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This excellent conference on the theme of creative transformation was hosted by the Northern Ireland Group for Art as Therapy (NIGAT) and the School of Education, Queen’s University, Belfast, in association with the International Society for the Psychopathology of Expression and Art Therapy (SIPE).  The all-embracing theme of creative transformation attracted to the conference an international gathering of art, music, drama and dance movement therapists, psychoanalysts, psychotherapists, psychiatrists, sociologists, educators, and other practitioners and researchers, who came together to present papers on transforming arts interventions in such fields as trauma, psychosis, mental health promotion and social inclusion.  There was, in addition, a very moving panel presentation on art therapy and cancer care.

Colleagues were warmly welcomed by Dr Guy Roux, Chair of SIPE, Lord Alderdice, Consultant Psychotherapist, and other representatives from the host organisations.  Each made reference to Belfast as the choice of location for the conference, directly linking the theme of creative transformation to conflict resolution and the social relevance of the arts.

‘Northern Ireland is undergoing a regeneration as it emerges from a prolonged period of conflict.  After thirty years of the “Troubles” the peace process has been developing since 1998.  The vacuum after ‘war’ has created opportunities to replace the previous disorder with creative and inclusive processes.  Northern Ireland is thus engaged in a process promoting a multicultural ethos where people can embrace multiple cultural identities.  The arts therapies and other therapeutic professions have played a valuable part in healing splits and in Northern Ireland’s process of transformation.’ (excerpt from congress bid). 

The arts therapy community in Northern Ireland was identified by Lord Alderdice as small in number, but large in vision and energy.  In recognising the need for symbolic representation in transforming therapeutic endeavours of all kinds, he referred to how enriching it had been to include art and music studios at his own unit, the Centre for Psychotherapy, South and East Belfast Health & Social Services Trust. 
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A formal announcement was made at the conference of the inclusion of Belfast as one of the sites for the NCC:HTA (Department of Health, UK) funded clinical trial to examine the effects and cost-effectiveness of interactive group art therapy for people with schizophrenia.  Work on this significant RCT will bring with it the opportunity for further collaboration between the MSc training course in Art Therapy at Queen’s University, psychoanalytic psychotherapists at the Centre for Psychotherapy and other practitioners, as well as colleagues from Queen’s University.

With the urgent need to move on from the chaotic political past of Northern Ireland, and the need in general for finding creative ways of coping with great political difficulty, the social relevance of arts interventions underpinned the conference proceedings. Transforming hostility into tolerance, hate into creativity,  the contribution of the arts therapies for finding ways to  more creative futures characterised the content of the presentations. Whether it be the contribution of arts therapy interventions for helping reverse the often de-humanising environments of acute inpatient wards, or working towards forgiveness and healing transformation with traumatised groups in war-torn communities, unique and powerful forms of communication and expression are made possible through waking the creative capacity and engaging with the arts for working with the effects of personal, communal and cultural trauma. 

.

What is creativity?  And how is it destroyed in the mind? asked Professor Paul Williams in  his keynote presentation entitled  ‘The Worm that Flies in the Night’,  a metaphor from Blake’s poem ‘The Sick Rose’.   In what was a hugely erudite yet accessible lecture, which ranged between case material from psychoanalytic treatments, visual and literary references and  practices of shamanism in so-called ‘primitive’ cultures’, questions on creativity and its destruction were looked at in the context of generative thought and how creativity can be destroyed by psychotic ways of thinking in particular.  

Whereas psychosis is the antithesis of creativity, art can help to heal psychosis.  But, and it’s the significant ‘but’ that art therapists uphold, a safe, containing environment, a reflective space, is required.  The need for the analytic frame, potential space and transitional thinking for enabling symbolic processing, and for making a symbolic communicative bridge between life and death, in a relationship, was emphasised repeatedly throughout the lecture.  Without it, there can be no surrender to intuitive, 
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unconscious dialogue in potential space and the howling storms of psychosis cannot be reached, worked through and creatively transformed.  Professor Paul Williams, is a Consultant Psychotherapist at the Centre for Psychotherapy in Belfast, and a former Treasurer of ISPS UK.  He is also Joint Editor-in-Chief of the International Journal of Psychoanalysis. 

Sheila Grandison

Art Psychotherapist 
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The “Creative Transformation” XVIII S.I.P.E International Congress organising committee was led by Dr Caryl Sibbett, Art Psychotherapist and Lecturer in Queen’s University Belfast.
