on this page is then cancelled, 
sixteen lines on the Marriage of Spirit and Celestial Body, or (as his “instructors 
have called” the latter) “‘a cloak lent to the Spirit,’” but thereafter succeeded 
by a second draft from the top of the facing page (4v). This revision begins by 
completing the sentence fragment from 5r, line 4, as follows: “is abstract empty 
unity. It cannot act [and] would change the Celestial Body to the Passionate 
to the object of desire” etc. The writing becomes more confident describing 
movements “in opposite directions” within familiar geometry. Anticipating 
diagrams ahead, yet to be drawn, the entry ends paradoxically: “It will be seen | 
however when I study these diagram[s] that[,] though Husk & Passionate 
Body | Spirit & Celestial Body prevail in turn, […] the conquered pair remains, 
though to do the conquerers’ will, […] & that we can separate neither from the 
Faculties. Unity of Being which | alone stops the whirl is the harmony of all.”

[5v–8r] [A short theme on Ezra Pound’s skepticism, January 1929]
Sufficient ambiguity exists in accounts that Yeats made to Olivia Shakespear 

and Lady Gregory (on November 23 and 27, 1928) to allow that the “entry” (as 
Ellmann calls it),28 begun on 6r, might have been intended to be more than 
a note, perhaps even one of the articulated units that constitute A Packet. In 
the letter to Shakespear, Yeats described a book that “shall wind up with a 
description of Ezra feeding the cats (‘some of them are so ungrateful’ T. S. Eliot 
says),” and then discussed Pound’s poetry (L 748; CL InteLex 5191). In the essay 
“Rapallo” (dated “March and October 1928” in A Packet and A Vision), Ezra 
and the cats are featured in part III, with discussion of poetry thereafter in 
section VI, which resembles in certain respects features of Yeats’s argument in 
Rapallo Notebook C, 5v–8r. Eliot makes an appearance there, too (on 6r and 
8r), although part VI in A Packet—together with Yeats’s “Meditations upon 
Death” I and II (dated February 4 and 9, 1929)—came to be deleted, much later, 
in setting copy he prepared for A Vision 1937.29 Hence, similarities between 
this draft and “Rapallo” part VI strongly suggest an affinity in content as well 
as chronology. If the former was not a rehearsal, it is a proximate, discarded 
theme with a very similar textual topography to that of the eventually deleted 
section of A Packet. 
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The entry begins with the date “Jan 1929” and is succeeded, on 9r, by the 
poem’s prose subject (labeled “Lyric Sequence” and dated “Jan 23”). Thereafter, 
on 10r, appears the first draft of “Meditations upon Death” (dated “Feb 4. 
1929”). Catherine Paul sees a connection between the opening sentence of the 
“Introduction to the Great Wheel” XV—“Some will ask if I believe all that this 
book contains” (A Packet 32; cf. AVB 24; CW14 19)—and the first sentence of 
Rapallo C, 6r, which she takes to be “an exploration of the question of belief, 
generated, it seems, by a conversation with Pound, as Pound’s own thinking is 
frequently laid out as something with which Yeats agrees or disagrees.”30 She 
seems to be right about that and finishes her summary concisely: “Yeats,” she 
says, “goes on to disagree with Pound’s understanding. Here he also considers 
what Pound means by ‘belief,’ and uses Pound’s definition to examine how he 
himself understands that word—taking up the word again in the final section of 
‘The Introduction.’”31 In Neil Mann’s treatment, the essay “Rapallo” (originally 
entitled “Rapallo in Spring”) consists of leaves 2r–6r in Rapallo Notebook B, 
and in relation to parts I–V only, confirming my belief that part VI came to 
be written after that, at this point in Rapallo C. A Packet for Ezra Pound was 
published in August 1929, after Yeats had returned to Dublin from Italy. He 
had written in January to Oliver Gogarty to report finishing the book (“re-
written and corrected”) and acknowledged to Lady Gregory great fatigue after 
laboring over proof sheets in late March 1929.32 In the interval defined by those 
dates, then, the last section of the essay “Rapallo” must have been rewritten, 
typed, and amended in proof without leaving a trace in the archive. 

The partial transcription here accepts much of the wording in Ellmann’s 
presentation (IY 239–40). The composition is in three paragraphs, with verso 
pages left for revisions or additions to be inserted into the pages on their 
right—Yeats’s ordinary procedure when writing prose. “Ezra Pound,” it begins, 
“bases his […] scept[ic]ism upon the statement, that we know nothing but 
sequences.”33 “‘If I touch the button the light will shine lamp will light up—all 
our knowledge is like that.’ But this statement […] is not true of […] [insert 
from 5v:] any philosophy, which holds the universe [is] but a sequence in the 
mind.” After cancelling several lines, 6r continues with a quotation from “some 
Asian [?],” “some Church father,” who has said: “I know god as he is known to 
himself.” In this respect, the Church Father “had […] like Ezras transcendent 
object of thought […] [insert from 5v:] though his arose from self <out of> self-
surrender, Ezras from out of search [back to 6r:] for complete [?undisturbed] 
self possession.” Eliot and Wordsworth are brought in, as they are in “Rapallo” 
VI, as well as Lewis and Blake: “In Elliot, & perhaps in Lewis[,] bred in the 
same […] scepticism this is a tendency <to exchange search for sub-mission> 
one mystery, one transcendence for the other. Blake […] denounced both the 
nature & the god <considered> conceived of as external like nature […] as 



224 International Yeats Studies

mystery; & yet he was enraged with Wordsworth for passing Jehovah ‘unafraid.’” 
(Yeats amends this sentence, on 5v, by inserting the clause “not because he 
he appeared in <Jehovah is> Mystery but because the passage from potential 
to actual man can only come in terror”—in place of cancelled lines on Joban 
terror “before the incomprehensible” on 6r.) The paragraph concludes with a 
Blakean trope (“I have been always a worm <insect> in the roots of the grass”), 
a metaphor turned to self-effacing effect: “perhaps my form of it perhaps.” 

The second paragraph of the theme begins with a concession that extends 
in friendship the humor of the first, although words begin to fail: 

I agree with Ezra in his dislike of the word beleif [sic].  | Beleif implies an 
unknown object, a covenant perhaps signed with my blood | attested with a 
name or signed with my <with> blood. If I am all | [?that] I affirm that such 
& such is so my proof is | [continuing to the top of 7r:] my exposition, & the 
more the exposition […] | expounds my own nature the more certain it is. 
Mathematics  | & such has and [?] so much more <and being more> moral 
than intellectual | that it may pride it self on lack <lack> of proof.

The writing on 7r seems not to have come with ease. On the notion of making 
“the more complete proof ” while acknowledging limits and the necessity to 
“kill scepticism in myself,” Yeats evidently jotted “When Copernicus [?re]” (on 
facing page 6v) but abandoned it. Turning to “my style,” the second paragraph’s 
reflection on the revision of poetry advances haltingly: “Sometimes of recent 
years I have felt wh <when> rewriting <re-writing> some early poem—‘The 
Sorrow of Love’ for instance—that by assuming a self of past years, a self as 
remote from <that of today> that which I now am as some dramatic creation, 
<I found touched> a stronger passion a greater confidence.” No less labored are 
the last ten lines of the paragraph, where Pound is compared, as in “Rapallo” 
VI, because he “re-creates Propertius or some Chinese poet” and “escapes his 
scepticism.” But words again falter. To simplify after Ellmann’s example, we 
hear Yeats confess that he “must, though [the] world shriek at me, admit no act 
beyond my power, nor thing beyond my knowledge, yet because my divinity is 
far off I blanch and tremble” (IY 240). 

The third paragraph on skepticism begins at the top of leaf 8r, where Eliot and 
Pound exemplify the contemporary projection of modern man in lyric poetry. 
The strategy of concession seems more like agreement at first: “<Even> We like, 
<We even more than> Elliot require tradition & though [?ours] it may include 
much that is his, it is not a <beleif in> submission or a beleif, but exposition & 
[?intellectual] meads [= ?needs].”34 But for himself, Yeats continues: “I recall a 
passage in some Hermetic writer on the increased power that a god finds on 
getting into a stattue <statue>. I feel as neither Elliot nor Ezra do[,] the need 
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of old forme <forms>, […] old situations that, as when I re-write some early 
poems of my own, an <I may> escape from scepticism.” Considering “years 
past,” when seized by “the first vague impulse” to write verse with “the quality 
of a ballad,” he cites “The Tower,” a poem of 1925–1926, imagining himself “in 
some small sea side inn,” awaiting “the hour to embark upon some eighteenth 
or seventeenth century merchant ship.” The words begin to cloud. Is it a “Song” 
that he read or “A scene” that he “read of ” as “a boy”—one or the other (or 
both) “that returns the simpler <simpler rhythms and> forms of emotions <& of 
rhythms>”?35 Sensing that he might be overstating a premise (that “The Modern 
Man of contemporary poetry is an illusion”), four vigorously cancelled lines are 
amended on the facing page (7v), producing a conciliatory clause to attach to 
the preceding sentence—that is, “nor do I think that I differ from others for this 
except in so far as my preoccupation with poetry inspired makes me different.” 
The remainder of the paragraph on 8r (and the entry as a whole) summons a 
picture at best only suggested at the outset (on 6r): that of friends arguing the 
question of belief at an outdoor table in Rapallo,36 sometime in January 1929. 
Figure 1 shows that Yeats gives some effort to confer charm with sympathy for 
both the café scene and, implicitly, one particular opponent.

Figure 1. Rapallo Notebook C, NLI 13,580, [8r], detail. Courtesy of NLI; photograph courtesy 
of Catherine E. Paul.

As we see, the scene is depicted in dramatic present tense although belabored 
with revisions:

The men | sitting beside <sitting> opposite me, in the Rapallo wrest Restaurant 
which  | yesterday look[ed] [?evil] where <some days ago> the sound of a 
fiddle brou[g]ht back a worl[d] & such | that older I hear made me remember 
the old situation, <are to my eyes modern> are in my  | book <mo[dern]> 
modern to me, but it is <also only> a falsification & pervertion | of human 
life, that any emotion a false perverted art that | would th thinks them modern 
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to themselves. That <The> “Modern Man” | <of contemporary poetry> is an 
image, that we have conferred upon <is a term invented by modern poetry to 
dignify> our scepticism.37

[8v–10v] “Jan 23” [A prose outline for a “Lyric Sequence” and first-draft 
versions of two poems]

The poems are “The Nineteenth Century and After” (untitled and undated) 
and “Meditations upon Death” (dated “Feb 4. 1929”). Leaves 8v and 10v are 
blank because the writing occurs between the discrete units of prose, above 
and below it, intended for A Packet for Ezra Pound. For details on this first 
departure into poetry writing from Rapallo C’s purpose as a “Diary of Thought,” 
see section 5 (below). 

[11r] “End of Cuala book” [for A Packet for Ezra Pound]
This entry follows the precedent of short addenda prepared for A Vision 

(as on 3r–3v and 11v). Yet the heading indicates a “Cuala book,” which might 
indicate either October Blast: Poems (1927) or the work in progress, A Packet 
for Ezra Pound. The postscript inscription (“PS.”), beneath the heading, directs 
that the note was to be inserted (plausibly as a note on “From Oedipus at 
Colonus”) in the former or be added as a footnote or afterword at the end of A 
Packet. Either location makes sense. However, this short piece of scholarship on 
Oedipus found its place in the latter (A Packet 36n) and subsequently enhanced 
in A Vision B (AVB 28n; CW14 21a). Yeats seems to have made use of the 
material in a radio broadcast for BBC Belfast (September 8, 1931), “Oedipus the 
King,” but does not recall there Raftery and Oedipus as an outcast, wandering 
“from road to road, a blind old man”; instead, he concludes the broadcast with 
a recitation of the eponymous poem in its entirety (CW10 221–22).38

[11v] “Foot note to Book I of Great Wheel page 21”
Here, Yeats picks up a strategy executed earlier, on 3v, regarding similarities 

between A Vision and Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West, except reference 
to Book I of “The Great Wheel” is misleading because “page 21” is not a cue 
to A Vision A but, as a parenthetical note stipulates, to “Type script in orange 
envelope.” If extant, the typescript’s location is a mystery. However, the content 
of the entry on 11v suggests affinity with Grosseteste’s “idea on light” copied on 
2r from Pound’s 1928 essay in The Dial. The proposed footnote, streamlined by 
the omission of its accidentals and few cancellations, is as follows: 

*  Spengler considers perception or light as spatial and the dark—our Spirit 
and Celestial Body—as Time because he finds there all that is sensual or 
rhythmical; and this makes his attribution something that [?resembles] mine; 



227Rapallo Notebook C

even our meaning is the same. His system is related to Bergson[’]s, very 
much as that of Karl Marx (which it reverses) is [related] to Hegel[’s], and he 
[Spengler] thinks of all beyond “the light world” as imperceptible, or as he 
puts it: the world has no meaning outside the great cultures. 

To compare this note with Yeats’s eventual discussion of Spengler and Marx 
(sans Bergson and Hegel) in A Vision B (261; CW14 191) is to mark how far, by 
1937, overt treatment of Spengler shifted from Book I, “The Great Wheel,” to 
Book IV, “The Great Year of the Ancients.” In the vicinity of that later passage, 
coincidentally, there is a footnote (hung from an asterisk) that weighs in Yeats’s 
favor the authority of his “instructors” against “Spengler’s vast speculation” 
(AVB 259, CW14 189). 

[12r–59r] [Lyrics mostly for Words for Music Perhaps, February–April 
1929, Rapallo]

See section 5, below, “Poetry Writings (in Detail).”

[59v–69v] [Thoughts and notes for A Vision B, May–June 1929, Dublin]
Apart from the first three notes, on matters at issue in the poem 

“[Imagination’s Bride]” (56v–59r)—or “The Daimon & the Celestial Body” and 
“The Passionate & Celestial Body” in the working title—the remaining prose 
entries in Rapallo Notebook C were certainly written after Yeats’s departure 
from Rapallo (on April 27, 1929), his arrival in London (on April 29), and 
the week he lodged at the Savile Club to look up friends (Olivia Shakespear, 
Wyndham Lewis, and others) and to catch a meeting of “my ‘Ghosts Club’” at 
Pagani’s Restaurant.39 Entry number “4” (of eight) in this section is dated “May 
26” (on 61r) and the last date inscribed in the notebook (on 67v) is simply given 
as “June.” Notably, by mid-May, the occult papers and philosophical books of 
Yeats’s library would have been available to him once more; and he seems to 
have consulted both types of authority while writing many of these entries. 
At first, up to May 26, they are written with confidence and with surprisingly 
few cancellations or rephrasings. After that, they seem increasingly tentative, 
hypothetical, and dependent upon references to external authorities such as the 
spirit Dionertes and poets and philosophers such as Paul Valéry and Benedetto 
Croce from any number of texts. Streamed from verso to recto pages without 
reserving versos for improvements, the remaining effort in the notebook may 
be viewed as a kind of prewriting or informal rehearsal for a body of new writing 
destined for A Vision B. Given the limited number of pages left in Rapallo C, 
entries here are listed by headings “Note. (1),” “(2),” “(3),” “(4),” “(5),” “(6),” 
“7,” and “8,” until the progression of topics breaks down into a loosely related 
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potpourri of ideas that one finds after 65r, reflecting Yeats’s heterodox reading 
and ongoing activities as a creative mystic.

On leaves 59v–60r, “Note. (1)” begins with a retrospective: “When 
automatic script began, a spirit spoke of <said> the ‘Funnell’ contained ‘no 
images.’ But at that stage in the exposition there was only one after death cone 
[….] We have now the narrowing cones of P B [i.e., Passionate Body] & Husk.” 
Like much in the remaining pages on the topic of afterdeath phenomena, this 
note seems to anticipate matters taken up in Book III, “The Soul in Judgment.” 
“Death is the separation of the Spirit from the particular stream of images—a 
personality— […] as in a dance except that this action is not Aesthetic […] —it is 
as it were somnambulistic.” The Spirit experiences a “coherent somnambulism” 
distinctive from living sleep, since “we seek in dreams experiences of pleasure 
& pain” whereas Spirit only experiences those things while it “remains united 
to the Husk.” This thought leads to the question at the end of the note: “Is it 
perhaps that the Husk depended upon the body?”

Paradoxically, in note “(2),” “Husk is light,” which “seeks it self,” and “Spirit 
is consciousness—attention,” which also “seeks itself.” However, “[i]n the end 
there is only light, only consciousness” (60r).

Note “(3)” is longer and continues in this vein for more than two pages 
(60r–61r): “After death the Spirits act in common but not all in common. 
They are drawn—I will not say with Swedenborg [—] by their ruling love—
but by their ruling fate, or ruling truth, into communities.” They are the 
satisfaction that “we seek through thought & sense & do not find. ‘I stand by 
you’ Etc.’” (60r). This leads to thinking about the relationship between Spirits 
and the living in a new paragraph on 60v: “Identical with the ends of human 
endevour[,] they are ceaselessly present to the human mind, but they know 
nothing of that mind except in so far as that mind [?realizes] that <those> 
end[s].” They “are always in the future here,” yet in our sleep “they can use our 
faculties [to] create temporary personalities” and “may retain knowledge their 
identity with our ends & yet recover knowledge of time & space.” In such cases, 
the “conscious effect” of Spirits is “abnormal & rare,” for “it must be considered 
as a development from the Normall sub-conscious influence.” As if to sum up, 
a paragraph of one sentence follows, shifting simultaneously from plural to a 
singular count-noun and defining Spirit by process: “Spirit is only Future future 
during the activation of Husk & P B, for it is for only then is it contrasted with 
past & present.” Thereafter, in a new paragraph on 61r, testimony is cited from 
the automatic scripts: “A spirit spoke of the forms of art as ‘correspondential’ 
to the states of the dead.” Therefore, “the scenery of the other world changes as 
spiritual states change.” Accordingly, note “(3)” concludes: “A universal […] 
must be understood[,] not as something thought or argued, but as a state lived. 
We live in that which is common […], yet in reality this common life is but 
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altered for a moment & approximately […] until B V [= Beatific Vision] & after 
that a growing struggle in which the object of desire gradually wins.”

The next entry, beginning at the middle of 61r and titled “May 26 (4),” recalls 
an exchange of the night before: “The spirit last night[,] after giving sign[,] 
confirmed [the] statement spirits come in to our sleep as the dramatis Personae 
of our dreams.” This will become “all spirits inhabit our unconsciousness or, 
as Swedenborg said, are the Dramatis Personae of our dreams” (AVB 227; cf. 
CW14 165, 407n37). It happens in “the sleep state of the Shiftings at night[,] 
insisting that they came ‘involuntary’ whereas our dreams were ‘voluntary’ 
(‘emotional’). […] He reminded me that there is however ‘for[e]knowledge.’ 
Their equating voluntary & emotional is the first clear statement that relegates 
emotion to the Faculties” (i.e., “Husk tinged with Will” just as “[e]vidently 
‘abstract’ is Spirit tinged with C. M. [Creative Mind]” (end 61r). This logic leads 
to an important question about procedure in Book III, “The Soul in Judgment”: 

Can I consider “dream as our emotion acting connected | with what remains 
“sensuous sensuous” as the dead remember the | word “sensuous” here may 
mean an “image” or that personality | is still impressed—an image which in 
the waking state of the | dead is “correspondential” but here steps back into 
personal  | consciousness[?] “Sensuous” here does not mean pleasurable  | 
unless the Spirit is still united to the husk—an image like a  | remembered 
image. (61v)

Note “(5)” takes up the question: “Who are the Teaching Spirits of the 
Return?” Whereupon the response (also on 61v) is tentative, exploratory, and 
leads to additional questions about how the author might proceed to write 
compellingly on the subject. Clearly, Yeats is engaging elements of the subject 
that will dominate Book III, such matters as “Shiftings,” “Teaching Spirits,” and 
“the Return” as initially defined in the automatic writings and sleeps before 
codification in the card file prior to reworkings here, in fragments of parts V 
and VI in typescript (see CW14 281–91, Appendix II, “Earlier Versions”),40 and 
in the final version of AVB. As to the Teaching Spirits, Yeats writes: “I think 
they are the being of the group to which the soul tends. […] Behind all is 
the conception […] of the union of Spirit & C B constituting Christ, divine 
humanity, but that divine humanity only effect [=affects] the spirit when in 
the Shifting it is taken up into the universals—is taught by C B alone.” In a 
new paragraph (on 62r), he asks: “Am I to assume that the teaching spirits are 
beings who have passed beyond our sphere & who form the great groups […] 
& draw forth from them the images of their past actions Etc so as to make 
them conscious of the causes of their acts Etc”? To which there is a rejoinder: 
“The necessity for teaching spirits is that the dead before B V are fated—are 
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chosen—they do not choose.” So, Yeats reasons: “I may have to simply state that 
the group [of] beings who <govern> constitute the group lie outside my field 
of study, in the world of Angels Etc upon which the script has touched but left 
unexplored”—the matter of the Thirteenth Cone, which is indeed the tack that 
will be taken. 

Note “(6)” defines itself as a retrospective on note “(2)” although with 
hesitation on terms more recently employed in note “(4)”: “In comment on 
(2), the images (P B) grow contingent after more & more after death—being 
separated from Husk which Will, which gave them personality sensuousness 
[continuing on 62v:] & from Husk which gave them separate existence.” As 
“(2)” is about “Light [that] seeks itself ” and “(4)” involves images “‘sensuous’ & 
‘abstract,’” note “(6)” introduces one of the most important images in Book III 
for “that state of absolute light” of Beatific Vision. For the next few pages, Yeats 
continues to toil with a figure that he eventually chooses to introduce “The 
Soul in Judgment.” He writes here (in parenthesis): “I think of Paul Valerys 
description of the mid day reflected in the still sea—each wave with the image 
of the sun” (62v). In A Vision B, the image occurs in the opening sentences:

Paul Valéry in the Cimetière Marin describes a seaside cemetery, a recollection, 
some commentator explains, of a spot known in childhood. The midday 
light is the changeless absolute and its reflection in the sea “les œuvres purs 
d’une cause éternelle”. The sea breaks into the ephemeral foam of life; the 
monuments of the dead take sides as it were with the light and would with 
their inscriptions and their sculptured angels persuade the poet that he is the 
light, but he is not persuaded. (219; CW14 159)

In the note, Yeats wonders first if Valéry’s symbols can be accommodated with 
his own since emphasis in the poem “is on change—mine on the perfection of 
the moment”; yet the prospect of building on Valéry’s example held promise, 
as Yeats extended and then closed that parenthetical thought: “Perhaps I may 
even use the metaphor of things being born each out of its perfection—a ship 
born at full sail under a full moon—future & past, its building & its wreck 
[?illusions] that fall from it like a double shadow” (62v). 

By contrast, on 63r, note “7” begins unpromisingly by acknowledging a 
possible mistake: “My association of Husk & light is perhaps [an] error. The 
true association may be P. B. & light.” The problem was significant enough that 
eighteen lines were circumscribed and cancelled—matter being “the cause 
of all difference (Valery[’s] sea).” Below the cancelled entry, a horizontal line 
was then drawn across the page, after which Yeats began to write the note 
afresh, reintroducing the centered number “7” (perhaps at another sitting): 
“I am tempted by <to> transfer light from Husk to P. B. by the fact [that] 
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Spirits speak of dreaming back forms Etc as in light.” As he turned the page, 
he conceded to himself the difficulty: “I am back at the old problem. I am not 
sensi I have untimely se sensation (light) which [continuing to 63v:] seems 
[both] unlimi[ted] & limited perception.” Then note “7” breaks again with 
verbal equations that are used occasionally on later pages of the notebook. 
The first two are an aphoristic pair: “The light knows it self in Husk & P B | 
consciousness knows it self in Spirit & C B.” A third instance is figurative and 
looks mathematical and perhaps Blakean: “Light & Perception (Husk) = the 
spark from the anvil | the moment perpetual creation. The shower of sparks.” 
Followed by space and strokes resembling an equals sign (=) in the left margin, 
the interrupted paragraph continues with the sentence “Supernatural light 
(p[hase] 15) is light completely expressed because set free from Spirit & C 
B.” Light has two supernatural moments—“moments which have only ideal 
reality—that of its complete expression at [phase] 15” (voluntary), and “that 
at phase 1” (involuntary). A concluding paragraph on 63v takes issue with 
a philosophical reading to which Yeats was strongly opposed: “This ideal 
existence” (of phase 15) accounts for “natural beauty,” for “[w]ithout it one has 
Croce’s unsatisfying aesthetics.”41

The last designated note in the notebook (an entry numbered “8.” on leaf 
64r) investigates light as understood to be “Astral Light.” At this point and “for 
the first time,” Yeats claims, “I see the derivation of astral light from that light 
which Grosseteste called corporeality it self or that of which corporeality is made, 
and from that light which Bonaventura identified with all senses.” Previously, 
we encountered this idea on 2r (entry “3”), where Grosseteste on light is noted 
in connection with a quotation from Gilson’s Philosophie au Moyen Age (cf. 
AVB 191n; CW14 140n), as well as on 11v in the footnote prepared for Book 
I, “The Great Wheel” (cf. AVB 259, CW14 189). Such “corporeality” is “matter 
as in Swift’s verse & Husk is […] form, form being understood as shaping, not 
as a shape.” But here, just as in the passage on Husk and Passionate Body on 
leaf 5r—where confusion clouds Yeats’s writing about the Marriage of Spirit 
and Celestial Body—a dozen lines of labored prose on “the daimonic moment” 
are abandoned, to be followed by an incomplete paragraph (“Astral Light in 
popular usage is applied to dream like images, & vision images rather than 
to natural images—though Levi used it in the last sense also”42), after finding 
himself confused. Cancelled sentences and paragraph starts follow onto the 
next page (64v): “This is a matter for the spirit <Dionertes> for it confuses 
me.”43 An if/then construction fails to generate either a sentence or paragraph. 
So Yeats turns to his spirit guide Dionertes to make a third stab at the meaning 
of “astral light,” when “[t]he point about the dream images may not be that they 
are sensuous but that they are images—concrete image. I must ask Dionertes.” 
Not to put too fine a point on this, but it is obvious from the appearance of leaf 
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64v that Yeats had written himself into a corner. So he broke off, temporarily 
(see Figure 2), to pose the questions he needed to have answered in this Platonic 
dialogue with himself:

Figure 2. Rapallo Notebook C, NLI 13,580, [64v], detail. Courtesy of NLI; photograph courtesy 
of Catherine E. Paul. 

Questions.
        Is P B astral light.
        Why does not Husk persist if it [is] the past.

Husk may not be creation but its result—P B elaborated &  | published, the 
percept, not perception but if so what is perception? | Only if Husk is perception 
or expression or creation can I think of | Husk & P B as subject & object, & as 
corresponding to Spirit & C B. I have to identify Husk with Croces expression | 
or intuition.

This cancelled part of a continuing argument stipulates possible reconciliation 
between Yeats’s thinking and that of “elaborated & published” accounts by 
Benedetto Croce and contemporary philosophers whose work Yeats had been 
reading on the distinction between “percept” and “perception”—for example, 
works by Bernard Bosanquet, John H. Muirhead, and Bertrand Russell.44

On leaf 65r, Yeats joins his discussion of the mechanics of Husk, Passionate 
Body, and Spirit to that of the afterdeath state called the “Dreaming Back,” a term 
introduced in A Vision A, Book II, Part XIV, “Life After Death,” and discussed 
in greater detail in Book IV, “The Gates of Pluto.” Dreaming Back as a concept 
he believed to be confirmed by Henri Bergson in Matter and Memory (1919), 



233Rapallo Notebook C

Theodor Fechner in On Life after Death (1914), and Hermes Trismegistus in 
Hermetica (1924) as suggested by the marginalia in Yeats’s copies.45 On leaf 
65r, Yeats again finds himself in trouble after resuming note “8,” now on the 
persistence of Passionate Body in the Dreaming Back. “I am back at my old 
difficulty. I want to make P B the creator. Can I do so. But that is impossible. 
Can I make it [?protean]—endless change—fixed by Spirit according to its 
eternal forms. […] No for the astral image recurs. Can I identify Husk with 
endless change creation—no for it is the past.” Consequently, these lines in the 
notebook are crossed out and succeeded by as many in a series of interrogative 
sentences beginning with “Is” and “If ” on the behavior of Passionate Body, 
Husk, and Spirit. Similarly, as on the facing page, a series of equations are 
inscribed as if to help clarify: 

              Once more                        Material
Husk = expression. P B = the expressed (Matter)

Spirit = the mould or form expressed.
                            or
Husk = expressed = P B expression      no for then the            [bracketed lines are
            Spirit = the mould                        Husk would persist46   vigorously stricken]

Yeats’s writing in the next opening of the notebook (65v–66r) stumbles 
forward in much the same manner, three-quarters of it cancelled and punctuated 
with formulae, intermittently: “Husk = senses” and “P B [=] matter, of light <or 
undivided> light” on 65v; and “Husk = expression” and “P B = Matter” on 
66r, concluding the page with the entirely cancelled equation “Daimon = form 
<forms> expressed.” Aside from dispiriting references to mystical authority, 
such as “But I dare not go to Dionertes with abstractions like ‘transformation’” 
(on 65v) and “Only those our spirit knows […] are so expressed” (on 66r), the 
most promising element on both of these pages is the Valéry thread from notes 
“(6)” and “7” (leaves 62v and 63r). Here, “life is a meaningless flux, a sea—as in 
Valery poem—where the Sun—Spirit—is mirrored” (65v). “Valery man sitting 
in [a] dark theatre, [h]is eyes on the lighted square of the stage[,] except that we 
are the lighted stage” (66r). After cancelling most of the page, Yeats asserts that 
expressed forms are from the Daimon, neither Husk nor Creative Body “but 
their perfect union. Absolute expression[, as a] flame without ark [i.e., arc],” 
like “the spark from the anvil” on 63v. 

