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Interview: Late-Blooming Artists Fascinate and Sparkle 

 
 
The Vintage Years shows how those 60 years and older can rediscover 
themselves through the arts.  
 
The interviews draw us into the mystery of individual journeys. They reveal 
how more than 20 older men and women took up new pursuits — glasswork, 
local history, African drumming — to revitalize life. 
 
In this illuminating new work, psychologist and emeritus professor 
Francine Toder gives readers an inspirational and practical guide to artful 
aging. 
 
AHB reached Dr. Toder in Palo Alto, California  
 
Ruth Dempsey: Why did you want to learn the cello?  
 
Francine Toder: As a lifelong listener of classical music, I was smitten by 
the cello early on. But prior to my late 60s, it never occurred to me that I 
could actually learn to play this magnificent string instrument.  
 
When I began to consider how I would spend my time after retiring from my 
work as a psychologist, I realized that there was nothing to stop me from 
trying.  
 
Three years later, not only can I play music but I can more fully appreciate 
the experience of hearing beautiful music played by others. I opened a door 
to a part of myself that I didn’t know existed! 
 
RD: Why focus on the arts? 
 
FT: Almost 50 years ago when I was in graduate school, very little was 
known about the resilience of the over-60 brain. At that time, there was no 
point in studying a life stage that eluded most people.  
 
When I was in my 20s this idea seemed irrelevant, but, as I approached 70, I 
was very interested in updates in neuroscience that would shed light on ways 
to maintain brain vigor along with physical and psychological well-being.  
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I was betting that I would live a long life, and, if I did, I wanted to create the 
right tonic for stimulating cognitive functioning. But I wondered what would 
give me the most bang for my buck.  
 
I decided to do some research, and several findings led me to the fine arts. 
For one thing, the fine arts have survival value in terms of evolutionary 
psychology. Music may have predated language. Similarly, cave paintings 
were an essential part of communicating dangers and life cycle events, and 
story telling was the precursor of writing.  
 
These are also pursuits that give pleasure and meaning and they allow for 
intense focus, which are good for the brain and psyche.  
 
RD: You talked to some wonderful musicians, visual artists and writers. 
Can you give me a thumbnail sketch of the musicians? Is there one that 
stands out for you? 
 
FT: The musicians were drawn to their instruments for different reasons.  
 
For some, it was an unrealized longing from the past to play the piano or 
cello, for example. For others, it was curiosity about what else they could do 
at this point in their lives. Sometimes it was just plain accidental, as in 
inheriting a musical instrument.  
 
In general, fewer people choose to learn to play an instrument than dive into 
painting or writing. Learning to read music feels like a significant challenge. 
In fact, it's quite demanding but it's perfect for exciting the brain. 
  
The viola da gamba player stands out. She picked a very exotic instrument. 
It’s difficult to play, and it's held between the knees even though it’s as large 
as a cello.  
 
The 81-year-old woman I wrote about in the book, practices for two hours a 
day and drives more than 100 miles roundtrip for her lessons! 
 
RD: What about the writers? 
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FD: The single commonality was their desire to express their ideas in the 
written word. This had to wait until they had time to concentrate, meaning 
the retirement years.  
 
None of the writers I interviewed had formal training; they just started 
writing. Whether it was short stories, poems, novels or historic nonfiction, 
all of the writers valued their carved-out privacy where they could enter into 
their work and become fully absorbed.  
 
The oldest writer in my book didn’t start writing until her mid-80s, when, 
after her mother’s death at 107, she found the time and space to focus. 
 
RD: I was enthralled by the visual artists. Henry worked in his family's 
meat business until he retired at 68, when he turned to woodcarving . . .  
 
FT: Ironically, he wittled objects with his pen knife as a child, and used a 
knife as a butcher long before taking up woodcarving in retirement. Unlike 
most of the artists in the book, it was easy to connect the dots in his life. At 
96, he was still working his much-loved hobby. 
 
RD: Julie, a former computer programmer became a botanical 
watercolorist . . .  
 
FT: Her father was a well-known architect and, as a child, she was 
intimidated by his artistic abilities. Inheriting his artist tools after he died 
stirred her curiosity, which she put to good use after she retired. Now she 
spends her time creating botanical watercolors so exquisite you feel like you 
can touch and almost smell them.   
 
RD: And Betsy, a research physicist, became a ceramics artist after 
illness forced her to take early retirement . . .  
 
FT: She floundered for a while after her physical recovery while searching 
for something meaningful and pleasurable to do with her time. When she 
discovered her art form, she became hooked and she now feels passionately 
connected to her artist’s lifestyle. 
 
