
 
 
 

 
 

  

      

    

  

  

 

 

   

   

  

    

 

 

 

  

  

 

  

      

 

 

  

  

 

    

     

Editorial 
Ross W. Prior 
Principal Editor 

We have been here before… 

Not to diminish the very real pain of the current COVID-19 pandemic, we must remind 

ourselves that history reveals there have previously been many momentous plagues to affect 

humankind. Freelance writer David Roos (2020) picks up this point by drawing our attention 

to five of the greatest pandemics: The Plague of Justinian, spread by fleas on the backs of rats, 

arrived in Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire, in 541AD. The plague 

decimated Constantinople and rapidly spread across Europe, Asia, North Africa and Arabia 

killing an estimated 30 to 50 million people, representing around half of the world’s 

population at the time. Then 800 years later enters The Black Death which ravaged Europe 

in 1347, estimated to have claimed an overwhelming 200 million lives in just four years. 

Although without scientific knowledge, the notion of quarantine was first used by 

the Venetians to combat the spread of this plague. The Great Plague of London was a 

continuation of The Black Death. This bubonic plague reappeared roughly every ten years 

from 1348 to 1665 and presented 40 outbreaks in just over 300 years. Mortality figures 

reached 20 percent of the men, women and children living in London. The worst of all, The 

Great Plague of 1665, was the last and one of the worst of the centuries-long outbreaks, killing 

100,000 Londoners in just seven months. During the period 1592 to 1593 theatres were closed 

and all public entertainment banned to prevent contagion. Several other devastating plagues of 

note followed with Smallpox, already endemic to Europe, Asia and Arabia for centuries, now 

entered the New World when the smallpox virus arrived in the 15th century with the first 

European explorers. In the early- to mid-19th century, cholera devastated England. 

To this horrific list of plagues, I would further add to it HIV/AIDS, which whether you 

term it a ‘pandemic’ or ‘global epidemic’, wreaked horror on the world from 1981 and 

although there is still no cure for HIV infection, its effects are more controlled. However, HIV 

continues to be a major global public health issue, having claimed 37.7 million [30.2–45.1 

million] lives so far (WHO 2021a). At the end of 2020 there were an estimated 37.7 million 

[30.2–45.1 million] people living with HIV, over two thirds of whom (25.4 million) are in the 

World Health Organization African Region (WHO 2021a). Unfortunately, pandemics are a 

challenging part of human existence and extinction – sadly we find ourselves here again. 



  

      

  

 

   

 

 

  

  

 

   

 

  

 

  

  

  

    

  

   

 

  

 

    

 

 

     

  

    

At the time of writing, the COVID-19 pandemic has claimed over 5,127,696 deaths 

from 255,324,963 confirmed cases (WHO 2021b). The vaccination programme appears to be 

working to diminish the full impact of the virus in the majority of cases, but the world is a 

long way from total coverage. Depending upon who you take notice of regarding forecasts, 

there appears to be considerable likelihood of this being at least a ten-year pandemic. 

Therefore, considerable re-thinking is required in how we do things and specifically what new 

challenges might arise in tackling health and well-being issues. 

This special issue of the Journal of Applied Arts and Health is dedicated to ‘Art-based 

Research in Health and Well-being During the Pandemic’. This special issue aims to explore 

the considered effects of COVID-19 on the field of applied arts and health, and in doing so we 

have welcomed contributions from a variety of countries and contexts. Capturing some of the 

examples of how artists in the field of applied arts and health have dealt with the life-changing 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic is useful; not only to record these times for posterity but 

also to learn more about what our field does and can do. What we have seen is a tremendous 

display of creative adaptability which is of course what creative people do best. Seeking 

solutions to both old and new problems, in seeing things differently and of course ‘feeling 

with people…which is sine qua non of applied arts and health’ (Prior 2021: 5). There has been 

much to feel in these times and for many the feeling of uncertainty prevails. Fear of an unseen 

enemy in Coronavirus lurks at every turn. Fear, for some, of a vaccine which was developed 

and distributed at a miraculous pace. Fear of going out and fear of bringing the virus home. 

