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Abstract 

 

Found object sculpture, as an art therapy technique, promotes thorough exploration, examination, 

and analysis of grief and loss.  The heuristic methodology utilized for this study provided 

analytical and emotional immersion and focus on past and present experiences and themes 

related to grief and loss.  Creating sculpture with found objects discovered in nature 

demonstrated how found object art and its healing can occur for this population.  Photographing 

the found objects as well as the finished art response pieces contributed to the healing process. 

Identification of the outer world through the intrinsic nature of found objects encouraged internal 

meaning.  A measurable grief inventory, an adapted version of The Complicated Grief Inventory 

(Prigerson, et al., 1995) was given before the research began as well as, upon the conclusion of 

the study.  Additionally, weekly therapy sessions with another mental health professional were 

utilized for support to manage triggers of acute grief, sadness or other issues, concerns, and 

challenges throughout the entire process.  This heuristic research study provided information 

demonstrating the therapeutic benefits of art therapy for the resolution of grief and loss.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction 

 

 Grief and loss are universal, human experiences.  Most people who live a typical life span 

will endure the pain and experience of loss, grief, and bereavement (Currier, Holland & 

Neimeyer, 2007).  It is estimated 10 million people are bereaved yearly in the United States 

(Shear, 2012).  According to Currier, Neimeyer, and Berman (2008) few will avoid the pain of 

bereavement.  It is estimated 15% of the bereaved have symptoms that impair his or her 

everyday life (Rosner, Lumbeck & Geissner, 2011; Currier et al., 2008).  Interestingly females 

have a higher percentage of possible prolonged grief disorder or complicated grief disorder 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Johnson, Dyregrov & Dyregrov, 2012).  Therefore, 

exploring a therapeutic art intervention, sharing experiences and discovering through the 

heuristic research method can provide relief, hope, solutions and tacit knowledge for individuals 

enduring multiple losses and grief (Moustakas, 1990). 

 There is little argument regarding the hardship and challenging effects grief and loss has 

on an individual.  In May of 2011 I felt the traumatic effects of grief and loss from the death of 

my best friend.  Her death propelled me to search and find new meaning in my life, which 

ultimately lead me to pursue being an art therapist.  Hooyman & Krammer (2006) explained, 

“young adults who have been able to define a direction for their lives have more personal 

resources with which to cope with adversity” (p. 193).  I had an interest in art therapy in 1996 

while in undergraduate school researching and touring graduate schools across the country that 

offered art therapy programs.  At that time I decided not to attend graduate school.  

Unbeknownst to me from that point until the present I would experience an almost 

insurmountable amount of grief and loss within this past year due to the deaths of over twelve 
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people who had a significant meaning in my life.  It is important to note feelings of grief and loss 

can come from a variety of life experiences.  However, this study will focus on the grief and loss 

from losing a loved one with significant meaning in one’s life. 

 One of the most challenging aspects of grief and bereavement is that it is uniquely 

individual.  Each person deals with the death of a loved one in his or her own individual way and 

pace (Wolfelt, 2003; Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2005).  Grief may be viewed as a “passage of time, 

moving from state to another” (Malchiodi, 2012, p. 424).  Our society, in general, pressures a 

bereaved person to contain grief and move beyond the loss and return to living as they did before 

(Kuber-Ross & Kessler, 2005; Wolfelt, 2003).  Additionally, the loss of a loved one is an intense 

emotional experience (Shear, 2012).  Shear (2012) explained most people feel disoriented, and 

experience an array of emotions, thoughts and changes in behavior.  “Grief dominates the mental 

landscape” (Shear, 2012, p. 462). 

 However, “paradoxically, grief leaves in its wake many positive outcomes” (Frantz, 

Farrell & Trolley, 2001, p. 191). Having had many challenging moments and experiences to 

share regarding loss I found Frantz, Farrell & Trolley’s words (2001) on positive emphasis on 

what may come from the death of losing a loved one inspirational providing a different 

perspective.  Many of the positive outcomes Frantz et al. (2001) explained from the death of a 

loved one come with the passage of time.  “A balance between escape and immersion of grief is 

healthy but only in conjunction with the other” (Frantz et al., 2001, p. 206).  

 Immersion through art and heuristic research as defined by Moustakas (1990) offers the 

ideal combination to explore grief and loss.  While taking Spirituality in Art Therapy at Saint 

Mary-of-the-Woods College in Indiana I was introduced to the book, Poiesis: Language of 

Psychology and the Speech of the Soul by Levine (1992).  Levine explained creating pain or 
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conflict, as art is an intimate gift.  Art inspired by pain or conflict is vulnerable, it may symbolize 

the true inner self and spirit, and allows the expression of repressed suffering. 

  Heuristic research uses the creative process to work with data through periods of 

“immersion, incubation, illumination, and finally a creative synthesis” (Netzer, 2009, p. 39).   

The researcher must trust and be intensely honest to discover and recognize relevant information 

while conducting a heuristic study (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985).  The heuristic process 

involves confrontation of a fundamental human concern to then “understand the wholeness and 

the unique patterns of experiences in a scientifically organized and disciplined way” (Moustakas, 

1990, p. 18). 

Problem Statement and Significance of Problem 

 

 There has been a great deal of research on grief and the positive effects and outcomes 

creating art has on the expression of feelings and the healing properties associated with grief and 

loss.  This study builds upon the art therapy research about grief and loss through object found 

sculpture.  As inspired by Levine (1992) creating found object sculptures and installing them or 

leaving them “as a gift” is part of this study.  Levine (1992) described the beauty of our natural 

world and the importance of giving back to the earth.  Creating art from nature and leaving it in 

nature allows the art to become one with the earth again.  The art is a “gift” to replenish what is 

taken (Levine, 1992).  “Creativity also is enhanced by immersion in a creative environment: one 

that contains diverse art media, fosters curiosity, encourages perceptual openness, and stimulates 

all the senses” (Hinz, 2009, p. 187).  Found objects can enhance the therapeutic process; provide 

indexical properties, new connections, and associations (Camic, Brooker & Neal, 2011; Fenner, 

1996).  Camic et al. (2011) discovered found objects encouraged expression of struggles and 

trauma.  
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 This heuristic research will be an in-depth study to discover if found object sculpture can 

contribute to the healing and understanding of grief and loss.  The use of sculpture installed in 

nature, journaling, photography documentation, and art processing and reflection will be utilized 

in this study to contribute to the understanding of loss and grief. 

Research Question 

 

 How can utilizing found object sculpture as an art therapy intervention facilitate and 

contribute towards the understanding and healing from grief and loss? 

