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Telling Stories

A friend recently described to me a project undertaken by Andy Warhol’s colleague
Viva.  Every year, on her daughter’s birthday, I was told, Viva recorded on video the
daughter watching the video taken the preceding year, in which she watched the
video of the year before that, and so on.  My informant did not say whether the
sonogram had been invented at the time this experiment started, whether Viva had
recorded the infant daughter watching herself in a fetal state.  We do not know when
the sequence began, when it will end.

While the process of reviewing the past in one’s life informs the Townsend
Center’s Occasional Paper No. 9, Viva’s experiment would not, I think, well serve
Kathleen Woodward or the persons she describes in “Telling Stories: Aging, Remi-
niscence, and the Life Review.”  Though prefacing her essay with an epitaph from
Kierkegaard, “Life can only be understood backwards,” Professor Woodward, un-
like Viva,  is interested in telling (or writing) stories from the past.  What she calls
“memory-work” in the elderly is the “mark of a normative process”;  it “contribute[s]
to an evaluation of one’s life as a whole and [aids] in the process of psychological
integration.” Reminiscence, above all, is a social experience.

It is exactly this aspect of reminiscence that Marilyn Fabe, of Berkeley’s Film
Studies Program, addresses in her comment upon Kathleen Woodward’s paper. In
an insightful interpretation of Citizen Kane, Fabe suggests that the snowdome pa-
perweight held by the dying Kane evokes a sense of memory enclosed, sealed off in
time.  Kane is isolated and alone as he approaches death and unlike the writers
described by Woodward, cannot experience the healing generativity of reminiscence.
Yet, Fabe wonders whether Woodward overstates the power of reminiscence, posit-
ing, rather, the “atmosphere of trust and security that beckons forth reminiscence”
as the ultimately restorative element.

Finally, Professor Andrew Scharlach, of the School of Social Welfare, asks why
we connect reminiscence with old age.  In answering his own question he posits the
thesis that the social construction of lives, in older age, requires a heightened inter-
nal consistency to accommodate for “social dislocation” and the “lack of support for



ourselves as personalities in a social environment in the latter part of our lives.”  The
discussion, Professor Scharlach concludes, is really about “how we give our lives
meaning.”

Understanding the ways in which we give our lives meaning, particularly in the
more advanced stages of life, is a motivating goal in the Townsend Center’s pro-
gram, “Humanities Perspectives Upon Aging.” The Center was pleased and hon-
ored to welcome Professors Kathleen Woodward, Marilyn Fabe, and Andrew Scharlach
to the program.  In offering their perspectives on reminiscence and life review, our
own views of reminiscence “do not fade” (to paraphrase Proust); they only “grow
more vivid.”

Christina M. Gillis
Associate Director
Townsend Center
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Telling Stories

Kathleen Woodward
Telling Stories:
Aging, Reminiscence,
and the Life Review

Life can only be understood backwards.
—Soren Kierkegaard

In reminiscence my experiences do not
fade, they grow more vivid.

—Marcel Proust

With these two epigraphs in mind—the first by the nineteenth-century Danish
philosopher Soren Kierkegaard underlining the importance of the work of memory
in arriving at an understanding of one’s life as a whole, and the second by the
twentieth-century French writer Marcel Proust underscoring the significance of
intense memories in lending emotional meaning to one’s life, I devote the first
part of this paper to making some distinctions between the life review and remi-
niscence. My interest is primarily in the rich domain of reminiscence, and in the
second part of this paper I draw on the work of several theorists of memory—all of
them psychoanalysts—to sketch the rudiments of a composite theory of reminis-
cence in old age. In the third part I turn to several written autobiographical ac-
counts published in the last four decades that offer compelling varieties of remi-
niscence in old age. My major theme will be the emotional state that accompanies
reminiscence and the function of that emotional state. I will be emphasizing the
role of reminiscence in creating a certain mood as well as what I call the protective
role of mood, or emotional protection. Throughout I will be referring to the
figure of companionship, whether real or implied. Since I am what I call a profes-
sional reader of literature, I will be privileging the more private practice of writing
as reminiscence over more social forms of telling stories about our pasts. Finally, as
a coda, I will turn to a memoir from the domain of film and show a brief clip from
Deborah Hoffmann’s Complaints of a Dutiful Daughters. In its closing scene,
reminiscence as a mood that binds people together takes on a radical and—for me
at least—altogether revelatory meaning.
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Telling Stories

I
In his seminal theorization of the life review published some thirty years ago, the
distinguished psychiatrist and geriatrician Robert Butler argued that the preva-
lence of what I would call memory-work in the elderly is not a symptom of degen-
eration but rather the mark of a normative process (indeed he used the word
“universal”). The function of this memory-work is to contribute to an evaluation
of one’s life as a whole and to aid in the process of psychological integration. The
life review is thus not synonymous with reminiscence, although it does include it.
It is a psychological process, undertaken under the pressure of the coming ending
of one’s life, in which one strives to see one’s life as a whole, as if it were a coherent
narrative. Butler stresses that the life review will in all likelihood be characterized
by the resurgence of unresolved conflicts. It offers the potential for personality
reorganization—and even reconciliation (Butler qtd. in Norman). As he has re-
cently insisted, “only in old age with the proximity of death can one truly experience
a personal sense of the entire life cycle. That makes old age a unique stage of life and
makes the review of life at that time equally unique” (“Looking Back, Looking
Forward” 17).

