analysis of second coming

analysis of second coming is a critical examination of William Butler Yeats'
renowned poem "The Second Coming," a work that has significantly influenced
literary and cultural discourse since its publication in 1919. This analysis
explores the poem’s thematic depth, symbolic imagery, historical context, and
its enduring relevance in modern interpretations. By delving into Yeats'’' use
of apocalyptic motifs and his reflection on societal upheaval, the article
reveals how "The Second Coming" captures the uncertainty and anxiety of the
post-World War I era. Furthermore, it discusses the poem’s prophetic tone and
its commentary on the cyclical nature of history. This comprehensive
breakdown offers insight into Yeats' complex vision of impending
transformation and chaos. The discussion is structured to guide readers
through an understanding of the poem’s background, literary devices, thematic
concerns, and its impact on contemporary thought.
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Historical and Cultural Context of "The Second
Coming"

Understanding the background against which "The Second Coming" was written is
essential for a thorough analysis of second coming. William Butler Yeats
composed this poem in the aftermath of World War I, a period marked by
widespread disillusionment, political instability, and social upheaval. The
war’s catastrophic impact shattered long-held beliefs in progress and
civilization, fostering a sense of chaos and uncertainty. Additionally, Yeats
was influenced by the Irish War of Independence, which further contributed to
the atmosphere of turmoil. The poem reflects Yeats’ response to these
turbulent times, embodying his fears about the disintegration of order and
the rise of a new, possibly more dangerous era.

Post-World War I Influence

World War I left Europe devastated, with millions dead and societies
destabilized. This historical backdrop is pivotal for interpreting the



apocalyptic imagery in the poem. Yeats perceived the war as a sign of the end
of an age and the beginning of a new cycle characterized by disorder and
destruction. The poem’s tone conveys a profound skepticism about the future,
emphasizing the breakdown of traditional structures.

Yeats’ Personal and Political Context

Yeats’ involvement in Irish nationalism and his interest in mysticism and the
occult also shaped the poem. His belief in cyclical history and spiritual
transformation informed the poem’s themes and symbolism. The political
violence in Ireland at the time is echoed in the poem’s depiction of a falcon
that has lost its connection to the falconer, symbolizing a loss of control
and authority.

Thematic Exploration in "The Second Coming"

The analysis of second coming must address the poem’s central themes, which
include chaos versus order, the cyclical nature of history, prophecy, and
transformation. Yeats presents a vision of a world unraveling, where the old
order collapses and a new, ambiguous force emerges. This transition is
fraught with fear and uncertainty, reflecting the poet’s apprehension about
what lies ahead.

Chaos and Disintegration

One of the predominant themes is the collapse of societal order. The poem
opens with a vivid depiction of disarray, where "things fall apart; the
centre cannot hold." This line encapsulates the sense of fragmentation and
instability that permeates the poem, highlighting the breakdown of moral and
social cohesion.

Cycles of History

Yeats’ philosophy of history is cyclical, based on his theory of the "gyres,"
spiraling cones representing historical epochs. "The Second Coming" reflects
this belief, suggesting that the current age is ending and a new era is about
to begin. This theme underscores the inevitability of change and the
recurring patterns of rise and fall in civilizations.

Prophecy and Transformation

The poem adopts a prophetic voice, forecasting a significant transformation.
The titular "Second Coming" alludes to the Christian concept of Christ’s
return but reinterprets it as a forewarning of a mysterious and possibly



malevolent force. This theme emphasizes the unpredictability and potentially
destructive nature of the forthcoming change.

Symbolism and Imagery

Symbolism is a key element in the analysis of second coming, as Yeats employs
potent images to convey complex ideas. The poem’s rich visual and symbolic
language creates a haunting atmosphere and deepens its thematic impact.

The Gyre

The gyre symbolizes the cyclical motion of history and the shifting of ages.
Yeats imagines history as two interlocking cones that widen as time
progresses, indicating the expansion of chaos and the breakdown of the
current era. This symbol is central to understanding the poem’s portrayal of
historical inevitability.

The Falcon and the Falconer

This image represents the loss of control and the breakdown of order. The
falcon, which traditionally obeys the falconer’'s commands, has drifted too
far, symbolizing a world where established authority and guidance have
failed. This metaphor underscores the theme of disintegration.

The Rough Beast

The poem culminates with the image of a "rough beast," a creature slouching
toward Bethlehem to be born. This enigmatic figure symbolizes the unknown
future, a new power rising from the chaos. The beast’s ambiguous nature
evokes fear and uncertainty, highlighting the poem’s dark prophecy.

e Gyre: cyclical history and expanding chaos
e Falcon and falconer: loss of control and authority

e Rough beast: ominous new force and transformation

Structural and Stylistic Elements

The form and style of "The Second Coming" contribute significantly to its
meaning and emotional effect. Yeats’ careful use of structure, rhythm, and



language enhances the poem’s apocalyptic tone and thematic complexity.

Free Verse and Irregular Meter

The poem does not follow a strict rhyme scheme or regular meter, which
reflects the disorder it describes. The free-flowing verses create a sense of
unpredictability and tension, mirroring the poem’s themes of chaos and
upheaval.

Repetition and Emphasis

Key phrases such as "things fall apart" and "the centre cannot hold" are
repeated to emphasize the breakdown of order. This repetition reinforces the
poem’s urgent and ominous mood, drawing the reader’s focus to the core
message of instability.

Imagery and Word Choice

Yeats uses vivid, often violent imagery and carefully chosen words to evoke a
sense of impending disaster. The language is dense with symbolism and
metaphor, inviting multiple layers of interpretation and contributing to the
poem’s enduring power.

