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Making detailed reference to the poetry of W.B. Yeats, explore and illustrate the observation that ‘self-identity is, according to Lacan, split internally, formed from a duality of ‘self’ and ‘other’ that can never be bridged or unified’.

The poetry of William Butler Yeats is known for commenting on such issues as the intense politics of his home country of Ireland in the early 20th century, and in the later years on his unrequited love for political activist Maud Gonne. The latter would have what seemed to be a devastating effect on the poet, ceasing to produce any writings for years after the object of his affections married another man. When he began writing again with the publishing of The Green Helmet and Other Poems, some of his poetry decried his failed love with Maud Gonne, and delved into the loneliness and pain he felt as he grew older. These displays of anguish opened the door to psychobiographical analyses of Yeats via these writings of an idealised – but ultimately unattainable – Maud Gonne, particularly in relation to the psychoanalytical theories of calling to the Other and narcissistic self-replication. The aim of this essay is to analyse several poems from Yeats with concentration on Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytical theory of the mirror stage, the construction of the self and its necessary disturbance of sexuality and the true self to establish the Ego and the Imaginary order. These will be provided with further reference to Lacan’s reconciliation of psychoanalysis and structuralism to suggest that language, from which the Symbolic order is formed, conceals the Unconscious yet is the only way in which the Unconscious can be explored, and thus both the Imaginary and Symbolic orders divide and obscure the true reality of our surroundings and therefore our true selves.
The first poem I will be analysing is Words. This is one such piece of poetry that directly references Maud Gonne and her status as the muse of much of Yeats’ creative output, Yeats acknowledging in the poem that had his love for her been realised he would not have had the material to construct a lot of his poetry.
I HAD this thought a while ago,

"My darling cannot understand

What I have done, or what would do

In this blind bitter land.'

And I grew weary of the sun

Until my thoughts cleared up again,

Remembering that the best I have done

Was done to make it plain;

That every year I have cried, "At length

My darling understands it all,

Because I have come into my strength,

And words obey my call';

That had she done so who can say

What would have shaken from the sieve?

I might have thrown poor words away

And been content to live.

The poetry alludes to Yeats’ creative isolation after losing Maud Gonne to Irish nationalist John MacBride with the lines ‘and I grew weary of the sun / until my thoughts cleared up again,’
. It was after this time that Yeats emerged with poetry that can be considered the metaphorical expression of the Lacanian structure of desire. In this context Yeats’ muse is but an artifice of Yeats’ objet petit a, the yearning for unattainable desire located in the Other that occurred as a consequence of the aforementioned disturbance in the identity of the Subject when the Symbolic order was established by the introduction of language and other external devices in which we try to devise meaning from reality. As such his infatuation with Maud Gonne, and later her daughter Iseult, is a desperate attempt of the Ego to manifest its desires in the Symbolic order to try and right the essential but divisive separation that occurred in the mirror stage and later the imposition of language in his development. Of the objet petit a, Lewis A. Kirshner summarises the Lacanian concept thusly:
For Lacan, the objet petit a represents an unconscious clinging to an impossible desire that cannot be shared or satisfied, although the child can elaborate a fantasy of its lost link to the mother. More accurately, the lack of any representation for this primal loss stimulates a fantasy of absolute love that is the true cause of desire.

It is this fantasy of absolute love that seems to be taking hold when W.B Yeats enshrines Maud Gonne as his muse through his works, the Lacanian theories on desire suggesting that his desire for her is a futile attempt to reconcile his being with the materialistic desires of the Real order – when he was dependent on the mother and existed only as a being of need in constant pursuit of satisfaction. With his creative isolation and likely self-retrospection, Words shows that Yeats came to realise her effect on his career, but the final lines ‘I might have thrown poor words away / and been content to live.’
 betray that his unrequited love towards his objet petit a caused discontent within his life, and that he may have chosen to realise his fantasy of a romance with Gonne over his illustrious career as a poet and playwright were it possible.
Yeats’ fixation on Gonne as a focal point of his objet petit a is further demonstrated by A Woman Homer Sung, also part of The Green Helmet and Other Poems, included below.
IF any man drew near

When I was young,

I thought, "He holds her dear,'

And shook with hate and fear.

But O! 'twas bitter wrong

If he could pass her by

With an indifferent eye.

