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WATTEAU AND JACK YEATS: TRAVELLING HOPEFULLY.

In his Unbounded Work, Samuel Beckett, the Irish philosopher,

noveleist and playwright wedte:' I was never on my way, anyway., bu:

only on my way.' This, more or less, sums up the itinerary of the

ladies and gentlemen whom I shall he considering in this paper.

They are on their way,but not on any particular way, theirs or anyor

else's. They have a goal, but not a specific destination. They are

travelling hopefully, with, unbeknownsed to them, no terminus.
Unlike Beckett, whose characters never move more than the lengtt

of the stage - in Happy Days (Oh! lems beau jours) Winnie does not

move at all; in the first act she is buried in sand up to her waist,
and, in the second act, up to her meck - but they either hope fo.

what will never come (Waiting for Godot) or live,just hopefully:

hoping for a happy conclusion that never comes, Jack Yeats's charact-
on the conbraw,
ersdﬁre either on the move or pausing for a moment.
I have chosen four of them. An early drawing in pen and ink: the

painting, The ®wo Travellers of 1942; and two later works: On the

Famous Road to Fame and On through the Silent Land (1951).

The early drawing - From the West it's called - shows great

="
determination and zest. e young lad is on his way,and no doubt abot

it, whether to the great cities of Dublin and Cork, or to the less
ambitious Ballina, Sligo, Galway, Ennis or Limerick.Anyway he's on hi
ko
Ayith unquenchible hope and determination, the absolute picture of

the Q?érmined and hopeful traveller.
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The The Two Travxellers shows two professional travellers meetin:c

and having a chat. A dray is passing them and one is heading for a
town in the distance, presumably in the hope of getting work, He carr
ies at least one bag, possibly two, his sole belongings. Like the
man from the West he is travelling hopefully, but not with the same
urgency. He has been a long time on the rnad#and has lost his initi:
impetus. Travelling hopefully has become a habit. He will probably
end his life on the road to nowhere.

More ambitiuous is 'The Famous Road of Fame' or, to give it its
full title:

Left, Left...
We left our Name
On the Road, On the Road
On the Famous Road, on the Famous Road:
On the Famous Road
0f Fame.
Unlike the previous travellers, determined or casual and constant,
these are both determined and wholly cafident. They have no more re:
son for confidence, but thajhave panache nonetheless. They march, be:
ring their drums triumphantly,into a future that will never be realize
They bring to mind the# play by Brian Friel,fPhiladelphia here I come
in which a young lad has illusions of glory in the New World.

In marked contrast to the other three pictures is 'On through thse
silent lands'. Nothing rumbustious here; nothing determined even;
and certainly nothing easygoing. One detects a moment of hesitation
even, but this is more likely a pause for reflection before continu-
ing on the journey. One might even say that the traveller, far from

being hopeful about what he might find in the silent land is appreh-

ensive, brooding, pensive, low in his expectations. The picture
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was painted in 1951, just over five years after the end of the war
when much of Europe still lay in ruins! housing, food and other
essentials cfllife were in short supplys and relatives and friends
were still hard to trace. Yeats had expressed his feelings about
the war in his 'The Blood of Abel' in 1941,and the aftermath of war
in another masterpiece, apparently set in Ireland, thus linking the
Troubles and the Civil War blood-shed with that of the vastly greate
slaughter in Europe in the 1940s. It was called 'Grief; am# paintec
in 1951, the year of 'On th®%ough the silent land'. Perhaps our trave
ler is about to descend.witﬁ?minimum:gcpeful expectations,into the
desolation of the silent land, where he may or may not find anything
frar

of his pastﬁhas survived

The strength of this marvellous and deeply moving picture is tha
it can bear many interpretations. Perhaps the traveller is about to
enter the promised land to find spiritual rest and fulfillment in

ibilih:
Pﬁt,thi

tranquillity. With the time allotted I cannot pursue thé&i
does not matter. I just want to make three points.

First, in these four pictures Yeats has developed the concept of
travelling hopefully pictorially. No doubt it can be developed furt
er. But Yeats has mapped it out pictorially, givifga basic natural
history. I'm not suggesting that he did it intentionally; but he di
it. In four pictures we have (1) travelling hopefully and determine
ly; (2) travelling hopefully, but taking one's time; (3) travelling
triumphantly, convinced of success; and (4) travelling unenthusiasti
ally, with hope diminished but just a glimmer left. This is somethin

that literature and pictorial art can do in a way not granted to

philosophy., psychology or any science.
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My second point is that this mode of travelling is essentially
romantic, if not fantastical. The only hint of realism is in the
fourth traveller's questicn??iat the silent land has to offer.

