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Abstract: This is a study of Yeats’s experimental techniques in his play Calvary.
Yeats’s experimental theater was derived from his effort to reform the theater. His
anti-theatrical efforts brought out an innovative reform of theatrical representation and
as a result, his drama was defined as the diegetic theater. In Calvary, one of his
dance plays, Yeats employs audacious theatrical devices to stage Christ’s
dreaming-back which inevitably accompanies the issue of blasphemy. He removes all
possible naturalistic details that may cause the sentimental audience response, and
instead employs various distancing devices including the diegetic technique of
fragmenting the theater by diegetic language. By such techniques, the audience are
forced to distance themselves from the dramatic representation on the stage and
imagine the dramatic situation in their minds. As a consequence, Yeats achieves his
experimental drama where the dramatic conflict takes place in the minds of the
audience and the audience’s collaboration becomes an inevitable factor.
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제목: 예수의 ‘꿈으로 다시 살기’를 무대화하기: 예이츠의 갈보리
우리말 요약: 이 논문은 예이츠의 희곡 갈보리 에 나타난 예이츠의 실험적 연극 장
치들을 연구한다. 예이츠의 실험적 연극 장치들은 극장을 개혁하고자 하는 그의 반연
극적 노력에서 기인되었다. 그의 노력은 연극적 재현의 혁명적 개혁을 이끌었고, 그의
연극이 디에게시스 연극이라고 불리게 되는 결과를 가져왔다. 갈보리 에서 예이츠는
예수의 ‘꿈으로 다시 살기’라는 신성모독의 위험이 있는 주제를 무대에 올리기 위해
과감한 연극적 장치들을 사용하였다. 관객들의 감정적 반응을 자극하는 모든 자연주의
연극적 요소들을 과감하게 제거하고 그 대신에 다양한 거리를 두게 하는 장치들을 사
용하였다. 특히, 디에게시스적 언어로 극을 파편화시키는 디에게시스 장치를 이용해서
관객들이 극의 상황을 눈으로 보는 것이 아니라 귀로 들어서 머릿속에서 상상하도록
이끌었다. 그 결과, 예이츠는 관객이 연극에 적극적으로 참여하도록 이끌고 극적 갈등
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이 관객의 머릿속에서 일어나는 연극이 가능하게 하였다.
주제어: 예이츠, 갈보리 , ‘꿈으로 다시 살기’, 디에게시스 연극, 극장의 개혁
저자: 임도현은 대진대학교 조교수이다. 그녀의 주된 연구 분야는 영미 드라마이고 세
부적으로는 셰익스피어와 예이츠에 집중한다. 또한 연극공연예술에도 상당한 관
심과 경험이 있고 드라마투르그로서 연극공연에 참여하기도 한다.
____________________________________

I

Contrary to his

great reputation as a poet, the ability of Yeats as a dramatist

has been underestimated. Many critics regarded his plays as untheatrical
materials, and ignored his innovations in the theater. In this situation,
Agnieszka Kallaus gives a positive evaluation about Yeats’s drama with an
argument that Yeats’s experimental plays made an essential contribution to the
modern avant-garde theater in her essay “Poet in the Theatre: The Reception
of W. B. Yeats’s Plays” (2014). Kallaus points out that Yeats’s plays were
re-evaluated by the avant-garde playwrights of the 1960s and 1970 and the
major reason is that they noticed the value of Yeats’s theatrical means
including the concept of ritual drama and innovative actor training methods1)
(147). The critic also manifests that the reason why Yeats’s plays were not
evaluated positively in his lifetime is because of not the dramatist’s lack of
sense of drama but his revolutionary vision which was ahead of his times.
She argues:
The failure of Yeats’s early experiment in the theater can be partly blamed
on the fact that his concepts were much ahead of his times and hardly
anybody was able to understand the integrity of his vision. (Kallaus 2 153)

