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Abstract: The poetry of W.B. Yeats in the 1880s and 1890s offers a critical example
of how Victorian aesthetics were in the process of becoming Modernist aesthetics.
“The Wanderings of Oisin” (1889) expresses both the desire for “paradise” and the
realization that the creative impulse in human life arises from the tension of
unreconciled opposites and the unrelenting nature of change. Oisin’s visits to the
three islands illustrate the unfinished and changing world of mortality as the engine
of meaning, and metaphor as the vehicle of ordering it. The poem escapes the
bleakness of Victorian despair and invests the moment between past and future with
the richness of life. The poem foreshadows Modernist statements such as Wallace
Stevens’s “Death is the mother of beauty” and the profound understanding Yeats
articulates in late poems such as “Meru,” “Vacillation,” and “The Statues.”
Key words: W. B. Yeats, “The Wanderings of Oisin,” Victorian poetry, Modern poetry,
metaphor, Matthew Arnold
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제목: 예이츠의 빅토리아왕조시대적 모더니즘
우리말 요약: 1880년대와 1890년대의 예이츠의 시는 어떻게 빅토리아 왕조의 시학이
현대의 시학이 되어가는지를 보여주는 중요한 예가 된다. “ 어쉰의 방랑 (1889년)은
“천국”에 대한 욕망을 표현하기도 하지만, 무자비한 변화의 자연과 화해하자 않는 반
대의 것들의 긴장에서 인생의 창조적 충동이 생긴다는 인식을 보여주기도 한다. 어쉰
의 3섬에의 방문은 의미의 원동력으로서의 인생의 유한성의 미완의, 변하는 세계를
나타내며, 그 세계를 제어하는 도구로서의 메타포를 나타낸다. 이 시는 빅토리아왕조
시대의 삭막함에서 벗어나서 과거와 미래사이의 순간을 풍요롭게 만든다. 이 시는 또
왈러스 스티븐스의 “죽음은 아름다움의 어머니”라는 현대적 선언을 예고하며, 예이츠
자신의 후기 시들 “메루,” “망서림,” “조각상들” 같은 데서 명징하게 그려내는 깊은
통찰도 예고한다.
주제어: 예이츠, 어쉰의 방랑 , 빅토리아왕조시대의시, 현대시, 메타포, 매듀 아놀드
저자: 린다 래이 프랫은 네브라스카 주립대 시스템 총괄 경영 및 교무 부총장이다.
____________________________________
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In 1909 when Yeats declared himself “King of the Cats,” he was not referring
to the modern poets with whom he would share such laurels in the 1920s
and 1930s.1) The occasion was the death of Algernon Swinburne, a poet born
in 1837 whose first major work, Atalanta in Calydon, was published in 1865,
the year Yeats was born, and whose last major work, Tristram of Lyonesse,
appeared in 1882, three years before Yeats published The Island of the
Statues at the age of twenty. Tennyson, Arnold, and Hopkins are all still
writing when Yeats begins his poetic career, though Arnold would die in
1888 and Hopkins in 1889. Swinburne was associated with the Aesthetic
School of poets, which included Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who in 1849 had
organized the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. By the 1870s and 1880s, a later
group of artists, which included Thomas Woolner, William Morris, Arthur
O’Shaughnessy, and Oscar Wilde,2) embraced a cult of beauty that evolved
into the overwrought artifice of the Decadent Movement in the late 1880s
and 1890s.
In his youth Yeats admired Tennyson’s reason and temperance as well as
his observation of the world about him and his “constant communication with
unseen intelligences” (Frayne I, 253), all of which characteristics we may
associate with the mature Yeats. Twenty-five years later he would describe
Tennyson as an admirable but unreadable anachronism. Yeats felt a much
deeper affinity with his peers of the 1880s and 1890s than for the older
Laureate. His 1936 anthology, The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, included
many of these poets, some born in 1839 and 1840, who were dead before
the twentieth century arrived and Queen Victoria died. Yeats noted in his
“Introduction” that he had included “all good poets who have lived or died
from three years before the death of Tennyson [which would be 1889 since
Tennyson died in 1892] to the present moment,” and that “even a long-lived
man has the right to call his own contemporaries modern” (v.). Despite this
ahistorical explanation of why they are all “modern,” he brackets the poets
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with whom he begins the selection and writes that “all these writers were, in
the eye of the new generation. . . . Victorian, and the new generation was in
revolt” (viii). The young poets writing between 1885 and 1900 perhaps
exaggerated how different they were from the Victorians who preceded them,
but they knew that they could not be artists without creating a new aesthetic.
