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Praise for

HEALING WITH THE ARTS



“Healing with the Arts lays out a program of transformation through the union of creative and healing forces. This inner alchemy is a pure spiritual practice and this book is a map toward a healthy life you love.”

—Alex Grey and Allyson Grey, artists, cofounders of Chapel of Sacred Mirrors, and coauthors of Net of Being

“Healing with the Arts is an exceptional guide to the power of art in deep intentional healing. Michael Samuels and Mary Rockwood Lane are leaders in the field. I recommend their book strongly.”

—Michael Lerner, president of Commonweal

“This twelve-week program uses art to heal; it is based on two simple premises: art is the most powerful healing force we know; and everyone of us has both an inner artist and an inner healer. Read this book and discover for yourself the simple but profound truths it contains.”

—John Graham-Pole, MD, MRCP-UK, emeritus professor, University of Florida College of Medicine cofounder of Arts in Medicine, Shands Hospital

“Every day I bear witness to the creativity that lies within each and every person. Healing with the Arts offers the possibility of transformation through one’s own self-process.”

—Cynthia D. Perlis, director of Art for Recovery UCSF Helen Diller Family Comprehensive Cancer Center

“Healing with the Arts is a guidebook for everyone, not just artists, or patients in the healthcare setting.”

—Cathy DeWitt, national consultant for the Society for the Arts in Healthcare

“Through the elegance, depth, and insight of Mary and Michael’s writings, the reader is guided through a process that can help them unlock their most inner truth, the one that can ultimately set us free, free to be ourselves and to be fulfilled once again.

—Robert Browning, healthcare director for HeartMath
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I dedicate this book to Danielle Ory for her love and support in my life.

Michael

I dedicate this to book to Jean Watson for our friendship and for the inspiration of her human caring theory, my foundation for art and healing.

Mary

Together, we both dedicate this book to the reader, to the artist and healer you are.

May you open your heart and experience the beauty of art and healing.
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FOREWORD

This book brings art and healing to life in ways that are unique and purposeful for anyone and everyone. Michael Samuels, MD, and Mary Rockwood Lane, PhD, RN, use their world-class experiences and expertise to create and implement revolutionary medical arts programs in the United States. Using their own personal and professional experiences, they bring forth healing with the arts as a twelve-week program for you, the reader, and us and our community, wherever we may find ourselves.

The exercises in this book entice us into new space, meaning, and dimensions that touch on the holy, the sacred, as they guide the reader into deep inner territory. We rediscover light and dark parts of our being and become whole, holy, and healed.

How do they do this? They teach us to be our own best artist, expressing the artistry of shared humanity and uncovering our human spirit, the source of creativity. We reconsider the meaning of art—that is, art as anything that brings creativity, beauty, love, and light into our life. Anything that invites more light into the inner darkness associated with vast vicissitudes of all our human existence, of all our human frailties and detours from Source and spirit, using art to bring us home to the sacred heart, the very source of divine Love. Healing with the Arts transcends the usual approach to healing and to art. It is a culmination of the authors’ life works and personal practices. Michael and Mary search for the source of spirit, using their creative existence to come closer to the sacred. These practices transcend “sense” and mainstream mind-sets. The authors use self as instruments for the artist’s way. We become sojourners on their path into deeper healing and awakening of the soul. They embrace the freedom and emancipation of the human spirit, uninhibited on the journey to oneness.

Through the authors’ poetic, visual, and lyrical approach to life processes, you can heal yourself. You can transcend old patterns, find your inner essence, and journey forward to fulfill your life’s work, purpose, and destiny.

Michael and Mary share their own healing journeys through art: Mary painted her way through depression, and Michael healed a patient’s arthritic pain via illustration. I, too, have experienced the inner journey of healing through art. It allowed me to discover my inner being that transcended a traumatic accident and helped me overcome the unbearable loss of my eye, compounded by losing my husband to suicide.

I have heard that in order to heal, one has to undergo an altered state of consciousness. Art offers that, for it provides an avenue into a higher vibrational energetic field of consciousness, helping us to tap into other realities. In my personal journey, I experienced an altered state of consciousness through a deep contemplative state. By practicing inner and outer silence, I experienced a mystical awakening to the sacred. I felt the oneness of Love to the extent that I heard inner voices asking me questions, leading me to write a collection of psalms. Writing psalms allowed me to unleash the flow of horror and fear and praise that otherwise could not be expressed in polite company. Through my connection with the divine within, the loss of my eye resulted in my discovery of the loss of my “I,” my “self,” my ego, self-identity, my usual state of being, I entered into an altered state of consciousness and experienced an inner awakening to Cosmic Love, to Source for survival and ultimate surrender.

