
ABSTRACT 

Paradox as an Area of Inquiry in Art Therapy: 

A Heuristic Study 

By 

Arlette Vollrath Wasik 

Chairperson: Professor Maripat Munley 

 



Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Graduate Program in Art Therapy 

Date June 9, 2003   

We hereby recommend that the Thesis submitted 

By Arlette Vollrath Wasik 

Entitled Paradox as an Area of Inquiry in Art Therapy: A Heuristic Study 

Be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in Art 

Therapy. 

Advisory Committee: 

Direct 

re, A 2 re 

Marcgut Mande Lu, ATE-Br 

We certify that, in this Thesis, all research involving human subjects complies with the Policies and 

Procedures for Research involving Human Subjects, Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College, Indiana. 

 



This heuristic, art-based study explores the creative expression of paradox as an area 

of inquiry in art therapy. The concepts of paradox and integration of opposites are discussed 

through a review of the literature in the art therapy field and in related fields. A careful 

review of the literature resulted in very little information on the subject of the exploration of 

paradox through art making. An art-based, heuristic method and the intention/witness process 

are employed in this study to examine the results of an art therapist exploring the personal 

paradox of anxiety/fear versus courage. The steps in this study are drawn from the work of 

Moustakas (1990) and Bloomgarden & Netzer (1998). The resulting nine drawings and nine 

sets of writings are examined for emergent themes and include a creative synthesis of the 

collected data. The hypothesis: As a result of intensive, art-based self-exploration of 

personal paradox, in this case anxiety/fear versus courage, an art therapist can understand 

herself more fully and develop an increased sense of personal balance and integration, was 

supported. This heuristic research process resulted in crystallization of tacit information. 

Personal insights, shifts in attitude, and changes in behavior are noted. The research 

processes, artwork, and writings are explored for application in art therapy practice. 

Limitations of the study are discussed and areas for further research are suggested. 
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CHAPTER 

INTRODUCTION 

Paradox is an intriguing subject for art therapists and it is one that has fascinated me 

for years. Paradox is interesting to discuss and difficult to understand at times, but when it is 

portrayed and expressed through artwork, there is a sense that the idea has been captured. 

Discovering paradox portrayed in artwork many years ago was thrilling. Consider the 

drawing in Figure 1 by M. C. Escher entitled, “Other World” (Falletta, 1983, p. 99), which is 

a paradox of perspective. Looking into a room, the viewer can see at least three perspectives 

simultaneously: a worm’s eye view, an eye level view, and a bird’s eye view. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
        

            
    
  

Fig. 1 (Other World, by M. C. Escher) 

Some years later, as an undergraduate in my first painting class, I was taught to 

understand color theory by first learning to mix complementary or opposite colors in order to  



create endless shades of rich neutrals. The paradox in mixing complementary colors was that, 

if the colors were mixed in exactly equal portions, the resulting color would be a balanced 

mixture, and it would be difficult to identify the two colors used to create the neutral color. 

For a period of time after that class I continued to work with complementary colors in my 

own artwork, and I was intrigued with the sense of energy and dynamism that the 

juxtaposition of opposite colors created in the artwork. 

As I began to study psychology and art therapy, I was intrigued by Carl Jung’s theory 

of psychology and his focus on the balance of opposites in the healthy Self. I later discovered 

his work regarding the mysterium coniunctionis, an alchemical concept of the union of 

opposites (Jung, 1959). According to Jung, “being a totality [the psychological self] must by 

definition include the light and dark aspects, in the same way that the Self embraces both the 

masculine and the feminine” (p. 64). 

Still having a deep interest in paradox, the beginnings of my interest in paradox in art 

as a focus of my thesis began to take shape in several discussions I had with an art therapy 

instructor and supervisor, P. Willems (personal communication, August 18, 2001). We often 

discussed the idea of paradox in spirituality. In exploring the work of Christian mystic 

Meister Eckhart (Fox, 1980), we discussed the paradox that “God is in us and we are in God,” 

an idea which is known as panentheism (p. 44). These conversations renewed and revived my 

interest in the topic of paradox. 

A conversation with another supervisor, P. Allen (personal communication, June 4, 

2002), touched on paradox in art. She said that art is the only thing that can hold paradox 

simultaneously. It was during this conversation that I realized I was not only intrigued by 

paradox, but I was fascinated with the idea of paradox in art. I knew intuitively that this was  



an area that I felt compelled to delve into. This began my interest in combining the creation 

of art with the study of paradox. 

