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Note on the Author and Editor


WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS was born on 13 June 1865 in Dublin, the eldest of six children, two of whom died in infancy. His father, John Butler Yeats, abandoned a career in the law for a precarious life as a painter, and much of Yeats’s childhood was divided between Dublin, London, and Sligo, for which he had a particular love. His meeting with John O’Leary and Standish O’Grady in the mid-1880s helped convince him that he should choose Irish themes for his poetry, and he was soon active in setting up cultural organizations which laid the foundation for the ‘Irish Literary Revival’. His early poetry draws inspiration from his unrequited love for Maud Gonne, the beautiful and politically active woman he met in 1889, from Irish folklore, his occult studies, and contemporary ideas on Celticism. In 1897 he helped found the Irish Literary Theatre, which gave its first productions in 1899, and which was to lead to the Abbey Theatre in 1904. Writing for the stage changed Yeats’s poetry: his style became more dramatic, more sinewy, and more colloquial, while his themes show an increasing disillusionment with the modern world. The experience of the First World War and the Anglo-Irish and Irish Civil Wars intensified these feelings, and many of the poems of his ‘middle period’ are impassioned meditations on historical and personal decline and on poetic responsibility. In 1917 Yeats married Georgie Hyde-Lees, whose automatic writing was the basis for his ‘philosophy’, as adumbrated in A Vision, and who bore him two children. In 1922 he was appointed to the new Irish Senate, and the following year he won the Nobel Prize. Illness in his later years caused him to spend winters abroad, and he died at Mentone in the South of France in January 1939, still writing poetry on his deathbed.


JOHN KELLY is Professor of English and Senior English Fellow at St. John’s College, Oxford. He is General Editor of The Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats, being published in 12 volumes, and has written widely on Modern and Anglo-Irish literature.




Chronology of Yeats’s Life






	Year

	Age

	Life






	1865

	 

	13 June, born Sandymount Avenue, Dublin






	1866

	 

	25 August, birth of sister, Susan Mary (Lily)






	1867

	1

	Early March, father abandons law and moves to art school in London; family join him in late July






	1868

	2

	11 March, birth of sister, Elizabeth Corbet (Lollie)






	1870

	4

	27 March, birth of brother, Robert Corbet (Bobbie)






	1871

	6

	29 August, birth of brother, John Butler (Jack)





	1872

	7

	23 July, mother and children move to Sligo






	1874

	9

	October, family rejoin father in London






	1875

	10

	29 August, birth of sister Jane Grace





	1879

	13

	Spring, moves with family to Bedford Park, London






	1881

	16

	Autumn, moves with family to Howth, Dublin, and enrolled in Dublin High School






	1884

	18

	Enrolls in Metropolitan School of Art, Dublin






	1885

	19

	Spring, meets the Fenian John O’Leary March, first poems published






	1886

	20

	April, leaves Metropolitan School of Art






	 

	21

	June, Mosada, his first book, privately printed






	 

	22

	August, in Sligo and, in November, Dublin






	1888

	23

	September, Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry







	1889

	23

	January, The Wanderings of Oisin, first book of poems






	 

	 

	30 January, first meeting with Maud Gonne






	 

	24

	23 August, his edition of Stories from Carleton







	1890

	24

	11 January, founds the Rhymers’ Club with Rhys






	 

	 

	7 March, initiated into the Order of the Golden Dawn











	1891

	25

	March, his edition of Representative Irish Tales







	 

	26

	November, stories John Sherman and Dhoya







	1892

	26

	February, The Book of the Rhymers’ Club







	 

	 

	May. anthology Irish Fairy Tales







	 

	 

	16 August, helps inaugurate National Literary Society






	 

	27

	Late August. The Countess Kathleen and Various Legends and Lyrics







	1893

	27

	20 January, initiated into Second Order of Golden Dawn






	 

	28

	November, The Poems of William Blake







	 

	 

	December, The Celtic Twilight







	1894

	28

	February, first visit to Paris; calls on Maud Gonne, meets Verlaine, and sees Villiers de l’lsle-Adam’s Axel







	 

	 

	March and April, The Land of Heart’s Desire in London






	 

	29

	June, The Second Book of the Rhymers’ Club







	1895

	29

	March, A Book of Irish Verse







	 

	 

	19 May, offers Wilde support during his trial






	 

	30

	October, takes rooms with Symons in the Temple






	1896

	30

	February, moves to own rooms at 18 Woburn Buildings






	 

	 

	Consummates his affair with Olivia Shakespear






	 

	31

	25 July, in Ireland with Symons until October 5–7 August, visits the Aran Islands December, in Paris; sees Jarry’s Ubu Roi; meets Synge






	 

	 

