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Analysis Of The Poem The Second Coming

Analysis of the poem The Second Coming The poem The Second Coming by William Butler Yeats is a profound and
complex work that explores themes of chaos, transformation, and the cyclical nature of history. Written in 1919 in the
aftermath of World War I and the Russian Revolution, Yeats’s poem reflects the upheaval and uncertainty of the early
20th century. This analysis delves into the poem’s themes, symbolism, form, and historical context to provide a
comprehensive understanding of its enduring significance.

Introduction to The Second Coming

The Second Coming is a lyrical poem composed of two stanzas filled with vivid imagery and powerful metaphors. It is
often regarded as a prophetic reflection on the world’s moral and spiritual decline, suggesting that a new
era—potentially violent and tumultuous—is imminent. The poem’s opening lines set a tone of disillusionment and
foreboding, capturing a world that seems to be unraveling.

Context and Background

Historical and Cultural Context
- Post-World War I Era: The devastation caused by WWI led many writers to question the progress of civilization and
the stability of societal structures. - Russian Revolution (1917): The upheaval and the rise of communism symbolized
revolutionary change and chaos. - Yeats’s Personal Beliefs: Yeats, a mystic and spiritualist, believed in cyclical history
and the idea that history repeats itself in repeating ages.

Yeats’s Philosophical Outlook
Yeats viewed history as a series of ages, each with its own characteristic spirit, governed by a recurring cycle of birth,
maturity, decline, and renewal. The poem encapsulates this worldview, suggesting that the current age is passing,
giving way to a new, possibly darker, era.

Analysis of Themes

Chaos and Disorder
The opening lines evoke a world in disarray: > "Turning and turning in the widening gyre > The falcon cannot hear the
falconer;" - The gyre symbolizes a spiral or cycle, representing history’s recurring pattern. - The disconnection between
the falcon and falconer signifies loss of control and order.

The Second Coming as a Symbol
- The phrase “the second coming” traditionally refers to the Christian belief in Christ’s return; however, Yeats
reinterprets it as the arrival of a new, possibly destructive, force. - The "rough beast" described as "slouching" signifies



a creature of chaos and destruction, foreshadowing upheaval.

Historical Cycles and Prophecy
- The poem suggests that humanity is at a point of transition, where the old order is dissolving and a new one is
emerging. - The imagery of a “blood-dimmed tide” indicates violence and bloodshed associated with this
transformation.

Structural and Formal Elements

Form and Meter
- The poem is composed of two stanzas with irregular meter, reflecting chaos and instability. - Yeats employs a loose
iambic meter, which gives a rhythmic yet unsettling flow.

Use of Symbolism
- The Gyre: Represents the cyclical nature of history. - The Falcon and Falconer: Symbolize lost order and authority. -
The Beast: Embodies chaos, destruction, and perhaps the rise of a new, fearsome era. - The Sphinx-like figure:
Suggests mystery, enigma, and impending doom.

Literary Devices and Imagery

Imagery
- Vivid images like “blood-dimmed tide,” “rough beast,” and “terrible beauty” create stark visuals of chaos and
impending change. - The image of the “blood-dimmed tide” evokes a sense of violence that accompanies revolutionary
upheavals.

Alliteration and Assonance
- Use of alliteration in phrases like “Turning and turning” emphasizes cyclical movement. - Assonance in “The darkness
drops again” enhances the ominous mood.

Metaphor and Symbolism
- The gyre as a metaphor for history’s endless cycles. - The rough beast as a symbol of destructive change.

Interpretation and Critical Analysis

Prophetic and Apocalyptic Tone
Yeats’s tone is both prophetic and apocalyptic, warning of a tumultuous transition that might lead to chaos before
renewal. The poem’s unsettling imagery and language evoke a sense of inevitability about destructive change.
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Psychological and Spiritual Dimensions
- The poem can be read as an exploration of collective human consciousness, emphasizing the chaos within the psyche
during times of upheaval. - Yeats’s mystical beliefs influence the poem’s emphasis on cyclical spiritual ages.

Political and Social Implications
- The poem reflects anxieties about the collapse of traditional authority and the rise of revolutionary forces. - It
suggests that humanity must confront chaos to achieve renewal, albeit with potential destruction.

Conclusion

The Second Coming remains one of Yeats’s most powerful and enigmatic poems. Its rich symbolism, vivid imagery,
and profound themes make it a timeless reflection on change, chaos, and renewal. The poem’s prophetic tone and
exploration of historical cycles continue to resonate, offering insights into the turbulent nature of human history and
the potential for rebirth amidst destruction. Whether viewed through a poetic, philosophical, or political lens, Yeats’s
The Second Coming challenges readers to consider the forces shaping our world and the inevitable transformations
that lie ahead. Its enduring relevance lies in its ability to capture the chaos of the modern age while hinting at the
possibility of a new dawn emerging from the tumult.

