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Abstract: In line with recent scholarship that has argued for the importance of late
19th century literature for modernism and later developments, this article argues that
Yeats’s preserved a strong sense of the importance of his associates from the
Rhymers’ Club for his own poetical endeavours. Close inspection of his
autobiographical writings on 1890s figures such as Lionel Johnson, Ernest Dowson,
and Arthur Symons reveal considerable uncertainty about why their lives and careers
came to such a dismal end. Yeats’s own stance as a survivor of the 1890s is
complex, and informed by both classical and Romantic precedents. His choice of the
title The Tragic Generation for his 1922 memoir of the Nineties figures is ultimately
a gesture of homage that confirms Yeats’s view of their lasting value.
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제목: 회피의 세대: 예이츠의 1890년대에 대한 불편한 헌신
우리말 요약: 모더니즘과 그 이후의 문학적 진전에 있어서 19세기 말의 중요성을 주
장하는 최근의 연구에 맞추어, 본 논문이 주장하는 바는 예이츠가 자신의 시적 업적을
쌓기 위해서 라이머스 클럽 회원들의 중요성을 견지했었다는 것이다. 라이넬 존슨, 어
네스트 도슨, 아서 시몬과 같은 1890년대 인물들에 대한 그의 자서전의 글을 면밀히
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분석하면, 왜 그들의 인생과 작업이 비참하게 끝났는지에 대한 상당한 불확실성이 노
출된다. 1890년의 생존자로서의 자신의 입지는 복잡하며, 고전적, 낭만적 선례로 더욱
확실하게 드러난다. 90년대의 인물들에 대한 그의 1922년의 회고의 글을 비극적 세
대 라고 칭한 것은, 그들의 지속적 가치에 대한 예이츠의 존경의 몸짓을 나타낸다.
주제어: 예이츠, 데카당스, 비극, 자서전, 문학사
저자: 찰스 I. 암스트롱은 노르웨이 아그델 대학교 영문학교수이다. 그는 예이츠 새로
재단하기: 장르, 인유 및 역사 (블름스버리, 2013), 기억의 비유: 시, 공간, 그리
고 과거 (폴그레브, 2009), 낭만적 유기체: 이상주의적 원천에서 양면적 여생
(폴그레이브, 2003) 등이 있다. 그는 아일랜드 예술의 교차 (피터 랭, 2014), 위
기와 당대시 (폴그레이브, 2011), 후기식민사회의 혼란: 여행, 역사 및 담론의
아이러니 (노부서, 2006)의 공동편집이었다. 그는 국제예이츠학회 총무이며 북유
럽영어학회 회장이다. 케임브리지대학교 울브슨 대학 방문 펠로우이다.
____________________________________

