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Selection of Poems by WB Yeats 

To the Rose upon the Rood of Time  

 

Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days!  

Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways:  

Cuchulain battling with the bitter tide;  

The Druid, grey, wood-nurtured, quiet-eyed,  

Who cast round Fergus dreams, and ruin untold;  

And thine own sadness, whereof stars, grown old  

In dancing silver-sandalled on the sea,  

Sing in their high and lonely melody.  

Come near, that no more blinded by man's fate,  

I find under the boughs of love and hate,  

In all poor foolish things that live a day,  

Eternal beauty wandering on her way.  

 

Come near, come near, come near—Ah, leave me still  

A little space for the rose-breath to fill!  

Lest I no more hear common things that crave;  

The weak worm hiding down in its small cave,  

The field-mouse running by me in the grass,  

And heavy mortal hopes that toil and pass;  

But seek alone to hear the strange things said  

By God to the bright hearts of those long dead,  

And learn to chaunt a tongue men do not know.  

Come near; I would, before my time to go,  

Sing of old Eire and the ancient ways:  

Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days. 

September 1913  
 

What need you, being come to sense,  

But fumble in a greasy till  

And add the halfpence to the pence  

And prayer to shivering prayer, until  

You have dried the marrow from the bone;  

For men were born to pray and save:  

Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,  

It’s with O’Leary in the grave.  

 

Yet they were of a different kind,  
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The names that stilled your childish play,  

They have gone about the world like wind,  

But little time had they to pray  

For whom the hangman’s rope was spun,  

And what, God help us, could they save?  

Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,  

It’s with O’Leary in the grave.  

 

Was it for this the wild geese spread  

The grey wing upon every tide;  

For this that all that blood was shed,  

For this Edward Fitzgerald died,  

And Robert Emmet and Wolfe Tone,  

All that delirium of the brave?  

Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,  

It’s with O’Leary in the grave.  

 

Yet could we turn the years again,  

And call those exiles as they were 

In all their loneliness and pain,  

You’d cry, ‘Some woman’s yellow hair  

Has maddened every mother’s son’:  

They weighed so lightly what they gave.  

But let them be, they’re dead and gone,  

They’re with O’Leary in the grave. 

Easter, 1916  
 

I have met them at close of day    

Coming with vivid faces  

From counter or desk among grey    

Eighteenth-century houses.  

I have passed with a nod of the head    

Or polite meaningless words,    

Or have lingered awhile and said    

Polite meaningless words,  

And thought before I had done    

Of a mocking tale or a gibe    

To please a companion  

Around the fire at the club,    

Being certain that they and I    

But lived where motley is worn:    

All changed, changed utterly:    

A terrible beauty is born.  
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That woman's days were spent    

In ignorant good-will,  

Her nights in argument  

Until her voice grew shrill.  

What voice more sweet than hers    

When, young and beautiful,    

She rode to harriers?  

This man had kept a school    

And rode our wingèd horse;    

This other his helper and friend    

Was coming into his force;  

He might have won fame in the end,    

So sensitive his nature seemed,    

So daring and sweet his thought.  

This other man I had dreamed  

A drunken, vainglorious lout.  

He had done most bitter wrong  

To some who are near my heart,    

Yet I number him in the song;  

He, too, has resigned his part  

In the casual comedy;  

He, too, has been changed in his turn,    

Transformed utterly:  

A terrible beauty is born.  

 

Hearts with one purpose alone    

Through summer and winter seem    

Enchanted to a stone  

To trouble the living stream.  

The horse that comes from the road,    

The rider, the birds that range    

From cloud to tumbling cloud,    

Minute by minute they change;    

A shadow of cloud on the stream    

Changes minute by minute;    

A horse-hoof slides on the brim,    

And a horse plashes within it;    

The long-legged moor-hens dive,    

And hens to moor-cocks call;    

Minute by minute they live:    

The stone's in the midst of all.  

 

Too long a sacrifice  

Can make a stone of the heart.    

O when may it suffice?  

That is Heaven's part, our part    
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To murmur name upon name,    

As a mother names her child    

When sleep at last has come    

On limbs that had run wild.    

What is it but nightfall?  

No, no, not night but death;    

Was it needless death after all?  

For England may keep faith    

For all that is done and said.    

We know their dream; enough  

To know they dreamed and are dead;    

And what if excess of love    

Bewildered them till they died?    

