
W. B. YEATS

U3A  5th April 2018

Chris Ackerley



Yeats and the Occult

‘The Second Coming’

‘Leda and the Swan’

‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’

‘Lapis Lazuli’



The Spiritual Nature of Reality

1. The Occult: the ‘Great Memory’ / ‘Spiritus Mundi’

2. Idealism: Neoplatonism (Plotinus, Berkeley, Spinoza)

• the primacy of the world of forms

• the material world as a shadow of reality

• the ”generated soul” (Blake)

• the “wisdom of the dead” (‘Byzantium’)

3. A Vision: “metaphors for poetry” (the tower, the gyre)



Thoor Ballylee

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thoor_Ballylee
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thoor_Ballylee


The Gyre

http://www.yeatsvision.com/geometry.html
http://www.yeatsvision.com/geometry.html


“metaphors for poetry”

• The tower

• The gyre 

• The man and the mask

• The antithetical self

• The doctrine of opposites

• “Unity of being”

• Ceremony

• Byzantium (city of the imagination)



‘The Second Coming’

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.



Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi

Troubles my sight; somewhere in the sands of the desert

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?



https://www.dkfindout.com/us/history/ancient-egypt/great-sphinx/
https://www.dkfindout.com/us/history/ancient-egypt/great-sphinx/


http://southerncrossreview.org/104/yeats-second-coming.htm
http://southerncrossreview.org/104/yeats-second-coming.htm


‘Leda and the Swan’

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

How can those terrified vague fingers push
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body, laid in that white rush,
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,
Did she put on his knowledge with his power
Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Leda_-_after_Michelangelo_Buonarroti.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Leda_-_after_Michelangelo_Buonarroti.jpg


‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’

I sought a theme and sought for it in vain,

I sought it daily for six weeks or so.

Maybe at last being but a broken man

I must be satisfied with my heart, although

Winter and summer till old age began

My circus animals were all on show,

Those stilted boys, that burnished chariot,

Lion and woman and the Lord knows what.



II.

What can I but enumerate old themes,

First that sea-rider Oisin led by the nose

Through three enchanted islands, allegorical dreams,

Vain gaiety, vain battle, vain repose,

Themes of the embittered heart, or so it seems,

That might adorn old songs or courtly shows;

But what cared I that set him on to ride,

I, starved for the bosom of his fairy bride.



And then a counter-truth filled out its play,

' The Countess Cathleen' was the name I gave it,

She, pity-crazed, had given her soul away

But masterful Heaven had intervened to save it.

I thought my dear must her own soul destroy

So did fanaticism and hate enslave it,

And this brought forth a dream and soon enough

This dream itself had all my thought and love.



And when the Fool and Blind Man stole the bread

Cuchulain fought the ungovernable sea;

Heart mysteries there, and yet when all is said

It was the dream itself enchanted me:

Character isolated by a deed

To engross the present and dominate memory.

Players and painted stage took all my love

And not those things that they were emblems of.



III

Those masterful images because complete

Grew in pure mind but out of what began?

A mound of refuse or the sweepings of a street,

Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can,

Old iron, old bones, old rags, that raving slut

Who keeps the till. Now that my ladder's gone

I must lie down where all the ladders start

In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.



‘Lapis Lazuli’

I have heard that hysterical women say

They are sick of the palette and fiddle-bow,

Of poets that are always gay,

For everybody knows or else should know

That if nothing drastic is done

Aeroplane and Zeppelin will come out,

Pitch like King Billy bomb-balls in

Until the town lie beaten flat.



All perform their tragic play,

There struts Hamlet, there is Lear,

That's Ophelia, that Cordelia;

Yet they, should the last scene be there,

The great stage curtain about to drop,

If worthy their prominent part in the play,

Do not break up their lines to weep.

They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay;

Gaiety transfiguring all that dread.

All men have aimed at, found and lost;

Black out; Heaven blazing into the head:

Tragedy wrought to its uttermost.

Though Hamlet rambles and Lear rages,

And all the drop scenes drop at once

Upon a hundred thousand stages,

It cannot grow by an inch or an ounce.



On their own feet they came, or on shipboard,

Camel-back, horse-back, ass-back, mule-back,

Old civilisations put to the sword.

Then they and their wisdom went to rack:

No handiwork of Callimachus

Who handled marble as if it were bronze,

Made draperies that seemed to rise

When sea-wind swept the corner, stands;

His long lamp chimney shaped like the stem

Of a slender palm, stood but a day;

All things fall and are built again

And those that build them again are gay.



https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/a-carved-lapis-lazuli-mountain-19th-century-5542235-details.aspx
https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/a-carved-lapis-lazuli-mountain-19th-century-5542235-details.aspx


Two Chinamen, behind them a third,

Are carved in Lapis Lazuli,

Over them flies a long-legged bird

A symbol of longevity;

The third, doubtless a serving-man,

Carries a musical instrument.



Every discolouration of the stone,

Every accidental crack or dent

Seems a water-course or an avalanche,

Or lofty slope where it still snows

Though doubtless plum or cherry-branch

Sweetens the little half-way house

Those Chinamen climb towards, and I

Delight to imagine them seated there;

There, on the mountain and the sky,

On all the tragic scene they stare.

One asks for mournful melodies;

Accomplished fingers begin to play.