 



CHAPTER II 

THE PROBLEM 

After a careful review of the art therapy literature, very little emerged on the subject of 

the exploration of paradox through art making. This was surprising because the idea of 

paradox appears in the text of much of the art therapy literature. However, paradox is not 

necessarily highlighted as a focus of the literature. This seeming lack of focus on paradox is 

surprising. Since paradox is a frequent occurrence in diagnostic categories and it is common 

among persons with no known diagnosis, paradox would seem to be an important area of 

exploration in the field of art therapy. 

A review of the literature on paradox in related fields shows that there are clients who 

do indeed experience paradox in their lives. Yegdich, a psychiatric nurse, described her 

experience in working with clients diagnosed with borderline personality disorder (BPD). 

She explained the “borderline paradox” as essentially an issue of never having adequately 

moved through the separation-individuation process (1998, p. 26). Maxmen & Ward (1995) 

discussed the defense mechanism of splitting, which is a symptom of several diagnoses, 

including Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD), as well as BPD. Splitting was described 

as “the viewing of oneself or others as all good or all bad, as opposed to being a mixture of 

positive and negative attributes. In splitting, the person frequently alternates between 

idealization and devaluation. [image distorting] (p. 76). 

If clients with psychiatric diagnoses experience a sense of irreconcilable paradox in 

their lives, it is believed that others, including people with no known diagnosis, struggle with 

a sense of unresolved paradox in their lives to a greater or lesser degree. This leads to the 

research question: What happens when an art therapist makes art that explores personal  



paradox? The hypothesis of this paper, then, is as follows: As a result of intensive, art-based 

self-exploration of a personal paradox, in this case anxiety and fear versus courage, an art 

therapist can understand herself more fully and develop an increased sense of personal 

balance and integration. 

Foundational to this research are these three basic assumptions: (a) this process of 

intensive art-based self-exploration will lead to a deepening of consciousness; (b) this process 

will lead to an amelioration of symptoms as related to unresolved personal paradox; and (c) 

this process can be offered to clients as a method of examining their own difficulties. The 

purpose of this study is to use a heuristic, art-based research process to discover if the 

exploration through art of personal paradox leads to an increased sense of integration and 

balance. 

The operational definitions for the purposes of this study are as follows: 

Aesthetic is the perceived sense of beauty, which can be subjective or objective. A 

particular group may agree as to what constitutes beauty, or the beauty can be in the eye of the 

beholder. 

Balance is a state in which one or more phenomena are held comfortably as a whole. 

Opposites are phenomena at either end of a spectrum. 

Paradox is a truth that contains contradictions 

Intention is a statement of purpose and focus, in this case, for the art making process. 

Witness is a response to the process of making the art and of the art product itself, 

including the symbolism and imagery contained within. 

Heuristic study is a discovery process into the nature and meaning of personal 

experience and is introspectively oriented toward the investigator’s own consciousness of the  



explored experience. It involves simultaneous immersion into and analysis of the studied 

phenomenon. 

 



CHAPTER III 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

A literature review was conducted in order to explore the subject of paradox in art 

making and in art therapy practice. Very little was found in the art therapy literature 

pertaining specifically to paradox, although the idea of paradox was mentioned in the body of 

much of the literature. For instance, Allen, in describing the group process, said “this is what 

we are after, creating a space where the paradox of the uniqueness of the individual and the 

universality of our humanness can be lightly held, shared, understood, and celebrated” 

(1995a, p. 166). Similarly, Franklin (1999), in describing the similarities and differences 

between the images of the Shiva Nataraja and Leonardo da Vinci’s “Study of Human 

Proportions According to Vitruvius,” had this to say: 

The contrast and union of these two images, each contained within the 

timeless symbol of the circle, defines the intent of this article. It allows 

one to observe the eternal challenge to balance, and to transcend the world 

of duality, of conscious/unconscious, subjective/objective, male/female, 

life/death. (p. 2). 

He went on to say that “opposites can live simultaneously within a painting, not unlike the 

inner spaces within a person experiencing diverse, even ambivalent, viewpoints” (1999, p. 3). 

Among the main tenets of the psychology of Carl Jung (1959, 1968, 1969, 1970) were 

the ideas of paradox, dualities, opposites, balance, integration, and individuation. Therefore, 

it is likely that the idea of paradox has become such a common occurrence in the field of art 

therapy that it appears not to be a specific area of inquiry.  



Paradox as a Symptom of Psychological Disorders 

According to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM IV, 1994), there are several diagnoses wherein a seeming 

paradox, or duality, is listed among the symptomatology. For example, the first symptom 

listed under Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID) was the “presence of two or more distinct 

identities or personality states” (p. 487). The symptoms listed under Borderline Personality 

Disorder (BPD) included “a pattern of unstable and intense interpersonal relationships 

characterized by alternating between extremes of idealization and devaluation” (p. 654). 

