
        

 					    

guide one



‘…Taking photographs has made 
me notice lots of small details 

in the environment I would 
have walked past without 

noticing before.
Seeing all this helps

lift my spirits.’



There is much we can do to protect our mental wellbeing and build 
up our resilience. Putting some relaxing, stimulating or light-hearted 
activities into our daily lives is one way to care for ourselves better. 
Call them play, passion or pastimes, they all serve the same purpose 
of letting us have some fun. 

Using our natural creativity can protect our mental health, and also 
helps us to regain it if we do experience illness, for example, creative 
activities are used as a therapeutic tool to support people’s recovery 
from mental ill health.

Creative activities, such as music, art, dancing or gardening, are one 
of the best ways to unwind and have fun and what’s more they come 
{mxl qer} firiĂgmep wmhi ijjigxw>

• They relax us and help us focus our minds,   
 exercising our brains and our bodies too. 
  
• They provide opportunities for meeting others, for  
 learning new skills and making connections with  
 people and places around us. 

• They enable us to notice and appreciate 

• They give us pleasure and challenge 

• They allow us to create beautiful and interesting  
 things to give to or share with others

• They allow us to explore and express our thoughts  
 and feelings

        

 					      

You can express your creative side in many ways, for example, 
through the visual arts such as painting or photography, through 
music, through dance, drama or creative writing.  Equally, you could 
choose cookery or gardening or interior design as outlets for your 
creativity.   

You can be creative either by being a “maker” or by being part of 
the “audience”, and it doesn’t matter whether you’re an expert, or a 
beginner. You don’t need to have any special skills – just have a go 
and see what you can achieve!  Creative expression is unique to the 
individual and there is no right or wrong. 

This booklet (focussed on visual art) is part of a series of guides 
hiwmkrih xs lipt }sy yrhivwxerh xli firiĂxw xs }syv qirxep {ippfimrk 
of getting creative activity into your life. Through these guides you can 
learn all sorts of new skills. The guides are aimed at adults of all ages, 
with or without experience and they are full of tips and ideas to get 
you started. 

Our mental wellbeing is like our physical wellbeing – it needs care and 
attention to stay healthy, especially in today’s busy world. Mental health 
problems such as anxiety and depression are extremely common; one 
in six adults at any one time has a mental health problem, and for 
children this is one in ten.  There are a range of support services and 
self help information and guides to help you if you are experiencing 
mental distress; see “mental health support” section at the back.

This guide falls into two sections. Section 1 is about making art, 
and Section 2 is about looking at art.
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Mxùw sjĂgmep ô evx ger fsswx syv tl}wmgep erh qirxep liepxl0 lipt yw 
solve problems more creatively, and give us new perspectives on life.

Research has shown 1 that contact with visual art releases feel – good 
chemicals, such as endorphins, into the brain. These chemicals help 
with stress and pain relief, positive mood, relaxation and concentration.  
They also have positive physical effects, they slow down pulse and 
breathing, reduce blood pressure and boost the immune system.  This 
is called the ‘Relaxation Response’. 

Looking at art can be just as positive. For instance a recent study shows 
that viewing a beautiful work of art can help with pain management. 2

Helping us to think about and understand the world around us is 
another gain that contact with art can bring. 

Whether viewing or making art, we can use it to explore our opinions, 
ponder our feelings, investigate our likes or dislikes, and consider our 
cultural identity and values. This can help us express ourselves more 
clearly, and understand the way we view the world around us. 3,4

Creating art can even improve problem-solving. That’s because it 
tends to stimulate the whole of our brain, both the left, logical side and 
the right, emotional side. This builds connections across the brain, 
which research suggests strengthens our mental agility and problem-
solving abilities. 5,6 

Notes

1.		 Benson, H. and Klipper, M. Z. (2000) The Relaxation Response. 		
		 HarperCollins, U.S.A.
2.		 Alleyne, R. Looking at beautiful art can act as a painkiller. The 		
		 Telegraph 17.9.08
3.		 Matarasso, F. (1997) Use or Ornament? the social impact of 		
		 participation in the arts. Comedia Conference
82		 Tevv L2 ,6449- Xli evxw erh qirxep liepxl> gviexmzmx} erh mrgpywmsr2 	
		 Hyrhii> Yrmzivwmx} sj Hyrhii3Igsrsqmg erh Wsgmep Viwievgl 		
		 Council.
5.		 Creek J. (2001) Measuring the outcomes of a creative activity 		
		 group. Mental Health OT. 6(2), 18-20
6.		 Edwards B. (1993) Drawing on the Right Hand Side of the Brain 		
		 Souvenir Press
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Visual art encompasses many different techniques and materials. Here 
evi nywx wsqi sj xli xiglrmuyiw }sy gsyph xv}> tlsxskvetl}0 hve{mrk0 
collage, painting, decoupage, textiles (fabric art, knitting, sewing etc), 
ceramics (pottery), mosaics, stained glass, jewellery making, origami, 
qixep{svo0 {ssh{svo0 kvetlmg hiwmkr0 Ăpq0 ermqexmsr222

