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THROUGHOUT HIS LONG LIFE, William Butler Yeats—Irish writer and premier lyric poet in English in this century—produced important works in every literary genre, works of astonishing range, energy, erudition, beauty, and skill. His early poetry is memorable and moving. His poems and plays of middle age address the human condition with language that has entered our vocabulary for cataclysmic personal and world events. The writings of his final years offer wisdom, courage, humor, and sheer technical virtuosity. T. S. Eliot pronounced Yeats “the greatest poet of our time—certainly the greatest in this language, and so far as I am able to judge, in any language” and “one of the few whose history is the history of their own time, who are a part of the consciousness of an age which cannot be understood without them.”


The Yeats Reader is the most comprehensive single volume to display the full range of Yeats’s talents. It presents more than one hundred and fifty of his best-known poems—more than any other compendium—plus eight plays, a sampling of his prose tales, and excerpts from his published autobiographical and critical writings. In addition, an appendix offers six early texts of poems that Yeats later revised. Also included are selections from the memoirs left unpublished at his death and complete introductions written for a projected collection that never came to fruition. These are supplemented by unobtrusive annotation and a chronology of the life.


Yeats was a protean writer and thinker, and few writers so thoroughly reward a reader’s efforts to essay the whole of their canon. This volume is an excellent place to begin that enterprise, to renew an old acquaintance with one of world literature’s great voices, or to continue a lifelong interest in the phenomenon of literary genius.


WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS is generally considered to be Ireland’s greatest poet, living or dead, and one of the most important literary figures of the twentieth century. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1923.


RICHARD J. FINNERAN is general editor, with George Mills Harper, of The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats; series editor of The Poems in the Cornell Yeats; and editor of Yeats: An Annual of Critical and Textual Studies. He holds the Hodges Chair of Excellence at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville; is a past president of the South Atlantic Modern Language Association; and is executive director of the Society of Textual Scholarship.
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PREFACE


THE REPUTATION of William Butler Yeats as one of the major writers in English of the twentieth century of course rests primarily on his poetry. But while it was the most central, poetry was only one of the many genres in which Yeats worked. The purpose of The Yeats Reader is to present a selection of his poems accompanied by a sampling of his other work. This material is not only a useful adjunct to an understanding of the poetry but also often a substantial achievement on its own terms.


Had Yeats not been first and foremost a poet, he doubtless would have been a dramatist. Indeed, in 1917 he confessed that “I need a theatre; I believe myself to be a dramatist; I desire to show events and not merely tell of them;... two of my best friends were won for me by my plays, and I seem to myself most alive at the moment when a room full of people share the one lofty emotion.”1 Likewise, in his speech accepting the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1923, Yeats suggested that “perhaps the English committees would never have sent you my name if I had written no plays, no dramatic criticism, if my lyric poetry had not a quality of speech practised upon the stage . . .”2 In fact, from the end of the century forward, Yeats was very much a practicing dramatist, and many of his plays were significantly strengthened as a result of their first production, often at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. The. selection included here ranges from the early nationalistic Cathleen ni Houlihan, a collaboration with Lady Gregory which Yeats would point to when criticized for being insufficiently committed to the struggle against English rule in Ireland; to At the Hawk’s Well, the first play showing the influence of the Japanese Noh drama to which he was introduced by Ezra Pound; to The Words upon the Window-pane, which closely follows the conventions of the drawing-room drama, only to undercut them by the introduction of the supernatural.


Both Yeats’s poetry and plays were often derived from events in his personal life, the most famous being his nearly ceaseless pursuit of Maud Gonne for almost thirty years, from their encounter in London on 30 January 1889 to shortly before his marriage on 20 October 1917 to Bertha Georgie Hyde-Lees. He began to compose his autobiography proper shortly before he began his fiftieth year, and he continued it sporadically for the next two decades. Not wanting to compromise the privacy of those still living, he ends his narrative just after the start of the new century;1 but some diaries and his account of the Nobel Prize offer glimpses of the later years. Moreover, a comparison of Memoirs, a draft of part of his autobiography, with the published version discloses what he chose not to disclose, as well as demonstrating that even in this supposedly most personal of genres, Yeats was at least as interested in the artistry of his work as in its factual accuracy.


Yeats also tried his hand at prose fiction. His third separate publication, John Sherman and Dhoya (1891), consisted of a realistic novelette and an heroic Irish tale, and the latter would provide the model for most of his later endeavors in the genre. His work ranges from fairy and folk tales, often collected with the assistance of Lady Gregory, to occult and esoteric stories such as “The Adoration of the Magi.” Although Yeats’s work in prose fiction was essentially completed in the early years of the century, he would resurrect some of its characters for both his poetry and his philosophical prose in his later years.


Indeed, there is a continual interchange between Yeats’s creative work and his critical writings. In the early years he produced a considerable body of reviews and journalistic writings. By the turn, of the century, however, his critical writings took on a more substantial form, with essays on such subjects as William Blake (one of his masters), “The Symbolism of Poetry,” or the contemporary condition of the English and Irish stage. In 1918 he published Per Amica Silentia Lunae, a summary of his thinking to date on the relationship between the Self and the Anti-Self and between the Self and the World, particularly the archetypal repository of images on which the artist draws. But even before Per Amica was in print, his wife had begun the automatic writing and related psychical activities which provided the basis for A Vision, first published in 1925 and revised in 1937, Yeats’s fundamental statement on such topics as the nature of human personality, the fate of the soul between lives, and the cyclical basis of history. In 1937 he composed three prefaces for the Scribner Edition, an unpublished seven-volume edition of his essential canon: of these, the Introduction to the first volume is a seminal statement of his objectives, as a writer.


Whether within or across the various genres which Yeats essayed, arguably a fundamental characteristic is the refusal to be satisfied with what had been accomplished. Any published text was always available to be revised for its next printing, and often was. If a particular kind of writing had been—as he wrote in “What Then?”—“to perfection brought,” such was only the occasion to search for a new style, a new consummation (it was not for want of a better title that the volume of poetry published a month before his seventy-third birthday was called simply New Poems). For much of his life Yeats was haunted by the specter of “Wordsworth withering into eighty years, honoured and. empty-witted” (see page 408). Yeats would not reach eighty, but neither would his wits nor his imaginative powers diminish. Rather, his astonishing achievement may cause us to think that, as he wrote of the figure of the poet in the Introduction to the Scribner Edition, William Butler Yeats “has been re-born as an idea, something intended, complete.... He is part of his own phantasmagoria and we adore him because nature has grown intelligible, and by so doing a part of our creative power” (see page 422).





CHRONOLOGY






	1865


	William Butler Yeats born at Georgeville, Sandymount Avenue, Dublin, the first child of John Butler Yeats (JBY) and Susan Mary Pollexfen Yeats.







	1866


	JBY called to the Irish bar. Susan Mary Yeats (Lily) born.







	1867


	JBY gives up the law and moves to London to study art.







	1868


	Elizabeth Corbet Yeats (Lollie) born. Summer in Sligo.







	1869


	In Sligo from summer through December.







	1870


	Robert Corbet (Bobbie) Yeats born. Summer in Sligo.







	1871


	John Butler (Jack) Yeats born. Short holiday in Sligo in September.







	1872


	Family moves to Sligo in July.







	1873


	Robert Corbet Yeats dies.







	1874


	Family returns to London in October.







	1875


	Jane Grace Yeats born.







	1876


	Jane Grace Yeats dies. Summer in Sligo. Yeats joins his father in England in the autumn.







	1877


	Family moves to London. Yeats enters the Godolphin School, Hammersmith.







	1881


	Yeats leaves Godolphin School. Family moves to Dublin. Yeats enters the Erasmus Smith High School.







	1883


	Hears Oscar Wilde lecture in Dublin. Leaves Erasmus Smith High School.







	1884


	Attends the Metropolitan School of Art. Meets the writer George W. Russell, whose pen name was A.E.







	1885


	First poems published in the March issue of the Dublin University Review. First meeting of Dublin Hermetic Society. Meets Katharine Tynan.







	1886


	Leaves the Metropolitan School of Art. Attends lecture by and meets William Morris. Mosada, previously published in the Dublin University Review, issued as a pamphlet, Yeats’s first separate publication.







	1887


	Family moves to London. Yeats meets Ernest Rhys, May Morris, Madame Blavatsky. Stays with his uncle George Pollexfen in Sligo August to November, thence to Dublin.







	1888


	Returns to London late January. Meets George Bernard Shaw and Lady Wilde. Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry. Joins Esoteric Section of Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society.







	
1889



	The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems. Meets Maud Gonne on 30 January,







	1890


	Helps to found the Rhymers’ Club. Joins the Order of the Golden Dawn, 7 March. Asked to resign from the Esoteric Section of the Theosophical Society.







	1891


	Representative Irish Tales. First of many marriage proposals to Maud Gonne, 3 August. John Sherman and Dhoya.







	1892


	Irish Fairy Tales. The Countess Kathleen and Various Legends and Lyrics.







	1893


	The Works of William Blake, co-edited with Edwin Ellis. The Celtic Twilight.







	1894


	The Land of Heart’s Desire produced in London, March–April. Meets Olivia Shakespear and Lady Gregory.







