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A Note on the Text

The order of Last Poems is controversial and must remain problematic. Until recently the order and selection of poems universally followed was that established after Yeats’s death by his widow and his publishers in Last Poems and Plays (1940). This edition combined thirty-five poems from New Poems and three from On the Boiler with those poems which had been printed in Last Poems and Two Plays (1939) under the imprint of the Cuala Press. After the appearance of Collected Poems in 1949 this conjunction of poems from three sources acquired canonical status, with significant consequences. New Poems, which had been published during Yeats’s lifetime, was not accorded individual identity and did not feature among the named volumes which together constituted the corpus of Yeats’s poetic achievement. On the Boiler was also omitted as a separate heading, but this was less surprising, since it was essentially a volume of prose which included three poems. The Collected Poems of 1949 also chose to ignore the sequence of those poems which had been published in Last Poems and Two Plays shortly after Yeats’s death in 1939.

The present selection coincides with the practice of several of Yeats’s most recent editors in breaking with this tradition by acknowledging the existence of New Poems, On the Boiler and Last Poems and Two Plays as separate volumes and by following the sequence of poems which they established. The ordering of the poems in Last Poems and Two Plays was, of course, posthumous, but, as Curtis Bradford has shown, it corresponds to a manuscript list prepared by Yeats and may therefore be assumed to embody his intentions. The effect of these changes is to produce a redistribution which significantly affects the resonance of individual poems and of the collection by altering the relationships between the constituent elements. Last Poems begins with ‘The Gyres’ and ends with ‘Under Ben Bulben’. In Last Poems and Two Plays (which is followed here) ‘Under Ben Bulben’ is the first poem and the volume ends not with the poet’s epitaph for himself but with the brief lyric ‘Politics’. The main consequence of starting with ‘Under Ben Bulben’ is to imply that all the other poems are delivered from beyond the grave and represent a legacy to Yeats’s successors, while the choice of ‘Politics’ as a conclusion introduces an insistence on the human and the physical which is characteristically Yeatsian, even while lamenting an old man’s distance from the love which he celebrates. It is important to notice, though, that Last Poems and Two Plays did not end with ‘Politics’ but with two plays focused on last things: The Death of Cuchulain and Purgatory. No edition of the poetry can do justice to the complexity of this original volume.

In spite of this process of reordering, the editorial policy informing the present selection is essentially conservative, in keeping with the general aim of the series and the constraints imposed by copyright. The main initiative is the printing of alternative versions of a number of poems and the inclusion of a selection of variant readings, all from printed texts. There is no attempt to be comprehensive; the choices represent an editorial selection which is intended to illustrate the most significant and interesting elements in Yeats’s revisionary process and the diversity of his textual history.

The main source for poems up to and including The Winding Stair is Collected Poems (1933). Exceptions are provided by ‘The Phases of the Moon’, ‘Leda and the Swan’ and ‘All Souls’ Night’, which are based on the versions in A Vision (1937), as well as ‘The Hero, the Girl and the Fool’, which is based on the version in The Tomer (1928). Poems from A Full Moon in March (1935), New Poems (1938) and On the Boiler (1939) are based on the texts which were established in those volumes. Last Poems presents more of a problem, since some of the poems did not appear until after Yeats’s death, and there is considerable textual uncertainty, especially in matters of punctuation. My main sources are as follows: Last Poems and Two Plays (for ‘Under Ben Bulben’, ‘The Black Tower’ and ‘Cuchulain Comforted’); London Mercury, March 1939 (for ‘The Statues’, ‘News for the Delphic Oracle’, ‘Long-legged Fly’ and ‘A Bronze Head’); London Mercury, December 1938 (for ‘John Kinsella’s Lament for Mrs. Mary Moore’ and ‘High Talk’); London Mercury, January 1939 (for ‘The Man and the Echo’, ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’ and ‘Politics’). In a small number of cases, in these poems, as elsewhere in the edition, I have found it necessary to intervene very slightly in matters of spelling and punctuation. In punctuation I have looked for intelligibility rather than consistency and intervened only when it seemed unavoidable. In spelling I have aimed at consistency, almost exclusively in proper names; this does not apply in the case of hyphenated words, where Yeats’s practice seems too diverse to be brought under a rule.