But a formula at the top of leaf 66v offers an alternative explanation: “or 
perhaps | Husk Express = Expression. B. B. [i.e., P. B.] [=] Potential form.” This 
alternate turn in thought does not develop very far in the ensuing paragraph 
(“In which case the daimon is […] in its full expression only”), almost all 
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of which is cancelled. After a new start (“Husk & daimon P B expresses the 
daimon & impose their form upon the Spirit, & so realize its end. End & form 
imply one another”), even that small remnant was also stricken. Beneath that, 
a horizontal line has been drawn across 66v to divide the page, providing space 
for Yeats to recall “an unpleasant but important interview with Dionertes” (see 
Figure 3).

Figure 3. Rapallo Notebook C, NLI 13,580, [66v], detail. Courtesy of NLI; photograph courtesy 
of Catherine E. Paul.

He was petulant & distressed—everything so difficult. He should not have 
come. Threatened never to come again. When | it was over I had to tke take 
asperin & George found | she had been *crying from exhaustion.
 We [= He] objected first to my use of [the] word marriage | to describle 
[sic] relation between Husk & P B[.] PB  | [continuing to 67r:] was to[o] 
ephemeral for such a word. […]

* He had said “she is wet.” I had looked to see if water [?] was dropping from 
cealing & finding that it | was not had said “she must have spilt wine on her 
[?neck] at dinner.”

As one of the Yeatses’ chief Communicators, Dionertes presided on several 
occasions, during the winter of 1919/1920, when George Yeats’s function as 
medium was impaired by acute fatigue (see YVP2 519, 525, and 528), directing 
them, in effect, to end the automatic scripts: “I do not really want script here 
[in Pasadena, California]—I prefer to use other methods—sleeps” (539). And 
that is just what they did until the end of George’s “philosophical sleeps” on 
November 27, 1923.47 In Dublin, in late May 1929, Yeats recalled an evidently 
more recent episode in which Dionertes had intervened on her behalf and 
gone on to object to the wording of questions put to him. In Rapallo Notebook 
C, the objection relates to the entry introduced on “the Marriage of Husk & 
Passionate Body” (4r–5r) but qualified here (on leaf 66v) from memory and 
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for the next two pages. On 67r, objections are enumerated: “He objected to a 
certain phrase of mine about Husk ‘bringing forth’ the forms from P B. Implied 
much too [= to] intention. (He meant I conclude that ‘the marriage’ is a kind 
of correspondence or image & […] something ephemeral & unconscious. He 
meant also that [….] Husk is life—sea foam the wind that makes waves.)” 
Dionertes’s “most important statement” on that subject may be interpreted 
as an endorsement of the efficacy of sleep. After Beatific Vision, “they do not 
ossilate [sic] between sleep & waking but can still sleep” (cf. AVB 238, CW14 
174: when “[t]he expiation is completed and the oscillation brought to an 
end for each at the same moment”). Yeats notes that, although this statement 
corrects a “previous” one by the Communicator, they agree that “images seen in 
dreams are a continuance of the dreaming back” and that images made by one 
spirit may be “used by a different spirit to communicate through.” However, 
Dionertes “refused to speak of ‘the Teaching Spirits’ & with great emphasis to 
say anything of that state between BV & birth that I [continuing to 67v:] must 
think out for myself.”

Left to think the matter out for himself, Yeats brings to an end a movement 
he may have intended for part of note “8.” He had also reached the end of a 
sitting, partly indicated by the long line that he drew beneath this paragraph: 

When speaking of “M When I was asserting that I was right  | in using the 
phrase “Marriage of Husk & P B” he | had said “What comes of it?” He meant 
that it was | barren. The point is I think is that uni antithetical | unity of being, 
or even phase 15, implies the faculties | —it is even—it is as it were human. 
That which is | given there <there> is barren nature—man through nature | 
—Husk & P B—is an abstraction from it. Perfection of form | —p 15—comes 
through the effort of the individual soul | & its Faculties. We create our bodies 
& our scenery. (67v)

After that, the remaining prose entries in Rapallo C form a somewhat 
broken landscape of writing on the subject of “expiation.” Below the drawn 
line on 67v, the date “June” is inscribed (at left) halfway toward the vertical 
center of the page. To the right of the date, a small figure has been drawn, 
juxtaposed semicircles, perhaps to symbolize persons A and B (soon discussed 
on 68r–69r), who are bound in “the continuous circling” of expiation. The 
figure is notched, possibly to suggest motion by degrees:              

Below the date, aligned at the left margin, are the heading and opening lines:
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Expiation.
A soul which expiates ignorance in the “shiftings” | had its “abstract memory” 
in the Return but has not | that memory now. I think not[,] for I think | that 
now its knowledge must be positive knowledge | of the contrary of the self so 
remembered—of the | self of its dreaming back. Its oppressor if he has | now 
returned to life will upon the other hand live | through that which had inflicted. 
Is he affected | by his oppressors visctims <victims> dreaming back state? (67v)

This much, though cancelled, very much resembles the definitions and notes 
in the Card File on Expiation (E2, E3, and E10–12; YVP3 297–98 and 300). 
But then Yeats begins anew in a way resembling the draft of an essay: “A Spirit 
joined to its C. B. lives through its life in the order of the events, that is to say 
growing younger until childhood comes; but these words ‘younger’ ‘childhood’ 
[continuing to 68r:] are symbols, or metaphors because it is separated from 
the Record & has memory alone.” In “The Soul in Judgment,” part XI (AVB 
237–39, CW14 172–74) we find the treatment of “expiation for the dead.” In 
typescript (NLI 36,272/6/2a), it occurs in part XIII with a brief notice at the 
end of part XV (CW14 288–89). In Rapallo C (68r), spirits travel according to 
rule: “If Principles are placed on Wheel [?instead] of cone C B [Celestial Body] 
of course travels back from 22-12-21-19 Etc & reaches 8 at rebirth.” Maturity 
(the middle), not the source, is correspondent with the Beatific Vision, where 
a spirit realizes itself as “one with the Spiritual whole,” at first separating from 
Passionate Body, then sinking back into it again—“a New P B—images which 
are purified of personal associations[….] It is only after the new birth that they 
are the objects of its thought. Before birth thought summons the image, after 
birth [thought] is summoned by it.” 

In a new paragraph, victim and oppressor are discussed in relation to the 
Shiftings: “In expiation the two persons[,] being symbols to one another, are 
not—taken as symbols—bound to the continuous circling. […] A wrongs B 
& B cannot pass the Shiftings until the active wrong is expiated in life of <A> 
B, & that of ignorance by <B> A himself in Shiftings” (68r; cf. AVB 237–38; 
CW14 173). “B re A returns to life again & either to repeat the act[,] being still 
caught in the Dreaming Back[,] or to expiate it by the reversal[.] <He> it longs 
to suffer what he has inflicted.” The account continues for interpretation on 
the next page (68v): “The system denies[,] I think[,] the existence of anything 
which we know unconsciously. When A reverses the act, that he does so that he 
may complete something, something which is therefore known in its details.” 
Recalling the myth of Eros and Anteros, to which Michael Robartes alludes in 
“The Phases of the Moon” as he delivers his recitation of the phases, beginning 
at line 30,48 Yeats asserts, here, that A and B “have changed natures, & yet each 
is made whole in the other. This [is] called Expiation for the Daimon”; but 
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correction is necessary because this change is painful: “The two might have 
been one through sympathy, but instead theirs has been [a] struggle in which 
one has been victim & afterwards that exchange of nature which Russell foretold 
for England & Germany.”49 Even so, “All this dissatisfies me,” Yeats observes at 
the end of the paragraph, “but for the moment I can do no better” (68v).

From here on, procedure reverts to that of question and short-answer 
follow-ups. To wit:

 [68v:] B remains in “Shiftings” because something checks | the living back. 
What does? In some form | it must be drawn down into the Dreaming Back. | 
If so[,] does its dreaming back effect [sic] the living man? | Does a dreaming 
Back ever effect [sic] the living except by the | re-birth of the dreamer—or by 
some obvious haunting.
 [69r:] Is not sympathy itself a reversal of being | but voluntary whereas 
that in expiation is involuntary[?] | One must not forget that human life is but | 
the ground where the friendship or anim[osity] of the | daimons is displayed.
 What is expiation for ghostly self? How does it  | differ from that for 
daimon? B & A expiation is | not for one another but for daimon. I conclude 
[this] because | it is the daimon not the individual that is denied completeness. | 
The individual may get nothing but strain & pain. What is | the daimon during 
embodied life—as an actual existence[?]
 Is not the Daimon <in some sense> that being which can stretch  | its 
memory—both Record & abstract memory—  | through 28 incarnations & 
man that being | whose memory includes one only? If so[,] the significant | 
moment for the man is that [of] when the Daimon  | changes phase—the 
Mans B. V.[?]  | If so[,] the great passions arise from the Daimons  | phasal 
relations—& are to the man “subconscious” | whereas those that arise from 
(say) the phasal | relations of a life in its passage are conscious & ephemeral. 
The Daimon of the || If so[,] the distinction between the Daimon of | the man 
when embodied by that of the man disembodied | looses [sic] meaning. All 
mans <28> incarnations are <a> single  | [continuing to 69v:] phase of the 
daimon […] –its life constituting a year—28 phases divided into 12. | We are 
in the midst of a powerful incomprehensible  | death corresponding to the 
daimons death to birth state.

All that is left, after this, are several scratch notes that direct our attention to the 
end of part XI and the beginning of part XII in “The Soul in Judgment” as it was 
eventually written. “The Daimon or its essence is always the timeless moment, 
the symbolic sphere […] —the fullness which includes ever[y] moment” 
(69v). “Every ex[p]iation is conscious. When A reverses his nature he does not 
starve his Karma because his suffering is not from ignorance, but the desire to 
suffer. Expiation for the ghostly self ” (the next point, made on 69v between 
centered, parallel strokes laid horizontally). The reference to “Karma” could 
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be an indication that Yeats had in mind the “ascetic schools of India” cited in 
part XII (AVB 239, CW14 174). Then, after another pair of strokes to set off the 
following point, he weighs in the logic of the foregoing statements on 69v: “Can 
I take ‘ghostly self ’ as daimon here[?] Daimonic Then the refusal to experience, 
starves the daimon, but is followed by Daimonic living—conscious experience 
for the Daimons sake, & so by [?initiation]—a guide.” Although fuzzy here, the 
relevant elements of part XII are (1) “refusal of experience itself ” that “starves” 
a Spirit of the Thirteenth Cone and (2) the acquisition of a “supernatural guide” 
(AVB 239, CW14 174). 

[70r–78v] [Missing pages and end matter]
The facing stubs of omitted leaves 70–77, presumably on the “Introduction 

to the Great Wheel” for A Packet for Ezra Pound and therefore cancelled in the 
“Contents” list on 78r, are correspondent with entries on 2r, 6r–8r, and 11r, just 
as the entries on 59v–69v relate to draft materials cited in the “Contents” as 
belonging to “Soul in Judgement ([as]continued from loose leaf book[)] | 12 
pages”—that is, roughly, from the beginning of part VI to the end but not in 
final order. Leaf 78v confirms that the entire notebook was considered to be a 
“Diary.”

5. Poetry Writings (in Detail) 

[8v–10v] “Jan 23 [1929]” [A prose outline for a “Lyric Sequence” and first-
draft versions]

Notably, leaves 8v and 10v are blank because the writing between these 
two points is flanked by discrete units of prose, before and afterward intended 
for A Packet for Ezra Pound. The poems conceived here in planning become, 
in a few days and pages later, “Meditations upon Death” (dated “Feb 4. 1929” 
on 10r, continuing on 12r, 13r, 14r–15r) and “The Nineteenth Century and 
After” (untitled and undated on 9v, continuing on 25r). As a prose subject, 
“Lyric Sequence,” as it was called, appears in three parts on 9r and has been 
transcribed accordingly (cf. WFMP 208–209):

I
Slowly the circle narrowed—at Al[g]eciras | At Al[g]eciras where I <are> the 
long [?beaked] herons, they [?settle] [?with] | [?out] clamour in the dark pines, 
& & I cry out <I see the rock have no desire to climb it—I love them near at 
hand> an old man is | like a child—he turns to god as a child to his nurse. | 
[?Death] with me is [?terrible] spirit make sweet the trouble | ¶ An old man 
is like a child & turns to god as to his | The [?circle] — I look [?back] upon 
my life—I have a little [?wisdom]. | Platos king—something of Sankarya, & 
something has been spoken | to me alone—. Hence forth I shall seek from 
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searching <searching>, &  | turn it over & over, as if I were a child turning 
over & over | a handful of shells. | ¶ At Cannes. Ka | Algeciras I I could walk a 
couple of miles & now a mile

II
I have been & am being || What preyers should I play [= pray], Do not prey 
said the Brahmin but say | I have been <I been man & women> king & slave , 
<I have been man> Mirriad of beloveds have sat | on my knees, I have sat on 
a mirriad knees [?“] & shudder | thinking that soon I must change again [?”] 
Always an insect in the roots of | the grass.

III
What I have built grows from me—  | Don’t deceive yourself exorbitant 
soul—<the> [?if] greater men are gone | You have been a rattle of pebbles in 
a receeding wave. 

From part III of these scratch notes, Yeats wrote the first draft of “The Nineteenth 
Century and After” (on 9v in four stages, the first three cancelled in left column) 
and began fashioning a longer poem (on facing leaf, 10r, based on part I of the 
outline; see Figure 4). This longer poem was entitled “Meditations upon Death,” 
which resonates with the dedicated general purpose of Rapallo Notebook C as 
a “Diary of Thought” (the heading given the first entry on 1r) and echoing such 
celebrated sequences of meditative lyrics as “Thoughts upon the Present State 
of the World” (afterward “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen”) and “Meditations 
in Time of Civil War,” masterworks of the kind in Yeats’s recent collection The 
Tower (1928). One notices by viewing the fourth stage of the quatrain, appearing 
in the upper right-hand corner of 9v, and then by skimming the first-draft 
version of “Meditations upon Death,” with which it aligns on 10r, that there is 
commonality in imagery, at first elemental, compressed, and suggesting “pebbles 
which the waves draw back” and famously “fling” in Arnold’s “Dover Beach”—

Though the
The great men return no more
I make
I take delight in what I have
The rattle of pebbles on the shore
Under the out going wave—

a scene set in apposition to the particularity of images in the second poem, 
emerging on the facing page (10r): a “heron-billed pale Cattle Bird, / That feeds 
on some foul parasite / of an African flock or herd,” that “Crosses the narrow 
straits to light / In Algeciras gardens and there rest / Until the mourning break 
as on a Dark breast.” Thereafter, we have Yeats as “a boy,” the “actual shells 
of Rosses level shore” (rhymed with “Newton’s metaphor”), and young Yeats 
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bidding “imagination run” on “What matters he [Newton] may question” 
but with the confidence that “befits a man.” The thought-chain and stream of 
images, from the yet unfinished quatrain on 9v to the welling up of memory 
and imagination on 10r, seems consistent with the technique of scrying, “a form 
of meditation,” Yeats said, “that has perhaps been the intellectual chief influence 
on my life up to perhaps my fortieth year” (Mem 26–27). This technique is 
captured in the following reproduction of those two, extraordinary, facing 
pages in the notebook:

Figure 4. Rapallo Notebook C, NLI 13,580, [9v and 10r], in full. Courtesy of NLI; photograph 
courtesy of Catherine E. Paul. (See WFMP 262–63 and 210–11.)

From references to Browning and Morris in a letter Yeats wrote to Olivia 
Shakespear on March 2, 1929 (L 758–59, CL InteLex 5221), Stallworthy infers 
that in “Nineteenth Century and After” “Yeats has ‘loaded every rift with ore’” 
without attempting to pinpoint sources, and that example is best to follow 
here.50 Though Yeats had intended the poem to be third in a three-part sequence, 
the reason the plan was not carried out is indicated by the poem’s displacement 
for many pages, until 25r, where he finished and dated it “Feb 2 March 2 [1929]” 
(see below). There is a good chance that he simply forgot the lyric as he 
concentrated on the other two movements, which would become “Meditations 
upon Death” I and II in A Packet for Ezra Pound (9–11) and later two poems in 
Words for Music Perhaps and Other Poems (Cuala Press, 1932): “A Meditation 
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written during Sickness at Algeciras” (12–13; afterward “At Algeciras—A 
Meditation upon Death”) and “Mohini Chatterji” (13–14). February 2, 1929, is 
almost certainly the date on which the draft on 9v was made, facing the “Feb 4. 
1929” draft of “Meditations upon Death” I on 10r. After the notes for A Packet 
and A Vision, on 11r–11v, the focus on “Meditations upon Death” II would be 
broken only by “Mad as the Mist and Snow” and by the intervention of Crazy 
Jane around mid-February. Both “Meditations” I and II are misleadingly dated 
in The Collected Poems (e.g., “November 1928” and “1928”), perhaps from later 
recollection of Yeats’s travels and illnesses rather than from recorded dates of 
composition. The dates Yeats recorded in Rapallo Notebook C are fairly 
dependable (see “CCP” 240). 

For practical reasons, it is unnecessary, hereafter, to give literatim, or 
detailed, transcriptions of the poems in Rapallo C because David R. Clark has 
provided both facsimiles and reliable transcriptions in WFMP. These will be 
cited in every case, even as they are noted in the Appendix. Exceptionally, there 
are instances in which reproduction or quotation may be necessary to make 
clear the sense of Yeats’s process, as when the Cornell series’ arrangement of 
titles and pairings of facsimiles and transcriptions disrupt the actual physical 
(and often cognitive) relationship between compositions on facing pages in the 
notebook (verso-to-recto). Figure 4 is an example of one such exceptional case 
(cf. WFMP 262–63 and 210–11). 

[11r–11v] [See entry in part 4 above]
The note “End of Cuala book” bears project relevance to “Lyric Sequence” 

and “Meditations.”

[12r–16r] [“Meditations upon Death” II and “Mad as the Mist and Snow”]
As “Meditations upon Death” I and II were destined to complete the essay 

“Rapallo” in A Packet for Ezra Pound (9–11), facing pages at 14v–15r of Rapallo 
C were used to preserve essentially finished versions of those lyrics for that 
project (see WFMP 225n and 224–25). Yeats seems to have felt satisfied with 
“Meditations” I just as it stood on 10r, dated “Feb 4. 1929,” for he inscribed the 
title “Meditations upon Death | I” at the top of 14v, leaving the remainder of the 
page blank opposite an amended fair-hand copy of the second lyric, entitled 
“Meditations upon Death | II” and, at the end, dated “Feb 8. 1929 Feb 9 1929” 
(February 9 being coincident with a substitution of nine lines). The refinement 
of those nine lines seems to have been as easy for the poet as were the first half 
of stanza 1, which began, “I asked if I should pray / But the Brahman say said” 
(etc.) and seems to have been a fairly simple matter of versifying from part II of 
the prose subject on 9r. The notion of “myriad” lives and loves had taken longer 
to develop and was a bit harder to render in several drafts. Together, the two 
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lyrics, when finished, can be seen as part of Yeats’s philosophical objection to 
the idea of “modern man” as an invention, in contemporary poetry, “to dignify 
our scepticism” (8r).

On 12r, 12v, and 13r (WFMP 216–17, 218–19, and 220–21), we witness an 
uninterrupted effort to write the poem eventually entitled “Mohini Chatterjee,” 
although the Brahmin by name and spelling are approximate at this stage—
matters for the second stanza. The three-stress lines of stanza 1 are fortunate 
but are not enough for cadence to marshal thought coherently to anything 
like a stable second stanza for two more pages (through 13r), in spite of the 
emergence of old soldiers in “strategic thought” (fourteen lines cancelled on 
14r, compressed on 15r, and then reduced to the line “The old troops parade”). 
From the four stresses of “Meditations” I to the three stresses of “Meditations” 
II, the latter poem in progress was temporarily arrested before it could be 
completed, engulfed by stanzas of a new poem, a ballad. This event occurs on 
facing pages 13v–14r in Rapallo C (WFMP 498–99, 222–23, and 500–01), where 
the three stanzas of “Mad as the Mist and Snow” took shape comparatively 
quickly, starting with an unnumbered stanza 1 on 13v, followed by numbered 
stanza “II | III” (also on 13v) and stanza “II” written in the space beneath those 
fourteen cancelled lines from “Meditations” II on 14r. 

With the planned “Lyric Sequence” nearly finished for the “Rapallo” 
essay in A Packet for Ezra Pound, and with an unanticipated ballad nearing 
completion, Yeats had only to set out in fair-hand state the poems that he had 
written thus far. This was done for “Meditations” I and II on 14v (from 10r) and 
on 15r as cited above. Part II (afterward “Mohini Chatterjee”) was then dated 
“Feb 8. 1929 Feb 9 1929” (see “CCP” 240). The three stanzas of “Mad as the 
Mist and Snow” were written out in correct order on 16r (with the initial lines 
of stanza 2 revised on 15v) and officially dated at the end: “Fb Feb 12. 1929” 
(see “CCP” 241 and WFMP 503n and 503–04). This was the first lyric written 
for Yeats’s “Words for Music Perhaps” sequence, anticipating such personae as 
Crazy Jane and Tom the Lunatic. 

[16v–20r, 23v–24v] [“Crazy Jane on the King”]
The unpublished lyric “King Nuala,” retitled “Cracked Mary’s Vision” and, 

finally, in typescript “Crazy Jane on the King” (see Clark’s exceptional genetic 
commentary, reproductions, and transcriptions in Appendix I of WFMP 577–
603) confirms Yeats’s renewed interest in the ballad while in Rapallo at this 
particular time. The majority of the poems collected under the rubric “Words 
for Music Perhaps” in 1932 were written in this interval. Although “Crazy Jane 
on the King” seems to have been typed directly from the advanced draft on 
24v, or from Yeats’s dictation (probably at Coole on August 5, 1929, according 
to Mrs. Yeats),51 Yeats decided to withdraw the poem from publication, at the 
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suggestion of friends, despite the apparent role he thought it might play as an 
introduction to the sequence. From 24r in the notebook to the typescript, the 
title given is “Cracked Mary’s Vision” until changed, in Yeats’s hand, to “Crazy 
Jane and the King || (Words for Music)” (WFMP 600–01). The base text (on 24r) 
is dated “Feb 24,” which is consistent with the dating of poems up to this point, 
except for intervening, undated verses on leaves 20v–23r. Not at cross-purposes, 
the writing of “Three Things” was not even the chronological interruption one 
infers from standard scholarly sources (see below). As “Words for Music,” they 
confirm the premise that Yeats, like the expatriate poets of his circle in Rapallo, 
had begun to emulate the unvarnished balladry of Robert Burns.52

So “Crazy Jane on the King” begins without title but conscious of form at the 
first two openings devoted to the poem in the notebook, where rhyme patterns 
are noted beside the lines on 17r (“A | B | B | A | C | D | D | C” and “A | B | B | A | 
C [circled] | D | D | A | C [circled]”) and on 17v (“A | A | B | C | D | D | C | B”). 
The refrain line changed very little, from “The devil take King George” to “May 
the devil take King George,” as one would expect. Yeats’s right-handedness is 
evident in the way entries tend to slope, roughly from 30 to 45 degrees, except 
at stages where written text needed to be copied out and revised, presumably 
on the flat surface of a table. The content itself was quite malleable. As Clark 
points out, by leaf 19r, Yeats had managed to write one “impressive stanza” 
(discarded after 20r) from “a daring mix of Blakean symbolic topography with 
misremembered Irish legend” (WFMP 579): 

      Did Nuala’s ship of glass
      Over Udan Adan pass?
      Did the gloomy river Storge
       Bear that great mouth &
      Carry his great lucky eye
That
  ^  Magnanimity of rage
               Towards his
      To that ^ famous anchorage
      (When I think of him I cry
      May the devil take King George) (NLI 13,580, 20r)

The mixed Blake topography involves the lake Udan Adan from “Vala or the 
Four Zoas” and the river Storge from “Milton”; and the “misremembered Irish 
legend” involves Yeats’s confusing King Nuada with Queen Nuala. On 23v and 
24v, the names are gone (the Blakean as well as the Irish) except for the English 
King George V, of course, and the “Long bodied Tuatha de Danaan.” Still, the 
transgender error in the poem and its title, on 20v, may have partly inspired the 
invention of a persona expressly not that of the poet himself:
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The bad girl’s
           A   The Childs refusal to Cheer for the King
                   ^
                                    King Nuala

On this page, the whole poem is stricken with a long diagonal line. Afterward, 
at the first opportunity following the writing of an intervening lyric, “Three 
Things,” the “bad girl” poem was rewritten from 23v to 24v, christened “Cracked 
Mary’s Vision” on 24v (taking the name of an eccentric woman who lived in 
Galway near the Gregory estate),53 and dated, at the bottom of the same page, 
as completed on “Feb 24.”

[20v–23r] [“Three Things”]
Between the “King Nuala” and “Cracked Mary” versions of “Crazy Jane on 

the King,” Rapallo C shows that in an unspecified number of days Yeats had 
conceived and largely completed work on a minor gem for “Words for Music 
Perhaps,” then envisioned as a sequence of twelve lyrics, as he said in a letter to 
Olivia Shakespear: “no[t] so much that they may be sung as that I may define 
their kind of emotion to myself.…One of the three I have written is my best lyric 
for some years I think. They are the opposite of my recent work and all praise 
of joyous life, though in the best of them it is a dry bone on the shore that sings 
the praise” (L 758; CL InteLex 5221). The date of this letter is “March 2 [1929],” 
and the best of three lyrics so intended is the song “Three Things” (the other two 
being “Mad as the Mist and Snow” and “Cracked Mary’s Vision”). Until now, the 
standard date assigned to “Three Things” has been “March 1929” (“CCP” 241). In 
a memoir, Bridgit Patmore recalls a particular scene of Yeats and his wife, strolling 
along the seashore at Rapallo, when Yeats becomes transfixed by an object at his 
feet. Two days after that, she and her companion, Richard Aldington, are present 
for tea and a recitation of the poem at Via Americhe 12/8: “after every two lines, 
he raised his head a little and, over his spectacles looked at me and then, after 
the next two lines, at Richard.”54 Unfortunately, dates are not provided for either 
scene, although, more precisely, George Yeats later typed out a select list of dates 
headed “Sequence of poems written at Rapallo Feb & March 1929,” which places 
the composition of the poem as occurring between February 14 (two days after 
“Mad as the Mist and Snow”) and “Cracked Mary’s Vision (King George) Feb 
24” (NLI 30,891, 1 page).55 Patmore’s telescoping Yeats’s sudden inspiration and 
subsequent reading of “Three Things” makes a good story thirty-nine years after 
the fact, although possibly without too much exaggeration.

If Yeats’s discovery was indeed a bone on the beach, the writing of the poem 
gained from recent exercise in the notebook. “The Nineteenth Century and 
After,” with its “rattle of pebbles on the shore,” remained in suspension until 
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“March 2” (on 25r). “Mad as the Mist and Snow” anticipated the three-part 
structure of the new ballad, each stanza of which gained in effect by the addition 
of an extra refrain. As in “Crazy Jane on the King,” each stanza’s closing refrain 
was quickly found in early draft; likewise quickly obtained were refrain lines 2, 
8, and 14. In fact, the whole poem came with relative ease at first, from the first 
opening devoted to the poem, on 20v–21r (WFMP 458–61), until Yeats took a 
bit longer to resolve a problem that stanza 3 posed for him.