As we venture into our inner world, we capture the artist inside us. When this occurs, we awaken to healing the “hole,” an empty space within controlled by the ego and the outer world of fear. Through this book, we enter the mystical unknown, a world of altered states, ritual, and ceremony. We hear within and without through words and psalms or through imagery, music, and movement. We explore sacred processes to find our self. Through the joyous wonder of our inner artist, we heal our self. This book teaches us to transcend medicine and our life’s struggles, sufferings, and adventures on the physical plane. Paradoxically, we discover that embodying and grounding the inner artist is the ultimate source for healing our humanity.

—Jean Watson,

PhD, RN, AHN-BC, FAAN, author of Human Caring Science
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PREFACE

Healing with arts is a powerful medicine—the most powerful that we know of to heal the whole person on physical, vital, mental, emotional, psychic, and spiritual levels. That’s a big statement coming from a physician and a nurse who have worked in healthcare for most of our lives. We wrote this book because healing with arts has changed our lives and the lives of thousands of people we have had the honor to work with and teach during our sixty combined years in the Arts in Medicine field.

When we say “art” we mean visual arts (painting, drawing, photography, film, sculpture), literary arts (journaling, poetry, creative writing, theater), music (listening, playing instruments, making playlists, chanting, toning, bells, drum circles), and dance (dancing, yoga, ceremony, choreographed ritual). Arts like cooking, gardening, and decorating your house—anything that brings creativity and beauty into your life—are also included.

When we say “healing” we mean working with physical illness, mental illness, infertility, emotional problems, life crises, grief, trauma, personal growth, family relationships, work problems, and spiritual growth—anything that needs to be healed in your life. Healing does not always mean curing, but it can mean greatly improving your life, getting better in the broadest possible way to include your whole life.

When you put art and healing together, you get an innovative way of healing that gives you the ability to journey inward into the place of creativity. This is a mind-body state that heals on a deep physiological level.

All over the world, people are healing themselves, others, their communities, and the earth with the arts. This includes women in the Middle East painting to heal their spirits, survivors of sexual abuse, trauma, or rape dancing in the United States, veterans with post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) painting to heal the wounds of war in Washington, DC, one woman writing and singing a song for her sick baby, and another in the Philippines painting to heal the suffering of her indigenous culture. Healing happens everywhere, from music concerts to heal the community in Newtown, Connecticut, to children with cancer dancing in hospital art and medicine programs, to women painting to heal breast cancer in San Francisco. In the next twelve weeks, we want to show you how to use art as a vehicle for healing in your own life.

Our program is different from other methods of healing or changing your life. It does not involve psychology, psychotherapy, theory, diagnosis, or treatment. It does not even involve judgment or criticism. It does not require a trained therapist, guru, or leader (although you can do the program with a therapist if you wish). You do not need to believe in any particular paradigm, religious dogma, or spiritual belief. You simply need to make art to heal, using your own innate creativity to take you inward on a personal healing journey. We have found that creativity implemented in this way is the ideal vehicle for life transformation, change, and healing, as it makes the deep healing process simple and accessible to everyone. In our art and healing method, you are the artist-healer; you learn how to do the process yourself.

The process is simple and natural. Using the imagination, we bring light to the darkness of what is blocking us or needs to be healed in our life. We see images that we can extract and bring into the light of day in the form of art that speaks from the soul. The creative process, in turn, affects our immune system, blood flow, and attitude and helps us heal. In this way, healing with art adds a new dimension to allopathic medicine, such as drugs and surgery. Art adds creativity, spirituality, love, and soul—vital elements in the health of an individual.

We know this because art has deeply healed both of us in a way that profoundly changed who we were. For Mary, it was healing her severe depression with painting. For Michael, it was working with a patient who used painting to help heal her arthritis and chronic pain. After our respective personal experiences of creating life-changing art, we each became deeply involved in the creation of the field of Arts in Medicine. Mary cofounded Shands Arts in Medicine with Dr. John Graham-Pole in Gainesville, Florida. Michael cofounded Art as a Healing Force with his sister, Linda Samuels, in Bolinas, California.

The Dawn of Arts in Medicine

It was the early 1990s. The modern Arts in Medicine movement was gaining momentum in the United States, with hospital programs at medical centers at University of Florida, Duke University, University of Michigan, and University of Washington. These programs began by putting art on hospital walls to uplift and change the environment to a healing space, and they soon progressed. Art was brought into the interior design of hospitals, further integrating art—shapes, shades, textures, and sounds—into hospital spaces to intentionally promote healing.

The next step was the awareness that creativity could heal patients directly. This resulted in an artists-at-the-bedside initiative. Shands Arts was one of the first programs of this kind. Mary, a registered nurse, partnered with Dr. Graham-Pole, a pediatric oncologist at Shands Hospital, to start an artist-in-residence program in which artists could bring their art into the hospital in creative and innovative ways. The idea was to create opportunities for patients to integrate the arts into their lives and hardships and become involved in their own creativity, thereby finding their lights within and healing themselves. The basic assumption was that

Everyone is an artist; everyone is a healer.

