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The ambivalence of old age confronted with practical sources: 

the cases of elderly regular clerics facing the pontifical institution. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

[PPT 2] Petitioners – monks, abbeys, nuns and abbesses alike – wrote to the pope to 

request a dispensation, allowing them to adapt to the prohibitions and regulations 

contained in canon law. With its reply, the Holy See determined whether such favours 

could be given, and on what basis.  

The corpus for today is composed of 125 old regular clerics, representing 

approximatively the half of all regular clerics. They are 15 women for 110 men. Old age is 

cited as the singular cause of impairment in 40% of cases. In the 60% of the cases 

remaining, old age was a supplementary, probably aggravating factor in instances of 

mental or physical impairments. More than the half of them sought to resign or to have 

an assistant who can help them do their job, while others wished to relax their monastic 

obligations because of their age and health conditions.  

The prominence of age as a factor of impairment is unsurprising for the regular clergy. 

Taken as a group, they had disproportionately high rates of elderly members compared 

with the rest of society. They were more insulated and protected than the general 

population thanks to their special status and the relative autonomy of their lifestyle. 

In this way, these letters offer readers a potent insight into old people’s lives: they 

testify as to what those persons could or could not do, and perhaps more importantly, 

what they wanted or did not want to do.  

I will try to show that, in those documents, old age was characterized by several 

operative criteria: biological age, cultural age and functional age, and that the three were 

combined.  
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I. Characterization of Old Age: Biological Age (2’) 

[PPT 3] Old age is the last period of life and begins around the age of 50 or 60, 

according for example to the thirteenth century encyclopaedia De proprietatibus rerum, 

where old age, as represented here on the right of the miniature, is situated after 50 

years old. In the same century literature, Guillaume de Lloris, in his Roman de la Rose, 

listed the characteristics of old age: alteration of face and mind, bodily deterioration and 

its inescapable nature.  

On all pontifical letters that mention ‘old age’ as cause of impairment, only few 

disclose the writer’s age: these petitioners range from 50 to 80 years old, with an 

average age of 67.  

[PPT 4] The youngest of the old petitioner was 50 years old, at least. Although he did 

not describe himself as old, the abbot Thomas asked on 21 April 1355 to be allowed to 

eat meat while on the road: 

You have presented to us that, while you are fifty years old and more, 
you have to travel to various parts of the world to visit other monasteries 

and places of your order, and that in these monasteries and places that 

you visit you cannot eat the food necessary to sustain your body. You ask 
us to allow you and another monk from your monastery of Morimundi, 
who travels with you to manage the affairs of the monastery, to receive 
permission to eat meat on all days except those on which it is commonly 

forbidden to eat meat [...]. 

No matter how resolved supplicants themselves were to obey by monastic rules, the 

rigorous lifestyle of the Cistercians, and the various monastic duties, rendered many 

unfit, or unable, to continue to live a very rigorous asceticism. It appears in this case that 

giving one’s age was a criterion for receiving grace, because it explained why he had to 

eat meat in order to stay healthy, and why the rules had to be bend.  

So, it seems that the body condition of the elderly person counts more than the 

number of years: senescence was indeed seen as a chronic disability in medieval times, 

insofar as it leads to the decline of the senses as well as mental and physical weaknesses 

which can be viewed in two different ways, one negative and one positive. 
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I. Cultural Age: Images of Old Age (5’) 

[PPT 5] Cultural age depends on an individual’s life circumstances (including gender, 

status, and occupation), and the extent to which they possessed the physical 

characteristics typically associated with old age (i.e., burden for Others or figure of 

wisdom). The meaning of old age changes culturally according to the value we place on 

the elderly and especially according to 'life expectancy', i.e. the capacity of a society to 

lead a part of its population to an age where the effects of ageing begin to be seen.  

Medieval people have an ambiguous image of old age, illustrating the ambivalence felt 

by each society regarding this condition, here, mostly linked to the question of power 

and authority of old disabled regular clerics (man and woman alike).  

A. Negativ (5’30) 

[PPT 6] On one hand, old age could have negative consequences when the community 

is obsessed with productivity: then, the elderly persons will be marginalised, as they cost 

more than they contribute. A letter from Gregory XI to the bishop of Palencia wrote on 3 

January 1376, regarding Abbot Lupus, is particularly illustrative on this topic: 

The request sent to us by the dear brothers Petrus Fernandus de 
Castellanos, prior of the cloister and the convent of the Benedictine 

monastery of Onia, immediately submitted to the Holy See, in the diocese 
of Burgos, contains that, in order to provide for the dear son Lupus, abbot 

of the said monastery, who about three years ago contracted a serious 
illness leading to continuous mental insanity, so much so that he has 

become useless to administer anything, [to the extent that] the property of 
the said monastery is a little more in ruins every day, but, wishing that the 

said monastery be managed in a healthy way, they elected dear brother 
Garsius Fernandi, sacristan of the said monastery, as coadjutor [...]. 

So, as Lupus’ mental dysregulation remains grave, the Prior and the entire monastic 

community at Onia wrote to the Pope to inform the Chancery that they had voted for the 

installation of a coadjutor. Most of the time, a coadjutor was ordered to be appointed for 

assistance because the petitioner could no longer assume any of the administrative tasks 

attached to their office, while preparing them to take over, without the need to remove 

the abbot from his office. Of course, Gregory concurred with the community’s decision, 

and we can see that no mention was made of the moral dimension of the abbot’s 
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condition – but that the letters emphasised the old age in terms of negative influences in 

the management of his community’s affairs.  

