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At least since Arthur Symons dedicated The Symbolist Movement in
Literature (1899) to Yeats, calling him “the chief representative” of
symbolism in England, critics have been at odds over the depth and breadth of
the poet’s connection to the European fin de siécle. Edmund Wilson (1991)
famously included Yeats among the writers who stand at the culmination of
French symbolism and mark its transition to the modernist mainstream.
Readers such as Bruce Morris (1986) and Jean-Louis Backés (1981) have
pointed to Yeats’s assimilation of, respectively, symbolist rhetorical and
theatrical techniques. The majority of critics, however, tends to resist
attributing any of Yeats’s poetic innovations to the direct influence of
European  writers. While acknowledging the undeniable impact of
fin-desiécle literary ideas on Yeats’s poetry, they reject suggestions that
Yeats should be unproblematically grouped among the symbolists. Thus
A. . Bate, for example, refers to Yeats’s “affinity” with contemporary
French writers, asserting that “he was “nfluenced” by —though may not
have known— works which defined the late nineteenth century Symbolist
aesthetic” (1983: 1214-1215). Haskell Block, similarly, insists that Yeats
developed his notion of the symbol primarily from his reading of Blake and
Swedenborg, and “was not dependent on contemporary French doctrine for his
formulations” (1990: 9). Daphne Fullwood points to his “instinctive”
understanding of Symbolist practice, but also minimizes the significance of
any direct or programmatic borrowing (1970: 356). Denis Donoghue
suggests that while Yeats may have “started out as a Symbolist, [he] ended
up as something else” (1977: 104). And Gayatri Spivak argues that Yeats
may have shared with the symbolists certain thematic tendencies but “did not
practice Symbolisme” (1972: 101).
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ymbolism have been exclusively preoccupied.
r, I shall argue in what follows, Yeats takes from the symbolists a |
e "‘strategy” and not-a-coherent- theory.-or_thematic. constellation. This £
X is explicitly post-romantic, and seeks to challenge prevailing
tratcgt}ilc conceptions of poetic language and subjectivity from within the
E:nntic paradigm.3 Despite his shifting theoretical allegiances, and his
sistance t0 adumbrating a single poetic doqtrjne, Yeats continues to draw g
apon this poetic strategy, even as he expllclt_ly rejects the thematic and I
petorical trappings of fin-de-siécle symbolism itself. '
: Much like the French symbolists, Yeats worked self-consciously within
2 romantic conception of lyric poetry. Schplars of rqmantigism have long
noted that the specificity of this lyric derives frqm its claim to find the
Spiritual in the material, to assert a continuity betwefan pature and
imagination, the objective and the subjective realms. The chief aim of both
1 romantic writers, M. H. Abrams notes, “was to join

British and continenta
and “object” that modern intellection had put asunder,

together the “subject”
and thus to revivify a dead nature, restore its concreteness, significance, and

human values, and re-domiciliate man in a world which had become alien to
him” (1970: 218). In his classic article on romantic nature poetry, “1
Ww. K. Wimsatt suggests, similarly, that “the common feat of the romantic ‘
nature poets was to read meanings into the landscape”, to draw “the spirit or
soul of things [...] out of the very surface of nature itself” (1970: 83). The
poem thus stands not so much as an actual record of the poet’s-observation, I
nor as a mere solipsistic utterance of purely personal emotion, but as an k
embodiment of a dialectic between imagination and nature, self and non-self.
Romantic poets find themselves in the landscape by investing that landscape

with spiritual qualities, and asserting their own unity with the natural world. S
What Abrams calls the “greater romantic lyric” offers a paradigm for this kind W;f}‘ ‘

Yeats himself notori \ i
ously both affirms and dénies the possj e e in

direct influence. In a Jet
9 . ter to Ernest Bovyd i bilj
that . oyd in Feb ity
S}’mbcfli}sl?sve(lgesvér had any detailed or accurate krrlllc?\fv};e(c)lfr 215 he declyy
“Very bad”. and 5: 592). Elsewhere, he acknowledges thbf of
garde writér:n(l;?;'t 3h667)h &Ei (thfﬁ 01111 1ty reading the Worksao
: 207). But in the important early essay «
X Y “The Ay

Needless to sa i

; Y, the question of i

th i of just how ’

e influence of symbolism cannot —perhaps I;l}iloclilldYggtts i It))oetcliyfowes o
— De definitj

e aInCIltaH s i i

CODCCth&I unity it did
z u y not hold for the w ite; who have ince been
:assomated with it.! This is not to argue g "
o

comes not in th, ’ ; .

and themes ;epoﬁt s short-lived fascination with the limited set of i

correspondences. ave come to call “symbolist” (the d Images
» the valorization of imagination over fact ocne of

of interaction. Such poems present a dramatized speaker in a specific and
localized natural setting (often named in the title), whom the reader overhears
pondering a memory or idea inspired by the setting. The poem often begins
with a description of the setting, then turns inward to the speaker’s
meditation, and then returns to the outer scene, which is now described in
terms of the insights or emotions the speaker has gained from the meditation
(Abrams 1970: 201).

