
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
		

	
		
			In the same series

			YEATS ANNUALS Nos. 1, 2 Edited by Richard J. Finneran

			YEATS ANNUALS Nos. 3–8, 10–11, 13 Edited by Warwick Gould

			YEATS AND WOMEN 
YEATS ANNUAL No. 9: A Special Number
Edited by Deirdre Toomey

			THAT ACCUSING EYE 
YEATS AND HIS IRISH READERS 
YEATS ANNUAL No. 12: A Special Number 
Edited by Warwick Gould and Edna Longley

			YEATS AND THE NINETIES
 YEATS ANNUAL No. 14: A Special Number
Edited by Warwick Gould

			YEATS’S COLLABORATIONS
YEATS ANNUAL No. 15: A Special Number
Edited by Wayne K. Chapman and Warwick Gould

			POEMS AND CONTEXTS 
YEATS ANNUAL No. 16: A Special Number 
Edited by Warwick Gould

			INFLUENCE AND CONFLUENCE
YEATS ANNUAL No. 17: A Special Number 
Edited by Warwick Gould

			THE LIVING STREAM
 YEATS ANNUAL No. 18: A Special Issue
Essays in Memory of A. Norman Jeffares
Edited by Warwick Gould

		

	
		
			YEATS ANNUAL No. 19

			[image: ]

			W. B. Yeats in the New College, Oxford, rooms of G. K. Chettur, who, from 1918–21 was a Commoner of the College (1918–21). The photograph was taken by Chettur some time after Yeats had addressed the Oxford Majlis on 23 November 1919.

		

	
		
			YEATS’S MASK

			YEATS ANNUAL No. 19

			A Special Issue

			Edited by 

			Margaret Mills Harper and Warwick Gould

			[image: ]

			in association with the Institute of English Studies

			School of Advanced Study, University of London 

		

	
		
			http://www.openbookpublishers.com

			© 2013 Margaret Harper Mills and Warwick Gould, unless otherwise stated. 

			Copyright of individual chapters are maintained by the chapter author(s).

			This entire volume is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non
Commercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International Public License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0), which enables you to share, copy, distribute and transmit the work in its entirety for personal and non-commercial use, providing editor and author attribution is clearly stated.

			However all the text and many of the individual chapters are licenced under the more permissive Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License (CC BY 4.0), which additionally allows you to share, copy, distribute, transmit, adapt, and re-use the material so licenced, even for commercial purposes. Any material copied or adapted in this way must be attributed to the editors and the respective authors (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work).

			Some images have all rights reserved by the copyright holder. This means that you are able to copy and redistribute the image as an integrated part of the entire chapter or volume, but you are not permitted to reuse the image in an alternative setting or work without obtaining permission from the copyright holder. For the full copyright statement relating to each image, please refer to the list of illustration (p. xiii).

			Every effort has been made to identify and contact copyright holders; any omissions or errors will be corrected if notification is made to the publisher.

			All attributions in relation to any part of this work should include the following information:

			Mills Harper, Margaret and Gould, Warwick (eds.), Yeats’s Mask: Yeats Annual No. 19, Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2013. http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0038

			Further details about the various Creative Commons licenses are available at: 

			http://www.creativecommons.org/licenses/

			ISBN Paperback: 978-1-78374-017-8

			ISBN Hardback: 978-1-78374-018-5

			ISBN Digital (PDF): 978-1-78374-019-2

			ISBN Digital ebook (epub version): 978-1-78374-020-8

			ISBN Digital ebook (mobi version): 978-1-78374-021-5

			DOI: 10.11647/OBP.0038

			Cover image taken from the cover design of Wheels and Butterflies (London: Macmillan, 1934). Artist unknown. 

			All paper used by Open Book Publishers is SFI (Sustainable Forestry Initiative), and PEFC (Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes) Certified. Printed in the United Kingdom and United States by Lightning Source for 
Open Book Publishers

		

	
		
			The bravest from the Gods but ask:

			A house, a sword, a ship, a mask.1
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					1	From Wheels and Butterflies, 157: see below, 369–78.
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			Editors’ Introduction

			THE MASK, a symbolic object used for disguise, as protection, and in performance in many cultures and for most of human history, has been associated with practices as various as ancient religious ritual and contemporary psychoanalysis. That the Mask had an enduring fascination for Yeats, and that a number of principles that are useful in reading his work can be understood by means of the concepts associated with it, is hardly a surprising notion. Indeed, the opposite is true. Yeats’s Mask is one of the ideas that spans his oeuvre, from poems like ‘The Mask’, to prose texts such as Per Amica Silentia Lunae, to plays that use physical masks, to recurring characters like Cuchulain and influences like that of Wilde, to take several obvious examples. As early as two years after the poet’s death, Louis MacNeice could mention in passing ‘Yeats’s favourite doctrine of the Mask’, knowing his fellow admirers of the poet would agree with its importance, and a decade had not passed before Richard Ellmann entitled his influential literary biography Yeats: The Man and the Masks.1 Both MacNeice and Ellmann began their respective studies with notions of poetry and poets that were commonplaces of the time, that, in Ellmann’s words, ‘a poet has what Thomas Nashe called a “double soul”. The relation of the man and the poet is close but it is not simple.’2 MacNeice begins his preface with the same assumption, that there is a doubleness of ‘man’ and ‘poet’, and that this binary is crucial: 

			There is not, to my knowledge – nor do I think there can be – any satisfactory definition of the relationship of poetry to life. I am convinced however, that there is such a relationship and that it is of primary importance; I am also convinced that a poem is a thing in itself, a self-contained organism, a ‘creation’ – I might almost say, saving the presence of philosophers, an absolute.3

			Despite Ellmann’s reference to Nashe,4 and MacNeice’s to ‘philosophers’ (or ‘Dr Johnson’, in the sentence that follows the quotation above), MacNeice and Ellmann, writing when and where they did, were likely to consider the mortal self and the aesthetic creation of an artistic self or mask as two distinct items, an easy extension of the assumption that reality falls into that handy structure of Art and Life. To a large degree, Yeats shared this assumption. 

			Such assumptions are now part of a historical context available for analytical exposure. Moreover, contemporary Yeats studies can now take advantage of decades of superb textual and archival scholarship. Yeats’s work as a dramatist, rhetorician, and theoretical occultist is now recognized, and correspondingly interdisciplinary scholarship has been pursued. It is, therefore, timely to revisit the Mask. Its obviousness as a relevant term in Yeats studies has ironically contributed to its being overshadowed in the critical landscape: as a commonplace, it can be used in service of other arguments more often than focused on directly. Yet it is not difficult to imagine a number of benefits of reanimating the Mask in light of recent scholarship. After all, the Mask brings into focus a number of concepts fascinatingly relevant to the study of Yeats. For instance, a mask as an object connected with the human body as well as a common synecdoche for notions of self and agency, among others, make it vital to investigations of his form and technique, including poetic and dramatic voice. Insofar as masks are ritual objects in a number of the early religious and philosophical systems of which Yeats was a student, our increased awareness of the details of his spiritual and intellectual development should lead (as it does in several essays in this collection) to understanding the Mask as a continuum rather than one element in a more or less stable binary. In that masks have been common in theatrical practices for millennia, as well as finding dense use in theatrical practice in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (for example, in the theories of Edward Gordon Craig), much can be learned by focusing on the Mask about Yeats’s dramaturgy no less than his intellectual excitement in his studies in classic Athenian drama and Japanese Nó tradition. As Emily Morin argues, Yeats found himself an actor on a different kind of stage in his often overlooked work with the BBC. Many of the essays in this collection use manuscript and newly discovered material to find connections that may surprise readers (as they did the editors) with their apt examinations, in areas that in retrospect seem obvious. Of course, we should look into the ubiquitous narratives of Christ’s Passion, the Chinese verses engraved on the sculpture described in the poem ‘Lapis Lazuli’, personal questions Yeats asked himself about how to control his temper, or the massive reading he undertook to prepare to edit The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, to take a few examples from the essays that follow. In general, all the contributors are less interested in finding a completed ‘Mask’ than noting precise internal variations and probably also the inherent inconsistencies of the idea, the alien quality of finding, in Yeats’s words, that when the hero of classical epic found his mask ‘hanging upon some oak of Dodona’, ‘another’s breath came and went within his breath upon the carven lips, and that his eyes were upon the instant fixed upon a visionary world’ and that, ‘all religious men have believed that there is a hand not ours in the events of life’ (Per Amica Silentia Lunae, CW5 11; Myth 335–36). 

