Q{emembered
Lives

THE WORK OF RITUAL,
STORYTELLING,
AND GROWING OLDER

BARBARA MYERHOFF

Edited and with an Introduction by Marc Kaminsky

Foreword by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett




Remembered Lives

The Work of Ritual, Storytelling,
and Growing Older

Barbara Myerhoff

with Deena Metzger, Jay Ruby, and Virginia Tufte

Edited and with an Introduction by Marc Kaminsky

Foreword by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

Ann Arbor

THE LINIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN PRESS



Copyright © by the University of Michigan 1992
All rights reserved

Published in the United States of America by
The University of Michigan Press

Manufactured in the United States of America

1995 1994 1993 1992 4 3 21

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Myerhoff, Barbara G. :

Remembered lives : the work of ritual, storytelling, and growing older /
Barbara Myerhoff ; with Deena Metzger, Jay Ruby, and Virginia Tufte ;
edited and with an introduction by Marc Kaminsky ; foreword by Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett.

p- cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-472-10317-2 (alk. paper). — ISBN 0-472-08177-2 (paper :
alk. paper)

1. Jewish aged—United States—Social conditions. 2. Jewish aged—United
States—Social life and customs. 2. Social work with the aged—California—
Los Angeles. 4. Jewish aged—California—Los Angeles—Biography.

S. Venice (Los Angeles, Calif.) I. Kaminsky, Marc, 1943- . II. Title.
HQ1064.U5M86 1992
305.26'089'924—dc20 92-12466

CIP



Acknowledgments

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the editors of the publications in which the
majority of these essays first appeared:

“Aging and the Aged in Other Cultures: An Anthropological Perspective,” in
Contemporary Gerontology: Issues and Concepts, ed. James E. Birren (Los
Angeles: University of Southern California Press, 1970), 545-81. This paper
was originally prepared for and presented to the Summer Institute, Andrus
Gerontology Center, University of Southern California, 1968. The same version
was later published in The Anthropology of Health, ed. Eleanor E. Bauwens
(St. Louis: The C. V. Mosby Co., 1978).

“We Don’t Wrap Herring in a Printed Page: Fusion, Fictions, and Continuity in
Secular Ritual,” in Secular Ritual: Forms and Meanings, ed. Sally Falk Moore
and Barbara G. Myerhoff (Assen: Royal Van Gorcum Press, 1977), 199-224.

“A Death in Due Time: Conviction, Order, and Continuity in Ritual Drama,”
unpublished manuscript, Myerhoff Archives, University of Southern California,
1-46. This paper was presented at the annual meeting of the American Anthro-
pological Association, December, 1975. A later version of the essay, in which
the conceptual framework was revised, was published under the title, “A Symbol
Perfected in Death: Continuity and Ritual in the Life and Death of an Elderly
Jew,” in Life’s Career: Cross-Cultural Studies in Growing Old, ed. Barbara G.
Myerhoff and Andrei Simic (New York: Sage Publications, 1978). A third version,
in which minor modifications were made in the theoretical discussion, appeared
as “A Death in Due Time: Construction of Self and Culture in Ritual Drama,”
in Rite, Drama, Festival, Spectacle, ed. T. J. MacAloon (Philadelphia: Institute
for the Study of Human Issues, 1984).

“Bobbes and Zeydes: Old and New Roles for Elderly Jews,” in Women in Ritual
and Symbolic Roles, eds. Judith Hoch-Smith and Anita Springs (New York:
Plenum, 1978), 207-41.

“Experience at the Threshold: The Interplay of Aging and Ritual,” excerpt from
an essay entitled “Rites and Signs of Ripening: The Intertwining of Ritual, Time,
and Growing Older,” in Age and Anthropological Theory, eds. David 1. Kertzer
and Jennie Keith (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 305-30.



viii Acknowledgments

“Life History among the Elderly: Performance, Visibility, and Re-membering,”
in Life Course: Integrative Theories and Exemplary Populations, ed. Kurt Back
(Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, for the American Association for the
Advancement of Science, 1980), 133-53. The essay was republished in A Crack
in the Mirror: Reflexive Perspectives in Anthropology, ed. Jay Ruby (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982).

“Life History as Integration: Personal Myth and Aging,” by Barbara G. Myerhoff
and Virginia Tufte, unpublished manuscript, Myerhoff Archives, University of
Southern California, 1-11. This paper was presented at the 10th International
Congress of Gerontology, Jerusalem, June, 1975. A subsequent version of this
essay appeared as “Life History as Integration: An Essay on an Experiential
Model,” in The Gerontologist December 1975.

