










































































































































































































































































































































































































































increase the availability of 'talking therapies' to increasing numbers of people 

expenencmg anxiety and depression, it is important that 'talking therapies' are 

available to the terminally ill who are likely to experience higher levels of anxiety and 

depression in comparison to the population as a whole. 

Art therapy has established a place within hospice and palliative care. Its position 

within the palliative care team is dependent on the integration of psychological and 

psychotherapeutic support as part of the overall strategy of service provision. Nursing 

and medicine continue to dominate much of the approach to care with physiotherapy, 

occupational therapy, social work, chaplaincy (pastoral care), complementary 

therapies and psychological therapies providing further layers of support. The 

psychosocial dimension of care requires commitment from service managers and 

stakeholders, in order to maintain the ideals of the hospice and the principles of 

palliative care. Additionally, to maintain an appropriate constellation of disciplines 

within the multidisciplinary team, a holistic ethos of leadership and management fully 

conversant with integrated whole person care is required. This is an ethical model of 

management that is able to incorporate an open culture of reflective critique towards 

the delivery of palliative care within the pressures of economic and bureaucratic 

constraints. 

Palliative care services, managers and practitioners from nursing, medicine and allied 

health professions are now subject to appraisal, meeting standards of practice, 

providing an evidence base and continuing professional development. In order to 

respond to the ethical dimension of palliative care (Ten Have and Clark, 2002) and 

the practice of palliative care (Lawton 2000; Sandman 2005), it is important to remain 
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vigilant about preventing institutionalised patterns of behaviour towards the dying 

becoming established. In order for palliative care to maintain its holistic ethos art , 

therapy stands as an example of the importance of the arts and humanities as part of 

the ongoing future developments in care of the dying. Art therapy contributes to the 

accumulative knowledge and expertise relating to the experience of incurable physical 

illness, dying and death. 

8 

Heatth 
- --

The colours of hope 
Art therapy is helping more al1(! I 

people cope with their illnesses 
through creativity, says Julia Stuart 

"I probably wouldn't be around now if I hadn 't had art therapy because I 

wouldn't have been able to manage my emotions. I would have given up ... To 

be told you have cancer is a big shock . . . I've had it for 17 years and I was 

carrying the trauma of all those years until I started this therapy. I was able to 

address the terror and the shock of what had happened and how I was treated 

socially ... The therapy has helped me to reconnect with myself emotionall y, 

mentally and physically. What I can ' t articulate comes out in the different 

colours I use and the different materials I work with . It ha been my lifeline 
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and given me a positive attitude, as well as a realistic one". (Perveen cited by 

Stuart, 2004, p8) 

Khalida died in 2006 having coped courageously with her illness for many years. The 

above extract is from an interview she gave to the Independent newspaper and 

published in September 2004. The interview was conducted during her stay as an in­

patient at st. Luke's Hospice and was a feature focusing on the benefits of art therapy. 

Khalida engaged fully in the experience of art therapy and discovered many layers of 

meaning that helped sustain her as a single parent who had coped with many 

difficulties in her life as well as her diagnosis of cancer. It was a privilege to have 

known her as is the case with all those who permit another to enter their world at the 

end of life. 

The discussion and case study analysis in this research has shown that meaning­

making is intrinsic to the practice of art therapy in palliative care. Spirituality is also 

identified as a core element of experience for the dying that can be explored and 

understood in art therapy. Art therapy is able to provide an intersubjective space 

where the needs of the terminally ill can be addressed in a creative and imaginative 

way, and the patient's context is accounted for and considered in relationship to an 

integrated, holistic approach to care. Art therapy therefore has an important role to 

play in contributing to palliative care and can provide valuable insights into the 

experience of terminal illness, dying and death. These insights can also add to 

knowledge and practice in hospice and palliative care settings. 
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9. A Brief Return to the Case Studies 

9.1. Peter: case study one 

Fig 1 

Peter made tentative marks with a lead HB pencil. His hand was slightly tremulous 

and his line quivered as he pressed the point of the pencil to the paper. The tree 

appeared grounded by a faint pencil line with tiny flowers barely visible at the base of 

the trunk. He added chalky-brown shading to fill the tree, and small stitches of red 

and green to adorn the tree with foliage. The tree became more solid and less 

ephemeral. There was life, sustenance and body to the tree. It stood in the page not 

quite grounded but present and real. 
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9.2. Steven: case study two 

_ _ _ Fig 2 

Steven chose his medium, a set of cheap felt-tipped pens, and kept them throughout 

his art therapy meetings. The pens were returned to the hospice still in a bundle held 

by the original elastic band. They were left at the reception desk after his death with a 

note of thanks from his mother. In the drawing the creature appeared through the 

scratchy, awkward marks of the pen. Steven was quiet and thoughtful as he worked. 

