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‘Celebrating Age and Ambition’ 

 
Name of Organisation 

Arts for Health Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly 
 

Title of project/programme 
Celebrating Age and Ambition 
 
Dates of project/programme 

2011 - 2013 
 

 
Summary 
 

For age is opportunity no less 

Than youth itself, though in another dress, 

And as the evening twilight fades away 

The sky is filled with stars, invisible by day. 

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW 

“Morituri Salutamus” 

 

This project was aimed at engaging older people throughout the 

county of Cornwall in creative activities, raising awareness of, and 

stimulating debate on, the talents and capabilities of older people 

through showcasing the work in contemporary arts venues.  The 

creative facilitators comprised a dancer, writer and visual artist. The 

project had a number of strands including workshops with a range 

of different groups of older people, one-to-one sessions with people 

who are housebound and a mature dancers’ company. The final 

showcase event ‘Moving Forward Looking Back’ took place in the 

Exchange Gallery, Penzance and included installations, writing and 

dance performances. 
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Winner of the Arts & Health South West Award 2013 for a 

health organisation 

 
Overview  
This work built on our long-standing programme of work with older 

people, which focused on encouraging participation in a range of 

creative activities with the aim of improving health and well-being. 

Much of the work up to this point had focused on the process of 

participation; this project sought to give the end product a greater 

emphasis, whilst still ensuring that the process was beneficial and 

meaningful.  Cornwall is a county with an older population than the 

national average and our local research showed that there is a lack 

of opportunity for older people to engage in meaningful creative 

activities and for their talents to be recognised and celebrated.  It 

was also clear that whilst these opportunities were being developed 

for people in care settings, little was happening for people who were 

not in need of that level of support. Such people may be 

experiencing loneliness, isolation and increasing health problems 

and could benefit from the social interactions and development of 

skills and competencies offered by the project. Another group of 

people we targeted in the project were those who are housebound 

and who also have little opportunity therefore to engage in creative 

activities. There was also evidence that older people were often the 

passive recipients of projects and activities and through this project 

we aimed to involve them as active co-designers, steering the 

project as it progressed.  

We aimed to highlight to themselves and a wider audience the skills 

and abilities of a wide range of older people through the creation of 

high quality artistic practice. Our objectives were to: 

• Engage older people across the county, in a variety of 

settings, in creative activity  

• Facilitate a final event or exhibition showcasing the work 

created, steered by the participants in the project 

• Enhance social networks for participants, for which there is 

evidence that this has a beneficial impact on long-term health 

and well-being 

There were a number of strands to the project: 
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Creative Writing and Visual Arts Workshops 

Jointly facilitated by a visual artist and writer, these sessions 

resulted in a huge variety of work including printmaking, painting, 

3D models and mobiles, textile design, poetry and stories. They 

took place all across the county: 

• Day Care Centre in Penzance 

• Residential and Day Care Centre in St Austell 

• Community venue in Rock - participants were local residents 

who, despite living in this small community, had not come 

together in this way before. They were recruited through the 

local Over 50’s Forum and via the Parish newsletter.  

• Pop-up workshops - these were one off 2 hour writing or 

visual art workshops. Promoted through the Carrick and 

Kerrier 50+ forums and held in 6 venues - community 

centres, day centres, supported housing, village halls, art 

gallery, library - to enable people not in residential care an 

opportunity to participate. 

• A celebratory tea party with creative workshops - this was 

held to bring together all those involved in the pop-up events 

and as an awareness-raiser for our larger final event in 

Penzance. Over 65 people attended and participated in a 

textile printmaking workshop. 

Inner Ground Dance Company 

The company was formed of mature dancers who were recruited 

through two open workshops - one in Bodmin and one in Helston. 

The first three company rehearsals were open, then attendance 

settled at 9 dancers - a mix of people who had danced before and 

those new to dance. The dance company is Cornwall’s first 

contemporary dance company specifically for people over 50 and 

their premiere performance was a piece that they devised 

specifically as part of this project. 

