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My research

I argue that although women (as a
group) have always lived longer than
men, women’s appearance as they age,
has largely been interpreted as
accelerated and more punitive.

George Edward
Day(1815–1872)
George Edward Day
was born in Tenby. He
was the son of George
Day of Manorabon
House, Swansea and
his wife Mary Hale.

George Edward Day
George Edward Day wrote a common sense
book from the physician's perspective on
aging in 1848. He complained that other
physicians had little interest in caring for the
ills of the aged (Morley 1133).

Achievements

• Day recognised and provided a clinical
description of Alzheimer’s disease
• He worked out that the largest
proportion of older people die in the
winter and thus cautions them to be
careful during these months.
• Day recognised that milk with added
sugar that he recommends as being a
dietary supplement, and the
nutritional value of eggs in the diet of
the elderly.

His ideas harked backwards to those of
Hippocrates and Aristotle
Day wrote that women showed signs of ageing from about forty years
of age, whereas men did not start to look old until they were between
forty-eight or fifty.
Declining age he argued extended “in women to about the fifty-second
year, and in men to about the sixtieth. Advanced age, or incipient old
age, extending in women from fifty-three to about sixty-five, and in
men from sixty to seventy. Mature or ripe old age, dating from the
preceding period, and extending to about seventy-five in the female,
and eighty in the male (Day 26).

How does this
relate to
literature and
culture?

In the period, there was a degree of
similarity between the form of the
Victorian novel and the medical
journal. This is because Victorian
doctors wrote alongside authors, in
journals and shared a classical or
literary education (Kennedy 2010).
Both forms relied on the meaning of
physical appearance. For medical
diagnosis or in the case of the novel, to
imply moral and social meaning.

It can be affirmed that at all times men have striven to interpret
pathological facts in accordance with the views of the physiology
in vogue.
—Jean-Martin Charcot, Clinical Lectures on the Diseases of old
Age (1881).

Charles Dickens’s ageing women
and their (de)composition
• Miss Havisham’s skin
• Mrs Skewton’s body
• Flora Finching’s weight

Miss Havisham’s skin (Great Expectations,
1861)
… corpse-like… the frillings and trimmings on her bridal dress,
looking like earthy paper. I knew nothing then of the discoveries
that are occasionally made of bodies buried in ancient times,
which fall to powder in the moment of being distinctly seen; but,
I have often thought since, that she must have looked as if the
admission of the natural light of day would have struck her to
dust (60).

Mrs Skewton’s body (Dombey and Son, 1850)
The painted object shrivelled underneath her hand; the form
collapsed, the hair dropped off, the arched dark eyebrows
changed to scanty tufts of grey; the pale lips shrunk, the skin
became cadaverous and loose; an old, worn, yellow, nodding
woman, with red eyes, alone remained … huddled up, like a
slovenly bundle, in a greasy flannel gown (365).

Flora Finching’s weight (Little Dorrit, 1857)
Flora, always tall, had grown to be very broad too, and short of
breath; but that was not much. Flora, whom he had left a lily,
had become a peony ; but that was not much. Flora, who had
seemed enchanting in all she said and thought, was diffuse and
silly. That was much. Flora, who had been spoiled and artless
long ago, was determined to be spoiled and artless now. That
was a fatal blow. (143).

Modern
attitudes to
women’s ageing

There’s an old adage: Men age like
a fine wine, while women age like
a glass of milk. Jokes come in
endless supply when it comes to
aging and the inevitability of
earning senior citizenship (Olson).
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