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1. Joan Erikson was an engaging person, who seemed to come into her own in old age. During her long 

life, she had several careers: as a dance educator, a mother, and an occupational therapist for the 

mentally ill. She wrote several books of her own, as well as collaborating with her husband and 

editing much of his written work. An account of Joan Erikson’s experience of balancing her life is in 

Mary Catherine Bateson’s Composing a Life (Atlantic Monthly Press, 1989). Dr. Bateson is the 

daughter of anthropologist Margaret Mead (the Meads and Eriksons were family friends). Bateson’s 

book is about the lives of five disparate women with very different experiences. 

2. A book by Joan Anderson entitled A Year by the Sea: Thoughts of an Unfinished Woman (Scribner, 

1999) describes a friendship between the author and Joan Erikson that occurred during the same time 

these films were made. Scenes of Joan Erikson’s life at the time the second film were made are 

included in the Davidson Films video Aging Successfully: Psychological Aspects of Growing Old. 

Joan Erikson died on August 3, 1997, at the age of 95. She was moved to a group situation for the last 

months of her life and quietly withdrew, much like she described others doing in the second film. 

3. The circumstances behind videoing these films might be interesting. After they produced the film 

Erik H. Erikson: a Life’s Work, Fran and Jack Davidson got to know Joan Erikson. Her second son 

lived near them in California, and she had visited them there. When they were in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts filming another project, they stopped to see her one Saturday afternoon. She talked 

about rethinking the eighth stage, and asked if they would make a film about it. Not knowing how she 

would react on camera, they suggested filming a test the next morning before their flight home. 

The interview in the first film was shot entirely on that Sunday morning. It was completely ad-libbed; 

Joan Erikson and the Davidsons had only very brief notes to guide them. For the second film, Mrs. 

Erikson had written material on the ninth stage. It was filmed in California, where she was attending a 

memorial service for her husband about six months after his death. What differences in Mrs. Erikson 

do the viewers note between the films? 

4. Joan Erikson’s first career was as a dancer, and continued to be a focus of her life through old age. 

She was very concerned with her physical nature, and wrote a book entitled The Wisdom and the 

Senses. What cues to this part of her life are apparent in her worldview as depicted in these films? 

How do her views on old age contrast with those of other writers you have covered in this course? 

5. “Resiliency” was a favorite word of Joan Erikson’s. In the book Vital Involvement in Old Age, which 

the Eriksons co-wrote with Helen Kivnick, the authors decided that the personality characteristic of 

flexibility has more to do with wellbeing in old age than it does physical health or financial security. 

Do you agree? Can one will resiliency? In what ways do you see it as developing in an individual? 

The Vital Involvement in Old Age book is available online at questia or Google books. Print editions 

are also available. 

 www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=101080569 

 books.google.com/books?id=SyOjkh6Q-L4C&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false 

6. Paul Baltes and the Berlin group have done much research on wisdom, some of which is summarized 

in our film Aging Successfully. Using their definition of wisdom, which has to do with extraordinary 

social competence, they developed a test instrument. From their research, they determined that most 

http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=101080569
http://books.google.com/books?id=SyOjkh6Q-L4C&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
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old people are not “wise,” according to their definition. But a higher percentage of old people were 

deemed wise compared to young people. Do you see parallels in Mrs. Erikson’s wisdom discussion? 

7. Integrity as tact is another of Mrs. Erikson’s insights found in the first film. In the second, she asks 

for tactful behavior on the part of caregivers of the elderly. Does this use of “tact” resonate for you 

and your students? List all of the “tact” words she did and didn’t use. 

8. Mrs. Erikson uses Margaret Mead’s story of the red-tailed deer as a musing on the untapped 

potentialities of old women. Folklore and Jungian psychology give importance to crones. Do you 

think our culture is coming to realize and utilize the strengths of its old women? 

9. Erik Erikson could not verbally communicate well in the last years of his life. Mrs. Erikson clearly 

did not equate the ability to use language with mental activity and is highly critical of people who do. 

What are your students’ experiences with non-verbal adults? How are they able to communicate? 

10. Bodies tend to be whisked away after death in the United States, especially when the deaths occur in 

hospitals or care centers. Mrs. Erikson was upset about this when her husband died, and felt more 

time was needed. Do you agree? Do other cultures have better rituals for this? 

11. Mrs. Erikson’s vision of elders living in the park-like environments is an interesting one. What do 

your students see as an ideal situation for housing the elderly? 

12. The ninth stage of life is further elaborated on in an epilogue Mrs. Erikson wrote for a new edition of 

Erik Erikson’s The Life Cycle Completed (Norton, 1998). Do you and your students think that it 

reflects the challenges of extreme old age? One can read between the lines to see the personal 

challenges that Mrs. Erikson was facing as she spoke about the conflicts involved. Letting go of her 

control over her own life was clearly difficult for her. Is it true that people who have been “feisty,” as 

she calls herself, have a harder time with extreme old age than people who have been more passive? 
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Related Films Also Available from Davidson Films 

This is one of six films in Davidson Films' "Gerontology" series. The other titles are: 

 

 Aging Successfully: The Psychological Aspects of Growing Old (1998) 31 Minutes 

 Erik H. Erikson: A Life's Work (1991) 38 Minutes 

 Older Brains, New Connections: A Conversation (2000) 30 Minutes 

with Marian Diamond At 73 

 These Vital Years: A Conversation with Betty Friedan At 76 (2000) 24 Minutes 


