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CHAPTER TWELVE

Intimacy and sexuality in later life

Andrewe Balfour

T A train window, 1 recently spotted an advert sivg hoard.-
g for Life assurance that showed a face made up of bwo
halves. On one side it was vouthful, and on the other it was
aged. I thought that this captured something essential about a
psychoanalytc view of old age, the cenise of He older and YOUIEer
faces so closely linked, the older one containing the stamp of the
younger one. It is, of course, a developmental model, and sexuality
and its vicissitudes are a central part of that development. What,
then, of the changing face of sexuality as we get older? When think-
Ing about this topic we need a complex view of sexuality, linked to
our psychic development and to the development of our capacity
for sustained intimacy with other people, something that has been
a central concern of pevchoanalysis since the inception of Freud's
revolutionary thinking, which began with sexuality, and with infan-
tile dexuality in particular, more than a century ago. The question |
want to address in this chapter is whether sexuality is subject to
particular developmental pressures in later life.
Louis Noirot, & French physician, observed in 1873 % in old
age, like our hair, our desires should wither” (quoted in Stearns,
1979, p. 243). Ruth Rendell, a novelist now aged seventy-six, said in
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an interview published in the Guardisn {16 September, 2006), “With
age a lot of things go that one loved. Sex, of course, but [ think its
departure is proper and natural and not to be mourned”. Contrast
this with a poem written by Thomas Hardy when he was an old
man, which conveys the persistence of sexual longing in later life:

I look into my glass

And view my wasting skin

And say, "Would God it came 0 pass
My heart had shrunk as thin!®

Fur then, | undistrest

By hearts grown cold to me,
Coutd lonely wait my endless rest
With equanimity.

But time, 0 make me grieve,

Tart steals, lets part abide;

Agud shakes this fragile frame at eve
With throbbings of noontide.

Changes associated with ageing

As ever, in regard to matters related to ageing, Freud himself was
pessimistic. In a letter to Lou Andreas-Salome, dated 10 May 1925,
he wrote:

A5 for mae, | ne longer want to ardently enough. A coat of indiffer-
ence is slowly creeping around me. B is 2 natural development,
a way of beginning to grow inorganic, The “detachment of old age”
I think it ks called. It must be connected with a decisive turn in the
relationship of the two instincts postulated by me. The change {aking
place is perhaps not very noticeable; evervihing is as interesting as
it was before . .. but seme kind of reconance i lacking unmusical
aw b am, Hmagine the difference to be something like using the pedal
or not. (Freud, Freud, & Gubrich-Simitis, 1978, p. 2371

Freud confided quite a lot i his letters to her about his feelings
about his ageing and the phvsical illness that accompanied it. For
example, when he wrote to her to acknowledge her congratulations
on his seventy-fifth birthday, he commented that he found it
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wonderful that she and her husband could still enjov the sun. He
added, “But with me, the grumpiness of old age has moved in, the
complete disillusionment comparable to the congealing of the
moon, the inner freezing” (Gay, 1988, p. 525}

There are inevitable losses assoctated with ageing. There can be
a loss of role or status in society, the deaths of peers, and the coming
into view more sharply of the end of one’s own life, as well as the
loss of youthful attractiveness and sexual potency. In addition, the
threatened or actual experience of what Hess (1987} has described
as the “catastrophes of old age”, particularly stroke or dementia,
impinge as possibilities even if they do not become realities. They
threaten to bring increased dependency on others and loss of the
autonomy of vounger adulthood, threatening, at least in phantasy,
if not necessarily in reality, a return to the dependency states of
carliest infancy. We also see how for older couples-—unable to use
work or career and the structure this has afforded them to disperse
difficulties, or to contain projections of parts of themselves—an
equilibrium thev have found earlier on can be upset. As retirement
arrives, there is a sense for some couples of being thrown back upon
themselves, and of the relationship having to bear or contain things
that it had not had to before. Couples can experience this as a
demand for increased intimacy and contact with aspects of them-
selves (possibly experienced as residing in their partner) that have
been avoided earlier on, The return to “two-some-ness”, and the
loss of a wider circle of professional activities and colleagues, can
bring a return of claustrophobic anxieties associated with the most
intimate relations between mother and infant, of early babyh{}i}{ﬁ
and childhood. | shall retumn to this theme shortly in the cinical
material that follows. But, lest this sounds too negative, emphasiz-
ing only what is lost in ageing, “Getting older”, by Elaine beinstein
(2001, p. 53}, strikes a different note:

The first surprise: | like &t
Whatever happens now, some things
That used to terrify have not

I didw't die voung, for instance. Or lose

84y only love. My three children
MNever had o run away from anyone.
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Don't el me 1his gratitude Is complacent.