RD: You show how interest in the arts benefits aging brains. Can you 
give me an example?  
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FD: What I consider the magical triad of ingredients for stimulating brain 
activity: newness, complexity and problem solving are available in 
abundance by practicing one of the fine arts. Because these pursuits are so 
pleasurable and meaningful, it’s easy to become quite immersed. The 
process is intense and very satisfying while it also stimulates cognitive 
functioning.  
 
Beginning to play a musical instrument, sculpt or write a haiku checks the 
boxes for newness and also complexity as these art forms require some 
understanding of how ideas fit together.  
 
Problem solving also comes into play, for example, with the stained glass 
artist I wrote about. He created larger and larger pieces and finally crafted a 
gigantic stained glass window for a church. He had to learn some structural 
engineering concepts to make sure his window was strong enough to account 
for its massive weight. It had to be more than a thing of beauty — it had to 
endure. 
 
RD: What was the best thing about writing your book? 
 
FT: Through my talks, I’ve met some extraordinary people who share their 
stories with me. Their enthusiasm about the subject of my book is very 
satisfying.  
 
Also, entering into a fine art creates a new community of like-minded 
people. This is healthy psychologically, especially as we age.  
 
In high school, I wanted to be a journalist but that goal got sidetracked pretty 
quickly. Now nearly 60 years later, I’m blogging for The Huffington Post as 
well as print and online magazines. I’ve come full circle and I love it! 
 
 

Study: Gardening Inspires Wonder and Nourishes Relationships 
 
 
As soon as the snow melts, Phyllis Watson begins to clear away the frozen 
leaves in her garden in Peterborough, Ontario, Canada.  
 
Watson spends the winter months planning, and she likes to visit the green 
houses as soon as they open for business. 
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"The work gets harder and takes longer," she said. "But I love gardening and 
can hardly wait for spring." 
 
Among older adults, gardening is a highly popular leisure activity, and new 
research reveals gardening provides a host of physical and psychological 
benefits.  
 
Benefits abound  
 
A review paper published online in the journal Activities, Adaptation & 
Aging (June 14, 2013) has found a wide variety of gardening activities can: 
 

• provide opportunities for creativity and self-expression 
• boost self-esteem 
• encourage social interaction 
• enhance life satisfaction 
• provide moderate-to-rigorous exercise 
• improve physical function 
• increase strength and flexibility 
• improve eye-hand coordination  
• reduce stress  
• provide a spiritual outlet, and 
• foster intergenerational learning. 

 
Researchers Donna Wang and Thalia Macmillan found that gardening 
encourages empathy and nourishes relationships. One man loved yellow 
roses because his late wife loved them. 
 
Still others find their spiritual side by spending hours in a garden. As 100-
year-old poet Stanley Kunitz wrote in The Wild Braid : "All my life, the 
garden has been a great teacher in everything I cherish."  
 
 

Interview: "Cougar" Spells Sexual Controversy 
 
 
Over the past decade, the term "cougar" has been used to describe older 
women who set out to date younger men.  
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A new U.S. study examines attitudes toward the cougar phenomenon, and 
asks what has changed for women's sexuality. 
                              
Beth Montemurro and Jenna Marie Siefken reported their findings online in 
the Journal of Aging Studies (Vol. 28, January 2014). 
                                       
To learn more, AHB reached  sociologist Beth Montemurro at Penn State 
University in Abington, PA, U.S.A.  
 
Ruth Dempsey: Where did the term cougar come from?   
 
Beth Montemurro: According to lexicographer Grant Barrett, the term first 
became popular in North America in 2001 after Valerie Gibson published 
her best-selling book: Cougar: A Guide for Older Women Dating Younger 
Men. 
 
However, Barrett traces the word’s origin to 1999 when a dating website 
designed to match older women and younger men was founded. The story 
goes that one of the two women who founded the website was told by a 
nephew that the two ladies were like cougars in search of small defenseless 
animals. 
 
RD: Some of the participants liked the term: what reasons did they 
give? 
 
BM: Several women appreciated the idea of the cougar because it 
acknowledged older women’s sexuality. In popular culture, there are 
relatively few examples of sexually-appealing women over the age of 40. 
The term cougar allows us to imagine that women maintain sexual desire 
throughout their lives. 
 
Some also noted that the animal cougar is strong and powerful, thus 
recognizing women's strength and sexual self-assurance.   
 
RD: More women objected to the term . . .  
 
BM: That's right. These women recognized that cougars are predatory. They 
saw the term as insulting because it labeled women as aggressive and merely 
interested in using sexual partners as conquests.  
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Women are more often expected to be passive or at least not the initiators of 
sexual interaction. The cultural image of the cougar challenges this view. 
And this made women we spoke with uncomfortable. 
 
RD: The participants thought "ordinary" women were unlikely to 
become cougars. 
 
BM: Yes, a number of women said celebrities like Cher or Demi Moore 
came to mind when they heard the word cougar. These women believed that 
only a woman with money or who was exceptionally attractive would be 
able to attract a younger man.  
 
