
The Poetry of Yeats 

A Continuum of Themes 



For posterity 

• Yeats, like Shakespeare, was talking to a 
posterity in his works. 

• His project was, therefore, to give to all his 
writings a certain organic unity. 

• With this aim in mind, he reorganised his 
poems, letters and writings before they were 
to be published. 

  



Recurring symbols 

• Since he was working towards creating a vast 
Gestalt in which his experience and writing 
would unite in one complex whole, he used a 
number of recurring symbols. 

• He drew these symbols from his experiments 
with the occult. 

• He also worked on the automatic writing of 
his wife and created a body of symbols, which 
he then enumerated in his book ‘A Vision’.  



Biography in his poetry 

• There are a number of personal references in his 
poetry. 

• Other than the symbols, there are repeated 
references to the people he knew and these too 
bind his poems into an organic whole. 

• He recognised the personal as a crucial element 
in his poetry. 

• He felt that his life had brought him in contact 
with some of the greatest and it was important to 
make them a part of his poetry. 



The Women in his poems 

• Maud Gonne, the woman who was a militant part 
of the Irish movement for liberation from the 
British was a constant, appearing in poem after 
poem. He was critical of her militancy and yet 
hopelessly in love with her. This duality plays out 
in his poems. 

• To worm his way into her affections he even 
joined the Irish Republican Army but soon found 
that he was entirely unsuited to the role.  

 

 



Women (contd) 

• Whilst Maud Gonne became his ideal of 
beauty Olivia Shakespear became a comrade 
with whom he discussed literature and ideas. 

• She was the woman as confidant. 

• Augusta Gregory gave him a time and place to 
work. She became a mentor and also, as he 
said, a ‘mother, friend, sister and brother.’ 



The Men 

• His father, John Butler Yeats, a painter, often 
featured in his poetry as a figure of authority. He 
was critical of his experiments with the occult. 

• His uncle, George Pollexfen, an astrologer, on the 
other hand, participated in these experiments. 

• The two together became an amalgam of 
opposites, making up the whole that Yeats 
aspired to achieve.   



The Opposites 

• His theory of opposites was expressed 
through two doctrines. 

• His theory of masks was a combination of pop 
psychology and the occult. The mask was, for 
him, not a negative assertion but a struggle 
between self and anti-self. It is then from this 
dramatic tension that art arises. 

• This doctrine of the mask he then went on to 
refine into the theory of the giant wheel. 


