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Trac’d upon vellum or wild Indian leaf

The shadows of melodious utterance,

But bare of laurel they live, dream, and die;
For Poesy alone can tell her dreams,

With the fine spell of words alone can save
Imagination from the sable charm
And dumb enchantment,

(“The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream,” 1-11)

Byron had little in common with Keats, but both came to share this

view of the textual condition. The noble lord’s version of Keats’s idea
comes in Don Juan, canto §:

But then the fact’s a fact—and ’tis the part
Of a true poet to escape from fiction.

(st. 86)

That’s what happened to Henry James in The Ambassadors. He escaped
from fiction.
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What Is the Text of a Poem by Yeats?

George Bornstein

Having served as both poet and editor, W. B. Yeats keenly appreciated
the link between the two activities. The editions he produced throughout
his long career display persistent attention to the poetics of editing—to
the effect of selection, arrangement, layout, design, production, and even
annotation. Yeats’s favorite author to edit was, of course, himself, and
he did so continually, but he also found time to edit poets (ranging from
Spenser and Blake to William Allingham and Katharine Tynan), Irish
folk tales and short stories, Synge’s poems and translations, The Oxford
Book of Modern Verse, and The Ten Principal Upanishads among other
works. Correspondingly, the fecund diction of Yeats’s verse often refers
to the editor’s trade—not only by frequent references to book and text,
but also on occasion by words like manuscript, parchment, edit, or
annotate. Indeed, editors may ponder many of the phrases about books
and texts as addressed unintentionally to themselves. Some passages from
the poems scem merely descriptive:

“With open book you ask me what I do” (VB 554), or

“And asked about the pictures or the text” (VB 466), or even
“Of all the uncounted books that I have read” (VB 467).!

Other passages suggest the pride of an editor:

“But here’s a haughtier text” (VP 259), or
“I turn the pages of my holy book” (VP 555).

A few instances hint at a darker side to editing, not just the notorious
apostrophe to “Old, learned, respectable bald heads / [Who] Edit and
annotate the lines” (VB 337), but also:

“That first unnatural interest in my books” (VB 468), or
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“he seeks in book or manuscript / What he shall never find”
(VB 373), or, my own favorite:

“Because you. . . never wrote a book, your thought is clear” (VR
376).

Clearly, Yeats’s poetic sense never left him as editor, just as his editorial
sense sometimes invaded his phrasing and continually attended his poetic
activity from initial revision through final publication. Yet the paradox-
ical result was not fixity but fluidity in the state of his own texts, Partly
because of his own continual editorial intervention, the texts that com-
prise Yeats’s poems and the book that should contain them remain
remarkably unstable. In becoming his own first editor, he produced not
a fixed text reflecting, say, final authorial intention, but a series of
versions with competing claims to authority. That situation has led
Yeats’s distinguished contemporary editor, Richard J. Finneran, to entitle
the prologomenon to his rationale for his own procedures “The Myth
of ‘The Definitive Edition’” and to conclude that “for Yeatss poems a
truly ‘Definitive Edition’—in the common sense of the term—will always
remain elusive.”? Yeats’s original editions thus act like all editions: they
create not definitive texts but rather opportunities for further editions.

The instability of both the texts that comprise Yeats’s poems and of
the book that should contain them provides a prime testing ground for
the newer directions in editorial theory over the past decade. Traditional
Anglo-American editing of the postwar school of W. W. Greg as elab-
orated by Fredson Bowers and others sought to produce a fixed, “defin-
itive” text, increasingly grounded in a rationale of authorial intention.
Such a text was frankly “critical” in that it involved judgments by the
editor, and eclectic in that it joined previously disparate elements (often
involving Greg’s now-contested distinction between substantives and acci-
dentals) to create a new text never seen before on sea or land. This
tradition has been challenged in many ways by comtemporary theorists,
including several present in this volume (as by Jerome McGann on prob-
lems of authorial intention and his own'notion of the text as a social
product, by Hans Gabler or Gary Taylor on the concept of copy-text,
or by Peter Shillingsburg in his model of four different editorial orien-
tations and his recent effort to redefine the term text).? As a result, the
postwar consensus seems on the defensive theoretically even as it con-
tinues to dominate the production of editions practically, particularly
those associated with the Center for Scholarly Editions, albeit with the
proviso that it no longer aims at definitive texts but only at definitive
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apparatuses. Its most articulate and flexible defender and developer-
G. Thomas Tanselle—seems increasingly driven to accommodate newe
trends where possible.*

Despite apparent diametrical differences over the pertinence of “inten
tion,” the New Bibliography represented eventually in America by th
Bowers school consorted covertly with the New Critical interpretiv
methodology that was its chronological counterpart, as David Greethan
has been perhaps the most zealous to point out.’ Just as the New Crit
icism postulated the artwork as a transhistorical, well-wrought urn pos
sessing unity, integrity, and harmony, so did textual criticism postulat
a correspondingly unified and stable text, purified from the corruption:
of history rather than constituted by them. In contrast, contemporary
editorial theory tends to accord better with poststructuralism rather thar
with New Criticism, particularly in its emphasis on multiple texts or
versions, on text itself as more a process than a product, in a more
complex view of both authorial intention and the artwork as divided
against themselves rather than harmoniously unified, and in history as pro-
viding grounding rather than corruption. Yet the greater self-consciousness
of contemporary textual scholarship about its relation to the dominant
critical theories of its own time may lead to a rapprochement between
the two fields rather than the rift that once obtained. It is symptomatic
of the development of modern literary study that we tend to think of
literary theory and editorial theory as separate activities, whereas earlier
ages saw them as one. The nascent rapprochement has so far been
conducted principally by editorial theorists also interested in contem-
porary critical theory, but their burgeoning recent output and the
response of the critical community to work surrounding Shakespeare’s
King Lear and Joyce’s Ulysses in particular suggests that the traffic may
soon become more two-way.

