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ON THE COVER

It Takes a Village (to Heal a Trauma Survivor) by Jen Hem

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on December 11, 2017.

At a quick glance, the painting on this month’s cover, It
Takes a Village (to Heal a Trauma Survivor), by Jen Hem,
might appear to be a graphic variant of a Pablo Picasso
painting, with dove of peace, hands rising a la Guernica, and
Cubist multisided facial features. Looking more carefully,
however, the birds are more assorted: sparrows and wrens as
well as doves; the hands (and faces, gestures, and totems)
are of specific people; the multisidedness speaks to our
varied selves. And Hem, of Ames, Iowa, feels much more
influenced by Russian early 20th-century Expressionist art-
ist Wassily Kandinsky than by Picasso. Color, Kandinsky
wrote, “is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammers, the soul
is the piano with many strings. The artist is the hand which
plays, touching one key or another, to cause vibrations in
the soul” (Kandinsky, 1911, as quoted in Wikipedia).

Hem describes herself as an “unconventional artist,” by
which she means that her art emerges from her own expe-
rience and desire to connect rather than through formal art
training. She was passionate about art from an early age:
She won an art competition in third grade; she was one of a
select group of students in high school who were invited to
show their portfolios at midwestern art institutions; she was
offered an art scholarship to a prestigious program for
further education. Limited by family circumstances, though,
she attended state university for 2 years before life circum-
stances led her in another direction.

This particular painting emerges from experiences she has
had during many years of healing from trauma. The figures
in the painting represent a group of women who were
important to that healing, part of a psychotherapy group in
which she participated. Each represents a specific person.
Each also carries an image on her chest—in the painting
itself, these symbols are textured—to represent the issues
that we all carry within us. Everyone, Hem recognizes, has
some aspect they are dealing with, whether passions or
secrets, whether large or small.

Hem sees all of us on this planet as interconnected. Thus,
the overlapping of women and birds is designed to indicate
that “we are all really one, woven into each other’s lives in
ways we don’t even know,” she reflects.

“We carry things with substance,” Hem notes. The
woman to the far left, for example, “lost her fight with
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depression.” Even her psychologist, the healer who tenderly
holds a bird with a broken wing, carries some of her own
pain. And Hem herself is depicted with the large white bird,
feeling that the women in her life have “lifted me up,
nurtured and carried me.” Her husband, too, with his pow-
erful arm and fist has “held me up, gotten me to where I am,
but now I am taking off, coming into my own.”

For Hem, healing through art therapy, group therapy, and
Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR)
has been a long and critically important process. She rec-
ognizes limitations and losses yet chooses to celebrate what
she is able to do. She uses art to connect with others’
emotions through expressionism. She feels strongly that it
takes an entire community to support someone healing from
trauma, whether domestic violence or sexual abuse. In that
regard, Hem describes herself as being fairly open about her
own past. “My path to art has been long and tedious,” she
comments. “It’s so refreshing to have it now be my primary
occupation.” She says, further, “My ‘m.o.” is to go out into
the world to put twice the good rather than the bad that I
experienced. My art is how I do that.”

In return for all the support that she has received, or
perhaps more accurately, as a way of passing it forward,
Hem has shared her art, increasingly, within her community.
Sometimes, this is at an individual level: One person she
painted, for example, exclaimed, “But you made me beau-
tiful!” Hem thought, “That’s the kind of thing I want to
evoke. That’s how I see you. You can move someone
through art so that it impacts them in such a way that it
becomes part of them, their core, what they carry.”

Hem has participated in various art shows held by a local
rape crisis and domestic violence agency and will donate
some proceeds from her prints to the shelter. Another paint-
ing, titled The Face of Trauma, which was executed in
watercolor and India ink, inspires women in the agency
conference room. She sees this kind of work as the direction
her life is now taking. She says, “It has been a pleasure in
my life, as I’ve wound down a rough road, to be making art
that has a positive impact on my community and the people
within it.”

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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