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INTRODUCTION

An attempt to relate Shakespeare's portrayal 
of old people in his plays to the modern science of 
geriatrics necessitates research into the medical 
background of Shakespeare'3 day. During his lifetime, 
the science of medicine was being actively formulated.

This 16th and 17th century saw the development 
of not only anatomy, the basic science of medicine, 
but also of pathology, the basic science of disease, 
and physiology, the basic science of health.1

Men were doing supremely great things in every 
department of human thought. This was true also in 
medicine and we have a number of men whose names are 
forever memorable for what they accomplished for 
medical advance.^

These men include Vesalius, the greatest single con
tributor to scientific medicine in this Renaissance 
period; Paracelsus and.Pare, respectively physician 
and surgeon, the two great practical medical scientists 
of the sixteenth century; and Shakespeare's two country
men, Linacre, the founder of the Royal College of 
Physicians, and John Caius, the founder of Caius' College 
in Cambridge, both of whom left the impression of' their 
personalities on English-speaking medicine at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century.3

^James J. Walsh, "History of Medicine during the 
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries," Practice of Medicine, 
ed. Frederick Tice, editor-in-chief Leroy Hendrick Sloan 
(Hagerstown, Maryland: W. F. Prior Company, Inc., 19^9)»
I, (chap, iii, ) 3 8.

2Ibid., p. 3 5. ^Ibid., pp. 3 6-i|l.
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Estelle Brodrtian states in The Development of 
Medical Bibliography that medicine progressed in the 
seventeenth century through periods of turmoil and of 
great advances, that in the hands of Leeuweriboeck and 
Harvey, methods of experimentation began to be worked 
out, that \mder Syndenham and Boerhaave clinical medicine 
again oriented itself toward the patient, and that bedside 
teaching, chemistry, and pathological anatomy began to 
be a part of medical education.1

Dr. J. C. Bucknill agrees with Miss Brodman 
in his work, Shakespeare's Medical Knowledge.

Classical learning, rather than natural science, 
the peculiar province of the medical man, appears to 
have been the characteristic of the physicians in the 
sixteenth century; but, in the early part of the 
seventeenth century, medical science took a bound in 
the discovery of Shakespeare's great contemporary, 
Harvey; and somewhat later in the century, in the 
more numerous and purely professional, though less 
brilliant achievements of Sydenham, to whom the 
installation of the rational medicine of modern times 
may be said to be due. . . .  It must not, however, 
be thought that medical knowledge increased in a 
regularly progressive manner during these times; . . . 
an examination into tne tenets of that day would 
indicate that the march of science was not like the 
peaceful progress of a great king, but rather like 
that of a general, whose army gaining here, and 
beaten back there, after many vicissitudes, remains 
master of the country.* 2

^Estelle Brodman, The Development of Medical 
Bibliography (Baltimore, Maryland: Waverly Press,

J. C. Bucknill, Shakespeare's Medical Knowledge 
(Exeter, England: William Pollard, i860), pp. 30-31.

2
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Dr. Bucknill believes that Shakespeare should be
studied in the framework of his time.

In attempting to form an opinion of the degree in 
which an old author was acquainted with an old 
subject, it became evident that the operation of 
time must carefully be borne in mind.
Original authorities, therefore, (were consultacQ 
in order to compare Shakespeare 's medicine with the 
books and men of his day. . . . with sufficient 
success to enable the medical passages of the 
dramatist to be brought to the test of a fair 
comparison with the opinions of his professional 
contemporaries. . . . This research has been 
rewarded by establishing the fact, that Shakespeare 's 
theoretical knowledge of medicine closely corresponded 
to that prevailing at his time among its professors, 
and that he had authority even for his trivialities 
and most glaring absurdities.2

After perusing all the obtainable medical works 
of Shakespeare's time and comparing them with the works 
of Shakespeare, Dr. Bucknill concluded that the great 
dramatist had, at least, been a diligent student of all 
medical knowledge existing in his time.3 According to 
the physician, "medical science (wagj raw and young in 
Shakespeare's time,"^ and physicians, being guided by 
symptoms both of body and of mind, relied a great deal 
on observation and interpretation of what men said and 
did in order to treat them. 9 *

1Ibid., p.
3 Ibid., p .

9. 2lbld»> P* 12‘
290. ^Ibid., p. 13.
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The very want of that minute knowledge which is apt 
to invest the physician of the present day with a 
crust of pedantry, compelled the physician of olden 
time to sharpen his intellect in the ways and thoughts 
of men, so as to derive as much light as possible 
through the narrow openings of knowledge .1

As a man thinks, so he is. As he has thought
during his life, so he becomes as he grows older. Old
age gives evidence of what his relations have been both
with himself and with other men. Shakespeare is often
quoted as an authority on such relations. He himself
regarded forty as old.

When forty winters shall besiege thy brow 
And dig deep trenches in thy beauty’s field,
And youth's proud livery, so gaz'd on now,
Will be a tatter'd weed, of small worth held:
Then being ask'd where all thy beauty lies,
Where all the treasure of thy lusty days,
To say, within thine own deep-sunken eyes,
Were an all-eating shame and thriftless praise.
How much more praise deserv'd thy beauty's use,
If thou could'st answer "This fair child of mine 
Shall sum my count and make my old excuse,"
Proving his beauty by succession thineJ 
This were to be new made when thou art old,
And see thy blood warm when thou feel'st it cold.^ 1 2

1Ibid., p. 35.
2The Complete Works of Shakespeare, ed. William 

George Clark ana William Aid is ’Wright (New York: Frederick 
A. Stokes Company, 1864), Sonn. II, p. 1284. This edition 
is the Globe text. It is both scholarly and Shakespearean 
to cite this text for acts, scenes, and enumerations, 
presumably because Bartlett and Schmidt do so in their 
monumental reference works on Shakespeare.



The average life expectancy at any given period
5

should determine, for practical reasons, old age.
In 1693 the English astronomer, Halley, made the 
first really serious attempt to determine the 
average life expectancy. He worked with figures 
obtained from the records of the city of Breslau.
The value he obtained (33*5 years) showed some but 
not much improvement over the life expectancies 
of the ancient Greeks and Romans. . . .  By 1850 
the average longevity had only advanced to approxi
mately forty years«-1-

Shakespeare, therefore, would be justified in
relating old age to tne conditions of his era. "Old"
has been defined as "having lived beyond the middle
period of life; having nearly completed the allotted

2term of years; far advanced in life." More simply, 
old age has been defined as "the latter part of life."* 2 3 
These definitions suit the purpose at hand very well, 
since they embrace, in a sense, both Shakespeare’s time 
and the present. There are always, of course, those 
exceptional, long-lived’persons whose rugged consti
tutions endure well past the allotted life expectancy.

Robert S. de Ropp, Man Against Aging (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, i9 6 0), p.

2Punk and Wagnalls New Standard Dictionary of the 
English Language," editor-in-chief Isaac K. Funk (New York: 
Punk & Wagnalls Company, 1958).

3 Ibid.-
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It is not surprising to find a present-day
scientist who is interested in the study of old age
refer to Shakespeare’s timeless expressions. Robert
de Ropp, a bio-chemist, states:

When Shakespeare spoke of life as a "brief candle" 
he chose a symbol which was apt in more ways than 
one. There are several resemblances between the 
process by which a candle burns and the processes 
by which men live, age, and die. Like the candle, 
most living things generate energy which may be 
in the form of heat or movement. Like the candle, 
most living organisms have a defined life span.-

Mr*, de Ropp further discusses the "programme of human
life, . . . the last act of the drama, old age or
senescence starting in the sixties, continuing till death. " * 2

Though geriatrics is considered a recently- 
developed science, interest in the old person has long 
existed. In k-k 3. C., Cicero wrote of the enjoyment 
of old age and of the gerontes, the council of twenty- 
eight men past sixty years of age who controlled the 
city-state.

One of the earliest volumes on old age was 
written by Roger Bacon, English scientist of the 
thirteenth century, and translated in I6 8 3.-'

^Robert S. de Ropp, Man Against Aging (New,York: 
St. Martin’s Press, i9 6 0 ), p. 81.

2Ibid., p. 9^.
^Malford W. Thewlis, The Care of the Aged 

(Geriatrics), 3d ed.; (St. Louis: The C. V. Mos %  
Company, 19^1), p. 17.
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"Floyer’s Medicina Gerocomica, in 1724, the 
first opus taking up the treatment of some diseases of 
old age, laid the foundations of geriatrics. "-1-

Dr. Edward J. Stieglitz refers to the somewhat 
recent interest of medicine in the field of geriatrics, 
stating that the term "geriatrics" and the science it 
represents were not introduced until 1909.^

Pediatricians were the first to see and study 
the relation of age to health and disease. As a 
group they are the most conscious of all clinicians 
to the problems of gerontology. It was thus soundly 
logical, though superficially paradoxical, that 
Jacobi, the pioneer pediatrician, at ninety wrote 
the foreword for Nascher’s pioneering volume on 
geriatrics. The biological and clinical problems 
at the two extremes of the life span, infancy and 
senility, are not dissimilar; in some respects they 
may be mirror images, except in rate and degree . . . 
but we must not forget that psychologic time need 
not parallel physiologic time, emotionally or
intellectually.3

Geriatrics "treats all problems peculiar to 
old age and the aging, including the clinical problems 
of senescence and senility."^ Gerontology consists of 
"the scientific study of the problems of aging in all 
their aspects - clinical, biological, historical, and 
sociological.

1Ibid.
^Edward J. Stieglitz (ed.), Geriatric Medicine:

The Care of the Aging and the Aged (2d ed. illust.; 
Philadelphia: V/. B. launders Company, 1949), p. ix.

3Ibid.
^Dorland^ Medical Dictionary (23rd ed.; Philadelphia 

W. B. Saunders Company, i95>?)> P« 554*
5Ibid., p. 555.
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Obviously, the term "geriatrics" is derived from the 
Greek (fr* 9, old age, and /« Tfai«, cure; obviously, 
also, old age can not be cured, just as the pangs of 
birth can not be stopped. The problems of keeping an 
aging body as comfortable as possible while it continues 
to harbor a soul and mind, whose functions depend on 
that body’s relative well-being, can be studied and 
temporarily solved. These problems and solutions are the 
province of geriatrics and gerontology.

Dr. Stieglitz states that the objective of 
geriatric medicine is to add breadth and depth, rather 
than mere length, to life.1 He also enumerates 
disorders of the respiratory, circulatory, alimentary, 
urogenital, nervous, cutaneous, endocrine, and locomotor 
systems as they are met with in older people and adds 
that each of these systems undergoes certain changes

• pduring the normal process of aging.
Physical changes in old age affect mental 

attitudes.
Along with these physical changes slight mental 
disturbances become manifest. There is forget
fulness of names, lack of receptivity to new ideas 
with increasing tendency to conservatism, beginning 
loss of memory for recent events, difficulty of 
sustained attention and concentration, increased 
egocentricity, stubbornness, and tendency to suspicion, 
as well as increased irritability and emotionalism.3

1 2 Stieglitz, p. xii. Ibid., p. ix.
■̂ Lewlys P. Barker, "Physical Changes in Old Age 

and Their Effects upon Mental Attitudes,” New Goals For 
Old Age, ed. George Lawton (New York: Columbia University 
W e as,' 19*13), PP. 74-75.
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Even worse are the presenile and senile psychoses 
with tneir catastrophic effects upon the personalities 
of those who suffer from them.