Fear to travel. Fear for the future. Art, however, allows us to confront those fears and embrace 

life’s ongoing ambiguity. 

The arts can help people reimagine those fears and imagine a world that might be. 

Applied arts and health practices can explore feeling and express fears and hopes, dreams and 

desires, and allows for us to connect meaningfully with others. But it is the ability to connect 

with others that has proved to be the most problematic of all. Applied artists have always 

valued being in the same room/space as those they work with. The informal and the formal 

have both been a valuable part of engaging with others. A smile, a touch, and a gesture have 

all contained rich meaning and comfort in participatory events. Suddenly, for much of the 

world, this ceased from the first part of 2020. Funded projects were put on hold, community 

groups stopped meeting, churches closed their doors, education was disrupted, and our homes 

became places to work online in isolation. Fear prevailed. Very quickly we learnt how 

valuable freedom is to our core being and humans. We realised how quickly freedom can be 

removed and how vulnerable we are in a fragile world ecosystem. We soon realised, too, how 



  

 

 

  

  

 

   

  

   

 

  

    

 

  

     

 

   

 

    

  

 

   

 

  

  

   

 

we missed the live performances we used to attend – the concerts, galleries gatherings and 

festivals were no longer. Even when the risk of death was diminished through successful 

vaccination, we still could not sing in church or in community choirs. Masks became a shield 

in the defence of the viral enemy which would still lurk. Additionally, facial expression was 

almost entirely eliminated by mask-wearing. 

Rather rapidly from the onset of the pandemic, artists began to think of new ways of 

doing and being, new ways to access feelings, express and be ‘together’ again. Artists further 

tapped into the digital age to use the internet to reach people and work with people albeit quite 

differently. Artists of all art forms shared their work across radio, television and extensively 

across the internet. Virtual collaborations began to take place – some of which are described in 

this issue of the journal. For many, their audiences and participants had never before been so 

extensive. Interest in craft pursuits gained traction across a wide spectrum of society. People 

appeared to begin to develop a greater understanding and appreciation of mindfulness. 

Certainly, the issue of mental health became a particular focus and undoubtedly will remain so 

going forward. What is undeniable amongst all this uncertainty is that art, of all forms, is 

helping get us through these difficult times. When we hear an uplifting song we remember 

those good times and we are moved to sing along. We feel the immediate change in our mind 

and body. We feel a sense of hope. We feel more than what we were. However, as researchers 

it is essential that feeling is not diminished by scientific enquiry and measurement. Feeling is a 

way of knowing and importantly a way of being. The reception of art resists measurement and 

we need to have confidence to advocate for art-based understandings which offer a richness 

that reductionist research methodologies, by their nature, advance and perpetuate. 

During the pandemic many of us have been reminded of the strength of collective 

activity. Shaun McNiff (2016) prompts us to recognise that ‘process’ is ultimately the agent of 

transformation inherent in the creative act. Whether we work alone or with others, the 

discipline of the work that we all do is one of cultivating and supporting the creative process, 

and the life energy it generates (McNiff 2016). In bringing about a transformational 

environment created through the integration of the arts, McNiff (2009: 29) further states: 

‘New ideas and expressions spring from the “communal conversation” of creativity that offers 

much more than an individual mind working alone’. Whilst many have found ways to conduct 

these ‘communal conversations’ of creativity during the pandemic, it remains a strong hope 

that we may all once more be able to physically work together without undue constraint, but 

until then we must find better ways of overcoming the limitations. 