With a small grant from the Children’s Miracle Network, they bought art supplies and set up a studio space in Dr. Graham-Pole’s bone marrow transplant ward where artists could meet. The first artist-in-residence was Mary’s best friend, Lee Ann Stacpoole, who had helped Mary paint in her time of need when she was ill. The second artist-in-residence was Mary Lisa Katakis, a painter who also was a T-shirt artist. Then more and more artists were added.

There were endless opportunities for artists to stretch their creative talents at Shands. They could perform in the atrium, work with patients in a unit, make puppets, or implement a long-term hospital-wide art project. The most essential components involved being willing to spontaneously harness their soul’s creative energy for any situation, keeping people focused on their own creativity, and seeing them and honoring them as a person, letting artist-patients articulate their own vision and dream. We found that when you believed in the artists, they believed both in themselves and in the inherent creativity of the patients and staff.

That is how Shands Arts in Medicine program was born at the University of Florida. The program currently consists of sixteen paid artists-in-residence whose work appears in five buildings of the hospital. There are musicians, visual artists, dancers, and storytellers, as well as visiting artists who play music, dance, draw and sculpt, write poetry, tell stories, and dress up as clowns. The artists give life and vibrancy to the hospital halls, drawing more people toward creativity’s transformational power.

What began with volunteers has become an internationally known program, a leader in the field of arts in healthcare. Arts in Medicine humanizes the hospital and allows new healing energy and beauty to come into spaces that can be very clinical. As a result, many new programs have been created using the Shands Arts in Medicine model.

    Click here for an excerpt from the film Color My World, produced and directed by James Babanikos in association with WUFT-TV. This moving video shows the Shands Arts in Medicine program at the University of Florida.

In 1991, as Mary was getting Shands Arts in Medicine off the ground and leaders of other growing Arts in Medicine programs established Society for the Arts in Healthcare in Washington, DC (now called Global Alliance for Arts and Health). The Society was a network of hundreds of professionals, students, and organizations in the arts, humanities, and medicine. The Society’s mission was to explore what art and healing could mean to a hospital and its community. One of the first nonprofits involved in art and healing was Michael’s organization, Art as a Healing Force, which he cofounded with his sister, an artist and museum curator, in 1989.

Art as a Healing Force was inspired by Michael’s profound experience on the summit of Mount Tamalpais with visiting sculptor-healer James Surls, a Texas artist who carved spirits into his woodwork. James collected eucalyptus saplings about two inches in width and more than ten feet tall to hold a kaleidoscope of multicolored prayer flags. At the top of Tamalpais, Michael and James held on to the poles and ran down the grassy hill like soaring eagles with tree-trunk wings and colored-fabric feathers. During this run, Michael had a vision of two figures making love in free fall. They were Art and Healing, lovers combining into one. In that moment, he knew that he had to devote his life to helping make art and healing one.

Through a grant from the Rockefeller Family Fund, Michael and his sister started Art as a Healing Force. The nonprofit devoted itself to exploring how art and healing are one. They networked hospital programs, made exhibitions of healing art, and sponsored patient-care art projects with artists. They also created a slide library of thousands of artists who shared personal stories of how art had healed them, their communities, and the earth, which became the driving mission of the organization. (The library is accessible on the Arts and Healing Network’s website, artheals.org.)

Art as a Healing Force worked with patients and hosted exhibitions; its annual conference at Commonweal in Bolinas, California, brought together artists, hospital program directors, philanthropists, and university professors who all examined the idea of art as a way of healing. The original participants in Art as a Healing Force conferences include many artist-healers you will meet in this book, including Vijali Hamilton, a stone sculptor who founded the World Wheel Project; Alex Grey, a visionary artist who the founded Chapel of Sacred Mirrors (CoSM); and Christiane Corbat, a visual artist who worked with women with breast cancer.
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More than two decades have passed since cofounding our respective programs. Today the Creative Healing field vibrates with life as a powerful force in healthcare. As the field has expanded, many more studies have been launched and hospital programs have been established. Today more than half of the major medical centers and large hospitals in the United States, as well as outpatient programs, schools, and retirement homes, have an Arts in Medicine program where patients can make art to heal.

Artists work in hospitals, programs for veterans, and community centers to heal the elderly, children, people coping with poverty, and people living with AIDS. The art-healing philosophy is taken into consideration in new and exciting ways during the development of new hospitals, where music, theater, and other arts are integrated into patient care, and visitors, families, and caregivers are also taken into consideration.

