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This article reads Carla Subirana’s documentary film Nedur against a
background of panic in the mainstream media (in Spain as in the United States
and the United Kingdom) about Alzheimer’s discase and the apocalyptic
demography presupposed by an aging population. It considers the history of
Alzheimer’s disease and diagnosis to propose that while technologies for the
medical representation of the disease are becoming globalised, cultural
responses 1o experiences of the disease are more distinctive. The article
queries the use of illness as metaphor in Nedar and suggests that Alzheimer’s,
dementia, and amnesia are used to portray the irretrievable loss of information
about personal and collective experience in Civil War and post-war Spain. The
article details the film’s juxtaposition of illness and archives within an
exploration of the debate articulated by Susan Sontag and Nancy Scheper-
Hughes over the appropriate use of diseasc metaphors: Alzheimer’s
complicates this debatc because patients are sometimes unable to tell their
own stories. The representation of amnesic disease is further complicated in a
Catalan and Spanish context by a history of politically sanctioned forgetting
and by the culturally specific value of memory. The article concludes by
indicating that Subirana succceds in using the connotative value of illness
metaphors whilst also reaching an accommodation with her relatives’ illnesses
which differs from the practice of forgetting memory advocated by some of
those who work with Alzheimer’s patients in the English speaking world. It is
also argued that unlike many other narratives of Alzheimer’s disease, Nedar
S8 avoids recourse to the genre of horror, an cventuality which is in part
facilitated by the film’s origins in an investigative memorial project.
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Introduction: Alzheimer’s, apocalyptic demography, and the hypercognitive
self

Alzheimer’s disease is indisputably a condition which demands critical attention
in the sense that it has emerged recently as one of the discases which, in the
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developed world, is especially prominent in the public awareness of incurable
pathologies. Representations of Alzheimer’s, such as Richard Eyre’s Iris in 2001,
a film based on a series of pathographic memoirs written by John Bayley, and
campaigning by celebrity patients like Terry Pratchett, have further added to the
profile of the disease in the United Kingdom. In the United States, similarly, The
Alzheimer Project (Hoffman 2009), a series of television documentaries shown
through HBO in 2009 and fronted by Maria Shriver, has further heightened the
profile of Alzheimer’s within the mainstream media. Using fear as a nosological
index, each instalment of The Alzheimer Project began with a graphic which
informed the audience that Alzheimer’s is the second most feared disease in
America after cancer (see Figure 1). The HBO website which accompanied the
series tells readers that

One of the most devastating forms of memory loss is Alzheimer’s discase, an
ireversible and progressive brain disorder that slowly destroys memory and
thinking skills. Today, Alzheimer’s is the second most-foared illness in America,
following cancer, and may affect as many as five million Americans. ("About the
Project” 2009, emphasis added)
The appeal to fearsomeness invites viewers to recognise the impact, seriousness,
and epidemic qualities of a condition with a spectrum of symptoms, both medical
and physical, which evolve over years and may be different for cach individual;
the protean nature of Alzheimer’s challenges the simplistic disease-of-the-week
format often adopted by television in its portrayal of illness and this was reflected
in the fact that The Alzheimer Project ran over four episodes and was supported by
additional online content and supplementary materials.

ASECOND-MOST

ED DISEASE

AFTER CANCER

Figure 1. Screen capture from opening sequence of The Alzheimer Project.
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As scholars of medical anthropology like Ann Robertson have noted, the
representation of Alzheimer’s as a dread condition usually goes hand in hand with
a discourse of apocalyptic demography so that the threat posed by the disease is
exponentially magnified by the greying of society in developed nations:

The prevailing belief is that an increasing aging population means increasing
demands on the resources of society, including health care resources |...].
According to this scenario people will live longer but sicker [...]. This greater
morbidity of increasing numbers of elders, so the argument goes, will drive up health
care costs. This ‘bankruptcy hypothesis of aging’ in which ‘oncoming hordes of
clderly’ [...] deplete national health care budgets constitutes ‘apocalyptic
demography’. (1991, 135)

Using diagnostic terminology from medicine, we could say that Alzheimer’s
discourse grafts together as co-morbidities the perceived threat of an aging socicty
and the perceived fearsomeness of dementia. Robertson argues that the expansion
of Alzheimer’s diagnosis is a response to what she terms the biomedicalization of
old age, an interpretive shift which allocates to a pathology contained within an
individual body the wider problems and demands posed by an aging population:
‘By framing the “problems of aging” and, therefore, the solutions as biomedical,
this view [...] ignores nonmedical issues ~ such as poverty, isolation, the loss of
role and status — and thus, [it] effectively depoliticizes the problems of aging’
(1991, 136). The aging of society in developed countries has coincided with the
| apogee of what Stephen Post calls a hypercognitive culture, a coincidence which
" means that ‘nothing is as fearful as AD because it violates the spirit (geist) of self-

i control, independence, economic productivity, and cognitive enhancement that
defines our dominant image of human fulfilment’ (2000, 245).

