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Abstract

This essay aims to find a correlation between the poetry of 
William Butler Yeats and the social-cultural context of its 
time-period. With the aid of conceptual history, representations 
of fundamental concepts can be revealed in the written text. 
The methodological approach is based on Reinhart Koselleck's 
Begriffsgeschichte where concepts are used for timing history. 
The two concepts in focus in the essay are 'crisis' and 
'the Golden Age'. The results found in the analysis of Yeats' 
poems displayed to a certain extent the representation of the 
concept of 'crisis', revealing that crisis in society at that 
time is reflected in Yeats' poems, but representations of the 
counter-concept 'the Golden Age' were only partly found in 
poems from his later collections. A suggestion for further 
research is to perform a study where several contemporary
poets are investigated simultaneously with the aid of 
conceptual history.  
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1. Introduction

In the poetry of William Butler Yeats one finds to a large extent the presence of myths. 

Initially, he sought to give the Irish people a sense of pride and awareness of their 

cultural heritage and national identity by incorporating Irish mythology. Myth in the 

arts functions as a method to help us understand our inner selves together with the 

world and the society we currently live in. However, during his years as a poet and 

play writer he experienced several eras, from the Romantic period, moving into the 

Victorian era and finally entering the Modern era. This progression made him change 

his mythology from Irish mythology in the earlier collections, and then Eastern 

mythologies in the later collections to finally enter the esoterical field and turning 

towards the occult for inspiration. Conceptual history and Koselleck's 

Begriffsgeschichte allows one to analyse the written work with the aid of established 

fundamental concepts. By using this methodological approach to investigate the 

reasons behind the shifts of mythologies in Yeats poetry, a pattern could perhaps be 

detected when it is compared to the social-cultural structures and influences from the 

respective time period. 

This essay will attempt to investigate the historical correlation between Yeats' 

poetry and the society and culture of the late Victorian period leading up to the World 

Wars. The two concepts that will be in focus are 'crisis' and it's counter-concept 'the 

Golden Age'. How are the concepts of crisis and the Golden Age represented in Yeats' 

poetry? How is the crisis in the society at that time reflected in his poems? Could a

representation of Yeats' Golden Age be found, in connection to the presence of Eastern 

mythology in his poetry? 
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2. Background

2.1 Yeats' poetry and mythology

Mythology in literature stands for the representation of myths, stories, legends and 

traditions from the past, present and the future in a written work. To begin with, the 

seeds of a myth can often be traced back to when it was orally composed as a part of 

mankind's tradition in telling stories from mouth to mouth by the campfire. The myth 

will thereafter evolve whenever it is retold; things will be added, altered or removed, 

and finally it will be put into writing. According to Claude Lévi-Strauss, this makes 

myths problematic; ".., where does mythology end and where does history start?" (38). 

The Bible was formed much in this fashion where "...the myths... [and] ...its raw 

material was disconnected elements and that learned philosophers [and native wise 

men] put them together in order to make a continuous story" (Lévi-Strauss 35). Our 

history is based on the written corpus that is preserved from every time period. The 

content in a myth "...could be a historical event, but if we look closely at the way it is 

explained, we see that the type of event is the same, but not exactly the details" (Lévi-

Strauss 39). This complexity that myths contain contributes to the fascination of their 

existence (Lévi-Strauss 34-44). One wonders therefore if that is why authors 

incorporate myth into their work. 

In Yeats' earlier collections Irish myths and legends are incorporated into his 

poetry together with natural depictions. These early collections are based on "...a 

romanticised Celtic past, a land of dreams and minstrelsy which challenges the 

materialism of the modern world" (Clark & Healy 1213). At this time Yeats was 

resisting the upcoming modern era that followed the development of an industrialized 

society. His aim with the early collections was to instore an awareness of Ireland's

cultural heritage and give the people a sense of pride and nationalistic cultural identity. 

"They were turbulent times, politically and culturally.." (Hunt-Mahony 2), referring to 
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Ireland in the 1880s when they aimed for independence from the Commonwealth.  

According to Christina Hunt-Mahony, Yeats constructed in people's minds a nation that

was "... untouched by the corruption of modernity, a country in touch with the magical 

and supernatural world, a place of heightened spirituality and harmony with nature" (2). 

Rather than embracing ideas such as progress that comes with modernity, he placed 

emphasis on ancient representations; the idea of the hero and the heroin together with 

timeless concepts and ideas. The poems "Lake Isle of Innisfree" and "The Wild Swans 

at Coole" are some of his most popular naturalistic poems from these earlier collections.