You could also try visiting an art gallery, exhibitions of art and craft, 
craft fairs and art and craft shops. For more about art galleries see 
section 2 “looking at art” on page 18.

Artwork by Daisy Barnes



section 1: 

Top tips to get you started

You don’t need to be able to draw and paint to try out visual art. Look 
at the quick start ideas, and the exercises, and have a go.

Ask at your local library for a list of classes in your area – many classes 
welcome beginners just as much as those with some experience.

Look for books in the library - whether you are a beginner or have 
some experience, books and magazines can give you helpful advice 
and projects to try. Some magazines and many books are devoted to 
a particular craft or art such as photography, techniques for drawing 
or painting with oils and can be good for any level of experience from 
beginners upwards.  

Ask a friend you trust to help you – trying something out with a friend 
is more relaxing as you can give each other encouragement.

Doodling is drawing and we often do it when we are partly-occupied 
with something else. Doodling is a great way to relax a ‘buzzy’ mind, 
or help if feeling restless or wound up.

Kits are a good way to introduce you to a particular technique you 
might be interested in. Although they generally cost more than buying 
the basic materials, they do contain all you need to make a start. Try 
craft or department stores for a selection, or look online.  At computer 
stores you can get kits that help you design your own cards, CD labels 
and T-shirts.

Browse the craft magazines in a good newsagent or supermarket and 
see if anything catches your eye – there are lots on the market now.

Quick start activities 

Make a greetings card by cutting out and collaging pictures and 
patterns from magazines. Cut them into squares of the same size 
and stick them down in a colourful chequerboard. Tip – try to include 
some squares of plain colour too.  See the exercise “Initial Pictures” 
on page 24 for more about collage.

Doodle patterns in black pen, then colour them in using 3 or 4 colours 
that you think go together well.

Kix syx jsv e {epo {mxl }syv geqive3qsfmpi tlsri2 Xeoi tlsxsw mr xli 
local park or your neighbourhood, and if you like them, think about 
getting them made into placemats, coasters or printed on mugs. High 
street print and photographic shops often offer this service, as well as 
on-line (Internet) shops. Look for “personalised placemats” or “mugs” 
on an Internet search engine such as Google.
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wood primer, then top coat with left over household woodwork paints, 
choosing plain colours or simple patterns. If you have them, acrylic 
paints work well on plastic (available at craft shops). Another idea is to 
stick a simple mosaic-style design to the pot using coloured electrical 
tape (comes in 6 colours, DIY stores).

Collect favourite mementos of a holiday or happy event. These might 
include photos, postcards, tickets, programmes, beer mats, shells 
ixg2 Evverki xliq mr e ăex sv fs| ,hiit- jveqi ,}sy {mpp riih e fs| 
frame for 3  dimensional items and you can buy these from Ikea and 
other stores) and glue into place. You can also use this collage idea to 
liven up your photo albums.

Make buttons out of self-hardening FIMO clay (available at craft 
shops) and sew them to a plain cushion to cheer it up.

Knitting is the new cool – most of us know someone who can teach 
us the basics – ask them to show you how. Knitting is cool for guys 
and gals, and if you don’t believe it then look up Kaffe Fassett on the 
internet and see what a success he’s made of knitting.
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10 Minute Walk

How often do you walk somewhere, busy thinking, 
talking or texting and not really noticing your 
surroundings... This exercise will help you to see 
your environment in a different way. You’ll need 
a camera, or a mobile phone that takes photos. 
Take a ten minute walk, stopping every minute to 
take a picture of whatever you see when you look 
around.

How often do you pass this spot? 

Is this a journey you make every 
day? 

Do you see anything you’ve never 
noticed before?
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Back To Nature - Environmental Art

‘Nature heals’ is a well-known phrase, and many of us identify with 
this sentiment in its widest sense, feeling that we’d like more contact 
with the natural world. Being outside is healthy for our mind and body. 
Sunlight improves our mood, and boosts our Vitamin D levels, whilst 
being surrounded by nature can relax and refocus us in a positive way, 
helping us get our lives in better perspective.

