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NITEPATYPO3HABCTBO

YK 821.111.09

THE PORTRAIT OF THE OLD LADY IN ERIC COBLE’S
THE VELOCITY OF AUTUMN

faddaw A.B.,

KuiecbKunia yHiBepcuTeT imeHi bopuca piHuyeHKa

This article examines the portrayal of the elderly lady in the play “The Velocity of Autumn” (2014). Content
analysis of the play suggests that the author modeled a charismatic ambivalent character who overcomes
the oppression of the cross-generational bond. The female protagonist of the male playwright subverts
disempowerment stereotypically associated with aging. Yet the oppression still takes place in the form
of the language: there is a great deal of ageist self-stereotyping in the language of the elderly character.
In terms of the play’s poetics the images of home and the tree in front of the window turn out as the pro-
jections of the character’s elderly self.

Key words: the elderly, octogenarian, self-stereotyping, military discourse, aging, disempowerment,
loneliness.

Y cmammi docnidxeHo opmu penpeseHmauii nepcoHaxy noxusnozo eiky y n'eci «lllgudkicme ocei»
(2014). 30iticHeHut aHaniz 0eMoOHCMpYe MOOeIIO8AHHA Opamamypeom o6pasy xapusmMamu4yHoi ma am-
bisaneHmHoi 80-n1imHbOI naxi, AKil 80aeMbcA NOGOAAMU YMUCKU MIXXNOKOMIHHUX CMOCYHKI8. Busese-
HO, WO 8 meKcmi npucymHi hopmu onpecii Ha NiH28iCMUYHOMY pigHi — y camocmepeomunizayii ma
elti0XKUCMCbKUX 8UC/IOB/TIOBAHHAX 20/108HOI 2epoiHi. [loemukaneHul sumip meopy npedcmasnieHud 06-
pazamu 6youHky ma depesa, AKi 8UCMyNaoMe NPOEKYIAMU iDeHMUYHOCMI JTIMHbLO20 NePCOHAXY.

Knioyoei cnosa: noxunuu gik, camocmepeomuni3ayis, 8iticekosul OUCKYpC, CMAapiHHA, CAMOMHICMe.

B cmamee uccnedyromca hopmsl penpeseHmayuu nNepCcoHaxXa noxusiozo 803pacma 8 nvece «CKopocme
oceHu» (2014). lposedéHHbIl aHanu3 demMoHcmMpupyem mooenuposarHue opamamypeom o6pasa xapus-
mamuyeckol u ambusaneHmHou 80-nemHel 0amel, KOMOPoU yoaémca npeodosiems 2HEM MeXNOoKo-
JleHqeckux omHoweHud. OnpedesieHo, YmMo 8 mekcme npucymcmaytom opmMel ONPeCcUU Ha A3bIKOBOM
ypOBHe — 8 CamocmepeomunNu3ayuu U 3U0XUCMCKUX 8bICKA3bI8AHUSAX 2/1a8HOU 2epouHuU. losmukans-
HbIlU acnekm npou3gedeHus npedcmassieH obpasamu doma u depesa, Komopele 8biCMyNAOM NPOEKYUs-
MU UOEHMUYHOCMU NOXU/I020 NePCOHAXA.

Knro4desole coesa: noxusol 603pacm, camocmepeomunu3ayus, 80eHHsIU AUCKYpC, cmapeHue, 00UHO-
yecmeo.

With the unprecedented increase of the elderly
population in world demography of the 20" century
the representations of late adulthood occur more and
more frequently in fiction. In his “Stories of Ageing”
the British sociologist Mike Hepworth observes that
fictional representations of ageing “often reveal a wide
gulfbetween public images and definitions of later life
and the subjective experience of the individual” [5,
30]. Another British scholar Jeannette King discovers
“the emergence in our cultural landscape of a fiercely
independent and self-determining class of “third
agers”, strongly resistant to dominant narratives
of aging-as-decline” [6, xii]. A recent development in the
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humanities, the age studies, advances in a number
of new directions, with the literary gerontology
among them. This budding interdisciplinary branch
operates in the similar to feminism domain especially
concerning the literary representations of female
aging. The Austrian scholar Roberta Maierhofer
(1999) argues:

<...> literary gerontology — not only when
dealing with women and age — has much to learn
from feminist criticism... The feminist concept that
individual identity, both in literature and society,
is culturally constructed and tied to race, class,
and gender can be extended to the notion of age.
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As feminist theory distinguishes between sex and gender,
so should a distinction be made between chronological
age and the cultural stereotypes associated with old
people, which should help escape the confining binary
opposition of young and old [7, 130].