The publishers are grateful to the following for permission to reproduce copyright material: to A. P. Watt Ltd, on behalf of Michael B. Yeats, and Macmillan London Ltd for ‘Reprisals’; to Oxford University Press and the Estate of W. B. Yeats for Vision and Revision in Last Poems by Jon Stallworthy (1969); to Grafton Books, a division of HarperCollins Publishers, for The Letters of W. B. Yeats, edited by Allan Wade (London, Hart-Davis, 1954); to the Morris Library (Special Collections), Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, and the Estate of W. B. Yeats for Yeats at Work by Curtis Bradford.




Love Song

From the Gaelic


My love, we will go, we will go, I and you,

And away in the woods we will scatter the dew;

And the salmon behold, and the ousel too,

My love, we will hear, I and you, we will hear,

5The calling afar of the doe and the deer.

And the bird in the branches will cry for us clear,

And the cuckoo unseen in his festival mood;

And death, oh my fair one, will never come near

In the bosom afar of the fragrant wood.



The Wanderings of Oisin
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Book III


Fled foam underneath us, and round us, a wandering and milky smoke,

High as the saddle-girth, covering away from our glances the tide;

And those that fled, and that followed, from the foam-pale distance broke;

The immortal desire of Immortals we saw in their faces, and sighed.

5I mused on the chase with the Fenians, and Bran, Sceolan, Lomair,

And never a song sang Niamh, and over my finger-tips

Came now the sliding of tears and sweeping of mist-cold hair,

And now the warmth of sighs, and after the quiver of lips.

Were we days long or hours long in riding, when, rolled in a grisly peace,

10An isle lay level before us, with dripping hazel and oak?

And we stood on a sea’s edge we saw not; for whiter than new-washed fleece

Fled foam underneath us, and round us, a wandering and milky smoke.

And we rode on the plains of the sea’s edge; the sea’s edge barren and grey,

Grey sand on the green of the grasses and over the dripping trees,

15Dripping and doubling landward, as-though they would hasten away,

Like an army of old men longing for rest from the moan of the seas.

But the trees grew taller and closer, immense in their wrinkling bark;

Dropping; a murmurous dropping; old silence and that one sound;

For no live creatures lived there, no weasels moved in the dark:

20Long sighs arose in our spirits, beneath us bubbled the ground.

And the ears of the horse went sinking away in the hollow night,

For, as drift from a sailor slow drowning the gleams of the world and the sun,

Ceased on our hands and our faces, on hazel and oak leaf, the light,

And the stars were blotted above us, and the whole of the world was one.

25Till the horse gave a whinny; for, cumbrous with stems of the hazel and oak,

A valley flowed down from his hoofs, and there in the long grass lay,

Under the starlight and shadow, a monstrous slumbering folk,

Their naked and gleaming bodies poured out and heaped in the way.

And by them were arrow and war-axe, arrow and shield and blade;

30And dew-blanched horns, in whose hollow a child of three years old

Could sleep on a couch of rushes, and all inwrought and inlaid,

And more comely than man can make them with bronze and silver and gold.

And each of the huge white creatures was huger than fourscore men;

The tops of their ears were feathered, their hands were the claws of birds,

35And, shaking the plumes of the grasses and the leaves of the mural glen,

The breathing came from those bodies, long warless, grown whiter than curds.

The wood was so spacious above them, that He who has stars for His flocks

Could fondle the leaves with His fingers, nor go from His dew-cumbered skies;

So long were they sleeping, the owls had builded their nests in their locks,

40Filling the fibrous dimness with long generations of eyes.

And over the limbs and the valley the slow owls wandered and came,

Now in a place of star-fire, and now in a shadow-place wide;

And the chief of the huge white creatures, his knees in the soft star-flame,

Lay loose in a place of shadow: we drew the reins by his side.

45Golden the nails of his bird-claws, flung loosely along the dim ground;

In one was a branch soft-shining with bells more many than sighs

In midst of an old man’s bosom; owls ruffling and pacing around

Sidled their bodies against him, filling the shade with their eyes.

