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ABSTRACT: Eighty-eight graphic artists in their 60s, 
70s, and 80s, nominated as creative by 154 prominent 
artists, completed an open-ended questionnaire about 
aging and its effect on their work. Four questions 
referred to changes in creativity in terms of the quality 
and quantity of work, sources of new ideas (originality), 
and approaches to art (style). The artists also were 
asked about the impact of physical and sensory losses 
on their work, and on their dij'erencesfrom younger 
artists. The artists also rated the quality and quantity 
of their past, present, and anticipated work. A content 
analysis of the artists' written comments to the 6 ques- 
tions, and the ratings, gave a highly positive picture of 
aging's influence on art. Quality and quantity were 
reported as improving with age, as were the artists' 
ideas about, and approaches to, art. The presumed 
handicaps of aging largely were irrelevant or over- 
come. Few differences were reported with younger 
artists. Positive views of aging held equally for both 
men and women, and across the 3 age groups. The 
optimistic portrait of aging reflected by this sample of 
visual artists is discussed in terms of its relevance to 
other kinds of artists and nonartists; the consequences 
of early retirement; and the place of active older per- 
sons, especially artists, in studies of cognitive develop- 
ment. 

Creativity generally is believed to peak, in most areas, 
around the 30s (Lehman, 1953), with productivity de- 
clining by the 40s (Dennis, 1955,1966). "Many theories 
of creathity . . . predict aging decrements" (Abra, 1989, 
p. 105). For artists, however, the span may be somewhat 
longer (Lindauer, 1992b, 1993% 1993b, in press). Ma- 
jor Western artists who lived to at least age 60 produced 
masterpieces in their 40s; highly creative efforts con- 
tinued through their 50s; some artists initiated works of 
high quality in old age; others sustained a high level of 

achievement until they died; and in the case of the 
old-age style, new forms of creative expression 
emerged after age 60. Although examples of late and 
continuing periods of creativity come mainly from 
painters, they also are found among others in the arts, 
such as composers and authors (Arnheim, 1990; Jaques, 
1965; Munsterberg, 1983). 

The long span of creativity among historical artists 
contrasts sharply with the limited range shown by living 
nonartists: Declines rather than gains characterize their 
old age (Allpaugh & Birren, 1977; Cole, 1979; Dia- 
mond, 1984; Horner, Rushton, & Vernon, 1986; Smith 
& Kragh, 1975), although there are some exceptions 
(e.g., Bullough, Bullough, & Maddalena, 1978) and 
alternative analyses (Simonton, 1984, 1990). 

The contrasting ages of creative accomplishment 
between historical artists and living nonartists raises a 
question about contemporary artists: How does aging 
affect their creativity? Is the relation as negative as it is 
for nonartists, or is it more like the historical artists? 
How do creative artists in their 60s, 70s, and 80s view 
their older work and the effects of aging on their art? 
Do their answers support or refute the prevailing pessi- 
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mism about the early and short span of creativity and, 
more generally, cognition's fate in old age? 

This investigation examined the relation between 
aging and creativity through questionnaires completed 
by 88 graphic artists, aged 60 and older, who were 
nominated as creative by recognized artists. Because 
creativity is a difficult concept to define, and even more 
intractable in artistic and aesthetic contexts, four con- 
vergent questions were asked: "As artists aged, did 
changes occur in (a) the quality of their work, (b) the 
quantity of their work, (c) their creative process (de- 
fined in the questionnaire as the origins or sources of 
their ideas), and (d) their style (described as their gen- 
eral approach to art)? A content analysis was applied to 
the artists' self-reports on these four aspects of creativ- 
ity. 

In addition, ratings were obtained on the quality and 
quantity of their retrospective, current, and prospective 
work. Two other possible effects of aging also were 
explored: the older artists' perceived differences with 
younger artists, and the effects of physical and sensory 
losses on their work. 

Nodmt610n of Artists 

Creative and older visual artists were identified by 
poliing a random sample of 435 artists (185 men and 
250 women) from Who's Who in American Art 
(1989-1990) who were at least 60 years old. They were 
asked to nominate one or more visual artists 60 years or 
older (other than themselves) who were known to them 
personally, and who, in their opinion, were "particu- 
larly creative." A total of 154 nominators (35% of the 
original pool) agreed to participate; the proportion of 
men and women in this group was approximately the 
same as the paportion in the original pool. 

They recommended 160 artists (a few nominators 
listed more than 1). They also (a) rated, on a 7-point 
scale, the nominees' creativity, intelligence, wisdom, 
and happiness; (b) completed a 300-item adjective 
check list of traits for each nominee; (c) indicated the 
characteristic that led to their choice; and (d) specified 
how well they knew the nominee. These multiple meas- 
ures insured that nominations were based on sufficient 
information and reflection. 

The Questiendre 

The questionnaire contained six open-ended ques- 
tions and two rating scales. ('l'h~ package of materials 
mailed to the nominees also contained other question- 
naires for different research projects.) The first two 
questions dealt with the quality and quantity of the 
artist's work, and whether these had changed as the 
artist became otder, and if so, reasons for change were 
solicited. Each of these questions was followed by a 
10-point rating scale ranghg from 1 (the lawest quality 
[or quantity] of work) to 10 (the highest quality [or 
quantity] of work) on which the artists rated, f i t ,  the 
quality of their work over 10 decades, and then its 
quantity over the same Mod. The time p i &  began 
with "the teens," went through several decactes of the 
past and p r m t ,  and projmted into the future, ending 
at "100+ years." 

The next two questions specifically maaiowd crea- 
tivity. The artists were a s M  abu t  their mun:es of new 
and original ideas ( r e E d  to as the creative process), 
and their general approach to art (retisrred to as creative 
style). If the artists reported their cmdve process and 
style had changed with age, they were asked to describe 
the reasons. 

A fifth question dealt with sensory losses and physi- 
cal declines, insofar as they affected the artist's work. 
The sixth and last question asked the ol&r artists about 
major differences between themselves and young art- 
ists. 

The reasons given for changes with age in quality, 
quantity, process, and style ware coded with a single set 
of categories and a common coding system developed 
as follows. A small set of questionnaires (n = 12) was 
drawn randomly and read independently by the three 
authors of this article. The reasons for change were 
noted tentatively (e.g., "increwd skill," "more motiva- 
tion"). Disrepancies between the coders were dis- 
cussed until a consensus was achieved. The reasons for 
change were refined with two additional subsets of 
questionnaires (ns = 8 to 10) coded by the same three 
authors. A relatively high and acceptable degree of 
consensus was adrieved among the three authors 
(>85% for each of the four questions). 

Thirty-five reasons for change were iden~ifiwl and 
are spelled out in the Results section; a small number 
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Aging Artists 

of comments fell into an "other" category. Nearly all 
artists gave more than one reason for change; the aver- 
age number of reasons across the questions was a bit 
above two. Thus, the number of responses given to each 
of the questions was greater than the total number of 
artists. Few responses could not be scored. Illustrative 
of the artists' multiple responses is this 66-year-old 
man's response to the question about changes in the 
origins of his creativity: 

I am much more confident now than earlier that 
the creative process (whatever it is) will work for 
me in due time and will provide me with a worth- 
while idea and the means and technical skill to 
execute it. I can relax and let the process work 
itself out. Simply knowing that it will, having a 
"laid back" attitude, actually speeds and intensi- 
fies the flow of ideas. 

The 35 reasons for change fell into three large 
groups: 11 referred to the characteristics of the artist 
(e.g., increased skill); 16 pertained to the artists' work 
(e.g., the development of a new technique); and 8 were 
situational (e.g., decreased family responsibilities). The 
labels for the three groups, like the labels for the 35 
reasons, were established by consensus among the three 
authors. 

By grouping several dozen reasons for change into 
a few large categories, a broad profile of the reasons for 
change was more easily discerned. This also helped to 
compensate for possible distortions that could have 
resulted from reducing the artists' comments into one- 
or two-word labels. For similar reasons of breadth, the 
results for the four questions were combined (as well as 
examined individually). 

Responses to questions about the physical and sen- 
sory effects of aging and their impact on the artists' 
work were coded as follows: Physical effects referred 
to changes in strength, stamina, or movement; sensory 
effects were either visual or auditory. Responses to the 
question on differences between young and old artists 
were placed in one of nine previously established cate- 
gories (e.g., willingness to experiment). A consensual 
procedure, similar to the one outlined earlier, was used. 