Finally, “shows perfectionism that interferes with task completion” (p. 672) was listed as a 

symptom of Obsessive-Compulsive Personality Disorder (OCPD). These are clearly cases in 

which there exists a state of duality that has not been resolved and integrated into the 

personality. 

Several authors (Amador & Paul-Odouard, 2000; Fenton, 2000; Penk, Flannery, Irvin, 

Geller, Fisher & Hanson, 2000) discussed paradox as a symptom of psychiatric illness. 

Others (Boydell, Gladstone & Crawford, 2002; Etchegoyen & Nemas, 2003) discussed 

paradox as a difficulty in the treatment of people with psychiatric diagnoses. 

Fischer, P. (2001) discussed the paradox she encounters in her work as a psychologist. 

She said, “having breast cancer can provide an opportunity for personal growth and finding 

new meaning in life” (p. 101). Margaret Keyes, in her book The Inward Journey, described 

the paradox in seeking psychotherapy: 

A crisis is usually the precipitating agent to psychotherapy. Paradoxically, it is 

the unwanted divorce, the loss of a goal, the recognition of incapacity or inner  



emptiness, boredom or restlessness which opens the way to new growth by finally 

forcing a symbolic clearing of ground and pruning of dead forms. (1983, p. 2). 

Brief Therapy 

Because this research is based upon only eight sessions of art making, a question 

regarding the effectiveness of brief introspective work may be posed. A review of the success 

of brief therapy is included to address that question. Christine Filip (1994), an art therapist, 

discussed the need for art therapists, and other clinicians, to focus on short-term treatment due 

to the shorter average stays in psychiatric hospitals. She said the “experience of safety and 

structure may ultimately be more therapeutic than the content of the session.” She offered 

possible directives for single art therapy sessions, such as “a goal for the day,” or “the next 

step after discharge” for use when a client may have only one session of art therapy (p. 2). 

Krupnick (2002), in her treatment of patients with a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress 

disorder, believed there were situations wherein brief treatment could be effective. In order 

for a client to benefit from brief psychodynamic therapy, however, she took care in screening 

patients to confirm that they met specific criteria, which would insure their sense of safety in a 

structured environment. 

Paradox in Theological, Spiritual, and Philosophical Literature 

The occurrence of paradox as a subject in the theological, spiritual, and philosophical 

literature appears quite frequently. An example of paradox in the philosophical literature is 

what Levy (2002) termed the “apology paradox.” She described it in this way, “if you think 

your life is worth living, then you cannot sincerely prefer that events upon which your 

existence depends had not taken place” (p. 358). Nugent discussed the experience of a  



Christian, St. John of the Cross, who experienced a phenomenon similar to the Buddhist 

concept of satori while in a state of moral, if not physical, exile. Nugent (1987) cited a Zen 

koan to describe the experience: 

Bravely let go on the edge of the cliff 
Throw yourself into the abyss with decision and courage 

You only revive after death! (p. 65). 

The idea of this Buddhist koan is very similar to the Christian concept of faith. Sabatino 

described the paradox of faith as having one’s “eyes closed in order to see” (1985, p. 43). 

Williamson (1997), in discussing paradox in pastoral care, said the people to whom he 

provides care “are often caught in Abraham’s bind. They want to soar in “heavenly” places of 

the spirit but approach such with much trepidation” (pp. 234-235). This could be true in the 

provision of art therapy wherein a client receives treatment in order to attain psychological 

health, while at the same time being afraid of that psychological health and what changes it 

will likely necessitate. 

There is a deep and spiritual connection between art and spirituality. Consider the 

work of Matthew Fox (1980), who offered one of the themes of Meister Eckhart’s creation- 

centered spiritual tradition to illustrate the importance of creativity: “Creativity is the work of 

God in us,” and “we, [made in the image of God], follow in God’s footsteps” when engaged 

in creative or artistic work (p. 46). 

Regarding the concept of faith in art therapy, Bruce Moon (1995) stated, “the 

therapeutic nature of the arts is found in the faith that what needs to be expressed will be 

expressed” (p. xvi). Horovitz-Darby, in her book Spiritual Art Therapy, discussed the 

importance of addressing the spiritual dimension in art therapy practice. She said, “tapping 

into a person’s belief system and spiritual dimension can provide clinicians with information 

that can impact both assessment and treatment” (1994, p. ix).  



The Intention/ Witness Process 
  

The process of writing a clear intention, making art, writing a witness to the 

experience, and reading it aloud in the presence of a group is a process that lends itself well to 

the art-based, heuristic method of inquiry. Pat Allen (1995a) described consciousness as the 

key in art making within the context of art therapy, as opposed to that of artists making art. 

