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W. B. Yeats and Cultural Studies: A Review
of A New Approach to Yeats Since 1980’s

Young Suck Rhee (Hanyang University-Seoul)
“I[Yeats] hated it [Shaw’s ‘Arms and the Man’]; “it seemed to me
inorganic, logical straightness and not the crooked road of life and I
stood aghast before its energy.” .... Shaw appeared to him [Yeats} in a
dream in the form of a sewing machine, “that clicked and shone, but the
incredible thing was that the machine smiled, similes perpetually.”
- W. B. Yeats

I
Have you heard about a new theory, “Queer Theory”? It is a theory
that focuses on the marginal - what has been set aside as perverse - to
study the center, heterosexual normativity. Until recently I have set aside
Post-Colonial Theory as irrelevant to the study of Yeats, but I have of late
changed my mind. In the same context, I have begun to heed what
Edward Said says about Yeats. It is not because I agree to what he sells.
What he claims offers me a good starting point to help me concentrate on
what I want to say. It is true that a certain writer or a certain genre or a
certain literary period is more readily open to a certain kind of theory
than to other kinds. Yet, no matter what it is, theory opens up a field in
which we could play intellectually, and in this sense I agree with
Jonathan Culler,
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Theory ... does not give rise to harmonious solutions. ... Theory ...
offers not a set of solutions but the prospect of further thought. It
calls for commitment to the work of reading, of challenging
presuppositions, of questioning the assumptions on which you
proceed. (121-2)

II
In this essay I will try to define what cultural studies is and discuss
the validity of cultural studies. If it is valid, how much it is so. In general,
cultural studies has been related to popular culture. I also think that one
of the hottest issues these days, which is the adoption of the English
language as our official language proposed by a Korean novelist Bok Go Il,
is relevant to the problem of language and literature at the time of Yeats
writing in English in Ireland. The view that Yeats held may be in favor of
many other Bok Go Ils in Korea today. But we have to consider and
compare the historical and cultural backgrounds of Ireland and Korea, and
we need to put the vital issue in broader perspective. Except the stance
about the language, Yeats’s view about literature is “pure” and probably as
pure as Shakespeare. Here is what Yeats says,
While Yeats was editing Blake, Shaw was grappling with Marx; and
Yeats was appalled by Shaw’s hardness and efficiency. “I hated it,” he
says of “Arms and the Man”; “it seemed to me inorganic, logical
straightness and not the crooked road of life and I stood aghast
before its energy.” And he tells us that Shaw appeared to him in a
dream in the form of a sewing machine, “that clicked and shone, but
the incredible thing was that the machine smiled, similes
perpetually.” (Requoted from Wilson, 60)
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III
Have you seen Picasso lately? Do you like the later Picasso? One of
my students in my Literature and Art class complained, “Picasso is now a
bore. He was a fascinating artist to me; so was it until I recently knew
that Picasso said he had no theory or philosophy of art.” I don’t know
whether this is true or not. But on many occasions Picasso said similar
things. No matter what, what does matter is his oeuvre. How we
understand and appreciate his oeuvre is what matters indeed. On second
thought, Picasso is such a great, and such a bad, artist, we have to
understand Picasso the man, the artist, the philosopher, the politician,
and what not. But Picasso is Picasso only when he is an artist. The thing
we should eschew is to generalize about Picasso the artist, on the basis of
a small part of the many-faceted Picasso. Picasso is a good parallel to
Yeats, as part of them both seem to have been under attack, in terms of
their works. Generally, the works by both are considered greatest additions
to the twentieth century’s culture.
In the last two decades, politics and culture have been important
issues in the study of Yeats. Elizabeth Cullingford’s Yeats, Ireland and
Fascism was first published in 1981. The book was based on the original
research for her Oxford D. Phil. thesis, under Richard Ellmann. In the
book’s introduction, she says,
politics, for the Irish poet, W. B. Yeats, were a constant temptation.
Oscar Wilde said that the only way to get rid of temptation is to yield
to it, and Yeats frequently did. ... He also wrote for his own people
within a tradition... which regarded a poem or a play as a political act.
Auden thought poetry makes nothing happen: the audience at the first
night of Cathleen ni Houlihan thought otherwise.” (vii)

