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ABSTRACT 

Professionals in mental health and medical fields are likely to encounter difficult situations when 

working with clients who die within their clinical setting, often making countertransference and 

professional burnout possible. This paper discusses establishing personal awareness of such 

feelings through utilizing creative art making. In contemplating her own experiences in dealing 

with deaths of patients in a long-term care facility, the author presents the concept of using 

personal art making in order to cope with the stress and grief evoked from such experiences in 

order to identify a workable process to help other professionals. Although this is a significant 

experience many professionals face, there is currently little literature available concerning the 

use of art to help heal from such grief experiences. The author used a heuristic retrospective 

method to examine personal artwork created during her own grief period in order to determine if 

the experience holds value for others in the helping profession. As a result of inspection, a 

consistent theme of imagery, as well as a progression in emotional indicators throughout the 

artwork was identified. In addition, placement of the imagery on the Expressive Therapies 

Continuum (ETC) for evaluation of emotional release was established to associate personal 

feelings with each image, thereby allowing the author to document her phases of grief through 

the imagery. Thus, through reexamination of the artwork in combination with a survey from an 

Art Review Board, the author was able to discover her natural process for grief work through the 

use of personal art making and further identified what aspects of this process might be deemed 

valuable for use by other professionals.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

As any individual chooses to enter into the professional field as a therapist, he or she 

chooses a path that presents both the challenge and blessing of intimate connections with other 

human beings. This is a lifelong journey that commences as students take their academic 

knowledge and transition it into the life experience of helping others. It is a significant time, the 

beginning of a journey of seeking self-knowledge and understanding. Such an experience can be 

intimidating for any individual in the profession, and is perhaps most momentous for those just 

starting out. As a student, one learns that theory and technique are only a small part of what it 

means to be a therapist. One’s clients can challenge emotionally and mentally, and one may 

become most aware that part of being a therapist is also being human. It is necessary to feel on 

an emotional level, yet keep those emotions in check. The stories and experiences of clients can 

cause heartache and frustration as well as joy. The ability to recognize and manage the 

emotional impact on the self allows the therapist to gain the intuition and knowledge to heal his 

or herself and lend that knowledge to others. It is then a delicate balance of the person and 

professional, and often does not come easily. 

The topic of this research is based upon such an incident that the researcher has 

personally experienced as an art therapy student. In her first observation placement, she found 

herself emotionally immersed in a situation revolving around the dying process of an elderly man 

in a long term care facility. Although she felt professionally prepared, the emotional grief 

response to the situation came as a surprise. In order to cope with her thoughts and emotions, 

she began spontaneous image-making to examine and manage her response to what she was 

experiencing (see Figure 1). The image shows her depiction of the event, observing death.  



Figure 1 “The Witness” — A Response to Observing Death 

Although a difficult beginning situation, the researcher continued to work in long term 

care and continued to experience the deaths of clients she had worked with closely. Though the 

circumstance of death was inevitable and was perhaps less difficult to handle over time, she still 

felt the need to process her emotions of grief. During her first year of employment, she 

experienced the loss of seven residents within a week. Such a loss instilled a grief episode in 

which the researcher spontaneously created several works of art in response to her experiences. 

These images and the emotions they represent were instrumental in the author’s processing of 

emotional experiences as a professional. In examining the experience retrospectively, the 

researcher believes that there may have been great healing value through her ability to respond to 

her emotions and encounters through artistic creation, perhaps allowing her to come to terms 

with situations that were difficult for her personally and professionally. Thus, through  



researching this influential personal experience of creating in response to grief, she is making an 

attempt to sustain the idea of art as healer as a concept for others dealing with the issue of grief. 

 



CHAPTER II 

THE PROBLEM 

Research Question 
  

In considering the experiences mentioned in the Introduction, the research question is: 

Will examining a personal experience of art-based exploration of grief related to the death of 

clients identify effective creative processes for working through grief? If so, an attempt may be 

made to recognize the significance of such an approach and utilize the process with other 

professionals within the field of art therapy as well as other fields. 

Statement of the Problem 

The issue of death and grief is paramount in our existence as human beings since death is 

something we all will eventually face; and with it comes intense emotions either as we 

contemplate our own death in the future, or in dealing with the death of others. As professionals 

in the field of art therapy, as well as others in both mental and medical health fields, working 

through the personal feelings that arise from experiencing the death and loss of clients is a 

significant matter that needs to be addressed. However, there is little literature available that 

provides practical and meaningful guidance for working through personal grief related to client 

deaths and almost nothing about how to employ creative processes to do this. 

Explanation of the Study 

During her experience in a long term care setting, the author noticed the need to cope 

with the grief of multiple clients’ deaths in order to be emotionally and mentally available to the 

needs of others with whom she worked. This means not only an acknowledgement that the grief 

exists, but also an in-depth examination of the feelings that occur. The author has used her own 

personal experiences of processing grief through the use of creative imagery and journaling in 

order to examine her own feelings, and discover how such a process can benefit others in the 

helping profession.  



The study now conducted is an examination of artwork created during the timeframe of 

grief she experienced. Through retrospectively looking at the artwork as well as any written 

documentation accompanying it, the author hoped to be able to identify what elements (if any) of 

her personal creative process were beneficial to helping her work through the emotions she 

experienced in relation to the death of clients. Through examining the imagery and emotional 

symbology of the work, as well as determining the significance of each piece in relation to the 

grief process as a whole, she hoped to identify aspects of healing as seen through the imagery 

and an effective art-based process to assist other professionals deal with grief related to client 

death. 

Basic Assumptions 

1. Client death can evoke strong feelings in the professional. 

2. Unprocessed emotions can lead to burnout. 

Personal art making and creative processing of art are valid ways to process work related 

grief and communicate feelings and thoughts with others. 

Use of art therapy for processing personal grief is effective. 

Comprehension of a personal creative processing of grief will lead to the development of an 

effective approach to teach other professionals experiencing grief related to client deaths. 

Hypothesis 

A heuristic retrospective examination of personal artwork made during a previous 

episode of grief related to client death, as well as a review of journal entries linked to this 

experience, will identify specific grief processing methods that most effectively promoted 

identification, acknowledgement and acceptance of emotions to facilitate healing and resolve 

grief. This examination will outline elements of the author’s creative process that were most 

effective in working through grief and further provide visual identification of feelings  



experienced which increased personal understanding of grief, thereby indicating self-discovery 

and a greater understanding of personal grief. 

Definitions 

Heuristic comes from the Greek word heuirsken which means to find or discover 

(Carolan, 2001). As a research model, Heuristic refers to a form of study focused upon the 

discovery of self. It is based upon qualitative data that examines experiential information of 

the researcher (i.e. perceptions, thoughts, feelings, etc.) in reaction to a situation. The focus 

is upon the significance of personal experiences, thereby allowing the researcher to examine 

the self through a process of deep introspection. 

Descriptive refers to another element of the research design. Because the researcher 

will be examining personal artwork in order to define a process, she will be describing her 

results rather than looking for data as the result of experimental testing. 

Retrospective refers to an investigation of data from previous experiences or events. 

Utilized as a research approach, the author will re-examine artwork and perceptions 

experienced during a past episode of grief. 

Grief refers to the complex feelings and thoughts experienced by an individual in 

response to suffering the loss of someone (or something) valuable. For the purpose of this 

study, grief is used to discuss the loss of clients through the death process. 

Symbology is the study of symbolism through the use of imagery. In this paper, it 

refers to the author’s exploration of common themes or images within a body of artwork that 

may represent a certain thought or emotion of the artist. 

Intention-witness is a format created by Pat Allen (1995) in the process of creative 

synthesis in which the artist begins the creative process by writing an intention for making 

art. The product serves as a statement of the process. After observing and contemplating the  



art process and the image, the artist is able to create a witness response to define what the 

image expresses. Thus, the format serves as a focusing element of the creative process to 

create a deeper sense of self-awareness. This concept is used at the culmination of this study 

to synthesize the author’s findings through creative imagery. 

Growth 1s defined as the development of greater self-understanding and knowledge of 

self to foster emotional and mental maturity. 

Countertransference is a term often used in psychological counseling that refers to 

the therapist or counselor transferring personal perceptions, thoughts and feelings into one’s 

interactions with a client, thereby interfering with the therapeutic relationship. 

Catharsis refers to the healing experience of riding the self of emotions through 

expressing them through imagery. 

Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) refers to a theory of art media designed by 

Lusebrink (1990) that states that different media properties can be effective in eliciting 

emotional response through creating imagery used with that media. 

Limitations 

Limitations of this study occur most significantly in the subjective nature of the work 

being examined. Because the researcher is examining her own artwork, data collection and 

observations are determined through personal impressions of the imagery. Examining art in 

itself can be difficult as there are not always set criteria for what certain imagery may 

portray. Furthermore, because the art was created by the researcher herself, it may be 

difficult to remain non-biased in examining it. Therefore, objectivity relies solely on the 

abilities of the researcher to remain impartial and to design research procedures to obtain a 

reasonable quality of data. Because this examination was done for the purpose of identifying 

and describing the art process which the researcher alone experienced and documented with  



imagery and written descriptions of the art or journaling, careful controls were set in place to 

reduce subjectivity and insure validity of the data and its analysis. 

