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    Genius

Daddy Mack Orr, 65
Blues guitarist

Judithe
Hernández , 62
Pastel artist

       their creative talents—and how you can, too o

Margaret 
Tcheng Ware, 64
Figurative painter

By Jamie KatzPortrait by Jim Wright

creative talents—a
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It seemed like a mighty challenge 
for a middle-aged man. But Daddy 
Mack knew a thing or two about hard 
work. He had toiled in the cotton fi elds 
of  Mississippi in the 1950s and worked 
as a heavy-equipment operator when 
he moved to Memphis in 1965. Along 
the way he also got married, raised 
four children, and opened his own 
business, Mack’s Auto Repair. 

Determined to progress musically, 
Orr practiced guitar licks in the cab of 
his construction crane between loads, 
wearing a hard hat in place of the soft 
tan fedora he sports onstage today. 
“And at home I had to practice in the 
bathroom,” Orr says. “My wife didn’t 
like that noise around the house.”

The long hours of practice paid off. 
Within three years Daddy Mack was 
playing gigs around Memphis. He 
has since become a latter-day blues 
legend, jamming with Keith Richards 
and Ron Wood of The Rolling Stones, 
performing at festivals across the 
United States and Europe, and record-
ing four CDs—including his latest, 
Bluesfi nger. “I never dreamed I’d go to 
the places I’ve been,” he says.

Aging. “In fact, we can master new 
skills and be creative all our lives.”

Nor are we genetically hardwired 
with artistic gifts—or a lack of them. 
Environmental factors and willpower 
are just as important. “Genes impact 
our lives,” says David Shenk, author 
of The Genius in All of Us, “but our 
lives also impact our genes—the brain 
changes shape according to the expe-
riences it has.”

The implications of this are pro-
found, he believes: “Most of us don’t 
understand that our true inner po-
tential is quite extraordinary. Not 
just at age 20 or 40 but well into our 
elder years. The main reason people 
stagnate is that they limit themselves 
through their mind-set or habits. Or 
they simply set their sights too low.”

THOUGH IT’S NATURAL to mourn what 
we lose as we age—be it our hearing, 
our hair, or our house keys—older art-
ists offer vivid proof of what we may 
gain in wisdom, insight, and purpose.

MACK ORR IS PART of a groundswell of 
older Americans fi nding deep fulfi ll-
ment through the arts and immersing 
themselves in new pursuits later in 
life. Some do it just for fun; others 
have won public acclaim.

Studies of brain plasticity—the life-
long ability of our gray matter to adapt 
to changing demands—are proving 
that our creative horizons need not 
narrow with age. “We never lose the 
potential to learn new things as we 
grow older,” says Gay Hanna, head 
of the National Center for Creative 

Watch their creativity in
action at aarp.org/genius.

THOUGH IT’S NATURAL to mourn hatPORTRAITS
OF THE ARTISTS

O
P

E
N

IN
G

 S
P

R
E

A
D

 A
N

D
 T

H
IS

 PA
G

E
: JIM

 W
R

IG
H

T
 (P

R
O

D
U

C
E

R
: A

N
T

H
O

N
Y

 M
O

S
C

H
IN

I; W
A

R
D

R
O

B
E

 S
T

Y
LIS

T
: A

N
G

E
LA

 H
A

S
T

IN
G

S
; S

E
T

 D
E

S
IG

N
: 

JE
S

S
E

 N
E

M
E

T
H

; H
A

IR
: M

A
K

O
 M

O
K

IN
; M

A
K

E
U

P
: K

IM
 W

H
IT

E
); T

H
IS

 S
P

R
E

A
D

, D
E

S
IG

N
 E

LE
M

E
N

T
S

: M
A

R
K

 LU
N

D
 H

O
M

E
R

O
O

M
 (S

T
Y

LIS
T

: LIS
A

 E
D

S
Ä

LV
)

reat musicians tend to start out young. 
But 65-year-old Memphis bluesman Mack 
Orr—Daddy Mack, to his many friends and 
fans—did not begin playing guitar until 
he was 45.

“I was listening to the radio in my auto-
repair shop,” Orr says. “They were playing 
an Albert King song—‘Walkin’ the Back 
Streets and Cryin’—and it sounded real 
good.” The down-home groove spurred 
Daddy Mack to fulfill a long-deferred dream: 
“I went down to the pawnshop, got me a 
guitar and amp,” he says. “And I carried 
that guitar everywhere I went. If I went to 
work, I carried it with me. If I went fishing, 
I carried it. I stayed on it day and night.” 
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Consider the odyssey of Judithe 
Hernández. Known for murals she cre-
ated in Los Angeles during the 1960s 
and ’70s, Hernández suspended her 
artwork for decades to focus on mar-
riage, motherhood, and her career as 
a university art instructor in Chicago, 
where she resettled in 1984. But her 
creative passion continued to simmer. 
“I drew when I could, but that wasn’t 
often,” she recalls. “I had all these ideas 
stored away in fi le drawers—and in my 
head. And I never let go of the dream 
that someday I’d come back to it.”