However, in his later collections his work displays a shift from the naturalistic 

romantic era of the 19th century towards the modern realistic style where he changes 

his mythology and draws on Ancient, Oriental and Eastern myths . Yeats' poetry moves 

from "... late Victorian, fin de siècle, and somewhat decadent verse to the sinewy, post-

Christian poetry which came into being in English in the period between Europe's two 

major world wars" (Hunt-Mahony 2). Although Yeats initially was resistant towards 

modernism, he later took part in forming the modern strand in literature and poetry. The 

two poems "Sailing to Byzantium" and "Byzantium", are examples of how the gaze is 

turned away from nationalistic mythology and toward the Eastern mythologies. The 

geographical place and realm named Byzantium (later on Constantinople and thereafter 

Istanbul) represents the point of intersection where the Western culture meets the 

Eastern cultures. Istanbul, the former capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, is often 

regarded as a place that holds a special sensuality and an exotic mysticism. Yeats had a 

desire to "...reclaim the past" (Barry 194), believing perhaps that the time and place for 

the realm of Byzantium could be a representation of the Golden Age for mankind. 
   

In his poetry one finds symbols that represent several meanings; the first obvious

one and then the underlying meaning bearing a mystical or esoteric message. Thus, the 
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concepts in his poetry are both tangible and abstract, as they often are in literature, and 

this contributes to the complexity in his work. Yeats's use of symbolism enables him to 

serve the reader with his vision of that society; "A richly symbolic poetry is his vehicle

to articulate a deterministic vision of human history" (Clark & Healy 1213). Sometimes 

the structure of the poem or the order in which the words are put together gives the 

reader an additional clue and adds further feelings or emotions in connection to the 

combined experience of one of his poems.
   

In the beginning of the 20th century modernism enters the arts and influences 

Yeats.  His collections during this time became more realistic and modern in it's style. 

However, he still kept a belief in keeping the traditional style in his writing; where 

the poem's cadence and rhythm together with its form should be carefully designed. 

One of his most famous poems from these collections is "The Second Coming", a 

modern poem which gives an apocalyptic vision on mankind's future, written in 

between the two world wars. Finally, during his last productive years he turned more 

and more towards the esoteric field. For example, in the collection The Wind Among the

Reeds he employed occult symbolism in his poetry (Clark & Healy 1213). 

2.2 Conceptual-history and Koselleck's Begriffsgeschichte

Conceptual-historicists analyse the written text within its social and political context by 

studying the semantics of terms and how they change depending on their historical 

parameters. The methodology of this theory sets out to reveal this relationship between 

history during a particular time period and the language used in the written texts. The 

investigation is based on fundamental concepts "...that are unavoidable at a given time, 

and necessary for us to make sense of the social and political reality of all time" 

(Cananau "Context"). 

Social history and conceptual history have been used since the Enlightenment to 
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both question and discover history and its context. The interrelation between the two 

branches has been acknowledged by philosophers from Rousseau to the time of Comte 

and Marx, more specifically how social history and conceptual history can offer 

explanations for one another. In the nineteenth century, the field expanded to include 

civilization, culture and native, local histories resulting in covering all the aspects of our

lives and was thereby named social-historical. However, the term conceptual-history 

can be traced back to Hegel, although his approach also consisted of strands of 

philosophy, psychology and religion (Koselleck, Practice, 21).

In order to grasp the method of conceptual history, a definition of new 

historicism, which is closely linked to conceptual history, could serve as an aid in 

explaining the general idea and it is; "... offered by the American critic Louis Montrose: 

he defines it as a combined interest in 'the textuality of history, the historicity of texts' 

"(Barry 172). And that historicists are "...interested in history as represented and 

recorded in written documents, in history-as-text" (Barry 175). The idea is that an 

author's feelings, hopes, dreams, fear will shine through in the written word they 

produce there and then. When re-reading and interpreting the text and the words, the 

inner thoughts of that person can be revealed. In a sense; "the word of the past replaces 

the world of the past" (Barry 175). 

In the same manner that history and its concepts are intertwined, Reinhart 

Koselleck claims that the language produced and history in the making are intertwined. 

The individuals that are present when a historical event occurs are a large part of the 

process; it is dependent on their linguistic ability to account for what has happened. The 

reader or listener are then required to understand the language and its symbols and 

codes in order to accurately understand the event that took place. "Any everyday history

in its daily course is dependent on language in action,..." (Koselleck, Practice, 24). 
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Therefore, any historical account produced in oral or written form becomes a form of 

interpretation and it is contingent on the language skills at hand. However, the words in 

themselves are not creating history but "...a word often triggers irrevocable 

consequences; think of the Führer's command to invade Poland,..." (Koselleck, Practice,

25).

