Elizabeth (left) and Susan Yeats (right) c.1904
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The history of printing is largely one of stories about
men who designed typefaces, cut punches, ran huge printing enterprises,
or nurtured their particular design philosophies through the creation of
their own private presses. One notable exception in this history is the story
of the Cuala [pronounced coola] Press and its founder, Elizabeth Corbett
Yeats, who, along with her older sister Lily, and their two brothers, the
painter Jack Yeats and the poet William Butler Yeats, contributed to what
poet and literary critic Robin Skelton describes as one of the two most
important of the many private Irish presses of the twentieth century (1964,
368), and the only one entirely staffed by women.
The Yeats children’s father, John Butler Yeats, and their mother, Susan
Pollexfen, were married in 1863. Soon after, he quit a budding law practice
and embarked on what became, at least in terms of providing for his family,
a failed art career. He spent most of his married life apart from his family.
In 1907 he went with Lily to America for the New York Irish Exhibition.
It was intended to be a short trip, but after the exhibition concluded,
Lily returned to Ireland alone. John Yeats died in 1922 in New York City,
having never returned home. He is buried in a rural cemetery in the tiny
Adirondack village of Chestertown, my home town, in the family plot of
his friend Jeanne Foster.
My interest in the Cuala Press came about in 2003, when the Australian
Yeats Society and the Yeats Society of New York held an international
conference in Chestertown, a very big deal for this small town. The
circumstances surrounding John Yeats’s burial so far from New York City
are clouded in mystery. It may have been a gravediggers’ strike, but most
likely Yeats was destitute and his family could not afford to bring his body
to Ireland. Despite his laissez-faire attitude towards his family, it appears
that the Yeats children were never totally estranged from their father. In
my research I came across many examples of correspondence between
John Butler Yeats and his children, leading me to believe they remained in
contact throughout his long absences.
Even before their father left Ireland, the Yeats family faced constant
financial difficulties that led them to move from city to city. Lily was born
in Enniscrone, near Sligo on the west coast of Ireland, on August 25, 1866.
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Elizabeth was born in
London on March 11,
1868. In 1872 the family
moved to Sligo to the
home of their mother’s
family, while their father
stayed in London. The
years that followed found
the children and their
mother living variously in
Sligo, London, or Dublin,
Map of Ireland
sometimes together,
sometimes not, often without their father. In 1866 they
all moved back to London.
In the autumn of 1888, Lily began work with
May Morris in her
London embroidery
shop. May was the
daughter of William
Morris, a founder of the
English Arts and Crafts
movement. Through
Lily’s association with
May, Elizabeth met
Emery Walker, “the
chief inspirer of the
whole private press
Elizabeth Yeats, portrait by
movement which was
John Butler Yeats, 1887
to revolutionize the
approach to book typography in England” (Miller
1973, 20). Walker was well known among those
involved in the English Arts and Crafts movement as a
photographer, engraver,
and typographer. In
particular, it was he
who inspired Morris to
establish his Kelmscott
Press. Walker and T.J.
Cobden-Sanderson, the
eminent bookbinder,
together formed the
Doves Press, one of
the most influential
Emery Walker
of the English private
presses. Walker later encouraged Elizabeth to enroll
in a one-month printing workshop at the Women’s
Printing Society in London. This was Elizabeth’s only
14

Spread from the Doves Press Bible. Used with permission of
the Edward Clark Collection at Edinburgh Napier University.

