
 

 
 

ART AGAINST OBLIVION. 

Art and wellbeing in the shadow of trauma, loss and grief. 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

This paper is the work of an artist.  It discusses the relationship between 

creative arts practice and recovery from trauma, loss and grief, specifically the 

shadowy world of childhood sexual abuse.  Through an examination of art and 

artists as well as creative arts practice with communities of women who have 

inhabited spaces of trauma and loss and who carry the stigmata of these 

experiences I discuss how these contribute to wellbeing in the aftermath of such 

experiences.  As both a studio artist and community artist, I examine how 

delving into the shadows of what hurts, disturbs and stultifies locates that which 

reveals, transforms and restores.  

 

Participant and counsellor interviews, as well as the reflections of the artist as a 

participant/observer, are the main methods used to investigate the impact of 

creativity on the wellbeing of these women.  The creative spaces of artists 

including the studio and the artist’s internal, world are discussed, and artworks 

referenced for the contribution they make to transformations and revelations 

post-trauma. 

 

Through reflection and analysis, this work contributes to understanding the 

nuances of art-making and relationship with art and artists which lead victims of 

trauma, loss and grief away from the brink of life and death to a place of 

wellbeing and promise. 

 

 

Keywords: art, trauma, loss, creativity 



  

 
 

 

ART AGAINST OBLIVION 

Art and wellbeing in the shadow of trauma, loss and grief. 
 

 

In 2008, I was in the Judenplatz, Vienna where this sign: “Art Against Oblivion” 

caught my attention.  The Judenplatz, once the heart of Viennese Jewry and 

the site of the 1420-1 Jewish pogroms, is now home to the Holocaust Memorial; 

it is a place of remembering and restoration, a junction between the past and 

the present, the obliterated and oblivion.   I recalled having seen the sign 

before, in Ypres, another European city deeply impacted by trauma and 

contemplated whether Art Against Oblivion was a call to action, or making a 

claim.   

 

As a studio artist immersed in the world of trauma, loss and grief I have 

watched viewers respond to my work with depths of emotion that suggested the 

service art and the artist provides to acknowledgement and mourning is a 

profoundly necessary one.  In my role as a community artist, another aspect of 

my practice, I have had rich experiences of working with vulnerable people in 

communities in Australia and Asia; many had been abused, were effected by 

mental illness, disadvantage, disability and chronic disease, some were dying.  

Having observed many remarkable transformations in participants and viewers I 

was prompted to ask: What services do artists and creative practices offer to 

recovery and wellbeing?  and specifically:  What does art and the artist provide 

to women who have experienced trauma, particularly childhood sexual abuse, 

and who subsequently live in its shadow?  In other words, is art in this context 

working against oblivion? 

 

This paper discusses aspects of arts practice with victims of childhood sexual 

trauma.  Drawing on examples of participants’ experiences, mine and others’ 

arts practice and on-going research, I aim to offer a richer understanding of art 

and the artist, and their unique attributes and immense contributions to healing 

and wellbeing post-trauma.  Part of my aim is to demonstrate that art is not 



 

 
 

therapy, yet it provides succour to those who suffer, a place to feel, express and 

be acknowledged; it is a way to find meaning, consolation, healing and purpose.    

 

Research into artmaking, viewing and participation reveals important and useful 

insights to those working in art and health, various fields of trauma, loss and 

grief, as well as into the revelations and transformations that occur through an 

engagement with art (Riggs, 2010).  It shows victims of trauma responding  

willingly and fully, why their lives are so greatly enhanced as a result of 

participation and what art does that cannot be achieved through talking.  

   

This is the work of an artist: one rigorously trained in arts practice in Australia 

and England at a time when the art student attended college day and night to 

develop skills, learn about materials, artists and their work.  I use the word 

trained carefully because it says that part of being of an artist is to do, to 

observe, to practice and to hone.  It is also to feel.  Years of practice in the 

studio, exhibiting, creating public and community art works as well as providing 

arts education and training to most sectors of the community are the 

foundations of this work.  So are the many visits to artists studios, galleries, 

travels to extraordinary cities as well as humble adobe villages, music, gardens, 

theatre, literature and weeks spent alone in the landscape.  For artists these 

form the heritage, the giants upon whose shoulders our work stands.  This 

separates us from others who provide arts based therapies and from the 

structure of academia and institutions. 

