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The Song of Wandering Aengus

By William Butler Yeats

I went out to the hazel wood,

Because a fire was in my head,

And cut and peeled a hozel wand,

And hooked a berry to a thread;

And when white moths were on the wing,
And moth-like stars were flickering out,

| dropped the berry in a stream

And caught a little silver trout.

When | had laid it on the floor

| went to blow the fire a-flame,

But something rustled on the floor,
And someone called me by my name:
It had become a glimmering girl

With apple blossom in her hair

Who called me by my name and ran
And faded through the brightening air.

Though | am old with wandering
Through hollow lands and hilly lands,

I will find out where she has gone,

And kiss her lips and take her hands;
And walk among long dappled grass,
And pluck till time and times are done,
The silver apples of the moon,

The golden apples of the sun.
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Introduction to Yeats' "The Song of Wandering Aengus"

Yeats' "The Song of Wandering Aengus" is a profound poem that captures the themes of love, longing, and
the pursuit of beauty in a manner that is richly layered with mythological elements. Written by William
Butler Yeats, one of the most prominent figures in 20th-century literature, this poem reflects his deep
engagement with Irish folklore, as well as his personal feelings and philosophical explorations. In this

article, we will delve into the poem's content, themes, and significance, providing a comprehensive



analysis that highlights its enduring impact on literature and culture.

Context and Background

William Butler Yeats (1865-1939) was a key figure in the Irish Literary Revival and a founding member
of the Abbey Theatre. His work often reflects his interest in mysticism, Irish folklore, and the complexities
of human emotion. "The Song of Wandering Aengus," written in 1899 and published in his collection "The
Wind Among the Reeds,” is no exception. The poem draws inspiration from the mythological figure

Aengus, a god of youth, love, and poetic inspiration in Irish mythology.

The Myth of Aengus

Aengus, often associated with beauty and desire, is a compelling figure in Irish mythology. His story
involves a quest for a woman named Caer, who transforms into a swan. The myth emphasizes themes of
transformation, the ephemeral nature of beauty, and the search for love. Yeats’ poem takes these themes

and imbues them with a personal touch, reflecting his own experiences and desires.

Structure and Form

"The Song of Wandering Aengus" is composed of three stanzas, each contributing to the overall narrative
and emotional depth of the poem. The poem follows a lyrical format, characterized by its musicality and

rhythmic flow.

Stanza Breakdown

1. First Stanza: The poem opens with Aengus, who is described as "a young man," fishing in a stream. This
imagery sets the tone for a journey—both literal and metaphorical—into the realm of love and desire. The

use of natural imagery creates a serene yet poignant backdrop for Aengus’ quest.

2. Second Stanza: Aengus encounters a vision of a “glimmering girl” who captures his heart. This moment
signifies a turning point in the poem, emphasizing the idea of unattainable love and the fleeting nature of
beauty. The girl, associated with a mystical quality, represents an ideal that Aengus strives to reach but

cannot fully grasp.

3. Third Stanza: The concluding stanza reveals Aengus’ ongoing search for this elusive figure. The

repetition of the quest motif throughout the poem highlights the cyclical nature of desire and longing.



Aengus’ transformation into an old man yet still pursuing the girl reinforces the notion that love transcends

time.

Thematic Analysis

Yeats' poem is rich with themes that resonate on multiple levels. Here are some of the key themes

explored in "The Song of Wandering Aengus™

1. The Pursuit of Beauty

The quest for beauty is a central theme in the poem. Aengus’ yearning for the girl symbolizes the human
desire to seek out and hold onto beauty, even when it proves elusive. This pursuit can be interpreted as

both a literal and metaphorical journey, as Aengus navigates the landscapes of love and desire.

2. Transformation and Change

Transformation is a recurring motif in Irish mythology, and Yeats incorporates this element into his poem.
Aengus’ transition from youth to old age reflects the inevitability of change in life. The girl’s
transformation into a bird symbolizes the transient nature of beauty and love, suggesting that while these

qualities may change, the pursuit of them remains constant.

3. The Intersection of Reality and Myth

Yeats adeptly blends the realms of myth and reality, creating a narrative that speaks to universal human
experiences. The character of Aengus serves as a bridge between the mythical past and the present,

illustrating how ancient legends continue to inform modern sensibilities and emotional landscapes.

4. Longing and Desire

Longing is a powerful emotion that permeates the poem. Aengus’ unfulfilled desire for the glimmering
girl resonates with readers, evoking feelings of nostalgia and yearning. The poem captures the essence of

love as a driving force, propelling individuals on their quest for connection and fulfillment.



