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PREFACE

In presenting a new statement of theme for the heroic plays of
William Butler Yeats, I know that a great debt is owed to many eminent
scholars in the fields of poetry, philosophy, and drama., The stage
productions that are investigated here are seen essentially as sym-
bolist plays and as species of religious drama. The analysis of that
vital area of the plays which may be designated as the "unseen world"
has necessarily been attempted, first, upon the relatively stable
ground of Yeats's aesthetic. The challenge that is offered, then, is
in descriptively circumscribing Yeats's "religious dimension," best
depicted as a non-paraphrasable content. The pattern that thus develops
is best understood in relation to Yeats's Great Wheel, a symbol that is
central to his prose myth, A Vision. Each play is built upon a sym-
bolic series that is meant to suggest an emerging "Centre." To the
extent, then, that a non-paraphrasable content is present in these
three works of art, the ultimate determination of the theme that is
offered, I am aware, rests primarily upon what a descriptive language
will allow., Throughout the study the intent has been to do justice to
the intriguing mind and the camplex art of a major European poet.

Indebtedness is acknowledged to Drs, Daniel R, Kroll, Samuel
Woods, Jr.;, and Daniel Judson Milburn for their valuable guidance,
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The heroic plays of William Butler Yeats—The King's Threshold
(1904, 1922), On Baile's Strand (1903, 1906), and Deirdre (1907)—are

often viewed as uncertain theatrical "experiments" attempted by a poet
in his middle period., Except for isolated studies their relevance to
the larger design of Yeats's poetics is but vaguely suggested, In terms
of development they are seen to evolve out of singular interests held by
the artist—nationalism, Irish mythology, drama, or poetry-——rather than
from an eclecticism that strove to unify significant elements of each.
The striving for a unity was the main criterion of Yeats's aesthetic:

"a unity delicately balanced between opposites. nl In the heroic plays
this unity is cosmically oriented and metaphysically obscure, Its terms
purposely set in motion a vague crosscurrent of symbolic meaning that
speaks essentially in a language not of communication but of communion.
The "Centre" of things is affirmed, meaning that which is "real" in a
world which is "unreal." In the heroic plays, therefore, an individu-
alist concept is made the resolution toward which all lesser parts
gravitate, As such the heroic plays constitute a vital chapter in what

one critic has termed Yeats's "Search for Reality. n2

lEaward Engelberg, The Vast Design (Toronto, 1964), p. xviii.

2Virgin.ta Moore, The Unicorn: William Butler Yeats' Search for
Reality (New York, 1954), p. 429.




Such a view takes cognizance of Yeats's belief that "philosophy and
theory were not merely desirable for the artist but necessary: he must

work conceptually as well as perceptually."l In Dramatis Personae,

Yeats declares that he begins his plays with "something that can be
stated in philosophical terms." These terms, Yeats says, are "eliminated™
until the play becomes "a mere story."2 That which is "instructive" in
the "story," however—its values, its point of view——resides more in the
supposedly "eliminated" terms, thoroughly philosophical, than in any mere
unfolding of events which may or may not be termed "tragedy." Ecstasy,
for example—whatever its ultimate ambiguity——has a place in Yeatsian
drama, Therefore, an attempt is made in this study to include these
lesser or greater elements—that is, to state an inherent and terminal
value for the heroic plays. In this chapter the attempt is made first
from the relatively stable ground of Yeats's aesthetic and secondly from
the less certain ground of Yeats's metaphysics.

Divergent evaluations in Yeatsian scholarship, of course, are not
uncommon, Professor Richard Ellmann writes that Yeats's dramas of the
first decade "show the effect of much theorizing."3 Yeats in this respect
is conceivably at fault, although it is also true that the correctness
of Professor Ellmann's remark must be weighed somewhat against that which
is significantly theorized. It is the latter precisely that is open to
question, Attempts at classifying or labeling the heroic plays, never-

theless, underscore Ellmann's remark. Critics give Yeats's Abbey plays

lEngelberg, p. xviii.

2Autobio raphies; Dramatis Personae, 1896-1902 (New York, 1953),
PP« 313:317 .

BYbatsz The Man and the Masks (New York, 1948), p. 183, Hereafter

e ——

cited as Man and Masks.




a variety of designations, but, again, this fact in itself points to a
lack of agreement as to the literary elements involved., Are these plays
primarily lyric or primarily drama? Professor Edward Engelberg suggests
that it is rather a trilogy at work, "a marriage of the three great
elements in European literature: epic, drama, and 1yric."1 The sugges—
tion at least makes possible another dimension for the heroic plays, It
helps, in fact, to explain a world that, according to one noted scholar,
"appears to border on the innermost limits of the human consciouaness."2
Professor Engelberg's suggestion also offers one solution to the
use of descriptive terms, Where art moves toward a middle ground; or
assumes, seemingly, an unstable blend of literary elements, it at least
requires some discernible change or response on the part of language tools
that are applied to that art, In this study, therefore, the author's
terms are not subservient to the theatre nor wholly those of traditional
poetry., Professor Thomas Parkinson, for instance, lists "the swan and
the sun and moon as examples of Yeats's iconographic pra.ctice."3 The
word icon, he v_tri.tes » has "a wider connotation than either symbol or
image and can be used to include both."® The word, nevertheless, is used
with caution, Yeats's icons in the first decade of the century were still
in a formative state, The developmental process from an earlier period
was slow., The icons gradually became "more fully structured and weighted,"

lEngelberg, p. xxiii,

®Marton I. Seiden, William Butler Yeats: The Poet as
1856-1939 (Michigan State University Press, ess, 1962), p. 200. Hereaft.er

cited as Mythmaker.

3%, B. Yeats, The Later Postry (Berkeley, 1964), p. viii. Here-
after cited as Later Poetry.

brpia,



Professor Parkinson points out, up until about 1915:
In the poems of The Rose (1889-1892) the sun and moon began

to refer to more complicated psychological processes and were

used to convey feeling more fully structured and weighted.

From this point to about 1915, his /Yeats's/ sense of their

possible function in his poetry expanded so that they were

now alleg_l-orical, now neutral and decorative, now conventionally

romantic,
The terms of Yeats's iconography apply perhaps to a lesser degree to
plays written during this same period, The general pattern formed by
these icons at least appears more or less regular in the hercic plays.
In this respect it is to be noted that only Professor F, A, C, Wilson
has remarked upon what he terms the presence of "secondary symbols" in
the heroic Plays.z Professor T. R. Henn accedes to a possible symboli
intent in On Baile's Strand, but he is finally content to view the play

in the light of traditional drama.3

Here, as so often, the question of
classification obscures the function of Yeats's icons, which; in the
final analysis, is to add (following Engelberg's suggestion) the "epic
dimension," The "epic dimension," however, must be discussed only after
a statement of theme,

Very often the theme of a work of art appears in retrospect as a
mere platitude, whereas the sub ject matter which it describes is enor-
mously alive, It is unusual, perhaps, if the theme constitutes something
of an insoluble riddle in itself. The wisdom of spending much time with

what is unexplainable or inexpressible is, of course, subject to question,

lparkinson, later Poetry, pp. 150-151.
2. B. Yeats and Tradition (London, 1958), p. 38.

37he Harvest of Tragedy (London, 1956), p. 208.



There is the view of "modern linguistic analysts ,"1 for instance, who
suggest that nothing profitable is to be gained beyond their "analysis
of the uses of a word.," Even such a philosopher as Bertrand Russell
declares that in this "they are perhaps a little rash. For they fail to
do justice to the wide and popular spread of some kinds of nonsemae."2
What is "nonsense," here, depends, of course, on the goals that are pur-
sued, In this light it is not entirely applicable to the heroic plays,
but the thought that whole races of people at various times once held a
similarly absurd view, or such views, is worthy of note., With this in
mind the author offers a theme for the heroic plays which, it is felt,
is compatible with their intent, This theme, the author submits, is "we
perish into reality."

"Reality" in the heroic plays is a value which, the author suggests,
resolves the "unity between opposites." As a concept the implication
primarily is that "reality is One." Necessarily, it must be added, the
term also implies that "reality is Many." An intellectualized statement
paradoxically makes this distinction, whereas an aesthetic one with any
extra-empirical intent does not, The term involves, as though on one
side of a coin; a principal cause traditionally associated with deity:
"1So I say that likeness born of the One, leads the soul to God, for l:le
is One, unbegotten unity, and of this we have clear evidence (Eckhart,
Ge::mw, 1300‘)."'3 In a more cryptic manner, and perhaps in the same vein
as a similar statement made by Parmenides, Yeats writes, "'Reality is a

lpertrand Russell, Wisdom of the West (New York, 1959), p. 92.
*Ibid.

3Quoted by R. B. Blakney, tr., The Way of Life, by Lao Tm (New York,
1955) 5 P. 29.




sphere, wh That which exists in time, on the other hand, cannot be
entirely meaningless, A religious philosophy is specific on the point:
"'Here likewise in this bedy of yours, my son, you do not perceive the
True; but there in fact it is., In that which is the subtle essence, all
that exists has its self, That is the True, that is the Self, and thou,
Swetaketu, are That (Chandogya Upanishad, India).'"™ The statement that
the Many exist, therefore, is the other aspect of "reality" and it ulti-
mately justifies life in the actual world. TYeats expresses it by saying,
"iReality is a community of spirits, 1 The view that "reality is One" is
a type of theism, which in individualist statements is termed mysticism,
The view that "reality is Many," however, leads ultimately to pantheism.*
Degrees of interpretation, as might be conjectured, are more usual than
not,

Both views are clearly implied in the hercic plays, the author sug-
gests , to the extent that Yeats makes use of "opposites.," The "unity,"
therefore, as it is understood aesthetically, indicates "reality'"-—a
"reality," however, which is more on the side of the One than the Many:
in other words; it is comparable to Platonism., The distinction between
the One and the Many and the "reality" of the heroic plays is pursued in
this first chapter from the standpoint of Yeats's aesthetic and then in
the light of Yeats's metaphysics. The two are not easily distinguished,

but for an understanding of the heroic plays the division is a necessary

IQuot.ed by Moore, p. 379.
2Quoted by Blakney, p. 30.
3Quaotetl by Moore, p. 378.

brhe inference is based upon a remark made by Sidney Hookx. Infra,
P. 31 of this study.
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The theme as such ("we perish into reality"), this author suggsst.s;
resolves the inner structure of the heroic plays—that is, its symbolic
meaning., The theme also sheds light on the outer structure of the heroic
plays, or on the essential role of the protagonist and on the dramatic con=
flict, The outer structure, haweter; is not reseolved in the light of
Aristotelian criteria for tragedy. And in the light of these criteria
the inner structure, possibly, is nonexistent, The dual structure pos-
tulated here is not in fact an actuality of the plays, but, once again,
is related only to inconsistencies that crop up when one attempts to
classify.

The dangers of leaning heavily on Professor Engelberg's theory (it
will be seen that his remarks are quoted throughout this study) and
restricting the investigation to only three plays by Yeats are recognized
by the author, Limited assertions that tend to arise from such an ap=-
proach are guarded against by displaying a solid theoretical basis and
by adding enough comparative references for an adequate perspective. The
view consequently is of an early mystical strain in Yeats's work which
becomes less prominent as his art becomes more universalized, Yeats's
mystical propensities in the middle period in turn define somewhat a
non-paraphrasable content, categorized in this study as "reality." The
author suggests that in the heroic plays the aesthetic treatment of this

concept is central,
(1)

Yeats's aesthetic, in the words of Professor Edward Engelberg, is

never far from "the major issue of the 'concrete universal'-—an art at
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once both unique and generic, ik The elements in this aesthetic are first
visible in research that Yeats did on the works of William Blake, Yeats,
in the following passage, points out the principle of "expansion and con-
traction" in the mind of man:

The mind or imagination or consciousness of man may be said
to have two poles, the personal and impersonal, or, as Blake
preferred to call them, the 1limit of contraction and the un-
limited expansion. When we act from the personal we tend to
bind our consciousness down as to a fiery center. When, on
the other hand, we allow our imagination to expand away from
this egoistic mood, we become vehicles for the universal thought
and merge in the universal mood .2

The change that takes place as Blake's ideas filter into Yeats's aesthetic,
however, is best understood by an earlier distinction that Coleridge made
between "Greek and Gothic,."

In an age that was on the verge of transition Coleridge foresaw the
artist uprooted from the past and struggling with a new definition of
"man as man.," The terminology of his distinction, Engelberg notes,
"appears at first turned on its head-=but only at first":

The Greeks idolized the finite, and therefore were the masters

of all grace, elegance, proportion, fancy, dignity, majesty—of

whatever.,.is capable of being definitely conveyed by defined

forms or thoughts: the moderns revere the infinite, and affect

the indefinite as a vehicle of the infinitej;—hence their pas-

sions, their obscure hopes and fears, their wandering through

the unknown, their grander moral feelings, their more august

conception of man as man, their future rather than their past—

in a word, their sublimity.3

Engelberg applies the distinction to "moderns /who/ look in" in an effort

lEngelbﬂl'g, Pe 7 .

e e e e

Symbolic, and Critical, eds., Edwin John Ellis aml W. B. Yeats, I, 2,2.

3Ibid., p. 11. See S. T. Coleridge, "Lectures on Shakespeare," as
quoted by D, G, James, The Romantic Comedy (London, 1948), p. 24l.



to once again align themselves with a "universal will." "This Ramantic
conception," he suggests, is dominated by the voice of Schopenhauer, the
philosopher that Yeats read "as a young man":

'Sublimity' was a word Yeats used infrequently but its meaning
was conveyed by 'ecstasy,' a word he was very fond of using,
and ecstasy is a lyric or dramatic achievement, never an epic
one, It is reached only through tension or action, through
ultimate contraction, inwardness, the turning of self toward
self, Contraction is, paradoxically, a road toward the infinite,
for it is the Self which contains infinite alternatives, infi-
nite mysteries, What makes for conflict is the irresolution
of the striving. Whereas the Greeks locked out, the moderns
look in: the epic emotion reconciles the individual to the
world and the world assimilates and contains him, Epic is
always depersonalized, and even Greek sculpture be said
to have striven—in its quest for Allgemeinheit /breadth, gener-
ality, universality, the Greek way of relieving the hardness
and unspirituality of pure form; a sacrifice of what the
moderns term ress —for the epic inclusiveness, Drama
and lyric objectify: the individual appropriates the world,
not in order to make himself resemble the world but to make
the world resemble him, This Romantic conception was initiated
and furthered by Kant, Fichte, Hegel, and above all, by Schopen-
hauer: 'Mie Welt ist meine Vorstellung' [‘fhe World is my
repmaent.atiux_:7 : conscious will becomes self-consciousness
and, in Schopenhauer, individual will abdicates to the power
of a universal Will, Paradoxically, therefore, though the
individual loses in his power to will, the awareness of his own -
vision of_the world gives him a corresponding freedom, unlimiced,
infinite,1

The personal and the impersonal, the "contraction and expansion"
of Yeats's aesthetic also finds a parallel, by way of Schopenhauer, in
lyric poetry and drama., Paraphrasing Schopenhauer's aesthetic, Engelberg
declares that it is "no accident" that Yeats tries to unify both literary
forms:

When that which is rendered is equivalent to him who renders

it, we have lyric poetry; then, in stages, this equation widens

until, in drama, the artist and his material are most removed

and most finite, since the distance between creator and created

in drama necessarily dictates limitations which lyric poetry
does not, That Yeats should seek at once the most subjective

lEngelberg s Pp. 11-12,



and objective modes—Ilyric and drama—is therefore no accident:
he desired both,l

In actual practice, however, it is still another literary form which
places the "subjective and objective modes" in perspective., This is the
epic mode which uses the imagination for a stage, The depth of the epic
material, as a pattern suggested by the icons (or "emotional-intellectual™

symbols ), becomes Yeats's "received tradition or procession, n?
(2)

The "magic" of such archetypal symbols as Yeats uses is that they
stir up a similar response in people, permitting them to cross the bar-
rier of mere words, permitting them to "re-enter the Great Memory toward
which their personal memories would be pulled by the inherent force, the

3

gravitational pull, in the magnet-like symbol itself."” The process, in

short, provides the "unseen" of the heroic plays. It is a world which
the auditor is called upon to explore with his mind's eye., And it is the
primary reason why the symbols must not give more than "fragmentc" of
ideas to the listener. Anything less or more, as Engelberg points out,
destroys the illusion:

Now 'symbols, associated with ideas that are more than frag-

ments of the shadows thrown upon the intellect by the emotions

they evoke, are the play-things of the allegorist...and soon

pass away.'! That is, if symbols are evocative of and associ-

ated with ideas that dominate-—'are more than fragments '—=and

so give back to the intellect ideas larger than the emotions
evoked initially, then we have idea-dominated allegory....

1Engelberg, Ps 13. See Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and

2

Ibid., pt 33'
31vid., p. 115,



Ideas, then, should be no more than 'fragments' returned to
the intellect by the emotional evocativeness of the symbol
chosen., But this does not render the intellect inoperative;
on the contrary, 'It is the intellect that decides where the
reader shall ponder over the procession of the symbols, and

if the symbols are merely emotional, he gazes from amid the
accidents and destinies of the world; but if the symbols are -
intellectual too, he becomes himself a part of pure intellect,
and he is himself mingled with the procession.! The emotional-
intellectual symbol is therefore the preferable kind because
it unites the reader-—as it must the poet who uses it—to his
symbols, unites his self-consciousness to the 'procession'

or, as Yeats called it in 'Magic,' to the Great Memory,l

It is clear, then, that what is basically expressed in the heroic plays—
if indeed the above is functional——is that which is one step beyond the
reach of words,

Such a view, of course, cannot be reduced to a category of substance;

it is an indirect conception of transcendence.’ It makes little dif-

ference, therefore, what Yeats specifically had in mind-—the "procession,"
the "Great lﬁunory:,“ "Ged," or, as he wrote two years before his death,

a "community of spirits." It is only certain that the individual mind
that perceives must also, as best it can, interpret. The "thoughts"

that are thus called up can readily be rejected—"'Evolution,'" John Dewey
nrit.es; "'appears to be just one of the irreducible traits of the world,
which constitute the subject-matter of mtaphysics.'“B Or the "vision,"
if it is such; can readily be accepted: the Chinese mystic, Lao Tzu, for
instance, begins his teaching with the declaration that "'The reality
(tae) that can be conceptualized is not the essential rea.lity.'"h That

lEngelberg, p. 108, See W. B. Yeats, "The Symbolism of Poetry,"
Essays (New York, 1924), pp. 197-198.

2A phrase used by Martin Heidegger. Infra, p. 34 of this study,
3 Quoted by Sidney Hook, The Quest for Being (New York, 1961), p. 169.

bquoted by Philip Wheelwright, Metaphor & Reality (Bloomington, Ind.,
1962), p. 41.
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which is inexpressible is said to be exactly that at the extreme of dis-
belief or belief. The mysticism of the latter view is as non-communicative
as the first is disinterested.

To the extent that mysticism, then, characterizes Yeats's view in
the heroic plays, its saving grace, no doubt, is that it becomes a "reli-
gious dimension" embodied in three works of art. It is, of course, not
simply a matter of giving the "epic dimension" a new name; the religious
intent was present from the very first., In this respect the direct con-

ception of transcendence that one finds in two plays by Yeats written

during the first years of the decade are significant, These two morality
plays, The Hour Glass (1903, 1913) and Where There Is Nothing (1902,
1908)1, were evidently Yeats's last attempt to "conceptualize" his ulti-
mate subject matter in his art. From the first play the author has taken
the phrase, "we perish into reality.“2 The title of the second play
suggests its theme, the completed thought being "Where there is Nothing,
there is Gorl."3 Both statements, it may be noted, are not suggestive or
"educational" in any sense of the word. The heroic plays, consequently,
are a vast improvement if only in the subtlety of their mystification.

The matter, however, is better shown as a process of Yeats's aesthetic,

(3)

The breadth of Yeats's vision in the heroic plays is predicated upon
his view of "life," Essentially the view is stated in terms of a mind-body

l’l'he second version was renamed The Unicorn from the Stars.

2In1’ra, Ps 36 of this study.

3Infra., pe 37 of this study.
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dualiam, because this leaves room for the immortality of the soul, "'Life!
[to Yeats/ was at least half-spirit, half-soul, and fidelity to 'truth'
was precisely the recognition of the unseen, ot Yeats was enough of an
artist to know, however, that even the "unseen" was not well served by an
"impressionistic nw'sst.icieuu."2 In the "Wandering of Oisin" (1889), for
acamplo; such a direction was taken. In the sermon delivered by a young
ged, Oisin (the warrior in the following lines) is told that "the soul
passes through several rounds of rebirth . . . . Only when it has aban-
doned the wheels of rebirth, can the soul experience true freedom and joy":

"The soul is a drop of joy afar.

In other years from some old star
It fell, or from the twisted moon
Dripped on the earth; but soon, ah! soon,
To all things cried, 'I am a slave!
Trickling along the earth, I rave;
In pinching ways I toil and turn,'
But, warrior, here there is no law;
The soul is free, and finds no flaw,
Nor sorrow with her osprey claw.
Then, warrior, why so sad and stern,
For joy is God and God is joy?"

The "ideal 'disembodied beauty'"™ suggested in these lines still was
not "educative" in the way that Yeats would have it be, "Literature," he
was later to write, "is ., . . the great teaching power of the world, the

5

ultimate creator of all values."” The realignment of his essential

lgngelberg, p. L5. See also Peter Ure, W. B. Yeats (New Yark, 1963),
pP. 48,

zIbid., Pe 62.

3Qunt.ed by Thomas Parkinson, Later Poetry, p. 55. See also The
Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (New York, 1951), pp. 358-359. The latter
version substitutes "Men's hearts" for "soul."

z"l!‘.r:gelberg, pe 45. See Yeats's letter to George Russell, cited on
pe 53 of this study.

S Ibid.
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mterial; based upon what is actually communicated in art and upon what
he wanted to communicate, had to at least take as its starting point
events or relations that occurred in the actual world. "@itemturg
mst , . . describe the relation of the soul and the heart to the facts
of life ., . . as it is, not as we would have it be. . . . It must be as
incapable of telling a lie as na.ture."l

The method eventually used was suggested by the type of art Yeats
admired, "all heroic and bardic literature.," Engelberg finds in Yeats!'!s

admiration of such art, therefore, a clue to the "modus operandi of 5157

aesthetic™:

One kind of art which appealed consistently to Yeats has in
common a grandeur of conception and form; all heroic and bardic
literature;...everything that could 'meld vast material into

a single image.' In that last phrase lies the modus operandi
of Yeats's aesthetic: for the threat that vastness would lose
itself in amarchic flood was a%ways to be checked by the
assertion of the single image.

