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Introduction

It seems to act against a generally accepted opinion to claim that this
dissertation aims to analyze and explore the adoption of dramatic narrative
in Yeats’s lyrics of the middle stage, for critics like Herrmann Fischer have
pointed out that at least since the Romantic period, poets’ excessive emphasis
on individual genius and embrace for escapism have turned lyrics away from
the condition of narrative — nearness to historical reality, and true spiritual
and material concerns for the contemporary world (Fischer 221-6). But as is
the problem with most generalizing surmises, while Fischer’s observation is
true with the young Yeats, it fails to account for the poet’s increasing concerns
about Irish social problems since the beginning of the 20th century. It is now
widely acknowledged that the decline of western civilization in general, and
the demoted state of Ireland under the rule of British Empire in particular,
jostled Yeats out of his wistful faery land and made it his new mission and
priority to address Irish social realiﬁy directly and curb the solipsism in his
earlier verse. To fulfil these objectives, he adopted a variety of dramatized
personae to refine his unmediated authorial presence while proffering his
individualized interpretation of reality at once. Hence, while a dramatic means
of presentation is theorized and strongly recommended by critics like Henry
James, Yeats’s option for it proves that the strategy is by no means a technique
tributary and unique to novelists alone. But for all the means available to him,
why should Yeats give dramatic narrative such an overbearing weight in his

1
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lyrics of the middle period, namely from 1914 to 1933? Hadn’t he already
tried his hand at symbolism and Irish folk literature to curb his sentimentality?
And if he regarded dramatic narrative as a measure better than the other two
alternatives, what worth could the new one claim? Writing at a time when
modern poets were preoccupied with the formidable task of turning away from
Victorian decorum and solipsism, did his solution of the problem bear any
similarity to that of the leading modernists? Did he, like the more out-spoken
and avant-garde Eliot, also declare a theory of impersonality? Or did he seem
to be more conservative by continuing to insist on the personal side of poetry?
Moreover, given that Yeats used dramatic means at a time when it virtually
became a popular trend among English novelists, did he employ the same
method to achieve a like effect? And ultimately, did the new mode bring about
any changes in his crafting of poetic devices like imagery and rhyming scheme,
the generation of meaning for the reader, and his treatment of the point of view?
Answers to these questions can be first found in clarification of motives
which prompted Yeats to adopt dramatic narrative as the predominant form
of expression in his lyrics of the middle stage. While a survey and analysis of
the changes in poetics may help prove the appropriacy of the poet’s much
weighted choice, a comparison between Yeats and novelists like Henry James,
in terms of their employment of the dramatic means, is also highly necessary
since only in this way can we make clear Yeats’s individualized adaptation
of the technique and his contribution to the use of it when it became very
popular among the English novelists. The comparison naturally leads on
to a study of Yeats’s employment of dramatized personae. And given that
the “drama” of the lyrics, best represented by the interplaying voices of the
personae, denies the presence of a monoglossic poet who more often than
not uses apostrophy to address an animated natural scene or object, a study of
Yeats’s treatment of time and space, based on a comparison with conventional
lyrics, will also be one of the central tasks of the dissertation, so that the poet’s
unique sense of history and cosmology can be illuminated. Before delving into
a detailed analysis of the various aspects of Yeats’s dramatic narrative, it seems
essential that we first map out the foci and leading trends of Yeats studies
to have a broad idea of the ways that the poet has been so far approached by



critics and researchers, and what remains yet less frequently explored and calls
out for more research efforts.

The inauguration of the reception of Yeats’s verse in English-speaking
countries like Britain and America can be traced back to the nineties of the
19th century. Boasting of more than fifty years of poetic creation, Yeats
first made his name known to reviewers and readers in 1885 when his first
published poems appeared in the Dublin University Review, followed by the
launch of the first volume of poems, The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems
(1889). Most articles from critics acclaimed the volume a success, and tried
to establish a link between the poetic themes and the poet’s personal life.' Yet
in spite of the applause to Yeats’s matchless poetic achievements, the studies
remained isolated and intermittent until it developed scope and assumed
systematization in the 1940s. One reason obviously is that the poet’s death in
1939 made it possible for researchers to chart a complete map of the growth
of the modern Homer. The development is also attributable to the new
measures of interpretation theorized and advocated by New Criticism. As is
the case with most poetry criticism of the 1940-50s, a close reading of formal
elements like meter, rhyme, imagés, as well as emphasis on ambiguity and
tension turned out to be enormously helpful in deciphering the display of
multiple meanings and the inclusion of multifold sources in Yeats’s poems.
In terms of research methods and perspectives, the studies mostly revolve
around the following aspects and areas, with some combining several at
once: 1) critical-biographical studies; 2) close readings; 3) cultural-historical
studies; 4) influence studies; 5) Yeats and modernism; 6) Yeats’s poetics
and literary criticism; 7) linguistic studies; 8) Yeats and postmodernism.
The last one is an overarching category which can be further divided into
the following sub-divisions: psychoanalytical approaches, deconstructive
reading, feminist research, reader-response inquiry, inter-textual analysis and
post-colonial studies. Generally speaking, the psychoanalytical approaches
and deconstructive readings were more favored in the 1950s and 60s,

