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Zeus, nor born of a virgin, like Mary and Christ, but begotten from our
spirit and history.
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the turmoil of the human race. According to Rajah, “each stony sleep
creates its specific nightmare and, in the rocking cradle, looks on the
birth of its death” (121). The beast has slept for twenty centuries, and
now somewhere the cradle has been set rocking for it and its sleep,
turned to nightmare, has been broken. Therefore, what is clear is a
sphinx—shape out of pre-Christian darkness, indifferent to man,
accompanied in its horrible progress by shrieks and shadows to
change the fate of humanity. The poem ends in a question mark, and
this lack of finality enforces our fearful apprehension of the
uncontrollable future.

The gyre that had reached its greatest expansion was
“democratic, leveling, egalitarian, anarchic, heterogeneous, feminine,
humane”—tender qualities symbolized by a rocking cradle, Bethlehem
and the Second Coming. On the other hand, the contrary gyre
cherished a future that would obey “imminent power, would be
aristocratic, hierarchical, multiple masculine, harsh and surgical”
(Harrison 372) --- hard qualities symbolized by a rough beast. Thus,
the poem’s rhetorical juxtaposition establishes a dialectical tension: a
blood—dimmed tide and the ceremony of innocence; the best and the
worst; a lack of conviction and a passionate intensity; a stony sleep
vexed to nightmare and a rocking cradle, a slouching rough beast and
Bethlehem; pitiless beast and affectionate Christ; the modern world
and the ancient world; rocking cradle and rough beast; falcon and the
desert birds; destruction and rebirth; terror and joy. “Above all”, says
Harrison, “there are the dichotomies between the dying and
burgeoning eras, in which goodness, democracy and peace will give
place to evil, aristocracy and war” (369). The final point is that the
antithetical revelation is neither from beyond mankind, like Leda and
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all the energy that such an extreme overvaluation of man has
generated in man. (20)

The rough beast, after twenty centuries of stony sleep, “Slouches
towards Bethlehem to be born?” (22), because “its hour come round at
last” (21). The beast’s rising is monstrous for the same reasons that
the Christ’s rocking cradle is a nightmare from the beast’s perspective.
Christ was born in Bethlehem that appears to be an ironically
appropriate birthplace for the beast. Ellmann’s view is that “The
rocking cradle of Christianity has at least made way for its opposite,
for Christianity has reached its utmost bound” (259-60). Like Christ,
the beast’s birth is represented as that of a new Dionysus, vexing the
world to nightmare by his rocking cradle. The rough beast rises after
two thousand years of sleep in the desert of Christianity. The twenty
centuries of sleep brings to mind the idea of interlocking gyres of
history. The reversal of the gyres is responsible for creating the hell
we live in, the hell created by the rise of the rough beast after twenty
centuries of sleep.

Yeats enjoyed the description of the Christian phenomenon as “a
fabulous, formless darkness which bolted out every beautiful thing,
and the darkness drops again because the antithetical phases are but, at
the best, phases of a momentary illumination like that of a lightning
flash”(Harrison 368). The phrase "second coming" has been
generalized to refer to any great cataclysm in which an old order of
things is violently overthrown and replaced by something new. The
rough beast slouches toward Bethlehem to be born in the violent
overthrow of our civilization, “an overthrow which, in terms of the
last words of the section, will bring us to a time when all is in ruin
once again” (Unterecker 158). The beast slouches because it is

confused and has just broken its sleep. The nightmares were caused by
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position of supporting the violent men of the Irish liberation struggle”
(Smith 105). Yeats predicted that the establishment of dictatorship of
Labour would split this nation into two and destroy it, because it is a
nation of peasant proprietors and capitalists who would not accept this
dictatorship.

The rough beast is accompanied by shadows of the indignant
desert birds which bring to mind vultures flying in circles, waiting for
the death of creatures. What is important is that in Yeats the desert
symbolizes “the aridity of attitudes he disliked, notably liberal —
democratic individualism and Christian — Platonic idealism and other
— worldliness” (Variorum 828). The desert is an emotional symbol,
because it signifies Yeats’s hatred to Ireland’s troubles and gives this
hatred to the reader. The indignant desert birds have the ominous
significance. The word “shadow” suggests darkness the birds bring to
the modern world. These demonic birds flock round the new Messiah.
At that subjective birth, “the bird-daemons are precipitated into action,
but Christ’s crucifixion moves neither them nor their human charges”
(Wilson 200). Therefore, subjectivity waits for a savior other than
Christ. The desert birds prepare for war, and love it because of its
horror, “that belief may be changed, civilization renewed” (Yeats 52-
53). Therefore, they suggest the destruction of outdated and outworn
beliefs, a transvaluation of values. Yeats’s concept of transvaluation
of values substitutes opposites in place of those they wish to destroy
and Nietzsche was certainly aware of this:

The time has come when we have to pay for having been
Christians for two thousand years: we are losing the center of
gravity by virtue of which we have lived; we are lost for a

while. Abruptly we plunge into the opposite valuations, with
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War I that had shaken the west hemisphere. It was the war in which
human kind saw for the first time the effects of technological warfare,
of means of mass extermination. It was the war that brought complete
dehumanization of the involved individuals. “The Second Coming”
foretells “not only the spread of totalitarianism in its new forms but
the Second World War and the rise of every imaginable destructive
force” (Rosenthal 43).

The rough beast of the poem is most centrally the beast of
Bolshevism called up by the 1917 Russian Revolution and its parallels
were Hitler’s Nazism system and Mussolini’s Fascist government.
“As the terror of Fascism and Nazism increased Yeats ceased to speak
in favor of existing government” (Ellmann 279). Being Anti-
Bolshevik, Yeats is obsessed with the present decay of Eastern
Europe. For Yeats Communist, Fascist, nationalist, clerical, anti-
clerical are, all responsible according to the number of their victims.
The troubles in Ireland refer to Anglo—Irish War and the Black and
Tans. His Ireland was in the midst of turmoil and bloodshed when he
wrote the poem. “ From January 1919 to May 1921 war raged in
Ireland between the English forces, including the notorious Black and
Tans, and the Irish patriots” (Ellmann 235). As he moved in the
streets, he heard reports of murders and saw traces of fighting. He
showed a deep concern for the country’s future in his letters. Yeats
always had this fact in mind that “ the Black and Tans were in fact an
early manifestation of an outlook and methods which the Nazism were
later to perfect”(O’Brien 276). The Civil War in Ireland was also
responsible for the release of anarchy. The civil war was the
microcosm of an epoch that was disintegrating. Ireland had seen the
first revelation of this beast, at Easter 1916. “A fanatical opponent of

communist and mere anarchy, Yeats found himself in the anomalous
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