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Rice Paper Art Helps Seniors Find Inner Artist
By Anne Marie Mills

Signal Staff Writer

It has been said there is an artist hiding inside each of us, and now, local seniors have a new medium to express their creativity – rice paper art.

“Art is such a healing thing.  It puts you in touch with your soul and you learn so much about yourself,” said artist and instructor Karen Mills, who offers workshops at the Santa Clarita Valley Senior Center.  “This form of art does not need great physical (ability) or good health to be enjoyed.  It engages your mind.  Many seniors have serious health problems and mobility issues.  As a result, their lives become restricted and they are no longer able to do the things that they used to love to do.  Depression, loneliness, giving up or battling with pain can consume their lives.”

Mills was born in Malaysia and adopted by a Chinese family.  Her family moved to Australia when she was 17 years old.  Her education focused on science with little time for the arts; she graduated with a chemistry and computer science undergraduate degree and followed by graduate degrees in the same subjects.

But that all changed when Mills decided to dabble in art work.

“I didn’t realize what being in love meant until I first picked up a Chinese brush and made my first brush stroke on rice paper,” she said.  “Rice paper is light, portable, versatile and inexpensive; I can tear off any size I want depending on my mood.  I love the texture and the crinkly sound it makes between by fingers.  I love its smoothness and fluidity as my brush dances over the rice paper.”
“Like a musical instrument, what you get out of it is a function of mileage.  The more you paint, the better you get.  Talent can only get you so far.”

Mills’ intense interest in this medium led her to devote nearly all her time and energy into becoming an accomplished artist, who sells her work and enjoys helping seniors find their own way to the enlightenment she experiences while painting.

“The paintings of my students on rice paper at the senior center reflect their own journey through life and how that has shoed the person within,” Mills said.  “Seniors have the time, patience, interest and wisdom to enjoy this art form.  They delight in discovering something new and are often surprised with what they are able to create in my workshops.”

Mills said that working with seniors and having friends who are seniors helps her to feel closer to her 92-year old uncle and 86-year-old aunt who reside in Malaysia.

“At a deeper level, I see history and the future in our seniors,” she said.  “I see the person they have become from the choices that they have made through their life.  I see that in their paintings.  Today’s seniors are just so young at heart, and they have lived through so much change.”

Mills feels that she is an example of what happens if inner creativity does not have an outlet to be expressed during childhood, and she feels that seniors who have never painted before experience the same awakening that she did.

“Several of my students who are grandmothers have taught this art form to their granddaughters – and they have spent many happy hours painting together.  Mothers and daughters have also taken my workshops together,” Mills said.  “My friend who is 80 years old painted throughout her whole ordeal with brain cancer and I am positive that kept her strong, her mind active and her recovery fast.”

For more information about Karen Mills, visit www.ricepaperart.com.  The Santa Clarita Valley Senior Center is located at 29000 Market Street, New hall.  For more information call 259-9444.
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(Above)  Mills looks at student Anne Dinsdale’s rice paper painting.

(Left) An art student at the Santa Clarita Valley Senior Center dips her brush into ink while working on a rice paper painting.  The student is taking a class taught by artist Karen Mills. 

(Below)  Mills demonstrates to a class of students how to create flowers with ink on rice paper.
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