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Abstract: Yeats has dealt with sexuality and the dead in his poems throughout his
poetic career. An examination of his use of sexuality and the dead leads us to see
that the poet employs them as a means of conveying his poetic, spiritual, and
political message. In his early years, Yeats turns to sexual images to entice one to
the world of the spirits. In his middle years, Yeats tries to revive the fallen Irish
heroes in the collective Irish memory through sexual imagery. In his later years,
Yeats elevates the image of sexuality to the level of a vision through which
political, social, and religious divisions are dissolved and reconciled.
Key words: Yeats, sex, the dead, collective memory, vision
Author: Baekyun Yoo is professor of English at Baekseok Culture University
E-mail: center@bscu.ac.kr
____________________________________

제목: 예이츠 시에 나타난 성과 죽은 자
우리말 요약: 예이츠는 그의 시에서 성적인 은유와 죽음이라는 소재를 즐겨 다루었다.
이는 그의 초기시부터 후기시까지 상당히 광범하게 나타나는 현상인데 이를 다룬 초
기와 중기 그리고 후기의 시들을 비교해보면 성적인 메타포와 죽음에 대한 소재가 그
의 시적 또는 영적, 정치적 메시지를 전달하는데 중요한 모티브로 사용되고 있음을 알
수 있다. 초기에는 사후 또는 영의 세계로의 유혹의 도구로 사용되다가 중기에 이르러
서는 죽은 아이리쉬 영웅들을 기억 속에서 소생시키려는 그의 의도를 느낀다. 후기에
는 정치적 종교적 사회적 분열이 가져온 한 정치적 영웅의 죽음을 반추하며 이러한
극한대립을 화해하고 녹이기 위한 비전으로 승화시킨다.
주제어: 예이츠, 성, 죽은 자, 집단적 기억, 비전
저자: 유배균은 백석문화대학교 글로벌 어학부 교수이다.
____________________________________
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I n a letter to Olivia Shakespeare in 1927, W. B. Yeats wrote:
Poems seem to disturb the spirits—once at Gogarty’s when I was reading
out my Calvary and came to the description of the entrance of Lazarus, the
door burst open as if by the blast of wind where there could be no wind,
and the family ghost had a night of great activity. From all which you will
see that I am still of opinion that only two topics can be of the least
interest to a serious and studious mind—sex and the dead” (729-30).

Although Yeats wrote this humorous remark to Mrs. Shakespeare in his later
years, the poet showed interest in the subject of sex and the dead throughout
his long poetic career. Yeats dealt with the subject as early as 1899 in The
Wind Among the Reeds, and continued to write about it in his poems until he
published Parnell’s Funeral and Other Poems in 1935. In this paper, I will
explore the Yeatsian concept of sex by tracing his employment of sexual
symbols, metaphors, and images in his poems and studying his evolving
attitudes towards sex, and attempt to get closer to his intention of making sex
significant in relation to the dead.
A reading of critical studies on the subject of sex and the dead leads us
to see that scholars illuminate various aspects of Yeats’s sexuality, usually
ignoring its connection to the dead. John Harwood’s ““Secret Communion”:
Yeats’s Sexual Destiny” and Marjorie Perloff’s “Between Hatred and Desire:
Sexuality and Subterfuge in ‘A Prayer for my Daughter’” talk about Yeats’s
sexuality in terms of his frustrated relationship with Maud Gonne, deriving a
biographical thesis from his poems. Terry Eagleton in “Politics and Sexuality
in W. B. Yeats” explains a paradoxical nature of female sexuality in
antinomian political terms commenting on “Easter 1916.” Focusing on Yeats’s
employment of sexuality in his later poems and plays, Tim Armstrong in
“Giving Birth to Oneself: Yeats’s Late Sexuality,” argues that “sexuality in
such cases is not only a “theme”; it is, rather a metaphor for the poet’s
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creative activity, ... There is a coherence in Yeats’s thought about sexuality,
the incarnation, and rejuvenation which finds a parallel in the coherence of the
theory of the Steinach operation, with its displacement of energy from sex
into general activity” (55). Yoon, Jungmook’s two papers on sex and sexuality
in Yeats poetry provides important insight into the poet’s incessant interests in
the two subjects. “Literature, Sex, and Politics: A Reading of Yeats’s Early
Poetry” explores the role of sex in terms of its relations to Irish nationalsim.
And in “Sexuality and Love in Yeats’s Poems, 1934-1939” Yoon, Jungmook
approaches Yeats’s obsessive interests in sex and love not in the context of
his efforts not only to deal with his decline in sexual ability and in poetic
creativity, but also to bring out the hatred and anger the then contemporary
Ireland harbored. On the other hand, Ilhwan Yoon focuses on the issue of
death in his “Death as Lack and Repetition in Yeats’s Poetry,” arguing that
“Yeats depends on the muse of death for the aesthetics of his poetry” (99).
James Olney seems to be the first and the only scholar who discusses the
subject of sex and the dead together, which he explains using the terms—
daimones

