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T he

main topic is how Yeats has read Shakespeare in his life; the primary

sources for Hennessey are the essays on Shakespeare by Yeats throughout his
life. Probably this is the first study of this kind: reading Yeats’s essays
specifically on William Shakespeare. Why has Yeats read Shakespeare? It’s
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because Shakespeare is to Yeats the supreme poet dramatist, the model for
him; yet, Shakespeare is an English writer, and that’s how Yeats has
embarked on the long struggles of de-Anglicizing Shakespeare. The
de-Anglicizing of Shakespeare has a dual purpose: first, according to
Hennessey, to help set up the Irish Literary Revival by making Shakespeare
more like an Irishman than an English. Has this life-long effort of his
succeeded? According to Hennessey, no: the third and the actual concluding
chapter is entitled Disappointment, Degeneration, and Despair: Yeats’s Late
Shakespeare. Chapter 4 Yeats’s Modern(ish) Shakespeare: Irish Revivalism and
Literary Modernism is in fact the summary of the chapters that precede it.
As indicated by the structure of the book, the first two chapters are most
engaging and interesting, and Hennesey draws on authorities, such as Pascale
Casanova and Declan Kiberd, to theorize about this subject, and yet the idea
of Cultural Nationalism [and by extending its meaning to Transnationalism
(as used once in the conclusion of his final chapter though it is yet to
developed further by him and other scholars)] is the key concept Hennessey
has concentrated on developing in full detail: it is Yeats’s efforts to define,
theorize, and practice in his dramatic movements, including the writing of his
plays, the cultural nationalism by de-Anglicizing Shakespeare, unearthing Irish
occultism, and further making the Celtic superior to the Anglo-Saxon. Yeats
has grappled with Edward Dowden. an Irish professor of Shakespeare studies
at Trinity College Dublin. After having studied Yeats’s reception of
Shakespeare, Hennessey could say that “Dowden had embraced the English
literary canon [in Shakespeare] at the expense of indigenous Irish material”
(140). As to Shakespeare himself, Hennessey claims:
Yeats’s appropriation of Shakespeare contributed to the process by which
Shakespeare was liberated from an Anglo-Germanic signifying status,
denationalized [de-Anglicized], and globalized [transnationalized]. To borrow

Oliver Michael Hennessey. Yeats, Shakespeare, and Irish Cultural
Nationalism (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2014)

323

Pascale Casanova’s model of autonomous literary space—the “world republic
of letters”—we might say that “Shakespeare” gradually achieved its own
autonomy in the twentieth century, eventually freed from straightforwardly
chauvinist racial and national significations. (109)

Regardless of his conclusion, following Hennessey analyzing Yeats’s
progress in receiving and appropriating and Irishizing Shakespeare rivets my
attention. Hennessey’s reading of Yeats reading Shakespeare fascinates the
reader as Hennessey draws on many others’ diverse reactions to Yeats’s
essays of Shakespeare, drama, Irish occultism.
Of particular interest is that Yeats puts Shakespeare’s Richard II over his
Henry V. Yeats, with Maud Gonne, desires to set up an organization, the
Celtic Mysteries, where poetic reverie is a means to reaching into the world
beyond. Opposing Dowden who thinks Henry is “the man framed for the
most noble and joyous mastery of things” (52), Yeats thinks that Henry is
“impressive but animalistic, like a ‘handsome spiritual horse’” (53). Hennessey
further compares them:
Richard II ... is an effete and ineffective king: he is not interested in the
facts of the world, but instead takes an immoral pleasure in their effects
upon his emotions and imagination. His mind is intuitive, not intellectual.
Henry is masculine; Richard suffers from the “want of true and manyl
patriotism.” Henry is practical, and Richard is “artistic.” (53)

To me, now that we have read and studied Yeats for a long time, and
after reading Hennessey’s careful reading of Yeats reading Shakespeare, Yeats
the person and Yeats the writer seem to have resulted from Ireland herself,
with a dynamic history of her obtaining independence from England: that
Yeats and His Irish Occultism and Irish Cultural Nationalism Meet with
Shakespeare sums up Yeats’s grand journey through the Irish Revival.
The two biggest Index entries are Shakespeare (177 entries) and Yeats
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(143); large entries: cultural nationalism (33), Eliot (19), Irish Literary Revival
(16), Dowden (16), modernity (15), Abbey Theatre (13), The Celtic Mysteries
(occult society) (12), Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (12). Entries of
important scholars and authors: Pascale Casanova (11), Wilson G. Knight (8),
Declan Kiberd (7), Wyndham Lewis (7). The four-page Bibliography includes
Pascale Casanova’s The World Republic of Letters (trans M.B. DeBevoise.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2007); Declan Kiberd’s Inventing Ireland: The
Literatures of the Modern Nation (London: Vintage, 1995); Edward Dowden’s
Shakespeare: A Study of His Mind and Art (New York: Harper, 1918);
Wyndham Lewis’s The Lion and the Fox: The Role of the King in the Plays
of Shakespeare (London: G. Richards, 1927); George Wilson Knight’s The
Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearean Tragedy, with Three New
Essays (London: Methuen, 1949) Richard Halpern’s Shakespeare among the
Moderns (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1997); Barbara Hodgdon’s The Shakespeare
Trade: Performances and Appropriations (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P,
1998).
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