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“Separating Strangeness” and “Intimacy” in W. B. Yeats's Drama

Natalie Crohn Schmitt

One realised anew, at every separating strangeness, that the mea-
sure of all arts' greatness can be but in their intimacy.
—W. B. Yeats!

Recently, Marvin Carlson has argued that the quest for ecstatic experience
has been “a goal of all theatre, East and West, and that in fact the deepest and most
intense moments of the theatre experience are those when such an experience occurs,
when the god descends.” Ibelieve he is correct. But in the West, such religious
experience—of the union of all things and of oneself with them—has seldom been
an explicit goal of theatre. As Marianna Torgovnick has established, desires for
ecstatic experience here have been regularly repressed.?

In this essay, I demonstrate Yeats's use of his theatrical techniques of
separating strangeness and intimacy and show their importance to his explicit radical
and systematic theatrical experiments in trying to allow his audience that experience
of ecstasy.* "All our art," Yeats said in a letter to his father, “is but the putting of
our faith and the evidence of our faith into words or forms and our faith is in
ecstasy.”

This experience was particularly repressed, Yeats thought, where
institutionalized Christianity, science, and the middle class, with its business
interests, were dominant or coming to be so. In Western culture, as Marianna
Torgovnick points out, ecstatic experience has also been repressed because it is
embarrassingly feminine: it is contrary to the desire to maintain the individual
impenetrable male self.* Yeats was working against a repression as enforced now
as it was in his time.” The means for doing so were far from obvious.

Because of the primacy of language in Yeats's plays and his outspoken
insistence upon that, even to the point of saying that he wanted to rehearse his
actors in barrels, critics long regarded the plays as no more than esoteric poems.
Yeats's efforts to effect ecstasy by dramatic and theatrical means were overlooked.
In fact, the first book-length study of Yeats's plays, F. A. C. Wilson's W. B. Yeats
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