Conceptual history is not just studying words but concepts that carry several 

meanings and multiple words in connection to the concept in question. One definition 

given by Iulian Cananau on concepts is that; "..., concepts are constituents of society 

and agents of human action" ( Americanness 81). Since concepts linger on through 

different time-periods or are created in a particular time-period it can be used as an 

effective tool when analysing written work in a social-cultural context; ".., literary 

historians use its analytical tools and insights to investigate the writings of one 

particular author or the attitudes of this author towards larger social trends and

changes" (Cananau "Context"). Cananau further explains how it is imperative to have a

complete insight into the concept at hand; "...conceptual history involves also paying 

attention to meaning units or the constitutive elements of the concept's semantic field" 

("Context"). Our concepts are formed in our society and their progression through 

decades and centuries are a complex mechanism that needs to be adhered to and 

Reinhart Koselleck explains this complexity as a tension; "Without common concepts 

there is no society,...our concepts are founded in sociopolitical systems that are far more

complex than would be indicated by treating them simply as linguistic communities 

organized around specific key concepts. A "society" and its "concepts" exist in a relation

of tension..." ( Futures 76).  This method will eventually help us understand both the 

history of the past and the written text produced then; "It is through the semantic 

analysis of concepts that past events and historical structures ... can be narrated, 

represented, and ultimately made "conceivable""(Cananau "Context"). The meaning 
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will be revealed and made conceivable to us in the present ; "Each history of word or 

concept leads from a determination of past meanings to a specification of these 

meanings for us" (Koselleck, Futures, 82). Therefore, concepts and ideas that span over 

time will help us understand the historical foundation for our present society with its 

culture and language. Begriffsgeschichte refers to the history of concepts and how some 

of them changed from their earlier meanings, such as democracy and freedom.  

Koselleck selected a time period between 1750 and 1850 which he named Sattelzeit 

(Saddle-time), that represented a change in Germany where the society moved 

into modernity, which was reflected in the written work semantically. (Cananau 

"Context")
 

There are two ways in which the concepts could be analysed in connection with 

a text; diachronic and synchronic. The first is when the language and words are changed

through it's development and evolution historically, and the latter refers to viewing the 

language and it's words solely without considering the historical context. Another 

parameter to take into account is the part played by the analyst. When deciding on what 

part of the text that should be emphasized, which words to highlight, how to retell the 

story that person brings a bit of himself into the mixture; "..., scholars project their own 

interests and theoretical frameworks therefore apportioning significance variably to 

different meanings of the concept in question" (Cananau, Americaness, 84). When a 

concept is chosen one should also consider its counter-concept since that will enhance 

the understanding of the concept in relation to the text and the time-period; "..., the 

asymmetric pair of concept and counter-concept provides the basic structure, the 

skeleton of the individual conceptual (or semantic) field" (Cananau, Americaness, 88). 

An example of such a pair is human versus inhuman where the two placed as a pair 

facilitates the definition and their pragmatic use. It is also important that the concepts 
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chosen are relevant for the text or written work in question, in regards to its historical 

and cultural context. The concept should then be further investigated before the textual 

analysis in order to define it synchronically and diachronically. Afterwards, 

representations of the concept in the written text are then found and analysed (Cananau, 

"Context"). One of the fundamental concepts that Koselleck has investigated and 

discussed is 'crisis', which belongs to the Sattelzeit-concepts together with progress, 

revolution, history and modernity. Its conceptual pair is 'the Golden Age' and these two 

will be used when a selection of poems by Yeats are analysed further on in this essay. 

2.3 The two concepts 'crisis' and 'the Golden Age'

When one thinks of crisis, words such as fear, instability and an uncertain future comes 

into mind. The concept then, has a negative connotation and is deeply rooted in today´s 

society within several areas. According to Koselleck, crisis is one of the fundamental 

concepts and its stem comes from the Greek word krinō that stands for "...to cut, to 

select, to decide, to judge.." (Practice 237). The definition and explanation of concepts 

are often made semantically with words connected to the concept, in the case of crisis 

those would be; "...insecurity, misfortune, and test, and refers to an unknown 

future..."(Koselleck, Practice, 236). The concept originated from university faculties 

and church institutions where the word crisis was adopted from the Greek language 

and became a part of the European glossary in the Middle Age. Initially, it was used in 

medicine to describe the time-span when a patient is in limbo, that fight between 

life and death before one can tell which way it will tip. During the centuries that 

followed the concept then advanced into several fields in the society, such as politics, 

economics, psychology and theology. Religiously, the concept could be argued to stand 

for mankind's final judgement when we are placed before God; "This might be that 

crisis meant the Last Judgment at the end of time, or the judgment that appeared with
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Christ's Second Coming..." (Koselleck, Practice, 237). Finally, it is regarded as a free-

standing fundamental historic-philosophical concept from the eighteenth century until 

present day.

