
Chapter VI 
Decline of vision in the post-The Tower 

poems 

The four things I have all my life most hated fall upon me together—coughing 

and old age, sickness and sorrow. I am old,. I am alone, shapeliness and 

warmth are gone from me, the couch of honors shall be no more mine; I am 

miserable, I am bent on my crutch. 

(W.B.Yeats: Essays and Introductions: 1961:181) 

We must then be artists in all things, and understand that love and old age 

and death first among the arts. 

(W.B.Yeats: Essays and Introductions: 1961:139) 

If the pattern of the poems in A Full Moon in March is chaotic vision 

and seems to accept chaos as its central image, the pattern of Last 

Poems wings towards an ambivalent and declining vision. The poet 

finds order in his old age, for he is at ease with it. All things may be 

meaningless, Yeats seems to be asserting, but the man who 

comprehends the meaningless designs has achieved the most that can 

be accompanied in life. Having lifted himself to the vantage point of age, 

Yeats is able to form a final mood in the Last poems. Though in seventy 
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years, he claims in the little lyric "Imitated from the Japanese" "... 

never have I danced for joy", now joy is at last to be his (Yeats: 

1955:340). It is not the lover's joy, the young man's fragile joy in 

spiritual union. But rather it is a reckless joy of a "wild old wicked man' 

who, looking on all things with a careless eye, is free to enjoy them for 

themselves. Seeing the form of "The Gyres" from the height of his hard-

won freedom, he is able to "laugh in tragic jo3^ (1955:337). 

All said, the poet has his mixed feelings so far as the theme of 

ageing is concerned in The Last Poems. This attitude of himself at war 

in relation to ageing can be best illustrated by a poetical debate 

between Robert Browning and Matthew Arnold. In "Rabbi Ben Ezra" the 

ever-optimistic Browning exhorts the readers. 

Grow old with me 

The best is yet to be. 

(Fifteen poets: 1999:433) 

But in "Growing old", the chastened Arnold pointed out: 

It is - last stage of all 

When we are frozen up within, and quite 

The phantom of ourselves 

(Fifteen poets: 1999:488) 

W.B. Yeats lived to the ripe old age to know firsthand the pride and the 

pangs of the "second childhood". There is an interesting statement in 

Yeats's "A Prayer for old age" which spells out the very tone of the Last 

Poems: 

God guard me from those thoughts men think 

In the mind alone; 

He that sings a lasting song 
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Thinks in a marrow- bone; 

I pray— for fashion's word is out 

And prayer comes round again— 

That I may see, though I die, old, 

A foolish, passionate man. 

(Yeats; 1955:326) 

In "The Bounty of Sweeden", the poet also acknowledged the element of 

lusty youth in his poems of decrepit age: 

I was good—-looking once... but my unpracticed verse 

was full of infirmity, my muse old, as it were, and now I 

am old and rheumatic and nothing to look at, but my 

muse is young. I am even persuaded that she is like 

those angles in Swedenborg' vision, and moves 

perpetually towards the day- spring of her youth. (Yeats: 

1966:541) 

Soon Yeats realizes that what is appropriate to the poetry of one*s youth 

is not necessarily proper and justifiable in the poetry of one's old age. 

The fact of the old poet's "vulgarity" has to be accepted as a part of his 

comprehensive vision of life and his growing interest in Michael Angelo, 

the artist of the energetic body, whose picture of "walking. Adam" can 

warm the bowels of the "globe-tottering madam". But more important is 

the Lear-mask of tragic gaiety, which the poet has assumed in many of 

his key poems where the impending catastrophe over a dying 

civilization is accepted as the necessary part of a universal process, 

which symbolizes the recurring rh3rthni of birth, death and rebirth. 

Things are doomed to pass away, but their death is not the final word, 

for a creative process in retaliation will bring them back into existence. 

Yeats stated that we begin to live only when we conceive life as a tragic 
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vision and great poems of this collection demonstrate that the poet has 

lived his life with his conviction. 