Usually, old age is considered in terms of the 
physical age of a man. There are also to be considered, 
however, functional age, psychological age, and emotional 
age. To a playwright, the emotional age of his characters 
is all-important. Make-up and costuming may create the 
first impression which a character makes on an audience, 
but speech and action convince it of that character's 
authenticity. A high school student who is given the 
right lines and action may portray an old person in a 
play; if the lines and action given him are not in 
keeping with old age, he remains a young person despite 
costuming and make-up. The skillful playwright, therefore, 
endeavors to display character in action and dialogue 
which are believable.

A play is concerned with the emotions of its 
characters; often they are at the point of releasing 
their passions and solving their dilemmas. To this end, 
the play has plot and climax.

Shakespearean tragedy made concrete Elizabethan 
moral teaching, and that teaching was centered about 
the conflict of passion and reason in man's soul.
When passion rather than reason controls his will, man 
errs or sins. And the punishment for error and for sin 
is first of all seen in the turbulence of soul created 
by passion. The disintegration and turmoil grow.“ 1 2

1Ibid,
2Lily B. Campbell, Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes; 

Slaves of Passion (Nex\r York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1952), 
p p . ,':h 8 - ? V  I
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Death Itself is not so terrible as the loss of the 
will to live which we see in each of the great tragic 
heroes of Shakespeare.'

Shakespeare, the playwright, wa3 concerned with 
the emotional impact of his characters. Emotions reveal 
mental attitudes. Shakespeare ’s old people portray 
emotions which reflect how aging and all that it implies 
has affected them. Man is the sum total of his capabi
lities, mental, physical, and spiritual, the infirmities 
or health of one group of powers influencing the others 
for good or for bad.

As we age, time changes us. But with the passing 
years, we are also affected, modified, and individualized 
by the innumerable experiences, intoxications, fatigues, 
infections and traumata, which altogether constitute 
the vicissitudes of existence. These insults differ 
in every individual. Thus, the changes observed in 
the aging are of dual origin. The most puzzling 
dilemma of clinical geriatrics is the problem of dis
tinguishing disease changes from those of "normal” 
senescence. Normality is, after all, a relative 
matter.

Shakespeare ’s old people may be considered 
prototypes, yet each of them is a distinct personality.

Shakespeare never trifled with his audience . . . 
instead, every character in a Shakespearean play is 
engaged in saying exactly what Shakespeare wanted 
the audience to know and in saying it over and over 
again. If a man is a villain, he says so, and 
everyone else says so. It is quite safe to trust 
the characters to tell the truth about themselves.
Our problem is to read the words as they spoke them 
and not as we would speak them today with different 
meaning. 3 1

1Ibid.
2Stieglitz, p. ix. 
''Campbell, p. 112.
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It la important to distinguish between a play
wrights dramatic inventions and real people.

A dramatist may fashion a character as he will.
He may outline a figure in the manner of a cartoon, or he may etch in every detail with infinite care.
But the artistic representation stops just where 
the author chooses.
Shakespeare's characters are presented to us by their 
words and actions and by the interrelated words and 
actions of other characters. We have to accept what 
he offers us.l

When we do accept these make-believe inventions
of tne playwright a3 authentic and believable, we
acknowledge the existence of great art which is based
on detailed study and unerring instinct. A playwright
may present his characters with restraint or with
urgency, but he must make them ring true to be successful.
Shakespeare's interpretation of human reactions to life
and living meet this requirement. "His depictions of
human nature and the struggles of human beings in the
fact of conflict and stress are vivid and show a rare

2understanding of mental mechanisms."
The growth and development of a playwright's 

understanding and skill can be judged best through a 
chronological study of his plays. Edward Dowden's four

1Ibid., pp. 268-269.
pWinfred Overholser, "Shakespeare's Psychiatry—  

and After," Shakespeare Quarterly, X, No. 3 (Summer, 1959)» 
P. 335.
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periods of division form the basis for such a study:
I. 1590 to 1595-1596, "In the workshop"; II. 1595-1596 
to 1600-1601, "In the world"; III. 1601 to I608, "Out of 
the depths"; IV. 1608 to 1611-1613, "On the heights 
E. K. Chambers further substantiates this division. 2 
Such a method is all the more suitable to a study of 
the plays which concerns the characteristics of maturity 
and old age present in the dramatis personae. The personal 
development of the playwright may then be linked with his 
representation of older personalities.

^Edward Dowden, Shakspere (New York: American 
Book Co., 1877) PP. >47-517

PE. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of
Pacts and Problems (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930).



CHAPTER I

THE OLD PEOPLE IN THE PLAYS 
OP 1590 TO 1595-1596

King Henry VI Part 1 presents characters 
involved in court intrigue and battle strategy*
Advanced age is established in many ways for Lord 
Talbot, Edmund Mortimer, Henry Beaufort, the Duke of 
Bedford, the Earl of Salisbury, and the shepherd father 
of Joan la Pucelle* Old age and participation in battle 
or politics were not incongruous to the Elizabethans; 
rather, an old, experienced opponent made the better 
adversary*

Talbot reminds the Countess of Auvergne:
"No, no, I am but shadow of myself; you are deceived,
St substance is not here,"l Whereupon, he summons his 
troops and says, "These are jmyl substance, arms, and

pstrength*" These remarks indicate that Talbot, because 
of age, is a figurehead for the English soldiers*
The Countess had thought that the old warrior was a

j

"weak and wrlthled shrimp«"3 1 2

11 H* VI, II, iii, 50-51. Italics which appear in the quotations from Shakespeare’s plays are those 
of the writer*

2II, iii, 63. 3II, iii, 23*
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Talbot feels the results of aging and conflict as the
battle becomes grim and speaks thus to his son:

0 young John Talbot.’ I did send for thee 
To tutor thee in stratagems of war,
That Talbot's name might be in thee revived
When sapless age and weak unable limbs
Should bring thy father to his drooping chair.1

Observing his son in action, Talbot says:
Then leaden age.,

Quicken'd with youthful spleen and warlike rage,
If I to-day die not with Frenchmen's rage,
To-morrow _I shall die with mickle age

Talbot implores his son to flee further combat, but
the young man does not heed and is killed. His body
is carried in to Talbot, who laments:

My spirit can no longer bear these harms.
Soldiers, adieu! I have what I would have,
Now my old arms are young John Talbot's grave.3
Edmund Mortimer, aged by long imprisonment, speaks

of growing old and awaiting death to his jailers:
Kind keepers of my weak decaying age,
Let dying Mortimer here rest himseTT.
Even like a man new haled from the rack,
So fare my limbs with long imprisonment;
And these grey locks, the pursuivants of death, 
Nestor-like aged In"an age of care,
Argue the end of Edmund Mortimer.
These eyes, like lamps whose wasting oil is spent, 
Wax dim, as drawing to their exigent;
Weak shoulders, overborne with burthening grief,
And pithless arms, like to a wither'd vine 
That droops his sapless branches to the ground:
Yet are these feet, whose strengthless stay is numb, 
Unable to support this lump of clay,
Swift -winged with desire to get a gjrave,
As witting 1 no other comfort havelu * **

2IV, vi, 12-35. 3IV, vi, 30-32.1IV, V, 1-5.
**II, V, 1-17



Richard Plantagenet, Mortimer’s nephew, greets
his uncle with tne respect and consideration due an
older relative by a young person,

First, lean thine aged back against mine arm;
0, uncle, would some part of my young years 
Might but redeem the passage of your age l 1

Mortimer, after counselling Richard with ’’fading breath"
and "fainting words,"2 dies.

Henry Beaufort, Bishop of Winchester and great-
uncle to King Henry VI, has allegedly practiced deception
for many years in his powerful office. The Duke of
Gloucester rails at the prelate in parliament:

Thou art a most pernicious usurer,
Forward by nature, enemy to peace;
Lascivious, wanton, more than well beseems 
A man of thy profession and degree;
The king, thy sovereign, is not quite exempt 
From envious malice of thy swelling heart.

At the funeral of Henry V, the Duke of Bedford
first comes upon the scene. His grief changes to fighting
rage when messengers bring him news of English defeats in
the battle with the French. Unable to carry out active
battle plans because of sickness and age, he is carried
onto the battle scene. ”0h.' let no words, but deeds,

’’Llrevenge this treason! ^

1II, v, 43-108. 2h , v, 61. 3II, v, 95.

15

^III, i, 17-26.
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Joan la Pucelle replies:

What will you do, good grey-beard? break a lance,
And run a tilt at death witnin a chair?i

Talbot reprimands her for speaking thus to the Duke:
Becomes it thee to taunt his valiant age-,
And twit with cowardice a man half dead?

Then Talbot prepares to take the Duke away from the battle:
Come, my lord,

We will bestow you in some better place,
Fitter for sickness and for crazy age.3

Bedford, however, wishes to remain, and Talbot bids him
farewell,

Undaunted spirit in a dying breasti .
Then be it so: heavens keep old Bedford safe]1*'
Similar to Bedford is the Earl of Salisbury, of whom

Talbot remarks after the Earl's death:
Bring forth the body of old Salisbury,
And here advance it in the market-place,
The middle centre of this cursed town.^

The shepherd father of Joan la Pucelle accompanies her
to her trial by the victorious English forces. In response
to his sympathy, she denies him:

Decrepit miserJ base ignoble wretch] 
i am descended of a gentler blood: /
Thou are no father nor no friend of mine«0

1III, ii, 5 0-5 1 . 2IIX,. ii, 5U-55. 3III, ii
^III, ii, 99-100. 5II, ii, ÍJ.-6. 6V, iv, 6-8

87-89.



17
In King Henry VI Part 2, there are portrayals

of an aging prelate, Cardinal Henry Beaufort, and two
aging noblemen, Lord Clifford and the Earl of Salisbury.
The Cardinal continues his deceitful planning, particularly
against the Duke of Gloucester. The Earl of Salisbury,
however, defends the Duke:

I never saw but Humphrey Duke of Gloucester 
Did bear him like a noble gentleman.
Oft I have seen the haughty cardinal,
More like a soldier than a man o' the church,
As stout and proud as he were lord of all,
Swear like a ruffian and demean himself 
Unlike the ruler of a commonweal.
Warwick, my son, the comfort of nr̂  age,
Join we together, for the public good."

Later on, the Cardinal's death befits a man
whose life-long habits had been unscrupulous.

For suddenly a grievous sickness took him,
That makes him gasp and stare and catch the air, 
Blaspheming God and cursing men on earth.
Sometime he talks as if Duke Humphrey's ghost 
Were by his side;2
He hath no eyes, the dust hath blinded them.
Comb down his hair; look* look] it stands upright 
Like lime-twigs set to catch my winged soul.3

The Cardinal dies violently. Warwick observes, "See how 
the pangs of death do make him grin I * III,

12 H. vi, i, i, 1 8 3-1 9 9.
3 , UIII, iii, 1^-16. Ill,

2III, ii, 370-37**'. 
iii, 2k.
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As the play proceeds, Lord Clifford is killed.
His son views the body:

Wast thou ordain’d, dear father,
To lose thy youth in peace, and to achieve 
The silver livery of advised age,
And, in thy reverence and thy ch'alr-days, thus 
To die in ruffian battle?
Come, thou new ruin of old Clifford’s house:
As did Aeneas old AncPises bear,
So bear I thee upon my manly shoulder.-

Lord Salisbury remains constant in his belief
of the Duke’s claim to the throne. The king rebukes him:

Old Salisbury, shame to thy silver hair,
Thou" mad mis leader of thy brain-sick son.’
Whati wilt thou on thy death-bed play the ruffian 
And seek for sorrow with thy spectacles?
01 where is faith? 01 where is loyalty?
If it be banish’d from the frosty head,
Where shall it find a harbour in the earth?
Wilt thou go dig a grave to find our war,
And shame thine honourable age with blood?
Why art thou old and want’st experience?
Or wherefore dost abuse it, if thou has it?
Por shame i in duty bend thy knee to me,
That bows unto the grave with mickle age. ̂
The Duke of York comments further on in the play

about Salisbury’s gallantry:
That winter lion, who in rage forgets 
Aged contusions and all brush of time.3

Salisbury's son agrees:
But still, wnere danger was, still there I met him;
And like rich hangings in a homely house,
So was his will in his old feeble body.4

XV, ii, 1+5-63.
3V, iii, 2-3.

