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Paula Turner 

Winston Churchill Travelling Fellowship 2013 

The Arts and Older People 

The democracy of dancing 

Improvisation as a model for community belonging and wellbeing 

 

 

What is a fine person or a beauteous face, 

Unless deportment give them decent grace; 

Blessed with all other requisites to please, 

To want the striking elegance of ease; 

Awkward, embarrassed, stiff, without the skill 

Of moving gracefully, or standing still. 

--Winston Churchill 
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What Paula did, where she went and who she met……..in other words my Itinerary. 

United States of America 

New York 
September 11th   

Mark Morris Centre .Dance for PD session with David Leventhal observation and interview. 

http://danceforparkinsons.org/ 

September 12th Cassandra Tunick - Brooklyn 

http://www.cassietunick.com/ 

 

13th Sept Pamela Quinn- Brooklyn Parkinson’s Group 

http://pamelaquinn.net/ 

http://www.brooklynparkinsongroup.org/classes/dance-for-pd 

 

15th September Robin Glazer 

http://www.thecreativecenter.org/tcc/ 

 

 17th September MOMA –Laurel Humble 

http://www.moma.org/learn/disabilities/dementia 

 

Washington DC 

Dance Exchange Takoma Park 

http://danceexchange.org/ 

Embedded observer 18th Sept – 25th Sept 

19th September Dance for Parkinson’s session led by Anthony Hyatt and Margot Greenlee 

Interview with Anthony Hyatt 

http://www.creaconference.com/en/facilitators/Anthony-Hyatt/ 

20th September one to one with John Borstal of Dance Exchange 

21st September interview with Nancy Hvalik 

https://www.facebook.com/NancyHavlik 

 23rd September Quicksilver Company of Elders – participation in class and discussion. 

http://www.aftaarts.org/an-interview-with-quicksilver-founder-nancy-havlik/ 

  

 

 

http://www.cassietunick.com/
http://pamelaquinn.net/
http://www.brooklynparkinsongroup.org/classes/dance-for-pd
http://www.thecreativecenter.org/tcc/
http://www.moma.org/learn/disabilities/dementia
http://danceexchange.org/
http://www.creaconference.com/en/facilitators/Anthony-Hyatt/
https://www.facebook.com/NancyHavlik
http://www.aftaarts.org/an-interview-with-quicksilver-founder-nancy-havlik/
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Australia -Queensland 

Thursday 17th October  

Meeting with Ann McLean, Director, Ausdance, Queensland 

www.ausdanceqld.org.au 

  

Saturday19th October   

Queensland Ballet. Mature Age Dance group now known as ACT Dance  

(Ageing Creatively Through Dance). 

Class facilitated by dance artist Gail Hewton. 

http://ripedance.blogspot.co.uk/ 

 

Participated in Dance for PD class at Queensland Ballet-facilitated by dance artist Erica 

Rose Jefferies. 

http://brisbanedanceartistshub.wordpress.com/pro-dance-classes-brisbane-2/about-erica/ 

 

Mini tour of Queensland with Independent Care and Dementia Consultant and Dance 

Enthusiast Beverley Giles http://www.ageingcreatively.com.au/#!page3/cee5 

21st October  

Toowoomba -Helen Crumblin, Secretary of Alzheimer's Australia, Darling Downs South 

West and a group of volunteers who provide services to the family carers in the region.  

Helen, personally, facilitates music sessions for people in three nursing homes every week.  

Visited an aged care facility Nubeena and Nu Mylo in Toowoomba, spoke to several key 

staff and was shown around by the Director of Nursing. 

Visited a dementia specific hostel to talk to residents and staff about the activities provided 

for the people who live there.  

 

Travelled to Texas- near the NSW border. 

Met the Director of Nursing and was given a complete tour of all the health and care facilities 

and spent time talking with elders who live there. 

 

22nd October jointly hosted a dance happening at Texas Town Hall, sharing dance skills, 

laughter and food. Age ranged from 11 months to 99 years. 

(46 people attended, including 14 people from Goondiwindi - right on the NSW border) 

 

In the evening attended the Texas Line Dancing class with an instructor from Middlesbrough! 

 

23rd October.  Longer visit with the people in the aged care facility attached to Texas 

Hospital, specifically built to cater for the needs of people living with dementia.  

Impromptu dancing on the ward and sharing of life stories. 

 

24th October  

Stanthorpe - Gathering of people at the local Blue Care Respite Centre, organised by 

Respite Centre Coordinator Hazel Gimm. Sharing of skills and discussion of dance, its 

benefits and uses to local people and care providers. 

 

http://www.ausdanceqld.org.au/
http://ripedance.blogspot.co.uk/
http://brisbanedanceartistshub.wordpress.com/pro-dance-classes-brisbane-2/about-erica/
http://www.ageingcreatively.com.au/#!page3/cee5
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25th October        

Skill sharing in Warwick, organised by Blue Care Supervisor and Respite Coordinator with 

people from local community, care providers and those living in an adjacent retirement 

village plus care staff from Warwick (126km away)  

 

27th October – All day creative workshop in Brisbane – sharing dance improvisation 

techniques with members of ACT Dance.  

 

Tasmania 

31st October – travel to Hobart Tasmania 

Dance Performance and opportunity to meet members of MADE –Mature Artist Dance 

Experience 

 

1st November 

Bishop Davies Court Nursing Home – Sharing the dance and visiting Intergenerational 

project. 

 

4th November  

Ningana Nursing home Hobart- sharing the dance workshop 

Met Robyn Carney a visual artist who has inspired Equal Arts knitted Lives project 

http://www.realtimearts.net/feature/Ten_Days_on_the_Island/8475 

 

MADE dance company -Participation in company class and rehearsal led by Artistic Director 

Glen Murray 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mature-Artists-Dance-Experience/172489382036 

 

5th November – North West Tasmania -Devonport 

 

BaptCare - Orana nursing home   

6th November -Glenview Nursing home Hobart.  

Practical session with care workers on the uses and benefits of dance  

7th November -Joint community Dance Workshop at Orford Hall with Glen Murray of MADE 

8th November 

Mather’s House Sharing the dance with dance artists, health professionals, older dancers 

and service users. 

12th – 14th November 20014 –Sydney. The Art of Health and Well Being Conference  

http://www.artsandhealth.org/conferences/the-art-of-good-health-and-wellbeing-sydney-

2013.html 

 

 

 

http://www.realtimearts.net/feature/Ten_Days_on_the_Island/8475
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mature-Artists-Dance-Experience/172489382036
http://www.artsandhealth.org/conferences/the-art-of-good-health-and-wellbeing-sydney-2013.html
http://www.artsandhealth.org/conferences/the-art-of-good-health-and-wellbeing-sydney-2013.html
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A dilemma….. 

Trying to write this report has been challenging because of the many rich life experiences my 

Fellowship exposed me to. I am attempting to write something which will capture some of 

what I felt, saw, thought and wondered at. 

It is currently January and only eight weeks since I returned from Australia. In truth so much 

is still in a process of filtering through, making itself known, forming connections in my mind 

and to the many communities within which I work. 

The Churchill Fellowship is at its heart transformational and I am very much aware that I may 

be better placed to write about the experience more accurately and knowingly in ………. 

maybe ten years’ time!!! 

So here it  is now, how it is now… at this point in time and I am ever conscious that  we are 

all dancing lightly on the edges of time in a state of flux , where meanings and understanding 

move and shift like a dance…….. 

 The example of other practitioners and the opportunity to learn from them is a key 

component of any Churchill Fellowship. However it has been the time and space afforded 

me by the fellowship to participate in some deep reflection that has been of the greatest 

value at this point in my career.  

 

The opportunity of seeing and sharing practice combined with time to process and refine 

ones thoughts is something which is  rare, particularly for self -employed practitioners who 

must work whenever they can and take training opportunities largely at their own cost.  

 

Often we have to work to other people’s agendas and fulfil criteria which are difficult and 

challenging. It has always struck me as something of a paradox that those of us who work as 

artists within communities as catalysts for change and connection often report that it can be 

a lonely place.  