There is thus a sense of totalization to the life review. The emphasis is on what
is known—and judged. The emphasis is on the examined life, on how we evaluate
our life, on the arrival at a certain truth. Although the life review is of course
necessarily accompanied by emotions, the stress is on the analytic work, on the
cognitive, or to evoke again my epigraph from Kierkegaard, on understanding:
“Life can only be understood backwards.” The classical definition of an autobiog-
raphy is relevant here—it is the recounting of an entire life, one’s life, a life, the
summing up.

Like the life review, reminiscence is also a process. But it does not promise the
totality of the life review. It is more fragmentary and partial. Reminiscence is con-
cerned with a certain moment, or moments, in the past. Furthermore, unlike the
notion of the life review articulated by Butler, reminiscence necessarily carries
within it the figure of companionship, of the social. Reminiscence implies or points
to the social world in a way that the life review does not—or need not. We can all
remember wonderful times when together with a group of friends we have talked
pleasurably about our experiences together in the past. Thus we will say, for ex-
ample, that we spent an evening with a friend reminiscing about our middle school
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days together. We will say that we reminisced about the day we met; I might say, I
remember what we had for dinner, or I remember what you were wearing. Or we
might say to one of our children, I remember your first day of school. Or I might
say to my mother, I remember when I was eight and you were twenty-eight and
you were wearing a white flower in your hair. But we cannot say, “we life re-
viewed.”

Reminiscence has to do with the recalling of familiar past events. It has noth-
ing to do with repressed memory syndrome. It has nothing to do with trauma. It
is generative, restorative. I’m especially interested here in research that suggests
that a certain kind of reminiscence may be associated with a time of life. In an
essay entitled “Autobiographical Memory Across the Lifespan” that was published
in 1986—it is included in a volume of essays entitled Autobiographical Memory,
the authors (they are psychologists and psychiatrists) conclude the following on
the basis of research across the lifespan: “Individuals begin to reminiscence when
they reach middle age; they recall a disproportionate number of memories from
the early lives” (202). By reminiscence they mean an increase in early memories
(from age 10-30), and they insist that this kind of reminiscence is not present in
those younger than 50; “by age 50 there is reminiscence which is just as pro-
nounced as it is with 60 and 70 year old” people; for them “reminiscence consists
of memories from when we are about ten to thirty years old.” Like the life review,
reminiscence is, from the point of view of this research, developmental. But it is
not totalizing.

Given the non-totalizing nature of reminiscence, given that reminiscence is
underwritten by the figure of a social process (although reminiscence is of course
a psychic process and can be purely private—I will come back to this later), remi-
niscence has, I would argue, a function that is less analytical and cognitive than the
life review. When we reminiscence we are less concerned with finding the truth
that we are with creating a certain atmosphere. What I want to insist is that it is the
atmosphere of a certain companionableness. It may be convivial or quietly inti-
mate, but no matter what the emotional valence, whether it is an environment in
which one feels buoyed up in exhilaration, quietly delighted in friendship, or held
in Winnicott’s sense, it is marked by the hope if not the promise of trust and
security. Ultimately, then, for me reminiscence is about the creation of a certain
kind of mood, one that is generative or restorative. Finally, if the life review is
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analogous to autobiography in the classical sense, then we could say that reminis-
cence is analogous to certain moments in autobiographical writing—or in what
today is referred to as life-writing.

II
With these distinctions between the life review and reminiscence in mind, I turn
to three theorists of memory whose work has been important to me in thinking
through the emotional significance of reminiscence—the psychoanalysts Helene
Deutsch, Christopher Bollas, and J.-B. Pontalis. In 1973 Helene Deutsch, known
primarily perhaps for her research on female adolescence and then eighty-nine,
published her autobiography. The impulse of Confrontations with Myself: An Epi-
logue, as its title suggests, is predominantly analytical. Her autobiography, cast in
classical form, takes on the shape of a life review. She seeks to understand the
choices that she made in her past (why did she marry this man and not that one,
for example). But for my purposes, what interests me is her theory of writing. She
writes from the vantage point of an old age and still in mourning for her husband
who had died nine years before. She writes, she tells us, out of a “never-ending
grief” (215). She writes primarily, she theorizes, to fill the “loneliness” of her
present life, to fill an “emotional vacuum” (77). She begins the book by stressing
her emptiness—in particular, her emotional emptiness. Among psychoanalysts,
she is one of the only ones I know who theorize, however briefly, old age as a stage
in life, one that is characterized in great part by loss. Memory for her is above all
“emotional memory” (77); it affords her what I call “emotional protection.”  As
she observes, whether the facts associated with a memory are accurate is not the
point: what is important is the feeling of the memory, the memory of the feeling.
“Sometimes,” she writes. “only the emotional atmosphere has been retained and
the forgotten actual situation has had to be reconstructed” (86). This is crucial—
for we often think of it as the other way around.

Moreover, Deutsch notes that there is an “emotional bias” in what she is
remembering: “the negative elements are often omitted” (40), rendering, as it
were, the emotional memory more supportive, more protective. On balance, she
finds this positive, not escapist. As she puts it at the end of the book, “the patina of
time has enhanced and mellowed my own experiences, softening my sense of blame
towards others, and making me more tolerant of my own shortcomings” (213).
This is what Pietro Castelnuovo-Tedesco calls “emotional perspective” (124).
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Helene Deutsch, now 89, writes about her intense loneliness as a child, much as
she is now as she writes this book, and how her older aunt became for those years
“her close companion” (77). For her as a writer the act of writing and the book
itself becomes a kind of holding environment, a companion to her; she is quite
aware of the fact that as an old woman she has “increasing needs for loving care”
(213?)—And that she has, in a very real sense, diminished resources. Her book is,
we could say, itself an instance of creating companionship; it offers an important
theory of the solace of emotional memory.

A remarkable psychoanalyst whose work is not sufficiently known in the United
States, Christopher Bollas has written astutely and wonderfully on mood. We have
all had the experience of longing for a familiar environment, and Bollas has theo-
rized this as in part a longing for a certain mood—not a particular emotion, but
rather a mood that reconnects us with and attaches us to a mood that was impor-
tant to us in our childhood. As an analyst he is interested especially in the phe-
nomenon of an adult recreating the family dynamic that was experienced as a child
through the medium of a mood, a mood which becomes a distinguishing facet of
the adult’s self-expression—or “characterological,” as Bollas puts it (99). These
kinds of moods recreate the “intimacy” that we felt early in life (108). As Bollas
explains, “When a mood serves to release this feeling of intimacy from the past
which is associated with a certain person, for example, it differs from ordinary
affect experience in that the true self is allowed an unusual freedom of expression
precisely because of the dissociative feature of a mood as an allowed for, and there-
fore unintruded upon, right” (112).

Bollas reminds us that we describe a mood as something we are “in.” A mood
is for him a “special territory” (100) in which we experience ourselves in a certain
way; it is characterized by what he calls “self-experience.” “Moods,” he writes,
“are complex self-states” (102). Moods can be malignant. (We all know how people
can be aggressive with their bad moods—sulking, for example, and trying to im-
press upon us their presence in altogether disagreeable ways, forcing us to con-
front them.) Moods can also be generative. A person who is inside a mood—and
I emphasize his use of the word “inside”—is to us “not present in some private
and fundamental way” (99). For Bollas moods are a psychic process similar to
dreaming. They are essential to us, “essential for the creation of a being state . . .
that may represent some child element in contemporary life” (100). With Bollas’s
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sense of mood, then, we have a radically private notion of reminiscence.
Finally, I want to suggest a third facet of a theory of memory as reminiscence

by drawing on the work of the French psychoanalyst J.-B. Pontalis. The work of
Pontalis has in fact influenced Bollas, and Pontalis, who is now some seventy years
old, has himself recently written autobiographical pieces of reminiscence that evoke
precisely the kinds of moods I have mind. Here, however, I want refer only to a
section from his book La Force d’attraction, published in 1990, where he writes
not so much about himself but about his experience with one of his analysands, a
man who would take great pleasure in evoking a certain time in his childhood
before it exploded into chaos. For this person, Pontalis tells us, this privileged
time in his childhood was enclosed, like a garden, but infinite, like the universe.
To Pontalis it was as if in continually invoking his emotional memory of an almost
magically secure environment he was inviting Pontalis to enter into it. It was as if
this analysand—and here the word “analysand” does not seem completely right—
wanted to draw him into the space, which was the space of a feeling, a mood, so
that it could also be experienced by Pontalis. The point precisely was not to tell a
story or to organize the events of the past, or to arrive at an analytic understanding
of a certain structure to his experience over time. For this man this time in his
childhood was one he wanted to hold onto—“comme on tient une main,” as one
holds on to a hand (9). Thus it was as if in invoking this time from his past (it is
more description than narration), he was extending his hand to Pontalis, asking if
he would take his hand, hold onto this space of description, and enter into it.
Here the space of psychoanalysis is one of a virtual invitation to reminiscence in an
altogether unusual sense. Here again we find the figure of companionship.

To summarize: from Deutsch, we have the theory that emotional memory
fills the empty space; from Bollas, that the character of this feeling is that it is a
mood that is generative and restorative; and from Pontalis, that at the same time
one feels oneself to be in a private space, one has a sense of extending oneself in
companionship—as one holds a hand.

III
As I turn to autobiographical writing as reminiscence in old age, I begin with an
instance of emotional memory from a book by Joyce Horner that may serve as an
exemplum of literary reminiscence as I have been developing it theoretically. En-
titled That Time of Year: A Chronicle of Life in a Nursing Home and published in
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1982, it is written in the form of a diary (the chapter titles are the numbers of
years—1975, 1976, 1977) and was readied for publication after Horner became
too ill to write. Horner had been a single woman all her life and until recently had
lived in a house that she shared with a friend. But degeneration of her knees,
coupled with an accident, required that she enter a nursing home. She had been a
teacher and had written poetry, and she turns to writing now. Her words are more
often than not painful to read. She is unsparing of herself and often despairing of
her situation, which is exceedingly depressing, often to the point of misery. She
writes of her acute sense of confinement, of “the feeling that I can’t get out, can’t
get anywhere where I could get over the perpetual feeling of wretchedness, chill”
(100). For my purposes this passage is instructive:

Having just finished my poem for my mother, or about her—and had
it approved by [my best friend] Elizabeth—I found myself strangled
with an emotion or complex of emotions beyond analysis. Nostalgia
and guilt only part of it. It was partly the feeling for the way life
crystallizes itself, though it may not become art—the poignancy of
what is vividly remembered.

It is not the content of the memory that is important here—Horner does not even
include the poem in her pages. Rather it is the vivid feeling that is precipitated by
writing about her mother, by the act of remembering. It is the feeling that at-
taches her to her past and that animates her, momentarily sheltering her from a
deadening despair. Notice that analysis is not what is at stake, although she does
name some of the feelings that make up this complex mood of intensity. Notice
too that in asking Elizabeth to read her words, she has drawn a friend into her
literary world of reminiscence. As she tells us in That Time of Year, solace in old
age is offered first by “companionship” (97).

