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Abstract: Derek Walcott, the St. Lucia-born Nobel Prize winner, has received great
influence from W. B. Yeats, the Irish Nobel Prize winner, and also responded
actively to Yeats, thus developing an affinity with the latter. Behind this are some
literary considerations, but an attempt to form a cultural and political alliance based
on their shared anti-colonialism may be an important reason. With a strong
awareness of the distinction between Walcott himself and Yeats and between his
homeland and Yeats’s Ireland, Walcott did make some renovation to the Yeatsian
legacy to defend his own national identity. A study of the relationship between these
two Nobel laureates casts new light onto the relationships between Irish Renaissance
writers and the 20th century African American writers, and between modernism and
post-colonial literature, as well as onto the nature of modernism and post-colonial
literature.
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제목: 예이츠의 아프리카계 미국문학에 끼친 영향: 데릭 왈콧의 경우
우리말 요약: 세인트 루시아에서 태어나 노벨상을 수상한 데릭 왈콧은 아일랜드의 노
벨상 수상시인 W. B. 예이츠에게 큰 영향을 받았고, 예이츠에게 적극적으로 관심을
보이며 유사한 변화를 보인다. 이런 그의 관심의 이면에는 문학적 전략이 있으며, 두
작가들이 공동으로 지닌 반식민적, 문화적 정치적 공동의 노력이 중요한 이유가 될 수
있다. 자신과 예이츠와의 차이와 자신의 조국과 예이츠의 아일랜드 사이의 차이에 큰
차이를 발견하고, 그는 자신의 국가를 차별하기 위해서 예이츠의 유산을 혁신한다. 이
두 노벨상 수상 시인들의 관계를 살펴봄으로써 아일랜드 문예부흥 작가들과 20세기
아프리카계 미국문학작가들 사이의 관계를 새로 조명할 수 있을 것이며, 모더니즘과
후기식민지 문학 사이의 성격도 새로 조명할 수 있을 것이다.
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It

is hard to deny the lasting influence of W. B. Yeats in the 20th century

world literature. Simply a look upon how Yeats was accepted and responded
to by the black writers in American Continents would provide further
evidence and fresh understanding of Yeats’s influence on so many great
African American writers. Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright emulated or
sought inspiration from Yeats1); Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize-winning novel
Beloved, as can be easily observed, provides an obvious response and further
exploration to Yeats’s poem “He Wishes His Beloved Were Dead” (Yeats 27),
both presenting an irreconcilable conflict between the good wish and tragic
reality for the “beloved.” These and many other African American writers,
usually viewed as, and from, the post-colonial, have given positive and
resonant response to Yeats, the leading modernist figure, by crossing the
racial line, the geographical and temporal gap. This is a gorgeous literary
phenomenon, and as well a significant topic for the study of Yeats and his
literary influence, and for the relationships between Irish literature and
American ethnic literature, and even between modernism and post-colonialism
in literature.
Among African American writers who have received Yeats’s influence,
Derek Walcott, the St. Lucia-born poet, stands out as a typical example.
Derek Walcott, the 1992 winner of Nobel Prize for literature and the 2011
winner of T. S. Eliot Prize, was born in 1930 to a Methodist family in
Castries, St. Lucia, a predominantly Catholic country. His background was
racially and culturally mixed, with grandmothers of African descent and
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grandfathers of white European descent. He, growing up in a street
predominantly speaking the French Creole, speaks standard English that is the
official language of the island. He entered University of West Indies, Jamaica,
in 1950 and afterward living there through teaching and journalism. In 1958
he moved to Trinidad, working as a literary critic and playwright until 1976.
With the publication of his book of poems entitled In a Green Night in 1962,
he began to win international attention. Since 1981, he began teaching
regularly at Boston University, where he became good friends with other exile
writers in the United States like Seamus Heaney and Joseph Brodsky. Retiring
in 2007, he was appointed in 2009 to distinguished scholar-in-residence at
University of Alberta, Canada, and became professor of poetry at University
of Essex, England. So far he has authored over 20 books of poetry and over
20 plays, as well as some other books. As the first Nobel laureate from the
Caribbean area, he is perhaps the most widely acclaimed of the poets who
have brought the voice of the Caribbean to the world2), and one of the most
notable poets who have received the influence of the Western modernism after
modernism as a movement was over in the West. Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot,
James Joyce and Samuel Becket all found their influence in Walcott’s works,
but W. B. Yeats might be the most special influence. Though Walcott’s work
is “full of echoes of earlier modernist writers,” as Dasenbrock observed, “the
central figure for Walcott’s lyric poetry is, as I think anyone would grant,
Yeats, and the comparable figure for the drama is Synge” (116).
For Walcott, W. B. Yeats is undoubtedly an authority to guide and guard
his creation, a source of inspiration, and an example to follow in his literary
career. In his conversations Walcott frequently quoted Yeats to support his
own idea and poetic practice, or to guard his devotion to poetry. Just like
Yeats, Walcott holds such a firm belief in poetry that he takes it as a
religious vocation: “I have never separated the writing of poetry from prayer.
I have grown up believing it is a vocation, a religious vocation” (Hirsh, “Art
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of Poetry” 99). With such awe for poetry, he would devote himself
thoroughly into it. When he wrote his autobiographical long poem Another
Life, he actually gave himself to an epiphanic experience by recording a
particular moment. He said:
I felt this sweetness of melancholy, of a sense of mortality, or rather of
immortality, a sense of gratitude both for what you feel is a gift and for
the beauty of the earth, the beauty of life around us. When that’s forceful
in a young writer, it can make you cry. It’s just clear tears; it’s not
grimacing or being contorted, it’s just a flow that happens. The body feels
it is melting into what it has seen. This continues in the poet. It may be
repressed in some way, but I think we continue in all our lives to have
that sense of melting, of the ‘I’ not being important. That is the ecstasy.
(Hirsh, “Art of Poetry” 99)