 

 As an artist it has therefore been an incredible affirmation of my work to be awarded the 

fellowship and the opportunity to “sit and stare” as well as to shake my groove thang with the 

many wonderful people I have met! 
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My preferred blue sky thinking……. Kindly provided by the skies of Queensland and my 

chauffeur Beverley Giles…. 

 

A little bit about me…. 

 

I am currently lead artist on a five year project which focuses on the well-being of elders 

using dance as a means of social inclusion and self-expression. The dance group (Grand 

Gestures) also support me in sessions in local care homes where we share our dancing, 

stories and songs with residents who are living with various stages of dementia. The project 

has already had a profound effect on us all particularly in considering the role of dance in 

creating a community. Together we have begun to consider how the bodymind can help us 

relax, reduce stress and open up to possibilities for growth and a future positive focus. As 

one member of Grand Gestures said it is through dancing that they are learning about 

ageing by actively witnessing it and being with it. 

 

I also work in various schools and community settings as part of Dry Water bringing an 

integrated and holistic approach to lifelong learning and the practice of being. I am lead artist 

at Marine Park Primary School in South Shields. The work has a strong focus on community 

cohesion and the use of ritual. My particular interest is working with "reluctant learners" and 

finding the means by which they want to engage and express themselves. I use the same 

approaches and techniques throughout all of my work regardless of age and try to engender 

a feeling of present possibilities. 

 

www.drywater.org 

 

 

 

http://www.drywater.org/
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Part of my initial proposal to the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust was to explore 

“the role of dance improvisation as a means toward bodily and mental release, celebrating 

the moment in the moment  increasing awareness/participation and sense of agency” 

 

Essentially I wanted to validate my gut feeling that movement really matters and that it 

matters in a very profound way directly related to our sense of belonging and awareness of 

ourselves and each other. 

 

This report details some of the challenging thoughts, debates, niggles and frustrations I had 

with myself. It is not the case that the Fellowship is just about optimistic absorption, it really 

brings you up against who you are and makes you consider what you do. As much as it 

inspires it questions and in some cases….flips everything around and scares you. 

 

I have chosen to pick out a few of the people/companies that I particularly felt drawn to, felt 

connected to and also challenged by. Also it’s worth mentioning that I have many personal 

detailed notes and musings which are invaluable for me but not for sharing since they are 

personal and come from frank, searching, sometimes agonizing discussions with the people 

I met and was able to share openly with. 

 

 

I was keen to meet practitioners who have forged their practice independently who make 

work, who teach, facilitate, organise and share without belonging to a specific organisation 

and who continue to be curious and passionate about what they do not just because it is 

helpful to others but because in a profound sense it helps and supports them. 

 

“All artists do art as a way to feel better” Liz Lerman 
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 U.S.A.  New York and Brooklyn 

 

An Unordinary Reality – Cassie Tunick 

Cassie Tunick is a performer and incredible improviser who I first met in 2000 whilst studying 

with Ruth Zaporah. She is a mesmeric performer and a generous teacher with a particular 

articulacy for language and the construction of image which is something I am always drawn 

to, like a moth to a flame (!)  

I was thrilled to be able to meet up with her and to talk about our joint passion for 

improvisation as a life practice. 

Grand Gestures the company of elders I work with in Gateshead are dedicated improvisers 

and it was important for me to reflect upon the nature of improvisation with a fellow artist who 

is also a serious practitioner of the form. 

We talked about the intimacy which improvisational practice and performance builds. How 

tolerance and sensitivity are brought to the fore and how ultimately community – all 

community is based upon our levels of tolerance. Tolerance for each other and for the 

environments we find ourselves in. 

To get to the nuts and bolts of it, it is our ability to rub alongside one another, to be open to 

suggestion, to be able to respond rather than react that makes us flexible adaptable beings. 

Such awareness, sensitivity and tolerance happen very quickly in an improv situation and 

the benefits for mind/body and dare I say it…..”spirit” are huge.  

 

   “Indeed, the rhetoric of magic runs throughout the discussion of improvisation: to theorize 

about improvisation is to theorize about consciousness, and to theorize about consciousness 

is to push the boundaries of physical discourse toward consideration of the spirit, the divine, 

the unfathomable, and the unimaginable (Gere, 2003: xiv).  

 

It is hard to put into words the wonderful surge of “just rightness” that simply talking to and 

being with Cassie in this way gave me. In my everyday round of teaching, facilitating 

applying for funding and justifying it is not possible to really share why I do the work, to be 

open about the joy and magic of sharing the ground of compassion. In a world of measuring 

outputs/outcomes it is rare to talk about the paradoxical simplicity of finding a practice which 

makes you happy and which equips you to have an empathic understanding of other. 

 Cassie commented 

“Improv is an invitation to be human that is not directly offered in any culture right now. 
Being human is to be what you are in that moment without a mask. Not knowing is a 

particular invitation, to do what you don't know is an unusual interest….. Letting go of the 

moment and trusting the here and now trusting that there is a next moment moving into the 

unknown is a metaphor for life and death." 

 

This is why I practice, this is why I take what I do seriously - moving consciously into the 

unknown trusting that there is another moment …… it is the very stuff of life. It is why I have 

been so dedicated to this particular way of working with Grand Gestures amongst others and 

also why I continue to think it is important work that deserves to be valued and taken 

seriously. It’s more than an arts project it is a profound way of building community and 

commonality. At a time when life can appear to be about isolation and separateness it’s the 

dancing and improvising which calls us home. 
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Pamela Quinn- dancer, choreographer, teacher 

"It's who the person is that matters" 

 

 
 

 
Pamela Quinn was a revelation. The Mark Morris Dance for Parkinson’s Programme is well 

known and much publicised, Pamela’s work less so.  

Pamela leads on the PD Movement Lab sponsored by the Brooklyn Parkinson Group. The 

words Movement Lab are key since this is a place of experimentation of trying things out and 

of exchange and adaptation 

 

As I wrote in  my blog Pamela is uniquely placed to lead on dance and Parkinson’s being a 

professional dancer who also happens to have Parkinson’s disease. She understands the 

condition from the inside out and it is clear that her approach is rooted in her rigorous 

listening to the body and to paying attention to detail. She looks for the means by which she 

can creatively meet and greet the condition, blending it and bending it, allowing her to do 

what she wants to do. I found her inspiring, energetic and incredibly humble. 

She was endlessly inventive and it seems that it is her ability to respond to the symptoms of 

Parkinson’s which gives her the resilience and ability to move beyond the limits of the 

disease.  

I saw within Pamela’s approach the cultivation of a moment to moment awareness that is the 

very thing that interests me in my own work. It is the person that matters and that person and 

indeed our own personhood is ever shifting, ever moving and so our response to 

difficulties/diseases such as Parkinson’s needs to be adaptive and in tune with the person(s) 

before us. 

I was so grateful to Pamela for taking time to share with me and for encouraging me to follow 

my own instincts in offering a dance programme that would include people with Parkinson’s. 

More than this though it was a further affirmation of the value of the practice of presence and 

how dance and movement allow us to tune in with ourselves deeply and meaningfully. 
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Washington D.C 
 Dance Exchange  

The Oooo Arghhhh experience (also known as Gestalt!) hear the pennies drop. 
 Pictured below are Shula, the Dowager Duchess in Residence aka Bashmina (Shula’s dog!) 
and a typical evening at Shula’s House 
 

       
 

I am sure that it would be easier to write about what Shula and I did not talk about. 

Shula is a talented dancer, facilitator and enabler. To watch her dance is to know grace and 

to feel connected to something far deeper and more meaningful than words can ever 

express. 

She was and is a wonderful role model/mentor and for my time in D.C. she was also my 

generous host. Shula has so much life experience and a refreshingly broad view of the role 

of dance in engendering a sense of community and belonging. Much of what I am 

passionate about she validated; to dance, to tune in to an intuitive, sensing, otherness is a 

political act, it is a turning away from the external/material product led over stimulated 

madness of this present 21st century life. This turning inward seems incredibly radical and I 

was frequently surprised by my ever increasing assuredness of the fact that this is important 

work…… Being around Dance Exchange, seeing dance at the heart of political 

considerations, of how we negotiate being in the world seems at one at the same time 

radical and somehow natural…. 

