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Abstract: Yeats’s theory of Mask and his personal poetic career have an intense but
complex relationship which needs to be focussed on. The present study points out the
ever remaining tension between the poetic self and the real self of Yeats throughout
his poetic career. ‘Mask’ is representative of the bifurcated self of the poet which he
intentionally wants to portray instead of his secret self. The challenge with which he
proceeded in his poetic career was to find out a technique by which the personal
could become objectified. Yeats’s journey was to translate his personal frustrations,
feelings, emotions into an impersonal objectified universal poetic truth. This
apparently simple doctrine of Mask becomes complicated when Yeats connects it with
his ‘vision.’ Yeats’s theory takes the poet to the level of an actor in a play where he
detaches himself from the experiences with which he is living. As an authentic poet
Yeats could successfully heighten his theory of Mask and sometimes associated it not
only with an individual but also to the whole country. Thus the question of freedom
of Ireland also creeps in while discussing Yeats’s theory of Mask.
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제목: 마스크 이론과 예이츠의 시적 이력
우리말 요약: 예이츠의 마스크이론과 자신의 시적 이력은 강렬하고 복잡한 관계를 보
이는데 이 점을 연구할 필요가 있다. 본 연구는 일생동안 시적자아와 실자적 사이에
항시 존재하는 긴장을 주목한다. 마스크는 시인의 분기된 자아를 나타내며 자신의 비
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밀스런 자아대신에 이 분기된 자아를 묘사하려고 한다. 이러한 일생의 도전은 자신을
객관화하는 기교를 찾아내는 것이었다. 예이츠의 이 여정은 자신의 좌절, 감정, 감흥을
비개성적인 객관화된 보편적 진실로 변화하는 여정이었다. 일견 간단해 보이는 이 마
스크 이론은 그의 비전과 연결시킴으로써 복잡해진다. 이 이론은 시인을 극의 배우의
수준으로 끌어올리며 여기서 그는 자신을 실생활과 분리시킨다. 진실한 시인으로서의
예이츠는 마스크 이론을 성공적으로 승화시키며 개인뿐 아니라 전 아일랜드와 연결시
킨다. 이렇게 마스크이론을 논할 때 아일랜드의 자유의 문제까지 대두하게 만든다.
주제어: 마스크, 시적 자아, 실제적 자아, 예이츠
저자: 인도 알리푸두알 마힐라 마하비디알라야의 영문과부교수인 아미타 로이는 예이
츠연구와 사회적 의미가 있는 기타 분야도 전공한다. 그의 저서, 작은 것들의
신: 참여소설과 샤시 데스판디의 전통에서 현대성으로의 여정 은 사회문제를 다
룬다. 그러나 그의 최근 저서, 빅토리아시대의 메피스토펠레스에서 현대성인으
로의 재구성하기 는 프랑스 시인 보들레르의 평론이다. 그는 다크 시와 추구 시
를 주로 다룬다. 그의 현재 연구는 예이츠의 시와 벤갈의 시인 지바난난다 다스
를 비교, 연구하는 것이다.
____________________________________

I

A s Oscar Wilde observes, “the first duty in life is to assume a pose . . .” the
pose is that manner which takes one farthest away from the passion and
brutality of life (Ellmann, The Artist 433). Wilde goes on to say “Create
yourself; be yourself your poem” (433). It is interesting to note that he felt the
split within himself very acutely and founded much of his art upon the tension
between the pose and the real self, the importance of being and of not being
earnest. W. B. Yeats noted everywhere about him this sense of internal
division. As Richard Ellmann points out, “His inclination . . . to pose before
the world as something different from what he was, to hide his secret self, had
come to the point where he saw himself as divided into two parts” (Ellmann
73). This sense of a “bifurcated self” (73) forms the very hub of Yeats’ poetry
which later on came to be popularly known as ‘Mask.’ Yeats’s mask offered
him a technique by which he could strengthen his personality and shape his art.
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Yeats’s division within himself had its origin in childhood with revolt
against his father’s world. Hating his father’s skepticism, he would have liked
to dream the days away, but he also wanted to be a success in the world. He
was then almost twenty two, painfully turned inwards, self—conscious and
aware of the vast gulf between what he was in actuality and what was in his
dreams. But his desire to abstract himself was constantly thwarted, his worldly
ambitions were unsatisfied, his sexual problems unsolved. It may be noted in
the passing that in his early poems Yeats is unable to find his anti—self (Mask)
and the complex theory of mask. In these poems the young poet tries vainly to
cover up his personal frustrations and feelings of hopelessness in love.
In John Sherman and Dhoya, it is clear that his real subject is himself,
and that he has cut himself definitely into two parts. On one hand his
dreamy nature is symbolized by Sherman while on the other a man of the
world by Reverend Willam Howard. Yeats’s dilemma was that he was
naturally dreamy, poetic and self—conscious, and therefore unable to act with
the spontaneity of the man of action. He would choose finally neither one
state nor the other, neither dream nor act. The twilight demanded no decision.
That is why he filled his early poems with dim, pale things, and longed to
return to an island like Innisfree or to an imaginary world of the fairies.

