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Abstract: Critical treatment of “degeneration” in W. B. Yeats typically focuses on his
final phase, in the lead up to his apocalyptic, toe-curling, endorsement of negative
eugenics in his pamphlet On the Boiler (1938). This essay focuses on the other end
of Yeats’s career, examining his early deployment of heroic mythology in his first
major success The Wanderings of Oisin (1889). Yeats seeks to poeticize the virtues
of manly vigour and mythic heroism against contemporary fears of decadence and
degeneration without replicating the codes of imperial masculinity nor its colonial
inverse, Irish barbarism. I suggest that Yeats overcomes this bind through a key
trope of Irish modernism: the indolent or inactive male.
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제목: W. B. 예이츠의 신화 시에 나타난, “흙보더 더 무거운,” 무기력하게 쇠퇴한
남성상
우리말 요약: W. B. 예이츠에 대해서는 “쇠퇴”라는 비평적 주제는 보일러(1938)라
는 책자에서 다루어지는, 계시적 지지에 이르는 그의 마지막 단계의 우생학에 집중된
다. 이 글은 예이츠의 초기를 다루는데, 최초의 성공작 유신의 방랑(1889)의 영웅적
신화의 전개를 다룬다. 예이츠는 제국적 남성의 코드나 그 반대의 식민적 아일란드적
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야만성을 반복하지 않고, 데카당스와 쇠퇴의 두려움에 대항해서 남성의 힘과 신화적
영웅의 미덕을 시로 표현하려한다. 필자는 아일랜드의 모더니즘의 주요 수사법인 나태
하고 무력한 남성상으로 이 문제를 극복한다고 본다.
주제어: 쇠퇴, 남성성, 나른함, 포스트식민주의, 서사시
저자: 로난 맥도날드는 UNSW대학 현대 아일랜드학연구소의 호주아일랜드기금 교수
이며, 이 대학의 세계 아일랜드학연구소 소장이고, 호주 뉴질란드 아일랜드학협
회 회장이다. 그의 저서는 비극와 아일랜드문학(2002), 캠임브리지 베켓트
개론(2007), 그리고 비평가의 죽음(2008) 등이 있다. 단행본 다윈주의, 쇠
퇴, 그리고 아일랜드 모더니즘과 편저 문학연구의 가치를 저술 중이다.
____________________________________

I

W. B.

Yeats’s art is often defensive, a self-conscious bulwark against a

civilization in decline. He came to artistic maturity in the late nineteenth
century, when the Victorian myth of progress had buckled into its opposite: a
pervasive and variegated sense that things were getting worse. His Trembling
of the Veil (1922) recalls his time in London in the 1890s, when the
Rhymers Club of his fellow poets and writers made up of the doom-laden fin
de siècle decadent movement. This “tragic generation,” themselves destined
for personal failure and early death in many cases, was a cypher for ideas of
deterioration and degeneration, biological, cultural, intellectual, and an
opposition to the governing, positivist and empirical epistemology of the era.
There are various putative causes for the degeneration and manifold
tensions and contradictions in the ideology. Civilization is from one
perspective the cause of the decay, through the severance it effects between
humanity and the vital forces of nature. Hence, for instance, the indictment of
the city as the unwholesome environment that leads to the enervation and
atrophy of the race. But from another point of view, civilization is not the
illness, but the cure: the high points of human society that afforded structures
of value and order have been sadly lost in desacralized and fragmented
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modern cities. Hence the dominant nostalgia that informed the backward look
of the modernist writers, from Ezra Pound’s Renaissance Italy to T. S. Eliot’s
seventeenth-century England to Yeats’s eighteenth-century Ascendancy Ireland.
This contradiction between romantic openness to pre-civilized energies and a
hankering for ceremony and order underpins Yeats’s simultaneous draw
towards Irish peasant folklore and the “Big House” culture of the Irish
Protestant Ascendancy. This “dream of the noble and the beggarman” not
only moves towards re-enchanting debased modernity, it also heals the
sectarian and class divisions within Ireland, finding a common anti-modern
cause between protestant aristocrat and catholic peasant.
Pagan Ireland, as expressed in Irish mythological heroes such as the
warrior Cuchulain, also heals sectarian schisms and promises a mythic
integration and unity, between classes and across history. For this reason the
recovery of Irish myth and legend was a key project of the Irish revival, in
both its Anglo-Irish and Gaelic Irish branches. It was also a way to access
the unifying historically integrative function that had been served by Greek
mythology, while at the same time asserting the dignity and ancient nobility
of Irish culture: “Might I not with health and good luck to aid me,” he asks
in Trembling of the Veil (1922), “create some new Prometheus Unbound with
Patrick or Columcille, Oisin or Finn in Prometheus’s stead and, instead of
Caucasus, Cro-Patrick or Ben Bulben?” (Auto 193-4) Ireland promises Yeats
an imaginative alternative to the fragmentary, desacralized modernity he found
in 1890’s London, a malleable country, where the arts could still play a
central role in public life and where Yeats could fuse theosophical,
nationalistic and imaginative commitments.
So what T. S. Eliot called in another context the “mythic method” is a
way of escaping history or at least of resolving some of its current
contradictions. One such contradiction, particularly acute in the Irish colonial
context, is that of gender. The mythic figures Yeats mentions above are

