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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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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?


