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Introduction

Art therapy entails a therapeutic relationship that allows the expression and exploration
of mental and spiritual needs through art (Bell, 2011). It integrates artistic creation,
making use of different artistic mediators (Martins, 2013). Through various forms of artistic
expression, a person communicates and explores their feelings and intimacy (Lev, 2020).
Creative development allows the individual to break forms of resistance, recognize their own
capabilities, and feel greater self-esteem and wellbeing (Hu et al., 2021; Ryff, 2021). Exercising
creativity enables a differentiated view of oneself and favors the encounter of alternative
points of view regarding psychological and spiritual issues (Alvarenga et al., 2018). The aim
is personal growth and contact with our sensitive world and emotional development. In
the art-therapeutic process, the artistic experience through creation enriches the imaginary
and contributes to self-knowledge, driving the elaboration of internal contents and personal
transformation (Martins, 2013; Ettun et al., 2014). In the art-therapeutic setting, different
artistic mediators facilitate creation, expression and communication, including plastic,
musical, dramatic, body, literary, and playful expression. These constitute the technical and
material basis for creation. Considering the particular symbolic, expressive, and creative
characteristics of different resources and understanding the therapeutic potential of each
resource and how they can meet individual needs is fundamental to effective Art Therapy.

Art therapy can contribute to the knowledge, recognition and appropriation of one’s
own spirituality. This is a necessary part of the discovery process for those on the path
of transcendence, leading the individual to (re)discover a broader meaning for existence
(Sanchez Garcia and Pinna-Perez, 2021). Understanding the meaning of life is the essential
and personal quest of every individual; it is a required search that leads to the path
of self-knowledge.

This opinion article presents an in-depth discussion of the potential of arts-based
spiritual care, realizing in advance that there is a lack of conceptual clarity. Knowing
how we might embrace a conception of spirituality anchored in art therapy may allow
for more holistic practices, and thereby integrate them into a larger approach to spiritual
care provision.
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The creative art therapies

Art therapy is a therapeutic treatment for personal
development, which uses and integrates different artistic mediators,
such as paint, clay, stone, cloth and yarn, poetry or writing, music,
dance and movement, storytelling, and drama [Ettun et al., 2014;
British Association of Art Therapists (BAAT), 2015; Chiang et al.,
2019]. All these means of artistic creation can reach the human
spirit during their psycho-spiritual search for wholeness (Niemiec
et al, 2020). An overview of spiritually-oriented art therapy
interventions can help understand how they make transformation
and healing possible by integrating the spiritual aspect into therapy
(Kirca, 2019).

The therapeutic relationship is established through interaction
between the client—the “creator” of the art object, which is
the “creation” performed in the setting—and the observer (art
therapist), using resources such as imagination, symbolism, and
metaphors. This context facilitates communication, reorganization
of internal contents, meaningful emotional expression, and
deepening of internal knowledge, freeing the ability to think
and creativity (de Witte et al, 2021). Therefore, Art Therapy
presupposes a “relationship,” whose dynamic is triangular: between
the patient, the creation, and the therapist. The act of creation does
not happen by itself, but through the establishment of a bond of
trust provided by the therapeutic alliance, in a dialogic relationship
(Gazit et al., 2021).

Despite focusing on communication through artistic forms of
expression, art therapy is sometimes incorrectly labeled as a “non-
verbal” therapy. This misunderstanding occurs because verbal
communication is not essential to the elaboration of artistically
expressed content or fundamental in art therapy. Music, body
movement, or playful games can become the main form of
communication in therapy, transmitting deep feelings without
words. Art Therapy can be enjoyed solely as non-verbal expression,
for instance, by children and adolescents with psychosocial
problems (Bosgraaf et al., 2020); by the elderly person who has lost
the ability to speak because of a stroke or dementia (Deshmukh
et al.,, 2018); or even a victim of trauma (Kaimal et al., 2021), who
may be unable to put her ideas verbally. However, according to
Malchiodi (2020), art therapy includes both non-verbal and verbal
communication. In most situations, the process involves verbal
expression of thoughts and feelings to help individuals make sense
of their experiences, feelings, and perceptions.