			Given the doubling or multiplicity of Yeats’s masks, and the performativity at the heart of the concept of the Mask, it is appropriate that this volume started its life as twin conferences. In the spring of 2009, Alexandra Poulain and Margaret Mills Harper hosted scholars at their respective universities, the Université Charles de Gaulle – Lille III and Georgia State University, to investigate ideas of mask and voice in Yeats’s work. The calls for papers described the aims of the conferences thus: 

			Yeats’s impressive array of personae or masks combines with the conscious manipulation of voice, ranging from the remote and dignified to the trivial and lowly. Variations on voice and mask are decisive modalities of Yeats’s effort to recreate an oral tradition and thus contribute to the elaboration of Ireland’s cultural identity. On the other hand, they also relate to his histrionic propensity for ‘remaking himself’ simultaneously with his own creation. Whether collective or individual, ‘identity’ is thus envisaged as plural and dynamic, as performance rather than essence.

			Thus, this paradoxical ontology of ‘voice and mask’ in turn calls attention to the element of theatricality at the heart of Yeatsian aesthetics, in dramatic and non-dramatic forms alike. It also invites analyses of the ways in which literature overlaps with, and sometimes seeks to absorb, other art forms, in particular music and the visual arts; central to Yeats’s oeuvre, for instance, is the tension and constant alternation between stasis and kinetic energy.5

			Part of the aim of the twin conferences was to explore differences that would arise from the different settings, of the various papers as well as musical and theatrical performances and displays of archival materials, which were a feature of both events. The two universities at which the conferences took place are outside expected centres of research on Yeats and therefore, the organizers reckoned, possible sites for new ideas, but they are also both locations that might attract significant participants from a range of disciplinary and methodological specialisms. The Université de Lille is a major centre for Irish Studies in Europe and easily accessible from Paris as well as Ireland and the United Kingdom; the research opportunities at Georgia State University include, for the purposes of Yeats study, the links between Irish Studies there and Emory University, also located in Atlanta. The conveners of the conferences felt also that the linked events would be likely to further transatlantic collaboration, a goal that has been met in numerous ways, including the present issue of the Yeats Annual. Many thanks are due, first and foremost to Alexandra Poulain, for her inspiration and work on the project; also to Geraldine Higgins and Elizabeth Müller for their work in transforming the events into this publication.

			The ‘Voice and Mask’ project has expanded. The collection now includes some essays developed from presentations given at the two conferences and others that were not part of the original events. This issue of the Yeats Annual fills out the contours of what we hope are informational as well as provocative new readings and directions for further thought on this subject. The essays are ordered in roughly chronological sequence, beginning with Warwick Gould’s analysis of the development of the concept of the Mask before its fully developed form in about 1918, to Michael Cade-Stewart’s study of the connections Yeats made from his wide reading in contemporary English-language poetry in his role of editor of The Oxford Book of Modern Verse and his multiple masks as presented in New Poems. 

			In addition to the essays published here for the first time, we are happy to reprint ‘The Manuscript of “Leo Africanus”’, a dialogue in letters written by Yeats in 1915 between himself and the sixteenth-century travel writer Johannes Leo Africanus (al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Wazzan al-Fasi). The dialogue, a significant experiment featuring Yeats’s assumption of the Mask of a spirit who arrived in séance, and later as a Frustrator in the sessions of automatic writing with George Yeats, forms a significant part of the ‘phantasmagoria’ of Yeats’s spiritual experimentation. The edited text with accompanying essay by Steve L. Adams and George Mills Harper, first published in Yeats Annual No. 1 edited by Richard J. Finneran, has long been difficult of access; now that Yeats Annual is published digitally, it is possible to redress this situation.6 As a final chapter of the essays in this Annual, the ‘Leo Africanus’ letters offer a concrete sense of what the concept meant to Yeats: aesthetics here blend seamlessly into serious, even agonizing, personal commitment to the Mask, an exploration that is challenging as only that ‘of all imaginable things | The most unlike’ (VP 371) can be.

			Margaret Mills Harper and Warwick Gould

			October 2013

			
				
					1	Louis MacNeice, The Poetry of Yeats (New York: Oxford University Press, 1941), 107; Richard Ellmann, Yeats: The Man and the Masks (New York: Macmillan, 1948).
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			The Mask before The Mask

			Warwick Gould

			PREAMBLE

			VISIT A MAJOR EXHIBITION at a well-known gallery and you will find paper masks of historical characters enduringly popular in the gift shop. Watch a political rally or demonstration and masks worn by protestors fix, define and arraign the villains and reproject their grotesqueries back through global media. The essence of the mask is its ‘immobility’,1 its stillness, its capture of character through characteristic, in some ‘eternal moment’.2 

			Such simplicity is, however, far from what is variously implied by the term ‘Mask’ in the work of Yeats. Having developed the concept towards that of the Anti-Self until around the publication of Per Amica Silentia Lunae in 1917, he then italicized it as a technical term, the Mask of A Vision. Yeats claimed that his Instructors came to give him ‘metaphors for poetry’ (AVB 8), but A Vision elaborates many existing metaphors. The italics of Mask signify a distinction: and it is not one without difference.3 As he creates and whirls his terms together in an ‘arbitrary, harsh and difficult’ symbolic system, they change meanings (AVB 23). As Neil Mann says 

			‘The Mask that appears in A Vision, however, seems to have dwindled into a cipher circling the clock-face of the lunar phases along with the other Faculties, its function delimited by the System’s geometry. It retains enough of its former traits to give a sense of A Vision’s continuity with Yeats’s previous thought but is at root a different concept.’4

			Yeats’s theories of the Mask have been readily and fruitfully applied to the themes and techniques of his poems, as well as in his theatre, in teaching his work. ‘The Mask’ (and here I mean that doctrine which reaches its apogee in 1918) has seemed to provide an entry-point accessible and fruitful – especially for undergraduates – to the more recondite speculations of A Vision via the mid-career foothills of Per Amica Silentia Lunae and certain poems. However, as our sense of Yeats’s life and thought has been thickened by the publication of his letters and the patient day-by-day filling in of the chronology of his activities, it becomes obvious that much previous criticism is compromised if it attempts to use the undifferentiated terminology of Mask/Mask as a skeleton key to unlock his work. A further difficulty is that ‘Things thought too long can be no longer thought’ (VP 564). The dominant influence of Richard Ellmann’s 1948 study Yeats: The Man and the Masks long after it was superseded (as he himself knew5) is a salutary reminder that until that sudden exhaustion of a ruling idea, overdue change can be hard to effect. 

			Anachronism is a problem compounded for a generation which has been encouraged to seek answers to the problems of literary texts via the application of post-structuralist literary theory. The allure of applying readings of A Vision back into texts before (say) those poems collected in The Wild Swans at Coole (1917) is dangerously anachronistic. Formulations of Mask doctrine before Per Amica are little studied but have their own integrity. The currency of the term obscures the origin of the thought and erases its unique character when it was at its most influential both as ethic and aesthetic. 

			My aim, then, is to trace the Mask to its root-tip and review the idea prior to its major exfoliation in Per Amica Silentia Lunae. Of the 647 ‘masks’ in the electronically searchable canon,6 247 fall in AVA and 248 in AVB. The remaining 152 usages fall very unevenly: 34 in Collected Plays, 32 in Memoirs, 29 in Autobiographies, 26 in Later Essays, nine in Essays and Introductions, six in Uncollected Prose 2, five in Explorations, five in Poems, three in The Secret Rose, two in Uncollected Prose 1, and one, very singular usage in Yeats’s preface to Letters to the New Island. The figures confirm an increasing reliance on the Mask as a technical term in the System, but many prior to 1918 may be ignored as objective descriptions of theatrical devices. I start with a brief anthology of Yeats’s remarks c.1908–9 as a vantage point from which to look before and after. The sudden flowering of statements about the Mask in his diary shows that that which had been long-meditated suddenly crystallized as an ethical and aesthetic doctrine during his rereading of his then recently published Collected Works in Verse and Prose. This is unsurprising.7 In the following remarks one discerns the confluence of several earlier lines of thought.