One of the keywords within this concept is time, and more specifically the 

pressure of time; "In Christian and in non-Christian usage, "crisis" indicates in every 

case a growing pressure of time that appears inescapable to humanity on this earth" 

(Koselleck, Practice, 246). This indicates looking back at past events and trying to 

foresee the future, organizing your own life spatially in the time that man has walked on

earth, and then widening your gaze to the cosmos and the start of time as we know it 

with the Big Bang. When time is put in perspective it is only for approximately the last 

six thousand years that earth has had civilizations with high culture compared to the 

five billion years it took initially to create a hard crust and an environment where 

organic life can prosper (Koselleck, Practice, 246). The time in earth's history where 

"...philosophy, poetry, and the writing of history..." (Koselleck, Practice, 246) has been 

a part of our society are but a short parenthesis. Mankind has always searched for 

salvation and tried to prevent disasters by using foresight; seeing and understanding the 

future are powerful tools to have at your disposal to avoid a coming crisis or to steer out

of an ongoing crisis for the tribe or later on the society. 
   

The counter-concept of the fundamental concept of crisis is the Golden Age. 

Regarding this concept, we find words with a positive connotation that are connected to 

our idea of there being an age that was golden or that this period lies in the future. 

Among those are stability, prosperity and success (especially within economics), 

together with peace and tranquillity (within national- and world-politics). Furthermore, 

major discoveries and achievements(within research and culture) are also symbols of 

this age. In theology regarding some religions, people believe that this Golden Age has 
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not yet occurred since they are awaiting their Messiah, also referred to as the Second 

Coming. The concept can be traced back to Greek mythology where it was commonly 

referred to in classical literature and philosophy. "The idea of an innocent and carefree 

life in the far distant past, from which men have fallen, or gradually deteriorated, 

down to the evil days of the contemporary world, is very old in the history of thought" 

(Scott-Ryberg 112). The myth first appeared in Hesiod's myth of the Five Ages and 

later on appears in Homer's Iliad. The author who has incorporated the myth into his 

writing the most is the poet Vergil who composed during the time of the ancient Roman 

Empire (Scott-Ryberg 112). 

3. Analysis 

The selection of poems for this analysis was based on several criteria. The time-span

chosen for this investigation served as a limitation for which collections were

applicable. Therefore, the collections in question were: "In the Seven Woods" (1904),

"The Green Helmet and Other Poems" (1910), "Responsibilities" (1914), "The Wild

Swans at Coole" (1919), "Michael Robartes and the Dancer" (1921), "The Tower" 

(1928) and "The Winding Stair and Other Poems" (1933). Initially, two poems were

elected due to their connection to World War I; "An Irish Airman Foresees his Death"

and "On being asked for a War poem". The third poem elected was "The Second

Coming", based on two criteria. Firstly, it is one of Yeats' most well-known work 

during the 20th century and therefore needed to be addressed. Secondly, it contains

apocalyptic components which could be linked to the concept of 'crisis'. Regarding the

counter-concept there was only two poems in question where Yeats writes about

Byzantium; "Sailing to Byzantium" and "Byzantium". A decision was made that both 

of them needed to be analysed in order to investigate whether Byzantium could be

Yeats' representation for 'the Golden Age'. Finally, one more poem was added to the
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analysis; "September 1913". This last poem was meant to serve as a example of the

breaking-point where Yeats' poetry changes in the beginning of the century. 

In "September 1913" from the collection "Responsibilities" published in 1914, 

the pessimism will begin to appear in Yeats' poetry. All stanzas except for the last one 

are finished by the lines; "Romantic Ireland's dead and gone/It's with O'Leary in the 

grave", indicating that an epoch has been lost. O'Leary fought for Ireland's 

independence and the poem could be read as loss for Irish nationalism, if one only 

regards it politically. But, in regards to 'crisis' this can be seen as the initial cry for a 

change, that we as humans and society are on the wrong course. In the second stanza 

desperation is displayed; "And what, God help us, could they save?", almost as if the 

line has been crossed too far so that to regret and back up cannot be done - it is too late. 

That view of the world by Yeats at this moment is both pessimistic and depressing, 

being most definitely linked to the concept of 'crisis' where the future is unknown or 

where one believes that it is aiming for darkness.  

