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A Prayer for My Daughter W.B. Yeats
Stanza 1

Once more the storm is howling, and half hid
Under this cradle-hood and coverlid My child sleeps
on. There is no obstacle But Gregory's wood and
one bare hill Whereby the haystack- and roof-
levelling wind, Bred on the Atlantic, can be stayed,;
And for an hour I have walked and prayed Because

of the great gloom that is in my mind.
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Stanza 2

I have walked and prayed for this young child an
hour And heard the sea-wind scream upon the
tower, And under the arches of the bridge, and
scream In the elms above the flooded stream;
Imagining in excited reverie That the future years
had come, Swinging cradle to and fro, To dance to

a frenzied drum.
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Stanza 3
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May she be granted beauty but not Beauty to make
a stranger's eye distraught, Or hers before a
looking-glass, for such, Being made beautiful
overmuch, Consider beauty a sufficient end, Lose
natural kindness and maybe The heart-revealing
intimacy That chooses right, and never find a

friend.
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Stanza 4

Helen being chosen found life flat and dull And
later had much trouble from a fool, While that
great Queen, that rose out of the spray, Being

fatherless could have her way Yet chose a bandy-
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legg'd smith for man. It's certain that fine women
eat A crazy salad with their meat Whereby the

Horn of Plenty is undone.
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Stanza 5

In courtesy I'd have her chiefly learned; Hearts are
not had as a gift but hearts are earned By those
that are not entirely beautiful; Yet many, that have
played the fool For beauty's very self, has charm
made wise, And many a poor man that has roved,
Loved and thought himself beloved, From a glad

kindness cannot take his eyes.
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Stanza 6

May she become a flourishing hidden tree That all
her thoughts may like the linnet be, And have no
business but dispensing round Their magnanimities
of sound, Nor but in merriment begin a chase, Nor
but in merriment a quarrel. O may she live like
some green laurel Rooted in one dear perpetual

place.
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Stanza 7

My mind, because the minds that I have loved, The
sort of beauty that I have approved, Prosper but
little, has dried up of late, Yet knows that to be
choked with hate May well be of all evil chances
chief. If there's no hatred in a mind Assault and

battery of the wind Can never tear the linnet from

the leaf.
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Stanza 8

An intellectual hatred is the worst, So let her think
opinions are accursed. Have I not seen the loveliest
woman born Out of the mouth of Plenty's horn,
Because of her opinionated mind Barter that horn
and every good By quiet natures understood For an

old bellows full of angry wind?
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Stanza 9

Considering that, all hatred driven hence, The soul
recovers radical innocence And learns at last that it
is self-delighting, Self-appeasing, self-affrighting,
And that its own sweet will is Heaven's will; She

can, though every face should scowl And every
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windy quarter howl Or every bellows burst, be

happy still.
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Stanza 10

And may her bridegroom bring her to a house
Where all's accustomed, ceremonious; For arrogance
and hatred are the wares Peddled in the
thoroughfares. How but in custom and in ceremony
Are innocence and beauty born? Ceremony's a
name for the rich horn, And custom for the

spreading laurel tree.
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W.B. Yeats's "A Prayer for My Daughter," written in
1919, is a deeply personal and evocative poem that
reflects a father's anxieties and hopes for his
newborn daughter, Anne, against the backdrop of a
turbulent historical period. The poem masterfully
intertwines personal emotion with broader social
and political concerns, using rich imagery and

symbolism to convey its complex message.
Description:

The poem opens with a scene of a "howling storm"
outside, as the infant sleeps peacefully in her
cradle. This storm is both literal, representing the
harsh weather, and metaphorical, symbolizing the
destructive forces of the modern world, including

the recent World War I and the ongoing Irish War
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X%

of Independence. The father, Yeats himself, walks
and prays, his mind filled with "great gloom" about
the future his daughter will inherit.

Yeats then articulates a series of wishes for his
daughter. He prays that she will be granted beauty,
but not a beauty so overwhelming that it brings her
vanity, makes others "distraught," or leads her to
"consider beauty a sufficient end." He references
mythological figures like Helen of Troy and Venus
(Aphrodite), whose extreme beauty led to turmoil

and unwise choices, cautioning against such a fate.

Instead of exceptional beauty, Yeats prioritizes

" "natural kindness," and

qualities like "courtesy,
"heart-revealing intimacy." He hopes his daughter

will cultivate an inner grace and charm that can
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"earn" hearts, rather than relying solely on physical
appearance. He envisions her as a "flourishing
hidden tree" or a "green laurel / Rooted in one

dear perpetual place," symbolizing stability, peace,
and a life lived in harmony with tradition and
nature, sheltered from the "murderous innocence of

the sea" and the "frenzied drum" of societal chaos.

