SIDE STEP

SIDESTEP
An Arts and Health Project with Emma Finucane
and staff of St. Louise's Unit, CHI at Crumlin
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Sidestep is an arts and health project that emerged
from a collaboration between St. Louise’s Unit (SLU)
and the Arts in Health programme at Children’s Health
Ireland (CHI) in 2020. St Louise’s Unit (CHI at Crumlin)
provides an assessment and therapy service for young
people who have experienced sexual abuse or sexual
assault.

The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic derailed these
careful plans however, and staff found themselves
adapting to the challenges of working ‘remotely’
through a prolonged period of national lockdown, with
all that this entailed. The focus of the art project shifted
to the provision of a ‘virtual creative space’ for
interested staff members, with a view to exploring the
impact of Covid-19 on their clinical work and wider
lives. The Sidestep project evolved from here, between
April and August 2020.

SLU and the CHI Arts in Health programme came
together, to mark the Unit’s impending move to a new
purpose-built centre in CHI at Tallaght, with a view to
preparing young service-users, their families and staff
for the journey to a new ‘home’. Artist Emma Finucane
was invited to facilitate the project, supported by
Claire Flahavan, Art Therapist at SLU. Central to the
project was the intention to involve young serviceusers in a series of creative workshops facilitated by
Emma, with a focus on generating artworks for the
new building.

This book captures the artwork generated within this
unique virtual project across an extraordinary period of
time.
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A collaborative Arts and Health project

3

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Sidestep was made possible through generous funding
from the Children’s Health Foundation and an external
donor, to both of whom we extend sincere gratitude.
Many thanks to artist Emma Finucane, who facilitated
Sidestep, and provided encouragement and inspiration
for the work, and to Mary Grehan (Arts in Heath Curator,
CHI) for her advice, energy and assistance in shaping the
endeavour from the outset. We are grateful also to Dr.
Antonia O’Keeffe (HST in Child & Adolescent Psychiatry)
for her thoughtful input and support in evaluating the
project.
This book could not have taken shape without the willing
collaboration of the Sidestep participants, all of whom
have kindly shared their imagery for inclusion here.
Dr Aoife Twohig/Claire Flahavan
St Louise’s Unit

4

CONTENTS
06

Eilísh Hardiman

07

Dr Aoife Twohig

08

Mary Grehan

10

Emma Finucane

Foreward
Introduction
View from the Sideline
Artist's Reflections

Artwork by Participants
14
18
24
30
36
40
46
50
52
56
60

Breege De Ferrari Maxwell
Eimear Lacey
Rachel Delaney
Claire Flahavan
Angela Holden
Sarah Houston
Antonia O'Keeffe
Noelle O'Keeffe
Valerie O'Loughlin
Aoife Twohig
Aideen Walsh

64

Claire Flahavan

68

Staff - St. Louise’s Unit

70

Permissions

5

View from Within
Reflections on the Project

FOREWORD

The benefits of Arts in Health programmes have been
demonstrated, well-evidenced and published over the
years. Like much health research however, the transition
into real-life healthcare practice can be varied. What is so
impressive about the ‘SideStep’ project at St Louise’s Unit
is that not only did it incorporate the arts into healthcare,
but it did so during a pandemic, and within a service that
experiences unique challenges in meeting the needs of
children and families affected by experiences of sexual
abuse and assault.
Providing access to creative outlets in order to support
staff well-being exemplifies what an Arts in Health
programme can achieve. This particular project has been
made possible through the combined leadership of Dr
Aoife Twohig (Clinical Director) and Claire Flahavan (Art
Therapist) in St Louise’s Unit, CHI Arts in Health Curator
Mary Grehan and artist Emma Finucane.
I hope that you will enjoy this collection of images that
reflect staff experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic. I
also hope that the staff in St Louise’s found it a beneficial
engagement, to be replicated as their service is
developed and progressed to meet the needs of children,
adolescents and their families.
Eilísh Hardiman
CEO – Children's Health Ireland
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of an Arts in Health project to support the
transition of St Louise’s Unit to its new home in Tallaght
began through a series of imaginative conversations in
the Autumn of 2019. The value of art as a means of
expressing something of our unique experience in the
world was passed down to me by my father, an artist and
my mother, a weaver. It has been a privilege to be part of
the process of this project which has steadily worked
towards making this concept a reality.