 

One on-going problem in understanding the remarkable contributions art makes 

to wellbeing is that many artists are ill-equipped or disinclined to express 

verbally or in text a practice so natural and normal it almost defies description.  

This is partly because it is difficult to speak about work that is essentially driven 

by an individual, with a particular skill-set and personality, without it potentially 

being either too self-revealing or falling into egotism, and partly because a 

visual language is not easily translatable into a verbal or written one.  Yet, the 

artist must offer insights and explanations of the multi-layers and wonders of 



  

 
 

 

creative expression to those wanting, or needing, to understand art in this 

context.  Otherwise, the service of art becomes vulnerable to interpretation by 

those not immersed in a creative practice, and often through a therapy lens.  

The nuances of creative practice may then be in danger of mis-representation 

or of being lost.   

 

Similarly, participants’ voices are a crucial component to this knowledge and I 

include them loudly.    

 

Artist Mona Hatoum says that some of the difficulty of describing art and its 

effect lies in art operating on two levels:  the first, “the natural, physical aspect 

which I think of as the conscious aspect” is, in other words, the artist’s 

manipulation and shaping of form, ideas and materials.  The second, “the very 

complex cultural and unconscious aspect of the artwork that is rich in meaning 

and association, impossible to explain fully” (Hatoum, Archer, Brett, & Zeghler, 

1997 p25), is the maker and viewer responding at a known as well as felt level.    

Art theorist Jill Bennett says that the response to art “is not born of emotional 

identification or sympathy” as much as “the sensation as it is registered in the 

work”.  As words are on the side of thought and images on the side of feeling, 

she argues that art responds to and expresses experiences that cannot be 

spoken in the same way as they are felt (Bennett, 2005 p7 quoting Delbo, p35). 

 

Through the South Eastern Centre Against Sexual Assault, (SECASA)1 I run an 

ongoing range of art classes (mosaic design and making; painting and clay 

sculpture focusing on grief and loss) for women who have been abused, who 

attend 3-hours per week for two blocks of 15 weeks.  A counsellor who attends 

                                            
1 SECASA is one of Victoria’s fifteen Centres Against Sexual Assault (CASA); CASAs 
“work to ensure that women, children and men who are victim/survivors of sexual 
assault have access to comprehensive and timely support and intervention to address 
their needs”.  CASA “also work towards the elimination of sexual violence through 
community and professional education, informing government policy, advocating for 
law reform and facilitating research to increase community understanding of the nature 
and incidence of sexual assault” (www.casa.org.au, 20 January 2009). SECASA 
provides a crisis service, counselling and other services throughout the south-eastern 
region of Melbourne, Australia. 



 

 
 

each session as a participant is available to participants should they wish to 

discuss any personal issues.  Overwhelmingly, the counsellor supports women 

whose distress relates to issues outside the group.   

 

Potential participants meet with me for a pre-class interview to discuss their 

experience and interest in art as well as their expectations of impact of the 

classes.  The interview becomes a record for review when each block is 

finished.  It helps assuage anxieties, such as of being in a group - especially 

one which nobody wants to have to join and enables women get to know me a 

little.  Some choose to disclose about their history or related issues that may 

affect their participation.  All are relieved to learn that the aim of the art class is 

to develop a creative practice rather than for members to share their trauma 

experiences with the group or explain their work.  They are, however, asked to 

be reflexive of the processes, perhaps keep a journal to record their emotional 

journey as well as details of techniques and sketches.   

 

Pre-group interviews have consistently revealed a love of art and excitement 

about creating, although most participants have done little art-making since 

school; they confess to widespread anxiety of others and of “not being good 

enough”.  Most admit to a retraction from the community into profound isolation 

and loneliness, and desperation to make changes to alleviate long-term 

depression.  Most were abused during childhood or adolescence and commonly 

have a history of further sexual or physical abuse.  Whilst few have known a 

stable, loving relationship, most have children.  Drug and alcohol addiction, 

mental and physical illnesses as well as eating disorders are common, so is 

self-harming.  Achievements in formal education and work vary considerably, 

usually influenced by how individuals coped with the abuse or dissociated from 

it.  An inability to emotionally self regulate is common, so conversely, is the 

inability to express or experience an emotional response to positive or negative 

events.  The suppression of an emotional life extends beyond the relationship 

with the abuse or the abuser to the incapacity to feel anything.  It is, however, 

not unusual for strong and painful emotions to occasionally re-assert 



  

 
 

 

themselves with a ferocity that overwhelms and threatens to unravel victims.  