RD: Meanwhile, 58-year-old Iris dated younger men, but she did not 
want to be known as a cougar. Why is that?  
 
BM: Iris was interested in these men as individuals, not because they were 
younger men.  
 
As she put it, “I don’t think of the relationships that I’ve had with younger 
men as being I’m just after, you know, younger men. It’s because I meet a 
person, we have fun together and we really like each other, and so then it 
turns into a sexual thing.”  
 
When someone labeled her a cougar, it created an image of her that she did 
not feel fit with her actual experience.   
 
RD: Studies show there are significant numbers of women in their 70s 
and 80s, and even 90s who remain sexually active . . .  
 
BM: Sociologist Linda Waite and her colleagues declared, "Sexuality has no 
expiration date." Although there is often a decline in the frequency of sexual 
activity, there is rarely a cessation of sex for those with partners.  
 
Sexual scripts influence behaviour. This is why it’s important to look at 
phenomenon like cougars. Looking at images of older women who publicly 
express sexual desire is important in countering stereotypes that conflate 
aging and asexuality.  
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In my forthcoming book, Deserving Desire: Women’s Stories of Sexual 
Evolution (available September 2014 from Rutgers Press), I find that women 
generally grow more confident and comfortable with their sexuality as they 
age.  
 
I interviewed 95 women between the ages of 20 and 68, and I found that 
women in their 60s were most at peace with their sexuality.  
 
RD: So how do you see the cougar phenomenon?  
 
BM: Like the women I interviewed, I have mixed feelings about the term. I 
do think it’s great and important to recognize older women’s sexuality so 
that women feel more comfortable expressing it and do not believe that they 
should lose interest at a certain age.  
 
On the other hand, the cougar as stereotype is often mocking such women, 
painting them as desperate and pathetic.  
 
In fact, the image does little to change the tide. It reinforces the idea that 
women who express their sexuality — at any age — will be chastised for 
doing so.  
 
 

Study: Over-80s Defy Ageism 
 
 
Today's 80 and 90-year-olds are using a variety of strategies to resist life-
limiting stereotypes, a new study reports. 
 
The University of Zurich's Harm-Peer Zimmermann and Heinrich Grebe 
interviewed 75 Germans about what living well in old age meant to them.  
 
The participants were aged 80 and older, and they came from different social 
and educational backgrounds. Researchers also interviewed 20 relatives of 
older people.  
 
Results showed that today's 80 and 90-year-olds relish the positive aspects 
of aging, while they acknowledge the losses. They focus on living life to the 
fullest, and they use emotional resilience to battle the crippling effects of 
ageism. 
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The negative portrayals of old age in the German media may be a key factor 
of ageism, the authors said. 
 
The findings appeared online in the Journal of Aging Studies (Vol. 28, 
January 2014). 
 
Life is good 
 
Beyond good health and personal independence, the participants most 
valued everyday pleasures such as: 
 

• visits from relatives and friends 
• opportunities to discuss local and world events 
• time spent in nature  
• good food and drink, and 
• relaxing activities. 

 
Coping with physical limitations 
 
The participants stressed the importance of having a good attitude in dealing 
with the downside of aging. This meant maintaining perspective and viewing 
things from a distance.  
 
Take Mrs. M., an 88-year-old retired secondary school teacher, who was 
forced to put aside a longed-for trip to Greece because of poor mobility. "Of 
course, it's a shame I've never been to Greece," she told the researchers. "But 
so what? As a child I saw half the world."  
 
Although clearly disappointed by her inability to travel, Mrs. M. refused to 
allow the situation to spoil her enjoyment of life.  
 
The men and women also worked to prevent poor health from robbing them 
of their zest for life. A 91-year-old former nurse said, "One must especially 
keep a mental distance to one's illnesses, otherwise they take over 
completely until nothing more is left."  
 
Saying "no" to labels 
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Several participants talked about news stories that portrayed their age group 
as a monolithic block and a drain on society. They pointed out that old 
people share a diversity of interests, backgrounds and abilities. 
 
Notably, the study found participants used a mix of mental strength and 
composure to deter others from labeling them a "problem." 
 
For example, one 88-year-old said: "I want to stay in my own home for as 
long as I can. I don't want any home care, either. I don't want to be a burden 
on the state." 
 
She added: "Of course, I don't want to go to [where her son lives] either: I 
think that's asking too much. You can't put your family in that situation, they 
have their own life."   
 
Maintaining control 
 
Other participants emphasized the need to maintain control over their lives, 
such as managing their own financial affairs. 
 