We now hope to extend the same kind of virtual group
space and ‘way of being’ to the young people attending
our service, until such time as it is possible to safely come
together again in person.
Dr Aoife Twohig
Clinical Director – St Louise’s Unit

Having set plans in motion early in 2020 to engage young
people attending our service, the Sidestep staff project
evolved as a creative detour due to the onset of Covid-19.
This ‘sidestep’, facilitated virtually by artist Emma
Finucane, has proven to be immeasurably valuable
however, in providing a space to express and hold
complex responses to the pandemic and our adaptation
to this crisis.
To witness the images and touch the pages of this book,
formed through the group process of the project, helps to
transform what has been an almost inexpressible
experience, into something tangible and articulated.
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VIEW FROM THE SIDELINE
Who could have known when the staff of St. Louise’s Unit
and I first met in October 2019, that a global pandemic
was coming down the tracks, something that would
change overnight how we relate to each other?
I initially met with the staff of St. Louise’s, to think
together about the possibility of an art project that would
mark their impending transition to a new location. We
talked about the importance of physical space in
therapeutic relationships and explored the expectations
of staff in relation to developing a creative project. We
considered in particular how we might go about engaging
the young people who attend the service, and make room
for their voice within ‘the move’. I was struck by the openheartedness of the staff group and their desire for a
creative space within the service: something that was
difficult to describe ahead of time but which we would
recognize once we had found it! That spirit of openheartedness has been the hallmark of this project to date,
starting with staff participation in a print-making
workshop with artist Emma Finucane in January 2020.
Several weeks later, on the threshold of bringing a group
of young people into an art process, Covid-19 struck,
placing all plans on hold. Effectively overnight, our homes
became places of work, and pre-existing boundaries
between the personal and professional were blurred as
we began communicating through screens. The staff
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demonstrated a trust and willingness to take a ‘side step’
in another direction within the fledgling art project, and
hence the virtual creative space documented in this book
came into being.
Under the careful stewardship of artist Emma Finucane,
supported by Claire Flahavan (Art Therapist at St Louise’s)
a group of staff members showed up on Monday
mornings to meet online and to take Emma’s gentle
prompts for beginning a process of exploration through
image-making. Never have I witnessed such an appetite
from a cohort of healthcare staff to be part of a creative
process.
This is a project that took shape in those quiet,
unaccounted-for spaces between the many commitments
of daily life. The only accountability – if that’s what it is – is
in the final work documented in this book, and I applaud
the staff for their courage in sharing what has heretofore
been so private.
We hope that the young people who access the services
of St Louise’s will have the opportunity to embark on a
similar creative process with Emma, and that the
‘sidestep’ taken by staff, will in turn serve that special
relationship between the artist, young person and the art.
Mary Grehan
CHI Arts in Health Curator
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ARTIST’S REFLECTIONS

became invaded by our work, and loneliness entered our
lives, uninvited and unexpected. The pandemic pushed
aside all of the conversations hitherto conducted
regarding the art project, rerouting our carefully planned
original trajectory. This was a wholly unexpected time of
transition, and required the carving of a new pathway
within greatly altered terrain. We decided upon a creative
gesture in the direction of staff members, a ‘sidestep’ that
might allow for a collective artistic investigation of what it
meant to work remotely in a pandemic-induced space: an
unprecedented move before ‘the move’.

I have been researching and making work in visual art and
health contexts for 10 years. My work is created through
dialogue and process-based, participatory and
collaborative practice. I first met with the staff of St
Louise’s Unit in late 2019 with the aim of providing an
opportunity to collectively mark their transition from one
physical space to another. We anticipated that our
collaboration would centre on involving young service
users in the co-creation of visual artwork for the new Unit
in Tallaght. Within this, we were as interested in the
creative journey itself, as in the artistic outcomes.

I used the online environment (a combination of Google
Classroom and Zoom) to create a virtual studio space to
allow us to come together and reflect on this moment in
time, via a different language. I worked on a one to one
basis initially with staff members via conversations on
Zoom, to develop starting points and themes for
exploration, with follow-up emails then directing
participants to a selection of individually curated
references to artists, artworks, movements, writers and
practical demonstrations. When required, I sent materials
and additional suggestions by post. Google Classroom
then became the site for group conversation and
exchange, to which I uploaded all of the references for
communal use. In turn, staff members added process
images of their work, and could comment on each other’s
research and development. A weekly group Zoom
meeting facilitated group reflection on individual progress,
not unlike a review critique in an art school programme.