70

Rónán McDonald

warriors and ancient heroes, men of action who operate as a dialectical self
or mask for the reflective poet. But they also embody a national ideal that is
deeply implicated in gender norms and the complex imperial constructions of
masculinity. Irish manliness, independence, autonomy and, ultimately, fitness
for self-government was expressed in a context in which the Irish had been
figured through familiar colonial discourses as either effeminate or, to borrow
Ashis Nandy’s formulation, ‘hyper-masculine.’ In other words images of
Irishness by Victorian celticism was alternately soft, childlike, and effeminate
or wild, obstreperous, brutish, and ungovernable. The ethnological typology is
heavily wedded to a class as well as a national or a racial politics (Foster
171-94). But, nonetheless, that English projections of the Irish character can
double back from the hyper-feminine image of the gentle, vulnerable Hibernia
into the savage male, the bloodthirsty Fenian, indicates something of the
dilemma from which Irish discourses of masculinity emerged. Ireland must
demonstrate enough agency and manly vigour to demonstrate the ability for
self-government, while at the same time preserving the national difference that
would mandate political separatism. The revivalist challenge is to resolve this
bind.
This creates particular configuration of the opposition between civilization
and barbarism that has been theorized, most notably, by Seamus Deane. But,
as has been recently argued by Joseph Valente in his work on Irish
masculinities, dilemmas of colonial maleness are central to the problem. If the
Irish internalized colonial images of themselves, then they also took on
Victorian and Edwardian ideas of masculine virtue. Despite the calls by
Douglas Hyde and others on the necessity of deanglicizing Ireland, codes of
muscular Christianity that underpinned Empire also infused nationalist rhetoric,
precisely at the moments when autonomy and separatism was being
vigorously asserted, such as the formation of the Gaelic Athletic Association
in 1884. This was so in literary as well as sporting and political circles.
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Though the unionist patrician Standish O’Grady (1846-1928), the so-called
father of the revival, brought Irish heroic mythology to public attention, it
soon afforded an ideal for nationalist and separatist images of manliness.
Yeats and the other revivalists held up the figure of Cuchulain, the Irish
mythic hero whose legendary athleticism in Gaelic sports and prowess on the
battlefield seemed to provide Ireland with its own Achilles. Yet, in many
respects, he was also a version of imperial militaristic norms. While
Cuchulain may have provided “a symbol of masculinity for Celts, who had
been written off as feminine by their masters,” he was as Declan Kiberd
pithily puts it, “a British public-schoolboy in drag (25, 31).”
As so often, Yeats bridges the revivalist and modernist impulses and his
depictions of Cuchulain show a more tormented and modernist figure than
some of his contemporaries. There is a notable clash between the
man-of-action rhetoric of Cuchulain and his performative instantiation,
especially in Yeats’s verse drama where he is often strikingly non-militant, or
militant in tragically counter-effective ways. Yeats’s plays On Baile’s Strand
(1903), At the Hawk’s Well (1916), The Only Jealousy of Emer (1922) and
The Death of Cuchulain (1939) see him hungering for passivity or versions
of permanence and immortality.
In On Baile’s Strand the hero is having a midlife crisis. He is torn
between his wild individualism and a yearning for the security of established
society and, with it, progeny. At the same time this choice, though prompted
