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Born April 4, 1901 – Ruhrort, Germany 

Emigrated to United States - 1938 
Died August 22, 2003 – Muir Beach, California 

 
 

“Becoming more and more able to be there in situations, whether easy 
or difficult; to be more there with our mind, with our hearts, with our 

sensitivities, with our strengths – 
this is very, very important.” 
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Abstract 
This article describes the use of art to address personal issues, using a process called Self-Guidance in Drawing and Color.  This process combines 

creative expression with Sensory Awareness, revealing an elemental body language that not only expresses strong emotion in line, shape and color, but 
transforms them as well. 
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The organism has these innate possibilities of renewing relationships, of balancing out, of healing, of recreating.  This is not what we do, but these are 
properties of the organism since birth-they are inborn, inbuilt.                                                                   Charlotte Selver, Learning Through Sensing 
 

As a graduate student and later professor of fine art, I felt that art should never be used for anything other than self-
expression. I was especially critical of the field of art therapy and the use of art to diagnose disorders.  Yet now, more than 
thirty years later, I find myself deeply involved in a therapeutic process called Self-Guidance in Drawing and Color that uses 
art to express and transform difficult personal issues.  Through this creative process each person can access an inner wisdom 
in response to their problems-they can become their own healer, their own oracle.  Far from diminishing, I have discovered 
that the focus on healing can expand aesthetic possibilities. 

The doorway for these discoveries and shift of attitude did not come initially from therapy, but from the practice of 
Sensory Awareness. From the first classes with Charlotte on Monhegan Island in 1966 to her last in the house on Muir 
Beach, her cultivation of attention-listening to inner sensations and allowing natural responses -has profoundly influenced my 
life and work. 

This influence revolutionized my teaching when I offered classes in 1972 to fellow students in a long-term study 
group in Sensory Awareness.  Because they rejected my university drawing exercises, we evolved a simpler process of 
drawing.  Beginning with closed eyes we simply noticed the subtle sensations inherent in the drawing process itself, such as 
breathing and the touch of our hands on the paper. As we worked we discovered that these ordinary sensations generated a 
wealth of abstract forms and colors-a primal, body language unique to each person, immediately accessible.  This language 
revealed emotional feeling states-elemental forces, which could find their natural balance: opposites could be integrated, and 
differences reconciled.  I later evolved a method of choosing color chips from a pile that could further clarify the feeling 
states expressed in the drawings. 

In order to move this dynamic process into specific life issues, I developed the process called Self-Guidance in Drawing 
and Color.  My former husband, a doctor and therapist, helped create a three-part structure, which allowed people to define 
their issue.  If the issue was healing, they would feel the discomfort or pain as inner sensation and then draw with closed 
eyes.  After seeing this first drawing, people would draw a second and third drawing, with no intention, allowing a natural 
response.  The three drawings that emerge from this process demonstrate the natural movement of energy, in response to the 
discomfort. They reflect an important dynamic inherent in Charlotte's work-by sensing what is real in the moment, change 
can happen by itself, without expectation or intention.  We are not here to change our nature, but to let it unfold by itself.  
This spontaneous movement of energy is awesome, especially with emotional states such as anger and loss.  Sometimes these 
energetic movements create dramatic shifts of consciousness.   

I witnessed such a transformation with a professional woman who was deeply confused, unable to function in her life.  
This state was reflected in the fragmented forms in the first drawing. The somber tomb-like form that appeared in her second 
drawing evoked an overwhelming sense of being buried alive in an abusive marriage. In the third drawing the tomb-like form 
exploded into vigorous strokes of black and red, with the words "leave me alone."  This dynamic fire of anger, expressed 
freely in this way, led to renewed vitality and a final drawing of large, rhythmic forms in orange, red and blue, with the 
words, "dancing with the rhythms."  After a difficult separation, she found joy and a new life for herself, which included 
dancing.  The drawing and color sequence allowed her to acknowledge her profound despair, and anger. In breaking through 
her denial of these strong emotions she could be energized by them, and to move into lighter expressions. 

The pattern of movement from heavy to light I have just described is common to many situations.  In the illustration 
here we can observe a parallel pattern in another person as the elemental qualities of fire and earth evoked by rage (1, 2) 
move by stages into the lighter elements of air and water (3,4). 
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  1          2 
 
 

 
   3         4 
 
 
Illustration 1 
These four drawings are called Rage. In this series the fire of rage is expressed (1), becomes contained by earth, (2), and disperses into rambling loops of air 
and water (3,4). 

 
 
But every situation is different and unpredictable.  In a response to a deep betrayal in a marriage, another person drew a 

dark hard knot of pain, isolated and alone in the middle of the page (5).  In the second drawing this isolated form evolved 
downward into a vertical tower, grounded in the earth (6).  The third drawing reinforced this stable form, giving her strength 
to meet a difficult separation (7). 
 

