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William Butler Yeats
The Cutting of an Agate

 
PREFACE

 
When I wrote the essay on Edmund Spenser the company

of Irish players who have now their stage at the Abbey Theatre
in Dublin had been founded, but gave as yet few performances
in a twelvemonth. I could let my thought stray where it would,
and even give a couple of summers to The Faerie Queene; while
for some ten years now I have written little verse and no prose
that did not arise out of some need of those players or some
thought suggested by their work, or was written in the defence
of some friend whose life has been a part of the movement of
events which is creating a new Ireland unintelligible to an old
Ireland that watches with anger or indifference. The detailed
defence of plays and players, published originally in Samhain,
the occasional periodical of the theatre, and now making some
three hundred pages of Mr. Bullen’s collected edition of my
writings, is not here, but for the most part an exposition of
principles, whether suggested by my own work or by the death
of friend or fellow-worker, that, intended for no great public, has
been printed and published from a Hand Press which my sisters
manage at Dundrum with the help of the village girls. I have been



 
 
 

busy with a single art, that of the theatre, of a small, unpopular
theatre; and this art may well seem to practical men, busy with
some programme of industrial or political regeneration, of no
more account than the shaping of an agate; and yet in the shaping
of an agate, whether in the cutting or the making of the design,
one discovers, if one have a speculative mind, thoughts that seem
important and principles that may be applied to life itself, and
certainly if one does not believe so, one is but a poor cutter of
so hard a stone.

W. B. YEATS.

August, 1912.



 
 
 

 
THOUGHTS ON LADY

GREGORY’S TRANSLATIONS
 
 
I

CUCHULAIN AND HIS CYCLE
 

The Church when it was most powerful taught learned and
unlearned to climb, as it were, to the great moral realities through
hierarchies of Cherubim and Seraphim, through clouds of Saints
and Angels who had all their precise duties and privileges.
The story-tellers of Ireland, perhaps of every primitive country,
imagined as fine a fellowship, only it was to the æsthetic realities
they would have had us climb. They created for learned and
unlearned alike, a communion of heroes, a cloud of stalwart
witnesses; but because they were as much excited as a monk
over his prayers, they did not think sufficiently about the shape
of the poem and the story. We have to get a little weary or a
little distrustful of our subject, perhaps, before we can lie awake
thinking how to make the most of it. They were more anxious to
describe energetic characters, and to invent beautiful stories, than
to express themselves with perfect dramatic logic or in perfectly-
ordered words. They shared their characters and their stories,
their very images, with one another, and handed them down from



 
 
 

generation to generation; for nobody, even when he had added
some new trait, or some new incident, thought of claiming for
himself what so obviously lived its own merry or mournful life.
The maker of images or worker in mosaic who first put Christ
upon a cross would have as soon claimed as his own a thought
which was perhaps put into his mind by Christ himself. The Irish
poets had also, it may be, what seemed a supernatural sanction,
for a chief poet had to understand not only innumerable kinds of
poetry, but how to keep himself for nine days in a trance. Surely
they believed or half believed in the historical reality of even
their wildest imaginations. And so soon as Christianity made
their hearers desire a chronology that would run side by side
with that of the Bible, they delighted in arranging their Kings
and Queens, the shadows of forgotten mythologies, in long lines
that ascended to Adam and his Garden. Those who listened to
them must have felt as if the living were like rabbits digging their
burrows under walls that had been built by Gods and Giants, or
like swallows building their nests in the stone mouths of immense
images, carved by nobody knows who. It is no wonder that one
sometimes hears about men who saw in a vision ivy-leaves that
were greater than shields, and blackbirds whose thighs were like
the thighs of oxen. The fruit of all those stories, unless indeed
the finest activities of the mind are but a pastime, is the quick
intelligence, the abundant imagination, the courtly manners of
the Irish country-people.

William Morris came to Dublin when I was a boy, and I had



 
 
 

some talk with him about these old stories. He had intended
to lecture upon them, but ‘the ladies and gentlemen’ – he put a
communistic fervour of hatred into the phrase – knew nothing
about them. He spoke of the Irish account of the battle of
Clontarf and of the Norse account, and said, that one saw the
Norse and Irish tempers in the two accounts. The Norseman was
interested in the way things are done, but the Irishman turned
aside, evidently well pleased to be out of so dull a business,
to describe beautiful supernatural events. He was thinking, I
suppose, of the young man who came from Aoibhill of the Grey
Rock, giving up immortal love and youth, that he might fight
and die by Murrough’s side. He said that the Norseman had
the dramatic temper, and the Irishman had the lyrical. I think I
should have said with Professor Ker, epical and romantic rather
than dramatic and lyrical, but his words, which have so great an
authority, mark the distinction very well, and not only between
Irish and Norse, but between Irish and other un-Celtic literatures.
The Irish story-teller could not interest himself with an unbroken
interest in the way men like himself burned a house, or won wives
no more wonderful than themselves. His mind constantly escaped
out of daily circumstance, as a bough that has been held down by
a weak hand suddenly straightens itself out. His imagination was
always running to Tir-nan-og, to the Land of Promise, which is
as near to the country-people of to-day as it was to Cuchulain
and his companions. His belief in its nearness, cherished in its
turn the lyrical temper, which is always athirst for an emotion,



 
 
 

a beauty which cannot be found in its perfection upon earth,
or only for a moment. His imagination, which had not been
able to believe in Cuchulain’s greatness, until it had brought the
Great Queen, the red-eyebrowed goddess, to woo him upon the
battlefield, could not be satisfied with a friendship less romantic
and lyrical than that of Cuchulain and Ferdiad, who kissed one
another after the day’s fighting, or with a love less romantic and
lyrical than that of Baile and Aillinn, who died at the report of
one another’s deaths, and married in Tir-nan-og. His art, too, is
often at its greatest when it is most extravagant, for he only feels
himself among solid things, among things with fixed laws and
satisfying purposes, when he has reshaped the world according
to his heart’s desire. He understands as well as Blake that the
ruins of time build mansions in eternity, and he never allows
anything, that we can see and handle, to remain long unchanged.
The characters must remain the same, but the strength of Fergus
may change so greatly, that he, who a moment before was merely
a strong man among many, becomes the master of Three Blows
that would destroy an army, did they not cut off the heads of
three little hills instead, and his sword, which a fool had been
able to steal out of its sheath, has of a sudden the likeness
of a rainbow. A wandering lyric moon must knead and kindle
perpetually that moving world of cloaks made out of the fleeces
of Mananan; of armed men who change themselves into sea-
birds; of goddesses who become crows; of trees that bear fruit
and flower at the same time. The great emotions of love, terror



