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Memory Box: A three-dimensional quilt as an arts-based method for 
recollective practices and memory work

Caixa de Memória: Um quilt tridimensional como método baseado em artes 
para práticas de recolha e trabalho de memória

Caja de Memoria: un quilt tridimensional como método basado en las artes 
para las prácticas de recolección y el trabajo de la memoria.
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ABSTRACT

 The article explores the use of textile arts to counter dominant narratives 
associated with stigmatising memory loss and dementia. The article asks how textile arts 
can generate social transformation and elicit social dialogue to be a vehicle for mitigating 
societal challenges. Joseph Beuys’s (1979, c.f. Harlan, 2004) concept of social sculpture 
will be used to understand how textile arts can be used to counter harmful narratives that 
stigmatise memory loss and dementia. The role of arts-based approaches in improving the 
quality of life (QoL) and creative engagement with people who experience memory loss, 
and the role of arts-based methods (ABMs) in recollective practices and memory work will 
be addressed through an arts-based research strategy that was supported by narrative 
approaches and documentation via the digital WhatsApp tool that enables text messaging, 
voice notes and photos to be shared.

keywords: Social sculpture, memory work, dementia, textile art, three-dimensional 
quilt, lapwork.

RESUMO

 O artigo explora o uso das artes têxteis para combater narrativas dominantes 
associadas à perda de memória estigmatizante e à demência. O artigo questiona como as 
artes têxteis podem gerar transformação social e facilitar o diálogo para ser um veículo 
de mitigação de desafios sociais. O conceito de escultura social de Joseph Beuys (1979, 
c.f. Harlan, 2004) será usado para entender como as artes têxteis podem ser usadas para 
combater narrativas prejudiciais que estigmatizam a perda de memória e a demência. O 
papel das abordagens baseadas nas artes na melhoria da qualidade de vida (QoL) e no 
engajamento criativo com pessoas que experimentam perda de memória, e o papel dos 
métodos baseados nas artes (ABMs) em práticas de recordação e trabalho de memória 
serão abordados através da arte e de estratégias de pesquisa baseadas na arte, apoiadas 
por abordagens narrativas e documentação digital com a ferramenta WhatsApp que 
permite o compartilhamento de mensagens de texto, anotações de voz e fotos.
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Palavras-chave: Escultura social, trabalho de memória, demência, arte têxtil, colcha 
tridimensional, trabalho de regaço.

RESUMEN

 El artículo explora el uso de las artes textiles como contestación de las narrativas 
dominantes asociadas con la estigmatización de la pérdida de memoria y la demencia. Se 
pregunta cómo las artes textiles pueden generar una transformación social y provocar un 
diálogo que sea un vehículo para mitigar los desafíos sociales. Se utilizará el concepto de 
escultura social de Joseph Beuys (1979, cf. Harlan, 2004) para comprender cómo se pueden 
utilizar las artes textiles para contrariar las narrativas dañosas que estigmatizan la pérdida 
de memoria y la demencia; con enfoques basados   en las artes para la mejoria de la calidad 
de vida (QoL) y el compromiso creativo con las personas que experimentan pérdida de 
memoria. Se abordarán a través de un análisis basada en métodos artísticos y estrategias de 
investigación con enfoques narrativos y documentación a través de la herramienta digital 
WhatsApp que permite compartir mensajes de texto, notas de voz y fotos.

Palabras clave: Escultura social, trabajo de memoria, demencia, arte textil, colcha 
tridimensional, trabajos de regazo.

Introduction

As a result of globally ageing populations, there is an 
increase in the number of people who are diagnosed with 
dementia annually. Worldwide almost 50 million people 
are currently affected by dementia, and the number is 
estimated to grow to 131.5 million people by the year 
2050 (Alzheimer’s Society UK, 2020; Dementia Australia, 
2021). Dementia is a complex clinical syndrome with no 
cure (Windle et al., 2016), involving the deterioration of 
cognitive, behavioural, emotive and interactive functions 
(Moss & O’Neill, 2019). Due to its complexity, the syndrome 
needs to be understood from a variety of perspectives, also 
through the lens of creativity (Basting, 2014). Participative 
arts are generally accepted as ‘representing beneficial 
interventions’ (Zeilig, Killick, & Fox, 2014, p. 7), but little 
is known about how the arts can be beneficial for people 
living with dementia (PLWD).