But how does one create a new aesthetic? What are the anchors for new
thought and language when the traditions and beliefs of the past cannot
sustain the poetics of a new era? Matthew Arnold aptly characterized the
dilemma of the Victorian poets as “Wandering between two worlds, one dead,
/ The other powerless to be born” (“Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse”). A
metaphor which situates a poet between two unreachable worlds leaves the
artist with nowhere to stand, or, as Arnold said, nowhere to rest his head.
The Romantic poets of their youth belonged to a dead time, and the
modernists were at best an incipient possibility still struggling to find a voice
and a rationale for the artist. The Victorian poets had to think through the
scientific, social, and religious forces that upended everything they had
believed about the nature of the universe, the role of the poet, and the
meaning of language. Some of the best Victorian poetry, such as In
Memoriam, attempts to settle the dispute with science and religion so that the
poet can believe again in the reality of God and the power of language to
represent meaning. The Aesthetes tried to fill this empty space between two
worlds with Pater’s aestheticism, but such “pure” art was unable to
accommodate change or reconcile opposites, two conditions of human reality
that Yeats found necessary to his vision.3) The challenge of the modern artist
was to find what would suffice in a world where art for art’s sake had failed
to fill the void between two worlds.
Young modern poets such as Yeats knew what they rejected in poetry,
but finding the subjects, the forms, and the language that would reinvent
poetry was an evolutionary process. Yeats thought Victorian poetics had
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replaced artistry with discursive thought.4) The secularized faith of Tennyson
and Arnold did not satisfy him, and he vehemently rejected the scientific
materialism of mid-Victorian life. Scientific explanations nevertheless had the
power to unravel his world. Mistaking himself as “unlike others of my
generation,” he was, he said, “very religious, and deprived by Huxley and
Tyndall, whom I detested, of the simple-minded religion of my childhood, I
had made a new religion, almost an infallible church of poetic tradition, of a
fardel of stories, and of personage, and of emotions, inseparable from their
first expression. . . .” (Auto 77).
The artistic tension Yeats felt between the transforming necessity of
imagination and the unrelenting presence of a material world was symbolized
for him in his response to his father’s portrait painting. The portraits
“displeased” him with their realism, and though “I did not care for mere
reality and believed that creation should be deliberate, . . . yet I could only
imitate my father” (Auto 55). Despising the narrow, rationalist cosmologies of
the Lockes and the Newtons, Yeats embraced the antirational and
antinaturalist rituals of the Society of the Golden Dawn. Perhaps we could
say, only somewhat facetiously, that the question for Yeats was how to

−

rebuild Tennyson’s Palace of Art in middle class modern Ireland and get
Cuchulain, Maud Gonne, Parnell, and Madame Blavatsky all inside it.
Yeats shared with the Decadents this artistic agitation that drove him to
mine esoteric systems for metaphors for poetry. The scientific universe
stripped bardic authority from the poet and left words alone, detached from
the metaphysics which had once given them meaning. Yet, “though words be
lighter than air,” they alone were “certain good.” Theosophy, numerology,
astrology were only the unsophisticated metaphors of pop cosmologists
struggling in their own way to conceive of abstractions of time, space, and
matter, which Yeats identified as “this reaction from popular science” (Auto.
59). T.S. Eliot dismissed this "fardel" of esoteric systems of belief as
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“pastimes and drugs, and features of the press,” but they were part of Yeats’s
effort “to apprehend /The point of intersection of the timeless / With time . . .”
(Four Quartets, “The Dry Salvages”). Less elegantly, Frederick R. Karl wrote
that the change in the function of language that came with Modernism was
“equivalent to the tail wagging the dog,” for it was now the place of
language to “confer on us our notions of time and space, our idea of the
laws regulating the world; whereas before this shift in perception, our notions
of time and space and our conception of things determined what the nature
of language would be” (45). As perhaps the ever-wise George Hyde-Lees
knew, only a very modernist gathering of spirits would come to bring
metaphors for poetry.
