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W.B. Yeats—A Short Biographical Sketch

Parentage and Birth

William Butler Yeats was born in a Dublin suburb on June 13, 1865. His
father, J.B. Yeats, was a painter of some distinctions whose friendship with
Henry Irving, and with the later members of the Pre-Raphaelite school of
painters, was to be of importance in his son’s work. His mother was of the
Pollexfen family of County Sligo. Through both parents he claimed kinship
with various Anglo-Irish Protestant families who are mentioned in his work.

Schooling

Soon after his birth, Yeats’s parents moved to London, and he went to
school in Hammersmith, but much of his boyhood, and his school holidays,
were spent in Sligo, where he stayed with his grand-parents. This County, its
scenery, folk-lore and supernatural legends, colour much of his work,
providing many and complex emotions, and certain symbols which are
afterwards recollected in varions poems. A second, and equally important,
influence of place was to come later when, after enjoying for long periods the
hospitality of Lady Gregory at Coole, he bought a ruined Norman castle* in
that neighbourhood—the Tower which becomes a dominant symbol in much
of his latest and best work.

The Start of His Literary Life

For a short time he studied painting, and retained throughout his life a
passionate love and understanding of that art. But while he was still young,
his father, always a profound influence upon him, introduced him to two
prominent literary figures—Edward Dowden and John Todhunter. It was
through Dowden’s encouragement that some of his earliest poetry was
published. His first success came with The Wanderings of Qisin (1889). He
quickly, became involved in the liferary life of London of the 1890’s: as asa
founder of the Rhymers’ Club, and a friend of William Morris, W.E. Henley,
ITonel Johnson, and Arthur Symons. In 1892, hlS first play The Countess
Cathleen was published.

Interest in Theosophy, Plato, and Blake

His father’s rationalism and the aftermath of the Darwinian controversy
had prevented him from accepting orthodox Christianity, and he explored
instead, theosophy, Rosicrucianism, Platonism, Neo-Platonism, the writings
of Swedenborg, and Boehme, and, above all, Blake, whose works he edited
with Edwin Ellis during 1891-93. He turned to splrltuallsm even to magic,
but always his mind remained partially sceptical and ironic.

_ *Thoor Ballylee was its name.
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Interest in Irish Politics _ o -

He took an increasingly active interest in ‘nﬂllO“illlSl politics, a firgy
under the influence of John O’Leary, an old Fenian lca(.lcr, who spent may
years in exile in Paris, and later Maud Gonne, :\ rcvolul!onnry. Maud Gop,, A
was a superbly beautiful woman with whom Yeats fell in love when he firg
met her at the age of twenty-three. It was for her sake that I}c became deeply
engaged during 1897 and 1898 in a political movement intended to unige
different nationalist elements in Ireland. Though his love for her came (o
nothing, she remained a constant source of inspiration for him, often undey
the symbol of Helen of Troy.

Interest in Indian Theology and the Upanishads

Out of the current of his time, he drew some knowledge of French
literature: Mallarme, Baudelaire, and, above all, Balzac. His friendship with
the Indian Purchit Swami led him to Indian theology, and long afterwards he
was to assist with a translation of the Upanishads. Fruits of his esoteric
reading appear in several of his prose works which are important documents
for the study of his thought. In 1897 series of fortunate meetings resulted
in the evolution of the Irish Literary Theatre which gave its first performance
in Dublin in 1899. To the end of his life Yeats remained a director of the
Theatre; in the crucial period of 1899 to 1907—the Abbey Theatre was
founded in 1904—he managed its affairs, found and encouraged its
playwrights (notably J.M. Synge) and contributed many of his own plays.
This kind of drudgery was astonishingly prolific. He wrote much dramatic
criticism, both general and in relation to the ideals of the Irish theatre; essays
of major importance on Blake, Shelley, Morris, Spenser; essays on
Shakespeare, symbolism, painting. A number of plays that he wrote during
this period became part of the Abbey Theatre’s repertoire. Of poetry, there is
a succession of work, from “The Wind Among the Reeds” to the collected
editions of 1906 and 1908 onward, much of their contents undergoing
extensive revision.

His Admiration for Maud Gonne

In 1903, Maud Gonne married John MacBride, also a revolutionary; and
Yeats was deeply hurt. Now he could merely record memories and old hopes,
paying tribute to her great beauty and his own celebration of it. In a splendid
series of poems (Words, A Woman Homer Sung, No Second Troy) in “The
GFeen Helmet and Oth_er Poems” (1910), he compares Maud to Helen. She is
w1tl_10ut blame for she is, like Helen, beyond praise or comment. This volume
;ro\g;zziesf?q almo;t;l:omplete transition of style, for here Yeats introduces

al affars and his own views and i i
BTSSR s and beliefs, as well as, recording the
His Friendship with Lady Gregory

A notable fact s 1 fe frt .0
kit 5t an AngogiYeats s life was his friendship with Lady Gregory, the

ish land-owner. He had first met her at Coole Park, her
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house in County Galway, in 1896, and the following year he had spent the
first of many summers there. The years 1909-14 marked a decisive change in
Yeats’s life and art. During the previous decade, there had been a slow
discarding of Pre-Raphaelite rhythms and colours and of certain Celtic and
esoteric influences. Now the re-making of himself and his style became more
definite. Many reasons may be suggested for this development: (a) the
quarrel over the production of Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World; (b)
the death of Synge; (c) loosening of the ties with the Abbey Theatre; (d)
bitterness over his involvement in Irish politics, as in the affairs of the
Municipal Gallery and the Lane pictures; (¢) his friendship with Ezra Pound;
and (f) a new range of study, particularly of metaphysical poetry under the
stimulus of Sir Herbert Grierson’s edition of Donne. All these are reflected in
“Poems Written In Discouragement” (1913) and in “Responsibilities”
(1914).