			THE MASK: A SELECT ANTHOLOGY

			Identifying his ‘worst fault’ as a tendency to be detained by ‘petulant combativeness’, Yeats seems to have embarked on some disciplined ‘anger-management’.

			It is always inexcusable to lose one’s self-possession. It always comes from impatience, from a kind of spiritual fright at someone who is here and now more powerful, even if only from stupidity. I am never angry with those in my power. I fear strangers; I fear the representatives of the collective opinion, and so rage stupidly and rudely, exaggerating what I feel and think ... Last night there was a debate on a political question at the Arts Club. I was for a moment inclined to use arguments merely to answer something said by one speaker or the other. In pursuit of the mask I resolved to say only fanciful and personal things, and so to escape out of mere combat. I did so, and I noticed that all the arguments which had occurred to me earlier were said by someone or other. Logic is a machine; one can leave it to itself; unhelped it will force those present to exhaust the subject. The fool is as likely as the sage to speak the appropriate answer to any assertion. If an argument is forgotten, somebody will go home miserable. You throw your money on the table, and you receive so much change. Style, personality (deliberately adopted and therefore a mask), is the only escape from all the heat of the bargaining, from all but the sight of the money changers (Mem 137–39, emphasis added; cf., ‘Estrangement’ 2, Au 461; CW3 341).

			‘Mask’ seemingly springs into this 14 January 1909 entry on his old problem of Irish political rhetoric, but I will return to its submerged current of thought a little later. 

			‘To oppose the new ill-breeding of Ireland, which may in a few years destroy all that has given Ireland a distinguished name ... I can only set up a secondary or interior personality created by me out of the tradition of myself, and this personality (alas, to me only possible in my writings) must be always gracious and simple. It must have that slight separation from immediate interests which makes charm possible, while remaining near enough for fire. Is not charm what it is, perhaps, because it is an escape from mechanism? So much of the world as is dominated by the contest of interests is a mechanism. The newspaper is the roar of the machine. Argument, the moment acknowledged victory is sought, becomes a clash of interests. One should not, above all not in books, which sigh for immortality, argue at all if one is not ready to leave to another apparent victory. In daily life one becomes rude the moment one grudges to the clown his perpetual triumph.8

			Having latched onto the Mask as a necessity in social and public life, Yeats began to apply it as a personal ideal after a crisis in his private life, his unhappy sexual consummation with Maud Gonne. On 23 January 1909 he wrote

			It seems to me that love, if it is fine, is essentially a discipline, but it needs so much wisdom that the love of Solomon and Sheba must have lasted for all the silence of the Scriptures. In wise love each divines the high secret self of the other and, refusing to believe in the mere daily self, creates a mirror where the lover or the beloved sees an image to copy in daily life. Love also creates the mask.9

			In the lecture ‘Friends of my Youth’ (9 March 1910) at the Adelphi Club, Yeats pondered the Rhymers’ Club’s escape from Rhetoric via what he called ‘personality’ and ‘personal utterance’ (YT 29–30). Adapting a nostrum from Goethe ‘“No man ever learned to know himself by contemplation. We learn to know ourselves by action only”’ (YT 31), he developed the equation between personality and the Mask.

			Man knows himself by action only, by contemplation, never; and this mysterious thing, personality, the mask, is created half consciously, half unconsciously, out of the passions, the circumstances of life’ (YT 77). 

			The potential of a ‘secondary or interior personality’ was, however, ‘alas, to me only possible to me in my writings’ for writing remained for the moment more latent, but his perpetual reverie about authors and authorship was filled with it.

			[between 23 and 28 Jan] There is a relation between discipline and the theatrical sense. If we cannot imagine ourselves as different from what we are and try to assume that second self, we cannot impose a discipline upon ourselves, though we may accept one from others. Active virtue as distinguished from the passive acceptance of a current code is therefore theatrical, consciously dramatic, the wearing of a mask. It is the condition of arduous full life. One constantly notices in very active natures a tendency to pose, or a preoccupation with the effect they are producing if the pose has become a second self. One notices this in Plutarch’s heroes, and every now and then in some modern who has tried to live by classical ideas, in Oscar Wilde, for instance, and less obviously in men like Walt Whitman. Wordsworth is so often flat and heavy partly because his moral sense has no theatrical element, it is an obedience, a discipline which he has not created. This increases his popularity with the better sort of journalists, the Spectator writers, for instance, with all who are part of the machine and yet care for poetry (Mem 151).

			[On or after 26 Jan., [1909] All my life I have been haunted with the idea that the poet should know all classes of men as one of themselves, that he should combine the greatest possible personal realization with the greatest possible knowledge of the speech and circumstance of the world. Fifteen or twenty years ago I remember longing, with this purpose, to disguise myself as a peasant and wander through the West, and then shipping as a sailor. But when one shrinks from even talking business with a stranger, and is unnatural till one knows a man for months, because one underrates or overrates all unknown people, one cannot adventure far. The artist grows more and more distinct, more and more a being in his own right as it were, but more and more loses grasp of the always more complex world. Some day setting out to find knowledge, like some pilgrim to the Holy Land, he will become the most romantic of all characters. He will play with all masks.10... Comedy is joyous because all assumption of a part, of a personal mask, whether the individualized face of comedy or the grotesque face of farce, is a display of energy, and all energy is joyous. A poet creates tragedy from his own soul, that soul which is alike in all men, and at moments it has no joy, as we understand that word, for the soul is an exile and without will. It attains to ecstasy, which is from the contemplation of things which are vaster than the individual and imperfectly seen, perhaps, by all those that still live. The masks of tragedy contain neither character nor personal energy. They are allied to decoration and to the abstract figures of Egyptian temples. Before the mind can look out of their eyes the active will perishes, hence their sorrowful calm. Joy is of the will which does things, which overcomes obstacles, which is victorious. The soul only knows changes of state. These changes of state, or this gradually enlarging consciousness, is the self-realization of modern culture. I think the motives of tragedy are connected more with these changes of state than with action. I feel this but cannot see my way clearly. But I am hunting truth too far into its thicket. It is my business to keep close to the impression of the senses, and to daily thought. Yet is not always the tragic ecstasy some realization or fulfilment of the soul in itself, some slow or sudden expansion of it like an overflowing well? Is not that what we mean by beauty? (Mem 152–53)

			Jan. 28 [1909]. The tragic mask expresses a passion or mood, a state of the soul; that only. (The mask of musician or of the dying slave.) The mask of comedy an individual. (Any modern picture.) The mask of farce an energy; in this the joyous life by its own excess has become superficial, it has driven out thought. (Any grotesque head.) Then these are connected in some way with the dominant moods of the three classes which have given the cradles, as it were, to tragedy, comedy, and farce: aristocracy, the middle class, and the people – exaltation, moral force, labour (Mem 153).

			I think that all happiness depends on the energy to assume the mask of some other self; that all joyous or creative life is a rebirth as something not oneself, something which has no memory and is created in a moment and perpetually renewed. We put on a grotesque or solemn pained face to hide us from the terrors of judgement, invent an imaginative Saturnalia where one forgets reality, a game like that of a child, where one loses the infinite pain of self-realisation. Perhaps all the sins and energies of the world are but its flights from an infinite blinding beam (Mem 191).

			In life courtesy and self-possession, and in the arts style, are the sensible impressions of the free mind, for both arise out of a deliberate shaping of all things, and from never being swept away, whatever the emotion, into confusion or dullness.11

			‘Mask’ being typically clustered with such concepts as ‘discipline’ ‘self-possession’, ‘oratory’, ‘courtesy’, ‘style’, and ‘theatrical sense’, it now becomes possible to see the imperative for such a thing, implicit in this famous remark of eighteen months before. Such statements reflect a fin de siècle (indeed Paterian) fascination with the coincidence of aesthetics and ethics.