The Last Poems is quite worthy of the vigorous old age of a poet 

who devoted practically his whole life to the service of the muses and 

coveted no other crown but that which they can bestow. The section 

opens with "The G3T-es".which presents the old poet's reaction to the 

murderousness of his epoch, which is symbolic of the impending 

dissolution of the current European civilization. What is new in the 

poem is the poet's mood, which the growing tempo of disintegration has 

generated. Yeats would have u s believe that the new mood is the result 

of the deeper insight into the nature of the historical rhythm, which the 

years have engendered in him: 

When a man grows old his joy 

Grows more deep day after day, 

His empty heart is full at length, 

But he has need of all that strength. 

Because of the increasing Night 

That opens her mystery and fright. 

(Yeats: 1955:387) 

The. prophetic poet, contemplating the violence and the confusion 

prevailing upon the world, is convinced that life gyre of the present 

civilization has reached the highest point of its expansion and its 

collapse is near at hand. But instead of being s tunned by the 

impending catastrophe, he is exhilarated by it and offers a joyful 

welcome. The rhythm of the line, "The gyres! Old Rocky Face, look 

forth" has a joyful throb about it (Yeats: 1955:337). If there were 

nothing unusua l about his death and disappearance of old ideals or 

when their loss is temporary one should waste no regret over them. Old 

ways, thoughts and ideals are now outmoded, beautiful women have 
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lost their loveliness, the worthy things have sunk into oblivion. The 

earth is submerged in the tide of wanton violence, cruelty and 

bloodshed. But Yeats sees the vision in terms derived from the Greek 

philosopher Empedocles as a continual tension between the forces of 

Discord and Concord, whose contrary movement forms on ever-whirling 

vortex. To make his point clear, Yeats provides a diagram of the two 

antithetical gyres and commentary on the interpenetrating vortexes in 

A Vision. 

If I call the unshaded cone 'Discord' and the other 

'concord' and think of each as the bound of a gyre, I see 

that the gyre of 'concord' diminishes as that of *Dicord* 

increases, and can imagine after that the gyre of' 

'Concord' increasing while that of "Dicord* diminishes, 

and so on, one gyre within the other always. Here the 

thought of Heraclitus dominates .all: "Dying each other's 

life, living each other death (Yeats: 1962:68) 

If we unders tand Yeats's vision as such, it seems that the old 

tragedy of Troy, the death of Hector and the burning of the whole city, 

sjTnbolic of the total annihilation of a phase of civilization, are 

supposed to recycle and repeat in the process. The poet-spectator 

seeing the spectacle of a whole civilization breaking to pieces is filled 

with a secret delight. The joy is arising out of a deeper understanding of 
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the tragedy. Though "numb nightmare" now determines world history, 

though the end of a historical cycle draws nearer, nothing that happens 

is of real significance. The wiser poet will never bother because from the 

"cavern of prophecy" issues the voice audible to the ear of his heart that 

he should rejoice in the face of universal tragedy. The life of antithetical 

gyre will obliterate darkness and death. Ultimately the now-

unfashionable gyre of Vorkmen, noble and saint will return", history 

will reverse itself, as displayed in the diagram. "We that look on", artists 

and philosophers—not participants but wise spectacle—"laugh in tragic 

joy". That the artist finds delight in the world spectacle is also 

expressed by Yeats in his essay "J. M. Sjoige and the Ireland of His 

Time": 

There is in the creative joy an acceptance of what life 

brings, because we have understood the beauty of what 

life brings.... That we laugh aloud and mock, in the 

terror or the sweetness of our exaltation, at death and 

oblivion". (1970:321) 

Though all themes are tragic, though gyres whirl the world 

over and over again, through cycles of triumph and necessary defeat, 

the artist is free to respond to the voice from darkness which 

articulates the command, no artist dare reject, "that one world Rejoice' 

(Yeats: 1955:337). This is the essence of the tragic wisdom which has 

come to the old man and keeps him gay and rejoicing in the face of 

dark night of chaos hovering over the present world of insane brutality. 