“‘Life Not Death in Venice’: Its Second Life,” in The Anthropology of Experience,
eds. Victor Turner and Edward M. Bruner (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 1986), 261-87.

“Surviving Stories: Reflections on Number Our Days,” in Between Two Worlds:
Ethnographic Essays on American Jewry, ed. Jack Kugelmass (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1988), 265-94. This essay, which Barbara Myerhoff left un-
finished at the time of her death, was revised and completed by Marc Kaminsky.
Excerpts from the essay were published under the same title in Tikkun (vol. 2,
no. 5, November/December, 1987), 19-25.

“A Crack in the Mirror: Reflexive Perspectives in Anthropology,” by Barbara
Myerhoff and Jay Ruby, originally appeared as the “Introduction” to A Crack
in the Mirror: Reflexive Perspectives in Anthropology, ed. Jay Ruby (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982), 1-35.

“The Journal as Activity and Genre,” by Barbara Myerhoff and Deena Metzger,
in Semiotica 30 (1/2,1980), 97-114. An early version of this paper was presented
at the annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association, December,
1977. In a revised form, this version was published as “Dear Diary” in Chrysalis
7 (Winter, 1979), 39-49.



Foreword

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

Barbara Myerhoff died January 7, 1985, one month before her fiftieth
birthday. Her life was taken by cancer, after seven months of battling
the disease. Her death ended a brilliant career at its peak. “Give her the
fruit of her hands; And let her works praise her at the gates” (Proverbs
31). These words, chosen by Barbara herself for the dedication to Num-
ber Our Days, are a fitting epigraph for this homage to her.

Victor Turner, who wrote the foreword to Number Our Days (1978),
said of Barbara that she was thrice-born. Her first life began in Cleveland,
Ohio, where she grew up in an American Jewish milieu that was liberal
and middle class. In her dissertation research and first book, she did
what anthropologists are trained to do—she entered a culture remote
from her own, that of the Huichol Indians of northern Mexico. In the
last dozen years of her life, she returned to American Jewish culture,
this time as a Jewish anthropologist living in Los Angeles. She embraced
each of her lives with leyb un lebn, with body and soul, identifying
deeply with those she studied and interweaving her lives with those of
her subjects.

Barbara’s training began at the University of California, Los Angeles,
where in 1958 she received her bachelor’s degree in sociology. Her mas-
ter’s work in human development at the University of Chicago culminated
in 1963 in her thesis, “Father-Daughter Incest among Delinquent Ado-
lescent Girls.” In 1968 she was awarded the doctorate in anthropology
with distinction at the University of California, Los Angeles. Her dis-
sertation was published as Peyote Hunt: The Sacred Journey of the
Huichol Indians in 1974 and was nominated for a National Book Award
the following year.

Through the 1960s in Los Angeles, Barbara worked as a social worker
with the elderly and as a research associate on projects dealing with
youth problems ranging from juvenile delinquency and gangs to school
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success. By 1968, the year she finished her dissertation on the Huichol,
Barbara was clearly formulating her ideas about the study of aging. The
paper she delivered that summer for the Andrus Gerontology Center at
the University of Southern California assessed anthropological ap-
proaches to the subject. Integrating her academic training and her social
work experience, Barbara was laying the foundation for the two major
projects on the Jewish elderly of Los Angeles that would occupy her for
the rest of her life. The first focused on the Israel Levin Senior Adult
Center in Venice and the second on the Jewish neighborhood of Fairfax.

When encouraged during the early 1970s to undertake a major
research project on ethnicity and aging, Barbara thought immediately
of Chicanos, a logical outgrowth of her previous work in Mexico. After
all, anthropologists typically study someone else, not themselves. Only
after the communities she approached kept asking her why she was
interested in them and not in her own people did she turn to the Jews
of Venice, much to her own amazement. She was to recall years later,
“I sat on the benches outside the [Israel Levin Senior Adult] Center and
thought about how strange it was to be back in the neighborhood where
sixteen years before I had lived and for a time had been a social worker
with elderly citizens on public relief. . . . I had made no conscious decision
to explore my roots or clarify the meanings of my origins.” As the Venice
project progressed, Barbara kept asking herself, “Was it anthropology
or a personal quest?”

