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This book is dedicated to those who are suffering.
Let art be the tool that guides you on the path to recovery.
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INTRODUCTION

The intention of my art therapy practice is to create a safe place for clients
to experience and creatively express their emotions, as well as to cultivate
new opportunities for navigating life. Art has been an outlet for me during
turbulent times, and it has been my first defense when dealing with life’s
challenges. Art is also a part of my daily regimen of keeping my life in
balance. I practice what I preach. My mission is to support others in finding
a way to connect body, mind, and soul through creativity. It’s incredibly
satisfying to help a person realize their true potential and live a life free of
suffering. As a registered, board-certified art therapist (ATR-BC), I run a
private practice that provides these services to all age groups, both in person
and online. My experience with adolescent clients ranges from working
with at-risk youth in crisis shelters and juvenile jails to kids in public
schools. I also have vast experience working with adults who have anxiety,
depression, and trauma. Outside of my private practice, I have also worked
in psychiatric facilities and women’s shelters.

My clinical experience has been using the cognitive-behavioral art
therapy approach to treat depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD). Cognitive-behavioral approaches, including mindfulness
practices and meditation, are also a part of my art therapy method. Art
therapy is a way for clients to visualize what’s going on in their mind and
learn new ways to change their thinking patterns, which can lead to a new
perspective. This book provides creative techniques for dealing with
depression, anxiety, and PTSD. If you are a mental health professional, try
the exercises yourself before doing them with your client. If you are doing
these art exercises independently, give yourself time to reflect by journaling
the discussion questions.

My hope is that this book will provide a springboard for insight, self-
expression, mindfulness, acceptance, and self-compassion. Specifically, the
exercises are designed to provide visual representations of thoughts and
feelings. When people learn that they have control over their thoughts, and
how they choose to feel, it will affect their behavior. Everyone can learn
new ways to respond to situations in their lives. Art therapy isn’t solely for
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people with an artistic disposition. It can also be helpful to those who
consider themselves nonartistic. Anyone open to learning techniques that
foster self-awareness can gain something from the experience.

Those who are new to creating art should focus on the process rather
than the product. To accomplish this, they must let go of critical thoughts
because judging whether artwork is good or bad will stop the creative
process. The act of expression is what is valuable because it provides
insight into emotions and behaviors. Creating art to express emotions can
be truly cathartic and liberating. Everyone should take the time to loosen up
by trying the warm-up exercises I’ve included at the end of chapter 1 .
When an individual is open to looking inward and finding new ways to
cope with life events through creating art without judgment, transformation
happens. The world begins to change. If thoughts of judgment come up, just
witness them and do not respond. They are only thoughts. Keep the
intention clear to use these exercises to heal and to learn new ways to exist
comfortably in the world.
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Part One

The Art of Therapy
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Chapter One

WHAT IS ART THERAPY?

ART THERAPY IS A PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC APPROACH to
treating emotional and behavioral disorders that uses art and psychology
to help improve lives. Through the art-making process, participants can
express their emotions and heal what is causing their anxiety,
depression, or PTSD. Art therapists are master’s-level clinicians trained
to create therapeutic relationships with participants to facilitate
opportunities that will improve cognition, self-awareness, and self-
esteem, and increase coping and social skills. The art therapy exercises
in this book include an array of techniques ranging from making
collages and textiles to drawing, painting, sculpting, writing, and
photography. The exercises relate specifically to treatment goals and
emotional needs.
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THE ORIGINS OF ART THERAPY

Art has always served as a way for humans to communicate. We can trace
its origins to the first cave paintings discovered in Spain that date back
thousands of years. The visual language of art still plays an important role
in our daily lives. We are surrounded by images. Whether we’re walking
down the street and see a crossing signal, or we’re navigating the Internet at
home on the couch, art is everywhere. Art therapy is a helpful tool to make
sense of the world around us.

According to an article titled “Art Therapy” on the GoodTherapy
website, the origins of art therapy were first documented simultaneously in
Europe and the United States in the 20th century. Adrian Hill, a British
artist, author, and art therapist, first coined the phrase “art therapy” in 1942.
In 1938, while Hill was being treated for tuberculosis in a sanatorium, he
realized the therapeutic value of art for the sick. He began working with
other patients at their bedsides and wrote a book called Art Versus Illness ,
which documents his discoveries.

