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Abstract: In his later years, Yeats takes several events and Irish politics as subjects
for his poems. The purpose of this study is to show Yeats’s views on the Irish
politics in his later poems. His poetry deepens and becomes stronger, more physical
and realistic as he grew older. In his later poems Yeats concentrates on writings
about contemporary politics, legal questions, rebellion, and other issues. Yeats’s later
work was engaged with more contemporary matters. This paper attempts to look into
“September 1913,” “Easter 1916,” “The Second Coming,” “Sailing to Byzantium,”
and “The Man and The Echo” in relation to his views on the Irish politics. Yeats
also shows the shifts of thought and feeling in his troubled mind, as a poet who is
both critical and compassionate.
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Author: Hyun-Ho Shin is Professor at Baekseok University.
E-mail: hhshin@bu.ac.kr
____________________________________

제목: 예이츠 후기시에 나타난 아일랜드 정치
우리말 요약: 예이츠는 후기에 들어 아일랜드 현실에 대한 인식과 관심이 높아지고
자신의 시에 아일랜드 정치에 대한 관심을 나타내고 있다. 본 연구의 목적은 예이츠가
자신의 후기시에서 당시 아일랜드 정치상황에 관해 어떠한 시각으로 접근하고 있는
지를 파악하는 데 있다.
이 연구는 이를 위해 예이츠의 후기시 가운데 1913년 9월 , 1916년 부활절 , 재
림 , 비잔티움 항행 를 살피고 그의 마지막 시편 가운데 하나인 사람과 메아리 를 고
찰하고자 한다. 예이츠는 아일랜드의 정치에 관해 찬미와 동시에 비난과 회의를 제시하
는 이중적인 태도를 취하고 있다.
주제어: 예이츠, 사고의 변화, 1916년 부활절 , 재림 , 사람과 메아리
저자: 신현호는 백석대학교 교수로 재직하고 있다.
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I

Few modern writers

have had careers as long, varied, and complex as Yeats.

He produced works that belong to each of three major literary historical
periods and movements: the Romantic, the Victorian, and the Modernist.
Many critics have observed Yeats’s lifelong self-division, which falls into two
categories: Yeats the dreamer and Yeats the man of action.
Yeats, the dreamer, is variously attracted to the occult, spiritualism, fairy
life and fairy tales, paganism, magic, psychic phenomena, Eastern religion,
Theosophy and mysticism. Meanwhile, Yeats, the man of action, has worked
for Irish nationalism and helped ignite the Irish literary renaissance.
Yeats once said, “I shall write for my own people, whether in love or
hate of them matters little, probably I shall not know which it is” (Greaves
91). This strong will is formulated in the majority of Yeats’s literary efforts.
Yeats believes literature should shape a country’s cultural identity, specifically
in Ireland. Throughout his career Yeats, Yeats has explored the themes of
Irish which come into his poetry as the remembrance of the glorious past, the
myths and legends, the landscape, the heroes, the politics, the criticism of
English occupation and Irish nationalism.
Yeats has steadily metamorphosed himself as “a writer, as a public figure,
even as a person” (Howes 1). His life and works circle around central themes
especially the Ireland of his day, the occult, and the power of art to work in
and change the world. In his early poetry‚ Yeats takes his inspiration from
the myths and legends of ancient Ireland in order to create a distinctively
Irish literature, but later, he takes several events and Irish politics as subjects
for his poems. Yeats produces his great works between the ages of 50 and
75. His works of this period take the strength from his long experiments, his
spiritual growth, and his gradual acquisition of personal wisdom of the Irish
politics. As he becomes increasingly involved in nationalist politics, his poems
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take on a patriotic tone. Yeats applauds the nationalists and their passionate
sense of nationalism to be motivated emotionally to preserve the Irish Culture
and Identity. And Yeats also sympathetically shifts his thought and feeling in
the troubled mind of a poet who is both critical and compassionate.
