
In a large, cluttered Ar-
lington, Va. studio flushed 
with sunlight, two art thera-
py graduate students sit qui-
etly working, surrounded by 
bright jars of paint, muddled 
brushes and filled canvases.

While Stephanie Kur-
tyka works in her journal, 
Jessica Herman contemplates 
her latest creation: A papier-
mâché mask painted with 
clouds in light blue and pink 
hues, which is meant to rep-
resent herself as a young girl.

“In my adolescence, my 
bed had [images of] clouds, 
so I put that, and I was very 
quiet, so I painted a hand 
over my mouth,” Herman 
said.

Herman said she will one 
day complete the same proj-
ect with her clients. But first, 
she will finish the project on 
her own, so she can better un-

derstand the creative process.
The University’s art ther-

apy program was founded 
in 1971 by a pioneer in the 
field, Elinor Ulman, making 
it the fourth-oldest of the 35 
graduate degree programs in 
the country recognized by the 
American Art Therapy Asso-
ciation.

Art therapy aims to help 
clients express themselves 
through creating art, tapping 
into inner feelings that can-
not easily be expressed, with 
mediums ranging from paint 
and sketching to origami and 
sand sculpture.

Program director and 
alumna Heidi Bardot said art 
is a unique form of therapy 
because it frees the mind of 
thoughts that words cannot 
explain. While traditional 
talk therapy can hinder cli-
ents with words, art therapy 
is a boundary-free zone of 
expression.

“The artwork, we believe, 

is a mirror of the person creat-
ing it. So whatever you create 
is you,” she said. “It taps into 
your unconscious, it taps into 
the issues that you’re dealing 
with. There’s always a way 
to figure out what’s going on 
with creating a piece of art 
because it kind of sneaks past 
those verbal defenses.”

In a typical art therapy 
session at the program’s 
clinic, a client may be asked 
to paint, sketch or draw a 
scene from his or her life, like 
an embarrassing moment in 
childhood or a family por-
trait. Sometimes, clients opt 
to choose their own materials 
and work without directions.

The client’s expression 
comes first in the form of art, 
and is followed by a discus-
sion of what it might mean. 
Though therapists may look 
for cues in the art – for ex-
ample, a client depicting him 
or herself much smaller than 
other figures in a drawing – 

there is no notion of universal 
symbols.

“We don’t just go up to a 
piece and analyze it. We need 
to know what the story is. The 
black cloud for one person 
could mean depression, and 
for another it could mean that 
they’re finally getting rain 
for their crops,” Bardot said. 
“We’re not mind-readers.”

Researchers argue that 
an inability to find words to 
express oneself is more than 
just a feeling. Tally Tripp, 
the director of the Univer-
sity’s art therapy clinic and 
an alumna of the graduate 
program, said it could have 
a biological basis.

Tripp, who teaches a year-
long course on trauma thera-
py, said victims of trauma 
often have disrupted brain 
structures that prevent them 
from verbalizing thoughts 
about their experiences. Trau-
ma can result in a shutdown 
of a region of the brain called 

Broca’s area, which controls 
speech. That makes it diffi-
cult – if not impossible – for 
victims to explain and work 
through their feelings.

That’s where art therapy 
comes in. Where words fail, 
trauma survivors can express 
locked-up feelings with art.

“You know how some-
times if you’re hungry, you 
can say, ‘Oh, I’ll get to eat a 
little bit later,’ but you can’t 
think yourself out of being 
hungry. If your body is feel-
ing fear, you can’t tell your-
self not to be scared,” Tripp 
said. “Art therapy is a really 
expressive way to deal with 
those kinds of feelings, be-
cause that doesn’t require 
words.”

This discovery dates back 
to post-World War II Europe, 
when soldiers were returning 
from combat with feelings of 
numbness and heightened 
startle responses called “shell 
shock,” a condition doctors 

now diagnose as post-trau-
matic stress disorder.

With the help of art ther-
apy, many soldiers were able 
to both distract themselves 
from their traumatic memo-
ries and express their feelings 
in a safe, non-threatening set-
ting. But without art, most cli-
ents struggled to explain their 
thoughts.

“It’s similar to when you 
have a dream, and you wake 
up and try to describe it to 
someone, and it kind of just 
slips away because you can’t 
put those words to really de-
scribe your feelings,” Bardot 
said.

After World War II, Tripp 
said, many of the practitio-
ners who had treated soldiers 
with art therapy moved to 
the U.S. to continue their re-
search. For some of them, the 
first destination was GW.

“Here it is, 30 years later, 
and I’m one of the profes-
sors,” Tripp said, laughing.

TATIANA CIRISANO
CONTRIBUTING CULTURE EDITOR

TATIANA CIRISANO | HATCHET STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER 
Jessica Herman, who is studying to earn a master’s degree in art therapy, holds a project she made. GW’s art therapy program is the fourth-oldest in the nation. 

WHERE WORDS FAIL
GW’s art therapy program unlocks expression
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Nov. 3, 2003: GW Faculty Senate votes against implementing a mandatory summer 
session, which former University President Stephen Joel Trachtenberg proposed in 

an effort to raise additional revenue.