The concept of versions has emerged as central both to contemporary
editorial theory and to possible forms for future editions. As long ago as
1965 James Thorpe had written in his often reprinted essay “The Aes-
thetics of Textual Criticism” that a major “problem is the existence of the
work of art in multiple versions, each created by the author. . . . The basic
proposition which I submit about works created by authorial revision is
that each version is, either potentially or actually, another work of art.””
And to the notion that the last version published in the author’s lifetime
had authoritative claims, Thorpe responded: “It is a bit puzzling to know
why this dictum should for so long have passed unchallenged. For it is
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much like saying that an author’s last poem (or novel, or play) is, as a
general rule, his best one; it may be, and it may not be.” In revising his
own essay for inclusion in Principles of Textual Criticism, Thorpe elab-
orated: “When several different works—or several versions of the same
work—were written by the same author and communicated to his usual
public, each is ‘authoritative.’ It is idle to [argue] about which one is ‘the
most authoritative.””® Thorpe’s notions found an analogue in Germany,
where a few years later Hans Zeller adopted a structuralist position in
elucidating the direction in which the most interesting German editorial
theory would go. Zeller saw that “the application of the Greg-Bowers
copy-text theory requires the interchangeability of variants from different
versions. This requirement, as far as I can see, rests on the assumption
that the alterations made by the author are isolated improvements within
a concept which remains constant, unless the opposite can be proved.”
In contrast, Zeller maintained that specific alterations normally signaled
at least a slight change in overall concept, and that in extreme cases
even one variant would constitute a version. More recently, Hans Gabler
has suggested that “the new paradigm . .. suggested by the King Lear
case for Shakespearean textual studies is ‘the version, to replace (or,
realistically, to stand beside) the model of the archetype, or of the foul-
papers ‘Urtext.””'® In Gabler’s view versions may be distinguished by the
revisions that transform them one into another, and variants are not
corruptive but rather constitutive of the text. That German line of
thought fits well with recent American theories advanced by Donald
Reiman, Stephen Parrish, and Jack Stillinger. In his essay on “Versioning,”
for example, Reiman observes that “Tom Tanselle and I have been moving
toward similar ideas of ultimate indeterminacy in recent years” and
advocates “‘versioning, as distinguished from ‘editing’” as more useful
on many occasions.!' Not surprisingly for a general editor of both the
Cornell Wordsworth and Cornell Yeats projects, Stephen Parrish likens
the insistence on final authorial intention to the Whig notion of history
as important chiefly as it anticipates the privileged present. “I return to
my beginning by reasserting my dissent from Whig interpretations of a
literary text, with their notions of an inner logic of inexorable growth
toward what could have been foreseen from the start as the author’s final
intention,” he writes. “Against these notions I would plead the autonomy
and the validity of each steady state of the text as it changes in confused,
unpredictable ways, through patterns which the author may never have
foreseen, let alone ‘intended’”'2 And most recently, Jack Stillinger has
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extended the debate by moving from cases of single to joint authorship.
In Stillinger’s view, “Until fairly recently, all editorial theories without
exception were based on a concept of single authorship and the ideal of
‘realizing’ the author’s intentions in a critical edition* Giving examples
of John Keats’s Isabella, John Stuart Mill's Autobiography, T. S. Eliot’s
The Waste Land, and Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, Stillinger concludes
that multiple authorship fits better with theories of versions and stages than
with more traditional approaches aimed at producing a “best text.”

With the exception of the Shakespearians, version theory has been
developed largely by scholars working on nineteenth- and twentieth-
century materials, where the plethora of printed and manuscript versions
carrying authority from the author creates special conditions and prob-
lems. Unlike scholars of earlier periods whose goal is often to ascend
back through corrupt transmissions to an originary and pure source,
those in later fields tend instead to descend downwards from originary
documents through their printed transmission. Their methodology thus
belongs to the continuing effort to throw off or at least modify an editorial
practice derived from solving problems in earlier epochs and instead tc
derive one appropriate to the often different problems in editing literature
of the last two centuries. Yet even here discussion depends usually upor.
different versions of published texts, often including authors’ manuscripts
of works that were eventually published; almost never do they center or
manuscripts of works not published in any form. Equally rarely dc
contemporary scholars (with the notable exception of McGann) consider
the changing physical layout, embodiment, and context of successive
versions as part of the system of variances. For the rest of this paper |
would like to consider the instability of the text of Yeats’s poems first
as he successively revised them, then in their corresponding physical
embodiments, and finally in the problematics of texts that were never
published in any form during Yeats’s own lifetime but only posthumously
by the intervention of his editors, in this case the present one. You can
see already that I am distinguishing between the poem or work and the
various versions that might be said to comprise it. For some kinds of
discussion, one normally distinguishes analogously between version and
text, with text being used to encompass the various documents that
together make it possible to define a version of a work, but for my
purposes I shall use text and version synonymously unless a particular
context makes it necessary to distinguish them.!