We all approach the edge of the same blackness
Which for me is silent.

Knowing as much sharpens

Ay delight in January freesia,

Hot coffee, winter sunbight. So we say

Asg we Be close on some gentle sovasion:
Dvery day won from sach

Darkness is a celebration.

What is likely to influence whether ageing brings “sharpened
delight”, as Feinsten puts it? What factors help to allow a creative
engagement with the developmental challenges of old age that will
affect whether experience continues to be engaged with in a lively
way {which links to the capacity to sustain intimacy later in Jife)?
Freud’s early view was that less sexual expression, a decline in
genital sexuality, left a problem of undischarged libido, leading to
anxiety and other difficulties in old age. In 1895, he wrote about
“the anxiety in senescent men at the time of their decreasing
potency and increasing libido” (p. 102), referring to his view that
libidinal energy could no longer be discharged via genital sexual
activity in the same way any more, and that this would lead to
anxiety and other psyvchological problems, This was developed by
Deutsch {1984), focusing on female sexuality, and the menopause in
particular. Like Freud, she believed that in later life the libidinal
motor of development essentially goes into reverse gear, bringing
paychological problems consequent upon a pathogenic damming
up of libido, leading to regression. Deutsch, for example, saw
depression as an inevitable feature of the menopause (Bemesderfer,
1996). However, subsequent psychoanalytic thinkers have instead
taken the view that the impact of such changes will depend upon
the individual's capacity to bear loss and the extent to which losses
are expertenced predominantly in depressive or paranoid-schizoid
states of mind. This, it is argued, will determine the extent to which
experience can continue to be engaged with creatively and inti-
macy, including sexual intimacy, can be sustained. This links the
capacity to adjust to inevitable age-related changes in sexual fune-
tioning, and the ability to bear the grief that time, in Hardy's words,
“part steals, lets part abide”. The ageing process, with its physical
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signs, such as changes in sexual functioning, taxes the defences that
may have been used throughout a lifetime to protect against the
spectres of vulnerability, need, and dependency awakened by the
experience and prospect of loss.

A common loss for men, for example, can be erectile ability.
King {1980) points out the importance of the fear of impotence and
the impact this may have on relationships in later life. In a review
commissioned by the Pennell Initiative for Women's Health, and
carried out by the Tavistock Centre for Couple Relationships
(Vincent, Riddell, & Shmueli, 2001) it was pointed out that Have-
lock Ellis’s view in the carly twenticth century regarded the meno-
pause as a cut-off point in the sexual life of women, and that in
many ways society’s attitudes to sexuality in later life have moved
on very little since this time. In fact, a number of large-scale
research studies have been carried out in recent years showing that,
although sex may decrease in frequency in old age, clder people
remain sexually active. These studies highlight how many people
adapt to changes in physical health and functioning, sustaining a
sexual intimacy that may be expressed in different ways. S0, an
over-emphasis on genital sexuality would give a distorted view of
sexuality in old age. The importance of the capacity to adapt and
adjust to the changes and losses of old age and to sustain intimacy
is highlighted in research that shows that marital closeness moder-
ates the negative psychological impact of functional disability in
tater life in terms of depression, anxiety, and self-esteem (Mancin
& Bonanno, 2006),

The passage of time, which presages mortality, is a profound
loss o be borne. To paraph;’a&;&f Hardy, time makes us grieve.
Freud's view was that we cannot really conceive of our own death,
that in the unconscious there is no reference to time, and at an
unconscious level we all believe we are immortal; even as we bry 1o
imagine our death we are there as observers of our own funeral,
However, Money-Kyrle (1971} suggests how, while we might not be
able to imagine an abstraction such as death or non-existence, we
might nevertheless inherit a “pre-conception” of it, to use Bion's
(19623 term, and we can therefore recognize instances of it He
shows how temporality, the fact of things not lasting, which is a
fundamental dimension of all of our experience from the beginning
of life, faces us with the threat of the death of our objects and
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ourselves, and is for evervone an instance of the experience of
maortality. This fact of life, that nothing good {(or bad) lasts forever,
is difficult to accept. It is the capacity to face depressive anxieties
that influences our ability to tolerate this, and ultimately affects
whether reality is retreated from, with consequent damage to our
capacity to engage in a truthful way with our own experience and
to sustain intimate relationships with others, Clindcally, we can see
individuals for whom the mental pain of loss and vulnerability
associated with facing the passage of lime, and ultimately death,
seems impossible to bear. There can be a retreat into rigid and para-
noid states of mind, which in couple relationships can present as
two partners living in a world peopled by their own projections
into one another, resulting in polarized and rigid ways of relating.
I shall sllustrate what T mean by this in the following clinical
example.