The purpose of my study is to show that Yeats’s poetry can not be
separated from his own experiences and the history of his nation, Ireland. His
long career has managed nearly every possible view of the relation between
poetry and politics. His views have been shaped by his involvement in the
political life of his country.
For the purpose of the study, this paper attempts to look into “September
1913,” “Easter 1916,” “The Second Coming,” “Sailing to Byzantium,” and
“The Man and The Echo” in relation to Yeats’s views on the Irish politics.
These poems will serve to investigate Yeats’s passion for his country along
with its politics and its political changes.

II
Between the late 1880s and the 1930s, there was scarcely a significant
Irish public event or movement in which Yeats did not have an involvement,
or about which he did not have an opinion. As chief progenitor of the Irish
literary revival, Yeats contributes to the cultural advances that help change
Ireland in the decades before independence.
For Yeats, from the age of twenty-two, Ireland is the imaginative setting
in almost all of his poems. Yeats tries to bring his interests in Ireland
together with his public and political interests in his poetry. Yeats can not
“separate himself from Irish politics which continuously hurts his sensitive
mind” (Yoo 186).
Yeats becomes the spokesman of his land and takes the responsibility of
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a new Ireland though he does not want a complete separation from England.
Yeats is a true devotee of his motherland Ireland, but his perspective on the
Irish politics is a bit critical. It is known that Yeats was born during the
colonial period of Ireland. He has the several unrest memory in his country
which is the result of colonial rule. Nevertheless, Yeats always supports the
Irish spirit. In his literary life Yeats takes it as a symbol of pride. This pride
helps him to take the lead in the revival of Irish culture. Although he wants
to fight for Ireland’s freedom, he does not participate in any military
activities. Instead, he uses essays and poems to reflect the situation in Ireland.
Yeats has a clear consciousness of the nationalistic views as a Irish poet but
with the passage of time it has changed. From 1912 to 1922, this decade
stands as a turning point of Yeats’s viewpoint of Irish nationalism and
politics. Yeats’s “love of heroic legends is changed into his distrust of
nationality politics and a haughty contempt for democracy” (Stock 101)
“September 1913” is Yeats’s personal response to the Dublin lockout.
Workers longed to be part of a Union to protect their own rights, but greedy
employers refused this idea and therefore locked them out of work for many
months leaving the workers to live in severe poverty. Yeats adopts the form
of the ballad in order to mock his forever changing Irish society and
emphasize that his “Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone” (CP 121). The poem
focuses on manifesting Yeats’s new stance of exploring his political mind and
celebrating those whom he believes worth of praise. In the poem Yeats
becomes very much confused over the violent activity of the Irish
revolutionaries. This activity gives Yeats the thought that the idea of national
freedom is standing between the humanity.
Yeats starts the poem by criticizing the middle class Irish people. They
are far behind the spirit of the ideal Ireland. According to Yeats, they are so
greedy that they “add the halfpence to the pence/ And prayer to shivering
prayer” (CP 120), suggesting all they live for is wealth and religion, rather
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than the well-being of their own country. The intention of these middle class
people is disgracing for the glorifying history of Ireland. It is obvious that
Yeats is disgusted by such a concept as the penultimate and last line of each
verse of the poem reads “Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,/ It’s with
O’Leary in the grave.” (CP 121). The refrain highlights Yeats’s love for the
Ireland that no longer exists, therefore bringing to the forefront his dislike of
change. The fact that Yeats’s repeatedly references the death of O’Leary, a
man who has a great influence on Yeats, reinforces the idea that his hatred
for this horrible change is confirmed. He no longer has the strength to fight
as all attempt is futile, it will only result in death.