Two poems by Yeats addressing the ongoing First World War are "An Irish 

Airman Foresees his Death" and "On being asked for a War poem" from the collection 

"The Wild Swans at Coole" published in 1919. In the first poem, "An Irish Airman 

Foresees his Death", Yeats elucidates the meaninglessness of war. For the participants 

the reasons for fighting are not always clear; "Those that I fight I do not hate,/ Those 

that I guard I do not love;". There are also the complexities of the two sides in a war, 

the good and the bad, and depending on the point of view chosen this is not altogether 

easily determinable. The previous lines also tell us that for the Irish the war must have

felt as if it is not their fight at all, a questioning on what their part is in the conflict. The 

following lines disclose more meaninglessness since another life will be taken, and for 

what? Especially with the repetition of "waste of breath" to emphasize this point;  
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The years to come seemed waste of breath,
 

A waste of breath the years behind

In balance with this life, this death. (14-16)

In this stanza we once more have the element of time present together with misfortune 

and the lack of a future, all connected to the concept of 'crisis'. That time is a pressure 

we live under and that we all face the fact that we will eventually die. For this airman 

time has been shortened, in futile circumstances, which will add to the crisis. For a 

society, the crisis of losing young men at a rapid pace is devastating and most certainly 

adding to the feeling of an unknown and scary future. 

And in the second poem, "On being asked for a War poem", Yeats makes a short 

statement on the fact that it is troublesome to ventilate your opinion, that poets should 

stay out of the ongoing debate which proves to be difficult, even for people that are 

trained for such duties, i.e. politicians and journalists. The title suggests that his opinion 

is wanted and perhaps valued but the request is not met within the poem; 

I think it better that in times like these

A poet's mouth be silent, for in truth

We have no gift to set a statsman right; (1-3)

Another example of the pessimism displayed is the line "...in times like these" referring 

to the troublesome social-historical context. Note that once more the word time appears

in "times like these", displaying a repetition of the semantics within the concept of 

'crisis'.  

Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle ask themselves what a war poem represents

for us (305). The aims are often to bear witness, commemorate, and to testify to the 

historical events for future generations. However, the act of bearing witness involves 

some level of crisis which will affect the outcome of the produced work. They refer to 

Jacques Derrida and his theory that due to this crisis there is a possibility of it being an 
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unintentional fictitious lie (Bennett &  Royle 305). Therefore, when writing a poem as 

a witness and being in the middle of the events, one will affect the work due to feelings 

connected to crisis and unintentionally write something untrue and that is closer to a lie. 

The poem "The Second Coming" was published in the collection "Michael 

Robartes and the Dancer" in 1921. Events prior to this had been World War I and the 

Easter riots in Ireland. The poem can be classified as a tragedy within contributions to 

literature; "..., tragedy always engages with a broader sense of death and destruction, a 

shattering of society or the world as a whole" (Bennett & Royle 107). 

To begin with, we are served the line "Things fall apart;" in the first part of the 

poem, which is not divided into stanzas but has 22 lines that proceed one another 

continuously. This line suggests that everything that has been carefully built are 

shattered into pieces, such as rules, conventions and traditions from the 19th century. 

This line was also used as a title in 1958 by the author Chinua Achebe, describing a 

tragic fall for the protagonist in the novel.
 

Then the crisis increases, disclosed with the line "the centre cannot hold". It can 

be read as a parallel to physics, more precisely nuclear physics. In stable nucleuses the 

components are bound together by the nuclear force, but with isotopes the instability of 

that nucleus creates a reaction where protons and neutrons shoot out, releasing high 

amounts of energy thus emitting radiation. The nucleus aims for stability again through 

radioactive decay. The "centre" in this case is the nucleus and the fact that the forces 

"cannot hold" referring to the nuclear reaction of the decay. Yeats paints in this respect a

vivid picture of how severely the society has succumbed to the ongoing critical state in 

the world. He continues the poem with these lines; "Mere anarchy is loosed upon the 

world," and further down "The best lack all conviction, while the worst/Are full 

of passionate intensity", suggesting that the rules are there are no rules and nothing is 
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sacred any more. Questioning the leaders of the world, who are passionate but they are 

of the wrong sort, with the wrong opinions and political ideology. This is a harsh 

critique of the person that we have actually placed in the front seat - the captain in 

charge of steering us into safety over troubled seas?

The poem then moves into its next level where the rescue for mankind is 

desperately called for; "Surely the Second Coming is at hand./The Second Coming!..." 