(4)

The aesthetic, of course, describes what Yeats felt was possible in
his art. What the auditor sees and what the author of the hercic plays
intends that he should see is in essence the whole problem., The response
to such otherworldly obscurities as the heroic plays present, even in
Yeats's lifetime, was somewhat negative. The aesthetic and what is found
in the plays, however, suggest that a "single image" is present. The
heroic plays also suggest that the "single image" includes two polarities
that are conceptually opposite: "contraction and expansion," the "personal
and the impersonal," or the actual world and the invisible world. If in

]'Engelberg s Do &5

2Thid., p. ke
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the mind of the auditor, however, the "single image" fails to check "un-
limited expansion'--that is, if the invisible world is felt to be wnrelated
to the actual world-—ithen what is left, at best, is but the tragic art of
hflood,“ or a mood and emotion whose causal force seeningly has neo origin
in the plays themselves., The "single image," as a concept, must therefore
be clearly understood if the supposed balance or "unity between opposites"
is to be established,

Following Yeats's aesthetic, Engelberg points out thgt the "single
image' is the "disengaging soul , . . defining its individuality within
the art it creates.™ In the later poetry this soul is often Yeats's
owny in the heroic plays the poet, of course, is not gntirely on the stage.
The soul that defines its individuality belongs to the protagonistss

Seanchan in The King's Threshold, Cuchulain in On Balle's Strand, and

Deirdre in the play by that name., At most these creatures reflect bhut
one facet of the poet's make-up: a projection of what he thought was
an opposite—or an ”impersonal"—Qaspect of himself, or of people like
himself., The view, though finally an aesthetic one, 1s here supported
by “Keatsf doctrine of psychological dualism—a theory that all men
possess both an ego or self and an antiself."

It does not follow, however, that the antagonists—King Guaire in

The King's Threshold and King Conchubar in On Baile's Strand and in

Deirdre=—express the "Self' in the sense that they represent the poet's
true personality. The "psychological antinomies," as Professor Seiden

srites, center on "single protagonists™:

1Engelberg, Pe XXX

2Seiden, Mythmaker, p. 58.
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Throughout his poetry and dramas of the years 1900 to 1910,
Yeats centered his psychological antinomies on single protag-
onists, rather than solely on different characters whom he
juxtaposed. And, after Maud Gonne's marriage in 1903, he
undertook to celebrate especially men of the heroic virtues:
men who do not abandon instinct for an unobtainable ideal in
womanhood; and men who can, in the midst of despair, assune
toward 1ife a stoic pose, Occasionally during the 1890's he
had admired such men; but they now became a kind of obsession
with him. His life and his art thus gained in dramatic inten-
sity., In On Baile's Strand Cuchulain, upon learning that he
has inadvertently murdered his own son, conceals his grief,
although in so doing he loses his mind. Seanchan the Bard in -
The King's Threshold, through his very aloofness to misfortune,
brings a king to his knees [pr brings about his own death in
the revised versio§7, In Deirdre, while they await the ven-
geance of_ Conchubar, Deirdre and Naoise quietly play a game
of chess,*

What is supposedly seen in the heroic plays, then, is the "Masks" (a
term used only after the heroic plays for the "antiself"), Behind the
Masks (the protagonists) the "Self" once again is "unseen.," The "Self,™
however, is "half-spirit, half-soul." Uo distinction is méde in the
heroic plays between the mind and the soul, just as in the writings of
Plato, for ins’(.ance.2

It is clear, then, that what the antagonists represent (seemingly
coercive institutions, the law, or unimaginative thought) is also the
physical world of the Masks. At the end of each play the physical Mask,
like the "husks'" of the spirit,3 are left behind, the world of the antag-
onist is rejected, and the "disengaging soul,” at once unique and generic,
comes at last to the end of its struggle against warring opposites, The
soul or "Self" is not followed into its immortality, but as Yeats

believed, "It is the conviction of the soul's immortality, not its

1Seiden, Mythmaker, p. 59.
2Infra, Pe 34 of this}study.

3Seiden, Mythmaker, p. 27,
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ultimate 1life in another world, which makes art possible."l

The ritual of the soﬁl in the heroic plays, however, is not solely
indicated by the Masks. Their passions, dramatically at least, suggest
that there may be a secretive cause——this is to say that one, generally,
cannot rely on the protagonists! initial comfrontation with and reaction
to evil to present anything other than what appearS‘to be an idicsyne
crasy (the heroic stance), The icons, in a way of speaking, also have
their secretive cause (is it the spirit or the Self?): "The imagination
deals with 'spiritual things symbolized by natural things'-—by birds and
towers, by dancers and swords, by tables, ancestral houses, and swans.“z
The rhythm of the lyric, not in any sense last, likewise plays its part
in emphasiging specific icons. The result is not purposely a dual level=—
a separation between the "seen" and the "unseen." Rather there is a
blend of emotions--the function of three different literary clementSe
that is meant to create a synthesis:

Throusgh methods uniguely his own, Yeats developed an aesthetic

of equipoise: epic grandeur (reverie), lyric sweetness (ecstasy)

and dramatic intensity (passion)., Synthesis—or Unity of Being—

was salvation: through a balanced interplay of epic, lyric and
dramablic, abstracticn might be defeated, egoism avoided; and
tradition preserved.3

The pattern that evolves, then, based upon the "single image" and
the "vast material' merely declares its existence upon the stage, amd

in ways that will presently be pointed ocut-—that is, "It declares that

lEngelberg, p. 63.

“Ibid., p. bl

31pid., p. 27.



the unseen world is real and the actual a varyingly transparent veil.®

Such an indirect conception of branscendence, again, lifts itself as it

can from the "power of the spoken words," from the "fragments® of ideas
that reside in Yeats's icons, and from "an ordering of the whole to which
the parts contribute in gubordinate fashion." "What is sought," Engel=-
berg says, is a "unity within itself," and what is achieved is "a deeper
reality at the circumference of form'":

True art sought unity within itself, that is, by an ordering

of the whole to which the parts contribuie in subordinate

fashion-—else pattern would again subdue rhythm, the detail

the whole design., Instead of mirroring and trying to balance

the objective things of reality-—filling the work wholly and

faithfully with the rhythms of life in the hope that such

rhythms would make a pattern—the artist cut through 'the

passing mode of society! to reach a deeper reality abt the

circumference of form., What he-cuts through is space éﬁhe

pictorial space of the theatrg7; and the process of i‘orging9

a path creates in turn the echo or resonance Yeats desired.”

The problem that such a rigorous and impacted symbolic language
presents to a physical art such as the theatre is understandably a barrier
to the wninitiated. One critic of the theatre writes, "The visual and
literary arts are not simply juxtaposed [in the theatrg7} they are fused
in the physical presence of the actor.“3 In one sense of the word,
however, the visual element of Yeats's literary art is substantially
implied by the presence of the actor. The actor, of course, is the "dise
engaging soul," the "Self," the "single image," or, in other words, that

which emerges epically in the play to become a part of the "unity between

opposites,®

lA mystical concept so declares itself in religious drama according
to Una Bllis-Fermor, The Frontiers of Drama (New York, 1946), p. 146,

2Engelberg, p. 126,

BAugust W. Staub, "The !Unpopular Theatre'! of W, B, Yeals," Quarterly
Journal of Speech, XLVII (December, 1961), p. 367.
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The problem of the actor, nevertheless, is not solved if the poten=
tial mystic watching the drama unfold refuses to "see.," Yeabts evidently
believed that given the right elements and the proper formula the poten-
tiality would express itself, The impetus is given in the heroic plays
in Teats's emphasis on "a syntax 'for ear alone.'" The visual element,
however indescribable, then tends to arise of itself, In thiz sense
(perhaps a very technical sense) it can be said that Yeats put it there:

He has spent his 1life, he says in his introduction to his

plays (dated 1937, only published in 1961), getting rid of

tevery phrase written for the eye' and re-establishing a syn-

tax "for ear alone'; but the assertion is somewhat misleading:

he wished to disengage the audience from visval delusion, but

in doing this he substituted a visual i1llusion which would

coincide, rather than interfere, with the auditory power of

the spoken WOrds +
In theory, then, the auditor was to see through nature (nature imitated),
through "patural things," through his Masks, in fact, just as ancient
men or mystics had always seen. And as that isoul which is alike in all

2
men '-—the anima mundi itself" constitutes at least the Thalf-spirit! of
the "single image," or its Higher Self, then Yeats evidently believed

that each mind "sees" much the =zame thing. The word that categorizes the

insight of the unigue soul of all is, of course, "reality."

(6)

A METAPHYSICAL VIEW OF REALITY

"4 vision of reality's it was a way Yeats defined art, both in

lEngelberg, p. 8Q.

ZThomas Parkinson, ¥. B. Yeats, Self-Critic (Berkeley, 1951}, p. 55.
Hereafter cited as Self-Critic.

3Engelberg, p. 61
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poetry and in prdse,“ Enéelberg writes.l Thus the "single image™ in the
heroic plays defines itself as a part of the value suggested by the term
"reality." In a sense this is to say that the "single image" is not para-
doxical; the semantic arrow, to the extent that it is perceived, points
in one directiqn——towards "reality." And as the inherent and terminal
value of the heroic plays, consequently, "reality" is erected to a point
vhere it transcends all human relationships (and even nature as a whole)
and possesses absolute or independent validity. The degree of value,
however, is similar to the historical-philosophical one in form only.
"Reality" here escapes the usual scientific limitations because its hypo-
thetical congtituents are not scientifically but aesthetically determined
(nature imitated)., Outside such works of art as the hereoic plays the
Happearance-reality" view-——that is the assumption that a distinction can
be made betﬁeen what "is" real and what merely "appears" to be real--is
scientifically‘and pragmatically unwarranted.

Yeatsts "reality,'" therefore, may be typed as it shows forth its own
ontological limits, based upon the implicit outreach and intent of the
images and symbols. The intent here, the author suggests? is best deterw
mined by Yeats'!'s aesthetic., "Reality" in the heroic plays, to repeat the
assertion; is not commensuraste with any other "reality,'" although it may
be thought of as though it were the "whole reality.”2 Yeats at least
must be allowed the exercise of his intellectual rights, remembering once
again that the poetically significant I—the Yeats who is his art—is to

be distinguished from the Yeats who wrote prose, The Yeats who writes

lEngelberg, p. 61,

2The argument is paraphrased from Philip Wheelwright's Metaphor &
Reality, pp. 167-172.
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prose interprets "reality"; the Yeats who is his art presents "reality."

The interpretations of the former, of course, are an invaluable guide,

The primary difference, however, is between a direct snd an indirect cone-

ception of transcendence. The direct conception, as the earlier quoted

remark of Lao Tzu implies, is not entirely meaningful.l

A distinction here is also postulated between Yeats's real under-
standing of the term and an artistic situation which merely capitalizes
on the term, The latter, of course, is not to be taken in a derogatory
sense, In effect, the difference, as an assumption, is between the know-
ledge that a philosopher has and the knoﬁledge that a mystic supposedly
has, Consequently, in the writings of the artist there emerges an older
and more philosophically astute Yeats who often attempts to reconcile his
later erudition to earlier insights, or in the light of an earlier mystical

lkmowledge which in essence defies explanation,
(7)

Yeats's aesthetic, further, is related to the issue of 'reality" in
the heroic plays purely from a philosophical standpoint, Engelberg, for
instance, suggests that the aesthetic has a paraliel in "the philosophic
guarrels centering on the tension between form (stasis) and reality (flux),
and the attempted Platonic synthesis between stasis and flux , . . [as/

outlined in detail by Pater in Plato and Platonism.éi9227."2 The first

three essays in Pater's book, Engelberg decl&res, "reflect the backe

ground of a philosophic eguipoise between motion and rest which bears

lSupra, p. 11 of this study.

2Engelberg, p. 184,
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. R
resemblances at every turn to the Yeatsian aesthetic, TWhat follows is

a brief summary of two of the essays and an application of purely rhilo-

sophical ideas to Yeats's aesthetic and his later thoughts about "reality."

In the first essay it is noted that "Heraclitus?® theory of feternal fluxt®

was unacceptable to Plato:

According to Pater's first essay, "Plato and the Doctrine of
Motion," Plato was influenced by three precursors: Heraclitus,
Parmenides, and Pythagoras. Bach contributed to Plato's
philosophy, either by irritating Plato into attack or by serving
to support a position to be further developed. Chief among
the irritants was, of course, Heraclitus' theory of 'eternal
flux, ' which Plato felt bound to oppose with his 'Dectrine of
Rest.! Pursued to its logical end, the Heraclitean position
rendered knowledge relative, reallt Zactu&lltz7 plastic, and
Absolutes untenable, This stress on Becoming, rather than
Being, paralleled, as Pater noted, the scientific-philosophic
movements of his own time: Darwin and Hegel. And Pater put
the Doctrine of Motion to the test: ‘Mobility! We do not

think that a necessarily undesirable condition of life....
iTis the dead things, we may remind ourselves, that after all
are most entirely ab rest, and Z}§7 might reasonably hold that
motion (v1cloue Iallaulous, infectious motion, as Plato in-
clines to thlnk) covers all that is best worth being.

Professor Engelberg next swmuarizes Pater's presentation of Plato's

"Woctrine of Rest,! Pater, it is noted, rejects "Pure Being" but says,

in effect, that as an aspect of Plato's Hellenism it completes a balance

that is desirable—"motion checked by rest; rest amimated by motion."”

Yeats also recognizes at this later date that "a single and multiple

reality" are irreconcilable:

"Plato and the Doctrine of Rest" examines this Platonic
check against the still dominantly Asiatic conception of flux.
Here the role of Parmenides seems crucial, for it is he, ac~
cording to Pater, who suggested to Plato the idea of an
'unchangeable realityt—an idea which Yeats, through Bergson,
had once rejected on philesophic grounds. But even Parmenides’
Doctrine of Hest was based not on inherent stasis but on the

lEngelberg, p. 18k.

“Ibid., p. 185.



<3

paradovical theory that ‘perpetual motion'! in space becomes
eventually ‘'perpetual rest': the analogue to Yeabs'!s aesthetic
use of the dance,

Pater's treatment of Plato's abhorrence of mobion is often
hostile, even irreverent, for Pater's doctrines of art depended
on the vitality of process—growth and change. Like Yeats he
felt that Pure Being might lead to Pure Nothing, to death. To
Parmenides' paradoxes, 'that what is, is notj Zgr§7...thau
what is not, is,! and 'that what is, is; and that what is not,
is not,* Pater ascribed a harmful 1nfluence: 'the Furopean
mind,,.will never be quite sane again,' because a too relent—
less guest for the One, the Absolute, is Quixotic, a search
for the falgebraic symbol for nothingness.! Himself essen-
tially a relativist, Pater felt such an uncritical dedication
to a single deity to be a 'mania,’ leading to the 'self-
annihilation® of '01d Indian dreams;' to the 'ecstasies of the
pure spirit, leaving the body behind it,' to a 'literal

gation of self '—in short, to *moral suicide,' Yeats never
went so far: he would need to keep both impulses, self-
realization and self-surrender, and maintain his grasp on
reality with the 'profane perfection' of his soul. 'I think,!?
he wrote in 1930, ‘that two conceptions, that of reality as
congeries of belngs that of reality as a single being, alter-
nate in our emption and in history, and rust always remain
something that human reason, because subject always to one or
the other, cannot reconcile,' For Yeats, therefore, single
and mnltiple reality, the One and the lMany, were irrecon-
cilable, except within the pattern of their alternating
rhythms in man and the history he shapes, If Yeats moves
forward from his position of 1930 it is only to see that the
Many can berome One, that ‘'congeries,! assembled in the pro-
per design, assume the shape of a 'single being.' On the
other hand, Pater saw the whole movement in philosophy from
Plato through Spinoza, Descartes, and Berkeley as a futile
pursuit of Pure Being fattained by the suppression of all the
rule and outline of one's own actual experience and thought';
and at such a price he disallowed it t

In summary, Engelberg writes, "Heraclitus taught 'progress' and
Parmenides ‘rest': Pythagoras taught the philosophy of 're-action.'! Plato
then executed his dualistic 'compromise?; upon it, Yeats seems late in

1life to have built his ow

lEngelberg, pp. 185-186,

“Ipid., p. 187.
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The philosophic implications, perhaps, are rightfully felt to invali-

o

date somewhat the "reality" of the heroic plays-—pat mainly, it sust be
noted, from the standpoint of explanation. What essentially, then, is to
be added? One eminent writer points ocut that the element of change in the
logical structure of explanation itself, for instance, is based upon the

recognition of successive entities that remain themselves unexplained,

Sub=-atomic particles and syace itself have this in common~~that is, their

explicative force remains intact as long as they are not themselves under
investigation., The stabement here, of course, i hopefully a *aﬂthiul

rendering of a vicw expressed by Bertrand Rus ell. Jehn Dewey writes,

"1The attempth to give an account of any oceurrence invelves the genuine

2

and irreducible existence of the thing dealt with,'" The limitations thai
the philosephic view thus imposes on "reality" are possibly more in conflict
with the theatre itself than with the subjective aspects built inteo Yeabs's

vlays by the lyric mode. To the extent that the rhythms and images of

et

Yeats's 1lyric are present, "reality" is an explicative force hercic

(o
e
[}

£

prie

plays., It is the theatre, on the other hand, which presents "natural
things" and asks that first they be seen as such. And it is the theatre
which, at its best, removes the type of "reality" that Yeats invokes to

such a distance that it is not of immediate concern. Therefore, deus ex

machina in the theatre is perhaps as much of an ancmaly as is Yeats's
Preality" in the theatre, It is not difficull to see why Yeats wanted it
i

Russell, pp. Lh=45.

i
“Quoted by Hook, p. 169.
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there, It is difficult, however, to disentangle "major premisesV—gne
belonging to Yeats's "reality" and the other to the theatre-—which work
at cross pUrposes.

"Reality," therefore, leads one ultimately to a questioning of
Yeats's aesthetic, The design of his later poetics provides a few examples
that are instructive, TFor it is only in art, in a poem like "Sailing to
Byzantium," for instance, that the necessary qualifications can be made,
Paradoxically—at least to this author——this meant that the '"whole reality"
mist first be seem as the actualiby of the world (the Heraclitean "flux"),
The special knowledge, or the "ecstasy™ of the heroic plays, becomes once
again the stepping stone to the "reality at the circumference of form."
"The paradigm of this mode," according to Professor Parkinson, is the
poem "Among School Children®:

Because of his sense of the reality of bioclogical and social

limit as well as the claims of the super human, he could order

a range of experience that would include the reminiscent per

sonal and move out to the historical or biolegical limits of

men and from there to a final religious vision. The paradigm

of this mode is "Among School Children," beginning as a lament

on the defect of human expectations and, in its final version,

ending coolly with the observation that the world of permanent

forms mocks every great man and his enterprise, but in its

final version tearing the fabric of its vision teo permit the

emergence of the symbolic tree....It brings its writer and

reader smoothly to the ultimate, and there it stops, with the

implied proviso that beyond this point language is useless.t
Parkinson adds that "“one way of phraging the intention is to assume that
he is examining the emergence of reality in a multiplicity of processes,

the poem being the instrument of a spiritual quest."2

The "reality" that emerges, however, can as easily signify art itself

lParkinson, LateruPoetry, pp. 50-51,

“Ibid., pp. 51-52,



as the supernatural., The last line of the last stansza
'1&@&@:wowﬁgranshmvmmcmnbmthzwr1
sal, whether in art or in life?
Labour is blessoming or dancing where
The body is not bruised to pleasure scoul,

flor beauty born oub of its ovm despair,
Hor o
0 Chestnut tree, great-rooted blos

Are you the leaf, the blossom

somer,

that follows, for

cular from the univerw

sar-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil.

or the bhole?

O body swayed to nmasic, O brightening glance,
How can we know Li daqccr from the dance”l
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In these lines the ecstatic utterance leaves little do

fundamental in art and in life is beinz singled out.

essence of life, elther timeless or temporal, and the

aspect of "reality," either beyond art or iln art, are

that their implications are not immediately seen, If

felt to indicate an Immanent Principle, then the impli

Placing the

conditions the whole of human experience,

of the individual, however ("How can we kmow—7?"), imp
experience is esscntially the sole arbiter of value ju

undoubtedly would accept both interpretations as walid,

aesthetic, The conflict between the One and the MHany,

thus resolved.,
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so far as he was a victim of ite operation: though excluded
by the gods, the Greek could not afford to live without them,
Orily the Fast has provided for a union with the divine of
which the divine is not jealous, probably because the Bastern
aseetic iz willing to dissolwve his persona, is not jealous of
it, a dissolution neither Odysseus nor Faustus could even con-
template., Yeats borrowed freely from all views, including the
Greel Necessity and the Christian loaging for a unity that
would close the gaping chaos that followed the Fall, Bub he
always sought to balance between the self-consciousness of
freedom and the conscilousness of surrender: ‘I am always, in
all I do, driven to a moment which is the realization of my-
self as unique and free, or to a moment which is the surrender
to God of all that I am..,.Could those two impulses, one as
rach a part of truth as the other, be reconciled, or if one

or the other could prevail, all life would cease.' Man can
neither live outside the design nor lose himself in it; but

to survive he must retain both impulses. Although he can
never relinquish the image of Self, the only way of ensuring
against that Self ultimately alienating itself from the vorld
is to make it serve the design that is its nearest kin., That
was the accomplishment of the Byzantine craftsmen and artists
when, collectively, they expressed a single image of their
culture without violating thelr individual talents., The
design is the shape given it by its artificers,t

(9)

The "reality" of the heroic plays, theréfore, is an early valuse
term of Yeats's art. To the extent that it constitutes Yeats's 'choice, "
it is a Y"religious philosophy, a Platonism articulated . . . in terms of
his Celtic syﬂﬁao}.j_sm.“2 As to iits real meaning, even ¥eats's later
U"synthetic myth in prose," A Vision, is of little help. It_is clear,
for instance, that the one "reality" must somehow Jjustify even that strange
work, In the final analysis, however, the distinction between Yeats's
prose writings and his art must again be made. "His philosophic specu-

lations," Engelberg declares, '"were merely 'metaphors' for his poetry:

1Engelberg, pe. 207,

2Amas I, Wilder, The Spiritual Aspects of the New Poetry (New York,
1940), p. 201.




the aesthetic itself is, after all, philosophic (as distinct from the
‘philosophy' of A Vision),"l The two versions of A Vision that were
published, and several statements that come at the very end of Yeats's
life, suggest at least that the same impasse was reached: "reality"
remained impenetrable and inexpressible, Nevertheless, as Engelberg
notes, "A Vision enables us to see the aesthetic reflected and refracted
from different»angles.“

It_is,rof 5ourée, not wise to overlook Yeats's myth, A Vision.
Yeats; as Parkiﬁsoﬁ ﬁrites; "could not accept the idea that subject made
no difference to the value of a poem, that medium was all.“3 The reaction
in part was against current tendencies in painting and poetry that held
that art was something entirely separate from subject matter, The Aner-
icans, Whistler and Pound, for instance, were proponents of such views.4
The criticism that Ezra Pound leveled at Yeals was that '"the symbolist's
symbols have a fixed value, like numbers in arithmetic, like 1, 2, amd
7.0

Z§§7‘was in poetry a mede of cheating: it asked a uniform response, what-

The inference was that whether it be "Christianity or Platonism

6
ever context was provided for the symbol."  Yeats, of course, felt that
the subject matter was a part of his own "nature," which he could not

separate from his work., In the preface to his collected essays, he writes

lEngelberg, p. xviii,
Thid., p. xxix.

BParkinson, Later Poetry, p. 16,

AIbid,, pp. 9 and 16,
: ’

6Ibid.