			THE FIN DE SIÈCLE MASK

			While the full context of writing about the Mask in the 1890s lies beyond my scope,12 it is worth recalling that by 1914 it was a matter of such commonplace as to merit casual recollection. In that year Yeats recalled of Olive Schreiner that ‘Twenty-five years ago ... she lived in the East End of London because only there could she see the faces of people without a mask. To this Oscar Wilde replied that he lived in the West End because nothing interested him but the mask’.13 As ever, Wilde’s conversation was but a dress rehearsal for his writing, and such sentiments appeared in ‘The Decay of Lying’. Wilde read the proofs to Yeats on Christmas Day, 1888 (Au 134–5; CW3 147) and therefore could have heard Wilde read ‘what is interesting about people in good society ... the mask that each of them wears, not the reality that lies behind the mask’.14 There are of course, numerous bold paradoxes about the Mask throughout the essays, which culminate with the last sentence of ‘The Truth of Masks’: 

			A Truth in art is that whose contrary is also true ... it is only in art-criticism that we can realize Hegel’s system of contraries. The truths of metaphysics are the truths of masks.15

			There are, again as Wilde saw, Paterian answers to the problems posed by considering the aesthetic as a guide to the serious life. In the essay on ‘Style’, Pater, in fleshing out the idea that ‘“The style is the man”’, comes close to the idea of Mask in showing how expression is ‘the finer accommodation of speech to that vision within’.16 Style, then, is formative of behaviour, as Wilde saw, and not just in such well-known texts as The Picture of Dorian Gray. In ‘The Decay of Lying’ Vivian is bold enough to disclose ‘the secret that Truth is entirely and absolutely a matter of style; while Life – poor, probable, uninteresting human life ... will follow meekly after him ...’.17 The argument continues through various obiter dicta in the other Intentions essays and culminates in ‘The Truth of Masks’, but the best early statement is that of ‘The Artist as Critic’: 

			Use Love’s Litany and the words will create the yearning from which the world fancies that they spring. Have you a grief that corrodes your heart? Steep yourself in the language of grief, learn its utterance from Prince Hamlet and Queen Constance, and you will find that mere expression is a mode of consolation, and that Form, which is the birth of Passion, is also the death of pain.18

			If Wilde could boast that he had stood ‘in symbolic relation’ to his time because he had ‘summed up all systems in a phrase and all philosophies in an epigram’,19 it was left to Yeats to turn the mask, an epigram, back into a system. But it seems more important to acknowledge that the Mask begins in a continual reverie about authorship. Yeats’s various remarks about literary style – its making, and its necessity – can be reconciled sometimes only with difficulty, but ‘the Mask’ is the practical tool and symbol whereby it is done. He remarks, for example, in ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’, ‘A style is learned by sedentary toil | And by the imitation of great masters’,20 having said elsewhere, and with approval in recalling a conversation with Synge, ‘Style comes from the shock of new material’.21 Yeats’s texts have within their field of allusion many of the ‘great masters’; he has learned from imitating.22 But behind literary style there is the more general field of human behaviour to be governed by style according to the fin-de-siècle sense that an ethic and an aesthetic might and indeed should be one and the same.

			THE MASK IN BEDFORD PARK

			When in 1934 Horace Reynolds sent ‘a bundle of photographic copies’ of articles Yeats had published in American newspapers, Yeats ‘noticed’ that in later life he had ‘worked out with the excitement of discovery things known in my youth as though one forgot and rediscovered oneself’. Many of these had been learned in the Bedford Park Clubhouse theatre, through the production of plays which, with the inherent alienation of a ‘pastoral theme’, had helped Yeats to ‘avoid[] every oratorical phrase or cadence’ in reworking The Countess Cathleen. 

			My isolation from ordinary men and women was increased by an asceticism destructive of mind and body, combined with an adoration of physical beauty that made it meaningless. Sometimes the barrier between myself and other people filled me with terror; an unfinished poem, and the first and never-finished version of The Shadowy Waters had this terror for their theme. I had in an extreme degree the shyness – I know no better word – that keeps a man from speaking his own thought. Burning with adoration and hatred I wrote verse that expressed emotions common to every sentimental boy and girl, and that may be the reason why the poems upon which my popularity has depended until a few years ago were written before I was twenty-seven. Gradually I overcame my shyness a little, though I am still struggling with it and cannot free myself from the belief that it comes from lack of courage, that the problem is not artistic but moral. I remember saying as a boy to some fellow student in the Dublin art schools, “The difference between a good draftsman and a bad is one of courage”. I wrote prose badly ... [my] prose, unlike verse, had not those simple forms that like a masquer’s mask protect us with their anonymity (LNI, 1934, vii–xiii).

			Yeats rebelled against the authorial anonymity which writing for W. E. Henley’s Scots Observer and ‘National Observer’ entailed, ‘in the puritanism of [his] twenties’. Taking a nationalistic stance, he sought nevertheless to exclude rhetoric and opinion as a ‘first discipline in creative prose’ (Mem 38). While he contrasted Lionel Johnson’s self-possession with his own ‘provincial ... clumsiness’, he quickly saw through Johnson’s poised self-creation by means of his faked, perfect dramaticules of imaginary conversations with his famous ‘puppets’ (CW5 90). Self-mastery came only slowly, but as Irish oratory and rhetoric yielded to his own self-possession, it became clear that its style in itself was but ‘high breeding in words and argument’ (E&I 253). For Yeats, the essence of Byron, Shelley, and Keats was not ‘character for its own sake’, but ‘the mask for some mood or passion, as in Byron’s “Manfred” and in his “Don Juan”’ with their ‘great types, great symbols of passion and of mood ...’23 It had not been thus in Ireland, until ‘The Dublin Hermetic Society’ had started writing ‘many curious and some beautiful lyrics’ in c.1882 when ‘seven youths began to study European magic and Oriental mysticism’. Their main conviction, Yeats tells us, was

			that the poets were uttering, under the mask of phantasy, the old revelations, and that we should truly look for genii of the evening breeze and hope for the final consummation of the world when two halcyons might sit upon a bough and eat once-poisonous herbs and take no harm ... These periodical meetings started a movement ...24

			THE ETERNAL MOMENT: THE OCCULT MASK OF 1896

			‘Old revelations’ under the ‘mask of phantasy’ reach their fin de siècle apogee in Rosa Alchemica, first published in The Savoy in April 1896, and gathered as the first of a triptych of occult stories as the culmination of The Secret Rose in 1897. Back into the penseroso life of a Dublin scholar and would-be alchemist comes the magus, Michael Robartes, who tries to seduce him into the Order of the Alchemical Rose with incantations to which selective quotation cannot do justice, and vision-inducing incense. 

			He had ... become in my waking dream a shuttle weaving an immense purple web whose folds had begun to fill the room ... ‘They have come to us; they have come to us’, the voice began again; ‘all that have ever been in your reverie, all that you have met with in books. There is Lear ... and he laughs because you thought yourself an existence who are but a shadow, and him a shadow who is an eternal god; and there is Beatrice, ... and there is the mother of the God of humility ... but she holds in her hand the rose whose every petal is a god; and there ... is Aphrodite ... I made a violent effort which seemed almost to tear me in two, and said with forced determination, ‘You would sweep me away into an indefinite world which fills me with terror; and yet a man is a great man just in so far as he can make his mind reflect everything with indifferent precision like a mirror.’ I seemed to be perfectly master of myself, and went on ... ‘I command you to leave me at once, for your ideas and phantasies are but the illusions that creep like maggots into civilisations when they begin to decline, and into minds when they begin to decay.’ I ... struggled hopelessly ... and I knew that I ... was conquered at last ... and as I was swirled along ... a multitude of pale hands were reaching towards me, and strange gentle faces bending above me, and half-wailing and half-caressing voices uttering words that were forgotten the moment they were spoken. I ... felt my memories, my hopes, my thoughts, my will, everything I held to be myself, melting away; then I seemed to rise through numberless companies of beings who were, I understood, in some way more certain than thought, each wrapped in his eternal moment, in the perfect lifting of an arm, in a little circlet of rhythmical words, in dreaming with dim eyes and half-closed eyelids. And then I passed beyond these forms, which were so beautiful they had almost ceased to be, and, having endured strange moods ... I passed into that Death which is Beauty herself, and into that Loneliness which all the multitudes desire without ceasing. All things that had ever lived seemed to come and dwell in my heart, and I in theirs; and I had never again known mortality or tears, had I not suddenly fallen from the certainty of vision into the uncertainty of dream ... I awoke to find myself leaning upon the table and supporting my head with my hands. I saw ... Michael Robartes watching me ... ‘I will go wherever you will’, I said, ‘and do whatever you bid me, for I have been with eternal things’ (VSR 132–36. Myth 2005 181–83).

