

Sailing to Byzantium

This poem deals with several major themes, theme of youth, aging , time, man's mortality, and again we have a reference to sensuality and spirituality.

Q:Who speaks here?

The speaker is an old man, his age is around sixty, who is contemplating on the world around him. (what is the particular about the old age?) wisdom, isolation, experience, and the weakness is a particular element about the old age, because an old man is growing in age so the physical body is weakening and decaying, but the old man still has old experience and wisdom. So, he losses things but he gains other things. The speaker here is an old man who is contemplating on the world around him, he is contemplating(mediate- think-philosophize) on the world of youth, on the world of nature, on the world of sex, on the world of fertility, on many things.
*note: each stanza is given a number.

Look at the first stanza "THAT is no country for old men" , he is talking about the country of the youth,( is there such country? No), there is no country for youth but what does he mean by that? What is that country? Couldn't be an island or a fantasized country that he is talking about? Still it is not appear. "The young In one another's arms" (what does that mean?) an expression of love, an expression of physical love, an expression of companion between the young. "birds in the trees"  it refers to nature, (what do the birds do in the tree?) the birds is nesting, breeding because this is the cycle of life. When birds hatch from their eggs, they are taken care by their parents until they can stand by themselves and the they start their new cycle of their life by creating their nests, mating, breeding and then this is how is the generations continuing because this is the cycle of life. similar to the human being, he is born, raised and taken care by his parents until he grows up and then he starts a new cycle of life, he is getting married and so on. This is the natural cycle of life for human beings, animals, trees also, plants and all creatures. "Those dying generations", we have generations, we have a cycle of life (birth- growth- decay- death- rebirth).
Q:Why does he call the birds and the young as dying generations?
Because there is no living thing is going to be immortal.

"at their song", "song" is an expression of heart( general speaking of singing, music, art or whatever). So, the young people is enjoying life, feeling with the instinctive desires, living according to their instinct.                                     "The salmon-falls", the salmon fish swim against the current at a specific period of time in the year for mating and laying eggs, the salmon fish swim against the current to go to the warm water where they could lay eggs then after laying eggs they die, it is like a birth of a new life out of death, it is a sacrifice. So," the salmon falls" like the falls of water because they swim in huge numbers against the current to lay eggs to start a new life, this is the theme of fertility or actually image of fertility.                                                    "the mackerel-crowded seas" , it is a small kind of fish, (crowded seas) because it is swimming multitude, thousands of mackerel swim together. So, again it is an indication of the cycle of life. This stanza is significant.
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.
This is a cycle of life, look at the sense of change here, the continuity of life, it is a cycle but life goes on because there is birth, growth then decay, death and another rebirth, this is the continual cycle of nature.
Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect. All of these natural world that talks about birth, mating, growth, decay and death. "sensual music" it is the world of nature, men and women are only enjoying the physical delights of the senses and they neglect the delights of intellectual life. In this stanza we could see the world of nature, the world of senses, and the world of pleasure. All of those people who are caught, he refers to the young men who waste their youth in physical delights of the senses and they neglect monuments of unaging(immortal) intellect. (monuments like pyramids, it is symbol of pharos' civilizations and culture, or a work of art, this poem is monument because it tell us about the poet Yeats). Monuments could refer to works of art, philosophy, religion, any product of man none physical imagination.     *Stanza number 1 deals with the nature and the instinct delights of the senses.

The second stanza, (what is Byzantium?)Byzantium was at that time the capital of the eastern roman empire which is related to the Hellenistic civilization(Christian culture), it started from 3 A.D until 15. So, he was referring to that period of time. Byzantium at that time was the center of art, the center of science, the center of intellectual world, that is why he called it "the holy city" .

Here the speaker again talks about an aged man,                                                   "An aged man is but a paltry thing,                                                                                          A tattered coat upon a stick". An aged man like a tattered coat, this image means weakness, it is only a shape of a body , so the image here is showing the physical decay. "An aged man is but a partly( trivial) thing" ,the man reaches the stage of weakness and decay, see only just a physical thing without soul.
"Unless Soul clap its hands and sing". The physical body can't cry and grow if there is no soul, the soul is actually the counterbalance of the body, it is the one that motivates the body. (clapping) refers to energy, unless the soul is motivated and energetic, so the body is going to be like a dead one. So, the soul is very significant to the body. "Sing" he chooses this word because singing art is related to the world of intellect, the intellect is related to be soul. "And louder sing" an suggestion for action, and conscious energy.

"For every tatter in its mortal dress". So, physical decay should be counterbalanced and lead to spiritual energy in inside, weakness of the body is natural but weakness of the body shouldn't be joined by the weakness of the soul(spiritual decay), the soul must be energetic in order to uplift the weakness in the physical body.