The futility of violence and war is a common theme running through
Yeats’s poetry. In stanza three of the poem Yeats highlights this through the
use of the rhetorical question “All that delirium of the brave?” (CP 121),
stylistically a common technique in Yeats’s work. The word “delirium”
connotes imagery of chaos an incoherence. Yeats reinforces that the
consequences of violence are therefore futile and any change has been of a
destructive nature. This poem is a clear indication of the changing thoughts
of Yeats. The greedy, selfish nature of the Irish people makes him feel
ashamed and shaken his romantic ideas about the ideal Ireland. Yeats loses
his faith on the nationalistic view of the people of Ireland.
Easter Rising of 1916 gives Yeats a shock and let him write the 1916
poems, such as “Easter 1916,” “Sixteen Dead Men,” “The Rose Tree,” and
“On a Political Prisoner.” It is Yeats’s intention to depict the Easter Rebellion
as an attractive, but in the end, self-destructive form of nationalism. The
Easter Rising of 1916 had no chance of immediately freeing Ireland from
British rule, but it was a powerful symbolic gesture, and the subsequent
execution of its leaders quickly turned them into martyrs for the cause of Irish
nationalism. Historically, the initial popular response to the Uprising was one
of antagonism but this mood changed to anger after the leaders were executed
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and a military regime was imposed. In “Easter 1916” Yeats seeks to portray
the fallacy of militant nationalism that permeates throughout the Uprising.
Using the first-person voice, Yeats begins the poem describing his
relationship with the people he is going to praise. “I have passed with a nod
of the head / Or polite meaningless words” (CP 202), showing that the
people he would “number him in this song” (CP 203) are not his close
friends. Yeats concludes the first stanza saying that “All changed, changed
utterly / A terrible beauty is born” to say that everything has changed utterly
for him, for the martyrs of the Easter Rising who become the agents of a
dramatic change, and for Ireland. This statement becomes a refrain for the
poem and a commentary on Ireland itself and its physical beauty which is
impossible to be separated from its bloody history.
In the second stanza, Yeats talks about the history and characters of some
of the people involved and those men are not named until the last stanza. A
woman is described as that woman whose “days were spent in ignorant / her
nights in argument” (CP 203). Through his description, it is inferred that she
is an upper-class lady who did charity work by day and defended Irish cause
by night.
In stanza three, Yeats argues that we are not going to live forever and
that death is inevitable and natural. Yeats introduces the concept of change,
but this time it is different from that in the refrain of the first two stanzas.
Normally, change is gradual, taking place “Minute by minute” with “[a]
shadow of cloud on the stream” (CP 204). As symbols of the transitory
nature of such a life, the horses and riders, clouds and streams, moor-cocks
and moor-hens of the third stanza live minute by minute but “The stone’s in
the midst of all” (CP 204) is unchanged and immovable. Yeats makes two
references to a stone that never changes to establish that the stone was there
in the beginning “to trouble the living stream” and it is there in the end “in
the midst of all.” Yeats perceives the essence of the passionate nationalists.
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The nationalists change their political attack and course minute by minute
which is an effect of a radical conflict being compelled by the force of
pathos. The stone, representing the unity and the determination of the
nationalists which is the cause of the nationalists, obstructs the flow of the
stream. The “troubling” of the revolution is necessary for the “change” in the
life of the nation. Through their efforts to start change in Ireland, and by
rebelling against the British, the martyrs of the Easter Rebellion overcome
their former weaknesses and create their memory as heroes. Their hearts
become united by one purpose, which made them unchanging as stone.
In the final stanza of the poem, Yeats claims that the sacrifice “[c]an
make a stone of the heart” (CP 204), and the rebels have changed everything
even if Yeats is still not convinced that they were right. Yeats refers to the
misinterpretation made by Patrick Pearse and his followers:
We know their dream; enough
To know they dreamed and are dead;
And what if excess of love
Bewildered them till they died? (CP 204-05)

Yeats makes reference in this passage to Pearse and his followers
confusing nationalism with blind fanaticism. Yeats has mixed emotions about
the Easter Rebellion. He admires the nationalistic ideal and promise of
Pearse’s Provisional Government’s guarantee for both civil and religious
liberties to an Irish people. Yeats also abhors the loss of life and the
destruction that was wrought from the uprising.