 
 
 

and friendship must alone remain untroubled by the moon in that
world which is still the world of the Irish country-people, who do
not open their eyes very wide at the most miraculous change, at
the most sudden enchantment. Its events, and things, and people
are wild, and are like unbroken horses, that are so much more
beautiful than horses that have learned to run between shafts.
One thinks of actual life, when one reads those Norse stories,
which had shadows of their decadence, so necessary were the
proportions of actual life to their efforts, when a dying man
remembered his heroism enough to look down at his wound and
say, ‘Those broad spears are coming into fashion’; but the Irish
stories make us understand why some Greek writer called myths
the activities of the dæmons. The great virtues, the great joys, the
great privations, come in the myths, and, as it were, take mankind
between their naked arms, and without putting off their divinity.
Poets have chosen their themes more often from stories that are
all, or half, mythological, than from history or stories that give
one the sensation of history, understanding, as I think, that the
imagination which remembers the proportions of life is but a long
wooing, and that it has to forget them before it becomes the torch
and the marriage-bed.

One finds, as one expects, in the work of men who were
not troubled about any probabilities or necessities but those of
emotion itself, an immense variety of incident and character and
of ways of expressing emotion. Cuchulain fights man after man
during the quest of the Brown Bull, and not one of those fights



 
 
 

is like another, and not one is lacking in emotion or strangeness;
and when one thinks imagination can do no more, the story of
the Two Bulls, emblematic of all contests, suddenly lifts romance
into prophecy. The characters too have a distinctness we do not
find among the people of the Mabinogion, perhaps not even
among the people of the Morte D’Arthur. We know we shall
be long forgetting Cuchulain, whose life is vehement and full
of pleasure, as though he always remembered that it was to
be soon over; or the dreamy Fergus who betrays the sons of
Usnach for a feast, without ceasing to be noble; or Conal who
is fierce and friendly and trustworthy, but has not the sap of
divinity that makes Cuchulain mysterious to men, and beloved of
women. Women indeed, with their lamentations for lovers and
husbands and sons, and for fallen rooftrees and lost wealth, give
the stories their most beautiful sentences; and, after Cuchulain,
one thinks most of certain great queens – of angry, amorous
Mæve, with her long, pale face; of Findabair, her daughter, who
dies of shame and of pity; of Deirdre, who might be some mild
modern housewife but for her prophetic wisdom. If one does
not set Deirdre’s lamentations among the greatest lyric poems
of the world, I think one may be certain that the wine-press of
the poets has been trodden for one in vain; and yet I think it
may be proud Emer, Cuchulain’s fitting wife, who will linger
longest in the memory. What a pure flame burns in her always,
whether she is the newly-married wife fighting for precedence,
fierce as some beautiful bird, or the confident housewife, who



 
 
 

would awaken her husband from his magic sleep with mocking
words; or the great queen who would get him out of the tightening
net of his doom, by sending him into the Valley of the Deaf, with
Niamh, his mistress, because he will be more obedient to her;
or the woman whom sorrow has set with Helen and Iseult and
Brunnhilda, and Deirdre, to share their immortality in the rosary
of the poets.

“And oh! my love!” she said, “we were often in one another’s
company, and it was happy for us; for if the world had been
searched from the rising of the sun to sunset, the like would
never have been found in one place, of the Black Sainglain and
the Grey of Macha, and Laeg the chariot-driver, and myself and
Cuchulain.”

‘And after that Emer bade Conal to make a wide, very deep
grave for Cuchulain; and she laid herself down beside her gentle
comrade, and she put her mouth to his mouth, and she said:
“Love of my life, my friend, my sweetheart, my one choice of
the men of the earth, many is the woman, wed or unwed, envied
me until to-day; and now I will not stay living after you.”’

To us Irish, these personages should be very moving, very
important, for they lived in the places where we ride and go
marketing, and sometimes they have met one another on the hills
that cast their shadows upon our doors at evening. If we will but
tell these stories to our children the Land will begin again to be
a Holy Land, as it was before men gave their hearts to Greece
and Rome and Judea. When I was a child I had only to climb



 
 
 

the hill behind the house to see long, blue, ragged hills flowing
along the southern horizon. What beauty was lost to me, what
depth of emotion is still perhaps lacking in me, because nobody
told me, not even the merchant captains who knew everything,
that Cruachan of the Enchantments lay behind those long, blue,
ragged hills!



 
 
 

 
II

FION AND HIS CYCLE
 

A few months ago I was on the bare Hill of Allen, ‘wide
Almhuin of Leinster,’ where Finn and the Fianna are said to have
had their house, although there are no earthen mounds there like
those that mark the sites of old houses on so many hills. A hot
sun beat down upon flowering gorse and flowerless heather; and
on every side except the east, where there were green trees and
distant hills, one saw a level horizon and brown boglands with
a few green places and here and there the glitter of water. One
could imagine that had it been twilight and not early afternoon,
and had there been vapours drifting and frothing where there
were now but shadows of clouds, it would have set stirring in one,
as few places even in Ireland can, a thought that is peculiar to
Celtic romance, as I think, a thought of a mystery coming not as
with Gothic nations out of the pressure of darkness, but out of
great spaces and windy light. The hill of Teamhair, or Tara, as it
is now called, with its green mounds and its partly-wooded sides,
and its more gradual slope set among fat grazing lands, with great
trees in the hedgerows, had brought before one imaginations, not
of heroes who were in their youth for hundreds of years, or of
women who came to them in the likeness of hunted fawns, but of
kings that lived brief and politic lives, and of the five white roads
that carried their armies to the lesser kingdoms of Ireland, or



 
 
 

brought to the great fair that had given Teamhair its sovereignty
all that sought justice or pleasure or had goods to barter.