As you might guess, her book consists of the ineluctable issues in Yeats
studies, such chapters titles as The School of John O’Leary; William
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Morris; Fenians and Parnellites; Theatre Business; Ideas of Class; Easter
1961; In Time of Civil War; Visionary Politics; From Democracy to
Authority; The Senate; Blueshirts; An Old Fenian. These titles could
mislead young students of Yeats. They may think that Yeats is “essentially
and not incidentally a political writer ... a political substructure is
apparent even in poems not overtly concerned with political themes.”(253)
Which is the very last part of the last sentence of Cullingford’s conclusion
of the book. Since its publication, many new studies have followed. To me,
Cullingford’s conclusion is a gross oversimplification of the real Yeats, and
a better understanding of the ‘essential’ Yeats comes with Hazard Adams’
“Yeats and Antithetical Nationalism - the definition of the term,
antithetical, as used by Adams is much more complex and sophisticated
in his essay -, with the publication, some 15 years later after her book in
1981, of Yeats’s Political Identities: Selected Essays. Probably this is the
most helpful book for the moment to understand what has been going on
since her book. The book has four parts, Yeats and Fascism, Yeats and
the Ascendency, Nationalism and Revolution, and Some Responses.
To me, two of essays in the last part, Some Responses, are excellent.
One is “In the Midst of the Force Field” (257-60) by Seamus Heaney,
himself an excellent poet, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature
in 1995. The essay originally appeared in The Irish Times, 28 January
1989. Heaney must have known what had been going on with the Yeats
studies, and in the essay he shows excellent judgment in baring the
‘essential’ Yeats:
It is this dramatic genius and unifying purpose that give Yeats’s work
its glamour and concentration. Everything is gathered into the
artifice, and the artifice is all transformative and dynamic, part of an
action of self-completion and self-renewal. The energy and
containment are just equal to each other, so there is exhilaration in
being near to the vitality of it all. Reading Yeats, I can feel at times a
transmission of dangerous force such as I felt as a child, standing
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alone in fields close to the tremble of electric poles, under the sizzle
of the power lines.
But the master would not thank me for that technological image.
The whole push of his endeavour was against the further
encroachment of the scientific spirit. ... and Yeats’s overall intent was
to clear a space in the mind and in the world for the miraculous, for
all kinds of rebellion against the tyranny of physical and temporal
law. Indeed, it is time we redirected our attention to this visionary
courage in his oeuvre and laid off pressing him too trimly into our
own cultural arguments, and even blaming him for our predicaments.

Hazard Adams’ “Yeats and Antithetical Nationalism”’s judgment is
sweeping yet to the point. Adams begins by saying, “Much ink has been
expended recently over the issue of Yeats’s politics, and the matter of
nationalism has featured in this debate, though not as prominently as
that of fascism. By now the debate has become somewhat rancorous and,
I am afraid, with rather slow progress and good deal of confusion.” To ‘a
great deal of confusion’ I agree. To understand Adams’ elaboration on
Yeats’s nationalism is to find our way out of the confusion:
Yeats’s nationalism was from beginning to end antithetical in the
sense of critical opposition to forms of nationalism that tended
toward superficiality and suppression. It is this stance of seeking to
provide a necessary antithesis rather than any consistency of doctrine
and political position that characterized Yeats’s career. It is this that
kept getting him into political difficulties and caused him to suffer
assault from both of the mutually negating sides. It still does; but
now, fifty years after his death, the understanding of Yeats’s stance is
complicated by the difficulty of historical recovery; we have trouble
grasping just what complex of negations Yeats was opposing at any
particular time. (310)

Then Adams adds that the antithetical stance is really a “progression of
stances.” That means that we have to see the many facets of Yeats as he
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matures. After analyzing the development of his nationalism, Adams
concludes by saying:
Yeats mistook his own antithetical solitude - the proper solitude of
the poet - for Anglo-Irish ‘pride’. It did not work as well as his early
identification of the Celts with all that was imaginative. ... No doubt
he recognized the isolation forced on him to some extent by time,
place, and birth. Nevertheless, it is perhaps right that, given the great
ironies of Irish history and Irish life today, its great nationalist poet
should have been neither Celtic nor Catholic, neither English nor
really Protestant. It was perhaps this isolation that drove Yeats to the
Ascendancy identification. ... his situation symbolizes ... the
antithetical position of the poet at least since the eighteenth century
and explains his curious ... nationalism. (322-3)