Being with Shula, seeing classes and hearing about projects and being in and around the 

meetings of the staff at Dance Exchange gave me an insight into a way of being that is truly 

collaborative and non-hierarchical. In allowing me to talk openly about what I do and some of 

my frustrations and anxieties Shula and the wonderful John Borstal were able to flip things 

around showing me that I had made something new happen, something had changed and 

that the work with older dancer/ volunteers was giving them a sense of agency and a new 

skill set. “Something new is happening “ 

Bringing together Grand Gesture was in fact bringing together a community and an approach 

that had at its heart a regard for the individual and a noticing and a valuing of similarity and 

difference. Something real and important has happened and is happening. I have to keep 

writing it to remind myself. 

I had Joan’s voice (a member of Grand Gestures) ringing in my ears  
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“This group has allowed me to find myself and be myself after years of being locked in. I am 

accepted as I am” 

The Churchill experience often made me suddenly aware that we have to go away to value 

what we have, what we do and who we work with. You sometimes see more clearly from a 

distance; close up maybe we (me!) get too caught up in the details, we can’t see the woods 

for the trees…..The developing work with Grand Gestures is in its early stages and yet we 

have already laid some fabulous foundations collectively 

Shula and John helped to bring to my attention and name the processes whereby Grand 

Gestures had come together to make a difference for themselves, made their lives richer 

and more meaningful. They helped me recognise and acknowledge these processes as 

meaningful acts of democracy, of a model of being and doing and engaging with the world. 

Part of me even as I type these words is editing them, a voice is telling me that I cannot 

claim such lofty ideals for a group of elder dancers in Gateshead…. but I can. When asked 

to share the Churchill experience then this is what I want to share most, this is why it 

matters. We could and should choose to see what we do as important and as a meaningful 

way of being in the world.  

 

What matters is that we know and that we change and are changing because of our dancing 

and being together .It helped to shift a feeling of being judged/observed by external agencies 

with regard to outcomes toward a feeling such as that which Cassie Tunick outlined of “just 

rightness” of the value in small acts of noticing and being that make the work of life infinitely 

do –able and enjoyable…… 

The small rituals we have collectively evolved, the trust we have built and the confidence in 

who we are is all…….affirming of the fact that we are indeed better together. 

 

“I am reminded of how much of our craft lies in making the values of meaning, morale, 

artistic vision and civic good serve one another. It does require sufficient care and time” 

Liz Lerman, Framing It bigger – Meaning, Morale and the question of quality. 

 

My time of being an embedded observer with Dance Exchange will always keep me aware 

of how easily we are disempowered and how within the structure of a dance class we can 

practice empowerment and other ways of being. We can choose to find ways of agreement 

about what matters, about what is beautiful, what is worthy of our attention 

Listening to Today in Parliament via iPlayer I kept thinking what would it be like if they all just 

shut up for a few minutes, took their attention to breathing, to noticing….. 

I am not suggesting for one minute Mr Cameron and co should begin to dance but on the 

other hand…… why not????!! 

This is why I loved being around Dance Exchange and spending time with Shula, how the 

big and the small moments trucked alongside each other. As an artist you feel part of the big 

picture and not marginalised into the “woo woo” lands……your intelligence is witnessed and 

appreciated and given a place. John Borstal simply listened and said 

 

“When you work with Grand Gestures and when you work in care homes something new 

happens. You facilitate a sense of agency in those who are marginalised.  Not everyone 

notices in the way you notice, it’s part of the skill set you have. It’s a gift to facilitate change 

but not always easy once you make changes” 

I heard it just when I needed it and am ever grateful… 
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Quicksilver 

           

 

 Quicksilver is Arts for the Aging’s dance improvisation company comprised of adults 

aged 60 and over. In weekly classes members of Quicksilver develop their skills as 

performers and as experts in the use of improvised dance as a methodology for 

engaging with other older adults. The Quicksilver Company has performed in some of 

the Washington D.C. area’s top dance venues including Dance Place, Joy of Motion, 

Joe's Movement Emporium, the University of Maryland and the D.C. International 

Improvisation Festival. Quicksilver is co-directed by AFTA Teaching Artists Anthony 

Hyatt (musician and dancer) and Nancy Havlik (choreographer). 

I was so excited to meet this company since Grand Gestures were based upon the 

Quicksilver model after Churchill Fellow Alice Thwaite visited them in 2010 

I was not disappointed….. it was like being at home. They were so warm and welcoming, 

so skilled in their understanding of their bodies and so nuanced in their feedback and 

observations. You can tell that they have been practising improvisation for a long time 

they are totally at ease with each other and so attuned to the moment. 

Nancy and Anthony are both vigorous in their approach, exacting in what is required 

insisting on a clarity of purpose and of commitment to the moment. 

The addition of live music is wonderful and gives so much to the sessions since 

everything becomes a moment to moment response, an in the moment composition; 

gelling or jarring, following or  opposing…….. being with what arises and playing until 

something is resolved something that is mutually agreed…… 

What a great approach to conflict resolution….. you cannot but help think things are 

somehow better when we take away the words, the empty rhetoric…. Am back to 

thinking about politicians and empty words……. 

It was a real treat to be part of the class and I felt immediately welcomed and “just right” The 

dancers are obviously experienced and in tune with one another and they are so compelling 

to watch and so assured in their feedback and consideration of their dancing. It was like 

watching poetry physicalized I could not help but dream/plan of bringing them together with 

Grand Gestures… 
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I loved the way in which the dancers talked about aspects of the class they found 

challenging but how that challenge increased awareness and had been key to their ability to 

adapt. It seems to me that this is the greatest gift of this way of working…. tuning our 

awareness makes us adaptable to change and therefore resilient and open to the possibility 

of change. It’s not what you lose but what becomes apparent /known. 

One of the dancer’s shared how she had an ongoing issue with balance and was prone to 

trips and falls. The work within dance class did not mean she no longer tripped but rather 

that she had an awareness which meant she could counter and recover from the process of 

falling…. 

” I know what is happening, I can sense the off balance and know how to soften and release 

and I can get up again without hurting myself” Quicksilver dancer 

Nancy affirmed this noticing and responding process, taking time to discuss with the dancers 

how awareness may allow the body and mind  to find a softness and an ability to re pattern, 

allowing falls to happen without breakages. 

Nancy and I were able to chat about how improv builds resilience in body and mind how it 

engenders flexibility and how that builds a specific type of community one that can adapt and 

change. 

This seems to me to be particularly useful when dealing with the ageing process, having the 

tools with which to enter into new states as they arise. 

Unexpected things happen all the time and movement is a way to deal with life ,what seems 

acute can be diminished in the moment and I know just how many examples of this I have 

seen myself particularly within care settings 

 Nancy spoke about the importance of new experiences and learning something new even if 

you have dementia. 

“The person still likes to feel they are doing, that they are active and learning “ 

Nancy always asks herself “Is the work interesting?”  

 We discussed how you can combine improvisation and performance and keep what is 

precious which is particularly important in considering the NOW.  I know this will be the next 

big challenge for me and for Grand Gestures in the next phase of our project. How to make 

something that can be performed/shared in care settings and in the wider community but still 

reflect the ethos of Grand Gestures and their commitment to being in the NOW. 

Nancy and Anthony…… such a pleasure to have time with them and to witness their work 

and passion and most importantly their delight in what they do…. 
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The practice of gleeful abandon – a conversation with Anthony Hyatt  

Like Cassie Tunick, Anthony sees improvising as a way in which we can read a person 

empathise and respond.  

I think this has to do with an innate body sense which we generally tune out of our 

awareness…... it is a recognition of a bodymind state. 

He described working with Quicksilver as having three different aims 

1 Experiential dance classes 

2 Sharing the dance in Day Centres 

3 Public Performances 

He said that all three can raise creative challenges for the dancers in Quicksilver. 

Attendance at class equips participants with an ability to adapt to change and to be sensitive 

and responsive. It also provides a place where the participants can observe each other 

dancing. These skills are essential for then taking workshops/ improvised dances into care 

settings where there maybe all kinds of challenges and unfamiliar experiences. 