	1895


	A Book of Irish Verse. Poems. Takes rooms with Arthur Symons in Fountain Court, the Temple.







	1896


	Moves to 18 Woburn Buildings in London. Liaison with Olivia Shakespear. Visits Aran Islands, summer. Meets John Millington Synge in Paris, December.







	1897


	End of liaison with Olivia Shakespear. The Secret Rose. The Tables of the Law and The Adoration of the Magi. To Coole Park to stay with Lady Gregory, July–November.







	1899


	The Wind Among the Reeds. The Countess Cathleen produced in Dublin, 8 May, the opening of the Irish Literary Theatre.







	1900


	Susan Pollexfen Yeats dies, 3 January.







	1901


	Visits Stratford, April. Diarmuid and Grania, a collaboration with George Moore, produced in Dublin, 21–23 October.







	1902


	Meets James Joyce. Dun Emer (later Cuala) Press established.







	1903


	Maud Gonne marries Major John MacBride, 21 February. Ideas of Good and Evil. In the Seven Woods. Leaves on American lecture tour, 4 November.







	1904


	Returns to London, March. Where There Is Nothing produced in London, 26–29 June. On Baile’s Strand produced at the opening of the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, 27 December.







	1905


	Maud Gonne granted a separation from Major John MacBride. Abbey company on tour in England, November.







	1906


	Edits The Poems of Spenser. Poems 1899–1905.







	1907


	Disturbances over Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World, January. To Italy with Lady Gregory and her son, Robert, May. JBY leaves for an Irish exhibition in New York, never to return, 21 December.







	
1908



	Liaison with Mabel Dickinson. Collected Works in Verse and Prose, eight volumes.







	1909


	Death of Synge, 24 March.







	1910


	Granted Civil List pension of £150 per annum. The Green Helmet and Other Poems.







	1911


	Meets Ezra Pound. Accompanies the Abbey Players in America, September–October.







	1912


	Meets Rabindranath Tagore. The Cutting of an Agate.







	1913


	Poems Written in Discouragement. Rents Stone Cottage in Sussex, with Pound as secretary, November–January.







	1914


	American lecture tour, January–April. Responsibilities: Poems and a Play.







	1915


	At Stone Cottage with Ezra and Dorothy Pound, January–February. Hugh Lane drowned on the Lusitania, May. Refuses a knighthood, December.







	1916


	At Stone Cottage with Ezra and Dorothy Pound, January–March. Reveries Over Childhood and Youth. Private performance of At the Hawk’s Well, 4 April. Easter Rebellion in Dublin, 24 April. Major John MacBride among leaders executed by the British, 3–12 May. Visits Maud Gonne in Normandy and for the last time proposes marriage, July–August.







	1917


	Purchases and names Thoor Ballylee, a Norman tower near Gort, County Galway, March. Visits Maud Gonne in Normandy; proposes to her daughter, Iseult, but is rejected, August. Proposes to Bertha Georgie Hyde-Lees and is accepted, September. Marries, 20 October; shortly thereafter George Yeats begins the automatic writing that will be the basis for A Vision. The Wild Swans at Coole.







	1918


	Per Amica Silentia Lunae. Moves to Oxford. Robert Gregory killed in action in Italy. Thoor Ballylee restored and used there-after as a summer residence.







	1919


	Two Plays for Dancers. Anne Yeats born, 26 February. The Player Queen produced in London. Gives up 18 Woburn Buildings.







	1920


	American lecture tour, January–May.







	1921


	Michael Robartes and the Dancer. Michael Yeats born, 22 August. Four Plays for Dancers. Four Years.







	1922


	JBY dies in New York, 3 February. Returns to Dublin and becomes a Senator in the Irish Free State. The Trembling of the Veil. Later Poems. Plays in Prose and Verse.







	
1923



	Wins Nobel Prize for Literature, November. Plays and Controversies.







	1924


	Essays. The Cat and the Moon.







	1925


	Visit to Sicily and Rome, January–February. The Bounty of Sweden. Early Poems and Stories. A Vision (issued to subscribers 15 January 1926).







	1926


	Estrangement. Autobiographies.







	1927


	October Blast. To Algeciras, Seville, and Cannes, November.







	1928


	The Tower. Sophocles’ King Oedipus. The Death of Synge. Resigns from Senate. To Rapallo for the winter, November.







	1929


	A Packet for Ezra Pound. The Winding Stair. Dangerously ill in Rapallo with Malta Fever, December to early 1930.







	1930


	Meets Walter de la Mare and Virginia Woolf.







	1931


	Honorary degree at Oxford. Arranges with Macmillan, London, for an Edition de Luxe.







	1932


	Stories of Michael Robartes and His Friends. Death of Lady Gregory, 22 May. Moves to Riversdale, Rathfarnam, Dublin. Words for Music Perhaps. American lecture tour, October–January 1933.







	1933


	The Winding Stair and Other Poems. Collected Poems.







	1934


	Letters to the New Island. Steinach rejuvenation operation in London, April. Wheels and Butterflies. Collected Plays. The King of the Great Clock Tower.







	1935


	Seventieth birthday celebrations, 13 June. Death of George W. Russell, A.E., 17 July. A Full Moon in March. Dramatis Personae. Arranges with Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York, for the Dublin Edition.







	1936


	Seriously ill in Majorca, January. Edits Oxford Book of Modern Verse.







	1937


	Revised version of A Vision. Essays, 1931–1936. Writes Introductions for the Scribner Edition.







	1938


	The Herne’s Egg. New Poems. Purgatory produced at the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, 10 August. Death of Olivia Shakespear.







	1939


	Dies in the South of France, 28 January. Last Poems and Two Plays. On the Boiler.







	1940


	Last Poems & Plays.







	1948


	Body reinterred at Drumcliff, County Sligo, 17 September.











Poems






FROM Crossways (1889)




The Song of the Happy Shepherd


The woods of Arcady are dead,


And over is their antique joy;


Of old the world on dreaming fed;


Grey Truth is now her painted toy;


Yet still she turns her restless head:


But O, sick children of the world,


Of all the many changing things


In dreary dancing past us whirled,


To the cracked tune that Chronos sings,


Words alone are certain good.


Where are now the warring kings,


Word be-mockers?—By the Rood


Where are now the warring kings?


An idle word is now their glory,


By the stammering schoolboy said,


Reading some entangled story:


The kings of the old time are dead;


The wandering earth herself may be


Only a sudden flaming word,


In clanging space a moment heard,


Troubling the endless reverie.


Then nowise worship dusty deeds,


Nor seek, for this is also sooth,


To hunger fiercely after truth,


Lest all thy toiling only breeds


New dreams, new dreams; there is no truth


Saving in thine own heart. Seek, then,


No learning from the starry men,


Who follow with the optic glass


The whirling ways of stars that pass—


Seek, then, for this is also sooth,


No word of theirs—the cold star-bane


Has cloven and rent their hearts in twain,


And dead is all their human truth.


Go gather by the humming sea


Some twisted, echo-harbouring shell,


And to its lips thy story tell,


And they thy comforters will be,


Rewarding in melodious guile


Thy fretful words a little while,


Till they shall singing fade in ruth


And die a pearly brotherhood;


For words alone are certain good:


Sing, then, for this is also sooth.


I must be gone: there is a grave


Where daffodil and lily wave,


And I would please the hapless faun,


Buried under the sleepy ground,


With mirthful songs before the dawn.


His shouting days with mirth were crowned;


And still I dream he treads the lawn,


Walking ghostly in the dew,


Pierced by my glad singing through,


My songs of old earth’s dreamy youth:


But ah! she dreams not now; dream thou!


For fair are poppies on the brow:


Dream, dream, for this is also sooth.



The Sad Shepherd


There was a man whom Sorrow named his friend,


And he, of his high comrade Sorrow dreaming,


Went walking, with slow steps along the gleaming


And humming sands, where windy surges wend:


And he called loudly to the stars to bend


From their pale thrones and comfort him, but they


Among themselves laugh on and sing alway:


And then the man whom Sorrow named his friend


Cried out, Dim sea, hear my most piteous story!


The sea swept on and cried her old cry still,


Rolling along in dreams from hill to hill.


He fled the persecution of her glory


And, in a far-off, gentle valley stopping,


Cried all his story to the dewdrops glistening.


But naught they heard, for they are always listening,


The dewdrops, for the sound of their own dropping.


And then the man whom Sorrow named his friend


Sought once again the shore, and found a shell,


And thought, I will my heavy story tell


Till my own words, re-echoing, shall send


Their sadness through a hollow, pearly heart;


And my own tale again for me shall sing,


And my own whispering words be comforting,


And lo! my ancient burden may depart


Then he sang softly nigh the pearly rim;


But the sad dweller by the sea-ways lone


Changed all he sang to inarticulate moan


Among her wildering whirls, forgetting him.



The Cloak, the Boat, and the Shoes


‘What do you make so fair and bright?’


‘I make the cloak of Sorrow:


O lovely to see in all men’s sight


Shall be the cloak of Sorrow,


In all men’s sight.’


‘What do you build with sails for flight?’


‘I build a boat for Sorrow:


O swift on the seas all day and night


Saileth the rover Sorrow,


All day and night.’