Tbid,, p. 15.
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[AY]

I have never said clearly thot I condeamn all that is not
tradition, that there is a subject-matter which has descended
lilke that 'deposit’ certain philosophers speak of . At the end
of his essay upon 'sbyle? Paber says that a bock written zc-
cording to the prineciples he has laid down will be well ”Tlubeﬂ,
but whether 1t is a great book or rot depends upon subject-
matter. This subject-matter is something I have received

from the generations, part of that compact with my fellow-ten
made in my name before I was born. I cannot break from it
without breaking some part of my own nature; and sometimes

it has come to me in supernormal experience; I have met with
ancient myths in my dreams, brightly 1it; and I think it

allied to the wisdom or instinct that guides a migratory

bivrd o

A Vision, therefore, is Teats's attempt to catalog that "recelved

tradition," Iis compl ies need not be detailed here. The Doctrine
of the Mask hss beeu emphasized by those who investigate Yeats's poetics,

This study, however, emphesizes its ontelogical aspects, The following

o
summary, then, the author believes, is sufficient as a general outline
of what is involved:

A Vision is based on the conception that 2ll existence i

in conflict between opposed principles (henc sach human being
is both himsel{==lon-—snd his oppos¢~c-£35k) The character-
ist?cs both of individuals and of historical periods likewisc
belong to opposed Qr¢QCiplEba the principle of objecbivity,
mriich Yeats calls Erﬁmar} and thet of subjectivity, which he
calls antithetical., In bebwesen these two erireme conflicting
poles there are a number of possible intermediate states,
Considering individual or uriversal life in time, Yeats postum
lates a continuous movesent of such life from a primary
(objective) to an antithetical {subjective) state, and back
again to primasry.  And he chooses to use, in order Lo repre-
sent this movement, the analogy of the 28 phases of the moon
during the lumar moxth, so that phase one, the dark wmcon,
represents complete objectivity (primary) and pghase flLteEﬂ,
the full moon, complete subjectivity (antithetical),?

bz

- |

‘Quoted by Parkinson, Later Poetry, p. 16.

2Giorglg Melchiori, The thole Hystery of Art: Pattern into Poetry
in the Work of W. B. Yeats (Wew York, 1G61), p. 173
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(10)

In the 1925 and 1937 versions of Yeats's myth, "The principal sym-
bol in the essay is that of a Great Wheel, which," Professor Seiden writes,
"defines the Absolute.“l The overall implication of Yeats's "system,"
however, reaches out toward "reality." In philosophic terms, as was seen,
the insoluble riddle of "reality" hinges primarily upeon a synthesis of
the "Unchangeable One," the thing-in=itself, and that which expresses dif-
ference and change. Yeats's A Vision, of course, neither poses the problem
in these terms nor answers such a problem directly. One must assume,
therefore, that A Vision has a specific meaning for Yeats which even that
work inadequately suggests., One of its possible meanings, as far as
"reality" is concerned, is related to the dominant symbol itself,

The important fact about Yeats's Great Wheel is that it has a hub;
a motionless place for the axle, or, as the author shall henceforth refer
to it, a "Centre." As an expression or characteristic of the Absolute
(its quality of "emptiness" or "Nothingness! appears so ab least to human
eyes), it underlies all things and yet is pre-eminently the thing-in-itself,
The symbol, however, further indicates that It is the necessitating logical
ground of the existence of this world, the Many, "motion and change," or
the rim of the Wheel. The One and the Many, therefore, are in truth of
the same substance, or of the same "Nothingness.! It is worldly knowledge
which views things in terms of a glib dualism,

Such a view, of course, may be traced to the very beginnings of

philosophical thought. "Sacred space," as Professor lfircea Eliade points

lSeiden, Mythmaker, p. 15.
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oubt, is of the essence of a "Cenbrell:

A 'Centre! represents an ideal point which belongs not to pro-
fans geometrical space, bub to sacred space; a point in which
communication with Heaven or Hell may be realized: in other

,Wovdw, a 'Centre! is the paradoxical 'place' where the planes
intersect, the point at which the sensuous world can be tran
scended &

S

The implicatiocn, then, is that the Great Yheel has also a microcosamic
oy 3 -4

o

zistencs in the mind of one person. To a certain extent this identifies

experiegce with an extra-empirical "reality,® In this sense,

more that one "Centre® is recognized at the "rim of the Wheel.,'" Yeats,
for instance, has the line, "'God is a circle whose centre is everyvhere,!

resides in the centre, the post moves to the circumference,
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to the ring 'vhere everything comss round again,'" The concepb essentlally

is of an Immanent Principle. Speaking of such a concept, Professor Sidney

Hook declares, "In its strict form . é}n leads to pantheism,

(11)

When ) 3 i of ision wag 1 ishe ne of the critil
'hen the 1925 version of A ¥ n wag published, one of tr

T AR

cicms leveled at Yeabts's "system! was that his "universe' had no God:

During the 1890's and shortly afterwards he /Teats/ had occa=
gionally made reference to Hig—in The Secrelt Hose and in Ideas
of Good and Evileeas the Nothing which is beyond matter, the
huinan spirit, and Anima Mundi, Bub, while at work on Per
Amica Silentia Lunae and the first editloq of hlu sacred book,
he had coaapletely removed God from his univers

Such & view, of course, implied that Yeats's world was completely

11¢a‘,u and Symbols (Londoz 1901), Be 75,

2. .
&ngelberg, Pe 29,

3
4

‘Vsnok & ,; 126

Seiden, Mythmaker, p. 120,
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“deteministic."l Moral choice, long associated with the Incarnate God

of the West, had clearly been overlooked. "In his /Yeats's/ diary notes
of 1930," Professor Seiden remarks, "he wrote that a 'levelling pantheism!'
could in no way satisfy him: it completely denies the individual ego, But
the daists; he complained in the diary, remove God much too far from the
haman c:u::rmc:!.ouaneas..“2

In the 1937 version of A Vision it is clear that Yeats tried to
amend his "vision of reality." God became the Thirteenth Sphere of
Anima Mundi, The Great Wheel gave rise to a series of cones that inter-
penetrated with other cones to become "gyres":

The world of the spirit and the world of man, he /Yeats/ imagines,
are to each other as two interpenetrating gyres which, like
all such gyres, alternately expand and contract. MNext, he
imagines that in Anima Mundi there are Thirteen Spheres; and
these he goes on to characterize in great detail. He begins
with the argument that they are symbols of perfection, that
they are Great Wheels, and that they are simultaneously cones,
gyres, and cycles, And then he explains the complex relation
of these Spheres to one another, Except for the last, the
Thirteenth, they exist in transcendent time or supernatural
years, The first Twelve Spheres, with the entire phenomenal
universe, evolve towards and emanate from the last. And the
last, the Thirteenth Sphere or Cycle, is the greatest of all
possible gyres, whether supernatural or natural, although it
is completely without past, present, or future, Yeats here
describes the macrocosm as consisting of Thirteen Spheres,
probably, because he would suggest the archetypal cycles of
Blake's Prophetic Books and of occult lore. These cycles are
traditionally symbols of God and His Twelve Emanations, Christ
and the Twelve Apostles, the revolving heavens and the Twelve
signs of the zodiac, and an imaginary year and its twelve
lunar months,>

After the publication of the 1937 version, it occurred to Yeats that he

had created a "transcendent" God, Secondly, since God was equated with

1Seiden » Mythmaker, pp. 125-126,

Iodd., p. 122.

3I}:}.’:.d..., PP 97-98.
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the Thirteenth Cone, it was pointed out that He was clearly not the center
of Yeats's "mimae."l Yeats ended by saying that A Vision was only

his "public philosophy," his "private philosophy" had yet to be stated.2

(12)

Professor Virginia Moore gives more space than most Yeatsian scholars
to what is perhaps Yeats's final statements about "reality." There seem~
ingly is little attempt toward the last to reconcile the philosophical
arguments, In "Seven Propositions," the two sides of the question are
merely juxtaposed in direct statements: (1) "Reality is a commnity of
spirits," and (2) "Reality is a sphere." A third statement, taken from
a letter to a friend, is at least final: "Man can embody truth but can-
not. know it."3

The words thus stated indicate little except that a philesophical
stalemate has been reached, Much, it is clear, has been left unsaid,
That which cannot be said, it is hoped, has also been indicated. To a
certain extent this latter remark also applies to Yeats's "unity between
opposites.” When the "opposites" do not adequately explain actualit,y;
then, possibly, a synthesis is valid., Such syntheses have occurred in
the past., The atomists——Leucippus, Democritus, and Epicurus, for
instance—*formilated a compromise between the One and the Many. As a

theoretical pattern it later became a point of reference in the Hegelian

lseiden, Mythmaker, p. 129.
Ibid., p. 127.

Bthod by Moore, p. 434. For Professor Parkinson's interpretation
of this remark see page 63 of this study,

hRussell, PPe Lk, 45 and 109,
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dialebtic. Russell'déclares, "It is certainly true of intellectual pro-
gress that it arises from a synthesls of this kind, consequent upon an
unrelenting exploration of extreme positions.”

In art, however, the "extreme positions" are mainly ethical in nature,
If Yeatsis "unity betiween opposites" is someshow to be related to the
phrase "Know thyself," then what is essentially involved is either a

static or a dynamic attitude toward one of the higher fidelities, viz,

the Truth. The two attitudes are vaguely comparable to "motion and rest;“
the "Self and the Soul,® *contraction and expahsion," "picture and gesture,"
"lyric and drama," or "personal and impersonal," The point; however, is
that to make sense of the ethical view of the herocic plays the auditer

is forced to reject one of each of these pairs of "opposites." The end

result, therefore, is the recognition of a static attitude toward a sup-

posed ultimate Truth, Martin Heidegger writes, "Every philosophy which
revolves around an indirect or direct caception of 'transcendence'! remains
of necessity essentially an ontology, whether it achieves a new foundation
of ontology or whether it assures us that it re@udiates ontology as a con=
ceptual freezing of experience.“2 The "Self and the Socul® as essentially
one behind the "Mask" is in fact two &sseftions to most intellects. In
the writings oﬁ Plato, however, one also finds that the soul and the mind

are indistinct.3

]‘Russell, Pe 29,

2"The Way Back into the Ground of Metaphysics," Existentialism from
Dostoevsky to Sartre, ed, Walter Kanfmann (Wew York, 1955), p. 219,

3pussell, p. 75. Cf: Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being,
(Harvard University Press, 1936), p. 48. "Ideas [to Plato/ were eternal
objects of pure thought, souls were everlasting conscious and thinking
beings; and since the former were universals or essences, and the latisyr
were individuals, they could not easily be reduced to unity. DBut it is
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{13)

Platonism is thé probable parallel to Yeals's views in the heroic
plays, The *"real® world is felt as invisible and essentially as the One.
It is the polar opposite to HEhig! world, which is to say thab the “pan-
theism" inherent in Yeats's icoms and more or less indicated in the first
version of A Vision had not been clearly thought cut. Yeats, Just as
Plato did, attributed to Yreality" an "indescribable beauty.”l Plato,
in one passage, says that tc apprehend it,rthe faculty of knowledge,
"Yalong with the whole soul, must be wheeled round from that which is
subject to becoming until it is able to endure the contemplation of that
which is, and the most resplendent part thereof; and this, we declare, is
the Good.'"” Yeats, of course, tended to think of the Absolute as de-
tached from any ethical implication, |

There is also the suggestion in Yeats's use of the Great Wheel and

in earlier passages from The Hour Glass (1903, 1913) and Where There Is
Nothing (1902, 1908) that "reality" is either prior to God or perheps an
approach to God. The relationship is not clearly stated in Yeats'ts
early writings, What is suggested, especially in the morality plays
mentioned above; is something that parallels a line of thought developed
in a poem by the Chinese mystic, Lao Tmu——that is, "reality," or the

Way (tao), is like "a preface to GodM:

at least a probable conjecture—vhich can be supported by specific pas-
sages——that Plato in the end conceived of the highest members of both
series as somehow identical,”

LEngelberg, p. 41.

gLovejoy, Pe 41,



The Way ic a void,

Uzed bub never filled:

An abyss it is,

“like an ancestor

From which all things come,

It blunts sharpness,
Resolves tangles;

It tempers light
Subdues turmoil,

A deep pool it is,

Hever fo run drV'

Those offspring it may be

I do not know:

It is like a preface to God,

wed

The "Hothingness," or the hub of the Great heel, similarly suggests that
it is all that humans with their limited views can wunderstand of God,

Yeats's attitude in tﬂlS respect 1s again akin to the views expressed by

™,

traditional mysticism, of which Profesuor Blakney writes: "The ultimate

LY

Reality is not impersonal; to coin a word, it is proto-personal, that is,
pregnant like a wmother with men as well as thnings. It is One and God is

Ca s o s . I - 2 4 . o s
in ity it therefore involves personality.®™ The outlines of just such a

B

"reality' is seen in Yeats's The Hour Glass. In this play the protagonist
is made to says "ie sink in on God, we find him in becoming nothingewe

perish inte reality,t

In the other morality play, lhere There Is Nothing (1902), later

lTrans. by Blakney, p. 56. Professor Blakney writes of the Vay of
the mystics as follows: "...their conclusion was that the Way of nature
is the untimate Reality that gives birth to all things ard regulates them.
The Way of nature is the universe of being, with this difference: it is
process and not static., So much might be gathered from the word chosen
to designate it. The Way is nolt a path which nature might take, but it
is the movement of nature itself; it is effortless movement, but none-
theless s movement, like the anrmal rhythm of the seasons (Dy. L2=13) ¢

G

kI‘bjd .y Pe l-f-3.

3 . . . . . -
This earlier prose version is quoted by Una Ellis-Fermor in The
Irish Dramatic Movement (London, 1939), p. 115.
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revised into The Unicorn from the Stars (1908)3 Paul Ruttledge speaks

I

in similar language: "Ve must put out the whole world as I put out this

. . ) \ . 1
candle. . . . Where there is nothing . . , =there is Gl Sone corie

2
fusion may no doubt result, at least as such things are viewed in this

q

decade, because of the Micthingness" propounded by Existentialis

ot

The difference, possibly, is that in the mystic view prayer is meaningful;
the "Wothingness" of the Ixistentialist, on the w+ﬁer hard, is more to
be eguated with "emptiness" than the "rich nought," so to speak, of the

Yeats, of course, was no theologian. He tries to express his

i N st g - -
Quoted by J. I. I Stewart, Zight lHodern iriters (Oxford, 1963),
328,
e

Fer - . L8 0 PR -
The distinction drawn here is taken Irom Helmut Kuhn, Bncounter
with lothingness, An Essay on Existentialisn (ulnsuale, Tll., 19495

pp. 9092, Professor Kuhn sees a certain similarity of lanpuage used but

a radical alfferenco in point of wiew belsteen the Existentialists and the
myutLCDs To clarify this point, Professor Kubn's view is quoted here atb
lengti:

The siz'lar'ty of langunage is striking indeed. Tedium, emnni,
emptiness==these words from the Existentialist vocabulary are fully ap~
gllcable o) azﬂystlc experience more commorly referred to as the dr ess

of the soul or acedia ('spiritual indifference') or, with 2 d;fferena
emphasisg, as Lhe alilhllaulon of the self, cr the ’ﬂoughted soul, ! The
same correunonoence of terms exists on the side of the object, God Hinme
self is described by mystic writers as Hought (one remembers the Gottese
Nlcbts in Yeister Eckharb), and this divine Nothingness, like the lichts
in elde;ger, is active—it ‘noughits' {tes nichteil), and the fruit of

it aﬁnlhllat1nw activity is, in Walter Hilton's expreSSion, the "roughted
soul?® (T ‘he Scale of Perfection, Book I, Chap. 35). The same mebaphors
are uued, csF801allv the dark nig hﬁ, +h° desert, and the abyss. Tauler
speaks of the !'Wilderness of the Quiet Desert® 01 the Godhead' (The Imer
Way, Third Tnst rCthﬂ, Pe 32A) Ruysbyroeck, of the 'Abyss of Darkness
where the loving spirit dies to itself, and wherein begins the manifegw
tation of God and of ““erﬂ vt Life! ("Drnennﬂu des noces spiri tueLIbs,
Lik, IIX, chap. 2). Teuler and Eckhart play with the similarity of the
German word for grouﬁd or reason (Grund) and the one for abyss (A““TUPG)m»
and so does Heidegger (Vou Vesen des arundes, p. 109).

Let. it be said at once that the kinship of language is misleading,

particularly where the objective side of tne evper' ence is concerned,

The HWothingness of the Bxistentialists is the actual vold, nothingness

by itself, the deprivation of Belng or, at any ratej of nuaa ingful Beling,




mystical visions. One critic notes that he variously referred to God as
the "'Eiernal Darknéss,’ *the Supreme Enchanter'. . . the 'Ineffable
Name,*t 'the Li.ght of Lights,!' the 'Master of the stillvstars and of the
Flaming door.‘“l And in old age, as was seen, Yeats evolved the more
umasual term '"the Thirteenth Cone.”z

Yeats's Irish Rituals (from his diary of‘1898 to 1901) also suggest
that the invisible world, as the one "reality," is what is being hinted
at., These rituals were written for & project which‘never materialized,
the proposed "Irish Mysteries at a Castle of Heroes.»”3 In the last rite;
the Initiation of the Spirit, the One and the Many are again suggested
in the following account:

It starts with a reference to the 'Islands of the Young and
cof the Blessed, Tir-nan-Og' as present, though invisible., Then
the previous initiations are explained. The elements have been

tgymbolically overcome,' An Officer reads the Candidate's
o oF

But when the mystic speaks of God as Mought, as Darkness, or as abyss, he
means to say that God appears so to us. The God-Nothing is really our
owil nothingness which is unable to comprehend God. It is the inadequacy
of our own human language which, in the vain attempt to express Geod, is
finally reduced to stammering 'Wobthing,! thus comfessing that our words
are too narrow to hold God and that He can be expressed only negatively
md indirectly by the admission of our failure to express Him. Considered
by Himself, God is none of the things he is likened to, In fact, He is
the very opposite, and it is blasphemy to think otherwise., God, in truth,-
is the 'rich nought' that appears void only to our deficient comprehension,
the infinite light of wisdom which, precisely because of its superlative
resplendence, is like night to our feeble eyesight, the teeming abyss of
Being rather than the waste abyss of NothingnessS....

Thz anguish suffered by the mystic in the spiritual desert is still
rrayer, whereas the Existentialist's encounter with Nothingness is 'the
opposite,!

lRicha,rd Ellmann, The Identity of Yeats (New York, 1964), p. 53.
Hereafter cited as Identity.

2One renembers also the image in "Baster 1916"—-"!The stone's in the
midst of all,? radiating through-its stillness all the life around it.”
See Engelberg, p. 127, and Poems, p. 179.

3y

Yoore, p. 58.
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record; and speaks of choice, and the stilling of choice.

'The incarnate is many, the discarnate one; all flames are in
the flame.! They bow heads and cover eyes. HNow the Candidate
mast enter the formless. Having passed through sound, silence,
They make a circle rcund hin, Each menberts right hand lifts

a staff, while his left grasps the wrist of a neighbor. The
staves meet above the Candidate's head. The First Officer
praises mnity (the circle) and variety (the pattern of the
staves). '411 unite, yet each remains individual.! The tests,
the Candidate is told, show the form his staff must take.

The ritual, seemingly, has 1little that could be called a "climax,"
However, they "show plainly," Professor lloore declares, "what Yeats in his
3 Y by Y’ >
s . _— 2 . , '
early thirties considered to be important."™ 1In Professor loore's words,
this is first "the attainment of true individuality" and, secandly, the
attainment of "joy":
Man is & pilgrim, life is a guest, the purpcse of which is the
attainment of true individuality--in other words, the bringing
to consciousness of man's Higher Self. His journey to the
light reverses the cosmic and anthropological descent from the
D
Absolute, and involves him in the world of contraries. TFrom

matter, he passes through soul (waber, the ford) to spirit.
The process takes will, Hastened by initiation, the end is

Joy .
(15)

The difference between Yeats's mysticism and hié occultism is best
suggested by the word "magic.," Professor J. I. M. Stewart, for instance,
recounts the familiar details of Yeats's life, but insists—minly from
the concluding poem of The Rose (1893)-—that Yeats's "vision is mazical,
not m;;fs’cr..ic:al‘."l+ The view of this study is simply that the two went hand

in hand, Celtic lore itself, Professor Amos Wilder remarks, "was congenial

1Moor¢, p. 75.
Tnid., p. &L.

woon

Inid,

=

Stewaft, p. 306,
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to the mysticism that he‘[§é3t§7ﬁrought to it in compon with cther Irish
poets.”‘1 Yeats as wholly a mystic, however, is a claim that no eritic
would allow. Mysticism.is generally associated with some individualistic
form of theism, One of its chiefl claims is that it is the sole means of
penetrating to the essence of God, The conviction of such views with
Yeats evidently went hand in hand with a critical or objective attitude
toward’such views, as may be gathered fraw what has been said abbut A
Vision., The "theorizing" of the heroic plays may therefore be ascribed to
the poet's attempbs to express a mystical experience, or at least a thor-
oughly mystical view of life, in his art,

Occultism itself has this quality of seeming but chaff to the wheat
vhere & great tradition of mysticism is involved. To the mystic, perhaps,
the ready-made formmlas are a means of evoking magically or of suggesting
symbolically that which ordinary experience is impotent to reveal. An
expedient solution at least is offered to a language problem. That which
cannot be expressed, however, provides no exit to wnat is essentially a
"hall of mirrors" {tc use a metaphor for the world), If each "mirror M
to continue the metaphor, is a Yeatsian symbol with something of '"reality®
in 1%, then only the breaking of all of them would establish that "thelsm®
is being communicgted and not Ypantheism." Such a view is suggested in

the third stanza of Yeals's poem, "The Statues." The "emply eyeballs®

D

hint at a microcosmic version of the Grzabt VYheel; the thought is primarily

that worldly knowledge leads one astray:

One image crossed the many-headed, sat

Under the tropic shade, grew round and slow,

¥o Hamlet thin from eating flies, a fat

Dreamer of the Middle Ages. Impty eyeballs knew

1%ilder, . 109,



That knowledge increases unreality, that

MWirror on mirrer mirrored is all the show.

When gong and conch declare the hour to_bless

Grimalkin crawls to Buddha's emptiness.
The "emptiness" of the One (the Buddha) and of the Many (the eyeballs)
once again present the view of "theism" with an almost equal stress on
"pantheism." Both views are also present in the heroic plays, for, to
return to the metaphor, Yeats would have his "viewers" break only certain
"mirrors" and then pretend that the rest are illusory. The visions that
derive from a "heterodox mysticism' (Yeabs's own term) imply as much.2

The mysticism that is present, however, compares, not in tone but in

substance, with the reports of mystics in other lands and other times,
The five points of H. B.»B‘lakney3 (mumbered below and with the author's
conparative referencés between) suggest one parallel by which Yeats's

mysticism may be evaluated:

(1) Reality, however designated, is One; it is an all-embracing
unity from which nothing can be separated,

Yeats writes, "we perish into reality™ and "Reality is a sphere."

(2) It, the Ultimate, is nameless, indescribable, beyond
telling: and therefore anybhing said about it is faulty.

In "A Dialogue of Self and Soul™ the Ultimate is similarly indicated:

"For intellect no longer knows / Is from the Qught, or Knower from the

I‘(mmn."j+ From a passage in the first draft of his Autobiographies, one

finds the remark, "'Should not religion hide within the work of art as

lPoems, p. 323,

2Wilson, p. 15,
BElakney, PDe 29—30.

hPoems, p. 231.
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God is within His world. '™ The "entre" of the Great Wheel likewise

suggests that the Uliimate is indescribable,

o

(3) Within the self, IT is to be found and there it is identical
2
with Beality in the external world,

Professor Seiden lists as one of the major paradoxes of Yeats's belief
the following: "Although he /Yeats/ maintained that his myth both origi-
mates in and describes the psychic life of mankind, he fervently asserbe
that all of its dominant ideas have an independent reality and truth.”
similar paradox was seen in the lash stanza of "Among School Children”

. 3

and the third stanza of "The Statues.!

>

{4) It can be known, not discurcively, bubt by scauaintance,
and this acquaintsnce 1s the point of 21l living.

In a passage already quoted Yeats says, "I cannot break from /my subject
matter, or the Mreceived tradition:71mithout breaking some part of my own
i

mature; and sometimes it has coue to me in supernormal experience,’

(5) Renlity io disclosed only &to those who mset its conditions
and the condltlons are primarily moral.

Yeats writes, "!'For there 1s only one perfection and enly one search for
perfection, and it someltimes has the form of the religiocus life and some=~
times of the artistic life.'”5 The moral cmdition is aléo a primary
characteristic of the protagonists of the heroic plays. The 'heroic
gbance! permits Seauchan, Cuchulain, and Deirdre to realize thelr Higher

Selves. As in Yeats's Irish Hysteries, they pass through "sound" (the

l@usted by WMoore, p. 82.
2o .o :
Seiden, iythmaker, p. 2.

3Supra, joje 26 and L1 of this study.

be |
Supre, o

5

. 25 of this study,

Quoted by Moore, p. 28,
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world), "silence" (the "tragic gesture"), and into the "fdrmless"
("reality").l

The heroic plays, this author believes, are the last artistic pleces
by Yeats of.which it can be said that the mystical strain is properly
"concealed" and morally true to ritual and myth. Ia the later plays the
stultifying conditigns of the actual world are dropped and the "obscurity"
itself is presentéd, Thus if the weil is penetrated in the heroic plays,
as Yeabs thought it would be, mysticism, or a daminant tendency toward
mysticism, lies "unconcealed." Professor F. A, C. Wilson, in his discus-
sion of Yeats's dramatic technigues, also, it is clear, describes the
mystical process in the heroic plays. The movement toward the "Cenﬁre,"

as this "Cantre" sarlier was described, constitutes the action of the

4]

rlays, as well as the ritualistic entrance into the "formless':
Waat Yeats primarily requires of the theatre is less katharsis
than what he calls f'stillness'; a single moment of emotional
equipoise to which all the 'passionate intensity' of the action
will tend...; one might define it as an awareness of stasis,
a moment when the mind passes through profound emotion into a
condition of absolute calm,
The "Centre," or the "stillness," again, is the "intersecting plane™
through which the "Self" transcends time and achieves "stasis"—"the
eternal non-temporal present.™
The.antidote to the "complete surrenderY implied by "stasis," how-
ever, is also present in the heroic plays, Essentially it is the Many

of "reality," for Yeabs's icons suggest that an entrance is first made

into the "cyclic" world of Anima Mundi, the Soul of the World, The

lSupra, pe 39 of this study.
2Wilson, Pe 37

3Eliade, p. 75.



inference is sezn most clearly in Deirdre., The two lovers expect the

Jesl
%)

fulfillment of their tragic earth-bound affair in the beyond. It is pos~

™

sible because "reality is a community of cpirits." Ingelberg writes,

"Because infinity and eternity became overwhelming absolutes, Yeats

B

could contemplate only a cycle, in which souls, reincarnated, keep v
turning. It was too much to lose one's scul forever—-to the powers of
1’ 3 s 3 -
light or dark. The "cyclic! world, of course, preserves something of
the actuality that was at the same time being rejected. In the later
poems, as Professor Seiden notes, Yeats adheres to the cyclic pattern,
4 it Ay 3 . I 2 . N
favorinzg "reincarnated souls, not disewbodied men. It is but one more
= 3
of the conflicts that Veats later discovered in "reality."
In the 1937 version of A Vision, an escape from the cycles of re-
eIl & 4
birth is possible, however. The release occurs when the uoul ascends inte
the Thirteenth Sphere of Anima Mundi, The "reality™ that Yests wanted
to convey, of course, made some such explanation as to the {inal "burial
ground" of consciousness a necessiby. "'It is that cycle [the Thirteenth/,'"
Yeats writes, "', . . which may deliver us {rom the twelve cyclazs of

=
time and space,'"’ The issue, however, is more clearly seen in "A

S

oet 1s urged to rejoice

<

Dialogue of Self and Soul." In this poem the i
in Ythe winding ancient stair' (the imaginary gyre or "Centre") leading
to God. The symbol of the "stair," or the "ladder" (one may rememb

nJacob's ladder®), again, is fully in accord with traditicnal usage.

Professor Mircea Eliade writes, "The most usual symbol to express the

f

Ingelberz, p. 177

&2

Seiden, Mythmaker, p. 293.

K

Quoted by Hoore, p. 372.
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break through the planes and penetration into the 'other worldt? . . . is
the 'difficult passage,! the razor‘s edge."l The text of the Gospel that
is somewhat analogous is "'Strait is the gate and narrow is the way whicﬁ
leadeth to life, and few there be that find it.'"2 In Yeats's poenm, the
soul must ascend in the darkness which is its light, for “Who can dig-
tinguish darkness from the soui?“ |

My Soul. Such fullness in that quarter overflows
And falls into the basin of the mind

That man is stricken deaf and dumb and blind,
For intellect no longer knows

Is from the Ought, or Xnower from the Known-—-—
That is to say, ascends to Heaven;

Only the dead can be forgiven;

But when I think of that my tongue’s a stone.

3

In On Baile's Strand, when Cuchulain similarly loses his senses, the
implication is that he also "ascends to Heaven." The whole of the sym-
bolic statement suggested by the icons in that play, however, tends to

support this view rather than the mere fact of the protagenist's insanity.
(16)

At this point most critics let the matter come quietly te rest, The
ideas in the 1937 version of A Visien are quite enough to explain most
cbscure passages in the later lyrics., The material that foliows, then,
is not intended to describe the '"whole reality"” (implied by the theme of
the heroic plays), but merely to justify the use of the term as an ine
herent and terminal value of those plays.

The author suggests, then, that what is ultimately "imagined" or

1Eliade, p. 83, ’ » _
., .
“Guoted by Eliade, p. 83, See Matt. 7:9.

“Poems, ps 231
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“understood" by Yeats as an underlying prineiple of things is Hlothingness,
or the "rich nought' behind and within ”uﬁllm;tea e:pans;on The vision
is similar to Blake's in that "he Zﬂéa _7 sees, in fact, what is to human
eyes ncthing, He returns to the primal unity before the bifurcation of
Ged into the Sun and Hoon resulted in the stars, the earﬁh, and all that
goes with i, W

The one~to-ons relation between the world of man's apprehension and
the spiritual world, or the Doctrine of Correspondence, likewlse suggests

that Yeats's vision of "reality" is but a series of fading worlds. Blake

earlier expressed the doctrine when he wrote, "'There Exist in thab

Eternal World the Permanent Realities of Every Thing which we see reflected
in this Vegetable Glass of Nature.'“z The ascent by negation—"Not this
and not this," asrthe Hindu séys—-leaves only a complete "sslf-surrender®
to the final That. Yeats therefore says that the last of his worlds en-
compasses all, it has the attributes of deity, and, in effect, nullifies
(philosophically) the infinite regress, It is possibly for this reason

d his
3

,,Jc

that Professor doore writes: "It is correspondence that lies beh
[feats'§7 new theory of freedom zs the m¢*t of the Thirteenth Cons

The finite existence of "Hothingness," then, il as such it can be cou-
ceived, occurs at the expanding edge, for it is known that the galaxies
are expanding at tremendous speeds from the center of the universe
Therefore, "Beality is a srhere“ (Yeat°'° definition of the universe and

of the soul), At the edge, however, there are seemingly "solar systems!

lParkinson, Later Poetry, p. 159.

2Quoted by loore, p. 87.

3E;Ioore, Pe 3724
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of Consciousness (of the soul it is the mind), worlds such as the earth
whose spirits have not yet broken away to become a part of the Nothing-
ness ab the.center. These spirits in their ”invisible world" are a part
of Anima Mundi: "Reality is a community of spirits.® Eventually; as the
galaxies disappear like a puff of smoke in the wvoid, there will only be
spirits, the Many, and the original Nothingness, the One. "'The whole
passage from birth to birth,'" Yeats writes, "'should be an epitome of

the whole passage of the universe through time and back into its timeless

and spaceless condition.'"l
(17)

The author's hypothetical statements do not, of course, suggest that
the scheme has "beauty" or a final "joy." TYet, these ingredients, it is
clear, are as much a part of Yeats's ultimate subject matier as is the
simplified universe that emerges as the final frame of reference. Its
ultimate mystery, in fact, is its strong point. Its final value is pos-
sibly its weak point. Nevertheless; it was important to Yeats and it
has meaﬁing for Yeais's art. The theme of the heroic ?l&ys therefore
remains "we perish into reality.”

Yeats's "reality," to the extent that it is an inherent value of the

heroic plays, has three principal characteristics: it is presential, it

2
is coalescent, and it is perspectival. The "sense of presence," as an
independent dimension of "reality," is, in the heroic plays, related to

the essentially symbolist technique of exploiting mythological material

lQuoted by Moore, p. 379.

2The description paraphrases a similar one made in Philip VWheel-
wright's Metaphor & Reality, pp. 154-173.
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Tor the purpcse of intimating mood and

[~

drawn of a pe

§

~son who returns from a distant city (Mthe glittering town,!

Yy

" g 1 . n s . .
s would say). His experience of '"being there," linguistically

3

as Yeah:

4

conveyed, creabtes an emotion in his listeners that may be termed a

"sense of presence.” The emotion, if gkillfully controlled by the
speaker, approximates more and more closely the original experience but
never truly equals it, Other than this "sense of presence,' one must

rely on what religion has always saide=believe-—or on what might be termed
Yeals®s "option"e—ragic, The latter method of bringing the listeners into

the unknown city, so to speak, has been related to Yeats's occult symbols,

his heliefl in a generic soul, and the intent of his dramatic techniques,

=

"Every oresence,” Professor Wheelwright declares, "has an irrveducilile

:

core of mystery, so 10ﬁg s it retains its presential character," To

explain the mystery, as Yeats tries to do in A Vision, is only to cbscure

che issue, It is to be caught up in endless circles, the cycles of re~

3 o

birth, and the insoluble riddle posed by philoseophy. "All such questions
says heelwright (in another context and about ¥reality" in gereral),
"are peripherals

Explanations, theories, and specific questionings are directed
toward an object in its Laanhood not in its presentness. An
object in its thinghood is cnarabterwzed by spatio~temporal
and causal relations to olher objects in their thinghood: we
inquire about its name, its place, its why and whither, its
status accordlnﬂ to some system of walues, All such questions
are peripheral.”

"Reality," as Yeats evidently viewed the term (through his icoens),

1. .

Ellmanr, Identity, p. 48,
. e
“Wheelwrisht, p. 158

3 1pid.
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is also coalescent in that no line of demarcation exists between mind and
matter, or between subject and object. Professor Ellmann writes, "lis
[Teats's/ work finds its real centre in the imagination. . . . At its
most extreme he asserts that the imagination creates its own world. There
is also the reverse of this medal, an acknowledgment that the world should
. - . . . . T . . e

be the creation of the imagination but is not." The wview that results
from such a paradex, therefore, is taken as a btrue stabtement of the way
things are, FProfessor Wheelwright expresses much the same thought when he
says that the beauty of a rose is neither in the mind of the beholider

s . . . o 2o . . .
nor in the rose, but it resides in both. In terms of Yeats's "reality,"
the I and the not~I1 are of the came primordisl substance; awvareness thus
is a matter of Ysurrender" to the pristine view of things:

The I who am aware and the That of which I am sware are but

Two aspects of a single sure actuality, as inseparable as the

convex and concave aspects of a singls geanctrical curve.

They can be distinguished intellectually, for the simple
reason that they wvary in their respective degrees of prom-

&

inence in different situations,
In the heroic plays, therefore, the mind and the scul as the "Self" are
one behind the "Mask." Only after the heroic plays does one find the
Self and the Socul pitted against each other, or "distinguished intel-
lectually.®

Again, to the extent that Yeats sees life in constant motion, the
soul in a state of growth and rebirth, even in the beyond (as in A Vision),
nis "reality" alsc coalesces with time. The coalescence between parti-

culars and universals, for instance, was seen in the last stanza of Yeats's

l;dentitg, pe 5.
2%heelwright, p. 166,

3Ibid.
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poem "Among School Children.”1 In the heroic plays mach the same thing
can be said for the soul that is unique in time and that "soul which is

alike in all wmen" for sll time, The distinction that is periinent here

&

is related to the views of a science-oriented society as opposed Lo those
of a Y"pre-sophisticated civilization':

Abstract universals are the product of logical analysis; in
Greece an understanding of them was of slow growth, resulting
from the successive contributions of (in the main) Parmenides,
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Concrete universals, on the
other hand-in which the particular actuality is one with all
other things of the same species——are the natural and usual
terms of thought in a pre-sophisticated civilization, and they
persist in, or at least leave their traces on, the poetic

mode of thinking in times thereafter.?

In On Balle's Strand, therefore, the fowl (or chicken in the pot) is
seemingly used to represent the "Self'" of both father and son. If the
"Self" is "half-spirit, half-soul," then no real conflict should be felt
waen it is seen that the hawk also represents the "Self" of Cuchulain,
Bird imagery is primarily responsible for the symbolic pattera that
emerges in all three plays. The blending of real objects, therefore,
predicates itself on the "dramatic ecology" of the universe, The immen-
sity of the pattern aﬁd the nature of Yeats's icons, on the other hand,
make it wrong to suppose that Yeats's methods operate entirely within a
"closed system of reference," as Professor Parkinson points out:

When he Zﬁ%at§7'writes of ultimate reality that it tcan be

symbolized but not known,' he is stating a counterpart to ithe

guiding motive of his dramaturgy: A man can embody truth but

he cannot know it.' Art embodies reality and makes a dramatic
or symbolic revelation; it i1s not a closed system.3

lSupra, p. 26 of this study.
Zheelwright, p. 168.

3La.ter Peetry, p. 123.
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The above statement, of course, is truer oi Yeats's later poetics than of
the heroic plays. FEnough of the "cyclic! world and the outlines of tradi-
tional drama are present in the heroic plays, however, to cast doubt on
Yeats's possibly resolute intent, The prcblam tiat remained for the

later poetry, therefore, was still "reality.!

In the heroic plays, this "reality' is fipnally perspectival in that
it provides an angle of visilon through which his ”reality” can be beheld
in a certain way, a unique way, not entirely commensurate with any other
way.l If, however, this "reality" could be entirely undersitood, then,
possibly, it would be a "closed system." Its vagueness, its almost con~
fusing moral implications, of course, do not permit such a view. The
ultimate truth, even to Yeats, was abt best a question mark. The Yeats
of the heroic plays, however, was implying that the truth existed and that
it was a vital end result of all things, Thus he stated the fact in the

only language capable of significantly doing so when he wrote the heroic

lays.
(18)
THE HEROIC PLAYS AS A PERCEPTUAL UNIT

The preceding discussion has to this point concerned itself primarily
with the relationship of content to ferm in the herciec plays. lihether or
not an essential value of Yeats's subject matter is in fact definable in
the light of the "clean cutline" provided in the heroic plays has been
questioned. The author suggests still that a certain view must be taken

of Yeats's single image." The metaphysical intent then becomes

1Wheelwright, p. 170.
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aesthetically understandable—that is, it becomes a value to which all
subordinate parts contribute. Such an intent, besides being subtly woven
into the fabric of Yeats's art? vitalizes a mystical view of that which
is non-discursive and primeval. The unity which is perhaps not estabe
lished by Yeats's use of three literary elements becomes, therefore, a
distinguishing characteristic of the heroic plays, Such a view is
assumed, for instance, if one feels incapable of the mystical vision of
"Nothingnesas." In what follows, more general and possibly more conclue

sive features shall be pointed out, but this aesthetic malfunction is the

controversial item, perhaps, in any determination of the heroic plays as
a perceptual unit,

Yeats is commonly said to be a post who wrote in the symbolist
literary tradition, but his more than twenty-five plays attest to a
lifelong interest in the theatre, His theatrical works are divided by
mogt critiecs into thres periods, corresponding generally to the develop~
ment of his verse, The heroic plays, then, are products of Yeats'!s middle

period, dated by two volumes of poetry, In the Seven Hoods {1903) and

Responsibilities (1914). Some hint of a changirz attitude toward his art

after the turn of the century has already been indicated. Professor Seidern
wag quoted on events in Yeats's personal life that might have affected his
changing viewp,l The fifteen-year-cld love affair with Mavud Gonne that
ended abruptly in 1903 receives extensiwve treatment in Ellmann's book,

Yeats: The Man and the Masks (1948).

In another book, The Identity of Yeats, Professor Ellmann gives more

attention to the possible influence of Nietzsche, whom Yeats began reading

lSupra, ppe 15-16 of this study.
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in the summer of 1902, In & letter to the poet George Fussell (AE) of
Hlay 14, 1903, Yeabs shows a sudden interest in the Apollonien and Diony-
gian principles propounded by Nietzsche:

The close of the last century was full of a strange desire
to get oul of form, to get to some kind of disenbodisd beauly,

and now it seems to me the conbrary lmpulse has oo%g: I feel

about me and in me an impulse to create form, te carrvy the

realization of beauty as {ar as possible,
The form that Yeats created for the heroic plays——supposedly in accord-
ance with the Apollonian principle—mst finally be seen as incomplete,
or at least in a process of '"becoming,'" for after 1910 he began his
search for what he termed the '"!'theatre's anti«-—self.‘”3

Ellmann also notes "that Nietazsche's contrast of slave morality with
mster morality helped Yeats to met the pattern of opposition between
gelf and soul which became central in A Vision and much of the later
e.!lig‘

vers The point is possibly important as 1t may suggest that no dis-

tinguishable difference was drawn between the '"self and soul! until after

the heroic plays. The view that the "self and soul" are the same to Yeats

o

irst decade was one nmodification which this author made in

)

during the

Professor Engelbergts explanation of Yeats's aesthetic, for instance. In

Por Amica Silentia Lunae (1918), Yeats conceives of the soul as both

Anima lndi and Andima Hominis, which corresponds to fngelberg's statement

hat life to Yeats was "halfw-spirit, half-soul," Nevertheless, Ellmann,

J‘El_hmnﬁ s, identity, p. 91.

2.

Ivid., p. 95,
3 . . R - . :
“The expression is-quoted by Eric Bentley, "Yeates as a Playwright,"
The Permanence of Yeats, eds, James Hall and Martin Steimmann (Hew York,
1950)’ P. 21}.!‘}‘.

b1gentity, p. 97.
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in his book, cites a marginal note made by Yeats "under Nietzsche's
stimulus" which seemingly implies that the "Self" (perhaps as mind or

intellect) is merely a subdivision or an appendage of the "soul™:

Socrates denial of self in the soul
Night one god -~ turned towards spirit,
Christ - seeking knowledge.

affirmation of self, the soul
Day Homer many gods = turned from spirit to be its
mask and instrument when it
seeks life,l
Running counter to Parmenides' warning, then, Yeals begins with non-Being
rather than with Being in the heroic plays. The adjustment was made in
his later poelry when the process was reversed,

Brief mention must be made also of three characteristics which help
to define the heroic plays: Yeats's treatment of "sensuality," his spe-
cialized use of esoterica, and his idea of a "Unity of Culture,"
Professor Ellmann, for instance, points out that Yeats only late in life
achieved some rounding oubt of his view of sex:

In contrast to the idealized celibacy of his early verse, the

lyrics of the middle period made allusions to sensuality which

were usually baldly physical; not until about 1918, in such

poems as the series about Solomon, did he bring together warm

affection with sexuality. When he did his noble isclation was

Overoz
The "sensuality' of the heroic plays derives mainly from the emphasis upon
the passionate nature of the protagonists. It is not an obtrusive queality
3

of the plays; nevertheless, it is present.

Yeats's use of occult symbols in the heroic plays has nolt been

lldentitz y P 970
%Ibid., p. 115. |
3See Ellmann, Man and Masks, p. 179.
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generally recognized., The search for "interconnecting correspondences®
and such has taken on something of the chase where other works of Yeats
are concerned., In this study the complexities of this aspect of the
heroic plays are left for Chapter Three. The distinguishing characteristic

i Yeats's esoterica in the heroic plays, the author suggests, 1s simply

)

its appearance of being a shadowy substratum to otherwise turgid drama,
The episodic movement and the single dramatic idea in each play leave

AR

little time for the auditor to ponder over difficulties. Hevertheless,

ats possibly felt the auditor would; and, it must be noted, this was

the very purpose of the heroic plays. The blending of literary elements
was bto permit those who were perceptive to finally grasp the shadowy
chain of events that, in effect, had caught up the soul of the protagonist.

Finally, there is a quality of the heroic plays that can only be
described as Ycosmic optimism.”" The author believes that this 1s essen-
tially related to what Yeats termed a "Unity of Culture." At the turn of
the century he felt that such a unity was possible in Ireland. And at no
time, evidently, did he conceive of his work as something perpetrated in
vacuo. One way of viewing the heroic plays, for instance, is as a social
warning to a nation not to tamper with the essential "feudalism" of the
universe, "Have not all races,” Yeats writes, "had their first unity
from a mythology, that marries them to rock and hill?"1 In a more reflec—
tive veln, Yeats modified his statement:

Bub this much at any rate is certain—the dream of my early

manhood, that a modern nation can return te Unity of Culture,

is ¢alue; though it may be we can achieve it for some small
circle of men and women, and there leave it $ill the moon

lAutobiography (Wew York, 1953), p. 131.
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bring round its century,
When the heroic plays were written; Yeats was interested in reaching all
levels of society. His People's Theatre, the Abbgy, was in fact to por-
tray "the deeper thoughts and emotions of Ireland."2 The fact that such
dreams came to nought prompted him to search for a Unity of Culture in
history:

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come
To the holy city of Byzantium,3

The heroic plays are possibly Yeats's most conscientious attempt to
relate Irish heroic legend to the very beginnings of occidental mythology.
Professor Seiden writes that two main currents of Gaelic Ireland's liter=-
ary tradition were used, bardic stories principally, as well as follk
tales:

The first includes the bardic stories of the Red Branch Tribe

of Ulster and the Fenians of Connacht and their successors,

warriors who flourished in Ireland from the period shortly

before the birth of Christ through the early Middle Ages; men

whose stories are a charming mixture of fact and fiction. The

gecond tradition includes the folk tales and the folk songs

and ballads: a literature-about the Sidhe (the fairies or

demons of the atmosphere), about life among the peasantry in

rural Ireland, and about a Catholicism in which paganism is

sometimes mixed with orthodox creed.® .