A significant portion of the poem addresses the
dangers of intellectual hatred and opinionated
minds, particularly for women. Yeats expresses a
desire for his daughter to be free from bitterness
and contentious an intellectual arrogance, which he
sees as destructive. He links this to the political

fanaticism and violence of the era.
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Finally, Yeats prays that his daughter will marry
into a traditional, aristocratic household, where
"all's accustomed, ceremonious." He extols the
virtues of "custom" and "ceremony" as the sources
of "innocence and beauty," representing order,
stability, and the "rich horn" of plenty, in contrast
to the "arrogance and hatred" peddled in the public
sphere.

Analysis:
. Themes:

. Fatherly Love and Anxiety: The poem is, at
its core, an expression of a father's profound
love and concern for his daughter's well-

being in a volatile world.
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- The Ideal of Womanhood: Yeats presents a
somewhat traditional and arguably
controversial view of ideal womanhood. He
values modesty, grace, kindness, and
domestic stability over intellectual
assertiveness or striking beauty that might
disrupt societal norms. This has led to
criticism from some feminist perspectives,

who see it as limiting.

- The Corrupting Influence of Modernity and
Political Turmoil: The "storm" and the
"frenzied drum" symbolize the chaos and
violence of the post-war period and the Irish

struggle for independence. Yeats seeks to
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shield his daughter from these destructive

forces.

- The Value of Tradition and Ceremony: Yeats
champions aristocratic tradition, custom, and
ceremony as bulwarks against the anarchy
he perceives in the modern world. These
provide a framework for a stable,

meaningful, and beautiful life.

- Beauty and Its Dangers: The poem explores
the double-edged sword of beauty,
acknowledging its allure but warning against
its potential to breed vanity, attract
unwanted attention, and lead to poor

judgment,
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. Inner Peace vs. Intellectual Hatred: Yeats
contrasts the desired state of inner peace
and "radical innocence" for his daughter
with the destructive nature of "intellectual

hatred" and strong, divisive opinions.
. Symbolism:

- The Storm: Represents the chaotic, violent,
and unpredictable nature of the external

world and the political climate.

. The Tower (Thoor Ballylee): Though not
explicitly detailed as his home in every line,
the setting of Yeats's tower home often
symbolizes a connection to Irish heritage, a
place of artistic creation, and an attempt at
establishing order amidst chaos.
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. The Flourishing Hidden Tree/Green Laurel:
Symbolizes a life of stability, rootedness,
organic growth, natural beauty, and peace,

protected from the harshness of the world.

- The Horn of Plenty: Represents abundance,
prosperity, and the flourishing that comes
from a life lived according to tradition and

ceremony.

. Helen of Troy and Venus (Aphrodite): Serve
as archetypes of dangerously captivating
beauty that can lead to destruction and

unhappiness.

- The Sea: Represents the "murderous
innocence" of raw, untamed, and potentially

destructive natural or societal forces.
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. Literary Devices:

. Ottava Rima: The poem is written in ten
eight-line stanzas with a consistent
ABABABCC rhyme scheme, a form
traditionally used for heroic poetry, which

Yeats adapts for his prayerful meditation.

- Imagery: Rich and evocative imagery of
nature (storm, sea, trees, linnets), mythology,
and domesticity is central to the poem's

impact.

- Metaphor and Simile: Used extensively, such
as comparing the future years to a "frenzied
drum" or his daughter to a "flourishing

hidden tree."
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. Allusion: References to Greek mythology and,
implicitly, to contemporary political figures
and events (like Maud Gonne, though not
directly named, her passionate and, in
Yeats's view, destructive political activism is
a likely undercurrent when he speaks of

opinionated women).
. Context:

. Biographical: The birth of his first child,
Anne, in 1919 was a significant personal
event for Yeats. His unrequited love for the
fiery nationalist Maud Gonne, and his
eventual marriage to Georgie Hyde-Lees, also
inform his views on women, beauty, and

political passion. His purchase and
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restoration of Thoor Ballylee as a family

home symbolized his desire for rootedness.

