


  VARIATION I


  The Second Half of Life Ages, Stages, Life after 50, and the Third Wave



   A person’s greatest potential for self-realization is present in the second half of life. There, the primary task is to unify the unconscious and conscious elements toward individuation.


  —CARL JUNG1




  From theme to subsequent variations, musicians follow a trajectory of invention, exploration, curiosity, wonder, structure, and beauty, all held by Creativity. Whether in composing a work, crafting an arrangement, or re-creating a musical score in performance, musicians are seized by the creative opportunities inherent in the temporal moment. In fact, the formation of this book echoes this process of Creativity and what’s before us beyond midlife. Music serves as a prototype for other creative pursuits. In the following narrative, the terms “midlife,” “second half of life,” “over 50,” “plus-50,” and “Third Wave” are all interchangeable.


  I write from the perspective of an artist, writer, and educator, knowing that the world of the arts and the realm of Creativity can provide opportunities, insight, innovation, and thinking outside the box as one surfs the Third Wave in life. As an educator, much of my work has been in mentoring professional musicians and artists as they seek to answer the existential call of the Soul at midlife. The second half of life brings significant change and incumbent challenges. Over the span of some 30 years, in encountering thousands of midlife music professionals, I discovered a common theme: Significant loss can often diminish, interrupt, or derail an earlier life of vitality, direction, and productivity. And as I entered my own Third Wave, I too discovered this to be true.


  In the second half of life, there can be the Soul’s call for greater meaning and purpose that can sculpt a personal legacy, something that transcends mortality. But unlike the first half of life, when one may have been graced with a thriving career, seminal relationships, vitality and drive for success, financial rewards, recognition, and a given sense of relevance, life after 50 can become checkered with ever-increasing losses. As these losses pile up, one can feel the gravitas of life’s endeavors and, on occasion, frozen in time. Loss can trap us in some kind of personal “black hole,” unable to escape the gravity of disappointment, heartache, grief. Moreover, in America today, we are apt to encounter ageism, further impeding our capacity to thrive. In Variation VI, we will explore more fully this widely present prejudice. Add to that the traditional assumptions about retirement: You are basically done with working in a productive manner, your raison d’être has expired, and if you have put enough dollars aside, presumably, you will be playing golf, heading off to the next cruise, or just disappearing into a crowd of family, hobbies, and social engagements. There can also be an underlying assumption about age as an inevitable decline, the descent of which has little integrity for the Soul. Aligning with these thinking errors can then become a self-fulfilling prophecy.


  But the baby boomer generation is predictably changing the narrative on aging. This generation of iconoclasts has historically celebrated innovation, risk-taking, and, often, living in unorthodox ways. In short, they often take the road less traveled.


  Even the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), that bastion of journalism for the over-50 crowd, has taken notice of this cultural shift brought on by boomers. In 2016, AARP CEO Jo Ann Jenkins compiled a guidebook reflecting these emerging changes regarding the process of aging. Her groundbreaking book Disrupt Aging: A Bold New Path to Living Your Best Life at Every Age2 offers advice for navigating all manner of things, including health care, housing, finances, and the critically important notion of work. Things are beginning to change.


  With the shift in the national narrative regarding aging, I believe it is now time to address the weight of inevitable loss and its debilitating effects on one’s vitality, strength, joy, and capacity to thrive in the Third Wave. I leave to other experts the issues of health care, housing, income production, systemic poverty, financial management, mental and physical health, long-term care, or disability. In building the edifice of a thriving and soulful Third Wave, we can enlist the power of Creativity to answer the Soul’s call for authenticity, meaning, and purpose. In this act of re-membering, bringing into wholeness the various parts of self, we discover love of self, other, all.