Analysis of The Second Coming by W.B. Yeats

Introduction: The End of an Era and the Birth of Chaos

W.B. Yeats’s poem The Second Coming, written in 1919 and published in 1920, stands as one of the most influential
and evocative poems of the 20th century. It encapsulates the tumultuous post-World War I atmosphere, reflecting
widespread disillusionment, chaos, and a sense that the world was on the brink of profound transformation. The
poem’s rich symbolism, prophetic tone, and intricate structure invite readers to explore themes of societal collapse,
spiritual upheaval, and the cyclical nature of history.

Contextual Background and Historical Significance

Understanding The Second Coming requires contextualizing its composition within the tumult of the early 20th
century. The poem was written shortly after the devastation of the First World War, a conflict that shattered European
societies and challenged traditional notions of progress and civilization. Additionally, the Russian Revolution of 1917
and the rise of totalitarian regimes contributed to a pervasive sense of instability. Yeats, a poet deeply engaged with
mysticism and the occult, envisioned history as cyclical, governed by recurring patterns rather than linear progression.
The poem reflects this worldview, illustrating a world that is spiraling into chaos before a new epoch emerges—an idea
rooted in his fascination with esoteric philosophies and historical cycles.

Structural Composition and Form

The Second Coming is composed of two stanzas, totaling 22 lines, employing a loose iambic pentameter with irregular
rhyme schemes. Its structure contributes to the sense of disorder and unpredictability. Key structural features include:
- Free-flowing rhythm: The poem’s rhythm mirrors the chaos Yeats describes, with irregular line lengths and



enjambment emphasizing dislocation. - Symbolic divisions: The first stanza sets the scene of societal disintegration;
the second presents Yeats’s ominous vision of the future. - Use of imagery and symbolism: The poem is dense with
symbolic references that deepen its thematic complexity.

Thematic Analysis

1. Chaos and Collapse of the Old World
Yeats begins with a stark image: "Turning and turning in the widening gyre" (Line 1) This line introduces the concept of
the gyre, a recurring symbol in Yeats’s poetry representing historical cycles—spirals that expand and contract. The
"widening gyre" signifies a world descending into chaos, where traditional structures are breaking down. Key ideas: -
Disintegration of order: The poem’s opening suggests that societal, political, and spiritual orders are unraveling. -
Historical cycles: The imagery of the gyre implies that this chaos is part of a larger, inevitable pattern, not an isolated
event.

2. The Image of the Sphinx and the Vast Beast
The line: "The darkness drops again; but now I know / That twenty centuries of stony sleep / Were vexed to nightmare
by a rocking cradle" (Lines 4-6) depicts a world haunted by long-standing forces of stagnation and ignorance,
awakening into chaos. Further, the "rough beast" that slouches toward Bethlehem in the concluding lines symbolizes
the emergence of a new, possibly destructive force: "And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, / Slouches
towards Bethlehem to be born?" (Lines 21-22) This beast embodies primal, chaotic energy, perhaps an antithesis to
the Christ child—a figure of destruction rather than salvation.

3. The Fall of Civilizations and the Birth of a New Era
Yeats perceives history as cyclical, with civilizations rising and falling like the phases of the gyre. The poem suggests
that the current upheaval signifies a transition to a new epoch, but one fraught with danger and upheaval.
Implications: - The birth of the rough beast signals the beginning of a period of turmoil. - The imagery conveys a sense
of inevitable transformation, not necessarily positive.

Symbolism and Imagery

Yeats’s poem is rich with symbolism, much of which is rooted in mystical and esoteric traditions. Major symbols
include: - Gyre: Represents cyclical history, with each spiral symbolizing a distinct era. The widening gyre suggests the
current era is expanding into chaos. - The Beast: An ominous figure representing primal chaos, destruction, or perhaps
the emergence of a new, unformed world. - The Sphinx: Though not directly mentioned, the line about the nightmare
of centuries hints at the Sphinx’s riddling silence—symbol of enigma and the unknown. - Bethlehem: Traditionally
associated with the birth of Christ, here it signifies the site of a new, perhaps sinister, birth. Imagery techniques: -
Darkness and Night: Contribute to the apocalyptic tone. - "Widening gyre": Visualizes spiraling chaos. - "Vexed to
nightmare": Demonstrates the torment of historical stagnation and the awakening of destructive forces.
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Language and Tone

Yeats employs a tone that oscillates between ominous prophecy and contemplative reflection. The diction is charged
with intensity, using words like "turning," "widening," "nightmare," and "rough" to evoke turbulence. Language
features: - Alliteration: "Turning and turning," emphasizing cyclical motion. - Imagery: Vivid and often unsettling, such
as "darkness drops," "vexed to nightmare." - Symbolic diction: Words like "gyre," "beast," and "Bethlehem" carry
layered meanings. The tone is prophetic, foretelling upheaval and transformation, but also tinged with a sense of
helplessness and dread.

