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Abstract

This article explores the complications involved in speaking from a position of seniority and experience in the life and work of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. It goes beyond the familiar caricatures of Coleridge as a garrulous old man, perpetuated by the likes of J.B. Priestley and Max Beerbohm, to address his self-consciousness in securing a listener, drawing comparisons and contrasts with the ‘Old Maid’ Miss Bates in Jane Austen’s Emma. The article then pursues the theme of listening to elderly voices in verse from different periods of Coleridge’s career including ‘The Old Man of the Alps’, ‘Youth and Age’ and ‘An Old Man’s Sigh’. It argues that the biological affects of ageing on the voice often need to be understood as adjustments or compensatory behaviours arising from specific social situations.

‘Old Men – and Women – May be Permitted to Speak Long’:

Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the Voice of Experience
The title of this essay refers to the Preface that Sir Walter Scott wrote for the collected edition of his Waverley novels of 1829 where, worrying about appearing tedious or drawling on, he observes ‘old men may be permitted to speak long, because they cannot in the course of nature have long time to speak’.
 Long-windedness or garrulousness is a familiar feature of the representation of elderly men and women’s speech in the Romantic period: famous examples include S.T. Coleridge’s ancient mariner who, in order to relate his improbable and protracted fable of crime, punishment and repentance, is first required to entrance the wedding guest, or the Old Maid Miss Bates in Jane Austen’s Emma (1816) who characteristically gossips with breathless rapidity to the exasperation of her auditors. The latter may be only 40 but, as Devoney Looser notes, in the Romantic period ‘Garrulousness, though a particular danger of advanced age, was also imagined as a common failing of the old maid from middle age onward’.
 Likewise, appraisal of Coleridge’s powers of oratory shifts at the period of his 40s, at about the time he ‘retired’ to the Highgate home of his physician James Gillman, from regard for stamina and intellectual breadth to more frequent accusations of rambling irrelevance and long-windedness.
 When Scott anticipates accusations of long-windedness he appears to be thinking instead about ‘advanced age’, but his comments are notable for the nature of his justification, which assumes a consensus that the voice of experience merits deference due to the want of time and, it is implied in the phrase ‘the course of nature’, encroachment of death. In fact the voice of experience in the case of middle-aged Miss Bates, or Coleridge the ageing ‘Sage of Highgate’, suggests that permission to speak at length, to voice the lessons of experience, is something that cannot be taken for granted.

In this essay I will argue that the human voice as represented in literature of the Romantic period is one of the non-calendrical cues for ageing, disclosing the contradictions in speaking from a position of seniority, to which social gerontologists such as John Vincent believe we should pay attention in exploring attitudes to the elderly.
 Focusing primarily on the examples of Coleridge’s verse addressing ageing, which include the early poem ‘The Old Man of the Alps’ (1797-98), so-called late works such as ‘Youth and Age’ (1823-28) and ‘An Old Man’s Sigh’ (1832), as well as the aforementioned Mariner’s tale, alongside an excursus into the figure of Austen’s old maid, I will identify some of the impediments to the ageing voice. I am interested not only in physical signs of vocal deterioration but also in representation of the ageing voice as a locus of social and cultural conflict. If the ability to speak at length on a subject with authority and gravitas is something attributable to experience – and even sought out because of it in Coleridge’s case – then I will argue that the opportunity to speak is nevertheless hedged about by social conditions that devalue the relaying of that experience. To invoke Gayatri Spivak, there is a difference between an elderly person speaking and speaking as an elderly person, which involves particular social codes and cues that I will pursue in attending to Coleridge’s elderly speakers.
 In recent years the Romantic period has proved fertile territory for studies of the spoken word, whether that be the recuperation of oral culture in print, the status of dialect, professional elocution training or the art of conversation, but in what follows I will turn the spotlight on what it can tell us about the experience of listening to the voice in old age.
  

