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Editorial – Welcome to Issue 2: The Summer 

School Edition 

Ab Gardner, Hannah Grist & Ros Jennings 

 

Welcome to Issue 2 of the Postgraduate Journal of Women, Ageing and Media 

(PGWAM).  

The focus of this edition is on the International Summer School held annually at the 

Park Campus at the University of Gloucestershire. The emphasis of this edition of 

PGWAM on the Summer School reflects the Centre for Women, Ageing and Media’s 

(WAM) desire to highlight the important and meaningful work that is showcased 

annually at this unique conference. 

WAM regards the Summer School as our show piece, and feedback suggests that 

the special ethos and design of the conference is an exemplary form of research 

training. The WAM Summer School plays an important role in training the next 

generation of scholars in ageing studies by offering an intensive intergenerational 

learning experience. In addition to presenting their research, participants engage in a 

research workshop that contributes to developing methods and approaches to the 

field of study. Summer School numbers are kept deliberately small and there are no 

parallel sessions so that active peer learning opportunities are maximized. The WAM 

Summer School is as much a process as an event that brings together emerging and 

world leading scholars to think through current and developing issues in relation to 

women, ageing and popular media forms. 

This edition first offers the reader the proceedings of the Summer School 2014, then 

presents a number of selected papers delivered that year. Next, we offer the reader 

an exploration of WAM’s ongoing research project ‘Keep Dancing!’ The proceedings 

of Summer School 2015 are then presented, followed by a number of selected 

papers delivered this year. This edition of PGWAM closes with a discussion of the 

Outcomes of the Summer School.  
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Part One – Summer School 2014 
 

 

(Summer School 2014 Participants) 

 

The 2014 International Women, Ageing and Media (WAM) Research Summer 

School (at the University of Gloucestershire) took place in Cheltenham (UK) on 17th, 

18th and 19th June 2014 and brought together international postgraduate 

researchers across disciplines whose research engages with women, ageing and 

issues of identity, representation, cultural activity, creativity, lived experience and 

popular cultural forms (e.g. popular music, film, television, literature, dance, fashion 

and digital social media). 

 

The fourth Annual WAM International Summer School in 2014 was the first to be 

offered as an integral part of WAM’s collaboration as a partner in the ACT project. 

The ACT/WAM collaboration was reinforced through the funded participation of the 

keynote speaker Line Grenier (University of Montreal, Canada), Elena 

Fronk (University of Maastricht, NL), Christina Haralanova (Concordia University, 

Canada), and Sabine Turker (CIAS, University of Graz, Austria). 

http://actproject.ca/
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All participants took part in a methods project during their attendance titled ‘Keep 

Dancing’ which is explored in some detail in the remainder of this Issue of the 

Postgraduate Journal of Women, Ageing and Media. 

 

This year the Summer School included a public symposium funded by the University 

of the West of England: Older Age and Cultural Activity that took place on the 

afternoon of the 17th June. This featured Dr Trish Winter (University of Sunderland, 

UK) who presented work from her AHRC funded project: A Somatic Ethnography of 

Grand Gestures Elders Dance Group to a mixed audience of Summer School 

participants, research staff, service providers for older people, older people’s user 

groups and anyone interested in the importance of cultural activity in later life. The 

content of the symposium fed directly into the methods workshops during the 

following two days of Summer School. 
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Proceedings of the Summer School 2014  
Opening Keynote 

 

Line Grenier (University of Montreal, Canada) 

 

Music-ing and ‘ageing together’: Notes from a collaborative ethnography of Étoile 

des aînés 

 

Étoile des aînés is a ‘music talent’ contest for people aged 65 and over, organized in 

Québec by one of the most important investors in the seniors housing market in 

North America, Chartwell-Reit. Since its creation five years ago, Étoile des aînés has 

attracted over 1,200 participants and thousands of adults in their later life as 

audience members and volunteers. Since 2012, the contest is the site of a pilot 

project I have been conducting with a colleague and a research assistant, aimed at 

investigating intersections of ageing and popular music in the context a global 

demographic shift to an ‘ageing society’ and governmental discourses and policies 

around ‘active ageing.’ 

 

In this keynote presentation I will critically reflect on the methodological practices, 

assumptions and ethical concerns that shape our ways of thinking with age through 

Étoile des aînés. By means of a series of anecdotes (Morris, 2006), I will consider 

the methodological effectivity of the key concepts that we put to work: what do 

concepts of music-ing (Small, 1998) and ageing together (Katz, 2009) do (Bal, 

2002), how do they focus our interest (Stengers, 1987) and implicate us and our own 

ageing (Hendricks, 2008) in the research. Through these anecdotes I also hope to 

bring to light how the notions of process, relationality and performativity that inform 

our research problematic also shape the specifics of our collaborative ethnography 

(Matsutake Worlds Research Group, 2012) – from the techniques we have adopted 

for observation, archiving, analysis and writing purposes, to how we relate to each 

other and to other actors ‘in the field.’ 

 

Abstracts 

 

Elena Fronk (University of Maastricht, NL): “The Performance of Age Identities in 

Online Dating 50plus” 
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50plus online dating services are on the rise. They construct coupledom as an ideal 

and necessary condition for ‘successful ageing’, which older singles can attain by 

becoming active members of dating sites. This trend is also reflected in popular 

representations of dating at later life, which will be the focus of my presentation. My 

analysis of recent German movies, documentaries and an audio play, which feature 

older singles’ search for love, is inspired by the work of cultural critics in Ageing 

Studies (e.g. Stephen Katz) and Love Research, (e.g. Eva Illouz), who have shown 

how contemporary cultural imaginaries of success in love and later life construct the 

failure to fulfil these often unattainable demands as a personal, rather than as a 

social or institutional one. In addition, concerns about the ways in which they pre-

empt or indeed empty the meaning of love and later life have been raised. How do 

dominant cultural ideas about love and later life enable and constrain the ways in 

which older singles’ search for love is represented in popular media? Which ways to 

perform the pursuit of late life love are intelligible? Which are not? How do popular 

representations recite, reconfigure or resist dominant scripts? Answering these 

questions, I seek to show how exactly the cultural imperatives to age successfully 

and to love happily intersect, to reproduce and transgress dominant ideas about age 

and love.  

 

Hannah Grist (WAM, University of Gloucestershire, UK): “I, Anna (2012) and the 

Femme Fatale: Post-Noir and Representations of Female Old Age” 

 

Through textual analysis this paper explores post-noir film I, Anna (Southcombe, 

2012) using the lens of age – more specifically, the aged female body. This paper 

promotes the concept of the femme fatale in modern film noir as having much to 

offer women and ageing studies. Older women on screen have commonly been 

theorised within two opposing paradigms: ageing as decline, and ageing 

successfully. This paper argues that through a specific representation of the aged 

femme fatale body I, Anna offers a destabilisation of the common stereotypes 

constructed around these paradigms and promotes an understanding of women and 

ageing on screen that is more nuanced than the binary these current paradigms 

allow. This paper also marks out post-noir British film as an interesting avenue from 

which to explore the representation of ageing women in film, as existing research 

has so far focussed on romantic comedy and bio-pic. This paper therefore seeks to 
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add to the growing body of new work on female ageing and representations in the 

media. 

 

 
Grace Hall (The Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland): “Women with Attitude – 
Photographic Project” 

 

Women with Attitude is a body of work, which celebrates the older woman, her sense 

of style, and zest for life as she continues to manage the physical challenges that 

come with the ageing body. Nine women, aged between 60 and 90, took part in this 

collaborative project in which, together with the photographer, they explored not only 

their sense of style, but also their attitudes towards their clothing, being older, being 

photographed in a studio setting and having themselves documented in what can be 

a very unforgiving medium, the photograph. The collaborative process involved five 

shoots with the subjects being given a choice as to what they wore for each shoot. 

Each member of the group completed a questionnaire with the stated objective of 

eliciting and compiling data on the participants’ relationship with clothes, their 

attitudes towards style and fashion, and the way clothes express their individual 

identities as they negotiate the ageing process. Each participant had the opportunity 

to view and comment on the images that represented their sense of self. This photo 

elicitation process was documented through the medium of a video. The images 

have not been retouched in any way in Photoshop, so any imperfections due to the 

ageing process are revealed, but are ignored by the women. 

 

Christina Haralanova (Concordia University, Canada): “Gender, Ageing and 

Hactivism: A Feminist Inquiry into Montreal communities” 

 

The proposed paper for this symposium will examine the key role that has been 

played by women in the formation of hacker communities in Montreal with a focus on 

the intersections of gender and ageing. Hacker culture is often constituted, 

rhetorically, through principles of freedom of information and open access to 

technology. It is a culture that attempts to solicit participants who enjoy tweaking 

machines, cracking open devices and repurposing technologies so that they can be 

customized for an individual or collective use. While the figure of the hacker as white, 

young, male is a powerful norm within popular culture, my research focuses on the 

(invisible) contribution of women from different generations of Montreal 

technoculture. My research examines the multiple and complex reasons for their 

historic exclusion based on age and gender in the hacker culture, as well as the life 

stories of younger women ageing within these communities. What role does age and 
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age-ism play in hacker culture and hacker identity, especially for female hackers? 

How are issues of intergenerational knowledge passed on in hacker culture? Do 

people, and women in particular, leave the community when they reach a certain age 

or moment in their lives? 

 
I am a member of two hacker communities in Montreal. To tackle these issues I will 

interview a dozen participants from different generations and genders, within these 

two communities. Applying a feminist perspective and critique to hacker practice, the 

proposed analysis of the hacker communities will join some of the broader feminist 

critiques on gender and techno-science, by identifying the reasons and 

consequences of the gender and age segregation in the field of hacking. 

 

Maxine Horne (Manchester Metropolitan University, UK): “Are you lonesome 

tonight? Exploring experiences of loneliness in older age through and with pop song 

lyrics” 

 

My PhD is looking at the experience of loneliness in older age through community 

dance practices. I am a community dance practitioner experienced in running 

creative dance workshops. This paper looks at how song lyrics play a role in the 

sessions. My PhD is practice based in that the research is conducted through my 

practice as a community dance artist, it is also arts based in that some of the data 

collected is in the form of creative movement 

 

Music is a vital part of the dance sessions I lead and loneliness is a difficult subject 

to talk about. This aspect of my research wants to look at ways in which song lyrics 

support expressing feelings about loneliness through movement and/or talking? 

 

I have selected songs from across the decades to stimulate movement and 

conversation. The approach to using the songs varied: for some, the loneliness 

connection was explicitly highlighted, for others, familiarity with the lyrics was 

assumed. Data was collected in the form of videoed movement (the dancers), 

reflective movement (the researcher) and writing reflecting on the movement and the 

conversations around the movement (the researcher). 

 

Can song lyrics facilitate creative movement exploration of a sensitive topic? 
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Kate Latham (WAM, University of Gloucestershire, UK): “Carnival and dementia. Is 

it heresy?” 

 

The presentation will begin with a question for the audience regarding any direct 

knowledge of a person with dementia to ensure sensitivity of delivery. It will offer an 

interactive starting point for the understanding of positioning regarding this disease 

which has an impact on the reading and reception of the twelve texts of fiction at the 

core of my research. Whilst much fiction nods towards dementia as a trope for old 

age, whilst generally treating it respectfully and sympathetically, it takes Lore Segal, 

a woman writing in her mid-80s to take a transgressive and satirical position about 

them in her novel Half the Kingdom (Segal, 2013). This will raise the question of 

whether Bakhtin’s concept of carnival has a role to play in understanding dementia 

both in fiction and in the clinic. This may be viewed as heresy. Does the age of the 

novelist allow this stance because, in the words of the great Maggie Kuhn, “We have 

nothing to lose”?  

 

Susan Liddy (University of Limerick, Ireland): “Stories We Tell Ourselves: The 

Power behind the Camera” 

 

International research has highlighted a dearth of female screenwriters, directors and 

producers in contemporary cinema (Smith, 2010; Lauzen, 2012; British Film Institute, 

2012). Diversity in any film industry has a significance that goes beyond questions of 

equal access to employment. As a report commissioned by the Writers Guild of 

America (West) describes it: “it is about opening space for the telling of stories that 

might not otherwise be told,” (Hunt, 2007, p.51). 

 

Older female characters rarely drive screen stories. This paper examines the links 

between women in senior positions behind the camera, particularly screenwriters, 

and the inclusion and treatment of female characters onscreen. Is there a distinctly 

female perspective, a so-called ‘female voice’? If so, given the underrepresentation 

of women filmmakers, are there consequences for the visibility of older female 

characters onscreen? This paper will focus on recent feature film narratives written 

by Irish, and Irish-based, female screenwriters in order to discover if they contain 

elements of what McCreadie (2005) calls “a female sensibility.” 

  

I am currently interviewing policy makers and commissioners in the Irish Film Board 

in order to open up a debate on the underrepresentation of women in the Irish Film 

Industry. This paper will also draw on my initial findings. 
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Sue Phillips (WAM, University of Gloucestershire, UK) “Journey into Age – A 

qualitative, ethnographic study of older women” 

 

This presentation sets out the early thinking in relation to my doctoral project. It asks 

the question who defines ‘old’ particularly in regard to older women. It looks at the 

perceptions young children (9-10) have of ‘old women’, then explores the changes 

as people grow into middle age (35-55) and finally checks out the reality for a 

particular group of older women who have chosen to join the national network 

‘Growing Old Disgracefully’. It aims to explore the movement away from the 

stereotype of old age which this group is challenging, and also the very real, 

generational shift between the group’s attitudes and self-presentation, and that of 

their mothers and grandmothers. It will be a qualitative, ethnographic study with a 

strong autoethnographic element, reflecting the researcher’s own ‘journey into age’ 

and using a variety of methods to tease out the eventual findings. Predominant 

amongst these will be participant observation, semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews and textual analysis. In the paper I look at some of the potential logistical 

hurdles, the approach to gatekeepers of schools and groups, the need to consult the 

Ethics Committee of the University, and potential insider-outsider problems. 

 
Sabine Turker (CIAS, University of Graz, Austria): “Representations of Age and 
Ageing in Selected Works by Philip Roth” 

 
The presentation looks at the representations of age and ageing in three novels by 

the American author Philip Roth. It investigates the notion that ageing is not simply a 

natural, physiological process but a culturally constructed concept. Referencing work 

by influential scholars in the field of Ageing Studies, it shows that the experience of 

growing old(er) is largely determined by prevailing ideologies about age. Also, 

ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion and social class determine how a 

person experiences and views the ageing process. The presentation focuses on 

three novels by Philip Roth: The Humbling, Everyman and Indignation. While the first 

two texts feature protagonists who are what is generally considered old(er), 

Indignation is the story of a young man’s struggles in life. A careful analysis shows 

that the three texts do not present a unified view of what ageing and growing old can 

mean. Rather, ageing is portrayed in ambivalent terms. Ageing and old age are 

portrayed as a challenge, just as youth is a challenge. The presentation also aims to 

illuminate aspects such as gender and ageing as represented in these three text. 
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The texts are clear in their message that life is a thing worth holding on to even if it 

means dealing with life’s many challenges. 

 
Lucy Wood (University of Gloucestershire, UK): “Exercise, Music and Wellbeing in 
Older Women” 

 

The World Health Organisation estimates that around 6% of global deaths are 

caused by lack of exercise. Medical conditions such as obesity (WHO, 2003), 

coronary heart disease (Shaw, Gennat, O’Rourke, & Del Mar, 2006) and cancer 

(Westerlind, 2003) are associated strongly with a lack of exercise. Additionally, low 

exercise levels can be linked with psychological conditions including depression, 

stress and anxiety (e.g., Cancer Research UK, 2012; Weyerer & Kupfer, 1994). 

Moreover, it is estimated that that the direct financial cost of physical inactivity to the 

NHS is £900 million (Scarborough et al., 2011). 

 

According to the Health Survey for England (HSE, 2013) 29% of women over 65 

years old are classed as inactive, and this figure rises to 61% for women aged 75 – 

84 years old. Physical activity is of particular importance to those aged 65 and over 

as every year, 30% of those aged 65 and over will fall, resulting in significant 

morbidity and mortality. Therefore the activity guidelines recommend that over 65s 

undertake balance and co-ordination exercises twice a week to reduce the likelihood 

of falling (HSE, 2013). These statistics highlight the need to increase exercise levels, 

throughout all age groups, but particularly focus for women over 65 is needed. 

 

Music has been identified as a tool that may influence exercise behaviour. Listening 

to music when exercising is known to improve short-term motivation, psychological 

affect and potentially wellbeing. Following a systematic review of exercise to music, 

motivation, psychological affect and wellbeing, the key themes and limitations found 

will be explored further through focus groups and interviews with women aged 65 

and over who exercise to music regularly. 

 
Naomi Woodspring (WAM, University of the West of England, UK): “On Time and 
Body: Women coming of age in the sixties and ageing” 

 

In recent years, the social sciences have developed a newfound interest in the body. 

Time, including and beyond chronology, generation, rhythmicity, and history, is a 

growing edge in social science literature. To date, no one has tackled ageing bodies 

embedded and embodied in time. My research centres on the primacy of time and 
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ageing as women come to know, experience and conceive of the bodily ageing 

process. Women, coming of age in the sixties timescape were in the centre of a 

social rupture. That rupture saw the search for new/different meanings of embodied 

womanhood. Music and dance, the Pill, and the women’s liberation movement have 

influenced expressions of physicality throughout the lifetime of this cohort. For this 

generation, the experience of these events is now influencing the embodied meaning 

of ageing. This presentation explores the experience of women born between 1945 

and 1955 (the post-war cohort), the ageing body, and the influence of time as they 

grapple with questions of identity as older women. The inclusion of the intersection of 

time and body adds to our understanding of ageing. 
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Summer School 2014 - Selected Presentations 
 

WOMEN WITH ATTITUDE: PHOTOGRAPHIC PROJECT 
 

Grace Hall 
The Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland 

grace.hall66@gmail.com 

 

 

Image 1: Group © Grace Hall 

 

The Aim of the Project 

 

The aim of this project, which took some time to refine and develop, was to explore 

the older woman, her sense of style, and zest for life as she continues to manage the 
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physical challenges that come with the ageing body. 

 

Research 

 

Research for the project covered several different theoretical strands, clothing and 

identity, ageism in relation to the older woman, and the use of a collaborative 

process between photographer and subject(s). 

In relation to fashion, Malcolm Barnard states ‘Fashion has a critical function in that it 

draws attention to the constructed nature of identity,’ (Barnard, 2002, p.167).  In 

other words our clothes are like a text, which we compose, and which is read by 

others.  Barnard expresses this view when he states ‘fashion and clothing are 

communication because they are ways in which meanings are exchanged,’ (Barnard, 

2002, p.193). Women all spend time each day deciding what to wear, what to buy 

when shopping for clothing, etc. Why is this?  What do women look for when they 

shop - fashion, style?  Are they choosing the materials with which to curate 

themselves; to dress for a ‘performance’; to create the image, which they want 

others to see, i.e. their identity as exemplified by their clothing?  Erving Goffman was 

of the view that each time a person goes out into the public space, ‘frontstage’, they 

attempt to control the impression others might have of them by various strategies, 

one of which is, though his/her appearance, i.e. how they dress. 

Concerning ageism in relation to older women, my research for my graduate 

dissertation made me very aware of the deleterious effects on, not only the older 

woman, but also our culture in general, by the failure of the media to image the older 

woman as she is.  Margaret Morganroth Gullette (2004) sums up the situation in 

relation to this failure, and the problems thus created for society as a whole when 

she states, 

A culture needs to see people of all ages on the stage of the world, rather than 

the increasing disappearance of older default bodies that results from the cult of 

youth, marketing to youth, midlife downsizing, age segregation in housing, and 

so on’ ... ‘All these practices confirm younger people in their culturally cultivated 

inability to imagine older people as viable centres of self ... In midlife and old 

people the absence of same-age bodies in visual culture constantly reinforces 



 

17 
 

decline feelings, to the point where terrifying nonbeing is a risk, (p.178). 

While carrying out research for my dissertation, I came across an a body of work 

entitled The Representing Self – Representing Ageing initiative, which was funded 

by the Economic and Social Research Council (the ESRC) in the UK as part of the 

New Dynamics of Ageing cross-council research programme in the UK.  The part of 

the initiative I was interested in comprised four collaborative projects, which were 

carried out between groups of older women and artists (painters and photographers) 

by means of which they explored their life narratives and ageing.  The research 

process, which included, inter alia, interviews with participants both before and after 

each collaborative project, was documented by Susan Hogan and Lorna Warren in 

an article entitled Dealing with Complexity in Research Processing and Findings:  

How Do Older Women Negotiate and Challenge Images of Ageing? (2012). This 

research gave me the idea to make the project a collaborative one, in which the 

voice of the participants would play a pivotal part. 

In relation to photographers which influenced me, Ari Seth Cohen, and his blog 

Advanced Style, had an influence, as did the work of two photographers who took 

part in the above initiative, Laura Pannack, and Monica Fernandez. 

 

A further influence was the sixth day - the intense phototherapy workshop, run by 

Rosy Martin as part of the same initiative. 

 

Development 

 

The project was originally proposed as a kind of fashion shoot using older women as 

models, and in relation to this early proposal I had made contact with a hat designer, 

Sarah McGahon. When the project changed focus completely as outlined above, I 

kept in contact with Sarah who helped find some of the participants. Others were 

friends, and their friends. At the beginning only two of the participants were 

previously known to me. 

 

Initially, I held a meeting in my house with all the volunteers at which I outlined the 

project and what their role would be as collaborators in the project. I decided to set a 

series of themes for each shoot.  These themes merely formed a framework for each 
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shoot, within which each participant was be totally free to interpret the theme.   

Initially the themes comprised: 

1. Clothing which the participants liked themselves, and in which they felt good. 

2. A second theme was the ‘special event’.  All older women have attended, or 

will attend a family wedding or major birthday.  Women want to look good, 

especially if she is the mother or grandmother of one of the couple getting 

married.  Choosing an outfit for such an occasion can take up a lot of time, is 

stressful, and can contain much self-doubt – is it too young? Do I look 

ridiculous? Will others say I am mutton dressed as lamb? These are the kinds 

of questions that an older woman asks herself in such a situation. 

3. A third theme was ‘dressed up’ to go out to meet a friend, go to lunch. 

4. Scarves are an important means by which women individualise clothing; a 

further set of images would demonstrate how the participants use such 

scarves/shawls. 
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Image 2: Geraldin, aged 62 © Grace Hall 

 

5. In the previous four shoots the work was made using the studio space where 

the subjects and photographer engaged in a negotiated dialogical exchange 

using the conventions of the formal portrait and performance.  However, a fifth 

studio shoot took place, in which the women had a chance to make all the 

decisions themselves to ‘perform’ wearing what they liked.  No tripod was 

used, but as the women moved around, grab shots were taken to try to 

capture the ‘performative’ element of each of the women. 
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Image 3: Avril & Avril © Grace Hall 

Questionnaires were prepared for each shoot, exploring different aspects of the 

participants’ relationship with their clothes, their identity and how they set about 

creating this identity. From these questionnaires, a profile was created for each 

participant, using their words.  This profile was used in the book to introduce each 

participant.  (Copies of the completed questionnaires are available on the DVDs I 

prepared to share with Summer School). 

The final element comprised videoed interviews with each of the participants, where 

they had the opportunity to talk about themselves, the ageing process, the images 

taken of them, and what participation in the project meant to them – for instance, had 

it changed or made them more aware of the relationship between clothing and their 

identity? 
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The Parish Hall of my local church was used all day on a Friday for the shoots. It 

was an ideal space, which allowed me not only to set up a studio area, but also gave 

the participants a comfortable area to ‘hang around’ in while they waited their turn. 

For shoots 1 - 3, the formal studio portrait technique was used against a black 

backdrop. Two lights were used a backlight and a reflector dish with reflector card on 

the far side. For the remaining shoots the area was flooded with light which allowed 

me to dispense with the tripod and shoot freely. 

 

Image 4: Brigid, aged 62 © Grace Hall 
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The videos were shot in two sessions. The participants had thought a lot about what 

they wanted to say, one or two brought written notes. They were shot in short clips, 

as this made it easier for them to ‘draw breath’ as it were. 

