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Report on NIGAT’s 32" Art Therapy Summer School (1-3 August 2025)
held at Glenaulin House, 141 Glen Rd., Belfast BT11 8BP

Introduction

NIGAT’s annual Art Therapy Summer School (first occurring in 1993) offers an extended opportunity
to experience both experiential and theoretical aspects of art therapy and allied creative activities.
NIGAT’s ethos is found in the words of Rita Simon, its founder in 1976:

‘I believe that we best study creativity by making paintings or clay works, for the experience
mirrors the whole process of creative living. Sharing the experience can help us to
understand how creative initiative develops — and sometimes fails’.

The thought-provoking theme — ‘Relief, Reset, Repeat! — offered a continuous thread throughout the
event’s workshops and presentations: participants had the choice of joining a closed workshop (over
2 days) or a ‘stand-alone’ workshop as well as attending a number of stimulating presentations.

Setting the Scene!

On Friday evening, Dr Caryl Sibbett’s comprehensive and stimulating presentation — a work of art in
itself! — set the scene. As the theme was inspired by ‘catharsis’ (the process of releasing and thereby
finding release from strong or repressed emotions), Caryl outlined the word’s origins in Aristotle,
Breuer, Freud and Jung, connecting their theoretical work to the historical development of art
therapy. She emphasized the concept of ‘attachment’ as necessary for satisfactory development,
relating this also to the art therapy profession (regulated since 2002). Caryl explored the multi-
layered and symbolic qualities of the words ‘Relief, Reset, Repeat!’ as they relate to the function,
effects and benefits of artmaking in art therapy, as well as describing actual processes in artistic
endeavour e.g. printmaking.

Caryl quoted Rita Simon’s view of how art therapy serves us in life:

‘I think that my way of looking at art as a therapy is in the context of mental health. | think
that mental health is continuity of the process of bringing together opposites and taking
them apart ----- continuing the process, going on throughout life.

And this is where art can be so enormously helpful because the first thing you do, is in a
sense, oppose the material. You bring yourself against the material to do something with it -
--------- . Art is working here on a very, very deep non-verbal level, presenting opposites —
the paper, the first colour and then the second colour — all working, one with the other. It is
a life force in us which is driving’.

Ending with the words of American artist, Robert Henri ‘The object is to be ready’, Caryl wished us a
successful Art Therapy Summer School, whose start date coincides with 1 August, the beginning of
the harvest season of Lughnasadh/Lammas (Lugh: god of artful hands) — an appropriate symbolic
connection!

The opportunity to make art as a response to Caryl’s presentation was seized appreciatively with
participants’ optional sharing of their initial piece of work of the Summer School.

Presentations

Saturday morning’s presentation was given by Esther Twomey, Art Therapist, who spoke movingly
about art therapy as essential to ‘address my deepest grieving’ in relation to family bereavements.

Eileen McCourt, NIGAT President



Report on NIGAT’s 32" Art Therapy Summer School 2025

She outlined how the Summer School theme has reflected the development of her therapeutic
journey, illustrating her presentation with artworks created over many years, initially from her
Foundation Course in Cork and later MSc Art Therapy training at Queen’s University Belfast. Esther
spoke of the ‘joy and necessity of artmaking’, describing how at a particular stage, an inner
compulsion to give form to feelings which were beyond words, could only be approached visually.
She noted how the repetition of particular shapes and colours in her art work, over lengthy periods,
was a source of ‘stability and optimism’, allowing her to ‘undertake artwork of an intensely emotional
nature’.

Her audience was thoroughly engaged by Esther’s obvious commitment to her personal practice in
the face of adversity, the depth of feeling it portrayed and her courageous delivery of emotional
material.