‘What do you weave with wool so white?’


‘I weave the shoes of Sorrow:


Soundless shall be the footfall light


In all men’s ears of Sorrow,


Sudden and light.’



The Indian to his Love


The island dreams under the dawn


And great boughs drop tranquillity;


The peahens dance on a smooth lawn,


A parrot sways upon a tree,


Raging at his own image in the enamelled sea.


Here we will moor our lonely ship


And wander ever with woven hands,


Murmuring softly lip to lip,


Along the grass, along the sands,


Murmuring how far away are the unquiet lands:


How we alone of mortals are


Hid under quiet boughs apart,


While our love grows an Indian star,


A meteor of the burning heart,


One with the tide that gleams, the wings that gleam and dart,


The heavy boughs, the burnished dove


That moans and sighs a hundred days:


How when we die our shades will rove,


When eve has hushed the feathered ways,


With vapoury footsole by the water’s drowsy blaze.



The Falling of the Leaves


Autumn is over the long leaves that love us,


And over the mice in the barley sheaves;


Yellow the leaves of the rowan above us,


And yellow the wet wild-strawberry leaves.


The hour of the waning of love has beset us,


And weary and worn are our sad souls now;


Let us part, ere the season of passion forget us,


With a kiss and a tear on thy drooping brow.



Ephemera


‘Your eyes that once were never weary of mine


Are bowed in sorrow under pendulous lids,


Because our love is waning.’


                                                And then she:


‘Although our love is waning, let us stand


By the lone border of the lake once more,


Together in that hour of gentleness


When the poor tired child, Passion, falls asleep:


How far away the stars seem, and how far


Is our first kiss, and ah, how old my heart!’


Pensive they paced along the faded leaves,


While slowly he whose hand held hers replied:


‘Passion has often worn our wandering hearts.’


The woods were round them, and the yellow leaves


Fell like faint meteors in the gloom, and once


A rabbit old and lame limped down the path;


Autumn was over him: and now they stood


On the lone border of the lake once more:


Turning, he saw that she had thrust dead leaves


Gathered in silence, dewy as her eyes,


In bosom and hair.


                              ‘Ah, do not mourn,’ he said,


‘That we are tired, for other loves await us;


Hate on and love through unrepining hours.


Before us lies eternity; our souls


Are love, and a continual farewell.’



The Stolen Child


Where dips the rocky highland


Of Sleuth Wood in the lake,


There lies a leafy island


Where flapping herons wake


The drowsy water-rats;


There we’ve hid our faery vats,


Full of berries


And of reddest stolen cherries.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the Wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping


       than you can understand.


Where the wave of moonlight glosses


The dim grey sands with light,


Far off by furthest Rosses


We foot it all the night,


Weaving olden dances,


Mingling hands and mingling glances


Till the moon has taken flight;


To and fro we leap


And chase the frothy bubbles,


While the world is full of troubles


And is anxious in its sleep.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping


      than you can understand.


Where the wandering water gushes


From the hills above Glen-Car,


In pools among the rushes


That scarce could bathe a star,


We seek for slumbering trout


And whispering in their ears


Give them unquiet dreams;


Leaning softly out


From ferns that drop their tears


Over the young streams.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping


       than you can understand.


Away with us he’s going,


The solemn-eyed:


He’ll hear no more the lowing


Of the calves on the warm hillside


Or the kettle on the hob


Sing peace into his breast,


Or see the brown mice bob


Round and round the oatmeal-chest.


For he comes, the human child,


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


From a world more full of weeping


       than he can understand.



To an Isle in the Water


Shy one, shy one,


Shy one of my heart,


She moves in the firelight


Pensively apart.


She carries in the dishes,


And lays them in a row.


To an isle in the water


With her would I go.


She carries in the candles,


And lights the curtained room,


Shy in the doorway


And shy in the gloom;


And shy as a rabbit,


Helpful and shy.


To an isle in the water


With her would I fly.



Down by the Salley Gardens


Down by the salley gardens my love and I did meet;


She passed the salley gardens with little snow-white feet.


She bid me take love easy, as the leaves grow on the tree;


But I, being young and foolish, with her would not agree.


In a field by the river my love and I did stand,


And on my leaning shoulder she laid her snow-white hand.


She bid me take life easy, as the grass grows on the weirs;


But I was young and foolish, and now am full of tears.



The Meditation of the Old Fisherman


You waves, though you dance by my feet like children at play,


Though you glow and you glance, though you purr and you dart;


In the Junes that were warmer than these are, the waves were more gay,


When I was a boy with never a crack in my heart.


The herring are not in the tides as they were of. old;


My sorrow! for many a creak gave the creel in the cart


That carried the take to Sligo town to be sold,


When I was a boy with never a crack in my heart.


And ah, you proud maiden, you are not so fair when his oar


Is heard on the water, as they were, the proud and apart,


Who paced in the eve by the nets on the pebbly shore,


When I was a boy with never a crack in my heart.





FROM The Rose (1893)




To the Rose upon the Rood of Time


Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days!


Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways:


Cuchulain battling with the bitter tide;


The Druid, grey, wood-nurtured, quiet-eyed,


Who cast round Fergus dreams, and ruin untold;


And thine own sadness, whereof stars, grown old


In dancing silver-sandalled on the sea,


Sing in their high and lonely melody.


Come near, that no more blinded by man’s fate,


I find under the boughs of love and hate,


In all poor foolish things that live a day,


Eternal beauty wandering on her way.


Come near, come near, come near—Ah, leave me still


A little space for the rose-breath to fill!


Lest I no more hear common things that crave;


The weak worm hiding down in its small cave,


The field-mouse running by me in the grass,


And heavy mortal hopes that toil and pass;


But seek alone to hear the strange things said


By God to the bright hearts of those long dead,


And learn to chaunt a tongue men do not know.


Come near; I would, before my time to go,


Sing of old Eire and the ancient ways:


Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days.



Fergus and the Druid


Fergus, This whole day have I followed in the rocks,


And you have changed and flowed from shape to shape,


First as a raven on whose ancient wings


Scarcely a feather lingered, then you seemed


A weasel moving on from stone to stone,


And now at last you wear a human shape,


A thin grey man half lost in gathering night.


Druid. What would you, king of the proud Red Branch kings?


Fergus. This would I say, most wise of living souls:


Young subtle Conchubar sat close by me


When I gave judgment, and his words were wise,


And what to me was burden without end,


To him seemed easy, so I laid the crown


Upon his head to cast away my sorrow.


Druid. What would you, king of the proud Red Branch kings?


Fergus. A king and proud! and that is my despair.


I feast amid my people on the hill,


And pace the woods, and drive my chariot-wheels


In the white border of the murmuring sea;


And still I feel the crown upon my head.


Druid. What would you, Fergus?


Fergus.                                   Be no more a king


But learn the dreaming wisdom that is yours.


Druid. Look on my thin grey hair and hollow cheeks


And on these hands that may not lift the sword,


This body trembling like a wind-blown reed.


No woman’s loved me, no man sought my help.


Fergus. A king is but a foolish labourer


Who wastes his blood to be another’s dream.


Druid. Take, if you must, this little bag of dreams;


Unloose the cord, and they will wrap you round.


Fergus. I see my life go drifting like a river


From change to change; I have been many things—


A green drop in the surge, a gleam of light


Upon a sword, a fir-tree on a hill,


An old slave grinding at a heavy quern,


A king sitting upon a chair of gold—


And all these things were wonderful and great;


But now I have grown nothing, knowing all.


Ah! Druid, Druid, how great webs of sorrow


Lay hidden in the small slate-coloured thing!



The Rose of the World


Who dreamed that beauty passes like a dream?


For these red lips, with all their mournful pride,


Mournful that no new wonder may betide,


Troy passed away in one high funeral gleam,


And Usna’s children died.


We and the labouring world are passing by:


Amid men’s souls, that waver and give place


Like the pale waters in their wintry race,


Under the passing stars, foam of the sky,


Lives on this lonely face.


Bow down, archangels, in your dim abode:


Before you were, or any hearts to beat,


Weary and kind one lingered by His seat;


He made the world to be a grassy road


Before her wandering feet.



The Lake Isle of Innisfree


I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,


And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:


Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee,


And live alone in the bee-loud glade.


And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow,


Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;


There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,


And evening full of the linnet’s wings.


I will arise and go now, for always night and day


I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore;


While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements grey,


I hear it in the deep heart’s core.



The Pity of Love


A pity beyond all telling


Is hid in the heart of love:


The folk who are buying and selling,


The clouds on their journey above,


The cold wet winds ever blowing,


And the shadowy hazel grove


Where mouse-grey waters are flowing,


Threaten the head that I love.



The Sorrow of Love


The brawling of a sparrow in the eaves,


The brilliant moon and all the milky sky,


And all that famous harmony of leaves,


Had blotted out man’s image and his cry.


A girl arose that had red mournful lips


And seemed the greatness of the world in tears,


Doomed like Odysseus and the labouring ships


And proud as Priam murdered with his peers;


Arose, and on the instant clamorous eaves,


A climbing moon upon an empty sky,


And all that lamentation of the leaves,


Could but compose man’s image and his cry.