When we turn to the United States National Institute on Aging’s (NIA)
preamble to its work on Alzheimer’s, Robertson’s contention about the co-
morbidity of apocalyptic demography and dementia is graphically borne out. The
NIA contextualises the social impact of Alzheimer’s by saying:

According to recent estimates, as many as 2.4 million to 5.1 million Americans have
AD. Unless the disease can be effectively treated or prevented, the number of people
with AD will increase significantly if current population trends continue, That's
because the risk of AD increases with age, and the U.S. population is aging. The
number of people aged 65 and older is expected to grow from 39 million in 2008 to
72 million in 2030, and the number of people with AD doubles for every 5-year
interval beyond age 65 [...]. In the years to come, AD is expected to pose physical
and emotional challenges for more and more families and other caregivers, in
addition to those with the discase. The growing number of people with AD and the
costs associated with the disease also will put a heavy economic burden on society.
(NIA 2010)

It is noteworthy here that the elderly are doubly stigmatised. Transgressive in the
first place by dint of fitting uneasily into a work based ethic where non-
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productivity meets with suspicion and disdain, senjor citizens now pose an even
greater threat by virtue of their ever increasing vulnerability to an economically
and socially draining dementia. As Elizabeth Herskovits observes: ‘The
Alzheimer’s Disease construct has contributed to a monsterizing of senility such
that the present day lived experience of senility and aging has become more
unpleasant and horrific than it was previously’ (1995, 153).

Just as many of the mechanical technologies for diagnosing Alzheimer’s have
been transplanted wholesale from the English speaking world to Spain, so too, it
seems, has the discourse of apocalyptic demography in which the future of
cercbral grey matter and society’s senior or grey sector is couched. For example,
the fundacmn “Alzheimer Espaiia (FAE) replicated the rhetorical device which
conjoins an explosion in numbers of elderly people with a newly dreadful disease:

Afecta al 5-7% de las personas de mds de sesenta y cinco afios. Cerca de 650.000
personas estin afectadas en FEspafia y se manifiestan mis de 100.000 nuevos
enfermos al afio. Si se estima el nimero medio de miembros de una familia a 4, son
mds de dos millones las personas que ven su vida trastornada por la enfermedad. Es
la causa de invalidez, dependencia y mortalidad mds frecuente en los mayores.
Teniendo en cuenta el envejecimiento de la poblacién y el futuro incremento de
personas mayores de 80 afios, se prevé que el ndmero de enfermos se duplique en
2020 y wiplique en 2030. (FAE 2010b)

To represent the disease and its social consequences graphically, the Fundacién
uses the image of an iceberg, the massive threat which comes from nowhere and
which without sufficient vigilance will shipwreck the unwary national vessel. This
1s not the first time that a national health campaign has used an iceberg to represent
the threat posed by a disease. In the United Kingdom, a government-sponsored
awareness campaign used a similar graphic to depict the threat of AIDS in 1986.!
In Spain the FAE not only builds Alzheimer’s up into an apocalypse of
pathological demography but also emphasises that among European countries
Spain is likely to be the most severely affected because of the combination of its
low birth rate and rapidly aging population (FAE 2010a).

As in the United States and the United Kingdom, there has also been in Spain an
efflorescence of lay representations of the disease and two of the most striking
recent films with an Alzheimer’s disease theme have been made by Catalan
directors, namely Carla Subirana with her first feature-length documentary, Nedar,
and Albert Solé with Bucarest: la memoria perduda, both released in 2008.
Although both of these films are autobiographical and documentary, there is a
precursor to their combination of pathography and family history in David
Trueba’s 2003 film adaptation of Javier Cercas’s Soldados de Salamina (2001).

In Trueba’s film, Lola Cercas talks to her elderly and infirm father during a visit
to his nursing home about the work she has been doing to complete a journalistic
assignment on the Spanish Civil War. Looking totally distracted. indifferent, and
confused, her father’s response is very simple as well as devastating, He asks her
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‘. Qué guerra?’. Although Soldados de Salamina is not the focus of this article, T
include a detail from this scene of memory transmission — or interruption —
between generations because my point is that Nedar (and Bucarest: la memoria
perduda) can be seen as an exploratory expansion of this moment in Trueba’s film
where national and social amnesia are fused with the inexorable erasure of
memory implied by a construction of old age centred around dementia, something
which is arguably an offshoot of the increasing awareness of the extent to which
Alzheimer’s is affecting the older age groups in Spanish society. And what [
propose in the more detailed attention to Nedar, in particular, which follows, is
that this equation of the personal and the collective memories produces a nosology
of Alzheimer’s disease which is specific to Spanish and Catalan discourse.

Representing Alzheimer’s and the economy of memory in Spain and
Catalonia

I want to suggest that in Nedar Alzheimer’s disease is not only represented within
the discourse of a condition which is critical for Spain’s social economy, but that it
is furthermore part of a discourse which is critical of that social economy. Medical
anthropologists and cultural historians like Anne Davis Basting (1998, 2009) and
Janelle S. Taylor (2008) have pointed to the role of Alzheimer’s disease and old
age in performing cultural work, and my contention in this article is that Subirana
steps away from the more clichéd representations of Alzheimer’s disease to
unicover some of the functions performed by Alzheimer’s, and by people
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s (PDWAD). in an economy of recall and oblivion.
Where does it leave the person diagnosed with Alzheimer’s when his or her brain
is reified as a fragile store of forensic evidence? Can a metaphorical deployment of
illness which has power and usefulness for raising social consciousness of
historical memory loss work without prejudice to the individual patient?

