
 

 

Explain why this excerpt or poem is crucial to the text as a whole, in terms of language use, 

ideas raised and context. 

The Irish poet, William Butler Yeats, composed the loose Petrarchan sonnet, When You Are 

Old (1893) [hereafter, Old] as a lament and lyrical address to, presumably, the Irish 

nationalist, Maud Gonne, who had continually rejected Yeats’ overtures of love. The other 

loose Petrarchan sonnet, The Wild Swans at Coole (1917) [hereafter, Swans] is the titular 

poem in his elegiac collection to Major Robert Gregory. Yeats had resided with his mother, 

Lady Gregory, at her home in Coole Park. The dramatic monologue, An Irish Airman 

Foresees His Death (1919) [hereafter, Airman] utilises structural and language devices to 

evoke the conceit of balance of a fighter plane’s wings. The persona’s almost soliloquised 

notion of balancing life and death, in the context of the Irish struggles and Irish participation 

in World War also commemorates his friend, Major Robert Gregory’s death in a personal 

context. Hence the universal concerns of humanity’s mortality and the transience of life in 

Yeats’ poems have a personal and historical significance, reflecting the mood of the Modern 

era, where a foreboding sense of the future encourages reflection into past human 

experiences. Old foresees the future, in which close contact with mortality causes reflection 

into the past, to highlight the missed opportunity and the loneliness in old age. This allows 

Old to remain crucial to the text as the ideas raised of mortality and transience of life are 

embodied throughout and provides further insight into the human experience. Swans is 

crucial to Yeats’ text through the reflection on the past and present in facing mortality and 

the everlasting concept of nature provides personal outlook into Yeats’ thoughts and ideas. 

Therefore, Swan’s cruciality is significant through Yeats’ personal context and the ideas 

raised further emphasising on Yeats’ exploration of human experiences. Airman is relevant 

and crucial to Yeats’ text through the approach to life’s transience in reflection on past 

experiences allows for the acceptance of death in enjoying life. The approach is crucial to 

understanding Yeats’ personal duties in impacting his poetry, observed throughout the 

exploration of the human experience within his other works. In my opinion, Yeats’ ability to 

straddle Romantic and Modern modes and tones whilst exploring both personal and 

generational concerns endow his reflection and commentary with a high degree of textual 

integrity, allowing his poetry to remain influential to contemporary literature. 

In Romantic modes, the appreciation of beauty and the sublime has a spiritual dimension 

and enhances any reflection into past experiences. Therefore, Yeats’ infatuation with Maud, 

whose first rejections of his marriage proposals occurred two years before Old’s publication, 

has significance beyond his personal context, contributing to more universal themes of love 

and loss associated with the Petrarchan sonnet form, and suggesting a spiritual, rather than 

merely aesthetic, appraisal of beauty. The sonnet attempts to convince the youthful Gonne 

of her missed opportunity by depicting the devastating consequence of loneliness in her old 

age, claiming that no other man could love her the way Yeats does. In lines 1-2, ‘When you 

are old and grey and full of sleep,/And nodding by the fire’ utilises accumulation and 

polysyndeton to create the lulling effect of a dream-like state and the effects of aging. The 

accumulation emphasis on age and death by building upon ‘old’, ‘grey’, further connotating 

death in ‘full of sleep’ and ‘nodding by the fire’ to associate old age with loneliness. This is 

Yeats attempts to convince Gonne of her mortality and opportunities available whilst in 



 

 

youth. In lines 6-7, ‘loved your beauty with love false or true,/But one man loved the pilgrim 

soul in you,’ the superficial love of beauty is juxtaposed with a deeper, spiritual love. The 

antithesis evident in those who ‘loved [Maud’s] beauty with love false or true’, proclaims 

that the superficial love of beauty is unsustainable due to the process of aging, whereas 

Yeats’ spiritual love insists on a deeper, meta physical love. Therefore, Yeats’ exploration of 

spiritual love in comparison to superficial love, combines Romantic ideals with a more 

Modern, existential tone give the poem a high degree of textual integrity and ensure it 

stands the test of time. 

