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PREFACE

This edition offers a facsimile of the expanded first London edition of The Wild Swans at Coole, first published in London by Macmillan on March 11, 1919. It was a considerable expansion of the earlier 1917 volume published in Ireland by the Cuala Press on November 17, 1917. The copy used is from my own personal library, except for the cover and spine design, which, because of greater clarity, come from the identical second printing in the Special Collections Library of the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. The present edition adds an introduction tracing the assembly and design of the 1919 volume as well as annotations to that edition, including editorial notes on the poems.

I am grateful to the late Richard J. Finneran of the University of Tennessee for suggesting this project some years ago, and to Ashley Gilliam at Scribner for support in following it through. I am also grateful to the splendid librarians at the University of Michigan, and particularly to the head of Special Collections, Martha O’Hara Conway. Rebecca Huffman served as capable and cheerful research assistant.

This edition is dedicated to my daughter, Rebecca York Bornstein, and to Alex Roy on the occasion of their marriage.



INTRODUCTION TO YEATS’S THE WILD SWANS AT COOLE


As the great critic Hugh Kenner pointed out some time ago, Yeats not only wrote poems but also arranged them into carefully wrought books. “The place to look for light on any poem is in the adjacent poems,” argued Kenner. “And the unit in which to inspect and discuss his development is not the poem or sequence of poems but the volume.”1 Yeats’s drafts and notebooks contain numerous alternate arrangements of the poems for each of his individual volumes and for his collected ones as well. A lifelong reviser, he went through draft after draft when working on a poem, and continued the process even after first publication. This series of Scribner paperback facsimiles thus gives readers a sense of the state of the texts in their first important gathering into individual volumes. In Yeats’s case, that sense involves not only verbal reproduction but also layout and design. From the much-reprinted 1895 Poems onward, Yeats gained enough control to incorporate those latter features into his books, as his admired William Blake had done before him. For the first commercial Macmillan edition of The Wild Swans at Coole he worked with his friend and favorite designer, T. Sturge Moore. This introduction sketches the assembling and design of that crucial 1919 volume.

The Wild Swans at Coole appeared in two different book formats before 1920. The earlier and shorter volume, The Wild Swans at Coole: Other Verses and a Play in Verse (1917), contained seventeen lyrics, including the seven-part “Upon a Dying Lady,” along with the Noh-like Cuchulain play At the Hawk’s Well. That version was published by Cuala Press, a fine-arts private press operated chiefly by Yeats’s sister Lolly that featured handcrafting and small print runs (in this case, only four hundred copies). Two years later, Macmillan published the revised and expanded volume, deleting the play and adding sixteen additional poems to double the size of the collection and nearly quadruple the print run. In the order in which they appear in the volume, the new poems sprang from the death of aviator Major Robert Gregory in World War I; Yeats’s marriage to Georgie Hyde-Lees; his rocky relations with Maud Gonne and her daughter, Iseult; and the resultant emergence of material related to Yeats’s book of esoteric philosophy A Vision (1925; revised 1937). It is the second, longer version of The Wild Swans at Coole that is reproduced here. Unlike the more defeatist tone of the 1917 volume, the revised one shows a progress from the ambiguous opening title poem through immersion in life and death to the final imaginative success of “The Double Vision of Michael Robartes” at the end.

That development starts with the evolution of the title poem itself. Copious manuscript drafts display a dark tone of death and imaginative defeat. The first one sketches natural decline with its mention of low water, brown leaves, and sunset: “The water in the lake is low / The leaves turn brown / And [I] go out toward sun set / To number the swans. . . . / The autumn rains have not begun.” The entire poem, dated October 1916 and first published in The Little Review in June 1917, sounds a mournful, elegiac note ending with an invocation of autumn and a lack of rain. But when he came to collect the poem in book form, Yeats made one of his most brilliant revisions, raising the work to allow at least the possibility of a more positive outcome befitting the title poem of a new poetic volume, his first after turning fifty. He did that by repositioning the third stanza to come last of the five. The magazine version had ended by contrasting the vitality of the swans to the implicit waning of the poet’s powers in old age:

Their hearts have not grown old;

Passion or conquest, wander where they will,

Attend upon them still.