I write it out in a verse—  

MacDonagh and MacBride    

And Connolly and Pearse  

Now and in time to be,  

Wherever green is worn,  

Are changed, changed utterly:    

A terrible beauty is born. 

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

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?  

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? 

The Circus Animals’ Desertion  

I  

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;  
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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  
 

(for Harry Clifton) 

 

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  
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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.  

 

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,  



Selection of Poems by WB Yeats Page 8 

 

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.  

Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes,  

Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay. 

 

Sailing to Byzantium  

I  

That is no country for old men. The young  

In one another's arms, birds in the trees,  

—Those dying generations—at their song,  

The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,  

Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long  

Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.  

Caught in that sensual music all neglect  

Monuments of unageing intellect.  

 

II  

An aged man is but a paltry thing,  

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless  

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing  

For every tatter in its mortal dress,  

Nor is there singing school but studying  

Monuments of its own magnificence;  

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come  

To the holy city of Byzantium.  

 

III  

O sages standing in God's holy fire  

As in the gold mosaic of a wall,  

Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,  

And be the singing-masters of my soul.  

Consume my heart away; sick with desire  
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And fastened to a dying animal  

It knows not what it is; and gather me  

Into the artifice of eternity.  

 

IV  

Once out of nature I shall never take  

My bodily form from any natural thing,  

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make  

Of hammered gold and gold enamelling  

To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;  

Or set upon a golden bough to sing  

To lords and ladies of Byzantium  

Of what is past, or passing, or to come. 

Among School Children  

I  

I walk through the long schoolroom questioning;  

A kind old nun in a white hood replies;  

The children learn to cipher and to sing,  

To study reading-books and history,  

To cut and sew, be neat in everything  

In the best modern way—the children's eyes  

In momentary wonder stare upon  

A sixty-year-old smiling public man.  

 

II  

I dream of a Ledaean body, bent  

Above a sinking fire, a tale that she  

Told of a harsh reproof, or trivial event  

That changed some childish day to tragedy—  

Told, and it seemed that our two natures blent  

Into a sphere from youthful sympathy,  

Or else, to alter Plato's parable,  

Into the yolk and white of the one shell.  

 

III  

And thinking of that fit of grief or rage  

I look upon one child or t'other there  

And wonder if she stood so at that age—  
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For even daughters of the swan can share  

Something of every paddler's heritage—  

And had that colour upon cheek or hair,  

And thereupon my heart is driven wild:  

She stands before me as a living child.  

 

IV  

Her present image floats into the mind—  

Did Quattrocento finger fashion it  

Hollow of cheek as though it drank the wind  

And took a mess of shadows for its meat?  

And I though never of Ledaean kind  

Had pretty plumage once—enough of that,  

Better to smile on all that smile, and show  

There is a comfortable kind of old scarecrow.  

 

V  

What youthful mother, a shape upon her lap  

Honey of generation had betrayed,  

And that must sleep, shriek, struggle to escape  

As recollection or the drug decide,  

Would think her son, did she but see that shape  

With sixty or more winters on its head,  

A compensation for the pang of his birth,  

Or the uncertainty of his setting forth?  

 

VI  

Plato thought nature but a spume that plays  

Upon a ghostly paradigm of things;  

Solider Aristotle played the taws  

Upon the bottom of a king of kings;  

World-famous golden-thighed Pythagoras  

Fingered upon a fiddle-stick or strings  

What a star sang and careless Muses heard:  

Old clothes upon old sticks to scare a bird.  

 

VII  

Both nuns and mothers worship images,  

But those the candles light are not as those  

That animate a mother's reveries,  
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But keep a marble or a bronze repose.  

And yet they too break hearts—O Presences  

That passion, piety or affection knows,  

And that all heavenly glory symbolise—  

O self-born mockers of man's enterprise;  

 

VIII  

Labour is blossoming or dancing where  

The body is not bruised to pleasure soul,  

Nor beauty born out of its own despair,  

Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil.  

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer,  

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?  

O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,  

How can we know the dancer from the dance? 

 

Meditations In Time Of Civil War 
I 

Ancestral Houses 

SURELY among a rich man s flowering lawns, 

Amid the rustle of his planted hills, 

Life overflows without ambitious pains; 

And rains down life until the basin spills, 

And mounts more dizzy high the more it rains 

As though to choose whatever shape it wills 

And never stoop to a mechanical 

Or servile shape, at others' beck and call. 

