the second coming poem analysis

the second coming poem analysis explores the profound and complex themes presented in
William Butler Yeats’s iconic work. This poem, written in the aftermath of World War I, captures the
turmoil, chaos, and spiritual uncertainty of the early 20th century. Through vivid imagery and
symbolic language, Yeats reflects on a world in disarray and anticipates a transformative
event—often interpreted as a prophetic vision of upheaval and rebirth. The second coming poem
analysis delves into its historical context, literary devices, and thematic concerns, shedding light on
its enduring significance in modern literature. This article offers a detailed examination of the
poem’s structure, symbolism, and meaning, helping readers grasp the depth of Yeats’s message.
Following this introduction, a clear table of contents outlines the key sections covered in the
analysis.
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Historical Context of The Second Coming

The second coming poem analysis begins with an understanding of the historical backdrop against
which Yeats composed this work. Written in 1919, the poem was influenced heavily by the aftermath
of World War I, the Russian Revolution, and the widespread sense of disillusionment and chaos that
permeated Europe. Yeats, who was deeply interested in mysticism and the cyclical nature of history,
interpreted these turbulent times as signs of an imminent, transformative epoch. The poem reflects
the collapse of old systems and the uncertainty surrounding what new order might emerge. This
context is crucial for appreciating the poem’s apocalyptic tone and prophetic vision.

Structure and Form

The second coming poem analysis includes a close look at the poem’s structural elements. The poem
consists of two stanzas, each contributing to the overall narrative and mood. The first stanza sets the
scene of a world out of balance, while the second shifts to a prophetic revelation. Yeats employs free
verse with irregular meter and rhyme, which enhances the sense of disorder and unpredictability.
The lack of traditional form echoes the poem’s themes of chaos and transformation, making the
structure an integral part of its meaning.



Stanza Breakdown

The opening stanza describes a falcon circling further away from its falconer, symbolizing the loss of
control and the breakdown of order. The second stanza introduces the image of a “rough beast”
slouching towards Bethlehem, signaling a new and unsettling era. This progression from
disintegration to ominous anticipation is mirrored in the poem’s shifting tone and rhythm.

Symbolism and Imagery

Symbolism is at the heart of the second coming poem analysis, revealing layers of meaning that
deepen the poem’s impact. Yeats’s use of vivid and often disturbing imagery conjures a vision of
spiritual and societal upheaval. The poem’s symbols draw from Christian motifs, mythology, and
Yeats’s own esoteric beliefs.

Key Symbols

e The Falcon and the Falconer: Represents the breakdown of traditional authority and
control.

e The Blood-Dimmed Tide: Symbolizes widespread violence and moral decay.

e The Rough Beast: A mysterious creature embodying a new, terrifying force emerging in the
world.

¢ Spiritus Mundi: The collective spirit or soul of the world, from which Yeats draws prophetic
visions.

Thematic Analysis

The second coming poem analysis highlights several central themes that resonate throughout the
poem. These themes reflect Yeats’s concerns about the cyclical nature of history, the collapse of
civilization, and the ambiguity of what comes next.

Chaos and Disorder

The poem vividly portrays a world in chaos, marked by violence and a loss of spiritual and social
order. This theme underscores the fragility of human institutions during times of crisis.

Apocalypse and Transformation

Yeats presents an apocalyptic vision, not just of destruction but of a profound transformation. The
“second coming” implies the arrival of a new age, though it is ambiguous whether this will be



positive or catastrophic.

The Cyclical Nature of History

Drawing from his interest in mysticism, Yeats suggests that history moves in cycles. The poem’s
imagery of the “gyre” represents this spiral motion of history, where the end of one era inevitably
leads to the birth of another.

Language and Tone

The second coming poem analysis pays close attention to Yeats’s language and tone, which
contribute significantly to the poem’s power. The diction is formal and prophetic, evoking a sense of
inevitability and dread.

Diction

n u

Yeats uses words that evoke darkness, violence, and decay—such as “blood-dimmed,
“indignant.” These choices create a foreboding atmosphere that permeates the poem.

anarchy,” and

Tone

The tone shifts from ominous and reflective in the first stanza to more urgent and prophetic in the
second. This tonal progression reinforces the poem’s sense of impending change and uncertainty
about the future.

Interpretations and Legacy

The second coming poem analysis concludes with an exploration of the poem’s interpretations and
its lasting influence. The poem has been widely studied and debated, with various interpretations
emphasizing its political, spiritual, and cultural implications.

Common Interpretations

¢ Political Commentary: Viewed as a critique of post-war instability and the decline of
Western civilization.

e Spiritual Prophecy: Interpreted as a mystical prediction of a new spiritual era or the arrival
of a messianic figure.

e Psychological Insight: Seen as an expression of collective anxiety and the unconscious fears
of society.



The poem’s legacy endures in literary studies and popular culture, often cited in discussions of
apocalyptic literature and modernist poetry. Its rich symbolism and profound themes continue to
inspire readers and scholars alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Second Coming' by W.B.
Yeats?

