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While the use of art in healing probably dates back to prehistoric times, art therapy came into its own
as a profession in the United States during the 1930’s and ‘40’s. When psychiatrists became interested
in the artworks of patients in mental institutions, they discovered that the creative process of art making
enhanced their recovery, health and wellbeing.
Art therapy also became a diagnostic tool, because art expresses aspects of a patient’s personality that might not be easily accessed by traditional “Talk Therapy”. Since creating art involves both
conscious and unconscious dimensions of the psyche, it can provide a window into the mind and soul of
the artist. This, in turn, can help with emotional issues and aid overall treatment.
But the applications go far beyond the therapeutic aspects. Two practitioners in Sarasota, for
example, use them to help a variety of people not only to heal, but to discover new parts of themselves in
order to grow and expand their horizons.
Laura Dessauer, a member of the Encouragement Institute, has been involved with art therapy
for 18 years, 10 of them as a board-certiﬁed practitioner. She works with children, teens and adults. “I
use art to help people communicate what they’re thinking and feeling in a way that they may not be accustomed to exploring,” she says. “When you engage in the creative process, you get in touch with a wider
range of possibilities of who you are.”
For Poppy Scheibel, an artist who spent time in sales and marketing before choosing art therapy
as a career, it is not just a matter of improving lives. “My emphasis is more on the human experience,”
she says. “I want to allow them to discover the artist within.” Although some of her clients are dealing with
cancer and dementia, most of the people who come to her are just looking for something new in their lives,
but do not know what direction to take. To help them explore their artistic side, she conducts individual
sessions and leads weekly groups at Art & Frame and the I AM Healing Center. She also teaches a course
in “Psychology and the Arts” at the Ringling College of Art and Design. “I believe that we are all artists,”
she says. “We all have creative forces inside us.”
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Because many people are intimidated by the artistic process, Scheibel meets her clients on their own level. She likes to point
out that cooking and gardening are creative endeavors. If the blank
white canvas seems daunting, she suggests starting by covering it all
with one’s favorite color. In the case of a woman who quilted, Scheibel
encouraged her to include some of her smaller collage pieces into her
paintings. “She was so excited that she could bring her comfortable
medium into a new medium and connect them in a way that worked,”
Scheibel says.
Dessauer asks people to paint or model what their emotion
looks like. She will use materials that are more touch-oriented, even
ﬁnger paints. “If someone has difﬁculties dealing with grief or sadness, I may use emotive material, such as paint or clay, as opposed
to drawing—something to express deeper levels of emotion,” she explains. “When you are drawing something, you’re more removed and
analytical, more left-brained.”
Scheibel agrees. Much of her initial effort goes into making
a comfortable and inviting creative space to encourage the mind to
take the backseat. She advises people to turn their paintings upside
down when they feel stuck. She also ﬁnds that working in a group can
relieve some of the tension and anxiety. In her weekly classes, which
are open to anyone, participants work on individual and collaborative
art projects. Scheibel usually provides the theme.
The results are often spectacular. Last fall, one group entered a collaborative piece in an exhibit at the Arts Center. The canvas
was a response to the theme of “La Lobo,” based on the book Women
Who Run with the Wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estes, and included
paper, fabric, painting and drawing.
An essential part of the process is to look at the ﬁnished
piece and discuss what it reveals. According to Scheibel, there is no
judgment about quality or execution at that time, only an effort to
explore. “What do you see?” is the operative question.
The results can be powerful. Many people cry as they look
at the material, even if they normally are not prone to tears. “There is
an emotive release of what they’ve been holding in,” Dessauer says.
She often explores alternatives with her clients, such as what the picture would look like without the part that upsets them or what would
they be thinking, feeling and doing.
Often subconscious or unconscious images, shapes or
forms appear in the work, almost like magic because the artist did not
paint them deliberately. “There is always something revealed in the
art process,” Scheibel insists.
With “La Lobo,” for example, the group had brainstormed
how to divide up the work. One woman decided to paint a large butterﬂy. When the ﬁnished painting got turned upside down, everyone
saw the fragmented face of a woman. “We had not intended to do
that,” says Scheibel, “but it expressed one of the main themes that
runs through the book!”
Making such connections consciously can be liberating
and perturbing. One of Dessauer’s clients, an artist, brought in her
works and they looked at them together for hidden meanings. After
talking about the difﬁculties she had managing her time, she started
to explore the real issues in her paintings: What does time mean? If I
had inﬁnite time, what would it look like? If I had no constraints on me,

how would that translate into an image? Says Dessauer, “She would
not have made such pictures on her own.”
Another artist became upset when the paintings she created did not look as beautiful and pleasing as her regular work. To
her it looked downright ugly. But in talking about her discomfort with
Dessauer, she started to acknowledge emotions that, although not
appealing, were true to her self. “When you play with your art emotionally, you have to be ready to look beyond the happy surface,”
says Dessauer. “You have to be willing to go into the dark night of
the soul.” She continues, “It enhances your experiences so you feel
them more richly.”
Although Dessauer and Scheibel both focus primarily on
the process of art making, some of their clients are more interested in
product. They might want to make a painting to hang above their bed
or ﬁreplace, be it a realistic depiction of water scene, landscape, or
portrait, or an abstract piece. In such cases, both art therapists call
on their knowledge of aesthetics and technique to help them realize
their goals.” For people who think that’s important, I work with that,”
Scheibel says.
And there is progress in process. “It’s not all angst, anxiety
and anguish,” Dessauer says. “You can celebrate and see the progress toward joy.” She often asks people to create personal maps by
drawing or painting pictures of roads to represent their lives. Weeks
later, or at the end of treatment, when they go back to take a look,
they often exclaim, “Wow! My road now is totally different now.” Says
Scheibel, “I want to bring beauty and joy back into the art experience,
because it is for everyone, for every single person.” She feels especially gratiﬁed when people come to her feeling insecure about their
creative abilities, and leave, saying, “I can do this. I am an artist.”
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