II
It is evident that Yeats’s attitude towards Maud Gonne had a great deal
to do with the state of mind that generated his early poetry. Maud Gonne
was a public figure, and to win her he had to spend far more time in public
activities, with the result that the dream life became harder to keep intact.
The poems “To My Heart, bidding it have no Fear” and “He bids his
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beloved at Peace,” Yeats makes his passion unrecognizable by subduing it.
The fact that his love for her was so deep that Yeats was always in
uncertainty as to how she should finally act towards him. But frustrations in
love led him to wear a simple mask of a deserted lover in his early poems
like “When You are Old.” Later on, Yeats also names two characters,
Michael Robartes and Owen Aherne, representing two halves of his own self,
what he actually was and what he wished to be. His aim was a search for
the way of balancing and reconciling the several halves of his self—hood.
Though Yeats was right in believing that his genius lay in ‘personal
utterance’ he recognised that personal frustrations and feelings of hopelessness
in love alone could not organize a body of lyric poetry and drama into the
organic structure he hoped to build. For personal utterance, as he had
discovered in his earliest experiments in verse, is beset always by the danger of
sentimentality which leads poetry away from that reality poetry must express.
Yeats’s problem, therefore, was to discover a technique by which the
personal could somehow be objectified, be given the appearance of impersonal
“truth” and yet retain the emotional force of privately felt belief. A perfect
solution was the theory of Mask which, perhaps compounded from popular
psychology on one hand and occult material on the other, was used by Yeats
to make public his secret selves.
Yeats’s simple concept of mask in his earlier poems, instead of providing
a means for balance and reconcilement, furnished an elaborate robe to cover
a wretched young man. Yeats himself recognised that his early verse had not
done what he intended, “I had set out on life with the thought of putting my
very self into poetry . . . but as I imagined the visions outside myself my
imagination became full of landscape and of still life” (EI 271). So, instead
of simply presenting his inner conflict as in his early verse, he tries now to
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expose it to theoretical investigation. In order to mend his soul, he has to
split it again into two pairs of opposites. These pairs are constantly changing
according to his mood and interest. The relation of Michael Robartes to
Ahrene during the 1890s had been primarily that of temper to tempted, but
now an active combat and rivalry at work. The elements cannot co—exist:
they collide and seek to destroy one another. The policy of concealment of
his more intimate self has now become more definite than it had been before.

III
The doctrine of the mask is complex when Yeats formulates it in A
Vision. To start with its simplest meaning, the mask is the social self. It is
‘as unlike as possible to his natural ego on will’ (V 84). The mask includes
all the differences between one’s own and other people’s conception of one’s
personality. It is like a defensive armour: we wear it to keep from being
hurt. The theory seems to assume that we can be detached from experience
like actors in a play. As Yeats wrote in 1909, ‘I think that all happiness
depends on the energy to assume the mask of other self’, that all joyous or
creative life is a rebirth as something not one self, something which has no
memory and created in a moment and perpetually renewed. The later Yeats is
busily building bridges to connect himself with humanity. He treats ‘of
outward things and events rather than of inward thought’ or seeks ‘to exhibit
the actual facts, not coloured by the opinions or feelings’ (V 73).
In fact Yeats seeks to wear his fiery mask and thereby to reassociate
himself with the ‘normal active man.’
“A mask will enable” him “to substitute for the face of some commonplace
player” (EI 226).
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Yeats is looking for something to think about besides his disappointment in
love. Then, he becomes a seer in “The Second Coming” prophesying the
oncoming of ‘rough beast’ and an onlooker observing how ‘a terrible beauty’
is born in “Easter 1916.” A terrible man, he fights every fight by the sheer
force of personality and power of his mask, a jeering crowd into silence. Now
in the time of shattering idols, he is angry with Ireland as with himself. He
searches for explanations of the stupidity and ill—will of his enemies, having
plunged themselves in material world. In search of this, Yeats advises the
introverts like painters, writers and all other creative men to recognise their
own proper masks, ideal opposites. In trying to become those impossible other
selves, they can create the dramatic tension from which art arises. It is relevant
in this connection to note that Yeats had seen, in his early teens Henry
Irving’s performance of Hamlet and was deeply impressed by it. R. W. Desai,
in his article entitled “Yeats and the Hamlet Mask” refers to the fact and
remarks, “Underneath the thesis that Yeats is advancing, namely, that of the
need to wear a mask that conceals the turbulence within, we can discern the
presence of Hamlet as the ideal to which he aspires . . .” (Hamlet Studies 1:1)
In the title poem of The Tower, Yeats’s mask retains its straight faced
near whimsy. But it is not hard to see the potentiality for the rage in Part II
of the poem:
Did all old men and women, rich and poor,
Who trod upon these rocks or passed this door,
Whether in public or in secret rage
As I do now against old age? (CP 221)