Dementia is often oversimplified as a condition that only 
entails memory loss, instead of a syndrome that may have 
varied symptoms in terms of how it is experienced by 
the individual and how it develops over time (Dementia 
Australia, 2018, p. 4). Too often, misinformation can 
strengthen stigmas that prevail in the wider public about 
issues related to memory loss amongst the elderly. 
Therefore, how dementia can be portrayed in the media 
needs ongoing critical evaluation to create understanding 
and sensitise the wider public about this complex syndrome. 

Misinformation in the media deepens ‘how society 
imagines’, and also engages with PLWD (Zeilig, 2014, p.79). 

In addition, hurt and harm is caused to PLWD and their 
carers (Andrews, 2016). The anxiety caused by exaggerated 
reporting of dementia in the media on PLWD, their families 
and carers, is illustrated by Andrews (2016), who condemn 
such practice as cruel as no cure exists for dementia or 
memory loss. Such exaggerated and unmoderated reporting 
can lead to ‘spin’ reporting that aims to create sensational 
publications that is based on distortions of experiences 
and information towards a possible favourable outcome 
(NHS Choices, 2012; White, 2014). Also, ‘spin’ can create 
false hope, and especially new medical trial reporting 
contributes to 51% of this kind of media ‘spin’ (NHS Choices, 
2012; White, 2014). Reporting strategies such as ‘spin’ 
overemphasises the ‘beneficial effect of the experimental 
treatment’ (Yavchitz, Boutron, Bafeta, Marroun, & Charles, 
2012, p. 9). Research has shown that ‘exaggerated and 
inappropriate coverage of research findings’ result in 
reaffirming the general bias influencing the interpretation 
of these results (Yavchitz et al., 2012, p. 9). Zeilig (2014, p. 
78) argues for raising awareness that dementia is a ‘socially 
and culturally constructed condition’, that is predominantly 
based on public understandings surrounding the syndrome; 
hence, the dominant cultural narratives that stigmatise 
dementia need moderated and robust counter narratives 
to deconstruct the misperceptions that surround dementia. 

This objective of the article is to explore the role of ABMs 
to create awareness and dialogue about the syndrome in 
wider audiences and the general public. The article seeks 
to address how QoL can be improved through social and 
creative engagement with people who experience memory 
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loss. Another objective is to explore how arts-based 
practices and arts in public spaces and everyday life can 
contribute to constructive and critical discussion to counter-
narrate the stigmas associated with taboos. The article asks 
how textile arts can generate social transformation and 
elicit social dialogue to be a vehicle for mitigating societal 
challenges and social sculpture (Beuys, 1979, c.f. Harlan, 
2004). In addition, the role of ABMs in recollective practices 
and memory work will be explored. Memory loss is often 
accepted as a normal part of ageing, but research continues 
in the yet unexplored area of Mild Cognitive Impairment 
(MCI), which refers to a condition of more than usual 
sense of memory loss experienced by ageing populations 
and those who have not been diagnosed with dementia 
(Dementia Australia, 2020). 

The article draws on arts-based research (ABR), artistic 
research and reflexive research to understand the impact 
of a three-dimensional quilt, a textile art project that was 
executed by myself and my mother, Vera Tessmer. We 
engaged with the project virtually. WhatsApp was used as 
a platform to share process data between my mother, the 
textile maker, and myself, the maker-researcher. At the time 
Vera was living and situated in Namibia, while I was working 
and living in South Australia. The project was executed 
between December 2018 and November 2020. The three-
dimensional quilt was exhibited in the A-Class Regional Arts 
Gallery in Port Pirie, South Australia, from 21 December 
2019 until 28 January 2020. 

