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imagination. For England, the matter has remained quiescent,

because her middle and renascent past has so completely
overshadowed the most ancient days, partly because one great
modern artist in folk-lore wrote himself down ironically as the
follower of a less excellent fashion, ¢ the idle singer of an empty
day.” Butif Mr. Yeats is in any sense representative, the Irish
poets claim something infinitely more decisive for their readings
and reinterpretations of the past. In his most personal and
charming volume of essays, Jdeas of Good and Ewvil, Mr. Yeats
has expounded what may not unfairly be called a national literary
system in which ancient legend holds a foremost place. Poetry,
we are told, if it is to be vital, must connect itself with the people ;
not, however, with ¢the middle class of people who have un-
learned the unwritten tradition which binds the unlettered, so
long as they are masters of themselves, to the beginning of time,
and who have not learned the written tradition which has been
established upon the unwritten,’? but with the folk, still living in
old pagan dreams and fenced round with immemorial fears. ¢I
admit’ writes Mr. Yeats in an essay on ‘Ireland and the Arts’ ¢that
even when I see an old subject written of or painted in a new
way, I am yet jealous for Guchulain and for Baile and Aillin and
for those grey mountains that still are lacking their telebration’ ;
and again with greater definiteness in ¢ The Celtic Element in
Literature’ : ¢I say that literature dwindles to a mere chronicle of
circumstance or passionless phantasies and passionless meditations
unless it be constantly flooded with the passions and beliefs of
ancient times, and that of all the fountains of the passions and
beliefs of ancient times in Europe, the Sclavonic, the Finnish,
the Scandinavian and the Celtic, the Celtic alone has been for
centuries close to the main river of European literature.’®* One
more quotation will suffice to complete the position : ¢ And now
a new fountain of legends, and, as I think, a more abundant
fountain than any in Europe is being opened, the great fountain
of Gaelic legends . . . . The Celtic movement, as I understand
it, is principally the opening of this fountain, and none can
measure of how great importance it may be to coming times, for
every new fountain of legends i3 a new intoxication for the
imagination of the world.”*

What this new fountain of legends is, happily even the way-
farer may comprehend. The egzys. of neglect in Celtic lore,
11deas of Good and Evil, p. 96. 2 1bid. p. 290.

31%id. p. 293.
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but something of its spirituality. It would be lamentable if,
having known fear, hate and love, the great trinity in literature,
and having seen them work out in a passionate actual
Irish life, they were to condescend to speak with tongues and
reduce the tales they love from a record of high ancient life
to the abracadabras of a new and decadent poetic creed.

J. L. Morison.




















































































