CSEN 6016 MODERNISM

Week 11: Yeats

SELECTED EARLY – MID PERIOD POEMS
Early Celtic Twilight 

From The Rose (1893)

To the Rose upon the Rood of Time

The lake Isle of Innisfree

The White Birds

From The Wind Among the Reeds (1899)
The Lover Tells of the Rose in His Heart

The Secret Rose

He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven

Middle period – more political 

From Responsibilities (1914)

The Magi

A Coat

From The Wild Swans at Coole (1919)

The Wild Swans at Coole

An Irish Airman Foresees His Death

The Fisherman

From Michael Robartes and The Dancer (1921)

Easter 1916

The Second Coming

European context
· Celtic Twilight – early poems – looking back beyond English colonisation – to feudal relations and the mythic glory and stories of the past Ireland (as with other Celtic nations at the end of 19th C)

· Political instability: links with Conrad and Kafka

· Engagement with bourgeoisie – compare Kafka and Joyce
· Kafka out of time – locked into bureaucracy of the empire boxes within boxes

· Yeats slides between twin attractions of aestheticism and politics – and aestheticises politics (see eg ‘The Magi’, ‘The Fisherman’, ‘Easter 1916’; ‘Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen’, ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’).

· Yeats helped Joyce and Pound financially - influence of Pound was key in his development Although, like Pound and Eliot, looks back to lost European cultures, for Yeats this loss is part of ongoing scenario (eg ‘Lapiz Lazuli’) not just a only contemporary crumbling 
· like Eliot - myth as alternative history – as archetype and memory
Modernist manifestos seeking a new order

Poets are the antennae of the race (though the bullet headed majority don’t appreciate them) 

Pound came to Europe specifically to meet Yeats – in turn influenced him

Reject of bourgeois politics – for those of an elite – has been linked with fascism

Modernism and the idea of art as the only solution to alienation and mercantilism translates into politics of aristocracy and the Irish are seen as non materialist and spiritual (created problems for those who followed)

Standing of Yeats - How do we read him?
Double – modernist and Irish 

As with others was concerned to do with break up of 19th C order – part of rejection of imperial history and distrust of narratives of linear dominant history

Emphasis on myth as buried history (influ of Vico)

Yet own problems with this in later life – politics reverberates back onto poetry

Yeats as figure in Irish literature

Joyce and Ulysses – Joyce was in the first audience of the Abbey Theatre’s production of Yeats’s first play The Countess Cathleen – as a spectator for art.  Significance of symbols and myth
_________________
EASTER 1916

I have met them at close of day
Coming with vivid faces
From counter or desk among grey
Eighteenth-century houses.
I have passed with a nod of the head
Or polite meaningless words,
Or have lingered awhile and said
Polite meaningless words,
And thought before I had done
Of a mocking tale or a gibe
To please a companion
Around the fire at the club,
Being certain that they and I

But lived where motley is worn:
All changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

[...]

We know their dream; enough
To know they dreamed and are dead;
And what if excess of love
Bewildered them till they died?
I write it out in a verse —
MacDonagh and MacBride
And Connolly and Pearse
Now and in time to be,
Wherever green is worn,
Are changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

_________________
LATER POEMS
Anxiety, art and war
Byzantium
From The Tower (1928)

Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen

Sailing to Byzantium
Meditations in Time of Civil War
Among School Children
Lapis Lazuli
Yeats anxiety in Byzantium/Circus animals desertion 

Influence on debates about poetry –

· Influence on Beckett and the clipped language – archetypes of Waiting for Godot 
· Debates about the land, language, peasantry and associations with urban insurgents in Friel’s Translations 1980

Major influence on MacDiarmid and his interest in Scottish seeking another language – MacDiarmid and science/ Yeats and myth 

Can also see the rich linguistic mix as influence on late modernist Dylan Thomas  
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‘motley’ – the clothing of the harlequin or court fool