The arts as social sculpture

Joseph Beuys understood arts to be a way of life and that 
the arts could be embedded in human ‘thoughts, actions, 
dialogues, as well as objects’ (Jordan, 2013, p. 142). The 
engagement of the arts in public policy was brought to arts 
audiences by Joseph Beuys and his Büro der Organisation 
für direkte Demokratie (Office of Direct Democracy) in 1971 
(Jordan, 2013, p. 144). Jordan (2013, p. 144) explains:

‘For eight hours a day, Beuys and his two assistants 
discussed the possibility that average people could initiate 
public policy with the local and international art audience. 
Stemming from his participation in the international avant-
garde movement Fluxus in the 1960s and the teachings of 
Austrian philosopher and social reformer Rudolf Steiner, 
the Office for Direct Democracy was the first concrete 
manifestation of Beuys’s concept of social sculpture.’ 

Joseph Beuys equated thinking to sculpture. He explains 
that art is action that produces objects that are imprints 
of the action (Beuys, 1979, c.f. Harlan, 2004). Beuys also 
maintained that social sculpture is the ‘thinking, speaking 

and listening with others’ and constitutes what he referred 
to as ‘warmth sculpture’ (Harlan, 2004, p. 2). In the United 
States the influence of Beuys also transformed the way 
artists interacted with the wider public and their arts 
audiences (Jordan, 2014). Beuys’s social sculpture perhaps 
set the trend for community development and socially 
engaged arts as artists started to interact with institutions 
through artistic methods and approaches (Harlan, 2004). 
The arts became a vehicle for change through activism with 
a focus on ‘education, democracy, and the environment’ 
(Jordan, 2014, p. 145). Grande (1997) also understood the 
work of Armand Vaillancourt as social sculpture. In his PhD 
thesis he explains his understanding of ‘art to be a tool in 
generating social transformation’ and art not only being 
an ‘end product, but … equally [a] vehicle for engendering 
controversy and social dialogue’ (Grande, 1997, p. iii). The 
role of the arts to elicit dialogue and generate discussion 
around important societal challenges, such as the growing 
population that will be living with dementia, is emphasised. 
The arts offer a strategy to engage with unethical media 
practices such as ‘spin’ by offering more constructive, 
engaging and critical dialogue. 

The TAnDem project as an example of the role of arts in 
dementia

The initiative reviewed in this presentation is the research 
project TAnDem (which in short means ‘the arts and 
dementia’). The objective of TAnDem is to contribute to 
building evidence-based practical ways of enabling people 
living with dementia and their families to live well by 
engaging in the arts and artistic practice (Arts and Dementia, 
2020). The project focused on the role of arts in improving 
QoL for people living with dementia (Alzheimer’s Society 
UK, 2020). The use of the arts in the context of dementia is 
a field of practice that is starting to receive attention due to 
the meanings and value that the arts may bring to people’s 
life (Windle, Newman, Burholt, Woods, O’Brien, Baber,... & 
Tischler, 2016). The arts can be enjoyed in many ways and 
all art forms, for example all visual and performing arts, can 
be employed when working with PLWD (Basting, 2014). 
Creativity and imagination are the driving force behind 
activities that improve QoL (Windle et al., 2016). However, 
methodological rigour lacks in this field of interdisciplinary 
research, with the result that the impact of the arts in the 
lives of PLWD is often not clear (Gray, Evans, Griffiths, & 
Schneider, 2018). 

