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Chapter 9

Human Threads
Altered States

Nicola White and Alison Stirling

For more than two decades, Artlink has pioneered the use of contemporary 
arts practice as a form of collaborative research with partner Cherry Road 
Learning Centre in Midlothian, Scotland.1 Through the Ideas Team, an 
Artlink project, it paired artists and thinkers with individuals within a care 
setting over a sustained period, creating the conditions for new ideas and 
influences to radiate from people with profound and multiple developmen-
tal disabilities (PMLD) and their carers. In 2015 Artlink and partners began 
to devise a large-scale exhibition that would bring these insights and sensi-
bilities to a broad and diverse public—an exhibition that would celebrate 
the common threads that make connection between people with complex 
disabilities and the wider world. The exhibition would provide an oppor-
tunity to look at who we are through a completely different lens. Artlink 
set up a partnership with Tramway, a publicly owned and run arts space 
on the south side of Glasgow. The immense scale of Tramway’s exhibition 
space and its utilitarian fabric would allow us to devise an exhibition that 
was ambitious in size and accessible to the widest range of people. In 2019 
Artlink organized some public performances at Tramway to test out some 
of the principles of the upcoming exhibition. This essay written by free-
lance curator and writer Nicola White and Artlink Artistic Director, Alison 
Stirling traces the development of the challenging road to realizing an exhi-
bition that centers on the experiences and interests of one of society’s most 
marginalized groups. At the time of this writing, work is in production, and 
the exhibition is scheduled to take place in May 2022.

Getting to Know You

The exhibition, entitled Human Threads, has taken a long time to realize. 
Its progression, in some way, has mirrored the ups and downs of the lives 
of the people it seeks to represent. Its trajectory has been far from smooth, 
with the pandemic further laying out, in its rawest sense, many of the power 
imbalances and inequities that the exhibition seeks to explore.
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Over the past ten years, Artlink has placed delicate emphasis on build-
ing relationships between individuals with PMLD, Cherry Road Learning 
Centre, and a small group of artists whose practices would lend themselves 
to this project. It demanded openness and generosity and an ability to share 
ideas and ways of working with others. We had to work slowly, taking our 
time at each developmental juncture, being careful and attentive to ensure 
that we were working together and that we were using everything within our 
arsenal to support the full involvement of people on their own terms.

People with PMLD are often disregarded, with the higher levels of support 
they require used as a barrier to their inclusion in the wider community. They 
are rarely considered within mainstream provision and have little to no rep-
resentation within disability politics. This places them among the most margin-
alized within our community, and that cuts across gender, race, sexuality, and 
class. This powerlessness is best described by Sheehy and Nind who observe 
that “advances made in services for the wider group (people with physical or 
sensory disabilities) have often failed to benefit this minority group (people 
with complex disabilities) who are typified by powerlessness and low status 
with their families and staff often sharing in this lack of power and status.”2

For the artists in the exhibition, some of who have collaborated directly 
with members of the PMLD community for many years, the aim of gain-
ing a greater understanding of the individual is rooted within the detail 
of the smallest of sensory actions and interactions. It’s a slow process that 
necessitates building a relationship with the individual to ensure relevance. 
Artist/designer Laura Spring, who is involved in the upcoming exhibition, 
describes this beautifully:

It’s always hard to capture the intimacy and importance of these 
moments in words. It might seem so simple—a gentle brush on a face, 
a UV pen drawing over someone’s body, a ball jiggling in a hand, a 
slurping noise made nose to nose—but they’re all incredibly powerful 
moments of communication. Regular language doesn’t seem relevant. 
We create a new language together through trial and error over months 
and years of working together.3

It’s a gentle undertaking: trying things out, working closely with those who 
know the person best, watching for positive responses, and building on 
them. These seemingly insignificant acts slowly build confidence and trust; 
they capture attention, providing greater freedom for the individual, for the 
care givers, and for the artist. This shared process has become emancipa-
tory for all involved. Value is placed on establishing positive relationships, 
on gaining different and often unexpected perspectives. Ideas percolate and 
slowly more exciting and creative ways of communicating emerge. Because 
of this new learning, we felt compelled to open up the conversation to 
include wider audiences, to bring a range of individuals and communities 
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together to experience it, while ensuring the complete involvement of the 
people who are at the very heart of its development.