Mere dreams, mere dreams! Yet Homer had not Sung 

Had he not found it certain beyond dreams 

That out of life's own self-delight had sprung 

The abounding glittering jet; though now it seems 

As if some marvellous empty sea-shell flung 

Out of the obscure dark of the rich streams, 

And not a fountain, were the symbol which 

Shadows the inherited glory of the rich. 

Some violent bitter man, some powerful man 

Called architect and artist in, that they, 

Bitter and violent men, might rear in stone 

The sweetness that all longed for night and day, 

The gentleness none there had ever known; 
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But when the master's buried mice can play. 

And maybe the great-grandson of that house, 

For all its bronze and marble, 's but a mouse. 

O what if gardens where the peacock strays 

With delicate feet upon old terraces, 

Or else all Juno from an urn displays 

Before the indifferent garden deities; 

O what if levelled lawns and gravelled ways 

Where slippered Contemplation finds his ease 

And Childhood a delight for every sense, 

But take our greatness with our violence? 

What if the glory of escutcheoned doors, 

And buildings that a haughtier age designed, 

The pacing to and fro on polished floors 

Amid great chambers and long galleries, lined 

With famous portraits of our ancestors; 

What if those things the greatest of mankind 

Consider most to magnify, or to bless, 

But take our greatness with our bitterness? 

 

II 

My House 

An ancient bridge, and a more ancient tower, 

A farmhouse that is sheltered by its wall, 

An acre of stony ground, 

Where the symbolic rose can break in flower, 

Old ragged elms, old thorns innumerable, 

The sound of the rain or sound 

Of every wind that blows; 

The stilted water-hen 

Crossing Stream again 

Scared by the splashing of a dozen cows; 

A winding stair, a chamber arched with stone, 

A grey stone fireplace with an open hearth, 

A candle and written page. 

Il Penseroso's Platonist toiled on 

In some like chamber, shadowing forth 

How the daemonic rage 

Imagined everything. 

Benighted travellers 

From markets and from fairs 

Have seen his midnight candle glimmering. 

Two men have founded here. A man-at-arms 

Gathered a score of horse and spent his days 
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In this tumultuous spot, 

Where through long wars and sudden night alarms 

His dwinding score and he seemed castaways 

Forgetting and forgot; 

And I, that after me 

My bodily heirs may find, 

To exalt a lonely mind, 

Befitting emblems of adversity. 

 

III 

My Table 

Two heavy trestles, and a board 

Where Sato's gift, a changeless sword, 

By pen and paper lies, 

That it may moralise 

My days out of their aimlessness. 

A bit of an embroidered dress 

Covers its wooden sheath. 

Chaucer had not drawn breath 

When it was forged. In Sato's house, 

Curved like new moon, moon-luminous 

It lay five hundred years. 

Yet if no change appears 

No moon; only an aching heart 

Conceives a changeless work of art. 

Our learned men have urged 

That when and where 'twas forged 

A marvellous accomplishment, 

In painting or in pottery, went 

From father unto son 

And through the centuries ran 

And seemed unchanging like the sword. 

Soul's beauty being most adored, 

Men and their business took 

Me soul's unchanging look; 

For the most rich inheritor, 

Knowing that none could pass Heaven's door, 

That loved inferior art, 

Had such an aching heart 

That he, although a country's talk 

For silken clothes and stately walk. 

Had waking wits; it seemed 

Juno's peacock screamed. 
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IV 

My Descendants 

Having inherited a vigorous mind 

From my old fathers, I must nourish dreams 

And leave a woman and a man behind 

As vigorous of mind, and yet it seems 

Life scarce can cast a fragrance on the wind, 

Scarce spread a glory to the morning beams, 

But the torn petals strew the garden plot; 

And there's but common greenness after that. 

And what if my descendants lose the flower 

Through natural declension of the soul, 

Through too much business with the passing hour, 

Through too much play, or marriage with a fool? 

May this laborious stair and this stark tower 

Become a roofless min that the owl 

May build in the cracked masonry and cry 

Her desolation to the desolate sky. 

The primum Mobile that fashioned us 

Has made the very owls in circles move; 

And I, that count myself most prosperous, 

Seeing that love and friendship are enough, 

For an old neighbour's friendship chose the house 

And decked and altered it for a girl's love, 

And know whatever flourish and decline 

These stones remain their monument and mine. 