His Nationalism

Events now came upon Yeats like waves, providing an almost unlimited
mass of poetic subject-matter. The Easter Rising of 1916 was perceived by
him at first as an emblem of a triumphant nationalism (in Easter 1916, and
The Rose Tree); thereafter (with characteristic ambivalence) as that which
was to destroy the Anglo-Irish civilization in which he had found an ideal of
aristocracy. World War I left little direct mark upon his writing, except for
three major poems celebrating the death of Major Robert Gregory. In 1917,
he published “The Wild Swans At Coole.”

“Maud Gonne’s Rejection of His Proposal of Marriage

The Easter Rising of 1916 had taken Yeats by surprise. The
revolutionaries whom he had come to despise attained heroic stature in this
rising and it seemed to him that “a terrible beauty was born”. Maud Gonne’s
husband (from whom she had been separated) was one of the sixteen leaders
executed, and Yeats went to France and proposed to her again but, as in the
past, she refused him. Then he asked her permission to propose to -her
adopted daughter Iseult, to whom he had addressed several poems in the
preceding years. Iseult also refused him and in October 1917, he married
Georgie Hyde-Lees whom he had known for some years. His marriage made
his life serene, and it also provided the starting-point for an altogether
unexpected combination of his romantic and his realistic strains of poetry.
Mrs. Yeats then attempted automatic writing*, and she produced odd

* Automatic writing: By “automatic writing” is meant writing dictated to Mrs.
Yeats by some supernatural agency. It seemed that she experienced an urge to write,
and the writing came to her without any effort on her part. She just went on writing in
a state of trance under the influence of some spirits. Yeats was fascinated by this sort
of thing and, already having been interested in the occult, he accepted this automatic
writing as a supernatural phenomenon.
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sentences on subjects of which she knew nothu]ﬁ;]YTli:!S was cxc.ilcd

stimulated, and spent hours every day on 1'ntcrprlhl bg 'ltls automatjc g, ™
(On the basis of this automatic SC”P‘j hc.m cnlzu(-" y ,md“P a system Whio,
he published under the title of A Vision 1n 1926, revised and Overhay|eg iy

1937).

His Poems; and the Aw.

«The Wild Swans At Coole” and “Michael Robartes and the Dancgp
(1921) show the re-blossoming of his poetry. In such poems as In Memo,-y o
Major Robert Gregory, Easter 1916, and A Prayer For My paughten Yeats i
able to write with authority. In such poems he blends his appreciatiop of
beauty with a sense of the tragic elements of life. He gives §igniﬁcance to the
ordinary events of life which his earlier poetry had avoided. His life had
blossomed too. In 1922, he was elected a Senator of the Irish Free State agq
became the “‘sixty-year-old smiling public man™*. He spoke frequently at the
meetings of the Senate, and on all matters connected with art or literature he
was heard with respect. In 1923, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for
Literature. The award gave public recognition to his work. He had bought
Thoor Ballylee, a Norman tower in Galway, where he now lived for a part of
the year. It was a visible symbol of the Anglo-Irish tradition which he began
to explore excitedly, reading Swift, Goldsmith, Berkeley, and Burke. The
birth of a daughter in 1919 was followed by that of a son in 1921. With this
flowering of his life came the maturity of his style. As his youthful ambitions
were realised, he saw the paradoxes of life.

ard of the Nobel Prize for Literature

Further Poetic Achievements.

From then onward, Yeats reached the height of his achievement,
renewal of inspiration and a perfecting of technique. “The Tower” was

published in 1928, “The Winding Stair” in 1929. In 1932, Lady Gregory: |

who had been for nearly forty years his friend, patron, and co-worker died;
Coole Park, where so much of his poetry was written, became desolate: In

1936, he edited, with a long prefatory essay, “The Oxford Book of Verse";:: ;

selection which was sufficiently unorthodox to arouse hostile criticism-
the same time, he wrote a number of important plays. He felt a renewe

interest in Indian philosophy, as evidenced by his part translation of the |
Upanishads in 1937. An increasing pre-occupation with the problem of 1%
One, and the Many culminated in the pamphlet called “On The Boiler f
(1939) of which the setting is Sligo quay. In the “Last Poems” (1939) M%)

previous t.hem‘es are gathered up and re-handled, with an immense technicﬁn
Tange; using in particular ballad rhythms and dialogue structure, with &

undiminished energy, as he approached his seventieth year, and culminati®é

. . 1 c
and his own Epitaph. Of drama, there is the cl?mg-icf
|

in Under Ben Bulben

play “The Herne’s Egg”, the mysterious “Death of Cuchulain”, and th®

*The phrase occurs in the Poem Among School Children.
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but important “Purgatory” which T.S. Eliot had recognised as among the
most important contributions to the verse drama of the twentieth century.
One of the “Last Poems”—Cuchulain Comforted—was dictated a few hours
before his death, which took place at Roquebrune in the south of France on
January 28, 1939, The body lay in a cemetery there during World War 1I,
until it was brought in 1948 for burial in the churchyard at Drumcliff, near
Sligo, under the shadow of Ben Bulben.
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EXPLANATION

