
Review of the 32nd Arts Therapies Forensic Conference

7th November 2014

Hosted by FATAG (Forensic Arts Therapies Advisory Group), at the Charity Centre, Directory of Social Change, 24 Stephenson Way, London NW1 2DP Conference Room

The day started with a warm welcome from the group’s current convener, Kate Rothwell, and committee member, Lorna Downing. Kate introduced us to the agenda, explaining “today is all about the media and making films on the area of forensics.”

Morning presentation: ‘Trust the Process and Press On’ by Kate Rothwell 

Kate Rothwell is the Head of Arts Therapies for the Forensic Directorate of the East London Foundation NHS Trust and an art psychotherapist at H.M.P Grendon. Kate is a published author and a private practitioner, and also provides educational and examining input for MA Art Therapy UK programmes.
‘Trust the Process and Press On’ was made by Kate Rothwell and Emer Douglas, it is a film about a client who Kate has worked with for the last five years. It tells the story of a chain of unbelievable events in the client’s life, culminating in an accident that caused him global brain damage and began his work in art therapy with Kate. The film presents this to us through images and a talk that Kate and her client gave at the Saturday Forensic Forum. 

I felt immediately engaged in the client’s art therapy process, my eyes fixed on images of the client’s notebook and my ears on the sound of his voice as he explained how he used art to help with so much anger and death in his past. “I didn’t need bars to feel locked in the mind”, this is a sobering comment from the client reminded me just how trapped patients can feel, and in a variety of ways. After the video, Kate was asked “if he is someone who gets embarrassed when he talks a lot, why put him on film and why put him on YouTube?” and the thoughts on this were that he is perhaps striving to make contact with people through his artwork, and that could be why he has a website displaying his artwork, and also why he often asks Kate “what do you think people would think if they saw my artwork?” 

I got a real sense of how much art therapy has been a support for this client, and the second video of the client giving a talk highlighted this; he described the feeling he gets of really needing to get stuff down on paper. After this video, Kate described the psychological/cognitive process of the work as “there’s something more free-flowing about it now, less restrained by anxiety. It’s all still quite unconscious…maybe the next progression is something three-dimensional.” Kate explained the aim of the therapy; “It’s a way for him to process his grief and loss, and develop more ability to express his emotion, he has only just cried for the first time.” 

“To lose art therapy would be like losing my mind.” (Client)
A morning-break chat; trainee to trainee

I spent the morning break talking with a trainee art therapist about the use of art as a reflective tool. We talked about the importance of the emphasis being on using the art to express oneself rather than on the standard and quality of the art-work. This conversation reminded me of how helpful my art journal was as a tool for reflection in my first term of training and spurred me to think about starting to use it again. 

Afternoon presentation 1: ‘Bear Faced Truth’ by Tony Gammidge

Tony Gammidge is an artist, filmmaker, art therapist and lecturer at Brighton University  He has been running video and animation projects on forensic and psychiatric units for the last seven years and in that time has been involved in the making of around 25 films many of which have won Koestler awards.

Tony presented a film he made with patients at the John Howard Centre. It explores the dynamics of a small therapy group on the unit, with the patients represented by teddy bears from different gangs in East London, and the facilitator of the therapy group represented by a bunny rabbit called Dr. FiFi. 

Facilitator: “So where are people’s thoughts at the minute?”

   Patient: “In our heads”

I felt the bears held the innocence that their crime, their illness, their history has taken from them, whilst also holding the innocence, trust, safety and freedom that was taken from their victims. The teddy bears were a reminder that often the perpetrator is also a victim.  After the video, it was noted that the teddy bears introduced the notion of play, and a feeling of endearment in contrast to the horror of what they were saying.
There was an enactment of the baby bear being bullied, and the bullies were played by bunny rabbits, the same as the facilitator. I wondered what meaning this held for the role of the facilitator and how they are perceived. The patients’ feelings that the small therapy group was excruciating was replicated in the long video by a long silence, pierced by a dripping tap and a ticking clock that seemed to get louder. Reflections on the video noted the richness in actually hearing from the patient, the balance between reverence and irreverence, and the impact of the presence of violence on the viewer. 
We watched an evaluation of the film, and Dr Taylor, the head clinician in the unit when the film was made, summed up the significance of the arts as a tool in the forensic services; “it can be hard to put things into words…so this helped put it into images…for the patients involved and patients watching it, it was really significant.”  The patients described the process of creating Bear Faced Truth as; 
“A distraction technique from being in a bad mood”, 
“A chance to form relationships through creativity”,   

 “Before this film I used to internalise things and was very withdrawn…now I have ways to get it out without harming myself, I’d like to thank you Tony.” 

