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	Tutorial Three: Formalism and New Criticism
William Butler Yeats’s “The Second Coming”
  


Read carefully the following poem, then answer the questions.

	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?
                                                          William Buler Yeats (1920)


Short Biography of the Poet:

William Butler Yeats (1865–1939) was an Irish poet, dramatist, and one of the most influential literary figures of the twentieth century. Born in Dublin and raised partly in County Sligo, Yeats was deeply inspired by Irish folklore, mythology, and the political struggle for Irish independence. A key figure in the Irish Literary Revival, he co-founded the Abbey Theatre in 1904 and used his work to blend national identity with universal themes. Over time, his poetry evolved from romantic and lyrical early works to more symbolic, philosophical, and modernist expressions, reflecting his fascination with mysticism and cyclical theories of history. Awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1923, Yeats was praised for giving poetic expression to “the spirit of a whole nation.” His major works, including The Tower, The Winding Stair, and The Second Coming, reveal a profound concern with order, chaos, and the spiritual destiny of humanity.
Questions:
1. What effect does the repeated phrase “turning and turning” create in the opening line?
2. Find out deviations of meaning in the clauses:

- “the centre cannot hold,”
- “Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,” 

- “The blood-dimmed tide is loosed all express disintegration” 
How do these deviations create a sense of collapse?
3. How does Yeats’s immediate repetition of “is loosed” create a sense of inevitability or loss of control?
4. The speaker repeats “Surely” in two consecutive lines: “Surely some revelation is at hand; / Surely the Second Coming is at hand.” How does this repetition suggest both conviction and desperation?
5. How does this simile in “A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun” deviate from traditional associations of the sun (life, clarity, warmth)?

5. Throughout the second stanza, Yeats repeats biblical diction (“revelation,” “Second Coming,” “Bethlehem”), but the imagery deviates from traditional Christian prophecy. How does repetition transform a sacred prophecy into a modernist vision of dread?
6. How does the lack of regular rhyme in the poem mirror the sense that “things fall apart; the centre cannot hold”?
7. Consider how the chaos of the first stanza leads into the prophecy of the second. How do the two stanzas of the poem work together to create one complete meaning or vision?
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