Lines 90—16. Robert Gregory £0es on to say th
BritiSh Air Force not because of any legal compulsio
nse of duty. Nel.thcr the sp_c:cche§ of public leaders
rowds of people impelled him to fight on the side ¢
43 thri!l of adventure that caused him o become an ajr pilot and to fight aj
pattles in the clouds. He c_alculalcd the assets and liabilities of his lifi 'n:r
ears that he had already lived seemed to him to hay ‘ -~

ears that lay before him seemed to hold no promisccbf:;nhri)r:nrp'?;?]clis' ;Jr he%
aimless and purposeless life could be balanced against only 'dealfl irllnw:r
(Thus, according to t.he spc?aker here, it is sometimes the love of adventuré
which serves as an incentive or stimulus to a man to participate in war
persons who have this kind of temperament fin l

SR . d the life of routine to be dull
and empty. The essential issue is summed up in these two lines. “A lonely
impulse of delight/Drove to this tumult in the clouds.”)

(10) EASTER 1916
(From “Michael Robartes and the Dancer”)

at he has joined the
N, nor because of any

nor the cheering of the
f England. Tt wag simply

A Nationalist Rising, the Theme of this Poem

For a long time the Irish nationalists had been agitating for liberation
from English rule. Feeling was running high when the First World War broke
out. But there was a swing in favour of England, and Ireland offered its
support to the Allied cause. For a time it seemed as if Ireland and England
were at last to be reconciled in the struggle against a common enemy
(Germany), but suddenly there came the Easter Rising of 1916, an Irish
revolt against the English. Militarily the Rising was almost insignificant.
Only a few hundred men took part in the Dublin fighting. They were led by
Patrick Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh, and James Connolly. They seized
several strategic points in the capital, and proclaimed the establishment or an
Irish republic with a provisional government. However, their forces were
defeated within a week. Sixteen of the leaders were shot by sentence of
British courts-martial.

Yeats’s Sense of Guilt in the Opening Lines

Yeats’s poem celebrates this Rising and the leaders \\{ho had Qrgamsed it.
A note of self-criticism is congpicuous in the poem, for Yeats begins by .
2ying that he has been guilty of complacent detachment in his attitude
Owards his fellow-Irishmen: “Being certain that they and I/Bu‘t hv‘ed \x\rllerle(
Motley s worp,” Now he recognises that through the events o_t Eas‘t.er. [;:‘e
Is felloW-countrymen have achieved an adfmrable hero_lc 1nLen§1tgfl,u dilcly
Ve achieved 2 permanence which he recognises and conhrmls Y ‘?nen liki
Rem in hig song. Qualities which he had previously seen on )’t:fe‘ iy b
et Gregory have shown themselves among persons whom arv life, and
rldlCUling' Heroic intensity has gone beyond the cycles of ordinary ube
higyeq Permanence inythe midst of flux: “Hearts with one purp

g .
1€......the living stream.”
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The Sacrifice of the Martyrs Was Not Reg) Wy

ly Ne '

B ce Y
After recognising the heroism of East e 1
sacn.ﬁce of the martyrs wag necessary: “Fq %r » Teatg

that is done and said.” In spite of these mj giviland mgy y on
granting the men of Easter Wi
MacBride—the dj vek—MacDo

dey, .
eep foi i1

. . n or
nit i o 4 g 10
Yeats’s Tri gnity and immortality of verse, oW, Pearge sa;:}ds )
ea i |
$ Tribute to Persong Whom He Had Previg evﬂ"

u

wordn?e Pgem sets off a carefy] antithesj iy U"der'
s which constitute the “casual comedy”

y

[hat 18 b()“l Of []le Easlel Rlsl’”g- 1" the SeCO“d StaﬂZa

Va]lled

these Persons “,:
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‘en an .unchangingwu Purpose alone”, Yeats goes on
/g stream” ypi o K€ @ stone, ey, " @ WOTld of flux. They scem
ows disturbeq by [ge;f’l}blehm their inflexibility “the
- A0 the midst of all the chan
ge