As Kallaus claims, Yeats’s theatrical experiments were too innovative for his
contemporaries to accept and appreciate properly. As a result, it is not until
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about forty years after his death that Yeats’s drama was re-assessed by the
avant-garde playwrights of the 1960s and 1970s because they had a space to
appreciate its experimental values and potential for stage adaptation.
But, in fact, there was another study of Yeats’s innovative theatrical
techniques in relation to drama of the late 1960s and early 1970s before that
of Kallaus. In “‘Separating Strangeness’ and ‘Intimacy’ in W. B. Yeats’s
Drama” (2001), Natalie Crohn Schmitt argues that Yeats’s experiments were
an effort to achieve “intimacy” (E&I 224) and its effect was the same to
what the theater of the late 1960s and early 1970s sought. As she points out,
Yeats’s drama removed such theatrical conventions as “a stage separate and
distant from the audience, stage lightning, elaborate settings, a formal curtain,
and declamatory speech” (89). In other words, Yeats’s experimental theater
was opposed to the conventional or realistic theater which was very popular
in his times.
However, Schmitt also emphasizes the unique features of Yeats’s drama
distinguished from the theater of the late 1960s and early 1970s, pointing out
that “Yeats never sought, as did the experimenters of the late 1960s and
early 1970s, to do away with separating strangeness” (89). Yeats’s techniques
such as masked actors and their stylized movements clearly interrupt “any
physical interaction between actors and audience,” so they may seem to be
opposite to the effort to create “intimacy.” As Schmitt explains, the intimacy
Yeats seeks for is attained with “the nobler movements that the heart sees,
the rhythmical movements that seem to flow up into the imagination from
some deeper life (Ex 109),” not with some physical interaction between actors
and audience. Hence, he employs various distancing devices such as mask,
stylized movement, and dance, so the audience go into “the deeps of the
mind” (E&I 224) without being interrupted by all superficial factors.
Martin Puchner gives a detailed explanation about Yeats’s drama in his
comprehensive
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Anti-Theatricality and Drama (2002). He defines Yeats’s drama as “Poetic
Voices in Theatrical Space” (119) because his drama is a result of the
mixture of poetry and theatrical factors such as stage props, actors, spotlights
and an audience. He argues that Yeats’s drama share many characteristics
with the poetic closet dramas of Mallarmé, Joyce, and Stein. But he also
finds a connection between Yeats and the avant-garde of the 1960s. He says:
Modernist anti-theatricalism finds its counterpart in the (pro)theatricalism of
the avant-garde of the 1960s as the most fundamental reforms of the
theater, from Yeats through Brecht to Beckett, are derived from the return
of anti-theatricality to the stage. (120)

From Puchner’s point of view, Yeats and the avant-garde of the 1960s have a
similarity in the sense that they all ultimately pursue the reform of the theater.
Kallaus argues that Yeats’s reform of the theater reflects “his struggle
between the roles of a poet and a dramatist” (10) in another essay of hers
“From Text to Theatre: Diegetic Strategies in The Resurrection by William
Butler Yeats” (2009). She makes her idea clear with the help of James
Flannery’s evaluation that Yeats’s strife is “the struggle between lyric instinct
and histrionic temperament” (10). Kallaus’ final argument is that Yeats’s
genius as a dramatist and man of the theater is derived from “the unity that
he ultimately created out of the dialectic of opposites” (10). Puchner
summarizes Yeats’s drama:
Yeats’s anti-theatricalism does not seek to erase the category of the theater.
Rather Yeats turns his resistance to the theater into a productive force that
leads to a wide-ranging reform of theatrical representation. (123).

Yeats’s unique approach to the theater leads to a production of innovative
drama. His drama opposes theatricality and at the same time accepts it, and it
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utilizes distancing devices, but as a result of it, it guides the audience
directly to go into “the deeps of the mind.” In other words, Yeats creates
unified results through all opposites as we can see in his Great Wheel.
Yeats’s Calvary (1920) is the fourth of the experimental dance plays in
Four Plays for Dancers, the four plays of which have innovative formats
influenced by the Noh theater. Four Plays for Dancers was first printed in
1921. It includes At the Hawk’s Well (1917), The Dreaming of the Bones
(1919), and The Only Jealousy of Emer (1919) in addition to Calvary. As
Peter Ure estimates, Calvary was hardly paid attention to, compared with the
other three plays (172). Helen Vendler underestimates the play as one of the
“very unsatisfactory ‘theological’ plays” (169). Andrew Parkin looks upon the
play as a result of Yeats’s experiment with “a miniature form of the play of
ideas which would need some audacious dramatic design if it were not to be
mere preaching of his metaphysical system” (129). In addition, Calvary
indispensably contains the controversy of blasphemy because it dramatizes
Christ’s dreaming-back. Foster also mentions the blasphemy, arguing that the
play treats Christ “rather iconoclastically” to accord with the historical and
philosophical patterns of Yeats’s ‘System’ (116). He adds the fact that the play
was not performed in Yeats’s lifetime and considers it “one of Yeats’s first
creative works founded closely on the ‘System’ which he would formalize as A
Vision” (116).
As has been explored, critics’ opinions of Calvary are not affirmative. The
play is categorized into a “play of ideas” and estimated as an unsatisfactory
theatrical play applying Yeats’s ‘System’ by force. But despite these negative
opinions, Schmit estimates that the play is “a very beautiful play from Yeats’s
maturity as a playwright” (85). The argument is made possible because the
critic understands Yeats’s idea of the theater and appreciates the value of his
theatrical techniques. Accordingly, this essay explores the dramatic means
Yeats utilizes to stage the controversial theme of Christ’s dreaming-back and
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how he shows “a productive force that leads to a wide-ranging reform of
theatrical representation” (Puchner 123) through the techniques.