The artworks examined were all from a past grief episode, which called for the 

researcher to examine them retrospectively. This caused the researcher to rely in part on 

memory; however, written documentation was utilized as much as possible to validate these 

recollections. Measures for objectivity through the use of this documentation, as well as the 

use of an outside Art Review Board have been put into place to ensure more objective 

results. 

Purpose and Objectives 
  

One purpose of this study was to employ a retrospective, heuristic research design to 

examine and document the researcher’s personal approach to working with her grief in order to 

identify effective creative processes which might be later employed effectively by other 

professionals and to identify what was most effective in promoting growth. A second purpose 

was to add to the scant literature regarding how professionals across disciplines process grief 

related to client death. A third purpose was to identify a research design and procedures that 

were effective in answering the research question. 

In order to discover this process through research, the author decided upon several 

objectives that would be necessary to fulfill for a successful outcome. The first was to 

investigate and decide upon a research method appropriate to answer the question. Because the 

subject of interest entailed looking at personal artwork done in the past, traditional quantitative 

research methods were not suitable. After background study on types of methodology, the 

researcher discovered the heuristic method. Yet, the next objective became how to adapt this to 

the examination of artwork done in the past. A new research method had to be developed 

combining guidelines for both heuristic and retrospective studies.  



Once this method was developed, the researcher had to decide on the number of artworks 

that could be effectively examined in the time available to a student in a master’s level program. 

Criteria for selection of the artworks had to be developed to ensure that the pieces utilized met 

the needs of the study. 

Finally, in order to keep results of the study as objective and valid as possible, it was 

necessary to form an Art Review Board consisting of art therapists and other professionals to act 

as a verification system for the researcher’s suppositions regarding the art. A system of 

gathering data from the Art Review Board, a questionnaire and method of analyzing their 

responses also had to be created. 

Justification of the Study 

In the mental health field, as well as the medical field, the professional is likely to 

encounter a variety of events that tug at the human soul; thereby, possibly affecting one’s ability 

to work with clients without allowing their emotions to affect the care negatively. Although such 

emotions may vary, this issue may be evident and critical in a setting in which the occurrence of 

a client or patient’s death is inevitable. Those individuals working in a setting such as hospice, 

long term care, or hospitals may be more vulnerable to this experience. Thus, many 

professionals in this setting find themselves experiencing feelings of grief in relation to the death 

of a patient or perhaps even vicariously through helping a client work through personal grief. 

As professionals, coping with strong emotions such as grief is a part of our job; yet 

facing this in a work setting can lead to professional burnout, depression, and loss of job 

satisfaction (Kirchber, Neimeyer & James, 1998; Spencer, 1994). In addition, issues of 

countertransference may arise as we begin to relate the client’s issues to our personal lives. 

Thus, it is imperative, as well as ethically sound, that professionals implement processes for  
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examining personal reactions to grief in order to better understand their own development as 

well as to help future clients work through their own grief. 

 



CHAPTER III 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

A literature review was conducted to further examine information about creating artwork 

in dealing with the grief of the therapist. Very little information was found on the subject. 

However, it was very useful to look at references on: heuristic study methods, grief as it relates 

to culture and religious belief systems, the effect of death and grief upon affect professionals in 

both mental and medical health fields, and finally the use of art making to cope with issues of 

grief and pain. Information about these topics was helpful in approaching the research study. 

The following review reports the key information surfaced through an extensive though not 

exhaustive review of professional literature pertinent to this study. 

Experiencing Grief as Person and Professional 

The issue of grief is one that is consistently found in literature from all disciplines, 

perhaps most notably in medical and mental health settings. However, it is not only of interest to 

those who experience it as professionals. Grief affects all individuals to some degree and it is 

often human nature to desire to stop the difficult emotions that may accompany the process of 

grief. This is evidenced by a large variety of self-help books regarding the issue of grief and 

mourning such as The Grief Recovery Handbook (James & Cherry, 1988), Beyond Silence and 

Denial: Death and Dying Reconsidered, (Bregmann, 1999) as well as the well-known work of 

Elizabeth Kubler —Ross (1969, 1981,1987, 1997). 

According to Kubler-Ross (1969), bereavement is a long process that involves 5 stages: 

denial, anger, bargaining, depression and finally, acceptance. Therefore, it must be recognized 

and processed by any individual experiencing grief in order to continue in personal growth. 

Worden (1991) developed a similar model that involves 4 stages of grief work including:  
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accepting the reality of loss, working through the pain of grief, adjusting to the environment in 

which the deceased person is missing, and emotionally relocating the deceased in order for the 

individual to move on with his or her life. These are essential in order for an individual to move 

forward and grow (Hill, 2001). 

Although grief is a universal process and experience, it can also lead to difficulty in 

functioning for the bereaved individual if not processed effectively. The Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR, 2000) identified bereavement as 

significant condition that may be of clinical focus because some grieving individuals may 

present with the symptomology of a Major Depressive Episode (DSM-IV-TR, 2000) displaying 

feelings of sadness, insomnia, poor appetite and weight loss. Feelings of guilt may also arise in 

the grieving individual. 

The emotions and symptoms described above are often experienced by individuals who 

lose a loved one through death. However, it can be argued that the loss of an individual does not 

affect only those in close relation with the deceased, but those in the medical and mental health 

fields as well. For a professional who works in a setting where death of clients or patients is 

expected, such as hospice, long-term care, and hospital settings, the death of patients can have a 

strong affect on the professionals administering care to that individual. According to Kubler- 

Ross (1981 & 1997), to those in the medical field, the death of an individual is often associated 

with the idea of failure. Thus, rather than recognizing it as a final part of the life cycle, it is 

sometimes perceived as a malfunction of medicine or the fault of the physician. If such a belief 

system is held by the professional in this setting, feelings of guilt, burnout, and depression may 

be likely to develop. 

In the Journal of Advanced Nursing, Spencer (1994) conducted surveys with nursing staff 

in an intensive care unit to study the effect of grief on their personal and professional  



13 

functioning. His findings were that nurses often feel the need for a greater support system for 

dealing with the death of their patients. Furthermore, his survey found that nurses experienced 

emotions of sadness, anger, guilt, shock, and relief in response to losing a patient (Spencer, 

1994). These emotions may also be evident in therapists dealing with the death of clients. 

In a case study by Valente (2003) examining the effect of client suicide on the therapist, 

issues of countertransference and grief are discussed. Valente claimed that therapists face an 

occupational hazard when dealing with such situations, and stated that the death of a client may 

produce feelings of guilt, low-self esteem, and hinder professional identity (Valente, 2003). She 

furthermore argued that therapists often feel unprepared when confronted by intense grief 

reactions. Thus, as therapists we must strive for self-awareness. This was further evidenced by 

the work of Kirchberg, et all (1998) in their study of empathy and death concerns with beginning 

counselors. Their findings suggested that even therapists or counselors working with grieving 

clients are likely to feel uncomfortable and anxious about issues concerning death and grief. 

Furthermore, it is discussed that due to a trend of increased employment in medical 

settings (American Psychological Association, 1996), the exposure of therapists to death and 

grief-related circumstances is likely to increase (Kirchberg, et all, 1998). Thus, it would seem 

that any individual in a medical or mental health related field, and perhaps most certainly those 

new to the profession, must be aware of the impact of grief on their professional and personal 

development. While there are many suitable avenues for dealing with feelings of grief, this 

study focuses upon the use of art therapy. 

The Use of Art Therapy for Grief Processing 

The practice of art therapy has been recognized as being relevant in helping 

individuals in a variety of circumstances (Bertman, 1999; Landgarten, 1981, Wadeson, 1989 & 

2000) and is typically noted for its capacity to help individuals express thoughts and feelings that  
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are beyond words. In the instance of grief, the use of imagery to express the overwhelming and 

complex processes of grief is beneficial. According to Hill (2001), many grieving individuals 

respond more promptly to the use of creative therapies than to the processes of verbal therapy. 

This is perhaps due to the nature of non-verbal work as it helps to reduce stress in addition to 

helping to process feelings in a less invasive atmosphere than traditional counseling methods. 

Because the feelings involved with grief may have a tendency to be repressed or rejected, 

they may not be processed until an individual is miserable and depressed. Art therapy offers a 

non-threatening way to open the door to the subconscious and begin to work through these 

feelings. Utilizing art as a form of mental and emotional processing, one may discover emotions 

and thoughts of which he or she was not previously aware. Thus, it provides an expressive outlet 

for the intense emotions that accompany the grieving process. 

Many references describing the use of art to help clients cope are available. Landgarten 

(1981) discussed the implications of using art with different populations experiencing grief 

through case studies of both an early-adolescent male who lost his mother, as well as a geriatric 

group’s response to the death of a member. In both examples, feelings of grief and death were 

evoked and expressed through imagery both spontaneously and through the use of a directive. 

Wadeson (2000), Malchiodi (2003), Rubin (1999) and Bertman (1999) also discussed the use of 

art for helping clients deal with grief. 

Finally, art therapy based workshops for processing grief have been developed by Hill 

(2001) as well as implemented and studied at the Dutch Health Care Centre as part of a cross- 

modality system involving both art and behavioral therapy methods (Schut, De Keuser, Van Den 

Bout, 1996). Hill’s program (2001) incorporated the use of symbology, writing, art making, and 

guided imagery as some approaches useful in working through grief. In a later study, Schut, De  
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Keuser and Van Den Bout (1996) found that a cross-modality approach utilizing art therapy 

techniques was more successful in processing grief than more traditional therapeutic approaches. 

