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THE PLAYS OF W. R. YEATS

Rise of the Irish Theatre;

The late years of the nineteenth century saw in

Ireland the production of a literature which, in the

beginning, took its life from the old legends and

culture of that country.

Through a tender devotedness to the memory of

its ancestors Ireland preserved, alone, perhaps of all

the countries of Europe, the achievements, names,

hymns and ballads of its ancient kings. And this

history came to be the legends of Ireland, each gener-

ation giving rise to a number of bards who gave an

artistic representation and a poetic glamour to the

deeds of the generation that preceded them.

It was, then, the revival of these literary

records that gave birth to what has been called the

"Irish Renaissance". Indeed, it was part of Yeats'

work to separate this mass of early Bardic literature

and give to it— as Homer to the Trojan Wars— a living,

human and universal significance.





It is not my purpose here to speak further of these

legends. The fact to be noted is that, as far as Yeats

was concerned, it was the retelling of these legends

which was to be the main purpose of a National Literature

in contradistinction to the political and patriotic

v;ork of Davis

.

In 1889 Yeats had published "The Wanderings of Oisin"

and Dr. Hyde was organizing the Gaelic League which was

to bring back to Ireland its language and its older

civilization. It was at this time that a volume of

printed addresses "The Revival of Irish Literature"

turned Ireland's younger men to literature. The agita-

tion of Parnell had given to Ireland a life so full of

fret and fever that it was making history and living

drama. And that country which is full of the ebb and

flow and feverish throb of life seldom finds time to

record that life— and drama is nothing more than the

recording of life in its intense moments. But the fall

of Parnell gave Ireland a comparative quiet and some-

thing besides politics to think of.

And so began the Irish Renaissance—a literary

movement which was National and the result, in a great

measure, of a literary propaganda, a brooding over





Ireland, its history, its legends, its temper, its

soil— of the Ireland, in a word, of yesterday, of its

romance and its spiritualness

.

In the beginning this movement was poetic, but

Mr. Yeats had for some time been planning an Irish

Theatre. This theatre was built up slowly and depended

upon the Irishman's natural response to oratory for

interest in the drama.

It is necessary to know something of the theatre

whose inception and progress made possible the imping-

ing of a National literature upon the literature of

the world.

Pounded in 1899 the Irish Theatre was the work of

Mr. Yeats, Lady Gregory, Edward Martyn and a sufficient

number of guarantors to bring it into being.

At the first performance was seen the presentation

of Yeats' "The Countess Cathleen" and Martyn's "The

Heather Field". But though the theatre produced six

plays in the three years of its existence all the actors

were English. In other words, though the drama was

native, Yeats, who had been at war with the prevalent

methods of acting and speaking, knew that the essential

condi tion--native interpretation--was lacking.
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It is true that Martyn and George Moore, imbued

'0 more deeply than Yeats with what we may call the

Continental spirit, were in favor of literary drama

regardless of its nationality. But it is right here

that Yeats rose above the rest of the men in Ireland,

insisting on native drama and native interpretation

and it was this distinctly national character the

theatre assumed.

It is neither my place nor purpose to note the

excellent work of Mr. Martyn, but it was because Yeats

was interested in the proper speaking of verse as well

as prose that the superiority of the Irish Players in

their interpretation of poetic and pleasant speech

was brought to the attention of the world. And while

others argued for Cosmopolitan drama, Yeats furthered

the production of a drama distinctly national that

was later to reach out, rising above itself, and become

part of the great stream of English drama.

In 1902 two brothers, W, G. and Frank Fay, organized

the Irish National Dramatic Company, which succeeded the

Irish Literary Theatre. Yeats in 1902 wrote in the

"Samhain" : "Our movement is a return to the people... and

the drama of society would but magnify a condition of





life which the countryman and the artist would copy

to their hurt. The play that is to give them a quite

natural pleasure should either tell them of their own

life, or of that life of poetry where every man can see

his own image, because there alone does human nature

escape from arbitrary conditions. Plays about drawing-

rooms are written for the middle classes of great cities,

for the classes who live in drawing-rooms, but if you

would uplife the man of the road you must write about

the roads, or about the people of romance or about

great historical people".

