The person within: exploring
identity through digital art
Bo Chapman and
Zoë Flynn are
co-directors of
Salmagundi Films.
The digital selfportraits are being
exhibited at the UK
Dementia Congress
(Telford, 3-5
November) and will
form a touring
exhibition in art
galleries, civic spaces
and related UK events
during 2016 (for
information contact
Alison.Teader@ccht.
org.uk). The authors
would like to hear
from interested parties
or potential host
venues. Contact them
at studio@
salmagundi.co.uk.

A novel partnership used iPad technology in care homes to unleash the
creative potential of residents. Bo Chapman and Zoë Flynn describe
the project that led to a remarkable exhibition of digital self-portraits
residents from eight C&C homes
inding ways for people to
with support from ourselves,
express themselves and
Salmagundi Films.
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the residents a few metaphorical “If
the brief “The Person Within,” we
I was a...” questions, which would
immediately thought - self portraits! “Teach me something my great
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The aim was to extract the essence of grandson doesn’t know.” Simon, self-portraits. This exercise was
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delivered like a game … it was fun
while delivering a stimulating and
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The result was 34 digital self-portraits made by
answered next to their self-portraits, overleaf.
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Partners in digital creativity
Central & Cecil
C&C is a not-for-profit registered housing association and care provider whose
unique creative arts service for residents and staff has existed for over 30 years,
aiming to improve the quality of life for people living and working there by
providing access to the arts and creativity. As part of C&C’s digital inclusion
initiative, all of the homes have been given iPads for residents to use.
Salmagundi Films
Salmagundi Films is a not-for-profit arts organisation, based in Stratford, east
London. For more than 10 years it has been delivering participatory arts projects
and training for people of all ages and abilities and those at risk of exclusion,
using film, stop frame animation and digital arts as a therapeutic communication
tool to give people a voice.
Known for their issue-based films and animated life stories with families living
with dementia, they work to people’s strengths, never underestimating what is
possible. The project described here is one of Salmagundi’s “Frames Of Mind”
projects, which are devised from a series of carefully constructed modules and
have built-in success in terms of engagement and aesthetic quality.
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Francoise with her self-portrait at the private view
in the Menier Gallery

Laurence’s portrait, and
(left) Laurence working
with the iPad

Left: Annabelle. Right: Carmena

With our assistance the participants took each
other’s photos, to be used as the framework for their
self-portraits. When they were happy with their
photo, sometimes after many takes, it was imported
into the iPad drawing App.
Using a stylus pen or simply drawing with their
finger straight on to the iPad, they traced around
their photo, stretching the image larger for greater
control - when drawing around eyes, for example.
The original photo was then hidden, leaving the
artwork to stand alone. The moment the drawn selfportrait was revealed for the first time was magical.
Our participants were impressed.
We provided individual assistance helping them
to navigate the impressive range of drawing tools
and textures to realise their ideas. We worked to
people’s strengths and abilities, some residents
with later stage dementia enjoying making
abstract marks while others paid meticulous
attention to detail.
We encouraged the residents to refer to their list of
“If I was a….” answers to inspire them. For Nettie it
was important to find the right texture and shade of
purple to represent the heather, which reminded her
of her Scottish home. She was also equally precise
about the tones of grey in her hair. Another Scottish
resident, Annabelle, used colour and stripes to
create a tartan pattern for her blouse.
It might sound surprising, but in our eight years
working with people with dementia we have never
encountered any resistance to technology. This may
be due to our approach, which focuses on the
activity rather than the technology as such. The
laptop or tablet is merely a tool – a means to an end.
Nonie from Link House, one of the C&C care
homes, gestured towards the iPad and said: “These
are good, aren’t they? I hope the person who came
up with this is making a lot of money.” We assured
her that they are!
Technology can provide an intergenerational
bridge. Simon saw this potential immediately. He
was very excited about trying it out with his
grandson. “Will they [the iPads]… be here when he
comes in?” he wanted to know. He saw the activity
as an incentive for his grandson to visit more often.

make her hair dark “like it used to be” and she chose
to give herself pearl earrings. Residents
embellished, tweaked and turned back time – it
didn’t matter, the choice was theirs.
We encouraged the artists to sign their work,
which they did with relish. Those who found it
difficult, like Carmena, persevered and made many
attempts until they were happy. This ultimate
personalisation was affirmation of their
achievement and ownership.