The central theme of 'The Second Coming' is the chaos and disintegration of the modern world,
symbolizing a shift from the old order to a new, often disturbing era. Yeats explores the idea of
societal collapse and the arrival of a new, ominous force.

How does Yeats use symbolism in 'The Second Coming'?

Yeats uses powerful symbols such as the 'gyre,' representing cyclical history, and the 'rough beast,’
symbolizing a dark and destructive force about to be born. These symbols convey the sense of
impending change and turmoil.

What is the significance of the 'gyre' in the poem?

The 'gyre' represents Yeats's theory of history, where civilizations rise and fall in spiraling cycles. In
the poem, the widening gyre suggests that the current cycle is ending, leading to chaos and the birth
of something new and unknown.

How does 'The Second Coming' reflect the historical context of
its time?

Written in 1919 after World War I and during political upheaval, the poem reflects the widespread
sense of disillusionment, disorder, and the collapse of traditional structures, capturing the anxiety of
a world in transition.

What is the tone of 'The Second Coming'?

The tone is ominous, foreboding, and prophetic, conveying a sense of dread and inevitability as Yeats
anticipates a disturbing transformation in the world order.

How does Yeats's use of imagery contribute to the poem's
impact?

Yeats employs vivid and unsettling imagery, like 'the falcon cannot hear the falconer' and 'the rough
beast slouches towards Bethlehem,' to evoke a sense of loss of control and the rise of a menacing
new force, enhancing the poem's eerie atmosphere.



What role does the Bible play in 'The Second Coming'?

The poem references the Christian concept of the Second Coming of Christ but subverts it by
suggesting that the anticipated savior is replaced by a threatening 'rough beast,' indicating a
perversion of hope and a dark new beginning.

Why is 'The Second Coming' considered a modernist poem?

It is considered modernist due to its exploration of fragmentation, disillusionment, and a break from
traditional forms. The poem's complex symbolism, ambiguous meaning, and focus on societal
collapse reflect key modernist concerns.

Additional Resources

1. The Second Coming: A Critical Analysis of Yeats' Poem

This book offers an in-depth exploration of W.B. Yeats' iconic poem "The Second Coming." It
examines the historical context, symbolism, and themes present in the poem, providing readers with
a comprehensive understanding of its meaning. The analysis also discusses Yeats' use of apocalyptic
imagery and his reflections on societal upheaval.

2. Apocalypse and Renewal: Interpreting Yeats' The Second Coming

Focusing on themes of chaos and transformation, this book delves into the apocalyptic vision
presented in "The Second Coming." It highlights Yeats’ philosophical and mystical influences,
including his interest in the cyclical nature of history. The text helps readers appreciate the poem's
relevance in both Yeats’ time and contemporary society.

3. Yeats' The Second Coming: Symbolism and Historical Context

This volume explores the rich symbolism embedded in "The Second Coming," decoding the poem’s
references to myth, religion, and politics. It situates the poem within the turbulent period following
World War I, explaining how Yeats’ personal beliefs shaped his vision. Readers gain insight into the
poem's prophetic tone and its enduring cultural impact.

4. The Second Coming and the Crisis of Modernity

Analyzing "The Second Coming" through the lens of modernist literature, this book investigates how
Yeats captures the anxieties of the early 20th century. It discusses the poem’s critique of modern
civilization and its foreboding sense of impending doom. The author also compares Yeats’ work to
other contemporary writers addressing similar themes.

5. W.B. Yeats and the Apocalyptic Imagination

This study focuses on Yeats’ fascination with apocalyptic themes, with "The Second Coming" as a
centerpiece. It explores Yeats’ esoteric beliefs and how they inform the poem’s imagery and
message. The book offers detailed commentary on the poem’s language, structure, and philosophical
underpinnings.

6. Decoding The Second Coming: A Reader’s Guide

Designed for students and general readers, this guide breaks down "The Second Coming" into
accessible sections. It explains complex references and provides interpretations of key lines and
symbols. The book also includes discussion questions and suggestions for further reading to enhance
comprehension.



7. The Second Coming: Yeats and the Politics of Prophecy

This book examines the political dimensions of "The Second Coming," considering Yeats’ views on
nationalism, revolution, and social order. It analyzes how the poem reflects Yeats’ response to the
political turmoil of Ireland and Europe in the early 20th century. The work sheds light on the
intersection of poetry and political ideology.

8. From Chaos to Order: Thematic Studies on Yeats' The Second Coming

Exploring the poem’s major themes, this book discusses the tension between chaos and order,
destruction and renewal. It considers Yeats’ philosophical ideas about history and the cyclical
patterns of civilization. The analysis reveals how these themes contribute to the poem’s haunting
and prophetic tone.

9. Yeats’ The Second Coming: Myth, Magic, and Modernity

This text situates "The Second Coming" within Yeats’ broader oeuvre of mythological and mystical
work. It explores the poem’s magical symbolism and how Yeats blends mythic elements with
contemporary concerns. The book provides a nuanced reading that links Yeats’ poetic vision to his
lifelong spiritual pursuits.
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