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Lecture 5
W. B. Yeats’ “The Second Coming” (1920)
Historical Context
“The Second Coming” was written shortly after World War I, a time of massive destruction and loss. 
The poem belongs to the tradition of apocalyptic (eschatological) writing about the end of the world.
· It is strongly connected to Christian theology, especially the Book of Revelation.
· References to “twenty centuries” and Bethlehem link it to the birth of Christ.
· Instead of a hopeful savior, the poem presents a frightening alternative to the Christian “Second Coming.”
The Narrator
The identity of the narrator is not specified. However, the poem does offer a few clues about his perspective.
1- Detached yet alarmed observer: He observes chaos in the world: “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold”.
2- Prophet-like speaker: The narrator speaks like a seer who perceives a terrifying vision of the future. He does not simply describe events; he reveals them.
3- Apocalyptic tone: he narrator interprets world disorder as the sign of a coming transformation — not Christ’s return, but something darker.
The Setting
The setting in “The Second Coming” is abstract and disorienting, especially in stanza 1.
· The setting feels general, almost like “the world” itself.
· The poem was written after World War I: this historical context suggests the early 20th century.
In stanza 2, the setting becomes more specific but also stranger.
· The reader enters the speaker’s personal vision.
· The vision comes from “Spiritus Mundi,” the world’s collective unconscious.
· The scene is a barren desert, harsh and lifeless.
At the end, the setting shifts again.
· The beast moves toward Bethlehem. Bethlehem is the birthplace of Jesus Christ.
· This creates a strong contrast between Christian hope and the frightening new “birth” that is coming.
Summary
Flying around and around in a widening spiral, a falcon can no longer hear the call of its owner. Things are breaking down, and their foundation is giving way. Pure destruction and lawlessness have spread across the world, and so has a tidal wave darkened by blood. All the rituals of innocence have been swallowed by this tide. The best people aren't motivated to act, but the worst people are impassioned and eager.
Some kind of revelation has to happen soon, and the Second Coming itself must be close. Excitedly, the speaker exclaims: "The Second Coming!" But just as the speaker says this, a vision comes to the speaker from the world's collective unconscious. The speaker sees a barren desert land, where a creature with a man's head and a lion's body is coming to life. Its expression is, like the sun, empty and without pity. Its legs are moving slowly, and all around it fly the shadows of disturbed desert birds. Everything becomes dark again, but the speaker knows something new: two thousand years of calm have been irreversibly disrupted by the shaking of a cradle. The speaker asks: what beast, whose time has finally come, is dragging itself towards Bethlehem, where it will be born.
Themes
1- Civilization, Chaos, and Control
· The poem shows society losing control, communication, and falling into violence.
· Order breaks down and an apocalyptic atmosphere appears.
· Modern civilization seemed to advance, but World War I proved humanity’s capacity for destruction.
· The idea of continuous progress is presented as an illusion.
2- Morality and Christianity
· The poem questions Christian morality and suggests it is not as stable as people believe.
· It alludes to the Book of Revelation, which predicts Jesus’s return and final judgment.
· The speaker implies that the “end times” may already be happening because humanity has lost morality.
· Good and evil are no longer clear categories; anarchy replaces moral order.
· The “blood-dimmed tide” and violence suggest morality has been destroyed.
· Christian ideas of salvation and divine justice seem ineffective in the poem.
· Instead of Jesus, a frightening beast arrives, symbolizing a new era of disorder.
· The beast’s pitiless nature contrasts with Christian values of compassion and redemption.
· The poem suggests morality might be a human construction rather than a divine certainty.
Symbols
· The falcon symbolizes humanity’s control over the world in The Second Coming.
· The beast symbolizes a frightening new force or era.
· Gyre = historical cycle of decline and disorder.
· Blood = violence and uncontrolled destruction.
Imagery
· Exotic and surreal images (falcon in the sky, desert vision, hybrid beast).
· Birds and movement create a sense of mystery and instability.
Form, Meter, & Rhyme Scheme
Form
· The poem has two stanzas: 8 lines and 14 lines.
· The irregular form may suggest the breakdown of tradition and order.
· First stanza = objective description; second stanza = personal vision and reaction.
· The poem ends on fear and uncertainty about the future.
Meter: Meter is the structured pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in a line of poetry.
· The poem is written mainly in Iambic pentameter.
· But meter is unstable in many lines.
· Early lines start with trochees (stressed syllables), creating tension.
· Variation in meter reflects chaos and instability in the poem’s meaning.
Rhyme Scheme: Rhyme is the repetition of similar sounds at the end of words, usually at the end of lines in a poem.
· The poem is written in blank verse.
· No clear or regular rhyme scheme.
· Only occasional accidental rhymes or repeated words appear.
· Lack of rhyme mirrors the idea of disorder and collapse.
Poetic Devices
	Allusion
	A reference to history, religion, or mythology
	Yeats refers to history (WW1), religion (Christ, the book of revelation), and mythology (sphinx)

	Antithesis
	The contrast of opposite ideas
	“The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity” contrasts moral weakness and dangerous passion

	Rhetorical Question
	A question asked for effect, not an answer
	“And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, / Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?” expresses fear and uncertainty.




