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Blue paint is not the usual liquid filling
the syringes that 5-year-old Daniel
Nachum encounters, all too often, as a
cancer patient.

Maybe that’s why he took such pleas-
ure squirting the stuff all over a huge
piece of paper during an art therapy ses-
sion at Hackensack University Medical
Center’s Tomorrows Children’s Institute.

“A year later he still talks about it,” said
his mother, Harriet. Art therapy “has
been a way for him to manage his fear
and anger.”

Child-life therapists offer a broad range
of artistic outlets to their patients: visual
arts, drama, creative writing, and music.

“Our goal for medically ill patients is to
have them express their feelings about ill-
ness and treatment, changes in their bod-
ies and lives, and to have a safe outlet for
all those feelings that won’t be judged,”
said Ellen Goldring, a child-life special-
ist at Tomorrows Children.

Goldring is a board member of Art-
Works: the Naomi Cohain Foundation, a
venture launched March 9 in memory of
one of her patients. Naomi, who was 15
when she died of bone cancer in 1995,
was artistically gifted and gained much
from her sessions with Goldring.

“It was an escape for her,” said Nao-
mi’s mother, Cynthia. “It was taking her

to someplace else where the focus was-
't her sickness but her art.”

The Cohains were at the foundation’s
opening “Express Yourself” event in
Manhattan along with families of 60 chil-
dren who displayed artworks, performed
dances, or recited poetry as a response to
their own or a sibling’s severe illness.
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Art therapy programs help sick kids deal with their illness

Tyler Tirela, 4, painted the picture be-
hind him with help from brother C.J., 7,
left, and sister Jennifer, 10.

Founded by Naomi’s cousin,
Daniela Mendelsohn of Engle-
wood, the foundation aims to raise
money to seed professional art
therapy programs at hospitals that
lack the resources to fund them.

Dr. Michael Harris, director of
Tomorrows Children at the med-
ical center’s Joseph M. Sanzari
Children’s Hospital, helped
Mendelsohn start the foundation
as a tribute to a patient “who had
a tremendous desire to get better
and see other children get better.”

‘Harris vividly remembers Nao-
mi’s reaction, on the last day of her
life, when he told her it was possi-
ble to donate her corneas: “She
smiled and said it gave her a great
deal of pleasure to know some-
body would see the beauty of this
world through her eyes.

“We believe through the medi-
um of art we can fulfill part of her
dream for children to express
themselves, because there is beau-
ty in this world however you find
it, through art, music, or dance.”

Since the early Seventies, art
therapy has been used in every-
thing from diagnosing child abuse
to helping veterans deal with post-
traumatic stress syndrome. In can-
cer patients, art therapy has been
shown to alleviate psychological
and physical symptoms.

The creative work also aids
those treating the patient, added
Harris. “It lets us get into the
hearts and minds of children, to
better understand their emotions
with respect to the illness,” he said.






