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Maria Camelia Dicu’s book suggests an approach of William Butler Yeats’s poetical discourse 

through relating it, above all, to the concept of history, but also to those of tradition, symbolism, and 

modernity. The mythical dimension is not overlooked, given the poet’s propensity for Irish folklore 

and legends, in which he found innumerable sources of inspiration and renewal for his artistic 

output. 

History is filtered by Yeats through the specter of biography, which Dicu emphasizes by following 

the correspondences between personal, local, and national history. In Ireland’s case, turbulent 

national history around the turn of the century, was the general framework for the ongoing process 

of symbolization and allegorization, which created poetic space that recuperates mythology and 

mythologizes in its turn, and renders it unique among the ideological constructs with similar frames 

from the same historical period. 

The main theoretical touchstone, as outlined in the Introduction, in a somewhat oblique manner, 

is Paul Ricoeur’s text on Memory, History, Forgetting – with its emphasis on the polarization of the 

individual memory and the collective one. The peculiarity of this relation in Yeats’s case is explored 

in other sections of the book as well. 

In the chapter ”Yeats’s Biography as an Anglo-Irish Artist,” the author identifies the most 

significant biographical benchmarks, among which the image of the father comes first. Yeats’s father 

was an overwhelming influence on him in spite of the latter’s fleeing to the New World as a result of 

the family destructuring.
1
 A more detailed analysis, perhaps Freudian, Lacanian or feminist, could 

have been of interest for the way Yeats perceived and dealt with the idea of paternal authority both 

in his life and work. 

An analysis such as this could have been extended over the poet’s relations with the most 

impacting feminine figures in his life, in lieu of the undue stress laid on chronology and facts. 

Femininity, and gender issues, could provide interesting (at least) explanations about the dissolving 

of the individual conscience in the collective conscience. One might attempt such an approach in 

subchapters 1 and 4 of the fourth Chapter, “Yeats’s Historical Cycles in Poetic Representation,” in 

which the focus is on family life and love affairs. 

For Yeats gender issues functioned as a form of agency in shaping the act of creation—either 

through gradual abandon, or, in his mother’s case, through substitution, if we think of Lady Augusta 

Gregory, or through unmediated frustration-obssession in regards to the relation with Maud Gonne. 

In the second chapter, “Yeats Within the Irish Revival,” the idea of dissolving the individual 

conscience in the collective one is given more room and, at the same time, the book rightly captures 

the writer’s desire to find and appropriate the perfect perfectible pattern for his creation. Through 

                                                 

1
 Actually, Yeats’s father abandoned a promising legal career and took up painting, much to the dismay of his 

wife. And he frequently moved house after that, between England and Ireland, ending in 1907, at the age of 

69, in New York, where he died in 1922. 
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returning to tradition, particularly outlined in his epic poem The Wanderings of Oisin, through the 

will to build a true national Irish theater and through assuming involvement in “The Whirl of Irish 

History,” his focusing on the concept of history is highlighted. 

In the chapter wholly devoted to the historical dimension, Dicu unfolds and deploys Paul 

Ricoeur’s work on memory, remembering, and forgetting and their passive vs. active sides, 

respectively. The names of Plato, Socrates, Spinoza, John Locke, Henri Bergson, Marc Bloch, Maurice 

Halbwachs, Gaston Bachelard and others are invoked, all making up a good theoretical preamble, yet 

with less adherence to the literary texts.  

Yeats’s participation in the local (read national) and European history while being twice 

minoritarian is carefully analyzed. First as Anglo-Irish and second as Protestant in a mostly Catholic 

country, Yeats is forced to evade and dwell within a discourse that he builds by his own rules and 

principles, in order to persuade his contemporaries—and not from a nationalist perspective—of the 

necessity of a unified conscience. 

The author of the book justly observes this attitude, which implies the opening to the tradition-

anchored experiment and to the modernism in which the late Victorian writer tended to believe less. 

From such seeming mésalliances a style and a poetic universe are forged under the sign of a complex 

and accomplished maturity. The desire to offer himself and to the Irish community a way to reclaim 

a role in the world history and culture, made him vulnerable to Ezra Pound’s spell, as they shared the 

will to renew the lyrical discourse of the twentieth century. 

Also of interest is the chapter on “Yeats’s Celtic Heliolatry and/or Elitism,” in which the politics of 

the writer’s aesthetics is questioned. His opinions and idiosyncrasies did not always resonate with 

those of his contemporaries or with true democratic values. They do not run against the belief, to be 

met in other authors as well, in the necessity of educating certain elites meant to ideally run ideal 

states, with the risk of embracing totalitarianism. 

The author notices, in this respect, Yeats’s ideological flaws and, at the same time, his capacity to 

transcend them in memorable works. The Second Coming, a poem of somber premonitions, is 

consistent with other works such as Sailing to Byzantium, in which various ages from the history of 

mankind are perceived as landmarks for the end of certain historical cycles. They are Golden Ages on 

the brink of dissolution, yet preparing the seedbed for emerging cultures, such as the one of a free 

Ireland, which in its turn will reach its own Golden Age someday, and therefore will be later 

subjected to nostalgic retrievals. 

All in all, an articulated book, capturing all the main stages of the great Irish author’s work, more 

fluid in the second part, as the author gains more confidence in arguing her critical perspective. 
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