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"Art can permeate the very deepest parts of us, where no words exist"- Cath Mal, Art Therapist 2008
Outcomes of a clay based session in the prison. The women made objects from their memories- houses,
villages, kitchen sets, birds...one woman, upon seeing the clay said- "I am holding clay after one year. It  is 
soothing me, give it to me- let me shape it."
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Title: 
The effect of Expressive Art Therapy in the Women's Division of Under-Trials Prison- Aadharwadi Prison, 
Kalyan, Mumbai.

1) Abstract:
A team of three expressive art therapy facilitators from Khula Aasman Trust, Mumbai conducted an 
art-therapy intervention in the women's' section of the Aadharwadi prison in Kalyan, Mumbai over twelve 
sessions.The overall objective of the sessions was to facilitate an overall enhancement of mental health in 
the inmates using a combination of music, drama, visual art and relaxation techniques. The sessions were 
two-two and a half hours each, once a week.

2) Introduction: 
What is the result of Expressive Art Therapy in a prison?

“A very high likelihood that they will revert to a life of crime, and �nd themselves back behind bars, before 
long. ‘Punishment’ for its own sake is pointless, if it doesn’t transform the mindsets and attitudes of offend-
ers. A prison can thus become a dangerous breeding ground for criminals, fuelling the very activity it seeks 
to deter.
Incarcerated individuals have little control over their circumstances or future. Years of con�nement result 
in greater loss of self-worth, a growing sense of anger, anxiety and despair. Families of the incarcerated are 
also doing time. The burden can be crippling. Half of all male children of inmates will also enter the system 
as juveniles. Ex-offenders �nd that freedom from the impact of incarceration does not end at the moment 
of release. Years of built up anger and frustration accompany them as they transition back into the 
community. Many will return to commiting crimes within an year of release.Law enforcement of�cers are 
the �rst line of defence in dangerous and life-threatening circumstances. The day-to-day challenges tax 
the body, mind and emotions. Prison staff on a daily basis, work under incredibly stressful working condi-
tions. The overcrowding that exists in many institutions adds to the anger and frustration of inmates which 
result in more frequent altercations between inmates and increased threat of staff assault.”
The Prison Creative Arts Project, UMich 2011
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An imaginary landscape made during one of the creative visualisation sessions.
"Imagine a safe place inside a forest where you feel strong, powerful and alive"



2) Methodology:

2.1) Project Location and Setting: 
Aadharwadi Prison, Kalyan, Mumbai, Maharashtra
The Aadharwadi Prison is a prison facility speci�cally for men and women undergoing court proceedings 
or under-trial. The Men’s division contains 1000 + inmates while the women’s division contains approxi-
mately 60-70 inmates on a regular basis.
 
1) The intervention was conducted partly (about 4 sessions) inside a large room where approximately 70 
women reside. The women use this room to eat, sleep and rest in. There is one mini-television in the room 
and there are three fans. The washrooms are without doors and are located at the rear end of the room. The 
room faces an open courtyard with a large Banyan tree (Ashoka tree) in the middle, around which the 
women and the resident children gather in the evenings.The pro�le of the women inside is varied. Some 
have a low-income background and are illiterate, while some have a higher income background and are 
passouts from college with basic English speaking skills. The intensity of their crimes for which they have 
been charged are also varied.

2)  Every couple of hours in the morning, some women are called outside for their court   proceedings. Most 
women wait desperately for their turn to arise. This is also a major reason for their high levels of
 anxiety.

3)  The Prayas Foundation, in collaboration with other NGOs has helped in constructing a separate room in 
the courtyard (next to the bathing grounds) which is used as a Literacy Centre for the women. Khula 
Aasman’s therapists were also using the room for art therapy whenever possible. ( 8 sessions)

2.2 )Project Duration:

July, August and September 2015 ( 3 months, once a week- 3 to 4 hours on an average)
July- 5 sessions
August - 4 sessions
September - 3 sessions

2.3) Data Sources and Data Collection Protocols:

1.Standard Evaluation Tests: None
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Mixed images from the sessions- a woman moulds clay, a representation of the love one woman feels
for her child inside the prison and a representation of what lunch time looks like for her child.
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2. Expressive Art Therapy Assessment Tools:

      1.1  Session Record Sheet: every session (ABT Manual 2014)
      1.2. Rating Scale: once every 7 sessions (ABT Manual 2014)
      1.3. Initial and Final Drawing Observations

2.4) Methods used in the Intervention:

Artistic Tools Used:
-Watercolor expressive painting
-Large scale wall painting/ mural making
-Clay work and releasing tension techniques
-Creative Visualisation for deep relaxation
-Voice work for tension release
-Theatre games for group bonding, �nding positives and laughing with others
-Self- Portrait making- How do I see myself?
-Round Robin drawing circles for group bonding
-Rhythm and Movement work for body �exibility and facilitating joyful interactions 
within the group

An imaginary landscape made during one of the creative visualisation sessions.
"Imagine a safe place inside a forest where you feel strong, powerful and alive"

A typical expressive art therapy session in the prison- the participants and the facilitators sit in one 
circle, sharing, talking and making art with intention. This is a rhythm and drawing session in progress.
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Sessions:

We try and use as many varied spaces for different activities as possible. Sometimes, drama and creative 
movement happens under the Asoka tree while at times, we work indoors.