			This ‘eternal moment’ is based on an Aquinian doctrine found in Villiers de L’Isle Adam’s Axël, which Yeats had read before reviewing its première in Paris in 1894, with Maud Gonne translating for him: ‘Car l’éternité, dit excellemment saint Thomas, n’est que la pleine possession de soi-même en un seul et même instant’.25 It is fundamental to his subsequent re-applications of the phrase that here, in his first usage of it, it is associated with god-like heroes – Roland, Hamlet, Lear, Beatrice, Faust – who ‘are always making and unmaking humanity, which is indeed but the trembling of their lips’ from their mythic afterlives in the minds of readers.26 Yeats’s web of self-allusion provides his early sources for the idea of eternal self-possession.27 In the Summa Theologica (Part I, Quaestio 10), Aquinas tests the Boethian doctrine that eternity is ‘interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta possessio’,28 returning to the matter in the Summa Contra Gentiles (I, 15), in discussing God’s eternity, but it is in the quaestio referred to above that he draws from Boethius’s definition a distinction between aeviternity and eternity which, though never formulated as such by Yeats, comes close to the essence of his thinking. Yeats, as so often, has grasped and almost wilfully misinterpreted a central theological tenet in coming to philosophy via occultism, to formulate a key statement towards his eventual if somewhat mysterious idea of ‘Beatific Vision’ (CVA xii, CW13 xv, VP 824), and in AVA the ‘eternal moment’ occurs when the soul ‘com[es] into possession of itself forever in a single moment’ (CVA 73; CW13 61). 

			Mythologies (2005) allowed for easy comparison of a complex of Yeats’s associated ideas of the love of God for the uniqueness of the individual soul in its ‘eternal moment’, a state of eternal self-possession. ‘The Voice’ in The Celtic Twilight offers an entry point to what to Yeats seemed ‘the root of Christian mysticism’: ‘no human soul is like any other human soul, and therefore the love of God for any human soul is infinite, for no other soul can satisfy the same need in God’ (Myth 2005 46). Experiences behind the pensée recorded in Yeats’s as yet unpublished Visions notebook between 14 July and 20 September 1898 indicate that his experiences were probably ‘not true trance’ (unlike the experience imagined for Rosa Alchemica) its being ‘unusual’ for Yeats to experience ‘passive mysticism’, his ‘nature’ having been ‘shaped by thaumaturgy’ (Myth 2005 46; 261, n. 2; 262 nn. 5 & 6). Under the mysterious glamour of Robartes, Rosa Alchemica’s narrator travels to the Connemara coast by train

			... it seemed to me I was so changed that I was no more, as man is, a moment shuddering at eternity, but eternity weeping and laughing over a moment; and when ... Michael Robartes had fallen asleep, as he soon did, his sleeping face, in which there was no sign of all that had so shaken me and that now kept me wakeful, was to my excited mind more like a mask than a face. The fancy possessed me that the man behind it had dissolved away like salt in water, and that it laughed and sighed, appealed and denounced at the bidding of beings greater or less than man (VSR 144; Myth 2005 183 & n. 44).

			When the initiation ceremony – in essence an orgiastic, drug-fuelled dance with immortal presences – begins, the narrator as initiate is ushered in to the central chamber by Robartes, but not before an initial (and accurate) pre-vision of rejection.

			I put my hand to the handle, but the moment I did so the fumes of the incense, helped perhaps by his mysterious glamour, made me fall again into a dream, in which I seemed to be a mask, lying on the counter of a little Eastern shop. Many persons, with eyes so bright and still that I knew them for more than human, came in and tried me on their faces, but at last flung me into a corner laughing; but all this passed in a moment (VSR 136–37; Myth 2005 188).

			In the orgy, he drops out of a dance in the central hall, under a ceiling upon which is an ‘immense rose wrought in mosaic’, and stands, ‘watching the

			coming and going of those flame-like figures; until gradually I sank into a half-dream, from which I was awakened by seeing the petals of the great rose, which had no longer the look of mosaic, falling slowly through the incense-heavy air, and, as they fell, shaping into the likeness of living beings of an extraordinary beauty. Still faint and cloud-like, they began to dance, and as they danced took a more and more definite shape, so that I was able to distinguish beautiful Grecian faces and august Egyptian faces, and now and again to name a divinity by the staff in his hand or by a bird fluttering over his head; and soon every mortal foot danced by the white foot of an immortal; and in the troubled eyes that looked into untroubled shadowy eyes, I saw the brightness of uttermost desire as though they had found at length, after unreckonable wandering, the lost love of their youth. Sometimes, but only for a moment, I saw a faint solitary figure with a veiled face, and carrying a faint torch, flit among the dancers, but like a dream within a dream, like a shadow of a shadow, and I knew by an understanding born from a deeper fountain than thought, that it was Eros himself ... a voice cried to me from the crimson figures, ‘Into the dance! there is none that can be spared out of the dance; into the dance! into the dance! that the gods may make them bodies out of the substance of our hearts’; and before I could answer, a mysterious wave of passion, that seemed like the soul of the dance moving within our souls, took hold of me, and I was swept, neither consenting nor refusing, into the midst. I was dancing with an immortal august woman, who had black lilies in her hair, and her dreamy gesture seemed laden with a wisdom more profound than the darkness that is between star and star, and with a love like the love that breathed upon the waters; and as we danced on and on, the incense drifted over us and round us, covering us away as in the heart of the world, and ages seemed to pass, and tempests to awake and perish in the folds of our robes and in her heavy hair. Suddenly I remembered that her eyelids had never quivered, and that her lilies had not dropped a black petal, nor shaken from their places, and understood with a great horror that I danced with one who was more or less than human, and who was drinking up my soul as an ox drinks up a wayside pool; and I fell, and darkness passed over me. I awoke suddenly as though something had awakened me, and saw that I was lying on a roughly painted floor, and that on the ceiling, which was at no great distance, was a roughly painted rose, and about me on the walls half-finished paintings. The pillars and the censers had gone; and near me a score of sleepers lay wrapped in disordered robes, their upturned faces looking to my imagination like hollow masks ... (VSR 145–48; Myth 2005 188–90)

			This is an entirely new perspective on the hollowness and immobility of the mask. Its essential vacancy is seen as a human vessel to be filled and possessed by the whim of immortal presences, themselves fixed types of god or hero whose ‘trembling lips make and unmake humanity. Yeats calls these presences ‘the Moods’, a difficult enough concept and a separate topic for discussion of such books as The Secret Rose and The Wind Among the Reeds.29 Robartes is a magus, his temptation a thaumaturgical act (if not merely a drug-induced hallucinatory delusion: such is the element of the fantastic in the whole triptych). If the immortal presences can summon humans, so suitably inducted humans can summon immortal powers, a procedure we see attempted time after time with such women as Maud Gonne, Dorothea Hunter, and Nora Hopper in the rituals of the Celtic Mystical Order, a couple of years later. 

			What emerges from this whole two-way congress between the human questers and immortals – gods, spirits, archetypes – is that the Mask has now an occult purpose and function, but not yet a sense of the Anti-Self. And yet two of the heroes of these stories, the narrator and Owen Aherne, are divided men who, rejecting occult temptation, are held on the margins. They are not voteens but lead ‘threshold’ lives, praying best ‘in poor chapels’, held back from being ‘swept away’ as it were into the ‘indefinite world’.30 And the ‘splitting’ of Yeats into Aherne, Robartes and the triptych’s Narrator presages the monopolylogue with ‘principles of the mind’ in The Wind Among the Reeds, Yeats’s first attempt to ‘play with all masks’. 31 

			A harbinger of the occult mask might be found in Yeats’s powerful early criticism of a draft of Olivia Shakespear’s story, Beauty’s Hour, in 1894. Yeats discerned that the hero, Gerald, wanted ‘a slight touch more of definition’

			Might he not be one of those vigerous fair haired, boating, or cricket playing young men, who are very positive, & what is called manly, in external activities & energies & wholly passive & plastic in emotional & intellectual things? I met just such a man last winter. I had suspected before that those robust masks hid often and often a great emotional passivity and plasticity but this man startled me. He was of the type of those who face the cannons mouth without a tremour, but kill themselves rather than face life without some girl with pink cheaks, whose character they have never understood, whose soul they have never perceived, & whom they would have forgotten in a couple of months.32

			The thought, though not exactly developed, was evidently reapplied when Yeats wrote a now lost letter to Maud Gonne, c.20 March 1899 which, to judge from her reply, must have asked her whether she had adopted a mask (CL2 377). The question can be inferred from her reply of 22 March 1899, ‘No I do not think I wear a mask, & I do not think I am lonely though I am a little outside of life – & do not want to get back into life again’ (G-YL 104–05). There was every reason to ask such a question at this time, so soon after Yeats had learned of her double life, her two children, and her relationship with Lucien Millevoye, and after she had turned down his proposal of marriage. The ‘spiritual marriage’, which she proposed, seemed an attractive second best as they worked together on the plans for a Celtic Mystical Order, work which allowed him to reflect on the
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			Plate 1. Plaster cast of mask of W. B. Yeats by Kathleen Scott (née Bruce, later Lady Kennet), 1907. 17 1/2 in. (445 mm) high. Photograph courtesy and © The National Portrait Gallery, London. All rights reserved.

			profound differences between them.33 If the lost letter belongs to a private dialogue in which the concept of the mask was being accorded an occult significance, then it is possible that such later summaries as the following passage from The Trembling of the Veil (1922) may have roots in this grim period.

