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Leda and the Swan1

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still 
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed 
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

5 How can those terrified vague fingers push 
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body, laid in that white rush,
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there 
10 The broken wall, the burning roof and tower1 2 

And Agamemnon dead.
Being so caught up,

So mastered by the brute blood of the air,
Did she put on his knowledge with his power 
Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?
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Sa iling to Byzantium 1

1
That is no country for old men. The young 
In one another’s arms, birds in the trees,
—Those dying generations—at their song,
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,

5 Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long 
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.
Caught in that sensual music all neglect 
Monuments of unageing intellect.

2

An aged man is but a paltry thing,
10 A tattered coat upon a stick, unless

1. In Greek mythology the god Zeus, in the form 
of a swan, raped Leda, a mortal. Helen, Clytem- 
nestra, Castor, and Pollux were the children of 
this union. Yeats saw Leda’s rape as the beginning 
of a new age, analogous with the dove’s annuncia-
tion to Mary of Jesus’ conception: “I imagine the 
annunciation that founded Greece as made to 
Leda, remembering that they showed in a Spartan 
temple, strung up to the roof as a holy relic, an 
unhatched egg of hers, and that from one of her 
eggs came love and from the other war” (A 
Vision). For the author’s revisions while compos-
ing the poem, see “Poems in Process,” in the sup-
plemental ebook.
2. I.e., the destruction of Troy, caused by Helen’s 
abduction by Paris. Agamemnon, the leader of the 
Greek army that besieged Troy, was murdered

by his wife, Clytemnestra, the other daughter of 
Leda and the swan.
1. Yeats wrote in A Vision: “I think that if I could 
be given a month of Antiquity and leave to spend 
it where I chose, I would spend it in Byzantium 
[now Istanbul] a little before Justinian opened St. 
Sophia and closed the Academy of Plato [in the 
6th century c.E.]. . . .  I think that in early Byzan-
tium, maybe never before or since in recorded 
history, religious, aesthetic and practical life were 
one, that architect and artificers . . . spoke to 
the multitude and the few alike. The painter, the 
mosaic worker, the worker in gold and silver, the 
illuminator of sacred books, were almost imper-
sonal, almost perhaps without the consciousness 
of individual design, absorbed in their subject- 
matter and that the vision of a whole people.”