He was amused by his creature and intrigued by the prospect of discovering more 

through the art-making. He was struggling at that time with fears and anxieties about 

the future. He was aware of his prognosis and the uncertainty ahead: what did death 

look like? The creature was composed of anxious yet energised marks . Worry and 

trepidation were contained within this strange and previously unseen creature . 
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9.3. Waiter: case study three 

r 

I 

1 

Walter set himself a challenge. Making sense through meaning-making was a 

cognitive and emotional challenge. Walter organised himself and prepared himself to 

enact his intentions. His image contained him within a world which in many ways had 

become strange and unfamiliar. Walter's squares and circles were reminiscent of 

some intrinsic human need to present self in relationship to everything other than self 

(Simon, 1992). Cancer and MSA were eroding his bodily and cognitive functions. 

Locating self within a world changed and changing is meaning-making-in-action. It is 

a way of orientating the self in the face of unfamiliar and disorientating experiences. 

Walter's hand firmly applied the pen and made tangible his presence in the world . 
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9.4. Tony: case study four 

Ij • 
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Tony's optimism and determination held him together under the pressure and stress of 

adjustment following a stroke. Wheelchair-dependent and unable to speak other than 

yes or no to closed questions, he worked with enthusiasm and commitment with a 

range of materials producing a prolific range of images. Conversations with Tony 

were non-verbal, intimate, enlightening, confusing and frustrating. We worked 

alongside each other, my right elbow often touching his left arm as we made our joint 

images. Grappling with understanding each other the relationship flourished . When 

Tony decided to finish meeting he was living life and coping well. He continued his 

interest in art-making. The nature of relationship, communication and understanding 

when verbal language is not possible is complex, diverse and a rich territory of 

meanlllg. 

:3 9 



9.5. Elizabeth: case study five 

Fig 5 

Elizabeth loved her garden and nature. Her home was her sanctuary and gave her 

reassurance and stability. Elizabeth lived with a level of anxiety that she had to learn 

to manage. This was intensified by her prognosis . She wasn ' t ready to die and worked 

hard to remain focused on living as fully as possible. This was not an easy goal to 

achieve as she worked through the tension caused by her awareness of new realities 

about her future physical health and wellbeing. She worked on her potted plant as a 

way of reworking her sense of being at ease with herself. This was a comforting 

reassuring image that helped her feel integrated at a time when the progression of her 

illness and death were invading her equilibrium and inner sense of cohesion. 
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9.6. Kate: case study six 

Fig 6 

Kate resolved to find meanmg m her circumstances by addressing past hurt and 

sadness. The crisis of her circumstances following the diagnosis of cancer, had begun 

to undermine established coping strategies and her role in life. Kate experienced a 

level of unresolved grief and the pain of previously difficult times in her life. From 

out of her family of flowers , the ribbon of healing sets her free to recover her identity 

and measure up to coping with her diagnosis of cancer. Kate rediscovered familiar 

strategies, but with a new resolve that was affirmed through the transformation of 

long-repressed feelings. Her images gave her an acceptable and tolerable way of 

pulling back the veil of past events and experiencing the feelings she had held onto 

for many years. 
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9.7. Kevin: case study seven 

Fig 7 

Kevin confronted his experience of facing dying and death with boldness and with 

honesty about his fear. He was intensely fearful of pain and imagined that he was 

going to die in intolerable pain. Kevin explored meaning-making in art therapy 

through his direct and open attitude towards death. He worked up the detail of his own 

headstone creating a gothic atmosphere with lightning strike and needle-point vein of 

blood to add drama to the scene. Kevin engaged in the art-making imaginatively and 

in terms that enabled him to rationalise his fears and confront death on his own terms. 
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9.8. Terry: case study eight 

Terry's psychological and spiritual pain was palpable. There was an element of social 

death when considering Terry's circumstances, and the sense in which his world had 

been reduced to a room that he could no longer personalise. He was enduring and 

holding firm in the face of deterioration, loss of independence and physical pain. He 

found energy and inspiration to respond to the offer of doing art therapy, which was a 

testimony to his effort to create meaning in his difficult and distressing situation. He 

engaged and participated in meaning-making through his use of drawing materials 

and a small set of water-colour paints , to delineate an image that was within his 

imaginative range to articulate in his picture. There wasn't time to develop any further 

the potential that was realised in the single occasion when he used the art materials. 