The rationale of the project is to generate more research 
is needed for understanding and assessing the impact of 
the arts on dementia (Basting, 2014). For example, the 
immediate and indirect impact of the arts on dementia 

86 | Melanie Sarantou, Vera Tessmer | Memory Box |Set 2021



REVISTA
 IBERO

-A
M

ERICA
N

A
 D

E PESQ
U

ISA
 EM

 ED
U

CAÇÃO
, CU

LTU
RA

 E A
RTES | #15 | ISSN

 1647-0508

needs to be evaluated, how arts can overcome, through 
imagination and creative engagement (Basting, 2014; 
Windle et al., 2016), ‘barriers between professional staff 
and carers in care homes’ (Arts and Dementia, 2020). The 
arts have, due to their potential to express through a variety 
of modes, methods and media, the potential to engage 
people who have difficulty with expression through ‘rational 
written or spoken language’ (Basting, 2014, p. 133). 

The project design followed by TAnDem is discussed next. 
The research project TAnDem is one of eight research 
initiatives that received funding from the Alzheimer’s 
Society in 2015 within the United Kingdom to focus on 
research in arts and dementia (The Arts and Dementia, 
2020). TAnDem is a collaboration between the Association 
for Dementia Studies, University of Worcester and 
the Centre for Dementia, University of Nottingham 
(Alzheimer’s Society UK, 2020; University of Worcester, 
2019). Eight PhD researchers participated in the research 
project by the Association for Dementia Studies between 
2015 and 2020. Their project design focused on a) 
integrating the arts into care practices for people living 
with dementia (both those diagnosed with dementia and 
their carers); b) practical training and support, for example 
integrating evaluation skills-training in their project design; 
c) integrating networking, collaboration and knowledge 
sharing activities in the project design.

Next, the feasibility of the project is considered. Arts 
practices may be impacted by impairments due to age-
related decline (poor vision, limited motor skills), which 
may result in feelings of inadequacy or incompetence 
(Basting, 2014). Arts practice may be a challenging activity 
for those people who have never practiced some arts forms 
earlier in their lives (Leavy, 2015), hence some PLWD may 
enjoy consuming arts, but not the making processes that 
are associated with it. Many argue that the arts should be 
practiced for the sake of arts and so research quality may be 
affected (Basting, 2014; Arts and Dementia, 2020). The arts 
can overshadow research in various ways, for example ‘it can 
mobilise emotion and action and enhance understanding of 
complex ideas’, which is a more positive outcome, but how 
the arts can be used to disseminate research findings about 
dementia may have ethical implications if the intentions of 
the researcher are not understood (Bartlett, 2015, p. 12). On 
a positive note, engaging PLWD with the arts can support the 
understanding of them as ‘creative, relational and agential’ 
(Zeilig, West, & van der Byl Williams, 2018, p. 135). 

When considering the impact and evaluation of 
the research project TAnDem, we have to look into 
methodological rigour ‘or its absence, (which) is often a 

focus of concern for the emerging field of evaluation and 
research around arts and dementia’ (Gray et al., 2018, p. 
782). It is important to justify ‘how and why methodological 
choices are made, what pragmatic, political or personal 
factors determine these choices and the success of the 
resulting work, how other stakeholders are involved, if and 
how the cross-disciplinary nature of the arts and dementia 
field is reflected in the process, whether tensions result, 
and how these might be resolved’ (Gray et al., 2018, p. 
782). Methods can not only ‘uncover realities, but also 
produce them’ (Gray et al., 2018, p. 782), and methods 
for impact assessment of the arts in dementia need to be 
developed and integrated into project design, as was the 
case in TAnDem.

However, for many reasons, such as the lack of resources 
to having to deal with cognitive, behavioural, emotive and 
interactive decline of PLWD, it is often not possible to use 
rigid mixed-methods study designs for more robust testing 
of effectiveness (Windle et al., 2016). TAnDem sought to 
tackle this lack by integrating evaluation skills-training in 
their project design. An additional question is whether 
the effect of the arts on PLWD should be measured and 
justified in the first instance, because it is widely accepted 
that arts practice brings joy and fulfilment to the lives 
of many, including those living with dementia. Whether 
evaluation of impact is appropriate and to whom it matters 
should also be considered (Arts and Dementia, 2020). Also, 
research should collect, analyse and make better use of 
anecdotal data that is collected by researchers and artists 
who run arts activities with PLWD (Arts and Dementia, 
2020). The attention to anecdotal data and the value of 
its analysis can uncover ‘individual perceptions, hidden 
assumptions and underlying social and political structures’ 
that impact on the work of the arts in dementia (Gray et 
al., 2018, p. 782). Many dissemination activities arranged 
by the group of researchers of TAnDem involved seminars, 
round tables and publication of open access arts toolkits 
and academic papers and research.

