
Admiration at first sight: The poet W.B. Yeats was enamored with the 
Irish nationalist Maud Gonne from the first time he met her. She was 
known for both her physical beauty and her passionate advocacy of the 
most radical form of Irish nationalism, Republicanism, which 
advocated the use of physical force to oust the  British from Ireland.  
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Although Yeats’s love for Maud was unrequited—in fact, she 
turned down successive marriage proposals from Yeats that 
spanned a 20-year period—Maud became a shaping influence 
on Yeats's aesthetic.  His feelings for, and interactions with, 
her are chronicled in many of his poems and are often closely 
related to changes in the tone and style of his poetry. An 
example that captures Yeats’s complicated emotional reaction 
to Maud’s rejection of him, as well as her political activism:	  

No Second Troy 
 
Why should I blame her that she filled my days 
With misery, or that she would of late 
Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways, 
Or hurled the little streets upon the great. 
Had they but courage equal to desire? 
What could have made her peaceful with a mind 
That nobleness made simple as a fire, 
With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind 
That is not natural in an age like this, 
Being high and solitary and most stern? 
Why, what could she have done, being what she is? 
Was there another Troy for her to burn?	  

While Maud’s hold on Yeats’s heart and imagination has often been discussed, less well known is the bitter feud between Yeats and 
Maud Gonne over  his support for repressive legislation and corporal punishment as a Free State Senator. The legislation that 
incensed  Maud Gonne and caused the enduring breach was the Public Safety Acts, a total of sixteen acts passed from 1923-1928, 
essentially the span of Yeats's two three-year terms in the Senate (he served from 1922 until 1928). This legislation was an extension 
of the draconian measures the new Irish government used during the Irish Civil War, when the new leaders enacted an Emergency 
Powers Bill under which anti-Treaty Republicans (i.e., those Irish Republicans who opposed the terms of Irish independence 
negotiated by Michael Collins) were either interned or, if found with arms, summarily executed. One of the  Public Safety Acts, the 
Punishment of Offences of 1924, was especially loathsome because it asserted the government's right to   inflict corporal 
punishment. Specifically it legalized flogging--defined as private whippings of up to 25 strokes--of men found guilty of armed 
robbery or arson, which was meted out before the convicted started prison sentences. 

Gonne's particular repugnance to the flogging statute, evident 
in the priority she gives it in her recollections and letters, likely 
stemmed from this physical  punishment's colonial roots. 
Flogging was, in fact, practiced in British colonies as part of 
the so-called civilizing mission, and the paradox on which it  
turned--the use of violence to reform perceived barbarians--
carried, too, the condescension of the Victorian belief in the 
rod as a necessary disciplinary tool.  
 

Specifically, their falling out underscores how divergent their 
political views had become by the 1920's, and how committed to their 
antithetical perspectives they were.  The impasse in their relationship, 
described by Maud Gonne as the most consequential the two friends had 
ever experienced, demonstrates more specifically how the treatment of 
Republican prisoners became Gonne's paramount concern and an issue that 
was utterly non-negotiable for her. Examining in greater depth the serious 
quarrel that ended her direct interaction with Yeats for several years, and 
drove a permanent wedge between them, also clarifies how Yeats's initial  
reservations about some of the state's methods yielded to his growing 
support for state violence as a means of achieving greater social order. 


