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Wei H. Kao

W. B. Yeats’s Intended Trip to Taiwan
Wei H. Kao

W. B. Yeats’s Four Plays for Dancers (1921), which comprise At The Hawks’
Well, The Only Jealousy Of Emer, The Dreaming Of The Bones and Calvary,
demonstrate how he was fascinated by the Japanese noh theatre and would
have liked to employ it, not only to counteract the egotism that, in his own
words, ‘infected’ contemporary arts in the West, but to condense and simplify
his playwriting.! The noh theatre exerted a huge influence on his theatrical
experiments and this particular form of performance art had been an important
cultural bridge between the Far East and Europe for artists (including Ezra
Pound) during the early decades of the twentieth century.

This essay, however, is not intended to reinforce or restate this cultural
link between Yeats and Japan, but to disclose a forgotten episode in which
the writer nearly set foot on Taiwan in 1929 to teach at Taihoku Imperial
University — now National Taiwan University — as a visiting scholar on a
two-year contract.? This has not been documented in any existing biographies
of Yeats.

Why Yeats would have considered lecturing in Taiwan has something to
do with the story of how the study of Western literature was introduced to
the island by Professor Yano Kazumi, usually known by his pen name Yano
Hojin (1893-1988). He was a prolific writer, poet, translator and literary critic
in his time and later the would-be host of Yeats.

Before Yano agreed to come to Taipei in 1926 for the foundation of
Taihoku Imperial University at the invitation of the Office of the Governor-
General of Taiwan, or ‘Taiwan Sotokufu’, he had been very disappointed
at how the teaching of Western literature and languages was misperceived
or downgraded across the universities in mainland Japan before and during
World War Two. According to Fujikawa Yoshiyuki, one of the editors of
The Collection of Works by Yano Héjin, very few academic researchers in
Japan at the time were interested in literary criticism, because such studies
were deemed ‘unpractical’, especially given the militaristic ethos.? Literature
courses on university curricula, if they existed at all, would be concerned
mainly with classic authors and topics and largely excluded contemporary
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writings (Modernism or Victorian occultism, for example), since they were
‘decadent’.* Moreover, university budgets prioritised linguistics research and
traditional bibliographic studies.

Yano, who was interested in the aesthetics of fin de siécle European
literature, was frustrated and dismayed by this institutional ignorance of
Western literature in his own culture. Almost without hesitation, he decided to
join the faculty of the newly founded Taihoku Imperial University — situated
outside the colonial centre of Japan. He hoped to create a new curriculum
in which the focus of an undergraduate programme of foreign studies was
to cultivate students’ appreciation of literature in general, thus broadening
their horizons, instead of only highlighting language acquisition and splitting
students into groups in terms of their language of interest (e.g. German or
French). It was with this mindset that he became motivated to invite Yeats to
Taiwan, and a chance eventually came his way.

Before Taihoku Imperial University was founded in 1928, Yano received
generous funding from Taiwan Sotokufu to study at Oxford University for
two years (1926-1928). Through a Japanese acquaintance, Sato Junzd, who
approached Yeats during the poet’s lecture tour to Portland, Oregon, in 1920,
Yano was introduced to Yeats. Much earlier, Sato had generously sent Yeats
an old Japanese sword forged in the fourteenth century as a gift from his
family collection. This priceless gift inspired Yeats to write the poem ‘A
Dialogue Between Self and Soul’, which was dedicated to Sato and published
in 1929. In this connection, Yeats sent a telegram from London in November
1926 to invite Yano — who was already in Oxford — to meet him in London.’

In July 1927, Yano met Yeats for the second time upon the poet’s invitation
to his home, a fortified fifteenth-century Irish-Norman tower house at Thoor
Ballylee, County Galway. Yano recalled that when he arrived at Yeats’s
home, the poet kindly welcomed him with the words: ‘Mr. Sato’s friend is
my friend’.®* Meanwhile, Lady Augusta Gregory sent her servant to invite
Yeats for dinner. The poet therefore brought Yano to meet Lady Gregory,
introducing him as a professor who had translated his poetry into Japanese.
Yano enjoyed his time at her house and continued to correspond with Lady
Gregory for a while after this visit.

In 1928, Yano left the UK for Taipei. In order to fulfill his ideal of literary
education, he pioneered a new series of guest lectures, substituting Western
Literature for English literature at Taihoku Imperial University. His initial
plan to stay for two years in Taiwan was extended to twenty years (until
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1947), during which he built an extensive network of Taiwanese locals and
Japanese scholars, and he was appointed curator of the library of this new
university.