			As life goes on we discover that certain thoughts sustain us in defeat, or give us victory, whether over ourselves or others, and it is these thoughts, tested by passion, that we call convictions. Among subjective men (in all those, that is, who must spin a web out of their own bowels) the victory is an intellectual daily re-creation of all that exterior fate snatches away, and so that fate’s antithesis; while what I have called ‘the Mask’ is an emotional antithesis to all that comes out of their internal nature. We begin to live when we have conceived life as tragedy.34

			If such is the case, then the sudden development of the metaphor into theories of behaviour and of creativity in the 1908–1909 journal is an outgrowth of the idea. Summing up the theatrical potential of the Mask in Certain Noble Plays of Japan (1916), Yeats traced a potential audience reaction to that stillness of theatrical masks in which ‘the fine invention of a sculptor ... a work of art ... the nobler for lacking curiosity, alert attention, all that we sum up under the famous word of the realists, ‘vitality’ is lacking. It is a reaction that takes us straight back to the mask as used in Rosa Alchemica:

			It is even possible that being is only possessed completely by the dead, and that it is some knowledge of this that makes us gaze with so much emotion upon the face of the Sphinx or of Buddha.35

			If an origin for the Mask is to be found in occult thought, then a remark by ‘J. J. N.’ in 1899 that he followed Yeats’s ‘occult maxim, “Lead your reactions, be not led by them”’ is intriguing.36 Nevertheless I cannot think of any specific GD sources for masks (as distinct from hoodwinks37) in ritual writings or teachings or in ceremonies, and if the mask does have a ceremonial occult source, it perhaps goes back to the Dublin Hermetic Society. 

			REREADING HIMSELF IN 1908–09

			Around the period of the 1908–09 Diary masks of other sorts bore in on Yeats’s attention. A cast purporting to be Dante’s death mask – a souvenir, perhaps, brought back from Ravenna by Symons – hung on his wall in Woburn Buildings by June 1904.38 He had seen the Mask of Hathor at MacGregor Mathers’s house in Auteuil.39 In 1908 Edward Gordon Craig launched his periodical, The Mask, which served intermittently as a vehicle for his theatrical theories and designs until 1929, theories and designs which impinged on Yeats (who collected copies of it and wrote for it) in a number of ways. Kathleen Bruce’s bronze life mask of Yeats, done with inclusion in The Collected Works in Verse and Prose in mind though not reproduced in that shrine of Yeats’s permanent self-images, is found in Plate 1 of the present volume, and its making was a major preoccupation of the spring of 1908 (CL InteLex 851, 853 etc, 10 April 1908 and later). From c.1907 Yeats had worked on a tragedy, later emerging as The Player Queen, frustrated by the thought of ‘every player finding or not finding ... the Antithetical Self’ (VPl 761). By 17 August 1908, he dispatched a draft of ‘The Mask’, intended then as a lyric for that play, to its inspirer, Mabel Dickinson: the inspiration by then was ‘a couple of years’ old (VP 263; CL InteLex 1141). 

			Like Shelley’s magus, Zoroaster, who ‘[m]et his own image walking in the garden’,40 Yeats confronted himself in his own Collected Works in Verse and Prose in late 1908, and this provided the precise context in which and moment at which ‘The Mask’ came back in its new form to crystallize and to dominate his thinking. Amid a good deal of satisfaction with the fairly serviceable self-image he found there, the old itch to revise quickly asserted itself. 

			Dec. 13 [1908]. Have been looking through Collected Works, volume VII. I now see what is wrong with ‘Tables of the Law’. The hero41 must not seem for a moment a shadow of the hero of ‘Rosa Alchemica’. He is not the mask but the face. He realizes himself. He cannot obtain vision in the ordinary sense. He is himself the centre. Perhaps he dreams he is speaking. He is not spoken to. He puts himself in place of Christ. He is not the revolt of multitude. What did the woman in Paris reveal to the Magi? Surely some reconciliation between face and mask? Does the narrator refuse this manuscript, and so never learn its contents? Is it simply the doctrine of the Mask? The choosing of some one mask? Hardly, for that would but be the imitation of Christ in a new form. Is it becoming mask after mask? Perhaps the name only should be given, ‘Mask and Face’. Yet the nature of the man seems to prepare for a continual change, a phantasmagoria. One day one god and the next another. The imitation of Christ as distinguished from the self-realization of the ‘Tables of the Law’. What of it? Christ is but another self, but he is the supernatural self.

			SELF-REALIZATION THROUGH STYLE

			Between 23 and 28 January 1909, in the very period at which the word ‘Mask’; seems to pop so unexpectedly into his brooding over various aspects of his own behaviour and writing, Yeats had begun to project plans for yet more tinkering with The Adoration of the Magi.42 ‘Wisdom is a butterfly’, as he later wrote, ‘the crooked road of intuition’ is opposed to abstraction or a code of rules, and is opposed to dogma (VP 338, 827). But equally, ‘sincerity’ as an artistic ambition has its perils. Yeats’s practical experience in the theatre had shown him this, during a formative phase of his own play-writing and awakening sense of the possibilities of both masque as a form and masks as a device for theatrical estrangement. A letter to Mrs Patrick Campbell in 1901 must suffice here as example. While Yeats saw little merit in Björn Björnson’s Beyond Human Power in November 1901, he wrote to Mrs Patrick Campbell:

			Your acting seemed to me to have the perfect precision and delicacy and simplicity of every art at its best. It made me feel the unity of the arts in a new way. I said to myself, that is exactly what I am trying to do in writing, to express myself without waste, without emphasis. To be impassioned and yet to have a perfect self-possession, to have a precision so absolute that the slightest inflection of voice, the slightest rhythm of sound or emotion plucks the heart-strings ... I happened to have in my pocket ‘The Revelation of Divine Love’, by the Lady Julian, an old mystical book my hand strayed to it all unconsciously. There was no essential difference between that work and your acting; both were full of fine distinction, of delicate logic, of that life where passion and thought are one (CL3 122, c.19 Nov, 1901).

			Shortly after Yeats had reread himself in his own Collected Works in Verse and Prose, Synge’s death was followed by the grim episode of Yeats’s unsuccessful attempt to get a death mask of Synge. Synge’s brother, a member of the Plymouth Brethren, forbade such a move:

			I went ... at the request of various people to get leave for a death mask to be taken with a view to a bust but the coffin was closed & the brother would not open it – a queer looking man in black clothes that did not fit, very pious I believe, & I think by his manner hating us all.43

			Yeats never mentions the episode in the Diary, but its presence pervades its writing.44 

			For the last three months finding myself unable to do any kind of serious writing which required continuity of mood I have kept a diary philosophical and meditative. It is now quite a big book and has resulted in my being able to systemize my exasperations. It also contains the impressions made upon one, day by day, of the news of Synge’s illness and death. I don’t think anything I could have done would have made Synge’s family consent to the taking of the Death Mask. They are indeed a strange obstinate people, Plymouth Brothers, who probably hate everything he did ...45

			By 1910 he was able to declare in ‘The Tragic Theatre’,

			in mainly tragic art one distinguishes devices to exclude or lessen character, to diminish the power of that daily mood, to cheat or blind its too clear perception. If the real world is not altogether rejected it is but touched here and there, and into the places we have left empty we summon rhythm, balance, pattern, images that remind us of vast passions, the vagueness of past times, all the chimeras that haunt the edge of trance; and if we are painters, we shall express personal emotion through ideal form, a symbolism handled by the generations, a mask from whose eyes the disembodied looks, a style that remembers many masters, that it may escape contemporary suggestion; or we shall leave out some element of reality as in Byzantine painting, where there is no mass, nothing in relief, and so it is that in the supreme moment of tragic art there comes upon one that strange sensation as though the hair of one’s head stood up (UP2 388, emphasis added).