It was with this statement that the ideals of

Yeats and the Fays broke definitely with the cosmopolitan

movement and became national.

In 1904 Miss Horniman, an Englishwoman, leased

Mechanic's Institute in Dublin, and enlarged and re-

built it under the name of the Abbey Theatre, and

this became the home of the Irish players. Poetic

and peasant drama found its encouragement there

Irish dramatists found an outlet for artistic express-

ion— a school of players was trained who were to win

a unique place in the history of acting.

It would be impossible to measure how much the

work, the literary ideals, the practical idealism of





Yeats meant to the Irish Theatre. He stands as the

chief in any history of the "Irish Renaissance".

With this brief history of the Theatre we come to the

writings of him whose life is a history of the Irish

Literary Revival.

Yeats was born in Dublin in 1865. He spent six

of his early years in London and at the age of fifteen

returned to Ireland. He spent some time at an art

school and there can be little doubt that his marvellous

imagery and graphic methods of presentation were to some

extent formed here. However, he had, even in his

youth, a dream of a literature for Ireland and this,

as he says, "plucked him out of the Dublin Art Schools

where he should have stayed drawing from the round,

and sent him into a library to read bad translations

from the Irish, and at last down into Connaught to sit

by turf fires."*

He published a number of poems in Irish papers and

magazines. His early poetry shows marked influences

of the Pre-Raphaelites , of Blake and of Shelley.

It is interesting, too, to note that as a young

man he was drawn to the study of Theosophy. He saturated

*W, B. Yeats, Twenty-five Years, p. 144.
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himself with it feeling that there he had found wisdom.

Spiritualism he touched in all its phases and was pre-

occupied with it for a number of years. Indeed, it is

doubtful if it does not tinge almost all his work. He

evinced a strange desire for the study of magic and es-

oteric philosophy and his "Rosa Alchemica" for example,

is an elaborate study in occultism. Consequently, there

is a certain remoteness about his work, a mystic symbol-

ism, a concern for the shadowy and elusive that even in

his plays transcends the world as we know it.

In 1889, as we have noted, he collected the best

of his poems and published them under the title "The

Wanderings of Oisin". The next ten years were spent

chiefly in London and his work was published in English

papers. He was a member of the famous Rhymers Club

and published a great deal of excellent work. In 1892,

he published "The Countess Cathleen"; in 1893, "The

Celtic Twilight"; in 1894, "The Land of Heart's Desire"

was produced. He collaborated with Mr. E. J. Ellis

in a three volume book "The Works of William Blake",

which was published in 1893. In 1895, he collected his

best work since 1889 and published "Poems". "The Wind

Among the Reeds" was published in 1899. In this book





one finds delicacy, magically marvellous imagery,

simplicity; love of poems of great beauty and spiritual

passion. But the book is loaded with a symbolism that

makes for abstruseness . Yeats was forced to attach

notes to some of these poems and even then much of

the content escapes us. Yeats' lyricism had reached

its highest point, but in purifying his verse he

had made it obscure and defeated the purpose of poetry.

Symbolism would have been the grave of his work. But

happily at this time he became occupied with the drama.

It is very difficult to write of Yeats, merely

as a dramatist and to eliminate his poetry— as

difficult as it is to separate the concave from the

convex. Perhaps it is more accurate to consider

his plays as dramatic poetry. Indeed, one thinks

more often of some splendid lines of his, rather

than of tragedy or comedy or character. Of course,

if we consider his work simply as verse-drama it is

the best of its kind in Modern English. John Mase-

field has written in his preface to "The Tragedy of

Nan": "The poetic impulse of the Renaissance is now

spent. The poetic drama—the fruit of the impulse

—

is now dead." To those of us who have been brought





up in an age which has not known that impulse it is

h^rd to feel that that can be drama which is poetry.

