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Abstract:

William Shakespeare’s monologue “The Seven Ages of Man”, extracted from As You
Like It (Act Il, Scene VII), stands as one of the most celebrated reflections on the human
condition. Presented through the metaphor of a theatrical performance, the poem divides
life into seven distinct stages. This research paper delves into its literary techniques,
structure, thematic essence, tone, philosophical depth, and cultural relevance, offering a
comprehensive interpretation of this timeless work.

Preface

The timeless monologue “The Seven Ages of Man” from William Shakespeare’s As You
Like It stands as a powerful reflection on the transient, cyclical, and performative nature
of human life. Though penned in 16th-century England, its philosophical essence
transcends temporal and cultural boundaries. This research paper is an attempt to explore
how Shakespeare’s poetic insight resonates with the ancient spiritual wisdom of India,
particularly the teachings of the Vedas, Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, Shrimad
Bhagavatam, and the Vachanamrut.

By examining the poem through the lens of Sanatana Dharma, we uncover striking
parallels in the understanding of the self, the impermanence of worldly roles, and the
ultimate purpose of life. The metaphor of the world as a stage and human beings as mere
players bears a profound resemblance to Vedantic teachings that see the world as maya
(illusion) and the soul as an eternal witness. This study is a humble offering to bridge
Western literary brilliance with the enduring spiritual philosophy of the East, illuminating
the universality of truth across civilizations.

1. Literary Devices and Figures of Speech

Shakespeare masterfully weaves numerous literary devices into the monologue to
enhance its expressive power:

o Metaphor:

The overarching metaphor likens the world to a stage and human beings to actors:

"All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players."

This transforms life into a scripted performance, emphasizing the impermanence of

human roles.

e Simile:

Several similes vividly describe human behaviors:

o ““Creeping like snail” — portraying the reluctant schoolboy.

o “Sighing like furnace” — the passionate lover.

e Personification:

Time and life are subtly personified. Each life stage appears almost animated, possessing
traits and behavior.
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e Imagery:

Vivid visual and sensory imagery make each age tangible:

o “Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms”

o “Bearded like the pard” (leopard)

o “Spectacles on nose, and pouch on side”

e Alliteration:

o “Shrunk shank™, “Mewling and puking™ — these heighten
musicality and rhythm.

¢ Assonance & Consonance:

Assonance appears in “Sans teeth, sans eyes...”, creating
an echo effect that emphasizes decay and emptiness.

e Oxymoron:

Although not overt, a subtle oxymoronic contrast exists
between “manly voice” and “childish treble”, illustrating
the irony of aging.

e lrony:

The journey from strength to weakness, from wisdom to
“second childishness™, is deeply ironic and tragic.

e Symbolism:

Each of the seven ages symbolizes a phase of life—from
helpless infancy to oblivion—serving as a microcosm of
human existence.

2. Structure and Form

¢ Rhyme Scheme:

The poem is written in blank verse, i.e., unrhymed iambic
pentameter, a Shakespearean hallmark that gives a natural
yet elevated rhythm.

o Meter and Rhythm:

lambic pentameter provides a steady, heartbeat-like rhythm,
mirroring the natural flow of speech and life’s progression.
e Stanza and Line Breaks:

Though delivered as continuous prose in the play, the
speech is structured thematically into seven distinct
“stages,” each functioning like a mini-stanza.

e Enjambment:

Many lines flow into the next without pause, reinforcing the
idea of life’s uninterrupted and inevitable passage.

3. Theme and Subject Matter

e Central Theme:

The poem explores the transient, cyclical nature of
human life, dividing it into seven archetypal stages.

e Deeper Message:

Beneath the surface lies a philosophical meditation on
mortality, futility of worldly pursuits, and the
universality of human experience. Every individual,
regardless of status, walks the same path from birth to
death.

4. Tone and Mood

e Tone:

The tone is contemplative and ironic, with undercurrents
of melancholy. The speaker, Jaques, presents a detached
and somewhat cynical view of life.

e Mood:

The reader experiences a mix of emotions—amusement,
empathy, nostalgia, and sorrow—as they recognize
themselves or others in the described stages.