It is certain that we must not confuse these kings, as did the
medieval chroniclers, with those half-divine kings of Almhuin.
The chroniclers, perhaps because they loved tradition too well to
cast out utterly much that they dreaded as Christians, and perhaps
because popular imagination had begun the mixture, have mixed
one with another ingeniously, making Finn the head of a kind of
Militia under Cormac MacArt, who is supposed to have reigned
at Teamhair in the second century, and making Grania, who
travels to enchanted houses under the cloak of Ængus, god of
Love, and keeps her troubling beauty longer than did Helen
hers, Cormac’s daughter, and giving the stories of the Fianna,
although the impossible has thrust its proud finger into them all,
a curious air of precise history. It is only when we separate the
stories from that medieval pedantry, that we recognise one of the
oldest worlds that man has imagined, an older world certainly
than we find in the stories of Cuchulain, who lived, according
to the chroniclers, about the time of the birth of Christ. They
are far better known, and we may be certain of the antiquity
of incidents that are known in one form or another to every
Gaelic-speaking countryman in Ireland or in the Highlands of
Scotland. Sometimes a labourer digging near to a cromlech,
or Bed of Diarmuid and Grania as it is called, will tell you a
tradition that seems older and more barbaric than any description
of their adventures or of themselves in written text or in story



 
 
 

that has taken form in the mouths of professed story-tellers.
Finn and the Fianna found welcome among the court poets later
than did Cuchulain; and one finds memories of Danish invasions
and standing armies mixed with the imaginations of hunters and
solitary fighters among great woods. We never hear of Cuchulain
delighting in the hunt or in woodland things; and one imagines
that the story-teller would have thought it unworthy in so great a
man, who lived a well-ordered, elaborate life, and could delight
in his chariot and his chariot-driver and his barley-fed horses. If
he is in the woods before dawn we are not told that he cannot
know the leaves of the hazel from the leaves of the oak; and when
Emer laments him no wild creature comes into her thoughts but
the cuckoo that cries over cultivated fields. His story must have
come out of a time when the wild wood was giving way to pasture
and tillage, and men had no longer a reason to consider every
cry of the birds or change of the night. Finn, who was always in
the woods, whose battles were but hours amid years of hunting,
delighted in the ‘cackling of ducks from the Lake of the Three
Narrows; the scolding talk of the blackbird of Doire an Cairn;
the bellowing of the ox from the Valley of the Berries; the whistle
of the eagle from the Valley of Victories or from the rough
branches of the Ridge of the Stream; the grouse of the heather of
Cruachan; the call of the otter of Druim re Coir.’ When sorrow
comes upon the queens of the stories, they have sympathy for the
wild birds and beasts that are like themselves: ‘Credhe wife of
Cael came with the others and went looking through the bodies



 
 
 

for her comely comrade, and crying as she went. And as she was
searching she saw a crane of the meadows and her two nestlings,
and the cunning beast the fox watching the nestlings; and when
the crane covered one of the birds to save it, he would make
a rush at the other bird, the way she had to stretch herself out
over the birds; and she would sooner have got her own death by
the fox than the nestlings to be killed by him. And Credhe was
looking at that, and she said: “It is no wonder I to have such love
for my comely sweetheart, and the bird in that distress about her
nestlings.”’

One often hears of a horse that shivers with terror, or of a
dog that howls at something a man’s eyes cannot see, and men
who live primitive lives where instinct does the work of reason
are fully conscious of many things that we cannot perceive at all.
As life becomes more orderly, more deliberate, the supernatural
world sinks farther away. Although the gods come to Cuchulain,
and although he is the son of one of the greatest of them, their
country and his are far apart, and they come to him as god to
mortal; but Finn is their equal. He is continually in their houses;
he meets with Bodb Dearg, and Ængus, and Mananan, now as
friend with friend, now as with an enemy he overcomes in battle;
and when he has need of their help his messenger can say: ‘There
is not a king’s son or a prince, or a leader of the Fianna of
Ireland, without having a wife or a mother or a foster-mother
or a sweetheart of the Tuatha de Danaan.’ When the Fianna are
broken up at last, after hundreds of years of hunting, it is doubtful



 
 
 

that he dies at all, and certain that he comes again in some other
shape, and Oisin, his son, is made king over a divine country.
The birds and beasts that cross his path in the woods have been
fighting-men or great enchanters or fair women, and in a moment
can take some beautiful or terrible shape. We think of him and
of his people as great-bodied men with large movements, that
seem, as it were, flowing out of some deep below the shallow
stream of personal impulse, men that have broad brows and quiet
eyes full of confidence in a good luck that proves every day
afresh that they are a portion of the strength of things. They are
hardly so much individual men as portions of universal nature,
like the clouds that shape themselves and reshape themselves
momentarily, or like a bird between two boughs, or like the gods
that have given the apples and the nuts; and yet this but brings
them the nearer to us, for we can remake them in our image when
we will, and the woods are the more beautiful for the thought.
Do we not always fancy hunters to be something like this, and
is not that why we think them poetical when we meet them of a
sudden, as in these lines in Pauline?

‘An old hunter
Talking with gods; or a high-crested chief
Sailing with troops of friends to Tenedos.’

One must not expect in these stories the epic lineaments, the
many incidents woven into one great event of, let us say, the story
of the War for the Brown Bull of Cuailgne, or that of the last



 
 
 

gathering at Muirthemne. Even Diarmuid and Grania, which is
a long story, has nothing of the clear outlines of Deirdre, and
is indeed but a succession of detached episodes. The men who
imagined the Fianna had the imagination of children, and as
soon as they had invented one wonder, heaped another on top
of it. Children – or, at any rate, it is so I remember my own
childhood – do not understand large design, and they delight in
little shut-in places where they can play at houses more than
in great expanses where a country-side takes, as it were, the
impression of a thought. The wild creatures and the green things
are more to them than to us, for they creep towards our light
by little holes and crevices. When they imagine a country for
themselves it is always a country where you can wander without
aim, and where you can never know from one place what another
will be like, or know from the one day’s adventure what may meet
you with to-morrow’s sun.

Children play at being great and wonderful people, at the
ambitions they will put away for one reason or another before
they grow into ordinary men and women. Mankind as a whole
had a like dream once; everybody and nobody built up the dream
bit by bit, and the ancient story-tellers are there to make us
remember what mankind would have been like, had not fear and
the failing will and the laws of nature tripped up its heels. The
Fianna and their like are themselves so full of power, and they
are set in a world so fluctuating and dreamlike, that nothing can
hold them from being all that the heart desires.