The poem begins in a conversational tone; winds itself up into a
description of the Rising’s leaders; embarks on a meditation about “Hearts
with one purpose alone” (CP 204); and concludes with a resounding chorus:
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MacDonagh and MacBride
And Connolly and Pearse
Now and in time to be,
Wherever green is worn,
Are changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born. (CP 205)

Yeats chants the eulogy of the executed patriots by naming them with the
tenderness of a mother naming her child. Perhaps the most notable of all of
the revolutionaries Yeats alludes to is John MacBride, who is mentioned by
name alongside Pearse and Thomas MacDonagh. MacBride is the estranged
husband of Maud Gonne, Yeats’s muse throughout his life. Yeats loathes
MacBride, and the lines in the second stanza about a “drunken, vainglorious
lout” who “had done most bitter wrong/ To some who are near my heart”
(CP 203) refer to Yeats’s personal reasons for hating MacBride, given his
mistreatment of Gonne. Thus the personal and the political elements are
combined in Yeats’s perspective on Irish politics.
He finishes by repeating the refrain but this time preceding it with “Now
in time to be, / Wherever green is worn” to state that Ireland will never be
the same. “A terrible beauty is born” represents that Yeats’s view of Irish
nationalism is ambivalent, considering that he does not only support saving
the Irish culture, but he disagrees with nationalists who act purely out of
passion and without the guide of an ideology.
“Easter 1916” represents Yeats’s highly critical views about the
revolutionary activity. To him the Ireland is “all changed, changed utterly”
(CP 203). So Yeats is concerned that the sacrifice of the rebels may go in
vain. “Was it needless death after all?” (CP 204). This changed Ireland may
fail to fulfil the dreams of the sacrificed souls. Along with the glorious
history, Ireland will have a bloody part, which makes Yeats feel abandoned
with the nationalist revolution. In the poem, Yeats may be working out his
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realization that through their self-sacrifice, the national martyrs have asserted
their complete identity with the nation, consequently displacing the poet’s
symbolic deployment of the lore of the country.
As Yeats has a romantic concept about the Irishness of his land, he does
not like the violent part of his country. The impatient activity and the
heinous job of killing makes Yeats reject his nationalistic view. “Easter 1916”
and “September 1913” have two voices or two point of views, highlighting
both the view of the old revolutionaries who are “dead and gone” and also
those who are in modern Ireland who are not supporting Ireland.

III
After the Easter rising, Yeats becomes freer to manipulate “the actualities
of modern Irish history in his poetry, because that event provided poetical
material and in some sense revivified the Irishism in him” (Ure 71).
“The Second Coming” is a turning point in Yeats’s career as a poet.
Written in January 1919, the poem describes the atmosphere in post-war
Europe using Christian imagery regarding the Apocalypse and second coming.
At the time it is written, Yeats makes out a shift from one age-old
religion to a new, forthcoming faith. Yeats’s obsession with the occult
presents a division between his spiritual state and the religious state of
Ireland, which is intertwined with the Roman Catholic Church. In “The
Second Coming” these issues are touched on.
This famous poem is apocalyptic in tone, darkly pessimistic in mood, and
so it reflects the common atmosphere of pessimism that prevails in Europe
and much of the rest of the world after World War 1. Yeats observes great
social troubles all around him, and the world is spinning out of control. “The
Second Coming” is intended to describe the current historical moment in
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terms of gyres, which is a circular or twisting turn, in which one gyre is
situated inside the other, so that the widest part of one cone occupies the
same plane as the tip of the other cone, and vice versa. Around these cones
he imagines a set of spirals. Yeats claims that this image of the gyre
represents history, and he divides each gyre into different regions that
represents particular kinds of historical periods. For Yeats each cycle of
history is represented by such a gyre and the gyre widening means it is time
for the next phase. Yeats guarantees that the world is on the doorstep of an
apocalyptic revelation, as history reaches the end of the outer gyre and begins
moving along the inner gyre. The main idea of the poem is the decline of
civilization and it shows the disintegration of the western society.