Outcomes 

I believe the main outcome of the project is, that through my working methods, the 

participants became relaxed enough in the presence of the camera, each other, 

myself and my assistant to enable me to give them a voice. All the women loved 

participating in the project and for some it was a means of enablement. I think it has 

also shown me, that as a photographer, I must stand back sometimes and let things 

happen.  By the last shoot I found I was photographing in much the same way as I 

do when photographing dance performance, grabbing the moment. I think it is very 

interesting how the project developed ‘legs’ so to speak and took off in its own 

direction, though still within the overall remit of the brief I set myself. 
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Image 5: Zan, aged 70 © Grace Hall 

Negative aspects 

The project might be criticised for the fact that: 

 The women could be perceived to belong to a similar middle class, 

comfortably off group, that it did not therefore give the views of older women 

from mixed socio economic groups. I believe this is a valid criticism, however, 

the project was envisioned and carried out in a four-month time frame, and I 

had to rely on friends and others to put together a group of women aged 60+.  

On the positive side, I believe that this body of work can form the basis of a 

much larger research project, where groups of women from different 

socio/economic backgrounds can participate in a similar process, and by 

examining the outcomes of these further explorations for commonalities and 
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differences between the different groups, some interesting data on the older 

woman might be revealed;  

 There was an overemphasis on fashion in the research.  Again, I believe this 

is a valid criticism and should I go forward with the project, I would certainly 

re-examine the methodology to be used, but I would also refer back to the 

theories of Erving Goffman in relation to appearance. 

 

 

Image 6: Georgina, aged 90 © Grace Hall 
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CARNIVAL AND DEMENTIA: IS IT HERESY? 
 

Kate Latham 
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Do members of the audience feel that they know something about dementia? About 

a third to a half. This is not surprising given its cultural visibility. Do people have a 

direct knowledge through family, friends or neighbours?  This question is asked, not 

to be intrusive or exposing, but to clarify our respective positions-the difference 

perhaps between the mere attitude and the more proactive and engaged position of 

a stance. The distinction is important because I may, probably will, be saying things 

which may challenge the cultural and medical take on the disease. Whilst I will talk 

about dementia there are of course many dementias and although they share an 

underlying pattern of gradual loss of cognitive functions and behavioural change,  

every person who develops dementia does it differently, at their own pace and with 

their own very specific  presentation.  

My stance is that of an ex NHS clinician who worked for decades in older people’s 

services and who latterly developed and worked in a memory clinic taking many 

hundreds of clinical histories and hearing stories about dementia. Sometimes, when 

describing my work to people they would tilt their heads in a counselling mode and 

say things such as “I don’t know how you do it…it must be so sad…” Of course it 

was, but this was a clinic in which there was a surprising amount of laughter which 

could be either alarming or a comfort to people in the waiting room. The laughter was 

a carnival driven, universal laughter ─ with, not at ─ an aspect of carnival Bakhtin 

describes as reinforcing ones place in the world ‘he who is laughing belongs to it’         

(Bakhtin 1984, p.12). He would argue that we have lost some this equalising laughter 

in modernity and the negative satire of today. Martin Amis’ Grace Pepperdine in 

Lionel Asbo (2012) is not a portrait of dementia driven by compassion and empathy. 

The laughter in the clinic was generated by stories of the scrapes, escapades and 

predicaments of early memory loss. Lost cars, puddings served with main courses, 

the repeated purchase of unlikely items and the wearing of many layers of clothing 

including the toilet mat worn as a shawl fastened with the old fashioned nappy pin. 

The patient, her daughter and I, agreed that it was a creation worthy of the most 
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avant garde of fashionistas and out did anything Vivian Westwood might create. One 

of these escapades, or a series of events, would have occurred which had 

concerned either the person or others to seek referral to the clinic so the laughter 

was predominantly created with people at the start of the diagnostic process.  

Dementia is as we know a long illness and the predominant discourse, perhaps the 

only discourse available, is that of the medical model. Psychologists and other social 

commentators such as Oliver James have tried to offer an alternative reading but 

they lack the heft of the medical model which drives the headlines and the media 

coverage which is relentless. 

I am not saying that dementia is fairy-lights and fun but there were enough stories to 

make the clinics hugely engaging, and interesting. When looking at the portrayal of 

dementia in contemporary fiction it is usually understandably respectful and serious 

and the sometimes daftness of dementia was never related in fiction until I read Half 

the Kingdom (Segal, 2013). It was the book I had been waiting for in the same way, 

that ploughing through literary theory not much of it made me laugh or smile until I 

came to Mikhail Bakhtin, a literary and cultural theorist who has a chapter on the 

history of laughter. He was clearly my kind of person. 

Bakhtin (1984) is most renowned for his concepts- dialogism, polyphony, 

heteroglossia and carnival. Although I think they all have something to say about 

dementia, it is the concept of carnival to which I want to turn in relation to Half the 

Kingdom (Segal, 2013) and dementia.  

The key aspects of carnival are the breaking down of barriers, overcoming power 

inequalities and hierarchies and the reforming and renewal of relationships. In 

carnival there is no maintenance of the status quo. This could be a definition of 

dementia. There is free and familiar contact between people, there are misalliances, 

there is crowning, whereby the previously unimportant becomes principle  only to be 

de-crowned later, and there is parody. It is of course, a concept which is contested 

on both historical and political grounds. 

Let us accept carnival as Bakhtin describes it while accepting that there are 

constraints and limitations in its cultural power of elucidation. It is not as pervasive 

and powerful as dialogism and polyphony which has been absorbed into of the 

oeuvre of French literary theory.  
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Bakhtin’s concept of carnival is developed in his book Rabelais and his World (1984) 

where he draws on literary and historical sources about medieval carnival and 

festivity where anything goes. In carnival, life is subject to its own laws, the laws of 

its own freedom. He describes carnival as a time out of life when the normal rules 

are suspended for a brief and defined period of turn-about and inside-out-ness. It is 

not Notting Hill or Mardi Gras. In his introduction to the book Michael Holquist 

(Bakhtin, 1984, p.7) reminds us that ‘carnival does not know footlights…it does not 

acknowledge any distinction between actors and spectators.’ It is not spectacle, it is 

not seen, but lived. There is a point where this is true of a dementia. As insight fails 

the person lives their own life to their own individual beat developing their own 

internal rhythm, eating only marmalade sandwiches, conversing with the television 

and turning night into day. This is a freedom of sorts and often happens in a 

complete unawareness of the havoc and anxiety they may be causing supporters so 

I am not saying that it is easy. It isn’t, it is probably the most difficult period of care 

and support, it is hard to reassure people that it will end, that things will change, as 

carnival does, because the following stage of the dementing process is one of 

increasing physical frailty and an ever increasing absence of the old self.  

What carnival may do is offer an alternative construction to behaviours which the 

medical model would describe as BPSD, the Behavioural and Psychiatric Symptoms 

of Dementia. Selling it to families using the term carnival might be difficult but not 

impossible. As a model is offers a different understanding to that of the ‘second 

childhood’ in which behaviours which are hard to comprehend are so easily 

construed as naughtiness. 

Half the Kingdom is a carnivalesque novel. It begins with a nonagerian telling a 

health care assistant in no uncertain terms that ‘You do not, you do not tell me to 

relax! I will not relax,’ (Segal, 2013, p.3). We already have a carnivalesque inversion, 

as this is not how ninety year olds are meant to behave. The action takes place in a 

New York Hospital ER department a place to be viewed as outside officialdom─ 

which it turns out to be. The key players are Joe Bernstine the terminally ill retired 

director of the Concordat think tank, Lucy, widow of his great friend who is a “barely 

literate seventy five year old poet with emphysema,” (Segal, 2013, p.10). Joe heads 

the Wide Open Eye group and employs Beth, his angry daughter, Benedict, Lucy’s 

son and Al Lessor the computer whiz kid. Together they are researching an 



 

29 
 

encyclopaedia for The Compendium of End-of-World Scenarios (Segal, 2013, p.5) 

and working on titles such as The NO-NONSENSE Guide to TERRORISM (Segal, 

2013, p.8). Here Project Head Cold (Segal, 2013, p.7), by which a strategic delivery 

of an epidemic cold germ means that both armies run out of tissues and want to go 

to bed not war, is given a degree of credibility. Here is parody and the carnivalesque 

turn-about. The reversal of hierarchies means that the oldsters are in control. Such 

positions are negotiated throughout the novel with many observations about being 

old, and in being particular an old parent. In dealing with the decomposing apple 

stuck in the tangle of wires behind the computer she says to her great friend, Joe’s 

wife: 

Today in the office I knew that picking up a grown son’s sweats from 

underneath his chair impinges on his liberty so I did it quick, quick, like gulping 

forbidden food before the calories register… (Segal, 2013, p.22). 

Restaurants are chosen because they have accessible loos on the ground floor and 

Lucy muses about why the literature does not address the bodily functions we all 

share-a classic aspect of carnival. Following a spate of copycat, fast onset 

Alzheimer’s disease, the Wide Open Eye group are used by the doctors to 

investigate what might be going on, this may be an act of terrorism in the post 9/11 

world and they investigate by direct observation. They become ethnographers. The 

‘youngsters,’ Benedict and Beth, pose as Social Workers and Lucy and Joe get 

themselves admitted.  

The narrative, delivered in short vignettes is farce and carnival of the highest order. 

One of one of the aspects of Bakhtin’s carnival is language and one of the most 

comical episodes is Benedict mis-reporting a patient as a manager of a pepper 

rather than paper, mill. Here we have the inversion of the non-expert becoming 

expert, false information becoming reified- as I’m afraid it can be in medical notes. 

Through the eyes of Beth and Benedict we come to know the back stories of the 5 

people admitted through ER: 

 Ida Farkasz- brought in by her neighbour 

 Ilka Weiss, brought in by her daughter who is experiencing the social work 

department as Kafka writing ‘slice of life fiction’ (Segal, 2013, p.57) 

 Francis Rhinelander who always hears music 
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 Samson Gorewitz who liberated himself from a care facility, tagged behind a 

family en route to the beach, couldn’t tag himself back as his stroke was 

mistaken for sunbathing and nearly drowned as the waves crept up the 

beach. He is visited by his double act sisters. 

 Luba 

 

All these people admitted to the ER develop fast onset overnight Alzheimer’s 

disease and will find themselves on The Seventh Floor which has been opened as 

an emergency reception centre. 

It is on this 7th floor where we see the most contentious aspect of Bakhtin’s carnival 

in full glory. Grotesque realism is a controversial and complicated concept linked with 

the degradation of the body – particularly the female body. Grotesque images are 

linked to copulation, pregnancy, old age disintegration and dismemberment. This 

does not seem a promising view for the 7th Floor and yet there is a profound honesty 

here about the materiality of the ageing body that is not matched in any other novel 

featuring dementia. For Bakhtin degradation is not accepted in the commons sense 

view but as incessant reminder that we are all flesh. The ravages of old age are 

described in throughout the narrative, even before the 7th floor we see Ida Farkasz  

‘the crooked old woman’ glaring at Lucy over ‘the top of her glasses that must have 

been fitted when the face was better fleshed, because they were on a slide down the 

nose to a hairy chin,’ (Segal, 2013, p.52). 

On the 7th floor there are, what Segal (2013) describes as a “congregation of 

gargoyles”:  

The huge old black woman might have been poured to overflowing into her 

wheelchair; her mouth stood open as if there were no room inside for the 

endless lolling of her purple tongue. The freakishly long thin, banged up old 

Don Quixote wore an anachronistic smile and so did the little stick figure 

manikin next to him, and next to him, her waist bent at a ninety degree angle, 

was the prototype of Hansel and Gretel’s witch, whose crooked nose met with 

her stubbled chin. And when Hope turned to Nora’s loved face, she saw it 

rammed down to the left into the shape of an earlier phase of the human type: 

Nora was watching an old peasant that we don’t see on the New York Streets, 
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who was unbuttoning her dress. She reached her navel as the Sabbath 

elevator opened its doors to discharge its cargo on the Senior Centres 7th 

floor, (Segal, 2013, p.125). 

We have the description of uncovered buttocks up tight against the cot sides of 

hospital beds ─ a view which would and should make the Care Quality Commission 

throw up their hands in horror. 

The descriptions are tough but not malign, slack jaws and drool are honest and 

empathic confirming carnival as non-spectated but lived. 

On the 7th floor there is not only the grotesque realism of carnival but parodic 

inversion of something which Google have not yet invented. This is the: 

‘Twice Told® ,a plastic head band with a built in nano-computer that 

translates the movements of eye and facial musculature of the person sitting 

across from you and tells you “You’ve told this story to this person before” 

before you have started telling it once again, (Segal, 2013, p.139). 

On the 7th floor the reports on the ‘sixty-two-pluses’ (Segal, 2013, p.163) admissions 

are ready- including the ones on Joe and Lucy, admitted as observers. What has 

intrigued Joe is that: 

…all our vitals are good. The terrorists’ problem is two pronged: they have to 

drive us insane while they keep us indefinitely alive. We are dealing with an 

enemy of enormous sophistication, ingenuity and patience. They are able to 

imagine a west entirely populated by demented, heart healthy centenarians, 

(Segal, 2013, p.150). 

This is carnival addressing not only the indignities and fears about old age but the 

social issue of dementia as ‘burden’ which dominates the headlines. 

Throughout the novel there are deeply poignant 7th floor situations, for example ‘boys 

and girls cannot be in  the same room, even ones that have been legally married 

these five and forty years,’ (Segal, 2013, p.150). Jenny, Joe’s wife, and not involved 

with Wide Open Eye offers an alternative view of old age as optimistic and kind. She 

had confessed to her doctor that she had not been taking her antidepressant pills 

because she didn’t feel depressed. She saw noticed and appreciated nice things 
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happening around her, mothers smiling at babies, cabbies rushing to ensure a teddy 

bear is not left behind, but the doctor with ‘the awkward air of a man not getting a 

joke. He said ‘It takes time to combine the right medications in the right dosage 

(Segal, 2013, p.20) and so Jenny is admitted to the 7th floor diagnosed with bipolar 

depression stuck in the phase of euphoria.   

The nakedness of grotesque realism unites us as readers and humans anticipating 

the 7th floor. Lucy, now in a hospital gown, observes herself reaching behind herself 

to undo the tie at the back of her neck and the one behind her waist. She has not 

been identified as part of the Wide Open Eye observation group because she had 

placed her belongings in a patient property bag and thus for the kind but forceful 

aide─ despite her protestations─ she has become a patient and thus equal on the 7th 

floor. The fragility of ageing with dignity is all there in the ties of hospital gowns and a 

plastic bin bag.   

Is this a heretical stance? Yes, I think it is, because it subverts the medical discourse 

and thus medications for BPSD. 

This is transgressive, dangerous writing about dementia and ageing unparalleled in 

my navigation around contemporary fiction. We have dementia as central in a 

satirical parodic novel. I think that the age of the author is important. At age eighty 

five Segal does not need to show a false respect for old age. As a reader we know 

that most of the inhabitants on the 7th floor are cared about, but this is not a pretty 

old age. As the ‘youngsters’ have to bear witness, it is us. We are the future 

inhabitants of the 7th floor. There is no otherness. 

Lore Segals’ history as number 152 in the Kinderstransport and subsequent 

experiences in foster care in the UK made her into what she described as ‘an 

unwilling anthropologist’ in her 2011 Bookslut interview. We see the echoes of 

observation in the Wide Open Eye group. The great Maggie Kuhn- now I suspect 

forgotten but immensely formative for me both professionally and personally – was 

herself forced into retirement from a job she loved, and so she set up the Gray 

Panthers, the great American campaigning group and campaigned actively against 

the Vietnam War. She could, she said, because she had nothing to lose. We have 

nothing to lose and much to gain from reading Lore Segal’s dark satire but we have 

a lesson to learn- always take your own bag, using a patients property bin liner is 
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likely to lead you sooner than you may wish to the 7th floor, a place which ultimately 

awaits us all. 

References 

Amis, M. (2012) Lionel Asbo, London: Jonathan Cape. 

Bakhtin, M. (1984) Rabelais and his World, Trans. Hélène Iswolsky, Bloomington IN: 
University of Indiana Press. 

Segal, L. (2013) Half the Kingdom, New York & London: Melvill House. 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

34 
 

ARE YOU LONESOME TONIGHT? EXPLORING 
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Abstract 

My PhD is an ethnographic exploration of the experience of older people in the 

community dance sessions that I facilitate. Music is a key element of the sessions 

and this paper looks at how song lyrics might play a role in the sessions. 

I selected songs from across the decades, with lyrics that either suggested 

loneliness or friendship, to stimulate movement and conversation. The approach 

to using the songs varied: for some, the content of the lyrics was discussed before 

moving, for others, familiarity with the lyrics was assumed. Data was collected in the 

form of videoed movement (the dancers), reflective movement (the researcher) and 

writing reflecting on the movement and the conversations around the movement (the 

researcher).  

Can song lyrics facilitate creative movement exploration of a sensitive topic?  

Loneliness is a difficult topic to discuss and to publicly admit to feeling; perhaps a 

non-verbal mode of expression could make the process easier. 

Introduction 

My research is an ethnographic study of the experience of older people in an age 

specific community dance group.  It is contributing to knowledge as the researcher is 

positioned as an insider to the group rather than the more typical outside evaluator.  

For this paper, I turned a close focus on how the use of music can aid with and lead 

to informal discussions about social well-being and loneliness. 

First Iteration 

I wondered what the impact of songs that referenced loneliness would be on the 

creative process of the dancers.  I chose some songs I thought would be relevant 

(see Table 1). 
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The Beatles With a Little Help from my Friends 

Gerry and the Pacemakers You’ll Never Walk Alone 

Paul McCartney No More Lonely Nights 

Roy Orbison Only the Lonely 

YES Owner of a Lonely Heart 

Anastacia Left Outside Alone 

Various Artists Blue Moon 

Elvis Presley Always on my Mind 

Andy Williams Can’t Get Used to Losing You 

Roy Orbison In Dreams 

Elvis Presely Are You Lonely Tonight? 

Table 1: My song choices 

In the session, for the first activity, I gave the dancers a creative prompt: imagine that 

lonely older person, the one in the picture that always accompanies the reports 

about the people whose only company is the TV. Imagine their feet in front of the TV 

when they are alone, imagine what their feet would rather be doing. The music was 

Eleanor Rigby by the Beatles. I saw no indication that anyone registered the lyrical 

content of the song. For the next activity, the song was Blue Moon. The movement 

was simply passing a balloon (a favourite activity of this group), and I did not draw 

attention to the song. One dancer sang along, obviously recognising the song but 

again there was no clue that anyone was thinking about the themes of the songs.  

Later in the session, we used ‘Can’t get used to losing you’, again, I made no 

reference to the song. The creative directions were to move using float, glide, flick 

and wring.  I observed the dancers appearing absorbed in the movements with 

occasional reflection of the quality of the music (flicking was suggested to go with the 

pizzicato strings at the end of the chorus) but nothing that suggested the longing and 

despair that the lyrics suggest. 

I then put on ‘Return to sender’ which one of the dancers later identified as 

reminding her of loneliness (I don’t know whether it has personal significance for 

her). At the time of playing, I hadn’t asked the question about loneliness songs, 

watching the video back, she keeps her movements small and low (but she does 

also have physical restrictions that can make high movement painful). The tune is 
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quite bouncy and playful to my ear despite the distress of the lyricist. She does 

manage one high wave in the penultimate chorus. Again, I don’t have a sense of 

anyone interpreting the lyrics, more playing with the prop (ribbon sticks) with the 

music in the background. Once the activity is over, this particular dancer emits a loud 

yawn and shares that she is tired due to road workers working late (and early) 

outside her house. 

For the final activity, I admitted that I wasn’t sure if they would connect with the song.  

I used Eric Carmen’s ‘All by myself’ which I had incorrectly assumed was an 80s 

song, Wikipedia reliably informs me it was first released in 1975.  Wikipedia also 

mentions that the verse is based on a Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto which might 

have been a nice link for the one dancer who is a  classical music fan (and 

recognises fewer of the popular songs than some other dancers) had I realised it 

then. I reminded them I was looking at loneliness but I was thinking of that moment 

of bliss when you shut the door on all the crazy and you have room to stretch out 

and take up space in ways you can’t when you have company. The dancers that 

were familiar with pop music did recognise the song and sang along in parts. I 

suggested that for the first verse, the dancers just luxuriate in the bliss of the silence 

and space and then, dramatically on the chorus, stretch out and take up room. 

For the stretch and cool down, I used the song “The sun ain’t gonna shine any 

more”, again, the singer joined in but in a completely artist led activity, there was no 

room for anyone to demonstrate that they had noticed the lyrics. 

Reflecting back on the session, I realised that a) some of the dancers don’t hear the 

lyrics either because their hearing aids don’t pick lyrics up or because they are 

unfamiliar with the songs and so don’t have time to process the words and the 

movement exploration and b) that songs that trigger feelings of loneliness are 

personal and can’t be predicted by just the lyrics.  DeNora (1999) discusses how we 

attach our emotions to the songs that are soundtracking the events in our lives. I also 

realised that a dancer is free to express feelings of loss, isolation, or sadness 

through any movement: small, large, smooth, staccato. I felt I needed to give 

instructions – dance a lonely dance or, perhaps a better idea, explore a set of lyrics 

with the dancers and see what movement prompts we could come up with. 
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Iteration Two 

I asked dancers to share with me songs that either reminded them of lonely times or 

that made them think of loneliness. To minimise distress people wrote down their 

songs on a piece of paper, they didn’t need to share the stories the songs were 

attached to and they didn’t need to distinguish between songs that reminded them of 

their own periods of loneliness or just loneliness in general. But in many cases, the 

dancers couldn’t just hand over the paper without sharing something of their story.  I 

was touched by the generosity and the openness of the dancers to share their 

personal stories. 

“I’ve only come up with one.  My husband was a fantastic singer but 

you couldn’t get him to perform in public.  After he passed away, I 

took a trip to Ireland and there was a man and his guitar (Dan played 

the guitar too you see) and he started to sing ‘Danny Boy’ and I just 

dissolved…” 

(In writing) “I would not object to any song or music being played. I 

am more interested in the tune and rhythm because I rarely know 

the words. Having a hearing problem for many years I have become 

used to the feeling of loneliness deafness can bring, but I don’t let it 

overwhelm me and I listen to Classic FM all the time as background 

company…” 

(In writing) “Eleanor Rigby is one of the songs that makes me think 

of being lonely.  I don’t feel strongly about any of the songs we have.  

In general music can make me feel lonely because of either 

associations or because of the intrinsic qualities of the music itself 

e.g. Faure’s Requiem and Bach’s Prelude and Fugue have tones of 

sadness and loneliness throughout.  I feel lonely when listening to 

the Carmina Burana because of its associations for me…”   

(Me) “I don’t know this one (Sand and water – Beth Neilson 

Chapman)” “My husband suggested it.  It’s about a wife – well, she’s 

saying goodbye to her husband, he’s dying”; Time to say goodbye – 

Andrea Bochelli 
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Bridge over troubled water – very much played at the time of my 

divorce; Bright eyes; Return to sender 

Are you lonesome tonight; It will be lonely this Christmas; Love me 

tender “I’m an Elvis fan” 

Puccini Arias – I only ever hear them at sad times 

It was interesting to note that I asked people about loneliness and they talked to me 

about loss: funerals, divorces. I wondered if this was a reality of older age but in an 

unscientific pop quiz with my contemporaries on social media, the songs they chose 

about loneliness were songs that represented break ups, endings and leaving.  If we 

conceptualise loneliness as loss it may aid understanding why some people are 

happy in their own company and some are unhappy even with friends/family around.  

The only song that appeared on both my list and the dancers’ list was ‘Are you 

Lonesome tonight?’ 

Whilst writing this paper, I saw someone on the street blow their nose just like my 

recently deceased uncle used to and I was hit by a painful pang of missing him.  

Later, on reflection, I realised being reminded of a missed loved one (by music or 

however else) might conjure up happy feelings or it could be a sad moment. As the 

community dance artist selecting the music, this could lead to an ethical dilemma as 

the outcome is in the balance: community artists must not shy away from difficult 

emotions but to deliberately provoke sadness seems unethical. 

Asking respondents to recall personal experiences of loneliness should have 

reduced the idea that loneliness is something that happens to other people (which is 

what happens a lot when we try to discuss it verbally but with me delicately trying not 

to put anyone on the spot).  Loneliness brings up images of widows for the dancers, 

I’d guess that about half the respondents were widowed, one I (now) know to be 

divorced, though the rest still have a partner at home.  

