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Visual Conversations

A collaborative project between The Centre for the Arts in Human 
Development and The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts

A primary mandate of The Centre for the Arts in Human Development (CAHD) is to promote 
the integration of its participants, adults with developmental and related disabilities, as equal 
and contributing members of the community.  We proceed with this mandate during Concordia 
University’s fall and winter terms through clinical work on goals that include improving self-
esteem, self-confidence, self-assertiveness, and the development of social skills. As a comple-
ment to its therapeutic program, the Centre also works to develop community links for partici-
pants involving reciprocal learning opportunities that are meaningful, educative and integrative,  
enriching the quality of life for all involved.

The collaborative project, Visual Conversations, un-

dertaken in partnership with the Montreal Museum 

of Fine Arts (MMFA) 

through their Sharing the 

Museum Program, was de-

signed to meet these objec-

tives. In a series of five 

workshops, nineteen par-

ticipants from The Centre 

for the Arts in Human De-

velopment, personnel from 

the museum’s Educational 

Programme Service, two 

professional artists from 

the community, and students in art therapy and/or art 

education from Concordia University explored ways 

to engage in visual exchange with art works, art me-

dia, the museum collection and with each other. The 

metaphor of “The Journey” emerged during planning 

sessions with the artists, and the workshops culmi-

nated in an educational display for the public featur-

ing imaginative maps, individualized suitcases and 

talismans documenting the journey. In addition to 

featuring the framework of visual conversations, the 

context of the project as a reciprocal learning process 

was emphasized. Elizabeth Anthony, Art Therapy 

Coordinator at CAHD, was the Centre’s Project Co-

ordinator, supervising the evolution and implementa-
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tion of the project in consultation with CAHD’s Ex-

ecutive Director, Lenore Vosberg. Personnel in-

volved from the museum were Hélène Nadeau, Chef 

du Service de l’éducation et des programmes pub-

lics; Marilyn Lajeunesse, Educational Programmes 

Officer–Adults; and Louise Giroux, Museum Educa-

tor. 

Project review
Two professional artists were chosen to lead the 

workshops along with the museum educator. Two 

Centre participants, Matthew Brotherwood and An-

gela Vitoratos, were included as members of the se-

lection committee. The selected artists were Anne 

Lewis, artist and medical reporter for CTV news, and 

Marissa Largo, artist and educator currently pursuing 

her master’s in art education at Concordia, whose 

research interests include collaborative, community-

based art education. Eight volunteers were then se-

lected to support the participants in the workshops. 

Three were graduate students in art therapy (Jaimie 

Byrne, Marie-Pascale Dionne, and Tara Narbonne), 

and five were undergraduate art education students at 

Concordia (Nadia Brabant, Marilène Gaudet, Cher-

ine Nasri, Laure Pascal, and Michelle Riendeau). An 

orientation day was scheduled at the Centre previous 

to the project’s first session in April, at which time 

Centre participants, museum personnel and the pro-

ject artists and volunteers were invited to make art 

together and get to know each other. Centre staff 

then met with workshop leaders and volunteers to 

field questions and to provide guidance on working 

with Centre participants, as well as pertinent litera-

ture for project personnel to have as reference mate-

rial. While two volunteers had had their internships 

with participants, nearly all other project personnel 

were new to the population. This was intentional, to 

ensure that learning opportunities in the project were 

aveailable to all.

A photographer, Nancy Kendle, a student in Dawson 

College’s Professional Photography course, was 

taken on to document the project. 

Guided by the museum educator, Louise Giroux, in 

the first workshop participants were taken on a tour 

of selected exhibits in the museum that provided vis-

ual examples of relevance to the workshop’s goal: 

making a talisman, or “lucky charm,” out of clay to 

accompany them on their journey. Those who had 

time were also invited to create a box in which to 

keep it, introducing one of the workshop themes of 

inside/outside. The metaphor of the journey used 

within the workshops was explained as having many 

possibilities participants might choose from: the un-

folding of 

the cur-

rent expe-

rience of 

the mu-

seum 

work-

shops, 

one’s life 

journey, 

journeys one might take to other places or countries, 

or imaginative journeys inside oneself. Volunteers 

were assigned two or three participants to work with 

for the duration of the workshops, to establish conti-

nuity of support. The artists were also present, and 

used this session as a time to further acquaint them-

selves with the participants, their interests and abili-

ties with art media.
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In the second workshop, Anne Lewis led participants 

on an excursion into map and flag making, bringing 

in some of 

her own art 

as a way of 

demonstrat-

ing ways to 

imagina-

tively ex-

plore the 

activity. 