Interpretations and Legacy

The analysis of second coming extends to its varied interpretations and
lasting impact on literature and culture. "The Second Coming" has been
embraced as a prophetic and philosophical meditation on historical change and
human destiny.

Literary Influence

The poem has inspired countless writers, artists, and thinkers, becoming a
touchstone for discussions about apocalypse, revolution, and transformation.
Its phrases have entered the cultural lexicon and continue to resonate in
times of crisis.

Contemporary Relevance

Modern readers often find relevance in Yeats' depiction of chaos and
transformation, especially during periods of political or social turmoil. The
poem’s vision of a world on the brink of radical change remains powerful and
evocative.



Philosophical and Theological Interpretations

Interpretations of the poem vary widely, ranging from religious to secular
readings. Some see it as a critique of Christian eschatology, while others
view it as a meditation on the inevitability of change and the darker aspects
of human history. This multiplicity of meanings contributes to the poem’s
richness and complexity.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

turbulent transformation of the world, symbolizing the collapse of the old
order and the ominous arrival of a new, uncertain era.

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

Yeats employs powerful symbols such as the falcon, the sphinx-like creature,
and the 'rough beast' to convey themes of loss of control, impending doom,
and the birth of a new, possibly destructive age.

What historical context influenced the writing of
'The Second Coming'?

Written in 1919, 'The Second Coming' was influenced by the aftermath of World
War I, the Irish War of Independence, and widespread social and political
upheaval, reflecting Yeats' sense of a world in crisis.

How does the poem reflect Yeats' views on history
and change?

The poem reflects Yeats' cyclical theory of history, where civilizations rise
and fall in patterns, suggesting that the current era is ending and a new,
potentially terrifying phase is beginning.

What is the significance of the phrase 'Things fall
apart; the centre cannot hold' in the poem?

This phrase highlights the breakdown of social and moral order, signaling
chaos and instability as the foundational values of society disintegrate.



Who or what is the 'rough beast' mentioned in 'The
Second Coming'?

The 'rough beast' symbolizes a new, unsettling force or entity emerging from
the chaos, often interpreted as a metaphor for a destructive or
transformative power about to be born.

How does the poem's structure contribute to its
overall impact?

The poem's irregular rhyme scheme and shifting meter mirror the instability
and disorder described in the text, enhancing the feeling of unease and
impending change.

Why is 'The Second Coming' still relevant in
contemporary times?

The poem's themes of societal breakdown, uncertainty, and transformation
resonate with modern audiences facing global crises, political upheaval, and
cultural shifts, making it a timeless reflection on change.

Additional Resources

1. The Second Coming: A Critical Analysis of Eschatological Themes

This book explores the various interpretations of the Second Coming across
different Christian denominations. It delves into theological, historical,
and cultural perspectives, analyzing how the concept has evolved over time.
The author also examines the impact of the Second Coming narrative on
contemporary religious thought and practice.

2. Apocalypse and Hope: Understanding the Second Coming in Biblical Prophecy
Focusing on biblical texts, this volume provides an in-depth exegesis of key
scriptures related to the Second Coming. It discusses prophetic literature
from both the 0ld and New Testaments, highlighting the symbolic and literal
interpretations. The book aims to clarify misconceptions and offer a balanced
view of eschatological expectations.

3. Signs of the End: The Second Coming in Modern Theology

This work surveys modern theological interpretations of the Second Coming,
emphasizing recent scholarly debates and insights. The author considers the
influence of contemporary issues such as secularism and scientific progress
on eschatological thought. The book is suitable for readers interested in the
intersection of faith and modernity.

4. The Return of Christ: Historical and Cultural Perspectives on the Second
Coming

Examining historical accounts and cultural representations, this book traces
how the idea of Christ’s return has shaped art, literature, and social



movements. It offers a multidisciplinary approach that combines theology,
history, and cultural studies. The narrative underscores the enduring
significance of the Second Coming motif in human imagination.

5. End Times and New Beginnings: The Second Coming in Christian Ethics

This text explores the ethical implications of belief in the Second Coming
for Christian living and social justice. It argues that eschatological hope
can inspire moral responsibility and transformative action. The author
addresses challenges and opportunities for ethical reflection in light of
apocalyptic expectations.

6. Revelation and Reality: Analyzing the Second Coming in Contemporary
Christianity

Offering a contemporary analysis, this book examines how present-day
Christian communities interpret and anticipate the Second Coming. It includes
case studies from various denominations and global contexts. The work
highlights the diversity and dynamism of eschatological belief in the 21st
century.

7. The Second Coming in Literature and Theology

This interdisciplinary study explores the portrayal of the Second Coming in
both theological discourse and literary works. It investigates themes of
judgment, redemption, and renewal as they appear in canonical texts and
modern fiction. The book provides insight into how literature reflects and
shapes theological understanding.

8. Waiting for the Messiah: Psychological and Spiritual Dimensions of the
Second Coming

This book addresses the psychological impact and spiritual significance of
anticipating the Second Coming. It considers the hopes, fears, and
motivations that surround eschatological belief. The author integrates
perspectives from psychology, spirituality, and theology to offer a holistic
understanding.

9. The Eschatological Imagination: Creative Interpretations of the Second
Coming

Focusing on imaginative and metaphorical readings, this volume explores how
artists, theologians, and thinkers have creatively engaged with the theme of
the Second Coming. It highlights the role of symbolism, myth, and narrative
in shaping eschatological visions. The book encourages readers to appreciate
the richness and diversity of Second Coming interpretations.
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