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Aging, the process of decay that heads steadily towards annihilation, has
aroused numerous reflections and songs —"“The human angst over aging is as
old as history”, as Deats said (Deats and Lenker 13). The various responses to
aging can be roughly categorized into three groups: lamentation, resignation
(happily or stoically), rage and defiance. @

Lamentation is probably the most natural human response to aging, as the
woe of man in the Holy Scripture shows:

Hear my prayer, O Lord, and Let my cry come unto thee. Hide not thy face from me in
the day when I am in trouble; incline thine ear unto me: in the way when | call
answer me speedily. For my days are consumed like smoke, and my bones are burned
as an hearth. My heart is smitten, and withered like grass; so that | forget to eat my
bread (Psalms 102: 1 —4).

The drying of blood, the withering of passion, the decline of appetite, the
evaporation of days ... in front of life’s decline, man feels powerless and helpless.
A deep and full-hearted lamentation flows most naturally from an aging man.
Generally, after the initial lamentation, people either resign with the fact of
aging or defy it. Among those who resign, the attitudes are divided. Some people
welcome aging as a stage of happiness and blessing. This happy resignation is
represented by Plato and Cicero. Plato, through the mouth of Cephalus, says: “To
the man who is conscious of no sins, sweet hope, as Pindar beautifully says, is the
kind nurse of his old age ..."” (qtd. in Cole and Winkler 231) The sweet hope that
attended Plato in his old age is the hope for the immortality of the soul, as is
indicated by the word “sweet”. Cicero accepts old age as the necessary life
process — “ Whatever befalls in accordance with Nature should be accounted

@ Wayne Booth in his The Art of Growing Older: Whriters on Living and Aging organizes the
works on aging under the title of “Loss and Lamentations”, *Cures, Consolations,

Celebrations” and “ Further Harvest”. My categorizing generally accords with his.
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good” (52). The fact that old age cools down physical desire becomes for Cicero a
source of pleasure — “the fact that old age feels little longing for sensual
pleasures not only is no cause for reproach, but rather is ground for the highest
praise” (51). Cicero’s pleasure, like the “sweet hope” of Plato, comes from the
expectancy for the immortality of the soul, as is confirmed by his happy

" W@

resignation with the “error”: “And if | err in my belief that the souls of men are
immortal, 1 gladly err, nor do [ wish this error which gives me pleasure to be
wrested from me while [ live ..." (53).

With modern writers such as Hermann Hesse and Ralph Waldo Emerson, the
happy resignation with aging is demonstrated as a willingness to accept reality.
Hesse believes that the meaning of life resides in the submission to nature. When

“ ” 3
old age possesses us, we must say “yes to it:

One must say yes to it. Without this yea, without submission to what nature demands
of us, the worth and meaning of our days — whether we are old or young — are lost
and we betray life (56).

The reluctance to accept what nature has designed for us is a betrayal, a denial of
the worth of life. Instead of arguing for the value of submission to old age,
Emerson uses the traditional metaphor of life voyage to express his willingness to
accept the destined fate of old age and death:

It is time to be old,

to take in sail: —

The god of bounds,

Who sets to seas a shore,

Came to me in his fatal rounds,
And said: “No more!” (56)

Whether holstered by the belief in the immortality of the soul or ancient
wisdom, Plato, Cicero, Hesse and Emerson accept old age happily and willingly.
Some people, unlike the above-mentioned examples, resign with old age with
bitter stoicism. The stoic resignation is best represented by Thomas Hardy. Not
like Plato or Cicero, who welcome aging as a blessing, Hardy regards aging as an
occasion of loss but decides to accept it as well, as the poem “1 Look into My
Glass” demonstrates:

I look into my glass,
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And view my wasting skin,
And say, “Would God it came to pass
My heart had shrunk as thin!”

For then, I, undistrest

By hearts grown cold to me,
Could only wait my endless rest
With equanimity. (Hardy 81)

”

Words such as “wasting skin”, “shrunk as thin”, “cold”, “endless rest” indicate
that old age is an unpleasant occasion and unwelcome. Though old age
engenders bitterness, Hardy only prays that God would make his heart shrink as
well so that he could endure and wait his “endless rest with equanimity”. This
determined endurance against the hard fact of aging makes Hardy a typical
example of stoic resignation.