A remark made by a patient’s family member in response to seeing the video that, for me, captured the essence of what creativity and film can offer for patients and their families; “if you haven’t lived a life like you [the patient] have, seeing this film is like seeing a double image of you [the patient]. A suggestion was made that this film could be shown to service users to draw on Jung’s notion of the collective unconscious and offer fellow service users a feeling of togetherness, belonging and understanding.
“Perhaps they were the guys who didn’t make it to the teddy bear picnic somewhere else.” (viewer)
A lunchtime chat between three trainees

We are all training at different places, in different modalities, and on different placements. We are all at different stages of training and whilst discussing our experiences so far, we soon arrived at the topic of ‘do we have the right to offer service users therapy?’ We discussed this from the point of view of not knowing what they have been through; background, upbringing, culture, experience within the institution, understanding of the system. We discussed how we could better understand our clients, or rather how to offer them a feeling of being understood. If we had ourselves committed a crime and had been diagnosed with a mental illness, we may feel entirely different to the way that the client feels, we still could not tarnish everyone with the same brush. Therefore, when confronted with the questions and comments about the validity of the therapy and us as therapists because we don’t understand, it does not mean we have to have had the same lives to offer a therapeutic relationship to our clients. We talked about things that could be done by us to give ourselves a better understanding of the things we are hearing, for example going to a high secure unit and experiencing for ourselves what it is like. Okay, we will not have lived there but perhaps that physical being somewhere rather than imagining somewhere may offer an experiential learning that enriches our therapeutic presence. 
Afternoon presentation 2: ‘Hide My Face, hear My Voice’ by Lorna Downing

Lorna is a Sesame trained Drama and Movement Therapist at the John Howard Centre, a CAST supervisor and a filmmaker. As well as making films including ‘Inside Out, ‘Kicking Off’ and ‘Friday Night Fever’, Lorna’s work has been published in the Sesame Journal and presented at IAFP conference in Venice 2012.  

Lorna presented her new film, ‘Hide my Face, Hear my Voice’ which brought together footage from a variety of dramatherapy sessions and explored the struggle that forensic patients with mental illness may have in finding their true voice.
The masks allowed the voices to be heard, and the visual distortion offered by the film’s made the patients’ voices much crisper for me. This idea of a voice owning the moment and penetrating the image made me think about patients’ auditory hallucinations experiences. I also thought about how it would feel if I were wearing a mask too, what dynamic would it add to the viewing? I wondered what dynamic it would add to a session if both therapist and client are wearing a mask. Perhaps masks present a shift in the power and control of the therapeutic relationship. 
Adam Freeland’s “we want your soul” captured my imagination of what happens-from the patient’s point of view- to that soul when it is handed in; does it get kept safe and handed back when they are released? Or are they released with no soul? Or are they released with the new soul that they have developed whilst in hospital? 

Part of the film showed a patient that Lorna had been working with individually, we saw him enact a few different characters using masks and wigs, and I felt that I saw how much of ‘safety cloak’ they can add. Lorna described it as enabling patients to ‘verbalise in character what they’ve never been able to say’. The role of the camera was also discussed, and Lorna explained that the patient watched the recording back, meaning that the camera also became a mirror. I found it fascinating to think about the feelings that may arise in a patient while they are watching themselves portray different characters and play different roles, because as Kate Rothwell reflected; ‘the patients may have to be in role to commit an offence.’ 
Patients’ reflections on dramatherapy;

 ‘It’s really helped me to express my emotions’
‘Helps you to understand other people’s feelings’

‘Made me in touch with different emotions that I didn’t know I had.’ 

“Patients may have only experienced one type of mother/father etc. so when they enact it, of course they will draw upon what they know of those roles, so it fair to use it as an insight into what is going on for them and their history.’ (Lorna Downing)
Some quotes from the plenary:
“Enjoyed that the service user voice came through today”

“In a world where it is outcome-led, it’s nice to have a look into the process”

“There should be more visual aids for people on the outside of the world of arts therapies”

“Media is a way for people to be seen and for them to have a choice to be viewed”
“Have to remember that some people don’t want to be seen as the perpetrator or the victim”

“The chance to look through a lens at something but not have to connect with it”

“What would it be like if the service user did the edit?”
“I learnt, from Dramatherapists, the use and idea of distancing. Using the teddy bear, you were able to distance from the reality. At the end of the day, that’s what therapy is about, thinking”. 