by encroaching old age, might seem to herald a new sort of degeneration, in
which power and energy diminish through biological reproduction, by being
‘marred in the copying.’ This is a play that dramatizes conflicted versions of
manhood, where the male subject seeks to reconcile autonomy with coherence,
the self with the nation. It stages a deeply troubled masculinity in which
identity is tragically arrested and the Oedipal paradigm inverted, as Cuchulain
unwittingly kills his only son. By the end of the play, Cuchulain’s “actions”
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are an exercise in insanity and futility. Stricken with grief, trauma and guilt,
he battles with the breaking waves. His action is pointless, misdirected,
unhinged. It is significant that here, and in Yeats’s earlier poem “Cuchulain’s
Fight With the Sea” (1892), he engages in mock battles with the sea, so
mythically associated with the feminine. It surely indicates an urge to escape
the boundaries of the nation and his gendered role in its imaginary.
Cuchulain is a cultural icon revived in order to enchant, but as a
dramatized figure he hinges between enchantment and disenchantment. Many
of his legends end in his frustration and disillusionment. This not only makes
him a signally modernist totem but also decelerates his capacity for male
action, for potency. His inert body is freighted, even fetishized, and becomes
appropriated, as in Oliver Sheppard’s famous sculpture currently in the
General Post Office, by a web of sacrificial, often Christian associations. In
the later Yeats, Cuchulain is often an atrophied, acquiescent, feminine figure.
He is entirely stripped of his heroic distinctiveness in the great late poem
“Cuchulain Comforted” (1939), but this seems a relief or a release. His battle
armour becomes a shroud that he must sew for himself, alongside the ghosts
of cowards.
These Yeatsian images of Cuchulain also connect to a deep structure
within the imagining of Irish masculinity, which sees successful agency
emerging only from within the frames of heroic failure. This mode of
thinking feeds into the 1916 Rising and the cult of sacrifice and Christian
martyrology that inspired it. Motherhood is a recurrent invocation of the myth
of Irish male sacrifice, partly because of the mythic tradition of Mother
Ireland, calling on her brave sons to recover her lost fields. In Yeats’s and
Lady Gregory’s play Cathleen Ni Houlihan (1902), the locus classicus of this
myth in modern Irish literature, there is a double-image of the female Ireland
as mother and lover who lures young men to submit their lives in her
service, affirming the logic of male sacrifice as an act of consummating the
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nation. In this play, which draws consciously on the aisling tradition in Irish
poetry, Irish nationalist masculinity finds its expression in modes of
enchantment. It therefore denies agency, and comes perilously close to an
idea of male valour as precisely the seduction of self, rather than its willing
sacrifice. It is an ambivalent endorsement, but Yeats deploys the story in the
service of his own anti-middle class politics and the logic of the play
supports an idealism, patriotic and self-abnegating, implicitly nobler than the
pinched mercantilism of bourgeois marriage. This opposition is reflected
through the Hiberno-English of the characters and the verse spoken by
Cathleen Ni Houlihan. The play splices dichotomous linguistic and dramatic
registers, its realism seems secure, then thwarted, like the expectation of
marriage at the start of the play. It is an example of how a sort of passivity
can, like violence, register in a formal rupture.

