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Here is William Butler Yeats’ poem, “After Long Silence” (1932):

[bookmark: _Hlk178682960]Speech after long silence; it is right,
All other lovers being estranged or dead,	2
Unfriendly lamplight hid under its shade,	
The curtains drawn upon unfriendly night,	4
That we descant and yet again descant
Upon the supreme theme of Art and Song:	6
Bodily decrepitude is wisdom; young	
We loved each other and were ignorant.	8

The narrator of the poem is someone in a room: there is a lamp with a shade, and there are curtains.

The narrator is having a discussion with someone (“we descant”). That someone is the narrator’s lover: they descant now that “All other lovers [are] estranged or dead . . .”

So there was a time when each of the present lovers engaged in physical lovemaking with others. And they engaged in physical lovemaking with each other: “We loved each other . . .” Of course, “love” could refer to, say, the love of friendship. But given the reference to “other lovers,” the fact that their loving each other occurred when they were “young,” and the contrast of their young love to “bodily decrepitude”—the reference is likely to intercourse.

In lines 6-8, the narrator seems to elevate bodily decrepitude. He calls it “wisdom.” That bodily decrepitude is wisdom, he says, is the “supreme theme” of art and song (presumably the visual arts and music). (Notice the spondee [two accents in a row] which also rhyme—“supréme théme”: the spondee and the rhyme emphasize the importance of the affirmation that bodily decrepitude is wisdom.) And the narrator says that the couple, when young, were “ignorant”: ignorance is not in itself a good thing.



But Yeats is being ironic.

The last three lines suggest that the greater value is not the wisdom of bodily decrepitude but the enjoyment of young love. For one thing, “decrepitude” has negative connotations: decrepitude is not in itself a good thing. Second, consider the setting that is built up in lines 1-4. The light of the lamp is “hid” under a “shade.” (“Shade” can also refer to the spirit of a dead person; it does not do so here, but that alternate denotation may lend a connotation to the scene.) The curtains are drawn upon the night. Both the light inside and the night outside are unwelcome: they are “unfriendly,” an anthropomorphism. Perhaps the narrator perceives them as foes because, if strengthened, they would illuminate or see the two occupants’ bodily decrepitude.

So the irony is that, despite affirming their present superiority—“We are now wise”—the couple can, because of their bodily decrepitude, do nothing but “descant and yet again descant.” To descant is to “talk tediously or at length” (Oxford Languages); the repetition of the action heightens the tediousness. Ultimately, the poem affirms, what is of value is not the wisdom of bodily decrepitude, but the wisdom of bodily love.

The two have begun to reassure one another that “Bodily decrepitude is wisdom” because that is all they have left. They begin to discuss it only after having been silent a long time: theirs is “Speech after long silence . . .” What were they thinking about, during that long silence that preceded the beginning of the poem? Presumably they were thinking about their present state of bodily decrepitude, and what they have lost (bodily love), and how they might justify to one another the superiority of their present condition.



The meter of the poem reinforces the conclusion that the poem affirms the wisdom of bodily love. In the first 6 lines, the poem maintains a strong iambic pentameter (5 beats per line). But in the last two lines, the rhythm of the language plays against the meter (much as syncopation may play against the meter in a popular song).

Line 7 begins with two instances of an accented syllable followed by three unaccented syllables: “Bó-di-ly de-crép-i-tude is . . .” Then comes a heavy beat on the first syllable of the next word, “wísdom,” followed by the accent on “yoúng.” So 6 lines of sturdy 5-beat meter are followed by a seventh line with only 4 beats. That makes the “young” at the end of the line ring out into the space left by the missing fifth accent. (If one elevates the third and seventh syllables to accents—“Bó-di-lý de-crép-i-túde is wísdom”—then one has completed the 5 beats for the line; and the leftover “young” again rings out as anomalous.)

Then comes the last line. It can be forced to have 5 beats: “We lóved each óther ánd were ígnoránt.” But a more natural reading gives it 3 beats: “We lóved each óther and were ígnorant.” In the last 3 words, 5 syllables form a cluster: “and were ígnorant.” So the final two syllables, both unaccented, become a whimper: “íg-nŏr-ănt.” They taper out and up into the missing final beats.



A couple of closing comments.

Notice that the rhyme scheme is ABBA, CDDC. Although “right” and “night” are a full rhyme, the other rhymes are slant rhymes (they do not rhyme completely): “dead,” “shade”; “descant,” “ignorant”; “Song,” “young.” That adds dissonance.

Notice, too, that the poem is all one sentence. Truly, masterful artifice.

