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GREAT POBTRY

OF W,B. YEATS

STILL RELEVANT

IN 218T CENTURY by Fr. Kevin O'Neill Shaunley

Trelandts William Butler Yeats is counsidered by most
eritics and ordinary readers as ons of the greatest postic
talents in the English language in the 20th Cenbury. This was
confirmed in 1923 when the Nobel Prize for Literature was granted
to him. And there 1s good reason to belleve that hls poetry will
be equally reversd well into the 21lst Century. Part of the reason
seems to be the somewhnat mystical outlock of the poet and his
work. Tt 1s often added that the Fhglish language bprings out the
best in the Irish. Rarely has the people as the Irish pald the
lavish compliment and taken the subtle revenge of turning its
English conquerers' speech 1nto verbal sorcery.

A recent study of his work; entitled "Poetry for Young
Paople: Willism Butler Yeats," tells of his pirth in Dublin on
June 13, 1865, into a more than talented femily. His father,
John Butler Yeats, had besen taining as a lawyer and’ then switched
careers H0 become A wsll-known portralt painter. He read to
hWis children the great works of literature, aml encouraged his
children to fulfill their talents. Another sibling, Jack B.

Yeats, becams one of Ireland's greatest paluters.
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as a poet, Yeats

Tn additlon to his greal &= e s
was en accomplished playwright and in 1899,along with Lady
Gregory, foundad the Irish Llterary Thaatre in Dublin. This
is now oalled the Abbey Thestre. When rebellion proke oubt in
Dublin in 1916, many of nis friends were illed. When the
rebels surrendersd atb the end of the Baster Wesk Rebellion,
the British executsd the lesders. Taen followed the Anglo-Irish
War of Independsnse and the Irish Civil War., Yeabs was in-
fluenced by all of these ovents as 'demonstrated in his
poatry .

He also served as & senator in the Irish Free Stabe
Government from 1922- 28 and worked hard to pressrve Ireland's
rich cultural heritage, oppose cansorship; and improve educabtlon.
Yeatbs died in 1939 at the age of T3, He now resats in Prume liffe
churchyard near Ban Bulben mountain, ik Cﬁ~52E503“

In tlhis ramarkable {ntroduction of Yeaka' poesry, sdited
by Jonathan Allison, 26 of the Irish poektls better poems are
used net only %o asquaint young readars to ths versss but to
transport them to hils beloved Ireland. And adding to the value
of tﬁa nook is & series of breathbaking 3i1usbrations by Glenn
Herrington which rangae rrom.lfaland’s atmospheric natursal

landscapes to vivid portraits of veats! wonderful characters

ahlch are human, animal and fantastlc.
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Tt needs bto be anderstood, 5How, that Yeabs was an ardsn¥

Ipish nationalist and this rostered authentlc geltic/Irish
jdentity in him. He drew from his own neritage,and foatered
it, to sounteract the Englilsh atrempt to make the Irish into
nyest Britonsz.” '
Among the posems ip this book is tphe Song of Wandering
pengus,” bthe legeudary caltic god of 1ove, youth and postry

who is on & quest o locate the maglonl girl who wes changed

from & fish into a human beling.

And in one of hils batber kuown RpoOMS, wphe Lake Isle of
Tpnishfree,” Yeats was {nspired by hig own longing for Ireland
to compose it while standing in & pustling London gtreet. Ie
heapd the call o rewurn homs "in the deep heartts come.’

A religilous and aomsvwhab mystical mat, Yeats Fosuses on
the return of Jesus Carist at the end of time in the peem
Nphe Second Coming.” But the pqem,actuglly deals with hls
fear that the world will be plunged into ohaos and bloodshed
by an anti-Ohrist.

and in a similar yein, Yeats' poem "gailing to Byzantium,”
ﬁbﬁ%%et 1z faced with the prospect of growing old and wishes

te turn himgelf into & golden bird with the power of prophecy.

He conbrasts natural 1ife, whioh does not Llast forever, with

everlasting art such as hig posil.
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A preat lover of nature and animals, Yeats! poetry also
focuses on a fish, the Wild Swans &b Cools, & hswk, and the
ot and the moon. A4ll of the poems seleoted in the book, 26
in all, heve a story to bell. The brisf gxplanations by the
sdibor at the beéginning of easch poem are great alds to the
understanding and snjoyment of cach. The book 1ls a groat W&y
for the young and the not—samyeung sppreciate one of the best
of modern poets. Yeats 1, indeed, one of the greatest poets
ip our age toc put pen o paper and produce stimulabing and
enjoyable verse.

( As the literary world psusss in 2005 to honor the 1L0th
Anniversary of the birth of this great poet, 1¥ would bs good
to reflect on ﬁis 1ife and writings which have tnflinenced

modern poetry to such a graat extent.
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