Maierhofer’s instrument of analysis is the femi-
nist concept of the “resisting reader” suggesting that
“readers who resist the imposition of traditional
interpretation, question the overt meaning of the text,
and challenge the codification of meaning and received
opinions about specific texts, perform political acts
that transcend the realm of literary studies” [ibid.].
In her “La Vieillesse” Simone de Beauvoir articulates:
“theproblem ofoldageisoneof power” [1,89]. Literary
gerontologists explore inter alia forms of power or
its lack in relation to subjective experience of aging
dissecting fictional characters. The scholars in literary
gerontology reveal and analyze ageist representations
as stereotypes and look for the models of resistance

and subversion which break the prescribed social

roles. The US scholar Barbara Waxman claims that
“literary critics are social critics <...> to foster social
change regarding old age” [10, 2]. One of the pioneers
in literary gerontology Kathleen Woodward writes
that “... in the West our representations of old age
reflect a dominant gerontophobia. Almost any text
can confirm it” [11, 7]. The American scholar argues:
“In our culture we are profoundly ambivalent, and
primarily negative, about old age” [11, 8]. Therefore,
the relevance of the present study is important in the
context of the world-wide demographical crisis and
discrimination of the elderly. The goal of my paper
is to elaborate the male playwright’s construction
of female aging identity, namely the way the old lady
portrayal is built. To complete the goal the following
tasks are set: to identify the gerontological markers in
the literary portrait of the protagonist; to detect her
strategy of adaptation to the late adulthood; to single
out the peculiarities of the language of aging.

The protagonist of The Velocity of Autumn
is an 80-years-old Alexandra living on her own
in Brooklyn, New York. The play is built according
to the Aristotelian principles of dramatic unity:
the action takes place in Alexandra’s second-floor
livingroom withinan hour, the scene remains the same
in the run of the play thus presenting a unifying
whole. The plot is centered around the intention
of the octogenarian Alexandra to put her flat on fire
in case of being attacked either by her children,
or police. Her intention is spurred by the fear of moving
to a nursing home whereto her elder middle-aged
son and daughter plan to place the old lady. In fact,
the abovementioned characters do not appear onstage.
Instead, the youngest son Chris clambers into
Alexandra’s apartment through the window using
a large tree nearby as a ladder. Their encounter is
the jumping-oft ground for further action of the play.
Living apart for twenty years, mother and son seem
to misunderstand each other at the exposition yet they
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manage to come to terms in the denouement. Chris
gets to listen to his elderly mother and hear what is
significant to her persuading Alexandra to finish her
siege and go together outside.

What comes to the front while reading the play
is that the dramatist Eric Coble employs the military
discourse in developing his subject line and the char-
acters. The language the playwright uses is often
metaphorical in terms of the concept “Argument is
war”. Alexandra’s first response to the appearance
of Chris through the window is negation. When Chris
declares thathe came to see her, Alexandra denies him:
“No. No... no... no... You're not here. You're not
here” [2, 6]. What follows next is the author’s remark:
“She tries to get out of her chair — it’s a battle — He’s
trying to get in the window — it’s a battle” [ibid.].
The concept ofbattle organizes the further action. Asking
for help while hanging two stories above the ground
Chris does not get a helping hand. A la guerre comme
a la guerre! Alexandra steps away from the window
saying: “Should have thought of that before you tried
to break into an old lady’s house” [ibid.]. This first
reference to the literary portrait of the protagonist
in the play is the strong gerontological marker of the
text. Alexandra’s next identification with a lady in the
old-fashioned meaning of a woman who behaves in
a way that is traditionally considered to be suitable for
a woman is ageist and self-stereotyping. Addressing
her son Alexandra mentions: “You shouldn’t be
spending [time] with some demented old lady” [2, 20].
Also she adds: “Some crazy old lady locked in her
own house?” [2, 38]. In spite of the generally positive
identification with the old lady, adjectives “demented”
and “crazy” are examples of negative self-perception
of the individual aging or self-stereotyping. According
to the recent data presented by Spanish gerontologists,
“... when young people are around older people
they adjust their behaviors in ways that reflect age
stereotypes, and thus, activate the age stereotypes
in older individuals” [4, 128]. Next allusion to the
lady status has rather striking negative connotation:
Alexandra narrates her experience of feeling old
for the first time. Interestingly enough her feeling is
a mirror reflection of her grown-up children:

<...> it was a few years ago, when I saw how
Jennifer and Michael started looking at me. Or how
they treated me. They never said anything, but... I saw
myself so clearly in their eyes... And this time I was
fragile. I needed help. I needed protection. I was an old
lady (2, 27].

This short fragment of life review in the form of remi-
niscence (with which the play abounds) emerges
as an important gerontological marker shedding light
upon the protagonist’s identity. Even though “ageist
stereotypes are often conveyed through spoken
words” [3, 520], one can observe ageism practice
performed via non-verbal interaction. One more self-
reference to the image of lady completes the portrait
of the protagonist for it visualizes her integrity —
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