The heroic plays, of course, are not the only plays that draw upon Irish
heroic legend. The Cuchulain cycle eventually became a series of five

plays, three of which were written after 1910 when Yeals became aware of

Hoh drama.,

lAutobiogrqph,y, p. 196.

“Haskell M. Block, "Yeats's The King's Threshold: The Poet and
Society," Philological Quarterly, XXXIV (1955), e 07

3

"Sailing to Byz&ntium,"rPoems,,p. 191,

hSeiden, Mythmaker, p. 6.
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In The Collected Plays of . B. Yeats, The Creen Helmet (1910) is

listed as "Au Heroic Farce." Originally it was the author's intent o

include this play. Perhaps i1ts most significant feature, however, is an

"irregular fourteener,' a "heroic! line which rightfully outweighs wha

e

can be said of itz symbolic intent, Professor Ellmann comments: "Yeats

971

1

had sporadically toyed with fertility ritual in his play The Green [igl-

- 9 .
met." Professor Stewart sees the play as "a rougheand-{unble version
2

of Sir Gawain snd the Green Knight." Nevertheless, Professor Peter Ure

Py

ntricacies than most, In a

e

writes with & greater understanding of its
recent article, Ure points out its avoidance of "the conflict between
two or more harmonies.," The tripartite blend; as was noted elsewhere in

this study, characterizes the thrse hercic plays under discussion !

In the following passage, then, the hint that "reality'" of one form or
another iz a recognizable value in all of Yeats's plays doss not, of

[

course, suggest that the method of achieving this or that "reality" is

well known, “Real people," as Eliot is cited as expecting from the heroic

PSS
dlays, is once again confused with the protagonistis who are "seen'':

Tt i3, in some ways, a great wmisfortune for Yeats's reputation
as a poetic dramatist in ohc Age of ElloL that his discovery of
the Japanese Noh not long after the composition of The Green
Helmet made it easier for him not to folleow up what “the play
had begun: the Torzing of a measure which would avoid thes cone
flict between two or more harmonies, which, Elict considers,
jolts the audience into an awareness that people talking poetry
are not real people. TYeats had to choose between running

this risk, for which he has paid in full, and forsgoing his

L Tdentity, p. 170.

9(\
“Stewart, p. 338.

N
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wish to 'trahsport the audience violently from one plane of
reality to another'--the subject of most of his plays, for
which he has not yet been fully judged at all.t

(20)

Since the writing of this study (it was begun in the summer of 19463),
scholarly works on Yeats's plays and poetry continue to appear. Right-
fully, as a trend, the business at hand has been the sustalned achievement
of Yeats's later poetry. The workshop—if as such the middle period may
be termed--has had consequently its one grand exit. Yeats's aesthetic,
however, belongs essentially to the middle period, Only with difficulty,
in fact, can the aesthetic be applied to the later poetics. Professor
Engelberg explains: "Testing the poetic achievement against theory does
not always yield happy results: it leads to a limitation either of the
theory or of the poetry."2 Whether or not the aesthetic remains more
appropriate to the heroic plays than to the poetry is, of course, merely
a passing reflection of this investigator. There is the suspicion that
only the problems that remained unseolved had any deep meaning for Yeats,
”Reality;” as the author hés tried to point out, was one of these pro-
blems. As in the legend of Parsifal and the Fisher King, it was the
question asked that ultimately counted. Yeats, it is clear, also had his
important question to ask:

Between extremities

Man runs his coursey

A brand, or flaming breath,
Comes to destroy

A1l those antinomies

1“Yeats and the Two Harmonies," Modern Drama, VII (December, 1964),
p. 254,

2
Engelberg, p. 5.



Of day and night;

The body calls vf death,
The heart remorse.

But if these be right

o

The previously guoted passage of Professor Peter Ure, then, somewhat
catlines the nature of the task remaining, It is felt, possibly, that
Yeats was unwise in 1910 in not deciding to become another Eliot or
another Chekhov. Eaodnent critics such as Professors Peter Ure, Thomas
Paridinson, and Helen Hennessy Vendler, for instance, accede to the pre-

‘ »

0 otherworldly view in the heroic plays. Their interests and
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eir writings, however, are more readily stated as a concern
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with parts that are involved in the whole, rather than with any inclusive
"unity" that makes use of diverse parts. Professors C. H, Bowra, Morton
I. Seiden, and Richard Ellmann, ranging from brief statemente to a full

description, interpret the plays primarily as a projection of the poet's

- )

personal problems. Many critics, including Eric Bentley and Bonald Pea-

cock, comment knowingly about Yeatls's drametic art without telling what

actually goes on in the heveic plays. Professor Ura Ellis-Fermor is alone

in stating that the spiritusl view iz the sine qua non of all the plays.

Unfortunately, she cites only the two morality plays, Zhe Hour Glass and

“here There Is Nothine. She sees the poetry in The King's Threshold in

spiritusl terms, but she says nothing sbout the function of the symbols.
Professor F, A, C. Wilson, on the other hand, explains the symbols, bub

only for the later plays, He Lists symbols with 2 subsidiary function

Q_A

for The King's Threshold and tut they are not explained. As far

as it has been nossible to determine, no critic has stated a central theme

Lope opening stanza of "Vacillation," Poems, p. 245.
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for the heroic plays which does justice to Yeats's poetic vision and the
symbols that avre involved,

It would therefore be an inaccuracy to subdivide the views of the
above critics into groups. As far as the heroic playe are concerned, they
have in common an absence of emphasis on poetic symbols-—Yeats'®s icons,

A line here and a page there completes what may possibly be termed the

m
i

nterest” literature on the heroic plays.

=t

Yopacial he nationalistic

view of the heroic plays, the work of essayists generally, has been omitted.
Whether or not Cuchulain is in fact Charles Parnell, in any case, stems

..

mainly from Herbert Howarth's view of The Green Helmet. In Chapter Two,

therefore, the author proposes to present full descriptions of the heroic
plays (largely based on the work of Professor Peter Ure) and commentary
from those scholars who probe deeply the values of the heroic plays., The
latter include such scholarly critics as Professors Thomas Parkinson,
Horton I. Seiden, and C., M. Bowra, Such a list is by no means definitive.
Their views are comprehensive, quotable, and to the point. They see the
heroic plays in the ligh; of the traditional theatre——the only way these
plays have ever been seen—-and they emphasize their remarks accordingly.
It will be seen that Professor Ure presents a view of The King's
Threshold which marks it as somewhat transiticnal. Professor Seiden sug=

ests that in one sense Yeats's subject matter is "reality." Professor

6]
ot

C. ¥, Bowra sees the plays mainly as poetry. Generally, however, the
theme which the heroic plays are said tc share in common is one which was
first offered by Professor Ellmarn: "the conflict between the reckless

. . . . 1 . .
ideal and the inglerious reality." Chapter Two examines the views that

' lg_c_igmity, p. 106.
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are & development of this theme, as well as related commentary, Chapter

Three presents arguments for the theme "we perish into reality.®



CHAPTER II
THEATRE BUSINESS, 1903-191C

What is malnly of aesthetic or philosophical interest is but lightly
touched upon or not at all by critics who write of the three heroic plays—

The King's Threshold (1904, 1922}, On Baile's Strand (1903, 1906) and

Deirdre {1907). The theme that these plays share in common, Professor
e ——— >

Ure declares, is "the conflict between an cbjective world of established

2
values, of government, concord, and reason, and the passion of the hero,
* ol ld : ol 3 s T b ® j' fxad
which affirws the inward self and all the wasteful virfues.™ The theme
that is perhaps the original to this {indicated at the end of the last
chapler) belongs to Professor Ellmann., Professor Thouas Parkinson, in
his first boock on Yeats, also applies & comparable version of this theme
. 2, s as s .
to all three of the heroic plays. The variation of this theme, stated

in modified form for each of the three plays, comes from Professor Morton

I. Seiden: "The transiency of earthly pleasure" for The Xing's Threshold:

"the eternal conflicts between an individual and himself or society or

nature or, perhaps, his God" for On Baile's Strand; and "the impossibility

-

. 3, . . . .
of perfect love' for Deirdre.” "Reality," Professor Seiden also implies,

is a way of indicating the metaphysical aspects of Yeats's art; but it

W. B. Yeats (New York, 1963), p. 4R. Hereafter cited as Yeats.

Inlra, ppe. 70-71 of this study.

BNW B. Yeats as a Playwright," Western Humanities Review, X1II
(Winter, 1959), p. 91. Hereafter cited as WHR.
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. - . 1 v -
ultimately "eludes explicit statement.®™ Professor C. ¥, Bowra offers

.

perceptive commentary on poetry in the heroic plays. His concern iz no

or

ezsentially with theme but with Yeats's conception of poetical drama.
The scholarly acumen and preciseness which characterize the sbove

)

critics' evaluations of the heroic plays convince one that additional

remarks will be either repetiticus or peripheral. The author's study,
o doubt, is in the latter category, for it is concerned with the impli-

"1
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a

cations, the "overtones" perhaps, of that which is termed bj

Ure "the wasteful virtues" (comparable to FEllmana's "reckless ideal''),

=1
=ty

he chied d,fference between the author's theme and the views of the

above critics is simply that in this study a speclal emphasis is placed
oii overall pattern, such that, J'_an a sense, more of what Yeats pub in

the heroic plays is pointed out, Yeals's "vast material® in fact finds
itself Jomewhﬁt dw1ﬂdled in the writings of these critics, circumscribed,
perhaps, by views that relate only to "Theatre business, management of

2 , . . . .
men. " Whether the heroic plays can be so viewed without losing some-

thing of their intent is, in the main, the purpose of this chapter.

TRAGIC REVERIE

‘

Professor Ure, to begin with, draws attention to a larger outline
or purpose in the heroic plays—suggested by the term "tragic reverie'w
which has to do with Yeats's anima mundi and the bringing to light of

3
"seeret thoughts. " These terms are stated for what they are worth:

1Seiden, WHR, pe 89,

3.7

cult,” Peems, p. 91.
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bly the by-products of Teats's theory of tragedy. iore to

[ach

they are poss

b

the point, the relat

e

enship between two of Yeats's earlier plays and the
hercic plays is suggested in terms of Yeats's "mere story.® It therefore
develops, according to Ure, that as "the true dramatic encounter becomes

)

rossible” in the heroic plays Yeats's antinomies become central——that is,
the plays became "essentially a dialogue between objective and subjec-
s nl 1 g : + ET IR 4 v
tive, In Ure's view, then, it is the "objective world . . . wrought
explicitly into the structure” which must ultimately be welighed against
vinat Yeats terms "1life," or against, perhaps, his intended "play of
‘s W . X . . .
ideas. The balance in favor of this view, again, centers upon Yeats's
protagonists. They are seen, even with their defects in character, as
real people. The aesthetic distance that is thus destroyed (as they are
not thierefore seen as "Masks") damages the intent of Yeats's theory of
tragedy. The explanation at this poinit, of ccurse, belongs to the author,
Professer Ure, for his part, stresses the observable presence of "the
ob Jective world" in the hercic plays:
On Balle's Strand does not fit Yeats's theory of tragedy,
if only because the exclusion or lessening of character occurs
even less in this play than in Deirdre. The very success of
the Abbey made Yeats frightened of the theatre and awakened
old suspicions of its power to move us not with the znima

mundi, not with "life,’ but with excitements and energies that
are specialized within the theatre itself ‘before the foob-

3

}_:f ’Th‘bs. ')

It must be noted at this point that essentially the author has no
guarrel with this view of the heroic plays. The special plea of this

study is merely that more, possibly, can be said for the heroic plays

"

lYeats, Pe b2
2oy s ‘ o
Ibid., p. 48,

31bid.



than the fact that they do not succeed in the theatre., The theatre, as
an art form, very likely eschews stylization of any kind. The degree to
wnich it is carried in the heroic plays, however, makes Yeats's contri-
bution of interest on that account. Such an opinison hardly serves notice
on Professor Ure's views; the author, at the most, suggests that some
clarification at least is needed of what is involved in "a dialogue
between objective and subjective" where only the "objective' seems to be

functional,
RITUAL OF PASSION

In the fourth chapter of Professor Ure's book, W. B. Yeats, a pos=-
sibly representative summary account of the thiree heroic plays is given,
The playsz are not well known. The author therefore quotes at length
certain passages of Ure's fourth chapter, the gist of which has already
been indicated. A brief description of the heroic plays is followed by
pertinent background material, as noted in the above, and the outline of
Yeats's theory of tragedy. Professor Ure gquotes Yeats to show that his
"ritual of passion' is intended to produce a Yeondition of ‘'tragic rev-
erie, " The communion of souls and the unbaring of "secret thoughts!
perhaps stresses the importance that "psrcepticon® has in Yeatsian drama:

In The King's Threshold Seanchan the poet gives up his life
in a prophetic ecstasy rather than yield to King Guaire's
demand that poetry should accept its banishment from the
council table., In On Baile's Strand Cuchulain the free war-
rior clashes with the High King of Ireland but, by betraying
his own nature, becomes the victim of an evil will outside
himself. In Deirdre the heroine triumphs finally, in a
great act of the loving imagination, over her own weakness
and over the possecsive bonds of King Conchubar's amorous
will, This canflict is of the same kind that came much more
faintly to life between the subjective poetic world of Aleel
in The Countess Kathleen and the demands made upon the:
heroine by the suffering of the actual world about her, and




between Forgael's dream and his companions' greed and common
sense in The Shadowy Yaters., Yeats had appeared to choose
Aleel's and Forgael's world, which is the world of The Rose
and The Wind Among the Needs; but all his art, ac he came to
discover, perhaps chiefly in the process of writing these
plays, was to be essentially a dialogue between objective and
subjective, In the plays the objective world is at last
wrought explicitly into the structure and, since its place
is recognisced within the work of art, the true dramatic
encounter becomes possible., A1l the plays are tragedies,
and for Yeabs tragic art is, above all, passionate art,

He defines passion as 'the straining of man's being against
some obstacle that obstructs its unity,! A passion can

only be contemplated in a work of art ‘when separated by
itself, purified of all but itself, and aroused into a
perfect intensity by opposition with some other passion,

or 1t may be with the law,' Tragedy, he thought, mlike
comedy, tends not towards the definition and discrimination
of individuality, to all that is called character, but
towards those moments when individuallly. sinks away, when
drama is temptied' of the naively human.”

Such a view is taken, Ure believes, when Yeals writes, "Amid the grea?

moments, when Timon orders his tomb, when Hamlet cries to Horabio

tabsent thee from felicity awhile,? when Anthony names 'Of many thousand

e

kisses the poor last,! all is lyricism, unmixed passion, 'the integrity

o 2 - . . . . .
of fire,'"  The human codition, at least, gives way to that which is
more than hwman, At such moments all thoughts, perhaps, are influenced
by that bisexual principle in the circumambient ether-—the anima mundi:

It is this 'ritual of passion' that induces in the audience

the condition of 'tragic reverie,' a condition which is easily
disturbed by an awkward gesture or a misplaced stage-effect,
and which is frustrated by the trappings of the naturalistic
theatre, by hysteria, elocutionary expertise or constantly
varying attitudss on the actor's part. VYeats's theatre values
stillness, and stresses the distinguished, solitary, and proud;
he wanted his actors to look more and more like Byzmantine icons,
and finally covered the tawdry human face with a mask., There
remained for them only the energy and precision of subtle
speech, which arises from the depth of the soul and so commun-
icates with the soul of the awlience; for in the moments of

lleats, pp. L2=43,

2E-ssars (New York, 1924), p. 297.
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tragic reverle andience and performer drav UpOﬂ the anima
mundi, that soul which is alike in all men,’ and startle us
with our own secret thoughts.l

It might appear that this view is related to what Professor Ure
actually finds in the heroic plays, If so, the description is misleading,
for Yeats's M"ritual of passion" is seen to lead not so mich to the threshe
old of anims mundi as to a willful or rueful death under mitigating
circumstances. Deyond vwhat appears a rather ambiguous end to that which,
Jre implies, is possibly cast in the form of tragedy, there is no mention
of "stillness" or of the Veatsian values which supposedly transcend form.
The end of each play indicates simply that the "dialogue between oppo-

sites" is at an end. The "objective world" does not include the "subjective

world"—at least not in the Yeatsian sense-—exceot possibly in The

premhy

.
&3
King!.

ym

Threshold, The fact that it does so in this play derives mainly from
what the protagonist is made to do—that is, speak out his convictiouns
in poetical terms. It will be seen later, however, that these poetieal
terms "objectively' indicate traditional Christian theology to a great
extent, whereas at a "SubjPClee" level (which this study terms the sym=

bolic level) the orientation is primarily toward Bastern thought,

©

Hevertheless, Ure suggests that Seanchan's faith is not entirely convincing,

a

mainly because his identity is incomplete:

The Xing's Threshold (produced & Oct, 1903), the lemst Ltne
pressive of Lne three plays, presents well enough the dialogu
hetyween the objective and subjective worlds and swoves through

it towards a 'ritual of passion.' The sense of locality is
strong and the temptations offered to Seanchan to break his
fast are solidly realised; his different visitors, the Mayor
of Kinvara, the scldier, the monk, the chamberlein, the crip-
ple= bring with them a circumstantial world of provincial
pride, sick cattle, and salt fish, and they quarrel convinc—

ingly. The episodes are organized in ‘urcek‘ fashion, as

1
Yeats, pe. L3.



Yeats himsely -cid, round the poetic Samson, Seanchan; he is
an obdurate professional, not a dreamer like Aleel. As he is
separated and purified from everything, his mind rises out

of delirium and weakness into the intensity of prophecy, into
’jow,‘ and he assumes the role of the 'man that dies,' with

a vision, like that of Panl Ruttledge in "here There Is
Uothing, of the future race that lies beyond the world of
death. The symbols that mediate this antithesis—the infected
moon, and the joyful, pro-creative stars-—because they are
located in dramatic spesch, and because the speaker has a
situation and a nhistory, come to us with the passion and
directness that was lacking in the symbolic language of the
earlier lyrlcs. But it is precisely the 'absolute and un-
contaminated! nature of Seanchan's poetic faith, as Una
Ellis-Fermor describes it, that makes the play difficult to
accepd now; although Seanchan's nessage of rejolcing is the
same as the one which came to the 0ld man by the cave that's
ﬂmitmmdﬁhl mﬂcMwmnm:mﬁtm:fIm*'mhaehdﬂs
are finally so purliled of irony and compromise that they
lack salt. Yeats still exempts the 'ritual of passion!
itself from the sardonic eye that was to turn even poets

into old scarecrows,<

Professor Ure gives extended treatment to On Baile's Strand, perhaps

the most "joyless" play of the group in the eyes of most critics, Ure
declares that "the play is about how the building of a citly and a king~
dom destroys another kind of life™—the life of "wasteful virtues."

A network of ironies indeed draws Cuchulain toward the ultimate unaccep-
table irony—the unknowing murder of his own son. Such “objective®
elements at least are stressed by Professor Ure. Cuchulain suffers and
is broken finally because in a moment of weakness he sells his birth-
right:

The hero of On Baile's Strand /produced 27 Dec. 19057 is a
more troubkled flgure. Unlike Deirdre and Seanchan, he is not
single=hearted in his opposition to the objective world of
order, represented by King Conchubar, but alse, more specifi-
cally, by fixed values of inheritance and kinship: Conchubar

has sons who will succeed him, Cuchulain has none, and his
childless condition is a dangerous emblem of the old, untamed,

lone veference is to "The Men and the Zcho, " Poems, p. 337.

7 2Yeat Yeats, pps 43-hhk. The last reference is to Yeats's poem, "Among
School Chlldren," Poems, p. 212,



ies in this iurbulence;
chulain cries oult des—
ner

p O
1 hove 1o sSon. This division of the hero's self
tself is the weakness at which, when the rlay begins,
ar is levering in his endeavour uO get Cuchulain to
ath of obedience to him, For the play is abouit how
ng of g

a city and a Jlnadum destroys another kind of
ﬂabqr, planning his kingdom, wanbts to establish it
union Oi Cuchulain's warrior-strength with his ow
s most powerful argument is that Cuchulain, hunting
_ his wild ﬂompanioas has left the shore un-
guarded so that an unlnown warrior from Scotland has been abl@
(This interweaving of the themes into the initiat
of the main action is particularly skilful and wes achieved
only after the first half of the play performed in 1904 had
been entirely rewritten). Cuchulain, weakened, finally gives
way and takes the oath; it is an cath specifically directed
against the power of the shape-changing witches and the wild,
antithetical hate and love—"the brief forgiveness between
cpposited -:hich had bound together Aoife and Cushulain long

F—J.

ago in Scotland; by taking it, Cuchulain repudiates the golden
libertg which has been his joy and his secret despair., The

path is ne sooner done than the unknown warrior from Scotland,
Conlaoch, arrives with his challenge to Cuchulain., Struck by
his resemblance to Aoife, which answers to his deepest wish
for a son, mmmdMﬁ"mmstoamhaacmwmbcﬁ}ﬁm;mm}ﬁg
is the first test of his new allegiance and of the kingdom's
power Lo defend itself against intruders, and GConchubar insists
upen the fight, In a fury of sudden movement, when Cuchulain
strikes the High King,; he is persnaded that Conlaoch's power
over him is the power of witcheraft again at work, and thay
rush to their swords, So Cuchulaein kills his own son, as ne
lesrns at the end of the play from the Fool and from the Blind

Han, who kno

ows everything.
3.“%16 herofs destiny and character are here trapped in
a network of ironies, as are Hing Conchubar's, Both, when
they least suppose it to be so, are in the power of Aoife's

'—

witcheraft and evil will—Conchubar when he insists on TULnlﬂg
what was teo be the strengbth thalt upheld the stability of his
land, Cuchulain when he fights the son whom the new movement
towards peace and kinship, intensified in him by the cath that
repudiates wildness, presents to him in a form that answers to
his wish, But it cannobt be fully recognised because he is
made foolish by the new allegiance, That Cuchulain and Conchu-
bar are playing the rcles of blind man and fool is of course
brought home by the presence of the Blind Man and TFool at the
he&lnnlﬁﬁ and end of the play; they are cleverly used, not
only as expositors and as possessors of the secrel that drives
Cuchulain mad, but also as a means cof enforcing the main theme
of foolish strength entangled with dependent wisdom and of
framing all this heroic circumestance within a sardonic
commentary from common life: what is the death of herces, and
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all that fuss and fury, beside a chicken in the pot?

