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THE ITALIAN RENAISSANCE, DANTE AND W.B. YEATS 

Nicoleta Stanca1 

Abstract: The presentation will focus on the influence of the Italian 
Renaissance culture in general and of Dante in particular on W.B. Yeats’s works, 
on his literary production written out of the encounter, in the 1890s, with Dante’s 
Vita Nuova, translated by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and out of his Italian 
Renaissance experience following his tour in Italy in 1907. The first part of the 
presentation will discuss similarities between the Anglo-Irish and Italian 
Renaissance aristocracy, starting from Yeats’s belief in the elevating quality of art 
to which the Renaissance was devoted and on his high appreciation of the mission 
of the Italian aristocrat as a patron of arts. The second part will refer to specific 
Dantean influences on Yeats, more obvious in his early literary career, though also 
traceable in his later works, such as the poet-lover and the use of the mask as a 
projection of an antithetical completion, Dante’s imagined world being Catholic 
and Yeats’s being esoteric.    

 
Key words: Yeats, Irish Revival, Dante, the Renaissance, identity, 

spirituality 
  

 
  
Introduction 
 
W.B. Yeats’s influence of the Italian Renaissance and culture in general and of 
Dante’s work in particular is, arguably, rather strong in his early period of creation, 
by which we mean his literary production written after his “encounter” with Dante 
in the 1890s. Yeats knew Dante both from his works (it is documented that he read 
Vita Nuova, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s translation) and from the nineteenth-
century illustrations and interpretations of Dante (as, for instance, Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti’s Dante’s Dream at the Time of the Death of Beatrice, William Blake’s 
illustrations of Dante’s works and the English Romantic poets’ revision of Dante). 
Last but not least, H.F. Cary’s translation of The Divine Comedy with the title The 
Vision and the subtitle Hell, Purgatory and Paradise of Dante Alighieri, could, 
perhaps, be related to Yeats’s own essay A Vision. Though Yeats did not read 
Dante in the original and he got acquainted with him only through the translations 
and interpretations of the Romantic poets and Pre-Raphaelite artists, Yeats must 
have been fascinated with Dante, the quest poet with whom he shared, as George 
Bornstein claims, “devotion to an unattainable woman, political office in a strife-
torn land, exile (voluntary in Yeats’s case), acceptance of an abstruse system of 
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belief, and a host of poetic goals, not least of which was to become a character in 
his own work” (93), all of which also being major nineteenth century themes.  

To present Yeats’s case in more convincing terms, we mention Jacob 
Burckhardt, who described the myth of the Renaissance as a nineteenth century 
creation centred on two concepts: individualism and modernity, due to the 
humanist dimension of both ages (Sherman 252-253). According to him, Italian 
Renaissance culture fascinated the other European countries in the fifteenth century 
through the ideal image of the courtier, the emphasis on public service, personal 
merit, but also, on social class, hereditary nobility and artistic forms, attitudes and 
learning, through which man recognized himself as an individual. All these had 
preserved their appeal to later centuries, to which a renewed interest was added by 
writers such as Yeats.    
 
The Renaissance courtier and Yeats 
 
This essay is structured on two parts, each discussing Dante’s influence on Yeats’s 
work. The first part will discuss the similarities between the Anglo-Irish and Italian 
Renaissance aristocracy. Interestingly, the Italian Renaissance was basically about 
rebirth and renovation of the classical works as was the Anglo-Irish Revival or the 
Irish Literary Revival, to which Yeats belonged, and which focused on the 
restoration of Gaelic mythology and folklore with a view to revitalizing vernacular 
literature. Yeats’s appreciation of refined aristocracy was triggered actually by 
feelings of disappointment and bitterness against his contemporaries. Yeats wrote 
an essay on “William Blake and his Illustrations to the Divine Comedy (1896), 
initially published in The Savoy magazine, in which Dante emerged as an ancestor 
of the nineteenth century, concerned with worldly affairs, yet convinced, like Yeats 
himself was, of the existence of a spiritual dimension of life, the source of his 
creative energy. The poet’s essay was accompanied by two of Blake’s engravings 
(The Circle of Thieves and Paolo and Francesca) and eight of his designs inspired 
by Dante’s works. W.H. Smith and Son, the booksellers controlling the railway 
stalls and the distribution of the magazine refused to distribute the magazine 
showing such illustrations. Smith’s manager seemed to have objected, according to 
Yeats, to the illustration of Antaeus Setting Virgil and Dante upon the Verge of 
Cocytus, which he took for a drawing and considered offensive for ladies. Symons, 
the editor, and Yeats deplored the lack of education of the audience, but this could 
not prevent the failure of The Savoy issue.  