 
  5         6    
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Illustration 2 
These three drawings are called Pain. A hard knot of pain and anger expressed in drawing 5 becomes vertical in drawing 6 and moves into a tower of 
strength in drawing 7. 

 
In fully owning the elemental power inherent in anger and pain, we can allow the balancing response-we can witness 

our natural tendency toward wholeness.  In the middle of personal chaos we can recognize the deep sense of order in the 
world. 

Along with this individual work I have presented the Self-Guidance process in graduate programs and in healing 
contexts.  The inclusion of movement, sound, and poetry in the process was reinforced as I studied and taught in the 
certificate program in Person Centered Expressive Therapy, founded by Natalie Rogers.  Working with people in the context 
of the peace and environmental movement has been especially moving to me.  Witnessing the balancing of elemental forces 
in response to conflict and war has given concrete evidence that the reconciliation of opposites is not just a hope, but also the 
fulfillment of an urge for wholeness.  As we can see from the drawings from a conference, (8,9,10), peace is not just a 
concept, but also an entirely natural state of being, a dynamic equilibrium, intensely creative. 
 

 
  8         9  
 
 
 
                    10 
 
Illustration 3 
These three drawings are called War. Kay's first drawing of a skull evoked by war (8) evolved into a globe (9), and finally into a sacred grove of trees, a 
personal place of peacemaking. (10). 

 
The use of creative expression is especially effective on those occasions when there are no words to express the 

enormity of the feeling. This is especially true when we have lost a loved one through death.  After expressing a dark mass of 
grief following her father's death, one woman was startled by the fiery explosion of rage in the second drawing.  She found a 
soothing relief in the gentle, blue strokes of water of the last drawing.  Another person, after losing both of her much loved 
parents in the same year, used the process to choose colors and draw from each.  From the bright blues and reds of her father 
to the bright yellow sun in her mother's drawing, her parent's qualities became alive in the moment, still vibrant in her. 

Vocational issues can be addressed as well.  An artist overwhelmed by the demands of his job expressed his frustration 
with a sharp form resembling a decayed tooth.  As he experienced the drawing through movement, the contracted form began 
to expand until the lines grew progressively lighter, almost flying off the page.  His courage in fully acknowledging 
frustration led to a renewal of energy, a reminder of his creative fire.  Within a few months he adjusted his work schedule, 
allowing more time for his painting. 
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I have used the Self-Guidance process to address many other issues, from the trauma following sexual assault to the 
challenges of breast cancer.  Drawing and color not only gives shape and form to often unspeakable traumas, but also can 
spontaneously generate a balancing, life-affirming response.  As I continue to witness these responses I find a renewed trust 
in our natural wisdom, and the inherent order of the world. 

Although many meditation disciplines, personal and group therapy have contributed to the Self-Guidance process, the 
practice of Sensory Awareness continues to be the primary foundation of this work.  Charlotte's conviction that we embody 
the wisdom and power of the natural world has supported and inspired my own research.  Her enduring fascination with our 
sensory experience has revealed the inner source of creative expression-always different, always alive. In sharing her 
fascination with human life Charlotte was a artist in her own right, waking up our sensations in the same way a musician 
might pluck the strings of an instrument.  She could feel the pulse of a group much like a conductor, always listening, 
improvising.  She opened us to the wonder of our own nature-not only the capacity for joy, but the inner resources we have to 
meet difficult situations. The work in the classes was clearly restorative, and yet Charlotte never described her work as 
therapeutic. She often declared firmly at the beginning of a workshop, "We are not here to cure symptoms, or to relieve pain, 
but to simply become aware of our own functioning." We became aware of our own sensations as if resonating with a 
painting, poem or musical piece, with no expectations, no judgments.  Through this awareness we could find ourselves 
regenerated in subtle, but powerful ways.  Colors and tactile sensations could be more vivid, and we might feel a kind of 
inner peace. This fuller sense of living not only relieves pain and trauma, but over time, prevents it, in the same way 
prevention may be the most enduring value of the Self-Guidance process.   

Although I have been astonished by the effectiveness of art in directly addressing difficult life issues, perhaps the 
greatest discovery for me has been to appreciate again the healing powers inherent in art, just for its own sake.  As we choose 
a color, make a line, or build a pot, we are speaking an intimate language of sensation-a universal language of touch, 
movement, space, seeing, weight and gravity, available to everyone   These direct sensations create a lively dialogue with 
elemen-tal forces - we can see our nature reflected in the world, perfect in all its manifestations.  Much like Charlotte's 
dedicated invitations to awareness, we are reminded that we are whole beings-not alone, but always supported and nourished 
by the natural world. 
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