“The Second Coming” is a magnificent statement about the contrary
forces at work in history, and about the conflict between the modern and the
ancient world.
In the first stanza the speaker is complaining about the world situation. It
opens with the image of a falcon wheeling about in the sky. The falconer
has lost control of his falcon, who is circling so far away from him that the
bird cannot hear his instructions any longer. Governments are falling, and
bloody revolutions are killing people. Ordinary life is drowned in all that
blood. The loss of control represented by the falconer and the breaking away
of the falcon shows that the present cycle is near its end: “Things fall apart;
the centre cannot hold” (CP 211). Yeats now wonders if the Second Coming
of Christ is likely to happen soon. Mankind has moved so far away from its
roots, it can no longer hear the call of its creators. This is the case for the
Irish people who moved far away from their origins and roots, far away from
the Irish legends and folklore, they have given up the standards of their
parents and grandparents for the new art, the new literature, the new music,
and for the British rule. Then the speaker of the poem, Yeats makes the
observation that “The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of
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passionate intensity” (CP 211). This phrase suggests the dissociation between
the best, the intellectuals, and the masses who react with passionate intensity,
not with careful intellectual study and expression.
At the beginning of the second stanza Yeats calls for a revelation, saying
“Surely some revelation is at hand” (CP 211). He gives us a powerful image
for the second coming. Yeats sees a sight “out of Spiritus Mundi,” (CP 211)
which comes from the Latin phrase for “World Soul” or “World Spirit.” The
concept originates in the philosophy of Plato as a description of the sameness
which links us to the universe and living nature. Yeats uses the concept to
describe a connection between all souls in a universal subconscious through
which humanity stores its past memories.
Yeats suggests that the body movement of the beast, the “slouching”
movement, is what is moving the Christ closer and closer to “Bethlehem.”
Yeats describes the beast as “A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun” (CP 211)
because spiritual masters are known to gaze blankly as they transmit the
message to their followers. After Yeats presents this visionary image, he says
“[t]he darkness drops again” (CP 211). Unlike the first line of the poem,
“Turning and turning in the widening gyre,” the last line of the poem, “And
what rough beast, its hour come round at last, / Slouches towards Bethlehem
to be born?” (CP 211) leaves the image of the rough beast heading towards
the birthplace of Jesus, and the fear of the end of the world.
The poem portrays a dark atmosphere that serves as a warning to what
may be waiting for humankind if they continue on the current path. Yeats
describes a miserable world where the anarchy reigns over the innocence of
man. This is the case for post-independent Ireland because things do not
work out as the Irish nationalists expect to do. The horrific extremity of the
day-by-day events on the Continent, some of their colossal novelty and
atrocity, “shows in the schemes and tropes of grandiose disaster in the
rhetoric and emphases of breathless sublimity in the poetry” (Sherry 206).
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Yeats’s perspective on the Irish politics of the day is chaos and anarchy.
“The Second Coming” is affected by the First World War together with the
Russian Revolution and “the millennial advent that Yeats now expects is
neither cosmic revelation nor the apotheosis of Irish nationhood” (Longley
473). “The Second Coming” epitomizes the era’s mood of crisis and Yeats’s
viewpoint of the national character of Irish politics.
When England sent its forces to Ireland in 1918 to enforce British rule,
Yeats “did not escape the dangers and stresses of these troubled times in
Ireland” (Brown 439). Instead, Yeats bought the Tower and renovated it and
used it as a summer retreat where he created one of his greatest works, The
Tower. The Tower, published in London on 14 February 1928, is a political
collection of poetry that contains poems mostly written in an important period
of time in the Irish history. The collection serves as a type of exposition of
Ireland’s chaotic decade, a period that marked Ireland’s emergence from the
shadow of imperialism into the light of postcolonial independence, and within
which two major events took place; The Anglo-Irish War (1919-1921) and the
Irish Civil War (1922-23). The Tower includes “the poet’s principal artistic
responses to Ireland’s War of Independence and Civil War as well as such
memorable forays into ancient times as “Leda and the Swan” and “Sailing to
Byzantium” (Holdeman 81).