The “no-change couple”

He was a successful lawyer, the senior pariner in a commercial law
firrn, She had been an architect. Things had been bad since her retire-
ment two years previously., He was still working, running his firm
They had bought a retirement house and came up to London during
the week, staying in their fat while e worked and she fried o occupy
hoerself with charity work and trips to galleries and theatres. Their
retirement plans had stalled: he had kept working despite promises {o
the contrary, and they had never properly moved inlo the beautiful
retirement home in the country thal they visiled at weekends, Whal
they vividly conveved to my co-therapist and me when we [irst met
them was how they could not move into and inhabit together the terric
toey of thebr old age.

At the Tavistock Centre for Couple Relationships, we send self-report
forms to each pariner before their firsi appointmenl. When this couple
carne, they twold my co-therapist and me how neither of them had read
the other’s forms, which were sitting, out of sight, side by side on our
desk, “in parallel”, so to speak. These forms, each one unknown to the
uther, sitting Bke this on the desk, seemed to reflect the parallel lives
that the couple lived. This was echoed in the way they each took it in
turns o address us in the session, having no direct contact or
exchanges with one anolher. On their forms, each had complained that
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the other was depressed; she, in particular, had emphasized her worry
about his depregsion.

We had expected, therefore, (o meet up with 3 withdrawn man. In fact,
he presented iInftially as a rather chipper, quite commanding fgure,
and we were siruck instead by her considerable grief and sadness, She
was tearful and aggrieved. and il was our feeling, much o our surprise,
thal she was the depressed one, left walling for him and [rusirated by
his unavailability., We thought that feelings of grievance and depres
sion had been lodged in her, and this had been partly provoked by his
bebaviour amd withdrawal intoe the world of work, He seemed to be
keeping & distance both from her and from the depressed part of
himgelf in her through projective identification, such that she was
carrying a “double dose™ of depression, his feelings as well as her own,
What was siriking, as we worked wilth them over lime, wasg how this
depression could move bebween them, wilh firsi she and then he
appearing to be the depressed one.

At this early point in our work with them, we wondered about the
timing of their seeking help, and In relation to this we wondered about
the role of relirement as a trigger. 1 seemed to us that retirement might
have threatened a defence thai they had previously maintained
between them---their paralle] Hves--where work could function o
provide for their need for distance from each other, Bt was as i, in
retirement, they feared being left only with one another, as though their
relationship now had fo contain all those aspects of themselves that
they feared being overwhelmed by, and that they had previously
managed by dispersal, in their parallel tracks, taking care that they
were never bolh al risk of being depressed when they might "both go
under at the same me”, as they laler said.

Tt was against this background that he presented their dilemma to us:
that he felt empty of feeling for his wife. He cared for her, but his teel-
ings of love had vanished. He could not force them to come back, and
aow he fell tortured, He was, he said, on the brink of separating from
Ber, amd vet, lor some reason, was unable to do so, She seemed Lo be in
an egually tortured position, endbessly waiting for hin to make up his
mind ard 1o comundt to ner. The stfeation was bleak and, as they put it
v the past s grim, the present is grim and the future is grim”. We

referred for this active process of keeping things stuck and urmoving as
the act of "grimming” their experivnce. The therapy often had a time-
less quality, with no sense of urgency or need to sort things out.
Although there might be a bt of liveliness or a hint of movement in one
session, this would be lost by the nexl, and we were constanlly faced
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with the complaint that things were just the same, they were stuck in
the same okld groove, Thev could nol separale and they could not come
iogether. Feelings seemed to be emplied oul, particularly spontaneous
fechings, and especially any expression of aggression.

Interestingly, (hings were a little different when one of them was
unable to come B0 2 session and the other came alone. At such thimes
each of them would comment on how much freer they felt than when
they were togelher, thal they could say things that they couldd not say
when the other one was present for fear that they would be devastated
if they were to hear it. While their revelations never felt particularly

