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INTRODUCTION
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Pablo Picasso said, “Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once we grow up.” In our fast-paced modern life that question has grown increasingly important. Most of us can’t afford a two-week vacation in a luxury hotel on a private island whenever things get a little stressful. We can, however, pick up a coloring book and enter a world of imagination and calm.

It is clear that adult coloring has become an active interest for millions of adults. I began to wonder, “What is the psychological reason so many of us find peace, enjoyment, and hope when coloring?” My goal is to look deeply at why we feel such a connection to this creative outlet.

In my own life, I use coloring and art as tools. This week, my children were filled with energy, and I had a work problem that felt very frustrating. I started to examine the different options to handle my anger and thoughts. I chose to take my kids into my garage and engage in art. My seven-year-old daughter, Tyler, began sculpting with the Crayola clay I bought her at Toys R Us. My son is only two, but he began scribbling with a marker on a large piece of paper. I took my adult coloring book and began to fill it in. As I was doing this, a sense of calm overtook my brain. The fears and problems on my mind began to dissipate. I was letting go of the issues and allowing myself to heal through coloring.

This is not the first time I have used art as a tool to help make a positive difference. I was about twenty-five when I entered school at Adelphi University in Garden City, New York. I was working towards a Master’s Degree in Social Work. As part of my training, we had an internship to practice our therapeutic techniques. I was placed to work at a psychiatric hospital in Amityville, New York. I arrived at the dilapidated hospital to find a group of mostly inner-city youth as my patients. I could sense right away that they didn’t like therapists and opening up about their emotions.

During our work, they eventually shared their sad experiences: Losing a dad to suicide when he jumped off a building; having parents arrested for drug dealing; seeing their moms shoot up heroin and die; being sexually abused; and the constant struggle of being in the foster care system. This meant that by age twelve, some had lived in as many as ten homes. They talked about foster siblings bullying them, having parents throw them out, and sometimes feeling unloved. I felt that these children had faced more challenges than any young person should experience. Art, in all its many forms, helped them open up.

I found that this group touched my life. When I graduated, I made it my mission to spread this work and message. I ended up creating a documentary, Rap Therapy (2013), with The Salvation Army. They are the largest organization overseeing foster children in New York State. We worked over six weeks to help a group of teenagers use art and music as therapy. I also interviewed many notables from 50 Cent and Russell Simmons to Tom Cruise to talk about how rap and art can be a powerful form of therapy for the youth.

I have written several books about mental health addressing a range of topics: bipolar disorder, depression, addiction, and parenting. In this book I want to take the coloring fascination and shine a bright light on why it is helping so many of us. I know these last few years have been financially and emotionally difficult for many of us. I think I am not alone in searching for tools to alleviate the real pressure and stress many of us face.

I believe that coloring and art represent a valuable part of our lives. I want this book to share how we can use adult coloring as a tool to face our problems and ease our anxiety. When you are trying to cope with hard times, having access to a healthy outlet is vital. You may be living with fears about financial, emotional, or relationship issues. I hope this book will provide a better understanding of why we are so connected to coloring. You are never too old to release your inner child. Finding a creative way to express your emotions may lead to a healthier way of looking at the world.
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Chapter 1
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The History of Coloring

Many of us enjoy using Crayola crayons for our children and in our own coloring. Although there is no confirmed date about the origin of crayons, some sources suggest 1644 marks the earliest use of the word “crayon.” The definition means “coming from chalk” and the Latin word creta which means “earth.”

There are many examples of some of our greatest artists using crayons in their work. The artist Francois Clouet lived in the 1500s and used crayons in his early art. It is believed that he caught the attention of Henry V, and ended up becoming a painter for the royalty of that day. In modern times, countless numbers of our greatest artists also used crayons. In 1972, Pablo Picasso used crayons and pencils to create a late work titled Self Portrait Facing Death. The Scream, by Edvard Munch, depicts a figure that is in agony along with beautiful colors in the background. A pastel version of this 1895 painting sold at an auction in London in 2002 for 119.9 million dollars.

Many of us grew up using Crayola Crayons. Crayola is the popular brand name most of us know best. The famous name Crayola was coined by Mrs. Edwin Binney. Alice Binney put together the French word “craie,” meaning “stick of chalk” and “ola” from the word “oleaginous,” meaning “oily.” This simple idea became a lasting legacy. The Crayola brand has been around over one hundred years and the company has sold billions of these crayons.

Other tools used in adult coloring include colored pencils, markers, and paint. Coloring has benefited artists, children and creative works for many years. The coloring book has long been a creative staple for many of us. It is believed that the idea of using a coloring book was first discussed by British artist Joshua Reynolds in a series of lectures. Swiss teacher Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and one of his students, Friedrich Frobel, both believed art instruction helped children learn.

“Drawn to Art: Art Education and the American Experience,” a booklet published by the Huntington Library (2003), outlines the history of these concepts. According to the author, Diane Korzenkik, educators and social reformers of the nineteenth century believed art was an important way to help educate. They used different types of art to help improve the workforce. “Art also provided students with a medium for spiritual enrichment and the understanding of self,” says Cathy Cherbosque, curator of historical prints and ephemera at the Huntington Library and curator of an exhibition on this subject: “Over the course of the twentieth century, educators increasingly promoted the notion that children learn to see their artistic creations as reflections of self. Art-making provided opportunities to relate that self to other individuals and cultures.”