 
 
 

I have read in a fabulous book that Adam had but to imagine
a bird and it was born into life, and that he created all things
out of himself by nothing more important than an unflagging
fancy; and heroes who can make a ship out of a shaving have
but little less of the divine prerogatives. They have no speculative
thoughts to wander through eternity and waste heroic blood; but
how could that be otherwise? for it is at all times the proud
angels who sit thinking upon the hill-side and not the people of
Eden. One morning we meet them hunting a stag that is ‘as joyful
as the leaves of a tree in summertime’; and whatever they do,
whether they listen to the harp or follow an enchanter over-sea,
they do for the sake of joy, their joy in one another, or their joy
in pride and movement; and even their battles are fought more
because of their delight in a good fighter than because of any
gain that is in victory. They live always as if they were playing
a game; and so far as they have any deliberate purpose at all, it
is that they may become great gentlemen and be worthy of the
songs of the poets. It has been said, and I think the Japanese
were the first to say it, that the four essential virtues are to be
generous among the weak, and truthful among one’s friends, and
brave among one’s enemies, and courteous at all times; and if
we understand by courtesy not merely the gentleness the story-
tellers have celebrated, but a delight in courtly things, in beautiful
clothing and in beautiful verse, one understands that it was no
formal succession of trials that bound the Fianna to one another.
Only the Table Round, that is indeed, as it seems, a rivulet from



 
 
 

the same well-head, is bound in a like fellowship, and there the
four heroic virtues are troubled by the abstract virtues of the
cloister. Every now and then some noble knight builds a cell upon
the hill-side, or leaves kind women and joyful knights to seek the
vision of the Grail in lonely adventures. But when Oisin or some
kingly forerunner – Bran, son of Febal, or the like – rides or sails
in an enchanted ship to some divine country, he but looks for a
more delighted companionship, or to be in love with faces that
will never fade. No thought of any life greater than that of love,
and the companionship of those that have drawn their swords
upon the darkness of the world, ever troubles their delight in one
another as it troubles Iseult amid her love, or Arthur amid his
battles. It is an ailment of our speculation that thought, when it
is not the planning of something, or the doing of something, or
some memory of a plain circumstance, separates us from one
another because it makes us always more unlike, and because no
thought passes through another’s ear unchanged. Companionship
can only be perfect when it is founded on things, for things are
always the same under the hand, and at last one comes to hear
with envy the voices of boys lighting a lantern to ensnare moths,
or of the maids chattering in the kitchen about the fox that carried
off a turkey before breakfast. Lady Gregory’s book of tales is
full of fellowship untroubled like theirs, and made noble by a
courtesy that has gone perhaps out of the world. I do not know
in literature better friends and lovers. When one of the Fianna
finds Osgar dying the proud death of a young man, and asks is it



 
 
 

well with him, he is answered, ‘I am as you would have me be.’
The very heroism of the Fianna is indeed but their pride and joy
in one another, their good fellowship. Goll, old and savage, and
letting himself die of hunger in a cave because he is angry and
sorry, can speak lovely words to the wife whose help he refuses.
‘It is best as it is,’ he said, ‘and I never took the advice of a woman
east or west, and I never will take it. And oh, sweet-voiced queen,’
he said, ‘what ails you to be fretting after me? And remember
now your silver and your gold, and your silks … and do not be
crying tears after me, queen with the white hands,’ he said, ‘but
remember your constant lover Aodh, son of the best woman of
the world, that came from Spain asking for you, and that I fought
on Corcar-an-Dearg; and go to him now,’ he said, ‘for it is bad
when a woman is without a good man.’

They have no asceticism, but they are more visionary than any
ascetic, and their invisible life is but the life about them made
more perfect and more lasting, and the invisible people are their
own images in the water. Their gods may have been much besides
this, for we know them from fragments of mythology picked
out with trouble from a fantastic history running backward to
Adam and Eve, and many things that may have seemed wicked
to the monks who imagined that history, may have been altered
or left out; but this they must have been essentially, for the old
stories are confirmed by apparitions among the country-people
to-day. The Men of Dea fought against the mis-shapen Fomor,
as Finn fights against the Cat-Heads and the Dog-Heads; and



 
 
 

when they are overcome at last by men, they make themselves
houses in the hearts of hills that are like the houses of men.
When they call men to their houses and to their Country Under-
Wave they promise them all that they have upon earth, only in
greater abundance. The god Midhir sings to Queen Etain in one
of the most beautiful of the stories: ‘The young never grow old;
the fields and the flowers are as pleasant to be looking at as the
blackbird’s eggs; warm streams of mead and wine flow through
that country; there is no care or no sorrow on any person; we
see others, but we ourselves are not seen.’ These gods are indeed
more wise and beautiful than men; but men, when they are great
men, are stronger than they are, for men are, as it were, the
foaming tide-line of their sea. One remembers the Druid who
answered, when someone asked him who made the world, ‘The
Druids made it.’ All was indeed but one life flowing everywhere,
and taking one quality here, another there. It sometimes seems
as if there is a kind of day and night of religion, and that a period
when the influences are those that shape the world is followed by
a period when the greater power is in influences that would lure
the soul out of the world, out of the body. When Oisin is speaking
with St. Patrick of the friends and the life he has outlived, he
can but cry out constantly against a religion that has no meaning
for him. He laments, and the country-people have remembered
his words for centuries: ‘I will cry my fill, but not for God, but
because Finn and the Fianna are not living.’