Altered States

To test some of the ideas and approaches that could be part of the exhibi-
tion, we programmed Altered States, a series of immersive events within 
artist Nick Cave’s Until installation at Tramway in Fall 2019. We wanted to 
learn how ideas radiating from a group at Cherry Road Learning Centre 
could impact wider audiences. We realized from the beginning that cen-
tering an art exhibition around what captured the attention of the group, 
would be a challenging task, in that it demands very intimate ways of work-
ing, devised in collaboration with people from Cherry Road, and translated 
into a series of artworks for an inclusive audience. We were primarily con-
cerned with extending the work to wider audiences while making sure that 
the events were fully inclusive and related directly to, and involved, people 
with PMLD. As part of a desire to open up the events to the local commu-
nity, we directly invited people and groups with different lived experiences: 
elderly groups, the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBTQ+) com-
munity refugee groups, as well as people with PMLD and their families and 
carers. The events started on an intimate scale and grew ambitiously over 
time as more people participated.

Altered States included six sensory-based events. Sense Field, by artists 
Steve Hollingsworth and Jim Colqhoun, recreated a workshop developed by 
the artists for an audience of people with and without PMLD. Disability activ-
ist, actor, and playwright Robert Softley Gale gave a talk, “Comfort Zones? 
Whose Comfort Zones?” that explored ways of meeting in a more equitable 
space. Sensational Brass, a performative event by artist Wendy Jacob, involved 
a brass band and huge weather balloons that carried the vibration of raucous 
sound. Deep Listening, by artists Mark Vernon and Daniel Padden, created 
an immersive and relaxing augmented surround sound soundscape and gong 
bath. In Listening With Our Bodies, an adaptation of a Lygia Clark workshop, 
Jessica Gogan and Dasha Lavrennikov invited participants to lie in a cir-
cle on the floor while workshop facilitators gently placed simple objects such 
as small pebbles and bags filled with air and water on their bodies. Finally, 
Spin, by Red Note Ensemble, merged audience and musicians: attendees were 
invited to lie down, sit, or wander around the gallery space as the musicians 
moved among them, performing a piece informed by members of the Cherry 
Road Learning Centre community.

Within all these events we established a framework for feedback involving 
observation, mark making, drawing, and follow-up interviews. We wanted 
to capture the feeling of the events as they happened as well as thoughts and 
observations collected after the event. This has helped us to identify some of 
the barriers and issues that prevent people from being involved and to look 
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more imaginatively at what events can be included that will further enhance 
the sensory experience of each artwork.

In feedback on her event, Wendy Jacob wrote, “I learned that the mix of 
differently abled audience members makes things stronger, happier, better. 
You see someone put a face to a balloon and gleefully whoop, so you try 
it too. It’s us and the big balloons; and we become one big collective us.”4 
This event was particularly successful and is beautifully summed up by a 
participant: “I liked seeing the connections between people that were purely  
gestural—no language, no instructions or commands, just feeling, observations 
and actions. It felt like we were inside an artwork.”5 (see Fig. 9.1.)

Figure 9.1  Wendy Jacob, Sensational Brass, 2019. Live Performance at Tramway, Glasgow, 
Scotland. Photograph by Kara Christene. Image Courtesy of Artlink.
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When participants had to follow instructions as part of the event, feed-
back became more varied. One participant in the Listening to Our Bodies 
event wrote:

We live in a neurodiverse society, but we are all sensory beings, and this 
workshop offered an experience for everyone. As a group we were given 
a range of options of how we might like to access the experience: sit up, 
lie down, blind fold off or on etc., … and I think this was supportive to 
all. There was awareness that people might process or receive or express 
themselves in different ways. I enjoyed being part of that.6

Another participant, who was aware that the workshop needed to become 
less rigid, wrote:

When people pushed back, didn’t do what was expected of them, did 
their own thing, it felt like they were giving us all permission to disrupt 
the workshop and the space.7

