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Ageing and Mortality in Sailing to Byzantium  

(English, P.G. 2
nd

 Semester) 

William Butler Yeats' 1926 lyric poem Sailing to Byzantium refers to an ancient 

city famous for rich history, monuments, and permanence of art. The speaker takes a 

spiritual journey towards Byzantium with the hope that he can join the monuments of 

history and defeat the human ageing process. Therefore, the question of whether or not 

immortality is an achievable concept through art’s permanence is raised in the poem. By 

using the present participle ‘sailing’ in the title, Yeats lays more emphasis on the active 

nature of the participle, focussing more on the journey than the final destination. By 

emphasizing the act of sailing, wrought with a sense of the unknown, the speaker creates 

a confusing contrast between mortality (the vitality of life experienced while sailing 

towards Byzantium) and immortality (Byzantium itself). 

Predictably, solutions to this question are not forthcoming to the reader early on, 

instead, appearing closer to the speaker’s destination. In the first stanza, immortality and 

the permanence of art are not focussed upon; instead, his reasons for desiring to escape to 

Byzantium are promoted. The speaker uses nature to describe the bleak ageing process 

while mourning the sensual aspects of his mortal fate. ‘The mackerel crowded seas’ (l.4) 

portrays nature youthfully, with ‘crowded’ representing the liveliness of nature and how 

the abundance of mackerel eases procreation. The assonance highlights the fluidity of the 

poem, which depicts the continuity of the life cycle and therefore, mortal life. However, 

the claustrophobic lexis ‘crowded’ highlights that all the fish cannot survive with the 

limited resources in the ‘crowded seas.’ The speaker further dehumanizes life by 

portraying the rapidity of the life cycle through the curt triad ‘fish, flesh or fowl’(l.5), the 

monosyllables, and schemes of alliteration used to emphasize the rugged nature of life 

and the eventuality of death. The reader experiences the pulsing of mortal life through 

iambic pentameter, but as the stresses fall on words that depict the speaker’s morbid 

description of nature (e.g. ‘fall’ (l.6), ‘crowded’(l.4), ‘dies’(l.4) ), the reader is warned not 

to be seduced like the ‘young in one another’s arms’ (ll.1-2) into the ‘sensual music’ (l.7) 

of summer. The speaker’s awareness of nature’s decay highlights that his strife for the 

permanence of art and immortality is not possible in the mortal life, and therefore, he 

must escape this state of impermanence by sailing to Byzantium. 
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The bleak description of ageing is continued in the second stanza when the speaker 

describes the pathetic physicality of ‘an aged man’(l.9), using this generic term to show 

that with old age comes a loss of identity. Ironically, the poem is written in ‘ottava rima,’ 

an epic poetry form that traces the success of heroes to illuminate the devastating effects 

of mortality on ‘the aged man.’ He is described as ‘a tattered coat upon a stick’ (l.10), 

analogous to a scarecrow, showing how he is identified with his declining physical state 

rather than the wisdom of old age. However, the speaker can regain an identity by being 

able to ‘come to the holy city of Byzantium’ (ll.15-16), the full rhyme highlighting the 

speakers' resolution as he abandons mortality in exchange for immortality. Now that the 

speaker has reached his destination, a sense of hopefulness is created for the reader,who 

is also beginning to believe that immortality through art may be an achievable concept. 

Once in Byzantium, the speaker wishes to be immortalised by absorbing his soul 

into the permanent ‘golden mosaic of the wall’ (l.18). The speaker uses hyperbolic 

language, ‘O sages standing in God’s holy fire…Consume my heart away’ (ll.17-21), to 

connect the catalyst for change with supernatural forces. He wishes that his heart be 

consumed away, only to find that his heart is ‘fastened to a dying animal’ (l.22), the verb 

‘fastened’ emphasising how the speaker is forced to be a being of nature even though he 

believes that he is a being of art. The ‘dying’ flesh the speaker’s soul is attached to, 

symbolic of the dying generation, highlights how the speaker is unable to free himself 

from the curse of mortality. Thus, the speaker seeks purgation from his torment, longing 

for his soul to become a part of the world of art represented through Byzantium’s 

‘Monuments of unageing intellect’ (l.8) and ‘golden enamelling’ (l.28). However, art is 

still subject to decay; so one must consider whether immortality through the permanence 

of art can still be considered an achievable concept. Although the speaker fantasises about 

immortalisation through art, his awareness of art’s impermanence and the ‘artifice of 

eternity’ cannot be refuted. This indicates that although art offers him consolidation, the 

speaker is aware of the incapability of immortalisation through art. 

In conclusion, immortality through the permanence of art is not an achievable concept. 

The speaker discovers that immortality is an ‘artifice’, and ultimately, ageing and 

mortality are inevitable. The speaker ends with an ambiguous tone philosophising over 

‘what is pass, or passing, or to come’(l.32), highlighting his recognition of the circle of 

life and the future. Thus, the reader is left equally troubled, questioning whether the 
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speaker has recognised that immortality is unachievable and yet, is hopeful about 

moralisation, or whether the speaker is suffering from angst due to the inescapability of 

human life. 