If this passage from Horner serves as an exemplum of literary reminiscence in
old age, in what follows I look briefly at other instances that complicate this model
in what are for me interesting ways. Each one represents a different form of auto-
biographical literary reminiscence, and each suggests a different kind of emotional
protection.

Consider, for example, The Third and Only Way by Helen Bevington, a kind

7



Telling Stories

of day book  spanning more than a decade that was published last year. Bevington,
a writer who was a member of the Department of English at Duke and is now
retired from teaching, begins The Third and Only Way: Reflections on Staying Alive
on a desperate note of anguish. It is 1980, her son has just committed suicide, her
husband had died some years before, and, in her mid-seventies, she finds herself
living alone. In these opening pages she confides, “against my will I am solitary
like my mother and suicidal like my father, both the one and the other” (3). She is
very much writing, as Helene Deutsch suggested, to fill an emotional void. In fact
so alone is she and so attracted to writers like Thoreau and Montaigne who led
their lives as solitary figures that she envisions that her reader will be—herself.
Here is the second sentence of The Third and Only Way: “As it happens I’m writ-
ing just now, in this particular month and year, for a reader who has shown a
passing interest in my life and admits to being doubtful as to how it will turn
out—the reader being myself” (2). I understand this as a peculiarly solitary but
compelling form of reminiscence, one that takes place (or will take place) between
two different instantiations of oneself over time.

A cultured woman of dry and often distancing wit, a curious and careful writer
who fills these pages over the course of more than a decade and a half with musings
on books she has recently read and with the wonderful results of her ongoing
research (most notably, micro-life portraits of many important women), she is
philosophical about her life, stoical about how to pass the time. Work, which is
writing and thus reading, occupies her. “I write not to redeem the time but to
cancel it,” she notes; I’m not living my life, I’m recording it” (14). “Enid Bagnod,”
she observes, “who wrote her autobiography at eight, drew a picture of a writer in
old age sitting alone at a table lost in her game of solitaire. She goes on carefully
piling word upon word till, with a faint smile on her lips, she falls dead face down
on her pack of words” (6).

Bevington, however, does not fall face down on her words. Books are her
“company” (37). She writes, she reads. And time passes. She opens Part II of The
Third and Only Way informing us that it is now 1991. As a reader I am, it would
seem, as surprised as she is. Anguish has yielded to a kind of bafflement that she
has survived as long as she has—and indeed when the book was finally published
last year she was ninety years old. Bevington is anything but a sentimental woman.
She has a strong sense of living in a timeless zone where neither the past nor the
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future exist, and she insists that she has “little use in reliving the past” (117). Nor
does she, as we have seen, crave or require sociability. The prospect of moving to
a retirement home, as have many of her friends from Duke, appalls her.

Given all this, a small incident that she reports in Part II captured my atten-
tion. It is one that almost escaped my notice because it seemed to me at first a
mere anecdote, the story of her engaging in one of the most banal social forms of
reminiscence—the reunion. Improbably, Bevington goes to her college reunion.
Imagine. She herself can hardly imagine it. It is her sixty-fifth reunion. The place
is Elmira College in upstate New York. She recounts this trip back with a knowing
humor. How to recognize someone whom you haven’t seen in sixty-five years?
Interestingly, the effect is not one of shock, the response most often noted in work
on aging. Rather it is the slighter, more humane sense of being somewhat “startled”
(126). Of two classmates whom she had not seen for all these years, she writes,
affecting in her directness, but with her characteristic wit, “I loved them both for
being alive, keeping their identity, presumably their sanity, against heavy odds in
these going-on-a-hundred years. Luckily we had all three become great talkers,
given our big chance now to hark back to the twenties” (127).

The promise is thus that they will reminisce, that they will talk about the past
in a tones of binding conviviality, generating a convivial mood. But Bevington’s
temperament is to draw back, and thus she finds her own particular way. It is her
signature. She concludes reasonably that Elmira was after all an appropriate choice
for her, and she appraises with a cool and steady eye the vision of these twelve
women out of a class of three hundred returning to their college days. As she dryly
notes, several of them were “escorted by their daughters who with a steadying
hand kept them on track” (127). Of the two women with whom she shared a suite
that weekend, she has this to say, “My two companions were widowed old ladies
who hadn’t yet caved in. Long ago I had escaped Elmira and gone my own way,
and they had not. They had conformed, obeyed the rules. But in the end, “
Bevington asks—and I find this a brave if dark question, “had it made any differ-
ence?” (128).

Suddenly, almost as if against her better judgment, she finds herself missing
her beloved college roommate, who had died (she doesn’t tell us how long ago).
And here she casts reminiscence with the friend she longs for into the subjunctive
mode. If her friend had been there, they would have laughed together, both about
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the present and the past. Bevington thus invents a way to remain solitary but to
reminisce with a friend—in imagined companionship. The other two women could
not offer her real solace or perspective on their baffling place in life—advanced old
age. But nonetheless Bevington concludes this section on a note of intimate if wry
laughter, a mood of mutuality. “Had my roommate Dottie been alive beside me,”
she writes, “I would have whispered . . . in her ear, ‘Only to gods in heaven comes
no old age, nor death of anything,’ and we would have laughed aloud at our
predicament” (128).

