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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an examination of the semiologies of age in modern and contemporary prose.
The chapters that follow emerge from my continuing interest in how anti-senescence
medicine, gerontophobia, and the commodification of immortality in discourses of
consumerism have impacted literary representations of time, organic decay, and the meaning
of death. Each chapter deals in different ways with the question of how to represent mortality
in the context of a culture incredulous of ageing and the laws of nature, and a populace
seeking to aestheticise, medicalise, and verbalise its way out of the ageing process.
Paradoxical though it is, I argue that Anglo-American culture’s jejune and oneiric fantasies of
immortality, rejuvenation, and perpetual youth are not located in science fiction, mythos,

| extropian philosophy, or trans-/posthumanist discourse, but in the literature of ageing and the
very spectacle of decay. The contemporary literature of ageing offers a clear thematic
preoccupation with the pathos of mortality and senility. However, at the same time, the
conventional or canonical indices of decay and decline are replete with counterrealist
inflections and semiotic echoes of immortality. From the prose and dramaturgy of Samuel
Beckett to post-2000 Alzheimer’s fiction, the literature of ageing, I argue, transforms the
depreciation of old age readily into its ideality, and makes the reader cognisant of the realities
in which we, as members of a culture at once ageing demographically and anti-ageing

ideologically, currently operate.
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INTRODUCTION: A GENEALOGY OF ANTI-AGEING

‘Oh that there were a medicine curing age...!

Regimen of Health of Salerno (eleventh century)

This thesis examines how western discourses of ageing have impacted on representations of
time, organic decay, and the meaning of death in contemporary Anglophone literature. In
each of its four chapters I address the question of whether there can be a stable semiology of
ageing in the context of a culture incredulous of mortality and the laws of nature, habituated
to anti-ageing ideologies, and expectant of their reification. I will examine the ways in which
literature, from the works of Samuel Beckett to post-2000 Alzheimer’s fiction, has responded
to or been affected by developments in geriatric and prolongevity medicine; gerontophobia
and age prejudice; demographic change” and ‘uncharted territory in which we find ourselves
both as aging individuals and as an aging nation;”* and the blandishments, sophistry, and
cultural saliency of anti-ageing. Paradoxically, humanity has never been more familiar with
immortality than in the era where medical and scientific capability render unavoidable, and
even extend, the period of life that most inescapably reminds us of our mortality: old age. Put
simply, it is the success of an anti-ageing culture that gives rise to an ageing one. As Mike
Hepworth notes, ‘ours is probably the most age-conscious period in human history,”* but it is
one defined also by its wilful and adroit repression of the realities of age, by the jejune
attempts to aestheticise one’s way out of ageing, and by humanity’s libidinal fear of death —as

exemplified in the ideological imperialism of anti-ageing.

!Cited by Harold Maxwell et al., 4 History of Medicine (USA: Alfred A. Knopf Inc., 1947), p. 313.

> The UK Actuary’s Department predicts that the ‘UK population over 100 years of age will increase 100-fold
from 10,000 now to 1 million in 2074°. Guy Brown, The Living End. The Future of Death, Aging, and
Immortality (London & New York: Macmillan, 2008), p. 4.

3 Sharon R. Kaufman, The Ageless Self: Sources of Meaning in Late Life (USA: University of Wisconsin Press,
1986), p. 4.

4 Mik)e II)-Iepworth, Stories of Ageing (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000), p. 3.



At once ageing and anti-ageing, western culture today is placing antithetical and incompatible
demands on literature —is challenging ‘the very language used to articulate the ageing
process.”” The ageing-literature nexus is frequently, if circumspectly, evoked as postmodern
consumer culture demands that people be increasingly cognisant of the signs of ageing. The
noun ‘signs’ has both aesthetic and semiotic connotations, and with this double entendre in
mind, what this thesis will examine are the ways in which the conventional or canonical
signs, or signifiers, of age hold less and less credence representationally —and are called upon
to change —as people become increasingly adept at aestheticising and medicalising their way
out of the physical signs of ageing. However, far from being a uniquely modern
preoccupation, ‘anti-ageing’ has evolved over centuries, dominating medical epistemologies,
from the ancient Egyptian papyri; the ancient values of morality, good diet, cleanliness,
hygiene, and sobriety and temperate habits; the medicalisation of old age from Galenic
humoural nosologies to Baconian-scientific theories; the Romanticised ideas about the
perfectibility of the body in post-medieval writing; the blossoming of dietary,
pharmaceutical, and biomedical theories from the eighteenth century; the institutional
solution to old age in the mid-nineteenth century with the formation of geriatrics;
examination on the pathological features of senescence in Emil Kraepelin and Alois
Alzheimer’s histological research on brain atrophy; the flourishing of prolongevity, or anti-
senescence, medicine in the twentieth century with ‘developments in biotechnological
interventions, bioengineered or robotic solutions, [and] applications classified more as
cosmetic care and mental training;’éand finally, and more banally, the commodification of
immortality in discourses of consumerism. This humanist fallacy, anti-ageing, has formed the

basis of a consistent and evolving programme of meliorism, and has in recent decades

% Simon Biggs, The Mature Imagination: Dynamics of Identity in Midlife and Beyond (Philadelphia: Open

University Press, 1999), p. 66. ‘
® Astrid Stuckelberger, Anti-Ageing Medicine: Myths and Chances (Hochschulverlag AD an der ETH Zurich,