and

daimonism--comparing

them

with

Jung’s

theory

of

unconsciousness in “Sex and the Dead: Daimones of Yeats and Jung.”
In this paper, I will explore Yeats’s poems in the context of sex and the
dead since there is a close connection between the two. An understanding of
sex in its relationship to the dead will give us a new perspective on his
poems. When Yeats describes erotic scenes in his poems, we always see that
the poet also mentions the dead in the same poem or in its close vicinity. In
early Yeats, sex takes the form of a fairy or a ghost, which is intended to
seduce mortals to the world of superman forces. “The Hosting of the Sidhe,”
the title poem of The Wind Among the Reeds (1899), seems to be the first
poem in which Yeats introduces fairy hosts as a sexual force and uses them
as a link between mortals and the dead. It is significant to note that this
poem opens with the implications of the dead over which the spirits from the
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past are riding: “The host is riding from Knocknarea / And over the grave of
Clooth-na-Bare.” Knocknarea implicitly refers to the dead since it, as Yeats
explained in his 1899 note to the poem, is a burial ground of a great queen
of the western Sidhe, Maeve, and the grave of Clooth-na-Bare explicitly
points to the dead; it is thought to be the resting place of an old woman of
Bare who drowned during her fairy life in the deepest water in the world.
With the image of the dead foregrounding the poem, Yeats immediately
presents sexually charged images of the fairy hosts, Caoilite and Niamh:
Caoilte tossing his burning hair,
And Niamh calling Away, come away:
Empty your heart of its mortal dream.
The winds awaken, the leaves whirl round,
Our cheeks are pale, our hair is unbound,
Our breasts are heaving our eyes are agleam,
Our arms are waving our lips are apart; (CP 55)

This scene is often quoted as the focal point of the poem, providing an
image of seductress who “has surpassing beauty, even to look at her is to
lose forever one’s capacity for natural contentment,” or who “calls on mortals
to leave behind their mortal dreams and surrender to the passionate beauty of
the fairy host” (A Critical Companion to William Butler Yeats, 119). It seems
to me that this scene also refers to Yeats’s concept of sex. To begin with,
the burning hair of Caolite seems to suggest his sexual passion; Yeats often
uses a fire as a metaphor for sexual passion. “The Song of Wandering
Aengus,” collected in the same volume, depicts an imaginative sexual
expedition of the Irish love of God which is touched off by “a fire.” Because
of the fire in his head, Aengus went out to the hazel wood at night
preparing a berry and a hazel wand, and dropped the fishing rod into a
stream. This activity by the love of God is all suggestive of a sexual
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intercourse in that a hazel wand implies a phallus and a stream a genital. But
his thirst for lust is satisfied only in a fantasy or in his imagined garden of
Eden where he is dreaming of touching the breast of a girl who briefly visits
him and disappears: I will pluck ... “The silver apples of the moon,/ The
golden apples of the sun.” Yeats employs the fire image as a sexual
metaphor once again in “On Woman,” which shows a sexual union between
Solomon and Sheba by adopting the fire and water image:
“When she the iron wrought, or
When from the smithy fire
It shuddered in the water
...
Shudder that made them one. (CP 147)

Here, we see that the iron functions as a symbol of phallus, water genital
which is reminiscent of the case in “The Song of Wandering Aengus.” In “The
Hosting of the Sidhe,” we can interpret Caolite with a fire in his head as a
sign of possessing a sexual passion with Niamh as his partner. This fact is
further reinforced by the fact that both are riding on horses which is also
symbolic of a sexual act. Hence, here we have erotically charged images on
the part of the two fairy hosts, as if they were moving towards the climax of
their passion. The employment of symbolic sexual activity also makes it
possible to place this poem in the larger context, one of Yeats’s favorite poetic
techniques. That is, a sexual act plays a symbolic role of reconciling or fusing
death and life, fire and water, the past and the present, air and earth, the
feminine and masculine principle which are embedded throughout this poem.
Yeats makes it clear that the driving force behind this cosmic interplay
between yin and yang is a sexual force, under the guise of Caoilte and Niamh,
which comes from the outside world. In other words, the sexual power is not
something that we can control or contain, but something that dictates the
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course of human life, which is summarized in the following two lines:
We come between him and the deed of his hand,
We come between him and the hope of his heart. (CP 55)

