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ABSTRACT 

This ethnographic research study was a pilot project to discover the types of images aging 

women might create to help them cope with their concerns regarding getting older. The six 

participants in this study were women over 55 without problems stemming from dementia, 

stroke or other debilitating chronic illnesses. Meeting for four weeks in a non-directive 

approach, the women used art to explore issues dealing with aging. Images produced were 

documented along with each individual’s comments regarding their image and their 

experience of art-making. Themes, media choices, color, and patterns were documented and 

catalogued. By recording these images, this study provides examples of imagery that art 

therapists might encounter in a wellness setting by this population. 
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CHAPTER] 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem   

As the population ages and the baby boomers enter their 60s and 70s they face 

changes in physiology and mental acuity with accompanying psychological impact, as well 

as changes in financial and social circumstances. Art therapy has unique attributes to assist 

them with their inner struggles. However, a review of professional journal articles written by 

art therapists, published to date, about art therapy and aging revealed that the major emphasis 

has been using art therapy to mediate the effects of some form of vascular dementia 

(Hannemann, 2006; Ravid-Horesh, 2004; Sezaki & Bloomgarden, 2004), Alzheimer’s 

disease (Abraham, 2005), stroke (Sezaki & Bloomgarden, 2004), or to slow the decline of 

function for residents in an institutional setting or at home (Magniant, 2004; Rough, 1985). 

These articles reflected the field of psychology and medicine that formed the base for art 

therapy theory and application for the aged. There was no published body of work in art 

therapy found to date that reflected the normal development of adults into advanced age. 

This situation, not unique to art therapy, was cogently summarized by Dr. Gene 

Cohen (2000), a founding director of the Washington D.C., Center of Aging, as he reflected 

on this from a psychiatrist’s and gerontologist’s point of view in his book The Creative Age: 

Awakening Human Potential in the Second Half of Life: 

In scholarly paper and textbooks discussions of human development generally, most 

of the emphasis has been placed on the first half of life, especially the earliest stages 

of infancy through adolescents...Far less attention has been paid to developmental 

stages of midlife and beyond — what we commonly call the second half of life- even 

though these are the decades of adult life that actually offer the greatest potential for  



us to take the initiative and act not only on the dreams of our youth, but on the new 

visions of our life desires and potential... This lack of attention to the fuller 

developmental dimensions of adult life is no small oversight. It represents a troubling 

gap in scientific study, in public policy, and in popular perception that leaves us with 

a very limited view of adulthood, as if our intellectual and emotional growth reaches 

some level we call ‘mature’ and simply stops there, or erupts in crisis, before 

declining with advanced age. (p. 71) 

Little has changed since Harriet Wadeson (1987) looked for art therapy examples and 

discussion during her own exploration in a transformative time in her life. 

Like many others, I find that the models for women growing older fail me. I search 

for wisdom in the usual places but discover no guideposts for what appears to be an 

uncharted path. Directions begin to emerge in unbidden images, first in poetry and 

then in paintings. (p. 177) 

In art therapy, many who are entering the field are at least two decades from retiring. 

While they have an understanding of childhood and adolescence from both personal 

experience and a large body of published imagery from these developmental phases, most 

have neither experience nor image references when relating to women confronting their 

aging process beyond midlife. The lack ofart therapyresearch around the natural processes of 

aging without dementia and other debilitating medical problems and the lack of collected 

images for this period of life leave art therapists with little to pull from. 

Explanation of the Study 
  

Shaun McNiff (1998) suggested that graduate students write the thesis they are living. 

This study was designed and led by a researcher who is also a woman, and who fits within 

the age category of the research. The interest in this topic resulted from an exploration of her  



own questions about aging and the lack of art therapy material on this subject that did not 

include dementia, stroke, or other debilitating illnesses common to this time of life. 

This research was designed to investigate how art therapy can be used in a nonclinical 

setting, in the greater community — in a wellness setting. In this pilot study, the researcher 

investigated the use of art in a wellness setting, so women may explore non-pathological, but 

sometimes disturbing, psychological aspects of growing older. This researcher chose a social 

constructionist approach from the field of sociology to avoid the deficiency model of the 

medical community which defines aging as the decline or loss of abilities. The medical 

model also supports an illness attitude toward this phase of life (Foster & Viney, 2007) which 

this research does not assume. 

Using a sociological constructionist perspective also mediates the weaknesses of 

applying Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development outside of the white middleclass of 

the United States and Western Europe (Chatterjee, Bailey, & Aronoff, 2001). This allows 

future discussion around the phenomenon of aging to expand beyond psychosocial stage 

theory to include other pressures. A social constructionist perspective allows the research to 

include and be replicated with other cultural groups. This pilot study gathered information 

through both the products of art-making and the art-making process regarding issues of aging 

as defined by those who see themselves in this process. 

Using a researcher/participant model, the researcher and six women met together for 

two hours weekly over four weeks. Participants used art to explore their individual concerns 

around aging. Although the content for the study included images made by the participants, 

the analysis was not directed toward the quality of the end product. The intent of this 

research was to discover the images and metaphors that might emerge from this group art- 

making experience. In addition to the art imagery, the written explanations of the  



participants was collected and documented as part of the content. This research was 

designed as an ethnographic investigation into what images older women in 2010 might use 

to explain, describe, or question themselves in the aging process. Because the aging process 

was defined as a naturally occurring, socially constructed phase of life, there was no effort to 

analyze or categorize the images for their predictive value or diagnostic functions. 

These images were gathered together and documented at the end of the four weeks by 

the researcher. The results were summarized around emerging themes expressed in the 

imagery. The images formed a glimpse of what the women experienced psychologically in 

the transition from middle age to an older age. 

Basic Assumptions 

Only those who are experiencing aging can speak with true insight of the experience. 

This is a stage of life that may benefit from a larger voice in art therapy because art therapy 

provides the opportunity to describe, observe and identify the process of aging as it is 

experienced by an aging individual. 

A collection of images will bring to art therapists and clients greater understanding of 

what many have experienced and will help contextualize the experiences of others. This 

contextualization may foster insight and understanding that may result in a sense of normalcy 

to otherwise disturbing experiences. 

Basic research begins with observation. Self-observation and reflection, and the 

accumulation of such observations from others, forms a base for evaluating truth. 

Art provides a means of non-verbal communication (Foster & Viney, 2007) for 

experiences. Art provides the opportunity to objectify the experiences of individuals through 

an image which allows these objects/images to further inform the dialogue of mind (McNiff 

& Oleman, 1975).  



In a wellness environment, art therapy can operate beyond a curative function to act 

preventively (Wadeson, 1980). “Through art therapy, the individual can often clarify and 

objectify complex thoughts and feelings by giving them concrete form in a context where the 

whole idea is visible at once” (McNiff & Oleman, 1975, p. 268). This function of art therapy 

can help an individual identify, clarify and integrate internal and external experiences safely 

into their self-image validating a new integrated self. Such meaning-making is at the core of 

art therapy (Junge & Linesch, 1993). This pilot study offers a series of meaningful images 

around aging that may prove helpful to others. 

Research Question 
  

What images would aging women make concerning their aging process? What would 

these images mean for them? 

Hypotheses 

Using internally focused art therapy with the objective to gain self-awareness, it was 

hypothesized that women will create art images that will reflect their questions about their 

aging process. It was further hypothesized that these images would hold answers meaningful 

to them. 

Definitions 

Aging women: Women 55 years old and older who are encountering questions and 

feelings about growing older. 

Constructionist: A belief that definitions of social phenomena (such as aging) are 

culturally acquired and dynamic reflecting changes in experience and interpretation (Ansdell 

& Pavlicevic, 2001; Biggs, 2005). 

Ethnographic study: A study that includes participant observation, naturalistic inquiry 

and direct observation of a specific population (Ansdell & Pavlicevic, 2001). This study  



used an open studio model that elicited pictures, and other imagery along with the 

participant’s views about the process and product. This ethnographic study concentrated on 

observation through imagery and description. 

Hermeneutic study: A study that involves a dialogical process between the inquirer 

(in this case the participants in the group) and the data (the images being produced) to make 

meaning within one’s historical existence in culture and time(Junge & Linesch, 1993). 

Image: Any marks or shapes that appeared during the time of art-making. 

Intention: A statement of expectancy for some insight from the art-making experience 

specific to the concern of the artist (Allen, 2005). Intention focuses the mind of the 

artist/inquirer on the topic for exploration during the art session. In this case, the focus was 

some aspect of aging. The actual intent was unique to each individual but its core subject 

was aging. 

Open studio: A non-directive art approach which leaves the amount and type of 

participation up to the individual artist(Allen, 1995). 

Participant researcher: The researcher is not only collecting data, but affecting data 

by producing it. In this study the participants are producing the data, the art, and interpreting 

it. Thus through their interaction with their art, they become researchers as well as 

participants. 

Phenomenological study: A study that explores the lived experience, how we think 

and feel directly. The inner experience, separate from values and judgments from society, is 

the focus. The goal is to grasp the essential nature of the phenomenon (Junge & Linesch, 

1993). 