The Old Man Eloquent

Coleridge retired to the Highgate house of Gillman in 1816 to recover from serious health issues associated with opium addiction. He remained a guest of Gillman’s until his death in 1834. Despite withdrawing from the public eye, Coleridge was not short of company. Indeed, old friends such as Wordsworth and Charles Lamb regularly sought him out, as did younger literary acolytes like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Thomas Carlyle. His nephew, Henry Nelson Coleridge, who played a large role in preserving his uncle’s conversation through compiling the ‘Table Talk’ along with the 1834 collected works, recalled the visits by Coleridge’s ‘affectionate disciples’ who

learned their lessons of philosophy from his own mouth. He was to them as an old master of the Academy or Lyceum. The more time he took, the better pleased were such visitors; for they came expressly to listen, and had ample proof how truly he had declared, that whatever difficulties he might feel, with pen in hand, in the expression of his meaning, he never found the smallest hitch or impediment in the utterance of his most subtle reasoning by word of mouth.

Talk is compensation for writer’s block or the dense prose of the Biographia Literaria (1817) that led Byron to wish Coleridge would ‘explain his Explanation’ (Don Juan, Dedication, 2).

H.N. Coleridge pictures a scene of reverence in which permission to speak long—‘The more time he took, the better pleased were such visitors’—is readily granted and contributes to the mythology of the ‘old man eloquent’ (Armour and Howes, 130), as he was termed by S.C. Hall and others, whose erudition and ‘subtle reasoning’ flows unchecked by his captive audience. It invokes the idealisation of Thomson’s The Seasons (1730), where age ‘shines out; and, garrulous, recounts / The Feats of Youth’ (‘Autumn’, 1231-32).

The sound of Coleridge’s voice merits as much attention as the content of his cogitations. For Hall, the extent of Coleridge’s conversation allied to the melody of his speaking voice brought to mind the Lydian music with ‘linked sweetness long drawn out’ (L’Allegro, 140) experienced by Milton’s cheerful man. Others were less impressed. Thomas Grattan, who met Coleridge in Brussels in 1828, found his talk ‘drowsy’ (Armour and Howes, 229) if not exactly ‘tiresome’ (Armour and Howes, 228). Carlyle famously gave a more censorious appraisal of an old man’s conversation: ‘His voice, naturally soft and good, had contracted itself into a plaintive snuffle and singsong […] I still recollect his “object” and “subject,” terms of continual recurrence in the Kantean province; and how he sang and snuffled them into “om-m-mject” and “sum-m-mject,” with a kind of solemn shake or quaver’ (Armour and Howes, 114-15). Despite the fact that Coleridge evidently showed many other physical signs of ageing from middle age – white hair, watery eyes, corpulence and joint pain – his voice claimed by far the most attention, although that is not so surprising given the near legendary status of his poetic recitals, particularly when composing with Wordsworth in 1797, and the duration of his sermons, public lectures and private philosophical disquisitions from the period of his early manhood. William Hazlitt remembered meeting an inspired talker who ranged widely across the fields of metaphysics, theology, literature and rhetoric: ‘passing from subject to subject, he appeared to me to float in the air, to slide on ice’ (Armour and Howes, 246). Likewise, Charles Cowden Clarke recalled a delivery like a ‘magnificent organ-peal’ (Armour and Howes, 135), but where that voice had once ‘sounded much’ when ‘the woods and hills echoed to his talk’, it was, by middle age, ‘feeble’ (Armour and Howes, 221-23) in comparison according to George Gilfillan. In later life Coleridge, it appeared, had lost nothing of his habit of indulging in long and drawn out speech – his garrulousness – but its sweetness was more routinely called into question.

H.N. Coleridge’s picture of a rapt audience has subsequently lost out to a comic version of long-windedness popularised by J.B. Priestley and Max Beerbohm, the latter caricaturing Coleridge as ‘a garrulous old man who discoursed without interruption to a passive audience sinking into “a listless condition of inanimate vacuity”’ (Armour and Howes, 80). But the comments of Carlyle are perhaps most devastating because he not only identifies biological signs of vocal deterioration, and the comedy of failing to take cues from his auditors, but also quietly passes judgement on Coleridge’s perceived moral and creative failures. Physical factors are evidently relevant. According to Lesley Mathieson, ‘All parameters of the vocal profile can be affected by the degenerative changes of old age’.
 Loss of muscle mass in the larynx, thinning vocal chords and drying mucous membranes lead to changes in the voice where characteristically men speak in a higher pitch, and women a deeper one, as they age. Lung capacity generally drops by half between the ages of 20 and 80 explaining decline in amplification and range. Oyer and Deal note ‘that the length of time for which a vocal note can be sustained is reduced because of a smaller available volume of air’.
 In longitudinal studies by Davies and Jahn and Eric Hunter, elderly speakers, conscious of vocal diminishment, will often adopt ‘compensatory behaviours’ such as increasing or lowering amplification to sustain vocal endurance, which in men lead to precisely the kind of singsong and quavering effects that Carlyle identifies.
 Coleridge’s shallow breathing and greater need to pause indicate respiratory problems and glottic insufficiency, which obscures and impedes the delivery of his philosophical speculations.

