







THE SECRET ROSE

love poems of w.b. yeats



THE SECRET ROSE

love poems of w.b. yeats

Edited with an introduction and notes by

A. NORMAN JEFFARES

[image: image]

[image: image]


Introduction and Notes copyright © 1998, 2001 by A. Norman Jeffares

First published in the U.K. in 1990 by Kyle Cathie under the title W. B. Yeats: The Love Poems

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

Published by Roberts Rinehart Publishers

An Imprint of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group

4720 Boston Way

Lanham, MD 20706

Distributed by National Book Network

Library of Congress Catalog Number 96-68570

ISBN: 978-1-56833-214-7

Acknowledgment

The text has been taken from the 3rd edition of Yeats’s Poems, edited and annotated by A. Norman Jeffares with an appendix by Warwick Gould, Macmillan London Limited, 1996. The following poems are reprinted by kind permission of A. P. Watt Ltd on behalf of Mr Michael Butler Yeats: “Unpublished Lines, written after Maud Gonne married John MacBride,” first published in Yeats: man and poet, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1949, 3rd edition, Gill and Macmillan, Dublin; and “Margot” taken from Ah, Sweet Dancer, Macmillan, 1969.

[image: image]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48–1992.

Manufactured in the United States of America.



THE SECRET ROSE

[image: image]



INTRODUCTION

This selection of Yeats’s love poetry is generally arranged in the order in which he wrote the poems, for they are in most cases intimately related to his life, to his dreams and devotion, to his moods of despair and disillusion, of serenity and sensuality, of memory and magnification. The love poetry he wrote before he was thirty-five was melancholic and yearning, devoted yet defeatist. Yeats praised the beauty of his beloved, linking her with famous beautiful women of the past; he recorded his frustration, his failure to win her love. This early poetry is impressively, hauntingly beautiful, wistful, sad. What lay behind this devotion? What made Yeats into a poet so concerned with love not only into his thirties but after that, through middle age and indeed up to his death?

Answers to such questions begin with facts. William Butler Yeats was born in 1865, was the eldest son of the Irish artist John Butler Yeats, and consequently grew up in all things Pre-Raphaelite, for his early love poetry contained obvious Pre-Raphaelite elements. But it was also influenced by earlier romantic poets, by Spenser, by Byron and especially by Shelley. He grew up, of course, at a time when romantic love was glorified by Victorian poets so that Tennyson, Browning, even Arnold sanctioned dreaming and devotion, with Rossetti adding in his particular dash of despondency—“Look in my face; my name is Might-have-been.” When father and son took the train from Howth to Dublin, the one to his studio, the other to his nearby school, John Butler Yeats would recite aloud his favorite passages—choosing always the most passionate moment—from poets and dramatists, Shakespeare, Shelley, the Pre-Raphaelites. He exercised a strong influence over Willie, urging him to be true to himself, denouncing the idea of duty. “Imagine,” he would say, “how the right sort of woman would despise such a dutiful husband.” In his teens Willie was interested in science, reading Darwin, Huxley, Haeckel and Wallace, collecting beetles and moths and exploring the rock pools below the Howth cliffs. He was also, however, reading the Romantics. They led him to climb a rocky ledge up to a cave two hundred feet above the sea where he slept at night, imagining himself Manfred on a glacier, or Alastor, or Prince Athanase. Shelley shaped his idea of ideal women, who, like the girl in The Revolt of Islam, accompanied their lovers through all manner of wild places; they were “lawless women without homes and without children.”

His first accidental experience of masturbation at the age of fifteen is described in his unpublished autobiography. “After that,” Yeats wrote, “it became a continual struggle against an experience that almost inevitably left me with exhausted nerves.” He characterized himself as “tortured with sexual desire,” and this probably focused on a distant cousin, Laura Armstrong, whom he met in the autumn of 1882. It was she, he said later, who awakened him from the metallic sleep of science. She was attractive, dashingly flirtatious and somewhat indifferent to the norms of Victorian Protestant Irish ladylike behavior. He recorded his first sight of her, driving a pony-carriage, alone and without a hat, her red hair flowing in the wind. She made the approaches, telling him her name, saying they had friends in common and asking him to ride beside her.

After that I saw a great deal of her and was soon in love. I did not tell her I was in love, however, because she was engaged. She had chosen me for her confidant and I learned all about her quarrels with her lover. Several times he broke the engagement off and she fell ill, and friends had to make peace. Sometimes she would write to him three times a day but she could not do without a confidant. She was a wild creature, a fine mimic, and given to bursts of religion. I had known her to weep at a sermon, call herself a sinful woman, and mimic it after. I wrote her some bad poems and had more than one sleepless night through anger with her betrothed.