2V, i, 162-174. 
hV, iii, 11-13.



19

No characters have been selected from
Henry VI Part 3 for discussion in this thesis, as age
itself is not emphasized. In King Richard III, however,
there can be no doubt 83 to the age of the King’s mother,
the Duchess of York, for late in the play she states:

Eighty odd years of sorrow have I seen, ,
And eacE“Hour's joy wreck’d with a week of teen. 1
But death hath snatch’d my husband from mine arms And pluck’d two crutches from ray feeble limbs 
Clarence and Edward. 2

As King Richard continues on his murderous
way, the Duchess utters her final words to him:

Either thou wilt die by God’s just ordinance,
Ere from this war thou turn a conqueror,
Or I with grief and extreme age shall perish 
And never look upon thy face again.3

The Comedy of Errors presents Aegeon and his
wife, Aemilia. Aegeon's old age is emphasized when
he is recognized by one of his twin sons from whom
the father has been separated since the boy’s infancy.
Aegeon speaks to his son:

O J grief hath chang’d me since you saw my last,And careful hours, with Time »s deformed hand,
Hath written strange defeatures in my face:
But tell me yet, dost thou not know my voice?
Not know my voice! O time’s extremity,
Hath thou so crack *d and split ted' my poor tongue 
In seven short years, that here my only spn 
Knows not my feeble key of untun’d cares?*+

1 R . H I , IV, i, 96-97. 2II, ii, 28-29.



20

Though now this grained face of mine be hid 
In sap-consuming winter»3 drizzled snow,
And all the conduits of my blood froze up,
Yet Eath my night oF TTfe some memory 
My wasting lamps some fading glimmer left,
K f  dull deaf ears a little use to hear:III thes e oTd~witne sses, I cannot err,
Tell me thou art my son Antipholus*

In Titus Andronicus, the leading role is that
of an aging Roman hero. As he triumphantly enters
Rome and is met by his daughter, Lavlnia, he says:

Kind Rome, that has thus lovingly reserv*d 
The cordial of mine age to glad my heart

When, however, his brother, Marcus Andronicus, offers
Titus the title of Emperor, Titus demurs:

A better head her glorious body fits
Than his that shakes for age and feebleness.What should I don tnis roT5e7 and trouble you?
Be chosen with proclamations to-day,To-morrow yield up rule, resign my life,
And set abroad new business for you all?
Rome, I have been thy soldier forty years,
Give me a staff of honor for mine age,
But not a sceptre to control the world.

As the result of intrigue by the evil empress,
Tamora, Titus finds himself pleading for the lives of
his sons with the tribunes of Rome:

Hear me, grave fathers l noble tribunes, stayi 
For pity of mine age. whose youth was spent 
In dangerous wars, whilst you securely slept;
And for these bitter tears, which now you see 
Filling the aged wrinkles in my cheeks;
Be pitiful to my condemned sons.^

1V, i, 311-318. 2Tit., I, i, 165-166. 
3l, i, 187-199* **III, i, 1-8.
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Hia appeal ignored and his sons taken away as 
prisoners, Titus laments:

0 earthJ I will befriend thee more with rain 
That shall distil from these two ancient urn3, ,
Than youthful April shall with all his showers*

Anguished beyond belief by the sight of Lavinia,
handless and tongueless, Titus willingly agrees to
chop off one of his own hands when asked by the
emperor to do so as ransom for his sons:

Sirs, strive no more; such wither ’d herbs as these Are meet for plucking up, and therefore mine.
01 Here I lift this one hand up to heaven 
And bow this feeble ruin to the earth.^

The Taming of the Shrew presents Grumio, "ancient,
trusty, pleasant servant"3 of Petruchio, and Gremio, one
of Bianca’s suitors. Tranio, a young suitor, speaks
disparagingly to Gremio, "Greybeard, thy love doth,freeze.

In the plays Two Gentlemen of Verona, Love ’s
Labour’s Lost, and Romeo and Juliet, a more realistic
idea of the actual age of tne older characters is reached
by determining the age of the young characters. In the
first two plays mentioned, old age is not emphasized.
In the third play, the Capulets, Juliet’s mother and

t
father, refer to themselves as being old; Friar Laurence, 
Juliet’s nurse, and Montague do likewise. The Capulet’s

1III, i, 16-18. 2III, 8, 178-208.
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3Shr., I, ii, 1+7. **II, i, 3Î+O0
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discussion of their daughter’s marriageable age as she
becomes fourteen gives a basis for estimating the parents 1
probable ages. Furthermore, Capulet refers to his long-
past dancing days of five and twenty years before. 1
Since very early marriages appear to have been the custom
then, Capulet might be forty#

King Richard II presents two interesting
portrayals of age. The King’s uncles, John of Gaunt,
Duke of Lancaster, and Edmund Langley, Duke of York,
command study. The first line of the play, spoken by
King Richard, is directed to John of Gaunt: "Old John
of Gaunt, time-honour’d Lancaster.

Gaunt’s fortunes change, however, and he fears
he will die before his son returns from the six-year
exile, imposed by the King.

My oil-dried lamp and time-bewasted light Snail be extinct with age and endless nl'gnt;
My inch of taper will be burnt and done,
And blindfold death noF”let me see my son,,̂

Gaunt further reminds the King:
Thou canst help time to furrow me with age,
But stop no wrinkle in his pilgrimage; .
Thy word is current with him for my death.^

1Rom., I, v, 33-39. 2R. II, I, i, 1.
3II, iii, 221-22)+. **II, iii, 229-232.
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As the King watches by the bedside of the 
elderly man, Gaunt reminds the ruler: "For sleeping 
England long time have I watch’d . " 1 The King, however, 
reacts in surly fashion to Gaunt’s death.

And let them die that age and sullens have;
For both has thou, and both become the grave. d

In Midsummer Night’s Dream, old age is not 
stressed. King John, however, contains the "Grandam"-^ 
Queen Elinor, and Pandulph, the Pope’s legate, who is 
addressed as "reverend father."^

1II, i, 77. 2II, i, 139-li+0. 
3John, II, i, 13!+. ^III, i, 2^9.



CHAPTER II

THE OLD PEOPLE IN THE PLAYS 
OP 1595-1^96 TO 1600-1601

The Merchant of Venice presents two characters 
of particular interest to this study* They are Shylock 
and Old Gobbo. Shylock’s daughter, Jessica, is a 
young woman of marriageable age. This fact argues 
against advanced age on the part of her father, although 
Portia speaks of "Old Shylock »s house* 1'1 His grim 
acceptance of his role in society and his insistent 
determination to obtain his rights combine in making 
a character of unforgettable power. As for Old Gobbo, 
he is repeatedly described by his son, Launcelot, as

pan "old man.” This may simply indicate their father-son 
relationship*

In King Henry IV Part 1, there appears one of 
Shakespeare’s most memorable characters, Palstaff*
Prince Henry familiarly addresses the older man as 
"my old lad of the castle."^ Gadshill, one of Palstaff’s 
companions, remarks, "If I hang old Sir John hangs with 
me.”̂  Falstaff says of himself, "Go thy ways, old Jack; 
die when thou wilt. There live not three good men unhanged 
in England, and one of them is fat and grows old*"^ * * 3

T 2 'Merch., IV, ii, 11. II, ii, II4.8.
3! H* IV, I, i, l+7-i*8. ^Il, i, 75-76. 5 II, iv, 139-14U.
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The Prince and Falstaff, indulging in a bit
of foolery, pretend that he is the Prince’s father,
who refers to the young man’s companion thus:

A goodly portly man, i ’ faith, and a corpulent; of a cheerful look, a pleasing eye, and a most noble carriage; and, as I think, his age some 
fifty, or, by ’r lady, inclining to three score; 
and now I remember me, his name is Falstaff".

Prince Henry, however, changing to the role of his
father, speaks to Falstaff (as the Prince):

There is a devil haunts thee in the likeness 
of an old fat man; a tun of man is thy companion. 
Why dost thou converse with that trunk of humours, 
that bolting-hutch of beastliness, that swoln 
parcel of dropsies, that huge bombard of sack, 
that stuffed cloak-bag of guts, that roasted 
Manningtree ox with the pudding in his belly, 
that reverend vice, that grey iniquity, that father 
ruffian, that vanity in years ?2

Falstaff replies:
My lord, the man I know.
That he is old, the more the pity, his white 
halrs~cTo~*wltnes3 it; but that he is, saving your 
reverence, a whoremaster, that I utterly deny.
If sack and sugar be a fault, God help the 
wicked i if to be old and merry be a sin, 
then many an old host that I know is damned.3

Falstaff’s manner of living seems to be catching
up with him as the play progresses, for he says to
Bardolph, one of his companions:

Bardolph, am I not fallen away vilely since this 
last action? do I not bate? do I not dwindle

1 II, iv, U63-h68. 
3II, iv, 510-519.

2II, iv, 1+92-501. 
^III, iii, 1-2.

123319
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Why, my skin hangs about me like an old lady's 
loose gown; _I am withered like an old apple-john.
Well, I'll repent, and that suddenly, while I am 
in some liking; I shall be out of heart shortly, 
and then I shall have no strengiF to repent*1

The weariness of age continues to plague Palstaff, 
and he plaintively wishes for rest, "I would it were 
bedtime, Hal, and all well. ”2 The Prince reminds him,
"Why, thou owest God a death."3 Palstaff remonstrates:
"'T is not due yet: I would be loath to pay him before 
his day. What need I be so forward with him that calls 
not on me?"^

Brief references are made, also, to the old age 
of Bardolph, Worcester, and King Henry IV. Palstaff 
speaks of the roistering times he has spent in Bardolph's 
company, the latter’s nose serving as a beacon, a 
salamander, which Palstaff has maintained with fire for 
two^and-thirty years.-

The Earl of Worcester, dismayed at the existing
warfare, remarks to the King:

For mine own part, I could be well content To entertain the lag-end of my life 
With quiet hours.®

As for the King, nearing forty, the aging effect on him of 
rebellious warfare in the realm is described by Palstaff to 
the Prince, ”Thy father's beard is turned white with the news."^

1 IH, Hi, 3-7. 2V, i, 125. 3V, i, 126.
V  i, 127-129.
7II, iv, 393-39*+«
V  i, 127-129. ^III, iii, 52-5*+. 6V, i, 23-25.



27

The King, in turn, finds armed strife difficult, for
he says to Worcester,

You have deceived our trust,And made us doff our easy robes of peace,-.
To crush our old limbs in ungentle steel.