She said, “by adding intention, the clear desire to know something through art, and attention, 

the honest consideration of meaning in the image, we experience art making as creating or 

deepening consciousness” (p. 163). The witness is a form of reflection. It can take the form 

of free verse, poetry, single words or phrases, or a dialogue between the image and the artist. 

Franklin (1999) described the witness as a process “similar to the form of attention — or 

observing ego — required during an art therapy session (p. 4). 

Intentionality is an important aspect in phenomenological art therapy as posited by 

Mala Betensky (1995). Intentionality in art therapy involves being “intent upon the thing that 

I am looking at,” which, in art therapy, would be the artwork. Betensky said, “seeing with 

intentionality also suggests a suspension or ‘bracketing,’ at least temporarily, of previously 

acquired notions. For those might obscure the sight of things as they are” (p. 6). 

The Heuristic, Art-Based Method of Inquiry 

The art therapy literature contains a sizeable amount of information regarding art- 

based, qualitative research (Allen, 1995, 1995a, 1999; Bloomgarden & Netzer, 1998; 

Franklin, 1999; Junge, 1989; Junge & Linesch, 1993; Kaufman, 1996; Julliard, Gujral, Hamil, 

Oswald, Smyk & Testa, 2000; Linesch, 1995; McNiff, 1993; Schwartz, 1996). This is 

hopeful in light of the continued debate within the art therapy field regarding quantitative  
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versus qualitative research (Tibbetts, 1995; Wadeson, 1992). The heuristic method of inquiry, 

as described by Moustakas (1990), is one of great depth and detail, and lends itself well to 

extensive self-study. 

Because this topic elicits such a strong personal interest, and due to the subjective 

nature of the art making process, a heuristic, art-based method of inquiry was chosen for this 

research. According to Moustakas (1990), the heuristic method of inquiry consists of six 

stages. The first stage is “initial engagement,” wherein the researcher engages in a period of 

self-dialogue in which an area of extreme interest, in this case, personal paradox, is 

discovered. Next is the “immersion” stage wherein the researcher explores her tacit and 

intuitive knowledge of the subject under study. Third is the “incubation” stage, which 

includes creative reflection and renewed understanding. Fourth is the stage of “illumination,” 

which brings new understandings and questions. Next is the stage of “explication,” which 

entails further examination. The final stage of “creative synthesis” leads to new discoveries 

and culminates in a summary of the process. 

Bloomgarden & Netzer (1998) pointed out the virtual non-existence of studies using 

the heuristic method in the art therapy literature. In their article, the authors discussed the 

appropriateness of the heuristic method in the field of art therapy, stating “besides adding to 

the body of knowledge, [the heuristic method] promotes self-knowledge and encourages trust 

in tacit knowing” (p. 51). In addition, the heuristic method “lends itself to the nature of the 

art therapist’s work with clients” (p. 53). 

Summary 

As a result of a careful review of the literature, there appears to be a very limited 

amount of art therapy literature that explores, as a main area of focus, the idea of paradox as 

an area of inquiry in art making. There is a considerable amount written on the subject of  
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paradox in the literature on spirituality, theology, and philosophy, and there is a relationship 

between art therapy and spirituality. The idea of art therapy is somewhat of a paradox in 

itself, with science being of the objective mind and art being of the subjective mind. There is 

some mention of dualities and opposites as symptoms in some psychological disorders. These 

symptoms are believed to be present to a lesser degree in some portion of the general 

population with no diagnosis. There is also some mention of paradox as a difficulty in the 

treatment of some psychological disorders. The art-based, heuristic method of study is an 

appropriate mode of study into the idea of paradox as an area of inquiry in art making and in 

art therapy. It is a natural way of knowing for artists, and many art therapists (Allen, 1995, 

1995a, 1999; Horovitz, 1999; McNiff, 1989, 1998; Moon, 1995) have discussed the 

importance of self-discovery through their own art making as a method of self-inquiry. 

 



CHAPTER IV 

PROCEDURES 

Methodology 

An art-based, heuristic method was employed in this study. The steps included in this 

study were drawn from the work of Moustakas (1990) and Bloomgarden & Netzer (1998). 

Through this form of intensive self-study, I chose to focus on a personal paradox of 

anxiety/fear and courage. This is an area of my life that has wasted energy and that has held 

me back in pursuing my goals. The first step in the process of this study was the period of 

“initial engagement.” After the area of extreme personal interest, in this case paradox, was 

studied through a literature review, the data collection process took place in the second step, 

immersion into the material. It was during this step that the data collection, in this case the art 

making and intention/witness process, took place. The intention/witness process is a form of 

active imagination that taps into the inner wisdom of the artist. The data was collected 

through art making sessions on Mondays and Fridays over a period of four weeks. Each art 

making session lasted for approximately two hours. 

