Crafting Wellness: Yours, Mine and Ours
by Barry Trentham
A Pre-Crafted Recollection
My first job as a young, naive, and inexperienced occupational therapist was in a
forensic psychiatric unit located within an acute care hospital. Along with a
recreation therapist part of my role was the coordinating of patient activities in the
craft and woodwork workshop. While we were led to believe our observations of
patient functioning and behaviour was informative of treatment approaches and
outcomes, | later saw the unstated, but primary, role was all about keeping
patients diverted and ‘busy’- we placated. Was that it? Or did it offer a needed
space to transcend the anxieties of an uncertain future or to focus outside of
one’s internal conflicts? Was it an exercise in the power to create, to express
one’s humanness? Did it build connections with others, did it heal, did it craft

wellness?

Introduction

It is perhaps not surprizing that arts and crafts have been used as healing modalities
from ancient times and across cultures,’ but with varying degrees of formalized or
“‘evidenced-based” practice approaches. Since the turn of the last century, in the UK
and North America, crafts were employed in earlier forms of occupational therapy to
enable participation in everyday activities (e.g., work, leisure, self-care) by stimulating
cognitive, sensory-motor, and musculoskeletal body structures to activate functional

abilities. Later, recreation therapists expanded the use of crafts in their arsenal of



restorative tools. In the 1970s foundational concepts of art therapy included reference to
the benefits of craft work, though distinguished its therapeutic uses from fine arts

applications.

Overshadowed by its application for individuals in medicalized health care settings,
craftwork was also used to promote the health and functioning of communities.? By
revisiting historical illustrations of craft applications and their power to promote the
health and well-being of groups, neighbourhoods and communities, new questions are
raised about their application to today’s social challenges. To start this questioning
process, an unpacking of the colonial shapers of current views on crafts and wellness is

needed.

Purchasing wellness?

Distinct from health, the term wellness conveys a message of positive well-being devoid
of the medical or illness associations of what it means to be healthy. If asked, “Are you
healthy?”, one may assume that it is a concern for the absence of disease or illness that
is behind the inquirer’s question. If asked, “Are you well?” responses more likely refer

to a subjective sense of being well, of feeling positive in mind, body, and spirit.

Wellness is a shared aspiration well noted by commercial profiteers promoting the
notion that one can purchase wellness. As a multimillion-dollar enterprise, the wellness
industry taps into every possible sense of human imperfection, insecurity, iliness, or

short-coming. From facial creams, weight loss and fithess programs to potions and



lotions or all sorts, the wellness industry claims to bring a sense of fulfilment and life
satisfaction. Wellness is subsequently viewed as an individual’s moral responsibility and
serves to reproduce colonial, Western, and neoliberal individualism* at the expense of

collective responsibility for the well-being of communities and citizens.

Craftwork: Artwork by another name?

Old English and Old High German uses of the terms, craeft, creft, and chraft referred to
notions of mental power, physical strength, skill, talent, art, or dexterity. Later craft came
to refer to a trade, handicraft, or employment, requiring a particular level of expertise.
Middle English usages of the term maintained a conveyed sense of power and might.®
Today uses of craft can still refer to skills or techniques, but also to the product of a
creative or artistic pursuit. Crafting is about the process of making crafts and a craft
person, crafter, or craft worker, is someone who does crafts for the purpose of leisure

time, productive engagement, or for earning a living.

The distinction made between arts and crafts - these terms often used in tandem - is a
relatively recent development and thought by some scholars® as an imposed Western
and hierarchical frame to distinguish between Western (aka male) notions of the fine
arts and the everyday creations of colonized peoples (aka primitive art); often
historically viewed as “women’s work” and of less commercial value (e.g., needle
work).

According to art therapist, Lauren Leone, early founders of art therapy were firm in their

efforts to maintain the distinction between the use of the fine arts (e.g., painting,



sculpting) in therapy practice and the use of crafts in occupational therapy. Leone points
out that art therapists were encouraged to maintain separate physical spaces in
institutions for art therapy and occupational therapy thereby reproducing colonial and
hierarchical distinctions between art and craft. The arts were viewed as a higher
medium from which to elicit deep reflection, insight, and/or the realization of
unconscious motivations or self-expression. Leone, in attempts to remedy this colonial
overlay, called on art therapists to break away from this distinction to engage the
healing power of craftwork to engage an individual’s sensory, cognitive, or physical
pathways, as well as, importantly for this discussion, to consider their use in community

building and social activism.

