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The Art of Expression: Alzheimer-affected artists display work at the Tulsa Performing Arts Center 
It's almost instantaneous. She can see the awakening as soon as the watercolor filled brush strokes the canvas. Such is the power of art in the hands of someone with Alzheimer's disease.

Local artist, Annie Ferris, leads a group of people through art therapy at OASIS Adult Day Center and Montereau. Twenty-two projects have now been completed and have been collected for a formal showing at the Tulsa Performing Arts Center (PAC). 

At a minimum, art expression sessions can help an Alzheimer’s person recall forgotten memories and express tangled emotions when verbal abilities are eroding. No one knows exactly how art taps into physical and intellectual memories muddled by neuro-degenerative diseases. But scientists suspect that the process allows people to find alternate routes to misplaced memories.
The "Memory Lane" exhibit will be in the PAC Gallery, located in a space left of the Third Street Lobby from Feb. 2 to Feb. 27. The Gallery is open Monday through Friday from 10 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. and during all Chapman Music Hall events.  A description of the painting, written by the artist, will accompany the art work.
"The Performing Arts Center is proud to host of "Memory Lane" in its gallery during February.  Through art and story these Alzheimer-affected artists share something of themselves with us. What is revealed is so genuine and touching. We associate the month of February with hearts. This exhibit will touch yours as it did mine," said Nancy Hermann, marketing director at the Tulsa PAC.
Ferris, who has been leading the class for more than two years, said she benefits from the class as well.

"The most positive result of the class, I believe, is providing the participants the opportunity to make choices.  They begin each class with the choice of participating or observing and discussing the art created around them. This is something I feel is equally as beneficial. They have the choice of color to work with first, then choice of subject matter, then choice of when they are finished with a piece, and that choice gives them control," said Ferris.
"Personally, this show is an opportunity to show many people that although someone has this disease, they still have stories, they still have a voice, they can still contribute to society. People need to understand this.  This show is allowing those affected to contribute to the effort to curtail this disease, by selling their pieces."
The art class is primarily watercolors, though other mediums have been used.  Ferris said watercolor lends itself easily to the physical and mental effects of Alzheimer's disease. This medium is particularly forgiving. For example, participants can forget to wash out their brush in water between colors and they will still see a color come through when they make their next stroke, rather than with a medium such as acrylic that without proper rinsing of the brush with water, you will eventually end up painting with various shades of brown. 

A similar program existed at the Alzheimer's Association but hadn't been in motion for approximately five years.  Ferris was asked to contribute one of her own paintings to the annual association fundraiser and then she contacted the association to inquire about the possibility of working on the piece with people with Alzheimer's disease as a way to "allow the folks, themselves, to raise money for research efforts.  It wasn't possible in the timeframe at hand, but we kept the conversation rolling, graciously receiving funding from Tom and Jennifer Palmer to get the program launched and then grant funding from the Kathleen Patton Westby Foundation to sustain the  annual costs. Within a year, began a permanent art program at our first facility.”  Currently classes are offered at Oasis Day Center and Montereau.
For more information about the program please call 918-481-7741 or visit our website at www.alz.org/alzokar or the  PAC's website at www.tulsapac.com.
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The Alzheimer’s Association is the largest voluntary health organization in the country with the dual mission of conquering Alzheimer’s disease through research and enhancing care and support for people with the disease, their families, and caregivers.  The Association provides a 24-hour Helpline (1-800-272-3900), support groups, education programs, care consultation, information and referral, Safe Return (a national program to help find people with dementia who become lost).  For more information about Alzheimer’s disease visit www.alz.org.
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