With this in mind I delivered a talk to staff in December
2019 and a printmaking workshop in January 2020 to
introduce the way I work and give a sense of how we
might engage teenage clients through creative
workshops. At that time we discussed a quote by the
renowned American art critic Lucy Lippard (1997):
‘Place is latitudinal and longitudinal within the map of a
person's life. It is temporal and spatial, personal and
political. A layered location replete with human histories
and memories, place . . . is about connections, what
surrounds it, what formed it, what happened there, what
will happen there.’
These words resonated with staff members, and were a
departure point into further planning and development of
the project. In March 2020 however, Covid-19 restrictions
called a halt and a rethink. We suddenly found ourselves
at home: working, schooling, exercising and socialising
through the lens of the digital. Our domestic spaces

Although not written with the current pandemic in mind,
author Olivia Laing (2017) suggests that in order to survive
loneliness: ‘[w]hat matters is kindness; what matters is
10

solidarity. What matters is staying alert, staying open
because if we know anything from what has gone before
us, it is that the time for feeling will not last.’

pandemic forced this staff group into. This book, the
result of that process, has captured a truly unique journey
in time, place and virtual space.

Acts of kindness, solidarity and staying open were the
approaches I witnessed while working with this group,
which is not surprising given the nature of their clinical
work. In the context of my own work practice, the project
was an opportunity to review and reflect on how we
connect and communicate with each other, and how this
in turn can enhance or detract from the quality of our
lives. It has often been stated that art can’t change
anything. Laing (2020) argues however that it provides
material with which to think: new registers and new
spaces.

Emma Finucane
Artist
References
Lippard, L. (1997) The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in
a Multicentered Society. New York: The New Press.
Laing, O. (2017) The Lonely City: Adventures in the Art of
Being Alone. London: Picador
Laing, O. (2020) Funny Weather - Art in an Emergency.
London: Picador.

Art can change how we see the world, and offer new and
meaningful ways of living. I hoped that the creation of this
virtual space and framework for us to work within, would
be a step towards achieving this. I was acutely aware
throughout the project that due to the nature of the work
undertaken within St Louise’s Unit, the move to working
from home was particularly challenging. It was my
intention to provide material with which to think, and in
turn allow for a new language to appear within the group,
a language that could help articulate and in some ways
deal with this unexpected ‘move before the move’.
As an artist I have had to develop new methodologies to
work within this unique context and period of time. In
reflecting on this in the context of my practice to date, I
see it as a socially engaged piece wherein a series of
virtual social interactions became ‘the art’, addressing at
some level the psychological conditions which the

Screenshot of Sidestep Group Zoom Meeting May 2020
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ARTWORK BY
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Breege De Ferrari Maxwell

Eimear Lacey
The following images are part of a collection
entitled 'Shadows', a short film of images
accompanied by music. To view the film
please scan the QR code below.
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Claire Flahavan
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'Moth Wings'
A handmade book
Holding fragile stories
with care during Covid-19
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Claire Flahavan

'From somewhere / a calm musical note arrives.
In the space between breaths / you apply it to any wound / and the wound heals...'
from 'The Song' by Naomi Shihab Nye
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Aoife Twohig
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Aideen Walsh

A VIEW FROM WITHIN
In 2018, I visited a land-art installation by artist James
Turrell in West Cork. His ‘Sky Garden’ at Liss Ard Estate is
a giant earth-and-stone crater, embedded in the
undulating landscape of the estate grounds. The visitor is
invited to step into a dark subterranean, megalithic-like
passage that journeys through the built-up outer structure
of the crater. A steep set of steps then leads up, up and
finally out of the passage – blinking – into the light, and
into the capacious, oval-shaped bowl of the installation’s
interior. Very little sound travels in from outside, and the
ingenious shaping of the crater is such that it frames a
perfect view of sky, without impingement. A stone plinth
at the centre offers a resting place from which to
contemplate the cloudscape overhead, contained by the
crater’s edge. One has an impression of a world emptied
out and silenced, and of an altered sense of physical
space and place.
Image Credit: Claire Flahavan

Our art project at St Louise’s began with discussions
around space and place, as we contemplated our
impending move as a service, to a new ‘home’ in Tallaght.
We found ourselves thinking about the meaning of the
physical space of the Unit for our clients, and the ways in
which it provides a certain stable consistency over time.
An essential kind of ‘holding’ is provided by the familiar
environment of the Unit, encompassing everything from
the reception and front desk to the waiting areas, and the
walk along the corridors to and from the therapy rooms.
The physical spaces of the building also hold significance
for staff, many of whom have memories of relationships
that have evolved within these rooms, sometimes over
64

years. Turrell’s Sky Garden came to mind for me during
these early conversations: that sense of moving through
an uncertain passage between one space and another, in
the hope of emerging into something new and surprising.

area of child sexual abuse and assault, we are immersed
daily in the endeavour to language what is often difficult
and painful to name or speak aloud. There are particular
themes and discourses that are familiar to us at team level
– ways of talking about the unthinkable, within which sit
the unique narratives of our clients and families. Each of us
finds our own way into speaking about our work, a
distinctive timbre and vocabulary within a common
professional language. What would it be like for us to shift
mode, into a different way of communicating or ‘being
with’? Artist Antony Gormley (2020), in his reflections on
the importance of creativity during the Covid-19
pandemic, notes that image-making can create a space for
our most necessary communications, particularly under
extraordinary circumstances.