On 21v–23r (WFMP 463n, 462–67), we see him reverting to a planning 
strategy last employed in launching the “King Nuala” phase of “Crazy Jane on 
the King”: namely the jotting down of rhyme notes to remind himself of words 
he thought might be effective as he made the bone sing of the third thing that a 
woman holds dear. In Yeats at Songs and Choruses, Clark argues that that thing is 
sexual arousal rather than heterosexual consummation: “Yeats achieves his aim 
of ending climactically with excitement of the mind and spirit by going back to 
the time of desire rather than fulfillment” (64). Clark’s case depends to a large 
degree on multiple instances in which the words “stretch and yawn” occur in 
his poems from 1914 onward.56 Such intricate reading from multiple contexts 
is impressive. Moreover, Clark’s interpretation is most convincingly made after 
providing a transcription of the relevant folios in Rapallo C. Although the 
basis for his work in WFMP, this transcription is streamed without reference 
to location and broken into five separate drafts. By draft 4 (on 23r), the problem 
of dwelling on a woman’s pleasure to a man comes to no satisfactory end, and 
Yeats strokes through the entire poem after making two stabs at the last stanza. 
Then, on 22v (to the left of draft 4), he works out the final version (draft 5) in 
the notebook. The stanzas are assigned numerals, stanza I on point as a mostly 
fair-hand copy, followed by a reworking of stanza II. But when he copied out 
and revised stanza III from 23r, where the speaker recollects past intellectual 
and spiritual congress with “wise” Solomon,” the stanza is decisively rejected 
and followed by substitution of an “Alternative last verse”:

         third             III
The third thing that I think of yet
Sang a bone upon the shore
Is —   that    morning when I met
Face to face my right ful man
And did after stretch and yawn
A bone wave whitened & dried in the wind

As an afterthought, the new stanza III provides strength to the voice of the 
woman who speaks, because, as Clark saw, “to be nostalgic about her former 
role as ignorant muse does not make a convincing climax to the poem” (56). 
Fortunately, Yeats chose the option that most affirms the woman’s role. 
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[25r] [“The Nineteenth Century and After” concluded]
More a revisiting than an afterthought, since 9v, the unfinished fulcrum of 

four lines on which the first part of “Meditations upon Death” had been leveraged 
on February 4 was now copied out at the top of leaf 25r, amended slightly there, 
dated “Feb 2 March 2,” and then cancelled. Beneath that, Yeats drew a long line 
across the page horizontally. Below the line and the heading “On re-reading,” 
he toyed with the idea of adding a line at the beginning: “Thinking of all they 
have” > “Abashed at all that greatness gone” > “Abashed at all they had & gave” 
(25r). (Six vagrant lines from stanza 3 of “Cracked Mary’s Vision”—facing on 
24v from February 24—were penned just to the right on 25r.) However, this 
five-line option for the quatrain was cancelled with a vertical stroke through 
the whole thing. Below that, the final version in Rapallo C, including the poem’s 
title, was inscribed in the lower margin of the page (see WFMP 264–65):

     The end of  The Nineteenth Century & After
             The old poetry & the new

     Though that great song returns no more
     There’s 
     Theirs keen delight in what we have
The
A  A rattle of pebbles on the shore
     Under the receeding wave

[25v–28r] [“Crazy Jane Grown Old Looks at the Dancers”]
In his letter of March 2 to Olivia Shakespear, extolling the creation of 

“Three Things” as “my best lyric for some years,” Yeats went on to relate to her 
a strange dream that, brooding upon it, seemed likely to produce a new poem:

Last night I saw in a dream strange ragged excited people singing in a crowd. 
The most visible were a man and woman who were I think dancing. The 
man was swinging round his head a weight at the end of a rope or leather 
thong, and I knew that he did not know whether he would strike her dead 
or not, and both had their eyes fixed on each other, and both sang their love 
for one another. I suppose it was Blake’s old thought “sexual love is founded 
upon spiritual hate”—I will probably find I have written it in a poem in a few 
days—though my remembering my dream may prevent that—by making my 
criticism work upon it. (L 758; CL InteLex 5221)

The poem “Cracked Mary and the Dancers” emerged over the next four days (later 
retitled “Crazy Jane Grown Old Looks at the Dancers”). Its genesis resembles the 
pattern of “Cracked Mary’s Vision” and “Three Things” in that it began with 



247Rapallo Notebook C

snatches of song (or chanting) striving to be formally and metrically completed 
in three stanzaic movements (this time in tetrameter verse)—all regimented 
according to jotted rhyme notes and to a refrain-line (once discovered). The 
process began on leaf 26r of the notebook, where successive efforts to launch 
the poem as the writer’s dream vision of a man and woman “dancing there” 
in “Some sort of Indian dance” on a theme established by the refrain “Love is 
like the flower of the lilly.” In four cycles of drafting, the first stanza progressed 
to a full revision on the facing page (at left), 25v. Three additional efforts were 
attached to that refrain—perhaps due to Yeats’s affection for the biblical Song of 
Solomon 2.1 (“I am the rose of Sharon, a lily of the valley,” a lily among thorns). 
But, without striking out those efforts, a new direction was forged in the space 
between first and second trials (and at a slant); and this departure substituted 
a new refrain (“Love is like the lions tooth”), which would require a completely 
different set of end-rhymes (“Youth | truth | both | uncouth”) to perpetuate it 
over three stanzas. From lily of the valley in the floral world to dandelion, a 
common weed (in French, dent-de-lion, or lion’s tooth),57 Yeats made a formally 
exacting first stanza on leaf 26v—noting (at right) rhyming words “there,” 
“hair,” “scream,” “dare,” “gleam” in relation to lines 2 (“youth”) and 7 (“tooth”)—
rendering the poem’s notable a-b-a-c-a-c-b pattern. With the stanza established, 
a first trial of lines for stanza 2 was made next, with a new set of rhymes for the 
a- and c-lines. After that, he copied, amended, and expanded stanza 2 onto leaf 
27r (adapting Blake’s idea to the line “There must be sweetness in such hate”), 
and, with ease, set down a fair-hand version of stanza 3, entered at a slant after 
composing off the page, it appears, and superseding two false starts. The three 
stanzas coalesce as a poem of three complete stanzas, designated by numerals 
I–III and given the title “Cracked Mary & the Dancers” on 28r. Consequently, 
on 27v (facing left), a fair-hand copy of the poem was neatly inscribed, bearing 
the same title, few corrections, and the date “March 6” (see “CCP” 241). For 
corresponding facsimiles and transcriptions, see WFMP 376–87.

[28v–31r] [“Those Dancing Days Are Gone”]
This poem was written on two consecutive days—March 7 and 8, 1929—

and included in Yeats’s account to Lady Gregory, on March 9, in which he 
boasted, “I have written seven poems—16 or 18 lines each—since Feb 6 and 
never wrote with greater ease. The poems are two ‘meditations’ for A Packet for 
Ezra Pound which Lolly is printing and the first five of Twelve Poems for Music. 
The getting away from all distractions has enriched my imagination” (L 759–
60; CL InteLex 5225). Unlike the “meditations” and “Cracked Mary’s Vision,” 
which took longer, and the epigrammatic “Nineteenth Century and After” 
(not included in this count), “Those Dancing Days Are Gone” was composed 
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apparently without competition from of other poems as its drafts are located at 
three contiguous openings (see WFMP 506–515). 

Remarkably, finding the closing refrain of this ballad seems not to have 
been especially an aim when Yeats began writing the poem, on 29r, for it appears 
ready-made at the end of the first full draft of stanza 1 (at the foot of the page: 
“I carry the sun, <in> the gold[en] cup / The moon in a silver bag”; cf. “I carry 
the sun in a golden cup, / The moon in a silver bag”; VP 525). In his later note 
in The Winding Stair and Other Poems (1933), he acknowledged that the first 
refrain-line, but not the second, “is a quotation from the last of Mr. Ezra Pound’s 
Cantos” (VP 831). The reference is to “With the sun in a golden cup” (line 19 in 
Canto XXIII) as Yeats encountered it in A Draft of the Cantos 17–27 (1928). The 
next line in Canto XXIII (“and going toward the low fords of ocean”) might have 
suited a sunny beach scene in the manner of “Three Things,” but expropriating 
most of a single line from Pound must have seemed enough to complement with 
an echo from any number of Yeats’s early lyrics (e.g., “The Man who dreamed 
of Faeryland”). After two preliminary runs at the first five lines in active voice 
(“I sing…”; “I cry…”), both cancelled, the speaker shifts to passive in addressing 
“that old woman there,” a “sorry crone” although at one time dressed in “silken 
gear,” “silk & satin gear,” “Before her dancing days were gone” (“…done”). The 
a-b-a-b-c-d-c-d stanza has been defined in ballad form without resorting to 
rhyme notes of any kind. Already on the left-hand facing page (28v) he has begun 
jotting phrases (“husband,” “song,” “sons…so tall & strong,” “sleeping like a top / 
Under a marble fla[g]”) relevant to stanza 2. From there, Yeats turned to the next 
opening in the journal and copied stanza 1 from 29r as far as line 6, stopped 
there, cancelled the fragment, and then reintroduced the stanza, amending lines 
and changing “That is a wretched crone” to “Sits there upon a stone” before going 
on to make a draft of stanza 2. On facing page 29v, he worked out corrections for 
stanza 2 and then, I believe, stopped for the day. Entered at a 45-degree slant, a 
fair version of stanza 3 is inscribed in full beneath a drawn line, possibly from 
a discarded sheet. Finally, on leaf 31r, the entire poem was copied out (untitled 
but in segments I–III) with interlinear revisions mainly in stanza 3. (Leaf 30v is 
blank, save for an almost vertical column of numbers—“5 | 6 | 7 | 5”—nearly in 
alignment with lines revised on 31r, suggesting syllable counting in that region.) 
This final version bears the date “March 8 [1929]” (“CCP” 241). The title “Those 
Dancing Days Are Gone” was decided much later, when in typescript it was 
substituted for “A Song for Music.”

[31v–35r, 36r] [“Lullaby”] 
The writing of this poem seems both delayed and impeded by other work, 

which came with the arrival of proof copy for A Packet for Ezra Pound. In 
letters written in dictation due to fatigue brought on by proofreading, he also 
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blamed failing eyesight as well as poetry writing, noting that in “writing a great 
deal of poetry … even a few lines [will] expend my vitality” (WBY to Shotar 
Oshima, March 24, 1929, CL InteLex 5228); on the same day, he also alleged 
that a trip to Monte Carlo, “just before” proofreading his “little Cuala book,” 
had contributed to his run-down condition (WBY to Lady Gregory, CL InteLex 
5227). Hence, “Lullaby” took nine notebook pages to emerge, triumphantly, 
in three stanzas of six lines each. Yet, even then, progress seems to have been 
offset (as Figure 5 indicates; see below) by the intervention of an unpublished 
poem on leaf 35v. As usual, reproductions of the folios, paired with Clark’s 
transcriptions, are available in WFMP 470–87; however, in this instance the 
first page of drafting is also reproduced and briefly discussed by Genet in a note 
(n1095, 696–97).

The writing begins on 32r with jotted lines about Paris and Helen, at 
daybreak, after their first sleep together—two stresses, three stresses, and finally 
four stresses per line. From there, Yeats moved to the facing page at left (31v) to 
work on stanza 1, eliminating Helen, working from rhyme notes “sleep || alarm | 
deep  | bed  | arms,” and allowing three stresses to dominate. Turning the leaf 
to 32v, the matter of sleep shifts to “Hunter Trist Tram” (sic) and a new set of 
rhyme notes jotted diagonally on the right side of several mainly three-stress 
lines. In writing for stanza 2, all lines are cancelled by a vertical stroke. On facing 
page 33r, Yeats returned first to recast stanza 1 into tetrameter verse, drew a 
horizontal line below that, and then began recasting stanza 2 in the same way. 
All of the latter work was rejected, as indicated by a long vertical line. Turning 
the leaf to continue work on stanza 2, Yeats made two unsuccessful stabs at it 
on 34r, striking out half of the lines individually and then everything, together, 
by means of a vertical stroke from top to bottom. Shifting left, then, to facing 
page 33v, he copied out and corrected stanza 2, cancelling all of it but two lines: 
“Found the potions work being done / When birds could sing, when dear could 
weap.” A diagonal line also passes through numerous rhyme notes anticipating 
stanza 3. Similarly cancelled on 34v are a pair of couplets (the most advanced 
being “Such a sleap as Leda saw / When upon Eurotas bank”) that straddle a 
cluster of rhyme notes related to stanza 3. On facing leaf 35r, the couplet is 
reduced to “Such sleap, as on Eurotas bank banck” before Yeats uses this space 
to copy and revise stanzas 2 and 3 at a new sitting, writing at a 20-degree slant in 
relation the slight amendment of stanza 3 at the top of the page. It may be that 
he considered transposing the order of stanzas by introducing the numeral “I” 
over this draft of stanza 3. However, as the right-hand leaf in Figure 5 shows, 
by 36r, when he copied out the complete poem for the first and last time in the 
notebook, he either decided against rearranging the stanzas or had caught the 
error. A degree of indecisiveness is suggested in the correction and “Stetting” of 
lines 3–4 in stanza 1. Also noteworthy in Figure 5 is confusion in Yeats’s dating 
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the poem, though there can be little doubt that it was “March 1929,” and (on 
Mrs. Yeats’s authority) it was probably March 27, 1929 (see “CCP” 241). 

On March 29, with his wife and children away in Switzerland, he felt fit 
enough to write to Olivia Shakespear to say that he was “filling up … time 
by sitting in the sun when not reading or writing” and to share the poem 
with her as an example of the “wilder and perhaps slighter” work that he had 
been writing for “Words for Music.” By that time, the tally was up to nine 
poems.58 As a lullaby “that I like,” the lyric was highlighted among recent 
accomplishments, which included “two or three others that seem to me lucky 
and that does not often happen.” In confidence, he added a confessional note 
to the letter without signing:

Yet I am full of doubt. I am writing more easily than I ever wrote and I am 
happy, whereas I have always been unhappy when I wrote and worked with 
great difficulty. I feel like one of those Japanese who in the middle ages retired 
from the world at 50 or so…to devote himself to “art and letters” which are 
considered sacred. If this new work do[es] not seem as good to my friends 
then I can take to some lesser task and live very contentedly. The happiness of 
finding idleness a duty. No more opinions, no more politics, no more practical 
tasks[.] (L 761; CL InteLex 5236)

Figure 5. Rapallo Notebook C, NLI 13,580, [35v and 36r], in full. Courtesy of NLI; photograph 
courtesy of Catherine E. Paul. (See WFMP 486–87 for “Lullaby,” right. At left, “Wisdom & 
Knowledge” is reproduced for the first time; see below.) 
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[35v] “Wisdom & Knowledge (or John Hermit & his friends)”  
[an unpublished poem]

A transcription without facsimile of the two drafts shown at left in Figure 
5 (just above) appears in “CNGI” (2–3), from which Clark produced a “reading 
text” of the second (lower) draft “by omitting the cancelled words” (4). This 
procedure projects a final version of four rhymed couplets in tetrameter, the 
first featuring the persona John Hermit introduced in the parenthetical subtitle. 
Couplets 1–3 are given to three characters (Hermit and friends Tom Ratcatcher 
and Biddly Cockle), reminiscent of Cracked Mary (later Crazy Jane), Tom the 
Lunatic, and a trio of eccentrics from the epigraph Yeats attached to “Stories of 
Michael Robartes and His Friend” in AVB 32: Huddon, Duddon, and Daniel 
O’Leary.59 Clark is silent on the matter of dating this and three other unfinished 
poems from Rapallo C. Possibly, this is because of their relation to similar work 
in Rapallo Notebook D and the White Vellum Notebook. He only ventures to 
say: “I have not attempted to date these poems. They are all converging on 1930, 
either somewhat before or after” (1). In relation to “Lullaby” (on 36r), however, 
it follows that “Wisdom & Knowledge” was written on March 27 or 29, 1929, 
either before or after “Lullaby” was posted to Olivia Shakespear in Yeats’s letter. 
Also, there is a problem with Clark’s “reading text” in that a fair-hand copy of 
“Wisdom & Knowledge” exists (entitled “Knowledge & Wisdom | John Hermit 
& his friends”), filed in a large green, loose-leaf notebook (NLI 13,583) into 
which Yeats saved various non-starters. Recast as a single stanza on “Swift 
Brook Bond” typing paper (perhaps meant for the typist), Yeats circumscribed 
the first two lines (“John Hermit stays at home for he / Parcels out eternity”) and 
instructs their “transfer” to the end of the poem—an intention also indicated by 
an arrow. Below that, another cast-off poem was copied there for safe keeping, 
a quatrain in ballad measure entitled “Heart on sleeve.”60

[36v–37r, 38v–39r] [“Crazy Jane and the Bishop” and “The Scholars” 
(revised)]

The poem that began at the next opening of the notebook (36v–37r), 
entitled “Cracked Mary & the Bishop,” is not dated although it must have been 
written around March 27, given its location between “Lullaby” and the untitled 
stanzas of “[Crazy Jane Reproved]” dated March 27 (on 37v). Until now, the 
date attributed to “Crazy Jane and the Bishop” has been March 2, 1929, on 
Mrs. Yeats’s authority (see “CCP” 241), perhaps owing to the point-position the 
lyric has maintained in “Words for Music Perhaps” as a sequence since 1932. 
But George Yeats was uncertain, confident that it was sometime in “1929” and 
that one should “See letter to O.S. | March 2. 1929”—that it was “undated but 
March.”61 The fair-hand copy taken down on 39r (in stanzas arranged I–IV), 
following the disorder of 36v, also appears undated as the ceremony of dating 
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poems began to give way to a clustering of lyrics that Yeats wrote in rapid 
succession (several to remain unpublished).

On viewing the draft material on facing pages 36v–37r, one’s first 
impression is how much more advanced the first three stanzas are already 
when compared with poems of earlier date, such as “Cracked Mary’s Vision” 
or “Cracked Mary and the Dancers,” which relied on rhyme notes to define 
stanzas, each following from the first. Such devices are absent here, suggesting 
either that the two drafts of stanzas 1 and 3 (appearing side by side on 37r) 
and the slightly amended middle stanza had been drafted elsewhere (in source 
material now lost), or that the poem was written with great ease in the voice of 
Cracked Mary (i.e., Crazy Jane). The multiple efforts on stanzas 1 and 3 were 
revised and circled on 36v, and, over that, a much more labored draft of stanza 
4 (labeled “IV”) was worked out for the first time. The finished text of “Cracked 
Mary & the Bishop,” save for a stricken mistranscription of the opening line, 
was copied out and punctuated on leaf 39r—prepared in a suitable state for 
typing (see WFMP 328–33). 

For some reason Yeats copied to the page facing that finished text a new 
version of his epigram “The Scholars.” Written in 1915 and published in 
magazines, as well as in The Wild Swans at Coole of 1917 and 1919, the poem 
was annotated by George Yeats in her copy of the Collected Poems: “re-written 
1929” (“CCP” 236). Rough at best, the rewritten version consists of only six 
lines, directed at the old men in the poem’s second stanza: 

Shuffle there, & cough in the ink,
Wear out the carpet with your shoes
Kn Think what good people think
Youth could sin, but but old age knows:
Lord what would you say
Did your Catullus walk that way. (38v; cf. VP337)

This version is unique and was not introduced into Yeats’s canon although 
perhaps recorded in Rapallo C for Collected Poems (1933). Juxtaposed to verses 
on Cracked Mary’s passion for Jack the Journeyman on 39r, these old scholars 
are addressed in a tone of contempt just as Mary addresses the old bishop 
who had banished Jack. In that sense, the pairing of poems (left and right) is 
fitting—as they speak to each other.62

[37v–38r, 43v] [“Crazy Jane Reproved” and “Mrs. Phillamore” 
(unpublished)]

Untitled drafts of “Crazy Jane Reproved” (in two stanzas) appear at a single 
opening (37v–38r), with facsimiles and transcriptions available for viewing in 
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WFMP 336–38. The epigrammatic lyric “Mrs Phillamore” occurs in two places 
in the notebook: version 1 at the foot of 38r (WFMP 336) and version 2 at the 
foot of 43v (WFMP 400). Only version 2 is transcribed by Clark in a footnote 
(WFMP 401) and in his review of verse rejects (“Castoffs” 13). The date 
inscribed below “Crazy Jane Reproved” is “March [?] 27” (facing opposite the 
epigram), which establishes a date for the origin of the poem (“CCP” 241), and 
this will do for version 1 of “Mrs Phillamore,” assuming the two compositions 
were written on more or less the same day. Version 2 of “Mrs Phillamore,” 
however, would come a few days later, after companion poems “Girl’s Song” 
and “Young Man’s Song” were finished.

Like “Cracked Mary & the Bishop,” “[Crazy Jane Reproved]” came to Yeats 
as easy work in the voice of old Mary. The two stanzas on 38r were reasonably 
fair copies, with small exceptions, before he thought to revise stanza 1 on 37v, 
initially arrowing the replacement from one leaf to the other, but then striking 
the whole poem on 38r when he decided to revise stanza 2, also, on 37v—
again, the one beneath the other. On comparing the two drafts, side by side, 
one finds that changes made in lines 4 of each stanza were the crucial business 
of metrically improving the dramatic turn to rhymed couplets prior to the 
choral refrain. Rhyming ababcc plus refrain, the only issue at first (aside from 
accidentals) had been the decision to substitute “Fol de roll, Fol de roll” for “Fol 
de liddle Etc” on 38r.

Beneath this draft activity on 38r, Yeats wrote version 1 of a miniature, 
slightly acid comedy in ballad measure, as if it were a snatch of actual dialogue:

                 Mrs Phillamore

“I learned to think in a man’s way
And women’s toys forget”
    None learned like you that
“You learned it well & think to day
                          ^
Like the first man you met.”

The actual muse of the poem—Lucy (“Lion,” née Fitzpatrick) Phillimore, Mrs. 
Robert Charles—was a formidable personality regarded as an enemy of “great 
amity” by Yeats.63 As he insinuated in the letter he dictated to Lady Gregory 
on March 24, 1929, the fatigue that required his dictating was brought on by 
the wearying “return journey from Monte Carlo where we had been staying 
with Mrs, Phillimore” and then by proofreading “my new Cuala book” (CL 
IntLex 5227; see commentary on “Lullaby,” above). The first to speak in the 
poem is Mrs. Phillimore, author of In the Carpathians, a travel book of 1912; 
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the second is Yeats as we imagine him parlaying a truce when allotting himself 
an equal balance of two lines. Version 2 of the poem (on 43v), though, recasts 
the jousting in Yeats’s favor: she keeps line 1 but forfeits the rest. His three-line 
rejoinder to her premise claims the match entirely: “‘And did so thoroughly 
<thoroughly> master it / Everything you think today / Is from the first man 
you met.’” Written for amusement, the two versions engage in sexual politics 
weighted differently at two places in Rapallo C—the first dominated by Cracked 
Mary and the second by Young Man (“No withered crone I saw” etc.).

[39v–41r] [“Girl’s Song”]
This is the last poem to receive a date inscription before the final draft 

of “Love’s Loneliness” on 50v, with half a dozen undated lyrics interspersed 
before and after that in Rapallo Notebook C. Requiring two openings in the 
notebook for three pages of drafting, the composition occupies 39v–40r for the 
first two pages and 41r for the second, as 40v remains blank beside the almost 
fair copy of the poem on 41r. The latter is dated “March 29” (now standard in 
Yeats scholarship: “March 29, 1929”; see “CCP” 241). But George Yeats was less 
certain in notes she prepared for Joseph Hone: “Girl’s Song (‘I went out alone’) 
dated March 29 | but was rather later I think” (NLI 30,891).64 Facsimiles and 
transcriptions are in WFMP 404–09. 

George Yeats may have been recalling that some of Yeats’s writings from 
1929 to the early 1930s found places in parallel sequences under the “Winding 
Stair” rubric in the Collected Poems of 1933. The poem “Before the World 
Was Made,” poem II of the sequence “A Woman Young and Old,” gave its title 
and refrain to line 12 of “Young Man’s Song” (see below); and “Girl’s Song” 
concludes (on 41r) echoing the complementary sequences in The Tower (1928) 
and The Winding Stair (1933): “Saw I an old man young / Or young man old” 
(VP 515, lines 11–12).65 

When Yeats began to write “Girl’s Song” on 39v, he assumed the voice of a 
young girl who sings about encountering an old man “yesterday” who “relied” 
“upon a stick” as “did all his might dec[a]y”—a few catch phrases trying to 
assemble themselves into verse with rows and columns of rhyme notes at the 
foot of the page to aid invention (e.g., “tongue | —young—song—wrong | long”; 
“seen  | green  | been”). The title “Girl song” (sic) was written first. Then Yeats 
shifted right, to the facing recto (leaf 40r), to begin again with a new stanza 
“I” and to transform textual matter from 39v into stanza “II” with ease. Stanza 
“I” required a second draft, which was written out beside the first. Beneath the 
single draft of the second stanza, he went on to write stanza “III” in three stages, 
the first two apparently struggle to discover the right phrasing for the last two 
lines. After cancelling those two stages, one after the other, he revised the stanza 
and achieved a complete version of it, in the right margin, with grammatically 
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balanced closing lines: “Saw I that old man young / Or that young man old” 
(40r). In copying out the entire poem on 41r, however, those lines were revised 
for a “musical” effect consistent with the other culminating two-stress lines (4 
and 8) in stanzas “I” and “II”: “Saw that <an> old man young / Or that young 
man old” (11–12). Rhythmical adjustment in line 8 (“I sat down & <and> cried”) 
also follows from the four, monosyllabic words of line 4: “And you know who.” 
Yeats shows that the effect of words’ own music is everything.

[41v–44r, 45r] [“Young Man’s Song”]
Undated in the notebook, this poem was written on the heels of “Girl’s Song,” 

soon after March 29, 1929 (see “CCP” 241). Except for the late intervention of 
the second version of “Mrs Phillamore” (on 43v; see above) and an advanced 
draft of “Love’s Loneliness” (on 44v; see below), “Young Man’s Song” occupies 
a barely interrupted block of writing immediately after “Girl’s Song.” See 
WFMP 390–403 for facsimiles and transcriptions. As “Young Man’s Song” was 
written consciously as a counterpoint to the latter, the two poems have been 
locked as a pair since publication in the 1932 Cuala Press edition of Words for 
Music Perhaps, where their order reversed. In the Collected Poems, their order 
reverted, but “A Woman Young and Old” was also introduced to counterpoint 
the song sequence from The Tower called “A Man Young and Old.” The logic of 
the male-female juxtaposition largely derives from the argument Yeats waged 
in A Vision concerning the double-coned truth that he traced to Blake’s poem 
“The Mental Traveller” and thereafter managed to instill into these parallel 
male and female sequences.66

Since, by design, Yeats intended no refrain for this song, its three stanzas 
required more work than it might have in a ballad because he could not count 
on the music of repetition. Like “Girl’s Song” in its construction of stanzas that 
are each based on three-stress lines and two alternating end-rhymes, “Young 
Man’s Song” nevertheless extended the length of each stanza by two lines 
without cutting out a stressed syllable (or word) from the three culminating 
lines. The poem’s rhythms tend to be regular (even iambic) with fewer variations 
or metrical inversions. Dissonant effects such as the use of eye-rhyme (“show” 
and “saw”) or half-rhyme (“crone” and “lain”) were intended as the deliberation 
process is mirrored in the sets of rhyme notes Yeats made on 41v, 42r, and 42v. 
Respectively, the writing began at those locations for stanzas 1–3. As we have 
seen in the genesis of other poems, progress is often measured in stages toward 
a fair-hand copy although progress might not be made at an even rate. 

Starting on 41v, Yeats seemed to know what he wanted and quickly 
achieved most of it in stanza 1, which would only require a new line 1 and 
slight refinement of lines 2–3 on 44r, where all three parts of the poem first 
came together. Turning to stanza 2 on 42r, six lines were similarly obtained but 
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much less to his satisfaction. In all, there are eight draft versions of that stanza 
up to the final fair copy on 45r. While only four lines of stanza 3 were worked 
out on 42v (beneath two drafts of stanza 2), it was nearly finished on 43r (above 
another draft of stanza 2) before slight revision occurred on 44r and the clean 
copy of 45r. After the three movements of the poem were joined under the 
title “The young mans song Boys <Young Mans> Song” (on 43r), where only 
stanza 2 was entirely cancelled out, three additional drafts (on 43v) of the 
fraught stanza were necessary to obtain text for copying into the final version 
of the poem on 45r. At this penultimate stage in the poem’s composition, Yeats 
posed for himself the task of deciding between three alternative versions of 
the middle stanza, each rhyming differently from the other two. He chose the 
one in quotation marks that he had copied in the left margin. To judge from 
handwriting, this might have occurred at the same time he jotted version 2 
of “Mrs Phillamore” in the lower margin (see above). Then he drew vertical 
strokes through the rejected versions of stanza 2 and turned to leaf 45r, where 
he made a finished poem out of stanzas 1 and 3 (from 44r) and the chosen 
stanza 2 (from 43v). In that maneuver, the culminating line of stanza 2 came 
to echo the poem “Before the World Was Made” (written in February 1928), 
number II in the sequence “A Woman Young and Old.” 