Carlyle’s ‘om-m-mject’ and ‘sum-m-mject’ may well jibe at Coleridge’s Devonshire accent too, but his primary accusation is that Coleridge’s declining mental and physical powers are corroborated by an ageing voice. Declining health is a product of moral failure that inhibits communication through the poorly preserved voice. ‘He is always busied’, notes Carlyle, ‘to keep, by strong and frequent inhalations, the water of his mouth from overflowing’ (Armour and Howes, 111). Moreover, the image of the breathless old poet, whose voice is seemingly no longer able to marshal long sequences of recherché philosophical observations into an intelligible whole, seems to channel a rebuke from a younger version of the poet whose most inspired verse always aimed, as Morton D. Paley reminds us, for that quality in Wordsworth that he described as ‘vital breathings’ (‘To William Wordsworth’, 9).
 Inspiration has, of course, its own etymological root in breathing, as has often been observed, and Romantic poetry, from Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind’ to Wordsworth’s Prelude implicitly sets great store by lung capacity. For a poet whose speaking voice was inseparable from his genius, and whose verse was intimately concerned with motifs of breathing, Coleridge’s glottic insufficiencies were, for commentators like Carlyle, not merely a physical impediment but testimony to the kind of poetic decline that, until recent times when studies of the late works by the likes of Paley and Tim Fulford have emerged, was regularly attributed to Coleridge.

The Old Maid and Compensatory Behaviours  

The experience that confers authority on the ageing voice was, in Coleridge’s case, undone by its biological weakening which became shorthand for deteriorating mental capacity. But the attribution of long-windedness to natural vocal decline alone elides multiple signs of esteem and diminishment, deriving from the context of utterance, which I would argue are more important keys to unlocking the representations of age that I will shortly identify in Coleridge’s verse. A bridge from nature to society is needed, however, and one can be found in Austen’s representation of Miss Bates where attention to her differences from Coleridge actually reveals intriguing similarities.

If Carlyle is made aware of the length of time it takes Coleridge to evolve ideas by his unhurried West Country burr, punctuated by that stertorous breathing, Austen impresses the experience of duration through a different kind of breathlessness associated with rapidity in Emma. In the case of Miss Bates, Austen presents a version of what Looser has termed ‘old womanism’ (Looser, 14). When Emma and Harriet Smith visit Miss Bates at home the gossip is digressive, repetitious and trivial, propelled by the need to relate the latest news about Mr Elton and her niece Jane Fairfax, which Emma is ironically hoping to escape. Noticeably, Austen is as interested in recuperating the sound of the voice of the old maid in print as much as she is in the content of the gossip. Miss Bates, whose speeches are by some distance the longest in the novel, is cued by the largely uninterested Emma’s polite inquiry about Jane’s health into a characteristic outburst that requires quoting at length:
‘Thank you. You are so kind!’ replied the happily deceived aunt, while eagerly hunting for the letter.—‘Oh! here it is. I was sure it could not be far off; but I had put my huswife upon it, you see, without being aware, and so it was quite hid, but I had it in my hand so very lately that I was almost sure it must be on the table. I was reading it to Mrs. Cole, and since she went away, I was reading it again to my mother, for it is such a pleasure to her—a letter from Jane—that she can never hear it often enough; so I knew it could not be far off, and here it is, only just under my huswife—and since you are so kind as to wish to hear what she says;—but, first of all, I really must, in justice to Jane, apologise for her writing so short a letter—only two pages you see—hardly two—and in general she fills the whole paper and crosses half. My mother often wonders that I can make it out so well. She often says, when the letter is first opened, ‘Well, Hetty, now I think you will be put to it to make out all that checker-work’—don’t you, ma’am?—And then I tell her, I am sure she would contrive to make it out herself, if she had nobody to do it for her—every word of it—I am sure she would pore over it till she had made out every word. And, indeed, though my mother’s eyes are not so good as they were, she can see amazingly well still, thank God! with the help of spectacles. It is such a blessing! My mother’s are really very good indeed. Jane often says, when she is here, ‘I am sure, grandmama, you must have had very strong eyes to see as you do—and so much fine work as you have done too!—I only wish my eyes may last me as well.’