  THE SCOPE OF LIFE AFTER 50


  Midlife, life after 50, the Third Wave, elders, old people, seniors, baby boomers, crones, or coots: These and more are terms bandied about in conversations, perceptions, and belief systems regarding today’s aging Americans. From gerontology to guidebooks on thriving in retirement, there is an abundance of literature available to both the scholar and the layperson regarding midlife and beyond. This book’s bibliography offers an extensive cache of resources on this topic. That being said, from the world of artists, regarding the journey toward old age, there can also be a wealth of vitally important information available. And artists have secrets to share! Think of the 86-year-old Arthur Rubinstein delivering a masterful live performance of Johannes Brahms’s towering Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15.3 There is Pablo Picasso’s fiery drive to create in those final four years of his life (ages 88 to 92). During that time, “He created more than at any other comparable period of his life.”4


  Further, Giuseppe Verdi’s final opera, Falstaff(1893), is recognized by most scholars and musicians as his greatest work. From the culmination of a life devoted to the creation and innovation of opera, Verdi brought forth his magnificent synthesis of decades of work, and it is a comedy! There is only one other comedy found in his oeuvre, his early opera Un giorno di regno. By the way, Verdi was 79 when Falstaff premiered.


  The landscape is littered with remarkable accounts of artists and their “old age” triumphs, productivity, inspiration, and elder wisdom. By and large, this may be because artists typically don’t hold to traditional ideas of retirement. In fact, the word “retirement” simply isn’t in their vocabulary. Why would it be? For most artists, their life vocation begins in childhood. This is especially true for musicians, when the fine motor skills, the ear training, and the long ascent to mastery begins. As an artist, if you have sustained your passionate drive over decades, honed your craft, circumnavigated all manner of professional obstacles, then, regardless of age, the last thing you are considering is abandoning that soulful pursuit. Artists can offer much in the way of how to navigate a thriving Third Wave, knowing that this can be a dynamic, richly hued, fully engaged time of life. Let’s move this wisdom into the collective.


  AN EARLIER VIEW OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT


  To understand how we can change the narrative regarding life after 50, it’s useful to know what the traditional storyline has been. For that, I begin with a brief overview of Erik Erikson’s theory of the eight stages of human psychosocial development. Stemming from the 1950s, Erikson posits eight sequential stages of individual human development that are influenced by biological, psychological, and social factors throughout the lifespan. The last two stages are as follows:



   Stage 7: Adulthood period: generativity versus stagnation/self-absorption



	Virtue: care


  	Maldevelopment: rejectivity


  	Example: engagement with the next generation through parenting, coaching, or teaching




  Stage 8: Old age period: integrity versus despair



	Virtue: wisdom


  	Maldevelopment: disdain


  	Example: contemplation and acknowledgment of personal life accomplishments5






  It’s grim indeed. There is no mention of work, exploration of one’s present-time dreams, wisdom, legacy, a life “on purpose.” What is meaningful up to your last breath? So, while Erickson’s narrative was an important staple in the mid-twentieth-century narrative, for today’s Third Wavers, he falls short of the mark.


  On the other hand, in 1996, Gail Sheehy offered fresh ideas and research, recasting her 1977 New York Times bestseller New Passages: Mapping Your Life across Time. There, she goes into considerable detail regarding the physiological difference between men and women in their aging processes, takes the idea of retirement head-on, and fills the narrative with optimism and a kind of Michelin “Green Guide” for navigating life after 50. One of her best quotes at the beginning of her superbly comprehensive narrative is “The present never ages.”6


  Nevertheless, searing loss may put you into freeze-frame, and, frankly, the last thing you may want to do is read a self-help book. It’s a leap energetically and existentially to seek that kind of book, hoping for some sort of search and rescue: a kind of Aging for Dummies. Of course, no book per se will do any rescuing at all. We must toss ourselves a lifeline, acknowledge the gravitas of signifi-cant loss and change, experience the visceral pain, and discover our own way of moving through these inevitable life events.


