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It is with the greatest sadness that we announce the passing on the 18th April of Alice Graham, Co-

founder of NIGAT with Rita Simon, Dorothy McCourt and Brenda Blaney.  

Originally from Co Armagh, Alice trained as an art teacher at Stranmillis College, Belfast (1962-1965) 

becoming Head of the Art Department in an Enniskillen school from 1966-1970, then teaching in an 

Art Department in a school in Larne from 1970/71. In 1973, she began to teach part-time in 

Downshire (Psychiatric) Hospital.   

Alice first met Rita Simon (then the only art therapist in NI) in 1974. Rita had come to the hospital to 

collect some of her patients’ art work. This chance meeting changed the course of Alice’s working life 

and she attended Rita’s first introductory residential course on art therapy, at Benburb Priory, 

through the Extra-Mural Department of Queen’s University Belfast, the first of regular, residential 

and non-residential training events conducted by Rita over decades (1975-1990).  As these early 

participants wished to develop their knowledge and provide support to each other, NIGAT was 

formed in 1976, with Rita (Chair) and Alice as Co-founders, along with Dorothy McCourt (Hon 

Secretary and Treasurer), and Brenda Blaney who was a member from the beginning; the Group 

became a Charity in 1986. 

In this current year (2026), the Group is celebrating its 50th anniversary. At its first Day Meeting of the 

year (7th Feb), and to mark NIGAT’s history and origins, Alice spoke engagingly about her professional 

and personal relationships with Rita, their influence on her practice, and how she was ‘intrigued’ by 

this approach to art. She remained intrigued and communicated this most effectively to others. 

In 1978, the (then) Eastern Board recognised Alice’s role as an art therapist based on her training 

experience, demonstration of skills, and dedication to continuing her professional development with 

Clinical Supervision provided by Rita. She delivered case presentations and many in-house lectures to 

Multi-Disciplinary Teams as an integral and important part of her role from 1979 onwards.  
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Alice’s work as an art therapist in the Downshire Hospital would include all ages and types of patients 

who had varying degrees of mental illness, as well as those with learning difficulties. During the 

1980s, she initiated art therapy sessions in Crawfordsburn Hospital, arising from Rita’s and Dorothy’s 

work in the geriatric wards of Ards Hospital. She was a joint author (with Rita and Dorothy) of ‘The 

Art of Ageing’ published in Changes: The Psychology and Psychotherapy Journal (1984).  

In 1992, with the support of medical staff and the Occupational Therapy department, art therapy 

was established in the Department of Psychiatry, Lagan Valley Hospital. Throughout these early 

years, her managers encouraged her to continue training in art therapy through attending Rita’s 

regular, intensive courses and also in-service training in England e.g. The Champernowne Trust 

Summer School (1991 and 1993). She referred frequently to the support of her family in making this 

possible. 

In an interview with Alice to mark her retirement in April 1999, she spoke about the development of 

art therapy services during those years: ‘This may sound as if it flowed easily but in fact in those 

years, it was very hard work to establish any group or begin individual treatment in either hospital or 

the community’. (NIGAT Newsletter, Winter 1999). 

Alice never wavered in her commitment to establish the profession, and the ‘hard work’ continues. 

In 1994, Alice graduated as a Master of Medical Science (Psychotherapy) undertaking this demanding 

training in order to explore in greater depth the origins of psychanalytic theory and its application. 

She was clear that the experience of personal therapy was a most important part of her training.  

Alice was State Registered as an art therapist by the Council for the Professions Supplementary to 

Medicine (CPSM) through its grandparenting clause, and thus subsequently statutorily Registered 

with its replacement, the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC). 

As its Co-founder, Alice was a mainstay of NIGAT over very many years, contributing steadily to 

raising the profile of art as a therapy: providing workshops to statutory and voluntary agencies, 

attending meetings of NIGAT’s affiliated organisations (including their AGMs) and providing 

information at Careers Conventions.  

Exhibitions of patients’ work (with their consent) were one aspect of NIGAT’s work to increase public 

awareness, first occurring in 1977 and continuing biennially from 1983 until 2002. In September 

1985, Alice and an art therapist colleague attended the 11th Triennial Congress of the International 

Society for the Study of Art and Psychopathology), held at Goldsmiths College, London. Entitled ‘An 

International Review of the Arts in Therapy’, Alice and her colleague exhibited over 50 artworks at 

this prestigious Congress, created in art therapy sessions by patients from hospitals within the (then) 

Eastern Health and Social Services Board (EHSSB).  