The more we, as organizers, experienced, the more we learned. For instance, 
the main criticism from certain observers was that by inviting people to lie 
down or to recline at some of the events, we alienated those people who could 
not come out of their wheelchairs. However, others felt that the environment 
was relaxing and allayed fears of the unknown. A carer wrote of her com-
panion: “She responded well. She lay in the darkness with a blanket over 
her showing that she was very relaxed and only on occasion lifting her head 
checking out the environment around her. It came across as very chill.”8

By the last event we were leaving things more open, making space for 
people to do their own thing. We encouraged the audience to do exactly 
what they wanted within the space—if they wanted to lie down or wander 
around, then that became part of the event. What happened within Red 
Note’s memorable performance is best summed up by the responses of par-
ticipants during and after the event:

The performance made me think about how rare it is to be invited to 
something that people can access and enjoy from different positions, 
whether you are learning disabled or not. I was inspired that the work 
had been informed by this group and thought it a brilliant example of 
participation.9

Another participant shared:

Amazing. I will remember it forever, and I really mean that. I went 
with my six-year-old son. For him it introduced new ways of thinking 
about how you can be creative and opened up a conversation about how 
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people express and communicate in different ways … it felt a bit like the 
performance emerged in response to the space and the people that were 
in it; like you were part of something that was happening rather than 
being a spectator.10 (see Fig. 9.2.)

We found that if we take the chance to be really flexible then it is not just 
possible, but wonderfully inspiring and life-affirming to create art that 
brings people together. By the end of the events series, we had realized fully 
that the planned exhibition would function not only as a constellation of 
engaging aesthetic objects, but also as a site of intersectionality and shared 
humanity.

Lockdown

When the pandemic hit Scotland at the beginning of 2020, our plans were 
thrown up in the air. As we were about to go into production for the exhi-
bition, planned for later that year, waves of the pandemic came one after 
the other and concern grew for the well-being of the people that we were 
continuing to work with. The exhibition was postponed until May 2022. 
However, the exhibition does not exist in a vacuum; it is rooted in a par-
ticular community and many years of building the trust and respect of peo-
ple who care and are cared for. When most services shut down due to the 

Figure 9.2  Red Note Ensemble, Spin, 2019. Live Performance at Tramway, Glasgow, 
Scotland. Photograph by Albie Clark. Image Courtesy of Artlink.
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pandemic, leaving people stranded in their homes or providing them with 
only a critical-needs day service, helping to keep people safe became a pri-
ority. It was difficult for people with PMLD to comprehend why the fixed 
pattern of their day had suddenly stopped. Added to that, the subsequent 
lack of stimulus and movement brought with it a whole new set of mental 
and physical health issues.

Artlink quickly began to take practical and safe action to keep people 
involved and to ensure that their needs and interests remained at the fore. 
At first we had to work from a distance, sending sensory kits to homes, 
persuading care staff in the houses to become artists’ eyes, hands, and ears 
as we recreated workshops together on Zoom. As lockdowns eased, artists 
came closer, creating workshops on doorsteps, through windows, and in 
gardens, as well as in spaces in and around Cherry Road Learning Centre 
for those people receiving critical day care. This work added a new urgency 
to the upcoming exhibition. It made us more aware of the need to make 
visible and to positively involve people who could so easily lose any public 
presence as a result of fallout from the pandemic. Placing value on working 
together, trusting each other, and promoting a greater understanding that 
we are all interconnected became all the more crucial.