This refers to the return of Jesus, which is based on the myth of the return of Christ at 

the end of times according to the Book of Revelation in the Bible. If we are to regard 

the poem as a contribution to the tragic genre, this calling for rescue could be all in 

vain; "The apocalyptic revelation at the heart of the tragic has to do with a sense that no 

God or gods are looking down on the world to see that justice is done, or that, if there 

are gods, they are profoundly careless, indifferent, even sadistic" (Bennett & Royle 

109). According to Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, the word 'come' is crucial in 

understanding the tragic in literature that holds the word, such as "The Second 

Coming", since it entails a summoning to join in the events but at the same time brings 

promises of suffering and destruction (109). Much in the same way that death summons 

us to come; eventually, we will all die. The time aspect in this thought can be connected 

to the concept of 'crisis', where time was one of its most important ingredients, and it 

functions as a stress factor in this equation.
 

Then, why is this day of reckoning upon us? A clue is given in a line further 

down; "That twenty centuries of stony sleep", which suggests that spiritually mankind 

has been asleep, only evolving in and premiering areas such as economics, trade,

politics and colonisation. Success is solely measured in funds and personal career in 

your line of work. The balance is then lost and has to be restored. 

In the last part of the poem, Yeats starts explaining and describing this creature 

that is moving through the landscape, and the final two lines reveal that it does not 
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resemble the myth in the Bible; 

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? (21-22)

What indeed is this rough beast? By not giving the readers the answer to this question, 

Yeats opens up the possibility for vast numbers of interpretations. Is it Anti-Christ, an 

alien, a mythological creature or an avatar? This mystery that the poem ends with 

contributes to its greatness.
 

According to Shweta Saxena this Second Coming could be interpreted as a 

reincarnation, which is of great importance in Hinduism (17). Reincarnation is the 

return of souls in cycles, much in the same way that history repeats itself in cycles, and 

in this manner displayed symbolically in the poem. The creature that slouches towards 

Bethlehem could be Vishnu's avatar Narasimha incarnated. This avatar is a hum-animal 

hybrid according to the Hindu myth and Yeats explains the beast as "A shape with [a] 

lion body and the head of a man", which will further support this theory. Avatar is a 

Sanskrit word, that stands for when God descends to our world as a human or another 

creature that already exists on the planet (Saxena 17).
 

Vishnu will incarnate into his avatar "whenever there is loss of religion and evil 

increases in the world ... to re-establish religion and faith into the world", an excerpt 

from ch 4, verse 7 in Bhagvad Gita (Saxena 17). The idea is that; [only] "A ruthless 

creature with "a gaze blank and pitiless as the sun" can ... bring back the order in the 

chaotic world" (Saxena 18). The Beast could also be a representation of Chimera, a 

monster from Greek mythology composed of "...part lion, part snake and part goat and 

breathed fire (Saniotis, 2007)" (Saxena 18). Perhaps, according to this theory, there is a 

need for a non-human to turn everything in a better course; "...chaos and mayhem of the

modern world ... could have been overcome only by an omnipotent power acquiring the 
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spirit of not just the human world but also of the non-human" (Saxena 18). Almost
 
as if, when the world turns so dark, the only one that can bring back things into the light

again needs to have superpowers. However, as mentioned earlier the possibilities for 

different interpretations on this poem are numerous and intriguing. When regarding the 

concept of 'crisis', "The Second Coming" has incorporated all elements described by 

Reinhart Koselleck; fear, instability, uncertain future, a test or to be judged, misfortune 

and most importantly, time. The analysis will now move into its counter-concept, the 

'Golden Age'.
   

The two poems that could give a clue to Yeats' idea of the 'Golden Age' are from 

his later poetry; "Sailing to Byzantium" from the collection "The Tower" published in 

1928 and "Byzantium" from the collection "The Winding Stair and Other Poems" 

published in 1933. The poems address the ancient city of Byzantium, which was 

founded by the Greeks in 657 BCE on the western side of the Strait of Bosporis. The 

land on that side was more fertile than the Eastern side and it was more easily defended 

since it could only be attacked from one side. Both the Greeks and the Romans valued 

the city due to its strategic location, guarding the only inlet into the Black Sea 

(Wasson, http://www.ancient.eu/Byzantium/, Accessed: 2017-01-09). The two poems on

Byzantium can be seen as one example of how Yeats was inspired by Percy Bysshe 

Shelley, where his poem "Ozymandias" published in 1818, also can be traced back to 

Greek mythology; "The statue is of Ozymandias, the thirteenth-century BC King 

Rameses II of Egypt (Ozymandias is the Greek name for this king)" (Bennett & Royle 

9). The content in the poems by the two poets are somewhat similar, since they address 

the artist's legacy. When Yeats wrote "Sailing to Byzantium" he was longing to be

young again and pondering over his own mortality. What will remain after the artist has 

passed away? Andrew Bennett's and Nicholas Royle's analysis on Shelley's 

"Ozymandias"; "The poem, then, is about monuments, survival and the transience of 
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even the greatest of us" (9).
 

