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Introduction

The dramatic works of W. B. Yeats have strongly influenced the Irish theatre. In the field
of Irish theatre studies, this has been well recognized. The foundation of the Abbey Theatre was
an epoch-making event for Irish theatre and it is not too much to say that Yeats initiated
modern Irish theatre as its founder and co-director. Yet, he is counted as one of the greatest
poets of twentieth-century Ireland and most critics have regarded his drama as a sideline.
However, Yeats never regarded himself as a poet alone, for he was concerned that his plays be
performed on the stage throughout his life. It is true that theatre activities entailed great
hardships for Yeats, especially immediately after his beginnings in 1904. He was sorely
distressed by such a series of troubles as the principled split among earlier members, the riot of
the Dublin audience, and the general shortages of funds. Nevertheless, he never actually gave up
his theatre activities, making even the difficulties of his theatre into materials for poems.

Moreover, study of his drama will help in the investigation and deepening of one of the main
themes in Yeats criticism: Yeats's commitment to the realities of life. Yeats criticism since the
1980s has come to pay close attention to the relationship between Yeats and Ireland's colonial

circumstances, and has challenged the traditional privileged figure of Yeats as a poet standing -
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aloof from the world. In such critical assessments of Yeats, it does not seem right to neglect his
dramatic activities, for the form of drama, being essentially communal, inevitably involves
persons besides an author, such as actors and an audience, to actualize the work on a stage and,
therefore, his plays show best his concern with the society in which he lived.

Yeats as a dramatist created a stir in the Irish theatrical world that was strongly under the
influence of English commercial theatre at the time. Yeats set up a new current in Irish theatre
and a study of modern Irish drama cannot hold good without due consideration for his
contribution to it. To put it more concretely, while he tried to establish an Irish drama unique to
his own people and his dramatic materials were therefore often chosen from the Irish myths, they
also afford ample scope for interpretation as harbingers of the absurdist plays written by Samuel
Beckett in the mid-twentieth century.

To begin with, I want to show that drama was of as much significance as poetry for Yeats
through the close reading of his autobiographical texts. Then, Yeats's dramatic works will be
examined in chronological order to elucidate the continuous changes to his dramatic art. Thus,
by reshaping Yeats as a poet and dramatist in connection with his historical surroundings, the
whole figure of Yeats the writer will become clearer, and may thus contribute to the field of

contemporary Yeats studies.

Chapter I

Yeats intermittently continued to publish autobiographical writings. Among these, Reveries
over Childhood and Youth stands out because this is the first of such works and Yeats emphasizes
the special supervision he exercised over it in a letter to his father. On the other hand, the poet
makes an'excuse for the fragmented passages of the work on the grounds that he describes such
remote memories as one cannot remember accurately. However, the anachrony rather endorses
his total authorial viewpoint, as it shows each fragment is connected not with occurrences in
chronological order but with a more theoretical organization of material. Indeed, close reading of
the text reveals that he represents his boyhood days in a dialectical fashion: he describes his
maternal and paternal families in terms of a binary opposition of the histrionic Catholic and the
contemplative Protestant, trying to sublimate them.

The poet took over the oral tradition of the maternal line and started to write under their
influence with the hope of finding his "audience." His earlier experience with poetry is based not
on silent reading but on reading aloud. The poet's father, the painter J. B. Yeats, is also depicted
as an artist under the same influence. He read to his son dramatic verse and ballads; though he
always achieved good marks in his own school days, he gave the son an education that
overemphasizes literature, virtually neglecting other subjects in the school curriculum. In short,
the poet's father is represented as a man who attempts to absorb the histrionic disposition from
the maternal family and to mix it with his own contemplative one. He is a precursory model of
the poet himself. However, as the father's style of painting changes from the Pre-Raphaelite into
a more realistic manner, Yeats comes to look for another model suitable for his own art.

