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Abstract: This paper examines some of Yeats’s poems referring to the aging
problem. While many poems on this issue have been discussed, few have put their
focus on the poems related to Iseult Gonne. Aging takes a toll on Yeats when he
feels immoderate passion for his age: he realizes that he is too old to win Iseult’s
love. This paper investigates Yeats’s ways to solve the aging problem. The old man
often admires beautiful Iseult, but he is tormented by the thought of his old age.
However, the poet sublimates his grief to the lofty thought that old men are much
wiser than the youth. So instead of mourning his decrepit body, he gives fatherly
advice to Iseult. The Mask is another escape from the old poet. Wearing the Mask
helps him attain the lofty dream, getting over the hard reality of being an old man.
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제목: 이졸트 곤: 늙음에 대한 끊임없는 분투
우리말 요약: 이 논문은 늙음에 대해서 쓴 예이츠의 시들을 연구한다. 지금까지 늙음
과 관련된 많은 시들의 논의가 있어왔지만, 이졸트 곤과 관련된 시들에 초점을 맞추는
일은 드물었다. 나이가 들어감에도 더욱 왕성해지는 열정 때문에, 늙음의 문제는 시인
에게 고통을 주기도 한다. 젊은 이졸트 곤을 사랑하기에는 너무 늙었다는 것을 깨달은
시인에게 나이듦은 큰 슬픔이었다. 이 논문은 노인이 된 시인이 노년의 문제를 어떻게
해결하는가를 연구한다. 노시인은 이졸트 곤의 아름다움에 찬사를 보내면서도 그의 나
이듦을 한탄한다. 그러나 그는 슬픔을 승화시켜 좀 더 고귀한 생각으로 전환한다. 즉,
노인은 젊은이보다 훨씬 지혜롭다고 생각하며, 이졸트 에게 부성애적인 충고를 한다.
시인은 늙음의 문제에서 벗어나는 또 하나의 방법으로 마스크를 이용한다. 마스크를
씀으로써 시인은 현실을 뛰어넘을 수 있는 고결한 꿈을 이룬다.
주제어: 예이츠, 나이 듦, 이졸트 곤, 지혜, 마스크
저자: 신원경은 용인대학교 조교수이다.
____________________________________
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I

Many

have studied the issue of aging in Yeats. I will look into the theme

of aging at a new angle: how the poet responds to the problems of aging
with a focus on Iseult poems1) because many poems of his tell us the poet
was tormented by feelings of decline when he failed to win her heart. In his
poetry, plays, and essays Yeats mentions the names of men and women
directly or indirectly (Seiden 194). Of the many beautiful women celebrated
in Yeats’s poetry, Maud Gonne is certainly the most important. When he met
her in 1889, he fell in love with her at once, and pursued her hopelessly for
years. She is addressed in his poetry, plays, and essays and he continued
both to celebrate and to mythologize her (Seiden 90). But the poems in
which Yeats admires Maud Gonne do not trigger aging problem because they
don’t have much difference in age, Maud Gonne being one year younger than
Yeats. As for Iseult, she emerges in his poetry but usually indirectly and
implicitly. Yeats loves the young girl who is 29 years younger than he. This
disparity in their age makes him realize acutely the inappropriateness of
loving Iseult. He admires her beauty and youth, and describes aging and the
sorrow of failed love in Iseult poems such as “To a Child Dancing in the
Wind,” “The Living Beauty,” “Men Improve with the Years,” “Two Years
Later,” “Presences,” “A Song,” “Two Songs of a Fool,” “Michael Robartes
and the Dancer,” “Owen Aherne and His Dancers,” “Why Should not Old
Men be Mad?” etc. Some are distinctly imply Yeats’s love for Iseult and his
perpetual struggle against aging, but they have not been discussed enough.
Confronted with the aging problem, the poet expresses various reactions.
In some of poems, he assumes the Mask of Four Facultis as an escape from
the reality as in “Sailing to Byzantium,” “The Tower,” and “The Wild Old
Wicked Man.” According to Yeats, the Mask is an emotional antithesis to all
that comes out of the internal nature. As he sees life as tragedy: “We begin
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to live when we have conceived life as tragedy,” (Autobiography 163) he
thinks we all need a Mask to have the opposite of ourselves. It is not easy
to judge whether it is a positive or passive response because in a way it
seems to bury his head in the sand, and in another way it is a quite sublime
and lofty response because it requires high ideals that vault the reality. In
some other poems such as “Why should not old men be mad?” and “Men
Improve with the Years,” the poet overcomes the problems of aging by
thinking that the old man is wiser than the young. However, in other poems
such as “A Song” and “The Living Beauty,” the poet admits that there is no
way to stop aging, and the “living beauty” is for young men.