Collaborative craftwork as a response to historical social ills

The latter half of the 19t century saw the growing influence of the Arts and Crafts
movement led by social reformers including William Moris (1834-1986) and John Ruskin
(1819-1900). The movement was a response to rapid industrialization and the alienation
of workers who found little meaning in long hours spent in piecemeal factory labour that
separated the final product from the maker. Factory work also meant long hours away
from family and community. Social reformers sought greater artist and craft worker
control and engagement in the creation of functional and decorative arts to bring beauty
back into domestic and public spaces. As per earlier definitions of craft as referring to
power, | re-frame these efforts to take control of the creative process as an exercise in

collective power.



The mental hygiene movement of the early 20™" century? noted the deleterious impact
of idleness within the asylum walls on patient mental well-being and advocated for the
provision of cognitively stimulating activities, including artistic pursuits. Indeed,
engagement in stimulating, productive and meaningful occupations came to be
identified as key to the promotion of mental well-being for all. Mental hygiene
prescriptions were later critiqued based on class-based assumptions as to what
constituted “appropriate” therapeutic activities. These critiques along with the arrival of
psychotropic medications may have led to the subsequent downgrading of the
perceived value of occupational treatments and consequently to the eventual demise of
the mental hygiene movement. The basic principles of the mental hygiene movement,
however, in its appreciation for the mental health benefits of productive, structured, and

stimulating activity remained, and remains, relevant for mental health practice.

Social and mental health practitioners shared common cause with the Arts and Crafts
reformers and found a ready source of collective power in the form of first-wave

feminism. Founding female members of occupational therapy (e.g., Eleanor Clarke

Slagle) along with those of the emerging social work profession (e.g., Jane Addams)

worked alongside each other in the establishment of settlement houses and would have
been immersed in first-wave feminist discourse.
From its beginnings, occupational therapy employed craftwork as a way for

marginalized communities (e.g., the unemployed, new immigrants, returning veterans,

2 The mental hygiene movement was a further development from the earlier asylum-based reforms of the
mid -19th century moral treatment era. The moral treatment era reconsidered mentally ill people as moral
agents with emotions and cognitive capacities.
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Indigenous people),38 to develop useful and employable skills, while in the process,
establishing community connections. The first settlement houses offered a venue for
this work. For example, Hull House in Chicago,” Toynbee Hall in the UK,2 and the

University Settlement House in Toronto® are some of the earliest examples of how

craftwork was used within a community development enterprise and under the
coordination of founding members of both the social work and occupational therapy

professions.’

Can crafts be harmful for collective well-being?

As with the wellness industry crafting has become a very lucrative business. Note for
example the proliferation of craft stores across the country (e.g., Michaels). Perhaps |
am not alone when shuddering at the sight of shelves full of environmentally,
unsustainable coloured plastic materials that crowd the interiors of major craft stores.
Apart from these environmental concerns, | question what other issues might be raised
when the wellness and craft industries find common cause in possibilities for profitable

pursuits?

As with potential harms associated with individual craftwork (e.g., musculoskeletal and
neurological strain, impact of toxic chemicals) craftwork to support the collective good
may also bring with it potential threats to collective well-being. Concerns about an
observed overemphasis on the product (with the sale of crafts supporting institutional
budgets) over the benefits of the therapeutic process of craft making in psychiatric

facilities were conveyed in early occupational therapy journals. See, for example,
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discussions by McGhie and Myers as early as 1933.'° While crafting may well support
wellness, depending on how the process is applied, it can be detrimental to the well-
being of communities. It is no secret that historically marginalized and vulnerable
groups can be, and have been, taken advantage of for their noted craft skills.
Appropriated art forms can make for lucrative returns raising the ongoing question for
Canadians: In our socially diverse and inequitable social context, who should practice
what sort of crafts, and who should profit from the work of more vulnerable

communities?

Context matters

Apart from craftwork itself the context in which crafts are employed for wellness ideals
must also be considered. For example, Canadians are now just beginning to come to
terms with a history of cultural genocide perpetrated against Indigenous peoples, most
tragically operationalized through the residential school system. Less known by many
perhaps is a history of forced relocation of Indigenous peoples to tuberculosis (TB)
sanitoria referred to as “Indian Hospitals”. Introduced by settlers, and exasperated by
repressive colonial practices, highly communicable TB spread quickly and led to many
deaths particularly in Indigenous communities. Inuit communities in remote regions
without access to treatment centres were particularly at risk. These “Indian Hospitals”
which operated up until the 1970s have been likened to Indigenous residential schools
in their regimented routines, reported use of experimental medical treatments, and the

reported existence of unmarked graves on hospital sites.’ For further information on



TB “Indian Hospitals” in Manitoba refer to the Manitoba Indigenous Tuberculosis History

Project .