One of the great revisers, Yeats himself continually meditated on the
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implications of his poetry existing in so many different versions, partic-
ularly the poetry contained in his best-known and best-selling volume
in his lifetime, Poems (1895) and its fifteen printings and revisions.!$
The successive prefaces to that volume reveal something of his outlook,
which normally resisted closure in favor of ongoing composition and
thus made his poems seem more like processes of evolution than products
of an evolution. Even for the first edition of Poems he had rewritten
much of his earlier verse: “[The author] has revised, and to a large extent
re-written, The Wanderings of Usheen and the lyrics and ballads from
the same volume....He has, however, been compelled to leave
unchanged many lines he would have gladly re-written, because his
present skill is not great enough to sebarate them from thoughts and
expressions which seem to him worth preserving” (VB 845). For the
next edition four years later, Yeats reminded the reader of the revisions
already made in the first edition and added that he had “still further
revised these and other poems for the present edition. Other revisions
are necessary, and [the author] hopes to make them when he is further
from the mood in which the poems were written, and has more leisure”
(VB 846). And as late as the 1927 edition Yeats would still confess,
“This volume contains what is, I hopei‘ the final text of the poems of
my youth; and yet it may not be, seeing that in it are not only the
revisions from my ‘Early Poems and Stories, published last year, but
quite new revisions on which my heart is greatly set” (VB 848).

Yeats thus persistently revised his poems but equally persistently
reminded the reader that there were earlier versions by calling attention
to the revisions. At times he maintained that the revisions merely
expressed the original conception better, as when he remarked that “what-
ever changes I have made are but an attempt to express better what I
thought and felt when I was a very young man” (VB 842). More often,
though, he worried about maintaining the integrity of his earlier pro-
ductions. For the 1912 edition of Poems he announced, “I have not again
retouched the lyric poems of my youth, fearing some stupidity in my
middle years, but have changed two or three pages that I always knew

to be wrong in ‘The Wanderings of Usheen’” (VB 848). The effect of -

all this was to make his poems seem less like products than like processes,
forever evolving and often taking their meaning in part from the earlier
versions that Yeats called attention to even as he replaced. The process
involved self-revision as well as poetic revision. As he announced in a
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famous quatrain included in the second volume of his Collected Works
of 1908:

The friends that have it I do wrong
When ever I remake a song,
Should know what issue is at stake:
It is myself that I remake.
(VB 778)

Less remarked is another quatrain that he published in the eighth volume
of the same edition, and that might give modern editors pause:

Accursed who brings to light of day
The writings I have cast away!
But blessed he that stirs them not
And lets the kind worm take the lot!
(VB 779)

And yet the second quatrain was not as definitive as it might seem. It
appeared in the “Bibliography of the Writings of W. B. Yeats” with which
Yeats had not only cooperated but which he had blessed by composing
the quatrain as a special poem for that bibliography (the only place in
which the quatrain was printed during Yeats’s own lifetime). The quatrain
thus stands in the characteristic Yeatsian gesture of calling attention to
that which it claims to repudiate, and it is embedded in a project that
enables the recovery of the very texts that the new edition claims to
replace.

The lyric now known as “The Dedication to a Book of Stories selected
from the Irish Novelists” may stand as example of the changing texts
of the early poems and ongoing (re)constructions of the early self. After
the first publication in 1891, Yeats reprinted the poem twenty-three times
in collections of his verse published in his lifetime, including Poerms
(1895) and its successors. The major set of revisions came in 1924,
accompanied by a short note on the revision and for that printing only
entitled “An Old Poem Re-Written,” again calling attention to its prec-
edent form. Here is the text as it first appeared in Representative Irish
Tales (1891), with revisions from the final version of the 1920s added
in italics above the line:
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Dedication to a Book of Stories selected from the Irish Novelists
Dedication.

1

THERE was a green branch hung with many a bell

this tragic
When her own people ruled in wave-worn Eri,

And from its murmuring greenness, calm of faery

—A Druid kindness—on all hearers fell.
2

It charmed away the merchant from his guile,
And turned the farmer’s memory from his cattle,
And hushed in sleep the roaring ranks of battle,
And all grew friendly for
For all who heard it dreamed a little while.

3

Ah, Exiles, wandering over many seas,

And planning, plotting always that some morrow
Spinning at all times Eri’s good to-morrow,

May set a stone upon ancestral
Ah, world-wide Nation, always growing Sorrow,

I also bear a bell branch full of ease.
4
tore and tossed

[ tore it from green boughs winds tossed and hurled,

Until the sap of summer had grown
Green boughs of tossing always, weary, weary,

barren boughs of Eire,
[ tore it from the green boughs of old Eri,

That country where a man can be so crossed;
The willow of the many-sorrowed world.
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Can be so battered, badgered and destroyed
Ah, Exiles, wandering over many lands,

That he’s a loveless man:
My bell branch murmurs: the gay bells bring laughter,

That shakes a mouldering
Leaping to shake a cobweb from the rafter;

And yet the saddest chimes are best enjoyed.
The sad bells bow the forehead on the hands.