The more formal performances can challenge the memory and also the stamina and the 

commitment levels as they require additional rehearsals. 

Working with structured improv means that it is a way to adapt to different settings and deal 

with fact that people may be sick and unable to perform. 

It was very constructive to have this time with Anthony and to reflect upon how my work may 

develop. How to ensure that there is quality, sensitivity and enjoyment for all participants 

whether they be residents in a care facility or independent elders who want to both dance for 

themselves and to volunteer, to share their dancing within the care sector. We also 

discussed how as an independent artist you are often juggling so many agendas to do with 

funding, well –being, collection of data etc. you can lose sight of why you began the process. 

“It’s really important to keep yourself in the work, keep your artistry alive and engaged … 

keep finding and embracing the moments of gleeful abandon” 

I really rather like this phrase as a way of re defining Dementia.... 

Dance can and does change the culture of accepted “norms” by building one that is based 

on participation and expressive appreciation  
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 A summary of my time in New York and Washington   

What I want to focus on when I return to UK 

 

Dance and who gets to dance- making a place for the marginalised -making bodily and 

social connections. 

 

Taking space for what we do and building awareness of the older dancer and their creativity. 

 

Be aware that change is always happening and to let that inspire me. 

 

Be bold about what I do and insistent on its value, when in doubt look to the groups I work 

with, are they enjoying it, are there signs of engagement, is our community growing and are 

we adapting…. Keep noticing, keep celebrating…. 

 

Take support where I can get it, be with like-minded people, imagine what I want and set my 

stall out without fear of other agendas, be prepared to go it alone.   

 

Go toward what it is we want to do without treading on toes!! 
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Australia  

I love a sunburnt country, 

A land of sweeping plains, 

Of ragged mountain ranges, 

Of droughts and flooding rains 

I love her far horizons, 

I love her jewel sea, 

Her beauty and her terror- 

The wide brown land for me 

Dorothea Mackellar 

Queensland  

 I was always keen to combine my Churchill Fellowship with meeting a range of people 

artists, care staff, older artists/dancers and service users, health professionals etc. as these 

are the communities of folk I work with at home. My work is firmly rooted in being able to 

address the various demands of arts, health, and care and community agendas. It’s 

essential to understand the demands faced by the various partners I find myself working with 

and I was keen to look at this in Australia. 

I was teamed up with Beverley Giles who also hosted me. I have to say I found the 

opportunity to stay with a range of people invaluable. You not only get to have great 

discussions but you see what home means for them; you find the rhythm of the place and it 

also is a great counter to any feelings of loneliness and homesickness which can happen. 

You get absorbed into the place rather than feeling like an outsider looking in. 

I was lucky to be able to spend time with Beverley, her husband Bill and their faithful hound 

Chipper. After days out on the road I would actively look forward to going home to my island 

retreat…… to seeing the dog…….and Bill of course!! 

Beverley Giles – the human dynamo, the eternal enthusiast (and chauffeur) 

Beverley is an Independent Care Consultant and Educator, specialising in the art and skill of 

caring for people affected by dementia. 

Beverley promotes a proactive approach to ageing and dementia, focussed around 

prevention and active resistance to decline. 

Generally, she is committed to finding ever better ways to bring joy into otherwise barren 

spaces.   

“When better is possible good is not enough” 
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Beverley is someone who discovered dance a bit later in life than is usual. She became an 

enthusiast for dance through meeting dancer and choreographer Glen Murray (more of Glen 

later). They discovered that they each had something to offer the other that was beneficial 

and expanded their mutual horizons. I felt that I benefitted from this hugely since Beverley 

was not only wildly keen to share her knowledge as an independent care consultant but as a 

passionate advocate for dance she was keen to find opportunities for me . 

We embarked on a mini tour, sharing the dance in rural communities and meeting care 

professionals in various settings. I have chosen to write about one community setting in 

particular which both intrigued and delighted me, not least because of its name… 

 Deep in the heart of Texas……..(Queensland!) 

Texas really is a place with a heart and its people touched me deeply. 

   

    

It was a curious place and so unlike anything I am familiar with… a main street with a 

handful of shops baking in the heat; an array of neat houses and a population of around 

1200 people. 

We stayed in the nurse’s quarters of the health facility which were charmingly quaint and 

compared to the UK incredibly free from security measures. We were shown around by the 

head of nursing who described it as a small integrated health facility where they “just do 

what needs doing for our community and say sorry afterwards if we tread on any toes” There 

was a profound sense that the professionals living in this remote town knew best what was 

needed and that the needs of the community took priority over wider agendas. They were 

very aware of the context and the cultural values of their community and it was refreshing to 

see this….doing what you know is right and for the right reasons. The facility has been a 
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vehicle for empowering the community to work together and to find ways of sharing 

resources across elder care/education/health care and community needs. 

Within the elder care provision those with dementia are not separated, they all live and eat 

and socialise together and all have their own en suite rooms each one personalised to 

represent the full and rich life of the person living there. 

     

I am well aware that Texas is a small place. The key to Texas is its size and the fact that it is 

quite remote. They have to be self-reliant and appear to have been future positive in their 

response to the needs of their community. The health care on offer is wonderful with a state 

of the art surgical theatre which is linked by the wonders of technology to remote surgeons 

and doctors who can talk to patients as well as supervise procedures…..I was thrilled to be 

shown this so openly, so much so that I forgot to faint!! Those who know me know that I am 

not great around the merest whiff of surgical haberdashery! 

It did get me thinking about smallness and small changes and how effective these can be in 

the face of the global, profit driven, macro-economic madness. What I loved about Texas 

was that it seemed to embrace both the old and new; an old idea of community with cutting 

edge technology and first class standards of care. 

It offered personal, local, small scale care in a manner which respected the specifics of its 

community. I was able to visit elders within the hospital unit both before and after the 

“sharing the dance” day at Texas Memorial Community Hall. Ever the enthusiast Beverley 

invited everyone to attend and everyone accepted. I have to say in all honesty given my 

recent experiences in UK trying to get residents out of homes to dance, I really thought well 

we tried but it won’t happen ….but happen it did…… A combination of Beverley’s 

enthusiasm and a really committed team of care professionals who invested in the time and 

effort it took to get the ladies who wanted to dance to the hall the next day. It meant that 

everyone who wanted to could participate as a fully functioning member of their community. 

Utterly fantastic, utterly heart-warming and hats off to the staff who truly cared enough to 

make a difference and to enable person centred care to happen for real. Eva at 99 dressed 

in her finest made it and the group from the hospital unit were so warmly welcomed by 

everyone. 

The session at the hall was incredible 46 people turned up, all ages, some of them having 

travelled for several hours. Despite the fact that my approach to dance was perhaps not 

what was expected the community were not shy in coming forwards and they embraced 

everything. The people in these more isolated communities really invest in opportunities 
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because they are few and far between and it was noticeable how everyone contributed 

something; time, food, sharing/organising transport, publicising the event…I was reminded of 

discussions that I had with Shula and also about Liz Lerman’s work about community and 

making change and about how much we can do together. It made me conscious also of the 

civic pride these people had in their community and the stories that were shared over food 

about migration and travel and arriving at a place where they wanted to make a contribution 

and to see their community grow and develop. 

In the afternoon session we had a discussion about arts/dance and their role within elder 

care. I was so touched to hear about how many of the retired members of the community 

offered their skills regularly to share within the hospital and or did home visits offering music, 

singing and movement. 

 A real highlight of this all too brief visit to Texas was the fact the following day I was able to 

visit the ladies in the hospital unit who attended the dance event. It is so rare for me to be 

able to do this one to one work and I loved it.  

It had been “an awfully big adventure” for them but although it was tiring it was also 

enlivening. I will never forget going into Eva’s room where she lay apparently sleeping….till 

she opened one eye and beckoned us in and said that she had had “quite a day of it” It was 

a beautiful experience to be with her as she remembered her day out and then re lived 

memories of teaching dance to the boys of the town and chatted about her much anticipated 

100th birthday in 2014. A lived experience and engagement with the community, I believe 

had enlivened Eva given her a sense of place and deepened her feeling of belonging. She 

knew that she mattered to her community 

I was able to visit and chat with Colleen and hear more about Texas and its tobacco farming 

past and to help Cynthia with finding on line movement tutorials to help her out with shoulder 

mobility. I realised how much I enjoyed this one to one work and I was able to do some very 

small scale movement work with some residents at one point dancing in the corridors. 

