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Art as Prescription for a Life Free from
Eating Disorders, at the MSB Gallery
03/26/13 - Life at NYULMC

Life-size dolls, 'Blue-Faced Doll' (left) and 'My Doll Song,' created by women with eating disorders, on
display at the MSB Gallery.
 
“Living life is easier without an eating disorder than with an eating disorder. There’s not that extra person in your
head,” writes “Kit,” a subject of one of the photomontages currently on display in the MSB Gallery as part of “For
the Brides of Ed.”
 
“Ed” stands for eating disorder. In the cases of the young women we meet through these artworks, “Brides” is an
accurate depiction of the monumental importance their illness assumes in their lives. “Only one thing takes
precedence over these women’s boyfriends, husbands, jobs, friends, hobbies, and studies, and that is their primary
relationship with ‘Ed,’” reads the artist statement that accompanies the exhibit.
 
It continues, “Our therapeutic goal is to help each woman divorce herself from her eating disorder and reclaim what
she loved before Ed.” As the statement implies, the artworks on display are a crucial part of their subjects’
recoveries. While “prescriptive artist” Nancy Gershman created the photomontage portions of the show, growing out
of the work these young women did with art psychotherapist Lauren Lazar Stern, the young women themselves are
key collaborators in the final products: “Healing Dreamscapes” that envision a happy future free from eating
disorders—or, life after “Ed.” As text accompanying the exhibit describes, “Artist-guided and artist made, the
client’s Preferred Story is shaped by life-affirming memories, sensory impressions, epiphanies, lore, existing (and
stand-in) photos.”
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"While we cannot change
the world around these
recovering women,
prescriptive
photomontage can change
the way they view their
world.”--Nancy
Gershman and Lauren
Lazar Stern 
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'Kit: Blue Eagle Bag, 2008'
 
The photomontages are these “Preferred Stories” brought to life. In the case of “Kit,” who is identified as a 25-year-
old with bulimia, her “Disenchantment Dreamscape” has an image of her upper body as she is running, juxtaposed
against a new background, a sunset along a marathon route, from another snapshot. She is also given new garb—a
blue poncho that also evokes an unhappy memory she is striving to reclaim: “when her family found her hidden bag
of vomit in a blue grocery bag.” “Kit” writes of her “Dreamscape” image, “I like the flow of the poncho, moving
away from my body as I’m running. I’m looking towards the end goal . . . like I’m almost at the finish line.”
 
Each photomontage image is accompanied by statements from the subject that provide context. Along with the
subjects’ names (which have been changed to protect identities), their ages, and their disorders, viewers of the
artworks are also provided with a few lines about a “disturbing memory,” “triggers,” a “therapeutic epiphany,”
“preferred story,” and “post-dreamscape.”
 

'Lori with the Cliff, 2010'
 
In the case of “Mindy: Strawberry Fields,” it would be easy to miss her own face, which has been superimposed by
Gershman on a marble statue, reclining in a garden surrounded by fruit, including a boulder-size strawberry.
“Mindy,” age 18, and also bulimic, writes of her Dreamscape, “This is me at peace. It hangs in my dorm room and
stays with me, reminding me there are things I can eat that won’t do damage. I’m beginning to hope there’s a
possibility for living in a way that doesn’t make me ill. Life doesn’t have to be like that. It can be get healthy, get
sleep, be happy.”
 
Other subjects are also photomontaged into settings that make them feel safe, calm, and happy; some include images
of family members, home, and favorite activities. While creating the Dreamscapes with Gershman is a key part of
the therapeutic process, they also create their own drawings and sculptures, including making life-sized dolls, to
give them a sense of their real body size. Of her sculpture “My Doll Song,” “Jane” wrote, “Hating my body, I
couldn’t understand why I lavished Song with so much love and attention. Though I was unable to love myself, I
could love Song.”  In addition to the artworks, therapy includes “EMDR”—Eye Movement Desensitization—which
uses colored lights, tones, and electric pulses to help reprogram the brain’s response to disturbing thoughts and
memories. It was developed in 1987 by Dr. Francine Shapiro, a psychologist, after she observed that eye movements
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can reduce the intensity of upsetting thoughts under certain conditions.
 

Jodi Moise from NYULMC's art program, with artist Nancy Gershman at the opening of 
'For the Brides of Ed.'
 
According to the artist-therapist team behind “For the Brides of Ed,” the Dreamscapes aid in this process as well. As
they “repurpose familiar imagery in surreal juxtapositions,” they “can unlock a patient’s black and white thinking
about loss and regret. . . . While we cannot change the world around these recovering women, prescriptive
photomontage can change the way they view their world.”
 
“For the Brides of Ed” will be on display in the MSB Gallery through April 12.
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