The Healing Potential of Art Recognized by Others 

The creating of imagery to cope with feelings is recognized not only by art therapists, 

but by others as well. In an issue of American Artist, Prince (2005) describes the creative 

process of an artist by the name of Ronni Wadler in her work with portraiture to process the 

grief from the death of her mother and illness of her husband. 

Art history provides clear examples of how art can be utilized as an outlet for difficult 

emotional states, including pain and grief. In Bertman’s (1999) book Grief and the Healing Arts, 

the artwork of Munch and Kollwitz is explored for the raw emotionality of the images. The 

work of Frieda Kahlo speaks for itself in the significance of art for expression of personal loss. 

Jung (1964) also recognized the importance of death and afterlife as imagery in art in his 

examination of Man and His Symbols. It seems, then, that the use of imagery and creativity for 

exploring circumstances and emotions is something that has been occurring for many years. 

In addition, Kubler-Ross has used art as a method for helping a grieving mother accept 

the impending loss of her child (1978). Kubler-Ross seemed to understand the power of using 

art as a form of expression and contemplation. In this instance, it also served as a form of 

communication between mother and dying child, helping the mother understand that her 

daughter was at peace in her dying process. In addition to this work, several other articles and 

books have been written in regards to the use of art therapy with both the dying and the bereaved 

(Bertman, 1999; Davis, 1989).  



Personal Art-Making for Professional Growth 

As an art therapist, it is both one’s responsibility and privilege to utilize the knowledge of 

art making for processing emotions that may otherwise affect one’s personal and professional 

functioning. Wadeson (2000, 2003) spoke extensively on the importance of self-processing of 

art therapists through the use of creative imagery. Wadeson (2000) argued that doing individual 

art is beneficial for helping art therapists to cope with difficult or tender emotions brought up in 

the therapy session. Furthermore, Wadeson (2000) described the art processing of a student 

named Susan Gasman who created imagery in response to the death of a child client. 

It would seem that, knowing the therapeutic qualities of art, it is only natural that art 

therapists employ similar practices for working through issues of countertransference and 

emotions. This has been identified by others including Fish (1989) who used art making to 

address these circumstances when working with clients in a hospitalized psychiatric setting. 

Through the use of creative imagery, greater self-awareness emerged. Similar work on the use 

of art making for therapist’s countertransference is described in the work of Horovitz-Darby 

(1992) and Kielo (1991). 

In the experience of the investigator, the use of spontaneous art making has been utilized 

to best examine emotions of grief and express their complexity. In addition to spontaneous art, 

other methods have been and can be employed for working through grief. Mandalas have been a 

successful intervention for many individuals because of their centering, soothing ability (Fincher, 

1991; Wasik, 2002). Hill (2001) described other ideas for using art including writing letters to 

the deceased and guided imagery. 

Bertman (1999) discussed creating grave rubbings of the deceased loved one to 

commemorate their life and death, and help make the loss more concrete. This may cause very 

intense emotions early in the grief process, and perhaps can be utilized only when the client is  
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able to accept the loss. Yet it remains a very powerful moment for those who are ready. Creating 

a scrapbook of memories and pictures of the deceased can also be a wonderful way to 

memorialize their existence, and provides a time for remembering and recollecting positive 

memories. Finally, Landgarten (1981) has used art therapy in a group process to help individuals 

express their feelings and memorialize the life of a deceased group member in a geriatric setting. 

Death, Grief, Culture and Religion 

It is important when examining the effect of circumstances on others to take into 

consideration the cultural background and belief system of the individual. The environment and 

structural system we live in, including culture, religion, socioeconomic status and family system 

can all strongly affect how circumstances of death are perceived and dealt with. Kleinman 

(1988) stated that one’s culture sets up a standard for the reality they perceive. Marshall and Suh 

(2003) further suggested that society cannot treat the emotional state of individuals universally, 

and that cultural implications must be taken into consideration to meet the needs of the client. 

This can be seen in the cultural and religious belief regarding the death of an individual. For 

example, an individual coming from a background where death is considered a natural part of the 

life cycle will likely perceive and deal with it differently than someone who has a fear of death 

by viewing it as the end of life. One’s belief of what happens after death will also greatly affect 

how life and death are ultimately viewed. Someone who has a belief of a happy afterlife will 

likely find more peace in the face of death than one who believes something negative or final lies 

at death’s door. Because life and death are the two largest components of existing, it will be 

experienced by all in some fashion. That said, death is a universal subject that reaches to all 

individuals regardless of age, race or culture (Marrone, 1997) and with death, comes a likely 

sense of loss that can cause grief.  
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Grief is an emotion that is a natural part of the human experience. It is experienced by 

all, perhaps most notably during the death of another individual. Though experienced by all 

individuals, culture plays an important role in the conceptual framework of individuals dealing 

with grief. According to Marrone (1997), Americans may have a particularly negative attitude 

toward death. We have what is referred to as a concept of invisible death in which we do not 

outwardly process the course of grief. Marrone (1997) argued that we attempt to stop pain, and 

even death itself from occurring. Furthermore, Batz (1999) described a personal experience of 

dealing with the death of her father-in-law where she argues that the American culture finds grief 

to be uncomfortable and therefore may become dependant upon ritual in order to depersonalize 

the feelings that death can evoke to those who are grieving. 

In addition, the cultural and societal roles set for individuals may impact how grief is 

perceived and managed. Klass and Gross (2002) in their work on grief narratives identified that 

society sets a standard for how grief is to be handled. In Montoya-Gregory’s study on cross- 

cultural parents dealing with the loss of a child (as cited in Hiscox & Calisch, 1998), the sex of 

the parent was examined in how each dealt with their grief. Results showed that the Caucasian 

mother displayed a higher intensity of emotions than the father, coping styles differed as well. 

This shows one example of why grief work must be examined based upon the individuality of 

the person experiencing it. While some individuals may be very expressive in their emotional 

response to the grief, others may cope through withdrawal or even anger. Furthermore, some 

may be affected to a greater degree than others. 

Yet, regardless of culture or belief system, it seems that grief is a process and experience 

that is often difficult to manage for many. It should, thus, be recognized as important for all 

individuals in the light of their personal belief structure. For this particular study, grief is viewed  
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primarily through an Americanized standard; however, the basis of grief work likely remains 

beneficial for all. 

The Heuristic, Art-based Method 

According to Moustakas (1990), the heuristic method focuses upon the use of qualitative 

inquiry from personal experience. The area of interest must be of personal significance to the 

researcher, it is a lived experience. According to Carolan (2001), in order for the researcher and 

reader to understand the heuristic method, a shift in mindset must occur. It does not have its 

basis in the tradition of quantitative statistics, but rather centers upon tacit knowledge 

(Moustakas, 1990). Thus, knowing is implicit, much like it is experienced in the therapeutic 

relationship. Furthermore, because of the subjective, personal nature of both artwork and grief, 

heuristics provides an avenue for contemplating these two into a meaningful experience. 

According to Bertman (1999), grief is a subjective experience thus, “we understand grief only 

and entirely as we filter and interpret it through our own experience” (p.15). That said, though 

grief is universal, the experience is unique to the individual. 

Heuristic research has been utilized in art therapy research as well, due to the subjective 

nature of the field and personal interpretation of imagery. Bloomgarden and Netzer (1998) 

argued that the use of the heuristic method should be considered by art therapists as it encourages 

self-awareness and emphasizes the experience of the individual, much like the creative process. 

Furthermore, it is stated that qualitative methods for art therapy inquiry may be more accurate 

than quantitative methodology due to the subjective nature of art imagery (Bloomgarden & 

Netzer, 1998). This was also recognized by Virshup (1993) in a description of examining 

personal artwork for self-awareness. She described the benefit of the heuristic method for self- 

examination and better understanding of herself as therapist and professional. Virshup (1993) 

also quotes Leslie Howard who stated that “the primary resource that psychotherapists bring to  
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treatment session is themselves” (p.390), thus this form of research is seen as beneficial for the 

client as well. 

Finally, in Moustakas’ description of the stages of heuristic inquiry (1990), the process 

of creative synthesis is deemed a final analysis of the research data gathered. In this stage, the 

information gathered is processed by the researcher in a way that allows a personal development 

of the findings that can be generalized to others. It seems apparent, then, that the use of art 

making to process heuristic research is a natural proposal in promoting self-exploration and a 

further understanding of human processing. 

In this case, combining the subjects of grief and artwork through the lens of heuristic 

methodology allowed the researcher to come to a greater understanding of these elements on her 

own being, as well as how these experiences may affect others. For a practicing therapist, it is 

imperative to gain such self-knowledge in order to increase awareness of self, process emotions, 

and finally utilize this knowledge in helping clients in similar situations. 

Summary of the Literature 

After a careful review of the literature, it seems evident that an extensive amount of work 

has been done on the effects of grief on personal functioning. Several articles, academic texts 

and self-help books all focus on the issues that a grieving individual faces. However, there 

remains a discrepancy between the possible severity and universality of grief versus the practical 

tools one can use to help cope with these circumstances. We know that grief exists, but what can 

we do about it? Self-help books can offer some degree of consolation, but often more may be 

necessary to truly get beyond the feelings associated with grief. 

