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 Biography of W. B. Yeats (1865–1939)

Born in Dublin, Ireland, on June 13, 1865, William Butler Yeats was the son of a well-known Irish painter, John Butler Yeats. He spent his childhood in County Sligo, where his parents were raised, and in London. He returned to Dublin at the age of fifteen to continue his education and study painting, but quickly discovered he preferred poetry. Born into the Anglo-Irish landowning class, Yeats became involved with the Celtic Revival, a movement against the cultural influences of English rule in Ireland during the Victorian period, which sought to promote the spirit of Ireland's native heritage. Though Yeats never learned Irish Gaelic himself, his writing at the turn of the century drew extensively from sources in Irish mythology and folklore. Also a potent influence on his poetry was the Irish revolutionary Maud Gonne, whom he met in 1889, a woman equally famous for her passionate nationalist politics and her beauty. Though she married another man in 1903 and grew apart from Yeats (and Yeats himself was eventually married to another woman, Georgie Hyde Lees), she remained a powerful figure in his poetry.

Yeats was deeply involved in politics in Ireland, and in the twenties, despite Irish independence from England, his verse reflected a pessimism about the political situation in his country and the rest of Europe, paralleling the increasing conservativism of his American counterparts in London, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound. His work after 1910 was strongly influenced by Pound, becoming more modern in its concision and imagery, but Yeats never abandoned his strict adherence to traditional verse forms. He had a life-long interest in mysticism and the occult, which was off-putting to some readers, but he remained uninhibited in advancing his idiosyncratic philosophy, and his poetry continued to grow stronger as he grew older. Appointed a senator of the Irish Free State in 1922, he is remembered as an important cultural leader, as a major playwright (he was one of the founders of the famous Abbey Theatre in Dublin), and as one of the very greatest poets—in any language—of the century. W. B. Yeats was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1923 and died in 1939 at the age of seventy-three.
 Text of The Wild Swans at Coole 

BY WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS

The trees are in their autumn beauty,

The woodland paths are dry,

Under the October twilight the water

Mirrors a still sky;

Upon the brimming water among the stones

Are nine-and-fifty swans.

The nineteenth autumn has come upon me

Since I first made my count;

I saw, before I had well finished,

All suddenly mount

And scatter wheeling in great broken rings

Upon their clamorous wings.

I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,

And now my heart is sore.

All's changed since I, hearing at twilight,

The first time on this shore,

The bell-beat of their wings above my head,

Trod with a lighter tread.

Unwearied still, lover by lover,

They paddle in the cold

Companionable streams or climb the air;

Their hearts have not grown old;

Passion or conquest, wander where they will,

Attend upon them still.

But now they drift on the still water,

Mysterious, beautiful;

Among what rushes will they build,

By what lake's edge or pool

Delight men's eyes when I awake some day

To find they have flown away?

 About "The Wild Swans at Coole"

"The Wild Swans at Coole" was written in 1916 when Yeats fifty-one. He was staying with his friend and patron Lady Gregory at her home near Coole Park, located in Galway, Ireland, a county located on Ireland's Atlantic coast. It was published in The Little Review in June 1917.

In 1919 it was included in a larger collection of seventeen poems and plays also entitled "The Wild Swans at Coole". Yeats dedicated this collection to Major William Robert Gregory, Lady Gregory’s son, who died in World War I.

Galway is a mysterious and rainy land, and Coole Park especially is an enchanting place, full of lakes that disappear in drier seasons, only to reemerge with rain. One such lake inspired this poem. Yeats is said to have been filled with melancholy while writing this piece, partly due to continuing rejections from the love of his life, the recently widowed Maud Gonne, and also from her daughter, Iseult Gonne. His spirits were also dampened by the destruction of World War I and the burgeoning Irish rebellion against the British, a bloody fight for Irish independence that would explode into guerrilla warfare in 1919, resulting in over 1400 Irish deaths and leading to the separation of the Irish state into two countries, Ireland and Northern Ireland. Yeats was ambivalent about Irish nationalism, and many of his poems engage with this complex fraught issue.
The Wild Swans at Coole Character List

The speaker

The speaker is an observer, seeing through the lens of his own perception, writing in the first person. He is a melancholic, nostalgic and reflective force throughout the poem. It is likely that the speaker is Yeats himself. During the poem's composition, Yeats was going through a personal crisis, mourning his lost youth, and the poem's melancholy mood reflects this personal crisis.

The swans

The swans are the poem’s main subjects and most important symbols. They testify to nature’s innate indifference to the human world of loss, change, and history; they are evidence that some things in this world really do last forever. They may also symbolize Yeats’ love for Maud Gonne, and his decision to let go of her despite his eternal admiration for her.

