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WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS


THE POET AND IRELAND





William Butler Yeats was born in 1865, the son of John Butler Yeats, an artist whose forebears were Protestant churchmen in Sligo, and Susan Pollexfen who belonged to a Sligo merchant family. The Yeats family was to make a unique contribution to the cultural and artistic life of twentieth century Ireland: William Butler Yeats became the greatest poet writing in English in the twentieth century; his brother, Jack Yeats was one of the most gifted Irish painters of modern times; his sisters, Elizabeth and Susan, devoted their lives to artistic endeavours and were the founders of The Cuala Press.


THE ENCHANTED LAND


William Butler Yeats’s relationship with his native county was one of the main influences in shaping his future as a great poet. For the young emerging poet, Sligo was a place of enchantment. While his artist father, adored by his son, but mercurial and unreliable, moved his family between Sligo, Dublin and London, long summers were spent in Sligo, and it was Sligo that fired William’s poetic imagination.


He filled his mind with the lore of the people of the Sligo countryside, people who had within them, as he wrote, ‘the vast and vague extravagance that lies at the bottom of the Celtic heart’.


He filled notebooks with the stories and folklore he heard from people such as Mary Battle, a local woman who had a fund of ancient lore. The old Celtic romances, stories of the Sídhe, the fairy hosts, the great heroes of the myths of the Celts, CuChulainn, Caoilte and Oisín, along with the fair Niamh were to inspire his poetry. Yeats’s work, in turn, inspired and influenced others during the Irish Literary Revival.


The Otherworld, the land of eternal youth






‘where beauty has no ebb, decay no flood,


But joy is wisdom, Time an endless song’








was part of everyday life to the people amongst whom Yeats spent his days as a boy. The countryside around Sligo was the gateway to that magical Otherworld; its placenames, Knocknarea, Ben Bulben, Glencar; Innishfree, the little island in Lough Gill and the woods around it, were to be immortalised in his poetry throughout his life, so that, together, they make for a part of Ireland which came to be known as ‘The Yeats Country’.


Yeats’s passion for the Celtic past provided him with a way of seeking answers to life’s endless quest for the mystical. That same quest was to lead him to explore the occult in the 1890s and to membership of the Hermetic Order of The Golden Dawn.


His friendship with the old Fenian, John O’Leary, led Yeats into nationalism and he promoted the idea of a distinctive literature so that Irish people would realise their spiritual and cultural heritage.


THE ROMANTIC IDEALIST


In 1889 Yeats, at the age of twenty-three, met Maud Gonne in London, and with that meeting, as he wrote, ‘the troubling of my life began’. He endured a tortured and hopeless love for her for over thirty years, during which time she was his muse, his inspiration, the embodiment of Ireland itself in his work. Gonne, unconventional, beautiful and independently wealthy, was the daughter of a British Army major based at the Curragh, County Kildare. Dedicated to the cause of independence for Ireland, she threw herself into political activity. Yeats proposed marriage to her in 1891 without success and was to do so many times over the years. Unknown to Yeats, Gonne had a daughter, Iseult, in 1894, by her French lover, Lucien Millevoye. He was shocked and grieved when she married Major John MacBride in 1903. The couple separated in 1905 and Gonne was widowed in 1916 when MacBride was amongst the executed leaders after the Easter Rising. Yeats proposed marriage to her again, and on being refused, he proposed to her daughter, Iseult, who likewise declined his proposal.


The love poems he wrote to Maud Gonne are haunting, filled with symbolism, longing and sadness.


COOLE PARK AND THOOR BALLYLEE


Yeats’s meeting with Augusta Lady Gregory in 1896 was another momentous turning point in his life. Born into an ascendancy family near Gort, through her marriage she became mistress of Coole Park estate in County Galway.


Like the much younger Yeats, Lady Gregory had immersed herself in the lore and culture of the locality, Kiltartan, where Coole Park lay. Though belonging to the landowning class, her life was dedicated to furthering the literary revival in Ireland. Her home was a centre for writers of the day, and it was at Coole that the idea of a National Theatre was developed. The estate, with its Seven Woods, the great house and its lake, was to be immortalised in Yeats’s work and provided him with an inspirational environment over many years. Recognising Yeats’s genius, Lady Gregory gave him the stability and encouragement that he needed and was his friend and supporter until her death in 1932.


In 1917, Yeats bought Thoor Ballylee, a ruined medieval tower-house close to Coole Park. In the same year, he married a young Englishwoman, George Hyde-Lees, who was twenty-five years his junior. A scholarly and resourceful woman who recognized the genius in the man she married, she applied herself to managing his life and restoring Thoor Ballylee. Like Yeats, she was interested in the occult, and in this phase of his life, assisted by his wife, Yeats discovered automatic writing, a mediumistic script that provided material for poems that convey his ideas on the nature of historical change and decay. The medieval tower itself provided the setting for many of his poems and took on a powerful symbolism in his work.


YEATS, THE PUBLIC MAN


Yeats was a man of action too, devoted as he was to furthering Irish culture, founding the National Theatre, putting on plays, managing the Abbey Theatre and steering it through the early years. Always in the thick of things, he was outspoken both in his poetry and in public against what he perceived as the philistinism of the day. He forced Ireland to look at herself as a society. He famously harangued the audience that rioted on the opening night of Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World. The rejection of the gift of Hugh Lane’s fine collection of French Impressionist paintings by Dublin Corporation called forth his anger and he was to put much time and effort, along with Lady Gregory, Hugh Lane’s aunt, into trying to retrieve them from the National Gallery in London when they were the subject of Lane’s disputed Will.


Despite his ambiguous feelings about violent insurrection, Yeats found beauty in the events of Easter 1916, and his poems that were inspired by those events contributed to the aura of momentous history surrounding the Easter Rising. As a senator in the new Irish Free State, he contributed to the debates on the controversial subjects of divorce and the censorship of books.


Yeats was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1923, which he accepted as a representative of Irish literature and as an honour for his country, ‘Europe’s welcome to the Free State’.


OLD AGE AND DEATH


Yeats suffered from ill-health from the late 1920s, and in 1928 he left the Senate. From then onwards he took to wintering in the South of France for the sake of his health. But despite serious illness, Yeats, great artist that he was, continued to write poetry of true power and vigour. The eternal questions of old age and death preoccupied him and inspired some of his most profound work. Fearing the loss of creativity along with the passing of youth, he underwent a Steinach operation, reputed to provide a ‘surgical reactivation’ of the male, and had affairs with younger women.






‘An aged man is but a paltry thing,


A tattered coat upon a stick,’








he writes in one of his greatest poems ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ which he included in his magisterial collection The Tower (1928).


William Butler Yeats left Ireland for the last time in October 1938 and died in Roquebrune in France on 28 January 1939. In 1938 his body was interred in Drumcliffe Churchyard, Sligo.
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Anyone reading the works of William Butler Yeats will surely come to know and learn something about Ireland. His own wish, expressed in The Celtic Twilight
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