It is perhaps due to Paul Scott Stanfield that Adams has evolved the
elaborate “theory of antitheticality” of Yeats’s nationalism. For Stanfield’s
book, Yeats and Politics in the 1930s appeared in 1988, and Adams’ essay
above, which is perhaps under the influence of Stanfield - Stanfield uses
the term “the antithetical aristocrat” in his book - says that the proper
way of dealing with the politics of Yeats is shown by the two scholars,
Elizabeth Cullingford and Paul Scott Stanfield. (Adams 321) Stanfield has
a chapter called Yeats and Eugenics.
Marjorie Howes’ Yeats’s Nations: Gender, Class, and Irishness, first
published in 1996, is an excellent book, which shows that the “cultural
approach” is a deeply enriching experience of reading the literary works
closely. In this respect her book might be the book Adams may have
considered a model in the study of politics. The works that she read in
depth include The Countess Cathleen, the Big House poems, “A Woman
Young and Old.” and Purgatory. The last one is the last chapter, The Rule
of Kindred: Eugenics, Purgatory, and Yeats’s Race Philosophy.
Yeats’s view of women has something to do with eugenics. In Purgatory
the downfall of an honored house is due to a woman’s sexual choice.
Dorothy Wellesley recorded in Letters on Poetry:
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Speaking to W. B. Yeats of the difficulties confronting women who
were creative artists, I said: “No women of genius should be expected
to bear and bring up children.” He, raising his hand and speaking
like the prophets of old, replied: “No, we urgently need the children of
women of genius!” (Howes 171)

The Yeats studies, I think, needs to follow Howes’ way if it is concerned
with culture, politics, nationality, class, and the like. Early on, Michael
North’s The Political Aesthetics of Yeats, Eliot, and Pound was published in
1991, but the first chapter on W.B. Yeats: Cultural Nationalism - the
remainder chapters are on Elliot and Pound - seems to me to be
interesting, but it is a bit too far-fetched here and there. The texture of
his critique is too dense and the discussion too broad, making the reader
wonder if it is about the work under study. To cite one instance, North,
discussing “The Lake Isle of Innisfree,” says
The association of peace with veils, with twilight, suggests that for
Yeats freedom means being covered up. (24)

and then extends the meaning of freedom to the extent that “he[Yeats]
also imagines the self as islanded within Ireland.” (25) To be one with the
poem’s mood and sensation of the relevant part, let me quote the second
stanza:
And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes
dropping slow,
Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the
cricket sings;
There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,
And evening full of the linnet’s wings.

The word, veils, here means the poetic expression of the morning fog.
North’s discussion progresses in the form of freewheeling associations. His
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logic, also, borrows from various sources, making the reader feel tiresome.
In this respect, Marjorie Howes makes some contribution to correcting
the course of Yeats studies of this kind.

IV
Kim Chul-soo’s “The Celtic Twilight and Yeats’s Cultural Nationalism,”
which is published in The Yeats Journal of Korea, volume 8, May 1998,
and Stephen Regan’s “W.B. Yeats and Irish Cultural Politics in the 1890s,”
Cultural Politics at the fin de siecle (Sally Ledger and Scott McGracken, ed.
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995) both arrive at a similar conclusion. So,
let me quote part of Regan’s closing paragraph:
The nationalism on which it was founded did not seriously entertain
the idea of political separation from Britain; nor did it contemplate an
idea of modern democracy. In that respect, it was a nationalism
conditioned by aestheticism.

The conception of Yeats’s nationalism developed here looks a bit
simpler than that which is offered by Adams in his “Yeats and Antithetical
Nationalism.” It seems to me to be more productive to read Yeats in the
mode of antitheticality.