Another production received with hostility was Yeats’s play The Countess 
Cathleen, in which the Irish countess sold her soul to the devil to rescue from 
damnation her starving people who would have done the same had it not been for 
her; Irish radical nationalists claimed that it was outrageous to present such an 
image of an Irishwoman as a personification of Ireland. Yeats was not afraid to 
show what he considered the flaws of his fellow countrymen and he used Dante as 
a model to prove his opinion: “The greater portion of the Divine Comedy is a 
catalogue of the sins of Italy” and, yet, “Dante is said to have unified Italy” 
(Bornstein 102), in a similar manner in which great minds, like Goethe, 
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Shakespeare, Homer, created the national character of their countries. Yeats also 
showed his openness and generosity by writing poems to defend his fellow 
playwrights when attacked for the plays staged at the Abbey Theatre, such as the 
riots against Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World (e.g. “On Those that Hated 
‘The Playboy of the Western World’, 1907”) or to defend the Irish politician 
known since then as the uncrowned king of Ireland, Charles Stewart Parnell, 
criticized by William Martin Murphy in his own newspapers «The Irish 
Independent» and «The Evening Herald».  

Yeats grounded his appraisal of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy on the noble 
mythology of the Italian Renaissance, as he does in the poems “To a Wealthy Man 
Who Promised a Second Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gallery if It Were 
Proved the People Wanted Pictures”, 1913 and “The People”, 1915. Both texts are 
based on his belief in the elevating quality of art to which the Italian Renaissance 
had been devoted and on his high appreciation of the mission of the Italian 
aristocrat as a patron of the arts (as, for example, the Duke of Urbino, Cosimo de 
Medici, Duke Ercole of Ferrara mentioned in “To a Wealthy Man...”). Yeats 
believed in a cultural and political aristocracy which must allow the people who 
respect them to lead in an ordered society.  

The poem “To a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second Subscription to the 
Dublin Municipal Gallery if It Were Proved the People Wanted Pictures” was 
triggered by a real situation in contemporary Dublin. Lady Gregory’s nephew, Sir 
Hugh Lane, offered to build a gallery for Impressionist paintings in Dublin. Yet, 
his offer was turned down by the city councilors and businessmen who thought the 
paintings not worth the cost of building a decent gallery for the city. Yeats attacked 
the narrow-minded commercial middle-class and an indifferent lower class, 
labelled Paudeens or Biddys (Watson 118). And he was even harsher on the people 
he saw as the spokespersons of the middle class and aristocracy: William Martin 
Murphy, who attacked Synge’s play and Lane’s gallery in his newspapers, and 
Lord Ardilaum, the aristocrat who argued that no money should be given unless 
there was a public demand for the gallery (Untereker 117-118). Like Dante, who 
sent his enemies to Hell and Beatrice to Heaven, Yeats found the right place for his 
enemies and friends in his “imaginary map”, represented by his poems and his 
essay A Vision.     

Sir Hugh Lane’s wish was that the English architect Edwin Lutyens should 
build the gallery so that it would span the Liffey like “an Irish Ponte Vecchio” 
(Drake 34). The city considered, however, that the cost of the gallery was too high 
and they could hardly afford it. On the other hand, Sean O’Casey described the 
derelict shells of the famous Georgian terraces as “a long, lurching row of 
discontented incurables” and according to James Connolly, Dublin was “infamous 
for the perfectly hellish conditions under which its people are housed” (Drake 34). 
Thus, Dublin was generally hardly considered to be a place to host a modern 
gallery. In 1913, the paintings in question were placed in the National Gallery, 
London, and in 1915, Hugh Lane added a codicil to his will offering them to 
Ireland if the gallery was built in the five years following his death. Lady Gregory 
was named the only trustee of the paintings. The codicil was not witnessed; Hugh 
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Lane died and the English Gallery did not agree to give up the paintings (Untereker 
118).  