In contrast to the swans, the speaker’s heart has grown old, and passion and conquest no longer await him. The final lines in both book versions instead hold open a possibility of a more positive ending, together with an ambiguity about what the poet will “awake” to:

By what lake’s edge or pool

Delight men’s eyes when I awake some day

To find they have flown away.

Does he awake to the natural world to find the swans gone, or rather a spiritual world after death? The poem exhibits a typical Yeatsian fondness for what we might call “anticlosure closure,” an ending that leaves the door open for more verse to follow.

Picking up on the opening poem, set on the estate of Yeats’s patron, friend, and collaborator Lady Gregory, Yeats followed it in the 1919 volume with two new poems on the death of her son, Robert, an aviator in World War I. That premature passing robbed the Coole estate of its obvious heir and thus intensified the melancholy of “The Wild Swans at Coole” about the diminishing effects of time. If, as Marjorie Perloff has suggested, the first poem marks Yeats’s first work with a speaker closely identified with Yeats himself planted in a specific landscape and interacting with it, “In Memory of Major Robert Gregory” shows its expansion into a full-blown Greater Romantic Lyric. Such poems, like Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey” and Coleridge’s “The Eolian Harp,” among many others, or even Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” tend to divide into three or sometimes four parts. In the first, the speaker describes a specific landscape or object; in the second, he or she enters into an imaginative vision inspired by it; and in the third, the speaker reemerges with new insight or knowledge. The mature Yeats constructed a number of such poems, including “The Tower” part II and “Meditations in Time of Civil War” part XII.

“In Memory of Major Robert Gregory,” one of the great poems of Yeats’s maturity, is written in octaves and follows the three-part Romantic pattern. It begins with a description of Yeats and his wife as “almost settled” in their newly acquired tower, Thoor Ballylee, near Coole, their summer home for the coming decade. In the vision section, the poet first calls up three dead figures with whom he had been close—the learned poet Lionel Johnson, the dramatist John M. Synge (author of The Playboy of the Western World), and Yeats’s maternal uncle George Pollexfen, well-versed in both horsemanship and astrology. He then devotes six stanzas to Major Robert Gregory, who combines their virtues into a sort of Renaissance ideal like that of Sir Philip Sidney, “soldier, scholar, horseman he,” as well as artist and craftsman. The poet emerges from his imaginings of Gregory in the final stanza, where he reveals that his original plan had been to call up others, but Gregory “took all my heart for speech.” Biographical events intrude here even more than in most places for Yeats, who added the eighth stanza (on horsemanship) at the request of Gregory’s widow. And, of course, Gregory is the unnamed “Irish Airman” of the short following poem.

After two lyrics on old age from the original volume, Yeats then inserted a new group on love, the first to his wife as Sheba to his Solomon, and several stemming from his brief infatuation with Maud Gonne’s daughter, Iseult. Another short group culminates in “The Fisherman,” an important turning point in the volume and in Yeats’s career as a whole. Writing in short quatrains using strong, down-to-earth language, Yeats bids farewell to his earlier work, not only from the 1890s but from his more recent strife in Irish politics and drama, both of which feature “The beating down of the wise / And great Art beaten down.” Instead, he nominates for audience a solitary fisherman dressed in “grey Connemara clothes” (which in fact had to be imported from Scotland) and hopes to write him a poem “as cold / And passionate as the dawn.” That phrase, “cold and passionate,” nicely combines what Yeats called “antinomies,” or opposites, in place of the usual conception of passion as warm. He now scorns the rhetoric of debate and mass audiences for the solitary figure of the West of Ireland fisherman, in line with his own adage that out of the quarrel with others comes rhetoric, but out of the quarrel with oneself poetry.

OEBPS/images/9781501106057.jpg
THE WILD SWANS

at COOLE

A FACSIMILE EDITION






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
W. B. YEATS

THE WILD SWANS
AT COOLE (1919)

A FACSIMILE EDITION

WITH AN INTRODUCTION AND NOTES
BY

GEORGE BORNSTEIN

SCRIBNER
NEWYORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI











