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Introduction
This resource pack has been created to provide an invaluable
insight into how Vital Xposure creates the journey from page to
stage. It also presents a series of creative activities designed to
inspire individuals and groups who provide care for people living
with Alzheimer’s or any other form of dementia. We hope that
these activities will help people living with dementia to maintain
their independence and live positively.

Shirley and Julie McNamara 2005 Photo: Caglar Kimyoncu

Julie McNamara, the author of the play: Let Me Stay has worked
closely beside her mother Shirley to create a play that speaks of
living well with dementia. Let Me Stay is a tender love letter to her
mother, Shirley McNamara, Queen of the Mersey.
Julie says:
“I’ve learned not to ask too many questions, to stay present and to
join my Mother’s picture of the world. Shirley is central to events at
home in the same way as she is central to this play. It is all about
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Activities
creating the least possible stress. Shirley leads the way.”

The following arts based activities can be used to support the
individual who is living with Alzheimer’s or another form of
dementia to retain or regain a meaningful life. They can be
implemented by a range of individuals, companies or organisations who offer support to those living with dementia. The
activities can be explored individually or linked in a series.
Key focus to implement these principles should be on:





the art of respectful listening
the importance of staying present
not asking too many questions
entering the world of the person who is experiencing
confusion and forgetfulness

The pack includes:







Techniques to soothe and allay fear and anxiety.
Remembering connection and relationships.
Memory exercises encourage belonging.
The key role of pictures, songs, music and materials
from the past.
The importance of a treasure chest - a personal box to
keep safe their souvenirs.
Reminiscence techniques.
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With all of the following activities:

Location

Choose a familiar place that is known to the person
who is living with Alzheimer’s or another form of
dementia

Time

Allow plenty of time to explore the activity in detail
and encourage responses from the participant

Routine

Set the same time and/or day for activities, this
encourages a familiarity with routine for the person
you are working with

Observe

Notice the responses of the individual, no matter
how small or subtle they may be

Repetition

Repeating a word or a phrase encourages
understanding and confidence

6

Activity #1

Beginning Bookend
Aim To create a ‘bookend’ activity which will always begin any of
the activities to inspire feelings of familiarity and security, whether
they are explored individually or as part of a series
Materials None
How Together sing the following song:
You are my sunshine
My only sunshine
You make me happy
When skies are grey
You'll never know dear
How much I love you
Please don't take my sunshine away
Develop Introduce actions to the selected words in the song, using
any of the suggestions below or create new ones together:
You are my sunshine - place a hand over your heart
My only sunshine - place both hands over your heart

You make me happy – show a facial expression of happiness
When skies are grey – gesture upwards to the sky
You'll never know dear – shake head from side to side
How much I love you – place hands over your heart
Please don't take my sunshine away – create an action to stop
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Activity #2

How Do You Feel Today?
(Conversation)
Aim To encourage the person living with Alzheimer’s or another
form of dementia to communicate how they are feeling,
prompted by visual stimulus
To create a stress free place for conversation
To understand how the participant is feeling
To understand how the participant is feeling about other
aspects of their life
Materials An assortment of photographs and craft materials: colour
paper or card, paints, felt pens, tissue paper, stickers, glitter and glue.
How Together using the craft materials, create various shapes in
different sizes (circle, square, triangle, hexagonal or petal and leaf
shaped). The pieces do not have to fit together like a jigsaw, but must
be comfortable to handle and easy to move
Encourage the person you are supporting to label the largest shape
with their name and/or a photograph of themselves. Support them in
labelling the other shapes with emotions, using words and/or drawings of various facial expressions. Ask the participant to select their
name from the pile of shapes. Then ask them to select shapes which
reflect how they are feeling today or at this particular moment.
Continue to have a conversation about the shapes they have chosen,
exploring how they are feeling.
Develop The shapes can have different words or drawings on them
as well as photographs which relate to different aspects of the individual’s life e.g. family and friends, hopes and dreams, culture and sexuality. Use these to prompt further conversations
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Activity #3

What is the Gift Inside the Box?
(Storymaking)

Aim To encourage the person living with Alzheimer’s or another
form of dementia to share new ideas using objects as stimuli
Materials Gift box and various objects which can be comfortably
held in one hand
How Introduce the box with one object inside but do not reveal it
yet. Shake and rattle it to make a sound. Hand it over to the participant, encouraging them to shake and rattle it themselves and discuss
what could be inside. Support them in opening the box to reveal the
object. Together examine the object, describing and handling it.
Develop Place a selection of objects inside the box. Together explore the sounds they make whilst within it. Support the participant in
opening the box and choosing which object or objects they would like
to examine. Share the objects together, describing and handling
them.
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Activity #4

What is the Story Inside the Box?
(Storymaking)