6

Gay bells or sad, they bring you memories
A honied ringing! under the new skies

Of half-forgotten innocent old places:
They bring you memories of old village faces,

We and our bitterness have left no traces
Cabins gone now, old well-sides, old dear places,

On Munster grass and Connemara skies.
And men who loved the cause that never dies.'¢

The revisions obviously transform the poem in major ways, changir
it from a sentimental invocation of Irish patriotism to an embittered c1
of pain at Irish realities during and after the “Troubles.” The chang
shows most graphically in lines 16-18, where Ireland goes from beir
in 1891 “The willow of the many-sorrowed world” to being in 192
“That country where a man can be so crossed; / Can be so battere:
badgered and destroyed / That he’s a loveless man.” The new versic
alters not only theme but also diction, rhythm, and tone, as the enjam!
ment of line 16 or the phrase “battered, badgered and destroyed” of lir
17 show. Similarly, the clichés of the original ending (“Cabins gone nov
old well-sides, old dear places, / And men who loved the cause th:
never dies”) yield to the austerity of “We and our bitterness have left n
traces / On Munster grass and Connemara skies.” Even in small detail
Eire emerges as “tragic” rather than “wave-worn” and its boughs go fro
“green” to “barren.” It is worth remembering that the revised versio
appeared in the middle of perhaps the most glorious decade of literar
modernism in English, one that saw publication of The Waste Lanc
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Ulysses, and The Tower among other major works. Yeats’s revisions
transform his early lyric from an exercise in facile nineteenth-century
rhetoric to at least a fitful embodiment of literary modernism.

What, then, is the text of “Dedication to a Book of Stories”? My own
view is that the text of that poem includes at least all published versions
of it, and that the poem’s effect and interest multiply if we have its
various incarnations in mind rather than any one of them. I deliberately
quoted the revised text as given in The Variorum Edition of the Poems
of W. B. Yeats instead of, say, The Poems (revised; edited by Richard
J. Finneran) because the Variorum alone claims to acknowledge and
enable the reconstruction of all earlier published versions of the poem,
and hence to match my sense of the text of the poem. Yet such is not
the case. The reason is that except for a small group of editors, virtually
no one in our profession (let alone in the educated reading public) can
understand editorial apparatus and so can use the information that the
Variorum encodes. I myself know numerous distinguished scholars, some
of them even well-known editors, who confess their sheer inability to
grasp the apparatus of the Variorum, and anybody who has ever taught
a graduate seminar knows how carefully one has to walk even the most
advanced students through its mysteries. Those mysteries are, in truth,
not very complicated as textual apparatus goes, and their difficulty to
almost all students and professors derives principally from the disap-
pearance of textual competence among most members of the modern
academy. But my point is less to excoriate the current state of the pro-
fession than to call attention to what the Variorum actually does. In my
view, the practical effect of the Variorum is to enshrine the latest author-
ized version of the poem as the authoritative one, with all the information
on variants encoded at the bottom of the page being perceived by most
readers as irrelevant debris. Paradoxically, then, the effect of the one
edition most dedicated to showing Yeats’s poems as an evolving process
is to reinforce the sense of the last text as the telos toward which all
the others move—in short, inadvertently to reinstate a Whig view of
literature. To avoid that, we must either change the way we educate
students or else change the way that we construct such editions.

So far, my discussion of the poem hinges on what Jerome J. McGann
in a recent article has proposed calling a “linguistic code.”’” To some
extent putting traditional insights of descriptive and analytical bibliog-
raphy into contemporary diction, McGann advocates there that we dis-
tinguish linguistic from bibliographical components of the text, or,
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loosely speaking, the language from its physical embodiment and con-
text. “Both linguistic and bibliographical texts are symbolic and signi-
fying mechanisms,” he writes. “Each generates meaning, and while the
bibliographical text typically functions in a subordinate relation to the
linguistic text, ‘meaning’ in literary works results from the interactive
agency of these two semiotic mechanisms operating together” McGann
aptly points out that copy-text, in modern editorial theory, almost always
refers to the linguistic text, and that bibliographic signifiers tend to be
elided. Bibliographic signifiers can, of course, include linguistic elements
like titles, running heads, or layout, as well as more purely bibliographic
components like binding, typeface, and cover design.

Restoring the original bibliographic code of Yeats’s lyric both enlarges
meaning and actually changes the meaning of the linguistic code in a
crucial respect. To begin with, the poem appeared as dedication not just
to “a” book of selected stories as implied by the revised title but rather
to one explicitly selected, introduced, and even annotated by Yeats him-
self. Indeed, the 1891 title page read: “Representative / Irish Tales /
Compiled, with an Introduction and Notes / by / W. B. Yeats / First
Series / New York and London / G. P. Putnam’s Sons, The Knickerbocker
Press,” first with the red medallion of the “Knickerbocker Nuggets” series
and its usual top gilt pages (a more expensive enterprise than the “World’s
Classics” series of the same firm) and then in a slightly later issue without
the Knickerbocker Nuggets identification (fig. 1). The volume thus aimed
at a reasonably upscale and afluent market, though not a luxurious one.
Its nationalist aims would have been particularly clear in 1891, the year
of Parnell’s fall and death, when Yeats and many other nationalists
transferred much of their energy from politics to literature; Putnam’s
Sons even produced a slightly later issue with nationalist green spine
and corners. That bibliographic context directly influences interpreta-
tion of the poem’s linguistic code. Readers encountering the lyric within
the context of a volume of Yeats’s own poetry appropriately take its
references to the “bell-branch” torn from the boughs of Eire by the
author as referring to his own poems, which of course surround this
example. In contrast, for readers encountering the lyric in the Knicker-
bocker volume of Irish stories selected, introduced, and annotated by
W. B. Yeats, the “bell-branch” clearly refers to the stories by the Irish
writers Maria Edgeworth, John and Michael Banim, and William
Carleton that immediately follow in Representative Irish Tales. Changing
the bibliographic context changes interpretation of the linguistic code



Fig. 1. Title page of Yeats’s Representative Irish Tales (1891)
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even if the words remain the same. Further, for Yeats’s texts, changing
the original bibliographical context often means suppressing an addi-
tional level of Irish national meaning and instead assimilating the poems
to international modernism. Both the original and the successor bibli-
ographic codes belong to the full text of the poem.