training for what was to become a lifetime career as
master printer of her own publishing concern.
During this time, the sisters’ brother William
founded the Irish Literary Society in London. It
was there that they met Evelyn Gleeson, a wealthy
patron of the arts who shared with them an interest
in embroidery, the arts, and the emerging women's
movement in Ireland. Several years later, in 1902, Lily,
Elizabeth, and Ms. Gleeson, now back in Ireland, met
and decided to form a workshop for women. They
chose the name Dun Emer Industries, after the wife of
the mythological Irish hero and king, Cuchulain, and
they set up shop in Dundrum, Ireland. In the old tales
Emer was renowned for the beauty of her embroidery
and weaving. According to the Dun Emer prospectus
of 1903, the workshop was formed from “a wish to find
work for Irish hands in the making of beautiful things.”
Under Lily Yeats’s direction, the women of Dun Emer
made carpets and embroidered tapestries. Elizabeth,
whose part in the enterprise was not at first clear, took
Emery Walker’s advice to learn the printing trade,
and developed and directed the publishing arm of the
enterprise, called The Dun Emer Press.
The first book published at Dun Emer
was a book of essays by William Butler Yeats titled In
the Seven Woods. It came out in 1903. By the end of
1907, the press had published a total of eleven books,
all by Irish authors, seven of which were either written
or edited by William Butler Yeats.
The workshop was extremely successful and
quickly gained a reputation for the quality of its work
guild of book workers
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and design. However, friction developed between
Evelyn Gleeson and the Yeats sisters, and in 1908 the
partnership was ended. Lily and Elizabeth established
their own workshop in a cottage at Churchtown,
near Dundrum, in county Dublin. They chose Cuala
Industries as its name, after the ancient barony in
which their house stood. Elizabeth ran the printing
side of things while Lily was in charge of sewing and
embroidery. As at Dun Emer, the enterprise was
staffed entirely by women. Feelings between the two
rival workshops remained bitter, and “Elizabeth said
that one of her greatest pleasures in working [on the
first Cuala book] was that she did not have to put at
the end the words ‘Printed in the house of Evelyn
Gleeson’ as she had been obliged to do with all her
previous publications”
(Hardwick 1996, 156).
The output of the
press flourished after
the move. While at Dun
Emer, Elizabeth had
begun printing note
cards, calendars, and
pamphlets in addition
to books. After the
move she began printing
bookplates as well. By
1940, the year Elizabeth

First issue of A Broadside, front page and pp. 2–3
(above). Courtesy of Villanova University Cuala Press
Broadside Collection. https://digital.library.villanova.
edu/Item/vudl:2002#?c=&m=&s=&cv=&xywh=1610%2C-257%2C6334%2C5121. Creative Commons
Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-SA 4.0)
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Yeats died, the Cuala Press
A one-month
had printed sixty-two books,
printing workshop
ten booklets, and thirty
privately printed books
was Elizabeth’s
and other publications, as
only training
well as innumerable pieces
of ephemera. Throughout,
for what was to
Elizabeth used the same
become a lifetime
Albion iron hand press she
started with at Dun Emer,
career as master
although they added a
second press around 1910 to printer of her
keep up with production.
own publishing
[Rebecca, callout if needed
for design purposes: By 1940, concern.
when Elizabeth died, the
Cuala Press had printed more than sixty-two books,
ten booklets, and innumerable pieces of ephemera.]
In June of 1908, just before the split with Dun
Emer, the first issue of A Broadside, an Irish culture
literary magazine, was printed. Each three-page issue
contained poetry or music, with illustrations by Jack
Yeats. There were three series. The first, begun in 1908
at Dun Emer, carried through until 1915. The second
and third were printed twenty years later, in 1935
and 1937. A Broadside became one of the press’s most
popular publications.
William Butler Yeats remained active
in Cuala Press operations throughout his lifetime.
As editor, his stature in Irish literary circles was
undoubtedly instrumental in obtaining manuscripts
from contemporary writers. From the beginning,
the press had “set to work with a programme of
producing new works by modern Irish writers ... and
this programme was obviously made an easier one to
follow through the association of W.B. Yeats” (Cave
1971 199). Robin Skelton goes further than most when
writing of his influence:
To evaluate the importance of this press is now
difficult, for the whole picture is distorted by
the giant presence of Yeats, who, in this way,
contrived to satisfy a part of his thirst for a truly
national, aesthetically satisfactory, social-artistic movement with which he might identify
himself. He worked hard for the Press; though
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he always referred to it as “My sister’s Press,” it
is clear that there must have been a touch of the
proprietorial in his tone. (1964, 371)
The relationship between Elizabeth and her famous
poet brother was tempestuous to say the least. Based
on letters between William and their father, Gifford
Lewis paints a picture of William’s controlling
personality and insulting attitude toward his sister:
“her chief fault after assuming that the press was her
charge alone, was that she
The relationship
was unable to pretend that
his errors in spelling and
between Elizabeth
punctuation, which were
renowned and bizarre, were and her famous
actually her misprints”
poet brother was
(Lewis 1994, 64-65). William
tempestuous to
also often argued with her
about editorial decisions,
say the least.
particularly when she
wanted to print works that she felt would be commercially viable but to which he objected on literary
grounds. On the other hand, William was not above
praising his sister’s work. Lewis notes that William
wrote in his friend John Quinn’s copy of In the Seven
Woods, “This is the first book of mine that is a pleasure
to look at—a pleasure whether open or shut.”
The real value of the press is that it printed
first editions of most of the foremost twentieth-century writers in Ireland—Frank O’Connor,
George Russell, Oliver Gogarty, Ezra Pound, and
John Synge among them. One notable exception was
James Joyce, whose work the Cuala never published.
In the beginning of Ulysses Joyce makes a seemingly
derogatory remark about the Yeats sisters:
Five lines of text and ten pages of notes
about the folk and fish-gods of Dundrum.
Printed by the weird sisters in the year of the
big wind.
The reference to the “big wind,” a severe storm that
wreaked havoc in the Mid-East region of Ireland,
comes from the colophon of the first Dun Emer book,
In the Seven Woods, which ends with “finished the
sixteenth day of July, in the year of the big wind, 1903.”
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Cuala scholars are not in agreement about the
meaning of Joyce’s remark. Both Miller (1973, 32) and
Skelton (1964, 371) appear to believe the words were
directed at the press, but Lewis (1994, 40) had this
to say:
James Joyce was here aiming at WBY more than
his sisters. WBY was a compulsive re-writer,
annotator and self-memoraliser and in his
interest in himself he failed to give credit to his
sisters for their physical and financial support
to him before he had established himself as a
self-sufficient writer.
In addition to his contribution as editor, Yeats on
several occasions was forced to bolster the finances
of the Cuala through loans and letters of credit.
Elizabeth, although eminently capable in most things,
was somewhat of an eccentric bookkeeper. Michael
Yeats, son of William Butler, writes in the preface to
The Dun Emer Press, Later the Cuala Press:
One of the great problems about Cuala was that
it never became a profitable concern. My father
was constantly expected to come to the rescue
when financial difficulties arose, as when, for
example, one of his own books was sold out in
advance of publication but, as a result of some
miscalculation, the firm lost £60 as a result.
(1973, 7.)
Wanting to maintain their independence and
so eschewing marriage as a way out of their financial
difficulties, the Yeats sisters were working-women by
necessity. Unlike the Kelmscott, Doves, Eragny, and
other private presses of the time, they had no huge
reserve of private funds behind them. At a time when
most publishers, with the exception of the private
presses, parceled the work out to printers who used
composing machines and high-speed cylinder presses,
the Cuala books were hand-set with metal type and
printed on Elizabeth’s nineteenth-century hand press.
Edition sizes were generally around 300 copies, at a
time when average editions numbered in the tens of
thousands (LeFebvre and Martin
1976, 282).
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The books printed at
the Cuala Press followed
the same format as at Dun
Emer (Miller 1973, 31).
With the exception of the
very first volume, In the
Seven Woods, which was
bound in full linen, all
were case bound in quarter
cloth with a natural linen

