
‘When You Are Old’ by W.B. Yeats 
 
Content 
The speaker imagines his beloved as an old woman looking back on her life and feeling sad 
that the man who truly loved her is gone. 
 
Theme 
Love, youth, old age, regret, memory, the passage of time.  
 
Persona 
The poem is written from the second-person perspective, as indicated by Yeats’s use of direct 
address throughout: ‘When you are old and grey…’ The use of second-person perspective helps 
to create a sense of intimacy between the speaker and the woman he addresses, which reflects 
his deep feelings of love for her. 
 
Context 
The poem is thought to be about Maud Gonne, the woman Yeats loved his whole life but who 
spurned his marriage proposal. Many of his poems deal with his unrequited love for her. The 
speaker’s feelings can therefore be said to reflect Yeats’s own longing for his beloved. Maud’s 
reputation as a great beauty is reflected in his reference to how many ‘loved your beauty’. 
 
Form & Structure 
• The poem consists of three quatrains written in iambic pentameter with an ABBA rhyme 

scheme. The regularity of the poem’s metre and rhyme scheme creates a slow, lilting 
rhythm which enhances the calm, meditative atmosphere Yeats is trying to create and 
evokes a sense of his beloved as an old woman through the way it mimics the process of 
someone falling gently into sleep, as seen in lines such as ‘And nodding by the fire, take 
down this book, / And slowly read, and dream of the soft look’. 

• The poem’s steady iambic pentameter, seen in lines such as ‘But one man loved the pilgrim 
soul in you’, also conveys an impression of thoughtfulness and reflection by suggesting 
that the speaker is presenting his thoughts in a deliberate, considered way. This impression 
of reflection is strengthened by Yeats’s use of caesura in the form of a semi-colon at the 
end of the line ‘And loved the sorrows of your changing face;’, which creates a reflective 
pause that suggests the speaker is lost in his memories of his beloved. 

• Yeats’s use of terminal caesurae throughout the poem slows its pace and adds to the sense 
that his beloved has reached a slower stage of life, her youthful energy all expended. This 
effect can be seen in the opening lines when he instructs her: ‘When you are old and grey 
and full of sleep, / And nodding by the fire, take down this book’. The commas in these 
lines create pauses which reflect the sense of weariness evoked by the images of the old 
woman ‘nodding by the fire’.  

 
Language & Imagery  
• In the opening quatrain, Yeats uses images of old age to project himself and the addressee 

into a future in which she is an old woman. The images of her being ‘old and grey and full 
of sleep’ and ‘nodding by the fire’ portray her as an elderly woman dozing in her chair and 
act as a reminder of the brevity of life and the inevitable passage of time. 

• He also uses contrastive imagery to describe her beauty in the present, as seen in the line 
as ‘the soft look your eyes had once’.  



• The metaphor used to describe her eyes with ‘their shadows deep’ and the image of ‘the 
sorrows of your changing face’ convey the depth of his love for her by implying that he 
knows and loves everything about her, even her darker side. 

• Yeats uses imperatives to instruct his beloved to ‘take down this book’ and read his poems 
about her and ‘dream of the soft look / Your eyes had once’. These imperatives convey the 
strength of his feelings for Maud Gonne by expressing his desire for her to think about him 
in the years to come, even after he is gone.  

• Yeats uses the metaphor of a ‘pilgrim soul’ to capture Maud Gonne’s sense of adventure 
and acknowledge that she is someone who cannot be tamed but must be free to do as she 
chooses. 

• He uses juxtaposition in the second stanza to establish a contrast between him and the other 
men who have loved Maud Gonne, noting that theirs is a more superficial kind of love 
because they love her for her beauty – ‘loved your beauty with love false or true’, whereas 
he loves her for who she really is: ‘But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you’.  

• In the last quatrain, Yeats uses personification and a journey metaphor to capture the 
unrequired nature of his love for Maud Gonne, instructing her to remember ‘how Love fled 
/ And paced upon the mountains overhead / And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.’ These 
lines evoke a sense of sadness and regret by suggesting that his love for her was not 
reciprocated and that he was sentenced to roam the world alone.  

 
Tone  
• The image of the old lady ‘nodding by the fire’ and the reference to her being ‘full of sleep’ 

creates a gentle, hushed tone as the speaker instructs her to ‘slowly read’. 
• The speaker’s tone is wistful and affectionate in the second quatrain as he expresses his 

eternal devotion to his beloved: ‘one man loved the pilgrim soul in you’. 
• It then becomes wistful and regretful in the final quatrain as he imagines his beloved 

murmuring ‘a little sadly, how Love fled’. The adverb ‘sadly’ implies that she will regret 
having spurned his love, while the personification of love as a person who ‘fled’ implies 
that the rejected speaker left her to pursue a solitary life, and she missed her chance to be 
with the man who truly valued her.  

 
 
 