abilily and devastalion o the other one. On one such occasion, he
commented on what he felt was his difficulty in “speaking from the
heart” to her. T felt there was an echo here, in the way he talked of
having to be careful with kier, of his treatment of my co-therapist and
me, For example, we noticed that when he was angry with us he would
comment, gquite out of the bhse, that it was not that be felt furious, not
that he felt he was going fo explode . - when no one had said that he
was., This negation was often ouy first sigh thal this was precisely what
hie felt. When we took this up with hims he said that he could easily
devastate my co-therapist and me. We put it fo him that he tended to
think of himsell always as potentially devastating, never devastated, 1t
then emerged that he had been very upsel recently when she had been
the one to comment angrily that they should split up. He said that he
had been surprised by a comment of his sorts, that he thought his
molher would manage ¥ they split up, but not his father, This was not
fiow he thought of hiraself. Then, for the first tme, he commented on
his uncertainty about himself and what he really felt. It was at this
point, when he seemed to glimpse some of his owrn valnerability, that
his feelirigs abowd reliresnent emerged for the flrst ime, This material
led ms towards an undesstanding of their shared underlying fear, or
amxiety, that emotional contact could lead i 2 devastating explosion. I
alse captured how ihe fear of a destructive explosion seemed o be
chosely linked to an underlving fear of loss and separation. It seemed
that at some level there was a phantasy operating: that if nothing
charged then nothing could be lost.

Atter a lot of work, it emerged very painfully, and with great difficulty,
that he had recently had an illness that had left him with sexuval Jdiffi-
cudties. This was something they found very difficull to speak about
The problems themsebees could have been ameBorated by medication,
but this would have entailed a reliance upon “artificial” means to
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epable sexual inlercourse belween them, and this was (oo shameful,
His response (o his loss of functioning was {0 feel that he had o work
harder than ever. There seemed {0 be an accusation in his own mind
that he was not “up to it” any more. He struggled ever more desper-
ately o prove his potency as a manager at work, while avoiding the
iwsue of potency in the sexual refationship. He had withdrawn info an
idealization of self-sufficiency, away from his vulnerability and depen-
dency. He rustured fantasios of being off on his owrn. His only imag-
et future was of himsclf as a kind of existential antb-hero, on his own
in some romaniic forejgn cdry. He could not envisage a Future where
they were logether. Increasingly, It became evidenl how unreal these
faniasies were. In reality, he could not achieve any separalion at all, not
even to go away for a holiday, something that she gradually had
become able to do. For him, the only separation that was possible was
into the world of work, to which he felt equally shackled. Indeed, what
we noticed over time was how, when she moved away from her posi-
tHon of being the one who "wanted” the relationship, and became, in
hig words, “more negative”, he berame “more positive”. And so they
kept themselves in what he fermed a zero-siun sifuation, in which any
movement in one direction or another was quickly cancelled oul,

Fow could we understand this situation, where he threatened w leave
but where it seemed that no separation at all was possible? Keeping
themselves apart in this way seemed to us to be an atiempt o obviatke
any kowwledge of the losses that they had already experienced, and
thal might be facing them. There could be no real discussion of the loss
it was clear that ai some level he feared If he did retire. This was
unthinkable. His response was Lo work ever more franiically io ablate
any knowledge of the reality of his impending retirement. It was very
difficult indeed for him to recognize his hmitations and the point he
had reached in his career, with others expectantly waiting for hin to
vede his power in the firm to them. He was being asked to give up his
polency in his managerial role at work ai the same time that he felt he
was losing it on so many other fronis.

In our work with this couple, who had for many vears been such
high achievers, we had a painful sense of the difficulty for them in
giving up a lifetime of striving, and moving together into retire-
ment, of realizing that the baton, %0 to speak, is to be passed on now
to the next generation. Of course, generational differences and their
recogrition are central to the story of Oedipus, and this leads us to
the question of whether there are particular qualities of the Oedipal
situation as it is encountered in later life.
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Oedipus and ageing

The New York Tomes (25 November, 2007) ran a piece describing an
increasingly familiar scenario: a former Supreme Court Judge
found that her husband, who had Alzheimer’s disease, was having
a relationship with another woman. The judge was reportedly
thrilled “. . . and even visits the new couple while they hold hands
on the porch swing, because it is a relief 1o see her husband of 55
vears so content”, The story explores what the paper called "Old
Love”, illuminating the relationships that often develop amongst
patients with dementia and how the desire for intimacy persists
even when dementia takes so much else away. The film Away from
Her, based on a short story by the Canadian writer Alice Munro,
portrays a man watching his wife slip away from him as she is over-
taken by the depredations of Alzheimer’s disease only to have to
witness, as she moves into residential care, her romance with a male
patient in the nursing home. As he struggles with this, he eventu-
allv moves to a position of accepting the relationship, and arranges
for his wife's new love to return to the nursing home after he sees
how devastated she is when he s not there, The meaning of this
“acceptance” is understood in relation to his own affairs earlier in
the marrigge, to his expiation of guilt and remorse, and the rework-
ing of a familiar dynamic in the marriage with him now having to
bear the pain of being the excluded one, the witness to the coupling
from which he is left out. Here, of course, we are touching on the
Cedipal situation, the lifelong struggle to tolerate exclusion, origi-
nally from the parental coupling, to recognize that one is not at the
exclusive centre of mother’s mind but inn a position of "linked sepa-
rateness” to the parents and their relationship with one another.