II
I will take a quick look at what happened between Yeats and Iseult.
Despite his persistent advances in courtship, Maud Gonne marries Major John
MacBride in 1903. After the death of MacBride Yeats again proposed to
Maud Gonne, but she refused. After her final rejection, he then became
infatuated with her beautiful adopted daughter, Iseult. After some months of
deferring her reply to his proposal for marriage, however, Iseult finally
rejected it. It looks weird and even abnormal that Yeats proposed both to a
mother and to her daughter. But Yeats may want to find the feeling of love
for Iseult similar to that of her mother. And some poems such as “To a
Child Dancing in the Wind,” “Two Years later” and “Presences” all contrive
to contrast Iseult’s youthful innocence with Maud Gonne when young (Malins
117).
In 1917 he again returned to Normandy in the spring and proposed
marriage to Iseult but she refused it, and on 21 October he married Georgie
Hyde-Lees. This seemingly sudden impulse to marry may have been
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connected to a longing for a wise-woman in his life, like Sheba, who
according to Yeats, brought Soloman wisdom through sexual love (Graf 153).
Yeats thought Iseult could be a wise wife and could offer daimonic
inspiration. And in Per Amica Silentia Lunae, which was inspired by Yeats’s
conversation with her, Iseult became the muse (Graf 96). She also represented
to Yeats the ideal of the divine feminine, but Georgie Hyde-Lees was the
wife to whom Yeats’s daimon vouchsafed its secrets (Graf 97). A few days
after his marriage Yeats wrote “Owen Aherne and his Dancers” (CP 247), in
which the dialogue between I and the Heart reveals Yeats’s realization of the
inappropriateness of the whole affair with Iseult (Malins 117). Iseult was
younger than Yeats by 29 years. This gap is big enough to stir up Yeats’s
feeling of aging. In the two short poems “The Living Beauty” and “A Song,”
the speaker, who had proposed to and been rejected by a “living beauty,” is
conscious of the ravages of age (Unterecker 136). Besides these, there are
many other poems telling about Yeats’s love toward Iseult Gonne, awakening
of his decline, and acute anguish from the failed love.
“Red Hanrahan’s Curse” in Stories of Red Hanrahan shows an interesting
image of hopeless love between an old man and a young girl. This story
may have in mind the failure of the poet’s love affair with young girls. Even
if it is not, the story implies how hard it is to overcome the big age
difference between two lovers. The story says: when Hanrahan was walking
the road near Clooney, he heard the sound of crying and saw a girl. “It is
my father and my mother and my brothers, she said, that are marrying me to
old Paddy Doe, because he has a farm of a hundred acres under the
mountain. . . . ” (Mythologies 240). When Harahan asks her how old Paddy
Doe is to put him into a song that will bring shame and sorrow over him,
she says:
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“O, he has years upon years. He is as old as you yourself, Red Hanrahan.”
“As old as myself,” said Hanrahan, and his voice was as if broken; “as old
as myself; there are twenty years and more between us!” It is a bad day
for Owen Hanrahan when a young girl with the blossom of May in her
cheeks thinks him to be an old man. And my grief! he said, “you have put
a thorn in my heart.” (Mythologies 240-1)

Hanrahan is a character invented by Yeats, who turns into the poet in some
of his works. Whether Hanrahan in this story is the poet or not, the old man
thought it is a shame for an old man to love and marry a young girl. The
age of “twenty years and more” is a “grief” like a thorn in [his] heart, and it
is the very age difference between Yeats and Iseult.

