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Yeats and the Science of Modernism
Daniel Albright

The young Yeats spent some years editing the poems of William Blake, and Yeats inherited
much of Blake’s contempt for science, Blake’s sense that Newton was the devil who murdered the
living cosmos and substituted dead mathematical abstractions. For all his life Yeats felt hostile
to the extreme objectivism of Newtonian physics; but as he grew older he read popularized
accounts of Einstein’s work, and he came to believe that advanced scientific thought was starting
to converge with Yeats’s own philosophical beliefs Berkeleian and occultist. Yeats believed this
partly because he misunderstood some of the ideas of recent physics. But scientists themselves
were in fact trying to work toward a vision of reality congruent with poetry (Whitehead called
Shelley an excellent scientist; Crookes considered that the ectoplasmic emanations from spirit
mediums might represent a new state of matter). And in a certain sense Yeats was right:
later developments in physics have shown that the act of measuring can actually influence
the physical world, so that mind and matter are indeed a far more integrated system than
Newtonian physics would allow.

In the course of this paper | will look not only at Yeats’s philosophical writings but also at a
number of examples from Yeats’s poetry in which scientific ideas, such as wave vs.
particle constructions of reality, are prominent.
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Yeats ORWE EDER~ 72 Rm<cZ D& BET 5 9 2 C, ezt L Dby
EWVO EITIERT 5 Z ENTE RV, Z< OFUEFF Maud Gonne ~EIF H-Z &
L. WL O0OBIWESLD Lady Gregory & OILFWEEZR LTS 2o 2 L 1A
FRIZ, 1917 4ED Georgie Hyde-Lees & DF5MRIZ, FHLAREDM DOIESHITIRERI 728
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SEDEBER TR E L TGal bivd 2 ENZWD, FHEMICEIT Db 7123 e 5 7e 21k
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William Blake & W. B. Yeats ‘memory’ Z ¥ B—F£
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T4 VT L T LA 2 (A757-1827) 1% ‘memory’ (Z-OWT, [V k] (Milton,
1804-04) @ F L TlX. ‘the Daughters of Memory shall become the Daughters of
Inspiration’ E3IE~, F£7-. [EHBOFH OLIIE] (A Vision of the Last Judgment, 1810)
IZBUWVTCIL, ‘Fable or Allegory is Form’ d by the daughters of Memory. Imagination
is surrounded by the daughters of Inspiration, who in the aggregate are call’ d
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UL, A=A Y7H  ‘our memories are a part of one great memory, the memory of
Nature herself’ . ‘this great mind and great memory can be evoked by symbols’
LIRRDHEZAD ‘memory’ LIFES XA THD L, ‘memory’ FD & DOOREER N7
STWDH I ITEbIs,
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MEPEOFEN, oo 297 THWSHIL TS, “All things fall and are built again /
And those that build them again are gay” (11. 35-36). Z DO&ETA LV H174I1Z,
WTHUTIROD, FEIZED LW HEMEZH LT 9 2T, ZITHEMITAD D TRUVE
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A CHE LT, Harold Bloom 1XZ DF%% a genuinely playful poem” & FEA TUNVET,
‘playful’ TH 2D Z EITHENTZLE S OTTN, EZITENBRILTNDD, TN E D
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