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Throughout our lives,
we are making mem-
ories. And some of
those memories are

to be cherished. ou don’t have
to be an older adult to realise
that you want to look back at
your life, or possibly connect
with particular moments from
the past, and possibly reminisce
on life’s passage. We do it con-
tinually, sometimes without
even acknowledging it.

I remember my daughter
telling me she wants to write
down all the travels we have
done, dates and all, as she
would like to remember them
in the future. I too remember,
that in the early days when I
became a mum, I found myself
thinking back, very often, to
my own childhood. 

The science behind why we
do this is best left to the scien-
tists. An easy explanation of
how we unearth those memo-
ries and their details is often
done, knowingly or unknow-
ingly, through the senses. All
the senses – touch, sight, hear-
ing, taste and smell are effec-
tive in retrieving memories.
These will affect people differ-
ently of course. I personally
cannot walk past the confec-
tionery shop Albion on Mer-
chants Street in alletta, take
in a whiff, and not think of my
mother, and the childhood
trips looking for essences and
marzipan to make cakes.

From the work I am doing
with older adults, I can cer-
tainly vouch for the importance
of how a large part of older
adults want to rekindle some of
their memories and also really
enjoy sharing them. There is a
lot of creative arts work being
done at the moment which
focuses primarily on drawing
out these memories from this
age group, through a series of
prompts and tools, and turning
them into art. 

These prompts can include
photographs, old items 
and props as well as crafts,
music and dance, all targeting
reminiscence. However, almost
any object, sound or smell that
activates the senses can be a
way in to access our memories.

Throughout our lives, we are
faced with questions like
“What did I achieve?”, “What
has it meant?” Being older per-
haps means that you have
more time to think about
answers for these and other
questions. So, seeking ways of
reconnecting with your own
past can, in fact, provide a
form of comfort, reassurance
and sometimes even closure. 

As American anthropologist
Barbara Myerhoff says: “In any
particular society, we may or
may not be given natural occa-
sions to present our stories to
others, but we are, I think, on
the alert for every chance we
get to do so.”

We often hear the term ‘rem-
iniscence’ being applied in ses-
sions when working with older
adults. So what is reminiscence?
It is simply recalling and sharing
one’s memories. During our
lives, we build plenty of memo-
ries, often in conjunction with
other people. But when there is
bereavement or other separa-
tion, we can then find ourselves
left alone with our memories. 

It can be therefore reassur-
ing to join in structured remi-
niscence sessions with people
of a similar age to share mem-
ories, in a bid to feel connected
and valued. 

But that is not the complete
scope for reminiscence. Hav-
ing your story heard can help
maintain self-esteem and rein-
force a sense of collective iden-
tity. It can also help stimulate
the memory function. 

Gene Cohen, an American
psychiatrist who pioneered
research into geriatric mental

health states that: “The desire
to explore and express one’s
personal story is driven in part
by neurological changes.” 

He suggests that as we grow
older, we become better at
using our right and left brain
hemispheres simultaneously.
So we can actually become
more fluent at how we relate
our stories. At this age, we can
also find it easier to recognise
things or explain things to our-
selves and to others. So this
could also explain why at this
age, it is the ideal time to doc-
ument life’s journey – through
memories, oral stories, poetry,
a book, memory boxes (boxes
which help to document your
life through photos and/or
souvenirs) or whatever form
you choose to take. 

Remembering, and document-
ing one’s story, could also have an
impact on others. It can create
an opportunity where historical
and cultural identity can be cher-
ished and shared with one’s fam-
ily or even future generations.
Some even go on to say that writ-
ing your own life story could
even result in improved health.

Reminiscence is also fun and
a form of socialisation.

Remember those seniors on
their little chairs outside their
front doors on hot balmy sum-
mer nights. What would the
discussion be about? I’m sure
that a lot of reminiscing takes
place in such settings. It is a
way, after all, of connecting
with your neighbour and
beyond, of getting advice but
also an opportunity for sharing
treasured experiences.

During the sessions I run,
doing memory work, there
have been teary moments too.
When someone is brave
enough to reminisce and share
painful experiences, it can be
very emotional. Through the
process, however, it can also
feel cathartic – a way of lessen-
ing the emotional weight of the
past, seeking comfort and
understanding from others.
And a hug is always available  

I feel truly blessed to have
shared many stories – looking
through beautiful photos and
personal mementoes has made
me realise that memory work is
both necessary and inspira-
tional. After all, the growing ease
with self-expression as we age,
can mean that older adults ben-
efit not only themselves, but also
people from the community at
large. It has made me explore
local pioneer photographers,
look up my grandmother’s wed-
ding photos, and ask relatives
for details about ‘those days’.

So next time you hear your
parents or grandparents relate
the same story, or look at 
the same old image, patiently
reassure yourself that this is 
a needed process; one that 
we might all want to explore 
or resort to, at some point in
our lives. 

Charlotte Stafrace runs
ActiveAge Malta, and is 
currently involved in a project
called Making Memories, 
with persons with memory
loss, funded by the Malta 
Community Chest Fund 
Foundation.

The beauty of
memories and
reminiscing
Why do we hold on to our
memories? And, as we age,
why is it important, asks
Charlotte Stafrace.

Having your
story heard can
help maintain
self-esteem and
reinforce a
sense of
collective
identity
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