The two who stop to chat may be worldly wise, but still live in clou
cuckoo-land and have a devil-may-care attitude, the romanticism of
tramps. As for the young man from the West, he seems in a trance, i
not demented, so besotted is he with he vision of a city paved with
gold and fountains lavishly spewing Guinness, Bushmills or evenigran
Banier inte the gutter. But the romantics par excellence are, witho
a doubt, the lads on the famous road to fame. Their wvision, like
that of ¥rian Friel's hero, is romantic to the point of absurdity:
pure fantasy.

This brings me to my third point, namely, that all four travelle
are, ultimately, pathetic. They will never reach their goal, or, if
they do, it will not be as they imagined it to be. This is thle harsh
reality which every hopeful traveller,as depicted by Yeats,will encou
ter. They may get work, but it will not be the work they wanted,
nor bring them the wealth they hoped for; the next job will be no
better than the last; they will not achieve anything, much less fame
in spite of their flamboyance; and they will find their home in ruin
their wife and children dead and no one alive that knows them - but
this may not stop them hoping, as widows hope that some day a lost
child or husband, missing, presumed dead, may at last return.That is
life: the expectation and the reality.

Friel's 1lad ended by saying that he did not know,when asked why
he was going to Philedelphia. 1In 'Waiting for God' the expectation
of Godot's arrival becomes fainter with every affirmation:'Godot wil
surely come'. This is what wandering hopefully,as opposed to

travelling hapefully}with no desire to arrive, means.
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It is here that Yeats, Beckett and Watteau meet.

In the 1940s, as related by Tomas McGreevy, in his seminal mon:
graph on Jack Yeats in 1945, Samuel Beckett said that in those da:
the early war years, the 1940s, Yeats was becoming 'Watteauer and
Watteauer'. What did Beckett mean?

McGreevy guite reasonablely argues that it was Yeats's sudden
loose use of colour or his treatment of trivial subjects such as
theatrical and other entertainers on a grand scale. This may be so,.
DPut Yeats had been portraying Watteauesque charactersms all his 1if

: clowns,
boxers, race horse riders, actors, dancers, acrobats,/etc., admitte

musicians,
ley of a far lower order than Watteau's aristocratic/dancers, dilet
antes,and revellers, and lovers. In this respect he was becoming
Becketter rather than Watteauer. His characters, while not losing
their proletarian status, were becoming tragi-comic figures idgges #

Malloy,
Beplkoténdes Malone, /Murphy, Estragon and Vliadimir, Nagg and Nell of

&ﬁﬁa*” novels and plays of the 1950s. And this suggests another
connection with Watteau which Beckett may have had in mind.

Watteau painted the French aristocracy in its declining years,
when it had been summoned to Versailles by Louis XIV to a life of
politically harmless leisure, to be encouraged by the effete Louis

Watteau
XV and eventually led to the guillitine along with Louis XVI.A die
in 1721, only six years into the reign of Louis XV,and seventy
years before the Reign of Terror,so it mustﬁpindsight that makes us

ws see his nobles and their entertainers dancing on the edge of doc

But his outanding masterpiece, Embargquement pour Cythére (Embarkati
vision of the
for Cythera'), may give us an insight into his/forthcoming disillus

ionment, if not disaster, that follows irresponsible frivolity.
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Watteau presented that picture fa his acceptance to the Académi
in 1717. The  Academy had found a special category for it, fé8tes gal
antes, mock pastoral court dress,which became particularly popular
under Queen Marie Antoinette. Three years later he visited the
famous London physician, Richard Mead, in the hope of finding a
cure for his chronic cénsumpticn, as it was called in those days.
He died the next year at the age of thirty-seven, not exactly a rip
old age. It is, therefore, hardly too fanciful to think that he
saw through the ephemeral nature of aristocratic frolics or that th
somber view of these festivities is summed up in the picture of
revellers embarking on their pilgrimage to the mythical island of
Cythera.

The island of Cythera is an actual Greek island, known in Greek
mythology as one of the 'islands of the blessed' (fortunae insulae
they were called in Latin), to which priveleged mortals retired to
live a life of unending sensual bliss. Watteau depicts groups of
elegant French aristocrats setting out on this sybaritic guest with
somewhat more restraint than Yeats's crowd on the road to fame, but
with equally dismal prospects. Imagine having to live for ever with
only sensual pleasures as a divertion! Yeats depicted these goings
on in Irish mythical places: Hy Brazil, also an island, and Tir na
H'Dg {(The Land of the Young) probably subterranean, under the sea.
Watteau's treatment of the hgeless plightf:ZPEful travellers may be
more peoignant than Yeats's, but surely not more profound. Whether
this was what Beckett had in mind when he said that Yeats in the wa:
years was getting 'Watteauer and Watteauer' no one can tell. T merec

suggest that it might have been part of what he meant.

s A Mﬁ' Cyril Barrett, Campion Hall, Oxford.
1 i September, 1997