Post positivistic: A research approach that allows interaction of researcher and 

phenomena to be observed. As a research philosophy it assumes knowledge includes the  



experiences and perspectives of the ones doing the investigation. In this study the participants 

define the issues of aging for themselves. (Ansdell & Pavlicevic, 2001; Junge & Linesch, 

1993; Metzl, 2008) 

Witnessing: A process that engages the image phenomena through silent meditation 

and writing. By observing the physical characteristics of the image, expanding the creative 

experience through silent dialogue with the image, and writing these observations, the 

inquiring artist can grasp the essentials of the image and its meaning for them (McNiff, 

1992). 

Limitations 

This study was conducted by a researcher who is also a woman, and who fits within 

the age category of the research. The researcher created the opportunity and shaped the art 

experience through the provisions in the studio and the researcher’s available skills as well as 

her discussions with individuals during the sessions. Therefore there may have been some 

bias in the conducting of the sessions and in the cataloguing of data. 

To mediate the impact of the researcher’s bias, the researcher created her own art 

outside the group sessions as a response to the group. This allowed the researcher to be 

available to the participants during each session. It also gave the researcher an outlet for her 

feelings rather than project them onto the group’s process. 

The study was conducted in a small rural town where some of the group members 

were acquainted with each other. This familiarity may have had some limitations in self- 

disclosure that four meetings were not sufficient to overcome. 

This was as a pilot study. The size and makeup of the group, the number of sessions, 

were selected based on convenience. Images from many other groups conducted for longer 

periods will be needed to form a significant image data base.  



Ethical Implications   

Personal exploration through art has the potential to bring up unresolved issues and 

anxieties. This is one reason that such work is best suited for art therapy rather than 

recreational art groups. An art therapist has the training and knowledge to help participants 

work through these issues. 

The content of such personal exploration is held as private communication. Because 

of this, only those who felt comfortable with sharing their journey were accepted into this 

study. If at any time a participant wanted to withdraw from the study they could have done so 

without repercussion. This was discussed in a pre-group interview with each individual. 

No one can know ahead of time what will emerge in the psyche of those doing such 

explorations through art. Therefore, provision was made that if a participant entered an area 

that was too private to share, the researcher would honor their wishes by withholding the 

imagery from publication in this thesis. On two occasions, material was withheld and no 

questions were asked of the participant. 

In addition, there is always a possibility that working with personal issues around 

aging may cause anxieties over earlier unresolved issues. To cover the possibility that during 

a session a participant should become overwhelmed with emotions, the director of the 

facility, a licensed professional art therapist, where the study was being conducted, agreed to 

formally assess the participant. Based on the assessment, an individual treatment plan would 

have been developed with the participant to address the presenting issues. There were no 

incidents that required intervention. 

The use of pseudonyms in the reported results and documentation allowed the work 

to retain confidentiality throughout the process.  



Purpose 

The immediate purpose of this study was to observe the images that women make 

concerning their aging process. Over time, such images may form a visual context for the 

aging process for other women. One objective of this ethnographic research is to motivate 

other art therapists to apply the phenomenological strengths of the discipline to investigate 

the psychological ramifications of the process of aging. 

The ultimate objective of this ethnographic study is to expand the use of art therapy 

with its unique perspective to research the human condition (McNiff, 1986). Growing old is a 

chronic condition, but it is not a disease. Adjusting to the changes in abilities and life status 

requires processing these changes and integrating them to form a self-image that employs 

agency and creativity. Art therapy may provide a place and art the tools for such integration. 

Justification of the Merits of the Study 

In art therapy, many entering the field are unaware of the issues that surround aging 

for women. First-hand observations from participant researchers may provide an authentic 

resource to understand the developmental issues that are a part of growing older in the post- 

menopausal period. Current imagery and metaphor that people of this age find meaningful 

and useful might provide insight for both clients and therapists to answer such questions as: 

Are the old metaphors and iconography useful? Is it helpful to maintain a culture of 

achievement and competition reframed for the older generation? Are there phases within the 

bigger state of growing old? If so, how may we identify them? How may art therapy help 

individuals cope with these stages? And the ultimate existential question for this group — 

How do you accept the coming of death and still desire to live creatively? These are 

questions that art therapy has the potential to address within its field.  



The answers to these questions can come from art-based art therapy research that 

focuses on those who use art to investigate this phase of life. Art therapy can provide 

answers that do not need to follow any psychological theory of personality, any medical 

model of development, nor any particular social theory of life phase development. 

By using art, linear stage thinking may be avoided. Non-linear metaphors that 

include more three dimensional models that unhook linear causality may be helpful to 

understand this phase. As a painting, sculpture or drawing evolves from attention to all areas 

with movement up and across the piece, so perhaps does the development of the person at 

this stage of life. Art therapy research conducted with an open exploratory framework might 

provide answers that are true and not based in other disciplines. 

Viewing aging as a normal progression of life and recording experiences during the 

process may further understanding of this period for those who encounter it as participant or 

observer. By using the participant’s images as insight into conflicts within their psyche over 

challenges to self-perceptions, the art therapist and the participant can observe and facilitate 

integration. 

As a body of image material accumulates, it may bring greater understanding of what 

many have experienced and may help contextualize the experiences of others. Such insight 

and understanding may offer for the therapists and client a sense of normalcy to otherwise 

disturbing experiences. 

Through participation in this research, the participants had an opportunity to use art to 

find their own meaning of life events through art images. By allowing them to choose what 

to say and how to say it, this study offered a unique opportunity for them to make meaningful 

statements about their experience. The imagery and statements of the participants have 

added to the body of knowledge in the professional field of art therapy about aging.  



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Art therapists have addressed the art of developmental stages for children and 

adolescents through research and publications of diagnosis and treatment for that population. 

Rhoda Kellogg (Gujer, Maurer, Riboni, & Walchli, 2007) collected hundreds of examples of 

children’s art for reference and understanding children’s developmental stages correlated to 

developmental stages of art. Lowenfeld (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1987) wrote several 

children’s art education texts based on the stage theory of development and discussed 

characteristics of children’s art in each stage. Judith Rubin (1979) and Cathy Malchiodi 

(1998) have both written respected texts about children’s art in art therapy. However, to date 

there are few references in professional art therapy literature about people who are aging 

using art to make sense out of their changing life situations in a wellness arena. 

In one published research study, Susan Spaniol (1992) investigated the assertion by 

Rudolf Arnheim (1986) that in later life older artists produced art that was less realistic, 

looser, with less distinction of form and greater diffusion of surfaces. His claim was based 

on his observation of works of male artists in late life. With tests from 227 subjects, male and 

female, ranging in age from 3 years old to 80 years old, Spaniol concluded that during old 

age “broken lines predominate, boundaries dissolve, and surface patterns become relatively 

homogeneous” (p. 94). In addition she hypothesized that this may be more reflective of 

physical and mental decline than a style taken up by artists looking to describe their own 

inner life. While Spaniol’s research discussed some objective elements of drawing it did not 

reveal the psychological space these individuals occupied, nor the issues they struggled with. 

Linesch (1992) reviewed art therapy research methodologies from a feminist 

perspective and supported the inclusion of a subjective perspective to produce experience-  
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based knowledge. The feminist approach emphasized interviews and the validity of personal 

accounts of experience counter to traditional psychological approaches that sought to 

eliminate the personal aspect. Because a woman’s experience is a direct route to her identity, 

feminists urge researchers to “ask women directly for an account of their experience” (p.41). 

Following the feminist approach Linesch outlined, the researcher in this study asked 

women directly about their experiences, and advocated that they ask themselves about their 

experiences. This ethnographic pilot study sought to provide an opportunity for the women 

participants to validate their questions and their internal knowledge. It is hoped the dialogue 

and interaction with their own art work may have furthered their own exploration of this 

knowledge beyond the space of this study. 

Most research is done in the researcher’s voice with the researched individuals being 

the object of another’s view point and another’s agenda. This ethnographic study sought to 

enlist women to develop their own images and speak their own truth about what they 

experience about getting older in this time and place. 

A notable example of using art to explore one’s own aging self is Elizabeth Layton, 

“Grandma Layton” (Lambert, 1995). She credited blind contour drawing with saving her 

life. After a year of shock treatments and thirty years of drug therapy for treatment of 

depression associated with bipolar disorder, at age 68, she took a drawing class at a nearby 

university. Using blind contour drawing, she confronted her deepest fears by facing herself 

in the mirror and on the page everyday for several months. 

She continued to use art as her primary therapy throughout her life, not to treat her 

illness, which she considered cured, but to continue to integrate the realities of the greater 

world she lived in with her personal inner world (Mid America Arts Alliance, 1984). 

Although best known for her use of art to heal herself, she demonstrated the use of art  
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therapy by an older woman in a wellness model. She addressed not only issues of aging, but 

issues of the world beyond her hometown thus enhancing her connection to others and 

reducing isolation (Russell, 1994). 

Current sociology theorists debate descriptions of the period in people’s lives beyond 

their fifties. The age demarcations for old and older aged are not uniform. Elders, or seniors, 

may start at 55 on up. Middlescents, young fogeys, life-long learners, age pioneers are all 

examples of society’s search for an understanding and a label for this age (Biggs, 2005). 

These theories often represent only the views from the western middle and upper economic 

class. Socio-economic factors, the inequality of power between generations, and resulting 

changing priorities are some of the pressures on adult agency - the sense of the adult’s ability 

to affect their lives. One’s perception of agency is a major element in self-image. 

Biggs (2005) discussed the distinctive existential quality of this period he saw in the 

works of Jung and Erikson. Biggs noted that both suggested that the post middle age person 

needed to resolve specific questions to generate a positive sense of self. In their view, older 

persons had to review their life and frame it in a successful light, and had to find ways to pass 

on their accumulated knowledge. 

Some post modern social thinkers pointed to the increased diversity of views 

regarding aging and roles. This time of life has been redefined by them as a second 

opportunity to be productive rather than a time to rest. The quest for an elder identity unified 

elder adults through the same existential questions posed by other phases of life. Outside of 

physical and mental limitations due to deteriorating health, these post modern writers saw 

little difference between people in the later years of life and those seeking identity in the 

early years (Biggs, 2005).  



Simon Biggs (2005) focused on the greater social flexibility and the stronger 

attachment values older individuals acquired through life experiences. He theorized this 

leads to a greater use of masquerade to hide the personal self in order to maintain favor with 

the younger generation who holds the power. Such active strategizing to balance the inner 

and outer identity makes the older generation better negotiators in society with more flexible 

coping skills. Older persons understand both what is expected of them and what they expect 

of themselves but this may lead to conflicts difficult to articulate or resolve. 

David Gutmann (1987) made a strong case for a new restructuring of personality that 

incorporates the shadow or repressed part of the personality during the post-parental or post- 

menopausal period. He argued that throughout history successful incorporation of these 

suppressed aspects pushed women to switch priorities after parenting to achievement rather 

than accommodation producing the “virile woman” (p. 151). Gutmann (1987) studied 

several societies from preliterate agricultural cultures to sophisticated Euro/American 

cultures. Using a culturally appropriate modification of The Thematic Apperception Test 

(TAT) (Murray, 1939) he gathered information from young and older persons in the culture. 

He compared these with other ethnographic studies of elders in other cultures. From this he 

proposed a theory concerning the changes in motivations across the life span. 

He suggested that women emerged out of middle adulthood with less 

psychopathological symptoms as they strengthened their masculine attributes. He postulated 

this process occurred during a prolonged period of malaise that generally preceded this 

reorientation. His use of an art product (the pictures in the TAT) to elicit meaning about the 

psychological state of mind further supported the unique contribution art and art therapy can 

make toward understanding this period in a person’s life.  
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In addition, Gutmann (1987) cited Georgia O’Keefe’s lifetime of paintings to support 

his theory about the changes in women’s development during this period. He pointed to her 

complete change in style from the soft diffused lines and colorful shapes of the flowers of her 

early years to the sharp lined and sparse landscapes of her later work. He believed this 

reflected a developmental stage when women became more achievement oriented, outwardly 

focused and less inclined to subjugate their motivations to accommodate the wishes of others. 

Resolving or supporting these social and psychological theories is not the purpose of 

this research. However, such theories point to the milieu that may surround the participants, 

and suggests that there could be many reasons for women to use art therapy at this time in 

their life. These reasons do not suggest mental disorder, but an adjustment to life that is 

within the wellness arena of art therapy. 

Frances Borzello (1998) in her book about women self-portraits through Western art 

history carried many examples of how the feminist movement affected both the content and 

expression of women’s view of themselves. Age is revealed as a controversial subject from 

the early self-portraits of Anna Dorothea Therbusch and the haunting self-portrait of the 

aging artist Rosalba Carriera in the eighteenth century, to the political and psychological self- 

portraits like those of Charley Troop of the last half of the twentieth century (Borzello, 

1998). Even without the knowledge of each other’s work, women actively used art to 

confront and explore society’s view of them and their own questions regarding their roles and 

changing positions around those roles. Mary Cassatt, Miriam Schapiro, Alice Neel, 

Francesca Woodman, Nathalie Hervieux, Meret Oppenheim and many more asked the 

question, what do women see when they look in the mirror? They addressed this question as 

well as other identity questions with answers that included and went beyond body-image.  
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Women artists used art to explore and integrate the changes they experienced. This approach 

is available to all women through art therapy and does not require trained art skills. 

The American Art Therapy Association states that art therapy “is dedicated to the 

belief that the creative process involved in making art is healing and life enhancing” 

(American Art Therapy Association, 2010). Giving women the tools and space to use art to 

discover their feelings and resolve or accept conflicts around the changes they encounter in 

the latter stages of life is using art therapy in ways that are “healing and enhancing” (AATA, 

2010). 

In her book, Art as a Way of Knowing, Pat Allen (1995) called for using art as a tool 

for mental health care in a wellness environment. She encouraged individuals to use art to 

expand their understanding of themselves and their inner life. Furthermore her process of 

witnessing called for art therapy to be active in a phenomenological way of acknowledging 

the value of the present moment and the images produced. 

In the last chapter in her book The Dynamics of Art Therapy, Wadeson (1995) argued 

that art therapy may be strongest when operating outside the traditional therapeutic 

boundaries and the alleviation of symptoms. She argued that art therapy can help individuals 

answer existential questions of life and meaning and in so doing, fulfill a greater calling of 

art. This study was conducted to provide art therapists with some imagery that might be 

pertinent for today’s women in a wellness situation who face aging. 

 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

Research Design 

Linesch and Junge (1993) suggested that research methods should match art 

therapist’s personal style to produce authentic research. Rosalie Politsky (1995) proposed a 

typology of research approaches based on the inquirer’s style of relating to the world. Based 

on her discussion, this research was conducted in a manner consistent with the conceptual 

humanist typology in which the nature of knowledge is personal, imaginative, multi- 

causational, uncertain and concerned with humanity. The resulting knowledge was 

constructed by the participants and the researcher from their own inquiry. The base of this 

inquiry was their art imagery and the development of a dialectical discourse with the 

imagery; both based on the dilemmas presented by aging. Such typology supports 

phenomenological approaches as well as hermeneutic investigatory methods which are the 

base for this research design. This research narrowed its scope to include only women and 

only those who are aging without disabilities such as dementia, or stroke. It attempted to 

view one slice of the population and their perception of their situation. This further qualified 

the research design as an ethnographic one. 

Debra Linesch (1992) stated that the “epistemological basis for the practice of art 

therapy is image-centered, intuitive, open-ended, and artistic while in contradiction to this, 

the literature of art therapy reveals that its research efforts have been word centered, 

analytical, reductive and scientific” (p. 1). In her extensive review of art therapy’s struggles 

with research methodology, she documented the long held tension between the modernist 

scientific view of research and art therapy. For the purposes of this research design, several 

art therapy pioneers cited by her are relevant.  
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Linesch (1992) cited Kwiatkowska as the first art therapist to address the difficulties 

between the reductionist proclivity of scientific research and the intuitive base of art therapy. 

Kwiatkowska in Linesch (1992) suggested that the impressionistic judgments of the art 

therapist could be systematically organized to offer solid conclusions. Judith Rubin (1979) 

called for art therapy research to ask and answer questions that “seems best fitted to the 

problem in an authentic and practical way...” (p. 277). She was concerned over the correct 

application of quantitative methods and the balance with qualitative approaches in art therapy 

research. Rubin (1984) stated “Perhaps quantification is not the way to get at the qualities 

meaningful to art therapists in patient art... We may have gotten caught in the empiricists’ 

numerical web, refusing to recognize the phenomenologically subjective nature of the 

creative experience” (p. 184). This research project has attempted to follow the 

phenomenological and subjective nature of art therapy to capture the richness of the image to 

communicate the issues of aging authentic to the women participants. 

Wadeson’s (1980) skepticism of the reductionist methods of historical scientific 

approaches is reflected in her caution to art therapy researchers that the “richness in 

communication through art expression may be lost when the integrated results of complex 

processes are reduced to a collection of quantifiable elements” (p. 319). Although this study 

catalogued and thus quantified the imagery, themes, and media, as an ethnographic study, it 

utilized and emphasized phenomenological observation and interpretations of the images 

made by the participants. By connecting the images with the personal understanding of the 

participants this study provides a view of the complex psychological process of integrating 

the issues of aging. 

Research Participants  



Participants were women 55 years old or older who responded to requests for 

participants through notices posted in the community. This was a convenience sample from a 

small mountain rural community. Neither art experience nor socioeconomic factors such as 

education or income were criteria for inclusion or exclusion. 

During an initial interview the researcher explained to each inquirer individually the 

procedures, and expectations of confidentiality. A scribble drawing was done to acquaint the 

inquirer with how art without art training might be used by them. This was done to give the 

inquirer a chance to experience using art to gain insight, and decide if this study would be of 

interest to them. Naumburg(1987), Ulman(1975), and Rubin(1984) all spokeof the benefitsof 

the scribble drawing to help bypass resistance and open clients to free associations. 

