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2 Materials

When I first arrived at the hospital in 1946, there were few
leisure activities for the residents and no provision for art
at all. However, 1 soon discovered that many of the
long-stay residents had been drawing for some time be-
fore I came to the hospital. When I visited the locked
wards for the more severely disturbed, I was handed
pieces of lavatory paper, on which were crude drawings,
sketched out with the charred end of amatchstick (Fig. 1).
No facilities were provided for drawing. Those people
who could manage to beg or borrow pencils, as there was
a shortage of plain paper, even made use of the fly-leaves
torn from the hospital library books. I noticed that some
of the residents in these wards had made little dolls from
scraps of rag, which they cherished. One woman had
refused to wear hospital clothes; instead she made her
own, out of hessian, which she had decorated with odd
strands of wool. All these activities seemed to be in
response to a very strong inner creative urge.

I was first offered one of the residents’ committee
rooms in the hospital for use as a studio. T had discovered
some unused rolls of wall lining paper left over from the
decoration of a ward, so I cut this up. [ had managed to
secure some poster paints and brushes. About forty
people came to work with me when we first started.
They would always be waiting patiently for me outside
the door when I arrived in the morning to open the
makeshift studio. Finally I was given a purpose-built
studio. This enabled me to have a permanent location,
and somewhere I could store the paint, paper and the ever

1 Graffiti on Lavatory Paper
These drawings were presented to me by a very ill man who
had been in a locked ward in the hospital for many years. He
was incontinent and unable to speak clearly. He had drawn
vigorously on the only paper that he could find. The top strip is
d with strange shapes and words which had a special

meaning for him.

The second strip depicts a lion and its mate, which he loved
to draw repeatedly when he later came to the studio.

The third drawing shows the lions with two figures.
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increasing range of media. Everyone was provided with
whatever they required, so that there was no need to
disturb anyone else during a session.

Most people preferred to use poster colours which
they could paint directly onto the paper, or if they
wished, dilute to the consistency of water colours. Some
used oil paints despite the fact that they were rather
expensive. Any media could be pressed into service when
the need or the opportunity arose. Quite a lot of cement
disappeared when the hospital gallery was under con-
struction. Old wire clothes hangers served as armatures
for modelling. They were sometimes covered with plaster
of paris bandages originally intended for broken limbs.
Some people liked to construct collages from odd scraps
of refuse. The cleaners noticed how their feather dusters
were quickly becoming quite bald.

On one occasion I was involved when a distin-
guished engraver was obliged to come to hospital. 1
managed to have the entire contents of his studio trans-
ferred to a tiny disused summer-house in the hospital
grounds, where he continued to produce his sensitive
work undisturbed.

As an artist, [ was equipped with the necessary skills
to use as wide a range of media as possible. [ never
imposed the use of a particular medium, but might sug-
gest one to facilitate the expression of someone’s idea.
Many people preferred to use the pottery studio, but
there again they were quite free to do as they wished.
Some found the experience of ‘making a mess’ for the
first time in their lives very therapeutic, particularly if
they were casualties of an over-rigid upbringing.

Casting sculpture was a major undertaking, some-
what unpopular with the cleaners. We managed never-
theless to cast fourteen stations of the cross for the chapel,
as well as numerous other busts and models.

Quite the most inventive and original use of media
was demonstrated by the woman who painted stones,
flints and bones. (See Chapter 17)

e

A PARIS BEAUT

2 A Paris Beauty

This ‘pin-up’ was done when the male and female wards were
quite separate. This man used to spend hours meticulously
copying pictures from magazines on any scrap of paper that he
could find; in this case the fly-leaf from a hospital library book.






4 Three figures

The same person later drew these three figures when he came
to the studio and was given a larger sheet of paper and the
opportunity to use paint, First he used pencil, and then, more
adventurously, he used a brush and black paint. The third
figure shows quite a progression from his first. Later this man
started to use colour, and drew a magnificent red lion, which
he labelled ‘Affrica Loin’, quite distinctly.

