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PREFACE

Inspired by Brooke’s (1997) work, The Use of the Creative Therapies with Sexual
Abuse Survivors is a comprehensive volume that examines the use of art,

play, dance, music, and drama to treat trauma related to sexual abuse. The
author’s primary purpose is to examine treatment approaches which cover the
broad spectrum of creative art therapies. The collection of chapters is written
by renowned, well-credentialed, and professional creative art therapists in the
areas of art, play, dance, music, and drama.  In addition, the chapters are com-
plimented with photographs of client art work, diagrams, and tables. The
reader is provided with a snapshot on how these various creative therapies are
used to treat male and female survivors of sexual abuse, as well as children,
teens, and adults. This informative book will be of special interest to educators,
students, therapists, and creative art therapists working with traumatized sur-
vivors of sexual abuse. 
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Chapter 1

THE MEDICINE WHEEL APPROACH 
TO THERAPY

STEPHANIE L. BROOKE

INTRODUCTION

Sexual abuse has a pervasive impact on the developing child (Lubit et al.,
2003), family, schools, communities, and society as a whole. This type of

trauma can result in Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Agaibi & Wilson, 2005)
as well as post traumatic guilt and shame (Wilson, Drozdek, & Turkovic,
2006). I became interested in sexual abuse and art therapy when I was com-
pleting an internship at Wiley Preschool Program for emotionally disturbed
children in Bethlehem, PA. I was in the undgergraduate clinical/counseling
program at Moravian College. I was reading books on art therapy with chil-
dren at the time. I began to experiment with my 4-year-old clients by having
them draw pictures. I remember a boy, I’ll call him George, who was sexu-
ally abused by his father. Over and over, he drew trains, talked about trains,
perseverated on trains. His coco brown skin in contrast to his pale green
eyes made him a striking child, but his expression was empty, lacking emo-
tion. I remember how sad I felt when the social worker told me that George
would never lead a normal life due to his pervasive abuse issues. Another
child, a little girl I’ll call Alisha, was sexually abused by her mother’s
boyfriend. In a repeating pattern, she would draw herself next to her mother.
She would end each drawing by taking a black crayon and blacking out the
face of her mother. Alisha had strong anger feelings toward her mother. This
undergraduate experience would later lead to my curiosity about graphic
indicators of sexual abuse. I focused on this in my second book, Art therapy
with sexual abuse survivors. I will recap that research here (Brooke, 1997).
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GRAPHIC INDICATORS OF SEXUAL ABUSE

There has been little research which has focused on graphic indicators of
sexual abuse. However, numerous observations have been made by art ther-
apists, psychotherapists, and other mental health practitioners. “The use of art
expression has allowed us to explore our hypothesis that sexually exploited
children may produce predictable themes and images through their art and
that substantiation of this hypothesis might aid greatly in the identification and
treatment of victims” (Carozza & Hiersteiner, 1982, p. 167). This section will
concentrate on common images in the drawings of child and adult survivors of
sexual abuse. Although the intent is to identify possible victims of abuse, the
significance of indicators is questioned by some practitioners, primarily due
to the fact that identification of indicators is based on case studies rather than
research studies. Additionally, many of the observations were made by non-art
therapists. Identification of graphic indicators is in the beginning stages.
Common images have emerged in the literature. The value of identifying
common images is that drawings may aid in the disclosure of sexual abuse
(Burgess, 1988; Kelley, 1985).