If lamentation and resignation are seen as passive responses to aging, then
rage and defiance are the more rebellious responses. The ancient voice of anger is
represented by Ovid — “ O Time, thou great devourer, and thou, envious Age,
together you destroy all things; and, slowly gnawing with your teeth, you finally
consume all things in lingering death!” (Cole and Winkler 29) Ovid’s anger is
revealed by his addressing time directly and the usage of the vehement words
such as “devourer”, “destroy”, “gnawing”, etc. William Shakespeare is another
angry voice against time and age. Like Ovid, his anger is revealed through the
vehemence of language. For example, in Sonnet 63, he describes time as having
“injurious hand”; in Sonnet 60 time is depicted as a tyrant who destroys the
“ nothing stands but for his scythe to mow”.
Shakespeare’s rebellion is also betrayed by his attempt to preserve youthful

glorious and the beautiful —

beauty in his poetical lines, which is the theme of many of his sonnets —" His
beauty shall in these black lines be seen, /And they shall live, and he in them still
green” (sonnet 63).

Modern poet Dylan Thomas, by urging his father to rage against dying, has
shown himself as the ally of Ovid and Shakespeare:

Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. (Ellmann and O’Clair 926 —927)
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Philip Larkin is another modern voice of anger and rebellion, which is best
represented by his later poems?, as the following lines that are taken from one
of his later poems “Send No Money” show:

Standing under the fobbed

Impendent belly of Time

Tell me the truth , | said,

Teach me the way things go .

All the other lads there

Were itching to have a bash,

But | thought wanting unfair:

It and finding out clash. (Larkin Collected Poems 146)

This poem was written in the month of the poet’s fortieth birthday. The sarcastic
metaphor of the “impendent belly of time”, the imperative “tell me the truth”,
the terse colloquialism such as “lads”, “itching to have a bash”, all suggest a
disillusioned impatience and a simmering anger with the bleak reality that is
overcast by aging.

The most insistent and pungent denunciation of aging comes from W. B.
Yeats. As he himself admits: “ My first denunciation of old age was made in ‘ The
Wanderings of Usheen’ (end of Part 1) before | was twenty and the same
denunciation comes in the last pages of the book?” (qtd. in Ellmann 276).
Though the dominating tone of Yeats’'s response to aging is denunciation, the
actual response is more diversified. Lamentation, happy or reluctant resignation,
rage and rebellion, almost all the major human responses to aging find
expression in Yeats. As the quotation suggests, Yeats is also persistent in the
concern of aging, which is another form of response. He expressed his first
concern about aging before he was twenty, and this concern penetrates his

@ Roughly speaking, Philip Larkin’s poems of aging that were written before he was forty
are referred to as the early poems which are characterized by Hardyesque stoicism and
poems written after he was forty are referred to as the later poems which are characterized
by impatience and anger.

® “The book” refers to The Collected Poems of Yeats.
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writing career. Altogether, Yeats has produced around sixty poems of aging®,
taking up about fifteen percent of his total poems (which is three hundred and
ninety-two according to Daniel Albright’s edition). His concern of aging is found
in his prose and plays as well. When introducing the plays for the new season
offered by the Irish Theatre in 1900, Yeats referred to his plays as dramatizing the
conflict between the world of the faery on the one hand, and on the other hand,
the human world where “even the most famous of the beautiful sink into
querulous old age” (qtd. in Oppel 33).

The uniqueness of Yeats’s response to aging lies not only in the diversity and
the persistence, but more importantly, in what is behind the diversity and the
persistence. Unlike Plato or Cicero, who views aging as a blessing, Yeats sees
aging as the occasion of loss — loss of physical power, loss of passion, loss of
creative power, etc. In front of the irretrievable loss, Yeats lamented and also
attempted resignation. But lamentation and resignation are temporary. His
concern for power both as a man and as a poet urges him to fight. The poems
that usually begin as lamentation over aging will gradually develop into defiance
and struggle. The struggles that run through Yeats’s poetry of aging grant
prominence to Yeats’s response to aging.

The struggles in Yeats’s poetry of aging are manifested apparently as the
struggles between body and soul. On the one hand, in front of the decay and
the impending annihilation, Yeats, who has a strong religious inclination,
cannot resist the temptation from the world of the soul. On the other hand,
body, or life in the physical world, though mutilated by loss and sufferings, is
the source of power for both the man and the poet. Aging impairs the power,
the affirmation of body and life promises a renewal. The impulse to tend the
soul and the impulse to cling to body and life struggle back and forth and

@ In this book, Yeats’s poems of aging refer to poems that are lamentations and
contemplations of other people’s or the speaker’s own aging, or other emotional responses
to aging, such as old man’s frenzy, self-mockery, contemplation of the past and the
present, and contrast between the old and the young. Some poems that are the memories
of the old speaker are also considered poems of aging because they are the indirect
responses to aging, such as some of the poems in “A Man Young and Old” series and

“A Woman Young and Old” series.



