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Profiling the life of 93 year old lesbian activist Christine Burton, founder of a global networking service for mid-life and elder lesbians this documentary by Lucy Winer and Karen Eaton, exuberantly overturns our most deeply rooted stereotypes and fears of aging.  By adding the wry and introspective narrative of the director undergoing a mid-life crisis, the film generates a groundbreaking, intergenerational dialogue about sexuality, life choices, and aging.  At a time when the media commonly sentimentalizes, dismisses or altogether ignores the old, Golden Threads offers an urgently needed antidote.  Golden Threads was produced for the Independent Television Service (ITVS) with funds provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.
· GLAAD

· Columbus International Film and Video Festival –  Honorable Mention Award

· Austin Gay and Lesbian Film Festival – Best Documentary 1999

· Taos Talking Picture Festival

· Silver Images Festival

· Women in the Director’s Chair

· Provincetown International Film Festival

· Dallas Video Festival

· NY, SF, LA and Toronto Lesbian and Gay Film Festivals

· Making Scenes Film and Video Festival

· New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York City
"Golden Threads is a richly textured and constantly illuminating look at aging.  Entertaining and poignant, the film unerringly explores the salient issues facing older lesbians- the critical need for community and love, and the impact of ageism, homophobia and isolation on their lives.  An excellent tool, the film should be seen by anyone interested in aging." 

Terry Kaelber, Senior Action in a Gay Environment

"Winer's film about the work and indomitable spirit of the 93-year-old lesbian activist Christine Burton portrays the kind of history that we all need to know"





B. Ruby Rich, San Francisco Bay Times
"Offers an exhilarating look at a tireless leader [and] integrates an intergenerational dialogue about intimacy, life choices, and what it means to grow old in America." 

Pittsburgh Senior News

GOLDEN THREADS

       Background And Content

Twenty years ago in upstate New York, Christine Burton  ( then 72 ( realized that she felt isolated and missed a sense of community.  So she contacted a lesbian networking service to meet other women.  Much to her amazement, her application and check were promptly returned with a note: "Have you made a mistake about date of birth? Nobody wants to meet lesbians older than 50!"

Rather than admit defeat, Christine was determinated to find friendship.  Several years later at age 80, she launched Golden Threads, a networking service for mid-life and older lesbians.  Today, a quarterly newsletter connects over 1,600 women worldwide and each year this unique organization holds a weekend-long celebration in Provincetown, Massachusetts.  The motto: "You're never too old to love or to be loved."

“Burton is everything American culture tells old people, especially old women, they can't be-- from fiercely independent to romantic'', claims Detroit columnist Deb Price.  Horse farmer, actress, businesswoman, college teacher and nun, Christine has lived life to the hilt.  No stranger to injustice, she was incarcerated in a state mental hospital at 61.  There she fought five long years for her release, only to begin rebuilding her life from scratch at age 66. Experiencing firsthand the drastic changes of this century, Christine emerges as a true American hero --a woman of irrepressible spirit with the imagination and grit to turn personal humiliation into a source of comfort and joy for others.

From the beginning, the film hurtles viewers into the Golden Threads 9th annual weekend celebration in Province town, Massachusetts. Printers, soldiers, nurses, clerical workers, doctors, professors, factory workers, bankers, hustlers, housewives, artists and hospital orderlies, these women have traveled from every part of the country to join their sisters, to play and grapple with pressing concerns. With the authority of eyewitness testimony they describe seventy years of lesbian life in this country and vividly represent the rich cultural legacy they have helped to shape.

Filmmaker Lucy Winer's presence is felt from the start --the wry, self-reflective musings of a socially conscious artist suddenly "attacked" by a virulent mid-life crisis. Stunned by her unexpected dread of aging, in a series of recurring cartoons, Winer uses humor and a bizarre form of rational speculation to try and tame her fears.