Over the years, Alice held many Officers’ roles: Chair (1985-1993); Assistant Secretary (1994-1996); 

Treasurer (1996-1997). She was later deservedly awarded Honorary Membership! In these varied 

roles, she was instrumental in both organising and presenting at NIGAT’s programme of Day 

Meetings (three times a year) and from 1993, the Group’s first Art Therapy Summer School – now 

approaching its 33rd year. These years also saw the development of informal and productive 

relationships between NIGAT and Arts Therapies colleagues in the South of Ireland which currently 

maintain, and in which Alice remained enthusiastically involved. 

Alice attended every AGM since NIGAT became a Charity in 1986 except 2021 due to Covid, noting 

this with chagrin! 
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She began to assist Rita with her lectures and as the years went on, was asked to give workshops and 

lectures within and to a wide range of agencies e.g. both Universities, Education and Library Boards, 

Nursing and Social Services, as well as in the Community and Voluntary Sector such as Barnardo’s 

and Save the Children Fund. On Rita’s return to London in 1984, these productive relationships were 

maintained with NIGAT continuing as a forum for interested parties to attend Day Meetings and 

eventually the annual Summer School. Here, Rita continued to provide the Keynote address over 9 

years (1993-2001) returning to NI to renew relationships and satisfied that NIGAT was in good and 

experienced hands with Alice’s guidance.  

Rita and Alice’s lifelong friendship continued beyond Rita’s departure, both on a professional and 

personal basis. Archive material demonstrates the continuity of this warm and mutually satisfying 

relationship, not only with Alice but also with her husband, Billy, and both made many enjoyable 

social visits to London. Alice, with colleagues, also availed regularly of Clinical Supervision with Rita in 

her home in London. Rita’s wealth of experience afforded them a rich and thought-provoking 

opportunity – with detailed attention to the art image always a priority, the focus on the client as an 

imperative, and the need for deep self-enquiry on the therapist’s part.  

As Rita’s preparation for her third book continued over the late 1990s, and with her increasing years, 

Alice’s role as Editor involved frequent and regular visits to London. Once again, she appreciated 

Billy’s patient and tolerant support in helping to pursue Rita’s ambition: ‘Self-healing Through Visual 

and Verbal Art Therapy’ was published in 2005. Alice was a core member of a group of NI colleagues 

who travelled to London to celebrate this important event with Rita.  

Over recent years and ongoing, the NIGAT Committee is archiving its extensive material – a task 

made more difficult had it not been for Alice’s insistence to identify and add the relevant year to 

every document. Her attention to detail, and foresight here, has facilitated the Committee’s task: her 

familiar and evocative writing – with its sense of haste! – will forever remain a mark of her 

determination to ensure that this rich material will be ordered and accessible. 

Alice’s enduring commitment and support of NIGAT has been ‘inspirational’ – a term used by many in 

tributes to her family and colleagues on this sad occasion. Personal messages reflect how 

encouraging and supportive she was to those beginning their career and the extent to which she 

gave her time unstintingly, to listen and help. Her warmth, openness and modesty about her 

contribution to the profession over the years is a recurrent theme. Colleagues describe her as ‘a 

beacon of light’ and ‘warm and lovely, so open and welcome’ with ‘never-ending positivity’. 

These tributes indicate how Alice ‘attended’ to her relationships – with care, love, and symbolic 

gestures. Her colleagues also note her interest in ‘style’, her sense of wonder and curiosity, her 

pleasure in colour, and her infectious giggle----. 

Alice and Billy have shown the meaning of inclusivity before the term’s current prevalence, through 

unobtrusive demonstrations of their deeply held values of the right thing to do, connected with their 

inherent care for humanity and the environment. 

Both have generously donated to NIGAT over many years. Billy and the family have willingly agreed 

to Alice’s proposal for an ‘Alice Graham Bursary’ to enable two applicants who meet the criteria to 

attend NIGAT’s annual Art Therapy Summer School. The NIGAT Committee is most grateful.  

When asked in her ‘retirement’ interview (1999) about what should be the main aims and 

preoccupations of the Group, Alice replied: ‘To continue to promote art therapy in an ethical way so 
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that its image is seen as positive and forward-thinking. Also to grow in quality as well as quantity and 

I believe this is happening’.  

The NIGAT Committee extends sincere and heartfelt condolences to Alice’s family on behalf of all 

those whose have known Alice and who have benefitted from her compassionate presence.  
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