Over time, more resources have been available to suggest art therapy techniques for 

helping clients cope with grief. However, what is available may be directed towards specific 

circumstances or populations. Finally, information concerning the use of art making by a  



professional dealing with grief related to clients was found lacking. The literature stated that 

such circumstances can cause personal grief and burnout, but few recommendations are 

mentioned for dealing with these emotions. Knowing that art therapy works with clients coping 

with grief, it only makes sense that a practice such as personal art making may be beneficial for 

any individual struggling with the complex emotions brought on by grief. It is necessary, 

however, that any direction into art for processing be sensitive to the individuality of the person 

experiencing the situation. 

 



CHAPTER IV 

METHODS AND PROCEEDURES 

This is a heuristic retrospective examination of past artwork done by the researcher in 

response to an experience of grief related to the death of clients. In addition, a small Art Review 

Board was employed to help defend against the possible bias that self-report may produce. The 

procedures for selection of this panel, as well as the process for examining artwork are described 

in the following paragraphs. 

Research Design 

The design of this self-study is based upon the phases of the heuristic method as outlined 

by Moustakas (1990) and Bloomgarden & Netzer (1998). Due to the element of retrospection for 

this particular study, some adaptation was made by the researcher to ensure the greatest benefit 

for insight through the process of the heuristic method. Each phase of the method is outlined as 

used by the researcher in the following description. 

In the first phase of heuristic research entitled initial engagement, the researcher begins in 

the development of an interest of study based upon life experience. In this particular case, the 

phase of initial engagement was completed during a period of grief personally experienced by 

the researcher. During this time period, the author engaged in spontaneous artwork, as well as 

imagery created with the intention of processing grief related to the death of several residents 

with whom the researcher worked in a nursing home setting. In addition to art making during the 

same period, the author created written and art-based personal journal entries and wrote 

academic papers focused upon the issue of grief. 

In the second phase, immersion, the researcher reviewed artwork created during the time 

of grief, as well as journal entries and papers written during this time. In order to keep focused 

upon the grief artwork, the researcher began with an immersion ritual in which she reviewed her  
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objective of looking at the imagery. She retreated privately to her studio where the artwork was 

hung so that examining the imagery could be a quiet, personal process free from distractions. In 

order to ensure that all artistic creations were examined, each image made by the researcher 

during the last year was displayed side-by-side in the studio space. 

Thirdly, a time of incubation came after reviewing the images. During this time, the 

researcher distanced herself from the grief work and took time each day for a period of 2 

weeks to create spontaneous imagery not related to grief. This allowed the researcher to let 

the images settle within her mind to contemplate subconsciously, while also giving her a 

break from concentrating on the imagery. Doing so promotes insight as the researcher takes 

a fresh look at the imagery in a later phase. During this time, the researcher also began to 

contact individuals for an ART REVIEW BOARD to examine artwork during later phases of 

the research process. The review board consisted of both art therapists, and non-art therapists 

to get a broader view of the interpretation of others to grief imagery. The Art Review Board 

consisted of 2 art therapists (one ATR and one master’s level graduate of art therapy), and 

three certified recreational therapists. Each board member has some experience working in 

long term care; however, currently only two members work with the elderly population. 

During the next period, entitled illumination, the gathering and analyzing of artwork took 

place by both the researcher, as well as the Art Review Board. During this time, the researcher 

made the final decision upon 10 artworks that she believed were most prominent in her past grief 

work. When each piece of art was assessed, the 10 most grief-related images were selected for 

further processing based upon selection criteria for the study. Color copies of each image 

labeled A through J (see appendix A) and a cover letter and series of questions were sent to each 

member of the Art Review Board (see appendix B). During the illumination process, this series 

of questions was answered by both the researcher and to the Art Review Board.  



Research Tools and Techniques 
  

As stated above, a Catharsis Scale was employed by the author to help in selecting the 10 

most prominent art works created for further research. In order to keep results as objective as 

possible, the author thought it necessary to examine all artworks created during the time frame of 

grief. This would help insure that the selection was not made up of the pieces the author felt 

most instinctually about, but rather those that were distinctly related to processing grief. Thus, a 

Catharsis Scale was created to examine each piece based upon three criteria. 

The selection criteria included: the level of catharsis felt at the time of creation of the 

art, which pieces were most thoroughly processed in the form of writing during the time of grief, 

and which pieces are most emotionally provoking while looking at them retrospectively. The 

researcher assessed each of the above three criteria on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being least 

cathartic/processed, etc. and 5 being the most). 

After the images were selected, another instrument had to be created to examine each 

piece further. A written Art Review Board Questionnaire created by the author was employed to 

encourage a more candid response and clearer data collection. A similar set of questions was 

also answered by the researcher in order to create a way to compare responses on similar terms. 

The questionnaire was created in a way to help the researcher define concrete answers to her own 

questions while also examining responses from others to see if similarities or contrasts exist. In 

theory, this is justifiable as it creates a way to decrease bias that would be created by self-report 

alone while simultaneously increasing the possibility of effectively answering the research 

question and discovering if there is support for the study hypotheses. However, because the tool 

has been created specifically for this study, neither validity nor reliability has been tested. 

Nevertheless the tools are valid to the degree that they are employed to measure what the 

researcher seeks to investigate. See appendix B for questions administered.  



Data Collection and Storage 

As discussed previously, art pieces used for examination were first displayed in the studio 

of the researcher. Once the 10 pieces were chosen by the researcher for further examination, 

those pieces, along with any written response pertaining to them, were collected and put into a 

file to remain in the studio, separate from other non-related artworks. Digital photographs of 

these artworks were taken, printed and placed in a separate file, along with digital storage on a 

computer to serve as a backup file. 

A color copy of the images was given as a set to each member of the Art Review Board, 

along with the questionnaire. Each member of the board responded to the images writing 

answers to the questions in a pre-stamped envelope. Once responses were received, the 

researcher entered the data into a computer document and also created a file with hard copies of 

each member’s responses. 

Data Processing 

In the phase of explication, data from all questions was gathered and summarized. 

Images were considered once more in light of responses from the review board. It was at this 

point that the hypothesis of art making as beneficial in dealing with grief was reexamined. Each 

board member’s response was compared to the others, as well as to the author’s, to look for 

similarities or contrasts in what images were thought to be most significant in the content of the 

imagery. In addition, board members were asked to rank each image 1-10 to describe what they 

believed to be the order in which they were created. In examining their perceptions, the 

researcher believed it may be possible to determine if a logical sequence was repeated to 

demonstrate the grief process as visible through the imagery. Thus, if in fact the art is capable of 

showing the grief process on its own, board members should be able to identify a sequence close  



to the order in which they were made, perhaps signifying that a healing process could be 

observed. 

The researcher reviewed her process of dealing with grief through imagery and 

journaling, and determined which parts of the process were most beneficial for helping her 

overcome personal grief and grow professionally. In comparing her personal experience of art 

making, as well as retrospective examination, with the responses of the Art Review Board, the 

researcher was able to identify what aspects of her creative process seemed most significant in 

her healing. 

Once identified, the author was able to combine elements of her insights and process the 

results in a creative way. In the final stage of heuristic study termed “creative synthesis,” the 

researcher created an art image in response to her grief processing and processing of imagery 

(see appendix C). The processing of the experience was also described to aid in the further 

creation and implication of an art therapy workshop for mental health and medical professionals 

dealing with grief. 

Ethical Considerations 

As with any research study, issues of ethical standards and practice were considered. 

Due to the nature of this study, subject confidentiality was not a concern because the data was 

the personal artwork of the researcher; however discretion was used when she chose to disclose 

information about her emotions and imagery concerning personal circumstances. In addition, 

the researcher was aware of the risk of disclosing such personal issues on her professional 

identity. However, it was her belief that the insight gained from deep personal experiences 

would not only benefit the clients of that individual who experiences them, but may also be 

significant to others in the field who can learn from such shared information.  
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Responses from the Art Review Board were kept anonymous and confidential as the 

information came from other parties. Because the researcher examined a personal process, 

which had taken place previously, the possibility for the researcher’s memory and self-report 

bias had to be taken into consideration. It was imperative that the researcher remained as 

objective as possible in contemplating the images she had created. To counteract the possibility 

of biases, several buffers were put into place. In order to determine the authentic feelings that 

the imagery evokes in both the researcher and other viewers (namely the Art Review Board), 

those images with written documentation of emotions were focused upon to eliminate 

speculation as to what the researcher was feeling at the time she created each of them. Thus, the 

researcher was not faced with having to interpret what the piece emotionally symbolizes because, 

to some extent, there was documentation to verify those feelings. Furthermore, having 

documented verification of what the image stood for helped the researcher to examine if those 

same emotions could be evoked in others who looked at the image. 

In addition, the use of an Art Review Board made up of art therapists and non-art 

therapists helped to ensure that opinions and viewpoints of individuals with differing 

backgrounds were taken into consideration. The board acted as a comparison sample in order to 

discover if there were consistencies between what the researcher saw and what others saw in the 

images. No verbal communication occurred between the researcher and board regarding these 

images in order to prevent influencing the thoughts of those individuals. Only a written 

questionnaire was employed. A third party acted as a liaison to collect the questionnaires and 

input answers into a computer file so that individual handwriting or other information were not 

accessible to the researcher. 

Finally, regardless of safeguards taken to reduce bias, all qualitative studies, and 

specifically those that focus on self-study, are subjective to some degree. This was taken into  



account by both the researcher and should also be noted by readers of the research. It was 

imperative that the researcher stay pure in motive and have a great degree of self-awareness 

throughout the processing of personal imagery. 

