CSEN 6016 MODERNISM

WEEK 11: W.B. Yeats and the (Anti-) Modern

KEY IDEAS

· Revisiting Modernism and Tradition: the Anti-Modern

· Writing Ireland 

· Yeats and Ireland (i)

· Yeats and the influence of European Symbolism 

· Self-reflection: Poems about Poetry

· Yeats and Ireland (ii)

· ‘The Tower’ and the Gyres of History, 

· The Second Coming

· Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen 

· War - and the value of art

KEY PASSAGES

1. ‘Yeats’s poetry then is modern with very little of the paraphernalia of modernism about it. It is modern because the tone of voice is that of the time. He may be magnificent, tender, ironical, or harsh, there is always a speaking voice that comes off the page. […] Yeats’s poetry is the new flowering of a very old tree.’ 

A. Alvarez, The Shaping Spirit: Studies in Modern English and American Poets (London: Chatto & Windus, 1967), p. 42, 47.

2. ‘I tried to make the language of poetry coincide with that of passionate, normal speech. I wanted to write in whatever language comes most naturally when we soliloquise, as I do all day long, upon the events of our own lives or of any life where we can see ourselves for the moment. […] Because I need a passionate syntax for passionate subject-matter I compel myself to accept those traditional metres that have developed with the language. […] I must choose a traditional stanza, even what I alter must seem traditional.’ 

W.B. Yeats, ‘A General Introduction for My Work,’ in Essays and Introductions (London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 1961), p. 521-2.

3. ‘Part of the power of the symbol is that it always carries a surplus of meaning. It is charged with a significance in excess of what, following scientific method, we can pin on it. This is what makes it visionary and magical, and it is this polyvalency which, for Yeats, guarantees that it rises up from the deepest recesses of the collective unconscious.’ 


Stan Smith, W.B. Yeats: A Critical Introduction (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1990), p. 59.

4. 


Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days!




Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways: […]




Come near, that no more blinded by man’s fate,




I find under the boughs of love and hate,




In all poor foolish things that live a day,




Eternal beauty wandering on her way.




Come near, come near, come near – Ah, leave me still




A little space for the rose-breath to fill!




Lest I no more hear common things that crave; […]




But seek alone to hear strange things said




By God to the bright hearts of those long dead,




And learn to chaunt a tongue men do not know. 

Come near; I would, before my time to go,

Sing of old Eire and the ancient ways:

Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days.

W.B.Yeats, ‘To the Rose Upon the Rood of Time,’ Selected Poems (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000), p. 21.

5. 


A Coat
I made my song a coat




Covered with embroideries




Out of old mythologies




From heel to throat;




But the fools caught it,




Wore it in the world’s eyes




As though they’d wrought it.




Song, let them take it,




For there’s more enterprise




In walking naked. 

Yeats, Selected Poems , p. 83.

6. ‘A poet writes always of his personal life, in his finest work out of its tragedy, whatever it be, remorse, lost love, or mere loneliness; he never speaks directly as to someone at the breakfast table, there is always a phantasmagoria. […] [H]e is never the bundle of accident and incoherence that sits down to breakfast; he has been reborn as an idea, something intended, complete. […] He is Lear, Romeo, Oedipus, Tiresias; he has stepped out of a play, and even the woman he loves is Rosalind, Cleopatra […].’ 

W.B. Yeats, ‘A General Introduction for My Work,’ in Essays and Introductions (London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 1961), p. 509.

7. 


I pace upon the battlements and stare




On the foundations of a house, or where




Tree, like a sooty finger, starts from the earth;




And send imagination forth




Under the day’s declining beam, and call




Images and memories




From ruin or from ancient trees,




For I would ask a question of them all.

W.B. Yeats, ‘The Tower,’ in Selected Poems, p. 130.

8. ‘Yeats’s central belief was that history can be interpreted as a series of expanding cones; each age, as it wears on, generates a centrifugal tendency which finally produces decadence or disintegration. And each cone is more precisely a double cone, since each age unwinds what its predecessor has wound, such that thesis and antithesis are in progress simultaneously. Yeats’s term for this was a ‘gyre’, a spiralling movement (the image behind the title The Winding Stair) applicable to each individual’s life as well as to history.’

Peter Childs, Modernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 195.

9. 


The Second Coming
Turning and turning in the widening gyre




The falcon cannot hear the falconer;




Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;




Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,




The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere




The ceremony of innocence is drowned;




The best lack all conviction, while the worst




Are full of passionate intensity.




Surely some revelation is at hand;




Surely the Second Coming is at hand.




The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out




When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi



Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert




A shape with lion body and the head of a man,




A gaze as blank and pitiless as the sun,




Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it




Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.




The darkness drops again; but now I know




That twenty centuries of stony sleep




Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,




And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,




Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

W.B. Yeats, Selected Poems p. 124.

10. ‘We make out of the quarrel with others, rhetoric, but of the quarrel with ourselves poetry.’ 
Yeats, ‘Anima Hominis’, V, from Per Amica Silentia Lunae (1918). 
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