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Abstract: In this paper I reconsider the inheritance of romanticism in the early poetry
of Yeats—especially the 1895 collection of Poems consisting of the sections
Crossways (1889) and The Rose (1893). While the pervasive influence of Blake and
Shelley on Yeats has received much scholarly attention, it has generally been in
reference to Yeats’s later system of symbolism and mythology; the poetry of Yeats’s
youth has suffered from comparative neglect. As Yeats strives to integrate the
traditional materials of Irish folklore and mythology into his early work, the question
of the poet’s relation to the earth emerges as a central concern—one that inevitably
draws on the English romantic tradition. I argue that Yeats critically engages with
the fundamental themes of romanticism in his earliest poetry, challenging and
revising the poet’s link to nature while questioning the efficacy of poetic language.
In addition to Blake and Shelley, William Wordsworth emerges as a steady influence
on early Yeats, evinced by the various echoes and allusions regarding the status of
nature and poetry.
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제목: 초기예이츠의 낭만주의 다시 읽기
우리말 요약: 이 논문은 교차로 (1889년)와 장미 (1889년)가 포함된 1895년 시집
에서의 초기 예이츠 시 속의 낭만주의 계승을 다시 읽으려 한다. 셸리와 블레이크의
예이츠에 대한 깊은 영향에 대해 학자들이 많이 연구하지만 주로 예이츠의 후기 상징
주의 체계와 신화와 결부 짓는 것이었다기에 사실 예이츠의 초기시는 비교적 소홀하
게 다루어지고 있다. 그는 아일랜드의 민담과 신화를 자신의 초기시에 통합시키려 하
지만, 이때 시인과 지상과의 문제가 중심과제로 등장한다. 이 문제는 불가피하게 낭만
주의 전통에 기대게 된다. 본인은 예이츠가 시어의 효용성에 의문을 제기하면서 자연
에 도전하고 시인과 자연의 관계를 수정하기 위해서 그의 초기시에서 근본적 낭만주
의의 문제를 다룬다고 주장한다. 블레이크와 셸리에 더하여, 워즈워드는 예이츠 초기
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시에 자연과 시에 대한 여러 가지의 암시와 반향으로 나타나는데, 이것은 워즈워드의
지속적 영향이다.
주제어: 예이츠, 1895년 시집 , 낭만주의, 워즈워드, 블레이크
저자: 제리 키아 웽은 국립대만대학교 외국어문학과 조교수이다.
____________________________________

In

the closing stanza of “Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931,” Yeats prominently

asserts that “We were the last romantics,” declaring his allegiance to a
literary tradition while simultaneously acknowledging its demise (CP 207).1)
The year 1931 announced by the poem’s title marks the modernist’s elegy to
romanticism, here represented as a literary vehicle that is destined to lose its
influence in a new era:
But all is changed, that high horse riderless,
Though mounted in that saddle Homer rode
Where the swan drifts upon a darkening flood. (CP 207)

