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Perne in a gyre: the 

poetic representation of an ideal 
state in the Byzantine poems of W. B. Yeats

 

•

Constituting only a small part of the author’s oeuvre, the poems relating 
to Byzantium have given rise to a field of their own in Yeats studies.1 Part of 

the attraction is due to the fact that the two most famous of the so-called Byzantine 
poems, “Sailing to Byzantium” (1926) and “Byzantium” (1930), in an elaborate way 
manage to connect many of the central themes of the poet’s later works. A contrib-
uting factor is their relatively manifest relation to A Vision, the esoteric work in 
which Yeats presents his own speculative system of history.2
 In many ways the poems in question reflect the notion of Byzantium as an ideal 
state, but a more detailed analysis of how this ideal is represented in the poems, not 
the least through ekphrastic strategies, gives a more complex picture. In order to 
give a fuller account it is instructive to pay attention to a poem that is rarely consid-
ered in this context – or in any other context. The reason this poem, “Wisdom”, has 
drawn less attention is partly aesthetic, partly that it does not explicitly state that it 
concerns Byzantium. “Wisdom” is known to be from the same period as “Sailing 
to Byzantium”, but it might be possible to be more specific. From what we know of 
Yeats’ modus operandi, it seems reasonable to assume that it predates it. The two 
poems where “Byzantium” is mentioned in the title, but also other, external sourc-
es, convey a movement from a more affirmative expression of what we might call a 
Byzantine fantasy to a more problematic view of this fantasy. I see no reason why 
Yeats, after writing and rewriting “Sailing to Byzantium”, should have gone on to 
write a less elaborate and in some aspects more naive poem on the same topic. 
 In this article I will first discuss the passage in A Vision (included both in the 
original version of 1925 and the revised edition of 1937) and then continue with an 
analysis of “Wisdom” and “Sailing to Byzantium”, both included in the 1928 collec-

 1 Some of the earlier articles and excerpts from books that concern Byzantine motifs in Yeats are collect-
ed in Finneran 1970.
 2 Yeats 1961. A useful summary of the system can be found on the internet page, “The System of W. B. 
Yeats’s A Vision”, http://www.yeatsvision.com (accessed 10 January 2013).
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tion The Tower. However, I will leave aside the long and notoriously obscure poem 
just entitled “Byzantium”.3
 The philosophical treaty A Vision, in part based on messages from spirits that 
were communicated by the poet’s wife, is an attempt to show the underlying prin-
ciples behind the chaos of the world. One of its central ideas is that history forms a 
spiralling movement between binary oppositions such as concord and discord, sun 
and moon, et cetera, all – in theory – following the seasons of a 26,000-year-long 
“platonic year”, as well as lunar cycles and various other temporal laws. In one of the 
chapters, “Dove or Swan”, Yeats fills out the details in one of the historical turning 
points, namely Byzantium. It is interesting to observe, however, how he already at 
this stage describes it as a fantasy, a tendency that the poems will develop:

I think if I could be given a month of Antiquity and leave to spend it where I chose, I would spend 
it in Byzantium a little before Justinian opened St. Sophia and closed the Academy of Plato. I think 
I could find in some little wine-shop some philosophical worker in mosaic who could answer all 
my questions, the supernatural descending nearer to him than to Plotinus even, for the pride of his 
delicate skill would make what was the instrument of power to princes and clerics, a murderous 
madness in the mob, shown as a lovely flexible presence like that of a perfect human body.4

As further details are added to the description it becomes clear that early Byzan-
tium represents an ideal state to Yeats, a state in which “religious, aesthetic and 
practical life were one”.5 This is a recurring theme in any kind of classicism: the 
notion that the aesthetics one extracts or reconstructs from the idealized era is har-
monically integrated with the social structure seen as emblematic of the period, 
whether it be Athenian democracy or Augustan military discipline. In the case of 
Yeats’ alternative classicism it is not hard to draw a connection between his interest 
in the theocratic culture and his anticipation of a society combining spirituality 
with an overtly hierarchic structure, what he in a letter from 1933 defined as “Fas-
cism modified by religion”.6 
 What the word ‘Fascism’ means to Yeats could, and should, of course be speci-
fied, but the connotation most people will read into it, that of an anti-egalitarian, 
antidemocratic ideology, aiming at a nation in which everyone knows his or her 
place – or is forced to accept it through violence – is not totally off the mark. It is 
more important to make some clarifications about religion, or what he in the Byz-
antine fantasy of A Vision calls “the supernatural”. Yeats’ idea of Christianity in late 
antiquity did not encompass the kind of moral principles that one might assume. 
This is obvious from how the craftsmen in Byzantium are described in A Vision:

 3 Worth mentioning in this context is also the poem “The Mother of God”, from The Winding Stair, 
which uses Byzantine iconography, and which revolves around themes discussed this essay, such as genera-
tion and eternity; Yeats 1984, 249.             4 Yeats 1961, 279.                      5 Ibid.
 6 “At the moment I am trying in association with [an] ex-cabinet minister, an eminent lawyer, and a phi-
losopher, to work out a social theory which can be used against Communism in Ireland—what looks like 
emerging is Fascism modified by religion”; Letter to Olivia Shakespeare, April [Postmark 1933], in Yeats 
1954, 808.
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They could copy out of old Gospel Books those pictures that seemed as sacred as the text, and yet 
weave all into a vast design, the work of many that seemed the work of one, that made building, 
picture, pattern, metal-work of rail and lamp, seem but a single image; and this vision, this procla-
mation of their invisible master, had the Greek nobility, Satan always the still half-divine Serpent, 
never the horned scare-crow of the didactic Middle Ages.7

Consequently “modified by religion” would in this case mean including supernat-
ural elements, which make the state function in analogy not only with a perfect 
human body, but also with the soul within such a body. 
 Calling Yeats’ perception of Byzantium a fantasy does by no means imply a lack 
of reference to the historical Byzantium (or Constantinople)  – on the contrary! In 
his study The Meaning of Byzantium in the Poetry and Prose of W.B. Yeats, Russell 
E. Murphy has convincingly shown that Yeats took a great interest in Byzantium, 
albeit the way his contemporary and earlier historians saw it, and argues that the 
poet also managed to incorporate some of the Byzantine theological elements, such 
as the Christ Pantokrator, into his own thought.8 Yeats’ perception of the city can 
still be questioned in terms of historical accuracy, but such a discussion must pay at-
tention to what kind of statements we are dealing with.9 Regardless of whether the 
elements of the poems are drawn from more or less reliable sources on the historical 
Byzantium, they are always selected and arranged in a way that serves a different 
purpose than that of an historical inquiry. 

Wisdom
As we move from the presentation of this Byzantine fantasy in the form of philo-
sophical prose to an attempt to represent it poetically, “Wisdom”, the first thing we 
notice is the emphasis Yeats places on handicraft: 

The true faith discovered was 
When painted panel, statuary, 
Glass-mosaic, window-glass, 
Amended what was told awry 
By some peasant gospeller; 
Swept the sawdust from the floor 
Of that working-carpenter.10

Obviously, the governing strategy of the poem is ekphrasis. This confers with an 
observation David Ricks has made, in connection with the passage from A Vision: 
“the nettle that, paradoxically, a poetic response to Byzantium is unlikely to be a 

 7 Yeats 1961, 280.            8 Murphy 2004.
 9 In an article on ”Perceptions of Byzantium” Ihor Ševčenko uses his own view of “Sailing to Byzantium” 
as an example of his development as a scholar, going from the notion ”that the poem had little to do with 
Byzantium”, towards acknowledging that ”perceptions of Byzantium are a legitimate, and, for the profes-
sional, an indispensable field of study”; Ševčenko 2001, 7.
 10 Yeats 1984, 219.
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response of the poetry produced in Byzantium.”11 The first lines of “Wisdom” even 
put the aesthetic artefacts above the spoken or written word, in a way that drives 
one of the premises of the iconological tradition of the Orthodox Church ad ab-
surdum.12 If the metaphysical power of the image was formulated as a response to 
the threat of iconoclasm, Yeats expresses something one might call mythoclasm, a 
somewhat paradoxical position in a written poem.
 Since the words “that working-carpenter” must be seen as an allusion to the 
background of Christ, the sawdust is likely to represent the Christian doctrine as it 
was before the artefacts of the church amended it. Although the icon itself is never 
mentioned in the poem (except for the anonymous “glass-mosaic”), this is consist-
ent with Murphy’s view, 

