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The poetry of W.B. Yeats has its roots in symbolism. Though symbolism represents an attempt to suggest the mysterious and elusive nature of various states of mind and feeling, it nevertheless reveals particular attitudes or ideas concerning human consciousness through the poet's choice of symbolic imagery. 
Yeats makes use of imagery which is largely connected with nature. His poetry is filled with images of trees, birds, streams, lakes, mountains, and animals, as well as references to various seasons and weather conditions. Yeats's natural imagery corresponds to a particular model of human consciousness in which intellectual growth is represented as an ascent through various levels of consciousness. Yeats does this in two distinct but complementary ways: an emphasis on images of ascension and a transition from natural to artificial figures of consciousness. His ultimate goal, however, is not merely to imagine the highest level of human consciousness, but to move outside its limits altogether. 
Yeats's most dominant natural images are of trees, mountains, and birds. All of these figures suggest an upward movement from less-disciplined or unconscious forms of thought to a more fully-conscious, disciplined state of awareness. 

Mountains are perhaps the most obvious natural figures of ascent in Yeats's poetry. The refrain of Three Songs to the One Burden has “the fierce horsemen”— representing supernatural beings—riding “from mountain to mountain,” and in When You are Old, Yeats imagines Maud Gonne in her old age regretting the loss of the great “Love fled / And paced upon the mountains overhead”. Lapis Lazuli pictures the three Chinamen climbing a mountainside in order to reach a particular height of thought. 

Like mountains, trees are also recurring natural images in Yeats's poetry. Many of these images correspond to consciousness or forms of thinking. In The Two Trees for example, the opposing tree imagery suggests two levels or degrees of consciousness: one which looks inward and is, therefore, true to the self, the other which looks outward at the world of appearance. The higher level of consciousness is associated with the tree's “leafy head” while the lower one is described in terms of “roots half-hidden under snows” and “broken branches”. Yeats often represents fallen consciousness or feebleness of mind and body through figures of broken trees or branches.  He does not condemn physical beauty or a delight in the self, but cautions that there must be a balance between a thinking of the body and a thinking of the mind. The mirror-image of the second tree is a reversed image, both of the self and of the tree. Unlike the original, the tree of the second stanza has roots which are only “half-hidden” and “broken branches” full of “blackened” leaves.

Yeats's bird imagery often corresponds to particular ways of thinking. The more gentle birds, such as sparrows, doves, and linnets, are often linked with what we might call a feminine form of thought, associated for Yeats with women, love, or dream. In The Sorrow of Love, we have the “brawling of a sparrow in the eaves” In The Indian to His Love, the “burnished dove...moans and sighs a hundred days”, while in The Lake Isle of Innisfree, Yeats links a peaceful state of mind with an “evening full of the linnet's wings”. 

Images of hawks, eagles, and falcons often represent a masculine form of thought which is more disciplined and masterful. In the concluding section of Meditations in Time of Civil War, the image of “brazen hawks” is linked to those who are driven by hatred and vengeance rather than the stillness and sweetness of a quiet mind. 
In The Hawk, for example, Yeats suggests that a disciplined form of thinking brings with it a certain freedom of mind, unfettered from the confines of accepted opinion. 

While the hawk often corresponds with distracted, cruel, or divided thought, the eagle is a bird of prey most often associated with masterful and creative thought. 

Swans recur often throughout Yeats's poetry as images of ascending consciousness, the most obvious examples being The Wild Swans at Coole. The first poem opens with an image of decay and age, introducing the “autumn beauty” of the trees and the dry woodland paths. The water of the lake “mirrors a still sky.” Yet, upon the still waters drift the “nine-and-fifty swans” who had formerly been seen to “suddenly mount / And scatter wheeling in great broken rings / Upon their clamorous wings.” The swans, though certainly complex symbols, are linked with the immortality of the creative imagination and the continual possibility of inspiration. 

Natural images of ascent, such as mountains, trees, and birds, suggest the various levels of consciousness and forms of thinking towards winch Yeats' poetry intellectually strives. As natural images, they belong within the world of reality and experience. If we conceive of consciousness as a tree or a mountain, Yeats suggests, we are restricted by their natural limitations. Likewise, the figures of birds may imitate a natural progression of thinking from one level of consciousness to another, but as images derived from natural experience they are unable to transcend it. The image of the swan suggests the possibility of transcendence, but as a natural image it still refers to the world of experience.

Yeats addresses this problem in his later poetry by introducing images of consciousness which are created rather than natural. Figures of mountains and trees give way to man-made structures such as towers, winding stairs, and ladders, while images of birds are transformed into created figures which dwell outside nature.
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