Switzerland, 2008), p. xiii.



become more prevalent with rising life expectancies and demographic change. Although
science and medicine have progressed significantly in recent decades, ideologically ‘anti-
ageing’ today, in both medicine and postmodern consumerism, differs little from its eatly,
noninterventionist scientific roots. What I want to do in this introduction is explore some of
the cultural and medical antecedents of anti-ageing. I shall examine the extent to which the
rich genealogy of anti-ageist thought has left the possibility of clear, uncontested definition of
old age elusive, if not impossible; and how the cultural antinomies in which the subject of
ageing is besieged has impacted the literature and language of ageing over the past six

decades.

i) Historicising Anti-ageing: Medical and Cultural Antecedents
Although geriatrics only really came into existence after the mid-nineteenth century’ and
gerontology as late as 1945,% clinical inquiry into ageing and its attendant ills has persisted
for centuries. Anti-ageing is neither a new nor particularly contentious ideology. The
‘attempts to hide, postpone or relieve the effects of biological ageing [...] are not necessarily
either modern or scientific in origin but are frequently presented as such.’® Anti-ageing is a
cultural artefact that has persisted for generations; it is an intellectual edifice that has evolved
and been shaped by religious doctrine, changing medical and scientific nosologies, and
prevailing cultural norms for generations. In recent decades anti-ageing has grown into the
panacea to rising life expectancies and demographic change —the gerontopia, that is, forged
unwittingly and inopportunely through medical achievements of the last century. As life

expectancies have risen, anti-ageing seems to have grown into a new form of humanism and

7 Simone de Beauvoir, The Coming of Age, trans. By Patrick O’Brian (London & New York: W.W. Norton,
1996), p. 21.

8 Thomas R. Cole et al., ‘Humanistic Gerontology and the Meaning(s) of Aging’ in Gerontology: Perspectives
and Issues, 3" edn., ed. by Janet Wilmoth et al. (New York: Springer Publishing Company, 2007), p. 245.

? John Vincent, ‘Anti-Ageing Science and the Future of Old Age’ in The Futures of Old Age, ed. by Chris R.

Phillipson et al. (London: Sage, 2006), pp. 192-201 (p. 196).



healthcare paradigm. It is an ideology that has gained greater credence with advances in
prolongevity medicine and bio-gerontological research, yet it is also one articulated in more
oneiric or fanciful terms in postmodern consumer culture. Consumer capitalism has arguably
de-sensationalised more conventionally science fictional, occult, or philosophical notions of
immortality, and has secularised the premise of victory over death —reincarnation,
transmigration, resurrection, and immortality —that underpins many monotheistic religions.
However, sempiternity and rejuvenation (or reversing age) are immemorial desires. They
have dominated medical epistemologies and practice for centuries, and have such cultural
antecedents as: the Greek myth of Tithonus, the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 1440 BC);
the Epicurean gods who were immortal yet material beings; Iolas in The Children of Herakles
(430BC) by Euripides (c. 480-406 BC), who is rejuvenated prior to battle, which is described
as a ‘magical negation of old age itself;’'® Aristophanic comedy, which often includes elderly
characters who ‘rejuvenate themselves (and thus by definition cease to be old men);’'" the
themes of transformation and rejuvenation in Ovid’s (43 BC- AD 17/8) Metamorphoses
(8AD); the Peter Pan fallacy; the immortal Struldbruggs in Jonathan Swift’s (1667-1745)
Gulliver’s Travels (1726); and Oscar Wilde’s (1854-1900) The Picture of Dorian Gray
(1890).

Rejuvenation has dominated the literary imagination, from the earliest known work of
literature —the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh —to contemporary science-fictional utopias.
However, it is as rife in medicine, and is perhaps one subject that has united literature and
medicine more so than any other. ‘At a very early stage in his evolution prehistoric man must

have sought a solution for the age-long problem of death,’ 12 and with time religious

1% Thomas Van Nortwick, Imagining Men: Ideals of Masculinity in Ancient Greek Culture (USA: Praeger
Publishers, 2008), p.143.

" Thomas K. Hubbard, ‘Old Men in the Youthful Plays of Aristophanes’ in Old Age in Greek and Roman
Literature, ed. by Thomas M. Falkner & Judith De Luce (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), p.
90-114 (p. 91).

12 Douglas Guthrie, 4 History of Medicine (Toronto & New York: Thomas Nelson & Sons Ltd., 1946), p. 3.



configurations of immortality passed into scientific interest,' and ideas of rejuvenation and
immortality gradually departed from some of their religious,"* mythical, and folkloric roots
and came to dominate medical and scientific epistemologies —spreading, in more recent
decades, to the more quotidian realm of consumer capitalism. Today, anti-ageing is defined
as ‘a therapy that reduces the amount of a life span-limiting pathology, either by slowing its
development over time (senescence-slowing therapy) or by repairing it (senescence-

remediation therapy).’"”

