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Every snapshot a person takes or keeps is also
a type of self-portrait, a kind of “miror with
memory” reflecting back those moments and
people that were special enough to be frozen
in fime forever. Collectively, these photos make
visible the ongoing stories of that person's life,
serving as visual footprints marking where they
have been ([emotionally, as well as physically)
and also perhaps signalling where they might
next be heading. Even their reactions to
postcards, magazine pictures, and snapshofs
taken by others can provide illuminating clues fo
their own inner life and its secrefs,

The actual meaning of any photograph lies
less in its visual facts and more in what these
detalls evoke Inside the mind (and heart)
of each viewer. While looking at a snapshot
(whether paper or digital), people actually
spontaneously create the meaning that they
think is coming from that photo itself, and this
may or may not be the meaning that the
photographer originally intended to convey.
Thus, its meaning (and emofional "message”’)
is dependent upon who is doing the looking,
because people’s perceptions and unique life
experiences autornatically frame and define
what they see as being real. Therefore, people’s
reactions to photographs they feel are special
can actually reveal a lot about themselves, if
only the right kinds of questions are asked.

How Therapists Use Photos

to Help People Heal

Most people keep photographs around,

without ever pausing to really think about why.
But because personal snapshots permanently
record important daily momenits (and the
associated emofions unconsciously embedded
within these), they can serve as natural bridges
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“The actual meaning
of any photograph lies
less in its visual facts
and more 1n what
these details evoke

e . A
1nside the mind...

for accessing, exploring, and communicating
about feelings and memories (including deeply-
buried or long-forgotten ones), along with any
psychotherapeutic issues these bring to light.
Therapists find that their clients’ photos frequently
serve as fangible symbolic self-constructs and
metaphoric fransitional objects that silently offer
inner “in-sight” in ways that words alone cannot
as fully represent or deconstruct.

Under the guidance of a therapist who has
been trained in PhotoTherapy technigues,
clients explore what their own personally-
meaningful snapshots and family albums are
about emotionally, in addition to what they
are of visuaily, Such information Is latent in
all photos, but when it can be used fo focus
and precipitate therapeutic dialogue, a
more direct and less censored connection
with the unconscious will usually resuit. During
PhotoTherapy sessions, photos are not just
passively reflected upon in silent contemplation,
but also actively created, posed for, falked
with, listened to, reconsfructed, revised fo
form or illustrate new namnatives, collected
on assignment, re-visualized in memaory
or imagination, integrated into art therapy
creative expressions, or even set info animated

THE BIGGER PICTURE

dialogue with other photos. This allows clients
to better reach, understand, and express parts
of themselves in ways that were previously not
possible.

As explained in the bocok, PhotoTherapy
Techniques: Exploring the Secrefs of Personal
Snapshofs and Family Albums, and the related
informational website www.phototherapy-
cenifre.com, PhotoTherapy is best viewed as an
inferelated systermn of photo-based counselling
techniques used by frained mental health
professionals during sessions where they help
clients better understand and improve their life
and ifs problems.

Thus, "PhotoTherapy techniques” are
therapy practices used for helping others,
whereas "Thergpeutic Photography” (which
is sometimes also confusingly called "Photo-
Therapy", particularly in the U.K.) is self-inifiaied
photographic practices done by people
themselves outside of any formal counselling
context (situatfions where the skills of a therapist
are not required), using the camera as an agent
of personal or social change at individual or
community levels.

Since PhotoTherapy is a collection of flexible
techniques, rather than fixed directlives based
upon only one specific theoretical modality
or therapeutic paradigm, it can be used by
any kind of trained counsellor or therapist,
regardiess of their conceptual orientation or
prefered professional approach. This is one
of the many ways that PhoioTherapy is both
similar to, yet distinct from, Art Therapy - as well
as the reason it can be used so successfully by
a variety of other mental health professionals
who are not specifically frained in Art Therapy.
Since PhotoTherapy is about photography-
as-communication rather than photography-
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as-art, no prior experience with cameras or
the photographic arts Is required for effective
therapeufic use.