In “Sailing to Byzantium” Yeats tries to come to terms with the changes
his country is undergoing. As Yeats ages, he sees Ireland changing in ways
that he does not expect. In the early summer of 1922 a group of Irishmen
who had fought for Irish freedom in the Anglo-Irish war rose in arms to
attack the new administration. The Anglo-Irish Treaty, the result of that war,
gives partial independence to twenty-six counties of southern Ireland and
establishes the parliament in which Yeats served as Senator until September
1928. The Civil War causes enmity in the Irish body politic. The government
has responded to guerrilla tactics with executions of prisoners. In December
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of 1922, when Yeats accepted to be a senator, bullets were fired into his
Dublin residence and an armed guard was placed at his door to deter
assassins and bombers. A few months later he had suffered from a congested,
bleeding lung, necessitating an escape to warmer climes in southern Spain
and France.
“Sailing to Byzantium” suggests a kind of isolation, Yeats can not escape
the radical changes that his country underwent in the 1920s. In the first line
of the poem, Yeats says that [Ireland] “is no country for old men” (CP 217)
recognizing that it had undergone much change since the earlier days of his
life. The poem features a speaker who may be thought of as a symbol of
Yeats himself as a man and it examines the conflict between youth and age
through a journey for spiritual knowledge. And it also expresses Yeats’s
“desire to leave his country because that country neglects / Monuments of
unaging intellect” (CP 217).
The poem is about an imaginative journey, not an actual one. The
conflict of the poem is addressed when the speaker distances himself from
this world and this country. This country is a land of birth, death, change,
and sensuality and is full of youth and life working with nature. However, all
that exist in nature is brief, it is not eternal. The end of the first stanza of
the poem emphasizes the conflict of the poem. Youth, caught in the “sensual
music” (CP 217) of the natural world, makes the young neglect the old.
The second stanza of the poem introduces the world of the speaker as
very different from the “country” of the previous stanza. An aged man is
described as a scarecrow, while youth is represented by singing birds. This
“bird” image describes the man physically, and also contributes to the
description of the spiritual in the natural world. The speaker concludes the
stanza by saying that only in an ideal country, like Byzantium, he can learn
the songs of the soul. The speaker describes Byzantium to a “holy city” and
considers it to be the centre of the spiritual world.
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In stanza three the speaker is in Byzantium, gazing at the “sages standing
in God’s holy fire” (CP 217), asking them to make him immortal like the
glorious works of art in Byzantium, but his body must be destroyed to reach
this. Yeats wants these sages to teach his intellect or his soul to sing in
perpetuity and to take his impermanent heart away in exchange. Here the
speaker’s heart, the home of his once youthful passions, is consumed by a
cleansing fire along with his body which is described as “a dying animal,”
Without the body, his soul, like the sages, is held in the “artifice of eternity”
(CP 218). The holy fire associated with the gold mosaic is strong. These
sages or martyrs in gold fire, then, die by fire but are reborn both in eternal
heavenly fire and in the eternal gold mosaics, just like the Irish martyrs who
are immortal.
