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INTRODUCTION

Geriatric providers, nurses, and other healthcare workers
often develop powerful relationships with our patients
who navigate chronic illness. We care for people who are
dying and support their bereaved families. We also are
family members and caregivers ourselves, and may cast
our own emotional needs aside in order to support our
loved ones and patients. Although we experience stress
and grief, we may feel unprepared to appropriately man-
age these emotions,1 putting our well-being at risk and
potentially contributing to burnout.2 Visual arts can help
bereaved individuals navigate their grief and improve
their sense of well-being.3 Creating, observing, and dis-
cussing art can help grieving people heal.4

The Undergraduate Neuroscience Majors' Union at
our academic institution held an art competition this past
year. Three of the fourteen submissions, by undergraduate
artists Sua Cho, Gabrielle Fry, and Lenique Huggins, fea-
tured themes pertaining to older adults and the illnesses
and issues they face. We invited these artists to present
their work at a geriatric medical student interest group
meeting, attended by medical students, geriatric fellows,
and faculty. The original intention of this meeting was to
discuss the themes behind the art and to explore the inter-
section of medicine and the humanities. As each artist dis-
cussed her inspiration, our attendees reflected on how the
art affected them. At times, attendees recalled intense per-
sonal experiences of grief and loss, and several noted that
the session was very therapeutic. One person later rem-
arked that she was thankful that she attended the virtual

meeting without her camera on, because one of the pieces
of art had brought her to tears, reminding her of her own
experience grieving a loved one.

Here we share these three pieces of art, along with
commentary from each of our artists.

Sua Cho

Parents are the lens through which we see, feel, and
interpret the world. They are the warm soil that supports
our roots, the foundation that shapes our lives long after
we leave their nurturing nest. As children, we often think
our parents are invincible. It gives tremendous relief to
believe that our parents will never age, never fall ill, and
never leave our side. Thus, an inseparable aspect of grow-
ing up is recognizing that our parents are also humans.
Seeing their hair turn gray, their height shrink, and their
bodies become increasingly susceptible to diseases shows
us that they are not invincible, but bound by the same
weaknesses and mortality of being human.

AD illustrates the experience my grandmother, as
well as countless patients with Alzheimer's disease, have
gone through. While creating the piece, I had in mind
the devastation my mother faced when my grandmother
passed away.

The features of a brain with Alzheimer's, its shrunken
cerebral cortex and enlarged ventricles, are depicted on the
left. Tears roll down her face as a hand reaches out to grasp
the memories slipping out of her mind, fading to the right.
The swing represents childhood, the tree stands for youth,
the campfire for friends, the house for family, and the piano
keys for music and the joy of life. The stars and the night
sky are the possibilities that seemed endless in youth.

[Correction added after first online publication on December 11, 2021.
Duplication of Figure caption removed from the text.]
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The words Tempus neminem manet, “time waits for no
one,” are engraved on the pocket watch. On the bottom
right are the last four lines from the poem “Do Not Ask Me
to Remember” by Owen Darnell. The piece is depicted in
grayscale as my grandmother lived through a time before
color television.

Art can restore old, fading memories and reproduce
meaning that gives life its irreplaceable sanctity. I hoped
those who share the suffering would derive comfort from
this piece and from knowing that though our flesh may
perish 1 day, our lives will extend past death, breathing in
the memories, stories, and art of those who come after us.

Sua Cho

AD 

Ink on paper, digital 

Gabrielle Fry

Coming Together

Acrylic painting 

Lenique Huggins

Fragmented Black Memory

Pencil, alcohol marker 

FIGURE 1 Features the three works created by undergraduate artists in the neuroscience majors' union: Sua Cho, Gabrielle Fry, and

Lenique Huggins. Each of these pieces depicts an aspect of aging or chronic disease that can affect older adults
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Gabrielle Fry

As part of an expressive writing service program at Duke,
I befriended a member of a residential community for
older adults, Claudia. We were instructed to write syn-
chronously, though independently, in response to various
reflective, therapeutic prompts. Upon meeting Claudia, I
learned she suffered from Parkinson's. It had taken her
ability to write.

We arrived at the solution that Claudia would speak
her responses and I would act as her scribe. This
dynamic quickly forwarded our relationship. As I
recorded her responses to prompts such as “When You
Feel Helpless” and “A Letter of Forgiveness,” I grew to
know Claudia deeply. I became intimately acquainted
with the suffering that plagued her, which often centered
around Parkinson's.

Claudia and I discussed the contrast between my
grandmother's aging process and her own. Claudia first
lost her physical abilities while my grandmother faced
cognitive difficulty. However, Claudia brought to light
similarities, such as the fear of approaching a steep, inevi-
table decline.

Coming Together is my attempt to express these
women's experiences. My grandmother (left) is painted
without color, while her surroundings are vibrant. To
me, this signifies her remaining connection to the physi-
cal world while the liveliness drained from her mind.
The opposite is true for Claudia, whose mind is bright,
but her black and white surroundings are out of reach.
The melding of the two sides in the center represents
the two women eventually approaching the same state
of being (Figure 1).

I have realized upon reflection that this work was per-
haps more about handling my own emotions than syn-
thesizing observations. I encountered emotional difficulty
as I worked with Claudia through her fears and reflec-
tions, and painting offered an opportunity for me to
release the mental exhaustion and fear I felt on her
behalf. To me, this painting signifies how related aging
processes are, reminding me that neither of the featured
women, with whom I am so close, are alone. Art pro-
vided an opportunity for me to heal even without my
conscious effort. I hope others may interpret Coming
Together in a way that offers an individualized signifi-
cance and in tandem, hope and comfort.

Lenique Huggins

In many Black communities, the church is a trusted pil-
lar of support beyond just religion. In my own experience

as a Black woman, I have witnessed the role of churches
in supporting the health of the Black American commu-
nity through events like exercise programs and blood
pressure checks.

Fragmented Black Memory is a call for interven-
tions that use the church as a resource to improve
dementia education in Black communities and to
reduce racial and ethnic health disparities. Inspira-
tion for this piece struck while I conducted research
on interventions to improve knowledge of dementia
among racial and ethnic minority groups. When I
discovered just one intervention in my review that
used a church as an intervention setting for Black
adults, I thought about my Black family and friends
who hold the church dear. Many of them are appre-
hensive of doctors' visits and healthy behaviors or
unaware of community health resources. I thought
about how health education provided through their
churches would help them overcome these barriers.
Thus, I created Fragmented Black Memory to make
Black adults with dementia feel recognized while
sharing my vision of how future interventions can
support dementia knowledge in the Black
community.

A Black woman sits in a church pew looking up at
two panes of stained glass. On her left, fragments fall
from a brain like petals, reflective of how her dementia
has made her feel. In contrast to her apparent solitude,
she sees two figures holding hands on her right.
Though somewhat fragmented, one of these figures is
herself, encouraged by another. Both panes represent
the realities of her disease. The fragmentation of what
once was whole, but never alone with the support of
her community. I hope this piece can inspire future
interventions to promote dementia knowledge and
bring comfort to Black individuals with dementia and
their loved ones.
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