PhotoTherapy involves people inferacting with
their own unique visual constructions of reality
(using photography more as an activating verb
than as a passive/reflective noun). Therefore,
these technigues can be particularly successful
with people for whom verbal communication
is physically, mentally, or emotionally limited,
socio-culturally marginalized, or situationally-
inappropriate due to misunderstanding of
nonverbal cues, Therefore, PhotoTherapy can be
especially helpful (and usually very empowering)
in applications with muliicultural, disabled,
minority-gender, special-needs, and other
similarly-complex or marginalized populations
- as well as beneficial in diversity fraining,
conflict resolution, divorce mediation, and other
related fields. As people become increasingly
comfortable with using electronic technology
ond digital imagery, more exciting possibilities
continue to emerge for using photos as
counselling fools with Clients who have scanners,
digital cameras, photo-manipulation soffware,
family websites, and/or those who are able o
parficipate in online cyber-therapy.

The Techniques in General

The five PhotoTherapy techniques are
interrelated and interdependent. Like the fingers
of a hand {and similarly Inseparable from i), they
work best when synergistically combined. They
can also be useful in activating other therapy
process; for example, enhancing symbolic
communication in Art, Play, or other Expressive
Therapies, assisting Jungian or Geslall process
work, focusing hypnosis or guided imagery work,
aiving visual form to family pattermns or personal
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narratives explored Iin Family Systems or Narafive
Therapy, and so forth.

Each therapist using PhotoTherapy techniques
will use them a bit differently, depending
upon that person’s own professional fraining
and theoretical preferences, as well as each
client’s particular therapeufic situational needs
and goals. Thus, there isn't one single fixed or
correct way to use these techniques (as long
as the client Is treated ethicallyl), nor are there
any requirements about applying them in any
particular sequence or combination, There s
not even any need for special skill or fraining in
phofography ifself - because this is about using
photos as communication, not as "arf”,

PhotoTherapy is not about interpreting people’s
photos for them; instead, the input should always
come from the client, guided by their therapist's
photo-stimulated questions, while both explore
the Image (and its emotional impact) together.
The perceptions and associated feelings each
photo triggers in the client (or therapist!) will be
personally unigue. And since there is therefore
no inherently wrong way to interpret a particular
photo’s meaning, no extemal interpretive criteria
can ever be used 1o "objectively” evaluate or
measure a client’s perception of i,

Similarly, @ person's reaction to a photo
cannof, on iis own, indicafte any definite
diagnostic problem or menial condition - and
fhus na assumptions or assessments should
ever be generalized from singular responses.
Instead, therapists who have been frained in
PhotoTherapy techniques are taught to look for
undenying pattems of responses, for repeated
themes and imagery, tor consistencies through
lime (and often generations), for unusual or
symbolic content, and most of all for emotional
reactions indicating inner feelings which the

“1here 1s not even
any need for special
sktll or training in
photography itself -
Decause this 1s about
using photos as
COMmmunicarion, not
as “art’.”

clients may or may not be consciocusly aware of
at the time of encountering the photo-catatyst.
Making the photos, or bringing them along
to the therapy session, is just the start, Once
the photo can be viewed, the next step is 1o
activate all that it brings fo mind (exploring its
visual messages, entering into conversations with
it, asking it questions, considering the resuits of
Imagined changes or different viewpoints, and
so forth), Therefore, what for photographers is
usually an end-point (the finished photo) is, for
PhotoTherapy purposes, just the beginning.
Thus, It is not just the visual contents of
Ihe photographs themselves that are so
therapeutically important, but also everything
that happens while the client is interacting with
them. Memories, feelings and thoughts that
emerge during the photographic dialogue,
almost as “by-products” to the process, often
provide additional useful information. As clients
discuss the layers of meanings contained within
their photographs, they also reveal a lot about
themselves: their inner value system, beliefs,
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- < afttitudes and expectations that inseparably

accompany their words. These nonverbal codes
hold important clues about how people make
sense of their world (and their place within it).
Asking questions about the photograph (and
to it, as if it was alive and could speak for itself)
further enhances the therapeutic paossibilities.
Using PhotoTherapy fechnigues, the therapist’s
primary role is to encourage and support clients’
own personal discoveries while exploring and
interacting with the ordinary personal and
family snapshots they view, make, collect,
remember, or even only imagine. Each of the
five PhotoTherapy techniques is directly related
to the various relationships possible between
person and camera (or person and photograph)
although in practice, these categories often
naturally overlap:

1) Photos which have been taken or created
BY the client (whether aciually using a camera
to make the picture, or "faking” (appropriating)
other peaple’s images through gathering
“found” photos from magazines, postcards,
Internet images, digital manipulation, and so
forth)