			The mask thus becomes a device for estrangement, for alienation from selfhood, thereby to facilitate self-contemplation. A sampling of various pensées shows Yeats meditating on this theme. Augustus John’s etching (now frontispiece to AVB) ‘in a Birmingham gallery’ made Yeats ‘shudder[]’ at himself, depicted as 

			an unshaven, drunken bar-tender, and then I began to feel John had found something that he liked in me, something closer than character, and by that very transformation made it visible. He had found Anglo-Irish solitude, a solitude I have made for myself, an outlawed solitude (Ex 308).

			Excluding portraiture, some recondite areas of self-discovery46 were available only through the arduous cultivation of style and the daring of the Mask, as in the 1910 essay, ‘J. M. Synge and the Ireland of his Time’:

			how hard ... is that purification from insincerity, vanity, malignity, arrogance, which is the discovery of style. But life became sweet again when I had learnt all I had not learnt in shaping words, in defending Synge against his enemies, and knew that rich energies, fine, turbulent or gracious thoughts, whether in life or letters, are but love-children (E&I 318–19).

			By 1911 and with the help of Craig, Yeats was planning to put the Fool of The Hour-Glass and the Blind Man from On Baile’s Strand into masks, a plan frustrated when there was no one to make a mask of leather.47 Craig insisted on seeing the finished masks. Yeats was ‘so anxious to get Masks’ because he ‘despair[ed] of getting good performances of my work under the conditions of the stage at present’. He sought to pay Craig for the design work by writing for The Mask, and to secure Craig’s designs ‘for the “Hour Glass” Fool’ and one ‘for the Blind Man in Bailes Strand’.48 He did not actually get masks in a play until the 2 April, 1916 charity performance of At the Hawk’s Well in London. By 5 March, he was excited about Dulac’s first mask, ‘a greek head and helmet with the look of something older, perhaps Egyptian. Cuchulain will be a wonderful figure, magnificent in face and in dress, and it is quite easy to speak in a mask. I put it on and recited in it. He had begun an old man’s mask for the other speaking character’ (CL InteLex 2879). On 2 April he wrote to John Quinn 

			I am tired out with the excitement of rehersing my new play in which Masks are being used for the first time in serious drama in the modern world. Ainley who is hero wears a mask like an Archaic Greek statue ... If ... Balfour & Sargent and Ricketts, & Sturge More & John & the Prime Minister and a few pretty ladies will come & see it ... I shall be happier than Sophocles I shall be as lucky as a Japanese dramatic poet at the Court of the Shogan.49

			FINGER OR CLAY?50

			George Mills Harper’s edited collection Yeats and the Occult (1975) offered presentations of Yeats’s accounts of the automatic writing of Elizabeth (Bessie) Radcliffe in 1912–13, and the results of forensic investigations with Everard Feilding of the Society for Psychical Research into the allegedly bleeding oleographs in a church in Mirebeau in 1914.51 After surveying an immense amount of evidence, the ‘Preliminary Examination of the Script of E[lizabeth R[adcliffe]’ (finished on 8 October, 1913) reveals above all wariness with ‘spirits’ who came through in séances, each claiming to be the shade of a person whose life was recorded in standard reference works. While the essay comes down in favour of ‘the spiritistic hypothesis’ to account for ‘supernatural phenomena’, that was a position of which Yeats grew less certain, as he added revisions covering the possibilities of secondary and tertiary personalities, adding notes as late as 7 June 1914 (YO 134, 136–37, 146, 155, 171).

			The essay on the bleeding oleographs is largely unrelated, but the reverence of the Abbé Vachère at Mass in Mirebeau Yeats finds moving rather than suspect, and he begins to see the alleged miracle – later tests at the Lister Institute ruled out human blood – as having a place

			in spiritual drama ... I had felt the reverence one always feels in contemplation of the reverence of others, but now I tested my own beliefs by the intensity of those about me. I too had my conception of the Divine Man, and a few days before had schemed out a poem, praying that somewhere upon some seashore or upon some mountain I should meet face to face with that divine image of myself. I tried to understand what it would be if the heart of that image lived completely in my heart, and the poetry full of instinct full of tenderness for all life it would enable me to write, and then I wondered what it would be if the head awoke within my head, and here my understanding was less clear and my attention strayed to the Latin words of the Mass, returning presently to the hands, and trying vainly to discover their spiritual meaning. Thoughts out of the Kabbala and out of Swedenborg who has arranged the heavens as a vast man, the angels and the souls making the members of his body. I know that I prayed in my fashion ... (YO 187).

			The poem which shortly shaped itself from this Mass in the Abbé’s private chapel on 12 May 1914, was ‘The Fisherman’, drafted on 4 June, 1914 (VP 347–48). Like Shelley’s Zoroaster again, the idea of the ‘face to face’ meeting with a ‘divine image of myself’ approaches one concept inherent in the Mask, yet crucially lacks the idea of an opposite or anti-self. 

			From 1897 through the next decade, one thing dominated Yeats’s joint work with Lady Gregory outside the Irish Literary Theatre, and that was the collecting of Kiltartan folklore. They had jointly planned a ‘big book of folklore’ of which much had been jointly drafted in the six folklore essays he alone had signed, but in the end Lady Gregory had continued alone to write it as Visions and Beliefs in the West of Ireland (1920), with various separately signed contributions by Yeats. His accompanying essay ‘Swedenborg, Mediums, and the Desolate Places’ was finished on 14 October 1914 and classifies the ‘many analogies’ [i.e., with Irish belief]

			in modern spiritism ... [I] began a more careful comparison, going a good deal to séances for the first time and reading all writers of any reputation I could find in English or French. I found much that was moving, when I had climbed to the top story of some house in Soho or Holloway, and, having paid my shilling, awaited, among servant girls, the wisdom of some fat old medium. That is an absorbing drama, though if my readers begin to seek it they will spoil it, for its gravity and simplicity depends on all, or all but all, believing that their dead are near. I did not go there for evidence of the kind the Society for Psychical Research would value, any more than I would seek it in Galway or in Aran. I was comparing one form of belief with another ... and ... was discovering a philosophy. Certain things had happened to me when alone in my own room which had convinced me that there are spiritual intelligences which can warn us and advise us ... And yet I do not think I have been easily convinced ... I pieced together stray thoughts written out after questioning the familiar of a trance medium or automatic writer ... or arranged the fragments into some pattern, till I believed myself the discoverer of a vast generalization. I lived in excitement, amused to make Holloway interpret Aran, and constantly comparing my discoveries with what I have learned of mediaeval tradition among fellow students, with the reveries of a Neoplatonist, of a seventeenth-century Platonist, of Paracelsus or a Japanese poet. Then one day I opened The Spiritual Diary of Swedenborg, which I had not taken down for twenty years, and found all there, even certain thoughts I had not set on paper because they had seemed fantastic from the lack of some traditional foundation. It was strange I should have forgotten so completely a writer I had read with some care before the fascination of Blake and Boehme had led me away ... Nor should we think of spirit as divided from spirit, as men are from each other, for they share each other’s thoughts and life, and those whom he has called celestial angels, while themselves mediums to those above, commune with men and lower spirits, through orders of mediatorial spirits, not by a conveyance of messages, but as though a hand were thrust within a hundred gloves,52 one glove outside another, and so there is a continual influx from God to man. It flows to us through the evil angels as through the good, for the dark fire is the perversion of God’s life and the evil angels have their office in the equilibrium that is our freedom, in the building of that fabulous bridge made out of the edge of a sword (Ex 30–32, 38; CW5 47–48, 52).