—
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4 The studioand gallery

THE STUDIO (Fig. 6)

This was an old army hut which had been re-erected in
the grounds of the hospital. I particularly wanted to have

somewhere isolated from the main building. I saw to it
that everyone who came to paint had a chair, an easel and
a small side table to hold paints, brushes and water. Each
art unit was a little island where the person could feel that
his privacy was respected. Everyone had an individual
casel, rather than a long table to share with others. In this
way painting became an intimate, face-to-face conver-
sation. Some people decided to come to the studio entrely
of their own accord; others had been encouraged to come
by their doctors. The Physician Superintendent was keen







s The new admission

For the new admission, hospital life is punctuated with a
strange new regimen, entirely different from home life.
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The New Admission

The telephone bell rang out, untimely, shrill:
A sound to freeze the will,
Like a bugle call over tents of the dead -
We patients huddled, and lay still,
We knew full well what the summons heralded;
But pity in our hearts had died
Along with ardour, and resolve;
We did not move
While the nurse prepared another bed -
*A new admission,” someone lightly said.

And presently, through the fateful door,
She came, a nurse at either side,
Her wild gaze fixed, and her long hair
Wreathed in wet bands about her head,
Her nightgown trailing out behind;
Like some ship’s effigy of womankind
Washed from a subterranean floor
To gaze unwittingly once more
Ower an alien shore . . .
‘Could anyone,’ asked the nurse, ‘spare
A comb?”
And wiped from these pale, wooden lips
A trace of foam.

She lay as they put her, murmuring of home,
Over and over, hour by hour.
We felt for her as one would feel
For a caged mouse running in a wire wheel;
But there was nothing to be done -
‘Admission Ward, Female, One’
Would be her address for a long time to come.

8 ThePill

Here is how someone said he felt about the
daily medicine round in the ward. [t shows
a large pill entering the stomach.

9  The Radiator

The man who painted this picture came to
the studio each day from a locked ward.
He immediately used to seek out a place
near the radiator and huddle against it for
warmth and comfort. He painted thisina
glowing red.

10 My Dog Bessie

The woman who painted this affectionate
icture was obliged to leave her pet dog
hind when she entered hospital. As
Bessie was her only friend and companion,
she must have been sadly missed by her
owner, to judge by the strong canine
Fresence in this painting. The comfort of
amiliar things is sadly lacking in hospital.




6 Cride coeur

Many people who came to the studio used painting as a
means to share their anxieties, their depression, their
loneliness and their fears of being abandoned. Rather
than being a further manifestation of their pathology, it
provided an acceptable means of communicating to
others exactly how they felt, as well as drawing attention
to the plight of others in their position, Painting out these
feelings is often followed by a tremendous sense of relief.
Although these pictures may be superficially regarded as
the stereotype of mental illness, they all illustrate feelings
we have experienced, at one time or another, but which
we have been fortunate enough to overcome.

Martha Smith was admitted soon after I started in
1946 and has only recently been released. During her time
at the hospital she painted thousands of pictures, depict-
ing her in isolation, depression, anger, her feeling of
persecution and her moments of deep despair, She told
me that her existence was only made bearable by the fact
that she could come and paint whenever she liked.

Martha’s paintings were her ‘cri de coeur’; they ser-
ved as an eloquent witness to her state of mind, as out-
wardly she was a quiet, retiring person, interested in
music and the arts. Her work had an additional value
because it allowed many people who visited the hospital
gallery to visualise how many people in her position were
feeling. This was an education for the many nurses and
doctors in training who visited the gallery annually. One
of her paintings was used in an effective poster campaign
by MIND (The National Association of Mental Health).
In this way, she served as a champion for her hospital
companions, many of whom were unable to speak for
themselves. In another series (Chapter 7), she illustrated

exactly what it must feel like to be ‘demonstrated’ as a
‘mental patient’ in front of a group of nurses and psy-
chiatrists. Fortunately Martha is better; she has left hos-
pital and is living in a hostel. She feels, however, that
now there is nowhere for her to paint.

11  Cride Coeur* (*Paintings by Martha Smith)
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15 The Cliff of Depression

16  The Prayer

12 “‘Help Me!™

13 “Imall fenced in.’

!

14 ‘I'mall Screwed Up!™






































































































































































