A photographic treatment for people with dementia
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"Photographic Treatment" was conducted in collaboration with neurologists, gerontologists and psychologists to provide an
image-based therapeutic tool for dementia patients.

STORY HIGHLIGHTS (CNN) — One of the first dementia patients Laurence Aégerter

Up to half of people 85 met was in the later stages of the illness. She visited the man
or older might have

at a care facility in Switzerland to note his reactions to
some form of

dementia photographs she had brought along. As she showed him
pictures and asked him to remark on them, he fluttered in and
Talking about out of awareness, like a lamp flickering on and off, she said.

photographs may offer . . . . .
dementia patients and For 10 minutes, the patient hardly said anything, struggling to

their loved ones ways articulate basic sentences.
to connect and
engage Then, Aégerter showed him a photograph of a cat with her

Kitten, and something amazing happened.

“He was able to speak for five minutes in a row,” said Aégerter,
a French visual artist based in Amsterdam. “That image triggered something very
deep in him, a very deep memory that made him feel so strong. In those minutes,
it was like he had no disease at all.”

The photographs Aégerter brought to show the dementia patient were part of the
early stages of a project she calls “Photographic Treatment.” The premise was
simple: Improve the quality of life of elderly people with dementia by staging




“photo interventions.” They're individual or group sessions that focus
conversations on images she curated over the span of three years.

The photos are available as diptychs in a book series, on top of wooden blocks
and by free download from the project’s website. In June, the book series received
the Author Book Award in July at the Recontres D’Arles, a prestigious international
photography festival.
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An elderly woman looks at a "Photographic Treatment" book and describes and compares what she sees. The
pairing "raises for me the question of function and aesthetics of geometry and why it is attractive to look at
repetitive patterns -- because we find geometry highly aesthetic," creator Laurence Aégerter said.

Aégerter undertook the project in 2015 to add levity and humor - through
unexpected pairings, like the face of a child next to one of a seal - to the lives of
patients with dementia and Alzheimer’s as well as their families. According to the
Alzheimer’s Association, up to 40% of people with the disease struggle with
“significant depression.” And too often, Aégerter said, dementia patients are
infantilized by caretakers and family members, which can add to their frustration
and sadness.

“Sometimes, people don’t know what’s possible and what’s not possible, and that
makes them very cautious,” she said of family members and caretakers. “| realized
we should never underestimate people who are sick.”



Reconnecting with people with
dementia

Dementia is a broad term for a loss of cognitive abilities, such as thinking,
remembering and reasoning, that interfere with one’s life. Alzheimer’s disease
accounts for roughly 60% to 80% of dementia cases. According to the National
Institute on Aging, up to half of people 85 or older might have some form of
dementia.

So why did the man Aégerter visited have such a strong reaction to the image of
the kitten and its mother? He might have connected it with a memory from his
childhood and early adolescence. Researchers call this phenomenon, in which
elderly people recall events that occurred when they were 15 to 25 years old, the
reminiscence bump.
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The similarity between these images lies in the curvature of the playground slide and the flamingo's neck. The slide
is evocative of universal childhood memories, and the pairing may play with the idea of scale, Aégerter said. "We
have all been down such a tube, but none of us have been down a flamingo," she said, but a flea might travel down
a flamingo's neck the way a child slides down a slide.

Frans Hoogeveen, a lecturer in psychogeriatrics at the Haagse Hogeschool and
one of the scientific advisers for “Photographic Treatment,” said that this
phenomenon is seen in all elderly people but that it is augmented for those with
dementia due to the simultaneous loss of their short-term memory. Failure has
been shown to increase stress levels and decrease the overall well-being of those
with dementia, so questions based on recollection can often set dementia patients
up for failure, Hoogeveen said.



“A mistake often made by spouses of people of dementia is asking them things
they cannot reply to because of their iliness,” he said. Asking about a party that
happened a day ago, for example, would rely on a person’s memory and would not
be a good question, he added.

Because of these limitations, people might not know where to begin when trying
to engage and connect with those with dementia, said Ruth Drew, director of
information and support services at the Alzheimer’s Association. Activities such as
discussing a photograph can help both patients and their family members, she
said.

“Using these photographs may also help the person who wants to connect with a
family member with Alzheimer’s to have a jumping-off point that can help engage
that person,” she said.
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The visual similarity between the men's heads and the arms of the cactus, as well as the absurd thought of hugging
a cactus, might bring humor to a comparison of this pair, Aégerter said. On a deeper level, though, the pictures
might imply a conversation about friendship and intimacy. "Friendship, even the deepest friendship, is something so
challenging, because you can't love without feeling irritation and frustration and displeasure," Aégerter said. "There
is also for me this kind of deep wish that it would be possible to be always be in this empathetic cuddle, in this
fusional intricate experience of the other, of the sharing, of the loving and caring, and that there will never come that
level of irritation of problem or things that come in between, that would be what the cactus made me think of."