Alzheimer’s sits at the threshold between mind and body, between the
neurological and the psychological, between procedural and propositional
memory, between autonomy and dependency views of self and personhood; and,
as a closer reading of Nedar suggests, this disease whose resurgence in the 1970s
was hatched in international symposia and conferences sits in a Spanish context,
furthermore, on the threshold between informally sanctioned collective neglect
and legislatively binding care for the past.”

Although Alzheimer’s takes its name from Alois Alzheimer’s description of a
link between neurofibrillary plaques and pre-senile dementia, the initial impetus
for construction of an Alzheimer's diagnostic practice in the first decade of the
twentieth century came from other clinicians who wanted to counter
psychoanalysis by proving an organic basis for aberrant behaviour. From the
outset, then, the discasc diagnosis has constructed a patient centred,
individualised, and contained account of malaise in contradistinction to an
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2 interpersonal or systemic reading of dementja.” Drawing on Karen Lyman (1989),
217 Robertson suggests that

The ready acceptance of the clinical construct of AD can be attributed to its cfficacy
in creating order out of chaos both for clinicians and families; a ‘disecase’ construct
serves to normalize and render manageable the ‘disturbing’ and ‘disruptive’
behavior of the PDWAD. The ‘biomedical model of dementia’, ultimately fails to
take into account any notion of the extent to which AD may be socially produced
and reproduced. (1991, 142)

The metaphorical values afforded Alzheimer’s diseasc in recent pathographical
films made by directors from Catalonia are thus engaged with a form of narrative
which grafts as metaphor for a collective amnesia an illness defined in part by a
history which resists inter-subjective meaning. Subirana’s act of de-personalising
the illness and of reading it across a social history is in itself a political gesture.
But, at the same time, we must ask what happens to the illness in the midst of these
various projects for using illness to achieve semantic engineering. In order to
approach these questions it is helpful briefly to step back and to consider the
genesis of Subirana’s Alzheimer documentary.

Investigating memory
Some of the footage in Nedar was shot as much as eight years before the film was
released. The director took pictures of her grandmother to practise for her degree and,
as she has said in interviews, did not set out either to make a film about the Civil War
or about Alzheimer’s (Semana Internacional de Cine 2009). The film was to chronicle
an investigation into the missing data in her family’s biography and she did not plan to
feature in it herself. The focal point would be Juan Arroniz, Subirana’s late maternal
grandfather, and the project was intended to retrieve some historical information
about a man who had disappeared not only physically but who had also been written
out of the family’s history just as the political elements with which he may have been
linked were written out of the country’s history by the victors in the Civil War. Among
the few facts Subirana knows about her grandfather before her investigation is that he
was executed in 1940 at Camp de la Bota. Her grandmother has spoken very little of
him and the pared down family of three women seems to have reached within the
2 domestic sphere an agreement not to mention him, echoing in this silence the wider
; pacto de olvido which had, supposedly, expedited Spain’s transition to democracy.
The film which was eventually to become Nedar started out as a project meant to
document and to unravel this structure of silence. Subirana says in her narration
towards the beginning:
A casa era molt natural no parlar sobre el meu avi; potser I’abséncia del meu pare
pesava massa aixi que mai em vaig preocupar per aquesta altra abséncia. L. Gnic que
7 sabia era que I'havien afusellat el 1940, com a tants d’altres. Volia esbrinar qui era
aquell home i per qué va morir afusellat.
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In the course of this project to retrieve memory, however, bgth»of the director’s
260 two immediate family members are diagnosed with Alzheimers, acondition which
! erodes precisely the resource around which the film — as it hiid been originally
2 conceived — was hinged. Subirana’s grandmother, Leonor, is in her 80s when the
filmmaker embarks on the project and very soon after is diagnosed with
Alzheimer’s. Close on the heels of Leonor’s death, Subirana’s mother, Ana, who is
in her 60s, is also diagnosed with pre-senile dementia. Thus, as the filmmaking
project was unfolding, decisions about what to forget and what to remember shifted
from being entirely elective to being determined in part by biology and the steady
2 progress of a disease. In the course of the documentary we see that for Leonor and
Ana — Subirana’s two most immediate sources of information — the withholding of
information (or simply the preference not to remember certain elements of family
history) is no longer a matter of habit or of expedience: their memories are being
shredded by the implacable progress of a dementia which is indifferent to changes in
the political landscape. As in Bucarest: la memoria perduda, Nedar’s account of the
decimation of the individual capacity for memory dramatises the loss of historical
memory. It does this in the framework of a documentary which had initially been
conceived as a narrative whose piecing together of the remaining fragments of
information about little known family members would contribute to the retrieval of
a bigger picture of a political and national history, one eroded by neglect and the
deliberate decisions to forget taken in the 1980s. In the project as originally
conceived, specific memories of individuals would have contributed towards the
building of a more inclusive collective memory; in the project as it was reshaped by
Alzheimer’s, the incomplete or partial collective memory corresponds not only to
the specific memories of individuals which can no longer be salvaged, but also to the

loss of the ability to remember per se.