III
The years 1914 to 1917 were poetically quite fruitful for the poet. He
composed over twenty poems which would form the basis of the fairly
substantial volume which he would publish in 1917 as The Wild Swan at
Coole (Brown 222). Not a few poems in the volume were written with Iseult
Gonne in mind. Yeats was in his fifties, but he remained obsessed by the
erotic magnetism of women, their lives entangled with his own. Iseult, at
twenty-one, had begun to seem more than the ‘child’ in the sexually charged
poem of November 1915, “Presences,” where he set a young girl amid a trio
of women (Brown 222): “One is a harlot, and one a child/ That never looked
upon man with desire,/ And one it may be a queen.” (CP 174).
The child is Iseult (Jeffares 159) who is so young that she does not
regard him as a man, but he harbors a romantic feeling since he considered
her as a woman, not a child. We see the poet lament his aging and an
awkward passion that does not fit for the age. Especially, admiring Iseult’s

236

Wonkyung Shin

youth and beauty, he curses at his decrepit body and mourns the love he can
not win in his poem, “The Living Beauty”:
I bade, because the wick and oil are spent
And frozen are the channels of the blood,
My discontented heart to draw content
From beauty that is cast out of a mould
In bronze, or that in dazzling marble appears,
Appears, but when we have gone is gone again,
Being more indifferent to our solitude
Than ’twere an apparition. O heart, we are old,
The living beauty is for younger men:
We cannot pay its tribute of wild tears. (VP 333-4)

“Living Beauty” is Iseult Gonne, and the poet sadly concedes “The living
beauty is for younger men,” not an old man like him, so he commands his
discontented heart to be content not with a living beauty but with artistic
beauty of bronze or marble. And in “A Song” the poet deplores his
exhausted “mind” and the living “desire”: “I have not lost desire/ But the
heart that I had” (CP 156). Reality is dismal, and rejuvenation is a dream:
“O who could have foretold/ That the heart grow old?” (CP 156). In these
poems we see the poet concede the bitter reality with resignation.

IV
In some poems, we see the poet’s belief that the elderly are wise so he
should protect young Iseult. As we see in “Wisdom Comes with Time,” the
elderly gather wisdom instead of losing youth. After his marriage in
September 1917 Yeats had a feeling of responsibility for Iseult Gonne
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(Jeffares 181) as a letter to Lady Gregory in 1916 shows:
I believe I was meant to be the father of an unruly family. . . . I am
really managing Iseult very well . . . as father, but as father only, I have
been a great success. (WBY 303)

In “Two Songs of a Fool,” this paternal feeling is read when the poet
worries deeply about the safety of the hare: “The hare may run till it’s
found/ The horn’s sweet note and the tooth of the hound.” (CP 190). One of
the attributes that a hare symbolizes in Yeats is the pursuit of the female
(Malins 202), and frequently a hare is an allusion to Iseult in some of his
poems such as “Memory,” and “The Death of the Hare.” The concern about
the hare that may be seduced by sweet words and encounter a malicious man
implies the poet’s anxiety about Iseult whom the poet thinks young and
unwise. The poet feels responsibility for protecting both his wife and Iseult
who are depending on him:
A speckled cat and a tame hare
Eat at my hearthstone
And sleep there;
And both look up to me alone
For learning and defence
As I look up to Providence. (CP 190)