Take the case of  Mrs. L., 84, who found she was unable to withdraw money 
from her account at the local branch of her bank. The reason given was that 
she was no longer legally competent. As it turns out, Mrs. L's own daughter 
had had her mother's funds frozen after the latter had told her of confusing 
dreams and night-time hallucinations. Her daughter also contacted her 
mother's physician, who had a psychiatrist examine Mrs. L's psychological 
condition. 
 
Since then, Mrs. L. has regained access to her bank account. But she told 
researchers the incident made her extremely angry and that she cannot get 
over it. "And ever since then, I don't dare tell anybody anything," she said. 
"Not even my daughter . . . "   
 
Rampant ageism 
 
Today more and more people are living into their 80s, 90s and beyond, but 
ageism continues to be tolerated.  
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This group of over-80s used emotional resistance and forcefulness to assert 
their needs, maintain their dignity, cheer themselves up and protect 
themselves. 
 
 

Roundup 
 
 
GOT A GRANDCHILD WHO LOVES SCIENCE? If the answer is yes, 
you may want to check out Frontiers for Young Minds, a new neuroscience 
journal edited by kids for kids.  
 
This free monthly online journal tackles a wide variety of subjects, such as 
the relationship between the brain and sports and how our brain reacts when 
we discover we have a good reputation on Facebook. 
 
Young people from eight to 15 can apply by email to be paired up with a 
scientist who will help them through the process of editing a neuroscience 
paper.  
 
The journal is the brainchild of Dr. Bob Knight, a professor of psychology 
and neuroscience at the University of California, Berkeley. The aim is to 
engage the next wave of young scientists. 
 
The official launch of the journal is set for April 2014.  
 
SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASES ON THE RISE IN 
RETIREMENT COMMUNITIES: According to the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, more older people are getting sexually 
transmitted diseases (S.T.D.) than ever before.  
 
Between 2007 and 2011, chlamydia infections among Americans 65 and 
over increased by 31 per cent. Syphilis increased by 52 per cent in the same 
age group. 
 
Also, studies show fewer older adults use condoms. According to the 2010 
National Survey of Sexual Health and Behavior, condoms are used in about 
six per cent of sexual encounters, among those 61 and older. Among 
college-age Americans, that number jumps to 40 per cent. 
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Writing in the New York Times, Dr. Ezekiel Emanuel said the S.T.D. 
numbers demand older adults take notice. He recommends: 
 

• physicians discuss sexual health with older patients 
 

• safe sex counseling for residents of retirement communities and 
assisted living facilities 

 
• condoms be readily available in these facilities, and 

 
• a safe sex campaign aimed at older people. 

 
 
GUIDE: CREATING PERSONAL SPIRITUALITY: In A Religion of 
One's Own, Thomas Moore argues a secular-only approach to life ignores 
the mystery at the heart of life, selling human beings short. 
 
The renowned author of Care of the Soul explores the myriad possibilities of 
creating a personal spiritual life, either inside or outside a religious tradition. 
 
Offering lots of practical suggestions, Moore shows how we can learn from 
the natural world, religious traditions, and the arts to fashion an intelligent 
and openhearted response to life. 
 
This original work points to the spiritual and the secular as two sides of the 
same coin, deriving spiritual fortitude from disparate sources. 
 
Moore's favourite guides and resources include: 

• the Tao Te Ching 
• the Gospels 
• stories of the Greek gods and goddesses 
• teaching of the Zen masters  
• Native American epic songs and tales  
• the writings of the New England transcendentalists 
• the practice of psychotherapy 
• the work of Carl Jung, James Hillman 
• the poems of Jane Hirshfield, Rainer Maria Rilke and the Sufis 
• the plays of Samuel Beckett 
• the paintings of Georgia O' Keeffe, and  
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• the music of Glenn Gould. 
 
 
GRANDMOTHERS SERVE COMFORT AT THE NANA CAFE: 
Customers head to the Nana cafe for heartwarming homemade stews, 
sandwiches and freshly baked cakes at affordable prices. To top it off, the 
cafe in London (U.K.) is staffed by volunteers over the age of 60, who bring 
a lifetime of nurturing skills to the table. 
 
After three months on the job, each "nana" can join the NANA partnership 
and receive a share of the profits based on the number of shifts worked. 
 
Plans are afoot to host craft classes in knitting, sewing, crocheting and 
embroidery. 
 
According to Nana founder, 29-year-old Katie Harris, the social enterprise is 
about breaking down barriers between young and old.   
 
The project has been a lifesaver for Anindita Greco, a cook and single 
mother of three grown children. She welcomes the opportunity to be more 
involved in the community. "Here I can talk and share my skills," she said. 
 
"The Nanas even give mums a well-earned break while they eat their soup 
and sandwich," Harris remarked. "This isn't a one-way street. It's an 
exchange of experience."  
 
The nana cafe transforms at night into a bar serving craft beers and wines. 
 
Source: guardian.com 
 
 