Basic Assumptions 

 Everyone is likely to experience loss or grief from the death of a loved one throughout his 

or her life.  The grieving process can affect daily life, perceived ideals, and alter life experiences 

in the future.  Art making does decrease stress, provides a healthy outlet for expression, and can 

memorialize loss.  Creating art offers a healthy outlet for expression and communication.  Art 

provides the opportunity for expression and healing.  Nature provides a solid foundation and a 

spiritual connection to divine energy and experiences.  Furthermore, nature can act as a teacher, 

giving opportunities to focus on rebalancing one’s life, connecting to the natural world, and 

allowing “reflections about life, death, and the possibilities for change” (p. 145, Farrelly-Hansen, 

2001).  Ideally, found object sculpture appears to be an intervention to aids in the healing of grief 

and loss.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore and discover if found object sculpture and art 

making can contribute to personal healing from grief and loss.  Undergoing the stages of 

heuristic research will provide an extensive opportunity for self-discovery, closure, and 

knowledge that will be shared with others.  Sharing experiences through a heuristic study can 
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provide relief, hope, solutions and knowledge for others who have experienced similar situations.  

Ultimately this study will enable a better understanding of grief and possible healing and closure 

for clinicians and clients alike.  

 The inventory of complicated grief and survey along with artwork can measure 

improvements and change with regards to grief, sadness, challenges, and general well being.  

The process of finding objects to use for sculpture is therapeutic in itself.  Painter & Beckman 

(2010) explained how natural objects may “offer numerous opportunities for sensory 

associations, exploration, and reflection” (p. 78).  Brooker (2010) believed found objects enable 

access, allow acceptance, and the process of difficult, suppressed feelings.  Found objects 

facilitate a “psychological bridge to the outer world to connect to the present with an improved 

sense of self (Brooker, 2010, p. 33).   

Hypothesis 

 Utilizing the found object sculpture of art therapy along with art responses and 

processing will contribute to a better understanding of grief and enabling relief, healing, and 

closure for those who have experienced multiple losses.  

Definition of Terms   

 

Bereavement:  The process of grieving a loss (Wolfelt, 2003). 

 

Expressive Therapy Continuum:  A framework that “organizes media interactions into a  

 

developmental sequence of information processing and image formation from simple to  

 

complex” (Hinz, 2009, p. 4). 

 

Found Object:  Materials or items that are discovered or found that are considered to have some 

personal value or contain a feeling of curiosity, aesthetics, novelty, remembrance or significance 

(Camic, et al., 2011). 
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Grief:  Internal meaning of thoughts, feelings and bodily reaction from the experience of loss  

 

(Wolfelt, 2003). 

 

Heuristic study:  A six-phase research immersion method developed by Moustakas (1990) that  

 

involves the researcher’s own knowledge, intuition, experience and imagination (Carolan, 2001).   

 

Inventory of Complicated Grief:  A survey tool to access and measure pathological, 

complicated and significant symptoms of grief and loss (Prigerson, Maciejewski, Reynolds, 

Bierhals, Newsom, Fasiczka, Frank, Doman, & Miller, 1995). 

Self-actualization:  A process or desire for self-improvement (Hinz, 2009; Maslow, 1968). 

Synchronicity:  the experience of two or more events that occur by chance in a meaningful  

manner (Jung, 1968). 

Tacit Knowledge:  Internal, silent or unspoken understanding intuitively experienced or felt  

(Carolan, 2001). 
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CHAPTER 2 

   

Review of Literature 

 

 There is extensive research about grief and loss in a variety of mental health and medical 

professional literature (Ganim, 1998).  A tremendous amount of information can be found about 

grief and loss through Internet searches with key words:  grief and loss, mourning, bereavement, 

stages of grief, healing of loss, trauma and loss, and many others.  There is minimal literature 

regarding found object sculpture in relation to grief.  However, using found objects for materials 

in sculpture and as part of an art process to encourage mindfulness of the spirit and allow as a 

part of healing individuals who have experienced trauma, eating disorders, anxiety, and 

depression (Brooker, 2010; Farrelly-Hansen, 2001; Hyatt, 2007). 

Heuristic Studies Regarding Art Therapy 

 

 Bloomgarden & Netzer (1998) found and explicated how the heuristic research model 

favorably suits art therapy with creativity being inherent and of primary focus in heuristic 

research.  A heuristic study requires a passionate, personal involvement of the researcher, which 

can promote disciplined discovery for personal and professional growth (Bloomgarden & Netzer, 

1998; Douglass, & Moustakas, 1985; Fenner, 1996; Moustakas, 1990).  Additionally as stated by 

Bloomgarden & Netzer, “in the heuristic experience researchers can teach about the power of art 

in healing” (1998, p. 53).   

 Fenner’s (1996) published study, is an example of how she used the heuristic 

methodology and process as a form of research, and self-therapy involving brief image-making 

and writing experiences over a two-month period to determine the use of art materials to enhance 

personal meaning and therapeutic change.  In the opinion and experience of Fenner (1996) the 

heuristic research methodology’s “rigor of the process is its primary mode of validation” (p. 37).     
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 Other inspirational examples of heuristic studies found in art therapy literature were two 

unpublished theses including Sullivan (2010), and Hennig (2005).  Resilience, healing 

expression, of art, specifically “spontaneous therapeutic art-making” (p. 2), as a means for 

healing from traumatic experiences were the themes and initial purpose of Hennig’s study 

(2005).  Sullivan (2010) conducted her heuristic study to explore the possibilities of how the art 

therapy intervention of dream tending, could facilitate self-repair of her continual trauma and 

inability to fully offer forgiveness to others involved with her trauma.  Dream tending is a 

conscious and spiritual process and interaction by which an individual discovers the meaning and 

voice of possible symbols, communication, and patterns within a dream, (Aizenstat, 2003), 

which led Sullivan (2010) to a heuristic study to aide in her self-repair was as she described, “not 

all emotions discovered were understood or readily soothed” (p. 3).  The research Sullivan 

(2010) conducted is one of the only discovered heuristic studies that utilized a specific art 

therapy intervention much like the proposed use of found object sculpture of this study. 

Benefits of Art-Making Related to Grief and Loss and Healing 

  

 At times a person cannot find words to express his or her emotions, thoughts or pain.   

To aid and facilitate awareness and emotional release various art media and art tasks can provide 

a means for safe expression (Gladding, 2012).  Art making emphasizes and creates focus on the 

here-and-now while dealing with the past.  Current feelings or thoughts expressed through art 

exemplify cathartic and reparative grief processes that may not have been easily expressed in 

words alone (Hinz, 2009; Waller, 2012).  Additionally, art therapy can reduce symptoms related 

to grief and improve daily functioning and a better quality of life (Kopytin & Lebedev, 2013).  

 With careful consideration to the art task and the use of certain art materials art can create 

a boundary in which “expression of emotion” (Hinz, 2009) can be contained in a safe way. “Art 
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therapy is uniquely helpful in identifying the sensory aspects of stress, which may be due to 

trauma, in the body through art expression” (Malchiodi, 2012, p. 326).  Stress and how the body 

deals with it is an important aspect of grief and mourning.  

 According to Ganim (1998) “psychotherapists, medical caregivers, and educators have 

rediscovered art as a way to heal emotional wounds created by our internal feeling of 

fragmentation as well as by our separation from others” (p. 1).  Grief from loss and death is one 

of life’s most extreme examples of separation.  “Art heals by transforming difficulties into 

creative expressions if we can open ourselves to these processes” (McNiff, 2014, p. 40).  