When You are Old


When you are old and grey and full of sleep,


And nodding by the fire, take down this book,


And slowly read, and dream of the soft look


Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;


How many loved your moments of glad grace,


And loved your beauty with love false or true,


But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,


And loved the sorrows of your changing face;


And bending down beside the glowing bars,


Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled


And paced upon the mountains overhead


And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.



The White Birds


I would that we were, my beloved, white birds on the foam of the sea!


We tire of the flame of the meteor, before it can fade and flee;


And the flame of the blue star of twilight, hung low on the rim of the sky,


Has awaked in our hearts, my beloved, a sadness that may not die.


A weariness comes from those dreamers, dew-dabbled, the lily and rose;


Ah, dream not of them, my beloved, the flame of the meteor that goes,


Or the flame of the blue star that lingers hung low in the fall of the dew:


For I would we were changed to white birds on the wandering foam: I and you!


I am haunted by numberless islands, and many a Danaan shore,


Where Time would surely forget us, and Sorrow come near us no more;


Soon far from the rose and the lily and fret of the flames would we be,


Were we only white birds, my beloved, buoyed out on the foam of the sea!



Who goes with Fergus?


Who will go drive with Fergus now,


And pierce the deep wood’s woven shade,


And dance upon the level shore?


Young man, lift up your russet brow,


And lift your tender eyelids, maid,


And brood on hopes and fear no more.


And no more turn aside and brood


Upon love’s bitter mystery;


For Fergus rules the brazen cars,


And rules the shadows of the wood,


And the white breast of the dim sea


And all dishevelled wandering stars.



The Man who dreamed of Faeryland


He stood among a crowd at Drumahair;


His heart hung all upon a silken dress,


And he had known at last some tenderness,


Before earth took him to her stony care;


But when a man poured fish into a pile,


It seemed they raised their little silver heads,


And sang what gold morning or evening sheds


Upon a woven world-forgotten isle


Where people love beside the ravelled seas;


That Time can never mar a lover’s vows


Under that woven changeless roof of boughs:


The singing shook him out of his new ease.


He wandered by the sands of Lissadell;


His mind ran all on money cares and fears,


And he had known at last some prudent years


Before they heaped his grave under the hill;


But while he passed before a plashy place,


A lug-worm with its grey and muddy mouth


Sang that somewhere to north or west or south


There dwelt a gay, exulting, gentle race


Under the golden or the silver skies;


That if a dancer stayed his hungry foot


It seemed the sun and moon were in the fruit:


And at that singing he was no more wise.


He mused beside the well of Scanavin,


He mused upon his mockers: without fail


His sudden vengeance were a country tale,


When earthy night had drunk his body in;


But one small knot-grass growing by the pool


Sang where—unnecessary cruel voice—


Old silence bids its chosen race rejoice,


Whatever ravelled waters rise and fall


Or stormy silver fret the gold of day,


And midnight there enfold them like a fleece


And lover there by lover be at peace.


The tale drove his fine angry mood away.


He slept under the hill of Lugnagall;


And might have known at last unhaunted sleep


Under that cold and vapour-turbaned steep,


Now that the earth had taken man and all:


Did not the worms that spired about his bones;


Proclaim with that unwearied, reedy cry


That God has laid His fingers on the sky,


That from those fingers glittering summer runs


Upon the dancer by the dreamless wave.


Why should those lovers that no lovers miss


Dream, until God burn Nature with a kiss?


The man has found no comfort in the grave.



The Dedication to a Book of Stories selected from the Irish Novelists


There was a green branch hung with many a bell


When her own people ruled this tragic Eire;


And from its murmuring greenness, calm of Faery,


A Druid kindness, on all hearers fell.


It charmed away the merchant from his guile,


And turned the farmer’s memory from his cattle,


And hushed in sleep the roaring ranks of battle:


And all grew friendly for a little while.


Ah, Exiles wandering over lands and seas,


And planning, plotting always that some morrow


May set a stone upon ancestral Sorrow!


I also bear a bell-branch full of ease.


I tore it from green boughs winds tore and tossed


Until the sap of summer had grown weary!


I tore it from the barren boughs of Eire,


That country where a man can be so crossed;


Can be so battered, badgered and destroyed


That he’s a loveless man: gay bells bring laughter


That shakes a mouldering cobweb from the rafter;


And yet the saddest chimes are best enjoyed.


Gay bells or sad, they bring you memories


Of half-forgotten innocent old places:


We and our bitterness have left no traces


On Munster grass and Connemara skies.



The Lamentation of the Old Pensioner


Although I shelter from the rain


Under a broken tree,


My chair was nearest to the fire


In every company


That talked of love or politics,


Ere Time transfigured me.


Though lads are making pikes again


For some conspiracy,


And crazy rascals rage their fill


At human tyranny;


My contemplations are of Time


That has transfigured me.


There’s not a woman turns her face


Upon a broken tree,


And yet the beauties that I loved


Are in my memory;


I spit into the face of Time


That has transfigured me.



The Two Trees


Beloved, gaze in thine own heart,


The holy tree is growing there;


From joy the holy branches start,


And all the trembling flowers they bear.


The changing colours of its fruit


Have dowered the stars with merry light;


The surety of its hidden root


Has planted quiet in the night;


The shaking of its leafy head


Has given the waves their melody,


And made my lips and music wed,


Murmuring a wizard song for thee.


There the Loves a circle go,


The flaming circle of our days,


Gyring, spiring to and fro


In those great ignorant leafy ways;


Remembering all that shaken hair


And how the wingèd sandals dart,


Thine eyes grow full of tender care:


Beloved, gaze in thine own heart.


Gaze no more in the bitter glass


The demons, with their subtle guile,


Lift up before us when they pass,


Or only gaze a little while;


For there a fatal image grows


That the stormy night receives,


Roots half hidden under snows,


Broken boughs and blackened leaves.


For all things turn to barrenness


In the dim glass the demons hold,


The glass of outer weariness,


Made when God slept in times of old.


There, through the broken branches, go


The ravens of unresting thought;


Flying, crying, to and fro,


Cruel claw and hungry throat,


Or else they stand and sniff the wind,


And shake their ragged wings; alas!


Thy tender eyes grow all unkind:


Gaze no more in the bitter glass.



To Ireland in the Coming Times


Know, that I would accounted be


True brother of a company


That sang, to sweeten Ireland’s wrong,


Ballad and story, rann and song;


Nor be I any less of them,


Because the red-rose-bordered hem


Of her, whose history began


Before God made the angelic clan,


Trails all about the written page.


When Time began to rant and rage


The measure of her flying feet


Made Ireland’s heart begin to beat;


And Time bade all his candles flare


To light a measure here and there;


And may the thoughts of Ireland brood


Upon a measured quietude.


Nor may I less be counted one


With Davis, Mangan, Ferguson,


Because, to him who ponders well,


My rhymes more than their rhyming tell


Of things discovered in the deep,


Where only body’s laid asleep.


For the elemental creatures go


About my table to and fro,


That hurry from unmeasured mind


To rant and rage in flood and wind;


Yet he who treads in measured ways


May surely barter gaze for gaze.


Man ever journeys on with them


After the red-rose-bordered hem.


Ah, faeries, dancing under the moon,


A Druid land, a Druid tune!


While still I may, I write for you


The love I lived, the dream I knew.


From our birthday, until we die,


Is but the winking of an eye;


And we, our singing and our love,


What measurer Time has lit above,


And all benighted things that go


About my table to and fro,


Are passing on to where may be,


In truth’s consuming ecstasy,


No place for love and dream at all;


For God goes by with white footfall.


I cast my heart into my rhymes,


That you, in the dim coming times,


May know how my heart went with them


After the red-rose-bordered hem.





FROM The Wind Among the Reeds (1899)




The Hosting of the Sidhe


The host is riding from Knocknarea


And over the grave of Clooth-na-Bare;


Caoilte tossing his burning hair,


And Niamh calling Away, come away:


Empty your heart of its mortal dream.


The winds awaken, the leaves whirl round,


Our cheeks are pale, our hair is unbound,


Our breasts are heaving, our eyes are agleam,


Our arms are waving, our lips are apart;


And if any gaze on our rushing band,


We come between him and the deed of his hand,


We come between him and the hope of his heart.


The host is rushing ’twixt night and day,


And where is there hope or deed as fair?


Caoilte tossing his burning hair,


And Niamh calling Away, come away.



The Lover tells of the Rose in his Heart


All things uncomely and broken, all things worn out and old,


The cry of a child by the roadway, the creak of a lumbering cart,


The heavy steps of the ploughman, splashing the wintry mould,


Are wronging your image that blossoms a rose in the deeps of my heart.


The wrong of unshapely things is a wrong too great to be told;


I hunger to build them anew and sit on a green knoll apart,


With the earth and the sky and the water, re-made, like a casket of gold


For my dreams of your image that blossoms a rose in the deeps of my heart.



The Fish


Although you hide in the ebb and flow


Of the pale tide when the moon has set,


The people of coming days will know


About the casting out of my net,


And how you have leaped times out of mind


Over the little silver cords,


And think that you were hard and unkind,


And blame you with many bitter words.