However, anti-ageing has been a consistent and evolving form of
humanism over the course of medical history. Susannah Ottaway comments on how ‘[i]deals
about how to counter the symptoms and discomfort of old age, and to actually extend the life
course, were a consistent preoccupation from the classical and biblical worlds into the
modern day.’'® In China, Taoism sought physical immortality through the domination of
harmony with natural forces, whilst alchemists made improvements in metallurgy and dyes
with the goal of life extension. The goal of human life extension has comprised relatively

otherworldly remedies, and we see how the Gnostic imagination merges with the medical

pretension to intervene in and cure or defer the effects of age, with remedies including:

alchemy, the use of precious metals [...] that have been transmuted from baser
binerals; ‘shunamatism’ or ‘gerocomy’ (cavorting with young girls); grafts (or
injected extracts) from the testicles, ovaries, or glands of various animal species; cell
injections from tissues of newborn or fetal animals; consumption of elixirs, ointments,

drugs, hormones, dietary supplements, and specific foods; cryonics; and rejuvenation

3 Thomas J. Moody, The History and Politics of Life Extension: Live Forever or Die Trying (USA: Xlibris

Corporation, 2011), p. 49.

1 In the bible it was the eating of the forbidden fruit that ‘brought death into the world, and all our woe’
(Romans 5:12), without which immortality is the natural state of Man.

15 Preston W. Estep III, “The promise of Human Life Span Extension’ in Biopsychosocial Approaches to
Longevity: Annual Review of Gerontology and Geriatrics, vol. 27 (2007), ed. by Leonard W. Poon et al. (New
York: Springer Publishing Company, 2008), p. 32

'8 Susannah Ottaway, ‘Medicine and Old Age’ in The Oxford Handbook of the History of Medicine, ed. by Mark

Jackson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 338-355 (p. 347).



from devices and exposure to various substances such as mineral and thermal

springs.”’

As well as being a theme in the earliest known literary text, rejuvenation/immortality is also a
feature of the earliest known medical text, the Ebers Papyrus (c. 1600 BC). The ancient
Egyptian papyri contain a collection of remedies for various ailments, including age-
associated characteristics such as the thinning and greying of hair. The Ebers papyrus
includes several sections ‘devoted to stemming the ravages of age,” with ‘remedies to prevent
the hair turning grey” and ‘remedies to be applied for transforming an old man into a
youth.”'® Ancient Egyptians were not only highly conscious of the unfavourable
consequences of age but sought ‘to find ways to retain their faculties in old age’ and, like
consumer culture today, aestheticise their way out of age. Several sections of the papyri offer
‘a variety of cosmetic preparations designed to “transform the skin,” “to open up the outer
flesh,” to stretch the face,” [and] to drive away wrinkles from the face.””'® Similarly, in
ancient Rome, old age was perceived as sexually unattractive and ugliness and deformity
formed the basis of much irreverent Roman humour on the subject. As Karen Cokayne

highlights, examples can be found of:

attempts to cover up the physical ravages of old age by the use of cosmetics or other

“tricks™ in order to retain a youthful appearance, as old men were said to dye or to

pluck out their grey hair and cover up their baldness by wigs.”?

17 Robert H. Binstock and Jennifer R. Fishman, ‘Social Dimensions of Anti-ageing Science and Medicine’ in
The Sage Handbook of Social Gerontology, ed. by Daniel Dannefer and Chris Phillipson (London: Sage
Publications Ltd., 2010), p. 472.

18 John F. Nunn, Ancient Egyptian Medicine (London: University of Oklahoma Press, 1996), p. 95.

19 Bruno Halioua & Bernard Ziskind, ‘From Cradle to Grave: Old Age and Deformities’ in Medicine in the Days
of the Pharaohs, trans. by M.B DeBevois (USA: Harvard University Press, 2005), pp. 69-95 (pp. 95-7).

? Karen Cokayne, Experiencing Old Age in Ancient Rome (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 16.



Classical Greek and Roman medical literature on age form an interesting body of proto-
scientific thought on the biology of ageing, and collectively conceptualise ageing as a state to
be prevented. Seneca’s axiom senectus morbidus est, or ‘old age is a disease’®! is a clear
summation of the perception of ageing at the time and the nosological picture of age that was
gaining momentum from this time. In On the Soul, a treatise on the nature and functioning of
the human soul, Aristotle explains how ‘[t]he incapacity in old age is due to an affection not
of the soul but of its vehicle, as occurs in drunkenness or disease.’** In the Hippocratic
corpus, ageing was perceived as an illness relating to a gradual process of cooling. It was
believed that at birth an individual received a certain amount heat or vital spirit which, over
the years, would diminish. Whilst this heat necessary to life could be replenished through
eating, drinking and breathing, it could never be fully restored, and thus the diminishment of
the body’s heat resulted in the weaknesses attributed to age.?® The cooling of the body, which
brought about an imbalance of the humours (blood, black bile, yellow bile, and phlegm),
weakened the body and ageing would occur. It is this pathology of the humours that old age
was attributed to, and ‘by implication,” Karen Cokayne writes, ‘old age would therefore be

classified as an iliness.** In Aristotle’s opinion:

...the word for “old age”, géras, was etymologically related to the word for “earth”,
gé, and old age was thought to have the cold and dry qualities of earth. An “illness”,

such as grey hair, was considered the result of a lack of warmth, something

*! (Seneca) Multiple Contributors, The Cambridge Handbook of Age and Ageing, ed. by Malcolm L. Johnson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 22.

= Aristotle, On the Soul, trans. by J. A. Smith (USA: Kessinger Publishing), p. 15.

 Robert Kastenbaum, ‘Scientific Legacy of Antiquity’ in Encyclopaedia of Adult Development (Arizona: Oryx
Press, 1993), p. 121.

** Cokayne, Experiencing Old Age in Ancient Rome, p. 35.



characteristic of old age. If it were possible to restore the health and strength of the

person, a change would occur, i.e. the old person would regain his youth.?