Amidst troubling patient accounts of life within the sanitoriums 121315 were those that

described the freedom, pleasure and intercultural connections experienced in the
hospitals’ handicraft workshops. Prior to effective medications, the treatment for TB
stressed a focus on nutrition and rest, but with allowances for increasing time spent (as
one’s health improved) on graded levels of craftwork.

In narrative interview accounts, occupational therapists saw it as their job to nurture
social relationships among patients and to maintain patient cultural connections in the
process of craft making.'® Patients were encouraged to use traditional materials and
techniques in the production of crafts of their choosing. As outlined in their 1993 booklet,

Soapstone and seed beads: arts and crafts at the Charles Camsell Hospital, a

tuberculosis sanitorium,  Staples and colleagues report that the profits from craft sales

were returned to patients with a portion of the funds going to the cost of materials.
These handicraft programs were viewed as offering a space for Indigenous peoples
from numerous distinct First Nations, Métis, and Inuit communities to engage in

craftwork and to learn various techniques from each other.

Full disclosure - my settler and occupational therapist identity lenses have undoubtedly
shaped my reading of the limited documentation on the therapy programs at the TB
hospitals. Further, | cannot claim to have completed a full and comprehensive scoping

review of existing literature. With these limitations in mind, | cannot comment on the
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extent to which therapy staff involved in the handicraft programs were aware of reported
uses of experimental medical treatments on Indigenous patients. Neither did | encounter
any reports of whether-or-not (if aware of medical abuses) staff resisted or spoke out
against oppressive practices. The question remains, however, was craftwork simply
used to placate patients within an institutional context that, for many, was experienced
as violently oppressive or did it offer a necessary space for respite, for renewed

expression of one’s creative power and one’s humanness?

Taking up crafting for current and pressing social challenges

Though now retired and in my senior years, as an occupational therapy student in the
early 1980s, | was also schooled in the therapeutic use of crafts including weaving,
pottery, and metal work to enable individuals’ return to, or entry into, activities of
everyday living. We were taught how to break down each crafting project into its
physical, affective, sensory-motor, and cognitive demands in a process referred to as
activity analysis. Though practiced by the profession’s founders, craftwork’s social

applications were seldom, if at all, discussed.

Though exceptions remain within mental health and pediatric settings (see for example
the work of Isabel Fryzberg 7 and Frances Reynolds),'>'819 the application of arts and
crafts by therapists to promote “occupational outcomes” for both individuals and groups
(e.g., return to work, school or play, increasing social connections) has largely been
replaced, at least in North American contexts, by other “enabling” modalities and

strategies. Craftwork’s power to “heal” mental, physical, or spiritual maladies and to



build community has been taken up by other health professionals and charitable
organizations. For example, note the concept of Craft Care Specialists promoted by the

American Help Heal Veterans charity.?° Also, Lauren Leone, ? Kirsty Robertson and Lisa

Vinebaum?' provide examples of art therapists who use crafts as art forms for the
purpose of community building and social activism. Public libraires and museums
increasingly offer creative social spaces for many communities including new
immigrants and others from marginalized or disconnected communities. For example,

the Manitoba Crafts Museum and Library where this event is being held, holds regular

crafting workshops and lectures to engage the public. The Winnipeg Public Library
supports craft gatherings for youth, families and adults where participants can learn and
work together on a variety of crafts as diverse as knitting, quilting and lantern making.

Personally, | have invited friends to join me at the Textile Museum of Canada’s, Queer

Crafting Socials; facilitated social events that bring disconnected strangers together to

work on shared or individual textile crafts.

The growth of similar collaborative crafting initiatives speaks to a pressing social need.
Social research scholars have observed the extent to which the proliferation of internet
technologies and polarizing social media has led to a marked decline in community-
based participation (e.g., organized religion, community voluntarism) alongside
increased levels of solitary engagement in work and leisure activities.?? 22 As with the
Industrial Revolution of the late 1800s meaningful and in-person social connections
have been increasingly disabled. We are in danger of becoming socially alienated from

each other. Becoming more recognized as a powerful tool to help remedy increasing
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levels of social isolation, craftwork’s power to build community, to maintain connections
within and across communities, to celebrate traditions, and to provide a venue for social

activism, can’t be underestimated.

