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Abstract: This paper is to concentrate on Yeats’s images of the gyre as he uses in
some of his poems, “The Gyres,” “Sailing to Byzantium,” “Byzantium,” and “Meru,”
one of the reasons being that too many scholars have already discussed the gyre
theory from various perspectives. Therefore, my aim in this paper is not to deal with
all of those views proffered by them. Instead, I would like to talk about only such
ideas as displayed in some of his poems. In so doing, I hope I would be able to
help the readers understand the poems better.
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제목: W. B. 예이츠의 시에 나타난 가이어 이미저리 연구
우리말 요약: 본 논문은, 이미 다른 학자들이 가이어 이론에 대한 연구와 저술을 많이
하였지만, 본 논문의 목적은 실제로 그의 주요한 시에서 가이어의 이미지가 어떻게 사
용되는지를 집중적으로 탐구한다. 연구대상의 시는 가이어 , 비잔티움으로의 항해 ,
비잔티움 , 머무산 등이며, 다른 몇 편의 시는 주에서 간략하게 다루었다. 따라서, 본
논문의 목적은 다른 학자들의 이론을 검토하기 보다는, 위의 시들에서 가이어 이미지
가 실제로 어떻게 나타나는지를 탐구하여, 보다 깊이 있는 시 읽기에 도움을 주는데
있다.
주제어: 예이츠, 가이어, 비잔티움으로의 항해, 비잔티움, 머무산, 문명
저자: 정신우는 서울시립대학교 영문과에서 가르치고 있다.
____________________________________

My

main focus in this paper is on doing a close reading of some poems
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that include a gyre image in them, so that we can determine how a certain
gyre image plays a role in each of the poems. This paper will read some of
the poems of my choice carefully, paying attention to their form and to how
it helps create a poetic truth in the poem in question. As the two scholars
Michael Wood and Young Suck Rhee do in their study of a single poem,
“Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen,”1) I will do the close reading of the four
poems, with the whole form in mind focusing on the gyre imagery: “The
Gyres,” “Sailing to Byzantium,” “Byzantium,” and “Meru.”2) In so doing, we
will be able to grasp a poetic structure of the gyre based on how it is
poeticized in the poetry of W. B. Yeats. The new understanding of the gyre
will be different from the theories offered by scholars, as it is based on real
poems, not on theories of the theories proffered by scholars. In fact, the
thesis of this paper is that a poem comes before a theory. That is why we
should heed the poem itself, mainly because Yeats was a poet, not a
philosopher, although in his A Vision he sometimes sounds like a philosopher
mystic.

I. “The Gyres”
“The Gyres” is probably the most clearly manifested poeticizing of his
theory in a poem, and is a powerful outpouring of his emotion with an
image of the gyre. This poem is composed of three eight-line stanzas, and
begins and ends with an image of the gyre: “The gyres! the gyres! Old
Rocky Face look forth;” and “... and all things run/ On that unfashionable
gyre again.” (Albright 340) Albright says that “this poem greets the spectacle
of civilization’s ruin with wild imperatives, interjections, and exclamation
marks, as if the poet were determined to outshout the Delphic Oracle” (771).
The poet was in fact to die a couple of years later after this poem was
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written. According to the note by Albright, the poem was written between
1936 and 1937, and it seems that the poet indeed is shouting to himself and
to the Delphic Oracle what he has discovered about the civilization. The
further comment made by Albright:

—

The original title was ‘What matter’ and indeed the poem dismisses all
nostalgia and concern for safety in a paean to the irresistible energies of
historical changes. The gyres of the title are the spinning cones that govern
the patterns of recurrence among the millennia.... This poem is an ode to
the whirlwind [of historical changes]. (771)

In stanza one the poet addresses the Delphic Oracle3): “Old Rocky Face[,]
look forth.” And then, he enumerates what really matters in the whirlwind of
historical changes. At the close of this stanza, he concludes, “We that look
on but laugh in tragic joy.” The figuration of the one who has just reached
an enlightenment is brilliantly used in many of his great poems, including
“Long-legged Fly” and “Lapis Lazuli.” This poem is indeed an impressive
poeticizing of his theory of civilization he has fully developed in his A
Vision. In this eight-line stanza, all that a civilization goes through finds
poetic expression. It would be difficult to write a grand poem in such a short
space about these things: beauty, truth (worth), and lineaments (art) are
attained in an instant; if it takes long, it won’t be it. The three lines:
Things thought too long can be no longer thought
For beauty dies of beauty, worth of worth,
And ancient lineaments are blotted out. (340)