Whereon I wrote and wrought,

And now, being grey,

I dream that I have brought

To such a pitch my thought

That coming time can say,

"He shadowed in a glass

What thing her body was.'

For she had fiery blood

When I was young,

And trod so sweetly proud

As 'twere upon a cloud,

A woman Homer sung,

That life and letters seem

But an heroic dream.

Within this poem Yeats uses his oft used theme of writing about Greek mythology, equating Gonne to Helen of Troy in reference to the Iliad. It is through this mythologising of her character that he copes with the fact that he cannot realise his romantic intentions towards her, resorting to objectifying her and sublimating his desire into a Homeric idealisation of her character, reflected in the lines ‘“He shadowed in a glass / what thing her body was.”’
 and ‘A woman Homer sung, / that life and letters seem / but an heroic dream.’
 that indicate his self-professed attempts to symbolically render his muse in his fiction. This is an example of the typical idealisation of the object of Yeats’ desire to fulfil his objet petit a.
Lacan theorised that the mirror stage also enchanted the affected child as they would become deluded of the actual capacity of their own autonomy – still being dependent on the mother after all – and engage in self-destructive narcissism as the image of themselves that they perceive in the mirror has permeable boundaries but is also idealised in the baby’s desire for independence germinated in the discovery of said autonomy.
‘According to Lacan, the child does not originally identify with and then internalize parental imagos. Rather, the child's first identification is with its own bodily image.’
 However Lacanian theory states that this identification with its own bodily image is an illusory one – an act of self-alienation as they perceive themselves superficially as outsiders would perceive them, moving away from the Real order and entering the Imaginary order. Markotic goes on to highlight this necessary delusion in ego-psychology.
In Lacan's view, a coherent ego is not only an illusion, but a self-delusion; and he mistrusts those who claim that such an ego exists. Nevertheless, he himself presupposes that a separate and distinct ego will emerge, albeit a fragmentary one.

It is this fragmentation that drives us, Lacanian theory argues, to reconnect with the fictive imago of a true self. In his book on Lacan’s return to Freud phase, Philippe Julien writes:
In the mirror stage, Lacan compressed the two phases into one. At the very moment when the ego is formed by the image of the other, narcissism and aggressivity are correlatives. Narcissism, in which the image of one’s own body is sustained by the image of the other, in fact introduces a tension: the other in his image both attracts and rejects me.

Here we can see that it is the confabulation of one’s image at this stage that breeds tension as the Ego and the other are distinguished and contrasted, resulting in narcissism and a pre-occupation with how others view one, driving one to reconstruct themselves to fit the imaginary way in which one perceives their fragmented self.  To order the world and come to understand ourselves as objective beings, we then enter the Symbolic order. 
The Symbolic comprises the order of culture and society, from the grammar of language and meaning to the laws of the State and the rituals of daily life. The Symbolic is what structures the unconscious like a language, as it transposes to and imposes upon each new generation the inherited normative psychology of the particular culture.

As stated above, Lacan’s structuralist leanings led him to conclude that language is a central role in how we understand and perceive our sense of self. Building on Freud’s interpretations of the “Fort! Da!” game Lacan mapped the structures of infantile sexuality onto linguistic ones and thus language is a symbolisation of the big Other, something that can only be understood by inducting oneself into that language, yet by doing so redefining the world and forfeiting the possibility of experiencing objective reality ​– further distancing one from the Real order. This irreversible development of language and how it redefines the experience of the child thus far as well as all experiences to come is the Lacanian structuralist core of human psychology and the sense of self, the self being predicated on the linguistic capability of identifying oneself via language, yet the yearning to return to the Real order and the fictive true self becoming unattainable through this splitting of the primordial self. Lacan theorised that the desire to return to the Real – and thus the goal of the objet petit a and attempted reunification of the fragmented self – was the drive of the Id in an attempt to achieve jouissance.
It was Lacan’s knowledge that Freudian thought relies on literary devices that led him to adopt Ferdinand de Saussure’s linguistic concepts of the signifier and the signified in a psychoanalytic context when he posited that signifiers both conceal and reveal the Unconscious, uninterested in the individual’s Unconscious but in the language itself and how words and images signify, but the objective signified can never be known as it is part of the Real.
Returning to W.B Yeats, some of his later poems reflect this stance that desire is a misrecognition of wholeness and a narcissistic projection. It could also be posited that Yeats’ creative isolation was born from the traumatic experience of his perceived Imaginary and Symbolic realities failing against objective reality when Maud Gonne married John MacBride, Yeats’ fantasies crashing down as his objet petit a escaped him and forced him to acknowledge the materiality of his existence, spurring his later creative endeavours and his advancement from a romantic poet into a modernist poet.
In 1919 Yeats published The Wild Swans at Coole that contained poetry that demonstrated more awareness of the self – albeit illusory by nature – with the poems Men Improve with the Years and Ego Dominus Tuus.
I AM worn out with dreams;