Archiving the mind

At a point in the narrative where it becomes clear that Leonor’s dementia has
19 advanced to a point where it is divesting her not only of her memory but also of her
individuality, Subirana observes: ‘A mesura que el meu avi es dibuixava en la
meva imaginacid, la meva avia anava desapareixent’. The recovery of memory
and cognitive impairment are here explicitly allied, and, arguably, the threat to the
project of retrieving a record of the past from oblivion becomes part of what
Nancy Scheper-Hughes calls ‘the disease double’: ‘Societal and cultural responses
to disease create a second illness in addition to the original affliction [...] the
layers of stigma, rejection, fear, and exclusion that attach (o particularly dreaded
diseases’ (1986, 137). The editing of the film reinforces the metaphorical equation
which conjoins the individual memories of Subirana’s relatives with archival
documentation and other information. For example, in one of the last scenes shot
before Leonor’s diagnosis, Subirana says, in reference to her grandmother’s
304 confused and uninformative answers to her questions about her grandfather:
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Aquell dia em vaig adonar que era com si ella ¢m digués: *A mi no m’ho preguntis.
Si vols saber, ara et toca a tu’. Poc després. la meva avia es va posar malalta.
L'informe medic deia: ‘Presenta un déficit cognitiu greu amb sindrome afisica,
apraxica, andsica, amnésica important’. La veritat és que no hi entenia res.

Visually, the film marks this turn in the narrative by juxtaposing a scene of Carla
comforting her grandmother and stroking her temples with another scene of the
stacks at the Arxiun Nacional de Catalunya (Figure 2). The implication is clearly of
parity between an individual’s brain as a storehouse of information and an archive
as a documentary extrapolation synthesising the sum of such individualised
recollection. It is almost as if Alzheimer’s provided the solution to the guestion
Cercas’s metafiction posed about the facticity of history: seen through the
discourse of Alzheimer’s, history is neither fact nor fiction but an organic
corporeal network of synaptic activity. The privileging by Alzheimer's of a
concept of the brain as a mechanical electrostatic computer of flesh lends itself
well to this equation, and here Leonor’s illness is inscribed by the narrative not so
much within an apocalypse of demographic massification as one of cultural death
and extinction, a trope which echoes the title of Carles Casajuana’s (2009) recent
novel, L'iltim home que parlava catald. Each member of the community who
succumbs to dementia is like another folder in the archive of national and cultural
identity being destroyed, and since dementia threatens preciscly autonomy,
recognition, sovereignty. and independence, the diagnosis also lends itself to being
a metaphor for a stymied and frustrated self governance of a community of
individuals,

Since there are several examples in Nedar of elision between representations of
people with Alzheimer’s and historical documentation, the deployment of this
metaphor is clearly intentional. For example, Subirana edits together two scenes
which both involve the consultation of a graphic illustration from a test

Figure 2. Juxtaposition of two screen captures from Nedar illustrating shift from Leonor as patient
with memory loss to interior of stacks as collective memory.
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determining the identity status of one of her relatives. The first of these two scenes
sewn together illustrates Ana undergoing the MRI scan which allows doctors to
confirm her mother’s diagnosis with Alzheimer’s from the visual representation of
her brain tissue which it produces. The second scene illustrates Subirana herself
consulting her grandfather’s criminal record which includes a microfiche
reproduction of his fingerprints. The image we see on the screen shifts from a brain
with signs of the amyloid plaques and ‘La(r_t:‘angics characteristic of Alzheimer'sto a
document bearing a fingerprint of the patient’s father, a man she never knew
(Figure 3). Just as her grandmother disappeared when her grandfather was forming
some kind of shape in her mind, Carla’s mother’s brain is being eroded in the same
frame in which her father has left a digital trace of presence. The paternal stories
which for so long remained unknown seem to fill the gaps being left by the onset of
the disease, as if the recovery of historical memory were both threatened by and a
compensatory symptom of the loss of individual memory.

The memory loss suffered by Ana and Leonor unfolds against the background
of the introduction of legislative obligation to remember. The ‘Ley por la que se
reconocen y amplian derechos y se establecen medidas en favor de quienes
padecieron persecucion o violencia durante la Guerra Civil y la Dictadura’, better
known as the ‘Ley de memoria histdrica’, came into effect in 2007 and indeed
Memorial Democratic, which supported the production of Nedar, is governed by a
statutory obligation to recover and disseminate facts and information pertaining to
the time between the Civil War and the early 1980s.*

Almost coetaneous with the ‘Ley de memoria histérica’ another law which has
received less attention was passed in Spain in 2006, the ‘Ley de promocién de la
autonomia personal y atencidn a las personas en situacién de dependencia y a las
familias’, better known as the ‘Ley de dependencia’. I would argue that Nedar can
be seen not only against the backdrop of the legislative obligation to remember,
but also through the prism of the other law which enshrines the obligation to take

Figwre 3. Juxtaposition of two screen captures from Nedar: MR1 images of Ana’s brain (lefy) and a
document from Juan Arroniz’s criminal record illustrating his fingerprints (right).
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care. Taking care of memory becomes for the director a way to take care of her
mother and her grandmother, and inasmuch as Alzheimer’s affects not only the
patient but the family, the effort to recover what her relatives did not know or
could not know becomes part of the therapeutic response to the disease. Unlike
some of the sons and daughters in The Alzheimer Project who are depicted by the
series as being primarily concerned with their parents’ individual suffering,
Subirana does not focus exclusively on loss but also on what remains to be
discovered. And yet, as illustrated by the editing alongside each other of scenes of
personal loss and the documentary repositories of historical record, the
individuated pathographies of Subirana’s relatives are nevertheless stitched into
a narrative which also addresses the loss of memory on a larger scale.