 Sculpture provides a three-dimensional from to express experiences (Allen, 1995).  

“Working in assemblage, the art of putting things together to form a new expression, we begin 

with an object and through our resonance discover our experience and its meaning” (Allen, 1995, 

p. 33).   Allen (1995) passionately believed there is no way around grief; one must go through it 

and not expect it to go away or dissipate on its own.  The art process helps one travel into the 

journey of grief.  Art making has numerous healing possibilities (Allen, 1995).  

Found Objects  

 

 Found objects have a significant importance in our lives making it advantageous to 

explore their use in clinical work and research (Camic, Brooker, & Neal, 2011).  With attention 

in particular to found objects in this study Painter and Beckman (2010) described how color, 

weight, scent, texture, light and shadow may evoke emotions.  Furthermore, “memories, desires, 

or connections may be stirred from the simple experience of handling, touching, holding, or 

arranging” found objects (Painter & Beckman, 2010, p. 79).  Reflection, drawing connections 

and finding metaphors for found objects may trigger “the deeper work of one’s heart and soul” 

(Painter & Beckman, 2010, p. 79).    
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 Additionally, according to Brooker (2010) found objects used as materials within an art 

therapy invention can connect the “psychological barriers to engagement with the outer world”.  

From her experiences and research that the use of found objects can enable connection to 

“thoughts, feelings, and memories and be processed in a way which would not have been 

reached by simply providing standard traditional art therapy studio materials”.  Due to the inner 

connection and aesthetic value a found object has is especially useful to enhance and explore the 

inner self and possibly evoking memories, which, is ideal for grief and loss.  Furthermore, there 

is an excitement, satisfaction and creativity evoked by found objects.  “A powerfully moving 

image is created her alongside the objects and it is evident that it is not just the objects 

themselves but the memories stimulated by them which offer an additional psychological use of 

the objects” (p. 25 & 27).   

 Many artists have used found objects in their artwork.  Marcel Duchamp described what 

this research study states as found objects as ready-made objects.  Duchamp’s creativity and 

views regarding what art can be began a challenge in the meaning of everyday objects and design 

into something much more (Brooker, 2010).  According to Brooker (2010) Duchamps’s focus in 

his sculptures from the objects connect to the here-and-now moment.   

 American artist, Joseph Cornell, used a variety of found objects he discovered from 

everywhere to create assembled collage boxes: “attics, garage sales, second hand stores, in the 

street, junk drawers, etc.” (Brooker, 2010; Cornell, 2014).  Once again creating valid evidence of 

the usefulness and potential therapeutic value of using found objects with work of grief and loss.  

Brooker (2010) declared one of her clients received strength and knowledge from found objects. 
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Art Work as a Gift 

 Levine (1992) explained creating pain or conflict, as art, is an intimate gift.  A gift that is 

vulnerable, of self and spirit, and allows the expression of repressed suffering.  It is personally 

empowering to think of sharing my suffering or encouraging others to do so as a gift to create a 

“community of healing” (Levine, 1992, p. 57).  I am hopeful and inspired to have a new attitude 

about pain and suffering.  “A gift must be consumed in order to stay alive; it must be continually 

given away or it will die. And for it to be given away, there must be other who are willing to 

receive it” (Levine, 1992, p. 59). 

Summary 

 

 The literature review offers evidence, validity, and the need to support merit of this 

heuristic research study using found object sculpture to contribute towards healing from grief 

and loss.  Found object sculpture is a powerful art intervention that could benefit from this 

research.  There is a need for this type of research for the art therapy profession. This approach 

can benefit the mental health community as a whole. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

Research Design 

 

 This is a heuristic study, utilizing a preparatory and post inventory of complicated grief 

survey, documenting artwork, and journaling with the researcher being the single subject. 

Data Collection 

 Through the heuristic process data was collected during a six week period using the six 

phases of heuristic research as created by Moustakas (1990).  The six phases are as follows:   

Initial Engagement, Immersion, Incubation, Illumination, Explication, and Creative Synthesis. 

Each week consisted of a regimented ritual process of going through each phase with one day of 

self-care and rest.  The six phrases of the heuristic research and how each phase was conducted 

weekly are shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

 

Schedule of Weekly Data Collection to be Replicated for Six Weeks 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Day   Phase     Activity 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Day 1  Initial Engagement         Nature walk, found object search and collection 

Day 2  Immersion     Observing objects, photograph objects, journal 

Day 3  Incubation   Allow intuitive dimension of sculpture,   

      thoughts, feelings extend into unforced or focused  

      awareness 

Day 4  Illumination   Create found object sculpture in nature, document, 

Day 5  Explication   Meet with therapist, process themes, understanding, 

      concerns, moments of healing 

Day 6  Creative Synthesis  Art Response using documentation,    

      photographs and other art materials as drawn to in  

      the moment  

______________________________________________________________________________

       

Note. Adapted from “Heuristic Research: Design, Methodology, and Applications,” by C. 

Moustakas, Copyright 1990 by Sage Publications. 

 

 

Data Analysis 

 

 Data was analyzed and based on information from journals, found object sculptures and 

therapy appointments that was utilized to uncover themes, patterns, realizations, moments of 

clarity, confusion, healing, or hurt as related to the issues of grief and loss that appeared naturally 

each week.  Prompted journal questions comprised and initiated personal inner thoughts and 
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discussion each week for consistency throughout the research process.  A comparison graph (see 

Figure 1) with results of the preliminary or initial grief inventory and the post grief inventory 

indicates changes from the inventory before and after the heuristic research process and creating 

found object sculpture. 

 During the illumination phase, Day 4 of the weekly schedule creating the found object 

sculpture demonstrated and illustrated reception to the knowledge and intuition of conscious 

awareness of how the objects found affected, changed, or enlightened themes of grief and loss 

(Moustakas, 1990).  On Day 6, Creative Synthesis I utilized the entire week’s discovery 

“experience is determined by the unique perceptions, feelings, intuitions, beliefs, and judgments 

housed in the internal frame of reference of a person” and created an art response  

(Moustakas, 1990, p. 32). 

Ethical Considerations 

 

 There are less ethical considerations since I am the sole participant.  However, self-care, 

attending weekly therapy sessions, communication with mentors and supervisors involved with 

this research study will be maintained.  Safety as well as all other ethical research expectations 

will be adhered.  Specifically to the heuristic process it is important to remain and truthful and 

honest with intuitive and inner tacit knowledge to acquire and share relevant information 

(Moustakas, 1990; Sullivan, 2010).  Participating in weekly therapy sessions and trusting the 

therapy process alongside another clinician will aid in keeping results genuine.  Furthermore, 

potential bias of the art process and my belief in the healing properties of art making in general 

are present.  Throughout the heuristic process I had to be objective, vulnerable, and truthful 

while also respecting the process as a sole participant.  My hope for a valid outcome was 

challenging but achieved.  
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 Since I am the only participate it creates a potential bias being such a small study.  