In the first stanza of the first poem, "Sailing to Byzantium", a picture is drawn 

on the place which starts with stating; "That is no country for old men." and we find 

"birds in the trees,", and there is an abundance in the seas; "The salmon-falls, the 

mackerel-crowded seas," and how the air and ambiance is filled with; "...........that 

sensual music.............". Such a peaceful and tranquil environment could be argued to 

resemble the setting in paradise. 

In the second stanza he explains why he aims for this place, by referring to it as 

a holy city where one could admire and study past monuments; 

.......................................but studying

Monuments of its own magnificence;

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come

To the holy city of Byzantium. (13-16)

And in the third stanza the environment is further visualized with lines such as; "O 

sages standing in God's holy fire/ As in the gold mosaic of a wall", where sages 

translates into wise men and the gold enhances our picture of this ancient holy city. The 

poet expresses a longing for eternity and to be released from his earthly ties; "Consume 

my heart away; sick with desire/ And fastened to a dying animal". The dying animal in 

this line is his own body that is deteriorating. In the final line of this stanza we find the 

resemblance to Shelley as mentioned earlier, that longing to remain for eternity in 

another form, that transience of the artist; "...............;and gather me/Into the artifice of 

eternity."

In the fourth and last stanza he discusses the form his soul should take upon 

entering this paradise; "But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make/ Of hammered 

gold and gold enamelling". He further develops his place in the city, where an
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honourable task is wanted - to enclose his wisdom to future generations through 

singing; 

Or set upon a golden bough to sing

To lords and ladies of Byzantium

Of what is past, or passing, or to come. (30-32)

This poem serves us with a vision of the 'Golden Age'. The gold that appears in several 

passages is the evidence for this city's prosperity and financial success. The peace and 

tranquillity is shown in the first stanza where the environment is explained with birds, 

fish in the sea and sensual music. The monuments he intends to study can be read as the 

great achievements and discoveries of the culture. 

In the second poem composed later in time and named just "Byzantium", Yeats 

returns to this holy city but the poem suggests that he returns as a ghost, perhaps as 

someone who is already dead. The poem is set in the night and paints a darker and more

grim picture of the place. In the first stanza the dome disdains over how complex 

mankind is; 

After great cathedral gong;

A starlit or a moonlit dome disdains

All that man is, 

All mere complexities, (4-7)

In contradiction to the first poem on Byzantium the music heard here is a gong, bringing

with it a more ghostlike ambience. The bird that was sitting on the golden bough and 

singing about the past, present and the future, has a darker side too. It crows like the 

cocks from the realm of the underworld where Hades resides according to Greek 

mythology;

Miracle, bird or golden handiwork,

More miracle than bird or handiwork, 
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Planted on the star-lit golden bough, 

Can like the cocks of Hades crow, (17-20)

In the final line in the fifth stanza the poem ends with a vision, both disturbing and 

puzzling; "That dolphin-torn, that gong-tormented sea." This vision of a world by night 

where malignant "blood-begotten spirits" strap themselves to dolphins to travel over the 

sea. Could this perhaps be the vision of our final journey, the one we make when we 

die? This poem illustrates however, the esoterical streak that enters Yeats' poetry in 

these later collections and the level of complexity that follows with these poems. The 

particular characteristics of his later visions make these poems more difficult to 

interpret. In regards to the concept of the 'Golden Age' most of the positive connotations

are gone in this vision. What remains are the elements of gold and a marbled floor,

but the peace and tranquillity have been disturbed with images that do not go hand in 

hand with stability, such as the presence of blood and mire.   

4. Discussion

The trouble with mythology in written text is to know where to draw the line between 

myth and history? The myth could be based on a historical event or the other way 

around, where historical events inspire authors to incorporate mythology into their 

written work. The bottom line is that texts and events that take place in the same 

time-period are often intertwined. The mythology in Yeats' poetry shifts together with 

the changes in society when historical periods succeed one another, and this correlation 

can be shown when conceptual history is used as a method for text analysis. The 

concepts chosen can be used as a tool, or a "bridge", to encode the message in the 

written text and then place it in its social and cultural context. The historian Reinhart 

Koselleck has developed his research and theories further with his Begriffsgeschichte, 
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where the history of concepts are investigated and explained, which results in this useful

method for literature studies. 