[44v] [“Love’s Loneliness”; revised from 56v (below)]
At the time Yeats completed “Young Man’s Song,” the facing page next to it 

(44v) had been left blank as he began writing the poem “His Confidence” at the 
next opening (45v–46r). In little more than a fortnight, however, he filled the 
blank space on 44v with a medial version of “Love’s Loneliness” that he had not 
begun to write until nearing the end of his stay in Rapallo (see “CCP” 241 and 
WFMP 452–53; a facsimile of 44v also appears in Genet 700). Entries below for 
manuscript pages 50v and 55v–56r are needed to complete the account of this 
displaced draft in relation to all parts of the composition. Here, the impression 
of systematic progress from one work to the next seems broken with this first 
of two displacements since the poem’s origin on 56r. 

[45v–48r] [“His Confidence” and “Her Anxiety”]
Following “Young Man’s Song,” Yeats wrote “His Confidence,” probably in 

early April. George Yeats’s estimation was also based on the poem’s position in 
the notebook, but, as with several poems in its vicinity, she would only give the 
date of composition as “1929 [after March 29]” (see “CCP” 241). Its two stanzas 
evolved, from recto to facing verso to next recto, in just two cycles (i.e., 46r to 45v 
to 47r, and 47r to 46v to 48r), leaving a temporarily blank page (47v), which the 
poet promptly put to use by writing “Her Anxiety,” a complementary lyric in the 
Girl’s voice. Reproductions and transcriptions are available in WFMP 410–21.
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“His Confidence” begins on 46r with several cancelled and partly illegible 
phrasings (“Trust n[ot] changeless love || A self torturing cruelty | Had first | All 
loves [?cruelty] | [?Pierced] [?my] side”).67 More abundant and clear on this page 
are the four sets of rhyme notes and the gesture of self-violence laid out in the 
sentence “With my own hand I smote / On my | Upon my hearts hard rock”—
with “smote” in place of “struck” (a rhyme for “rock”) when the alternative might 
have been “blow” to rhyme with “know.” On 45v (facing left), Yeats worked out 
both of those options for stanza 2, evidently in two sittings (based on the size 
and angle of his cursive in the second draft. Not content with the result, he 
makes three more trial runs at that stanza on 47r and cancels two to produce a 
quatrain: “I broke my heart in two / B None other struck / Be content to know / 
How hard this rock.” With that much accomplished, he shifted to work on the 
facing page (leaf 46v) to transform the words “on corners of the eyes / […] / 
Daily wrote” into not quite the final version of stanza 1 in two cycles of drafting 
(as on 45v for stanza 2). Thereafter, on a new leaf (48r), Yeats pulls together all 
that he has made of the poem so far, revising as he does so, and leaves the poem 
without title but stanzas in numerals (I and II) for later typing. Miraculously, he 
does so without rehearsing the closing rhymed couplet that he inserts into each 
stanza: “What payment were […] enough / For unending love” (in “I”) and “Out 
of a desolate source / Love leaps upon its course” (in “II”).

“Her Anxiety” seems to have been accomplished in a single sitting, perhaps 
the same day in April on which its companion was finished. Superficially, the 
stanzas are much the same although their rhyme-schemes differ substantially, 
distinguishing the voices by personality if not by gender. Their three-stress 
lines behave differently, as well. For in “Her Anxiety” they are more measured, 
deliberative, concluding each stanza with a refrain-line (“Prove that I lie”) more 
than equal to the rhetorical force of couplets used in the same places in “His 
Confidence.” In short, untitled and not even close to fair copy on 47v, the one 
and only version of “Her Anxiety” in Rapallo C is no more revised in its place 
than is the final version of its mate on 48r although, obviously, written much 
more quickly. 

[48v–50r, 51r] [“Her Dream” and “Symbols”]
By their position in Rapallo C, these poems were clearly written a few 

days after March 29 but before April 17, 1929. Mrs. Yeats safely estimated “Her 
Dream” to have been written in 1929, at some time “after March 29” (“CCP” 
241). Yet she attributed to “Symbols” the incorrect date of “Oct. 1927” (“CCP” 
240), thereafter copied by Ellmann.68 Following work on “Her Dream” for 
three pages, WBY began writing “Symbols” on 49v before leaving fair-hand 
versions of both poems on 51r (the one over the other, as shown in WFMP 
444). As one might expect, pairings of images and transcripts are in separate 
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locations in WFMP—on pages 438–45 for “Her Dream” and pages 236–39 for 
“Symbols.” A facsimile of the latter at 49v is also provided in Genet 696, without 
transcription, whereas Clark collates variants from 51r in the notebook against 
a loose-leaf version of “Symbols” (NLI 13,590 [7], featured at WFMP 238–39 
as an intermediate text), without reproducing an image of 51r. Facing the two 
poems (at left, on 50v) is the final, dated version of “Love’s Loneliness” (see next 
entry, below).

“Her Dream” begins at the opening 48v–49r with false starts (on the right) 
involving first lines (e.g., “I dreamed upon the break of day / […] That I had 
shorn my locks away”) so reminiscent of early lyrics—and possibly rejected for 
that reason—but assisted on the left by columns of rhyme notes. Three tiers of 
revised lines (on the left) about “locks of youth,” the shearing away of “ebony 
locks,” and laying of those locks “on loves lettered tomb” are then developed—
most decisively on 50r—into the striking image of “Berenices burning hair” for 
the poem’s final line, an achievement twice anticipated on 49r and four times 
stated on 50r (twice cancelled). The sum of it leads to the last version, on 51r, 
with the first line left for the poet to choose between the one he wrote in first 
instance (on 49r but cancelled there) and an alternative—either “I dreamed, as 
in my bed I lay” or “dreamed for in bed I lay” (cf. VP 519).

For “Symbols,” composition occurred quickly once the adjectives were 
worked out for the “old Tower” in line 1 and for the “Blind Hermit” who “rings 
the hour” in line 2. Once that was decided, the couplet that constitutes stanza 
2 (“All destroying sword-blade still / Carried by the Wandering Fool”) and the 
one after that, which gives the poem its zest in double-entendre (“Gold-sown 
silk on the sword-blade  / Beauty & Fool together laid”), might almost have 
written themselves, as typically Yeatsian as they are. In the margin, however, he 
directs “no not capitals” in imperative voice, a call for subtlety that he heeds in 
NLI 13,590 (7) and Rapallo Notebook C, leaf 51r.

[50v] [“Love’s Loneliness” copied and revised from 44v (above)]
The final version of this poem, dated “April 17 [1929]” here, is a reworking 

of stanzas previously assembled on 44v (see “CCP” 241; see also WFMP 454–
55 and Genet 701). Yeats’s initial work on the poem took place on 55v–56r, 
the last opening in the notebook prior to a longer effort (on 56v–59r) called 
“[Imagination’s Bride]” (“CNGI” 7–12). See the commentary, above, on “Love’s 
Loneliness” (44v) and, below, on the poem’s origin at 55v–56r.

[51v–52r] [“{Heavy the Bog}” (unpublished)]
The title of this unfinished lyric was coined by David Clark, whose 

transcription and notes are in “CNGI” 5–6. As Yeats left it, the poem emulates 
certain aspects of his dramatic lyric “Towards Break of Day” in Michael 
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Robartes and the Dancer (1921). Perhaps he had thought to repeat such 
work here in the voice of a bowhunter (or man who dreams of pursuing an 
archetypal stag that stands on “grey rock” in morning light and leaps “From 
mountain steep to mountain steep” in the manner of past example and based 
on “complementary dreams,” an idea discussed in A Vision A [173–74, CW13 
140–41], where lines from the older poem were quoted). The rejected line in 
“Her Dream” (see above) was the opening line of “Towards Break of Day,” 
also, which suggests that “[Heavy the Bog]” might be regarded as an attempt 
to write complementary verse to counterpoint “Her Dream.” Pairing lyrics in 
composition, after all, follows the nearby precedent of “His Confidence” and 
“Her Anxiety,” for example. Clark suggests that echoing too closely the older 
poem, written in Enniskerry in the winter of 1918–1919, may be the reason 
“[Heavy the Bog]” was abandoned after its writing in April 1929.69 Also, to be 
generous, two only technically viable fragments on facing pages are not very 
inspiring. A facsimile of 51v, without transcription of the second stanza, is 
available in WFMP 424 although stanza 1 is omitted there.

[51v–55r] [“His Bargain”]
Beneath the stanzas of the abandoned lyric on 51v–52r are written a few 

catch-phrases, initiating lines, and rhyme notes for “His Bargain,” a poem 
written in “1929 [after March 29],” according to Mrs. Yeats (“CCP” 241), but 
clearly in mid-April because of its physical relation to the nearest poems in the 
notebook. It is the last published poem in it to have been written on contiguous 
pages as the number of leaves in the notebook grew fewer and time drew 
nearer the Yeatses’ departure for home at the end of the month. Facsimiles and 
transcriptions are available in WFMP 424–37 but also Genet 705–10.

At the opening 52v–53r, most of the writing occurs on 53r, where all but 
two lines (“A bargain with that hair / And all the windings there” for stanza 2) 
are destined for stanza 1 (in two drafts), about “Times spindle” (also “Platos 
famous spindle”). On the left-hand page (52v), two sets of lines bearing the 
words “swindle” and “dwindle” aim to refine stanza 1, but the rhyme notes on 
the lower half of the page anticipate the second stanza. 

At the opening 53v–54r, Yeats set down (one over the other) two versions 
of stanza 1, the first concluding “[…] Johny Knave, & Judy lout  / Learn to 
change their loves about” and the second “[…] every knave & lout / Change 
their loves about.” After a space, only three lines relate to stanza 2. So 54r (at 
right) is used to compose a full stanza 2 in six lines and an alternate version of 
its first four lines.

Thereafter, at opening 54v–55r, both stanzas are assembled as a poem, 
revised, and cancelled by means of a vertical stroke on 55r. (Beneath this version 
of the poem, seven lines record intended revisions for an old poem, “The Two 
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Trees.”) Leaf 54v (facing the cancelled, amended draft of “His Bargain”) was 
then used to preserve a fair-hand copy of the text for later typing. Interestingly, 
as he copied, Yeats opted for “Dan and Jerry Lout” over “every knave and lout” 
in stanza 1, line 5. 

[55r] [“The Two Trees” (revised lines for Collected Poems)]
A reproduction of this holograph fragment is available in Genet 709. 

Intended for revision, these lines are written at a slant beneath the penultimate 
draft of “His Bargain.” The fragment is correspondent with “The Two Trees,” 
lines 13–18 (VP 38, 135). The poem had been written in April 1895, according 
to George Yeats (“CCP” 231). A single line hovers over it (“There through the 
bough bewildered air light”), but then, after a small space, the following lines 
are written:

                                     a circle
And there the loves in circles go
The flaming circle flaring circle of our ge day
Here & there & to & fro
In those leaves leafy ways
Remembering all that shaken hair
And how the winged sand[al]s [d]art70

[55v–56v] [“Love’s Loneliness” (first phase of composition)]
The writing of this poem started on leaf 56r, at the right side of the next 

opening in the notebook after “His Bargain.” But “Love’s Loneliness” was 
suspended in a rough-draft state, interrupted by the call to begin and complete 
an unpublished poem known eventually as “[Imagination’s Bride]” (“CNGI” 
7–12). We know with certainty when “Love’s Loneliness” had reached its final 
state in Rapallo C, on leaf 50v (see above), for it is dated “April 17”; close to 
but before that would be its penultimate state on leaf 44v (see above). Roughly, 
the length of time between its suspension and its completion in the notebook 
is equal to the time it took Yeats to write “[Imagination’s Bride]” although 
we cannot know that for certain. Suffice it to say, like “His Bargain,” “Love’s 
Loneliness” was conceived in mid-April 1929, several days before its delivery. 
Facsimiles of the poem’s first stage have been presented by Genet (698–702) 
and by Clark (including transcriptions, in WFMP 446–51).

When composition began on 56r, the stuff of stanza 1 struggled to 
manifest itself in half a dozen lines, all cancelled except for “Grandfathers 
great grandfathers, all” (the first line). After that (and aside from intermittent 
rhyme notes), only three other lines emerged on that page: “old kindred of our 
blood, / pray to god that he protects us.” On the facing page (55v), Yeats jotted 
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(at top right and lower right) two separate sets of rhyme notes, both considered 
yet most of the lower set rejected for stanza 1. Sectioned off in the middle of 
the page are approximately six lines that would evolve later into stanza 2. And 
then he turned to the next pair of facing pages (both then blank) and launched 
another assault (in two runs) on 56v—but failed to solve whatever problem he 
was having with stanza 1. Consequently, he cancelled the effort with drawn 
lines, as shown in Figure 6, and drew a squiggly border around two sides of it 
as if to set off those lines distinctly (in the upper left corner of that page) from 
what was to follow. On the other side of that border are now the verses he wrote 
for the next poem, “[Imagination’s Bride].” Perhaps he felt it best to postpone 
completion of “Love’s Loneliness,” rather than to abandon it, in order to finish 
it later on. As half the poem was already forming nicely by 55v, the other half 
might reasonably come in time…. And so it did, on 44v and 50v, in that order.

Figure 6. Rapallo Notebook C, NLI 13,580, [56v and 57r], in full. Courtesy of NLI; photograph 
courtesy of Catherine E. Paul. (Circumscribed lines at upper left are part of “Love’s Loneliness”; 
the rest relates to “[Imagination’s Bride].” Folio 57r is reproduced for the first time; see below.)

[56v–59r] [“{Imagination’s Bride}” (unpublished)]
Genet (701) was first to produce a facsimile of 56v, followed by Clark 

(WFMP 450). Clark’s later transcription of the drafts (in “CNGI” 7–12, without 
comment) produces a final version substantially in agreement with Ellmann’s 
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version, first presented in The Identity of Yeats to show that a seismic shift had 
occurred, after four decades, in the way Yeats brought together wisdom and 
dreams in his poetry. Here, a tranquil “weaving image” of wisdom and dreams 
is “put aside and a more violent metaphor chosen” (37):

Now truth (reason’s bride) and beauty (imagination’s bride), which correspond 
roughly to wisdom and dreams, are bitter and hostile to each other, in spite 
of their mutual dependence. The concepts are alive instead of mechanical. 
Powerful images of sexuality and family hatred suit the mature poet better 
than flowers and fruits. (38)

We might recall the versions of “Wisdom & Knowledge (or John Hermit & his 
friends),” Rapallo C, 35v, where the disturbance that Ellmann notes produces 
commentators like Tom Ratcatcher and Biddy Cockle, or, nearer to hand, 
compels the speaker in “Love’s Loneliness” to bid his “Old fathers great grand 
fathers  / Rise as kindred should” (44v) to “protect your blood” (56v). Too 
strongly echoing the militant prologue of Responsibilities might have been a risk 
Yeats hesitated to take, just as he might have suppressed a line in “Her Dream” 
and an entire poem, “[Heavy the Bog],” for artlessly echoing another past 
achievement. Whatever the reason, the way forward with “Love’s Loneliness” 
was blocked by “[Imagination’s Bride]” so that, by the time the latter was 
finished, Yeats needed to leaf back to available pockets in the notebook (44v 
and 50v) when taking up the former where he had left it.

Therefore, dating the final unpublished lyric, as well as the first notes in 
prose after that (starting at 59v), is defined by the material evidence of the 
notebook and the known dates of Yeats’s itinerary. His departure from Rapallo 
(on April 27, 1929), arrival in London on the twenty-ninth, and busy week 
visiting friends there before catching up with his wife in Dublin would account 
for an absence of entries. Moreover, note number “4” in the final prose section 
of Rapallo C is preceded (on 61r) by a drawn line across the page and the date 
“May 26”—very likely to signify the resumption of writing in the notebook. 
“[Imagination’s Bride]” had triggered the resumption of prose writing, at that 
point, due to the philosophical questions it raises that had not been worked out 
to Yeats’s satisfaction in the 1925 edition of A Vision. 

The poem begins with rhyme notes, the notion of marriage in the assertion 
that “Nature has […] a hid[d]en bride / That can no more [?] hide” and in the 
question “What is Natures bride?” (56v). Questions are implied, too, in that 
poetic assertion: for instance, What is meant by Nature? In what sense is Nature 
married? And why is that thing (to which Nature is married) hidden from us? 
Metaphysics aside, with the next lines Yeats set down three sets of rhymed 
couplets, letting words find meaning in the process while revealing “Beauty” 
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to be the bride, rather conventionally, but breaking with tradition to assign to 
Nature a masculine gender identity. Not surprisingly, the double-vortex is at 
the center of invention as Nature takes in “his encircling arms” a “dark bride” 
that he makes “Bright” paradoxically, for “<He> Being consumed transforms / 
or transformed consumes” (56v). The gyres are not evident after that, except 
for a reworking of stanza 1 (cancelled) later on 58r. On 57r, attention is mainly 
focused on stanza 2 in three stages, much of it cancelled by strikethroughs and 
a vertical stroke. Keatsian Beauty and Truth contend as sisters “That hate each 
other so” but are toned down in the stanza (except as “sluts in bed”) as the 
poem deviates from form established in stanza 1 (that of three pairs of rhyming 
couplets) to that of five-line stanzas interlaced by rhyming the fifth line of 
stanza 2 with the first line of stanza 3. “Intellect” (later “Reason”) begins to 
take over the place Nature had occupied, eventually becoming “Imagination” 
by draft three (on 58r).

Draft 2 of the poem (on 57v) is given a title—“The Daimon & <the> 
Celestial Body”— and is defined by a rewritten first stanza in heightened tones 
of carnality, active agency, and concrete imagery. The first and last lines of the 
stanza (“When nature found <holds> his bride” and “Beauty she becomes”) 
survive from draft 1 (with tweaking). Three out of five lines are amended by 
options provided (at right) beside stanza 2, retaining only the last two lines 
from draft 1 (57r). All of stanza 3 is retained from draft 1 although the entire 
poem is cancelled on 57v by a long vertical line drawn through the text.

Following a rejected reworking of stanza 1 based on lines introduced on 
56v, Yeats fine-tuned the lyric in a third draft version called “The Passionate 
& Celestial Body,” on leaf 58r. There, he copied out the sixteen lines of the 
poem (a stanza of six lines and two stanzas of five)71 much as he had done for 
draft 2: placing beside stanza 1 four alternative lines (to the right) and beside 
stanza 2 one such alternative line. Stanza 3 remains unchanged from draft 2. 
Imagination has taken the place of Nature just as, in the choice of options, 
“Thought” became “Reason” in the exceptionally fair text that Yeats copied out, 
finally, on 59r. At left, leaf 58v (a blank page) seems to testify to the poet’s general 
satisfaction with this work, at least for the time being, because this buffer serves 
no practical purpose other than to suggest finality, after precedents such as the 
blank pages facing “Those Dancing Days Are Gone” and “Girl’s Song” (at 30v 
and 40v).72 

6. Conclusion

As we have seen, the prose writings and the poetry composed in Rapallo 
Notebook C transition into and out of one another as units of work, the former 
constituting a frame around a core of poetry writing from at least January 23 
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to April 17, 1929, and possibly longer. Parallels exist between Yeats’s notes 
on the occult “Marriage of Husk & Passionate Body” in relation to “Spirit & 
Celestial Body” (on 4r through 5r) and his later effort to write a poem about 
the marriage of Daimon (or, alternatively, Passionate Body) and Celestial Body 
(on 57v and 58r). Such work also engages with his effort to define these terms 
in a series of exploratory notes, most of it weeks later (from 59v to the end of 
the notebook), in notes for “The Soul in Judgment,” Book III of A Vision (the 
Macmillan trade edition of 1937). Also, as we have seen, work then underway 
at the Cuala Press (i.e., A Packet for Ezra Pound, the intended introduction 
for A Vision) had produced demands on Yeats’s time and energy in Rapallo—
including a first-draft essay on Poundian skepticism (6r–8r) for A Packet; 
the text of a postscript for the “End of Cuala book” (11r); both parts of the 
poem “Meditations upon Death” written to follow the theme on skepticism in 
the book (9r, 10r); and, in March, the physical challenge of correcting proof 
copy. The reader need only reflect on Neil Mann’s “Rapallo Notebooks A and 
B,” however, to put in perspective the fairly small role Rapallo C plays in the 
making of the Cuala book. 

So the story Rapallo Notebook C tells is partly about the transmutation 
of A Vision 1925 into the Macmillan edition of 1937. But not only that. The 
story Rapallo C also tells is that the making of poetry is interwoven into the 
fabric of Yeats’s developing philosophy. Back in Dublin, Yeats wrote letters to 
Olivia Shakespear and Lady Gregory on the same day (July 2, 1929), calculating 
the progress of his philosophy and his poetry as if they were interchangeable 
entities. Observing that he had “tidied” the “big table and … desk” of his study 
so that they were “no longer covered with a disorder of books and loose papers,” 
he reported to Mrs. Shakespear that “I am still putting the philosophy in order 
but once that is done, and this summer must finish, I believe I shall have a 
poetical rebirth for as I write about my cones and gyres all kinds of images 
come before me” (L 764; CL InteLex 5259).

In his letter to Lady Gregory, he attached a postscript about the progress 
he was making on the “big book” of philosophy, not knowing that illness 
would seriously delay progress on this work when he returned to Rapallo in 
November. He told her, “The moment the big book is finished I shall begin 
verse again. I have a longish poem in my head about Coole” (CL InteLex 5258).

Both letters speak to the moment but in different ways. To Olivia Shakespear, 
the letter gives an impression of the condition of his study—“disorder of books” 
etc.—and (he might as well have added) a sense of the phantasmagorical topics 
addressed in the last ten leaves of Rapallo C. To Lady Gregory, on the other 
hand, Yeats promised to write, in due course, a magisterial poem: “Coole Park, 
1929”—which was a promise he was able to keep by October after turning out 
more than forty pages of hard work in Rapallo Notebook D (see WFMP 609; 



265Rapallo Notebook C: Notes

“CCP” 240), having filled Rapallo C, as we have seen. In short, after composing 
twenty-five poems in Rapallo C, Yeats wrote another eight poems in Rapallo D 
and then one more in Rapallo E, in both cases either for the sequence “Words 
for Music Perhaps” or for another location in The Winding Stair (1933). 
Consequently, the remainder of a long tale—about certain poems, philosophy, 
and sundry writings in the Rapallo Notebooks—is entrusted to the next two 
installments of this series.

Notes

1 Neil Mann’s essay appears in International Yeats Studies 6.1 (2022), 73–183. 
2 In alphabetical order, the principal collaborators are Wayne Chapman, Warwick Gould, 

Margaret Harper, and Neil Mann. Several years ago, we began by discussing a question 
posed by IYS founding editor Lauren Arrington on the feasibility of a project that has since 
taken shape under the editorship of Rob Doggett. The team works remotely—generally 
from facilities in Ireland, the US, the UK, and Spain—to prepare a reliable, detailed map of 
these complexly jumbled notebooks, both from direct observation in the National Library 
and from a set of digital facsimiles provided by Catherine E. Paul, with, in a few cases, 
supplements from Jack Quin. Special thanks to Charis Chapman for her expertise setting text 
and visuals for the series. In addition to these colleagues, there are a number of precursors 
to acknowledge as fellow collaborators because of their past example. Acknowledgment is 
therefore made to their work in the text, notes, and appendices below—especially to the 
unrivaled skill of the late David R. Clark to interpret the handwriting of Yeats in the lyric 
sequences of The Winding Stair.

3 Manuscript notebooks used by Yeats do exist elsewhere, of course. One such, unfortunately 
owned by an anonymous collector and thus out of circulation, has some bearing on the 
Rapallo notebooks as a near-contemporary involving some of the same lyric sequences. 
Accordingly, another precursor to the IYS essays was created to assist, in particular, essays 
on Rapallo Notebooks C and D. Hence, I will sometimes refer readers to my article “Yeats’s 
White Vellum Notebook, 1930–1933,” International Yeats Studies 2.2 (May 2018), 41–60—
an updating of field notes begun by Curtis Bradford, revised by David R. Clark, and then 
passed down to me by Cornell Yeats general editor Stephen Parrish. For quotations from 
A Vision, Revised 1937 Edition by W. B. Yeats (copyright © 1937 by W. B. Yeats; copyright 
renewed © 1965 by Bertha Georgie Yeats and Anne Butler Yeats), these are reprinted with 
the permission of Scribner, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc. All rights reserved.

4 Clark distinguished between his “interpretative book” (which combined “luxury of 
interpretation and critical comment”) and the great labor to which it was related as humble 
“by-product.” The larger project was no less than “to arrange, transcribe, and edit all the 
most important manuscripts of Yeats’s poems, plays, and prose.” By this he meant not 
simply the Cornell Yeats Series, because he had also envisioned its like at the university 
press in Amherst before joining the Cornell series and agreeing to edit there three volumes 
of manuscript materials for poetry. Such editions gave readers all of “Yeats’s words,” yet 
it would be up to readers themselves to “take it from there” (Yeats at Songs and Choruses 
xvii). The luxury, perhaps the greatest pleasure, is understood to be with the “interpretative” 
work.

5 I might add that Clark’s gifts included dedication to such hard, detailed labor in archival 
quarries that he voluntarily assisted SUNY librarians in the cataloguing of Yeats’s 
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microfilmed tapes in the Frank Melville Library at Stony Brook, on Long Island, where he 
spent weeks transcribing poetry for his own use and indexing entries for others.

6 Reminiscent of the title of Robert Chambers’s influential study of the transmutation of 
species, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844), the term is defined by a chapter 
in Parkinson’s W. B. Yeats: The Later Poetry (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1964), 73–113. Though I have sometimes quarreled with Parkinson’s 
tendency to simplify, his masterpiece is in some ways better, in that respect, than 
Stallworthy’s two textual-genetic studies, Between the Lines: Yeats’s Poetry in the Making 
(1963) and Vision and Revision in Yeats’s Last Poems (1969), both published at the 
Clarendon Press at Oxford. See Wayne K. Chapman, “George Yeats, Thomas Parkinson, 
and the Legacy of the Archive,” in New Thresholds in Yeats Studies: Yeats Annual 22, ed. 
Warwick Gould (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, forthcoming). I deal with Richard 
Ellmann’s early access to Mrs. Yeats and the manuscripts in IYS 2.2 (May 2018), 58n18, 
as well as in YA 15 (2002), 120–58, as reprinted in the final chapter and first appendix of 
my book Yeats’s Poetry in the Making: “Sing Whatever Is Well Made” (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), 211–45; hereafter cited as YPM.

7 At this writing, Rapallo Notebook D has not been rebound by the Delmas Conservation 
Bindery and remains loose, like the “‘Rapallo’ notebook in leather” used for composing 
Stories of Michael Robartes and His Friends (NLI 13,577; “Parkinson’s list” II.d). Rapallo D’s 
paper type and cover floral motif also agree with Rapallo C and NLI 13,577. 

8 Mann’s essay omits the typed cover notice as extraneous. Yet its introduction here is a 
necessary deferral in the series to account for the notebooks’ conservation as they transitioned 
to the NLI’s care. A smaller typed slip (denoting “NOTES ON SYSTEM | INCLUDING 
COMMENTS | ON THE CAT & THE | MOON” and bearing the handwritten inscription, 
“See p. 11,” in green ink) has been tipped-in just inside the front cover of Rapallo A, too, 
though the smaller slip belongs clipped to numbered page “11,” folio 48r, also amid Vision 
material. See Mann’s “Tabular Summary 1: Rapallo Notebook A (NLI 13,578)” in IYS 6.1 
(2022), 162–71.

9 Such flags did not exist when Ellmann requested and received from George Yeats an old 
suitcase loaded with manuscripts (see NLI 30,746, “Miscellaneous cards, notes, etc.,” f. 3v), 
which included the Rapallo notebooks A–E. Selections were subsequently made by Ellmann 
for microfilming as he prepared to resume teaching at Harvard in academic year 1947/48. 
Five reels were acquired for the Houghton Library in January 1948. Parkinson, too, had 
microfilm copies made on two occasions, the first in late 1957 and the second in spring 
1958, as he anticipated his return to teaching at Berkeley. Sadly, Parkinson’s microfilms have 
been lost. See Chapman, “George Yeats, Thomas Parkinson, and the Legacy of the Archive,” 
parts 2 and 3.

10 Mann, “Rapallo Notebooks A and B,” 73.
11 See David R. Clark, WFMP xvii (defined in the “List of Abbreviations”). He notes that 

Rapallo E includes one poem, “For Anne Gregory,” but attributes no date for it. On the 
authority of Mrs. Yeats, that poem was written in “1930,” Sept. 1930 (YPM 240). Editors 
Jared Curtis and Selina Guinness, in The Resurrection: Manuscript Materials (Ithaca, NY, 
and London: Cornell University Press, 2011), argue that Rapallo E has both early and late 
dates of usage—that it “appears to have been in use from about May or June 1926,” or even 
earlier (xvi), and that Yeats began writing introductions for Wheels and Butterflies in “mid-
November 1930,” with the one on The Resurrection to be written in 1931 (xxxix), bridging 
material in the missing White Vellum Notebook, and producing copy for his typist and 
copy text for Macmillan in February 1934.