However, according to Kaplan, “even a relatively small research study, when precisely focused 

on an existing need with a demonstrable benefit, can jumpstart a whole movement of interacting 

demands for art therapy services in different quarters” (2010, p. 75).  Furthermore, it is 

unavoidable to avoid some personal bias to art making, inner thoughts, and personal experience 

for “direct experienced is as it is lived” (Kaplan, 2010, p. 149). 

Data Analysis Methods 

 Data was first collected with the Inventory of Complicated Grief (ICG) given by my 

therapist (K. Broadwater, personal communication, April 16, 2015).  A copy of this inventory 

with the results is included in the appendix. The inventory includes the time and date when the 

Inventory of Complicated Grief was given, and a brief summary of the results.  The Inventory of 

Complicated Grief is based upon and adapted from the Inventory of Complicated Grief created 

by Prigerson et al. (1995) which measures symptoms of complicated grief such as depression, 

anxiety, motivation, socialization, and overall well being.  

 The data analysis methods were based on the schedule and sequence of the research and 

phases of the heuristic model.  Journal entries and notes documented thoughts, ideas, and 

feelings throughout the entire six-week process.  Journal entries and photographs of the found 

objects, the found object sculpture and weekly creative art responses were analyzed to identify 

themes, previous and current coping strategies related to grief and loss.  Additionally, positive 

and negative coping mechanisms were analyzed, summarized and displayed in Table 2.  
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____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 1. Comparison of Inventory of Complicated Grief Preliminary and Post 

 Triggers of grief and realization of closure and were discussed with my therapist and 

were included in data analysis.  Feelings, emotions and thoughts with regards to leaving the 

found objects sculpture and the locations of where the found objects were found as well as where 

the sculptures were left are imperative information for this research analysis. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results of the Study 

   This study demonstrated how creating found object sculpture as an art therapy 

intervention through the rich and in-depth heuristic research methodology positively contributed 

and facilitated the growth and healing process from grief and loss.  This study uncovered many 

previously learned healthy coping mechanisms, thoughts, and processes to help with grief. 

Immersion in the heuristic process brought awareness to the researcher of unhealthy coping 

mechanisms as well.  Table 2 lists the coping mechanisms discovered throughout the research 

process.  
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Table 2 

Summary of Coping Mechanisms 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Healthy Coping Mechanisms 

Feeling emotions and feelings as they occur 

Allowing the natural grief process to last as long as needed 

Spending time in nature 

Making art 

Exercise 

Spending time with friends and family 

Massage 

Unhealthy Coping Mechanisms 

Over indulging in drinking alcohol 

Taking unnecessary medications both prescribed and non-prescribed 

Purposeful focus on distractions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Various themes occurred and became apparent throughout this study.  One such obvious 

and expected theme is the cycle of life.  Collecting natural found objects was such an integral 

component of the phenomenological connection to nature and to life itself.  The process of being 

“embedded in the natural world”, to discover found objects or display found object sculpture, 

then “what we have made it natural and is especially healing” (Hyatt, 2007, p. 175).  Nature is 

calming and a grounding force with an immediate connection to the here- and-now that allows 
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reflection, remembrance and increased acceptance of change just as change occurs in nature 

itself (Levine, 1992).  Being mindful of the natural elements such as air, wind, the ocean, and the 

ground connects us to the natural world in which we all share (Hyatt, 2007).   Becoming mindful 

of this connection itself offers healing. Simply gathering found objects in nature provided an 

opportunity to experience a mindful and purposeful connection to nature and life.  

 A positive and increased self-confidence to appropriately handle and manage grief was 

achieved and recognized.  I was surprised to experience very few triggers or feelings of 

unresolved grief.  Therefore, giving evidence that some current coping mechanisms already in 

place were working well.  The time spent in and giving back to nature while thinking of grief and 

loss contributed to a peaceful sense of closure with regards to unresolved issues.  

 Additional themes during the study include emphasized importance of positive self-talk, 

self-care, and spending time doing enjoyable activities.  Moreover, throughout this heuristic 

study there were healthy opportunities to examine painful memories.  Exploration of other 

themes occurred related to grief such as the loss of professional identity when having children, 

loss of freedom being responsible for two children, and a change in marriage and connection.  

Self-care and weekly therapy sessions were helpful and necessary throughout this study.  

Surprisingly, the extra time spent outside collecting found objects, creating sculpture in nature 

was an act of self-care that aided in and brought a sense of well-being for me throughout the 

research process. 

Summary of the Findings 

 Week One. 

 I was filled with tremendous anticipation to begin this heuristic research.  Uncertainty 

spun about my mind.  I wondered if I could be vulnerable. I questioned if I could become 
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immersed in such an intense and personal type of study.  I began the initial phase of engagement 

on a Monday, which would allow appointments with my therapist for the explication phase and, 

Sunday as a day not to participate in any research or related tasks.  As the predetermined 

schedule stated the phase of engagement involved a nature walk in search of found objects.   

I decided to take a walk on the north end of the beach opposite from where I live.  It was not 

until I was there and walking that I realized this location on Wrightsville Beach, NC was where 

friends and family came together to celebrate my best friend, Renee Slonski’s, life.  As I walked 

past the significant spot where people stood and words and songs about Renee were shared I felt 

comforted.  The weather was sunny, warm and ideal.  The ocean was calm.  Feeling the sand 

beneath my toes I felt connected and grounded.  As I looked down the beach for found objects I 

was reminded of a special mailbox that holds pens and notebooks.  This mailbox has been there 

for years as a container for people’s stories, poems, and art.  It is a mystery to who replaces the 

notebooks and keeps the supplies ready.  That day I discovered there were two mailboxes!   

Synchronously one of the mailboxes had a found object sculpture Figure 2.   
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Figure 2. Found object sculpture on Wrightsville Beach. 

 As I spent several hours on the beach breathing in the fresh salty air I felt an appreciation 

of life.  I felt connected to the universe. I felt loved.  As seen in Figure 3 I collected shells, sea 

glass, and driftwood.  I found one of the most unusual shells I have ever seen in my 11 years 

living in Wrightsville Beach Figure 4.  Most of the items I found had some kind of hole 

representing the idea of something being gone, taken away, not whole.  These found objects 

acted as a metaphor of loss and brokenness and the overwhelming hole I had felt throughout the 

grieving process. 
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Figure 3. Collection of found objects Week One.  

 

Figure 4. Beautiful, unusual shell of blue and orange stripes. 
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 The immersion phase of week one was fairly simple.  I spent time photographing the 

objects I found.  I walked in nature for exercise and thought about Renee and how much I missed 

her daily presence in my life.  I missed her smile and laugh.  I thought about how much she 

would love this heuristic study.  I could sense her presence with me on the beach as I 

thoughtfully chose the objects. 