Here reminiscence is among members of the same generation. What of remi-
niscence between generations? when what happened was not initially shared and
when what is remembered an older person is in fact recounted by a person who is
younger? I’m thinking here of Simone de Beauvoir’s beautiful memoir of her
mother, a book which is autobiographical as well. Entitled A Very Easy Death and
published in France in 1964 soon after her mother died at the age of seventy-
eight, the book took shape for Beauvoir as her mother lay ill with cancer in the
American Hospital in Paris. Its chapters alternate the present in the hospital with
the evocation of the past, telling both of her mother’s life and of her own and of
how they intertwined.

A woman who had not lived for herself but against herself much of her life, a
woman who seldom spoke about herself or her past, Beauvoir’s mother begins in
fact in the hospital and near the end of her life to reminisce about herself as a
young woman. Here Beauvoir presents her to us as in the kind of mood that
Bollas writes of, one that is both restorative to the self and enigmatic to others.
Consider this passage, for example, where the nurse is arranging her hair with her
daughter looking on:

Gently Mademoiselle Leblon undid her plait and untangled her hair;
she plaited it again and pinned the silvery coil round Maman’s head.
Mama’s relaxed face had recovered a surprising purity and I thought
of a Leonardo drawing of a very beautiful old woman. “You are as
beautiful as a Leonardo,” I said.

She smiled. “I was not so bad, once upon a time.” In a rather
mysterious voice she told the nurse, “I had lovely hair, and I did it up
in bandeaux round my head.” And she went on talking about herself,
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how she had taken her librarian’s diploma, her love for books. . . .
Maman went back to her memories of the time she was a young
woman. . . (58)

This is in the present of the narrative. But A Very Easy Death also draws in the
past. When Beauvoir turns to contemplate her mother’s experience of childhood,
about which her mother had told her very little, Beauvoir remembers only this
single positive memory. “I only remember her speaking of one pleasant memory—
her grandmother’s garden in a village in Lorraine, and the little plums and green-
gages they ate, warm from the tree” (39). Notice that Beauvoir, the daughter, is
repeating a reminiscence of her mother’s, one that she first heard herself as a child,
confiding it to writing in her late forties. That it is a memory of a garden that gave
warmth and nourishment is all to the point. Her mother, in recounting the memory,
evoked the lineage of three generations—herself, her grandmother, and thus by
implication her own mother, even if she were absent from the scene. Beauvoir, in
repeating it, evokes four generations, linking herself to that village garden in
Lorraine. Here the sense of the past, generated through the repetition of a remi-
niscence that becomes Beauvoir’s own—is like a mood that stretches across time
and generations. For Beauvoir it is a memory that was at first historical—it be-
longed to her mother. In repetition the reminiscence became, as it were, her own
memory. In transmission across the generations such a memory becomes collec-
tive.

And within the space of A Very Easy Death the number of generations ex-
pands to five. Neither Simone de Beauvoir nor her sister had any children. In the
daze of reminiscence to which I referred above, her mother invents grandchildren
for herself. “She was very fond,” Beauvoir tells us, of the daughters of a woman
from her home town, “pretty, blooming, cheerful girls” who came to see her in
the hospital. “‘I have no granddaughters and they have no grandmother,’“
Beauvoir’s mother declares. “‘So I am their grandmother’“ (59). Thus, in this
space of reminiscence a continuity with the past stretching into another genera-
tion is established in the present.

Can we say, then, that we can create a reminiscence? Reminiscence can take
on an profoundly imaginative quality, with the intense mood of reminiscence yield-
ing the longed-for event. We generally define reminiscence, as I did earlier for the
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sake of ease, as the remembering of a familiar memory. But this is too limiting a
definition. I am thinking here of a magical moment in the final chapter of the
autobiography of the Swedish filmmaker Ingmar Bergman. Entitled The Magic
Lantern and first published in Swedish in 1987, it has the shape of a classical
autobiography. Bergman begins with the story of his birth and progresses through
the chapters of his life. But Bergman, with his gift for seeing worlds that most of
us could not begin to imagine ourselves, does not remain in chronological time.
In the final chapter he creates for himself a final scene of reminiscence with his
mother. Unlike Beauvoir’s memoir of her mother’s illness, this never happened, it
never existed.  Here is Bergman, in his late sixties, sitting in a church on a Sunday
in December—his father was a parson—surrounded by the music of Bach. And in
his mind’s eye he imagines going to find his mother:

Mother is sitting at her desk, her glasses on her nose, her not yet
white hair in slight disorder as she leans over her diary, writing with a
slim fountain pen. The picture is smooth and compelling, but micro-
scopic. (282)

With the disquieting word “microscopic,” we already have the foreboding sense
that all will not, in fact, go smoothly.

She quickly turns her head and catches sight of me. (How I have yearned for
this moment. Ever since Mother died, I have yearned for this moment.) . . .

“I know I’m disturbing you. . . . It was beautiful, the light was beau-
tiful and all the time I thought: Now I’ll make an attempt, this time
it will be successful.” (282)

He wants to clarify a memory, one in which he imagined that she had chosen to be
so close to him that they could have held hands. He wants to draw her into the
space of reminiscence, to establish a mood of intimacy that will be as beautiful as
the light, uniting them in the confirmation of a common memory:

“I want to ask Mother about something urgent. Several years ago, I
think it was in the summer of 1980, I was sitting in my workroom in
Faro and it was raining, that soft quiet summer rain, as if it were
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going to rain all day, the kind that doesn’t exist any more. I was
reading and listening to the rain. Then I felt that Mother was very
near me, beside me. I could have held out my hand and taken hers. It
wasn’t even a supernatural event. I knew Mother was with me in the
room, or did I imagine it? I can’t make it out. Now I’m asking,
Mother.” (283)

Her answer? She has left her desk, she is cold, she pulls a shawl over her, she is
tired, she lies down on the bed. His sense of urgency is met by her fatigue. She
remains emotionally distant. “‘It probably wasn’t me,’“ she says calmly. “‘I’m still
far too tired. Are you sure it wasn’t someone else?’“ (283).