II
As in the other three dance plays, Calvary uses the conventional means of
the Noh theater such as mask, dance, stylized movement, and so on. As has
already been discussed in other essays, it is clear that Yeats was strongly
influenced by the Noh theater, but he invented his own dramatic form suitable
for his aim of theater transcending the imitation of the conventional skills in
the Noh theater. As a symbolist playwright, Yeats seeks to incorporate “the
spiritual or metaphysical implications of the human condition” (Taylor 4) on
the stage and his desire needs a new mode different from the naturalistic
reference. The Noh theater offers a useful example by which to realize his
idea of the theater. He confesses that his play was made possible by a
Japanese dancer:
In the studio and in the drawing-room alone, where the lighting was the
light we are most accustomed to, did I see him as the tragic image that has
stirred my imagination. There, where no studied lighting, no stage-picture
made an artificial world, he was able, as he rose from the floor, where he
had been sitting cross-legged, or as he threw out an arm, to recede from us
into some powerful life. Because that separation was achieved by human
means alone, he receded but to inhabit as it were the deeps of the mind.
One realized anew, at every separating strangeness, that the measure of all
arts’ greatness can be but in their intimacy. (E&I 224)

Through the Japanese dancer, Yeats perceives that by “separating strangeness,”
“intimacy” is achieved because “drama takes place in the mind or imagination
of the spectator” (Good 35). He witnesses that the dancer accomplishes

Staging Christ’s Dreaming-Back: Yeats’s Calvary

117

“intimacy” by distancing himself.
The first distancing device of the play Calvary is the three Musicians’
song of the folding and unfolding of the cloth. The ceremonial song is
delivered by the musicians, “singing and moving rhythmically” (329). This
builds the ritual mood and frames the play. The play begins with the
entrance of the three Musicians. They shut out the stage by unfolding the
cloth, and then open the stage by folding the cloth again, Through this
ritualized ceremony, they announce the beginning of the play and guide the
audience to open the mind’s eyes. They do the same at the end of the play.
This ritual ceremony takes it for granted that the audience participates
imaginatively in the ritual performance and directs the attention of the
audience towards the inevitability and representative meaning of the action
and as a result leads the audience’s attention to be paid “on the way in
which that action works itself out to an already accepted and inevitable end”
(Taylor 4)
Although the Musicians are influenced by the Noh convention, as Taylor
argues, the ceremonial action is original because it reveals their function as
“mediators between the real world of the audience and the symbolic actions
of the players” (118). Kallaus also explains the symbolic meaning that the
ceremony implies:
The ceremony of folding and unfolding the curtain to the accompaniment of
the choric songs points to the transience of all material existence and shows
that everything fades away to be reborn in ritual. (Kallaus 1 12)

As the cloth folded and unfolded represents, all material existence fades and is
reborn. We can notice that the play is based on Yeats’s cyclical system.
Christ is put into the cyclical structure, and it gives a heretical shock to the
westerners who are familar with Christianity. To transcend such controversy,
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or not to remain “mere preaching of his metaphysical system” (Parkin 129),
Yeats uses distancing devices to dissociate the audience from the play which
is performed on the stage. In this sense, Katherine Worth argues that for the
first time “Yeats exploits to the full the opportunities the dance convention
gives for the self-conscious play with the theatrical illusion” (175) in the play.
The opening song functions as a prologue or such an induction as we can
see in Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew. The song postulates the
theme of the play which is enacted on the stage by means of the mimetic
action. We meet “the white heron/ Shivers in a dumb-founded dream.”
Motionless under the moonbeam
Up to his feathers in the stream
Although fish leap, the white heron
Shivers in a dumb-founded dream. (1-4)