Here Walcott not only expresses his devotion to poetry and his ecstasy at his
devotion, but also somehow illustrates what Helen Vendler has observed in
Walcott’s poems and called “Yeatsian meditation” (25). Yeats would let
himself melt into his philosophical and emotional world in his poems. For
example, he was good at using symbolism of the four elements of earth, air,
fire and water “to enlarge his context steadily. . . . By couching his feelings
in the framework of the elements, he anchored them in universal forces and
lent them added dignity and sanction” (qtd in Rosenthal xxii). This is evident
in his poems like “Meditations in Time of Civil War” and “On a House
Shaken by the Land Agitation,” by following which Walcott also composed
his “Ruins of a Great House.” For Walcott, just as for Yeats, such meditation
and devotion lead to the growth of his own strength and life in the universe,
or in a greater world outside his physical self. Then Walcott quoted Yeats
again for self-expression: “Such a sweetness flows into the breast that we
laugh at everything and everything we look upon is blessed” (qtd in Hirsh,
“Art of Poetry” 100).
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Also the two poets’ devotion to and awe for poetry leads to a shared
view of poetry: when they get melted in poetry, poetry is not something of
their own, but they are part of the greater world the poetry creates and
represents. So poetry for them is not to write their own experience but to
write for their people, their nation and their world. Walcott declared that “I
have felt from my boyhood that I had one function and that was somehow to
articulate, not my own experience, but what I saw around me” (Hirsh, “Art
of Poetry” 105). For him, the beauty of his homeland with simultaneous
newness and timelessness is worth writing about, but the poor people around
him are also worth writing about: “I lived, I have seen them, and I have
seen things that I don’t need to go far to see. I felt that that was what I
would write about. That’s what I felt my job was. It’s something that other
writers have said in their own way, even if it sounds arrogant” (Hirsh, “Art
of Poetry” 105). Again Walcott seeks authority in Yeats: “Yeats has said it”
(Hirsh, “Art of Poetry” 105). And the way Yeats did it is just the way
Walcott has been doing, that is, by melting poet’s self into his writing and
the world of his writing, or by writing about the people and the world
through writing about himself. Thus, both of them wrote out of their life
while the subject is impersonalized and the obvious subjectivity is dissolved.
For example, Walcott’s Another Life, though autobiographical, cannot be
understood as a personal writing. Though “it would be hard for one to leave
out the details of a person’s life in a book of that kind,” just as he put it
himself, “in a sense it is a biography of an ‘intelligence,’ a West Indian
intelligence, using it in the Latin sense of spirit. So the biographical chronicle
is not a physical one so much. Other intelligences are in the poem” (Hamner
23). This can be regarded as an echo to Yeats’s poems like “A Dialogue
between Self and Soul” and “No Second Troy,” both of which Yeats
composed based on his personal feelings for Maud Gonne, the most important
woman in his lifetime and muse in his literary career, but endowed with
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more universal meaning. Obviously Walcott has inherited Yeats’s view of
poetry as social instead of personal expression, and expressed his serious
concerns about cultural identity and cultural construction of his homeland.
Technically, Walcott has offered active responses to Yeats in voice, tone,
subject matters and poetic language. By following Yeats’s tone in
“Supernatural Songs,” Walcott expresses his genuine dilemma about language:

…

[ ] how choose
Between this Africa and the English tongue I love?
Betray them both, or give what they give?
How can I face such slaughter and be cool?
How can I turn from Africa and live? (6)

This not only reminds readers of Yeats’s pursuit of a cultural identity in his
poems, but also shows a continuity of this pursuit in different cultural
contexts through the same tone. In some other poems, Walcott presents some
common concerns and ideas with Yeats by echoing him in poetic form or

—

images. An example is his Sea Grapes. These poems are triste elegant, spare

—

construction, almost classical. In the prevailing hue of gold lemon, Valencia

—

oranges, the goldsmith of Benares, etc. of the poems, Rita Dove heard an
echo to Yeats’s “Sailing to Byzantium,” where a similar yearning becomes the
wish to escape the body into a form of “hammered gold and gold enameling”
(Dove 63). In terms of poetic language, Walcott follows Yeats’s example by
providing a well-knitted net of language with standard English and folk
speech, thus transplanting Yeatsian style into the Caribbean context where
standard English, island patois and French Creole are mixed. Further, Yeats
himself became a source of subject matters for Walcott’s poetry. In his widely
acclaimed epic Omerus (1990), the influence of Joyce and Pound seems quite
direct and obvious, but Yeats’s presence is evident too in his purposefully
introducing the two major women notably named Maud and Helen. The
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former is regarded as Yeats’s muse who has inspired him to create so many
poems and who appears in Yeats’s works in so many different images and
names, such as Helen of Troy in his “No Second Troy.” In this way, Walcott
not only connects his own poems with Yeats the poet but with Yeats’s works
and his literary career, and thus a close affinity is established.
Here comes a question about the reason for Walcott’s affinity to Yeats in
spite of great gaps between times and cultures. We can seek for the answer
in two directions, literary and cultural.
In terms of literature, Walcott holds a strong belief in the power of
absorption, which, he believes, is what leads to the poet’s own voice. For
him, a writer must be open to different literary traditions and ideas, otherwise
he “[has] eventually sort of floundered” (Montenegro 147). He takes his
friend Seamus Heaney for example to defend himself: “Seamus Heaney . . .
could have done a danced away conspicuously, with great levitation and skill,
from the haunting shadow of Yeats, and turned into something very
aggressively different. But he knew that gradual absorption would lead to his
own voice” (Montenegro 147). From this remark, we can hear two meanings:
one, Walcott takes other writers like Yeats as his guide to keep him from
losing himself; two, the goal of his absorption of others is to form his own
voice. Thus Walcott’s acceptance of Yeats is not to lose himself in the
shadow of Yeats, but to help him grow out of Yeats and become someone
unique.
In a larger context, absorption also leads to the voice of his own nation.
Firstly, for Walcott, people in St. Lucia and other Caribbean countries

—

—

inherited a language English from the west, but they had no literary
tradition or model of their own to follow. Just as he remarked, “One felt
more of an heir to the language, but if you picked up your pen to write, the
person who preceded you as a poet may have been Keats, may have been
anyone else, but was not a West Indian” (Hirsh, “Interview” 60). So to create
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a national literature from nothing is almost impossible. Secondly, many writers
in the west like Yeats, Joyce, Pound and even Daniel Defoe had set good
examples in literature and their legacy could and should be viewed as the
legacy of all human beings. He remarks, “Our generation of the West Indian
writers has felt such an elation at having the privilege of writing about places
and people for the first time and, simultaneously, having behind them the

—

tradition of knowing how well it can be done by a Defoe, a Dickens, a
Richardson. Our world made us yearn for structure as opposed to wishing to
break away from it . . .” (Hirsh, “Art of Poetry” 105). Thus, Walcott firmly
connects his own literary career with the construction of the native literature,
and identifies himself with his nation. He is very willing to follow other
writers’ tradition to create his and his nation’s voice.
Furthermore, among different writers and literary tradition, Walcott
preferred to follow the examples of Irish writers, and especially Yeats, for
they shared a common cultural identity. That is to say, both Irish and West
Indian people were colonial people, and when he called Irish people
“brothers” (Hirsh, “Interview” 59), he obviously expressed his identification
with the Irish people. Yeats, just like Joyce and some other Irish writers,
presented such a fierce opposition to British imperial culture and set positive
examples “that one could come out of a depressed, deprived, oppressed
situation and be defiant and creative at the same time” (Hirsh, “Interview”
59). So we can see, for Walcott, Yeats is not only a literary model but also
a source of confidence. Just as Ramazani comments, “Passionately identifying
with Yeats, Joyce, Synge and other Irish writers, Walcott shared especially in

