The Wild Swans at Coole by W.B. Yeats

Themes:

The Beauty of Nature – his admiration is clear, even from the opening verse – “Autumn beauty”, “brilliant creatures …Mysterious, beautiful”.

Time: Yeats is conscious of the passing of time – “The nineteenth autumn has come upon me”; time has aged the poet by 19 years since he first saw them, but time does not seem to have aged the swans (“Their hearts have not grown old”). 

Age: this is related to time – perhaps it is awareness of his own aging that has him say: “And now my heart is sore”. 

Change: This theme is also related to time – things change over time. “All’s changed” suggests a tone of regret and seems to refer to his own problems, because the swans, in his view, have stayed constant.

 Love: His heart may also be sore because of failures in love. By contrast with him, the swans travel “lover by lover” in their “companionable streams”. 

Tone/Mood:

In the opening verse, before he enters personally into the poem, he creates quite a pleasant, relaxing, calm mood: “Under the October twilight the water
Mirrors a still sky;”

Admiration - when he is expressing his appreciation of nature (“autumn beauty”). There is a downbeat, regretful tone when he speaks of his own aging (“The nineteenth autumn has come upon me”), the changes in his life – “All’s changed”. 

There may be an implied contrast when he writes of what the swans have – the suggestion that he doesn’t have these things – “Passion or conquest” (romance?), love (line 19), beauty (line 26), brilliance (line 13). The swans are “Unwearied”, suggesting that he is weary. 

Towards the end there is an implied sense of isolation, emptiness – he fears that some day the swans wiol be gone, and he won’t even have that delight – the delight of admiring their beauty: “when I awake some day/To find they have flown away”

Sound and Movement:

Yeats adds more richness and texture to the poem by paying attention to sound and movement. He creates a stillness in the first verse (“still sky”), all the better to highlight the graceful flight of the swans: “All suddenly mount/And scatter wheeling in great broken rings”. In the last verses he admires the way they “they drift on the still water/Mysterious, beautiful”. The sound their wings make is described as “clamorous”, and compared to a “bell-beat”. 

Imagery:

Autumn suggesting that the poet is in the autumn of his life, while the swans seem youthful. 

“great broken rings” – the movement/flight path of the swans. Rings suugest eternity, so why “broken”? Does it reflect his mood?

“My heart is sore” – metaphor for emotional pain”

“bell-beat” – rhythm and/or sound of the swans’ wings”

“Companionable streams” – suggesting the companionship of the swans, something he may lack. 