A weather-worn, marble triton

Among the streams;

And all day long I look

Upon this lady's beauty

As though I had found in a book

A pictured beauty,

Pleased to have filled the eyes

Or the discerning ears,

Delighted to be but wise,

For men improve with the years;

And yet, and yet,

Is this my dream, or the truth?

O would that we had met

When I had my burning youth!

But I grow old among dreams,

A weather-worn, marble triton

Among the streams.

In Men Improve with the Years two static artifices are distinguishable, the ‘weather-worn, marble triton’
 and the ‘pictured beauty’
 of the object of his affections, referencing himself and Maud Gonne respectively. The pictured beauty captured in his works is the aforementioned idealisation of the unattainable Gonne within his work, but the poem also states that ‘I am worn out with dreams’
 alluding to the speaker becoming dissatisfied as a result of the constant idealisation of Gonne’s character in this process of narcissistic self-replication. The speaker also expresses doubt over their current being, asking ‘Is this my dream or the truth?’
 and makes known his regret for having not acted on his emotions in his ‘burning youth’
 instead of conforming to the Lacanian complex of desire that has led to his emotional anguish later in life.
Likewise, in Ego Dominus Tuus Yeats’ thoughts on himself have reached a point wherein he has staged a discussion between two avatars, Hic and Ille, Hic being a rationalist and Ille being a romantic that has been likened to the character of Yeats himself.
Hic. And yet

No one denies to Keats love of the world;

Remember his deliberate happiness.

Ille. His art is happy, but who knows his mind?

I see a schoolboy when I think of him,

With face and nose pressed to a sweet-shop window,

For certainly he sank into his grave

His senses and his heart unsatisfied,

And made - being poor, ailing and ignorant,

Shut out from all the luxury of the world,

The coarse-bred son of a livery-stable keeper --

Luxuriant song.

Hic. Why should you leave the lamp

Burning alone beside an open book,

And trace these characters upon the sands?

A style is found by sedentary toil

And by the imitation of great masters.

Ille. Because I seek an image, not a book.

Those men that in their writings are most wise,

Own nothing but their blind, stupefied hearts.

I call to the mysterious one who yet

Shall walk the wet sands by the edge of the stream

And look most like me, being indeed my double,

And prove of all imaginable things

The most unlike, being my anti-self,

And, standing by these characters, disclose

All that I seek; and whisper it as though

He were afraid the birds, who cry aloud

Their momentary cries before it is dawn,

Would carry it away to blasphemous men.

Here we can see the rationalist Hic question the solemn motives of artists that was previously suggested by Ille, mentioning John Keats’ happiness. Ille’s response is one that ponders on Keats’ mind, doubting that he was truly happy and implying he spent his life in pursuits of things he never found. Ille then says that it was due to Keats’ poverty, ignorance and lack of luxury that allowed him to make luxuriant song. We can see how Yeats’ retrospective view on how Gonne affected his career – explored in Words – shaped Ille’s insistence that hardship allowed Keats to create his art. Ille then claims that the image that he seeks is not one that pre-exists but an anti-self, that will ‘disclose / all that I seek;’ 

This can be interpreted as the part of him lost upon his induction into the Imaginary and Symbolic orders, the primordial self that was fragmented to which Yeats – as everyone – struggles to re-unify through idealisations of what is ultimately meaningless and our futile desires that we have ascribed to the unity of one’s pre-linguistic self, the self that exists closest to the Real order of things. Yeats here fantasised about this lost facet of self, about finding it through his art, but the very nature of what he perceived to be the missing part of him obscures it, the words and symbols he mastered being part of the very psychological construction that restricted him from attaining the desire he felt in life. 
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