W hat

tends to go under the name of Symbolist or Decadent poetry has had

varying fortunes within the academia of the British Isles. The key question
has been how to relate it to literary modernism. In 1978, Malcolm Bradbury
and James McFarlane were the editors of the anthology Modernism: A Guide
to European Literature 1890-1930. As indicated by that title, their perspective
was international. Furthermore, given an emphasis on French symbolism as an
originating impulse for modernism, it proved natural for them to let a figure
such as Oscar Wilde rub shoulders alongside not only Stéphane Mallarmé and
Arthur Rimbaud, but also mainstream modernists of the British canon such as
T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and Virginia Woolf. This approach built on the
precedent of Edmund Wilson’s study Axel’s Castle, which used for instance
T. S. Eliot’s debt to Jules Laforgue as the grounds to argue for a kind of
longue durée version of modernism as continuous with the precedent of
symbolism. Later, however, this perspective has been challenged by a much
more localized, small-scale reading, whereby a decisive break is configured by
Ezra Pound and a concentrated circle of collaborators. This has been
particularly evident in the work of Michael Levenson, who has endorsed
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Pound’s notion of Imagism and literary modernism as a kind of clear-cut
overthrowing of earlier developments.
More recently, however, as the editor of the 1999 Cambridge Companion
to Modernism, Levenson has admitted that what “once seemed the exclusive
affair of ‘modern masters,’ the ‘men of 1914’ (as Wyndham Lewis called
them), now stands revealed as a complex of inventive gestures, daring
performances, enacted also by many who were left out of account in the
early histories of the epoch, histories offered first by the actors themselves
and later produced within an academic discourse, willingly guided by the
precedents of the eminent artists” (Levenson 2-3). This stretching or
displacing of the modernist canon has not only functioned in a synchronic
manner, including contemporaries of Pound who for various reason formerly
were relegated to positions of marginality, but also to other historical periods.
Thus scholars such as Anthony Mellors and Tyrus Miller have looked at
modernism extending far beyond the long-popular end-point of around 1930
(see Mellors and Miller). Such gestures have also been accompanied by a
movement in the opposite historical direction. Scholars such as Lisa
Teukolsky, Kristin Mahoney, and Vincent Sherry have in different ways been
eager to once more emphasize the continuities between developments from the
end of the nineteenth century, on the one hand, and Modernism on the other
(see Teukolsky, Mahoney, and Sherry). Sherry refers in particular to the
importance of Ezra Pound in obscuring such continuities, arguing that Pound’s
writings show him “obviously suppressing the legacy of the Nineties as a
constitutive element in the art of his decade,” even while “the underlying
connection emerges in his critical prose as a subtler music” (3).
William Butler Yeats plays a walk-on role in Sherry’s narrative,
contributing in tandem with Arthur Symons to the displacement of
“Decadence” by “Symbolism” as a retrospective reduction of the critical
potential of the 1890s. This interpretation coheres with Matthew Creasy’s
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argument concerning how Yeats played a pivotal role in the transformation of
Symons’ article “The Decadent Movement in Literature,” of 1893, into the
highly influential and rather more mystically inclined book, published seven
years later, entitled The Symbolist Movement in Literature (see Creasy
xxi-xxiii). Yet this does not come close to exhausting Yeats’s rich and oddly
neglected engagement with the generation of the 1890s. As is well known,
Yeats’s relations to figures such as Symons, Lionel Johnson, and Ernest
Dowson — figures who often are described as English “Decadents” operating
in a way parallel, albeit subtly different from, the French Decadents — were
particularly close, due to their shared membership in the Rhymers’ Club. This
was a loosely affiliated group of writers, who met regularly in the Cheshire
Cheese pub in London, starting in 1890. Still, it has proved hard to gain an
accurate sense of the importance of such figures for Yeats. How vital were
they for the development of his career? And if one distinguishes a later,
more mature phase of Yeats’s writing from his work in the nineteenth
century, how is one to interpret Yeats’s backward gaze — his many acts of
interpreting and reinterpreting the 1890s, in terms of his readings of both his
own writings of the period and the accomplishments of its leading
representatives?
These are complex and encompassing questions, which will not be settled
in this brief article. They can however be approached by paying close
attention to some of Yeats’s key prose writings on the 1890s, mainly of an
autobiographical nature. The texts in question reveal that Yeats’s relationship
to the English fin de siècle is a complex one, involving both solidarity and a
desire to distance himself from their sad fate. In the period between 1910
and 1922, in particular, Yeats’s attempts to make sense of the 1890s are
shadowed by doubts and soul-searching. Although he appears to embrace a
diagnostic reading that will present a kind of reductive encapsulation of the
limits of the movement, Yeats’s own skepticism constantly undercuts, and

The Elusive Generation: Yeats’s Troubled Allegiance to the 1890s

45

ironizes over, any simple analysis.
The

most

imposing

and

well-known

statement

of

retrospective

self-interpretation of this kind is provided by Yeats’s autobiographical
narrative entitled The Tragic Generation, published in 1922 as book IV of
The Trembling of the Veil. This colourful account presents an engaging
synthesis of outrageous anecdote and more probing diagnoses and meditations.
Some of the material found in The Tragic Generation can be discovered in a
preceding, draft form in an unfinished autobiographical manuscript, which
Yeats began in 1915 but never published. Yeats had however started the
process of remembering the 1890s even earlier than this. The lecture “Friends
of my Youth” was one of three talks given by Yeats at the Adelphi club in
London in 1910. These were not published during Yeats’s lifetime, but in
1975 the stenographer’s notes from the lectures were published in an edited
form by Robert O’Driscoll. These notes were printed together with a
transcript of Yeats’s written drafts for “Friends of My Youth,” edited by
Joseph Ronsley. There are interesting differences between these different
manuscripts, providing key evidence of Yeats’s complex relationship to the
1890s generation at this point of his career.
One of the interesting tensions of the lecture is how it presents Yeats as
both a part of this group and apart from it. After first observing how he
became acquainted with other writers in London, and observing that “My
generation determined to band themselves together in a club, called ‘The
Rhymers’ Club,’ Yeats implicitly distances himself from the group he has just
constructed” (O’Driscoll 31). ‘My’ generation and talk of ‘we’ yields to talk
of ‘they.’ The distance is preserved in a pithy summary of the terrible fate of
his colleagues: “They were a strange, doomed generation,” Yeats claims:
“Two went mad; one committed suicide; two died of drink. Various
misfortunes overtook others amongst them” (O’Driscoll 31).
Yet the talk does not stop short at sensationalism. Yeats goes on to
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observe that he nevertheless thinks “they were entirely a sincere generation,”
thus providing what might sound like an oddly Victorian defense of these
arch-antagonists of Victorian conformity. It is true that the lecture presents
something of an attempted vindication of Yeats’s former colleagues before his
1910 audience of generally more mainstream figures, including Edmund Gosse
who functioned as a presiding moderator for the lecture. But the litany of
fateful ends — “Two went mad; one committed suicide; two died of drink”
— also hints at a more troubled and less disengaged context for