Then the poet addresses the issues of wars, of philosophers, and of soldiers:
all of these need to be re-started, and then we should be capable of going
beyond and look on and laugh a tragic laugh of joy.
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In stanza two, the poet is a poet in a real world, not in a vacuum and is
in Ireland. He has experienced war and death, blood and tears, and he has
longed for better forms as found in ancient tombs, not anymore. He is
reminded of the Delphic Oracle’s one word: “Rejoice.” Stanza two is a
flashback of his life on Earth facing his own death. And after all this
suffering, he is hearing a voice out of cavern: “Rejoice.” The poeticizing of
the gyre theory in the second stanza is very emphatic, with the repetitions of
What matter? in lines 1, 3, and 7. The first “What matter ... ?” is a full
two-line sentence:
What matter though numb nightmare ride on top
And blood and mire the sensitive body stain? (340)

This is a depiction of the war-torn country, where people get numb by the
news of everyday killings and cruelties inflicted on young soldiers and other
innocent people, and where blood and mire stain the sensitive body. And the
second and the third “What matter?” is a short question: the second “What
matter?” is a desperate relinquishment, and urge the people to surrender and
“rejoice.” It is just the passing of a moment, the poet seems to claim, in a
phase of civilization:
What matter? Heave no sigh, let no tear drop,
A greater, a more gracious time has gone;
For painted forms or boxes of make-up
In ancient tombs I sighed, but not again; (340)

In this stanza, the question is placed at the start of the stanza, so it can be
connected both with the previous and with the current stanzas.
The third “What matter?” is hollow without any more to say about. The
poet is hearing the voice coming out from the Cavern, and that one word is
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“Rejoice.” On second thought it may be the speaker’s own voice, or the
anti-self of the primary millenium, as Albright claims:
The oracular voice of this poem, then, may be that of the poet’s anti-self,
and of the anti-self of the whole sick primary millenium, boldly foretelling
the headier, more vibrant era that will come after AD 2000. (772)

The third and last stanza is a bold declaration of the poet’s theory of gyre:
“... and all things run/ On that unfashionale gyre again.” How do we make a
new era come to us? By disintering the workman, noble and saint:
From marble of a broken sepulchre
Or dark between the polecat and the owl,
Or any rich, dark nothing (340)

But then who shall disinter them from “any rich, dark nothing”? Those that
Rocky Face holds dear, the “Lovers of horses and of women”: the heroes of
the world, they need the power of the workman, who is “noble and saint” so
that “all things [can] run/ On that unfashionable gyre again.”
The third stanza looks the world in the face, where “Conduct and work
grow coarse, and coarse the soul.” What matter! Now the poet gives up
hopes and look on: a new workman will be disintered “betwixt the polecat
and the owl.”

II. “Sailing to Byzantium” and “Byzantium”
These two poems can be called companion poems, the inspiration of
which came at the same time, while making many drafts of the first poem.
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“Sailing to Byzantium” had been finished earlier, going through many
revisions, during which Yeats set aside images and wordings he later was to
use in writing “Byzantium.”4) So, these poems will be studied together.
Critics have studied the form and substance of the two poems, and what I
would like to do in this paper is not that different, but what I will do here
is to focus on and examine how the imagery of gyre is poeticized in each
poem: where the gyre image is located; how it is connected with the rest of
the stanzas in each poem. To remind us of the paper’s purpose, it is to form
an idea of the gyre in actual poems.
First, let me see “Sailing to Byzantium.” What is noteworthy is the
tension, or the paradox, between artist and art, and if viewed from the

—

—

perspective of gyre, the tension whatever we may call it gives rise to a
new reading of the poem, which is what this paper is to illustrate. Critics
tend to see this poem as a biography, thus failing to see the dynamic force
inherent in the poem: the speaker-poet is sailing to Byzantium, where he
could achieve his artistic goal. (The title seems to mislead the readers, too.)
The action in the poem takes place in the mind of the speaker: he is
nowhere in Byzantium; he is in Ireland, “a tattered coat upon a stick.” To
understand how vitally important the image of gyre is, let us read the whole
poem, stanza I to stanza IV. Structurally, the first stanza is an introduction to
where the poet is now physically before he embarks on a mental journey to
Byzantium. What interests me in stanza I is, the poet here makes us prepare
for the gyre image, by calling attention to the cyclic nature of living things:
... 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. (239)
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In here “Whatever is begotten, born, and dies” (239) is in exact contrast with
the last line of the poem: “Of what is past, or passing, or to come (240).” In
the first stanza the poet certainly blames all that are “Caught in that sensual
music [and] neglect/ Monuments of unageing intellect” (239) But in the last
stanza the poet wishes to become a golden bird on a golden bough, “to sing/
To lords and ladies of Byzantium/ Of what is past, or passing, or to come.”
From the beginning of the stanza, the poet declares: “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 enameling” (240).
Why does the poet have to be a golden bird? Can’t he just now sing of
“what is past, or passing, or to come” without being a golden bird? The
tension in the poet forces him to refuse to accept the world as it is. The
poet is now an old man and unable to be like them but he is still “sick with
desire/ And fastened to a dying animal.” So, he would rather sail to
Byzantium and be gathered “Into the artifice of eternity” (240).
The central stanza is then stanza III, where there is an image of gyre:
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. (239)

