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William Butler Yeats:

Born – Sandymount, Ireland, 1865





Died – Roquebrune, France, 1939


William Butler Yeats was the son of John Yeats, a lawyer who had abandoned his practice to devote himself to painting.  His early years were spent in western Ireland, among the hills and lakes of Sligo which later surfaced as symbols (as in “The Lake Isle of Innisfree”) of imaginative escape from the disappointments and unpleasant realities of life.


Yeats was deeply interested in Ireland’s history and folklore and peopled his poems with mythic Irish figures.  He was also concerned with his country’s future however, and was probably greatly influenced by the beautiful and fiery nationalist Maud Gonne whom he loved for two decades.  In 1917 he proposed marriage and, upon being rejected, he married Georgie Hyde-Lees (an Englishwoman) with whom he seems to have lived quite happily.


The Easter Rebellion of 1916, although put down by the British, rekindled Yeat’s patriotism and helped produce his best political poetry.  In 1923 he was made a senator of the Irish Free State and served for six years.  He was also awarded the Nobel prize for literature the same year.


His wife introduced him to spiritualism and the occult as a distraction, but Yeats became fascinated with the subject, evolving a complex poetic symbolism which he used to describe the cyclical nature of both human nature and history.


A complex personality, Yeats was fascinated by the supernatural but scorned science; he was inclined to mysticism but was not strongly attracted to Christianity; he was a patriot but not a revolutionary.


He described himself as a “wild old wicked man” and wrote his own epitaph in a poem entitled “Under Ben Bulben” (a mountain near Sligo.)  The last stanza reads:
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Under bare Ben Bulben’s head


In Drumcliff churchyard Yeats is laid


An ancestor was rector there


Long years ago, a church stands near,


By the road an ancient cross.


No marble, no conventional phrase;


On limestone quarried near the spot


By his command these words are cut:



“Cast a cold eye



On life, on death.



Horseman, pass by!”
Source:
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R. Ellman and R. O’Clair, editors
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.

William Butler Yeats

Questions

1. Look up the terms “wattles,” “glade,” and “linnet.”

2. What is the significance of the nine bean-rows?  (Why not six or ten?)
3. What is the dominant mood of the poem?
4. Show how the rhythm contributes to the mood and the main idea of the poem.
5. Give examples of the following musical devices: repetition, alliteration, assonance, onomatopoeia.  Show how any one of the above reinforces the mood of the poem.
6. By using appropriate illustrations, show how the mood of the poem is predominantly euphonious rather than cacophonous.  Why is this appropriate?
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