
 

 

  

WORKING WITH 
SURVIVORS OF STATE 

VIOLENCE 
 

 

An arts-based 
manual for 
community  
practitioners 

© Bethany J. Osborne 2014 



1 

 

Contents 
How to Use This Manual ................................................................................................................ 2 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 3 

Bringing People Together ............................................................................................................... 5 

The Importance of Story ................................................................................................................. 7 

The Function of Art ........................................................................................................................ 7 

Building Trust ................................................................................................................................. 8 

Remembering Together .................................................................................................................. 8 

Building Community and Purpose .................................................................................................. 9 

Art Workshops .............................................................................................................................. 11 

Engaging Artists as Facilitators .................................................................................................... 12 

The Story of Barbara Reid ............................................................................................................ 12 

Forming Partnerships .................................................................................................................... 13 

With Artists ............................................................................................................................ 14 

With Activists and Educators ................................................................................................ 14 

The Challenge of Inviting People In ...................................................................................... 15 

With other institutions ........................................................................................................... 15 

Public Testimony .......................................................................................................................... 16 

Activities ....................................................................................................................................... 18 

Brainstorming ........................................................................................................................ 18 

Collaborative Collage—Safe Place ....................................................................................... 23 

Individual collage—Who Am I?............................................................................................ 24 

Plasticine Pictures .................................................................................................................. 24 

Working with Plasticine......................................................................................................... 25 

CD Jewel Case Project ........................................................................................................... 26 

Digital Storytelling: Remembering Not to Forget ................................................................. 35 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

How to Use This Manual 

This manual brings together some of the lessons learned in working with a group of former 

political prisoners from Iran. My work began seven years ago when I started my MA degree in 

the Adult Education and Community Development program at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education at the University of Toronto (OISE/UT), Canada. I had worked for the previous 10 

years with women in various marginalized communities in both Canada and Bangladesh. In my 

community work, I had used art and various creative approaches as tools for engagement. My 

interest was in providing spaces and new forms of expression for creative resistance, and using 

this approach was also a good fit for working with former political prisoners from Iran on a 

creative project. Based on my experience working in various communities, I know that there is 

important creative work being done in marginalized communities. The difficulty with most of 

this work is that the people facilitating the work are often too busy to take the time to write about 

their experiences. This manual represents my effort to record some of the work I have 

participated in as part of the project, so that others can learn from and add to it.   

 This manual brings together my experience with the process of bringing people together, 

learning to live and work in community, and—through the use of art—finding ways to protest 

against the forces that caused the trauma. It does this in a number of ways: through a narrative of 

the process, by drawing on important work that has been done with trauma and the arts, and by 

providing a resource of activities used in our art workshops. 

 I am not a former political prisoner from Iran, but I do stand in solidarity with these 

women and men, walking with them, bearing witness to their experiences of violence, and 

finding ways to support them in their healing processes.  
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 This manual is meant to be used as a resource guide: to spell out the things that have been 

learned in the project over the last five years and to provide practical resources so that you can 

run your own workshops. Violence can cause people to forget who they are—the purpose of this 

work and these activities is to remind people of who they are. 

Introduction 

For the last six years, I have been working with Iranians living in exile in Canada  who were 

imprisoned and tortured by the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI). I was introduced to this group of 

women and men through my co-facilitator, Shahrzad Mojab. Through various kinds of torture, 

the state tried to break their spirits, eradicating their resistance. Many of those who left prison did 

so because of their resolve to survive and to continue to resist. They also left with many wounds: 

physical, mental, and emotional. However, in the post-imprisonment/post-trauma period, they 

did not have space or the resources to process this trauma. They did, however, continue to be 

politically active, and were always searching for ways to resist the IRI. There were a number of 

barriers to doing this effectively, namely, their lack of capacity in the English language and 

knowing how to invite others to join them in their resistance.  

 My work began with meeting individuals to help them acquire language skills in English 

so that they could speak out against state violence. As I listened to their stories, I began to gain a 

better understanding of what their prison experiences had been like; I learned more about their 

experiences of torture and some of the things that had allowed them to survive while 

incarcerated—their community and acts of creative expression. While in prison, most political 

prisoners had created beautiful things out of ordinary objects—pieces of stone, discarded 

packaging, bits of plastic bags, and date pits—; they also created sculptures from dough they 

made by mixing dry bread and water together.  
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Soudabeh Ardavan, a former political prisoner, describes the function of art-making in 

the documentary From Scream to Scream (Bahrami, 2004). In her story, she also reflects the 

creativity and resourcefulness of the human spirit in the face of adversity. She says: 

I drew [pictures] with tea in a one-person cell. This was my last period in prison. I hid the 

razor from a pencil sharpener in my Chador. I cut some of my hair. Coincidentally I 

found a toothpick on the floor of a one person cell. I pulled a plastic thread from my sock. 

I put the hairs on this toothpick and closed it tightly. I sharpened the toothpick with the 

razor and made a brush. Most of my paintings were portraits. It made me calm. I felt like 

I was not alone. It was interesting that, unintentionally, all of the portraits were of the 

same people that I lived with during these years (Bahrami, 2004). 

 

The creation of art was significant in the lives of these former political prisoners, and yet 

many of them did not continue the practice when they left prison. In addition, community 

sustained them in prison and yet, after prison, it was difficult to maintain contact with the people 

who had been their companions through the pain of torture and imprisonment. There were many 

reasons for this: after prison, all of these women and men were under surveillance and were not 

allowed to connect with other former political prisoners; they all had difficulty figuring out what 

to do with themselves after many years completely isolated from society; and the continued 

oppression of the IRI forced many of them into migration. They often had long periods in limbo, 

This is an example of the kind of art 

that was made by political prisoner in 

Iranian prisons. This is a bookmark 

that was made by polishing date pits 

and attaching them through threads 

removed from clothing. This particular 

piece was smuggled out of prison as a 

gift to a family member living outside 

prison. 
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waiting in Turkey or Europe before being granted refugee status in Canada;  these periods of 

limbo were another form of torture, and the resettlement process was traumatizing in its own 

way.  