By juxtaposing the image of the dead and sex in the form of the grave
and fairy hosts, Yeats makes the sexual activity not only lure mortals back
into the womb of the great matriarch, Queen Maeve, but also play a
symbolic role of dissolving the difference between the dead and the living. ).
Yeats, however, is not ready to succumb to the temptation of the sexual
forces from the outside world, since uniting with divine forces involves a
death of self. “The Everlasting Voices,” placed right after “The Hosting of
the Sidhe” communicates the young poet’s resistance, revealing his agonized
tension between the world of the rose and that of common things:
O SWEET everlasting Voices be still;
Go to the guards of the heavenly fold
And bid them wander obeying your will (CP 55)

A theme of sex and the dead did not appear in Responsibilities (1914)
but resurfaced in The Wild Swans at Coole (1919) and Michael Robartes and
the Dancer (1921). Here we see that Yeats placed poems depicting sexual
scenes in the neighborhood of the poems talking about the dead. The Wild
Swans at Coole begins with “The Wild Swans at Coole,” and “In Memory of
Major Robert Gregory,” “An Irish Airman Foresees His Death,” which are all
concerned with mortality, death, and the dead. The images of death and the
dead are soon followed by an amorous interplay between sexual oppositions
and a veiled suggestion of love-making in “Under the Round Tower,” and
“Solomon to Sheba.” In a similar vein, at the beginning part of Michael
Robartes and the Dancer, a love-making scene between Solomon and Sheba
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is presented in “Solomon and the Witch,” which is followed by the poems
portraying the dead in “An Image from a Past Life,” “Under Saturn,” “Easter
1916” and “Sixteen Dead Men.”
A reading of these poems leads us to see that Yeats changed many
essential ingredients concerning the theme with the package intact. To begin
with, the middle aged poet began to deal with the death of real people who
died during the war or uprising: Major Robert Gregory, MacDonagh,
MacBride, Connolly, and Pearse. More significantly, Yeats abandoned the
image of a seductive fairy as a vehicle of sexual force, which was anticipated
in Responsibilities (1914). We know that Yeats tried to tackle the demand of
the then present reality by turning away from the dreamy Celtic twilight of
his early poems which he suggested through the two epigraphs to the volume
Responsibilities (1914): “In dreams begins responsibilities” and “How am I
fallen from myself, for a long time now I have not seen the Prince of Chang
in my dreams” (VP 269). For this reason, we meet only one fairy and one
ghost in the entire volume of Responsibilities, with other supernatural forces
kept to a minimum. And we see that Aoief, who appeared in “The Grey
Rock,” is not as sexual as a fairy in his early poem, neither her seductive
power does work well with the young man she loves. Although the rock-born
goddess entices the young warrior with a magic pin which makes him
invisible, thus keeping him from death, and a promise of 200 years of life,
he refuses her gift and love and chooses death, in Aoief’s words, “for the
sake of a new friend” and “his country’s need” (CP 106). A ghost makes its
presence in “To a Shade” but its role is not so much sexual as political.
After Responsibilities, a fairy or a ghost as a force of sexual seduction has
been completely omitted in Yeats’s poetic world.
Yeats instead began to use the image of the dance especially by a couple
as a vehicle to carry his concept of sex. This is not to say that the dance is
a symbol of sex but to say that it contains elements which can be associated
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with a sexual foreplay and sexual activity in some poems. Judit Nenyei
suggests a similar idea by writing that “The dance brings the lovers closer to
each other, and while it lasts, it unites their souls in love” (95) in Thought
Outdanced: The Motif of Dancing in Yeats and Joyce. Although Judit is
careful to avoid the physical dimension of love in the dance, I believe that
dancing by a couple embodies the union of bodies as well as souls of a
male and a female dancer. It is interesting to see that Yeats gets more and
more obsessed with the physicality of sex as he grows old. In this sense, the
dancer and dancing is a more appropriate and realistic metaphor to convey
the idea of sex than spirits, or fairies.
With these basic changes in mind, let us examine the theme of sex and
the dead in The Wild Swans at Coole and Michael Robartes and the Dancer.
With the images of death and the dead foregrounded through elegiac poems
at the beginning part of The Wilde Swans at Coole, the volume moves on to
“Under The Round Tower,” which contains a sexual connotation. The poem,
the setting of which is similar to that of “The Hosting of the Sidhe,” starts
with the depiction of a tomb of Billy Byrne’s ancestors which is located
beside a stream, foregrounding an element of death (grave) and life (water).
And here we have an act of dancing which can be construed as an attempt
to reconcile sexual oppositions: a golden king and silver lady. If we look at
the round tower and the stream as a symbol of a phallus and a genital, then
the dancing can be stretched to mean a veiled suggestion of sexual activity.
Dancing as a reference to sex is used again in “On Woman,” in which Sheba
leads a dance with her lover, Solomon, and is repeated in his later poems
such as “Those Dancing Days are Gone,” “The Spur,” and “The Wild Old
Wicked Man.” The Golden king and silver lady dance themselves towards
their bodily climax (“Until they pranced upon the top”) and finally into a
momentary physical union (“Hands gripped in hands, toes close together,”).
This reconciliation between sexual oppositions symbolizes the idea of
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integrating death and life and a masculine and a feminine principle suggested
in the beginning of the poem. At the moment of union, the distinction
between life and death dissolves, making life death, and death life. This
meaning, however, is lost on the beggar, Billy Byrne, who is more interested
in practical and realistic matters, and interprets this visitation in his dream as
an ominous sign by saying “It’s certain that my luck is broken.” By
following the money, pick pocket He is losing the chance of becoming a
king. (Mythologies 227-8)
The next poem, “Solomon to Sheba,” talks about a theme of love
between Solomon and Sheba, who are thought to be Yeats and his
newly-wedded wife, Georgie Hyde-Lees. Although this poem does not provide
explicitly sexual scenes, it connotes both mental and physical love of the
couple when we consider the following moment of the poem:
We have gone round and round
In the narrow theme of love
Like an old horse in a pound. (CP 138)