Yeats’s later poetry is replete with an inevitable sense of loss and nostalgia for
bygone times, once infused with the presence of myth and folklore. Following
the poet’s own self-characterizations, it is commonplace to view the trajectory
of Yeats’s literary career as beginning in a pastoral, dreamy romantic mode in
the vein of early Shelley, Rossetti and Swinburne, only to undergo a
sea-change in his mature work to annunciate the terrible beauty of modernity.
James Longenbach recapitulates that narrative shaped by the New Criticism and
the early ideology of Modernism: Yeats’s career “epitomized the way in which
romantic poetry became modern poetry”; the evolution of his style embodied
“a general movement away from dreamy languorousness towards concrete
vigorousness” (322). It is the later, modernist Yeats that has received the most
critical attention, though Yeats’s early literary development and rapid
assimilation of styles in the 1890s is equally complex and fascinating.
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Contrary to Helen Vendler’s verdict that “the thematic material in the
early poems is frequently thin or repetitive” (90), a growing number of critics
now acknowledge the diverse range of nineteenth-century influences that have
been crucial to Yeats’s poetic formation in his early career. For instance, Roy
Foster’s Words Alone (2011) has examined how Yeats inherited multiple
traditions of nineteenth-century Irish writing that shaped “the original and
powerful Yeatsian voice in the decade from 1885 to 1895” (xvii). Romantic
influences on Yeats continue to be studied after the pioneering work of
Hazard Adams, Harold Bloom, and George Bornstein, who have focused
primarily on Blake and Shelley as Yeats’s dominant Romantic precursors. In
the 1890s Yeats was preoccupied with those two major poets, co-editing with
Edwin Ellis the landmark three-volume edition of William Blake (1893),
which contributed greatly to the resuscitation of Blake’s reputation; Yeats’s
penetrating essay on Shelley, “The Philosophy of Shelley’s Poetry,” was
written during the turn of the century and was published alongside essays on
Symbolism, Blake, and “The Celtic Element in Literature” in the collection
Ideas of Good and Evil (1903).
In this paper, I would like to consider another major romantic influence on
Yeats: the subtle presence of William Wordsworth, and the perennial romantic
theme of communion with nature that the earlier poet so vigorously expresses.
Recently, Madeleine Callaghan (2012) has identified “a Wordsworthian tone to
Yeats’s use of memory” (32) that reveals itself in moments of loss and
nostalgia. In a letter, Yeats astutely comments on the nature of Wordsworthian
reflection:
He strikes me as always destroying his poetic experience… by his reflective
power… He is full of a sort of utilitarianism and that is perhaps the reason
why in later life he is continually looking back upon a lost vision, a lost
happiness. (Letters 590)
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For Yeats, Wordsworth’s consciousness self-reflection seemed to detract from
the full expression of his poetic vision; Wordsworth’s “utilitarianism” here
may refer to the poet’s privileging of common experience over the
symbolically charged imagination of a Blake or Shelley. As we will see,
Yeats’s seeming critical stance toward Wordsworth does not preclude him as a
significant influence thematically and stylistically. In the last stanza of “Coole
Park and Ballylee, 1931,” Yeats goes on to define what makes a romantic:
We were the last romantics—chose for theme
Traditional sanctity and loveliness;
Whatever’s written in what poets name
The book of the people; whatever most can bless
The mind of man or elevate a rhyme; (CP 207)

George Bornstein has remarked that these qualities “seem an odd definition of
romanticism” when seen through the context of Blake and Shelley, since neither
could be said to have embraced “traditional sanctity” and neither was intensely
interested in “the book of the people” or popular folklore (49). Yet all three
defining characteristics that Yeats enumerates are distinctively Wordsworthian.
“Traditional sanctity” echoes Wordsworth’s “natural piety” (“My Heart Leaps
Up”) and his self-proclaimed role as a “worshipper of Nature” (“Tintern
Abbey”), emphasizing the sacred status of the poet’s roots and origins.2) “The
book of the people” finds its analogue in Wordsworth’s interest in the folk
ballad and his intention in Lyrical Ballads to write in “a selection of language
really used by men” (1802 Preface to Lyrical Ballads). Finally, the stately
measure of “whatever most can bless / The mind of man or elevate a rhyme” is
an unmistakable reference to the conclusion of The Prelude, where Wordsworth
proclaims his aim to impart inspiration to his readers:
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… what we have loved
Others will love, and we may teach them how:
Instruct them how the mind of man becomes
A thousand times more beautiful than the earth
On which he dwells… (1805 Prelude XIII.448-50)

