
II DUN EMER AND THE CUALA PRESS 

I 
The Dun Erner Press began publishing in 1903 as part of a larger 
enterprise, the Dun Erner Industries, founded by an Irishwoman, 
Evelyn Gleeson, after the inspiration of William Morris's Arts and 
Crafts Movement. W. B. Yeats's sister, Elizabeth Yeats (Lolly), with 
various assistants, was directly responsible for the Press until her 
death in 1940. In 1908, because of internal disagreements, the Press 
severed its connections with the Industries (and Miss Gleeson) 
becoming the Cuala Press at a new location, Churchtown, not far 
from Dublin. There followed a good many more dislocations and 
reorganizations, but the Press had a remarkable intellectual con 
tinuity despite them. This can be attributed largely to W. B. Yeats 
who, from 1903 until his death in 1939 (with a brief interruption), 
served as its editorial advisor. 

In general the volumes from Dun Erner and Cuala follow rather 
closely the rhythm of Yeats's hopes and frustrations. The first ten 
years of the Press coincide roughly with Yeats's intense involvement 
with the Irish Dramatic Movement. Following the hostile reaction to 
Synge's plays, there is a gradual withdrawal from the goal of a 
popular literature for Ireland. 'Unity of Culture', one of Yeats's most 
persistent ideals, becomes something found increasingly only in the 
past or in other cultures. Yeats loses touch with what is happening 
on a popular level in Ireland; there is some irony in the fact that one 
of the most esoteric volumes from Cuala (Pound's Noh plays) was 
published the same year as the Easter Rising (1916), but that event is 
commemorated only in a colophon. But the cycle reverses, and once 
again, towards the end of Yeats's life, Cuala is publishing translations 
from the Irish rather than the Japanese and Bengali as well as 
broadsheets of popular Irish songs and ballads. 
What follows deals particularly with two authors who uniquely 

affected the direction of the Press, .IE (George Russell) and John M. 
Synge . .IE attempted direct intervention to make the Press conform 
to his own idea of what an Irish press should publish. Yeats's strong 
reaction set a rather conservative tone for what it actually did 
publish. In contrast Synge's influence was most indirect. He did not, 



as J£ had, concern himself with more than his own work published 
by Cuala, and he was dead by the time the Press was six years old, 
but his spirit, in the form of his own beliefs about poetry, troubled 
Yeats for decades. 

Yeats believed in vigorous editing as his practice in the 189o's 
proves. Analyzing the demise of The Shanacbie, a short-lived Dublin 
quarterly, Yeats attributed it to 'vagueness of mind' and asserted: 
'I do not find in the editing of this magazine any one selective mind 
or any one principle of selection .... I don't believe it is possible to 
make a good magazine without making up your mind who it is for 
whom you are making it and keeping to that idea throughout' 
(Letters, 474). Yeats, if asked, would surely have extended his 
principle to book publishing, and one can ask his questions of Dun 
Erner and Cuala : What is the principle of selection and for whom 
was the series intended? 

In the Introduction to Pound's selection, Certain Noble Plays of 
japan (1916), Yeats felt compelled to explain the presence of a 
volume of Noh plays in a series which to that point had been almost 
exclusively Irish in character: 'In the series of books I edit for my 
sister I confine myself to those that have I believe some special 
value to Ireland, now or in the future. I have asked Mr. Pound for 
these beautiful plays because I think they will help me to explain a 
certain possibility of the Irish dramatic movement.' 62 The principle 
guiding Yeats in directing the Press is clear enough from this state 
ment, though admittedly quite general. Some questions remain. For 
a book to have some 'special value to Ireland' must it be by an Irish 
author about an Irish subject? A strict reading of Yeats's statement 
would suggest not, but the list of publications from the Press by 1916 
argues otherwise. It implies that Yeats generally required an Irish 
author and Irish subject matter for Dun Erner and Cuala. When one 
or both conditions are not met, he usually feels some explanation is 
in order. Lord Dunsany was an Irishman, but his fables were not very 
Irish in milieu, so Yeats provided a long introduction arguing that 
his use of imagination is peculiarly Irish. The selection of Noh plays 
required a special apology for it was neither by an Irishman nor on 
an Irish subject. In 1933 Yeats, writing to Olivia Shakespear, con 
firmed the principle of Irishness : 
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I wish I could put the Swami's lectures into the Cuala series 
but I cannot. My sister's books are like an old family magazine. 
A few hundred people buy them all and expect a common 
theme. Only once did I put a book into the series that was not 
Irish - Ezra's Noh plays - and I had to write a long intro 
duction to annex Japan to Ireland (Letters, 807). 

Yeats apparently forgot another exception, Tagore's The Post Office, 
but he affirms the principle by acknowledging his occasional depar 
ture from it. 

