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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING THE ESOTERIC
MASTERPIECE A VISION BY W.B.
YEATS

Few  works  in  literary  history  are  as
e n i g m a t i c ,  a m b i t i o u s ,  a n d
misunderstood as A Vision Wb Yeats,
the philosophical magnum opus that the
Irish poet  William Butler  Yeats labored
over  for  decades.  Published  in  two
distinct  editions  (1925  and  1937),  A
Vision  is  far  more  than  a  mystical
curiosity; it is a meticulously constructed
system of thought that seeks to explain
the movement of history, the structure
of  human personality,  and the cyclical
journey  of  the  soul .  For  readers
approaching this text for the first time, it
can feel like stepping into a labyrinth of
gyres, phases of the moon, and arcane
symbols.  Yet,  beneath  its  complex
surface, A Vision offers profound insights
into creativity,  fate,  and the nature of
rea l i ty .  Th is  ar t ic le  prov ides  a
comprehensive  exploration  of  Yeats’s
visionary  system,  its  origins,  its  core
components,  and  its  enduring  influence
on both literature and esoteric thought.

THE GENESIS OF A VISION: HOW
AUTOMATIC WRITING SHAPED A
SYSTEM

The story of how A Vision Wb Yeats
came into being is as extraordinary as
the book itself. On October 24, 1917, just
days after his marriage to Georgie Hyde-

Lees, Yeats discovered that his new wife
could enter  trance states and produce
automatic  writing.  What  began  as  an
attempt at psychological diversion soon
became  a  monumental  spir i tual
collaboration.  Over  the  next  several
years,  Georgie,  acting  as  a  medium,
produced  thousands  of  pages  of
automatic  script,  which  Yeats  believed
were  dictated  by  spiritual  entities  he
called the "Communicators."
These messages, often fragmented and
cryptic, provided the raw material for a
coherent  philosophical  system.  Yeats,
ever  the  disciplined  artist,  organized
these  revelations  into  a  structured
framework.  The result  was A Vision,  a
text that Yeats described as a "book of
esoteric  philosophy"  intended  to  give
order  to  his  understanding of  life,  art,
and  history.  The  Communicators,
according to Yeats, had chosen him as a
vessel because of his poetic sensibility
and  his  lifelong  interest  in  the  occult.
The  process  was  not  passive;  Yeats
questioned,  cross-examined,  and
reinterpreted  the  material,  making  A
Vision  as  much his  own creation as  a
received revelation.

The 1925 Edition
vs. the 1937
Edition
It  is crucial  to distinguish between the
two editions of A Vision Wb Yeats. The
1925 edition, subtitled An Explanation of
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Life  Founded  upon  the  Writings  of
Giraldus  and  upon  Certain  Doctrines
Attributed to Kusta Ben Luka, is denser,
more  personal,  and  deeply  entangled
with Yeats’s own spiritual biography. The
1937  edition,  often  considered  the
definitive  version,  is  more  refined,
systematic, and accessible. In the later
edition,  Yeats  removed  some  of  the
more  obscure  personal  references  and
expanded the theoretical framework. For
scholars, both versions are essential, but
t h e  1 9 3 7  e d i t i o n  i s  g e n e r a l l y
recommended  for  those  seeking  a
clearer  entry  into  Yeats’s  system.

THE GYRES: YEATS’S CYCLICAL
THEORY OF HISTORY

At the heart of A Vision Wb Yeats lies
the concept of the gyre—a spiraling cone
that represents the movement of  time
and  consciousness.  Yeats  envisioned
history as a series of interlocking gyres,
each lasting approximately 2,000 years.
A gyre begins at  a point  of  maximum
concentration (the "primary" phase) and
expands  outward  toward  maximum
dispersion  (the  "antithetical"  phase),
before  contracting  again.  This  model
allowed  Yeats  to  interpret  historical
epochs as alternating cycles of order and
chaos,  objectivity  and  subjectivity,
democracy  and  aristocracy.
Yeats  famously  mapped  the  birth  of
Christ  as  the  beginning  of  one  great
gyre, which reached its apex around the
Renaissance and began its decline in the
modern era. The upcoming dissolution of
this cycle, he predicted, would be violent
and transformative, giving way to a new
antithetical age. This vision of historical
turnover  is  poetically  expressed in  his
famous lines from "The Second Coming":
"Things  fall  apart;  the  centre  cannot
hold; / Mere anarchy is loosed upon the

world."  The  gyres  are  not  merely
abstract concepts; they are the engine
of  Yeats’s  entire  philosophical  system,
linking cosmic time to individual destiny.