Alzheimer’s and PDWAD as metaphor

Is the appropriation of the suffering of people diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease
as a metaphor which articulates a debate about the recovery of historical memory a
violent or insensitive act? Could it be held that when someone is suffering from
memory loss it is prejudicial to him or her to be burdened furthermore with the
weight of remembering for an entire nation or people? Some consideration of the
rather polarised views on the metaphorical, exploitation of illness can help to
answer this question. While Susan S()'ﬂtag'\()  was opposed to the use of illness as
metaphor, others, such as Nancy Scheper-Hughes, have critiqued this gesture as
one which ‘would have us ~ patients all on one level — retreat into the safe haven
of radical materialism offered in scientific biomedicine’ (1986, 138). Scheper-
Hughes goes on to suggest that Sontag’s opposition to metaphorical value for
pathology produces ‘the reification of illness (as disease alone) [and] is a form of
self alienation, of false consciousness’ (1986, 138). The question is further
complexified by the fact that Alzheimer’s strikes precisely at the ability to self
narrate so that patients become what some theorists of life-writing have described
as unautobiographical subjects.” One symptom of the disease is indeed
anosognosia, an effect whose name is a lexical compound which combines
disease and knowledge only to negate both with its initial alpha privative: at a
certain stage in the discase some persons diagnosed with Alzheimer’s no longer
know that they are ill and nor can they quantify how ill they are. Alexithymia,
another symptom, curtails the ability to describe or interpret feelings, emotional or
physical. We can only speak of a disease affecting someone with anosognosia,
then, if we understand the ailment to be one that is recognised intersubjectively,
and since the patient cannot report his or her experience of the disease, it can only
be known by proxy. And how else can we represent someone else’s suffering,
which we can never know existentially, without recourse to metaphor? The same
inability to describe illness suffered by an Alzheimer’s patient creates the
obligation on the part of anyone involved in advocacy for him or her to use
metaphor if that person is to try (o convey the patient’s condition without the
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benefit of knowledge which is impossible even for the patient him or herself to
access. As Scheper-Hughes writes:

We are without a language with which to address mind-body-socicty interactions
and so are left hanging in mid air, suspended in hyphens that testify to the radical
disconnectedness of our thoughts. We resort to such fragmented concepts as the bio-
social, the psycho-somatic, the psycho-social, the somata-social as a feeble way of
expressing the complex and myriad ways that our minds speak to us through our
bodies, and the ways in which society is inscribed on the expectant canvas for our
flesh and bones, blood and guts. (1986, 137)

Rather than seeing Subirana’s yoking of illness to historical memory (and the
threat of its erasure) only as a political act in reference to the stymied recovery of
national memory, then, we could see in it an attempt to use the hyphenation made
possible by film editing to negotiate the social alexia which otherwise resists
making the connections between mind, body, and society necessary for a non-
privatised understanding of illness.

Whereas Bucarest: la memoria perduda uses the image of a maze to describe
Albert Solé’s exploration of his father’s Alzheimer’s and of his country’s amnesia,
Subirana’s film returns at crucial points in its narrative to the image of the
swimming pool. Between interviews and between discoveries about her
grandfather, the camera follows her swimming lengths underwater, as if her
body were tracing links between the nodes in the story through the discourse of
medicine and politically constrained knowledge in which we are all awash. The
first scene of the director diving into the pool is sewn between opening titles partly
comprised of an ultrasound scan and other footage of Leonor pottering about with
some plants: at one end of the pool is the scan ot a foetus, at the other are images of
a grandmother, and the narrator swims between the two the length of the film and
vectors the coordinates of a disease which, in the film’s portrait, exists socially.® In
an interview with José David Cdceres Tapia, Subirana spoke at length about her
use of swimming and of the pool as metaphors in the film:

El agua es la memoria. Nadar para reencontrarse con ella, un zambullido en busca de
unas respuestas imposibles e intangibles . .. El agua como el primer liquido presente
en nuestras vidas, el amnidtico, al que md\«o para reconciliarme con lo mas
primigenio, con lo mas esencial. Es un punto de pamcla del presente, una necesidad
fisica que se traduce en un medio para simbolizar Lodo un vigje interior hacia un

pasado tan escurridizo como una pastilla de jabon [...]. El agna es también un
espacio reservado para el propio espectador, donde inevitablemente su historia se
filtra cn todas las lagunas que el guidn plantea. Un terreno donde la particularidad de
la historia s¢ puede convertir en un lugar comin. (Céceres Tapia 2009)

This conception of activity in the water is unlike that seen in Richard Eyre’s film
Iris, for example, where swimming is equally prevalent. As in the book by John
Bayley (1998) on which the Iris Murdoch biopic was based, [ris uses bathing
scenes to represent what her husband perceived to be Murdoch’s slide into
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depersonalisation. Despite the different function, it is hard to believe, however,
that Subirana did not intend to reference an important precursor in the cinematic
representation of Alzheimer’s disease.