Nor is there singing school but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence. He is not talking about an ordinary man but he is talking about an artist, we know the magnetic mind becomes weak with the glow of age, unless there is a stimulus, a motive, an impulse beating in the mind of the artist, he will lose his power and decay. There is no singing school for one to go and study, so the artist can find the spiritual illumination through studying the monuments, this is the school, studying the monuments will help him to have great inside (we read a poem and it gives us an illumination inside). So, the soul must sing louder than the body (the physical weakness must dominate the spiritual soul, the soul must be the leader)by looking at the great works of art, of intellect, and of great men. 

If the soul overcomes the decaying body, therefore I have sailed the seas and come to the holy city of Byzantium. This action that is taken by the soul, the soul overcomes the weakness of the body, it will achieve the metaphorical journey as if one has really made a journey across the seas and reached to Byzantium. Of course for him "Yeats" who lived in Dublin or London Byzantium is far. So, look at this journey of imagination "therefore I have sailed the seas" look at the metaphor of the ocean here, crossing the ocean and the sea and come to the holy city of Byzantium.

*So, in the second stanza we could see the physical decay must be overcome by the spiritual energy, the second stanza deals with the art and the soul delights. Yeats believes actually that Byzantium is the church of the European civilization, it is the source for spiritual philosophy (why? -What is the geographical location of the Byzantium?) it is the meeting point between the eastern civilization and the western civilization, so it is the center, it is like a joining point between the east and the west. It is itself a monuments of unaging intellect.

The third stanza, Yeats here addresses the sages, the sages actually are certain martyrs in the mosaic work( the work of small pieces of glass put together ). He went to a city( Rebena) and saw in one of the churches artist's work of mosaic which goes back to Byzantium culture. In that mosaic work he saw like saints figures who was very attractive. Here the speaker imagines himself in the holy city of Byzantium and he is addressing the sages in the mosaic work. 
O sages standing in God's holy fire
As in the gold mosaic of a wall. He imagines those things are standing in God's holy fire in complete purity and spiritual surround, "fire" is a symbol of the spiritual life. "Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre," the speaker looks at these sages and could see they are surrounding by God's holy fire, so he prays to come from the high great place jump prene in a gyre. So, the speaker asks the sages to come from high down to move in a circular spinning  motion." And be the singing-masters of my soul" he asks them to come from their greatness and come prene in gyre(prene in a circular gradually), to descend from their heights down to have control over his soul, so he prays, addresses the sages to come and purify his soul from all sensual human passions, so that he could be part of the monuments. 

"Consume my heart away; sick with desire
And fastened to a dying animal" we notes the speaker's physical weakness, his body is weaken because of the old age, but he has a young soul and he doesn't want to this young soul to die with the dying body , so he wants to consume his heart away, sick with desire and fastened to a dying animal(physical body). It knows not what it is. The soul is energetic and the body is not healthy so he wants his soul to escape from the dying body.                                                                                                                                                         and gather me Into the artifice of eternity, he is going to die like human binges but he wants his soul to be immortal and actually this is the aim of all artists "immortality", the artifice of eternity is the secrets of the soul and art, so he wants to learn the secrets of the soul and art, he wants to be immortal as a great art and he wants to be a monument because his art will last after his death. 

*The third stanza represents great tension between the body and the soul in the speaker mind, the weak body is dying while the soul is trying to survival so that it will be immortal. 
The last stanza, out of nature (what does it mean?) dead, once I'm dead, the body is decaying, when my soul is released from the weak body I shall never take My bodily form from any natural thing" he is not going to have another body. It is immigration of the soul in to a different body, once out of nature when my soul departs this decayed weak body, I don’t want to be transformed to another natural body, But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make Of hammered gold and gold enameling, look at the word "gold" is precious, immortal, and not change. To keep a drowsy Emperor awake, it means that the speaker doesn't want to be recreated in another soul only but he wants to be gathered in a new body for a new form that is going to be immortal, the speaker isn't seeking the transient life, he is seeking the permanence of existence to out the end of life and that is being a monument of unaging intellect, he is seeking immortality. He isn't going to be transformed to some kind of un using bird, but he is going to be an immortal singing bird forever.

Or set upon a golden bough to sing
To lords and ladies of Byzantium
Of what is past, or passing, or to come 
The idea in the rest of the stanza is actually that the speaker praise for the immortality, he wants to be an immortal singing bird. The speaker doesn't want to be transformed to another body because he is going to suffer the same process of growing and decay, so he wants to be immortal like a monument of unaging intellect. 

*If we look technically about the poem, it is written in four stanzas which are given numbers, each stanza is written in 8 lines in what is called (ottava rima stanza ) it is Italian stanza, its rhyme alternatively ABABAB and the couplet CC.
The poem can be considered as libray?, because it is a turning way from the body and the nature into the soul and art. 

the title of the poem" the sailing to Byzantium", this sailing is a metaphorical sailing, sailing indicates a kind of a journey and in that journey there are risks, there is hard ship, there is difficulty of the sail, so the sailing of the soul here to achieve what is happening. It isn't easy to be immortal art because you have to suffer, you have to achieve. Thousand of artists have fame and then no one cares of them.           
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