On Sunday morning, David McKinney’s presentation was based on a deeply personal photographic
project, shaped by lived experience of a mental health crisis and recovery, and exhibited as part of
Belfast Exposed’s recent International ‘Healing through Photography’ Conference. Entitled
‘Seen/Unseen’, David’s meticulous and symbolic photographs, coupled with his clear and coherent
verbal account of a painful journey, emphasised the necessity of finding a way to communicate
personal distress. David’s chosen medium of photography provided such a way — a relief — and
through resetting with a camera, he continued the process — image by image — where ‘each
photograph became a moment of clarity’.

The opportunity to view the photographs in detail before David’s accompanying talk, and reflect
upon our personal resonance, sharing this with him, was an important part of the morning. The
receptive and respectful group was greatly moved by David’s open and transparent presentation,
which demonstrated the inherent hope in finding, and most importantly sharing, a way of
communicating.

Workshops

Frank Holmes: The Inner Flame

This closed workshop, held over 2 days (7 hours) was conducted by Frank Holmes, Art Therapist,
allowing participants ‘a nurturing space in which to pause and breathe’. The luxury of protected time,
with a wide range of art materials, gave participants the opportunity to create a symbolic image of
their personal ‘inner flame’, giving it visual form. Since symbols are multi-dimensional and personal,
individuals relished the ‘safe space’ created by Frank to experience many aspects of their creative
process and the growth of their relationship between image and its creator. The development of a
visual and verbal dialogue with their personal symbolic image, exploring its needs in order to keep
burning to ‘reset work/life balance’, was Frank’s further invitation to the group.

Esther Twomey’s Workshop

Esther introduced the idea of ‘relief’ by sharing with her group a significant personal piece of work
constructed in plaster, which she indicated ‘led to a greater appreciation of ‘reset’ and ‘repeat’. The
unhurried 4 hour workshop period provided opportunities for playful experimentation with an
interesting array of materials, both 2- and 3-dimensional. Individual artmaking resulted in personal
interpretations and responses to the theme in the safe atmosphere Esther created by her
unobtrusive and attentive presence in the room. The implicit connection between participants
through the common bond of quiet artmaking lent a companionable air to this very satisfying
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workshop. This respectful attention continued during the group’s optional verbal reflection in its
closing stages.

Excerpts from participants’ feedback

Feedback was overwhelmingly positive with thanks offered to the Committee ‘for taking care of us in
all ways and continuing the ethos of Art Therapy — with lots of new ideas too!’

Individuals felt ‘nourished’ by their experience e.g. ‘I feel full and fulfilled in intimate safe
surroundings’. Comments were made about ‘the warmth and closeness’ and ‘ the welcome — sharing
knowledge and creativity’, and ‘l appreciated every presentation, workshop, piece of food, venue
and conversation!’

Glenaulin House was seen to be ‘very suitable, bright comfortable — great to be able to meet here’
and ‘lovely venue’. Nourishment also related to the physical as in ‘gorgeous food as usual!’

Conclusion

As always, huge thanks to NIGAT’s voluntary committee, whose sterling work ensures an excellent
experience for participants, and where ‘nourishing’ appropriately described this event’s many
aspects: the tranquil, peaceful atmosphere of Glenaulin House, the quality of sensitive and
experienced workshop leaders and presenters who gave individual attention to participants, the
ever-present accessibility of a wide range of delicious food where ‘all tastes were catered for’ —and
the creatively customised ‘goody bag’ on arrival whose symbolic contents reflected the Summer
School’s theme of ‘Relief, Reset, Repeat!’

Eileen McCourt
NIGAT President
20 August 2025

ALSO see below:

Eileen wishes to thank the NIGAT Committee most sincerely for their abundant gifts and sincere
message of appreciation, presented at the opening of the Summer School, in honour of her recent
Lifetime Achievement Award by BAAT (Art Therapists’ Professional Body). Dr Caryl Sibbett nominated
Eileen for this Award and it was ratified by BAAT Council, London. Eileen expressed appreciation to
Caryl and all who have supported her work as an art therapist over the years, indicating that it was
very gratifying to have Alice Graham present, NIGAT’s Co-founder with Rita Simon.
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