In bringing a creative process to the Unit, we hoped to
collectively mark an important transition: the leaving
behind of one particular physical space, and a
remembering or even honouring of all that has happened
within it. And the fostering of a sense of anticipation
about a new space that will hopefully provide a good
holding environment in which the work of the Unit can
continue to unfold.
With the onset of Covid-19 however, our everyday sense
of space and place became profoundly disrupted, in a
most unexpected way. Due to restrictions on face to face
contact, much of our work was decanted out of the
hospital into our home environments. Significant shifts in
practice were required, as we adjusted to supporting
families remotely, against a societal backdrop of
uncertainty and anxiety about the pandemic itself. There
was a sense of dislocation and fragmentation as we found
ourselves navigating team meetings via Zoom. We were
acutely conscious too of the demands of lockdown on the
families attending us, and the additional stretch for them
to accommodate new and unexpected stressors.

Over a four month period, the Sidestep group moved into
a unique virtual space together, a space shaped sensitively
and with care by artist Emma Finucane. The sharing of
images and artwork in progress became a focus for
conversation, reflection and togetherness, at a most
uncommon time in the outside world. Much of this process
took place within the extended period of national
lockdown: a time when our streets emptied out, our days
were vacated of all but the most necessary social contacts,
and time seemed to stretch and flow strangely, differently.
The Monday morning Sidestep meetings became a fixed
and steady point in otherwise featureless weeks, and it
was a joy to see our online ‘classroom’ space become
populated with work in progress. I saw the following in the
images that emerged over time:

An opportunity arose to shift the focus of our project, to
the provision of a ‘virtual creative space’ for interested
staff members. I wondered if we could find our way into a
different kind of conversation about the impact of
Covid-19, mediated through images and image-making
rather than words. As a group of clinicians working in the

skies heavy with the roiling of clouds - ominous and filled
with portent at a time of global crisis
65

light and shade, shadow and movement: moments of
ephemeral beauty and music harvested during a period of
‘cocooning’, flickering in a cinematic interweave
reflections in water - still, mysterious and jewel-green like
a Patrick Kavanagh poem
a handmade book to house and hold stories as fragile as
moth-wings
the creation of a garden across lockdown: the labour of
clearing back, the careful tending, and subsequent
‘greening over’ of meticulously prepared ground...a space
for social gatherings when the pandemic has passed
a sculptural representation of working from home,
conjured out of paper mache – the domestic touched by
the incursion of what is ordinarily contained in therapy
spaces
painted floral forms – bold textured concentrations of
energy and movement, lifted from the lacunae of a work
diary
a delicate sculpture spun from gold mesh: sphere,
container, nest, amulet, interweave
playful collage: full of the texture and colour of woodland
walks in spring – a backdrop to working from home and
the intermingling of the professional with the personal
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disruption and uncertainty represent just this kind of
architecture. An architecture to step into, an architecture
that offers views from within an altered landscape, a ‘Sky
Garden’ of another kind, that encircles and holds the felt
experience of working and living through Covid-19.

cherry-blossoms – briefly, fleetingly gorgeous then
dispersing in a haze of drifting pinks and greens on the
wind
and a return to St Louise’s Unit: images of the staircase
marked by footsteps, but strangely silent and unpeopled
during the early weeks of the pandemic

Claire Flahavan
Senior Art Therapist – St Louise’s Unit

The work that emerged captured many facets of life
within the tectonic shifts of an altered time: quietly
observed moments in nature and cityscapes, personal and
family projects, and the endeavour to sustain delicate
therapeutic relationships within a changed work context.
The group took risks in sharing their work – revealing
personal process and metaphor. In doing so a sense of
trust and connection was slowly fostered amidst the
fragmentation of working remotely. This provided muchneeded ballast amidst the demands of responding
organisationally, clinically and personally to Covid, and to
the ongoing reverberations of trauma for our clients
within their therapeutic process. Emma’s gentle
facilitation and guidance framed and contained the
making process, and I thought again of Turrell’s land-art:
that sense of stepping into a space that affords a quiet,
‘other’ perspective of the world.