V
Stephen Greenblatt says in his essay, “Towards a Poetics of Culture”
that the new historicism is “a practice rather than a doctrine.” (Veeser 1)
He also says that “the work of art is the product of a negotiation between
a creator or class of creators, equipped with a complex, communally
shared repertoire of conventions, and the institutions and practices of
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society.” (12) So, he thinks literary terms, such as allusion, symbolization,
allegorization, representation, and mimesis, are inadequate to understand
the relationship between a work of art and the historical events. (11)
Greenblatt wrote an excellent article in the New York Times recently (The
Korea Times, September 24, 1998). It is about the “Monigate.” It is also
about the value and role of literature, contrasted with the Starr Report.
Greenblatt says this about the report, “a current of sadness runs through
this chronicle that in the hands of Flaubert or Chekhov would provoke
tears rather than lubricity.... The report’s closest analog is not “Tom
Jones,” “Lolita” or “The Story of O.” Greenblatt concludes:
The Starr report is ... not finally about sex or even about perjury. It
is about the power of narrative to expose everything, about the
ripping away of dignity and respect, about what unleashed and
merciless state authorities can do to a person, even to the president
himself.

This is what a scholar of cultural studies can do. Literary studies is now
open to a world by way of culture studies. For the moment I am not sure
if the Starr Report is a result of popular culture now prevailing in the
democratic world. But high culture is “no longer ‘the dominant culture’
but is rather a pocket within commodity culture.” (John Frow 86)
Yeats lived, in a sense, in the period of transition between high and
popular culture, and what he showed toward Shaw’s hardness and
efficiency, as quoted above, may have been an antithetical gesture to the
oncoming changes in the world. Yeats’s poems created in the last years
seem to have recognized and incorporated the changes of the world and
those of his heart in them.

92

Young Suck Rhee

Works Cited
Jonathan Allison, Yeats’s Political Identities: Selected Essays. Ann Arbor:
The U of Michigan Press, 1996.
Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford
UP, 1997.
Elizabeth Cullingford, Yeats, Ireland and Fascism. London: Macmillan,
1981.
John Frow, Cultural Studies and Cultural Value. Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995.
Marjorie Howes, Yeats’s Nations: Gender, Class, and Irishness. Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1996
Michael North, The Political Aesthetics of Yeats, Eliot, and Pound.
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991.
Kim Chul-Soo, “The Celtic Twilight and Yeats’s Cultural Nationalism,” The
Yeats Journal of Korea, Vol. 8, May 1998.
Stephen Regan, “W. B. Yeats and Irish Cultural Politics in the 1890s,”
Cultual Politics at the Fin de Siecle, ed. Sally Ledger and Scott
McCracken. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995.
Paul Scott Stanfield, Yeats and Politics in the 1930s. London: Macmillan
Press, 1988.
H. Aram Veeser, ed. The New Historicism. New York: Routledge, 1989.
Edmund Wilson, Axel’s Castle: A Study in the Imaginative Literature of
1870-1930. N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1969.

W. B. Yeats and Cultural Studies

93

Yeats와 문화연구:
1980대 이후의 Yeats에 대한 한 새로운 접근에 대한 검토
우리말요약)

(

이영석

최근까지만 해도 나는 Post-Colonial Theory를 W. B. Yeats 연구와 거의 무
관하다고 여겨 관심밖에 두었으나, 마음을 바꾸었다. 그리고 같은 맥락에서,
Edward Said가 Yeats에 대해 한 말에 관심을 갖게 되었다. 이것은 내가 그의 이
론에 전적으로 동감해서가 아니다. 그가 주장하는 바가, 내가 말하고자 하는 것에
보다 더 집중하는 데에 도움이 되기 때문이다. 어떤 작가, 어떤 작품, 어떤 장르,
어떤 시기는, 다른 것들 보다 어떤 이론에 보다 더 쉽게 열려진다. 그러나, 어떻든,
이론은 우리가 지적으로 문학을 생각할 공간을 부여하며, 이 점에 있어서
Jonathan Culler와 동감이다.
이 글에서는, 문화연구는 상당한 진전이 있으며, 영국과 미국의 경향이 다르고,
대표적 학자들의 성향도 다양하여 여기서 깊이 들어 갈 수는 없다. Yeats 연구에
국한해서 문화연구의 범위와 타당성에 대해 논의한다. 여기서는 이론적인 틀을 만
들기보다는 Yeats 연구가 이 분야에서 어떻게 진전되어 가나를 보고, 그 방향이
옳은 것인지 본다. 그러면 자연스럽게, 문화연구의 타당성과 범위가 도출된다.