12 WBY to Olivia Shakespear, L 748 (CL InteLex 5191).



267Rapallo Notebook C: Notes

13 WBY to Olivia Shakespear, L 758 (CL InteLex 5221); WBY to Lady Gregory, L 762 (CL 
InteLex 5236).

14 WBY to Olivia Shakespear, L 763 (CL InteLex 5242).
15 WBY to Lady Gregory, L 764 (CL InteLex 5252).
16 See IYS “List of Abbreviations” at https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/iys/iys_abbreviations.

html. The four abbreviations introduced here supplement and are coordinate with 
abbreviations introduced in the tabular summary at the end of this essay, where (as here) 
“YAACTS” stands for Yeats: An Annual of Critical and Textual Studies (ed. Richard J. 
Finneran; 17 vols.), and where “IY” refers to Richard Ellmann, The Identity of Yeats (New 
York: OUP, 1954). Ellmann’s dates of composition have been incorporated into my table, 
“CCP,” along with dates provided in texts annotated by Mrs. Yeats. For the abbreviation 
“YPM,” see note 6, above.

17 Descriptions are given below according to natural sections of the notebook, whenever 
possible as indicated by Yeats with headings or directions on a section’s intended use. In 
such cases, headings presented in quotation marks are Yeats’s; other supplied details are 
given in brackets, including folio numbers.

18 See Mann, “Rapallo Notebooks A and B,” 162 and 172.
19 See “King, John” psychic mediumship (online at www.encyclopedia.com/science/

encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/king-john). See also Steve L. Adams and 
George Mills Harper (eds.), “The Manuscript of ‘Leo Africanus,’” YA1 7 and n10 (rpt. in 
YA19 295 and n10).

20 See Ezra Pound, Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T. S. Eliot (New York: New Directions, 
1968), 160.

21 A discussion of Anne Hyde’s appearance in 1918 and of the Yeatses’ parallel research efforts at 
the Bodleian Library and the Oxford Union is found in Wayne K. Chapman, “Introduction,” 
“Something that I read in a book”: W. B. Yeats’s Annotations at the National Library of Ireland, 
2 vols. (Clemson, SC, and Liverpool: Clemson University Press associated with Liverpool 
University Press, 2022), xxv (in both vols.); hereafter cited as YANLI (with volume number). 
For an index to the deceased countess’ involvement in their research, see Yeats’s Vision 
Papers, vol. 3: Sleep and Dream Notebooks, Vision Notebooks 1 and 2, Card File, ed. Robert 
A. Martinich and Margaret M. Harper (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1992), 239. On 
the development of the occult system of A Vision, Yeats publicly acknowledged for the first 
time—in A Packet for Ezra Pound (Dublin: Cuala Press, 1929), 12—that “On the afternoon 
of October 24th 1917, four days after my marriage, my wife surprised me by attempting 
automatic writing” (rpt. in AVB 8 and CW14 7). The parenthetical “(Four days after my 
marriage)” recurs in Rapallo C, on 2r, after the starting date for the Script, suggesting that 
draft materials were at hand for the “INTRODUCTION TO THE GREAT WHEEL,” part II, 
in A Packet for Ezra Pound. The elaborate ruse developed for the 1925 edition of A Vision to 
keep this truth from getting out is the story told in W. B. Yeats’s Robartes-Aherne Writings: 
Featuring the Making of His “Stories of Michael Robartes and His Friends,” ed. Wayne K. 
Chapman (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2018); see 101–64 for the years 1917–1920. 

22 See Wayne K. Chapman, The W. B. and George Yeats Library: A Short-Title Catalog 
(Clemson, SC: Clemson University Press, 2006, 2019), 26, items 240 and 241; hereafter 
cited as WBGYL. 

23 Just the downstroke of the “9” is completed, but the year 1929 is clearly intended as 
confirmed by the date of the last entry on 3r. 

24 Regarding Yeats’s treatment of Lewis in Rapallo Notebook B, see Mann’s essay in IYS 6.1 
111–16. On Yeats’s reading familiarity, see Chapman, YANLI, vol. 1, where in Time and 
Western Man (item 1136) Yeats was drawn to the last four chapters: “God as Reality,” 
“The Object as King of the Physical World,” “Space and Time,” and “Conclusion.” The 
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Childermass (item 1129) is the first volume of the unfinished epic “The Human Age,” which 
Lewis presented to Yeats because he had heard from someone that Yeats was reading the 
other book (1136). 

25 See Chapman, YANLI, vol. 1, items 1989 and 1989A, pages 360–68.
26 See Pound, Literary Essays 16.
27 The quotation intended is probably the quatrain from Swift’s “The Progress of Beauty” that 

Yeats employed in a footnote on art and Lewis’s Time and Western Man, in “Rapallo,” II, 
A Packet for Ezra Pound, page 2 (AVB 4; CW14 4): “Matter as wise logicians say / Cannot 
without a form subsist; / And form, say as well as they, / Must fail, if matter brings no grist.”

28 Ellmann, IY 239. Yeats’s writes to Lady Gregory (Nov. 27, [1928]; CL InteLex 5194): “I want 
Lolly to publish next a little book of mine called ‘A Packet’ almost all written since I came 
here.” See Wade 163 and CW14 xxxii–xxxvi for dating the booklet’s contents by section.

29 The setting copy is at Emory University (SPEC COL PR5906.A553 1929).
30 Catherine E. Paul, “Compiling A Packet for Ezra Pound,” Paideuma: Modern and 

Contemporary Poetry and Poetics 38 (2011), 45.
31 Paul, “Compiling A Packet for Ezra Pound,” 46.
32 WBY to Oliver St. John Gogarty, Jan. 6 [1929] (CL InteLex 5211); and WBY to Lady Gregory, 

March 24, 1929 (by dictation: “I have tired myself over the proof-sheets of my new Cuala 
book”; CL InteLex 5227). Near the end of Rapallo Notebook B (on leaves 91r–102r), Mann 
finds work for parts I–IX of “Introduction to the Great Wheel,” pages 11–15 in A Packet. 
Section XV is there.

33 See Mann 118 and 155, n. 171.
34 Ellmann reads “of intellectual needs,” but his “of ” is definitely “&” and the last two obviously 

misspelled words might be “its technical means” (i.e., prosody). This passage on 7r-8r is also 
quoted and discussed in Jack Quin’s recent study, W. B. Yeats and the Language of Sculpture 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), 164.

35 Cf. entries of April 7–26 [1921] in NLI 13,576, ff. 2–4, in Yeats’s diary/notebook begun April 
7, 1921, at 4 Broad Street, Oxford, wherein he distinguishes between “talking” and “singing” 
in verse to convey a moment of emotion: “We cannot do this if the poem does not call up 
the image of sailors, or of horsemen or unhappy lovers, a multitude out of other days” (qtd.
in Chapman, YPM 10–11).

36 A scene like the one featured in Figure 1.2 (on page 3) in Lauren Arrington’s The Poets 
of Rapallo: How Mussolini’s Italy Shaped British, Irish, and U.S. Writers (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2021), or like half a dozen snapshots in the Yeats Collection, MARBL, 
Emory, filed as “Photographs at Rapallo, 1929.” 

37 Cf. Ellmann, IY 240, for a rectified version of this ending.
38 See YGYL 244–45 regarding the BBC Belfast broadcast, made in haste and written in 

dictation. See also copies of Plutarch’s Lives and Morals, the note’s sources in the Yeats 
library (items 1609–1611a in WBGYL).

39 These dates are provided by Ann Saddlemyer, Becoming George: The Life of Mrs. W. B. Yeats 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 417, and by Yeats in letters to Olivia Shakespear (L 
763 and CL InteLex 5242 and 5245).

40 At the National Library of Ireland, the early typescripts are NLI 36,272/6/2a [5–8] and 
[14–26]. 

41 See Chapman, YANLI, vol. 1, regarding Yeats’s acquaintance with Croce’s aesthetics: item 
355, H. Wildon Carr, The Philosophy of Benedetto Croce: The Problem of Art and History 
(1917; signed by Yeats “Read in 1926”); also, among the English editions of works by 
Benedetto Croce that Yeats read and annotated, especially item 451, Aesthetic as Science 
of Expression and General Linguistic (1922), and item 455, Logic as the Science of the Pure 
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Concept (1917). Other annotated copies of Croce’s books are described in items 454, 456, 
457, suggesting close reading by Yeats in the 1920s.

42 Éliphas Lévi, Transcendental Magic: Its Doctrine and Ritual (1896; WBGYL 1119).
43 As editors Harper and Paul have noted (CW14 386), the complicated term “astral light” 

puzzles because Yeats confutes “astral spirit” (probably derived from Paracelsus in the 
sixteenth century) and “Astral Light” as defined in the nineteenth century by Éliphas Lévi. 
See note 42, above. On the influence of Dionertes, see Yeats’s Vision Papers, vol. 2: The 
Automatic Script: 25 June 1918–29 March 1920, ed. Steve L. Adams, Barbara J. Frieling, 
and Sandra L. Sprayberry (Iowa City, IA: University of Iowa Press, 1992), 510–40 passim; 
hereafter cited as YVP2.

44  See Chapman, YANLI, vol. 1, regarding Yeats’s annotations on dreams, percept, and 
perception in item 261, Bernard Bosanquet, The Meeting of Extremes in Contemporary 
Philosophy (1924); also in item 1411, John H. Muirhead, ed., Contemporary British 
Philosophy (1924). For the most heavily annotated instances, see item 1815, Bertrand Russell, 
An Outline of Philosophy (1927), 166 passim (on Berkeley and Russell) and especially the 
back flyleaf inscription. Russell is actually cited, finally, on leaf 68v of Rapallo Notebook C, 
within Yeats’s discussion of “Expiation.” See note 41 (above) on Croce.

45 Respectively, these are items 158, 678, and 889 in Chapman, YANLI 1: 42, 174–75, and 214.
46 The last two bracketed lines and comment are vigorously stricken.
47 Saddlemyer, Becoming George 306; see also YPM 122 and 318, n51. Both Saddlemyer (404) 

and Mann (“Rapallo Notebooks A and B” 76) affirm that new “sleeps” occurred in Cannes 
at the end of 1927 and that Dionertes dominated in them, as Yeats’s notes testify in leather 
manuscript notebook NLI 30,359. Saddlemyer (406) states that these “trances continued, 
although now rarely, until the second version of A Vision was published in 1937,” and she 
quotes the Dublin 1929 entry in Rapallo Notebook C, 66v (illustrated in Figure 3), as an 
unpleasant yet important instance.

48 See YPM 138–41 and Chapman, Yeats’s Robartes-Aherne Writings 43–44.
49 Bertrand Russell, An Outline of Philosophy (see note 44, above).
50 Stallworthy, Between the Lines 210–12. Without saying so, Stallworthy quotes from Keats’s 

letter to Shelley of August 16, 1820.
51 Clark notes that George Yeats had attributed this date to two slightly later typescripts 

(WFMP 600 and 601), the last ones made before Yeats decided not to publish the poem, 
possibly at Pound’s suggestion (581) or “on the advice of George Russell, among others” 
(Arrington, Poets of Rapallo 99).

52 Arrington’s discussion of Yeats’s interest in the ballad poetry of Burns in light of younger 
poets such as Aldington, Bunting, Zukofsky, and MacGreevy is highly recommended (Poets 
of Rapallo 85–104). She notes that of the seven poems published “in the Crazy Jane sequence, 
five are variations on the ballad” (95) and deal with worldly concerns, reminiscent of Burns, 
“while the two poems that are not ballads…concern the spiritual plane” (95–96).

53 As Yeats later remarked in a letter to Olivia Shakespear (November 22, 1931; CL InteLex 
5539), this woman had “an amazing power of audacious speech” and was known to be “the 
local satirist and a really terrible one.” Richard J. Finneran discusses versions of the poem 
in “The Composition and Final Text of W. B. Yeats’s ‘Crazy Jane on the King,’” ICarbS 4.2 
(Spring–Summer 1981), 67–74. A. Norman Jeffares reports, in “Know Your Gogarty,” YA 4 
(2001), 303 and 305n, that Oliver St John Gogarty recited the poem at Tufts University and 
that it was eventually published in The Amherst Literary Magazine 10.2 (Summer 1964), 
6–7, where it was taken down from memory (see WFMP 581).

54 Quoted in Arrington, Poets of Rapallo 30, from Patmore’s My Friends When Young (1968).
55 Cf. Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, 1865–1939 (New York: Macmillan, 1943), 429. A transcription 

of the typed list and its use by Hone is found in YPM 221–22.
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56 The first instance occurs in “On Woman,” a Solomon and Sheba poem written in May 21 
or 25, 1914 (“CCP” 236), where “stretch and yawn” derive their meaning from the second 
stanza of Pound’s translation of Arnault Daniel’s “Doutz brais e critz”: “I yawn and stretch 
because of that fair who surpasseth all others” (Clark 52). 

57 The refrain also echoes Shakespeare’s Sonnet 19: “Devouring Time, blunt thou the lion’s 
paws // … the fierce tiger’s jaws” (in the opening lines) and “Yet do thy worst, old Time: 
despite thy wrong, / My love shall in my verse ever live young” (in the closing couplet).

58 By the time this letter was written, the nine poems Yeats counted would have included the 
five he referred to in his letter to Lady Gregory on March 9. The others were “Lullaby,” of 
course, as well as “Cracked Mary & the Bishop,” “Crazy Jane Reproved” (untitled but dated), 
and “Girl’s Song”—four lyrics completed between March 27 and 29, 1929. “Wisdom & 
Knowledge” seems an unlikely fit for the “Words for Music” rubric although chronologically 
qualified. Bradford’s treatment of “Lullaby” makes no mention of the version Yeats sent 
to Olivia Shakespear and is somewhat loosely attached to his treatment of “The Tower,” 
section III. What Bradford calls “Draft C” and compares with The New Keepsake printing 
of November 1931 (Wade, p. 171) is not in Rapallo Notebook C but is a fair copy on a 
separate sheet (NLI 13,591 [17]) reproduced and transcribed by Clark (in WFMP 488–89). 
See Curtis B. Bradford, Yeats at Work (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1965), 101–13.

59 The poems of this neighborhood in the Yeats canon may be discerned in WFMP, Appendix 
II, [605]–12. Also see Chapman, “Yeats’s White Vellum Notebook, 1930–1933,” 51–52; and, 
on Huddon, Duddon, O’Leary, and “Related Matter in the White Vellum Notebook,” my 
W. B. Yeats’s Robartes-Aherne Writings 272–78.

60 “Heart on sleeve is handsome wear / What evil jack daw bites  / But never, never dangle 
there / The lion & the lights[.]”

61 These are her inscriptions beside the poem in her copy of the Collected Poems (YANLI 2: 21; 
“CCP” 241) and typed notes for J. M. Hone in her “Sequence of poems written at Rapallo 
Feb & March 1929” (NLI 30,891). In the latter, she added, parenthetically: “(after this poem 
Cracked Mary became Crazy Jane  | for obvious reasons).” See note 55, above. Suffice it 
to say, her note to “See letter to O.S. [etc.]” was in reference to the emergence of a lyric 
sequence to be called “Twelve poems for music” before the number increased substantially 
in March and April 1929. See narrative on “Three Things” (20v–23r), above.

62 Stephen Parrish (ed.) transcribes the text from 38v in the apparatus of The Wild Swans 
at Coole: Manuscript Materials (Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University Press, 1994), 
93. He notes there only that “WBY entered a shortened version, addressed directly to the
scholars.” No facsimile is provided.

63 Ann Saddlemyer (ed.) notes that “there was always tension and argument between WBY 
and Mrs Phillimore” (YGYL 196n); thus, Yeats wrote to his wife from Galway (on August [3,] 
[1930]) that “Mrs Phillomore has come & gone & we got on admirably—once established 
that we are enemies we were in great amity. ‘Why do you hate me?’ she said. [To which 
Yeats replied:] ‘Because you crush my chickens before they are hatched’” (221). In pencil, 
George Yeats jotted a note on 38r of Rapallo C to see “Hone p 415” (or 431 in the edition 
cited above), where Hone quotes Yeats on the pleasures of Monte Carlo in the company of 
the Phillimores. 

64 Cf. Hone 429; YPM 222.
65 Yeats noted in The Winding Stair and Other Poems that poems in “A Woman Young and 

Old” were “written before the publication of The Tower, but left out for some reason I 
cannot recall” (VP 831). See Appendix II in WFMP 607–12 for lists of poems written in 
Rapallo Notebooks C–E and MBY 545 (the White Vellum Notebook).

66 On Blake, A Vision, and these poetry sequences, see YPM 179–85.
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67 Clark misreads the first line to be “Trust [?in / ?is] chasten love” (WFMP 411), the second 
word is “not” by inference (since neither “in” nor “is” is plausible in context), and the more 
legible third word is “cha[n]gles[s]” (which affirms Robartes’s premise, in Stories of Michael 
Robartes, that only desire remains when love perishes in its attainment (cf. AVB 40).

68 Ellmann, IY 291 (based on her typescript list of poems, NLI 30,166). How the error happened 
is apparent in the entry George Yeats made in her copy of Collected Poems (WBGYL 2344), 
where, at the title of “Symbols,” she wrote: “See letter to O.S.  | Oct 2 1927” (Chapman, 
YANLI 2: 19). In her husband’s letter to Olivia Shakespear (L 728–29), he reports sending 
off to New York “sixteen or so pages of verse” that eventually appeared in the Fountain Press 
edition of The Winding Stair (1929). “Symbols” was not one of those poems, among many 
yet to be written for the Cuala Press edition of Words for Music Perhaps and Other Poems 
(1932) and the Macmillan edition of The Winding Stair (1933).

69 The datings are mine (see “CCP” 237). Clark notes that the word “bog” is “clearly” what 
Yeats wrote (“CNGI” note on lines 1 and 9) although it looks like “log.” I agree with that 
but wish he were right when he says, “Yet one wonders whether Yeats meant to write ‘bow.’” 
For more about Yeats and complementary dreaming in his poetry and plays in the 1920s, 
see my chapter “‘Metaphors for Poetry’: Concerning the Poems of A Vision and Certain 
Plays for Dancers” in W. B. Yeats’s A Vision: Explications and Contexts, ed. Neil Mann, 
Matthew Gibson, and Claire Nally (Clemson, SC: Clemson University Press, 2012), 217–51, 
particularly 230–34.

70 See WFMP 434 for a good image of 55r. In the second line of my transcription (above), 
“flaring circle” might be an unintended repetition of “flaming circle”—unless Yeats intended 
a hypermetric line. His revisions, in any case, are variant with texts after 1929.

71 Clark’s streamed transcription partly distorts the layout of these stanzas on leaf 58r (see 
“CNGI” 10–11) because of limited space between margins on the printed page. The 
accidental omission of a heading—that is, “[NLI 13,580, 58r]”—is disorienting too.

72 Ellmann claims that “[Imagination’s Bride]” is “a poem [Yeats] wrote but did not finish” (IY 
37). There must have been a reason why Yeats chose not to publish the poem. Mrs. Yeats 
would have known why, presumably. Had the poem followed the course of other “finished” 
poems in Rapallo C, one might expect to find it listed in Clark’s Appendix III (WFMP 613–
20), a census of poems typed in Dublin from Rapallo Notebooks C–E and other sources. 
There is, however, a fair copy of the poem in NLI 13,583, Yeats’s dustbin of non-starters. 
Filed there on a sheet of unlined Swift Brook Bond paper (beside “Knowledge & Wisdom”), 
this later version substantially differs from the Rapallo version in line 5 only (“There by 
the bride & grooms” has become “Down by bride & groom”). The later copy bears more 
punctuation, too, but also a title: “The 2 Passions of the Celestial Bodies.” In light of the 
working titles on 57v and 58r in Rapallo C, this latest version exposes the poem’s shaky 
foundation.
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Appendix

Tabular Summary: Rapallo Notebook C (NLI 13,580)

Neil Mann and Wayne K. Chapman

The following table provides a listing of the 70 extant leaves (by recto and verso) 
and eight stubs in this notebook in relation to its covers and conservation 
papers. This listing is generally consistent with the corresponding summaries 
of “Rapallo Notebooks A and B” (Appendix), International Yeats Studies 6.1 
(2022), 161–83. As Yeats did not number the pages in Rapallo C, the column 
for page numbers in the tables for Rapallo A, B, and E (column 4 there) does 
not appear in this table; therefore, the six columns here (from left to right) list 
the leaves of Rapallo Notebook C by:

1. Leaf number.
2. A brief description, indicating the corresponding work.
3. A summary of the title or the section number.
4. The first uncancelled line(s) of text (cancelled text is included where 

there is no uncancelled text).
5. Notes that give points of physical description, including pages which 

are cancelled in toto, and indicate if the page includes a date.
6. The final column records where published transcriptions or final versions 

appear. Besides the standard IYS abbreviations used in columns 2, 5, and 
6 (see https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/iys/iys_abbreviations.html), the 
following abbreviations are used: 

Hone = Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, 1865–1939 (London: Macmillan, 
1943); 

IY = Richard Ellmann, The Identity of Yeats (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1954); 

PEP = A Packet for Ezra Pound (Dublin: Cuala, 1929); 
WFMP = W. B. Yeats, “Words for Music Perhaps”: Manuscript Materials, 

ed. David R. Clark (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 
1999); 

WSC = “The Wild Swans at Coole”: Manuscript Materials, ed. Stephen 
Parrish (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1996); and 

YAACTS17 = Yeats: An Annual of Critical and Textual Studies XVII, 
ed. Richard J. Finneran (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan 
Press, 2003).
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Please note:

• Blank pages are included.
• Evidently missing pages are also included (with a single leaf number).

Following restoration, most of these are now indicated by stubs of
Japanese paper used to fix the counterparts on the other side of the
stitching.

• Pages added at the beginning and end of the book during the rebinding 
process are indicated but not counted.

We are extremely grateful to Jack Quin for his help in checking the physical 
copy of this notebook at the National Library of Ireland at a time when travel 
was impossible, and for helping to ensure the accuracy of this table.

Rapallo C (NLI 13,580)

Folio Description
Title/
section

First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

Cover Patterned board DIARY
Inside Patterned board
0 Conservation leaf
0 Conservation leaf
1r Notes related to 

A Vision?
(1), (2) Contents

Diary of Thought | begun. Sept 
23. 1928 | in Dublin

1v Notes related to 
A Vision

Anne came Feb 3 1918. [Anne Hyde]

2r Notes related to 
A Vision

(3) 3. The passage about light I
quote on.…

PEP Script began Oct 24 1917. 
(Four days after my marriage)

cf. PEP 12, 
AVB 8, 
CW14 7

2v [Blank]
3r Notes related to 

revising text of 
A Vision A

Book II. Correction
Delete all up to end of first 
paragraph on page 17.

Date: 
Jan 1929

AVA 16–17, 
26–30, 213; 
CW13 16–17, 
24–27, 176

3v Text to add 
to text of A 
Vision A

Page 180
Foote note “The Great Wheel 
& *history

AVA 180, 
CW13 150

4r A Vision As Husk & Passionate Body 
approach one another

4v Text to revise 
cancelled text 
opposite

is abstract empty unity. It 
cannot act 
would change the Celestial Body
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Rapallo C (NLI 13,580)

Folio Description
Title/
section

First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

5r A Vision Husk is perception, medieval 
“matter”. makes all concrete 
particular multitudinous

Almost all 
cancelled

5v Text to insert 
opposite

Any philosophy, which holds 
the universe but a sequence in 
the mind

6r Notes on EP and 
skepticism

Jan 1929
Ezra Pound bases his scepticism 
upon the statement that we 
know nothing but sequence.

Date: 
Jan 1929

IY 239, cf. 
PEP 7–9, 
“Rapallo” VI?

6v [Almost blank] when Copernicus [?re]
7r Notes on EP and 

skepticism
and being more moral than 
intellectual

IY 239–40

7v Text to insert 
opposite

nor do I think that I differ 
from others except in so far as 
my preoccupation with poetry 
makes me different.

IY 240

8r Notes on EP and 
skepticism

We even more than Elliot 
require tradition & though it 
may include…

IY 240

8v [Blank]
9r “Meditations 

upon Death”
[At Algeciras/
Mohini 
Chatterjee]

Jan 23
Lyric sequence

At Aleciras where on the bay 
wild herons

Date: 
Jan 23

WFMP 
208–209

9v “The Nineteenth 
Century and 
After”

Though the great men return 
no more

WFMP 
262–63

10r “Meditations 
upon Death”
[At Algeciras/
Mohini 
Chatterjee]

Meditations upon death
I

The heron-billed pale Cattle Birds

Date:
Feb 4. 1929

WFMP 
210–11

10v [Blank]
11r PEP End of Cuala book

PS.
Oedipus was certainly as well 
known to the common people 
as Raftery

PEP 36n, 
AVB 28n, 
CW14 21n

11v Note for A 
Vision

First note to Book I of Great 
Wheel page 21 (Type script in 
orange envelope).
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Rapallo C (NLI 13,580)

Folio Description
Title/
section

First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

12r “Meditations 
upon Death”
[Mohini 
Chatterjee]

I
I asked if [I] should pray
But the Brahman said

WFMP 
216–17

12v Text related to 
opposite

Where well out we stand
After a miriad graves

WFMP 
218–19

13r “Meditations 
upon Death”
[Mohini 
Chatterjee]

Eyes remembered bright
Feet in old days light shall
Once more be bright or light

WFMP 
220–21

13v “Mad as the 
Mist and Snow”

Bolt & bar the shutter
For the foul winds blow

Most 
cancelled

WFMP 
498–99

14r “Meditations 
upon Death”
[Mohini 
Chatterjee]

Old soliders to face to face
In grim strategic though

WFMP 
222–23

“Mad as the 
Mist and Snow”

The classics on the book shelf there
Glimmer row & & row

Most 
cancelled

WFMP
500–501

14v [Just title] Meditations upon Death
I

WFMP 225n

15r “Meditations 
upon Death”
[Mohini 
Chatterjee]

Meditations upon death
II

I asked if I should pray

Date: 
Feb 9 1929

WFMP 
224–25

15v Text to insert 
opposite

Horace there by Homer stands
Plato stands below

WFMP 503n

16r “Mad as the 
Mist and Snow”

I
Bolt & bar the shutter
For the foul winds blow

Date:
Feb 12 1929

WFMP 
503–504

16v Notes for 
opposite 

Nualas boat of ivory WFMP 583n

17r “Crazy Jane on 
the King”

King Nualas ivory magic boat
On Udan Adan lay a float

WFMP 
582–83

17v Revision of text 
opposite?

O King Nuala & his boat
On Udan Adan lake a float

WFMP 
586–87

18r “Crazy Jane on 
the King”

O King Nuala green glass boat
On Udan Adan lake a float

WFMP 
584–85

18v Revision of text 
opposite?

The sevene sages wait the ship
O the finger on the lip

WFMP 
590–91

19r “Crazy Jane on 
the King”

Did Nualas ship of glass
Over Udan Adan pass?

All cancelled WFMP 
588–89

19v [Blank]
20r “Crazy Jane on 

the King”
The childs The bad girl’s 
refusal to cheer for the King
King Nuala

All cancelled WFMP 
592–93
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Rapallo C (NLI 13,580)

Folio Description
Title/
section

First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

20v Text revising 
opposite

A man found if I held him there
When my arms were yet alive

WFMP 
460–61

21r “Three Things” For this thing I held lif [sic] dear
Sang a bone cast up on the shore

WFMP 
458–59

21v Rhyme notes bless | ness | less | yes | ches | dress WFMP 463n
22r “Three Things” Three dear things that I think 

on yet
Cried a bone cast up on the shore

WFMP 
462–63

22v Text revising 
opposite

I
O cruel death give three things 
back
Sang a bone upon the shore

WFMP 
462–63

23r “Three Things” I
O cruel death give three things 
back
Cried a bone cast on the shore

All cancelled WFMP 
464–65

23v “Crazy Jane on 
the King”

Then I thought some great event
Had called him up & hither sent

WFMP 
596–97

24r “Crazy Jane on 
the King”

Yester night I saw in a vision
Those Long bodied Tuatha de 
Dannan

WFMP 
594–95

24v “Crazy Jane on 
the King”

I
Cracked Mary’s Vision

Yesternight I saw in a vision

Date: 
Feb 24

WFMP 
598–99

25r “The Nineteenth 
Century and 
After”

Though that great song return 
no more
There’s keen delight in what 
we have

Date: 
March 2

WFMP 
264–65

25v Text revising 
opposite

When I saw them dancing there
& Some sort of Indea dance it 
seemed

WFMP 
378–79

26r “Crazy Jane 
Grown Old 
Looks at the 
Dancers”

I dreamed I saw them dancing 
there
Love is like the lower of the lily

WFMP 
376–77

26v Text revising 
opposite?