Society for the Arts in Healthcare now holds an annual conference that hundreds of artist-healers and program directors attend. Not only are there Arts in Medicine programs in most large medical centers in the United States but many programs also exist all over the world. One artist-healer works to heal people affected by the devastation of tsunamis in Japan. Others concentrate on bringing together war-torn communities; in the Middle East, an artist named JR shared on his huge Face 2 Face project to bring the Israeli and Palestinian sides together. There are massive worldwide art-healing events and movements, such as Eve Ensler’s One Billion Rising and the United Nations’ “One Woman” song. There is also an emerging field of environmental art that works to heal all kinds of ecosystems, from rivers and meadows to old parking lots and cityscapes, like the work of Betsy Damon, who makes art environments in China to heal water. Each day the field of Arts in Medicine grows and becomes more exciting.

This diversity of so many touching stories is a true testament to the power of art, which crosses all cultural and language barriers. We have each been witness to countless moments in which people’s spirits became illuminated and were healed through the Arts in Medicine hospital programs we helped develop. We’d like to share one of these stories with you—the first of many. It’s about a mother’s love for her daughter and the way dancing brought them together. It is proof that art heals, that creativity applied to healthcare can help people of all types find the wholeness they’re looking for.

Maria’s Story: Dancing with Angels

I am sitting on the edge of Maria’s bed. We have been in the hospital off and on for many months; it feels like many years. She is so beautiful when she sleeps. I listen to her breath, her body so tiny and fragile. She gets a little smaller each day. She’s my baby, and I love her more than anything.

It’s been such a long and painful journey. Last year she was diagnosed with leukemia. She had all the chemotherapy, weeks and weeks of radiation, and finally a bone marrow transplant. She rallied and was clear. It was a celebration.

During those hospitalizations, Arts in Medicine played a wonderful part in her treatment. Jill, the dancer, would come in every day. She would throw ribbons around the room and dance, waving her beautiful colored scarves. Maria loved it so much. She would giggle and move and flow with the music. She always waited for the dancer to come back.

Mary Lisa, the painter, made Maria a T-shirt with her favorite kitten on it. Maria was so proud of that shirt that she wouldn’t take it off for three days. We made a hat for her bald head that matched her T-shirt.

A musician visited to play Maria’s favorite songs, “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and “Itsy Bitsy Spider.” At the times when Maria was sickest from chemotherapy, the musician would come in and just sit on the edge of her bed and sing to her.

One day she was so sick she couldn’t do anything, and the next she was better. It was a really bumpy ride. She slept more and more each day. After a long hospital stay, we went home; we went back to the cancer clinic for a follow-up. Before the doctor even came into the room, Maria looked at me with her beautiful brown saucer eyes and a sweet smile. Her hair was sparse, just growing back. She said, “Mommy, the bad cells are back.” My heart sank. I knew it was over. The tests confirmed it. We thought we had made it to the other side. Now it was just a matter of time.

Back in hospital room, I just sat there. It was the last hospitalization, and no one came. The nurses couldn’t look into Maria’s eyes. Conversations with the residents were short. Her father stared out the window and would not talk.

The next day, there was a gentle tap on the door. It was Jill the dancer. She asked, “Is she up for dancing?”

Maria’s eyes were closed, but just then she opened them and said, “Oh, yes. Yes, I want to dance.” At that moment, life returned to her body.

The dancer gently lifted Maria off the bed and onto her feet, and the two started dancing together. Maria twirled and giggled, floating on the music, the silk scarves waving around her head. It was so beautiful watching my precious little girl dance. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I can still hear the soft giggles that floated around the room that day. I will hold on to that precious moment in my heart for the rest of my life.

As she danced, Maria did a perfect little twirl. Then she paused and said, “Mommy, don’t worry about me. I am going to heaven and I will be dancing with the angels.” She did a curtsy and another twirl. Tears fell from the dancer’s eyes. Maria stood there as the most beautiful little dancer on earth.

She climbed back into the bed, and I tucked the sheets around her. She was so happy and content. I thanked Jill for dancing. Maria passed shortly after.

We can see in Maria’s story how important Arts in Medicine can be during a hospital stay; it changes everything. A beloved daughter becomes a beautiful dancer in an impossibly difficult time. The mother’s final memory of her child is as an angel; what this contributed to her grieving process is beyond analysis. What it did for Maria, so close to death, seeing herself dancing with the angels, transcends understanding. Dance brought a deep spirituality and humanity to the healthcare process for Maria’s family while they experienced a crisis that truly needed a healing spirit.

Time and time again, we see how using art to heal improves attitude, decreases the need for pain medication, improves communication between staff members, bonds families, and gives hope, joy, and love. Patients and staff alike become more relaxed and uplifted; they are changed and healed. Everyone is touched. No drug or treatment can do this.

Maria’s story is an inspiration for us all. Creativity truly heals when it illuminates the passionate, vibrant spirit within. If it can happen in a hospital with a little girl close to death, it can happen to you. All our spirits can be illuminated with art.