This poetic model was crucial to nineteenth—century poetry, and
continues to underlie modern assumptions about imaginative writing. Yet it
does not come without its problems. As Paul de Man argues, in his essay
“The Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image”, the interaction between
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subject and object that shapes romantic nature poe
ziiir;n%flmetﬁt bet\.;veen naturc_a and the imagination, rzthetrry th:t;eiﬁs o i
union that ¢ major Romantics seem to depict. Indeed, the dream fc happy
;I;tsirra:lcz:lofriozlmses from a feeling of lack, and not, as readers OhazliltC b
assurm ’th e “Til new. sense of closenesg to nature. De Man notes inuall.y
abzenée o the ex1stepce of the pOCth. image is itself a sign c;f di\?lls
absence:’ (1984-66 )cc;)nscmus use of poetic imagery an admission of ullr?e
oence” ( natui-e - Poetry thug becomgs a weak substitute for the imrnedia:S
g ;Somannaci writers desire and feel they have lost, and POet'e
i, or & Ve e e e o approvinaing
' n, , - resents a i
(f?gzi .a;t)emlggse to brlng Ianguage clqser to the ontpological staliizciﬁfsﬁiu?f
phrasé “\;vie Bhl;(r)nmaguilwnter Imagines that words can rise, in Hélderlin’:
i ,_and Bl :nrib.E ike ﬂozvers]; b,l,lt to 'the extent that words are not
The confidence ?n thébgg?fs;iyngnapfxelr_ofﬂllf g eays fall o
. in, nguage —in ili
iﬁfl;aptl::t; 01(‘i g;osopopoma }‘.o' Jjoin, if only conceptuale, subjecil ?m:ll l:)lllagte};tif
oth nes romanticism and also marks its limits and i
contradictions. inferent

gﬁ) ];11 églﬁf icI)lf gZI;(S)’nstlriting the significance of this specifically symbolist
§ later poetry, I will compare two poems ostensibl
zg%liltr ;\gan,s Mallarmé’s famous sonnet “Le vierge, le 5ivace, et lelbe}ll
caJ th ui (1885), an'd Yeats’s “The Wild Swans at Coole” (1916). In each
o eszoete,ssxrzell;lt in qﬁfzstlonhseems to stand as a symbol for poetry, the poet, or
1onship to his past. And in each case, the oem, i
£ ) confo
large part to the structure of romantic nature poetry, Yet, II\)Nﬂl sugge’str nésog:
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o undermine the philosophical assumptions about nature and
at seem to produce them. Both the natural image and the lyric
t begin to break down under the ambiguities of poetic language.
;fialla;né’s poetry consistently makes the tension between lyric
ciousness and its objects a central concern. His poems generally follow a
ons | similar to that Abrams describes in his account of the greater romantic
mo Ce pbut with a crucial twist. The poems are often “about” an object —a
: set, 2 swan, the sea, a head of hair— which is described and commented
sunn ’by a coherent, if .diffuse, subject. But Mallarmé’s persistent
ing of the material aspects of language (sound, etymology, even
" the shape of letters) wgrks to brea.k down this int.er‘ac.tion. As he writes in a
" crucial passage from h1s. essay “Crise de vers”’ [Crisis in Pgetry] (.1 895) —an
essay that Yeats knew in Symons’s translation— the reciprocal interactions
of words in a text pose a challenge tr()) the coherence of both the subject and

S WOl'k t

B iectivity

Y

the object:

L’ceuvre pure implique la disparition élecutoire du poéte, qui cgde
I’initiative aux mots, par le heurt de leur inégalité mobilisés; ils
s’allument de reflets réciproques comme une virtuelle trainée de
feux sur des pierreries, remplacant la respiration perceptible en
I’ancien souffle lyrique ou la direction personnelle enthousiaste de
la phrase. (1992: 276-277)

\

N
[The pure work implies the elocutionary disappearance of the poet,
who cedes the initiative to words, mobilized by the clash of their
inequality; they light up with reciprocal reflections like a virtual
trail of fires over precious stones, replacing the perceptible
breathing in the lyric inspiration of old or the enthusiastic
personal control of the sentence.] (my translation)

The “collision” of words with each other, Mallarmé suggests, suspends both
the referential and the expressive powers of language. The brilliance of the
object becomes obscured by the “trainée de feux sur des pierreries” [trail of
fires over precious stones] generated by words; and the poet disappears in the

*» linguistic chains his “souffle lyrique” [lyric inspiration] sets in motion. The
‘r “pure” work is thus purged no so much of extraneous images or ideas, but of
E
{

those referential and expressive aspects of language that draw attention away
from the play of words.
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disavowal. The poem “suspends” reference in both senses of the word: a¢ once

holding it before us and rendering it inoperative.* We cap take a5

paradigmatic example of this suspension the sonnet “Le vierge, le vivace et
le bel aujourd’hui”: ‘

Le vierge, le vivace, et le bel aujourd’hui
Va—t—il nous déchirer avec un coup d’aile ivre
Ce lac dur oubli¢ que hante sous le givre

Le transparent glacier des vols qui n’ont pas fui!