Judith Herman talks about how the violence that causes trauma breaks the attachments of 

family, friendship, love, and community, as well as shattering the construction of self in relation 

to others (Herman 1992:51). And so, as I contemplated how to work with and how to walk with 

these women and men, I realized that what needed to be put into place was a forum for former 

political prisoners  to come together, to tell stories through art, and to share and learn about new 

ways of living and speaking out against state-sponsored violence. This is how the art workshops 

began. In the following sections, the narrative will often refer to the pronoun “we”, this is often 

referring to observations or decisions concerning the process of the art workshops, made by 

myself and my co-facilitator, Shahrzad.  At times, “we” will also refer to communal decisions 

made by the group, such as the inclusion of particular events or processes.  I have tried to make it 

clear, who “we” is referring to in each case. 

 

Bringing People Together 

 

Because traumatic experiences shatter the construction of the self that is formed and 

sustained in relationship to others, coming together after they have experienced trauma will not 

necessarily happen naturally for survivors of state violence.  
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The process of coming together for former political prisoners has been slow. I had the 

privilege of coming into that process when a lot of groundwork had been done and working with 

someone who was trusted and respected within the Iranian community. The coming together 

began with an invitation; the continued meeting has required developing relationships. This 

works means an investment of time—in meeting regularly, and in beginning to engage with and 

understand the culture and history. You can do this by what I like to call “drinking tea” with 

people, taking time outside of art workshops to engage in people’s lives, visiting their homes and 

discovering what is important to them. I do not just ask people to come to MY art workshops, I 

invite them to join OUR art workshops, and I also attend different community events such as 

cultural events or protests. When people begin to take ownership of the art workshops, their 

perception of themselves, their fellow group members, and the possibility for change is 

transformed. The process of engaging people and giving them responsibility for some aspects of 

the group is essential for success. 

 

 

Violence can shatter families, 

friendships, community, the 

capacity to love and to relate to 

others. Particularly when the 

violence happens to a group of 

people, part of the healing needs to 

happen within the context of 

community.  
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The Importance of Story  

We are made of stories. Story is the place where possible meets the actual. Stories are the 

beginning of histories, tradition, and culture. They form our identity—they explain where we 

have come from and help us discern where we are going. As a facilitator, it is important to listen 

to all the voices and all the stories, even when those stories seem to contradict one another. In the 

culture of torture and trauma, people have been silenced. It is important to ensure that this does 

not continue to happen.  Providing outlets for expression empowers individuals and groups of 

people. 

The Function of Art 

Art nurtures relationships on many levels: 

 It nurtures the relationship of the individual to themselves. Through art and individual 

exploration, people can discover their own interests and talents. 

 It builds relationship with others. In the context of art workshops, people are invited into 

community. They are invited to collaborate and to find communal expression. 

 It builds relationships with people outside the community by providing them with access 

to the experiences of those within the community.  

 It educates and has the potential to move people to action in response to the artistic 

expression. In the case of our work, the effect of the creation of art was to give people a 

sense of freedom. This freedom then increased their capacity to express and to engage 

outside of themselves. 
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Building Trust 

Trust is also something that is shattered in victims of torture and imprisonment. The oppressive 

regime uses force in the form of pain or coercion to compel people to betray members of their 

families, friends, and communities. Within the prison system, betrayal and complicity is 

rewarded. Survivors of this twisted society are left with a shattered view of what it means to trust 

as well as whom they can trust. As a result, providing a space and context where these women 

and men can learn to trust again is important. It is essential to set good, healthy boundaries 

within the art workshop context. This can be done by inviting people to talk about what makes 

them feel safe. Three of the exercises that we have used as tools to explore this issue and to learn 

how to build trust are: 

 Brainstorming  

 Individual collage  

 Collaborative collage 

Remembering Together 

Remembering can be complicated. It becomes even more complicated in situations where people 

have experienced violence. There have been times when people chose not to participate in the 

workshops, because they told me that they refuse to be in a group where someone remembers an 

The freedom may come in remembering, being allowed to 

remember what has happened in the past, and it can also 

provide people with the possibility of dreaming into the 

future. It can give freedom today by the very act of 

allowing the horror of the past to be unlocked. When it is 

unlocked, it is exposed to light—and light shows the 

horror for what it is. The darkness gave it power and 

energy. 
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event or a situation differently than they do. In general, people do remember the same event 

differently—this happens because each person is different and perceives things differently as 

they happen. In situations where violence is present and there is resulting trauma, this increases. 

People may experience the same situation differently because of their age, gender, social class, 

or economic situation. They may experience a situation differently because of their personality 

type or because of previous experiences. 

You cannot hope to change this—the way people remember is part of their identity. You 

can, however, provide a space for people to remember together—a place where people feel the 

freedom to express their experiences. This will require talking about the issue of remembering 

and experiences with all members of the group. As with the issue of trust, this will be something 

that people need to build together into their community. Because people were often forced into 

betraying those they loved, it is conceivable that within a group of people from the same country, 

the same experience of imprisonment, and even the same political movement, there will be 

people who were on different sides of a conflict. People need to feel that they are able to 

remember their experiences without being judged. This is a difficult task but it can be done by: 

 Acknowledging that the enemy was and is the oppressive regime 

 Acknowledging that the regime was determined to destroy community 

 Acknowledging that within the prison system, physical, emotional, and mental torture 

caused people to make decisions for their own survival 

 Acknowledging that there needs to be space for people to remember 

 Discussing the different sides of a situation when conflict arises 

 Fostering an environment that is inclusive of people’s ideas and memories 

Building Community and Purpose 

Within community groups, you may have different generations and experiences. This, along with 

the nature of the violence and the culture people come from, will shape the community. Often, 
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the nature of the discussions is difficult as people navigate through the painful experiences that 

caused their trauma. Celebrations need to be included as part of the community you are building. 