Yeats, in the Introduction to the Cuala Selections from the Wri 
tings of Lord Dunsany (1912), is more explicit about the audience 
he envisions for the limited editions of the Press. In contrast to 
Duffy's 'New Library of Ireland' (discussed in Part I), the Cuala 
editions were 'intended for few people' and were written with an 
'elaborate beauty' that made no attempt to be comprehensible to the 
peasant, though this was one of the touchstones of the Young Ireland 
movement. Even if Yeats had not specified his audience for Dun 
Erner and Cuala, the style of the Press makes this clear enough, 
carefully-crafted, relatively expensive limited editions obviously in 
tended for a select readership." The format is in direct contrast to 
Duffy's publications. Where the 'Library of Ireland' had made 
available through cheap reprints the poetry of Young Ireland to a 
large group of Irish readers (a practice Duffy re-established in the 
'New Irish Library'), Dun Erner and Cuala aimed at the same 
audience that Yeats had cultivated for A Book of Irish Verse, the 
Irish 'leisured classes' that did not seem to know that their country 
had a literature of its own." 
If one examines the eight volumes published by the Dun Erner 

Press from 1903 to 1907 (excluding Yeats's own work), the con 
tinuity with Yeats's preoccupations in A Book of Irish Verse is 
inescapable. The enthusiasms are very much the same, IE, Douglas 
Hyde, John Eglinton, William Allingham, and Katharine Tynan. If a 
projected volume of selections from Samuel Ferguson and Aubrey 
De Vere had materialized, the list would have corresponded even 
more obviously with Yeats's poetic canon of A Book of Irish Verse.65 
The only new name in Dun Erner was Lady Gregory whom Yeats 



had not met until after the first publication of A Book of Irish Verse 
and whose work for the Irish Revival was yet to come." 

An obvious explanation for the strong retrospective quality of 
Dun Erner was that these books constituted unfinished business : 
these were writers Yeats was likely to have published in the 189o's 
in his own library scheme, but Duffy's 'New Irish Library' prevented 
this. Yet there was another factor. 

.IE, Douglas Hyde, and Katharine Tynan were established literary 
figures by 1903, at least in the context of the Revival; in fact a new 
generation of Irish writers was already apparent. Their patron was 
not Yeats but .IE. Of these mostly younger poets whom .IE helped, 
the more familiar today are Padraic Colum, Seumas O'Sullivan, and 
James Stephens, though more names from a later generation could 
be added to the list. In 1904, a year after the first volumes from Dun 
Erner, .IE presented to Irish readers a selection of promising poets 
in New Songs" The selection included, besides Colum and O'Sullivan, 
Eva Gore-Booth, Thomas Keohler, Alice Milligan, Susan Mitchell, 
George Roberts, and Ella Young. Perhaps to forestall a likely criti 
cism, .IE in his Preface to New Songs asserts: 'There may be traces 
here and there of the influence of other Irish poets, but there is no 
mere echoing of greater voices . . .' .68 A reading of the poems in 
New Songs determines that .IE is exactly wrong. To be sure, Colum's 
'A Poor Scholar of the 'Forties' and 'The Plougher' show some power 
and originality. But most of the others give a distinct sense of the 
familiar. For example, George Roberts's 'The Call' is a very close 
imitation of Yeats's 'The Lake Isle of Innisfree'. In other moods, 
Roberts can imitate .IE as in 'Earth and the Infinite', while Ella Young 
and Susan Mitchell mine the same devotional themes already so 
familiar from Katharine Tynan's work. 

In many respects then, New Songs is a dimmer version of the 
group of Irish poets of 'The Celtic Twilight' mood Yeats had 
collected in A Book of Irish Verse. Unsurprisingly, Yeats found little 
to praise in New Songs. In a letter to .IE, he complained that a 
number of poems in the anthology not only imitated his own poetry 
but a mood in his work he found unsatisfactory because of its 
'exaggeration of sentiment and sentimental beauty' (Letters, 434). 
He suggests too that his young imitators had arbitrarily fastened on 
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this kind of poetry without the necessary personal involvement. 
While it may be unreasonable to suggest that New Songs by itself 

accounts for the somewhat conservative character of the titles 
from Dun Erner (in respect of the publication of new work), .!E's 
anthology was certainly a factor. It was not only that Yeats was 
perhaps reluctant to trespass on .!E's literary domain; he also doubted 
that the poets about .tE ('Russell's poultry yard' as he called them) 
were pointing the direction to Ireland's imaginative future, one of 
his requirements for publication by the Press. Later in the history 
of Cuala Yeats was to admit some younger poets, (Frank O'Connor 
and F. R. Higgins are notable examples,) but these poets became 
Yeats's own proteges though not his imitators. 

To this point the discussion has centred on .!E's oblique influence 
on Dun Erner. But he also tried to determine the course of the Press 
more directly. In September 1904 the Dun Erner Press was going 
through one of its periodic financial crises. It was at this point that 
the Dun Erner Industries Limited was formed to put the company 
on a better financial basis." As part of the reorganization an 
advisory committee was formed and .tE was appointed a member; 
it must have been from this position that he attempted to 'demo 
cratize' the Press, presumably by lobbying for the inclusion of his 
poets from New Songs. A letter Yeats wrote to Katharine Tynan in 
September 1906 indicates that .!E's influence was felt for some time 
at Dun Erner: 

He [.IE] gets support from everyone who dislikes discipline, and 
from others that like him but do not understand the issue. He 
very nearly wrecked our theatre, and it is he who has influenced 
my sisters at this moment. When Starkie seceded from the 
Theatre where his acting was worse than his poetry he brought 
out with him a charming young woman who embroiders for 
my sisters [Maire Nie Shiubhlaigh (Maire Walker) ]. and this 
has kept them more or less in the midst of the discussions. It is 
all really one dispute. I have no doubt my sisters will learn 
before very long that I am right about the books as they have 
learned that I was right about the theatre. The trouble is that 
Russell in himself is perfectly charming because he suffers fools 



gladly. His very mischief is a logical expression of his genius. 
The idea that my sisters should permit me to exclude good 
worthy people from their series of books merely because they 
write badly fills his soul with sorrow. He even pressed upon us 
the production of a play the hero of which was a giant eight 
feet high, rather than hurt the feelings of a friend." 