Again, 

some time 

was devoted to a tour of selected areas of the mu-

seum collection, led by the museum educator. These 

works were rendered in two dimensions with draw-

ing, painting and collage media.

In the third workshop, Marissa Largo brought out the 

suitcases and briefcases she had purchased, with the 

help of several volunteers, from second-hand stores. 

Showing a piece of 

her own artwork, she 

invited participants to 

begin to personalize 

the outside of their 

suitcases with materi-

als such as magazine 

pictures, coloured 

paper and their own 

drawings,  that would 

form a collage representing people, places, events 

and things they had traveled to or with in their lives, 

whether real and imagined. Tours of the museum led 

by the museum educator also took place in the third 

and fourth workshops, again of exhibits selected for 

their relevance to the emerging themes.

In the fourth workshop Marissa invited participants 

to work on the inside of their suitcases, thinking of it 

as what one keeps close to one’s heart in one’s trav-

els. This was concretized by suggesting participants 

make a soft sculpture of a heart from fabric as a 

starting point. 

In the fifth workshop participants completed what-

ever projects they felt were unfinished. At the same 

time, Anne and Marissa, both experienced in video-

graphy, interviewed participants regarding their art-

works and museum experience. This was designed 

both to offer closure on the experience and to pro-

duce a video that 

could be shown at 

the opening re-

ception for the 

display, providing 

attendees a fuller 

sense of the proc-

ess and meaning 

of the workshop 

experience for 

participants. 

Our photographer, 

Nancy Kendle, 

attended all five 

workshops, 

documenting the 

process and artworks of the participants. Some of her 

photographs were used in the exhibit so that viewers 

were made aware of the context in which the art was 
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made, and gained a sense of  the creative community 

through which they emerged.

The educational display was hung in the six win-

dows display cases in the Cultural Passage of the 

Educational Programs section of the museum. A re-

ception was held for invited guests to inaugurate the 

display on Wednesday, June 7, 2006. Attendees in-

cluded participants, their families and caregivers, 

members of the Concordia community and the gen-

eral public. The display continued through the end of 

August, providing 

a “window” onto 

the benefits of 

collaborative arts 

in the commu-

nity, and, in par-

ticular, the crea-

tive capacities of 

persons with in-

tellectual disabili-

ties. An accom-

panying handout 

helped to convey 

the reciprocal learning of all involved, as well as to 

give credit to the artists and volunteers who collabo-

rated with such creative dedication throughout. 

Permission was requested and received from partici-

pants to photograph the artwork so that we can make 

notecards and/or a calendar in the future to sell, with 

profits going to the Centre.

Goals and Objectives Met
Certainly our initial goal of increased integration of 

Centre participants into the Montreal arts community 

was met. Most participants had not been to the mu-

seum before, and as the workshops progressed, their 

increased sense of ease at the museum was evident. 

They appeared to experience it as a creative space 

where they were welcomed as productive members 

of the arts community.

With regard to collaborative learning, participants 

gained skills in learning how to look at and respond 

to art in a mu-

seum context, 

in art-making 

techniques, 

and learned 

about two 

Montreal 

community 

artists and their 

art. Many participants were intrigued with the art 

from various cultures they saw in museum exhibits, 

and were particularly excited to find art from their 

own ancestral countries of origin. As expressed in 

quotes from the artists and a volunteer in the handout 

made available at the reception, both artists and stu-

dents learned about adults with intellectual disabili-

ties as creative individuals. 
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An increase in expressive capacities as well as in ex-

periential understanding of using the arts for visual 

conversation and communication with others took 

place to varying degrees for each individual. 

All were proud to have their art on view in such a 

respected venue, and their sense of enhanced self-

esteem and self-confidence was evident. Participat-

ing in the museum context added to their self-

narratives of their life journeys in significant ways, 

contributing to a feeling of belonging in, as well as 

contributing to, the community at large. Many ex-

pressed wanting to come back to the museum to see 

more of its collection and to participate in more 

workshops. 

Quotes from participant inter-
views:

Anne: What has it been like going on this trip 
around the museum?

Emily: It feels good. It 
feels interesting. It 
feels nice to see nice 
art.

Anne: And what about 
the things you made?

Emily: I feel proud be-
cause I feel that I know more about art.

Anne: I wanted to 
know what it has 
been like coming to 
the museum all 
these weeks. Did 
you like that?

Christine: O yeah, I 
liked coming to the 
museum this week!

Anne: What kinds of 
things did you do 
here?

