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Discussion Guide

Synopsis
Lives Well Lived celebrates the incredible wit, wisdom and experiences of people aged 75 to 100
years old. Through their intimate memories and inspiring personal histories encompassing over 3000
years of experience, forty people share their insights on living a meaningful life. These men and women 
open the vault on their journey into old age through family histories, personal triumph and tragedies, 
loves and losses - seeing the best and worst of humanity along the way. Their stories will make you 
laugh, perhaps cry, but mostly inspire you.

The Lives Well Lived Discussion Guide is designed to guide any group through discussion around the 
following themes:

• Secrets to a Life Well Lived
• Courage
• Documentary Filmmaking Courage
• Intergenerational Connections and Activity Guide

Once you have viewed the film with your group, simply choose a theme you wish to explore, and follow 
along with the discussion questions. Although we have suggested the themes, please feel free to explore 
any theme or multiple themes that are relevant to your group.

Forty people aged 75 to 100, with a collective life experience of 3000 years, share their secrets, wit, 
and wisdom on how to live a meaningful life.



Theme 1: Secrets to a Life Well Lived

How do you define a life well lived? 
According to a Cornell study on aging, for as long as humans have been humans, elders have played 
critically important roles as advice- givers. Their research has shown that “survival in pre-literate 
societies was dependent on the knowledge of the oldest members. It’s easy to forget that it is only in 
the past 100 years or so that people have turned to anyone other than the oldest person they knew to 
solve life’s problems.” 
 
Discussion Questions:

In what ways did the film either confirm or dispel any stereotypes you have about older people?
 
What lessons did you take away from this film and do you think you will use the advice?
 
What bit of personal wisdom do you have about living life to the fullest? 
 
What is the best advice you have received from an elder? 



Theme 2: Courage

Courage: everyday people overcoming incredible adversity

Facing your fears with confidence – being brave. Many of the film stars shared uplifting and emotional 
stories about their journey to overcome great hardships and challenges-- through war, immigration, and 
unexpected directions in life. Their bottom line: you need never stop growing and learning as you age, 
despite the limitations and losses that accompany the process.

Discussion Questions:

Which film star’s story did you identify with most and why? 

What were some of the stories shared by the film stars that demonstrated courage and what were the 
most memorable lessons that you came away with? 

If you could ask any of the film stars a single question about their immigration experience what would 
you ask? 

When faced with exclusion and not belonging, in what ways do you advocate for yourself and/or others? 

Can you think of some examples of elder role models in your life who have inspired you? What did they 
do and what was their message?

Left: Marion Wolff during her Kindertransport passage out of Vienna, Austria, 1939. Right: Marion Wolff, age 84.



Theme 3: Documentary Filmmaking

Documentary film: a film that gives information about a subject and is based on facts, primarily 
for the purposes of instruction, education, or maintaining a historical record

Discussion Questions:

In what ways are documentary films important to society? 

Why should we make documentaries?

If you could interview an elder in your life, who would it be and what is it about their life story that would 
make an incredible film?

Lives Well Lived chronicles the lives of 40 individuals interleaving historic footage and home movies. 
Who is the preservationist in your family and in what ways do you reference family photos and home 
movies into your everyday life? 



Theme 4: Intergenerational Connections

Filmmaker Sky Bergman asked 40 people the secrets, wit and wisdom of age. The film offers a new 
appreciation of the past and of our cultural heritage. It inspires a search for “roots” and prepares families 
to collect the stories of their elders. The next page lists the questions used to develop the stories in the 
Lives Well Lived film. Many elders would be willing and honored to share their past and their wisdom. 
Using the questions on the next page, commit to interview a loved one, a neighbor, or a mentor.

Activity Guide:

You no longer have to sit face-to-face with a person to gain from their wisdom. By encouraging people 
to tell their stories and disseminate their voices via nontraditional methods, you can empower others 
to think differently about themselves and their place in the world. Social Media enables content with 
purpose and an opportunity to build community by combining multimedia and storytelling.

1. Materials Needed: A device or means to take digital images such as a mobile phone or digital camera.
2. Identify an elder whose story you would like to share.
3. Using the list of questions from “Lives Well Lived” choose one question to pose to your elder who you 
are interviewing.
4. Transcribe their response and edit to meet the following parameters:

• Image Caption: 2,200 characters max.
• For greater reach, the first 3 lines should summarize the response or perhaps can be an   

 impactful first sentence. 