that the Byzantine icon called the Christ Pantokrator wielded as much influence on the direction 
taken by both Yeats’s prose and poetic treatments of Byzantium as it had wielded originally in de-
fining and governing the directions taken by Byzantine culture.13

Depending on how the word “discovered” is interpreted, as “found” or as “exposed”, 
the poem depicts ascetic Christianity, the Christianity of carpenters, as either an 
insufficient teaching superseded by the more aesthetically powerful church, or as 
a veil covering the true faith, a veil torn away by artifice, normally thought of as 
secondary to it. The second sentence, even though it may not be based on an iden-
tifiable picture, is a regular ekphrasis:

Miracle had its playtime where 
In damask clothed and on a seat 
Chryselephantine, cedar-boarded, 
His majestic Mother sat 
Stitching at a purple hoarded 
That He might be nobly breeched 
In starry towers of Babylon 
Noah’s freshet never reached.14

The luxurious catalogue of beautiful objects makes it easy – and this is possibly 
an intended effect – to forget what is actually said. The claim that “miracle had its 
playtime” is, for all its mysteriousness, completely congruent with the idealization 
of Byzantium. We will return below to the question of what kind of miracle the 
poem refers to. More remarkable is the claim that “Noah’s freshet”, that is the flood, 
never reached the “starry towers of Babylon”. Here not only the Christian faith is 
corrected but even the Old Testament! What survives the flood, of which the Book 
of Genesis tells us, is here said to be the place that the Book of Revelation has called 
“Babylon the Great, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth” (Apoc. 
17:5). It is hard to see the claim that its towers should have survived the Flood, 
and that the Divine Infant is placed in one of them, as anything but a provocation 
against Christianity. To what extent this corresponds to the Byzantine conception 
 11 Ricks 2000, 230.          12 On icons, see the contribution by Helena Bodin in the present volume.
 13 Murphy 2004, 22–23.             14 Ibid. Yeats 1984, 219.
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of sin could be discussed, as well as to what extent it reflects Yeats’ own views. There 
are other poems, such as “A Prayer for my Son”, that point in another direction, but 
it is clearly compatible with the depiction of Satan as a divine serpent, which we 
found in A Vision. He is, no doubt, an apprentice of William Blake.
 In a radio broadcast in 1935, Yeats called the first strophe of “Sailing to Byzan-
tium”, to which I will soon turn, “[t]he worst bit of syntax I ever wrote”.15 He seems 
to have been forgetful of a sentence which can be found in “Wisdom”: 

King Abundance got Him on 
Innocence; and Wisdom He. 
That cognomen sounded best 
Considering what wild infancy 
Drove horror from His Mother’s breast.16

I understand this passage as seeking to describe the birth of Christ and find the 
proper cognomen for the Jesus figure of the poem, the one best corresponding to 
his nature. The term “abundance” is in Yeats often connected to miracles, for in-
stance in “Meditations in Time of Civil War”, where the wonders of nature are 
symbolized by an “abounding glittering jet”.17 In “Wisdom”, Christ seems to be the 
combination of, on the one hand, the abundance of God, which contains a satanic 
element as well as an aesthetic, and on the other hand innocence, a combination 
that is only possible if we accept the conception of sin that Yeats projects onto Or-
thodox Christianity. But what is wisdom? What is the wild infancy that makes that 
name sound best? How does it drive horror away? What kind of horror? This poem 
leaves us with many questions that are good to bear in mind as we continue. 