Sample of Artists 

Eighty-eight artists (55% of those nominated) com- 
pleted the questionnaire. Not every question was an- 

swered, and some were not answered clearly enough to 
be scored. Thus, the sample sizes for the content analy- 
sis varied for each of the six questions; these are noted 
in the Results section. The sample sizes for the quality 
and quantity ratings were based on usable question- 
naires from 79 artists, distributed as follows: for artists 
in their 60s, n = 34 (17 men and 17 women); for those 
in their 70s, n = 28 (13 men and 15 women); and for 
artists in their 80s, n = 17 (10 men and 7 women). 

Analyses and Treatment of the Data 

The statistical analyses of the ratings were done 
separately for each age group. Otherwise, time periods 
and age group would be confounded. For example, the 
60s decade for the 60 to 69-year-olds was generally 
their present, whereas it was the past for artists in their 
70s and 80s. Analysis of variance, Fs, ts, and chi- 
squares are reported only where the differences were 
significant at the p < .05 value. Chi-square analyses 
were reported only in cases where the ns were large 
enough to be statistically meaningful. Gender and age 
differences were rare and inconsistent, and although 
reported, the data are presented primarily for all artists, 
combining both gender and age. 

The artists gave many reasons for the changes that 
occurred with aging. For example, in responding to the 
question about changes in the quantity of work over 
time, 1 % of the artists gave 10 different explanations. 
Similarly, with respect to changes in style and process, 
20 reasons were mentioned by only 1% to 4% of the 
artists, and 8 reasons were mentioned by another 6% to 
8%. Given the multiplicity of responses, no single 
explanation was reported by a majority. The relatively 
few that stood out from the others are reported. A 
qualitative perspective was added to the data by includ- 
ing quotations from a random sample of 35 artists. 
These quotations were edited slightly for purposes of 
clarity, brevity, and grammar, and to avoid redundan- 
cies. 

Results 

Quality of Work 

The artists in each of the three age groups rated the 
quality of their work as improving over the decades, Fs 
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Figure 1. Quality ratings over time 

(5-7,98-150) 2 16.60, p c .001; see Figure 1). The 30s 
and 40s, considered by many as the peak years for 
artistic and most other forms of creativity (Dennis, 
1955,1966; Lehman, 1953), were rated lowerthan were 
the 50s and 60s, which in fact were the decades with the 
highest scores. A 60-year-old woman humorously ex- 
plained her continual improvement: "I'm expecting 
diminishing capabilities, and since that may be a self- 
fulfilling prophesy, I work on overcoming that." An 
85-year-old woman, paraphrasing Matisse, declared, 
"The last you did is always the best." A 60-year-old 
artist was looking forward to getting older: "I haven't 
yet painted as well as I could and as close to my image 
of what I strive for." 

For artists in their 70s, however, quality ratings 
flattened in their 60s; for those in their 80s, there was a 
slight decline, the only instance in which self-ratings 
fell below those of the immediately prior years. How- 
ever, the later years were still rated higher than were the 
earlier decades. 

Nine reasons, reported by 8% to 32% of the artists, 
accounted for most of the increases in quality. The most 
prominent explanation of change, reported by 32% of 
the artists, concerned new learning, which included 
increased knowledge and additional skills. The artists 
wrote they had gained more experience, practice, and 
training through reading, study, and trial and error. "I 
got better because I studied the works of my contempo- 
raries and peers" (an 83-year-old man). "I increased my 
involvement with art, so I became more skillful and 
knowledgeable, and increased my aesthetic standards" 
(80, man). "I continued to study and to learn-from life 
and nanue" (65, woman). In a rare instance of a gender 
difference, x2(1, N = 20) = 4.1 1, p < .05, men referred 

to knowledge-related reasons more often than women 
did. 

The next most frequently given reason for improved 
quality, at a considerable distance from knowledge-re- 
lated reasons, was attributed to changing external cir- 
cumstances; it was reported by 16% of the artists. "The 
environment can affect one's art positively or nega- 
tively. Your work depends more on what's outside your 
head than what's in it!" (68, woman). The artists re- 
ferred to new opportunities and ventures, the discovery 
of different materials, the increased availability of re- 
sources and facilities, and growing demands from gal- 
lery owners. Changes in external events also meant 
initiating different modes and styles of living or, most 
simply, having more space in which to work. 

Another major factor, reported by 15% of the artists, 
was having more time to work. The artists had retired, 
and family duties were reduced; children had grown up, 
were out of school, or had moved away. A similar 
number of artists (13%) attributed increases in quality 
to new priorities. These were the result of improved 
financial and economic conditions, revised religious 
feelings, and the taking on (or reducing of) civic respon- 
sibilities (e.g., serving on committees). Priorities also 
changed, the artists said, because they were relating 
more to their work than to other people, and to an 
increasing awareness of what was happening around 
them in the world at large. 

Increased acceptance of themselves, their work, and 
their abilities also was reported by 13% of artists. 
Artists wrote they had come to terms with what they 
were trying to do and the way they did it. "I have a surer 
hand," a 65-year-old man put it. They felt comfortable 
about making mistakes and, indeed, expected to. The 
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Aging Artists 

artists did not feel bound by the conventions, by what 
others said was "good art." Artists also reported a 
greater sense of accomplishment, self-confidence, and 
trust in themselves. They had faith in their abilities and 
skills. "I can do better than Picasso," wrote a 71-year- 
old woman. "If I don't believe I am his equal, how can 
I create?" A 63-year-old woman expressed her self-con- 
fidence this way: 

I now feel free to do what I want in painting. After 
many years of trying to do salable, "relevant," or 
so-called important work, I feel free to be myself 
and not concern myself about how others might 
judge me or my work. 

Closely related to self-acceptance was a greater ac- 
ceptance of others and the human condition, reported 
by 11% of the artists. It was expressed in terms of a 
greater awareness, discernment, understanding, and ap- 
preciation of people in general. The artists admitted to 
being more sensitive to others. "My art has become 
more intense and I think more profound due to a greater 
understanding and appreciating of the human comedy" 
(83, woman). 

Surprisingly, physical factors were mentioned by 
only 1 1% of the artists; it ranked seventh among the top 
nine reasons for changes in quality. When artists wrote 
about waning energy and declining strength, they added 
that adjustments had been made to compensate for these 
losses. For example, a 68-year-old artist wrote that she 
worked inside her home more often, rather than face the 
rigors of the outdoors. 

Increased motivation led to increased quality 
among a modest number of artists (10%). "If I do not 
develop further it will be because I cannot will it. 1 have 
willed my development since my 50s: wrote a 76- 
year-old man, to which he added, "I have a desire to 
express myself, a conscious challenge to grow." Other 
motivational traits were enthusiasm, commitment, am- 
bition, "being hooked," and "searching for a way." 
Finally, the last of the most noteworthy contributors to 
quality, mentioned by only 8% of the artists, was 
maturity, and related terms, like increased growth and 
development. 

Quantity of Work 

The artists' ratings of the quantity of their work, like 
their ratings of quality, increased over the years in each 
of the three age groups, F(5-7, 105-162) 2 6.97, p < 
.01; see Figure 2). As was the case with quality ratings, 
the highest quantity ratings occurred in the sixth decade, 
when artists in their 60s and 70s reported their greatest 
productivity (Ms = 8.45 and 9.19, respectively). A 
65-year-old woman explained her sustained activity 
this way: "I take a positive approach to life and my life. 
I believe in myself and what I can attain through drive, 
enthusiasm, and hard work." Like quality, productivity 
also flattened or declined slightly after the 60s-for 
artists in their 70s and 80s-relative to some of their 
earlier periods. Nevertheless, it was still high, and 
higher than most earlier decades-including their 30s. 

The seven most frequently reported reasons for in- 
creased productivity, according to 12% to 33% of the 

Figure 2. Quantify ratings over time. 
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73 artists who answered this question, included six that 
also had been applied to changes in quality: devebping 
new skills and knowledge, changed circumstances, and 
increased motivation (repotted by 14% to 16% of the 
artists). Physical factors again played a relatively minor 
role (14%). Of these r e p a d  reasofis, havingmore time 
was mentioned most o h  (by 33% of the artists): "I 
have never really had time to work until now. In the 
past, I worked at night and any odd time I had; there 
was no real development of a theme or a series of 
works" (71, woman). 'The more time available for 
creativity, the more artistic productivity" (79, man). 
And an 80-year-old woman wrote, 

In my teens, I had studies other than art. In my 
20s, I was at art school and teaching. In my 30s 
and 40s, I did full-time teaching. In my 50s, 60s, 
and 7% I was doing full-time painting. 

