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Lecture 5
W. B. Yeats’ The Second Coming (1920)
The Full Text of “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,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
The darkness drops again; but now I know
That twenty centuries of stony sleep
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?	

The Second Coming’s Vocabulary
· Gyre: A spiral or circular movement. In the poem, it symbolizes history moving in widening cycles, spinning out of control.
· A gyre is a spiral cone shape and part of Yeats's complicated view of mysterious historical forces. As one gyre of history gives way, another one takes over. The concept of the gyre is discussed in more detail in Yeats's A Vision.
· Falcon / Falconer: A falcon is a trained hunting bird; a falconer controls it. In the poem, the falcon represents humanity, and the falconer represents authority, order, or control. The falcon cannot hear the falconer, symbolizing loss of guidance.
· Anarchy: Complete disorder and breakdown of political and social order.
· Loosed: Released or set free. “Anarchy is loosed upon the world” means chaos has been unleashed.
· Blood-dimmed: Darkened by blood. It suggests violence, war, and widespread killing.
· Revelation: A sudden divine truth or vision. Here it refers to an apocalyptic vision of a new era.
· Second Coming: A Christian belief in the return of Christ. In the poem, it is ironically transformed into the coming of a terrifying “rough beast.”
· Spiritus Mundi: Latin for “Spirit of the World.” It suggests a collective world soul or universal memory from which the poet’s vision emerges.
· Pitiless: Without mercy or compassion. The “rough beast” has a cruel and indifferent gaze.
· Reel: To stagger or move unsteadily. “The ceremony of innocence is drowned; / The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity” and “the world reels” suggest instability and confusion.
· Indignant: Angry because of something unjust or wrong.
· Vexed: Troubled, annoyed, or disturbed. The “vexed desert birds” are disturbed by the beast’s presence.
· Slouches: Moves slowly in a heavy, awkward, or threatening way.
· Bethlehem: The biblical birthplace of Jesus Christ. In the poem, it becomes the symbolic place where the new, frightening force is about to be born, reversing the image of Christ’s peaceful birth.