The Twelve-Week Program Is Born

After years of helping to develop Arts in Medicine and networking worldwide, and witnessing and hearing so many stories like Maria’s, we realized that the illumination of the spirit could be shared beyond hospital walls. So we collaborated to create a university-level class that would teach people to become artist-healers.

Michael taught Art and Healing at San Francisco State University, in the Institute for Holistic Health Studies (IHHS), and at the John F. Kennedy University in the Master of Arts in Consciousness and Transformative Studies program. Mary taught Creativity and Spirituality in Healthcare to graduate and undergraduate students at the University of Florida. Both courses were based on our first book together, Creative Healing.

As we taught, we realized that the students experienced major healing that was as profound as our patients’ transformations. Time and time again, student course evaluations and papers went beyond expectations in writing about illuminating their spirits, helping with grief, and healing depression, sexual abuse, and illness. They wrote of major life changes, changing careers, improving family, switching life direction, feeling more at peace, and finding who they were as people. They experienced themselves in lucid and enlightened ways, with the full wholeness of being alive. One day, as we read the evaluations and told each other the moving and exciting stories of projects students had done in each of our classes, we realized that we needed to write a book. We understood that we had created a twelve-week program for profound life change and healing using art. We had developed a healing method that produced real life change that needed to be shared. We have taken Art and Healing out of the hospital and give it to you so that you can heal yourself, others, or the earth.

This book is an invitation for you to experience creative healing. We are honored to share our commitment, experiences, and skills to create a personal journey for you to experience art as a healing force. We hope this book will serve as a dear friend, guide, and teacher. We support, honor, and encourage you. This book calls for you to heal—because as you heal yourself, you are ultimately healing all of humanity. Your life is your unique gift to everyone. To heal loved ones, your community, or the world, you must begin by healing yourself.
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INTRODUCTION

We are at a breaking point in medicine where . . . arts, spirituality, and healing . . . are coming together to produce a new multidimensional model for healthcare. Now arts interventional modalities are as powerful as clinical medical interventions.

—Leland Kaiser, health futurist and associate professor in Health Administration, University of Colorado, at Denver

The basic premise of using art to heal is simple: each of us has an inner artist and an inner healer. The inner artist is the part of you that is passionately creative, falls in love, feels connected to everything around you, can see and make things, is at home with yourself, and is willing to explore. The inner healer is the part that balances your body, keeps you alive and growing, and, most important, heals you. It is the part of you that regulates the self-healing mechanisms that cure infection, cancer, and other illnesses.

Using art as a healing force essentially frees the inner healer by embracing the passionate, creative artist in each of us. You can use art to heal yourself, others, some aspect of your community, or the earth—all by tapping into the creative energy that makes you alive.

The first goal of this twelve-week program is to help you marry your inner artist with your inner healer to change your body’s physiology through the creative process, thereby optimizing healing and renewal. By releasing tension and fear and opening the mind to passionate creativity and the forces that created us, the inner artist and healer merge as one. They release the immense energetic power of love to attain balanced wholeness. It’s the oldest healing known and is now recognized as the most advanced by health futurists.

The greatest healer in your life resides within you. Listen to the teachings and wisdom from inside. Slow down enough to tap into your creative forces. Your destiny is to become fully alive, free, and aware of yourself. Our goal is to bring out your creativity and integrate it as part of your healing, using the same process we teach in the hospitals and in our university classes. Treat this book as a creative tool during your journey.

This experience is intended to be exciting and joyful. Make it fun; it’s an adventure, a time to remember and return to what you love and are most passionate about.

The Research Behind This Book

When Mary completed her PhD thesis at the University of Florida College of Nursing, she published a peer-reviewed medical research study in the journal Cancer Nursing that showed how art healed by illuminating spirit. Our previous book, Spirit Body Healing, told the stories of the people in Mary’s study. From her research, we developed the Spirit Body Healing method, which is now used with cancer patients and people with illness and life crises. This method plays a large role in the twelve-week course we are about to embark on together; you’ll be able to use its eight themes throughout your own process.

In the study, Mary interviewed people who had healed themselves with art—patients and families in a hospital setting who had worked with Shands Arts in Medicine, artists, and visionary artist-healers. Mary interviewed or visited each person in their studio, where they shared art, poetry, and videos. These people answered the question, “What was your own experience of making art to heal?”

Mary conducted detailed interviews of people who had been through life crises or healed themselves of life-threatening illness. She analyzed their stories to elucidate the themes of how personal healing occurred. Mary’s study revealed more than questions on a questionnaire, which are sometimes narrow and only ask what the researcher already knew. With this kind of qualitative health research—known as hermeneutic phenomenology—Mary used real-life stories, photographs, and art as data to inform her research about the complex process behind creative healing.