II
The trope of the “enchanted” man is one that recurs in Yeats. Elizabeth
Butler Cullingford discerns in this pre-Raphaelite invocation of the ideal of
courtly love “a ruse designed to persuade non-aristocratic women that it is
better to be adored than emancipated. (34)” But if the role of the enchantress
in Yeats’s verse stems in part from the social visibility of the New Woman,
it also bespeaks corresponding anxieties about contemporaneous masculinity. I
want to turn now to The Wanderings of Oisin, still relatively under-examined
within Yeats’s corpus, which bespeaks this crisis of masculinity and
anticipates, forcefully, many of the dilemmas with which Yeats grapples in
his later treatment of Cuchualin. Still under the influence of the
pre-Raphaelites, this poem is most evidently a treatment of male enchantment.
But on a more profound level the poem squares up to disenchantment,
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disillusionment, the dilemmas and binds of colonial modernity,
First published in The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems in 1899,
though substantially revised in later editions, Yeats refers back to this early
work throughout his career, including his celebrated late poem “The Circus
Animals Desertion” (1939), where he recalls “that sea-rider Oisin led by the
nose/ Through three enchanted islands, allegorical dreams/Vain gaiety, vain
battle, vain repose” (VP 629). That he chooses to place it at the front of the
definitive collected poems indicates its importance in his corpus. It has long
had an ambivalent, even divisive position in Yeats’s canon [as far back as
1970, Harold Bloom judged Yeats’s “most underrated poem” (87)]. This is
the work which brought Yeats fame, but which also strikes thematic notes
and poetic preoccupations that would sound throughout his career, including
the battle between paganism and Christianity, the recoil from modern society,
the construction of paradisial worlds, both seductive yet marked by sickly
artifice.
Thus charged with proleptic significance, it also stands in a singular
relation to the later work, most obviously in its use of the long narrative or
epic form. Framed by verse dialogue between the Irish mythic warrior Oisin
and St Patrick, it poeticizes a key conflict between pagan, vital, violent, male
values and an enervated, obeisant modernity, embodied in the religious
authoritarianism of St Patrick, allegorically representing the bourgeois values
Yeats renounces. It recognizes that this civilization cannot come again, that
the Fianna have been replaced by degenerate creatures “a small and feeble
populace stooping with mattock and spade” (VP 58). Yet it probes the poetic
effort to resist and confound unpalatable contemporary conditions.
Though written before Yeats’s immersion in fin de siècle London, even
before he met Maude Gonne, he positions the poem as a counter to Whiggish
orthodoxy:
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When I was a boy everybody talked about progress, and rebellion against
my elders took the form of aversion to that myth. I took satisfaction in
certain public disasters, and felt a sort of ecstasy at the contemplation of
ruin, and then came upon the story of Oisin in Tir na nOg and reshaped it
into my Wanderings of Oisin. (Expl 392)

Against the myth of progress Yeats crafts a poem of arrest and regress in
theme, form and mood. That the langorous pace and overripe flavor slow
down momentum, the frequent endorsement of heroic virtue in Oisin’s
eulogies for the Red Branch comrade, seems clotted by the richness of the
language used. The martial codes that the poem on one level seems to
endorse are, like the epical form, undermined and thwarted. Valor is always
belated, of the past, like the “dead warrior’s broken lance” (VP 24) he
discovers on the seashore after his hundred years on the first island.
It is not just that, when St Patrick encounters the three hundred-year old
Oisin, the heroic society of the Fenians has long vanished. Even as he
recounts his initial encounter with his temptress, the heroic society is
disintegrating, shot through with loss, grief and incipient ennui. When Oisin’s
warrior band meets Niamh on a hunting trip, they already seem a weary and
sorrowful, mourning as they are for their dead comrades. Oisin leaves Ireland,
as Daniel Albright notes, at the exact moment when his culture starts its
decline.
But what is vital and what enervated are kept strategically opaque in this
poem, where even the journey to a particular destination seems wayward,
narcotic and shorn of telos. On the way to the first island Niamh sang
continually
Danann songs, and their dewy showers
Of pensive laughter, unhuman sound,
Lulled weariness, and softly round
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My human sorrow her white arms wound (VP 11)

The variations in rhyme throughout this first part (such as the triplet rhyme
here) slow down and speed up the pace, adding to the unnerving,
otherworldly quality. Here is a blurring of categories, between movement and
stasis, human and fairy, male and female, epic and lyric. At first, Niamh the
enchantress takes on traditional male agency: she takes the sexual initiative,
coming from the land of the perpetually young to claim Oisin as her lover.
As Oisin mounts her horse, he is captured by her
And then I mounted and she bound me
With her triumphing arms around me,
And whispering to herself enwound me’ (VP 9)

Later in the poem, Niamh seems much more compliant, biddable and
feminine, as she tearfully submits to Oisin’s restlessness. His desire for her
continually clashes with his homosocial yearning for his old Fenian comrades.
After a hundred years in each island he yearns for their companionship and
must move on, eventually returning to Ireland, to find the country
Christianized and dystopian.
Another blurred category is that of history and timelessness. If this first
island of perpetual youth is a haven from loss and change [“We mocked at
Time and Fate and Chance” (VP 20)], it seems strangely obsessed with it.
When Oisin plays songs about human joy, he evokes sadness and contempt
in the fairy folks. They throw his harp into the sea. They need, instead, to

—

sing continually of that which they purport to be liberated from death and

—

change and Part I closes with the dancers vividly depicting old age and
death, of an old man, an old hare, a dead kingfisher. A world free of desire
and change seems profoundly dependent on and defined by it.

