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ML: I think it’s brilliant. The challenge is 
theater owners who are very old-school.  
They really believe you do theatrical first, 
a few months later you do DVD, a few 
months later you do video-on-demand 
[VOD], and then TV.

But I totally believe in collapsing all 
of those. It makes sense because studios 
don’t make any money selling tickets at 
the theater. People have acknowledged 
that theatrical releases are really just for 
marketing, and to get that New York Times 
review. It’s a marketing expense to play in 
a theater, so if you have a DVD and VOD 
in place, when that Times review hits, you 
have a lot of people reading that review, 
saying I want to see that, and I can buy it 
right now.

 
KH: Ne w deliver y methods have disr upted 
content production in e ver y type of media.  
How ha ve the y affected independent film? 
 
ML: With TiVo, VOD, iPhones, et cetera, 
as well as a glut of content, audiences are 
much more fragmented and people have 
shorter attention spans.  I think because of 

that there’s been a resurgence in short-form 
and episodic content. You are seeing a lot of 
film people migrate to TV. Martin Scorsese, 
in fact, has a new HBO series [Boardwalk 
Empire, scheduled for broadcast this year].

It’s because there is more money that 
can be made developing episodic dramas.  
[In] the episodic series you can have 
your short, contained episodes for easy 
consumability, and you can build character 
and story, too—over a series of episodes. 
Everyone is saying that TV is where the 
best drama is happening today, and I agree. 

KH: A longtime indie film executive recently said 
there’s a silver lining to the fragmentation of media, 

and it’s that because buzz—good or bad—spreads 
so rapidly, there’s a growing demand for quality 
films. Is that something you’ve noticed?

ML: People thought Snakes on a Plane, for 
example, was going to make so much 
money. But then when people actu-
ally saw it and saw how bad it was, they 
blogged about it and it didn’t end up 
doing as well as they expected. Word 
spreads like wildfire now, on the Internet 
and everywhere else, so if something does 

suck, you’re probably going to be dead in 
the water.  I don’t know that the appetite 
for good content is different. I just think 
that people kill bad content.

Kevin Hartnett ’03 is a freelance writer in Phila-
delphia. Children of Invention  opened in 
Boston for a “hometown run” on February 26 at 
the Brattle Theatre. It debuts simultaneously on 
March 12 in New York City (as part of a double 
bill at BIG Cinemas Manhattan) and in Los Ange-
les (at the Downtown Independent). 

An Ageless Voice  
on Aging 
Shakespeare on time’s passage—and potency

by adam kirSch

I
n the teeming univerSe of Shake-
speare’s plays, you can find people of 
any and every age. There are young 
children like Mamillius, the king’s son 

in The Winter’s Tale; teenage lovers like Ro-
meo and Juliet; and men in their prime, 
like Henry V. 

But as Maurice Charney, Distinguished 
Professor of English at Rutgers and past 
president of the Shakespeare Association 
of America, reminds us in Wrinkled Deep in 
Time: Aging in Shakespeare, a surprising num-
ber of the plays’ most powerful characters 
are very old. There is King Lear, of course, 

“fourscore and up-
ward, not an hour 
more or less,” who at 
the beginning of his 
play announces his 
intention to “unbur-
dened crawl toward 
death,” and by the 
end seems cosmically 
ancient: “The oldest 
hath borne most; we 
that are young/Shall 
never see so much, 
nor live so long,” Ed-
gar predicts. There is 
Falstaff, the fat old 
knight, who keeps 
flirting and boast-
ing despite his gray 
hair: “Have you not 

“Theatrical releases  
are really just for  
marketing and to get 
that New York Times 
review. It’s a market-
ing expense to play in  
a theater.”

Orson Welles  
produced, directed, 
and starred in the 
1952 Othello—a 
tale of jealous and 
declining potency.©
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a moist eye, a dry hand, a yellow cheek, a 
white beard, a decreasing leg, an increas-
ing belly?” another character demands, to 
which Falstaff replies, “The truth is, I am 
only old in judgment and understanding.” 
Then there is Lady Capulet, who after 
learning of her daughter’s tragedy declares, 
“O me, this sight of death is as a bell/That 
warns my old age to a sepulcher.”