Third Iteration 

Not wanting to put people in a potentially distressing situation, I resolved not to use 

songs that people had picked (for their group). To explore ideas about loneliness in a 

physical/non-verbal way I used some ideas from Liz Lerman (Liz Lerman Dance 

Exchange, 2004). Lerman is an American dance artist who does runs contemporary 
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dance performance groups for older people, and using my own dance artist 

experience, I structured some tasks to explore the lyrics of some of the songs I had 

originally identified as being about loneliness. 

I used three approaches. I worked with two ideas (derived from Lerman, 2004) with 

the lyrics of the song ‘The sun ain’t gonna shine any more’ 

 Lyrics as movement metaphor: what movements are suggested by the words 

 Lyrics as missing details: imagine the singer (or the writer) where are they? 

What can they see? Use shapes and patterns as a suggestion of movement 

I came up with one further idea: lyrics as springboard. Using a different song 

(‘Destination anywhere’) we looked at the overall theme (escaping to a safe 

wonderful place) and used the shapes and movements in the mental images created 

by this prompt to suggest movements. 

For many reasons I don’t have a published video of the dancers responding to these 

prompts. I do, however, have my dancing of an amalgamation of their movements to 

give you a taste of what they produced. Please see http://youtu.be/Lbd9fSGAM2Y to 

watch the video.  

Analysis 

I have chosen to follow Barone and Eisner (2012) and consider the choreography as 

a fictional account of real life experiences – no less accurate that other forms of 

social science writing.  One way of reading dance is to use Laban Movement 

Analysis.  Certified Laban Movement Analysts (LMA) have spent years undergoing 

expensive, intensive training, I am not a Certified LMA but having used Laban in an 

amateur context for many years I feel able to offer a simple reading. Firstly consider 

the use of space: the dancers are mainly active in the upper front part of their 

kinesphere with occasional use of the lower front and upper rear. The trace forms 

(the lines they made in space) were a few straight lines (flexion and extension of the 

arms), the majority were curved lines (add abduction and adduction movements) 

with some twisting and spiralling (add rotational movements). When considering 

dimensions, the dancers move through all three planes: vertical, width and depth. 

Looking at the dynamics of the movement or the effort used in the movement, the 

focus is indirect, the pressure or weight is light and delicate, the use of time is mainly 

http://youtu.be/Lbd9fSGAM2Y
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drawn out and unhurried with occasional sparks of accelerated movement and the 

flow is mostly bound (ready to stop), direct and sustained (gliding), (Newlove and 

Dalby, 2004). On its own, LMA does not diagnose or read into what is behind the 

movement, it is simply (at least the way I use it is) a way of languageing movement. 

Another way to look at the movement is by considering metaphors. When I viewed 

the movement I saw a lot of movement that crossed the belly area. I saw this as a 

metaphor for protecting the self and keeping other people away. A dancer reflected 

that maybe this act was trying to protect oneself from loneliness. There was also an 

image of reaching behind, if we link this to metaphors of the past being behind and 

our future in front maybe this can be read as a reaching back for people, places or 

times that are no longer with us. The imagery in the first line of the song ‘Loneliness 

is a cloak you wear’ led to movements that showed being shrouded or engulfed by 

loneliness which links back to my first image with notions of impenetrability. 

In conclusion, I draw no conclusions about this movement work. Barone and Eisner 

(2012) remind us an artist merely directs a viewer’s attention but does not fix the 

meaning for them. Who we are today is a sum of our unique history + biography + 

biology + sociology and that will uniquely colour how we view a piece the movement 

and the meanings we can derive. The next step is to continue to use these creative 

techniques to support non-verbal expression. 
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Keep Dancing! Older Age and Cultural Activity 

– WAM Research Project 
 

About the Project 

The 2014 Summer School offered the experience of participatory research through 

the development of the first stage of the WAM: Keep Dancing Project. The project 

was designed in response to conversations at the 2013 Summer School where the 

concept of space, place and time in relation to women aged 50+ dancing emerged 

as a discursive thread.  

In advance of attending the event participants were invited to send in the names of 

three tracks that made them want to dance. The tracks were compiled into a list and 

organised in groups related to the age of the participants who sent them in (20-30; 

30-40; 40-50; 50-60; 60-70 and 70+ [representing the ages of the participants]). At 

the same time, WAM approached undergraduate students enrolled on the University 

of Gloucestershire Popular Music degree and asked them to suggest tracks for 

women aged over 50 to dance to. Both sets of tracks were compiled into a list and 

then the two playlists were presented during the 2014 Summer School workshop for 

discussion. The two lists were then merged into a Spotify playlist1 for dancing to at a 

Summer School dance party night.  

The Playlists  

Summer School Delegates Playlist 

Age 
Range 

Participant’s Song Choice Year of 
Release Artist Title 

60 - 70 Eurythmics When Tomorrow Comes 1986 

 Soft Cell Tainted Love 1981 

 Rolling Stones Miss You 1978 

60 - 70 Jerry Lee Lewis Chantilly Lace 1972 

 Eurythmics Right by your Side 1983 

 Status Quo Rocking All Over the World 1977 

                                                           
1 The editors at PGWAM are working on making this Spotify playlist available to all, though 
account access and distribution issues meant this was not possible at the time of publication. 
When possible, the playlist will be added to the Centre for Women, Ageing and Media’s 
website (http://wamuog.co.uk).   

http://wamuog.co.uk/
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60 - 70 Gretchen Wilson  Here for the Party 2004 

 Kiesza  Hideaway 2014 

 Bill & Will Remix ft. Tinie Tempah Tsunami (Jump) 2013 

60 - 70 Cindi Lauper  Time After Time 1983 

 The Supremes You Can’t Hurry Love 1966 

 The Bee Gees Staying Alive 1977 

60 - 70 Eagle Eye Cherry Save Tonight 1997 

 Brian Ferry & Roxy Music Avalon 1982 

 Petula Clarke Downtown 1965 

60 - 70 Procol Harum A Whiter Shade of Pale 1967 

 Mungo Jerry In the Summertime 1970 

 Village People YMCA 1978 

50 - 60 The Specials Gangsters 1979 

 Sylvester You Make me Feel (Mighty Real) 1978 

 Free Bird Lynyrd Skynyrd 1973 

50 – 60  David Bowie Let’s Dance 1983 

 B52s Love Shack 1989 

 Funkadelic One Nation Under a Groove 1978 

50 – 60 Curtis Mayfield Move on Up 1970 

 Grace Jones My Jamaican Guy 1982 

 Haim If I Could Change your Mind 2013 

50 – 60 Snap The Power (I’ve got the Power!) 1990 

 The Bee Gees Night Fever 1977 

 Banco de Gaia Last Train to Lhasa 1995 

50 – 60 B52s Love Shack 1989 

 Graham Parker & the Rumour Hotel Chambermaid 1976 

 Rolling Stones Brown Sugar 1971 

50 – 60 Ariane Moffatt Hotel Amour 2012 

 Michael Montano La vida es un carnaval 2006 

 Pet Shop Boys The Soddom & Gommorah Show 2006 

50 – 60 Abba Dancing Queen 1976 

 Indigo Girls Gone Again 1999 

 Cher Believe 1998 

40 - 50 Rudimental Feel the Love 2013 

 Blondie Rapture 1981 

 Prince Raspberry Beret  1985 

40 - 50 Rolling Stones Honky Tonk Women 1970 

 Martha & the Vandellas Dancing in the Street 1964 

 Robbie Williams Let Me Entertain You 1997 

40 - 50 David Bowie Young Americans  1975 

 Talking Heads  Once in a Lifetime 1980 

 Blondie  Heart of Glass 1978 

40 - 50 Trini Benjai Iza 2012 

 Kenny Loggins Footloose 1984 

 REO Speedwagon I can’t Fight this Feeling 1984 

40 - 50 Donna Summer I feel Love 1977 

 George Michael Faith 1987 

 Arrow Feeling Hot, Hot, Hot 1982 

30 – 40  Bruce Springsteen Born to Run  1975 

 Edward Sharpe & the Magnetic Zeroes Home 2010 

 Noah and the Whale Jocasta 2008 

30 – 40 Pharrell Williams Happy 2014 

 Mya, Pink & Christina Aguilera Lady Marmalade 2004 
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 The Communards Don’t Leave Me This Way 1986 

30 – 40 Hozier Take Me to Church 2014 

 Villagers The Waves 2013 

 Ike & Tina Turner Proud Mary 1971 

30 – 40 Abba Gimme Gimme Gimme 1979 

 Donna Summer Hot Stuff 1979 

 Hairspray (The Musical) You Can’t Stop the Beat 2007 

20 – 30 Kesha ft Pitbull Timber 2013 

 Ricky Martin  Living La Vida Loca 1999 

 Katy Perry Dark Horse 2013 

20 – 30  The Fratellis Chelsea Dagger  2006 

 Arctic Monkeys Fluorescent Adolescent  2007 

 Muse Starlight  2006 

 

Popular Music Student’s Playlist 

Student’s Song Choice Year of 
Release Artist Title 

Bay City Rollers Bye Bye Baby 1975 

Bonnie Tyler Total Eclipse of the Heart 1983 

The Hitters Benny and the Jets 1976 

Deep Purple Smoke on the Water  1972 

Van Halen You Really Got Me 1978 

Michael Jackson Don’t Stop till You Get Enough 1979 

The Beatles Hello Goodbye 1968 

Soft Cell Tainted Love 1981 

Status Quo Rockin’ All Over the World 1977 

The Supremes You Can’t Hurry Love 1966 

B52s Love Shack 1989 

Robbie Williams Let Me Entertain You 1997 

Martha & the Vandellas Dancing in the Street  1964 

Rudimental Feel the Love 2013 

George Michael Faith 1987 

Abba Dancing Queen 1976 

The Monkeys Last Train Clarksville 1966 

The Herd Paradise Lost 1968 

Rod Stewart Maggie May 1971 

Fleetwood Mac Dreams 1977 

Chicago 25 or 6 to 4 1970 

Sweet Blockbuster 1973 

Jeff Beck Hi Ho Silver Lining 1968 

Stealer’s Wheel  Stuck in the Middle with You 1972 

Stevie Wonder Superstition 1972 

Anita Ward Ring My Bell 1979 

Rose Royce Car Wash 1976 

Michael Jackson Rock with You 1979 

Sylvester You Make me Feel (Mighty Real) 1978 
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Keep Dancing! Reflections  

After the Summer School dance party night, participants were asked to reflect on 

their experiences of the research and the dance party in order to provide self-

reflexive data for the ongoing project. These reflections provide some truly 

fascinating insights into the role of cultural activity in older age, and prompted the 

continuation and development of the Keep Dancing! Project into 2015 and beyond.  

Reflections on WAM Keep Dancing Event 

Reflections on the Dance Event - Sabine Turker  

I distinctly remember receiving the provisional programme for the WAM Summer 

School 2014 and learning that there was going to be a dance event. Since I had 

never been to any research event before, I had quite a few reservations about what it 

was going to be like and the realization that we were going to be expected to go out 

dancing together did not quell my fears in the least. Do not get me wrong, I do like to 

shake my booty and get all crazy to music... but strictly within the confines of my own 

flat with no one there to see me but my two cats. And from the strange and 

perplexed looks they sometimes give me when they see me moving my body to 

music, I was sure that I did not want to receive similar looks from fellow researches 

and colleagues, from people whose opinion of me I care about.  

Unsure about what to make of the whole thing, I arrived in Cheltenham and met the 

people I was going to spend the next few days with sharing ideas and... Well, 

dancing on Thursday night. I was relieved to find that they were all lovely, 

approachable people and I came to think that I might be able to at least attend the 

dance event without suffering a nervous breakdown. After all, I was going to be there 

but no one was going to force me to actually dance. I envisioned myself standing at 

the side-lines, nodding my head to the music and watching other people having a 

good time. 

Talking to some of the other participants at the summer school, I realized that I was 

far from the only one who had qualms about dancing in public. I was able to voice 

my fears that I always feel absolutely ridiculous when trying to dance in public and 
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that the main problem for me was that I feared looking ridiculous when moving my 

body to music. I fear people seeing me dance and thinking to themselves "O my god, 

what is she doing?!" This fear is based on the idea that there is a right and a wrong 

way to dance and that everyone else, except me, knows how to do it right. I do 

realize that the idea behind the dance event was not to judge people and to 

determine who knew how to dance and who did not. It certainly was not supposed to 

be an exam situation but an opportunity to enjoy ourselves and to get to know each 

other in a different setting. 

I have to say that I am quite proud of myself that I did go to Grumpy Whiskers, the 

venue where the dance was to take place. I remember walking down to the 

basement where the dance was to take place and experiencing a flashback of 

countless similar experiences during my youth, of going to social events and feeling 

totally out of place. What helped me immensely was that I was with people I liked 

very much and that I knew that even if I might not be able to dance, I was at least 

going to enjoy myself talking to them and watching them dance. 

I have to admit that most of the evening went the way I had expected it to go... I 

spent most of the time watching the others dance and berating myself for being so 

insecure, admonishing myself that I should know full well that others were there to 

enjoy themselves and not to laugh at me. But sadly knowing something on an 

intellectual level and understanding it emotionally are two completely different 

things.  So I ended up truly enjoying the music and watching people dance and 

wishing I was at home so I could also dance and experience the joy and elation that 

comes from letting loose and feeling the music.  

I remember being impressed with how well some people danced, well, there it is 

again, my idea that there must be a right way to do it. What also impressed me was 

how some of the people seemed to forget everything around themselves and let the 

music take over their minds and their bodies. Those were the ones who mostly 

danced by themselves, caught up in the ecstasy of freely moving to the music. 

Others danced with each other and that impressed me too. They shared their 

happiness by dancing with another person, engageing with them and creating a 

bond that goes beyond connecting via words. This made me realize that apart from 

being an opportunity to have a good time and create a diversion from the academic 
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work we did during the day, Dancing at Grumpy Whiskers was an opportunity to get 

to know each other in a different way and to create a different kind of bond between 

us. Dancing with someone brings you closer and I feel that I felt closer to some 

people through the mere act of watching them dance. 

It also became clear to me that age has nothing to do with how much a person is 

able to enjoy the music and how well they feel within themselves. While I, a person 

in her thirties, was too self-conscious and insecure in my body to fully participate in 

the event, others who were far older than me, exhibited a far greater feeling of being 

at ease with themselves and their bodies by dancing the night away, getting all 

sweaty, laughing and having a great time. I remember watching Grace, whose feet 

were giving her trouble, finding a creative way of being able to dance just like the 

others did. I saw her enjoying herself and wishing that I was going to be able to work 

towards feeling more comfortable in my own body and being able to dance in public, 

too.  Society might say that I have an advantage over people like Grace, who is far 

older than me and whose body is sometimes giving her trouble. People might view 

me in a more favourable position simply because I am still considered "young" and 

because nothing physical ails me. But I feel the truth is this: it does not matter 

whether you are 30 or 90 years of age when it comes to being happy and making the 

most of life. What good did my perfectly fine feet do me that evening when I was too 

afraid to use them? 

I hope to keep this in mind when I embark on the adventures that life will hopefully 

offer me in the future. Even though the dance event was not an evening of joyful 

dancing for me, witnessing it has made me feel certain that growing older is 

something I look forward to and that I will most likely be more myself in my forties, 

fifties and onwards than I was in my younger years.   
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Thoughts on Culture and 

Hothouses - Naomi Woodspring 

I was recently reminded of the 

etymology of culture – to cultivate, to 

grow. For me, there are all kinds of 

interesting implications to that 

reminder. It provides me with a more 

nuanced understanding as I delve 

deeper into thinking about cultural 

studies and, where my work fits in 

that realm. But, for now, I'd like to 

apply it to the recent WAM 

workshop. 

Each of us bumped up against the 

notion of culture whether it was 

through the lens of hacking, through 

the subculture or the larger cultural 

mythology or dementia and other cultural notions/mythologies of ageing or directly 

through the experience of music and dance and film or, well, all our varied work. In 

our diverse ways, we are all cultivating new perspectives. This is, of course, on the 

individual level, but there is the larger culture of WAM, itself providing fertile ground 

to cultivate these new perspectives. Founding members created the space and 

vision to develop the rich culture that is now embedded in WAM. The attributes of 

that culture allow for cultivation of ideas, intellectual expansion, and the growth of 

academic confidence.  

The WAM group, like all groups, is a self-organizing system which has developed a 

culture that suits those who enter the system. By its very founding intention, the 

culture of WAM exemplifies the root meaning of culture – cultivation and growth. It 

very much suits its members, reflecting the nature of intellectual curiosity which is, 

really, ultimately what it is all about, isn't it? 
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In reflecting upon intellectual curiosity, it strikes me that questioning, engageing in a 

manner that invites new and unexpected directions is an important aspect in 

cultivation. By this questioning, I certainly do not mean debate. Debate tends to pit 

one side against another constructing a binary. Instead, I mean the invitation to 

explore and question. There were moments of that kind of questioning during the 

workshop. Those were the moments that most excited me about the workshop and I 

imagine that flourishing in the culture of WAM. Is it possible or even desirable to 

build on those moments to extend our notions of intellectual curiosity to include a 

deepening mode of inquiry that creates a hothouse of the surprising? The opening is 

there to take this intention further and watch it grow.  

Reflections - Ab Gardner 

I hadn't been prepared for delegates to be so invested in their choices. If theirs had 

not been chosen for the final playlist there was a real sense of disappointment. 

Clearly these tracks meant something and to be left out was upsetting. This was the 

case for 2 delegates. 

I was also really interested to see how all the different generations of women were 

supportive of the choices even if they didn't dance. When a track came on that was 

from 'their' era there was a real sense of joy. 

Reclaim the Dance Floor - Hannah Grist 

Unfortunately I did not attend the WAM dancing event as part of the 2014 Summer 

School. From speaking to others that did attend, it seems I missed a really fun, 

exciting and valuable event which everyone enjoyed immensely. 

To me, dancing is something I like to do in the privacy of my shower, car, or whilst 

hovering the lounge. It’s not something I actively pursue or really enjoy in public. At 

the Summer School we were asked what makes us want to dance. Instinctively I 

replied, ‘Gin!’ It is with regret that when I reflect on the times I have really enjoyed 

dancing I realise I’ve been ‘socially lubricated,’ and I often wish I had the confidence 

to just feel comfortable dancing in front of others. I was so looking forward to the 
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‘safe space’ created by the WAM dancing event, as I hoped it would increase my 

confidence when dancing in an unfamiliar place.  

I think it is really important that women feel safe to dance, and so often my friends 

and I complain that the places we have to dance are dominated by masculine 

energy, which is very off putting. It seems that in clubs and pubs, dance has become 

a kind of display of ‘willingness’ to be approached by men (or women), and has 

become one way of flirtation. If this flirtation unsolicited, if your dance is not a display 

of ‘willingness’, and someone is just dancing (God forbid) because they enjoy it, 

being approached by people is uncomfortable and makes one feel quite vulnerable. I 

think it is imperative that women reclaim the dance floor, no matter what their age, 

and are able to dance without the pressure of the objectifying gaze or the worry of 

body confidence. The WAM Dance event seems, to me, a step in the right direction. 

Dance Evening - Grace Hall 

Looking back and reflecting a week later on the dance evening, two aspects have 

come to mind, first the experience of taking part in the evening, and second the 

effect the experience has had on me in relation to music and memory. So in this 

short reflection I will deal with these two aspects. 

The Experience  

When asked to name some pieces of music for a dance evening, my first thought 

was, ‘what a good way of making up a playlist’ for an evening with a group of people 

of different ages and it was with this in mind that I made the choice. To be honest, 

initially I was not overly keen to attend the dance evening, as normally, in relation to 

venues for dance, whether private parties or otherwise, I find them too crowded and 

too noisy.  A further point being that loving to dance, but being limited in how much I 

can physically do, I find it a very frustrating experience. 

So what happened at the Summer School was for me a great experience, the noise 

level was not excessive and it was not too crowded. There was also the element of 

safety, which allowed me to dance for a bit, and then it. But the great thing was when 

Maxine dragged the chair on to the dance floor and I discovered I could dance in a 
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chair and still be part of the floor, interacting with others, especially Maxine. In many 

ways this linked me to the dance symposium and the work of Grand Gestures of the 

first day, and also the question a small group of us explored, i.e. kinaesthetic 

intelligence/empathy.  At the dance evening participants were very much ‘in the 

moment’, but not only that, the concept Grand Gestures discussed was also 

happening, for me with both Maxine and Josie and others, where our movements 

touched off each other.  As a dancer, this comes fairly naturally to me, but I have not 

really experienced it so intensely on a club dance floor. 

 

A further aspect of the evening was the venue used. So many activities/social 

dances for the older person take place in community centres/village halls. I think 

using a club venue added to the enjoyment and made it seem ‘real’. I think this 

aspect is certainly a line of enquiry to explore, i.e. can the venue have an influence 

on the experience. Dancing in a community centre/village hall has an effect of being 

somewhat institutionalised ‘organised for the elderly’, whereas in the environment we 

were in, one could, as it were, relive the fun experience. It was great to get sweaty, 

kick of the shoes and not care a bit. 
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While none of my choices were played, I did recognise about 30% of the music as 

something I had danced to and enjoyed. 

Music and Memory 

Thinking about how I chose my pieces of music, I realised how each piece was tied 

to a particular memory (good ones) of parties in various places. The pieces for one 

reason or another struck a chord with me. This idea of music as memory, as with any 

trigger, set off a whole exploration in my mind of my teens and twenties and the 

music I listened to. When I was in my teens, clubbing and discos did not exist. We 

had college dances, and the big dances in Dublin were those held on Saturday 

nights in the rugby clubs. However, we had live music for these - we were still in the 

showband, and small group era. The use of a DJ and turntables was probably in its 

infancy, and since I went to the Sudan at 21, I missed the development of clubs etc. 

In relation to artists, I have made a list and realised I was not all classical, there was 

a lot of other stuff, and the list is as follows:   

Skiffle/rock and roll –  

Lonnie Donegan 

Tommy Steel 

Adam Faith 

Popular 

Cliff Richard 

Dean Martin 

Perry Como 

The Beatles (Sergeant Early) 

I knew of, but did not like Elvis Presley 

Francoise Hardy 

Les Companions du Chanson 

The Seekers 

The New Seekers 

Simon and Garfunkel 

Nana Mouskouri 

Folk 

Bob Dylan 

Joan Baez 

The Clancy Brothers 

The Chieftans 

There were lots of other odds and ends, but I don’t know the individual names or 

titles, but recognise them instantly if played on the radio. 
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WAM 2014 - Lucy Wood 

The Women, Ageing and Media Summer School 2014. As predicted, it fully lived up 

to the previous year as a safe, fun environment to discuss everything and anything 

related to women and ageing. Though much of the terminology was like a foreign 

language to me, I left each day with a head full of new ideas and concepts. 

This year though, there was a twist. A suspicious email was received from Ros, a 

couple of weeks prior to the event, asking us to select 3 music tracks that made us 

want to dance. Instantly knowing that this was likely to be much more than simple 

curiosity on Ros’s part, I waited with eagerness for the schedule to be sent out. 

As thought, those music requests had a role to play. There was to be a drink and 

dance event at a rather fun sounding ‘Grumpy Whiskers’ bar in Cheltenham. It 

became clear, even at the symposium on the Tuesday afternoon, that everyone was 

rather looking forward to the Wednesday evening entertainment (even if there was a 

slight sense of suspicion that we would in fact be the entertainment). Actually, even 

my supervisors, Denise and Lindsay, mentioned the event so news had obviously 

spread quickly throughout the university. 

So Wednesday evening rolls around. Having being shown the music selections 

made by everyone earlier in the day, I was already well aware that I was going to be 

rather out of touch with the music (a strange feeling for a 23 year old). However, I 

thought I’d make the most of it and whacked on a pair of heels for good measure and 

walked (tottered) into town.  

Grumpy Whiskers was a great little place, even if I would never have walked in there 

on my own. Having the choice of alcohol (beer, wine or spirits as stated proudly by 

the bartender), coffee or burgers all served from the same bar was a fantastic 

change from the norm. As people slowly arrived we all trooped downstairs to a small, 

dark room. I got instant flashbacks to my teenage years, attending gigs in similar 

rooms and jumping around wildly to whatever band was playing. 