Immense feelings of poor self-worth are widespread: I have heard women 

speak of themselves as a non-human, and worse, a blob.  The despair is so 

great that suicide is frequently contemplated or attempted.  Oblivion. 

 

Children lose their voice, their way, their trust; lives are so distorted by abuse, 

the concept of normal is unknown.  This may sound an extreme and 

extraordinary catalogue to readers with no involvement with anyone in this 

population.  I agree, it is extreme although not extraordinary, because rather 

than listing of the residual effects of the most appalling cases, these are 

common trends.  Childhood sexual abuse is utterly devastating.  The physical, 

emotional, psychological and lifestyle consequences of it, identified in my 

research, is widely acknowledged and reflected in the research of others such 

as John Briere, David Finkelhor and Steven N Gold. 
 

My past experience and observations from similar groups indicated that the 

research would reveal that participation and creativity would likely effect change 

in women’s wellbeing and the relationships each had with herself and with 

others, that each would revel in newly learnt skills and creativity, and that their 

achievements would elevate self-confidence and self-esteem.  I expected that 

lives would be enriched by the connections made with other participants and 

me, and that creative practice and the discussions around art would lead 

participants to a wider engagement with the arts and their community.  I 

expected they would be disarmed by my personality - its informality, warmth 

and forthrightness, but also by the expectations I had of their capability to 

achieve, and of them to be diligent.  I anticipated most would be challenged and 

would not always want to think differently, yet they would be inspired and 

respond positively to being related to as a competent, thoughtful adult.  The 

important revelations of the research, therefore, were not in these discoveries, 

but in their layers and intensity, and in uncovering how transformations 

occurred and impacted upon the lives of the participants at the time of the 

project and beyond.   



 

 
 

 

The lived and felt world of trauma, particularly childhood sexual abuse is one of 

darkness and distortions in which memory is not fixed or certain, where words 

and narrative are illusive, rest is difficult to find, and secrecy hovers.  It is a 

world surrounded by the miasma of grief and loss, where each experience of 

abuse is unique and uniquely affecting.  Roberta Culbertson describes the 

memory of her childhood sexual trauma as “qualitatively different” from other 

memories and experiences (Culbertson, 1995 p174).  Transient moments, 

snippets of events, looks, thoughts and feelings exist as memory, whilst a 

cohesive narrative does not.  In explaining trauma memory as “the paradox of a 

known and felt truth that unfortunately obeys the logic of dreams rather than of 

speech”, she attempts to make sense of the disconnection she and many 

trauma victims feel whilst not fully grasping where and why these disturbing 

feelings exist.  She describes “fleeting images”, feelings of disquiet, profound 

sadness, and the inability to manage and cope well with life.  She notes that 

trauma memory, like art, functions on two levels: sense and thinking, 

consciousness and the known and felt; these feelings are “below the everyday 

and constructions of language” (Culbertson, 1995 p170).   

 

Hatoum and Culbertson both refer to our human capacity to understand and 

respond on a cognitive, or “known” level, as well as on a felt, affective or 

“unknown” level.  The two-level functioning of art, which mirrors the trauma 

response, provides one reason why art is such a useful counterweight to 

trauma. The visual language of artmaking offers participants sanctuary from the 

frustrations of trying to locate a memory, or express meaning in a language that 

is unsympathetic or unavailable to the purposes being asked of it.    

 

The classes are held in two blocks : a mosaic or painting project, followed by 

the clay project.  They are entirely art-based.  Participants first develop skills in 

artmaking and creative thinking, find a secure place in the group and a trusting 

rapport between others in the group and me before embarking on more 

creatively and emotionally demanding work.  Mosaics are an especially 



  

 
 

 

wonderful medium for the first phase; with few skills and a lot of enthusiasm it is 

not difficult to achieve a very satisfying work.  The second block deeply 

immerses participants into an arts practice as they explore elements of 

humanity and are taught sophisticated as well as experimental techniques 

through which they delve into their own narrative.  The work, lives, influences 

and challenges of artists underpins creative development as women learn the 

language of visual expression, to use metaphor and interpret works of art.  They 

learn to use tools and about materials, especially how they can be formed and 

transformed to reflect meaning back to maker and viewer.  