In the case of our work, celebrations happened in the following ways: 

 Food is integral to what we do—we always begin with a time of eating food, drinking 

coffee, and celebrating together 

 When someone has a special event—such as becoming a citizen—we celebrate with them 

 When someone is part of a special event—cultural or political—we support them 

 We include music as part of the art workshops 

 We celebrate the good stories and acknowledge the painful ones—it is inevitable that 

within every experience, there are both positive and negative memories; we allow space 

for ALL memories and experiences 

 

Determining the purpose of the group can be a challenge. Judith Herman talks about this purpose 

or mission as the survivor mission. When survivors recognize either a political or religious 

dimension to their experience, their survivor mission is formed. Most survivors seek the 

resolution of their traumatic experiences through engaging with their personal lives. It is a 

significant minority who feel called to engage a wider world as a result of their traumatic 

experience. When they choose to do this, they see the possibility of transforming their own 

experience by using it as the basis for social action. They recognize that, although there is no 

way to compensate for the atrocity they experienced, it can be transformed by making it a gift to 

others. This can have a redemptive effect (Herman, 1992, p. 207). The survivor mission can be 

an important piece in the process of unlocking self and moving forward into greater freedom, 

because social action offers the survivor a source of power that draws on her own initiative, 

energy, and resourcefulness, but that magnifies these qualities far beyond her own capacities. It 

offers her an alliance with others based on cooperation and shared purpose. Participation is 

organized, demanding social efforts that call on the survivor’s most mature and adaptive coping 
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strategies of patience, anticipation, altruism, and humor. People gain a sense of connection with 

the best in other people, and can transcend the boundaries of their particular time and place 

(Herman, 1992, p. 208).  

Art Workshops 

There are many different forms you can use for your art workshops. If you are working with a 

group for the first time, you may want to experiment with the forms. In the case of Iranian 

former political prisoners, we began with writing workshops and moved to visual art workshops, 

eventually introducing drama and dance. We chose to progress this way, because the initial 

reason the group wanted to meet together was to begin to write their stories in order to speak out 

against state-sponsored violence. As people told their stories, it became apparent that many of 

them had created visual art in prison and that the creation of the art had been a life-affirming act. 

Inviting them into the act of creation in the safe space they now occupied had a very positive 

result—it was healing both individually and collectively. It also allowed participants to function 

outside of language. Functioning in a language that is not your mother tongue, particularly when 

talking about traumatic experiences, is difficult. Providing other means of communication in 

conjunction with verbal expression is very important. As participants gained more confidence in 

their abilities and in forms of expression, we introduced artistic forms that incorporated the body. 

Participants were slow in engaging in these more participatory workshops but, in the end, the 

expression made possible through the incorporation of the body was powerful—in both the 

process and the final product. 

Here are some suggestions for possible forms to incorporate (more information about 

conducting these kinds of workshops is provided for you in the activities section of this manual): 

 Corporate Collage 
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 Individual Collage 

 Plasticine Sculpture 

 Silk Screening 

 Drama 

 Digital Storytelling 

Engaging Artists as Facilitators 

You, as the facilitator of the workshop, may not have the capacity to facilitate workshops in 

every art form. This makes it important to connect with and engage artists who have these 

particular skills. While artists may be skilled in a particular artistic form of expression, they may 

not feel confident facilitating workshops. Our approach to negotiating this challenge is 

demonstrated in the story of Barbara Reid. 

The Story of Barbara Reid 

One of the long-time participants in the art workshops became interested in trying to use 

plasticine as a form of sculpture, after I gave her a book by Barbara Reid illustrated with 

plasticine sculpture. She remembered that, in prison, she had done sculpture—the medium she 

had used was dry bread crumbled and mixed with water. The illustrations she saw in Barbara’s 

books reminded her of those sculptures (all of which were destroyed by prison guards). Over a 

period of two years, she had made 10 different tableaus showing different scenes from prison—

some scenes depicting painful things she experienced in prison and others illustrating beautiful 

scenes of the camaraderie she experienced. 

 When we received funding from Ontario Arts Council and Toronto Arts Council for our 

project, we looked for artists who could offer specific instruction to participants. I sent an e-mail 

to Barbara, telling her this woman’s story and inviting her to facilitate workshops. She responded 

tentatively, asking for more information. This opened up a dialogue, and over the next few 
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weeks, I met with Barbara, sharing with her my experience, talking about possibilities, and 

discussing the history of Iranian political prisoners who had come to Canada as refugees. This 

included giving her a copy of We Lived to Tell: Political Prison Memoirs of Iranian Women, 

which told the stories of three Iranian women who had similar experiences to workshop 

participants. We also discussed specifics of working with people who had experienced trauma. 

At the end of our discussion, Barbara agreed to facilitate workshops. The result was a wonderful 

body of work that represented prison experiences and allowed participants to hope for what 

might be in the future. At our public performance and exhibition, Barbara shared that the 

experience of facilitating workshops had been transformative for her; it had changed her way of 

looking at the world. 

 Many artists are not even aware of their capacity to participate in this kind of 

transformative process. Think about the artists you know or are connected with in some way. 