 



CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

In order to examine the most significant pieces created during her period of grief, it was 

necessary for the researcher to first contemplate which images fit into this category. After all 

images were examined on the variables stated in the following table, the 10 most prominent were 

chosen for further study. Table 1 displays the results of the selection of the art works included 

for further research based upon the inclusion criteria of level of catharsis noted, written process 

to match the art available, and current emotional quality of the imagery. 

All images created during the grief period were rated on a Likert Scale of 1-5 with 5 

being the most cathartic in dealing with the feelings related to grief. Those pieces with the 

highest combined score were selected for further study. The same numeric rating scale was also 

used to determine which pieces had the greatest amount of written documentation to support 

them and which pieces seemed to evoke the most emotional response on the researcher (or 

viewer) at the current time of selection. Thus, an image with a great deal of written 

documentation through journaling was rated as a 5 and those with little or no documentation 

were rated as a 0 or 1. In basing all scores on the same scale, it allowed the researcher to 

determine which images had the highest scores and those were chosen as being the most relevant 

and valuable for further study of the grief process.  



Table 1 — Choosing the Artwork for the Study 

Artwork Chosen Based Upon Study Selection Criteria 
Title of Image Level of | Thoroughness of | Current Emotional 

Catharsis | Written Process | Quality of Piece to 

Investigator 

A “Young Girl” 2 

  

  

  

F “The Witness” 

  

B Untitled 

  

C “Exposed” 

  

J “There’s a Light 

Out There... 

Somewhere” 

  

D “Then Came 

the Tears” 

  

E “Image of 

Faith in the Face 

of Death” 

  

I “A Time of Hurt” 

  

H “Blue Girl” 

  

G “Transformed”             
   



Table 2 identifies and describes each of the ten images chosen for further study, including 

the media used, title of the piece, and whether the piece was done spontaneously by the artist or 

as response to an assignment or self-directive. In addition, each piece is identified by the letter 

it was assigned for the Art Review Board. It should also be noted that because it was necessary 

to have the images given in a random order to members of the Art Review Board for 

classification, each piece was given an identifying letter of “A” through “J”. This is indicated 

next to the title; however the images in Table 2 are displayed chronologically. 

Another element examined in the imagery was the level of expression of the piece as 

based on criteria of the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) (Lusebrink, 1990). The level of 

the ETC is identified because the author believed that knowing the level each piece was created 

upon might be an indication of whether she was attempting a great deal of control in 

manipulation of the piece or whether it was an attempt at emotional release. Based upon the 

work of Lusebrink (1990), this should be visible through how each image was created and the 

media chosen to create it. According to the theory of the ETC, an individual’s interaction with 

different art media reflects an attempt by the individual to attain a certain level of human 

expression. 

According to Lusebrink (1990), four levels of expression exist. In the 

Kinesthetic/Sensory level, the focus of expression is on the release of energy (kinesthetic) or 

concentration on the sensations experienced during the creation of the art, and media that 

encourages direct contact or tactile stimulation (such as clay) might be used. On the 

Perceptual/Affective level, the focus becomes more internal as the individual examines the 

perceptions and thoughts revolving around what has been created and the emotional affect 

stimulated through working with the media materials. During this level fluid media such as  



paints are often employed to evoke a more emotional response. On the Cognitive/Symbolic 

level, examination of the image and experience are blended into thoughts about the self or 

environment or they may be an attempt to reflect abstractly on the experience. At this point, the 

individual may use more controlled media (such as pencil) in order to distance self from intense 

emotional experiences and create boundaries. Finally, the Creative level allows an individual to 

synthesize all information and experiences in order to create an expression of what the individual 

has experienced. Although identified as a separate level, the Creative component can take place 

during any level on the ETC. 

The researcher believed that examining each piece further in regards to which media she 

had chosen as well as the ETC level would give greater insight into how she was coping 

emotionally throughout the grief cycle based upon the components of each image. 

Table 2 — Description of Imagery Used 

  

Title of Image | Media Used ETC Level Directive/ 

Spontaneous 
  

A “Young Girl” | Graphite pencil Cognitive Spontaneous 

  

F “The Witness” | Watercolor/ Perceptual Directive (given 

oil pastel by supervisor) 

  

  
B Untitled Perceptual/ Spontaneous 

Charcoal/oil pastel Affective 

  

C “Exposed” Charcoal Perceptual Spontaneous           
   



  

J “There’s a Light| Oil pastels Affective Directive (given 
Out There... by professor) 
Somewhere” 

  

D “Then Came Charcoal Affective Spontaneous 
the Tears” 

  

E “Image of Photography Creative/ Directive (self) 
Faith in the Face Symbolic 
of Death” 

  

I “A Time of Hurt] Pastels Affective Directive (given 

by professor) 

  

H “Blue Girl” Acrylic/ chalk/ Affective/ Spontaneous 

pastels Kinesthetic 

  

G “Transformed” | Mask/collage Symbolic/ Directive (given 

Sensory/ by supervisor) 
Creative             

  

In examining the data from Table 2, it seems apparent that the first image created with 

graphite pencil was a more cognitive process based upon levels of the ETC and could be 

identified as an attempt to control emotional feelings in the work. This choice in media also 

corresponds with the image itself as being something less emotional in nature than other images 

given. In the second piece, the emotional content of the imagery seemed to increase greatly as 

more fluid media was chosen to evoke emotional response. It should also be noted that this piece 

was created as a response to the first client death as a part of supervision and did evoke a very 

deep emotional response from the artist as she processed it. 

As time continued, media and level of the ETC fluctuated and it would seem that during 

the middle stages of the grief process, charcoal and oil pastels were employed which allowed for  
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a deep level of emotional expression without the risk of becoming vulnerable to loss of control 

that more fluid media might cause. Thus, it is observed that the media chosen allowed the artist 

to examine and express intense emotions freely without giving in to the greatest level of pain 

associated with them. It is interesting that during this time, the imagery was intense but often 

not directly related to the grief imagery as others were. Thus, perhaps it was a subconscious 

attempt to process the intense emotions related to grief without a thorough knowledge of how the 

events were affecting her. 

An attempt to examine and control the feelings was also seen in the photograph which is 

a media only used once and could be categorized as a symbolic and creative level of the ETC as 

the artist attempted to examine and express her feelings revolving around her grief in relation to 

her faith system. As time continued, it seems that the artist was capable of exposing herself to 

more fluid and sensory-related media to further explore her emotions, thus perhaps indicating 

that through the process, she was at a point where she felt a greater sense of control and was 

therefore able to delve more deeply into her emotional state. 

Table 3 — Results of Questionnaire Comparisons 

Responses Between Investigator and Art Review Board 

Question Investigators Response Average Response of Art 
Review Board 

Themes/Symbols Evident Swirls/Circles, Female, Faith, Circle of Life, Trees, Female, 

Trees Faith 

  

  

  

Positive Emotions Identified Calm/Peace, Power Calm, Peacefulness, Vibrant 

Release 

  

Negative Emotions Identified | Hurt, , Depression/Grief, Sadness, Pain, 

  

Most Disturbing Piece C J/C/none/C 

Most Appealing Piece Photograph (E) Photograph (E), Mandala (I) 
  

  

Prominent Colors Blue, Black, Grey, Red Black, Blue/Purple, Red/Orange 
Grey         
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Responses to the Art Review Board and Investigator’s questionnaires were examined and 

results of the comparison were tabulated. Table 3 is a graphic representation of correlating 

answers based upon the results of this comparison. It should be noted that out of the 5 surveys 

sent out to Art Review Board members, only 4 were sent back with responses which creates a 

less rounded sample. Although some slight differences did exist, the table identifies many 

similarities in perception of the imagery by both the researcher and the Art Review Board. This 

level of similarity suggests that the images effectively mirrored the emotions felt by the 

researcher at the time they were created. This illustrated that the level of authenticity in the 

imagery was strong and apparent to both the researcher and the Art Review Board and that a true 

expression of emotions was processed. Thus, the agreement between perceptions indicated the 

effectiveness of the process of creating imagery to work through grief. 