The Relationship
Between Gyres
and Civilization
According to A Vision Wb Yeats, each
civilization  embodies  a  dominant  gyre.
Class ica l  Greece,  for  instance,
represented  a  phase  of  subjective,
heroic  individualism.  The  rise  of
Christianity  inaugurated  a  primary,
objective phase emphasizing unity and
faith. The Renaissance marked a return
to the antithetical spirit, celebrating the
individual  artist  and  explorer.  Yeats
believed  that  Western  civilization  was
approaching the end of its current cycle,
a  period he characterized as  "the last
quarter,"  marked  by  fragmentation,
violence, and the loss of spiritual unity.
This cyclical  vision of history is deeply
pessimistic but also strangely hopeful, as
it implies that every ending is also a new
beginning.

THE 28 PHASES OF THE MOON: A
MAP OF HUMAN PERSONALITY

Perhaps the most intricate component of
A Vision Wb Yeats is the system of 28
phases, each corresponding to a day of
the lunar month. These phases describe
the  comp le te  r ange  o f  human
personality  types,  from  the  purely
objective (Phase 1, the full moon) to the
purely  subjective  (Phase  15,  the  dark
moon), and everything in between. Yeats
believed  that  every  individual  is  born
into  a  specific  phase,  which  determines
their  fundamental  character,  their
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relationship  to  fate,  and  their  spiritual
task in life.
The  phases  are  organized  along  a
spectrum  of  what  Yeats  called  the
"primary" (objective, moral, democratic)
and  the  "antithetical"  (subjective,
artistic,  aristocratic).  Phase  8,  for
example, represents the "Heroic" phase,
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  p a s s i o n a t e
individualism  and  a  drive  for  self-
expression.  Phase  22  is  the  "Saintly"
phase, where the individual seeks unity
with  a  transcendent  reality.  Yeats
h i m s e l f  p l a c e d  m u l t i p l e
figures—including  himself,  his  muse
Maud  Gonne,  and  various  historical
personal i t ies—within  this  lunar
framework.  The  phases  are  not  static;
individuals can move through them over
the  course  of  their  lives  and  across
incarnations.

The Daimon and
the Mask
Integral to the phases is the concept of
the  Daimon—a  spiritual  entity  that
represents  the  individual's  opposite  or
complement. In A Vision Wb Yeats, the
Daimon  guides  the  soul  toward  its
ultimate destiny, often by presenting a
"Mask" that the individual must strive to
embody. The Mask is not a false face but
an ideal  self,  the  fullest  expression of
one's potential. The tension between the
Mask and the "Will" (the conscious self)
generates  the  drama  of  life.  Yeats
believed that great art arises from this
creative conflict, as the poet struggles to
reconcile  his  actual  nature  with  his
heroic ideal.

THE GREAT WHEEL AND THE

AFTERLIFE

Beyond  its  analysis  of  history  and
personality, A Vision Wb Yeats outlines
a  comprehensive  theory  of  the  soul’s
journey after  death.  Yeats  described a
series of six "discarnate states" through
which  the  soul  passes  between
incarnations: the Beatific State, the State
of Sleep, the State of Return, the State
of the Shiftings, the State of the Broken
Light, and the State of the Fires. These
states are not static heavens or hells but
dynamic zones of spiritual development,
where the soul reconciles its past actions
and prepares for its next incarnation.
This  process is  governed by the same
gyre logic that drives history. The soul,
like civilization, moves through phases of
contraction  and  expansion,  learning,
suffering,  and  ultimately  achieving
integration. Yeats’s vision of the afterlife
is  profoundly  ethical:  every  action has
consequences, and the soul must work
through  its  karma  in  a  disciplined,
almost pedagogical manner. This system
offers  a  powerful  counterpoint  to  both
Christian  eschatology  and  materialist
nihilism, presenting death as a passage
within a larger cosmic education.