Un cygne d’autrefois se souvient que c¢’est lui
Magnifique mais qui sans espoir se délivre
Pour n’avoir pas chanté 1a région ol vivre

Quand du stérile hiver 4 resplendi I’ennui,
Tout son col secouera cette blanche agonie
Par I’espace infligée 3 I’ oiseau qui le nie,

Mais non I’horreur du sol ol le plumage est pris.
Fantéme qu’a ce lieu son pur éclat assigne,

Il s’immobilise au songe froid de mépris

Que vét parmi I’exi] inutile le Cygne. (1992: 68-69)

[The virgin, the vivacious and the beautiful today/ Will it tear for
us with a drunken wing-blow/ This hard forgotten lake that haunts
. under the frost/ The transparent glacier of flights never flownl/ A

Critical opinion generally holds this text to be a Statement about poetry and
the place of the solitary poet in the quotidian world. In terms of its explicit
imagery, the poem seems to depict an exiled swan trapped in ice. This scene
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: bolizes at once the poet’s exile in the barren winter (“stérile_hiver”) of
symbo

4 Jlife and his double existence (as poet and modern man) from wh1’ch Ee

moders ation but to which he is bound by his own brilliance (“pur eclaF )
socks iber t for the world (“sohge froid de mépris”). The swan is quite
and conterr:g)niﬁed. It can hope for freedom (stanza 1), remember its past (“se
clear}y }zg) recognize its plight as an exile. We are led, indeed, to understand
souwelé'tién m:rally, to see its exile as a punishment for actions untaken
it? o is ui n’ont pas fui”, “pour n’avoir pas chanté la région ol vivre”) or
( 4esdvg h%ld (“mépris”). Bernard Weinberg (1966) adds to this scene a
amt}l_diamatized narrator (the “nous” of line 2, grammatically a dative 'of
o st rather than a subject) who observes the swan and reflects upon its
Hﬁiﬁ If we accept the notion that a dramatized narrator (and not the swan_)
e '1'>es the scene, we can read the poem as a greater romantic lyric, albeit
desc;lﬁ ue example, and can treat the winter landscape as a stable na?ural
. Oce ) rceived by a coherent lyric subject. In support of this essentially
lmasz: reading of the poem, which most commentators more or less
érlggclapt, many critics point to the long.tradition of romantic bird poems
(Baudelaire’s “Le Cygne” being an obvious examp@e), as well ats5 to the
common romantic trope of the animal as a representation for the poe/t.

All of this is, at least on one level, entirely corr;:ct_. Mallarmé prqsents
an image which can (and indeed must) be undf:rstood within a representational
framework. One can construct the poem In terms of a subject/ oquct
interaction, and discern a specifically romantlc‘theme. But a number of d‘etélallls
might leave us somewhat wary of stoppmg.w1th a mimetic or schematic ty
allegorical reading. Take, for examplg, the first stanza, which would seem to
form the basis for the traditional reading of the poem. _We can summarize as
follows: a swan (depicted synecdochically here by a W}ng) trapped in a hard
forgotten lake (“lac dur oubli€”), which represents ﬂlg}lts unflown, hopes
(this hope could also be the narratc?r’s, if we.follow Wembe;g) that thc(e1 n;\g
day will allow it to break (“déchirer”) the ice and escape its haunte
forgotten state. Although this stanza would seem to estabhsh the scene a:h a
winter landscape (references to a frozen_ lake, fr?’st, a glagler, as well as the
predominance of “icy” sounds such as “i” and “v 2, the th11jd stanza says tha}t
the swan (or, metonymically, his “plumage”) is In fact trapped in sgtlé
(“sol”). Ice and soil are hardly to be equated, at‘le.ast 1f we are concerned wi
a mimetic reading, but the text refuses to dlstmgl'nsh betwee':n _them. One
might respond that “sol” is a metaphor for ice, that in context it Is merely a
more general term for “ground”. But such a metaphqr would be difficult to
assert, since the poem describes the swan as trapped in a frozen lake, not in
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frozen ground. And if, moreover, we can read “sol” as a figure, what
prevent us from reading the entire winter landscape as itself merely alle ooul
rathe?r tpan mimetic? The landscape is by no means specifically desigy
and is in great part indicated by words (“stérile”, “blanche”, J‘Troid”)cw?lt-ed’
need not refer only to a winter scene, or indeed to any natural scere, ich

Another word that interferes with the construction of a gy
represe.:ntation is “déchirer” [to tear]. In this context, it refers to the brealii t
of the ice, but generally it describes the tearing of paper or fabric. This se e
of tearing would seem to be supported by the predominance of sibilantsn'Se
thevphonetic structure of the poem —always of significance for Mallarmg "
which conspicuously “sound” like tearing rather than shattering. Here aoai\
one might respond that Mallarmé uses the word figuratively and “rZaliL
means” breaking, but allusions to paper or cloth in Mallarmé’s later poemy
are never incidental, and given the whiteness of the poem’s ostensibly natufaj
lands.cape, we might just as well claim that “jce” really means “paper” o
“textl}e”, or any of the other associated images (veils, lace, or images
associated with whiteness, such as foam) that inhabit Mallarmé&’s poems :nd
necessarily bear upon the reading of each of them.$

