
 

 

The passage of time is an inevitable factor and a constant presence throughout the lives of 

individuals. However, an attempt to control the multitude of changes that come with age leads to a 

wealth of emotions such as regret and loss, as individuals reflect on their life and attempt to return 

to previous positions. Yeats employs his context and character to explore the impact of time on 

individuals within his poems WSAC and WYAO, the process of aging forming a salient theme in his 

work as he focalises the impact of time through the loss of natural beauty and the innocence of 

youth.  

Time is constantly moving forward and can impact individuals through the change that inevitably 

comes with it, with intense emotions they feel being based on their personal reactions to change. 

Yeats comments on the inevitably of time and the intensity of change as it impacts individuals 

through the dichotomy between the desire for things to remain the same, with the constant of time. 

In WSAC the lines ‘The nineteenth autumn has come upon me, since I first made my count;’ 

reference time and the persona’s fixation on change, with the specificity of ‘nineteenth,’ while the 

reference to ‘autumn’ shows the persona’s view on their stance in life as one where the beauty of 

youth is fading. The inevitability sensed in ‘come upon me’ adds to the sense of longing in the 

stanza; its passive voice lends the idea that age, and the sense of a loss of youth is inevitable and 

personal reactions are all that is definable. The writing of the poem during world war I makes it 

easier to understand how Yeats utilises modernist elements because of a loss of faith in humanity 

and belief in the certainty of loss that comes with the passage of time. Yeats shows this through the 

sense of defeat he proffers in the line above-with passive voice and the persona’s fixation on time- 

offering an increasingly modernist view of a world that alienates individuals rather than one that 

stems from a child-like wonder and opportunity.                  -

WYAO also addresses this sense of defeat, with Yeats’ high modality in ‘When you are old and grey 

and full of sleep,’ referencing this inevitable change in self that comes with age, and hence 

commenting on the possibility for individuals to respond to change with a lack of belief in 

themselves, and the loss of innocence and beauty as aging occurs. The repetitive use of ‘and’ 

throughout the poem and the above line represents the accumulation of life’s worries, and the 

consequential loss of agency and vigour that comes with age as individuals are weighed down by 

their past. This inevitability continues to engage readers in the sense of their own discovery through 

his work; the individuality of emotional responses based on past experiences begins to be seen. 

Thus, Yeats implements elements of modernism with the reference to unavoidable loneliness to 

express his individual response to the inevitable passage of time, allowing readers to construct their 

own opinion based on their unique pasts.  

The nature of time is just as unique as an individual’s response to change, as time and aging tend to 

reconstruct the person’s view of the world as they reconsider what they previously believed. Yeats 

attempts to define one construct of this through a poetic setting that is enduring to readers as they 

too reflect on these universal themes in an individual fashion. Throughout the podcast, Professor 

Kelly mentioned that as Yeats grew older and more experienced, his use of language became 

sparser, but simultaneously more powerful and more personal in his poetic style and subject matter. 

This careful consideration comes with his movement towards an increasingly modernist view, as he 

believes more in the inevitability of loneliness and absence of truth. This is seen in WYAO with ‘and 

dream of the soft look your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep,’ as he comments on the 

fleeting nature of youth, through ‘once,’ before the inevitable changes that come with time rid 

individuals of the ‘soft look’ of youth and beauty. The enjambment in these lines stresses the 

importance of these ideas and changes the rhythm to focus on the dependent clause ‘and of their 

shadows deep,’ which constructs a melancholy tone that is indicative of reflection, and hence 

consideration of what is lost. Hence, Yeats stresses the inevitably of loss through a modernist lens 



 

 

that focusses on individual alienation; audiences can then relate their own experiences to Yeats’ 

categorisation of aging as inevitable and the loss of youth and the beauty that comes with it. The 

elements of modernism seen in regret and loss that stem from Yeats’ individual interpretation of 

emotion continues in WSAC, as he focalises the impossibility of self-fulfilment through the swans. 

The lines ‘Their hearts have not grown old; passion or conquest, wander where they will,’ 

demonstrate the persona’s feeling of loss, as he contrasts his heart with those of the swans that 

have ‘not grown old.’ The freedom and opportunity of the swans is indicative of the passion of youth 

and beauty, before age inevitably changes us, as seen in the personification of passion and conquest 

that ‘wander where they will,’ connoting something that the persona feels they have lost. Thus, 

Yeats continues to follow an increasingly modernist view of the inevitability of loss, as individuals 

experience -what Yeats believes to be- the inevitable effects of change and time in personal ways. 

Yeats represents individual human emotions through his poems WYAO and WSAC, as he focalises his 

own opinion that stems from the inevitability of change that comes with the passage of time. He 

focalises this opinion of time through the emotions evoked from the relevant themes of age, beauty, 

youth, and their relations, as he investigates unique responses to a set of universal feelings. Thus, 

Yeats’ poetry is continually relevant as it provokes thought through the exploration of subjective and 

fluid sectors of human emotions and human nature as a whole. 

 

 

 

 


