
Summary of “Byzantium” by W.B. Yeats 

“Byzantium” is a poem by W.B. Yeats, published in 1930 

as a sequel to his earlier poem Sailing to Byzantium (1928). 

This poem explores themes of spirituality, transcendence, 

and the contrast between the physical and the eternal 

1. First Stanza 

The poem starts with an image of midnight in Byzantium, 

representing a mystical world beyond the physical. 

The city appears silent and mysterious, while the material 

world is described as chaotic and imperfect. 

The flames and spirits symbolize the process of 

purification and transformation 

“The unpurged images of day recede;” 

(Line by line explanation Stanza 1) 

As midnight arrives, the earthly images (memories of the 

day) fade away. 

“Unpurged” means they are still impure, representing the 

material world and human desires. 

“The Emperor’s drunken soldiery are abed;” 

The soldiers of the emperor, who were drinking and 

celebrating, are now asleep. 



This shows the end of the active day and the beginning of 

a more mystical and spiritual world. 

“Night resonance recedes, night-walkers’ song 

After great cathedral gong;” 

The city’s noises (night resonance) start fading as the late-

night wanderers stop their songs. 

The cathedral gong has rung, marking the arrival of 

midnight—a mystical time. 

“A starlit or a moonlit dome disdains 

All that man is, 

All mere complexities, 

The fury and the mire of human veins.” 

The domed buildings (churches, palaces) under the 

moonlight look divine. 

They seem to reject or “disdain” human life, which is full 

of confusion, struggles, and desires. 

 

“The fury and the mire of human veins” refers to human 

passions, sufferings, and imperfections. 

2. Second Stanza 



A mysterious golden bird (possibly mechanical) is 

introduced. 

This bird is a symbol of artificial eternity—something 

crafted by human skill but beyond decay. 

It represents perfection, wisdom, and the contrast between 

mortality and immortality. 

3. Third Stanza 

The spirits of the dead are rising from their bodies, seeking 

purification. 

These spirits are trapped between life and death, trying to 

reach a higher spiritual state. 

Yeats suggests that human life is full of suffering, and only 

through spiritual enlightenment can one be free. 

4. Fourth Stanza 

The image of Hades’ dolphins appears, carrying purified 

souls to the afterlife. 

This symbolizes the transition from the earthly world to a 

timeless, immortal existence. 

Byzantium is not just a city but a metaphor for the eternal 

world of art, wisdom, and pure spirit. 

 



5. Fifth Stanza 

The golden bird sings in the emperor’s palace, standing as 

a perfect creation. 

Unlike human life, which is full of pain, the bird exists 

beyond time, unaffected by decay. 

The poem ends with the idea that true wisdom and beauty 

are only found in the spiritual realm. 

 Exam Points 

1. Theme of Transcendence: 

The poem contrasts mortal life with spiritual eternity. 

Yeats believes in the soul’s journey toward a higher 

existence. 

2. Symbolism: 

Byzantium – A symbol of spiritual perfection and 

immortality. 

Golden Bird – Represents artificial eternity and perfection 

beyond human limitations. 

 

Hades’ Dolphins – Symbolize the soul’s passage to the 

spiritual world. 



 

Flames and Spirits – Represent purification and 

transformation 

3. Connection with ‘Sailing to Byzantium’: 

Sailing to Byzantium (1928) shows a journey toward 

spiritual enlightenment. 

 

Byzantium (1930) describes the final stage—reaching the 

eternal world. 

 

4. Philosophical Ideas: 

Influenced by Platonism and the idea of a timeless, perfect 

world. 

Reflects Yeats’s belief in cycles of life, death, and rebirth. 

5. Poetic Style: 

Imagery – Strong visual descriptions of spirits, flames, and 

golden birds. 

 

Symbolism – Deep use of metaphors to express spiritual 

transformation 



6. Historical and Literary Context: 

Byzantium (Constantinople) was a center of wisdom and 

art in the medieval world. 

Yeats uses it as a symbol for an ideal, timeless state. 

“Byzantium” is a powerful poem about the journey of the 

soul, the imperfection of life, and the search for eternal 

wisdom. It uses rich symbolism and deep philosophy to 

present Yeats’s vision of a world beyond human suffering, 

where art and spirit achieve immortality. 

 

 

 

 