Laura’s unorthodoxy was later to be called wildness—something worthy of a Shelleyan heroine. They exchanged letters; he was her Clarin, she his Vivien. She played the title role in Vivien and Time, a play he wrote for her, performed at a judge’s house in Howth. She was the model for the enchantress heroine of his play The Island of Statues and later for Margaret Leland in John Sherman, “the wicked heroine of Willie’s only novel,” as his father put it. John Butler Yeats painted her portrait and considered her “a most fascinating little vixen.” One of the poems Willie wrote to her may have been one asking if she had received a long letter: it is gentle and tentative, the fourth stanza diffident in its modest request.

How could we trudge on mile by mile

If from red lips like quickenberry,

At some odd times to make us merry

Came no wise half of half a smile.

When Yeats’s family moved from Howth to Dublin in spring 1884, Willie became friendly with Katherine Tynan, already known as a writer; through her he met young Catholics and Parnellites. They encouraged each other’s writing and he wrote many letters to her. When John Butler Yeats moved his family to London in 1887, Willie began to wonder if she was in love with him, whether it was his duty to marry her: “sometimes when she was in Ireland, I in London would think it possible I should, but if she came to stay, or I saw her in Ireland it became impossible.” In October 1888 she met Henry Albert Hinkson (a contemporary of Yeats at The High School, Dublin), became engaged to him and married him in 1893. She hardly filled Yeats’s dreams of a romantic love: he called her “a very plain woman” in his unpublished autobiography, but she was kind to him and his letters telling her of his doings treat her as if she were a diary. She was a lifeline to the friends he had made in Dublin.

Through John O’Leary, the old Fenian leader who had returned to Dublin from exile in 1885, Yeats had found exciting material in translations of Irish legends; through them he could escape from the overshadowing of Arthurian romance; he now had a mythology which would form the basis of his idea for creating a new literature which made Ireland aware of its past culture, its difference from English traditions. Parallel to his acquisition of a knowledge of Irish literature was his exploration of magic—a blend of mysticism, occultism and symbolism. He wanted to find something in which he could believe, his father, a disciple of Mill and Butler, having destroyed his capacity to accept the tenets of orthodox religion. The study of magic, he told John O’Leary in a stern letter of 1892, he had decided five years previously to make the most important pursuit of his life next to his poetry. But though he had subject matter in plenty for his writing, though he continued to find occult research absorbing, there was something lacking. He had not yet found a woman to love, someone with whom he could share his interests, ambitions and desires.

He had completed The Wanderings of Oisin, in which the mortal Oisin is spirited away for three hundred years by his fairy lover Niamh. This long poem, based on translations of Irish legends, established him as an outstanding and original poet. In old age he characterized himself at this time as “starved for the bosom of his fairy bride.” Flesh and blood reality appeared on the scene when Maud Gonne arrived in a hansom at the Yeats family home in 3 Blenheim Road, Bedford Park, on 30 January 1889, ostensibly to visit his father, with an introduction from John O’Leary. She fitted the blueprint in the poet’s imagination perfectly. She was beautiful, tall, goddess-like, and as ruthless a revolutionary as the orphaned daughter of a British army colonel could afford to be, for she was independent in mind and in means, idealistic and self-willed. She saw herself as an Irish patriotic leader; she believed in war; she believed in herself as a public figure; and, ultimately, she probably wanted power; she certainly enjoyed excitement.

Yeats was twenty-three, she twenty-two. He fell completely in love with her. He dined with her in her rooms in London during the week she was there before leaving for Paris. Wanting her to think that he, too, had public talents, he offered to write a play for her which she could act in Dublin, and told her of the plot of The Countess Kathleen. But financial reality intruded into his thoughts. He realized he was in love with her but, as with Laura Armstrong earlier, he never meant to speak to her of love. He was penniless, so was his family; marriage was something for the far distant future: “What wife could she make?” he thought. “What share could she have in the life of a student?”

In July 1891, however, his feelings changed; he met Maud in Dublin and was overwhelmed with emotion, “an intoxication of pity,” and, instead of fighting against his reawakened love, thought of her need for peace since she had hinted at “some unhappiness, some disillusionment.”