Reading in between the Lines

To further explore our interconnectedness, we invited a range of writers 
to delve more deeply into their lived experience of topics that were also of 
relevance to the everyday lives of people with PMLD. Responses included 
their personal experience of having to fight for basic rights; people making 
negative assumptions based on visual markers; collapsing care structures; 
collaboration as a form of communication; and finding purpose. People 
with PMLD experience bias based on fear and ignorance in subtle and 
not so subtle ways. In her commissioned essay entitled “Communities that 
Care,” community activist Sapna Agarwal talks of racism and looking for 
points of connection. The response she suggests has resonance for people 
with PMLD. She concludes:

To dissolve this polarisation, we need to build bridges between our distinct 
communities and create a different sort of dialogue. We need to actively 
seek common ground, navigating our differences to find shared aims, 
experiences or understandings. Searching for this doesn’t dilute commit-
ment to a cause, but rather advances a search for peace and equity. When 
mutual respect and humility are present then disagreement, difference 
and diversity bring added insight and strength to communities.11

In another response to our invitation, Liz Davidson, manager of Cherry Road 
Learning Centre, explored the value and importance of interconnection 
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from the perspective of someone immersed in the realities of day to day 
caring.

I’m a mother, a wife, a daughter, a sister, a friend, a boss, a colleague 
and a carer to a terminally ill parent. I have two adult sons, one of 
whom has learning disabilities and autism. Throughout this pandemic 
I think that something we all need to learn is that it is ok not to know 
all the answers, that there is strength to be found in our vulnerabili-
ties. These times teach us to rely on others; healthy lives depend of the 
interdependence of society; that we can’t stand alone and that ultimate 
power and knowledge is not a real thing but the delusions of fools.

We have found that using a model of support that fully utilizes art, 
in its truly multifaceted context, facilitates creative and resourceful 
opportunities for people to explore ways of working and being together. 
It removes barriers; the rigid and often obstructive processes and struc-
tures found in social care models of working. It places people on equal 
ground. Where they explore together an experience that they have per-
haps never had before. They learn about each other through the actions 
of doing something together. I suppose it helps people to realize that 
creativity is not about being able to draw or paint; it’s about something 
that is much more experiential. It’s about safe spaces which support 
equal vulnerability and equal learning, and through that you discover 
things about yourself and each other.

Art helps us to explore and translate what’s important to people; it 
changes how we see each other and as a result it transforms lives. Rather 
than seeing someone as dependent and vulnerable, it transforms your 
view. You recognize their talents, strengths and the fact they’ve got 
something to teach you, to influence the world around them and share 
meaningful experiences with others, and that’s where the transforma-
tion is… that is what facilitates agency.

In the end it’s not about what you are or even who you are. It’s about 
what we are together. That’s what’s important. The fact that we all need 
each other, that we need positive relationships, and it’s this that makes 
us human.12

For Artist Lauren Gault, the interactions and positive relationships that she 
has built with others over the years brought with them additional outcomes:

The purpose of a practice and working together is to try to share these 
often indefinable interactions—to give a type of language to it so this 
“place” can be shared. This endeavor, the generosity of care staff and 
the people they care for, of sharing and feeling—of trying and testing, of 
time and porosity, is definitively PURPOSE. Purpose in doing—to do 
and do more. This liminal space is where connectivity, understanding, 
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and intra-action can happen. The gentle intent has no right or wrong, 
only “closer.” … There is something incredibly freeing here. As a result, 
it’s now a larger group endeavor, expanded to include more family mem-
bers and carers, and for me, this model allows for a more radical inter-
pretation of “purpose” or being “purposeful”—the rules are changed 
for the better.

I spent some time between lockdowns in a gazebo I’ve converted 
into a type of solarium for a sensory session at Cherry Road Learning 
Centre. There are space-lights, aurora borealis colors flickering, and 
many reflective surfaces catching and throwing the moving lights. I 
spend my first session with Rebecca, and we sit in the space humming 
and just looking for a long time together. We use different hand-held 
lights and wordlessly make a type of game that only we understand. 
Those twenty minutes of intense, shared looking had a profound effect 
on me. From this one experience I felt like we shared a conversation. I 
describe this experience to one of her team and create some artworks 
and materials to complement and develop the conversation. Her care 
worker responds. I respond. The circle ripples, becoming a series of 
concentric circles, involving more people, opening up new understand-
ings and suddenly our shared “purpose” gathers speed.13

These interconnected perspectives will inform a series of discreet conversa-
tions and felt events, bringing people from different communities together 
to look for common ground. It will add another layer to the exhibition, by 
creating the space to articulate and share in these different experiences.