Changed priorities, also previously noted as a factor 
in increascdqdity, increased productivity too, accord- 
ing to 19% of the artists. "I'm no longer chaing dollar 
signs or pursuing love affairs" said a 63-year-old 
woman. "If either arrives, fine; if not, I'm hgpy  this 
way [as an artist]." A 65-year-old man explained how 
his priorities changed over the years. 

In my teens and 20s, I was preoccupied with 
dating, mating, earning a living, etc. In those 
early years, I lacked a focus on artistic produc- 
tion. In my 40s, 50s, and 60s. [changes in] time, 
interest, and focus increased my artistic produc- 
tion. 

Decreased family responsibilities, not prominent 
in accounts of changes in quality (it was mentioned 
by only 5% of the artists), increased the productivity 
of 23% of the artists. Not having to raise a family or 
worry about children, the artists spent more time on 
their art. A 76-year-old woman explained, "Art de- 
mands a lot of time, and when you are working and 
raising a family there isn't much free time." Several 
artists were quick to point out, however, that freedom 
from family responsibilities did not mean isolation 
from their family or, indeed, from any other social 
group. In some cases, new responsibilities were sub- 
stituted for family responsibilities, such as volunteer- 
ing, although some wrote that these activities inter- 
fered with their work at times. 

The three age groups rated b quetlity of their work 
as higher than its quantity, Fs (1,4-6) 2 24.69,~ c .003; 
separate analyses were done for a h  age group, for 
reasons explained earlier. A 66yem-oM man explaiared 
the difference: "I paint less, in time and inten&y. But I 
think it is better; the quality level is higher." A 7 1-year- 
old man was more specific: "In sheer physical produc- 
tion, I simply work about 10% less and hence do 10% 
less." 

Although quality and quantity differed in absolute 
terms, the two were closely related. Correlations be- 
tween the two sets of ratings for each of the thm age 
groups were very high; rs ranged between .90 and 99, 
F(1,4-6) 2 24.69, p < ,003. 

Most artists (8 1 %) reported that the sources of their 
creativity had changed with age, with only a few writ- 
ing, as one 86-yea-old man did, that their ideas had 
become worse: "As I age, all my mend prowsses, as 
well as physical ones, degenerate. This affdx;ts my crea- 
tivity adversely." More typically, artists reported new 
ideas with increased age: "I have definitdy h o m e  
more creative as the years go by, working harder at my 
art and sprtdhg m a ~ e  time with my peers 'brain bust- 
ing"' (79, man). "My ideas come more quickly as I age" 
(76, man). A 68-year-old woman was more specific 
concerning how her ideas changed: 

I depend less now on the conscious and visually 
completed "plan," preferring to let "chance" 
changes enter into the unfolding of the finished 
product. Chance, or the subconscious, is my 
friend and co-creator, held in some check by 
being careful and aware of Murphy's Law. 

The seven most ftequently c i t d  reasons for creativ- 
ity changes, mentioned by 10% to 2 4 5  of the artists, 
are summarized next. The three mosr frequent, reported 
first, also were prominent in accounts of changes in the 
quality and quantity of work, noted earlier. 

Cited most often, by 24% of the artists, was self-ac- 
ceptance. A 65-year-old woman wrote, "I am at ease 
now. I never worry that I won't succeed; things always 
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Aging Artists 

work out. As long as I have faith and patience, I trust 
myself and go forward armed with this." Self-accep- 
tance was expressed differently by one 70-year-old 
man: "I used to look for inspiration in the work of 
others. Now I have no patience for that. I want to enjoy 
and appreciate the work of others, but for my own work, 
I listen to my inner voice." Self-acceptance often was 
paired with self-confidence: "I've been intimidated be- 
cause I started to paint in my 40s--and I'm still defen- 
sive about that late start, but I am gaining in confi- 
dence," wrote a 7 1 -year-old woman. 

Ranked second in importance as a source of ideas 
was increased skill and knowledge; it was mentioned 
by 17% of the artists: "My ideas changed as I have 
progressed in the study of anatomy, psychology, and 
elements of design" (80, woman). "I have become more 
sophisticated, partially due to years of experience and 
partially from taking classes to improve my skills" (61, 
woman). "I know more now than I knew as a young 
man. So I see great progress in my work" (69, man). 

References to new skills were typically supple- 
mented with other factors, such as self-acceptance 
(noted earlier), and as the next quotation illustrates, an 
ability to handle criticism. 

I've learned more concepts and ideas and 
thoughts; and my automatic responses have be- 
come more trained. I've learned to "grab" things 
as they pop in from my unconscious and not reject 
them as impossible or ridiculous or stupid. I had 
to put simple "me" first, before my critics and my 
super-critical self (66, woman). 

Another source of new ideas, which also figured 
prominently in affecting the quality of work, was the 
artists' increased understanding of themselves and oth- 
ers. It was mentioned by 14% of the artists. 

Four factors, not highlighted in previous questions, 
emerged as significant. A reduced concern with other 
people's criticisms or evaluations was reported by 14% 
of the artists. Artists had become more interested in their 
own goals and inner sources of satisfaction, and less 
career oriented. Put another way, the artists had become 
more self-directed or, in the words of the artists, were 
turning inward and striving to "be themselves." 

Another new account of change, for 12% of the 
artists, was the result of shifts in the subject matter of 
their art. For an 85-year-old woman, it was moving from 
the specific to the general: "As a student and early on, 

I studied nature. This gradually developed into a love 
of space and its divisions, and to represent them as 
beautifully as I could do it." Other artists were divided 
on whether their subjects had become more abstract or 
realistic as they grew older. Some wrote that their art 
had become more impressionistic and less pictorial, 
whereas others reported the opposite. 

New techniques, according to 10% of the artists, was 
another source of new ideas. One 60-year-old man 
reported, "My art has become less intuitive and more 
pictorially logical." A 67-year-old woman explained 
how her technique with collages led to different ideas: 

My collages are pasted bits and pieces from my 
other works, plus images from art history, etc., all 
fused into one solid work, but sometimes torn 
apart a dozen times until the essence remains. My 
paintings go through several different images, 
each made in the process of finding what seems 
right. I seem to be searching for the soul of the 
work. 

In discovering new colors, materials, and media, 
finding different ways of treating light, and learning 
new brushstrokes, the artists' thinking about art 
changed. "Through years of work devised to solicit a 
greater sensitivity to design, composition, and color, I 
have improved [my ideas]," said an 81-year-old man, 
adding, "Creativity is a cumulative process." Changes 
in technique often came about from physical necessity: 
"I do an impression, rather than a careful and exact 
painting or drawing, because my lack of manual dex- 
terity makes it difficult to do an exact copy." The 
80-year-old woman who wrote this added, "But I also 
don't really enjoy doing that." 

Related to both subject matter and technique as a 
source of new ideas were reports of becoming more 
experimental (noted by 10% of the sample). With in- 
creasing age, the artists wrote they were more willing 
to try new things, to test out different possibilities, and 
to develop varied rather than stereotyped ways of work- 
ing. 

It bears repeating that the reasons for change cited 
in regard to the creative process, as elsewhere, were not 
written in isolation. The artists gave several explana- 
tions, with only the most prominent ones reported here. 
The intricacies and subtleties of artists' comments are 
illustrated in this lengthy and complex statement by a 
63-year-old woman: 

- - 
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M. S. Iddmer, L. OrwoU, and M. C. Kelley 

Experience has given me a broader base to work 
from. I've learned to control my technique and 
equipment more, dthough I feel I have not 
worked hard enough. The answer to expertise is 
production. The mow mistakes you make the 
more good results will appear if you keep work- 
ing, along with a modicum of talent. I feel the 
need to do more experimentation. Doing things 
four times has only happened in recent years. My 
only complaint is I don't have time (life's too 
short) to paint everything twice. 

Omitted from these accounts of the artistic process 
are reasons that occurred too infrequently to be empha- 
sized. A few, however, deserve some mention because 
they were expressed so cogently. For example, a 76- 
year-old man wrote that new ideas came from the 
demanding nature of his work: 

I have found that I create best when under con- 
siderable stress and urgency, deadlines, and when 
necessary. I am not saying I am ordinarily lazy, 
but the creative juices flow more readily when I 
am working under pressure and focused. 

A 69-year-old woman offered a religious reason, 
tinged with some humor. "I'm more aware that 1 cannot 
create without God's help, especially if the piece 
doesn't work." 