If, then, we cannot establish a stable mimetic landscape, what of the
swan? Its presence in the first stanza would seem to be deducible by its body
parts (its wing, its neck, its “plumage”) and its association with song
(“chanté”) and flight (*vols™). These synecdochal and metonymic connections
are confirmed by the poem’s explicit naming of the “cygne” [swan] in stanzas
2 and 4, and by the word “oiseau” [bird] in stanza 3. In terms of the poem’s
syntax, however, even these seemingly clear references become destabilized.
Thg grammatical subject of the first stanza, for example, is not a bird, but
“aujourd’hui”: “Le [...] aujourd’hui [...] Va [...] déchirer [...] Ce lac dur” [the
[...] today [...] will [...] tear [...] this hard lake] (my translation). This fact
coulc!, of course, be accounted for in terms of a kind of symbolist indirection
but it nevertheless destabilizes the image of the swan as the literai
“protagonist” of the poem or as the object of a viewer’s perception. Indeed,
the homonymy between “cygne” and “signe” (linguistic sign as well as sign
of the Zodiac —compare “Ie Cygne” in the final line) alludes to the swan’s
fundamental (and final) status in the poem as a “Fantéme”. There is, in this
respect, nothing to prevent us from seeing the entire poem as being not
about a natural swan, but about the word “aujourd’hui”, which, like the
swan, is notably “winged” by the apostrophe which divides it. In support of
such a non-mimetic reading we could also point to the predominance of the
letters “” and “v” in the poem as material traces of a neck and wings; or to

80rica].
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ocabulary of the pdem, in which these paired letters are “trapped” within
;eV words (Vlerge, Vlvace, Va—t-1l, IVre, gIVre, souVlent, délIVre, Vlvre,
. an_}_’r> much as the swan-seems-to-be-trapped-in-ice. On thislevel, the poem
hIVqu i)e about the workings of language, about release of language from its
‘ wo dage to reference, and not about a swan or the status of the modern poet.”
oo Mo point here is not to construct an alternative reading to that available
on the thematic level of the poem, only to suggest thgt such a reading is
conceivable. Mallarmé’s poem by no means conclusively forecloses the
dialectic of subject and object, and the romantic model of the natural image
that underlies it. Yet by allowing both a mimetic and a non-mimetic reading,
it foregrounds the conflicting claims and limitations of poetic language. The
two readings, that is, are mutually exclusive. In order to sustain the thematic
reading, we must foreclose the linguistic reading, which directs our attention
from what language represents to its sounds and to the distribution of letters
on the page: the swan in this reading is nothing but ink and paper. If we
settle on the natural image of a swan trapped in ice we have to overlook
several manifest inconsistencies in the language of the poem; and if we try to
read the poem as non-representational, we nevertheless come up against the
undeniable thematic presence of a swan and a winter landscape. The
decomposition performed by the poem thus shifts attention from the lyric

3 subject, who, as Mallarmé suggests in “Crise de vers”, should “cede the
i initiative to words”, and from the object of contemplation, which is shown
' to be ephemeral, to the work of language. Rather than providing a reliable
medium of representation or a means of uniting subject and object, language
shows itself, in the course of the poem, to be independent of such intentions,
and hence to be a problematic means of ensuring the relation of subject and
object, imagination and nature.

It would be misleading to suggest that Yeats’s poems are comparable on
this level to the poem we have just examined. Indeed, Yeats is far more
‘ invested in the romantic tradition than Mallarmé is. Like romantic poets such
as Wordsworth and Coleridge, Yeats often names his poems after specific
places and times (e.g. “Coole Park and Ballylee, 19317, or “At Algeciras —A
Meditation on Death™), and regularly follows the chief conventions of the
greater romantic lyric.® Many poems seem unambiguously autobiographical,
speaking of scenes and events that Yeats knew or lived through.
Nevertheless, I would argue that Yeats’s writing is at least as thoroughgoing
in its decomposition of romantic assumptions as that of Mallarmé. For
alongside their romantic structure, Yeats’s poems are also inevitably invested
in a complex network of what Yeats tellingly calls “symbols”. According to
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It is only by ancient symbols, b

C ) » Dy symbols that have
meanings besides the one or two the writer lays emphasis y
the half-score he knows of, that any highly subj e

i’lr‘lltlés pta}ssage bears a remarkable similarity to Mallarmé’s account of th
raction of words within a poem. Here, however, it is a “slimmer” passin:
. g=

(t)l;atth zegl))lggteswl:l?fhthththe:“l;‘alcfciﬂeﬂtal circumstances of life” and the subjectivity
I ¢ “halt-light” of essences and ideas Whil
first arise for a poet as'a resillt jon, they soon oy
' se of some observation, they s i
Into entities that bear no necessar i i origin in the poers L 22
X y relation to their origin in the t’s 1i
21:7 gz;ntli;al wo;ld grgrrﬁ which they are drawn, “Jt may b%a” Yeats gvno‘?tez Icgetf?;
gery 1 Shelley’s poetry, “that his subconsci(;u life sei
some passing scene, and moulded it into an ancie 2ol withaut b
. 2 nt symbol without
grfon; Err;yﬂ;?egtrl;ut tgat tgreat Memory” (1968: 81). As in Mallarmé’s :ccgiﬁ
: , Yea s’g account of symbolism suggests that
r(:,)presentatlon and Expression must be subordinated to thg 2:internal 2llogitcmct)}%
E ettl)'y.I-What poetic language achieves for Mallarmé, the system of poetic
ymbolism (as opposed to the individial symbol) achieves for Yeats.

