PERSON- CENTERED

EXPRESS| VE ARTS THERAPY

BY NATALI E ROGERS
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Expressive arts
therapy usesthe
expressive arts
—movement,
art, music, writ-
ing, sound, and
improvisation—
in a supportive
setting to facilitate growth and healing. It
is a process of discovering ourselves
through any art form that comesfrom an
emotional depth.

Bqrexsive artrefersto using the emo-
tional, intuitive aspectof ourselvesinvari-
ous media.We express inner feelings by
creating outerforms. Itis true, of course,
that talking about our feelingsis also an
important way to express and discover
ourselves, memingfuly. Butinthe thera-
peutic world based on humanistic princi-
ples, the words expressive therapy have
beenreservedfor nonverbal and/or
metaphoric  expression. Humanistic
expressive arts therapy differs from the
analytic or medical model of art therapy,
inwhich art is usedto diagnose and treat
people.

When using art as an expressive mode
for self healing or therapeutic purposes,
we are not concerned about the aesthetics
or craftmanship of the visual art, the
grammar and style of the writing, or the
harmonic flow of the song. Weusethe
arts tolet go, to express, and to release.
Also,wegain insight by studying the sym-
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bolic and metaphoric messages. Our art
speaksbackto usifwetake the timeto let
those messages in. Although interesting
and sometimes dramatic products

emerge, we leave the aesthetics and the
craft to those who wish to pursue the arts
pofesondly.  Of course, some of usget
so involvedin the arts as Hf-expresson

that we later choose to pursue the sills
of a particular art form. Many artist-
therapists shift from focusing on their
therapist livesto their livesas artists. Also
many artists understand the healing
aspects of the creative process and
becomeartist-therapists.

Using the creative process for deep
inner healing has further steps whenwe
work with clients. Expressive arts thera-
pists are aware that involving the mind,
the body, and the emotions brings forth
the client’s intuitive, imaginative abilities
as well as logical, linear thought. Since
emotional states are seldom logical, the
use of imagery and nonverbal modes
alows the client an alternative path for
df-eqpodion and communicion. This
processis a powerful integrative force

Tredtiorelly, psychotherapy is averbal
form of therapy, and the verbal process
will dways be important. However, | find |
can rapidly understand the world of the
client when she expresses herself through
images Color, form, and symbols are lan-
guages that speak from the unconscious
and have particular meaning for each indi-
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vidual. As| listento a client’s explanation
of herimagery, | poignantly see theworld
as she viewsit. Or she may use movement
and gesture to show how she feels. As |

witness her movement, | can understand

her world through empethizing, kinesthet-

icdly.

The client's sdf-knoMedge expandsas
her movement, art, writing, and sound
provide clues for further exploration.
Expressve art becomesa healing process
aswell as a new language that speaksto
both the client and the therapist. These
arts are Potent mediainwhichto disoover,
experience, and accept the unknown
aspects of self. Verbal therapy focuses on
emotional disturbances and inappropriate
behavior. The expressive arts move the
client into the world of emotions and add a
further dimension. By incorporating the
arts in psychotherapythe clientisoffered
apathway for using the free-spirited parts
of herself. Therapy may include joyful,
lively learning on many levels: the senso-
ry, kinesthetic, conceptual,emotional, and
mythic.Clients report that the expressive
arts have helped them go beyond their
problems to envisioning themselves con-
structively taking actionin the world.

The person-centered aspectof expres-
sive arts therapy describes the basic phi-
losophy underlying my work. The person-
centered approach developed by my
father, Carl Rogers, empheszes thethera-
pist’s role as being empathic, open, hon-
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est, congruent, and caringasheor shelis-
tens in depth andfacilitates the growth of
the individual or group. This philosophy
incorporates the belief that eachindividu-
al has worth, dignity, and the capacity for
self-direction. Carl Roger’s philosophy is
based on a trust in an inherent impulse
toward growth in every individua. This
very deep faith in the innate capacity of
each person toreachtoward hisor her full
potential is the foundation for my
approach to expressive arts therapy.
Carl’s research into the psychothera-
peutic process revealed that whena client
felt accepted and understood, healing
occurred. It is arare experience tofeel

"Dancing In My Dreams," oil and acrylic on
canvas.
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accepted and understood whenyou are
feelingfear, rage, grief, or jedousy. Yetit
is this very acogptance and understanding
which heals. Asfriends and therapists, we
frequently think we must have an answer
or give advice. However, a very basic
truth is often overlooked. By genuinely
hearing the depth of the emotional pain
and respecting the individud’s ability to
find her own answer, weare givingher the
greatest gift. Empathy and acceptance
give the individual the opportunity to
empower herself and discover her unique
potential.