In his poem “To a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second Subscription to 
the Dublin Municipal Gallery if It Were Proved the People Wanted Pictures” 
(Yeats 85) Yeats imagines an Italian Renaissance city as the example of a society 
in which culture was central to civic life; the poet contrasts the attitudes of his 
countrymen with the Italian Renaissance representatives, where Cosimo de Medici 
(a nobleman exiled to Venice, symbolically standing for Hugh Lane) and 
Michelozzo (who accompanied Cosimo to Venice, an alter-ego for Lutyens) 
patronised the arts without concern for profit; the San Marco Library (the Italian 
counterpart for the unbuilt Dublin gallery) was designed at Cosimo’s expense.     
 
  What cared Duke Ercole, that bid 
  His mummers to the market-place, 
  What th’onion-sellers thought or did 
  So that his Plautus set the pace 
  For the Italian comedies? (Yeats 85) 
 

In 1907, Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory and her son Robert went on a tour 
to Florence, Urbino, Ferrara, Ravenna and Milan. This offered Yeats the 
opportunity to experience firsthand the cultural life of a Renaissance court about 
which he had read a few years before in The Courtier by Castiglione, following 
Lady Gregory’s recommendations (Jaffares 157). In the book, Castiglione 
describes the qualities of the courtier, the ideal Renaissance man who looked very 
much like the Duke of Urbino, to whose court Castiglione belonged. According to 
Castiglione, the courtier had to be born in a noble family as that would be like “a 
bright lamp that makes manifest and visible deeds both good and bad, kindling and 
spurring on to virtue as much for fear of dishonour” (28-34). He had to have talent 
and beauty and grace to make him pleasing and loveable, he had to be modest, 
reserved and humane. The profession of the courtier had to be connected to the 
army, though he was trained in the humanities (Latin, Greek, poetry, oratory and 
history).     

 The list of art patrons given by Yeats in “To a Wealthy Man ...” also 
reflects Yeats’s reading of the Italian diplomat’s book, as he mentions the Duke 
Ercole of Ferrara, who had five plays by Plautus produced in 1502 as part of the 
wedding celebrations for his son Alphonso’s marriage to Lucrezia Borgia; 
Guidobaldo, Duke of Urbino, who built a palace to host art treasures and Cosimo 
de Medici, who commissioned the architect Michelozzo to draw up the plans for 
the Library of St. Mark’s in Florence, which became famous for its frescoes by Fra 
Angelico (Untereker 118). By using examples of visionary artists, art patrons and 
city commissioners during Italian Renaissance, Yeats offers a model which, he 
thought, might open the minds of his fellow citizens and make them see the 
importance of supporting the arts in a city which has aspirations of modernity.   

Moreover, Yeats seems to have become aware that a country, like Italy, for 
which art is paramount with a stabilizing effect has as its ultimate goal peace for 
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the entire nation. Yeats’s Italian tour and experience of the Renaissance in the 
nineteenth century, together with his realization that his most cherished values 
lacked popular recognition, pushed him to create the mask of the Renaissance 
courtier-poet, who distinguished himself through magnanimity, courtesy, style, 
permanence, tradition and whose mission was to secure the cultural vitality of the 
present through the greatness of the past. Thus, the role of the artist in this organic 
community was to restore the links between the aristocracy and the people through 
the initiation of an Irish Cultural Renaissance carried out through the efforts of the 
intellectuals belonging to Anglo-Irish Protestant Ascendancy. 

It is known that Yeats idealized aristocratic descendence as opposed to 
Maud Gone’s ideal of the democratic spirit, imagined like a Phoenix bird 
delighting in her defeat. Before he went to Italy, Yeats had made attempts to find 
his aristocratic connections in his family tree; someone looked up his family coat 
of arms for a book-plate and told him that he had aristocratic connections on his 
father’s side. Yeats “told one acquaintance that the Duke of Ormonde was not of 
the real Butlers; and he is said to have declared to George Russell that if he had his 
rights he would be Duke of Ormonde” (Ellman 180); Yeats’s words actually prove 
once more the cleavage between his self and the society he lived in.   

The parallel between the Italian Renaissance and the Anglo-Irish 
aristocracy is taken by Yeats well into the twentieth century, when the destruction 
of the Big Houses in Ireland are compared to the Roman campagna in ruins 
(Watson 121). Thus, the west of Ireland with the Norman castles and round towers 
and the forts of Aran, like the Roman campagna, are reminiscent of a heroic age 
and they deepen Yeats’s sense of solitude. The Big or Great Houses, like Lady 
Gregory’s Coole Park with its lake and seven woods, are symbolical of an 
aristocratic age, tradition, social stability and artistic patronage. Yeats’s prophecy, 
better explained in A Vision, refers to the imminent ruin of a civilization if the arts 
and the model of the Italian Renaissance are neglected.  
 