He went off to stay with a friend in County Down; while there, he received a letter from Maud: sad, she had dreamed of some past when he and she had been brother and sister and had been sold into slavery. He dashed back to Dublin and asked her to marry him. She replied that there were reasons why she would never marry, but asked for his friendship. It was the reply she was to make to all his proposals: it became stylized into “No Willie, the world will thank me for not marrying you. Let us continue to be such close friends—and go on writing me those lovely poems.” It had been a courageous act on his part, particularly as he had only his genius to offer. Next day they went to Howth and spent the day walking on the cliffs before dining at a cottage near the Baily lighthouse where her old nurse lived. He overheard the nurse asking if they were engaged to be married. It had been an expensive outing; he recorded how “at the day’s end I found that I had spent ten shillings, which seemed to me a very great sum.” Out of this day together came “The White Birds,” and probably his memory of her in old age recorded in “Beautiful Lofty Things.”

The love poetry which Maud Gonne inspired has to be seen within its setting: written in the 1890s, it comes at the end of a romantic tradition, and so it has its affinities with earlier English romantic poetry. But it is also at the beginning of a new tradition of the Celtic Twilight which Yeats invented for himself through discovering two new sources of mythology which would allow him to recreate an Irish identity, to build into it ideas and images he had encountered in his study of what he called magic and his extensive reading in translations of Irish literature.

He lacked the confidence to sweep Maud Gonne off her feet: he was shy and not only had he no money but he had seen the effect a lack of it could have upon domestic life, for his father was feckless about family finances. How could he cope with Maud’s assurance? How could he impress her? What could he offer this dazzlingly beautiful woman but poems of devotion? He could hope, of course, hope that some day his devotion might be rewarded. He wanted, after all, to be a famous poet. Time was necessary; he had to make his way, create his career, and shape an Irish intellectual independence. In The Countess Kathleen the poet Aleel, after the Countess has decided to devote all her riches and possessions to support the starving people, to buy back the souls they have sold, tries to persuade her to

live in the hills

Among the sounds of music and the light

Of waters till the evil days are done.

She refuses, finally sells her soul and dies. Aleel is bereft, though he is ultimately told by an angel that Kathleen has passed the gates of pearl into heaven. Here we have lady and devoted poet: the pattern has been set.

The Rose poems associated Maud Gonne (who regarded them as written to her), and her image “that blossoms a rose in the deeps of my heart,” with Ireland, with the Rose of Intellectual Beauty, of Spiritual Beauty, with the Rose of the Rosicrucian Order. Yeats began to think that Maud might share in his occult studies and find peace there, that she might be persuaded to give up her desire for political action. (He introduced her into the Order of the Golden Dawn in 1891, but though she passed four initiations, she soon resigned, thinking the members a mediocre, drab lot, an “awful set” who even invoked peace, and had, she suspected, links with Freemasonry.)

Yeats also compared her to Helen of Troy, implicitly in “The Sorrow of Love” (p. 28), more openly in later poems written after the turn of the century, by which time he had celebrated her beauty on a Homeric scale. He began to be concerned about her health, for Maud was consumptive (and had given up a career on the stage because of this). When she was recovering from exhaustion at St-Raphael after overstrenuous work on behalf of evicted tenants in County Donegal, he wrote her “A Dream of Death” in which he imagined her dying in a strange land, buried by the peasants and left to the indifferent stars until he carved words above her grave. Maud recorded how she was steadily getting better and was greatly amused when he sent her the poem, “my epitaph he had written with much feeling.” Subsequently he developed the idea into “He wishes his Beloved were Dead,” when she would come to him murmuring tender words, not rising nor hastening away, though she has “the will of the wild birds.” “The White Birds” (p. 27) is a dream of escaping with her, out of time and out of the power of sorrow, prompted by a remark of hers when they sat in the heather above the cliffs at Howth the day after she had first refused to marry him. And “The Song of Wandering Aengus” (p. 38), so full of memories of her whom he associated with apple blossom, is also a dream, this time of successful pursuit of the elusive “glimmering girl.”

The tone of the love poems in The Wind Among the Reeds (1899), however, is generally melancholic. Many of the titles suggest this. In them the lover mourns for the loss of love, and for the change that has come upon him and his beloved; he hears the cry of the sedge; he thinks of his past greatness when a part of the constellations of heaven; he pleads with the elemental powers; he wishes for the cloths of heaven; he reproves the curlew; he remembers forgotten beauty; he thinks of those who have spoken evil of his beloved; he tells of a valley full of lovers; he asks forgiveness because of his many moods; he pleads with his friend for old friends; he speaks to the hearers of his songs in coming days; he gives his beloved certain rhymes. Who is he? He is, of course, Yeats, masked in the titles when the poems first appeared as various invented personages—Aodh, Aedh, Mongan, O’Sullivan Rua, Hanrahan, Michael Robartes—later to become “He” or “The Poet” or “The Lover.”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/fviii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cpy.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781461734611.jpg








OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
ROBERTS RINEHART PUBLISHERS





