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Abstract: W.B. Yeats, one of the most influential poets of the 20th century, extensively incorporated
mythology into his poetry, drawing from Irish folklore, Celtic legends, and classical traditions. His use of
mythology served multiple purposes: as a means of cultural revival, a vehicle for expressing his mystical and
philosophical ideas, and a tool for exploring themes of nationalism, destiny, and the cyclical nature of history.
Yeats's deep engagement with the occult, Theosophy, and the esoteric traditions of the Golden Dawn further
enriched his mythological symbolism, infusing his poetry with layers of meaning that transcend time and place.
This study examines how Yeats integrated mythological figures and themes into his work, analyzing key poems
such as The Second Coming, The Tower, and Sailing to Byzantium to understand the interplay between
mythology, personal vision, and poetic craft. By exploring the poet's reinterpretation of mythological
narratives, this research highlights how Yeats transformed ancient myths into powerful expressions of modern
anxieties and aspirations, ultimately shaping the landscape of modernist poetry.
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1. Introduction

William Butler Yeats, one of the most influential poets of the 20th century, was deeply engaged with
mythology, which became a defining feature of his poetic imagination. Throughout his career, Yeats drew
from Irish folklore, Celtic legends, and classical mythology, weaving ancient narratives into his poetry to
explore themes of national identity, spirituality, and artistic transcendence. His use of mythology was not
merely decorative but served as a means of understanding and interpreting the political and philosophical
concerns of his time. As a leading figure of the Irish Literary Revival, Yeats sought to reclaim Ireland’s mythic
past to counter British colonial influence and establish a distinctive cultural heritage. His poetic vision was
further shaped by his involvement in Theosophy, the occult, and esoteric traditions, which infused his works
with a sense of mystical symbolism and prophetic intensity.
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Yeats famous poems

Brown penny.

“For he would be thinking
of love

Till the stars had run away
And the shadows eaten
the moon.”

The Lake Isle Of Inisfree..

“Iwill arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made;
Nine bean rows will | have there, a hive for the honeybee,
And live alone in the bee-loud glade.”

Fig. 1 Yeats Famous Poems [10]

Yeats’s fascination with mythology was deeply personal and intellectual, as he believed that myths held
universal truths about human nature and history. His poetry often reinterpreted mythological figures and events
to reflect contemporary struggles, blending the past and present to create a timeless poetic landscape. Figures
such as Cuchulain from Irish legend, Leda from Greek mythology, and the vision of Byzantium as a mystical
realm appear frequently in his works, each serving as symbols of heroism, transformation, and spiritual
enlightenment. By reworking these myths, Yeats provided new meanings that resonated with modern anxieties
about change, loss, and the search for permanence. In addition to Irish and classical mythology, Yeats’s poetry
was influenced by his belief in cyclical history, as outlined in his esoteric system in A Vision (1925). He
envisioned history as a series of repeating cycles, represented by gyres—spiraling movements that symbolized
the rise and fall of civilizations. This idea is most famously expressed in The Second Coming, where
mythological and apocalyptic imagery merge to depict the chaotic transition between historical epochs.
Similarly, in Sailing to Byzantium, Yeats employs the mythic city of Byzantium as an allegory for artistic
immortality and spiritual transcendence, demonstrating his use of mythology as both a creative and
philosophical tool. Yeats’s integration of mythology into his poetry not only enriched his work with layers of
meaning but also contributed to the broader modernist movement by reimagining ancient narratives in new and
dynamic ways. His unique synthesis of myth, symbolism, and personal vision helped shape modern poetry,
offering a bridge between tradition and innovation. This study aims to examine how mythology functioned
within Yeats’s poetic framework, analyzing its role in shaping his themes, imagery, and artistic philosophy.
By exploring his reinterpretation of myths, we can better understand Yeats’s literary contributions and his
enduring legacy as a poet who transformed the mythical into the modern.

1.1 Background

The use of mythology in literature has long been a means of exploring universal themes, connecting the past
with the present, and offering deeper insights into human nature and society. W.B. Yeats, one of the foremost
poets of the modernist era, extensively incorporated mythology into his poetry, drawing inspiration from Irish
folklore, Celtic legends, and classical mythology. His engagement with these mythic traditions was not only a
reflection of his personal interests but also a response to the cultural and political climate of his time. Yeats’s
early poetry was deeply influenced by Irish folklore and mythology, which he saw as essential to reviving
Ireland’s national identity. As a leading figure of the Irish Literary Revival, he worked alongside figures like
Lady Gregory and John Millington Synge to collect and popularize traditional Irish tales, ensuring that
Ireland’s mythic heritage remained a vital part of its cultural consciousness. This effort was particularly
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significant in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, as Ireland sought independence from British rule. Yeats
believed that mythology could serve as a foundation for national pride, helping the Irish people reclaim their
historical and literary traditions. Poems such as The Wanderings of Oisin and Cuchulain’s Fight with the Sea
illustrate his early fascination with heroic legends and supernatural elements drawn from Celtic mythology.

2. Literature Review

Touzani (2019) examines Yeats’s engagement with the Cuchulain myth, arguing that the poet strategically
employs this Irish legendary hero to construct a cultural and national identity. This study positions Yeats’s
poetry within the broader Irish Literary Revival, highlighting how mythology becomes a tool for shaping
historical consciousness. Similarly, Sharma (2019) analyzes myth as a structural component in Yeats’s Sailing
to Byzantium, emphasizing its function as a narrative device that bridges past and present, offering a symbolic
framework for exploring themes of transcendence and artistic immortality.