The swans, described as 'brilliant creatures', are illuminated by an aura of mystery and magic when seen through the lens of the speaker's perception. This might be because they have everything the speaker lacks: youth, vitality, beauty and companionship.

The swans also may be reflections of the speaker's internal landscape, which seems to still beat with youthful passion despite his advanced age. The swans could be projections of the speaker's imagination, holographs of what he feels he has lost but which he knows is everlasting in some form.

Maud Gonne

Although not directly mentioned in this poem, Maud Gonne is a historical character and a prominent figure in Yeats's life. His longtime obsession with her and his many unsuccessful marriage proposals prompted the poet to include Gonne in many of his poems, whether through direct mentions, symbols or passing references. In "The Wild Swans at Coole," the speaker's sore heart might have to do with Yeats' actual failed attempt to win over the love of his life, and the swans themselves may be symbols for Yeats's view of his love.

Meaning of some important words from the poem-

Twilight-

The time between dawn and sunrise, when the sky is dimly-lit

Brimming-

Overflowing

Mount-

Climb up a hill or river bank

Scatter-

To separate and go in different directions

Clamorous-

Loud and noisy

Tread-

Footstep

Unwearied-

Not tired, and determined not to give up

Companionable-

Friendly

Conquest-

Victory, the gaining of control over someone or something

Rushes-

Water reeds; a type of plant

Delight-

To please

Stanza Wise Summary of the poem

Stanza 1

In the first stanza the speaker describes the poem's scenario. Because the poem is a meditation on the speaker's life that is catalyzed, or prompted, by his observation of a group of swans, he begins by describing the scene before him. He is alone in a wooded park; it is autumn and twilight, and his attention is fixed upon a group of "nine-and-fifty swans" who float on the still waters of the pond.

Stanza 2

In the second stanza the speaker relates the scene before him to a memory of a similar scene from his past. He reveals that he has been coming to the same pond every autumn for the last 19 years to count the swans. He recalls how 19 years ago, his count was interrupted by the swans suddenly taking flight, a moment that assaulted his vision and hearing as the "clamorous wings" of the swans moved "in great broken rings."

Stanza 3

Having described the present moment and a similar moment 19 years ago, the speaker begins to compare his present self with the person he was 19 years ago. While the swans are the same "brilliant creatures" they were 19 years ago, "all's changed" for the speaker. The passage of time and the disappointments of life have aged him, not just in body, but also in spirit. Back then, he "trod with a lighter tread." His youthful optimism and openness to life were reflected in the energy of his movements. Meditating upon this loss, his "heart is sore."

Stanza 4

The speaker describes the swans in language that implies he is the opposite of them. They appear to him "unwearied still," with "hearts [that] have not grown old." He reads in their movements a youthful ease and energy that signifies that "passion or conquest ... / Attend upon them still." The suggestion is that, in contrast to the swans, the speaker has gone through the wringer and that passion and conquest no longer animate him.

Stanza 5

In the final stanza the speaker imagines what will happen in the future for the "mysterious, beautiful" swans that now "drift on the still water" before him. Knowing their stillness is momentary, he expresses curiosity about what other bodies of water they will inhabit. He knows the swans will continue to "delight men's eyes" after they have moved on, both from his sight and from the pond where they now rest.

Analysis of the poem

"The Wild Swans a Coole" begins with a descriptive passage that provides a window into the speaker's frame of mind. Autumn and twilight are both transitional periods, occupying liminal, transitional spaces in between extremes—autumn hangs between summer and winter, and twilight is between day and night. This setting informs the poem's nostalgic, reflective mood that expresses the fact that the speaker feels himself to be at a transitional period, no longer young but not quite at the very end of his life, though he can sense the end coming.

He gets a feeling of equilibrium and peace from the natural world, seeing the sky reflected on the water, which reflects the kind of sacred design he comes to find in nature by the end of the poem. The woods may also symbolize Yeats’ complex, self-reflective inner world, which in some ways stays the same but in other ways has completely changed over the years as he has grown spiritually and intellectually.

From a biographical point of view, this poem reflects Yeats’ own life and thought process, especially his love for Maude Gonne. The swan is a traditionally feminine symbol, and so we can infer that the swans symbolize his love for her, and the poem may be a lamentation about unrequited love. The ‘nine-and-fifty swans’ implies a sense of absence, as fifty-nine is an odd number that implies that one swan will be alone, with no companion of its own. It could be argued that this proverbial swan is Yeats himself, who was turned down by Maud and is now desolate. The rhyme scheme of ABCBDD means that, in a similar way, neither the first nor the third line have a correspondent, and thus they contrast with the rhyming couplet that stands as the perfect example of a harmonious pair. Here again, we have the juxtaposition between peaceful stillness and chaotic change. The poem as a whole is an attempt to reconcile these opposing forces.