In King Henry IV Fart 2, Palstaff again dominates 
the older characters consisting of the Lord Chief Justice 
Robert Shallow, Mistress Quickly, Pistol, Doll Tearsheet, 
Wart, King Henry IV, the Archbishop of York, and Silence. 
Palstaff, with a touch of satire, cautions Shallow;
"Your lordship, though not clean past your youth, hath 
yet some smack of age in you, some relish of the saltness 
of time. " 2 Shallow, in turn, reminds Palstaff of his own 
aging, "What l you are as a candle, the better part burnt 
out. . . .  There is not a white hair on your face but 
should have his effect of gravity."3 Palstaff responds, 
again with some irony,

You that are old consider not the capacities of us that are young; you do measure the heat of our 
livers with the bitterness of your galls."

Shallow rejoins;
Do you set down your name in the scroll of youth, 
that are written down old with all the characters 
of age? Have you not a moist eye, a dry hand, a
iellow cheek, a white Fear'd," "a decreasi'ng‘~leg, an ncreasing belTy? TS" not your voice broken, your 
wind short, your chin double, your wit single, and 
every part about you blasted' with antiquity, and 
will you yet call yourself young;?5 * *

■̂V, i, 11-13. 22 H. IV, I, ii, 110-112.
3I, ii, 176-1 8 3. **I, ii, 1 9 5-19 8.
*1, ii, 201-209.
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Falstaff’s wit sparkles as he then reveals his own 
attitude toward aging:

lord, I was born about three of the clock in the afternoon, with a white head, and something 
a round belly. For my voice, I have lost it with 
hallooing and singing of anthems* To approve my 
youth further, I will not: the truth is I am only 
old in judgment and tinders tending; and he that 
will caper with me for a thousand marks, let him 
lend me the money, and have at himi1

Later, at the Boar’s Head Tavern in Eastcheap, 
Falstaff welcomes his retainer, Ancient Pistol* Less 
than welcome, however, is Pistol to Doll Tearsheet, 
who lashes out at him: "Away, you mouldy rogue, awayj . • • 
By this wine, I’ll thrust my knife in your mouldy chaps. ”2 
Doll’s tone toward Falstaff is quite different, as she 
worries over his welfare: "When wilt thou leave fighting 
o ’ days, and foining o' nights, and begin to patch up

■5thine old body for heaven?”-' Falstaff asks her not to 
remind him of his end although he agrees, "3! am old,
I sun old*"^

The Prince and Poins, disguised, observe the 
two old lovers. Their remarks describe one of the most 
salient characteristics of aging in Falstaff, The Prince 
says, “Look, whether the withered elder hath not his poll 
clawed like a parrot•"* Poins answers, ”Is it not strange 
that Aeslr'e should so many years outlive performance? ”6

1I# ii, 210-218. 2II, iv, 13U-139.
3II, iv, 251-253. **II, iv, 293. *11, iv, 283-28*;.
6 II, iv, 285-286*
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Old Mistress Quickly, like her companion, Doll 
Tearsheet, has a certain affection for Palstaff. Her 
farewell to him follows the foregoing action: "Well, 
fare thee well; I have known thee these twenty-nine 
years, come peascod-time; but an honester and truer- 
hearted man, —  well, fare thee well. " 1

Chief Justice Shallow reminisces about old times - 
with Palstaff: "Jesui JesuJ The mad days that I have 
spent; and to see how many of mine old acquaintance are 
dead.’ 1,2 Reminiscences continue as they discuss another 
former companion* Shallow asks, "Doth she hold her own 
well?"3 Palstaff replies, "Old, old Master Shallow."^
When Wart joins the group, the discussion turns to the 
handling of fire-arms. Palstaff is pleased with Wart’s 
performance and says of him, "Oh l give me always a 
little, lean, old, chapped, bald shot."£

After shallow leaves, Palstaff remarks:
Lord 1 _h£ii subject n u s jjld men are to this Yi£g £f JUUlfe* Hais same starved justice hath done nothing but prate 
to me of the wildness of his youth and the feats he 
hath done about Turribull-streat; and every third word 
a lie, duer paid to the hearer than the Turk’s tribute.®

Action shifts next to the battlefront where the
* ■

Archbishop of York is thus addressed by Westmoreland:
You, reverend father, and these noble lords 
Had not been here, to dress the ugly form 
Of base and bloody insurrection

1 II, iv, 1+13-1*16, 2III, ii, 36-38.

6 III, ii, 325^327.
3III, ii, 2 18. ^III, ii, 219. ^III, ii, 29*1-295.
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With your fair honours. You, lord archbishop,
Whose see is by a civil peace maintain’d,
Whose beard the silver hand of peace hath touch'd,
Wherefore do you so ill translate yourself 
Out of the speech of peace that bears such grace 
Into the harsh and boisterous tongue of war.1

The scene now changes to The Jerusalem Chamber
where King Henry lies dying. Clarence says of the
King:

No, no; he cannot long hold out these pangs:
The incessant care and labour of his mind
Hath wrought the mure that should confine it in ?
So thin that life looks through and will break out.

Gloucester agrees: "This apoplexy will certain be his
end."3 clarence remarks that the old folks, time's
doting chronicles, recall changes in nature that predict
Henry's death.^ Later, Clarence again observes the
King's appearance, "His eye is hollow, and he changes
much.

Action in the play now moves to a public place 
near Westminster Abbey. Falstaff and a few of his 
friends are waiting for the newly-crowned King Henry 
the Fifth to pass by. As the procession comes along, 
Falstaff affectionately calls to the young monarch, 
his former boon companion, "My king! my Jovel I ,speak 
to thee, my heart The new King's answer falls, cold 
and impersonal:

I know thee not, old man: fall to thy prayers;
How ill white hairs'^become a fool and jesterl * **

1IV, i, 38-1*8. 2IV, iv, 117-120. 3IV, iv, 130.
**IV, iv, 126-128. $IV, v, 138. 6V, v, £0.
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I have long dreara'd of such a kind of man*
So surfeit-swell*d, so old, and so profane; 
ftake less thy body hence, and more thy grace;
Leave gormandizing; know the grave doth gape 
For thee thrice wider than for other menT*’

Falstaff is then banished with provision for
his maintenance and until such time as he reforms*
The old man accepts his lot, as he remarks to Shallow:

Do not you grieve at this; I shall be sent for in 
private to^him: look you, he must seem thus to 
the world*2

Tbus is shown the oft-noted, characteristic refusal
of the old to accept change*

In Much Ado About Nothing, Leonato is described
as "the white-bearded fellow,"3 but of himself he says:

Time hath not yet so dried this blood of mine,
Nor age so eat up my invention,
But they shall find, awaked in such a kind,Both strength of limb and policy of mind«^

The apparent youth of his daughter, Hero, argues against 
his extreme old age*

Later, as Claudio mollifies Leonato that his 
age would not be given such cause of fear,^ Leonato 
replies:

Tush, tush, man! never fleer and jest at me:I speak not like a dotard nor a fool,
As, under privilege of age, to brag
What I have done being young, or what would do,
Were I not old* 6

H ,  v , 51-58 . 2V, v , 82-81+. 3Ado, I I ,  i i i ,  12i+*

**II, i i i ,  195-200. ^V, i ,  56 . 6V, i ,  58 -62 .
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Finally, as Claudio refers to Leonato and his brother, 
Antonio, as "two old men without t e e t h , D o n  Pedro 
disagrees that they would be too old to fight well: 
"Had we fought, I doubt we should have been too young
for them#

Another character, Headborough Verges, is
considered old by his companion, Constable Dogberry:

Goodman Verges, sir, speaks a little off the matter: 
an old man, sir, and his wits are not so blunt, as 
God help, I would desire Ehey were;' buTT7 in faith, 
honest as the skin between his brows#
A good old man, sir; he will be talking: as they say, When the age is in, the wit is out

King Henry V contains details of Falstaff's
death. The disdain in which the new monarch holds
his former old companion "has killed his heart#"^
Pistol's wife urges her husband to visit Falstaff, for
"he is so shaked of a burning quotidian tertian, that
it is most lamentable to behold#"^ Pistol agrees:
"His heart is fracted and corroborate#"^ Hostess Pistol
describes Falstaff's death:

A' made a finer end and went away an it had been any christom child; a' parted even just between twelve and one, even at the turning o' the tide: 
for after I saw him fumble with the sheets and 
play with flowers and 3mlTe upon hi's fingers T" 
end3,~T knew there was but one way; for nis~nose 
was a3 sharp as a pen, and a ' babbled of green 
field's *7 “ * * 6

1V, i, 116. 2V, i, 118-119. 3III, v, 10-38#
**H# V, II, i, 92-93- ^11. i, 123-121+.
6II, i, 130. 7II, iii, 10-17.
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Later, Pistol’s performance of guarding the
bridge of the English camp merits praise from Pluellen:
"There is an aunohient lieutenant there at the pridge,
I think in my very conscience he is as valiant a man as
Mark Antony.“1 Further on, however, Pistol is beaten
by Pluellen. In his humiliation, Pistol says, "Old I do wax®"2

The good old knight,3 sir Thomas Erpingham, is
greeted at Agincourt by King Henry:

Good morrow, old Sir Thomas Erpingham:A good soft pTITow for that good white head.
Were better than a churlish turf of France/*

When Sir Thomas responds with a wish for the Lord’s
blessing on the King, the monarch rejoins, "God-a-mercy,
old heart! thou speak’at cheerfully."^

In Julius Caesar are found “the greybeards,“ 5̂
or Senators, the governing body of Rome. One of this
group, Cicero, is mentioned by Metellus when he is
discussing the conspiracy against Caesar*

01 let us have him, for his silver hairs
Will purchase us a good opinion
And buy men's voices to commend our deeds:
It shall be said his judgment rul’d our hands;
Our youths and wildness shall no whit appear,
But all be buried in his gravity.’ * 7

1III, vi, 13-15. 2V, i, 88. 3IV, ii, 30U.
^IV, i, 13-15. *IV, i, 3^-35. 6Caes®, II, ii, 67.
7II, i, ll̂ -llj.9.
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Another Senator, Publius, is observed standing 
"quite confounded**^ after the assassination of Caesar, 
and Cassius urges him to flee "lest that the people, 
rushing on us, should do your age some mischief." 2

At the beginning of As You Like It, Adam appears. 
He tries to placate the argument between his master, 
Oliver, and the letter’s brother, Orlando. When Orlando 
decides to leave Oliver’s house, Adam is commanded to 
leave, also. "Get you with him, you old dog," orders 
Oliver.-* Adam replies, "Is ’old dog’ my reward? Most 
true, I have lost my teeth in your service."4 Adam later 
advises Orlando to proceed with his plans for leaving. 
Orlando demurs since he ha3 no means. Adam offers what 
he has :

I have five hundred crowns,
The thrifty hire I saved under your father,
Which I did store to be my foster-nurse 
When service should in my old limbs lie lame 
Anïï unregarded age in corners '{Thrown:
Take that, and He tïïât doth the ravens feed,
Yea, providently caters for the sparrow,
Be comfort to my age i Here is the gold;
All this I give you. Let me be your servant:
Though I look old, yet I am strong and lusty;
For in my youth T never did apply 
Hot and rebellious liquors in my blood,
Nor did not with unbashful forehead woo 
The means of weakness and debility;
Therefore my age is as lusty winter,
Frosty, but kindly: let me go with you; 
m i  do the service of a younger man ^
In all your business and necessities.-7

1III, i, 86. 2III, i, 92-93. 3As* I# 85.
**I, i, 86-87. *H, iii, 38-96.
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Orlando replies:
0 good old man, how well in thee appears The constant service of the antique world, 
When service sweat for duty, not for meed! 
Thou art not for the fashion of these times, 
Where none will sweat but for promotion,
But come thy ways; we'll go along together,
And ere we have thy youthful wages spent, ,
We'll light upon some settled low content*

Adam agrees to follow:
Master, go on, and I will follow thee,
To the last gasp, with truth and loyalty,
Prom seventeen years till now almost fourscore 
Here lived I, but now live here no more.
At seventeen years many their fortunes seek;
But at fourscore it is too late a week:
Yet fortune cannot recompense me better 
Than to die well and not ray master's debtor*

The journey proves too much for the old
servant*

Dear master, I can go no further:
0, I die for foodj Here lie I down, and 
measure out my grave. Farewell, kind master.3

Orlando seeks help from Duke» senior:
There is an old poor manWho after me“Eath many a weary step
Limp'd in pure love: till he be first sufficed,
Oppress'd with two weak, evils, age and hunger,
I will not touch a bit.**

Duke, senior, then discusses with Jaques the
sorrows of life. The latter philosophizes about the
"seven ages"£ of man and concludes with the sixth and
seventh.