Although the project took more than four years, Mary got answers that were powerful, surprising, and beyond expectations. In her final analysis, she made a major discovery from the patterns that emerged from the interviews. What people said over and over again was that they went to a place inside themselves where they experienced a shift of consciousness. This allowed them to see their whole life in a new way. When the change in perspective occurred, the life healing began. Although the experiences were different for each person, the underlying theme was the same. Each person went from a place of profound darkness, fear, or illness to a place where they experienced luminous transcendence. People described feeling intensely alive and transformed. From the metamorphosis, their spirit became palpably awakened and illuminated. The answer was that art heals by facilitating a spiritual experience that is deep and beautiful.

The Spirit Body Healing method comes from peer-reviewed research on real patients in a hospital setting. The method’s eight themes come from ordinary people— patients with stories of pain and suffering who chose to live their lives in extraordinary ways.

The Eight Themes of How Art Heals

In evaluating the data from the research, Mary found eight simple themes that emerged from participant interviews, giving us a road map of the process of healing with art. The themes are a solid framework you can use throughout the art and healing process. As you make art to heal, you can see where you are on the road map the themes provide and understand more deeply what is happening to you. You are not alone; the exciting transformation process you are undergoing is one that many people before you have experienced as well.

1. Pain and Darkness

2. Going Elsewhere

3. Art as a Turning Point

4. Slipping Through the Veil

5. Trusting the Process

6. Embodying Spirit

7. Feeling the Healing Energy of Love and Compassion

8. Experiencing Transcendence

Of course, the journey you take through these themes may not go in this particular order. The order is often mixed; sometimes multiple themes happen at once. Some people don’t go through all the themes. Some people go right to Experiencing Transcendence without spending much time in Pain and Darkness. Regardless, the process is simple for everyone. It will naturally come to you.

As you undertake the twelve-week process, you’ll be able see which theme you are working on. Think about how the themes apply to your life and to the creative work you will be doing. As you read stories of people’s experiences, you’ll see examples of the themes as they move from darkness to transcendence.

Theme One: Pain and Darkness

Where did the stories begin? First, each person interviewed shared a story of pain and darkness, a moment when they were afraid, in pain, suffering, or crisis. Their examples included physical pain, a new cancer diagnosis, divorce, personal crisis, or loss. Many stories started in fear or with a hurtful, life-threatening event. In each case, healing started with a darkness that needed to be changed.

In every story, the people who healed themselves and changed their lives started by realizing that their pain and darkness was something that needed to be healed by going toward this pain and darkness. People who are ill suffer. People in life crises suffer. Going into your pain and darkness—facing it, bringing it out—is crucial to stopping the suffering. The steps to dealing with pain and darkness are facing the pain, characterizing and describing it, bringing it outside you, and doing something creative with it.

We should mention that for the creative healing process, not everyone starts in personal darkness. Many people don’t need to heal themselves; they choose to heal others, their community, or the earth. The darkness for them is not personal but communal. The darkness can be illness in another person, violence toward women, problems experienced by the elderly or a minority group, or even environmental issues like air and water quality.

Theme Two: Going Elsewhere

Facing pain and darkness takes people “elsewhere.” As you extract the pain, you bring yourself to a place where you can see yourself from a more objective perspective. This place is not the place where you are in pain; it is elsewhere. In making art, the experience of making art with the intention to heal can also transport you elsewhere. Your first piece of art is a journey away from the pain to a new place. The art itself is the elsewhere. A woman in the Arts in Medicine program who was sexually abused told us that when she painted the picture of her spirit animal, she left the darkness. She spent time with her magic healing creature, which protected her from harm. She was elsewhere, bathed in light, not alone in the darkness anymore.

Theme Three: Art as a Turning Point

Next, participants become immersed in their creative process. Whether it’s making art, painting, sculpting, dancing, journal writing, composing poetry, tending a garden, or going on a trip, art becomes an all-encompassing activity that changes their lives. Some people make hundreds of pieces of art to heal. Their work goes on for years, becoming a lifelong activity.

Theme Four: Slipping through the Veil

After you allow yourself to be taken into the pain, go elsewhere, and make art, you meet with your own spirit. The spirit moves from the deepest part within you into your outer life. The spirit connects with you. You are taken within the darkness and pain, but you realize you are not alone. There is something greater than you—a spirit you become connected to. In one interviewee’s words, “you slip through the veil.” Suddenly you are within your own body in a place of spaciousness. One person had a dream of God; another, Jesus. Still another saw Buddha and yet another, the Universal Creator. Many people felt an experience of enlightenment. Slipping through the veil is the place of opening where people see angels; sense the presence of God or saints; and talk with grandparents, ancient ancestors, or even children who’ve passed away. Slipping through the veil is the result of going inward.