Human Threads

The exhibition will be a place of pure sensation—visual, aural, olfactory— 
a place of both small delights and theatrical gestures. We have used  
the analogy of a fairground with distinct locations offering a variety of 
sensory encounters supported by artists who are there to ensure that peo-
ple feel safe, supported, and welcome. The vast Tramway space (originally 
built to garage the city’s tram cars) will be blacked out, so that the lighting 
will be theatrical and deliberate. The exhibition is made up of five com-
missions from artists Matthew Ronay, Claire Barclay, Laura Spring, Adam 
Putnam, Wendy Jacob, Lauren Gault, and Laura Aldridge. In the center of 
the space, a thin tower will stretch up to the ceiling. To establish a sense of 
routine, build anticipation, and encourage people to move toward it, a series 
of timed events will happen. The tower will chime, and it will emit sounds 
of a particular pitch as beams of light break through smoke and bubbles 
emerge from its different levels. At the end of the gallery, a giant, colored, 
wedge-shaped ramp will incline gently from the floor. Underneath its sur-
face, transducers and speakers will transform into vibration the recorded 
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and live performances of sounds that we know appeal to people at Cherry 
Road: opera singers singing at a lower register, purring cats, drummers, tuba 
players, and a chorus of electric kettles. On the wedge, people will feel the 
sounds in whatever way feels comfortable. Hanging overhead in the space, 
a giant draped tunnel of moving silk printed with vivid pattern will blow 
and fold according to the ever-changing settings of the fans below. Small 
metal rings in its hems will tinkle as people walk underneath, through, and 
around it. The swooshing sound of the silk will be amplified. Laura Spring 
said, “When trying the silk out with Nat at Cherry Road, we placed a length 
of the silk at her knee level; we added a fan and we lit the silk from under-
neath. It moved slowly like a river, then suddenly it filled like a balloon, 
its movements becoming more rapid. Nat leaned forward mesmerized. She 
watched it for a long time. It was beautiful.”14

Another installation involves the notions of chance and surprise and 
looking at details that hold attention. The artists have built an analog sculp-
tural projector that bends light through a glass globe as a conveyor belt of 
large 3D filters holding materials of various viscosities moves through its 
lens. It will cast a field of moving light and image, changing suddenly, as 
the heat of the bulb agitates the fluid in the filters. Nearby the experience of 
being lost in the minute detail of light shining through a slightly open door 
is captured within a series of mysterious dark boxes on legs. From an easily 
accessible height, a panoramic viewing slit will offer the viewer the experi-
ence of a new, miniature world inside—an object performance of blowing 
tinsel, smell, sound, reflected flickering light, and kinetic movement.

A series of performative events will take place within the exhibition, 
which will ensure that visitors are involved in myriad ways. Gong baths, 
deep time listening, music, performative tours, and a variety of atten-
tive one-on-one experiences will guarantee an immersive experience for 
visitors.

Breaking Through

Human Threads will be a place of many improvised delights and intimate 
perceptions, in which being in the experience is the equalizer. What results 
will be a place of greater freedom, where people with profound develop-
mental disabilities are at the forefront, determining the ways in which all 
visitors access the work. As artist Laura Aldridge stated, “Sharing these 
new immersive works in new inclusive ways is an opportunity to rewrite the 
narrative around people with profound developmental disabilities and for 
us all to share the naked joy of being in the artwork together.”15 This way of 
working has developed slowly over twenty-five years. The exhibition, which 
has grown out of this thinking, will soon find its public face at Tramway. 
What is key in this approach is that always at its center are people with 
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PMLD. After almost a lifetime of trying different ways to involve PMLD, 
of experimenting with ways to encourage others to respect the dignity and 
lived experience of people who are so often hidden away, we are now at a 
pivotal moment. This exhibition will be the first if its kind, built upon the 
understanding that the physical experience of the work is a language shared. 
There is much we can learn from the experiences of the most marginalized 
members of our society. If a society is ultimately judged by how it treats 
its most vulnerable, then it is imperative that we take the time to look for 
equality in our differences and to join forces, as together we have a much 
louder voice.
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