The music started up. Did I know it? Nope. No idea. Not even an inkling. Actually, 

the first song I vaguely recognised, was only because it has been in an advert 

recently and I still didn’t know who it was by or what it was called. However, the 

dance floor suddenly started to come alive. All these women, who throughout the 
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day had debated feminism, politics and discourse, suddenly started moving, 

grooving and shaking to the music. I instantly started thinking about my research. 

Basic music theory suggests that for music to have an affect on individuals (and an 

affect it was having!) it had to be well known and culturally relative to that individual. 

Ta – Dah! What lovely evidence of that right in front of me, further confirmed by my 

lack of reaction to music I didn’t know or love.  

Where's the Dance Floor? Maxine Horne 

“Where’s the dance floor?” My panic starts to rise, there’s no room to dance, I’ve 

been tricked, their version of dancing is to stand, shoulder to shoulder and listen, 

still, to music.  My limbs feel confined. I’ve already measured it out, the gap between 

tables is smaller than my out stretched leg. 

“Downstairs” Calm returns and then an excited anticipation appears too. We 

descend.  I’m transported back to my favourite club of my undergrad days. “Sweat is 

going to drip from the walls”. 

The music begins with a song I don’t know but the dance floor warriors’ code means 

that no girl gets left on the dance floor alone. We begin to dance.  The rhythm enters 

the body through the feet and snakes its way to the hips and spine.  It’s just like 

riding a bike, falling off a log, being an elephant – the body doesn’t forget. 

I feel the weight of other people expectations. “Here’s the dancer”. I decide to ignore 

it. I’m going to dance my way for me. I turn my back the crowd and reach up my 

arms. Of course, I don’t dance the way I would if I were by myself, the dance floor 

warriors’ code (and the size of the room) dictate that there will be no leaping, 

stretching, spinning, rolling.  This is a democratic space, everyone must have a 

place, and everyone must have their chance to move. 

I dance with people. I copy, reflect augment, encourage their dance.  I have been a 

facilitator of other people’s dancing since I was a kid, only now I’ve made a career 

out of it. 

I jump and jump and jump.  My hands are above my head; waving, pumping, 

exalting.  The red top jumps in sync with me, we reach together and dance. 
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I feel the freedom. I feel home. I dance nearly every day but not like this. It’s not that 

my every day dancing isn’t fun but this is pointless, it unrepentantly cheesy, there’s 

no video recording me, no review, and no retakes.  The freedom from worrying that 

my wanting to dance, to take up space, to be seen, is likely to be seen as sexual 

overtures, is such a release. 

 

Instead I feel a pressure to not make career limiting statements, I’m drinking wine 

and this dancing is thirsty work. If I stick to dancing I might make it through. I air 

guitar with a senior academic. I’m going to be just fine. 

I know my songs won’t get played. I’m a little gutted that I don’t get to share my 

favourite songs with these people and that this supportive space didn’t get the 

chance to see where my songs might have taken them. I wish I’d made better / 

different music choices. I wish I had picked more rocking floor fillers. I wish I’d 

suggested Placebo or Skunk Anansie or even the Smiths. I had no idea there would 

be this energy in the room. I want to push the energy. I want to sustain this intensity. 

Take me to church. I’m here. This is my worship of the Holy Spirit in me, in all of 

us.  My gift of the dance, my communion in sharing the dance. 
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I don’t recall the music that actually got played.  Maybe I do. Benny and the Jets: 

way too slow for dancing. A ton of Motown, Stevie Wonder, Martha Reeves, 

Supremes, Rose Royce. So many songs I have a dancing history with. Then a 

stonker of a tune that I’ve never heard before (Google finds it again for me; 

Chicago’s 25 or 6 to 4). How exciting to find an old school tune, that I don’t know, 

that’s worth listening to! 

The Stones (on first reviewing my notes from the evening, I think to myself, I don’t 

remember the Stone Roses coming on – I’m such a Manc sometimes). The dance 

floor goes nuts.  I quickly review, I have no history with the Rolling Stones. I’ve never 

considered dancing to the Stones or offering my dancers chance to dance to the 

Stones.  What are my other cultural/musical blindspots? 

The night wears on.  I feel an expectation that I will remain on the dance floor all 

night. Maybe I made a pronouncement earlier in the day, it certainly feels like a 

reasonable expectation.  Occasionally, I feel the need to sit out, maybe I feel I’m 

taking up to much space, maybe I just felt tired. Sometimes the song doesn’t speak 

to me but I can’t stay off the dance floor. Even when my bones are aching I still have 

to move, to respond to the rhythm. 

I entice/drag two dancers on the floor – we robot. Turns out one of them is another 

senior academic.  The dance floor is a great equalizer I think. Then I remember that 

this space is one of the few where I really feel empowered, perhaps the dance floor 

isn’t so equal after all. 

Reflections on the Dance Event - Line Grenier 

Borrowing from Raymond Williams, I would say that for me, dancing is ordinary.    

Dancing with friends and family members on music that they selected and had 

agreed to dance to when the DJ played it in a club that was exclusively ours for a full 

evening. This is what I wished for and thanks to my partner, this is how I celebrated 

my 50th birthday.  Reggae, contemporary pop, 90s dance music, rap, Brazilian 

samba and Québec chanson, Scottish traditional music, rock'n'roll, 'alternative' 
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Francophone music, Congolese soukous … I/we danced until 3:00 a.m. and had a 

blast!  

Preparations for diner are on the way. My partner, one of our closest friends and I 

are having drinks. Music is playing… we pump up the volume… In the relatively 

small space right in front of the entrance to the kitchen, we're dancing and singing 

along, each of us taking turn to find a 'good' (dancing) song on our respective IPods. 

We sometimes eat pretty late. 

A friend/colleague and I are writing an article together.  We're writing it in English, 

which is our second language. Nonetheless, we often fight over the proper position 

of a coma or the most relevant English expression.  The discussion heats up: time 

for a break.  We put on some Caribbean soca or calypso, and we dance for 10-15 

minutes. Colleagues whose office is adjacent to mine let us know if the music is too 

loud. 

*** 

Dancing is a variegated 'thing' – experience, activity, practice, exercise, discipline. It 

is something I do regularly, in a variety of, for the most part, relatively unstructured 

contexts (at home, at private parties, etc.) and, most often than not, with friends.  It is 

fun, pleasurable, enjoyable.  It is about music, body, movement, the moment, 

sharing, playing. 

The evening at the Grumpy Whiskers was great fun, and I enjoyed it a great 

deal.  From the offset there was nothing out of the ordinary, for me, about going out 

to dance. That this 'night out' was an integral part of an academic activity did not 

make it exceptional; lucky for me, music and dance parties are frequent at the 

popular music conferences I attend, and provide scholars of all ages with a different 

context for getting acquainted and socializing.  That all of the dancers were women 

is not that unusual either; combined with the heavy sweating, it reminded me of the 

evenings my partner and I used to spend with friends at lesbian clubs when we lived 

in Montreal in the early 90s – although at the Grumpy, we had way more room to 

move.  What made it different from other nights out was the music played and how I 

experienced it. 
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Dancing is, for me, a way of 

experiencing music. Dancing 

to the music of my own 

choosing is a way of being 

'with' and 'in' music I enjoy as a 

way of being 'with' and 'in' a 

singular moment – whether 

this is music I like to listen to, 

sing along and/or dance to (not 

all music pieces are equally 

enjoyable as a listening, 

singing and dancing 

things).  Dancing to music 

chosen by others, be they 

professional DJs or friends, is 

a way of sharing, connecting, 

living a moment or reminiscing 

together. The anticipation of 

what is going to be played 

next, the attention paid to the 

first few bars of (non) familiar 

sounds/words/rhythm - I (don't) 

know what it is, who it is, I (dis) 

like it) - and the pleasure of 

feeling the 

mood/atmosphere/groove it reinforces, alters, replicates in response, in echo or in 

reaction to the dancers… This is part of the fun.  

At Grumpy Whiskers, I did anticipate the next piece, I wondered whether or not I 

knew or liked the song, and felt the atmosphere change with almost every 

song. Despite the efforts of our DJ (thanks, Abigail!), the flow was not easy to 

maintain, as the group appeared to have "mood swings," to experience the evening 

as a series of discrete songs. At least, that is how I realized I danced that night.  The 

anticipation played a big role and had more of an intellectual, analytical dimension 
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than it usually has for me: given how the playlist was established, I could not help 

wonder who in the group chose this particular song? Or was it one of the songs 

popular music studies thought we would like to dance to?   

I expected to be surprized and I was – but not that much, when I think about it.  I was 

surprized to hear "Smoke on the water" by Deep Purple, as the song, the band and 

the hard-rock/heavy metal they pioneered fall under the music-to-listen to category 

but not the music-to-dance to.  I was perhaps even more surprized to realize that I 

liked dancing to the song (and so did the only two other women on the dance floor at 

that time) – the wood floor resonating very well as I stomped in tune with the heavy 

bass line. In a way, it is not surprising to think that popular music students (whom I 

assume were the ones to select this piece for us) would choose music originally 

created and popular in the late 60s, early to mid-70s given the commonly held view 

(one that I, for one, would challenge) that individuals prefer and continue to listen to 

the music of their teenage years. What does it say about their view of ageing and of 

the articulation of ageing with music? Moreover, lots of music such as this have been 

'canonized' and are being revisited or rediscovered by "younger" generations as part 

of rock's heritage.  

I found it surprizing that there were very few songs I did not know. I was not 

surprized, however, to learn that these pieces had circulated and gained popularity 

through films and television shows broadcast in the UK – making me think about the 

importance of intermediality as a condition of many cultural practices and products.  

While I kind of expected that "Anglo pop music" (from the UK, the USA and 

Australia) would dominate the playlist, I was struck by the quasi-absence of songs 

with lyrics in other languages than English and of non-pop or rock-based genres, 

styles and traditions (one of the songs I suggested played during the evening, La 

vida es un carnival – interpreted by Machel Montano as a cumbia piece with a 

section of salsa, and sung in Spanish – was, I believe, the exception).  Is this yet 

another evidence that the hegemony of Northern-western Anglo pop culture and 

cultural/music industries is still alive?  
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Small Acts of Rebellion - Kate Latham 

Many, many decades ago my mother told me that I would have to go to ballroom 

dancing lessons because I couldn't do “that hippy dancing” all my life. How wrong 

could she be! I have hippy 

danced solo, at home in the 

kitchen to salient tracks but 

not in front of my menfolk and 

NEVER IN PUBLIC so I was 

very unsure about attending 

this dance event. How wrong 

could I have been! It followed 

the culture of the WAM 

conference- liberating, 

entertaining and thought 

provoking. It took me straight 

back to hippy dancing days at 

university when I would trot 

across the city alone in the 

early hours. Armed with only 

my hat pin and pepper pot for 

protection I felt invulnerable. I 

have always viewed myself as 

'plucky' but this event 

reminded me about how 

careful I had become so I reclaimed the night and strode womanfully through the 

town in the fading light. It was small but great and has led to a new regime chez 

Latham - that of SOARS - small acts of rebellion.  

Having recently had a life changing event and moved in with my chap after 20 years 

of separate households (don't say it...I know...) it took this dance event- the pleasure 

in the movement of the body to familiar tracks in a non-judgemental group with no 

agenda but fun- for me to realise that in the context of being cared about I 

am becoming ever so subtly...ever so subtly... hemmed in and constrained. The 



 

60 
 

hegemony of "it's only because I worry about you doing it". The SOARS are not 

malign and sometimes very small but they have become a source of huge internal 

and self-owned fun. The what and when makes me smile. The WAM 

conference might have done it but I suspect in not such an epiphanic way- so 

through dancing some self-equilibrium has been regained. 

Dance Tracks Reflection - Josie Dolan 

Being asked for three favourite dance tracks produced, and continues to produce, a 

pleasurably disturbing experience. As I write, my reflection sounds coherent and 

linear, but the experience of reflecting back has been nothing like that. The choice of 

tracks came almost instantly, a spark of joyful recognition … ‘that’s the one’ …but 

the consciously remembered stories that attend the recognitions have emerged in 

fragmentary snatches, at odd times and frequently for no ostensible reason. 

Reflection ultimately became a method through which to render these snatches 

coherent, both to myself and to my imagined listener. And as this written reflection 

will show, my memories are not singular. Rather, they are rich, complex palimpsests 

of intertwined memories that refute linear chronology. As requested, I went with what 

came to mind immediately, and even as it happened, I was surprised that my 

memories were of dancing, and watching dancing, at family gatherings – twenty firsts 

and weddings – rather than the working men’s clubs and local discos of my youth. 

Being asked to remember in this way generated some powerful, visceral responses 

as odours, sights, sounds and textures flickered between conscious and 

unconscious memory.   

The first of my tracks, chronologically speaking, is Chantilly Lace by Jerry Lee Lewis 

and it marks my entry into teenage femininity and heterosexual desire. My memory is 

of an older cousin, on her wedding day, jiving with her then new husband, and the 

overwhelming crush I felt for both of them. I wanted to be her in that fabulous yellow 

lace dress, its skirt held out ballerina style by layers and layers of underskirts that 

flicked, floated and flounced as she energetically and skilfully performed the athletic, 

and most unladylike, throws and slides of rock and roll. In later years, I came to 

realise that the dress was yellow, because she ‘could not’ wear white since she was 

pregnant. But at the time, even though I could not articulate the idea, I saw it as a 

sophisticated statement of independence from convention. This chimed with the 
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glamour of her new husband, my first love if ever there was one, whose looks 

proclaimed him ‘different’ from everybody I knew. In part this was the cut of his suit, 

Italian style, so unlike the de-mob suits that I was used to seeing on the working 

class men of my childhood. It was some years before I came to know that his 

distinctive good-looks come from a mixed race background, and that because of this, 

I was supposed to find him ugly and pity my cousin who ‘could have done better’. 

Time, of course, has proved the bigots wrong. My crush on this man (still married to 

my cousin) has never diminished and I will go to my grave enamoured of his 

‘difference’.  

In hindsight, I see this ‘Chantilly Lace’ moment as pre-figuring my feminism, which 

for me has always embraced the performance of femininity and an awareness of my 

own white privilege. Objectively, Chantilly Lace is a dance around the kitchen track 

for me, but as I dance, subjectively, I am that 9 year old girl imagining herself in the 

‘Chantilly lace’ wedding gown, positioned as the desired object of that male gaze so 

powerfully expressed in the song lyrics, yet seeing that dress as symbolising a 

refusal to be just like everybody else. When I dance, I am also ‘the me now’ subject, 

an ageing feminist fully aware of the song’s dodgy lyrics, but whose politics can be 

temporarily over ridden by the pleasure of remembering that family and that young 

girl, and experiencing a warmth and considerable pride in the foundations that she 

lay for my life.  

Of my other two choices, Status Quo’s ‘Rockin’ All Over the World’ is all about the 

chance to be really un-ladylike in the performance of the energetic, hot and sweaty 

associated dance (the gre[aser] bow???) – always performed at any opportunity by 

me and friends (to this day). At family ‘dos’, it was my special bond with my younger 

brother – what we did together, then in later years, his wife made us a trio. The three 

of us danced together at the couple’s wedding, the bride’s veil still attached, and her 

dress an improbably glorious confection of lace and ribbons and silk, rustling and 

straining as she bobbed up and down in time to Quo’s relentless 12 bar rhythm with 

the white cloud of lace a hysterical halo around her head.  Another bride, and yet 

another disruption to that ladylike comportment connoted by the ‘dress’. Clearly, 

some continuity going on at an unconscious level. But my memories of this song 

cannot be disentangled from memories of the Live Aid concert, opened by Quo’s 
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distinctive intro, and even now, that first bar of piano music re-ignites the hope that 

wealth might be differently shared.   

And finally, but not least, Eurythmics ‘Right by Your Side’ will always be a love song 

to myself, the self I became when I finally began to stand in my own strength 

following the collapse of a 25 year marriage. Times were tough, but dancing to Annie 

Lennox’s soaring voice was, and is, always a moment of pure joy in and of itself, but 

also now, it carries associations of the time I started to fully inhabit my own skin 

thanks to the help, love and support that came from the feminist community  

The actual event was brilliant. I danced and laughed and danced some more. And 

sweated. MORE please. Interestingly though, despite knowing and loving many of 

the tracks played, nothing on the night triggered any memories. Reflecting on that, I 

experienced the evening as part of a community, in the moment, rather than as an 

individual with a particular past to remember. I noted that for many of the group, 

dancing per se, rather than dancing to favourite tracks was the mood of the night. 

Something happened in the alchemy of the group experience that led up to the 

dance night that rendered redundant the favourite track trigger.  

Reflection on Dance Event - Emily Baker 

There was a palpable sense of anticipation for the WAM event at Grumpy Whiskers. 

Prior to arrival, each participant had been asked to select three songs which would 

get them on the dance floor and it was my role to capture their rationale for this 

communal playlist. Just why had those three songs been chosen? Whilst 

undertaking the interviews I noticed that the respondents mostly spoke either about 

the aesthetic of the music in terms of groove, tempo, melody or lyric; or more 

frequently they’d use the music to adopt a language of nostalgia whereby their 

musical choices were evoking memories of significant moments in their lives. I was 

really interested to see how the various comments would be demonstrated via 

dance. 

Arriving at the venue we all instinctively headed to the bar, a familiar and uniting 

ritual which set a relaxed intention to the evening. Grumpy Whiskers is a rock venue 

with, it appeared, most of the daily action taking place in the bar upstairs. The piping 
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of alt-muzak to set an alt-atmosphere was interesting in the sense that it quietly set a 

tone for the ambience of the bar which served to either include or exclude the 

individual from the short walk from the doorstep to the counter. We were headed to 

the back of the room, to the more traditional music venue downstairs, a dark 

basement painted black with a PA set up and used when either local or touring 

bands would perform. Descending to the basement, the realisation and slight sense 

of panic struck that while I am interested in the choices made for songs that inspire 

movement, I don’t dance! Furthermore, no matter what the occasion, it requires a 

certain level of Dutch courage and a specific set of genre-based, personnel-specfic 

conditions that result in the peculiar vision of my limbs ‘dancing’. So while I was 

quietly fascinated by the music world I had stepped into, others were there to dance. 

In fact most, were dancers and each and every one of them, were great dancers.  

I found myself actively seeking out others who, like me, felt incapable of really take 

part in the embodied joy that dancing inspired in so many of the other participants. 

Almost immediately, a jolt of sadness struck that my relationship to music is solely 

cerebral one and that if dancing is an embodied manifestation of the joy of listening, 

then I am just a disembodied listener. This would make participating difficult!  

And yet as the evening progressed, conversations whilst watching the wonderful 

dancing taking place all around began to inspire a loosening of the limbs. Invariably, 

each song provided an autobiographical moot point to identify, compare and contrast 

various life narratives. 

‘Is it loud enough?’ asked Ab. We pushed the faders up a notch. The room became 

inordinately hot, the dancing more enthusiastic. These are interesting sensorial 

factors which, it would seem, subtly but significantly concentrated the shared 

experience of listening and dancing.  

For much of the evening, it was not necessarily song nostalgia but groove and tempo 

which appear to be the most uniting of factors across the generations represented at 

WAM. The pounding drum intro of Superstition by Stevie Wonder bringing most 

participants to their feet, myself included. The instantly recognisable Clavinova riff 

has influenced so many subsequent genres since its release 40 years ago that we 

were all able to connect both to the song itself and to each other in that moment. 
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Similarly, there are moments where more contemporary tracks take inspiration from 

the drum and bass era of the early 00’s. This reminds my ordinarily hesitant dancing 

self of a series of moves learned on a night out whilst studying at undergraduate 

level in my early 20’s. In sharing this memory with fellow participant Philippa, we 

attempt to remember the various steps together. This is somewhat amusing as we 

identified ourselves quite vehemently as ‘non-dancers’ as soon as we were 

introduced!  This moment of action is halted as we take note of ‘the Elton John effect’ 

where ‘Benny & The Jets’ clears the dance floor with surprising efficiency. The song 

is underpinned by a clunky piano and drum groove at a rather deliciously awkward 

67bpm makes it a difficult dance and so it is cut short. I am strangely disappointed, I 

enjoy its oddness! 

By the time the last song comes around we are all drenched by the heat. A festival of 

song, some are disappointed their choices haven’t been played. Mine haven’t and 

I’m somewhat relieved as they don’t seem to have the universality of most of the 

choices of the evening. In this scenario, the musical canon of Status Quo, The 

Rolling Stones, Chicago and Stevie Wonder so often critiqued for their ubiquity, are 

important in creating either verbal or dance-led conversation.  

There is something unique in the study of, and our relationship to, ageing. WAM is a 

diverse and vocal group of women aged from their 20’s to their 60’s. As such we are 

all somewhere on that vast and subjective matrix of ageing. WAM served to remind 

me of the in-between that I find myself on that spectrum and how we are all on a 

journey to become more fluent in the language and various discourses that surround 

ageing. 
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Part 2 – Summer School 2015 

 

(Summer School 2015 Participants)  

 

The 2015 International Women, Ageing and Media (WAM) Research Summer 

School took place at the Park campus Cheltenham on 20th and 21st July 2015. 

Partially supported by a second year of ACT funding, it attracted established 

academics, early career researchers and postgraduate students working in ageing 

studies from Austria, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Israel, the Netherlands, 

Romania, Spain and the UK. 

 

This year, WAM was delighted to welcome keynote speaker Professor Barb Marshall 

(Trent University, Canada), who presented work on ‘successful ageing and the 

heterosexual imaginary.’  

 

The two day event was comprised of research presentations, an interactive 

workshop on ageing and Wikipedia, and opportunities for participants to think 

intergenerationally together about the ethics, approaches and aspirations of doing 

research focused on women, ageing and media. 

 

WAM’s long-term project ‘Keep Dancing’ was extended for a further year by hosting 

another WAM dance party where the music consisted of a playlist of Summer School 

participant generated dance tracks. This years’ Keep Dancing event was hosted at 

http://actproject.ca/
http://wamuog.co.uk/keep-dancing-older-age-and-cultural-activity
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the University of Gloucestershire’s Student Union Bar, and was D‘Jane’d by the 

Director of the Centre for Women, Ageing and Media Ros Jennings. From 7pm until 

midnight, WAM Summer School participants bopped, jived, swayed, jumped and 

danced until the bar closed and the Union Staff were itching for the event to come to 

an end.  

Word of WAM’s ‘Keep Dancing’ Project has spread through our International 

colleagues. At the ‘Forum Age/ing’ Conference hosted by the University of Graz, 

Austria (22 Oct 2015 – 24 Oct 2015) Ros Jennings was invited by conference 

organisers to host and DJ a dance event titled ‘Smooth Moves’. Conference 

delegates gathered at the Insel Café in central Graz to dance the night away. 

These events provide another layer or rich data for WAM’s on-going project and add 

texture, detail and vibrancy to our exploration of cultural activity in later life. 

 

(Poster for ‘Smooth Moves’ Keep Dancing Event in Graz, Austria) 

 

http://wamuog.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/enas-keep-dancing.png
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Proceedings of the Summer School 2015 

OPENING WORKSHOP – Maude Gauthier (Concordia University) 

“Countering exclusion in Wikipedia: the case of WAM” 

This workshop aims to provide and to develop strategies to foster the inclusion of 

research on women and ageing into cyberspace. This workshop originates from a 

project known as ACTipedia, which is both a research project that is teaching us 

about the inner logics and workings of Wikipedia and an activist project to rectify 

representations of ageing in Wikipedia (see: http://actproject.ca/act/actipedia/ ). As a 

powerful generator of public discourse and an indispensable source of online 

information, it is imperative that Wikipedia offers a diversity of perspectives. Our 

initial inventory of entries revealed that this was not the case. In the last few months, 

we were able to create and edit over twenty entries. One of our most interesting 

experiences has been with our attempt to create an entry for WAM, which was swiftly 

nominated for deletion (see: http://actproject.ca/perpetuating-exclusion-in-wikipedia-

the-case-of-wam-or-the-centre-for-women-ageing-and-media/ ). Resisting this 

deletion, we learned a lot about the logics that govern entry into Wikipedia. This 

workshop will attend to the issues that were raised, explaining how Wikipedia’s rules 

can be used to eliminate some constituencies, and will suggest ways to contribute 

and work around these problems. The workshop will review the basic editing 

features of Wikipedia in order to enable participants to contribute. We will dedicate 

time to practice editing skills and actually contribute to Wikipedia. Participants are 

encouraged to bring their own laptop. They will be able to choose which entries and 

to what extent they would like to edit. 