In the final stanza of the poem, the journey becomes a fully imaginative
daydream of life after death. Death is characterized by being “out of nature,”
(CP 218) because Yeats understands nature and life as change and death as
eternal. Yeats wishes to become a timeless work of art made “[of] hammered
gold and gold enamelling” (CP 218) and he chooses to recreate himself in the
form of an immortal golden bird because the bird symbolizes the soul and the
Irish nationalism which remains high. Yeats has completely transformed
himself into a work of art, on a golden tree, unable to decay. Yeats describes
that in the Emperor’s palace at Byzantium is a tree made of gold with
artificial birds “set upon a golden bough to sing” (CP 218). The golden bough
signifies eternity through its eternal golden color. In the first stanza the birds
of the natural world sing of “[w]hatever is begotten, born, and dies” (CP 217)
and also die themselves at the hands of nature, but in the holy city of
Byzantium, the ideal world, the speaker sings of “what is past, or passing, or
to come,” (CP 218) inferring the immortality of the ideal Ireland that the poet
wants to live in. The poem is profoundly criticizing the present state and
looking back with a mixture of bitterness and nostalgia toward an idealized
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past. But a rejection of the present does not necessarily entail a desired return
to a more stable, that is, colonial moment in Ireland’s past.
Yeats has a perception of reality that the greatest tragedy is that unlike
the Easter Rebellion, the Irish Civil War results in the sectarian division of
Ireland. The Six Counties, which are predominantly populated by Protestants,
choose to remain under the direct rule of England. Catholics, who were
proponents of an united Ireland, behaved by both persecuting the Protestant
minority in the South and committing violent acts against the Protestant
majority in the North. This reemergence of nationalism, influenced by a
repressive Catholic majority, utterly dismays Yeats. The intense hatred and
religious chauvinism that emerged from the Irish Civil War is now erasing
the sacrifices made by individuals during both the Easter Rebellion and
Anglo-Irish War. This causes Yeats to question whether or not his efforts to
promote nationalist thought through his literary works are equally wasted.
This is the question he asks himself in the “The Man and the Echo.”
In “The Man and the Echo,” Yeats takes a self-appraisal of his life’s
accomplishments. As with most cases of surveying one’s own life, Yeats
becomes plagued with regret and doubt for the results of his actions.
The poem begins with the “Man”, Yeats, travelling to a quiet, dark and cold
place, parodying the journey to the Oracle of Delphi, and so suggesting a need
for answers. He is haunted by a sense of not knowing about questions of life,
philosophy and his own past as he can “never get the answers right” (CP 393).
All that I have said and done,
Now that I am old and ill,
Turns into a question till
I lie awake night after night
And never get the answers tight.
Did that play of mine send out
Certain men the English shot? (CP 393)
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“Did that play of mine send out / Certain men the English shot?” This
refers to the Easter 1916 executions after the uprising. Yeats is questioning
whether he is the cause of the uprising and the resultant deaths through his
play Cathleen ni Houlihan in which a woman personifying Ireland incites a
bridegroom to rebellion and death. Yeats seems to express regret over the
effect Cathleen ni Houlihan might have had on nationalists. Cathleen ni
Houlihan, the central work in the romantic nationalist tradition, is not isolated
in the Yeats canon. The idea of sacrifice for an Irish cause is central. Yeats’s
work is “animated by a ‘form of emotion’ in which heroic sacrifice is natural
and heroic deeds possible” (Cullingford 88).
Yeats asks whether his influence through his poetry, plays, and politics
could have enabled him to prevent the destruction of many of the old
mansions, specifically Coole Park where he met with Lady Gregory, which
are the other driving force of the artistic revolution in Ireland. “Could my
spoken words have checked / That whereby a house lay wrecked?” (CP 393).
Yeats comments on the regrets of his life, betraying a sense of guilt that is
compounded by his lying “awake night after night” suggesting guilt and
potentially insomnia to the point where “all seems evil until I / Sleepless
would lie down and die” (CP 393). Yeats feels that death is the only thing
that would release him from the regret he experiences and the sin in the
world or that his death would end the evil coming out of his writing.