Sailing to Byzantium
As opposed to “Wisdom” there exist a number of preserved manuscripts of “Sailing 
to Byzantium”.18 The development of the poem has also been extensively studied, 
which has led to many interesting findings. One thought-provoking aspect is how 
the actual journey to Byzantium that makes up a large part of the earlier versions 
(there is for instance a Danish mariner involved), gradually disappears. Instead we 
are left with a poem that is divided in two symmetrical parts, the first of which giv-
ing us the speaker’s rationale for travelling, and the second describing, as I intend 
to show, not an observed Byzantium, but a wanted Byzantium. 
 The first part of the poem could be paraphrased in the following way: I have 
sailed to Byzantium, so that my soul through studies of its own magnificence should 
learn to sing, and consequently accept bodily decay; such studies are not possible in the 
land from which I come, since it is preoccupied with the music of the carnal world. This 

 15 Quoted from Foster  2003, 328.            16 Yeats 1984, 219.                        17 Ibid. 200.
 18 The manuscripts are collected in Yeats 2007.
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part of the poem clearly gives emphasis to the Neoplatonic aspect of Christendom 
in late antiquity, and displays an ambiguous attitude towards the world, seemingly 
denouncing the sensuous music through sensuous music. 
 Having reached Byzantium in the very centre of the poem, one might expect a 
depiction of the place. Instead we encounter an invocation:

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.19 

The phrase “perne in a gyre” displays Yeats’ subtle and refined use of ambiguity. 
The “gyre” refers to the kind of spirals that history forms in the system of A Vision. 
The most obvious interpretation of perne would be to conceive of it as a verb in the 
imperative, as a call for the sages to move in a spiralling motion. The word is used 
in this sense in “Demon and Beast”, written only a few years before The Tower.20 
 However, grammar also allows for another interpretation, one that would be of 
great consequence. The word occurs as a noun in other parts of the author’s work, 
for instance in an explanatory note in The Wild Swans at Coole: “When I was a little 
child at Sligo I could see above my grandfather’s trees a little column of smoke from 
the ‘pern mill’, and was told that the ‘pern’ was another name for the spool, as I was 
accustomed to call it, on which the thread was wound.”21 T. R. Henn comments 
on the possible connection between the childhood memory of spinning factories 
and the image in “Sailing to Byzantium”: “[H]ere the image seems to be that of the 
shuttle revolving round and up the walls of the cone of time, leaving behind it that 
traditional thread as a clue (compare the second verse of ‘Byzantium’) by which the 
depths may be explored again.”22
 If ‘perne’ is thus made a noun, the grammatical implication being that the entire 
phrase “perne in a gyre” is in apposition to “the holy fire”, this would make the fire 
in which the sages are standing the centre of a gyre. The metaphysical nature of this 
barely perceptible chronotopical location could be explained through A Vision, and 
through its Neoplatonic sources, but in this case it might be instructive to contrast 
it to the well-known opening lines of an earlier poem, “The Second Coming”:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,23

The chaos into which Yeats, for good reasons, felt that the world had been thrown 
in his own time, is characterized by a great distance from the centre. Logically, the 