In Deirdre, the "mere story," in so many words, is told at the
beginning of the play. The method undoubtedly was meant to suggest to
the anditor that his concern should properly lie elsewhere. Following
Ure's commentary, one surmises that the interest was redirected to "that
movement of tragic sympathy" which center on the human condition. Ure

explains, however, that this would be so only if one sees Deirdre's "life

4

5]
[«

. 2 . . . .

in her way and not ancther's." The implication again is that her
character and her "choice" (suicide) do not do justice to common notions
of what life is all about:

Deirdre (produced 24 Nov,., 1906) has a different structure,
We are told at the beginning of the play, by the authority of
the Musicians, whose skill in reading omens and whose experi-
ence as storytellers inform them what kind of story they are
in, that the tale is to have a tragic ending; that Deirdre is
trapped and that Conchubar is determined to kill her lover
Haoise and possess her. When Delrdre enters, we watch her
gradually finding out the nature of the story she is inj; her
understanding is stressed against the foolish hopes and mis-—
takings of Naoise and Fergus. Her imaginative effort becomes
directed to altering the story from within by the assumption
of a series of roles; she tries to pretend that after all she
does not love Hzolise so that he may escape, then to await
death in the posture of an ancient heroine, a role which in iits
turn breaks down when she pleads with Conchubar for Macise's
life, and finally, after HNaoise is killed, she plays her most
testing part and wrenches the story towards the end she now
designs for it: she assumes the role of a half-reluctant mis-
tress, attracted by Conchubar and yet angry with him because
he will not allow her a moment to adjust herself to her new
dignity by brief mourning over her f{ormer lover's corpse,
Conchubar is convinced and unkaowingly allows her time to die
behind the curtain uvpon the body of Nacise, She finishes the
story in her way, and not Conchubar's, by a great effort of
the imagination and will, by a climectic disguising. Thet is
the form her 'ritual of passion' takes. This is a remarkable

.‘D

is 1 x
and successful scheme, and does have the effect of making us

1Yeatsj pp. L6=48,

Zlbid.9 pe 45,
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live with the character as she creates her conscious paradignm

of roles. Deirdre stands out from her background as no Yeatsian

character hitherto has done, Tor this reason, it is difficult

to admit that Yeats has emptied his play of character, in the

ordinary sense, although it is true that, if we can share in

Deirdre's efforts to see her 1ife in her way and not another's,

what separates her from us may melt away in that movement of

tragic sympathy which Yeats called 'a drowning and breaking

of the dykes that separate man from man,!

The hesitancy to dwell on some of the more obscure values (even from
the "objective® view) that might be present in the heroic plays is, of
course, quite carrect, It is the duty of critics to evaluate stage pro-
ductions in the light of values traditicnally asscciated with the theatre.
The anthor suggests, however, that it is also a duty to find out what such
an author as Yeats is trying to fashion out of his art. Perhaps this is
not a larger purpose, for there is no essential conflict with the views
of theatre critics, but merely ancther purpose--an understanding of the
heroic plays. In the field of Yeatsian dramatic literature the heroic
plays already are undergoing a process of ossification. What is impor-
tant zbout them, however, is only partly related to the theatre. Their
value as "theatre," in fact, has long since been decided. The effort to
see them in terms of btragedy, as this term is generally understood, is
somewhat doomed from the start., The plays highlight the tragedy of mn~-
dane existence, yet their outcome is better seen in terms of a "divine
comedy." Comedy for Yeats implied a heightening of character, and it is

'precisely such a process that the eritics tend to describe. The imagina=-
tion which Yeats counted on to transcend the actual woerld merely dissolved,

not the real world of human nature, but the procenium arch. The heroic

plays but give another example of the difficulties of breaking down this

lye&ts s DD» 41+"l+5 .
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most humanistic of art fbrms-—the theatre. It is only necessary at this
point, however, to indicate that the author sees the heroic plays ih dif-
ferent terms. HMuch that is found in secondary literature about the heroic

plays is still of interest and deserves to be heard.

REVELATION OF HUMAN POSSIBILITY

Professor Thomas Parkinson centers his investigations on the second

play of the group, On Baile's Strand. The theme for all three plays,

however, is again "the conflict between the institutional world and the
personal world of the protagonist":

Host simply stated, the major subject of Yeats's Abbey dramas
was the conflict between the fixed palpable world of human
affairs (Guaire, Conchubar) and the world of passion and
aspiration, which is beyond reason, system, or office (Sean-
chan, Cuchulein). The basic split in the plays is that between
the institutional world-—limited, tame, calcunlating, interested
in the virtue of fixed character-—and the personal world—
exuberant, carefree, wild, affirming the values cf intense

4u -

personalicy,;
The end result of such a conflict, according to Parkinson, is to "grant
us a revelation of human possibiliﬁy."g The qualification here, of course,
is to understand this revelation in terms of a "universal mood."3 In

this 1ight the tragic gesture, or climactic moment, becomes supremely

important in each of the plays, In the hero's act of passion the essence
of tragedy is expressed, The "sublime simplicity" of these moments should
also be understood as the time of unification with the anima mundi:

Cuchulain, MWaisi, Seanchan, Deirdre-—indeed all of Yeats!
tragic heroeg—are noble persens who live in terms of guiding

Yse1r-Critic, p. Sk
aeiie
Ibid., p. 84.

31pid., p. 83.



passions that are too large for a limited temporal structure,
Because of his excessive passion the hero is in continual con-
flict with some external person, perhaps with some motive within
himself. When that conflict reaches a climax, the hero then
asserts his force of being in an extravagant gesture: Seanchan's
hunger strike, Deirdre's suicide, Cuchulain's fight with the
waves. The gesture is meaningless except as an expression of
the hero's passionate nature, '

This gesture is, to Yeats' mind, the essence of tragedy.
Insofar as human experience is sigr ficarvt9 it follows a certain
definable pattern, that is, a hero moves through conflict to
simplicitys the conflict develops and reveals his nature, and
his uwltimate gesture stands as a symbol of a wniversal mogd....
Such figures as Deirdre and Cuchulain grant us a revelation

a

of human possibility .t
The anthor suggests that even these rather conservative remarks

have quite another implication. Professor Parkinson's writings imply,

[sR

perhaps, thabt the Lermrﬁal value gained from the plays is somehow relate
to "dying well'"-—that is, the terrestial, heroic end of life gives to
all much food for thoughtsy it is "a revelation of human possibility,.”
Seemingly there is no further “revelation." The "extravagant gesture is
meaningless except as an expression of the hero's passionate nature,®
which is to say that only life, or the human condition in the actual
world, is served through the hero's death., Conseguentiy it is difficult
to see such a death as anything but bleak. Cuchulain, somewhat like
Hercules, is made in all innocence to perform horrible wmrder. What
happens is psychological disaster. Cuchulain, however, zoes on Lo per-—
form his "gesture" of Iighting the waves, just as ercules in the myt
goes on to perform his Herculean tasks., Pericles would dismiss both
courses of action (per tragedy) as morally indeflensible, Cuchulain, in

Parkinson's view, is therefore more pathetic than tragic, and vhat is

2 !

left, consequently, is a death without hope. 'there then in this play is

1Se_LI—Crltl Critiz, p. 83.
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the shaping force of anima mundi and its message that there is "Joy"
beyond such a troubled existence? Professor Parkinson, in the final

analysis, denies that it is there.
ANTINOMIES AND REALITY

Professor ﬁorton I. Seiden'discﬁsses the heroic plays primafily as
drama but with an emphasis on Yeats's metaphysical leanings. The themes
that he lists for each of the three plays has already been cited.l Profes~
sor Seiden, it must be noted, is possibly the most authoritative critic
of Yeats's synthetic myth, A Vision., He offers lucid commentary on all
phases of Yeats's escbterica and perhaps pinpoints the real problem in the
heroic plays-—Yeats's antinomies, The author feels, in fact, that this
study is but a development of a view which Professor Seiden gives and
then; unfortunately, dismisses, Of Yeats's purpose, he writes, "The end
of dramatic art was that it must effect a spiritual regeneration cof the
modern word."2 As can be seen from a resume quoted in the first chapter

of this study, the biographic interest of the heroic plays is his main

2

concern,” He does, however, offer another view, more inclusive, which
points out that Yeats's subject matter, in fact, is "reality":
In short, the proper subject of the drama, as of all litere-
ture, is reality; the only reality is that of the soul, and
the sounl, by which Yeats means the imagination or the passionate
intellect, inevitably eludes explicit statement .4

Whether or not "reality" is only the "soul," even in the Yealslan sense,

1Su.pra.,‘p. 62 of this study.
s

"HE, pe P4

Sﬁupra, p. 16 of this study,

Aﬂg@, p. 89,
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is a question which the author attempted to answer in Chapter One. The
view that YTeats's Abbey plays do not cénter in their ideclogical content,
when finally analyzed, is perhaps relevant to Professor Seiden's point of
view, HNevertheless, one finds Seiden writing that "A Vision is; to a
large extent, a mythopoeic faith,"l the elements of which he sees even in

the poetry of Yeats's middle period.
PURE POETIRY

Professor C, M. Bowra is the critic whose views must properly bring
this chapter teo its conclusion. The search for some intelligible crite-
rion which may better be applied to the heroic plays causes Bowra to
question the very basis of Yeats's dramatic art. In comparing the hercic
plays to Shakespearean drama and Shelley's The Qgggi; Bowra notes that
they differ primarily in a conception of poetry. In the hercic plays;
Bowra believes, the natural rhythm of drama is usurped by the poetry.

In turn, certain basic problems of the playwright's art are left unre-
solved, DBowra concludes that Yeats's plays "are after all more poetry
than drama®:

Yeats is so thoroughly a poet, so loyal to his conception
of poetry for poetry's sake, thal he hardly varies his tone
throughout /the heroic plays/. The persons speak with his
voice and his intensity. The result is that they are not
characters in any dramatic sense., They are not even types.
They are creatures of the imagination whe speak poetically
about matters of great and universal import. They have more
affinity to lyric than to drama. How it is true that in the
highest moments of all great poetical drama the personality
of the character does not ccunt so much as his situation,
which is typical of a tragic human destiny, and that at such
moments individuality 1s merged in poetry. Yeats is capable
of such effects as this., There is real tragic nobility in
such lines as his Deirdre speaks when she knows that she and

lﬁgzhmaker, Ps 129,



her lover are to die:

;:
(/
a

And praise the double sunset, for neughtis 1
But a goed end to the long, cloudy day.

Bubt the whole play is pitched at this level znd almost in

this tone. As a dramatist Yéats aid not interest himself in
building up the action and the characters, in leﬂalng iFGN

one tonz to another, from ordinary events te a tregic eud,

o doubt he felt that this was not a post's hﬂalﬂeuo mnd that
poetical drama rust throughout be poetry. In his own way he
still sought 'pure poetry! and provided it in his plays.
Poetical drama cannot be ‘pure poetry? if it is to be dramatic,
and Yeats' playsz are after all more poetry than drama.<

Ultimately Professor Bowra's view suggests that the heroic plays have
no ideclogical center, rather, since he uses the term "pure poetry," it

s an image or a set of images and not an idea which must occupy the

fard

foreground of the auditor's attention. It is perhaps worth nouwnv at
this point that Bowra, using a more technical term than Seiden, never-
theless arrives at much the same vosition in regard to Yeats!
non-paraphrasable content, The heroic plays-—whatever they are, it is
implied—are not 'plays of ideas." In respect to "pure poetry," howe
ever, John Crowe Ransom, f0r‘one, questions whether it can, in fact, bhe
as "pure" as 1t claims to be.3 Ho one, it may be suspicioned, has

written a play or a poem, worthy of being called such, without saying

dialectical," Ransowm declares,

o

something. “Idealists are nothing if no

Even the Imagists themselves rather believe "that no image ever conmes o

Jbe Collected PlaV¢ of W. B. Yeats (New York, 1952), p. 125. HLere-
after cited as Plays.

“The Heritage of Symbolism (London, 1943), p. 197.

3”Poetry: A Mote in Ontoclogy," The Great Critics, eds. dJames H.
Smith and Edd ¥, Parks (3d ed., ¥ew York, 1950), p. 771.

hipsd.
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us which does not lmplv the world of ideas, that there is ‘'no percept

. 1 . . . .
without a concept.'"™ Perhaps a mere use of terms is here inveolved, but

t doe

[

@

focus abttention upon "poetry" as Bowra uses the word,

Some confusion arises perhaps from the fact that Professor Bowra
notices that the music or rhythm of poetry is present to an unusual degree
in the heroic plays,'but ends by implyingz that its purpose cannot ulti-

mately be determined. If, however, "matters of zreat and universal

acy

a s

import" are the kind of content, then (if poetry is indeed present) i

e

would still be necessary to point out the order of content to at least
establish the movement of things or ideas, or, in shori, the poet's
cmtolog:y.2 Professor Bowra, however, shifts his attention to the heroic
plays as drama and the question of rhybhm—if this truly is the questione—
still remains unanswered, Yeats, at least, writes as though the rhythm
of his poetry did have a purpose in the kind of plays he proposed to
write:

When I began to rehearse a play I had the defects of my early

poetry; I insisted upon obvious all-pervading rhythm. later

on I found myself saylne that only in those lines or words

where the beauty of the passage came to its climax, must rhythm

be obvious.”

The effort to break away from "theatre business,” to see one literary
element as predominant over another, is once again to tamper with the

harmony of the theatre, Yeats attempts a new harmony, an art which lies

in the slender margin between the real and the unreal., In the traditional

fet

The Great Critiecs, p. 772.

ASJ

“Ibhid., p. 769. The argument is paraphrased from a remark made by
John Crowe Ran*om, quoted by eds. as follows: "One guesses that it is an
order of conten®t, rather than a kind of concepu, that distinguishes
texture from structurse, and poetry " from prose.

L

Aubobiopraphies; Dramatis Personse, 1£96-1902, pp. 291-292.
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theatre there is always the view that what ¥eats has creszied is not
traditional, To many that view is enough. Louis Maclleice, for instance,
answers Bowra when he writes, "It would be a confusion of‘cause and effect
te attribute Veats's failure as a dramatist to the inadequacy of his

dialogue,., His dialogue is inadequate because he lacked the dramatic

by

sense, !

Chapter Three presents demonstrations for the aunthor's theme, "we

perish into reality."

1§§g Poetry of ¥. B. Yeats (London, 1941), p. 191.



CHAPTER III
WE PERISH INTO REALITY

The theme of the heroic plays—The King's Threshold (1904, 1922),

On Baile's Strand (1903, 1906), and Deirdre (1907)=—is "we perish into
reality." In itself, such a phrase little suggests the reverence of tone
or the impenetrable allusiveness usually found in mystic utterances.

Such a direct conception of transcendence was in fact "eliminated" in the
writing of the hercic plays. As a diagrammatical yepresentation of Yeats's
"mere story,'" then, one discovers only the Yspokes" and the “rim" of the
Great Wheel, If this were all, however, the heavy stress on contrary
forces which characterizes the #rim"® (or the Doctrine of the lUask, as it
is often referred to) would suggest the "Yin-Yang" cognates of Taoist
thought rather thén_the more philosophically maturé concretion of the
Wheel.l Yeats's idea of M"opposites® is akin to the Yin and Yang to the
extent that both offer an explanation of the actual world, predominantly
in terms of femaleness and maleness, In each instance, also, the prefer-
ence is for the weaker side, for the darkness or the negativeness
associated with a feminine or a subjective personality. The point, hosw.
ever; is that the interaction of “opposites," in Yeats's view, may lead
to a synthesis; a perfect state—more reasonably thought of as Yeats's
Otﬁerworld, as the "Centre" of things, or as Yeats's "reality."

Yeats's "reality" in the heroic plays is determined (theorctically

lA brief account of the "Yin-Yang" is given by Blakney, pp. 24-26.
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at least) mainly by "event"; it is found "beyond death" (or, aestheti~
cally, at the "circumference of form"), though even here the distinguishing
boundary line shows sigis of being blurrsd. It is possibly true, for
instance, that the "perception" of Yeats's Otherworld on the part of the
auditor, if it is to take place at all, must be somewhat in retrospect,
in that "still" moment wﬁen insight or visioﬁ rises above the mere swirl
of conflicting natural forces (Yeats's '"mere story"), The more mystical
description of this moment of insight, or moments such as this, is given
by Ananda Coomaraswamy: "'“Whoever would transfer from this to the Other-
world, or return, must do so in the uni~dimensioned and timeless ‘'interval!
that divides related but contrary forces, between whi¢h, if one is to pass
at all, it must be 'instantly.' (Symplegades, p. 486). 1T

Essentially this process, which the author believes to be related to
the mystical. experience {(whether Yeats intended it to be so or not ), must
finally be described as a solitary passage that reaches a visionary truth.

As in The Hour Glass, only in that blind moment of spiritual terror can

the ultimate reconciliation take on meaning:

Only when all our hold on life is troubled,

Only in spiritual terror can the truth

Come through the broken mind ,*
Such a Truth, for the outsider or for the student, can merely be typed.
Nevertheless, such an "eternal non-temporal present," or this idea at
least, rounds out Yeats's world-—-the world of centrary forceseand adds

design and meaning to the heroic plays.

If the crities, then, have but described the "rim" of the Great

lQuoted by Blisde, p. 8k.

“Plays, p. 208.
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Wheel, the author consequently has the task of indicating the ”sppkes"—-
ﬁhe images, the icons, the "fragments" of ideas—-that point to the "rich
nought ," the hub, or the motionless "Centre™ of the heroic plays. A
sunmary of each play on this level of meaning is attempted in this chapter.
Yeats's esoterica, of course, is of primary concern. The necessary philo-
sophical qualifications need not be reiterated. Yéats‘in'his metaphysical
leanings, it may be noted, strives to be a system—thinker, 1In his art,
however, one does well to‘recognize his ability as a pfoblemythinker, for
it is the aesthetic unity in itself which he ultimately develops to its
fullest. If the latter is but another way of stating poetic license, then

its terms will bhecome clearer as the author proceeds.
THE CCCULT TRADITION

To begin with, then; the central place that bird-imagery has in
Yeats's art must be remarked upon. In a note appedded to the first edition
of Calvary (1921), Yeats suggests again his world of "opposites," his
"dialogue between objective and subjective.," The antinomies, just as in
Yeats's "gystem," have their appropriate symbols:

Certain birds, especially as I see things, such lonely birds
as the heron, hawk, eagle and swan, are the natural symbols of
subjectivity, especially when floating upon the wind alone or
alighting upen some pool or river, while the beasts that run
upon the ground, especially those that run in packs, are the
natural symbols of objective man., Objective men, however
personally alone, are never alene in their thought, which is
always developed in agreement or in conflict with the thought
of others and always seeks the welfare of some cause or insti-
tution, while subjective men are the more lonely the more they
are true to type, seeking always that which is unique and
personal,

Bach of the birds listed in this passage is present in the hercic plays:

1Melchiori, p. 102,
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the erane or heron and the swan in The King's Thresholds the hawk in On

Baile's Strands and the eagle, a pair of them, in Deirdre.

Professor Thomas Parkinson finds bird-imagery in Yeats's peetry even
before the turn of the century, in Yeats's Celtic Twilight period. The
symbols from the following lines, from one of the Rose poems, is explained
in terms of the "eccult tradition®:

Scon far from the rose and the lily,
and fret of the flames would we be,

Were we only white birds, my belovsed,
buoyed out om the fosm of the seal

«oothe white bird is an alchemical symbol for the soul. The

rose and 1lily symbolize the masculine and feminine principle,

hence seXx....The aesthetic hope is that the symbols will stir

vapue indefinite moods within the audience by playing upon the

vnconscious mind, the anima mundi of cccult tradition, which

is similar to Jung's collective unconscious.

Yeats's schooling in the occult tradition, it is clear, achieves
something of the academic specialty., Bird-imagery, though his particular
cbsession, is but a part of his specialized repertoire., The time that
Yeats gave te secret societies or to research into esoterica is in itselfl
informative, The fund of symbols and the strange knowledge gathered from
each of the three feollowing sources, for instance, can hardly be indicated:
Theosophical Socciety, 1887-1890; Golden Dawn, 1890-1901; and the Blake

sy 2 < oLs . renr s ot
edition, 1889-1892," Any listings of items that might bear on his thought,
or on the heroic plays, is likely tc appear precumptuous. Neverthelzss,
the attempt is necessary.

In the heroic plays, Yeats makes use of "intercomnecting corres-

pondences,' such that a color, a direction, a bird, a tower, or a tree

Yselr-critic, p. 18.

2See Ellmann, Identity, p. 27.
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tends to have added significance. The meanings of certain symbols are
perhaps shrouded in antiquity, formerly being a part of primitive belief,
The direction "up," for instance, is quickly seen as somehow a 'moral't
direction, for the ethical course of action habitually runs ceunter to
human mature.l It is perhaps inevitable then that fire, warmth, birds,
the direction east, the pillar, the sun, and the tree should come to share
something in common, Downwardness, on the other hand, brings one to the
earth-mother, the source of nourishment, eventually to ideas of inward
things like the soul, the life-giving water, the mysterious roots, and
pessibly spiritual rebirth, Some symbols, which carry the same or very

similar meanings for a large porticn of mankind, are termed archetypal.
QUADRIPARTITE DIVISION

In the occult tradition the correspondences between all manner of
symbols are of central concern. "To know the genuine correspondences is
to be master of the switches that control life and poetry," or so Yeats

believed.2 In the Fsoteric Section of the Theosophical Society, Yeats

no doubt studied closely the "assoclations of the seasons”:3
Spring Summer Autumn Winter
Morning Noon Bvening Night
Youth Adolescence Manhood Decay
Fire Adr Water Earth
East South West North

When Yeats became a member of the Isis-Urania Temple of Hermetic Students

lThe information is paraphrased from the material in Philip Theel-
wright's book, Metaphor & Reality, pp. 111-119.

2Ellmann, Identity, pe 27.

3Ibid., pe 26. Professor Ellmann gives the more precise account of
Yeats's esoberica; it should be emphasized, however, that a close reading
of Yeatsts Autobiography is indispensable.
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of the Golden Dawn, he encountered more of the same., Professor Virginia
Moore writes about the central place that the Doctrine of Correspoendence
had in its instruction in the Medieval Occullt sciences:

Yeats! Hermetic Order taught that the Hermetic philosophy
underwent permutations without ever losing its-central dectrine
of correspondence. 1t could not lose it amd remain Hermetism,
By the test of this focal doctrine, the Order-—and Yeatge
regarded many bodies of belief, traveling under other labels,
as species of Hermetism: among others, Chaldasanism and Pythae-
goreanism (supposed to derive from Egypt), Platonism (supposed
to derive from Pythagoras), Jewish Gnosticism (supposed to
derive, ultimately, from Epypt), Christian Gnosticism (supposed
to derive from Hermes and Christ), Johannine Christianity with
its Logos doctrine (supposed to derive from Christ but to have
been foreshadowed by Gnosticism and Platonism), Cabalism
(supposed to derive from Egypt through Moses), and medieval
alchemy and Bosicrucianism (supposed to derive from various
of the above), Medieval alchemy——whether it aimed at making
physical gold, or at that transmutation of the inward man
which means gold on another lewvel, moral gold--stood between
ancient and modern Hermetism: between the ancient as outlined
above and the modern as represented by Paracelsus, Boehme,
Swedenborg, and Blake,...

Do these wovements combine to constitute a traditiom in the
cense of a set of beliefs tramsmitted, handed down? The Her-
metic Order thought so; also Mead and Yeats, Hermetism to
then was a many-branched tree.