In his notes on the play, Yeats explains the heron:
Certain birds, especially as I see things, such lonely birds as the heron,
hawk, eagle and swan, are the natural symbols of subjectivity, especially
when floating upon the wind alone or alighting upon some pool or river,
while the beasts that run upon the ground, especially those that run in
packs, are the natural symbols of objective man. (VPL 696)

The heron is employed as one of “the natural symbols of subjectivity.” Yeats
also adds that the birds in the song are used to “increase the objective
loneliness of Christ” by contrasting it with “a loneliness, opposite in kind,
that unlike His can be, whether joyous or sorrowful, sufficient to itself” (VPL
696). Through the image of the heron, Yeats contrasts Christ with the
subjective heron. But, as Zac Showers argues in the essay “Crazed by the
Moon: the Duality of the Heron in Yeats’s Calvary,” the heron represents
more than Yeats explains in his Notes. The heron is the opposite to Christ,
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but also represents Christ himself (4). The white heron, both the opposite to
Christ and Christ himself, is isolated “in a dumb-founded dream” but
ultimately must be changed as the full moon fades away. It reflects the hero
of the play, Christ’s transformation after his dreaming-back.
Yeats explains the symbolic meaning of Lazarus and Judas and the
Roman Soldiers whom Christ encounters in the main action:
I have surrounded Him with the images of those He cannot save, not only
with the birds, who have served neither God nor Caesar, and await for
none or for a different saviour, but with Lazarus and Judas and the Roman
soldiers for whom He has died in vain. ‘Christ,’ writes Robartes, ‘only
pitied those whose suffering is rooted in death, in poverty, or in sickness,
or in sin, in some shape of the common lot, and he came especially to the
poor who are most subject to exterior vicissitude.’ I have therefore
represented in Lazarus and Judas types of that intellectual despair that lay
beyond His sympathy, while in the Rome soldiers I suggest a form of
objectivity that lay beyond His help. (VPL 696-67)

As Yeats manifests, Lazarus and Judas incorporate “types of that intellectual
despair that lay beyond His sympathy,” and the Roman soldiers suggest “a
form of objectivity that lay beyond His help.” The contrasts are incorporated
by Christ’s encounters with Lazarus, Judas and the Roman soldiers on the
stage.
The second distancing technique is peformed by the First Musician. After
the opening song, the First Musician narrates Christ’s passion:
The road to Calvary, and I beside it
Upon an ancient stone. Good Friday’s come,
The day whereon Christ dreams His passion through.
He climbs up hither but as a dreamer climbs.
The cross that but exists because He dreams it
Shortens His breath and wears away His strength.
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And now He stands amid a mocking crowd,
Heavily breathing. (16-23)

With the narration, the Musician sets the stage. And we know the time is
Good Friday and the place is “[t]he road to Calvary.” In addition, we are
informed that the play is in the process of Christ’s dreaming back. The
narration functions like an exposition of the conventional play. Above all, this
technique leads the audience to imagine Christ’s passion in the minds. In
other words, through this technique, the drama happening in the mind of the
spectators is made feasible as Yeats pursues in his theater. In this sense,
Worth argues that “the audience cannot help but collaborating” because “we
are continuously reminded that we are engaged in constructing a world out of
nothing” (175).
Yeats’s theater which includes a narrator like the First Musician is
defined as “the diegetic theater” (120), the term made by Puncher. “Diegesis
(Greek διήγησις “narration”) and mimesis (Greek μίμησις “imitation”) have
been contrasted since Plato’s and Aristotle’s times. Diegesis tells or recounts
a story rather than shows, whereas mimesis shows by means of action that is
enacted.2) According to Puchner, the diegetic theater is a theater derived from
“the closet drama’s distrust of the stage” and shares the closet drama’s
techniques of “dissociating gestures from their actors, of isolating stage props
and spaces” (120). In other words, the diegetic theater utterly fragments the
theater by means of diegetic language. Furthermore, the diegetic theater uses
“diegetic figures to control, confront, and interrupt theatrical representation”
(Puchner 120). In this play, the Musician takes on the role of the diegetic
figure.
While the First Musician gives a diegetic speech, Christ enters carrying a
cross. But He “stands leaning upon the cross” (330) and remains silent.
Besides, He is wearing a mask, and we cannot have any hint about Christ’s
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emotion through His facial expression, and thus we cannot help focusing on
the diegetic language to figure out what is happening on the stage. We just
depend on the Musician’s diegetic speech and through it we should imagine
and make something “out of nothing” (Worth 175). The Musician continues:
Those that are behind
Climb on the shoulders of the men in front
To shout their mockery: ‘Work a miracle,’
Cries one, ‘and save yourself’: another cries,
‘Call on your father now before your bones
Have been picked bare by the great desert birds’;
Another cries, ‘Call out with a loud voice
And tell him that his son is cast away
Amid the mockery of his enemies.’ (23-31)

