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Re-Imagining Dementia: Alice Munro’s “In Sight of the Lake” 

 

My talk today is based on my recently completed book project that explores both 

biomedical and imaginative treatments of dementia. In my final chapter, I analyze 

Munro’s short stories because they offer realist, historical accounts of dementia that 

contain glimpses of historical modes of resistance to Gothic portrayals of dementia, 

which have been eclipsed by the contemporary biomedical model. In what follows, I 

offer a close reading of Munro’s recent story “In Sight of the Lake” (2012) because of all 

her stories to date, it provides the most powerful counter-argument to portrayals of later 

life as a Gothic state of abject “unbecoming,” what sociologists Paul Higgs and Chris 

Gilleard have recently termed “a black hole” (“Aging without Agency” 121). 

In their writings, Higgs and Gilleard distinguish between what they term the third 

and fourth age, and they invoke the related metaphors of the “event horizon” and the 

“black hole” to describe society’s affectively charged response to the transformations that 

occur when elderly people succumb to profound mental or physical frailty. They argue 

that due to a set of developments that include “the narrowing of mortality within the life 

space, the expanding possibilities of not appearing or not performing as ‘old,’” (Higgs 

and Gilleard “Aging, Abjection” 138) and the efforts to promote a more positive image of 

“normal” aging (“Frailty, Abjection” 374), the fourth age has been increasingly 

Gothicized and construed as a locus devoid of self-consciousness and choice. As they 

explain, the fourth age “is neither an inevitable nor an inescapable stage of life”; instead 

it can be understood “as a form of social imaginary, coordinated by our collective 
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understandings of frailty and abjection and realized through the social institutions that 

develop in response to those understandings” (“Aging, Abjection” 140).  

Fiction and fantasy play a central role in the construction of the social imaginary 

of the fourth age since, as Higgs and Gilleard maintain, it is generated solely on the basis 

of external perspectives and third-party narratives; in this regard, it mirrors the third-

person stance of biomedical models: 

To many people in or approaching “later” life, the position of those in the fourth 

age can be likened to that of an object that has strayed too close to the event 

horizon and has now gone over it, beyond any chance of return. Equally, no light 

shines back once the event horizon is traversed. In the absence of any reflexive 

return it becomes impossible to separate what is projected into it and what occurs 

within it. (“Aging without Agency” 125) 

As this passage indicates, straying “too close the event horizon” describes a shift in 

narrative perspective such that one becomes the object of third-person narratives and 

third-party actions, rather than the author of a first-person account that articulates one’s 

own thoughts and desires. One is no longer the hero of one’s own story. This shift results 

in one becoming “‘lost’ from citizenship and the ‘civilised’” (“Frailty, Abjection” 15). I 

cite Higgs and Gilleard’s insights at length because they underscore the importance of 

narrative perspective and metaphor—the very terrain on which Munro’s fiction contests 

the prevailing social imaginary of the fourth age as a black hole.  

“In Sight of the Lake”’s opening sentence –“A woman goes to her doctor to have 

a prescription renewed”—relies on the diction and cadence of a joke, including the 

deferred expectation of a punchline. From the start, readers are alerted to the story’s 
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central organizing principle and its overarching thematic concern with the nature of jokes 

and tricks. The story offers an account of a woman named Nancy, who has been referred 

to a specialist due to her memory problems. Rather than make her way to the specialist’s 

office early in the morning, Nancy decides to travel to the nearby village a few days 

beforehand to avoid running around and getting lost when she is in a hurry to get there in 

the morning. Due to a series of errors, however, Nancy cannot find the specialist’s office. 

When looking for the doctor’s name and address, for example, she discovers that she has 

misplaced the information. Examining the scrap of paper she finds in her pocket, she 

realizes to her dismay that the only thing written on it is the shoe size of her husband’s 

sister, who is dead. Following this mishap, increasingly strange and surreal phenomena 

characterize her trip, ranging from the sight of clocks that no longer tell the time, to a boy 

riding his bicycle backwards, to a strange, lush, private garden filled with flowers that 

burst from between the paths and from the grass.
i
 Toward the conclusion, Nancy, like 

Alice in Wonderland, has tumbled down the proverbial rabbit hole and she is hopelessly 

lost. In an attempt to find her way to the doctor, toward the conclusion, she strikes up a 

conversation with a man who tends the exotic flower garden. When she asks him for 

directions to the specialist’s office, he wisely suggests that she look for the specialist at 

the Lakeview Rest Home. To her chagrin, however, Nancy realizes that rather than 

respond to him properly, she merely echoes his words. The story concludes with Nancy, 

who has made her way to the Rest Home, alone at night in an empty corridor of the 

institution, hysterically calling for help. In the end, help of a sort arrives. An orderly 

named Sandy chides Nancy for creating a scene. At this point readers are shocked to 

discover that Nancy is, in fact, a resident of the Home, and that the preceding events were 
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merely her subjective fantasy. “What are we going to do with you?” says Sandy. “All we 

want is to get you into your nightie. And you go and carry on like a chicken that’s scared 

of being et for dinner” (232). 