The same day Christine returns home from the weekend in Provincetown, she suffers a massive stroke.  Over night this fiercely independent woman is felt unable to walk, talk, read or write.  Her sudden incapacity casts a shadow on the film.  What began as a kind of "feel good" documentary about an inspirational elder, must now integrate the harsh realities of illness, institutionalization and isolation which face so many old people in our society.

Continuing as the film's comic foil, Lucy spins out of control.  Unprepared for the acute pain she experiences as a result of Christine's stroke, at last the begins to face her dread of aging.  Ironically, Lucy's experience parallels Christine's, as they both meet and greet a new set of challenges, emerging with lessons about the paradox of personal powerlessness, and inner spiritual strength and vitality.

Lucy survives her crisis, resumes filming at the nursing home and the audience witnesses Christine’s remarkable rebirth.  Challenged to develop a new relationship with herself and her community, Christine continues to grow. Single handedly she educates the nursing home staff about the special needs of lesbians, and emerges as a tireless champion for her own rights.  The following summer, Christine garners the support she needs to attend the 10th Anniversary Celebration of Golden Threads in Provincetown.  Welcomed as a hero, we are there to witness her victorious return.
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Director’s bio

LUCY WINER, Producer/Director/Writer, has focused on issues of lesbian and gay rights, gender, aging and the rights of women throughout her career.  Her credits include the first of its kind, Emmy nominated documentary about lesbian and gay seniors, Silent Pioneers, the critically acclaimed documentary feature about sexism in America, Rate it X, and the ground-breaking, four part public television series, Positive: Life with HIV.  Winer’s work has been called “warm, witty and genuinely touching” by the L.A Times; "immensely affecting" by the Village Voice; "hilarious" by the Hollywood Reporter; " intriguing, often hair-raising" by The New York Times; "produced with humor, insight and irony" by Variety.  

KAREN EATON, Producer/Art Director, is a multimedia graphic designer and artist, with 20 years experience. She was the founder and President of Canard Design, Inc., a multimedia design studio in New York. She served as Associate Producer on Winer’s films Rate it X and Tales of an Exhausted Woman, as well as Art Director on Silent Pioneers. She is currently working on a video diary about weight for a public television.
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Selected Quotes
“Triumph of the spirit anyone? In Golden Threads, docudramatists Lucy Winer and Karen Eaton grab midlife crises by the horns, enlisting the help of that irascible 93-year-old, Christine Burton...”

Out magazine
“Golden Threads...establishes an intergenerational dialogue about intimacy, life choices and what it means to grow old in America at a time when the media often sentimentalizes, dismisses or entirely ignores the nation’s aging citizens.”

Bob Adams, Philadelphia Gay News

“…truly unsentimental, caring and yet challenging little gem. In one short hour, Golden Threads shows us what we are missing – our elders, our wisdom, our experience, our survival.”

XTRA! magazine, Toronto

“…offers an exhilarating look at a tireless leader (and) integrates an intergenerational dialogue about intimacy, life choices, and what it means to grow old in America.”

Pittsburgh Senior news

“Winer’s film about the work and indomitable spirit of the 93 year-old lesbian activist Christine Burton portrays the kind of history that we all need to know.”

B. Ruby Rich, San Francisco Bay Times
“Golden Threads is (an)…activist documentary.  It tackles an unpopular 

social issue.  Its spirit is uplifting.”

Steve Ramos, Citybeat
“Filmed with an innovative mix of regular film, home video, still photography, and collage…”

Bill Roundy, New York Blade

“…the real insight offered by ‘Golden Threads’ comes with the footage of the various group members.  They are…articulated and opinionated, offering varied, but lucid and intelligent, views on aging as lesbians.” 

Christopher McQuain, Just Out, Portland

“…upbeat…”

Stephen Holden, The New York Times
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Interview With Makers

Question: Do lesbians have special concerns as they age?