For Galen, old age was a “state between health and illness,’*® and although his works, like his
contemporaries, offer classificatory system and remedies to help arrest or meliorate the
ageing process, they remain relatively conservative: he ‘limited himself to cautious hygienic
measures designed to moderate, but not basically to alter, the inexorable development of the
constitutional imbalance of old age.”*’His work contributes significantly to medical discourse
on the subject of ageing, and later in the eighteenth century, Gerard Van Swieten (1700-72) —
a proponent of Galen —echoed aspects of Galenic humouralism, proposing age as an incurable

disease.

From the Middle Ages prolongevity and romanticised ideas about the perfectibility of the
body began to flourish in medicine and science. The Estruscans were using false teeth
obtained from deceased children and animals, and Roger Bacon (1214-94), notable for his
works on old age and preventive hygiene, became the first to suggest using lenses to correct
poor sight.”® The desire to palliate or defer some of the undesirable consequences of age are
examined by Bacon in his book The Cure of Old Age, and Preservation of Youth (trans. 1683)
in which he examines the ‘causes of Old Age [and] the Remedies which hinder them, and
after what manner they may be hindered. *2Y Commenting on the unfavourable consequences

of age, he examines ‘by what ways these Faculties may be recreated, and being weak may be

5 Daniel Schifer, “That Senescence itself is an Illness”: A Transitional Medical Concept of Age and Ageing in
the Eighteenth Century’, Medical History (2002), vol. 48, pp. 525-548 (528).

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1044563/pdf/medhist00005-0071.pdf [accessed 12/11/11].
% Rasma Lazda-Cazers, Old Age in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Interdisciplinary Approaches to a

Neglected Topic, ed. by Albrecht Classen (Germany: Walter de Gruyter, 2007), p. 206.
%" Klaus Warner Schaie, ‘The History of Geropsychology’ in Handbook of the Psychology of Aging, ed. by
James E. Birren & K. Warner Schaie, 5™ edn. (London: Academic Press, 2001), p. 9.

% Simone de Beauvoir, The Coming of Age, p. 19. .
» Roger Bacon, The Cure of Old Age, and Preservation of Youth (London: Publisher Unknown, 1683), p. 11.



strengthened.”*® One of the oldest monographs on the pathologies of age, Gerontocomia
(1489) by Gabriele Zerbi (1445-1505), discusses ‘old age as a disposition beyond nature,’ as
‘a form of illness which proceeds from the necessity of nature.’ He describes how, although
death is inevitable, it may be postponed: ‘death follows old age nor can an old man return to
those earlier ages by any means whatsoever although the rate of its approach can somehow be
retarded.”* Also at this time Arnald of Villanova (1235-1311) writes Defense of Age and

Recovery of Youth (1540), and in Libellus (1542), Bacon writes on:

the causes of old age, its remedies, chief phenomena, wrinkles and other signs,
debility of the senses, the food and drink appropriate for the aged, [...] the means of
retarding old age and preserving strength, the care of the skin, and finally some

medicines and a regimen for reviving the imagination, reason, and memory.**

In a similar vein Paracelsus (1493-1541) regarded alchemy as ‘important for the curing of
diseases and the prolongation of life [...] of perfecting what Nature had left in an imperfect
state.”** Many aspects of Paracelsean medicine and medical philosophy are geared towards
the prolongation of life through the understanding and categorisation of disease. It
demonstrates a clear empiricism and clinical objectivity akin to what Michel Foucault later
termed the ‘medical gaze.”** In a preface to The Diseases that Deprive Man of his Reason

(1567) Paracelsus writes:

In nature there are not only diseases which afflict our body and our health, but many
others which deprive us of sound reason, and these are the most serious. While

speaking about the natural diseases and observing to what extent and how seriously

30 11
Ibid., p. 35.
3! Gabriele Zerbi, Gerontocomia: On the Care of the Aged and Maximianus, Elegies on Old Age and Love,

trans. by L. R. Lind (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1988), p. 76-7.

L. R Lind, Gerontocomia, p. 5.
33 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, “The Philosophy, Medicine, and Theology of Paracelsus’ in Paracelsus: Essential

Readings, trans. by Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke (Great Britain: Crucible, 1999), p. 33.
34 Michel Foucault, Birth of the Clinic (London: Routledge Classics, 2003), p. 9.



they afflict various parts of our body, we must not forget to explain the origin of the

diseases which deprive man of reason.*’

Whilst earlier medical paradigms, such as those of Hippocrates, saw Time —specifically
bodily time —as predetermined, Paracelsus strove ‘to eliminate the causes of disease by active
interference: “[h]e should act against time. For physic has to overcome time.”’*® For
Paracelsus, biological age is made malleable by clinical rationalism and deduction —by
human intervention. From this time, ‘[k]nowledge of germs and improved surgical techniques
transformed early twentieth-century medical view of the human body and greatly enhanced
the possibilities for intervening against disease and senescence.’*’ However, as suggested by
texts such as The Art of Living Long (1550) by the Venetian nobleman Louis Cornaro (1417-
1566), the medicalisation of old age was met by ideas of self-intervention or self-help. The
prolongevity advocate Cornaro postulates temperance and extreme moderation as the key to a
long life, and argues that ‘Nature does not deny us the power of living many years”*® but is
determined by each individual, and that there is no inherent reason old age should result in, or

be associated with, infirmity.

