Now that I am old, I must come home to this body

Livia Sepúlveda*

I cannot think of my lifecycles without seeing them as part of my history.  Perhaps at a given moment these cycles had something to do with those constants that can happen in any lifetime. But now that I am older, I'm like a raisin where flavor is concentrated. In this stage I can regain things that I couldn't before. A great woman that I knew—she was my psychoanalyst for a time—said she was never younger than when she was sixty something. This had nothing to do with her body, or with life cycles, but with what she was doing and how she was connected with the world. 

If I look back, I see seeds of things that were always there and were obscured in certain stages of my life. In my adolescence I felt little things flowering, coming to the surface with great intensity…

As a girl, I had many fantasies, dreams… My father and mother provided me with a very nurturing family, always giving me things to think about and reflect on. My youth was filled with these things—literature, philosophy, and politics—all given to pursue without any limits, freely. 

It was my father who proposed ideas. My mother was a peasant woman who cultivated plants, raised chickens…All this I recognized later, although at the time I was watering the beans or watching the hens.

My mother liked to sew and made dresses while I accompanied her, surrounded by the smell of cloth…I enjoyed this without thinking. My father thought a lot about the world of ideas and I was a very intellectual child with a good deal of the sensual. I loved clothes, dresses.  My mother always took us along when she bought cloth and I loved fabrics so much that I surprised myself in becoming an expert in corduroys and cottons. She spoke to us of this and of the earth…

Only now that I am old have I regained this part of my childhood that was always within me, but for a long time I scorned it. I thought they were only domestic things and the really important things were of the mind. Now, I have come to appreciate these things more and more and integrate them in my life. 

I am angry that my mother died without my being able to tell her how much I appreciated her. She knew how to do so many things…plant lima beans, green beans, and tomatoes, raise chickens.  When we came home, we always had to plant another herb, make clothes…and she always did these things for us. 

When I became an adult, only at the university did I realize that not all girls had been raised as I had. Only when I was in my last year of high school, did I start to buy clothes in stores, something that was so normal for others. My mom had fashion magazines and we could just look at them and say "I want that one" and off we'd go to shop for the cloth. This was simply how our household worked—I had no idea how uniquely valuable this was.  I was such an enthusiast of the theater, of literature, of film and of politics that I never even paid attention to fashion. 

I am referring to the sixties and I had no pride in my mother's legacy. It was my father who told me what I was to do: one had to be intelligent, become a professional, read a lot. He never said I had to be beautiful, but I still wanted to be, and this came from my mother.  But I never said it out loud. 

Arriving at adulthood

In this stage, political and intellectual activities were primary, while loving, sensuality and dance were secondary. Then I got married, had my first daughter, and my life changed completely. The sorrows of death came soon after.  My little girl of three years old died, an event that marked my life unimaginably. And yet I was young and strong—I thought I had recovered…I had more children and continued to be involved in politics. All this happened in 1969 before the Popular Unity government (of Salvador Allende) and I was involved in a thousand things.  The march of history overtook me and I almost believed that I had closed that old wound, without really having done so.  Afterwards, there were so many more sorrows, all the deaths, and finally exile.  First, the Popular Unity time, which was fantastic, energizing.  There wasn't even time to think, things were so intense. After came the scars of exile that caught up with me when I was about to turn 30, an adult now, with a newborn baby. 

How to speak abstractly about a woman's lifecycles? What is maturity for a woman who is alone, without a partner but with two children, and living in exile? What is it like to be a woman in exile?  Basically, struggle, struggling to get ahead, shouldering one's lot, trying to keep on living.

Searching for the connections

Perhaps one can revisit these stories, albeit not always deliberately. In my case, I had to go through psychoanalysis to begin to regain the power to think again. I don't know why I am remembering Marie Langer (she was the psychoanalyst I mentioned at the beginning). She had a tumor and knew that she was dying. Before she left for Argentina, she wrote a letter to the Sandinistas thanking them for allowing her to reach old age. It is not accidental that I remember this, because I wish I could be like that. That one could really return to be with oneself, with that mother who grew tomatoes, with that father who loved poetry, philosophy, and with my dead daughter, with my dead partner, with all of them. A journey that winds between sorrow, advances and retreats. To think of new projects, finish others, go through this world being just a little more present to things.

I want to be able to say with Marie Langer, "I never felt younger," but to say that, one must be disposed to accept pain, pleasure, intensity and so many experiences that can nourish us. I have come to think that I have regained my mother in myself. Yet I find that being aware of body is difficult and I get tremendously angry because I still cannot reconcile myself with the loss of my young body. I go into surprising rages and I have no hesitation in saying that if I had the money I would have all the plastic surgery that exists, because getting old seems to me so unjust.  I love the young bodies of men and women and dislike old bodies. These feelings have to do with this stage of my life where I have to get used to inhabiting my own body.  Only recently have I been able to recover my girlhood, my teenage years, but now, to confront who I am now…. well, I still have a lot of work to do. 

*Livia Sepúlveda, psychologist, is co-founder of the Escuela de Piscología Grupal y análisis Institucional Enrique Pichón Riviere. This article is part of a longer interview conducted by Josefina Hurtado.
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