understanding Yeats’s lecture. For the lecture was given not long after the
latest chapters of this sorry story. Ernest Dowson had died, thirty-two years
old, in 1900, while Lionel Johnson had followed him, after a drunken fall in
1902. But other memories were still fresh: as recently as in 1908, Yeats’s
friend, Arthur Symons, had succumbed to a breakdown. And just the year
before the lecture John Davidson had committed suicide.
This depressing series was apparently offered in a shortened and more
deadpan manner in the lecture than what is the case of the preceding drafts.
The first draft mentions not only the five individual ends that made their way
to the lecture, but also goes further: observing that most of them “are dead
now or wrecked in some way,” and adding that even friends of the Rhymers’
Club had died young. Yeats mentions the painters Aubrey Beardsley and
Charles Conder, the latter having passed away as recently as in February
1909. The draft then presents Yeats pondering in anguish: “I wonder why
that generation was accursed. I ask myself that again and again. I wonder
was our philosophy of life to blame. Sometimes I blame it, more often I
commend my fellows and rejoice in them” (Ronsley 1975; 65).
These words allow us to glimpse both Yeats’s grief and his troubled
bewilderment. Their significance is underlined by how they bring up a
number of important motifs, which will obsessively recur during Yeats’s
meditations on the generation of the 1890s over the next three decades. One
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such motif is his attempt to balance fascination with the dismal end of this
generation with a true appreciation of their accomplishments: Yeats does not
just want to grieve, but also insists on commending and rejoicing. The draft
notes go on to compare the Nineties poets to a succeeding litrerary movement
personified by Thomas Sturge Moore and Laurence Binyon, bluntly insisting
that Yeats and his fellow Rhymers “were right, our path the more dangerous”
(Ronsley 1975; 65). Yeats’s search for an underlying cause is another
important keynote struck at this early stage: when he suggests that perhaps
the “philosophy of life” of the 1890s generation was to blame, this is the
first hypothesis of many that will be aired in his writings over the next few
years. He is however careful not to frame this as a conclusive solution:
Yeats’s “wonder” indicates that this is speculation, guesswork, grasped at in a
state of grieving puzzlement. Before — and to a certain degree also after —
becoming the “tragic” generation in his later meditations, Dowson, Johnson,
Symons, and the other Nineties figures are most of all an elusive generation.
Still, already at this juncture there are anticipations of Yeats’s later,
crucial use of the epithet “tragic” to sum up the Nineties. This can be
glimpsed in Yeats’s wondering why “that generation was accursed.” One
might be tempted to dismiss this as a random, throw-away phrase, but Yeats
repeats it in the second draft of the same lecture, where he writes the
following: “The generation of poets to whom I belong — the generation that
began to write in the late eighties and early nineties — was for some strange
reason under a curse” (Ronsley 1975; 65). The concept of the “curse” can
here be interpreted as a marker of the incommensurable and obscure link
between cause and effect: together, the collective mass of the dismal ends of
so many of the 1890s figures makes for such a cataclysmic event, that
normal explanatory frames seem ill-equipped to make sense of what has
happened. In Jahan Ramazani’s analysis of the tragic change of events
tracked by Yeats’s poem “Easter, 1916,” he claims that the entirety of
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“Easter, 1916” is characterized by an “epistemological rift […] between the
knowledge that a change has occurred and the absence of an ‘efficient cause’
to explain the change” (Ramazani 61). A similar “rift” or lacuna seems to
enter into Yeats’s puzzled return, in text after text of memoirs, to the terrible
end of his former colleagues.
The second draft of the “Friends of My Youth” lecture shows Yeats
speculating in the very gap opened up this empty space. Significantly, he
states that “One cannot help guessing at the riddle” presented by this problem
(Ronsley 1975; 66). Now, like a “curse,” the concept of a “riddle” brings
with it a rich set of associations and echoes. Implicitly, Yeats’s presenting
himself as toying with solutions to a vital but puzzling riddle has echoes of
Oedipus’s response to the riddle of the sphinx. Later, Yeats would make
much of this Greek narrative in A Vision, with a rather Hegelian
interpretation of it as an epoch-changing event, but already in 1910 Oedipus
was very much on his mind. A battle with the censors over the Abbey’s
planned staging of George Bernard Shaw’s The Shewing-Up of Blanco Posnet
the year before had led Yeats to conclude that the Abbey should stage
Sophocles’s tragedy King Oedipus as a kind of strategic provocation in the
interest of free speech. As David Clark and James McGuire have shown,
Yeats subsequently read Jebb’s translation of the play with a view to making