 The incubation phase of the study for Week One I spent the day with the idea of love 

constantly on my mind.  Thoughts and connections of love in my life with my family and friends 

both present, past, and those with those who have died appeared during the incubation phase.  

The love and connections we feel and experience with others is extraordinary.  This explains the 

hardship and challenge of the grieving process.  My heart hurt as I thought about the loss of 

loved ones, this week, specifically, Renee.  Yet I also felt fortunate, grateful and truly thankful 

for the friendship, love, and spiritual connection.  

 I created the found object sculpture on the beach where I originally found the objects.  

This was not a planned decision but one I intuitively felt would be right.  I found the mailboxes 

again and added to the sculpture two shells with large holes, similar to rings, held together by 

another shell Figure 5.  
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Figure 5.  Two rings shells put together with one shell.  

 The illumination phase was the most rewarding yet also the most challenging.  I had a 

difficult time leaving these objects and felt extremely attached to the sculpture Figure 6.  I spent 

a few hours creating this delicate mobile on the beach in extreme wind.  I used string I found in 

my bag.  I carefully selected from the collection of found objects while thinking about love, how 

even the smallest items have holes which can symbolize pain. I was alone while creating this 

piece of art.  I questioned my attachment to the art and wondered if leaving it was analogous to 

Renee abandoning me.  I felt abandoned when I lost my best friend to cancer.  Written in my 

journal I wrote,  “ I want someone else to love it and see its beauty”.  When the sculpture was 

completed I placed it on a bunch of washed up sticks Figure 7 and 8.   
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I returned to the mailbox and wrote this poem in one of the notebooks: 

 Ocean Swim 

 Ocean Sink 

 Ocean Love 

 Ocean Weep 

 

Figure 6. Found object sculpture Week One. 
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Figure 7. Found object sculpture Week One in environment.  

 

 

Figure 8.  Week One found object sculpture as it is was left on the beach 
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 My scheduled appointment with my therapist for the explication phase was a much-

needed safe place to think about themes, feelings and issues with regards to the entire process 

thus far in the study.  She found it interesting that I did not consciously pick the place where to 

look for the found objects.  I felt connected to Renee.  Connected to love.  I explained as part of 

the next phase, creative synthesis, I felt compelled to return to the spot I left the found object 

sculpture and see if it had been moved, taken, seen or simply washed away.  I discovered I felt a 

sense of healing and celebration over the loss of Renee.  Now almost 5 years after her death I am 

coping with her being gone much better than I anticipated while conducting this study.  Those 

intense acute feelings of grief and loss had dissipated.  Being out in nature allowed me to feel 

grounded.  I felt selfish in wanting nurturance and love.   I felt uncertain if healing was truly 

possible. 

 Figure 9 shows how I found the sculpture with my two favorite pieces of the artwork.  

I decided to use the pieces along with a flower as a memorial to Renee and as a celebration to the 

connections of love, friendship, and our being soul mates.  I gained a tremendous respect for the 

heuristic process during the first week of this study.  I was proud and confident with it being 

complete.  
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Figure 9.  Week One sculpture was found a few days later.  

 Week Two. 

 The location of where to look for found objects was along the Cape Fear River bank in 

Carolina Beach State Park, Carolina Beach, NC.  This was a new environment for exploration.  

The smell along the river was unique and different.  The light and textures of nature were unique. 

It was hot, sunny and quiet along the river.  I saw fishermen patiently waiting for the next bite.  

As I began to forage along the riverbank and woods I was first struck by all the life I saw.  Marsh 

crabs in a variety of sizes were scurrying through the water reeds, bushes, and piles of driftwood 

Figure 9.  I was immediately drawn to the large pieces of fallen trees.  However, logistically I 

could not figure out how I could get a large piece of wood home.  I continued on my quest for 

found objects in which I felt intuitively drawn to collect.  I walked some distance before finding 
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some inspiring pieces of driftwood.  One such interesting object Figure 11 was an old Pepsi can 

that was home to barnacles.  Some of the pieces of driftwood I found had snails and or crabs 

living inside.  

 

Figure 10. Week Two collection of found objects along the riverbank. 
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Figure 11. Found can with barnacles.  

 During the immersion phase of Week Two I walked along what is called, “The Loop” 

which is an beautiful natural 3 mile sidewalk in Wrightsville Beach that goes over bridges, 

downtown Wrightsville Beach, and marsh lands.  While walking I was thinking about the objects 

I found the previous day.  I was mindful of life and weeds coming through the cracks of the 

sidewalk.  Some of the weeds were beautiful tiny flowers.  How did life find a way in something 

that was dead?  The crabs, snails, and weeds found life and even a safe place in something dead; 

the driftwood and sidewalk.  As I reflected upon this idea I wondered if I was the beautiful weed 

or the dead sidewalk.  Perhaps I am both.  Similar to the process of grief I experienced moments 

of feeling dead and helpless while also enjoying life and moving as on with responsibility.  In 

either case life continues regardless.  
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 During the illumination phase I felt an incredible urge to create and place the items I 

collected back to where I found them as in Week One.  I felt I could not take away the home or 

safe place of something that was vivacious and alive.  I could not contribute to the death of 

something when I have felt so much pain and hurt from loosing my best friend, my father, an art 

therapist supervisor, my good friend Kevin, my very first boyfriend, dear friends in California, 

great grandparents, my first teacher’s aid when I taught school, and a previous man who I loved 

in my twenties-all within the last year.  How could I possibly kill even a barnacle?  Despite its 

beauty and uniqueness I could not keep the can.  I realized as I photographed these found objects 

the actual sculptures were documentation much like the memories of the many people I have 

lost.  I will always have them.  Life prevails and continues on despite changes in the environment 

or heart.  

 Meeting with my therapist during Week Two, I did not think of anyone specifically or 

any particular loss.  However, I did realize some healing had taken place.  My mindfulness 

shifted to life instead of death.  The time spent outside was tremendously healing.  Putting 

objects I find back into nature, reassembled, created into art for someone or something else to 

find is magical.  Leaving my artwork brought a tremendous amount of purpose and connection 

for me with the universe.  This study at Week Two was profound.  My therapist and I discussed 

how we both anticipated some painful triggers and memories to work through.   

Figure 12 is a painting on wood following the grain similar to the flow of the river.  
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Figure 12.  Creative art response for Week Two.   

 Week Three. 