OPENING KEYNOTE:  Professor Barb Marshall (Trent University) 

“Happily ever after? ‘Successful ageing’ and the heterosexual imaginary” 

Drawing on cultural gerontology, feminist theory and queer theory, this paper 

develops a critique of the rhetoric and visual representation of ‘successful ageing’ 

which demonstrates the extent to which ‘success’ is equated with the gendered 

embodiment of heterosexuality. ‘Successful ageing’ (along with kindred concepts like 

http://actproject.ca/act/actipedia/
http://actproject.ca/perpetuating-exclusion-in-wikipedia-the-case-of-wam-or-the-centre-for-women-ageing-and-media/
http://actproject.ca/perpetuating-exclusion-in-wikipedia-the-case-of-wam-or-the-centre-for-women-ageing-and-media/
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‘positive ageing’ and ‘active ageing’) has been a controversial concept in cultural 

gerontology, prompting critiques of its inherent individualism, lack of attention to 

structural inequalities and promotion of neoliberal strategies of self-care (Katz & 

Calasanti, 2014; Rubinstein & de Medeiros, 2014). Critiques of its heteronormative 

focus have begun to emerge (Fabbre, 2014; Marshall, 2011, 2014; Sandberg, 2008) 

but are both empirically and theoretically underdeveloped.  Using the concept of the 

‘heterosexual imaginary’ (Ingraham, 1994) – the linking of notions of ‘sacred’ and 

naturalized heterosexuality to illusions of well-being and happiness --  I explore the 

imagery of the ‘third age’, with examples drawn from a range of cultural products 

aimed at adults in mid and later life. These include magazines and health promotion 

and ‘lifestyle’ websites originating in both Europe and North America.  The intent is 

not to simply map the exclusion or marginalization of LGBT representations, but to 

illuminate the ways in which assumptions of gendered heterosexuality organize the 

visual field of ‘successful ageing’ more generally, and how particular representations 

of ageing bodies are used to secure the heterosexual imaginary.  

Abstracts  

Katherine Newstead (University of Exeter): “The Other Woman: Ageing Femininities 

in the Contemporary Cinematic Fairy Tale” 

The fairy tale has always been a privileged space for debates on mothers and 

daughters, with its focus on young female protagonists inevitably forcing us to look at 

the relationship between these girls and their mother figures, rendering the ageing 

female body visible. This form provides a safe, fantastical, timeless space for 

examining ageing, and is unafraid to suggest that it is a grotesque and terrifying 

process. Using the recent cinematic version of Snow White, Snow White and the 

Huntsman (Sanders, 2012), I will posit that the tensions between Snow White and 

her stepmother, Ravenna, are a result of psychological anxieties surrounding ageing, 

and its effects on the body. I will argue that Ravenna, played by Charlize Theron, is 

symbolic of a mother reminded of her own ageing by her daughter's maturity and 

independence. Ravenna's reluctance to accept her ageing, and the measures she 

employs to prevent her body's decline coincides with the contemporary post-feminist 

and patriarchal rhetoric of celebrating youth and beauty as markers of successful 

consumerism and productivity. Moreover, I will suggest that Theron's star body is a 
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place of multiple tensions surrounding ageing; a process made more visible via such 

glamorous Hollywood actors, yet rendered less visible to fit within the postfeminist 

ideal of the girl. 

Susan Liddy (University of Limerick):  “That ‘Old-Folk Stink’: Ageing as Decay and 

Loss in Lance Daley’s Life’s a Breeze” 

Research has highlighted the dearth of older female characters represented in 

Western cinema (e.g. Markson 2003; Lauzen 2015). Older women are either absent 

from the screen altogether or are marginal, shadowy, figures on the periphery of the 

story world. Pre‐release publicity had suggested that Lance Daly’s ‘Life’s a Breeze’ 

(Ireland, 2013), an ensemble ‘feel‐good’ comedy, was to be an exception. 

Internationally renowned actor Fionnula Flanagan, 72 years of age at the time of the 

film’s release, was cast as Nan, one of the central characters. Nan is an 80 year old 

retired schoolteacher with extensive life savings that she has stuffed into her 

mattress. These are savings her children know nothing about – until they take it upon 

themselves to spring‐clean her house, discarding among other things, the mattress. 

The comedy revolves around their frantic attempts to locate and retrieve it in order to 

lay claim to the money. On the one hand the character of Nan is constructed as 

smart and wily. But, ultimately, it is her ageing body and mind that defines her, 

eclipsing her intellect, history and accomplishments. She is “not the full shilling”, “a 

mad ‘oul’ one” whose leaky body is a source of humorous revulsion. Focusing on 

plot, dialogue and character development this paper will trace a narrative of decay 

and loss that leans heavily on “cultural stereotypes of incompetence and disgust” 

(Chivers, 2003, p.x) and denigrates the older women as ‘other’. 

David Madden (Concordia University): "Les ondistes du Québec : une histoire des 

ondes Martenot par ses interprètes" 

 While the Ondes Martenot continues to draw attention from musicians, scholars, 

media artists, and museums for its advanced user interface, sonic potential, and 

connection to both acoustic and electronic music cultures, scholarship has not yet 

examined current or past interpreters, known as ondistes. I am struck by the dearth 

of information on the Ondes’ ondistes, most of whom are ageing women living in 

Québec, and their highly developed musical practices. Drawing from sound studies, 
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cultural history, ageing studies and feminist media studies, this project undertakes an 

original feminist historiography of the Ondes Martenot by weaving together neglected 

aspects of the Ondes as a performing instrument vis‐à‐vis the following interpreters: 

Suzanne Binet‐Audet, Marie Bernard and Geneviève Grenier. The first research 

objective is to pursue an original analysis of the practices of these ondistes in order 

to understand how histories of musical interpreters (i.e., users) add to our knowledge 

of electronic music, ageing studies and popular music. This work is related to a 

growing group of scholars undertaking historical cultural studies of musical 

technologies and everyday life. 

Madeleine Tester (University of Sussex):  "Virginia Astley’s England" 

The compositional works of Virginia Astley are hugely complex in their exploration of 

national identity, Englishness and concepts of space and place. Using Anderson’s 

work on imagined communities as a theoretical framework, this presentation will 

examine the works of Astley and focus particularly on her 1983 album From Gardens 

Where We Feel Secure to assess how, through music, she is able to create a 

recognisable, multifaceted and relatable construct of English national identity. 

Astley’s compositional style of the 1980s incorporated innovative and exploratory 

sound recording methods alongside traditional Western instrumentation and singing 

techniques. This juxtaposition of musical style and approach creates a very specific 

image of a pastoral England that has attracted little attention in the United Kingdom 

but proven hugely successful in Japan. Although a prime case study for discussions 

relating to national identity and popular music, Virginia Astley has not been the 

subject of any prior academic debate. The purpose of this presentation is to explore 

these issues and introduce Astley’s work to the existing discourse surrounding 

popular music and English national identity. 

Linda Hess (WWU Münster): “Lesbian narratives of ageing, spaces and places” 

In lesbian narratives of ageing, spaces and places often appear inconspicuous. 

However, they actually facilitate significant connections to important political topics. 

This happens in a variety of texts, such as for example in Valerie Taylor’s Prism 

(1981) where the protagonist moves from Chicago to a small town in New York, 

foregoing the connections of urban LGBT networks for economic reasons, to 
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discussions among a middle‐aged group of lesbian and gay friends whether or not to 

move into a predominantly straight, or an LGBT retirement community in Paxton 

Court (1995), to the movie Cloudburst’s (2011) ties national spaces (USA vs. 

Canada) to legal rights, and the portrayal of the protagonists’ home as a sight of 

contested agencies, to the TV series The Fosters’ (2013) use of the suburban house 

as a setting for their family narrative. I want to explore that fact that while space in 

lesbian ageing narratives tends to seemingly just provide a backdrop for the stories, 

as opposed to comparable works with gay male protagonists (largely set in 

expansive and symbolic metropolitan spaces) space and place are crucial for 

narratives of lesbian ageing in providing an entry‐point into highly important topics. 

Carina Steger (University of Graz): “Identity behind bars – the influence of prison 

space on identity formation as represented in the American television series Orange 

is the New Black” 

The focus of my current research lies in identity (trans‐)formation/identity (re‐

)construction, the relevance of space and structure and how they are represented in 

contemporary media. As data I have chosen the American television series Orange 

is the New Black and picked out one specific character – Galina Rezinkov, a Russian 

Immigrant – to examine with respect to the concepts mentioned above. In order to 

answer the questions of how that character is represented and how her identity is 

(re‐)constructed/(trans‐)formed within that medial representation I have analysed two 

scenes. The first one being the introductory scene of Galina Rezinkov and her 

identity within the prison environment. The second scene includes a flashback where 

the character's identity outside of prison is represented. By contrasting those two 

scenes, the transformation from the space (and its underlying structures) outside of 

prison to the space of incarceration represents a liberation for the character in the 

sense that Galina Rezinkov's identity is also transformed ‐ from being the devote 

wife to becoming a representation of the prison matriarch which has more control 

within the prison than 'outside'. Therefore, it can be argued that this medial 

representation of prison space does not only reverse the conventional image of 

prison and 'the outside' but that it also constructs an almost utopian prison space 

which strongly influences the (re‐)construction of the inmates' identities, in the sense 

that Galina Rezinkov's identity is also transformed ‐ from being the devoted wife to 
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becoming a representation of the prison matriarch which has more control within the 

prison than 'outside'. Therefore, it can be argued that this medial representation of 

prison space does not only reverse the conventional image of prison and 'the 

outside' but that it also constructs an almost utopian prison space which strongly 

influences the (re)construction of the inmates’ identities. 

Nuria Mina-Riera (University of Lleida): “The Ageing Experience Shaping the 

Portrayal of Place in Lorna Crozier’s Poetry” 

Lorna Crozier is a well‐known Canadian poet, who has been classified, among other 

categorizations, as a writer of place (Philips, 2002). At sixty‐eight, she has published 

sixteen volumes of poetry within which the natural surroundings of her native 

Saskatchewan and her adoptive British Columbia are a recurrent topic; thus 

transforming mere spaces into highly meaningful places. The distinction between 

space and place is based on the assumption that when a specific space becomes 

imbued with meaning, because of their inhabitants’ deep emotional and 

psychological ties with it, space becomes place (Cecil and Cecil, 2007, p.240). Life 

experience has, however, brought changes in the poet’s interpretation of place, while 

the general view has remained intact. Therefore, one can observe both similarities 

and differences in the symbolism associated to place in the poetry of the young‐old 

Crozier in comparison to her earlier poetry. This presentation is aimed at explaining 

the influence that the ageing process may have had on the portrayal of place in 

Lorna Crozier’s poetry. This relationship can be further explored by means of 

connecting the critical apparatus of ecocriticism to that of age studies. Although such 

interdisciplinary approach is still at an early stage, Harry R. Moody’s latest 

publications (2008, 2010, 2014) suggest a clear move towards it. 

Caroline Coyle (Athlone Institute of Technology): “Phenomenal Women: A Poetic 

View of the Social Construction of Widows in Irish Society“ 

Research in the area of gerontology reveals that due to Irish women living longer 

than Irish men, there is a large cohort of older widows who constitute part of Irish 

society. How does Irish society view the older widow? How do older widows view 

themselves and what is the disparity between the two views? What do they feel 

about their portrayal in cultural, social and media terms? Over the course of a 
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number of months I facilitated poetry readings to women from the Active Age Group 

and the Widow’s Association in Athlone. Utilising poetry, a pathway was forged, 

allowing the women to vocalise their feelings and what is important to them. Through 

the discourse of poems such as Maya Angelou’s Phenomenal Women, an avenue 

for narrative was unveiled. The widows spoke about their lives, their strengths, their 

dreams, their childhood and the importance of friendship. A short film was produced; 

a snapshot in time of the narratives of the widows living in town‐based rural 

Ireland. How can we facilitate and empower a sense of belonging among this 

increasing cohort in Irish society? By what means can society learn to listen to the 

voice of the older widow? 

Ioana Schiau (SNSPA, Bucharest): “Older women, Sense of Humour, Loneliness 

and Emotion Recognition: Preliminary results on a Romanian Sample” 

Several studies argue that women cope better than men with life difficulties 

associated with ageing (e.g. Moschny et al., 2011). This could be explained by the 

fact that women have higher social and emotional competence compared to men, 

preventing them from social and emotional loneliness. In terms of emotion 

recognition, the literature reports that women perform better than men, also at older 

groups (Kessels et al., 2014). In the current study we investigate the relationship 

between emotion recognition (using DANVA, Nowicki, 2004) and perceived 

loneliness (Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults, diTomaso, Brannen, & 

Best, 2004) on a group of Romanian women, aged 65. In addition, we test and 

validate a scale to measure sense of humour for older adults, Multidimensional 

Sense of Humour Scale (Thorson & Powell, 1991) and we discuss the potential role 

of humour as a mechanism of coping. We start from the study of Ruch, Proyer and 

Weber (2010) showing that men score higher than women on humour scales in all 

age groups, except from the oldest group. Then we show that older women’s higher 

level of sense of humour can predict social loneliness, whereas emotion decoding 

abilities are more connected with the emotional loneliness. 

Lucy Wood (University of Gloucestershire): "Exercise, Music and Older Women" 

Study 1 established that a positive relationship between exercise to music and 

exercise motivation, psychological affect and wellbeing exists, though the 
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mechanisms behind how or why this relationship occurs was not clear. However, 

there was some indication that individual music preference and exercise type could 

mediate the relationship. Additionally, whilst exercise motivation, psychological affect 

and wellbeing are influencing factors of exercise adoption and adherence, it can 

currently only be inferred that exercise to music impacts upon long-term exercise 

behaviour. Furthermore, the impact of exercising to music on older women, though a 

critical population due to low exercise levels, was not investigated.  Moreover, the 

majority of studies exploring exercise to music and the above psychological benefits 

were of a quantitative design, and as such adopting a qualitative methodology in 

study 2 would be beneficial to gain a deeper understanding into how and why 

exercise to music can be beneficial. 

Study 2 will firstly aim to explore how women over the age of 65 years old perceive 

exercise to music to benefit their intrinsic motivation to exercise, the psychological 

affect of exercising and their wellbeing over time. Additionally, based upon models, 

theories and current literature, participants will also be asked to describe their 

experience of being in, and moving between, the action and maintenance phase of 

exercise and any perceived influence of music during these stages.  Furthermore, 

participant’s music engagement and preferences will be explored in order to identify 

any patterns or links between music preferences and exercise to music 

habits.  Overall, this will help to provide more evidence regarding exercise to music’s 

impact on exercise motivation, psychological affect and wellbeing, as well as explore 

whether exercise to music can impact individuals exercise adoption and adherence. 

Additionally, exploring individual music engagement and music selection for various 

exercise types will help to further clarify how music influences exercisers. 

Kinneret Lahad (NCJW, Tel-Aviv University and Karen Hvidtfeldt Madsen (NCJW, 

Tel-Aviv University): “’Everyone Thinks I am her Grandmother!’: Questioning the 

Category of the ‘Old Mother’ in Contemporary Danish Media” 

In recent years of the phenomenon of 40+ mothers has generated much 

media attention in Denmark. Within these discussions 40+ mothers are labelled as 

ridiculous, bad or irresponsible and their right to access assisted reproduction 

technology is restricted and questioned. In this paper we analyse these discussions 

as a form of moral panic and argue that the ideological category the “old mother” is 
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another formulation of sexist and ageist discourses which identifies feminine ageing 

with decline and emptiness. Drawing on age feminist studies we consider these 

media representations as a manifestation of middle ageism in which 40+ mothers 

undergo a process of accelerated ageing as they “fail to act according to their age”. 

Our analysis follows these emerging discourses and also discusses some of the 

alternatives that they pose. Our paper is further couched in social and queer studies 

of time which aims to challenge normative reproductive temporalities and the 

ideology of ageing as decline. Thus we claim that the category of 40+ mothers opens 

new rhythmic options for reproductive time and heteronormative life course 

paradigms in general. 

Elena Fronk (Maastricht University): “The embodiment of ageing selves in virtual 

space” 

This presentation discusses the role of the body in performances of age identity in 

online discussion forums – a space that is often considered to provide room for the 

subversion of identity, precisely due to the absence of the body. Also positive visions 

about ageing are often conflated with visions of agelessness, which assumes a split 

between body and mind. In light of critical voices in ageing studies which have called 

this dualism into question, my analysis of a popular German dating service’s 

discussion forum focusses on how older users do perform embodied identities, when 

positioning themselves (and others) in debates about attractiveness and sexuality in 

later life. As I will show, the users’ performances both reify and challenge 

contemporary neo‐liberal ideals of ageless and youthful older bodies. Looking at how 

age and gender intersect in these performances, I seek to contribute to the critical 

discussions of the double standard assumption. Given its focus on physicality and 

norms of beauty, it suggests a double jeopardy for women, and tends to ignore the 

ways in which physical ageing might be difficult for men. This is called into question 

by how the forum users – both women and men ‐ perform their selves as embodied. 

Hannah Grist (University of Gloucestershire): “Working with Memory/Thinking with 

Age in the Care Environment: An autoethnographic approach to the times and 

spaces of caring” 
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Using multiple qualitative methods the proposed research brings together the 

perspectives of two researchers working in the field of ageing studies, both at 

different stages of their career (and life course), both of whom have experiences of 

working in the care home environment. Employing a joint‐autoethnographic 

approach together with semi‐structured interviews with contemporary care workers, 

this chapter uses ‘thinking with age’ (Jennings and Gardner, 2012), memory work 

(Onyx and Small, 2001), and the concepts of space, place, liminality and time (May 

and Thrift, 2001) developed within ageing studies to analyse the lived experiences of 

caring for the aged in the care home setting. With care homes subject to temporal, 

spatial, budgetary, policy and organisational constraints, this paper examines 

different experiences and contexts of care work people in care homes by drawing on 

complimentary and contrasting approaches separated by nearly 25 years. Central to 

the proposed research is a discussion of the work that carers do within the 

contradictory cultural and social space of care homes which are, at one and the 

same time, liminal (inside and yet outside of contemporary society) but also highly 

regulated (by that very same society). 

Kate Latham (University of Gloucestershire): “Dementia and cupcakes” 

This unusual juxtaposition will provide the basis for an exploration of dementia which 

meets the themes of the conference. The main focus will be on the place of 

dementia in contemporary writing and why it, of all the potential illnesses of 

increasing age, is so frequently portrayed in fiction. The presentation will offer a 

taxonomic guide for the reader of what will be termed ‘dementia fiction’. This will lead 

into a brief look at the space dementia inhabits in the wider culture and will end with 

a deliberation of greeting cards. Participants will be asked to offer suggestions about 

when they might envisage such cards to be sent and to whom, and whether this 

heralds a shift in the cultural understanding of dementia. The title of the presentation 

may appear as frivolous and potentially offensive to any participants who may be 

supporting a person with a dementia. I will begin the presentation by checking with 

the audience their status as carers or supporters and clarify my position and 

rationale to avoid any distress.  
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Simone Driessen (University of Rotterdam): “Negotiating Roots Capital in Post-

Youth Audiences’ Music-Related Narratives” 

Jennings and Gardner (2012) unfolded how women in their 40s and over keep 

making and enjoying music – albeit passing the ‘culturally appropriate age’ of 

popular music consumption. This study highlights how post-youth women (Bennett & 

Hodkinson, 2012) are already occupied with explaining their enjoyment of music 

icons from their youth, such as the Backstreet Boys (BSB) or The Big Reunion acts 

(e.g. 5ive, Blue), which their peers consider age-inappropriate. Post-youth are those 

in their late twenties to late thirties gaining new tasks and duties due to growing older 

(e.g. motherhood or working full-time). The interviewees legitimize their music 

consumption by considering their revived fandom (the Big Reunion) as a space to 

take a break from everyday life, because it is reminiscent of their childhood. On the 

other hand, the perpetual BSB-fandom offers the fans a continuous safe haven - 

where fans can turn to when coping with the challenges of ageing. These music-

related spaces are constructed, and activated, by putting to use one’s roots capital: 

capital that is claimed through one’s narrative reflection and helps to explain the 

attachment to a cultural artefact from one’s roots – (both) the place and time 

(Zeitgeist) in which one grew up. Hence, this paper discusses how these music-fans 

are already as post-youth challenged to renegotiate their music consumption. 

Ieva Stončikaitė (University of Lleida): Sexually Active Ageing Women: Liberated 

“Docile Bodies”? 

This paper examines the intersections of popular culture, bodily images and 

sexuality from a literary gerontology standpoint. Erica Jong, one of the key figures of 

the Second Wave Women’s Liberation Movement, and an outstanding figure in 

contemporary American literature, is best known for her 1973 novel Fear of Flying in 

which she openly discussed female sexuality. Jong holds that sex is the source of 

inspiration and fuel for creativity. The study of Jong’s oeuvre shows that she 

challenges the ‘double standard’ according to which ageing women are associated 

with sexual inactivity and decline rather than growth and accumulation. Her writings 

lend support to the argument that not all aged women get frustrated trying to live up 

to beauty-standards and the idealization of youthfulness; instead, many keep up 

active sexual lives. However, by creating ageing, but still sexual and attractive 
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heroines, as well as expressing the preoccupations with her own ageing body, Jong 

seems to succumb to the Western youth-cult based consumerist lifestyles that 

reinforce a ‘liberated’ woman’s spending power and self-surveillance through the 

need of rejuvenation. In so doing, Jong seems to advocate ‘New Ageing’ politics that 

claim that sexual practices and bodily ‘improvements’ add to successful and healthy 

ageing. 
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In an era where youth is revered, and girlhood is made hyper visible, the privileged 

space of the contemporary cinematic fairy tale, with its focus on young female 

protagonists, forces us to look at the relationship between them and their mother 

figures; in this case, the Wicked Stepmother.  

The contemporary fairy tale reboots; Maleficent (Stromberg, 2014), Cinderella 

(Branagh, 2015), Snow White and the Huntsman  (Sanders, 2012) focus on girls 

coming of age, coming into sexuality, becoming women; the image of Sleeping 

Beauty pricking her finger on a spindle and bleeding has fairly obvious connotations 

to most readers.  

Feminism, meanwhile, has long been concerned with ideas of becoming, as Simone 

de Beauvoir said in The Second Sex: ‘One is not born, but becomes a woman' 

(1997, p.295) and, surely, before one before one becomes a woman she is a girl. 

Thus, feminism is interested in the elasticity between girlhood and womanhood and, 

if the fairy tale makes us think about girls becoming women, it must make us think 

about girls who have already become women; their mothers. 

This renders the ageing female body visible, at a time when it is socially constructed 

as invisible. The fairy tale particularly re-visiblises the mother, providing a safe, 

fantastical, timeless space for examining ageing, unafraid to suggest it is a 

grotesque and terrifying process, yet casting such glamorous, beautiful Hollywood 

stars as Charlize Theron and Angelina Jolie in these archetypal, traditionally 

unglamorous roles. 

Snow White and the Huntsman is set within an ambiguous, mythologised time, 

neither modern-day nor specified as one particular era. The film may intentionally not 

constrain itself by time to evoke nostalgia towards the fairy tale's folk origins, and its 
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timeless longevity as a device that has always existed within history.  The Wicked 

Stepmother, Ravenna, played by Charlize Theron, is equally difficult to locate within 

a specific time namely, time of life, and goes to extreme lengths to halt the effects of 

time on her body, i.e. her age. 

Throughout this film, Ravenna sucks the life from young women, and the effect this 

has on her body is instant, with any markers of age: wrinkles, grey pallor, being 

instantly reversed, leaving Ravenna looking flawless and youthful.  

Similarities can consequently be drawn between the archetype of the vampire, as 

theorised by Richard Dyer in White: Essays on Race and Culture (1997), and 

Ravenna. While the vampire is dead and does not age, using its victims' blood to fuel 

its existence, Ravenna sucks the life from her victims to remain young, achieving the 

same goal of survival. Yet Ravenna is not only trying to halt the ageing process, but 

reverse it. 

