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What did it mean to “BE OLD?” 

During the middle ages, there were numerous perspectives on at what age one 

became “old,” as well as what it meant to be old. When chronology was taken 

into consideration medieval medical texts varied.

When Hippocrates wrote his Seven Ages of Man he had the sixth and seventh 

stages devoted to the aged. The sixth stage, titled presbutes or “seniority”, was 

made up of people ages forty-five to fifty-six. His seventh stage was all people 

ages fifty-six and upwards, and was titled geron or “old age.”

Galen had different views on who was old. His Fourfold Division of Life was 

created with geron or “old age” beginning at age sixty. Galen described the 

aging process as, “the advanced wasting og the innate heat until it became 

inadequate to keep up with the remaining radical moisture, however little.” 

Thirteenth century physician Bernard de Gordon declared in his work On the 

Conservation of Human Life that the human life was divided into three stages; 

stage one was from birth to age fourteen, stage two from age fourteen to thirty-

five, and stage three titled aetas senectutis being everyone age thirty-five and 

upward. 

Dante’s Convivio had four stages, the last two being senetute and senio. 

Senetute, meaning old age, consisted of people ages forty-five to seventy-five. 

Senio meant extreme old age and consisted of people ages seventy to death. 

Aldo Brandino of Siena wrote Le Regime Du Crops in the thirteenth century. He 

considered extreme old age to be people ages sixty to death, and he titled this 

stage of life as senium.  

The treatise ‘On the Nature of Things’ written in the middle of the thirteenth 

century by Thomas de Cantimpre divided life into seven stages. Stages five 

through seven described growing old. Stage five, senectus or old age, was 

believed to be people ages fifty to seventy. Stage six was titled etas decrepita 

and meant decrepitude, this stage was made up of people ages seventy to 

death. Stage seven was the stage of death and was titled mors. 

Life Expectancy At Birth  
Year 3000: 40

Year 1375: 18

Year 1400: 20

Year 1427: 28

These numbers are likely so low due to the Black Death of 

1348 and the epidemics which followed. Of those who 

survived, the majority lived into their fifties and sixties. 

The Four Humors 
The belief of the Four Humors was essential in 

all aspects of life in the Middle Ages. Men were 

hot and wet, while women cold and dry. 

Characterizations of the sexes would be made 

based off of the humors; men were thought to be 

hot and wet because they were more active than 

women and they produced ejaculate. If someone 

was sick or showing signs of confusion, doctors 

would recommend methods to heat or cool 

someone back to their normal temperatures. It 

was believed that as one aged, their humoral 

structure would be altered. Arnold de Villanova 

stated as men became older their masculinity 

diminished and they would become cold. Women 

were believed to become hot because they 

would experience hot flashes and fits of rage, 

and to turn wet because they would cry often. 

The humors were basically used to uphold the 

patriarchal society of the time. 

“Amid the strains and labors of youth one does not notice old age 

creeping up on one… It does not take over all of a sudden, but destroys by 

slow degrees.” –Arnold de Villanova (c. 1235-1311) 

“Faithfully, carefully, prudently care for it [life], and offer it all that is in 

you; drive away recurring diseases, postpone old ag, which is subject only 

to death’s power.” –Petrarch, 1361. 

Medieval Symptoms of Growing Old:

- Insomnia 

- Mental restlessness (modern day dementia)

- Paleness 

- Wrinkling of the skin 

- Excess of mucus

- Foul phlegm 

- “General injuring of the organs of sense” (losing 

ones’ senses)

- Physical and mental weakness 

- Swollen belly 

- Lost teeth 

- White hair 

- Shaking of the body

- Shrinking (becoming shorter)

- Returning to traits of infancy 

Some of these “symptoms” are characteristics we 

attribute with growing old today, such as wrinkly skin 

and white hair. 
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The Elderly in Jewish 

Communities

From researching medieval Jewish texts, we see 

the aging process being described in a different 

light. Women were described to have reached old 

age once they had lost the power of procreation, 

while men were thought to have reached old age 

once they had lost their physical agility and 

mental acumen. Becoming old meant “becoming 

dependent on physical support and strength of 

others.” Honoring thy father and mother was the 

Fifth Commandment which the Rabbis of the 

Talmud extended to meaning one must provide 

material support, such as food and clothing, to 

their parents in old age.  While growing old was 

seen as negative in the Jewish community, it was 

a positive to be elderly if one was involved in 

court. The elderly almost always received the 

positive ruing, due to the “honor and wisdom 

which they possessed.”  
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