Even if they have had no prior connection with political movements or facilitating art 

workshops, they have the potential to be great allies in this process. Invite the artists around you 

into discussion, and engage with them in thinking through possibilities. The results can be 

transformative. Over the last five years, we have worked with over 20 different artists from 

various artistic backgrounds. Some had worked in community arts in the past, while for others, 

working with us was their first experience. In all cases, we spent a significant amount of time 

educating the artists about the lived experiences of our participants throughout the process. This 

included giving them books to read, film discussions,  and one-on-one meetings. 

Forming Partnerships 

I have already discussed how important it is for the participants in the workshops to be engaged 

in the process and to take ownership of their learning and healing. It is equally important for 
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others to gain the same sense in their participation. Forming partnerships is integral to the 

success of your work. One of the important aspects of the survivor mission (Herman, 1992) is for 

people who have experienced trauma to connect with a larger purpose, including educating and 

speaking to others about their experiences. Partners can provide this outlet, as well as providing 

support in the process of speaking out against the perpetrators of the violence that caused the 

trauma. In the case of our work, we have engaged with artists, activists, community educators, 

gallery curators, funding agencies, and the press.  

With Artists 

As I mentioned above, forming partnerships with artists is essential to the success of the 

workshops. They provide artistic input as well as support for participants and for you the 

organizers. It is encouraging for participants to have people from outside their social circle to 

respond to the stories they are sharing, bearing witness to their testimonies. It is also important to 

have artistic input on different forms of expression. In the case of our work, many artists have 

produced work based on their interaction with former political prisoners. This has taken the form 

of dance performances, drama, and visual art pieces. Their contributions have enhanced our work 

and provided new opportunities for future work involving these artists. 

With Activists and Educators 

Not everyone is an artist but everyone has a way to contribute. As people have heard about our 

work, we have received many enquiries about participating in or supporting our work in some 

way. Many of these people are not artists (though there are many activists who also identify as 

artists), but they all have something to contribute. We have made it our practice to always find a 

way to include people, no matter what their particular gifts. The importance of including activists 
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is that they often have experience with other forms of activism, and creative ways to 

communicate with the public, institutions, and government strategically. The importance of 

including educators is to allow them to both learn and contribute. It is important for us to 

encourage others to engage in forms of informal learning and alternative approaches to working 

with survivors of trauma. In the case of all of these participants, their presence is encouraging to 

participants; their interest in their experiences and the fact that they are bearing witness to their 

experiences of violence makes their presence a significant part of the healing process for the 

survivors. 

The Challenge of Inviting People In 

The biggest challenge for us in inviting others into the process was the time it required of us. 

With each new person you invite into the process, you need to spend time helping them 

determine where they fit in. It was also important for us to ensure that the people joining us knew 

that the stories and experiences that were a part of the discussion might be difficult to hear, and 

to provide them with support as they processed through the things that had been shared with 

them.  We took certain precautions in this process: 

 Ensured that people were educated before they arrived at the first workshop—meeting 

with them to discuss the nature of the workshops and the experiences of participants, give 

them reading material and films to watch 

 Engaged in discussions about the workshops between meetings 

 Raised the issue that hearing stories of torture, imprisonment and abuse can be difficult 

and provided people with resources to access if they need to 

With other institutions 

In order for a movement to be sustained, it is important to form partnerships with different 

institutions. In the case of our work, running art workshops and arranging for strategic 

performances and exhibitions requires funding. Although it is possible to rely on the goodwill of 
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people for locations to hold events, time and support for running the art workshops, and funds to 

buy art supplies, it will be difficult to sustain your work if you do not have some kind of external 

funding. We are still figuring this process out and are currently strategically planning for long-

term sustainability. We do, however, have some lessons learned in our process: 

 Figure out which funding bodies are most suited to your particular work (in our case, we 

specifically targeted art councils and their community arts funding) 

 Arrange to meet with those funders—part of the job of the funding officer of the program 

to which you are applying is to meet with potential applicants and to help them put 

together their proposal 

 Write out a brief project description with possible outcomes prior to arranging a meeting; 

you need to sell the program officer on your proposed project—they will be an important 

ally 

 If you receive funding, make sure you maintain contact with the program officer and 

invite them to all events you are holding as part of the project 

 If you do not receive funding, arrange a meeting to discover how you could improve your 

application 

 Once you have completed your project, make sure that you complete all necessary reports 

and discuss future funding opportunities with the program officer 

 

Public Testimony 

 

Former political prisoners chose to participate in our workshops and in this particular movement 

in order to find new ways to protest, to speak out against state-sponsored violence. The ways in 

which they have protested in the past included demonstrating, speaking out against the 

government of Iran in public demonstrations. Over the last number of years, they shared that 

they wanted to find more effective ways of protesting. They wondered how they could set the 

context for the people outside their group to understand their experiences and why it is so 

important to speak out against state-sponsored violence. One of the things we did as part of our 

Words, Colour, Movement workshops was to hold a public performance. This event was titled 
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Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice, and was held in June 2010. This event was 

held at the Hart House Theatre at the University of Toronto, Canada, and combined drama, 

dance, musical performance, and testimonies from participants and artists about the process of 

the workshops. There were many important outcomes to holding this public event: 

 Participants and artists had something to work towards—this helped to shape the 

workshops 

 Participants had the opportunity to give testimony in various ways—through art, drama, 

dance, and writing to a large audience (450 people) 

 The political agenda of the group was shared—they had an outlet to encourage others to 

stand with them and to speak out against state-sponsored violence—and the audience was 

encouraged to take action in a tangible way by signing and mailing a postcard provided in 

each program 

 

 

 

There were many challenges to holding such a public event. Speaking in a public forum 

has an element of risk for former political prisoners; their friends and family members could 

potentially be targeted by the same repressive regime that imprisoned them. . As a result, a 

number of participants chose to sit in the audience rather than participate in a public way. The 

logistics of such a large event also took a tremendous amount of time. The movement of former 
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political prisoners is quite young and, although the engagement and ownership levels of 

participants are beginning to grow, at this point, the bulk of the responsibilities for planning fell 

on the organizers. It was also very important for participants to concentrate on preparing their 

artistic expressions—the pressure put on people through the act of public testimony was 

significant (even though the decision to participate was their choice) and, as a result, a number of 

people dropped out at the last minute, unable to cope with the pressure or afraid of what their 

public testimony would mean for them and family members. 