The Song of Wandering Aengus


I went out to the hazel wood,


Because a fire was in my head,


And cut and peeled a hazel wand,


And hooked a berry to a thread;


And when white moths were on the wing,


And moth-like stars were flickering out,


I dropped the berry in a stream


And caught a little silver trout.


When I had laid it on the floor


I went to blow the fire aflame,


But something rustled on the floor,


And some one called me by my name:


It had become a glimmering girl


With apple blossom in her hair


Who called me by my name and ran


And faded through the brightening air.


Though I am old with wandering


Through hollow lands and hilly lands,


I will find out where she has gone,


And kiss her lips and take her hands;


And walk among long dappled grass,


And pluck till time and times are done


The silver apples of the moon,


The golden apples of the sun.



The Lover mourns for the Loss of Love


Pale brows, still hands and dim hair,


I had a beautiful friend


And dreamed that the old despair


Would end in love in the end:


She looked, in my heart one day.


And saw your image was there;


She has gone weeping away.



He reproves the Curlew


O curlew, cry no more in the air,


Or only to the water in the West;


Because your crying brings to my mind


Passion-dimmed eyes and long heavy hair


That was shaken out over my breast:


There is enough evil in the crying of wind.



He remembers forgotten Beauty


When my arms wrap you round I press


My heart upon the loveliness


That has long faded from the world;


The jewelled crowns that kings have hurled


In shadowy pools, when armies fled;


The love-tales wrought with silken thread


By dreaming ladies upon cloth


That has made fat the murderous moth;


The roses that of old time were


Woven by ladies in their hair,


The dew-cold lilies ladies bore


Through many a sacred corridor


Where such grey clouds of incense rose


That only God’s eyes did not close:


For that pale breast and lingering hand


Come from a more dream-heavy land,


A more dream-heavy hour than this;


And when you sigh from kiss to kiss


I hear white Beauty sighing, too,


For hours when all must fade like dew,


But flame on flame, and deep on deep,


Throne over throne where in half sleep,


Their swords upon their iron knees,


Brood her high lonely mysteries.



A Poet to his Beloved


I bring you with reverent hands


The books of my numberless dreams,


White woman that passion has worn


As the tide wears the dove-grey sands,


And with heart more old than the horn


That is brimmed from the pale fire of time:


White woman with numberless dreams,


I bring you my passionate rhyme.



He gives his Beloved certain Rhymes


Fasten your hair with a golden pin,


And bind up every wandering tress;


I bade my heart build these poor rhymes:


It worked at them, day out, day in,


Building a sorrowful loveliness


Out of the battles of old times.


You need but lift a pearl-pale hand,


And bind up your long hair and sigh;


And all men’s hearts must burn and beat;


And candle-like foam on the dim sand,


And stars climbing the dew-dropping sky,


Live but to light your passing feet.



To his Heart, bidding it have no Fear


Be you still, be you still, trembling heart;


Remember the wisdom out of the old days:


Him who trembles before the flame and the flood,


And the winds that blow through the starry ways,


Let the starry winds and the flame and the flood


Cover over and hide, for he has no part


With the lonely, majestical multitude.



The Cap and Bells


The jester walked in the garden:


The garden had fallen still;


He bade his soul rise upward


And stand on her window-sill.


It rose in a straight blue garment,


When owls began to call:


It had grown wise-tongued by thinking


Of a quiet and light footfall;


But the young queen would not listen;


She rose in her pale night-gown;


She drew in the heavy casement


And pushed the latches down.


He bade his heart go to her,


When the owls called out no more;


In a red and quivering garment


It sang to her through the door.


It had grown sweet-tongued by dreaming


Of a flutter of flower-like hair;


But she took up her fan from the table


And waved it off on the air.


‘I have cap and bells,’ he pondered,


‘I will send them to her and die’;


And when the morning whitened


He left them where she went by.


She laid them upon her bosom,


Under a cloud of her hair,


And her red lips sang them a love-song


Till stars grew out of the air.


She opened her door and her window,


And the heart and the soul came through,


To her right hand came the red one,


To her left hand came the blue.


They set up a noise like crickets,


A chattering wise and sweet,


And her hair was a folded flower


And the quiet of love in her feet.



He hears the Cry of the Sedge


I wander by the edge


Of this desolate lake


Where wind cries in the sedge:


Until the axle break


That keeps the stars in their round,


And hands hurl in the deep


The banners of East and West,


And the girdle of light is unbound,


Your breast will not lie by the breast


Of your beloved in sleep.



He thinks of Those who have spoken Evil of his Beloved


Half close your eyelids, loosen your hair,


And dream about the great and their pride;


They have spoken against you everywhere,


But weigh this song with the great and their pride;


I made it out of a mouthful of air,


Their children’s children shall say they have lied.



The Lover pleads with his Friend for Old Friends


Though you are in your shining days,


Voices among the crowd


And new friends busy with your praise,


Be not unkind or proud,


But think about old friends the most:


Time’s bitter flood will rise,


Your beauty perish and be lost


For all eyes but these eyes.



He wishes his Beloved were Dead


Were you but lying cold and dead,


And lights were paling out of the West,


You would come hither, and bend your head,


And I would lay my head on your breast;


And you would murmur tender words,


Forgiving me, because you were dead:


Nor would you rise and hasten away,


Though you have the will of the wild birds,


But know your hair was bound and wound


About the stars and moon and sun:


O would, beloved, that you lay


Under the dock-leaves in the ground,


While lights were paling one by one.



He wishes for the Cloths of Heaven


Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,


Enwrought with golden and silver light,


The blue and the dim and the dark cloths


Of night and light and the half-light,


I would spread the cloths under your feet:


But I, being poor, have only my dreams;


I have spread my dreams under your feet;


Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.





FROM In the Seven Woods (I903)




In the Seven Woods


I have heard the pigeons of the Seven Woods


Make their faint thunder, and the garden bees


Hum in the lime-tree flowers; and put away


The unavailing outcries and the old bitterness


That empty the heart. I have forgot awhile


Tara uprooted, and new commonness


Upon the throne and crying about the streets


And hanging its paper flowers from post to post,


Because it is alone of all things happy.


I am contented, for I know that Quiet


Wanders laughing and eating her wild heart


Among pigeons and bees, while that Great Archer,


Who but awaits His hour to shoot, still hangs


A cloudy quiver over Pairc-na-lee.


August 1902



The Arrow


I thought of your beauty, and this arrow,


Made out of a wild thought, is in my marrow.


There’s no man may look upon her, no man,


As when newly grown to be a woman,


Tall and noble but with face and bosom


Delicate in colour as apple blossom.


This beauty’s kinder, yet for a reason


I could weep that the old is out of season.



The Folly of being Comforted


One that is ever kind said yesterday:


‘Your well-belovèd’s hair has threads of grey,


And little shadows come about her eyes;


Time can but make it easier to be wise


Though now it seems impossible, and so


All that you need is patience.’


                                              Heart cries, ‘No,


I have not a crumb of comfort, not a grain.


Time can but make her beauty over again:


Because of that great nobleness of hers


The fire that stirs about her, when she stirs,


Burns but more clearly. O she had not these ways


When all the wild summer was in her gaze.’


O heart! O heart! if she’d but turn her, head,


You’d know the folly of being comforted.



Never give all the Heart


Never give all the heart, for love


Will hardly seem worth thinking of


To passionate women if it seem


Certain, and they never dream


That it fades out from kiss to kiss;


For everything that’s lovely is


But a brief, dreamy, kind delight.


O never give the heart outright,


For they, for all smooth lips can say,


Have given their hearts up to the play.


And who could play it well enough


If deaf and dumb and blind with love?


He that made this knows all the cost,


For he gave all his heart and lost.



Adam’s Curse


We sat together at one summer’s end,


That beautiful mild woman, your close friend,


And you and I, and talked of poetry.


I said, ‘A line will take us hours maybe;


Yet if it does not seem a moment’s thought,


Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.


Better go down upon your marrow-bones


And scrub a kitchen pavement, or break stones


Like an old pauper, in all kinds of weather;


For to articulate sweet sounds together


Is to work harder than all these, and yet


Be thought an idler by the noisy set


Of bankers, schoolmasters, and clergymen


The martyrs call the world.’


                                           And thereupon


That beautiful mild woman for whose sake


There’s many a one shall find out all heartache


On finding that her voice is sweet and low


Replied, ‘To be born woman is to know—


Although they do not talk of it at school—


That we must labour to be beautiful.’


I said, ‘It’s certain there is no fine thing


Since Adam’s fall but needs much labouring.


There have been lovers who thought love should be


So much compounded of high courtesy


That they would sigh and quote with learned looks


Precedents out of beautiful old books;


Yet now it seems an idle trade enough.’


We sat grown quiet at the name of love;


We saw the last embers of daylight die,


And in the trembling blue-green of the sky


A moon, worn as if it had been a shell


Washed by time’s waters as they rose and fell


About the stars and broke in days and years.


I had a thought for no one’s but your ears:


That you were beautiful, and that I strove


To love you in the old high way of love;


That it had all seemed happy, and yet we’d grown


As weary-hearted as that hollow moon.