‘No vull Poblit’: the value of scar tissue

Pia Kontos (2006) and Anne Davis Basting (2009) have proposed that we should
forget memory if we are to value the lives of people diagnosed with advanced
Alzheimer’s outside an epistemological framework in which selfhood is
synonymous with a fully functioning cognitive ability. Kontos uses Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s notion of an immanent corporeal selfhood derived from the body’s
intuitive forward facing direction, and Bourdicu’s notion of shared selfhood in a
communal habitus, to find identity among a community of Jewish Alzheimer’s
patients brought together in a residential home. The context altows her to read even
gestures and unformed words or lists of syllables as meaningful (Kontos 2006, 195~
217). Similarly, in Forget Memory Davis Basting (2009) urges carers of the clderly
and of people diagnosed with Alzheimer’s to concentrate on who the patient is, not
on who he or she was or on what he or she once knew. At first sight, these kinds of
convalescent responses to the depersonalising and dehumanising effects of a
diagnosis based on loss of cognition seem to be foreclosed by Subirana’s yoking of
personal recollection to historical memory and yet, if we listen attentively to how
she describes her relationship with her grandmother. cven before Leonor became
cognitively impaired, she suggests they could relate to each other outside the
boundaries of sense and abstraction. The director revisits the cinema where her
grandmother worked as a cleaner for decades and tells us over a scene depicting the
cloakroom where she spent many hours together with her grandparent: ‘En aquell
lavabo féiem juntes la travessa i encara que cap de les dues no sabia res de futbol,
ens feiem companyia’ (emphasis added). This observation echoes Subirana’s gloss
on the doctors’ jargon-filled report describing her grandmother’s condition: ‘La
veritat és que no hi entenia res’. It is out of this ‘res’ that Nedar strives to make
something and such details point to a rapport which already sidesteps the
construction of identity through the assertion of cognitive ability and may in part
explain why Subirana avoids some of the traps Janelle S. Taylor identifies in her
model of common narratives of Alzheimer’s:

When it comes to speaking about dementia, hortor seems to be the default genre. A
S1( person you love. and to whom you are bound by unbreakable ties, turns out to be
someone you do not know at all, who does not “care’” about you and may even seck to
harm you; this is the classic Gothic plot [ ... ] or, alternatively, a person dies but their
body lives on: this is the basic zombie story. (2008, 321)

Nedar’s incorporation of a paralle] film within a film — black and white sequences
where actors play out a noir reconstruction of Juan Arroniz’s clandestine activitics
and the hold up of a shoe shop for which he was arrested and exccuted — inscribes



CJIL 795692—1/5/2013—MERWIN_TEMP—449706—Own Style

i

Journal of Iberian and Latin American Studies 13

the framing story within the genre of detective fiction or investigative journalism,
rather than gothic horror or the zombie genre (see Figure 4). The metaphorical
reading of Ana’s and Leonor’s illnesses, then, redirects the narrative towards a
register which pulls pathography away from the monsterizing of senility. By
atfording her immediate family members a role in the recovery of historical
memory, Subirana also interrupts the eventuality proposed by Paul John Eakin
whereby Alzheimer’s patients become ‘subjects outside discourse, subjects
culturally uninscribed’ (as quoted in Roy 2009, 42). Nedar’s metaphorical
framework can also be seen as consistent with the way in which the Catalonian
government has chosen to commemorate cultural landmarks. For example, a

plaque at the former site of Camp de la Bota, where Ana walks her dog, g

inscribed with the text of ‘Aniversari’, a poem'by the doctor and poet Marius
Torres which, in the context of a memorial addressed to the public, can be
understood as an exhortation to the community to forge a kind of peace not
dependent on oblivion in which wounds — mental as well as physical — should in
some sense be valued as a record of the past:

Quc en cls meus anys la joia recomenci

sense esborrar cap cicatriu de 'esperit,

Oh pare de la nit, del mar i del silenci,

jo vull la pau — perd no vull ’oblit.

Subirana’s deployment of illness as metaphor, then, entails both benefit and risk,
and the film’s negotiation between these two possible outcomes suggests that at
stake there is a different conception of sell — less anchored to a paradigm which
values self-sufficiency (and thus hypercognitive autonomy) above all else — than
the one presupposed by Anglophone narrators of Alzheimer’s for whom finding a

Figure 4. A screen shot from one of the noir sequences in Nedar where actors perform Carla
Subirana’s reconstruction of the events which led to her grandfather’s arrest,



CJIL 795692—1/5/2013—MERWIN_TEMP—449706—OQwn Style

14 R. Prout

way to appreciate the life of a person diagnosed with the disease means
circumventing established notions of personhood altogether. Taylor ¢laims that

because a person’s sense of self is grounded in his or her membership in a cultural
group, when the political system in which they live fails to recognise the cultural
identity of the group to which they belong this causes real harm to individuals.
(2008, 325)

Since Subirana is working within a Catalonian and Spanish cultural discourse
where this is well understood, she starts from a premise of selfhood which is
already distinct from that which underpins many critiques of Alzheimer's
discourse and hence the metaphorical value ascribed by her film to dementia
functions bilaterally: an amnesic society is pathologised for forgetting its history
and for forgetting its elders as much as individual patients are lumbered with the
representative weight of a collective cognitive impairment.