References
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Poet Ocean Vuong (2014) speaks to the power and
validity of art, even at times of crisis; he sees the poem
and other artforms as ‘concentrated architecture[s]’ which
can hold the weight of living. The images gathered in this
book, garnered from a period of unprecedented isolation,
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PARTICIPANT

This project was like an anchor in a stormy sea during the first lockdown. It helped me to focus
on taking in the beauty of the world, while I experienced a lot of internal anxiety and
uncertainty….
The project grounded me in something. It made me feel connected to a little mini-community...
It probably helped me feel less isolated....
It provided me with a different ‘knowing’ of my colleagues – helped me to see different parts/
sides of them that I did not see or know before….
I always found it really satisfying to share work with others in the Google classroom space.
There was a flow in and out of this space into our various homes/workspaces. [There’s]
something about the joy of sharing with others, feeling witnessed, heard, acknowledged,
known...
It was really thought provoking... It gave an opportunity to engage with colleagues in a
different but positive way at a time when so much change was happening that was hard to
process, manage and adjust to...
The project acted as a way to contain some of the anxieties that arose with these changes, and
to also explore this in a safe and meaningful way...
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REFLECTIONS

The opportunity to communicate in this way was powerful... It has shown the value of stepping
outside of the usual ways of looking at things and working together to explore other ways that
we find meaning in our professional lives...
I thoroughly enjoyed the experience of being part of this group process, particularly the shared
experience of embarking on a journey together…. The real highlight was when the images and
creations began to emerge, and to be shared with the group – [there was] a sense of coming
together, of creating something together….
I found it inspiring and reassuring [that] the difficulties/challenges experienced by people were
common – which was quite comforting. I really looked forward to seeing other people’s work –
seeing and hearing how people understood things differently...
I feel this experience reignited my inner creativity and had me exploring and doing things I
hadn’t done in a very long time. The process took my mind away from all that was going on
around me and in the Covid world at that time...
It felt exploratory and healing in a multisensory sort of way..[a] highlight for me was an increase
in my attention and awareness of nature and spaces around me at times....
It [offered] a type of structure to my own idea of good changes that really need to be held
beyond the pandemic: finding the gold...
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We are grateful for the following permissions granted by
authors, publishers and contributors:
Excerpt (pg 10) from The Lure of the Local - Copyright ©
1997 by Lucy R. Lippard, reprinted via
www.thenewpress.com
Excerpt (pg 11) from The Lonely City: Adventures in the
Art of Being Alone - Copyright © 2016 by Olivia Laing,
reproduced with permission of Canongate Books Ltd
Excerpt (pg 32) from Constellations by Sinéad Gleeson,
reproduced with permission of Pan Macmillan through PLS
Clear
Excerpt (pg 33) from Philomela by Betsy Sholl, reproduced
with permission of the University of Wisconsin Press
Excerpts (pg 34/35) from The Song and Two Countries by
Naomi Shihab Nye, reproduced with permission of the
poet
Image (pg 3) reproduced with permission of Niamh Breslin
Images (pg 4 - 9) reproduced with permission of Nina
Houston
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Sidestep is an arts and health project that emerged from a
collaboration between St. Louise’s Unit (SLU) and the Arts in Health
programme at Children’s Health Ireland (CHI) in 2020. St Louise’s Unit
(CHI at Crumlin) provides an assessment and therapy service for young
people who have experienced sexual abuse or sexual assault.
SLU and the CHI Arts in Health programme came together, to mark the
Unit’s impending move to a new purpose-built centre in CHI at
Tallaght, with a view to preparing young service-users, their families
and staff for the journey to a new ‘home’. Artist Emma Finucane was
invited to facilitate the project, supported by Claire Flahavan, Art
Therapist at SLU. Central to the project was the intention to involve
young service-users in a series of creative workshops facilitated by
Emma, with a focus on generating artworks for the new building.
The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic derailed these careful plans
however, and staff found themselves adapting to the challenges of
working ‘remotely’ through a prolonged period of national lockdown,
with all that this entailed. The focus of the art project shifted to the
provision of a ‘virtual creative space’ for interested staff members, with
a view to exploring the impact of Covid-19 on their clinical work and
wider lives. The Sidestep project evolved from here, between April and
August 2020.
This book captures the artwork generated within this unique virtual
project across an extraordinary period of time.