Post-Crafted Recollection
Since 1985, | have had on my writing desk a small soapstone seal carving made
in that craft workshop on the forensic psychiatry unit where | first started my
career. It has travelled with me from Calgary to Montreal and is now settled in
Toronto. It was a gift from a young, often frightened and confused looking Inuit
patient. He would have been around my age then, in his early twenties. | recall
his broad smile as he proudly offered the gift to me just prior to his departure
from the unit. The name “Johnny” is etched on the bottom of the piece along with
a barely discernible number, a status number perhaps?
Prior to the writing of this essay, | never asked myself why | have kept this small
soapstone seal carving front and centre on my desk and just above my writing
gaze. lts tail fin is missing, and its nose has been re-attached after an incident
years ago - the glue trails having yellowed. To hold this central space for what
has now been 40 years must speak to latent meanings that | have not yet
acknowledged. Perhaps this crafted work of art represents a bridge between two
peoples and two persons who are far apart in power, privilege, and geography.
Maybe it represents how the crafting experience can transcend suffering, a brief
reprieve from internal and external struggles? The memory of this gift-giving act

of something simple, yet beautiful, does bring to mind a cherished and shared
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experience of delight, of gratitude, of affection, between two young men both

acting out-of-character in what is expected of a therapy performance.

Artist: Johnny

Sources

1.Monson N. Craft to heal: Soothing your soul with sewing, painting and other
pastimes. Smashwords Edition; 2012.

2.Leone L. (Ed.). Craft in art therapy: Diverse approaches to the transformative power
of craft materials and methods. Routledge; 2021.

3. Friedland J. Restoring the spirit: The beginnings of occupational therapy in Canada,
1890-1930. McGill-Queen’s University Press; 2011.

4.Kinsey D. Decolonizing wellness: A QTBIPOC-centered guide to escape the diet
trap, heal your self-mage, and achieve body liberation. New York; Ben Bella
Books; 2022

5. 0n-Line Etymological Dictionary. Craft [cited 2025 January 12]. Available at:
https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=craft

6. Friedland J. Why crafts? Influences on the development of occupational therapy in
Canada from 1890 to 1930. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy,
2003;70(4): 204—12. https://doi.org/10.1177/000841740307000403

12


https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=craft
https://doi.org/10.1177/000841740307000403

7.Morrison R. The contributions of Jane Addams on the development of occupational
therapy. History of Science and Technology, 2022;12(2), Article 2.
https://doi.org/10.32703/2415-7422-2022-12-2-262-278

8.Hansan J (n.d.). Settlement houses: An introduction. VCU Librairies Social Welfare
History Project. [cited 2024 Dec 13]. Available on-line at:
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/settlement-houses/settlement-
houses/#:~:text=The%20settlement%20house%20movement%20started,friends%
20rather%20than%20in%20organization.%E2%80%9D

9. 0’'Connor P (1986). The Story of University Settlement. Available on-line at: [cited
2024 Dec 13]. https://universitysettlement.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/The-
Story-of-University-Settlement.pdf

10.McGhie BT, Myers CR. Occupational therapy in a mental hospital service.
Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy,1933; 1(1): 11-16.
https://doi.org/10.1177/000841743300100103

11.Riebe N, Fournier A. Site of former Camsell Hospital searched for unmarked
graves. CBC News; 2021July 9 [cited 2024 Dec 12] . Available at:
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/camsell-hospital-searched-1.6095796

12.Moore H. APTN Investigates: Reliving Indian and Inuit Tuberculosis Sanatoriums,
APTN News. 2017 [cited 2025 Jan 3] Available at:
https://www.aptnnews.ca/investigates/aptn-investigates-reliving-indian-and-inuit-
tuberculosis-sanatoriums/

13.Drees LM. The Nanaimo and Charles Camsell Indian Hospitals: First Nations’
narratives of health care, 1945 to 1965. Histoire Sociale / Social History. 2010;
43(85):165-191. https://doi.org/10.1353/his.2010.0002

14.Drees LM. Healing Histories: Stories from Canada’s Indian Hospitals. Edmonton:
University of Alberta Press; 2013.