5. Take a photo or 20 second video of your elder using your mobile or digital camera. Pose your elder in   
a space that is bright and welcoming.
6. Share to the Lives Well Lived website 

Intergenerational Generational wrap party, Cal Poly State University, San Luis Obispo, CA.



Theme 4: Discussion Questions

What three things should I know about you?

What is a fun or interesting fact about you?

What did you do for a living before you retired?

How old are you?

What do you attribute to living as long as you have?

What is your definition of a life well lived?

What is your secret for a happy life?

What has been most instrumental in shaping your life?

How are you the same and how are you different than you were earlier in life?

What about your environment, family and friends best supports you?

What accomplishment are you most proud of?

What cultural events or technological changes have been the most significant in your lifetime?

What do you wish younger people understood about life?

Is there something you wish you had known as a younger person?

What is one thing that people shouldn’t worry about?

What is the best advice you ever got? Did you take it?

What is your greatest passion? How has that changed over time?

What do you most regret?

What do you think about your own mortality?

Do you experience ageism?

What do you enjoy most in life right now?

What do you look forward to? What’s next?



Director’s Statement
My inspiration for the Lives Well Lived project 
was my 103-year old Italian grandmother who 
enjoyed exercise, making the best lasagna 
you’ve ever tasted and being with family. She 
showed me by example that age is truly just a 
number.

I started filming my grandmother cooking about 
five years ago, when she was 99 years old. I 
filmed her at the gym because I thought, no one 
will believe that my grandmother is still working 
out. I asked her if she could give me a few 
words of wisdom, and that was the beginning of 
this adventure.

The “graying of America” is very poignant reality: 
The Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan 
Show over 50 years ago and Baby Boomers 
are turning 70. As I was approaching my 50th 
year, I began to reflect on my own life in a very 
different way. My grandmother was my guide for 
how to gracefully move through life and how to 
age with dignity, strength, and humor. I began 
a quest to search out other people, who like my 
grandmother were living life to the limits. 
In our society, the elderly are often overlooked. 

I want to bring that generation to the forefront. 
Our greatest role models are those living full and 
meaningful lives in their later years. Lives Well 
Lived celebrates the incredible wit, wisdom and 
life experiences of seniors who are living life to 
the fullest. 

Although they may have seen the worst of
humanity, their outlook is still optimistic. Their
stories are about perseverance, the human
spirit, and staying positive in the midst of the
great challenges. Their thoughtful perspectives
reveal a treasure-trove of life lessons and 
provide a reminder of the greatest role models in 
our own families.

Four years and forty interviews later, I listened; 
capturing the images, ideas and ideals of 
those who are proving that aging is something 
to cherish. Through the film, I hope to inspire 
people of every age to think about what they 
can do in their own lives to achieve the longevity 
of both health and spirit that these people have 
achieved, and to realize that growing older can 
be a journey to be celebrated.



About the Filmmaker

Sky Bergman is an accomplished, award-winning photographer. Lives Well Lived is Sky’s directorial debut.

Her fine art work is included in permanent collections at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, The 
Brooklyn Museum, the Seattle Art Museum, the Santa Barbara Museum of Art, and the Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France (National Library of France) in Paris. Her book, The Naked & The Nude: Images 
from the Sculpture Series, includes an introduction by Hèléne Pinet, curator of photography at the Rodin 
Museum in Paris. She has shot book covers for Random House and Farrar, Straus & Giroux, Inc., and 
magazine spreads that appeared in Smithsonian, Arthur Frommer’s Budget Travel, Reader’s Digest, and 
Archaeology Odyssey. 

Sky Bergman currently is a Professor of Photography and Video at Cal Poly State University in San Luis 
Obispo, CA.