This example demonstrates the way in which old age re-orients an individual’s 

former, youthful identity: Lupus no longer embodied wisdom, and, indeed, was rather a 

figure of embarrassment, unworthy of holding his office.  

B. Positiv (8’) 

[PPT 7] On another hand, resignation could be seen as a positive action. For example, 

in patriarchal communities, the old man obtains a prominent social status and may even 

gain more power through his longevity and experience, emphasising the wisdom of the 

elders. We can find this image in the hagiographic accounts or monastery chronicles that 

necessarily inspired the regular clerics’ writings to the Popes.  

In this model, old age was presented as a time of peace, prayer, and contemplation. 

The letter sent on 9 May 1345 by Clement VI to the abbess Elissandra de Noeriis is 

illustrative: 

The petition that you brought to our attention contained that, now a 
nun, while you were until recently abbess of the Benedictine monastery of 

St Mary of Jocro, belonging to the Roman Church, in the diocese of Meaux, 
in the last moments of your life you ardently wished to devote your 

humble desires, all your actions and worldly concerns to God only, to 
submit yourself in quiet peace and conscious devotion, which was not 
possible when you were abbess, because of the abbatial dignity and 

administration of the monastery, tired by the difficulties and concerns of 
the aforementioned monastery and weighed down by old age. In short, we 
wish, based on your merits, to respond favourably to your requests in this 
regard, so that you may live in the house and manor of Clareo, belonging 
to the Jocro estate of this monastery, with a portion of bread and wine for 

you and your four servants, and a pension of 300 livres tournois in the 
currency of the kingdom of France, to take care of you for the rest of your 

days. 

Elissandra freely relinquished her office and became a simple nun in light of her 

advanced age and associated exhaustion, and then benefited from privileges when she 

"retire", because the highest-ranking clergy did not resign without compensation. The 

Church’s ambivalent attitude towards old age was crystallized in the pragmatic 

compassion shown by the Chancery: older clerics were never outright rejected or 
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othered in my corpus, as in some literary texts. Rather, the Chancery acknowledged the 

practical issues at hand.  

Yet, it sought, by and large, to support elderly members of the community with 

respect and dignity, as long as they followed appropriate protocols and, crucially, looked 

for adjustments before a crisis ensues. Then, the Pontifical Chancery adopted a third way 

in which she sought above all to determine the functionality of the supplicant. 

II. Functional Age (10’30) 

[PPT 8] The pontifical chancery’s willingness to grant pardons according to a 

supplicant’s capacity, or lack thereof, was directly related to its strategic managerial 

mission. Incapacity had to be adjudicated on a case-by-case basis: measurements of 

normative capacity were tied to the requirements and expectations of a given social role. 

In this way, an individual capacity was defined by the community’s sense of the clerical 

missions, and by the individual’s subjective ability to succeed.  

[PPT 9] The case of abbot Nicolaus is illuminating here. A missive from Boniface VIII, 

addressed to the archbishop of Genoa on 23 August 1295, details that: 

It has been stated before us by the dear son Nicolaus, abbot of the 

monastery of St Stephen of Genoa, Order of St Benedict, that, already 
broken by his illness and the weakness of his own aged body, he has 

become unable to ensure the government of his monastery in an efficient 
manner, and therefore he wishes to resign (freely) from his abbacy. Thus, 

this abbot has begged us to take care of his resignation. […] If he ever 
suffers from the lack of certain necessities, let him receive a stipend from 
the goods of this monastery in order to be able to feed himself sufficiently 
according to what may be assigned by the monastery and for as long as 

you deem it appropriate. 

Nicolaus, broken by illness and old age, received material support after his abdication. 

It shows that resignation was characterized as a positive action, a mechanism by which a 

cleric could be offered additional support, not as a negative consequence of physical or 

mental impairment.  

This is equally illustrated by the famous example of Francisco of Assisi, who withdrew 

from his order in 1219, leaving it in the hands of his followers, as a result of a leprosy-

like disease. What’s more, Francis is not a unique example of a ‘retiree’ saint. Various 

hagiographic accounts and monastery chronicles present similar accounts of other holy 
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men and women entering retirement in a highly positive light. In these cases, which 

necessarily inspired clerics’ writing to the popes, the saint’s decision to renounce their 

office was applauded: it prevented the ruin of ecclesiastical goods and affairs.  

Conclusions (14’) 

[PPT 10] To conclude, Petitions and papal letters helped us to identify the archetypes 

of medieval old age and to question medieval definitions of age. 

The physical health, the ability to demonstrate social usefulness and to manage the 

entrusted office allowed the pontifical institution to determine whether or not the grace 

could be granted. Within it, old age represented the paragon of the physical or mental 

conditions justifying the attribution of the pontifical grace. I argued that the onset of ‘old 

age’ was tied less to a specific number than to the severity of the supplicant’s 

impairment and the cultural image of the older person, in which the biological age can 

have its importance, mostly as a justification.  

In our time, the system seems simplified, since biological age often constitutes a 

universal barrier for access to certain rights or for entering and leaving a function. 

However, physical or mental validity - delimited on a case-by-case basis for the pontifical 

institution, and on the basis of experience for our present-day societies - makes it 

possible to determine the entry into senescence.  