As per his wish, the whirlwind of historic changes will eventually come, but
in his old age the poet in this poem is struggling to accept the reality and
sings a supremely beautiful song in the face of approaching death.
The poem (except for stanza I, which is an introduction) balances itself
with stanza III in the middle, the second stanza explaining the old man’s
plight, and the last and fourth stanza delineating the old man’s destination
where he will be a golden bird that will sing of historic changes of the
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world. In this poem again, the image of gyre is the kernel of the poem.
“Byzantium” is, in the meantime, an outright expression of the poet’s
wish to get out of Nature, and become a golden bird in Byzantium. But the
tone of the poem is now different in that the artist (“the golden smithies”) is
the one who:
[will] Break] bitter furies of complexity,
Those images that yet
Fresh images beget,
That dolphin-torn, that gong-tormented sea. (299)

That is to say, the poet in this poem wishes to be “Miracle”
Miracle, bird or golden handiwork,
More miracle than bird or handiwork,
Planted on the starlit golden bough,
Can like the cocks of Hades crow,
Or, by the moon embittered, scorn aloud
In glory of changeless metal
Common bird or petal
And all complexities or mire or blood. (298)

But the next stanza leaves a trace of his doubt about Byzantium, where “An
agony of flame that cannot singe a sleeve.” The poet seems to be dubious of
what he as a golden bird will do (298):
At midnight on the Emperor’s pavement flit
Flames that no faggot feeds, nor steel has lit,
Nor storm disturbs, flames begotten of flame,
Where blood-begotten spirits come
And all complexities of fury leave,
Dying into a dance,
An agony of trance,
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An agony of flame that cannot singe a sleeve. (298)

The central image is that of a gyre in stanza two. That is to say, what
the poet sings in this poem is the image of the gyre winding and unwinding
continuously: Byzantium itself is also a phase of Life or Art, where:
Hades’ bobbin bound in mummy-cloth
May unwind the winding path;
....................
I hail the superhuman;
I call it death-in-life and life-in-death. (298)

Though this poem is an illustration of Byzantium, the poet in this poem is
none other than the poet in agony in this world, not in Byzantium: once,
Byzantium in his poem “Sailing to Byzantium” is an ideal place he may
wish to sail to, but Byzantium in this poem is no longer a place in which he
could stay and work, as the golden handiwork will definitely “scorn aloud/ In
glory of changeless metal/ Common bird or petal/ And all the complexities of
mire or blood,” and at this moment it is necessary to remind us that the poet

—

who is in Byzantium in “Sailing to Byzantium” sings of the changes or the
constant of the gyre winding and unwinding- in the world.
Probably, the poet in “Byzantium” is already longing for the world he
has belonged to, Ireland, in this poem.

III. “Meru”
“Meru,” having only 14 lines, is as powerful as “The Gyres,” which was
to be written a couple of years later, though the imagery of gyre is not that
clear; however, the diction of the poem mimics the civilization that is to
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“perne in a gyre” (239).
By the time Yeats wrote this poem in 1934, he no longer seemed to
think that Byzantium is an ideal place; nor Egypt nor Greece nor Rome. He
seems to side with the hermits upon Mount Meru, who know:
That day brings round the night, that before dawn
His glory and his monuments are gone. (339)

This poem consists of three parts. The first part is one sentence having three
lines, which is a definition of civilization that is expounded in his book A
Vision; but this three-line definition of civilization is compact and finds most
poetic expression in the whole corpus of his poetry:
Civilization is hooped together, brought
Under a rule, under the semblance of peace
By manifold illusion; (339)

The second part covers from half of line three to line five. That is, the
second part consists of six lines, and the third of six lines: the second part
illustrating his point of what man has done in “hooping together civilization,”
while the third offering the hermits who have reached an enlightenment on
civilization. Now the poet who writes this poem, while defining civilization as
such, is no longer the poet who longs to sail to Byzantium. Like the hermits
upon Mount Meru he is now enlightened on the nature of human civilization: it
is in a gyre, whether it is Byzantium, Egypt, Greece, or Rome. Even more
critical of it, he thinks the civilization is not a natural process, but that it is a
thing “hooped together: ... brought/ Under a rule, under the semblance of
peace/ By manifold illusion;” Everything in a civilization is “manifold illusion.”
The gyre imagery in this part of the poem is best expressed by use of
repetitions: human efforts that are in varied, emphatic terms:
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... he [man], despite his terror, cannot cease
Ravening through century after century,
Ravening, raging, and uprooting that he may come
Into the desolation of reality:
Egypt and Greece good-bye, and good-bye, Rome! (339)

