AT STRATFORD-ON-AVON by W. B. Yeats

I
I have been hearing Shakespeare, as the traveller in News from Nowhere might have heard him,
had he not been hurried back into our noisy time. One passes through quiet streets, where gabled
and red-tiled houses remember the Middle Age, to a theatre that has been made not to make
money, but for the pleasure of making it, like the market houses that set the traveller chuckling;
nor does one find it among hurrying cabs and ringing pavements, but in a green garden by a river
side. Inside I have to be content for a while with a chair, for I am unexpected, and there is not an
empty seat but this; and yet there is no one who has come merely because one must go
somewhere after dinner. All day, too, one does not hear or see an incongruous or noisy thing, but
spends the hours reading the plays, and the wise and foolish things men have said of them, in the
library of the theatre, with its oak-panelled walls and leaded windows of tinted glass; or one rows
by reedy banks and by old farmhouses, and by old churches among great trees. It is certainly
one’s fault if one opens a newspaper, for Mr. Benson gives one a new play every night, and one
need talk of nothing but the play in the inn-parlour, under the oak beams blackened by time and
showing the mark of the adze that shaped them. I have seen this week King John, Richard II., the
second part of Henry IV., Henry V., the second part of Henry VI., and Richard III. played in their
right order, with all the links that bind play to play unbroken; and partly because of a spirit in the
place, and partly because of the way play supports play, the theatre has moved me as it has never
done before. That strange procession of kings and queens, of warring nobles, of insurgent
crowds, of courtiers, and of people of the gutter has been to me almost too visible, too audible,
too full of an unearthly energy. I have felt as I have sometimes felt on grey days on the Galway
shore, when a faint mist has hung over the grey sea and the grey stones, as if the world might
suddenly vanish and leave nothing behind, not even a little dust under one’s feet. The people my
mind’s eye has seen have too much of the extravagance of dreams, like all the inventions of art
before our crowded life had brought moderation and compromise, to seem more than a dream,
and yet all else has grown dim before them.
In London the first man one meets puts any high dream out of one’s head, for he will talk to one
of something at once vapid and exciting, some one of those many subjects of thought that build
up our social unity. But here he gives back one’s dream like a mirror. If we do not talk of the
plays, we talk of the theatre, and how more people may be got to come, and our isolation from
common things makes the future become grandiose and important. One man tells how the theatre
and the library were at their foundation but part of a scheme the future is to fulfil. To them will
be added a school where speech, and gesture, and fencing, and all else that an actor needs will be
taught, and the council, which will have enlarged its Festivals to some six weeks, will engage all
the chief players of Shakespeare, and perhaps of other great dramatists in this and other
countries. These chief players will need to bring but few of their supporters, for the school will
be able to fill all the lesser parts with players who are slowly recovering the lost tradition of
musical speech. Another man is certain that the Festival, even without the school, which would
require a new endowment, will grow in importance year by year, and that it may become with
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favouring chance the supreme dramatic event of the world; and when I suggest that it may help
to break the evil prestige of London he becomes enthusiastic.
Surely a bitter hatred of London is becoming a mark of those that love the arts, and all that have
this hatred should help anything that looks like a beginning of a centre of art elsewhere. The
easiness of travel, which is always growing, began by emptying the country, but it may end by
filling it; for adventures like this of Stratford-on-Avon show that people are ready to journey
from all parts of England and Scotland and Ireland, and even from America, to live with their
favourite art as shut away from the world as though they were ‘in retreat,’ as Catholics say.
Nobody but an impressionist painter, who hides it in light and mist, even pretends to love a street
for its own sake; and could we meet our friends and hear music and poetry in the country, none
of us that are not captive would ever leave the thrushes. In London, we hear something that we
like some twice or thrice in a winter, and among people who are thinking the while of a musichall singer or of a member of parliament, but there we would hear it and see it among people
who liked it well enough to have travelled some few hours to find it; and because those who care
for the arts have few near friendships among those that do not, we would hear and see it among
near friends. We would escape, too, from those artificial tastes and interests we cultivate, that we
may have something to talk about among people we meet for a few minutes and not again, and
the arts would grow serious as the Ten Commandments.
