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My Background
•Activities Coordinator for nine 
years in a Sheffield nursing home

•Visual artist with exhibitions 
looking at the overlap of 
storytelling and art



Creative Reminiscence

Working with elders to look back at the past 
using reminiscence and life story work in 
order to create art which captures stories 
for the future and engagement with new 
people through dynamically changing the 

environment in which they live. 



‘Listen and Understand Me’ 
Dementia Creative Arts Exhibition



Life History Cushions



Dementia Necklaces



Artists’ Engagement With Life 
History Work in Care Home 

Settings
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• To consider the role of the artist in the care home setting.

• To get an overview of artists’ involvement in creative life story work.

• To examine the barriers faced by the artist when engaging in the care 
sector and strategies for overcoming them. 

• To explore the positive impact of artists' involvement has on care 
homes and the wider care community.

• Look at the different creative designs of living spaces for older people 
and the ways in which they tell the stories of the people who inhabit 
them. 

Fellowship Aims



Artist
A creative practitioner from a range of disciplines 

including performance, visual arts and 
storytelling. Artists who had not just trained in art 
therapy but had worked on social projects as part 

of their professional work. My particular focus 
was on artists who spent at least half of their 
work life committed to their artistic practice. 



The places and people I visited:

• Openspace Artists Conference- Copenhagen, 
Denmark

• De Hogeweyk Dementia Village- Weesp, Holland 

• Care home Les Charmettes- Geneva, Switzerland
• (Artists Sara Riesenmey and Nina Haab)

• Oasis Project- Romanshorn, Switzerland

• Jewish Museum- Berlin, Germany
• (Artists Pia Lanzinger)

• Christian Artists Seminar- Bad Honnef, Germany



BRAZIL

• Sao Paulo – Espaco Viver Come Arte
• (Photographer Dividiane Sa Goncalves)

• Rio De Janeiro – Favela Rocinah
• (Puppeteer Roberto Maranaho)

• Salvador- UNESCO World Heritage Site







Artist Interviews





The Artist as a 

Facilitator

The Artist as an

Anthropologist 

The Artist as an

Entertainer

The Artist as an

Investigator

The Artist as an

Enabler

The role of 
the artist in a 

care home 
setting



The Artist as a Facilitator



Dorte Kaapelgaard
Poet and Founder of 
Openspace Arts Conference 
- Copenhagen, Denmark

“When arts and the social world 
meet my experience is that 
something happens. It’s like the 
social world comes with meaning 
and the art world comes with all 
the emotions and the here and 
now. When they meet something 
magic happens.”



Leah Samuelson
Art Tutor
Wheaton College, 
Chicago

“Community arts 
projects can change the 
people who take part in 
it. People have a pride 
and sense of 
achievement when they 
create a space in 
community.”



The Artist as an Anthropologist 



Pia Lanzinger
German Participatory Artist

“It’s a political thing. I guess I am a 
left-wing artist. All those with power 
know their rights, while those who 
don’t get ignored. For example, the 
women I worked with in Austria were 
quite old. They remembered the First 
and Second World Wars and had 
never been given the opportunity to 
talk about it.”



The Artist as an Enabler



“You are still alive and you 
can still try things, 
experience things and do 
new things... The lady that 
was 102 was the best time 
keeper in the percussion 
group.  She used these 
drinking cups from India... 
She couldn’t hear very well 
but she could keep the time 
so I could get everyone else 
to follow her. For her 103 
birthday I made a little 
drum percussion drum set 
in her honour and she said 
‘can I play it at midnight?’”

Leah Robb
Scottish/Danish Visual 
Political Artist and Musician



Sara Riesenmey
Swiss Visual Artist

“In 2009 I did a project at Bethel Care Home 
where I was working.  It was called 
‘Un/Pleasant’ and I invited residents to take a 
picture of something that annoyed them. It 
could be something superficial or something 
on a deeper level. I then invited them to take 
a picture of something that gave them joy. 
The concept came from the idea that people 
who live in a very contained space are more 
attentive to the details of their 
surroundings.”



The Artist as an Entertainer



“You connect with a puppet in a 
different way. When you look at 
them they bring a sense of fun and 
humour. I have taken them into care 
homes when we lived in America. 
Older people liked the puppets 
shows I did and interacted with the 
puppets.”

Roberto Maranaho
Puppeteer in Sao Paulo



The Artist as an Investigator



Hanne Hilson Nygard
Norwegian Film Maker

“My grandfathers are both 
ninety-five years old.  I thought 
about how that must feel. The 
idea that I’m living but I could die 
tomorrow. Like there’s a point 
and you’re right close to it.”