. Historical: The poem was composed in the
aftermath of World War I (1914-1918) and
during the Irish War of Independence (1919-
1921). This period of intense political
upheaval, violence, and societal
transformation deeply affected Yeats and
fueled his anxieties about the future. His
earlier idealism about revolutionary change
had by this time become more tempered

with a fear of its destructive consequences.
Conclusion:

"A Prayer for My Daughter" is a poignant and
complex poem that reflects W.B. Yeats's personal
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anxieties as a new father and his broader concerns
about the state of Ireland and the modern world.
While his vision of ideal womanhood may be
debated, the poem's powerful imagery, emotional
depth, and exploration of enduring themes like
beauty, innocence, tradition, and the search for
peace in a turbulent world ensure its continued
relevance and literary significance. It offers a
window into the soul of a father grappling with the
hopes and fears for his child's journey through life.

W.B. Yeats's "A Prayer for My Daughter" for

examination purposes, in English:

1. Themes and Context:
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. Fatherly Anxiety and Aspirations: Set against a
backdrop of war (post-WWI) and political
turmoil (Irish War of Independence), the poem
expresses a father's deep concern for his
newborn daughter's future well-being, peace,

and character.

. Ideal of Femininity: Yeats outlines his vision of
ideal womanhood for his daughter, emphasizing
qualities like moderate beauty, courtesy, inner
peace, and an appreciation for tradition and
custom. This can be contrasted with his earlier
admiration for more revolutionary figures like
Maud Gonne and his later desire for a more

stable life.
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. Crisis of Modernity and the Importance of
Tradition: The poem reflects Yeats's
disillusionment with the chaos, intellectual
hatred, and political fanaticism of the modern
world. In contrast, he champions tradition,
custom, and ceremony ("ceremony's a name for
the rich horn, / And custom for the spreading
laurel tree") as sources of stability, innocence,

and beauty.

. The Duality of Beauty: The poem explores the
complex nature of physical beauty. While
acknowledging its desirability, Yeats warns
against excessive beauty that can lead to vanity,

folly, or attract destructive attention, using

https://grihopathshala.com/



https://grihopathshala.com/
https://grihopathshala.com/

mythological figures like Helen of Troy and

Venus (Aphrodite) as examples.
2. Key Symbols:

. The Storm: Symbolizes chaos, destruction, war,
and the turbulent nature of the modern world

and political climate.

. The Cradle and Child: Represent innocence,

vulnerability, and the uncertain future.

. The Tower (Thoor Ballylee): Though not always
explicitly detailed in every line, it represents
Yeats's connection to Irish heritage, a place of
artistic creation, stability, and an attempt to

establish order.
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. Flourishing Hidden Tree / Spreading Laurel
Tree: Symbolize a life of stability, rootedness,
organic growth, natural beauty, peace, and
protection from the harshness of the world,

grounded in tradition.

. The Horn of Plenty: Represents abundance,
prosperity, happiness, and the flourishing that
comes from a life lived according to tradition

and ceremony.

. The Frenzied Drum: Symbolizes the chaos,
violence, and irrational passions of the modern

age and political strife.

. The Sea: Can represent the "murderous
innocence" of raw, untamed, and potentially

destructive natural or societal forces.
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3. Literary Devices:

. Ottava Rima: The poem is written in ten eight-
line stanzas with a consistent ABABABCC rhyme
scheme, a form traditionally used for heroic
poetry, which Yeats adapts for his prayerful

meditation.

. Imagery: Rich and evocative imagery of nature
(storm, sea, trees, linnets), mythology, and

domesticity is central to the poem's impact.

. Metaphor and Simile: Used extensively, such as
comparing the future years to a "frenzied drum"

or his daughter to a "flourishing hidden tree."

. Mythological Allusions: References to Helen of
Troy and Venus serve as cautionary tales about

beauty.
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. Personal Tone: The poem has a deeply personal
and prayerful tone, reflecting a father's intimate

hopes and fears.
4, Potential Critical Perspectives:

. Feminist Criticism: Yeats's ideal of femininity
(especially his apparent disdain for "opinionated
minds" in women) has been criticized from a
feminist perspective as being limiting,

traditional, and patriarchal.

. Tradition vs. Modernity: The poem's strong
endorsement of aristocratic tradition and its
critique of modernity can be analyzed in the
context of Yeats's evolving political and social
Views.

Tips for Examination:
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. Thoroughly understand the poem's context

(biographical and historical).

. Be able to explain the main themes in your own

words, supported by textual evidence.

. Analyze the meaning and function of key

symbols within the poem.

. Have a grasp of Yeats's use of language, poetic

form (ottava rima), and imagery.

. Be prepared to discuss potential critical
interpretations, especially regarding Yeats's

portrayal of women and tradition.
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