JE's egalitarianism was not successful at Dun Erner, and one result 
was that he alienated Yeats, and in fact their friendship lapsed for 
almost ten years," This episode very likely also confirmed Yeats's 
determination to publish only proven work at the Press. 

I I 

With the works of John M. Synge, the newly reorganized Cuala 
Press took on a different character, more contemporary, looking less 
to the past. Yeats had found a young writer he could enthusiastically 
promote. But with Synge's work Yeats's involvement with the Press 
became (at least for a period) even more intense and a source of 
worry about more than that perennial problem, finances. In the 
period of Dun Erner many of Yeats's efforts had been of the diplo 
matic kind, as for example a request to Mrs. Allingham to reprint 
some of her husband's poems. Certainly there had been disagree 
ments with J£ and John Eglinton, but these did not progress much 
beyond a small group. The trouble over Synge became a more public 
matter of contracts and estates. 

Two Synge first editions appeared from Cuala within sixteen 
months of his death from cancer in March, 1909: Poems and 
Translations and Deirdre of the Sorrows. Synge's life and work were 
to provide something of a centre for Cuala in the next twenty years 
with John Masefield's john M. Synge : A Few Personal Recollections 
(1915), Yeats's Synge and the Ireland of His Time (rc r r). and The 
Death of Synge (1928), excerpts from a journal Yeats began in 1909 
(and later incorporated in his Autobiographies). 

Yeats's contribution to Synge's Poems and Translations was not 
strictly speaking editorial, since Synge was himself responsible for 
the selection and saw the book through the proof stage some two 



months before his death." But Yeats did exercise one editorial 
function in acquiring Poems and Translations for Cuala, and the 
negotiations were complex and not altogether clear even now. Synge 
had apparently offered the poems first to the Dublin publisher 
George Roberts of Maunsel and Co. If Roberts was interested Synge 
had resolved to get Yeats's opinion on their quality before proceeding. 
Roberts was very definitely interested, but because Yeats had been 
involved with the publication of Synge's earlier work, he agreed 
that Yeats should be given a chance to judge the poems. According 
to Roberts, Yeats was not, though, to have a veto in the matter; 
Synge told him that he might publish the poems even if Yeats 
disliked them." 
Yeats had before this point apparently seen only some of Synge's 

early poems, and he was afraid they would only injure his reputation 
if published." Seeing Synge's latest work, Yeats changed his mind 
and began talking of publication with Dun Erner (soon to be the 
Cuala Press). What Yeats probably proposed to Synge was the same 
plan so often adopted before at Dun Erner, a limited edition of the 
poems from his sister's press followed by a trade edition, in this case 
at Roberts's publishing house. Yeats might also have promised a 
speedy publication (Elizabeth Yeats's letters to Synge suggest this 
understanding), and this may have been persuasive to the ailing 
Synge; he might after all see the poems in print before he died. In 
any case, on I October 1908, he gave Yeats the manuscript of his 
poems, on 5 October he signed a contract with George Roberts for 
the trade edition, and the next day sailed for Coblence via London 
for a health cure. 
Though Roberts had agreed to this arrangement, he was none too 

happy about Yeats's intervention. The Cuala edition probably pre 
vented a separate Maunsel publication (at least immediately), for 
Synge's poems could not be expected to sell as well as his plays, the 
distinction between a limited and a trade edition being rather 
meaningless in this instance. In fact, Synge's poems first appeared 
from Maunsel as part of a collected edition in 1910. 
The Cuala publication of Poems and Translations casts doubt on 

Yeats's business practices in this instance. As some slight defence of 
Yeats, Synge does not seem to have known his own mind, and he 
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apparently treated his understanding with Roberts rather casually 
himself. Yeats's original Preface to Synge's Poems and Translations 
quotes a letter from Synge telling of Roberts's interest in his poetry, 
but the whole matter has been removed from the version of the 
Preface in Yeats's Essays and Introductions. It seems Yeats thought 
the whole episode best forgotten, for whatever reason. 

Synge's Preface to Poems and Translations had an importance for 
Cuala all out of proportion to its brief length, for it began a dialogue 
in Yeats's mind about what kind of work the Press should publish. 
Yeats's prefaces and introductions to some ensuing volumes from 
Cuala can be taken as Yeats's continuing response to Synge's 'mani 
festo'. Synge had written in part: 

The poetry of exaltation will be always the highest, but when 
men lose their poetic feeling for ordinary life, and cannot write 
poetry of ordinary things, their exalted poetry is likely to lose 
its strength of exaltation, in the way men cease to build beauti 
ful churches when they have lost happiness in building shops . 
. . . Even if we grant that exalted poetry can be kept successful 
by itself, the strong things of life are needed in poetry also, to 
show that what is exalted, or tender, is not made by feeble 
blood." 