Imagery and Symbolism

Yeats employs vivid imagery and symbolism throughout "The Song of Wandering Aengus," enhancing the

poem's emotional depth and resonance.

1. Natural Imagery

The poem is rich with natural imagery, from the “silver apples of the moon” to the “golden apples of the
sun.” These images evoke a sense of beauty and wonder, reflecting the idealized nature of Aengus' quest.

The juxtaposition of silver and gold symbolizes the duality of desire—the tangible and the ethereal.

2. The Stream

The stream serves as a metaphor for the flow of time and the journey of life. Aengus’ fishing represents
the act of searching for meaning and connection within the currents of existence. The water symbolizes

the fluidity of emotions and experiences, reinforcing the theme of transformation.

3. The Glimmering Girl

The girl embodies the ideal of beauty and love, an elusive figure that Aengus longs to possess. Her
glimmering quality suggests a supernatural allure, emphasizing the ephemeral nature of desire. She

represents the unattainable, a reminder that some aspects of beauty remain forever out of reach.

The Cultural Impact of the Poem

"The Song of Wandering Aengus" has left a lasting mark on both literature and Irish culture. Yeats'
exploration of myth and emotion resonates with readers, inspiring numerous adaptations and

interpretations across various art forms.

1. Influence on Modern Poetry

Yeats’ work has significantly influenced modern poets, particularly in the realm of romantic and mystical
themes. His ability to weave mythological elements into personal narratives has paved the way for

contemporary poets to explore similar motifs.



2. Adaptations in Music and Art

The poem has inspired musicians and artists alike, leading to various adaptations that seek to capture its
essence. From musical compositions to visual art, "The Song of Wandering Aengus" continues to inspire

creative expressions that resonate with audiences on multiple levels.

3. Exploration of Irish Identity

As a cornerstone of the Irish Literary Revival, Yeats' work plays a crucial role in shaping modern Irish
identity. His incorporation of mythology and folklore into his poetry reflects a broader cultural movement
to reclaim and celebrate Irish heritage. "The Song of Wandering Aengus" stands as a testament to this
endeavor, inviting readers to engage with the complexities of love, beauty, and identity within an Irish

context.

Conclusion

In "The Song of Wandering Aengus," Yeats masterfully intertwines myth and emotion, creating a poem
that speaks to the universal human experience of longing and desire. Through rich imagery, symbolism,
and a deeply personal narrative, the poem captures the essence of the search for beauty and connection. As
we explore the themes and cultural significance of Yeats' work, we are reminded of the timeless nature of
poetry and its ability to evoke profound emotions and reflections on the human condition. "The Song of
Wandering Aengus" remains an enduring masterpiece that continues to resonate with readers, inspiring

new generations to embark on their own quests for love and beauty.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Yeats' 'The Song of Wandering Aengus'?

The central theme of the poem revolves around the quest for beauty and the fleeting nature of love and

desire, as represented by the figure of Aengus searching for his lost love.

Who is Aengus in 'The Song of Wandering Aengus'?

Aengus is a figure from Irish mythology, often associated with love and youth. In the poem, he symbolizes

the artist's pursuit of inspiration and the ideal of beauty.



How does Yeats use imagery in 'The Song of Wandering Aengus'?

Yeats employs vivid imagery related to nature and the supernatural, such as the 'silver trout' and the

'‘glimmering girl', to evoke emotions and illustrate Aengus's longing.

‘What role does nature play in "The Song of Wandering Aengus'?

Nature serves as a backdrop for Aengus's journey, reflecting his inner emotions and the beauty he seeks. It

creates a mystical atmosphere that enhances the poem's themes.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Song of Wandering
Aengus"?

Prominent literary devices in the poem include metaphor, symbolism, and repetition, which emphasize

the themes of longing and the pursuit of beauty.

How does the poem reflect Yeats' personal beliefs or experiences?

The poem reflects Yeats' personal beliefs in the power of art and beauty, as well as his own experiences

with love and the pursuit of inspiration, mirroring his own struggles.

What is the significance of the ending of 'The Song of Wandering
Aengus"?

The ending signifies a sense of unresolved desire, with Aengus continuing his search, symbolizing the

eternal quest for beauty that remains just out of reach.

In what ways has "The Song of Wandering Aengus' influenced modern
poetry?

The poem has influenced modern poetry through its exploration of themes like unfulfilled desire and the

artistic journey, inspiring contemporary poets to delve into similar motifs.
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