  For that, I turn to James Hillman, noted Jungian psychologist, lecturer, and author. In his book The Soul’s Code: In Search of Character and Calling, he posits a starkly divergent narrative. He suggests putting aside psychological structures that articulate the developmental growth from infancy, through troubled youth, to midlife crisis and aging, to death:



   The course of your life has been described in the future perfect tense. Or, if not the predictable highway, then the offbeat “journey,” accumulating and shedding incidents without pattern, itemizing events for a résumé organized only by chronology. . . . I believe we have been robbed of our true biography—that destiny. . . . We go to therapy to recover it. . . . We dull our lives by the way we conceive them. We have stopped imagining them with any sort of romance, any fictional flair.7




  Hillman offers us pure gold. He inspires and instructs; his road map is archetypal and therefore universal. Furthermore, he puts forward principles that allow for flexibility, fluidity, and Creativity. In short, he meets the demands of the twenty-first century, the expansion of human longevity, and the Soul’s call for meaning and purpose. There is no sugarcoating in his bracing account of what can await us in the second half of life. In fact, the strength of his wisdom comes through precisely because of how it is honestly juxtaposed to the midlife swampland that can await us. But if we are all in with the mishigas of this Third Wave, we can find personal meaning, purpose, deep engagement, and perhaps a Calling, the result of which is legacy. That possibility is found in the juicy and soulful realm of Creativity.


  Finally, significant loss can be a defining moment in life, but it does not have to define us. Our capacity for soulful enlargement is far greater than any one heart-wrenching experience. The scope of who we are and our potentiality for self-actualization is much greater than loss, and the arts and Creativity can offer a way of integrating and transcending loss. We will explore the nature of loss in the next variation.


  HERE’S AN IDEA!


  What is your own subjective experience of the aging process? What do you notice? What wisdom have you gained? How would you describe your own unique life journey, your story thus far? How has it differed from mainstream assumptions? How might you disrupt aging? Write about this.





  VARIATION II


  The Nature of Loss Inevitability at Midlife



   Life seems sometimes like nothing more than a series of losses, from beginning to end. That’s the given. How you respond to those losses, what you make of what’s left, that’s the part you have to make up as you go.


  —KATHARINE WEBER1




  It is crucial to grasp what can await us at midlife and that Third Wave. So much has been written on the cognitive, psychological, developmental, cultural, and existential awareness of this third stage of life. And while having this essential research and wisdom at hand is helpful, edifying, and perhaps even reassuring, it doesn’t get to the heart of what can stop us in our tracks. Moreover, much of the literature also continues to align itself with traditionally held views of retirement—done working, now hang out. The word “retirement” needs to be discarded if we are to free ourselves. There can be a potent, juicy, all-in life in the Third Wave—one of vitality, purpose, meaning, and legacy. It is, however, ignited and sustained by Creativity.


  But things can get in the way of our soulful purpose even if we are able to eschew that self-limiting traditional view of retirement. Serious traumatic loss has the potential to freeze-frame life. And by 50, loss most likely has already darkened our door. While we may be moving through the motions of our everyday life, our vitality and well-being may be diminished if not altogether absent. Our daimon may have taken a hiatus. Hillman eloquently describes the nature of this mythical daimon, or genius, that illuminates our life journey as the metaphorical carrier of one’s destiny. And while the Soul calls out, we can be at a loss as to how to respond. We are taught how to acquire all manner of things, but what do we do when we lose them? Moreover, loss is a highly subjective experience. While we can generally agree that the death of a loved one, divorce, loss of a job, physical impairment, and so on can be calamitous, there are so many other types of losses that are highly subjective but nevertheless jarring. Ultimately, loss is in the eye of the beholder.


  Historically, the process of grief has been reflected in the five stages articulated by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. But her insight was targeted to people who are dying. And each loss is subjective, as mentioned before. It’s my loss, my experience, my Soul, and my process. My response will be uniquely mine. It could include anger, avoidance, depression, loss of vitality, acceptance on some level, whatever. There is not necessarily one-size-fits-all in processing loss or change. If we are to move forward, we need to recognize and accept this.