Despite his longing for “religion,” Yeats resisted the falsifications of his
own attempts at metaphoric systems by perpetually revising his thought and
his poems. Like the “stolen child” of his early poem who is pulled between
dancing in the moonlight at Rosses Point, and warming himself before the
hearth in a familiar domestic setting, Yeats would vacillate between opposites
and find no division of the world which would contain the weeping to one
sphere. Though he sought unity of being, his poetry revealed that the energy
and power of imagination grew out of the conflict between opposites, not
their reconciliation. The extremes between which one vacillates engender
unceasing motion because each extreme reveals its dependence on its opposite
and drives the mind to metaphor in search of order. That space between two
worlds would, in fact, turn out to be the only real space in which the artist could
create. Even for the twenty year-old Yeats, things seen are things as seen
(Stevens Opus 162), but not as yet with freedom to play or forgiveness of all.
Perhaps no early poem is more important to Yeats in this effort than
“The Wanderings of Oisin” (l889). The poem, still undervalued by many

−

critics5) nearly exhausted Yeats in the writing and remained in his mind
throughout his life. In 1887 he wrote to Katherine Tynan: “This finishing of

96

Linda Ray Pratt

−

−
making me sleepless a good deel, it has kept me out of spirits and nervous−
the thing always on my mind−these several weeks back” (Collected Letters,
Oison is a great releaf never has any poem given me such a trouble

I, 41), and of the last part of the poem, “It was the greatest effort of all my
things. When I had finished I brought it round to read to my Uncle George
Pollexfen, and could hardly read, so collapsed I was. My voice quite broken.
It really was a kind of a vision it beset me day and night” (Collected
Letters, I, 98). Yeats still placed the poem as central to his work in 1932
when he wrote to Olivia Shakespear: “My first denunciation of old age I
made in The Wanderings of Usheen (end of part I) before I was twenty and
the same denunciation comes in the last pages of the book. The swordsman
throughout repudiates the saint, but not without vacillation. Is that perhaps the
sole theme . . . ?” (Wade, Letters 798).
Oisin is the man who “Between extremities . . . runs his course.” The
poem begins with Patrick’s interest in what the poets sing of Oisin, and
Oisin begins to speak in order to keep alive the tales of the Fenians.
Although Oisin sings of the quest for some absolute condition, the only
“certain good” resides in his ability to sing songs and tell tales. The law of
this universe is change. He experiences victory, defeat, love, loss, rest,
pleasure, and harassment in a life so full than not even three hundred years
of wandering can satisfy. Though Patrick thinks Oisin and the Fenians will
burn in Hell, his conviction that they are damned testifies to the power of
words to create Oisin’s world. When Oisin invites Patrick to tell his own tale
because he, too, is “an old man surrounded with dreams,” Patrick can only
curse with a few metaphors of hell, a verbal bankruptcy that indicates the
poverty of imagination in those whose minds must cling to a single law that
imprisons thought.
Yeats’s difficulty with writing the poem in part stems from his organizing
structures. He sets it up as a dialogue between opposites and a chronological
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narrative of quest from youth to age. This structure implies conclusion, but
the poem moves from one perishing moment to another. There are no victors
in the debate and no enemy finally defeated in action. Patrick is attracted to
Oisin’s story, and Oisin has felt Patrick’s desire for Paradise. Michael Sidnell
says that the narrative is “circular in form,” beginning and ending in Ireland
(140), but in another sense the narrative is neither circular nor cyclical. Its
statis is that of the living moment where life is made vivid by desire that
yearns but will not be long reconciled to its own reality. Oisin’s adventures
are united in the constancy of desire and movement. His experience changes
him so that he never returns to the point at which he began the narrative.
The image of the Fenians at the close of the poem is not the one of them
dispirited by defeat and death that opened the poem.
Patrick and Oisin argue the relative merits of the Fenian or the Christian
afterlife. Each speaker manipulates a different poem. Oisin looks for
contentment but finds only change, which he fails to recognize as the source
of joy. The metaphors he seeks depend on an eternal gratification when, as
Sidnell notes, “immortal life is the immortality of desire” (142). Patrick seeks
justice, an impossible ideal in a world in which things will not stay still, and
salvation, a chimera in a universe in which there is nothing to save. In
“Dhoya,” the short story Yeats perhaps began in 1887 and published in 1891
(John Sherman and Dhoya 9-10), Yeats wrote, “Change is everywhere . . .