Methodology

The ABR engaged with reflexivity to explore the role of 
textile art in creating personal discussions about memory 
loss and memory work between the textile maker and 
maker-researcher. Patricia Leavy (Jones & Leavy, 2014, p. 2) 
understands ABR as ‘human inquiry that adapts the tenets 
of the creative arts as a part of the methodology’. ABMs 
can be used ‘during data collection, analysis, interpretation 
and/or dissemination’ (Jones & Leavy, 2014, p. 2; Leavy, 
2015). Jones and Leavy (2014, p. 2) both reject ‘the science-
art binary’ by acknowledging both as a ‘result of creativity’. 
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Creative processes were documented and shared, while at 
the same time the personal narratives around memory 
loss and the role of creative activity continued. 

The reflexive researcher goes beyond the attempt to 
understand the ‘assumptions, biases, and perspectives that 
underlie one component of their research’ to understand 
the ‘the interrelationships among them’ (Weber, 2003, p. 
vi). The reflexive researcher tries to first understand all the 
single components of a phenomena through pluralistic 
views on theories and methods they use to develop a holistic 
understanding of their research and use meta-theoretical 
assumptions in guiding them to explore interrelationships 
between the single components (Weber, 2003, p. vi). 
Attia & Edge (2017, p. 33) argue that reflexive researchers 
should develop procedures integral to the environments in 
which they work through conceptualisation, awareness of 
context, and practice in which the researcher consciously 
distances herself from action to create theories that can be 
implemented by, also by the researcher.

The working processes and discussions textile maker and 
maker-researcher were captured via WhatsApp as text 
messages and photos were sent between Namibia and 
South-Australia in 2019. The narrative strategies used 
in the artwork is semiotics and visual storytelling. In 
analysing storylines from a Balian perspective that draws 
on focalisation (Bal, 2006, p. 46), the relationship between 
what is presented or performed and what the audience 
sees needs to be analysed. Bal developed the theory of 
the focaliser that presents the perspective from which 
the storyline is viewed (p. 47). In a presented storyline, 
two views can exist: a) the view of the audience or wider 
public on the artwork and its meaning to the viewers or arts 
audiences; and b) the view of PLWD and their carers on how 
their creative expressions, arts or artefacts are received by 
the audiences and whether understanding and empathy is 
generated around the complex and feared syndrome. 

The visual analysis method of Bal, Janssen and An Der 
Wand (1996, p. 28) can be used to understand that the 
ability to have empathy with, or access to the thoughts of 
PLWD as they may be presumed to not to have memory, 
the ability to recollect, or any other skills. When using 
methods for visual analysis by Bal (2006) and Bal, Janssen 
and An Der Wand (1996), the impact of the performative 
and storyline aspects of the arguments brought forth in 
the artwork on PLWD and their carers can be analysed to 
better understand the perceptions of the syndrome in the 
wider public. 

Memory box: Three-dimensional quilt

As a young child in the 1950s, Vera enjoyed creating 
exquisite garments for her dolls from her stepmother’s box 
of laces. She remembers: “I was never allowed to cut the 
lace, so I had to use gentle and clever sewing to dress my 
dolls, and I had to undo everything afterwards and pack 
away the laces as I found them.” Later in life, Vera worked 
with me, her daughter, to create fashion collections that 
were showcased in the USA, Finland, Germany and several 
African countries from South Africa to Niger. 

