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Abstract 
                Mythology is an age-old concept and the current paper is an assay to show how this idea of myth has been penetrated deep 
with versatile connotations in the hand of a modern poet like W.B. Yeats in his writings. 
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Introduction 

Both a nationalist and a poet, both a romantic and a modern, William Butler Yeats is generally considered to be the greatest 
poet Ireland has ever produced. His poetry is a rich mosaic of history, myth, culture and politics of Ireland from where he drew his 
poetic raw-materials. This Irish sustenance came to him as a handy nurture of his poetic nature. His fantasy of an ideal Ireland coupled 
with his intense love for Maud Gonne, the ecstasy and agony of his heart, presented with the essence of Irish mythology characterise 
most of his works. 
 
 Literary Review 

 Yeats, `the Polestar of the Celtic literary revival`, began his literary career as a late Romantic and Pre-Raphaelite with the 
additional advantage of a contact with Irish mythological tradition and folk culture. Myths and history form an integral part of his 
poetry. His poems have a lot to do with Irish mythology and are loaded with symbolic meanings. Born and brought up in a land where 
mythical figures were an integral part of the popular imagination, Yeats made Irish mythology and folklore a source of inspiration for 
his poetry. Added to this, he possesses a highly sensitive mind to be conscious about the problems of life, society and the spiritual 
barrenness of his age. His whole artistic career is best seen as an attempt, at first to escape from the sordid materialism and to 
formulate a unique sublime ideal that would supply his spiritual needs. Found himself in the line of the Romantic William Blake, who 
escapes usually with the help of mythology, Yeats, too, finds the presentation of mythology a convenient way to unbosom his bosom. 
He tries to orient the natural rural backdrop of Ireland against the urban industrial-materialistic ethos of English culture with the 
presentation of rich Irish mythology, occult, folklore and peasantry. 

 
A host of factors work behind making Yeats one of the greatest mythologics. Firstly, from his early childhood the servants and nurses 
in the house talked to him of the faeries, nymphs, spirits, magical-land etccausing him to take an ever-increasing interest in the 
supernatural. This leads him to read extensively on those subjects throughout his life. Secondly, harassed by the hard and harsh 
realities of the world, progress of science and democracy, complexities in the human relationships, he cuts himself adrift from it and 
seeks refuge in the dreamland of Irish legend, mythology and folklore. Thus, he developed a new religious, moral, cultural and human 
iconography based on Irish mythology. Thirdly, Yeats wanted to arouse the ancient culture, history, spirit and soul of his native land 
by storming Europe with a new imagery, a new mythology and new legends in his poetry. Fourthly, Yeats was of the belief that the 
mystical life is the centre of all his doings, thinkings and writings. Fifthly, being a symbolist poet, he used allusive imagery and 
symbolic structure throughout his career and it is this mythical aspect that easily fulfils his purpose. Sixthly, he thought that Irish 
writers should revive the Celtic mythology and legends in all their arts to serve the cause of Irish nationalism. Finally, Yeats 
incorporated within the framework of his own mythology, his spiritual growth and his gradual acquisition of personal wisdom to blend 
the past and the present, the personal and the impersonal, the racial and the individual. 

 
 
     It is not possible to discuss all the myth-entities of Yeats in so short a space. I here should like to make just a sample survey 
to illustrate the versatility of `the last romantic` in his use of mythology as a literary weapon in his writings. Now let us take the poem 
`The Stolen Child` from the volume “Crossways” (1889). Here the poet indirectly expresses his own desire to escape into a `brave 
new world` where he will be free from cares, anxieties, complexities, pains, pangs, pathos and sorrows of mundane world. To 
establish this heart-felt wish of him, he creates a mythical faerie-world more peaceful and joyful than the human world: 
 
         "Come away, o human child! 
          To the waters and the wild 
          With a faerie, hand in hand, 
          For the world's more full of weeping than you 
          Can understand." (Jeffares, A. Norman, 5). 
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      In 'No Second Troy' from The Green Helmet and Other Poems (1910), Yeats goes to the classical mythic world of Greece to 
equate his Maud Gonne to Helen, the destructive Greek beauty. The poem presents Yeats freeing his Maud from the charge of ruining 
his life and of inciting the Irish masses to violence. Though Maud is no less beautiful and glamorous than Helen, she is not responsible 
for burning another Troy:  
 
     "Why, what could she have done, being what she is? 
      Was there another Troy for her to burn?” (Jeffares, A. Norman, 45 ). 
 