All things change save only the fear of change,” but also that “Only the
changing, and moody, and angry, and weary can love” (John Sherman and
Dhoya 120). Oisin makes metaphors of his own life that both torture and
sustain him, but he fails to recognize that they are the source of meaning
and that the shifting from one island to another is the condition that stirs
imagination.
Some critics read the poem as allegory,6) but the poem’s completed
pattern blurs symbolic distinctions. Yeats saw the poem as an emblem for the
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rise and fall of life, a comment that singles out only the movement of the
poem. Oisin describes his adventures on each island and measures each
experience in terms of his emotional response. On the first island he felt the
pleasure of love and leisure; on the second, the struggles, fears, and brief
satisfactions of life's battles; on the third, the relief and monotony of repose.
Enclosing the island adventures are the experiences in Ireland, ending in
Patrick’s world, plagued by nostalgia, weakness, and the pleasures and regrets
of memory. In short, Oisin’s journey charts the substance of life, not in actions
but as poetry. The poem is an illustration of how art gives meaning to
reality. Oisin’s narrative is one interpretation of his life, Patrick’s judgment is
another, and the poet, by casting them in dialogue, implies his own vision.7)
The poem’s opposites of youth and age, heaven and hell, fantasy and
reality are absorbed in a pattern created by the vacillation between experience
and memory, and experience and anticipation, or present and past, and present
and future. Youth and heaven are distinguishable only in the context of age
and hell. The answer to “are your content?” is always “no” within the
individual limitations of experience, but the answer to “What is joy?” lies in
the changing vision of the whole of existence. In “Per Amica Silentia Lunae”
Yeats writes, “Though images appear to flow and drift, it may be that we
but change in our relation to them, now losing, now finding with the shifting
of our minds. . . .” (Mythologies 351).
Oisin’s metaphors reveal the mortal cloak of his imagination as he
interprets fairyland with images of the earth, so much so that the fairy people
take his harp away because he wears the mired cloak “of a mortal shore.”
The moon is “like a white rose,” the sea like “the floor of Almhuin’s hosting
hall,” the breeze like birds’ song, the trees like “sooty fingers,” their brows
like “fragrant milk,” and their song like “bees in honey-marts.” His metaphors
are like those of the “solemn-eyed” stolen child who must give up the “the
kettle on the hob” and the brown mice bobbing round the oatmeal-chest for a
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fairyland without weeping. Because Oisin’s imagination never escapes his
mortal cloak, he cannot remain in any unchanging world. When the broken
lance washes ashore with memories of death and battle, he remembers not
just the past but the Fenian hero who is “equal to good or grievous chance.”
In stressing the forever unfinished nature of this pattern Yeats departed
considerably from Michael Comyn’s original poem, which was his source.8)
Bryan O’Looney notes that the Land of Victories is likely a mistranslation of
Land of Virtues because, “I have never heard of a battle or strife in this
country . . . it is all peace, tranquility and happiness. As there is no conflict
there can be no victory and there is no virtue to be desired which is not to
be had on entering this country” (O’Looney 230-31). In Yeats’s version,
neither victories nor virtues achieve any permanence. Niamh had sung of the
Island of the Living on their first approach to Fairyland, and she now sings
with the growing sorrow of one whose love is human.9) She sings “of faery
and man / Before God was or [Oisin’s] old line began. . . .” (Poems 367).
They journey again precisely because the world of “faeries of old” was
destroyed when Oisin wept over Fenian memories excited by the emblem of
death and sorrow that washed ashore the Island of the Living.
The Island of Victories is Yeats’s dark revision of Coleridge’s Xanadu
and Tennyson’s Palace of Art. Built by the sea-god Manannan, this dome is
a palace of change:
a dome made out of endless carven jags,
Where shadowy face flowed into shadowy face,
.........................
beyond on a dim plain
A little runnel made a bubbling strain,
And on the runnel’s stony and bare edge
A dusky demon dry as a withered sedge
Swayed, crooning to himself an unknown tongue. . . . (Poems 371)
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Xanadu has become a nightmare landscape, the Abyssian maid a male poetic
demon who barks at Oisin and takes hideous shape to escape his sword. The
elaborate description of the dome, the grounds around it, and the dusky
demon echo Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan,” though the singer by the withered
sedge may make us think of Keats’s La Belle Dame.10) When Oisin casts the
demon into the wave, the great hall becomes a pleasure palace as they feast
on wine and rest on the skins of otters. For the moment, Oisin is the poet
fed on honey-dew, and the two women join him in songs of love and labors
of the strong. But the great tower built by Manannan, god of the sea, is
always subject to ruin, and “the demon dull and unsubduable” always
reappears fouling the hall with foam and slime.