Placement of a poem within a collection occupies a middle ground
between its linguistic and bibliographical codes. On the one hand, such
a contextual code is bibliographic in that it pertains to the physical
constitution of the volume; on the other, the contextual code is linguistic
in that it is made up of words. We can see the importance of the
contextual code in tracing the fortunes of the two poems that Yeats most
favored for opening or closing his collected volumes—“The Wanderings
of Oisin” and “The Song of the Happy Shepherd.” The title poem of his
first volume of verse, “The Wanderings of Oisin,” is a three-book quest
romance presenting adventures of the ancient Fenian warrior-poet Oisin.
It opened both the 1889 collection and the more popular and often
reprinted Poems (1895). For the 1899 revision of that book, however,
Yeats moved the poem to the equally significant position of closing work,
where it remained throughout the various reprintings and revisions that
terminated in 1929, having been restored to its opening position only
for Early Poems and Stories in 1925 and the Selected Poems of 1929.
In contrast, “Song of the Happy Shepherd” is a briefer pastoral lyric
beginning “The woods of Arcady are dead, / And over is their antique
joy” (VB 64). It followed a more circuitous route towards its eventual
placement. Originally published separately as “Epilogue to ‘The Island
of Statues’ and ‘The Seeker’ in Dublin University Review for October
of 1885 and then under the title “Song of the Last Arcadian” as the tenth
poem of The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems volume in 1889, the
poem assumed its current place as the opening lyric of the “Crossways”
section for Poems (1895). But in that volume, as in its successors down
through 1929, “Crossways” was the last section (rather than the current
first one), so that although the poem opened “Crossways,” it did not open
the volume as a whole. Yeats experimented with putting “Song of the
Happy Shepherd” first (except for the dedicatory “To Some I Have Talked
With By the Fire”) in the Poetical Works of 1906 but did not return to
that plan until the Collected Poems of 1933, where that lyric opened both
“Crossways” and the volume as a whole, while “The Wanderings of Oisin”
appeared as the first poem of the “Narrative and Dramatic” section that
followed the opening “Lyrical” one.
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The two poems make radically different openings or closings for Yeats’s
work. As opening poem, “The Wanderings of Oisin” establishes him as
an explicitly Irish quest poet from the start, recuperating Celtic materials
and dichotomies like pagan/Christian or male/female for his lifelong
work. In contrast, “Song of the Happy Shepherd” establishes Yeats as
primarily a lyric poet coming late in a European pastoral tradition and
devoted to a different set of antinomies, like word/deed or poetry/
science, and not reaching specifically Irish subject matter until the ninth
poem of the book.!® Conversely, the linguistic context of the other poems
invites us to read these two slightly differently according to their position.
When it comes first, each poem invites spegial comparison of its pro-
tagonist—the shepherd or Oisin—to Yeats’s own poetic persona, and of
its dualities to all those elsewhere in Yeats’s work. Placing “The Wan-
derings of Oisin” last rather than first assigned it much the same function
in the reprints and revisions of Poems from 1899 onwards, though it
then operated retrospectively rather than proleptically within the volume.

The instability of the beginning to Yeats’s collected poems haunts
textual criticism of him to this day. For the 1933 Collected Poems, Yeats
accepted his publisher’s suggestion of dividing the volume into two parts
and even supplied the names of each—an opening “Lyrical” section that
began with “Song of the Happy Shepherd,” and a following “Narrative
and Dramatic” one that began with “Wanderings of Oisin.” That order-
ing, the last major one published during Yeats’s lifetime and with which
he professed himself “delighted” became the basis in turn first of the
posthumous Collected Poerns and then of the two successive editions of
Poems edited by Richard Finneran in 1983 and 1989. The Finneran
ordering agreed with both Collected Poems and a never-published deluxe
American edition planned by Scribner beginning in 1935, but it conflicted
with an “Edition de Luxe” that Yeats’s English publisher Macmillan had
planned even earlier in the 1930s and that, like the Scribner, got as far
as being set in proof. It was planned to be only half as large a print
run as the Scribner would later aim at (375 as opposed to 750 copies),
and of course far less than that of the widely distributed Collected Poems.
In the “divergence” from the later order that Macmillan strove to maintain
to help sell the projected Edition de Luxe, the 1931-32 proofs of that
ordering mixed Yeats’s longer “narrative and dramatic” poems in among
the collections of his shorter lyrics in quasi-chronological arrangement.
That order, in turn, became the basis of the posthumous two-volume
Poems of 1949, of The Variorum Edition of the Poems in 1957 and
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following, and of such contemporary British editions as those edited by
A. Norman Jeffares or Daniel Albright in connection with expiration of
United Kingdom copyright on 1 January 1990.'° Some argument thus
supports either arrangement, though in my opinion rather more favors
the ordering of Collected Poems (1933) and of Finneran than of Poems
(1949), The Variorum, and of Jeffares.?® The key point here, however,
is precisely the division in justifiable arrangements, both of which were
after all favored by Yeats during the closing years of his career. The
instability in the contextual code for both “Song of the Happy Shepherd”
and “The Wanderings of Oisin” belongs to the broader instability in the
text of those or any other poems of Yeats. Both orderings are part of
the full text of those poems, just as are the various revisions in the
published form of each particular poem. To see that, we need to abandon
the Greg-Bowers paradigm of the ideal, eclectic text, of which an ideal
and hegemonic order of lyrics would be a subcategory, and instead
embrace a theory of versions and of the text as process.