Aim To create an imaginative story using an object as stimulus
Materials Gift box and various objects and memorabilia which can
be comfortably held in one hand
How Introduce the box with one object inside but do not reveal it yet
Shake and rattle it to make a sound. Hand it over to the participant,
encouraging them to shake and rattle it themselves and discuss what
could be inside. Support them in opening the box to reveal the object.
Together examine the object, describing and handling it begin to
create the objects story, encouraging the person living with
Alzheimer’s or another form of dementia to suggest ideas:








Who does it belong to, a person or an animal?
Describe who the person or animal is, what they like to do to
Where do they find this object, in the forest, cave, sea or sky?
Describe this place, using colours, sound and smells
What does the object help them to do, sing, fly or dream?
Describe how it does this, holding, walking or dancing with it
How does the person or animal feel after they have done this?

Develop Recreate the story, supporting the person you are working
with to add actions for the character (person or animal) how they
move or what they may say. Create the setting of the place (forest,
cave, sea or sky) by using sound affects. Add a set of actions showing
how the object can help the character (sing, fly or dream).
Finally with facial expression and body language, show how the character feels at the end of the story.
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Activity #5

Shall We Share A Song?
(Singing)

Aim To allow the person living with Alzheimer’s or another form of
dementia to share a selection of songs (rhymes or chants) from their
life experiences. We have selected a few from the play: Let Me Stay
Materials None
How Introduce one of the following songs to the person you support:
Gonna take a sentimental journey
Gonna set my heart at ease
Gonna make a sentimental journey
To renew old memories
Only you
Can make all this world seem right
Only you
Can make the darkness bright
Only you and you alone
Can thrill me like you do
And fill my heart with love for only you
Give me five minutes more, only five minutes more
Let me stay, let me stay in your arms
Here am I begging for only five minutes more
Only five minutes more of your charms
Encourage the person you are working with to respond to you by
sharing their own song. Ask them to teach it to you, including any
actions, to make sure you are performing the song correctly.
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Activity #5 continued

Develop
Create a scene through teaching each other a song:
Imagine you are both children and decide your ages. Describe
where you are, it may be a playground or park and say where
you are situated within it. Create the sounds you can hear in
that place. Add these details to the scene as you teach each
other the song, imagining you are children playing outside together.
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Activity #6

Shall We Have A Party?
(Reminiscence Storytelling)
Aim To support the person living with Alzheimer’s or another form of
dementia in remembering a special event of a birthday and reenacting a range of moments from that day
Materials Birthday party objects: presents, cakes, cards, photos
How Share ideas about the various moments which join together to
celebrate somebody’s birthday:







Singing happy birthday
Celebrating with family or friends
Receiving a gift
Cutting a birthday cake
Enjoying refreshments
Playing a game or dancing

Create an imagined photograph of a moment from the birthday party,
placing the person you are working with as the main focus of the
image. Support them in deciding how they should be standing or
sitting, what action they are doing and how they are feeling through
facial expression. Add a word or a phrase that may be said during the
taking of the photograph. Now add a sound affect to capture the
mood or atmosphere. Finally, recreate the photograph using the
chosen words and sound affects.
Develop Create more imagined photographs from the party, adding
words and sound affects to make a photo album of moments.
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Activity #7

A School Day To Remember
(Poetry)
Aim To encourage the person living with Alzheimer’s or another
form of dementia in remembering a significant past event and sharing
their thoughts and feelings about it
Materials Copies of the poem (see below) and felt pens
How Encourage the individual to share memories about their first day
of school. The participant selects words to fill in the gaps of the
following multi-sensory poem:

I saw __________ on my first day at school
And thought I will never ever break a rule
I heard the sound of __________ in my class
And remembered rolling and dancing in the grass
Sniffing I could smell __________ in the air
But it soon disappeared when I sat in the teacher’s chair
The food tasted like __________ which was really funny
And it wriggled all the way down to my tummy
And the feeling I had inside me on that day was __________
Develop Choose different words to fill in the gaps or create a new
multi-sensory poem about the first day of school. Support the
participant to read or share their poem with others
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Activity #8

A Song To Remember You By
(Singing)
Aim To encourage the person living with Alzheimer’s or another
form of dementia to remember an important relationship and explore
it through music
Materials None
How Discuss with the participant a favourite song and who they are
reminded of when they hear it. Ask the person you are working with
to teach you this new song. Imagine this song is recorded either on a
record, audio cassette tape or CD. Together create an imaginary
record, audio cassette or CD player. Play the song on the player,
either by moving the stylus onto the record or pressing play. Sing the
song together and when it comes to an end, support the participant in
taking the needle off the record or pressing stop.
Develop Support the person you are working with to become a
dancing photograph or moving image of the person they are remembering. Together decide how the person they are remembering
moves, expresses and enjoys themselves as they listen to the song
e.g. dancing, hand-gestures or smiling.