In 1885, Yeats met John O'Leary and came to be deeply involved in the activities of Irish
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nationalism. However, we can find in Reveries over Childhood and Youth nothing zealous or fanatic
as regards the Fenian movement. Yeats writes of his nationalistic activities in relation to his
interest in histrionicism. He visits a political club not to hold a political debate but to enjoy the
excitement and the theatrically self-possessed state. In this theatrical commitment to the
political club, Yeats contrasts the Irish mode of "public speech” with that in England, which is not
unnatural. As Jurgen Habermas shows how "public opinion" was developed by debate in the
newly evolving "public sphere" as coffee houses in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the
idea of the public space cannot be dissociated from politics. However, while Habermas attaches
importance to establishing a consensus by way of speech free from violence, Yeats is not
concerned with it. Thus, though Yeats feels a joy at hearing the orator John F. Taylor give
a lecture on Irish literature, the poet does not admire the content of Taylor's speech in the least.
His half self-possessed speech is pleasant to the poet because "this art was public,” while the
father's voice has lost its former power because it is "private.” This very difference between them
1s then not in themselves, but in the presence of an audience. What attracts Yeats depends solely
upon the fact that Taylor in his lecture speaks to the general public. Yeats's idea of publicness is
based profoundly upon its multiplicity.

Publicness in this sense is reminiscent of Hannah Arendt rather than Habermas. Arendt
emphasizes the multiplicity of human beings as one of the most fundamental of the human
conditions. She claims that the matter of speech will be necessarily political in its nature, as
speech is the very thing that makes human beings political. Arendt's publicness is grounded on
the agonistic side of the multiple public. She also examines human finitude as a testament to
human beings with regards to their plurality. In her argument, our finitude signifies that our
experiences, being all different, are restructured as a phenomenon of something that has already
existed: that is, our finity lies in the Heideggerean distinction between the recognizable and the
unrecognizable. The idea of human finitude cannot be separated from theatricality in this point.
Her argument, which reveals the complicated connection between politics and theatricality in
terms of publicness, makes clear the deep relationship of Yeats's drama and Irish nationalism.

Seen from the historical context of the period, Yeats was not the only one who connected the
political dialogue of nationalism with the artistic dialogue of drama. Yeats in his earlier period
was clearly influenced by Thomas Davis's Young Ireland tradition. Indeed, Yeats's idea of a
national literature clearly reflects the Young Irelanders' romanticized ideal. Moreover, Davis
himself owed his nationalism to the Risorgimento movement in Italy. The Risorgimento was a period
of at once cultural nationalism and political activities that aimed at unification of the country.
Giuseppe Mazzini played an important role, founding Young Italy which claimed a highly
romanticized republican ideal based on conversations with ordinary people. Concerning cultural
nationalism, the success of Giuseppe Verdi's operas offers a good example. Nabucco, for instance,
dealing with Babylonian captivity, won tremendous applause in an Italy occupied by Austria.
The form of opera, by which an author and an audience can communicate more directly than by
written texts, was a great driving force for the Resorgimento, without losing its artistic qualities.

Importantly, chances to experience the Italian political and artistic enthusiasm served not only
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the Italians but also foreigners, what with the nationalists who sought refuge in foreign
countries and Italian opera that was also exported to the other countries of Europe. Thus, the
idea of drama as an influential medium of political speech was equally available in England or
other European countries. In fact, also in Ireland, Dion Boucicault's political melodrama, The
Shaughraun, had earned popularity in 1874, and it led him to write an open letter to Benjamin
Disraeli, demanding the release of Irish political prisoners.

- Yeats's romantic nationalism exemplifies the fusion of nationalism and theatre that had
spread all over Europe in those days. Thus, by reading closely the historical and cultural
backgrounds of the early Yeats, it becomes clear that an artistic conflict of the poet's mirrors a

Pan-European trend in literature.