Join the Art League of German-
town for the opening reception 
of Winter Glow, a free indoor art 
festival.

ART LEAGUE OF 
GERMANTOWN SHOW
BlackRock Center for the Arts
Nov. 5, Free

The award-winning dance 
competition show will celebrate 
the end of its 11th season with 
a tour featuring the top-10 
finalists of the season.

SO YOU THINK YOU 
CAN DANCE 
Lisner Auditorium
Nov. 9, $55

The Irish folk singer-songwriter 
is back on tour to show off 
his second full-length album, 
“Post Tropical.”

JAMES VINCENT 
MCMORROW 
The Lincoln Theatre
Nov. 8, $35Culture
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Independent bookstore belongs in and to Petworth neighborhood
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Upshur Street Books opened its doors on Saturday near the 
Georgia Avenue Metro stop. The bookstore features work from 
local authors in addition to literary classics. 

In my 
adolescence, 
my bed had 
[images of] 
clouds, so 
I put that, 
and I was 
very quiet, 

so I painted 
a hand over 
my mouth.

For the first time in over a 
decade, D.C. has a new inde-
pendent bookstore.

Upshur Street Books, 
founded and owned by Paul 
Ruppert, the man behind Pet-
worth restaurants Petworth 
Citizen and Crane & Turtle, 
opened its doors Saturday.

About an eight-minute 
walk north from the Geor-
gia Avenue Metro stop on 
the Green and Yellow lines, 
Upshur Street Books stood 
out among the dark exterior 
of neighboring Petworth Citi-
zen and the other weathered 
buildings on the street with 
piles of bright balloons and 
its freshly painted white fa-
cade.

Neighborhood residents 
stopped by, saying hello to 
familiar faces and making 
small talk among the stacks. 
Children took pieces of Hal-
loween candy out of a small 
bucket on the cashier stand 
while dogs waited patiently 
outside tied to the entrance 

railing. Everything about the 
store felt like it belonged not 
just in the neighborhood but 
also to the neighborhood.

There was no shortage 
of visitors on opening day 
– when I was there an hour 
after it opened, the store was 
bustling with more than a 
dozen people.

The small store, compris-
ing only one floor of what 

used to be a hair salon, doesn’t 
have much yet – some of the 
shelves on the moveable roll-
ing tables were still empty – 
but it offers a wide selection 
of genres often ignored by 
other bookstores, like graphic 
novels and works by local 
writers and artists.

The local authors table 
was full of small booklets, 
like blogger Emily Hillard’s 

“Pie for Dogs,” and hand-
made cards with a sign urg-
ing visitors to “read local.”

There’s a large section of 
young adult and children’s 
books so anyone in the Pet-
worth and larger D.C. area 
can pick up something to flip 
through. Of course, most of 
the store is fiction, and I was 
thoroughly impressed by the 
range of titles – everything 
from “Beowulf” and “Mac-
beth” to “Harry Potter” and 
“The Alchemist” – consider-
ing how small the store is. 
Books covered in newspaper 
and adorned with black la-
bels served as subject divid-
ers, giving the store a more 
home-grown atmosphere.

The space itself departs 
from the traditional dark 
wood and the looming 
shelves of other bookstores. 
A large front window allows 
light to stream inside. Light 
wood floors and bright green 
walls invite visitors to come 
and browse. Though there 
isn’t much space to sit, a 
bench in front of the window 

and a few chairs in the back 
are good for a quick read of a 
first chapter before making a 
purchase.

Perhaps the most brows-
ing-friendly feature of the 
store is the contoured book-
shelves: The bottom three 
shelves gradually recline 
out, allowing you to read 
the spines of the books with-
out having to crouch on the 
ground and block other eager 
readers.

And while it doesn’t have 
that old-book smell of Bridge 
Street Books, or the aroma of 
overpriced espresso like at 
Kramerbooks, Upshur Street 
Books is carving a niche in 
the independent bookstore 
realm. This is a bookstore 
for the locals: It has the feel 
of a highly-organized home 
bookshelf in the best possible 
way.

The selections feel fa-
miliar, like the books you’ve 
always seen sitting on your 
parent’s shelves, though all 
the copies are brand new. 
Meanwhile, the open space 

around the shelves and ta-
bles makes the store feel like 
home – not overbearing, not 
crowded.

And if you, like me, can’t 
avoid judging a book by its 
cover, Upshur Street Books is 
the perfect place to find those 
artistic, well-designed rendi-
tions of both older classics 
and newer releases.

A 75th Anniversary edi-
tion of “Their Eyes Were 
Watching God” and a Hog-
warts Library Collection, 
which included “Fantastic 
Beasts and Where to Find 
Them,” “Quidditch Through 
the Ages” and “The Tales of 
Beedle the Bard,” begged me 
to buy them as replacements 
for the generic copies on my 
shelves at home. There’s no 
need to settle for Barnes & 
Noble Classics, though there 
were a few of them sprinkled 
throughout the shelves.

If I wasn’t in the midst 
of an end-of-semester bank 
account dry spell, I surely 
would have left with a hand-
ful of books.