I will look at ways of trying to find more opportunities for these small engagements in my 

current work with the support of Grand Gestures which sounds like a pun! 

We have already undertaken some fantastic and meaningful work in care homes but have 

perhaps taken on too much in terms of our expectation and commitment to fostering change. 

Small is indeed beautiful as Texas proved to me. 

Texas seemed to exemplify reciprocity, they have services which they treasure and they give 

back by committing to their community. I am not given to sentimentality but for my albeit brief 

stay in Texas I did feel a tangible sense of love; not in a sugary superficial sense but of an 

enduring love for the people, the place and for possibilities. They really stand together and 

are stronger for this. 

“Where, after all, do universal rights begin? In small places, close to home… so close 

and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they are the 

world of the individual person” Eleanor Roosevelt 
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I travelled onwards with Beverley meeting and sharing the dance and having so many 

wonderful exchanges and giving me much to reflect on. Too much to detail but in one 

memorable exchange with care staff I took time to jot down why people had chosen to work 

with elders and in particular those living with dementia which I would like to share. 

It gives me joy 

I feel born to do this 

You see spirit emerging 

It’s challenging, I wonder how I do it, but it leads you to an awesome place 

Enabling 

You see inside beauty 

It gives permission to rock the boat 

Small things matter 

I am learning more about myself 

Acceptance and understanding 

I feel different about myself through doing this work it gives you an awareness of another 

sense of freedom. 

My mini tour of a tiny part of Queensland was so enriching, the people like the land were 

refreshingly open and warm! 

 I gained so much from the “on board” chats and lively debates with Beverley who became 

my unofficial mentor. Central to our discussions was the creative potential of the interplay of 

medicine and the Arts. How do we talk about the arts, about personalised care and individual 

expression within medical settings with conviction and persuasion? With her medical 

background and a foot firmly in both camps Beverley is a fantastic person to talk up ideas 

with. She is nothing if not passionate and I will and indeed have, kept her words with me 

“Don’t lower your moral standards to suit someone else and their agenda. Don’t accept 

anything other than the best for those living with dementia, they have the right to live not 

exist” 

And so with the “Bevisms” ringing in my ears I moved on to Tasmania……. 
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Tasmania 

       

“It is a soft blue day; soft airs, laden with all the fragrances of those Antarctic woods,  

weave an atmosphere of ambrosia around me.  

As we coast along over the placid waters, passing promontory after promontory, 

 wooded to the water’s edge, and “glassing their ancient glories in the flood”  

both sea and land seem to bask and rejoice in the sunshine.’  

Irish journalist John Mitchel  circa 1850 

I have to admit that until meeting Tasmanian Churchill Fellow Glen Murray in UK two years 

ago, I actually did not know that Tasmania was part of Australia, in fact I wasn’t really sure of 

where it was at all………. 

So apart from anything else a Churchill Fellowship is a marvellous way of improving ones 

geographical knowledge! 

On the flight to Tasmania I was delighted to be sat next to a charming older lady who was 

Tasmanian born and bred who informed me there was no better place to live 

“There is nowhere quite like it, we have it all here, why go anywhere else” 

After a few days in Tasmania in which I experienced hot sunshine, driving rain and a snow 

storm I knew where she was coming from. Tasmania is intriguing….it seems to host and 

hold the familiar, the modern and the civilised with the unknown , the ancient and the wild all 

at the same time 

One minute I would be driving through a rural idyll reminiscent of an English summer and the 

next I would be swept off my feet by a hurtling wind. And oh….the air…. it’s delicious I had 

hours of just enjoying the delights of breathing. As a budding yogini I try to practice 

pranayama but in Tasmania it really hit home; the profound delight and the ever present 

witness and teacher that is the breath. If you want to get high on air then Tasmania is the 

place to go…… 
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More generous hosts – The delightful and open hearted Jacquie and John Maginnis 

 

Jacquie is a health promotion coordinator and has a particular passion and for fostering an 

understanding of the importance of the arts to create healthier and more connected 

communities and individuals. John has a wealth of experience of working within the 

community and in particular working with those who are homeless 

This lovely couple opened their home and their hearts to me and once again I found myself 

having life enriching discussions about life the universe and hemp seeds….. 

Jacquie had generously set up lots of visits for me which was such a huge help and enabled 

me to see and do a great deal in a short space of time. John volunteered to be my chauffeur 

and tour guide, nothing like sampling cheese and chocolate between gigs!! 

 Once again it was such a comfort to be living within a home environment and I loved my 

times on their veranda or in their kitchen drinking tea and nattering. Strangely enough this is 

where I spent lots of time when on Stradbroke Island too, communing with Colonel Bill, Bev 

and Mr Chipster their trusty hound. 

 

As with the rest of my report I am consciously choosing to highlight specific 

meetings/workshops in the hope of drawing out what may be of most interest to those 

involved in Elder Arts. Each and every experience was valuable but there are just too many 

to detail. 
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Bishop Davies Court 

 

                     

                                                                

This is a residential nursing home and I was met by the bright eyed manager Ethel who 

hailed from Belfast. A group of curious and very smartly dressed residents had gathered to 

meet me and to share the dance. I felt very underdressed but they were very impressed to 

hear that I was a Churchill Fellow which I think compensated for my baggy layered look. 

We had a great session moving and talking and laughing together. Ethel was a fantastic 

example of a manager who is proactive, involved and reflective. She was both participant 

and enabler doing just enough to offer a subtle prompt, encouraging without pushing or 

nagging. She did not back away from fully being and doing so that we were all on the same 

level, each of us contributing with no sense of anyone looking in from the outside or having  

a sense of separation. I have been involved in many arts based training programmes within 

the care sector in UK. I often find the deepest frustration lies in getting staff to fully engage 

and be involved themselves ….As I wrote in my blog it seems to me that it is only by 

experiencing something you can understand and value it. I do of course realise the obstacles 

and complex issues which make this sort of participation difficult according to context. This 

said it was such a joy to see Ethel “get it” and how that radiated through the group, a real 

sense of community, sharing, being and moving together 

The group were fascinating. Effie at 98 had me in her thrall as she told me about how she 

used to teach Eurhythmics and played hockey and tennis to a high standard. Her father had 
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built the school in Glenorchy. Her husband Laurie, who lived with her in the home had been 

the Australian bowling champion….. so many rich lives I felt extremely boring as well as 

badly dressed!! 

The residents had recently had a session working with “teenagers” and iPads and had 

clearly enjoyed the experience. They also told me about their “move n groove sessions” and 

gave me a list of things I should see and do whilst in Tasmania. 

One of the projects which runs within the home and which really excited me is their 

Intergenerational project. 

Bishop Davies Court is the only “aged care “centre in Australia with a pre-school facility 

onsite. I have long treasured the idea of having a creative centre which brought the 

generations together in this way so it was particularly exciting to see and hear about the 

programme. The Early Learning Childcare Centre is a partnership between St. Michael 

Collegiate School and OneCare and the inter-generational programs and activities are seen 

as a real asset for residents and children alike.  The project is called Kite (Kids interacting 

with the elderly). Ethel kindly took me to see a photographic exhibition of the Kite project. 

She explained that children and very young babies take part and spoke of the effect it had 

on residents who took such joy in seeing babies crawling about the floor “it has a huge 

positive impact” 

Ethel was also open about talking about some of the challenging issues of the project and 

also about being vigilant about honouring and respecting the rights of both groups. 

I found this very exciting since for the eight years alongside my work with elders I have 

worked as a lead artist /Atelierista at Marine Park Primary school in South Shields. I 

absolutely know this is an area I want to develop and which speaks to my heart. This visit 

served to deepen my resolve to start a project. This is what the Churchill is all about, 

experiencing, sharing, imagining and then doing………making change happen. 
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Devonport and the Melbourne Cup 

I travelled North on this very prestigious day to visit a day centre. It seemed a long way to 

travel to share the dance but I am so glad I did. I was met by an enthusiastic group of 

Tasmanians in an array of millinery delights….. 

