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on characters that I’ve exhibited since I was a child.”"® Anne Basting calls the
stylizations of Kazuo Ohno across the life course “an exercise in seeing in depth”;
“time is produced by [his] body.”* This works because viewers of dramatic memoir
accept a few good big moves as deep, privileged access to the character’s past.

The illusion depends on our not noticing how much an actor relies on the
default body of the older self to fill in sameness as well as change. Phenomenologist
Bert O. States notices that even when a character “changes with every scene . ..
the eye and ear get the notion that something called character is iterating itself.””
He asks why. The answer must lie in the default body, which unconsciously projects
elements that the audience must unconsciously read as samenesses across the
character’s life. Putting his arms akimbo didn’t confer on Fugard any particular
age. The little toe doesn’t change. Much default behavior, picked up over many
years of life, has no special, fixed age-associations. As Joan Williams says about
reading gender from kids’ behavior, “gender-appropriate traits are attributed to
gender, whereas [other] traits are attributed to personality, birth order, or some
other explanatory system.”” Age performances are policed, but not as sternly as
gender. One proof is that only in fragments does age behavior work through drastic
oppositional codes (skipping signals “youth” and looks “funny” for doing “old
age”). Ifa few elements are coded as exclusively “age,” many unnamed age effects
swim alongside, also produced by the default body.

Casting an older actor for a two-self autobiography relies on one of these
cloudy age effects: that where there is age difference, the older selfis superior. The
use of an older actor as a framing device jumpstarts the assumption that older
comprehends younger in memory, judges its experience, has authority, possesses
the last word. The presence of an older self thus implies that the life course involves
some progress. The progress narrative—I discover, a bit to my shock—is deeply
embedded in casting age appropriately for the Oldest Self. Fugard’s play, it turns
out, is a Kunstlerroman, a story about his discovering his artistic vocation, as well
as a psychological thriller, about the way loving your mother and hating your father
and repressing these feelings get in the way. All this Tiger had discovered by twenty;
Fugard didn’t need a sixty-seven-year-old narrator for that. So perhaps they could
have cast a young man for Tiger at twenty, who would play older to do Fugard at
sixty-seven?

That would have deprived us of Fugard at sixty-seven playing Tiger at the
time he left home and went to sea as a slight, timid virgin. For those youthful
characteristics, Fugard’s own frailty was not a bad stand-in. Shrinkingly cupping
his hands over his privates, he parodied a boy’s fear of emasculating heterosexuality.
Fugard also conveyed an attitude about that fear appropriate to his later age: that it
was recollected truthfully, that it had been excessive, that he was not making fun
of it. Fugard did this by using technique (cupped hands) against the wreckage of
his native face; kind tones of voice against the ironies on the page. How could an
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soldiers.*! McKellen as the histrionic Edgar evinced more vitality than the
considerably younger David Strathairn, as Alice’s cousin Kurt. But two or three
times, McKellen sketched “elderly” mannerisms: the “hee-hee” of an actor doing
old age as a cackle, the slight shuffle that could also convey fatigue or depression.
In the audience, swept along by the multiple intentions of this intelligent production,
I noticed these effects without stopping. After the Captain collapsed, however,
sitting in bed out of uniform with his bare arms stringy, his gray hair wilder, Edgar
looked innately vulnerable. This was no facile cliche but the actor going slack,
doing the bare, forked creature that his real age made visible and plausible. Yet the
Captain’s late-midlife robustness became prominent again in the next act when he
came back from the doctor’s, boasting spitefully to his wife that he will live another
twenty years. He is lying: he is dying. Playing only his “own” age (unlike Gien,
Winger, Fugard), McKellen relied on having his body operate appropriately without
intention. But—witness those stringy arms—he and the director also deployed
some of its wide range of age-appearances with savvy about our age codes. The
value of the default lies not just in the younger parts of the spectrum, but in all of
them. “This whole psychophysical spectrum is mine!” we could all declare.®

An age can be feigned—backward down the life course much more easily
than forward—but once so much can be lost, why bother?

Age Hierarchy

There’s another reason why age works best as an unconscious ground of being,
on stage and in life. This involves age hierarchies.” Age-inappropriate casting
risks evading the substantial differences in knowledge, self-control, power, and
moral responsibility that separate younger and older people in our ideal cultural
imaginary of age and in many of our real human relations. Plays mostly stage
relationships between people at different phases of the life course, where the actor’s
stage of life is a proxy: innocence for childhood; judgment for middle-age. Age
hierarchy or its abominable alternatives suffuse dramatic representation, as How I
Learned to Drive suggests. If the people in question are parents and their children,
this difference is no shallow or discardable proxy.