The Oedipus complex is never “resolved” once and for all; we
encounter it at different points in the lifespan.

Mrg Jones, a woman in her late eighiies, had lost her husband of many
vears. He had looked after her at their home for some time following her
diagnosis of dementia. What had been striking at the time was how she
experienced his death, She became convineed that he was not dead at all
but that he was alive and seeing another worman instead of her. The
delusion that he was stll alive but betrayving her with another woman
might be seen as reflecting unresclved infantile oedipal struggles,
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underbving difficuliies which re-emerged as Mrs Jones's adult cognitive
capaciiies deserted her,

Crur current understanding is that earlier problematic emotional
constellations do not “grow old” in the sense of diminishing or
fading away, but persist and become more powerful as dependency
increases and adult coping falls away, ~. . . because the unconscious
dees not participate in the process of growing older” {Grotjahn,
1948, p. 973

Ageing is a powerful site for Oedipal anxieties, with the inver-
sion of the earlier Oedipal configuration: for the voung it is the
parental couple that is procreative, for the oid it is the younger
generation; the envied object moves from the parents’ intercourse
to that of the next generation. Something of the challenge that
watching children develop inte voung adulls can present for
parents is conveyved by a man in late middle-age describing the
experience of an attractive young woman calling at the house to see
his teenaged son: '

At that moment | realised with envy that thds young woman hadn’t
come 0 aee me, she had come to sev my son. That was a bt of a
shock, A feeling of Joss and nosialgia descended on me. T acknow-
fedged te mvsell that my own days of sexuel exploration were over
<o B do allow myvself to compare my body with hig, T feel more
of @ sense of loss. Often, it feels Hke a loss of energy. T can’t play
football ke he does, | foel worn out a lot of the fime. (My wife says]
Pam a grumpy git, so that may well be my unexpressed anger
arcund all of this. [The Crardios, 16 December, 2006]

What is being described here is the experience of one generation’s
displacement by the next, and the reworking of Oedipal anxieties
that accompanies experiences of loss and displacement in later life.
Klein (1959} comments that identification with the vounger genera-
tion can help to mitigate these anxieties in older people, just as for
the infant identification with the parents’ happiness can help to
mitigate the painful Oedipal anxieties that are stirred up by the
recognition of the parental sexual relationship that excludes the
child. She writes,

This attitude becormes particalarly important when peaple grow
older and the plessures of vouth become ess and less available, If
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gratitude for pasi salisfactions has noi vanished, old people can
enjoy whalever is siil] within their reach. Furthermore, with such
an altitude, which gives rise io serenity, they can ideniily them-
selves with voung people. For istance, anvone who is looking out
for voung talents and belps o develop thess s ondy sble to do
sty becanse he can identify with others; in 8 senise he 3 repeating his
own life, sometimes even achieving vicariously the fulfilment of
aimes unfullilled in his own lifo. {p, 2307

The Riddle of the Sphinx that Oedipus must solve is the task of
recognizing generational difference, which so often we can try to
escape from or triumph over. Shakespeare gave dramatic represen-
tation to the Oedipal issues involved in growing older in King Lear.
At the opening of the play, Lear brings together his three daughters
and the Court to hear his announcement of his retirement, “hand-
ing over the baton” to the next generation:

T shake all cares and business from our age
Conferrinne them to vounger strengths L {13 {368-42]

But there is o catchy this is not a gesture born of the serenity that
Klein describes. Before they can inherit a third each of his kingdom,
his daughters must make a public decdlaration of their love for him.
However, this is not just any declaration of love; they must tell him
that they “love him all”. He muast be reassured that he is at the
centre of their world and of their affections, rather like the Oedipal
child seeking evidence that he is at the centre of his mother’s world,
wishing to disavow the Oedipal reality that she has other concerns
or interests, and a relationship, ultimately, to his father. that
excludes mm. Cordelia, Lear’s youngest daughter, refuses the pres-
sure to repudiate generational differences:

Why have myv sisters husbands, if they say
They love vou all? . Sure | shall never marry Bke my sisiers
To love my father all, {1.1: 96 104]