   

Once again I was underdressed….I am relieved that The Churchill Fellowship is not about 

being a role model for the British fashion industry. 

I found the whole process of learning about the Melbourne Cup interesting since I knew 

nothing at all about it and it was great that the participants could tell me their experiences 

and memories of this horse race. 

We had a lively session together with lots of staff participating and heaps of good humour. 

Several of the participants took the time to say how much they enjoyed the session and as in 

many other sessions they asked me what I called what I do……and did I have a DVD they 

could purchase. 

“That was wonderful it was thoroughly all going on by Jingo I think I may feel it tomorrow but 

oh I feel good!” 

This was and continues to be something for me to reflect on. What I do is essentially about 

being open and present to the group I am with and finding the means to engage with them 

according to how they are. My approach is rooted in a rich and diverse dance/physical 

theatre training which continues to interrogate what it means to be present. My difficulty with 

lots of “trainings “ is that they can become formulaic and disengaging when we fail to look at 

the skills needed to foster engagement and when the doing supersedes the being. 

 I am often involved in training with various groups and this session at the top of Tasmania 

gave me pause for thought and again a moment when I felt suddenly very clear.  I had 

another “Churchillian moment” where I realised where my frustrations stemmed from and 

how I would like to offer trainings and ways in which I may be more effective particularly 

when working with care staff who are interested in creative engagement. 
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Mather’s House - Hobart 

“The Hobart City Council provides the 50 & Better Centre as a place for activities for people 

aged over 50. Its purpose is to provide: a warm, welcoming, cheerful and safe environment 

and a wide range of social, recreational, cultural and educational activities; for the older 

people of greater Hobart” 

 

    
 

The activities of the Centre are developed in consultation and partnership with individuals, 

community groups and organisations who have an interest in the well-being of older persons 

so it was a real treat to be asked to share the dance with like-minded souls. 

 

It was a very lovely session with everyone contributing something of their imagination, their 

creativity and their sense of belonging to this place and this time in this moment. The room 

was enlivened by movement which prompted remembered moments and associations. 

Everyone supported each other and a young dance artist offered to continue to run dance 

sessions which was just a perfect ending to my time in Tasmania. 

 

 I think it is the opportunity to bring communities together like this where there is no hierarchy 

and everyone invests in the process of being together that result in positive action.  

It’s not me or you but rather a sense of us that enables people to make offers and to thereby 

make change.  

 

I am very grateful to Jacquie Maginnis for all the time and effort she put into enabling me to 

meet so many friendly and creative people during my time in Tasmania.  
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Same….. but different 

Glen Murray and MADE ( Mature Artist Dance Experience) 

I would say that Glen and I share a passionate dedication and unwavering conviction in the 

power of movement to effect positive and lasting change. 

How we go about our “work” is quite different and I felt lucky to have a frank if sometimes 

challenging exchange with him about the importance of valuing artistry and the politics of 

dancing, particular with the older dancer. 

We discussed notions of beauty and levels of expectation from both the viewpoint of the lead 

artist /choreographer and the development of a company of older dancers. 

What I like about Glen is that he sets his stall out 

“I make dance with older women at a very high level” 

He has high expectations of himself and of them and you can see this in the methodology of 

his teaching and in how MADE is publicised 

“MADE was founded by Glen Murray, in Tasmania, Australia in June 2005 to provide highly 

aesthetic dance theatre experiences for mature artists…. 

Open technique classes are offered with additional classes for ”those over 50 who are 

interested in performance art the MADE way” 

Glen invited me to watch both the technique classes and the choreographic process which I 

felt was really generous as the company were busy with the early stages of forming and 

refining material for a new show entitled “Sing for me.”  

MADE are a feisty bunch of women and you can tell that they have worked together for a 

long time. There is both dedication and humour in what they do; they take their dancing very 

seriously whilst the friendships between them allow for banter and for a degree of leg pulling 

often at Glen’s expense! He in turn is ever quick to return the favour with a sardonic 

comment skilfully sprinkled…. I have to say that the Australians and the English share much 

in common on the humour front so I felt quite at home with the banter and references to 

whingeing Poms! 

The technique class is mainly based on what would be termed a contemporary dance model 

with Glen setting sequences designed to challenge coordination, balance and memory whilst 

also promoting the skilful articulation and expression of the body. Glen pulls no punches, he 

demands high standards and he aids this process by infusing his classes with rich imagery 

and attention to detail. He is hawk like in his insistence on the accuracy of movement. 

I was interested to spend time with Glen and MADE as I have been processing next steps 

for Gateshead’s company of Elders, Grand Gestures and at the forefront of our collective 

deliberations has been the issue of performance. 

I wanted to know how members of MADE felt about performing and what they felt the 

benefits and the challenges were. I was extremely lucky that a founder member of MADE 

and a newer member volunteered to talk to me. I found it an unbelievably constructive and 
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meaningful experience and I am grateful for their candour and generosity in answering my 

many questions. Their open and reflective comments have given me, Grand Gestures and 

our support network much to contemplate. 

Both women spoke of the enjoyment and the challenge of taking technique classes with 

those of a similar age .Jill described the “sense of joy” that she gets from  

“pushing my limits hard and there is satisfaction in doing this in the company of others. The 

group bring a positive, additional element to my personal achievements. We extend 

ourselves because we are there together” 

I do think that this sense of community is crucial and underpins my claim that that MADE are 

the same but different. The sameness resting on the ability of dance to bring a group 

together to strive, to improve, to refine, to express and to celebrate each other. 

Part of my Churchillian ponderings is to do with performance and the potential difficulties it 

can throw up particularly around rehearsals, time commitments and most importantly the 

issue of memory. The sensitive subject of memory is one which is becoming increasingly 

discussed within Grand Gestures and is part of our continual exploration of what the ageing 

process means. We have chosen to work with improvisation as both a philosophical and 

artistic acknowledgement of the fact that everything in life is in a process of change. 

            

MADE make highly theatrical dance works which blend aspects of performance art/visual art 

and theatre. The works are demanding for the performers and the attention to detail means 

that memory and exactitude are part of the MADE aesthetic. I wanted to know how the 

dancers responded to this and what the challenges were. 

Jill has many performances under her belt whilst Heather had only one. 

Heather described the “pressure” of performance as “extraordinary” not just because of the 

time commitment but because  

“There comes a time when you have to get it right, you have to pull it out and you have to 

commit. It challenges your expectations and the groups” 

There was a wonderful discussion of how Jill had partnered Heather in her first performance 

and how rich and meaningful this had been 

“It was great to learn from her (Jill) about how to apply myself in performance as it is so 

radically different from class” 
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I found this fascinating and it is a compelling example of empowerment, the way in which the 

women are able to mentor each other and the recognition of performance as being another 

state or realm. 

When talking about memory both women acknowledged that it was an issue but that the 

group had found ways to manage memorising the dance material using a variety of 

strategies. 

“We tend to resolve issues around memory by putting extra time in, we take it on ourselves 

to sort it. We expect high standards of ourselves; we don’t want to look like a bunch of oldie 

amateurs. We invest in getting it right because we trust Glen to give us something that will 

look good in a public arena” 

Another really interesting point was made clear to me here. Whilst I was worrying about how 

performance may result in anxiety about memory it would seem that for these women it is 

the very act of performing which has enabled them to find strategies which make them 

resilient and enable them to meet the challenges of memory. 

Jill spoke of how the performance goes beyond memory and remembering what you are 

doing to what she referred to as  

“A dimension of feeling what you are dancing, becoming skilled in the art of performance 

which is an extra challenge”  

Both women felt that this was where Glen excelled and was able to facilitate them in this 

process of being able to convey strong messages/emotions 

“You need extra support to access this and it is different from doing class, it can be a lonely 

road sometimes when you are moving toward a performance. I can see why the 

performance element and all it entails may not be for everyone. We are dealing with complex 

skills particularly for the older brain remembering the movement, the cues, and the emotional 

state” 

Whilst performance was clearly challenging for both dancers I could not help but me 

impressed by how they articulated their experiences and the powerful affect it had on their 

lives. 