I am intrigued with what | call the Cre-
ative Connection—the enhancing inter-
play among movement, art, writing, and
sound. Moving with awareness for exam-
ple, opensusto profound feelings which

can then be expressed in color, line, or
form. When we write immediately after
the movement and art, there is a free
flow—sometimes poetry—that emerges.
The creative connection stimulates self-
exploration. Itislike the unfolding petals
of a lotus blossom on a summer day. In
the warm, accepting environment, the
petals begin to opento reveal the blos
som'’s inner essence. As our feelings are
tapped, they become a resource for fur-
ther self-understanding and aedivity. We
gently allow ourselves to awaken to new
possibilities. With each opening, we may
deepen our experience. Whenwe reach
our inner core, we find our connectionto
al beings. We create to connect to our
inner source andtoreachoutto the world
andtheuniverse.
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Some writers, artists, and musicians
are already aware of the creative connec-
tion. If you are one of those, you may s,
“of course, | always put on music and
dancebefore | paint.” Or, as awriter, you
may go for a long walk before you st at
your desk. Howeve, you are not doneif
your are one of the many in our society
who says, “I'm not creative.” | hope this
article entices you to try new experi-
ences. Y ou will surpriseyourself.

| believe we are al capable of being
profoundly, beautifully creative whether
we use that creativity torelate tofamily or
to paint a picture. The seeds of much of
our creativity comefrom the unconscious
and our feelingsand intuition. The uncon-
scious is our deep well. Most of us have
put a lid over that well. Feelings can be
constructively channeled into creative
ventures: into dance, music, art, or writ-
ing. When our feglings are joyful, the art
form uplifts. When our feelings are vio-
lent or wrathful, we can transform them
into powerful art rather than venting
them on the world. Such art helps us

how to letgo of what| ‘know’—my suc- the Creative Connection. Whenwe move,

cesses, achievements, and knowledge. |
discovered the importance of being able
to begin again.” Another said: “It is much
easier for me to deal with some heavy
emotions through expressive play than
through thinking and talking about it.”

It became apparent thatthe creative
connection process fostered integration.
Itis dearly stated by one client who said,
“I discovered in exploring my feelings
that | could break through inner barri-
erg/structures  that | setfor myself by
moving and dancing the emotions. To
draw that feeling after the movementcon-
tinued the processof unfolding.”

Sincenot all psy-
chologists agree
with the princi-

ples embodiedin
expressive arts
therapy, it seems
important to
- state them clear-
ly as the foundation of this process of

accept that aspectofourselves. Sdf-acogp- healing and discovery:
tance is paramount to compassion for
others.

| discovered per-
sonal hedling for
myself as |
brought together
my interests in
psychotherapy,
art, dancing,
writing, and
music. Person-centered expressive thera-
py wasborn out of my personal integra-
tion of the arts and the philosophy | had
inherited. Through experimentation |
gained insght from my artjournal. | doo-
dled, | et off steam or played with colors
without concern for the outcome.
Becaus= | wasunsure, atfirst, aboutintro-
ducing these methods to clients, | sug-
gested they try itand then asked themfor
feedbadk. They said it was helpful. Their
self-understanding rapidly increased and
the communicationbetween us improved
immensdy. The samewastrue as| intro-
duced movement, sound, and free writing
for odf-eqression Clients and group par-
ticipants reported a sense of "new begin-
nings' and freedom to be. One group
member wrote: “| learned to play again,
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- All people have an innate abilitytobe
aedtive

. The cresetive process is healing. The
expressive product supplies important
messagesto the individual. Howeve, itis
the process of creation thatis profoundly
transformative.

- Personal growth and higher statesof
consciousness are achieved through f-

awareness, self-understanding, and
insight
- Sdf-avareness understanding, and

insght are achieved by delving into our
emations. The fedlings of grief, anger,
pain, fear,joy, and ecstasy are the tunnel
through whichwe must passto get to the
other side—to self-awareness, under-
standing, and wholeness.

.Our feelings and emotions are an
energy source. That energy canbe chan-
neled into the expressive arts to be
rel eased and transformed.

- The expressive arts—movement, art,
writing, sounding, music, meditation, and
imagery—Ilead us into the unconscious.
This often allowsusto express previoudy
unknown facets of ourselves, thus bring-
ingto light new information and aware-
ness.

Al modes interrelate in what | call

it affects how wewrite or paint. Whenwe
write or paint, it affects how we feel and
think. The creative connection is a pro-
cess that brings usto an inner core or
essencewhichis our life enagy.

- A connection exists between our lifee
force—our innercore, or soul—and the
essenceof all beings.

-Therefore, as we journey inward to
discover our essence or wholeness, we
discover our relatedness to the outer
world. The inner and outer become one.

My approachto therapy is also based
on a psychodynamic theory of individual
and group process:

- Personal growth takesplacein a sife,
supportive environment

- A safe, supportive environment is
created by having facilitators (teachers,
therapists, group leaders, parents, col-
leagues) who are genuine, warm, empath-
ic, open, honest, congruent, and caring.

- These qualities can be learned best
by first being experienced.

-A client/therapist, teacher/student,
parent/child, wife/husband, or intimate-
partners relationship canbe a place to
experiencethese qualities.

- Personal integration of the intellectu-
al, emotional, physical, and spiritual
occurs by taking time to reflect, critique,
and evaluate these expaiaces

Our visual artis changedby our move-
ment and body rhythm. Itis aso influ-
enced when we meditate and become
receptive, allowing intuition to be active.
Likewise, our movement can be influ-
enced by our visual art and writing, and
so forth. All ofthe creative processes help
usfind our inner essence or source. And
when we find that inner source, we tap
into the universal energy source, or the
collective unconscious, or the transcen-
dental experience

Natalie Rogers, MA, is founder and co-
director o fThe Person-Centered Expressve
Therapy Indtitute (Box 6518, Santa Rosa,
CA 95406). She isan internationally known
facilitator ~ and has taught in Europe, the
Soviet  Union, Japan, and Latin America.
She isthe author of EmergingWoman.

This article isadapied from the first chap-
ter of her forthcoming book, The Creative
Connection: Expressive Arts as Healing
(Science and Behavior Books).
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