Vera’s career as a maker was usually intertwined with 
my work as a fashion designer, but in the work titled 
‘Memory Box’, our usual working roles were reversed. 
Vera steered the creation of the 104 ‘boxes’ that represent 
themes from her childhood and her connection to her 
natural environment, love for animals and birds, and her 
ongoing desire to use techniques and materials to express 
these memories. The making processes were about the 
memories of Vera, for example about plants and flowers 
from her garden, and animals, such as birds and insects. 
These memories were expressed in creative ways using 
recycled and found objects, as well as beads and wire. 
Memory work played an important role as we, while 
working together, reminisced about the memories of our 
lives and many hours of working together, our collaborative 
creations of the past and dreams about future work and 
collaborative projects. In this sense, the memory work 
established hope for the future despite the challenges 
with memory loss that Vera experienced at the time. 

The work can be reinterpreted as a collection of memory 
boxes that each hold a particular memory, but it can also 
be interpreted as a three-dimensional quilt that has been 
collectively stitched. Green, blue and brown shwe-shwe 
printed textiles, originating from southern Africa, were 
used to create the cubes that were filled with reused 
materials to retain their shape. 

The decorative stitching and making of the top sections 
of the 104 boxes were made between January 2018 
and May 2019. The shwe-shwe bases of the boxes were 
stitched in July 2019 with the assistance of two contracted 
seamstresses in Namibia. The disassembled sections were 
shipped to South Australia where the construction of the 
boxes continued. They were filled with recycled materials 
and the top sections were hand stitched to the filled boxes 
by myself between August and November of 2019. 

The memory cubes were installed as a three-dimensional 
quilt, titled Memory Box as a collective work in the ‘Have 
you met my Sister’ exhibition at the Flinders gallery of the 
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Figure 1. Memory Box by Vera Tessmer and Melanie Sarantou. 163 x 96 cm. The colourful work is created from all sorts of collected, found, reused and new 
materials. Photography by the authors.

Figure 2. Memory boxes in assembling stages with top sections that were creatively stitched and created with thread and wire and the shwe-shwe base 
sections that were filled with recycled materials. Photography by the authors.
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Figure 3. Memory Box. A three-dimensional quilt installation (163 x 96 cm) exhibited at the Flinders Gallery in Port Pirie, 2020-2021. Photography by the 
authors.
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Port Pirie Art Gallery in South Australia. The hand stitching 
and finishing of the boxes, as well as the curation of the 
larger group exhibition was taken care of myself.

Findings

The aims of the artistic process were to use arts-based 
practices as a method to overcome a difficult period in 
the life of the textile maker when she dealt with memory 
loss and contradicting diagnoses. We experienced many 
obstacles that influenced how we, mother and daughter, 
the extended family, as well outsiders dealt with the 
situation. Most challenging was to engage in dialogue 
about the matter.

Need for collective creative activity

Due to the distance between us, the process came about 
through several conversations in which our need for 
collective creative activity was expressed. Lenette (2019, p, 
vii) explains that ‘collaborative arts-based methodologies 
help to challenge dominant discourses, promote recognition 
and inclusion’. Due to our shared history of collective 
making, creating and design, the conversation was able to 
emerge and continue effortlessly, drawing from recollective 
practices. Several weeks, or rather two months went by 
before we made a start. Ideas were generated step-by-step 
and the process was never forced or structured in the sense 
that ideas or outcomes were not pre-designed, but we 
wanted to instead let serendipity guide the way, opening 
up for improvised processes and aha moments to emerge 
(Sarantou & Miettinen, 2017). We solved problems as 
they occurred and as we went along, but we also endured 
the unknowing and the answers that we were hoping to 
find in both creative processes as they were not based on 
preconceived outcomes. 