Yeats wrote to Dorothy Wellesley: "The poem 'Lapis Lazuli' is 

almost the best I have made of recent years..." (1986:93-94) The poem 

presents three types of tragic gaiety, pertaining to the artist, the 

constructive worker and the saint respectively, as contrasted with the 
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sentimental hysteria of weak women who are crying for some 

immediate effective remedy to avert the threatening danger of German 

invasion. The second stanza of the poem describes the "tragic gaiety" of 

the artist, which is bom out of a deeper insight into the nature of 

tragedy. In the Poetics, Aristotle makes the positive statement that 

tragedy, as an art form, must be an object of delight, which reminds u s 

of equally significant remark of Yeats in "On the Boiler". 

The true arts are all the bridal chambers of joy. No 

tragedy is legitimate unless it leads some great character 

to his final joy. Polonius may go out wretchedly. But I 

can hear the dance music in 'Absent thee from a while', 

or in Hamlet's speech over the dead Ophelia, and what 

of Cleopatra's last farewells, Lear's rage under the 

lightning, Oedipus sinking down at the story's end into 

an earth riven* by love? Some Frenchman has said that 

farce is the struggle against a ridiculous object, comedy 

against a movable object, tragedy against an immovable; 

and because the will or energy, is greatest in tragedy, 

tragedy is the more noble; but I add that Svill or energy 

is eternal delight', and when its limit is reached it may 

become a pure, aimless joy, though the man, the shade, 

still mourns his lost object. (1962:448) 

This is practically the substance of the second stanza, which refers to 

great Shakespearean heroes who are not seen lamenting over their fate. 

Hamlet and Lear are gay and this gaiety of their heart has transformed 

all the horrors of the gloomy events about to engulf them. Man opposes 

with his indomitable will the horror of tragedy and wrings delight out of 

it. The world is a tragic drama and great actors play it through without 

breaking down: 
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They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay 

Gaiety transfiguring all that dread. 

(Yeats: 1955:338) 

Yeats had said in his "Introduction" to The Oxford Book of Modem 

Verse: "In all the great tragedies, tragedy is a joy to the man who dies" 

(Qtd. in Stock: 1961: 224). The progress of a tragic hero is a march 

from darkness into light, from ignorance into knowledge, from the 

surface of suffering into the joy hidden in its bosom. In the stanza that 

follows the poet describes the joy of men of action who build a new 

civilization out of the debris of the old one. Civilizations also are subject 

to the law of death' and rebirth. Destruction is followed by construction 

and as soon as the destruction h a s done its work, the team of builders 

proceeds to erect the structure of new city. Man is not upset by the ' 

depredations of time. The last section of the poem expresses the gaiety 

of the sages, sitting on the high attitude of their philosophical wisdom 

and contemplating the tragedy enacting in the world below. The eyes of 

those withered and wrinkled sages are glittering with delight when they 

witness the new life emerging out of tragic scene. 

"What then?" would seem to be a self-consuming artifact. The 

poem interacts with such poems as "A dialogue of Self and Soul" and 

"The Choice". The latter begins,- "The intellect of man is forced to 

choose/ Perfection of the life, or of the work" (Yeats: 1955:278); What 

then?" specifies that the "Something to perfection brought" was *the 

work' (1955:348). And then "The Choice" mus t be faced: "And if it take 

the second mus t refuse/ A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark" 

(1955:278). Though it is not "he' but the 'fools' who do the raging in 

"What then?" the spiritual question remains: 'What then? ' "The Man 

who Dreamed of Faeryland" is a catalogue of might-have-beens. The 
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tenderness of love, freedom from 'money cares", the maintenance of "a 

fine angry mood" leading to vengeance upon mockers, and, finally 

"unhaunted sleep" in the grave—all have been lost by the golden and 

silver other world of immutable beauty. Yeats's delicate Ijricism 

emphasizes first the pathos, then the bitter frustration of a dreamer 

who succumbs to the lure of the unattainable. Responding almost point 

by point in "What Then?", Yeats presents u s with an old man who has 

entered fully into the world of human experience. No dreams of 

fairyland have thwarted this man in his pursuit and attainment. Living 

and writing well, the poem claims and demonstrates, is- the best 

vengeance against mocking voice^ whether human or superhuman. If 

the paralyzed dreamer of the "Faeryland" poem is a worldly "failure", 

and the old m a n of "What Then?" is a worldly success, tha t success, 

however real, is recognized as less than all: the voice of the other world 

sings on. 