The ArtlsQ1' General Appnweh to 
Their Work 

Most of the 88 artists (76%) reported that the general 
approach taken to their art, or style, had changed as they 
aged. Like their comments about quality, quantity, and 
process, reviewed previously, the changes over time 
were viewed positively: 

My approach is more thorough, or "finished." I 
don't feel stuck in any particular way of working, 
except on rare occasions, and then I am often 
stimulated to start something anew. There are 
slumps from time to time, but the general direc- 
tion is forward. (63, man) 

The five most frequently cited reasons for changes 
in style, reported by 9% to 19% of the artists, also were 

highlighted in previous answers. For example, most 
artists (19%) referrmi to im& Wwlcx@e: "I'm 
better at everything" (69, woman) An 83-ym-old man 
was more specific: 

I have done an intense study of the works of 
masters I love and who I always look to for 
guidance and direction. Since my 50th year I've 
incorporated Old Mstatter realism, imprsssienism, 
expressionism, and abstractiomim into my per- 
sonal statement. 

In a similar vein, a 69-year-old man repmd that 
although he had "compbsed his studhs of the Old 
Masters; the 17th-catury classics; and the Du.tch, 
Spanish, and Izalian schools," he nevertheless felt that 
"a continual process of study was necesrsary. Techni- 
cally, I can never know enough." 

Technique, another oft-repeated response noted ear- 
lier, accounted for style chmges among 18% of the 
artists: "I've just recently decided to use straight oils, 
no black oil. It's too complic~td and limiting. I also 
now paint directly on canvas with no preliminary 
sketches" (60, man). Technique often was combined 
with other explanations, such as self-acceptance, cour- 
age, freedom, and deliberateness. The point is illus- 
trated in the following two quotations by men in their 
60s: 

Occasionally, I have flirted with a traditional 
realistic style, which I can do very well. But that's 
only been when for some external reason, such as 
a lack of acceptance or understanding of what I 
am trying to do in abstraction, got to me. The style 
I continue to come back to is more abstract each 
year. 

My work has become more pictorially definite. 
My concept of pietorial space is richer because of 
the visual experiences I have gained in museums, 
intellwtuai exparie~m from reading, and the 
interplay with a few artist friends. 

Three women, aged 7 1,76, and 80, also report& on 
how technical factors had cheuyged their style: '7 think 
I learned a lot from the minimalists, but I have 80 desire 
to work as they did, as I was forced to in college." "I 
have become mare thoughtful and deliberate and much 
more aware of what I am trying to express. Now my 

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
N
e
w
 
Y
o
r
k
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
2
:
0
6
 
3
1
 
J
a
n
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
1



Aging Artists 

focus is on subjects I really know, and I no longer tend 
to romanticize." "I now have the courage to do my 
impression rather than feel tied down to making an 
exact copy of what I see." 

The artists wrote extensively about technique, per- 
haps because it was more concrete and less subtle than 
other reasons and therefore could be more easily ex- 
pressed in writing. To illustrate, what follows are three 
statements by three women aged 63,66, and 67, respec- 
tively. 

I have gone through a period of careful observa- 
tion and recording. I am ready to break loose 
again with richer colors and designs. Collecting 
Social Security makes me relax more. I can dare 
to make a mistake. I've always had heroes and 
role models, but I did not try to copy their work 
or style, but instead tried to understand their 
approach. 

For a while, in my 40s, I left honesty and tried for 
style. Another starving artist told me I had to 
return to honesty and the style would evolve 
naturally as the night follows the day. I began to 
faithfully put down the first thing in my mind or 
in sight and not reject it as trite because it had 
already been done. I had to realize that my "Blue 
Child" was my child, not a copy of Picasso's, so 
my style could evolve from me. I began all over 
as a child or a caveman. You have to shed all your 
schooling. I am now making huge paper columns, 
painting them, crushing them, and cutting them 
to make people out of them. This is an attempt to 
turn authoratative decadence into a personal feel- 
ing. Since I became a grandmother at 58 my 
personality changed, and I became happier. My 
production, in size and amount, skyrocketed. A 
dire lack of a means of living (economics) will be 
the only thing to stop me from continuing. 

I have freed myself from certain past constraints. 
I allow the accidental to occur. I almost search for 
the accidental. I no longer worry about revealing 
my psyche to the world. I feel a great urgency to 
say and express some powerful feeling-an ac- 
cumulation of a lifetime of emotions. 

Stylistic changes also were due, according to 13% 
of artists, to increased maturity. As was usually the case, 

it was combined with other reasons, such as having 
more time and changed circumstances: ''There have 
been various stages in my work. My best works have 
been the last ones. Maturity, time to concentrate, and a 
peaceful way of life have all contributed to my growth 
and progress" (65, man). 

Also mentioned by a modest number of artists (12%) 
was an increased acceptance of themselves, their work, 
and their creative ability. These accounts, like others, 
were combined with other reasons, such as increased 
self-criticism, more confidence, greater selectivity, and 
a different sense of time, as illustrated in the following 
quotations by two 80-year-old women: 

I used to be more casual and less critical of the 
finished product. Now I know how well I can do, 
and I want to do that well every time. I'm also 
more selective about what I want to use my time 
on; nothing second rate. One has a sense of lim- 
ited time and the value of that time. We won't be 
well or live forever. 

I went from a pure love and looking at nature to 
a realization that I was creating a new object. I 
put down on the canvas what I am trying to say 
in the simplest way, in the most beautiful color, 
and with the best pattern or relationships that I 
Can. 

The last of the major reasons for stylistic change was 
increased motivation, or drive, reported by 9% of the 
artists. 

Infrequently mentioned was the role of physical 
factors, perhaps because it was adequately compensated 
for, as attested to by the following statement. 

I used to work outside in all kinds of weather. 
Now I can't take it, it's physically too exhausting. 
Instead, I use color slides as references and work 
in my studio for the most part. Also I work much 
more slowly and with greater deliberation. (76, 
man) 

Also rarely mentioned, here and in response to other 
questions, were specific references to an old-age style, 
a characteristic of some aging historical artists (Lin- 
dauer, 1992b, 1993a). The closest allusion to an old-age 
style came from a 77-year-old woman, who said, "As I 
aged my style evolved, but never really changed." 
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M. S. L r, L. OrwoU, and M. C. KeUey 

We directly asked artists to make comparisons be- 
tween young and old artists ( q r t e d  in the next sec- 
tion), but none mentioned any peculiar, unique, or 
typical feature that distinguished the two age groups. 
Differences with young artists, as witl be notad, were 
more a matter of degree than of sharp or revolutionary 
breaks with the past. 

Indeed, for one 66-year-old woman, radical changes 
would have been unacceptable for commercial masons. 
"If my style changes too much, buyers will r w t  my 
work." A 63-year-old man rejected the idea of change 
on artistic grounds: "What's important is developing 
and striving for some kind of excellence in a particular 
direction. I've never been impressed with artists whose 
styles are always changing." 

Co &awns for Changes in 
Creatnvity Wltb Aghg 

The artists gave a number of different reasons for 
changes in creativity with increasing age, depending on 
what aspects they were asked about: quality, quantity, 
process (originality), or style (approach). The four sets 
of answers, taken together, give a broader perspective 
on creativity than does any one set alone. Consequently, 
an overall view of the effects of aging on artistic crea- 
tivity in old age was obtained by combining the four 
sets of data: The number of artists reporting a reason for 
change on each of the four questions was ranked, and 

these were averaged. Of the 32 reasons for change, 15 
had the highest ranks; they are reported next. 

Five broad reasons for changes in creativity were 
prominent (Figure 3), with incming knowladge fote- 
most mltg Win (referred to as S W L  in Figure 3; m 
rank = 2.00). According to 32% of the artists, it mainly 
affected quality; to a lesser d e p  it also affctsd the 
other rhree aspects of creativity (it was mentioned by 
16% to 19% of the artists). 

In second place, at a considerable distance from 
SKILL, were references to self-acceptance (ACCEPT; 
rank = 4.38). 12 affe~ted mainly the creative process 
(24%) and, more distantly, in the artists' style and 
quality (12% to 13%); it had little impact on quantity. 

The remaining three of the five most prominent 
reasons for change fell at a distance from both SKILL 
and ACCEPT, but they were close to one another. 
Physical reasons for change (PHYSIC; rank = 7.25) 
mainly affected the quantity and quality of work (ac- 
cording to 11% and 14% of the artists, respectively). 
Available time (TIME; rank = 7.75) mostly contributed 
to the quantity of work (33%), and then to quality 
(15%). New circumstances (CIRC; rank = 8.35) af- 
fected quality and quantity about equally (16% and 
14%, respectively). 