With her refusal of reminiscence, Bergman escalates his demand, pressing her
for more. “‘We became friends, we became friends, didn’t we? The old apportion-
ing of roles of mother and son were dissolved, and we became friends? We spoke
openly and intimately. Didn’t we?’“ (283). Her answer? “‘You must talk to some-
one else about that’“ (284). And although he continues to try to engage her, to
question her, this is the last time she speaks. She continues to say nothing, just as
she did when he was younger. And thus, horrifyingly but inevitably, the same
mood that filled his childhood is reestablished in the space of writing the end of
his life. Even in a kind of hallucination of reminiscence, he is not “successful.” At
the end of the scene his mother, so detached from him, vanishes horribly in front
of his eyes, her body dissolving, coming apart. “In reminiscence,” wrote Proust,
“my experiences do not fade, they grow more vivid.” Here too in reminiscence,
Bergman’s experience does not fade but rather grows more intense, although
certainly not in the sense that Proust intended.

If this is an instance of hallucinatory reminiscence, reminiscence imagined,
reminiscence failed, I turn briefly to something altogether different in my final
literary example of reminiscence, to what I call prospective reminiscence. It is a
form of reminiscence that is imagined into the future, thus creating a future for
reminiscence in old age, offering the prospect and promise of a certain protection,
“the protection of perspective,” in Robert Kastenbaum’s phrase). The mood of
reminiscence, I want to suggest, has the potential to generate the future and not
just to revivify the past.

Two poems by the American poet Marilyn Hacker will illustrate my point.

13



Telling Stories

Hacker, who is near fifty and has recently suffered from breast cancer, lives part of
the year in a little apartment in Paris and often travels in the south of France.
“Letter to Julie in a New Decade” is a poem included in her collection Winter
Numbers, one that is marked by Hacker’s stringently impassioned meditations on
the premature deaths of her friends from AIDS as well as her own struggle with
cancer. Against what would seem all the odds, she declares her friendship, as one
declares one’s love, projecting their epistolary closeness into the far future when
she will be an old woman and they will be what they are today—feisty, dynamic
women. These are the last lines of the poem:

If I live long enough, my small ambition
is, to be the old lady on the third
floor (blessed with indoor plumbing), in condition
to send the next and next-to-last word
to you, in some warm green place, with your grown-up
granddaughter, and dogs, where it’s not raining.
I hope we won’t be jailed, or veiled, or blown up
And have the energy to keep complaining.

This “old lady” who lives on the third floor in Hacker’s building, the woman who
serves as a model for Hacker, is ninety-nine. (In “August Journal,” the closing
poem of Winter Numbers, we learn that Madame Mehling has died at the age of
one hundred and two.) Notice that Hacker extends their future together in the
poem into indefiniteness. Her “ambition” is to send the “next” word and the
“next-to-last word” to the woman who is her beloved friend still, but not a last
word.

What would this future together be like? It would be summery warm and
clear, filled with desultory and ardent conversation, and wine, as we see in another
poem. Hacker and an old friend are in a village in the south of France. That they
are on a hilltop affording them far-away sight is critical. It is as if they can see into
the future, one where as old ladies they will talk together still:
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The air was gold
with broom—and grape-leaf, plane-tree green, the air
was blue blue blue July. With wine, we told
each other that we’d be old ladies on a hill like this,

where people still grow old.

IV
A few weeks ago I visited the Helen Bader Center, a residence for women with
Alzheimer’s Disease that is part of the Jewish Home for the Aged in Milwaukee.
As I was being shown around the facility, a young-looking woman with long,
straight black hair and a short skirt kept coming up to me and asking in a some-
what vociferous tone, “What’s your number?” The first time I didn’t understand
the question, so she plunged ahead in the conversation without waiting for my
reply. “Mine’s fifty-one,” she said, matter-of-factly but with punch. It was her
number. It was her age. The next time she asked me, I knew how to answer.
“Fifty-two.”

How could reminiscence between people—really between them—be possible
if a person had Alzheimer’s disease sufficiently advanced so that she couldn’t hold
onto both ends of the conversation, couldn’t recall from one moment to the next
who the other person is (or was), couldn’t remember the facts. In such a situation
the life review as theorized by Robert Butler is patently impossible. But what of
reminiscence? We find a wonderful answer to this question in Deborah Hoffmann’s
Complaints of a Dutiful Daughter, an autobiographical film about her mother
who has Alzheimer’s Disease and is at a certain point no longer able to recognizer
her. Although the film revolves primarily around the daughter and mother, a third
woman is important—the cinematographer Frances Reid, who is Hoffman’s part-
ner and thus a member of this family.