Activities 

Brainstorming  

(with appreciation to Dian Marino, Wild Garden p. 34) 

Use brainstorming when you want to produce a pool of ideas leading towards creative action on 

a problem or issue, not when you want routine responses. “Brainstorming” is a word that is often 

used in everyday conversation, and it tends to be used to indicate that it is important to look at 

producing ideas in a way that is free-flowing and apparently without structure. Yet, in practice, 

brainstorming does require a structure or guidelines, to make sure that everyone gets a chance to 

contribute. 

 It is important to note that although many people that you will work with have grown up 

in an educational system that uses the strategy of brainstorming as a learning strategy that makes 

action possible, people coming from different backgrounds—different language, culture, and 

locale—may not be as familiar with the practice of brainstorming.  Be careful not to assume that 

people understand the concept- be ready to explain it and give examples.  

How to do it 

In a group, introduce, explain, and discuss the following guidelines one by one. 
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Quantity—the more ideas produced, the better. The group records all of the participants’ 

ideas as they come up. This does not mean that every idea will work or prove totally 

useful, but it is a way to bring as many good ideas or combinations of ideas as possible 

out in the open. It also means that everyone can participate, no matter what their level of 

“expertise” in a particular problem. 

 

Play-giarize or build on each other’s ideas—including even those from fields totally 

different than the one the group is looking at. “Stealing” ideas is taboo in a culture that 

puts so much emphasis on private property, yet groups need ways to develop ideas 

(problems, solutions, plans) together. 

 

Crazy or wild ideas help the generation process. These ideas are often just slightly off 

the norm, and yet they can “threaten” the status quo—that’s why they are labelled crazy 

and wild. 

 

No evaluation or criticism until the brainstorming is finished. This guideline, perhaps 

the most difficult to follow, can help make sure you produce as large a pool of ideas as 

possible. One of its many side-effects is that it makes sure participants do not use 

evaluation as a means of controlling or judging other people’s ideas. It also makes the 

skill of evaluation explicit, rather than leaving it as a submerged process 

 

After these guidelines have been explained and discussed, you can begin the 

brainstorming session. Ask participants to call out ideas one after another. Make sure that people 

follow the guidelines. The group should record each and every idea.  

After—and only after—you have generated a pool of ideas and possible solutions to problems, 

you can use brainstorming to generate criteria for those ideas and solutions. 

In the case of brainstorming for the production of a collaborative art piece, invite 

participants to think of different images that represent the theme or event they want to focus on. 

It can be helpful to give people a starting place or framework to begin. For example, in the case 

of the Iranian group, we started with a framework we had used before—that of Before, During 

and After Iranian Prison Experiences. It was helpful to have this as a starting point, because it 

helped to focus participants in the beginning.  
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Films as Education and Catalyst 

Film can be used as a tool to encourage group discussion and reflection. It can also open up areas 

that people have forgotten, and give individuals or the group images and even 

vocabulary/language to work with. In the case of former political prisoners from Iran, there have 

been a number of documentary films produced in English specifically addressing their 

experience. 

Akrami, Joseph. 2004. A Few Simple Shots—A Documentary on Human Rights Violations in 

Iran. 90 min. Canada.  

 

Through first-hand accounts in Persian and English by Iranians who say they were tortured for 

their beliefs, filmmaker Joseph Akrami chronicles human rights abuses by Iran's Islamic 

fundamentalist government. All the Iranians in Mr. Akrami's 90-minute film now live in Canada. 

He also interviewed Canadian human rights groups, United Nations representatives, and 

immigration lawyers such as Mary Tatham. Mr. Akrami shows the faces of those whom he says 

are some of those Iranians, including members of opposition movements, journalists, and 

students. The film provides detailed evidence of the systematic brutalization and torture of the 

Iranian people, and portrays this brutality as the essence of the Iranian regime, not simply a 

technique to ensure its own survival. 

 

 
 

Arshadi, Shahrzad and Amin Zarghami. 1999. Red Names. 12 min. Canada. 

 

This is a short video celebrating the legacy of thousands of women who lost their lives in Iran 

between 1979 and 1999 because of their political, social, and religious beliefs. For Amin 

Zarghami and Shahrzad Arshadi, working on this video was an opportunity to pay tribute to the 

memory of these women—some of whom they knew personally—and grieve their loss. It is 

intended as a testament to both their suffering and the political tyranny that led to their 

execution. 

 

Bahrami, PanteA. 2008. And In Love I Live. 105 min. Germany.  
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And in Love I Live is a documentary film about the political activities and experiences of three 

generations of female political prisoners in Iran during the past five decades. In this 

documentary, thirteen women talk about their political activities and prison experiences. The 

documentary includes reconstructed scenes of some of the prisons of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

 

 
 

Bahrami, PanteA. 2004. From Scream to Scream. 30 min. Germany. 

 

From Scream to Scream is the story of a young, female artist who spent eight years in jail for her 

political activism in the Islamic Republic of Iran. In spite of her confinement, she was able to 

produce more than 200 paintings and drawings and smuggle them out. This documentary 

includes interviews with this courageous artist in her exile in Scandinavia, and shows some of 

her artwork. 
 

 
 

Nirizi, Zoe. 2004. The Corridor. Produced by Black Swan Films. 27 min. United Kingdom. 