In post-medieval philosophical, religious, and medical thought, romanticised ideas about the
perfectibility of the body and the ability to control the human life span flourished. Francis
Bacon’s (1561-1626) History Natural and Experimental of Life and Death or Of the
Prolongation of Life (1623) and Richard Allestree’s (1619-1681) 4 Discourse Concerning
the Period of Human Life: Whether Mutable or Immutable (1677) clearly demonstrate that

seventeenth-century culture was still preoccupied with ideas of arresting or deferring old age.

35 Paracelsus, Four Treatises, trans. by C. Lilian Temkin et al., ed. by Henry E. Sigerist (Baltimore & London:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 142.

36 Walter Pagel, Paracelsus: An Introduction to Philosophical Medicine in the Era of the Renaissance (Basel &
New York: S. Karger, 1958), p. 76. .

37 Susannah Ottaway, The Oxford Handbook of the History of Medicine, p. 349.

3 Louis Cornaro, The Art of Living Long, trans. by William F. Butler (New York: Springer Publishing Company

Inc., 2005), p. 7.
10



The movement from proverbial, moralistic, and Gnostic literature to medical and scientific
enquiry —and with it religious or biblical prolongevism®” to medical prolongevism —was
perhaps most pronounced from the eighteenth century onwards with more materialist
reasoning of iatrophysics (the medical application of physics, explaining physiological
phenomena in mechanical terms) and the bourgeois support of rationalism and
mechanicalism in the study of the body.*’ The study of old age advanced considerably during
this time as medicine advanced empirically, and old age was ‘more sharply defined in
pathological terms as details of the body’s deteriorating systems were revealed through post-
mortem research.’*! Physician and proto-psychologist George Cheyne (1671-1743) wrote An
Essay on Health and Long Life (1725) and Sir John Floyer (1649-1734) wrote the influential
Medicina Gerocomica (1724), which sought a scientific explanation to senescence and

provided ideas, mainly pertaining to diet and sobriety, as to how old age might be arrested:

Luxury, Slothfulness, dull and weaken the Body, but Labour and Temperance
strengthen it, and prolong the Youth [...] Envy, Ambition, Covetousness, Anger, do
decay the body; but Hope, Love, Joy, are Prolongers of our Lives by their Influence
on the Humours. It is necessary to conquer the vitious Passions which attend old

Age.?

Harcouet de Longeville (c. 1660-1720), in Long Livers: A Curious History of Such Persons of

Both Sexes who have Liv’d Several AGES, and Grown Young Again: With the rare SECRET

% There are many instances of religious prolongevism, including: (Christianity) Saint Servatius, bishop of
Tongeren, who was alleged to have lived 375 years; Saint Shenouda the Archimandrite, 117/118 years; Welsh
bard Llywarch Hen, 150 years; Saint Kevin of Glendalough (120 years); the Maharishi of Kailas (over 300
years); (biblical longevity) Methuselah (969 years), Jared (962 years), Noah (950 years), Eve (940 years), Adam
(930 years), Seth (912 years), Kenan (910 years), Enos (905 years), Mahalalel (895 years), Lamech (777 years),
Shem (600 years), Eber (464 years) etc.; (Hinduism) _D%_ahaBa_bg'(over 700 years); The sadhaka L.okn'ath
Brahmacari (159/60 years); Hindu saint Swami Govindanath Bharati (137 years); (Roman empire) Tiresias

(over 600 years); Epimenides of Crete (nearly 300 years)

“ Simone de Beauvoir, The Coming of Age, p. 20. _ . ‘
#! Sally Palmer Thomason, The Living Spirit of the Crone: Turning Aging Inside Out (USA: Fortress Press,

2006), p. 65. .
“2 John Floyer, Medicina Gerocomica: Or the Galenic Art of Preserving Old Men'’s Healths (USA: Ao Press

Inc., 1979), pp. 6 & 21.
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of Rejuvenency of Arnoldus of Villa Nova, And a Great Many Approv’d and Invaluable Rules

to Prolong Life (1722), writes of Man’s frustrated desire for immortality:

He has Apprehensions of losing his Life as soon as he begins to be. He desires to
perpetuate his Days without comprehending how few they are: and despairing to bring
this about himself, he tries at least to immortalize his Name by his famous Actions.
Thus Men desire Children, to live again in future Times by their Posterity; Learned
Men write to delude Oblivion by the Reputation of their Works; Princes build Palaces
and Cities to make themselves for their Magnificence famous after Death; and
Conquerors make the World desolate, to establish to themselves Renown, surrounded

with horrid Slaughter, and Seas of Blood.*

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, John Hill (1716-1775) extends the earlier theories
of preventive hygiene in his book The Old Man’s Guide to Health and Longer Life: With

Rules for Diet, Exercise, and Physick (1764). He comments on how:

Old mens diseases are hard to cure; but easy to prevent [...] Moderate diet and due
exercise are the best guardians of health in all: but in the advanced period here
considered there are two great preservatives besides; these are Ease and

Cheerfulness.**

In a similar vein in The Virtues of Sage, in Lengthening Human Life With Rules to Attain Old

Age in Health and Cheerfulness (1765), Hill comments again that:

If there can be any thing that can prolong human life, it is our interest, and our duty to

apply it [...]There is no absurdity in the opinion, that life may be prolonged. We can

“ Harcouet de Longeville, Long Livers: A Curious History of Such Persons of Both Sexes who have Liv'd
Several AGES, and Grown Young Again: With the rare SECRET of Rejuvenency of Arnoldus of Villa Nova, And
a Great Many Approv’d and Invaluable Rules to Prolong Life (London: Publisher Unknown, 1722), pp. 7-8.