Even the poetry of Shakespere's plays is hardly noticed,

I think, so much of passion and cf life is there in the

action; but in Yeats there is a dreamy listlessness in

the cadences that steals in on us and will not let us be.

Among his plays "The Countess Cathleen" is perhaps

the best known and I shall consider it first.

"The Countess Cathleen"

The scene is laid in Ireland during a famine. Two demons,

disguised as merchants, offer the people bread in exchange

for their souls. So great is the traffic that the Coun-

tess decides to offer her wealth to save her people. But

her money is stolen and her grain ships becalmed. In

despair she offers her own soul to the Demons in exchange

for the souls already lost and for money enough to

feed the people until relief comes. The Countess then

dies of grief, but her soul escapes damnation for "The

Light of Lights looks always on the nature not the

deed." Yeats has woven about this play a web of mystery

and superstition. There is excellent suggestion and

description in some of his lines. For example; Tieg

says

:
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"By Carrick-orua churchyard,

A herdsman met a man who had no mouth,

Nor ears, nor eyes: his face a wall of flesh;

He saw him plainly by the moon."

In such ways does Yeats creat an atmosphere that rivals

Maeterlinck's. And he has written some exquisite

poetry: Cathleen's dying words:

"Bend down your faces, Oona and Aleel:

I gaze upon them as the swallow gazes

Upon the nest under the eave, before

He wander the loud waters."

And the last lines of the play reach the highwater

mark of great poetry:

"The years like great black oxen tread the world,

And God the herdsman goads them on behind,

And I am broken by their passing feet."

These lines seem to me among the greatest in English

and take their place in what Professor V/oodberry,

speaking of another poet, calls the long sweep and

open water of great style.

And yet the play does not seem to be supreme drama.

It is the poetry which makes the drama— or unmakes it.

We feel that the Countess is going to do just what she
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does. We see no conflict between the demons and herself.

There appears no conflict, no struggle in her own mind.

Surely one who is human would hesitate to lose his soul.

It Is precisely because the Countess does not seem

human— and yet is so given to us— that we perceive no

act of renunciation, no sacrifice; we feel neither

admiration nor pity--we feel nothing. And it is here

that Yeats seems to me to be lacking in dramatic sense.

I have it on the authority of Mr. Forrest Held

that Yeats says "the play is purely symbolic and the

Countess is simply a soul or human psirit which per-

petually makes the sacrifice she made, which perpetually

gives itself into captivity for the service of all good

causes, and in the end wins peace, because every high

motive is in the substance peace.""*

If we accept this we feel the play is a morality and

somehow not convincing. I do not like my drama to teach

me anything. I am willing to believe in the existence

of demons, for the time being, but Yeats has not made

his play sufficiently convincing. We do not feel it is

possible. In spite of the atmosphere our fear is not

sufficiently evoked; there seems no sacrifice, no

•W. B. Yeats - A Critical Study, p. 93.
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tragedy. While I feel that Yeats has given me beauty

I do not feel he has given me drama.

One has, I think, to note that this play was

the occasion of a demonstration of religious narrow-

ness and misguided patriotism which ended in a riot

on the first night. A like outpouring of wrath was

to be seen in connection with Lynge's "Playboy", It

was charged that the language of the demons was

blasphemous, that the personages in the play were

irreverant an# that no Irishwoman would sell her soul

to the devil. However, such criticism did not hurt

the' play or impede the progress of the Literary Revival.

"The Land Of Heart's Desire"

Here is a play, the scene of which is laid in

Sligo. It was produced in 1894 and the characters

are supposed to speak in Gaelic and wear the costumes

of a century ago. Yeats found his theme in folklore.

He speaks of it in "Fairy and Fold Tales of the Irish

Peasantry", where he says: "On Midsummer Eve, when the

bonfires are lighted on every hill in honour of St.