The last island, with its lifeless landscape and sickly white and groggy
inhabitants brings to the surface the undercurrent that has infected both the
previous islands and the Fenian world. The nature of experience is never
“paradisiacal” and the dream of paradise turns out to be a dream of death.
Yeats’s paradox is more familiar to us in Stevens’s famous line, “Death is
the mother of beauty” (Collected Poems 68), and Oisin, too, learns the grief
that all things bloom and die and the horror that ripe fruit may never fall.
The Island of Forgetfulness is the refuge of those shattered by the rhythm of
life. The sleepers are those who resign the battle to drop into a “mild
melancholy.” They share the defeat of spirit of Tennyson’s lotos eaters for
whom “There is no joy but calm!” (Tennyson 432) in a world in which
nothing lasts:
Let us alone. What is it that will last?
All things are taken from us, and become
Portions and parcels of the dreadful Past. (Tennyson 433)

Tennyson sees his sleepers as derelict in their Victorian duty to society, but
Yeats places Oisin’s retreat into forgetfulness in the context of the lethargy of
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being and imagination. Though it is a kind of death the sound from the

−

sleepers is like “the stirring of flies” , it is also a part of the rise and fall
of life that brings renewal. Oisin’s hundred years of sleep are filled with “all
who are winter tales.” He dreams of the “kings of the Red Branch” and then
of his own era of the Fenians, and memory and dream come together to
awaken longing, the emotion which most belongs to life because it desires
change. “Remembrance, lifting her leanness, keened in the gates of my heart”
and brings the tears that water hope. Memory and emotion will join again
when Oisin withers in Patrick’s care to again awaken his spirit to change and
being changed. When Oisin, again alone and sad, refuses to be “emptied” and
“sucked under,” he vows that “I will go” and “dwell in the house of the
Fenians, be they in flames or at feast,” an echo of the Biblical “I shall dwell
in the house of the Lord my God forever.” Oisin’s metaphor appropriates
Patrick’s religious language and makes from it the poetry equal to chance.
Oisin asserts that the Fenians will rise and destroy Hell, and Patrick says
Hell will destroy those whose souls have been lost “through the demon love
of its youth and its godless and passionate age.” Even here, however, the
extremes of their views vacillate. The ancient Celtic gods were never so
judgmental or legalistic as Patrick’s God, but Patrick is undeniably fascinated
with Oisin’s tale, and Oisin is sufficiently impressed, albeit negatively, with
Patrick’s that he prays and fasts. When Oisin casts aside the rosary he has
presumably been holding throughout the storytelling and declares himself
ready to “dwell in the house of the Fenians” it does not mean that he will
never vacillate again, or that Patrick will never again yield to his curiosity
about Oisin’s “three centuries . . . of dalliance with a demon thing.” Though
Yeats’s sympathies may lie with Oisin more than with Patrick, the poem
moves between the two in a pattern that builds similarities between opposites,
linearity in circularity, finding and losing in the indeterminacy of shifting
visions and changing needs.
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Oisin is a poet, not a philosopher, nor the kind of philosophical poet
Yeats was. For Yeats, all images of desire are “an eternal act; but our
understandings are temporal and understand but a little at a time” (Variorum
Poems 807). For Oisin there will be no Island of Wisdom (the “Island of
Content”) because his imagination never grasps the vision of the Druids: if all
may be overthrown, all may be built again. Of Oisin’s understanding Yeats
wrote, “How hard it was to refrain from pointing out that Oisin, after old age,
its illumination half-accepted, half-rejected, would pass in death over another
sea to another island” (Variorum Plays 932). Man may embody truth but not
know it, Yeats says. Oisin heroically embodies truth but only dimly knows it.