The processes behind the performance are enriching and Jill referred to it as  

“a wondrous process which connects me to an aesthetic realm…there are moments in 

rehearsal when you just get it” 

Heather agreed and added  

“It brings a whole range of experiences to us and means that retirement has a new 

dimension and it brings a huge interest to life and a structure, something to invest in and to 

look forward to”  

We spoke about the transition from doing a class which may be attended for 

recreational/health purposes and then moving into a demanding artistic process. 

“I try to encourage more people to take up the performance element as often they don’t 

realise what they are saying no to. What it does to my brain is that when I perform I know 

what performance is and I would give up anything in order to be able to perform.” 
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I found this so incredibly moving and to experience just the telling of it was powerful. Jill 

values performance for what it does for her personally, for connections that she makes and 

is not to do with the audience watching her 

“The audience being there drives my perfectionist streak but my attitude to performing and to 

class is the same .. I do things to my utmost. The audience is the catalyst that sets the 

journey in motion, the search for that wondrous feeling; it’s not about us getting up as older 

women in front of people…. It’s the inner journey we go on, it’s about evolving” 

I think Jill’s testament is so powerful and personal. Often we look at dance for elder dancers 

through the lenses of health and well-being; it has to be purposeful dance within the context 

of being of some societal use.  

What I loved about talking to these women was that they clearly see themselves as artists 

who are developing, moving forward and developing a greater awareness of themselves 

through their dancing and performing. It is a fabulous positive message about the creative 

possibilities as we age and has served to strengthen me in my absolute belief that dance 

made by older dancers is meaningful in and of itself. It has a right to be made and seen 

without demands being made that it can only exist when some health agenda is being 

addressed. 

It is quite telling that the budgets for research into “Arts and Elders” that are purportedly 

linked to “making health policy” far outstrip the budgets that are available for artists to work 

with elders to make art for its own sake. Rare are the opportunities for the elder person to 

actually have the possibility to dance, sing, and draw or just be without someone asking 

them a series of questions about their “resilience”, their age, their life style….. As a member 

of Grand Gestures recently commented,  

“It seems that to some we are not really appreciated as dancers but rather old people 

observed for some agenda that no one is being open or honest about but it definitely isn’t 

about the art of dancing” 

 So hurrah for MADE I say and for Glen’s insistence on the importance of the dance, of 

opportunity and of excellence in artistry…… and a big HURRAH to the MADE maidens who 

are getting the message out there that the older dancer and their dance has intrinsic worth. 
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Sydney 

The Art of Health and Well Being Conference 

 

I am well aware that in my capacity as a freelance dance artist I am often working within care 

and or medical contexts and that the workshops I facilitate will necessarily be framed within 

a specific funding agenda. However the work is framed or contextualised  the Churchill  

Fellowship has helped me  clarify that what I do and my heartfelt intent is essentially the 

same whether it be dance for  undergraduates, elder dancers, making a piece of 

“professional” dance or a dance session for elders living with dementia 

 I am in pursuit of “gleeful abandon” of a moment to moment awareness of aliveness and an 

acceptance of that lived in moment with whatever comes with it be it joy, sadness, curiosity, 

anger….this is the stuff of life. 

I was keen to attend the Sydney conference before leaving Australia as a fitting way to 

conclude my Churchill travels and to continue to build a network of support and possible 

connection for myself with like-minded practitioners. 

There was a full programme of speakers and workshops including many from the UK. 

At this point it was great to see familiar faces and it made for a great transition between 

“Home and Away”! 

As ever I made detailed notes about my thoughts and ideas and it was great to take these 

days for discussion and healthy disagreement and provocation as well as reflection and a 

review of my travels. I also realised how tired I was…… future Churchillians take 

heed…..prepare for and accept that exhaustion will visit you…… 

Of the many people I met and listened to at the conference the one I connected with and 

whose work seemed to have a natural affinity with mine was Pamela Bruder, an artist and 
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Life Enrichment Project Co-ordinator. Pamela has recently completed her doctoral research 

(University of Melbourne) entitled “We are here” An Ethnography of Old Age, Institutional 

Life, and the Body- Self in Communal Singing. 

Pamela is an inspiration and her whole approach is one of inclusion and meaningful 

engagement. As part of her presentation she shared a video of her Intergenerational Project 

the Narrow Bridge. What I loved about the project and about Pam was the fact the residents, 

the children and staff had all learnt new skills as the project developed. If something was 

suggested then Pam acted on it and got everyone activated and involved. She had such 

dedication to her work and spoke of it as “sacred work” a phrase which has stayed with me.  

Pam is not concerned with delivering creative sessions (although she does this clearly with 

great skill )but rather has a view that ensures that “every day counts “and has meaning for 

those who work with her. It goes beyond a health and well-being agenda to something other 

and which is difficult to write about adequately. There is something sacred and profound 

about ageing and it is something which we are perhaps embarrassed to talk about. Endings 

are by their very nature conclusive and redolent with meaning, it is a process….a journey we 

all have to take. Suffice to say that Pamela and I got each other immediately with a sense of  

“knowing in the bones” Life in all its fullness including ageing, including dementia and other 

disease is not a problem for us to solve but is a process to be experienced wherein we look 

for the ease of being. This is why Pamela follows where the creative process takes both her 

and those she works with. She is facilitating them toward being able to experience 

everything that arises and toward living life fully and more attentively with no sense of 

limiting curiosity and possibility because of age or illness. 

“Try to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like books written in a foreign 

language. Do not now look for the answers. They cannot now be given to you because you 

could not live them. It is a question of experiencing everything. At present you need to live 

the question. Perhaps you will gradually, without even noticing it, find yourself experiencing 

the answer, some distant day. Perhaps you are indeed carrying within yourself the power to 

visualise, to design and to create for yourself an utterly satisfying, joyful and pure lifestyle” 

Rainer Maria Rilke. Letters to a Young Poet 

. 

This for me is at the very heart of what it means to improvise. It is not answers we need as to 

the meaning of life but rather what we need is a fully lived and alive life….. 

Doing and being, dancing and singing give us an energetic buzz…… something changes, 

something shifts and is enlivened and this is a process which should continue no matter 

what age we are. Every moment matters and is a matter of note so that as Pamela says 

every day does indeed count and is sacred. 
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Conclusions 

Home is where the art is. 

I became acutely aware of the joining of dots as I wrote this report and of how much my work 

is about home and community. I have always felt least at home when I have been part of 

bigger projects where there has not been a sense of connection to people and which have 

been limited to short term engagements with ambitious over reaching aims and objectives. I 

long for and am enlivened by the building of connections and meanings and the organic 

realisation of outcomes as part of a negotiated process. This way of working has become 

part of my process and is made clear to me in two longer term projects I am presently 

privileged to participate in. 

1The delights of Marine Park Primary school where a host of friendly children are always 

pleased to see me, who know me and where I know all the staff and the parents. This makes 

my job much more than someone who delivers arts based workshops. We have a 

commitment to each other and to a way of working together. We matter to each other. 

2. Grand Gestures -Company of Elders is a project where I also have a feeling of being at 

home, connected and in community. In two years we have grown from three people to a 

company of 17 elder dancers and have found a way of being together that benefits us all 

and that is respectful of us all. We gel and are moving forward together and enjoying life 

together accommodating all that we are collectively and celebrating that.  

My Churchill has made me super conscious of how this sense of connection and of being at 

home is at the root of what I am interested in. The talent I have, if I have one, is being able to 

find the means of drawing people together and making the connections between them 

tangible, visible, felt and experienced. This seems a simplistic thing to realise about yourself 

but it has actually had a profound effect on me and the way in which I want to proceed. 

Since returning to England I have relinquished lots of ideas I had about performance related 

criteria and released myself from the stress I was feeling about matching outcomes and what 

different funders might want and feeling continually compromised. I have sat back and taken 

a long hard look at what my strengths are and in doing that have been able to think that I can 

deliver outcomes but I can also creatively flip around how these outcomes might be realised 

and perhaps challenge the culture that is so outcome driven in its desire to see results, 

participant numbers, training sessions etc…. 