The situation of the day of Christ’s passion is unfolded in our mind by the
Musician and we feel the pain of Christ trapped by these mocking enemies.
As such, the dramatic conflict is caused by the collision between the
audience’s thought and what is expressed on the stage instead of that between
the characters in the play. In this sense, Parkin argues that the play’s
dramatic structure is dialectic from the dramatic conflict between “the
orthodox expectations of an audience and the heretical notions of the play’s
action” (129). As he argues, the image of Christ on the stage collides with
the orthodox Christian view of Christ. The dramatic conflict takes place in
the minds of the audience.
After the description of Christ’s Passion, the First Musician suddenly
changes the scene into that of Lazarus, who has not entered on the stage.
The Musician says
Who is this from whom the crowd has shrunk,
As though he had some look that terrified?
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He has a deadly face, and yet he moves
Like a young foal that sees the hunt go by
And races in the field. (38-42)

The Musician depicts Lazarus who has “some look that terrified” to the extent
that “the crowd has shrunk” from him. He also has “a deadly face.” The Musician
offers the information of the scene so that we may have the scene in our minds.
With the entrance of Lazarus, at last, mimetic actions are represented on
the stage, but even during the process, the First Musician intervenes the play
repeatedly. As a result, we are reminded that we are watching a play. After
Lazarus exits, the First Musician fragments the play with a diegetic speech
again:
The crowd shrinks backward from the face that seems
Death-stricken and death-hungry still; and now
Martha, and those three Marys, and the rest
That live but in His love are gathered round Him.
He holds His right arm out, and on His arm
Their lips are pressed and their tears fall; and now
They cast them on the ground before His dirty
Blood-dabbed feet and clean them with their hair. (82-89)

Owing to the diegetic language, we are told about “Martha, and those three
Marys, and the rest/ That live but in His love are gathered round Him” and
imagine the scene in our mind.
But, besides the First Musician, Christ also gives “a peculiarly
disorientating effect” (Worth 177). He recounts the disappearance of the
devoted followers and describes the situation heralding the entrance of Judas,
just as the Musician does before Lazarus appears on the stage.
I felt their hair upon my feet a moment
And then they fled away—why have they fled?
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Why has the street grown empty of a sudden
As though all fled in terror? (97-99)

Christ’s followers disappear as if they fled away and the street is suddenly
empty. In fact, we do not see them physically, but by the diegetic technique
we imagine their appearance and feel the empty street. Worth argues that
making an empty stage empty creates “a chilling aura of absolute loneliness
for the entry of the loneliest of all the characters−Judas” (177). At last,
Judas enters and the dialogue of Christ and Judas is incorporated as we can
usually see in a conventional theater. But Christ’s encounter with Judas is
also interrupted by the entrance of the three Roman soldiers, who represent
“a form of objectivity that lay beyond His help” (VPL 790). In this sense, it
can be said that their entrance functions as a distancing device. We are
continuously prevented from being immersed in the mimetic action.
As soon as the main plot ends with Christ’s passionate last cry, “My Father,
why hast Thou forsaken Me?” (169), the three Musicians’ closing song starts.
And it frames the play again and drives the audience to perceive what has been
enacted on the stage as a play. Likewise, Yeats stops the audience from being
absorbed in the play continuously. This is reminiscent of Brecht’s alienation
effect he presents in his epic theater. The major aim of the effect is to lead the
audience to analyze the play’s thematic content rather than to sit back and be
entertained. In other words, Yeats makes the audience think and recognize the
meaning of the play instead of being absorbed in the trivial superficial surface.
As has been argued above, Yeats makes the audience collaborate through this
technique, thus helping his drama to reach into the mind.
The drama taking place in “the deeps of the mind” is also fulfilled by
the dramatic pattern. The main plot of the play is Christ’s encounters with
Lazarus, Judas, and three Roman Soldiers. As Liam Miller argues, the
generally accepted source of the play is one of Oscar Wilde’s Poems in
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Prose, ‘The Doer of Good,’ which was first published in The Fortnightly
Review in July 1894 (253). He claims that Christ’s dialogue with Lazarus is
closely derived from Wilde’s story (254). The three encounters take on “the
episode form of the medieval morality,” which Parkin regards as “a form
singularly appropriate to his religious theme” (129). The encounters are
connected with each other toward the ultimate ending of Christ’s realization
of the futility of his sacrifice. Yeats slightly transforms the original story of
the Gospels and reveals the heretical pattern of the drama. Hence, the
dramatic conflict happens in the mind of the audience because it is caused by
“an unexpected heretical conflict with the broadly orthodox Christian
interpretation which almost all of us have in mind” (Parkin 131) as has been
said above. Parkin explains the dramatic effect Yeats creates through this
technique:
Yeats has transferred his dramatic conflict to an internal position, occurring
within the mind, the seat of ideas; if we are concerned with religion, either
from a Christian or sceptical point of view, we are at the end of the play
left disturbed, stimulated, perhaps outraged, but certainly brought to a choice
of attitudes—is Christ the one true God, or is He one of the gods, or was
He just a man? (131)