Sara Riesenmey and Nina Haab
Swiss Visual Artists

“It was really interesting to see 
with her how  my grandmother’s 
illness makes those around you 
have to change.  How we 
psychologically change of 
ourselves...I started to take 
pictures and videos of my 
grandmother... I realised it was 
good to work on a project that 
was opposite. I’d worked on a 
three to four-year project about 
memories, but now I was 
working on the loss of memory”.  

Nina Haab



Reasons artists gave for working with elders:

• Existing family connection

• Exploration illness and old age

• Existing connection to care setting

• Political view

• Religious view



Project:
Facilitating 

Storytelling with 
Family Members







Sir Winston 
popped up a 
few times on 
my travels!



Project: 
Life History Objects



Sara Riesenmey

“I had only a little knowledge 
of working with people living 
with Alzheimer’s before this 
project...It was a touching 
experience for me to create 
some links with people who 
seemed very lost, and it 
moved me when they 
recognised us after a few days 
of our visits. I saw that there 
was something special created 
there.”



“After a few days the 
activities co-ordinator 
shared more with us about 
people’s life histories, and 
listening back over the 
voice recording I made 
sense of what she said had 
said.  You have to read a lot 
of body language when you 
work in this area.  You can 
feel if a person is content 
and happy and enjoying the 
moment, as well as feeling 
if they are anxious.”







We worked with Mariane
Ebling in her two 
dementia care settings, 
annotating photographs 
of people with their 
important object.



Project: 

Brazilian Life History Work



Photographer 
Dividiane Sa Goncalves







Creatively Designed Places

• De Hogweyk Dementia Village in Weesp, Holland

• Jewish Museum in Berlin, Germany

• Hundertwasser’s Market Hall St.Gallen, Switzerland

• Espaco Viver Come Arte Sao Paulo, Brazil

• Favela Rocinha, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil

• Salvador, Brazil





De Hogeweyk is a pioneering 
dementia village comprised of 
twenty-three purpose-built 
houses with six residents in 
each. They are themed around 
seven different lifestyles which 
are common in the 
Netherlands: Christian, 
Indonesian, Craftsmen, 
Homely, Conservative, Urban 
and Cultural. 



“If you feel that you 
live in a hospital then 
you will be convinced 
you are ill. Up to 50% 
less medication is 
needed when residents 
are stimulated.”  
Ellen Harmsen



The De Hogeweyk report states that the 
environment promotes better cognitive 
and functional capacity, reduced 
aggressive behaviour and improved social 
involvement. These factors having the 
knock on impact for the decrease in 
various medications needed for anxiety, 
depression and memory.



The scale of the project is what makes it 
achievable and successful. 



Jewish 
Museum



Street Art in Berlin, 
Germany



Hundertwasser’s Maket Hall, 
St. Gallen, Switzerland



Espaco Viver
Come Arte

Crisa Annuate



Espaco Viver Come Arte
is a day centre run by 
artist/arts therapist 
Crisa Annuate and a 
group of occupational 
therapists. It is situated 
in a suburb of Sao 
Paulo. Crisa Annuate
works predominantly 
with elders with 
dementia.



Crisa Annuate’s
co-creation approach to 
care design was unusual 
and organic. It gave the 
feeling that a space was 
never ‘finished’ in its 
decoration but would 
continue evolving and 
changing with the input 
from different staff and 
clients.







Escadaria Selaron
mosaic steps in Rio





Care Interviews



Mickaela Halvarsson
Arts therapist at Les Charmette

“It is important to re-educate 
the staff to understand this 
vital role of confidence 
building among elders. They 
must adapt their manner of 
speaking and body language.”



“What you design can inspire or create a disaster” 

Rene Riesenmey



Renee Riesenmey
Care Home Director
“Older people can feel like they are in a ‘gilded 
cage’ where all their surroundings are shiny, 
new and nice but they feel sad. I wanted them 
to feel like they were living life to the full...”

“I was very impressed with a place I'd seen in 
the south of France where a doctor there had 
said that depending on how you develop the 
architecture you can diminish the medication 
up to at least 50% as the environment can 
higher or lower anxiety.”



Major Findings

 Creatively designed care homes can 

decrease the need for medication by 

reducing anxiety and depression.

 Artists’ roles in creative life story work in 

care homes fall into five categories: 

facilitator, anthropologist, entertainer, 

enabler and investigator.

 Life story projects using reminiscence 

objects as a tool of communication are 

effective cross-culturally.



Recommendations for Action

• Better links to be forged between artists and care homes.

• Artists to use reminiscence as a starting point of engagement with 
care home residents.

• Reminiscences of care home residents to be recorded onto 
‘everyday’ objects found in the home environment.

• Newly designed care homes to incorporate spaces for co-creation 
projects.

• Increasing the awareness of care home managers in the use of arts 
for their residents.



WEB   www.storytellingwithatwist.co.uk

EMAIL   storytellingwithatwist@yahoo.co.uk

FACEBOOK @storytellingwithatwist