The cat and the hare that connote his wife and Iseult respectively “look up
to [him] alone” for “learning and defence.” So they depend on him for
security and wisdom. And in some other poems, the poet takes a more lofty
stance by thinking that the old man is much wiser than the young and casts
a callous glance to unwise young men in “Why should not old men be
mad?”: “A girl that knew all Dante once/ Live to bear children to a dunce”
(CP 388). “A dunce” is Francis Stuart who married Iseult Gonne (Jeffares
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514). The poet is cynical about both Iseult and her husband, because Iseult
who married an insignificant man like a “dunce” is stupid. “No single story”
can be found of “an unbroken happy mind,” because “Young men know
nothing of this sort,” However, “Observant old men know it well” (CP 388).
Old men ought to be angry at the deplorable reality and have every right to
be insane (Unterecker 287). In this poem, the old man is not envious of
throbbing youth but incensed by callow young people.
“To a Young Beauty,” certainly addressed to Iseult, is another example of
the poet’s fatherly advice:
Dear fellow-artist, why so free
With every sort of company,
With every Jack and Jill?2)
Choose your companions from the best;
...................
You may, that mirror for a school,
Be passionate, not bountiful
As common beauties may,
Who were not born to keep in trim
With old Ezekiel’s cherubim
But those of Beauvarlet.3)
I know what wages beauty gives,
How hard a life her servant lives,
Yet praise the winters gone;
There is not a fool can call me friend,
And I may dine at journey’s end
With Landor and with Donne. (CP 157)

The poet disapproves of Iseult’s associating with “Jack and Jill,” undignified
common people, and longs for her carefully picking great people “from the
best” like him. Yeats warns her to stay away from the Dublin Bohemian
fringe which had made much of her and sets up himself as a model whom
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Iseult should follow. And as great models of companions, he mentions Landor
whom he had long admired, and Donne whose works he had recently read in
Grierson’s edition (Unterecker136). “At journey’s end” symbolizes the time of
death and this reminds us of the old man in “Sailing to Byzantium” who
values the immortality of “unaging intellect,” not the transient youth.

V
In some of the aging poems, Yeats describes the antinomy of old men
who have unquenchable energy despite their age as in “Tower”: “What shall
I do with this absurdity” (CP 218). In this poem, the old man may be Yeats
himself who had unflagging energy. Dorothy reminisces Yeats’s last days
before death. Friends found him as lively and excited as ever and they had
many delightful evenings with him (213). Yeats even said: “I feel I am only
beginning to understand how to write” and one of the most interesting things
about him was that he continued to improve in technique and extend his
power of vision until the day of his death (Letters 214). Despite his age, the
poet improved and his passion did not subside. This is absurd and unpalatable
as the poet describes in “The Tower”: “What shall I do with this absurdity.”
As the old men in “Sailing to Byzantium” and “The Tower,” the old poet
uses Mask as a way to overcome the absurdity. According to Yeats, you
were born with a Will that drives you to become your Mask or Anti-Self,
the exact opposite of your birth-self. The impoverished childlike Keats dreams
of attaining endless luxury and sensuous delight; . . . the timid boy like
Yeats dreams of becoming an orator swaying crowds (Albright 19). Yeats’s
psychology is much more elaborate in A Vision. Instead of being divided into
Self and Anti-Self, as in Per Amica Silentia Lunae, it is split into Four
Faculties, or two pairs of contraries: Will, Mask, Creative Mind, and Body of

240

Wonkyung Shin

Fate4) (Elmann 226). The bodily and mental state of a human in reality is
Body of Fate, but the old man lamenting his decrepit body dreams the
opposite, which is Mask. And to gain the Mask, Will which is the original
ego generates Creative Mind that is intellect or imagination. These Four
Faculties interact with each other so that a human can have a Mask to
become what he wishes to be. In Yeats’s representative aging poems such as
“The Tower,” “Sailing to Byzantium,” and “The Wild Old Wicked Man,”
these Four Faculties interplay reciprocally to create the Mask. Not all these
poems are exactly representing Iseult but they tell about an old man’s
assuming the Mask to convert tragedy into joyous life so that he can forget
the reality and dream of a rebirth as an ideal thing or a young man. In
“Sailing to Byzantium,” the Four Faculties are described. First, Body of Fate
is his decrepit body and the country where the old man lives:
That is no country for old men. The young
In one another’s arms, birds in the trees
――Those dying generations ――at their song,
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.
Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect. (CP 217)