Theme Five: Trusting the Process

This was a wonderful experience for many people in the research study. It was like coming home. They understood that making art was their vehicle for healing. Acceptance turned into self-knowledge. In this stage, you become a witness of your own life. You know you have found the truth. You now are on the path of greater good, and you exist for the greater good of others. You create a place where you have faith because of your own experience of being embraced by an infinite love. Every moment is precious. Every moment is being with spirit in a spiritual dimension.

Knowing the truth is an experience, not a theory. It is a powerful feeling of correctness, liberation, being at home at last, and understanding what has been puzzling you. Knowing the truth is a feeling of certainty, well-being, and harmony with the universe. Knowing the truth about who you are and your purpose helps you make harmonious decisions in your life.

In this step, people describe how the process of Spirit Body Healing feels. They often said it was similar to moving like a river and that they would “keep flowing.” As they saw themselves moving and flowing, they would see themselves change. Some people describe this process as “being with the next breath.” Others told Mary that it was about being present and allowing the process to define them. Surrendering involved releasing the Inner Critic and letting go of criticism, judgment, or self-condemnation. In surrender, a person allows fear and inadequacies to exist. They accept emotions, including pain, despair, and rage. Surrender also involves expressing these feelings. It includes allowing the storms and hurricanes to be, accepting the velocity of energy that gets released in life. Surrender is about accepting your own darkness and accepting yourself as a conduit for your emotions.

Surrender is also about focusing on your emotions. You make a decision and bring intention to the focusing itself. You may concentrate on despair, embody the pain, become one with it, and merge with it. Surrender is an emotional and physical sensation, a letting go that reveals who you are.

Theme Six: Embodying Spirit

After the knowing of the truth, you enter a beautiful and radiant experience. These new images often show you that you are strong, beautiful, powerful, or healed. In Mary’s research, the person often felt reborn as a brand-new person. In enchantment and embodiment of spirit, a person’s senses are awakened. Their body is connected to spirit. People said that they knew what this is for the first time. Sounds became more intense. The whole body and its senses were more sensitive. People felt their vitality and recognized it in others—“the experience of being truly alive.” People said that they were alive in the world for the first time and that their lives are a wondrous gift. They felt a vortex of energy around them.

Theme Seven: Feeling the Healing Energy of Love and Compassion

The Spirit Body Healing research showed that when the spirit was heard and seen and images of light and beauty emerged, the person would have enormous feelings of healing. There were physical sensations of energy, buzzing, vibration, calmness, pleasant sensations, and joy. Participants described this state as being within a “vortex of energy,” feeling excited, exhilarated, fully alive. These feelings were not asked for or expected; the person did not have to do anything to get them. The experience was always concrete and unmistakable. In this enchanted state, ecstasy and energy are not theoretical things or metaphysical speculation; they are a unique experience shared by ordinary people healing themselves. The enchantment was different depending on the situation. If people were depressed, they would feel interest and enthusiasm; if they were ill, they would feel strength.

Mary’s research showed that healing through the creative process releases the life force. When a person heals with the spirit, they understand why the Hindu religion says that energy and matter are related to consciousness.

From this, we learned that art and healing create feelings of compassion for yourself, which is crucial in the healing process. One patient told Mary that “I became compassionate by seeing myself from a distance, from outside. I stood back and said objectively, ‘Look at her; she needs.’ ” In a moment of witness, of reflection, participants could see what they needed to heal. When you observe yourself with compassion, you can tend to yourself as a sacred body. Your emotions are natural forces that move though you. You can honor intuitions and insights. You can be illuminated and find your place in the world.

Theme Eight: Experiencing Transcendence

In the research study, each of the people Mary talked to had profound experiences of transcendence. They experienced intense feelings of oneness and interconnectedness. These feelings were like the ones they’d had in slipping through the veil, but now the feelings were deeper, more fully formed and experienced. Earlier glimpses of God angels or other spirits grew in clarity. They often experienced the power of the universe or God and even heard the voice of God. They felt they had emerged in another dimension of great power and beauty. People felt like they were a vehicle to share and communicate love from a place of constant renewable ecstasy. One woman told us,

I spent years trying to find myself. I did it all. I tried body work, meditation, Rolfing, and women’s groups. Then I got really sick. I went inside myself and painted. Then I found myself, right smack inside. It’s the biggest joke in the world. You go out in the world to find yourself and find her inside. Who would have thought?

All the subjects described experiences of becoming filled with power or light. They described seeing aspects of themselves they had never known. Their senses had become illuminated and clear. They described feeling like they could see deeply or hear intensely for the first time. They told stories of joy, gratitude, and celebration. They realized that their bodies are divine.

This was the most important finding of the study and the reason Mary called her research study Spirit Body Healing. After a person goes inward, glimpses darkness, sees the light, and feels the energy of their spirit, they heal. Each person had a different experience of transcendence, but it was a recognizable and repeatable phenomenon.