5. Philosophical and Spiritual Interpretation

The poem “The Seven Ages of Man” by William
Shakespeare aligns remarkably with Upanishadic and
Vedantic wisdom, despite originating from a vastly
different cultural context. Shakespeare’s philosophical
outlook on the transitory nature of human life, the illusory
roles we play, and the ultimate dissolution of identity, finds
strong parallels in Sanatana Dharma, particularly in the
Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, Shrimad Bhagavatam,
Vachanamrut, and Vedic thought at large.

1. The Central Metaphor: Life as a Play

Shakespeare:

“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women
merely players.”

Vedantic Parallel:

e Brahma Sutra (1.1.2): “Janmadyasya yatah™ — All
creation, maintenance, and dissolution arise from Brahman.
e Brhadaranyaka Upanishad (2.1.20):

“As a spider weaves and draws in its web, as sparks fly out
of afire...”” — The world is projected and withdrawn like a
cosmic drama.

e Bhagavad Gita 3.27:

“Prakpteh kriyamanéni gunaih karmani sarvasah...””
"All actions are performed by the modes of nature, but the
soul, deluded by ego, thinks itself the doer."

e Vachanamrut Gadhada I-6:

“The jiva itself does nothing; it is the three gunas that
act.”

Interpretation:

Both Shakespeare and Vedanta see life as a performance or
illusion (maya). Just as actors come and go on stage, jivas
(souls) take up roles based on karma and gunas. The true
self (Atman) remains untouched.

2. The Seven Ages and the Doctrine of Change

Each of the seven ages—Infant, Schoolboy, Lover, Soldier,
Justice, Old Age (Pantaloon), and Second Childishness—
symbolizes transience and impermanence, a core theme in
Vedanta.

Vedic & Upanishadic Teachings:

e Brhadaranyaka Upanishad (4.4.22):

“As a caterpillar moves from one blade to another, so the
soul moves from one body to another.””

e Bhagavad Gita 2.13:

“Dehino 'smin yathd dehe kaumaram yauvanam jara...’
"Just as the boyhood, youth, and old age come to the
embodied soul in this body, in the same manner, the soul
passes into another body."
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Interpretation:

Each age corresponds to a temporary bodily condition. The
soul remains the same, while the body ages and dies.
Shakespeare’s progression reflects samsara (cycle of birth
and death).

3. Ego and Role-Playing

Shakespeare highlights the illusory nature of identity—how
people behave according to social roles.
Vedantic and Gita Wisdom:

o Katha Upanishad (2.2.13):

“The Self is not born, nor does it die...
unborn, undying.”

e Bhagavad Gita 5.8-9:

“He who knows the truth thinks, ‘I do nothing at all,” in
seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, eating...”®

e Vachanamrut Gadhada 11-13:

“Understand that this body and the world are perishable.
Only the jiva and Paramatma are eternal.”

Interpretation:

Just like actors confuse themselves with their roles, the jiva
mistakenly identifies with body, mind, and ego. True
freedom lies in knowing the self as different from these.

4. Old Age and "Second Childishness"

Shakespeare poignantly ends with a return to dependency:
“Second childishness and mere oblivion — Sans teeth, sans
eyes, sans taste, sans everything.”

Vedantic View:

e Bhagavad Gita 13.8-12: Lists birth, death, old age, and
disease as inevitable aspects of the material world.’

e Vachanamrut Gadhada I-16:

“Even if one has performed great austerities, without
realization of the self, one again becomes attached to maya
in old age.”

e Bhagavatam (Canto 11.23.47):

The story of the Avadhiita brahmanpa and 24 gurus
teaches that everything—youth, power, and beauty—are
fleeting and illusory.®

Interpretation:

Old age and helplessness reveal the fragility of material
existence, urging the seeker to turn inward toward the
eternal atman.

5. Philosophy of Detachment and Realization
Shakespeare subtly critiques attachment to worldly
reputation and ambition (e.g., “Seeking the bubble
reputation even in the cannon’s mouth”).

Bhagavad Gita:

e 2.47: “Karmanye vadhikaraste...”®

"You have a right to perform your duties, but not to the
results thereof."”

e Bhagavatam (1.2.11):

“Vedanta-vijianam...” — Real wisdom is to know the
difference between matter and spirit."

it is eternal,

e Mundaka Upanishad 1.2.12:

“Pariksya lokan karmachitan brahmanah...
"After examining the ephemeral nature of the world
attained by action, the wise renounce."