At the present moment, the speaker observes, the swans are very peaceful—but he knows that their peacefulness is not permanent, and this makes it a little sad, for the observer knows that they will someday fly away as they did before. He envies the swans' freedom and the companionship they have with each other, which contrasts with his own stagnancy and his loneliness.

The swans seem also to symbolize the vitality of the speaker's youth, thus suggesting that they are products of his imagination or extensions of parts of himself that he feels he has lost. He wishes that he could count and control them, and mourns the fact that they will someday move on to someone else on a different shore. If the swans are read as allegories for Yeats’ love interest, feminist critics point out that this displays some sexism as the male speaker wants the swans, representations of women, to remain still. To him, women should be ‘tamed’ by men and thus cease to be ‘wild swans.’

Another way of reading this poem would be to read it as a metaphor for art and the artistic craft itself. Many of Yeats’ poems in the larger collection of works he wrote while in Galway, Ireland were introspective meditations on the act of artistic creation. Yeats mourns decay and the passage of time, missing long-ago eras when things were better, but he also views the swans as symbols of something eternal and everlasting—almost like creative, regenerative forces that counteract the passage of time. Yeats’ poetry, like the swans, continues to live on and on, bringing beauty to many people in different places despite the fact that the era it was written in, and its writer, have long passed away.

Yeats’ poetry is often understood as a bridge between the Romantic and the modernist eras, a transition from romantic poetry that idolized nature, beauty, and the eternal and sublime, to poetry more focused on life’s ephemerality and its lack of meaning and clarity. “The Wild Swans at Coole” reflects this, as it is both a love letter to peaceful serenity and nature and an acknowledgment that nothing wild can be kept still or controlled forever, and that death and change are parts of life.

The speaker comes to accept that although his own life may not last forever, things that are beautiful like the swans, love, and the soul—which may depart from the isolated, mortal self—can last forever in other ways (in art, nature, and larger spiritual forces). Life is mysterious and beautiful, he seems to be saying, and built on contradictions. It is short and ephemeral, but connected to something much greater and fundamentally eternal.

Some Important Quotes and Analysis

"All's changed since I, hearing at twilight,

The first time on this shore,

The bell-beat of their wings above my head"

Here, the speaker acknowledges the fact that time has passed and many things have changed since the first time he came to the lake. However, what has changed is not the lake nor the swans, but rather human society. The swans remained the same, trapped in eternity, while the poet and the society around him changed.

In this quote the speaker presents us with two worlds—an eternal one, beautiful, unchanged, trapped forever in a time capsule where pain and aging have no power—and a mortal world, full with pain and sorrow, where the poet and every other human being lives.

“I saw before I had well finished, All suddenly mount / And scatter wheeling in great broken rings / Upon their clamorous wings”

This quote expresses Yeats’ observation that sometimes, no matter how much we want to hold onto things or control them, they must go away. He remembers trying to count the swans, but before he could finish, they flew away in a fashion that was chaotic and wild, breaking the stillness of the lake. Even the circles they fly in are broken, representing the fact that nature and life itself sometimes evade even the best calculations and human attempts to find order and meaning. Before we can finish what we intend to do, life and nature inevitably veer off on their own course, this quote seems to say, regardless of our technology and knowledge.

"Passion or conquest, wander where they will / Attend upon them still"

Passion and conquest are two opposing forces that Yeats sees as comprising the eternal creative force that he sees within the swans. While passion entails desire and pursuit, conquest is its achievement and conclusion. Together, they make up a shorthand for the numerous contrasts (life and death, youth and old age, mortality and immortality, body and soul, freedom and control) that comprise all of life.

Yeats believed that some sort of tension and contrast was necessary for progress and growth. Though he knows that his own time for growth is passing, this poem expresses his knowledge that the swans will always be there to inspire someone with their beauty and peaceful acceptance of life’s duality and its complex, ephemeral nature.

"Among what rushes will they build, By what lake’s edge or pool / Delight men’s eyes when I awake some day / To find they have flown away?"

This quote is an example of Yeats’ conflicted, bittersweet realization that the swans (and whatever they represent—be it love, creativity, or some sort of divine spirit) are everlasting: just not for him, a mortal human. He wonders what other lakes or shores will host their nests, and he wonders what other men will be inspired by them. He knows that someday the swans will leave for good, just as someday his life will end for good, but he knows that their beauty and significance will not be lost—it will just be transformed.

 Use of Symbols  in the poem

In this poem Yeats makes use of common symbols while inverting their meanings in unexpected ways. His treatment of the swan (often associated with true love) and the still lake (a traditional symbol of peace) reflects his maturing aesthetic which incorporates traditional pastoral and natural elements of Romantic poetry alongside modernist formal qualities, subject matter, and themes.