Lear rejects the triangular sitvation in which his truthful daugh-
ter faces him with the reality that she loves him, but she also loves
her husband to be. This Oedipal situation cannot be managed by
Lear, at this point in his life, and so the tragedy of the play unfolds.
A place in a triangular relationship is rejected and hated by Lear,
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and he takes refuge in the delusional appearance of love, an appar-
ent acceptance of increased dependency and loss of power, but
“giving space for younger generations” in an attempt to triumph
over and control it

The play becomes an increasingly nightmarish world of fathers
being plotted against by the next generation who wish to displace
them. As Edmund, the illegitimate son of the Duke of Cloucester
puts it: “The younger rises when the old doth fall” (111 3-4: 23).
What is ushered in is a version of painful loss and relinquishment
from one generation to the next that is coloured by the anxieties of
the parancid-—schizotd position, devoid of gratitude and serenity.
The more benign and mature version of the older generation hand-
ing over and identifving with the vounger, which Klein describes as
another developmental possibility, s absent. Lear takes refuge in a
delusional world, with a collapse into narcissistic, paranoid, and,
ultimately, psychotic states of mind, following on from the point
where the reality of generational difference and boundary cannot
be recognized. One could see the fears of older figures in King Lear
of murderous attacks to be a projection of hatred at their own
displacement, at the reversal of the original Qedipal configuration,
the older generation now giving way to the voung, and having to
recognize their vouthful potency and face a sense of exclusion from
the world that goes on without them at the centre any more. The
universal theme of the play is testimony to how painful and diffi-
cult this “passing on of the baton” can be, and how much can go
wrong at this developmental phase.

Such dramas are not, of course, confined to the stage, but appear
in the consulting rooms of psychotherapists working with couples,
as my final clinical example ustrates, There are some similarities
with the first couple that [ described, and, indeed, 1 find that
couples frequently come for help in later life when they can no
longer use sexuality and work as they did in younger days to
manage difficulties in sustaining intimacy between them.

When a couple’s familiar defences no longer hold up

The couple were just entering later life, and facing depression as Bie
jong defences were wearing thin, he having had affaies throughout the
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marriapge and now confronted by Impotence as a consequence of treat-
ment for prostate cancer. Osfensibly, the couple came for help because
of his affairs over the course of their forty-vear marriage. However,
pretty quickly it became clear that it was not the affairs, so much, that
were the reason for their secking help at this point. They had made a
lifelong defensive use of sexuality, he through his numerous affairs and
she in both wlerating the situation and, at the same Sme, tvestigating
and seeking o oxpoese them. And the experience of prostate cancer trig-
gered a response in the husband that was the same as at other points
in his Hfe when he had had difficuliies: he had another affair. It was
shori-ived, and, though it re-fgnited the compelling drama between
them {which, in reality, did not seem (o need an actual “other woman”™
iy sustain ith i also exposed theiy difficoly in facing the loss, valners-
bility, and dependency brought into prospect by the beginning of old
age, a prospect that for each of themn threatensd » travmabic seturn of
the dependency of their infancy and childhood where each had, in
different wavs, lost their opposite-sex parent,

The couple had mel when they were both very voung, and had come
tp the UK as adulis, where they had ralsed a family. They rarely
returned 1o thelr country of origin, though spoke, on occasion, about
moving back 10 Hve in the “mother country™, He was a man whe had
barely sgen his mother for the first seven years or so of his life, as she
nad constently been ill, hospitalized in isolation wards for fear of
irfection. She had lost her father at the age of vight, and subsequently
the family home had broken up and the children were sent away to
boarding school,

In the marriage, gach partner showed a profound difficulty in tolerat-
ing their dependency on the other, & fear of dependency that had wors-
ened with age and his experience of a failing body. His prowess, both
or the sports Held and in his capadty to altract women sexually, were
very Imporiant o him. Yet, wilh the onsel of old age, he had had two
hip replacements and prostale cancer in quick succession. the [reatment
of which had feft him with erectile difficulties: “1 am old from the waist
down,” he explained o me,