 

Childhood sexual abuse leaves victims with an enduring sense of otherness - 

captured in a much used phrase “me and the outside world”.  In its bluntness it 

holds the inheritance of abuse: victims’ immense feelings of difference, 

alienation, aloneness and unworthiness: the legacy of a lack of care, the 

“destruction of the soul", as sexual abuse victim Carole Stingel describes it 

(Robinson, 2007).   Where sexual abuse is the destruction of the soul, a 

deadening and reduction, an immersion into a creative world, alive and full of 

promise, is its re/construction.  In “creating a world”, as Witkin (in Minge, 2007 

p270) believes the artist does, and I add that art does, it is possible to create 

the place that was never available, comfort that was never given, love that was 

always denied, and beauty that was often tarnished:   

 

I totally shocked myself – for the first time – all that self critical stuff – 

“that is not right”, “you can't do this”,  “you can't draw” : I did the opposite, 

I kept going . What I could see and what I was drawing was actually the 

same thing : I can actually do this.  Rhonda 

 
Whether responding to materials, aesthetics, subject matter or with the 

unconscious connection Hatoum describes, art most importantly inspires a 

response – an indication that a victim is emotionally engaged.  For some 

participants, the feelings of despair and frustration that arose during their 

artmaking were the first indications of emotional awareness, signaling 

significant movement in their journey towards wellbeing and their desire “to live 



 

 
 

life as fully functioning, stimulating and healthy beings”, as McNab describes 

recovery (McNab, 1989 p49):  

I remember trying to work on the mosaic flowers and feeling like I had no 

beauty inside myself: how I am supposed to make something beautiful – 

like a beautiful flower?  On that particular day I didn’t feel that beauty, so 

was finding it hard to put beauty into the picture; fortunately, at the end of 

the day, it came.  Being able to venture into my creative side again in 

artwork has made me feel like … what’s the word?… going to a place for 

me that I would actually like to be in.  Amelia 

I feel as though I'm just starting to come alive again, rather like some 

little animal just beginning to wake up from hibernation.  Helen 

 

For others, like the 29 year old participant who self-harmed, an emotional life 

was awakened through her intense artistic relationship with nature and beauty.  

A nature-study, which required considerable focus and effort, was the impetus 

to bring an end to this practice.  She described life was like “living in a deep 

hole with the rest of the world going on above and out of my reach”.  She felt no 

emotional connectivity to herself or others and often contemplated or attempted 

suicide.  The observational painting project inspired a revision in her outlook by 

metaphorically grounding her.  It reignited desire for life and love, giving her the 

way out of her “hole” to connect to people and the earth.  Once grounded, she 

became inspiringly competent in the world, leaving the family home to live 

independently and returning to the study she abandoned years before. (IMAGE 
NATURE STUDY) 
 
Enda McDonagh argues that artists have a way of capturing the “otherness of 

the world, the mystery of other human beings and bringing that otherness to 

expression in their paintings or sculptures or poems”.  McDonagh sees the role 

of the artist as vital in finding “order and beauty in chaos and fracture” (Spurling 

& McDonagh, 2009).  Dori Laub, a psychoanalyst, insists that “artists on 

trauma” have “an internal other”, a part that is compelled to look beyond the 



  

 
 

 

surface, to grapple with and express the underlying testimony of the individual 

experience (Laub, 2002).  It is not only “artists on trauma” who have this 

compulsion, but all artists committed to exploring the human condition. In his 

study of arts programs in community and institutional settings, researcher 

William Cleveland concluded that “the two most critical contributors to success 

have been a clear artistic focus and the high quality of the artists involved.  The 

most successful programs have been developed by artists making art, not 

artists doing something else” (Cleveland, 2002 p10).  Cleveland is 

acknowledging that the vocation, practice and a skill set of the artist cannot 

effectively be replaced by just anybody with an interest in art.  I share this view.  

“Artists who do something else” are, in my view, no longer artists. 
 
The artist does not simply record; we act as witness, a creative interpreter, 

offering new perspectives and hope that life can be lived differently.  The artist, 

as Emily Dickinson writes, gazes at what hurts, disturbs and stultifies in order to 

reveal, transform and restore.  We offer back the painful so it bearable to view : 

 

Tell all the truth but tell it slant 

success in circuit lies 

too bright for our infirm delight 

As lightning to the children eased 

With explanation kind 

The truth must dazzle gradually 

Or every man be blind. 