Peimanfard and Ahmadgoli (2020) take a psychological approach, interpreting On Baile’s Strand through the
lens of Jungian individuation. Their study argues that Yeats’s mythological reworkings align with archetypal
narratives of self-discovery, reinforcing the poet’s philosophical engagement with cycles of identity formation
and transformation. Abdul Ameer (2010), in contrast, focuses on Yeats’s early poetry, tracing the poet’s
gradual shift from romanticized folklore to more complex mythological representations that reflect his evolving
artistic vision.

MiloSevi¢ (2024) expands on the interplay between mythology and poetic craft, arguing that Yeats not only
adopts mythic elements but reshapes them to serve his metaphysical and esoteric concerns. This aligns with
the findings of Ahmed et al. (2024), who explore mystical elements in Yeats’s poetry, positioning mythology
as a medium through which the poet articulates his spiritual and philosophical beliefs. Their study underscores
the influence of the occult and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn on Yeats’s mythic imagination.

Further, E Hosne Ara (2022) places Yeats within a comparative framework, examining how he, alongside T.S.
Eliot and W.H. Auden, harmonizes mythology with modernist sensibilities. This study highlights the
adaptability of myth in modern poetry, showing how Yeats reconfigures ancient narratives to address
contemporary anxieties. Amos (2016) provides a more focused textual analysis, exploring the tension between
modernity and mythology in poems like Easter 1916, Sailing to Byzantium, and Leda and the Swan. The study
demonstrates how Yeats uses mythic structures to critique historical and political shifts, reinforcing his
ambivalent stance toward modernity.

3. Methodology

Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to analyze the role of mythology in the poetry of W.B. Yeats.
A textual analysis method is employed, focusing on selected poems that prominently feature mythological
elements. These poems are examined for their thematic, structural, and symbolic significance, with an
emphasis on how Yeats integrates Irish, classical, and esoteric myths into his poetic framework. Secondary
sources, including literary criticism, historical contexts, and theoretical interpretations, are utilized to support
the analysis. The study follows a comparative framework, juxtaposing Yeats’s treatment of mythology with
broader literary and cultural movements, such as modernism and the Irish Literary Revival.
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Theoretical Analysis

The research is grounded in multiple theoretical perspectives, including myth criticism, Jungian archetypal
theory, and postcolonial literary analysis. Myth criticism, as developed by Northrop Frye, provides a
framework for understanding how Yeats reconfigures mythic structures to convey universal themes. Jungian
analysis offers insights into the archetypal significance of Yeats’s mythological figures, linking them to broader
psychological and spiritual transformations. Additionally, a postcolonial perspective examines how Yeats
employs mythology as a means of constructing and preserving Irish cultural identity in response to British
colonialism. These theoretical approaches collectively enable a nuanced understanding of Yeats’s poetic
engagement with mythology.

Ethical Considerations

As this study relies on existing literary texts and secondary sources, there are no direct ethical risks associated
with human subjects. However, ethical considerations include ensuring accurate representation of Yeats’s
works and the scholarly interpretations referenced. Proper citation and attribution of all sources are maintained
to uphold academic integrity. Additionally, the study remains objective and avoids misinterpretation or cultural
appropriation of mythological themes, recognizing their historical and cultural significance within Irish and
global literar

4. Finding & Discussion
Findings

The analysis of W.B. Yeats's poetry reveals a consistent and multifaceted use of mythology as a tool for
exploring both personal and collective themes. The findings indicate that Yeats draws heavily on Irish folklore,
particularly the myth of Cuchulain, to symbolize national identity and heroic struggle. Additionally, classical
myths, such as those of Leda and the Swan, are reinterpreted to comment on human conflict, divine
intervention, and the complexities of modern existence. Yeats’s later works reflect an increasing engagement
with esoteric traditions, where myth serves not only as a reflection of the human condition but also as a lens
through which the poet grapples with spiritual and metaphysical concerns. These findings suggest that Yeats's
treatment of mythology is not merely decorative but deeply embedded in his exploration of the cyclical nature
of history, the intersection of individual and collective fate, and the search for transcendence.

Discussion

The use of mythology in Yeats’s poetry is integral to his modernist aesthetic, allowing him to bridge past and
present, myth and reality, while addressing contemporary political, social, and existential concerns. By
reinterpreting traditional myths, Yeats gives them new life, re-contextualizing them in the face of modernity’s
uncertainties. His mythological figures, such as Cuchulain, serve as both national symbols and representations
of personal identity struggles. Moreover, his use of classical and esoteric myths reflects his broader
philosophical exploration of time, fate, and spiritual transformation. This adaptability of mythology in Yeats's
work speaks to its enduring relevance as a poetic device, offering a rich terrain for investigating the
complexities of human experience across time. Yeats’s ability to intertwine mythological narratives with his
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own personal and cultural anxieties underscores the dynamic and multifaceted role of mythology in shaping
both individual and collective consciousness.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the role of mythology in the poetry of W.B. Yeats is both profound and transformative. By
weaving together elements of Irish folklore, classical mythology, and esoteric traditions, Yeats creates a rich
tapestry that reflects both personal and national concerns. Mythology in his works is not merely an aesthetic
or decorative tool, but a vital force through which Yeats explores themes of identity, history, spiritual
transcendence, and the human condition. His use of myth allows him to challenge modernity, articulate
political and cultural anxieties, and address deep existential questions. The interplay between myth and Yeats’s
poetic imagination provides a deeper understanding of his literary vision, highlighting how mythology can be
reinterpreted and adapted to address the complexities of the modern world. Thus, Yeats’s integration of
mythological elements stands as a testament to the enduring power of myth in literature and its capacity to
illuminate both timeless truths and contemporary struggles.
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