In trying to understand why the Venice work had been so compelling
to her, Barbara wrote, “However much I would learn from that [my
work with the Huichol] was limited by the fact that I would never really
be a Huichol Indian. But I would be a little old Jewish lady one day;
thus it was essential for me to learn what the condition was like, in all
its particulars. ... consider myself very fortunate in having had,
through this work, an opportunity to anticipate, rehearse, and contem-
plate my own future. This had given me a temporal integration to my
life that seems to me an essential ingredient in the work of maturing.”
Barbara never lived to be the little old Jewish lady she imagined as her
fate, but in her characteristic anthropological fashion, she identified imag-
inatively with what it would be like, and in this way, we might say that
anthropology allowed her to know what destiny would deny her.

In retrospect, it was almost as if Barbara had begun numbering her
days with the Venice work. The epigraph to the first chapter of Number
Our Days, an adaptation from psalms 144 and 90, reads:
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Man is like breath,
His days are as a fleeting shadow.

In the morning he flourishes and grows up like grass
In the evening he is cut down and withers.

So teach us to number our days,
That we may get a heart of wisdom.

First she completed the film Number Our Days, which won an Academy
Award as best documentary short subject in 1976. Then she finished the
book, which appeared in 1978 and was selected as one of the ten best
social science books by the New York Times Book Review a year later.
Both the film and the book won other prizes as well.

The Venice experience had whetted Barbara’s appetite. When she
visited New York, I took her to Jewish neighborhoods in Brooklyn.
When I visited Los Angeles, she took me to Venice. We compared notes—
Fairfax, Boro Park, Poland, America, her childhood in Cleveland, mine
in Toronto. . . .I had met Barbara just as she was finishing the book.
She had turned to me as a specialist in Jewish ethnography and asked
if I would read the manuscript. I saw immediately that she had produced
a landmark volume in the anthropological study of American Jewish life.

It was even more astonishing to witness the process by which she had
used the tools of her chosen discipline to transmit to herself (as well as
to her readers) cultural knowledge that had passed her by in the course
of growing up. Indeed, the very inventiveness that she attributed to her
research subjects was equally true of herself. Despite the metaphors of
inevitability conjured up when Barbara identified the elderly Jews of
Venice with her “roots” and “origins,” she had chosen—not inherited—
them. She had made them her fictive kin and adopted their old age as
a model for the old age she would never have. Barbara did not dig up
her roots or unearth her origins so much as use her ethnographic tool
kit to “invent” her culture of choice under the tutelage of masters, though
her European-born grandmother had prepared her to discover richness
in a world close at hand. Barbara recalled, as a very young child, moving
into her grandmother’s house after her father left the family. During the
winter, when the kitchen window steamed up, her grandmother placed
a penny against the glass, creating a peephole, and talked to her about
the world they could see through the tiny opening.
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American anthropologists have been slow to study Jewish culture in
a sustained fashion. The reasons are worthy of study in their own right.
They have also been reluctant, with some exceptions, to study American
culture until relatively recently—since World War II. For these topics to
command serious attention, they need to be engaged with theoretical
imagination and discursive experimentation. Writing anthropologically
about cultures at hand dramatizes the artifice of scholarly distance and
challenges the ethnographer to make the ordinary interesting—what’s
more, those about whom one writes are likely to read what one publishes,
particularly in the case of American Jews. Barbara met the challenge
brilliantly.

Victor Turner, a close friend and collaborator, wrote in the foreword
of Number Our Days, “Although this book celebrates the elderly and
an ancient tradition, it is also in the vanguard of anthropological theory.
With it anthropology has come of age: its extremes have touched. Barriers
between self and other, head and heart, conscious and unconscious,
history and autobiography, have been thrown down, and new ways have
been found to express the vital interdependence of these and other mighty
opposites.” This is the hallmark of Barbara’s work—it was in her intensely
human and compassionate grasp of the lives of those around her that
she most fully took hold of her own life. It was in this embrace that
she also did her richest anthropological thinking and most eloquent
writing.