1 I I ,  i i i ,  5 7 - 6 8 .  2 II ,  i i i ,  6 9 - 7 6 .  3 II ,  v i ,  1-3*

^ I I ,  v i i ,  129-133* *11 ,  v i i ,  ll+3.
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And then the justice,
In fair round belly with good capon lined,
Witn eyes severe and beard of formal cut,
Pull or wise saws and modern instances;
And scT"he plays his part"» The sixth age shifts 
Into the lean and slipper ’d pantaloon,
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,
His youthful hose, well saved, a woFld too wide 
For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice, 
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes And whisties in his"sound« Last scene of all,
That ends this strange eventful history
Is second childishness and mere oblivion, ,
Sans tee"Eh, sans eyes, sans iaaite, sans everything.

Mention is also made of Frederick’s age in
Touchstone’s remark to Celia concerning one that old

2Frederick loves* Corin’s old age is commented upon, 
also, by the young shepherd, Silvius, as he refers to 
his love for Fhebe: "That thou knew’st how I do love 
heri • • • No, Corin, being old, thou canst not guess."3 

In TwQlffch Night, Sir Toby Belch refers to the 
"old boy,"^ Sir Andrew Aguecheek, and adds that, if he 
were opened, there would probably be found not so much 
blood in his liver as would clog the foot of a flea«^

1 II, vii, 153-167. 2I, ii, 87. 
5

3 n ,  iv, 23-25.
Tw., Ill, ii, 10. Ill, ii, 65-67.



CHAPTER III

THE OLD PEOPLE IN THE PLAYS 
OP 1601 TO 1608

Hamlet adds another character to the ranks of 
Shakespeare’s old folks, Polonius. A meddling busybody, 
he annoys Hamlet to such an extent that the latter 
speaks of old people thus:

These tedious old fools

Old men have grey beards, their faces are wrinkled, 
their eyes purging thick amber and plum-tree gum, 
and they have a plent~iful~Ta ck of wit, together with 
most weak~Hams7^

Withal, Polonius is capable of giving good
advice to his son, who is leaving on a trip:

Give thy thoughts no tongue,
Nor any unproportion’d thought his act.
Be thou familiar, but by no means vulgar.
But do not dull thy palm with entertainment 
Of each new-hatch’d, unfledged comrade. Beware 
Of entrance to a quarrel, but being in,
Bear 't that the opposed may beware of thee.
Give every man thy ear, but few thy voice;
Take each man's censure, but reserve thy judgement. 
Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy.
But not express’d in fancy; rich, not gaudy;
For the apparel oft proclaims the man.
Neither a borrower nor a lender be;
For loan oft loses both itself and friend 
And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry. 
This above all: to thine own self be true, 
And it must follow, as the night the day. 
Thou canst not then be false to any man.' * 3

~Haml., II, ii, 223. 2II, ii, 198-203.
3I, iii, 59-80.
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stern and Rosencrantz: “That great baby you see there
is not yet out of his swaddling-clouts."-1- Rosencrantz
replies: "Happily he 's the second time come to them;
for they say an old man is twice a_ child. After Hamlet
mistakenly kills Polonius, the Queen mourns the death
of the "good old man."3 His children also mourn him,
Laertes referring to the mortality of "an old man 's life,"̂ -
and Ophelia singing in her madness:

His beard was white as snow 
All flaxen was his poll.-5

In Merry Wives of Windsor, Palstaff again 
appears along with Shallow and Bardolph. Reference 
is made to Bardolph's aging by Palstaff, "A withered 
servingman makes a fresh tapster."8 Palstaff’s love 
letter to Mistress Page evokes this response from her:
"0 wicked, wicked world 1 one that is well-nigh worn 
to pieces with age, to show himself a young gallant l"7

Mistress Quickly, housekeeper for Dr. Caius, 
serves as a go-between for the Mistresses Page and Ford 
to Palstaff, who feels she is qualified, "Old folks, 
you know, have discretion, as they say, and know the world. 
Palstaff, unaware that he is being ridiculed, refers to 
himself as a lover, "I'll make more of thy old body than 
I have done • "9

1 II, ii, 1+004*01. 2II, ii, 1*024+01*. 3IVj if 12.
^IV, v, 161. 5 IV, v, 195-196. 6 7 Wiv., I, iii, 20.
7n, i» 1 9 -2 0. 8n, ii, 1 3 5-1 3 6. *11, ii, li+5 ,1 4 6.
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As the play progresses, Shallow, who has been
informed of a duel between Dr. Caius and Sir Hugh, says:
"Though I now be old and of the peace, if I see a sword
out, my finger itches to make one,"-*-

The scene changes, and Shallow observes Dr. Caius,
"a most reverend gentleman, who, belike having received
wrong by some person, is at most odds with his own gravity 

2and patience." Shallow further remarks, "I have lived 
fourscore years and upward; I never heard a man of his 
place, gravity, and learning, so wide of his own respect. " 3

In Troilus and Cressida, Nestor is addressed thus 
by Ulysses:

And thou most reverend for thy stretch'd-out life,
I give to both your speeUhes7~Vhicli Wei*Q such 
As Agamemnon and the hand of Greece 
Should hold up high in brass; and such again 
As venerable Nestor, hatch'd in silver,
Shohld with a bond of“~air, strong a s the axle tree 
On which heaven rides, knit all the Creekish ears 
To his experienc'd tongue, yet let it please, both,
Thou great, and w5se., to near Ulysses speak.^

Later, Ulysses describes tne ridiculing of
Nestor by Patroclus:

The -faint defects of age
Must" be the scene oT mirth: to cough and spit,
And with a palsy-fumbling op“FTis gorged 
Shake" in' anci out the rivet. 17
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1 II, iii, 45-47. 
!Troll., I, iii,

2 m ,  i ,  5 2 - 5 5 .

. ^ I ,  i i i ,

3 I I ,  i i i ,  5 6 - 5 8 .
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N e s t o r  r e f e r s  t o  h i s  own o l d  a g e  a s  he  i d e n t i f i e s  

h i m s e l f  t o  A e n e a s  :

T e l l  h im  o f  N e s t o r ,  one t h a t  was a man
When H e c t o r  ’ s g r a n d s  i r e  su ck ' ’cTt !Te i s  o l d  now ;

I ’ l l  h i d e  my s i l v e r  b e a r d  i n  a g o l d  b e a v e r ,
And i n  my v a n t b r a c e  p u t  t h i s  w i t h e r  *d b ra w n ;

I’ll pawn this t r u t h  with my t h r e e  d r o p s  of blood.
T h e r s i t e s  r a i l s  a t  A ja x  and  A c h i l l e s  by n am ing  t h e  o l d

w a r r i o r :  " T h e r e ’ s . . . o l d  N e s t o r ,  w hose  w i t  was m o u ld y

e r e  y o u r  g r a n d s i r e s  h a d  n a i l s  on t h e i r  t o e s . ' * 2

U l y s s e s  i n  b a i t i n g  A ja x  r e f e r s  t o  N e s t o r ’ s

w is d o m :

H e r e ’ s N e s t o r ,
I n s t r u c t e d  b y  t h e  a n t i q u a r y  t i m e s ,
He m u s t ,  h e  is, he c a n n o t  b u t  be wise.̂

F u r t h e r  o n ,  N e s t o r  w e lc o m e s  H e c t o r  i n t o  t h e  G r e c i a n  cam p:

I  knew t h y  g r a n d s i r e ,
And o n ce  f o u g h t  w i t h  h im :  he was a s o l d i e r  g o o d ;
B u t,  b y  g r e a t  Mars, the captain o f  u s  all, (
N e v e r  l i k e  t h e e .  L et  an  o ld  man em b ra ce  t h e e .U

At t h e  c l o s e ,  T h e r s i t e s  w a t c h e s  th e  f r a y  b e t w e e n

t h e  T r o j a n s  and G r e e k s .  In  h i s  s u r l y  w ay, h e  s p e a k s  o f

N e s t o r ,  "That s t a l e  o l d  m o u s e - e a t e n  d r y  c h e e s e . T h i s

d o e s  n o t  d e t r a c t ,  h o w e v e r ,  f r o m  t h e  g e n e r a l  p i c t u r e  o f

o f  N e s t o r  a s  a n o b l e ,  a g e d  w a r r i o r .
...■ ■.........  ■■ • -..... .. .. - . , ■ .

1 I, iii, 291.301. 2II, i, llif-116. 3III, iii, 261-263.
^IV, v, 196-199. ^V, iv, 8-9.
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The cast of All’s Well That Bnds Well contains

the old Lord Lafeu, who Is treated with Insolence by 
Parolles : "You are too old, sir; let it satisfy you. 
you are too old. L a f e u  responds: "I would it were 
hell-pains for thy sake, and my poor doing eternal» 
for doing, I am past; as I will by thee, in what motion 
age will give me leave.

In Measure for Measure, Escalus, an ancient Lord, 
is left to counsel Angelo in the handling of government 
affairs by Vincentio when the latter supposedly leaves 
Vienna.

The nature of our people,
Our city’s institutions, and the terms 
For common justice, you’re as pregnant in,
As art and practice hath enriched any 
That we remember. There is our commission,
From which we would not have you warp.3

Brabantio, the father of Desdemona, engages 
interest in Othello. He is a Senator and one of the 
elder statesmen's group to which Othello brings his 
appeal regarding Desdemona:

Most potent, grave, and reverend signiors,
Mv very noble and approv'd good masters,
Tnat I have ta ’en away this old man’s daughter 
It is most true; true, I have married her:
The very head and front of. my offending 
Hath this extent, no more.‘1

9

1A11's, II, iii, 20h• 2II, iii, 2V|-2I|7. 
3Meas., I, i, 10-15. ^Oth., I, iii, 76-81
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When the marriage of Othello and Desdemona
ended in her murder, Gratiano laments:

Poor Desdemonai I am glad thy father’s dead.Thy match was mortal to him, and pure grief 
Shore his old thread in twain.1

King Lear begins as the King divides his realm:
Give me the map there. Know that we have divided 
In three our kingdom; and't is our fast intent 
To shake all cares and business from our age, 
Conferring them on younger strengths, while we 
Unburden’d crawl toward death.