Each art making session began with the lighting of a small votive candle and Nag 

Champa incense. The artist then completed the pre-art-making portion of the “Pre- and Post- 

Art-Making Data Collection Log” (see Appendix A). After writing the intention for the art- 

making session, the music was begun. The music chosen for this research project was Afro 

Celt Sound System’s “Volume 3: Further Along in Time” (Afrocelt Sound System, 2001). 

This music is a combination of African and Celtic instruments and contains few words that 

are in Gaelic and African dialects, which are unfamiliar to the researcher.  



Once the music began a color or colors were chosen with which to begin a warm-up 

on a small piece of drawing paper (3.5” x 5). The colors were chosen after a period of 

sitting with the colors and experiencing a sense of being drawn to a particular color. Once 

this warm-up drawing was finished, the artist began a drawing on a large sheet of paper 

(Strathmore 18” x 24 140 1b. cold press watercolor paper) using oil pastels, chalk pastels, or 

a combination of the two. When this drawing was complete, there was a period of intentional 

looking and reflection, after which the witness was written. Upon completion of the witness 

writing, the artist completed the post-art-making portion of the Pre- and Post-Art-Making 

Log. The artwork and the writing were then clipped together, marked and dated, and stored in 

a safe place. 

The end of this immersion period entailed collecting all of the data, contemplating it 

and reviewing it for emergent qualities, themes, and symbolism. This information was sorted 

into categories, recorded, and stored in a safe place. 

After the period of immersion was a period of “incubation.” During this time the data, 

including the artwork, writing, and records, was put aside to allow the researcher to rest and 

renew her interest in the subject. During this period of incubation the researcher made notes 

to further identify qualities, themes, and symbolism, and to make note of any other related 

information that surfaced. 

The next step in this process was the return to the original data and incidents of 

“illumination.” Two questions were asked at this point: “Does the individual depiction of the 

experience fit the data from which it was developed” and “Does it contain the qualities and 

themes essential to the experience” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 51). It was at this time that the data 

collected was compared to the original hypothesis. It was also at this time that new questions 

were formulated.  



After the illuminations were identified, there was a period of “explication.” At this 

point the data was gathered together once again and reexamined for a composite depiction. It 

was at this time that particularly descriptive or important aspects were identified. For 

instance, exemplary narratives taken from the writings, and especially descriptive accounts, 

illustrations, or dialogues were chosen to confirm, emphasize, or challenge the original 

assumptions of this study. 

The final step of this study was the creative synthesis of the data. It was during this 

final phase of the study that the phenomena that occurred were characterized, including an 

exploration of the researcher’s tacit and intuitive awareness of the subject of paradox. At this 

point the researcher developed an aesthetic rendition of the themes and essential meanings 

that emerged during this period of data collection. Included in this rendition are connections, 

understandings, meanings, and discoveries made. 

 



CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

The phases of this study were completed in the following time frames. The initial 

engagement period entailed completing a literature review, and lasted six months. The data 

collection took place during the immersion period, and spanned a five-week period. The 

remaining four phases, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis, consisted 

of two-week periods. 

The data collection process spanned a four-week period, with art making sessions two 

times per week. The length of the art-making sessions ranged from 105 minutes to 140 

minutes, with an average of 126.63 minutes, and a total of 1,005 minutes or 16.75 hours. Asa 

result of the data collection process, eight drawings were created (Figures 1-8). In addition to 

these eight pieces, eight sets of writings were created. The writings ranged in length from 

four pages to seven pages, with an average length of 5.75 pages, and a total of 46 pages [see 

Table 1 for a summary]. 

 



  

TABLE 1 

Duration of Art-Making and Number of Pages Written 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 

Art Art Art Art Art Art Art Art Average 

1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 

Art-Making Duration in 
Minutes 130 105 135 125 130 120 120 140 127 

Number of Pages 
Written: 

Intention and Witness 

  

A comparison of pre- and post-art-making mood states shows that overall the mood 

state of the artist improved after a majority of the art-making sessions. The mood state 

improved in six of the eight sessions; remained the same in one of eight sessions; and 

worsened in one of eight sessions. 

A review of the writings indicates that stream of consciousness, dialogue with the 

image, and questions were found in eight out of eight of the writings. Single words and 

phrases were found in seven of the eight writings. A review of the surfaced images occurring 

within the artwork appeared with the following frequency, from most to least frequently 

occurring [see Table 2 for a summary]: circular imagery (portal, circle, spiral); light/energy 

imagery (sun, synapse, spark, ray, radiating light); layered or opening imagery (onion, 

flower); birds; fetus or egg imagery; serpent or snake; musical imagery (treble clef, 

instrument); infinity symbol; container; spider web; and moon.  