As a student of ritual, Barbara understood the theatricality of culture
at its most extravagant. But she was also attuned to the performative
in everyday life, so much so that, in addition to writing about her
subjects, she presented them in festivals and exhibitions, on film and in
the theater—Number Our Days became a play at the Mark Taper Forum
in Los Angeles. Barbara collaborated with artists, poets, and filmmakers
—among them Deena Metzger, Naomi Newman, Lynne Littman—not
only in the production of films and theater, but also in her teaching,
where she was as experimental with her students as with her readers.
Richard Schechner, founder and director of the Performance Group,
brought Barbara to New York University in 1979, where she participated
in his seminar “Performance and Anthropology.” Together with Victor
Turner, they forged a pioneering nexus between these two areas. Working
on the principle that performing was a way of knowing, Barbara returned
to NYU’s Department of Performance Studies several years later to teach
a memorable workshop with Arthur Strimling in which students gathered
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life histories and performed them. Marc Kaminsky, who has so ably
prepared this volume, brought her to the Hunter/Brookdale Center on
Aging to offer ritual and storytelling workshops with Strimling. Her
workshops in New York City became legendary.

The Venice work completed, Barbara cast about for the next project.
During her speech at the dedication of the new Freda Mohr building in
Fairfax, Los Angeles, on December 12, 1982, she said,

When I finished the Venice study, which became the movie, book,
and play known as Number Our Days, | was worried about what
I would do next. How would I find a project to match that one:
it would have to have meaning to the people I was studying, they
would have to participate and benefit from it in direct ways. I
wanted it to be among Jews, nearby not far away; I wanted it to
include the elderly, though not be confined to them. And I had to
be a part of the people, so that I could produce a study that was
not merely a scientific report but something with my own emotions
as well as mind at work, something that would involve my own
identity, and the Jewish identity of those I would work with.

The result was the last project she would undertake, a study of the
neighborhood of Fairfax, a once thriving Jewish community that had
declined and was making a strong comeback, as Soviet Jews and
Lubavitcher Hasidim moved into the area. Barbara was to become part
of the people she was studying in ways she could never have anticipated;
two years into the project, she found herself battling the disease that
was to take her life. The Lubavitcher Hasidim living in Fairfax embraced
the challenge of trying to save Barbara’s life through her interest in their
faith.

In a manner that was so essentially her own, Barbara’s anthropological
research was simultaneously a battle for life itself. She let the Lubavitcher
community rally around her. They had her visit the mikve (ritual bath),
where in a state of purity she could make a wish. They changed her
name so the angel of death would not be able to find her. They made
her undergo a get, a Jewish divorce, to detach her soul from her former
husband and return it to her. They helped her write a letter to the rebe
for a miracle cure.

Facing the failures of medical science and the insatiable desire for
knowledge of the people she was studying, Barbara came to know her
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subjects as they tried to save her. All these events Barbara recorded on
film, perhaps the most reflexive medium of all, particularly in her hands.
Barbara had tried repeatedly and without success to get Lynne Littman
to make this film—Barbara had originally intended the film to deal with
the diverse Jewish community of Fairfax (Lubavitcher Hasidism, Rus-
sians, and gays), but yielding to Lubavitcher protests about the mixture
of subjects, she shifted the focus to them. After Barbara became sick,
she prevailed on Lynne again. This time Lynne agreed, but only on
condition that Barbara, and her relationship to the Hasidim, become
the subject of the film.

There is a marvelous scene in the Fairfax film, In Her Own Time,
where Barbara is fitted out with a sheytl, a wig, by a Hasidic woman.
Barbara was worried that she would lose her hair during chemotherapy,
a fear that proved unfounded. What she lost were her “Jewish curls,” as
she put it. As each wig is tried on, Barbara chats intimately with the
saleswoman about what it is like to be an Orthodox Jewish woman,
about the relations between men and women, about eroticism. As they
tried to help her, the Jews of Fairfax became even more open to her
profound desire to understand them from both a personal and an anthro-
pological perspective, for Barbara tried and succeeded in integrating the
two, nowhere more poignantly than in her last work.

Barbara’s work inspired others because she addressed profoundly
human questions—questions of survival, dignity, meaning, faith, aging,
dying. She was bold and experimental. Her generosity and enthusiasm
were boundless, her energy a beacon. In her short life, cut off in the
morning of her mature years, she produced books and articles ranging
over a stunning array of subjects—the family, juvenile delinquency, reli-
gion, shamanism, ritual, symbol and politics, ideology, women’s values,
life history, gender and ethnicity, and aging. She touched the lives of
everyone who knew her, those she studied and those she taught.

A student of whom she was specially proud, Riv-Ellen Prell, remem-
bered Barbara most appropriately with the words of Maimonides: “When
one’s teacher dies, the student rends his/her garments until the heart is
exposed—and the tear may never be stitched again.”
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