Dante’s Beatrice and Yeats’s Maud Gonne 
 
The second part of the essay will refer to specific Dantean influences on Yeats, 
more obvious in the Irish poet’s early literary career, though also traceable in his 
later works. One theme to support this view is the poet-lover praising the angel-
woman (Dante’s unrequited love for Beatrice and Yeats’s for Maud), a revisitation 
of a tradition established through the cult of Virgin Mary, the virgin martyrs and 
love poetry.  

With Dante, the woman is pictured like an angel under the influence of the 
tradition inaugurated by the troubadours and as an expression of repressed physical 
desire, turned into mystical experience. Dante’s angel-woman represents the path 
to salvation and shows him the way to God (Eco 171). Vita Nuova still 
contemplates Beatrice as the object of passion in the first half of the work, but 
Divina Comedia shows the ideal angel-woman as spiritualized beauty, revisited by 
the Pre-Raphaelites, who will illustrate ethereal, sensuous creatures, desired by 
mortals after their death. Yeats admits having long pondered on Dante’s model:       
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I am no Dante scholar, and I but read him in Shadwell or in Dante Rossetti, 
but I am always persuaded that he celebrated the most pure lady poet ever 
sung and the Divine Justice, not merely because death took that lady and 
Florence banished her singer, but because he had to struggle in his own 
heart with his unjust anger and his lust; while unlike those of the great 
poets, who are at peace with the world and at war with themselves, he 
fought a double war. (Yeats, Per Amica ... 127)  

 
The rose in Yeats’s volume The Rose (1891-92) may have been inspired by 

Dante in several ways; Dante uses the symbol of the white rose with a yellow 
center to stand for heaven: the white rose of the Empyrean where the happy ones 
reside, as do love, beauty, his beloved Beatrice and the sacredness of Virgin Mary. 
Dante’s rose stands for “fulfillment of the spiritual quest, embracing secular and 
church-love: fulfillment in eternity of temporal things, since spiritualized courtly 
love (for dead Beatrice) had made him understand divine love” (De Vries 392). 
Here’s Dante’s description of the Empyrean in Cary’s translation:  
 

In fashion, as a snow-white rose, lay then 
Before my view the saintly multitude, 
Which in his own blood Christ espous'd. Meanwhile 
That other host, that soar aloft to gaze 
And celebrate his glory, whom they love, 
Hover'd around; and, like a troop of bees, 
Amid the vernal sweets alighting now, 
Now, clustering, where their fragrant labour glows, 
Flew downward to the mighty flow'r, or rose 
From the redundant petals, streaming back 
Unto the steadfast dwelling of their joy. 
Faces had they of flame, and wings of gold; 
The rest was whiter than the driven snow. 
And as they flitted down into the flower, 
From range to range, fanning their plumy loins, 
Whisper'd the peace and ardour, which they won 
From that soft winnowing. Shadow none, the vast 
Interposition of such numerous flight 
Cast, from above, upon the flower, or view 
Obstructed aught. For, through the universe, 
Wherever merited, celestial light 
Glides freely, and no obstacle prevents. (Dante, Divine Comedy 
Par XXXI)  
    

Dante sees in Paradise how the blessed form a giant rose with Mary the Queen of 
Heaven in the centre. Higher there is the Trinity, of which one “only retains the 
memory of three Circles; the flower is divided down the middle and across, with 
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horizontally on one side the male saints, and the female on the other; and below 
them the souls of beatified children” (De Vries 392).     

With Yeats, the rose is love, beauty, Maud Gone, Ireland, (Catholic) 
religion, a Rosicrucian symbol – the flower growing on the Tree of Life in circles, 
wheels embodying the way to the attainment of the daimon. The circling 
movement is to be found in Yeats’s symbol of the gyre, the stairs of his Tower and 
Dante’s Divine Comedy; it is the rose of Eternity to be gained through renunciation 
on the Cross of time. In “The Rose of the World”, Maud becomes Helen of Troy, 
half-mortal, half-goddess, the rose acquiring a powerful significance through its 
beauty, which is the primary characteristic of God and through its double nature, 
mortal and immortal.  