Three years after Poems and Translations, in 1912, Yeats made 
Selections from the Writings of Lord Dunsany for Cuala. Primarily 
a writer of fantasy, Dunsany set his plays and stories in mythical 
regions like 'Babbulkund' and the basin of the 'River Yann', places 
far removed from Synge's Wicklow and Kerry. Yeats's long Intro 
duction is in part an apology to the partisans of Young Ireland for 
Dunsany's non-Irish fantasy, in part a reply to Synge's Preface to 
Poems and Translations. In his Introduction Yeats appropriates Dun 
sany as one of 'the writers of our school' and contrasts him with the 
poets and novelists of Young Ireland. The latter had written to be 
generally understood and according to an 'ideal of reliable invariable 
men and women'. Yeats considered his own school 'unpopular', 
presenting an ideal of 'elaborate beauty' to a relative few. While the 
emerald green covers of the books from Young Ireland had symbol 
ized an aggressive and superficial nationalism, the volumes from Dun 
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Erner and Cuala, it is suggested, would survive a narrow nationalism 
and would constitute a literary past for future students, perhaps one 
more useful than Yeats himself had encountered in the old 'Library 
of Ireland'. 

Lord Dunsany, according to Yeats, had in his fables created 'subtle 
elaborate emotions' through an imagined world; the suggestion is 
that this compensated for the absence of a strictly Irish milieu in his 
work. Dunsany's 'Babbulkund', from this point of view, is another 
'Land of Heart's Desire', and for this reason he writes in one of the 
traditions of the Irish Revival, along with ~ and at least the early 
Yeats. But there was another more realistic strain in the history of 
the Revival too. Synge had seen the world as 'a withered and witless 
place' in comparison with Dunsany's fables. Yeats's Introduction, in 
defending Dunsany's use of imagination, can be read as a rejoinder 
to Synge's call for a literature of 'ordinary life'. Yeats asserted of 
Dunsany: 

His work which seems today so much on the outside, as it 
were, of life and daily interest, may yet seem to those students 
I have imagined rooted in both. Did not the Maeterlinck of 
"Pelleas and Melisande" seem to be outside life? and now he 
has so influenced other writers, he has been so much written 
about, he has been associated with so much celebrated music, 
he has been talked about by so many charming ladies, that he 
is less a vapour than that Dumas tils who wrote of such a living 
Paris." 

It is a credit to the endurance of Synge's thought that Yeats was 
still responding to it three years after the dramatist's death. Yeats 
for his part was obviously trying to maintain some choices for Irish 
writing, fearing that a strong demand for realism might stifle more 
exotic growth, as for example his own plays for dancers a few 
years later. 

With Certain Noble Plays of Japan, Chosen and Finished by Ezra 
Pound (r9r6), Yeats took Cuala even further away from Synge's kind 
of art. In his Introduction to Certain Noble Plays Yeats faced imme 
diately the obvious problem of Japanese plays in an Irish series. 
'I have asked Mr. Pound for these beautiful plays because I think 

45 



they will help me to explain a certain possibility of the Irish 
dramatic movement.' 77 This possibility was an aristocratic dramatic 
form; scenery would be simplified, movement formalized and almost 
static, facial expression rendered irrelevant by masks. Character 
development would be relatively unimportant. The emphasis was 
not to be on theatrical business or even the speaking voice but on 
the words of the drama. Remembering and perhaps regretting the 
years spent at the Abbey, and his curse 'on plays I That have to be 
set up in fifty ways', he expected the new drama to have the advan 
tage 'that it need absorb no one's life, that its few properties can be 
packed up in a box, or hung upon the walls where they will be fine 
ornaments.' 78 

To an extent Yeats's Introduction continues the dialectic begun 
with Synge in the Preface to Poems and Translations and elaborated 
in the Introduction to Selections from the Writings of Lord Dunsany. 
In an indirect response to Synge's call for a 'poetry of ordinary 
things', Yeats had suggested that the fantasies of Dunsany, seemingly 
so out of touch with 'ordinary life', might prove most relevant to it 
after all. The Noh plays and Yeats's equivalents were much closer 
to Dunsany's aristocratic fantasy than to the Rabelaisian element in 
Synge's poetry and plays. Like the traveller in Dunsany's 'The Fall 
of Babbulkund' or the priest and lovers in the Noh Nishikigi, the 
three musicians of Yeats's At the Hawk's Well inhabit 'some country 
of our dreams' quite removed from Synge's imaginative world. 