 My father was on my mind for the entire week.  On Monday I felt compelled to look for 

objects on my father’s property in a rural area outside Wilmington, NC.  My father died 

unexpectedly Thanksgiving morning last year.  We were all preparing food to take out to “the 

woods” which my father called his property, to enjoy fellowship and food with family and 

friends.  The barn is still preserved as my dad left it with preparations and lists of what was 

needed to host the event.  I have been to “the woods” several times since he has died.  I usually 

feel extremely connected to this property because he built and designed everything on it.  Many 

of the ducks and geese that imprinted on him are still there.  The ducks and geese followed him 

around while he did his work and gardening.  Some of his ashes were deposited there in 

December. I realize once I arrived I did not have the correct keys.  The drive is 45 minutes away 

therefore I decided to jump the fence with my items.  I would not have any shelter from the rain 

or be able to use the fancy outhouse he created.  I was determined to be there so I continued 
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onward.  Being there was extremely emotional.  The weeds had grown 7 feet high over where he 

had his neatly kept garden.  I could not see the other side of the fence.  The geese pens had 

weeds growing in them.  The volleyball net was dilapidated and looked like the wind blew it 

down.  Some of the trees and other flowers were dead from the absence of his care.  I felt an 

overwhelming sense of being alone without him.  I allowed the tears to come as my chest 

tightened and I breathed through what I was hoping would not become a panic attack.  I 

remembered how he loved this beautiful display of nature and began to consider looking for 

found objects.  I found many interesting mushrooms, tiny flowers, trees, and pieces of wood.  

However, I could not bring myself to take anything from this sacred place.  I knew most of the 

objects I found most interesting would die if I collected them.  The place was still full of nature’s 

beauty.  Yet attention from my father was lost and absent.   I decided to photograph the items I 

found interesting.  I thought to myself how was I going to transfer the photographs to create a 

sculpture to be left in nature Figure 13.  I solved this challenge during the immersion phase.   

 I paralleled my feelings, at that moment, to where I was in the grief process from losing 

my father.  What I realized was painfully apparent.  He abandoned me like he did the woods.  He 

was no longer available for encouragement to continue on the process of obtaining my Master of 

Arts in Art Therapy (MAAT).  He had always been my number one supporter, with few 

exceptions.  Those exceptions are painful memories of him abandoning me when my best friend 

died.  He was jealous of the time I spent and needed to spend to deal with her death.  Being her 

primary care giver and medical power of attorney was a huge responsibility.  During that time I 

lost my relationship with my dad and discovered through therapy that he most likely suffered 

from narcissistic personality disorder and possibly bipolar disorder.  The change of our 

relationship was a huge loss that happened simultaneously while I grieved the death of Renee.   



FOUND OBJECT SCULPTURE: A THERAPEUTIC INTERVENTION 

 

42  

Before my father died I grieved our changed relationship over the past four years.  His absence in 

my daily life allowed his death to be less life challenging.  I believe this was a blessing.  His 

death was traumatic and unexpected.  I am still dealing with its effects.  I allow the feelings and 

memories to arise and ascend with careful intent.  I trust my own personal grieving process.  

 I used a beautiful photograph of mushrooms on my father’s land to create the found 

object sculpture for the illumination phase.  I put forth a great deal of time and effort to learn a 

new technique of transferring photographs onto something else.  The photographic transferring 

technique was not planned.  It was a solution to a challenge of how I could put the images onto 

something natural.  Somehow this was fitting since I felt the determination my dad had for such 

projects and ideas.   

 

Figure 13.  Transfer process of an image on tape. 

 The transfer process was extremely time consuming.  I had to remain patient and 

experiment with many unsuccessful attempts.  The results produced a black and white image 

with an ethereal quality.  The transferring process was analogous to my feelings of grief.   
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The pain of losing my father was beginning to change towards a place of healing.  The finished 

art piece proved to be an extremely emotional image.  Figure 14 shows the final art piece for 

week three.   

   

Figure 14.  Found object sculpture Week Three.  

 Next I wanted to place the image onto something natural.  I wondered if I should place 

the finished artwork on or in a tree.  For this week I wanted to place the finished art piece 

somewhere different.  Perhaps some place that had life and people around to possibility find it.  I 

suddenly remembered my father always loved Fort Fisher, NC, which is 30 minutes away.  My 

father had always wanted to take my son there.  However, my son was too young to understand 

the enactments and details of the Civil War. 

  Intuitively I felt this decision was correct and spontaneous.  Once I got there I had to 

explore and choose where to place my found object sculpture.  Figure 15 shows the path on 

which I placed the found object sculpture.  I have no idea where the path led.  I did not want to 

explore I just wanted to leave the sculpture.  Interestingly the photographs were of nature objects 
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yet the wood, also being natural was manufactured making it somehow out of place yet also part 

of the environment on the path. 

 

Figure 15.  Found object sculpture week three left in nature. 

 As part of the
 
sixth phase, creative synthesis, I drove back to Ft. Fisher to see if someone 

has taken or moved the artwork.  Unlike the first two weeks nature, wind, air, and water could 

move the sculptures.  The mushroom art could not be moved unless someone or something made 

the decision to move it.  Figure 16 shows what I found.  The sculpture had been moved.  I felt 

exhilarated to know that someone showed an interest in this extremely emotional piece of 

artwork.   
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Figure 16.  Moved found object sculpture Week Three.  

 Figure 17 displays the creative art response I created that symbolized the separation yet 

connection we have or I have between life and death.  I utilized the photograph transfer process 

that allowed me the healthy release of deep emotions.  In this piece of art the dark clouds 

symbolically represent the darkness of grief and loss and the light being the healing that can take 

place.  This is the same image turned upside down.  This altered photograph powerfully 

demonstrates the idea, reality and process of grief.  I have often felt as though my life had been 

turned upside down.  I certainly had and still do have moments of feelings like all things are 

unsettled, uncontrollable.  In fact the circumstances of my father’s death left me feeling 
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abandoned which I believe allowed the transfer process to be an opportunity to heal and feel in 

control.   

 

Figure 17. Creative art response Week Three. 

 Week Four. 

 I began my search on a path in the country in the middle of nowhere to search for found 

objects during week four of the study.  I wanted to look somewhere that was not related to water 

or had personal meaning but was still relevant to where I live.  Just being outside feeling the air, 

listening to the sounds of birds and insects, and the anticipation of what may be found was 

exciting.  I noticed more mushrooms as in week 3, flowers, and small colored objects.  The most 

amazing object was this metal piece that looked like a heart Figure 18.  It appeared to be a heart 

that was broken but still together.   
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Figure 18.  Found object heart from Week Four.  

 On Day Two while I was thinking about the broken heart I felt tightness in my chest.  

 I wondered how my body could endure such pain and how I could remain stable, strong, and 

function.  Even though I know everyone who had experienced some sort of trauma or loss has 

triggers and days of acute pain and grief I realized I truly do have a great deal of strength and 

resilience similar to the rusted metal heart.  I marveled at the possibility of this process and my 

personal journey with grief and loss was beginning to show signs of healing.    

 At this point during the study the process of finding found objects had truly helped me 

establish a new coping mechanism to deal with pain, brokenness and uncertainly of multiple 

losses.  As the research progressed I began to see a pattern of becoming mindful of other types of 

significant losses in my life.  For example, the loss of my career occurred when making the 
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decision to stay at home with my children.  I also felt a loss of independence and self-reliance 

financially.  Another type of loss I noticed was the lack of connection within my marriage, 

which, has resulted in marriage counseling and is currently in uncertain repair.  Additionally 

during Week Four I recognized life is an opportunity and is lived in the moments.  The moments 

are important. Love is always there.  