Add a word or a phrase that may be said before the music begins to
introduce the song. Finally add all these ideas together to create a
short scene where the participant using song, movement and words
becomes the person they are remembering
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Activity #9

Closing Bookend
Aim To create a ‘bookend’ activity which will always end any of the
activities to inspire feelings of familiarity and security, whether they
are explored individually or as part of a series.
Materials None
How Together sing the following song:
You are my sunshine
My only sunshine
You make me happy
When skies are grey
You'll never know dear
How much I love you
Please don't take my sunshine away
Develop Use the same actions as created and shared in the
‘Opening’ bookend:
You are my sunshine - place a hand over your heart
My only sunshine - place both hands over your heart

You make me happy - show a facial expression of happiness
When skies are grey - gesture upwards to the sky
You'll never know dear - shake head from side to side
How much I love you - place hands over your heart
Please don't take my sunshine away - create an action to stop
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Let Me Stay - Interview with Creatives
Julie McNamara (writer and performer) and Paulette Randall
(director) were interviewed by Naomi Cortes to share their
inspiration and ideas for the production of Let Me Stay.
How did you begin to collaborate together?
Julie: I had read about Paulette’s work, when I was on
placement with Talawa Theatre and I was looking for a new
Director for a play I was working on. Several artists had suggested I
contact her. So in 2009, whilst working on the production of Crossings
we had an initial chat on the telephone and she
suggested we meet for lunch.
Paulette: Yeah, from the phone call I followed my instinct and knew
it was going to work. When we met for lunch we really connected
about storytelling and music and I knew that Julie’s work was something I really wanted to explore.
Julie: I had no expectations and went to meet her with an open
mind and an open heart and thought great she’s going to do the job.
Why did you decide to place your mother Shirley at the
centre of Let Me Stay?
Julie: I’ve always listened to my mother’s stories and her mother
before her, my grandmother. My mother still remains one of the
funniest women I have ever met, she’s extraordinary. She’s full of life
and has a strong rebellious spirit and I just thought other people
should meet her.
I remember one day I was playing truant from school and was smoking a fag at home and mum came home unexpectedly.
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I was trying to hide it behind my back and she told me she’d
seen it. I thought she was going to tell me off, but actually
she was playing hooky from work and had walked out during
an appraisal. I never forgot that day because we both had an
afternoon together playing hooky and she told me why she
had walked out. She didn’t know words like feminism, but
she was the first real feminist I ever knew.

Writing Let Me Stay has become part of my own grief in
letting go. My mother’s been living with Alzheimer’s for ten
years. She has been many people to me and I have always
been on shifting sands with her, it made me think about who
we are to each other in each space we travel, in each world
we inhabit.
It’s also about challenging all those ubiquitous images around
what a terrible, dark tragedy it is to end your life with
Alzheimer’s. I have to be honest. I’m witnessing somebody
who is quite enjoying herself. Honestly, she’s having the time
of her life.
What made you think that now was the right time to
explore Alzheimer’s in your work?
Julie: It was just before my mum’s physical tipping point. We
had been working together on Let Me Stay for a while with
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songs and stories. I would share back what she had said, she
would deny having said it, I would remind her she had and
we would laugh.
Or I would show her pictures of things she had done. One of
the funniest was when she had decorated a mug tree with
chocolate bars and I showed her the photo of it.
She asked who had done it, I explained she had and she said
‘well, that’s very clever!’. I thought it would be really sad if all
of that was lost inside some dark story about how at the end
of her life she withdrew from it all. Shirley is dancing and
grooving up and down the ward, very much the life and soul
of the party.
Paulette, what attracted you to the story of Let Me Stay and
working with Julie again?
Paulette: After our first time of working together, I said to
Julie, I wanted to keep working with her. And when she came
back from working in New Zealand and Australia, she

On the set of Let Me Stay - Shirley Mc’s birthday wish
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confided in me that she was better known over there than in
U.K.
I thought this was a disgrace and I wanted people to know
Julie McNamara here, because I think she has a really
important voice and a beautiful, funny way of telling stories.
Her work touches and moves people and with all the voices
out there in theatre at the moment, there is nothing quite
like hers.
Whilst training, I chose a course which was about working
with specific communities. So, creating work with Julie was
the first time in my career I worked with a mixed ability
group. And that was terrifying and exhilarating because I
didn’t know what to expect, it was going in at the deep end
for me, but it was a brilliant opportunity.
And we both knew from the beginning of Let Me Stay that
this was just the starting point, that the show had a life and
that’s quite exciting.
Tell us about a magical moment which happens onstage?
Paulette: We were looking for things which could be found
during the play amongst the many boxes on the set. And Julie
found an old record box of singles and in it was a copy of
Queen Bitch by David Bowie. And written on the label was
‘this is no reference to you!’
Julie: And it was in my dad’s handwriting. I had never seen
that before.
Paulette: It’s brilliant, funny and beautiful. It’s a great track.
Julie: So, every time I take that out on stage, it’s like a mes20

