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Healing
Hearts
With Art
With a confident yet calming voice,
Elizabeth Mackey tells me she wants
women who are considering a musicrelated career to know that music
therapy is a viable and fulfilling option. A 1982 graduate of the University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire, she was
pleased to discover the music therapy
program, and 32 years later, Liz feels
lucky to have had such a remarkable
run. I quickly develop a sense of comfort around her and can easily see why
she’s experienced success in a field
that requires a high level of trust and
kindness.
Arts as therapy
An employee of the Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA), Liz works out
of the St. Cloud medical facility, and

as the Director for the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival (NVCAF),
she enjoys being able to connect her
passion for music with the opportunity
to recognize and appreciate veteran’s
artistic achievements.

place winning entries from the local
sites advance to the national level of
competition by submitting a threeminute-or-less digital recording of
their performance, or a digital image
of their artwork.

NVCAF is a week-long event that
she facilitates, and it is geared toward
celebrating the healing power of arts.
The festival is designed to recognize
veterans for the progress and recoveries made through their use of the
therapeutic arts, such as music, and
it includes veterans’ award-winning
artwork, creative arts workshops, and
an opportunity for camaraderie with
fellow veterans.

Following the virtual national competition, gold medal-winning veterans
from across the country are invited to
attend the festival, which is often held
annually in October and hosted by a
different VA medical facility and community each year.

How it works
Nationwide, VA medical facilities use
the creative arts as one form of rehabilitative treatment to help veterans
recover from and cope with physical
and emotional disabilities. Each year,
veterans receiving care at VA facilities
have the opportunity to enter the creative arts competition in the performing and visual arts divisions of music,
dance, drama, creative writing, and
art. Veterans can select from a variety
of categories within these performing and visual arts divisions. The first

In 2013, nearly 3,400 veterans from
119 VA facilities entered the competition. Around 125 veterans typically
participate in the festival by sharing
their work. In addition to providing recognition to veterans, NVCAF
introduces new artistic methods and
modalities to veterans through workshops and interaction sessions, which
encourage incorporating these artistic
skills into their lives. The event is also
open to the public, and aims to educate the greater community about the
benefits of the arts as therapy in the
lives of America’s veterans. In fact, a
live stage show hosted for the community is filmed and aired on the Public
Broadcasting System (PBS) stations.
The broadcast has been shown around
Veterans Day each year since 2006.

Amy Kimbler, Deb Krueger, and LIz Mackey.
Amy Kimbler is the program specialist for National Veterans
Creative Arts Festival, Deb Krueger is an Occupational
Therapist at the VA and the local Art Show Coordinator.
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Local participants entered
the Art competition and
many of their art pieces
will go on to Nationals
this fall in Milwaukee
Wisconsin.
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LIz Mackey and Rick Stang, a
vocalist in Liz’s music therapy.
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“The focus isn’t on competition, but
through the competition process, veterans are able to receive the recognition
for their creative accomplishments that
they so greatly deserve,” says Liz.
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LIz Mackey and
Richard Reignier looking
at displayed art.

Cover Story
“The dramatic performances bring it
home. People like to be entertained,
and it is a great way to generate awareness,” Liz adds.
Chasing dreams
So, how did she get here? While working at Winona County Developmental
Achievement Center assisting developmentally delayed adults, Liz sought to
fulfill her dream of applying her music
therapy degree. In 1985, the newlywed
got the opportunity to do just that. She
and her husband relocated to the St.
Cloud area, and Liz began her career
as a music therapist at the St. Cloud
VA.
“It was wonderful. I worked with a
lot of great people, and my supervisor
was very supportive of music therapy,”
says Liz. “It was a great place for me
to expand my experience and contribute to the patients that were there.”
As a music therapist, Liz used musical exercises to promote wellness and
alleviate pain and stress, while offering
unique opportunities for interaction.
Her primary responsibilities included
planning and carrying out patient
treatment programs that were directed
to such goals as cognitive, physical
motor, communication, socialization,
and the like.
“When you are engaged in a musical
activity, you are pretty much using all
of your brain,” says Liz. “When the
arts are used with veterans who have a
physical motor challenge, for example,
music therapy might motivate them to
perform their physical therapy exercises better. If they’re doing it to music
or a rhythmic beat, it’s a little more
incentive for them to go a step further,
to do their repetitive exercise a little bit
longer.”
Liz was introduced to NVCAF
through her job as a music therapist in
1986, and was hooked after attending
her first event.
“I think creative arts therapy is so
important, and I just really loved this
program,” she adds.
A gradual transition
Unable to attend the event again until
1991, Liz continued to learn more
about the program and establish
relationships throughout its network.
In 1993, St. Cloud hosted the national
festival, and Liz got the opportunity