Distinguished from the previous five reasons for 
change, and forming a subset of their own, were four 
additional contributors to change (Figure 4). Motiva- 
tion (MOTIVE, rank = 9.88) had a rather uniform 

Figure 3. Most frequent reasons fur changes in creativify. SKIU = increaring knowledge; ACCEPT = 
self-acceptance; PHYSIC =physical; TIME = available time; CIRC = new circumstances. 
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Aging Artists 

Figure 4. Less frequent reasons for changes in creativity. MOTIVE = motivation; UNDER = artists' 
understanding of themselves and others; PRIOR = changing priorities; TECH = technique. 

impact on style, quality, and quantity (9% to 12%). The 
artists' understanding of themselves and others (UN- 
DER; rank = 10.13) was reported fairly evenly in the 
contexts of process (14%) and quality (1 1%). Changing 
priorities (PRIOR; rank =10.88) accounted for changes 
in quantity and quality (19% and 13%, respectively). 
Technique (TECH), despite a rather low mean rank 
(22.88)-13th among all reasons-nevertheless was 
fairly important for changes in style (18%) and process 
(10%). 

The remaining six reasons for change of some note 
pointed to only one aspect of creativity. Maturity (rank 
= 1 1.75) stood out as an explanation for changes in style 
(13%). Concern for excellence (rank = 12.75) ac- 
counted for changes in the creative process (14%). 
Occumng less frequently was a willingness to be more 
experimental (rank = 20.75), which contributed to 
changes in the creative process (for 10% of the artists). 
Becoming increasingly abstract had a marginal effect 
on style (9%). Shifts in family responsibilities (rank = 
24.75) accounted for a substantial number of changes 
in quantity (23%). Finally, new subject matter (rank = 
25.38) affected the process of creativity among a mod- 
est number of artists (12%). 

Thus, a fairly limited number of reasons-no more 
than 15 and perhaps as few as 5-accounted for most 
of the age-related changes reported by artists across four 
aspects of creativity. Nearly half (7) referred to changes 
of the self (knowledge, maturity, self-acceptance, self- 
understanding, motivation, a concern with excellence, 
and physical abilities). The remaining 8 reasons per- 

tained equally to work (technique, experimentation, 
abstraction, and subject matter) or the situation (re- 
duced family responsibilities, new priorities, time avail- 
able, and external circumstances). 

What Was Not Said About Creativity 

The analysis builds on what artists actually wrote 
about changes in creativity with increasing age. Deserv- 
ing of some mention, too, is what they did not report. 
Granted, reading between the lines of nonexistent data 
must be done cautiously because the unsaid may have 
been implied. For example, the term creativity was 
mentioned rarely, but it may have been embedded in a 
term such as excellence. Nevertheless, despite these 
unavoidable ambiguities, some of the presumed effects 
of aging that may not occur are thrown into relief by an 
elliptical reading of the data. 

Little was said about the effects of one's impending 
death on artistic creativity. Aging artists did not write 
about taking life less (or more) seriously, having a sense 
of time running out, or feeling more (or less) urgency 
or deliberateness. Similarly, few artists spoke about 
working harder, quicker, or faster as their lives neared 
completion; or of giving their art more attention, focus, 
or concentration as the end approached. The artists did 
not consciously, in their comments, see last works as 
testimonies to their lives (i.e., as swan songs). Not many 
artists were concerned, if we take their written accounts 
at face value, about becoming less (or more) creative, 
intuitive, insightful, anxious, profound, or challenged 
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M. S. , L. Orwdl, and M. C. Kelley 

as they grew older and approached death. Alternative 
positions on the possible effects of de& an the a d v e  
process, however, have bmn posed by A h  (1995) and 
Jaques (1965). 

Other Age-RehW C 

The DidFerences Between 
Old Artfsts 

Most of the artists (86%; n = 87) k&v& that yopurg; 
and old artists differed from eadr anothur: '"Of course 
there are differences, just as there are between the young 
and the old on anything" (65, man). A smll  number 
(16%), however, qualified their answer, insisting that it 
depended on the particular attist, as this 87-year-old 
man did: 

Some insist on continuing their success and settle 
for more of the same. Others change as they 
develop and experiment and discover them- 
selves. So many young artists want "instant suc- 
cess." Some old artists are superannuated and 
static, other old artists grow in education, experi- 
ences, exposure, and experimentation. 

He went on to point out a major difference: 

It is easier now for an ambitious young artist to 
get attention through publicity and the public's 
enthusiasm for the "New." It is very difficult for 
the young to get good solid training in techniques 
and to be conversant with the great art of the 
past-to see where he stands, belongs, in a tradi- 
tion. 

Only a few artists claimed that age differences in art 
were nonexistent: "There are only good art- 
ists-whether young or old. If they are not doinlq good 
work, they are not artists in my opinion" (61, man). A 
7 1 -year-old woman wrote that any differences were "all 
in the mind." A 62-year-old man held a mixed opinion: 
'The old still have the same brain as the young, and 
hopefully, as long as they have control of their hands 
they can produce their work. The anly diffarence would 
be the style or type of art they produce." 

Of the artists who alluded to age differences, fewer 
than half (45%) specified what it was; the majority 
either implied a distinction or were unclear on which 

age group differed. Despite the relatively small number 

ious fwr on c w v i t y .  PEaary,s matters 
were w k r  to articulate than 

@%.ions, however, multiple 
were noted. "Older artists 

@y arc freer to choose 

Younger and OW &&, according to the I-, 
were distinguished in eight major ways. Most often 
mcntimcd (by 37% of the artists) were diffttences in 
knowlestge (a major consibtar to G- too, for each 
aspeGt of cmtivity; see SKILL, Figure 3). "Young 
artists simply have not had time enough to live, observe 
nature and think about picture m&ng," wrote a 71- 
year-old man. In this context, howk&e 
ferred to diff&xws in sWs, mWng, and 
but also to experience, tM 
s w i n g ,  profaur~&~ss, and 
lowing ~eports, from two woman aged 66 and 68, 
respectively, amplify the meaning of &isl diaoaanCe in 
knowledge. 

Young people have not had enough primary and 
direct life expeaiences, no m a  how brilliant 
their minds are. They have not had time to study, 
read, absorb, and in- past acc~mptiamnts 
in history, and by other artists, into their own 
efforts. 

The more one mads, looks at art, learns, listens to 
gmt music old and new, relam to ol)ra9, suffers 
pain and joy, the mare all of this is reflected in 
the [older prson's] work. 

TAe dm' belief that age brings ~ k n o w ~ e ,  
however, did not ner ;esdy mean BeWr art. "Old 
artists, by virtue of their experimw, know more-but 
they are not necessarily mom dented," according to a 
76year-okl man, Gaiw in k n o w l ~ ,  a 63-year-old 
man wrote, could atso be a mixed blessing: 

Older artists have attained some wisdom and 
dopth over Ehc years. But as a young mist, I had 
the fd ing there was no t o ~ o w  and I could 
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Aging Artists 

achieve anything in my work. There's a good 
feeling about being a young artist that I miss very 
much and I can't duplicate as an older man. 

Increased knowledge and increased age were tied 
together for most artists (64%). For the remainder, how- 
ever, knowledge favored the young: They had "special" 
knowledge because they were born, raised, educated, 
and trained in a time period that gave them certain 
advantages over older artists, such as more freedom and 
increased opportunities. 

A second major age difference (reported by 33% of 
the artists) referred to a greater willingness to experi- 
ment. About an equal number of artists assigned experi- 
mentation to both younger and older practitioners (48% 
and 44%, respectively). 

Older artists were more willing to take chances and 
be innovative. The artists said they were "free[er], 
daring, spontaneous, able to do new things, uninhibited, 
and adventuresome." Older artists, too, did not follow 
rules or do art in a routine way. 

On the other hand, younger artists could be more 
experimental than older ones. "Young artists want to do 
something new. They want to establish their identity 
apart from older artists. Older artists tend to not want to 
do something new. Only a few break new ground" (65, 
woman). "Young artists are struggling to find a way to 
work that they feel good with. Older artists are less 
experimental, although there are many exceptions, for 
example, Picasso and others" (76, man). 