In 1891, Maud Gone was recovering in St. Raphael Hospital after the 
exhaustion caused by her efforts to help the Donegal poor, thus the poems “A 
Dream of Death” and “The White Birds” evoke her as a white bird, the immortal 
bird of fairyland or an angel-like figure, like Dante’s Beatrice. Maud Gone 
embodied Ireland itself for Yeats; she is celebrated in his early poetry as the Rose, 
Helen of Troy, Cathleen ni Houlihan, Palas Athene, a combination of “statuesque 
beauty” and political energy put into the cause of Irish nationalism (Drake 115). 
  However, towards the later stages of his career, Yeats’s tone when he 
speaks about Maud acquires other nuances, which differentiate him from Dante. 
For instance, in “No Second Troy” it is the mask of the woman that fascinates the 
man (i.e. the mask of Helen of Troy). Maud is Helen of Troy, placed by Dante in 
the second circle of the Inferno, among the lustful, since she stands for the same 
destructive beauty showed in Maud’s case through the rather aggressive attitude in 
her revolutionary activity; now Maud is Helen, no connection with Beatrice. The 
poems “No Second Troy” (1910) and “A Prayer for my Daughter” (1921) ponder 
on the woman’s mind embittering under the influence of her political activity; 
Maud was indefatigable: she helped evicted tenants, organized in Paris 
L’Association Irlandaise, worked with political prisoners, founded “Daughters of 
Ireland”, contributed to the organization of violent riots during Victoria’s Jubilee of 
1897 and plotted against the Queen’s visit to Dublin in 1900. The close relationship 
she had with Yeats survived the passage of time; she remained the guiding muse 
throughout his literary career, yet, he was more critical of her when she became 
older and bitter after a life-long political activity.      
 
The “Unity of Being”, the daimon and the journey of the soul   
 
Yeats‘s mask as a projection of the “Unity of Being” and as an antithetical 
completion could be seen as a Dantean influence, if we compared Dante’s 
depiction of it Vita Nuova, and the Divine Comedy and Yeats’s illustration of it in 
Per Amica Silentia Lunae and, later, in A Vision.   

Yeats’s “Ego Dominus Tuus” (1915) comes from Dante’s Vita Nuova, and 
it is the title of the poem which precedes Yeats’s prose writing Per Amica Silentia 
Lunae. In Vita Nuova, Love comes to Dante in a dream vision and utters the words 
ego dominus tuus (I am Thy Master/ I am your lord), which Dante remembers as, 
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after this scene, there follows the first sonnet which may equate his love for 
Beatrice with his initiation as a poet. In Yeats’s poem, while invoking Dante, the 
guiding principle of the poet seems to be his anti-self or mask, the opposite of his 
ordinary personality: 
    
   Hic 
 

And yet, 
The chief imagination of Christendom, 
Dante Alighieri, so utterly found himself, 
That he has made that hollow face of his 
More plain to the mind’s eye than any face 
But that of Christ. 

 
Ille 
 

And did he find himself, 
Or was the hunger that had made it hollow 
A hunger for the apple on the bough 
Most out of reach? And is that spectral image 
The man that Lapo and that Guido knew? 
I think he fashioned from his opposite 
An image that might have been a stony face, 
Staring upon a Beduin’s horse-hair roof, 
From doored and windowed cliff, or half upturned 
Among the coarse grass and the camel dung. 
He set his chisel to the hardest stone; 
Being mocked by Guido for his lecherous life, 
Derided and deriding, driven out 
To climb that stair and eat that bitter bread, 
He found the unpersuadable justice, he found 
The most exalted lady loved by a man. (Yeats, Per Amica ... 11-12) 

                                  
Yeats is actually undertaking, in the form of a dialogue between Hic (This) and Ille 
(That), a process of self-examination in the guise of talking about Dante; he found 
in Dante his own self caught between spiritual excitement and lust. Dante 
deciphered the historical and political experiences of his days through the pattern 
of the Divine Comedy; Yeats looked for answers to the dispute between his abstract 
patterns and his activity as a public man. Dante’s portrait offers Yeats a self-image 
of the personality he wished to become: 
 

Dante, who lamented his exile as of all possible things the worst for such 
as he, and sighed for his lost solitude, and yet could never keep from 
politics, was, according to a contemporary, such a partisan, that if a child, 
or a woman, spoke against his party he would pelt the child or woman with 
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stones. Yet, Dante, having attained, as a poet, to Unity of Being, as poet 
saw all things set in order, had an intellect that served the Mask alone, that 
compelled even those things that opposed it to serve, and was content to 
see both good and evil ... Dante suffering injustice and the loss of Beatrice, 
found divine justice and the heavenly Beatrice. (Graf 86)   