Yeats ends his Introduction as he had begun it, pondering the 
question of relevance. If the Noh plays originate in a 'country of 
dreams' how could they speak to an Irish audience increasingly 
obsessed with realism? Yeats advances a tentative solution, 'yet it 
pleases me to think that I am working for my own country. Perhaps 
some day a play in the form I am adapting for European purposes 
may excite once more whether in Gaelic or in English under the 
slope of Slieve-na-mon or Croagh Patrick, ancient memories . . .' .79 
Yeats realized this hope was 'a fancy'. Probably with the memory of 
his own efforts at the Abbey for over ten years, he concludes that his 
best hope is the example of his own achievement - if that is con 
vincing, he need not worry about being 'influential', 'for my writings 
if they be seaworthy will put to sea, and I cannot tell where they 



may be carried by the wind. Are not the faery-stories of Oscar Wilde, 
which were written for Mr. Ricketts and Mr. Shannon and for a 
few ladies, very popular in Arabia?' 80 

It is not suggested that Yeats's Introduction to these Japanese 
plays equates Synge and realism as a common force to be resisted. 
Synge is not in fact mentioned by name; nor were his plays funda 
mentally realistic. Nonetheless, Synge's theory and the popular taste 
of the Irish audience resisted Yeats's aristocratic experiments, though 
for different reasons, the first from the conviction that the drama 
must off er sustenance for the imagination after the analogy of a 
daily meal rather than an exotic banquet, and the second because 
the usual audience lacked the 'rich memory' for the allusion and 
innovation of a difficult form," 

I I I 

After Certain Noble Plays, there is a change of direction in the 
books Yeats edited for Cuala, a protracted return to the 'poetry of 
ordinary things', not to peasant plays but to the literature of an 
earlier Gaelic Ireland through translations such as Robin Flower's 
Love's Bitter Sweet (1925) but more especially Frank O'Connor's 
The Wild Bird's Nest (1932) and Lords and Commons (1938). (Some 
of the original poetry in F. R. Higgins's Arable Holdings (1933) 
belongs here too.) 

The translations by Flower and O'Connor were not the first from 
the Gaelic at Dun Erner and Cuala, though earlier translators such 
as Lady Gregory and Douglas Hyde had drawn mainly on the epic 
cycles of the seventh century and the folk poetry of the nineteenth. 
These new translations explored for the most part the intervening 
period; the emphasis tends to be on the professional Gaelic poet 
rather than the inspired amateur and the lyric and lament rather 
than the epic, thus the claims that have been made for their influence 
on the later Yeats. They were made possible by the increasing 
availability of the Irish texts through such publications as Thomas 
F. O'Rahilly's Dania Gradba (1916). 

Frank O'Connor, as a young writer, had attacked Yeats's poetry 
because, he contended, Yeats wrote 'neither in an Irish tradition 
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nor for an Irish public.' 82 Eventually O'Connor relented because, he 
says, 'in the few years I had known him I had seen his [Yeats's] 
poetry getting nearer and nearer to my own ideal of poetry.' 83 For 
O'Connor this ideal was founded on a tradition running from Gaelic 
poetry through Mangan to Synge. After Synge, he could find few 
practitioners of poetry in a 'manly way-Synge's way', though he 
obviously hoped that the later Yeats would continue the tradition. 

The mention of Synge in connection with poetry in Irish clarifies 
O'Connor's standard, for though Synge's poems were in English, 
and he seems not to have known early Irish lyrical poetry (his 
translations were from Ronsard and Petrarch), his original verse has 
the energy, the strangeness, and at times the coarseness of a poem 
such as the Irish 'Prayer for the Speedy End of Three Great Mis 
fortunes' translated in O'Connor's The Wild Bird's Nest: 

There be three things seeking my death, 
All at my heels run wild - 

Hang them, oh God, all three ! - 
Devil, maggot and child," 

Synge would have called the qualities of this poem 'the strong things 
of life' and he would have recognized 'Prayer' as in the same vein 
with his poem 'The Curse' or his ballad 'Danny'. 

IV 

At about the same time that Yeats was attracted to the poetry of 
an older Gaelic Ireland, he renewed his interest in a non-native form, 
the ballad. With the collaboration of F. R. Higgins and Dorothy 
Wellesley, he edited two series of traditional and modem ballads, 
A Broadside, for the Cuala Press in 1935 and 1937. In December of 
those years the monthly numbers were issued in bound volumes 
(each with an introduction) as Broadsides. The idea for this series 
originated in an earlier Cuala enterprise, Jack Yeats's A Broadside 
issued monthly from June 1908 to May 1915. This earlier series 
suggested too the manner of W. B. Yeats's 1935 revival, the alter 
nation of traditional and modern ballads; for his modern examples 



Jack Yeats published poems by Masefield, James Stephens, Ernest 
Rhys, Padraic Colum. as well as his own work. In the 'New Series' 
of A Broadside W. B. Yeats used some of these same authors and, 
in a further debt to Cuala, drew freely from the list of Cuala writers 
published just before Broadsides, notably for the work of F. R. 
Higgins, Oliver Gogarty, and Frank O'Connor. 

The later series of Broadsides have a special importance in the 
Cuala series because they flank The Oxford Book of Modern Verse 
edited by Yeats and published in 1936. The first numbers were 
appearing monthly while Yeats was reading for that anthology, and 
the kind of poetry represented in Broadsides, 1935, was clearly 
reflected in the selection he made for the Clarendon Press. The 
reaction to the anthology sharpened Yeats's feeling that poetry 
should be more public; one way to accomplish this was to re-establish 
it as musical in a carefully defined sense. The result was both the 
Broadsides of 1937 with its introductory discussion of poetry and 
music and the poetry readings broadcast by Yeats from the BBC the 
same year. 