Younger artists tend to be more innovative. They 
were usually taught to be freer. We were pretty 
hidebound in that good drawing was stressed, and 
also we were hindered by the "you 
NEVERS"-and "you ALWAYS." Now you do 
whatever works for you, and this is hard to learn 
for the "old-timers." (80, woman) 

The third most frequently mentioned age difference, 
reported by 21 % of the artists, focused on career orien- 
tation. Most artists (75%) wrote that younger col- 
leagues were striving for reputation and wealth. The 
older artists were no longer obsessed by having a career, 
by nagging and driving ambitions, and by pressures to 
succeed: 

Younger artists, on the whole, are more daring 
and hurried. They want to attain recognition and 

wealth while still young. Older artists know the 
ways of the art world, and know that if they 
achieve recognition it will interfere with their 
more profound feelings, and they will not be able 
to develop to full maturity slowly and surely. (83, 
man) 

Experimentation at the cost of learning, for the 
sake of career advancement, is my criticism of 
younger artists. From what I see and hear, 
younger artists seem to carry a pathological 
reticence to emulate anyone who was consid- 
ered great over 30 years ago. Their goals seem 
to be innovation and making money! Fools! 
(66, man) 

Energy level was another, but relatively minor, dif- 
ference (reported by 19% of the artists). High energy 
was attributed mainly, but not exclusively, to younger 
artists (67%), and it was not necessarily a virtue. "The 
younger artists usually express a lot of energy in their 
work, but as an artist matures he learns to rely upon his 
knowledge of life more and his experiences in dealing 
with it," wrote a 76-year-old woman. 

A modest number of artists (16%) mentioned matur- 
ity, or related terms, like a greater reflectiveness and 
calmness in old age, as distinguishing them from 
younger artists. "As in life," wrote an 85-year-old 
woman, "the young person is more dashing, etc., but in 
later life, the old person is more thoughtful." A similar 
point was made by a 61-year-old woman. "The older 
artist is able to enjoy what she is doing more because 
many of life's conflicts are behind and they have ad- 
justed. The young artist is still struggling to find out 
what they are." A 66-year-old man summed up the case 
for maturity: 

"Older is better" is, of course, a cliche. But I 
believe it is true in the arts: Greater depth of 
understanding-of nature, society, and of one's 
self--comes with age. An age that is alive and 
alert can't help but make for greater art. The older 
artist is also less likely to be seduced by the tricks 
of the market place. 

Maturity was interpreted as independent of age by 
about a third of the artists who mentioned it. Others 
pointed out that maturity did not work automatically, 
without the presence of other traits: 
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Maturity cannot coexist with infleKibility and 
rigidity. The very young artist is too immature to 
think things out. It takes years to really assimilate 
and judge. With ol& artists, though, the problem 
is you have to watch out for an inability to try 
something new or to close down [your] horizons. 
(7 1, woman) 

Another age difference favoring the older artist lay 
in self-acceptance, reported by 13% of the respondents. 
It often was linked with self-confidence, as this 80-year- 
old woman wrote: "As a young person I lacked the 
complete confidence I now have, and it keeps on com- 
ing." Acceptance also meant being able to express 
oneself: "Older artists produce more genuine expres- 
sions of themselves because they have developed skills, 
and they are freer to choose what they do" (80, woman). 

Modest mention (by 1 1 % of the artists) was made of 
creativity. However, the comments were mixed or un- 
clear as to where the age advantage lay. A clearer 
distinction, also noted by 11% of the artists, was the 
elderly's greater ability to concentrate on their work. 
Typically, concentration was tied to other traits: "As 
you age you get slower, more thoughtful . . . but you can 
focus more sharply on fewer things" (77, woman). 

The last major age difftrence ( r epod  by 8% of the 
artists) was that old artists had mellowed with age, 
implying that they had become less critical of themselves 
and others. A softening attitude, however, occasionally 
was replaced by some bitterness: 'The yaung ones want 
to sweep you into a corner and hope you'll go away. 
They are very critical and they sure are out to take away 
the oppmrtunities that could come my way" (69, woman). 

Some expected age-related traits were hardly men- 
tioned. Only 1% to 5% of the artists referred to age 
distinctions based on idealism, sensitivity, speed of 
working, the effects of the past, the enjoyment of one's 
work, or the sureness of one's hand. Only a handful of 
artists thought that materialism was a major age distinc- 
tion, although one 66-year-old woman was an excep- 
tion: "In our cultwe, the older artist has long ago given 
up because of a lack of money to support his efforts. 
Our society is youth oriented." 

The Sensory and FhyslicPl Effects of 
Aging on the A#-&&' Work 

Although a significant number of artists (33%) wrote 
that their work was not impacted by physical and sen- 

sory loses, over half the artists (605%) were. An 85-year- 
old woman m e ,  "Now being 85, with a bad ham and 
feeble, I can't do as much as I did before." She added, 
"but the need to do is still there." One 67-year-old 
woman anticipated losses: "I hwe no [physical or sen- 
sory losses] yet, ahhough I e- that I will Iwk the 
energy and sustaining power with very old we." 

However, the effects of them losses were not con- 
sidered serious: 

Even though I am quite deaf in one em and totally 
deaf in the other (I have two hearings aids), I 
spend more time now (and have the pwt 4 years) 
at my easel and drawing M. I spend from 10 
to 14 hours alone in my shniio e x q t  for lunch 
and dinner and an hour or two w&hing teilevi- 
sion. (73, man) 

My vision is still 20/20, and I m y  have a m m e t  
stated. I can stand up and even knael down a little 
better than I could in the early 198% My hands 
are still OK. My memory is not as pod as it used 
to be. But I think my stand& we waked. (83, 
man) 

Losses were more often sensory than physical, ac- 
cording to 65% and 22% of the artists who reported 
these problem, rwpectively . Senaory 10- were more 
often visual than auditory (58%). In either case, com- 
pensations were the rule: "I can't see as well as when I 
was young," reported a 62-year-old man, "but I have 
glasses and magnifiers so I feel I can control the me- 
chanical part of producing my artworks." 

For 77% of the artists, physical effects were mainly 
reduced men@ and energy, rather than, for example, 
restxicted movement. These lossss, too, were compen- 
sated for: "So far," wrote a 72-year-old wman, "I have 
only slightly d i m i n W  energy to contt13.d with-but 
that is no problem. I just work for shorter lengths of time 
and in the morning when my energy is highest." A 
76-year-ald man was more spwific about how he 
coped: ''I spnt  years working on location, ouWrs,  
and using my car. My physical limitations make that 
way less praotical. Now I use a camera and quick 
sketches on loeation and do most of my painting in the 
studio." 

Whatever the type of impairment, artists consis- 
tently overcame them. "I tire a bit earlier in the day," 
said a 71-yecsr-old man. "I recognize that and don't 
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Aging Artists 

concern myself with it." Other kinds of compensatory 
strategies are illustrated by three women, aged 68,77, 
and 87, respectively. 

I miss the kind of reluctant help my late husband 
could give in making presentation "props" and 
transportation. This is not a devastating loss, 
though. I simply transfer or emphasize art activities 
that require less of the above. As an artist, I may be 
better off than before, with complete independence. 

I can no longer make very large projects, but 
making small things can be rewarding also. My 
energy has diminished somewhat, and a lot of 
time has been lost recovering from surgery, but I 
have never stopped working. I have a compulsion 
to make things of my own design. I am fortunate 
in that my mind seems to be intact. 

So far, no loss due to age has evidenced itself, 
although it's more difficult to carry heavy pieces, 
especially for exhibitions and displays. On the 
positive side, I am more selective due to years of 
experience. My back tires, hence I spend fewer 
hours at the bench. 

For one 66-year-old woman, overcoming physical 
adversities made her a better artist: 

I wouldn't object to a slow up in quantity because 
of my heart-brain problem [she had an unspeci- 
fied injury or surgery], but I will not be able to 
live through a stoppage of my quality. My whole 
later life has been a concerted effort of body, 
history, heart, and experience. No aging process 
has affected me, nor will. I have always been hard 
of hearing or deaf, so it is hard to say if there is 
an effect. An artist is forced to be isolated. Since 
it is difficult for me to work with people, I am in 
forced isolation to a great extent. Getting deafer 
has improved my art but maybe not me. 

Finally, for some artists, having a disability was less 
important than was their attitude toward it: "My eyes 
are getting worse, but that's just an excuse," wrote a 
66-year-old man. Declines also were noted as relative, 
cutting down on what was still arather heavy workload, 
as this comment from a 69-year-old woman reveals: "I 
can no longer work a 15-hour day." 