  

TABLE 2 

Frequency of Occurrence of Symbols 

Portal/circle/spiral: 

Sun/synapse/sparks/rays/radiating light: 

Layers/onion/flower: 

Birds: 

Fetus/egg: 

Serpent/snake: 

Treble clef/instrument: 

Infinity: 

Container: 

Spider web: 

Moon: 

  

The two pieces in the first week appear energetic, but anxious and somewhat chaotic. 

The lines in Figure 1 are wavy and tentative, and the image is amorphous and does not have a 

central focus. 

 



Figure 2 

Week 1, Day 1 

Part of the intention for the first piece is to “explore my own personal paradox, namely 

anxiety/fear and courage. This is something I’ve been struggling with most of my life and 

something I want to understand and resolve.” Several images and ideas came to mind while 

working and writing: A fetus; the beginning; potential; a snake/serpent; and a treble clef. The 

squiggle and the serpent create a kind of womb-like enclosure and spirit-like figures emerge 

from the lines. Hope comes to mind — the Creative Force. The image feels warm and 

protective. As a dialogue ensues between the image and myself, the image comes to tell me 

that I have built up a protective armor of fear and anxiety over the years and that now I am 

beginning to break out of it; that it is a process. The image goes on to remind of the times 

“you did things you were scared of, and they turned out all right. This is what happens . . . 

you start to forget those little (or big) triumphs and you can’t see how far you’ve already 

come.” 

Figure 2 is the image created on the second day of art making.  



Figure 3 

Week 1, Day 2 

There is a lot happening in this image. The colors are warm and energetic. There is a sense 

of movement. In spots the image seems to be pulsating and there is a sense of organized 

chaos. There is an image of a fetus, perhaps in the process of birth. The infinity symbol 

could possibly point to the endless cycles of death and rebirth, in nature and in the psyche. In 

the intention I wrote, “I explore deeply and fully the personal paradox of fear/anxiety and 

courage in my life.” I wrote in the witness that I felt “pulled by reds.” I went on to describe 

the fetus figure as “perhaps afraid, perhaps in the process of birth, perhaps both.” In the 

dialogue with the image, the image said, “for some reason you cling to your fear and anxiety.  



It’s your security blanket.” When I asked the image if it could offer me advice on how to 

overcome this anxiety and fear, the image responded, “Just keep on working at it. Attack it 

every day. Embrace it. Have compassion for it. Experience it. Nothing can be overcome 

without first experiencing it, remaining aware of it, having compassion for it, and, most of all, 

accepting it. Fear and anxiety are just a part of life. As long as you can accept that, you will 

be fine.” 

The imagery appears to take a shift during the second week. The first image in the 

second week (Figure 3) appears solid with a sense of celebration, peace, and joy. In the 

intention for this piece I wrote, “I explore fully, deeply, and freely my own personal paradox 

of fear/anxiety and courage.” In the witness I described the image as “ancient, beautiful, and 

sacred.” The image appeared to be a vase, container, uterus, or lyre. There was a mysterious, 

numinous, and ephemeral feeling about this image. When I asked the image if it had anything 

to tell me about my personal paradox, it responded, “Silver and gold. You’ve been fighting 

the stereotypical female persona imposed on you since you were born, but now things are 

changing. You are welcoming and integrating your animus.” The image went on to explain 

that my animus contains both negative and positive “aspects of yourself that you have denied: 

the peaceful leader and one who is power hungry. That’s what the animus is all about: the 

negative and positive male aspects of your Self that are yet undiscovered.” The image later 

said, “You are in perimenopause. This is where the time comes for you to shed your fear. 

Now is the time for you to grow into your true Self. The power of the Crone is emerging. 

This is a wise and compassionate power. A power that is only here to help, never to control 

or to dominate.”  



Figure 4 

Week 2, Day 1 

The second image in the second week (Figure 4) appears solid, grounded, content, and 

peaceful, with a feeling of mystery. In the intention I wrote, “I focus on the personal paradox 

of anxiety/fear and courage in my life.” I felt drawn to use purples and browns, and I wrote in 

the witness that these colors represent “earth (browns) and spirit (violet). These are two 

realms which could be referred to as ‘opposites,’ but we exist and travel in both realms 

simultaneously (paradox).” In dialogue portion of the witness, the image said, “You are 

making great strides. You are overcoming your fear and anxiety. This week at your 

internship you experienced a sort of inner shift: You realized that you are indeed doing what 

you were meant to do, and you faced your fear of feeling like an outsider with the staff.” I 

replied, “I do feel like I crossed a hurdle this week. I forged ahead in spite of my fear.” The 

image replied, “you do feel confident and courageous, you just don’t ‘know’ it yet.”  
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Figure 5 

Week 2, Day 2 

Another shift seemed to take place during the third week. The pinnacle of the artwork, 

and my personal favorite, is Figure 5. This image has a feeling of flowing joy, of new 

beginnings, of potential, of exuberance, of experiencing life at its fullest, and of supreme 

contentedness. In the intention for this piece I wrote, “I explore in depth my personal paradox 

of anxiety/fear and courage.” 