Sessions 1,2,3- 
Non competitive ice breaking games for the participants and the facilitator to familiarize themselves with 
each other was the theme of the �rst three sessions.
We used a mix of drama, visual art and music exercises to create a safe space of trust and mutual sharing 
without arguments. We also created a session contract to emphasise some rules of respecting each other, 
before beginning some artistic immersion work.
Many women were present in the �rst two sessions, By the third session, some became busy in the prison 
chores while some seemed physically unwell. We continued going in with the same enthusiasm and contin-
ued creating a stable space.

Sessions 4,5,6- 
There seemed to be a need to work on the womens’ physical health and attention levels. They seemed 
frequently tired. We worked on basic yogic-voice exercises as a starter for each session and then went into 
meditation for positive thinking. We almost always ended with a calmin visual art activity that gave the 
women time to really immerse and engage with the medium of charcoal, watercolor, acrylic paint and pen.
We experimented with teaching them musical rhythms while painting. The women now seemed to have 
formed a core group of art-enthusiasts and we had almost 6-7 regular women who were happy to see us 
each week. On the side, we continued motivating and encouraging others to join. Many times, we would 
go in to an air of depression/ low emotional stability and use our art exercises as a creative release channel. 
In these sessions, we have made some startling progress with helping women unload their pain in a 
nonverbal way.

Sessions 7,8,9-
We started experimenting with teaching skills of visual art. Many women had started working on their own 
drawing books and �lling them up with doodles. We started assigning home-work.
There seemed to be a lack of group work so we began the mural painting session and took up representing 
meaningful artwork on the entrance wall and the inside wall of the literacy-class room. This activity acted 
as a bonding agent for some women and for some, it gave way to overcoming the inhibition of being 
‘good’ or ‘bad’ at painting. 

Sessions 10,11,12-
Our �nal sessions were spent in re�ection, sharing and festival- art related work. We will conduct a Clay 
Ganesha making session for the women around the festival. We also will focus on intention building and 
positive thinking. 



Outcomes:

1) It was observed that there has been a marked increase in the women's enthusiasm to 
engage in a recreational/relaxing activity in the session per week, rather than engaging in 
sedentary activities like sleeping or sitting or watching television to pass time.

2) Six out of twelve of the women have been reported to say that engaging in a combination 
of yoga, creative visualisation and drama-based, non-competitive games makes them look 
forward to the facilitators visit, hence giving them a space to engage in therapeutic activities 
where they feel safe and non-judged.

3) Four of the twelve women have taken up an active interest in visual art making. They 
request the facilitators for paper and pens to draw, doodle and create art (small religious idols, 
pictures of their homes/villages/family members). Each week, the facilitators are presented 
with self-initiated homework done by these women. This is extremely encouraging to see!

4) Some women engage in the sessions as a way of playing with their children that are inside 
the jail. They dance, sing and play music for their children, hence feeling an increased level of 
joy in the session and reportedly, during their day.

5) Two women have reported bene�ts in their posture and motivation to go through the day 
due to the yoga practice and the 'funny games'.

6) There was a wall painting activity conducted in one session where the women painted on a 
large scale as a team. There was immense laughter, relaxation and creative release felt in that 
session and the women were extremely grateful for the experience.

Visual Art Outcomes:

These series of images are titled ‘What I Think Of’. After our sessions, we would leave the 
women with sketchbooks and art material to use art for emotional regulation, leisure or cathar-
sis in their free time. Many women drew these from memory and some drew these from print-
ed photographs in books and newspapers available to them.
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Images drawn as part of 'homework' after the Expressive Art Therapy sessions.



Conclusion Discussion:

This project was seen successful in terms of invoking some form of creative release within the group.It also 
facilitated the creation of an artistic, positive, lively space by the group themselves for them to reside in a 
more positive environment.

Limitations:

1) The lack of a designated space and time hindered the work to some extent. Often the time of our session 
would clash with the time of the women to take bath or to eat their lunch. (They consume their lunch early 
to avoid eating cold food)
2) There were many women who could’ve bene�tted from our sessions but would refuse to participate- 
perhaps some lively music with speakers would’ve helped gathered more participants.
3) Some time was spent acquiring permissions for wall painting- this process can be smoother in the future 
with better planning.
4) Some times, times of the other classes like computers, beauty and makeup would collide with the 
session, taking time away from it

Suggestions:

1) If given permission some posters with positive messages can be put up. 
2) If authorities come personally to request inmates to participate it might have more effect.

Future:
There are immense creative possibilities of exposing  more women inmates to the  expressive art therapy 
process. With a clear improvement in their mental state, there is a high possibility for empowering 
women to deal with their inner and outer chaos in independent ways. 
The follow up of the sessions after once a week session will also help a lot in keeping continuity of the 
process live.
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Self Portraits of two women
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From 'What I Think Of' Series- Family, Faith and Resilience
These drawings and paintings have been made using mixed media on drawing paper- acrylic painting, 
oil pastel and watercolors.
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The Ongoing Mural- Gond Style- Holding a candle as a symbol among the chaos for order
Paintings of religious idols, family members and imaginery landscapes.