II
I do not think there is anything I disliked in Stratford, beside certain new houses, but the shape of
the theatre; and as a larger theatre must be built sooner or later, that would be no great matter if
one could put a wiser shape into somebody’s head. I cannot think there is any excuse for a halfround theatre, where land is not expensive, or no very great audience to be seated within earshot
of the stage; or that it was adopted for a better reason than because it has come down to us,
though from a time when the art of the stage was a different art. The Elizabethan theatre was a
half-round, because the players were content to speak their lines on a platform, as if they were
speakers at a public meeting, and we go on building in the same shape, although our art of the
stage is the art of making a succession of pictures. Were our theatres of the shape of a half-closed
fan, like Wagner’s theatre, where the audience sit on seats that rise towards the broad end while
the play is played at the narrow end, their pictures could be composed for eyes at a small number
of points of view, instead of for eyes at many points of view, above and below and at the sides,
and what is no better than a trade might become an art. With the eyes watching from the sides of
a half-round, on the floor and in the boxes and galleries, would go the solid-built houses and the
flat trees that shake with every breath of air; and we could make our pictures with robes that
contrasted with great masses of colour in the back cloth and such severe or decorative forms of
hills and trees and houses as would not overwhelm, as our naturalistic scenery does, the idealistic
art of the poet, and all at a little price. Naturalistic scene-painting is not an art, but a trade,
because it is, at best, an attempt to copy the more obvious effects of nature by the methods of the
ordinary landscape-painter, and by his methods made coarse and summary. It is but flashy
landscape-painting and lowers the taste it appeals to, for the taste it appeals to has been formed
by a more delicate art. Decorative scene-painting would be, on the other hand, as inseparable
from the movements as from the robes of the players and from the falling of the light; and being
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in itself a grave and quiet thing it would mingle with the tones of the voices and with the
sentiment of the play, without overwhelming them under an alien interest. It would be a new and
legitimate art appealing to a taste formed by itself and copying nothing but itself. Mr. Gordon
Craig used scenery of this kind at the Purcell Society performance the other day, and despite
some marring of his effects by the half-round shape of the theatre, it was the first beautiful
scenery our stage has seen. He created an ideal country where everything was possible, even
speaking in verse, or speaking in music, or the expression of the whole of life in a dance, and I
would like to see Stratford-on-Avon decorate its Shakespeare with like scenery. As we cannot, it
seems, go back to the platform and the curtain, and the argument for doing so is not without
weight, we can only get rid of the sense of unreality, which most of us feel when we listen to the
conventional speech of Shakespeare, by making scenery as conventional. Time after time his
people use at some moment of deep emotion an elaborate or deliberate metaphor, or do some
improbable thing which breaks an emotion of reality we have imposed upon him by an art that is
not his, nor in the spirit of his. It also is an essential part of his method to give slight or obscure
motives of many actions that our attention may dwell on what is of chief importance, and we set
these cloudy actions among solid-looking houses, and what we hope are solid-looking trees, and
illusion comes to an end, slain by our desire to increase it. In his art, as in all the older art of the
world, there was much make-believe, and our scenery, too, should remember the time when, as
my nurse used to tell me, herons built their nests in old men’s beards! Mr. Benson did not venture
to play the scene in Richard III. where the ghosts walk, as Shakespeare wrote it, but had his
scenery been as simple as Mr. Gordon Craig’s purple back cloth that made Dido and Æneas seem
wandering on the edge of eternity, he would have found nothing absurd in pitching the tents of
Richard and Richmond side by side. Goethe has said, ‘Art is art, because it is not nature!’ It
brings us near to the archetypal ideas themselves, and away from nature, which is but their
looking-glass.
III
In La Peau de Chagrin Balzac spends many pages in describing a coquette, who seems the
image of heartlessness, and then invents an improbable incident that her chief victim may
discover how beautifully she can sing. Nobody had ever heard her sing, and yet in her singing,
and in her chatter with her maid, Balzac tells us, was her true self. He would have us understand
that behind the momentary self, which acts and lives in the world, and is subject to the judgment
of the world, there is that which cannot be called before any mortal Judgment seat, even though a
great poet, or novelist, or philosopher be sitting upon it. Great literature has always been written
in a like spirit, and is, indeed, the Forgiveness of Sin, and when we find it becoming the
Accusation of Sin, as in George Eliot, who plucks her Tito in pieces with as much assurance as if
he had been clockwork, literature has begun to change into something else. George Eliot had a
fierceness one hardly finds but in a woman turned argumentative, but the habit of mind her
fierceness gave its life to was characteristic of her century, and is the habit of mind of the
Shakespearian critics. They and she grew up in a century of utilitarianism, when nothing about a
man seemed important except his utility to the State, and nothing so useful to the State as the
actions whose effect can be weighed by the reason. The deeds of Coriolanus, Hamlet, Timon,
Richard II. had no obvious use, were, indeed, no more than the expression of their personalities,
and so it was thought Shakespeare was accusing them, and telling us to be careful lest we
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deserve the like accusations. It did not occur to the critics that you cannot know a man from his
actions, because you cannot watch him in every kind of circumstance, and that men are made
useless to the State as often by abundance as by emptiness, and that a man’s business may at
times be revelation, and not reformation. Fortinbras was, it is likely enough, a better King than
Hamlet would have been, Aufidius was a more reasonable man than Coriolanus, Henry V. was a
better man-at-arms than Richard II., but after all, were not those others who changed nothing for
the better and many things for the worse greater in the Divine Hierarchies? Blake has said that
‘the roaring of lions, the howling of wolves, the raging of the stormy sea, and the destructive
sword are portions of Eternity, too great for the eye of man,’ but Blake belonged by right to the
ages of Faith, and thought the State of less moment than the Divine Hierarchies. Because reason
can only discover completely the use of those obvious actions which everybody admires, and
because every character was to be judged by efficiency in action, Shakespearian criticism
became a vulgar worshipper of Success. I have turned over many books in the library at
Stratford-on-Avon, and I have found in nearly all an antithesis, which grew in clearness and
violence as the century grew older, between two types, whose representatives were Richard II.,
‘sentimental,’ ‘weak,’ ‘selfish,’ ‘insincere,’ and Henry V., ‘Shakespeare’s only hero.’ These books
took the same delight in abasing Richard II. that school-boys do in persecuting some boy of fine
temperament, who has weak muscles and a distaste for school games. And they had the
admiration for Henry V. that school-boys have for the sailor or soldier hero of a romance in some
boys’ paper. I cannot claim any minute knowledge of these books, but I think that these emotions
began among the German critics, who perhaps saw something French and Latin in Richard II.,
and I know that Professor Dowden, whose book I once read carefully, first made these emotions
eloquent and plausible. He lived in Ireland, where everything has failed, and he meditated
frequently upon the perfection of character which had, he thought, made England successful, for,
as we say, ‘cows beyond the water have long horns.’ He forgot that England, as Gordon has said,
was made by her adventurers, by her people of wildness and imagination and eccentricity; and
thought that Henry V., who only seemed to be these things because he had some commonplace
vices, was not only the typical Anglo-Saxon, but the model Shakespeare held up before England;
and he even thought it worth while pointing out that Shakespeare himself was making a large
fortune while he was writing about Henry’s victories. In Professor Dowden’s successors this
apotheosis went further; and it reached its height at a moment of imperialistic enthusiasm, of
ever-deepening conviction that the commonplace shall inherit the earth, when somebody of
reputation, whose name I cannot remember, wrote that Shakespeare admired this one character
alone out of all his characters. The Accusation of Sin produced its necessary fruit, hatred of all
that was abundant, extravagant, exuberant, of all that sets a sail for shipwreck, and flattery of the
commonplace emotions and conventional ideals of the mob, the chief Paymaster of accusation.
IV
I cannot believe that Shakespeare looked on his Richard II. with any but sympathetic eyes,
understanding indeed how ill-fitted he was to be King, at a certain moment of history, but
understanding that he was lovable and full of capricious fancy, ‘a wild creature’ as Pater has
called him. The man on whom Shakespeare modelled him had been full of French elegancies, as
he knew from Hollingshead, and had given life a new luxury, a new splendour, and been ‘too
friendly’ to his friends, ‘too favourable’ to his enemies. And certainly Shakespeare had these
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things in his head when he made his King fail, a little because he lacked some qualities that were
doubtless common among his scullions, but more because he had certain qualities that are
uncommon in all ages. To suppose that Shakespeare preferred the men who deposed his King is
to suppose that Shakespeare judged men with the eyes of a Municipal Councillor weighing the
merits of a Town Clerk; and that had he been by when Verlaine cried out from his bed, ‘Sir, you
have been made by the stroke of a pen, but I have been made by the breath of God,’ he would
have thought the Hospital Superintendent the better man. He saw indeed, as I think, in Richard
II. the defeat that awaits all, whether they be Artist or Saint, who find themselves where men ask
of them a rough energy and have nothing to give but some contemplative virtue, whether lyrical
phantasy, or sweetness of temper, or dreamy dignity, or love of God, or love of His creatures. He
saw that such a man through sheer bewilderment and impatience can become as unjust or as
violent as any common man, any Bolingbroke or Prince John, and yet remain ‘that sweet lovely
rose.’ The courtly and saintly ideals of the Middle Ages were fading, and the practical ideals of
the modern age had begun to threaten the unuseful dome of the sky; Merry England was fading,
and yet it was not so faded that the Poets could not watch the procession of the world with that
untroubled sympathy for men as they are, as apart from all they do and seem, which is the
substance of tragic irony.
Shakespeare cared little for the State, the source of all our judgments, apart from its shows and
splendours, its turmoils and battles, its flamings out of the uncivilized heart. He did indeed think
it wrong to overturn a King, and thereby to swamp peace in civil war, and the historical plays
from Henry IV. to Richard III., that monstrous birth and last sign of the wrath of Heaven, are a
fulfilment of the prophecy of the Bishop of Carlisle, who was ‘raised up by God’ to make it; but
he had no nice sense of utilities, no ready balance to measure deeds, like that fine instrument,
with all the latest improvements, Gervinus and Professor Dowden handle so skilfully. He
meditated as Solomon, not as Bentham meditated, upon blind ambitions, untoward accidents, and
capricious passions, and the world was almost as empty in his eyes as it must be in the eyes of
God.
‘Tired with all these, for restful death I cry;—
As, to behold desert a beggar born,
And needy nothing trimm’d in jollity,
And purest faith unhappily forsworn,
And gilded honour shamefully misplaced,
And maiden virtue rudely strumpeted,
And right perfection wrongfully disgrac’d,
And strength by limping sway disabled,
And Art made tongue-tied by authority,
And folly, doctor-like, controlling skill,
And simple truth miscalled simplicity,
And captive good attending captain ill:
Tired with all these, from these would I begone
Save that, to die, I leave my love alone.’