But wait—Lady Capulet, old? In the 
first act of Romeo and Juliet, we learn that 
Juliet is about to turn 14, and her mother, 
trying to convince her to marry Paris, 
reminds her: “by my count, I was your 
mother much upon these years /That you 
are now a maid.” In other words, Lady 
Capulet should be around 28 years old—
a little early to be speaking about “my 
old age,” even in the sixteenth century, 
when life expectancy was much shorter 
than it is today. This is a dramatic exam-
ple of the way Shakespeare manipulates 
our sense of time, and aging, in the plays. 
As Charney puts it, the plays make use of 
“double time” or “long and short time,” 

in which the passage of time from scene 
to scene appears much more rapid than 
the span from the first act to the last.

Another way of 
putting it is that ag-
ing, in Shakespeare, 
is not chronological 
but psychological: 
“characters  seem 
to age in relation 
to the logic of the dramatic action rather 
than the logical progression of the narra-
tive.” Perhaps the most famous example is 
Hamlet, which gives conflicting accounts of 
its hero’s age. At the beginning of the play, 
Hamlet has just been called home from the 
University of Wittenberg, suggesting that 
he is a young man, in his teens or early 
twenties. In the fifth act’s graveyard scene, 
however, we learn that Yorick—the jester 
who “hath borne me on his back a thou-
sand times”—has been lying in the earth 
“three and twenty years,” which would 
seem to make Hamlet closer to 30. 

Such contradictions never trouble the au-

Wrong Place, Wrong Time: Trauma 
and Violence in the Lives of Young 
Black Men, by John A. Rich, M.P.H. ’90 
(Johns Hopkins, $24.95). The author, now 
a professor at Drexel University School 
of Public Health, offers a gritty, sobering 
view—sometimes from the blood-soaked 
ER—of epidemic shootings, stabbings, and 
street beatings.

Paleoclimates: Understanding Cli-
mate Change Past and Present, by 
Thomas M. Cronin, Ph.D. ’77 (Columbia, 
$95). Lest anyone doubt that there is sci-
ence involved in assessing climate change, 
the author—a geologist associated with 
Georgetown University and the U.S. Geo-
logical Survey—delivers a dense text on 
the hard (rock) evidence.

The Ideological Origins of American 
Federalism, by Alison L. LaCroix, Ph.D. 
’07 (Harvard, $35). “Federalism is every-

where and nowhere in American 
legal and political history,” observes 
the author, a lawyer and historian 
now professing at University of Chi-
cago Law School. Intrigued, she has 
sought out the ideas that resulted 
in a federalist government, before 

their inclusion in the Constitution.

A Vision for Venture Capital, by Pe-
ter A. Brooke ’52, M.B.A. ’54, with Daniel 
Penrice (University Press of New England, 
$29.95). A memoir of a life in finance by 
the founder of TA Associates and Advent 
International, who has his eye clearly on 
the economic value of investment, global 
growth, and a world untainted by excessive 
debt and quick-buck financial engineering.

Flawless, by Scott Andrew Selby, J.D. 
’98, and Greg Campbell (Union Square, 
$24.95). A breathless “inside,” blow-by-
blow, if not actually how-to, account of 
“the largest diamond heist in history” 
($128 million)—in Antwerp, naturally, on 
Valentine’s Day weekend, of course.

The Upside of Turbulence, by Donald 
Sull ’85, M.B.A. ’92, D.B.A. ’96 (Harper 
Business, $27.99). A business-strategy 

O f f  t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections

Wrinkled Deep in Time: 
Aging in Shakespeare, by 
Maurice Charney ’49 
(Columbia Univer-
sity Press, $29.50)

We Need 
YOUR Support

Help sustain Harvard Magazine’s editorial 
excellence and independent voice. Your 

gift of ANY SIZE makes a diff erence. 
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harvardmagazine.com/donate 
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As a special thank-you for your gift of 
$150 or more, you will receive our exclusive
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Othello becomes a 
tormenting parable of  
loss and aging.

book aimed at “seizing opportunity in an 
uncertain world” (prospective audience, 
these days: everyone), by a former Mc- 
Kinsey consultant, now a professor of 
strategy at the London Business School.