If "What Then?" seems to suggest that all meaningless planned 

events of life are inadequate, "Beautiful Lofty Thing" reverses the 

proposition to conclude that events trivial in themselves prove 

ultimately significant. And each of those events, unplanned, Yeats 

asserts, is necessarily unique: "a thing never known again." The feeling 

of helpless pathos before time's fatal obliterating impact that all men 

share, the irrevocable blow which cancels out all persons and things— 

the poem locates in the experience of individual life's meaning. 

Discovering the beautiful, lofty thing—what J ames Joyce called an 

epiphany—is for the old poet of supreme importance. The. significant 

act, the defiant necessary gesture which marks the individual as 

unique, is precisely the thing that the artist mus t capture if he is to 

create work of real value; That value can give the authentic poets like 

Yeats the never-failing feeling of joy. 
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"An Acre of Grass" is a work of a septuagenarian sage. Though 

there is apparently no fears-bitterness in this poem, the characteristic 

vision of fear, desolation and disillusionment, attending upon old age 

cast a dark shadow of despondency. A prayer for a creative frenzy 

befitting legendary characters and figures is swiftly followed by a sad 

realization of the limitations that the fading years have brought in. 

"An Acre of Grass" presents a graphic vignette of old age. 

With deft but one-touch brush-strokes, Yeats paints wonderful words 

and expressions such as "acre of grass", "midnight", "old house", 

"nothing stirs but a mouse", and "old man's eagle mind" which imply 

various aspects which are generally associated with an old man's life. 

(Yeats: 1955:346-347). 

The old man is also tempted by the "quiet" of the house 

surrounding himself with companionship, tenderness and love. By 

emphasizing the need of only "an acre of grass /For air and exercise" 

(346) and probably for a burial place Yeats points out the limited 

necessities and relative self-sufficiency of old age. But the subsequent 

picture of "midnight", "old house". and stirring of only a mouse 

contrapuntally suggests all-pervasive desolation, an outcast state and 

social stigmata that accompany the advancing years. The juxtaposition 

of these positive and negative aspects of ageing leads the poet to realize 

the futility of trying to attain t ruth by physical means. For, he knows 

that with the onset of life's winter, the "strength of body goes" (Yeats: 

1955:346). This realization in turn, prompts the poet to pray for an "old 

man's frenzy" (347). It is a mind inspired by "frenzy", for only such 

frenzy "can make the truth known"(346) by enabling one to "remake" 

the "seir and the "soul". The hero, Yeats wrote in A Vision, is "wrought 
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to a frenzy of desire for truth of self (1962:127). Yeats is also in accord 

with the Nietzschean doctrine of "frenzy": 

If there is to be art, if there is to be any aesthetic doing 

and seeing, one physiological condition is indispensable: 

frenzy... All kinds of frenzy... above all, the frenzy of 

sexual excitement, this most ancient and original form of 

frenzy... what is essential in such fren2y is the feeling of 

increased strength and fullness... a man in this state 

transforms things until they mirror his power until they 

are reflections of his perfection. This having to transform 

into perfection is—art. (Nietzsche: 1889: 463, 563) 

The poet*s goal here is the dizzy heights of mental acumen attained by 

such legendary characters as Shakespeare's Timon and Lear or word 

painters like Blake and picture-scribe Michael Angelo. The "frenzy" 

referred to in the poem made Timon such a terrible figure in his 

adversity, pouring his scorn and malediction on the rotten society. It 

was the frenzy of old Lear, who naked and unprotected set the fury of 

wind and storm and all the might of the wicked world a t defiance. Blake 

assaulted the citadel of t ruth and kept on hammering at its wall till 

mysteries stood open before his frenzied vision. The last old man on 

whom the old poet desires to model his life is Michael Angelo, 'the old 

man with eagle mind' whose gaze could pierce the cloud to arrive at the 

mysteries of heaven. These men through sufferings and meditations 

had experienced the epiphany of self-knowledge. Like these men, the 

poet wants to have the passionate and indomitable will to cram his 

days with activity, in the absence of which the life of the old man is 

worthless. He wants to have the raging, ravening mind, which can 

penetrate into the desolation of reality and give him a full taste of life's 

experience at the same time. 
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Yeats's attitude to ageing may recall C. G. Jung 's "The Stages of Life* in 