I saw in a crowd of dancers
In bitter sweetness of their youth

WFMP 
380–81

27r “Crazy Jane 
Grown Old 
Looks at the 
Dancers”

When she—although it seemed 
she played
I knew if all for murder truth

WFMP 
382–83

27v Revised version 
of opposite

Cracked Mary & the dancers
I

I found that ivory image there
Dancing with her his chosen 
youth

Date:
March 6

WFMP 
386–87
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Rapallo C (NLI 13,580)

Folio Description
Title/
section

First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

28r “Crazy Jane 
Grown Old 
Looks at the 
Dancers”

Cracked Mary & the dancers
I

I found a couple dancing
In bitter sweetness of their youth

All cancelled WFMP 
384–85

28v ?Revision for 
opposite

Your husband now I sing to her WFMP 
508–509

29r “Those Dancing 
Days Are Gone”

What songs I made that 
woman there
That is a wretched crone

WFMP 
506–507

29v Revising 
opposite?

What can I sing but what I know
Though this be my last song

WFMP 
512–13

30r “Those Dancing 
Days Are Gone”

I’ll sing into that woman ear
There all her dancing gone

WFMP 
510–11

30v [Almost blank] 5 | 6 | 7 | 5
31r “Those Dancing 

Days Are Gone”
I

Come let me sing into your ear
Those dancing days are gone

Date: 
March 8

WFMP 
514–15

31v Continuing 
opposite

Thus sang | sleap | alarm | 
deep | bed | arms
Thus a mother sang to sleap

WFMP 
472–73

32r “Lullaby” As Paris slept
That first night

WFMP 
470–71

32v “Lullaby” Sleap beloved sleap
Sleap where you have fed

All cancelled WFMP 
474–75

33r “Lullaby” Beloved may your sleap be sound
That have found it where you

WFMP 
476–77

33v Revision for 
opposite

Found the potions work being 
done
When birds could sing, when 
dear could weep

Most 
cancelled

WFMP 
480–81

34r “Lullaby” Sleap beloved such a sleap
As Tristan that famed forester 
fell

All cancelled WFMP 
478–79

34v Revision for 
opposite

Such sleap as Leada tried to 
guard
When Eurotas bank

Most 
cancelled

WFMP 
482–83

35r “Lullaby” Sleap beloved such a sleap
As did that wild Tristan know

WFMP 
484–85

35v [Unpublished 
poem: “Wisdom 
& Knowledge”]

Wisdom & Knowledge (or 
John Hermit & his friends)
John Hermit stays at home for he

Date: March 
29 [?27]
twice

IY 166, 
YAACTS17 
2–3

36r “Lullaby” Lullaby
I

Beloved may your sleap be sound

Date:
March 1929

WFMP 
486–87
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Folio Description
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First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

36v Continues & 
substitutes 
opposite

IV
Bring me to that wall for he

WFMP 
330–31

37r “Crazy Jane and 
the Bishop”

Crack Mary & the Bishop
II
Nor was he the bishop when 
his ban

WFMP 
328–29

37v Substitutes 
opposite

I
I care not what the sailors say

Date: 
March 27

WFMP 
338–39

38r “Crazy Jane 
Reproved”

I care not what the sailors say WFMP 
336–37

[Unpub: “Mrs 
Phillamore”]

Mrs Phillamore
“I learned to think in a man’s way

Hone 415, 
YAACTS17 13

38v “The Scholars” Shuffle there, cough in the ink
Wear out the carpet with your 
shoes

WSC 93n

39r “Crazy Jane and 
the Bishop”

Cracked Mary & the Bishop
           I
Bring me to the chapel wall
That at midnight I may call

WFMP 
332–33

39v “Girl’s Song” Girl song
A met an old man yeterday [sic]

WFMP 
404–405

40r “Girl’s Song”           I
I went out alone
To sing a song or two

WFMP 
406–407

40v [Blank]
41r “Girl’s Song” Girls Song

         I
I went out alone 
To sing a song or two

Date: 
March 29

WFMP 
408–409

41v “Young Man’s 
Song”

My love must be at last
Even like the old crone

WFMP 
390–91

42r “Young Man’s 
Song”

Stupid fool
The world was not yet

WFMP 
392–93

42v “Young Man’s 
Song”

When the world was not yet
That stalking thing I saw

WFMP 
394–95

43r “Young Man’s 
Song”

Abashed by that report
For the heart cannot lie

WFMP 
396–97

43v Revising 
opposite

“Uplift those eyes & throw
Those glances unafraid

WFMP 
400–401

[Unpub: Mrs 
Phillamore]

Mrs Phillamore
“I learned to think in a mans way”

Hone 415, 
YAACTS17 13

44r “Young Man’s 
Song”

Young mans Boys song
She will change I cried

WFMP 
398–99

44v “Love’s 
Loneliness”

Old fathers great grand fathers
Rise as kindred should

WFMP 
452–53



279Rapallo Notebook C: Appendix

Rapallo C (NLI 13,580)
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section

First line of page 
(uncancelled) Note Pub.

45r “Young Man’s 
Song”

Young Mans Song
She will change I cried

WFMP 
402–403

45v “His Confidence” on corners of the eye
wrote I much

WFMP 
412–13

46r “His Confidence” shame | side | came | tide
All loves cruelty
Paid my side

WFMP 
410–11

46v “His Confidence” with
on corners of the eyes
Daily wrote

WFMP 
416–17

47r “His Confidence” I broke my heart in two
None other struck

WFMP 
414–15

47v “Her Anxiety” Earth in beauty dressed
Awaits returning spring

WFMP 
420–21

48r “His Confidence” I
Unending love to buy

WFMP 
418–19

48v Notes for 
opposite

room  come | tear | Tomb | 
day | say ray | high | there | 
sky | hair
I cut the locks of youth away

WFMP 
440–41

49r “Her Dream” I dreamed, on my bed I lay
Midnight and its wisdom come

WFMP 
438–39

49v “Symbols”         Symbols
A storm battered world old Tower
The blind hermit rings the hour

WFMP 
236–37

50r “Her Dream” I dreamed as in my bed I lay
Nights fathomless wisdom come

WFMP 
442–43

50v “Love’s 
Loneliness”

Old Fathers, great grand Fathers
Rise as kindred should

Date: 
April 17

WFMP 
454–55

51r “Symbols”             Symbols | I
A storm beaten old watch-tower

Ref. 
WFMP 237

WFMP 444

“Her Dream”            Berenice
I dreamed as in my bed I lay

WFMP 
444–45

51v [Unpublished] I thought to have crept up him 
there

YAACTS17 6

“His Bargain” Before the almighty will | had 
unbound

WFMP 
424–25

52r [Unpublished] Heavy the bog & the wind is high
The wind is high & the arrows 
few

YAACTS17 5

52v Notes for 
opposite

Before heavy hours unwound
From times [?great] spindle shaft

WFMP 
428–29

53r “His Bargain” Before I saw times spindle
Turn once round

WFMP 
426–27

53v “His Bargain” Plato describles [sic] a spindle
Some body twirls round

WFMP 
430–31
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First line of page 
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54r “His Bargain” I made & will not break it,
And time had not begun

WFMP 
432–33

54v Revised version 
of opposite

Who talks of Plato’s spindle;
What set it it [sic] whirling 
round?

WFMP 
436–37

55r “His Bargain” Who talks of Plato’s spindle;
What set it whirling round

WFMP 
434–35

“The Two Trees” There through the bough 
bewildered light
And there the loves a circle go,
That flaming circle flaring 
circle of our day

55v Revision for 
opposite

crouched alone upon | the bare 
hill side

WFMP 
448–49

56r “Love’s 
Loneliness”

Grandfathers great grand fathers WFMP 
446–47

56v “Love’s 
Loneliness”

Old Fathers, great grand fathers Circum-
scribed by 
wavy lines

WFMP 
450–51

[Unpublished] When Natures dark bride
Can no longer hide

YAACTS17 7, 
WFMP 450

57r [Unpublished] Intellect at last
After [?bold] holds fast

YAACTS17 8

57v [Unpub: The 
Daimon & the 
Celestial Body]

The Daimon & the Celestial Body
When Nature holds his bride

All cancelled YAACTS17 9

58r [Unpub: The 
Passionate & 
Celestial Body]

The Passionate & Celestial Body
Imaginations bride

YAACTS17 
10–11

58v [Blank]
59r [Unpublished] Imaginations bride

Having thrown aside
YAACTS17 
12

59v A Vision notes (1) Note (1) | 
When automatic script began, 
a spirit said the “Funnell” 
contains “no images”.

60r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(1) cont. reality of this state, though 
[?dreamed].…

(2) (2) | Husk is light (though also 
hearing etc.).…

(3) (3) | After death the Spirits act 
in common.…
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First line of page 
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60v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(3) cont. Identical with the ends of 
human endevour they are 
ceaselessly present to the 
human mind…

61r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(3) cont. A spirit spoke of the form of 
art as “correspondential” to 
the state of the dead.

(4) May 26 (4) | The spirit 
last night after giving sign 
confirmed statement that 
spirits.…

Date: 
May 26

61v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(4) cont. Can I consider “dreams” 
as our emotion acting [to] 
connect with what remains 
“sensuous”.…

(5) (5) | Who are the Teaching 
Spirits of the Return?

62r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(5) cont. Am I to assume that the 
Teaching Spirits are beings 
who have passed beyond our 
sphere.…

(6) (6) | In comment on (2). The 
Images (PB) grow contingent 
more & more after death.…

62v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(6) cont. & from Husk which gave them 
separate existence.

63r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

[(7)], 
(7)

7 | I am tempted to transfer 
light from Husk to P.B. by the 
fact Spirits speak of dreaming 
back forms etc as in light.

63v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(7) cont. seems [?unlimited] & limited 
perception.

64r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(7) cont. primary two freedoms, that of 
the individual that of the one.…

(8) 8. | Light so understood is 
Astral Light.…

64v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(8) cont. “Astral light” the stream 
of images can be assumed 
as becoming pure 
undifferentiated.…

65r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(8) cont. We say that PB persists in the 
“Dreaming Back” but what 
persists is PB imobalized by 
Spirit.…
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65v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(8) cont. The Daimon is Spirit fully 
expressed in Matter (PB)

All cancelled

66r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(8) cont. I must distinguish between the 
forms expressed, drawn forth 
out of the light.…

66v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

(8) cont. or perhaps | Husk = Expression. 
B.B. [sic] Potential form | In 
which case the daimon

Sleep [sleep] an unpleasant but important 
interview with Dionertes. He 
was petulant & distressed–

67r Sleep (cont.) [sleep 
cont.]

was to ephemeral for such 
a word. Then he objected 
to a careless phrase of mine 
about.…

67v Sleep (cont.) [sleep 
cont.]

must think out for myself.

A Vision notes 
(cont.)

Notes June | Expiation 
A Spirit joined to its C. B lives 
through its life.…

Date: June

68r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

[cont.] are symbols, is metaphoric 
because it is seperated from the 
Record & has memory alone.

68v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

[cont.] The system denies I think the 
existence of anything which we 
know unconsciously.

69r A Vision notes 
(cont.)

[cont.] Is not sympathy itself a 
reversal of being but voluntary 
whereas that in expiation is 
involuntary.

69v A Vision notes 
(cont.)

[cont.] phases of the daimon—its life 
constituting a year—28 phases 
devided into 12. We are in.…

70 Missing 
pages—8 strips

71
72
73
74
75
76
77
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78r Contents Contents | Introduction 
to Great Wheel. page 13 
(detached from rest) | Soul in 
Judgement (continued from 
loose leaf book) 12 pages

Upside 
down

78v Title page Diary Diary [larger written 
over smaller]

Upside 
down

0 Conservation leaf
0 Conservation leaf
Inside Patterned board
Cover Patterned board Finished June or July 1929 Date:

June/July 
1929





A Review of Yeats on Theatre
by Christopher Morash

Christopher Morash, Yeats on Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2021), pp. 250, ISBN: 9781316515389.

Reviewed by John Haidar

Building on his critically acclaimed A History of Irish Theatre: 1601–2000 
(2002) and The Oxford Handbook of Modern Irish Theatre (2016),1 coedited 
with Nicholas Grene, in Yeats on Theatre, Christopher Morash advocates for 
W. B. Yeats’s achievement not only “in” theatre but—as his title suggests—“on” it 
as central to an understanding of his oeuvre. Morash carefully considers Yeats as 
writer, producer, manager, and critic and—contrary to Louis MacNeice’s belief 
that he “does not seem [...] to have been properly a dramatist”2—consequently 
subverts the prevailing critical discourse, arguing that “theatre in performance 
is his paradigmatic form” (167).

Morash profiles the company that Yeats keeps in the development of the 
Irish Literary Revival, carving out a physical space in the form of the Abbey 
and an ideological one in his endorsement of a new dramatic movement. While 
George Bernard Shaw and John Millington Synge feature prominently, Yeats’s 
status as a “playwright who wrote poetry” (167) is emphasised in terms of a 
literary osmosis of international theatrical influences and his philosophical 
framework that seeks a “language for something that goes beyond the purely 
physical” (22). Morash even evokes Antonin Artaud as a figure who parallels 
Yeats’s radical dramaturgy, which—for both writers—results in the creation and 
production of plays with a chequered performance history. Additionally, one 
of the book’s great strengths is its inclusion of Yeats’s criticism, signposting his 
preoccupation with dramatic form; though, historically, this material has been 
dispersed, here it is collated into a single volume. Indeed, Morash’s assertion 
that Yeats wrote “forty-eight separate pieces” (52) of theatre criticism between 
1899 and 1909 reveals a disproportionate level of scholarship afforded to this 
material, especially compared with other aspects of his writing.

Unlike previous studies—including Katharine Worth’s The Irish Drama 
of Europe from Yeats to Beckett (1978)3—one of Morash’s innovations is to 
propose an alternative timeline for Yeats’s theatrical breakthrough. Usually 
believed to be in 1899, with the inaugural production of the Irish Literary 
Theatre—premiering Yeats’s play, T he Countess Cathleen—in fact, Morash 
suggests, we should focus on the premiere of Yeats’s earlier work, The Land of 
Heart’s Desire, in 1894. Crucially, this was first produced in London, rather 
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than Dublin, indicating a cosmopolitan influence at “the point at which the 
theatre becomes a central preoccupation” for him, indebted to Villiers de l’Isle-
Adam’s Axël, which Yeats had seen—and reviewed in The Bookman—in Paris 
earlier that year (15).

As well as focusing on the collision of comedy and tragedy in contemporary 
plays that catalyse Yeats’s writings, whether creative or critical—perhaps most 
notably his remarks on Synge’s 1905 drama, The Well of the Saints (88)4—
Morash also analyses Yeats’s concept of total theatre via an interrelation of 
speech and movement. In fact, Morash speaks directly to the tide of academic 
opinion that dismisses Yeats’s plays when he conjects that “[p]erformed speech 
on its own may not be sufficient to constitute drama” (17). This sensibility 
inspires Yeats to write plays such as At the Hawk’s Well (1916) or The Cat 
and the Moon (1917), which seize on the “vital notion,” as Worth posits, of a 
“musical structure such as the Symbolists had dreamed of,” filtered through the 
Japanese Noh plays but “with Wagnerian force.”5 From this point, Yeats develops 
a style of choreography that is no longer an accessory to dramatic narrative but 
rather an integral part of it; pivotal moments are not necessarily created by an 
act of speech but, instead, by the body in motion. Morash’s proposition, then, 
is that Yeats explicitly questions the value of words when juxtaposed with a 
physical form of expression. This is true, for instance, in The Dreaming of the 
Bones (1919) when “the play does not so much end as dissolve in a dance” (33) 
or in The Cat and the Moon when the Saint asks the Lame Man, “[w]hat do 
you want words for?”6

In Morash’s research on theatrical objects, Yeats emerges as a writer who 
spent his life trying to decipher, describe, and cultivate spaces of betweenness, 
with masks or props as mediators. These gaps, middles, nowheres in drama 
and poetry are excavated as sites of the play or the poem, as interstitial and 
infinitesimal regions of possibility. However magisterial Morash’s argument 
can get, though, it is not bombastic, articulating instead a kind of diligent 
curiosity, mirroring Yeats’s own, particularly in his emphasis on “revision” 
that, “for Yeats, was thinking” (26). Such “revision,” Morash indicates, becomes 
synonymous with dislocation from language, relying on movement but also on 
colour, light, and silhouette. This painterly approach is demonstrated as early 
as 1902 when Yeats formulates definite principles for the use of colour in his 
“decorative staging” (130). Morash quotes Heather C. Martin on the formidable 
task of dramatising “eternity which is a formless darkness, undifferentiated, 
unknowable, and indescribable”7 before he makes an incisive comparison 
with the monolithic artworks of the abstract expressionists, Mark Rothko and 
Barnett Newman, who evoke their “spiritual states with solid fields of colour, 
beyond both representation and geometry” (131). Indeed, this comparison, 
anachronistic though it may be, attempts to restore Yeats as a key—though 
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often overlooked—figure in a decidedly modernist artistic movement with 
another central proponent with whom he collaborated, Edward Gordon Craig. 
Morash claims that “Craig provided Yeats with both a theory and a practice 
for a distinctive visual language of the theatre” (135) through which Yeats 
redefines the power of objects and, especially, masks. In view of this, he is right 
to document Yeats’s production note to The Hour-Glass (1914) where he writes 
that the Fool wears “a mask [...] by Mr. Gordon Craig which makes him seem 
less a human being than a principle of the mind.”8 Morash also quotes Gregory 
N. Eaves—“the wearing of the mask opens up a theatrical space in between 
opposing worlds, as their hinge”9—to suggest that this idiosyncratic theatrical 
endeavour derives from, or is situated in, the gaps it exhibits between mask and 
face, character and actor, word and meaning.

In his final chapter, Morash expertly draws attention to Yeats’s understanding 
of his audience, categorised as “real,” “imagined,” or “magical.” Within his 
theatre, Morash writes, Yeats conceives of the “real, flesh-and-blood assembly 
of women and men gathered to see a play, and another, imaginary [or ideal] 
audience, whose image might be the sea, a wild horse, a lone fisherman, or 
‘a people’,” beyond which lies another audience, a “magical” one (186). While 
it may appear to be an obfuscating conclusion to draw, it speaks to Yeats’s 
belief in magic as a coherent mode of thought, through which he reimagines 
the underlying principles of drama and its reception. Breaking away from 
mimesis and the logic of realism, as Julian Breandán Dean demonstrates, 
Yeats’s appropriation of Tarot archetypes—including the Emperor, the Fool, 
and the Magician—“connect[s] to an enchanted ideal, and by projecting 
them on an affective rather than cognitive level, he attempts to subsume the 
audience in an esoteric transnationalism that would be a new religious centre 
for Ireland.”10 Through its occult potentiality, then, Yeats’s theatre seeks to 
remake the world in its image. As Morash makes clear, the “magical” audience 
is Yeats’s most complex intervention “in” and “on” theatre but also “its most 
radical dimension” and “the closest he comes to a firm conceptual ground in 
all of his aesthetics; and it is in this sense that his thought can be considered 
fundamentally theatrical” (191). As with so much of his thinking—poetic or 
otherwise—Yeats’s exploration is not only “on” theatre, it is through it.

Morash locates the “site” of Yeats’s plays through the “eye of the mind” of an 
audience of “active participants as opposed to passive voyeurs,” quoting Jacques 
Rancière.11 In pursuit of this, Yeats demands that his audience learn from—
rather than be seduced by—onstage images. Ultimately, this has led some critics 
to the conclusion that the plays are dramatically ineffective, that metaphysical 
theatre is an elegant theoretical model but one a “real” audience resists when it 
comes to performance, “a symbolic system so idiosyncratic and ultimately so 
personal” to be self-defeating (199). Morash, though, makes the case that Yeats’s 
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theatre might be saved from abstraction by taking his metaphysics seriously but 
not literally, by considering his theatre not only as metaphysical but as a mode 
of thinking itself; it is a notion of drama that, Fintan O’Toole argues, may be 
“even more urgent in our digital and secular culture,”12 especially in plays—
such as Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902), coauthored with Lady Gregory13—where 
Yeats is conscious to locate the art of the instant, moments of spontaneity that 
produce, in his words, “intense life.”14

In 1903, Yeats wrote, “[i]f we cannot arrange much complicated action into 
a single action, our work will not hold the attention.”15 Though some of his 
playwrighting does not appear to heed his own prophetic warning, his criticism 
becomes a crucible for ideas that define drama—especially, tragic drama—in the 
infancy of Ireland’s national theatre. It must be said that, at times, Morash is so 
enthusiastic to celebrate Yeats’s achievement that he is too forgiving of the plays’ 
dramaturgical shortcomings—though he rightly praises effective “moments of 
intensity” (201) in The Hour-Glass, At The Hawk’s Well, and The Resurrection. 
Despite this, Yeats on Theatre remains a fulfilling account of the blurred lines 
between the philosophical, personal, and poetic sensibilities characterising his 
work. While I disagree that the “discouragement” and “defeat” Yeats identifies 
retrospectively in “A People’s Theatre” (1919) should not be deemed to be an 
artistic failure,16 Morash’s central thesis that Yeats found in theatre an embodied 
form of thought that can only be realised through the plays’ materiality—its 
light, colour, bodies, objects, and spaces, as well as words—should now be 
considered a cornerstone of his compositional method.
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A Review of Transatlantic Modernism 
and the US Lecture Tour, 

by Robert Volpicelli

Robert Volpicelli, Transatlantic Modernism and the US Lecture Tour    
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), pp. 218, ISBN: 9780192893383.

Reviewed by Zoe Rucker

As Volpicelli recounts in his chapter on “W. B. Yeats as Irish Cultural 
Diplomat” in his new monograph, Transatlantic Modernism and the 
US Lecture Tour, when Yeats first arrived in New York to commence his 

first American lecture circuit, one reporter’s prodding question over his dislike 
for Rudyard Kipling, “The reigning poet of the English Empire,” prompted 
Yeats to let slip “an undisclosed ‘Irish remark’” (57).  Consequently, Volpicelli 
tells us, Yeats spent the first few days worrying that the next day’s newspaper 
would read: “‘Yeats desires Kipling’s [sic] death’” (57).  This rather humorous 
anecdote is one of many in Volpicelli’s new book, which draws upon extensive 
archival research and presents a wealth of previously unpublished material, 
which he skillfully martials into this illuminating and insightful monograph. 

Transatlantic Modernism and the US Lecture Tour is the first full-
length study of its kind. Across five chapters, which each examine one of five 
modernist writers’ experiences and aims on their respective lecture tours of 
America, Volpicelli explores “the way the US lecture tour functioned as a far-
reaching system of literary and cultural distribution during the modernist 
period” (3). As Volpicelli outlines in his introduction, each chapter examines 
a particular modernist writer through the lens of the individual performative 
role that Volpicelli suggests they developed for the specific purposes of the 
lecture tour: (Wilde) the circus curiosity, (Yeats) the international diplomat, 
(Tagore) the spiritual guru, (Stein) the social documentarian, and (Auden) the 
wartime correspondent.  

Volpicelli’s chapter on Yeats is particularly timely, given the increasing 
interest within Yeatsian scholarship in addressing the poet’s role as cultural 
ambassador and his engagement with public life.   In terms of the latter, this 
interest has notably manifested in the form of Elizabeth Cullingford’s Yeats, 
Ireland, and Fascism (1981)1 and Marjorie Howe’s Yeats’s Nations: Gender, 
Class, and Irishness (2010) 2, which concludes with a chapter examining Yeats’s 
senatorial work and his attraction to eugenics. While the image of Yeats as 
the reclusive intellectual, descendant from the Anglo-Protestant ascendancy, 
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who hid away in his castle tower and in his friends’ great country houses still 
pervades in the minds of many readers, approaches like Volpicelli’s remind us 
that even one of the most apparently “impersonal” modernist figures could not 
completely seclude himself from interaction with the masses, or from forms of 
mass media, if he was to forward a career in the modern world. It is sometimes 
easy to forget that the great poets of high modernism were not financially 
invincible and often depended upon literary patrons or “day jobs.” As Volpicelli 
recounts, Yeats’s impetus for taking on lecture work was for the most part 
financial, with goals including repaying a debt to Lady Gregory or putting a 
new roof on his Irish castle, Thoor Ballylee—which further conveys the idea 
that his lecturing was a means to some other end. However, Volpicelli’s research 
is also propelled by the fact that if these authors were embarking on these paid 
lecturing ventures to market their work, they also had to market themselves 
by performing an authorial persona that would capture the imaginations and 
affections of their audiences from the lecture stage.

In his seminal study The Institutions of Modernism (1999), Lawrence Rainey 
has previously explored different modes of authorial self-fashioning across 
the various mediums and institutions that were integral to the dissemination 
and eventual canonisation of what became “modernist” literature.3 Within 
the transnational context, a popular focus has, of course, been upon the 
centrality of small press periodicals or “little magazines”4 or, more recently, 
the prevalence of mass market periodicals (Sigler, 2022) and newspapers to 
authorial circulation and eventual canonization.5  Volpicelli’s focus upon the 
lecture tour as a medium of literary-cultural transmission, however, revivifies 
and adds a new dimension to the examination of modernist authorial self-
fashioning through his particular interest in the physical, embodied movement 
of authors and their work across borders that the transatlantic lecture tour 
involves.  In his first chapter on Oscar Wilde’s cultivation of a kind of “circus 
curiosity” persona, Volpicelli unpacks how the Irish Wilde, boldly donning his 
“aesthete ‘costume’—consisting of a purple velvet jacket, stockings, and buckled 
shoes” topped off, of course, with his iconic shoulder-length hair, addressed 
his American audiences through a Barnumesque-inspired circus curiosity 
appearance (27).

On his own first American lecture tour, nearly twenty years later, Yeats 
embraced something of the exotic and romanticised form of Irishness that his 
predecessor had offered Americans.  According to Volpicelli, although Yeats 
maintained a relatively muted physical appearance in comparison to Wilde, 
he did endeavour to embody this vision of the romanticised bardic Irish poet 
through his voice, which those who have encountered recordings of his poetic 
readings might interpret as his rendition of “ancient Irish minstrel traditions” 
(61). In such comparisons, Volpicelli reveals another line of influence, which is 
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often overlooked, running from Wilde to Yeats. In doing so, he also highlights 
another manner and medium through which modernist figures like Yeats can 
be observed to be fashioning themselves both according to and against the 
models set down by their predecessors. 

I would argue that Volpicelli’s most meaningful contributions to the realm 
of Yeats scholarship manifest through his research on how this international, 
American context served an early rehearsal stage for the public, political 
persona that many scholars usually consider having emerged much later in 
Yeats’s career.  As Volpicelli nicely concludes: 

on the circuit, the poet learned that he had to translate himself and his ideas 
about Irish culture into more approachable forms if he was to circulate 
himself, continuously, in this especially complex landscape.  Such a demand 
applied, Yeats found out by the end of his tour, even when he was speaking 
to more familiar [Irish-American] audiences.  One might say, then, that Yeats 
ended his first tour by essentially translating Ireland for itself — a sign of just 
how nuanced his work as a poet-diplomat, in this age of internationalism and 
mass migration, had become. (79)

Indeed, Volpicelli’s formulation of the international lecture tour as a space 
in which the poet could rehearse provisional versions of authorial image 
brings to light another “institution of modernism” by which authors of 
Yeats’s stature could fashion and refashion their public authorial images.  In 
particular, Volpicelli demonstrates the importance of the transnational context 
to Yeats’s  finally nationalist programme, highlighting another conduit of 
crosscultural influence that has not been sufficiently recognised and explored. 
Although it is sometimes difficult to reconcile the two versions of Yeats—
the reclusive poet and the public man—Volpicelli’s research furthers our 
understanding of the process by which the former became the latter. 

While the merits of Volpicelli’s study are certainly numerous, the 
monograph’s rigid chapter organisation is slightly too decided. As Volpicelli 
formulates it, each of his chosen authors is examined along the lines of a 
singular role, which he sees them performing for the most part continuously 
across the vast expanse of the US tour destinations they visited.  Perhaps 
the breadth of personalities an author might take while engaging with such 
a diverse range of audiences is implicitly expressed through the fact that 
Volpicelli considers five different authors; however, his manner of strictly 
assigning one role per author stops short of fully and sensitively engaging 
with the “malleability of self-presentation” which he argues the lecture tour 
reveals (20). This is especially true of the chapter on W. H. Auden, in which the 
context of Auden’s transnational identity is relatively overlooked in reference 
to how his sometimes-ambiguous cultural allegiances between the two sides of 
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the Atlantic might have influenced the manner of persona he “performed.” 
In his introduction, Volpicelli aptly points to sociologist Erving Goffman’s 
concept of the “lecture,” highlighting the dichotomy between a lecture’s 
“textual self,” and the performer of the text, or its “animator.” “There can of 
course be notable slippages,” Volpicelli writes, “between these two aspects of 
the lecturer’s identity; [but the primary interest] is in how the latter mediates 
the former in an act of self-constitution that codifies a specific image of the 
author for the audience” (10).  Yet, in light of this, Volpicelli himself largely 
seems to neglect the fact that if one’s personal identity is constantly to be 
negotiated, self-constituted, and reconstituted, it is an oversimplification to 
portray one’s “lecturing identity” as essentially constant rather than a series 
of provisional personae. Thus, while Volpicelli’s chapter-length treatments 
of each of the five authors he engages with are excellent in establishing the 
importance of this medium of literary and crosscultural transmission to 
each of these canonical modernists’ careers, I would like to see a number of 
strands of exploration, which Volpicelli’s work paves the way for, teased out 
in future author-specific studies. 