4 John Hill, The Old Man's Guide to Health and Longer Life: With Rules for Diet, Exercise, and Physick, 5t
edn. (London: Publisher Unknown, 1764), p. 4.
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see it can be shortened by imprudent courses; and it is just to infer a better regulated

conduct may extend it.*

This is followed by The Art of Prolonging Life (1797) by German physician Christoph
Wilhelm Hufeland (1762-1836), which offers a sustained, scientific examination of the
human life course and physiology in relation that found in the animal kingdom. It is proposed
that Man has within him the necessary conditions requisite to live through and surpass old
age, and we see in Hufeland’s text the spirit of transition and continued medico-philosophical

inquiry on the subject of age and longevity:

Various are the methods and plans which have been proposed for the prolongation of
life. The old superstitious, astrological, and fantastic methods we have already
examined and appreciated; but there are others, more modern, which appear to be
founded on juster principles of life and vital duration, and which deserve some inquiry

before we proceed to establish that which alone is possible.*®

However, perhaps the starkest enquiry into medical/scientific progressivism in relation to
human longevity is articulated by French Enlightenment thinker Marie Jean Antoine Nicolas

de Caritat (1743-1794):

Would it be so absurd now to suppose that the improvement of the human race should
be regarded as capable of unlimited progress? That a time will come when death
would result only from extraordinary accidents or the more and more gradual wearing

out of vitality, and that, finally, the duration of the average interval between birth and

5 John Hill, The Virtues of Sage, in Lengthening Human Life With Rules to Attain Old Age in Health and
Cheerfulness, 4™ edn. (London: Publisher Unknown, 1765), pp. 4-5.
% Christoph William Hufeland, The Art of Prolonging Life (USA: Kessinger Publishing, 2003), p. 137.
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wearing out has itself no specific limit whatsoever?...cannot the span constantly

increase...?*’

As Sussanah Ottaway remarks, ‘[w]hile the hope for eternal youth is eternal, the methods for

*# With empirical

achieving it map onto the medical expertise and mentalities of each era.
advances in medicine as more post-mortems are conducted, the correlation between clinical
symptoms and observations pave the way for important transitions from interpreting and
balancing the body to intervening actively upon it,* and from ideas of prevention to those of
treatment and cure. In the nineteenth century there was a ‘desire to document, quantify, and

classify old age.”® This period saw the pathologisation of the ageing body and the imposition

of a discipline, geriatrics, on the elderly:

One effect of nineteenth-century medical researchers’ careful classification of the
workings of the human body was that the body became fixed in description as a set of
signs. Because these signs were interpreted as indicators of health or infirmity and of
normality or deviance, researchers laying the groundwork for the disciplines of
gerontology and geriatrics were also imposing discipline upon the body. The old body
was treated as a sign system which signalled deterioration and degeneration, and these

signs could be interpreted only by scientists.’!

Revealing how the medical episteme impacts on language, it was in the mid-Victorian era

that the words ‘senile’ and ‘senescence’ gained pathological connotations. In previous eras

47 Marie Jean Antoine Nicolas de Caritat, quoted by Mary Efrosini Gregory in Freedom in French
Enlightenment Thought (New York: Peter Lang Publishing Inc., 2010), p. 156.

8 Susannah Ottaway, The Oxford Handbook of the History of Medicine, p. 349.

“ Stephen Katz, Disciplining Old Age: The Formation of Gerontological Knowledge (USA: The University
Press of Virginia, 1996), p. 39.

50 Teresa Mangum, ‘Growing Old: Age’ in A Companion to Victorian Literature and Culture, ed. by Herbert F.
Tucker (USA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2004), p. 104.

3! Ibid., p. 105.
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the words referred to old age (1481), to growing old (1695), or to becoming infirm as a result
of age (1791); but by 1841 they referred to weakness and later in the century, to a specific
pathological state.”” From the noninterventionist role of premodern medicine there is an
impulse in the nineteenth century to observe, diagnose, and meliorate the ageing body: to
intervene actively on senescence. This is reflected on the publications that emerged during
this time, such as The Code of Health and Longevity (1806) by Sir John Sinclair (1754-1835),
An Essay on the Disorders of Old Age (1819) by Sir Anthony Carlisle (1768-1840), Clinical
Lectures on the Diseases of Old Age (1867) by Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-93), Grey’s
Anatomy (1856) —which viewed the body as a visible anatomical map on which disease could
be localised and disciplinary knowledges coordinated — Thomas Bailey’s (1785-1856)
Records of Longevity (1857), William J. Thoms’ (1803-85) Human Longevity: Its Facts and
Its Fictions (1873), Arnold Lorand’s Old Age Deferred (1912), and Elie Metchnikoff The
Prolongation of Life: Optimistic Studies (1907). In Old Age Deferred: The Causes of Old age
and its Postponement by Hygiene and Therapeutic Measures, Lorand opens with the

following premise:

[WThile it is still impossible for us to create a young man out of an old one, it is quite
within the boundaries of possibility, as we shall endeavour to demonstrate herein, to
prolong our term of youthfulness by ten or twenty years. In other words we need no
longer grown old at forty or fifty; we may live to the age of ninety or one hundred
years, instead of dying at sixty or seventy. All this can be brought about by the
observance of certain hygienic measures, and by improving the functions of a certain

few of the glandular structures in our body.”