And my gaze was thronged with the sleepers; no, not since the world began,

50In realms where the handsome were many, nor in glamours by demons flung,

Have faces alive with such beauty been known to the salt eye of man,

Yet weary with passions that faded when the sevenfold seas were young.

And I gazed on the bell-branch, sleep’s forebear, far sung by the Sennachies.

I saw how those slumberers, grown weary, there camping in grasses deep,

55Of wars with the wide world and pacing the shores of the wandering seas,

Laid hands on the bell-branch and swayed it, and fed of unhuman sleep.

Snatching the horn of Niamh, I blew a long lingering note.

Came sound from those monstrous sleepers, a sound like the stirring of flies.

He, shaking the fold of his lips, and heaving the pillar of his throat,

60Watched me with mournful wonder out of the wells of his eyes.

I cried, ‘Come out of the shadow, king of the nails of gold!

And tell of your goodly household and the goodly works of your hands,

That we may muse in the starlight and talk of the battles of old;

Your questioner, Oisin, is worthy, he comes from the Fenian lands.’

65Half open his eyes were, and held me, dull with the smoke of their dreams;

His lips moved slowly in answer, no answer out of them came;

Then he swayed in his fingers the bell-branch, slow dropping a sound in faint streams

Softer than snow-flakes in April and piercing the marrow like flame.

Wrapt in the wave of that music, with weariness more than of earth,

70The moil of my centuries filled me; and gone like a sea-covered stone

Were the memories of the whole of my sorrow and the memories of the whole of my mirth,

And a softness came from the starlight and filled me full to the bone.

In the roots of the grasses, the sorrels, I laid my body as low;

And the pearl-pale Niamh lay by me, her brow on the midst of my breast;

75And the horse was gone in the distance, and years after years ‘gan flow;

Square leaves of the ivy moved over us, binding us down to our rest.

And, man of the many white croziers, a century there I forgot

How the fetlocks drip blood in the battle, when the fallen on fallen lie rolled;

How the falconer follows the falcon in the weeds of the heron’s plot,

80And the name of the demon whose hammer made Conchubar’s sword-blade of old.

And, man of the many white croziers, a century there I forgot

That the spear-shaft is made out of ashwood, the shield out of osier and hide;

How the hammers spring on the anvil, on the spearhead’s burning spot;

How the slow, blue-eyed oxen of Finn low sadly at evening tide.

85But in dreams, mild man of the croziers, driving the dust with their throngs,

Moved round me, of seamen or landsmen, all who are winter tales;

Came by me the kings of the Red Branch, with roaring of laughter and songs,

Or moved as they moved once, love-making or piercing the tempest with sails.

Came Blanaid, Mac Nessa, tall Fergus who feastward of old time slunk,

90Cook Barach, the traitor; and warward, the spittle on his beard never dry,

Dark Balor, as old as a forest, car-borne, his mighty head sunk

Helpless, men lifting the lids of his weary and death-making eye.

And by me, in soft red raiment, the Fenians moved in loud streams,

And Grania, walking and smiling, sewed with her needle of bone.

95So lived I and lived not, so wrought I and wrought not, with creatures of dreams,

In a long iron sleep, as a fish in the water goes dumb as a stone.

At times our slumber was lightened. When the sun was on silver or gold;

When brushed with the wings of the owls, in the dimness they love going by;

When a glow-worm was green on a grass-leaf, lured from his lair in the mould;

100Half wakening, we lifted our eyelids, and gazed on the grass with a sigh.

So watched I when, man of the croziers, at the heel of a century fell,

Weak, in the midst of the meadow, from his miles in the midst of the air,

A starling like them that forgathered ‘neath a moon waking white as a shell

When the Fenians made foray at morning with Bran, Sceolan, Lomair.

105I awoke: the strange horse without summons out of the distance ran,

Thrusting his nose to my shoulder; he knew in his bosom deep

That once more moved in my bosom the ancient sadness of man,

And that I would leave the Immortals, their dimness, their dews dropping sleep.

O, had you seen beautiful Niamh grow white as the waters are white,

Lord of the croziers, you even had lifted your hands and wept: no

But, the bird in my fingers, I mounted, remembering alone that delight

Of twilight and slumber were gone, and that hoofs impatiently stept.