Christine: We did maps, suitcases, and we 
coloured boxes like we did today, and clay in 
this place, in here, in this museum.

Marissa: Tommy, what was your favourite part 
about the journey to the museum?

Tommy: The Greeks.

Marissa: Why did you like the Greek exhibit so 
much?

Tommy: Be-
cause I’m 
Greek, too—
speak Greek— 
that’s why.

Anne: And how 
did it feel when 
you were 
standing in the part of  the museum that had 

Greek things in it?

Tommy: Good.

Anne: And what 
kinds of  things 
did you see?

Tommy: I saw the 
Temple of  the 
Acropolis.
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Gary: I really like, 
the most beauti-
ful, the suitcase. 
The suitcase was 
the most impor-
tant thing in my 
life.

Anne: So 
how’s it been 
coming to the 
museum?

Jason: Good.

Anne: What 
did you like 
about it?

Jason: The 
suitcase.

Anne: Where 
would you 
take it?

Jason: Jamaica!

About our Artists

Anne Lewis

Anne Lewis has a double career as an artist and a 

medical reporter at CTV News in Montreal. She has 

been the recipient of many prizes and bursaries. Her 

work is in important collections such as the Montreal 

Museum of Fine Art.

Anne Lewis was born in Belfast, Northern Ireland, 

moved to London and Paris, and then settled in 

Montreal.

Working within the theme of  “The Journey,” 
we asked participants to create something 
along the lines of  a map, a banner, or a flag as 
a way of  orienting themselves for the adven-
ture ahead. The sessions started with a visu-
alization meditation. I asked the participants 
to imagine a place they would like to visit, a 
place in their mind’s eye where they feel good. 
Their inner travels must have taken them to 
cherished places, charged with meaning and 
importance, evidenced by the rich imagery 
they have produced. 

-Anne Lewis      
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 Anne Lewis:

Digital Memory (at Pinnacle Stream), Mixed Media, 2004

Over the last five years Anne has been concentrating 

on a body of work titled The Field Hospital. This 

comprises bas-relief sculpture, assemblage, works on 

paper, installation, performance and photography. It 

is her response to the potency, volume and speed of 

the media messages surrounding us. Anne states, 

“The Field Hospital grew from my working relation-

ship with the media. Reporters are in the front line, 

but everybody is exposed to different levels of inten-

sity. A journalist’s materials are truth and facts, while 

an artist works with imagination and ambiguity. The 

images of The Field Hospital come to me from the 

space between the known and the unknown, the seen 

and the unseen, the real and the imagined, the safe 

and the terrifying.”

You can visit Anne Lewis’ website at  <annelewisart.com>

Marissa Largo

Marissa Largo is a Toronto-based artist and educator. 

She is currently completing her M. A. in Art Educa-

tion at Concordia University. Her main area of re-

search includes collaborative, community-based art 

education, particularly with immigrant youth. Work-

ing with print media, video installation, and mixed 

media, Marissa’s artwork addresses issues of identity 

and migration. 

My involvement in Visual Conversations was 
enriching for me as an artist and educator. 
Previous to this project, my experience with 
people with special needs was limited. In cre-
ating, sharing, and talking about art with the 
participants, I became increasingly aware of  
their great artistic capacities. I have been in-
spired by their creativity, willingness to share 
and experiment, and by the richness of  the 
project as a whole. I am grateful to the Centre 
for the Arts in Human Development and the 
MMFA for creating and supporting this mutual 
learning experience. 

 -Marissa Largo

Marissa Largo:  Jet Lag, video installation, 2005
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A Volunteer’s Reflection:

The Visual Conversations project offered me 
the opportunity to establish a dialogue with 
participants, to know them and to have a bet-
ter understanding of  their needs. This way I 
was better able to facilitate meaningful expe-
riences. The context, museum, staff  and vol-
unteers, brought out the best in each of  them. 
the results are convincing and emphasize the 
participants’ self-esteem and confidence. The 
participants enhanced the museum’s social 
function in the collectivity and then influenced 
the museum’s cultural identity through inclu-
sion of  these voices that are rarely heard.

-Michelle Riendeau

The Centre for the Arts in Human Development wishes to thank 
the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts for its generous facilitation 
of Visual Conversations within its Sharing the Museum Man-
date. We would also like to thank State Street Bank and The 
Birks Family Foundation for funding that made this initiative 
possible.

Project summary by Elizabeth Anthony, CAHD Project Coordi-
nator. Photographs of the Visual Conversations workshops and 
participants’ artwork by Nancy Kendle. Photographs of the 
Visual Conversations exhibit by Louise Leotta.
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