a new, dramatic version (see Clark and McGuire 14-16). Although a long
delay would result in Yeats’s own version only finally being produced in
1928, already in the writing of the “Friends of My Youth” lecture its plot
appears to exert a subterranean pull on Yeats’s imagination.
In King Oedipus, the city of Thebes is suffering from a plague. The
chorus states that “the city stumbles towards death, hardly able to raise up its
head” (Yeats 2001: 369-70). As the king of Thebes, Oedipus needs to find
out the cause, and purge the kingdom of whatever defilement has led to their
current abject state. By the end of the play, of course, he discovers that he
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himself is the cause, through his unknowing murder of his father and killing
of his mother. In Yeats’s published version of the play, Tiresias predicts that
“one day a mother’s curse and father’s curse alike shall drive you from this
land in dreadful haste” (Yeats 2001: 377). And at the end of the play,
Oedipus also describes himself as “having been found accursed in bloodshed,
accursed in marriage, and in my coming into the world accursed!” (Yeats
2001: 395). Beyond such textual parallels, Oedipus’s original situation in the
play has interesting relevance to Yeats’s state of mind during the writing of
his lecture. Like Oedipus, he believes a deadly curse has been unleashed,
with fatal consequences for his fellows. The situation is however unclear, and
he has to garner knowledge about its causes in order to make an adequate
response.
In Oedipus’s case, of course, the king believes himself to be personally
exempt to the effects of curse, but as the plot unravels he discovers that this
is a mistaken assumption. There is an interesting parallel here to the case of
Yeats, who like Oedipus is torn between a sense of community, or even
solidarity, and an accompanying desire to personally give the curse a wide
berth. Reference has already been made to Yeats’s tendency to shift between
referring to “we” and “my generation”, on the one hand, to “they” and “that
generation” on the other hand, when speaking of the Rhymers. Stephen Regan
has written of how The Tragic Generation “skillfully mythologizes his own
remarkable survival” (Regan 27). We can observe how this process had
already started in 1910, with the lecture on “Friends of My Youth.” At that
point, of course, it was a more fragile and uncertain undertaking, not only
due to the nearness in time to the demise of several of the Rhymers, but
also because Yeats’s career was a difficult juncture: he could look back at a
decade where his work with the Abbey Theatre had taken a huge cost, and
his reputation as a poet had suffered due to there being no obvious follow-up
to The Wind Among the Reeds.
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It is no accident that when Yeats “mythologizes,” then, he does so based
on the example of an inherently troubled mythological figure: Oedipus is not
a simple hero or instrument of self-aggrandizement, but rather someone who
falls due to his own hubris. Yeats’s lecture is thus an anguished quarrel with
himself, a rhetorical exercise aiming to convince himself that his own career
in 1910 is in the process of following a trajectory essentially different from
that of figures such as Symons and Johnson. He is partially but not fully a
member of their poetic community. The second draft of the “Friends of My
Youth” lecture makes this sense of exceptionalism clear, when Yeats refers to
“That generation to which I myself only imperfectly belong, for I belong to a
country still lost in mere rough energies” (Ronsley 1975; 67) In other words,
the Irishness of Yeats separates him from his British colleagues. According to
George Watson, Yeats’s “early work dances an elaborate gavotte between
patriotism and Aestheticism” (Watson 55) — and here it is the complexity
and singularity of that gavotte that separates him, as it were, from the dance
of death of the Rhymers.
Irishness is however only the first of a series of distinguishing traits that
will be brought to prominence in Yeats’s reminiscences. A further important
dividing line is provided by the decadent lifestyles of his former companions.
Despite his having an affair with Olivia Shakespear in the 1890s, and
generally entertaining a complex and varying relationship to anti-establishment
bohemianism through much of his career (see Armstrong), Yeats is at this
point keen to distance himself from what he describes as the “dissipation” of
figures such as Dowson, Beardsley, and Symons. Another draft of the lecture
gives an interesting spin on this theme, when Yeats writes that
I had a dissipation as overpowering, as lasting as theirs, one that seizes
every literary man of my country sooner or later. That dissipation is Ireland
that draws me away from my work, distracts it, makes the amount of it but
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little, as they were drawn from their work by wine or women. I often and
often go over it in my mind and I wonder whether we have been right or
wrong, and I wonder if my dissipation is better or worse than theirs
(Ronsley 1975; 77).