These repeated echoes suggest that Yeats’s retrospection in 1931 of what
constitutes a romantic may in fact be closer to Wordsworth in substance than
either Blake or Shelley.
Wordsworthian themes and reverberations occur in Yeats’s poetry in his
formative period, when he was also absorbed in Blake, Shelley, and Irish
mythology. The question of the poet’s relation to nature became a pressing
one as Yeats attempted to construct a poetics of Ireland and its folk myths.
In his first collection of Poems published in 1895, Yeats declares that he will
“Sing of old Eire and the ancient ways” (“To the Rose upon the Rood of
Time,” 31) and asserts that he will sing “to sweeten Ireland’s wrong, / Ballad
and story, rann and song” (“To Ireland in the Coming Times,” 50). The land,
the earth, and nature become crucial elements that embody Ireland and its
traditions as represented by ballads and folklore. Discovering a language to
inscribe the poet’s relation to the land thereby emerges as a major challenge
during this period. That challenge is reflexively dramatized within the early
lyrics collected in the 1895 Poems.
“The Song of the Happy Shepherd” first appeared in the Dublin
University Review in 1885 and was entitled “An Epilogue to The Island of
Statues and The Seeker. Spoken by a Satyr, carrying a sea-shell.” Later, in
the 1889 collection of The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems, it was
renamed “Song of the Last Arcadian” before reverting to its original title in
Poems (1895). In either case the full titles express the sense of an ending, an
epilogue or farewell to an earlier age of innocence. Significantly, Yeats chose
to place this poem at the beginning of the Crossways section, proclaiming an

208

Jerry Chia-Je Weng

end to old things and heralding a new age to come. Nostalgia or lament is
implicitly transformed into an aim to write of the future.
The poem begins with the speaker’s declaration that pastoral innocence is
no more: “The woods of Arcady are dead, / And over is their antique joy.”
The past realm of Arcadia is proclaimed to be a fantasy of the past; instead,
the Enlightenment search for Truth has overwhelmed Spenserian romance as
the modus operandi of the world: “Of old the world on dreaming fed; / Grey
Truth is now her painted toy.” That Truth is merely a “painted toy,” a
decorative trifle, indicates that it too is incomplete, anticipating another shift in
the next lines:
Of all the many changing things
In dreary dancing past us whirled,
To the cracked tune that Chronos sings,
Words alone are certain good. (CP 7)

The unambiguous line asserts that only the poet’s words, not dull and
dogmatic Truth, will have enduring value beyond the displacement of eras
and vicissitudes of time. The glory of kings have faded: “Where are now the
warring kings, / Word be-mockers?” While the kings may have derided the
poets, the echo of Shelley’s “Ozymandias” brings out the underlying contrary
message: all that survives of the King of Kings is the artist’s “mocking” or
imitation of his passions, given form in art and poetry.3) As the rhetoric
surrounding “words” takes on a bolder cast, earth itself is imagined to be
equivalent to a word:
The wandering earth herself may be
Only a sudden flaming word,
In clanging space a moment heard,
Troubling the endless reverie. (CP 8)
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On the one hand, earth is represented as an effect of the logos present at the
Creation, implying that the power of the poetic word is as formidable as the
power of divine creation; on the other hand, the word only lasts for “a
moment” in space and then is heard no more, suggesting the impermanence
of poetic language. The scene recalls Blake’s “Introduction” to the Songs of
Experience where “the voice of the Bard,” in possession of the divine word,
calls upon the earth to renew its fallen light (Complete Poetry and Prose 18).
But what if the cosmos itself is but a dream, as the “endless reverie”
suggests? The agitated relationships between dream, truth, earth, and poetry
initiate ambiguous tensions that are not easily resolved.
Stanza two admonishes us not to “worship dusty deeds,” nor “To hunger
fiercely after truth,” nor to seek learning from men of science, for “dead is
all their human truth.” The poetic word is categorically opposed to the
language of science and knowledge. Instead, we are asked to imitate the
“Satyr carrying a sea-shell” (in the context of Yeats’s original epilogue), to
“gather by the humming sea / Some twisted, echo-harbouring shell, / And to
its lips thy story tell.” Nature will echo the story back with its own music,
“Rewording its melodious guile / Thy fretful words a little while” and the
poet might achieve a kind of Wordsworthian sympathy between self and
nature. The scene vividly recalls Wordsworth’s Dream of the Arab in Book
V of The Prelude. In that episode, the narrator’s friend has been reading
Cervantes by the seashore and pondering questions of poetry and geometry;
he falls into a reverie and sees in his vision an Arab with a stone in one
hand and a shell “of a surpassing brightness” in the other. The stone is
revealed to be Euclid’s Elements, and the shell is described at length:
“This,” said he,
“Is something of more worth”; and at the word
Stretched forth the shell, so beautiful in shape,
In colour so resplendent, with command
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That I should hold it to my ear. I did so,
And heard that instant in an unknown tongue,
Which yet I understood, articulate sounds,
A loud prophetic blast of harmony;
An Ode, in passion uttered, which foretold
Destruction to the children of the earth
By deluge, now at hand. (1805 Prelude V.88-98)

