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This year’s Art Therapy Summer School “From foundations to the future”, was a 
celebration of 50 years of NIGAT and 74 years of Art Therapy in Northern Ireland. It 
provided participants with the opportunity to reflect on the foundations of Art Therapy, 
its origins in Northern Ireland and space to think about the future of the profession and 
our practices. NIGAT welcomes people with an interest in Art Therapy, creativity, health 
and personal development, and attracted individuals from various areas of the 
workforce on the island of Ireland and beyond. This year’s Art Therapy Summer School 
was dedicated in loving memory of Art Therapist and NIGAT’s Co-founder, Alice 
Graham. I had the honour of being a recipient of the Alice Graham Bursary to attend the 
full Summer School and I am very grateful to have had this wonderful opportunity. Alice 
was missed but with us in spirit.    

 

 



Friday  

The Summer School began with an insightful and informative Keynote Presentation from 
Dr Caryl Sibbett and Eileen McCourt, celebrating the golden anniversary and reflecting  
Rita Simon’s great work and her impact on the Art Therapy community in Northern 
Ireland and further afield. This also noted how Rita’s and NIGAT’s art therapy approach 
is consistent with current research on safe and effective psychotherapy practice.  

We were then invited to our chosen workshops where I joined ‘Layering as Metaphor in 
Art Therapy’ with Art Therapist, Frank Holmes. Frank shared the idea of ‘layering’ as a 
metaphor for feelings and emotions, whereby the act of layering, covering up, scraping 
back and revealing with materials, can provide a tangible object for some of our 
unconscious processes. I became immersed in the process, playing with the variety of 
materials, sitting with the image and reworking it, adding and taking away. It was a 
captivating experience, yet held within perimeters of the art object and the space. 

An evening reception for attendees and other invited guests featured a video address 
from Lord John Alderdice and Clare Boyd (Chair, BAAT NI).  Chaired by Dr Caryl Sibbett, 
this was an opportunity to hear information about the profession of art therapy, its role, 
function and core values.  Alice Graham’s husband, Billy, also gave a short and moving 
address with loving words about Alice. 

‘Layering’ (45 x 58 cms) 

A 2D relief artwork made by 
layering, building, scraping 
away, adding more and finally 
sealing to preserve. Over 
time, the paint may dry and 
crack off, revealing other 
parts underneath 
demonstrating the 
significance of time, healing 
and sitting with ambiguity.  

Materials used: mixed media, 
plastic sheet, acrylic paint, 
magazine cut-outs, tissue 
paper and PVA glue.  

 



Saturday  

Saturday morning began with two presentations: 

Sheila Lavery’s presentation ‘That was Then, This is Now’ provided a rich and thought-
provoking insight into her practice and approach with clients impacted by trauma. Her 
wealth of knowledge and experience was welcomed, including reflections on the 
development of the therapeutic process, and her own learning and processing through 
personal artmaking.    

Dr Simon Hackett’s presentation ‘Art Therapy with People with Learning Disabilities’ 
highlighted the power of Art Therapy as a means of communication and as a tool to help 
address social injustices. He also shared an example of co-designing with clients 
through co-authorship (in a forthcoming a book) demonstrating examples of practice 
within this client group.  

I attended Sheila Lavery’s afternoon workshop ‘That was Then, This is Now’, following on 
from her morning presentation – an invitation to continue the exploration of reflection 
on our own growth in our personal or professional lives. This provided the space to look 
back, acknowledge and accept whilst also keeping ourselves in the present moment, 
reflecting on our growth, resilience and learning. For me this facilitated the space to 
create art objects that symbolise not only then and now but the time in-between. 

 

Photograph of self in a reflective 
sphere 

 

 

 



Sunday 

Art Therapist Jacqueline Toal’s presentation ‘Post-traumatic Growth of the Northern 
Ireland Art Therapist’ opened Sunday morning.  She explored the practice of Art Therapy 
in a post-conflict society including a case study of a young girl, which clearly 
demonstrated the contribution of art therapy to the healing process. Jacqueline’s 
presentation emphasised the need to work systemically as a member of a Multi-
disciplinary Team. Her presentation include the innovative idea of looking at Northern 
Ireland as a ‘client’ and a nation – what it has experienced and what it needs, if referred 
to Art Therapy!  

Dr. Simon Hackett’s second presentation entitled ‘If you are using a manual, you are not 
doing art therapy!’ was a comprehensive and well-rounded exploration of manualising 
Art Therapy including current research, highlighting the potential benefits and 
challenges of adopting this approach to Art Therapy’s training, practice and research.  

My third workshop was entitled ‘The Foundation of Golden Reflection’ led by Art 
Therapist, Mary Mawhinney. She invited participants to focus on self-awareness and to 
reflect creatively about our foundations, our roots and our scaffolding, in a physical and 
metaphorical sense. The vast array of 2D and 3D art materials (including reflective 
surfaces) drew the attention and created an eagerness to explore among participants. A 
sense of nurturing through art materials was very apparent. The invitation to create a 3D 
object reinforced the element of time and space, where we place ourselves, and how 
we exist in our environments. 

 

‘Cornerstone’ (18 x18 x 4 cms) 

A 3D box carefully and 
thoughtfully appliqued and 
embellished. I was inspired by the 
females in my family and their 
love of textiles, for utilitarian, 
heirloom and past-time use. The 
‘log cabin’ patchwork style 
influenced the composition 
whilst keeping the cornerstone in 
mind. I paid homage to my 
Connemara roots through the use 
of sea glass, reminding me of the 
ocean and sea breeze. 

Materials used: cardboard box, 
fabric and lace trimmings, sea 
glass, glass stones, pearls and mirrored tiles.  
 

 



The weekend closed with a Plenary gathering, inviting participants to reflect, share and 
connect again as a collective before departure. There was a great sense of gratitude, 
nourishment and hopefulness among participants. The suite of workshops and 
presentations, opportunities for artmaking and the abundance of delicious food and 
drinks within the beautiful setting of Merville House created the perfect recipe for a rich, 
enjoyable and successful Art Therapy Summer School.  

Thank you for the time and space to connect, reflect and be creative. I left feeling very 
grateful to be part of a wonderful community.  

 

 

 

Bridget Nugent 