The “Art Therapy” article also outlines additional contributors to the
field. In the United States in early 1900, Margaret Naumburg—an
American psychologist, educator, artist, author, and the so-called “mother
of art therapy”—wrote about her experiences with psychotherapy and art.
She wrote books alongside her contemporaries and sparked a movement to
provide art therapy in schools, which led to the creation of university-level
master’s art therapy programs. Hanna Kwiatkowska, a talented artist who
worked at the National Institute of Mental Health, assisted families in
improving their dynamics through art therapy. Florence Cane, an art
educator, proposed a process-oriented art‑as-therapy approach that focuses
on ego support, identity development, and self-growth improvement. Edith
Kramer advanced the field by establishing the art therapy program at New
York University, where she was also a professor. Elinor Ulman was the
founder of The American Journal of Art Therapy at a time where no other
publication of art therapy existed. Since the first writings about art therapy,
the profession has grown and become widely accepted as an effective
treatment modality found in a variety of settings. Technological advances
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have expanded the profession by creating access to information and
exercises online. Today, we also use technology as a tool for healing.

WHY ART THERAPY?

The goal of art therapy is to use a creative process to gain self-awareness
and self-reflection in order to gain personal insight and develop self-control
over emotions. Artwork is a visual documentation of thoughts and feelings.
These mental images can offer solutions to problems and insights into the
cause of these feelings. These insights provide a starting point for accepting
those feelings and learning how to create new responses to emotions. The
long-term benefits of this process include improved self-esteem, richer self-
empowerment, and the development of skills that can be used in the future
to deal with life’s challenges.

Research in the cognitive-behavioral art therapy (CBAT) field supports
the benefits of art therapy. According to Marcia Rosal in her book Cognitive
Behavioral Art Therapy , evidence-based research proves that the CBAT
approach is the most effective treatment for anxiety, depression, and PTSD.
The goal of CBAT is to teach an individual to adapt to different life
situations by increasing coping skills and by learning how to adapt to the
environment.

Art therapy can also increase self-esteem. Completing a piece of art can
bring feelings of accomplishment, empowerment, and satisfaction to
someone who is suffering from depression. By reflecting on the artwork
created, and following the prompts in this book, insights into the
unconscious mind can be gained.

Discussing the work also increases self-awareness. If someone is
suffering from depression or anxiety, looking at the artwork and discussing
it leads to self-reflection, which improves self-awareness and increases self-
control. Having more control over emotions leads to emotional resilience.
Emotional resilience is the awareness of thoughts and what drives those
thoughts. A person who is emotionally resilient has self-regulation and is
able to cope with stressful situations. Self-regulation is about choosing
constructive ways to manage feelings as they arise, rather than destructive
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ways that often lead to regret. Learning how to take charge of your feelings
leads to healing.

Art therapy can help identify what causes emotional stress and develop
constructive engagement for dealing with it. For example, someone
suffering from PTSD will need to explore the triggers associated with their
trauma. Creating art that recalls one’s memory is a cognitive process.
People suffering from PTSD need to engage with what caused the initial
stress and work through their emotions. By exploring these emotions and
integrating them into their psyche, the person is able to process the life
experience to reconcile their trauma.

Art therapy also increases problem-solving abilities, as some exercises
are designed to have you find alternative ways of handling situations.
According to Rosal, as cognitive skills improve, problem-solving skills also
improve. Rosal found that the creative process also enhances decision
making. Throughout the art-making process you have many opportunities to
make decisions when you choose colors, details, and layout.

Group art therapy is effective because it allows participants to practice
communication as a part of the therapy process, which also increases
socialization. My favorite part of group art therapy sessions is when
individuals discuss the meaning of their work with other group members.
When the participant shares their story, it gives other members an
opportunity to know them on a more personal level. The other members
provide support by listening, giving feedback, and providing suggestions.
The process creates a sense of connectedness and community.

Physical Benefits of Art Therapy

Although art therapy has numerous benefits to mental health, it can have
a positive effect on one’s physiological welfare as well. Stress manifests
itself into our physical bodies every day. Physical symptoms may show
up as headaches, backaches, tight muscles, shoulder pain, nervous
stomach, fatigue, high blood pressure, overeating, or insomnia. Learning
how to identify what is causing stress and how to cope with it will lead to
a healthier lifestyle.