Chapter 11

One of Yeats's early plays, Cathleen ni Houlthan, well illustrates the communicative element of
drama in the early Yeats, and its problems. The play has long been the subject of critical
consideration because of its conspicuously nationalistic features: the play is regarded as a work
of symbolic art at times, and as a propagandist drama at others. Its complexities lie in the
collaborative nature of the play, which was written and produced with the aid of Lady Gregory
and Maud Gonne.

The figures of peasant women show this collaborative nature most, as they contain two
different connotations in the one image. Irish nationalists of the day made use of an Irish
peasant image as an icon to exalt the national identity, while Yeats took peasants to be his ideal
audience along with the aristocracy: for him, the peasant image is more an aesthetic device than a
political one, though the two can never be wholly separated. In Cathleen ni Houlihan, these two
kinds of peasant figure intersect in the process of collaborative writing and performance. By
examining the peasant representations within and without the text, I will show how Cathleen ni
Houlihan is at once both a political and artistic work, and how the misshapen coexistence of these
different facets troubled Yeats himself and his critics.

In Cathleen ni Houlihan, the Gillanes, an ordinary Irish peasant family, are busy preparing for
the wedding of their elder son Michael. Suddenly Cathleen ni Houlihan, the symbol of Ireland
appears. Michael is charmed by her words and plunges into rebellion despite the strong
persuasion of his betrothed. In the earlier part of the work, Lady Gregory vividly depicts the
family conversation between Bridget and Peter in the robust style of Irish peasant speech. The
movement to re-evaluate the folk culture of Ireland was in full flood at this time and the Gaelic
League was founded by Douglas Hyde as early as 1893. In the same way, we can see a sound
nationalism from the domestic conversations of the Gillanes. However, the style Yeats used for
the protagonist, Cathleen, is quite different. The dialogue between Cathleen and the other
figures is greatly intensified and her answers to Bridget's questions are always ambiguous and
symbolic. The diction prevailing on the stage is raised by the presence of Cathleen to a symbolic
level. Th}ls, Cathleen ni Houlihan shows the process by which the figure of an Irish peasant woman

shifts from realistic to symbolic. Yeats asserted of the play's theme that it "is the perpetual
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struggle of the cause of Ireland and every other ideal cause . . . against all that we mean when we
say the world." For him, the subject lies between ideals and the world, or between art and life.

However, Yeats's idea was especially vulnerable to transformation under the influence of the
leading actress, Maud Gonne. She was one of the founders of a famous nationalist women's
group. It often performed highly political fableau vivants that showed a Mother Ireland figure for
the audience in Dublin. Thus, the figure of Cathleen ni Houlihan was easily connected to her
amateur political theatricals by the audience of those days. Moreover, for Yeats himself the idea
of the Irish peasants was problematic. This idea was originally developed by the Young
Irelanders, well-known both for their militarism and romanticism. Thus, as he put it in his later
poem, 'Man and the Echo,' Yeats experienced fear that the work's symbolic dramaturgy might be
incomplete, and, therefore, be excessively propagandistic. Cathleen ni Houlihan is the work that
gave him the greatest difficulty with its dramatized conflict between an ideal and the world.

The problem is more conspicuous when the Irish peasant women in Cathleen ni Houlithan are
compared with those in J. M. Synge's Riders to the Sea (1904). Synge's language is different from
Yeats's in its peculiar mixture of a learned perspective and vulgar peasant speech and many
critics have admitted that Synge's works preserve both penetrating observation and poetic
decorum. Synge was regarded as a modern playwright for his realistic approach blended with a
mythological background. In other words, he managed to actualize the two opposite
characteristics and it constituted a threat to Yeats. He refers to Synge in a curiously distanced
tone in "The Death of Synge,” emphasizing Synge's self-confidence in his art and exposing the
poet's own anxiety about his in the word "envy." Yeats's incessant admiration for Synge in many
poems suggests not only pure acclaim but his ambivalent feelings towards the playwright. While
Synge assured himself of his language, or at least he seemed to for Yeats, the poet was at a loss,
halfway between high-toned dramatic verse and the peasant speech. Thus, his dramatic work
continuously produced changes in his long subsequent career, beginning with At the Hawk's Well in

which he explored a novel dramatic representation under the influence of Japanese Noh.