Old writers had an admirable symbolism that attributed



 
 
 

certain energies to the influence of the sun, and certain others to
the lunar influence. To lunar influence belong all thoughts and
emotions that were created by the community, by the common
people, by nobody knows who, and to the sun all that came from
the high disciplined or individual kingly mind. I myself imagine a
marriage of the sun and moon in the arts I take most pleasure in;
and now bride and bridegroom but exchange, as it were, full cups
of gold and silver, and now they are one in a mystical embrace.
From the moon come the folk-songs imagined by reapers and
spinners out of the common impulse of their labour, and made
not by putting words together, but by mixing verses and phrases,
and the folk-tales made by the capricious mixing of incidents
known to everybody in new ways, as one deals out cards, never
getting the same hand twice over. When one hears some fine
story, one never knows whether it has not been hazard that put the
last touch of adventure. Such poetry, as it seems to me, desires
an infinity of wonder or emotion, for where there is no individual
mind there is no measurer-out, no marker-in of limits. The poor
fisher has no possession of the world and no responsibility for
it; and if he dreams of a love-gift better than the brown shawl
that seems too common for poetry, why should he not dream of
a glove made from the skin of a bird, or shoes made from the
skin of a herring, or a coat made from the glittering garment
of the salmon? Was it not Æschylus who said he but served up
fragments from the banquet of Homer? – but Homer himself
found the great banquet of an earthen floor and under a broken



 
 
 

roof. We do not know who at the foundation of the world made
the banquet for the first time, or who put the pack of cards
into rough hands; but we do know that, unless those that have
made many inventions are about to change the nature of poetry,
we may have to go where Homer went if we are to sing a new
song. Is it because all that is under the moon thirsts to escape
out of bounds, to lose itself in some unbounded tidal stream,
that the songs of the folk are mournful, and that the story of the
Fianna, whenever the queens lament for their lovers, reminds us
of songs that are still sung in country-places? Their grief, even
when it is to be brief like Grania’s, goes up into the waste places
of the sky. But in supreme art, or in supreme life there is the
influence of the sun too, and the sun brings with it, as old writers
tell us, not merely discipline but joy; for its discipline is not
of the kind the multitudes impose upon us by their weight and
pressure, but the expression of the individual soul, turning itself
into a pure fire and imposing its own pattern, its own music, upon
the heaviness and the dumbness that is in others and in itself.
When we have drunk the cold cup of the moon’s intoxication,
we thirst for something beyond ourselves, and the mind flows
outward to a natural immensity; but if we have drunk from the
hot cup of the sun, our own fulness awakens, we desire little,
for wherever one goes one’s heart goes too; and if any ask what
music is the sweetest, we can but answer, as Finn answered,
‘What happens.’ And yet the songs and stories that have come
from either influence are a part, neither less than the other, of



 
 
 

the pleasure that is the bride-bed of poetry.
Gaelic-speaking Ireland, because its art has been made, not by

the artist choosing his material from wherever he has a mind to,
but by adding a little to something which it has taken generations
to invent, has always had a popular literature. We cannot say
how much that literature has done for the vigour of the race, for
who can count the hands its praise of kings and high-hearted
queens made hot upon the sword-hilt, or the amorous eyes it
made lustful for strength and beauty? We remember indeed that
when the farming people and the labourers of the towns made
their last attempt to cast out England by force of arms they
named themselves after the companions of Finn. Even when
Gaelic has gone and the poetry with it, something of the habit
of mind remains in ways of speech and thought and ‘come-all-
ye’s’ and poetical sayings; nor is it only among the poor that the
old thought has been for strength or weakness. Surely these old
stories, whether of Finn or Cuchulain, helped to sing the old Irish
and the old Norman-Irish aristocracy to their end. They heard
their hereditary poets and story-tellers, and they took to horse
and died fighting against Elizabeth or against Cromwell; and
when an English-speaking aristocracy had their place, it listened
to no poetry indeed, but it felt about it in the popular mind
an exacting and ancient tribunal, and began a play that had for
spectators men and women that loved the high wasteful virtues. I
do not think that their own mixed blood or the habit of their time
need take all, or nearly all, credit or discredit for the impulse that



 
 
 

made those gentlemen of the eighteenth century fight duels over
pocket-handkerchiefs, and set out to play ball against the gates
of Jerusalem for a wager, and scatter money before the public
eye; and at last, after an epoch of such eloquence the world has
hardly seen its like, lose their public spirit and their high heart,
and grow querulous and selfish, as men do who have played life
out not heartily but with noise and tumult. Had they known the
people and the game a little better, they might have created an
aristocracy in an age that has lost the understanding of the word.
When one reads of the Fianna, or of Cuchulain, or of any of
their like, one remembers that the fine life is always a part played
finely before fine spectators. There also one notices the hot cup
and the cold cup of intoxication; and when the fine spectators
have ended, surely the fine players grow weary, and aristocratic
life is ended. When O’Connell covered with a dark glove the hand
that had killed a man in the duelling-field, he played his part;
and when Alexander stayed his army marching to the conquest
of the world that he might contemplate the beauty of a plane-
tree, he played his part. When Osgar complained as he lay dying
of the keening of the women and the old fighting-men, he too
played his part; ‘No man ever knew any heart in me,’ he said,
‘but a heart of twisted horn, and it covered with iron; but the
howling of the dogs beside me,’ he said, ‘and the keening of the
old fighting-men and the crying of the women one after another,
those are the things that are vexing me.’ If we would create a great
community – and what other game is so worth the labour? – we



 
 
 

must re-create the old foundations of life, not as they existed in
that splendid misunderstanding of the eighteenth century, but as
they must always exist when the finest minds and Ned the beggar
and Seaghan the fool think about the same thing, although they
may not think the same thought about it.

When I asked the little boy who had shown me the pathway
up the Hill of Allen if he knew stories of Finn and Oisin, he
said he did not, but that he had often heard his grandfather
telling them to his mother in Irish. He did not know Irish, but
he was learning it at school, and all the little boys he knew
were learning it. In a little while he will know enough stories
of Finn and Oisin to tell them to his children some day. It is
the owners of the land whose children might never have known
what would give them so much happiness. But now they can read
Lady Gregory’s book to their children, and it will make Slieve-
na-man, Allen, and Benbulben, the great mountain that showed
itself before me every day through all my childhood and was
yet unpeopled, and half the country-sides of south and west, as
populous with memories as her Cuchulain of Muirthemne will
have made Dundealgan and Emain Macha and Muirthemne; and
after a while somebody may even take them to some famous
place and say, ‘This land where your fathers lived proudly and
finely should be dear and dear and again dear;’ and perhaps
when many names have grown musical to their ears, a more
imaginative love will have taught them a better service.



 
 
 

 
III

 
I praise but in brief words the noble writing of these books, for

words that praise a book, wherein something is done supremely
well, remain, to sound in the ears of a later generation, like the
foolish sound of church bells from the tower of a church when
every pew is full.

1903.