Alzheimer’s and cultural texts

The work of Janice Graham (2006) on Alzheimer’s disease as a cultural text and
her deconstructing of the cultural precepts which underpin dementia diagnosis are
also germane to my reading of Nedar. Reference to Graham’s contribution to the
literature follows appositely from the previous discussion of Subirana’s adaptation
of a one-size-fits-all diagnostic practice to the specificities of a history particular to
a given family and a national community struggling against cultural amnesia.
According to Graham,

[tlhe fervent activity directed at international standardization in [dementia] case
ascertainment and assessment of severity is an attempt to gain [...] common
language, a psychiatric Esperanto [that] constitutes no more than a necessary
prerequisite for a rationally based nosology. (2006, 8§-89)

Graham sees the dissemination of Alzheimer’s diagnostic practice as an element in
the flattening out and homogenisation of medical cultures, and by extension of
cultures more generally. She proposes that ‘the hard facts of neurological signs
have gained diagnostic supremacy over that of the social affect and general well
being of the person’ (2006, 91), and draws on Julian Leff’s discussion of an
epistemological approach to psychiatry, one that
generates a view of psychiatry as a cultural product of Western socictics in the same
way as are the diatonic scale and Coca-Cola. These products can be exported all over
the world and may be appreciated by the local populace, but are no more valid than
indigenous music or beverages. (Leff 1990, 305)

599 Since it includes a number of fly on the wall scenes where Ana’s submission to
cognitive and photographic tests is frankly portrayed, Nedar allows us to sce the
collision of a homogenising diagnostic model — in this case a neurological one —
with aspects of cultural specificity.
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Some viewers — Corbella (2011), for example — have read scenes where Ana is
asked to draw a clock face or to recite a list of words as incidental occurrences
within the film, and these scenes are furthermore recreations of internationally
standardised tests for cognitive impairment, such as the 3MS (Modified Mini
Mental State), the Seven Minute Neurocognitive Screening Battery, and the CDT,
As usual, medicine resorts to acronyms and abbreviations to imply a level of
complexity which is not necessarily to be found on closer inspection. For example,
the CDT is simply the clock drawing test, where Alzheimer’s and dementia
patients around the world are asked to draw a clock face showing eleven minutes
past ten: failure in the test indicates loss of temporal and spatial awareness. It is
this test which Subirana recreates for her mother at home.” In a hospital setting,
Ana is asked by a doctor to repeat a list of words — as many as she can remember.
There is a correct way to answer wrongly: in other documentaries about
Alzheimer’s (The Alzheimer Project, for example) we see patients who can only
remember the last word in the list, or who cannot remember anything, or who
cannot remember the question. Here, however, Ana’s wrong answers are also
wrong in the wrong way. To questions secking information about the names of her
parents she answers with impressions about the Civil War and this list of words
speaks not only to a deficit of short term memory but also to a surfeit of
connotative memory. The word list contains the noun ‘presé’ and this sets Ana off
on a train of thought about the injustices suffered by her father, his imprisonment,
and his execution. If on the one hand we might have reservations about Subirana’s
recourse to a homogenising discourse of dementia diagnosis as a way of
recovering or of spotlighting the loss of culturally specific memory, on the other
hand the disjuncture between the standardisation of the tests and the peculiarity of
some of the results in fact resists the evacuation of local specificity against which
scholars such as Graham caution.

As Alzheimer’s pursues its course through her family, Subirana gradually
uncovers more information about her grandfather. Joaquim Jordd — the director of
Mones com la Becky (1999), to which Nedar has been likened (sce Marti Freixas
2008) — insists that if the police rcport contends that Arroniz shouted *[l}os rojos
también tenemos derecho a la vida® as he held up a shoe shop, he must surely have
been politically active. Subirana finds her grandfather’s sister and learns that he
was indeed active within an anarchist-syndicalist cell. Her great aunt goes
regularly to a local pharmacy to pick up her medication at the same address which
formerly housed the offices of the group to which her late brother belonged, a
coincidence which seems not only to concretise the displacement of radicalism by
Foucauldian biopower but also further to authorise the film’s knitting together of
biomedicine and cultural memory.
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Conclusion: forgetting memory?

As Subirana reaches some sketchy conclusions about the circumstances leading to
her grandfather’s arrest and his subsequent disappearance from her family’s
history, her mother’s diagnosis becomes clear and the editing of the film again
signals resonances between an oppressive political apparatus and the narrow
confines of medical discourse. Subirana situates immediately before the scenes of
her mother’s MRI scans a portrait of Ana at the monument to Camp de la Bota, as
it the executions continued and as if the sentence against her mother’s cognitive
person were a further form of assassination and cultural erasure. Arguably, this is
more deleterious to the Alzheimer’s patient than other uses of metaphor in the
film; it is certainly harder to mitigate. But the juxtaposition of the two forms of
representation also recalls Georges Canguilhem’s observation that ‘the science of
life no longer resembles a portrait of life” (1994, 317). The pictures at the
memorial could also be seen as memorialising the living person before the
dehumanising work of the machines and test batteries begins. Robertson points out
that

[w]lith the growth in medical technology. such as the imaging technology used in the
investigation of AD, the panoptic gaze focuses on ever more detailed examinations
of the experience of aging, including brain function. This kind of technology,
combined with the technology of cognitive and psychological testing has been partly
responsible for the recent focus on AD. (1991, 137)

Nedar brings to the surface the cradle-to-grave function of such invasive imaging
in shaping and demarcating an individual’s progress through life, and perhaps we
7 can also ask it it and other films like it are not implicated in the visual reification of
671 Alzheimer’s disease. How far is Nedar a critique of techniques of visualising
medical epistemology and how far does it contribute to the legitimisation of those

same technologies?