“With Weariness More than of Earth”

77

In Book II, Niamh takes Oisin to “The Isle of Many Fears,” a place
where for one hundred years Oisin will in courtly mode, battle with a demon
holding a lady captive. But each morning the demon is resurrected, and Oisin
must battle again and again. The effort to revive the Medieval codes of
valour and gallantry is hollow and belated. The eagles to which the captive
lady are tied are old and dim-eyed, their wings disheveled and with feathers
few, “For their dim minds were with the ancient things” (VP 34). So too, her
captor, “dusky demon dry as a withered sedge” (VP 39). The atmosphere of
this isle is overwhelmed by the past, and any purifications that violence and
valour might promise are lost in futile repetition. After one hundred years, he
and Niamh finally leave this island too “Love, we go/ To the Island of
Forgetfulness, for lo!/ The Islands of Dancing and of Victories/ Are empty of
all power” (VP 46).
The anti-utopian aesthetic that Yeats writes into these islands autocritiques his own urge to escape the banality of modernity. The idealized
Ireland is shot through with all that it renounces and the sluggish, indolent
mode that underlies the escape to enchanted islands culminates in an island
of utter sedation and torpor. The ‘Island of Forgetfulness’ is inhabited by
Yeats’s community of sleepers; there is no martial valour here, but absolute
lethargy. The denizens of this island are effete and even biologically
defective; they lose their skin colour and tone through their enduring intertia,
and lay sleeping, like gigantic white slugs:
A valley flowed down from his hoofs, and there in the long grass lay,
Under the starlight and shadow, a monstrous slumbering folk,
Their naked and gleaming bodies poured out and heaped in the way.
And by them were arrow and war-axe, arrow and shield and blade;
And dew-blanched horns, in whose hollow a child of three years old
Could sleep on a couch of rushes, and all inwrought and inlaid,
And more comely than man can make them with bronze and silver and
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And each of the huge white creatures was huger than fourscore men;
The tops of their ears were feathered, their hands were the claws of birds,
And, shaking the plumes of the grasses and the leaves of the mural glen,
The breathing came from those bodies, long warless, grown whiter than
curds. (VP 48-9)

These creatures were once brave warriors, as the detritus of battles strewn
around them attests. But they have become so decadent and somnolent that
owls have made nests in their hair, their bodies curdlike from slackness. The
music and atmosphere affects Oisin too, and he joins the dull, amnesiac
society for another one hundred years:
Wrapt in the wave of that music, with weariness more than of earth,
The moil of my centuries filled me; and gone like a sea-covered stone
Were the memories of the whole of my sorrow and the memories of the
whole of my mirth,
And a softness came from the starlight and filled me full to the bone’ (VP
51-2)

—

The long line lengths that Yeats chooses for Part III anapestic and imabic

—

hexameter like the bulky size of the sleeping creatures, give the mood of
over complexity, a civilization suffering from a form of degenerative
gigantism like the huge sleeping giants. Moreover, this is a decline not just
into biological lassitude, but also importantly into effeminate passivity, a
departure from the codes of manly action.
But, despite the forgetfulness, the modes of porousness and blending still
pertain and Oisin dreams, longingly, of his Red Branch comrades. Eventually
he is impelled to leave his fairy bride and to visit Ireland, though she warns
him that “if only your shoe/ Brush lightly as haymouse earth’s pebbles, you
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will come no more to my side” (VP 56). When he returns to Irleand, now
Christianized, he is appalled by the enervation around him, “a small feeble
populace stooping with mattock and spade” (VP 58). This modern society
gestures allegorically at the lost energies of colonized Ireland and at the
dreary life of modernity more generally, with its weak subjugated population.
Inevitably, he does fall from his horse and instantaneously ages the three
hundred years that he has been away. And this is the helpless position from
which he conducts his dialogue with the joyless, austere St Patrick that
frames the poem.
Degenerative tropes register also in the form of the text. “Complexity” is
the word of contempt that Yeats associates with the modern world of
variation and specialism and the sequence of the three books tends from
simplicity to complexity. The line length progresses (or regresses) from
dominant tetrameter of Book I, through the couplet pentameters of Book II to
the long, sinuous hexameters of Book III. The use of repetition and variation
throughout the poem reinforces the circumscribed telos. This poem is about
the wanderings of Oisin, not his ‘quest,’ and the meditative and dreamy pace
layers lyrical qualities into the epic mode.