John, the fairies are at their gayest, and sometimes

steal away beautiful mortals to be their brides."'*

"""Ernest Boyd, The Contemporary Drama of Ireland, p. 59.
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W« are in Maurteen Bruin's house, with his wife,

Bridget, Shawn, their son, and Maire, his young bride.

Father Hart is present for supper. Bridget is scold-

ing the bride for reading a book of legends and neg-

lecting the housework. Maire is warned cf the dangers

that beset her on Midsummer's Eve, but she spreads

flowers outside the door saying:

"I had no sooner flung them by the door,

Than the wind cried and hurried them away;

And then a child came running in the wind,

And caught them in her hands and fondled them.

Her dress was green: her hair was of red gold;

Her face was pale as water before dawn."

Father Hart says "they are children of the fiend."

A knock comes to the door and "a little queer

old woman begs a porringer of milk" which the girl

gives only to be scolded by Bridget. Another knock

is heard and the girl gives "a burning sod" to a

little old man to light his pipe. Ma ire then cries

out

:

"Come, fairies, take me out of this dull house,

Let me have all the freedom I have lost,

V/ork when I will and idle when I will.
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Fairies, come take me out of this dull world

For T would ride with you upon the wind,

Ride on the tops of the dishevelled tide,

And dance upon the mountains like a flame."

As if in answer a little child enters saying:

"And when I tire of this warm little house,

There is one who must away, away."

The child then spies the crucifix and becomes afraid,

and because she is "so young and little a child" Father

Hart- hides it. And now the strife begins between the

child and Ma ire, between filaire and Shawn, between

Maire and herself, between the child and the priest

who says

:

"By the dear name of the one crucified,

I bid you, Maire Bruin, come to me."

And the child--" I keep you in the name of your own heart

Father Hart would "fetch the crucifix again" but the

people of the house hold to him in terror and prevent

him. So the child's is the first victory.

Maire then says: "I will go with you". But Shawn

cries: "Beloved, do not leave me." And Maire: "Dear

face I Dear Voice 1" and "I have always loved her world-

and yet— and yet--" and she sinks into Shawn's arms.

The child says "Come little bird with silver feet."
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Then Mai re dies. And we hear a voice sing:

"The wind blows out the gates of the day,

The wind blows over the lonely heart,

And the lonely of heart is withered away,

While the fairies dance in a place apart,

Shaking their milk-white feet in a ring,

Tossing their milk-white arms in the air,

For they hear the wind laugh, and murmur and sing

Of a land where feven the old are fair,

And even the wise are merry of tongue;

But I heard a voice of Coolaney say;

'When the wind has laughed and murmured and sung,

The lonely of heart is withered away. 1
"

Here Yeats has given us beautiful lyric poetry,

has created and sustained a mood throughout the whole

play. It is a perfect little thing symbolical of the

soul longing for the Beyond, tired of this world, eager

to be in the land of such enchantment. There is not

a single line in the play that breaks the unity of

effect. The play is intoned by different voices and the

poetry here does not hinder the drama, but is part of

the dramatic action that moves to music.
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"The Shadowy Waters"

The idea for this play lay in Yeat's mind for a

number of years. "The Shadowy Waters" was first

published in 1900 and was performed by the Irish National

Theatre Society in 1904. It was re-written and published

in 1906. It is a dramatic poem and Yeats was forced to

condense it and write an 'acting version' for the stage.

But the fundamental idea, through all this revision,

is the same.

Poragel, a ship's master, i3 a dream-burdened man

seeking imperishable love beyond the ends of the world.

His ship is guided by birds. The crew is weary of these

voices and shadows and they wish to make Aibric their

leader, but he refuses though he, too, voices his doubts

to Poragel. Meanwhile, another ship is sighted, the

resisting crew and Queen Dectora taken prisoner.

Foragel is dissatisfied with this mortal woman so she

asks the sailors to kill him. But Poragel casts a spell

over them with his harp and Dectora falls in love with

him, although she cannot understand his divine ecstasy.

She desires him to return with her, but he wishes her

to return with Aibric. Suddenly she see his noble purpose

and the other ship departs. She covers him with her
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hair, 'for he will gaze upon the world no longer'. The

two spirits are united forever and they drift on out of

our sight.