h one
object j

tanza
N €ta » O lon “
Eru; death Ang j ilsj aoé and fact. The meg: " enchanted”, has peen sacrificed.
UEhLon by 4 ey oot Which j e ¢ ¢ MOt sleeping. This js “not nght
of love” eder01c dr s e sluffoftragedy a'd is “not nig
Irelangeg ”"expectes Not chap ing ag) .ounded, Jike ) lrI:) »;hwh h‘?s bzz:
Olherszeum : heroe er ’ ,}'lng useless]y, < ge y, on “exc
€aningjacc ,: ale th : Y, “bewildered” by love
AT 81ess” time Ironic lerrible beaut fre dy )
agic y of tragedy in an
StatureAChieved by the p; g
at | art
€ath afye, Persop Yy
all 7 S w
re Misgy;
" ‘Z'eoﬂ th ey %S Notip anyg‘i;ded.? asks Yeas, “Was i dless
eXpr W that ¢ ere s ‘aChjeVe Srag y dlmlnish their g It nco
. Presse givin,. cle BIC Stature, gop, achievement: they
inl:tcom » e was apy; b upol”lcdl dence i thmentators are
e:{?rﬁ[alion, The d Us nog loga ?ccflﬂix) aboug ”‘ﬂlhe pOem, that Yt‘tﬂls
Slan; p »ingg oy mijg q'éf)"‘ ¢ the other sid ; polimate pomlcal
ense Blvingg ; S1de. Bug thyy g a Cyﬂici‘]

' the po
ac cm are op., . %
¢d feelingg, 1, ¢ Characteristically

ny case we should

)fml'x

N INDIVIDUAL POEMS

orES O 141

cAl N
A . 10 be too sure about politics. Indeed, withou this o
ot e"pCCt\,\,ould lose a‘g.reat deal of "S'It';nsmn a’nd complexity which make)ili
7% pe finest political POems.d( e tl‘)oets mixed feelings about the
on® of tcck of 1916 are expres§e l:nuc more emphatxcally in a poem,
gt iitical Pr isoner ‘fvmd? 15 about a woman he admires, Countess
oA BOi who suffered imprisonment because of her part in Easter Week.

owiCZs ent with her former freedom and asserts that she

ificed this freedom for the sake of mere abstract theories),

Markie¥ her imprisonm
MEANINGS AND EXPLANATIONS

ntrasts
gaz(;oolishly sact

This poem contains Yeats’ reaction to the revolt of the Irish
sts against English rule in the year 1916. The revolt was confined to
£ Dublin. The Irish nationalists were led by Patrick Pearse, Thomas
d James Connolly. The Rising was quelled within a week,
ers were shot dead by the orders of British courts-martial.
Yeats’ admiration for the heroic manner of death of these
at the end he expresses a doubt whether it was really

NOTE.
nationali
{he city O
MacDonagh, an
and sixteen leaq
The poem contains
nationalists, though
necessary for them to die.

" [ have met them......is born (Lines 1—16) The poet speaks of mekm;n
whom he used to meet at the close of day when they returned fr(g;l wfofror.m ;
would pass them with a nod of recognition or with a few ‘}Torwo;)ld o
courtesy. Sometimes, sitting beside the !ire at the club, 1:. o
story or a joke in order to amuse a companion, Sitting next to him. e

1 ere
thi i he and the other Irishmen were :
hing he was certain, namely, that e i

a meaningless, almost comic kind of lif . for
changed v%hen a number of nationalist leaders of Ireland dl;}{i a; f:‘h‘:{rtty;lsn of
the nationalist cause during the Easter week of 1916. Here tjsiife [hére had
What he had thought to be an empty, purposeless, s abs;fr those leaders.
tmerged a “terrible beauty” represented by the martyrdom e
worn (Lines

; s X s
Being certain that they and I/But lived where moHeY X005 e of
thers were leading .

t-he 0 rs (0 [he mUl[l'

14)—The d
poet was sure that he an " » reft
omplacency which made them ridiculous. quey. iiai the Irish people
coloured clothes which a clown used to wear. The idea1s

*eemed to be leading a clownish life.

th A terrible beauty is born—This refers 10
0 © Nationalist leaders who met a terrible death
their herojc dignity.
¢ the
) rNOTE. In the first passage of the poem we S€ “cas
“[:0 llc.mcz\ningless words” which CODSUEPte ley’
(,..Vgluf.‘(mary Ireland, the Ireland where mOtt:r Rising:
agic terrible beauty" that was born of the Eas age 0
Ty . . aSS .
This man .. is born (Lines 24—40)—This P nder-estim

. u
"he persons whom Yeats had previovsy

hieve ment of

t ac
cel vidence

aniﬁ
the mag thus gave €

and who

ween the

trast bet
con » of pre-

ains references

lo
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‘Yr

N » ha “ATe
fi rds appmrcd to him to be heroes as a result of Wh() T‘
afterwa ‘

“errible beauty™ was born. |
Thai woman (Line 17)—The rcfclxc‘nc'c is to COnsmncC R
whom Yeats had come to know “'h.C,H s IL,\;;“S Slllll UNMarrieq and(wl;' )
was living with her father. Sn: HL‘HQ Goru‘ ooth, at LlSS‘ndc“l ol Wlen N
acknowledged to be the loveliest g”l_‘“ the county ofSllgO, anqd hadas they
reputation as a horse-rider and hunter. She was thrown ingg ), iSO g, Lt
of her participation in nationalistic activities, while the men Were cxcc::(esun

This man had kept school—The reference is to Paricy Pearg, od
1916), the poet and founder of St. Enda’s School. He was o of the l(elai79.
"

shot by the English.