ggﬁg‘;ﬁ; ticz)fnlas’oe/:ftry’t’ (leOO),hYeats argues that modern poetry should cast
IS O nature for the sake of nature” and reject an i

Opiaces ?pl:eSSIOI“l‘ Or répresentation over “the hidden lans” and }ilnfcc;izﬁot;act

symbolism: “we should come to understand that the beryl stone was

“enc

numberlesS .
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hanted by our fathers that it might unfold the pictures in its heart, and not
irror our own_excited faces, or the boughs waving outside the window”
((1)968: 163). In the early poem “He hears the Cry of the Sedge” (1898), for
example, Yeats evokes a natural scene, described by a first-person poetic
subject, that in fact gains all of its significance from conventional rather than
personal or representational criteria:

I wander by the edge

Of this desolate lake

Where wind cries in the sedge:

Until the axle break

That keeps the stars in their round,
And hands hurl in the deep

The banners of East and West,

And the girdle of light is unbound,
Your breast will not lie by the breast
Of your beloved in sleep. (1987: 165)

This poem conforms in its basic structure to the romantic model of an
interaction between subject and object. The speaker walks by a lake and
listens to nature (the wind in the sedge). Nature is personified (it cries) and
spiritualized (it utters a truth unknown by the speaker). Despite this
structure, Yeats glosses the poem’s imagery in terms drawn from Biblical
references and Irish mythology. The “axle”, Yeats tells us in a note, refers to
the biblical Tree of Life; and the “T” of the poem is in fact the Celtic figure
Aedh rather than Yeats himself (1987: 811-812). The poem also incorporates
all of the four elements —earth (the sedge), air (the wind), fire (the stars), and
water (the lake)— upon which, Richard Ellmann notes, Yeats regularly drew
in his compositional practice (1954: 29-38). Given these emblematic
correspondences, knowledge of any autobiographical or representational
context for the poem —why Yeats was by the lake, what lake he had in
mind— adds nothing to our understanding of its imagery, and the imagery
does not lead back to the autobiographical context. -

It is, of course, received wisdom among Yeats’s readers that the poet
explicitly turned from the emblematic imagery of such early works to a more
realistic and conventionally romantic poetic in the twentieth century. As
Ellmann writes, casting Yeats’s development in terms that recall Plato’s
allegory of the cave: “The poet emerges from his candle-lit room into the
open air, and seems almost ready to stretch and rub his eyes in the light”
(1954: 103). While it is doubtless true that Yeats rejects the symbolist
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imagery of his early verse, he continues to share
Mallarmé a crucial skepticism regarding the underpinnings of Tomap
poetics. This skepticism comes across, I shall suggest, in a Similar

of decomposition to that we noted in “Le vierge, le vivace”.
process of decomposition in Mallarmé’s poetry turns upon
reference -and a disjunction between two  linguistic registers
representational and the phonetic or material), the process of deco
in Yeats’s mature poetry turns upon a subtle tension between obs
fidelity to nature and the allegorical or traditional associationg of
image."® In many cases, I will argue, this tension takes the form of
distinction between a lyric subject that “thinks” it is romantic, and
structure and imagery that seems to “think” something different. In
that will serve as my example here, “The Wild Swans at Coole”
subject makes a claim to unity with the natural image that is belj
the poem’s diction and by associations with Yeats’s emblematic s

with writerg such -

a sh

> the lyric
ed both by
ystem.

The trees are in their autumn beauty,

The woodland paths are dry,

Under the October twilight the water
Mirrors a still sky;

Upon the brimming water among the stones
Are nine-and-fifty swans.

The nineteenth autumn has come upon me
Since I first made my count;

I saw, before I had well finished,

All suddenly mount

And scatter wheeling in great broken rings ,
Upon their clamourous wings. ‘

I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,
And now my heart is sore.

All’s changed since 1, hearing at twilight,
The first time on this shore,

The bell-beat of their wings above my head,
Trod with a lighter tread.

Unwearied still, lover by lover,
They paddle in the cold
Companionable stzeams or climb the air;

Procegg =
. But Whereas the

4 suspensijop of

MPOositioy
Crvationg] -
a Datury] -

@ poetic -
he Poem
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i old;
heir hearts have not grown old; .
gassion or conquest, wander where they will,

Attend upon them still. '

But now they drift on the still water,
Mysterious, beautiful;. .
Ariong what rushes will they build,

what lake’s edge or pool
I%Zlight men’s eyes when I awake some day 5
To find that they have flown away. (1987: 322-323)