 

I think that whole concept of the art is to change the way you look at 

things.  Val 
 
My creative space is a place of sanctuary and rest, activity and restoration, as 

well as a place of enquiry, examination, nourishment and struggle.  The 

transition of the distressing, social and personal problems of others into art 

enables me to sit with the disquiet, digest unpalatable truths and regain 



 

 
 

perspective.  As I surround myself with my art, I confront its content with every 

glance and every step.  My eye simultaneously rests on ugliness and beauty, 

pain and redemption, children trampled by abuse and women beautiful in their 

capacity to live and create; I see side by side the mother, the child, hope and 

the abject failure to care.  I cannot see pain without also seeing healing, the 

child without seeing dissociation, and restoration without also seeing the 

inhospitable homes from which these women emerged.   (IMAGES RIGGS 
CREATIVE SPACE).  Complex, opposing, nuanced and shaded, the varying 

responses simultaneously come in and out of view and focus.  Neither balances 

the other, yet each has and holds its place in the fragmented narrative of abuse.  

 

This simultaneous dual communication, especially of differing and as yet 

unnamed feelings, such as love and loss, despair and hope, darkness and light 

is one of the great contributions art makes to healing.  The expression and 

recognition of complex or opposing meanings goes beyond a simplistic 

explanation that “art can mean anything” to understanding that the 

transformation of materials into an artwork brings precision to the nebulous 

emotions that has tied victims to their trauma for years. 

 

Examples of artists’ experiences and interpretations through their artworks 

provided both creative and personal inspiration.  Most of the artists I showed, 

such as Otto Dix, Kathe Kollwitz, Joseph Beuys, and Linde Ivimey, had 

themselves experienced trauma and loss; with courage and skill, each had for 

years created art in a search for meaning.  The artists’ creative practice, 

doggedness and artworks offered validation to the enormity of participants’ 

losses, sorrow and feelings of paralysis, connecting artist and participant with 

an empathetic thread that sutured the wounds of loss and grief, sometimes 

across many centuries and cultures.    

 

The exposure to the uncompromising work of artists opened women’s mind’s to 

the extraordinary possibilities of expressing hidden, unpleasant and silenced 

feelings.  Beuys’s and Dix’s large bodies of works, ruminations on the First and 



  

 
 

 

Second World Wars, are examples of the artist’s struggle to first comprehend 

then communicate about trauma and barbarous human behaviours.  The 

depiction of male brutality in war and towards women were confronting, yet the 

work offered participants both a guide and the freedom to create with the 

bluntness they required to vigorously express the emotions and stories that had 

previously been silent or silenced.  They found in art a language rich in 

vocabulary that neither complied with nor adhered to the constraints and 

conventions of a verbal one.   Whether created by artists or these women, 

artworks, evoke emotion and locate meaning, they illuminate aspects of 

humanity that we may only be beginning to feel but are not yet capable of 

articulating, and express emotions that are profoundly felt though not precisely 

named.  Dix acknowledged that he was haunted by dreams for years after the 

war had ended and claimed banishing the emotional burden of war and its 

aftermath was his motivation for creating art (Karcher, 1989 p37).  In other 

words, art maintained his sanity.  Increasingly, it had the same effect on 

participants.   

 

The intrinsic range of transformations clay makes from being moist and 

moldable, then dry and fragile, before becoming durable is immediately useful.  

My search to express vulnerability and robustness was shared with participants 

and led them to experimenting with various materials being embedded in the 

clay and put under extreme tension  in the kiln.  Stretched to their limit, 

materials such as fabric encased in clay declared emotional vulnerability, a 

breaking point, whilst others transformed into dust, or revealed an inherent 

strength.  This experimentation led to the development of new language to 

accurately express the vulnerability of the child, the reduction in power of the 

abuser over the victim and a growing knowledge of inner strength of the victims 

(images RIGGS singlet, PARTICIPANTS WORK).  Whilst I shared the 

concepts of my work, I did not share images; I encouraged participants to 

consider the ideas then use what was helpful to explore their inner world.  Loss 

and dissociation filled empty spaces; stroking, molding, poking and cutting 

expressed meaning and memory. 



 

 
 

 

The laying of materials symbolized the layers of grief and emotions that 

go with it – because it is not just one layer, it is layers; it was a reflection 

on my life.  Val 

 

 One participant used this knowledge to great effect in a series of small clay 

sculptures in which she created empty internal spaces in the head and body to 

describe her losses, metals and nails piercing the body to describe her pain and 

self-harming, and the knowledge that these metals would weaken in the kiln to 

describe a changing relationship with her trauma (IMAGE PARTICIPANT: 

SELF HARM).  
 