“Among School Children” is an effort to synthesize the ‘sixty year old
smiling public man,’ the aged one—time lover, and the would—be philosopher
into something as organised as a chestnut—tree. Structurally the poem is
organised around a series of parallel trinities—Yeats’s own self as noted above.
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The person Yeats is not Maud Gonne’s life—time lover, or a one—time
child, or philosopher or poet. He is rather the compound of those separate
selves and a multitude of others. Never is he an isolated one of them. The
chestnut—tree is neither a leaf blossom nor a bole; it is its own complex self,
‘the great rooted blossomer’ which finds its essence in all parts of itself, which
indivisibly exists. Stripping the mask from the time—tortured self behind it, the
poem connects from the destructive ravages of time a final justification of life.
Yeats has donned in “The Gyres” a prophetic mask which is invoked as
Old Rocky Face. The Rocky Face looks out like a face on Thoor Ballylee
over the time—ridden world of cyclical change. But Yeats had once wasted
time and energy sighing for the ‘painted’ forms of the past, ‘but not again.’
Now he will accept the artist’s god—like role of spectator, a role that wears
a mask contorted into the grimace of tragic joy.
The conflict in any poems, Yeats confirms, ‘is deep in his sub—
consciousness. . . .’ One way of expressing this basic conflict is in creation
of ‘objective’ works, poetic masks which will shape into a public form the
subjective material the artist necessarily works with. He puts a beggar man’s
mask in “The Curse of Cromwell.” Yeats wrote to Dorothy Wellesley on 8
January 1937, “I speak through the mouth of some wandering peasant poet in
Ireland.” He likes the poem, feeling that once more he has returned to the
folk themes he had tackled as a young man but that now he approaches
them as a master. “I have recovered a power of moving the common man.
. . .” (Jeffares 383).
Yeats, as a ballad singer, a poet of the people, covers a few more
wrinkles in his beggarman mask in “The Wild Old Wicked Man.” Though
the wild old wicked wanderer is certainly not Yeats, there is also no question
that Yeats well understood the emotions of a man whose last prayer would
be ‘not to die on the straw at home’ (CP 356). Irritated from being too
much looked after in sickness, Yeats was filled with restless energy, ‘I repent
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of nothing but sickness.’ Making his old man, ‘his stout stick under his
hand’, whose wants were indications of sexual potency, Yeats is careful to
side with flesh rather than soul. The four epigrams “The Great Day,”
“Parnell,” “What was Lost,” and “The Spur” contribute to this wild—old—
wicked—man mask (CP 358-59).
Though Yeats often presents the mask of tragic joy in “Lapis Lazuli,”
“Under Ben Bilben,” and “The Apparitions,” sometimes a contorted anguished
face is visible by itself alone. Certainly it is this mask of pain that Yeats
wears in ‘why should not old men be mad?’ Faced with the tormented
personal histories, an old man ‘should be mad.’ Punning on that last word,
Yeats makes clear that an old man both ought to be angry and has every
right to be insane.
On another level of meaning, an authentic poet like Yeats can speculate
that his doctrine of his mask should be extended from person to country and
so give direction not only to an individual but people in general. A modern
country’s mask, Yeats heartily felt, might resemble that which is most unlike
modern Ireland. It should be ‘an Ireland/the poet’s imagined, terrible and
gay.’ This common design would be the myth—founded Ireland, which being
opposite to the modern one, was the mask for the modern world. So, Yeats’s
notion of the mask has something to do with his patriotic feelings.

IV
To conclude, in spite of the fact that Yeats hoped for an Ireland united in
the contemplation of a heroic mask has not been realised, the doctrine of mask
helped him to write poetry further, far more intense than his early verse.
Seeking to be what he was not, Yeats disciplines himself and his art to form.
‘I take pleasure alone in those verses . . . which is the opposite of that I am
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in my daily life, and all that my country is.’ “Style, personality—deliberately
adopted and therefore a mask—,” Yeats described finally, “is the only escape
from the hot—faced bargainers and the money changers” (Auto 461).
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