 
 
 

 
PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

OF THE WELL OF THE SAINTS
 

Six years ago I was staying in a students’ hotel in the
Latin Quarter, and somebody, whose name I cannot recollect,
introduced me to an Irishman, who, even poorer than myself,
had taken a room at the top of the house. It was J. M. Synge,
and I, who thought I knew the name of every Irishman who was
working at literature, had never heard of him. He was a graduate
of Trinity College, Dublin, too, and Trinity College does not, as
a rule, produce artistic minds. He told me that he had been living
in France and Germany, reading French and German Literature,
and that he wished to become a writer. He had, however, nothing
to show but one or two poems and impressionistic essays, full
of that kind of morbidity that has its root in too much brooding
over methods of expression, and ways of looking upon life, which
come, not out of life, but out of literature, images reflected
from mirror to mirror. He had wandered among people whose
life is as picturesque as the middle ages, playing his fiddle to
Italian sailors, and listening to stories in Bavarian woods, but
life had cast no light into his writings. He had learned Irish
years ago, but had begun to forget it, for the only language
that interested him was that conventional language of modern
poetry which has begun to make us all weary. I was very weary



 
 
 

of it, for I had finished The Secret Rose, and felt how it had
separated my imagination from life, sending my Red Hanrahan,
who should have trodden the same roads with myself, into some
undiscoverable country. I said, ‘Give up Paris, you will never
create anything by reading Racine, and Arthur Symons will
always be a better critic of French literature. Go to the Arran
Islands. Live there as if you were one of the people themselves;
express a life that has never found expression.’ I had just come
from Arran, and my imagination was full of those grey islands
where men must reap with knives because of the stones.

He went to Arran and became a part of its life, living upon salt
fish and eggs, talking Irish for the most part, but listening also
to the beautiful English which has grown up in Irish-speaking
districts, and takes its vocabulary from the time of Malory and of
the translators of the Bible, but its idiom and its vivid metaphor
from Irish. When Mr. Synge began to write in this language,
Lady Gregory had already used it finely in her translations of
Dr. Hyde’s lyrics and plays, or of old Irish literature, but she had
listened with different ears. He made his own selection of word
and phrase, choosing what would express his own personality.
Above all, he made word and phrase dance to a very strange
rhythm, which will always, till his plays have created their own
tradition, be difficult to actors who have not learned it from
his lips. It is essential, for it perfectly fits the drifting emotion,
the dreaminess, the vague yet measureless desire, for which he
would create a dramatic form. It blurs definition, clear edges,



 
 
 

everything that comes from the will, it turns imagination from
all that is of the present, like a gold background in a religious
picture, and it strengthens in every emotion whatever comes to
it from far off, from brooding memory and dangerous hope.
When he brought The Shadow of the Glen, his first play, to the
Irish National Theatre Society, the players were puzzled by the
rhythm, but gradually they became certain that his woman of
the glens, as melancholy as a curlew, driven to distraction by
her own sensitiveness, her own fineness, could not speak with
any other tongue, that all his people would change their life if
the rhythm changed. Perhaps no Irish countryman had ever that
exact rhythm in his voice, but certainly if Mr. Synge had been
born a countryman, he would have spoken like that. It makes the
people of his imagination a little disembodied; it gives them a
kind of innocence even in their anger and their cursing. It is part
of its maker’s attitude towards the world, for while it makes the
clash of wills among his persons indirect and dreamy, it helps
him to see the subject-matter of his art with wise, clear-seeing,
unreflecting eyes; to preserve the innocence of good art in an
age of reasons and purposes. Whether he write of old beggars
by the roadside, lamenting over the misery and ugliness of life,
or of an old Arran woman mourning her drowned sons, or of a
young wife married to an old husband, he has no wish to change
anything, to reform anything; all these people pass by as before
an open window, murmuring strange, exciting words.

If one has not fine construction, one has not drama, but if one



 
 
 

has not beautiful or powerful and individual speech, one has not
literature, or, at any rate, one has not great literature. Rabelais,
Villon, Shakespeare, William Blake, would have known one
another by their speech. Some of them knew how to construct a
story, but all of them had abundant, resonant, beautiful, laughing,
living speech. It is only the writers of our modern dramatic
movement, our scientific dramatists, our naturalists of the stage,
who have thought it possible to be like the greatest, and yet to
cast aside even the poor persiflage of the comedians, and to write
in the impersonal language that has come, not out of individual
life, nor out of life at all, but out of necessities of commerce, of
parliament, of board schools, of hurried journeys by rail.

If there are such things as decaying art and decaying
institutions, their decay must begin when the element they
receive into their care from the life of every man in the world,
begins to rot. Literature decays when it no longer makes more
beautiful, or more vivid, the language which unites it to all life,
and when one finds the criticism of the student, and the purpose
of the reformer, and the logic of the man of science, where there
should have been the reveries of the common heart, ennobled
into some raving Lear or unabashed Don Quixote. One must
not forget that the death of language, the substitution of phrases
as nearly impersonal as algebra for words and rhythms varying
from man to man, is but a part of the tyranny of impersonal
things. I have been reading through a bundle of German plays,
and have found everywhere a desire not to express hopes and



 
 
 

alarms common to every man that ever came into the world, but
politics or social passion, a veiled or open propaganda. Now it
is duelling that has need of reproof; now it is the ideas of an
actress, returning from the free life of the stage, that must be
contrasted with the prejudice of an old-fashioned town; now it
is the hostility of Christianity and Paganism in our own day that
is to find an obscure symbol in a bell thrown from its tower by
spirits of the wood. I compare the work of these dramatists with
the greater plays of their Scandinavian master, and remember
that even he, who has made so many clear-drawn characters, has
made us no abundant character, no man of genius in whom we
could believe, and that in him also, even when it is Emperor and
Galilean that are face to face, even the most momentous figures
are subordinate to some tendency, to some movement, to some
inanimate energy, or to some process of thought whose very logic
has changed it into mechanism – always to something other than
human life.

We must not measure a young talent, whether we praise or
blame, with that of men who are among the greatest of our time,
but we may say of any talent, following out a definition, that it
takes up the tradition of great drama as it came from the hands
of the masters who are acknowledged by all time, and turns away
from a dramatic movement, which, though it has been served by
fine talent, has been imposed upon us by science, by artificial
life, by a passing order.

