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Essay #1

Stolen Cherries

In “The Stolen Child”  W. B. Yeats illustrates the struggles children go through in losing their innocence by dramatizing the Celtic myth of fairies stealing away children to Faeryland.  At its core, the poem is mostly a fairytale—but the theme of lost innocence is too strong to write off as merely part of that fairytale.  Yeats deliberately stresses lost innocence, to the point that it becomes something outside the myth itself.

To appreciate the poem, one must first understand the fairytale it’s based on.  In Celtic myth, faeries are far darker than the sweet, dust-sprinkling creatures of American movies—they’re mischievous, god-like beings, with short tempers and incorrigibly juvenile personalities.  It’s true that they represented a source of great happiness to the Irish people, but they were also a source of great danger.  As the poem darkly insinuates, they were just as cruel as they were charitable.  According to Celtic legend, a child that resisted the call for sleep and quietness ran the risk of being carried off to Faeryland, where the fairies would keep it prisoner.  The child would be replaced by Changelings, which appeared to be the same child—walking, talking, and going to school—but without the “kid” inside.  Time passed faster in Faeryland, so even if a child managed to escape and return home somehow, it would find itself trapped in aged, worn-out bodies, burdened by hardship and responsibility.

The poem repeatedly suggests that the faeries are making an active effort to seduce the child.  This is first hinted at in the naming of Sleuth Wood.  The real forest is named Slish Wood, so word Sleuth cannot be written off as simply the name of the place—on the contrary, the renaming  gives it special emphasis.  As a noun, a sleuth is either a detective a sleuthhound, and as a verb, it means to track or follow.  But who’s being followed and who’s doing the seeking?  Is the child voluntarily seeking the faeries and their “stolen cherries” (7), or are the faeries seeking the child?  Both, it seems, as the “solemn-eyed” (43) child seems to understand what he’s leaving behind—“the lowing/ Of the calves on the warm hillside/ Or the kettle on the hob” (44-46)—and the faeries are undeniably trying to lure the child in.  In the third stanza, after an effusive (and perhaps sexual) description of Glen-Car, the faeries are described  seeking “slumbering trout”(32) and giving them “unquiet dreams” (34).  The chorus begs the same type question by stating “the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand” (12, 27, 41) as a reason for his going away.  Is this why the child wants to go away, or it is why the faeries want to take him away?  Again, the ambiguity seems deliberate, and both are probably true.

The contents of the faeries’ vats, “Full of berries/ And the reddest of stolen cherries” (6-7), make one think of blood and an alluring kind of danger.  Moreover, it suggests lost innocence, and by reflecting back to the title with the phrase “stolen cherries”, it makes it hard not to make a connection: the child is no longer simply stolen in the literal sense, but is furthermore in the figurative.  That is, robbed of innocence.  It is important to keep in mind, however, that in the context, the faeries are only attempting to entice the child, and the cherries are part of that seduction—it provides no information about the child’s actual situation.  

The faeries seem to be stressed as  being lonely somehow in the way the poem uses Moon:

Where the wave of moonlight glosses
The dim grey sands with light,
Far off by furthest Rosses
We foot it all the night,
Weaving olden dances,
Mingling hands and mingling glances
Till the moon has taken flight…




(13-19)

(“Foot it” meaning to dance, not to walk.)  It’s as if the faeries are ridding themselves of their loneliness—of the Moon—by dancing the night away, “mingling” flirtatiously.  It also implies loneliness as the reason why the faeries might want to entice the child.  The following lines, however, suggest this as typical faery behavior:  “To and fro we leap/ And chase the frothy bubbles” (20-21).  Frothy can mean both frothy and playfully frivolous.  This combined with the chasing of bubbles indicates they’re aware of the emptiness of their existence.  But perhaps that is precisely why they’re hoping to seduce the child.


Several themes are repeated throughout the poem, the most evident being water in relation to the faeries, such as the “leafy island” (3), “Where the wandering water gushes” (28), and “To the waters and the wild” (10).  This is often contrasted by the high-up dry lands of the humans, such as the “rocky highland” (1) and “warm hillside” (45).  In Irish mythology, the faeries’ relationship to water represented their closeness to time and change.  By going along with the faeries, the child is tapping into a great source of magic and fantastic power—a source not meant for human eyes.  

Another recurring theme is the lifeless and mundane being made wonderful by some unspecified power, such as when “flapping herons wake/ The drowsy water rats” (4-5), and when “the wave of moonlight glosses/ The dim grey sands with light” (13-14).  This helps emphasize the seductive nature of the faeries’ power, and their active effort to seduce the child.

The Stolen Child

William Butler Yeats

Where dips the rocky highland
Of Sleuth Wood in the lake, 
There lies a leafy island
Where flapping herons wake
The drowsy water-rats; 
There we've hid out faery vats, 
Full of berries
And the reddest stolen cherries. 
Come away, O human child! 
To the waters and the wild
With a faery hand in hand, 
For the world's more full of weeping than you can understand.
Where the wave of moonlight glosses
The dim grey sands with light, 
Far off by furthest Rosses
We foot it all the night, 
Weaving olden dances, 
Mingling hands and mingling glances
Till the moon has taken flight; 
To and fro we leap
And chase the frothy bubbles, 
While the world is full of troubles
And is anxious in its sleep. 
Come away, O human child! 
To the waters of the wild
With a faery hand in hand, 
For the world's more full of weeping than you can understand.
Where the wandering water gushes
From the hills above Glen-Car, 
In pools among the rushes
That scarce could bathe a star, 
We seek for slumbering trout
And whispering in their ears
Give them unquiet dreams; 
Leaning softly out
From ferns that drop their tears
Over the young streams. 
Come away, O human child! 
To the waters and the wild
With a faery hand in hand, 
For the world's more full of weeping than you can understand.
Away with us he's going, 
The solemn-eyed: 
He'll hear no more the lowing
Of the calves on the warm hillside
Or the kettle on the hob
Sing peace into his breast, 
Or see the brown mice bob
Round and round the oatmeal-chest. 
For he comes, the human child, 
To the waters and the wild
With a faery hand in hand,
From a world more full of weeping than he can understand.