He proceeds with the division according to protestations
of love from his three daughters. Angered by Cordelia’s
refusal to be extravagant in her display of affection,
Lear disowns her. The King of France remonstrates with
Lear:

This is most strange,That she, that even but now was your best object,
The argument of your praise, balm of your age,
The best, the dearest, should in tills trice of time 
Commit a thing so monstrous, to dismantle 
So many folds of favour.3

Lear is adamant, however, and plans to spend 
alternate months with his other daughters to whom he 
has given his kingdom proportionately. The daughters 
discuss the situation:

You se^how full of changes his age is; /remarks 
Gonerijf the observation' we have made of it; hath 
not been little: he always loved our sister most; 
and with what poor judgment he hath now cast her 
off appears too grossly.4 * 3

■̂V, ii, 204-206. 2Lear, I, i, 38-42.l
3I, i, 296-303. **I, i, 291-295.
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•T is the infirmity of his age; [replies Regarj] 
yet he hath ever but slenderly known himself*
The best and soundest of his time hath been 
but rash; {concludes Goneril] then must we 
look to receive from his age, not alone the 
imperfections of 1ong-ehgraffed condition, 
but therewithal the unruly waywardness tfaat 
infirm and choleric years bring ffiTflTTihem.i

King Lear's visit with his daughter, Goneril,
does not proceed harmoniously* She discusses her
father's attitude and actions with Oswald, her steward;

Idle old man,
That still would manage those authroties 
That he hath given awayl Now, by my life,
Old fools are babes again, and must be us'dWith checks as flatteries, when they are seen abus'd.2

The Earl of Kent, whom Lear also banished, appears
in disguise to offer Lear his services. Ifa answer to
Lear's question regarding Kent's age, the latter replies:

Not so young, sir, to love a woman for singing, 
nor so old to dote on her for~anythingj I have 
years on my back forty-eight.-*

Tension continues to mount between Lear and
Goneril. She addresses him;

Come, sir,I would you would make use of your good wisdom,Whereof I know you are fraught; and put' away 
These dispositions which of late transport you Prom"what you rightly are!**-

As Lear reacts with mockery, Goneril continues:
I do beseech you
To understand my purposes aright: cAs you are old and reverend, you should be wise.5

1I, i, 296-303. 2I, iii, 16-20. 3I, iv, l+O-i+2.
^1, iv, 238-21+3. lh 9 iv, 259-261.
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Be then desir'd
By her» that else will take the thing she begs»
A little to disquantity your trainj
And the remainder, that shall still depend,
To be such men as may besort your age,
Which know themselves and youT^

Lear, angered to tears by Goneril's demands,
laments as he leaves to visit his daughter, Regan:

How sharper than a serpent's tooth it is 
To have a thankless childl
Old fond eyes,"Seweepi this cause again, I'll pluck ye out,
And cast you, with the waters that you lose,
To temper clay*2

For her part, Goneril does not regret his departure 
and refers again to his retainers:

A hundred knights i
He may enguard hia dotage with their powers 
And hold our lives in mercy# 3

The scene shifts to a court within the castle
of the Earl of Gloucester, who has just been given
false information concerning his son, Edgar, by his
bastard son, Edmund# Gloucester mourns to Regan, who
has appeared: ”01 madam, my old heart is crack'd, it's
crack 'd*'^ On the erroneous assumption that Edgar is
in league with Lear's followers, Regan says:

'T is they have put him on the old, man «3 death*To have the expense and waste of his revenues#5

1I, iv, 262-273. 21, iv, 310-326.
3I, iv, 3U5-3S0. ^II, i, 92. *11, i, 101-102.
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Our good old friend,
Lay comforts to your bosom, and bestow 
Your needful counsel to our businesses Which crave the instant use.1

The Earl of Kent, who wanders about in banishment 
and disguise, remains loyal to Lear and, as a result, 
challenges Goneril’s steward, who cries for help. Regan 
and Cornwall answer and ask the trouble. The steward 
blames Kent, calling him an "ancient ruffian,"2 whose 
life had been spared because of his "grey beard."3 
To Kent’s continued ranting against the steward, Cornwall 
exclaims:

WhatJ art thou mad, old fellow?
Fetch forth the stocksJ
You stubborn ancient knave, you reverend braggart We ’ll teach you.4

excuses the conduct of Cornwall and forecasts, in a 
sense, his own madness as he says:

We are not ourselves
When nature, being oppress'd, commands the mind To suffer with the body.--

Next, Regan and Cornwall enter, and Lear complains

Lear, although contending with his own sorrow,

of Goneril’s harshness. Regan answers
A m 4 I «pah cmc a! /̂ •

1 II, i, 12 7-13 0. 2II, ii, 66. 3II, ii, 67.
^ 1 1, ii, 9 1-13 6. ^II, iv, 108-1 1 0. 6II, iv, 14 8-152.
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Lear replies in sarcasm
’Dear daughter, I confess that I  am old, 
ftge is unnecessary: on my knees T"beg

As Goneril appears, Lear says:
Art not ashamed to look upon this beard?0 Regani wilt thou take her by the hand?^

Goneril replies:
Why not by the hand, sir? How have I offended? All’s not offence that indiscretion finds And dotage terms so*3

At the further insistence of both Goneril and
Regan that his retinue be cut down to none, Lear rages:

You see me here, you gods, a poor old man,As full of grief as age; wretched in boETTl
I have full cause of weeping, but this heart 
Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws i 
Or ere I'll weep* 0 foolJ I shall go mad,^

on the heath in a violent storm, which is as disturbing
in nature as the emotions which shake the old King*
Lear rages with the storm:

Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks l rageJ blow I 
You cataracts and hurricanoes, spoutTill you have drench'd our steeples, drown'd the cocks V 
You sulphurous and thought-executing fires, 
Vaunt-couriers of oak-cleaving thunderbolts,
Singe ray white headP  * 3

In the next scene, Lear and the Pool are out

1II, iv, 155-159. 2II, iv, 196-197.
3II, iv, 198-200. **II, iv, 275-289. 
r>III, ii* 1-6.



hi

Rumble thy bellyfull Spit, fire I spout, rain!
Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire, are my daughters:
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness;
I never gave you kingdom, called you children,
You owe me no subscription: then let fall Your horrible pleasure; here I stand, your slave,
A poor, Infirm, weak, and despis ’d old man.1

Kent appears and leads Lear away to shelter
in a hovel. The old King says as he goes:

My wits begin to turn.
The art of our necessities is strange,
That can make vile things precious. Come, your hovel.2

Lear remains out in the storm, however, and
speaks to Kent:

Thou think’at ’t is much that this contentious storm Bivades us to the skin: so 't is to thee;
But where the greater malady is fix’d,
The lesser "Ts’ scarce felt*
When the mind’s free
The body’s delicate; the tempest in my mind 
Doth from my senses talee all feelTng else 
Save what Beats t her e l 'Filial ingratitude l
0 Regan, Goneril l
Your old kind father, whose frank heart gave all,—01 that way madness lies; let me shun that;No more of that.3

The experience of the storm coupled with the
pangs of sorrowing pride awaken in Lear, moreover, some
feeling of compassion for others.

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe 'er you are,
That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,
Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you 
Prom seasons such as thepe? 01 I have ta’en 
Too little care of this.l

1III, ii, lU-20. 
J*III, iv, 28-33*

2III, ii, 67-71. 3III, iv, 6-22*
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Gloucester fares even worse than Lear, since 
Regan and Cornwall in conspiracy with Edmund put out 
the old Earl*s eyes. Another old man, a tenant on the 
Earl’s land for "fourscore years,"1 leads the sightless 
man along the heath until they meet Edgar in disguise 
as a beggar, who then accompanies Gloucester.

As the play nears completion, Lear sleeps in
the French camp with Cordelia nearby. He awakes,
attempts to recover his bearings, and sees Cordelia:

Pray, do not mock me:
I am a very foolish fond old man,
Fourscore and upward, not an Hour more nor less;And, to deal plainly,
I fear ^ am not in my perfect mind.Rethinks T~sEouldTknow you anddmow this man;
Yet I am doubtful; for I  am mainly ignorant 
What place this is, and alT the skill i have 
Remembers not {These garments; nor I know "hot 
Where I dioTTodge"last nlghT. ”T5o not laugh at me;
For,a? T am a man, 1 think this lady 
To be my child Cordelia•

As Cordelia and Lear reconcile, he says:
You must bear with me, ,Pray you now, forget and forgive; I  sun old and foolish.-*

King Lear offers abundant study for a geriatrician 
of today. The elderly monarch is in the midst of retire
ment and domestic discord, both of which can be the 
problems of the aging person. To complicate matters, 
he has personality traits of pride, dominance, and 
selfishness; yet, he has been a king who inspired loyalty 
and affection. The combination of natural aging processes,

1IV, i, 15. 2IV, vii, 60-70. 3IV, vii, 83-8Lu
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conflict, stress, and character faults prove too much 
for Lear's sanity. Dr* Barker comments, "Senile 
dementia and second childhood were well depicted by 
Shakespeare in King Lear*"1

A modern psychiatric viewpoint contends that 
the past history of family relationship is the most 
subtle, but often the most in$>ortant, in leading to 
irrational, emotional feelings and behavior; much of 
it is deeply buried within the personalities of the 
individuals concerned, perhaps beyond their conscious

pperception# So it is with Lear and his three daughters, 
his greatest conflict being with Cordelia, who is most 
like himself and whom he loves the most*

Macbeth provides a walk-on role with a few 
lines which is assigned to an old man who is nameless*
His function is to further motive and action through 
conversation with Ross and Macduff* The old character 
remarks:

Threescore and ten I can remember well;
Within the volume o T  which time T have seen
Hours dreadful and things strange, but this sore night
Hath trifled former knowings*3

1Barker, p. 7 k •
pMayer Fisch, ’"Organic Psychiatric Disorders of 

the Aged: How They Affect Family Relationships,” Social 
Casework, XXXIX, No* 9 (November, 1958), 507*

^Macb*, II, iv, 1-1+.
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Another character, Siward, is at one point termed 
old, but this appears to be primarily a manner of dis
tinguishing him from his son, who "only liv’d but till 

1he was a man, x his death occurring in the last act of 
the play*

Macbeth, in his despair, feels the approach of
old age:

I have liv *d long enough: my way of life Is fallen into the sear, t5e yelioST ledf;
Jnd that which SEould accompany old age,
XsHhonour, love, obedience, troops of friends,
T~must not look to have; but, In their stead,
Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honour, breath, 2 
Which the poor heart would fain deny, and dare not*

Antony and Cleopatra does not emphasize old age* 
Descriptive words, previously found in relation to aging, 
are used with different meanings in this play* Philo 
remarks at the drama’s beginning, "Nay, but this dotage 
of our general’s o'erflows the measure."3 The reference, 
however, is to Antony’s doting on Cleopatra, his in
fatuation with her. Later, Scarus refers to Antony 
as "The noble ruin"̂  of Cleopatra’s magic* The connotation 
is oovious*

In Coriolanus, there are the Senators and 
Tribunes, "most reverend and grave elders,"5 in their 
customary role of consuls for the people. Menenius 
terms two of the tribunes, Sicinius and Brutus, "a brace 
of unmeriting, proud, violent, testy magistrates, alias fools. * **

1V, vii, 69. ^  iii, 22-28. 3Ant*, I, i, 1-2.
**III, x, 19. ^Cor., II, ii, 1*6. 6II, i, 1+8-1*9.
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When their answer is uncomplimentary, Menenius, "the 
old wit,"1 continues; "when you speak best unto the 
purpose, it is not worth the wagging of your beards."^
At the end of the play, though Coriolanus refuses to 
listen to Menenius, the former says of the old man:
"Thou old and true Menenius,^ . . .  whom with a crack*d 
heart I have sent to Rome."^

Volumnia, the mother of Coriolanus, rejoices 
in the twenty-seven wounds marring his body, since they 
give evidence of his battle prowess."'1 When he was "but 
tender-bodied and the only son of [herf womb, she had 
sent him "to a cruel war."? Mistakenly urging him now 
to his own destruction, she further advises him to 
address his people sternly;

I am in this,
Your wife, your son, these senators, the nobles;
And you will rather show our general louts
How you can frown than spend a fawn upon ’em.®

A strong-willed matriarch, she extends her extreme ideas 
of manhood to the upbringing of her grandson. Of him 
she says, "He had rather see the swords, and hear a drum, 
than look upon his schoolmaster."9

1III, i, 251. 2II, i, 95-97. 3IV, i, 21.
^V, iii, 9. *11, i, 170-171. * 6 7I, iii, 6-7.
71, ÜÎ, 15-16. 8m ,  ii, 6ÎJ.-67. 9I, iii, 58-59.