When the individual life no longer delights in its own energy,



 
 
 

when the body is not made strong and beautiful by the activities
of daily life, when men have no delight in decorating the body,
one may be certain that one lives in a passing order, amid the
inventions of a fading vitality. If Homer were alive to-day, he
would only resist, after a deliberate struggle, the temptation to
find his subject not in Helen’s beauty, that every man has desired,
nor in the wisdom and endurance of Odysseus that has been
the desire of every woman that has come into the world, but
in what somebody would describe, perhaps, as ‘the inevitable
contest,’ arising out of economic causes, between the country-
places and small towns on the one hand, and, upon the other, the
great city of Troy, representing one knows not what ‘tendency to
centralisation.’

Mr. Synge has in common with the great theatre of the
world, with that of Greece and that of India, with the creator
of Falstaff, with Racine, a delight in language, a preoccupation
with individual life. He resembles them also by a preoccupation
with what is lasting and noble, that came to him, not as I think
from books, but while he listened to old stories in the cottages,
and contrasted what they remembered with reality. The only
literature of the Irish country-people is their songs, full often of
extravagant love, and their stories of kings and of kings’ children.
‘I will cry my fill, but not for God, but because Finn and the
Fianna are not living,’ says Oisin in the story. Every writer, even
every small writer, who has belonged to the great tradition, has
had his dream of an impossibly noble life, and the greater he is,



 
 
 

the more does it seem to plunge him into some beautiful or bitter
reverie. Some, and of these are all the earliest poets of the world,
gave it direct expression; others mingle it so subtly with reality,
that it is a day’s work to disentangle it; others bring it near by
showing one whatever is most its contrary. Mr. Synge, indeed,
sets before us ugly, deformed or sinful people, but his people,
moved by no practical ambition, are driven by a dream of that
impossible life. That we may feel how intensely his woman of
the glen dreams of days that shall be entirely alive, she that is
‘a hard woman to please’ must spend her days between a sour-
faced old husband, a man who goes mad upon the hills, a craven
lad and a drunken tramp; and those two blind people of The Well
of the Saints are so transformed by the dream, that they choose
blindness rather than reality. He tells us of realities, but he knows
that art has never taken more than its symbols from anything that
the eye can see or the hand measure.

It is the preoccupation of his characters with their dream that
gives his plays their drifting movement, their emotional subtlety.
In most of the dramatic writing of our time, and this is one of
the reasons why our dramatists do not find the need for a better
speech, one finds a simple motive lifted, as it were, into the full
light of the stage. The ordinary student of drama will not find
anywhere in The Well of the Saints that excitement of the will in
the presence of attainable advantages, which he is accustomed
to think the natural stuff of drama, and if he see it played he
will wonder why act is knitted to act so loosely, why it is all,



 
 
 

as it were, flat, why there is so much leisure in the dialogue,
even in the midst of passion. If he see the Shadow of the Glen,
he will ask, why does this woman go out of her house? Is it
because she cannot help herself, or is she content to go? Why
is it not all made clearer? And yet, like everybody when caught
up into great events, she does many things without being quite
certain why she does them. She hardly understands at moments
why her action has a certain form, more clearly than why her
body is tall or short, fair or brown. She feels an emotion that she
does not understand. She is driven by desires that need for their
expression, not ‘I admire this man,’ or ‘I must go, whether I will
or no,’ but words full of suggestion, rhythms of voice, movements
that escape analysis. In addition to all this, she has something that
she shares with none but the children of one man’s imagination.
She is intoxicated by a dream which is hardly understood by
herself, but possesses her like something half remembered on a
sudden wakening.

While I write, we are rehearsing The Well of the Saints, and
are painting for it decorative scenery, mountains in one or two
flat colours and without detail, ash trees and red salleys with
something of recurring pattern in their woven boughs. For though
the people of the play use no phrase they could not use in daily
life, we know that we are seeking to express what no eye has ever
seen.

Abbey Theatre,
January 27, 1905.



 
 
 

 
DISCOVERIES

 
 

PROPHET, PRIEST AND KING
 

The little theatrical company I write my plays for had come
to a west of Ireland town, and was to give a performance in
an old ball-room, for there was no other room big enough. I
went there from a neighbouring country-house, and, arriving a
little before the players, tried to open a window. My hands were
black with dirt in a moment, and presently a pane of glass and
a part of the window-frame came out in my hands. Everything
in this room was half in ruins, the rotten boards cracked under
my feet, and our new proscenium and the new boards of the
platform looked out of place, and yet the room was not really
old, in spite of the musicians’ gallery over the stage. It had been
built by some romantic or philanthropic landlord some three or
four generations ago, and was a memory of we knew not what
unfinished scheme.

From there I went to look for the players, and called for
information on a young priest, who had invited them and taken
upon himself the finding of an audience. He lived in a high house
with other priests, and as I went in I noticed with a whimsical
pleasure a broken pane of glass in the fanlight over the door,
for he had once told me the story of an old woman who a good



 
 
 

many years ago quarrelled with the bishop, got drunk and hurled
a stone through the painted glass. He was a clever man who read
Meredith and Ibsen, but some of his books had been packed
in the fire-grate by his housekeeper, instead of the customary
view of an Italian lake or the coloured tissue-paper. The players,
who had been giving a performance in a neighbouring town, had
not yet come, or were unpacking their costumes and properties
at the hotel he had recommended them. We should have time,
he said, to go through the half-ruined town and to visit the
convent schools and the cathedral, where, owing to his influence,
two of our young Irish sculptors had been set to carve an altar
and the heads of pillars. I had only heard of this work, and I
found its strangeness and simplicity – one of them had been
Rodin’s pupil – could not make me forget the meretriciousness
of the architecture and the commercial commonplace of the
inlaid pavement. The new movement had seized on the cathedral
midway in its growth, and the worst of the old and the best of
the new were side by side without any sign of transition. The
convent school was, as other like places have been to me, – a
long room in a workhouse hospital at Portumna, in particular, –
a delight to the imagination and the eyes. A new floor had been
put into some ecclesiastical building and the light from a great
mullioned window, cut off at the middle, fell aslant upon rows of
clean and seemingly happy children. The nuns, who show in their
own convents, where they can put what they like, a love of what
is mean and pretty, make beautiful rooms where the regulations



 
 
 

compel them to do all with a few colours and a few flowers. I
think it was that day, but am not sure, that I had lunch at a convent
and told fairy stories to a couple of nuns, and I hope it was not
mere politeness that made them seem to have a child’s interest
in such things.