this poem, and its relation to the greater romantic lyric, 1;
i sy to discern. The poet walks in an autumn landscape observing
relativey €2 he had counted nineteen years before. The swans, once a
go o e ?)W allow the reflecting poet to understand the loss of a
1 esire, n : stand ¢
f1ggre {ggtgnsibly for Maud Gonne) that defined his youth: Thezr hear;cis ha;’i
desi® wn old;/ Passion or conquest, wander where the_:y W}ll,/ Atteri1 'llelpthe,
0o g;(zill” (em’phasis mine). The implication of these lines is that, w ’1’ e
til:gls retain their youth and desire (“Unwearied it}ll, llc;\/:er t]}al}e/ ia};e;s),now
: i the poet saw himself in s
lost his; and whereas once : v o
poct ha¢ till relates them to his own condition.
apart from them but sti : di .
be sl?Isl?lppport such a reading with reference to a numbir of 1maglstlc'rlle:\éiljr
1(;(()311: example, the entire autumnal context of the poem (“The tr;:/esS ;11261 , their
1ty”, ineteenth autumn has come upon m .
autumn beauty”, “The nine e upon e/ Sines L it
o to the common conceit comparing a lu
D O onsone 1d indicate the approach of winter and,
e of the seasons: autumn would indx . v
g?:tsishorically, of old age. The same conceit extqnds to thih O;;gltg
twilight”, which compares a life to a day. In botl,l 1nsta;10:s, : eaoe el
imagery ’would metaphorically embody the poet’s feeling of ag
deJeCVt\}Zrtould also point to the many images of and .figuthresf.foi riggsz{og ﬂ112
) 1 flection, for example, in the first s » th
the poem. We find a literal re , he first stanza: the
i i ”? ht read the many implici P
water/ Mirrors a still sky”. And we might re phiclt and expctt
i ddling “lover by lover”, the
doubles in the text (the swans pa Ies she distiherion
t then, or even the past doubling
between the poet now and the poel , OF D s for
implicit in the poet’s comparison) a S
B et i T is motion of i ven more emphatic in the original
eflection.!* This notion of reflection was € l .
;utg)lication of the poem, in which the final stanzt;of th;c1 c{ef}gmtg: V:;;LE
d 3. With this ordering,
was placed between stanzas 2 an . o
speculfation about the future (stanza 5) was in the center of the poem, fram
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by the i i
3)y he dtwfro a;féldecnor_ls on the relation between past and present (sta
ondscape. oo tﬁgam by two more or less objective descr'ptionzas 2
resonnes e swans (stanzas 1 and 4), which, in their o o the
oot amd :2; ;H;n’ttmclilght, pairs of swans) made the distinctiosyll)n polic
» poet and swans, even more explici is ¢ Chwee
structur; . . ’ xplicit. This “reflective” 1
et S(-;,e iiotlcl)gsfgglo Tihht?)ral and figurative reflections Withi(r:lmtlﬁe :
: rt the basic claim that the o
o o . poem belon ithj
o nf‘l;g:efac:;g)r}. Despite the mood of dejection which pervac%; ‘:I}ithm the
e imgoe e t1}:51 y\Iziery structure could be said to enact a joininge 0?&? X
 imag ¢ consciousness by means of i °
and object, in other w ber mevardin Sage: Sub
) ords, would come togeth ing to & ot
s : ) er according
wiftllficr?tc;)hn’ of finding analogies for one’s ofvn dilemma o? ts(iata L of
v “lovZ n,z’ltural world. Thfﬁ subtle personification in stanza 4 ofethOf s
o TS o who experience “passion”, and. of the :
onable”, wo is chiasti i i
oomp uld complete this chiastic relationship betw
Some aspects of th it
' € poem and of
tgéve us pause before we unequivocally acl:i:septte )s{fllcl:?ll al}leség?y, lllfwever, Should
P / ing. Let me
o a;;engc Ilnat:t(.iscaltpe 1tself. Alth_ough the poet presents bthis Iandzgcus P
apperen 0}; 1culous detail (noting the season, month, time of day esise
swans, geographical locati it c :  procie
Man’ S : i0on), it comes across as bej i
emphzsfsvci);'ds,. od‘dly void of substance and texture” (1984: 213%) dee
fat (e Enllélarlly on quantifiable elements, and most of the a;djectiv'e .
Moreover’ thec: dr;ﬁ stﬂ} ) or abstract (“beautiful”, “brilliant”, “mysteriozsé’i’r)e
descriptio;xs °d mi; of the poem show Yeats actually removing pertinerﬁ
M Ea_,rl s imizing the speaker’s presence as an observer from lat
Lersion, ‘th y drafts Sescnbe the lake as “narrow and bright” th:e swa; N
e aire :l tset?erzies as “gray”, and the path as “hard” as wgll a; “dry” Snjn?:
o ot o ‘(‘)gfrei; trlrilnrfo:ﬂzﬁ lake, ﬁor instance, is initially descn:bed as
/ g”; the number of swa: wice:
Versii)n. suglgests only nine autumns have passed. 7 changes tvies; and one
s C i :
sccmat i §aé;t;;? this extent, that observational fidelity cannot entirel
o petor ¥ sfpresen?anon of the landscape in this poem. The landsca Z
o C(;mespondre,ncc(zn tc;lnn with remarkable precision to an emblematic systerl,n
caly Loa0n e S a;t Yeats de\(eloped out of his editing of Blake in the
e traditic;n ; supplemented with his readings in Theosophy as well as
hroughon, h.a associations. ”I_’hls system, to which Yeats remained faithful
poon brin:s tcareer, and which informs the composition of many of his
s gs together the seasons, times of day, ages, elements, and the
2 2

Swans
streams 44
€en poet and

four €0
system &
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mpass directions in a series of equivalencies. Ellmann schematizes the
s such (1954: 26):