 



Figure 6 

Week 3, Day 1 

In the witness I wrote, “The light green and magenta seemed to be choosing me. 

Interestingly, they are complementary (or opposite).” Regarding the images of the hand, the 

flower, and the octopus or other underwater creature, I wrote, “Perhaps I am going to the 

depths of my emotions and exploring. Some of the other images include an egg, a swan, a 

snake, the bow of a Viking or Venetian vessel, and a start burst or the North Star. In the 

dialogue, the image said, “Sweeping . . . you are cleaning out your psyche. This unnecessary 

clutter is like a psychic weight. Letting go of physical or psychic clutter frees up new space 

and allows one to become open to new possibilities. The images appear to be dancing 

together. This is the ultimate goal with the psyche: To become aware of all your attributes, 

negative and positive, and to learn to hold them in beautiful balance.” 

Figure 6 appears happy and mysterious at the same time, and it possesses a sense of 

being in the moment. Another shift seems to take place in the fourth and final week.  



Figure 7 

Week 3, Day 2 

In the intention for Figure 6 I wrote, “I explore fully and deeply my personal paradox 

of anxiety/fear and courage.” In the witness I described the images of the sun and moon as 

appearing to be “connected logically or metaphorically, but they appear to be separated by the 

yellow green in the center,” which appears to be “a visual barrier or, perhaps, a forceful beam 

of spring energy shooting up from the depths.” In the dialogue I said to the image that there 

seems to be “tension surrounding the sun figure.” The image replied, “that’s because that is 

the beginning; it is even before the beginning; it is the ball of potential energy that is within 

everything. It is essence. It is energy. It is warmth, light, hope, and energy. Every person 

contains this potential; it is up to each person to discover it and live up to it.” 

Figure 7 is a warm, radiating image of a sunflower mandala. It is warm and 

mysterious at the same time. It suggests luminosity and the spiritual.  



Figure 8 

Week 4, Day 1 

In the intention for Figure 7 I wrote, “I explore deeply my personal paradox of 

anxiety/fear and courage.” In the witness I described the image as “a portal (am I going in, or 

coming out, or both?).” In the dialogue, the image listed the following words: “warmth, 

sunlight, eminence, emanating, radiating, spinning, warming, becoming, revisiting, familiar, 

deep, far-reaching, sun, universe, through.” The image said, “you are becoming you . . . your 

true Self . . . you are discovering your hidden powers and talents; or re-discovering . . . you 

are doing your soul-searching.” I responded, “I’m working toward a sense of personal 

balance . . . it’s difficult to see any progress when I’m right in the middle of it.” 

The image in Figure 8 has a somewhat unsettled feeling, but at the same time a sense 

of tremendous psychic energy. The image contains what appear to be seven green serpent- 

like shapes radiating outward from the yellow center. In the intention I wrote, “I delve deeply 

into my personal paradox of anxiety/fear and courage.”  



Figure 9 

Week 4, Day 2 

In the witness I described how I felt that by adding the red dots between the green 

figures, it seemed to interrupt the flow. The image contains birds and serpents, which are 

natural enemies, engaged in a sort of dance. When I questioned the image in the dialogue, the 

image replied, “Accept me for what I am. Accept yourself for what you are.” When I said 

that I see attributes I feel I don’t possess in other people, the image responded, “You’re 

always going to see something you’re striving for much better in someone else.” The image 

went on to encourage me by saying, “courage is only acting or taking action in spite of your 

fear. You will develop a balance with your fear/anxiety and courage . . . you’re moving 

toward balance.”  



Creative Synthesis 

After the phase of explication, which consisted of about three weeks, came the 

creative synthesis phase. This phase included the making of a response drawing, which was 

done utilizing the same method as in the previous eight drawings from the data collection 

phase. Figure 9 is the response piece created during this phase of creative synthesis. This is 

the only image in which I used black. This image looks quite different from the previous 

eight pieces, but does share some similarities. This image has a central, circular, mandala 

shape, as in Figure 7. It contains an image of a moon, as in Figure 6. 

