
 
 

Magic Carpet Open Studio Group (formerly Transitions), 
supported by the Self Heal Association  

History 

In late 2014 we asked the Self Heal Association to support a new group over the next 
three years. The application was submitted following conversations with retiring Arts 
Therapist and Self Heal board member Malcolm Learmonth. It was suggested there were 
a number of attendees of former NHS psychological services who would benefit from 
such a group, having graduated from regular art therapy input. 

We wanted to have the ambitious aim of empowering the group to develop personal and 
practical resources’ so that at some point they may possibly take a greater step towards 
an independent creative practice and/or become less dependent on supported services. 

The initial stage of Transitions employed an arts therapist who recently left the NHS 
psychological services as it was felt in the initial conversations with ML that this would be 
crucial in involving those participants who previously attended the Briars. 

We proposed a three-year project with a tapering off of from art therapy support in year 
three to encourage greater independence and reliance on the collective and personal 
skills of the group. 
 
In 2016 we renamed the group ‘Open Studio’, our workers supported them to take on 
their own projects. In addition we have regular skills sessions as requested by the 
participants, to date these have been printmaking based, collographs and monoprints but 
following this evaluation and further consultations we have planned “skills sessions” to 
include cardboard sculpture and feltmaking in the coming months. 
 
Overall we have had 26 individuals who have tried the group, at the moment (Sept 2016) 
12 attend regularly, those that left did so for the following reasons; family/caring 
commitments, poor physical health, poor mental health or simply the group wasn’t right 
for them at this point in time. There are 12 participants who currently attend once a 
month or more, with regular enquiries regarding attendance. More individual information 
below. 
 



Structure of the group. 
Initially the group is set up as an art school model with participants creating art work they 
had brought along or were making in the session. This model has worked successfully 
with Magic Carpet in the past, resulting in participants who were inspired to be creative 
outside of the context of the studio. Materials, refreshments and inspiration were 
provided as is the knowledge and expertise of the creative leaders, support staff and 
volunteers.  
In early discussions with group members it became apparent that although the group 
generally valued the creative freedom and the opportunities to share with other members 
of the group their artwork, they would like more support. We introduced occasional skills 
sessions, printmaking, jewellery making, collage, casting and drawing. These have 
proved inspirational to participants.  
 
The early months from February 2015 
The group was set on Thursday afternoon in the Art Studio at Exeter Phoenix. 
 
For the first few months of this project we focused on a core group of 9 Participants 
previously known to Creative Therapies unit, we had their details from the art therapist 
we engaged. It was felt that these participants would be the core of the project and we 
would delay recruiting new members until these were settled. The initial contacts were 
via, email, post and/or telephone. The majority of this group lived independently or with 
family members. 
 
The Initial invited Group 
This group were members who had engaged in medium and long term Art Therapy 
intervention at the Briars and were known to Rose Verney. 
 
AO  Didn’t respond to invitation letter or follow up 
 
EC Came along at the start for several weeks, then intermittently for up to six months. 
Before not coming along. 
 
AA She was spoken to several times, expressed interest in attending each time until 
her mother said she won’t be going 
 
JC Came along a few times at the start. Then stopped coming. When asked he said 
that he didn’t feel like it at the moment. 
 
RJ  An irregular attendee from the start and continues to do attend occasionally. 
 
WL  She was a regular attendee for over 12 months, brought her son along, she has a 
physical illness and found the travel by public transport difficult and stopped being a 
regular attendee. She appears to ‘got out of the habit’ of attending. She emails with 
updates and expresses a desire to return in the future.     
 
JP Found parking and the access to the building difficult, she came along for about 5 
sessions and then decided to do a project nearer to her home. (Tiverton) 
 
AD He said he wanted to come along initially and came along for short periods of 
time. He didn’t relax at the session, withdrawing over a period of time   



  
FB FB has thrived in this group despite extremely difficult and challenging personal 
times, she has created work outside the group and purchased materials to create at 
home.  

 

“Magic Carpet are really good at letting me work in my own way. Sometimes I like to be 
left to focus and they understand that, which is helpful because I used to get agitated 
when I was painting. Everyone here is so friendly; Lorna, James, Clare, Rose and Rob 
have all been very encouraging and helped me develop my art. 

Through Magic Carpet so many people have seen my work and that makes me incredibly 
proud. People recognising my art is amazing and it has helped me become far more 
confident. I now have an art cupboard at home so I can paint there too, which is 
something I would never had done before. Magic Carpet have helped me so much and I 
can’t wait for more people to see my paintings!” FB 

 
 
 
 
In the initial stages (months 1 to 6) the lead artist was quietly encouraging those 
attendees to create their own work, supporting the group to make creative decisions. We 
initially wanted to keep the group closed for those 9 people we had invited, this was due 
to their relationship with Rose as an Art Therapist at the Briars. 
 