Red Hanrahan’s Song about Ireland


The old brown thorn-trees break in two high over Cummen Strand,


Under a bitter black wind that blows from the left hand;


Our courage breaks like an old tree in a black wind and dies,


But we have hidden in our hearts the flame out of the eyes


Of Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan.


The wind has bundled up the clouds high over Knocknarea,


And thrown the thunder on the stones for all that Maeve can say.


Angers that are like noisy clouds have set our hearts abeat;


But we have all bent low and low and kissed the quiet feet


Of Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan.


The yellow pool has overflowed high up on Clooth-na-Bare,


For the wet winds are blowing out of the clinging air;


Like heavy flooded waters our bodies and our blood;


But purer than a tall candle before the Holy Rood


Is Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan.



The Old Men admiring Themselves in the Water


I heard the old, old men say,


‘Everything alters,


And one by one we drop away.’


They had hands like claws, and their knees


Were twisted like the old thorn-trees


By the waters.


I heard the old, old men say,


‘All that’s beautiful drifts away


Like the waters.’



O do not Love Too Long


Sweetheart, do not love too long:


I loved long and long,


And grew to be out of fashion


Like an old song.


All through the years of our youth


Neither could have known


Their own thought from the other’s,


We were so much at one.


But O, in a minute she changed—


O do not love too long,


Or you will grow out of fashion


Like an old song.





FROM The Green Helmet and Other Poems (1910)




His Dream


I swayed upon the gaudy stern


The butt-end of a steering-oar,


And saw wherever I could turn


A crowd upon a shore.


And though I would have hushed the crowd,


There was no mother’s son but said,


‘What is the figure in a shroud


Upon a gaudy bed?’


And after running at the brim


Cried out upon that thing beneath


—It had such dignity of limb—


By the sweet name of Death.


Though I’d my finger on my lip,


What could I but take up the song?


And running crowd and gaudy ship


Cried out the whole night long,


Crying amid the glittering sea,


Naming it with ecstatic breath,


Because it had such dignity,


By the sweet name of Death.



A Woman Homer sung


If any man drew near


When I was young,


I thought, ‘He holds her dear,’


And shook with hate and fear.


But O! ’twas bitter wrong


If he could pass her by


With an indifferent eye.


Whereon I wrote and wrought,


And now, being grey,


I dream that I have brought


To such a pitch my thought


That coming time can say,


‘He shadowed in a glass


What thing her body was.’


For she had fiery blood


When I was young,


And trod so sweetly proud.


As ’twere upon a cloud,


A woman Homer sung,


That life and letters seem


But an heroic dream.



Words


I had this thought a while ago,


‘My darling cannot understand


What I have done, or what would do


In this blind bitter land.’


And I grew weary of the sun


Until my thoughts cleared up again,


Remembering that the best I have done


Was done to make it plain;


That every year I have cried, ‘At length


My darling understands it all,


Because I have come into my strength,


And words obey my call’;


That had she done so who can say


What would have shaken from the sieve?


I might have thrown poor words away


And been content to live.



No Second Troy


Why should I blame her that she filled my days


With misery, or that she would of late


Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways,


Or hurled the little streets upon the great,


Had they but courage equal to desire?


What could have made her peaceful with a mind


That nobleness made simple as a fire,


With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind


That is not natural in an age like this,


Being high and solitary and most stern?


Why, what could she have done, being what she is?


Was there another Troy for her to burn?



Reconciliation


Some may have blamed you that you took away


The verses that could move them on the day


When, the ears being deafened, the sight of the eyes blind


With lightning, you went from me, and I could find


Nothing to make a song about but kings,


Helmets, and swords, and half-forgotten things


That were like memories of you—but now


We’ll out, for the world lives as long ago;


And while we’re in our laughing, weeping fit,


Hurl helmets, crowns, and swords into the pit.


But, dear, cling close to me; since you were gone,


My barren thoughts have chilled me to the bone.



The Fascination of What’s Difficult


The fascination of what’s difficult


Has dried the sap out of my veins, and rent


Spontaneous joy and natural content


Out of my heart. There’s something ails our colt


That must, as if it had not holy blood


Nor on Olympus leaped from cloud to cloud,


Shiver under the lash, strain, sweat and jolt


As though it dragged road metal. My curse on plays


That have to be set up in fifty ways,


On the day’s war with every knave and dolt,


Theatre business, management of men.


I swear before the dawn comes round again


I’ll find the stable and pull out the bolt.



A Drinking Song


Wine comes in at the mouth


And love comes in at the eye;


That’s all we shall know for truth


Before we grow old and die.


I lift the glass to my mouth,


I look at you, and I sigh.



The Coming of Wisdom with Time


Though leaves are many, the root is one;


Through all the lying days of my youth


I swayed my leaves and flowers in the sun;


Now I may wither into the truth.



On hearing that the Students of our New University have joined the Agitation against immoral Literature


Where, where but here have Pride and Truth,


That long to give themselves for wage,


To shake their wicked sides at youth


Restraining reckless middle-age?



To a Poet, who would have me Praise certain Bad Poets, Imitators of His and Mine


You say, as I have often given tongue


In praise of what another’s said or sung,


’Twere politic to do the like by these;


But was there ever dog that praised his fleas?



The Mask


‘Put off that mask of burning gold


With emerald eyes.’


‘O no, my dear, you make so bold


To find if hearts be wild and wise,


And yet not cold.’


‘I would but find what’s there to find,


Love or deceit.’


‘It was the mask engaged your mind,


And after set your heart to beat,


Not what’s behind.’


‘But lest you are my enemy,


I must enquire.’


‘O no, my dear, let all that be;


What matter, so there is but fire


In you, in me?’



Upon a House shaken by the Land Agitation


How should the world be luckier if this house,


Where passion and precision have been one


Time out of mind, became too ruinous


To breed the lidless eye that loves the sun?


And the sweet laughing eagle thoughts that grow


Where wings have memory of wings, and all


That comes of the best knit to the best? Although


Mean roof-trees were the sturdier for its fall,


How should their luck run high enough to reach


The gifts that govern men, and after these


To gradual Time’s last gift, a written speech


Wrought of high laughter, loveliness and ease?



All Things can tempt Me


All things can tempt me from this craft of verse:


One time it was a woman’s face, or worse—


The seeming needs of my fool-driven land;


Now nothing but comes readier to the hand


Than this accustomed toil. When I was young,


I had not given a penny for a song


Did not the poet sing it with such airs


That one believed he had a sword upstairs;


Yet would be now, could I but have my wish,


Colder and dumber and deafer than a fish.



Brown Penny


I whispered, ‘I am too young,’


And then, ‘I am old enough’;


Wherefore I threw a penny


To find out if I might love.


‘Go and love, go and love, young man,


If the lady be young and fair.’


Ah, penny, brown penny, brown penny,


I am looped in the loops of her hair.


And the penny sang up in my face,


‘There is nobody wise enough


To find out all that is in it,


For he would be thinking of love


That is looped in the loops of her hair,


Till the loops of time had run.’


Ah, penny, brown penny, brown penny.


One cannot begin it too soon.





FROM Responsibilities (1914)




[Introductory Rhymes]


Pardon, old fathers, if you still remain


Somewhere in ear-shot for the story’s end,


Old Dublin merchant ‘free of the ten and four’


Or trading out of Galway into Spain;


Old country scholar, Robert Emmet’s friend,


A hundred-year-old memory to the poor;


Merchant and scholar who have left me blood


That has not passed through any huckster’s loin,


Soldiers that gave, whatever die was cast;


A Butler or an Armstrong that withstood


Beside the brackish waters of the Boyne


James and his Irish when the Dutchman crossed;


Old merchant skipper that leaped overboard


After a ragged hat in Biscay Bay;


You most of all, silent and fierce old man,


Because the daily spectacle that stirred


My fancy, and set my boyish lips to say,


‘Only the wasteful virtues earn the sun’;


Pardon that for a barren passion’s sake,


Although I have come close on forty-nine,


I have no child, I have nothing but a book,


Nothing but that to prove your blood and mine.


                                                         January 1914



To a Wealthy Man who promised a second Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gallery if it were proved the People wanted Pictures


You gave, but will not give again


Until enough of Paudeen’s pence


By Biddy’s halfpennies have lain


To be ‘some sort of evidence,’


Before you’ll put your guineas down,


That things it were a pride to give


Are what the blind and ignorant town


Imagines best to make it thrive.


What cared Duke Ercole, that bid


His mummers to the market-place,


What th’ onion-sellers thought or did


So that his Plautus set the pace


For the Italian comedies?


And Guidobaldo, when he made


That grammar school of courtesies


Where wit and Beauty learned their trade


Upon Urbino’s windy hill,


Had sent no runners to and fro


That he might learn the shepherds’ will.


And when they drove out Cosimo,


Indifferent how the rancour ran,


He gave the hours they had set free


To Michelozzo’s latest plan


For the San Marco Library,


Whence turbulent Italy should draw


Delight in Art whose end is peace,


In logic and in natural law


By sucking at the dugs of Greece.


Your open hand but shows our loss,


For he knew better how to live.


Let Paudeens play at pitch and toss,


Look up in the sun’s eye and give


What the exultant heart calls good


That some new day may breed the best


Because you gave, not what they would,


But the right twigs for an eagle’s nest!