      

    

 

   

 

   

   

 

 

 

    

  

 

   

    

   

  

 

  

 

    

 

 

  

    

      

  

 

 

  

 

The first article from our global collection is from the USA and suitably is by Shaun 

McNiff who leads the special issue with his article ‘Natural experiments: Researching life 

through art’. The article draws the distinction that natural experiments are examinations of 

spontaneous and often transformative acts of nature, including artistic expression which are 

mostly contrary to much research practice in higher education. The article advances that 

empirical research produces generalizable outcomes as documented during the worldwide 

COVID-19 pandemic. The article suggests that art-based natural experiments will enable 

research to correspond to life processes more fully. Further, that art heals by engaging 

difficulties and disturbances and transforming them into affirmations of life, a process that 

McNiff calls ‘art alchemy’. 

The next article ‘Adjusting to the Pandemic: Remote support for professionals working 

with asylum seekers’ by expressive arts therapists Devon Govoni, Kelvin Ramirez and Hillary 

Rubesin. These authors review and reflect on virtual mentorship and supervision provided to 

mentees working in Mexico as the immigration crisis at the border persisted and the COVID-

19 pandemic was declared around the globe. 

To the UK, Rebecka Fleetwood-Smith in her article ‘Rethinking creative research 

methods in response to COVID-19: Creating a remote research kit’ recounts a project working 

with the National Health Service in England exploring people’s experiences of hospital 

environments. In response to the pandemic, this article captures the development of a remote 

creative research kit which has led to rethinking and reimagining the ways in which new 

approaches may be of benefit more broadly in healthcare settings. 

The next article entitled ‘What is left of the studio, in the absence of a room to share?’ 

comes to us from Australia by Libby Byrne and Tess Crane. This article considers how 

the relational dynamics of the studio are translated into an online environment. Crucially, the 

article considers what elements of the studio remain in the absence of a physical room to share 

– a factor considerably pertinent for art therapists and educators in considering adjustments to 

online environments. 

There are eight contributions in ‘Notes from the field’ for this issue. The first of these 

comes to us via the USA from Vivien Marcow Speiser and Phillip Speiser entitled ‘The heart 

of the matter: Arts-based reflections, writings and responses during COVID-19’. This article 

explores insightful themes that emerged from writings and interviews with creative arts 

therapy colleagues from around the world during the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors affirm 

that artists are familiar with navigating and working in liminal spaces and that the creative 

process involves learning to stay with unknowns and ambiguity as part of the act of creation. 



   

   

 

 

 

   

 

  

      

 

  

 

 

    

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

 

The next article is entitled ‘Chains of Art Offer Connection and Care’ by Tova Speter 

an art therapist in the USA and shares a creative example of how engagement in a 

collaborative art experience can help people feel connected despite being physically isolated. 

Over 100 artists participated in linked artistic expressions translating the words of the 

community through art. The project offered a creative way to connect, mitigating the ‘six feet 

rule’ of physical distance during the pandemic. 

We move next to Hong Kong where KWONG Man-Kit (Aleck) in ‘Freeing Us from 

Pandemic Alienation: Tea-based Online Expressive Arts Therapy’ writes about a framework 

of conducting expressive arts therapy online during the COVID-19 pandemic. He presents 

four modes of being through multimodal arts to respond to the alienation. Tea is used as the 

core art material in the creative process in a one-off online therapeutic workshop. 

‘Whine and Dust: Coping during the pandemic using companioning autoethnographic 

art-based research’ is the next article in this section by Jaime G. Dörner Alvarez and Janette 

Graetz Simmonds. This article presents an account of art-based research during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The project employed art as a way to deal with the effects of isolation on mental 

health and well-being during the many prolonged lockdowns in Melbourne, Australia. Using 

the concept of ‘companioning autoethnography’ involving poetry, paintings and song, an 

artistic companioning dialogue between two writers and friends survive isolation by trying to 

make sense of isolation. 

