Art and Well-Being:
The Healing Connection
By Linda Vanderlee

I

N ANCIENT GREECE, Apollo — the
god of healing — was also the god of music,
song, and poetry. is was no coincidence.
e earliest Greek medical practitioners saw
a strong connection between art and health.
ey used the ancient tragedies as a form
of psychotherapy to treat mental illness and
music therapy to treat physical ailments
like gout.
e connection between art and health is
being recognized more and more by the
Western medical profession. A growing body
of research tells us that many measurable
health benefits can come from participating
in artistic activities such as visual art, music,
movement, poetry, and drama. A major 2009
review of dozens of studies in American
hospitals, for instance, found that using
creative arts therapies to reduce anxiety and
pain before and during medical procedures,
or to ease the symptoms of various illnesses,
resulted in shorter hospital stays and a reduced
need for medications, among other benefits.
According to Nancy J. Cooley, a founding
member of Arts Health Network Canada,
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studies have also shown creative arts therapies
to be eective in lessening anxiety and tension
in cardiac patients, reducing the time that
critically ill newborns spend in intensive care
units, and helping those with mental illness
remain stable, to name a few examples.
Research suggests that even just viewing
art may have immediate health benefits for
patients in hospitals and other health care
settings. is connection has inspired the
work of charitable organizations like the
Art for Healing Foundation, which has
installed 9,000 works of art in 71 health care
institutions across Canada since 2002.

Preventing Decline and Dis-ease
Health, of course, is more than the absence of
disease; it encompasses the physical, mental,
social, emotional, and spiritual well-being of a
person. Expressive arts activities can be useful
not only for easing the symptoms of illness,
but also for preventing disease and enhancing
our broader well-being.
For example, according to Arts Heath Network
Canada, participation in arts programs can
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enable seniors to live independently longer,
provide avenues for healing for those who
have suered from trauma, and empower
youth at risk to succeed in school and develop
better social skills and relationships.

and with that focus they let go of their worries
and preoccupations, at least for a while. Each
experience serves as a preventive, restorative,
and healing measure, and quite often provides
social connection too.

I have noticed how crucial my own artful
endeavours are for maintaining my sense
of well-being, and I’ve heard the same from
many friends, clients, and colleagues. Bob
and his partner go dancing twice a week.
Nadine loves to sing to her heart’s content
at pop-up choirs around town. Dorothy has
taken up painting with a vengeance, and she
scours the city for interesting subjects. ese
individuals feel that their particular activity
allows them to focus on something they love;

As a coach, I have witnessed how engaging
in arts activities can also help many people
unlock their creativity and wisdom. By
parking our rational mind for a little while, we
connect to other ways of knowing, including
our own bodies’ messages.
“More conscious creative expression or artmaking can act in the same way as dreams,
providing a safe way in which to experience,
learn from, and gain insight about our
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struggles,” says Jadzia Romaniec, a local
expressive arts practitioner.

Local Collaboration

for residents of the Cornerstone women’s
emergency shelter and supportive housing.
“Artswell has always believed in the arts
as a vehicle that brings people together and
builds community,” said Artswell president
Tracy Luciani on the launch of the Create-ASpace program. “We’ve seen it time and again
over our 11 years. e arts can connect.
ey can heal. And they can
empower people.”

Ottawa is home to several organizations
working to bring the healing power of art
into people’s lives — in health care settings,
and beyond. Artswell is one. It uses art to
improve the quality of life and
well-being of people aected
by aging, illness, or injury.
“Artswell has
Founded in 2003, the charitable
always believed in
organization works with local
hospitals, drop-in centres, and the arts as a vehicle
that brings peple
other venues to oer interactive
art programs or workshops tgether and builds
covering
everything
from
cmmunity.”
making masks and mandalas to
dancing and drumming.
Among the many programs oered in recent
years by Artswell are Arts for Wellness
classes for cancer survivors at Ottawa’s
Maplesoft Centre, a weekly visual arts
program for residents of the Granite Ridge
long-term care facility, and a partnership
with Ottawa Salus Corporation to provide
creative arts programming to people living
with mental health issues. “I was able to
leave my problems...and remain focused
for two hours,” wrote one participant in an
Artswell program. “is is truly a miracle
for me!”

Local art educators, therapists,
and practitioners like me
have also joined together
to promote the use of art
for well-being through Arts
Health Network Ottawa. is
local chapter of Arts Health
Network Canada encourages
collaboration and helps build
awareness about the connection between
the arts and health. Suzanne Valois,
one of the lead founders of Arts Health
Network Ottawa, and other members of
the chapter oer a range of arts-based
programs for well-being through the
SpiritArt Studio, located in the All
Saints Anglican Church in Sandy Hill.
e SpiritArt Studio creates opportunities
for people of all ages, cultures, and
religious backgrounds to integrate visual art,
music, dance, and other creative arts into
their lives.

is past January, Artswell launched the
Create-A-Space weekly art drop-in program

Valois herself has created an arts and health
training program in response to requests from
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social service providers and the evident need
she witnessed. Her goal is to broaden the
scope of people who can oer arts and health
activities for the benefit of their client base
and for the wellness of our communities as
a whole.
Last year, I facilitated a course at the SpiritArt
Studio where participants explored —
through drawing, words, and movement —
how they could live better aligned with
changes happening in their lives. I saw once
again how artistic expression can help us
pause and reflect, learn and adapt. It also
oers a process to guide us toward balance.
e sensory experience of life has few bounds.
Art gives us an opportunity to play with
those senses and those boundaries. So, like
Apollo, let’s sing and write poetry and explore
the arts...and find healing in their mystery
and magic.
HWO

Art Heals!
ere are many health benefits attributed
to art endeavours. Research has shown
that participation in arts activities can:
 Reduce the use of pharmaceuticals
 Ease tension during unpleasant

medical procedures

 Increase the success of many

medical procedures

 Manage persistent pain and other

chronic health conditions, including
mental health challenges

 Reduce stress and burnout among

health care workers

 Improve communication between

medical staff and patients

 Build insight and compassion on

the part of health care professionals.

Linda Vanderlee is a
change facilitator who
coaches individuals and
teams
wanting
to
make a difference
in their lives. Her
inviting, creative, nonjudgmental approach
helps each person tap
into what matters most. She is also the creator
of Rendezvous Rupert, where she hosts
retreats, music jams, and art play dates
(www.lindavanderlee.com).
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To learn more about the benefits of
arts-based initiatives, visit Arts
Health Network Canada’s website,
www.artshealthnetwork.ca, where you’ll
find a variety of resources, events listings,
research initiatives, opportunities for
involvement, and featured articles.
Watch for Linda Vanderlee’s article on
Art and Well-being, part 2, in the fall
issue of Healthwise Ottawa.
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