A good many of our audience, when the curtain went up in
the old ball-room, were drunk, but all were attentive, for they
had a great deal of respect for my friend, and there were other
priests there. Presently the man at the door opposite to the stage
strayed off somewhere and I took his place, and when boys came
up offering two or three pence and asking to be let into the
sixpenny seats, I let them join the melancholy crowd. The play
professed to tell of the heroic life of ancient Ireland, but was
really full of sedentary refinement and the spirituality of cities.
Every emotion was made as dainty-footed and dainty-fingered
as might be, and a love and pathos where passion had faded
into sentiment, emotions of pensive and harmless people, drove
shadowy young men through the shadows of death and battle. I
watched it with growing rage. It was not my own work, but I have
sometimes watched my own work with a rage made all the more
salt in the mouth from being half despair. Why should we make
so much noise about ourselves and yet have nothing to say that
was not better said in that workhouse dormitory, where a few
flowers and a few coloured counterpanes and the coloured walls
had made a severe and gracious beauty? Presently the play was
changed and our comedian began to act a little farce, and when I



 
 
 

saw him struggle to wake into laughter an audience out of whom
the life had run as if it were water, I rejoiced, as I had over that
broken window-pane. Here was something secular, abounding,
even a little vulgar, for he was gagging horribly, condescending
to his audience, though not without contempt.

We had supper in the priest’s house, and a government official
who had come down from Dublin, partly out of interest in this
attempt ‘to educate the people,’ and partly because it was his
holiday and it was necessary to go somewhere, entertained us
with little jokes. Somebody, not, I think, a priest, talked of the
spiritual destiny of our race and praised the night’s work, for the
play was refined and the people really very attentive, and he could
not understand my discontent; but presently he was silenced by
the patter of jokes.

I had my breakfast by myself the next morning, for the players
had got up in the middle of the night and driven some ten miles
to catch an early train to Dublin, and were already on their way
to their shops and offices. I had brought the visitors’ book of the
hotel, to turn over its pages while waiting for my bacon and eggs,
and found several pages full of obscenities, scrawled there some
two or three weeks before, by Dublin visitors, it seemed, for a
notorious Dublin street was mentioned. Nobody had thought it
worth his while to tear out the page or blacken out the lines, and
as I put the book away impressions that had been drifting through
my mind for months rushed up into a single thought. ‘If we poets
are to move the people, we must reintegrate the human spirit in



 
 
 

our imagination. The English have driven away the kings, and
turned the prophets into demagogues, and you cannot have health
among a people if you have not prophet, priest and king.’



 
 
 

 
PERSONALITY AND THE

INTELLECTUAL ESSENCES
 

My work in Ireland has continually set this thought before
me: ‘How can I make my work mean something to vigorous
and simple men whose attention is not given to art but to a
shop, or teaching in a National School, or dispensing medicine?’
I had not wanted to ‘elevate them’ or ‘educate them,’ as these
words are understood, but to make them understand my vision,
and I had not wanted a large audience, certainly not what
is called a national audience, but enough people for what is
accidental and temporary to lose itself in the lump. In England,
where there have been so many changing activities and so
much systematic education, one only escapes from crudities and
temporary interests among students, but here there is the right
audience, could one but get its ears. I have always come to this
certainty: what moves natural men in the arts is what moves them
in life, and that is, intensity of personal life, intonations that show
them in a book or a play, the strength, the essential moment of
a man who would be exciting in the market or at the dispensary
door. They must go out of the theatre with the strength they
live by strengthened with looking upon some passion that could,
whatever its chosen way of life, strike down an enemy, fill a
long stocking with money or move a girl’s heart. They have not
much to do with the speculations of science, though they have a



 
 
 

little, or with the speculations of metaphysics, though they have
a little. Their legs will tire on the road if there is nothing in their
hearts but vague sentiment, and though it is charming to have an
affectionate feeling about flowers, that will not pull the cart out
of the ditch. An exciting person, whether the hero of a play or
the maker of poems, will display the greatest volume of personal
energy, and this energy must seem to come out of the body as
out of the mind. We must say to ourselves continually when we
imagine a character: ‘Have I given him the roots, as it were, of all
faculties necessary for life?’ And only when one is certain of that
may one give him the one faculty that fills the imagination with
joy. I even doubt if any play had ever a great popularity that did
not use, or seem to use, the bodily energies of its principal actor
to the full. Villon the robber could have delighted these Irishmen
with plays and songs, if he and they had been born to the same
traditions of word and symbol, but Shelley could not; and as men
came to live in towns and to read printed books and to have many
specialised activities, it has become more possible to produce
Shelleys and less and less possible to produce Villons. The last
Villon dwindled into Robert Burns because the highest faculties
had faded, taking the sense of beauty with them, into some sort
of vague heaven and left the lower to lumber where they best
could. In literature, partly from the lack of that spoken word
which knits us to normal man, we have lost in personality, in our
delight in the whole man – blood, imagination, intellect, running
together – but have found a new delight, in essences, in states of



 
 
 

mind, in pure imagination, in all that comes to us most easily in
elaborate music. There are two ways before literature – upward
into ever-growing subtlety, with Verhaeren, with Mallarmé, with
Maeterlinck, until at last, it may be, a new agreement among
refined and studious men gives birth to a new passion, and what
seems literature becomes religion; or downward, taking the soul
with us until all is simplified and solidified again. That is the
choice of choices – the way of the bird until common eyes have
lost us, or to the market carts; but we must see to it that the soul
goes with us, for the bird’s song is beautiful, and the traditions of
modern imagination, growing always more musical, more lyrical,
more melancholy, casting up now a Shelley, now a Swinburne,
now a Wagner, are, it may be, the frenzy of those that are about
to see what the magic hymn printed by the Abbé de Villars has
called the Crown of Living and Melodious Diamonds. If the
carts have hit our fancy we must have the soul tight within our
bodies, for it has grown so fond of a beauty accumulated by subtle
generations that it will for a long time be impatient with our thirst
for mere force, mere personality, for the tumult of the blood. If
it begin to slip away we must go after it, for Shelley’s Chapel
of the Morning Star is better than Burns’s beer-house – surely it
was beer, not barleycorn – except at the day’s weary end; and it
is always better than that uncomfortable place where there is no
beer, the machine shop of the realists.
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