While I have only been able here to sketch out an answer to this question and to
those I posed earlier, an approach to Nedar informed by the debate over the
exploitation of disease as metaphor does indicate with some degree of
conclusiveness that Spain’s forgetting of some of its past complicates the
forgetting of memory proposed by some of those working with Alzheimer’s as a
form of reconciliation with the effects of the disease. Inasmuch as Spain’s history
of forgetting pathologises erasure, this makes it harder in Spain to accept on an
individual level the forgetfulness of amnesia and thus Spanish and Catalan politics
have become imbricated in the aetiology of Spanish and Catalan presentations of

3 Alzheimer’s disease. Yet at the same time as Subirana activates the powerful
illness metaphors of Alzheimer’s disease to dramatise collective historical losses,
; she also looks for family attachments and intimacies which escape the cognitive

functions impaired by dementia and thus does not entirely turn over her family
687 members’ identities to a larger memorial project. To put it another way, whilst
extrapolating from her immediate family members’ pathographies a pathological
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historical lacuna Subirana is also able to create a more intimate account of her
maternal family which finds biography beyond and between pathography. As a
discussion of the film alongside the debate within medical anthropology over the
value of illness metaphors has also illustrated Subirana — to an extent — cannot in
any case represent Alzheimer’s nor the people closest to her diagnosed with
Alzheimer’s without recourse to metaphor since an effect of the illness is to take
away from a subject precisely the ability to narrate her own life. Given that Nedar
does not have recourse to metaphors of horror in reaching an accommodation with
this metaphorical imperative (as many accounts of the disease in the literature in
English do), it has been my contention in this article, furthermore, that close study
of the film demonstrates that while diagnostic practices for dementia illnesses may
tend towards standardisation, the creative responses which they provoke do not.
There are culturally significant differences between the paradigms adopted by
narrators of Alzheimer’s across languages and cultures.

Nedar’s exploration of the interstices between a globalising discourse of an
Alzheimer’s apocalypse and the personal and more culturally specific iterations of
disease experience makes manifest that traces of identity remain even where it has
been bulldozed by political tyranny or where it i$ being overwritten by the plaques
and tangles which impair cognition.

Notes

1. Nicolas Roeg’s ‘lceberg’ was one of five television spots broadcast in the UK in 1986 designed
to shock people into practising safer sex. ‘[Fleaturing falling icebergs inscribed with the word
“Aids”. This was public information at its most sensational. Expensive special effects and high-
concept production design brought public information filmmaking into the realm of state-of-the-
art corporate advertising” (McGahan 2003 - 10). John Hurt narrated the films and during the
course of ‘leeberg’ he warns viewers: “You can’t always tell il someone is infected and unless
we're all a lot more careful, the people who have died so far will be just the tip of the iceberg’.
The ‘Iceberg” and “Tombstone’ films can be viewed within the BFI's screenonline archive.

2. Robert Katzman and Katherine L. Bick (2000) chronicle the resurgence of interest in
Alzheimer’s disease in the 1960s and 1970s, and note the rise in the number of scholarly papers
on the disease following the first modern symposium on it in 1969 and the roll out in the same
decade of electron microscope technology which allowed the study of brain pathology at the
ultrastructural level. While only 10 articles were published on Alzheimer’s disease in 1966, the
number rose to 2,372 in 1996 (2000, 110). Herskovits {1993, 150) sustains that ‘one can
persuasively argue that Alzheimer's recent emergence on the biomedical terrain is an artifact
arising from local sociocultural and political dynamics’.

3. Emil Kraepelin was the first scientist to use the term Alzhcimer’s disease, in 1910. Konrad
Maurer, Stephan Volk, and Hector Gerbaldo (2000) consider several possibilities for
Kraepelin's hasty creation of the eponym (which attached the disease to Kraepelin’s Munich
Nervenklink) and find plausible among them his *wish to show the superiority of his schoo! over
psychoanalytical theories and to show (vis-a-vis Freud) that some mental disorders were
organically based™ (2000, 26).

4. ‘L article 54 de UEstatut d”autonomia de Calalunya estableix Uobligacio de la Generalitat i els
altres poders pablics de vetllar pel coneixement i ¢l manteniment de la meméria historica de
Catalunya com a patrimoni col-lectin que testimonia la resisténcia i la lluita pels drets i les
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llibertats democritiques, i disposa que amb aquesta finalitat han d’adoptar les iniciatives
institucionals necessaries per al reconeixement i la rehabilitacié de tots els ciutadans que han
patit persccucié com a conseqiiéneia de la defensa de la democricia i I'autogovern de
Catalunya’ (see Department d’Interior, 2008).
5. Wendy Roy refers to the work of Sidonie Smith and Paul John Eakin in this regard. She cites
Smith’s inclusion of Alzheimer's among a list of other conditions which consign those who
] suffer from them to ‘unautobiographical’ lives which can only be known thanks to the
73% representation performed by others, She also cites Eakin's suggestion that memory loss
disahilities may prevent the performance of any kind of self-narration (Roy 2009, 41-45).
6. Subirana has suggested in an interview that the scenes shot at the swimming pool are the ones
which allow the strands of the film’s narratives (o agglutinate (Surt TV, 2009). This idea is also
discussed by Prout (2011, 101-104).
7. Michael Philpot (2004} assesses the CDT’s usefulness as a stand alone test and also provides an
743 overview of some of the key lterature relevant to this form of discursive test. - e~
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