His wife was always kepi guessing, worried about where he was, fear-
ful of abandonment by Him, so reversing his early childhood situation
of abandonment by mother, Now, he was the desired oblect of atten-
fion and she the abandoned one, never able to trust in his depend-
abifity. Even with the rugby leams be plaved for he would agree to
appear in two or three malches on the same Saturday afternoon, and
al the fast minule he would let them dowrs, fesling himself o be the
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indispensable, much-wanted plaver. with all the teams vying in his
mind’s eve 1o have him. When [ first saw them e was still golng on
ihree-mile runs, trving to prove o himself that he could do the same
things as ever, even though he hed been told that this was damaging
his higs and causing himn serious physics] problems. Later Hfe had
faced him with a very difficult readjustment. Deferces that he had used
throughout his Hfe—his wse of sexuality ard manic activity —could not
be sustained in the same way any more. Between them, they repeatediy
vnacied a very lamiliar situation of accusation and cover-up, investiga-
ton and exposare. This had a tmeless quality, and together they
seould g around and around this well-lrodden ground. The situation
in the therapy seemed to be one where gach made representaiions to
e, as though 1 were the judge in 2 courtroom investigating their
respective accusations of the other, More contact with need and depen-
dency quickly got turned into an investigation that would expose one
or other of them: he as having been “caught at 7, exposed ax a llar and
cheat, she as being “mad” and pathologically jealous. This seemed o
be an excited dramatization of their pamnfal Oedipal struggle
Conscioushy, they hated i, but at the same time there was a triumph in
this state of mind over more painful feelings,

They started to recognize the patfern, and a differend picture of him
began lo emerge from the seli-confident “Casanova” that both of them
had encouraged me to see. When this was taken up, b wounld aquickly
get into a superior, contemptuous position. Indeed, they would join
together to position themselves as the couple with all the resources, a
trivmphant, ommipolent state, where they felt envied by other people
of whom they were confomptucus, “people who drive old cars”. They
ioked about their contempt for people with Clarks” shoes, a svmbol of
being old and sensible, they said {shares that |was clearly wearing}, that
they were not ready for yet, He commented that he needed to be differ-
ent from his parents’ fat and nothing life. I this omnipolent state of
mind he reduced bis parents to fat and Bfeless figores, in the same way
as he dended the existence of the vulnerable aspects of himself by
teiemphing over his need and dependency on hus internal gomd objects
and his therapist.

As time weni on, he reported leeling more depressed, and she spoke of
feeling more trusting of him, It felt to me that he was sble to be in a
more truthful contact with himself. On one occasion she described how
she had tried to touch him affectionately and he had not responded.
This quickly turmed Into an argument between them in the room, but
the atmosphere shifted when he became able to talk about his fear that
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more infimate conlaci belween them might lead Lo sex, “1 have Lo get
this bloody thing—ihe pump—oul, it's a bloody great thing, not very
attractive. [Us not like me, not o try things o help myself,” he said. But
it faved him with what had changed, and with having to depend on
something else for help, and 0 acknowledge his need for it T thought
that this linked to hig sense of shame and exposure in recognizing his
need for the therapy, and for his vounger therapist.

He then commented ont how he could not use the pump at home
because his {grown up) children would see i, and spoke of how the
onset of his feelings of depression were lnked o envy of a vounger
comple who did not have to work so hard, and whe seemed to have it
all. in the transference, 1 thought he was communicating somwething
tmportant about how it felt fo be showing me his fears and what was
fatling fimn, and his envy of my relative youth, When § took this up, b
spoke of his fears that i he did try these aids they might not work, and
then he would be left feeling that there was nothing that could help
hirm. What he conveyed was how be no longer had access to defonces
he used o rely on, and thal he feared he would be left with nothing in
their place, exposed by his sense of need and dependency, which 1
thought woere linked 1o feelings of shame., He imagined using the
pump, and il taking half an hour or more to have an effect. He said he
could imagine her suetting fed uwp. He was amoously looking at her
while he iatked, sorutinizing her face for her reaction, And then he
spoke movingly aboui his fears aboul what she fell about the changes
in him. [t was very difficult for him te put these into words, but when
he did so there was a glimpse of an emotional contact between them,
which they found very difficalt to sustain, Towards the end of the
sewsion, when | took up how they moved away so quickly from the
point of contact between them, he commended, “They are losses aren’t
they, s bike a bereavement really, losing vour potency.”

They describedt going for a walk together on a beach, on holiday. As
they got to the beach they had had an explosive row, something that
came on very suddenly and violenily. She had gone off in the other
direction, away from him. The row had been sparked by her trving o
look after hira, telling him they should get out of e wind, and he had
feit controlled by her. 11 was & poigrant image of the possibility of ingi-
macy bebtween them, of being able to ook after one another, but, in thes
face of thiy, an explosive row, each moving off in opposite divections,
sitting Far apart from the other, on different rocks, looking at the sunset,
They conveved the difficulty in facing the evening of thelr lves
together, in helping each othwr and allowing an intimacy with one
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another in which they would have 1o face their own and the other’s
ageing and losses, the changes in themselves also reflecting the changes
in the other.

