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William Butler Yeats’s poem "The Second Coming," written in 1919 and published in 1920, stands as one of the
most profound and prophetic works of the early 20th century. The poem emerges from a period marked by social
upheaval, World War I, and the Irish War of Independence, reflecting Yeats’s concerns about the future of
humanity and the cyclical nature of history. With its vivid imagery, symbolic language, and complex themes,
"The Second Coming" invites a deep analysis of its structure, meaning, and cultural significance.



Historical Context

To fully grasp the implications of "The Second Coming," it is essential to consider the historical context in
which Yeats wrote the poem. The aftermath of World War I brought about a disillusionment with traditional
values and beliefs, as millions of lives were lost, and societal structures were crumbling. In Ireland, the fight
for independence was intensifying, which added to the chaos and uncertainty of the time.

Additionally, Yeats was influenced by various philosophical and mystical ideas, including theosophy,
Gnosticism, and the notion of cyclical history. He believed that history did not progress linearly but rather
moved in cycles, often characterized by a rise and fall of civilizations. This belief is crucial for understanding
the apocalyptic tone of the poem.

Structure and Form

"The Second Coming" consists of two stanzas, each containing a varying number of lines. The poem employs a
loose iambic pentameter and features a distinct rhyme scheme. Here are some key aspects of its structure:

Stanza Breakdown

1. First Stanza:
- The first stanza introduces the central theme of chaos and disorder. The lines are filled with a sense of
urgency and foreboding, as Yeats describes the disintegration of the old order.

2. Second Stanza:
- The second stanza contrasts with the first, presenting a vision of a new and terrifying entity that emerges
from the chaos. This stanza is more prophetic and symbolic, culminating in a striking climax that leaves the
reader in a state of contemplation.

Imagery and Symbolism

Yeats’s use of imagery and symbolism is one of the poem's most striking features. The language evokes strong
visual and emotional responses, driving home the sense of impending doom.

Key Symbols

1. The Falcon and the Falconer:
- The poem opens with the lines, "Turning and turning in the widening gyre," where the falcon symbolizes humanity
and the falconer represents a lost sense of control. The falcon’s inability to hear the falconer suggests a
breakdown of communication and order.

2. The Center Cannot Hold:
- This phrase encapsulates the poem's theme of disintegration. The idea that the center—the core values and
structures of society—cannot hold suggests a complete collapse of social order.

3. The Second Coming:
- Yeats’s vision of the "Second Coming" diverges from the Christian interpretation of a divine return. Instead, it
represents the emergence of a dark and foreboding force, symbolizing the chaos that follows the destruction of
the old order.



4. The Beast:
- The closing image of a "rough beast" slouching towards Bethlehem is perhaps the most powerful symbol in the
poem. It embodies the darker aspects of humanity and signals a new era characterized by violence and moral
ambiguity.

Thematic Exploration

The themes in "The Second Coming" are multifaceted, reflecting Yeats's concerns about the state of the world
and the human condition.

Chaos and Order

The poem starkly contrasts chaos and order, illustrating how the breakdown of societal norms leads to the
emergence of new and often terrifying realities. The chaotic imagery in the first stanza sets the stage for the
inevitable arrival of the "rough beast" in the second stanza.

Apocalypse and Renewal

Yeats’s portrayal of the second coming suggests an apocalyptic scenario, where the old world is destroyed
to make way for the new. This theme resonates with the cyclical notion of history, where every end is also a
beginning. However, the nature of this renewal is grim, as it is marked by violence and fear rather than hope and
salvation.

The Role of the Individual

Yeats's poem raises questions about the role of individuals in the face of overwhelming social and historical
forces. The falcon and falconer imagery highlights humanity’s struggle for agency in a world where traditional
structures have failed. The poem suggests a loss of individual control and a descent into chaos, where the
collective fate of humanity seems inescapable.

Interpretations and Criticism

"The Second Coming" has garnered various interpretations since its publication, ranging from political readings
to spiritual analyses. Scholars and critics have explored the poem's themes through different lenses, leading to
rich discussions about its meaning.

Political Interpretation

Some critics view the poem as a commentary on the political landscape of Yeats's time, particularly the rise of
fascism and totalitarianism. The imagery of chaos can be interpreted as a reflection of the societal upheaval
that gave rise to extremist ideologies. Yeats’s apprehension about the future aligns with the fears of many in
the early 20th century, making the poem relevant to discussions of modern politics.



Spiritual and Mythological Interpretation

Others have approached the poem from a spiritual or mythological perspective, analyzing Yeats's use of
symbols in light of his interest in the occult and mysticism. The "rough beast" can be seen as a manifestation of
the darker aspects of the human psyche, suggesting that Yeats was grappling with the moral implications of
humanity’s actions throughout history.

Conclusion

"The Second Coming" by William Butler Yeats remains a powerful exploration of chaos, renewal, and the
cyclical nature of history. The poem's rich imagery and complex themes invite readers to reflect on the state of
humanity and the forces that shape our lives. Yeats's prophetic vision, born out of a tumultuous era,
resonates with contemporary concerns about societal disintegration and the emergence of new, often
unsettling realities. As we navigate our own tumultuous times, Yeats’s work serves as a reminder of the
delicate balance between chaos and order and the perpetual struggle for meaning in an ever-changing world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Second Coming' by W.B. Yeats?
The central theme of 'The Second Coming' revolves around the idea of chaos and the cyclical nature of
history. Yeats reflects on the disintegration of the old order and the emergence of a new, terrifying era.

How does Yeats use symbolism in 'The Second Coming'?
Yeats employs rich symbolism, particularly the imagery of the falcon and the falconer, to depict the
disconnect between humanity and nature. The falcon's inability to hear the falconer symbolizes the loss of
control and the breakdown of societal norms.

What historical context influenced 'The Second Coming'?
Written in the aftermath of World War I, 'The Second Coming' reflects Yeats's response to the turmoil and
violence of the time. The poem captures the sense of dread and foreboding that characterized the post-war
period.

What does the 'widening gyre' represent in the poem?
The 'widening gyre' symbolizes the spiraling chaos and breakdown of the social and political order. It represents
the idea that as things move further from a center of stability, they become increasingly chaotic and
unmanageable.

How does Yeats portray the idea of a new savior in 'The Second Coming'?
Yeats suggests that the new savior is not a figure of hope, but rather one of destruction. The imagery of the
'rough beast' that 'slouches towards Bethlehem' implies a dark and ominous transformation rather than a
redeemer.

What is the significance of the poem's title, 'The Second Coming'?
The title references the Christian concept of the Second Coming of Christ, but Yeats subverts this idea by
presenting a bleak vision of a new era marked by violence and chaos, rather than hope and salvation.



In what ways is 'The Second Coming' considered a modernist poem?
As a modernist poem, 'The Second Coming' embraces fragmentation, ambiguity, and a sense of disillusionment.
Yeats's use of free verse, vivid imagery, and exploration of existential themes reflects modernist concerns
about the human condition.

What role does prophecy play in 'The Second Coming'?
Prophecy in 'The Second Coming' serves to convey Yeats's vision of impending doom and transformation. The
poem acts as a prophetic warning about the societal shifts and turmoil that were occurring during his time,
suggesting a foreboding future.
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