	23 December, signs agreement for the never-completed novel The Speckled Bird







	1897

	31

	16 February, elected Chairman of the London ’98 Centennial






	 

	32

	July, first of many extended visits to Lady Gregory at Coole Park, Galway






	1899

	33

	January, in Paris to propose to Maud Gonne
15 April, The Wind among the Reeds
8 May, Poems (1899), and first productions of Irish Literary Theatre (ILT)






	1900

	34

	3 January, mother dies in London
Publicly denounces Queen Victoria’s visit to Ireland











	1901

	35

	January, contributes to Ideals in Ireland







	 

	36

	21–2 October, Diarmuid and Grania







	1902

	36

	April, Fay brothers produce Cathleen ni Houlihan







	 

	37

	October, first Irish National Theatre (INT) productions, including The Pot of Broth







	1903

	37

	21 February. Maud Gonne marries John MacBride May, Ideas of Good and Evil







	 

	38

	August, In the Seven Woods
11 November, begins lecturing tour of USA






	1904

	39

	29 June, meets Queen Alexandria in London
27 December, first productions at Abbey Theatre






	1905

	40

	8 July, London production of The Shadowy Waters







	1906

	41

	September. The Poems of Spenser
October, Poems 1899–1905







	1907

	41

	January, riots at Abbey Theatre over Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World







	 

	42

	December, Discoveries
21 December, father moves to New York






	1908

	 

	November, Mrs Pat Campbell plays Deirdre in Dublin and London






	1909

	43

	24 March, Synge dies






	1910

	44

	May, stays with Maud Gonne in Normandy






	 

	45

	9 August, granted Civil List pension of £150 p.a.
December, The Green Helmet and Other Poems







	1911

	46

	26 July, Synge and the Ireland of His Time
September, accompanies Abbey Players to USA






	1912

	47

	June, meets Tagore
13 November, The Cutting of an Agate







	1913

	47

	Summer, experiments with automatic writing






	 

	48

	October, Poems Written in Discouragement
November, rents cottage in Sussex with Ezra Pound, and winters there for following four years






	1914

	48

	January to April, American tour
25 May, Responsibilities







	1915

	49

	May, Hugh Lane drowned on the Lusitania







	 

	50

	December, refuses a knighthood











	1916

	50

	20 March, Reveries over Childhood and Youth
4 April, At the Hawk’s Well, his first Noh play, produced






	 

	51

	July, asks Maud Gonne to marry him






	1917

	51

	March, buys Tower at Ballylee






	 

	52

	August, proposes to Iseult Gonne but is refused
20 October, marries Georgie Hyde-Lees
On honeymoon wife begins automatic writing that becomes basis of A Vision
17 November, The Wild Swans at Coole







	1918

	52

	January, moves to Oxford
18 January, Per Amica Silentia Lunae







	1919

	53

	January, Two Plays for Dancers
26 February, daughter Anne born
9 May, family returns to England
25 May, The Player Queen







	 

	54

	October, family moves to 4 Broad Street, Oxford






	1920

	54

	January to May, lectures in USA






	1921

	55

	February, Michael Robartes and the Dancer
17 February, denounces British policy in Ireland at Oxford Union






	 

	56

	22 August, son Michael born
28 October, Four Plays for Dancers
December, Four Years







	1922

	56

	3 February, father dies in New York
20 March, family moves from Oxford to Dublin






	 

	57

	October, The Trembling of the Veil
11 December, appointed Senator of the Irish Free State






	1923

	58

	November, awarded the Nobel Prize
27 November, Plays and Controversies







	1924

	58

	6 May, Essays







	1926

	60

	15 January, A Vision







	 

	61

	5 November, Autobiographies







	1927

	62

	November, seriously ill with congestion of the lungs











	1928

	62

	14 February, The Tower
June, controversy over Abbey’s rejection of
O’Casey’s The Silver Tassie







	 

	63

	31 July, moves to 42 Fitzwilliam Square, Dublin
September, resigns Senate seat






	1929

	64

	December, dangerously ill with Malta fever






	1930

	65

	Slow convalescence at Rapallo throughout spring
July, return to Dublin






	1932

	66

	May, Lady Gregory dies at Coole






	 

	67

	July, moves to last Irish home in Rathfarnham, Dublin
September, helps found Irish Academy of Letters






	1933

	68

	July and August, involved in Irish Blue Shirt movement
September, The Winding Stair and Other Poems
November, Collected Poems







	1934

	68

	April, has Steinach operation in London
November, Wheels and Butterflies and Collected Plays







	1935

	69

	Spring, seriously ill with congestion of lungs






	 

	70

	June, Dublin celebrations for his 70th birthday
November. A Full Moon in March
Dramatis Personae published in December
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