The system of degrees was fundamental in the Golden Dawn, Professor
Heoore relates, YPassing through them constituted, Yeats said, 'an evoe
cation of the Supreme Life . . . a climbing to the light' which it was
the very essence of their system to believe flowed frem the highest to
lowest, and lowest to highest.”2 In one of the degrees Yests was required
to meditate upon the "five Hindu Tattwa Jor Tattvag7 symbols « o o &
means of developing clairsoyance (clearnseeing)."3 Professor Giorgic

Melchiori lists these symbols as follews:

oore, pp. 112-113. '

“Ibid., p. 16k

3
Tbid., pe 141,



Element, Hame Color Figure
Barth Prithivi Yellew Square
Air Yayu Blue Circle
Water Apas Silver Crescent
Fire Tajas Red Triangle 4
Akasa Black Ovoid (egg)”

The importance of the "quadripartite division" to Yeals, which

figures in his conception of a unity, is noted by Professor Ellmann:

became habitual with him [feat§7. Long afterwards he shill
felt under the influence of a Kabbalistic ceremony in which
he participated as a young man, where there were 'two pillars,
one syibolic of water and one of fire....The water is szensas~
tion, peace, night, silence, indelence; the fire is passion,
tension, day, rusic, energy.! DBub the example of Blake was
perhaps most important in keeping the poetic usefulness of
this collection of correspendences always before his mind....
For Blake alsg?ksew the world in terms of a quaternion....?

Professor Ellmann also points out the form that Yeats's four elewments
take in their Irish setting: from the first draft of Yeats's Autobio-
graphies--"tthe four talismans of the Tuatha De Danaan [legendary inhabi=-
tants of Irelan§7; the Sword, the Stone, the Spear, and the Cauldron.'“3
Prefessor Ellmann explains as follows:

The spear is associated with passion, the sword with intellect,

the cauldron with moving images (presumably imagined), and the

stone with fixed ones (presumably seen). The man who has

mastered each of these can heope to attain to the fifth element

or final harmony (‘*Jerusalem!'), where he is at one with univer-

sal forces, and where passion and intellect, desired image and

actual fact, are united into one whole.b

The fifth element, it is seen, is comparable to "Akasa" in the Tattvas

symbols, The figure for this element is listed there as "Ovoid," which

1Me1chiori, pp. 25-26,
ZIdentit,, PP 27=-28.
31bid., p. 29.

htpsa.



by extension, possibly, suggests the phrase "reality is a sphere.®
The "various guises" which these four elements take are described
by Professor Ellmanns

With his tentative congregations of symbols and symbolic ramie-
fications in mind, we can penetrate some distance into his manner
of composition and into the structure of his poetic imagery.

The four elements appear steadily. They can be recognized
easily under various gulses: water is often 'dew,?! fwave,? or
'flood?; air is 'wind'; fire is ‘'stars' or 'flame’; earth is
telay!' or 'woods,? These readily extend themselves: the darke
ness of earth suggests a comnection with night and sleep such
as Yeats made in his Esoteric Section jJourwal, and, because

of the connotations of blackness, is often regarded as malevo-
lent., Since Sabtan, supreme power of darkness, has his seat in
the north (originally, perhaps, because of climatic consideras
tions), that cardinal point may come to be associated, by
successive stages, with earth. Water suggeste tears and sorrow,
therefore loss and therefore death; since death is traditionally
'stepping westward,' water comes to be related to the west.
Fire, being crimson and suggesting the fires of passionwa
metaphor which indicates how irresistible this way of thinking
has always been, may bhecome a symbol of love and, being hot,
call up the south., The remaining cardinal point is east, and
the element remaining is air; by identifying these for the sake
of congruence we obtain a connection between air and the rising
sun and dawn, and thus hope.l

It is not difficult, being confronted with this set of elements, to
become fanciful, In passing, howeyer, it way be noted thal certain syme
bols suggest more than one element. The tree, for instance--the
Sephirqticrtree, in fact-—-had "two aspects, éne benign, the reverse side
malign, « « « Since the Kabbalists consider man to be 2 micreccosm, the

double-natured tree is a picture both of the universe and of the human

mind, whose faculties, even the lowest, can work for goed or ill.M

lldentit?, p. 30.

21bid., p. 76



THE SHADQWY WATERS

To see the occult symbols at werk immediately preceding the heroic
plays—at least, where they are said tc be at work-——one must turn to Yeats's

thoroughly symbolic play, The Shadowy Waters (1885-1899), Professor

Ellmann paraphrases Yeats's first explanation of this play as follows:

Its hero appears with a lily embroicdered on his breast, its
heroine with a rose; Yeats explained in a note on the play
that these were masculine and feminine symbols, for he con-
ceived of man as for ever seeking death, and of woman as for
eveyr seeking life. This explanaticn helps to make precise
what the poem makes only misty, that the speaker is anxious
to escape from the world where such distinctions of desire,
and such opposite states as life and death, trouble the
inhabitants....Venus, the flaming star of evening, suggests
love and death; they are centrasted with the maternal ocean,
te which their tensions drive the poet to flee with his beloved
in the form of a bird. o

But birds are not free of all these pressures., We are
dealing here, however, with special birds, close to the dis-
carpate species in 'Sailing to Byzantium,'®

Prom the start, Professor BEllmenn notes, readers of The Shadowy Waters
were perplexed by it. TYeats, when asked to supply an exegesis, replied,
"'The more one explains, the more one narrows the symbols,'"z A few
years later, however, in 1906 Yeats did offer a summary:

Once upen a time, when herons built theilr nests in old men's
beards, Forgael, a Sea-King of ancient Ireland, was promised
by certain human-headed birds love of a supernatural intensity.
These birds were the souls of the dead, and he followed them
over seas towards the sunset, where their final rest is, By
means of a magic harp, he could call them about him when he
would and listen to their speech, His friend Aibric, and the
sailors of his ship, thought him mad, or that this mysterious
happiness could come after death only, and that he and they
were being lured to destruction. Presently they captured a
ship, and found a beautiful woman upon it, and Forgael subdued

Ytdentity, p. 70

2Tbid., p. 80.



88

her and his own rebelliocus sailors by the sound of his harp.
The sailors fled upon the other ship, and Forgael and the
woman drifted on alone following the birds, awaiting death and
what comes after, or some mysterious transformation of the
flesh, an embodiment of every lover's dream,l

Whether the perfect state is located definitely in death or in life,
Ellmann remarks, is typically left unsettled.® An additional bit of
information, written "for the performance of the play of July 9, 1905,"
supplements the above:

The min story expresses the desire for a perfect and eternal
union that comes to all lovers, the desire of Love to 'drown
in its own shadow,' DBut it has also other meanings. Forgael
seeks death; Dectora has always sought life; and in some way
the uniting of her vivid force with his abyss-seeking desire
for the waters of Death makes a perfect humanity. Of course,
in another sense, these two are simply man and woman, the reason
and the will, as Swedenborg puts it.

The second flaming up of the harp may mean the coming of a
more supernatural passion, when Dectora accepts the death-
desiring destiny. TYet in one sense, and precisely because she -
accepts it, this destiny is not death; for she, the living will,
accompanies Forgael, the mind, through the gates of the unknown
world, Perhaps it is a myqt1cal 1nterpretat10n of the resur-
rection of the body.3

With these two summaries Professor Ellmann proceeds to explain other
symbols in the play. Essentially he suggests that Yeats's "opposites,™
on a symbolic level, achieve a unity or a "reconciliation," such that
both death and life are placed in relation "to some kind of transmutative
fusion of the two!:
These hints will bring us closer to bthe intent of the syme
bolism. Even the stage setting is symbolic, It shows the deck
of a galley, with a sail which has 'a conventional pattern' of

three rows of hounds, 'the first dark, the second red, and the
third white with red ears.' In the programme note, Yeats

lIdentit » pp. 80-81.
2 )
Ibid., p. 8l.

31bid.



few of the "symbols o

of 58
Bajag, and Satbva qualities of the Vedarta nhilosophv, or LU
the three colours of the Alchemists.,' With the aid of ifax
Muller, who was probably the main source of Yeats's early
knowledse of Vedaatu, the passage maoy be glossed as meaning
that the hounds symbolize uheSla, antithesis, and reconcili-
ation, As ifuller puts it, 'Tension between these qualities
producea activity and gtruggle; equilibrium leads to temporary
or final rest.' In later life Yeats identified Tamas as darie
ness and exhaustion, Rajas as activity and passion, Sattva as
brightness and wludol. The three hounds signify, in terms of
the play, Forgael's death-wish, Dectora®s life-wish, and their
fusion in ‘'some mysterious transformation of the flesh.' Yeats
chooses hounds for his symbols to suggest pursuit, and their
colours reflect their cualities——the dark being related to
death, the red to life and passiocn, and the white with red

gars to some kind of transmuta tive fusion of the two.l

fers the suggestion that these may Tcorrespond to the Ta mas,
aY

L
ke

In a last note on The Shadowy ¥Waters, Professor Ellmann points out a

reconciliation®:

=ty

The Shadowy Waters carries its symbolic involutions still
further. Since hero and heroine have opposite long lﬂ’u, they
respond opvositely to one another, As Dectora falls in love
with Forgael, her heart is said to grow young, his to grow old,
As their warring hearts and opposite desires are jolned, syrbols
of reconciliation appear on the scene, The arrow at last suc-
ceads in piercing the red hound 's heart, and Dectora imagines
that she sees apple blossoms over a stream., Such blossoms,
Teats makes plain in an occultb dlaxy zept while he was writing
nis poetic play, 'are symbols of dawn and of air and of the
sarth and of resurrection in my system and in the poem.! A
wood of precious shones has also a symbolical meaning, according
to ¥eats's noteg the stones ‘are perhaps erwotions made eternal
by their owmn perfectior'= and the first draft of his Autobioe-
zravhies pives corroborabive evidences '1 thought we 7Hau4 Porq
and hlmselj7) ecame one in a viorld of emotion eternalized b
its ovm intensity and purity, and this would have for its
symbol precious stones,!

The "responding oppositely" to a person, as will be seen, is used in g
different fashion in The King's Threshold,

“Ider itg . 8182,



HULTIPLE MEAWINGS AMD A TRIAD COF COLORS

Every c¢ritic who writes of Yéat$ must sooner or later wade through
a luxuriant undergrowth of occultism, Following this path or that, one
may nevertheless perceive that all is nobt mystery or simless wandering.
Certain symbols such as the tree, the bird, the ocean, and many others
have the potential of being'both occult and traditional., The symbol with
a multiple meaning may on the‘ene hand suggestithe "lerge elemenﬁals"——
the sky, the ocean, the journéy, the return of the seasons—and also add
the secretive meanings of occulbism, Teats's Ygrest water plantWeor so

. , )

he evidently viewed anima mundi during ths wmiddle periqd*ﬁwwas used in
this way. As the series of symbolic meanings beglns te evelve into a
pattern (the Yprocession") in the heroie plays, the "water plant," in the
form of something Mupright" (usually & tower br a tres), is made to serve
also as the symbolic\"centre.“

Yeats's allusions teo ceriain colors in the herolc plays suggest his

continuing experimentation with multiple meaning. Frofessor Ellmann

pointed out in The Shadowy Haters the presence of the triad red, black,
and white-and-red. These colors, in this order, are most noticeable in
H 2

On Balle's Strand, In a final scene the blood from Cuchulain's sword

that is wiped on the white feathers of the fowl suggesis that once again

lI:n Per Amice Silentia Lunae (1918) Yeats abtempbs to express his
conception of the Great Memory with images borrowed from the poetry of
Edmund Spenser, Professor Uelchiori suggests thal the reference in the
following lines is to Spenser's Garden of Adonis: "'1 ZF%&tg? think of
Anima Mhndi as a great pool or garden where it [; logical process or a
series of related imageg?vspreads through allotted growth like a great
water plant or branches more fragrantly in the air.'™ QCuoted by Mel-
chiori, p. 30.
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a '"reconciliation" of sorts has taken place. In The King's Threshold
this particular series is not prominent, although at the "Centre"-the
Tree of Life in Seanchan's dream—the fruit that is eaten, supposedly
apples, does suggest the inner white and the outer red. If the allusion
seems a bit vague, Fedelm makes the point quite clear when she says suge
gestively a few lines later: "I'1l dip this piece of bread into the
wine, / For that will make you stronger for the journey."l

In Deirdre the white-and-red in agsociation with a symbolic "Centre!*

2 the

occurs twice, perhaps for emphasis, 1In the.song of the iusicians
gamnets (white) and a blossoming apple-stem (red) are singled out along
with a tower (the first emergence, so ito speak, of a "Centre"), In the
last scene, Deirdre's suicide (suggesting red bleod and white skin)
occurs at the second "Centre" (only to the worldly intellect is it "second!:
it is an open grave that holds the dead body of Raoise),

Central to the symbolic intent of the heroie plays, therefore, is
the ever~recurrent suggestion that a cosmic Principle lies always beneath
the surface of things. Communication in the world is primarily in terms
of power (and perhaps without an understanding of “real" power). People
view each other from islands, withqgt thought of the greater "reality"
of the nainland, The islands, perhabs, symbolize abstraction and are
preof that the mainland—even such a concept as this--is mere fiction.
Those who believe otherwise do best to play the game and keep thelr
thoughts to themselves,

The trait to strive for in such a world is "aloofness,™ which in

'plays, p. 90

*Tbid., p. 116,
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itself denotes a certain passion for an ideal, Within thg inner-selfl

the life of the soul or of the mind then becomes dominant, It is in fact
the only real gmtity worth speaking ofy when all conflict is over'only

it will remain, It remains, possibly, because it develops from a "still"
point in time, a memory of something that denotes both origin and destiny.
Eventually, for the passionate soul, it becomes "reality'——a way of
Jjourneying toward the "Centre® of things. In the heroic plays the ritual

of the soul is enacted symbolically,

In The King's Threshold the "bird in the‘pool” image suggests that
Seanchan's individual consciousness is committed to something cutside
himself. In each successive image the "Centre" tends to enlarge,'until
the sympolic tree itself is recalled by Seanchan, The world is finally
rejected, the body dies, and the individual memory enters the formless=-

ness of "reality." The imaginative "Centre" in On Balle's Strand is

suggested by the "chicken in the pot." The fowl is eaten at the last

by a Blind Man; symbolically hinting at the death of the body and the
departure of the soul. In terms of Yeats's "opposites," it is seen that
as the fowl is taken from the cauldron so also is the soul of Cuchulain
delivered to the waves. Father and son thus find deiiverance from a world
that has pitted them against esach other. The "wild bird in a cage! sug-
gests onece again in the third play, Deirdre, that a symbolic "Centre"

is being fashioned, The "room" and the "grave! hint at the "rich nought"
of the "Centre.,"™ At the end of the play Deirdre and Haoise Yescape® into

one of Yeats's "“cyclic" worlds,
THE KING'S THRESHOLD

The opening scene of The King's Threshold shows the bard Seanchan
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lying on the steps before the palace of King Guaire at Gort. The King
welcomes a pupil of Seanchan and explains the cause of Seanchan's hunger
strike. His opening lines hint that there is a dichetomy in art, or "two
kinds of Music: the one kind / Being like a woman, the other like a man.”l
The division is stated matter-~of-factly; yet, unaware, a reference to
nature's opposites——symbolized by silver and gold-—slips into his speech,

The Oldest Pupil, won over by Guaire's arguments temporarily; asks
Seanchan to give up his protest, The poet merely answers by recounting
a dream, for it is on this plane that he would have his pupil focus his
attention., The next few lines then suggest sywbolically that Seanchan's
individual consciousness is in a "lunar phase," or that the "ritual of
passion” is now in tune with a "dream world." The overt implication is
that the poet is indeed on the King's {or rather "reality's") threshold:

0ldest Pupil.,

« oo The hunger of the crane, that starves himself

At the full moon because he is afraid

Of his own shadow and the glittering water,

Seems to me little more fantastical

Than this of yours.

Seanchan. Why, that's the very truth,

It is as though the moon changed everythinge

Myself and all that I can hear and seej

For when the heavy body has grown weak,

There's nothing that can tether the wild mind

That, being moonstruck and fantastical,
Goes where it fanciles,

In the succeeding exchange between the poet and his pupils, Sean-
chan tries to place his ari in a larger perspective, as something that
"God gave to men before He gave them.wheat.“z The Cldest Pupil at this

point raises a question. Why, he asks, does poetry then need defending?

5 .
Thid., pe The
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Seanchan's answer 1s not too clear; he refers in vague tones to the
future, His voice rises to an ecstatic pitch; he prophesies of the
coming "joy":

I would have all know that when all falls

In ruin, poetry calls out in joy,

Being the scattering hand, the bursting pod,

The victim's joy among the holy flame,

God's laughter at the shattering of the world,

And now that joy lsoughs out, and weeps and burns

On these bare steps. ‘
Seanchan as the '"Mask," the defender of his art in the world, thus pro~
claims his task of building, through revelation and protest, the "golden
eradle" so that his special kind of art may be preserved,

The episodes that follow in the play show the bard in the role he
mist play. His poetic ubterances defend deity and the inevitable cosmic
change that must, in the end, make "all things vanish away.® "I have
heard, /! Seanchan says, "lurmurs that are the ending of all sound. /

| o 2 | . i

I am out of 1life,"  The '"Centre," to which Seanchan's inner-self gradually
awakens, at this point, appears as a state of blessedness removed, "The
images of them that weave a dence / By the four rivers in the mountain
garden.“j

When the Monk arrives on the scene the symbolic reference to the
"Centre"” becomes clearer and more immediate. Seanchan uses the image of
a "drowsy" King listening to the chirping of a bird after the table has

been cleared. The language, as a part of a dramatic exchange, merely

points out that the state religion has beccme a hireling of the King.

lPlays, p. 75.

“Irid., p. 82

31pid., p. 83.
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In The Xing's Threshold the bird is thought to be perched on the King's

finger, Kevertheless, what is offéred in both poem and play is & “Irage
ment” of an idea,

The fusion of ideas in the poem--ivhiere the "golden bough' suggests
a ray of sunlight, as well as the title of Frazer's book (hence "inherited

subject matter")—is also a clue to the dominant (that is, analymable

dominant) "Centre! in The King's Threshold. The colors that fuse, or at

least are closely juxbaposed, afe, in the pléy, wnite-and-red, Fedelm,

the poet'ls betrothed, offers Seanchan a life of ease if he will give up
the hunger strike, The offer implies a rejection of the One and an
acceptance of the "flux'" of life-=the Hany-—for she says that there are
numerous beds, suggesting thus the various "cradles" or phases of the moon:

Come with me now...

For I have a great room that's full of beds
I can make ready; and there is a smooth lawm
Yhere they can play at hurley and sing posms
Under an apple-tree.t

The VYapple-tree," of course, causes Seanchan to remember another "iree':

Seanchan. - I know thal place:
An apple~tree, and a smooth level lavn
Wihere the young men can sway their hurley sticks,
sings .

The four rivers that run there;

Through well-mown level ground,

Have come out of a blesssd well

That is all bound and wound

By the grealt roots of an apple

And all the fowls of the air

Have gathered in the wide branches

And keep singing there.
Fedelm,
No, there are not four rivers, and those rhymes
Praise Adam's paradise. ’
Seanchan. T can remember now,
Tt's out of a poem I made long ago -
About the Garden in the East of the World,

lPla-z-S, po 390
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And how spirits in the images of birds

Crowd in the branches of old Adam's crab-~tree.

They come before me now, and dig in the fruit

With so much gluttony, and are so drunk

With that harsh wholesome savour, that their feathers
Are clinging one to another with the juice.

But you would lead me to some friendly place,

Ard I would go there guickly,

Fedelm,

I'11 drip this piece of bread into the wine, '1
For that will make you stronger for the journey.

The theme of the "Centre™ has, by a bold, rhythmic passage; moved to
the foreground., It is not the final "Centre," however. Seanchan'‘s vision
is better understood by referring to a passage in the Zelator Grade of the
Golden Dawn '"telling of man's bliss, fall into matter, and slow return':

'"Ard tetragrammaton placed Kerubim at the East of the Garden
of Eden and a Flaming Sword which turned ever was to keep the
Path of the Tree of Life, for He had created WMature that Man,
being cast out of Eden, may not fall into the Void. He has
bound Man with the Stars as with a chain. He allures him with
Scattered Fragments of the Divine Bedy in bird and beast and
flower, and He laments over him in the Wind and in the Sea and
in the birds. When the times are ended, He will call the
Kerubim from the East of the Garden, and all shall be consumed
and become Infinite and Holy.'z

The kinship that is suggested here between man and the stars occurs also
as a part of Seanchan's peetic vision. In rather Nietzschean tones,

Seanchan speaks of the union of opposiﬂes and the "mightier race" that

will come:s

1 lay awake:
There had come a frenzy into the light of the stars,
And they ware coming nearer, and I knew
A1l in a minute they were about to marry
Clods out upon the ploughlands, to beget
A mightier race than any that has been.3

p1ays, pp. 89-90.
2Quoted by Moore, p. lhk.

3Plafs, pP. 89,
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After Seanchan's vision of the "tree," then, his delirium increases
and his body weakens., The ¥ing, in one last effort, urges him to eat.
The unrepentant bard addresses his pupils—now as adamant as he in their
defiance of the King~-in words that contain standard Biblical references,
as well as the deeper strain of occult méaning. There is, in fact, in
Seanchan's last speech a rather strange play on opposite meanings. The
poet says, for instance, "The man that dies has the chief part in the

1

story."" The inference, if stated in terms of Yeats's opposites, is that

the "soul that lives" has also the least part in the "story." The moon,

in terms of the "mere story," is leperous=—thal is, wholly misleading if

seen through worldly eyes. Only after the body has become "husk" or an

<

2

enpty shell may one see that Lt is the very opposite. Therefore, Seanchan's

7y S

4

last words aye "Dead faces laugh.” In the speech that vill be

e
b

ollows

[

noted that Seanchan beginsg with 2 paraphrase of Christ?s words as he

. 2 .. . o as ,
looked out over Jerusalen, The city which is hers indirectly supggested

fte

s, in terms of Yeais's occultism, a symbol of the "Ififth element...or

3

final harmony"-—that is, "reality":

0 my chicks, my chicksl]
That I have nourished underneath my wings
Apd fed upon my soul, /He rises and walks down stens.
I need no help.
He needs no help that joy has lifted up
Like some miraculous beast ocut of Ezekiel,
The man that dies has the chief part in the story,
And T will mock and mock that image yonder,
That evil picture in the sky——uno, noi
I have all my strength again, I will outface it.
0, lock upon the moon that's standing there
In the blue daylight-—take note of the complexion,

1
Plays, p. 93.
“See att. 23:37 and Luke 13:34.

BS‘upm9 p. 85 of this study.
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Because it is the white of leprosy

And the contagion that afflicts mankind

Falls from the moon. ‘then I and these are dead

We should be carried to some windy hill

To lie there with uncovered face awhile

That mankind and that leper there msy know

Dead faces laugh. /ﬁe falls and then half rises,
Kingi King! Dead faces laugh, /He dies.™

The lunar color—silver--comes at the conclusion of the play in the
words of the Youngest Pupil:
0 silver trumpets, be you lifted up
And cry to the greait race that is to come.-
Long-throated swans upon the waves of time,
Sing loudly, for beyond the wall of the world
That race may hear our masic and awake,

The Many who sing, these lines seem to suggest symbolically, may yeb give

meaning to the "limitless One,"” who in the Upanishads is described as

"He who awakes the world."3 The theme of The King's Threshold is, never-

theless, "we perish into reality,"
ON BAILE'S STRAID

An advance in Yeats's iconographic practice is noticeable in the

tightly constructed play, On Baile's Strand. Cuchulain, the central

figure of the play, is identified in Irish mythology as a "solar hero.“h

Originally associated with "the hound of Cu," Cuchulain is linked in On

Baile's Strand with Yeats's pervasive bird imagery—in this instance a

hawk, The alteration of traditional imagery suggests that the individ-

ual caonsciousness is teo be symbolically exalted——Cuchulain's subjectivity--—

‘Plays, p. 93.