 

V 

The Road at My Door 

An affable Irregular, 

A heavily-built Falstaffian man, 

Comes cracking jokes of civil war 

As though to die by gunshot were 

The finest play under the sun. 

A brown Lieutenant and his men, 

Half dressed in national uniform, 

Stand at my door, and I complain 

Of the foul weather, hail and rain, 

A pear-tree broken by the storm. 

I count those feathered balls of soot 

The moor-hen guides upon the stream. 

To silence the envy in my thought; 

And turn towards my chamber, caught 

In the cold snows of a dream. 
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VI 

The Stare's Nest by My Window 

The bees build in the crevices 

Of loosening masonry, and there 

The mother birds bring grubs and flies. 

My wall is loosening; honey-bees, 

Come build in the empty house of the state. 

We are closed in, and the key is turned 

On our uncertainty; somewhere 

A man is killed, or a house burned, 

Yet no cleat fact to be discerned: 

Come build in he empty house of the stare. 

A barricade of stone or of wood; 

Some fourteen days of civil war; 

Last night they trundled down the road 

That dead young soldier in his blood: 

Come build in the empty house of the stare. 

We had fed the heart on fantasies, 

The heart's grown brutal from the fare; 

More Substance in our enmities 

Than in our love; O honey-bees, 

Come build in the empty house of the stare. 

 

VII 

I see Phantoms of Hatred and of the Heart's 

Fullness and of the Coming Emptiness 

I climb to the tower-top and lean upon broken stone, 

A mist that is like blown snow is sweeping over all, 

Valley, river, and elms, under the light of a moon 

That seems unlike itself, that seems unchangeable, 

A glittering sword out of the east. A puff of wind 

And those white glimmering fragments of the mist sweep by. 

Frenzies bewilder, reveries perturb the mind; 

Monstrous familiar images swim to the mind's eye. 

'Vengeance upon the murderers,' the cry goes up, 

'Vengeance for Jacques Molay.' In cloud-pale rags, or in lace, 

The rage-driven, rage-tormented, and rage-hungry troop, 

Trooper belabouring trooper, biting at arm or at face, 

Plunges towards nothing, arms and fingers spreading wide 

For the embrace of nothing; and I, my wits astray 

Because of all that senseless tumult, all but cried 

For vengeance on the murderers of Jacques Molay. 

Their legs long, delicate and slender, aquamarine their eyes, 
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Magical unicorns bear ladies on their backs. 

The ladies close their musing eyes. No prophecies, 

Remembered out of Babylonian almanacs, 

Have closed the ladies' eyes, their minds are but a pool 

Where even longing drowns under its own excess; 

Nothing but stillness can remain when hearts are full 

Of their own sweetness, bodies of their loveliness. 

The cloud-pale unicorns, the eyes of aquamarine, 

The quivering half-closed eyelids, the rags of cloud or of lace, 

Or eyes that rage has brightened, arms it has made lean, 

Give place to an indifferent multitude, give place 

To brazen hawks. Nor self-delighting reverie, 

Nor hate of what's to come, nor pity for what's gone, 

Nothing but grip of claw, and the eye's complacency, 

The innumerable clanging wings that have put out the moon. 

I turn away and shut the door, and on the stair 

Wonder how many times I could have proved my worth 

In something that all others understand or share; 

But O! ambitious heart, had such a proof drawn forth 

A company of friends, a conscience set at ease, 

It had but made us pine the more. The abstract joy, 

The half-read wisdom of daemonic images, 

Suffice the ageing man as once the growing boy. 

The Folly of Being Comforted 
  

One that is ever kind said yesterday: 

`Your well-belovéd's hair has threads of grey, 

And little shadows come about her eyes; 

Time can but make it easier to be wise 

Though now it seems impossible, and so 

All that you need is patience.' 

                             Heart cries, `No, 

I have not a crumb of comfort, not a grain. 

Time can but make her beauty over again: 

Because of that great nobleness of hers 

The fire that stirs about her, when she stirs, 

Burns but more clearly. O she had not these ways 

When all the wild summer was in her gaze. 

 

O heart! O heart! If she'd but turn her head, 

You'd know the folly of being comforted. 
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Broken Dreams 
 

THERE is grey in your hair. 

