
CHANGING LANDSCAPES
The impact the Arts can have ...

Creative sessions at Asian Women’s Resource Centre, Halifax – the group caters for local South Asian Women aged 60+
and is mixed use, some with dementia, Parkinson’s, strokes. Depression rates are high and before we came there was
little or no creative activity.

N's dementia brings a great sadness and emptiness. She would come to the day centre and just sit quietly by herself,
there was no engagement with any of the other women or staff. I first met her at the tail end of our last project - she
almost frightened by the music / movement and staff would move her away. She would sit and stare into space – there
was no conversation, no eye contact, no words. She would also eat alone and staff would have to remind and encourage
her to eat. N wasn't encouraged by the staff to join in any of the arts sessions as they thought she wouldn't want to take
part.

However, when we began the ‘Changing Landscape’ project we worked very hard to try to connect with N. During the
movement / music part of the session Natalie Speake (our dance worker) would lead the session and I would sit close and
often sit in front of N, gently guiding her though the movements. We would often use a silk parachute and mid-way
through the project N was lifting the parachute herself and raising her hands during other movement exercises - again I
would often sit in front of her and mirror her movements back to her.

We encouraged the staff to bring N to the table for the art activities and I worked alongside her. Initially she would not do
anything, almost not 'see' the paint or pastels in front of her, but each week we kept showing and encouraging. The first
thing to connect with her was a very gentle activity of washing inks over wet paper. After guiding her hand with the brush,
just initially, she took obvious delight in washing the beautiful colours over the paper. This was the first time she made eye
contact with me - the first time I saw her make eye contact with anyone.

Each week her connection to the creative sessions became ever stronger - sustained eye contact, speaking to me
directly, connecting the colours and textures of marbling inks with rivers of her childhood. Instead of having to really
encourage and reassure her to move to the art table she would stand with everyone else and come to the table. She
began looking at what was laid out for her and showed herself ready to take part. She would also be very clear when she
had finished the piece she was working on - sometimes going on to do more than what was asked of her.

N spoke no English and I no Punjabi, sometimes we would have staff translate for us, but mostly it was just quiet words
connecting one another through the beauty of the art activity. What was really wonderful was that N would now join the
other women at the table to eat her lunch, no longer eating alone. She also ate more as being with the others encouraged
her to eat. Even when the art sessions were not running, N was now more fully engaged with the centre and the rest of
the group. On a couple of occasions she has shared detailed reminiscence about her childhood with staff and the other
women.
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