 I was beginning to heal and I found myself feeling somewhat more secure in my abilities 

to handle stress appropriately.  I felt true to myself and in the moment with my feelings.  Despite 

these positive feelings the sculpture I created Figure 19 and 20 revealed something different with 

a stake in the broken heart and part of the sign private that reminded me of a grave.  I felt 

guarded towards sharing my private feelings.  I still have feelings of grief towards my father’s 

death that need to be acknowledged and processed. 
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Figure 19. Found object sculpture in nature Week Four.  

 

Figure 20. Entire found object sculpture Week Four. 
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 Additionally, I was extremely attached to the metal heart and decided to place this 

sculpture in my own yard.  I felt it would be safe and protected.  I had ideas of using the heart in 

my final art response in the last week of the study.  I installed this piece of artwork without 

telling my husband.  He only noticed the metal sign half-way covered in dirt and thought it was 

junk from construction at our neighbors and threw it in the trash.  Sadly, he did not notice the 

heart and spear, which I found to be extremely interesting.  Now my sculpture was no longer 

private yet he had not seen it.  I wondered why he did not see the heart.  

 Week Five. 

 The initial momentum and enthusiasm with the strict structured schedule of this heuristic 

study began to fade.  The nature walk on this Monday, Week Five, was less than motivating.  I 

had begun my internship in Chapel Hill, NC and while there I stayed with family in Raleigh, NC.  

I had to conduct my nature walk within a residential community that is still outside in nature yet 

very different from the locations I previously selected.  I had no doubt I would find interesting 

objects because I always find something in nature to be beautiful or synchronous.  As I walked 

down the road I found interesting pinecones, smaller items of color and a piece of wire  

Figure 21. 
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.   

Figure 21. Found objects Week Five. 

 I noticed that each item I picked up was a shell or a piece of something larger.  I felt 

relieved and content as I collected these objects.  As I thought about these objects I did not feel 

the same personal attachment to them as the found objects in the first two weeks.  The reason for 

this is due to the fact I do not associate any type of grief or loss in Raleigh, NC.  I have not been 

in this space during any acute grieving processes or major pain.  However, I still found myself 

thinking of my dad and remembering details of my grandmother’s death, which was almost 13 

years ago.  The found objects I selected where very similar to what I would play with in her yard 

in a natural pretend kitchen.  Raleigh, NC has similar type of trees as where my grandmother 

lived which is different than what one might find along the coast or river.  Recalling these 

memories were comforting and welcomed.  I remember collecting pinecones in her yard and 

making pinecone soup.  As an only child I spent a great deal of time outside alone.  Nature has 
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always been a place of great comfort and entertainment for me.  My grandmother appreciated 

nature and I feel her influence is the most significant as to why I appreciate it as well.  I 

remember taking nature walks with my grandmother, putting scraps into her compost pile, and 

watering vegetables and flowers in her garden.  She took great pride in her beautiful yard and I 

have many fond memories of her and her yard.  

 As I began the illumination phase with memories of my grandmother in mind I decided to 

place the sculpture in a public place close to my house.  I wanted the found object sculpture 

close.  I did not want to display my artwork in Raleigh, NC.  I displayed the sculpture in the 

gazebo in which I was married.  My husband and I are currently seeking marriage counseling 

which bring up feelings of loss.  The entire process of being a graduate student, shifting roles 

within our family, traveling out of town for an internship, and in general time for the basic of 

parenting responsibilities, has left little time for connection with my husband.  I analyzed why I 

decided this location I wondered if it was a hopeful sign or a theme of change and possible loss.  

These were the thoughts I was having as I created Figure 22. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FOUND OBJECT SCULPTURE: A THERAPEUTIC INTERVENTION 

 

53  

   

Figure 22. Found object sculpture Week Five. 

 During my session with my therapist my marriage was the most significant of topics 

discussed.  I do feel extreme sadness when I allow myself to analyze and think of how my 

marriage has shifted.  I have known my husband since I was 18 and now at 42 our relationship is 

very different.  We are best friends, which is fortunate.  It is important to bring attention to the 

unexpected themes and different kinds of losses.  However, they were not to be included in this 

study but have been a part of my process.  One of my supervisors said, “Grief does bring about 

more grief” (Meg McGrew, personal communication, April 2014).  Throughout this study it 

certainly seemed to be true.   

 Figure 23 is a pen and paper drawing of a heart and chaos around it.  It is an interesting 

symbolic example of creative synthesis for Week Five.  The creative art response has great 

meaning.  Through the collection of found objects, creating a sculpture, and the heuristic phases 

of the study my creative art responses evoke inner expression of grief and loss.  The creative art 
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responses throughout the study display additional feelings, thoughts, and expression of the 

heuristic process in regards to grief and loss.  This drawing took a short amount of time but is a 

very telling example of how I felt during Week Five.  

 

Figure 23.  Creative art response for Week Five.  

 Week Six. 

 It seemed surreal to be in the last week of research.  I was tired of thinking about grief 

and becoming immersed in the heuristic process.  I was not motivated to look for found objects 

or make any art.  The process of looking for objects and then creating something from those 

objects was enough creative synthesis.  I did not feel the drive to create an art response.   

I questioned if I my process could still be considered a true heuristic study with me essentially 

not doing a phase.  Yet I intuitively felt I was completing and doing the appropriate research.  I 

reluctantly looked for objects and waited so long I had to find objects in the dark, so using a 

flashlight made it interesting and I suppose more challenging.  I found a heart shaped pinecone, a 
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string, which reminded me of a web, and a few sticks and small pieces of wood.  The finished 

found object sculpture included all pieces.  As the research prolonged I was more particular 

about what I chose and did not feel especially drawn to as many objects.  The found object 

sculpture for Week Six had a familiar heart shaped object and a web type string.  This sculpture 

symbolized the memories, connections, and experiences that are always somehow still connected 

to my heart, my soul, and my inner being.  

 

Figure 24. Found object sculpture Week Six.  

 The theme of connection and parts becoming whole were discussed in my weekly therapy 

session.  My therapist gave me the post Inventory of Complicated Grief (Prigerson et al., 1995) 

and I was relieved to almost be complete with the research.  I had to force myself to do a creative 

art response for this last week of research.  Figure 25 displays all objects were soft, heart-like 
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and smooth.  The rings I placed is one I wear that represents faith and I felt compelled to include 

it for this piece.   

 

Figure 25.  Creative art response Week Six. 
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 Weeks Seven and Eight. 

 My research is complete.  I have tallied results of the preliminary and post Inventory of 

Complicated Grief (Prigerson et al., 1995).  The results of the Inventory of Complicated Grief 

are shown in Tables 4-6.  The results indicate after utilizing found object sculpture through the 

heuristic method of research my own severity of grief decreased.  Figure 26 visually represents 

less 4’s (always) to 2’s (sometimes). 
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._____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 26.  Results of the Inventory of Complicated Grief by answer pre and post 
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Figure 27.  Preliminary Result of the ICG. 
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______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 28. Post Results of the ICG. 