 
Hic is the primary, solar, objective man and the body; Ille is the secondary, 

lunar, objective man, the soul wanting to find the Mask when walking under the 
Moon because the way to the self is through “the friendly silence of the moon”, per 
amica silentia lunae in Virgil’s Aeneid (Graf 86), which guides the Greeks in the 
horse against the Trojans. Referring to Dante’s hollow face, Hic tries to show that 
great men of the past have also looked for their images; Ille’s opinion is that it was 
not the face known by Lapo Giani and Guido Cavalcanti, his friends and fellow 
writers, but a mask, fashioned from his opposite, a spectral image different from 
his sensuous self, meant to free him from himself and disclose a vision (Untereker 
148). Only after their confrontation with their buried selves or anti-selves, with 
what they feared, could artists find their mask.   

“Ego Dominus Tuus”, “The Phases of the Moon” (1919) and the essay A 
Vision (1917, 1925) render Yeats’s system containing a horoscope of a man’s 
character, circumstances, arts and his destiny and a pattern for nature and 
civilizations. In “The Phases of the Moon”, Owen Aherne and Michael Robartes 
make their visit to Yeats’s tower under the moon; Robartes is Yeats’s voice 
explaining his philosophy on the changes in the soul going through difference 
stages of existence in direct relation to the phases of the moon, which establishes 
the degree of subjectivity or objectivity (Unterker 159, Drake 46, Ellman 225-226) 
the phases are shown symbolically on the gyres. At the time of the Renaissance, 
subjectivity was considered to be at its fullest expansion and its personalities were 
realizing themselves to the most (Ellman 229). When the body is in darkness, the 
soul is in light and vice-versa; in phases 1 and 15, in complete darkness or light, 
life does not exist; from phases 2 to 12 man’s soul goes through various 
incarnations; phases 13 and 14 show beautiful men and women anticipating phases 
15, when the cycle reverses, the body becoming more important again. The escape 
from these incarnations has to go through the figures of the hunchback (phase 26), 
the saint (phase 27) and the fool (phase 28), until the soul reaches a state of 
“artifice of eternity” (Yeats, “Sailing to Byzantiun”). Yeats placed his enemies and 
friends in the appropriate phase, like Dante did in his Divine Comedy, and he 
assigned Dante, Shelley and himself phase 17, which happened shortly after the 
full moon and where Unity of Being is possible. Yeats, together with his fellow 
writers, was doomed to belong to a minority in a permanent quarrel with the world 
(Ellman 240-243).               

Yeats reached his ideas in Per Amica Silentia Lunae in his efforts to 
redefine himself as a poet, after his early (Celtic) symbolist stage, in the 1890s. In 
the section “Anima Homis” in Per Amica Silentia Lunae, he asserts that in order to 
find perfection in creation, the artist has to identify with the soul of the world, 
Anima Mundi. How can he do that? He resorted to the mask, which he had used 
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earlier under the name of “Immortal Mood” (Yeats qtd. in Graf 70), but re-defined 
in Per Amica Silentia Lunae as magical, as the daimon called down by the self. 
Yeats explains his daimon’s place on the Tree of Life among the perfect spirits. 
The daimon (Gk, daemon in Lat.) is seen by Yeats as the reverse of God that 
emanates down to the Earth to inspire the poet (Graf 12-13). The daimon is 
actually the soul transformed; the soul relives its passion until it forgets it; the soul 
has to exhaust “the passionate necessity” to find perfection in Dante’s “Condition 
of Fire”, the place of souls that do not need to reincarnate.2 The aim of the poet’s 
quest with both Dante and Yeats was to make men find the innermost self and 
happiness, that state of bliss once gone though the purifying fire.  

