Complaints of an Old Lady: Sappho, Women, and the Aging Process

	In his On Generation of Animals, Aristotle debates the relationship between old age and disease, ultimately determining that they are analogous. He concludes that “disease is acquired old age, whereas old age is natural disease,” τὴν μὲν νόσον γῆρας ἐπίκτητον, τὸ δὲ γῆρας νόσον φυσικήν (Arist. GA 784b33-35). This negative association is often interpreted as a being unique to the male experience, while women’s lives are believed to improve with age (Bremmer 1987). The authors of the Hippocratic gynecological treatises do not treat menopause as a pathological condition; instead, the cessation of menses due to old age is considered a natural process.	  Yet, neither discussions of aging in Aristotle nor the Hippocratic corpus adequately address how old age was understood by the women who were experiencing it. 
	However, the recently discovered fragments of Sappho provide valuable insight into female old age, especially women’s own perceptions. Since it was first announced to the world by M. L. West in 2005, the “New Sappho” fragments have been widely studied by scholars of Sappho and early Greek poetry (Greene and Skinner 2009). There have been few treatments of the fragments in relation to larger issues of female health and old age. In this paper, I will discuss how these Sappho fragments provide further evidence for the ancient ambivalence towards old age. In particular, they provide valuable evidence for the non-gendered nature of this ambivalence, namely that both men and women had mixed feelings about the aging process.  
	By examining the fragments of Sappho in conjunction with descriptions of old women and their health in the Hippocratic corpus, I will argue that old age was understood to have both positive and negative effects on women’s health. Moreover, I will argue that these contradictory elements present a more complex vision of female old age than is generally seen in the stereotypes of old women in Greek literature (Henderson 1987; Pratt 2000). By recognizing the multifaceted nature of female old age, it is possible to have a more complete understanding of women’s life-stages. 
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