—

their conflicted response to the cultural inheritances of the British empire its
literature, religion, and language” (Ramazani 175). In this way, the alliance
Walcott built with Yeats is both literarily and culturally significant.
However, Yeats’s Ireland and time are different from Walcott’s West
Indies or American continent and his time in many ways, though both as
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colonies. Walcott is quite aware of the cultural problems caused by not only
colonialism but also by racism, and is quite aware that he cannot utterly
accept or obediently face the Yeatsian legacy. By sticking to his own goal of
constructing the cultural identity and national literature, he, while selectively
accepting the Yeatsian elements suitable for his goal of anti-colonialism, has
taken two measures: to accept Yeats’s strategies and methods, and to renovate
or nativize Yeatsian elements.
To accept Yeats’s methods and strategies instead of textually imitating is a
safe way of avoiding losing himself while further keeping himself in against
the Western cultural imperialism. An example is Walcott’s acceptance and
practice of Yeats’s strategies of language. Yeats was good at using some Irish
dialect to endow his language with local color or even to localize the
language to resist the authority of standard English. Walcott tactfully accepted
these linguistic strategies to build his own poetic utopia. In Omerus and
many other poems, he tried to translate the speech of St. Lucian fishermen
and other African diaspora into English Creole just in Yeats’s and Synge’s
way. Besides, he also tried to put African American vernacular and the blues
into his poems like “The Season of Phantasmal Peace.” This strategy has led
Walcott to a tactful presentation of cultural hybridity through linguistic
blending not only on the basis of his Caribbean homeland but also on the
basis of African descents in the whole American continent.
To nativize Yeats or/and Yeatsian elements is another strategy to utter his
own voice through this literary precursor. For example, just as Yeats “Irished”
Helen, the beauty of Troy, in his poems to express his ideas about his
colonialized homeland, Walcott Caribbeanized Helen in his epic Omerus to
embody his ideas about his homeland, and also described Maud, the widely
believed Yeats’s muse, as a native West Indian girl in this same epic to call
on Yeats into Walcott’s own ambitious literary cause. This also explains how
and why he nativized the images in the Western classics, such as Robert
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Crusoe in his “The Castaway.” He said: “There was a time, both in terms of
my own life and in terms of the society, when I had an image of the West
Indian artist as someone who was in a shipwrecked position. He was
someone who would have to build (again) from the concept of being wrecked
on these islands” (Hirsh, “Art of Poetry” 107). From his remark, we can
understand that his localization and nativization of all these Yeatsian elements
are based on a concept of his homeland as a nation waiting for reconstruction
by means of cultural hybridity. But how to avoid getting lost in all the
influences is a very subtle but inevitable question for writers to answer.
Walcott was and is quite aware of this. He said: “The urge towards the
metropolitan language was the same as political deference to its centre, but
the danger lay in confusing, even imitating the problems of the metropolitan
by pretensions to its power, its style, its art, its ideas, and its concept of
what we are. . . . The balance of influences makes the writer ‘the mulatto of
style,’ attempting to avoid the pitfalls everywhere around him” (Vendler 30).
So all there contextualization and localization in Walcott’s poetic ideas and

—

practice is based on and serves one goal the reconstruction of the poet’s
own cultural identity and of the unique literary discourse or a unique voice
of a nation’s literature.
To fully understand Walcott’s relationship with Yeats, it is necessary to
reconsider that neither is Walcott alone among African American writers
(including African West Indian writers) who have received W. B. Yeats’s
influence, nor is Yeats alone among modernists or Irish writers who have
influenced African American writers. Then the relationship between Yeats and
Walcott might be viewed as a synecdoche for the relationship between Irish
Renaissance writers and African American writers and for the relationship
between modernist writers of the West and the so-called post-colonial writers
in American continent. From this point of view, we can see to a great extent
that the backlash of racism in history, which caused black people to laugh at
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the poor Irish while the latter looked down upon black people, becomes
impetus to the formation of the alliance between the two peoples of colonies
or former colonies, and that the intellectuals and writers played their active
role in such alliance by serving as spokesmen of each nation. And also, we
can see the affinity between post-colonial writers and modernist writers, which
in turn helps us rethink modernism “as a response from the beginning of the
essentially colonized margins to Western culture or, more precisely, to its
situation vis-à-vis Western culture” (Dasenbrock 114). The juxtaposition of
modernism and post-colonial literature, in some sense, casts a new light on
the study of the 20th century American ethnic literature.

Notes
1) See Yoshinobu Kakutani, Cross-Cultural Vision in African American Modernism: From Spatial
Narrative to Jazz Haiku (Ohio State UP, 2006) vi, 221.
2) See Edward Baugh, “Preface,” in Selected Poems, by Derek Walcott (New York: Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2007) xiv.
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