George

Window to the world

One resident, George, was very negative about the
project at the beginning, “It’s pointless spending
time with me,” he said, “I have nothing to say. You
should go and work with someone else.”
We persevered in asking him questions about
his working life and, after a little encouragement,
he revealed that he was a long distance lorry
driver who spoke six languages, including
Mongolian, Lithuanian and Estonian! George was
intrigued by his portrait and the iPad, and wanted
to look up some of his favourite cities. He took
ownership of the typing and searched for
Vajdahunyad Castle in Budapest. He found it –
and amazed by the immediacy and range of
images, he was close to tears.‰

‘The Person Within’
exhibition at the Menier
Gallery

Empowering digital art

Many of the participants didn’t like looking “older.”
We reminded them that they could simply omit the
thing they didn’t like: “You don’t like the double
chin? Leave it out!” Nancy, aged 100, wanted to
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If I was a colour I would be... Azure blue (nice not dark)
If I was a wild animal I would be… Leopard
If I was a place I would be… West Scotland, Loch
Lomond
If I was a biscuit I would be… Chocolate Digestive
If I was a tree I would be… An Elm
If I was a sound I would be… Light Breeze
If I was a type of music I would be… Banjo
– Nettie (left)

If I was a colour I would be… Bottle Green
If I was a wild animal I would be… Wooly Mammoth
If I was a place I would be… Bognor Regis
If I was a biscuit I would be… Bourbon
If I was a tree I would be… Giant Redwood
If I was a sound I would be… A Bang
If I was a type of music I would be… Jazz
– Michael (right)

Comments from visitors book*
“Great insight into people’s lives and shows how technology can inspire all to be
artists.”
“Fantastic exhibition! If I was a biscuit I’d be NICE.”
“This collection of work gives us hope - a vision of future life in care homes, where the
digital age is embraced and stimulating arts activities are the norm. Where… bingo
and biscuits are replaced by blogging, and the occasional chilled glass of wine.”
*At the Menier Gallery exhibition
‰Next we looked up the piece of
music from the “If I was a…” list he
gave during the metaphorical
questions activity. It was Richard
Addinsell’s Warsaw Concerto and he
chose a version by Liberace. He was
transfixed, ecstatic and emotional:
“This is wonderful, thank you so
much.”
George’s transformation during the
session, from defeated to
empowered, was very moving. “My
body has gone, it’s only my brain I
can work with,” he said. We left him
immersed in his music and
memories.
We also worked with Laurence, who
was meticulous in his approach and
found the exact texture to replicate his
shirt. He mentioned that he used to
have a tablet device like an iPad but
had given it to his son. He seemed to
be having second thoughts…
Laurence enjoyed the challenge of
doing something new. He said: “You
have shown me what possibilities
exist - because if people use their
imagination there are no limits, are
there?”
Alison Teader, C&C’s creative arts
officer, said the project illustrated how
important creativity could be for
people with dementia. “At the end of

the session, when we were saying our
goodbyes, both George and Laurence
expressed how much they had enjoyed
themselves with one of them saying
‘thank you…you have no idea what
you’ve added to our lives,’” Alison
comments.
“Although it was lovely to leave on
such a high note it also made me feel a
bit sad as it emphasised the lack of
stimulation that many people
experience in care homes. It clearly
showed how a small amount of quality
interaction and engagement can
increase the well being of residents –
and that we need to do much more.
“As a result of this project all care
staff have received further iPad
training which focuses on creative
ways of working with the residents
including drawing apps, photography
and internet use.”
Exhibiting The Person Within
during Dementia Awareness Week in
May was a great opportunity to
reinforce the Alzheimer’s Society
campaign to ‘see the person not the
dementia’. Standing in a gallery in
central London surrounded by 34
vibrant self-portraits created on
iPads by people living with dementia
in care homes really forces this
message home. n
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