Yeats’s purpose was to find this Unity of Being, which would enable him a 
comprehensive, liberating vision into the order of things, offered to Dante by his 
scheme of Hell, Purgatory and Paradise. The major difference between the two 
poets, however, consists in the fact that while the Christian order was truth for 
Dante, giving him the clue to “the chain of being”,3 a spiritual order of esoteric 
nature offered Yeats an answer to his queries. Dante’s Paradise is divided into the 
seven spheres of Heaven, the eighth containing the theological virtues and the ninth 
with the angels; at the top there is the Empyrean, the essence of God, according to 
the astrological views of the age; the mountain of Purgatory is on an island in the 
middle of the ocean in the southern hemisphere; Hell is imagined beneath the 
northern hemisphere in the form of a descending cone, like Yeats’s secondary gyre. 
Dante had to envisage a unitary structure, since he imagined the divine order. Yeats 
found his anti-self through ritual having a vision of Dante seeing the Lord of 
Terrible Aspect; it is similar to a journey into the subconscious, during which the 
poet is guided by a marmorean muse, his Maud as Dante’s Beatrice (Yeats, Per 
Amica ... 51-59). If souls do not have the possibility of freedom from rebirth, they 
remain spirits trapped in a sort of purgatory from which they are relieved if their 
passion is exhausted. Dante’s souls have to through Purgatory as well to expiate 
their sins, only that Yeats’s sources are occult, the titles of his volumes in the 
1890s, Crossways, The Secret Rose and The Wind Among the Reeds, suggesting the 
multiple layers making up the surrounding world, from the sublime to the material 
world. Yet, both Dante’s Hades and Yeats’s gyres map symbolically an unknown 
zone of the individual’s thoughts and feelings.  

Yeats’s sources for his vision being religious and esoteric, one of the works 
he seems to have consulted for the poem “The Two Trees” (1892) was Mathers’ 
The Kabbalah (Untereker 85-86). In “The Two Trees” (Yeats 200), Maud’s 
                                                           
2 The examples of poems and lines by Yeats are meant to illustrate purification through fire: 
Per Amica Silentia Lunae 51-95, “Byzantium”: “Flames that no faggot feeds, nor steel had 
lit,/ Nor storm disturbs, flames begotten of flame” (W.B. Yeats, The Collected Poems, p. 
210), “Sailing to Byzantium”: “O sages standing in God’s holy fire/ As in the gold mosaic 
of a wall,/ Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre” (W.B. Yeats, The Collected Poems, p. 
163). 
3 In A. O. LOVEJOY, The Great Chain of Being, creation is considered by Renaissance 
thinking to be graded from God and the angels, through man and woman, the lower 
animals, vegetation to stones and things.  
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favourite poem, he put together the occult view according to which birds as souls 
and angels make nests in the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil and an 
account of a young Catholic girl in trance seeing “The Tree of Life with its ever-
sighing souls moving in its branches instead of sap, and among its leaves all the 
fowl of the air” (Yeats qtd. in Untereker 85-86). The poem suggests an image of 
the organic unity of the world; the trunk of joy reaches the sky with its fruit and 
goes down into the earth with its quiet roots; the movements of its leaves like birds 
circling create an image of order in the spiritual tree.  
 

There, through bewildered branches, go 
Winged Loves borne on in gentle strife, 
Tossing and tossing to and fro 
The flaming circle of our life. 
When looking on their shaken hair, 
And dreaming how they dance and dart, 
Thine eyes grow full of tender care: 
Beloved, gaze in thine own heart. (Yeats 39) 

       
Opposite, there is the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil with frozen roots, 
broken boughs and blackened leaves, symbolical of man who has broken the great 
circle of spiritual existence. The two trees are to be imagined in direct relationship, 
like Dante’s Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, like the two aspects of a human being; at 
the top of Paradise, Dante imagines a heaven tree of stars. Yeats’s view of the 
duality of man’s nature is profoundly in the spirit of the Renaissance, when man 
was viewed as a microcosm, glorified and full of beauty and potential qualities, and 
thought capable of evil and full of doubt and fear, on the other hand. As man was 
endowed both with soul and body, symbolized by Yeats’s two trees, he occupied 
an important place in “the great chain of being” (Lovejoy 4).      

In conclusion, Dante’s influence on Yeats’s work starts in the nineteenth 
century when the Irish poet praises the Italian Renaissance ideal embodied by the 
courtier as a patron of the arts and by the angel-woman Beatrice-Maud Gone, the 
guiding spirit of pure, unrequited love. Moreover, striking similarities between 
Dante’s vision of the Unity of Being, encompassed in Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, 
and Yeats’s vision of the Unity of Being revealed through the experience of the 
mask/ daimon are rooted in Yeats’s late nineteenth-century reading of, and 
fascination with Dante, though they are more explicitly found in the Irish poet’s 
early twentieth-century poetic and visionary productions                 
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