Discussion 

The visual artists were quite clear about what 
happened to their work as they grew older: It got 
better. Ratings of quality and quantity, for example, 
continually increased through the 6th decade of their 
lives. Indeed, for artists in their 60s, the later years 
were considered the best ones. Although the ratings 
flattened or declined slightly in the artists' 70s and 
80s, they remained higher than they were in their 30s 
and 40s. Quantity was dampened somewhat more 
than quality with aging, presumably because physical 
and sensory losses had a greater impact on work 
habits than on thinking. Male and female artists, with 
rare exception, evaluated their artistic performance 
over time fairly similarly. Age distinctions between 
artists in their 60s, 70s, and 80s were minor too. In 
short, the impact of aging on artistic expression were 
described in positive terms, irrespective of age group 
or gender.' 

The artists' accounts of these quantitative and quali- 
tative changes also were positive, as were explanations 
of shifts in style (the general approach they took to their 
art) and the sources of their (original) ideas. With 
increasing age, the artists said they had learned more 
about themselves and their craft, had become more 
accepting of who they were and their work, and had a 
better understanding of what they did and the kind of 
person they were. The artists also became more con- 
cerned about, and involved with, events in the world 
and the people around them. 

Age benefited the artists' work in other ways. Not 
only did their art become more mature, as might be 
expected, but they also gave it more time and attention, 
mainly because they did not have to raise a family or go 
to a job. Altered circumstances attendant on aging also 
revised their priorities, giving art more prominence and 
invigorating their motivation. Personal and situational 
changes worked together, leading to new techniques, 
greater conceptual freedom, increased abstraction, 
more experimentation, and revised subjects. Increased 

' ~ n  anonymous reviewer noted that Vasari, whose 15th-century 
Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and Architecrs was 
one of the most influential books ever written about the history of art, 
reported that he wished Titian had stopped painting years earlier 
because his early works were the best and his late style would detract 
from his reputation. Of course, the reviewer added, "now we know 
that his late paintings are among the finest he produced." 
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M. S. Lhnlruer, L. Omoll, and M. C. Kelley 

creativity with aging, in short, occurred for rather 
straightforward and practical reasons. 

There was some concern, however, with health and 
physical matters, which ranked third overall in impor- 
tance. M l t i e s  and aiiments affwted the vim4 sense, 
productivity (rather thanquality), and were moat critical 
in the artists' 70s and 80s. However, sensory and motor 
losses, poor and declining health, and reduced and 
lowered energy were compensated for, adjusted to, or 
worked around. For example, as artists became frailer, 
they shifted to an easier medium, reduced the amount 
of time they worked, varied the time of day at which 
they painted, or changed the location of their work. 
I n f i i  artists, for instance, painted at home, relisd more 
on memory, or used photographs instead of going out 
into the field. Physical and sensory impairments may 
have had an impact in areas unrelated to art, such as 
shopping or social activities, but the respondents were 
not questioned concerning these areas. 

Almost half the reasons for change were about the 
self (i.e., self-acceptance and self-understaftding, a con- 
cern for excellence, motivation, maturity, and, most 
frequently, increased knowledge). The other reasons for 
change were ahwt equally divided between craft and 
situational factors. The former referred to new tech- 
niques, shifts in subject matter, increasing abstraction, 
and experimentation. The latter, situational factors, re- 
ferred to having more time, changes in family respon- 
sibilities, and increased demands for their work from 
gallery owners. 

The three groups of reasons, however, were not 
independent of one another. For example, having more 
time, a situational factor, also changed the way artists 
worked, which is a matter of craft. Similarly, reduced 
family responsibilities, a situational factor, could indi- 
rectly affect motivation, which is related to the self. 

Many of the specific reasons for change applied 
equally to the four are85 of creativity (e.g., skill), but 
there were exceptions. Thus, altefed family responsi- 
bilities accounted for increased quantity more than it 
did increased quality. Changes in the sources of ideas 
evoked the largest number of explanations of relatively 
equal weight: a better understanding of the human 
condition, a decreased concern with critics' reactions, 
a shift to more abstract work, a willingness to try out 
new techniques, and a openness to experimentation. 
When asked about changes in their approach to work, 
two major reasons were given: maturity and motiva- 
tion. 

Reasons for change, whether looked at globally or 
for each question, are remarkable for not being very 
subtle, profound, or grand. No mention was made of 
new ways of thinking, radical changes in a philosophy 
of life, or abrupt s h i b  in personality. Hardly any artists 
wrote about the challenges of growing old or about 
feeling the neGd to make their work more complex or 
exciting. Little was said a b u t  Eraedom, spomndty, 
intuition, or insight. Little, if anything, was made of the 
unconscious, anxidy, or taking life more (or less) seri- 
ously. Notably infrequent, too, were statements about 
the crucial role of critics, the public, the marketplace, 
or the audience. Similarly rare were allusions to spiri- 
tuality, becoming more profound, depth, getting to 
essentials, or wisdom. 

The low frequency of the more dramatic (some 
would say "mysterious") possibilities for changes in 
creativity are difficult to explain. The ambiguous nature 
of personal reports, or the vagaries of self-completed 
questionnaires, may account for the tow profile or omis- 
sion of certain themes. These merhodological factors 
also may account for the few allusions to death or 
rela&ed topics, such as immortality, an increased sense 
of urgency, or a feeling of having to work more quickly 
with the approach of death. 

Some mention was made of old age, but not in the 
context of an old-age style. The older artists perceived 
changes in themselves, in the quality and quantity of 
their art, and in their general approach and source of 
ideas, as slow and natural, rather than as radical and 
drastic; they were evolutionary rather than revolution- 
ary. 

The failure to find reports of an old-age style may be 
the result of several factors. First, the sample was small, 
and the old-age style is a relatively rare phenomenon. 
Lindauer (1993b) estimated it as occurring in no more 
than 20 to 30 artists among neariy 300 of the world's 
greatest Western artists. Second, dimenring an old-age 
style requires a long-term perspective. Future critics, 
looking back at a Bfetkm of work yeam after the artists' 
deaths, are in the beet position to evaluate discontinui- 
ties between younger and older productions. Finally, 
because the sample was self-selective, perhaps artists 
who saw themselves as having an old-age style: did mot 
participate (for reasons unknown). 

The older mists' continuity with their earlier work 
was indicated by the few diffeerences they saw between 
themselves and younger artists. Late-life works were 
not judged as radically different from younger artists' 
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Aging Artists 

efforts or their own earlier work; their art was not seen 
as typical of their age in either subject or style. A few 
artists did mention in passing the possibility-ef a special 
style in old age, but only to reject that notion. 

The artists did emphatically affirm the enhancing 
rather than debilitating effects of aging. Thus, older 
artists thought of themselves as more motivated than 
younger ones, as having a greater willingness to experi- 
ment, and as taking more chances. Younger artists were 
seen as more concerned with their careers, less accept- 
ing of themselves, not as focused on their work, and less 
creative. 

Only one negative age-related comparison was re- 
ported, and it was not unexpected: Older artists saw 
themselves as having less energy than younger artists. 
Otherwise, the two age groups were thought to be 
equivalent in their willingness to criticize others' work. 
Oddly, older artists did not necessarily see themselves 
as favored by experience; they had mixed feelings. 
Predictably, they reported more experiences, but not 
necessarily better experiences. Younger artists, they 
explained, had educational advantages. 

Aging contemporary artists, therefore, gave a rather 
sanguine account of their creativity-a picture that 
contrasts with historical artists, about whom experts 
have found an early peak in the 30s (Lehman, 1953), 
and declining productivity by the 40s (Dennis, 1955, 
1966). Studies of living nonartists, too, show an inverse 
relation between aging and creativity (e.g., Homer et 
al., 1986). 

The range of artistic creativity recently has been 
revised upward, but only to the 40s and 50s (Lindauer, 
1993a). There are also a few exceptions to the early and 
brief span of creativity among some historical figures, 
artists as well as others (e.g., Bullough, Bullough, & 
Maddalena, 1978). Alternate accounts of creativity's 
apparent early decline also have been posed (Simonton, 
1984, 1990). This study of living artists, however, 
offers the most direct evidence for sustained creativity. 

Thus, the artists in this study did not rate their 30s, 
40s, or 50s as the time of their greatest creativity. 
Instead, creativity was reported as increasing continu- 
ally. The discrepancy between living artists' self-evalu- 
ations and the historical record for most artists, as well 
as others, might be resolved in one of several ways. 

Contemporary artists purposefully may have biased 
their responses to give a positive impression of them- 
selves and their work. However, artists are known for 
their individualism (e.g., MacKinnon, 1975). Further- 

more, it is unlikely that nearly 90 artists, of both sexes, 
and distributed over three age spans, could have re- 
sponded so uniformly to six sets of questions. 