Art therapy thus results in a creative process, which can also
be a therapeutic process, i.e., “art as therapy.” The experience of
making art offers an opportunity for imaginative expression, in
an authentic and spontaneous way. A process that, over time,
leads to personal fulfillment, emotional repair, and transformation
at a psychic level. A holistic and extensive view of the human
being is employed in Art Therapy, a therapeutic practice that
aims to rescue not only the integral dimension of the subject
but also their processes of self-knowledge, transcendence, and
personal transformation (Gerber et al., 2018). The aim is also to
promote image production, creative autonomy, the development
of communication, the appreciation of subjectivity, freedom of
expression, the reconciliation of emotional problems and their
cathartic function (Gabriel, 2021). Notably, art therapy may be
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a cost-effective form of psychological therapy when compared to
more traditional talking therapies (Uttley et al., 2015; Braito et al.,
2022).

Art therapy is applied to people of all ages, with different
psychological and medical problems. Interventions are carried
out in groups or individually, in a private setting or in different
institutions, such as schools, hospitals, shelters, nursing homes,
day centers, etc. Art therapy stands out for its transdisciplinarity
and its wide application, with little or no contraindications and,
therefore, the intervention must be planned in order to specifically
meet the needs of the population in question. Indeed, art therapy
should not be considered as an alternative to the conventional care
and treatment provided by healthcare care teams, but rather as
a complementary part of a treatment plan, given its potential to
improve holistic care.

Art, healing, and care for the spirit

Theoretical ~ perspectives ~ emphasize  spirituality —and
transcendence as vital components of human personality,
self-awareness, developmental tasks, and wellbeing (Kruse and
Schmitt, 2019). Spirituality is widely characterized as how people
seek and express meaning and purpose, how they feel connected
to the present, to themselves, to others, to nature, and to the
meaningful or sacred (Puchalski et al., 2014). Spiritual Care
should be an intrinsic element of healthcare, since spirituality
is often a basic human dimension, especially during distress
(Roze des Ordons et al., 2018; Fitch and Bartlett, 2019). However,
implementing Spiritual Care is difficult, for it depends on the
individual spirituality of the healthcare professionals and patient
(or relative), and there are no quick fixes for spiritual needs, but
require personal connectedness and investment (Hvidt et al., 2020).

Transcending one’s boundaries is a dynamic process, which
can occur in many motions, directions, and dimensions.
Self-boundaries can be crossed temporally (by integrating
one’s past and future in a way that makes sense in the
present), intrapersonally (toward self-acceptance and meaning),
interpersonally (by connecting with others and one’s environment),
and transpersonally (by linking with dimensions beyond the
typically discernible world; Reed, 2009; Post et al., 2020).

Meaning-making is encouraged when spirituality is completely
accepted. Spiritual care enables the possibility and capacity to
transcend the physical and psychological (Bell, 2011; Lalani, 2020),
connecting people in suffering to areas of their life, frequently
through imaginative artistic expression, where spirituality and
religion contribute new views to human affairs.

The intersubjective and interpersonal dynamics of care offer
numerous and diverse opportunities to think about and deal with
spirituality. Compassionate attention to the inner world, which is
endowed with transcendent and transforming aspects, is vital (Bell,
2011). This humanizing process invites thought and conversation
on the intangible, abstract components of suffering. The subtleties
of meaning-making, purposefulness, and affirmation of a desirable
and meaningful existence all lead to and imply spirituality (Bell,
2011). The healthcare practitioner must be prepared to interpret
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and communicate these requirements, as well as seek appropriate
aid and support to offer spiritual care (Lopez-Tarrida et al., 2021).