52 Stephen Katz, Disciplining Old Age, p. 41.
53 Arnold Lorand, ‘Preface’, Old Age Deferred: The Causes of Old age and its Postponement by Hygiene and
Therapeutic Measures, 4" edn., trans. by Amold Lorand (Philadelphia: F.A Davis Company, 1913), p. iii.
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Old Age Deferred shows the same positivist bias as much geriatric/gerontological research
and prolongevity medicine today. In the nineteenth century medical advancements, meliorist
efforts of reformers in public health, and the gradual secularisation of life give rise to a new
prescriptive literature on old age. Ideas and theories on rejuvenation and ‘immortality’ move
from the stale scholasticism of some of its theological, philosophical, noninterventionist
medical roots to the commonplace of society and a reaffirmation of meliorism in response to
the problem of death in an ageing society. Lorand explains why age-associated phenomena
occur, offering a synthetic description of their manifestations and in the process extending the
work of its forbearers such as Hippocrates and Celsus and their work on the clinical aspects

of ageing.

The binary logic of normal versus pathological was far more visible with the development of
geriatrics (1850) and institutions such as La Salpetriére and Bicétre in France where
observations on the elderly were accumulated. At this time ‘the studies of old age became
exact and systematic® >*(with the exception of Charles Eduourd Brown-Sequard who, in 1889
claimed he could ‘rejuvenate old men with a tonic containing the crushed testicles of dogs”)*®
and senescence became a more acutely medicalised phase of life as the elderly began to be
studied in the therapeutic and juridical space of the asylum. It is possible that one root of age
prejudice and gerontophobia today is in the early nineteenth century’s institutional solution to
the problems of old age, as well its moralistic ideas about senescence where individuals,
‘committed to limitless accumulation of wealth and health, deman[d] relentless control over

one’s body and physical energy and vie[wed] physical decline and disease essentially as

5% Simone de Beauvoir, The Coming of Age, p. 21.
55 Stephen S. Hall, Merchants of Immortality: Chasing the Dream of Human Life Extension (New York:

Houghton Mifflin Company, 2003), p. 193.
16



failure or sin.”*® It was during the latter half of the nineteenth century that the very onset of
old age was in dispute, with the Friendly Societies Act of 1875 establishing 50 as the age at
which individuals were eligible for charitable gifts; the Old Age Pensions Committee of 1898
establishing 65 as the retirement age for men; and the Old Age Pensions act of 1908 pushing
this up to 70.%” In An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798)Thomas Malthus gives
some indication of the changes old age is undergoing: ‘man will not absolutely become
immortal, yet the duration between his birth and natural death will increase without ceasing
[...] and may be properly expressed through the word indefinite.”*® However, perhaps one of
the most formative periods in the formation of gerontological thought emerged in the early
twentieth century with the work of psychiatrist and neuropathologist Alois Alzheimer (1864-
1915) and his contemporaries. Conceptualising the ‘senile’ within a biomedical and
psychiatric framework, research into Alzheimer’s disease contributed ‘to the transformation
of what had been generally considered “senility” into a specific disease with specific
pathological characteristics and symptoms.”*® The work of Alzheimer and Emil Kraepelin
(1856-1926) on the pathological features of senility was perhaps a significant turning point in
the pathologisation of age and the emergence of old age as a sub-discipline of medicine. The
histological work of Alzheimer on Auguste D., charting the progress of brain atrophy in
sufferers of dementia, challenged what may have been the conventional or canonical indices

of decline in the elderly, and significantly destabilised the ‘assumption that mental and

% Thomas R. Cole, ‘The “Enlightened” View of Aging: Victorian Morality in a New Key’ in What Does it
Mean to Grow Old?: Reflections from the Humanities, ed. by Sally Gadow & Thomas R. Cole (USA: Duke
University Press, 1986), pp. 115-131 (p. 115).

S"Teresa Mangum, A Companion to Victorian Literature and Culture, p. 104.

58 Thomas Robert Malthus, 4n Essay on the Principle of Population, vol. 2 (London: Elibron Classics, 2006), p.
5.

% Patrick Fox, From Senility to Alzheimer's Disease: The Rise of the Alzheimer's Disease Movement, The
Milbank Quarterly, Vol. 67, No. 1 (1989), pp. 58-102 (59), http://www.jstor.org/stable/3350070 [accessed
12/11/11].
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physical deterioration were normal in old age.”®® Robert Butler (1927-2010), who coined the
term ‘ageism’ in 1968, believed that ‘virtually all of the physical and mental deterioration
commonly attributed to old age was more properly understood as the product of disease
processes distinct from aging,’®'which is what has been perhaps the consistent implication in
many of the earlier medical texts on ageing. The consignation of senility to the realm of
choice, as implied in its very medicalisation and the sheer amount of literature dedicated to its

cure, is neither novel nor particularly contentious by this peried.