 

The Corridor tells the story of a young Iranian woman who becomes politically active in 

opposing Ayatollah Khomeini's regime in the 1980s. She is made to pay a heavy price, not only 

in terms of her immediate suffering and her torture and imprisonment at the hands of the regime, 

but the deeper pain of having her daughter, born in prison, taken away by the authorities, to be 

brought up by her husband's family. This is a film about organized state violence and the price 

paid by those who stand up to it. The film aims at a poetic realism that both gives the viewer a 

moral perspective on the events and shows their devastating effects on those caught up in them. 

http://www.blackswanfilms.co.uk 

http://www.blackswanfilms.co.uk/
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Raouf, Masoud. 2002. The Tree that Remembers. Produced by the National Film Board of 

Canada.50 min. 

 

The Tree that Remembers is Raouf’s compassionate reflection on the betrayal of the 1979 Iranian 

revolution and the tenacity of the human spirit. Raouf assembles a group of Iranians, all former 

political prisoners like himself who were active in the democratic movement. Blending their 

testimony with historical footage and original artwork, Raouf honours the memory of the dead 

and celebrates the resilience of the living. While anchored in a specific history, The Tree that 

Remembers reflects on the broad themes of oppression and survival, pouring light into a somber 

universe and finding unexpected fragments of hope. http://www.thetreethatremembers.com. 

 

There are other films that have been produced about prison experiences that can also 

encourage discussion. One such example is: 

 
 

Rivet-Rivers, J. and J. Lyons (n.d.). War on the Family: Mothers in Prison and the Children they 

Leave Behind [DVD]. Chicago, IL: Peace Productions. 

 

The drastic and destructive impact of incarcerating women is revealed in painstaking detail in 

this documentary. Haunting first-person narratives, coupled with analysis from passionate 

http://www.thetreethatremembers.com/
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advocates, paint a devastatingly clear picture of the effects imprisonment has not only on the 

women they lock away, but also on the children who have been left behind.   

 

This film also comes with a study guide that is available at: 

http://www.peaceproductions.org/media/WOTF%20Study%20Guide.pdf   

 

Collaborative Collage—Safe Place 

 

Collage is one of the easiest of all art forms to get started with, and magazine collage is a good 

place to begin, because everyone has most of the materials within easy reach. Because collage 

uses found images and objects, it is also an art form that most people feel that they can do. This 

particular exercise helps members of a group to define safety or a safe space. Following the 

construction of the collage, facilitators can initiate conversations about what people feel they 

need within the context of the workshops in order to feel safe. 

Materials 

 magazines  

 fabric 

 white glue, acrylic medium, or glue stick  

 scissors 

 cardboard, paper, or poster or illustration board for background support  

 

Directions 

There may have been times in the past when you did not feel safe, and you did not know who to 

trust. Today, we are going to look for images (either realistic or abstract, that is, colours and 

shapes) that make us feel safe or represent a place of safety to us. Take some time and look in 

magazines for images that represent safety or a safe place to you. The technique itself could not 

be easier. You simply cut pictures and/or shapes from your magazines and arrange them on the 

background paper. Talk with your group about how you want to combine the images. When you 

have an arrangement you like, use the glue stick to glue the images to the paper. Be sure to cover 

the entire back of each piece before you apply it. 

http://www.peaceproductions.org/media/WOTF%20Study%20Guide.pdf
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Note to facilitator:  Make sure you allow enough time for people to share the images they have 

created.  

 

Individual collage—Who Am I? 

The collage form is a great tool for beginning work with a particular group. Just because people 

have had similar experiences, it does not mean they know each other or understand each other. 

Making representative collages is a great way to open up dialogue and to give people within the 

group the opportunity to get to know one another better. It also gives the facilitators an 

opportunity to get a sense of who people are and what is important to them.   

Materials 

 magazines  

 white glue, acrylic medium, or glue stick  

 scissors 

 cardboard, paper, or poster or illustration board for background support  

 

Directions 

Who are you?  What is important to you? What sorts of shapes, colours, people, and objects are 

important to you?  Today, we are going to look for images (either realistic or abstract, that is, 

colours and shapes) that represent who you are—these could include events, places, or people 

that have influenced or impacted you. Just start by ripping out images that appeal to you. When 

you have an arrangement you like, use the glue stick to adhere the pieces.  

Note to facilitator:  Make sure you allow enough time for people to share the images they have 

created. This exercise can result in some important discussions about who people are and how 

they perceive themselves. 

 

Plasticine Pictures 

With thanks to Barbara Reid (1998) 

 

Plasticine was invented in England over one hundred years ago, by art teacher William Harbutt. 

He had been searching for an easy-to-use modeling material for his students, and the final 

product was the result of many experiments. His students fully enjoyed working with “the clay 
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that never dries out”. Although it was first invented as a teaching tool, plasticine was eventually 

packaged for commercial sale. It is now readily available. There are many different types of clay 

available. Some are water-based and will dry out if left uncovered. Others are meant to be baked 

into a permanent shape. Plasticine, Plastolina, Klean Klay and Plasticolor are just a few of the 

brands you may find at your local art and craft or toy store. 

 Making pictures with plasticine is something that comes to most people easily. Plasticine 

is a material that children often use, and so it is less intimidating than working with other 

materials. It also allows participants to be very engaged in their work. In the case of the former 

political prisoners from Iran, many of them used simple materials to create pieces of art while in 

prison—one of the methods they used was to crumble dry bread and mix it with water to make a 

dough then used it to make figures to decorate their cells or to send out to family.  

 

 

 

Working with Plasticine  

When beginning a plasticine project, it is a good idea to take a few minutes to squish and knead a 

small piece of clay in your hands. It will get you in the mood, warm up your hands and soften the 

clay. Modelling clay is available in many different colours, but you can make even more by 

mixing colours together. For example: a small amount of red and yellow plasticine kneaded 

together will gradually become orange. 