According to a 2016 study by Girija Kaimal, art was shown to have a
positive effect on participants’ stress levels. In this study, participants had
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their stress hormone cortisol measured before they made any art. They
then had their cortisol levels measured again after a 45-minute session of
creating art. A comparison of results showed that 75 percent of the
participants had decreased cortisol levels after the art session. The most
interesting part of this study is that the participants didn’t have any
background or experience in creating art. The process of creating art
helps you physically relieve stress, even when you don’t realize it. In my
practice, I find that most participants enjoy the process, yet have
difficulty making time for it in their everyday lives.

ART AND THERAPY CONNECTION

There are two views of how art therapy can be used in sessions: “art as
therapy” and “art in therapy.” Art as therapy is considered product-oriented
because it’s satisfying to create a piece of art that is aesthetically pleasing.
The act of producing the artwork is an end to itself. The creative process
can foster self-awareness, boost self-esteem, and increase personal growth.
For example, if I create a mug out of clay, the mug will make me feel good
because I created it. Thus, my self-esteem increases.

The intention behind art in therapy is as a vehicle for psychotherapy to
dig deeper into emotions and explore one’s feelings and thoughts. To
continue my mug metaphor: What does the mug represent to me? What
feeling do I want to achieve? How will the mug be used to deal with
anxiety? I can make a cup of tea when anxiety arises. This book will
provide many techniques for art in therapy. Art is a symbolic language that
taps into the unconscious. Process, form, content, and verbal associations
impart understanding about what is happening in an individual’s life. This
approach helps resolve emotional conflicts, develop insight, and teach new
skills that can be used to navigate life.

Art therapy is effective at treating anxiety, depression, and PTSD.
According to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), anxiety is a
feeling that comes up in different areas of life, and often it’s a healthy and
expected result. It becomes a disorder when excessive worry interferes with
relationships, or work, or school performance. CBAT teaches different ways
of responding to anxiety-producing situations.
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The NIMH defines depression as a severe mood disorder that affects
daily activities for at least two weeks. Symptoms include sadness,
irritability, feelings of guilt or worthlessness, appetite changes, difficulty
sleeping (or excessive sleeping), decreased energy or fatigue, and thoughts
of death or suicide. The CBAT approach addresses thought patterns related
to depressive symptoms. Medication management combined with art
therapy has been determined to be the best approach to treatment.

PTSD, as defined by NIMH, is a disorder that some people develop
after experiencing a shocking, scary, or dangerous event. It is natural to feel
afraid during a traumatic situation. The fight-or-flight response is a typical
reaction to protect us from harm. Most people recover naturally, but some
people will continue to feel stressed or frightened when they are no longer
in danger. The CBAT approach addresses the traumatic event through
different media. This enables the individual to process the emotions so the
past event no longer feels overwhelming.

Studies have also shown that when people practice gratitude through
journaling, they feel less burnt out at work, they sleep better, and they heal
faster from health problems. A study from UCLA’s Mindfulness Awareness
Research Center showed that gratitude promotes the function of gray matter
in our brain, which has a positive effect on the central nervous system.

INTERPRETING THERAPY

Interpreting artwork involves understanding all aspects of the art, and it’s
important to be nonjudgmental in the process. Art is subjective, and each of
us comes to it with our own projections. The most important part of
reflecting on art is for the artist to verbalize their associations. For example,
blue may be associated with sadness by one person, but represent a sense of
freedom by another. Please note that professional therapists have extensive
training and diligent clinical skills to provide a safe experience in creating
and processing art. If questions or concerns arise when interpreting art, it is
critical to involve or consult with a trained art therapist.

Whether in a group art therapy environment, or between client and
therapist, an important first step is to ask questions before jumping to
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conclusions. Always ask open-ended questions to avoid projection or giving
personal interpretations to artwork.

Below are examples of open-ended questions to consider. It’s ideal to
document responses for future reference. This can be accomplished by
writing them in a journal or on the back of the art you’ve created.

Questions to consider when reviewing work:

·  How would you describe the image objectively (lines, shapes,
objects, colors used)?

·  What feelings came up as you made the artwork?
·  How would you describe part of the artwork using the word “I”?
·  How do different parts of the artwork communicate with one

another to make a cohesive piece?
·  What do the colors mean to you?
·  What title would you give your art? What is the thought process

behind that title?
·  How does this art relate to your life right now?
·  If your art had a message for you, what would it say?

In addition, there are several visual indicators to consider when
interpreting art. They include:

·  Excessive erasures
·  Use of space
·  Relationship of objects
·  Missing body parts
·  Lack of hands or feet
·  Marks on a body
·  Line quality
·  Lack of color
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