After about 4 months it became apparent that the original people we invited didn’t come 
in enough numbers to make the group viable. It became difficult to establish the group as 
the attendance had become very erratic. We began inviting others known to the art 
therapist. 
 
 



 
 
 
When the group first started it was run by art therapist Rose Verney. Rose decided she 
needed time away from the group and since Spring 2016 it has been led by participatory 
artist Claire Taylor, Claire is also a graduate of the Insider Art programme. 

Claire has said “The Open Studio has become over the months a cohesive 
group. It is generally quite a quiet space with participants having a good level of 
concentration and respect for others.  Several members of the group suffer from 
anxiety and loneliness but I feel they have been growing in confidence and enjoy 
being part of a group.” 

 
Newer Participants comments. 
 
ST.. Attended for about nine months and had previously had arts therapy, he is an active 
artist. His challenging home environment as a carer forced him to leave the group. He 
would like to return in the future. He valued ‘the quiet space in which to create’ 
 
LD.  Attended sporadically but his health and lifestyle often means he is unable to 
regularly. When engaged he is enthusiastic and has ambitions to re-apply to enter Art 
School. 
 
RH R attended for about 4 months in 2015, she has physical issues and is severely 
lacking in confidence. She remains in contact with Magic Carpet and we hope she comes 
back to the group when she’s ready. 
 
SH.. S is a keen painter and paints daily, He attended the group for about 12 months 
and no longer wants to come along, he was a little put off by the increase in numbers to 
the group and the skills workshops. He valued the quietness. 
 
PF Attends regularly since she was introduced in the summer of 2015. She brings 
embroidery to the session and gets engaged in projects and skills sessions. 

Claire said about P… P is in her sixties and comes regularly to the sessions, she 
has progressed from colouring in patterns from a book and doing pre designed 
tapestry stitch images to creating her own interesting collaged self-portrait and last 
week began work on a flower design with cats which reminded me of Elizabeth 
Blackadder's watercolours. She is now a more confident member of the group. 



 
 
TC Was introduced by another member in the spring of 2016 and has regularly 
attended since. She has attended the Briars in the past. 
 
ABT Has attended since late 2015, she enjoys being part of the group and feels 
completely at home. ABT worked for most of her life but had to stop working due to 
stress and anxiety. 
 
TM T has been known the Magic Carpet for about 8 years, he attends regularly when 
he is well, he has said: 
 

‘I think the best thing that Magic Carpet offers is a safe environment where there’s 
no pressure or expectation. You can come and do as much or as little as you like, 
and that’s important. Not having that outlet or regular activity can be really 
isolating, which is dangerous when you’re already suffering from any mental 
health issues. Before, I needed my support worker to be with me but now I’m 
much more confident and have even brought friends with me who are still 
attending groups’. 

 
JS. J was known to Magic Carpet for many years, she came along regularly for over 
12 months.  Recently due to ill health she hasn’t been such a regular attendee, but is 
planning on returning.  
 
SP She has been an infrequent participant to Magic Carpet for 8 years, she began 
attending this group in early summer 2016 and has been a regular attendee. 

Claire said about SP.. “S having initially been concerned with the way oil and soft 
pastels can become messy on the paper has persevered to create images which 
have a good feeling of design in several different mediums including acrylic, oil 
and soft pastels. Although quiet, thoughtful and reserved she was able to share 
her concerns about the plumbing work being done in her flat.” 

 



 
Evaluation 
 
This quantitative part of the evaluation was based on Warwick Edinburgh Scales and we 
added to with the questions we wished to ask to inform our practice. The additional 
questions related to participatory creativity and whether this practice continued away 
from the studio and the effect of engagement with Magic Carpet had on their lives outside 
the Open Studio. 
 
We interviewed 8 participants for this evaluation in July 2016. The numbers who 
responded to each category are in the rows relating to each question, in most cases 8 
people responded to each point, (hence 8 results in most rows).  Not all participants 
answered all the questions which explains the occasional gap in the results. 
 

 

About you and the group 

None 
of 
the 
time 

 

Rarely 

Some 
of the 
time 

 

Often 

All of 
the 
time 

I’ve been feeling relaxed  1 4 3  

I discover new arts techniques  1 2 5  

I’ve been feeling good about 
myself 

 1 2 5  

I’ve been feeling close to other 
people 

 2 1 5  

I’ve been feeling confident  2 2 4  



 

 

What about the group 
 

  

Yes/ No or comment 

Do you enjoy the casual approach Yes (8) “Very much!” 