Modem Man in Search of a Soul: 

The afternoon of human life must also have significance 

of its own and cannot be merely a pitiful appendage to 

life's morning, for the ageing person it is a duty and a 

necessity to give serious attention to himself. After 

having lavished its light upon the world, the sun 

withdraws its rays in order to illumine itself. (1962:125) 

"Are You content?", a unique poem published during the life 

time of the poet, invokes the judgment of his dead ancestors to let him 

know if his work, as a poet and dreamer, can come u p to their standard 

of excellence. He has become old and stands at the fag end of life, so he 

wants to know if the work done by him can entitle him to a place in the 

rank of good, worthy men. Can he claim wisdom in his old age? So far 

as the estimation of his work is concerned, he is not content. The poet 

does not want only to rest on his oars, but "to strive and thrive". He 

reminds u s of Tennyson's Ulysses: 

How dull it is to pause, to make an end, 

To rust unbumished, and not to shine in use 

As though to breath were life. 

(Fifteen poets: 1999:409) 

There is no standing for him even in the company of god. He must be 

still moving. 

"Imitated from the Japanese" reiterates Yeats's old-age 

"astonishing" discovery of tragic joy and shows u s the dance image, 

which the poet associates with experiences of insight. Yeats's dancers 
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move always in a self-contained coherent universe. They experience an 

incommunicable sense of order. "Sweet Dancer", another poem, also 

illustrates this sort of dance experience. Though the dancing girl seems 

"crazy", out of touch with reality, she has, in fact, Yeats argues, come 

at last to sweetness, to the discovery of artistic form and through that 

discovery to ecstasy. 

"The Circus Animals Desertion" is another poem, which the 

poet had written from the perspective of an old man. Fallen from the 

zenith of a fertile creativity, Yeats gropes in the nadir of poetic sterility 

in search of a suitable theme for a poem, new. But alas! the muses 

have left him to his lot. Now, what he can stumble on, are only the old 

themes, which he had dwelt upon in the past. Poems and figures of his 

former years well up on his mind and he equates them with his circus 
animals. First comes up the sea-rider Oisin from his "The Wanderings 

of Oisin". Then appear the Fool and the Blind man, two characters from 

"On Baile's Strand" along with the Irish Achilles—Cuchulain. Countess 

Cathleen next comes into the view and the poet is literally swarmed by 

them all. 

For the artist, Yeats claims, the problem of construction often 

becomes more exciting than life itself. In the last stanza, Yeats turns 

once more to an examination of the "masterful images" that he had 

made. That they existed is obvious, but he searches for their source. 

And he concludes, as he had a character in his youthful story "Rosa 

Alchemica", "tiiat all life proceeds out of corruption". "The foul rag-and-

bone shop of heart" (1955:398) —what in "A Dialogue of Self and Soul" 

had been "that most fecund ditch of all" (267) or in "Byzantium" the 

rejected "fury and mire of human veins"(280)—is at the foot of the 

ladder of artistic creation. The ladder roots always necessarily in a 
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place where rags are sold, and bones of man's heart are found. That 

heart 's progress becomes the poem in fact. 

"Under Ben.Bulben" measures the change in the man. He no 

longer veils. his certainty in hesitant terms bu t asserts it article by 

article defiantly. He believes in the immortals, and in man's two 

eternities of race and soul, and the integrity that is achieved only by 

battle. He believes that we live on earth to realize, through eternities, 

"profane perfection of mankind", and that art translates the vision of 

celestial perfection into a palpable model for embodied soul. He believes 

that our civilization is running down, and calls on Irish poets and 

artists to recreate it from the most elements of their life. 

Sing the peasantry, and then 

Hard-riding country gentlemen, 

The holiness of monks, and after 

Porter-drinkers* randy laughter. 

(Yeats: 1955:400) 

And then—his last words are spoken: 

No marble, no conventional phrase; 

On limestone quarried near the spot 

By his command these words are cut; 

Cast a cold eye 

On life, on death 

Horseman, pass by! 

(Yeats: 1955:401) 
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