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W.B. Yeats

Sailing to Byzantium
Yeats is a visionary poet- a poet who has his own vision- his own philosophy- his deep understanding of history-

He explored reading eastern and western literature. He is a very well-learned and educated man. Out of this reading he wrote his book A Vision. it is very significant and difficult to read. In this book, he created most of his literary theories and philosophies. 
Since the creation of Adam and Eve, man lived, developed into different nations- with different civilizations- 

 He believed that history started with Zeus- a Roman god- he was transformed into a form of a swan- according to the myth- the swan is known with his greedy and sexual appetite. Zeus raped Leda- a beautiful human being. The outcome of this rape was Helen of Troy. 

From this point, Yeats believed that history started. 

The theory of history according to Yeats that every one thousand years, we have a cycle that starts and grows like a gyre- a triangle. It starts and then it expands –similar to the gyre. According to Yeats this was the point where we have the beginning of civilization. After two thousand years, we have the birth of the Greek civilization. It was one of the great civilizations that expanded. After the greatness of the great civilization, it declined. The decline of the Greek civilization started with the birth of Christ. It was an objective period- related to reason- we have faith.  After that we have another two thousands period, we have another civilization. It was different because it was controlled by faith. We call this period a subjective period because most of it, we have passions, feelings- when heart dominates, we call it a subjective period.

This theory of the gyre is connected somehow to the phases of the moon. First we have the crescent, full moon, and then it starts to decline. We have a kind of a cycle. It is the same cycle of life, birth, growth, maturity, decline, death and rebirth. We can also find it in nature, day and night. It is continuous- seasons – spring= season of birth and revival- summer= fruits= productivity- autumn= decay- winter is the season of death. Man, history and nature are all connected with the same cycle. "Whatever is born must die"- 

According to Yeats ' theory, with the birth of Christ, we have the objective period.            
This poem is from a collection of poems entitled the* The Tower* this poem was written in 1926, after World War I. according to his theory, after every objective period, there is another subjective period. After war, there was destruction, chaos. According to what he expects, there will be another subjective theory.

He applied this theory trying to understand the world around him. He classified it based on solar – lunar. There is a mutual relationship between the sun and the moon- the sun gives light and the moon takes light. The sun is the source of light and the moon reflects light. 

Yeats finds this theory of the gyre is applicable to his time. He sees that the First World War that happened at his time made a lot of destruction. He expected the birth of another objective period.         

Byzantium is a city during the Hellenistic civilization. It is a meeting point between the Eastern and Western civilization. It is a joint between the east and the west. It is an old city. There are mosques, museums. It was the most artistic city in the world.
Sailing= a voyage, a journey by the sea, along journey, difficulty, adventurous, there is risk, discovery of a mystery. It requires a lot of hard work, hardships.  It is a very long sailing from Ireland to Byzantium.

The title is symbolic, metaphoric, it is not actual sailing. It is a sailing through imagination.

First stanza;

That is no country for old men. The young
In one another's arms, birds in the trees-- 
Those dying generations -- at their song,
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.
Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect.

That is no country for old men. It is a country of youth. There is no place for old men. Youth indicates energy and movement. The country he is referring to is ambiguous. We have a great generalization that the speaker starts with. 

Byzantium is not the country for old men, he means Ireland. Yeats was an old man, when he wrote this poem he was approaching his sixty.

In one another's arms= connotes to activity, a reference to sexuality. The young are involved in sexual relation. They are using their physical energy, but not their intellectual ability. There is activity and energy.

It is a country that is rich with activities, fertility, and energy. The young are busy in physical pleasure, in marriage, in bringing children.

It is not only human being who are fertile, but also birds in the trees, salmon, and mackerel. There is life, energy, activity, continuity. All the species have their own cycle of life

at their song,= there is music, art, pleasure, joy, energy, fertility.

The salmon fish jump from the salty water, going back to the sweet water to lay their eggs.

It is the energy of the fish. It connotes to the energy of the young men.  They do this hard journey against the current to continue the cycle of life. There is fertility and activity. They are in great huge numbers like falls. There is energy of continuity of life.

Another kind of fish, the mackerel fish swim together in huge numbers, multi numbers. They swim together as one energetic unity. When they are moved out of the sea, they decay quickly, become rotten.

We have reference to young men, to birds and then to fish.  

All human beings= fish, flesh, all fowl= birds commend all summer long. Summer is the season of fertility, activity, productivity.
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.=
Begotten= conceived        born= comes out of life- then die

It is the cycle of nature= birth, life, Death. It is the continuity of life.

All young human beings; fish, birds are caught in sensual music. They are all productive all summer long.  They are entrapped, indulged, involved in this physical activity, in sensual life. All of these species neglect the intellect, the mind.

Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect.
It is the world of science, art, philosophy, religion, intellect that lasts for ever. 

The speaker is an old man who is contemplating deeply about the world of nature, of sex and fertility.

This stanza deals with the delight of the instincts, of sensuous pleasure. The world of nature is rich with activity, energy, pleasure. But if man neglects his mind, he is similar to animals.

Man has a cycle of life= he is born, grows and then dies. If he is entangled, involved in the physical pleasure, if he doesn’t care of the intellect, he is going to waste his life. If he doesn’t learn from the previous intellectuality, he is going to live a life like the life of animals. He describes the intellect as monuments= the varied works of art, all products of man unphysical imagination, the product of intellect. It is something valuable. It is the inheritage. They are un-aging, lasting, immortal. The world of intellect is eternal.

The poet is trying to compare between the two worlds, the physical and the intellect.

The first stanza deals with nature and the delight of senses, there is a negligence of the world of intellect. 