There is here an interesting echo of Yeats’s short lyric, “All Things Can
Tempt Me,” which had been published in The English Review the preceding
year. Just as the poem equates “a woman’s face” with the distraction of “the
seeming needs of my-fool driven land” (Yeats 1987: 267), the lecture makes
a parallel between wine, women, and nation. Importantly, though, Yeats
makes us aware of a significant difference in relating to these extra-poetical
pursuits, which suffices to distinguish his form of dissipation from that of his
former colleagues.
If Yeats is the last man standing, it is implied, this is because he was
also always the odd man out. Elsewhere he will mention his decision to
renege on the strong emphasis, among key Rhymers, on the genre of lyric as
another important difference. Yeats’s own anxiety about his lack of a wife
and settled domestic relations, which lasts up to the marriage with George
Hyde Lees in 1917, can also be understood as informed by a desire to stay
untouched by the curse of the Nineties. All in all, the nature of Yeats’s
distinctness from the friends of his youth is evidently an important matter for
him. In what sense can he be described a “survivor” of the mysterious
cataclysm that swallowed up the movement, why is he survivor, and how can
he preserve the vitality and continuance of his career even as the Nineties
appears to have come to a close as a literary and cultural movement? These
are all important questions for him, according to a narrative that in some
ways anticipates those of later survivors of the Great War.
Another literary precedent, closer to home than Oedipus, presents a
monitory example. Yeats’s writings about the 1890s generation make a
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number of allusions to Romanticism, in order to make their point. The second
draft of the “Friends of My Youth” lecture states outright that “it was the
strongest and richest natures” of that generation, that “came soonest to their
bad end” (Ronsley 1975; 66). This idea of full vitality exhausting itself
through a kind of inborn, spendthrift generosity of its resources, appears to
echo Wordsworth who, in The Excursion, had written that “the good die first,
/ And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust / Burn to the socket.”
Shelley had quoted these lines in the epigraph for Alastor, ensuring that they
would not have passed Yeats by. The Irishman returns explicitly to the Lake
Poet in the third draft, when he states that, for all his uncertainty about the
Rhymers, “one thing do I see, that whether as poets they were great or
small, they were in their lives very like Wordsworth’s ‘in their misery dead’”
(Ronsley 1975; 73). The allusion is to “Resolution and Independence,” where
the dejected mood of the speaker, finally assuaged by the leech-gatherer, is
partially caused by thoughts of Chatterton and other “mighty Poets in their
misery dead.” Earlier on in the poem, a rhyming couplet summed up the
underlying, vocational pessimism: “We Poets in our youth begin in gladness;
/ But thereof come in the end despondency and madness.”
Yeats appears to be ventriloquizing Wordsworth here, and it makes for
rather peculiar reading — given that this is of course not a voice Yeats
normally would be all that happy to channel. Wordsworth represents the
worrying example of a survivor figure whose aftermath in some ways is not
worthy of the original company he has kept. This is implicit in the transcript
of the lecture that Yeats actually ended up giving, where Wordsworth is
compared unfavourably with two of the Romantics he would survive by
almost thirty years: “Wordsworth was dull as compared with Shelley and
Byron,” Yeats states there, “because these men had the theatrical quality
which enabled them to project an image of themselves. The image of one
who has lived passionately and sincerely is always more important than his
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thought” (Ronsley 1975; 39). Yeats’s anxiety provides a hidden subtext here.
He follows the early Wordsworth’s understanding of a differentiation between
short and passionate lives with long-winded and more phlegmatic existences,
even as he is concerned about the danger of following the later Wordsworth
as an exemplary survivor whose later “pedantic composure” betrayed the
inspiration and company of his youth (Yeats 2007: 254).