This is a poem by the author of the "Wind Among the

Reeds"— the same dreamy mysticism and symbolism are here,

the same mood of visionary ecstasy. It is the expression

of the desire for escape from the imperfections of our

world. It is a dream where there is nothing of humanity,

but only shadows drifting before us, bodiless, passion-

less. It is not drama— it is simply a poetic mood and when

the mood is over, like Aibric we 'take a kiss for what

a kiss is worth and let the dream go by'

.

"On Baile 's Strand"

The source of this play is in the classic Gaelic

literature. It is the tale of Cucuhlain, an Irish king,

and of Aoife, the wild, savage woman whose son fights

with the king and is slain. Cucuhlain finds it is his

own son he has slain and rushes out to battle with the

waves and dies.

In this play Yeats seems to show a surer dramatic

sense than he shows in any of the plays so far considered.

There is something like dramatic structure here. There

is reality in action and in dialogue. There is tragedy
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and humor and a touch of irony--that perhaps was better

left out—when amid all the fighting that has caused

the emptying of houses, a blind man and a fool find

opportunity to steal.

Yeats has surpassed himself in the scene in which

Cucuhlain, discovering he has killed his son, sits on

a bench beside the old man and the fool. The dramatist

has shown a rare perception of the acute sensitiveness

of the blind, too, when he makes the blind man say...

"Somebody is trembling. Why are you trembling,

fool? Is Cucuhlain going to hurt us? It was not I

who told you Cucuhlain". And then:

"It is Cucuhlain who is trembling. He is shak-

ing the bench with his knees". Here, I think, is

tense and living drama in which a situation is revealed

slowly and with great skill. There Is, too, dramatic

speech in his poetic lines - and in his prose lines

as well - the speech of those who use words reverently,

tasting them slowly like sweet food. Thus Cucuhlain

describes his love to the Higfc King:

"Ah, Conchubar, had you seen her

With that high, laughing, turbulent head of hers

Thrown backward and the bowstring at her ear,

Pull of good counsel as it were with wine,
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Or when love ran through all the lineaments

Of her wild body - although she had no child,

None other had all beauty, queer or lover,

Or was so fitted to give birth to kings."

Small wonder is it that this is one of the most

popular plays Yeats has written. It is filled with

tragedy, and dramatic irony, and with the beauty of

ancient Ireland.

"The King's Threshold"

The plot of this play is borrowed from a middle

Irish story of the demands of the poets at the court

of King Guaire of Gort. Seanachan, the poet, has

been ousted from the King's table and Is starving on

the steps of the palace for:

"There is a custom,

An old and foolish custom, that if a man,

Be wronged, or think that he is wronged, and starve

Upon another's threshold till he die,

The common people for all time to come

Will raise a heavy cry against that threshold

Even though it be the King's."

The poet refuses to eat until the King restore the right

of poets. The pupils of the poet, too, are in all things
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but their Art obedient to the King. Proving that the

Kingship is dependent upon the good will of poets, the

King gives his crown to Seanchan for he, alone, can

"make it reverent in the eyes of men"

.

To me there is little of poetry or aught else in

this play. It seems insipid and palls upon my taste.

It was called forth, perhaps, as a defense against the

hyper-sensitive patriotic criticism which was being

directed against Synge . Yeats felt, perhaps, that his

claims on behalf of art were being challenged. So the

play is an expression of his ideas of the relation be-

tween the poet and his public. It is his idea that

poetry is as necessary as patriotism and that the

poet, as the symbol of the people, cannot err. To me

it is "sound and fury signifying nothing", and I am

sorry that a great poet should have written it when he

might have been giving us beautiful lyrics; giving

us our right to like them or not instead of preach-

ing to us on the position of the poet in Society.

• "Deirdre"

Every Irish poet has been interested in the classi-

cal tragedy of Irish epic history. The legent is well




























































































































































































