Sailing to Byzantium by W.B. Yeats 

Stanza 1: The young enjoy only sensuality, their praise is for things that are only temporary. Even though full of energy they neglect artistic/intellectual pursuits. 

Stanza 2: An old man is useless unless he develops his soul- to do this he must be involved in great Art.

Stanza 3: The poet asks the ancient wise men in a mosaic to come and teach him how to develop his soul, which at the moment is tied to an old and dying body.

Stanza 4: When reincarnated the poet wishes to be a work of Art, and not any mortal thing of nature (though the bird's form is borrowed from nature).

Imagery:

song/music lines 3,9- the song of the young is sensual, transient, heedless(of Art, intellect, mortality).

"sing" line 11, "singing school" line 13, "singing-masters line 20, "sing" line 30- the soul taught to develop itself, its intellectual and artistic capabilities., something more lasting, immortal. Note that birdsong of the first verse (short-lived) is contrasted with the birdsong in the last verse (immortal).

line 9, 10: the scarecrow image -that's all an old man is unless he develops his spirit. 

line 15, 16: quest/journey image, the poet is searching/seeking ("sailing" symbol)

line 19: he wants the wise men of Byzantium to come back from the past in a

spiralling motion, and apparently to gather him into the spiral perhaps to take him back into the heydays of Byzantium.

Byzantium is the major symbol of the poem -a place renowned in the past for artistic achievements.

last verse: the image seems to be a golden bird, a creation of Art, that will make his eternity an "artitice"(24), if he is reincarnated as such. He will achieve immortality through Art. Is line 26 a rejection of Nature? (Yet the form of the golden bird is taken from Nature -so is he just improving on Nature? Line 32 is suspiciously like line 6, so is he back in the same trap as those in the first verse?

Themes:

*alienation- the poet feels out of place among the young (1) he has to leave

to find something more permanent.

*escape- similar idea he wants to escape from a place where Art is not appreciated, (7,8)
where mortality is a threat (3,22) a place where old age is out of place (1)

*ideal/real – the ideal is what he wants to escape to: Byzantium, where Art, intellect are appreciated (13-16), the golden bird stands for this perfection, reality has to be refined, in the fire (17), to be immortal. Is the scene at the end really that attractive? Is it meant to

be? Is the singing wasted on a "drowsy Emperor" and "lords and ladies"? It could be

said that the scenes in the first verse are presented with more energy, are more vivid

and attractive. Perhaps there's a hint that the poet would tire of the tame life of the last verse. Or is this the readers/critics working from their own preconceived ideas?

*time –the young ignore its passing, it is wasting the poet away (9), he wants to achieve timelessness (23,24) , through Art -"artifice of eternity". Lines 6 and 32 present

time in a similar way, which is curious, because line 6 is when he is talking of 

the unsatisfactory present, and line 32 is about the imaginary, ideal future in eternity. Is it

that this life and the next are similar at least on the surface -but with the essential

difference that one lasts while the other doesn't. Note that the old man is deteriorating

even as the poem progresses: vI: an old man, v2: a scarecrow, v3: "a dying animal". Of course it is the "mortal dress" (body) (12) that is the problem.

*the limitations of the human condition -being subject to time, mortality. He wants to shake off and transcend his human nature, wants to be "out of nature" (25).

General: 

Note the use of groups of threes in lines 5 ""Fish, flesh, or fowl", line 6 "Whatever is begotten, born, and dies", line 32 ""what is past, passing, or to come".

Why? Sense of ritual? pattern? mysticism? A way of linking items in the poem.

Links/Comparisons:

The theme of escapism is also in The Lake Isle of Innisfree, though not so strongly -he wants to get away from the city and head for the countryside, as in Sailing To Byzantium  wants to get away from the present situation and head for Byzantium. In S13 he is also

dissatisfied with the materialistic money valuing times as distinct from the youth/pleasure valuing times in STB.

The theme of the real and the ideal in contrast/conflict is in many poems - here the real

is the modem world where youth and pleasure seeking is valued, the ideal is the artistic/intellectual environment of Byzantium; in S13 the real is materialistic Ireland,

the ideal is the spirit of the old patriots. In LII the ideal is the simple natural life on

Innisfree, the real is the bleaker city or town life. In The Stare's Nest By

My Window the ideal seems to be safety and security, the reality the destructive and threatening civil war .In Easter 1916 more detailed consideration is given to the whole nature of an ideal -it demands sacrifice, and may leave the idealist bewildered in the

end: "they dreamed and are dead;! And what if excess of love/Bewildered them till they died?".