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V
The Greeks, a certain scholar has told me, considered that myths are the activities of the
Dæmons, and that the Dæmons shape our characters and our lives. I have often had the fancy
that there is some one Myth for every man, which, if we but knew it, would make us understand
all he did and thought. Shakespeare’s Myth, it may be, describes a wise man who was blind from
very wisdom, and an empty man who thrust him from his place, and saw all that could be seen
from very emptiness. It is in the story of Hamlet, who saw too great issues everywhere to play
the trivial game of life, and of Fortinbras, who came from fighting battles about ‘a little patch of
ground’ so poor that one of his Captains would not give ‘six ducats’ to ‘farm it,’ and who was yet
acclaimed by Hamlet and by all as the only befitting King. And it is in the story of Richard II.,
that unripened Hamlet, and of Henry V., that ripened Fortinbras. To poise character against
character was an element in Shakespeare’s art, and scarcely a play is lacking in characters that
are the complement of one another, and so, having made the vessel of porcelain Richard II., he
had to make the vessel of clay Henry V. He makes him the reverse of all that Richard was. He
has the gross vices, the coarse nerves, of one who is to rule among violent people, and he is so
little ‘too friendly’ to his friends that he bundles them out of doors when their time is over. He is
as remorseless and undistinguished as some natural force, and the finest thing in his play is the
way his old companions fall out of it broken-hearted or on their way to the gallows; and instead
of that lyricism which rose out of Richard’s mind like the jet of a fountain to fall again where it
had risen, instead of that phantasy too enfolded in its own sincerity to make any thought the hour
had need of, Shakespeare has given him a resounding rhetoric that moves men, as a leading
article does to-day. His purposes are so intelligible to everybody that everybody talks of him as if
he succeeded, although he fails in the end, as all men great and little fail in Shakespeare, and yet
his conquests abroad are made nothing by a woman turned warrior, and that boy he and
Katherine were to ‘compound,’ ‘half French, half English,’ ‘that’ was to ‘go to Constantinople
and take the Turk by the beard,’ turns out a Saint, and loses all his father had built up at home
and his own life.
Shakespeare watched Henry V. not indeed as he watched the greater souls in the visionary
procession, but cheerfully, as one watches some handsome spirited horse, and he spoke his tale,
as he spoke all tales, with tragic irony.
VI
The five plays, that are but one play, have, when played one after another, something extravagant
and superhuman, something almost mythological. Those nobles with their indifference to death
and their immense energy seem at times no nearer the common stature of men than do the Gods
and the heroes of Greek plays. Had there been no Renaissance and no Italian influence to bring in
the stories of other lands English history would, it may be, have become as important to the
English imagination as the Greek Myths to the Greek imagination; and many plays by many
poets would have woven it into a single story whose contours, vast as those of Greek myth,
would have made living men and women seem like swallows building their nests under the
architrave of some Temple of the Giants. English literature, because it would have grown out of
itself, might have had the simplicity and unity of Greek literature, for I can never get out of my
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head that no man, even though he be Shakespeare, can write perfectly when his web is woven of
threads that have been spun in many lands. And yet, could those foreign tales have come in if the
great famine, the sinking down of popular imagination, the dying out of traditional phantasy, the
ebbing out of the energy of race, had not made them necessary? The metaphors and language of
Euphuism, compounded of the natural history and mythology of the classics, were doubtless a
necessity also, that something might be poured into the emptiness. Yet how they injured the
simplicity and unity of the speech! Shakespeare wrote at a time when solitary great men were
gathering to themselves the fire that had once flowed hither and thither among all men, when
individualism in work and thought and emotion was breaking up the old rhythms of life, when
the common people, no longer uplifted by the myths of Christianity and of still older faiths, were
sinking into the earth.
The people of Stratford-on-Avon have remembered little about him, and invented no legend to
his glory. They have remembered a drinking-bout of his, and invented some bad verses for him,
and that is about all. Had he been some hard-drinking, hard-living, hard-riding, loudblaspheming Squire they would have enlarged his fame by a legend of his dealings with the
devil; but in his day the glory of a Poet, like that of all other imaginative powers, had ceased, or
almost ceased outside a narrow class. The poor Gaelic rhymer leaves a nobler memory among
his neighbours, who will talk of Angels standing like flames about his death-bed, and of voices
speaking out of bramble-bushes that he may have the wisdom of the world. The Puritanism that
drove the theatres into Surrey was but part of an inexplicable movement that was trampling out
the minds of all but some few thousands born to cultivated ease.
May 1901.
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