Yeats's interest in the ballad in 1935 was of course a return to a 
much earlier preoccupation. Most of the poems in Fairy and Folk 
Tales were ballads or ballad adaptations, and there was a section of 
anonymous verse, mostly ballads, in A Book of Irish Verse. But as 
we have seen in Yeats's prefaces and introductions to Cuala, his 
interests for a time turned more exotic. For this and other reasons 
Yeats largely neglected the ballad for the first decades of the Cuala 
Press. It was during this period that A Broadside, 'First Series', was 
being issued from the Press, and Yeats's disinterest in the ballad 
explains, at least partially, why he had little involvement with this 
project, though he of course watched the other publications from the 
Press carefully. There is no simple explanation for Yeats's return to 
the ballad after 1930, but some critics see Yeats's severe illnesses 
from 1927 to 1929 as crucial: with a return to health came a new 
sense of the body's importance.85 The vitality and spontaneity of the 
ballad must have appealed to Yeats in this mood. There were other 
reasons as well. 

In his broadcast 'Modern Poetry' Yeats says that he wrote in 
the ballad form as a young man because it was an antidote to 
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'Victorian rhetorical moral fervour', since 'an old ballad is never 
rhetorical.' 86 By 1930 British poetry had been purged of a specifically 
Victorian rhetoric, but there was another kind of moral fervour, 
political, which Yeats thought detrimental to good poetry. Then too, 
he found in English poetry (especially Eliot's early work) realistic 
subject matter matched to 'rhythmical flatness', and he liked neither. 
The bold themes and the rhythmical animation of the ballad could, 
Yeats thought, prove a corrective to these qualities. But Yeats needed 
the help of other poets in reviving the ballad. 

At seventy Yeats could not expect to write poetry, direct the Cuala 
Press, advise the Abbey, and edit his own and others' work, at least 
to the extent he had in the past. Also, Mrs. Yeats, it seems, was 
sceptical of the Broadsides enterprise, feeling that it was a diffusion 
of Yeats's talent." For these reasons collaboration seemed a sensible 
compromise, and F. R. Higgins was a likely choice for the first series. 
He was an experienced editor, not only of trade journals but of 
literary magazines such as Shamrock, Welfare, and To-morrow. He 
was also something of a folk musician which Yeats was not, at times 
writing his poems to Irish tunes." and Yeats was determined that 
the Broadsides should have musical settings. Higgins's poetry too was 
of the right kind for Broadsides, emphasizing folk themes and 
saturated with the diction of the peasant and the atmosphere of the 
West of Ireland. At least from the publication of Higgins's The Dark 
Breed (1924), ballads and ballad adaptations got equal representation 
with the folk lyrics more typical of his early work. Higgins even 
tually became Yeats's arbiter of what was the true folk tradition and 
what could be allowed in the ballad.89 

There might be some irony in a series of carefully printed and 
illustrated broadsheets that were more likely to find their way into 
private collections than into the streets, but it was Yeats's intention 
in the Broadsides to re-establish old ballads and introduce new ones 
into popular currency. In his essay 'What is Popular Poetry' (1901) 
Yeats had realized that this kind of poetry did not spring spontan 
eously from the people at all, but came from identifiable poets. 
Often it was shallow poetry, but Yeats learned in time that it did 
not have to be. If poetry were written accessibly and with a bold 
rhythm, it might originate with an individual poet, but it could 
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enter into the 'popular mind'. Yeats always had some examples to 
show that this had happened, that even his own poetry had been 
sung in the streets as if it were anonymous folksong. 

Yeats in the Broadsides did not follow the proven route to popu 
larity. In the Foreword to the 1935 series, he gives very little 
emphasis to political ballads, though he does admire their imme 
diacy and force. The ballads and songs of the poets of The Nation 
had been published (with music) in The Spirit of the Nation almost 
a hundred years before, and Yeats had included a selection of their 
work in A Book of Irish Verse. But Yeats omitted these poets from 
Broadsides because their ballads were not authentic enough. For the 
same reason he also excluded the songs of Tom Moore from the 
series, though Moore in the popular mind was the most admired of 
Irish song writers. Yeats thought Moore had not the 'poet's rhythm' 
- his 'hurdy-gurdy rhyme' brought him 'half way to the music hall'. 
'Neither his songs nor those of "Young Ireland", nor any songs set 
by professional musicians, have become folk-lore', 'he is confined to 
the schoolroom, the concert platform; ears trained by country singers 
reject him' .90 

Yeats and Higgins had repudiated some of the proven sources for 
songs and ballads; one still available to them was traditional Irish 
broadsides. These were generally crude and poorly printed, and the 
subjects were often grotesque, bawdy, or naively patriotic. But these 
were not fundamental defects and in fact the Broadsides often 
capitalize on some of these qualities. The serious flaw in Anglo-Irish 
broadsides, Yeats admitted, was one of diction, an insensitivity to 
language. Gaelic balladeers of the eighteenth century (often country 
schoolmasters) had often only a mechanical understanding of English 
and a weakness for Latinate words. With perhaps Tagore in mind, 
Yeats compares them to 'Europeanised Indians'; they had 'perhaps 
fluent English yet understand nothing of the words but their dic 
tionary meaning.' 91 The result was pedantry, a quality that permeates 
Anglo-Irish ballads. Though Yeats insisted on the traditional ballad 
formula, he knew that formulaic language detracted from the appeal 
of this kind of poetry and his own case for the ballad. Yeats's 
solution, as it had been for Tagore's devitalised language, was 
judicious editing. 