Just as modern collections of Yeats’s early poetry suppress alternate
orderings and (except for the Variorum) earlier versions and intermediate
revisions, so do they suppress the original strictly bibliographic codes
of those poems. “Song of the Happy Shepherd” provides almost as good
an example of that as did “Dedication to a Book of Stories.” The poem
originally appeared in Dublin University Review for October of 1885.
The cover of that magazine (fig. 2) provides an elaborate bibliographic
code placing the poem within complex cultural and political structures.
Most strikingly, the cover features a heavily Celtic design that identifies
the magazine both with ancient Irish tradition and with its more nation-
alist resurgence in the early stages of the modern Irish cultural renais-
sance. The design may recall as well the Victorian adaptation of medieval
motifs characteristic of Yeats’s onetime mentor William Morris and the
Arts and Crafts Movement. The largest word on the page is “University,”
allying the journal with that institutional authority, and the device of
Trinity College at the upper left specifically identifies it with that Prot-
estant Ascendancy institution (rather than the Catholic and more recently
founded University College, Dublin), as does the information that the
Review was “printed at the university press.” By embedding the titles
within the elaborate Irish design, the contents list suggests the Irish
context of their initial reception. The titles themselves stress Irishness:
five of the eight main entries involve specifically Irish subjects—the ban-
shee, Irish municipal government, Irish elementary schools, Irish folk
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Fig. 2. Cover of Dublin University Review for October 1885
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songs, and a statue of Thomas Davis. Yeatss Arcadian “Epilogue” (as
it was titled here) thus first appears within a strongly Irish context that
identifies it as a production of an Irish writer and places it within the
mild cultural nationalism of the modern Irish cultural renaissance and
within the Protestant power structure that contributed so much to that
recuperation. The context thus suggests the alliance between ancient
Greek modes and later Irish ones that Yeats would explore intermittently
throughout his career, and it marks him as a more Irish writer than the
poem does when severed from its initial bibliographic code.

The Irishness supplied by the initial bibliographic code gradually
weakens as “Song of the Happy Shepherd” goes through successive incar-
nations in various books by Yeats, yet does not vanish until the poem
is anthologized. As “Song of the Last Arcadian” it next appeared in The
Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems (1889), where the book title lent
an Irish frame in diminished echo of the original bibliographic code, as
did the poem’s placement immediately before the Irish legend “King Goll.”
By Poems (1895) the poem reached its final title (“Song of the Happy
Shepherd”) and placement as the first poem of “Crossways.” a section
that recapitulated Yeats’s biographical progression from Arcadian or cos-
mopolitan to Irish settings and themes. Yeats exercised more control
over the bibliographic codes of that edition than he had been able to
with earlier volumes, first nominating H. G. Fell to do the cover and
then, displeased with Fell’s design, persuading Unwin to commission a
replacement from Yeats’s young protégé Althea Gyles.2! Fell’s static 1895
cover design (fig. 3) of a knight victorious over a serpent tended to
reinforce the international European aspect of the poem, as did Yeats’s
introductory note contrasting the “Crossways” poems as those in which
he “tried many pathways” with the “Rose” lyrics in which he found “the
only pathway.” The more dynamic, revised cover of 1899 by Gyles (fig.
4) emphasized rose and cross and thus accentuated the contrast between
“Crossways” poems like “Song of the Happy Shepherd” and the “Rose”
poems that Yeats elaborately associated with Ireland, as in the closing
“To Ireland in the Coming Times.” The early bibliographic codes pro-
vided by the covers of Dublin University Review and Poems disappear
from modern collected editions, of course, yet the quasi-bibliographic
contextual codes of the surrounding poems and arrangements survive.
But even those contextual codes disappear when the poem is placed in
anthologies like The Norton Anthology of Modern Poetry.?* There the
poem appears with' a cover assimilating it to international modernism
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rather than the Irish renaissance, an assimilation strengthened by the
appearance of the entire Yeats section between poems by the English
A. E. Housman and the American Edgar Lee Masters. Similarly, the cover
of the volume derives authority from an American publishing house (Nor-
ton) and from a distinguished American editor (Richard Ellmann, who
finished his career at Oxford) rather than from Irish institutions or editors.
Further, the Norton reflects the confusion in the dating of Yeats’s texts
common to anthologized versions. An introductory note proclaims that
“as a general rule, we have given the latest published version of a poem
over which the author could have exercised editorial control.” Fine, but
that is not the version of “Song of the Happy Shepherd” printed in the
anthology. The Norton text instead belongs to the “certain exceptions”
that the editors tell us “have been made,” though they don’t say which or
why. The anthology dates the poem 1889, so perhaps that is the version
used? No again. Neither the final nor the 1889 version, the text in the
Norton apparently derives from one of the intermediate revisions of the
Poems (1895) volume,? though the Norton copyright acknowledgments
cite the Variorum. The result is that anthologizing Yeats’s text has dehis-
toricized it: the Norton provides neither the bibliographic codes that
would enable us to recuperate the poem’s original cultural moment and
significance, nor even the linguistic codes that would enable us to place it
as an historical document in the evolution of Yeats’s style. Instead, within
the pages of the Norton the poem sits as a well-wrought but bizarrely
edited urn, silently interring its own historical ashes.