In the second stanza of the poem, Yeats admits that he has lost the
theme and original purpose of the poem. “That were to shirk / the spiritual
intellect’s great work / And shirk it in vain” (CP 394). He abandons the
personal analysis of his mistakes and regrets and begins to talk of far broader
philosophical issues. Yeats disapproved of the use of alcohol, drugs and love
to lessen the pains of life and “drug him to sleep” (CP 394). Yeats believes
that one must bear the toils and hardship of life, that death will provide no
release for the wearied and sorrowful, and that the point is for one to bear it
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to end it by suicide or giving into disease is just cowardly. Contrary to
“Sailing to Byzantium” where he appeals to the “Sages standing in God’s
holy fire” (CP 217), Yeats thinks that all existence, even intellect, is lost to
the man when he “sinks at last into the night” (CP 394). Yeats suggests that
there is nothingness after death.
In the final stanza of the poem, Yeats rhetorically asks his echo, “Shall
we in this great night rejoice?” (CP 394). Yeats questions the existence of a
god and afterlife and that whether death is something to be celebrated or if
the end of life and release from the physical something to be rejoiced in. By
the poem’s end, Yeats is unable to give an answer to this self-imposed
question. He comments that he has “lost the theme” and goes onto conclude
that one should live in the moment. Yeats finishes the poem, talking about a
“hawk or owl” preying on a “stricken rabbit” and saying how the rabbit’s
“cry distracts” (CP 395) his philosophical thoughts. His thoughts on the
subject become diverted by the cry of a rabbit. Yeats employs the rabbit to
serve as the metaphor for Ireland which is snared in a trap and too
self-involved in the pain of its current state to think of how it arrived at its
present condition.
In the poem, Yeats is speaking with a dialogue of his own echo in a
mystical place, and he is asking questions on life and death. The echo seems to
suggest he gives up, but Yeats defies negativity in a passionate defence of the
life of the mind. The echo repeats a sense of futility, but the argument over
meaning is interrupted by the blind indifferent world of nature and can reach no
conclusion. Yeats expresses more doubt and uncertainty of value and meaning
of the vital importance of the life of mind and art and also reflects on death,
alluding the future of Irish politics. Yeats shares the responsibility for the sad
and violent experiences Ireland has endured during the twentieth century.
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IV
Throughout his life Yeats remains the representative of the political and
cultural disorder associated with Ireland’s struggle for independence and with
the decline, of traditional beliefs such as art, religion, and social class in
Ireland. Yeats’s poetry deepens and becomes stronger, more physical and
realistic as he grew older. In the poems of his late years, he tries to write
about contemporary politics, legal questions, rebellion, and other issues.
Yeats’s later works are engaged with more contemporary matters. Yeats
incorporates distinctly Irish themes and issues into his work. He uses his
writing as a tool to comment on Irish politics and the home rule movement
and to educate and inform people about Irish history and culture. Yeats
exposes Irish politics in different ways. Some points are distinct and
crystal-clear, and some are not so.
The profound political changes that Ireland underwent from the turn of
the century to the establishment of the Free State are linked to Yeats’s
development and they affected Yeats and led him to produce some of his
most influential works like “September 1913,” “Easter 1916,” “The Second
Coming,” “Sailing to Byzantium,” “The Man The Echo,” and others.
“September 1913,” with its famous line “Romantic Ireland’s dead and
gone,” is Yeats’s personal response to the Dublin lockout. “Easter 1916,” with
its famous refrain “A terrible beauty is born,” is written about Irish nationalists
who fought against the British in the Easter Rising. “The Second Coming”
gives a pessimistic image of the twentieth century when “Things fall apart,”
“Sailing to Byzantium” describes Ireland as “no country for old men” in the
post-independence era, and “The Man and The Echo” presents a question of
the effects of Yeats’s efforts in the Ireland’s contemporary condition.
Yeats’s later works serve as an outlet for both his increasing interests in
Irish politics and at the end of his life, his complete disgust with the Irish
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people in their fanatical nationalism. Ireland’s present situation would give
Yeats little comfort or hope for its future. Yeats’s poetry breathes Ireland in
every line, and there is no doubt that Yeats loved this unique land.
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