It really is what Liz Lerman refers to about when she talks about “hiking the horizontal” you 

have to flip it around  and find it in yourself to not compromise on what you know works, not 

to compromise on the creative drive and the energy that gets everyone interested in the first 

place.  If we take away the vertical hierarchy of proof, research, funds, resources and 

outcomes and instead imagine (as Lerman encourages us to) a hierarchy made horizontal 

“ it becomes more lie a see saw “ …or more about a balancing act a bit of give and take. 

Lerman continues 

“If we are lucky enough we can actually take the long highway between the sometimes 

opposing forces, discovering information that can feed our artistic impulses all along the 

way. It is hard work but those of us wandering at one end or the other can begin trying to find 

something to respect at the opposite pole. And if for a moment you take this continuum and 

bend it into a circle, you will see that the two ends can lie close, like next door neighbours” 
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The power of the Churchill Fellowship is in the people you meet and the exchange of ideas. 

It can however be overwhelming .At times my mind would scramble with all the ideas and 

connections and plans for what I might be able to do back home and then suddenly I would 

feel a profound sense of homesickness and a hilarious longing to be in exotic Bensham with 

a cup of tea….. Sometimes the familiar and the incidental are what you crave when 

everything is new, expansive and stimulating……. 

I am profoundly grateful for each encounter and particularly the families and people who let 

me stay with them Shula and Bashmina, Beverley, Bill and Chipster and Jacquie and John. 

They have helped me realise and locate what it was I was straining to see. In common with 

many Churchill Fellows I found myself travelling at a particularly difficult and challenging time 

in my personal and family life. Like a family my hosts had to sometimes see me struggle 

(particularly Beverley) and experience me being incredibly anxious, negative, worried and 

doubtful but kept going with me , kept faith with me and helped me to keep moving on.  

Present and Future plans 

The Churchill has empowered me to see my practice within the terms of reference that 

interest me, what is the art  and heart of what I do and why can't the art of improvising, of 

being present be the unashamed basis of what I do? In pursuit of gleeful abandonment 

therefore the following is in process. 

 

Beverley Giles -Dementia consultant and dance enthusiast (Queensland Australia) will be 

visiting me in May 2014. We will continue to share the dancing and explore exciting 

possibilities for CPD and care staff training in collaboration with Equal Arts. 

 

Two Bags Together Apart 

 

 
 

An online artist exchange with Pamela Bruder. This will also feed into the Emmelina 

Waterbucket Project, sharing ideas, methodologies and time for reflection across the globe. 
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The Emmelina Waterbucket Intergenerational Project   

 

Marine Park Primary School and Princess House Residential Home 

This pilot project was put into place almost as soon as I returned home to the UK armed with 

the enthusiasm, encouragement and example of Pamela Bruder’s work in Melbourne. 

The project has already had a huge impact on the participating Elders and young people; 

collectively we make the agenda, collectively we choose what we will do each week 

following the lead of our collective creativity. We are also in the process of linking up with 

Pamela Bruder and her group in Melbourne and finding a purposeful use of technology 

within the care setting. I anticipate that this project will develop over the coming year and 

that it will eventually involve the whole school moving actively toward positive steps in 

creating Dementia friendly communities. 

The project is being meticulously documented and we are carefully working toward 

integrating the project into the creative curriculum.  

It is a project which blends art forms so that each week, dancing, singing, storytelling and 

making can emerge and flower. Residents actively look forward to the sessions and elders 

with the most acute symptoms of dementia are finding a place of meaning and belonging in 

our improvisations together. 

Care staff are joining in and importantly adding to the collective creative pot which seems to 

be of such importance if we want care staff to value and engage with this work. It has to 

have meaning and purpose for them in order to understand it and to recognise what is 

happening within themselves…..connecting the outer form with the inner realm. 

Please see Appendix 1 for information. 
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Grand Gestures developments  

I am in the process of re-imagining how Grand Gestures can experience volunteering and 

sharing their dance with people who are living with dementia; how we can increase the 

quality of the artistic engagement for everyone involved and develop the model keeping the 

project alive and responsive. 

Part of this process will be articulated in an exciting partnership with Dr. Trish Winter of 

Sunderland University who is undertaking a Somatic Ethnography of Grand Gestures. This 

will ensure that important elements of what we do (the art of improvisation) and how that is 

experienced and expressed by elder dancers is given the importance it deserves. 

I will also be re thinking training models and techniques for care staff in collaboration with 

Equal Arts with a specific focus on the skills of improvisation, its benefits and effects.  

As a lifelong dedicated teacher and performer of dance /theatre improvisation I am buzzing 

with ideas. I feel like I have gone on a long journey in order to come back home to the body 

and to that intuitive “just right as it is” feeling, fully present and alive to this moment. 

I am ever grateful and mindful of the opportunity the Winston Churchill Fellowship has given 

me and for tapping me and all my fellow fellows on the shoulder allowing us all to realise the 

possibility of now. 

“To each there comes in their lifetime a special moment when they are figuratively tapped on     

the shoulder and offered the chance to do a very special thing, unique to them and fitted to 

their talents.”    Winston Churchill 

 

 



37 
 

Paula Turner -Churchill Fellow 2013 
 

Appendix 1 

 

My Churchill Blog 

http://dancinglightlyontheedgesoftime.tumblr.com/ 

 

The Emmelina Waterbucket Intergenerational Project 

http://www.drywater.org/intergenerational/4582812732 

 

Grand Gestures Company of Elders - Blog 

http://creativitymatterseq.wordpress.com/videos/ 

 

A piece made with Grand Gestures dancer Kevan McGeever on return from my travels. 

Letting the dance be ….following our instincts and tuning in to our environment. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRlXs-6XgRM 

 

Details of the partnership with Dr.Trish Winter 

http://www.crmcs.sunderland.ac.uk/projects-and-collaborations/trish-winter/ 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://dancinglightlyontheedgesoftime.tumblr.com/
http://www.drywater.org/intergenerational/4582812732
http://creativitymatterseq.wordpress.com/videos/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRlXs-6XgRM
http://www.crmcs.sunderland.ac.uk/projects-and-collaborations/trish-winter/
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Appendix 2 

Some examples of feedback I received from sharing my practice during my travels. 

A peaceful opening and an energy packed ending ......  she created an atmosphere that 
positively encouraged all of us to participate beyond our own self-imposed limitations.  
Paula is absolutely authentic and it is this that is so important in connecting with people living 
with dementia. 
 
 
She reminded me of the importance of ‘being in the moment’ which a joy to experience at my 
weekly was volunteering at the Aged Care Hostel. 
 

I was hoping you could pass on to Paula my feedback comments from the workshop I 
attended.  I found the workshop very beneficial.  I enjoyed that way Paula demonstrated how 
important ‘sequence’ and ‘rhythm’ were and how the people responded and participated.   

To see the change in people from the beginning of the workshop to the end was quite 
remarkable.  

I deal with Carers of people with dementia on a daily basis and I learnt so much from that 
workshop that I was able to take away and share with them.  To say it was ‘exciting’ is an 
understatement. . 

It was a real joy to see people become more and more animated and involved, even daring, 
as the day went on. B. was particularly notable for moving from apathy to full participation 
and a wonderful sort of cheekiness, delightful to see. 

I just wanted to let you know how thoroughly I enjoyed last Friday's session with Paula. What 
a pity we could not keep her in Tasmania. 
Did you notice how M was slightly intimidated by it all, but how later, at the end of the 
session, she was relaxed and happy? We went for a walk afterwards (I go walking with her 
once a fortnight) and she told me how she had enjoyed it. I can see how this system of 
movement could be used with people of all ages and abilities. 
 

I thought the day was wonderful. Paula came to the level of all who attended, the 

participation was great everyone joined in; everyone was willing to give it a go. Paula made it 

achievable for everyone there.   

The expressions on everyone’s face said it all they were all smiling and appeared to enjoy 

the session. I am going to use the skills I learnt in my work with younger people with a 

disability, thank you. 

 It was a great day and enjoyed by all. I know D. was greatly inspired and came back from 
the Warwick session full of praise and enthusiasm and eager to implement some of what she 
has learnt. 
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