For centuries, the subject of ageing has been connected less with existential angst or libidinal
fear of death, and more with a liberal humanism and growing secularism as people have
increasingly sought insight into, control over, and freedom from mortality. We might suggest
that prolongevity today is split between religion, mythos, and science fiction on the one hand,
and clinical rationality and scientific sophistication on the other. Oneiric fantasies of
immortality, notions of turning back time, defying age, or regaining one’s youth now
comprise relatively quotidian cultural discourses of ageing. They form the basis of trite
liberal humanist ideologies where individuals are invited to assume control over their body
and wilfully aestheticise, medicalise, or simply consume their way out of age. One is invited
to hold death in abeyance through a regimen of accoutrements in consumer culture and

biomedical interventions, including:

pharmaceutical drugs, cosmetic surgery, dieting and exercise, resonate with the
strength of consumer culture to create the desire for health, longevity, sexual

fulfilment, youth and beauty [...] [T]he malfunctioning body can be repaired, holding

607 F. Ballenger, ‘Progress in the History of Alzheimer’s Disease: The Importance of Context’ in Alzheimer’s
Disease: A Century of Scientific and Clinical Research, ed. by George Perry et al. (Amsterdam: IOS Press,
2006), p. 7.

8! Ibid., p. 10.
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at bay the ravages of time [...] promising the prospect of erasing boundaries between

chronobiology and physiological capacities in old age.®

Ideas of rejuvenation, or even the possibility of sempiternity, are overcome by a triteness,
rationalism, and pragmatism; they are swept up in high-income, youth-obsessed capitalist
cultures and associated less with science fiction and myth and more with healthcare
stratagems, commodity fetishism, dilettantish consumer beauty regimes, and medical and
scientific ambition. Immortality may retain its inherent transcendentalism, but may be
characterised as a bathetic transcendentalism —an ideology with religious, mythical, and
science-fictional origins, and a new form of humanism in the context of demographic change,
a panacea to the gerontocracy forged unwittingly from medical achievements of the past
century. As such, immortality begins to characterise more rational, logico-scientific
discourses of ageing, the everyday consumer vernacular, a liberal humanism and secular
optimism as people seek control over and insight into the ageing body and reconceptualise as
optional, reversible, or preventable the most quintessentially mortal of conditions: ageing.
Notions of turning back or arresting time are dominated by a triteness and uncanny
pragmatism as they increasingly characterise aspects of medicine, consumer capitalism, the
everyday vernacular and bourgeois mentality. With the plethora of anti-ageing products,”
discourses of immortality, it seems, are becoming further and further removed from the
realms of myth, alchemy, and more recently the alternative epistemologies of science fiction.
From the Gnostic imagination to empirical facticity, immortality and prolongevism comprise

a bureaucratic, medically and scientifically sophisticated system aimed not simply at

82 Pia C. Kontos, Ageing and Place: Perspectives, Policy, Practice, ed. by Gavin J. Andrews et al. (London &
New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 33.

83 E.g.: Clarins Multi-Active Night Youth Recovery Cream; Clarins Multi-Active Day Early Wrinkle Correction
Cream; D’Occitane Immortelle Anti-Ageing Recovery Set; Decleor Aroma Night Regenerating Beauty Cream;
Garnier Youthful Radiance Eye Roll-on; Clarins Age Control Hand Lotion; Decleor Vitaroma Wrinkle
Prevention Energising Eye Cream; L’Oreal Paris Dermo-Expertise Youth Code Rejuvenating Anti-Wrinkle
Night Cream; Emma Hardie Amazing Face Rejuvenating Night Cream; Darphin Age-Defying Dermabrasion;
Betty Hula The Secret Anti-Ageing Wonder; md Formulations Vit-A-Plus Anti-Ageing Serum; Trilogy Age-
Proof CoQ10 Serum; Lierac Diopticreme Age-Defense Cream for Winkles Around the Eyes.
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pathologising age but mortality. Rejuvenation, like for Aeson in Metamorphoses and Iolas in
The Children of Herakles, is swept up in notions of right and entitlement in high-income,
youth-obsessed capitalist cultures —a hedonistic utilitarianism where one has the right, and

more recently the means, to triumph over the limitations of the body:

The goal of staying “forever youthful” has become something of a fetish in modern
societies: the popularity of Botox, Viagra, facelifts, anti-ageing potions and other

modern elixirs of youth testify to that.**

The anti-ageing phenomenon in contemporary western culture has secularised more religious
configurations of immortality or the afterlife; have de-sensationalised the transcendentalism
and imaginative or alternative epistemologies of science fiction; have blurred the boundaries
between mythos and science, magic and technology; and have rendered science fiction a new
prescriptive literature for an ageing society. Discourses of immortality and rejuvenation have
deviated from their mythical, literary, religious, and esoteric medical roots, and have become
embroiled in a crass consumerism and banality as phrases such as ‘age rewind’, ‘age defy’,
and ‘turn back time’ begin to prevail in the more quotidian realm of consumer capitalism,
prolongevity medicine, and healthcare paradigms. Arguably they have even been connected
to a sense of urgency, a humanitarian concern or cultural exigency, as previously fantastical
or arcane realities and epistemologies gain a different significance —inherit a sardonic
pragmatism, perhaps —in the context of a society trying to cope with an ageing culture: the

gerontocracy, that is, forged unwittingly from its own medical achievements of the past

century.

The pathologisation of age has been considered by Tom Kitwood in Dementia Reconsidered

(1997) as a form of ageism. Kitwood argues that anti-ageing justifies and gives credence to

84 John Macnicol, ‘Analysing Ageism and Age Discrimination’ in Age Discrimination: An Historical and
Contemporary Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005}, p. 5.
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