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Puppet Power – Connecting Generation- organized by WP Theatre  
May 28 – May 29, 2016 in Calgary, Alberta at the Kerby Centre (1133 7 Ave SW) 
Participant Handout  
 
Connecting Through Creativity and Joy: 
exploring the power of puppetry in dementia care. 
 
 
Why do we need to find ways to connect? 
 
There are many true stories around the world, describing isolation, depression 
and lack of connection. The following examples show dilemmas faced by care 
staff or family care-givers or people living with dementia. 
 
A lady had become very withdrawn. She had closed the curtains and taken to her 
bed some weeks before.  The lady stared into space and her breathing was very 
shallow. Occasionally tears rolled down her face. Care staff gave her sips of fluid, 
tried hand massages and talking, but her eyes remained fixed on the celling, in a 
corner of the room. She did not turn when anyone entered. She did not speak, 
nor appear to hear anymore. She was isolated and dying a long, slow death. No-
one knew how to reach her. 
 
Bert was diagnosed with dementia following a stroke. He was often upset and 
disorientated. People suggested it was better for his health and well-being if he 
was left to relax rather than invite him to join in activities. But this meant Bert was 
at greater risk of becoming isolated. The lack of stimulation may have led to 
further disorientation. 
 
David, was the son a lady who had no idea who he was anymore. They sat some 
distance apart because if David came too close his mother appeared anxious 
and shocked by his intrusion. They nodded politely to one another and fell silent. 
David no longer knew how to be with his mother. The visits became shorter. 
It is quite common for people not to know what to do … 
and not to believe that anything can be done - and so 
nothing happens. 
 
But imagine it is possible to turn all that around. 
Imagine being able to make heartfelt and joyful 
connections with people whose memories and 
relationships have changed. Imagine hearing that dying 
lady laugh out loud; or witness Bert becoming a 
comedian, or the mother and son sharing quality time 
together. That is how these stories ended … with 
joyfulness and connection… and this was achieved 
through compassion and puppetry. 

 
 
Edna-Eski puppet in a care home in 
Buckie, Morayshire, Scotland 
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Puppetry is one of the most powerful creative approaches for connecting people 
in the moment of ‘now’.  If we can understand more about the way dementia 
changes things, and look beyond the diagnosis, we can find a way to celebrate 
all that is possible when we engage humor, imagination and puppets.  
 
The lady who stared into the top left corner of her room became engaged when 
we floated soft, colorful scarves into the space where her eyes looked… meeting 
her where she was. We gradually introduced ‘The Diva’, a three-quarter human-
sized puppet with big red lips and a bright red dress. The Diva stood on the end 
of the Lady’s bed.  
 
If a human had done this, it would have been disrespectful. A puppet can take 
the risk. The lady loved the Diva and laughed out loud as the puppet danced on 
her bed, doing high kicks and the splits. Her room became more colorful and staff 
felt able to be livelier, which the lady responded to with smiles. This wonderful 
lady still died, but her last days were more joyful and more connected.  
Sometimes the biggest risk is that everything stays the same. 
 
The man who was disorientated and upset found some kind of purpose and 
joyfulness in puppet-making. He was supported to make a puppet of himself. 
This involved sandpapering wood, screwing in eye-hooks, painting the puppet, 
and gluing on clothes and hair. Through his puppet, Bert told us with great pride 
and confidence about winning silver medals in the Highland Games, achieving 
impossible feats tossing the caber. His humor shone through and he gave a lot of 
joy to everyone around him.  
 
David found he could connect with his mother through a puppet kitten. They 
rebuilt their relationship over the next two years. Not as mother and son, but as 
two puppeteers sharing funny stories about two kittens. The anxiety melted 
away. The visits regained a sense of purpose and meaning.  
 
 
How does puppetry ‘work’? 
 
Puppetry operates on an emotional level. Regardless of age, we all seem to 
respond to puppets. They were originally used with adults… for making social 
and political comment, or passing on the latest village news and stories in ways 
we could understand before books. We easily engage with puppets, perhaps 
because of their innocence, humor, and vulnerability. But also because of their 
moving portrayal of life. 
 
“What is certain is that the puppet and the puppet play in different forms has 
existed since the earliest times, and [is] fundamental to the development of 
humankind.”  John Blundall (2012) 
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The world of puppetry can be an enjoyable meeting space between people who, 
for whatever reason, have difficulty with regular communication. Some forms of 
dementia affect the use of nouns (names of places, people and things). Words 
may become confused, although the person knows what they want to say. 
Conversations can be charged with all sorts of tensions, frustrations and 
misunderstandings. When people feel under pressure, the struggle increases, 
because hormones released under stress affect memory and concentration. 
People may become more confused, depressed and isolated.  
 
People relate to one another on complex levels. This is especially true in 
relationships with family members, or with those we become involved through 
love, care, duty or work. A change in how a person communicates can have 
knock-on effects, throwing others off-track. An outcome of this is often a 
reduction in interaction, as people are not sure how to engage outside the usual 
conversations.   
 