This other his helper and friend—Thomas MacD
the poet and critic. He too met the same fate as Pearse,

SE go. .
Sac“fl(e
L]

Onagh ( 1878.19, 6

This other man—John MacBride, the man whom Mayg G
married. Yeats refers to him as “a drunken, vainglorious loyt”
“most bitter wrong” to some who were very dear to Yeats. Ye,
but contempt for the man whom Maud Gonne had married
man rose to the occasion and attained a tragic dignity by his p
Rising. vainglorious—boastful. lour—clumsy fellow; clown,

He, 100, has resigned his part..... is born—Even John MacBride hyg
given up his role as a clown in the comedy of life, and he too is an entirely
changed man because of his heroic role in the Easter Rising. As a result of the
sacrifice of all these men, an awful beauty has emerged on the national scene.

Hearts with one purpose alone......in the midst of all (Lines 41—56)—
These persons were obsessed with one purpose alone. This purpose was the
liberation of Ireland from English rule. This obsession made them an
unchanging object in a world of change and flux. They “seemed enchanted 0
a stone to trouble the living stream”. In other words, their inflexibility of
purpose seemed to impede the flow of life. The horses, the riders, the birds,
the clouds, the horse-hooves, the hens—all these represent change and ﬂufx.
But these men hindered the normal flow of life, just as the flowing Al :
stream is impeded by a stone that lies in its way. The lack of change In t}‘xjezn
men made them stone-hearted and tragic. (The living stream is d(‘{lﬂe ¢
terms of time and action. The various objects mentioned by the poet ) ar’lgu[é
“change”, “change”, “slide”, “plash”, “die”, “call”, and they do so "Mt

-4 LL ) . i ]ies
by minute”, “minyte by minute”, “minute by minute”, In the midst of sl
the unchanging stope.

Onne py

» Who had d()ng
ats had Nothing
- But even (b
art in the Easter

“fice
Too long 4 sacrifice......is borp (Lines 57—60)—A prolonged Sac;rr:g;e
hardens the heart, A What stage can we say that the sacrifice already od 10
will suffice ? It i po for human beings to determine this. It is 0 ificed
decide. All we can do is to Mutter the names of those who have sacr! and
themselves, just 5 mother utters the pame of her child with lovficﬂ‘h
affection whgn,.after the day’s fatigue, the child has fallen asleep

of these men s [jke the sleep which Cor;ws (o aman at night.

oment, the poet realises that it
‘ ncxc‘n";,ut death. They have heep 0: elrtlalize?l bs eep v
e 10 'hcsct:::sc men to die ? Itis possible thq Englandy‘;r:Zl

0" ary fO nd offered freedom to 1f§|and.IfEng1and g dh
\iacs? ificed their lives in vain. But it myg be 5 04050, thec
pave sacr prought about by a heroic dream, , dream q )
hccnpcrhaps they were confused by their sheer exceq, §

try- In any case, the poet “Would like to immortalisg
Un”.);')onagh: MacBride, Connolly, and Pearse gy,
(aree. Mac raised themselves to great heights, They hg
Jo c’ﬂt beautiful figures, terrible and violent i their fre

: . edom. The
i "dwcnd‘cvc d a heroic intensity a_nd haye achmvgd 4 permanence which the
pave ach! nises and confirms by lncludlng them in his POetry. Even if these
oct rccg?g a mistake in throwing away their lives, that did not diminish their
men Ma

ment. They threw off the “motley” and achieved tragic stature,
vement.
achie (11) THE SECOND COMING

(From “Michael Robartes and the Dancer”)

- coun

Ve become

AStirring Poem = » , =

The Second Coming is one of the ﬁnest of all. Yeats poems. 'l'hgrg is

ut it the immediate conviction of pertinent emotion; ;he lx;xes'are stirring
o tely and in their smaller groups; and there is a sensible life in them that
f,ffi: teth seem to combine in the form of an emotion. In writing this poem
Yeats was able to choose words which to an gppremat?le extent were the ng;n
ones to reveal or represent the emotion which was its purpose. Thhg t»lv;)hres
deliver, the meaning which was put into them by the craft with which they
were arranged. :

Something Questionable About this Poem

. for T
And yet there is something questionable about this poem. What, for

jpat
. e ihE P inLine 12 ?In
stance, is the exact meaning of the phrase S DITIIUS ‘”{l“"‘ﬁe;:g;é e
one of hig prose-writings, Yeats observes thgt his mind as i wakiie
me possessed by images which had no discoverable orig!

- PR deny both the
szeﬂ_ence. Speculating as to their origin, he Ca%“:bltf:oseat yand finally
"Sclous and the wnconscious memory as their pro ces of supernaturd

4ed a doctrine which traced the images (0 SOUCTY ¢ om the state
tharactey. « hose images that come in sleep are (}\)!undx"—'m'i 0
:l'llll\ﬁdialcly preceding our birth; (2) from the “§ mru.vq 1o beaproperty
Q‘Ey\ rr()Qigencral starg-house of images which hﬂVe.Cnizoes so derived have
ho;l"}’ Petsonality or spirit™ It apparently means that! e force i de‘e‘m".“"i
me'l\,‘-‘“ absolute Meaning of their own and an op eranvr Jace, Yeats dCSC,"TS
g 30 Predicting events in this world. In another P many tme

n
Wimgy,  FEEALCH . ich he had SE€M 2 7 beast
gy oo USed in this poem (Lines 20—22), wfhslfght, a brazen WIng®
) gggou™ Left side just out of the range of

