Art Therapy in Conjunction with Verbal Therapy
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Traditionally, when people think of psychotherapy, they think of verbal or “talk” therapy. During verbal therapy, the client talks and the therapist listens and counsels. This type of therapy can help clients understand their reactions to various situations, face their fears, develop and foster better relationships with others, and gain a new perspective or understanding of their problems.

Some clients however have difficulty talking about their problems. Some are too embarrassed. Some lack adequate language or cognitive skills. Some have endured traumas that constrict their freedom to express themselves openly. Art therapy is a therapeutic intervention that can help overcome these barriers.

Art therapy is often used to explore repressed emotions via various art media such as paint, clay or pastels by creating a visual representation of these emotions. Since art therapy focuses on the visual, it can be of great benefit when clients have difficulty with verbal communication. Art therapy can be used during both the assessment and the treatment stages of therapy. 

Even when clients have difficulty verbalizing their feelings, the artwork often creates a starting point from which to begin addressing their issues. Due to the safe and relatively non-intrusive (and sometimes fun) environment people often find it easy to draw or even just scribble – no skill in art required! For some people, talking about their artwork and the art making process feels less intimidating than talking directly about themselves. However, this open dialogue helps both the therapist and the client gain insight into the client’s inner world. 

Sometimes the artwork is a literal representation of the client’s life and/or issues and concerns. Other times the meaning of the artwork is not so obvious. However, by discussing the art making process and the symbols within the finished product, the meaning behind the artwork for the client becomes clear. 

Part of the “magic” of art therapy lies not only in its ability to bring previously undisclosed issues to the forefront but in its ability to help process those issues. And unlike verbal therapy alone, the artwork provides a visual record of progress that’s been made during the therapeutic progress. Shifts and changes in the client’s life are often reflected in the artwork. 

When blocks to verbal communication are present, introducing art therapy can often facilitate and increase the overall effectiveness of the therapeutic process. 

______________________________________________________________________________
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