 
Creativity - and particularly 
puppetry - creates a different 
space that supports interactions 
in new ways. By focusing on 
the shared creative activity, 
instead of on the ‘problem of 
dementia’, people establish 
connections in the ‘here and 
now’. This approach is 
powerful, inclusive, and joyful.  
 
 
What is dementia? 
 
Dementia is an umbrella term for symptoms that occur when the brain is 
damaged by disease, such as Alzheimer’s Disease. Other forms of dementia 
include vascular dementia, fronto-temporal lobe dementia and dementia with 
Lewy bodies. Symptoms may affect memory, cognitive or mental abilities, 
orientation, speech, anxiety, perceptions, personality or behaviour. Not everyone 
has every symptom, and people experience things at different levels.  It is 
important to remember people can still lead meaningful lives.  
 
Dementia care is of major concern because of the numbers of people and costs 
involved… but also because of the unpreparedness people feel.  In the UK there 
are over 800,000 people living with dementia… approximately the same for 
Canada. Worldwide the estimate is 36 million people. And whilst there are 
common patterns, every person will have a unique experience.  
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Types of puppet and the magic of puppet-selves 
 
The puppets we use depend on who we are 
working with, the environment and the purpose 
of the experience. Initial visits to build 
relationship (prior to a longer learning program) 
use puppets to explore the environment. They 
usually have some form of specialty which 
people can relate to…  singing (well or badly), 
dancing (beautifully or chaotically), juggling 
(skillfully or not at all). 
 
Over a few sessions we work with people and 
their carers to create puppet-selves. These may 
be based on life-narrative work or creative story 
work. Poignant, funny, magical… these puppets 
are some of the most valuable ever made. 
 
Puppets often exaggerate aspects of individuals, and generate genuine feelings 
of pride, love, sadness, and joyfulness. The direct visual and emotional appeal is 
evident. Puppets are one step removed from the intensity of daily life and 
expectations. Serious issues can be explored with humor, with or without words 
 
Puppeteer Gary Friedman (2013) talks about the power of puppetry to break 
down any barriers that might exist. We consistently see this magic at work. 
Puppets cross boundaries and create a level playing field.  
 
 “The secret of this art [puppetry] is to be found in the magic when an inanimate 
object creates an emotional contact with a human spectator. May this magic 
never die.“  George Speaight (1955) 
 
Rod puppets, washable glove or hand puppets, wooden jointed puppets, head 
puppets, marionettes and shadow puppets all have their place. The type of 
puppet depends on each person’s skills, physical strength for holding the puppet, 
eyesight, and hygiene needs. Choose puppets to suit the individuals involved.  
 
Puppets can  
a) Describe ‘how it feels’ to live with a condition or in a particular environment. 
b) Tell someone’s life story or piece of narrative 
c) Entertain as a gift to others 
d) Open a world of wonderment and magic 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Creative connections 
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Some basic principles: 
 
Individuals have their own ways of coping with life, based on their values, health, 
attitudes, social networks and faith. Never assume anything about a person living 
with dementia… or their families or care staff. Treat each person with respect 
and find out what is important to them. Listen with ears, eyes and heart so you 
can understand who they are, how they are and what they prefer. This capacity 
to be person-centered is a core principle for building relationships.   
 
Where possible gather life stories, interests, favorite colors, pets. If verbal or 
written language is not the best way, simply look through images together or 
touch different materials, and use a variety of puppets.  Build a sense of what 
people enjoy. None of this has to rely on memory. If people are struggling, do not 
put them under pressure to recall things. Instead, focus on the creative here and 
now, use imagination, build a world between worlds.  
 
We use a variety of story-making processes to support people to express their 
own creativity and imagination, with and without words. This can be done with 
individuals or in groups, and tends to build with each session. People may not 
remember the previous session, but they most definitely recognize something of 
the feeling of joyfulness and connectedness, and it is this that helps build the 
performance or story. 
  
Make things visually clear: for example, work on plain table-clothes, not 
patterned/flowery ones. Use color contrasts so people can more easily see 
different parts. Use visual clues or physical prompts as well as verbal clues so 
things are as clear as possible. Maintain a calm, friendly, patient approach to 
keep stress at a minimum. Allow time to just sit and observe.   
 
Be prepared to accommodate a wide range of individual preferences.. singing, 
styles of puppetry, various creative activities. Try different things at different 
times… always with an invitation (i.e. an expectation of engagement without the 
pressure to participate).  
 
Working at ‘Soul-level’ 
 
When we refer to ‘soul level’ we mean the part within each of us that ‘knows’ 
things. Some refer to this as ‘gut feeling’ ‘intuition’, ‘spirit’, ‘inner being’ or 
‘wisdom’. We know when we have touched this in ourselves or connected with 
someone else, because we feel it. To connect with someone at this level is to 
have gone beyond the usual social constraints. Beyond what language or culture 
offers us and beyond a diagnosis. We therefore become more inclusive.  
 