SOciated i laughing, ecstatic destructio
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Yeats’s Magical Beliefs, Represented Here leollonnlly

Here we come directly }1pﬂﬂ that ccqlral part of Yeqg
which it is one purpose of this poem 0111011(?11a11y tore _
i called variously Magnus Annus, the (reat Year, the plgg, in
sometimes in a slightly different syn?bohsmt WGTCM\N]]\.YQM
with respect to the history of epochs, is associated with he ecesgi
equinoxes which bring, roughly every two lhousaqd years, g Grea?no e
death and re-birth, and this belief, with respect to mdividua]s s
associated with the phases of the moon, although indjy; dilale
influenced by the equinoxes and there may be a lungr i“terprs y
history. These beliefs have a scaffold of geometrical figures, yrelauon i
circles, etc., by the application of which exact interpretation is secyr ,d Oneg,
it is possible to predict, both in biography and history, anq in ti; ;g
forwards and backwards, the character, climax, collapse, anq re-be" bth
antithetical form of human types and cultures. There is a subotdinatelggl_m
that signs, warnings, even direct messages, are always given, from “gpi lef
Mundr™ or elsewhere, which the poet and the philosopher have Onlyl; ormu
«/ and hear. As it happens, the Christian era, being nearly ¢ o

' ppen WO thousand yes
ild: 1s due for extinction and replacement, In short for the Second Com;
which this poem heralds, s

The Words and Phrases Used in this Poem
imagIeH :thliSCEOhC;nt Ye;ns cgm'bined .the be]iefs yvhich obsessed him with the
wrords 3 hraseso‘o JIO € a specific illustration gf the beliefs. As regards
Yeats diref{ N mf € poem, some flgw from private doctrine, some from
thstines i ..Cnse of the world about hxm,. and some from both at once. For
the qualities thatemogv of innocence” (Line 6) represents for Yeats oue of
tadition. The. oo ]ma e life valuable under the dying aristocratic socil
symbolism, 4 Oalc;onl and the falconer” (Line 2) has, besides its obvious
of the aCliv;: or iitn]rlla referepce_ A falcon is a hawk, and a hawk is symbo!lC
uniting principle zemua] mind; the falconer is perhaps the soul itself orit
refers 1o the d(l))cu.‘ Ines 7-8 seem to mean something like this: The po¢t
itis predictog " nlges O_f the Great Year and the phases of the moon, whqreb)’
being subjective shc es?gr y that, at the time we have reached, the best minds
Minds, being So,ne,o]u h‘?vc,l"s‘ all faith though desiring it and the wors!
“passionate intcnsildr“y Objective, haye no need of faith and may be full o
Lines (7-8) can b ; Y Without the contro] of any faith or wisdom. Bul}h"Se
her way also,

Thi .
- n}:; second Meaning Comes ff,
are—and espec;
knowledge - specially mep

. is i8
om the summary observation that this}
at comes fy

o of power—in the world we live ini!
hianS' & mean; . Wledge of the “fury and mire in h“mfc‘
‘P}xmsellho any povernm, Mplation of which Jed Yeats (April, 1934)10 of'“
Promise not thig ¢ lhater?mlegiuparéy that, using force and marching mem
“Hebutadiscipline, a way of life”.
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i
il n this Poem f Bty
- ous and startlin
[m? Coming 15 8 1amMOUs and startiing poem_ fis gy part (L
e ) ine
1 e \secf":] it with any sort of rehglr?suy. Itisnota naturalistic passageS
. you co .n and falconer are symbolic, or else they are 2 boldly new ami

IF’ithcr the ™ e: and there are the images of the centripetal force of he oy

i cugal, of anarchy being 10osed upon it (by evil forces o

ic {0 CCnlff' {Egﬂiood—dimmed tide, which may have an oecyly mea;izyg

y ,and © ewphysical image of war. The last two lines sound mogt
o w10 hey might be distinguished elsewhere, but here they are the

tic, an(;,;ve to dwell upon them, because it is a metaphysical context

nd we

a ces to their summary truth; and the more we dwell upon them,
yan
hich  adequate they become-

Ideal of Abstract Animal Power
: 1o of 2 Monstrous
The Comlng

i .272) sounds Christian in the beginning, but
The se:C.ond ptthglgérls?ux'gcez 125) not the Scriptures but Spirim; Mundi agd
develops an image ething like an Egyptian Sphinx, and the passing of Christ
which concerns SOTan uage is worthy of the matter. The poet's meamr% m1
in his favour. Thlf sta%e d thus: “Twenty centuries have p;ssed, and }he 1;‘;
these linefS “;:Z t?as come to perfect inaptitude and impotence; a
they profes

len]]]ll]l[ Wl“ (law]l al d we CaIlIl()t te 1 whal d al It W 1] Obey,‘v ry hkely
)| Py n 1 h t1de l twl €

wer.”
it will be a monstrous ideal of abstract animal po

. isualized in the Poem .
The Destruction of the e f the world in The Second Coming