      Tormented and torn by the restlessness, excitements, frets and fever of the world, the critical moment of history, sexual 
frenzy and supernatural abnormalities, Yeats wrote 'Leda and Swan' included in The Tower. With the help of mythology he makes the 
fusion of the spiritual with the mundane, the ethereal with the animal, the sublime with the gross, implying that the siege of Troy and 
all the radiant and stormy Hellenic civilization that followed it are in one way the result of such an illegitimate affair: 
 
  "A shudder in the loins engenders there  
    The broken wall, the burning roof and tower 
    And Agamemnon dead". (Jeffares, A. Norman, 127) 
 
    Yeats' increasing interest and absorption in Irish mythology is deeply rooted in his 'The Song of Wondering Aengus'. Under 
the guise of myth it conveys the poet's own futile love for Maud Gonne and his continual quest for her. Aengus, the god of youth, 
beauty, love and poetry becomes the replica of Yeats, while the apple blossom is none other than Maud Gonne whom the poet first 
saw beside a bouquet of apple blossom. In 'The Sorrow of Love' from The Rose, to suggest the melancholy life of Maud, Yeats draws 
a parallelism between her and the mythical hero Odysseus: 
 
    "A girl rose that had red mournful lips 
    And seemed the greatness of the world in tears, 
    Doomed like Odysseus and the labouring ships 
    And proud as Priam murdered with his peers; " (Jeffares, A. Norman,17)   
 
     In' The Circus Animals' Desertion', the poet even at a critical stage of poetic sterility, recalls that he was much easy with his 'circus 
animals' (Jeffares,A. Norman 201) when he engages himself in depicting the mythical figures: 
 
     Those stilted boys, that burnished chariot, 
     Lion and woman and the Lord knows what. (Jeffares, A. Norman,201)  
 

Again his 'The Wanderings of Oisin' is steeped in Irish myth and folklore with Shelleyan fluidity and Keatsian richness of 
colour. Here Oisin is presented as fully under-slaved by the beauty of Niamh, justlike the poet himself hankering after the fair maid 
Maud Gonne. Oisin's journey through the three 'enchanted islands' for long three hundred years showing 'vain gaiety’,'vain battle' and 
'vain repose’ respectively, seems much in the line of Yeats' futile pursuing of Maud Gonne. In the same way The Countess Cathleen, a 
poetic play, is based on the story of Countess Kathleen O'Shea told in his 'Compilation Faerie and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasants' 
This play marked the beginning of the Irish Revival in theatre, by presenting the mythical event of Cathleen selling her soul to the 
Devil.  
 
So, in a nutshell the afore discussion manifests that those 'stilted boys' of the Irish mythology was first love of Yeats. He speaks of the 
personae in which he wrote about these characters: 

 
      "Players and painted stage took all my love, 
And not those things that they were emblems of. " (Jeffares, A. Norman, 202) 

 
The use of 'inherited subject-matter' and the mythology of Ireland was not to be something educational or poetic in a simpleway but 
something more deeply political, deepening of the political passion of the nation by strengthening its imagination, by going back to the 
place where it is most essential. To Yeats Irish folk tales were one of the principal sources from which the Irishimagination might 
strengthen itself by drinking at the fountains of traditions kept alive amongst the people. Yeats has fully exploited the saga of Ireland 
and the Celtic legends. His intentional, extensive use of Irish mythology and folklore took all Europe by storm. It came as whiff of 
fresh air for those who were fed up with the stale classical myths and legends. His mythologic instinct was so extreme that he even 
extended his hand towards Indian myth, too. He helped Purohit Swamy in Majorica to translate the Indian Upanishadas and again he 
wanted to write a sort of European Gita which is found in his last poem ‘The Black Tower’ moulded on the central theme of “The 
Gita”: Duty must be done, though there may be none to award it. Thus, it would not be unjust to say therefore, that Yeats had a mytho-
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poetic imagination, and this verdict gets an official poetic licence with Yeats’ own words in 'Autobiographies':  
 
     "Have not all races had their first unity from a mythology that married them to the rocks and hills?" (Wilson, F.A.C., 68).  
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