Timon o f  A th ena  c o n t a i n s  a w a lk - o n  p a r t  f o r  an
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o l d  A t h e n ia n , o t h e r w i s e  n a m e l e s s ,  w n o se  r e q u e s t  t h a t  

h i s  d a u g h t e r ’ s dow ry  b e  m a tc h e d  b y  Timon i s  g r a n t e d . 1 

T h e r e  a r e ,  a l s o ,  th e  S e n a t o r s ,  g ro w n  d i s t a n t  to w a rd  

T im o n 's  b a n k r u p t  p l i g h t ,  whom Timon b e r a t e s :

T h e s e  o l d  f e l l o w s
Eavef tTTeTr..i n g r S ^ ' i t u d e  i n  them  h e r e d i t a r y ;
T h e i r  b l o o d  i s  c a k ’d ,  ’ t  i s  c o l d ,  i t  s e ld o m  f l o w s :
T'T' i s  l a c k  o r ~ k i n d i y  warmth" t h e y  are" n o t  kind";
7aTd~nature,“as it' grows again toward earthy 
i s  f a s h i o n  *d~T~or th e  journey, d u l l  and h e a v y .^

The S e n a t o r s  a l s o  p r o v e  a n n o y in g  t o  A l c i b i a d e s  

when t h e y  r e f u s e  h i s  p l e a  f o r  a f r i e n d ’ s l i f e .  He 

r e p r im a n d s  th e m :

R e v e re n d  a g e s

I c a n n o t  t h i n k  b u t  y o u r  a g e  h a s  f o r g o t  me;

B a n is h  me I
B a n is h  y o u r  d o t a g e ; b a n i s h  u s u r y ,
That m akes t h e  s e n a t e  u g l y .

Now th e  g o d s  k e e p  y o u  o l d  e n o u g h ;  t h a t  y ou  may l i v e  
O nly  i n  b o n e ,  t h a t  n o n e  may l o o k  on y o u . - ’

Timon i n v i t e s  h i s  f o r m e r  f r i e n d s  among t h e  

L o rd s  and  S e n a t o r s  t o  a mock d i n n e r  (warm w a t e r  i n  

c o v e r e d  d i s h e s ) ;  b u t ,  b e f o r e  t h e y  a r e  a w are  o f  t h e  h oax  

and w h i l e  t h e y  a r e  s t i l l  f l a t t e r e d  a t  h i s  i n v i t a t i o n ,  

t h e y  r e m a r k ,  ’’T h is  i s  t h e  o l d  man s t i l l .  * 3

1 T im .,  I, i ,  110-151. 2II, ii, 223-228.
3III, v ,  80-105. !'IH, vi, 6 9.
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Later, Timon exiles himself in a cave near a 

seaside wood. He voices a long imprecation against 
society, including the old and the young:

Son of sixteen,
Pluck the lin’d crutch from thy old limping sire, 
With it beat out his brains 1
Thou cold sciatica
Cripple our senators, that ..their limbs may halt :i"3''TJrn5ly as their manners. 1

The banished Alcibiades comes upon Timon and
offers him gold. Timon, however, bids him return and
terrorize the city:

Let not thy sword skip one.
Pity not hon o u r a g e  for his white beard;
He is an usurer. 2

Flavius, Timon’s steward, comes upon his master.
0 you gods l
Is yound despis’d and ruinous man my lord?
Full of decay and failing?3

Two Senators join Flavius in urging Timon to return to
Athens, but he refuses to do so:

Graves only be men’s works and death their gain.), 
Sun, hide thy beams 1 Timon hath done his reign.4-

Afterwards, a soldier finds Timon’s self-made 
grave: ’’What is this? Timon is dead, who hath out
stretch ’d his span.4

1 IV, i, 13-25. 2IV, iii, 110-112. 3IV, iii, 2+64-2+66. 
^V, i, 225-226. 5V, in, 2-3 .



CHAPTER IV

THE OLD PEOPLE IN THE PLAYS 
OP 1608 TO 1611-1613

Pericles presents the character of Gower, who
serves as the Chorus to forecast and interpret action*

To sing a song that old was sung,
Prom a s h e s  a n c i e n t  Gowe r  i s  co m e, 
a s s u m in g  many's i n f i r m i t i e s ,
To g l a d  y o u r  e a r ,  a n d  p l e a s e  y o u r  e y e s .

And that to hear an old man sing 
May to your wishes pleasure bring. 1

When Pericles leaves Tyre to escape death, 
Helicanus is left behind as "an ancient substitute 
to control affairs with "aged patience."3 Later, 
however, Gower reveals that Old Helicanus follows 
Pericles^- and that Old Escanes then remains to govern. 3

As action proceeds, Lysimachus, Governor of 
Mitylene, comes aboard Pericles » snip and greets 
Helicanus thus, "Hail reverend sir] the gods preserve 
you/ ' 3 Helicanus replies, "And you sir, to outlive 
the age I am, and die as I would do."7

1 Per., I, i, 1-llu 2V, iii, 51. 3 II, iv, i|8.
"IV, iv, 16. 5 IV, iv, 13-15. 6V, i, 14.
7V, i, 15-16.
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Lord Cerimon, of Ephesus, is likewise indicated as an
old character, since he is greeted by Pericles with
the customary deference to old age, "Reverend sir."3

In Cymbeline, one of the old characters is
Lord Morgan, who was banished on false testimony by
Cymbeline and who is living in a cave in Wales with
the two kidnapped sons of Cymbeline. Under the name
of Belarius, the banished Lord has raised the boys
from childhood in the mountains. They complain of
their lack of knowledge of the world.

Haply this life is best,
If quiet life be best; sweeter to you
That have a sharper known, well corresponding
With your stiff age;
What should we speak of 
When we are old as you?2
Other old characters are Pisanio, the "old

sei‘vant"3 who aids Imogen’s escape from Cymbeline,
and the Senators, whose appearance and conversation
midway in the play further the action^

When Cymbeline’s sons, Guiderius and Arviragus,
wish to leave Belarius in order to fight with Cymbeline’s
forces, the old man agrees;

No reason I, since of your lives you set
So slight a valuation, should reserve
My crack’d one to more care. Have with you boys,5

1 V, iii, 5 9 .  2Cymb., I I I ,  i i i ,  2 9 - 3 6 .

3lll, v, 5U. ^III, vii, 1 -1 7 . 5lV, iv, 1*8-50.
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Belarius also enters into the fray with gusto, for
Posthumus describes the fighting in a lane thus:

Close by the battle, ditch'd, and wall'd with turf; 
Which gave advantage to an ancient soldier,
An honest one, I warrant; who de'serv'd 
So long a breeding as his white beard came to,
In doing this for's country.
'Two boys, an old man twice a boy, a lane,
Preserv'd the Britons, was tEe Romans * bane.

Aged ghosts also appear in the play. As 
Posthumus sleeps in jail, there enter his father, 
an old man, attired like a warrior, and his mother, 
an ancient matron. 2

As the play ends, Belarius defends the killing 
of Cloten by Guiderius and thus encounters Cymbeline's 
wra th:

Why, old soldier,
Wilt thou undo the worth thou are unpaid for,
By tasting of our wrath?-*

Belarius then reveals that he is "old Morgan," and 
Cymbeline joyfully accepts him as a brother.'’'

The Winter's Tale contains characters which 
may be considered old. Leontes, Polixenes, Camillo 
and the Old Shepherd appear. Leontes remarks of his 
newly-born daughter, "'T is a bastard so sure as this 
beard's grey. "5 His comment, based on jealousy of his 
long-time friend, Polixenes, is baseless.

iii, l U - 5 8 .  2 v ,  iv. v, 306-3 0 6.
/4V, V ,  399. %int., II, iii, 161-162.
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The Old shepherd Is seen as the play progresses*
He voices the customary complaint of the old about the
young, as he searches during a storm for two of his sheep,
which had been frightened away by two young persons*

I would there were no age between sixteen and 
three <-and-twenty, or that youth would sleep 
out the rest; for there is nothing in the 
between but getting wenches with child, , 
wronging the ancientry, stealing, fighting*1

Then he finds on the ground an abandoned baby girl with
a bundle containing wealth. His son, who has joined
him, remarks: "You’re a made old man; if the sins of
your youth are forgiven you, you’re well to live*
GoldJ all gold*”2

Sixteen years elapse, and Perdita, the baby waif 
who now considers the Shepherd her father, meets Camillo 
and Polixenes in disguise* They have come to see for 
themselves what she is like, since Polixenes1 son has 
fallen In love with her. She greets them with flowers: 

Reverend sirs,
For you” there fs rosemary and rue; these-keep 
Seeming and 3avour all the winter long:-*

Polixenes answers:
Shepherdess,A fair one are you, well you fit our ages 
With flowers of winter***'

Polixenes observes his son’s love for the 
shepherdess and asks the young man why he does not tell

1III, iii, 59-63* 2III, iii, 12l|-126*
3IV, iv, 73-75. **IV, iv, 79-81.
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his father of the romance:
Methinks a fatherIs at the nuptial of his son a guest
That best becomes the table* Pray you once more,
Is not your father grown Incapable
Of reasonaFle affairs'? Is he not stupid
VTTth age and altering rheums? can he speak? hear?
Know man from mar; t dispute his own estate?
TJes He not bed-rid? and" again does nothing EuF~w£TatH5e m ' b F I h g ^ l T c f e ?*----------

When the young Prince replies that his father’s health
is good, Polixenes reprimands him:

By my white beard,You offer him, if this be so, a wrong 
Something unfilial*

He then reveals his identity and threatens Perdita with 
disfigurement and death* The old shepherd bemoans this 
turn of events:

You have undone a man of fourscore three,
That thought to fill his grave in quiet, yea,
To die upon the bed my father die<|,
To lie close by his honest bones*’

The young couple then flees to Leontes, the
natural father of the erstwhile shepherdess, and the
old Shepherd says to his son: "Come, boy; I am past
more children, but thy sons and daughters will be all
gentlemen born*"^

In The Tempest, the characters of Prospero and 
Gonzalo appear* The first, a deposed Duke from Milan, 
is living on an island where he practices the art of magic*

1IV, iv, lK>i+-lil2. 2IV, iv, 1+15-U17. 
3IV, iv, Il.65-i4.68* ^V, ii, 138-139.
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He and his daughter, Miranda, have been there twelve 
years, and she is now fifteen.1 Ttiis situation might 
argue against advanced age on his part; yet, when the 
spirits become unruly, he says to Ferdinand:

Sir, I am vex’d;
Bear with my weakness; raj; old brain is troubled:
Be not disturb’d with rag infirmity.