The researcher also explained the use of resulting art images as part of her research 

project to fulfill the requirements for a Master’s of Art in Art Therapy Degree atSaint Mary- 

of-the-Woods College. The use of the material for educational purposes for five years was 

also explained. A signed consent and release form for the use of the art and comments in the 

project was required by all participants.Participants were given a copyand all signed forms 

were on file in a secure locked location on the premises before the first session. These forms 

of confidentiality and consent were only accessible by the researcher and the director of the 

facility where the study was held. 

Research Procedure 

Six women used art in a studio setting to investigate their concerns about aging. 

Images they produced were approached in a hermeneutical manner with dialogue between 

the image and its creator to include subjective interpretations by the creating artist. 

Interpretation of an image by another artist was discouraged. At the end of each 

session, the participants were asked to write a few sentences about their understanding of the  



art piece and then to name their image. The group decided in the beginning of the first 

session that as a part of the process they wanted to share with each other and the researcher 

what they felt about the art and process. This was done after writing theirthoughts and 

feelings about their own work on paper. 

The group met weekly for four weeks with each session lasting two hours. The first 

meeting included exploring the different art media and discussing the format. Group rules 

such as whether to share their witness and under what conditions were formulated. Since the 

group wanted to have the opportunity to share with each other, how to discuss personal art in 

a nonjudgmental manner was explained and demonstrated. In subsequent sessions, the 

women met for fifteen minutes before the art session to greet each other and center their 

focus on their art. A candle was lit to mark the beginning of a time for intention and art 

focus. The women then worked independently on their own pieces. Interpersonal chatter 

was discouraged to allow mental space for the discovery of individual metaphors reflected in 

their images. 

Clay, pencils, colored pencils, oil pastels, chalk pastels, markers, charcoal, tempera 

paint, acrylic paint, brushes, as well as various sizes, types and colors of paper and canvas 

were available. They were encouraged to bring found objects, photos and collage material 

from home to use in their art. The main function of the researcher was to facilitate the 

sessions, provide advice about technique when asked, help with the different mediums, and 

to provide a therapeutic holding space for participants. Most participants finished their art in 

one session but two continued to manipulate and change their pieces. The women were 

encouraged to work on an image over several weeks if needed, to complete it. Discovering 

the message of some of the images required the evolution of an image over several weeks.  



During the four weeks, the researcher was involved in a parallel investigation of 

aging through creating a response piece that reflected her own feelings. In order to prevent 

participants from subconsciously internalizing the researcher’s art as the expected norm 

thereby denying their own unique approach, the researcher did her response piece between 

sessions. 

At the end of an hour of art making, there was an opportunity to gather and bring the 

pieces together for witnessing. The only requirement was that the women focus on their own 

issues around aging and to explore these issues through art. Participants were encouraged not 

to project their personal issues onto the art of others. Reflecting on the art without 

generalizing to all others from their personal response was difficult for the participants in the 

beginning. 

The number in the group was limited to six by the space available. The number of 

sessions was limited by the time available. 

At the beginning of the group, members were reminded that at any time a participant 

felt uncomfortable with the process and uncomfortable about sharing a particular image 

publicly and wished not to show the image, they could withhold the image and were not 

required to participate in the discussion. There were occasions when participants did not join 

in and the group respected their silence. 

Research Technique   

This research used a post positivistic approach within the terms Junge and Linesch 

(1993) defined. This pilot study looked at the images produced by the participants with an 

effort to understand them as “unique features of a situation” (p. 62). Participants used art in 

an attempt to gain insight into the essential nature of the aging process as experienced by 

them. This research documented a set of images unique to this time, place, and group.  



Documentation resulting from this study, when added to future studies of this kind, may 

encourage the “unmasking of social illusions” (p. 62), that for women have often sustained 

their self-image as powerless and conditionally accepted. 

This project encouraged a hermeneutic process with images. Junge and Linesch 

(1993) described hermeneutics studies as “attempts to interpret and understand meaning 

based on the dialogical process between the inquirer and the data (text or artifacts). Itisa 

sense-making process bounded by one’s specific historical existence in culture and time” (p. 

64). Understanding becomes a part of the integration of the phenomenon and the inquirer. 

There is a spiral of interpretation, dialogue or observation of the phenomenon with potential 

for revised meaning, which may foster additional inquiry and observation of the 

phenomenon. In this case the text or phenomenon was the art image produced. The 

participant’s continued exploration of the message about aging continues the hermeneutic 

spiral of inquiry. This style is similar to the witnessing that Pat Allen (1995) described, and 

to the dialoguing with elements of the images that Shaun McNiff (1992) described. 

The primary mode of investigation was art making in the service of hermeneutic 

inquiry that incorporated the cultural and historical times in which the women live. This 

produced an ethnographic view of a specialized population. 

Data Collection 

Data were the images the women made, the title they gave their piece, and the short 

description they shared about the image’s meaning for them. Images were photographed and 

digitally filed on encrypted password protected computer along with participants 

comments.Only the researcher had access to these digital files.Each participant selected a 

pseudonym with only their age kept as descriptive information.  



The physical art product from each session, when not taken home, was locked in a 

file cabinet, kept in a locked room; where the records of all of the facility’s clients are 

kept. These file cabinets are locked and kept behind two locked doors within the facility. The 

researcher, other therapists that work at the facility and the facility director have key access 

to this location. The file cabinets are locked at all times, and the room is locked at the end of 

the day. 

At the end of the study, at the last session, all of the pieces were displayed for the 

group members. At the end of that session they took their pieces home. No art from this 

study remained at the facility after the completion of the study. 

Content Analysis 

At the end of the four sessions, the researcher looked at the collected art works as a 

single body of work and documented themes, images, unusual elements, and media, of the 

work. The researcher also noted how many times a theme, image, or other observed 

phenomenon occurred. When a pattern emerged from the observation of the collection, it 

was noted. 

The researcher did not attempt to analyze the content of the imagery or to diagnose 

the participants. There was no attempt to provide counseling or therapy during the sessions 

outside of reflective listening. The therapist attempted to provide a safe environment through 

the redirection of conversations to the content and the use of written reflection and freedom 

to withhold imagery and comment. 

All of the images, the women’s comments, and the documentation were answers to 

the research questions: What images would aging women make concerning their aging 

process? What would these images mean for them?  



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

There were 23 images completed and shared by the six women in this study. 

The photographs of the art and the written documentation were catalogued and are included 

in Appendix B. This catalogue is a summary of the images that participants wanted to share 

with the researcher and does not include those items that were not given to the researcher for 

inclusion. There were five collages, six assemblages, ten paintings, and three drawings. The 

themes, colors, media and major elements are discussed below. Participants were eager to 

share their art and dialogue. The researcher eliminated any narrative or identifying elements 

from the photos and discussions. 

Themes 

Several images explored the changes in the body, while others reflected frustrations 

over changed family relationships and changed status. Participants stated their images 

reflected a shared opinion that one positive element of subjects’ experience of aging was 

resiliency. During the discussions this was distinguished from potency. 

Pain was a recurring theme. It was identified as emotional pain from the recent events 

of their lives that had precipitated their current stressful situation. There may have been 

some physical pain that was also being alluded to, but this was not clarified in the 

participant’s discussions. 

The participant whose adult child died several years ago focused on the swift passing 

of time in its many aspects such as schedules, events, lives, choosing what to do in the time 

remaining. Her art pieces focused more on resolving issues around her family of origin, 

namely her mother. This precipitated a long discussion among the participants about the 

critical mother (Figure B19) and the change in mother/adult daughter roles that they were  



experiencing with mothers who were alive, very old, mentally active, and becoming 

incapacitated in some way. The last meeting extended thirty minutes beyond the session’s 

time as the participants discussed many issues around mothers. 

Along with the place of mother as roles were reversing, the sense of place in time as 

daughters found themselves as the oldest surviving female in their family (and in some cases 

the oldest survivor of their generation)brought up much affect. Had the study been extended, 

this may have become a topic of their art. 

Only one art piece covered the years of early childhood, or family of origin (Figure 

B16). Participants were dealing with the changes that were occurring as a result of events in 

the last five years. There were three art pieces concerning some form of limited life review 

that covered these last few years. 

Change was a recurring theme in the imagery. It was addressed as a journey in two 

pieces and as transformation in several others. The process of manipulation of the media was 

itself a reflection of this theme. Along with the challenges of readjustment that change 

brings, the participants reflected on their need to change authentically, attached to values 

which also were being sifted. 

Media and Image Elements 

Only five art pieces were entirely constructed with traditional art materials, such as 

pastels, paint, paper, or canvas. In four of the five cases, the participants used tempera and 

paper. Of the remaining pieces, there were three collages, two of magazine pictures. One 

participant used canvas and oil pastels, and one used canvas and acrylics. Clay was avoided 

by the clay artist intentionally and no one else used it. 

Participants incorporated found objects and miscellaneous material in most of their 

artistic expressions including the canvas pieces. Stamps, chalks, beads, feathers, glitter, yarn,  
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string, were used in several of the pieces. Eight of the pieces had no embellishment, the rest 

were layered and built up in some manner. 