At the opposite end of the spectrum that ends in decontextualized
anthologizing is the poem’s original site of inscription in the poet’s own
manuscripts. There the poem appears in full contingency as it constitutes
itself on the page. Yet the theoretical implications of manuscript con-
stitution have been little studied by modern editors, particularly for
manuscripts of works that the author chose never to publish in machine
reproductions. Rather, attention has focused on the relation of earlier
manuscripts to eventually published forms of the work. I would like
instead to conclude this essay by raising some theoretical points con-
cerning manuscripts of unpublished works, using Yeats’s 1891 lyric “To
a Sister of the Cross & the Rose” as an example. The questions it raises
include the distinction between published and unpublished works, the
interplay between authorial and editorial inténtion, the claims of com-
peting versions, and above all the relation of linguistic to bibliographic
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codes and the extent to which bibliographic codes may be said to be
part of the “text” of the work.

Although at first one might think that the editor takes responsibility
for publishing a previously unpublished work, the entire distinction
between published and unpublished can be problematic. The word pub-
lish, from Latin publicare, can mean both to make public and specifically
to make public by printed means. But at what point has a work been
made public? Certainly, a working draft seen only by the author is not
public. But what if the author shows it to a consultant or confidant, as
Yeats often did? What if the author makes a fair copy and shows that
to even more people? What if the author incorporates the poem into a
sequence in an elaborate manuscript book, which he then presents to
another person? In short, at what point does manuscript circulation of
a work constitute publication? Yeats on occasion did all of the above
things with his manuscripts, including that of “To a Sister of the Cross
& the Rose.” Such works may thus remain “unpublished” in the sense
of “unprinted” but not of “unknown,” “unread,” or even “undistributed.”
Yet even the distinction between printed and unprinted becomes prob-
lematic for manuscripts of many authors, particularly those of the mod-
ernist period. For example, in collecting unpublished manuscripts of the
early poetry for my forthcoming volume in the Cornell Yeats series, I
planned at one point to include a poem known variously as “Lug-na-
Gall” and “The Protestants’ Leap,” only to have John Kelly of Oxford
discover a printed text of that poem among the only known surviving
fragments of an ephemeral Irish magazine called The Gael.?* The man-
uscript had thus gone from being an “unpublished” to a “published”
poem, even though the manuscript remained the same (and indeed Yeats
complained that the published version contained numerous errors). Fur-
ther, Yeats published other, now-lost work in The Gael, which presum-
ably will turn up if a full run of that magazine ever comes to light, and
which may include either other poems currently thought to be unpub-
lished or even wholly unrecorded ones that we now know nothing about.
The case is generalizable for most modern poets, whose exploitation of
the huge range of ephemeral publications open to them means that they
may well have published many works now unknown to us in printed form,
and who at the same time often circulated their works in manuscript. As
a result, the absolute distinction between published and unpublished
poems becomes unstable, yielding to a more relativist discrimination
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between those known and not known to have been published by mechan-
ical means. ‘

Such considerations form only part of the complexity of determining
the text of a previously “unpublished” poem like “To a Sister of the
Cross & the Rose,” which exists in three different fair or near-fair copies
with minor differences between the first two but elaborate ones between
those two and the third version. Further, the leaves containing those
copies are not loose but rather bound into three different manuscript
notebooks of Yeats, two with very careful arrangement of contents. The
surrounding lyrics thus become part of the determiners of the meaning
of this text, as do the elaborate bibliographic codes of the first two
manuscript volumes. Even the title is problematic, for it appears on only
one of the three surviving copies, with the text untitled on the other
two. Here is the text as it appeared without title in probably the earliest
of the three inscriptions, as the opening poem in the elaborate manuscript
notebook The Flame of the Spirit:

I
No daughter of the Iron Times,
The Holy Future summons you;
Its voice is in the falling dew,
In quiet star light, in these rhymes,
In this sad heart consuming slow:
Cast all good common hopes away
For I have seen the enchanted day
And heard the morning bugles blow.
Dublin
August
i 18912

The Flame of the Spirit is the gilt-edged, full vellum notebook that
Yeats presented to his beloved Maud Gonne on 20 October 1891 with
a dedicatory inscription, just after Parnell’s funeral and just before they
both returned to London for her initiation into the hermetic Order of
the Golden Dawn. In the book Yeats copied seven lyrics in ink, from
the opening one just quoted to the concluding untitled version of “When
You Are Old,” with a further eleven titles whose texts were never supplied
added in pencil on later pages. Like “To a Sister,” the other six inscribed
lyrics are all love poems to Gonne, and both the context and the ded-
ication strengthen the direct biographical aspect of the poem’s meaning,
with the “daughter” as Gonne, “these rhymes” as Yeats’s poetry, “this
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sad heart” as Yeats’s own, and perhaps “the enchanted day” with its
attendant bugles as his vision of their union. In The Flame of the Spirit,
then, the poem appears primarily as a love poem. The bibliographic
code supports that, being an elaborate manuscript volume presented to
a beloved in tribute and hope of persuasion. The poem’s Rosicrucian
and Romantic aspects would both become more prominent in its suc-
cessive versions, though the esoteric, the erotic, and the literary always
tended to blend for Yeats, with the difference at any given time more
one of relative emphasis than absolute exclusivity.