While Vera started to embellish, embroider and use wire 
work on small eight by eight-centimetre textile squares, 
I also involved myself with handwork by using vintage 
underwear that I embroidered and mended to create a 
collection for an exhibition in Finland. Having both creative 
processes evolving, one in Namibia and the other in 
South Australia, enabled us to share creative experiences. 
Although our processes, as well as the lessons we learned 
were so different, the parallel processes were stimulating 
because of the differences. The acknowledgement of the 
need of shared creative activity despite being apart, set the 
stage for a creative pathway to be discovered and to unfold. 
Vera often questioned what form her embellished squares 
will take on, but it only needed time for us to incubate the 
ideas about the three-dimensional quilt, which was a result 

of a conversation with a trusted friend who was familiar 
with the aims of the project.

Dialogue 

ABMs were used to elicit dialogue in multiple levels about a 
topic that is difficult to discuss by especially the individuals 
who experience memory loss. Dialogue not only comes 
about through performed actions, such as speech, and 
words, but visual stimuli and the image are also important 
mediators of dialogue (Quinn & Calkin, 2008). Dialogue 
came about, first, between Vera and myself, the textile 
maker and maker-researcher. Our conversations were 
waiting and wanting to emerge and it often felt as if they 
anticipated their uncovering. The engagement in shared 
creative activity and making enabled dialogue despite 
the distance between us. Secondly, dialogue amongst the 
broader social circles about Vera were and are still strained, 
which raised my awareness about how negatively memory 
loss is perceived in our close family circles, but also the 
wider community as a taboo that hampers dialogue and 
engagement. 

The third level of dialogue was elicited by the art installation 
itself, in the gallery space and through social media. In 
understanding the audience’s reaction to the work, the 
use of the Balian (2006) ‘focaliser’ technique enables the 
analysis of various perceptions by the audience as explained 
earlier in the methodology. Dialogue came about through 
the engagement of the arts audience and the installation 
itself enabled people to ask questions and express their 
understanding and misunderstandings about memory loss 
and how it is often immediately, but wrongly, associated with 
Alzheimer’s disease, which is only one of the many diseases 
that constitute the wider syndrome known as dementia. 
Many audience members were not able to recognise the 
installation as a three-dimensional quilt, but once the story 
behind the work was revealed, opportunities for dialogue 
emerged. However, most importantly the finding that the 
arts are able to elicit dialogue about the topic that may be 
taboo is not new, but more targeted arts-based approaches 
that can improve QoL for people dealing with memory loss 
can drive meaningful dialogue about the topic. 

Narrative practices and lapwork

Narrative practices enabled the various levels of dialogue 
that came about during making and exhibition processes 
of the three-dimensional quilt. Storytelling, as mentioned 
earlier, also generates dialogue about the topic of memory 
loss. The arts can intersect dominant narratives and create 
social awareness (Lenette, 2019), demystify and address 
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stigmas, which is a key challenge in shaping better care 
experiences and QoL for PLWD. 

Globally, many communities and individuals engage in 
lapwork as an intimate, social and creative practice (Sarantou, 
2017; Sarantou, Sillgren & Pokela, 2019). Laps, and the 
capacity and role of the human body in expressive language 
(Sennet, 2008), support practices such as craft making that 
assist women in particular in identifying their place in this 
world (Johnson & Wilson, 2005). The role of lapwork as a 
learning space for intergenerational knowledge transfer has 
also been established (Sarantou, Sillgren & Pokela, 2019). 
Memory Box came about through such intimate lapwork, 
in the laps of my mother and myself. I have established 
elsewhere that the intimate spaces of laps and the creative 
work we engage in within these spaces encourage dialogue 
and storytelling, but also care practices for the self and 
the wider social circles we are moving in (Sarantou, 2017; 
Sarantou, Sillgren & Pokela, 2019). Memory Box as an arts-
based method can nurture the values of caring in socially 
engaged arts as it can be practiced in spaces where care is 
given, such as hospital rooms, or flexible spaces such as laps. 