I cried, ‘O Niamh! O white one! if only a twelve-houred day,

I must gaze on the beard of Finn, and move where the old men and young

115In the Fenians’ dwellings of wattle lean on the chessboards and play,

Ah, sweet to me now were even bald Conan’s slanderous tongue!

‘Like me were some galley forsaken far off in Meridian isle,

Remembering its long-oared companions, sails turning to threadbare rags;

No more to crawl on the seas with long oars mile after mile,

120But to be amid shooting of flies and flowering of rushes and flags.’

Their motionless eyeballs of spirits grown mild with mysterious thought,

Watched her those seamless faces from the valley’s glimmering girth;

As she murmured, ‘O wandering Oisin, the strength of the bell-branch is naught,

For there moves alive in your fingers the fluttering sadness of earth.

125‘Then go through the lands in the saddle and see what the mortals do,

And sofdy come to your Niamh over the tops of the tide;

But weep for your Niamh, O Oisin, weep; for if only your shoe

Brush lightly as haymouse earth’s pebbles, you will come no more to my side.

‘O flaming lion of the world, O when will you turn to your rest?’

130I saw from a distant saddle; from the earth she made her moan:

‘I would die like a small withered leaf in the autumn, for breast unto breast

We shall mingle no more, nor our gazes empty their sweetness lone

‘In the isles of the farthest seas where only the spirits come.

Were the winds less soft than the breath of a pigeon who sleeps on her nest,

135Nor lost in the star-fires and odours the sound of the sea’s vague drum?

O flaming lion of the world, O when will you turn to your rest?’

The wailing grew distant; I rode by the woods of the wrinkling bark,

Where ever is murmurous dropping, old silence and that one sound;

For no live creatures live there, no weasels move in the dark;

140In a reverie forgetful of all things, over the bubbling ground.

And I rode by the plains of the sea’s edge, where all is barren and grey,

Grey sand on the green of the grasses and overthe dripping trees,

Dripping and doubling landward, as though they would hasten away,

Like an army of old men longing for rest from the moan of the seas.

145And the winds made the sands on the sea’s edge turning and turning go,

As my mind made the names of the Fenians. Far from the hazel and oak,

I rode away on the surges, where, high as the saddle-bow,

Fled foam underneath me, and round me, a wandering and milky smoke.

Long fled the foam-flakes around me, the winds fled out of the vast,

150Snatching the bird in secret; nor knew I, embosomed apart,

When they froze the cloth on my body like armour riveted fast,

For Remembrance, lifting her leanness, keened in the gates of my heart.

Till, fattening the winds of the morning, an odour of new-mown hay

Came, and my forehead fell low, and my tears like berries fell down;

155Later a sound came, half lost in the sound of a shore far away,

From the great grass-barnacle calling, and later the shore-weeds brown.

If I were as I once was, the strong hoofs crushing the sand and the shells,

Coming out of the sea as the dawn comes, a chaunt of love on my lips,

Not coughing, my head on my knees, and praying, and wroth with the bells,

160I would leave no saint’s head on his body from Rachlin to Bera of ships.

Making way from the kindling surges, I rode on a bridle-path

Much wondering to see upon all hands, of wattles and woodwork made,

Your bell-mounted churches, and guardless the sacred cairn and the rath,

And a small and a feeble populace stooping with mattock and spade,

165Or weeding or ploughing with faces a-shining with much-toil wet;

While in this place and that place, with bodies unglorious, their chieftains stood,

Awaiting in patience the straw-death, croziered one, caught in your net:

Went the laughter of scorn from my mouth like the roaring of wind in a wood.

And because I went by them so huge and so speedy with eyes so bright,

170Came after the hard gaze of youth, or an old man lifted his head:

And I rode and I rode, and I cried out, ‘The Fenians hunt wolves in the night,

So sleep thee by daytime.’ A voice cried, ‘The Fenians a long time are dead.’

A whitebeard stood hushed on the pathway, the flesh of his face as dried grass,

And in folds round his eyes and his mouth, he sad as a child without milk

175And the dreams of the islands were gone, and I knew how men sorrow and pass,

And their hound, and their horse, and their love, and their eyes that glimmer like silk.