As this brief plot summary indicates, the story relies on the clichéd formal ending 

of “it was all a dream” to prompt readers to relate to Nancy as a subject rather than the 

object of the gaze. Indeed, as she embarks on her quest and we follow her on her journey 

until the final, shocking revelation of her status as a patient in the nursing home, we 

literally see through her eyes, as she surveys the town and its inhabitants. This is not 

surprising since Munro’s principal tactic for subverting the tendency to turn female 

bodies into objects is to portray them in the act of looking. Like any confident tourist 

visiting a small town, Nancy displays all of the markers of robust subjectivity: she makes 

choices, she generates several hypotheses concerning the most likely location of the 

specialist and she tests them, she is emotionally attuned to her surroundings, and she 

expresses her judgments freely.  

She is also demonstrably playful, but, understandably, would prefer to be the one 

making the jokes rather than the serving as the butt of other people’s jokes. When she 

first catches sight of the nursing home, for example, she notices that the floor “is all 

silvery tiles, the sort that children love to slide on” (229). For a moment, “she thinks of 

the patients sliding and slipping for pleasure and the idea makes her light-hearted” (229). 

As the narrator explains, she holds an internal colloquy on the topic of whether or not she 

should give it a try, but, ultimately, decides against it: 

“I didn’t dare try it myself,” she says in a charming voice to somebody in her 

head, perhaps her husband. “It wouldn’t have done, would it? I could have found 
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myself in front of the doctor, the very one who was getting ready to test my 

mental stability. And then what would he have to say?” (229) 

From the start, however, readers recognize that life has already played a trick on Nancy 

and shamed her because when she goes to see her doctor, the latter is not there. We are 

told that “It’s her day off. In fact the woman has got the day wrong, she has mixed up 

Monday with Tuesday” (217). Nancy’s error pertains to the very issue that she had 

wanted to raise with her doctor: “She has wondered if her mind is slipping a bit” (212). 

Anxious about her memory slips, Nancy secretly hopes that her doctor will laugh off her 

concerns. Instead, the doctor’s assistant phones to tell Nancy that an appointment has 

been made with a specialist. During their conversation, Nancy continues to yearn for 

reassurance, for someone to understand and, simultaneously, to reduce her anxiety by 

making light of her problem. When the assistant explains that the specialist “deals with 

elderly patients,” Nancy replies, “Indeed. Elderly patients who are off their nut” (212). 

For Nancy, it is a tremendous relief when she manages to get someone to laugh with her 

rather than at her (218).  

In addition to highlighting Nancy’s desire to remain in control and maintain her 

independence, the story—which is narrated in the third person but focalized in the first 

person—affords tremendous insight into Nancy’s emotional sensitivity and her desire to 

avoid being shamed, which creates an empathetic bond between reader and character. 

Throughout the story, Nancy’s emotions, particularly her anxiety, remain palpable. For 

example, Nancy decides to visit the town prior to her appointment precisely because she 

wants to ensure that there will be “no danger of her arriving all flustered or even a little 

late, creating a bad impression right off the bat” (218).
ii
 Later, when she takes leave of the 
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man who tends the lovely garden and heads off to the Lakeview Rest Home, she worries 

that she will not be able to find her keys: “She can feel the approach of familiar, tiresome 

panic. But then she finds them, in her pocket” (228). Finally, as she drives away, she 

catches sight of the gardener talking to some of the townspeople and wonders if their 

conversation concerns her: “Maybe a remark to be made, some joke about her vagueness 

or silliness. Or just her age. A mark against her . . .” (228). As these passages suggest, 

Nancy desires more than anything to be in control, to be the one “making a silly joke” 

(227). By conveying Nancy’s thoughts as she grows ever more desperate to orient herself 

and to avoid being mocked, readers appreciate what it must be like not merely to be lost 

(disoriented), but also to have lost face and, as a corollary, in the words of Alzheimer’s 

famous patient Auguste D., to have “lost” oneself.
iii

  

 On the one hand, the conclusion demonstrates irrefutably that Nancy’s powers are 

severely restricted since she seemingly cannot put on her own nightie. Equally relevant, 

throughout the text are clues, most obviously the references to the broken clocks and 

chipped crockery, that serve as objective correlatives for Nancy’s status as a broken 

object. On the other hand, in keeping with the doubled structure of irony, as in the figure 

of the duck-rabbit, these clues remain in the background while, in the foreground, Nancy 

focalizes her journey through her surreal dream world. In the end, when the perspective 

shifts, the Gothic returns with a vengeance, but its status as a social imaginary and its 

external origins are highlighted by the fact that it is supplied by the reader. Simply put, 

readers have more insight into Nancy’s abject position within the nursing home than 

Nancy herself; hence, readers impose a Gothic point of view. In her thoughts, Nancy 

remains a subject who chooses to leave the Lakeview Rest Home. In keeping with the 
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story’s reliance on dramatic irony and its emphasis on the external origins of the Gothic 

social imaginary, readers must ignore the awareness of Nancy’s sense of personhood and 

agency to view her as an object.  