Supposedly, Yeats’s fascination for Asian culture and occultism was derived
from his father, John Butler Yeats, a respected painter who had a high regard
for Japanese art. In 1919, the poet’s interest in Japanese culture led him to
meet the Head of the English Department at Keio University, Professor Yone
Noguchi, in New York. Yone extended a personal invitation to Yeats to teach
at Keio, and the poet greatly looked forward to this opportunity. Writing to
his friend John Quinn in a letter dated 11 July 1919, he said:

[it] would be pleasant to go away until the tumult of the war had
died down, and perhaps Home Rule established ... But would one
ever come back? — would one find some grass-grown city, scarce
inhabited since the tenth century, where one seemed surpassing rich
on a few hundred a year?’

Unfortunately, Keio University seemed to have difficulties in fully funding
Yeats’ trip and he could not afford to make the journey on his own. In his
letter to Edmund Dulac on 22 March 1920, he wrote: ‘We are not going to
Japan. At least not for the present. The offer from there grew vaguer and
the expense of living is immense. We should be bankrupt before we reach
Tokyo’.8

The second offer for Yeats to visit Asia came after Yano invited him to
Taipei (Taihoku in Japanese), in 1929, and after the poet had received the
1923 Nobel Prize for Literature. In order to recruit the Nobel laureate to be
the guest lecturer for his newly established literature programme in Taiwan,
Yano successfully secured a large amount of funding from the university.
According to their correspondence, Yeats, with ‘great temptation to visit
Japan’, was supposed to teach eight hours a week and receive a salary of
£1,000 a year (approximately £45,000 at current rates), plus travel and living
expenses.”'® To escape the humidity and heat in Taiwan, Yeats planned
to spend the three-month summer break visiting temples on the Japanese
mainland: ‘If my health is good enough it would be new life. 3 months, while
Formosa (where the University is) is too hot for a European, wandering about
Japanese temples among the hills’.!! He was also keen on going to theatres
for noh plays and Kabuki, and galleries for Japanese and Chinese arts: ‘all
the best Chinese art is in Japan’."?

Although he was so hopeful about making this trip, he was never able to
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overcome the obstacles that stood in his way. His son Michael was suddenly
taken ill, and his wife was strongly opposed to her husband taking the long
journey on his own, and neither did she want the whole family to move to the
Far East under such circumstances: ‘George has been quite firm — Michael’s
health would not stand it and of course she is right. I am relieved and
disappointed’.!> That Yeats felt ‘relieved’ might be because Michael would
thus be under better care at home in Ireland, and not put under extra stress
by the journey. His disappointment no doubt resulted from the fact that he
would not now experience at first hand the essence of Asian culture, which
he expected would rejuvenate his writing: “What an adventure for an old age
— probably some new impulse to put in verse’.!*

Although he was upset about not being able to make this much-anticipated
journey, he politely turned down Yano’s invitation: ‘when [my] children were
grown . . . [[] would perhaps visit [the] country at [my] own expense’."®
Sadly, no third invitation arrived before the poet died in 1939. It is ironic that
his unfulfilled trip to the Far East in 1929 seemed to echo his disappointment
in 1921, when he realised that his wished-for trip had to be abandoned
due to insufficient funding and other factors: ‘I wish I had found my way
to your country a year or so ago and were still there, for my own remains
uncomfortable as I dreaded that it would’, he wrote to Noguchi on 27 June
1921.1

Itis a pity that Yeats’s trip to Taiwan never happened. If it had, his Taiwanese
experience might have altered not only his perception of this colonial regime
but also the landscape of twentieth-century English and Irish literature. But,
be that as it may and more importantly, it is not too late to note his forgotten
connection with Taiwan even now, in the wake of the 150™ anniversary of his
birth last year.

Wei H. Kao is Professor in the Department of Foreign Languages and
Literatures, National Taiwan University. He has published extensively
on Irish writers and his Contemporary Irish Theatre: Transnational
Practices was published in 2015.

Notes

1 Tkuko Atsumi (ed.) Yone Noguchi, Collected English Letters (Tokyo: Yone
Noguchi Society, 1975), p.221.

2 Taiwan had been under Japanese colonial rule for fifty years (1895-1945). It
was to Taiwan that Yeats was invited, but not mainland Japan.
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3 Yano Héjin, The Collection of Works by Yano Héjin (Tokyo:
Kokushokankokai Corporation, 2007), pp.517-18.

Hojin, loc. cit.

ibid., pp.391-93.

ibid., p.392.

Allan Wade (ed.) William Butler Yeats, The Letters of W.B. Yeats (New York:
MacMillan, 1955), p.659.

8 ibid., p.662.

9 Oshima Shotaro, W.B. Yeats and Japan (Tokyo: Hokuseido, 1965), p.23.
10 Yeats, op. cit., p.765.

11 ibid.

12 ibid., p.766.

13 ibid.

14 ibid.

15 Shotaro, op. cit., p.23.

16 ibid., p.21.
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