in such couples, who have encountered profound difficulties in
facing the passage of time, it is as if they find themselves living with
images of themselves in their partner that they find increasingly
difficult to bear. Inn this way, the partners in the couple reflected to
one another the reality of their ageing, literally represented by the
vlder body now in front of them that contains the truth of time
passing, confronting them with all the difficulties of facing this “fact
of e,

Ageing, oppression, and opportunity

I shall conclude this chapter by returning to my starting point, to
the peem by Hardy, and his sense of being oppressed by the
changes of age, “wasting skin”, the difficulty of still having a full
heart and desires and at the same time knowing about the changes
and losses of age, 1t is, as Hardy puts it, the “part stolen/ part abid-
ing” that brings forth grief: the continued life of the body and the
mind, the awareness of desires and, at the same time, of physical
changes such as the loss of vouthful physical attractiveness and
potency. A solution can be to wish away the desire, to "shrink the
heart”, in Hardy's words, to withdraw from bringing to life sexual
desire or involvement and intimacy, which also then brings to life
the grief at what is no longer. This was frequently the solution of
the couples | have described, reflecting lifelong difficulties with
intimacy that were compounded by the developmental pressures of
later life, the difficuity in mourning the losses that were facing
them.

in his marriage, Hardy had “frozen” his heart for many years
before the death of his first wife (Tomalin, 20062} It was his wife
Ermma's death, at the age of seventy-two, that produced an out-
pouring of poems about her, and established his reputation as a
poet. These poems work and rework his feelings about the marri-
age, which seems to have become an increasingly estranged one
with the passing of the vears. In them, one glimpses the pain of his
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attempts to make reparation to her after she has gone, with the
memory of early love and intimacy between them that has become
hard and cold in their withdrawal from one another in later life.
This poem he entitled Penance {in Tomalin, 20065, p. 134):

Why do vou sit, O pale thin man

At the end of the room

By that harpsichord, buill on the quaint old plan?
it is as cold az a tomb,

And there's not a spark within the grate:

And the jinglhing wires

Are as vain desires

That have lagged too late,

Why do 17 Afas, far times ago

A woman byred here

In the evenfall; one who fain did so
From vear to year;

Areh, In loneliness bending wistfully,
Would wake cach noie

Ire sick sad rote,

NMone to lsten or see!

I would pol join, I would not stay,

Burl drew away,

Though the fire beamed brightly ... Ave!

Pdo to-day

What I would not then; and the chill old kevs,
Like a skull’s brown tweth

Loose in their sheath,

Freeze my louch; ves, freeze,

Hewison (2006} has pointed out how, in this poem, Hardy conveys
the painful recognition of his retreat from the possibility of emo-
tional warmth with his wife, and his guilt for killing her off, in his
heart, many vears before her actual death. What strikes me is how
Hardy describes his own “inner freezing”, as Freud put i, recog-
nizing the part of himself that withdrew from the life between
them, and which now becomes linked to the chill thought of both
her life that is gone and his own death to come. As the reader, this
puts us in vivid contact with the difficulty of facing what we have
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done with the possibility of intimacy and life in our relationships,
a struggle that we all have throughout our lives, and one that is
giverr a particular quality and intensity in old age when faced with
finality and the limits of reparation, of the years having passed, and
with actual death. How difficult it can be to allow insight, to take
responsibility for our own destructiveness, and to face depressive
anxicties when the scope for actual repair may be gone: when these
difficuities, which we all encounter at significant points of change
or loss in our lives, cannot any more be dealt with by projecting into
the future the thoughts of what we will do differently, reassuring
us of our potential for reparation. While this may make for great
difficulty and challenge in later life, born of the fear that now it is
“too Jate”, it can also be the case that an awareness of the limits of
time passing, and of time remaining, can bring an urgency and
motivation to the wish to work through past losses and to face
future ones.

Hardy's poems, wrilten late in his life, bring home with great
poignancy how, although the opportunity for real repair of his rela-
tonship with his wife had passed, the work of internal reparation
was given its greatest urgency, and he is brought into sharper
contact than before with his inner situation, and with his need to
face this, his reparative wishes bringing the flowering of a creative
lyrical outpouring in his last years. Needless to say, sexuality, with
all of its vicissitudes and significance in relational terms, continues
for us throughout life, with familiar age-old conflicts as well as the
demands of adjusting to changes in functioning and tolerating the
waning of capacities. These painful realities, particularly Oedipal
ones, as | have tried to show, have new coinages in old age, vet they
reflect what at heart we struggle with all of our lives,
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