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The Second Coming, by William Butler Yeats

In A Nutshell
"The Second Coming" is easily one of the most famous and frequently quoted poems in all of

Western literature. Several famous prose writers have used lines from W.B. Yeats’s poems as

titles to their books, and "The Second Coming" is no exception. For example, Chinua Achebe,

an African writer, used part of the third line as the title of his novel, Things Fall Apart, and

Woody Allen recently wrote a book called Mere Anarchy.

Yeats’s poem was first published in 1920, a year after the end of World War I, "the Great

War," in which millions of European died. While many people at the time just wanted to get

on with their lives, Yeats thought that European society had pretty much broken down, and the

poem is a terrifying prediction of future violence. Unfortunately, the rise of Hitler and fascism

in the 1930s proved him largely correct, and many find the poem disturbingly prophetic in

light of the later wars of the twentieth century. However, we shouldn’t somehow think that

Yeats was a depressive based on this single work, his bleakest. Many of his other poems

engage with more uplifting subjects, like love and Irish folklore. Nor should we think that

Yeats was defeatist. After all, he was a very active figure in Irish politics throughout his life,

which was in the process of gaining its independence from England. By the time this poem

was published, he had already been famous for many years, and he was awarded the Nobel

Prize in Literature in 1923.
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• The Second Coming Quotes

• The Second Coming Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 Why do you think Yeats put so many confusing symbols in the poem? Many poets, when

they use symbolism, try to make everything relate to each other. But what does falconing

have to do with a sphinx or a "blood-dimmed tide," and what does either of them have to

do with a sphinx and the "indignant desert birds"? Most people who read this poem want

to make these things correspond to something real in the world. But we have to consider

that Yeats did not want his poem to be interpreted in this way.

2 How would you explain the poem ’s relationship to the Bible? Most of the symbols are

very general and timeless, like something out of the Book of Revelation. But it ’s also easy

to tell that this is not the Bible. For one thing, Christ doesn ’t show up at the end, but a

"rough beast." Does the poet sound like a religious man, and, if so, what kind?

3 Why does Yeats think of history as this swirling vortex, the gyre? Because the gyre moves

further and further from its center, does it mean that things are always getting worse? It

should be mentioned that Yeats ’s idea was highly original and not shared by everyone.

There are still plenty of people, even today, who think that history is linear (except for a

few blips like wars), and that society is constantly improving itself.
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