
‘Dreamscapes’
can help turn
pain into joy

By Pauline Dubkin Yearwood
Managing Editor

A photograph can change
the past and bring healing,
Chicago artist Nancy Gershman
has discovered.

Not just any photograph,
though. Gershman creates pho-
tomontages that she calls
Healing Dreamscapes. The digi-
tal collages, she says, have the
power to call up what she dubs
“wishful reality” — conjuring
the way things should be rather
than the often hurtful way they
are — and therefore fulfill a
therapeutic function.

Gershman is one of two
artists who will lead a workshop,
“Life-Changing Heirlooms: The
Artwork of Nancy Gershman
and Denise Burns,” at Anshe
Emet Synagogue on Sunday,
Sept. 17.

The timing — just before
the start of the High Holidays
— is no accident, because,
Gershman said in a recent
phone interview, during the
Days of Awe between Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur
“you’re supposed to live a life
without regret, without blaming
or judging people. I really
believe that is one of the best
uses for this non-verbal medi-
um” of Healing Dreasmscapes.

Gershman, who calls her
digital design studio Art For
Your Sake, came to the idea of
the Healing Dreamscapes by
accident. A former advertising
copywriter, she left that field to
start her own business creating
photomontages for celebratory
occasions. For her son Sam’s bar
mitzvah, for instance, she put
together a video montage de-
picting the special relationships
Sam had with each family mem-
ber, digitally manipulating
images so people who had never
been photographed together
appeared as if they had been.
She continues to do such cele-
bratory collages for clients, even
using them to create purses,
invitations and family portraits.

The healing properties of
photomontages were brought
home to Gershman when a for-
mer colleague told her that she
was at a loss in figuring out how
to deal with her father’s death.
He had abandoned the family
decades ago, then returned
many years later and helped care
for his wife while she was in a
nursing home.

“After his death, she kind
of wanted to bring all the sib-
lings together to understand the
man and try to figure out how
they can move forward and
honor him,” Gershman says.
Figuring that she would make a
conventional photomontage of

the family, she went through her
friend’s family photos and
picked 13 out of hundreds. 

The montage she finally
created told what Gershman
calls “the back story” of the fam-
ily. For instance, a painting dry-
ing along with clothes on a

clothesline “became the symbol
of (the friend’s) mother’s forti-
tude and strength,” and pictures
of the woman’s mother and
father, taken on the steps of the
same house but at different
times, offered clues in their
facial expressions to their feel-

ings about one another.
During the process of

manipulating the pictures, “mir-
acles would evolve,” Gershman
says. “For instance, looking at a
house, trying to figure out where
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to put it, this incredibly spiritu-
al cloud showed up. It was a lit-
tle mystical. I never really know
where the photos are going;

they settle into the right resting
place.”

The woman for whom
Gershman made the montage
cried when she saw it and said it
helped her to get rid of many

negative associations connected
with the past. At that point “I
knew I had stumbled across
something entirely different”
and valuable, Gershman says.

In another montage she
created for a client, a grandfa-
ther holds his great-grand-
daughter as other images float
by in front of a dreamlike land-
scape depicting Mt. Sinai. In
reality, the grandfather had died
before the child was born. The
client told Gershman that the
image had the feeling of reality
and had taken away some of her
feelings of grief over past events
and let her imagine her father
spiritually watching over his
great-granddaughter.

Gershman says she is not
quite sure why the Healing
Dreamscapes work. “I’m not
playing therapist,” she says. “I
don’t call myself an art thera-
pist. I was a copywriter at one
time and very verbose. Now I
find I do all the hardest work
quietly. I find myself intuitively
putting things together.”

In her portfolio, Gershman

writes that “viewing the
Healing Dreamscape works in
the same way as replaying a
healing dream. ... It physically
separates or commingles images
into a new hierarchy that safety
removes negative associations
and returns control to the indi-

vidual. The humor ... in each
piece is liberating.”

To create a Healing Dream-
scape, Gershman, working on her
computer, first scans the photos.
Then “I cut them out and start
playing with them. I go for a very
dreamlike landscape but one that
is true to reality, true to scale,
with real shadows and where the
coloring and lighting are very
natural.” Besides the client’s own
photos, she sometimes uses back-
grounds that she gets from pho-
tographer friends. “They are their
throwaway photos; they’re not
useful to them but they’re perfect
for me,” she says.

More celebratory montages
— for instance, a tribute to a
beloved living grandparent —
can also have a therapeutic
effect, she says, as well as solving
“the problem of having a lot of
ugly individual photographs.
I’m like a plastic surgeon, taking
a head from here, a body from
here. Often there are families
who want to have an idealized
vision of their family. People
want to have one keepsake
where they look at it and get a
quick hit of oxygen and feel
replenished, with everything in
harmony.”

M a k i n g t h e H e a l i n g
Dreamscapes “is an expression
of my Jewish nature, which is to
constantly seek out a way to
reconnect and honor someone,”
Gershman says. “Like G-d, this
piece can speak to you and give
you a new meaning every day.
Like a dream, it’s open to myri-
ad interpretations. For some
people it can bring one back to
G-d. It’s like G-d messaging you
in everyday life.”

“Life-Changing Heirlooms:
The Artwork of Nancy Gershman
and Denise Burns,” sponsored by
Anshe Emet Synagogue Siste-
rhood, takes place at 1 p.m.
Sunday, Sept. 17 at the syna-
gogue, 3751 N. Broadway,
Chicago. Cost is $18, with pro-
ceeds benefiting the Night Ministry
Project. For more information call
Joede, (312) 664-8763. For
information and prices for Nancy
Gershman’s photomontages, visit
www.artforyoursake.com.
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One of Nancy Gershman’s Healing Dreamscapes.
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