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Artists engage the imagination of 
people living with dementia: “Touch is 
the beginning of every dance” 

How do you connect with people living with dementia? In Kortrijk and 
Avelgem, two artists spent an extended period working in residential care 
homes, doing something different from what they were used to. “I had to look 
for the place where their world could touch mine.” 

Veerle Beel, 15 September 2026 

“How do you do that?” the staff at De Weister residential care home asked Anneleen 
Keppens. A dancer and choreographer, she managed to get residents living with dementia 
moving again. By doing something seemingly simple: taking their hands in hers. “Every 
dance begins there,” says Keppens. “Some residents said my hands felt cold. That’s how our 
conversation began. A woman who could barely communicate squeezed my hand, and I 
gently squeezed hers in return. That was an aha moment for me. I realised: this dance is 
already happening. This is the dance.” 

Patricia Vanneste, violinist and former member of the band Balthazar, arrived at a similar 
insight at Sint-Vincentius residential care home in Avelgem. “I had long dreamed of bringing 
the sea to people who could no longer go there themselves. So I asked a video artist to 
make a contemplative film about the sea, which I accompanied with my own music and the 
sounds of the sea. It wasn’t clear what effect this had on the residents. I began to wonder: 
do people still need escapism when their own reality is already so fragile? I realised I had to 
rethink my starting point.” 

With project funding, the two artists spent fifty days working in residential care homes in 
South-West Flanders. They explored ways of connecting with residents living with dementia, 
even when that meant letting go of their original plans. 

Hand dances 

Last weekend, the two artists presented the results of their work in residential care at Buda, 
the cultural centre in Kortrijk that had supported their projects. The initiative also received 
financial support from the organisation Durf 2030 and the Flemish Government. The 
exhibition featured film, photographs, texts, music fragments and installations. Keppens 
wrote a poem about each resident. “These are texts I wrote as a record of the dances, which 
were often intense experiences. There was laughter and there were tears. One woman said, 
‘There’s even water coming out of my eyes.’ If that isn’t poetry, I don’t know what is. I had 
to write down each experience before I could move on to the next resident.” 



She also created a beautifully designed A3 Handleiding voor een Handdans (Manual for a 
Handdance), in response to staff asking how to begin doing “something like that”. The first 
step reads: “Touch your partner; place your hand on their arm, shoulder or hand.” There is 
no prescribed order to the steps in her manual. Readers are invited to try it themselves, 
observe carefully how the person living with dementia responds, and adapt accordingly. 

Keppens hopes the manual will be displayed in the living rooms and cafeterias of residential 
care homes, where staff and family members can read it too. “It would be wonderful if it 
inspired them. Touch is so important for people living with dementia. The prevailing idea is 
that they often sit around in a daze, but I saw how they came completely alive.” 

“Some residents let my hands guide them; others pushed back. One woman said she could 
no longer raise her arm very high, but once she was completely relaxed, I was able to lift it 
above her head. One male resident wanted to ‘dance’ to Metallica: he stood up, pushed his 
hands against mine and moved them in every direction. He wanted to feel his own strength. 
Two Ukrainian women, with whom I shared no common language, taught me hand-clapping 
games. Each of them was present in the here and now. They became fully themselves 
again.” 

Drawing portraits 

For Patricia Vanneste, the aha moment came when a resident celebrated his 91st birthday 
and she decided to draw his portrait. He was so delighted that she went on to do the same 
for all the other residents. “The drawings were often put up in their rooms, usually by family 
members. Jozef, whose portrait I drew first, forgot who I was. But when I told him I had 
drawn his portrait, he immediately remembered: ‘Then you must be Patricia!’” 

Vanneste also went from room to room with her violin. Familiar melodies sometimes 
prompted an immediate response, whereas her own improvised music elicited much less 
visible reactions. “Playing familiar tunes alone didn’t align with my artistic identity. So I had 
to look for the place where their world could meet mine.” 

This led to other forms of encounter. She asked residents which walks they would like to 
take again but could no longer manage themselves. Vanneste went on the walks in their 
place, filming the route from her own perspective, and later brought the experience back to 
their rooms through images, sounds and music. 

She also looked for an object that could offer each resident a sense of familiarity or 
something to hold on to. This helped her get to know them better, too. Sometimes it was a 
harmonica, a handkerchief or a sewing machine. “One resident, who barely ever got out of 
his chair, suddenly sat bolt upright when I gave him a paper aeroplane. He immediately 
remembered what to do with it. Sometimes a moment like that says more than words.” 

Both residential care homes are enthusiastic about the collaboration and would welcome 
the artists as members of their care teams, if that were possible. Adelheid Van Damme, care 
coordinator at Sint-Vincentius residential care home, explains: “Patricia was flexible, 



incredibly patient and gave our residents her undivided attention: a shining example of care 
from the heart. We were genuinely amazed.” 

Vanneste adds: “I wasn’t responsible for providing care, so I could focus all my attention on 
the residents. That kind of intense presence is possible, but it demands a great deal and is 
by no means easy to sustain full-time.” 

For Durf 2030, the organisation that brought the artists and residential care homes 
together, the initiative is certainly worth repeating, says coordinator Jolle Desloover. “We 
have already supported a third female artist working on a residential unit for people with 
acquired brain injuries, and our next step is to bring culture into psychiatric settings, too.” 

(Transla,on: Tender Ground) 
 
 
 
 