The Artist’s Eyes: Vision and the His-
tory of Art, by Michael F. Marmor ’62, 
M.D. ’66, and James G. Ravin (Abrams, $40). 
A sort of forensic aesthetics, copiously il-

lustrated, by a retina specialist and 
an art-minded fellow ophthalmolo-
gist, who interpret the eye and vi-
sion as seen through the works of, 
and by their effects on, Seurat, Ma-
tisse, Titian, Chuck Close, and others.

King of the Lobby, by Kathryn 
Allamong Jacob (Johns Hopkins, 
$40). The curator of manuscripts at 
Radcliffe’s Schlesinger Library pro-
vides a colorful look at Sam Ward, 
who parlayed good food, fine wine, 
and dinner conversation into pow-
er in Gilded Age Washington, D.C., 
pioneering the art of lobbying in a 

scandal-marred era.

Historic Photos of Harvard Univer-
sity, text and captions by Dana Bonstrom 
’77 (Turner, $39.95). A gallery of black-
and-white archival images, especially of 
buildings and architecture, from a panora-
ma of pre-Business School Allston to Low-
ell House under construction to Churchill 
reviewing cadets in the Yard, and more.

dience, Charney notes. For one thing, when 
you are seeing the play instead of reading it, 
you don’t have time to do the math. Shake-
speare wants us to pay attention not to the 
calendar, but to the inner growth Hamlet 
has undergone since the beginning of the 
play. We sense that “Hamlet now seems 
much older than he did when the play be-

gan,” not because he looks different, but 
because of the newfound maturity that al-
lows him to look calmly on death: “If it be 
now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, 
it will be now; if it be not now, yet it will 
come: the readiness is all.” 

At other moments in the plays and po-
ems, Charney shows, our sense of what it 
means to be old is unsettled by the very dif-
ferent way the Elizabethans thought about 

life and its stages. Not only did they not ex-
pect to live as long as we do, they did not 
expect to stay young as long. One of the ma-
jor themes of Shakespeare’s sonnets is the 
poet’s advice to his friend to get married 
and have children before he gets too old 
and his beauty is destroyed. The prospect 
of wrinkles is especially terrifying in these 
poems: they “dig deep trenches in thy beau-
ty’s field,” they are reminders of “mouthed 
graves” and “Time’s thievish progress,” they 
“[delve] the parallels in beauty’s brow.” Yet 
the deadline Shakespeare sets for this phys-
ical ruination, in Sonnet 2, is “When forty 
winters shall besiege thy brow.”

This foreshortened lifespan also helps 
to explain why love and lust, in characters 
whom we would see as not even middle-
aged, appear to Shakespeare as a kind of 
affront to nature. This is especially true 
when the characters are women. In his 
chapter on “Powerful Older Women,” 
Charney examines the dreadful, proto-
Freudian scene in which Hamlet confronts 
Gertrude in her bedroom. We never learn 

El Greco’s St. Jerome as a Scholar  
(c. 1610) shows horizontal  
elongation of the hands as well as  
the familiar vertical distortion.
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your MBA should be too.
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your career while earning 
your degree 
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exactly how old Gertrude is meant to be, 
but since Hamlet tells her, “at your age/
The heyday in the blood is tame,” Char-
ney deduces that she is “beyond her child-
bearing years.” That such a woman can 
still feel sexual desire is shocking to her 
son: “Nay, but to live/In the rank sweat of 
an enseamed bed,/Stewed in corruption, 
honeying and making love/Over the nasty 
sty,” he rants. 