Spring Summer Autumn ~ Winter
Morning Noon Evening Night
Youth Adolescence Manhood Decay
Fire Air Water Earth
East South West North

two series are especially pertinent: that joining Autumn to
Evening t0 Manhood to Water to the West; and that joining Summer to
Noon to Adolescence to Air to the South. In the first series, we have almost
every element present in the landscape that begins the poem; every detail, in
fact, corresponds in some way. It is an autumn evening (the sun going down
n the west), there is 2 body of water, and the poet clearly represents age and
manhood. The same kind of relation holds between the depiction of the swans
and (at different points) both series. In the narrative present, the swans are
depicted floating on the water (thus lining up with the other elements of the
scene), while in the narrative past they are flying. From this we can deduce
their relation to adolescence, noon and summer (pointing to the poet’s
youth). There are no images in the poem that evoke the first series; and the
majority of the images that directly evoke the final series —the woodland
ath and the shore— allude to the poet’s major metaphor for the passage of
time: “All’s changed since I [...]/ Trod with a lighter step”. Every detail of
the poem can be read in this way as an aspect of Yeats’s emblematic system,
and to this extent any actual observation of nature —either past or present—
is wholly beside the point. Despite the poet’s claim that “All’s changed”,
this is mainly true, at least in the text of the poem, in terms of a shift in
emblematic correspondences, and not of the reflective model the poem seems
to privilege. As such, in reading the poem we might be led, like the narrator
of “Coole and Ballylee, 19317 (1932) to say of the flying swans: “Another
emblem there!”” (1987: 490).
What can we conclude from this model of emblematic correspondences,
and how does it relate to the model of reflective consciousness depicted and
embodied in the poem (particularly in its original order)? Clearly, we are
faced with a decision between competing and perhaps irreconcilable claims:
on the one hand a model of poetry as observation and reflection, and on the
other hand a model which takes its starting point in a conventional system
derived from Yeats’s reading. Both models are legible in the poem, and both

For our purposes;
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lciggs iflbguzia.}lzt SEIS’}‘IESIVC 1nterpretatiops, although they can co—exj
e the’ﬁrst Star.lza‘ ?‘ tthwo models t.elhngly come together in a crucj alSt‘ on]
i ot conforms. . ﬂe; water/ Murors a still sky”. As I suggesteq al{)n 8
The water reflects the spe:kre(;nll)?/ngfngg?}gce C;lf rea%ing e o, o nat?:r,:’
The v : ng his reflective mood. in the
speake; O{fn ge:\i lieSYStﬁm of the elem;nts, the image entirely CXE;IIIE‘I;H e
“glimm;:r d evo msbv&i at Yeats c}?scnbe .in his essay on Shelley ass e
et ko y( theo to symbol”. In this reading, the water would reﬂthe
Whereas 2 ment (1 aéri) and not Fhe narrator’s state of conscioug ect
resomnce, ametic drea ng of the image must insist that any symgef's '
reading con e rary or §upp1ementary to the observation, the symboﬁc
xtontoay s the x presentation of nature as a mere pretext, and to a e
pxtent car efther aé nflitg'ely. The same thing is true of the swans, whichgreat
s Tithet a ma ulrds or emblems for the air, or for that matter cancline
Ve %ny literary (Leda, the story of Baile and Ailling
Sop (Plato’s image of the departing soul in th )
assolcixmtlo.ni1 that swans regularly hold for Yeats.?? ° Phaeds
S wi g’ .
image andta x;l;irt?ze 3 sdwan, then, 50 hejre with Yeats’s own: the natura]
preventod ia s thatmodel of thfa dialectic between subject and object are
Feject it entinety wor e undoes their representational stability, but refuses to
oot it ents bet.wee tI?ats, as I haYe suggested, this undoing takes the form
ol o ety rn de .lyrlc subject and poetic form. In this respect, we
o poners reﬂectiv::or ering of the stanzas in a manner that de—empha;izes
oo e s peflecti Oir:]e;ss ta}lls a gesture toward the emblerm; but we could also
e oo rcs;t $ the poem a more “realistic” time scheme (movinge
romanti:: modeIf Whn tio past to present and future), as a gesture toward tlfé
ommantic mo m.odel at Wguld want to stress here, as with Mallarmé, is the
asoount soch mod sfcoeﬁlst, and that a thorough reading of the poem, has to
i bot sin f)nzt ) or t ti presence of such elements, but for their mutual
undo gmphasizes " :Te,. e upd01’ng of a reflective model by an emblematic
and not - asizes the yI'lC.SLIb_]eCt s false sense of identification with nature
hat he panc e Swnver‘l‘tlorf’al take on the poem, his mature resionation',
oo takes I arguininéh \:/i:h can more plausibly read as an emblemf: .
conflicted men B g tl tﬁ : e poetry (:)f Mallarmé and Yeats arises out of a
o ea el withinp wi Fhe romantic trgdition. Both poets produce their
2oabienons a cslpemﬁcall.y.romanuc problematic, but maintain an
prete;se o stan basc?vx;arh t.ha%t tradition. Although both poets make at least 2
s abrent ing their imagery on natural objects, and toward engacin
y means of a coherent lyric subjectivity, there coexists wit% a;hig
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lve to undo the poem’s claim to represent nature, as well as
laims of unity with the natural world. For Mallarmé, this
ough the irreducible semantic and material richness of his