Table 4 — Description of Imagery Given by Art Review Board 

  

Image Image | ARB 1 ARB 2 ARB 3 ARB 4 
  

  

1(A) | Compassion, N/A N/A 

Empathy, 
Calmness, 

Acceptance 

Sadness, 

Intense, Pleading, 

Waiting to be Seen, 

Bleak, Shock 
  

Helplessness, 

Separation, 

Death 

Death, 

Sadness 

Faith, Personal 

Feelings of 

Helplessness re: 

Own experience, 

hope in cross, 

Witness Position 
  

  
Anxiety, Need 

to Rescue, 

Passion 

Power, Rage, 
Anger, Engulfed 

in Pain, Weak, 

Unbalanced, Neglect 

  

    Fear of 

Violation, 

Vulnerability, 

Shame   Fear, 

Despair, 

Sadness     Surrounded, 

Overbearing 

Intensity, Trauma, 

Pain/Agony      



  

Attack, 

Violation or 

Deep Loss, 

Possible Path 

to Resolution 

Bright, 

Positive 

Emerging from 

Pain, Vibrant 

Release, Tearing 

Away, Possible 

Threat 
  

Hopelessness, 

Suppressed 
Scream 

Engulfed in 

Pain/Agony, 
Despair 

  

Abandonment, 

Isolation, 

Separation, 

Death 

Serene, 

Peaceful, 

Place to 

Walk 

Peace, 

Comfort, 

Relaxing 

Faith, Peace, 

Stillness, 

Contentment, 

Inviting 

  

Inner Child 

Expressing 

Grief 

Birth, 

Surprise/ 

Fear 

Sadness 

Bright, Fg 

Position 

Emerging from 

Pain, Transition 

State, Releasing, 

Liberating, Raw 

Strong, Certain 
  

Anxious, 

Dread, Waiting 

Sadness Pain/ 

Sadness, 

Sympathetic 

Alone 

        Outer Mask of 

Color Covering 

Loss of Seeing 
or Speaking, 

Fear, 

Suppression of 

Voice     Nostalgic, 

Mardis Gras 

Celebration   
  

  
Table 4 shows a comparison of descriptions made by each member of the Art Review 

Board. It should be noted that although the Art Review Board members were asked to include 

descriptions of the imagery, most individuals included several free associations to the images 

that were on a deeper level than the researcher had anticipated. The depth of this self-initiated 

association was not always consistent between group members or even between images, 

therefore, this information stands as a supplementary piece of data. However, given the 

similarities in description both between members of the Art Review Board and the researcher, 

this information seems to be significant. Words used to describe each piece that were similar to  
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those used by the investigator are in bold for identification purposes. In almost every instance, 

two Art Review Board members (ARB 1 and ARB 4) gave the most comprehensive descriptions. 

It should also be noted that these two members were identified as being the Art 

Therapists. In several instances, these descriptions not only correlated with those of other group 

members, but also correlated with the perceptions of the investigator as described in Table 5 

below. 

Table 5 — Comparison of Effect of Image on Investigator During Time Made vs. Current 
State 

  

Image Mood/Effect Felt at Time Effect of Piece Currently 
  

  

Ambivalent, sad, tired, 

empty/void 
Sympathy, hint of something of deep 
pain in the slight expression 

  

Hurt, awareness of grief related 
8 to death of grandfather, 

countertransference, nakedness, 

exposed 

Transition of allowing self to truly hurt, 

indicator of unresolved emotions, feels 

like a dream 

  

  

Spiritual question, disturbing, 

faith vs. death, fear, unaware, 
naked, weak, frail 

Something unfamiliar but strong, the 

first admittance of strong emotion, 
acceptance of anger 

  

Uncomfortable, curious about 

meaning 
Uncomfortable, embarrassed, 

vulnerable and exposed 

  

Tired, weak, trying to hold it all 
in, weary, pain, the breaking 

| point 

Transition, finally honoring that which 

I held in, letting myself break. 

Exposing the dark in an attempt to see 
the light. 
  

Very hurt, flood gates open, 

alone, misunderstood, relief 

Deep sense of past hurt, remembering 

those tears, a desire to send comfort 

    Calm, serene, beginning of 

healing, determination for self- 

awareness, contemplation, need 
to mediate, increased faith   Calm, honoring the turning point, 

serves as a symbol of the journey, 

peace, significance of faith process 

     



  

Attempt to deal with unresolved 

issues, finally grieving the past, 

clarity 

It still evokes old feelings of grief and 

frailty, but I sense strength and power 
in releasing those emotions. I can feel 

her screaming with my voice. 

Acceptance of part of self. First ability 

to scribble anger, sadness, hurt and 

frustration. I love her as a part of 
myself and I’m proud of her, no longer 

want to hide it. But, still pain and 

depression 

Sense of growing, nobility, life, but 
something still a little stone-like 

  

Anticipation, frustration, anger 

acceptance 

  

Calm during process, excited 

about growth         
  

Note ltalicized words are those directly taken from descriptions noted in written documentation. 

Table 5 shows a comparison of the investigator’s perception of each image both when 

it was created and her current perception. The mood/affect of each piece at the time of 

creation was taken from a combination of memories of the experience combined with 

academic writing or journaling of each piece. In comparing the past effect with the present, 

it seems that many pieces still exhibit emotional significance. In addition, the investigator 

was able to examine the pieces in light of knowing the entire grief process and working 

through each phase of emotions. Each image can be identified with a point in the continuum 

of the grief process as a beginning attempt to hold in difficult emotions, the mid-point of 

becoming deeply involved with painful feelings or a final statement of resolution. 

Table 6 — Comparison of Image Order Between Art Review Board and True Order 

Art Review Board's Estimation of Order Images Were Created In 
  

Image 
Order 

ARB 1 ARB 2 ARB 3 ARB 4 Average True 

Order 
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Table 6 shows a comparison of the order of images from the Art Review Board 

versus the actual order they were created in. Despite some agreement among members of the 

Board, no one was able to correctly identify even one of the images in the order in which it 

was created. Interestingly, 50% of the Art Review Board placed image “A” as the last image 

created when it was actually the first. However, the average estimate for images “H” and “I” 

were closely related to the original order. 

Creative Synthesis 

As a final step of the heuristic study, the researcher engaged in Creative Synthesis to 

produce one last image to depict her thoughts and feelings about her grief in light of her new 

knowledge (see Figure 2). In creating this piece, the researcher began with the intension of re- 

examining the artworks from the grief process once again both as individual pieces and as a part 

of the whole. The resulting image was done with the intension of expressing her new thoughts 

on the experience, but was done spontaneously with no prior planning. The resulting image 

shows a passionate dance between light and dark. In examining the piece, the researcher sees an 

abstract image that seems to symbolize water, universe and sun. It almost seems as if the sun is 

bursting forth from dark sea, sending waves splashing and light swirling. She sees this as a 

statement of power, specifically, the power that art allowed her in working through her grief. 

 



Figure 2 — “Finding the Light” 

The dark sea seems somewhat menacing and deep, but out from it light has been born 

and comes forth to break the darkness. This is to state that it is important not to dismiss the 

depth of emotions associated with the grief, yet even though this was a difficult period, it was 

resolved. Much as her earlier image entitled “There’s a Light Out There...Somewhere” (see 

appendix A) was a subconscious attempt to search for the light in the midst of darkness, this 

current piece exclaims that the light so desired has been found. The earlier image was done at a 

time of emotional weariness, but this new image, while mirroring that piece in many ways, is 

much stronger. The researcher thus presents it as a proclamation of resolution. The light has 

been found.  



Summary of Findings 

In summary, it was discovered that in examining artwork done over a period of grief, 

imagery created during the first and middle stages of the grief period tended to have the greatest 

emotional impact upon both the investigator as well as the Art Review Board. These images 

seemed to signify the beginning of a raw emotional expression for the artist and seem to 

authentically display acknowledging her grief and working through difficult feelings associated 

with it. As time continued, imagery created with the intent of self-healing also evoked a sense of 

peace and release of emotions from members of the Art Review Board. 

A sequence of transition between levels of the ETC can be observed based upon the 

media chosen as well as the subject of the imagery. Images created with pastels and charcoal 

tended to be the most beneficial for the artist in that they allowed for emotional release on a level 

that still gave the artist a sense of control. It seems these images were also the most meaningful 

for the author’s processing and were often used in the middle stages of grief. Artworks created 

with paint tended to evoke great emotional response and were important for allowing uncensored 

emotional release, especially in the beginning of the grief process. Finally, symbolic imagery of 

spirals/circles, blue or black and white colors, spiritual imagery and that of trees was most often 

noted in the images. 

The next paragraphs describe the flow of the healing process revealed through the 

research. Artwork created during the first stages of grief is more controlled and hints at 

something unseen that runs emotionally deep, perhaps subconsciously. As the grief continued, 

the imagery became more painful and intense and media became less restricted. As the process 

continued further, the author discovered that she was able to have a cathartic experience utilizing 

artwork if and when she allowed raw and personal images to emerge. Thus, we see that imagery 

done toward the middle of the process is often personal, emotional and authentic.  
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An attempt at closure came both in the form of written journaling and a series of black 

and white photographs which served for the author as a spiritual contemplation about the idea of 

death as a part of life. From this point on, the imagery, though still spontaneous in nature, was 

also more directed in that many of the images were created with the intent of examining grief. 

Therefore, although a shift in emotions was made, the artist took the opportunity to delve deeper 

into her thoughts and feelings, allowing herself to hurt and express frustration, anger and 

sadness. This gave her a greater chance to fully examine and process feelings to their deepest 

degree. One might argue that in doing so, an individual might regress in progress; however, the 

researcher believes that in taking the risk, she permitted herself the opportunity to explore the 

deepest parts of her emotions in a safe way. 

After several more images, the researcher found that she succeeded in working through 

these feelings and became comfortable with them. During the creation of the last piece, the grief 

process culminates as the artist felt a sense of relief and satisfaction from self-exploration 

through a creative means. By allowing herself to express difficult emotions in an uncensored 

way, she was able to use the art supplies and imagery as a safe container for processing 

emotions. The final piece shows a symbolic representation of her emotional transformation in 

the form of a self-mask with a butterfly perched upon the mind to symbolize transformation. 

