cats
IN CONTEXT

EDITED BY

David Holdeman

CAMBRIDGE .
| and Ben Levitas



W. B.

Y

_IJONTEXT

EDITED BY

DAVID HOLDEMAN AND BEN LEVITAS

% ¥ UNIVERSITY PRESS

CAMBRIDGE



CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore,
Sao Paulo, Delhi, Dubai, Tokyo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge cB2 8ru, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521897051

© Cambridge University Press 2010

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2010
Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
W. B. Yeats in context / [edited by] David Holdeman, Ben Leviras.
. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-521-89705-1 (hardback)
1. Yeats, W. B. (William Butler), 1865-1939 — Criticism and interpretation. 2. Literature and society
— Ireland — History — r9th century. 3. Literature and society — Ireland — History — 20th century.
I. Holdeman, David. II. Levitas, Ben, Dr.  IIL. title.
PR5907.W185 2010
821".8 — dc22 2009035290

ISBN 978-0-521-89705-1 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to
in this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such
websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.




W. B. YEATS IN CONTEXT

W. B. Yeats is a writer who requires, and at the same time tests
the limits of, contextual study. More than perhaps any other Irish
writer, he produced his own context as much as it produced him.
The scale of his cultural and political activities, combined with his
potent and widely varied literary output, made an impact that can
only be understood by close attention to his words in relation to the
times in which he lived. W. B. Yeats in Context maps the landscape
of Yeats’s world in concise, lively essays, by distinguished critics and
historians. The places, people, themes, and intellectual frameworks
most important to his development receive close attention, as do his
artistic influences, and the production and reception of his work.
As a gateway into the study of Yeats, this volume offers much new
information for both students, scholars, and anyone interested in the
life and times of this enigmatic and influential poet.

DAVID HOLDEMAN is Professor of English at the University of
North Texas.

BEN LEVITAS is Senior Lecturer in the Department of Drama at
Goldsmiths College, University of London.
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Introduction

David Holdeman and Ben Levitas

W. B. Yeats is a writer who requires, and at the same time tests, contex-
tual study. Few can challenge his literary dimensions: a protean sensibility
spanning the transition from Victorian romanticism into modernism. His
output, produced with sustained intensity for over half a century, encom-
passed lyric, narrative, and dramatic poetry; thirty-three plays; a library
of prose ranging from fiction to polemic journalism to autobiography;
and he also developed a complex occult system. His impact was, however,
also cultural and political in a socially engaged sense: he led the Celtic
Revival; was active in nationalist movements; established the Abbey, Ire-
land’s national theatre; and served as a senator in the newly independent
Irish Free State. As a complement to this prodigious activity, he spun a
constant correspondence linking a huge range of personnel into his public
and intimate passions.

Thus, more than most writers, Yeats insists on being seen not so much in
his context as of it: as much the producer as the product of his times. The
answer to the famous question he posed late in life: ‘Did that play of mine
send out / Certain men the English shot?” (CW1 353) is neither simple nor
obvious. The retrospective look by the elder Yeats into the likely effect of
his early influence construes the context that shapes his present verse as in
part his own responsibility. He seeks to self-contextualize within a world
he has helped to make. It is important to recognize within this a Shelleyan
insistence on cultural politics, to promote poets as acknowledged legisla-
tors: and this is a fair conclusion, given Yeats’s status. Any thoroughgoing
attempt to contextualize Yeats must account for these imbrications, both
recognizing and resisting his writing’s tendency to set the terms for its own
study.

W. B. Yeats in Context aims to meet this challenge. Firmly embracing
the ‘historical turn’ that informs contexualization, this collection neverthe-
less views this process, rather than turning away from theoretical nuance