sage from my dad.
The journey within the production is incredibly personal
and intimate, how do you manage to maintain this onstage
whilst working within the conventions of theatre?
Paulette: I have to remember that Julie is the writer and the
performer. I have to honour both those roles. Sometimes
when I’m directing Julie we will talk about what the writer
would say if they were in the room. And I remind her in rehearsals that the script is more eloquent and tells the story in
a more successful way than if you were just saying it.
Julie: Once I have made the decision to commit it to the
page, my role as the writer is very different to Julie who is
remembering. I think I’m a savage editor of my own work
and I’m quite happy for it to be a live process. The first script
you take into rehearsal is like a road map, but it’s not
necessarily where we’ll end up. What I love is being able to
surrender that to Paulette and saying ‘there you go’.
And being in the show, I then surrender the connection to
Julie McNamara the person who has lived that moment. The
director is the boss. I trust Paulette with my life, she’s a great
director.
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We know that music can make people living with
Alzheimer’s experience great joy. How important is music to
the production?
Julie: It all started with Shirley. I began recording her singing, when she started losing her language. I know that music
is in a different part of the brain to language and her singing
voice is sweet. I recorded quite a few tracks of her singing.
Paulette: To add to what Julie has said, one of the things I
love about her work is the music. I discovered that there had
been music and song in everything she’s done, it’s an integral
part of her life. So it wasn’t surprising to me that music was
being included in Let Me Stay. And it’s also a cultural thing,
there are certain communities where singing is important.
It’s important to storytelling.
Finally, what gift would you like your audiences to leave
with?
Julie: A sense of hope. Alzheimer’s is not an apologetic
withdrawal from life.
Paulette: Being able to not fear something you don’t
understand...embrace it.
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Caglar Kimyoncu created the visuals for Let Me Stay. He says:

Shirley McNamara with Julie 2013. Picture by Caglar Kimyoncu

Caglar: I’ve filmed and photographed Julie and her environment for
over 16 years and her work often contains autobiographical
elements. I then met Shirley and she was very welcoming. Every time I
saw her in Liverpool or London, she shared her past 'lives' through
stories and songs. Shirley loves the camera and the camera loves her.
Shirley is a natural star with a unique way of telling stories,
singing and linking things together and Julie is a very good story teller.
The images and sounds of Shirley on screen and stage create dialogue
and a conflict between Julie’s interpretation of Shirley and Shirley as
herself. This is true to their relationship in life.
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Libby Watson on the design process for the show
I chose to make a setting of different shaped boxes to reflect
the idea of Shirley's world in a state of compartments and
change. Some of the boxes are closed and are never looked
into and some of them get reopened and the contents
remembered. The wall of boxes also gives us a fragmented
view of the photographs that we project onto it, a comment
on the loss of lucidity in memory. The white of the boxes was
chosen as a positive statement and to give us a feeling of
some kind of interior space. It can represent wallpaper and
windows or just be an abstract wall with lit up boxes showing
glimmers of clarity.

The set of Let Me Stay, 2014 by Libby Watson.

The chair was chosen to reflect Shirley's vivacious and
glamorous nature. It means that we can look at her past in a
way that celebrates her personality. It is also a style from the
“60's” and one I can imagine Gina Lollobrigida having in her
italian sitting room; a chair Shirley would enjoy sitting in.
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Cast and Creative Team
Julie McNamara: Writer and Performer
Paulette Randall: Director
Libby Watson: Designer
Crin Claxton: Lighting Design
Caglar Kimyoncu: Visuals
Resource pack created by Naomi Cortes

Shirley McNamara 2013
Photo by Caglar Kimyoncu
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Useful Organisations
Dementia UK - Head Office
2nd Floor
Resource for London
356 Holloway Road
London N7 6PA
Tel: 020 7697 4160
Fax: 0845 519 2560
E-mail: info@dementiauk.org
www.dementiauk.org
Alzheimer's Society (Central Office)
Devon House
58 St Katharine's Way
London E1W 1LB
Tel: 020 7423 3500
Fax: 020 7423 3501
E-mail: enquiries@alzheimers.org.uk
www.alzheimers.org.uk
Age Uk
Tavis House
1-6 Tavistock Square
London WC1H 9NA
Tel: 0800 169 6565
Email: contact@ageuk.org.uk
www.ageuk.org.uk
Young Dementia UK
PO Box 315
Witney
Oxfordshire OX28 1ZN
Tel: 01993 776295
Email: mail@youngdementiauk.org
www.youngdementiauk.org 26
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