In other dance plays, the heroes or heroines confront a moment of choice,
but in this play the choice is put to the audiences. Thus, although it is calm
on the surface, a turbulence such as a violence happens in the mind of the
audience. Parkin argues that the powerful disturbing pattern is proper for “a
play of theological ideas in an age when God and Christianity are called in
doubt as never before” (130). Through this technique, Yeats makes the drama
occurring within the mind of the audience possible.
However, there is a negative view about the dialectic effect of the pattern
because it depends on an audience’s attitude toward Christianity, and it can
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not happen in the minds of spectators that are not informed of the religion.
But, despite the fact, the technique can be expanded into any challenge of
throwing a new point of view to all ideas and faiths we hold as a thesis, not
just the religion Christianity. As a matter of fact, Yeats chose Christian
mythology because it is one of the myths that can be “repositories of a
common ecstatic experience.” Schmit explains:
[Yeats] was interested in religious myths, including Christianity, because he
believed them to be repositories of a common ecstatic experience which,
however much it had been repressed, might once again be called forth
through their appropriated representation. “You must have a myth,” he said,
“because through myth man can bridge the gulf, which separates the one
and the many, or, if you like, God and man.” In his plays the myths were
primarily ancient Irish ones but also Christian, Greek, Japanese, and of his
own making. That there were similarities in myths across cultures affirmed
Yeats’s belief that all religions are essentially one. The totalizing experience
that he thought people had once sought through myth he aimed to provide
again through drama. (90)

Yeats used Christianity believing that “all religions are essentially one” and
he can call forth “the totalizing experience that he thought people had once
sought through myth” by his appropriate representation. Therefore, Calvary
should be a potential play, in which people can undergo an totalizing
experience by bridging gaps through a myth, not a play trapped in the
religious limitation of Christianity.
The climax of the play is put in the situation where the Roman Soldiers
dance around Christ and Judas holding up the cross. Yeats’s dance at the
climax of the play is another distancing technique, which he employs as “an
alternative to the crisis of acting” (Puchner 124) under the influence of
Mallarmé’s theater of capturing Hérodiade’s dance in the margin of his play
(Puchner 119) and the Noh theater because a dance does not imitate but
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represents an action. The dance in Calvary brings about many critics’ various
interpretations as Katharine Worth argues that it is “one of the most arresting
and complex in all the plays” (179). Parkin claims that the dance represents
Christ’s confront with revelation, and it manifests “an idea of metaphysical
reality, which with great irony comes to Christ, usually the vehicle of
revelation, with the full force of revelation” (140). Sylvia Ellis also gives a
similar opinion with a remark that the dance has a distinguished nature,
which is “one of acceptance of inexorability and of the individual’s own
personal role in violent action” (140). Besides, Richard Allen Cave defines
the dance as “an image of a tide of agony and doubt surging forth to
challenge Christ’s resolution and commitment to his ideal” (341). But Good
evaluates it from a different perspective. The critic argues that it functions as
“an irony” and it represents “indifference, idiotic rigmarole,” whereas the
dances of the other dance plays embody “unfulfilled desires” (110). As Good
argues, the Second Roman Soldier explains what they will be doing in the
dance in advance in a state of indifference:
In the dance
We quarrel for a while, but settle it
By throwing dice, and after that, being friends,
Join hand to hand and wheel about the cross. (165-69)

