Easter 1916 : A Critical Analysis
- W.B. Yeats

The poem ‘Easter 1916’ is a poetic pronouncemerthefheartrending emotions of W.B.
Yeats consequent upon the tragic events after #steERising of 1916 against the British rule of
Ireland. The uprising was unsuccessful, and moshefirish republican leaders involved in it were
executed for treason. The poem was written in 1916 ,first published in 1921 in the collection
‘Michael Robartes and the Dancer’.

W.B. Yeats was a committed nationalist. But, hectgd violence as a means to secure Irish
independence. This led him to have a strainedioelatith some of the revolutionary figures who
eventually led the uprising. But, the capital panient of these figures at the hands of the British
was a dreadful shock to Yeats as they were toridlieary Irish people of the time.

In the poem ‘Easter 1916’, Yeats was working thiobgs feelings about the revolutionary
movement. The persistent refrain that ‘a terribéaudty is born’ turned out to be predictive. The
execution of the leaders of the Easter Rising ByBhtish had the opposite effect to what the Bhiti
had intended. The brutal killings led to a reinvegon of the Irish Republican movement rather than
its dissipation.

The poem sets out by showing the initial ideolobdistance between Yeats and some of the
revolutionary figures. Prior to the rising, the p@euld only exchange ‘polite meaningless words’
with the revolutionaries. He would even indulge‘anmocking tale or gibe’ about their political
ambitions. However, this attitude changes with tiaehe can now see how:

All changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

In the second stanza, the poet proceeds to desoripeater detail the key figures involved
in the Easter uprising. But, he only alludes tantheithout actually listing their names. This stanza
also shows how Yeats was able to separate histpriealings towards some of the revolutionary
figures from the greater nationalist cause thatgitmup was pursuing. While Yeats had a positive
regard for some of these republican leaders, heiskes Major John MacBride, who as the estranged
husband of Maud Gonne had abused both Gonne aivdddweghter during their married life.
Although Yeats considered MacBride to be a ‘vainglas lout’” who had ‘done most bitter wrong’
to Maud Gonne, who was once close to Yeats’ hbarincludes him in his eulogy among those who
have fallen for their republican ideals.

The third stanza of the poem differs from the fived stanzas by abandoning the first-person
narrative of ‘I' and moving to the natural realmstfeams, clouds, and birds. The poet elaborates on
the theme of change and introduces the symbolefdtone’, which opens and closes the stanza.
The images of clouds moving, seasons changingehwsf sliding are all characterized by their
transience. Amid them, the stone is a symbol ofma@ence and enduring strength. Yeats compares
the fixedness of the revolutionaries’ purpose tat tbf the stone. He feels that their hearts are
‘enchanted to a stone’. The stone disturbs or Hlesi ‘the living stream’, a metaphor for how the
steadfastness of their purpose contrasts sharphytthwe shifting moods of the common people. The
singularity of their purpose, leading to their miéite death, cut through the complacency and
indifference of everyday Irish society of the time.

The fourth and last stanza of the poem resumedidteperson narrative of the first and
second stanzas. The stanza returns to the imatpe sfony heart: ‘Too long a sacrifice/ Can make a
stone of the heart’, Yeats wrote, putting the deteed struggle of Irish republicans in the Easter
Rising in the context of the long, turbulent higtaf British colonialism in Ireland, as well as
alluding to the immense psychological costs ofltmg struggle for independence. Indeed, the poet
cries, ‘O when may it suffice?’, and answering &g question with the line, ‘That is heaven’s part’
(making an allusion to Shakespeare's play ‘Hamlethe parallel line occurs in Act I, scene V,
regarding Gertrude's guilt: ‘Against thy mother latigeave her to heaven’). In Yeats’ schema,
Heaven’s role is to determine when the suffering emd and when the sacrifices are considered
sufficient; whilst the role of the people left betiis to forever remember the names of those who
had fallen in order to properly lay their wandersgrits to rest: ‘our part/ To murmur name upon
name,/ as a mother names her child/ when slegstatds come/ On limbs that had run wild.’



In the second half of the last stanza, the poetdemwhether the sacrifices were indeed
warranted: ‘Was it needless death after all?’, eomtlating the possibility that the British mighillst
allow the ‘Home Rule Act 1914’ to come into forcé&hwout the uprising. However, Yeats made the
point that what's done was done. All that is impattis to remember the revolutionaries’ dream and
carry on: ‘We know their dream; enough/ To knowytlieeamed and are dead.” There is no point
arguing over whether these revolutionaries shoulshould not have acted so rashly for their cause
as they did: ‘And what if excess of love/ bewild&tbem till they died?’ These are some of the most
poignant lines in the poem, with the phrase ‘exa#deve’ recalling the character of Oisin in Yéats
long poem ‘The Wanderings of Oisin’.

In the end, the Yeats resigns to commemoratingndmees of those fallen revolutionary
figures, viz. Thomas MacDonagh, John MacBride, Ja@ennolly and Patrick Pearse, as eternal
heroes of the Irish Republican movement (symbolisethe colour green), with Yeats adapting the
final refrain to reflect the price these peopledpai change the course of Irish history:

| write it out in a verse —

MacDonagh and MacBride

And Connolly and Pearse

Now and in time to be,

Wherever green is worn,

Are changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.
The extent to which Yeats was willing to eulogihe members of the Easter Rising can be seen in
his usage of ‘green’ to commemorate these heraes) #though he generally abhors the use of the
colour green as a political symbol (Yeats's abhmmeenas such that he forbade green as the color of
the binding of his books). In commemorating the eanof the revolutionaries in eloquent
lamentation in the final stanza, including evenlbige rival Major John MacBride, Yeats reconciled
his personal private sentiments towards some ofnitieiduals involved with the larger nationalist
sentiments upheld and championed by the poem, ietleere were revolutionaries whose strategies
he did not fully agree with. Yeats has an intergspperspective on the historical significance a&f hi
poem, adding to the tension of his recording. Téeolutionaries ‘now and in time to be...are
changed, changed utterly’ — the knowledge of wislcsbws Yeats’ astute insight into the historical
importance of his poetic memorial of these revoludiry figures.