Judy Atkinson researched the affects of trauma in indigenous Australian 

communities and observed, as I did, that health and wellbeing suffers when 

victims confront difficult life experiences without the skills to properly express 

their negative emotions or negotiate well with others.  Trauma regularly turns 

into anger, then despair, before victims collapse into serious ill-health, often 

requiring hospitalisation (Atkinson, 2002 p 150 and 247-8).  But here, a world 

was created into which participants safely and securely placed the self-

destructive emotions and pain that could not be expressed elsewhere.  The 

vulnerability sculptor Linde Ivimey expressed in her beautiful yet disturbing 

works provoked participants to feel their immense anger towards their abusers 

and touch this long-avoided emotional centre without the violence of language 

or action.  Their suffering was made viewable by giving form to the memory of 

past experiences as well as to painful, elusive, repressed and frightening 

feelings.  Those who felt they “could really hurt somebody … badly” if they 

dared express their anger, found that its expression in art utterly diminished its 

claim upon them. 
 
I am often asked whether this leads to re-traumatisation; the answer is no.  

Participants are emphatic that their creative practice caught them when on the 

brink of falling into a downward spiral of despair and held them safely.  The 



  

 
 

 

unequivocal communication of emotion and pain liberated women from the 

frustrations of being voiceless, enabling them to avoid reaching a point of crisis 

as they had so often before. 

  

When I first came I said “I don’t do feelings”.  I didn’t expect to do 

anything about my life.  Then I got sick and ended up hospital.  I felt 

exposed, because we didn’t have this perfect family afterall.   Art gave 

me an opportunity to stop running” . Val 

The objectification of the unspeakable into art helped women see, then 

understand themselves through “new eyes” as they described it.   

It gives you insight into what you have to do to change.  At the end of the 

day we have to choose – make a conscious decision - rather than 

recovery being based on something you can’t see.  We have left some 

artworks in the study so I can see them and ask myself – OK is this 

where I am going to stay or am I going to move.  I got caught up in the 

grief, always moving, avoiding.  The art group was good because I had 

never sat still or taken the time to stop and think.    

One of the most important and constant observations was that art brought 

clarity to feelings, experiences and the exhausting, relentless thoughts that 

were without resolution and felt “like a muddle in my head” as one expressed it.  

Women said creativity had moved them along “so quickly” because it allowed 

thoughts to be seen : 

I can talk about it until the cows come home but it doesn’t do anything – 

whereas to actually produce something and see it was incredibly 

empowering ... I want to put my stuff out there and make my mark.  I felt 

for the first time that I had made a mark.  I have pushed back for the first 

time I am saying, “well this is what I think!”  I put something on the page 

that said something that is about the real me.  It reflects my experience 

and I am saying what I have felt without anybody saying whether it is 

right or wrong.  I have created things, not only marks, but they mean 



 

 
 

something – I am able to see that.  For the first time I can put things 

down and see – you know that is from me and it is not horrible, it is not 

ugly.  

 
Just as Wilhelm S Wurzer says, “inevitably, visibility reveals the in-visible, the 

unseen whole” (Wurzer, 2003 vii), art gives form to events and emotions 

previously hidden in the shadows, enabling participants to witness the 

complexities of experiences with insight and empathy and to review their lives.  

One observed that “being able to physically see it, gives you that different 

perspective - rather than just talking about it – because sometimes it just gets 

lost in your head”.  Many confessed to long-held practices of dissociation, 

blocking, and even purposefully distracting their counsellor in order to avoid 

confronting their pain, but found that “when you are looking at it, it is right there 

and you actually are connected.   Doing the claywork allowed me to be more 

accepting of my history”, as one explained.   

   

Although the creation of any one work is usually only one part of the journey, 

individual works can be truly momentous in the change they effect.  One 46 

year old participant described how through making a mosaic of herself as a 

child, she understood the child’s pain within and her innocence: “It actually 

dislodged part of me that has been buried so deeply that I haven’t been even 

able to look at it”, she says.  In the quiet contemplative creative place, she 

recognized, with adult consciousness, that the responsibility for the abuse was 

not hers; a lifetime of misconception fell away when finally she knew she wasn’t 

“all bad, totally bad”.  Like many others, she had carried the burden of that 

untruth for her entire life. This mosaic, (IMAGE  MOSAIC PARTICIPANT : 
CHILD) was an embodiment of its maker, her innocence and of what had been 

lost.  It had become a most precious object that was kept safe in a private 

space in her home, away from public areas into which others made 

unannounced and critical visits.  The adult was now able protect the inner child 

from being hurt.  

