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Introduction

On 277 “disabled” regular clerics :

125 (45%) were old :

• 110 men ; 15 women

• 40% old age alone ; 60% as an aggravating factor.

• 50% + resignation ; other sought to relax monastic obligations

How did the Apostolic Chancery used to determined whether favours could be given?

How did the petitioners and the Apostolic Chancery characterised old age ?

I. Biological age,

II. Cultural age (which depends on individual life circumstances)

III. Functional age (participation in society, mobility, etc.).

➢ Combination of the three definition of old age.

Petitions = requests by supplicants 

Letters = answers from the Apostolic Chancery 



I. Characterization of Old Age: Biological Age

Roman de la Rose, Belgium c. 1390 - MS G.32 fol. 101r (Morgan Library)De proprietatibus rerum, Bartholomeus Anglicus, 
France 15th c. BnF, Ms, Fr 134, f. 42v.



I. Characterization of Old Age: Biological Age

RV229, f. 180 R – Innocent VI to Thomas, the abbot of the Cistercian monastery of

Morimundi (Langres), 21 April 1355.

Cantiga, Codice Rico, f. 230v, ca 1280-1284 (RBME)

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 [...].



Cultural age depends on

• Individual’s life circumstances, including

o Gender,

o Status,

o Occupation

• Physical characteristics typically associated with old age 

o Burden for Others

o 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.

II. Cultural Age : Images of Old Age



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 [...].

RA 198, f. 24 R – Gregory XI to the Bishop of Palencia, 3rd January 1376.

Estoire del Saint Graal, La Queste del Saint Graal, 
London, British Library, Royal 14 E.iii, 14th c.

II. Cultural Age : Images of Old Age

Negative



II. Cultural Age : Images of Old Age

Positive

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.

Roman de la rose, Harl ms 4425 (British Museum)

RV 165, f. 27 V – Clement VI to Elissandra de Noeriis, from the Benedictine
monastery of St Mary of Jocro, 9 May 1345.



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.

So :

➢ 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”.

Then, an individual capacity was defined by :

• the community’s sense of the clerical missions,

• the individual’s subjective ability to succeed.

III. Functional Age



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.

III. Functional Age

RV 47, f. 142 V – Boniface VIII to the Archbishop of Genoa, 23 August 1295.

BNF, MS Français 20029, f. 10r



Conclusions
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34The grace was granted to regular clercis if they get:

• Physical health, 

• Ability to demonstrate social usefulness,

• Ability to manage the entrusted office.

‘Old age’ was tied to 

• the severity of the supplicant’s impairment,

• the cultural image of the older person, 

• the biological age can have its importance as a justification. 

➢ ‘Old age’ was delimited on a case-by-case basis for the pontifical institution, and on the basis of
experience for our present-day societies (biological age).



Thank you for

your attention
Ninon Dubourg

Ninondubourg.com

@NinonDubourg

Beinecke, MS 229, f. 180r

Panel “Age in Monastic Life”

57th International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo. May 9-14, 2022.