Swans

The swans the speaker contemplates are symbols of eternal youth and beauty, and they also connote the qualities of romantic love and divinity. They have been given this symbolic meaning through their prominent place in world mythologies. This meaning is not made explicit but is nonetheless evoked by their presence in the poem. The swans spur the speaker to reflect on his own lost youth and how he has been diminished by the various disappointments that life, and in particular the pursuit of love, has brought him. They evoke this meditation on loss because the speaker feels they are invulnerable to it. When he first counted the swans 19 years before, their sudden eruption into chaotic flight assaulted him with the "bell-beat" produced by their "clamorous wings." This imagery evokes the idea that even when the speaker was young the swans in their wild power functioned as reminders that time is precious. Their noise and chaos created awe in the speaker, which called him in his youth to steer his life according to his ambitions: to win power and love for himself.

Now, 19 years later "all's changed" for the speaker, while swans, "unwearied still, lover by lover," remain "mysterious" and "beautiful" as they move vigorously and playfully through their habitat. This quality of permanence the swans suggest to the speaker finally moves him out of his sense of loss and into an awareness that despite his own suffering, aging, and eventual death, youth and beauty persist in the world. In embracing the eternal youth and beauty of the swans, the speaker redeems his sense of loss and transcends the impermanence of life.

The Lake-

The lake acts as a mirror, or even a stage, on which the speaker sees the drama of both nature and his own life acted out. The speaker, standing on the shore of the lake at twilight, observes in the first stanza that "the water / Mirrors a still sky." The overwhelming stillness of the scene makes the horizon unclear. The boundary has dissolved between these separate entities, and the lake has begun to function like a mirror, reflecting what is around it. However, the surface of the lake also acts as a mirror for the speaker, allowing him to see himself with greater clarity and take perspective on his life. He does not literally see his face in the lake's surface, but the "nine-and-fifty swans" that "drift" on the "brimming" water allow him to drift into contemplation of his life's meaning. The still mirror surface of the lake makes this possible; 19 years ago, when the stillness was broken by the swans' sudden flight, the speaker's senses were overwhelmed by clamor and chaos that called him outward to participate in life rather than allowing him to engage in self-reflection.

Twilight (symbol)

Twilight is the hour when daylight shifts into nighttime, and in "The Wild Swans at Coole," twilight serves as a symbol of the narrator's descent into his twilight years. Yeats was 51 when he wrote this poem, and still unmarried, so his mortality and the passage of time was a pressing concern to him. Like the dry paths and the autumn season, twilight symbolizes his knowledge that he is no longer in the golden years of his youth—though he is still not in the darkness of death quite yet.

How does W. B Yeats make a contrast between the perpetual youth of the swans and the growing age of the poet? 

William Butler Yeats (i865 1939), Irish poet and dramatist ,and Nobel laureate ,who was a leader of the Irish Renaissance and one of the foremost writers of the 20th century.  in “The Wild Swans at Coole” Yeats presents his anguish of aging. This problem has been suggested through comparison and contrast between the poet and the swans in a lake at Coole Park in Lady Gregory’s estate. The poet uses the swans as a symbol of the changeless pattern of the nature. He uses them as a kind of ‘luminous elusive image’. This poem presents the change in the life of the poet between l897and 1916. He first  stayed at the Cooie Park in 1897 and then again in 1916 he visited the park. During his second visit after nineteen years, he felt ,that he became old and many things around him changed or underwent to a change. During his first visit at the park he saw 59 swans in their merry time of the youth. He also saw the natural scenery in its autumnal beauty. Likewise the poet was in a romantic mood with all the merry time of his youth. He was then more romantic almost like the swans, but with the passage of time after 19 years everything has changed, the poet has become old. 

He is now burdened with the hard realities of life. He has gathered bitter experience and become very sad for the painful love stories in his past life. He has lost the romantic joy of youth. He becomes sadder to look at the happy and lively swans . They are still free from the hard realities of life. The burden of aging has not touched them. They are still not bowed down by bitter realities, Wherever they move, the same romantic passion goes with them.This scene of the joyous swans leads the poet to think about himself. He becomes gloomy. He recalls that when he visited this place nineteen years ago he was as joyous  as these swans . His feelings are now crushed .He is now deprived of the time when he was as joyous as the swans and the sweet love with whom he was fallen and wanted to fall.

 In his voice -“I have looked upon those brilliant creatures / And now my heart is sore. /All’s changed, since I, hearing at twilight /The first time on this shore, /The bell-beat of their wings above my head ,/Trod with a lighter tread". Towards the end of the poem the poet universalizes his theme and immortalizes the youthful joy of the swans. Just as John Keats' nightingale goes singing from generations to generations, so also Yeats' swans will go on enjoying the same romantic spirit. A swan may die; another swan will come to play the same romantic game in this world. Symbolicnlly the poet upholds the immortality of the swans. 
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