 

One-to-one workshops 

This was an exciting aspect of the project. Housebound people, by 

the nature of their circumstances, have great difficulty in accessing 

creative activities and are often isolated and overlooked.  People 

were referred via the local NHS and Age UK Cornwall and had up to 

six sessions with either the visual artist, writer or dancer.  
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In addition we held a visual arts and writing competition open to 

anyone aged over 50 across Cornwall; this was aimed at allowing 

anyone to get involved and to raise awareness of the final event.  

 

The culmination of the project was a two-day event at the Exchange 

Gallery in Penzance, a contemporary art gallery. There were 

installations of work created, projections, books of creative writing, 

3 dance performances by Inner Ground and a symposium 

discussing the issues arising from the project, its legacy and future 

plans.  

 

There were a wide range of partners involved in this project. A 

steering group comprised representatives from Arts for Health 

Cornwall, Age UK Cornwall, Volunteer Cornwall, The Works Dance 

and Theatre Agency, Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Primary Care Trust, 

Carrick Over 50’s Forum, North Cornwall Over 50’s Forum, 

Exchange and Newlyn Galleries. Whilst we have previously been 

influential in bringing individual artists into contact with older 

people and the organizations that support and facilitate older 

people’s independence, there has been little that has brought 

together mainstream arts organizations and the voluntary and 

community sector organizations whose focus is on older people. For 

example, the two events that were held in Cornwall in 2009 and 

2010 to celebrate Older People’s Day attracted a wide range of 

health and social care organizations to work together but did not 

engage the wider cultural and creative sector outside our own 

organization. 

 

Project preparation began in late 2011 with activities happening 

between December 2011 and January 2013 – which is when the 

Moving Forward Looking Back event took place.  

 

Innovation 

The project had a number of innovative features: 

• One-to-one work with housebound participants referred by 

district nursing and befriending services. This has proven to 

be of significant interest to the NHS and we are currently 

preparing a report on the specific aspects of this element of 

the project with recommendations as to how it might be rolled 

out in a sustainable way.  



 5

• Bringing together work of a number of different groups – 

geographically widespread and a wide range of capabilities 

and support needs – into a cohesive whole. Although many of 

the participants did not meet each other until the final event, 

the artists built collaborative opportunities between the 

individuals and groups during the time of the project e.g. by 

taking the creative writing of one group and using it as a 

starting point for visual arts work by another group; the 

dance company having a facilitated visual arts workshop to 

create a permanent record of their movements which could 

form part of the exhibition. 

• The focus on product as well as process. This ‘raised the bar’ 

somewhat in terms of the quality of work to be produced and 

had the effect of encouraging and supporting older people in 

their ambitions to create:  

“We feel we can do things that we didn’t think we could 

do. It’s like an old clock, can be hard to wind up but 

once it gets going…” (participant) 

 

Participation 
In total over 180 people were directly involved in creating work that 

formed part of the final exhibition, approximately half of these were 

people who took part in the one-off pop-up workshops; the others 

were people with a longer-term engagement in the project. In 

addition we had a further 50 people who took part in the 

competition.  We talked to all the older people’s forums in Cornwall 

to get a sense of what might work in each area and spent some 

time at the outset of the project offering the opportunity for 

involvement with a wide range of groups. The final make-up of 

participants was designed to provide a geographical spread and a 

diverse range of groups and experiences. The ages of participants 

ranged from people in their late 50s to people in their 90s, and 

included some very active, fit and independent older people as well 

as those requiring round-the-clock care. The focus was not on any 

particular health conditions but we know that many of people we 

worked with had long-term health conditions, including dementia, 

physical disabilities, and low-level mental health conditions such as 

depression or anxiety.  The artist facilitators were keen to ensure 

that the participants took hold of the creative direction of the 

project so although they had some ideas to offer in initial sessions, 

they worked very much on what participants wanted to do.  At the 
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final event in Penzance, over 250 people attended over the two 

days.  

 
Outcomes 
All partners agreed at the outset that the project outcomes should 

focus on social engagement, general feelings of well-being and on 

developing awareness and forging relationships that would enable 

the work to be sustained. The evidence for achieving these 

outcomes is in the feedback from participants and the plans in place 

for ongoing work (see Critical Success Factors section).  