The next article takes us to the USA with co-authors Shay Thornton Kulha, J. Todd 

Frazier, Jennifer Townsend, Elizabeth Laguaite and Virginia Gray in ‘A Hospital’s 

Collaborative Arts in Health Approach to COVID-19’. From the Center for Performing Arts 

Medicine at Houston Methodist, a hospital integrated arts in health department, the article 

reports on clinical and non-clinical art experiences for patients and providers during COVID-

19. Emphasis is placed on how programmes respond to both physical health and emotional 

well-being through accessible, appropriate art experiences. 

From Canada, Jennifer Waite and Martha M. Whitfield in their illustrated essay 

‘Picturing the researcher: Using photovoice to document the research assistant experience 

during the COVID-19 pandemic’ provide a reflection as graduate research assistants (GRAs) 

who experienced the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the limited in-person interactions. 

During the pandemic the authors were compelled to think creatively and find other ways to 

continue their research and develop meaning. They explored the photovoice method and used 

photovoice to document their own lived experience as GRAs. They practised self-reflexivity 

and worked to improve their visual-based photovoice facilitation skills. 



 

  

  

 

   

    

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

    

 

  

 

 

  

   

   

  

    

   

 

‘Different Media, Same Relationships: What the Iris Piano Trio Learned from the 

COVID-19 Pandemic’ is the title of the next article by Lauren Latessa and Jiyoung Oh from 

the USA. The Iris Music Project is dedicated to reimagining residential and healthcare 

communities as spaces of creative exchange. The COVID-19 pandemic severely disrupted the 

Trio’s work and tested its model by experimenting with virtual programmes. The authors 

report that the pandemic did not fundamentally change the ensemble-in-residence model and 

see potential as a generalized model in the field of music and health. 

The final article ‘Social distancing without Emotional distancing?’ is by Ava Hunt and 

Roger Wooster from the UK. The authors explore the vexed issue of the how to maintain all 

that is valuable in the school drama and theatre curricula in the face of both a pandemic and 

shifting educational priorities. They hypothesise that the consequent move to online teaching 

and imposition of social distancing has led to concerning levels of social distancing potentially 

impacting negatively on mental health of the young. 

This special issue includes an interview with Dr Radhika Patnala, Founder and 

Director, Sci-Illustrate. Dr Patnala discusses her work as both artist and scientist specializing 

in neuroscience and epigenetics. Rather than creating scientific illustrations per se, Sci-Art is a 

personal interpretation of scientific concepts through an artistic medium. Dr Patnala reflects 

upon her series of artworks that serve as an exploration of ideas related to COVID-19 and its 

impact on society. She reveals how art provides her with a rich vocabulary of inner feelings. 

To conclude this special issue there is a review by Karen Gray of an online conference 

entitled ‘Arts in Hospitals During COVID-19: Time to Reflect’ hosted by CW+, the charity 

for Chelsea & Westminster NHS Hospitals Foundation Trust in England. The review reflects 

that in response to COVID-19 many arts in hospital programmes across the UK created and 

commissioned digital resources, adapted to online delivery, or redeployed team members to 

directly support hospital staff. Within this context, the conference sought to bring together 

individuals directly involved in delivering UK hospital arts programmes. Its aim was to share 

experiences and ideas about how to learn from their activities during the pandemic, how to 

evaluate their effects, and use the results to inform future delivery. 

The Journal of Applied Arts and Health (JAAH) is indebted to all the contributors to 

this timely COVID-19 special issue who continued work and research during an unsettling 

period. To these ends I wish to thank the entire JAAH team – from our editorial review board 

through to the editors and Intellect. My deep gratitude goes to assistant editor Teresa Fisher 

who has gone above and beyond to help shape this special issue. 



  

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

  

  

 

    

 

 

  

   

 

The response to the call for this issue surpassed all expectations and I am pleased to 

report that Volume 13:1 will continue this pertinent theme with a second special issue 

exploring responses to COVID-19 and the impact on applied arts and health practice. This 

issue will be an equally insightful collection of articles and continues to offer inspiration and 

recognition of both artistic practice and people. 

Here’s to your very good health! 
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