And wrapping my face in my hair, I murmured, ‘In old age they ceased’;

And my tears were larger than berries, and I murmured, ‘Where white clouds lie spread

On Crevroe or broad Knockfefin, with many of old they feast

180On the floors of the gods.’ He cried, ‘No, the gods a long time are dead.’

And lonely and longing for Niamh, I shivered and turned me about,

The heart in me longing to leap like a grasshopper into her heart;

I turned and rode to the westward, and followed the sea’s old shout

Till I saw where Maeve lies sleeping till starlight and midnight part.

185And there at the foot of the mountain, two carried a sack full of sand,

They bore it with staggering and sweating, but fell with their burden at length.

Leaning down from the gem-studded saddle, I flung it five yards with my hand,

With a sob for men waxing so weakly, a sob for the Fenians’ old strength.

The rest you have heard of, O croziered man; how, when divided the girth,

190I fell on the path, and the horse went away like a summer fly;

And my years three hundred fell on me, and I rose, and walked on the earth,

A creeping old man, full of sleep, with the spittle on his beard never dry.

How the men of the sand-sack showed me a church with its belfry in air;

Sorry place, where for swing of the war-axe in my dim eyes the crazier gleams;

195What place have Caoilte and Conan, and Bran, Sceolan, Lomair?

Speak, you too are old with your memories, an old man surrounded with dreams.

S. Patrick. Where the flesh of the footsole clingeth on the burning stones is their place;

Where the demons whip them with wires on the burning stones of wide Hell,

Watching the blessed ones move far off, and the smile on God’s face,

Between them a gateway of brass, and the howl of the angels who fell.

Oisin. Put the staff in my hands; for I go to the Fenians, O cleric, to chaunt

The war-songs that roused them of old; they will rise, making clouds with their breath,

Innumerable, singing, exultant; the clay underneath them shall pant,

And demons be broken in pieces, and trampled beneath them in death.

205And demons afraid in their darkness; deep horror of eyes and of wings,

Afraid, their ears on the earth laid, shall listen and rise up and weep;

Hearing the shaking of shields and the quiver of stretched bowstrings,

Hearing Hell loud with a murmur, as shouting and mocking we sweep.

We will tear out the flaming stones, and batter the gateway of brass

210And enter, and none sayeth ‘No’ when there enters the strongly armed guest;

Make clean as a broom cleans, and march on as oxen move over young grass;

Then feast, making converse of wars, and of old wounds, and turn to our rest.

S. Patrick. On the flaming stones, without refuge, the limbs of the Fenians are tost;

None war on the masters of Hell, who could break up the world in their rage;

215But kneel and wear out the flags and pray for your soul that is lost

Through the demon love of its youth and its godless and passionate age.

Oisin. Ah me! to be shaken with coughing and broken with old age and pain,

Without laughter, a show unto children, alone with remembrance and fear;

All emptied of purple hours as a beggar’s cloak in the rain,

220As a hay-cock out on the flood, or a wolf sucked under a weir.

It were sad to gaze on the blessed and no man I loved of old there;

I throw down the chain of small stones! when life in my body has ceased,

I will go to Caoilte, and Conan, and Bran, Sceolan, Lomair,

And dwell in the house of the Fenians, be they in flames or at feast.

lines 217–24Ah me! to be old without succour, a show unto children, a stain,

Without laughter, a coughing, alone with remembrance and fear,

All emptied of purple hours as a beggar’s cloak in the rain,

As a grass seed crushed by a pebble, as a wolf sucked under a weir.

I will pray no more with the smooth stones:

when life in my body has ceased –

For lonely to move ‘mong the soft eyes of best ones a sad thing were –

I will go to the house of the Fenians, be they in flames or at feast,

To Fin, Caolte, and Conan, and Bran, Sgeolan, Lomair.

(first edition, 1889)






Appendix: From ‘speaking to the Psaltery’

Yeats had strong and interesting ideas about the speaking of verse, especially in dramatic performances. This essay, which first appeared in 1902 and in Ideas of Good and Evil (1903), was later supplemented by musical examples, including Yeats’s own setting of ‘The Song of the Old Mother’. This setting can be compared to Yeats’s reading of the poem, which is available on the Caedmon label. The psaltery, which is central to the essay and to the Yeatsian experiment, was a plucked instrument.