INFLUENCES ON A VISION: FROM
PLOTINUS TO THE GOLDEN DAWN

Yeats did not create A Vision Wb Yeats
in  a  vacuum.  His  thinking  was  deeply
informed by a wide range of esoteric and
philosophical  traditions.  Neoplatonism,
particularly  the  writings  of  Plotinus,
provided a framework for understanding
emanation and the ascent of the soul.
The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn,
of which Yeats was a devoted member
for  many years,  supplied the symbolic
vocabulary  of  alchemy,  astrology,  and
Kabbalah. He also drew on the work of
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Emanuel  Swedenborg,  the  Swedish
mystic who described detailed visions of
the  spirit  world,  and  on  the  Italian
philosopher  Giambattista  Vico,  who
proposed  a  cyclical  theory  of  history.
Blake,  too,  was  a  profound  influence.
Yeats  co-edited  an  edition  of  Blake’s
works and admired the poet’s visionary
cosmology. From Blake, Yeats absorbed
the idea that the imagination is a divine
faculty  capable  of  perceiving  eternal
realities.  A  Vision  can  be  seen  as
Yeats’s  attempt  to  systematize  the
insights  that  Blake  expressed  in  his
prophetic books.  By synthesizing these
diverse sources, Yeats created a system
that  is  both  deeply  personal  and
universally  resonant.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LEGACY OF A VISION

When  the  first  edition  of  A  Vision  Wb
Yeats  appeared  in  1925,  it  puzzled
many  readers  and  cr i t ics.  Some
dismissed it as the eccentric ramblings
of a great poet who had lost his way in
the occult. Others, however, recognized
it as a work of genuine intellectual and
spiritual  ambition.  Over  time,  scholarly
appreciation has grown. Today, A Vision
is  regarded  as  an  essential  key  to
understanding Yeats’s  later  poetry and
plays. Critics have traced its influence on
poems such  as  "The  Second Coming,"
"Sailing  to  Byzantium,"  and  "Among
School  Children,"  showing  how  the
system provides  a  hidden  architecture
for Yeats’s most powerful works.
The  influence  of  A  Vision  Wb  Yeats
extends beyond literary studies.  It  has
been cited  by  philosophers,  historians,
and  even  practitioners  of  modern
paganism. Its cyclical  theory of history
anticipated  later  works  by  Oswald
Spengler  and  Arnold  Toynbee,  though

Yeats’s  system  is  far  more  spiritually
oriented.  The concept  of  the gyre has
been  employed  by  thinkers  in  fields  as
diverse as psychology,  art  theory,  and
cultural criticism. In the 21st century, A
Vision continues to attract readers who
are  drawn  to  its  synthesis  of  poetry,
philosophy, and mysticism.

PRACTICAL WISDOM FROM A
VISION FOR MODERN READERS

While A Vision Wb Yeats  can appear
daunting  to  newcomers,  it  offers
practical  insights  that  remain relevant.
Its emphasis on the cyclical nature of life
encourages a long-term perspective on
personal  and  societal  challenges.  The
system of phases can serve as a tool for
self-reflection,  helping  individuals
understand their strengths, weaknesses,
and  life  purposes.  The  concept  of  the
Mask invites us to ask: What is my ideal
self? What am I striving to become? And
the notion of the Daimon reminds us that
growth often comes through tension and
opposition, not comfort and ease.
For artists and writers, A Vision provides
a  powerful  model  of  the  creative
process. Yeats believed that the greatest
art arises from the struggle between the
personal will and the universal Daimon,
between the actual and the ideal. This
framework can liberate artists from the
tyranny  of  mere  self-expression,
d i rec t ing  them  toward  a  more
disciplined,  visionary  practice.  Whether
one accepts Yeats’s metaphysical claims
or not, the system he constructed is a
remarkable  imaginative  achievement
that  continues  to  inspire.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
MYSTERY OF A VISION

A Vision Wb Yeats remains one of the
most ambitious and enigmatic works of
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the 20th century. It is a book that resists
easy  categorization,  blending  poetry,
philosophy,  mysticism,  and  personal
testimony into a  unique synthesis.  For
Yeats, it was not merely an intellectual
exercise but a practical guide to living
and creating.  It  gave him the tools  to
u n d e r s t a n d  h i s  o w n  l i f e ,  h i s
relationships,  and  his  art.  For  readers

today,  A  Vision  offers  a  gateway  into  a
world of symbolic thought that is both
ancient and startlingly modern. Whether
approached  as  a  literary  curiosity,  a
spiritual  manual,  or  a  philosophical
treatise,  it  rewards  patient  study  with
profound insights. In an age that often
feels fragmented