In the final and quietly moving scene, it is not the sharing of memories that
bind them together. For Hoffmann’s mother, this kind of memory is gone. Rather
it is the feeling of warmth, forged out of a sentence here and there, that brings
them close. It is a remarkable form of reminiscence, one that generates a mood of
trust. Hoffmann’s memories of childhood are important to her, she tells us, but

15



Telling Stories

with her mother’s experience and with her experience of her mother she has learned
that you can still have “definition” wihout memory. Here is what her mother says,
addressing both her daughter and her partner, addressing us as she speaks to the
camera: “I did have a warm feeling for what the few of us made, made a sentence
here or a sentence there go. . . . Just now, just recently, just within the last hour or
so, I began to think, we were all parties together. That simply hit me today, just
now. And I’m happy it’s here. And I’m not sure I remember where everyone lived
and so forth. But there’s something close that’s still with me, and I’m grateful for
it.”
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Marilyn Fabe
Response to Kathleen Woodward’s
“Telling Stories”

In this fascinating and moving paper, Kathleen Woodward eloquently discusses
the reminiscence as a generative and restorative mental activity that is less about
finding truth than creating a mood, a companionable atmosphere, providing the
aging individual with emotional protection. This conception of the reminiscence
she distinguishes from the “life review,” a process in which one strives to impose a
coherent narrative on one’s life, to evaluate and understand its meaning as a whole.
She contrasts the analytic, cognitive, totalizing process of the life review to the
more partial, fragmentary and fleeting emotional quality of the reminiscence.

Kathleen Woodward’s musings on the life review versus the reminiscence gave
me a new appreciation of the psychological subtlety of a classic American film
about the meaning of the life of a powerful, wealthy, enigmatic American tycoon:
Citizen Kane. The film, directed by Orson Welles, is narrated through a series of
flashbacks, each providing a different account of the life of Charles Foster Kane,
by his guardian, his business associates, his second wife, and even the butler who
knows where all the skeletons are buried. Each narrator attempts to explain Kane,
how and why he ended up alone in old age, in an opulent castle filled not with
living companions but lifeless statues.

But none of these accounts which, not surprisingly, are as much or more
about the teller than the subject, explain much about Kane. The key to the mys-
tery of Kane lies in a poignant image at the very beginning of the film. Each time
I view Welles’s film I am struck by the haunting quality of this image but have
never been able to account for its power before. As you may remember, as Kane
lies dying, he is holding a snowdome paperweight. The miniature inside shows a
little boy playing in the snow with his sled beside a log cabin. Kane whispers the
now familiar word: “Rosebud,” drops the glass paperweight— which shatters into
pieces— and dies.

Kathleen Woodward’s insight into the emotionally protective function of the
reminiscence gave me a deeper understanding of why this image has such reso-
nance. Kane, dwelling on the image within the glass ball, which, as we later real-
ize, evokes an emotionally charged moment from his childhood, resembles J.B.
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Pontalis’s analysand described by Kathleen, who “would take great pleasure in
evoking a certain time in his childhood before it exploded into chaos.” This privi-
leged time is described by Pontalis as being “enclosed” like a garden but infinite
like the universe. The glass globe that Kane holds evokes exactly this sense of a
memory enclosed, sealed off in time, but never really lost—an infinite potential
space that can be lovingly drawn upon in the mood of reminiscence. Though
Kane’s enclosed space is of a snow scene and hence not like a garden, the word
rosebud, though, literally referring to the name of the boy’s sled, evokes the rose-
colored bloom that memory as reminiscence can restore to even the coldest past.

Significantly, the snow scene and the boy with the sled recalls Kane’s last
moment of safety and security before his childhood was shattered by his mother’s
sending him off in the company of a guardian to be raised, as Welles later puts it,
“by a bank.” In his old age facing death, Kane holds onto the glass ball as a way of
holding on to this time in his childhood “as one holds onto a hand.” Christopher
Bollas sees the longing for a particular familiar place as a longing for a certain
mood that was important to us in childhood. Kathleen quotes Bollas as saying:
“When a mood releases feelings of intimacy from the past associated with a certain
person, the true self is allowed an unusual freedom of expression.” In the final
image of Kane before he dies, holding onto the glass globe that encloses a scene
from his childhood associated with his mother, Welles suggests that Kane returns
to this last memory of real inner freedom, perhaps easing his transition from life to
death. But the image is ambiguous. The smashing of the ball signals both Kane’s
literal death and the death of his “true self” which was forever lost when his life
“exploded into chaos” by his precipitous ejection from his childhood.

Charles Kane, of course, is not a real person, but a fictional character created
by Orson Welles—although, from a psychobiographical perspective, there are strik-
ing similarities between Kane and Welles, two men who shared the experience of a
lost childhood. Welles never inherited a gold mine (the source of Kane’s wealth
and the reason he is sent east to be raised by a banking tycoon), but he was born
with a golden mind, of such extraordinary precocity that family friends persuaded
his parents to turn him over to tutors and guardians who could best develop the
boy’s potential. And although Welles was only 24 when he directed the film, the
life of Charles Kane is uncannily prophetic of what Welles’s life would turn out to
be.
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The example of Charles Kane seemed especially pertinent in light of Kathleen
Woodward’s paper, because, like many of the literary reminiscers she writes about,
Kane is terribly isolated and alone as he approaches death. Helen Deutsch in Con-
frontations with Myself writes out of a “never ending loneliness and grief,” draw-
ing upon memory to fill an emotional vacuum. Joyce Horner in That Time of Year
writes to allay a “perpetual feeling of wretchedness, chill.” Only the writing a
poem about her mother, which she first shows a friend, attaches her to her past,
momentarily sheltering her from a deadening despair. Helen Bevington in The
Third and only Way also writes out of an extreme sense of loss: the suicide of her
son, the death of her husband. She pointedly does not crave sociability, choosing
to replace flesh and blood companions with whom he might reminisce at a 65th
class reunion with a fantasy of reminiscing with a beloved room mate who died
long ago. These writers triumph over loneliness and despair, Kathleen Woodward
suggests, primarily through imaginative experience that evokes the past or even
the future, which she links to her theoretical concept of the healing generativity of
reminiscence.