  



  

 
 

 

The pain of the trauma was already known.  The threads she pulled from the 

jumble in creating the mosaic, creating herself, helped her identify the manifold 

losses resulting from being abused.  With perseverance, she re-wove these 

tangled threads into an emergent self-awareness and self-confidence and a 

centre for acknowledging and mourning, as well as acknowledging and living.  

The work revealed herself – truths that were unknown, or may at some point 

have been known but had long since been forgotten.  

 

I did have something as a child, it was quite a central part of me and 

losing it was like, you know, when someone has taken something away 

from you.   

 

Women’s self-view were recalibrated so it became possible for each to view 

herself with compassion, gentleness and confidence: 

 

I was actually surprised that I could create something that was 

aesthetically pleasing and isn’t a compromise – it is the real thing.   It 

belongs to me and nobody else – it says something about me – I had the 

freedom of the page.   I got to trust myself and in that trust, I did not 

mess up at all.  

 

The place of the artist in the process is, as Cleveland notes, crucial.  Without 

artists, revelations, transformations, discoveries, friendships or learning skills, 

the promotion of the participants as capable, vibrant human beings that occur 

through artmaking, are unlikely.  As victims of trauma take tentative steps into 

any new territory, they do so carrying a sack, as one participant described it, 

heavy with expectations of incompetence and failure, and feelings of guilt.  

When an artist shares skills, guides and courageously challenges the work and 

expectations of the victim, it is a demonstration of care as well as a belief in the 

person and their capacity to learn and flourish.  A victim grows.  To do 

otherwise is to leave them in a perpetual state of incapacity, immaturity or, 

worse, oblivion.  Small steps taken through creating artworks precipitate 



 

 
 

monumental personal shifts as Helen Garner says of writing: “First the word, 

and then the sentence” (Garner, 2009).  Psychiatrist Dr George Halasz2 says 

“the shifts of perception are akin to a child taking her first steps each may be 

small in themselves, but like the difference between crawling and walking, 

artmaking represents a monumental shift in perception and capacity”.  

Participants described changes from “feeling nothing” to being “excited”, from 

thinking of herself as “a blob” to feeling “like a human being”, from believing 

herself to be “crap at everything” and “bad all bad” to realising “I might be quite 

good at this”. Another described it : 

 
I really enjoyed getting back to my creativity, finding that fun side that it 

brings it out in you and how your mind actually uses and creates different 

images inside the head, being able to use your hands to bring it 

altogether to make it alive, you know.  That side of things makes me feel 

exhilarated inside and I can almost achieve whatever I want.  Amelia 

 
Artists are familiar with transformations in our studios and in our relationships 

with participants in community arts projects.  That they happen is not unusual, 

but how each happens is unique and significant.  For witnesses, these 

transformations can be astonishing; one counsellor said in response to seeing a 

client literally made voiceless by abuse being brought to life by the “aesthetic 

redemption” Jay Winter described:3 “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I 

wouldn’t have believed it possible”.  Counsellors saw their clients excelling, 

being useful rather than needy, as creative and social women rather than 

socially isolated, uncommunicative victims of trauma and being imaginative, 

committed and lateral thinkers.   

 

These women had languished for years in the shadow of trauma.  Most existed 

on the edge of life, lonely, ill equipped to work or function well amongst others, 

depressed, angry, poor; all were hurt and in pain.  The invitation into a creative 
                                            
2 Pers. comm. with Dr Halasz, 25 August 2008. 
3 Jay Winter. Arts Public Lecture I – War and Remembrance at the Shrine of 
Remembrance Melbourne.  21 May 2007, attended by the author. 



  

 
 

 

space, a place of materials and making, engagement and retreat, trauma and 

mourning, anger and pleasure: a place of acknowledgement, transformation, 

restoration and possibility is an invitation to leave this shadowy world.  It is an 

invitation to hold faith and sorrow together; an invitation to work with contrast 

and change, colour, texture and form; with the present and the past.  It is an 

invitation to engage with others with a shared experience of trauma in a shared 

passion for art, and to create.  It is an invitation to engage with ideas and be 

inspired by art and artists.  Art Against Oblivion.  It is a call to action and a 

claim. 
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