He was able to experience meaning through his agency, and action in the context of 

art therapy, within the environment of his newly-acquired, yet impersonal , li ving 

room. 
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9.9. Shirley: case study nine 

Fig 9 

Shirley faced her illness, dying and death with a mixture of abject despair and ecstatic 

hope. She explored many deeply-troubling and painful experiences in her life as a 

whole, as well as the impact of cancer on her day-to-day routine. The image of a 

broken mirror emerged early in the art therapy and symbolised a shattered world. The 

mirror still holds together despite its many shattered pieces, and appears as an 

aperture onto a space beyond that could be the sky where there are no landmarks on 

which to focus the eye. Infinite space and an unknown world lie beyond. The mirror 

also has a fairytale quality about it, as if it has magical properties and might reveal the 

future , cast a spell or make a wish come true. Shirley had a richly imaginative fantasy 

life. She was forthright , sometimes aggressive, and deeply passionate about her views, 

opinions, beliefs, attitudes and feelings . Her art-making was meaning-making-in­

action coloured by scepticism, cynicism, intellectual and emotional inqui siti veness. 

As with so many patients, she also left an indelible impression on the art therapi st. 



10. Closing remarks 

The patients who undertake art therapy, their experiences and the stories they tell at 

the end of life, are challenging and deeply rewarding. The impact of their lives on the 

art therapist leaves a store of memories, insights and knowledge that become the rich 

soil out of which art and life grow. Suffering, dying and death are integral to life and 

meaning-making sustains that life, if imperfectly. Meaning-making and spirituality 

have been identified as core aspects of the work of the art therapist in palliative care. 

There needs to be greater clarity as to how spiritual care is delivered within the 

multidisciplinary team. There are anxieties about how to negotiate and respond to 

what is sometimes perceived as too personal. Yet intimacies and personal aspects of 

patients' lives are encountered all the time in the care of the dying. Perhaps spiritual 

care opens a boundary between the values and beliefs of practitioners and the values 

and beliefs of patients. The vulnerability of all involved in the lives of the dying, 

within the environment of the hospice or other palliative care services, is a little 

exposed in a way that demands a high level of honesty, humility and self-awareness. 

This research provides evidence of the value and benefit of art therapy to many people 

living with a life-threatening illness. There is a range of implications for possible 

future research. The importance and relevance of an art-based therapeutic approach in 

palliative care provides opportunity to explore creativity and the imaginative faculties 

at the end of life. This may have much wider benefits for the terminally ill, and 

additional research would increase the evidence base to support the integration of the 

arts and humanities into palliative care and, more broadly, medicine and nursing. 
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The emphasis on spirituality provides the basis for further enquiry into belief, faith 

and religion in the experience of the dying. An ethnographic approach to research in 

this area, focusing on the rich content of imagery produced in art therapy, may offer 

yet more territory for analysis. The human spirit, spirituality and religion are all areas 

of significance within health care, and a prospective ethnographic study of the art­

making process and artefact in art therapy could yield further perspectives and 

insights about this area of need within the principles of integrated whole person care. 

Images and the imaginal are closely related to current concepts being developed in 

practical theology which is an approach that can add further texture and depth to the 

ways in which spirituality is expressed and interpreted in art therapy. A 'critical and 

imaginative ethnography of the everyday' examining the visual, non-verbal modes of 

understanding within the arts and humanities, would add to the repertoire of 

approaches to research in palliative care discussed in chapter one. Art therapy, when 

placed within a psychosocial model of care where the sociological context is 

considered alongside hermeneutical and ethnographic research methodologies, may 

provide a locus of experience that reveals ever-greater subtleties regarding meaning­

making and its relationship to spirituality and faith development. The development of 

a research methodology congruent and sympathetic to the practice of art therapy and 

to the needs of dying people who are extremely vulnerable, would also contribute to 

the evidence base that would support the continued recognition and inclusion of art 

therapy as part of palliative care and hospice services. 
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