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Introduction

When we put out the call for entries for an exhibit of art created by people liv-
ing with dementia for our 2019 DAA conference in Atlanta, we had no idea 
what to expect.  Much to our delight, many wonderful entries were received.

All of the artwork on the following pages was created by individuals living with 
Alzheimer’s, Lewy Body, frontotemporal, vascular, or related dementia, ranging 
from early symptoms to advanced stages. Dementia is a term for chronic brain 
disorders that are widely misunderstood, even by the medical community. 
When diagnosed, individuals and their families are often told to go home and 
put their affairs in order. Rarely are they provided with information about living 
with a chronic condition. Dementia is highly stigmatized by society. Stigma, 
wide-scale misunderstanding about dementia symptoms, isolation, and the lack 
of support when being diagnosed have a huge negative impact on the lives of 
individuals and families. The Dementia Action Alliance launched the Arts Fest to 
showcase that people retain many abilities, creative talents and the capacity for 
vibrant expressions while living with dementia.  

Art-making is very personal; ultimately, it’s up to individual artists to express 
themselves however they want. As dementia progresses, their lives are in-
creasingly controlled by others. Their creativity may be the one area that is 
completely their own.

We hope you enjoy viewing the expressive creativity celebrated in 
this catalog.

Jytte Lokvig, PhD & Karen Love 
Dementia Arts Fest Co-Chairs 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Rafe Schwimmer 
Eyes 
20” x 14” - Oil pastel on board, 2018
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Hope Lawrence 
Portrait of Paula 
12” x 17” - Watercolor on paper, 2019
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Malcolm Gilbert 

Mickey Mouse On The Move 
9” x 12” (framed 16x20) Ink and Watercolor Crayons, 2018  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Charles Michalak 
Peace 
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As part of the 2019 Dementia Arts Fest, three artists living 
with dementia, Susan Balkman, Mike Belleville, and John 
Wood, presented their work and discussed how art impacts 
their lives at a three-hour workshop. 

Daniel Potts and Chris Gray shared the significance of art to 
their fathers, both living with dementia. 
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Susan Balkman 



Almost every major disease has some hope, actions someone can take, 
support for family and friends to come together and find a way to heal. 
Early stage Alzheimer’s is not given the same attention nor does anyone, 
including the majority of medical professionals have a true understanding 
of how to support the person with dementia or their family and friends.  


When I was diagnosed with young onset 
Alzheimer’s, the question I kept asking was, 
“What do you you say or do for the person who 
has Alzheimer’s?”  
 
Repeatedly, the answer was to go home and get 
your papers in order - nothing more was said. One 
astute person said, you have to think about your 
quality of life. Okay, what does that mean and 
what is available to help my and my family under-
stand what is happening?  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Recently Dr. Bill Thomas spoke to the how of living one's life with demen-
tia. Active, playing, maybe working, whatever that expression is for that 
particular person. 


When I meet with Jytte Lokvig, it was the first 
time in over a year and a half that I had hope. 
Jytte (Dr. Lokvig) said to find something you 
love; for me, that was clay - so, off I went to 
Santa Fe Clay. The community at Santa Fe 
Clay was a safe environment where I could ex-
plore how to express myself without shame or 
embarrassment. This is what anyone one with 
dementia needs: an environment that is safe, 
creative, alive and with everyone sharing in the 
space.


Since teaming  up with Jytte Lokvig, my life 
with dementia  is very full. I believe that my 

positive experience living with dementia is a direct result of actively par-
ticipating in some form of creativity, for me it’s clay, music, and the 
Alzheimer café. Also the presentations I do with Jytte. 


I believe that being involved in 
some form of creative expres-
sion as often as possible be-
gins the process of waking up 
the synapses, neurons and 
positive endorphins. Feelings 
in the brain as well as the ner-
vous system start and contin-
ue some form of joy in one’s 
live. Having a purpose is more 
important than I had ever 
imagined.  Our brains are 
miraculous.  Stimulating the 
creative centers of our brains 
helps us to smile, have a 
sense of wellbeing, keeps the 
senses awake and alive. Use it 
or lose it! 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Mike Belleville  

Ever since I was a little kid I’ve loved to doo-
dle and draw Disney and other cartoon char-
acters. I’d show my parents the pictures and 
they, as parents do, would gush over them. 
That positive affirmation reinforced my interest 
in drawing.  By high school though, I got in-
timidated by the more complex painting 
process that involved layering colors and 
waiting for the paint to dry and stopped creat-
ing other than cartoon characters.  