The discrepancy between historical and contempo- 
rary artists may lie in the nature of the two samples. The 
artists in this study, although considered creative by 
recognized artists, did not include, as far as can be 
determined at this time, great artists whose works will 
be enshrined in museums in the future. The number who 
will be remembered 50 years after their deaths is un- 
known. To the extent ordinary artists dominated the 
sample, perhaps they are more optimistic than were the 
(more tortured?) great figures from the past. 

Who is to say, however, who the first-rate artists of 
today are, and of these, which will be remembered 
tomorrow (Berlind, 1994)? Rembrandt died in relative 
obscurity, among many notable figures who died rela- 
tively unrecognized. A considerable amount of time 
must elapse, the history of art tells us, before artists can 
be judged as maintaining, losing, or enhancing their 
reputations. A passage of 50 or more years may have to 
pass before reliable judgments can be made about artis- 
tic creativity. 

The discrepant profiles between living and dead 
artists may reflect the contrasting methods used to study 
them. The historical pattern is based on archival re- 
cords, productivity counts, and expert opinion, whereas 
the contemporary picture is a product of self-analysis. 
Which is a more reliable source? The answer is not 
self-evident. 

Runco (1995) compared self-reports by creative in- 
dividuals (not artists) with expert observations. He con- 
cluded that "Creatives may themselves be the best 
qualified to judge their solutions and products. . . . They 
are the best informed" (p. 386). A similar juxtaposition, 
couched in objective and subjective terms, arises in the 
larger context of cognition. According to a study by 
Williams, Denney, & Schadler (1983) "Older adults 
commonly report growth in practical abilities over the 
years, even though their [tested] academic abilities 
decline" (Sternberg, Wagner, Williams, & Horvath, 
1995, p. 913). Furthermore, the same study reported 
that although test performance on cognitive abilities 
peaked early, 76% of the older adults believed that their 
ability to think, reason, and solve problems had in- 
creased (20% reported no change, and only 4% reported 
a decline). When shown their low scores, the older 
adults pointed out that they were not solving "school" 
problems, but those from everyday life and the practical 
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world. (Applicable here, too, is the distinction between 
fluid intelligence, in which youklger pmpfe grand out, 
and crystaHizRd intdligbnce-which d e p d s  on accu- 
mdated knowledge-on which older aduits excel; 
Horn & Cattell, 1966.) 

Conwmporary artists' glowing reports about aging, 
in contrast to their historical cout&mpar&, is most likely 
the result of living in a time that is more favorable to 
their work. They have bstter Wth care, more educa- 
tional opPMhlnides, and improved financial resources 
than their illustrious ~ s o r s .  Liviag in a dcvel- 
oped and advanced society, Westam a&& of the 20th 
century are able to work longer, h&r, and bener than 
their forebears. These &ant&ges also may suppms the 
emergence of an old-age style, at k t  until later than 
60, the age at which it traditionally is said to occur 
among historical artists. 

This is not to argue that improved social and eco- 
nomic circumstances necessarily rasult in a p lho ra  of 
great d s t s  praducing &mns of highiy creative works. 
Most will agree that artim have a harder time ewnieg 
a living than do individuals in most other occupations. 
Furthermore, some creative individuals may nmd m u -  
bling times to inspire great works (Simonton, 1990), 
and certain artists may have to "suffer for their art" 
(Jamison, 1994; cf. Lindauer, 1994). 

Discrepncies between the profiles of living and 
historical artists, in the final analysis, are difficult to 
resolve. A mmingful cmparimn requites that d s t s  
from the past and present be matched on a range of 
largely unknown personal and social variables. Wow- 
ever, one has to w& if historical artists, had tlwy 
been asked, would have agreed with contampary 
judgments about hit &teatest w&s, or on the time 
periods at which they were most creative. 

The future status of the hi@ly comptent living 
artists sampled in this study, n o t w i t h d i n #  heir posi- 
tive self-evaluations, must remain u&nown. This un- 
certainty, although unavoidable, dms not dotrwt from 
their emomaging reprts &out aging. These mast be 
weighed, albeit cautiously, yainst the carly decline of 
creativity attributed to Western artists of the past. 

The case for creativity: in old age would be strength- 
ened if other kinds of artists-composers, novelbs, 
dancers, filmnnakers, and so on--could be studied sys- 
tematically, rather than, as is usually the Gas+, infor- 
mally through Bnecdotes and aurobig~aphies, or indi- 
rectly, by counting their life's work or having b r n  
judged by experts long after their deaths (Berlind, 1994; 

BtFtmm, 198% Petthan, 1992; Fuote, 1994). Wiw&er 
diffarent Irid of living, &etEi wdd W 
a b o u t a g i l r g a R d i ~ c ~ a s l u e v  
remains an apcan but amwarable qwtion. 

Unfortunately, ads@ have n~ bwa systemtically 
~kced  b u t  agiw lp, i@ w t  OR ti& ~ T S .  In- 
dead, old artists m l y  are i m W  in my kind of 
remarch on old age. 
recruited who, if not h 
physical, merutorl, or 
longer actively engaged in thGir EiWs work, thei typical 
retire's mental abilities are not likely to be as &lrrp as 
are those of aftists d others who mmin wtive in heir 
prohsions. 

Retiraas are, therefore, at a d i d  whan gjven 
the d & i a l  kinds of 1a;ba~at;oky tests of a@tkm on 

1 (e.g., SaMwm, 1989, cf. 
. T b w  dcmsrtld first, sin@e, 

and correct responses fallowiw exposure to wbup.EW 

lists of isdated words or *md s&mIi on a strictly 
p d  time schdule. 

Older artists, among o h  still worl&q at their 
lifdong craative c m m s ,  may @onn t#r* 1m un- 
emp1ayd m d m  on the WITOW bBtrd crf w ~ i ~ v e w k s  
typically e@oy&d in laboratmy setkings. Old artists, 
scimtists, scholars whr, have continwad to work at 
their skdls beyond tha n o d  ymm of r d i F e m  may, 
thwefort,, be of 
agkg. Long- ve 
careers may help older individuals overcome tkm time- 
bound d e m d  of unfmifiw, wwual, d t t s f i r i d  
m;aQerials and procdms.  

Lndetd, why test the elderly in such linrj,Eed ways at 
all? Why not h o w  h r n  art? It & for e x m i v e ,  
h t i v e ,  and ccwmp1ative moldes of thw#i$ quali- 
ties said to bc! the s@i~n$hs of old ags. Art dm quires 
an opm-mi~ded a W e  if its m u w  pooas,iS.$ill.eiies md 
hyws of meaning art to be ~ ~ ~ l 3 y  e q W .  
B d  str thimking may c o w m u :  for 
Y*W@ P fa&@ n;sponse mte. Thus, some 
of tht cogni&ve diffmaces beawaen the old and young 
may be reduced, if not erased, whm art is s W W  
for omtiwry mataids. 

The @omm of OM and y w q  pacthiptats were 
equivabt in rec&nt studies oa an may of aWk tasks. 
To illuwatw Ym$er  and OW viewem ddnil-arly 

,mdc&lkm&d 
(Lin-r, 199%). O W  participts, as 
longer to finish, but that was bec~~iuse t h y  had more to 
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Aging Artists 

say than did younger participants about what they were 
seeing and doing. In another study of 20- to 80-year- 
olds' involvement in the arts and arts-related activities, 
such as writing poems, painting, and attending concerts, 
more similarities than differences were found (Lindauer 
& Perlmutter, 1992). Self-evaluations of creativity were 
also about the same across the different ages. 

Conclusion 

For the elderly artists in this study, fully involved as 
they were in a creative activity, their work improved as 
they aged. They continued to develop their artistic skills 
and knowledge, as well as to improve themselves. They 
had a more positive view of their work, and also of 
themselves and their relationships with others. The 
same benefits may be found among aging artists work- 
ing in other media (and serve as an incentive to nonar- 
tists picking up art in old age for the first time), as well 
as to scientists, scholars, and others who continue to 
work on creative projects throughout their lives. Crea- 
tive efforts in old age may transform our knowledge 
about ourselves and others. 

In any event, what can be said with some certainty 
about the reports of older artists, for whom creative 
work was a lifelong activity, is that excellence in old 
age is possible; that continual learning does take place; 
and that changes with age can be for the better. Declines 
in old age are not inevitable, and stability is not neces- 
sarily the only ideal; improvements also can occur. In 
other words, successful aging is possible (Perlmutter, 
1988, 1990). For those who work in creative ways 
beyond their 60s, old age has its virtues: Higher order 
capacities can be sustained, if not enhanced, and they 
may emerge for the first time. 
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