Unlike Stevens’s Crispin, Oisin seeks no doctrine in the rout and fails to grasp
the argument implied that if even “paradise” must fade and die, then so too
must hell, and if Oisin’s gods are a long time dead, so soon may be Patrick’s.
In the poem’s final debate, Patrick insists that the Fenians are howling in
Hell and Oisin imagines them rising exultant to remake Heaven on their own
terms. The rosary Oisin throws down is appropriately “the chain of small
stones” that enslaves humanity with its mechanical repetitions of language as
surely as Beauty was chained to the decaying pleasure dome held by the
demon of the monotone in Book II. Oisin overcomes boredom, sorrow, and
despair in the act of making poetry of experience. The imaginative spirit is
the source of comfort and courage because it allows Oisin to hold before him
an image of a life of richness, a life worth striving to endure. As Yeats says
in A Vision, “The realists turn our words into gravel, but the musicians and
the singers turn them into honey and oil” (34). None of Oisin’s versions of
his experiences is “truth,” but none is falsehood. The islands and Patrick are
all realities of his life invested with meaning through the order of poetic
imagination. The purpose of the imagining was not to escape reality but to
give it an inner coherence.
“The Wanderings of Oisin” embodies Yeats’s Victorian modernism. The
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poem’s strengths are almost smothered in the romance of fairyland, and Yeats
struggles to keep Oisin from getting lost in either a fantasy of triumph or the
abyss of defeat. If we compare Oisin to Arnold’s Empedocles, however, the
difference in poetic sensibilities is apparent. Empedocles is unable to move
imaginatively from the dialogue of the mind with itself and ends his life by
jumping in the crater of Mt. Etna. In contrast Oisin creates a modernist
vision of the Fenians rising from hell to make their own version of heaven
in this world. Oisin’s wanderings are his “ravening, raging, and uprooting,”
and like the happy shepherd, words alone are the only certain good he has
with which to “tell” the moments of his life. Only the Druids in “The
Wanderings of Oisin” or the “Hermits upon Mount Meru or Everest” or Old
Rocky Face in “The Gyres” or the ancient Chinamen in “Lapis Lazuli” know
that the secret is to “Rejoice” because “all things fall and are built again . . .”
(Poems 295).
The “desolation of reality” (“Meru”) is one of those Yeatsian phrases
such as “terrible beauty,” necessary to express truth that is itself always
contradictory. The object of all desire must be to seek what is real, but
reality is “desolate” because it is empty of meaning until filled by the
inventiveness of human desire. Much later Yeats will write in “The Statues,”
“Empty eyeballs knew /. . . that / Mirror on mirror mirrored is all the
show.” When Oisin falls into old age on Irish soil it seems to him to be his
end, a final desolate reality, but it is no more or less his reality than was
Niamh’s love or the victories before Gabhra. Even his perception that his life
is all lament and frustration becomes part of the imaginative energy that goes
into creating metaphors of Fenian defiance and the assertion of his vision
over Patrick’s prescription.
Such later poems as “Lapis Lazuli,” “Vacillation,” “The Statues,” and “A
Dialogue of Self and Soul” are part of a life-long cross reference in poetry
and prose whose index must include the l889 “Wanderings of Oisin.” In “A
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Dialogue of Self and Soul” the moment of “content” has its “source” in the
endless “shape” of self that takes form out of “a blind man’s ditch” of chaos
and mire. The fullness of thought in the rhythm of change casts out remorse
until “we must laugh and we must sing” in recognition that “everything we
look upon is blest” because time both absorbs and creates good and evil.
Guilt and remorse are human inventions from imaginations struggling to make
meaning out of fragments. Humanity is bound to the explorations of moral
order as long as humankind possesses thought. In “The Tower” Yeats says
that “Death and life were not / Till man made up the whole,” and his
comment about Oisin’s “death” being but a passage “over another sea to
another island” places death in the flow of changes that are the unending rise
and fall of life. “Man’s life is thought,” but human thought is constricted by
the nature of limited experience and the linear pattern of the individual life.
Yeats wrote, “The ultimate reality is not thought, for thought cannot create
but ‘can only perceive,’ the created world is a stream of images in the
human mind, the stream and cavern of his symbolism; this stream is Time.
Eternity is the abyss which receives and creates” (E & I 419).