Interpretation:

This aligns with Shakespeare's tone of disillusionment,
suggesting a turning away from external pursuits toward
self-realization and detachment.

6. Spiritual Liberation and Moksha

Though not explicitly stated, Shakespeare’s final tone—
“oblivion”—may be interpreted either as nihilism or, more
charitably, as a release from worldly roles.

Vedanta:

o Chandogya Upanishad 6.8.7:

“Tat tvam asi” (Thou art that) — Self-realization is the
recognition of one’s identity with Brahman.*?

e Bhagavad Gita 18.66:
“Sarva-dharman parityajya...
"Abandon all varieties of dharma and surrender unto Me. |
shall liberate you."

e Vachanamrut Gadhada 11-28:

“A person who realizes the distinction between the body
and the atman is never grieved at the time of death.”
Interpretation:

Vedanta sees the end of worldly life not as despair
(oblivion) but as moksha, the return to the eternal self,
beyond roles, beyond “stage.”

Conclusion

William Shakespeare’s “The Seven Ages of Man’ resonates
deeply with Upanishadic, Vedantic, and Bhagavad Gita
philosophy. Both traditions:

o See life as a series of temporary roles,

o Emphasize the illusory nature of worldly identity,

o Advocate detachment from ego and sensual pursuits, and
o Point toward spiritual awakening and liberation as the
true goal.

Though separated by geography and culture, Shakespeare
and the seers of Vedanta converge on the timeless wisdom
that life is a performance, and the soul must eventually
awaken to its eternal nature.

6. Historical and Cultural Context

o Time of Composition:

Written around 1599, during the Elizabethan era, a time
when life was uncertain due to plagues, wars, and political
instability.

o Influences:

The “Ages of Man” was a common medieval and
Renaissance motif. Shakespeare adapts this theme into
poetic theatre.

o Literary Movement:

The monologue reflects Renaissance Humanism, which
explored human nature, destiny, and the balance between
free will and fate.

1l

9913

~278~



National Journal of Hindi & Sanskrit Research

7. Poet’s Perspective and Emotional Mindset

e Inspiration:

Shakespeare, through the character Jaques, possibly
channels his own philosophical reflection on theater as
life—a frequent theme in his later plays.

o Emotional State:

There’s a sense of cynical wisdom, perhaps stemming from
disillusionment with social roles and ambition.

o Autobiographical Hints:

Though not overtly personal, the monologue’s depth
suggests a mature understanding of theatrical life, perhaps
reflecting Shakespeare’s own mid-life awareness of aging
and legacy.

8. Target Audience and Purpose

o Audience:

While part of a play, the poem speaks universally to every
individual—men and women, young and old.

e Purpose:

It aims to provoke introspection, highlight the futility of
ego, and reinforce the shared destiny of all human beings.
9. Personal Interpretation

o Final Takeaway:

Life is a fleeting drama, and all identities are roles played
on a stage designed by fate. Shakespeare emphasizes the
impermanence of identity and the inevitability of decline,
ending in “second childishness and mere oblivion.”

e Personal Resonance:

The poem strikes a chord by prompting reflection on one’s
own journey—recognizing each stage in oneself or others
fosters empathy, humility, and existential clarity. It
invites readers to embrace life’s play with awareness,
compassion, and detachment.

Conclusion

In conclusion, “The Seven Ages of Man” is far more than a
poetic inventory of human life stages; it is a mirror held up
to the eternal truths of existence. Shakespeare’s portrayal of
human beings as actors entering and exiting a grand stage
echoes the Vedantic worldview of jiva (soul) taking birth
and moving through samsara under the influence of karma
and gunas. His subtle mockery of ego, ambition, and
temporal glory harmonizes with the Upanishadic call to
self-realization, the Gita’s doctrine of detachment, and
the Bhagavata Purana’s vision of bhakti and liberation.
The poem ultimately reminds us that all worldly roles, no
matter how grand, end in dissolution. However, in the light
of Vedantic wisdom, this “oblivion” is not a loss but a
liberation — the shedding of illusion and the return to the
eternal Self. Shakespeare’s insight, when read alongside the
ancient scriptures of India, transforms from existential
melancholy to spiritual awakening. Thus, this poetic
expression becomes not only a literary masterpiece but also

a universal spiritual reflection on the drama of life, the
futility of ego, and the timeless quest for truth.
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