Of the 23 possible images about aging, ten contained female figures representing the 

self. Of these,five female images were considered self-portraits by the participants. Three of 

the total ten images about self were depictions of some aspect of a much younger self. 

Collectively, the named elements of body image addressed in the art were the changes from 

the onset of arthritis, the changes in hair, the changes in body shape and weight. 

One element that appeared in the art of the women in this pilot study is a 

controversial image element - words. All of the women use words in at least one of their 

pieces. In the beginning pieces, four out of the six used words in their collages and several 

continued to use them in their subsequent pieces. 

The images also contained pictorial references to food, pets, and nature (Figures B12, 

B14, B16, and B18). These were described as comforts by the participants. The man-made 

objects including the art-media were identified with chaos and difficulty by the artists 

(Figures B1, B5, B6, and B7). 

The nude female body was used by two of the participants as some form of self- 

representation (Figures B2, B3, B4, and B8). One participant used the same image and made 

changes to it over the two remaining sessions. One participant painting the female nude 

figure was a trained artist and one was not. 

The images in this study incorporated several metaphors. One image/metaphor used 

is the path. Paths meandered under two of the collages and figured prominently in one 

painting. The use of journey in the title of two of the first pieces reflects the archetypal 

power of this image to depict a view of life as moving from a beginning to a destiny. Keys, 

puzzle pieces, broken rulers and a root were other metaphors seen in these pieces. Even  



though the narratives behind these pieces were not elicited, the participants understood the 

ideas the artist was dealing with. 

Red shoes appeared in the third session in one participant’s work (Figure B2) and 

remained for the duration of the study as a central metaphor for her desire to change and 

retain authenticity. 

Feathers and feathered wings appear in five pieces, used by two participants (Figures 

Bl, B3, B4, B13, and B15), and solid wings appear in another (Figure B16). Their meaning 

was explored in one piece as a means to escape conventional prescribed views of what the 

next phase of life should look like. The specific meanings attached to these elements were 

not explored by others. 

Nails, sharp objects, and emptied and broken objects were incorporated in three 

participants’ pieces and metaphorically spoke of ongoing pain in the lives of these 

individuals (Figures B1, B4, BS, B7, and B13). They appeared more than once and provided 

a recurring reference to the persistence of painful aspects of life for the women who used 

them. 

One participant found keys to be a useful metaphor for her process, literally finding 

some keys in the boxes of found material, and using them centrally in her art making (Figure 

B3). The sea was important to one member and was incorporated in her pieces (Figures B1, 

B2, B3, and B4). Time was mentioned pictorially as a watch in two members’ pieces 

(Figures B1 and B18). 

Circles and mandalas were frequent elements. One participant used pipe cleaners to 

encircle the central image in her art piece. Another purposefully used overlapping solid 

mandalas as the support for her collage. Nesting circles, circular shapes, and circular 

imagery appears in the collages.  



Color 

Colors included repetition of hunter green, brown, light blue, pink, orange and light 

green. The choice of pink for the path colors (Figures B12, B16, and B17) may be 

noteworthy but the significance of this choice was not explored in the sessions. Black 

appeared predominantly in one participant’s art (Figures B5and B7), and intermittently on 

others’ works. Turquoise was used extensively as was bronze or burnt sienna. Red was used 

sparingly but with intention as in fire (Figure B1), a red question mark (Figure B17), and the 

red shoes (Figure B3 and B4). Yellow and purple were used the least. 

Individual palettes were emerging for the participants. There was not enough time to 

investigate the meanings of these colors for each participant or to determine if these colors 

were different from their color choices when they were younger. 

 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

Generalizations cannot be made from the inclusion or exclusion of elements and 

images, or from the use of any particular type of art material because of the small number of 

images due to limitations of this pilot study. The individual images as well as the whole 

collection raised a number of questions about what would follow in the art making. Many 

more art pieces need to be collected to contextualize the themes as well as the process used in 

this pilot study. 

The results of this study indicated women over 55, when dealing with their issues of 

aging, begin to deal with underlying beliefs about what the end half of life should look like 

and what it means personally for them to be there. The variety of topics indicated that this 

existential quest took different forms for each woman. The images produced for this pilot 

project in four weeks were only the beginning explorations into an emotionally loaded issue 

of aging for women. 

The women were beginning to build rapport and interest in the process as they 

witnessed its impact on themselves and each other when the project came to a close. Four 

sessions was not enough to explore the issues, but was long enough to develop a cohesive 

group and for individuals to find an area on which to focus. The request by every woman in 

this pilot study to remain in a group and continue the work started is a testament to the power 

of art therapy to speak to important issues for women. 

Use of the nondirective approach brought out issues that the researcher might not 

have considered such as the premature death of adult children and the impact of grandparents 

having to enter the parenting field again for their parents, and grandchildren. While some of  



the participants wanted a direction at first, they became more comfortable with this non- 

directive approach and began to look forward to the surprises that awaited them in the art. 

Providing time to make written reflections was a successful way to focus individuals 

on the message of their art for their process. This was a clear way to distinguish a personal 

journey rather than an art class with age as the subject. Sharing of the art pieces swiftly 

moved the group to bonding around the process of introspection. 

This pilot study indicated that application of art therapy in a wellness setting would 

be well received and considered helpful by the community. Participants stated that they did 

not feel that they had a mental illness nor that they had a reason to go to a therapist; yet each 

one at some point in the study remarked that the process of doing the art and the group 

processing after the art making had brought helpful insight. More than once, participants 

remarked they were comfortable with the process because it was conducted in a safe 

environment, rather than in a recreational setting. 

Thus this pilot study demonstrated that art used in the safe therapeutic environment, 

with a non-directive approach, can produce insight and authentic answers for women. In this 

pilot study, the general issue was aging, but the individual woman brought her issues to the 

table, and together, they witnessed to each other about the significance of the work. Without 

knowing each other, prior to the study, the women found they deeply shared feelings about 

their experience of aging even though it manifested differently for each one. This is 

indicative of the power of art and the potential for the impact of sharing images from many 

women in this period of life. A large collection of these images would be a useful comment 

on women transitioning from middle age to old age in the twenty first century.  



Discussion 

This pilot study was focused on imagery, but the results suggest that process may 

have been as important as the imagery for these women. The art process appeared to be 

integrally related to the internal processing of their concerns. Half of the images were 

abstract depictions of the women’s view of their current feelings about their situation at this 

time of life. 

Abstract construction was used to depict complex and difficult feelings. One member 

used abstract construction exclusively (Figures BS, B6 and B7) and was able to successfully 

convey to other members the depth of her anxiety and multiple layers of her feelings. Affect 

was manifested in these constructions and produced empathic responses from other 

participants without the narrative that provoked the piece. This suggests that the art reflected 

similar projected affect of the participants who would have had different narratives behind 

the emotions. The experience demonstrates how art can be a powerful tool to produce the 

sense of universality among group members (Yalom, 2005). 

One participant who had extensive art training and had spent several years teaching 

art in schools was surprised to find she was doing abstract work for the first time in her art 

career as she incorporated realistic and abstract elements in her self-portraits (Figures B1- 

B4). Her first piece was a collage that became only one part of an elaborate construction. 

She later painted a realistic self-portrait but continued to manipulate and change the piece 

throughout the study. She stated repeatedly that she was surprised by the art that emerged. 

In terms of the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC)(Lusebrink, 1990), the participant 

was actively using art to symbolically process many cognitive domains (body, moral 

purpose, evil and good) at the creative level. As she concretely displayed her perceptions of  



herself, she manipulated the image with symbols, and furthered her understanding and 

integration of the complex process of aging. 

The use and layering of stamps, sequins, fuzzy yarn and nails, as well as artificial 

flowers, pipe cleaners, and wood objects gave a third dimension to the art work. The images 

rose from the page through the use of these embellishments. As themes developed, flat two 

dimensional pieces took on more form in space and greater substance. In one instance, the 

painted face, split between black and white, and color, became a full figure constructed out of 

wood pieces by the end of the study (Figures B13 and B15). This transformation of image in 

the art and its metaphoric value to the artist was noted by the participants as well as the artist. 

This is another example of how art can help individuals come to know themselves in a new 

light, and rearrange old thought patterns. Again using the concepts of the ETC (Lusebrink, 

1990), the physical kinesthetic manipulation required in this piece forced the participant to 

conceptualize and feel the difference in attitude, from the flat painted picture full of affect to 

the three dimensional one symbolizing her strength. In the earlier picture she handled the 

elements of her pain, and in the last art piece she manifestedher strength. 

There were three collaged and layered pieces about specific elements that were the 

most enduring aspects of participants’ life or that had contributed to their current situation. 

These art pieces contained manipulated images and were constructed from many elements 

such as paint, stamps, chalk, magazine pictures and embellishments. This approach differed 

from a static depiction of an event and showed the participants’ reworking of their past 

experiences to make meaning out of their current situation. This layering of images may 

itself be representative of the observation of recurrent themes in their lives. This ability to 

reflect may be more available after years of life experience, as suggested by Biggs(Biggs, 

2005). This may represent the vantage point of age in viewing multiple ways that life events  



have affected the participants over time. While this was lightly mentioned in their 

discussion, there was not time within the limits of this pilot study to pursue the importance of 

such reflective processing and the layering. 