Fast forward 40 years to a time after I had 
been diagnosed with Lewy Body dementia 
and was volunteering my technology skills at 
a Senior Center. One day after my ‘Google 
Gals’ session was over, I wandered over to the 
art class that followed my session. I enjoyed walking around and watch-
ing the people paint. After several weeks, the class convinced me to stay 
and create with them.  


My first project was learning how to reverse paint in oil on glass.  While 
the process was really confusing, I 
was intrigued and stuck with it. I love 
birds and decided to paint a quail. To 
my amazement, and many accolades, 
the painting turned out really well. 
Next, I tackled an acrylic painting 
project that also turned out well. The 
third project was a watercolor and 
now I was hooked! I loved the flow of 
the watercolors on the paper and how 
the colors mixed and blended togeth-
er. I really liked that watercolors dried 
quickly, and I didn’t have to wait a 
week or more as I did for oil paints to 
dry. With watercolors I could get into a 
flow and keep working. My pieces 
kept turning out really well. I received 
a lot of positive feedback about my art 
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from family and friends which made me feel good. I was losing some abil-
ities with dementia and it felt good to be able to do something well and 
be productive.


Several months later we moved from one city in Massachusetts to anoth-
er and the Senior Center was too far away for me to continue taking 
classes. Over a year passed that I didn’t paint anything. 


My granddaughter’s eighth birthday was coming up and she loves gi-
raffes, so I decided to paint a watercolor of a giraffe for her. That too 
turned out great. I learned, though, you can’t paint something for one 
grandchild without making something for the others, so I painted water-
colors for the other four grandchildren. I put pictures of the watercolors 
up on my Facebook page and was surprised when I started getting re-
quests from friends to paint their dog and cats.   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Last April a dear friend of mine 
died of dementia. I was deeply 
saddened and decided to work out 
the grief by painting a portrait of 
him. Once I started, I couldn’t stop 
and ended up working through the 
night and finished the watercolor por-
trait. It was especially challenging 
because Steve wore glasses and I 
needed to figure out how to paint the 
eyes as reflected through the glass 
lens. I gave the portrait to Steve’s 
wife, who loved it and was very 
touched. 


Soon I was receiving requests from 
care partners in my dementia com-
munity of friends to paint other por-
traits.  
 
Steve’s portrait is the only one I did in color, another seven portraits are in 
black and white. I have given all of the portraits as gifts to the care part-
ners. I love doing this; it makes me feel good to give a gift people enjoy.  


The painting process itself is therapeutic for me. When I’m feeling anxious 
or agitated, painting calms me down. I can get lost in the process for 
hours at a time. Besides relaxing me, I feel that I’m accomplishing some-
thing. I can still do things. I enjoy challenging myself and learning how to 
do new things, such as shading the folds of shirt fabric.  


I recently bought an online video watercolor course to learn new tech-
niques. Who knows what project is next!  
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The Dementia Action Alliance 
Powered by People with Purpose


The Dementia Action Alliance is a diverse, national non-profit advocacy 
and education organization of passionate people living with dementia, care 
partners, friends and dementia specialists enhancing awareness and under-
standing to create a better society now in which to live with dementia.  An 
Advisory Board of individuals living with varied forms of dementia inform 
and shape the DAA’s actions and efforts.

We:
♦ Champion fully including individuals living with dementia and their

care partners in all matters that affect them including research, poli-
cy-making, clinical practices, and as speakers at events and forums
about dementia.

♦ Provide a platform to amplify the voices of individuals living with
dementia - the true dementia experts.

♦ Recognize dementia as a disability needing support and accommo-
dations for changing abilities.

♦ Increase understanding about living with a chronic condition.
♦ Educate about the negative impact stigma and misperceptions

about dementia have on individuals and families living with it.
♦ Advocate for person- and relationship-centered practices that opti-

mize holistic well-being and focus on the whole person rather than
just on her/his dementia symptoms.

♦ Identify beneficial technologies that enhance the lives of individuals
and families living with dementia.

The DAA was incorporated in 1996 in the Commonwealth of Virginia and 
is recognized by the IRS as a charitable 501(c)(3) organization. The DAA 
is recognized nationally for its unique mission and goals.
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Creating art expresses my feelings. It is the only 
time I can focus without losing concentration and 
my hands do not shake. It brings me enjoyment 
and a great sense of accomplishment. 

	 	 	 	 	      Charles Michalak 
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