2nd stanza:

Yeats did not visit Byzantium, but he visited Italy. He went to one of the churches in which he saw a Byzantium work of art, of mosaic. He was fascinated by it. This mosaic work was the cause of writing this poem. 

He is talking about Byzantium in the third century during the Hellenistic civilization. At that time Byzantium was a glorious city. He saw it as a holy place. He mentions the past because he wanted to sail in the history. He is describing something in the past that has its reflection on the present, has its importance upon the modern intellectual world

An aged man is but a paltry thing,
A tattered coat upon a stick, unless
Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing
For every tatter in its mortal dress,
Nor is there singing school but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence;
And therefore I have sailed the seas and come
To the holy city of Byzantium. 

Paltry thing= something that is not important, trivial. An old man is something useless like a tattered coat upon a stick= scarecrow.

The speaker is concentrating on the soul.     

Unless= exception.
The old man is a scarecrow= useless unless the soul clap its hands and sing= it is a personification. 

Clap= movement, energy, vital activity.

An old man is a piece of rag unless his soul survives, unless the soul sings louder, unless the soul; overcomes the aged and decaying body.

By this song, the old man is going to be transformed into a young man. The soul is very energetic. The soul must sing louder than the body.

Soul must be revived to life by studying works of art, monuments of its own magnificence. The old man might regain his soul and his activity by studying these monuments. These works of art is going to stimulate this soul, the mind into energy. Reading these works of art is uplifting the mind. The soul must sing louder than the body by examining, looking, reading works of art. It is like feeding, nourishing of the soul and the mind

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come
To the holy city of Byzantium. 
It is as if he sailed and reached the city of Byzantium. It is a metaphorical journey.

Byzantium was like a holy church of the European civilization at that time, a capital of art.

3rd stanza:

O sages standing in God's holy fire
As in the gold mosaic of a wall,
Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,
And be the singing-masters of my soul.
Consume my heart away; sick with desire
And fastened to a dying animal
It knows not what it is; and gather me
Into the artifice of eternity.

The speaker here is addressing the sages= the religious people. They are standing in that mosaic work of art.

The speaker imagines himself in Byzantium addressing those sages. It seemed that they are standing in a holy place, in the presence of God’s holy fire. Fire is a symbol of spiritual life.

Perne= spin= to move in a circular motion

Gyre= an allusion to his theory of history.

He is asking them to come down to him from the holy fire in a form of  a gyre, in a circular motion, not direct descending, step by step, to bring all the past, all the knowledge, all the artistic works towards him.

He asks the sages to come from their height, from their glorious place down to him in a circular motion. He wants them to control his soul, to be the singing master of his soul, to teach him, to consume his heart, to use it. His heart is sick with desire, to be a live again, to sing, and to read works of art again. He wants to be a monuments, every body reads his works.

He is an old man, has an energetic soul, but his body is weak, decaying. He wants the sages to lift him up. 

The speaker is praying to escape this dying body. He wants to be immortal, to learn the secrets of the soul, of art. He wants to survive as an immortal power through his works of art. He wants the sages to purge, purify his soul from all the sensual human passions to study poetry, philosophy, art.

artifice of eternity.= he wants to be immortal through his achievements, his literary works.

There is a kind of tension between the energetic body and the soul.

4th stanza:

Once out of nature I shall never take
My bodily form from any natural thing,
But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make
Of hammered gold and gold enamelling
To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;
Or set upon a golden bough to sing
To lords and ladies of Byzantium
Of what is past, or passing, or to come

Once out of nature= when he is dead.

Take my bodily form from any natural thing= he is referring to the theory of reincarnation= the migration of the soul into a different body.

We have an allusion. He is referring to the Chinese Emperor who used to have a nightingale beside his bed to sing to him. Once he received a gift of an old mechanical nightingale. He was infatuated by it as it would sing all the time. The natural nightingale left its nest. The mechanical bird was broken. The emperor became sick. When the natural nightingale became back, the emperor stored his health.

This is historical allusion. The poetry is alluding to this story because he doesn’t want to be something temporal. He wants to be permanent.

 The speaker doesn’t want his soul to be reincarnated in an ordinary body, but in a body of an artist. He wants to be a singing artist. He wants his soul to be reincarnated in a   lasting permanent body.

He is seeking immortality of his soul through his works of art. He seeks immortality after death. He wants to escape the decaying world to the world of art. It is ironical that art is celebrating the decaying world. 

Commentary:

The poem is written in a sophisticated way. It is a little bit philological. There are many themes, the theme of fertility, theme of aging, theme of time, theme of man's mortality, theme of the immortality of the soul, and the theme of immortality of art.

It is written in the form of Italian stanza, octavarima stanza. It was used in writing epics. There are four stanzas. Each stanza of eight lines, in each stanza we have either one long complex sentence or two sentences.

The rhyme: aba bab-cc

The first six lines rhyme alternatively, ends with a couplet. He follows the same form in each stanza. The poem is written in iambic pentameter.

He gives numbers to stanzas to organize his ideas. Each stanza can be read as an entity of itself. 

1st stanza talking about the physical nature

2nd stanza talking about the soul

3rd stanza is about the tension between the two

4th stanza reaches a solution; that is the importance of the immortality of the soul.

The poet followed a philosophical style, words are not difficult, but the construction of sentences is difficult. He keeps parallel between the first and the last stanza. Words have different connotations. They are rich with meaning. The poem is rich with meaning. The form of the poem corresponds with the subject that is philosophical.

The alternate lines and the couplet all co-operate together to give richness to the theme he is dealing with.

The language is metaphorical. It is very rich. 
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