There was a prevalence of small nails and piercing objects in the art. While one 

collage clearly separated the pain/nails, the other pieces incorporated them. Presence of 

these elements in the art piece was a way of acknowledging pain as something they accepted. 

In the painting/collage of the two halves of a face, nails were part of the painful expression 

(Figure B13). It was significant that the nails/pain appeared on the page to be seen as 

concretized affect. This is another example of how using art can help women at this stage to 

process their experience holistically through symbolism. This may be a larger metaphor for 

how art in art therapy allows individuals to make something meaningful and thus beautiful 

through acceptance in the psyche of pieces otherwise split off. In art therapy, art is 

considered a manifestation of the inner work that reflects as well as motivates change. 

Within these few images of this pilot study, three women allude to the issue of 

women’s voice. Two showed themselves without a mouth and one showed the mouth tapped 

over. An area for exploration is whether this represented not being heard, or more directly 

with the image, not speaking. For art therapists working with women, this may be important 

as older women may need to speak up on their own behalf. Older women may need to find 

ways to speak their wisdom so that others will hear. 

The juxtaposition of words to images directed the viewer in the artist’s interpretation 

of the images as well as adding other mental images and dimensions to the images on the 

page. It was undetermined from this pilot study what the use of words meant in the art works 

of aging women. It may have been a reflection of the larger social/art arena that 

demonstrated the impact of advertising as art. Biggs (2005) suggested that the older  
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generation is aware of many roles and many interpretations of events. This may have been a 

reflection of these women’s awareness and insistence on not being misunderstood. Words 

are a part of cognitive processing, and their inclusion may indicate that symbolic imagery 

was bringing up cognitive associations to incorporate and expand meaning. This was 

occurring during the art making in addition to whatever cognitive processing was needed to 

complete the project. The power of using art is this ability to move by manipulation of 

images and the underlying perceptions with their affect, into symbolic and cognitive 

interaction(Lusebrink, 1990). Thus the art, through its dialectical function may have been 

producing questions as well as answers which were reflected in the words. 

Disconnection between what they saw in the mirror and how they felt about 

themselves was another recurring theme and one that might have become more focused in 

additional sessions. One participant began and ended the four sessions with explicit views of 

the female body. She depicted herself as she saw herself in the beginning; as an arthritic 

person who had lost her vitality (Figure B8). In the last session she drew and colored a 

picture of the female body with large breasts (Figure B11). The picture was cartoon like in 

its uses of color and depiction of facial features. There was some reluctance among the 

group to discuss this topic, except superficially and objectively. Participants responded that 

they identified with the affect portrayed in the picture and with the artist’s frustration. They 

were not ready to discuss personal feelings around their changing breasts or their personal 

frustrations over this issue. The participant stated in the discussion that followed that she 

was trying to come to terms with older men who she knew were still fixated on this physical 

part of women. This was an occasion when the feelings of safety were being tested. If done 

in a therapeutic environment, such areas of discussion and art making may be very helpful.  
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Disconnection between what is seen and what is felt was directly addressed in another 

participant’s work. Herfigure first appeared as a self-portrait that highlighted significant 

identifying physical features and sat with a bouquet and with some hearts (Figure B2). She 

was sitting at the edge of the ocean with long vines under her. The rays of light and hearts 

were efforts to accept what is good about this life-stage; to honor and love what was 

happening and see it as a transformation of sorts. Her image looked as skeptical as the 

participant stated she felt after she completed this piece. During the discussion the archetype 

of crone was brought up. 

Crone was unfamiliar to several of the other members, and was rejected because it 

brought to mind unpleasant visual imagery of hag or witch. This crone image for this 

participant later transformed into a woman with wings, and then into a woman with both 

angelic and dark qualities (Figure B3).At this stage the figure was clothed, had white wings 

but with black feathers attached. In her last picture (Figure B4), the skin was pierced with 

safety pins and the stars, eyes, waves, sea weed, and clothes were embellished for different 

meanings. Her hair was now shown with three dimensional worms emerging and crawling. 

This became a dynamic portrait of what this participant felt about this stage in her life when 

the familiar was being destroyed for new, different realities. 

The changing color and quality of hair was a part of the imagery in three of the six 

women’s images. Perhaps this was the safest and easiest body change to depict, or it may 

have had deeper references. Hair has androgynous connotations for strength. Samson is the 

example of a strong man in the Judeo-Christian tradition. His hair length was correlated to 

his strength. Women have associated hair with sexuality and distinctly female strengths of 

nurture as the maiden/mother, and of innocence as in the image of a child. In some cultures 

the hair is worn short after marriage. The significance of hair to aging women is an area that  



might warrant investigation. Women’s loss of hair is traumatic and women are carefully 

prepared for this event in chemotherapy. Women’s natural baldness is another issue 

connected with age that is rarely addressed. 

A review of published women self-portraits revealed how the feminist movement 

influenced women’s self-portraiture in the last twenty years (Borzello, 1998). However, these 

body-based images were not the type that came to the women in the group. While physical 

changes were a concern, as untrained artists several used metaphorical imagery to express 

their concerns such as “gone to pot” (Figure B210), a gourd (Figure B23), and a bejeweled 

piece of wood (Figure B9). 

The presence of two members who had lost their adult children within the last five 

years and were now childless was a surprise to the researcher. This is a large proportion of 

this sample. These individuals did not know each other before the study. With the presence 

of war over the last nine years, this may become an increasing issue among older women. It 

is interesting to note that Elizabeth Layton, did at least one piece concerning the death of her 

adult son (Lambert, 1995). In contrast to the imagery in this study, her image was personal 

and direct, depicting herself with her son as he lay dying with tubes attached in the hospital 

bed. Her poignant portrait was done several years after his death. 

No one expects to outlive their children. While women statistically outlive their 

husbands, they do not expect to outlive their children. This carried a particular weight for one 

participant. The participant who had lost her last adult child two years ago was still quite 

emotionally raw and used the art extensively to process what this loss meant for her at this 

time in her life. She stated that she had grieved and did not want to go to grief workshops 

after his death where she would be with other sad people. She stated she had not intended to 

deal with her son’s death. She stated in her view her art was not about grief and mourning but  
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about incorporating the changes these events precipitated and the ongoing adjustment to her 

current life. This revealed the possibility that therapists dealing with older women may 

encountergrief, especially of an adult child, that is not a part of the identifying problem. 

Greif-work may be delayed until the woman feels she is in a safer psychological place. 

This participant used paint and repeated mandalas during the deceased adult child’s 

birthday anniversary that occurred during the study period (Figure B14). It is noteworthy for 

art therapists that painting large circular shapes repeatedly was a significant experience 

according to this participant (Figure B14). She remarked in the discussion that the use of 

paint in a circular fashion was comforting and soothing. The use of paint allowed the affect 

to release into the picture. She commented on this effect as she discussed her process with 

the group. She stated she felt she was able to make a significant move toward closure during 

that session. 

One potentially dividing aspect for this group was the difference in art training among 

the participants. The women expressed feelings that put art and artists in a specialized field. 

They discussed social messages they had received that shamed imperfect results. These 

messages elevated art knowledge and product to the realm of a predestined few with alent. 

Differences in products due to art training came up in several discussions at the first two 

sessions. As participants came to recognize the work of the practicing artists, redirecting the 

focus on content became important to eliminate the sense of self-competition and cross- 

participant comparisons. This was one of the reasons this study was conducted in a 

therapeutic studio rather than in a recreational art venue. One participant stated that because 

of her expectations of these types of comparisons she would have shunned the project had it 

been in a more public venue. It is possible that such considerations played a part in the clay  



artist’s decision not to use clay during the study. She stated at the end of the study she had 

wanted to try something different. 

While participants talked about their self-conscious concerns, they admitted one 

benefit of aging was the lowering of defenses against exposing themselves in a vulnerable 

area such as art. All agreed to some extent that they no longer worried as much about how 

they appeared to others and that they had a new sense of freedom to explore new activities 

and places. Self-conscious remarks decreased significantly but did not end by the fourth 

session. The devaluation of the process of playing with art material by the women’s inner 

critics continued to confound smooth connections between idea and process for some 

participants. 

The participants were those who came of age during the late 1950s and1960s when 

desegregation, feminism, and The Great Society were the social and economic issues of the 

day. Gay rights and abortion were only on the periphery of news and Auto Immune Disorder, 

cocaine, and methamphetamine, while documented as being growing addiction problems, 

were not an overt part of the recreational landscape. 

These latter concerns were barely alluded to by the women in this study, and then 

only suggested as possible players in their adult children’s world. The impact of these social 

problems on their experience came as grandparents and caretakers, recipients of the 

consequences of these problems in their family. These women carried the old messages of 

what women could expect when they reached retirement, such as some form of leisure and 

self-directed living. This was not sustained for them, and they had to apply the newer 

messages of second chance, with renewed vigor and wisdom. 