This exercise encourages us to get outdoors, whether into the 
countryside, a park or garden, and observe the natural world - its 
seasonal colours, its many textures, shapes and forms. It also shows 
you how to get creative with natural resources, making impermanent 
works of environmental art.

Qeomrk ăiixmrk0 mqtivqerirx øgviexmsrwù ger fi pmfivexmrk0 ew {i 
can’t become too precious over what we make. We enjoy the moment 
of creating, and then move on!

You will need:
• Two pieces of light card, 10-15 cm square
• Scissors, or a craft knife and cutting surface
• Sticky tape
• A plastic or paper bag
• A camera or mobile phone that takes photos (optional)

What to do:
1.		 Cut matching windows in your cardboard squares. 

2.		 Tape together at one side to create a hinge.

3.		 Go for a walk, gathering fallen leaves, twigs, petals, grasses etc 	
		 mrxs }syv fek ,hsrùx tmgo ăs{ivw ixg yrpiww xli} evi }syvw%-2 

82		 [lir }sy lezi e kssh wipigxmsr0 wmx hs{r erh gviexi e gsppeki>  
		 Lay items in the frame, and when you have a composition you 	
		 like, close the frame and hold the collage up to admire. 

5.		 These are impermanent creations, but of course you could snap a 	
		 photo before dismantling and trying more collages.

        

 					      
 				  

	  



Environmental art: 
Andy Goldsworthy: www.sculpture.org.uk 
John Dahlsen: www.johndahlsen.com
www.greenmuseum.org
Parks and gardens to visit: 
www.manchester.gov.uk
www.salford.gov.uk/leisure/parks.htm
www.getoutguide.co.uk/outdoors/parks.htm

        

 					      
 				  

	  ‘Working in collage is relaxing and 
absorbingé I þnd it stimulating because itõs 
quite a challenge to cut pieces just right and 
use colours as you want…’ 

“…I like textiles because the sensations of 
touching and working with the fabrics are 
comforting. ”

Atwork by Start  Photo by J. Sutton
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Easy Pattern Design

For millennia people have been using patterns to decorate surfaces 
as varied as buildings, clothes and all sorts of objects.

Many patterns are abstract – that is they don’t represent anything 
particular but use interesting shapes arranged in a pleasing way.

On the next page, you can see how to use very simple shapes to build 
up a pattern, and then by adding colour you can make it even more 
decorative.

This pattern could make a card for a friend, a picture for your wall, the 
cover of a folder or album – or whatever else you fancy.

You will need: 
Scissors, paper, thin card, coloured pens or pencils or paints, and 
possibly some paper glue like a glue stick.

What to do: 
1.		� On your piece of paper, draw a border or box to make your
		 pattern inside – any dimension and shape you like.

2.		� Look at the shapes on page 12. You can see that they are simple
		 shapes you can draw with a ruler, and for the circles you could 		
		 try drawing round household objects. If you like the oval, trace or 	
		 photocopy from the image shown.

3.		 Draw or trace one of each of the shapes onto your thin card – a 	
		 giviep tegoix {syph fi Ări2 Gyx syx xli wletiw2 Xliwi {mpp fi 		
		 your templates to trace around.

82		 Ywmrk xli wletiw0 qeoi e texxivr {mxl xli pevkiwx wletiw Ăvwx2 		
		 Place the card templates down on your paper and draw around 	

		 them one at a time. Lay the shapes square to each other and 		
		 overlap some to create an interesting design. These large shapes 	
		 are like your ‘buildings’.

5.		 Use the small shapes to add ‘windows’ and ‘doors’ and ‘bridges’ 	
		 between the larger shapes. Overlapping shapes with each other 	
		 creates a sense of connection between the shapes and helps the 	
	      design.

:2		 Xmt> Ersxliv {e} xs gviexi xli texxivr mw xs gst}0 hve{ sv xvegi   
		  3 or so of each of the shapes on page 12 onto paper, then cut
	       out all 	the  shapes and glue them down to a piece of paper on 		
	       which 	you have drawn your border.

7.		 Choose colours that you think go well together and colour in
		 some or all of the shapes. You can also colour in the 				  
		 background.

8.		 Now you have tried one design, try more ideas using the shapes 	
		 at angles to each other rather than square.
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Examples of easy pattern designs....

Artwork br Start  Photo by J. Sutton



 



“I never knew I could 
make such creative work– 
I’ve made some great 
things.”

Evx{svo f} Eqkeh LekwlevĂ  Tlsxs f} G2 Jsvxyri