Figure 10 

Creative synthesis in the form of a response drawing 

In the intention for Figure 9 I wrote, “Look deeply. Notice what has happened and 

what is happening regarding my personal paradox of anxiety/fear and courage.” Some of the 

imagery in this piece includes the moon, the eye of a bird or reptile, a nest, night, shadows,  



the subconscious, the unknown. In the dialogue, the image describes itself as “the focused 

eye.” I say to the image that I feel I am focusing right on the moon . . . focusing near and far 

at the same time.” The image replies, “That’s what it’s all about. Finding balance between 

near and far. It’s an art... a dance. Creating balance in your life is like creating a beautiful 

work of art. It’s a constant process of coming in close and then backing away to see it from 

another perspective. Back and forth. Moving in and out.” And I reply, “to be continued . . .” 

 



CHAPTER VI 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Discussion 

The artwork and writings were created according to a regular schedule. Most days I 

was resistant to creating the artwork, but once into the process, my mood state improved. 

Similarly, with the exception of Figure 8, the post-art-making mood was one of refreshment, 

relaxation, renewal, and increased energy. The worsening in mood after Figure 8 was 

completed could be attributed to feelings of sadness and loss, as this was the last session and 

the process was ending for this time period. 

Although anticipated, themes and symbols of opposites were not present in the 

artwork. However, Figures 2, 5, and 7 contained some complementary colors, although these 

colors were not significant and did not dominate in the artwork. There was some evidence of 

opposites in the imagery within the artwork, but it did not become apparent at first glance. 

Figure 6 contains images of sun and moon, diagonally opposite of one another on the page. 

However, this is not necessarily the first thing the viewer notices about the image. Similarly, 

Figure 8 contains images of tendrils, which are serpent-like, and birds. Although birds and 

snakes are natural enemies, in the artwork they appear to be cooperating in harmony. 

As was initially anticipated, the process of exploring personal paradox and creating the 

artwork produced a fruitful yield of interesting information. It was an enjoyable process. 

While in the process of creating the artwork and writings during the data collection, I 

remained acutely aware of when I felt anxious and when I felt courageous. When I found 

myself in anxiety-provoking situations, I immediately brought to mind my self-study process,  
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and I was able to relax. Rather than become automatically nervous, I was able to remain calm 

and move ahead with courage. 

Conclusions 

The process was effective and led to insight in the area of paradox and 

opposing characteristics within my personality. In response to the research question: “What 

happens when an art therapist makes art that explores personal paradox (in this situation, 

anxiety/fear and courage),” I discovered through intensive art-based self-exploration that the 

point is not to eliminate fear and anxiety, but to recognize it, embrace it, accept it, and remain 

aware of it as I forge ahead with courage in spite of the fear. Simply stated, Beisser (2001), in 

discussing the influence of Fritz Perls’ change theory, said, “change occurs when one 

becomes what he is, not when he tries to become what he is not” (p. 87). This deepening of 

consciousness about the role of fear in my life led to an acceptance of fear and anxiety, rather 

than feeling that I must always do battle with these feelings. The above conclusions support 

the research hypothesis: Through art-based self-exploration of personal paradox, in this case 

anxiety/fear versus courage, an art therapist can understand herself more fully and develop an 

increased sense of personal balance and integration. 

This process of sustained focus on and attention to one particular subject did indeed 

lead to a shift in consciousness. The aesthetic of exploring personal paradox in the artwork 

was dynamic and full of life. The data collected through this heuristic process confirmed the 

power of art as a mode of communication. The lessons were learned through the writing and 

creating the artwork, but the crystallization of the tacit information, the “aha” moments, 

occurred while viewing the artwork. This is because the data were visible and could be 

revisited as many times as necessary. This is the power of art therapy.  



Recommendations 

This heuristic process was successful in presenting, in a new light, a dilemma I have 

struggled with most of my life. It is likely that this process could be applied to a client’s own 

identified personal paradox. Although this research consisted of two sessions per week for 

four weeks, it would be possible in art therapy treatment to continue for a longer period. 

This research process, due to the constraints of the time limit of one semester, was 

quite brief. Future research using this model could study the effects over a longer period of 

time and with more participants. I benefited from the demonstrated process of intensive self- 

study. It is likely that this process of intensive, focused self-discovery would be beneficial to 

art therapy clients in the form of an effective mode of self-exploration and gaining insight. 
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APPENDIX A 

Pre- and Post-Art-Making | og 

Date: Time: 

Pre-art-making state: 

® Qutstanding/notable occurrences during the course of the day (negative or positive): 

e Mood at beginning of art-making: 

® T houghts/feclings on the artist's mind at beginning of art-making: 

Fost-art-making: 

e Mood state after completion of art-making and writing: 

, Th da 
? , : Was there a change in mood state after completion If so, describe 

Thoughts feelings on the artist's mind after completion of the process: 

Describe the imagery in the artwork: 

| ist colors in artwork: 

[ lements/ qualities present in artwork: 

[ lements/qualities/styles present in writing; 

Describe any insights obtained during this process:  


