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Art Therapy for Depression 
& Trauma



Depression
Feel Helpless for never learn 
to solve problems, feel 
always fail, dependent to 
others & tend to self-
sabotage

Self Empowerment is 
important

Support system is important
Modeling is important 



Use easy tasks such as guided coloring patterns (therapists need 
to mastery some techniques)
Avoid too challenging tasks considering the person tends to feel  

helpless; support is important (such as “praises”)
Avoid “single out” objects – use multiple objects to reflect 
groupings

Easy landscape 
paintings may 

unthreatening and 
builds sense of 

empowerment (I can)



Look at your self in the mirror, implement colors directly, worry not 
on any imperfection, let the process runs naturally no matter how 
imperfect it becomes – do it as fast as possible, keep practicing and 
enjoy the process

Use mirror

As trust increases through 
supportive approaches Self 
Empowerment is growing –
use mirror on repetitive 
patterns of self reflections on 
Self Portraits on various 
atmosphere. These may take 
several themes



Practice self portratis
Use no line drawings, rather 
utilize direct paints, overcomes 
your anxiety of making mistakes, 
worry not; repeat as fast as 
possible, one day you will find the 
“touch” of your inner sense to 
portray yourself

Use mirror

Add colors/ accessories/ 
backgrounds/ foregrounds/  
feel at easy to create



Create patterns 
on mask 

representing 
ambience – this 
needs guidance; 
beware of “dark 

impressions”



Create & enjoy 
the process

Draw/ Paint 
portraits ; add 

atmosphere 
surround the 

subject



Depression
• Rapport building
• Easy landscape painting 

& support 
• Self portraits 
• Self portraits in various 

scenes
• Mask painting
• Create human figure 

painting
• Review
• Termination



Trauma/ Abuse

Disrupted Neurodevelopment
Difficult controlling Anger
Hallucinations
Depression Panic Reactions
Anxiety
Multiple Somatic Problems
Sleep Problems
Impaired Memory Flashbacks
Dissociation
Drug addiction
Severe Obesity
Self Injury
Suicide attempts



Beth Darnall, PhD
Stanford Univ

School of Medicine

US data – Sept 17, 2014

Abuse Experiences resulting Traumas





Express your experiences & feelings into symbolic/ narrative 
images to encourage reality acceptance instead of denying life 

experiences 

Pain & Fear  Themes are 
central to Abuse Victims



Find out images reflecting/ symbolizing your 
experiences, cut & paste them and integrate them 

into one single artistic theme

montage

Recollect your 
memories on 

When, How, Who,
What happened 

exactly



Painting strong 
animate objects such 
strong & sturdy trees 

can be non 
threatening

Beware when the 
incident was 

associated on a 
particular place such 

as forest 



Ideally, 
Combative & Courageous themes 
are important to eliminate fear & 
feeling discourage – yet guidance 
in necessary for their level of skill 

& difficulties 



Create motivational paintings/ montage on fighting themes 
(not flight themes) to also gradually influence our amygdala 
functions to courageously confront challenging atmosphere



Trauma/ Abuse

• Rapport
• Narrative drawings/ paintings
• Montages on memory recall
• Painting sturdy / strong objects
• Strengthen metaphores
• Motivational montages/ paintings
• Review
• Termination





Art Therapy for 
Anxiety  & 

Anger mgmt.



Anxiety

Feel insecure for bad-things may happen
Things need to be secured entirely, otherwise threats may come 



Goals of Therapy

Alleviate Insecure Feelings
Encouraging self expression
Providing secure & non-
judgemental environment

Use brush & paint on a 
large scale
Avoid restrictive materials
Allow free expression
Avoid a “must” concept



Imagine a worst scene you 
may experience; how it gives 
impact on you

Apply colors to represent the 
scene in accordance to your 
perception

Be aware of your concept, 
pay attention to the colors 
you implement



Imagine a situation you feel 
bad about and potentially 
comes to you

Put yourself into the scene 
and symbolically implement 
colors to represent your 
feelings about that

Pay attention to your feeling 
and sense it on your body on 
how it gives impact to your 
feeling



Imagine a scene , use 

only brushes/ paints of  

achromatism

Apply dabs of  colors to 

represent the scene, no 

matter how imperfect it 

may become

Enjoy the Process



Imagine a scene , use only 
brushes/ paints of colors

Apply dabs of colors to 
represent the scene, no 
matter how imperfect it 
may become

Loosen up

Enjoy the Process



Find any simple real object

Avoid pencil/pen/ 
controlling instrument

Use brushes/ paint/ less 
control media

Apply dabs of colors to 
represent the real object, no 
matter how imperfect it may 
become

Enjoy the Process



Anger Mgmt.

Inability to control 
self:
Emotional outburst/ 
Emotionally reserved

Need managing energy 
for productive rather 
than destructive



Reasons to get angry:
Lack of Target for energy direction
Excess energy without clear 
direction
Feel Frustrated on things 
Limited resources to resolve
Inhibited expression due to various 
reasons



Allow the individual to express energy, using paints and brush; let the 
energy be ventilated out as much as possible to reduce internal 
congestion. Use large dimension of canvases, use preferably acrylic paints 
(easy dry).



Give opportunity to the individual to manage the 
energy by constructing specific perspective on energy 
in the nature

Acrylic may be well suited, but if the energy is more 
controlled , start using oil painting… However, avoid 
any abstract painting – be more descriptive & realistic



Use thematic realistic objects; you may start from 
inanimate and move to animate objects; acrylic is 

faster, oil is slower to dry and allow to learn to develop 
patience



Create human figure 
drawing/ painting on 
self or others, try to 
catch the impression



Learn to catch expression 
of people, others or self –

sense the feeling

Learn values of colors by 
acrylic and oil



Anger Mgmt.

• Rapport
• Expressive drawing/ paintings/ 

scribbling & form invention
• Planned expressive painting

• Figurative animate expressive 
painting

• Human figure expressive painting
• Portrait expressive painting

• Review
• Termination
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