1 K PS. Jochum, and Allan Wade, eds. W B. Yeats: A Classified Bibliography of Cniticism Induding
Additions to Allan Wade's Bibliography of the Whitings of W/ B. Yeats (Urban: Illinois, 1976) 12-25.
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superseded by a diversification of critical interests in a wider range of topics
and across interlaying research areas ever since the 1980s. Given the fact that
nearly each approach manages to yield some seminal reading and criticism
of the poet, it is advisable that we arrange the forthcoming review according
to categorization of focus while running through a diachronic thread-line to
evaluate the link and connection between the respective achievements at the
same time.

Due to the rather personal profile of his works, Yeats’s private and
intellectual life has long been the primary focus of critics” attention. Apart from
the “official” biography 1/ B. Yeats: A Life (1952) by R. F. Forster, J. B. Hone’s
W, B.Yeats: 1865-1939 (1952) and A. N. Jeffares’s W B. Yeats: Man and Poet
(1949) made up the best lives of Yeats in the 1950s. As for a combined critical-
biographical approach to the poet, the landmark achievements of Richard
Ellmann, Yeats: The Man and the Masks (1954) and The Identity of Yeats (1954)
remain unrivalled. Other masterful publications also include H. Bloom’s Yeats
(1970) and D. Donoghue’s Yeats (1971), with both books claiming to evaluate
the links between Yeats and his Romantic predecessors. While David Lynch’s
Yeats: The Poetics of the Self (1979) confines itself to a Freudian psychoanalytical
approach, Douglas Archibald sets his Yeats (1983) to cover a wider range of
topics, among which the best investigated are Yeats’s interaction with the
Romantic tradition and-the modernist movement, Yeats’s indebtedness to
Anglo-Irish literary heritage, and his involvement with the occult movement.
Attempts to perceive Yeats’s personal and literary life continued well into the
1980s and beyond as A. N. Jeffares succeeded Archibald with W B. Yeats: A
New Biography (1988), and was superseded still further by R. F. Forster’s The
Apprentice Mage (1997) and Terence Brown’s more recent Life of W B. Yeats: A
Critical Biography (1999).

Starting from the 1980s, due to the successful edition of Yeats’s poems
and other writings, Yeats scholarship has gained much vivacity and has
embarked on a new stage. The publication of the first volume of edited letters
by John Kelly in 1986 unveiled to readers and critics Yeats’s unknown yet
much sought-after side. The appearance of new editions of poems, I/ B. Yeats:
The Poems Revisited by R. J. Finneran (1989) and Yeats’s Poems by A. N. Jeffares



(1989) also managed to give Yeats’s whole work a definitive shape though
the two editions remain two major contenders, representing two divergent
editorial traditions. Meanwhile, much time and energy were also spent to
outline and spell out Yeats’s literary criticism. Of works published in this area,
B. N. Prasad’s The Literary Criticism of W/ B. Yeats (1985) seeks to cover various
aspects of Yeats’s artistic creed and analysis of literary ideas — the symbolist
tendencies in French poetry, the changing opinions of the role of poet, and
Yeats’s dramatic theory. Compared with Prasad’s ambitious efforts, Michael
J. Sidnell’s Yeats’s Poetry and Poetics (1996) is more finely woven and explores
the literary giant’s poetics of image making, inclusion of figures borrowed
from arts and implication of spiritual philosophy at great length. With the
publication of scries of new guides, commentaries, manuscript materials like
Jeffares’s A New Commentary on the Poems of W. B. Yeats (1986), and the superb
Cornell Yeats Series reproducing the manuscript materials for each individual
volume in the 90s and onwards, critics are better guided in their critical and
textual research. Moreover, as literary analysis and interpretation of Yeats
gained momentum when it stretched out, periodical publications and journals
devoted to Yeats studies began to appear around the late seventies, among
which the most influential ones are Yeats Review, Yeats: Annual and Yeats: An
Annual of Critical and Textual Studies. The first provides a forum for specialists
to share their reflection on and insights into Yeats’s work, and the last two have
become an authoritative base for scholars if they want to track down biographical
and textual information about any relevant researches conducted within each
single year. Besides, since the launch of the Yeats International Summer School
at Sligo in 1960, each year scholars, readers and amateur actors from around the
world meet at the poet’s hometown to promote the appreciation of Yeats’s poetry
and other writings. The impact of the literary great among scholars and readers
of various cultural backgrounds is ample indication of the international scope
that Yeats scholarship has been able to take up with.

As a precursor of modern Irish poetry, Yeats’s questioning and
constructing of Irish national identity has also overwhelmed critics’ attention.
Peter Ure’s Yeats and Anglo-Irish Literature: Critical Essays (1974) and G. J.
Watson'’s Irish Identity and the Literary Revival: Synge, Yeats and O’Casey (1979)
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