 19 Yeats 1984, 193.
 20 Ibid. 186. See also Jeffares 1984, 199: “To pern is to move with a circular, spinning motion”.
 21 Quoted from Jeffares 1984, 149.            22 Henn 1965.                      23 Yeats 1984, 187.
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poet who is troubled by this condition would seek the place or time near the centre 
where order rules, a centre that seems to be located in Byzantium. 
 But which Byzantium? Some of the discussion on this poem has dealt with 
where to place it in history, or, to be precise, in the historical framework that A 
Vision provides. Either it belongs to the same period as the time described in the 
passage from A Vision quoted above, that is, around the year 520, or it is set in the 
same period as the later poem “Byzantium”, which, according to a note made by the 
author, should be at the end of the first Christian millennium. 
 There are good arguments for both of these positions, but one could feel that 
they overestimate the consequences an actual location in time has for the interpre-
tation of the poem. I would argue that when dealing with an author such as Yeats 
it is often more rewarding to focus on the internal logic of the poems, which often 
include a complex manifestation of time, and to their thematic interaction with 
each other, rather than to dwell on the rigid historical system of A Vision. If the 
darker poem “Byzantium” could be said to give a more problematic view of the city 
that “Sailing to Byzantium” dreams of, it is of less importance whether the brighter 
view of the earlier poem is a reflexion of that the described city is in an earlier phase, 
in which the problems are not yet visible, or of the fact that it describes a fantasy. In 
any case, the later Byzantine poem retroactively casts its shadows on the earlier one, 
revealing something that was already present in the idealised depiction.
 Ultimately one could discuss to what extent the poem pretends to describe any 
Byzantium at all. Once again the manuscripts provide vital information. In the ear-
lier versions there is an ekphrasis, a description of an actual picture: “Saints & apos-
tles in the gold of a wall […] Symbolic of gods love awaits my preyer [sic!]”24 One 
Yeats scholar, Curtis Bradford, comments on the development of the poems: “The 
first two lines gain intensity when Yeats reverses the elements of his comparison: we 
are no longer merely contemplating a mosaic picture; the saints ‘stand amid God’s 
sacred fire / As in the gold mosaic of a wall’.”25 It seems, however, that the effect is 
not only one of added intensity, but also a loss of reference. One condition for a 
simile, for something to be compared with something, is that the two objects of the 
comparison are not identical. That is, the sages would not be standing as in the gold 
mosaic if they were standing in the gold mosaic. The consequence of the revision of 
the poem would be that what could have been an ekphrasis of a mosaic becomes the 
vehicle of a simile, making any actual wall disappear.
 Yet it reappears in another form, in the same strophe, if we observe the con-
sonance and assonance, particularly of the letters that form the word ‘gold’ (here 
marked in bold letters), in the first four lines.

 24 Yeats 2007, 19.
 25 Bradford 1960, 116. In another manuscript study, John Stallworthy argues that it was the San Apollinare 
Nuovo church that inspired the poem, even if most of the details taken from the church aren’t present in the 
finished poem; Stallworthy 1963, 97–98.
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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.26

The same phenomenon can be perceived in the concluding strophe as well, were es-
pecially the word ‘gold’ appears (sometimes in compounds) four times in only four 
lines. This is not merely an aesthetic effect, or rather, as we learned from “Wisdom”, 
there is no such thing as a neutral aesthetic or ornamental aspect. Neither is this 
only a question of the phonetic qualities of the words, but rather a sort of semantic 
relationship that the euphonic effects enhance. The word gold, and the words that 
in this context are associated with it, such as ‘God’, ‘holy’, ‘mosaic’, ‘wall’, ‘soul’ and 
‘form’, are all put together, forming a gold mosaic of a paper.
 Yet, this golden music is disrupted by some of the phrases, such as “the artifice 
of eternity”, a sound that brings to mind a consuming fire, rather than a state of har-
mony. The paradoxical phrase can be seen as an inversion, or a dialectical antithesis, 
of one in the first strophe, “those dying generations”. One form of being created, 
natural generation, which Yeats thinks of in Neoplatonic terms, is contrasted with 
another, artifice. But this form of creation is as paradoxical as the first one, since 
eternity would seem to exclude change, that is, creation. This paradox is the theme 
of the concluding strophe, in which the protagonist of the poem dreams of his 
re-entrance into the world, not as a dying bird, a bird that grows old, but one made 
of gold. 
 The state for which the poet is reaching is one in which he would be able to 
sing without aging. He does not seem to expect to stay in eternity himself, but to 
perform a song that is not confined to the boundaries of time. Here we can find 
some of the allegory of the esoteric part of “Wisdom”. The horror that Virgin Mary 
would feel is the horror of having given birth, the horror of knowing what will 
happen to her child, and of having partaken in the process of generation. As an-
other poem, “Among School Children” tells us, any mother who knew what her 
child, that “honey of generation has betrayed”, will look like after “sixty or more 
winters”, would hesitate to give birth at all.27 Wisdom would then be the wisdom of 
the sages, which allows them to reach a position outside time. At the core of Yeats’ 
interest in Byzantium is the question of whether such a miracle is possible, and how 
it would manifest itself. 

 26 Yeats 1984, 193.          27 Yeats 1984, 216.
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