In 1937, while contemplating an anthology for Macmillan on 
the order of Broadsides (it was never published), Yeats wrote Edith 
Shakleton Heald explaining his method : 'As in the case of the 
Broadsides many of the traditional songs will be worked over by 
Higgins and myself. You can imagine what an improvement it is 
when all "steeds" become "horses" and all "maids" "girls" ' (Letters, 
894). Surprisingly, such simple changes do help. The Colleen Rue in 
the traditional ballad of that title protests to her flattering admirer : 
'I am not Aurora, or the beauteous Flora, but a rural maiden to all 
men's view.' In the Broadsides version (November 1935) the Colleen 
declares herself not a 'rural maiden' but a 'rural female' and the 
ballad becomes, at least momentarily, alive and convincing. Since 
traditional Irish ballads often survive in multiple versions, it is not 
always easy to determine Yeats's and Higgins's revisions, but some 
other poems that seem to show their work are 'The Lowlands of 
Holland', 'The Song of the Ghost', and 'The Boyne Water'. In these 
the reworking is primarily structural, the splicing together of mul 
tiple versions to get the most satisfactory rendition of a poem. While 
many of the revisions are minor in themselves, cumulatively they 
represent an attempt on the part of Yeats and Higgins to make the 
Irish ballad in English more vital and uncorrupted than it actually 
was. In a way this was what Yeats had done for the Irish folk tale 
almost fifty years before. Then it was a matter of detaching the 
central tale from a sceptical context, here of refurbishing language, 
but the end result was not so very different. 

Not all the revisions in the 1935 Broadsides are limited to tra 
ditional ballads. Yeats revised Higgins's 'The Ballad of O'Bruadir' for 
the November 1935 Broadsides and used a shorter version for The 
Oxford Book of Modern Verse the next year. Yeats's revisions begin 
with some minor changes in the second stanza (the first in the Oxford 
Book) but become more interesting in the fourth. They are made 
largely to clarify the narrative. (O'Bruadir is a pirate-rogue who is 
lured into friendship with a stranger, betrayed, and hanged. The 
ballad is narrated by one of his men in Higgins's poem.) Higgins 
wrote in the first version in The Dark Breed : 



He gripped hands with a stranger, who 
said I'd rather grip 

O'Bruadir in glory on the water 
'Well I'm your man,' said Bruadir 

and you're aboard my ship 
Rolling glory on the water.' 

Yeats revises this to 

'There's no man' said a stranger, 'whose 
hand I'd sooner grip 

Rolling glory on the water ... ' 92 

emphasizing the conversational and keeping the refrain regular 
('Rolling glory on the water') until the last stanza when, as often in 
his own ballads, it turns functional and becomes an essential part of 
the narrative: 'We found O'Bruadir dangling within an airy tree,/ 
Ghosting glory from the water! ' Some time after this ballad appeared 
in Broadsides, Yeats wrote to Dorothy Wellesley (who had also been 
rewritten by Yeats): 'I learned from Higgins and now he learns 
from me, for he says I have and he has not the right diction.' 93 In the 
case of 'The Ballad of O'Bruadir' anyway, Yeats's lesson had taken 
a most direct form. 

For the 1937 Broadsides Yeats wanted a new scheme. His work on 
The Oxford Book of Modern Verse the year before led him to extend 
the series to English authors. Instead of an alternation of old and new 
Irish ballads, he would print Irish and English poems side by side to 
show the larger possibilities of putting words to music. The Oxford 
Book gave him not only his authors but an English editor as well, 
Dorothy Wellesley, the Duchess of Wellington. 

Yeats became interested in Dorothy Wellesley's poetry while 
reading for the Oxford Book and a correspondence and a friendship 
followed. He not only included a large selection of her poetry in the 
Oxford anthology but edited Selections from the Poetry of Dorothy 
Wellesley published the same year. The fact that Dorothy Wellesley 
was not only a poet but also an editor must have recommended her 
to Yeats for Broadsides. She had been the general editor of the 
'Hogarth Living Poets', a series that published her work, that of her 
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friend Virginia Sackville-West, the poetry of C. Day Lewis and the 
anthology New Siqtiatures which introduced the young poets W. H. 
Auden, Julian Bell, Stephen Spender and others (this was specifically 
edited by Michael Roberts). Although the Hogarth series gave her 
attachments to Bloomsbury, Dorothy Wellesley never felt entirely 
comfortable with Virginia Woolf and her friends," and this freedom 
from literary allegiances must have helped her friendship with Yeats. 
Like Yeats, Dorothy Wellesley never went to the university and 
was largely educated at home." Unlike Yeats's, her home (by her 
own admission) was a 'Philistine environment' .96 Her politics were 
compatible with Yeats's (except on Irish matters; she never liked his 
ballad on Roger Casement) and her poetry treats some of the same 
themes as Yeats's, the fading of the aristocracy in her poem 'Going, 
Going, Gone' for example. 