As the Roman Soldier announces, they fill the stage with “a silent language”
(179). In a sense, their dance seems to be an “idiotic rigmarole” and also to
function as a comic relief that relaxes a theatrical tension. But through it we
should face a revelation. Worth explains:
The ‘comic’ dance is in a way, then, a release and yet through it we go
out into the cold, so to speak; out of the domain of the familiar, terrible,
loved or resented story of Christ into a new, unknown cycle which
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promises nothing but what pleases the indifferent dice-throwers−chance and
the unexpected. It is a dread moment. (179)

Through the dance, both Christ and the audience must change for a new
cycle as “the full moon must give way to crescent” (Worth 179).
At last, Christ confronts the revelation and cries, “My Father, why hast Thou
forsaken Me?” (VPl 787). Now He seems to be transformed into His antithesis.
Parkin also claims that His cry informs us of the fact that “He has had a
revelation and has been radically changed by it” (140). He expands his argument:
This revelation may be seen in a wider sense as a demonstration of the
enlightenment which a spirit can gain from that purgatorial dreaming-back.”
(140)

In this sense, Parkin argues that “[h]is last cry completes the climatic effect
of the dance” (140). Furthermore, His cry is reminded of the last cry of
Swift’s ghost in The Words Upon the Window-Pane: “Perish the day on
which I was born!” (VPl 956). This manifests the revelation of the ghost of
Swift after the process of the dreaming-back. Now, we can feel Christ’s
recognition of failure and despair in the “mental landscape we build up for
ourselves” (Worth 179).
The process of Christ’s dreaming-back is vividly represented in the mind
of the audience through Yeats’s unique theatrical technique. In his notes to
the play, Cave argues that “Yeats’s remarkable achievement with Calvary is
to make an audience experience again the passion in the Passion” (340).
According to his argument, Christ’s disturbing cry can be ignored because the
story of Christ’s Passion is too familiar as a result of constant repetition.
Hence, Yeats’s audacious technique of showing the mind of Christ in his
intellectual suffering is more effective to stir the mind of the audience than
presenting the physical horror of the event as we can expect. We experience
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the rage, mockery, and indifference Christ undergoes through the three
encounters (340). By that, Christ’s Passion becomes one new experience the
audience cannot help collaborating with. He adds:
Like Wilde’s poem, the play deliberately hovers on the edge of blasphemy
for a purpose to challenge an audience’s potential apathy by stripping the
Passion of every possible vestige of sentimentality. (340)

Finally, Cave claims that it is “the very audacity” that “gives the play in
performance today a vital immediacy quite lacking in more conventionally
pious treatments of the subject” (340). Yeats produces a successful result to
stir “an audience’s potential apathy” by removing “the Passion of every
possible vestige of sentimentality” to the extent that the play deliberately
lingers on the edge of blasphemy.

III
Yeats’s experimental techniques were originated from his effort of
reforming the theater. The theater in his times was dominated by the
naturalistic theater, but he didn’t think that the naturalistic reference could
offer “some more powerful life” (E&I 224), which Yeats believed drama
should pursue. He referred to the ancient Greek theater and the Renaissance
theater, and experienced the European symbolists theater. As a result of his
encounter with the Noh theater, he created the unique form of the dance play.
Calvary is one of his dance plays, and includes the theatrical devices that
we can see in other dance plays such as mask, music, dance, and so on.
Utilizing the devices, Yeats stages Christ’s dreaming-back which indispensably
accompanies the controversy of blasphemy. He tries to dissociate the audience
from the play by using various distancing devices, and thus make the
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audience think and conflict instead of being immersed in the play.
Furthermore, he guides the audience to participate in the play imaginatively
and leads the audience to collaborate by the diegetic techniques. As a
consequence, Yeats produces a great play in which the audience experience
Christ’s passion again as if it were the first experience and feel Christ’s
suffering together and after the process of conflict, finally find out their
answers. In other words, Yeats makes possible a drama the audience could
participate in imaginatively.

Notes
1) According to Puchner, Yeats gave a radical proposal that actors should rehearse in barrels not to
spoil his poetry with their gestures. See Stage Fright: Modernism, Anti-Theatricality and Drama
(2002). 122.
2) https://ipfs.io/ipfs/.../wiki/Diegesis.html.
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