John McLoughlin was born in 1827 and began working on coloring books with his brother Edmund. In the 1880s, working with Kate Greenaway, the McLoughlins produced The Little Folks’ Painting. Credited as the inventors of the first coloring book, John and Edmund started a company called McLoughlin Bros., a New York publishing firm. The company created many titles, including children’s books and board games, eventually becoming part of The Milton Bradley Company.

Many important figures have used coloring or drawing to help their lives, even American presidents. An article in The Atlantic from September 2006, titled “All The Presidents’ Doodles,” shares that many presidents would draw in the White House. Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower, John Kennedy, and George Bush are just some of these Oval Office artists. There are even reports of Dwight Eisenhower drawing or doodling during cabinet meetings.

Not surprisingly, many celebrities and historical figures have been drawn to creating art. Michael Jackson, Paul McCartney, Frank Sinatra, Marlon Brando, Anthony Quinn, Tony Bennett, Bob Dylan, Prince Charles, and even Sylvester Stallone are just some of the many well-known celebrities who seek inner peace and refuge from the outside world through art and coloring. Albert Einstein famously stated, “The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of true art and true science.” I think he knew that expressing our creative abilities could lead to a happier existence.

The idea of creating art has been around for centuries. There is consensus that workmanship with artistic elements existed 40,000 years ago, but debate persists about the first use of art. Most evidence suggests that 500,000 years ago simple art was made by Homo erectus.

Is this one of the reasons adult coloring feels so valuable? Do we have a prehistoric disposition toward using our minds to create projects? Is it possible that the therapeutic value in creating has allowed coloring to be a modern phenomenon? In a society so consumed by computers and technology, it is strange that simple books we color in have captured our attention and redirected our energy.
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Why Is Art Therapy?

The term “art therapy” was coined in 1942 by the artist Adrian Hill. Adrian was in a sanitarium for an illness when he discovered the value in drawing and painting. He said in his book, Art Versus Illness, that


Isolation from the community, no doubt, evokes a more contemplative attitude towards life, and while the patient’s animal ego is quiescent, the spiritual of subliminal essence, hitherto cramped by a humdrum environment, is allowed free play in producing works of considerable imagination, both of an idealistic and necrotic nature.



Hill would go on to spend much of his energy spreading ideas about art as therapy, eventually becoming President of the British Association of Art Therapists.

There have been many who have found support by creating art. I remember living in Manhattan across the street from the Ronald McDonald House Charity. It was so sad to see children ages four and younger battling severe cancers. I would watch them and their parents walking through my neighborhood for treatment at the Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. Studies have shown that medicine combined with creative outlets, such as art therapy, can have a can have a powerful, beneficial impact on cancer patients.

The article “Effects of Creative Arts Therapies of Psychological Symptoms and Quality of Life in Patients With Cancer” was published in JAMA Internal Medicine in May of 2013. The researchers found that “Creative arts therapies (CATs) can reduce anxiety, depression, pain, and fatigue and increase quality of life (QOL) in patients with cancer.”

There are many other examples of art therapy helping those who face pain. There is a belief that those in treatment for addiction may benefit from art therapy. The study “Breaking Through: Incident Drawings with Adolescent Substance Abusers,” revealed that:


The initial aim of treatment is to break through the denial of the adolescent. This breakthrough may be facilitated through the use of drawings in a group to access emotions that may have been intellectualized. The goal is to get the patients to deal with a sufficient number of incidents in order to gain insight into their disease. The content of these drawings often includes themes of destruction, loss, shame, and guilt. As recovery continues, incident drawings are used to focus on the development issues of adolescence, as well as feelings that may have been masked by Chemicals.



Even though art therapy is a relatively new type of treatment, it has already made a great contribution in helping patients. I have found in my own life that creating art, writing, drawing, coloring, and rapping have helped me deal with my emotions. I remember my first psychiatric hospitalization at age fifteen. During that time, I was very depressed about my circumstances. We would sometimes create art in the hospital, and all of the patients looked forward to the activity. It helped us open up and express the severe pain we were facing.

Part of human nature is expressing ourselves. We have a need and desire to open up about what we feel. This may be why creating, listening, and looking at art is both therapeutic and important for our lives.

Walt Disney said, “Of all our inventions for mass communication, pictures still speak the most universally understood language.” This may be why, even 40,000 years ago, our ancestors were drawing in caves. The pictures we see, draw, and create move us in some undefined manner. Disney also said, “You can design and create, and build the most wonderful place in the world. But it takes people to make the dream a reality.” This is why, when placed with a group of peers, drawing and creating may help those in a psychiatric hospital to make progress. Even if severely ill, being with others and using their artistic nature can soothe and support positive growth.