‘All this spoken extremely fast obliged Miss Bates to stop for breath’, adds the narrator. The short, digressive clauses, tautologies and unnecessary qualifications concerning the loss and rediscovery of the letter, a report of the elder Mrs. Bates’s views on Jane’s handwriting and a record of Jane’s compliments on her eye sight are all beside the point in answering Emma’s question, put the voice under strain and contribute to the widely held view that ‘abundant talk’, as Patricia Meyer Spacks labels gossip, ‘tends to trivialize’.
 The earnest tone of entreaty is crucial to introducing pathos to a scene that is comic but never condescending.

In the old maid garrulousness, or uninterrupted speech on trivial matters, is an unmistakable sign of ageing, but the breathless delivery works in the opposite way to Coleridge’s drawl, suggesting duration through the voice’s evocation of brevity. Cramming detail into time is a sign that little time is available, something approaching Scott’s observation on the ‘course of nature’ perhaps, but unlike Scott the procedures here are less to do with time impressing intimations of mortality than with Miss Bates’s liminal social position as a spinster in her 40s residing with, and caring for, an elderly mother whose poor hearing requires continual accommodation. The relentless, high-pitched chatter which characterises Miss Bates’s delivery and leaves her panting for air is the result of a specific social context as much as the biological fact of the ageing voice, revealed in passing by references to visitors – Mrs Cole, ‘since she went away’, Jane, ‘when she is here’, and by implicaton Emma, who we have previously been told visits rarely and contributes less than she ‘ought to the stock of their scanty comforts’ – who depart after a brief interval. Does the velocity of Miss Bates’s gossip cause auditors to become impatient or does her recognition of the impatience of her auditors increase the velocity of her gossip? Prattling is attributable to the pressure of time where ‘speaking long’ is the product of an awareness of not having long to speak to those whose more active lives belong elsewhere. Accelerated speech is an informal vocal recognition of what Lucy Newlyn has called the anxiety of reception in Romantic-period literature.

Like Coleridge, it appears that Miss Bates fails to be cued by the responses of her auditors, which is attributed to absence of self-awareness as part of the condition of ageing. From here the comedy emerges. And yet the voice of Miss Bates is hedged about by enough social conditions that devalue the relaying of information and prompt her to adopt compensatory vocal behaviours to complicate that conclusion (just as later at Box Hill her self-consciousness is evidently overt). In this case the voice works to compensate for the social context of ageing by accelerating, just as Coleridge’s did by slowing down. The gossipy, digressive and distracted voice would appear to indicate mental incoherence or absent-mindedness, but even this can be viewed as a result of anxiety generated by social conditions that instill the need to save time through speaking at a gallop. Miss Bates is representative of the way in which the human voice discloses the social impediments internalised, and compensatory behaviour developed, by the isolated figure of the old maid. The social context forces the voice to take on the familiar rattling, breathless delivery of the old maid which produces an impression of great duration but undermines the authority to speak at length. 

Listening to Coleridge’s Old Men

Beerbohm’s cartoon implies that Coleridge was oblivious to his reputation for prolixity, but his notebooks suggest quite the opposite; he was acutely aware of his ambiguous social position as an ageing guest at Highgate which instilled no little anxiety. Tim Fulford has argued that Coleridge preferred the spoken word to print ‘with its possibility of intimate unity between speaker and listener’,
 but in a memorandum of 1822, when he was 51, Coleridge reflected on the frustration of being interrogated by the younger writers that H.N. Coleridge described listening with mute attentiveness and admiration:

[T]hey put questions that cannot be answered but by a return to first principles, and then they complain of him [i.e. Coleridge] as not conversing, but lecturing. ‘He is quite intolerable,’ ‘Might as well be hearing a sermon.’ In short, in answer to some objection, A [i.e. Coleridge] replies, ‘Sir, this rests on the distinction between an idea and an image, and, likewise, its difference from a perfect conception.’ ‘Pray, sir, explain.’ Because he does not and cannot [state the case as concisely as if he had been appealed to about a hand at] whist, ’t is, ‘Lord! How long he talks’ (Armour and Howes, 86-7). 
There is a distinction to be made between being garrulous and speaking for a long time because the expression of experience requires duration and the tones appropriate to a sermon or lecture. Coleridge adapts his delivery to the solemnity of his subject, more attentive to occasion than the younger writer who fails to appreciate the same distinction in listening. The ageing orator appeals for time that the youthful, hasty voice – ‘Pray, sir, explain’ – doesn’t grant. Coleridge speaks self-consciously as an older man, but the authority of the voice of experience is diminished by its utterance. Unfortunately, in fending off the common associations of talking in late life, he adopts, in writing, the tones of the elderly man complaining that the younger generation won’t take the time to listen to him properly (underlined by the frustration evident in the terse ‘In short’). Coleridge’s legendary long-windedness can also then be explained by his preference for a long run up to a subject – the return to ‘first principles’ as he puts it – if he felt it required serious consideration, although listeners, perhaps not unreasonably, felt the danger of infinite regress. The accusation of obliviousness to the context of utterance – made by Carlyle, Priestley and Beerbohm – is, however, wide of the mark. Indeed, Coleridge’s poetic depiction of elderly figures, like those of Wordsworth, was always distinguished by a high level of attention to the interrelationship between speaker and listener.

When Wordsworth and Coleridge collaborated on the first edition of Lyrical Ballads (1798) they demonstrated a mutual preoccupation with the lessons to be learned from the elderly, but also at times with the significance of auditors. The lessons deriving from the voice of experience in Lyrical Ballads vary – from protest against the enclosure acts and conscription, subsequent displacement of family and communities and the importance of charity, to the more cryptic advocacy of repentance offered by the Ancient Mariner – and noticeably so too do the levels of attention adjured and given. This is not an issue of the ventriloquism produced by the lyrical speaker, as in the ‘Female Vagrant’ – where Majia Samei notes, ‘in giving her voice’, Wordsworth merely ‘dramatizes himself, drawing attention to his own moral and philosophical sensibilities as a sympathetic onlooker and as a spokesman for the poor she represents’
 – but an expectation that the voice will be heard. Hence, when the female vagrant ‘weeping turned away’ (267) at the end of the poem, Wordsworth never entertains a doubt that her ‘artless story’ (2) is complete – ‘she had no more to say’ (269) – and that it hits home.
 The opposite is true of the Ancient Mariner who, before he can tell his tale, first works to secure a listener and impress upon him an appropriate sense of occasion. Noticeably the Wedding Guest, whose invitation, ‘come with me’ (12), is predicated on the tale being ‘laughsome’ (11) and so suited to the festal event, is first stopped in his tracks by a combination of the Mariner’s ‘skinny hand’ (13) and solemn tones and only subsequently by the famous ‘glittering eye’ (17). What is there in the opening utterance, ‘Quoth he, there was a ship’ (14), to so disturb? It can only be the consciousness of duration – it feels like this story will take some time to unfold – indicated by a voice at odds with the ‘merry din’ (8) of the wedding celebrations.

‘The Old Man of the Alps’, written at the same period as the mariner’s tale but not included in Lyrical Ballads, puts listening on a less metaphysical footing. It is true that, unlike Austen, Coleridge shows little interest in capturing an individuated voice through tone, and there is no reediness, tremulousness or hesitancy in the speaker’s delivery, which we might say is tonally indistinguishable from the poet (this was the period when Coleridge made the woods and hills echo to his talk). The Old Man of the Alps relates, rather like Wordsworth’s female vagrant, a lachrymose tale, with a strong anti-war message, concerning his daughter’s mental breakdown following the death of her husband ‘By treachery stabbed’ (65) during the Nancy Mutiny of August 1790. The second part relates the daughter’s death (by accident or design is unclear) during a snowstorm. But the poem triggers a series of more complex readerly positions than those found in ‘The Female Vagrant’ that result from listening to the voice of experience. As with the Mariner, the Old Man of the Alps begins with an attempt to generate a sympathetic auditor:

Stranger! Whose eyes a look of pity shew,

Say, will you listen to a tale of woe?