December 1912



September 1913


What need you, being come to sense,


But fumble in a greasy till


And add the halfpence to the pence


And prayer to shivering prayer, until


You have dried the marrow from the bone;


For men were born to pray and save:


Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,


It’s with O’Leary in the grave.


Yet they were of a different kind,


The names that stilled your childish play,


They have gone about the world like wind,


But little time had they to pray


For whom the hangman’s rope was spun,


And what, God help us, could they save?


Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,


It’s with O’Leary in the grave.


Was it for this the wild geese spread


The grey wing upon every tide;


For this that all that blood was shed,


For this Edward Fitzgerald died,


And Robert Emmet and Wolfe Tone,


All that delirium of the brave?


Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,


It’s with O’Leary in the grave.


Yet could we turn the years again,


And call those exiles as they were


In all their loneliness and pain,


You’d cry, ‘Some woman’s yellow hair


Has maddened every mother’s son’:


They weighed so lightly what they gave.


But let them be, they’re dead and gone,


They’re with O’Leary in the grave.



To a Friend whose Work has come to Nothing


Now all the truth is out,


Be secret and take defeat


From any brazen throat,


For how can you compete,


Being honour bred, with one


Who, were it proved he lies,


Were neither shamed in his own


Nor in his neighbours’ eyes?


Bred to a harder thing


Than Triumph, turn away


And like a laughing string


Whereon mad fingers play


Amid a place of stone,


Be secret and exult,


Because of all things known


That is most difficult.



Paudeen


Indignant at the fumbling wits, the obscure spite


Of our old Paudeen in his shop, I stumbled blind


Among the stones and thorn-trees, under morning light;


Until a curlew cried and in the luminous wind


A curlew answered; and suddenly thereupon I thought


That on the lonely height where all are in God’s eye,


There cannot be, confusion of our sound forgot,


A single soul that lacks a sweet crystalline cry.



When Helen lived


We have cried in our despair


That men desert,


For some trivial affair


Or noisy, insolent sport,


Beauty that we have won


From bitterest hours;


Yet we, had we walked within


Those topless towers


Where Helen walked with her boy,


Had given but as the rest


Of the men and women of Troy,


A word and a jest.



On Those that hated ‘The Playboy of the Western World,’ 1907


Once, when midnight smote the air,


Eunuchs ran through Hell and met


On every crowded street to stare


Upon great Juan riding by:


Even like these to rail and sweat


Staring upon his sinewy thigh.



The Three Beggars


‘Though to my feathers in the wet,


I have stood here from break of day,


I have not found a thing to eat,


For only rubbish comes my way.


Am I to live on lebeen-lone?’


Muttered the old crane of Gort.


‘For all my pains on lebeen-lone?’


King Guaire walked amid his court


The palace-yard and river-side


And there to three old beggars said,


‘You that have wandered far and wide


Can ravel out what’s in my head.


Do men who least desire get most,


Or get the most who most desire?’


A beggar said, ‘They get the most


Whom man or devil cannot tire,


And what could make their muscles taut


Unless desire had made them so?’


But Guaire laughed with secret thought,


‘If that be true as it seems true,


One of you three is a rich man,


For he shall have a thousand pounds


Who is first asleep, if but he can


Sleep before the third noon sounds.’


And thereon, merry as a bird


With his old thoughts, King Guaire went


From river-side and palace-yard


And left them to their argument.


‘And if I win,’ one beggar said,


‘Though I am old I shall persuade


A pretty girl to share my bed’;


The second: ‘I shall learn a trade’;


The third: ‘I’ll hurry to the course


Among the other gentlemen,


And lay it all upon a horse’;


The second: ‘I have thought again:


A farmer has more dignity.’


One to another sighed and cried:


The exorbitant dreams of beggary,


That idleness had borne to pride,


Sang through their teeth from noon to noon;


And when the second twilight brought


The frenzy of the beggars’ moon


None closed his blood-shot eyes but sought


To keep his fellows from their sleep;


All shouted till their anger grew


And they were whirling in a heap.


They mauled and bit the whole night through;


They mauled and bit till the day shone;


They mauled and bit through all that day


And till another night had gone,


Or if they made a moment’s stay


They sat upon their heels to rail,


And when old Guaire came and stood


Before the three to end this tale,


They were commingling lice and blood.


‘Time’s up,’ he cried, and all the three


With blood-shot eyes upon him stared.


‘Time’s up,’ he cried, and all the three


Fell down upon the dust and snored.


‘Maybe I shall be lucky yet,


Now they are silent,’ said the crane.


‘Though to my feathers in the wet


I’ve stood as I were made of stone


And seen the rubbish run about,


It’s certain there are trout somewhere


And maybe I shall take a trout


If but I do not seem to care.’



Beggar to Beggar cried


‘Time to put off the world and go somewhere


And find my health again in the sea air,’


Beggar to beggar cried, being frenzy-struck,


‘And make my soul before my pate is bare.’


‘And get a comfortable wife and house


To rid me of the devil in my shoes,’


Beggar to beggar cried, being frenzy-struck,


‘And the worse devil that is between my thighs.’


‘And though I’d marry with a comely lass,


She need not be too comely—let it pass,’


Beggar to beggar cried, being frenzy-struck,


‘But there’s a devil in a looking-glass.’


‘Nor should she be too rich, because the rich


Are driven by wealth as beggars by the itch,’


Beggar to beggar cried, being frenzy-struck,


‘And cannot have a humorous happy speech.’


‘And there I’ll grow respected at my ease,


And hear amid the garden’s nightly peace,’


Beggar to beggar cried, being frenzy-struck,


‘The wind-blown clamour of the barnacle-geese.’



I. The Witch


Toil and grow rich,


What’s that but to lie


With a foul witch


And after, drained dry,


To be brought


To the chamber where


Lies one long sought


With despair?



II. The Peacock


What’s riches to him


That has made a great peacock


With the pride of his eye?


The wind-beaten, stone-grey,


And desolate Three Rock


Would nourish his whim.


Live he or die


Amid wet rocks and heather,


His ghost will be gay


Adding feather to feather


For the pride of his eye.



I. To a Child dancing in the Wind


Dance there upon the shore;


What need have you to care


For wind or water’s roar?


And tumble out your hair


That the salt drops have wet;


Being young you have not known


The fool’s triumph, nor yet


Love lost as soon as won,


Nor the best labourer dead


And all the sheaves to bind.


What need have you to dread


The monstrous crying of wind?



II. Two Years Later


Has no one said those daring


Kind eyes should be more learn’d?


Or warned you how despairing


The moths are when they are burned?


I could have warned you; but you are young,


So we speak a different tongue.


O you will take whatever’s offered


And dream that all the world’s a friend,


Suffer as your mother suffered,


Be as broken in the end.


But I am old and you are young,


And I speak a barbarous tongue.



A Memory of Youth


The moments passed as at a play;


I had the wisdom love brings forth;


I had my share of mother-wit,


And yet for all that I could say,


And though I had her praise for it,


A cloud blown from the cut-throat north


Suddenly hid Love’s moon away.


Believing every word I said,


I praised her body and her mind


Till pride had made her eyes grow bright,


And pleasure made her cheeks grow red,


And vanity her footfall light,


Yet we, for all that praise, could find


Nothing but darkness overhead.


We sat as silent as a stone,


We knew, though she’d not said a word,


That even the best of love must die,


And had been savagely undone


Were it not that Love upon the cry


Of a most ridiculous little bird


Tore from the clouds his marvellous moon.



Fallen Majesty


Although crowds gathered once if she but showed her face,


And even old men’s eyes grew dim, this hand alone,


Like some last courtier at a gypsy camping-place


Babbling of fallen majesty, records what’s gone.


The lineaments, a heart that laughter has made sweet,


These, these remain, but I record what’s gone. A crowd


Will gather, and not know it walks the very street


Whereon a thing once walked that seemed a burning cloud.



Friends


Now must I these three praise—


Three women that have wrought


What joy is in my days:


One because no thought,


Nor those unpassing cares,


No, not in these fifteen


Many-times-troubled years,


Could ever come between


Mind and delighted mind;


And one because her hand


Had strength that could unbind


What none can understand,


What none can have and thrive,


Youth’s dreamy load, till she


So changed me that I live


Labouring in ecstasy.


And what of her that took


All till my youth was gone


With scarce a pitying look?


How could I praise that one?


When day begins to break


I count my good and bad,


Being wakeful for her sake,


Remembering what she had,


What eagle look still shows,


While up from my heart’s root


So great a sweetness flows


I shake from head to foot.



The Cold Heaven


Suddenly I saw the cold and rook-delighting heaven


That seemed as though ice burned and was but the more ice,


And thereupon imagination and heart were driven


So wild that every casual thought of that and this


Vanished, and left but memories, that should be out of season


With the hot blood of youth, of love crossed long ago;


And I took all the blame out of all sense and reason,


Until I cried and trembled and rocked to and fro,


Riddled with light. Ah! when the ghost begins to quicken,


Confusion of the death-bed over, is it sent


Out naked on the roads, as the books say, and stricken


By the injustice of the skies for punishment?