How to Use This Book

Everyone can use this program, whether your intention is to heal yourself, practice with an artist-healer, or work with a trained art therapist. If you already consider yourself an artist or healer, we’ll show you how to go deeper into your creativity. You can heal emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually. Your mind will show you how the art and healing worlds are naturally linked; the artist can be the voice and hands of the healer within.

There are twelve chapters in this book, which represent the twelve weeks of the Art as a Healing Force course. In our experience, we’ve found that this life transformation is most effective when completed in twelve weeks over a three-month period. It generally takes people three months to commit time to empowering themselves. In these three months, we make the space and complete the process of growing and creating deeper meaning in our lives. This includes changing your lifestyle, accomplishing new goals, executing a plan of action, or inspiring yourself to start a lifelong creative healing process. This program can be done over a shorter or longer period of time to fit your own schedule and needs as well. Each week can be stretched out, for example; or you can jump between some weeks in parts 2 and 3, depending on your preference—just as long as you complete part 1. Ultimately, the twelve weeks are just the beginning of the process; art and healing is life work. Once you start, you won’t be able to go back to the noncreative healing life.

Weekly Schedule

Each of the three parts in this book is made up of four chapters, one per week. Each week is broken into two main sections.

1. Weekly lesson: The first part of the chapter introduces the week’s theme and provides the necessary information and research so you can understand how the material applies directly to change in your own life. We also include stories about some of the participants in our classes as well as artist-healer profiles of pioneers in the field.

2. Weekly praxis: The word praxis comes from the ancient Greek for “a practical action for a goal.” Praxis is the process through which a skill is enacted, embodied, and realized. As Picasso said, “Inspiration exists, but it has to find you working.” Transformation takes more than reading a book; it is about commitment and taking action. For this journey, you must fully participate in healing your own life. The second part of the chapter contains the hands-on art-healing praxis. It starts with guided imagery exercises that will lead you into your visionary world. Then it gives instructions for how to make healing art so that you can experience the phenomenon for yourself.

At the end of each week, there is a summary of the guided imagery and Medicine Art for the week so you can quickly refer back to what you need to accomplish. We also list additional art projects at the end of each week.

A Call to Healing

In the style of our university classes, we begin each week with a call to healing. This invokes a supportive, caring environment that honors your creative healing process and helps you get in the art-healing mind-set going into the chapter. It’s a simple weekly ceremony you can also perform before you begin working creatively. This is a great ceremony for an art-healing group, too, as it gets everyone on the same wavelength.

Guided Imagery

Guided imagery is a big part of the praxis section. Like riding a bicycle, it may seem foreign at first, especially if you’ve never tried it. However, it’s easy to start cruising artistically with this powerful tool for the imagination.

We are both recognized experts in guided imagery. We have used guided imagery with students and patients on a day-to-day basis for many years. Michael wrote the first major book on guided imagery in 1975, the bestselling Seeing with the Mind’s Eye, and Mary teaches guided imagery with the renowned Jean Watson to train nurses at the Watson Caring Science Institute. Guided imagery is a goal of our art and healing process. Once you learn it and are comfortable with it, it’s a life skill you can use in daily life and sports and in healing and relaxation. It’s fun, exciting, surprising, moving, and healing. It offers something completely new for everyone.

Guided imagery gives you an immediate experience of your visionary world as well as imagery to make art. This visual imagery also has an impact on your physiology. Your experience of imagery, whether through sight, sound, or mental imagery, is a body experience, too. The image you hold in your brain does not have to be real or even exist. All that’s important is that you see it in your mind’s eye and imagine it clearly. For example, if you see a stick in the road and you think it’s a snake, you go into the fight or flight response—your heart speeds up, your breathing accelerates, blood flow to your digestive organs slows, and blood to your big muscles increases, even though it is only a piece of wood. In a similar way, if you imagine a healing scene, you don’t have to be there. Your body will react as if it’s there and go into healing physiology. When you picture a scene that is beautiful and moving, your body reacts with joy and relaxation. We’ll be discussing this phenomenon more in the weeks ahead.

Medicine Art

Medicine Art is another vital aspect of your weekly praxis. When you make art with the intent to heal, you make art as medicine. The intent to make art to heal is healing, as is the creative process. Art truly becomes your medicine. Your Medicine Art has healing power. Indigenous peoples called the sacred art objects they made to heal “medicine” because it held healing energy. Medicine for these people surpassed drugs and surgery. It meant deep healing. Medicine Art has vibrational energy because it is your dream of healing projected outward and made manifest in the world.

All Medicine Art helps you harness your creative power. Your medicine taps into your own life experience. Your huge creative energy allows you to gain confidence and see your own truth, wisdom, and spirit. You will be able to reveal and proudly show yourself to those around you. From our experience in the art and healing field, this creates deep healing as well as personal revelations.
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