To be fair, however, it is not only mid-
dle-aged women whose sexuality is dan-
gerous in Shakespeare. We tend to think 
of Othello as being in the prime of life, a 
warrior and lover whose passions are 
his undoing. But as Charney reminds us, 
he is actually meant to be on the cusp of 
old age. Othello describes himself as “de-
clined/Into the vale of years,” and he spe-
cifically tells Desdemona’s father that he 
no longer feels lust: “I…beg it not/To please 
the palate of my appetite,/Nor to comply 
with heat—the young affects/In me de-
funct….” Once we see Othello as an aging 

man, perhaps in his sixties, to the twenty-
something or even teenage Desdemona, 
the whole character of the play changes: it 
becomes a story of the tormenting loss of 
potency, a parable not just of jealousy but 
of aging. 

Wrinked Deep in Time, by reading the plays 
closely and thinking clearly about them, 
offers many such insights. “It seems to me 
now,” Charney writes in his introduction, 
“that Shakespeare was preoccupied with 
issues of aging that must have had an 
acute relation to his own sense of grow-
ing old.” Charney himself is “approaching 
Lear’s age,” he says, and “there is a certain 
autobiographical element” in his work; 
the match between Shakespeare’s preoc-
cupations and his own has allowed him 
to produce a fine and useful book.

Adam Kirsch ’97 is a senior editor at the New 
Republic and a columnist for the online magazine 
Tablet. His most recent collection of poems is In-
vasions (Ivan R. Dee).

Vann McGee would like to discover 
the origin of the following declension: “I 
am firm. You are stubborn. He or she is 
mule-headed.” He has heard it attributed 
to Bertrand Russell, but acknowledges 
that that might be just a rumor.

Richard Barbieri hopes someone can 
identify the book by a contemporary so-
cial scientist that begins with the thesis 
that everyone in the field is seeking a 
definition of what makes us human, but 
that it is unwise to publish one’s theory 
until late in life, so that one may die be-
fore critics take the theory apart. The 
book, he adds, “naturally continued with 
the author’s theory, but I forget what 
that was.”

“Learning about normal function-
ing from extreme cases” (Septem-
ber-October 2009). Camille Norton 
traced this assertion by Sigmund Freud 
to his essay “Femininity,” in New Introduc-
tory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, translated 
and edited by James Strachey (1965). The 

quotation reads: “Pathology has always 
done us the service of making discern-
ible by isolation and exaggeration condi-
tions that would remain concealed in a 
normal state” (page 107).

“I have spent sleepless nights that 
others might rest” (November-De-
cember 2009). Charles Miller, who sub-
mitted the original query, curious about 
a quotation in an essay by the late Har-
vard Law School professor Paul Freund, 
writes that he has “discovered a ‘near 
enough’ source for the internal quota-
tion. The ‘German historian’ referred to 
is Theodor Mommsen. The quotation 
is from a eulogy to Mommsen com-
posed in 1903 by the theologian Adolf 
von Harnack: ‘His sleepless nights have 
brightened our day.’ Harnack himself was 
quoting Goethe on Schiller.”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words
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What’s New 
on the Web

In the last issue, the edi-
tors introduced a new feature 

called “Your Take” and asked readers 
to join an online discussion about how 
work-life concerns had affected career 
choices. Among the responses:

And don’t miss this issue’s 
other Web Extras:

 an audio interview with Harvard 
psychology professor and happiness 
expert Dan Gilbert 

 a video tutorial on 
analyzing horse racing 
with Steven Crist ’78, 
publisher of the  
Daily Racing Form

 background on the experts who 
participated in the roundtable on China 

See harvardmag.com/extras  
for these and more.

“My failure to take into consideration 
work-life balance kept me single and 
caused me to miss the boat for having a 
family of my own. Women should not be 
afraid to discuss this.”

“As a child of the ’60s, I find this 
dilemma most unsettling. The Women’s 
Movement was supposed to liberate 
all of us from gender roles that were 
too confining. It feels like women got 
liberated from nothing, and men got 
liberated from it all.”

Visit harvardmag.com/extras 
to answer this issue’s “Your Take” 

question: Alumni, 
current students, and 
parents, how do your ex-
periences compare to those 
described in the feature 
article “Nonstop” (page 
34), which explores the 

unremittingly hectic lives of Har-
vard College students today?