Sky Bergman with her 103-year old Grandmother, Evelyn Ricciuti



“Life goes by so quickly and 
most young people are in such 
a hurry to get to the next part of 
their life, that they don’t really 
take time to just enjoy what’s 
happening right now.”
— Blanche Brown, age 78

“It’s really important that you 
make the most out of every day, 
you never know what tomorrow 
will bring. You can’t get out of life 
if you don’t put anything into life. 
It’s like anything else, there’s no 
free ride.”
— Marion Wolff, age 84

“A lot of people, my friends, they 
say ‘oh I’m getting too old, I can’t 
do this I can’t do that.’ If I want to 
do something, I do it. And if you 
say I can’t do it then you won’t 
be able to do it. Just go out and 
do it.”
— Susy Eto Bauman, age 95

“An Indian chief once said, ‘We 
will be remembered by the tracks 
that we leave behind.’ That’s 
what I am trying to do, leave 
good tracks.”
— Santi Visalli, age 81

Featured Film Stars

“Happiness is a state of mind. You can be happy with what you have or 
miserable with what you don’t have. You decide.”
— Dr. Lou Tedone, age 92

“It’s not your numerical age, it’s your biological age. So think young, act 
young, feel young, forget the number.”
— Emmy Cleaves, age 85

“I look forward to the next hour, 
next day and no plans. I take 
what comes and absorb it as 
much as I can, mentally, 
physically, emotionally, visual, 
audibly. I drink it up.”
— Botso Korisheli, age 93

“Never try to change anyone at 
all, not one iota. The only person 
you can adjust is yourself... We 
are each the imperfect beauty 
that we are.”
— Ciel Bergman, age 76

“Being kind and being nice to 
people no matter where you are, 
no matter what situation, it al-
ways comes back to you. That’s 
my philosophy of life.”
— Evelyn Ricciuti, age 103 

“Even though I’m 80, I still want 
to finish my PhD...  No matter 
what age you are, education 
never stops, you still keep 
learning.”
— Rose Albano Ballestero, age 80



Audience Response

Industry

Audience

“Lives Well Lived” is an uplifting celebration of 
the aging journey. It is a powerful manifesto on 

human capital and possibility. This is a film for all 
who intend to live life to the fullest.“

- Roger Landry MD MPH 
Author, “Live Long, Die Short: A Guide to 

Authentic Health and Successful Aging

“What a fantastic and important film! It was inspiring and beautiful, and it shared wisdom and 
truths that only people who have lived more years can offer. If you’d like to be reminded of how 

long and rich life can be, look no further. This film really helped me to re-frame my perspective on 
aging and death. I am so grateful for this film!”

- Melissa Spirko

What a wonderful tribute to all the people in the film as well as many others who’ve had lives well 
lived. These stories are extremely inspirational for so many reasons. Thank you for highlighting 
the achievements of the elderly. They are so often dismissed in the fast paced culture we live in. 

A must see - this heartwarming film will lift your spirits.
- Gail Mooney

“I saw the film last night.....Loved it!  ...talked about it all the way home..the stories, the zest, the 
honesty, and and an unwavering devotion to living!! I wish everyone could see it. Maybe it would help 

us get back on track in this country.”
- Sherry Evans

I can’t tell you how much I love this film. It made 
me laugh, cry and think. Sky is a masterful 

storyteller, gleaning beautiful life stories from 
a variety of individuals. Many faced seemingly 

insurmountable obstacles but all had a common 
trait - positivity. A must see for all generations

- Leslie Spencer 
Associate State Director for Advocacy & Outreach

AARP, Tallahassee, FL

“Lives Well Lived” is the film we’ve all been waiting for: a vision of 
positive aging not based on ‘happy talk’ but on the lives of real people 

and their struggles and triumphs. It’s a film you will never forget.”

- Harry R Moody PhD. 
Retired Vice President for Academic Affairs, AARP

Lives Well Lived is rated  
100% Fresh on Rotten Tomatoes

Find us online at IMBD  
for more reviews and insight. 



SOCIAL MEDIA
Website: lives-well-lived.com
Trailer: vimeo.com/132338363
Facebook: liveswelllived
Twitter: liveswelllived
Instagram: liveswelllived

TECHNICAL INFO
Camera: Canon 5D Mark3
Format: Color HD
Edited: Final Cut Pro
Runtime: 72 minutes
(56-minute educational 
version also available)

produced and directed by
SKY BERGMAN

associate producers
GAYLE FORCE 

CATHERINE TRUJILLO

editor
RANDI BARROS

Credits & Technical Specs

KEY POINTS
Wisdom of aging.
Secrets: life lessons, desires, passions, and purpose.
Courage: everyday people overcoming incredible adversity. 
Our elders: their rich contributions and value.
Humor and wit: powerfully inspiring, funny, and heart-warming.
Longevity: living to your full potential at any age.
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Everyone has a story to tell if you take the time to listen.
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