retense a €SO
the subject’s €
- yndoing works thr
images- The objec

t “seems” to be present, but it is always being
decomposed. For Yeats, by contrast, the undoing of the natural image
roceeds with reference to the emblematic systems which guide his imagery.
Whereas his lyric persona claims a romantic union with the natural world,
the natural images this persona describes evoke a system of elements, the
significance of which he seems unaware. In both cases, then, the force of the

an undecidable vacillation between two

oem arises out of a tension,
approaches to poetry, to neither of which Mallarmé or Yeats is willing to

commit.
Symbolism offered Yeats no easy solution to this dilemma. His eventual

dissatisfaction with fin-de-siécle literary modes and his subsequent turn away
from European movements to a more thoroughgoing concern with local
people and places may well arise from this fact. But this turn, as I have
argued, does not mark a turn away from the problem itself, only a continued
effort to work through it in a different way. No thorough account of Yeats’s
poetry can wholly ignore the post-romantic legacy which constitutes it.
Coole Park may be many miles from the Left Bank, but it does not lie

beyond the shadow cast by symbolism. #¢°

NOTES

! As René Wellek points out (1969-1970), the notion of a symbolist
movement is largely a retrospective creation of literary historians (beginning,
perhaps, with Symons). None of the major figures usually grouped among the
symbolists either accepted or acknowledged the title.

“dissatisfaction with a symbolist aesthetic
runs likea refrain through Yeats’swork in thefirst decade of the twentieth century”
(1990: 95). In a famous passage from his autobiographical account of the “Tragic
Generation”, Yeats goes so far as to depict himself as a survivor of the late
nineteenth century, and rues the influence of fin-de-siécle writers (here Walter
Pater) on his generation: “Three or four years ago I re-read Marius the Epicurean,
expecting to find I cared for it no longer, but it still seemed to me, as 1 think it
seemed to all of us, the only great prose in modemn English, and yet I began to
wonder if it, or the attitude of mind of which it was the noblest expression, had

> James Longenbach suggests that
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not caused the disaster of my friends. It tau
stretched through serene air, and we we
in a storm” (1927: 372-373).

ght us to walk upon a
re left to keep our feet upon a ;

* Morris suggests that the similarities between Yeats and French poets
as Mallarmé are almost entirely attributable to their status as post-
rather than strictly symbolyst, poets (1986: 111). ;

p
4 According to Jackson, this resistance to the referential
language in both Mallarmé and Yeats is j

’ For some versions of this basic account, see, in addition to We
readings by Chisholm (1962), Cohn (198
Richard (1961: 251-256).

® Jean-Pierre Richard’s monumental study of Mallarmé’s imagery, L'Uniyers
imaginaire de Mallarmé (1961), remains the best compendium of these
associative chains. Jacques Derrida, though, offers a persuasive critique of
Richard’s project by demonstrating the manner in which Mallarmé’s centra]
images and symbols represent at once all their various meanings, plus the very
grounds of that representation as

a praxis of spacing, blankness, materia]
difference. The image, in other words, points not simply to an object, and tq
other objects associated with it, but also (and crucially) to the act of writing, A

fan, for instance, is not only a fan, but also a book, a fold, a wing, etc., and the
very model of reflexivity and differentiation by which such a series could be
constituted (1981: 25 1-254). To assert that we see nothing but a fan is to say
both too much and too little. In “Le vierge, le vivace” the word “déchirer”, as we
have noted, which includes an association with paper and cloth, would open the
text up to the many images of veils, silks, and lace that arise in Mallarmé’s
poems. But in addition to both of these thematic associative chains, to the

i i » We must add the non-sense of the “tear”, the
allows us to distinguish a theme to

» in other words, insofar as they thematize their own
possibility, are irreducible to any one meaning, or even to any sum of meanings.

Such:
I'Oll’lanti <,

phﬂosophical Sources,

images from de Man’s “Image an
R]n;manticism (1984).

inberg, the
0: 124—132), Lawler (1958), and
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: 104). It is
ivak’ i f the poem (1972:
in thi d, Spivak’s reading o £ words and
-7 Compare, 11 ;?;Serre%ha;t lelarmé would make the placement of W
poting, ImOr ’

rucial issuein'“—Un—eoup-rdercgs.’.’ (1895)... . .
ers 2 C

- . 27-93).
: . - Bornstein (1986: 27
reater romantic lyric, see Bor f poem as “last
¢ On Yegt:l ;m%a‘toﬁsg Yeats’s approach to this kind of Pp
stein  C

orn!

. ”
'romantiCISm .

d hi It and
ounds of Yeats’s symbolism, and his knowledge of occu

> On the acte” see Seiden (1962) and Wilson (1958).

ical
of this tension between natural and allegorica

N L O aoe o d Emblem in Yeats”, reprinted in The Rhetoric of .

ing i oem, see Eaves
he significance of reflection and doubling in the p
1 On the

” i : 43-63).
2 For a discussion of Yeats’s variants, se€ Bradford (1965

heimer (1986), Levine (1981), Melchiori

9 99- 1949. 48—;9 [« i dlng Of
. S <, alSO, Smlth S astute rea
( 60: 132), and Stauffer ( ) (

- Wh]C’h nds in thi oem s[,llall of the same tem ions between orld
Oerf Fssff:i Sisst.Sp y f same temnsions twe Wi

in “Wi le”.
and text that I note 1n Wild Swans at Coo

13 On Yeats’s swans, see Billig
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