By fighting her body's natural decline, Ravenna is fighting the inevitable outcome of 

ageing, death. Vampires are both dead and bringers of death and, to maintain their 

immortal presence, must drain blood, the very life force, from the living. Ravenna 

and the vampire drain their victims to sustain their existence that, in terms of the 

vampire, flushes its pale, lifeless body with colour. When Ravenna drains her 

victims, her body is flushed with vitality and youth, she is rejuvenated as the wrinkles 

vanish from her face; she is a physical metaphor for the phrase "getting the colour 

[life] back in your cheeks".  

Ravenna's reluctance to accept and embrace her ageing gives her a sense of 

timelessness, as she neither observes or reflects the laws of time, nor exists within 

any specific time, owing to the aforementioned ostentatious temporality of the film's 

narrative. It is difficult to place an age on Ravenna because of her vampiric denial of 

her ageing, and the fact her ageing is not situated within a given timeframe. 

This timelessness works against the feminist idea of mapping a woman’s life and 

separating it into a series of life stages, as described by Diane Negra in What a Girl 

Wants? (2009). Post-feminism places much emphasis on the need to define the 

individual stages of the female life cycle, dubbed 'time panic' (2009, p.47) by Negra, 

as women are constantly in battle against the clock. With its focus on individuality 

and youth, post-feminism positions girls as the main consumers and, while it does 
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render older women visible by ascribing them a designated life stage, they are 

portrayed as women desperate to regain and retain their youthfulness and 

attractiveness and, consequently, their worth as post-feminist subjects.  

Ravenna is a paradoxical figure as, on the one hand, she is trying to live the post-

feminist dream of eternal youthful femininity, yet she is simultaneously trying to 

maintain a sense of agency and power. Here is the fantasy of post-feminism, within 

the fantasy of the fairy tale; you can have the youth of girlhood without the 

constraints of childhood, and being a youthful woman is like 'having it all', embodying 

the post-feminist mantra. Yet Ravenna doesn’t conform to what having it all means in 

terms of having a career, husband, family, but in a grotesque inversion, and perhaps 

only the fairy tale can provide a cultural space to think about these ideas. 

Ravenna is further contradictory in that, while her desperation to remain young is 

indicative of her desire to maintain her role as a post-feminist subject, a woman 

valued by society, the fact she cannot be categorised within a life stage means she 

lacks a definitive place within the post-feminist ideology of individuality and purpose. 

As Negra writes, the importance of the life stage as defined by post-feminist 

discourse, is to provide women with goals relevant to each stage, and attribute any 

difficulties and successes to the discovery of personal destinies, such as 

motherhood. Negra states that: 

Those women who cannot be recuperated into one of these life-stage[s] 

generally lose representability within a popular culture landscape dominated 

by postfeminist definitions of femininity, (2009, p.47). 

As Ravenna is not Snow White's natural mother, nor do we know her true age, she is 

difficult to recuperate within the space of 'mother' or, indeed, within that of crone, as 

she is determined to hide or reverse the effects of ageing on her body.  

In Unruly Girls, Unrepentant Mothers, Kathleen Rowe Karlyn discusses motherhood 

as a space where unsettled intergenerational tensions are fought. Matrophobia is a 

daughter's anxieties about becoming like her mother as she ages, and she must 

separate from her to become independent. As a daughter becomes a woman, a 

mother is reminded of her own ageing and decline into an old woman, and is jealous 

of the opportunities open to her daughter that were not available to her. This 
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jealousy, and the tension between the mother and daughter, is the foundation of 

matrophobia, fuelled by the patriarchal ideology that, while the mother's role is vital 

to society in producing its workforce, once a woman is past reproductive age, she is 

of no use to capitalism or consumerism. 

Matrophobia is thus a young woman's fear of becoming like her mother, not only in 

terms of being jealous, angry and spiteful, but in regards to being posited as useless, 

beyond purpose and invisible, within a society that valorises youth, beauty, 

production and reproduction. Meanwhile, mothers resent their daughters' burgeoning 

independence and beauty, as it reminds them of what they no longer have or, 

indeed, never had. The unique use of a battle in Snow White and the Huntsman 

provides a place for reifying the tension between these two generations of women. 

The inability to map Ravenna's life situates her alongside those women who do not 

achieve the expectations of a particular life stage, and could result in her invisibility. 

Yet the management of ageing, as witnessed in contemporary culture in the use of 

beauty products, anti-ageing treatments, and cosmetic surgery provides women with 

a means of reclaiming their identity. This paradox of cheating time versus conforming 

to prescribed life stages demonstrates that, while Ravenna appears contradictory in 

her timelessness, she is typical of the older woman of the post-feminist era; fighting 

the signs of ageing to remain visible and worthy. 

The body is like a cloaking device, concealing a woman's true identity while 

portraying a false image that negates the stereotypical category of 'old'. On the 

outside, Ravenna is the epitome of the ideal woman, in terms of Hollywood and post-

feminist standards; she is blonde, white, slim, and beautiful indeed, Charlie Theron 

began her career as a model. Ravenna is like the poster girl for post-feminism, in her 

successful maintenance of her appearance, and masking of the true effects of her 

ageing, signifying stability, strength, individuality, and the embracing of the apparent 

freedoms awarded to modern women. Yet, as soon as Ravenna loses control of her 

ageing body, the indicators of ageing: wrinkles, saggy skin, grey hair, are revealed, 

and she becomes crone-like in appearance.  

To conclude, the contemporary fairy tale reboot makes both the post-feminist 

paradox and cultural anxieties surrounding ageing visible, while Snow White and the 

Huntsman 's Ravenna is paradoxical in her relationship to post-feminist culture. In 
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her navigation of the post-feminist paradox, Ravenna is symbolic of the paradoxes 

within Theron's own star image; the casting of this South African beauty queen as 

the unglamorous, morally grotesque, ancient wicked stepmother. 
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Lorna Crozier has been classified, among other categorizations, as a writer of place 

(Philips, 2002) because of her recurrent portrayal of both her native Saskatchewan 

and her adoptive British Columbia in her poems. Life experience has, however, 

brought changes in the poet’s interpretation of place, while the general view has 

remained intact. The passing of years has also been depicted in her poems, and is 

sometimes interconnected with the mirroring of place. This is the reason why this 

essay is entitled “The Ageing Experience Shaping the Portrayal of Place in Lorna 

Crozier’s Poetry.” In order to illustrate such interconnection, a poem from Crozier’s 

latest book, The Wrong Cat (2015) in which we can observe the ageing persona’s 

deep connection with the place that surrounds her can be read below:  

“SIXTY-SIX WINTERS” (14) 

A prairie road in winter. Is this what heaven’s like? 

Long, flat, and open, its sheen sheering your eyes? 

All is white but a white of many colours 

 

except for the grackle come back too soon. 

He drops from the fence, rises and drops again, 

smitten with his tracks. Snow sparks 

 

underfoot, everything’s high voltage. 

Wind comes at you from four directions, 

the sound entirely its own, no leaves to rattle, 

 

nothing on the line, no opening unclosed. 

Your hips can barely carry you, too heavy 

with the past. It hunches in the swirl ahead, 
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wolf-like, frost-furred, without a shadow. 

When you bury your face in its neck, 

will it be your mother? You would give 

the years you have ahead of you 

to be so eaten, to die inside 

her snowy belly as you once lived. 

 

Lorna Crozier was born in Swift Current, Saskatchewan in 1948. Saskatchewan is 

one of the so-called prairie provinces of Canada, a harsh place to live in because of 

its extreme weather conditions. That is, heavy snowfall and ice, which blocks roads, 

and scorching summers with very scarce rain, which endanger the growth of crops. 

We can observe for example such troubles in James Sinclair Ross’s masterpiece As 

For Me and My House (1941). In fact, this specific location and its unique conditions 

have pervaded most of the writing being produced by authors born in the prairies. 

Some salient examples are Robert Kroestch, Miriam Waddington and Eli Mandel. 

The prairie still pervades the works of Jan Zwicky, Tim Lilburn and, of course, Lorna 

Crozier. The pervasiveness of these poets’ roots on the place where they were born 

has led scholars to name them writers of place, regionalist writers and even prairie 

writers. Currently, the most widely-accepted category is that of writers of place, as 

the term ‘regionalist writer’ has been often connoted with a negative vision of a 

prairie mindset (Crozier, 2002, p.149).  The term prairie writing, strongly defended by 

critics such as Dennis Cooley, has been contested on the account that it is too 

simplistic because it limits authors to just one type of writing (Anne Szumigalski in 

Cooley, 1987; Amabile, 1986; Boyd, 2006).  

Lorna Crozier’s unique rendering of specific spaces in Canada, allows for space to 

be strongly charged with meaning, thus everyday spaces become highly meaningful 

places. That is, the concept ‘space’ refers to geographical locations. Whereas the 

term ‘place’ refers to those geographical locations that we come to know very well 

and that are important to us. According to critics Ben and Lynn Cecil, “place is not 

concerned with the geographic location of an activity (a grassy field, a city, a fictional 

landscape – these are the purview of ‘space’), but rather place is intent on the 

experience and the emotional significance of a particular setting” (2007, p.240). 

Likewise, author and critic Deborah Keahey admitted that: 
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[she] longed to be back in the Prairie space where [she] had previously 

located [her]self and where [her] primary filiative and affiliative ties remained. 

When [she] returned to Winnipeg to teach and write, however, reality quickly 

set in again. It is not space that matters, [she] realized, but what you do to 

make it place” (1998, p.xii).  

Crozier’s connectedness to place also helps to foster a sense of locality in her 

readership, which is one of the aims of ecocriticism. In other words, from an 

ecocritical perspective Crozier’s deep connection to place, prominently the prairie, 

may be an inspiration for those readers who also live in the prairie to have a highly 

positive attitude towards their local environment and ultimately to wish to protect its 

ecosystems. 

In fact, the interdisciplinary approach between age studies and ecocriticism that 

conforms my thesis is still at an early stage. Nevertheless, Harry R. Moody’s latest 

publications (2008, 2010, 2014) suggest a need to consider both disciplines 

together. Moody claims that since the elderly have benefitted for many years from 

cheap natural resources, such as fossil fuels, thus badly polluting the planet, it is 

their responsibility towards future generations – who will no longer have access to 

such inexpensive natural resources – to take care of the environment they have 

damaged. In such effort of stewardship, elders should try to hand over the Earth to 

their descendants in the best condition possible, as they also received it from their 

predecessors.  

There are other arguments that help connect both critical apparatuses. Namely, the 

interdisciplinary nature of both disciplines and the encompassing definition of the 

third wave of ecocriticism, which in Scott Slovic and Joni Adamson’s words “explores 

all the facets of the human experience from the point of view of the natural 

environment,” (2009, pp. 6-7).  

Moving on, I’m going to comment on my findings regarding two place markers 

related to the prairie in Crozier’s poetry, namely snow and drought. The analysis of 

the symbol of snow is contained in an academic article that is in process of 

publication. In this paper I analysed all Crozier’s poems that presented the symbol of 

snow as well as all the meanings associated with it. I observed that the portrayal of 

snow as silence, the blurring of shapes, light, forgiveness and softness were 
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recurrent throughout the poet’s career. In Crozier’s middle years, however, a new 

association of snow as stars – as an extension of snow as light – appeared, thus 

implying a major insight and connection between two of Crozier’s most recurrent 

symbols, that of snow and that of light. Besides, I could also appreciate in Crozier’s 

middle and late middle years, a very significant increase in the number of poems 

containing the symbol of snow. This suggests that, in her midlife, Crozier became 

more aware of the role of snow as a source of inspiration (Mina, 2015 forthcoming). 

In a similar vein to snow as stars, snow in relation to softness also acquired new 

symbolic values in the poet’s late style. Finally, two changes were observed in the 

symbol of snow, namely forgetfulness and grief. The former was seen as a pre-stage 

of Crozier’s late style, as it did not find a continuation in later poetry collections. The 

latter, was associated to “anxiety over loss in future old age.” Yet, grief was not 

analysed as something unequivocally negative, but as a possible “force for change” 

following Kathleen Woodward (1993). Such change implied, on the one hand, the 

beginning of Crozier’s late style, and, on the other hand, a wish to live in the present 

and to move forward in life that necessarily entails coping with past harming 

memories.  

The image of drought has been present in Crozier’s poetry since her first poetry 

collection (Inside Is the Sky, 1976) and has appeared and reappeared up until her 

latest publication (The Wrong Cat, 2015). Through the years Crozier has depicted 

the deserted prairie landscape as a difficult place to live in for all living things: 

animals, plants and human beings (especially farmers who depend on such land 

economically). Moreover, she has written both straightforward and lyrical poems in 

relation to drought throughout her writing career. On the other hand, she has 

introduced new meanings associated to drought during her writing career. Namely, 

the contrast between the deserted prairie landscape and the fruitful land in the coast 

(“Beauty in All Things,” Everything Arrives at the Light, 1995, pp.16-7); the symbol of 

light understood as a source of hope that inhabits the Earth’s innermost parts; the 

fact that many fields are auctioned off; and finally, the appearance of drought in a 

love poem as a metaphor for missing the loved one, which runs parallel to missing 

rain. It is also salient the change of style that Lorna Crozier has gone through over 

the years, as we can see from the first and the last poems about drought.  
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“Drought” (1976) 

it is a country 

of bones 

and broken horns 

 

the river spits  

stripped skeletons and the antlers of 

moose 

like twisted driftwood on its banks 

i load my pack with vertebrae 

and wing slivers for wind chimes 

ribcages   breastbones   for fences 

and my suit of armour –  

this death to protect me 

 

from the moon’s empty sockets 

and the bent trees on the rim 

of my world back skeletons 

hung with the sky’s flesh 

 

“Missing you” (2015) 

 

In the desert country 

of my childhood 

the tree’s roots 

smell the water. 

 

You are rain to me 

where no rain falls. 

 

As one can see in “Drought” (Inside Is the Sky, 1976, p.11), the deserted prairie 

landscape is portrayed as unredeeming and the ideas are rather bluntly conveyed. 

Whereas the last poem also has a strong effect on the reader, but the way of putting 

the message through is much more sensitive or reader-friendly. In fact, this is in line 

with a comment Crozier made to me in a personal interview, which was that: 

…in the early books, the lyrical “I”, […] was younger, angrier, outrageous in an 

in-your-face way. [Whereas] now that persona is perhaps less sure, more 

wise ([she] hope[s]), more sad, more aware of loss and its costs. The outrage 

remains but perhaps it strikes a different note, (Crozier, Personal 

Correspondence). 

In sum, Lorna Crozier keeps portraying the same place markers in her poems, such 

as snow or drought, as she moves through the life-course. Maturation, life 



 

89 
 

experience and actual changes in the life of prairie inhabitants, however, have 

brought some changes to her portrayal of both snow and drought, while her general 

view of both realities has remained intact.  
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Introduction  

In 1998, 5ive’s ‘Got the Feelin’’ held a top 10 position in many music charts in 

Europe. About fifteen years later, the song has not been forgotten: it is a regular at 

many decade-parties (parties at which music from a specific decade is played), and 

the band still plays it live at such parties. However, 5ive’s voices are a bit rougher 

than in 1998; the band is currently on tour with only three of the original five 

members; and the dance moves are a little less smooth than at the beginning of the 

new Millennium. Moreover, it is not just the band that bears these symptoms of 

ageing, their audience has aged too: the fans have grown older, some became 

parents, and others might be finally old enough to see the band perform without 

parental supervision. The life-course stage both fans and artists find themselves in 

can be defined as ‘post-youth’. According to cultural sociologists Hodkinson and 

Bennett (2012), post-youth is a group of individuals who are emerging further into 

adulthood, but still want to participate somehow in the youth culture they were part 

of. The pre-fix of ‘post’ might be considered problematic, for we cannot demarcate a 

fixed point in time where ‘youth’ ends. However, I do agree with Hodkinson and 

Bennett that “it is critical to understand how the identities and lifestyles post-youth 

construct may often need to include the accommodation of new demands, 

expectations and compromises created by e.g. work or family commitments that 

accompany this transition from early to middle adulthood,” (2012, p. 4).  

Whereas Jennings and Gardner (2012) described how women in their 40s and over 

keep making and enjoying music – albeit passing the ‘culturally appropriate age’ of 

popular music consumption; this essay explores how post-youth women are already 

challenged to explain their enjoyment of music icons from a recent past. Their peers 

consider the continuation of this music consumption age-inappropriate, especially 

now the women grow older and face new demands and expectations created by their 

post-youth life-phase. By drawing on interviews with visitors of The Big Reunion 
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concerts (at which popular acts from the late 1990s such as 5ive, Blue, Atomic Kitten 

were reunited) and fans of American boy band the Backstreet Boys, this essay 

examines how these female, post-youth music fans negotiate the consumption of 

music from their recent past.  

The role of music in the life-course 

Journalist Simon Reynolds (2011) states that our current society is the first to have 

such easy and ample access to its immediate past. He asserts that nostalgia is 

“entwined with the consumer-entertainment complex: we feel pangs for the products 

of yesteryear, the novelties and distractions that filled up our youth,” (2011, p.xixx).  

Music is such a product of yesteryear, for which we might feel such a longing. 

Especially, because music is a source that people can use “for their on-going work of 

self-construction and the emotional, memory and biographical work such a project 

entails,” (DeNora, 1999, p.32). Nevertheless, Harrington, Bielby and Bardo (2011) 

argue that adult fans hold themselves and others liable to age norms, and the 

restrains that come with this. They indicate that adult fans find it difficult to legitimize 

and uphold their involvement in a fandom at a later age (Harrington et al, 2011). So, 

music might be a resource for identity construction; Harrington et al.’s argument 

suggests that within a fandom maintaining one’s identity, as music fan, while ageing 

is a challenging experience. Harrington et al. (2011) continue by stating that older 

fans are expected to stick to age norms (e.g. there’s the anticipation one grows out 

of the fandom), whereas younger fans are not. This idea of growing out of one’s 

fandom is also carried out by the peers of the post-youth women in this study. 

Hence, this essay further explores how these ageing ‘voices’ in post-youth fandoms 

justify and explain their music consumption. The particular focus on women in this 

study is an “attempt to compensate for the general neglect […] of women’s music 

practice within popular music,” (DeNora, 1999, p. 33).  

Current studies combining popular music and (ageing) fandoms often address 

women younger or older than the ‘post-youth’ group2. Sarah Baker’s study (2004) on 

how young girls appropriate pop music in their everyday lives illustrates how the 

                                                           
2 Although not much has been written about female ageing fandoms, ageing male fandoms have been 
highlighted in for example Stevenson’s (2002) study on ageing Bowie fans, or Bennett’s work (2006; 
2013) on ageing punks.  
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music is the girls’ means to negotiate their position in the world: The girls listen to the 

music, but also imitate the artist and in this way reflect on their own artistic abilities. 

By getting involved in these practices, the girls establish and maintain their identity. 

Tonya Anderson and Laura Vroomen focused on women of 30 and over in their 

studies of the lifelong fandom of (respectively) Duran Duran (Anderson, 2012) and 

Kate Bush (Vroomen, 2002). Both their studies conclude how the music is inspiring 

to these female fans at a later age: Anderson’s Duran Duran fans (2012) feel they 

can ‘reclaim their youth’ whenever at a Duran Duran concert or related event; 

Vroomen’s Kate Bush fans (2002) find in Bush’s fandom and music (especially the 

lyrics) resources that empower them in their everyday life.  

As media scholar Cornel Sandvoss (2005) explains, the fan object can form an 

extension of the self for the fan. This might lead to the fan object becoming a central 

part of one’s life narrative, and of one’s identity construction (Sandvoss, 2005; cf. 

Cavicchi, 1998). However, what happens to this central part of the life narrative when 

one grows older and the fan object is considered not so culturally age-appropriate 

anymore?  

Method and Case studies 

I conducted interviews with the participants to gain an understanding of why the 

post-youth women still enjoyed music that was popular in teens. This qualitative 

approach, Silverman argues (2001, p.32), offers a “deeper understanding” of social 

happenings, that cannot be explored in ‘pure’ quantitative data. Such processes are 

aimed at exploring people’s life histories or everyday behaviour (Silverman, 2001). 

The interviews were analysed with the software program Atlas.ti, in which they were 

first attributed open codes. These codes then were grouped into themes to analyse 

and report on similarities and differences in the two fandoms. This allowed for a 

more in-depth understanding of the interviews, which resonates with Silverman’s 

(2001) understanding of qualitative research.  

The two cases highlighted in this paper both form spaces for post-youth fandom. For 

the first case study, I interviewed visitors of The Big Reunion concerts. The Big 

Reunion started out as a TV show (produced by commercial British broadcaster ITV) 

reuniting girl and boy bands that were popular during the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
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such as Blue, 5ive, Atomic Kitten, B*Witched and A1. The bands did accompanying 

concert tours in 2013 and 2014. At the concerts in Birmingham and London in late 

2013, I conducted brief interviews with about 50 fans on site (aged between 18 and 

50). For the second case study, I interviewed 24 Dutch fans (aged 25 to 33 years 

old) of the Backstreet Boys – a boy band that had their heyday in the late 90s, but is 

still around two decades later.  

I chose these particular contexts because the music discussed in these cases can 

be defined as ‘mainstream’ music. Huber (in Baker, Bennett and Taylor, 2013) 

defines this as music that temporarily dominates everyday life at a given time and 

place. The bands and their music can be considered part of the cultural memory of 

the generation who went through their teen years in the late 1990s. Yet, the 

perception and consumption of this music might still vary for its listeners. The 

interviewees became fans of the bands in their teens, but still self-identified as fans 

from the acts that were part of The Big Reunion tour or the Backstreet Boys.  

Analysis 

To explore how the women negotiated and legitimized their on-going love for the 

music and the band in the post-youth fandoms, The Big Reunion concert attendees 

were asked about what they enjoyed about the concert they visited, and why and 

with whom they attended the show. The Backstreet Boys fans were asked to explain 

their passion for the band, and what kind of practices they currently engage in as 

fans.  

First, the findings of The Big Reunion fans are illustrated; second, I present an 

analysis of the Backstreet Boys fans and their motivations.  

The reunion: bringing back childhood memories 

At both The Big Reunion concerts (in London and Birmingham) the fans were explicit 

about their reasons for attending the concert. Emblematic is Laura’s response, a 

woman in her mid-twenties that took her younger sister along to the concert. She 

explained that they attended the concert because of “childhood memories. It really 

just reminds me of my childhood and that’s nice. That was a really good period in my 

life”. Catherine (mid-twenties), who was at the same concert, said that her visit 
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evoked that she “felt like I was 13 years old again”. Moreover, Becky, who was 

dressed in a 5ive sweater, similarly mentioned that she liked the show because “it’s 

music from your youth, that’s just nice”.  

However, some of the attendees also remarked that they were there just for fun or to 

have a ‘girls night out’ with their friends, like Louise who came to London with friends 

from high school and had won free tickets and “don’t know if had come otherwise”. 

Though, Vicky, who attended the concert with a friend (both in their late-twenties), 

indicated that:  

“It is nice to see such a diversity of age groups and so many different 
people. We were walking up here and talking about how nostalgic this 
is for us. We saw them [5ive] like fifteen years ago, back in their 
heydays. We always went to concerts together so we are doing that 
again now. It is a nice way to reminiscence that. It is also really 
sentimental. Good to be able to do this.”  

Alike Vicky, most of the interviewees mentioned that the music of the bands that 

performed at The Big Reunion concert reminded them of their childhood or teenage 

years. Some indicated this brought back happy memories, because it was a good 

period in their lives, whereas for others it was especially reminiscent of the friends 

they grew up with. Many of the attendants also brought these friends from childhood 

or high school, to remember the music together, and to remember that period 

together.  

Although these findings appear to be in line with Anderson’s (2012) argument on 

reclaiming one’s youth at such a concert, they also challenge Harrington et al.’s 

(2011) argument that adult fans hold themselves liable to age norms and struggling 

to uphold their fan practices in regards to the life course. By taking their childhood or 

high school friends, they decided to revisit this period of their lives – and experienced 

the concert as an event that could happen because of their current position in the life 

course. Now, the attendees are ‘old enough’ to reflect, and enjoy this concert as a 

sentimental event, and as such, the concert offers them a break or escape from their 

everyday life.  

Svetlana Boym defines such sentiments as modern nostalgia (2001), which she 

describes as bereavement for an impossible return of a magical world. The 

concertgoers expressed mourning for the impossibility of not being able to return to 
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the period of their childhood anymore, but The Big Reunion, albeit temporary, offers 

the feeling of being back in the late 90s again. The attendees of The Big Reunion 

concerts illustrated in their responses how the musical experience of the concert 

afforded them to temporary revisit and reflect on the past. 