These figures were created in an Iranian prison by a former political prisoner using dough made 

from dry bread crumbs and water. She smuggled them out of prison in the hem of her garment. 
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Figure 1: Mixing Plasticine 

 

 

Adding white will make colours lighter. Brown, red, white, and yellow can be combined in 

different amounts to make a variety of skin tones. Colours that are partially mixed have a 

marbled look that can be used for interesting effects as well. These are samples of some of the 

colour combinations you can use. 

 

 

 

CD Jewel Case Project  

Spend some time talking about memories from prison (or other experience of violence). Invite 

participants to share stories or a particular image they associate with their experience (this could 

be a positive or a negative image). Give them paper and pencils to sketch how they might like to 

represent the image. Instruct participant in the three basic techniques you can use to make a 

plasticine relief picture.  

 

 

javascript:;
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Spreading 

After planning the picture first with pencil and paper, open up your CD case ( or a piece of 

cardboard or illustration board cut to the size you want to use. If you are going to use cardboard 

or illustration board, make sure you cut it to a size that is easily frameable (i.e. 5x7 or 8x10)). 

Start by spreading out a background using your thumbs and fingers, and adding small pieces 

until the area is covered. Spreading a background provides a sticky surface to which to add small 

details. The background is the farthest thing away in your picture. Your background can also 

combine colours—a good way to do this is to smear colours together. 

 

Modeling 

You can make all sorts of shapes in your fingers and stick them onto the background to build up 

layers that form a picture. A round pancake shape can be pressed on to make a yellow sun, 

someone's rosy red cheeks, or several can be piled up to form a puffy white cloud. 

 

 

By rolling clay with a flat hand on a hard surface you can make a long snake-like shape. Those 

long strings of clay can be used to create hair, tree branches, smoke rising from a chimney, or 

stripes on a tiger. 

javascript:;
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javascript:;
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Adding Texture 

Once your picture has a background and some details, you can add texture to make it even more 

interesting. With a sharp pencil you can “draw” lines in the clay to add a smile to a face, or 

whiskers to a snout. You can poke little dots to make eyes, nostrils, or nail holes in a fence. A 

plastic knife or thin ruler edge can cut straight lines to make the edges of buildings or machines. 

A small comb or fork can be used to scratch a grassy or furry texture. A tooth brush pressed into 

the surface gives a fuzzy look. Just make sure it is a toothbrush no one wants anymore! Use your 

imagination to think up the textures, and look around your home for tools. One of the best things 

about modeling clay is that, if something does not work at first, you can easily pick it off, squish 

it up, and try again. 

 

By combining spreading, modeling, and adding texture you can create just about any picture 

imaginable. 

javascript:;
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* Illustrations used with the permission of Barbara Reid. 

After participants have finished their plasticine pictures, have them share with the others 

in the group about their work. Be sure to leave enough time at the end of the session to do this, 

because the sharing of the stories in the group is important.  

          
 

 

 

 

 
The pictures above illustrate different experiences in prison—the isolation, the ability of the 

spirit to dance even when between a rock and a hard place, and the destructive actions of the 

regime. 
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Silk Screening 

 

Print-making is a unique way of producing multiple images from the same stamp, block, or 

screen. It can be an effective way to use the same image repeatedly on t-shirts, banners, and 

artwork. This type of artwork is particularly effective in group projects and when there is a 

particular image that is significant to the group or movement. 

Materials 

 wooden frames (can be made or purchased from an art or craft store) 

 screen fabric (you can buy this in bulk) 

 Water resistant masking tape, 1" wide 

 Screw driver 

This picture is of one of the participant’s 

daughters. She saw her as being trapped by the 

label of mental illness. Her daughter currently 

lives at CAMH, and is struggling with the 

diagnosis of schizophrenia. She sees her 

daughter imprisoned just as she was imprisoned 

in Iran. Her heart breaks for her daughter, 

because she doesn’t know how to set her free. 

 

This picture represents the struggle of the people 

of Iran. The red represents the blood that was 

shed in the struggle for justice. The sun 

represents the possibility of hope. Out of the 

sacrifice of the people and the warmth of hope 

comes new growth. Our work has not been in 

vain. 
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 Old newspapers  

 Small scrub brush and dishwashing detergent 

 Scissors 

 Screen printing inks 

 Emulsion formula 

 Small lamp or lamp cord with a standard socket, with 150W incandescent bulb 

 Aluminum foil disposable pie tin with 10" or 12" diameter 

 Old towels, rags, paper towels 

 Rubber gloves 

 Aprons or smocks  

 

 
 

Preparing a Work Area 

A card table will provide enough work area for most projects. Locate your work area with easy 

access to a large sink or laundry tub with hot and cold water. If you plan to make a large number 

of prints, you may wish to string a line through spring-type clothespins or make a rack to keep 

prints from smearing while they dry. 

 
 

 



32 

 

Preparing Your Tools 

Lay the tape so it is divided equally—half on the screen fabric, half on the screen frame. Turn the 

frame over and cover the groove with tape. Be certain that the tape extends beyond the frame and 

onto the fabric. Taping in this way helps to maintain a “tight” screen, prevents ink from leaking 

under the screen frame during printing, and will keep the edges of your prints clean. To get 

maximum adhesion of the tape, rub it with a spoon or wooden stir stick.  

 

There are a number of ways to prepare a screen to print the picture or message you want. While 

the methods are different, the basic principle is to make a stencil on the screen fabric, which 

allows ink to be forced through its “open” areas to produce a design. 