Spirituality can be acknowledged, understood, and faced
through art therapy, in the context of palliative, end-of-life care
(Lefevre et al,, 2016; Warth et al.,, 2016), and other domains of
mental health care (Deshmukh et al.,, 2018; Haeyen, 2019). The
use of art materials to make drawings and paintings is a concrete,
material record of the search for meaning and spiritual reflection
and insight (Bell, 2011). Through the use of art materials and
imagery, art therapy fosters meaning-making and so creates an
intra-psychic space in which spirituality may be acknowledged,
explored, and understood.

Art does not just have an accessory role but is a way of healing,
which underlies the stimulation of creativity to achieve higher
levels of wellbeing and the resolution of internal conflicts. Artistic
creation calls upon mental functions fundamental for personal
balance. The creative process divergent thinking integrates
symbolization, abstraction and a specific learning cognition that
includes the sensorial and emotional system. It is a counterpoint
to logical thinking. But experiences, when integrated, favor an
expanded development that is fundamentally more adapted to an
individual’s reality. Having a more creative attitude toward life, one
can respond more precisely to one’s needs.

Creativity is essential for a balanced life and contributes to
human flourishing. It is fundamental for finding solutions and
for a subjects constructive integration into reality. The creative
process cooperates by enlightening and repairing psychic processes.
Creativity is defined as an existential process affiliated with the
human capacity for self-realization, affirmation, and the potential
to expand, develop and mature (Gosetti-Ferencei, 2020). There
is no difference between creative processes related to arts and
inventions and processes that develop an individual’s personality,
such as psychotherapy. Thus, to make the most of the capacity
for creation and transformation, this capability is understood as
inherent to the human being. In Art Therapy, there is an analogy
between creating artistically and creating perspectives for personal
change. Therefore, when creating new forms, configuring elements,
and finding meanings for creation, a new ordering of life strategies
is symbolically established.

The creative act imprints the mark of the creator, their
originality and individuality, restoring their sense of identity,
dignity, and community. Cultural and social influences are also
part of this process. However, depression, fear (caused by more
rigid personality traits), inner emptiness and anxiety are some
of the constraints that prevent individuals, children and adults
of all ages from expressing themselves creatively (Cocco, 2017;
Xu et al, 2021). Creative unlocking and facilitation strategies
must be provided for the development of creative activity,
by connecting on an emotional level (through an empathetic
relationship) or an environmental level (by finding a welcoming,
comfortable space, which provides a moment of disconnection
from outside influences).

Spirituality provides meaning to our lives by enhancing our
consciousness of the most personal elements of our existence,
material body, environment, and the divine (Bell, 2011). Creating
art is a spiritual activity, or at least implies a spiritual component to
existence that deserves attention and contemplation (Kirca, 2019).
Creativity, imagination, and the creation of artifacts are indicators
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of spirituality and transcendent potential (Fotaki et al., 2020).
Any psychotherapy intervention is about reinforcing elements that
repair and heal the human body, mind, and spirit. Therefore,
meaning-making and spirituality are essential to the realm of Art
Therapy theory and practice (Bell, 2011).

Final remarks

The meaning-making process and the self-affirmation of
personal and societal values and ideas can help us understand
spirituality. This domain of human experience can be explored
through artistic representation, enabling people to direct
their interest to the spiritual side of the creative experience.
An integrative person-centered approach is a foundation
for giving spirituality the same care and attention as other
physical and psychological realities. It is acknowledged to have
a large and decisive influence on recovery, healing, growth,
and positive therapeutic outcomes. Art-based spiritual care,
therefore, lends legitimacy to the care of the most vulnerable
people and contributes to a caring culture focused on spiritual
development. Additional research in a broader set of cultures
and populations is needed to better understand the effectiveness
of art therapy interventions in spiritual growth. Furthermore,
conceptual clarity and consensus on terminology will be
important in art-based spiritual care both in clinical and
community settings.
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