 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

This retrospective heuristic study indicates that the creation of imagery and journaling to 

process and cope with difficult emotions and circumstances related to grief was effective. It was 

hypothesized that using such a research method to examine personal artwork made during a 

previous episode of grief related to client death, as well as a review of journal entries linked to 

this experience, would identify specific grief processing methods that most effectively promoted 

identification, acknowledgement and acceptance of emotions to facilitate healing and resolve 

grief. This examination has outlined elements of the author’s creative process that were most 

effective in working through grief and further provide visual identification of feelings 

experienced which increased personal understanding of grief, thereby indicating self-discovery 

and a greater understanding of personal grief. The researcher’s response to the imagery 

compared to that of the Art Review Board members, the journaling done during the grief period, 

the media utilized to create the art as it relates to the ETC and the Creative Synthesis that 

depicted the researchers thoughts and feelings about her grief in light of her new knowledge, all 

provided the evidence for the support of the hypotheses. 

In examining the responses of the Art Review Board to the imagery, the researcher 

noticed that many similarities existed between the emotional response of Board members and her 

own. This was clear evidence of authenticity of the imagery serving to further suggest that each 

piece was capable of carrying the emotional expression intended by the artist at the time of 

creation. Such results confirm that other professionals have a high probability of identifying 

their emotions about grief to client death through the creation of art.  
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The artwork served as a chronicling of the personal process of grief for one art therapy 

student. In utilizing her knowledge to create spontaneous, as well as planned imagery about her 

emotions in response to the deaths of clients, the researcher was able to help herself resolve grief 

and grow to a better understanding of how she perceived the idea of death. The authenticity of 

imagery was most important in an attempt to process difficult emotions. When art is created 

from the soul of an individual, it speaks to that person as well as others who witness it, as is 

evident in the response of the Art Review Board. 

Both the emotional impact and symbology of grief were easily recognized by members of 

the Art Review Board even if they were not trained art therapists indicating the power of art to 

communicate feelings and thoughts. This mirroring of internal experienced feelings promoted 

self-discovery and a greater understanding of personal grief. This further confirms the ability of 

art to serve as a valid form of communication of feelings and thoughts, even for those not trained 

as art therapists. Art is thus seen as a process that serves as a way to heal and inspire; something 

that all individuals in the helping profession need when dealing with the death of clients. We 

must be able to give ourselves the care and healing that we are able to offer to those we serve. 

The researcher noted that the most authentic and meaningful creative experiences 

occurred when she used media that allowed her a deep connection with her emotions and 

provided both a combination of control and fluidity to effectively begin this self-exploration. In 

addition, although all images remained an important part of the grief processing, imagery created 

with the intent of working through grief in some way, either in the form of a self-directive or 

under the direction of a supervisor or professor, was more beneficial. This may be due to the fact 

that forming an intention before beginning the piece allowed the researcher to settle into a 

reflective state of mind and further focus upon self-examination and healing through the 

imagery. Such a finding correlates to the significance of the “intention-witness” directive  
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described by Allen (1995) for bringing a greater level of emotional consciousness to the surface 

through imagery. 

The level of healing was further confirmed through the combination of imagery with 

journaling or verbal processing. Although the creation of imagery itself was therapeutic, the act 

of journaling or speaking about the imagery seemed to allow the researcher to more fully engage 

in her emotional processing, even if done through free association rather than through a long 

verbal dialogue. Progression of emotional states seems to be evident through examining the 

imagery as a whole in comparison to moments in the grief process. Finally, this research 

suggests that through the creation of personal imagery, professionals both in art therapy and 

other disciplines can process their own emotions as a way to keep their minds and souls healthy, 

and therein they can better serve their clients. As emotional stages in the grief process were 

identified in part through the level of the ETC in which they were created (as well as 

identification of the media used), this further suggests that other professionals across disciplines 

could be guided creatively through their emotions through utilizing a similar method of artistic 

response. Because levels of the ETC and media choices seemed to identify the natural flow of 

the healing process for the researcher, other individuals can have a clearer idea of what media 

may be recommended for each stages of the grief recovery process to ensure the greatest level of 

emotional expression appropriate at that time. 

Discussion 

The selection of artwork by the investigator was difficult because examination of the art 

was done retrospectively. It was necessary to discover which pieces were actually done during 

the grief period since the grief emotions were not consciously recognized until after some grief 

images were created. Thus, some images serve more as unconscious indicators that the author 

was experiencing grief symptoms before they were openly acknowledged. It was important to  
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the investigator to include these images as well as those throughout the more conscious grieving 

process to get the best sample of grief work. It was a disadvantage that all art work done during 

the grief period was not also processed through journaling. However, a fair amount was and 

these examples seemed to be the soundest choices when doing retrospective work as there is 

thorough documentation of what the author was feeling during the creation of the imagery. 

Because art imagery is subjective in nature, and the use of a retrospective heuristic 

method is naturally personal, it is possible that the results come in part from the author’s own 

memories of the experience; however, the use of images, written documentation and the use of a 

non-biased Art Review Board were employed in an attempt to keep findings from becoming too 

influenced by the author. Dates written on the images as well as academic papers helped the 

author to reprocess the images now that the grief period is over. In addition, the thoughts and 

responses of the Art Review Board helped the author to determine if others saw signs of 

emotional growth and processing through the use of imagery. 

The response of art therapists in addition to other professionals was utilized for their 

knowledge and similar experience to the author’s in terms of the use of imagery for growth, as 

well as to gain further perspective of their ideas about the imagery. It was interesting that the 

responses given by those trained in art therapy most accurately identified the emotional 

indicators in the imagery as they related to the grief experienced during their creation. This may 

suggest that the training of art therapists truly does allow them the ability to define emotional 

indicators through examining imagery. Although it is always important for an art therapist’s 

perception to be sensitive to the context of the individual who created the art, it was discovered 

that the ability to identify emotions through the imagery still existed. It would have been 

interesting to have all members of the Art Review Board to identify emotions specific to each 

piece to see if any more similarities existed between art therapists and non-art therapists.  



However, because this was not an intended part of this study, the information serves as 

supplementary data that may be looked at in a similar study in the future. 

One result that was most surprising to the researcher was that of the order in which 

images were put in by the Art Review Board. It hypothesized that perhaps members of the 

Board would be able to correctly identify the order in which the images were created based upon 

the emotional content. However, no one was able to do this, and results of each member 

contrasted highly with the exact order. It is unknown why this may have occurred; perhaps 

because the order in which they were given in was still too close to the original order, or perhaps 

simply because no order could be discerned based upon the information given. It may have been 

beneficial to have members of the Art Review Board identify the imagery based upon the levels 

of the grief process identified by Kubler-Ross (1969). In this way, they may have been able to 

more correctly identify an image as representing denial, anger, despair, etc. However, this is 

unknown and may be something replicable for a secondary study. 

Recommendations 

All individuals have struggles, and it is imperative that all of us, especially those in the 

helping professions, find a way to process grief they experience in the work place which often 

resonates with grief in family or personal relationships not related to work. It is necessary to 

examine our feelings in order to grow personally, emotionally, mentally, professionally and 

spiritually. Not working through the impact of our clients’ deaths or other tragedies on ourselves 

leaves gaps in our abilities and functioning. Art therapy employs creative work and other 

innovative methods as an avenue for effective expression and processing as a way to make 

meaning of difficult life circumstances. Art is a universal language that all persons can utilize, 

regardless of age or culture. Thus, it makes sense to use something innate and universal within 

us to express what words simply cannot.  



For Clinical Practice 

It was effective for the author to use personal experience to further develop the use of 

therapeutic art making in her own future, as well as to develop guidelines for those not familiar 

with the idea of art therapy. In a professional setting, it is important to understand one’s 

response to difficult circumstances or clients. In this circumstance, the deaths of clients were the 

focus. For those individuals working in hospice, long-term care or other medical settings, the 

deaths of clients may be inevitable. That said, to prepare ourselves for the effect these situations 

may have on our personal and professional practice, both art therapy and non-art therapy 

professionals could discover and apply a form of creative expression to their processing of such 

circumstances. 

The creation of artwork is something that can be done in group or individual formats, 

and little instruction is needed to simply create. Furthermore, as stated previously, artwork done 

with the intent of expressing one’s self in relation to grief may be most beneficial. Responding 

to the imagery either through journaling, poems, free association or verbal processing also 

appears to be essential for further exploration and contemplation, yet the creative process itself is 

deemed therapeutic. Media that allow an individual to work freely and provide the necessary 

control while still giving the ability for expression may be valuable, especially with those 

unfamiliar with therapeutic art making. It is important for such an individual to feel in control of 

his or her emotions, especially in the beginning stages of grief where feelings may be intense. 

For those who find themselves dealing with emotions that are difficult, seeking help in a 

setting where creating art is guided therapeutically through the direction of a knowledgeable art 

therapist will likely prove effective. In re-examining the researcher’s experience through the 

heuristic process, she noted that she was able to use her knowledge as an art therapy student to 

better utilize the creative process to both express and contain her feelings and reactions to the  
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deaths of her clients. Realizing that a strong knowledge of therapeutic art practice helped in her 

processing of these experiences, it should be encouraged that facilitators of a similar therapeutic 

art process be trained art therapists, or at least have a working comprehension of the power of art 

to contemplate thoughts and emotions and furthermore aid in mental and emotional health. 

