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Giving us all
of the feels
The therapeutic benefits of poetry
Patricia Murphy
Poetry is the most ancient record of human
literature and has a powerful effect on emotions
and brain activity (Wassiliwizky et al, 2017).
It goes to the heart and soul of human experience
charting life’s central emotional themes of love and
loss, twin refrains which have inspired poets
through the ages. Who better than a poet to unite
Manchester after the horrific terrorist attack in May
2017 when a suicide bomber chose a crowded
concert to kill 22 people.
The attack left the city in total shock but when
Mancunian poet Tony Walsh, AKA Longfella read
aloud ‘This is The Place’ at a vigil held in Albert
Square the following day, he gifted the people of
Manchester a healing balm and an opportunity to
come together around a heartfelt love song that
totally eclipsed the usual banalities characterised
by the ‘thoughts and prayers’ so often offered up
by our leaders at times of national sorrow.
Similarly, it was a poet who six years ago wowed a
packed auditorium at the Royal College of Nursing’s
Annual Congress. Molly Case, a student nurse at the
time, gave a passionate performance of her poem,
‘Nursing the Nation’ which had been written in
response to the relentless media criticism of the
NHS. It received a standing ovation and has been
viewed half a million times on YouTube.
And it was poet Kate Tempest whose singular voice
left a Glastonbury crowd emotionally undone but
totally appreciated after closing her set with
‘People’s Faces’, a protest poem against austerity
and its divisive effects that mesmerised with its
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message of strength, compassion, hope and love.
These examples demonstrate what we now know,
that poetry activates parts of the human brain
distinct from those affected by other forms of
literature. Researchers have recently used
functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) to
study just how the human brain reacts to poetry.
Reading or listening to poetry is useful for
something besides just rousing our emotions and
elevating our souls. The same mental skills that we
exercise in struggling to understand TS Eliot’s The
Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock ie. flexible thinking
and the ability to ponder multiple meanings also
help us to navigate unpredictable events and
make choices in our everyday lives.
Helping patients develop flexible thinking is at the
heart of CBT but if only it were so simple. As useful
as behavioural experiments, thought challenging, or
drawing up a list of pros and cons can be they have
their limitations. We already know that writing with
deep feeling improves immune system function,
decreases stress, lowers blood pressure and
increases positive short and long term mood
changes (Pennebaker, 2004).
Poetry has a distinctive, deeper, richer power which
means “meticulous placing of a few simple words,
can brush gently against deeply buried memories,
emotions, joys and traumas and allow us to think
metaphorically” (Storr, 2019). These associative
processes increase awareness and enable us to find
meaning in the complex. Poetry can elicit the
therapeutic equivalent of the ‘ah-ha’ moment, akin
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Poetry Therapy Study
As yet, there is little more than anecdotal evidence presented for the
case of practising poetry as a
mode of therapy within its own right. With a working title of Poetry therapy
in practice: An
exploration of theoretical mechanisms, their use, and implications for
participants, the perceived
impact of poetry therapy, research is being carried out at Canterbury
Christ Church University.
A literature review will collate models of poetry therapy and art therapy,
alongside those of methods
described by traditional schools of therapy. These will be used to devise
a framework against which
poetry therapy in practice can be compared. Video recordings of poetry
therapy sessions will be used
to identify if and when these ideas are applied in practice, with interview
s conducted with
participants to explore their lived experience of attending poetry therapy.
It is thought by the research team conducting the research, that this process
study is the first of its
kind, making a unique contribution to the poetry therapy and wider arts
in health literature.

to panning for gold and finding, well, gold.
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It makes sense then that the profound
psychological benefits people experience bonding
over poetry should not be confined to times of
national distress but encouraged as a means of
promoting and maintaining psychological
wellbeing. This is the mission of the “Wise Words For
Well-Being” poetry group which has been running
for some years now in the beautiful and historic city
of Canterbury. It is led by trained Poetry Therapist
and writer Victoria Field, who is a graduate member
of the British Psychological Society and a visiting
lecturer on the Metanoia Institute’s MSc in Creative
Writing for Therapeutic Purposes.
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The group is held in a community room at the local
library thus combining three of Vicky’s passions,
people, poetry and libraries. It has attracted the
attention of clinical psychologist researchers at
Canterbury Christ Church University who recently
filmed the group in session as part of their
exploration of poetry therapy in practice, studying
the theoretical mechanisms, their use and
implications for participants. The purpose of the
research is to find out more about how poetry
therapy works and what impact it has on people
attending poetry groups.
It will be fascinating to see how the research will
contribute to the knowledge base with regard to
poetry therapy and whether this will have
implications for future psychotherapeutic practice.
In the next issue of CBT Today Vicky will share her
thoughts about the project and her hopes for the
future applications of Poetry Therapy.
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“

Whether it’s Alfred Lord Tennyson’s
Ulysses or May Angelou’s Caged Bird
there’s something about reading or
hearing a great poem that stimulates
our minds, moving us to ponder the
world from a new angle.

https://science.howstuffworks.com/life/
inside-the-mind/human-brain/
how-poetry-affects-human-brain.htm
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