Cover and title page, Selections from the Writings of Lord
Dunsany, Cuala Press, 1912. From the collection of the Town
of Chester Public Library.

spine and blue, green, or grey wove paper. The books
all measured about 5¾ x 8¼ inches. In my research
I found almost no discussion of the binding of the
books—whether it was done in house or let out. The
only clue came in the form of a small label on the front
pastedown of several books I examined, including
Passages from the Letters of John Butler Yeats: Selected
by Ezra Pound, which arrived in my hands just as I was
about to send this article off to the editors. The label
states “Bound by Galway & Co., Eustace St., Dublin.”
A quick search
of the internet
turned up
multiple entries
about Galway
& Co., a very
large bindery in
Dublin which
Galway & Co. label – Town of Chester
employed
a large
Public Library
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number of female binders. Given
that all the Cuala bindings I
have seen are almost identical, it
isn’t unreasonable to think that
Galway & Co. may have been
Elizabeth’s bindery of choice.
Elizabeth did the design and
most of the presswork herself.
The single typeface used was
Lady Emer pressmark
14-point Caslon. Body text was
printed in black; titles, headings, notes, pressmarks,
and colophon were sometimes in red. The mouldmade
wove rag paper was made at Swiftbrook paper mills
in County Dublin. Cuala books are austere to say the
least: simply designed, well made, the presswork more
than passable. There are generally few illustrations
except for a wide range of pressmarks. The typography,
while thoughtful, does not call attention to itself. These
are books made to be read, not looked at.
After Elizabeth’s death in 1940, William Butler
Yeat’s wife, Georgina, took on the operation of the
press. With Esther Ryan and Mollie Gill, who had
worked with Elizabeth since the Dun Emer days, she
printed another fifteen books before her own death in
1968. The following year the press
was reorganized under the direction
of William’s children Anne and
Michael, and Liam Miller.

Pressmarks used by Cuala Press include Unicorn from the
Stars, the Candle & Wave, Lone Tree, and Dancing Unicorn
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Cover and opening spread, Passages From the Letters of John Butler Yeats: Selected by Ezra Pound, Cuala Press 1917. From
the collection of the Town of Chester Public Library.
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