Wordsworth’s shell is an instrument of prophecy and apocalypse contained
within the poetic form of an ode. The shell speaks an alien language that is
understandable to the narrator only because of the power of prophecy and
divine inspiration. The shell, a natural object, partakes of a transcendent order
that becomes accessible to the inspired dreamer. For Yeats, however, the
transcendent does not come into play in the shepherd’s song; the emphasis is
on the communion between the poetic word and the music of nature. The
lack of a transcendent dimension is also what brings the song to an end. An
acknowledgement of the transience of poetry creeps in: “Till they shall
singing fade in ruth / And die a pearly brotherhood.” The echoing of the
poet’s words in the shell will eventually fade into ghostly nothingness. At the
end of the stanza, the poet can only rely on the force of pure assertion to
underline the efficacy of poetic language: “For words alone are certain good:
/ Sing, then, for this is also sooth.”
In the third stanza, the scene shifts to the burial place of a satyr. The
poet will visit the grave and sing to the dead satyr “mirthful songs before the
dawn.” The poet dreams that the satyr will be sympathetically woken and
resurrected by his song, thus leading to a re-enchantment of the world:
And still I dream he treads the lawn,
Walking ghostly in the dew,
Pierced by my glad singing through,
My songs of old earth’s dreamy youth: (CP 8)
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But the pastoral songs of old earth are dead, the poet concludes, and the
earth can no longer dream. He simply turns to the reader with an imperative:
“dream thou!” The circular structure of the poem defies strict logic, being
undecided as to which of the elements in the poem ought to take precedence.
“The Song of the Happy Shepherd” contains a number of contradictions
in the poetic argument. The refrain that “Words alone are certain good” is
qualified by the suggestion of the short-lived transience of words. If the earth
is a blazing word, it is abruptly envisioned and heard only for a moment. If
the shell echoes back the poet’s words, it too will fade and die. Even if the
poet’s song is able to resurrect old myths, it occurs merely in a dream from
which the earth has already awakened. Having hinted at transcendence by
bridging the divine word and the earth, the poet appears reluctant to engage
in myths of renewal through poetic language. He seems content on allowing
songs and dreams to fade inevitably even while their passing is lamented.
The poem is pervaded by a general sense of nostalgia as Yeats attempts to
discover his own poetry of the earth.
The following poem in the Crossways section, “The Sad Shepherd,”
written in 1885, was originally entitled “Miserrimus” and appears at first
glance to be the antithesis of “The Happy Shepherd.” The poem takes as its
subject “a man whom Sorrow named his friend.” The sad shepherd longs for
a prelapsarian world in which nature is responsive to his words. He attempts
to hold commune with nature by calling out to the stars, the sea, and the
dewdrops, which are too self-absorbed in their own dreams and natural
processes to notice him. As in the companion poem, the shepherd finds a
shell and softly sings his tale into it, anticipating its echoing response:
I will my heavy story tell
Till my own words, re-echoing, shall send
Their sadness through a hollow, pearly heart
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And my own tale again for me shall sing,
And my own whispering words be comforting,
And lo! My ancient burden may depart. (CP 8)