The findings generated from Memory Box and my role as 
the reflexive researcher, took a sudden turn in October 2019 
when my mother-in-law was hospitalised for three months 
due to illness. Shortly after her admission to hospital she 
was diagnosed with moderate to severe dementia. I spent 
many hours, days, weeks and finally, months in the hospital 
visiting, engaging in lapwork while hand stitching and 
assembling Memory Box. The bold colours, their unified and 
simple cube shapes and my slow and repetitive hand work 
made a significant impression on my mother-in-law, which I 
only understood much later. 

Ricoeur (1994) explores the role of storytelling in shaping 
memories, but also in forgetting, which are practices of 
selective action on the side of the individual in daily life as 
there are matters that we choose and want to forget. However, 
memory cannot be controlled, but the role of narrative 
can facilitate the nurturing of memories. At the same time, 
the findings of the research illustrated how arts elements, 
such as colour and shape, can boldly shape new memories 
although it is widely acknowledged that new memory making 
is a challenge in the advanced stages of dementia. 

The role of arts methods in memory work

During the making of the boxes the role of memory making 
emerged. Memory work became increasingly important 
throughout the making processes as Vera was struggling with 
mild memory loss at the time. ‘Collective and social memory’ 
functions through ‘reconstructing, that is, it always relates its 

knowledge to an actual and contemporary situation’ while 
‘communicative memory’ is based on collective memories 
and everyday conversations and communications (Assmann 
& Czaplicka, 1995, p. 126). Memory work in this article refers 
to the use of arts-based activities, creativity and various 
forms of expression to enable and strengthen recollections 
about life. At the same time, memory works are forward 
looking as it uses storytelling and creative making processes 
to shape new memories that are expressed through artistic 
means. My mother-in-law had a profound reaction to the 
art although she never saw the installation in the gallery due 
to her period of hospitalisation. The colourful cubes I made 
while sitting next to her side in hospital enabled memory 
work at another level that still assists her to connect to me 
in ways that are meaningful to her and brings her joy.

Conclusion

The article addressed how QoL can be improved through 
social and creative engagement with and by people 
who experience memory loss. Arts-based practices and 
arts in public spaces and everyday life can contribute to 
constructive and critical discussion to counter-narrate the 
stigmas associated with taboos. The three-dimensional quilt 
can serve as an adaptable concept as an ABM for recollective 
practices and memory work. Memory Box is a flexible ABM 
that can be transferred into various forms, materials and 
media. Layered with storytelling, it can also address multiple 
creative aims for creating engaging dialogue, but it can also 
fulfil, after Leavy (2015), research needs such as interview 
and visual data collection, analysis and dissemination. 
Textile arts can generate social transformation and elicit 
social dialogue to be a vehicle for social sculpture (Beuys, 
1979, c.f. Harlan, 2004). 

Valuable assessment of the project and the co-authoring 
of this article came about more than a year after exhibiting 
Memory Box. In reflection on our shared activity Vera wrote 
in WhatsApp during the co-authoring process: ‘Thanks, 
now I understand this condition better. (This experience 
is) very profound for me (and it) spurs me on to develop 
more art. In my thoughts … and if I know that it helps me, 
I’m happy to continue to tinker with crafts during my final 
years. It resonates with me so positively … and encourages 
me not to give up...’. After the Memory Box exhibition, 
despite her experiences with life in isolation in her home 
in Swakopmund due to the COVID pandemic in Namibia, 
Vera’s QoL improved due to adjusted medication after her 
diagnosis with severe Vitamin D deficiency. As a result, 
another shared activity is in progress.

Although the condition of my mother-in-law has regressed 
significantly since her diagnosis (for example we now do 
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not any longer share a spoken language), the memory 
work she engaged in unknowingly continues to help her to 
interact with me when we meet. She never fails to refer to 
the colourful cubes I was stitching. She mimics slow sewing 
gestures when she happily recollects those moments and 
it is a way for her to identify with me through her memory. 
This anecdote illustrates the important role of the arts as 
social sculpture in recollective practices and memory work, 
even in advanced stages of memory loss. These findings 
offer avenues for further research to improve care practices 
for PLWD.
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