This mingling of epic and lyric is one of the signal aspects of the
impulse to androgyny in The Wanderings of Oisin. In terms of poetic mode,
the “epic” is the form that most represents for Yeats the “unity of life”
against the fracture and dissonance of modernity. In his 1893 essay,
“Nationality and Literature,” Yeats claimed that literature develops through
three stages: epic, dramatic and lyric. In an epic age the arts are an
expression of public life, while the lyric poem is a more privatized and
isolated idiom, an expression of individual autonomy and specialism. Irish
culture still has the communal and social cohesion and possibility to produce
epic. ‘Alone, perhaps, among the nations of Europe we are in our epic or
ballad age,’ Yeats triumphantly declares (UP I 273). But ironically, it is the
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lyric that expresses retreat, escape from the modern world and this is one
reason why The Wanderings of Oisin entwines lyric and epic modes. ‘If he
has not the grand simplicity of epic treatment,’ remarks Oscar Wilde in his
famous review in the Pall Mall Gazette, “he has at least something of the
largeness of vision that belongs to the epical temper.” A qualified epic, then;
but one where the strategic hybridity of the poem reveals through its formal
strains a key cultural anxiety.
In his autobiographies and elsewhere, one of the words that Yeats most
often uses to indict modern society is “fragmentation.” Aridity, abstraction,
complexity, the dispersal of knowledge across incommensurate fields, is
generated by the positivism and superficiality that he associates with science
and realist art. But apart from the epistemological fragmentation against which
he seeks a “unity of being,” he also indicts social fragmentation or
“specialization” which splits and separates facets of modern society. What
feeds into this dispersal is specialism, a paradigm shot through with
quasi-evolutionary ideas of degeneration. In the same lecture in 1893, Yeats
holds:
Granted fit time and fit occasion, I could apply the same law of division
and subdivision and of ever increasing human complexity to human society
itself ... and show you how in the old civilizations an endless sub-division
of societies to trades and professions and human life to habits and rules is
making men every day more subtle and complex, less forcible and
adaptable. (UP I 272)

This passage, shot through as it is with ideas of social Darwinism, shows
how specialization and complexity leads to cultural enervation and decay. This
is a familiar negative view about the consequences of the division of labour,
which holds that the sequestering of forces alienates the social subject. But
one of the ironies of The Wanderings of Oisin is that the model of the three
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islands replicates this specialism and its failure to answer the needs of the

—

whole self. A single desire is satisfied in each for sex, for aggression, for
sleep, “vain gaiety, vain battle, vain repose,” as he puts it The Wanderings of
Oisn. In each case specialization is its own undoing, the paradisial fairy
world itself bearing the imprint of a fragmented society of labour division,
even as it renounces it.
This reproduces, then, the dilemmas of national self-definition discussed
earlier: the problem of asserting a distinctive identity without reproducing the
normative codes of colonialism. The relationship between gender and
nationality focuses the bind: codes of manly self-assertion seem necessary for
home rule, but at the same time blur the difference between English and Irish
in which both sides invest. The mythic hero, like Oisin or Cuchulain, seems
to afford one route out of the dilemma, establishing a distinctively national,
manly valour, while at the same time undergirding Irish nationality with its
foundational myths and legends. But, what makes The Wanderings of Oisin a
significant poem in the Yeatsian canon, is its self-cancelling power, the
blurring of the binaries it establishes between man and woman, lyric and
epic, static and active, home and away, tradition and modernity. And, for all
its pre-Raphaelite decorativeness, this formal and thematic unease, points
towards the later more outré modernism of Yeats’s major works.
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