 Further considerations of Yeats in this manner would do well to study the 
texts —as far as they are available—of the actual lecture speeches Yeats delivered. 
Although Volpicelli does point out the differences between Yeats’s approach 
towards audiences in areas with higher levels of Irish American populations 
and larger, more impersonal audiences such as that at Carnegie Hall, it would 
be interesting to see how the language of his addresses change relative to the 
contexts of different regional audiences within America.   Such research may 
reveal a higher level of variety among the various forms of “personae” which 
Yeats can be seen to “test out” across the three lecture tours he embarked on 
between 1903–1904 and 1932–1933. For instance, there is a substantially 
noticeable difference between the version of himself which T. S. Eliot presented 
and performed in his 1933 lecture at the University of Virginia, which later 
became the notoriously troubling After Strange Gods, and the version of 
himself which returned to his alma mater, Harvard University, to deliver his 
Norton lectures on “The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism.” It is more than 
a coincidence that Eliot, always acutely aware of his audiences, chose to voice 
some of his more prejudiced opinions before the then largely conservative, 
southern white agrarian audience he knew he would meet in Virginia. In this 
sense, even the poet of impersonality can be observed to drastically change his 
lecture persona between audiences or, indeed, to “prepare a face to meet the 
faces that you meet.”6 

In all, however, it should be reiterated that this is a superbly researched 
book that brings previously unpublished materials to light while also adding 
a previously neglected medium of cultural transmission to the momentum 
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behind the still incomplete transnational turn in modernist studies. I will be 
keen to see the many directions of further scholarship in this area that future 
scholars delve into, following Volpicelli’s lead. 
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Reviewed by Tara Stubbs

For readers who are familiar with the work of Jahan Ramazani, Poetry 
in a Global Age is a logical extension of his general approach, which 
combines serious attention to the detail of a text with a searching and 

expanding sense of the “global.” To that end his latest book, “[w]ithout aspiring 
to comprehensiveness, […] raises a series of questions that are meant to select 
tranches of its larger subject for close analysis” (22). While Ramazani asserts 
on the first page of this carefully argued study that “[t]he making of a poem, 
as of a pencil, amalgamates, reshapes, and compresses materials that span large 
swaths of the globe” (1), he also notes that, unlike the analogous pencil, “[i]t 
can be difficult to keep a poem fastened exclusively to a place; even as it evokes 
a site, it darts in multiple directions” (57). It is no surprise, then, that Yeats—
whose poems “span large swaths of the globe” and whose work Ramazani has 
already discussed at length in Yeats and the Poetry of Death: Elegy, Self-Elegy, 
and the Sublime (1990)1—should be one of the main focuses in this book. Other 
chapters focus on poets or topics that Ramazani views as either “modernist” or 
“postcolonial,” discussing: “Poetry of the First Global War” (i.e., WWI), “The 
Local Poem in a Global Age,” “Poetry and Tourism in a Global Age,” “Modernist 
Inflections, Postcolonial Directions,” “Poetry and the Transnational Migration 
of Form,” “Poetry, the Planet and the Ecological Thought: Wallace Stevens 
and Beyond,” “Seamus Heaney’s Globe,” “Code-Switching, Code-Stitching: A 
Macaronic Poetics?,” and “Poetry, Untranslatability, and World Literature.”

The above list goes some way to underscoring the erudition, range, and 
eclecticism of Ramazani’s approach. This is not a book for readers who are new 
to poetry, or to transatlantic or postcolonial poetics. At times, Ramazani assumes 
the reader’s deep knowledge of twentieth- and twenty-first century poetry: for 
example, during a complex discussion of Agha Shahid Ali’s poem “I See Chile 
in My Rearview Mirror” in relation to “Loco-Descriptive Poetry” (72–74), 
Ramazani notes that the poem’s “countries” are “figured as colored spaces on a 
map (grimly elaborating the playfully fantastical evocations of Elizabeth Bishop’s 
‘The Map’)” (73). The lack of a citation for Bishop’s poem adds to the sense that 
readers are expected to follow, and concur with, the inferences Ramazani’s draws. 
The study is a plea for a return to the practice of close reading, and a diatribe 

  297



298 International Yeats Studies

against the “distant reading” that Ramazani fears is taking over transatlantic 
and global studies in particular. As Ramazani points out, “‘Distant reading’ is 
especially incongruous with the study of poetry, since if you’re reading poetry 
only at a distance you’re not reading it as poetry” (124). 

All the close readings in this study pay careful attention to the formal 
qualities of the poem, acting upon the assumption that the poet was aware of 
these forms when they came to write. The chapter on Yeats is no exception, 
where Ramazani’s readings of a cluster of Yeats’s poems about the “Orient,” 
broadly conceived, point to Yeats’s active engagement with forms such as the 
haiku and the tanka (150). Some of these claims seem a little stretched, as 
Ramazani himself points out, following an extended close reading of Yeats’s 
“Imitated from the Japanese” (148–50). Ramazani notes, “Even if Yeats isn’t 
deliberately engaging the Japanese tanka or tanku, he develops parallel forms 
that balance symmetric with asymmetric structures, setting two stanzas of two 
lines against one of five, and in the final quintet, three lines against a couplet” 
(150). Other mentions of Yeats’s poetry in the rest of the study draw on his 
poetic responses to World War I in relation to their complicated relationships 
with Heaney’s and Auden’s poetry of elegy (44–45); and on possible transatlantic 
and Caribbean readings of Yeats’s “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” (58–58). However, 
most of the analysis of Yeats’s poetry appears in chapter 6, a bold and confident 
reassessment of “Yeats’s Asias.”

The central question of this chapter, with its full title “Yeats’s Asias: 
Modernism, Orientalism, Orientalism,” is: “Can a canonical Western poet like 
Yeats be rethought as both orientalist and anti-orientalist, as not only interested 
in but profoundly shaped by a variety of Asian cultures—Indian, Japanese, 
Arab, and perhaps surprisingly, via Byzantium, Iranian—and if so, what are 
the repercussions for modernism and orientalist critique?” (23). Implicit 
in this chapter, and its attendant claims, is a reading of Yeats as essentially a 
“modernist” poet to be compared directly with Yeats and Eliot, and not as one 
of the “last Romantics,” as Yeats described himself in “Coole Park and Ballylee 
1931” (VP 74–75).  The chapter also sets Yeats up as a “postcolonial” poet 
through his Anglo-Irish background, by describing Yeats’s “divided allegiances 
as an Anglo-Irish writer to both English and Irish culture” as “akin to many 
other postcolonial writers with split affiliations” (147). Both claims are integral 
to Ramazani’s project, which positions Yeats as someone who draws upon the 
East in two ways—as both colonial consumer and postcolonial idealist, where 
the latter role enables him to learn from those cultures with which he finds 
analogies for his own ideas and systems. As is often the case with Poetry in a 
Global Age, readers need to go along with these claims, and to take them almost 
as fact, in order to follow the readings through.
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Though Ramazani’s chapter on Yeats doesn’t offer answers, instead opening 
the field of study and arguing for the intrinsic value of this expansiveness, it does 
ask some intriguing questions. Ramazani summarises his approach to Yeats thus:

Among his contemporaries, Yeats was the only major poet who developed 
a multifaceted interest in East, South, and West Asian cultures; as such, he 
deserves a prominent role in reconsiderations of Euromodernism’s non-
Western engagements. Scholarship on Yeats and Asia has usually focused 
on either his Indian or his Japanese investments—understandably so, given 
their longevity and depth—but what about the West Asian coordinates that 
have received less attention? What happens if we pluralize Yeats’s Asias and 
consider them together—South, East, and West? Is his Asian-facing poetry 
orientalist, anti-orientalist, or both? And how can his poetry help us rethink 
the paradigm of orientalism? (133)

This claim is worth quoting at length because it underlines firstly how 
Yeats’s interest in Asian cultures is plural—hence Ramazani’s focus on Yeats’s 
“Asias”—and how this pluralism is unique to Yeats among his contemporaries. 
To that end, one of the most interesting discussions in this chapter focuses 
on Yeats’s use of the term “Asiatic” and its links with Persian culture in “The 
Statues” (134–35). Secondly, bringing these “Asias” together reads them as less 
discrete than critics might have made them seem, perhaps unintentionally: 
Would Yeats have seen these “Asias” as distinct, Ramazani asks, and if not, 
what does this tell us about the ways that he viewed the “Orient”? While the 
chapter concludes that Yeats “took Asian cultures seriously: he engaged them, 
performed them, learned from them, and made poetry and theater enmeshed 
with them” (154), it is still attuned to the ways in which that learning might be 
accidental, or secondhand, or superficial. Often criticism takes too seriously a 
poet’s engagements with apparent “influence” in order to stress the importance 
of that influence; Ramazani’s arguments, and the study as a whole, show how 
such engagements might be contingent or provisional. Yet they are still relevant 
to a study of “modernism’s global bearings” (154), as his complex, dazzling, and 
sometimes facetious readings of poems such as “A Dialogue of Self and Soul” 
(148–49), “Byzantium” (140), “The Gift of Harun Al-Rashid” (142–45), “The 
Indian to His Love” (146), and “Lapiz Lazuli” show (139, 148).

Ramazani’s bold and complex close readings take in countries and 
continents as they go, traveling like the eponymous “poem” that moves 
from virtual to actual to imagined space, absorbing influences and ideas and 
associations. For the present reviewer, the close readings dazzle in the same 
way that Helen Vendler’s or Christopher Ricks’s do—revealing as much about 
the assuredness of the critic as of the material they are critiquing. But this might 
be Ramazani’s point: his reading, and the confidences that this betrays, will be 



300 International Yeats Studies

different from any other’s reading, and it is also informed by his experiences 
and by his travels; as he points out early in the study, his own position as an 
Iranian American critic in relation to Yeats’s “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” has 
been shaped by his experience “teaching at the Yeats International Summer 
School,” where he “even once won a Guinness for reciting the whole poem from 
memory” (59). Even the introduction concludes that “[a]nother study of the 
same subject would have pursued other paths and selected other poems” (24), 
acknowledging its own subjectivity.

Therefore, the study as a whole is valuable to readers of poetry, and to 
readers of Yeats, both as an exercise in tracing the global experiences and travels 
of a poem, and in showing how that experience will never end, so that a poem 
can never be completely understood. This viewpoint might be both liberating or 
frustrating, depending on what kind of reader or critic we are. Even our idea of 
the “global,” and our understanding of it is, as Ramazani points out, “partly given, 
partly made” (190). This knowledge that we will never get to the end of things 
offers a challenge to global poetic studies, one that is perhaps unsurmountable. 
When Ramazani discusses “the translatables and the untranslatables of lyric 
poetry” (238), he also asks us to consider the articulated and the unarticulated 
in poetics, as well as within cultures, languages, and identities.

It is unsurprising that at times in the study even Ramazani appears to be 
losing track of all of the ways in which we need to understand the lyric in a global 
age (he stresses the indefinite article here, as we are just living in one “global 
age” of many). One example is instructive. In discussing the interrelations 
between Poetry and Tourism in chapter 3, Ramazani notes: “We should heed 
the cross-cultural nuances and self-reflective energies of the simultaneously 
touristic and post-, meta-, extra-, para-, even anti-touristic poems we read” 
(100). We might ask why the prefixes stop there. Can they ever stop? Yet at 
the same time, Ramazani concedes that the pull of place, however experienced 
by readers and poets alike, will never really leave us. As he points out in the 
introduction, “The ‘nation’—as a reality, concept, ideology—isn’t ‘over,’ won’t 
disappear anytime soon, and continues to exert a powerful influence on literary 
cultures and their transmission” (10). Though the “global” continues to exert 
ever-expanding and complicating influences on the way we write, read, and 
respond to poetry, the idea of “nation” still preoccupies our minds, in both 
a familial and a political sense. Ramazani’s study shows us that we need to 
be open to the ways in which all these influences, and (potentially, infinitely) 
more, are operating on a poem—while it is conceived, while it is written, while 
it is disseminated, and while it is read.

Endnotes

1 See Jahan Ramazani, Yeats and the Poetry of Death: Elegy, Self-Elegy, and the Sublime (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990).
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The Modern Irish Sonnet: Revision and Rebellion provides the kind of short 
history offered by most anthologies and studies of the sonnet, but fur-
ther develops this to consider the variations, applications, complexities, 

and contrarieties of this form that has become almost synecdochic of poetry 
as a whole and whose hegemony, as well as Eavon Boland’s characterising of 
it as “a side-show of Empire,” may have daunted many aspiring sonneteers.1 
It is those complexities and contrarieties, Guissin-Stubbs argues, that appeal 
to Irish poets, who manipulate the possibilities of the sonnet to consider and 
challenge what constitutes Irishness and to make sometimes surprising claims 
about modern poetry and modernity. “Irish” is sensibly used to refer to those 
poets born in Ireland or making Ireland their main domicile, without further 
qualification or problematising.

Though no collection or study of the sonnet will be comprehensive, The 
Modern Irish Sonnet is more inclusive than most for the period which it 
defines as from 1900 to the present day and which it describes as book-ended 
by Yeats, MacNeice and Kavanagh, and Muldoon, Richard Murphy, and 
David Wheatley. Women poets are well represented by, among others, Eavon 
Boland, Leontia Flynn, Paula Meehan, Vona Groarke, Eiléan Ni Chuilleanáin, 
and Mary O’Malley. As well as the traditional forms, the study considers 
sonnets embedded in longer poems, poems that contain only “the whisper 
of the tradition,” and poems self-titled as sonnets “despite sharing few visual 
similarities” with the Petrarchan or English variety. The organisation is thematic 
rather than chronological or by poet, the sections are entitled Introduction; 
the Modern Irish Sonnet; Art and Artifice; Sonnet Sequences; Conversation; 
The Domestic; The Amatory Sonnet; and Conclusion, and further subdivided, 
which produces some overlapping but makes the work a more interesting and 
fluent read than many textbooks. 

Before turning to readings of specific examples of specifically Irish sonnets, 
the study considers ideas about the effect of the sonnet’s structure, in particular 
the traditional iambic pentameter and quatrains and couplet or octet and 
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sestet rhyme-schemes, and its foregrounding of form. Guissin-Stubbs deftly 
deploys critical opinion and creative practice across centuries and continents, 
considering, for example, Joseph Phelan (on the nineteenth-century sonnet) 
asserting that if form is privileged over content the imagined organic 
connection between the two in lyric poetry is lost; Don Paterson warning of 
the syllogistic structure of the sonnet: “[r]hyme always unifies sense, and can 
make sense out of nonsense,” tricking out a logic “from the shadows where one 
would not have otherwise have existed” and offering a spurious sense of unity 
of meaning; Burt and Mikics’s assertion that the closed quatrains and sestet 
of the Petrarchan sonnet give a sensation of openness “so that lyric verse has 
become a way of talking to oneself ”; Seamus Heaney half-celebrating, half-
mocking a particularly British sonnet tradition; and Phillis Levin highlighting 
the paradox of the sonnet: “here formal structures elicit spontaneous gestures, 
artifice produces colloquial rhythm, and inherited patterns summon idiomatic 
speech.”

In terms of the assumed relationship between form and content, the 
choice of the sonnet as the appropriate medium for particular subjects 
is clearly significant, but so also is the choice not to write a sonnet. This is 
illustrated in the discussion of Paula Meehan’s moving “Child Burial,” a work 
by a poet who elsewhere makes extensive use of the sonnet form. Guissin-
Stubbs finds that the poem’s unrhymed couplet structure represents the “fits 
and starts” of pained articulation, and suggests that “14 lines can’t contain 
all of its emotion.” Referring to a statement of Meehan’s about the urge 
through poetry to reconnect to the “safe and complex templates laid down 
before we even emerged onto the planet,” Guissin-Stubbs adds that “the ‘safe’ 
but perhaps too written and mannered “template” of the sonnet isn’t quite 
sufficient.”

Each of Guissin-Stubbs’s accomplished close readings aims to show the 
ways in which the modern Irish sonnet engages with sonnets of the past but 
also fashions and refashions our understanding of what the sonnet, and the 
Irish sonnet, can be. This revising and rebelling within and against an already 
conflicted form, Guissin-Stubbs argues, provides a way to think about identity 
and expression in personal, poetic, national, and transnational terms. The 
phrase “think about” is important; the study does not look for answers and 
conclusions found or posed by the sonneteers or their sonnets. It emphasises 
that while the sonnet “appears to offer a ‘problem-solving function’ through 
its internal structure of octet and sestet, or three quatrains and a couplet, this 
does not necessarily mean a working-out to conclusion. Though a sonnet, 
or a sonnet sequence, literally ends at the close of the fourteenth line, or a 
multiple thereof, the questions raised within the sonnet often linger far 
longer”; the sonnet is the perfectly imperfect form for poets to work through 
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ideas, questions, complexities, and contrarieties, but not necessarily to work 
them out.  

Sonneteers examined in the study such as Merrill Moore, Iggy McGovern, 
and Paul Muldoon rebel against and revise the traditional sonnet form until 
it is almost but not quite unrecognizable, others reject and reshape their own 
additions to the canon, as is the case of Antony Cronin’s The End of the Modern 
World, whose revisions the study traces. A section on “Conversations” provides 
some of the highlights of the study and clearly illustrates that the form known 
for its conveyed impression of the lyric I can be ventriloquial, dialogical, or 
even polyphonic. 

The Modern Irish Sonnet: Revision and Rebellion brings to light a number of 
less well-known sonnets and sonneteers and is studded with insights into many 
that are more familiar. It is a very welcome addition to the New Directions in 
Irish and Irish American Literature series, whose published volumes include 
Christopher Laverty’s Seamus Heaney and American Poetry, Daniela Theinová’s 
Limits and Languages in Contemporary Irish Women’s Poetry, Ailbhe McDaid’s 
The Poetics of Migration in Contemporary Irish Poetry and Kenneth Keating’s 
Contemporary Irish Poetry and the Canon.

Endnotes

1 Although Tara Guissin-Stubbs is the book reviews editor for International Yeats Studies, she 
played no role in and had no influence on the evaluation, editing, and publication of this 
review.  
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Reviewed by Neil Mann

Though reading itself is one of the most private acts, the marks and notes 
that readers leave on a book’s pages can provide a fascinating insight 
into that act and the impact that a text may have. The two volumes of 

Wayne K. Chapman’s “Something that I read in a book”: W. B. Yeats’s Annotations 
at the National Library of Ireland (Clemson, 2022; YANLI hereafter) present 
a comprehensive account of the annotations—including inscriptions, page 
cutting, and general alterations to the books—in the library of W. B. and George 
Yeats.1 This work is part of a larger project that takes on all the aspects related 
to the books acquired by W. B. and George Yeats, from a children’s Arabian 
Nights given to the seven-year-old Yeats by his father2 to posthumous volumes 
of Yeats’s poetry.3 As Chapman’s wide-ranging introduction clarifies, these two 
volumes focus on the annotated books, and as such only contain a selection 
of the books in the full library, which are listed in The W. B. and George Yeats 
Library: A Short-Title Catalog (WBGYL).4 Because W. B. Yeats was a writer and 
inveterate reviser, the annotations are not just related to the Yeatses’ reading, 
but also to the poet’s own work, and Chapman divides the two volumes into 
first Reading Notes and secondly, Yeats Writings (sic).5 The division, though 
unequal,6 is also almost alphabetical, owing to the “happy coincidence of Yeats’s 
surname falling at the end of the alphabet” (xxxvii).7 

Whether the two volumes are taken together or separately—and Chapman 
foresees possible separation by repeating his introductory matter in both 
volumes—they offer the student of Yeats a sense of the intellectual environment 
from which the artist’s creative world emerges, the background and influences, 
and the practicalities encountered by the publishing writer. The annotations 
bear witness to acts of reading, of reacting, of reflecting, of selecting, of thinking 
that something might be worth referring to later; the revisions in his own work 
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and the bibliographical and editorial work carried out by George Yeats provide 
a wealth of evidence about the practice of the author. 

Chapman’s two catalogues, and particularly the two volumes of YANLI, 
have been a labor of many years and of love, stretching back almost four 
decades and with the figure of the library’s latter-day custodian, Anne Yeats, 
very much present, as is her house in Dalkey, “Avalon.” Chapman’s account of 
Anne Yeats and her generosity in allowing successive academics access to her 
parents’ books and giving her own time is the warm center of his introductory 
essay.8 However, Chapman is describing “a distinctly different collection 
of books than had existed at ‘Avalon’ from 1969 to 2002” (xxxvi), and the 
differences range from the books’ arrangement and insertions to the actual 
books contained (see below).

As Chapman recounts, the Yeatses’ library was catalogued initially by 
Anne Yeats herself, with Roger Nyle Parisious assisting as an archivist; the task 
was then taken up by Glenn O’Malley at the beginning of the 1970s, but cut 
short by his premature death. The baton was passed to Edward O’Shea, who 
produced A Descriptive Catalog of W. B. Yeats’s Library (YL) in 1985,9 which was 
immediately recognized as “a research tool which will transform and strengthen 
whole areas of research,” being “not only a catalogue, but what will pass muster 
as an ad hoc marginalia for those who have at hand a good reference library.”10 
Its deficiencies and weaknesses have earned justified criticism, but it has been 
an invaluable resource. 

Chapman’s catalogue reflects the extant collection held at the National 
Library of Ireland in Dublin. After Anne Yeats’s death in 2001, her brother 
Michael and his wife Gráinne arranged for the books to be sent as a Heritage 
Donation to the National Library, and, as the library’s annual report stated, 
“it became evident that the collection, as received, did not fully match the 
O’Shea catalogue; some items listed by O’Shea were not present, and, by way of 
compensation, some items were present which are not listed in the published 
catalogue.”11 Though some books recorded in YL seem to have gone astray, as 
have inserted letters and slips, Chapman has been able to include entries for 
“two rows of George Yeats’s personal copies, isolated in the library at ‘Avalon’ 
and for that reason disregarded by O’Malley in his rudimentary list,” which 
therefore “simply never made it into YL” (xxxvi). 

Apart from this gap, however, O’Shea’s catalogue reflects the books under 
Anne Yeats’s curatorship and is as such also a historical record,12 so it is not 
wholly superseded by the new catalogues. Thus, even though Chapman’s 
YANLI is evidently seeking to amplify and improve on YL, he refers to it 
throughout, with a notation to indicate where his account is in agreement 
[∥YL] or disagreement [∦YL] with O’Shea’s. Indeed, Chapman maintains 
a one-sided dialogue with YL, noting its records and flaws, but retaining a 
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generosity of spirit, despite occasional frustrations.13 As the numbering of 
O’Shea’s volume is used to provide the NLI’s call numbers,14 it is inevitable that 
both WBGYL and YANLI should include them, but Chapman also uses YL’s 
numbers in a supplementary role, relying upon YL’s convention of adding an 
asterisk to the entries that appeared in the Yeatses’ library list from the 1920s to 
indicate a book’s presence in that listing (see xxxi).15 

Occasionally, Chapman seems to follow YL a little too closely or is forced to 
by the loss of insertions. An instance of both occurs with Henri de Jubainville’s 
Le cycle mythologique irlandais et la mythologie celtique (1057, YL *1047): 
“Flyleaf: as reported in YL, bears ‘sketches of a sword and goblets.’ | Inserted 
(but since removed), a horoscope, unidentified, bearing the birth date 22 Jan. 
1897 and the notation: ‘question Horn.’” It seems unnecessary to indicate how 
YL described the drawings and a slightly fuller new description might help 
the reader to see if the sketches relate to Yeats’s attempts to construct Celtic 
Mysteries or other symbolic research.16 As for the “horoscope,” it is clearly an 
astrological chart related to a question or “horary,” and John Kelly’s chronology 
states that Yeats visited W. T. Horton on January 22, 1897,17 while G. M. Harper 
refers to a note from Horton inviting Yeats to visit at 1:30 that day.18 Thus, 
“question Horn” is almost certainly “question Horton,” but without a copy of 
the original insertion, it is impossible to be sure.

…..
In his introduction, Chapman envisages a number of scenarios for the ways 
that these catalogues might be used by the interested student of Yeats. The 
first is using the volumes in the Kildare Street reading rooms of the National 
Library of Ireland itself—“its best use is beside those materials rather than 
apart from them” (xxxviii)—though no doubt viewed also as a preliminary 
guide to researchers about what to select and request. In this case, readers 
have the physical book and annotations, and Chapman’s volumes should serve 
as a form of map or aid to speed up selection and study. A second scenario 
is to use Chapman’s indications and transcriptions with another copy of the 
same work in the same edition (or as close as possible), in order to reconstruct 
a working idea of Yeats’s own readings and notes, as Gould foresaw with YL. In 
this case, Chapman’s indications of emphasis and underlining become crucial, 
and his transcriptions become the only source of information for handwritten 
comments, but they enable the interested reader to gain a good sense of the 
poet’s engagement with the books in question. A third scenario, and very much 
a preliminary stage in any process, is to read Chapman’s book on its own, as 
a guide to Yeats’s mind, his interests, and thought, surveying the titles that 
come up and reading through the annotations, focusing on those that promise 
more, whether theater, politics, theosophy, or whatever glints to the reader’s 
eye. As Gould commented in 1986, “Yeats’s library, as those who have used it 
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know, neither fulfils fantasies nor disappoints the enquirer. It is consistently 
challenging to preconceptions even when it rewards hunches” (YA4 269). 

Having undertaken the task of listing and transcribing the annotations in 
the Yeatses’ library, Chapman faces a number of difficult decisions. Is the task 
to record all annotations or only W. B. Yeats’s, as implied by his subtitle “W. B. 
Yeats’s Annotations at the National Library of Ireland”? Given some uncertain 
cases of handwriting, as well as the inevitable ambiguity of who underlined a 
passage or put a line in a margin, there will always be judgment calls, and most 
will be happy to trust Chapman’s sense of which annotations have the Yeatsian 
touch. In practice, Chapman usually gives us “The Annotations in the Yeatses’ 
Library at the National Library of Ireland”—admittedly a less smooth title and 
without the poet’s name stamped on it, as preferred for publishing. Chapman 
was scrupulous to include both husband and wife when titling “The W. B. and 
George Yeats Library” for the short-title catalogue,19 and though George Yeats 
is omitted from the title of the new catalogue, her presence is felt throughout 
both volumes of annotations. These vary from her bookplates and inscriptions 
to her own annotations and often lengthy copyings into books (see xl–xli). A 
third presence here is Ezra Pound, so that, despite having Yeats’s own authority 
that, in his copy of Herodotus (894, YL *885), “The Notes, markings, etc are all 
by Ezra Pound,” these marks are duly reported (see also xli–xlii). The fact that 
Yeats made such a note also indicates both his awareness that the annotations 
might interest others and a certain self-consciousness. The same is true of his 
observation in the first volume of S. Radhakrishnan’s Indian Philosophy (1672, 
YL 1663) that the underlining of “The shifting nature of the world conceals 
the stable reality” was not his own reflection on nirvana but looked to a more 
sporting kind of stables and reality: “Marked by my wife who had opened the 
book | at random to find what horse would win at Punchestown. | W.B.Y.” Such 
a comment is a useful reminder that a few of the lines or specks may not always 
mean as much as we might surmise.20 In Andrew Lang’s The Making of Religion 
(1095, YL *1085), even Chapman is unsure whether there is “a stroke or ink 
blot at ‘Dr. Charcot’ in last paragraph” (1: 257).

We know that George Yeats’s reading was also an important influence on 
her husband, through their daily conversation and shared interests, as well as 
the more special nexus of the automatic writing and the background of the 
system that produced A Vision, so it is completely appropriate that Chapman 
includes generally full accounts of her annotations. And Ezra Pound read with 
Yeats, read aloud to him, and stimulated him, not only during the winters in 
Stone Cottage, but also in London and Rapallo. The markings on the German 
text of Leo Frobenius’s Paideuma (726, YL 715), a language that Yeats did 
not know, indicate a process in which either George Yeats or Ezra Pound 
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was communicating ideas—while A Vision B shows how those ideas were 
transformed (and distorted) in Yeats’s understanding of them.21 

Other scribblers include former owners, and these are reported rather 
more according to the interest they are judged to have—they were part of the 
copy that Yeats may have read, after all. Thus, the annotations in Coventry 
Patmore’s copy of Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (412, YL 401) are outlined 
in greater detail than his notes in Laurence Oliphant’s Scientific Religion (1605, 
YL *1496) or those of an anonymous owner of Meric Casaubon’s A True and 
Faithful Relation of What Passed for Many Yeers between Dr. John Dee… and 
Some Spirits (513, YL 501).22 And even when it comes to Yeats’s own marginal 
strokes, there sometimes seems to be a similar principle. Where Yeats annotates 
to any degree, Chapman gives the corresponding text in the relevant volume, 
so that the reader can see what Yeats is responding to. Similarly, where Yeats 
underlines or puts a stroke in the margin, Chapman usually gives the text or 
some indication of the subject. In some entries, however, the references are 
only to page and line numbers, making it impossible to have any idea what is 
involved without recourse to the book itself.