A tale in no unwonted horrors drest;

But sweet is pity to an aged breast.

This voice did falter with old age before;

Sad recollections make it falter more (1-6).

Much is at stake because for the poem to continue at all we must have faith that the implied listener does stay and hear the old man out. (It is a common trick of Coleridge’s through which he uses print to emphasise orality, as found in poems like Kubla Khan and ‘Alice du Clos’.
) We are told that the voice of the Old Man of the Alps ‘did falter with old age before’ but now ‘Sad recollections make it falter more’: the catch in the voice is a gesture towards sound without enacting it, which can be dually ascribed to the weakening power of the voice in age and the way that it reveals the emotional inner life. Physical ageing linked to suffering that is disclosed by vocal frailty is supposed to establish sympathetic reciprocity with an auditor and a degree of esteem, indicating that some subjects, especially those of long-suffering that so interested Wordsworth and Coleridge, are suited to the voice of experience. But other codifications of the ageing voice – and here we can draw garrulousness back into the equation, along with associated features such as repetition and morbid fixations – noticeably diminish that same voice. So, when the old man reminisces on happier times a pertinent contrast is made to the voice of his daughter:

And if I spoke of hearts by pain oppress’d,

When every friend is gone to them that rest;

Or of old men that leave, when they expire,
Daughters, that should have perish’d with their sire—
Leave them to toil all day through paths unknown,

And house at night behind some sheltering stone;

Impatient of the thought, with lively cheer

She broke half-closed the tasteless tale severe (19-26).

Andrew Bennett has noted that, in the conversation poems, auditors are often ‘strangely absent’, but in this case the disengagement between speaker and listener is specifically a matter of Coleridge’s representation of age-appropriate behaviour.
 His tale half-closed, the daughter breaks in to steer her father into other, less melancholy subjects, signalling impatience of a kind that recalls the young respondent of Coleridge’s 1822 memorandum. Her attitude towards his garrulousness is recognisably a feature of listening to someone speaking as an elderly person, rather than the fact of being an elderly speaker. It is a reminder that there may be subjects suited to the voice of age and experience but also occasions not befitting their delivery.

Strangely the sequence appears to speak to the circumstances of the larger poem, in which the same man tells a similarly ‘tasteless’ tale to what is implied is a younger listener. In this way the poem reads as a commentary on the occasions in which the elderly may speak and the contexts that might prohibit, rather than permit, this. The daughter’s unwillingness to listen to discourse upon precisely the sort of subject – death and grief – with which the entire poem is concerned suggests its internal evidence works against the possibility of achieving its stated ends, which are to encourage the ‘Kind-hearted stranger’ to patiently hear a ‘tedious tale’. Anxious not only to secure his listener but also to excuse the imposition of delay, the Old Man of the Alps employs the second person pronoun to invite sympathy:

Kind-hearted stranger! patiently you hear

A tedious tale: I thank you for that tear.

May never other tears o’ercloud your eye,

Than those which gentle Pity can supply! (89-92)

Gratitude is, however, immediately replaced by further narrative as the promised closure of these lines gives way to the additional detail of the second part of the story concerning the ‘towering convent’ (93) to which the daughter repaired during a storm seeking solace from her burdens only to fall from a cliff and drown in a raging alpine torrent below. Despite the poem being only 137 lines long, there is a strong impression that an even longer duration of telling is compressed or evoked by this addendum, but the fact that Coleridge doesn’t represent that time produces the feeling of abridgement. Likewise, the ageing voice demands patience from the younger auditor, but awareness of two types of time are in tension: the ‘course of nature’ paramount in the thought of ‘old men, that leave when they expire’, but equally the experience of social pressures that force the elderly into ‘half-closed’ tales. The latter is underlined at the close of the story when we are told that the ‘old man paused’ rather than stopped. It is unclear whether the poem’s final sentiments are spoken directly to the old man by his auditor or provide an ontologically separate speaker who frames the voice of experience as one of suffering and forbearance:

The old man paused—May he who, sternly just,

Lays at his will his creatures in the dust;

Some ere the earliest buds of hope be blown,

And some, when every bloom of joy is flown;

May he the parent to his child restore

In that unchanging realm, where Love reigns evermore! (132-7)

The poem’s strong caesural break in line 132 is not a full stop and echoes the earlier failure to achieve personal closure due to the intervening voice of youth. Tonally the alteration is as marked as the difference registered in the ageing voice that on the one hand stoically reflects on one type of passing – old men who ‘leave, when they expire’ – but on the other anxiously regards the more mundane likelihood that his auditor may lose patience and depart him with a half-closed story. The heavy stress placed on ‘paused’ actually pulls against its apparent inconclusiveness: it seems, and in fact does, suggest something more terminal, but not death.