But, in reading about the literary reminiscences of Helene Deutsch, Joyce
Horner, and Helen Bevington, I couldn’t help but feel there was something terri-
bly empty, sad and very temporary about their purely imaginative strategies for
dealing with loss and grief, especially in light of the definition of reminiscence at
the beginning of the paper as a “social rather than a solitary endeavor, one neces-
sarily carrying with it the figure of the companion.” I was especially struck by the
contrast in feeling between Helen Bevington’s fantasy of her and her deceased
room mate Dotty—an imaginary companion— laughing aloud about their pre-
dicament in old age and the moment Simone de Beauvoir describes in A Very Easy
Death when her mother is dying in the hospital of cancer surrounded by real
companions. After having her hair combed, plaited and pinned, looking as lovely
to Simone De Beauvoir as a Leonardo drawing, her mother begins to reminisce
about how lovely her hair was in the past, her pride in getting her diploma, her
love of books, as well as many other memories going far back into her past. In this
mood of reminiscence, De Beauvoir’s mother, who is not an artist, begins to in-
vent: in this case imaginary granddaughters. What a difference though between
the ironic detachment of Helen Bevington’s invented reminiscences with her imag-
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ined roommate and the example of Simone de Beauvoir’s dying mother, sharing
her stories with her flesh and blood daughter, stories, we can infer, that were
evoked by the ministrations of a nurse—fixing her hair, making braids— as if she
were a little girl. I think that whether the companionability, the sociability of remi-
niscence is real or invented matters a great deal. For all the solace that a con-
structed emotional memory affords, I fear that it is not enough. I also wonder that
if, in most cases, it is not the reminiscence per se that is potentially generative and
restorative, offering the hope or creating a mood of trust and security, but the
atmosphere of trust and security that beckons forth the reminiscence. Perhaps it is
only through this actual reestablishment of connection with other people that the
reminiscence, the emotional importance of which Kathleen Woodward so
insightfully theorizes in this paper, becomes not simply supportive or protective
but truly generative and transformational.
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Andrew Schlarch
Response to Kathleen Woodward’s
“Telling Stories”

I was also very impressed by Kathleen Woodward’s paper and the way it ties to-
gether so many interesting themes related to aging, the construction of the self,
and the way we construct dialogue and meaning.

I was struck by the ways that reminiscence is a constructive act through which
we reconstruct the past and bring it into the present. Our lives as we live them and
our memories as we remember them are both constructive processes, so that we
remember; and through our memories, we create ourselves, both for ourselves
and in relationship to other people. Through that self-construction, we add con-
sistency to our lives and to our sense of self. And through that consistency, a sense
of emotional protection.

Why then might reminiscence be something especially important in the latter
part of one’s life, almost as if it were a developmental task of one’s later years?
What changes? What causes this? If we think critically about these changes, it is
possible to make some interesting observations. Physically, we have less energy
and resilience. That in and of itself is not enough to prompt reminiscence, it seems
to me. Perhaps part of the motivation lies in the change from more fixed roles to
more tenuous roles where the social construction of our lives requires more inter-
nal consistency because of the decrease in external consistency. There is evidence
of increased interiority as we get older, an increased focus on what is happening
inside as death becomes closer.

Even though the process of reminiscence and the process of letting go that
comes with it are important to this stage, I suspect that there may be other factors
at work earlier in our lives that have more to do with social dislocation and the lack
of support for ourselves as personalities in a social environment in the latter part of
our lives. And it is probably no accident that meeting with an old friend involved
reminiscence about “the good old days,” or bad old days for that matter. It is an
act that gives meaning and continuity to our lives as we struggle with the dynamic
between the desire for consistency and the progress of change. This of course
echoes the work of Eric Erikson and the issue of ego integrity, the act of looking at
one’s life to determine that it is and was acceptable and unique and whole—spe-
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cial, but still small against a larger backdrop. And that challenge to find one’s own
uniqueness in a larger context in part provides the impetus to life review and
reminiscence.

I differentiate “reminiscence” and “life review” somewhat differently than
does Dr. Woodward. I think of reminiscence as a solitary or communal act of
looking back on an experience from the past and bringing it into the present to
maintain consistency. Life review, however, suggests looking at our lives more
critically, challenging the consistency, assessing the quality of our lives. Jim Birren
and Donna Deutschmann wrote a book called Guided Autobiography that pro-
vided a series of exercises for life review, for looking at one’s life and questioning
it. And I think of this as a more critical, risky endeavor than reminiscence alone.

It seems that part of our discussion is about how we give our lives meaning.
Some of the meaning that we give our lives is by connection with the past, and
some is by bringing the past into the present in a new way. Part of this dynamic is
analytical and reconstructive, and part of it is living in the moment, being present
and witnessing the fact that we are constructing as we reminisce. And that seems
to be the two-fold purpose of reminiscing: to feel a sense of ego integrity, in
Erikson’s words, and at the same time, to be in the moment enough to really
experience the “now” and all that that experience brings.

I think that Dr. Woodward’s presentation provides some valuable lessons in
doing both of those: how to be simultaneously Debra Hoffman’s mother experi-
encing and accepting all that is the way it is, and on the other hand, to reminisce,
to bring the past back into the present and make it part of the meaning that we
give our lives now.
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