Chapter II1

At the Hawk's Well is generally regarded as an important work because it is the turning point
in his dramatic career. However, Yeats did not completely abandon the style and theme of
Cathleen ni Houlihan. Engaging himself in seeking a drama innovative both in form and content,
he kept one theme, that is, a protagonist standing against the catastrophic moment of destiny.
He presents a model for his tragic theatre in a human being facing the moment of great
exaltation that can be well presented in a nonverbal way, by means of dance. The conventional
paradigm of Japanese Noh has much in common with Yeats's theory. Yet, Yeats was not
indifferent to the Irish political situations as seen in his letters at that time. He did not leave
them aside while engaging with symbolic Noh plays; rather, he intended to represent his tragic
model in relation to the actual situations of Ireland in a subtler way with the aid of a dance.

In performing At the Hawk's Well in 1916, he was satisfied with the work and reported that

"the dancing and masks [were] wonderful.” It was a Japanese dancer, Michio Ito, who took part
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in the work. To Yeats, [to seemed to be able to express his attempt most effectively on the stage.
Nevertheless, for all Yeats's eulogy of Ito's "minute intensity of movement in the dance of the
hawk," he never used Ito in his plays and their relationship became more and more chilly as time
went by. His dance that made the poet enthusiastic was suited only to the special occasion of At
the Hawk's Well. In short, in At the Hawk's Well Yeats's tragic theory is highly successful, but his
picking Ito out left something to be desired for him.

At the Hawk's Well is the story of the quest after the Well of Immortality in a desert island far
off in the sea. Situations around the Well are persistently described in words indicating
barrenness and devastation. Indeed, the well of immortality and the world around it lie
completely buried in horrible obscurity without any proper names but that of the Young Man,
the only exception among this utter namelessness. The Guardian represents this vacancy most
powerfully. Having no words to speak in the play, almost her only means to express herself seem
her eyes, but her "dazed and heavy" eyes are only a mysterious enigma impossible to understand.
She is the absolute Other with whom one can exchange no communication either by words or by
countenance. Confronting so great a blank, the Young Man suddenly has a fit of passion and is
possessed by madness. Nevertheless, his speech even in such a state is far from the ravings of
delirium; rather, he speaks powerfully with well-controlled words and in correct grammar. He is
never swallowed up by her great nothingness. Evén after his trance caused by the Guardian's
dance, Cuchulain's words still keep their tragic power which attracts an audience.

The connotations of this nothingness become accessible when we think of them in relation to
the playwright's concern about the contemporary Irish situations. Terry Eagleton makes several
important statements concerning vague evasions of the Great Hunger in the Irish academic and
literary world. According to him, the Irish have been extremely afraid of mentioning the Great
Hunger as if the Famine were a historical and cultural taboo in Ireland. Eagleton describes the
Famine as a death of the signifiant: facing so great a calamity, the Irish keep entirely silent. What
his research makes clear at once is a close affinity of characteristics between the Guardian in Af
the Hark's Well and the Famine. There is enough evidence to show that we can identify the
Guardian with the Great Hunger. Rev. Meehan noticed that the characteristics of Famine-
damaged people included their eyes being "languid and careless,” which quite resembles those of
the Guardian. Asenath Nicholson states that Donegal in the midst of the Famine was filled with
a "death-like stillness." While Donegal is almost the only hilly country in Ireland, the nameless
land in the play is repeatedly called "hills” and "mountains.” The emptiness of the Guardian and
the land, in which the tragic essence of At the Hawk's Well lies, are to be thought of as symbols
which stand for the taboo of mentioning the Famine in Irish history. Thus, in the text, the
playwright skilfully brings about a reconciliation between his symbolic art and a deep concern
for actual Irish problems.