In contrast to vigorous youth, “An aged man is but a paltry thing” and his
old, skinny body is like “a tattered coat upon a stick.” As the old man can
not live in “that country,” he needs a Mask as an escape from the reality. To
go to the ideal country of immortal intellect, he assumes the Mask, using the
imagination of Creative Mind. The old man reaches the imaginary county,
Byzantium, where he sees “sages standing in God’s holy fire.” Now in the
country he admires, he wishes to be a bird in gold enameling. That bird is
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his Anti-Self, the Mask:
Once out of nature I shall never take
My bodily form from any natural thing,
But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make
Of hammered gold and gold enameling (CP 218)

The bird in enameling is not a living thing, so it cannot change or get old.
The immortal bird is the Mask the old man wishes to get.
One way to escape from the undeniable reality is a Mask. The poet fell
in love with Iseult who was much younger than he, and even proposed
marriage at the age of 50 only to be refused. And the fifty two year old
poet married Georgie Hyde-Lees who was 25. The Mask enables him to get
the strong drive that makes him love young women. In “The Wild Old
Wicked Man” Yeats wrote one year before his death, the old man’s sexual
drive is quite strong despite his aging. The old wanderer can dream of sexual
potency with his Mask and create a young man:
“A young man in the dark am I,
But a wild old man in the light” (CP 357).

To put on a Mask is a mental process. In his Mask, the old man can forget
the reality:
“I forget it all awhile
Upon a woman’s breast” (CP 358)

When this poem was written in 1937, Yeats was sick in bed and the old
wanderer in this poem is doing a role as Yeats’s Mask. Only the Anti-Self
could receive daimonic inspiration (Graf 97).
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VI
I studied some of Yeats’s poems of the aging problem, putting the focus
on the poems related to Iseult Gonne. Aging is a catastrophic loss to Yeats
especially when he realizes that he is too old to win Iseult’s love. However,
the old poet has his own ways to solve the aging problem. Even though men
cannot stop aging, Yeats sublimates his grief to the lofty thought that old
men are much wiser than the young. So in some of poems we can find the
poet giving fatherly advice to Iseult. The poet’s Mask is used as another
escape from aging trouble. In some of his poems, the poet can attain the
lofty dream that encourages him to overcome the reality.

Notes
1) Iseult is Maud Gonne’s stepdaughter.
2) Yeats disapproved of the Bohemian company Iseult kept in London and in Dublin (Jeffares 142).
3) Jacques Firmin Beauvarlet(1731-97), a mediocre French painter and engraver. His name appears
erroneously as Beaujolet until Later Poems (Jefarres 143).
4) In the first of edition of A Vision, Yeats made some rough definitions of Four Faculties:
1. Will, originally Ego in the automatic script, is “the first matter” of the personality, the basic
choice which determines the individual’s phase.
2. Mask is the Will’s opposite or anti-self, “the image of what we wish to become.” There are
two possible masks, one true and one false, and the Will may choose the wrong one. Yeats
implies that the two masks of any given phase are predetermined.
3. Creative Mind is “intellect, as intellect was understood before the close of the seventeenth
century— all the mind that is consciously constructive,” that part of the mind which acts on
external events. Like the Mask, it may be true or false.
4. Body of Fate is “the physical and mental environment, the changing human body, the stream
of Phenomena as this affects a particular individual, all that is forced upon us from without,
Time as it affects sensation.” If any reality exists outside us, it lies in the Body of Fate
(Elmann 226).
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