At the climax of Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, the great general’s great mother
pleads with him not to destroy their native city, Rome. To save Rome, she requires
him to defy his only allies, the Volscians, who will inevitably kill him. I followed
this implacable postmaternal decree at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, watching—
from high up in the gods—Ralph Fiennes as Coriolanus and Barbara Jefford as his
mother Volumnia. Finding her arguments met with silence, the mother stood in the
center of the stage ready to scornfully turn her back on her son forever.

Chalk-white, Ralph Fiennes took so slight a beat that it could not even register
as a deferral. He fell over his mother’s hand in a collapse as immense and slow and
inevitable as if a snow-top cracked from its base and toppled sideways in one piece
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often reinforces dysfunction, critics worry.”® But not in this case, where the whole
psychophysical spectrum is in play, in ordinary life as it is on stage—wherever
much of what is called “character” is conveyed by age apparent on a default body.

In going to the theater, I found a bigger hole in age ideology’s cult of youth
than I expected. The notion that there might be more value to having an “older”
age already exists in many people’s minds, but in limited ways: defensively on the
part of the beleaguered (“We’re still able™), piously on the part of gerontologists,
the positive-aging movement, and the allegedly favored young. American age
activism needs more radical kinds of help. Loving both acting and many properties
of aging, I had an instinct that seeing bodies with age as if they were on stage
would give this now-utopian idea—of aging as cultural capital, increasing over
time—more kick and more sincerity.

With the public or specular bodies that age studies deals with here, an
individual’s culture and psyche and age are indelibly, uniquely, precociously
embodied. Such body-minds are much less vulnerable to “the spectres of Cartesian
dualism, biological reductionism, and essentialism” that some critics worry about.
These are likelier to haunt the static bodies or bodiless minds that theory so often
addresses.* From an age studies perspective, the concept of “the default body”
responds to these spectres in some interesting ways. It signifies. Even when from
the neck down the body is lost in urns, or the actor paraplegic, signification emerges.
On the street or in the park too, the physiomental equipment of “the actor” is not
dual, genetically determined, or fixed. Expressivity is an ontological property that
grows over time, visibly, through our default bodies. This is not a property of its
owner in isolation but is read through the social (the spectator’s perception in
relation to our symbolic age codes and the actor’s ability to play with the codes).

Recognizing our exhilaration in the theater can lead to looking at all “actors”
who are no-longer young with intense witnessing of the age effects of their bodies
and a fine learned appreciation of the value of our accumulated acquisitions. Don’t
start this experiment with people decades older than yourself. Start with you and
me, in living motion. Using the connotations of the default body, how can individuals
reconceive themselves as bodies with watchable presence?’® There’s a touch of
the magic wand here, but these applications may stir your imaginations and
eventually purify the age gaze of the crowd.

My final worries concern the extent to which the theater, as both art and
business, can let itself be run by decline values. One issue is whether actors can do
age on stage over their whole working life. A talented twenty-five-year-old actress
thinks something like, “Ideally, Ophelia now, Cleopatra in ten-fifteen-twenty years,
Volumnia later yet.” Her male counterpart thinks, “Hamlet now, Othello in ten-
twenty years, then Lear.” That idea of age sequencing seems right. If professional
directors do more age-blind casting, they will almost certainly hire younger actors
to play parts that are scripted for older people, not the other way around. Unchecked,
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the theater might move imperceptibly toward the condition of the movies, where
hiring young has become a general practice, severely reducing work for people
over forty (who make up only one-third of those working; 73 percent of them are
men).*® Scriptwriters aren’t asked to write as many older parts. The result of this
vicious cycle is that film is a youth ghetto in which few actors survive past their
own native youth. Hiring young is sexist—because in our visual culture women
appear to “age” sooner than men—as well as middle-ageist and ageist. Hiring
young because it is cheaper, which corporate America is trying to make acceptable
in other lines of work, should be scorned in the professional theater.

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. As it is, these practices confirm younger people in their culturally cultivated
inability to imagine older people as viable centers of self, or to imagine themselves
older as still specularly fascinating. In midlife and old people, the absence of same-
age bodies in visual culture constantly reinforces decline feelings, to the point
where terrifying nonbeing is a risk. Or it leaves the edge of irritation that comes
from helpless knowledge. It would be harmful if the professional realist theater
too failed to live up to one of its unstated missions: representing a complete bodily
life world with all our ages in it.

Life-course blindness is as real as other kinds (racialized, gendered,
homophobic). To ignore it in the theater—or on life’s other stages—is wrong, not
just on the legal grounds of job discrimination, but on esthetic, ethical,
developmental, cultural, and democratic grounds: that it lessens the value of aging
as a rightful growing property, which each of us could enjoy in others and accrue
for ourselves.
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