Rather than offer the Truth concerning dementia, “In Sight of the Lake” effects a 

vertiginous shift in perspective that plunges the reader into the world of dreams. In the 

end, the reader returns to “the real world” only to realize that she is still within a dream; 

the ending of the story, which locates the reader in the nursing home, is still part of 

Munro’s fiction. Far from serving as a joke solely on Nancy—a mark against her alone—

the narrative plays an elaborate trick on the reader by destabilizing her sense of what is 

real and what is imagined, and by showing how both are mutually constitutive. Readers 

are left to consider whether the world we currently live in is, in part, a dream in which we 

all slip and slide, and where failure and mortality are not accidents, but part of the life 

course and meaningful components of both personal and social narratives. Instead of 

castigating readers for ignoring the real world, like some prim school marm, “In Sight of 

the Lake” relies on a third-person narrator to highlight the complexity and insights 

afforded by dreams and, more generally, the imagination. “You must have had a dream,” 

Sandy says to Nancy. “What did you dream about now?” Although these words are 

addressed to Nancy, they also implicate the reader who has shared Nancy’s dream, and, 

likely both would not trade her dream for the world.  

For me, one of the most interesting and provocative features of the story is its 

reliance on dreams and, more precisely, on the elements of surrealism. For readers with 

only a passing familiarity with the Surrealist movement, Munro’s allusion to broken 

clocks brings to mind Salvador Dali’s famous painting of melting clocks, “The 
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Persistence of Memory” (1931).  Similarly, the image of the boy riding backward 

together with Nancy’s internal colloquy recall Dali’s equally evocative painting, 

“Colloquy Sentimental” (1948). In drawing these associations, I am not suggesting that 

there is a one-to-one correspondence between the verbal images Munro generates in her 

narrative and those found in Dali’s art. Instead, I am arguing that the narrative’s depiction 

surrealist images highlights a debt to a movement that prized the individual imagination 

and famously did not pathologize altered states of consciousness. 

 It is significant in this regard that André Breton (1896-1966), one of the founding 

fathers of the Surrealist movement, was a physician who trained in psychiatry. During the 

war, Breton worked in an asylum. In treating his patients, Breton notably listened 

carefully to their fantasies and valued their imagination. In his first Surrealist Manifesto 

(1924), Breton championed the power of the imagination to liberate individuals from the 

corrosive impact of shame and from society’s deathly rules and conventions.  

Breton also argued that those deemed mad should not be confined within asylums or 

denied their liberty simply because they had retreated into their imaginations. He argued, 

instead, that this faculty represents the most vital core of our humanity. Moreover, for 

people unjustly confined, the imagination provides great solace. Breton made the equally 

bold claim that rather than view error as signs of degeneration, pathology, or a loss of 

control, it is perhaps more appropriate to see error—which, as noted Munro’s story aligns 

with losing one’s way and slipping and sliding—as fundamental to human creativity and 

play. “Is not the possibility of error, for the spirit,” Breton asks, “rather a circumstance 

conducive to its well-being?” (qtd. in Kline n.p.; see also Seaver and Lane 5). 
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 Reading “In Sight of the Lake” in light of surrealism, then, offers insight into 

prior moments of resistance to earlier Gothic social imaginaries concerning mental 

illness. It would seem that from the late nineteenth century to the present, western society 

oscillates between two fantasies—a utopian image of enduring personhood or a dystopian 

image of a black hole. This tendency toward splitting recalls Sontag’s famous opening to 

Illness as Metaphor: 

Illness is the night-side of life, a more onerous citizenship. Everyone who is born 

holds dual citizenship, in the kingdom of the well and in the kingdom of the sick. 

Although we all prefer to use only the good passport, sooner or later each of us is 

obliged, at least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens of that other place. 

As Munro’s text illustrates, however, both forms of citizenship are determined by societal 

fears and desires rather than solely on the basis of biomedical fact. In the story “In Sight 

of the Lake,” the narrative imaginatively reconfigures and, for a time, replaces the 

prevailing Gothic map of the kingdom of the sick, with an alternative, yet equally 

imaginative map.
iv

 Thanks to this playful act of substitution, readers can revise their 

understanding of the fourth age as a black hole populated by “orphaned bodies.”  
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Endnotes Chapter 9 
                                                        
i
 The description of the surreal flowers recalls the opening of Margaret Atwood’s Alias 

Grace (1996), a novel that probes the hysteria diagnosis, and by extension to the 

infamous reference to hysterics as sterile flowers. 

ii
 The concern with being late recalls the implications associated with the lateness of the 

children from Greenhill in “Dance of the Happy Shades.” 

iii
 Nancy’s difficulties with also echo Antonin Artaud’s agonized laments that he cannot 

“attain” his mind, that he has “lost” his understanding of words and “forgotten” the forms 

of thought (qtd. in Sontag, Artaud xx). 

iv
 This process is reminiscent of challenging the fanciful maps of early cartographers who 

famously wrote the phrases “Here be Monsters” over swaths of unknown territory. 