We live in a world that regards speech, mental faculties and memory as highly 
necessary for communication or social engagement. Whilst these functions are 
valuable and necessary, we need something more. The focus on language or 
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memory alienates a lot of people in our care systems. When we 
connect at a creative level (through puppetry, music, visual arts or 
dance) the barriers to participation are reduced. Creative thinking 
and activity is necessary for inclusion. 
 
Working with people’s puppet-selves has enabled individuals to 
move on from old patterns. The telling of a difficult experience is 
made bearable through arts, performance and puppetry. Some 
people have been able to view their lives through changed 
perspectives because the puppets gave them them the distance 
to see more clearly. Other people find therapeutic value in having 
their story heard, acknowledged and valued. Puppets know how 
to celebrate amazing lives. 
 
Puppeteers have interesting and useful skills for working with 
vulnerable people because they understand the value of 
connecting in the moment. Puppetry is a form of mindfulness practice… 
breathing life into this moment, noticing things, connecting through imagination 
and emotion. Ronnie Burkett speaks about the puppet coming alive in the space 
between the audience and the performance, because everyone breathes 
together.   
 
The world of care in the community and in residential or nursing facilities requires 
more support. We need to help people understand and see the incredible 
potential that exists within each person. These are exciting times. 
 
Our more adventurous projects are intergenerational and integrated community 
performances. Members of the local community work alongside people living with 
dementia, people with mental ill-health, families with young children and people 
with various other registered disabilities. A recent outcome was an uplifting 
performance (Nine Lives), with a large puppet cat. The projects create 
friendships and community cohesion and a strong sense of equalities. People 
can do so much more than they, or others, realize.  
 
Creativity has no boundaries. No exclusion zones. Anything is possible. For a 
while, when Bert held his puppet and told stories of great achievements, 
everyone basked in his obvious glory. There is no greater recognition of the 
meaning and importance of a puppet, then being told a few months later that 
Bert’s puppet attended his funeral.   
 
Whether you already work in care or are thinking of it, maintain your focus on 
‘connection’. Connection within yourself, between you and the puppet, between 
your puppet and the inner beings of those you meet, and between people of all 
ages and abilities. Puppets are the perfect connectors.  
 
 

 
 
The Lost Thing – puppetry 
in dementia care 
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Do’s and Don’ts of using puppets in care settings 

Unhelpful things  Good things 

 

• Do not use puppets in a 

childlike fashion (e.g. speaking 

in baby language or being 

condescending). 

• It is not good to waggle 

puppets in someone’s face 

• Do not rush up to anyone with 

a puppet 

• Never use the puppet to 

threaten anyone 

• Try not to jiggle a puppet 

around too much as it is hard 

for people to focus. 

• Do not use the puppet to 

ridicule a person 

 

 

 

 

 

• Allow time for a puppet to be seen 

• Less is more in terms of movement 

• Respect individual creativity and unique 

approaches to participative arts and 

puppet-making 

• Seek and acknowledge positive puppet 

characteristics or performance. 

• Assist individuals to create what they want 

• Allow time for people to be with their 

puppet without demands to perform or to 

respond in any way 

• Ensure all making is accessible and 

achievable. 

• Use washable materials for animal, sock 

and glove puppets. 

• Use antibacterial wipes on hands or inner 

gloves for hand-puppets / controls. 

• Treat the puppet with respect. 
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‘Puppet-Selves’   hands-on workshop  
 
Aim of Workshop: 
 
Learn more about using puppets to communicate at a ‘soul level’ to include 
people who live with long-term conditions such as dementia.  The workshop 
includes practical hands-on work for all levels of ability.  
 
 
Workshop Outcomes: 
 

• Increase understanding of applied puppetry in care work 
• Gain experience of making a personal puppet-self 
• Understand more about the landscape of care work 
• Learn best practice points for sensitive / soul work with puppetry 
• Take away your puppet-self  

 
 
 
About the facilitators: 
 
Karrie Marshall (Scotland) 
With a background in nursing and person-centred counselling, Karrie lectured in 
health and social care, developing and teaching the management of care 
services, before founding Creativity In Care (www.creativityincare.org). She 
develops and delivers creative learning programmes to promote inclusion and 
joyfulness. As a creative, Karrie and her partner Chris King set up a small touring 
puppet company (Zenwing Puppets). They have used puppetry in care work for 
over ten years. Karrie is author of Puppetry in Dementia Care: connecting 
through creativity and joy (2013) and A Creative Toolkit for Communication in 
Dementia Care (2015) both by Jessica Kingsley Publishers.  
 
Chris King (Scotland) 
Following courses in Acting and Performing Arts, and Arts Education in Practice, 
Chris toured the UK with Zenwing Puppets for ten years. He has prepared and 
delivered hundreds of hands-on puppetry workshops with partner Karrie Marshall 
for people of all ages and abilities. Chris is an arts facilitator and board member 
with Creativity In Care. He supports people in care and community settings to 
express who they are through a variety of art-forms, which include acting, visual 
arts and puppetry. 
 
 
 