This might be dismissed as a narcissistic, Petrarchan scene in which the poet
is overly self-absorbed in his own tale of woe, as he feeds sadness with
sadness. However, the reflected sound of one’s words may have a different
effect and give relief to a troubled mind, much like the Wordsworth of
“Resolution and Independence” who is comforted by the repetition of the old
Leech Gatherer’s words (The Poems 553). The narrator in Yeats seeks a
lightening of the heavy burden, though the scene ends in disappointment:
But the sad dweller by the sea-ways lone
Changed all he sang to inarticulate moan
Among her wildering whirls, forgetting him. (CP 9)

“Inarticulate moan” is an exact antithesis of the “articulate sounds” of
Wordsworth’s shell in the Dream of the Arab. Yeats’s shell fails to be
responsive; the shepherd’s song is absorbed into the winding shape of the
shell and the natural rhythms of the sea. At stake in the two versions of the
shepherd’s songs is the question of nature’s responsiveness to the poet. Is
poetic language powerful enough to elicit a corresponding response from
nature? Perhaps the best-known Romantic scene of reciprocation can be found
in Wordsworth’s “The Boy of Winander” in The Prelude:
… he as through an instrument
Blew mimic hootings to the silent owls

That they might answer him. And they would shout
Across the wat’ry vale, and shout again,
Responsive to his call, with quivering peals
And long halloos, and screams, and echoes loud,
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Redoubled and redoubled—concourse wild
Of mirth and jocund din. (1805 Prelude V.399-405)

As an allegory of poetic language, Wordsworth confidently projects the
synergistic, ecstatic effect that his words may have on nature, which is
reflected back as a source of inspiration to the poet. A poet who develops
this rapport with nature, Wordsworth insists, will also
Receive enduring touches of deep joy
From the great Nature that exists in works
Of mighty poets. Visionary power
Attends upon the motions of the winds
Embodied in the mystery of words; (1805 Prelude V.621-25)

For Wordsworth, “visionary power” resides simultaneously in “winds” and
“words,” rendering the two realms nearly indistinguishable as poetry and
nature resonate in an all-defining vision. On the other hand, Yeats’s early
career is replete with depictions of the modern poet alienated from nature and
questioning the value of poetic language. In a similar vein, “The Madness of
King Goll” may be read as an allegory of a poet whose words have lost
their power. King Goll’s enchantment by and through nature only underscores
his incapacity to effect a meaningful connection with nature:
I laughed because birds fluttered by,
And starlight gleamed, and clouds flew high,
And rushes waved and waters rolled.
They will not hush, the leaves a-flutter round me, the beech leaves old (CP 17)

Finally, I will suggest that Yeats may have in mind a Wordsworthian ideal of
synergy when composing these early poems, but imposes on himself limits of
poetic efficacy due to the uncertainties in his vision. Yeats’s evasions might be
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seen not as a symptom of dreamy self-absorption or thematic vagueness, but as
an engaging form of allusion to, and dialogue with, his Romantic precursors.
Recognizing that the Wordsworthian vision would no longer be available to the
modern poet, Yeats nonetheless draws on Wordsworthian themes to interrogate
the relation between nature and poetry. As Yeats gradually evolves into the
later poet of The Tower, the question of nature and poetic language will be
displaced by his overwhelming concern with the Image.

Notes
1) All quotations from Yeats’s poetry are cited by page number from The Collected Poems of W.
B. Yeats, ed. Richard J. Finneran (London: Macmillan, 1989), abbreviated as CP.
2) Quotations from Wordsworth, excluding The Prelude, are taken from The Poems, ed. John O.
Hayden (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), which includes the final versions of the poems. The
Prelude is cited from the 1805 version from The Prelude, ed. M. H. Abrams, Steven Gill, and
Jonathan Wordsworth (New York: Norton, 1979).
3) The narrator of “Ozymandias” asserts: “its sculptor well those passions read / Which yet survive,
stamped on these lifeless things / The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed” (Shelley’s
Poetry and Prose 109-10, my emphasis).
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