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Have you met Henry and Hilda? 
In the 2014 film Alive Inside, Henry 
does not communicate with those 
around him. When he listens to a 
personalized playlist with his favorite 
music, he becomes animated, singing 
along with the music and sharing what 
music means to him. It’s a magical 
moment that’s being repeated across 
the country through a program called 
Music & MemorySM, the brain child of 
social worker Dan Cohen.

Hilda Goldblatt Gorenstein, or Hilgos 
as she signed her works of art, was 
a prolific artist during her lifetime 
and the inspiration for the 2009 
documentary I Remember Better 
When I Paint. The film illustrates the 
impact active and passive art can 
have in helping those with dementia 
reconnect. When students from the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
came to paint with her, Hilda regained 
her earlier passion for painting and 

reconnected with the world around 
her.

The transformative power of music 
and art are recognized as ways to 
stay connected with people with 
Alzheimer’s disease or other forms 
of dementia, and awaken emotions 
that may have been hidden beneath 
the disease. While few studies with 
control groups have been done to 
prove the positive effect art therapy 
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Artist Paula Washow 
works with Memory 
Café participant Suzanne 
Knigge during a recent 
visit to Bethel Horizons 
Art Venture Studio.
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has on persons with dementia, 
anecdotal evidence abounds.

Take the Music & MemorySM program. 
In 2013, the State of Wisconsin began 
a pilot program providing iPods and 
personalized playlists to nursing home 
residents and educating staff on best 
practices for the program. While 
a scientific study to document the 
effects is still underway, early evidence 
indicates improved quality of life and 
a reduction in falls and the use of 
antipsychotic medications. Caregivers 
also report residents responding to 
questions in sentences instead of one- 
word answers, appearing happier and 
more relaxed, and even tapping and 

clapping in time to the music. Since 
then, the program has expanded to 
include assisted-living communities 
and even an in-home program to 
support caregivers caring for loved 
ones with dementia.

Think about your own reaction to 
certain songs you hear on the radio. 
Songs have the ability to transport us 
back to certain moments, becoming a 
soundtrack of sorts to our lives. Music 
can soothe the soul and help people 
through difficult situations. For people 
with dementia, hearing certain tunes 
may reawaken moments in time and 
improve the ability to share the story 
associated with the tune. Caregivers 

report that using certain songs or 
types of music can help make personal 
cares, like bathing and brushing teeth, 
easier. Music has also been reported 
to minimize sun downing, that time of 
day in the late afternoon or evening 
when agitation, anxiety, and confusion 
seem to increase.

Scientists have mapped the brain 
and conducted studies examining the 
effect of music on the brain. Music and 
art stimulate the parietal lobe, which 
isn’t impacted until later in the disease 
process. Rhythm and imagination 
remain intact even into the later 
stages of the disease.

Art therapy can take two forms and 
has the ability to trigger memories 
and emotions. One form can provide 
a sense of control of the environment 
that otherwise may not exist. The 
other can decrease anxiety and 
improve mood. 

In active art, participants create 
something using different methods—
anything from painting, sculpting, and  
photography to flower arranging, po-
etry, and dance. As art is created, it 
is the process that matters, not the 
end result, and that can increase con-
fidence and provide validation. For 
example, in some of its early stage 
programs, the Alzheimer’s & Demen-
tia Alliance of Wisconsin (ADAW) 
works with participants to create 
poetry together, with each person 
adding a word, thought, or sentence, 
building on what the previous person 
said, often with hilarious results.

Passive art involves viewing works of 
art using your senses and reacting to 
it. In another program, ADAW staff 
will introduce a work of art and ask 
questions of the group. What colors 
are most prominent? What was the 

Iva Payne shares the sunflower she painted as part of ADAW’s Dodgeville 
Memory Café trip to Bethel Horizons Art Venture Studio.



28  | ALZHEIMER’S & DEMENTIA

SEPTEMBER 2016–AUGUST 2017 JOURNEY OF AGING

artist thinking or feeling as he or she 
painted? How does this piece make 
you feel? What do you see when you 
look at it? There are no right or wrong 
answers, just interpretations that 
jumpstart the discussion, wonderful 
conversations, and social interactions. 

How can you incorporate these 
therapies into your journey with 
dementia? It can be as simple as 
listening to or singing the person’s 
favorite songs together. Try to 
incorporate music from young 
adulthood or sing-along favorites, 
like camp songs. Use cues to guide 
the person by clapping, dancing, or 
swaying in time to a song. Unearth an 
old hobby, like needle point, or work 
on creating a painting together. Find 
ways to incorporate children into the 
activity to make it multigenerational.

Tailor the music or activity to the 
time of day or mood you’re trying to 
enhance. Always take cues from the 
person. Watch for signs of distress, 
like facial grimaces or muscular 
tension, which could indicate the time 
might not be right for the activity. 

Music and art can be a release 
when language and speech are not 
available, and can help people with 
dementia remain connected with 
the world around them and feel they 
can contribute something of value. It 
just may open up new avenues and 
reawaken experiences for you and 
your loved one.

Check out Music & MemorySM  

(musicandmemory.org) and I Remem-
ber Better When I Paint DVD by Eric 
Ellena and Berna Huebner for more 
information.

Kristin Larson is the director of 
communications at Alzheimer’s & 
Dementia Alliance of Wisconsin.

Photographs provided by Alzheimer’s & 
Dementia Alliance of Wisconsin.

The mission of the Alzheimer’s 
& Dementia Alliance of 
Wisconsin is to support 
individuals, families, and 
professionals impacted by 
Alzheimer’s disease and other 
dementias through information, 
education, consultation, and 
advocacy, and to promote 
the advancement of scientific 
research to better diagnose, 
treat, and ultimately eliminate 
Alzheimer’s disease. Since 1985, 
expert staff has been offering 
compassionate guidance to 
those affected through every 
stage of the disease. Services 
help people create the best 
quality of life for those facing a 
dementia diagnosis. Visit  
alzwisc.org for more 
information.

Suzanne Knigge poses with a 
sunflower at Bethel Horizons 

Art Venture Studio, where 
she explored watercolor 

painting as part of ADAW’s 
Dodgeville Memory Café.
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