HUMAN FIGURE DRAWINGS

Human figures drawn by sexual abuse survivors often have recurring
themes. Omission of body parts is typical in the artwork of sexual abuse sur-
vivors, such as missing hands and feet (Burgess, 1988; Burgess and Hartman,
1993; Chantler, et al., 1993; Jones, 1989; Kelley, 1984; Malchiodi, 1990;
Riordan & Verdel, 1991; Sadowski & Loesch, 1993; Sidun & Rosenthal, 1987).
Spring (1988) conducted a research study with female, adult survivors and ob-
served fragmented bodies in their art. Some sexually abused clients will por-
tray figures with very detailed emphasis on the face and clothing of the upper
portion while neglecting to represent the lower portion of the body (Mal-
chiodi, 1990; Sadowski & Loesch, 1993). This may represent helplessness or
lack of support related to the sexual abuse (Klepsch & Logie, 1982; Sadowski
& Loesch, 1993) and denial of the sexual self (Brooke, 1997; Malchiodi, 1990).
For those survivors who do not draw the lower portion, Spring (1993) ob-
served that this may be a fear of acknowledging the weapon of sexual abuse if
it was the penis. Spring stated that this depends on the identification of the
figure, whether it represents the self or the perpetrator. I have noticed that the
focus for some survivors is on intellect rather than affect, which associated
with the body; therefore, some tend to draw only portraits (Brooke, 1997).
Malchiodi (1990) attributed the lack of torso to denying the sexual areas of the
body.
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We can, therefore, surmise that the absent torsos were not the result of cognitive
limitations. Alice’s omission is clearly related to her sexual victimization and
points to her use of denial. She uses this primitive defense mechanism in an at-
tempt to keep unconscious the painful experience to which she was subjected.
(Kaufman & Wohl, 1992, p. 55)

Some researchers have noted that the absence of body parts indicated denial
(Carozza & Hiersteiner, 1982; Levick, 1983). Separation of trunk may also
reveal sexual abuse (Kaufman & Wohl, 1992). Generally, drawings by sur-
vivors depict poorly integrated figures (Chantler et al., 1993; DiLeo, 1983; Hi-
bbard & Hartman, 1990; Stember, 1980).

According to Kelley (1984), a registered nurse working with children, shad-
ing of the figure suggests preoccupation, fixation, and anxiety. Signs of anxiety
in children can take other forms according to Briggs and Lehmann (1989):
omissions, distortions, heavy lines, turned down mouth, raised arms, and arms
turned inward. Kelley (1984) found that sexually abused children shade the
genital and chest areas of figures.

Explicit depiction of genitals by children has been used as an indicator of
abuse by some clinicians (Burgess, 1988; Faller, 1988; Hagood, 1993; Hib-
bard & Hartman, 1990; Hibbard et al., 1987; Kelley, 1984; Miller et al., 1987;
Yates, et al., 1985). “It must be cautioned that, although the presence of geni-
talia in a child’s drawing should alert one to consider the possibility of sexual
abuse, it does not prove it, just as the absence of genitalia does not exclude
abuse” (Hibbard et al., 1987, p. 129). Exaggeration or minimalization of sexual
features were also widespread in children’s art products (Chantler et al., 1993;
Dufrene, 1994; Cohen-Liebman, 1995; Riordan & Verdel, 1991; Yates, et al.,
1985). Sexual connotations in children’s art work can take other forms such
as depicting figures wearing sexy clothing or make-up, or with long eye-lashes
that conveys seductiveness (Howard & Jakab, 1968; Malchiodi, 1990). On the
other hand, some children may avoid sexualization, thus, creating figures with
ambiguous sexuality (Faller, 1988; Kelley, 1984). With male survivors whose
perpetrator was also male, I have observed that gender confusion or questions
about sexual identity surface in their art work. Additionally, I have found that
facial features sometimes have female connotations for some male survivors
(Brooke, 1997).

Other themes include the lack of a mouth, which may relate the the se-
crecy surrounding the abuse; this was observed in the art of children and
adolescents (Briggs & Lehmann, 1985; Sidun & Rosenthal, 1987). Huge cir-
cular mouths are often drawn by children when oral sex was involved
(Briggs & Lehmann, 1985). Spring (1993) felt that the circular mouth may
be related to the silent scream. Riordan and Verdel (1991) found both the
emphasis on the mouth and the omission of the mouth in the work of child
survivors. Drachnik (1994) noted that some sexually abused children have
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