“Ibid., pe 9.

3John B. Noss, Man's Religions (New York, 1963), p. 1i0.

@John Unterecker, "The Shaping Force in Yeats's Plays," Modern
Drama, VII (December, 1964), p. 350.
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while at the same ti@e his role in the "mere story" is to become essenti-
ally that of a ”Mask.“ The "solar hero," therefore, appears to be very
muach of the world, The tregic circumstances that surround this figuree
the circumstances of which the "Mask! is whélly a part—is, therefore,
all the more cruelly determined. The "story" fushes toward catastrophe;
the "real" Cuchulain, on the symbolic level, escapes,

The main characters, it will be noted, are four in number. The
occult view that all the elements present in nature are to shape the
"story" is thus suggested, Yeats later refers to these four characters
as "those combatants who turn the wheel of ZL:'Lfe.“:‘L The symbeolic "Centre M
at least the first unobstrusive suggestion of such—is of primary interest
here however, The "bird in the pool' image, it will be remembered,

initiated the symbolic series pointed out in The King's Threshold. Such

an image is also established in the opening passage of On Baile's Strand.

The Fool says, "You take the fowl out of my hands . . . and you put
it into the big pot at the fire there."2 The "“cauldreon,'" as Professor
Ellmann explained, is associated "with moving images (presumably image
ined)."3 The "fife" in the Tattvas symbols corresponds to the color
"red," symbolizing mworning, youth, tension, music, energy, The "water"
‘supposedly is to bring to mind the color "silver," hence the crescent
shaped moon {Tattvas) and a premonition of the coming “peace," the coming

"night," the future "silence." Anima Mundi, it is suggested, is astir,

It is guickly seen that as Conchubar and Cuchulain are opposed to

Youoted by Seiden, Mythmaker, p. 5&.
2P133s, p. 162.

3Supra, p. 85 of this study.
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each other as wise man and warrior, so also are their respective shadows
or antitypes, the Blind Man and a Fool, who open the play. The latter
two parody in cruder terms the larger conflict of the play. They squabble
over a scrap of food and perhaps suggest by their actions and their talk
that amorality or nihilism is the order of the day. On the symbolic level,
however, their words suggest, usually, the very opposite of what they say.
At the first, however, it is seen that the conflict of the play must be
completed before the symbolic meaning of the "chicken in the pot™ becomes
clear:

Blind Man., Hush, hushi{ It is not done yet.

Fool. You said it was done to a turn,

Blind Man, Did I, now? Well, it might be done, and not done,

The wings might be white, but the legs might be red., The flesh

might stick hard to the bones and not come away in the teeth.

But, believe me, Fool, it will be well done before you put your
teeth in it,t

As the play progresses the symbolic fowl becomes associated first with the
young man from Aoife's country-—described as having red hair—and secondly
with Cuchulain., Aoife's country, the Blind Man makes clear, is in the
Horth (hence a premonition of darkness, completeness, and the opposite of
Ygplar! influence).2 From the hints given, the auditor also understands
that the young man is Cuchulain's son., Thus the individual cwmsciousness
that is the possible intent of the fowl as a symbol is also related to
Cuchulain, The specific reference to this fact is made when Cuchulain
enters and begins his argument with the High King. One line out of some

seventesn establishes the link. Cuchulain says, Y“Are my shins speckled

Iplays, p. 163,

Tbid., p. 165,



with the heat of the fire?“l_ In this simple utterance the red legs of
the fowl are brought to mind.

Reference is also made in this same passage to the "Garden in the
Bast of the World." The phras € at least in its vowels, is like a dis-
tant shout: yet, "Bast" iz a masculine symbol of youth and fire; and
"Garden' but suggests once again the anima mundi. Conchubar refers to
the wildness of Cuchulain's blood—the red again.2 And several passages
later the identity of the "Mask'"—suggestive of aristocratic privilege-—
is somewhat defined:

I think myself most lucky that I leave

Ho pallid ghost or mockery of s man

To drift and mutter in the corridors

There I have lau zhed and sung
Conchubar, of course, discounts such z wild thought. He reminds Cuchu-
lzin of the hereditary line that must be safeguarded. The "story interest,"
in fact, is emphasized at this point with only scattered references to
symbolic individuation. The "dream world,;" however, is not forgotten;
as the conversation turns to love and the rerspective comes to include
a wild love affsir that happened long ago, Cuchulain suddenly reflects
pointedly upon his experience. In the world, he suggesis, the contrary
forces are such that one looks forward to little; the conflict of mere
existence permits at most "& brief forgiveness between opposites™:

.

I never have known love but as a kiss

In the mid-battle, and a difficult truce
Of oil and water, candles and dark night,
Hillside and hollow, the hot-footed sun

Plays, pe. 167.
2Ipid.,

3Tbid., p. 168,
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And the cold, sliding, slippery-footed moon-——

A brief forgiveness belween opposites

That have been hatreds for three times the age

Of this long~‘stablished ground,

The need for something more, something undetermined, in these lines,
is a "mood" which has a faint echo in Cuchulain's expressed sentiments,
Certainly it is difficult to distinguish between the "Uask" and the "Self"
in such passages as these., One must keep in mind the lofty tones and,
possibly, the iconographic intent. "To become impassive in the face of
oene's own remembered experience,” Professor Helen Hennessy Vendler writes,
"is the Yeatsian goal, not to repent and do otherwise,"2 It is in fact
difficult to say what Yeats meant by repentance, unless it signifies

5 y rep s g
the oblivien of the conscicus mind. In a poem quoted elsewhere in this

ﬂ3

study, Yeats has the line, "Only the dead can be forgiven. Nevertheless,
Cuchulain's "remorse" offers a clue to the determinism present in On

Baile's Strand., And as Cuchulain the "Mask" is also a part of the world's

scheme of things, it is understandable that the "Mask" should be swallowed
up by the world. Nevertheless, Cuchulain's inner-self rebels at the
prospect of becoming the King's hireling:

Hestlings of a high nest,
Hawks that have followed me into the air
And looked upon the sun, we'll out of this
Awd sail upon the wind once more. This King
Hould have me take an oath to do his will,
And having listened to his tune from morning,
T will no more of it.b

1Pla¥s, pe 170,

Z“Yeats's Changing Metaphors for the Otherworld," Modern Drama,
VII (December, 1964), p. 309,

3Supra, pe 45 of this study.

hPlagss Pe 170
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Cuchulain, however, does agree to take the oath, thus setting in motion
the tragedy which will end in the death of his son and his own madness,.
The Sidhe-as guafdians of what some call heroism, others anarchy-—are
exorcised by the women of the court:

May this fire have driven out

The Shape-Changers that can put
Ruin on a great king's house

Until all be ruinouses..

The women none can kiss and thrive,
For they are but whirling wind....
Bodies that can never tire

Or grow kind, for they anoint

A1l their bodies, joint by joint,
With a miracle-working juice

That is made out of the grease

Of the ungoverned unicorn....

Those wild hands that have embraced
A11 his body can but shove

At the burning wheel of love

Till the side of hate comes up,

The dominant "Centre" of the play is here suggested as the Kings
Ineel in a semicircle hefore two of the women of the chorus and Cuchue
lain. In Yeats's Irish Uysteries, it will be remembered, such a scene
was termed the "entrance into the formless."z The flame into which
Cuchulain thrusts his sword represents the One (microcosmically), the
participants the Many. Off stage, the Blind Yan, as we find out later,
now decides to eat the fowl himself,

The pace of the dramatic action quickens from this point on. Cuchu=~
léin encounters his son. One of the women of the chorus cries out, "I
have seen Cuchulain's roof-tree / Leap into fire, and the walls split and

~

blacken.“) The dark night of the soul is perhaps suggested.

lPla S, pp. 171=172,

2Supra, p. 39 of this study.

BPlaXs, p. 178,
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Next the Fool and the Plind Man re-enter. Symbolically their words
indicate that the "pattern™ is now complete:

Fool., You have eaten it, you have eaten it!

You have left me nothing but the bones.

Blind Man. What would have happened to you but for me, and
you without your wits? If I did not take care of you, what
would you do for fond and warmth?

Fool, You tske care of me? Tou stay safe, and send me into
every kind of danger, You sent me down the cliff for gulls?
ezgs while you warmed your blind eyes in the sunj; and then you
ate all that were good for food. -You left me the egzs that
were neither egg nor bird,L

The final harmony, whose figure is "ovoid" in the Tattvas symbols, is
here suggested, The paradoxical last line leaves no doubt that an
ulterior meaning is implied., It only remains to dispose of the bones,

At this point Cuchulain enters and listens to the two quarreling,
The Blind Man again refers to the final phase symbolically:

Where would he the Fool7'be but for me? I must be always

thinking-—thinking to get food for the two of us, and when

we've got it, if the moon is at the full or the tide on the

turn, he'll leave the rabbit in the snare till it is full

of maggots, or let the trout slip back through his hand inte

the stream,”
The crescent moon at the opening of the play is here at the full. In
Yeatsts "system" the full or the dark of the moon denotes the absence of

all life..j The "fish to water" image hints that a retura to nature's

Great Memory--—the anira mundi-—has been made. Cuchulain then proceeds

151.532&: P' 1780

*Tbid., p. 179.

35ee Yeats's poem, "The Phases of the Mocon," Poems, p. 161.

Robartes, Twenty-and-eight the phases of the moon-
The full and the moon's dark and all the crescenls,
Twenty-and-eight, and yet but six-and-twenty

The cradles that a man must needs be rocked in:

Faor there's no human life at the full or the dark.
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to wipe the blood from his sword on the feathers nearby., He then learns
from the Blind Man that he has killed his own son., Silence—eof a terrie-

fying kind-—-ensues, In an insane rage Cuchulain rushes dovm to the sea

and begins fighting the waves, The bones, symbolically, are disposed of

at last, The theme of the play is "we perish into reality.n
UEIRDERE

A definition of this last play in the "grand traditional manner,*
as Joseph Hone phrases it, i suggested by a remark that Yeals aimed at
the central figure, Deirdre-‘'as wild bird in a cage."l Deceptively
simple, the remark causes Professor Ure to write, FHer last phase + .
is certainly not a phase of pure and almost depersonalized grief, like

. . - . . 2
that of Synge's heroine /[in Deirdre of the Sorrows/« " The problem

comnected with character portrayel that Professor Ure railses has been
indicated elsewhere in this stady.B By contrast, however, Yeats's come
ment tends te solve a problem for anyone he tries to gauge the extent

of the symbolic meaning in this play, The author therefore suggests that

one finds here the "bird in the pool” inmge of the two preceding plays,

The King's Threshold and On Baile's Stand, cast simply in another mold.
The "Nothingness" at the "Centre," surrounded in this image by the wires
of a cage (the ¥any), finds its symbolic counterparts in Deirdre as the

Proom® and the "grave.! Deirdre, one might note, is throughout the play

first in one and then the other., "An empty house upon the journey's

Lbcter Ure, Yests the Plagwrieht (Rew York, 1963), p. 56.

2. . V
lbld.'; pl 5’7‘

BSupra, pps T0=71 of this study.
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end {" she says.l It is, significantly, a guest-house near the seashore,
referred to in the opening lines of the play. In such references one

tends to think of the whole island kingdom of Britain and Ireland set in
the midst of the sea, WNeverthsless, the imagery is seen even on a micro-

cospilc plane when Deirdre speaks of the "house of ivory':

The setting thus is symbolic, for cutside the guest-~house Conchubar!s
silent army, a hundred strong beneath each of the great oak trees, awaits.

The bridal chamber that the lustful Conchubar is readving for Delrdre

is repeatedly mentioned, The allusion, seemingly, is to a richly orna-

iy
mented bird cage: ". . . embroideries / To hang upon the wall, or new-mown

nht

rushes / To strew upon the floors. . . . Conchubaris intent, it is

clear, is a very worldly one, UDeirdre, thersfore, has the choice of
giving up her idealism or of remaining true to her imner-self,
The story and its outecoms, consequently, is suggested by the conver-
sation between Fergus and the Musiclans:
Come now, a verse
0f some cold time not worth remembering,
And all the lovlier because a bubble,
Begin, begin, of some old king and queen,

01 Lugaidh Redstripe or another; no, not him,
He and his lady perished wretchedly,?

-

The hint that all is not as clear-cut as these lines seem to imply is

tp1ays, p. 118,

“Ibid., p. 120.
31bid., p. 124,
“Tbid., p. 113.

°Ibid., pp. 115-116.
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given in a brief passage immediately preceding the above. Fergus extolls
Conchubar'ts fame, but suggests, symbolically, that he may be getting more
than he has bargained for:

Conchubarts fame
Brings merchandise on every wind that blows,-
They may have brought him Libyan dragon-skin,
Or the ivory of the filerce unicorn.

Deirdre's opening lines in the play suggest that Conchubar's '“mer-

chandise," in this instance, is akin to & lion in sheep's clothing., The

terms are essentially occult-—a "fierce unicorn™ (intense spirituality)

>

i a "Libyan dragon-skin® (a worldly mask)—but the surface meaning is
cleayr:

It is my husband's will
I show my trust in one that may be here
Before the mind can call the colour up.
¥y husband took these rubies from a king
Of Surracha that was so murderous
He seemed all glittering dragon. How wearing them
Hyself wars on myself, for I myself~—
That do my husband's will, yet fear to do it
Grow dragonish to myself.é

ng

Deirdre, in other words, is preparing to assume the "iask." The emotions
that have grown colde-the "jewels" that she must wear—are for her pre~
destined role in a world of conflict., The red of the rubies upon her
bodily "house of ivory" suggest that the ritual of her soul has a cosmic
setting not indicated by the '"mere story.”

Deirdre, of course, rebels at a 1life of pretense., Haoise explains:

"She has the heart of the wild birds that fear / The net of the fowler or

the wicker cage.”3 Being born in a "mountainous place," like the eagle,

lPlags, p. 115,

2
Tbid., p. 117.

BIbid.’ pl 12]-.
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she mokes an effort te deline

Yere we nol borin to wander?
These jewele have been reaped by the innocent sword
Upon a mountain, and a mountaln bred me;
Hut wvho can tell what change can come to love
Among the valleys? I speak no {alsehood now,

Away to windy swunibs, and there mock 4
The night-jar and the valley-keeping birdl

After Deirdre has been informed that the house is surrounded, however,
she prepares herself for the worsth.

The lines much admired by Prqfessor Bowra (and condemned by Professor
Stewart) are spoken at this point. The night of the soul, it is symboli-
cally supgested, is near:

And praise the double sunset, lor naught's lacking

But & good end to the long, cloudy day. 2

The torches then are 1it in the sconces; there is a growing sense ol

solitude and loneliness, ‘(ne iusicians sing. Delrdre speaks Lo Haoise
o i

of "Imperishavle things's

Bend and kiss me now,
For it may be the last %efore our death.

Lnd when that's ver, we'll be difforent;
lmperishable things, a clouu or a five,’

s

Yet, "hollow nigint's above,"’ Haoise cries oub to her later vwien

D
conironted with his own death, The part thal Deirdre has to nlay is nov

2 )

in earnest. Haoise is killed., Deirdre caitrives Lo see hilsi once @ore.

Plare
LL...J::R.S

Toid., p. 125,

L**bld., p. 129,
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In her last lines Deirdre expresses joy and shows that she has made her
choice:

ow strike the wire, and sing to it a while,

RKnowing that all is happy, and that you know-

Within what bride-bed I shall lie this night,

Ard by what man, and lie close up to him,

For the bed's narrow, and there outsleep the ceckerow,
After these lines Deirdre kills herself, The First ilusician says, “"Hagles

. . 2 s :

have gone into their cloudy bed.,"  The stage directions note that the
house should now be filled with the glare of torches. Tersgus says, "King,
she is dead; but lay no hand upon her. / What's this but emply cage and
tangled wire, / Wow the bird's gone?“3 Throughout the play the explicit
outreach of symbols had been directed to this moment of '"stillness,!
Beyond the event is one of Yeats's fading worlds., The "Centre" as a
passageway, symbolized by the grave, has opened up to receive its ovn,

Time, momentarily, has stopped. The theme of the play, once again, is

"we perish into reality."

1Plax;, Pe 133._
Ibid,

Ibid,



CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION

The heroic plays of William Dutler Yeats are perhaps only meta=-
phorically accessible to the intellect in the final analysis, As a part

of The King's Threshold, On Baile's Strand, and Deirdre one finds that

the seemingly casual drift of images and symbols tends to create, perhaps
not fully, an imaginative "picture' world, a world that is assuredly part
motion and part stillness, a world with geometrical outlines (the Wheel,
the sphere), as well as its allowable but perhaps mysterious energy
tquotion® (the ritual of ascent and of individuation). Does such an art
center mainly on the imagination? The non-mystic at least will always
think se, But is 1t possible to imagine that one is now turned toward
the light and is for the first time at the mouth of Platols cave, the
shadowy world of false assumptions far behind? Art in general is capable
of this effect, this ‘*reality." For the most part it is earth-bound, a
picture world abstracted from constant change, from Heraclitus' "flux."
The heroic plays, however, because of faulty structure, remain somehow on
the margin of such effectiveness.

Compared to such a view, the "theorizing” mentioned by Professor
Ellmann suggests that the Yproblem”" of the heroic plays is to be grasped
entirely by the intellect (using imagination?). It is a bit late to be
defining problems; but, even here, it helps with one final query about
the heroic plays. One asks, can the most significant value of thess

plays e known? The author's answer is "only partially.? To give wore

m
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of an answer than this, Ellmann's assumed "problem" must be stated, The

3

provlem, in this instance, is essentially the inteilectualizanioﬁ of terms
at the vital center of the heroic plays su¢h that they yield familiar
values, or, in the light of anthrépcmorphism, something at least of our-
selves. The recognition of the latter, of course, is but a step removed
from classifying Yeats as a humanist. In this lignt the Delphic inscrip-
tion "Know thyself" (individuation) was suggested as a possible aspect
of Yeats's aesthetic formula, a “unity between opposites.' On an ethical
plane, it may be noted, the latter phrase merely indicates that between
love and hate, happiness and suffering there is a common ground,

Is the common ground then "joy" or "hlessedness"? Yeats perhaps
means both when he uses the former word., It cannot be showm, however,

that suffering or hate has anything to do with any meening of "Joy.'" The

dualism of the heroic plays, therefore, remains, and the aesthetic formula,
in this respect, begins to topple. On the other hand it is possible to
couple "joy" with the phrase "Know thyself," The resultant phrase,
generalized, would read roughly a "joy in speculation." If it were not
for the later poetry, such probing would be a clutching at straws, To
"Enow thyself," it is clear, is a sure prelude to much else. At least
it is the "much else' thal is the only tenable ground. And of such is the
significant feature, this author believes, of 'gaiety" in the following
lines from "Lapis Lazuli't:

Two Chinamen, behind them a third,

Are carved in lapis lazmuli, ’

Over them flies a2 long~legged bird,

A symbol of longevity; -

The third, doubtliess a serving-man,

Carries a musical instrument.

Bvery discoloration of the stone,

Bvery accidental crack or dent,
Seems a water—course or an avalanche,
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Or lofty slepe where it still snows
Though doubtless plum or cherry-branch
Stweetens the little half-way house

Those Chinamen climb toward, and I
Delight to imagine them seated there;
There, on the mountain and the sky,

On all the tragic scene they stare,

One asks for mournful melodiess
Accomplished fingers begin to play.
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay.i

Their "half-way house" is perhaps, in one of its various guises, Yeals's

aesthetic formula, a principle, Lhe poem seems to say, which is only

reached by a leap of the imagination ("I / Delight to imagine them seated

there"),

Yet, let it be said finally that in the heroic plays there are only

pale reflections of what later was to become polished works of art.,

Yeats's "mirror world,'" in the later poetics, achieves a unity to which,

on the other hand, the heroic plays offer much, the most important of

vhich, possibly, was a skeletal ocutline of the possibilities of symbolism,

As such, perhaps, the herpic plays are seen as the necessary work of a

<

PO,

It does not in the least detract from their interest. The "giety"

of the two Chinese mystics has "dignity," whereas the "joy" of the heroic

plays has only aristocratic pride. And in the last analysis the author

suggests that the heroic plays are as much "pre-philosophy" as they are

tpre-drama.” They contain not logical ideas to be developed bulb, signi-

ficantly perhaps, much contemplative thought, The action——and it is

difficult to apply such a word——is mainly of the ritualistic kind. For

the events are determined from the very start, and the object is to reveal

or uncover and not to develop a point of view. Instead of a language of

lPoems, Pp. 292-293,
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cormnication, one discovers in retrospect the language of communion,
In the heroic plays, homage is done to yesterday and its myths, teo the
"big house' of the Irish countryside, to kings and warriors, to lost

causes and past love affairs, to a series of fading worlds, in facte-—

and it is doubtfui that such things, when théy are lost from sight,
recede into the past or, paradoxically, into the future. For are not
such things, in art at least, a part of the process of individuation?
"1T always feel, '" Yeats says of one of his last plays, "'that my work is
not drama but the ritual of a lost faith.'“l Yet, life on the Great Wheel
is such that nothing is really lost, nothing dispensable. One's only
assurance is that the generic "birds™ that take flight in these plays do
in fact enter the next world-—the world proper of the twentieth-century,
Their aviary is the later poetics, and their world appears to be the
world of the Many. No one, perhaps, can prove otherwise,

¥hat results in the heroic plays, then, is.possibly a psychological
attitude or merely an impoverished theme that states "we perish into
reality.” Since the Y8elf" is largely an unknown, silence is its best
defense., Hevertheless, the author suggests that the bird sywbols and the
way they are used in the heroic plays explain mgch more than any interf

pretation based solely on the dramatic conflict. 1In The King's Threshold

the individual consciousness is symbolically represented by the crane,
The circumstances of Seanchan's life are but a foll to the more signie
ficant ritual of the soul., The mundane world, which is but a shadowy one,
is rejected; the body dies, and the individual memory enters the form-

lessness of "reality."

l@uoted by Moore, p. 329.
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The symbolic pattern is especially close~knit in On Baile's Strand,

The imaginative "Centre" is suggested by the fowl in the pot, representing
the irner-self or both father and son. The ritual of the soul is finished
when it is perceived that there is only "emptiness" at the "Centre."

A series of related symbols is used with gocd effect in Deirdre.
The "wild bird in a cage" is used as a frame of reference throughout the
play. The "rich nought" of the "Centre" is more imaginatively suggested
by the use of an open grave, An ideal love, but in another world, is
hinted at when the First Musician says, "Zagles have gone into their

cloudy bed." The theme of all three plays, the author suggests, is ‘we

perish into reality."
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