Biggs (2005), suggested the pressures of incorporating very old stereotypes and new 

expectations about aging may cause psychological angst. Women in this study did  



strugglewith the differences in their expectations of their lifestyle at this time in their life. 

They struggled, in their art and in the discussions with each other, with expectations of 

reaping good benefits from a life well lived, and now finding the reward was not present. 

One collage depicted life that was supposed to be idyllic, but embedded images 

reflected some of the artist’s depressed and angry feelings. The chaos of the abstract 

constructions and the appearance of broken and partial pieces in the art attested to the broken 

promises they felt (Figures B5, B6, and B7). 

The current economic depression has impacted these women to reduce their 

retirement and has heavily impacted their adult children and surviving parents. As an 

ethnographic study, this study has captured a moment in history that may not be present in 

other studies about women in this age range. However, Biggs(2005) suggested this was 

present to some degree for all aging adults. 

It is difficult to find published works regarding women’s self-portraits across time. 

Young women artists of the twentieth century as portrayed in Borzello’s (1 998) works 

displayed a political purpose rather than the self-exploratory purpose which these women 

did. This may be due to a difference between art for an audience and art for self or it may be 

due to the difference in social experiences for these older women from the cohort group 

represented by women artists in Borzello’s review. 

Recommendations 

Because this study attempted to gain imagery from a population that is not identified 

as mentally ill, there was little to compare in published art therapy articles. The presence of 

other works would have helped to place these pieces and their makers in a social context. 

The works of Elizabeth Layton, discussed earlier in this paper, were the closest to depicting 

art therapeutically for older, well individuals. In comparison with these pieces, her art was  



more detailed, compact and purposeful in its composition and execution. Her pieces were 

done over a longer period than one hour. Layton’s art covered a wide range of personal and 

social issues over many years. A result of this pilot study suggests that other women might 

engage in this process if given opportunity, support, and time. 

As the women in this group became comfortable with the process, their pieces were 

focusing more on individual issues of concern. One participant was planning a larger and 

complex piece at the end of the four sessions while another was seeking additional ways to 

address one of her concerns. Other works from a well population of women over 55 could 

give art therapists a greater insight into issues that concern thesewomen and how their 

handling of issues (such as critical mother or parent) may differ from younger women. 

One of the purposes of this pilot study was to begin an inquiry into the application of 

art therapy to the well population as they explored their inner-selves around aging. Without a 

collection of art from well populations in all age categories and across cultures and genders 

art therapists may lack context to help clients with their feelings. This research was a pilot 

study to observe and describe imagery produced by a particular population involved in 

psychological introspection specifically around aging. Biggs (2005) outlined the cultural 

confusion that surrounds the aging adult. Art therapy has a unique contribution to make to 

adults who are navigating conflicting messages. Women in this pilot study used art’s unique 

qualities to enhance their own explorations. Exploration of these issues through art was 

considered by the women to be both enjoyable and beneficial. 

This pilot study took their voice and their experience and made it the standard of truth 

for them.The pressures of change in status, physical appearance, approach of death, and 

unmet expectations were all alluded to in the art by these women. Art allowed them to look 

at themselves and process their personal knowledge without having to reference the theories  



of other disciplines. Pat Allen stated (as cited in Maclagan, 1999), “If art therapy is to be 

taken seriously, and not subordinated to ‘professional’ therapeutic criteria, or treated as a 

mere adjunct to clinical practice, then new connections between aesthetic and psychological 

qualities must be explored, and given the significance they deserve”. 

This pilot study sought to use the art of art therapy to expand its base of knowledge 

about older women. From the results it is recommended that art therapists use art to assist 

older adults in personally constructing their identity as they encounter challenges to 

perceptions of self in their family and social lives. To gain a body of art from this population 

requires other art therapists to expand this ethnographic research to include more women, to 

include women of different age cohorts, different cultures, to include men, and to include 

older adults with debilitating illnesses. Such a body of imagery could provide a normalizing 

context for aging adult experiences. 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent, Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

I acknowledge that on I have been informed of     

thefollowing: 

[J The purpose of this pilot study: I understand that the purpose of this pilot study is to 

observe and document what images women would use to explore their concerns regarding 

their own aging. I understand that this research is being conducted by the researcher to fulfill 

the requirements for a Master of Art Therapy degree from Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. 

0 The researcher’s expectations of the participants: I understand that this pilot study 

will require two hours for four sessions and that I will be part of a group of six women. I 

understand that I will have the opportunity to use a variety of art materials and to make 

imagery that I find important when considering my concerns around aging. I understand that 

the researcher will use my imagery and the comments I wish to share as part of this pilot 

study. I understand the importance of my committed participation and I agree to participate 

for four weeks. 

[J Risks that may be associated with the research: [ understand that participation in 

this study may evoke potential feelings regarding unexplored areas. I have been informed 

that the intern’s supervisor, a Registered Art Therapist has agreed to meet with me on a pro 

bono basis for the length of the study should I need her services. 

[ Confidentiality and the release of information: I understand that my art will be 

digitally recorded and kept in a secured location. Further, I understand that the only personal 

information included in this study will be my age. I will select a pseudonym to be used by the 

researcher and only my age will be kept as an identifier with the pseudonym. When reporting  
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the result of this study art and comments will be incorporated into the final report under my 

pseudonym. My actual name will not appear in the report or on the files once the pseudonym 

has been assigned. My signature on this document conveys my informed consent and gives 

the researcher permission to use data (images and comments) from this study in educational 

and publication purposes for a period of five years. 

[0 Right to withdraw from the study: I have the right to withdraw from the study at 

any time without repercussions. I realize that my art is the data of this research, but if [ am 

uncomfortable with sharing it, I have the right to withhold any piece of art from the study 

without any repercussions. 

[J] I have received a signed copy of this informed consent form. 

[ agree to participate in this pilot study and acknowledge that I have been informed regarding 

my rights as defined above. I grant permission for the release of my confidentialformation 

relating to this pilot study, for the duration of five years, to Sandra P. Tate from the Graduate 

Art Therapy Department of Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College for educational and 

publication purposes. I have been assured that the strict adherence to professionalism and 

confidentiality will be observed. 

Participant’s Signature of Consent 
  

Date   

Principal Researcher: Kathy Gotshall, ATR-BC, LCSW 

Director, Graduate Art Therapy Program 

#112 Guerin Hall 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876  



812/535-5162 

KGOTSHALL@smwe.edu 

Co-Researcher: Sandra P. Tate 

2184 Meadowcliff Dr. N.E. 

Atlanta, Georgia 30345 

State(@smwc.edu 

Chair of the Institutional Review Board: Dr. Jennie Mitchell 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 7876 

812/535-5279 

JMitchell@smwc.edu   

Art Therapy Intern Supervisor: Beth Black, ATR-BC, LPC 

Family Art Therapy Center 

44 Cottonwood St 

Clayton, Georgia 30525 

706-782-0717 

beth.fatc@windstream.net 

 



Appendix B 

Catalogue of Images by Women in Four Week Study on Aging 

Figure 1. Breaking Out: Assemblage 15x 8”. Paper, feathers, shells, marker, string, nails, tape. 

Art Kat: Ihave never done anything abstract in my life. I have never done anything 3D. This was 

surprising to me. Symbolism expressing that this is fire in my soul. It’s time to take a deeper look. I 

am breaking out of my shell. “What do you see?” “What do you feel?” — a visual communication. 

Purposed not to speak during process- wanted visual to speak. 

 



Figure 2: Cope. Acrylic on canvas. 11x14 

Art Kat: Crone becomes a new word. Self portrait- my exterior and interior no longer are the same. 

Some days I look in the mirror and am shocked by the old lady there. I don’t feel like that inside. Do 

they ever unite again? The sea is important to me. 

 



Figure 3. Red Shoes and Wings. Acrylic on canvas 11” x14”, glitter. 

Art Kat: Women that Run with the Wolves (Pinkola-Estees) has been in my thoughts...especially the 

red shoes of the story. I feel like I wanted to take flight. If the feet were cut off why not grow wings? 

All of my persona lightened and I needed more water. Even though my body aches from moving this 

week, my heart feels like a child. 

 



Figure 4. A Darker Path.Acrylic on canvas 11” x14”, beads, glitter, iridescent strands, feathers, 

safety pins, tape. 

Art Kat: Intention: continue to metamorphose. Came to class without the parts that I had saved since 

the last session. Worked with no preconceived idea. Taped “my mouth shut” — covered breasts — 

became entangled with seaweed — vibrations. 

 



        
      

Figure 5: Yellow and Black; Assemblage 14x17. Paper, black acrylic paint, yellow acrylic 

paint, thread, empty paint containers wooden dowel, plastic wrap, aluminum foil, metal 

pieces, nails, marker, pencil, paint scarper, ink bottle, bottle cap 

Isabelle: Nails beautiful, painful 

Meaningless... everywhere 

Empty...open 

Abandoned 

Ugly 

Helpless ness 

Hopeless ness 

Dark 

Painful Bombed 

Evil 

Unknown 

Used up 

Cut 

Empty 

Broken 

Yin Yang 

On the edge 

Too much happening 

On the edge 

No center of interest 

Many centers 

Unfinished 

Bound up 

Trash 

A messy messy 

Strong 

Circles hopes 

Light dark 

Opposites 

Floating nails 

Patterns 

Movement  



Figure 6: flyingnun “Angels, angels”. Assemblage 32” x 24”: Paper, broken measuring sticks, 

keys, puzzle pieces, clamp, clothes pin, acrylic paint, pencil. 