15.Reynolds F. Cognitive behavioral counseling of unresolved grief through the
therapeutic adjunct of tapestry-making. The Arts in Psychotherapy.1999;
26(3):165-71. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0197-4556(98)00062-8

16.Staples AR, McConnell R L, Oakes JE, Jill E, McCormack, PA (with University of
Alberta Libraries). Soapstone and seed beads: Arts and crafts at the Charles
Camsell Hospital, a tuberculosis sanatorium. [Edmonton, Alberta: Provincial
Museum of Alberta]. 1993. Available at:
http://archive.org/details/soapstoneseedbeal0stap 0

17.Fryzberg I. Roots of community and routes to healing with art. Canadian Art
Therapy Association Journal, 2000;14(1); 20-26.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08322473.2000.11432245

13


https://doi.org/10.32703/2415-7422-2022-12-2-262-278
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/settlement-houses/settlement-houses/#:~:text=The%20settlement%20house%20movement%20started,friends%20rather%20than%20in%20organization.%E2%80%9D
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/settlement-houses/settlement-houses/#:~:text=The%20settlement%20house%20movement%20started,friends%20rather%20than%20in%20organization.%E2%80%9D
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/settlement-houses/settlement-houses/#:~:text=The%20settlement%20house%20movement%20started,friends%20rather%20than%20in%20organization.%E2%80%9D
https://universitysettlement.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/The-Story-of-University-Settlement.pdf
https://universitysettlement.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/The-Story-of-University-Settlement.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/000841743300100103
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/camsell-hospital-searched-1.6095796
https://www.aptnnews.ca/investigates/aptn-investigates-reliving-indian-and-inuit-tuberculosis-sanatoriums/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/investigates/aptn-investigates-reliving-indian-and-inuit-tuberculosis-sanatoriums/
https://doi.org/10.1353/his.2010.0002
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0197-4556(98)00062-8
http://archive.org/details/soapstoneseedbea00stap_0
https://doi.org/10.1080/08322473.2000.11432245

18.Reynolds F. Textile art promoting well-being in long-term illness: Some general and
specific influences. Journal of Occupational Science. 2004; 11(2):58—67.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2004.9686532

19.Reynolds F. Taking up arts and crafts in later life: A qualitative study of the
experiential factors that encourage participation in creative activities. British Journal
of Occupational Therapy. 2009; 72(9): 393—400.
https://doi.org/10.1177/030802260907200905

20.Help Heal Veterans. (n.d.). Help Heal Veterans: Therapeutic Craft Kits. [cited 2025
Jan 4]. Website available at: https://healvets.org/

21.Robertson K, Vinebaum L. Crafting community. Textile. 2016; 74(1): 2—13.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14759756.2016.1084794

22.Putnam RD. Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community (20th
anniversary edition., Simon & Schuster trade paperback edition . Simon & Schuster
Paperbacks.2020

23.Bielski Z. The time Canadians spend with their neighbours has been shrinking.
How some streets bucked the trend, growing closer since the pandemic. The Globe
and Mail. Published on-line, January 17, 2025 [cited 2025 January 17]
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-building-community-neighbours/

Acknowledgements

Few crafted projects are fully solo pursuits, and this crafted essay is no exception. | am so
very grateful for Leona Herzog'’s invitation to participate in this Crafting Wellness exhibit and
for her encouragement to write freely and creatively. | thank my engaged grammarian partner,
Lambert Boenders, who takes much pleasure in ridding my writing of all glaring, grammatical
errors. | thank Professor Emeritus, Dr. Judith Friedland who, years ago, sparked my interest
in the historical crafting beginnings of the occupational therapy profession and whose
research | draw on significantly. Thank-you to aspiring art therapist, art educator and dear
friend, Moira Hille, who in earlier conversations, directed me to critical literature on the history
of art therapy. I'm very grateful for conversations had with my friend, Dr. Garry Gottfriedson,
writer, educator and a TB hospital and residential school survivor who generously guided my
efforts at accountability. And finally, | wish to express my gratitude to Johnny, whose where
abouts | do not know, but whose soapstone crafted work of art continues to inspire and remind
me that a generous and creative spirit can bridge broken relationships.

About the Author

Barry Trentham is a retired occupational therapist and academic having retired from the
University of Toronto’s, Department of Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy in 2021.
He holds a PhD (University of Toronto), an M.E.S. (York University) and a BSc(OT) (University
of Alberta). He worked clinically in Calgary, Alberta, Montréal, Québec, and finally Toronto,

14


https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2004.9686532
https://doi.org/10.1177/030802260907200905
https://healvets.org/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14759756.2016.1084794
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-building-community-neighbours/

Ontario prior to the 25 years that he served as an educator, researcher and active community
collaborator with seniors and LGBTQ+ refugees.

15



