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	Watercolors, Pastels, and Paintbrushes Are Therapeutic Tools
Art therapy aids patient expression

by Carrie R. Burick, MA, AT, and Jane B. McKelvey, MA, AT
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Art brings people together. It inspires hope and creates a bridge of understanding between individuals regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, or age. Art can be used in a therapeutic modality known as art therapy.

Art therapy is a human service and counseling profession that emerged in the 1930s. Art therapy practice is based on the knowledge of human development and psychological theories. It is used to help individuals with expression of feelings, emotional issues, self-awareness, social skills, problem solving, anxiety and stress reduction, self-esteem issues, reality orientation, behavior modification, and personal growth.

Art therapy employs two-dimensional and three-dimensional art media to encourage the creative expression of an individual’s interests, needs, abilities, experiences, concerns, and feelings. The forms created in art therapy are secondary to the process of creating. Unlike our classic conception of “art,” the products created in art therapy are simply expressions from within the individual, providing a voice to be heard and respected. These products could be a ripped piece of paper, a spontaneous scribble, or a detailed watercolor painting. Ultimately, art therapy is about the healing that occurs during the creative process, rather than the art product itself.

Art therapy may be the primary mode of therapy for an individual, or it may be used conjunctively with groups or individuals of all ages. The practice of art therapy is employed in psychiatric settings, schools, hospitals, nursing homes, private practices, homeless shelters, substance abuse centers, residential treatment facilities, crisis centers, and other clinical, educational, and rehabilitative settings.
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The art therapy model is used in the assessment and treatment of individuals with mental illness. It is difficult for some individuals with mental illness to verbally express issues such as stress, anxiety, fear, relief, and hope. Art therapy bridges the gap between thought and feeling. It brings the two together in a nonthreatening way for the client to show individual experiences without primarily using verbal expression. This is a fundamental distinction between art therapy and other counseling modalities. It is important to note that art therapy is not only about making images; processing/discussing the image with the client is essential to help him/her understand feelings and needs.

Some clients with mental illness may not have a safe outlet to express what is going on inside of them. For example, Scott, a client at the Center for Therapy Through the Arts in Cleveland, says, “If I feel frustrated or anxious, the painting helps me show feelings…it makes me feel safe. Art clarifies my feelings.”

For many, medication is a necessary and helpful element of treatment, but the health of a whole human being involves much more than just the brain’s chemical balance. Art therapy is used to promote the health of a person’s spirit by helping to organize thoughts and feelings for both client and therapist to behold and to honor. This experience encourages clients to make healthy choices in their healing process.

The therapeutic relationship is the essential difference between art and art therapy. In this relationship, the art therapist creates a safe and supportive environment in which treatment and healing can take place. Trust is the primary component of this relationship, which encourages the individual to fully express his/her feelings. Another distinction between art and art therapy is the presence of a nonjudgmental witness to the client’s creative expression. The art therapist may challenge, honor, and explore with an individual as he/she works. The art therapist may ask questions of the individual that he/she may not ask of him/herself. The client and therapist work together to understand visual and verbal messages that are presented in the art. The art therapist provides the ideal environment and necessary encouragement for the individual to do the personal work of healing. Says Scott, “This has been an amazing process—it has been a major part of my life. I suffer with anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and depression. It was overwhelming. The art therapy setting feels safe and supportive.”

The following story describes how this safe and supportive environment works for Scott. One day, Scott arrived at the Center for Therapy Through the Arts feeling distraught after having seen his estranged father on the train. He could not seem to focus, and all that he knew was that he needed to be in the art studio at that time because it helped him to cope. After some discussion with an art therapist, it was suggested that he paint a safe place. He painted quickly with vigor and focus. After two hours he produced an image that a number of people commented looked like a castle on a hill (see acrylic on canvas of Scott’s safe place). It was suggested that one would have to go through a forest to get to the castle. Those comments led to a discussion about how accessible his safe place would be. Creating this painting offered him an outlet for his anxiety, a chance to vent frustration about his father, and an opportunity to find a place of peace and acceptance through the support of his peers within a safe art therapy group.
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Another individual, dealing with abuse and mental health issues, used art therapy to gain insight into his past and to connect with his present circumstances. He said, “There are times when I feel anxious, but with the help of the artwork, I feel grounded.” During an art therapy session, the client painted an image and stated that the mixture of colors represents his movement into wellness. He said, “I have learned to use many tools to feel centered and to stay connected. Now, I am able to come downtown, get on the bus, and take care of business. Art therapy has helped me meet some of my personal goals, and I feel safer in the world.”

Art therapy is particularly helpful to individuals who are isolated, apathetic, or withdrawn. The process of art therapy can provide an outlet for an individual’s delusions, hallucinations, or psychosis. The safe and structured environment of art therapy can lessen confusion about one’s identity. In the practice of art therapy, clients are reminded that they are safe and free to be themselves without judgment or criticism.

In March of 2004, art therapy clients working toward mental health were given an opportunity to display artwork in a month-long exhibit at Cuyahoga Community College’s Gallery in Cleveland. More than 200 images were shown from a variety of places that provide art therapy services. One of the goals of this exhibit was to destigmatize those with mental illness. The messages conveyed by the art were of hope, courage, freedom, growth, strength, and determination. The collection of images was composed of visually significant and thought-provoking pieces of work brought together by art therapists to inspire artists and visitors alike.

As stated earlier, art therapy can be found in many settings and benefits all populations. Art therapists are trained in counseling strategies/theories and art techniques by a credentialed graduate program approved by the American Art Therapy Association. For more information about art therapy, please visit www.arttherapy.org, www.buckeyearttherapy.org, and www.therapythruart.org.BHM
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