The perpetual fandom as safe haven  

Whereas The Big Reunion audience relived their youth for one night only, the 

Backstreet Boys fans still included the band in their everyday lives. Many people 

assumed the band had broken up after their success in the late 1990s, but the band 

was only absent during their hiatus from 2003 until 2005. For many fans, 2005 

formed a turning point in their fandom. Claire, a 29-year old student, explained, “It 

seemed as if everything had returned. As if everything had gone back to the way it 

was.” Claire, alike the attendees of The Big Reunion concert, felt what Reynolds 

(2011) described as a longing for a product of her youth, which then allowed her to 

revisit and reflect on ‘back in the day’ or ‘the way it was’. Claire mentioned she 

enjoyed the band and their music because it allowed her to experience this. 

Somewhat differently was Elise’s (a childcare worker of 32) recollection of the return 

of the band. When the band announced a new tour in 2005, she immediately bought 

tickets. She remembered:  

“When we were at the concert we realized we had bought these wrong 
tickets, we were too far away from the stage… So in 2008 [the next 
tour] we went to multiple concerts, bought standing tickets, lay in front 
of the venue-door to be the first to get in, and those kind of things… 
Our parents never allowed us to do that!”  

Elise did not explicitly mention her growing older as the reason for experiencing the 

concert differently, yet growing into adulthood has changed the experience and 

involvement in the fandom for her. Her narrative revealed how in 2008 she was able 

to attend multiple concerts, she bought the tickets she wanted to buy, she could be 

at the venue as early as possible, and she now went to the concerts without her 

parents. Whilst an adult fan, she engaged in different activities than when she was a 

teenager. In 2008, she was no longer dependent on her parents to take her to the 

concert or to buy her tickets.  
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Elise expressed how in the past she “always said that once we’re old enough to drive 

and we would have our own car, we would go completely crazy.” Now, Elise works 

full-time, owns a car, and still goes to the concerts with her best friend. They even 

opened a bank account together, to which they transferred fifteen euros each, every 

month, to save up for Backstreet Boys related events (e.g. a tour, or meet–and-

greets). Their fandom, as adult fans, is reinforced as an extension of their selves (cf. 

Sandvoss, 2005). Nevertheless, some of her friends and colleagues expressed they 

do not understand her fandom. Elise remarked that they often sniggered about it, “If 

you tell them you’re a fan of the band, they’ll first ask whether they still exist […] but I 

think it’s funny.” Although others commented on her status as adult fan, Elise 

maintained her fandom and challenged such normative life course restrains (cf. 

Harrington et al., 2011). Being a post-youth woman (e.g. working full-time), also 

enabled her to enjoy her fandom differently, due to her financial and social 

independence.  

Besides engaging differently in fan practices, the fans’ reasons to listen to the band’s 

music also changed. Esther, a 29-year old office manager assistant, indicated that 

she enjoyed the music differently before, “Back then it offered me consolation. Now 

it’s just enjoyable during cleaning, driving or just to sing along.” Whereas for Deshny, 

a 28-year old student, the music of the Backstreet Boys formed “a fixed point in my 

life, that was always there, and always was good to me, always comforting, warm, 

and sweet: And that’s why I always returned to it.” The fans provided different 

reasons for their enjoyment of the music, yet how the music of the Backstreet Boys 

formed such an important part of their past (and as such their biography) is 

mentioned in both narratives.  

The music does not per se empower the fans (cf. Vroomen, 2002), but it does offer 

them solace, for it has always been around and can be played when the women feel 

they need it. I argue, that the music thus offers them a safe space to mix with 

everyday life, which also makes their everyday tasks more enjoyable (such as 

cleaning or driving). The fandom also provides a space where ageing and age norms 

are challenged: the women know that peers mock them, but they still continue and 

commit to their fan practices. Moreover, they actually benefit – as post-youth fans – 

from this newly gained social- and financial independence.  
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Conclusion and discussion 

This essay offers a deeper understanding of how music from a recent past provides 

to be a cultural resource (cf. DeNora, 1999) that plays a great role in one’s post-

youth narrative biography (cf. Giddens, 1991). In particular, it explains how post-

youth women legitimized the consumption of music from their recent past. Although 

both post-youth fandoms offer a ‘pause’ from everyday life, they are both given 

meaning to differently. The Big Reunion concert affords it visitors to take a temporary 

break from everyday life, and return to their childhood by evoking memories of that 

recent past. This juxtaposes The Backstreet Boys fandom, which affords their fans a 

continuous safe space to reflect on their past, but also a space to challenge ageing, 

and explore their newfound position as post-youth.  

This essay depicts how such negotiations closely relate to specific settings of time 

and space. The fans expressed how being taken back to a certain time (their 

childhood, their teenage years, high school or ‘2005’) formed their main reason for 

consuming the music of The Big Reunion or the Backstreet Boys. This relates 

closely to the ‘spaces’ - a construction or recollection of a certain place or state - that 

the post-youth fandoms afford them to be brought back to or find refuge in (a safe 

space, happy memories from childhood, or their teenage years).  

The interviewees provide different meanings to both spaces of post-youth fandom, to 

negotiate and legitimize their current enjoyment of the music. However, both spaces 

thrive on a connection to the personal, lived past of the interviewees. And both 

spaces illustrate how the interviewees reflect on their past by also connecting these 

memories to their music consumption. Nevertheless, this does invite for further 

exploration of memories and music: would the meaning-making process be different 

in narratives of fans of non-‘mainstream music’? Will the negotiations of enjoyment 

differ for other generations? Moreover, this essay focused only on female fans of 

The Big Reunion and the Backstreet Boys, it needs to be researched whether the 

participation in and meaning of a post-youth fandom differ for non-female fandoms. 

This has not been addressed in this essay, but could be a potential avenue to 

explore in future research.  

 



 

98 
 

References  

Anderson, T. (2012). Still Kissing Their Posters Goodnight: Lifelong Pop Music Fandom 
(doctoral). University of Sunderland. Retrieved from http://sure.sunderland.ac.uk/3325/ 

Baker, S., Bennett, A., & Taylor, J. (2013). Redefining Mainstream Popular Music. New York; 
Abingdon: Routledge. 

Bennett, A. (2006). Punk’s Not Dead: The Continuing Significance of Punk Rock for an Older 
Generation of Fans. Sociology, 40(2), 219–235. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/0038038506062030 

Boym, S. (2001). The Future of Nostalgia. New York: Basic Books. 

Cavicchi, D. (1998). Tramps Like Us : Music and Meaning among Springsteen Fans: Music 
and Meaning among Springsteen Fans. New York: Oxford University Press, USA. 

DeNora, T. (1999). Music as a technology of the self. Poetics, 27(1), 31–56. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-422X(99)00017-0 

Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and Self-identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. 
Redwood City; London: Stanford University Press. 

Harrington, C. L., Bielby, D. D., & Bardo, A. R. (2011). Life course transitions and the future 
of fandom. International Journal of Cultural Studies, 14(6), 567–590. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1367877911419158 

Hodkinson, P., & Bennett, A. (2013). Ageing and Youth Cultures: Music, Style and Identity. 
London; New York: Berg. 

Jennings, R., & Gardner, A. (2012). Introduction: women, ageing and popular music. In R. 
Jennings & A. Gardner (Eds.), 'Rock on': women, ageing and popular music (pp. 1-15). 
Farnham: Ashgate. 

 
Sandvoss, C. (2005). Fans: The Mirror of Consumption. Cambridge: Polity. 
 
Silverman, D. (2001). Interpreting Qualitative Data: Methods for Analyzing Talk, Text and 

Interaction. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
 
Stevenson, N. (2009). Talking to Bowie fans Masculinity, ambivalence and cultural 

citizenship. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 12(1), 79–98. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1367549408098706 

 
Vroomen, L. (2002, January). This woman’s work: Kate Bush, female fans and practices of 

distinction (phd). University of Warwick. Retrieved from 
http://webcat.warwick.ac.uk/record=b1380298~S9 

 

 

 

  

http://doi.org/10.1177/0038038506062030
http://doi.org/10.1177/1367549408098706


 

99 
 

THE INFLUENCE OF SPACE ON IDENTITY 

CONSTRUCTION AS REPRESENTED IN ORANGE IS THE 

NEW BLACK 
 

Carina Steger 
University of Graz, Austria 

carina.steger@edu.uni-graz.at 
 

As various scholars in the field of Cultural Studies have established, identity is an 

ambiguous construct that is formed by a plethora of factors. That strong notion of the 

ambiguity of identity and its construction is also highly supported by postmodern 

conventions of society, as, from a postmodern perspective, it can be argued that “as 

the pace, extension, and complexion of modern societies accelerate, identity 

becomes more and more unstable, more and more fragile,” (Kellner, 1995, p.233). 

From a post-structuralist point of view, the notion of a subjective identity is a myth as 

it is rather constructed not only by the individuals themselves but also by language 

and society (cf. Kellner, 1995, p.233) and thus is in a constant process of change. 

This highlights the ambiguity of identity and might even cast doubt on the whole 

concept of identity in the sense that identity itself can be seen as a myth and an 

illusion (cf. Kellner, 1995, p.233), or even in using Baudrillard's term as a simulacrum 

(cf. Baudrillard, 1994). How is this myth, this illusion created? What factors are 

important in the construction of identity? In Stuart Hall's approach towards identity – 

and he mostly talks about cultural identity – certain processes of identification are 

important for the construction of an individual's identity (Hall 2000, p.16).  

Within that variety of factors influencing one's identity space takes on quite an 

important role. Sometimes reduced to its mere structures, space does indeed play 

an important role in identity construction (cf. Nealon, Searls, Giroux, 2012, p.121). It 

shapes the identities of people and influences their behaviour and attitudes. 

Furthermore, Foucault (1984, p.3) states, that the spaces individuals occupy are 

rather heterogeneous. Individuals “live inside a set of relations that delineates sides 

which are irreducible to one another and absolutely not superimposable on one 

another,” (Foucault 1984, p.3). The experience of space is social and thus can be 

very complicated as well, just as the perception and interpretation of time. Both of 

these concepts can hardly be separated as “we experience space temporally and 

time spatially,” (Nealon, Searls Giroux, 2012, p.126). 
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The aim of my research was to explore how identity construction is influenced by 

space and how a radical change of space (trans-)forms and (re-)constructs identity. 

In order to be able to analyse two rather different places, I have chosen to contrast 

'prison space' and the 'outside space' as represented in the American television 

series Orange Is The New Black. In order to provide a theoretical framework for the 

prison space, I have included i.a. Michel Foucault who highly focused on the power 

of the 'panoptic' organization of institutional spaces such as prisons. The power of 

the panoptic organization of an institution lies within what it imposes on its inmates (if 

it is a prison) – the strong sense of being watched or being under surveillance all the 

time. By using panopticism, institutions try to 'from' a so-called self-disciplining 

subject. As individuals are constantly exposed to the omniscient gaze, they will 

behave in a socially correct way without the need of physical punishment or the 

actual presence of a figure of authority. This aspect clearly shows that prison space 

in these terms is not a mere setting or a mere stage but that it can be a force that is 

actively involved in shaping experiences and also identities of individuals (cf. Nealon, 

Searls Giroux, 2012, p.128). Jones and Schmid (1991, p.147) further state that being 

in such a confined space, that is influenced by panopticism such as prison, can be a 

great assault on the identity of inmates. Within prison there might be “radical identity 

changes [which] ensue from [the individual's] imprisonment,” (Jones and Schmid 

1991, p.147). 

Before elaborating on my preliminary findings I will provide a brief overview of the 

data I used as well as the character that I focused on in my analysis. 

Orange is the New Black is an American comedy-drama series, revolving around the 

main character’s - Piper Chapman's - experiences in Litchfield, a women's prison, 

where she encounters various inmates and has to adapt to the rules and regulations 

of being incarcerated. As the series progresses, most of the other featured 

characters' identities are explored through flashbacks which provide an insight into 

their lives before they have been incarcerated. The prison-environment as 

represented in Orange is the New Black forms a distinct cultural space where the 

identities of the inmates are (re-)constructed and therefore, the 'outside identity' must 

undergo (trans-)formation in order to 'fit into' that new space.  
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The character I have chosen for my analysis is named Red, also known on the 

'outside' as Galina Reznikov. She is a Russian immigrant and the matriarchal leader 

of the white female group within Litchfield prison. In the beginning of the series Red 

runs the prison kitchen and has a lot of power. In the outside world, mostly 

represented in flashback scenes, Galina and her husband, Dimitri, owned a Russian 

convenience store that included a small dining area for their customers. After getting 

involved with the Russian mafia, Galina is arrested and ultimately incarcerated in 

Litchfield prison.  

Within Orange is the New Black two rather contrasting versions of this character's 

identity are represented. (For clarification, the character I have analysed is referred 

to as Galina (Reznikov) while talking about her identity on the outside, whereas the 

character is referred to as Red when talking about her identity in prison.) Even 

though there are many differences in how Galina's/Red's identity is constructed on 

the outside and in prison it is important to mention that there are some features that 

are present in both identity constructions. The first character or identity trait to be 

addressed is Galina's/Red's ethnic origin. Both in prison and on the outside Galina 

identifies as a Russian immigrant. This is also emphasized by the aspect that she 

performs that identity in the sense that she does have a Russian accent and that she 

highlights her interest and anticipation of Russian food. Another example is the 

character's identification as white, heterosexual female. In both spaces (prison and 

the outside), Galina/Red identifies with those concepts. It can be argued that the 

character strongly uses citation (cf. Butler 1988) in order to perform that identity. She 

does that on the outside to the same extent as she does it in prison. While these 

features of Galina's/Red's identity do not seem to undergo vivid reconstruction and 

transformation there are other aspects of her identity that are explicitly transformed 

and reconstructed and the key player influencing that transformation and 

reconstruction is, in my opinion, space.  

One of the most interesting aspect that resulted out of the analysis was that space 

not only is an important factor for identity construction but also that its influence on 

identity is not a one-sided process. Rather than simply affecting the (re-)construction 

and (trans-)formation of identity, space is also (re-)constructed and (trans-)formed 

through the performance and behaviour of identities within it. Throughout all the 

scenes that have been analysed, space cannot be seen as mere setting or stage but 
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rather as active participant in the construction of identity (cf. Nealon, Searls Giroux, 

2012, p.126).  

Concerning Galina's/Red's identity, it can be argued that in Orange Is The New 

Black, the representation of her in prison as the powerful matriarch is illustrating a 

much stronger and confident identity than the flashbacks where Galina is portrayed 

as the more or less deviant, catering wife, depending on her husband. Within those 

scenes the identity construction of Galina/Red is yet again strongly depending on the 

places she is in. Prison space does not allow Red to show her weakness to anybody 

whereas on the outside Galina is able to share her fears or insecurities at least with 

her husband.  

When directly contrasting the 'prison space' and the 'outside space' during the 

flashbacks, the conventional opinions and constructs of these places are somewhat 

turned upside-down in both representations. The 'outside space' is represented as a 

more restricted place in the sense that Galina is not able to perform her identity 

freely. She is marginalized does not really fit into that social group of Russian 

housewives even though she shares features of her identity such as being female 

and white. 'Prison space' on the other hand, allows Red to realize her identity more 

freely. On the other hand she is also forced to do so as Red cannot appear weak in 

prison. Nevertheless, Red enjoys and embraces her prison identity as she not only 

has her own personal assistants but is also respected by her inmates and by the 

prison guards. 

In conclusion, it can be argued that in the analysed Orange Is The New Black 

episode, prison space is represented as a utopian place, where Red is free to do 

(almost) whatever she wants and where she can perform her identity more freely 

than on the outside. On the other hand, one could state that the representation of 

prison space shows a heterotopia (cf. Foucault 1984) as prison does indeed exist, is 

a real place, and cannot be accessed freely. As Orange Is The New Black is a 

television series, I argue, that prison as it is portrayed a representation of a 'hetero-

utopia'. As a television series, there are notions that make the representation of 

prison exaggerated and even unreal, as for example in the case of reversing the 

concepts of 'prison space' and the 'outside space'. On the other hand, the show also 

tries to provide 'authentic' representations of women in prison and prison itself.  
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Finally, it must be mentioned that this analysis was limited to a selection of scenes of 

Orange Is The New Black and that it would be rather interesting to examine Red's 

identity development from being a 'younger', inexperienced prison inmate. Within 

that context it would be interesting how space influenced that construction of identity 

and also what role time and age, respectively, play within that identity (re-

)construction and (trans-)formation. As Orange Is The New Black progresses, Red is 

also shown in different stages of her 'prison sentence' and in the following seasons 

also struggles with the loss of her power as prison matriarch, and also struggles with 

her age. For further research, especially in the field of Ageing Studies, it would also 

be interesting how Red's age and the impact of prison space on it is represented.  
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I would like to peel off my cohorts and be twenty-nine again, knowing what I 
know now. I would like to have this edge over all the other twenty-nine-year-
olds. I know where the road leads, and they don’t. But knowing where the 
road leads takes away a certain recklessness. I may have the face of youth, 
but I have the caution of my age. I look before I leap. I am wondering whether 
my face will fall off.  

- Erica Jong. 

 

Ageing processes affect women more than men by the very fact that women tend to 

outlive their male counterparts.3 In Western society, women are subject to a ‘double 

standard’ of ageing that is seen as a one of the “greatest” and “longest” tragedies in 

women’s lives (Sontag, 1972, p.33). As she argues, “[a]lthough a woman on her 

fortieth birthday is hardly different from what she was when she was still thirty-nine, 

the day seems like a turning point” (Sontag, 1972, p.33). Through the lens of this 

‘double standard,’ women are seen in terms of decline instead of growth and self-

discovery because of loss of their reproductive capacity and youthful looks. As 

women grow older, they are perceived as becoming less sexually-appealing, 

contrary to men, to whom the ageing processes add more “character” and 

“personality,” thus suggesting that women are aged earlier by the mainstream culture 

(Sontag, 1972, pp.33-35). However, due to the increase in life expectancy, the 

representations of older people are gradually changing, which shows a more positive 

attitude towards ageing itself. Recent studies reveal that older people live rich and 

                                                           
3 Information taken from The World Factbook that shows the average number of years to be 

lived by a group of people who were born in the same year.  
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meaningful lives that are proved by their active engagement in social actions, sexual 

encounters, and positive attitudes towards ageing processes: 

[...] individuals living in the Third Age are vital, potent, and physically, socially 
and sexuality active as well as being technologically savvy in that they are 
able to participate in a variety of online activities, such as connecting socially 
or seeking romantic or sexual relationships (Wada, et al. 2015, p.42). 

These studies challenge the idea of the absence of sexual activity in later life and 

affirm that female sexual desire does not finish with menopause. What is more, as 

Chris Gilleard and Paul Higgs state, we live in society where  

[…] sex and the expression of one’s sexuality became social virtues, 
indicators of emotional physical and mental well-being. Sexual expression 
became a right to which all are entitled, to the point that those unable to 
access sexual partners […] are considered to have ‘unmet needs’ that health 
and social care services should at least consider, if not meet (2013, p.109).  

I want to draw attention to intersections of body and sexuality by giving examples 

from Erica Jong’s autobiographical writing. Erica Jong, one of the key figures of the 

Second-Wave Liberation Movement of the 1970s, novelist and poet, is best known 

for her 1973 novel Fear of Flying in which she openly explored female sexuality and 

looked for personal liberation. Not surprisingly, Jong is known for having coined a 

legendary term ‘zipless fuck’ that refers to a passionate sexual encounter with a 

stranger. To be considered a ‘zipless fuck’, it must meet some basic requirements: it 

has to be quick, pure, and free of any remorse.4 In other words, the ‘zipless fuck’ is a 

sexual interplay between a woman and a man where there is no power game or 

sexual objectification of body parts – the strangers are only driven by desire in the 

most pure and balanced way in which nobody is judged or accused. A female gaze 

scrutinizing a male body in the novel stimulated a lot of controversial discussions 

which made Jong a world-known celebrity in the period of free love and sexual 

revolution. Jong holds that sex is the source of inspiration and fuel for creativity, thus 

                                                           
4 Erica Jong. Fear of Flying, pp. 21-22. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fear_of_Flying_%28novel%29
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it comes as no surprise that the topic of female sexuality is present in all her works. 

The study of Jong’s memoirs show that she challenges the ‘double standard’ and 

lends support to the argument that not all aged women get frustrated trying to live up 

to beauty-standards and the idealization of youthfulness. Jong does not believe that 

sexual appetite ends up with age. Her statement that “there is nothing more 

discourageing than a woman who has given up sex” perfectly illustrates the idea 

(Jong, 1994, p.114). She gives examples from her personal life to show that even 

though she is growing old, sex is not becoming less important than it was when she 

was younger. The author writes that her sexual life with her husband has become 

more satisfactory and more fulfilling with age: 

[…] my waking life with my husband has become more and more sexual. We 
find ourselves making love every night, laughing and kissing in the morning. I 
find myself telling him my dreams and fantasies, reading him pages which 
excite him, teasing him like a new lover. We have gone into a domestic idyll. 
This astonishes me. Each day I write that married sex is impossible. Each 
night I disprove it. Perhaps the truth is that it is the sharing of fantasy honestly 
that make sex possible […] (Jong, 1994, p.121). 

 

Jong suggests that ageing and sex are compatible, but what about the ageing body 

that with the passing of time becomes less sexually appealing and makes many 

women feel ashamed of appearing wrinkles, grey hair, or weight gain, which 

generates a feeling of being unattractive and undesirable. Mariana Valverse states 

that the bodily image is central to female sexuality and greatly affects women’s ability 

to seek out and enjoy intimacy: “[t]o think and talk about sexuality is first of all to 

think and talk about bodies” (1985, p.29). The sensations and perceptions of one’s 

body are an important avenue for the experiencing erotic pleasures and sexual 

vitally, because the way a woman feels about her body is a significant component of 

her experience of self (Daniluk, 1998). Jong’s response to this is that female 
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sexuality is not about the physical image, but about a woman’s attitude to life, her 

self-confidence and self-love. According to the author, attractiveness and sensuality 

does not fade with age, it just changes and transforms. Her being comfortable and 

confident with her body is reflected in one of the scenes that depicts her intimate life 

with her husband: 

I love how comfortable you are with your body, he said. You just walk around 
the room dressed, half-dressed, undressed, and you’re happy in your skin. 
I’ve never been with a woman like that. 

What do you mean? 

Usually they lock the door and put on makeup. Women are so afraid to be 
seen in their own faces (Jong, 1994, p.274). 

 

Jong is not embarrassed about her ageing body and is not afraid to expose her 

nudity in front of her husband, which shows her self-confidence, she does not hide 

her body under bed sheets or insists on sex in a darkened room so that to escape 

the ‘male gaze’. The impact of positive feedback a woman receives about the 

adequacy of her body from those who are important to her is especially significant in 

forming her self-perception and emotional intimacy (Daniluk, 1998). If a partner 

reinforces a woman’s physical desirability, it strengthens her self-assurance and the 

overall perception of her-self. This is what Ken, Jong’s fourth husband, provides her 

with and in so doing reinforces her self-esteem and her sexual attractiveness. Jong, 

by honestly exposing her ageing body, rejects the youth-obsessed culture that has 

created an idea that only young, firm and fertile bodies can be sexy and appealing. 

Jong sees the ageing process as a natural progression rather than something to be 

feared by stating that: “My age is part of who I am. But women, even desirable 

women, are always afraid of seeming undesirable. Honesty takes a long time,” 

(Jong, 1994, p.264). She confesses that she even likes the signs of her ageing face 
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(“my furrows, and wrinkles”) because she has earner them by her lived life 

experiences: “Why give up these badges of life deeply lived?” (Jong, 1999, p.61). 

She agrees with George Bernard’s statement that “youth is wasted on the young” by 

pointing out that “when we are dewy-faced and tender-looking we tend to be horribly 

tough on ourselves. At fifty, we are more ready to forgive. And this is when the flesh 

becomes most unforgiving” (Jong, 1999, p.61).  