Yeats’s choice of dictions, especially “round” and “an old horse,” reminds
us of the sexual movement of golden king and silver lady : “Prancing round
and prancing up / Until they pranced upon the top.” “Prancing round” (CP
137) prefigures the activity of Solomon and Sheba first because they move
round and round and second because prance is a word to convey the
movement of a horse. Moreover, “going round ... in a pound” may also mean
a routine activity in a house which involves a sexual connotation if we take
Yeats’s recent marriage with Georgie into consideration.
“Solomon and the Witch” in Michael Robartes and the Dancer presents a
more explicit sexual communion between Solomon and Sheba, in which we
hear the heroine’s amorous cry resulting from her bedding with Solomon: “I
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suddenly cried out in a strange tongue/ Not his, not mine,” Asked the
meaning of the cry, Solomon replies:
'A cockerel
Crew from a blossoming apple bough
Three hundred years before the Fall,
And never crew again till now,
And would not now but that he thought,
Chance being at one with Choice at last,
All that the brigand apple brought
And this foul world were dead at last. (CP 177)

To Solomon, their sexual activity amounts to an integration of two
opposing principles such as chance and choice which brings a new world:
“Yet the world ends when these two things, / Though several, are a single
light, / When oil and wick are burned in one;” (CP 177). Scholars perceive
Sex as a cosmic force which dictates and changes the course of human
history, which is later repeated in “Leda and the Swan.”
But it seems to me that Yeats also begins to view sex as a force to
create a new world, or the state of heaven, in which the difference between
sun and moon has been dissolved. In other words, sex is a way of
experiencing oneness about which he describes in “The Happy Townland”
since “all that are killed in battle / Awaken to life again” or “Running to
Paradise” in which “the king is but as the beggar.” Yeats’s notion of sex as
a force to create a new world has been evolved from the idea in “Under the
Round Tower” in which sex works as a vision of union for the beggar. By
juxtaposing a poem dramatizing sex and poems talking about the dead in The
Wild Swans at Coole and Michael Robartes and the Dancer, Yeats attempts
to associate sex with the dead, making each concept significant in relation to
each other. One of the possible intentions is that the dead will be revived by
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the means of sex in the course of human history. Reading “Under the Round
Tower” and “Solomon to Sheba” in the context of the previous poems talking
about the death of Major Robert Gregory, I am almost tempted to say that
the Irish hero is not actually dead but temporarily recedes into memory and
may rise again when the time is ripe, since the sexuality of dancing and the
word choice of “round and round” suggests the idea of an endless cycle of
death and life, thereby creating a possibility of resurrecting the fallen hero. In
a similar vein, the image of sex strongly etched in “Solomon and the Witch”
may have something to do with the force of resurrecting the dead described
in “An Image from a Past Life,” “Under Saturn,” “Easter 1916” and “Sixteen
Dead Men.” For Yeats, no one dies; he or she just recedes into our memory.
So he wrote:
The dead living in their memories are, I am persuaded, the source of all that
we call instinct, and it is their love and their desire, all unknowing, that
make us drive beyond our reason, or in defiance of our interest it may be;
and it is the dream martens that, all knowing, are master-masons to the living
martens building about church windows their elaborate nests (Myth, 359).