Have you enjoyed when we have skills 
sessions, printing etc 

Yes (7) “Mono-printing was 
great” “I haven’t been to one 
yet!” 

Do you have any creative suggestions? Printing, fabric skills, 
cardboard sculpture, mosaic, 
paper flowers, feltmaking, 
portrait drawing. Painting skills 

Do you have any other suggestions for the 
future of this group? 

No (2) Demonstrations. More 
days,  more MC trips and visit 
notices… 

 

 

Since starting this group what 
has been the impact on you? 

None 
of 
the 
time 

 

Rarely 

Some 
of the 
time 

 

Often 

All of 
the 
time 

I’ve been feeling cheerful  1 5 2  

I’ve been thinking clearly  2 3 3  

I’ve been feeling relaxed  1 3 4  

I’ve been feeling interested in 
other people 

 1 4 3  

I’ve been feeling optimistic about 
the future 

 2 3 3  

I’ve been feeling good about 
myself 

 2 1 4 1 

I’ve been feeling close to other 
people 

 3 2 3  

I’ve been feeling confident  2 2 5  

I have excess energy  3 1 5  

Do you have any arts ambitions?  2 3 1 1 



 

 

Any other thoughts about the group and or how it has impacted on 
your life. 

 
“I look forward to this each week as a way of being with other people” 

“I like trying out new ideas” 

 “I’d like more refresher type courses”  

“I’d like to find out about Scrapstore Membership and how to use it” 

“Everyone is gentle and thoughtful about comments – open and honest on all sides” 

“I feel positive today” 

 “I would like to exhibit more” “It’s a big step for me to get out of the house” 

“I enjoy creating in a social space” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



STATEMENTS  
for my everyday life 

None 
of 
the 

time 

Rarely 
Some 
of the 
time 

Often 
All of 

the time 

I’ve been feeling optimistic about the 
future  

 4 1 3  

I’ve been feeling useful   2 4 2  

I’ve been feeling relaxed   3 3 2  

I’ve been feeling interested in other 
people  

 1 5 2  

I’ve had energy to spare   3 2 3  

I’ve been dealing with problems well   1 3 2  

I’ve been thinking clearly   3 2 3  

I’ve been feeling good about myself   4 2 1 1 

I’ve been feeling close to other 
people  

 3 3 1 1 

I’ve been feeling confident   4 1 2 1 

I’ve been able to make up my own 
mind about things  

 2 2 4  

I’ve been feeling loved   1  7  

I’ve been interested in new things   1 3 4  

I’ve been feeling cheerful   1 3 2  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Summary 

When the group started we were encouraged to recruit from those participants who had 
previously engaged in Arts Therapy at the Briars, offering a relaxed space to continue 
their creative journey. This was stated in the initial application to the Self Heal 
Association and early conversations were encouraging that there was a need for those 
leaving the Briars, as a result the project was to focus on these.  

As soon became apparent, for a variety of differing reasons the majority of original 
participants were unable to commit to this project. At the time Rose and I felt following 
conversations with participants that many of them, because of the time between them 
being discharged from the Briars to this new group they had ‘got out of the habit’ of being 
creative or their needs were more one to one based rather than group based and as such 
found it difficult to return. We also contacted the ‘new’ art therapists at the Briars and also 
recommended to some Magic Carpet participants this group. This was a frustrating 
period that carried on for about 4-6 months during 2015. At this point attendance was 
erratic. We recognise the difficulty of starting a group and often a group can take 6 
months to establish itself into the participant’s lifestyle. 

At that time, we began offering a slightly different group experience than one based on 
self-initiated practice, we offered more ‘skills’ sessions and a different approach where 
we brought in more resources for source material. The results of this are since the 
autumn of 2015 the group is energised with new members wanting to come along 
regularly and we have a healthy number of members. Although personality wise the two 
arts leaders running the group are similar, Claire’s interactive relaxed approach seems to 
be reaping rewards with the quality of art produced. 

Since late 2015 we have an open referral process where participants come through the 
office to arrange a visit. This has worked well and although more woman than men attend 
the group, each week they is a healthy number of participants who are inspiring to each 
other. 

We thank the Self Heal Trustees for their support and hope they recognise the difficulties 
of establishing a creative group for those with enduring mental health issues. We look 
forward to reporting on further success. The art in this report was produced in the group. 
We would welcome any of the Trustees of the Self Heal Association at our weekly 
session. 

Robert Wynne September 2016 