The horror-vision of the destruction & an carries in him the buried

seems infinitely meaningful. After all, eveg g;pends on his own exisEnCe
viction that the continuance of the wor N him, he delghts i
g::lolus of the real world which kills and ;l:;vtlhe e extincion Whic
speculations of a grand finale which brings almanaaes 0 hint the end of -
he necessarily faces. Yeuts, carefully vaguef, s world's gyre, the birth ©
while explicitly prophesying the r eve.rsal Odesm]ction of the tw
new, violent, bestial anti-civilisation 10 th’e Line 20 is compour e et
year Christian cycle. His “rough bf{“st ture return an . ]Ohnlstion"tha‘
Chist's prediction (Matthew 24) Of Fis WIS SO0 0 e evels
the coming of anti-Christ, the beast of tl:,e Ap
isathand thus acquires a double meanings:

he
. . e exlent
Yeats’s Prophetic Insight . hetic insight 0 so(rjlcl) e inte
Yeats here gives expression t0 his prop e pa sion of paire
Makes use of his “system” in the poeﬂ‘ll-[ even 10 11 of its master
Penetrating gyre is carefully worked o flies el about 0
tircling birds: the falcon of the first Smt“e ow, point mwa‘{d it
\ . A
and the indignant desert birds of binding thento revolution: mme
‘“‘“hering Sphinx. These double gyres, real ", o fall 2part

n . “Thi
Cstructive birth about to take l,’,la‘:e'the gy idens:
anarchy is oosed upon the world” 48
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ot hold ™ The “N(\o.d»(hl}]llm‘d ll(‘L 0 V"T‘“nw Mide §
oy me( d and in the blood iself) is loosed on our world y,, dr ('"nrw
both by h"“‘,‘ 'Mnnccﬂt“"i ceremony, because "’(“‘Cl't"nmn alo (‘)Wf’ .‘”“(
L‘(‘T\"“““.\J ::v I:\r( of order Yeats l‘l'it‘ﬂ}' found at Coole Pﬂl’k L
vestiges ¢ s

‘ Ie
s dng ir th,
) 0 SeXT: ey, 6
innocence alone opposes all the sexual apg S0 .‘"Qn{c
hecause

i ' at tide, for W vig),
vmbolised by the blood-dimmed tide. But that tide, foy Yeatg’ 0 0l¢
$ sed by

i Poge
begun to move: fanatical men have seized power all over (he Worlg 1‘hag
o <", full of passionate intensity, scem ready to rule gy cartly o - the
wWorst aSS ,

good men. grown sceptical, “lack all L.‘On\:w‘"lonn' Th? “Vastimagen il:vc ]';h
Yeats draws from Spiritus Mundi (his wnrf‘. }ousc of S"l’.cr‘SCnsum s )
forms) is. of course, a nightmare symbol of the coming time, This futyre ,¢
predicted. in A Vision, would be hlpmmhm:\], mul‘l‘lplC, Mascy]; e, han®
surgical”. The symbol of this futurc_ 1S presented as “a shape with [jq
and the head of a man™ having a pitiless, blank ga;e..Yeats lets hig “roy !
beast”, slouch toward Bethlehem, the seat of the Chnsl!fm €ra Which jt
supersede. (Yeats describes the Christian era as A dogmatijc

unifying. feminine, humane, peace its means and endg ).

The Intensity of the Poem

The intensity of the poem called The Second Comin
upon our familiarity with ideas like “the second coming.....a rockin
cradle..... Bethlehem™. Yeats, that is, in order to express “his vision of absent
things™ lays hold of the only available public language, and adapts it ip ,
number of bold paradoxes. The magnus foresees, but it is the poet who urges,

and here, at the polemical level, lies the difficulty. The poem’s tone is not
ntof the Lines 7-8 (“The best lack all

coherent. Besides the memorable restraj
conviction while the worst/Are full of passionate intensity”), the rhetorical
; it exploits the previously established

attack of the final lines s crude
relationship. With this in mind, it is possible to fee] that the famous line 6
emony of innocence is downed”) is a discreet example of the same

8 depends prim,

(*The cer
exploitation. There is more anxj
an assurance that he doe

ice tha s 10t feel: and what he js not sure about is whether
the sanctities involved jp “sleep......vexed...... cradle” can or cannot
withstand the future,
A Companion Poem t0 “The Second Coming”
cond Cominyg 2

*Yeats describeg in grez il this historj
- escri 2reat detaj] (hjg
double cones. “The en e

process as it is symbolized in his
character of an age, which a1y

ys receives the revelation of the

-  oly confirms the confusion of fear g
b ( p

.o ON INDIVIDUM, POEMS

NOTES .