‘The Old Man of the Alps’ is a curious example of the representational problems that attend the social issues of allowing old men to speak long found on a number of occasions in the poetry of the period of Lyrical Ballads. Coleridge’s later poetry on the subject of ageing increases the pitch of that anxiety of reception, allowing us to read more closely an ageing voice which loses its authority in acquiring permission to speak. The poems ‘Youth and Age’ and ‘An Old Man’s Sigh’, taken together, enact what I have been calling compensatory behaviours.

These poems have a complex, intervolved textual history that Paley has documented at length but can be briefly summarised. ‘Youth and Age’, first composed in 1823, was a poem in two parts on the subject of the ageing body that can no longer perform the feats that in youth the speaker took for granted. The ‘trim skiff’ (12) that ‘flashed along’ (11), ‘aery cliffs and glittering sands’ (10) is replaced by the ‘drooping gait’ (34) of an old man. Paley argues that the final lines of the original poem in which the speaker imagines, against all evidence, ‘That Youth and I are house-mates still’ (24), exhibits a satisfying relation between ‘the part and the whole’ which produces ‘a deep pathos in its contrast of past and present selves’ (Paley, 70). A third part, which was added to the poem in the 1834 Poetical Works compiled by H.N. Coleridge, is adjudged an ‘anticlimax’ by Paley, spoiling the rondo of the original (72). The third stanza derives from a brief poem, bleaker in nature, titled ‘Fragment of the intended third Stanza to Youth and Age’ found in ‘The Berg Notebook’, which Coleridge developed, with numerous alterations, into the separate poem titled ‘An Old Man’s Sigh’, eventually published in Blackwood’s in 1832.

There is no doubt Paley is right in feeling that the third stanza compromises the aesthetic unity of ‘Youth and Age’, unsettling the coherence of the metaphor of the body-as-house. However, its development, through the revisions made to the poem which became ‘An Old Man’s Sigh’, prior to incorporation into ‘Youth and Age’ in 1834, demonstrates that Coleridge felt ‘Youth and Age’ was, without the inclusion of the third stanza, a ‘half-closed tale’. The incorporation of the ‘embittered’ tone of the third stanza ‘is foreign to the characteristics of self-representation in Coleridge’s later poetry’ (Paley, 72), but what the poem loses in poise or harmony it gains in illuminating the anxieties of being heard in old age which, I would suggest, becomes its true theme.

Several key issues of esteem and diminishment including vocal compensation, evidence of the weakening voice and the threat of abandonment or an absent auditor recur. Auditory effects draw attention to the breathiness of the ageing voice: the lines ‘Ah, woful When! / Ah! For the change ’twixt Now and Then!’ (6-7) are gasped out, vocally asserting the metaphor of the body as a ‘breathing house’ (8). Rhetorical repetitions that gesture towards age have the effect of insulating the speaker from engagement with a respondent. Age listens to its own voice, enacted by the exclamatories – ‘When I was young!’ (5) and ‘Ere I was old!’ (22) – which introduce the first two parts and are immediately repeated as rhetorical questions – ‘When I was young?’ (6), ‘Ere I was old?’ (23). The voice of age consequently judges itself a ‘woful Ere / Which tells me, Youth’s no longer here’ (23-24). Youth is the absent auditor and it is the vehicle of that metaphor which generates the awkward third stanza. The thematic link develops from the issue of being curtailed, first given in the following form in ‘The Berg Notebook’:

Dewdrops are the Gems of Morning

But the Tears of mournful Eve:

Where no Hope is, Life’s a warning

That only serves to make us grieve,

With long leave taking!

In our Old Age!