  Today, we have an abundance of self-help books, grief recovery groups, therapeutic practices, faith-based communities, and various processes to deal with loss, the goal being to “recover” or “survive.” I am put off by both of these words because they do little syntactically to inspire.


  “Recover” is a word that is used primarily in the medical field. It suggests that there has been illness, impairment, or disease. Loss is none of those things. It is embedded in life itself. Suffering is part of life. The word “survive” may be even more problematic. It suggests that we must endure, carry on, grit our teeth, somehow get beyond our significant loss. The risk in these two words is that outside of awareness, one can begin to identify with them, referencing ourselves from a major loss. We may go on to personify these outmoded images. Yet we are significantly more than a survivor (which implies the converse as “victim”). Furthermore, we are not recovering from some illness.


  The word I prefer is “re-member.” As mentioned earlier, to re-member means to bring back into wholeness something in dis-array. Our task in accepting loss as a human experience is to bring ourselves back into wholeness, to re-member who we are and that which is the constant in all change—our Soul. If we are listening, if we can realize this place of deep grounding and constancy, we will inevitably move through grief, be transformed by it, and discover the capacity for a more soulful, authentic, and meaningful life in the Third Wave.


  While a considerable loss can be a defining moment in life, it should not define us. Are you defined or identified by a divorce, losing a job, a death in the family, and the like? I hope not. The scope of life is much larger than any one event no matter how catastrophic. We all know of those extraordinary individuals who have transcended unimaginable experiences. From the collective, we recognize such luminaries as Elie Wiesel, Ruth Westheimer, Olivier Messiaen, and Simon Wiesenthal, all of whom rose above unspeakable losses perpetrated by the Nazi Holocaust. There are other examples from so many quarters. In my own life, my father, George Timmons, was stationed in the South Pacific for nearly five years during World War II, the hardships of which included malaria, combat, jungle diseases, rats the size of small pigs, deadly snakes, deprivation, and no certainty of surviving that horror. Nevertheless, following the war, he went on to abundantly live a life of joy and gratitude. His motto was “After the war, everything else is gravy.” And savory gravy it was: a career of service as a dean and professor in higher education, a tireless volunteer in his community for countless nonprofit initiatives, a marriage of 65 years, four children who adored him, many loving grandchildren, and his lifelong passionate side hustle as a jazz musician. He was all that, and he was all in!


  So how do Third Wavers eventually thrive following loss? What is their secret recipe? While there are many palliative resources available to process grief, they may not be sufficiently holistic because, in general, they don’t address the critical process of re-membering. The focus is usually on the grief itself, doing things about the grief and trying to get on the other side of grief, rather than on the essence of the person, the person before loss, and that which continues as our grounding—the Soul.


  The realm of the Soul, that élan vital, is expressed through Creativity. It’s that unique personal expression we give to the world. It is our self-actualization. It is also the province of artists. And from this place, we can accept, process, and transcend the grief that loss engenders. The result can be expansion versus entropy. Through creative expression, we enlarge our sphere, our awareness, our connection with others; we renew our vitality and our aliveness, and we experience gratitude. This is essential for the Third Wave of life, where life’s early developmental tasks have most often been met. It remains for us in the final third of life to build a new edifice, one that is soulful and inner referenced and accounts for significant loss.


  But what does it mean to be “creative” in the face of loss? It’s a big question, the answer to which begins with Liminal Space. Following an upending loss, we are thrust into an indeterminate time. You know it by some of its markers: lack of energy, listlessness, wrenching grief, loss of trust and optimism, confusion, isolation, or wanting to escape. As if that’s not bad enough, there is often no clear end point in this timeless space. We can find ourselves in the proverbial “dark night of the soul,” struggling to face whatever personal crucibles emerge.