The first of the two mentioned allusions resurfaces — in a somewhat
different form — in the later, unpublished draft of a memoir, when Yeats
writes of Ernest Dowson that “he was burning to the socket, in exquisite
songs celebrating in words full of subtle refinement all those whom he named
with himself ‘us the bitter and gay’” (Yeats 1972: 93) . In the later version
of the story of the 1890s presented in this draft and The Tragic Generation,
it is still — as in the original lecture — the complementary contrast of
Dowson and Lionel Johnson that very much provides the heart of Yeats’s
narrative. If there is a failing of the “philosophy of life” of the 90s
generation, then it is exemplified by the opposite extremes of these two
figures. Where Johnson denies life, opting for a kind of literary monasticism,
Dowden embraces it all too fully. Neither has found a balance, and as a
result their gift is spent in an excess of unfettered energy without measure.
But this is only one of many hypotheses entertained by Yeats, as he
continues the search he began in 1910 after the fatal flaw or “curse” that
doomed his friends. In The Tragic Generation, the story has become stylized,
and it is more fully contextualized — especially through a long section on
Oscar Wilde’s response to his own undoing.
As Yeats continues pondering on the fates of the 1890s figures, though,
he appears no closer at finding a final solution to the cause of their
predicament. A broader view leads, instead, to a proliferation of explanations.
One of the more interesting and frequently-quoted hypotheses, is that Yeats’s
former colleagues were tragic figures exiled by their own age — they had to
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fail given the lack of a match between their own worldview and the comedic
and rational ethos of modernity. The germ for this hypothesis is present
already in the drafts for the 1910 lecture — where Yeats refers to an
unnamed friend who is “fond of saying, that in every generation the life of
an artist is harder to endure” — but it is much transformed in The Tragic
Generation (Ronsley 1975; 80). Another development is brought about by
Yeats’s addition of reminiscences of Aubrey Beardsley, which articulate
Yeats’s concept of “The Vision of Evil” in a way that suggests that what is
in danger of being dismissed as mere distracting dissipation in the earlier
texts might indeed have a deeper meaning. Already here one can trace a
return of subversively “Decadent” tonalities that had been partially obscured
by the more mystical interpretation of the era provided by Symons, with the
aid of Yeats, in The Symbolist Movement in Literature. Despite the
conversion of many French and English fin du siècle figures to Catholicism,
Yeats in The Tragic Generation consistently resists reading the movement as
a form of repressed or unconscious religiosity. In his view, religion “but
deepened despair and multiplied temptation” for these figures (Yeats 1999:
242).
Although he is arguably less anguished than in “Friends of My Youth,”
Yeats’s search for an explanation continues in The Tragic Generation, in an
uncharacteristically forensic weighing of the evidence:
The Rhymers had begun to break up in tragedy, though we did not know
that till the play had finished. I have never found a full explanation of that
tragedy; sometimes I have remembered that, unlike the Victorian poets,
almost all were poor men, and had made it a matter of conscience to turn
from every kind of money-making that prevented good writing, and that
poverty meant strain, and for the most part, a refusal of domestic life. Then
I have remembered that Johnson had private means, and that others who
came to tragic ends had wives and families. Another day I think perhaps
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our form of lyric, our insistence upon emotion which has no relation to any
public interest, gathered together overwrought, unstable men; and remember,
the moment after, that the first to go oout of his mind had no lyrical gift,
and that we valued him mainly because he seemed a witty man of the
world; and that a little later another who seemed, alike as man and writer,
dull and formless, went out of his mind, first burning poems which I
cannot believe would have proved him, as the one man who saw them
claims, a man of genius (Yeats 1999: 233).