. , . |
us: ¥ i is then transmitted in the Uncertain mnz ar:’“ ‘Nhlct_x the
g0 s 1 in the rhetoric. Uncertain of hig " Mg

i ) : Kition, 3

ak, on his lIStEREES Thcmfh(”ﬂd oL, finally, p, any q;:e:?‘ms
o 10 3P t; stands in relation to (hc fOUgh beggy : mmm;()n
prt where Y(x"h ecy is, after all, the restrained ang assured A b F;,’SI"
 prop ow

parg™” MEANINGS AND EX PLANAT]ONS

nd ,uming...,..pasl:vionate"inte'n.sir/ (Lines 1-8)—The basic
is related to the “system” which ‘(eg[_? explained in A Visiyy,
3P ory rcgar(!mg'the. rise anr{ f?’ll.r)f cx”vx!u.'fmons.'A Civilization
yeals hﬂ‘.J ; 4 moment of I,',s'puz?uon' or -re e dtxon,‘agch i D‘l‘nh of Chris,
egins W1 Jress of a civilization is like the un ”}“f’,‘”g.(‘or~ perning”) of
o the progd on a cone or gyre. Thus, at ﬁr;t, a civilisation i5 very narow
woun like the apex of a cone, ’but it graqua'lly loses its impetus,
d so dissipates its.energles. As this happens, an opposite
broﬂden,s'n awhich has been gaining strength, takes over and begins a new
inspiration:
avilization. “gery” produces a sense of a circling, inexorable movement,
The word “gery tii)(ion of “turning” and the four-fold repetition of “in”
both ‘hf:;gc:]e;l:ﬁ; I:,g gests first the increasing scope of the movement and,
:;’:2:]“ nc:ion with the next line, its uncontrollability.

g d
ng
Turnt
i poem
geaof 8

NOTE. These opening lines of the poem give us a '?‘lcu:ire of Tnm:
disintegration  which has overtaken the Christian civi 1;:1 (_)(r;. pes
diminishing force of Christianity is conveyed to us t}n’ough edlh: e
Christianity is like a falcon that has los; touch with the Xalcoqer, ?"tablisinv
become directionless. Things are falling apart, and there I[Sdn'ﬂ;a "bl()()da-
force. Lawlessness and confusion are spreading over the wor 'od 2o
dimmed tide” is the tide of violence, a tide both dimmed by_ blo acne" o
blood itsclf. This tide has drowned the “ceremﬂx_gﬁ_}%}_?ﬁnml-made
eremony of innocence” represents for Y° ats one o_f .Lhe ?;1 :axemony ol
e valuable under the dying aristocratic social tradition, In ¢ e
y the sor of order Yeats briefly found at Coole Park(It1 ol
(neence because innocence alone opposes all the Se:“;eoun p—
Violence Symbolised by the blood-dimmed tide) That tide hmateam[EHSiW (or
ical men haye seized power. The worst; full of pass,(;::s! oy
in.a“.cism)» Seem ready to rule an earth on which the

“Plical, Jaek all conviction.

gl’OWUy

0)—The indicati9n5
 first revelation
d the Christian
danewepoch

i —1
e lﬁ,u'el" Some revelation......is at hand (Lines 9em T
O mud rson‘c NeWw revelation or a new “coming tﬁc‘;] héral o
o J ISt o . - i e 'S[ W
Wilizay ' "coming” was the birth of Chri

... dicintaorating, al
*NOW the Christian civilization is disintcg
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however, be fraught w;
gt with .

och will,
ing lines of the poem), vil

will begin. . _

wickedness as Yeats tells us in the remain
vitus Mundi—This phrase refers (o a general store-house ¢f -

ave ceased to be the property of any personality or spirig ; e,

ve both an absolute meaning of t}'m‘mageq

T oy,

house ha
determining meaning and predicting eveng:
S 1N thy,

15, warnings, even direct messages flow g,
losopher have only to gee hrom
» 1I€3r

This new €p
ang

Spi
which h
derived from this store-
and an operative force in
world. Yeats believed that sigi
“Spiritus Mundi”, which the poet and the phi

and recognise.
The shape with lion body and the
merciless violence. “Moving its slow t
stirring of the shape into life. The “sha
from it in the giddiness of nightmare.

of stony sleep—1
his shape with lion body an

hqad of a man represents mindless ,
hlghS” conveys the clumsy, powerfz;j
dows of the desert birds” ree] ay;,

he twenty centuries of Christix

That twenty centuries
d the head of a ma

civilization during which t
maintained a rigid sleep.
he same place, a new birt

Bethlehem—the birth-place of Christ. (Att
will occur. This will be the birth of the “rough beast” which will in due cours:

dominate the world, spreading violence and evil).
EXPLANATION

The Second Coming......to be born 7 (Lines 11—12
Yeats utters the words “the second coming”, his eyes are troubled by 3 1

image that appears before him from the general store-house of images- ™
image is a nightmare symbol of the coming time. This is an 1M3&c il
man’s head and a lion’s body. It is similar to the Egyptian Sphinx. This be®
has a pitiless, blank gaze. As its slow thighs move, desett s
and begin to scream. During the twenty cen
about t0 M5
» and 1 ‘IV;L
supersede Christ who was born two thousand Years ago at
new period in human history will be one of monstrous animal P O,wegk'ww
FAAV L Tava 4 Eranem waeis wiawr 1 A TIAHTERER
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)—The moment

birds over the it
Chﬂsu‘n
civilization, this beast has been sleeping but is now
l hg[ll.
thi 2ins ¢ ot '
is poem contains a horror-vision of the destruction of the wor Id a5

turies of € ™ s
appearance in the world. This will be the “gecond coming
Bethlee™ y s
[hv
ita . ..
nd the prophecy of an era of infinite cruelty and agony-