			Elsewhere, Yeats accounts for folklore collecting with Lady Gregory in a style detached and yet moving: the anecdotes recounted to them were, said Yeats’s view, ‘my obsession‘, ’but a part’ of a traditional experience which he had ‘discussed only too much elsewhere’ (Au 401). 

			Every night she wrote out what we had heard in the dialect of the cottages. She wrote, if my memory does not deceive me, two hundred thousand words, discovering that vivid English she was the first to use upon the stage. My object was to find actual experience of the supernatural, for I did not believe, nor do I now, that it is possible to discover in the text-books of the schools, in the manuals sold by religious booksellers, even in the subtle reverie of saints, the most violent force in history ... [N]either she nor those peasants were pagans. Christianity begins to recognize the validity of experiences that preceded its birth and were, in some sense, shared by its founders. When later she asked me to annotate and introduce her book, Visions and Beliefs, I began a study of ‘Spiritualism’ not only in its scientific form but as it is found among the London poor, and discovered that there was little difference except that the experience of the cottagers was the richer. Requiring no proof that we survive the grave, they could turn to what was dramatic or exciting and, though more ignorant than the townsmen, lacked vulgarity (Au 400–01).

			The two streams of information, from Kiltartan and from Soho or Holloway could be further compared with evidence won with his fellow (and very middle-class) questers in the Society for Psychical Research, where what passed at the time as rigorous, quasi-scientific, sceptical experimentation and classification of a variety of experiences was carried on with a number of spirit mediums, or in the London Spiritualist Alliance, the séances of which he also attended. These were especially relevant, being sessions seemingly with believers in life after death and offering the best modern parallels to traditional belief and therefore of constructive significance.

			LEO AFRICANUS

			On 9 May, 1912 at a séance of Mrs Etta Wreidt’s at W. T. Stead’s Cambridge House, Wimbledon, ‘a Spanish moor’ appeared. His ‘life is in Chambers’ Biographical Dictionary’, protested Yeats in the Radcliffe script, and therefore his appearance ‘supported the theory of some unconscious action of the mind’, the spirit control speaking overtly of the dictionary ‘to give me evidence of his existence’ (YO 146, 151, 170). This was Leo Africanus, and despite Yeats’s noting on a report of the séance, ‘First appearance of Leo’, he may actually have been coming back into Yeats’s life. ‘[S]hortly’ after Yeats had consulted Dr George Sigerson’s daughter, Bessy, on 11 December 1898, he had a séance in London with Charles Williams at which it seemed he had heard the medium to name ‘Leonora Arguite’. ‘Fifteen or twenty years later’ it seemed to Yeats that the name could have been ‘Leo Africanus’ who, indeed, claimed that he was 

			Leo my guide & seemed astonished that I had never heard of you. “I am Leo the writer” you repeated, & I would find you in the books or hear of you at Rome. You spoke too of your travels & said that you had been with me from childhood ... 53

			The laborious summaries of séances in the PIAL notebook54record with ever greater precision the sessions with such mediums as Etta Wreidt and Felicia Scatcherd between 1909 and 1915 at which Leo Africanus came through in various guises. Yeats and Leo courted each other very warily, and the exchange of letters between them, written by Yeats in December 1915, edited in 1980 and reprinted in this volume offers in retrospect a reasonable summary of their previous encounters in séances. It is possible to be slightly more precise about certain details than were Harper and Adams given the subsequent discovery of so many more of Yeats’s letters (i.e., to the then living), but the bones of the story are well laid out in their edited transcript. Yeats’s letter to his then occasional mistress, Alick Schepeler, on 26 Dec. 1915 from Stone Cottage, tells us that he is ‘writing a letter to Leo Africanus, my “daimon” & reading Landor’.55 Leo Africanus (al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Wazzan) in fact had been 

			a Cordovan Moor who, from 1492 travelled in northern Africa and Asia Minor. Falling into the hands of Venetian corsairs, he was sent to Leo X at Rome, where he lived twenty years, and accepted Christianity, but returned to Africa and his old faith, and died at Tunis in 1552. He wrote (1526) an account of his African travels in Italian (first printed 1559 [as the Della descrittione dell’Africa]), long the source of information as to the Soudan.

			Or so said the entry in Chambers’s Biographical Dictionary, where Yeats found him snugly between Leo III the Isaurian, Byzantine Emperor (717–741), and, two one-line entries away, Leonardo da Vinci.56 Yeats remained suspicious of mediums, audiences (including himself), and others who could summon controls and soi-disant ghosts from common reference sources.57 Rather than bother with Robert Brown’s 1896 Hakluyt Society re-edition of John Pory’s translation of 1600 to which this entry directed him, Yeats procured a copy of the 1600 translation itself.58

			At the end of the exchange of letters, Yeats writes that:

			I am not convinced that in this letter there is one sentence that has come from beyond. [sic] my own imagination but I will not use a stronger phrase. The morning I began it I found my mind almost a blank though I had prepared many thoughts. I could remember nothing except that I intended to begin with an analysis of the axiom that one could not seek an unknown cause, till one has exhausted the known causes. I wrote till I came to line — page — & finding that that page was but a plea for solitude I remembered that an image that gave itself your name said speaking through a certain seer that your mission was to create solitude. At one other moment I felt that curious check or touch59 in the mind that sometimes warns me, that a line of argument is untrue. Yet I think there is no thought that has not occurred to me in some form or other for many years passed; if you have influenced me it has been less to arrange my thoughts. I am be[ing] careful to keep my [style] broken, & even abrupt believing that I could but keep sensitive to influence by avoiding those trains of argument & deduction which run on railway tracks. I have been conscious of no sudden illumination. Nothing has surprised me, & I have not had any of those dreams which in the past have persuaded me of some spiritual presence. Yet I am confident now as always that spiritual beings if they cannot write & speak can always listen. I can still put by difficulties (YA1 38–39 & n. 89).

			Thus does Yeats sit in judgement upon Leo. Roy Foster (whose excellent summary of the imaginary conversation misdates its drafting forward by a year) finds that ‘Leo Africanus’ ‘ends as irresolutely as it begins’.60 I find it subtly judicious. The revels now are ended, and the ‘light in the tower window’ (VP 377) is put out as a writer dismisses a character he has animated if not invented. The stroke of genius is the dialogic form, and at the same time in Stone Cottage, Yeats had Pound reading Landor to him. These letters are a stern imaginary conversation, in which Yeats writes his own position and serves to record what he projects as those of the traveller in an epistolary development of Socratic (or Wildean) dialogue. The arch ‘The Poet and the Actress’ conversation follows in 1916, as the practical and theatrical uses of the Mask are debated with an actress who only lightly masks Mrs Patrick Campbell, a dialogue which draws upon the completed but then unpublished poem, ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’ (YA11 123–43).

			Séance, then, was a new dramatic mise-en-scène in which the poet could ‘play with all masks’. Weird and wonderful characters turn up as controls, the historical span is limitless; they might be deceitful, might be secondary personalities, nothing is definite, everything has possibility. But it is to Leo, self-confessedly ‘a brooding & braggart shade’,61 ‘sent to give you confidence & solitude’ (YA1 29 and below, 322), that belongs the master stroke of posing (or being postulated) as Yeats’s opposite. In a sense he completes the difficulty lingering from the occult stories, for neither Robartes, Aherne, nor any other Mask can make that claim. As such, he points the way forward to the renewed fictions of the Robartes set, the Menippean satura in both versions of A Vision. An Archdeacon Hare to Walter Landor, he provoked the fullest response: ‘I shall dine late; but the room will be well lighted, the guests few and select’.62 Studying oppositional writers, such as Landor, and Morris, steered Per Amica Silentia Lunae to Yeats’s deepest thoughts about authorship.63

			TEXTS FOR EXPOSITION

			Séance, like folklore collection, was an obsessive avocation for Yeats. A born writer, his poems came as the intermittent by-product of a consciousness which needed to experiment with (and issue in) many other forms. This can be seen in the period after 1908 as ‘play[ing] with all masks’, but on a formal level, poems begat prose and prose, poems – a relatively unstudied subject which could take its point of departure from Yeats’s clue ‘To some extent I wrote these poems as texts for exposition’, a passage which occurs in a 1922 retrospective concession that certain poems were obscure without access to the record of thought from which they had arisen, and/or to which they gave rise.64 
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