I believe that all of us can use art as therapy. It may mean finding what type of creation feels best for you. There are some who have such artistic ability that they can draw landscapes, the human form, and a vast number of items. There are others who have less artistic ability yet still have a desire to create. This may mean coloring, doodling, using clay, or finding a medium that feels fun.

The American Art Therapy Association is an “organization of professionals dedicated to the belief that making art is healing and life enhancing.” On their website they note:


Art therapy is an integrative mental health profession that combines knowledge and understanding of human development and psychological theories and techniques with visual arts and the creative process to provide a unique approach for helping clients improve psychological health, cognitive abilities, and sensory-motor functions. Art therapists use art media, and often the verbal processing of produced imagery, to help people resolve conflicts and problems, develop interpersonal skills, manage behavior, reduce stress, increase self-esteem and self-awareness, and achieve insight.



If you want to learn about art therapy or becoming an art therapist, please see arttherapy.org. The American Art Therapy Association is a fabulous group dedicated to helping advance art as therapy. Naturally, most people casually coloring are not about to embark on a career change and go into art therapy, but perhaps just knowing how the simple act of coloring can offer so many positive results is enough. And for those who do find the prospect of expanding their hobby into something more, it may be one of the best careers for someone with both a creative nature and a gift for helping those with emotional issues.

Art as therapy will continue to be a growing field. I have no doubt that many future generations will learn about the healing powers of harnessing our creativity. It is possible that many physical ailments may benefit from the use of these therapeutic tools, too. I hope there may be a time when all hospitals, schools, and treatment centers will use art therapy.

[image: image]


Chapter 3

[image: image]

Right Brain Coloring


“There probably is no more important quest in all science than the attempt to understand those very particular events in evolution by which brains worked out that special trick that has enabled them to add to the cosmic scheme of things: color, sound, pain, pleasure, and all the other facets of mental experience.”

––Roger Wolcott Sperry



We know how powerful our brains are, yet the science of our minds is relatively new. Roger Sperry won a Nobel Prize for his work on split brains. In an article by Norman H. Horowitz on the Nobel Prize official website, Horowitz notes that “Sperry and his students showed that if the two hemispheres of the brain are separated by severing the corpus callosum (the large band of fibers that connects them), the transfer of information between the hemispheres ceases, and the coexistence in the same individual of two functionally different brains can be demonstrated. The findings contradicted the generally held view—again based on misinterpretation of evidence—that sectioning of the corpus callosum produced no definite behavioral effects. The probable explanation is that the two hemispheres, although separated from one another, are usually in agreement, so that no obvious conflict results. By means of ingenious tests, however, Sperry and his group showed that definite behavioral phenomena can be demonstrated following the brain-splitting operation.”

Sperry began his work with monkeys and cats. It eventually expanded to human patients who had surgically separated hemispheres. The goal was to help control intractable epilepsy. This group of patients allowed him to show there is a conscious mind within each hemisphere. The right hemisphere is mute and capable of basic addition is superior in reading maps or recognizing faces. The left hemisphere deals with speech and is dominant in arithmetic, analysis and spoken language. Before these patients were studied there was a doubt if the right hemisphere was conscious. By devising experiments to communicate with the right hemisphere Sperry’s work to quote him: “indeed a conscious system in its own right, perceiving, thinking, remembering, reasoning, willing, and emoting, all at a characteristically human level, and … both the left and the right hemisphere may be conscious simultaneously in different, even in mutually conflicting, mental experiences that run along in parallel.”

It would be easy to say that our right brain controls creative use and the left brain is focused on analytical and verbal thoughts. There is a debate among scientists that study these types of brain science. In popular culture, there is talk of some of us being more right-brained and having greater creative abilities, but some in the research community have their doubts. A popular article in The Guardian, written by Amy Novotney, is titled “Despite what you’ve been told, you aren’t left brained or right brained.” Amy writes,


In a new two-year study published in the journal Plos One, University of Utah neuroscientists scanned the brains of more than 1,000 people, ages 7 to 29, while they were lying quietly or reading, measuring their functional lateralization—the specific mental processes taking place on each side of the brain. They broke the brain into 7,000 regions, and while they did uncover patterns for why a brain connection might be strongly left- or right-lateralized, they found no evidence that the study participants had a stronger left- or right-sided brain network.



Her article also observes that some studies show that left brain and right brain are not perfectly accurate. She shares the results of the study “Exploring the neural correlates of visual creativity” by Liza Aziz-Zadeh, Sook-Lei Liew, and Francesco Dandekar. They found that,


Although creativity has been called the most important of all human resources, its neural basis is still unclear. In the current study, we used fMRI to measure neural activity in participants solving a visuospatial creativity problem that involves divergent thinking and has been considered a canonical right hemisphere task. As hypothesized, both the visual creativity task and the control task as compared to rest activated a variety of areas including the posterior parietal cortex bilaterally and motor regions, which are known to be involved in visuospatial rotation of objects. However, directly comparing the two tasks indicated that the creative task more strongly activated left hemisphere regions including the posterior parietal cortex, the premotor cortex, dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC) and the medial PFC. These results demonstrate that even in a task that is specialized to the right hemisphere, robust parallel activity in the left hemisphere supports creative processing.
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