Young men no longer suddenly catch their breath 

When you are passing; 

But maybe some old gaffer mutters a blessing 

Because it was your prayer 

Recovered him upon the bed of death. 

For your sole sake - that all heart's ache have known, 

And given to others all heart's ache, 

From meagre girlhood's putting on 

Burdensome beauty - for your sole sake 

Heaven has put away the stroke of her doom, 

So great her portion in that peace you make 

By merely walking in a room. 

Your beauty can but leave among us 

Vague memories, nothing but memories. 

A young man when the old men are done talking 

Will say to an old man, "Tell me of that lady 

The poet stubborn with his passion sang us 

When age might well have chilled his blood.' 

Vague memories, nothing but memories, 

But in the grave all, all, shall be renewed. 

The certainty that I shall see that lady 

Leaning or standing or walking 

In the first loveliness of womanhood, 

And with the fervour of my youthful eyes, 

Has set me muttering like a fool. 

You are more beautiful than any one, 

And yet your body had a flaw: 

Your small hands were not beautiful, 

And I am afraid that you will run 

And paddle to the wrist 

In that mysterious, always brimming lake 

Where those What have obeyed the holy law 

paddle and are perfect. Leave unchanged 

The hands that I have kissed, 

For old sake's sake. 

The last stroke of midnight dies. 

All day in the one chair 

From dream to dream and rhyme to rhyme I have 

ranged 

In rambling talk with an image of air: 

Vague memories, nothing but memories 



Selection of Poems by WB Yeats Page 18 

 

The Song of Wandering Aengus  
 

I went out to the hazel wood, 

Because a fire was in my head, 

And cut and peeled a hazel wand, 

And hooked a berry to a thread; 

And when white moths were on the wing, 

And moth-like stars were flickering out, 

I dropped the berry in a stream 

And caught a little silver trout. 

 

When I had laid it on the floor 

I went to blow the fire a-flame, 

But something rustled on the floor, 

And someone called me by my name: 

It had become a glimmering girl 

With apple blossom in her hair 

Who called me by my name and ran 

And faded through the brightening air. 

 

Though I am old with wandering 

Through hollow lands and hilly lands, 

I will find out where she has gone, 

And kiss her lips and take her hands; 

And walk among long dappled grass, 

And pluck till time and times are done, 

The silver apples of the moon, 

The golden apples of the sun. 

 

Never give all the Heart  
 

Never give all the heart, for love  

Will hardly seem worth thinking of  

To passionate women if it seem  

Certain, and they never dream  

That it fades out from kiss to kiss;  

For everything that’s lovely is  

But a brief, dreamy, kind delight.  

O never give the heart outright,  

For they, for all smooth lips can say,  

Have given their hearts up to the play.  

And who could play it well enough 
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If deaf and dumb and blind with love?  

He that made this knows all the cost,  

For he gave all his heart and lost. 

Adam's Curse  
 

We sat together at one summer’s end,  

That beautiful mild woman, your close friend,    

And you and I, and talked of poetry.  

I said, ‘A line will take us hours maybe;  

Yet if it does not seem a moment’s thought,    

Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.    

Better go down upon your marrow-bones    

And scrub a kitchen pavement, or break stones    

Like an old pauper, in all kinds of weather;    

For to articulate sweet sounds together  

Is to work harder than all these, and yet    

Be thought an idler by the noisy set  

Of bankers, schoolmasters, and clergymen    

The martyrs call the world.’  

                                          And thereupon  

That beautiful mild woman for whose sake    

There’s many a one shall find out all heartache    

On finding that her voice is sweet and low    

Replied, ‘To be born woman is to know—  

Although they do not talk of it at school—  

That we must labour to be beautiful.’  

I said, ‘It’s certain there is no fine thing    

Since Adam’s fall but needs much labouring.  

There have been lovers who thought love should be    

So much compounded of high courtesy    

That they would sigh and quote with learned looks    

Precedents out of beautiful old books;    

Yet now it seems an idle trade enough.’  

 

We sat grown quiet at the name of love;    

We saw the last embers of daylight die,    

And in the trembling blue-green of the sky    

A moon, worn as if it had been a shell    

Washed by time’s waters as they rose and fell    

About the stars and broke in days and years.  

 

I had a thought for no one’s but your ears:    
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That you were beautiful, and that I strove    

To love you in the old high way of love;  

That it had all seemed happy, and yet we’d grown    

As weary-hearted as that hollow moon. 