Lucy Winer: They do. Particularly around issues of isolation.  Many are economically vulnerable. Some are alienated from family members. Those who have lived in the closet all their lives may find that when a partner dies there is no one to understand the profundity of their loss.  On the other hand, elderly lesbians may also have inner resources that some of their heterosexual counterpart lack: an independent spirit, a tendency to question the status quo and to take risks.

Q: In your published material you refer to Golden Threads as an organization for mid-life and old lesbians rather than using the softer term 'older'.  Are you making a point here?

Karen Eaton: Christine did.  She was adamant about saying 'old'.  She loved 'old'.  She loved her age spots, her wrinkles.  What did she use to say?  'Here I thought these age spots were decoration'.  She did not try to soften or gentrify the term.

Q: The collage animation in the film in which you lampoon your own fear of aging is a fun counterpoint to the documentary.  What inspired that?

Winer: When Christine had her stroke I was devastated.  It was at that time that the idea of the animation occurred to me.  But I kept trying to make these ideas of cartoons go away because they seemed so hopelessly irreverent.  Why did I want to introduce animation, focussing primarily on my fears of aging?  It was very problematic as to whether it would even work stylistically.  But I think it gives the audience permission to have a fuller experience of what they're seeing.

Q: You say in the film that you were surprised to find yourself dreading old age.  Don't we all?  Why should you be immune?

Winer: Intellectually I believe that we have value at all our ages.  But suddenly I found that emotionally I believed otherwise.  I didn't like seeing wrinkles.  I didn't like feeling physically weaker.  I was dismayed by the signs of age.  I looked in the mirror and thought- from here on in its decay.  I was devastated.  I thought I was simply above all that.  I'd never experienced such a breach between my ideals and my reality.  It was immense.  And just as I had previously confronted my own internalized homophobia, I had to begin to confront my own internalized ageism.

Q: One of the things that is tantalizing about the film is Christine's history.  At one point she is identified as a horse farmer, a businesswoman, a former nun.  She also was hospitalized in a state mental institution against her will for five years.  Why don't you explore more of that?

Winer: The plan was for us to film the Ninth Annual Golden Threads meeting, to focus on the three day celebration.  Then we were to regroup and travel to Northhampton to film Christine's account of her personal life.  That never happened because of the stroke.  For a while it looked like we would never know what had happened in much of her life.  But it turned out she had an unpublished autobiography.  There's an account of her hospitalization in it but it's rather hard to follow.  For a while Karen and I did debate whether to make an attempt to find out how this incredibly vital, vigorous person could have been hospitalized against her will for so many years.

Eaton: But in the end we were more interested in Christine's ability to transform herself and have the kind of life she wanted after an experience like that.  As fascinating as the details of her hospitalization might have been, we felt the story of the organization she founded was much more powerful and provocative.

Q: Christine died in 1998.  Did she ever get to see the film?

Winer: What happened was that SAGE (Senior Action in a Gay Environment) chose Christine to receive their Lifetime Achievement Award in November of 1998.  So we raised the money to bring her from the nursing home to New York City.  There was a big hullabaloo.  It was like Queen Victoria was arriving.  She had her own van and entourage.  It was amusing because far better known and visible individuals like Queen Crisp and Ginny Apuzzo were receiving these awards and Christine totally stole the show.  When she was brought on-stage in her wheelchair the entire audience stood up and applauded her.  Then we took her back to the hotel and showed her the finished film.  We had finished only days before.  We were terribly sad but not really surprised when she died about a month later.  I think that she felt her job was finished.

Q: What's next for the film after its numerous festival showings and public television broadcast?

Eaton: We're working with SAGE and The Brookdale Center on Aging to develop a curriculum for using the film as a training piece to help people who work with the aged to become more sensitive to the special needs and issues of lesbian and gay seniors.  We hear so many poignant stories about people who have been partners for fifty or sixty years that end up in a nursing room where they can't even share the same room.  The complete invisibility and ignorance of the fact that lesbians have rich lives and histories- that's one of the real legacies of this film, besides the fact that Golden Threads, as an organization, is living on and thriving.