Strikingly, Yeats’s search for general patterns is being held in check by a
respect for the singularity of the dramatis personae that are involved.
Although commentators such as Joseph Ronsley and Daniel O’Hara have
emphasized the symbolical patterns into which Yeats forces his portraits in
the Autobiographies (see O’Hara and Ronsley 1968), ultimately he shows
much deference to the complexity and individuality of his 1890s companions.
This does not mean that there is not careful calibration of the inheritance
of the Nineties going on in The Tragic Generation, evident for instance in
Yeats’s claim that his colleagues from this period provided him with a
negative insight: “They had taught me that violent energy, which is like a
fire of straw, consumes in a few minutes the nervous vitality, and is useless
in the arts. Our fire must burn slowly, and we must constantly turn away to
think” (Yeats 1999: 245). Here we can see a dismissal of the unchecked
energies of a lifestyle that the earlier Yeats had seen as a worthwhile riposte
to Wordsworthian circumspection. Neither in The Tragic Generation nor later
does such criticism of parts of their legacy, however, entail a wholesale
rejection. In the 1930s Yeats will again return to the generation of the 1890s
in various contexts, including his BBC lectures and the preface to the Oxford
Book of Modern Verse: 1892-1935. The historical span chosen by Yeats for
the latter selection — indicated in its subtitle — deliberately emphasizes the
essential continuity between the 1890s and later developments. In a letter to
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Maurice Bowra, dated 31 May 1935, he insists that the “Nineties was in
reality a period of very great rigour, thought and passion were breaking free
from tradition” (Yeats 2002: 6239). The Rhymers also have an impact on in
his late poetry. For instance, Dowson’s “Villanelle of the Poet’s Road” —
with its refrain of “Unto us they belong, / Us the bitter and gay, / Wine and
woman and song” — appears as an important subtext for Yeats’s late
flowering of tragic gaiety.
It is perhaps the continuing importance of the tragic conception of art and
life that presents the most lasting link between Yeats and the Nineties figures.
Describing them as a “tragic” rather than “decadent” generation, in his most
extensive memoir of the period, entailed a conscious choice on Yeats’s part.
The latter adjective makes a rare appearance in the unfinished autobiography
draft, when Yeats writes of Arthur Symons that he “alone seemed to me, to
use a favourite meaningless word of that time, ‘decadent’” (Yeats 1972: 97).
This snubbing of the term “decadent” ironically echoes Symons himself, who
in a self-revisionary moment in The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899)
had commented that “Decadence” was a term “rarely used with any precise
meaning,” which was “usually either hurled as a reproach or hurled back as a
defiance” (Symons 7).
A lot depends on Yeats’s distinction between the two words, “decadent”
and “tragic”. The difference between the two is not insignificant, yet arguably
subtler than that between “decadent” and “symbolist”. According to Vincent
Sherry, “Symbolism” is a “coded misnomer” that effectively erases the
transgressive and troubling potential of the Decadents (Sherry 22). In the
process, Decadence is sidelined, and its key role in the history of literary
modernism is occluded. As we have seen, Yeats fought precisely against such
a silencing of the legacy of the 1890s. As a result, Yeats’s preferred term
operates differently: his usage of “tragic” is in fact related to that of
“decadence,” as well as being a term of the highest commendation. Certainly,
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Yeats’s view of the 1890s generation is informed by strong emphasis on
endings that preserves the sense of a fall underlying “decadence.” In his use,
the term “tragic” implies that the ending of the lives involved was itself
particularly fateful and significant. In fact, textual evidence suggests that his
response to the “riddle” of the demise of Dowson, Johnson, and the other
1890s figures was crucial for the very development of this key term of
Yeatsian aesthetics. In “The Tragic Theatre,” which was published in August
1910 and ostensibly concentrates on the ending of Synge’s Deirdre of the
Sorrows, we find a crucial, early articulation of Yeats’s ideal of tragic joy.
There he claims that the character of Deirdre embodies “that tragic ecstasy
which is the best that art — perhaps that life — can give” (Yeats 2007:
175). This echoes the unpublished, concluding note to the last of Yeats’s
drafts for the “Friends of My Youth” lecture, where he engages with the
contemporary disdain for the 1890s in the following manner:
Ah, you will say, after the decadents of the nineties, we have once more
wholesome poetry, But if you say that you are forgetting all the saints
remembered. Tragedy is perhaps the greatest of all things, a gift that is
given to the elect and chosen souls and none others. Why should we
honour those that die upon the field of battle, a man may show as reckless
a courage in entering into the abyss of himself (Ronsley 1975; 81).

Paying homage to the example of what he called the “tragic generation,”
Yeats effectively insists upon the continuity of the 1890s with the more vital
developments of the ensuing decades. His writings upon this generation
present them, however, not only as a tragic group, but also one that is
provocative, troubling, and elusive in a thoroughly productive way.
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