
Old Age in the 
Victorian Novel 
(Shirley): Literary 
Age Studies



Literary Age Studies: Key Ideas

Old age is conventionally considered as the end stage of life anticipating death, 
as chronological end of life, distinct and separate from youth.

Instead, old age might be considered as contiguous with youth, not as a stage 
distinct from it.  Old age is in tension and flux with youth, the same way the 
past is with the present.

Rather than thinking of the aged as surplus, senile, of having already lived, of 
being physically wasted, unattractive, garrulous, we can consider what older 
characters offer and contribute to others, to society.   

For women in particular, common perceptions of old age reinforce gender 
stereotypes that focus on a woman’s appearance, behavior, and psychology.  
Value is placed on youth, marriage, and reproduction.  Like gender, age is a 
social construction.

How does Shirley represent aging?



The Old Maids in Shirley: Miss Ainley and 
Miss Mann

How they are perceived by others and society and what 
Caroline discovers about them: Caroline’s visit with each: Ch 
10, pp 171-75; 175-77

Shirley solicits Miss Ainley’s help with her charity scheme: Ch 
14, pp 253-55

What about Mr. Hall? Ch 14, pp 255-56
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