2) Photos which have been taken OF the
client by other people (Whether posed on
purpose or faken spontaneously while the person
was unaware of being photographed - but
where people other than the client have made
all the decisions about timing, content, location,
and so forfh)

3) Self-portraits, which means any kind

of photos that clients have made of
THEMSELVES, either literally or metaphorically
(but where in all cases they themselves had
total control and power over all aspects of the
image’s creation)

4) Family album and other photo-
biographical collections (whether of birth
family or family of choice; whether formally
kept in albums or more “loosely” combined into
narratives by placement on walls or refligerator
doors, inside wallets or desktop frames, info
computer screens or family websites, and so
forth), which were put fogether for the purpose
of docurmenting the personal narnative of the
client’s life and the background from which they
developed. Such albums have a "life” apart
from, and far beyond, the individual images
which comprise them.

5) “Photo-Projectives” which is based on the
fact that the meaning of any photo is primarily
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created by its viewer during their process of
viewing it (or faking or even just planning it!). A
viewer's perceptions and reactions in response
to looking at any kind of photographic image
are actually projected by that viewer, from
“inside” their own unconscious inner map of
reality (which determines how they make sense
of what they see). Therefare, this technique is
located not in a particular kind of photograph,
but rather in the less-tangible inferface between
a photo and its viewer (or maker), that “place”
where each person forms their own unigue
responses to what they see (reflecting both
phenomenological and existential theory).

Like so many holistic approaches, PhotoTherapy
suffers somewnhat from having fo be taken apart
for studying in any step-by-step order, when

in fact each technigque is partially formed by,
and overlaps, several of the others. Therefore,
the most effective application of these
technigues will occur when they are creatively
combined because they comprise an integrally
inferconnecied systern that is far more useful as
a halistic system, than in any linear summation
of its parts.

EDITORIAL NOTE: Portions of this articte were
excerpted from Weiser's websife, ©@copyright Judy
Welser, cne-time reproduction penmission given o
publish in Emboay.
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' INFORMATION

Her book, “PhotoTherapy Techniques:
Exploring the Secrefs of Personal
Snapshofs and Family Albums”, is
available from amazon.com and her
DVD “PhotoTherapy Techniques in
Counseling and Therapy”, is available
from cavershambooksellers.com. More
information can be found on her website
at: www.phototherapy-centre.com

For information about PhotoTherapy in
the UK, Weiser recommends contacting
Art Psychotherapist Mark Wheeler, who
has much has experience using these
techniques.

Contact Information

Judy Weiser
Email: JWeiser@phototherapy-centre.com
Website: www.pholotherapy-centfre.com

Mark Wheeler
Email: phototherapy@talktalk.net

. website: www.phototherapy.org.uk )
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I recently visited the serene
and franguil island of Hawaii.
In this very exotic part of the
world, | discovered that the
Hawaiians use a very gentle
philosophy towards each
other, encompassing mind,
body and spirit in their rituals.
In Hawaii, a very tolerant

and healthy respect for other
cultures and philosophies is
wholly apparent. They focus on
therapies in the same manner
and Hawaiian massage is
becoming increasingly popular in Britain. Rosalie Samet was
faught Hawaiian massage in the country of origin and is now

a master practitioner and trainer based in the UK, she imparts

her expertise on the subject on page 28. Having personally
experienced a first aid emergency situation, | began to think
about how many of us, would know how to react in such

a situation. With this in mind, coupled with recent changes
made by the HSE, which came into effect on 1st October, |
have included information on first aid fraining in this issue.

i

As the festive period is just around the corner, | am urging
therapists to give the gift of massage, by volunteering a few

hours of time fo offer free massage treatments to senior
citizens in care homes nationwide. The organisers ‘Touch a
Heart’, are a charitable project who desperately need your
help (details on page 16). | trust you all enjoyed CAM this

year, who reported record attendances. | sincerely hope to
see faces old and new at Holistic Health in April and Scottish

Beauty in May next year. Finally, It gives me great joy to alert

readers to the fantastic competition we are running to win

an amazing break to one of the most beautiful regions in

Austria, This opportunity isn't one to be missed and | wish
‘you all the very best of luck. All that's left to say now at the
‘end of another wonderful year, is Happy Christmas, Al- -Hijara,
‘Hanukkah, Yule and Losar.

Kush Kumar, Chairman
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