Yet, it seems that Jong not always practices what she preaches. The writer does not 

forgive her ageing face and decides for a face-lift in her fifties. Why does she 

contradict herself by saying that we should love our wrinkles because they are like 

footprints of our lived experiences, but then goes under the knife? I believe that it 

powerful discourse that uses media, popular culture and the idea of the beauty myth 

that influences our behaviour patters. Naomi Wolf in her famous The Beauty Myth: 

How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women (1991) argues that as women’s 

social power and prominence has increased, the standards of physical beauty have 

become stricter. The requirements for the physical beauty imposed on women have 

become that high that they impose fear of failure to meet these unrealistic standards. 

Jong may be seen as one of the victims of this discourse since she has always been 

concerned about her bodily image that is clearly exemplified in her confessional 

statement: 

I had always felt a discontinuity between being intellectual and wanting to look 
pretty. I felt I could not be allowed both. As a pretty teenager I tried to hide my 
prettiness under fat, then under rampant anorexia, which made my skin break 
out into a plague of boils and my eyes look hollow and purple-rimmed. I hated 
my body – hated it fat, hated it thin. In fact I could not distinguish between the 
two. I felt oozing flesh there was only bone; my brain mudded the perception 
of my body. I could not have told you what I looked like. Thin was virginal and 
fat was sluttish, and I oscillated between these poles, unsure what I looked 
like or who I was (Jong, 1999, pp.61-62). 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beauty
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Upon examining her ageing face in the mirror, she sees the reflexion of her family 

members and herself becoming a part of the circle that becomes narrower as she 

ages:  

I look on the mirror and see my grandfather’s jowls to form where my apple 

cheeks once were. I hurriedly pass a reflection of myself in a store window 

and see my grandmother. And what an insult this metamorphosis is, coming 

just when I feel freer than I have ever felt in my life. Just when I’m feeling 

younger every year, why do I look older? (Jong, 1999, p.61, emphasis in 

original). 

 

Jong’s contradictory feelings and a sensation of being trapped in an alien body that 

does not correspond to her emotional being points to the idea of the mask of ageing, 

which, according to Featherstone and Hepworth, implies a gap between the exterior 

body and the inner subjective feelings of self-identity (1991). The ageing body shows 

a discrepancy between social identity and self-identity and restricts Jong to enjoy the 

process of growing old. Thus, it comes as no surprise that having struggled all her 

life about her bodily image, she decides to undergo a plastic surgery. Jong 

confesses that she was reluctant to undertake face-lift, but social, media and peer 

pressure was stronger than her fear of failure: “But then a friend comes home from 

California with a new face. No lowering forehead creases, no downturned mouth, 

and an attitude lifted as well. I make an appointment with another wizard of San 

Francisco,” (Jong, 1999, p.62). However, after the surgery, Jong is feeling 

uncomfortable and guilty. She cannot understand where the feeling of remorse and 

uneasiness comes from, as if she has done something dreadful or sold her soul:  

“Other women who had been through the procedure didn’t feel this way. They were 

jubilant, glad to be rid of wrinkles - what was wrong with me?  I felt I had 

transgressed some moral law and was about to be punished horribly” (Jong, 1999, 
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p.62). The following lines exemplify her being uncomfortable with her decision and 

her willingness to become herself again:  

It is still hard for me to believe that I flew three thousand miles, lay down in a 
stranger’s office, took anaesthesia, and allowed myself to be cut up like a 
Christmas lamb. I did it impulsively – but as I came up from the anaesthesia, I 
was sure I had made a terrible mistake. My face felt like a mask glued on by 
evil genius. There were black and blue circles under my eyes. I doubted 
everything, I was convinced that excised along with my frown lines was my 
ability to write – even my ability to think. […] All my life, I have defined myself 
by ceaseless activity – and now I was forced to keep still. I felt like I was dead. 
I felt like I had entered a bardo between one existence and another. I sat 
waiting for my face to heal, waiting to become myself again, to undo the spell I 
was under. The fact that thousands of women and men do this routinely did 
not comfort me. I had to find my own justification for tempting the fates, and I 
could not do it (Jong, 1999, pp.63-64). 

 

Jong holds that her doctor was delighted with his handwork, but felt that she has 

done something horrible that could not be remedied: “He praises my rapid healing, 

the absence of visible scars. This is self-praise. Of course there are no scars, 

because they are all inside. My face looks blameless. My soul is all stitched up,” 

(Jong, 1999, p.63). 

I wanted to show that Jong dismantles the notion about the older women being 

asexual and lacking erotic fantasies. However, she appears to be quite ambiguous 

about the ageing process and the bodily image – even though she admits that she 

loves her ageing body, she succumbs to the Western youth-cult based consumerist 

lifestyles that reinforce a ‘liberated’ woman’s spending power through the need of 

rejuvenation. In so doing, Jong seems to advocate ‘New Ageing’ politics that claim 

that sexual practices and bodily ‘improvements’ add to successful and healthy 

ageing.  
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For the last ten years or so, I have been working to challenge dominant histories of 

music and technology, and, in particular, the multiple patrilineal accounts of 

electronic and popular music. As Tara Rodgers (2010) argues, these Eurocentric 

narratives of electronic music usually begin with an origin story of Luigi Russolo’s 

Futurist Manifesto, The Art of Noises (1913), and continue on through the mid-

century developments of Karlheinz Stockhausen and his followers, before moving to 

Kraftwerk in the 1970s and so on. 

My current postdoctoral project takes up Rodger’s challenge to expand the scope of 

existing cultural histories of electronic music by crafting feminist historiographies of 

technology that “emphasize the substance and diversity of work that has been 

accomplished by women,” (2010, p.15). Les ondistes du Québec: une histoire des 

ondes Martenot par ses interprètes expands on the historical component of my work 

on music, sound and gender by analyzing clusters of cultural activity by women and 

gender-bending artists producing music in a variety of heretofore unexamined 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_music
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_music


 

113 
 

electronic music settings. Specifically, I am undertaking a feminist micro history of 

the ondes Martenot (1928) by weaving together neglected aspects of the Ondes as a 

performing instrument vis-à-vis the following interpreters: Suzanne Binet-Audet, 

Marie Bernard and Geneviève Grenier. One of the primary objectives of this project 

is to connect this study to other feminist histories of music and technology by 

intervening into broader historical narratives of electronic music which are typically 

centred on male inventors, composers and their works. By advancing scholarship 

addressing the various ways that musical instruments are used in social and 

performative contexts, this project will contribute to altering the epistemological 

foundations of electronic music history as the visibility and contributions of women 

increase tremendously in these settings.  

While the ondes Martenot (Ondes) continues to draw attention from musicians, 

scholars (Chapman, 2009; Laurendeau, 1990; Madden, 2012), media artists, and 

museums for its advanced user interface, sonic potential, and connection to both 

acoustic and electronic music cultures scholarship has not yet examined current or 

past interpreters, known as ondistes. The Ondes was presented publically in Paris in 

1928 and is named after its inventor, Maurice Martenot (1898-1980). As Laurendeau 

(1990) writes in the only book on the inventor and his instrument, Martenot came up 

with the idea for his “musical waves” while working as a radiotelegraphic soldier 

during the First World War. Although many important Western European composers 

(e.g., Arthur Honegger, Olivier Messiaen) composed for the instrument throughout 

the 1930s and ‘40s, composer and critic Pierre Boulez, René Leibowitz and his 

followers rejected Olivier Messiaen’s lyrical and feminine use of the Ondes in the 

musical works Trois Petites Liturgies (1945) and Turangalîla-Symphonie (1948), 

which are generally considered to be the instrument’s greatest masterpieces 

http://wi.mobilities.ca/advocating-sonic-restoration-les-ondes-martenot-in-practice/
http://mediatheque.cite-musique.fr/masc/?url=/mediacomposite/cmdm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f4phKWMaOr0
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(Tchamkerten, 2007, p.71). Partly as a result of this rejection at the end of the 1940s, 

there was a steady decline in classical and electronic musical works composed for 

the Ondes. From the 1950s onwards the Ondes’ sociality has been kept alive 

through the sustained efforts and ongoing commitment of its ondistes, many of 

whom are older women living in Québec, who continue to perform and record with 

the instrument regularly.  

In what follows, I present a brief excerpt of an interview with one of the ondistes that 

I am collaborating with during my postdoctoral fellowship. Since 2008 I have 

participated in numerous musical and research-creation endeavours with Suzanne 

Binet-Audet, beginning with an improvised recording session at Montreal’s 

Hotel2Tango to create music for Caroline Martel’s documentary film, Le Chant des 

Ondes (2012). Suzanne Binet-Audet (1942) is a world-renowned ondiste who lives in 

Montreal, QC. She studied the organ at the Conservatoire in Québec city and then in 

Paris, where she first encountered the ondes Martenot. Binet-Audet studied with 

Jeanne Loriod – one of the world’s most famous ondistes and sister-in-law of the 

French composer, organist and teacher Olivier Messiaen – as well as with Maurice 

Martenot. She received diplomas from both the Conservatoire de Paris and the 

École Supérieure de Musique. She has performed around the world as an ondiste, 

and plays with the Ensemble d’ondes de Montreal since its inception in 1977. I 

conducted a semi-structured interview with Binet-Audet at her home in Montreal with 

the help of Kloe Rahilly, a research assistant at Concordia University. We discussed 

her personal history with the instrument, including favorite compositions, performers 

and composers, and what the future might hold for Martenot’s waves.5 

≈ 

                                                           
5 This interview was originally conducted in French and was translated by David Paquette.  

https://soundcloud.com/ravedm/vers-lor-extended
http://artifactproductions.ca/lechantdesondes/wavemakers-the-film/?lang=en
http://artifactproductions.ca/lechantdesondes/wavemakers-the-film/?lang=en
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David Madden (DM): Can you describe your personal history with the ondes Martenot? 

SBA: This is a story that I’ve told many times. When I was 21, I was in Paris and I saw 

that Olivier Messiaen’s Turangalîla was playing. When I heard it, I was staggered. 

Really, I fell in love, right there. It was truly love at first sight. What was being expressed 

was both atavistic and very new to me. In short, Jeanne Loriod was playing and I was 

absolutely… I was not there, I was in another world. When I left the concert I took the 

subway and went in the wrong direction for two stations. I got off the subway and was 

completely lost. After about half an hour, I came back to where I started, and I was 

facing the concert hall. I saw Jean Laurendeau. Jean Laurendeau, an ondist from 

Montreal, who I previously met in a class with Gilles Tremblay in Québec city. I say hello 

and then I proceed to tell him about the concert, that I found it amazing. He asks what I 

thought of Messiaen, and so I share my astonishing experience with this new 

instrument. I ask him, “there was this extraordinary instrument and I don’t know its 

name. Do you know it?” He says, “It is the ondes Martenot.” He invites me to come to his 

place to play the instrument and see what it looks and sounds like from up close, since I 

had never seen one closely. And then, he played a disk that Jeanne Loriod just did with 

Charpentier’s Lalita, there was La Fête Des belles Eaux, and something else I don’t 

remember… He played three pieces. He shows me these, and right away that confirms 

to me that I really love the instrument. 

After that, Jean Laurendeau gave me a few lessons so that I got a feel for the 

instrument, after which he presented me to Jeanne Loriod, who accepted me as a 

student. That’s how it all started. But it really was a stroke of luck—I don’t know if it was 

chance or what, but while Jean Laurendeau was going back to meet Jeanne Loriod, as 

she was his professor, I was going the wrong way on the subway, and then I came back 

at exactly the moment he was leaving the concert hall. To meet like that on a dock in 
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Paris, after such an event, was quite magical. It totally changed my musical life. I was 

studying organ with Jean Langlais and then, suddenly, I became an ondiste. I continued 

to play organ, but everything changed, really. 

 

DM: Could you describe the sound of the ondes Martenot? 

SBA: The sound of ondes Martenot is something immaterial. We cannot feel 

anything tangible, such as the bow’s stroke on the violin’s string. There is not that 

kind of materialness, and strangely, every instrument that has this material sound 

tries to purify it, to eliminate it. They work on purity, trying to achieve sound purity. 

With the ondes, on the other hand, there’s something already very pure, and the 

relation we have with this sound is one of complete embodiment. It is as if the sound 

was so pure that our body becomes this sound, to give it a human character. It is just 

like embodiment. It is an immaterial sound touched by the body. 

We have many different timbres. Timbres are created when we add harmonics, thus 

changing the wave shape. So we have more or less harmonic sounds, with octaves and 

everything. We can play with the timbre. So the timbre of the ondes Martenot is made up 

of pure sine tones, which result in a variety of ondes timbres. It is always a play between 

purity and complexity, always this relation between an electrical sound—an electron—

with the immaterial, the embodied, the body and the soul of the player. 

DM: I was going to ask you about the expressive power of the ondes… 

SBA: Yes, but in regards to the expressive power, it is particular to the ondes. It is an 

interesting question. Because of the way the ondes are made, and because of the highly 

sensitive touch, we can make perfect continuous sounds! We can go all the way to the 

fortississimo, the four f’s, really! The touch can therefore correspond very precisely with 
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the unconscious musical intent. When you play, not everything is conscious. There is 

also a musical form of thinking, a musical intention, and then there is what carries us, 

the momentum… Like a continuation of the nervous system, it translates, just like voice 

does. It is really, really intimate. In terms of expression, the ondes is a very malleable 

instrument and you can totally shape the sound. 

DM: Do you have favourite pieces? 

SBA: Yes, of course. Funnily enough, there is one in a work that Messiaen found a 

little profane. I think he did not really like La Fête des Belles Eaux, composed for an 

Ondes sextet. In this work, there is a piece that is water–water that goes up. It was 

composed for the 1937 world’s fair in Paris. At some point, water reaches its climax, 

and Messiaen wrote an incredible piece called, L’Oraison. The piece, which he also 

used in the Quatuor de la Fin du Temps, is extremely contemplative. It was inspired 

by the ondes Martenot. I think that the Quatuor is one of his masterpieces, and so is 

L’Oraison, which is one of my favorite pieces. There is also the composer Richard 

Boucher, who was a contemporary of Claude Vivier and who also studied with Gilles 

Tremblay. Boucher wrote Contemplation de l’Eau par le Feu. I also really love this 

piece. 

DM: And you studied with Maurice Martenot? 

SBA: Yes, I studied under him at the Conservatoire. Maurice Martenot was my 

professor for one year in Paris while I was going through my conversion to the ondes 

Martenot. To me, Maurice Martenot was an extraordinary professor. The last time I 

worked with him we played together a cello suite from Bach. I would play a section, then 

he would play another one, and it was like knitting. When he was showing me how to 

slightly open my hand, slowly and more slowly, it was like a game because it was similar 
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to a flower opening. Martenot was into the movement, into the moment, into what was 

happening and the images that were appearing.  

DM: What does the future hold for you and the ondes Martenot? 

 

SBA: The future? I think that the ondes Martenot is an instrument that cannot be 

forgotten, be it for the repertoire of Messiaen, Edgar Varèse, or Tristan Murail, who 

composed marvelously for the ondes. I really like what he does, Tristan Murail. Yet, in 

100 years, what will remain of these pieces? What will still be played? We must play 

them now so that they continue to exist. It requires efforts and we need more working 

instruments. Monsieur Ambro Oliva is our saviour right now, but we need people to take 

over from him. Instrument builders must be very meticulous. For instance, a violin is 

something that is handcrafted. You can’t mass-produce bows. There is something that 

doesn’t work with mass production for certain instruments. In addition, the ondes must 

be taught and we must be able to say that “yes, we can learn to play the ondes here in 

Québec.” I say here, in Québec, in North America, because right now Jean Laurendeau 

is the only well-known ondist on the continent. There needs to be classes and we need 

people to take over from us. That’s the first step. At some point, the ondes almost 

disappeared. Then suddenly, in the early 20th century, there was a revival. I don’t think it 

takes that many people to maintain the ondes’ future. They need to learn the ondes. And 

then eventually, yes, there will be a rebirth. I believe in it because the ondes ‘speaks’ in 

such a unique way. What form will it take? I don’t know, but the Martenot principle, the 

touch, the vibrato, and this sound, I don’t think it will ever disappear. It is impossible. I 

cannot conceive that it would one day disappear. There are many masterpieces. And at 

some point there will be others…  
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The population of Ireland is ageing.6 Research in the area of gerontology reveals 

that due to Irish women’s higher life expectancy than Irish men7, there is a large 

cohort of older widows who constitute part of Irish society.  

As a ‘pracademic’ interested in community engagement through the medium of 

poetry, I facilitated outreach poetry readings and workshops for the women (mostly 

widows) from the Active Retirement group in Athlone, a midlands town in the centre 

of Ireland. 

Through the discourse of poems such as Maya Angelou’s ‘Phenomenal Women’, 

and reminiscence poetry from childhood, an avenue for narrative was unveiled, 

allowing the women to vocalise their feelings.  

The experiences and discourse of older widows engaging through poetry led me to 

questions such as: how does Irish society view the older widow? How do older 

widows view themselves and what, if any, is the disparity between the two views?  

                                                           
6 According to the Centre for Ageing Research and Development in Ireland (CARDI) (2015, p.10), 

there are 1.1 million people aged 60 and over currently living in Ireland  and by the year 2041, it is 

estimated that there will be 2.44 million people  aged 60 and over, nearly one-third of the population 

living on the island of Ireland.  

7 In the period 2010-2012, life expectancy at birth was 78.3 years for males and 82.7 years for 

females (CSO, 2015).   
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What do the older widows think about their portrayal in cultural, social and media 

terms?   

The women spoke about their lives, their strengths, their dreams and the importance 

of friendship. They also discussed loneliness, feelings of invisibility, changing lives 

and changing roles.  

 

With the women’s consent, a short documentary was produced, a snapshot in time 

of the narratives of older women living in town-based rural Ireland. 

 

When asked, ‘How do you think widows are seen in society’? the women spoke 

about being seen as mothers, as being capable, that their grown up children don’t 

see them as needing friendship, and some saw themselves as lonely.  

In discussion on terminology and language used in the media and society regarding 

older women, specifically the term widow, none of the women in the group used the 

term widow to describe themselves. They universally agreed that they do not like the 

term widow nor wanted to be known as widows. They understood that the term has 

to be used formally (e.g. census forms and social welfare documentation), however 

using the word ‘widow’ to describe themselves caused a nuance of anxiety among 

the women.  It allocated them a new title which did not sit comfortably with them. 

Using ‘widow’ to describe themselves was seen as changing their identity, from 

being in a marital state to becoming a widow.  

From their perspective, this term seemed to imply negative connotations. One 

explanation was that it nullified their previous marital status, ‘It’s like you were never 

married, your marriage never existed, you’re a widow, existing in limbo, in a non-

martial state, so it kind of nullifies your marriage’. 

Loneliness featured in their discourse; they spoke about a sense of loss, about 

feeling invisible in society. One of the women quoted that ‘Loneliness is a bigger 

killer than cigarettes’. They told individual narratives of how they coped with 

loneliness, ‘There’s a lady I’m going to every Friday and she’d hate coming back to 

the dark, she’d put on the radio so that when she comes back the house is not quiet’.   
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When asked, ‘Would you talk about Loneliness with other widows at the group or 

with friends?’, all agreed that they would not talk about loneliness ‘for fear of bringing 

the other person down’. They would try to remain ‘upbeat’. 

A point was raised that culturally it was more difficult for a widow than a widower in 

Ireland. From the women’s perspective, if a widower was lonely he could walk into a 

pub alone in Ireland, while a widow would not. ‘If a man is lonely, he can walk into a 

pub and sit down at the counter and chat away. We wouldn’t…I mean I wouldn’t 

….Well I don’t go to pubs….on your own? Yeah, on your own….That way it’s very 

handy….You know...it’s better for men when they are older, or are widowers even.’ 

It was acknowledged that ‘men probably go through a lot on their own…they 

do…they do. If you’ve company now, whether it’s man, woman or child, once you’ve 

company around you that’s the main thing….and people that care for you….Yeah, 

yeah…genuine carers….yeah yeah…exactly’. 

Throughout the process, poetry acted as a vehicle enabling verbalisation of inner 

thoughts. These women embraced the poetry sessions. ’I look forward to you coming 

and hearing poetry being read aloud’. They physically held onto the poems, in the 

film you can see them folding up the poems, putting them into their handbags. They 

returned to specific poems to further discuss an idea, ‘I was thinking about that poem 

you read last week, ‘The old Woman of the Road’ and it really reminded me when I 

was a child in school, I loved it then and I haven’t heard it since.’  

They read the poems at home and spoke about them to their family and the 

community ‘I love this poem you gave out; I brought it in to my hairdresser to read for 

her.’ 

When asked, ‘What do you do to age positively?’, some suggested: ‘Be active, learn 

cooking, singing, notice change, compliment, tell a person how well they look, notice 

things, like if you’ve seen any swallows at this time of year.’    

The women’s recommendation to retaining positive physical and mental health was 

valuing genuine friendship, through their group, clubs and individual friendships. The 

importance of meeting up with friends at the Active Age Retirement was recognised. 

One woman stated ‘Ah I can’t say I ever feel lonely. I think it’s grand. I’m quite happy 

the way I am. I’m out the whole time I have this club and I’ve one on 
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Wednesday…As they say to me, they’d never get me in, when they’d never get me 

at home when they ring.’  

Practical issues such as the importance of access to transport was also valued, one 

eighty year old widow spoke about getting up on her bike to cycle six miles in the 

bog road to come to the group. 

Humour featured though out the sessions, one woman recounted a story.  

‘Well I was away with the widows in Sligo and there was four hundred widows in the 

hotel and I slept it out one morning for breakfast. And when I got down coming to the 

dining room, they were all in there and this voice came here. A man’s voice coming 

behind me and he said good morning, and I turned around and I looked up and it 

was Packie Bonner [Laugh….Ahhh] And we opened the door of the dining room and 

all three or four hundred eyes looked at us.  And here was I walking in with Packie 

Bonner … [Laugh] like Maureen getting the dance you know. They said to me there 

was four hundred women and you had to get a man. It was really funny like, you 

know.’  

Sean Haldane (2010), a poet and a neuroscientist stated ‘I now think poetry has 

more capacity to change people than psychotherapy. If you read a poem and it gets 

to you, it can shift your perspective in quite a big way,’ (Online).  

This is evidenced in these real stories by real women about modern life in a 

midlands town. Captured on this short documentary, their narratives speak volumes 

about the social construction of widows in Irish society.    

 

Please view the documentary at:  

https://vimeo.com/128873418  

Password: Coyle 

 

Caroline Coyle is a poet, performance artist and a pracademic. Her poetry has been 
recorded as songs and with various musicians, including an uileann piper. She is 
interested in community engagement through poetry and art. She facilitates outreach 
poetry for various organisations and also co-facilitates Poetry in the Park, winner of 
the 2014 Epic Award for Voluntary Arts in Ireland.  
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Poetry-in-the-park/325765510874645?fref=ts 

https://vimeo.com/128873418
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Poetry-in-the-park/325765510874645?fref=ts
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Outcomes of WAM Summer School 2015 
Ros Jennings & Hannah Grist 

 

The interactivity and co-creativity of the WAM Summer School produces a deep 

engagement with what is currently at the heart of scholarship in both ageing studies 

and media studies approaches to women and the media.  

The intensity of the shared experience of ‘thinking with age’ as a guide always 

enhances individual scholarship but more importantly, because of the 

http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2010/may/30/sean-haldane-poet-neuroscientist
http://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2010/may/30/sean-haldane-poet-neuroscientist
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interdisciplinary engagement, produces coherent threads that emerge from the 

cross-fertilisation of thinking from different perspectives, stages and investments in 

scholarship.  

This year the chief threads to emerge were concerned with the integrity of our 

scholarship at the boundaries of our disciplines and beyond. In particular, there was 

a commitment to recognise and reflect on the different spaces, times and locations 

not just of older women but also the multiple contexts and layers of meaning, 

experience and understanding that working in this area demands. Sensitivity to 

intersectionalities of women and age, and also the intersectionalities of ourselves as 

researchers, were seen as vital contributions that we need to take forward from our 

time together. 

The common threads, issues and approaches shared during the Summer School 

were debated and drawn together in the final plenary session on the last day to form 

a collective approach to researching women, ageing and media. The following 

statement provides a framework for approaching future research and an addendum 

to the WAM Manifesto: 

“Scholars are finding questions, methods and theories to do boundary work at 

the intersections of where women and ageing come together. As scholars we 

are trying to be sensitive to the where and the how that these are located with 

other intersectionalities.” 

http://wamuog.co.uk/the-wam-manifesto