to be the host-site coordinator. Shortly
thereafter, in 1994, the past program
director lost her battle with cancer, and
Liz was assigned the NVCAF parttime interim director position, while
still maintaining her music therapy
responsibilities. She juggled the dual
role for six years. In 2000, the director
job changed to a permanent, full-time
position, and she let go of her role as a
music therapist.
These days, much of her day-to-day
work involves event planning and leadership tasks. While Liz misses working
hands-on with veterans, she appreciates all that the event has to offer.
Camaraderie is an important component of the NVCAF. Veterans come
together at the event, and are heartened that they are surrounded by
others who have had a similar experience. For instance, many veterans have
flashbacks or nightmares that can be
difficult to cope with. Through art
therapy, they are able to draw, paint,
or sculpt the images in their mind.
Sharing their work with others can
release negative energy and may lead
to discussion with fellow veterans.
For instance, Liz recalls hearing one
veteran sharing a powerful insight –
It’s not post-traumatic stress disorder;
it’s post-traumatic stress normal. My
reaction to trauma is normal.

Transforming lives
During her 15 years as a music therapist at the St. Cloud VA, Liz observed
many veterans responding to music
therapy.
“Even if you got a response like toetapping or head movement, you were
reaching them,” says Liz. “I love the
fact that music therapy can be used in
such a variety of ways; to treat depression, manage pain or anxiety, promote
memory recall and other cognitive
functions, encourage physical movement, prompt socialization and communication with others, and to add
inspiration to pursue a higher quality
of life in general.”
And the NVCAF reaches veterans in a
similar way. The program is a testament to the therapy that is happening
daily in the VA’s national health care
system across America, utilizing the
creative arts in rehabilitation. Participation in the creative arts therapies
provides veterans with ways to express
themselves that may not be possible
through more traditional therapies.
This participation may lead to selfdiscovery, increased self-esteem, and
relief from depression and anxiety.
As she travels across the country, Liz
meets veterans who have experienced

A meaningful career
When asked if she feels surprised by
the direction her career has taken, Liz
responds, “I’m always surprised by my
career.
“It’s a wonderful opportunity I have
to be involved in so much of this. I
thought I would be a music therapist at
St. Cloud VA, and I was fine with that.
But early on, I was also looking for
something more to keep motivated and
make a difference in a bigger way, and
I was fortunate to have a supervisor
who allowed me that opportunity.”
Liz adds that she really appreciates the
therapists she works with.
“In this position, you have to be very
kind but professional and interested,
as well as genuine. Never rude, never
short. I think that the people who are
key to the program have those qualities. For example, a veteran can be
having a bad day, and you can hear it
in their voice, and you think, I have the
chance to make their day better.”

LIz Mackey, Deb Krueger and Amy
Kimbler checking out some artwork

2014 Event Info
National Veterans
Creative Arts Festival
October 27 – November 2, 2014
Host:
Clement J. Zablocki VA Medical Center
5000 W. National Ave. | Milwaukee WI
Contact: Sheppard.Crumrine@va.gov
& Marisa.Straub@va.gov
Admission:
Free, but tickets are required to the stage
show. Ticket information will become
available after September 1, 2014.
For more information, va.gov.
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those transformations and proudly
display their artwork, eager to share it
with her. As a result of the competition, Liz often hears veterans say this
is the first time they won anything.
“I went to the funeral of a veteran that
I served early on in the music therapy
program who also participated in NVCAF. I looked at the table that had his
memorabilia on it, and most of it was
from the festival. It was very emotional
because it was a bigger part of his life
than I realized. The program is just so
far-reaching; it’s amazing.”
A few comments from veteran participants help illustrate the program’s
impact:
“The arts, especially music and songwriting, have given me a tool, an avenue, to
express what I was unable to express for a
long time. And in doing so, to get some of
those emotions to not live within me but to
live outside me. And further, to take those
songs and help other veterans who have a
similar experience.” - Moon
“The creative arts helped me deal with the
war by writing out things I went through
with my creative stories and my photography. The photographs I took with the war,
putting those together for others to see, what
I experienced through the way through my
eyes.” - Pierce
“The NVCAF program has been a blessing
to me because it is a program of hope. It is
also a program that recognizes the veterans
and their many accomplishments in the
creative arts. And the creative arts, it brings
healing in so many ways. The veterans are
able to express and articulate what they
may not be able to articulate in words, they
do it through their art. And that brings
about healing, healing of the mind, spirit,
soul and body.” -Pointer
An effective and evolving program
The NVCAF originated as two
separate competitions in 1981, the
Music Festival and VET ARTS. The
two events merged in 1989, and, like
Liz’s career, it continues to evolve
each year as it showcases the artistic
achievements of veterans from across
the country in each of the five artistic
divisions.
Crystal Nutt is a Development Manager at WACOSA,
as well as a freelance writer
and storyteller. Contact her
at crystallnutt@hotmail.com.
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