Isabelle: 

Paper airplanes white, clean, strong, sure 

Penpriek blood sabotage 

NA — no answer 

Barely hold up 

Flight - from 

flying to 

son... grandson 

diagonal 

hills and valleys 

up and downs 

stop 

held together 

key to : life, retirement, home. Heart 

NA No answer 

AN——aH New 

Unfinished, too much white. 

Puzzle pieces. AgainMany missing pieces, but these are pieces 

Moving  



Figure 7: Twitch on a thread. Assemblage. 30x 47”: Paper, black acrylic paint, yellow acrylic paint, 

thread, empty paint containers wooden dowel, plastic wrap, aluminum foil, metal pieces, nails, 

marker, pencil, paint scarper, ink bottle, bottle cap, broken measuring sticks, keys, puzzle pieces, 

clamp, clothes pin, root key chain. 

Isabelle: 

Connecting...Understanding 

Letting go 

Yet again ... I see more than I dare and (rest in) the (archetype) of opposites. 

Heavy light 

On the edge balanced 

Arms armless 

Knowing unknown 

Clear unclear 

Hopeful hopelessness 

Fear & then uncertainty... 

Grounded then flight  



Figure 8: After and Before. Painting 11” x 14”. Tempera on Paper. Wood with beads 4” x 3” 

JC: The picture tells me it is sad. The old lady has arthritis in her fingers too. The young lady is too 

idealistic with no earthly idea of what is to come. The before was drawn first but on the wrong side of 

the paper. 

It’s just me. I hate being old, my body is all messed up, my hair- I used to have curly hair. I just did 

the wood with the balls because they were happy colors and looked good there. I didn’t want to draw 

or paint, and I found these. I'm working on another piece-next time. 

 



  

Figure 9. Assemblage 4°x 2.5” , Beads, bell, glitter on wood. 

I didn’t want to draw or paint, and I found these. I'm working on another piece-next time. 

JC: My daughter as I see her. 

 



Figure 10. Painting 11x 14°’ mixed media, pastel on paper, glitter 

JC: This is my house and a house we rent out, but my daughter is staying there. There’s a huge 

fireplace in my house. That’s me and my husband. Not much to say. 

 



Figure 11. Breasts. Painting 14” x 17” oil pastel on canvas. 

JC: Breasts. Why are they so important? I’m tired of it. 

 



Figure 12: The journey. Collage 11” x 14”. Paper, tempera 

Persimmon: A collage that represents my journey of the past 10 years- from 54 to 64- a lot of aging 

through personal tragedies. From my home- with my family to here and now, with just my husband 

and my dog, Maggie, who was there throughout the journey. The road has been long and lonely at 

times, but I am surviving — my flowers and the mountains and the peace that comes from loving and 

appreciating that which remains- Bob, Maggie, - Nature. 

 



Figure 13: Dichotomy. Painting. 11” x 14”. Mixed Media ,Tempera on paper, buttons, chain, 

nails, toothpicks, sequins, feather, string. 

Persimmon: You try so hard to be pleasant, fun-looking, presentable — but the dark side is always 

lurking — don’t let me cry in front of people — don’t scare them with your sadness — “be a good girl” — 

take care of Bob, take care of animals, flowers, house — take care of me. a : 

 



Figure 14: Swirls. Collage 30” x 36”, Mixed media, acrylic on paper, 

Persimmon: The lady sits in the middle and contemplates, Happy Birthday Ryan —I love you 

Colors of life left behind- earth, trees, sky — sometimes it feels overwhelming, like today. But we will 

get through it, we have to for each other. 

 



  
  

Figure 15: Still Standing. Mixed media 5” x 7”, wood, paper, cloth, string, iridescent yarn. 

Persimmon: Even though the past 20 years have been tough, too brutal, there is a certain sense of 

pride in the knowledge that I’m still standing! My heart has been broken on several occasions, but it’s 

not shut down — I still have hope and love. The hair is graying every day, the wrinkles, the weight — 

of the world and on me- but I have made it through, and there is gratitude for that. 
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Figure 16: The Journey. Collage 11” x 14”. Paper, tempera, feather, yarn, 

Rooster: From the bright beginning, I am wearing the Cowboy hat! Down the road of life and ending 

at the ladder of the unknown. The peanut butter is the one comforting staple from start to finish — the 

importance of my pets and animals in my life/ the love/hate is regarding my mother- the hand is me — 

the black lady is my daughter, Pam, died in 2005. The family tree shows those gone and lost and not 

at the family thanksgiving. Autumn is my favorite season.  



Figure 17: Moving On. Collage 11x14, Tempera, chalk, stars and stamps on paper 

Rooster: As an army brat I moved around a lot. My family is Army for several generations with 

generals and other officers of high rank/. This is also the house I remember the most. It still stands in 

Union county and my mother is still there. It is no big deal for me to move and I have done so many 

times. But keeping connected to family is also important. 
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Figure 18: “The Clock is Ticking” Collage 11” x 14”, paper, tempera, pipe cleaners, yarn, wood, oil 

pastel. 

Rooster: Iam in the middle and trying to do all I want to, but feeling stress and pushed for time. 

The demands of projects, deadlines, pulling in different directions. Want to stop and smell the roses, 

the flowers and be thankful for so many Blessings- 

Time seems faster, Birthdays, come and go — 
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Figure 19: “I'll get you my pretty”. Drawing 5” x 7”, pencils on paper 

Rooster: Attempts to draw my mother — a beginning to a large painting that will surround her with 

letters and clippings and words she has sent me over the years- with — comments added. 
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Figure 20: Golf Course: Painting 11” x 14” Tempera on paper 

Sunny: Here we are in a class to focus on art and aging. My picture. 

Hello picture. Your image says to me that I like bright colors and I like repetition. Mostly, picture, 

your image says to me that I like to piddle and let my mind just rest. This last couple of weeks I have 

been out of my routine. Waking up and sitting on my deck looking at the sky, mountains, trees and 

listening to the sounds feeds my soul. I need some nurturing for my soul. 

Also picture, you tell me that I have a sense of humor. Your large green center needed something and 

I couldn’t figure out what. So in simplicity and the comments from the earlier conversation caused 

you to become a golf course green. 

Picture you represent something that I never do and that is paint and draw. It’s something I’m 

insecure about but because of the stage in my life I'm able to just do something creative or something 

I don’t have confidence in and not be self-conscious about it. 

Thanks, sunny  



  

  

        
Figure 21: “Gone to Pot”. Drawing 11” x 14”, markers on paper 

Sunny: Remembering doodles of child hood - cowboy and sea design (the spiral). Wondering why 1 

do these? Picture you are all over the place. Scattered and random marks - that’s how I feel. No focus. 

Relaxed but no clear direction. I like the funny blue figures. They look happy. 

 



Figure 22. Gift From the Earth. Painting, tempera on gourd 

Sunny: To my gourd: 

I like your bright colors and the earthy, woody feel of you. What I don’t like is when I 

continue to put paint on you, you became “muddy” and dull in places. Just like some things in my 

life. If I would get involved in something (family) sometimes I overdo and I should leave it alone and 

not keep obsessing on whatever the subject matter is. But as always I am a firm believer in 

forgiveness and I forgive myself for not always doing the right thing or what is expected of me. 

 



Figure 23. Excitement. 18”x 24”. Tempera and acrylic on paper. 

Researcher: I can’t believe the gourd shape appeared again after so long! But this time, it’s 

happy. The hands are in praise. Maybe because the group is finally getting underway. It feels 

sacred, like looking into a mystery. It seems to have a bottom that is sprouting roots- not very 

gourd like, but then it is more of an idea. The sides are gold. More about the sacredness or 

value perhaps of looking inside.Green growth, rich dirt- Ga. Clay. This is where I put my 

roots; invest for the next life- the art therapy life. 

 



Figure 24. Vine to Seed. Mixed media 10°°x8”, Clay, paper, tempera and charcoal. 

The gourd still speaks to me of a life lived for reproduction of the species, and for dreams 

waiting for sprouting. The open gourd says that the seeds are still there even if the shell is 

broken. In fact if the gourd does not break open, the seeds cannot come out to be buried and 

produce more life. Gourds come every year to hold their seeds until it is time to plant the 

next year. Maybe this is a hopeful metaphor. Gourd = Womb = life potential 

Gourds look so much like me- spreading weight, skin nubby not smooth, mottled. I look at 

the new gourd, from the standpoint of the old gourd. There is no wisdom to share except 

maybe that life continues. Nothing stops it except death. You can’t freeze life in youth, nor 

would I want to. But still, getting through menopause, being 60 something, all the 

antecedents being dead, it is one step closer...  