An account of Yeats as reader is provided by Edward Marsh: ‘After supper he was made to read to us some things out of a new volume of his poems…, they seemed most beautiful in sound, tho’ I never can understand poetry read out. He read them in an extremely monotonous voice, with very strong emphasis on all the accents – it was rather effective, but I think it’s possible to read in a more natural way without sacrificing the music of the verse’ (Christopher Hassall, Edward Marsh, Patron of the Arts: A Biography, 1959). Marsh is describing a reading on 23 April 1899.

Since I was a boy I have always longed to hear poems spoken to a harp, as I imagined Homer to have spoken his, for it is not natural to enjoy an art only when one is by oneself. Whenever one finds a fine verse one wants to read it to somebody, and it would be much less trouble and much pleasanter if we could all listen, friend by friend, lover by beloved. Images used to rise up before me, as I am sure they have arisen before nearly everybody else who cares for poetry, of wild-eyed men speaking harmoniously to murmuring wires while audiences in many-coloured robes listened, hushed and excited. Whenever I spoke of my desire to anybody they said I should write for music, but when I heard anything sung I did not hear the words, or if I did their natural pronunciation was altered and their natural music was altered, or it was drowned in another music which I did not understand. What was the good of writing a love-song if the singer pronounced love, ‘lo-o-o-o-o-ve’, or even if he said ‘love’, but did not give it its exact place and weight in the rhythm? Like every other poet, I spoke verses in a kind of chant when I was making diem; and sometimes, when I was alone on a country road, I would speak them in a loud chanting voice, and feel that if I dared I would speak them in that way to other people…

Even when one is speaking to a single note sounded faintly on the Psaltery, if one is sufficiently practised to speak on it without thinking about it one can get an endless variety of expression. All art is, indeed, a monotony in external things for the sake of an interior variety, a sacrifice of gross effects to subtle effects, an asceticism of the imagination. But this new art, new in modern life I mean, will have to train its hearers as well as its speakers, for it takes time to surrender gladly the gross efforts one is accustomed to, and one may well find mere monotony at first where one soon learns to find a variety as incalculable as in the outline of faces or in the expression of eyes. Modern acting and recitation have taught us to fix our attention on the gross effects till we have come to think gesture, and the intonation that copies the accidental surface of life, more important than the rhythm; and yet we understand theoretically that it is precisely this rhythm that separates good writing from bad, that is the glimmer, the fragrance, the spirit of all intense literature. I do not say that we should speak our plays to musical notes, for dramatic verse will need its own method, and I have hitherto experimented with short lyric poems alone; but I am certain that, if people would listen for a while to lyrical verse spoken to notes, they would soon find it impossible to listen without indignation to verse as it is spoken in our leading theatres. They would get a subtlety of hearing that would demand new effects from actors and even from public speakers, and they might, it may be, begin even to notice one another’s voices till poetry and rhythm had come nearer to common life.

I cannot tell what changes this new art is to go through, or to what greatness or littleness of fortune; but I can imagine little stories in prose with their dialogues in metre going pleasantly to the strings. I am not certain that I shall not see some Order naming itself from the Golden Violet of the Troubadours or the like, and having among its members none but well-taught and well-mannered speakers who will keep the new art from disrepute. They will know how to keep from singing notes and from prosaic lifeless intonations, and they will always understand, however far they push their experi­ments, that poetry and not music is their object; and they will have by heart, like the Irish File, so many poems and notations that they will never have to bend their heads over the book, to the ruin of dramatic expression and of that wild air the bard had always about him in my boyish imagination. They will go here and there speaking their verses and their little stories wherever they can find a score or two of poetical-minded people in a big room, or a couple of poetical-minded friends sitting by the hearth, and poets will write them poems and little stories to the confounding of print and paper. I, at any rate, from this out mean to write all my longer poems for the stage, and all my shorter ones for the Psaltery, if only some strong angel keep me to my good resolutions.
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