For Further Research 

Because of time restraints and other circumstances of completing a research study while a 

graduate student, this study was designed as a means to examine the benefits of using art to 

process an art therapist’s reactions to the deaths of her clients and to develop a research model 

for future larger studies that might examine emotions other than grief. A consecutive study 

examining the artwork of several individuals with similar circumstances would likely increase 

the accuracy of the findings. In addition, examining current artwork as opposed to that which 

has been done previously would be recommended to see if results remain consistent. A variety 

of valuable data was gathered through this study that supports art as a therapeutic intervention in 

working with those experiencing grief, both as professionals and as individuals can be beneficial. 
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Appendix A 

Artwork and Reflections selected for Analysis 

Figure A 
Title of Art Work: Young Girl — self-portrait 

Date Created (may be approximate): late summer 2003 
Materials Used: graphite pencil 
Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

This image was not meant to be a self-portrait. It was a mindless sketch, at best. In 
reflecting upon it in an art therapy summer intensive class, I referred to the girl in the image 
as a child that my mother had cared for (the daughter of a doctor). I explained that the girl’s 
parents had recently had a terrible divorce, and her heart ached. She grieved for a father, 
who though still physically existed, no longer had an active part in her life. He was dead to 
her in a sense. Through that processing, students remarked, “I thought that was a picture of 
you, there is a great resemblance”. I was astounded to realize that it did in fact resemble me, 
though I was confused about why I would be looking so wistfully at the spectator. I looked 
sad, empty, tired. Yet, I seemed younger. In reflection, I believe that the eyes of this portrait 
give evidence to a grief not yet ended. It was a mirror into what I felt like deep within. 
Though 1 was happy, there was still a void, a yearning to resolve a mourning that I never 
had. It called out to me as a plea to let myself grieve. To find who I was, what I believed, 
and how this affected my perceptions of life and death.  



Title of Art Work: untitled 

Date Created (may be approximate): late autumn/early winter 2003 
Materials Used: charcoal and oil pastel 

Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

The drawing above was a very curious, disturbing one for me. It is unlike the 
majority of artwork I create. There is intensity, rawness to it. The girl seems frail in some 
ways. She is drawn only with black charcoal, there is a lack of emotion and depth to her. 
She is naked, and she leans against a weak line that does not seem able to support her. Yet, 
her expression is strong, her eyes are not afraid to gaze directly at you. Furthermore, this 
woman stands amidst an explosion of angry, red flames, yet she seems unaware, she is 
focused on something else. I believe this too is a representation of my state of grief. During 
this period of my life, I had begun to experience very strong emotions related to the concept 
of death and my faith. I questioned how I could feel so much sorrow and fear of death if my 
religious beliefs were true and valid. I felt afraid to question them, I feared what I would 
discover if I did. What if I discovered that I disagreed with the faith I had been raised on? 
What did this do to my perception of life? What about after life? I became confused, 
frustrated and afraid. This state continued for several months as I delved deeper into my 
thoughts and feelings. There was fire under a calm facade. This was a frightening time for 
me, yet I knew it was necessary to search myself to determine what I did, in fact, believe.  



Figure C 
Title of Art Work: Exposed 

Date Created (may be approximate): mid-winter 2003 
Materials Used: charcoal 

Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): N/A 

 



Figure Di: 
Title of Art Work: Then Came the Tears 

Date Created (may be approximate): January 2004 
Materials Used: charcoal 
Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

I am finally expressing what I’ve pent up. Oh, it hurts. I feel so tired yet my soul 
continues to ache and cry out. I need support so badly, comfort. When will this end? 

 



    

Figure E 
Title of Art Work: Image of Faith in the Face of Death 
Date Created (may be approximate): January 2004 

Materials Used: digital photography (black & white) 

Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

This in one of several photographs that were taken at an unstable time in my 
emotional and spiritual life. After having worked through the death of my grandfather, and 
grieving over a childhood friend who had died of a drug overdose, and seven residents who 
had passed away the week before, I came to St. Mary’s with the new knowledge that my 
other grandfather had been diagnosed with cancer. 1 felt I was in a pit, a spiritual, emotional, 
mental pit that I could not climb out of. I knew I needed to process, and I needed to cry. I 
also knew that my spirituality was weak and I needed to meditate on my beliefs and come to 
terms with my confusion. After a weekend of verbal and non-verbal processing, I concluded 
my stay at St. Mary’s with a quiet walk. All around me was a white, crisp silence of newly 
fallen snow. I strolled around in the silence, seeping up the images around me. I decided to 
document my journey through photographs. 

This photograph is a beautiful one to me. I found the tree fascinating. Its tangled 
web of twisting limbs and bare branches seemed to represent the difficult circumstances in 
life. What is even more fitting was the lifelessness of it in the winter. I saw the bench below 
it to be a place for me, the place where I currently was, that of contemplation. Yet, above 
this bench, and through the snarled branches is the church. It seems faint, almost a whisper, 
but it is there. And though the deepness of the tree seems dominating from this perspective, 
in truth, the church is much larger, much stronger. This was a reminder for me of my own 
beliefs. Though God seemed so distant and faint in the midst of my struggles, He was still 
there, much larger than my fears. I simply needed to look beyond my disparity to see truth.  



Figure F 
Title of Art Work: The Witness 

Date Created (may be approximate): Fall 2003 
Materials Used: watercolor and oil pastel 

Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

I walk in and see him lying there, somewhere between life and death. I shouldn’t be here 
in this place, this sacred transition. I am an outsider looking in, still solid as if looking at a 
fading spirit. I hear the humming of oxygen tanks that seem sing a song to lull this man into his 
final sleep. I feel hope in his faith, but where is mine? Oh, he looks just like my grandfather...1 
don’t want to be here. 

 



Figure G 
Title of Art Work: Transformed 

Date Created (may be approximate): April 2004 (approx.) 

Materials Used: plaster gauze strips, acrylic paint, collage materials (wire, beads, 
feathers, butterfly pendant) 

Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

This mask was done within the recreation therapy department as an in service on our 
feelings about working with the elderly. From the beginning of this assignment, I knew that 
my piece would greatly reflect the lessons I had learned about living and dying through my 
work at the nursing home. Through my professional and personal lives I have had trials in 
the form of grief and contemplating and accepting death. 1 believe that I have finally made 
the transition between apprehension and acceptance. Through my experiences, I have 
learned that the lives of those I have lost have taught me great things about life and about 
myself. It is ironic to me that I embellished my mask with a butterfly, Kubler-Ross’s 
definition of transformation. I believe that I have made my own transformation, through 
struggles and challenges, into something beautiful.  



Figure H 
Title of Art Work: Blue Girl 

Date Created (may be approximate): Late Winter/Early spring 2004 
Materials Used: acrylic, oil pastel, charcoal 

Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

My first canvas...I was so excited, had so many great ideas, ambitions. This was not 
what I planned. She wasn’t supposed to look this way. Iwas disgusted with my creation, angry; 
I began to smear streaks across her. Maybe I was ruining it, but it felt good. After so many 
minutes I began to slow down. I looked back at her, and I felt pleased. She was not beautiful, 
but she was “real”, the most heartfelt creation I had made. I grew to love her as part of myself. 

 



a 
Figure 1 

Title of Art Work: A Time of Hurt (part of life timeline) 

Date Created (may be approximate): February 2004 
Materials Used: pastels 
Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

This is an image created in response to examining my current grief in relation to my 
unresolved grief over my grandfather’s death several years prior. It is the first time I expressed 
the pent up pain over losing him and realized my guilt for emotionally pulling away during the 
last two weeks before he died. I felt so weak, I could not bear to be in his presence, because | 
knew I wouldn’t be able to contain the emotions I felt. Looking back on that time, in light of the 
present, I miserably regret it. What I have since realized is that time is fleeting. It has made me 
contemplate how I want to live my life. This is a statement of allowing myself to cry and mourn 
freely and serves as a memorial to my grandfather. 

 



Figure J 
Title of Art Work: There’s a Light Out There... Somewhere 
Date Created (may be approximate): January 2004 
Materials Used: oil pastel 
Written reflection through journaling or academic papers (if available): 

The turning point. I finally let myself grieve today, I gave in. Such a simple image, | 
thought. I didn’t see the pain that others picked up on, but it’s there. My pain and weariness are 
transparent right here. I’ve lost seven residents this week, how can life just leave like this? How 
do I deal with it? I’m so tired. 

 



Appendix B 

Sample Questionnaires Administered to Examine the Art Work 

Questions about self answered by the author are as follows: 
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What was the mood I felt at the time of creation of the piece and what were my 
thoughts (if noted)? 

What effect does the piece have on me currently? 
Are there typical patterns for expressing my grief evident? 
Are there personal stressors and, if so, how are they expressed in art? 
Are there themes or symbols evident in any piece? Do any symbols or themes recur? 
Are any positive emotions evident? If so, how do I identify them? 
Are any negative emotions evident? If so, how do I identify them? 
What colors are most prominent in the collection of artwork? 

Questions for the Art Review Board are as follows: 

1. Do the images surface emotions and thoughts for you? If so note, any that you are 
aware of for each image. 
Are there any themes or symbols in each piece that you notice? If so, which ones are 
recurring? 
Are there any positive emotions evident (i.e. joy, peace, contentment, calmness, etc.)? 
If so, how would you identify them? 
Are there any negative emotions evident (i.e. pain, fear, anger, sadness, etc.)? If so, 
how would you identify them? 
What image (if any) is most disturbing to you? Why? 
What image is most appealing? Why? 
What colors are most prominent in the collection of artwork? 
Have you experienced any major losses in the last year that might influence how you 
are viewing the artwork? 
Please put the images in the sequence you believe they were created in based on 
the emotional content you feel they represent. 

 



Appendix C 

Creative Synthesis Image 
» 

 