Participants and stakeholder feedback is still being collated for our 

final report to our funders but examples are: 

 

My life, though not uncomfortable, was being rather restricted 

through the dominance of others. This has been a long-term 

situation . . . My stress-related bouts of irregular heartbeats 

are now few and far between. General muscle tone has 

improved and I feel much more positive and able to 'be 

myself' more. Most of all, it's wonderful to feel one still has 

something to offer, even at an advanced age! Dance company 

member, age 76 

 

Eric’s first session was brilliant  . . .  Amanda has been back 

with some things which link to his interests and they have 

been exploring these more. He remembers who she is and 

when she is coming. Wife of Eric, a man with dementia who 

had one-to-one sessions 

  

Changes in life have been easier to navigate because I know 

myself more intimately through creative explorations. 

Workshop participant 

 

The first time in my life that I have ever felt such warmth and 

appreciation. Dance company member 

 
Learning 
One of the challenges of the project was balancing the requirements 

of a contemporary art gallery to ensure that the work that was 

going to be shown there was something in which they could have 

confidence, whilst not being able to be specific about this because 

the work was being led by participants and it was not until late in 
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the project that the content of the show became clear.  

 

The one-to-one work proved very demanding for the artists and 

looks particularly costly. Some participants were only able to work 

for short periods which meant that the preparation and travel time 

for the artist was out of proportion to the time spent with the 

individual. However the benefits to individuals were far greater than 

anticipated and there is definite interest in expanding this element 

of the project in some way. The expectations of all parties – 

individual participant, their carers and family, professional staff and 

artist – need to be understood at the outset and more time taken 

by the referring agency to find out what the individual really wants. 

For example, one man was referred to the project for one-to-one 

visual arts sessions because the nurse referring him knew that he 

used to hold a senior academic position in fine art; in working with 

him it became clear that another medium might have been a better 

outlet for his creativity, one which did not remind him of the skills 

no longer available to him but provided new opportunities for his 

expression.  

 
Critical success factors 

• Engagement of a diverse range of people across a large 

geographical area 

• The bringing together of health and social care, community 

arts and contemporary arts into one project: 

 

The elements of the Dance Company and exhibition in a 

gallery space brought a different dimension to a 

community arts project. I felt the performance, 

exhibition and symposium led to the project being 

viewed as art in its own right rather than "art" produced 

by old people - empowerment rather than the “aren’t 

they amazing old people” syndrome. Audience member 

 

Legacy of ongoing work: 

• Inner Ground Dance Company are developing a plan for 

sustainability and are holding an open workshop for mature 

dancers in May this year.  

• The care settings that participated in the workshops have 

continued to offer creative activities as part of their menu of 

services and are engaged with the support that we can 
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provide 

• We will be providing training to members of the Rock group to 

enable them to continue to meet and pursue creative interests 

independently 

• The Exchange Gallery saw people coming to the event who 

would not normally go to that gallery and are interested in 

ongoing collaborations of this type 

• We are preparing a report for the NHS on how the one-to-one 

sessions might be rolled out in an affordable and sustainable 

way 

• Our relationship with the Baring Foundation has enabled us to 

develop networks and partnerships with other organisations 

sharing similar aims and we are planning further projects 

which build upon the learning from this.  

 
Funding and Resources 
We applied successfully to the Baring Foundation, which provided 

£26,200 and Feast (a Cornwall funding stream aimed at ‘making 

great local art happen across Cornwall’) which provided £9,000. The 

total budget therefore was £35,200 of which just over £17,000 was 

in artists’ fees. We recruited four artists to work on the project: 

Caroline Schanche – lead artist, her role was to develop 

relationships and provide a coherent creative overview as the 

project progressed 

Jayne Devlin – dancer and choreographer 

Tony Johns – visual artist 

Amanda White – writer 

The remainder of the budget was for transport, materials, venues, 

exhibition and other miscellaneous costs associated with the 

development of the project.  Transport is always a significant cost in 

a countywide project in Cornwall. The transport was for artists and 

for participants where access was a barrier to their participation. 

 

Contact details for further information 
 
Jayne Howard 

Director 

Arts for Health Cornwall and Isles of Scilly 

W: www.artsforhealthcornwall.org.uk 

E: jayne@artsforhealthcornwall.org.uk  