Humans raven and raven through century after century! But where he winds
up is “the desolation of reality.” The relentless efforts to reach the reality are
by way of “Ravening, raging, and uprooting. So, the poet says that we
should say good-bye to all the great civilizations, which amount to nothing
but “manifold illusion.”
The third part demonstrates the unforgettable imagery of the civilization
that pernes in a gyre. What is noteworthy here in this part is the “Hermits
upon Mount Meru.” Who are they? This must be like the Yeats who has
long sought for truth in poetry, “ravening, raging, and uprooting that he may
come/ Into the desolation of reality.” It is here that we are reminded of one
of his last poems, “The Circus Animals’ Desertion” written from November
1937 to September 1938 and published in 1939. This reading is also justified
by the concluding line: “... before dawn/ His glory and his monuments are
gone.”
As usual, Yeats almost always lays double entendres in his poems:
personal and universal. The Hermits both represent himself as poet and his
conception of civilizations that perne in a gyre.

Conclusion
The principles of gyre imagery are poeticized in various form in different
poems, but what is noteworthy is the fact that it is the kernel of a poem
almost all the time, as we have read the four major poems, “The Gyres,”
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“Sailing to Byzantium,” “Byzantium,” and “Meru”: sometimes, the gyre is
directly addressed to as “The gyres! the gyres!” or is described as “perne in
a gyre”; or it is described as the imagery of winding and unwinding of the
mummy-cloth; or it is a simple declaration of a gyre principle, such as “all
things run/ On that unfashionable gyre again (340).” Also, as briefly
mentioned in the Note, the principle of gyre variously finds expression in
each poem: a metaphor of flower, animals, birds, dolphins, fish, echoes of
Cavern, the oracular voice, and so on. With or without the knowledge of
Yeats’s principles of gyre, the readers can feel and appreciate, not just
understand, the key imagery of gyre, which enriches his poetry endlessly and
profoundly, as well as infinitely subtly. In Yeats’s poetry, the principle of
gyre is more than a theory: it is an enriching element in almost all his major
poems, which is an amazing feat.

Notes
1) See Michael Wood, Yeats and Violence (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010). The whole book discusses a
single poem, “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen.” Young Suck Rhee also deals with this single
poem in his essay: see his article “The Architectonics of Form and Content in W. B. Yeats’s
‘Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen,’” Foreign Literature Studies 34.2 (2012): 15-28. Rhee claims
that “the poem’s form and content are structured to an end: a vista of the general history of art
and humanity and a definition of humanity” (15).
2) The other poems that include the gyre images are: “Meditations in Time of Civil War (part 4
My Descendants),” “A Dialogue of Self and Soul (stanza 5),” “Mohini Chaterjee,” “Lapis Lazuli
(stanza 3).”
In the first poem, part 4 “My Descendents” has the poet wondering what will become of his
descendents, questioning “what if my descendents lose the flower/ Through natural declension of
the soul,” as he already knows that:
Life scarce can cast a fragrance on the wind,
Scarce spread a glory to the morning beams,
But the torn petals strew the garden plot;
And there’s but common greenness after that. (249)
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In the similar way, life goes through a gyre, as in the second poem’s fifth stanza My Soul
says:
Such fullness in that quarter overflows
And falls into the basis of the mind
That man is stricken deaf and dumb and blind,
For intellect no longer knows
Is from the Ought, or Knower from the Known That is to say, ascends to Heaven; (285)
In the third poem, “Mohini Chaterjee,” the speaker and Mohini Chatterjee seem to concur:
“Birth-hour and death-hour meet,/.../ Men dance on deathless feet, (297)” the imagery of which
finds expression in “Byzantium” and “The Gyres.”
Finally, “Lapis Lazuli’s stanza 3,” (The poems is a masterpiece as to one creative moment
after another in a gyre.), seems to be the culmination of the imagery of gyre: “All things fall
and are built again (341)”:
No handiwork of Callimachus
Who handled marble as if it were bronze,
Made draperies that seemed to rise
When sea-wind swept the corner, stands;
His long lamp chimney shaped like the stem
Of a slender palm, stood but a day; (341)
3) It is interesting that John Unterecker identifies the “Old Rocky Face” with “the Rocky face of
the moon which controls the gyres and which peers from the cavern of night, so that theory
had best be tacked on, too.” But Albright demonstrates that Yeats has also used this imagery
often in other places including in poems such as “The Delphic Oracle upon Plotinus” and “Man
and the Echo.” (771)
4) Young Suck Rhee is one of the scholars who treat the two poems as one piece. See “Yeats’
‘Sailing to Byzantium’ and ‘Byzantium’: Variations of a Byzantine Song,” Foreign Literature
Studies 35.2 (2013): 12-19.
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