Aégerter’s first inklings of “Photographic Treatment” came on the heels of another
project, “Cathédrales,” which she published as an artist’s book in 2014 and from
which she spun off a sequel and multiple gallery exhibitions. The book consists of
photographs she took of a 1949 catalog of the cathedrals and churches of France
that she lay on her windowsill to capture how sunlight revealed and covered up
pages from the book at different parts of the day.



The shadows evoked memory for Aégerter, she said, and after watching videos
about dementia patients and reading studies about the benefit of photo
interventions, she resolved to create a photo series to benefit them.

Aégerter worked with experts on dementia and dementia patients to create
guidelines for the photos. She found 90% of the photos online by searching
copyright-free images; the other 10%, she took herself when she could find no
suitable alternative. A photo of a young girl is actually a photo of Aégerter when
she was a child.

Building the books

It took more than 60 hours of work to find and edit the photographs, not counting
time spent creating pairs from the more than 300 images. The photos are
presented as black and white verticals and focus on one main subject using a
shallow depth of field; this photographic technique limits what appears in focus,
helping to reduce unnecessary stimuli in the image, which, according to
Hoogeveen, people with dementia often have a hard time disregarding.
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Our first impression of this pairing, Aégerter said, is probably based on how our brains subconsciously assess the
similarities between the two: the black-and-white balance and the roundness of both the snowy owl on the left and
the woman wearing a headscarf on the right. From there, our reactions may vary because of our backgrounds and
cultures. Some may connote wisdom to the owl or nobility or dignity to the woman, which gives the pairing great
interpretive flexibility, Aégerter said. "But | must be honest, | don't make these pieces based on thinking," she said.
"All these choices are based on intuition. They are almost on the reflex level."

Aégerter discovered early on that people with dementia preferred photographs of
natural smiles, rather than posed or doctored ones.



“People with dementia have kind of a sixth sense for what is authentic or not,” she
said.

Drew said this is a common observation in those with Alzheimer’s. They can read
facial expressions, tone of voice and body language even as they struggle with
language and memory, which may have to do with the fact that we learn these
things before we learn language.

Once she had collected and edited the images, Aégerter’s next step was to make
pairings to create the diptychs in the series, which she did based on instinct. So
she lay out hundreds of photographs on the floor of her studio and invited
assistants, friends and family to stop by as she rolled around in a swivel chair and
taped photographs side by side, creating a pile of images about whose pairing she
was certain and relegating some other pairs to her corridor, which she termed
“the corridor of doubt.”

“It was a long process of choosing but very, very spontaneous, very joyful,” she
said. “Actually, it was the best of the whole project” for her, both as an artist and a
human.

Courtesy LAURENCE AEGERTER/Dewi Lewis Publishing
Both images evoke eroticism through their connotations, not explicitly. Another way to relate the images is through
their interaction: Aégerter wondered out loud what would happen if the woman on the left were to stick her tongue
into the oyster shell on the right. "l always thought that if she put her tongue in the shell, it would clap on her
tongue," she said, laughing.



‘Everybody was very touched by the
bOOK’

As soon as the jury at Arles saw “Photographic Treatment,” the winner of the
festival’s Auhtor Book Award was clear, said Marloes Krijnen, the director of the
international photographic organization Foam and president of the jury that
selected “Photographic Treatment” for the award,

“Everybody was very touched by the book, and the fact that photography has the
ability to help people with dementia, help them use their fantasy, help them feel
much more happy and healthy, is something amazing,” she said.

She said the series also fit in well with Aégerter’s oeuvre and remarked that it was
beautifully printed, clear and fresh.
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Aégerter said she made this pairing because of the parallels in the ways black vertical lines split the two mediums:
on the left, sky and water, and on the right, painted wood. "The reason | probably like it is the rhythm of the image,
the interruption by the black lines," she said. The boats' masts divide the image into neat thirds, while the crack in
the wooden stump creates two equal halves.

The jury’s decision also related to the fact “Photographic Treatment” is available in
multiple formats, Krijnen said.

Aégerter said she decided to make the photos available as free downloads so that
the cost is not an obstacle for anyone who thinks they or a loved one will benefit
from the project.

She said she is grateful for the project’s recognition in
GET CNN HEALTH'S . .
WEEKLY NEWSLETTER the art world, although she did not set out with the
Sign up here to get The intent of making it a critical hit.



Results Are In with Dr.
Sanjay Gupta every “What would make this project a real success for me is

Tuesday from the CNN . . . . .

Health team. that it would be implemented in as many residential
care facilities as possible, because | think it really
addresses people in a profound, authentic and adult
way,” she said.

CNN’s Sarah Tilotta contributed to this report.