In the 1925 version of Vision, Yeats also wrote that “In our dreams we
communicate with the dead in their Waking State, and these dreams never
come to an end though they are only known to us while we sleep” (246). As
James Olney explains in his “Sex and the Dead: Daimones of Yeats and
Jung,” Yeats’s notion of the dead is very similar to that of Jung who
maintained we dream all the time—and so mingle with the dead, i.e., figures
of the collective unconsciousness-- “only our consciousness makes such a
noise in the waking state that we no longer hear it.” (57). In other words, in
Yeats’s world, the dead reside in the collective unconsciousness. It seems to
me that the dead in the Yeatsian world are always ready to re-enter the
world of the living and sex is the key to connect the two.
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In his later poetic career, Yeats picked up the theme of sex and the dead
again in Parnell’s Funeral and Other Poems (1935), which start with
“Parnell’s Funeral” and “Alternative Song for the Severed Head in The King
of the Great Clock Tower,” talking about the dead and ends with
Supernatural Songs filled with highly erotic and explicitly sexual scenes. As
we will soon see, the dead in both poems stand for the then Irish troubled
political situation. And, sex, for the aging poet, becomes more important and
significant than ever before in its relation to the dead not only because sex
and the dead constitutes one of the central concerns for the entire volume,
but also because the meaning of which is extended to involve religious,
spiritual and political dimensions. That is, as we will see through a close
reading of the volume, Yeats contemplated a religious and spiritual aspect of
sex which he hoped to work as a symbol for the resurrection of the dead, as
well as a catalyst for enlightenment. More significantly, Yeats also gave sex
a symbolic role of reconciling Irish political and religious divisions to achieve
his political vision of Irish unity.
Parnell’s Funeral and Other Poems first ushers us into a funeral scene of
Charles Steward Parnell, leader of the Irish parliamentary party and champion
of the Irish home rule movement, who Yeats believed was brought down by
the mob who turned against him out of political enmity. Parnell’s downfall
was a product of Irish political and religious clashes and feuds between
unionists and nationalists and Protestants and Catholics. “Parnell’s Funeral,”
ringing with a cacophonous and shrill sounds throughout the poem, conveys
Yeats’s feeling of pain and bitterness for the loss of a great politician and
his disparagement against petty, sectarian politics which tore Ireland apart. But
we know that beneath his resentment against Irish divided-politics lurked his
strong desire to achieve political unity for his country. In Autobiographies,
Yeats wrote:
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I had seen Ireland in my own time turn from the bragging rhetoric an
gregarious humor of O’Connell’s generation and school, and offer herself to
the solitary and proud Parnell and to her anti-self, buskin followed hard on
sock, and I had begun to hope, or to half hope, that we might be the first
in Europe to seek unity as deliberately as it had been sought by
theologians, poet, sculptor, architect, from the eleventh to the thirteenth
century (AU 167-8).

The scene of the dead and political strife described in “Parnell’s Funeral”
is followed by a parade of the dead, the tragic characters in Yeats’s works,
in “Alternative Song for the Severed Head in The King of the Great Clock
Tower.” This poem is a deliberate choice for Yeats not only because it
repeats the theme of the dead, but also because it deals with the rebirth of
the fallen heroes which can be associated with the imaginary resurrection of
the great politician Parnell.
Given the scenes of the dead in the two poems starting Parnell’s Funeral
and Other Poems, what poems could be better suited than Supernatural Songs
to end the volume, since the twelve poems in sequence are studded with the
images of sex and sexual activities, not to mention the dead. The notion of
union between sex and the dead takes a different shape in “Ribh at the
Tomb of Baile and Aillinn.” This poem is about Baile and Aillinn about
whom Yeats wrote in “Baile and Aillinn” which are included in the 1903
version of In the Seven Woods. (1903). Baile and Aillinn were lovers but
Aengus, the Master of Love, wishing them to be happy in his own land
among the dead, told to each a story of the other’s death, so that their hearts
were broken and they died. “Ribh at the Tomb of Baile and Aillinn”
continues the tale of the lovers beyond the grave. The lovers have been
transfigured by the miracle of their deaths and have come together overhead
in a bodiless communion of light:
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Of Baile and Aillinn you need not speak,
All know their tale, all know what leaf and twig,
What juncture of the apple and the yew,
Surmount their bones; but speak what none have heard.
The miracle that gave them such a death
Transfigured to pure substance what had once
Been bone and sinew; when such bodies join
There is no touching here, nor touching there,
Nor straining joy, but whole is joined to whole;
For the intercourse of angels is a light (CP 284)