That the Night come


She lived in storm and strife,


Her soul had such desire


For what proud death may bring


That it could not endure


The common good of life,


But lived as ’twere a king


That packed his marriage day


With banneret and pennon,


Trumpet and kettledrum,


And the outrageous cannon,


To bundle time away


That the night come.



The Magi


Now as at all times I can see in the mind’s eye,


In their stiff, painted clothes, the pale unsatisfied ones


Appear and disappear in the blue depth of the sky


With all their ancient faces like rain-beaten stones,


And all their helms of silver hovering side by side,


And all their eyes still fixed, hoping to find once more,


Being by Calvary’s turbulence unsatisfied,


The uncontrollable mystery on the bestial floor.



The Dolls


A doll in the doll-maker’s house


Looks at the cradle and bawls:


‘That is an insult to us.’


But the oldest of all the dolls,


Who had seen, being kept for show,


Generations of his sort,


Out-screams the whole shelf: ‘Although


There’s not a man can report


Evil of this place,


The man and the woman bring


Hither, to our disgrace,


A noisy and filthy thing.’


Hearing him groan and stretch


The doll-maker’s wife is aware


Her husband has heard the wretch,


And crouched by the arm of his chair,


She murmurs into his ear,


Head upon shoulder leant:


‘My dear, my dear, O dear,


It was an accident.’



A Coat


I made my song a coat


Covered with embroideries


Out of old mythologies


From heel to throat;


But the fools caught it,


Wore it in the world’s eyes


As though they’d wrought it.


Song, let them take it,


For there’s more enterprise


In walking naked.



[Closing Rhyme]


While I, from that reed-throated whisperer


Who comes at need, although not now as once


A clear articulation in the air,


But inwardly, surmise companions


Beyond the fling of the dull ass’s hoof,


—Ben Jonson’s phrase—and find when June is come


At Kyle-na-no under that ancient roof


A sterner conscience and a friendlier home,


I can forgive even that wrong of wrongs,


Those undreamt accidents that have made me


—Seeing that Fame has perished this long while,


Being but a part of ancient ceremony—


Notorious, till all my priceless things


Are but a post the passing dogs defile.





FROM The Wild Swans at Coole (1917)




The Wild Swans at Coole


The trees are in their autumn beauty,


The woodland paths are dry,


Under the October twilight the water


Mirrors a still sky;


Upon the brimming water among the stones


Are nine-and-fifty swans.


The nineteenth autumn has come upon me


Since I first made my count;


I saw, before I had well finished,


All suddenly mount


And scatter wheeling in great broken rings


Upon their clamorous wings.


I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,


And now my heart is sore.


All’s changed since I, hearing at twilight,


The first time on this shore,


The bell-beat of their wings above my head,


Trod with a lighter tread.


Unwearied still, lover by lover,


They paddle in the cold


Companionable streams or climb the air;


Their hearts have not grown old;


Passion or conquest, wander where they will,


Attend upon them still.


But now they drift on the still water,


Mysterious, beautiful;


Among what rushes will they build,


By what lake’s edge or pool


Delight men’s eyes when I awake some day


To find they have flown away?



In Memory of Major Robert Gregory


I


Now that we’re almost settled in our house


I’ll name the friends that cannot sup with us


Beside a fire of turf in th’ ancient tower,


And having talked to some late hour


Climb up the narrow winding stair to bed:


Discoverers of forgotten truth


Or mere companions of my youth,


All, all are in my thoughts to-night being dead.


II


Always we’d have the new friend meet the old


And we are hurt if either friend seem cold,


And there is salt to lengthen out the smart


In the affections of our heart,


And quarrels are blown up upon that head;


But not a friend that I would bring


This night can set us quarrelling,


For all that come into my mind are dead.


III


Lionel Johnson comes the first to mind,


That loved his learning better than mankind,


Though courteous to the worst; much falling he


Brooded upon sanctity


Till all his Greek and Latin learning seemed


A long blast upon the horn that brought


A little nearer to his thought


A measureless consummation that he dreamed.


IV


And that enquiring man John Synge comes next,


That dying chose the living world for text


And never could have rested in the tomb


But that, long travelling, he had come


Towards nightfall upon certain set apart


In a most desolate stony place,


Towards nightfall upon a race


Passionate and simple like his heart.


V


And then I think of old George Pollexfen,


In muscular youth well known to Mayo men


For horsemanship at meets or at racecourses,


That could have shown how pure-bred horses


And solid men, for all their passion, live


But as the outrageous stars incline


By opposition, square and trine;


Having grown sluggish and contemplative.


VI


They were my close companions many a year,


A portion of my mind and life, as it were,


And now their breathless faces seem to look


Out of some old picture-book;


I am accustomed to their lack of breath,


But not that my dear friend’s dear son,


Our Sidney and our perfect man,


Could share in that discourtesy of death.


VII


For all things the delighted eye now sees


Were loved by him; the old storm-broken trees


That cast their shadows upon road and bridge;


The tower set on the stream’s edge;


The ford where drinking cattle make a stir


Nightly, and startled by that sound


The water-hen must change her ground;


He might have been your heartiest welcomes.


VIII


When with the Galway foxhounds he would ride


From Castle Taylor to the Roxborough side


Or Esserkelly plain, few kept his pace;


At Mooneen he had leaped a place


So perilous that half the astonished meet


Had shut their eyes; and where was it


He rode a race without a bit?


And yet his mind outran the horses’ feet.


IX


We dreamed that a great painter had been born


To cold Clare rock and Galway rock and thorn,


To that stern colour and that delicate line


That are our secret discipline


Wherein the gazing heart doubles her might.


Soldier, scholar, horseman, he,


And yet he had the intensity


To have published all to be a world’s delight.


X


What other could so well have counselled us


In all lovely intricacies of a house


As he that practised or that understood


All work in metal or in wood,


In moulded plaster or in carven stone?


Soldier, scholar, horseman, he,


And all he did done perfectly


As though he had but that one trade alone.


XI


Some burn damp faggots, others may consume


The entire combustible world in one small room


As though dried straw, and if we turn about


The bare chimney is gone black out


Because the work had finished in that flare.


Soldier, scholar, horseman, he,


As ’twere all life’s epitome.


What made us dream that he could comb grey hair?


XII


I had thought, seeing how bitter is that wind


That shakes the shutter, to have brought to mind


All those that manhood tried, or childhood loved


Or boyish intellect approved,


With some appropriate commentary on each;


Until imagination brought


A fitter welcome; but a thought


Of that late death took all my heart for speech.



An Irish Airman foresees his Death


I know that I shall meet my fate


Somewhere among the clouds above;


Those that I fight I do not hate,


Those that I guard I do not love;


My country is Kiltartan Cross,


My countrymen Kiltartan’s poor,


No likely end could bring them loss


Or leave them happier than before.


Nor law, nor duty bade me fight,


Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,


A lonely impulse of delight


Drove to this tumult in the clouds;


I balanced all, brought all to mind,


The years to come seemed waste of breath,


A waste of breath the years behind


In balance with this life, this death.



Men improve with the Years


I am worn out with dreams;


A weather-worn, marble triton


Among the streams;


And all day long I look


Upon this lady’s beauty


As though I had found in a book


A pictured beauty,


Pleased to have filled the eyes


Or the discerning ears,


Delighted to be but wise,


For men improve with the years;


And yet, and yet,


Is this my dream, or the truth?


O would that we had met


When I had my burning youth!


But I grow old among dreams,


A weather-worn, marble triton


Among the streams.



The Living Beauty


I bade, because the wick and oil are spent


And frozen are the channels of the blood,


My discontented heart to draw content


From beauty that is cast out of a mould


In bronze, or that in dazzling marble appears,


Appears, but when we have gone is gone again,


Being more indifferent to our solitude


Than ’twere an apparition. O heart, we are old;


The living beauty is for younger men:


We cannot pay its tribute of wild tears.



A Song


I thought no more was needed


Youth to prolong


Than dumb-bell and foil


To keep the body young.


O who could have foretold


That the heart grows old?


Though I have many words,


What woman’s satisfied,


I am no longer faint


Because at her side?


O who could have foretold


That the heart grows old?


I have not lost desire


But the heart that I had;


I thought ’twould burn my body


Laid on the death-bed,


For who could have foretold


That the heart grows old?



The Scholars


Bald heads forgetful of their sins,


Old, learned, respectable bald heads


Edit and annotate the lines


That young men, tossing on their beds,


Rhymed out in love’s despair


To latter beauty’s ignorant ear.


All shuffle there; all cough in ink;


All wear the carpet with their shoes;


All think what other people think;


All know the man their neighbour knows.


Lord, what would they say


Did their Catullus walk that way?



Lines written in Dejection


When have I last looked on


The round green eyes and the long wavering bodies


Of the dark leopards of the moon?


All the wild witches, those most noble ladies,


For all their broom-sticks and their tears,


Their angry tears, are gone.


The holy centaurs of the hills are vanished;


I have nothing but the embittered sun;


Banished heroic mother moon and vanished,


And now that I have come to fifty years


I must endure the timid sun.



On Woman


May God be praised for woman


That gives up all her mind,


A man may find in no man


A friendship of her kind


That covers all he has brought


As with her flesh and bone,
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