At 62, with her marriage ending and 
her only child poised to enter college, 
Hernández is returning to L.A. to re-
sume her artistic career—this time as a 
maker of symbol-rich pastel drawings.

Her recent studio works (“a beauti-
ful blend of Rivera and Rousseau,” said 
one critic) make clear why Hernández 
feels she can no longer shortchange her 
talent. Curators at Chicago’s National 
Museum of Mexican Art evidently 
agree; Hernández will have a major 
solo exhibit there in January 2011.

Hernández contrasts her frame of 
mind as a younger artist with the more 
mature—yet no less fi erce—spirit she 
brings to her work today. “Time and 
experience allow you to distill those 
feelings, and your skill, so you waste 
less effort,” she says. “It’s the differ-
ence between a sauce you make in fi ve 
minutes and one that you reduce and 
reduce and the fl avor gets more intense 
and deeper. You’re left with a smaller 
amount, but the fl avor is amazing.”

FOR ABSTRACT PAINTER Audrey Phillips, 
54, creating art was a spontaneous 
reaction to grief. One morning in 1989, 
Phillips got a phone call at work from 
her father in Panama Beach, Florida. 
He was “just checking in,” he claimed. 
But Phillips—then 33 years old and a 
recently divorced marketing executive 
at the Orlando Sentinel—sensed some-
thing was amiss; normally the voice 
checking in was that of her mother, 
Lola Mae.

That afternoon her father called 
again. “We’ve got a problem,” he told 
Phillips. “Mom hasn’t been home 
since yesterday.”

Two days after she went missing, 
Lola Mae’s body was discovered in 
a secluded wood near the Alabama 
border. She and an employee in her 
consignment shop had been abducted 
and murdered in a botched robbery. 
Their 22-year-old killer is now serving 
back-to-back life sentences.

Traumatized, Phillips began a 
decade-long slide whose casualties 
included her job and her faith. She 
got married again but divorced. She 
turned to therapy and yoga in a bid to 
salve the pain and quell the rage.

In 2000, Phillips was visiting a close 
friend in New Mexico who happened 
to be an artist. Aware that Phillips 
had studied graphic design before 
she went into marketing, the friend 
bought her some paper and pastels, 
and urged her to try some drawings.

Abruptly, the pictures tumbled 
forth. The subject: the killer’s face—
one version after another in wild, furi-
ous, almost brutal renditions.

“I had been thinking about it a long 
time,” Phillips refl ects. “And it came 
out with such energy—I probably had 
30 pieces of art when I was done. I 
was like, ‘Thank God that’s out on the 
page and not inside me anymore!’ ”

Day after day 

Want to nurture a dormant 
talent—or discover a new one? 
Follow tips from the experts

To Cultivate
 Your Creativity

Live what you love 
“What piqued your curiosity 
in the past?” asks Susan 
Perlstein of the National 
Center for Creative Aging. 
“Did you enjoy playing piano 
as a kid? Did you look at art 
in a museum and fall in love 
with the colors? Why not 
explore that again now?” 

Get the lead out 
Regular aerobic workouts 
can blunt anxiety, stress, 
and depression—and spark 
creativity. Mystery novelist 
Eugenia Lovett West, 87, 
begins each writing day 
with a 20-minute walk. 

Stretch your mind
“The brain feeds on novelty,” 
says Bruce Frankel, author 
of What Should I Do With the 
Rest of My Life? “If you’re an 
accountant, challenge your-
self with abstract painting. 
If you’re a word person, try 
some mathematics.”

Look close to home 
Your local community col-
lege or arts society is a good 
place to fi nd instruction and 
encouragement. “You can 
meet like-minded people 
there and take a chance,” 
says Artist’s Magazine editor 
Maureen Bloomfi eld.

Build confi dence 
step-by-step 
Discouragement comes 
with the territory, espe-
cially early on. “Taking 
small steps is key,” says 
Stuart Kandell, founder of 
arts center Stagebridge.

Seek out feedback
“It’s crucial to show 
your work and get a real 
critique,” says Bloomfi eld, 
“not just ritual praise 
from friends.”

“Fail better” 
each day
“Rather than a sudden 
breakthrough,” says the 
University of Chicago’s 
David Galenson, “achieve 
innovation through 
patient trial and error.”

Go online for 
inspiration
Visit aarp.org/creativity 
to watch a video of a 
drawing workshop based 
on the AARP book 
Expressive Drawing, read 
what one longtime jour-
nalist discovered when he 
went in search of the art-
ist within, and fi nd other
resources to start you on 
your own journey.  —J.K.

(CONTINUED ON PAGE 88)
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