
TheSuperannuatedManasaPersonalEssay

Theterm Essaycomesfrom theFrenchword‘essai’whichmeans‘attempt’.Anessayisa

compositionusuallyinprose,whichdiscusses,formallyorinformally,atopicoravarietyof

topicsandisoneofthemostflexibleandadaptableofallliteraryforms.Montaignecoined

the word ‘essai’when in 1850 he gave the title Essaisto hisfirstpublication.While

Montaignewasdiscursive,informalandintimate,writingonsuchsubjectsas‘Liars’,‘The

Custom ofWearingClothes’and‘TheArtofConversation’,Baconwasterse,didacticand

aloof,thoughchoosingnotdissimilartopics,suchas,‘OfEnvy’,‘OfRiches’,‘OfNegotiating’.

LamblikeHazlitt,DeQuincey,LeighHuntandStevensonwroteverymuchinthetraditionof

MontaigneashisEssaysofElia(1823,1833)demonstrates.

Lamb’sessay‘TheSuperannuatedMan’isapersonalessayincludedintheauthor’s

volumeEssaysofElia.Inthisessaythewritergivesventtohisfeelingsafterhegaveupthe

jobprematurely.Theessaybeginswithanaddresstothereaderwhereinhepainfullyutters

thathehaswastedthegoldenyearsofhislife– theshiningyouth– intheirksome

confinementofanoffice.Hecallstheofficeaprisonwherehespenthislifefrom the‘shining

youth’throughthemiddleagetilldecrepitude(oldage,decay)andsilverhairs,withoutany

hopeofreleaseorrespite.Helivedtoforgetthatthereweresuchthingsasholidays,andwith

anoteofpathosheremarksthattheseweretheprerogativesofchildhood.Theessayist

remarksthatiftherearesuchmen,onlythentheywillbeabletoappreciate‘hisdeliverance’.

Theauthorspentthirty-sixyearsathisdeskinMincingLane,andwhenattheageof

fourteenhetooktheseatinhisofficemelancholiaovertookhim ashewassuddenly

incarceratedfrom thefreelifewhenhehadabundantplaytimeandfrequentlyintervening

longvacations.TheauthorsaysthathehadSundaysbuttheybeingdaysofworship,he

hardlyfoundthem recreational.BesidesSundays,hehadadayatEaster,andadayat

Christmas,with a fullweek in summerto go and airhimselfin his native fields of

Hertfordshire.Thiswasagreatindulgencethatmadehis‘durance’tolerable,andLamb

waitedforonefullyearforthetimetocomeagain.

With increasing years,hishealth and good spiritsflagged.Besideshisdaylight

servitude,heservedoveragainallnightinhissleepashesufferedperpetuallyfrom adread

ofcrisis.Inthiswaybebecamefifty,yethehadnoprospectofemancipationfrom theprison.

Lamb’spatheticstatementthat–Ihadgrowntomydesk,asitwere;andthewoodhad

enteredintomysoul–isverymoving.

Soonthemostdesiredorifundesired,dayatlastcamewhenhewasgiventhe

farewell.Hewasgrantedapensionforlifetotheamountoftwo-thirdsofhissalary;he

considered ita magnificentoffer.The essayistgives accountofhis reaction without

inhibition.Hesayshedidnotknowwhatheansweredbetweensurpriseandgratitude,buthe

remembersthathestammeredabowandattenminutesaftereighthewenthomeforever.

Theauthor’snarrationoftheincidentthatcameverysuddenlyandyetastonishinglyisfrank,

anditseemstheauthorisincapableofexpressinghisfeelingsthatwerechaoticatthathour.

Hehailshisfreedom saying“Estoperpetua.”



Lambnowgoesontodescribehislifeafterhisretirement.Forthefirsttwoorthree

dayshefeltstunned–overwhelmed.Hecompareshimselftoaprisonerletlooseaftera

fortyyears’confinement.Thefreedom cametohim sosuddenlythathecouldhardlybelieve

it.Whileheranshortoftimewhenhewasinservice,heisnowinpossessionofTimethat

requiredmanagementbyabailifforasteward.Havingallholidayshethoughthehadnone.

Duringhisservicelife,heusedtowalkthirtymilesaday,tomakemostoftheholidays,but

nowtimehangsheavyuponhim ashecouldnotwalkitaway.Quotingfrom TragedybySir

RobertHoward,hesays:“Timetakesnomeasureineternity.”

Theauthorclosestheessaywithadescriptionofhislifeafter‘thedateoffirst

communication.”Hetookfifteendaystoarriveatastateoftranquillity.Thefirstflutterhad

bynowdiminishedandhediscovered‘anunsettlingsenseofnovelty.’Plentyoftimeinhand,

hefoundhimselfat11atBondStreet,anditseemedtohim hehadbeensaunteringthereat

thatveryhourforyearspast.HedigressedintoSohotoexploreabookstall.Hestoodbefore

anoldpictureinthemorninganddoubtedifithadbeentheresolong.Hethoughthehad

passedintoanotherworld.Timestoodstillinamannertohim.Tohim alldayswerenowthe

same,bethereonadayanyoccasionornot.Hedidnotfeelitbothersometovisitthechurch,

whichbusinesspreviouslyirkedhim becauseitcutshorthisholiday.

Lambcouldnotmarryandhavechildrenashehadtolookafterhisinsanesister,but

alwaysinhisheartofheartshelongedtohaveJohnandAlice.Atouchofthisfeelingis

discernibleinhiswishtochristenhisdream sonNOTHING-TO-DO ifhehadhadachild.

Finally,hegiveshisfeeling:“Man,Iverilybelieve,isoutofhiselementaslongasheis

operative;Iam altogethernow contemplative.”Lamb’shumourflashesagainwhensays:

WhenItakeupanewspaper,itistoreadthestateofopera,becausehefindsthathisworkis

done(Opusoperatum est).Heissatisfiedthathistaskisdoneandnowhehastherestof

thedaytohimself.

Theessayisindeedalongandgrandsoliloquy.Theauthorgivesanaccountindetailof

howfeltwhenhewasanemployeeintheCountingHouseinMincingLane,howhewishedto

havefreedom from theexactingjob,how finallyhefoundhisfreedom andhow generous

werethepartnersofthefirm.Healsonarrateshispostretirementlife–hisjoyandremorse,

hisinitialboredom,andfinallyhisreconciliationwithlife.Itisanidealessayinasmuchas

theauthordoesnottheoriseonasubject.Itisnotatreatise,butanexpressionofthe

author’smindincertainmomentsofhislife.Itseemstobepagesliftedoutofhispersonal

diary.Theessayischarming,butitischarmingnotbecauseofitscontentbutbecausethe

contentsrevealthecharm ofthemindthathasconceivedandrecordedtheimpression.If

Benson’sprescriptionisvaluable,‘TheSuperannuatedMan’passesthetestofagoodessay.

“Theonlythingnecessary,”saysBenson“isthatthethingorthethoughtshouldbevividly

apprehended,enjoyed,feltto be beautiful,and expressed with a sudden gusto.”‘The

SuperannuatedMan’havingfulfilledalltheconditions,itcanrightfullyclaim tobeagood

personalessay,andwehavenodoubtthatitisso.
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