Almost simultaneously with The Flame of the Spirit, Yeats prepared
another manuscript ordering of six poems that again included “To a
Sister.” “The Rosy Cross.” Lyrics¥ [sic] is an album covered in yellow
cloth with black stitching, with the title in black crayon on the cover.
Although the middle four poems had also appeared in different order in
The Flame of the Spirit, the addition of the opening poem eventually
known as “A Song of the Rosy Cross” and the closing one later known
as “A Dream of Death” strengthened the Rosicrucian aspect of the poem
we are tracing, as did the addition of the title “To a Sister of the Cross
& the Rose” for this volume only. And even on the biographical level,
between completion of Flame of the Spirit and The Rosy Cross Gonne
had joined the Order of the Golden Dawn and literally become a mystic
soror or sister. This time the bibliographic code emphasizes the same
hermetic aspect reinforced by the other elements: The Rosy Cross is less
an erotic than a mystic volume, whose status as an elaborate manuscript
volume reinforces its appeal to an audience of initiates. The “enchanted
day” and “morning bugles” (endearingly misspelled as “buggles”) this
time suggest mystic illumination more than amorous vision.

The manuscript adventures of the poem did not end with The Rosy
Cross, however, for it appeared once more in a manuscript collection of
Yeats’s, this time in the white, bound volume with embroidered slip-on
cover that he kept for roughly two and a half years beginning in August
of 1893.28 Less carefully ordered than the other two collections, this
notebook appears to have been constructed more by chronology than by
design, with Yeats copying into it fair copies of work in progress and
sometimes revising or composing as he went along. In this much-revised
version of “To a Sister” the occult meaning assumes the greatest prom-
inence of all, with explicit reference to a “mystic morning,” “Kabbalistic
stars,” and God winding “his lonly horn”: here the dawn is explicitly
mystic and only minimally erotic. Unlike in the other versions, the lyric
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lacks here either a number as in Flame of the Spirit or a title as in The
Rosy Cross, and the draft itself while later than the others is also less
clean.

What, then, is the text of “To a Sister of the Cross & the Rose,” and
what is an editor to do if he wishes to publish the text of this previously
unpublished poem? Not all editors will have the luxury of publishing
the poem twice, in two different formats, as I have. The first time I
published the only titled text, that of The Rosy Cross in the specialized
volume Yeats Annual No. 7 in 1990, together with a note that both
indicated circumstances of composition and made it possible to recon-
struct the bibliographic and linguistic codes surrounding the poem as
far as mere verbal description could. The second time, in my forthcoming
W. B. Yeats: The Early Poetry, Volume II, 1 was able to print all three
texts of the poem rather than just one, and to give more elaborate
descriptions of the bibliographic codes together with reprints elsewhere
in the volume of the texts of the other poems in the first two manuscript
volumes (except for those eventually published after 1895). For The Early
Poetry, Volume II, readers will thus have all three manuscript versions,
if by versions we mean only the eight lines of the lyric itself, together
with material to reconstruct most of the remaining aspects of the versions,
if by versions we include the bibliographic and contextual codes.

Yet even such effort at archival publication changes the bibliographic
and contextual codes, and hence one sense of the “text” of the poem,
drastically. It is not just that the absent original bibliographic code can
only be described, but that a new bibliographic code comes into being.
In this new code, Yeats’s original manuscript text becomes a printed
monument, enshrined either in the specialized scholarly volume Yeats
Annual or in the elaborate Cornell Yeats series. Both modern biblio-
graphic codes proclaim Yeats’s work of sufficient importance to deserve
the preservation, display, and study that we assign to major monuments
of our culture. Lost is the contingent, esoteric, personal significance of
the earlier codes, whose very existence gestures toward a traditional,
aristocratic, preindustrial mode of being as an alternative to what Yeats
once called “our scientific, democratic, fact-accumulating, heterogenous
civilization” and which he hoped that another coming would restore.
One could imagine a third kind of publication, an elaborate facsimile
of the original manuscript orderings, and yet even that would bear a
different bibliographic code, as do the publicly disseminated modern
facsimiles of Blake’s illuminated books. And yet I do not think that Yeats
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would have minded the textual history of his poems, parallel as it is to
the larger history that surrounded it. Such change is inevitable. I like to
think instead that he would have seen all his texts, in their successive
incarnations and hence changes, as making possible the experience he
poignantly described in an 1892 lyric appropriately titled “Where My
Books Go™:

All the words that I gather,

And all the words that I write,

Must spread out their wings untiring,

And never rest in their flight,

Till they come where your sad, sad heart is,
And sing to you in the night,

Beyond where the waters are moving,

Storm darkened or starry bright.
(VB 739)
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