 

Long-Legged Fly 

 

THAT civilisation may not sink, 

Its great battle lost, 

Quiet the dog, tether the pony 

To a distant post;  

Our master Caesar is in the tent 

Where the maps are spread, 

His eyes fixed upon nothing, 

A hand under his head. 

Like a long-legged fly upon the stream 

His mind moves upon silence. 

 

That the topless towers be burnt 

And men recall that face, 

Move most gently if move you must 

In this lonely place. 

She thinks, part woman, three parts a child, 

That nobody looks; her feet 

Practise a tinker shuffle 

Picked up on a street. 

Like a long-legged fly upon the stream 

Her mind moves upon silence. 

 

That girls at puberty may find 

The first Adam in their thought, 

Shut the door of the Pope's chapel, 

Keep those children out. 

There on that scaffolding reclines 

Michael Angelo. 

With no more sound than the mice make 

His hand moves to and fro. 

Like a long-legged fly upon the stream 

His mind moves upon silence. 
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Remorse For Intemperate Speech 
 

I RANTED to the knave and fool, 

But outgrew that school, 

Would transform the part, 

Fit audience found, but cannot rule 

My fanatic heart. 

I sought my betters: though in each 

Fine manners, liberal speech, 

Turn hatred into sport, 

Nothing said or done can reach 

My fanatic heart, 

Out of Ireland have we come. 

Great hatred, little room, 

Maimed us at the start. 

I carry from my mother's womb 

A fanatic heart. 

 

To a Child Dancing in the Wind 
 

Dance there upon the shore;  

What need have you to care  

For wind or water's roar?  

And tumble out your hair  

That the salt drops have wet;  

Being young you have not known  

The fool's triumph, nor yet  

Love lost as soon as won,  

Nor the best labourer dead  

And all the sheaves to bind.  

What need have you to dread  

The monstrous crying of wind? 

 

Has no one said those daring  

Kind eyes should be more learn'd? 

 

Or warned you how despairing  

The moths are when they are burned,  

I could have warned you, but you are young,  

So we speak a different tongue. 

 



Selection of Poems by WB Yeats Page 22 

 

O you will take whatever's offered  

And dream that all the world's a friend,  

Suffer as your mother suffered,  

Be as broken in the end.  

But I am old and you are young,  

And I speak a barbarous tongue. 

Words 
 

I HAD this thought a while ago, 

'My darling cannot understand 

What I have done, or what would do 

In this blind bitter land.' 

And I grew weary of the sun 

Until my thoughts cleared up again, 

Remembering that the best I have done 

Was done to make it plain; 

That every year I have cried, 'At length 

My darling understands it all, 

Because I have come into my strength, 

And words obey my call'; 

That had she done so who can say 

What would have shaken from the sieve? 

I might have thrown poor words away 

And been content to live. 

Down by the Salley Gardens 
 

Down by the salley gardens my love and I did meet; 

She passed the salley gardens with little snow-white feet. 

She bid me take love easy, as the leaves grow on the tree; 

But I, being young and foolish, with her would not agree. 

 

In a field by the river my love and I did stand, 

And on my leaning shoulder she laid her snow-white hand. 

She bid me take life easy, as the grass grows on the weirs; 

But I was young and foolish, and now am full of tears. 
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The Spur 
 

YOU think it horrible that lust and rage 

Should dance attention upon my old age; 

They were not such a plague when I was young; 

What else have I to spur me into song? 

 

No Second Troy  
 

Why should I blame her that she filled my days  

With misery, or that she would of late  

Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways,  

Or hurled the little streets upon the great,  

Had they but courage equal to desire?  

What could have made her peaceful with a mind  

That nobleness made simple as a fire,  

With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind  

That is not natural in an age like this,  

Being high and solitary and most stern?  

Why, what could she have done, being what she is?  

Was there another Troy for her to burn? 

Paudeen 

(Paudeen = Little Pat) 

 

INDIGNANT at the fumbling wits, the obscure spite 

Of our old paudeen in his shop, I stumbled blind 

Among the stones and thorn-trees, under morning light; 

Until a curlew cried and in the luminous wind 

A curlew answered; and suddenly thereupon I thought 

That on the lonely height where all are in God's eye, 

There cannot be, confusion of our sound forgot, 

A single soul that lacks a sweet crystalline cry. 
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