“The Wanderings of Oisin” escapes the bleakness of Victorian despair and
invests the moment between past and future with the richness of life. In its
best lines, the poem escapes the ornateness and fairy feyness of the
Aesthetes. Oisin’s travels are the stuff of his singing, whether he might
wander to fairyland or Innisfree, Coole Park or the Dublin post office. The
power of modern poetry has been to teach us that to find what will suffice,
we must rest our heads where we are, in that moment between two worlds,
where imagination creates meaning and wandering becomes purpose. William
Carlos Williams tells us, “It is hard to get the news from poetry,” but harder
still may be the modern poet’s struggle to find the news that makes poetry
matter to us. More than any other poet, Yeats maps this path from Victorian
to Modern poetry. In this accomplishment, he is truly King of the Cats.
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Notes
1) Roy Foster gives this remark from Yeats a more ironic twist than critics have usually assumed.
He notes, “This is a reference to an Irish folktale where an old couple talk before their fire of
the death of a famous cat and his burial whereat their own cat leaps up, shouts, ‘I’m king of
the cats now,’ and vanishes up the chimney. It is, therefore, a more ironic remark than it may
seem” (I. 616). Given Yeats’s vanity, perhaps not.
2) The list of poets is from critic Walter Hamilton’s 1882 book, The Aesthetic Movement in
England. He also mentions Robert Browning and Walt Whitman as sharing “some of the
characteristics of Aestheticism” and notes that Tennyson’s poems, the Idylls of the King in
particular, were a favorite subject “for illustration by Aesthetic Artists” (41).
3) Yeats wrote in his “Introduction” to the 1936 anthology of modern poetry, “Poets said to one
another over their black coffee a recently imported fashion ‘We must purify poetry of all that
is not poetry,’ and by poetry they meant poetry as it had been written by Catullus, a great name
at that time, by the Jacobean writers, by Verlaine, by Baudelaire. Poetry was a tradition like
religion and liable to corruption, and it seemed that they could best restore it by writing lyrics
technically perfect, their emotion pitched high, and as Pater offered instead of moral earnestness
life lived as ‘a pure gem-like flame’ all accepted him for master” (ix).
4) “The revolt against Victorianism meant to the young poet a revolt against irrelevant descriptions
of nature, the scientific and moral discursiveness of In Memoriam-. . .” (Yeats, “Introduction,” ix).
5) Albright and Bloom are important exceptions. Albright discusses the poem at length in The Myth
Against Myth (1972). Harold Bloom says it is “probably Yeats’s most underrated poem” and that
“the whole of Yeats is already in it” (87).
6) Yeats himself calls the poem “allegorical” in “The Circus Animals’ Desertion” and writes to
Tynan in l888 that “under disguise of symbolism I have said several things, to which I only
have the key” (LettersI, 98). Perhaps the best known allegorical reading is that of Richard
Ellmann who ties the three islands to Yeats’s life in Sligo, London, and Howth (51). Michael J.
Sidnell sees the poem as “three aspects of mortal life” (140). “As the first island suggested
youthful life lived wholly for the present and the second a middle age full of the sense of the
past, so the third dwells on futurity and age” (149). Albright says the poem “is an allegory of
art divorced from reality, for Oisin’s islands are as sterile as they are beautiful. . . .” (105).
7) According to Thomas L. Byrd, Jr., “In ‘The Wanderings of Oisin,’ then, the seeker is a tragic
hero, affirming his existence and that of his companions of the heroic age, opposing himself
against the existence of the conquering grey world of Saint Patrick” (p. 95). Dwight Eddins sees
“Oisin” as a poem “where the heroic motif was only one of several which ran through a
basically romantic reach for the eternal conditions of paradise” (p. 76).
8) Yeats’s primary source for the poem was Michael Comyn’s “The Lay of Oisin On the Land of
Youth,” trans. Bryan O’Looney in Transactions of the Ossianic Society, For the Year 1856, 4
(Dublin, 1859), 230-79. See also Russell K. Alspach, “Some Sources of Yeats’s ‘The Wanderings
of Oisin,’” PMLA 58 (1943), 849.
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9) Albright observes the change in Niamh but says that “Yeats does not make anything of Niamh’s
humanization. . . .” (88).
10) Others have suggested sources in Keats’s “Hyperion” and Shelley’s Revolt of Islam. See Jeffares,
Commentary, 432 for bibliographical details of possible sources.
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