Philosophical and Mystical Underpinnings

Yeats’s worldview is deeply influenced by mystical traditions, particularly the concept of gyres from Theosophy and his
own esoteric beliefs. The poem reflects his conviction that history moves in cycles, with each cycle culminating in
chaos before a new order emerges. Key points: - Cyclical history: Opposes linear notions of progress, emphasizing
recurring patterns. - Spiritual upheaval: The rough beast symbolizes a disruptive force, possibly a new spiritual or
political entity. - Somber prophecy: Yeats appears to predict that humanity is approaching a tumultuous phase,
perhaps inevitable and beyond human control.

Critical Interpretations and Legacy

The Second Coming has inspired a multitude of interpretations, ranging from political warnings to spiritual allegories.
Major perspectives include: - Political interpretation: Seen as a reflection on the collapse of Western civilization post-
WWI, foreshadowing totalitarian regimes and global conflict. - Spiritual interpretation: Viewed as an allegory of spiritual
rebirth—albeit through chaos—suggesting that destruction precedes renewal. - Literary impact: The poem’s imagery,
symbolism, and prophetic tone have influenced countless writers, poets, and artists. Its enduring legacy lies in its
ability to encapsulate the anxieties of a generation facing unprecedented upheaval, while also contemplating the
cyclical nature of history and human destiny.

Conclusion: The Poem’s Relevance Today

The Second Coming remains profoundly relevant in contemporary discourse, resonating with ongoing global crises,
political upheavals, and societal transformations. Its depiction of chaos as a prelude to renewal encourages reflection
on the nature of change and the importance of awareness amidst upheaval. Yeats’s masterful use of symbolism, tone,
and structure creates a haunting vision that challenges readers to consider whether history inevitably moves toward
destruction or rebirth, and what role humanity plays in shaping that future. In essence, The Second Coming is not just
a prophecy but a mirror reflecting the tumultuous energies that drive human history—an enduring reminder of the
cyclical, often tumultuous, journey of civilization. In summary, W.B. Yeats’s The Second Coming is a complex, layered
poem that delves into themes of chaos, cyclical history, spiritual upheaval, and the ominous birth of a new era. Its rich
symbolism, prophetic tone, and evocative imagery continue to inspire analysis and interpretation, securing its place as
a timeless piece that captures the anxieties and hopes of turbulent times—and perhaps, of all times.



Questions & Answers About analysis of the poem the second
coming

No Question Answer

1 What is the central theme of William
Butler Yeats' poem 'The Second
Coming'?

The central theme of 'The Second Coming' revolves around chaos,
disorder, and the anticipation of a transformative, possibly
apocalyptic event that signifies a new era emerging from the
collapse of the old.

2 How does Yeats use imagery to depict
the state of the world in 'The Second
Coming'?

Yeats employs vivid images such as the 'rough beast' and the 'blood-
dimmed tide' to symbolize chaos, violence, and the breakdown of
societal order, creating a sense of impending doom and
transformation.

3 What is the significance of the phrase
'Turning and turning in the widening
gyre' in the poem?

This phrase symbolizes cyclical history and the idea that the current
chaos is part of a larger, repeating pattern of decline and renewal,
with the 'gyre' representing the spiral of history that is expanding
and accelerating.

4 How does Yeats' use of symbolism in
'The Second Coming' contribute to its
overall meaning?

Yeats uses symbols like the 'second coming' and the 'rough beast' to
represent the end of one era and the potential birth of a new,
possibly violent, world order, emphasizing themes of upheaval and
transformation.

5 In what ways does 'The Second
Coming' reflect Yeats' personal beliefs
or historical context?

The poem reflects Yeats' fascination with mysticism, prophecy, and
the cyclical nature of history, influenced by the turbulent political
and social upheavals of the early 20th century, including the
aftermath of World War I and the Irish independence movement.

6 What literary devices are prominent in
'The Second Coming', and how do they
enhance its meaning?

Yeats employs imagery, symbolism, alliteration, and a rhythmic,
prophetic tone to evoke a sense of urgency and forewarning,
heightening the poem's impact and emphasizing its themes of chaos
and transformation.

7 How has 'The Second Coming'
influenced modern interpretations of
apocalyptic literature?

The poem has become a seminal work in apocalyptic poetry, shaping
contemporary discourse on societal collapse and renewal, and
inspiring writers and thinkers to explore themes of chaos, prophecy,
and the cyclical nature of history in modern literature and culture.

poetry analysis, William Butler Yeats, thematic interpretation, symbolism, modernism, apocalyptic imagery, literary
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