With long leave taking, like a Guest

That may not rudely be dismiss’d


Yet hath outstay’d—xx Caetera desunt.

For Paley the image ‘of the guest who has outstayed his welcome is a moving expression of Coleridge’s awareness of being a man who lived in other people’s houses’ (69). The guest who fails to take a cue from his host and outstays his welcome implies a different type of liminality to that experienced by Miss Bates, but the image is drawn from the same variety of social awkwardness. With some suspicion of self-pity, the poet abridges his own voice: ‘Caetera desunt’ suggests that Coleridge had further lines in mind at this stage but, to extend a theme, cuts the threat of long leave taking short.

Coleridge’s self-censorship results in a further poem, ‘An Old Man’s Sigh’, an offshoot of ‘Youth and Age’, that is more openly concerned with leave-taking, but whose metaphor is, as J.C.C. Mays puts it, ‘suspended over interruption’ even as it engages the finality of death.
 If the sigh of the title is partly evoked in the opening lines – ‘Dew-drops are the gems of morning, / But the tears of mournful eve! – which had already been composed in 1823, the remainder of the poem is delivered by a peevish, disgruntled speaker who produces the conceit which, by 1834, has also become the conclusion of ‘Youth and Age’:

Where no hope is, life’s a warning

That only serves to make us grieve,

When we are old:

That only serves to make us grieve

With oft and tedious taking leave,

Like some poor nigh-related guest,

That may not rudely be dismist;

Yet hath outstay’d his welcome while,

And tells the jest without the smile. (‘Youth and Age’, 41-49)    

The regular iambic fricatives, ‘oft and tedious taking leave’, have replaced the assonantal ‘long leave taking’ generating a more obviously bitter tone that reflects a mood of irritation in both host and guest. Whereas earlier in the poem the swiftly departing guest was the abstraction of Youth, here the figure of tiresome old age, who is evidently also the speaker, makes a more ponderous, unromantic and literal exit. Relocating his anxieties of being left behind in the figure of the guest whose crime is to appear oblivious to the social courtesies of his host and neglectful of cues to depart promptly, Coleridge shows age finally speaking out, rather than to itself (as in the earlier version of the poem), but finding little sympathetic reciprocity. It is difficult to ascertain whether the old ‘jest’ of the final line is delivered or received without a ‘smile’. Either way, Coleridge communicates realisation on the part of the speaker that the permission to speak is no longer given. A kind of stuttering, half-closure is suitably enacted by the word ‘while’ which generates the corresponding rhyme word ‘smile’ and yet is grammatically superfluous. No longer a poem only about past and present selves, the third stanza switches attention to the problems of being heard in the present. The poem ends not with the personification of Age pretending that Youth is his ‘house-mate’ as in 1823, but with the garrulous voice of embodied age unaccommodated to a youthful auditor impatient to make an end.

For Paley, the two-strophe ‘Youth and Age’, as in other later works, shows Coleridge, ‘however tinged with pathos or despair, as a dignified figure, stoically bearing the vicissitudes of physical infirmity, the lack of fulfilment in love, and consequent periods of despair’ (72). It has an aesthetic satisfaction that explains its popularity in Coleridge’s lifetime and later as an anthology piece. But the longer poem – despite the suspicion that its inclusion in the 1834 Poetical Works was a decision of H.N. Coleridge rather than S.T.C. – produces an experience that is less reflective and more accurately fits the pattern of the anxiety of reception that we find in Coleridge’s other representations of elderly speakers throughout his career. Whereas the 1823 ‘Youth and Age’ was aided by a sense of closure that derives from poetics that belong to Scott’s ‘course of nature’ motif, the later iteration has raised more problems because it appears, to paraphrase David T. Mitchell, to operate out of a desire to compensate for the less metaphysical limitations placed on an elderly speaker.
 When the poet shifts from the subject of age and the esteem or dignity of forbearance to the conditions responsible for its diminishment, he strikes an inharmonious note which recuperates the marginalised elderly voice and demonstrates that the strains of speaking are a product of compensatory behaviour. If the voice of experience betrays signs of irritability then it is the poem’s achievement to demonstrate that this is not just attributable to the course of nature, of regret at lost youth and bitterness at physical decline, but to the impediments that remove the opportunities of old men – and women – to speak long.             
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