John Unterecker proposes that the union of the dead lovers may have in part
symbolized the combination of pagan and Christian traditions by pointing out
the Biblical apple intertwined with the pagan yew. T. R. Hern focuses on the
fusion of religious and human love. In my opinion, this poem is another
example of fusing sex (“the intercourse”) and the dead (“angels” who “had
once been bone and sinew”). It is also significant to note that the sexual
union between the dead produces a light (“For the intercourse of angels is a
light.”) This light, a source of a mysterious power, as is the case with the
last moment of The King of the Great Clock Tower, enables Ribh, the
hermit-magician and an obvious mouthpiece of Yeats, to read the holy book,
the Bible. Yeats, however, also makes it clear that such a light can only be
seen by a hermit who purifies his “eyes, by water, herb and solitary prayer,”
indirectly referring to it as a moment of reaching the state of enlightenment
by rigorous spiritual training. It is also significant to note that the light “lies
in a circle on the grass.” The image of a circle reminds us of the movement
of dancing or going round and round which is a symbol of dissolving the
distinction between agony and trance, death and ecstasy. Yeats keeps on
exploring the role and power of sex in Supernatural Songs. In “Ribh
denounces Patrick,” Yeats makes sex central in this poem in that its
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procreative urge governs the entire chain of being, making no distinction
between mortal and immortal, physical and spiritual. In “Ribh in Ecstasy,” we
see that Ribh experiences the moment of enlightenment which cannot be
conveyed in language (“What matter that you understood no word! /
Doubtless I spoke or sang what I had heard / In broken sentences.”). For the
hermit, darkness and uncertainties disappear: “Some shadow fell.” The point
here is that his enlightening moment comes after going through sexual ecstasy
by and for himself although he later “forgot /Those amorous cries that out of
quiet come.” Sexual images appear throughout the poems.
Yeats’s adoption of sex and the dead in Parnell’s Funeral and Other
Poems provides a new depth of meaning to this volume. First of all, as
Yeats has done before, here we feel the strong possibility of resurrecting the
dead through sex. Looking at the death of Parnell in relation to what is
going on in “Alternative Song,” we see that Yeats, in a sense, intends to put
the fallen hero at the same level of “all those tragic characters” who have
appeared in Yeats’s poetic world. And we imagine the dead Parnell will
resurface in the future, and go to “the meet’s upon the mountain side” to
which Cuchulain, Niamh, Hanrahan and others ride. This thought is fueled
not only by an allusion in “Alternative Song” in which we see that the
power of sex makes the dead sing but also by the images of sex which
pervade Supernatural Songs.
Second, the political meaning of sex also seems to function as a kind of
Yeats’s prescription to cure Ireland’s diseases which are presented in the
beginning poems of Parnell’s Funeral. In “Parnell’s Funeral,” Yeats strongly
condemns the political and religious sectarianism which eventually brought
down Parnell. “Alternative Song” touches upon a class division by implying
the feud between the rulers and the ruled. “Church and State” deals with a
confrontation between people and a political and religious institution.
However, the images of sex which pervade most of the volume are so
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powerful that they seem to embrace the two politically and religiously
opposing forces----unionists and nationalists, Catholics and Protestants—and
reconcile them. The smooth power of sex also seems to be intended to melt
“civil rancor” and heal emotional scars and psychological wounds caused by
“popular rage” and “hysterica passio” of the Irish mob. We see a glimpse of
the power of sex which reconciles the high class and the lower class in
“Alternative Song.” The strife between people and church and state also
should be reconciled by the power of sex.
To put it simply, his later years, Yeats elevates the image of sexuality to
the level of a vision through which political, social and religious divisions are
dissolved and reconciled.
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