To take examples somewhat haphazardly: Alfred North Whitehead’s 
Science and the Modern World (2274, YL 2258) is, as Chapman notes, 
“complexly annotated by Yeats and, naturally, is now challenging to report,” 
so even ample reporting entails selection of marks. For Oswald Spengler’s The 
Decline of the West (1989, YL 1975), along with the occasional annotations, 
underlined phrases appear in full, and many marginal strokes are accompanied 
by the relevant text. For Cesare Lombroso’s After Death—What? (1157, YL 
1145), the underlinings are spelled out in full, while the marginal lines merit 
only a brief summary. George Yeats’s notes in a copy of Il Pimandro (890, YL 
882) are summarized as a “list of hermetic works,” without specification, as well 
as a “list of waiters, porters etc. with expected tips.” Spirit-Identity and Higher 
Aspects of Spiritualism (1409, YL 1397)23 merits only the vaguer “Marginal 
strokes on pages 78, 79, 82, 83,” while various volumes of Raphael’s Ephemeris 
are described simply as “Heavily marked” (e.g., 1717, YL 1706), with “Moderate 
markings” (e.g., 1718, YL 1707; 1723, YL 1712). There is, therefore, something 
of a hierarchy of perceived interest in Chapman’s approach that is certainly 
justified but occasionally piques the reader’s curiosity rather than informing.

George Yeats had a habit of copying interesting passages into her books, 
and these are usually transcribed but seldom identified. Thus, her copy of 
Miguel de Molinos’s The Spiritual Guide (1345a, YL 1332a) contains passages 
from Leonardo da Vinci, Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici, C. W. King’s The 
Gnostics and their Remains, and Francis Bacon’s The Advancement of Learning; 
yet only the first of these is identified, and that is because she herself includes 
the author’s name. In a book on reading, it would be helpful to give more 
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indication of what these annotations indicate that George Yeats had read.24 
Elsewhere, some copied lines go noted and recognized—for example, a 
quotation from Dante’s Paradiso in Italian copied into Yeats’s 1922 Later Poems 
(2406a, YL 2382a) is translated, referred to a modern edition, and back to an 
English translation in the Yeatses’ library (2: 75–76), though at other times 
recognition leads to naming rather than quotation, so that in a copy of Ezra 
Pound’s Exultations (1630a, YL *1619a) “GY has transcribed . . . the original 
Spanish text of Lope de Vega’s ‘Song for the Virgin Mother.’” This variation 
in treatment creates a sense of unevenness, despite valid reasons for the 
difference.

This variation may be evidence of lesser interest or even a certain fatigue—
Conrad Balliet, who compiled W. B. Yeats: A Census of the Manuscripts, wrote 
of how his “project [had] been a challenge as well as a chore”25—and, reading 
through the minutiae necessary to record the appearance of these many 
volumes, it is impossible not to feel sympathy for the sheer toil involved. It 
is entirely understandable that Chapman appears inspired by Blake, Boehme, 
Swedenborg, and Landor, but seems less engaged with some of the Yeatses’ 
(even) more niche interests.

Though there is possibly some unevenness in the level of engagement with 
different books in the first volume of YANLI, it feels as if the second volume 
is where Chapman’s personal interest is more fully active. When Yeats is 
commenting on his own work, we are offered a different form of insight: the 
correction, the second guess, the revision, as well as the collaboration between 
writer, publisher, editor, and printer. It is well known that Yeats did not regard 
publication as an end point or stasis and that he continued to reconsider the 
wording and form of his works over the years, so many of the books bear 
evidence of his later thoughts. 

In particular, plays seem to have benefited from Yeats’s experience of seeing 
them in the theater, so that he seeks to amend the movement on stage, or the 
clarity or flow of the words. Books used as prompt copies, such as Bullen’s 1904 
edition of The Hour-Glass; Cathleen Ni Houlihan; The Pot of Broth (2384, YL 
2362), bear witness to the process of direction and rehearsal itself, in this case 
for The Hour-Glass, while Maunsell’s 1905 edition of the same three plays (2385, 
YL 2363), shows the poet revising the text to give a character more presence (in 
this case, Bridget in The Hour-Glass), even though these were not followed in 
any published version. Whole speeches are revised or added to Deirdre, for 
instance, in Plays for an Irish Theatre (2423a, YL 2397a) (see 2: 85–87).

W. B. Yeats’s corrected copies include both emendations of errata and 
improvements. A volume such as the 1922 Macmillan Later Poems (already 
a collection with revisions) (2406, YL 2382), shows particularly the latter. 
These are generally reported by line, for example, “P.226: line 9 of ‘Friends’ 
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revised to ‘Mind and delighted mind’ in black lead pencil (as in Later Poems, 
London 1924),” or simply “P. 287: line 2 of ‘On being asked for a War Poem’ 
revised as noted in VP (first in Later Poems, London, 1926),” which is slightly 
more tantalizing for the browsing reader. One instance elicits more engaged 
comment—“Pp. 326–27: an elaborate revision of ‘Solomon and the Witch’. . . . The 
point of all this vigorous rewriting would seem to be to produce the playfully 
hypermetric lines 7–8,” which are then quoted. There is also a more subjective 
reaction when speaking of Parkinson’s transcription: “What is lost is quite 
amazing: a graphic impression of Yeats struggling to get those two lines right,” 
justifying the reproduction of the pages in question and transcription (2: 
73–75).

Almost as interesting and authoritative are George Yeats’s corrections 
to the books in the library, some of which were followed in later editions, 
though others not, such as the corrections to Autobiographies (2334, YL 2316). 
Chapman here has common cause with O’Shea in giving prominence to 
“George Yeats’s considerable role as bibliographer and editor of W. B. Yeats’s 
work” (YL xix, cit. YANLI li). O’Shea saw Richard Finneran’s writing about and 
practice in editing Yeats as calling “into question George Yeats’s role as editor,” 
and hoped his catalogue would “make possible an intelligent discussion of the 
issue” (YL xix, cit. YANLI li).26 Chapman gives further evidence and support 
for accepting George Yeats’s input in most cases, as outlined in his introduction 
(li–lii) and appendix II (2: 183).27 Major sources for the dating of the poems 
include George Yeats’s copy of Macmillan’s 1933 edition of The Collected Poems 
(2344, YL 2323), where she notes that “The poems that have been dated in 
pencil | in this book are dated by authority of MSS” (2: 11).28

One unusual form of intervention comes in the treatment of the books 
related to Yeats’s activity editing The Oxford Book of Modern Verse. Here we see 
the work that went into reading and selecting the poems included in that rather 
controversial volume, and the testimony is found both in annotated tables of 
contents and in the negative space left by excised candidates for inclusion in the 
anthology. A more complete version of this cut-and-paste technique is seen in 
what Chapman terms “The ‘Paste-Pot’ Production of Later Poems (Macmillan, 
1922; Wade 134)” (2: 163–80), which puts George Yeats to the fore again, and 
brings Chapman back to bibliographic puzzles surrounding a printing of 
Responsibilities, which he first examined in an article in Yeats Annual.29 

…..
Much of this material requires some intimacy with W. B. Yeats’s work 
and life for it to be appreciated fully, but it will also draw readers into the 
genetic development of the poetry and drama, the processes of creation and 
contingencies of life. Most often, perhaps, the library in both volumes delights 
the reader with the sudden shifts and thought-provoking mix provided by 
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alphabetic accidents, as well as the variety of voices that are added to the 
Yeatses’ own. Within a few pages we can pass from Lily Yeats’s copy of Reveries 
Over Childhood and Youth (2446, YL 2414), identifying family details with 
the immediacy and directness that comes from the memory of the poet’s own 
sister, to some authorial revisions for that volume of autobiography (2447, YL 
2415), juxtaposed with poetic revisions in a copy of Macmillan’s 1921 Selected 
Poems (2449, YL 2417), and possible notes and selections for radio broadcasts 
in another copy (2449a, YL 2417a). 

The appendices will serve as further avenues for exploration: the first 
two in particular trace publishing history and the making of books with the 
patience and detail seen in Chapman’s Yeats’s Poetry in the Making. Appendix 
III is perhaps more for those with a taste for the averages of baseball or cricket 
and other statistical curiosities, presenting a summary of annotated volumes in 
terms of the library as a whole. There is a subcategory of “significantly detailed 
items” (2: 185) and lists of “Highlighted Authors and Subjects” or “Highlighted 
Writings by WBY and Edited Works,” but it does seem a little arbitrary. The “List 
of Signed and Associated Copies” in the fourth appendix gives an overview of 
the literary landscape of the early twentieth century, while the fifth appendix 
lists the volumes produced by the presses at Dun Emer and Cuala.

…..
This is a fascinating and extremely useful work as it stands; it will be 
more authoritative and reliable once numerous minor typographical and 
transcription errors and slips have been dealt with. A work such as this, with 
so many bibliographic details and textual minutiae, demands a painstaking 
meticulousness that is probably almost impossible on first publication, and 
the feedback from readers and critics will no doubt improve the accuracy 
significantly. The first volume is particularly marred by errata.30 

As an example that is not particularly egregious, Lucy M. J. Garnett’s 
Greek Folk Poesy (740, YL *731), provides an idea of the problems. The list of 
annotations includes: 

P. 487: in the footnote, the words “in Superstition, only as in vocable Powers” 
is underscored with a drawn line leading into the margin and the inscription: 
“Witchcraft | in w[hi]ch the | the greater | however | compells | the lesser.” (1: 185) 

Here the solecism of “words . . .is” is difficult to notice because of the quotation, 
while “in vocable” splits the word “invocable,” a mistake that is not immediately 
obvious to a reader. The word “compells” may look like a slip but is typical of 
Yeats’s spelling so is almost certainly right, yet it is less easy to be sure when 
a description at the end of this item renders the printed text’s “Primitive” as 
“Primative.”31 In the intervening lines, an American spellchecker is probably 
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responsible for turning the British text’s “wilful” into “willful” (twice), while 
the book’s original phrase “hence, from Material, were transformed into 
Spiritual, Beings” has been  elided in the description of “underscorings, in lines 
22 and 23, of the words ‘from Material, and Spiritual, Being,’” (or else some 
intervening quotation marks are omitted).32 

Such mistakes are not present throughout the volume, but they affect a 
significant number of entries. In the case of William Gordon Holmes’s The Age 
of Justinian and Theodora: A History of the Sixth Century A.D. (911, YL 903), the 
typographic problems come singly but include “Homes” for Homer, “Milton” 
for Milion, “Sun-gad” for Sun-god, “modious” for modius, “practice” for 
practise, and “salve” for slave. Some of these are rare words, and the automatic 
changes introduced by software after careful typing can easily go unnoticed; 
these favor American forms—such as “practice” as a verb above33—and 
standard dictionary words—so Chaucer’s “and in his hond a quene” becomes 
“and in his honed a queen” (377, YL 387). 

The worst problems come in the transcription of foreign languages, whether 
from print or handwritten annotations. The printed Latin of Cornelius Agrippa 
(23, YL 24) is mangled, as are some of Yeats’s more esoteric annotations.34 
Accents are often omitted in French or German, or adapted misleadingly, so 
that Leo Frobenius’s phrase printed “ihrer großen Organität” becomes “ihrer 
grossen Organitaet” (726, YL 715). In his notes on Balzac, it seems unlikely that 
even as bad a speller as Yeats would commit “Etudes Philosopheque” (106, YL 
106) for “philosophiques.” 

There is evidently a difference between transcribing printed text and the 
annotations in handwriting. Yet, if even printed text is not rendered correctly, 
it does throw transcriptions of handwriting into doubt. Some instances that 
are clear come when W. B. or George Yeats is copying a title or a passage. The 
relative legibility of George Yeats’s own handwriting is offset by the fact that 
she is frequently writing in foreign languages, which causes problems. Her 
copy of The Vita Nuova of Dante (488, YL *477) contains quotations from a 
lecture by Giosuè Carducci, which are badly distorted and go unrecognized, 
with Chapman commenting, “Evidently these notes were not copied from La 
Vita Nuova itself, possibly in GY’s own Italian” (1: 156).35 The quotations from 
Leonardo, Ludwig Börne, Ernest Renan, and Dante copied into a translation 
of The Paradiso of Dante Alighieri (482, YL 471) suffer similarly, and such 
things are readily checked via an internet search. Dante’s own “dolce stil 
nuovo” (sweet new style), a relatively well-known phrase, becomes “dolce stel 
nuovo,” and a quotation from La Vita Nuova gives the “esempio della sua 
bellissima figura” as “eseiapio della sua bellius cina figura” (1: 154).36 Because 
George Yeats was copying, these passages can be checked against an original 
and so we can gain a clearer sense of what she wrote or intended;37 that is not 
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the case with most of the other annotations, even in cases where the language 
being used presents fewer obstacles. In the case of a long quotation from Ernest 
Renan with several minor errors, the transcription is fortunately elucidated by 
the photographic reproduction of the relevant pages,38 and it would make sense 
if more photographic evidence of the annotations were included, particularly 
where readings are doubtful or difficult. Chapman almost seems to recognize 
this in the case of a passage from Machiavelli’s Prince, where a photograph 
shows what are described as “evidently six lines from Machiavelli (in quotes),” 
which are not transcribed.39 Attractive though it is to have diagrams of the Tree 
of Life and sketches by Jack or J. B. Yeats, these are neither by W. B. Yeats nor 
the “Reading Notes” that the volume’s title indicates, and most readers would 
probably be willing to sacrifice those illustrations for more images of Yeats’s 
actual annotations, however difficult the handwriting may be to decipher. 

Other slips come in the editorial additions or explanations. Thus, with 
volume 5 of the Collectanea Hermetica (397, YL 387), some Golden Dawn 
mottoes are mixed up, as are explications on Servius’s commentaries on the 
Ninth and Fourth Eclogues of Virgil.40 The correction of Yeats’s “comment in 
time of [= ‘on this by’] Augustus” seems both unnecessary and unjustified, as 
it refers to the period of Augustus’s ascendancy not the emperor himself. The 
listing of Yeats’s annotations is prefaced by a long comment about modern 
editions of the sources that Yeats cites and followed by a “glossary” of the 
volumes available to Yeats in his library and elsewhere, including speculated 
reading, all of which represents a level of apparatus that is not offered for any 
other work.41 

…..

 Despite such cavils, these volumes remain a rewarding source to deepen 
our understanding of the poet’s mind and captivate the reader, not least for 
the unexpected surprises that they offer. Yeats himself noted, “Muses resemble 
women who creep out at night and give themselves to unknown sailors and 
return to talk of Chinese porcelain,” and that “the Muses sometimes form in 
those low haunts their most lasting attachments” (AVB 24, CW14 19). His 
personal stock of thought and image draws on an eclectic variety of haunts 
both low and high and his Muses seem equally at ease in philosophical 
academies and shabby séances. In offering the whole range of the library and 
its annotations in such detail, Chapman has done a wonderful service to all 
of those interested in the poet.



 A Review of “Something that I Read in a Book”    317

Endnotes

1 Wayne K. Chapman’s “Something that I read in a book”: W. B. Yeats’s Annotations at the 
National Library of Ireland (Clemson, SC: Clemson University Press, 2022; YANLI hereaf-
ter). In this review, references to books in the Yeatses’ library are given by their catalogue 
number(s): the first is that of Chapman’s YANLI, which is also that of his The W. B. and 
George Yeats Library: A Short-Title Catalog (Clemson, SC: Clemson University Press, 2019; 
WBGYL), and this is followed by the number used in Edward O’Shea, A Descriptive Catalog 
of W. B. Yeats’s Library (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1985; YL); see below 
for details. Page references to YANLI itself are given in the text in parentheses as volume 
number and page number; as the introductory material is repeated in both volumes with the 
same pagination in Roman numerals, these references are not prefaced by a volume number.

2 Five Favourite Tales from Arabian Nights in Words of One Syllable (689, YL 676) contains an 
inscription “To Willy from/ his Papa 1872,” recorded in YL and mentioned in the introduc-
tion of YANLI (x), though not in WBGYL, and the item is not included in YANLI’s listings. 
There are, of course, books older than the children’s Arabian Nights in the library, both in-
herited and bought.

3 WBGYL includes a few books added to the library posthumously: Last Poems and Plays 
(London: Macmillan, 1940; WBGYL 2405, YL 2381), The Poems of W. B. Yeats, 2 vols. (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1949; WBGYL 2435, not in YL), and Joseph Hone’s biography, W. B. Yeats 
1865–1939 (London: Macmillan, 1942; WBGYL 919, not in YL), as well as copies of Rapha-
el’s Ephemeris for 1939, 1940, and 1942 (WBGYL 1732–34, not in YL). WBGYL also includes 
A List of Books Published by the Dun Emer Press and the Cuala Press founded in Nineteen 
Hundred and Three by Elizabeth Corbet Yeats (n.p.: n.p., 1943), noting that it is “Extensively 
annotated” (WBGYL 1151, not in YL); this item does not appear in YANLI, but YANLI’s 
second volume contains an appendix listing Cuala and Dun Emer books, including works 
from the 1940s and 1970s, in appendix V (2: 201–13). See also “The Library of William But-
ler Yeats: Guide for Readers,” esp. section 4, accessed at http://www.nli.ie/pdfs/mss%20lists/
yeats%20librarylistforpublic.pdf in August 2022.

4 The W. B. and George Yeats Library: A Short-Title Catalog appeared in 2006, available for 
free online at the Clemson University libraries website—https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/
cudp_bibliography/1/—and it came out as a printed book from Clemson University Press in 
2019. Of the 3,016 pieces listed in WBGYL, 744 are represented in YANLI (see ix), just under 
a quarter of the total, see appendix III (2: 185).

5 The phrase “Yeats Writings” strikes me as slightly awkward, stuck between “the Yeats library” 
(a term used by the National Library of Ireland) and “W. B. Yeats’s Writings,” a more natu-
ral phrasing. It does, however, follow the attributive use of Yeats in “Yeats manuscripts” or 
“Yeats studies.” 

6 As the page counts at the head of this review indicate, volume 1, at 542 pages, is somewhat 
less than double the length of volume 2, at 301 pages, and, putting aside the shared introduc-
tory material, more than double.  

7 As “Yeats, W. B.” even follows the rest of his own family, the annotated volumes after the gap 
are confined to a few copies of Zadkiel’s Astronomical Ephemeris, with, as Chapman implies, 
no great violence done to alphabetic orthodoxy.

8 This section recalls essays remembering George Yeats, such as Richard Ellmann’s “At the 
Yeatses” (New York Review of Books, May 17, 1979) and Donald Pearce’s memories of “Hours 
with the Domestic Sibyl: Remembering George Yeats” (Southern Review, 28:3, July 1992).

9 See note 1 for bibliographic details.
10 Warwick Gould, “Editorial Miscellany,” YA4 (1985) 269.
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11 Cited by Chapman (xxxv–xxxvi): Trustees Report 2002: Report of the Council of Trustees 
of the National Library of Ireland for the year ended 31 December 2002 (Dublin: National 
Library of Ireland, 2003), 56. It is also excerpted in appendix B in the NLI’s “The Library of 
William Butler Yeats: Guide for Readers” (see note 3).

12 As a catalogue, the contents of YL were ordered strictly alphabetically rather than the-
matically as the books were shelved; on the shelving, see W. K. Chapman’s introduction 
to WBGYL and also “W. B. and George Yeats: The Writing, Editing, and Dating of Yeats’s 
Poems of the Mid-1920s and 1930s with a Chronology of the Composition of the Poems,” 
YA15 (2002), 120–58, esp. n12.

13 The tone may seem slightly captious, for example, when it comes to the dating and appli-
cation of drafts of a letter to T. Fisher Unwin—“YL summarizes the narrative of the letters 
without realizing that the issue at hand was the difficult terms of the contract between Yeats 
and Unwin for Poems (1895)”—but YL is then quoted in extenso and given due credit for 
the summary (2: 24). YL’s testimony is all the more important because these two drafts did 
not accompany volume 1 of the Shakespeare Head Collected Works (2345, YL 2325) to the 
NLI, though Chapman evidently saw them in Dalkey and they are close to the final letter in 
Collected Letters (CL1 402–3).

14 See the NLI’s “The Library of William Butler Yeats: Guide for Readers,” para. 1 (see note 3). 
15 See also YL ix and also Edward O’Shea, “The 1920s Catalogue of W. B. Yeats’s Library,” YA4 

(1985) 279–90.
16 The Mysteries include rituals relating to Ireland’s Four Treasures, including the Sword of 

Nuada and Cauldron of Dagda, which in turn correspond to the tarot suits of swords and 
cups. See Lucy Shephard Kalogera, ‘Yeats’s Celtic Mysteries’ (PhD dissertation, Florida 
State University, 1977 [UMI 77-22,121]).

17 J. S. Kelly, A W. B. Yeats Chronology (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 41.
18 G. M. Harper, W. B. Yeats and W. T. Horton: The Record of an Occult Friendship (Atlantic 

Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1980), 19–20.
19 One slightly awkward change is the shift from the spelling “catalog” in the Short-Title Cata-

log to the usage of “catalogue” in the volumes under review. Though O’Shea had something 
similar, when Garland’s Descriptive Catalog was followed by a partial listing related to “The 
1920s Catalogue” in Yeats Annual 4, that can be attributed to crossing the Atlantic and to a 
different publisher’s house style. 

20 Without that note, it would be all too tempting to take this and the preceding sentences—
“Nirvana is the simultaneity which is the support of all succession. Concrete time loses 
itself in the eternal.”—as related to Yeats’s conceptions of eternity and time. 

21 Yeats did read the English translation of The Voice of Africa. Though the book is not in 
his library, his notes are in Rapallo Notebook E (NLI MS 13,582). For consideration and 
transcriptions see Matthew Gibson, appendix A in Yeats, Philosophy, and the Occult, ed. 
Matthew Gibson and Neil Mann (Clemson, SC: Clemson University Press, 2016).

22 A few calls may be a little uncertain without further detail—it seems probable that an in-
scription in Alan Leo’s Astrology for All (1114, YL 1104) that has George Yeats’s bookplate, 
“Dunsany | 24 July 1878,” is her note of his birth date, so it is unclear why Chapman adds 
“(a previous owner?),” unless the hand is different or for another reason, which could be 
explained briefly (1: 259).

23 William Stainton Moses’s name is supplied as “[Moses, William Stanton],” a minor error 
repeated from WBGYL, and also YL. 

24 The Yeatses later owned three editions of Religio Medici (297, 298, 299; YL *289, 290, 291), 
but the other works do not feature in the extant library or in the catalogue from the 1920s.

25 Conrad A. Balliet, with the assistance of Christine Mawhinney, W. B. Yeats: A Census of the 
Manuscripts (New York: Garland, 1990; Routledge, 2016), xviii.
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26 The Poems of W. B. Yeats (1983) and Editing Yeats’s Poems (1983), to which Chapman adds 
The Poems: Revised (1989) and Editing Yeats’s Poems: A Reconsideration (1990).

27 See “W. B. and George Yeats: The Writing, Editing, and Dating of Yeats’s Poems of the 
Mid-1920s and 1930s with a Chronology of the Composition of the Poems,” YA15 (2002), 
120–58, and Yeats’s Poetry in the Making: Sing Whatever Is Well Made (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), appendix A, 229–45.

28 Also of major importance are Macmillan’s 1917 Responsibilities and Other Poems (2444b, YL 
2412d), the 1919 The Wild Swans at Coole (2477b, YL 2444b), the 1922 Later Poems (2406b, 
YL 2382b), multiple copies of the posthumous Last Poems and Plays (2405 and 2405a–c, YL 
2381 and 2381a–c), and Benn’s 1927 W. B. Yeats (2470a, YL 2315a).

29 “The Annotated Responsibilities: Errors in the Variorum Edition and a New Reading of the 
Genesis of Two Poems, ‘On those that hated “The Playboy of the Western World,” 1907’ and 
‘The New Faces,’” YA 6 (1988) 108–33 (see also 234–45), and as chapter 3 in Yeats’s Poetry in 
the Making: “Sing Whatever Is Well-Made” (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 55–77. 
This is an instance where Chapman upbraids O’Shea: “This is not ‘another copy’ of the 1916 
first edition, as reported in YL, but a copy of the 1917 revised printing” (2: 102).

30 I must disclose an interest here, having helped to look over the copy for the second volume.
31 From the context of the relevant note, there is also the possibility that the word transcribed 

as “however” is “power”: “In Witchcraft, indeed, as in Superstition, Causes are conceived, 
not as Relations, but as Powers; yet there is this prodigious difference that, in Witchcraft 
they are conceived as subject Powers; in Superstition, only as invocable Powers,” so that 
Yeats would be summarizing that in witchcraft “the greater power compells the lesser,” as 
“however” implies mild disagreement.

32 A further trivial proofing detail is that the closing quotation mark is reversed, but this is not 
readily shown in quoted text.

33 A similar shift changes the final word of a quotation from Purgatory from “offence,” as print-
ed in Yeats’s play, to the US spelling “offense” on the first page of the Introduction (xix).

34 Agrippa’s Latin is printed in a clear roman typeface, despite using tildes for some nasals, so 
the errors are not attributable to black letter or unclear text. As an example, in the quotation 
“Sed illud sciendum est, quod numeri simplices significamt res diamas: denarij, cœlestes: 
centenarij terrestre simillenarij, quæ future sunt seculi” (1: 4, my emphasis), the italicized 
words substitute Agrippa’s “significant res divinas” and “terrestres; millenarij, quæ futuri 
sunt seculi.” An annotation, presumably Yeats’s, transcribed as “Rasith no Qilgallion” (1: 
8) must represent “Rasith ha Gilgallim” or a variant transcription of the Cabalists’ Primum 
Mobile.

35 It seems unfair to think that George Yeats would produce such poor Italian as “Con una 
viscone di morte prossima incomincio la Vita Nuova il l’amore e la poesia de Dante, una 
sistore di morté presenté h’é in mezzo la emanazione pui fantasticumente appassionatu, una 
visione di dopo morte termina l’amor suo terreno é il libro giorenile, per aprerne un altro de 
meracdo edi eternatea” (for “Con una visione di morte prossima incomincia la Vita nuova 
e l’amore e la poesia di Dante, una visione di morte presente n’è in mezzo la emanazione piú 
fantasticamente appassionata, una visione di dopo morte termina l’amor suo terreno e il li-
bro giovenile, per aprirne un altro di miracolo e di eternità”—see Giosuè Carducci, L’Opera 
di Dante [Bologna: Nicola Zanichelli, 1888], 19). 

36 Because Dante’s original was published in 1294, there are variant spellings or moderniza-
tions; the form given here corresponds to what the quoted version indicates.

37 Neither Carducci, Börne, nor Renan is mentioned in YANLI, however, and an indication of 
source would be expected here.

38 Ernest Renan, Études d’histoire religieuse (Paris : Michel Lévy Frères, 1857), 23. 
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39 In The Inferno of Dante Alighieri (481, YL *470), Figure 9 shows GY’s copying of the opening 
of chapter XXV of Il Principe on Fortune. The library contains an English translation of this 
work (1204, YL 1191), though whether it is because he is Italian, accented, or just so well 
known, Niccolò Machiavelli is deprived of a first name in this catalogue, as in WBGYL and 
YL.

40 “S[apere]. A[ude].” is identified as Frank Coleman rather than William Wynn Westcott, 
who is put with Coleman’s motto, Audi Et Aude, expanded repetitively as “A[ude]. E[t]. 
A[ude].” Marius Servius is given as ‘Servius [Marius]’ and a comment on Eclogue IV.4 is 
explained parenthetically as “according to Eclogue [IX.47] last age is tenth.” (The index 
compounds confusion by giving “Servius Marius (Pustula),” the name of a “Nosferatu” from 
the World of Darkness vampire mythos.)

41 This is probably the fruit of Chapman’s own interest in Macrobius’s commentary on Cicero’s 
work, evidenced in “‘Metaphors for Poetry’: Concerning the Poems of A Vision and Certain 
Plays for Dancers” in W. B. Yeats’s “A Vision”: Explications and Contexts, eds. Neil Mann, 
Matthew Gibson and Claire V. Nally (Clemson, SC: Clemson University Digital Press, 
2012), 217–51, at 242–43. 
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