  Liminal Space is betwixt and between. It is the borderland between loss and a new life that has been informed by that loss. What is before us is both our task and our opportunity. It can offer expansion versus entropy. Ignoring passage through Liminal Space can invite all manner of destructive avoidance responses: denial, self-medication, addictive behaviors, distractions of all kinds, anxiety, and, in some cases, depression.


  So, back to the world of artists. In a recent conversation with a fellow artist/colleague, he shared with me his own illustrative journey through Liminal Space. His wife of some 30 years died suddenly at age 55, leaving him reeling from something incomprehensible. At that time, his children were grown, and he had a secure, successful career in academia and a worldwide reputation as a premiere concert artist. As we were discussing the various topics that would form the basis of this book, he weighed in with his own remarkable insight. The thing that helped him most to move through his own Liminal Space and the death of his wife was his work as an artist. He found spiritual renewal, joy, and meaning by leaning into his artistic work. He sought new, creative frontiers in repertoire and performance. He reached out to colleagues and collaborators, mentored students, and, in a sense, reorganized himself, re-membering who he was. What is interesting about his story is that all this creative activity that moved him successfully through Liminal Space was done in tandem with his grief. It didn’t obfuscate his deeply emotional experience, at times the wrenching pain of that loss. He simply incorporated his visceral response to that loss into his ongoing life as an artist. His soulful work gave him that deep grounding of meaning and purpose as he carried on. Furthermore, as he noted, he did not find much help in the grief recovery books that were given to him by well-meaning friends. “I felt like these books had me stuck in grief, as opposed to transcending it. It was as if I should do the grief work first, then I could somehow resume my life.”


  That has been my experience as well. It’s why I answered the invitation to the Goldberg Variations project, and it’s why so many artists reflect this perspective in their own response to loss and change. Artists are fundamentally at home with paradox. Being in grief and living fully can coexist. Light is both particle and wave. The Dutch artist M. C. Escher created his famous lithographic print Relativity, where stairs go up and down simultaneously. Bad things happen to good people2 but also to the rest of us. To transcend loss, we need something of much greater magnitude, and that is Creativity.


  In the next variation, we will explore the nature of Liminal Space and its incumbent arrival following loss and change.


  HERE’S AN IDEA!


  If you are comfortable with this suggestion, in a space that you feel safe, choose a trustworthy person or professional to share the story of your most significant loss. It could be a close relative, cherished friend, counselor, clergy, or whoever is able to offer active empathic listening without judgment. As you can, explore your loss, your grief, and all that it contains in terms of your own subjective perception. When you have completed this task, ask yourself the following: What personal creative act might now be calling to you? Where is your curiosity and passion? Could it give meaning to this loss, perhaps a way of transcending despair? Might it open a portal for renewed vitality? Write about this.





  VARIATION III


  Liminal Space Betwixt and Between



   In the depth of winter, I finally learned that within me there lay an invincible summer.


  —ALBERT CAMUS1




  In life, searing loss is inevitable. If we are lucky, it does not arrive before midlife. We are not orphaned, abandoned, or victims of world catastrophes; we have sufficient food, shelter, education, and those folks who love us without question. It is in the first half of life that we can build our sense of self, hopefully becoming hearty for life’s challenges, laying the groundwork for our own soulful missions in life. If the truth be told, we will need all these skills and more to meet the challenge of loss and life’s significant changes.


  To those of you who have had those wrenching blows, you already know that loss can be a kind of scorched earth. The shock, disbelief, and incredulity are palpable. And in the blink of an eye, you can be thrust headlong into Liminal Space. It brings to mind a black hole in space—nature’s ultimate no-man’s-land. The gravitational pull is so strong that even light cannot escape its powerful grip. I know I’m in the weeds on this one, but loss and the incumbent Liminal Space has the power to create a kind of personal black hole—the gravitas (gravity) of which is so pervasive that, metaphorically, we believe that we may not be able to escape its hold on our ability to thrive.


