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AESTHETICS, CONVERSATIONS, SOCIAL CHANGE

CARING ABOUT OTHERS THROUGH AESTHETICS

Figure 2. Stephen Althouse, Brick and vy, photograph, 2003. Courtesy of the artist.

The following three paragraphs are spontaneous writings by men and women
living in a senior citizens’ home in Columbus, Ohio about the photograph Brick
and Ivy by Stephen Althouse after a discussion of six of his images similar to it.
Writers voluntarily read their readings to the whole group of about fifteen people.

Brick and vy meant to me the ‘everlasting’ solidarity of the rock with what
looked like years of fossils tucked into cranmies in the rock; then the vy
symbolizes if not “life everlasting’ at least the beings, earth’s inhabitants (me
included), that in some form keep on living. (Barb Austin, age 80, First
Community Village, 2008)
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In these days, in my 80s, | am deeply involved in questions of life’s meaning
in the largest possible context. How do I find my place in the Cosmos? And
how do | find language for the deepest of all issues? There is something
ineffable in experience with Ultimate Reality that is perhaps more mystery
than objective phenomenon. So the brick and ivy represent the permanent and
the temporary, the Cosmo’s and the living, nature and human nature. And
they are inevitably interconnected, interrelated and interdependent. Related
integrally—integrity personified. (Greg, age 84, First Community Village,
2008)

Brick and fvy made me realize the fragility of our life spans. It also
impresses me with the durability (stone brick) contrasted with the ivy
(changing life cycles). The human spirit’s ability to withstand and
overcome some of life’s trials as well as the blessings—as expressed by the
light as well as the dark—sunshine—shadow—hope and despair—
optimism versus pessimism. The overall feeling 1s one of antiquity and
eternal life. (Lila Brewer, age 94, First Community Village, 2008)

Following the discussion, one man who was initially resistant and sat in the back so
he could escape should he choose to, stayed for the entire hour and afterward said,
“l was negative about this art. | learned a lot. | was narrow, closed-minded. But
| saw new things. It started the creative juices going. | had a good time just
looking, and the people had such different reactions.”

These paragraphs are shared here for two reasons: to exemplify philosophical
thinking about life through art, and through the quality of the writing, all unedited
first drafts, to counter ageism in the United States. The writing of Barb, Greg, and
Lila, in their eighties and nineties, 1s comparable to that of college students and
their professors.
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