The Song of the Old Mother
W B Yeats  c.1895

Content

· The whole poem is devoted to an account of the old woman’s daily routine, which consists of non-stop, repetitive household tasks.

· Every day, she gets up at dawn and her first task is to light the fire.  She has to get down on her knees and blow to get the fire started.  This would probably be a difficult task, as the standard fuel in Ireland at the time was peat, a sort of slow-burning clay, which is difficult to light.

· Her next job is scrubbing – probably using water heated up over the peat fire.

· She then begins to bake – probably bread, which demands physical effort and is a time-consuming activity, as the dough needs to be left in the warmth, so it can rise.
· Then she devotes her timing to sweeping.

· This takes her all day, so her work continues until nightfall.

· It is unclear whether the term ‘Old Mother’ actually means that she is a mother, or whether this is just a way of describing any elderly woman: perhaps it is her family she is looking after, or perhaps she is simply a servant for a wealthier household.

· The old woman feels a certain resentment towards the young women who, while she labours in the kitchen, lie asleep in bed, and have nothing to think about other than how they look and idle pleasures: their biggest worry is whether the wind spoils their hair.  There is an underlying irony that the sort of physical work the old woman has to do would be better carried out by younger people.

· At the end of the day, when her work is done, the fire dies and turns cold, ready for the cycle to begin the next day.

Symbolic Interpretation
· The poem can be read on more than one level.
· On the surface, we can take it literally as an old woman moaning about the harsh life she has to endure and the unfairness of this compared to the life of leisure led by the younger women.

· On a deeper level, however, the poem can be interpreted in another way.

· There is no doubt that the old woman feels resentment, but there is also a hidden sense of yearning, or longing for, a lifestyle that has long since gone for her – if ever it really existed.  The image of the fire relates to her own feelings of love: at the end of the poem, the fire has gone out, showing that her desires have been extinguished: age is inexorable, and its effects can never be avoided.
Language and Structure
· The poem is written in the first person, meaning that it is the old woman’s own thoughts we are listening to directly.  It is a monologue, written in a tone of resignation bordering on resentment.

· The poem consists of ten lines, each containing ten syllables: in this way, it forms a sort of grid, and a grid confines, so the structure of the poem is a reflection of the repetitive, confined nature of the Old Mother’s life.

· The metrical beat of the poem is largely in anapaestic metre, which creates a song-like effect, reminiscent of a repetitive form of existence.  [Anapaest: three syllables, in the order unstressed – unstressed – stressed]
· The poem is constructed of mainly monosyllabic words, again emphasising simplicity, reflecting the straightforward simplicity of the old woman’s life, uncomplicated by emotions or feelings.
· The poem has a strong rhythmical beat, which emphasises the old woman routinely plugging away at her daily chores.

· The harsh letter sounds (‘c’/’k’/’p’) in line 3 emphasise how hard the old woman’s work is and give vent to her feelings of resentment for having to put up with it.

· The softer sounds in lines 7 and 8 reflect the gentleness of the lifestyle of the younger women and give rise to a tone of sarcasm in the old woman’s voice.
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