By these examinations into the text of At the Hawk's Well, thé difficulty of performing the
Guardian comes to the fore. The Guardian is required to be the absolute Other both for the other
characters in the play and to an audience. As for the reason why Yeats interpreted Ito's dance as

an ideal one for this troublesome role, many critics have agreed that Yeats found a new
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possibility in Ito's performance different from Western movement. True, Ito was native to Japan,
but in reality he was not well informed about Noh. However, in the prevailing mood of
Japonisme in the early-twentieth century, Ito was always judged in connection with this
aesthetic cult. In such circumstances, we cannot easily think that Yeats alone escaped prejudice
towards him. Rather it seems that the poet acquired an ideal distance from ordinary life not only
by means of Ito's dance but also with regards to the person himself. What shows the Otherness
of Ito to the poet most clearly is a language barrier between them. Ito was not good at English.

True, the Guardian's silence in the text is owing to Yeats's symbolic dramaturgy in the main, but
probably Ito's practical inability at speaking English is also relevant. Ito's being a foreigner--a
lucid kind of Other--itself served to represent Yeats's idea of tragic theatre or "distance from life"
at the first performance of the play. Nevertheless, its success depended on Ito's Otherness and
consequently their mutual misunderstandings.

In the following year, Yeats revealed his disappointment and dissatisfaction at Ito's public
performance of the play without his permission--as Yeats in those days liked neither public nor
commercial performances. Ito's conduct was a betrayal itself for the poet in every respect.
However, on Ito's side, he meant no harm to the poet. As they lacked genuine communication
from the first, and as At the Hawk's Well largely owed its success to a lack of communication, it was
a natural consequence that their rapport did not last. Furthermore, the very dissension between
them indicates the limit of his dramaturgy. Yeats found that dance plays, in the end, have
a weakness in their dependence on the dancer's performance. With all the risk of counting too
much on dancers, Yeats's last plays explore a maximum dependence on the author's side, that is,

how to speak the unspeakable.

Chapter IV

After the publication of Four Plays for Dancers in 1921, Yeats's dramatical activities seem
stagnant. He produced more or less no plays during the 1920s. It seems that he reached a dead
end over dance plays. However, it does not necessarily mean that he was inactive in his art. In
this period, he showed an enhanced interest in reading such philosophical texts as George
Berkeley's. His ten years' silence in the field of drama was for the refashioning of his artistic
dogmas and for the adapting of his reformed thoughts to the Irish context. What came after the
long, refreshing retreat was The Words upon the Window - Pane, first performed in 1931.

However, contrary to what we might expect from Yeats's philosophical tendency, this is said
to be "his only realistic play"--dealing with a seance of the contemporary Dublin spiritualists.
Therefore, the relatively traditional form has been regarded as his attempt to identify himself
with the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy tradition in the eighteenth century. However, for the most
part, the play deals not with the public achievement of Jonathan Swift, a representative of the
intellectuals in his day, but with the agony of his private life--so that it seems to represent
Yeats's ambivalent feeling towards Swift rather than a whole-hearted appreciation. The point of
this play does not lie in the superficial realism of treating Yeats's contemporaries or in its

traditional form, but in the deep penetration into a perception of one's own mind. By examining
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what causes Swift's affliction in the play and what attitudes the attendees of the seance have
towards him, I want to make clear Yeats's idea about human perception. The play will reveal its
philosophy as akin to a phenomenological idea of perception rather than a rationalistic one. The
idea deepens sharply in one of his last plays, Purgatory (1938)--as pessimistic and doubtful about
the the meaning of the act of speaking itself. With the investigations of these two dramatic
works, I want to point out that Yeats's theatre reached a stage which can be said to be
a forerunner of the Beckettian absurd world.