Unsurprisingly, Yeats overwhelmed Dorothy Wellesley and her 
poetry. He seemed compelled to revise her work and many of the 
poems in her Selections show Yeats's hand." Their painful correspon 
dence over Dorothy Wellesley's ballad 'The Lady, The Squire, and 
the Serving-maid' shows the practice continuing into the Broadsides of 
1937.98 As co-editor of this series, Dorothy Wellesley did make some 
contributions, but most of the initiative came from Yeats, and she 
had enough humility to play the discrete partner, though when it 
came to Yeats trespassing on her poetry she could be stubborn. 

Typically, both Yeats and Wellesley signed the Foreword to the 
1937 Broadsides but the author was obviously Yeats, and he con 
tinued the theme from the earlier series, the right relation of words 
and music. Yeats wanted music because it would give his ballads 
wider currency and because with it he thought a modern diction 
could be admitted into poetry, though he was vague about how this 
could be done." But in any case he did not want music obscuring 
the words of poetry. This emphasis on the words caused some con 
sternation among his more musically-accomplished collaborators. 
V. C. Clinton-Baddeley was one of these, and he finally realized that 
Yeats did not want 'Words for Music' but 'Music for Words', music 
was to be strictly subordinate." Despite his confusions about poetry 
and music, Yeats's larger concern seems clear. He wanted intelligi 
bility and this same requirement led him to promote the traditional 
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form of the ballad and to disparage what he saw as the shapelessness 
of Pound's Cantos. Specifically, the intelligibility he required was 
non-abstract, non-mathematical. He seemed to mistrust music as 
part of the 'flux', the formlessness impinging on the mind that he 
repudiated in the Introduction to the Oxford Book. As he wrote in 
the Foreword to the r937 Broadsides, 'Music that wants of us [poets] 
nothing but images that suggest sound, cannot be our music.' He did 
not seem to understand that music could have its own kind of 
intelligibility, or if he did, how it could work in consort with that 
of poetry. 

Not all the poems in the 1937 Broadsides were ballads and this 
marks a departure from the earlier series where all but a few of the 
twenty-four poems were ballads. Yeats undoubtedly felt constricted 
by one form, and the work in the 1937 series is both ballads and 
lyrics. Dorothy Wellesley recognized the change when she puzzled 
over Yeats's inclusion of Turner's 'Men Fade Like Rocks'; writing of 
this and other of Turner's poems she asked Yeats, 'Are they the right 
sort of things for Broadsides? I think Broadsides should be vigorous, 
tragic, bawdy, wild, any of those things. Am I right? But not con 
templative.' 101 Yeats replied that Turner's poem was one of a 
number he planned to 'reflect the modern mind where most subtle';" 
and he obviously was prepared to expand the scope of the series to 
find new songs for music. (The 1937 Broadsides also contains poems 
by Higgins and James Stephens that are not ballads.) The juxta 
position of the lyric with a more robust strain is matched in the 
illustrations, Jack Yeats's for 'Come Gather Round Me, Parnellites' 
compared to Victor Brown's more elegant design for Dorothy Welles 
ley's 'Lass, Is Your Heart Dead?'. 

Dorothy Wellesley and Yeats were to have collaborated on 
another set of Broadsides for 1939 but Yeats's death prevented it. 
Interestingly, the plans were to include some poets whom Yeats 
had slighted in the Oxford Book. An Auden poem was considered 
for the 1937 series, but it was never published. (Perhaps Auden 
refused his permission after he saw, or thought about, his selection 
in the Oxford Book.) For the r939 series a poem by Auden was 
actually chosen as well as one by C. Day Lewis. Auden's selection 
was to be Number XXIV from Look, Stranger! beginning 'O for 
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doors to be open and an invite with gilded edges', a ballad-like poem 
with a Yeatsian refrain, 'Cried the cripples to the silent statue, I The 
six beggared cripples'." As different as 'O for doors to be open' is 
from Yeats's 'Beggar to Beggar Cried', Yeats seems to have found, 
belatedly, that one at least of the 'Ezra, Auden, Eliot school' had a 
common interest in ballads and song forms. But this was in 1938. A 
few years earlier, at the publication of The Oxford Book of Modern 
Verse, Yeats saw only their differences. 

* * * 
Yeats's editorial direction of Dun Erner and Cuala lasted for over 

thirty-five years. Obviously in such a long period there were in 
fluences at work other than those of /E and John Synge, more 
enthusiasms than for the Noh play and the ballad. In a long Press 
list, there are just enough exceptions, enough volumes that stub 
bornly refuse to fall in place, to warn the critic against rationalizing 
the series too much, reminding him that the Press had its practical 
and fortuitous side too. Certainly the three volumes of poetry by 
Oliver Gogarty, classical in manner but with an underlying lyricism, 
stand somewhat apart and testify to the impact on Yeats of Gogarty's 
impetuous personality. Lady Gregory's The Kiltartan Poetry Book 
(1918) continues an Irish theme even while Yeats's mind was else 
where. Then there is a pair of books, Poems by Thomas Parnell (1927) 
and Mario Rossi's Pilgrimage in the West (1933) that reflects Yeats's 
'discovery' of the Irish eighteenth century. Yeats was not of an 
excluding mind. Where a humbler vision might see only disparity, 
his could hold diverse periods and personalities until they achieved 
reconciliation, and in this may lie the ultimate unity for the series 
of books from Dun Erner and Cuala. 