  Liminal Space is a concept that has been around for a long time. Essentially, it is a period of time “between” two points on the space-time continuum. For example, in our daily lives, we experience Liminal Space as we awaken in the morning. Leaving the realm of sleep, we gradually move into our prescribed quotidian schedule. We can experience Liminal Space in life’s transitional moments as well. After graduating from high school, for example, my son experienced a particularly vivid, energy-charged transition as he prepared for his fall departure to college. For the first time, he was without the usual K–12 structures and expectations. Yet college life had not yet begun, nor could he predict with certainty what that new life would entail. Mostly, he just wanted to escape, and this desire manifested in a brand-new plan to hike the Pacific Crest Trail—the entire 2,650 miles of this arduous wilderness trek. Moreover, to launch this odyssey, he was even thinking about skipping college altogether.


  With some trepidation, I asked him to postpone his Pacific Crest Trail project for a few months. Instead, our family invited him to join us in “ritual” hikes throughout the summer that put him in touch with the power of nature and offered him his own Liminal Space gestalt. Moreover, it provided him with a safe container to simply be with uncertainty and his anxiety. While that summer may have been unsettling for him, it gave him an opportunity to test out what significant transitions can engender. At the end of that summer, he chose to delay the gratification of hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. Instead, he arrived at his freshman year of college a bit more mature, clearly focused on what he wanted to study—all good experiences.


  Big loss can send us into quite a different kind of Liminal Space. There’s no soft landing, and this is not a place of our own choosing. We are summarily thrust into this no-man’s-land without warning, certainty, timelines, or navigational tools. It is visceral and can be filled with distortion, confusion, and pain. Moreover, the trek into old age saddles us with an ever-enlarging roster of the departed: parents, siblings, spouses, significant others, mentors, friends, ad infinitum. There are also considerable changes that may await us in the way of our physiology, goals, dreams, relationships, or work.


  We also face myriad other possible losses: health problems, physical impairment, financial challenges, perhaps the conclusion of a long-standing career (good luck with your ego!), and the rampant invisibility of ageism, to mention a few. The Third Wave is not for the faint of heart.


  One of my favorite writers who addresses inevitable loss and change is James Hollis, PhD, well-known Jungian author and scholar on topics pertaining to midlife. He spares no one in his direct, forthright, bracing narrative regarding loss. His ground-breaking work Swamplands of the Soul: New Life in Dismal Places2 offers the reader a valuable guide for understanding the nature of significant loss and change. Up front, the book’s cover succinctly describes the gist of this slim volume: “guilt, grief, loss, betrayal, doubt, loneliness, depression, despair, obsessions, addictions, anger, fear, angst, and anxiety.” I’d say that about covers it. No sugarcoating here, and that’s what makes this book so useful. It prompts us to feel profoundly the painful experience that loss can engender, to dive in with courage, and to know this place deeply, all in our own subjective way. We are called to descend into this dark realm of emotion, relying somehow on trust and faith that we will discover our way through this suffering.


  But how in the world do we carry on? What can sustain us as we somehow navigate through an interminable anguish? In part, it may be through an oxymoronic mixture of palliative solutions. My list is highly subjective: meaningful creative work, rich human relationships across the generations, hobbies, pianist Bill Evans playing “It Might as Well Be Spring,” Maria Callas singing “Vissi d’arte,” or Birgit Nilsson on Wagner’s “Liebestod.” Dogs (not cats!) have a role in all of this, as does a trip to Paris. Also high on my list is great food and the joy in its preparation. Any time spent in nature is essential (but preferably on some remote coast where I can walk to nowhere). Meaningful solitude and, most of all, music are the meat and potatoes of inspiration, at least for me. Undoubtedly, you have your own list. That might include the following:


 
	Creating or making things


	Reading



	


	


	


	


	


	




  

  

  

  

  

  

  HERE’S AN IDEA!
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