 

Screen Printing Directions 

 

This is the fastest, least-expensive, and simplest way to prepare a screen. It is done by cutting the 

message or illustration from paper. Newspaper or newsprint will work satisfactorily. Keep the 

paper flat and unwrinkled. For more accurate and durable cut paper stencils, use waxed paper. 

Designs can be cut with scissors or stencil knife, or they can be torn to create a textured 

appearance. Cut your paper stencil. You may wish to create a design by folding and cutting your 

paper as illustrated. For your stencil, you can use either the cut out or the paper remaining. 

Position your printing paper under the frame. Lay your cut outs on this paper as desired and 

lower the screen.  
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Making Prints 

Attach your screen frame to the base by inserting the hinge pins. For off-contact printing, tape a 

penny or a nickel to each of the four corners on the underside of the screen. Place a sheet of your 

printing paper under the screen and position it as it is to be printed. Allow for margins. When 

you are certain that the paper is in the correct position, lift the screen gently and mark where 

each edge of the paper should be placed. Cut three pieces of cardboard about 1" x 2" and use 

these for registration guides. Place these next to the lines you drew on the base so you can 

correctly locate each sheet to be printed. These guides should be fastened securely with tape or 

rubber cement. Good guides are particularly important if you intend to print more than one color 

of any print.  

 
 

Art prints require porous-surface papers of high quality. For most other printing applications, 

construction paper, drawing paper, charcoal paper, pastel paper, most board items (except 

railroad board), and cover stock (especially good for greeting cards) will be fine. Ink remains 

water soluble after drying. Avoid slick coated, high gloss papers or vinyl or plastic coated 

papers. Stir the ink completely until you achieve a buttery or creamy consistency. If too thick, 
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add one or two drops of water or Water Soluble Transparent Extender Base. Mix thoroughly. 

You can mix colours.  

 Press down on the screen frame to ensure complete contact with all cut outs. Make your 

first print, using the squeegee to ensure full coverage.  You will find with the first pass of the 

squeegee, the ink will cause the cut outs to stick to the underside of the screen, creating a stencil 

effect. Do not overlap cut out pieces on the screen. Generally, ten to fifteen prints can be 

satisfactorily produced by this method.  

* Images compliments of the SpeedBall Website. 

 

Drama 

 

There are many different techniques and exercises you can use with drama. Boal (1985), in his 

work Theatre of the Oppressed addressed many of these exercises. For our work, we have 

engaged a very simple technique, using montages in the form of Before, During and After.  In 

this exercise: 

 Participants are invited to think of one action to share with the group of their experience 

before prison, during their time in prison, and after prison 

 Participants are invited to share these different actions and invited to share the stories 

behind these actions 

 

 This is an effective exercise, because it requires simple actions and storytelling, as well as 

providing a good base for building a larger drama for presentation in a public forum. In the 

Words, Colour, Movement project, participants worked with a professional playwright to develop 

a script based on their initial exercise.  
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Digital Storytelling: Remembering Not to Forget 

One of the wonders of the digital age is that anyone, if given the right resources, can tell their 

story in a way that is accessible to a larger audience. We established a digital storytelling project 

called Remembering Not to Forget in January 2013. 

 

 
Our goal was to take a number of the digital stories that had been created and connect them into 

a larger piece with commentary. We recruited participants for the digital storytelling project with 

the following text: 

The Remembering Not to Forget Digital Storytelling Project is a storytelling 

project whose purpose is telling the stories of former political prisoners—

experiences of both violence and resistance. Using storytelling and digital 

techniques, participants will work one-on-one with community artists and 

facilitators to tell one of their stories, focusing on a particular time, theme, and 

point of view. These stories will contain some mixture of digital images (i.e. 

photographs, artwork), text, recorded audio narration, video clips, and music. 

The finished stories will be 3 to 5 minutes in length, and will help to tell the 

stories of former political prisoners to a larger audience. No experience with 

computers or writing in English is needed. We will work with you to tell your 

stories and help you to learn new skills in the process. 

 

There were a number of internet resources we found very helpful in putting together the digital 

storytelling project: 

How to Create a Digital Story 

http://courseweb.lis.illinois.edu/~jevogel2/lis506/howto.html  

 

http://electronicportfolios.com/digistory/howto.html  

 

 

http://courseweb.lis.illinois.edu/~jevogel2/lis506/howto.html
http://electronicportfolios.com/digistory/howto.html
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Tips and Resources 

http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/eli08167b.pdf 

 

http://www.arhu.umd.edu/tech/academictechnology/howdoi/digitalstorytelling  

 

Samples of digital stories can be found at the following websites: 

 

Child of Russian Immigration—Immigration process 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=276E7CPyseg&feature=youtube_gdata  

Truth and Reconciliation Commission—Resistance to residential schools—by youth 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfDkPaJjbBo&list=PL92498D8B595F2473&index=6  

The Story Centre—Sharing resistance with future generations 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-njalFR0hqc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ  

This story was made in a workshop with immigrants and immigration allies in conjunction with 

American Friends Service Committee (www.afsc.org) and Coloradans for Immigrant Rights 

(www.coloradansforimmigrantrights.blogspot.com) and was facilitated by the Center for Digital 

Storytelling (http://www.storycenter.org) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CbAuejacesc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ  

Path to Freedom—Chinese Immigrant Story 

http://whshistoryproject.org/digitalstories/2011/the-path-to-freedom-a-chinese-immigrants-story/  

 

 

http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/eli08167b.pdf
http://www.arhu.umd.edu/tech/academictechnology/howdoi/digitalstorytelling
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=276E7CPyseg&feature=youtube_gdata
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfDkPaJjbBo&list=PL92498D8B595F2473&index=6
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-njalFR0hqc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ
http://www.storycenter.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CbAuejacesc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ
http://whshistoryproject.org/digitalstories/2011/the-path-to-freedom-a-chinese-immigrants-story/