By utilising Romantic natural imagery, and Yeats’ own conceit of cycles and gyres, Swans 

examines notions of humanity’s mortality relative to nature’s immortality in relation to such 

themes as beauty and aging, and the motif of the swan, create connections and unity 

throughout Yeats’ corpus. Through deeply embedded Romantic ideals and the increasingly 

influential Modernist movement, Swans is an approximation of the English hymn pattern, 

yet retains Petrarchan sonnet form throughout the poem. The approximation reflects on the 

personal and historical context in Yeats ability to straddle both Romantic and Modern tones, 

remaining rooted within Romantic ideals by focusing on nature, with hints of Yeats’ personal 

obsession with gyres and the ending of an era proving the poems crucial standpoint within 

the text as a whole. The first stanza is a reminisce of Yeats first visit where he refers to the 

‘autumn beauty’ where ‘the woodland paths are dry’ and in the ‘water among the stone/Are 

nine and fifty swans.’ The metaphoric reference to aging through the Autumn season and 

dry woodland paths emphasis on humanity’s mortality and the beauty in aging, found within 

nature’s process of growth and death, and where the half rhyme of ‘stone’ and ‘swans’ 

create a sense of incompletion, a Modernist concept, within the enumeration of ‘nine and 

fifty swans’ acting as an archaic precise form to contrastingly represent Romantic ideals. 

Within the third stanza, Yeats reflects on the swan’s ability to remain young and timeless, 

where within the 22nd and 23rd line ‘Their hearts have not grown old;/Passion or conquest, 

wander where they will’ wherein the humanist metaphor of ‘hearts have not grown old’ and 

the antithesis ‘passion or conquest’ lends to nature’s immortality. (Put in link) 

 

A realisation on life’s transience can lead to an evaluation on past experience and coming to 

terms with humanity’s mortality, a prominent feature of the Irish Struggles and World War 

One, are expertly reflected upon in Yeats’ existential poem, Airman. Yeats was requested, 

by Lady Gregory, to honour her son, Robert, death as an airman in the war, where he had a 

close relationship with both. The persona’s voice reflects upon life using a dramatic 

monologue, which is appropriate for the tone of neutral, unbias view when reflecting in 

comparison to Yeats personal view of against the war. The alternating rhyme scheme 

emphasis on the same argument throughout the poem, where pilot’s future is 

predetermined and when facing unchangeability, it is best to accept death and to reflect on 

all he has accomplished and all that he has to. The chiasmus ‘The years to come seemed 

waste of breath/A waste of breath the year behind’ is the persona’s reflection upon past 

experiences to the contrastingly, unbalanced volta ‘A lonely impulse of delight/Drove to this 

tumult in the clouds’ where his nihilistic outlook on life, has caused him to look towards 



 

 

flying as freedom from his past and future. To conclude the poem, tone dictates ‘balance 

with this life, this death.’ Where the end stop conveys the finality of the pilot’s fate in the 

antithesis of ‘life’ and ‘death’, where humanity’s mortality is embraced willingly through his 

realisation of his past experiences, and life’s transience in allowing for an ability to 

experience the world around him. Through my assessment of the poem, Airman remains 

crucial to the text by the unique unbiased approach to the war in understanding life 

transience and the reflection of past experiences in understanding humanity’s mortality, 

whilst maintaining a significant degree of textual integrity.  

Yeats offers up his heart, in the form of his art, to persuasively construct an emphatically 

powerful comment on the world and provokes all contemporaries to engage with their 

evolving understanding of mortality and the transience of life. These poems are crucial to 

Yeats’ text as a whole as by the unique approaches to the whole human experience. His 

carefully constructed poetry is a refreshing, yet timely outlook into universal human 

experiences allowing a high degree of textual integrity to be integrated throughout, creating 

a classic work to be appreciated throughout the times. From my critical study of Yeats, not 

only are poems examined valuable to the text, they are valuable due to the lessons taught 

and the experiences conveyed allowing for the audience to reflect and understand their 

human nature and the importance of living.  

 