Gonzalo, the old counsellor, is shipwrecked
on the Island with Prospero’s brother and others*
As they search about, Gonzalo remarks:

By’r lakin, I can go no further, sir;
My old bones ache: here’s a maze trod Indeed 
fnrough forth-rights and meanders I By your patience,
I needs must rest me . 3

When Prospero asks Ariel how the newly-wrecked
party is faring, the sprite answers:

Him that you term’d, sir, ’The good old lord, Gonzalo;’ 
His tears run down his beard, like winter's drops From eaves of reeds.1*

Toward the end of the play, Prospero reveals 
his identity to the newcomers, especially welcoming 
Gonzalo:

First, noble friend,
Let me embrace thine age, whose honour cannot 
Be measured or confined

Finally, Prospero decides to leave the island,
And thence retire me to my Milan, where 
Every third thought shall be my grave.5

1Temp*, I, ii, 4l-55. 2IV, i, 158-160.
3III, iii, 1-4. ^V, i, 15-17. 5V, i, 120-122.
6V, i, 310-311.
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King Henry VIII contains the portrayal of a
powerful churchman's decline. Cardinal Wolsey, failing
in his ambitious plots and deprived of his office, laments:

Farewelll a long farewell, to all my greatnessi This is the state of man: to-day he puts forth 
The tender leaves of hopes; to-morrow blossoms,And bears his blushing honours thick upon him;
The third day comes a frost, a killing frost,
And, when He thinks »""good easy man,“ full surely 
His greatness is a-ripening, nips his root,
And then he falls, as I do. I have ventured, 
like little wanton boys that swim on bladders,
This many summers in a sea of glory,
But far beyond my depth: my high-blown pride
At length broke under me and raw‘has left.me,
ffeary aruf oISTwith service, ”to the mercy " ,
Of a rude stream, that must for ever hide me.

Apparently remorseful, he tells his servant,
Cromwell, that he is grateful to the king for removing
from his shoulders, "these ruin'd pillars, such a
heavy load of duties, and concludes:

0 Cromwell, Cromwell1Had I but serv *d my God with half the zeal
1 serv'd ray king, he would not in mine age Have left me naked to mine enemiesT^

Griffith describes Wolsey, repentant and resigned,
in his last days:

At last, with easy roads, he came to Leicester;
Lodg'd in the abbey, where the reverend abbot;
With all his covent, honourably received him;
To whom he gave these words, '0 father abbot,
An old man, broken with the storms of state,
Ts come~ to lay his weary~~Hones among ye;'STve him a little earth for charity!5“

XH. VIII, III, ii, 3 5 1 - .  2m ,  ii, 381-382.
3III, ii, 1+5W+57. ^ IV, ii, 17-23.
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So went to bed; where eagerly his sickness 
Pursued him still; and, three nights after this, 
About the hour of eight, which he himself 
Foretold should be his last, full of repentance, 
Continual meditations, tears, and sorrows,
He gave his honours to the world again,
His blessed part to heaven, and slept in peace.1

A nameless old lady also appears briefly in 
this play. Her purpose is to reveal through a conver
sation with Anne Bullen the latter’s attitude toward 
being queen. When Anne vows that she would not want 
to be queen ’’for all the riches under heaven,”^ the old 
lady answers:

'T is strange: a three-pence bow'd would hire me, Old as I am, to queen it.-'

1 2II, iii, 35* 3II, iii, 36-37.IV, ii, 2i|.-30.



CONCLUSION

Shakespeare ana. the geriatrician agree in their 
concepts of aging. The playwright must present accurately 
the effects of aging to establish an older character’s 
authenticity; the scientist must appraise clinically the 
results of aging to treat the older person. The aged 
have their particular qualities of body, mind, and soul. 
Certain aspects of appearance, demeanor, attitude, manner, 
action, and speech are expected of older people. These 
aspects are not accidental; they stem from the nature of 
man.

Shakespeare mirrors the nature of man in his 
plays. This is the secret of his timeless, universal 
appeal. An old person may be likened to a mirror; 
he reflects what he has done with life and what life has 
done with him. A mirror must be silvered to reflect; 
otherwise, it is a piece of glass, portraying nothing. 
Shakespeare often mentions silver in relation to the 
older person. He regards it as the color of old age.
Even the young, looking into a mirror, might see reflected 
back at them the features of an ancestor. Shakespeare’s 
old characters reflect their own past lives and the 
relation of the past with the present to those around
them
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Shakespeare's personal development can not 
escape attention in such a study of maturity and old age. 
Dowden's description of his four periods provides further 
interest here:

1» In the Workshop. Dramatic apprenticeship 
and experiment.

II. In the World. Historical Plays and Joyful 
Comedies.

III. Out of the Depths. Bitter Comedies and 
Great Tragedies/

IV. iOn the Heights. Romantic Plays and Dramatic 
Romances.^

There are contained unmistakable signs of 
Shakespeare's own maturing. This is the total measure 
of a life, the first strivings alone, then the functioning 
as part of the community of men, the experiencing of the 
trials of responsibility and sorrow, and, finally, the 
detachment and serenity of successful old age.
What better proof could there be of a layman's under
standing of aging than the selection of material, as a 
playwright, which is in harmony with the periods of a 
life.

■*T>owden.
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And, withal, tradition states that Shakespeare 
was a gentle man. This thought was reassuring when a 
study of his old characters was undertaken. Old things 
become fragile. The pages of an old book tear easily; 
the lace of an old fan can be crumbled by a touch.
Old bones become brittle; old bodies can exhibit signs 
of life’s wear and tear. Old emotions can become erratic. 
Difficulties can arise as a result. The problems and 
adjustments of aging are the special studies of the 
geriatrician. These same problems and adjustments are 
part of the framework on which a playwright constructs 
his plays.

Shakespeare's older characters stand arrayed 
against an Elizabethan background. From every walk of 
life they troop across the stage, from ruler to shepherd, 
from prelate to rascal,, Now, as then, they are recognizable 
in their fidelity to reality. Shakespearean scholars 
vouch for their authenticity as do others in unrelated 
scientific fields. Shakespeare’s portrayal of old people, 
then, is acceptable to the modem science of geriatrics.





Barker, Lewlys, F. "Physical Changes in Old Age and
Their Effects upon Mental Attitudes," New Goals 
For Old Age. Edited by George Lawton. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 19^3.

Brodman, Estelle. The Development of Medical Bibliography. 
Baltimore, Maryland: Waverly Press, .

Bucknill, J. C. Shakespeare's Medical Knowledge. Exeter: 
William Pollard, i860.

Campbell, Lily B. Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes: Slaves
of Passion. New York: Barnes 5: Noble, Inc•, T952•

Chambers, E. K. William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts 
and Problems. oxi'ord: Clarendon Press, 1938.

Clark, William George and Wright, William Aldis (eds.).
The Complete Works of Shakespeare. New York:
Frederick' A. Stokes Company, l86lj.

de Ropp, Robert S. Man Against Aging. New York:
St. Martin 's Press, I960.

Dorland, . Dorland's Medical Dictionary. 23rd ed.
PhiladelphiaW. B. Saunders Company, 1957.

Dowden, Edward. Shakespere. New York: American Book 
Co., 1877^

Fisch, Mayer. "Organic Psychiatric Disorders of the 
Aged: How They Affect Family Relationships,"
Social Casework, XXXIX, No. 9 (November, 19^8),
wr.-------------

Funk, Isaac E. Funk and Wagnalls New Standard Dictionary. 
New York: Funk and Wagnalls Company, 1°8C.

Overholser, Winfred. "Shakespeare's Psychiatry— And After," 
Shakespeare Quarterly, X, No. 3 (Summer, 195>9)> 335«

Stieglitz, Edward J. (ed.). Geriatric Medicine:•The
Care of the Aging and~ the Aged. 2d ed. illust. 
Philadelphia: IMTF. baunders Company, 19I+9 .

Thewlis, Malford W. The Care of the Aged (Geriatrics).
3d ed. St. Louis: 'i'ne 0. V. Mosby Company, T9I4.I.

Walsh, James J. "History of Medicine during the Sixteenth 
ana Seventeenth Centuries," Practice of Medicine. 
Edited by Frederick Tice. Hagerstown, Maryland:
W. F. Prior Company, Inc., 1959.



A P P E N D I X



68
King., Henr^ VI Part_l King Henry IV Part 1
Lord Talbot 
Edmund Mortimer 
Henry Beaufort 
Duke of Bedford 
Earl of Salisbury 
She p he rd
King Henry VI Part 2 
Cardinal Henry ^eauPort 
Lord Clifford 
Earl of Salisbury

King Richard III 
Old Duchess
Comedy of Errors 
Xageon 
Aemilia
Titus Andronicus 
Titus Andronicus

Taming of the Shrew
Grumlo
Gremio

Palstaff 
Bardolph 
Worcester 
King Henry IV
King Henry IV Part 2
F ? l s t a f f  ---------------------
Lord Chief Justice Robert Shallow
Mistress Quickly
Pistol
Doll Tearsheet 
Wart
King Henry IV 
Archbishop of York 
Silence
Much Ado About Nothing
Leona to
Antonio
Headborough Verges
King Henry V
Palstaff
Pistol
Hostess Pistol
Sir Thomas Erpingham

Romeo and Juliet 
Capulet
Friar Laurence 
Montague 
Old Nurse
King Richard II 
John of Gaunt 
Duke of York
King John 
Queen Elinor 
Pandulph
Merchant of Venice
Shylock
Old Gobbo

Julius Caesar 
Senators “
Cicero
Publius
As You Like It 
Adam
Frederick
Corin
Duke, senior
Twelfth Night
Sir Andrew Aguecheek
Hamlet
Polonius
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K e r r y  W iv es o f  W in d so r
Palstaff
B a rd o lp h
M i s t r e s s  Q u ic k ly  
S h a llo w
D r. C a iu s

T r o i l u s  and  C r e s s i d a  
N e s t o r

A l l ' s  W e ll  T hat E nds W e ll  
L ord  L af e u

M ea su re  f o r  M e a su re  
M sc a iu s

O t h e l lo
B r a b a n t io

K ing L e a r  
L ea r
E a r l  o f  K ent 
E a r l  o f  G l o u c e s t e r  
O ld  man ( t e n a n t )

M acbeth  
O ld  Man 
S iw a rd

A n ton y  and  C le o p a t r a

O ld age n o t  d i s c u s s e d .

O o r io la n u s
S e n a t o r s
T r ib u n e s
S i c i n i u s
B ru tu s
M en en iu s
V olu m n ia

C y m b e lin e
L ord  M organ  ( B e l a r i u s )
P i s a n io
S e n a t o r s
O ld  man
A n c ie n t  m a tro n

Win t e r ' s  T a le  
Le o n te  s 
P o l ix e n e s  
C a m il lo  
O ld  S h e p h e rd

The T em p est
P r o s p e r o
G o n z a lo

K ing H enry  V I I I  
C a r d in a l  W o lsey  
O ld  Lady

Timon o f  A th en s

O ld A th e n ia n  
S e n a t o r s
Tim on

P e r i c l e s  
G ow er 
H e l ic a n u s  
L ord  C e r im o n
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