The concept of 'crisis' is according to Koselleck one of the fundamental concepts

in our society and belongs to the Sattelzeit-concepts. The religious aspect of 'crisis', 

where mankind is placed before the final judgement at the end of time, is applicable to 

the poem "The Second Coming". Time is a keyword when it comes to 'crisis'; the 

pressure of time, time that has been lost, how you fit into the history in regard to time 

before and after, and finally the time that rushes against us as the future. In the poem 

"September 1913", Yeats is in a sense grieving the loss of time, or more to the point an 

epoch - the Romantic Ireland.

The advent of industrialisation led to an extremely rapid change in the society 

from the Victorian period leading up to the First World War. Not only were things 

changing before their eyes with cities growing but old truths were questioned, such as 

the origin of mankind and how we instead stem from the same branch as apes, and it 

must have felt as if the world was rocking. That the pillars that hold everything in place 

in the previous century were being knocked down and replaced with new ones - creating

a feeling of desperation where crisis was upon them and that doomsday is approaching

rapidly. Just before the war a pessimism and depression in connection to the current 

conditions in society enters people's lives and is reflected in arts and culture. This 

change is detected in Yeats' poetry as well, where his previous collections had been light

and beautiful homages to nature's magnificence and then darker poems enter his 

collections dealing with death and the meaninglessness of killing. His two poems 

related to war, "An Irish Airman Foresees his Death" and "On being asked for a War 

poem", are examples of poems from those collections describing the darker times.
   

The other concept investigated in this essay, 'the Golden Age', which is the myth 

or idea of a time that has either existed or is to come, where the context and  
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environment are like paradise or close to it, was not so easily found and proven as 

'crisis'. The concept stands for an idea where the world and its inhabitants live in peace 

and harmony, and we find a stability politically in society where great achievements and

discoveries take place, and economically, this time holds prosperity and abundance. The

analysis of the two poems on the city of Byzantium; "Sailing to Byzantium" and 

"Byzantium", resulted in findings that conflict with one another. The first poem could 

be argued to represent Yeats' idea of 'the Golden Age', but in the second poem on the 

city, which was set in night-time, the positive connotations related to the concept are 

mostly lost and therefore in a way contradicts the findings in the first poem. One 

explanation for this could be that it was produced later in time and is a part of Yeats' 

esoteric streak in his poetry, and is therefore much more difficult to analyse and 

interpret. The view that the city of Byzantium belonged to 'the Golden Age' and was a 

place to aim for, to rest within for eternity, could still reside within him, and that this

was just another vision of the place during the night. On the other hand, it could be 

interpreted as and argued to solely represent two different depictions of a place that he 

held a deep fascination for.
   

This investigation presents with its findings further evidence for the benefits of 

using conceptual history not only when studying history but also within the field of 

literary analysis. One suggestion for further research in order to prove the theory on the 

correlation between written texts and their historical-cultural context, is to investigate  

and analyse more than one poet's work simultaneously. For example some of Yeats' 

poems alongside with his contemporary poets. 
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5. Conclusion

The investigation in this essay elucidates the historical correlation between Yeats' poetry

and the society and culture of that time-period, with the aid of two concepts. 

Representations of the concept 'crisis' are found in four poems from collections 

published during the second decade of the 20th century. The first poem analysed, 

"September 1913", displayed the pessimism that is found within both the society and 

its art and literature during the Modern period. The pessimism can be linked with the 

time aspect within the concept, where an epoch has been lost and the future is looked

upon with fear. His two poems related to war, "An Irish Airman Foresees his Death" and

"On being asked for a War poem", are certainly connected to the turbulent times that the

world experienced during World War I. The third poem, "The Second Coming", is the 

one that most clearly displays the correlation between the concept of 'crisis' and the 

horrific times that mankind experienced in society. The representations of the concept 

can be found semantically throughout the lines of this particular poem, with notions 

such as 'time', 'fear', the 'judgement day' and an 'uncertain future' being the most 

prominent. 

Yeats' two poems on the ancient city of Byzantium, "Sailing to Byzantium" and

"Byzantium", are interpreted with the aid of the concept of the 'Golden Age' within this 

essay. However, the findings do not altogether support the theory of this city being a 

representation of Yeats' Golden Age. The Eastern mythologies that are present in Yeats' 

later poetry are more a reflection of his profound interest in these cultures, and which 

deepened during the later part of his productive years. Therefore, a representation of 

Yeats' Golden Age was only to some extent found in these poems. 

To conclude, there is a correlation between Yeats' poetry and its historical-

cultural context. The concept of 'crisis' was found in four poems of that time reflecting 

the turbulence in the world. But regarding the 'Golden Age', and whether the ancient 
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city of Byzantium could be Yeats' representation of this concept needs further 

investigation and analysis, since the findings of this essay only partly support this 

theory. 
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