In The Words upon the Window-Pane, Swifts's agony seems to come more from his uncertainty
about the rightness of implanting his ideals in others, his Vanessa and Stella, than his
indignation against the coming democracy and the decline of his ideals. Interpreting Swifts's
tragedy, two men play an important part: in contrast to John Corbet, a young Cambridge
student who specializes in Swift, old Dr. Trench remains silent, saying that the living cannot help
the recurrent agony of the dead until they comprehend the problem themselves. It is the same
idea of recurrence that Yeats shares with him. Together with other aspects identifying Dr.
Trench with Ireland, such as his local connection with Dublin, he expresses an uncertainty about
the classical ideals of Swifts's day by his own silence. The play is a story in which the serious
problem of acquiring experiential intellect is offered in the agony of Swift's spirits. It is realistic
in that it deals with one of Yeats's greater themes, that is, the avoidance of theoretical
abstraction and its perceiving of realities, beyond a superficial realism.

On the other hand, Purgatory is his most intensely minimized piece of work and has often
been compared with Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot because of some characteristics that they
have in common: a simple stage set of a withered tree, two beggar tramps as protagonists, and
the circulating structure of the story. However, too much attention to formal similarities might
have made critics miss another continuity between Yeats and Beckett. Therefore, I will consider
the play from the viewpoint of its idealism as in The Words upon the Window-Pane. In Purgatory, the
Old Man speaks about the ghosts of his parents, but they are represented only as silhouettes
projected onto a screen. Being unable to speak or dance, the silhouettes are to do nothing but be
there. Therefore, the dead's biography being revised into the living's autobiography, the
indeterminacy of human perception is doubly intensified as compared with the case of Swift's
ghost. The structure of Purgatory is fundamentally monological and highly arbitrary. The
pattern is similar to that of Beckett's plays in which silent listeners are the last resort for the
speaker suffering from a sense of nothingness, as in the relationship between the Mouth and the
Auditor in Not I.

Some distinctive features of Purgatory, the impossibility of communicative dialogue, the
devastating arbitrariness, the terribly imperfect mastery of monologue, and the thorough
pessimistic view about human life, have their echoes in all of the Beckett's works. In fact,
Purgatory is highly akin to Endgame in that they both have a fear vof the continuity of bad blood
and arbitrary stories of the protagonist, and inherit a Berkeleyian idea of human perception. For
instance, Hamm is afraid of the possibility that they might "mean something,” saying that

"Imagine if a rational being came back to earth, wouldn't he be liable to get ideas into his head if
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observed us long enough.” Beckett's idea of perception is undoubtedly based on that of the
Berkeleyian, though the ultimate eye of God is revised into the grotesque eye of "a rational being”
from outer space that is evocative of a science fiction. Yeats and Beckett owe their ideas to
Berkeley and are of the same line out of Ireland.

Yeats's dramatical career represents a complex network of the involvements in the theatre
movements of the twentieth century as well as his own long personal explorations. When we
examine Yeats's absurdist aspects, we tend to connect them retrospectively with Beckett's because
of his great successor. Nevertheless, we should not ignore the simple fact that Beckett had not
begun to write plays when Yeats died in 1939. Yeats's achievement as a precursor of the modern

drama should be done justice.

Conclusion

Yeats's drama is simultaneously within and without Irish theatrical history. His dramatic
art started under the influence of cultural nationalism, though, later it transformed itself into
the precursor of the theatre of absurd. Furthermore, it also follows the process of that world
literature took during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. It is not without
grounds that T. S. Eliot praises Yeats as a playwright so enthusiastically: "With the verse play...
Yeats had nothing, and we have had Yeats.... I do not know where our debt to him as
a dramatist ends--and in time, it will not end until that drama itself ends." Yeats was always
a pioneer in his dramatic activities. Many of the plays produced ranging from the earliest to the
last stage of his literary career are testimonies to his consistent and laborious efforts to settle the
problem of how art should commit itself to the realities, while simultaneously revealing the

continuous shaping and reshaping of a human mind.
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i XD TKHLEE] (the Great Hunger) I DWTODEFNTH 3, 1 — 7 IV b > (Terry
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