 I was completed with the research yet I could not write a word.  I felt depressed let down 

and anxious.  I felt a rush of anxiety about sharing my experiences and being so vulnerable.  I 

initially wanted to do this study to prove discovering found objects in nature, making a sculpture 

and putting it back in nature would be a significant and healing process for those who have or are 

experiencing grief and loss.   

 I felt extraordinary peace.  I witnessed healing.  I felt certain about my grieving process 

and felt this study and the therapeutic art intervention of finding and creating art by using found 

objects did facilitate and aid in my healing.  I needed time to honor the feelings the heuristic 

process uncovered.  I took a week off from the research and writing so I could clearly summarize 

and share my experience.  The following week I saw my therapist and explained what was 
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happening.  I told her by revisiting the pain of grief; some of the memories, and sharing these 

things in a written document suddenly became very personal and private.  I was emotional, 

uncertain, and questioned if I would be able to share my art, true feelings and experience.  She 

suggested that this is still part of the process and these last few weeks may very well be the most 

important to document.  I realized part of the heuristic process is to feel, to share, and ultimately 

allow oneself to be vulnerable to others.  Although I learned I have ultimately dealt with my grief 

fairly well I also had kept it private.  Most of my healing and processes were within.  I was now 

forced to uncover my protected experience and allow it to be shared to others.  

 As a final art response I feel intuitively compelled to create a concluding piece of art 

from different found objects throughout the study.  Figures 29-33 documents the steps leading to 

the final art response.  Unlike all of the other pieces this piece I will keep for myself as a 

reminder of what I learned and the amount of healing I personally felt during this process and 

research. 
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Figure 29.  Piece of sculpture with tiny pieces of sand. 

 

 

Figure 30.  Woven metal. 
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Figure 31.  Hanging part of sculpture. 
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Figure 32.  Mended heart. 

 

Figure 33. Final art response.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 Discussion, Recommendations and Conclusion 

Discussion and Recommendations 

 Significant healing and an overwhelming improved sense of self occurred for me 

throughout the six-week study.  It was surprised that during the research phases I was not 

triggered or more emotionally affected by the intense immersion of the heuristic process.   What 

was discovered pertaining to my own coping tendencies is the research gave me a structured 

task, objective and purpose for grief and pain.  The pain of losing loved ones and the grieving 

process were given new meanings.  However, once the research was over I experienced a 

powerful and profound release of emotion.  I felt an uncertainty regarding my ability to follow 

through and share my story despite the positive and encouraging results of the study.   

 It is recommended for anyone who may undergo a heuristic study that involves trauma or 

painful exploration to include two or three extra weeks for reflection, self-care, and additional 

time to heal and find an inner space to put the information uncovered.  In fact making sure to 

complete a final art response as I intuitively created gave added closure to the research and many 

of the vulnerable feelings and emotions throughout the process.  I will continue weekly therapy 

sessions until a peaceful resolve and sense of accomplishment is felt.  Additionally, I will 

continue spending time in nature looking for found objects and creating art.  

 I identified and provided imperative information about the effects of found object 

sculpture as an art therapy intervention and its positive effects on grief that can aid other art 

therapist, clinicians and people in general.  These findings can increase peer knowledge of a 

sound valid combination intervention of art therapy for grief and loss.  To build upon this study 

and to add more validity it would be helpful to record the amount of time spent on finding the 
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found objects as well as how long it took to create the sculptures.  Moreover, using the same 

types of materials for creative art responses may bring about better results for that phase of 

research. Finally, using the same location as a spot to leave the artwork each week and adding 

upon what was already created or what may or may not be left along with some kind of notebook 

and way for others to experience and record their thoughts and reactions would be interesting.  I 

hope to add to this study by elaborating on the idea of leaving a sculpture in one spot and 

documenting how it changes and if others notice the piece of artwork.   

 The photographic transfer process provided movement of inner feelings of grief and loss 

to the surface.  The process of transferring an image contributed in the healing process.  The 

transfer process allowed recognition of painful feelings in a new form.  This process alone would 

be a beneficial art therapy process for client’s experiencing grief and loss.    

 Limitations of the research being one person is the researcher and participant provides a 

challenge and gives reason for this exact study to be conducted with a group of people who have 

experienced grief and loss.  A study over a longer period time could be beneficial with phases of 

heuristic study occurring naturally instead of a specific time frame and schedule.  In addition a 

similar study with a group of participants who have experienced several events dealing with grief 

and loss would be ideal.  Also it should be noted this study focused on found objects in nature.  

A similar study could be used with a participant or participants utilizing any sort of found object. 

Finally, a study, which is conducted and researched by someone who is not an art therapy 

student, would also provide even more validity and unbiased assumptions regarding art and its 

potential for healing. 
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Conclusion 

 The results of this heuristic study demonstrated the therapeutic healing implications 

found object sculpture has for grief and loss related events.  Found objects encouraged 

identification of the outer world through the intrinsic nature of finding an object with internal 

meaning.  This connection of found objects as art materials brought about therapeutic healing 

and closure for the researcher with regards to events related to grief and loss.   

 Results of the Inventory of Complicated Grief (Prigerson et al., 1995) along with found 

object sculpture and artistic responses supported the research question of how found object 

sculpture utilized as a specific art therapy intervention facilitated and contributed towards an 

increased understanding and healing from loss.  My thoughts of the loved ones who have died 

throughout the heuristic process and found object discovery and artistic creation decreased.  

Positive themes of continuing life, experiences and connections became a permanent part of my 

process.  

 The heuristic process gave me an opportunity for analytical as well as emotional 

immersion into my own challenging and painful experiences of grief and loss. This process 

helped transform my experiences into positive memories and celebration of life.  I discovered the 

power of love, human connection and the ability to overcome multiple losses can occur. 

Hopefully these insights and this study can help others with similar experiences concerning grief 

and loss.   
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Appendix A   

Inventory of Complicated Grief 

Please circle the answer which best describes how you feel right now: 

1. I think about this person(s) so much that it’s hard for me to do the things I normally do… 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 2.  Memories of the person(s) who died upset me… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

3.  I feel I cannot accept the death of the person(s) who died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 4.  I feel myself longing for the person(s) who died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 5.  I feel drawn to places and things associated with the person(s) who died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 6.  I can’t help feeling angry about his/her death(s)… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 7.  I feel disbelief over what happened… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 8.  I feel stunned or dazed over what happened… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 
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 9.  Ever since she/he died it is hard for me to trust people… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 10.  Ever since she/he died I feel like I have lost the ability to care about other people or I feel 

 distant from people I care about… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 11.  I have pain in the same area of my body or have some of the same symptoms as the 

 person(s) who died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 12.  I go out of my way to avoid reminders of the person(s) who died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 13.  I feel that life is empty without the person(s) who died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 14.  I hear the voice of the person(s) who died speak to me… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 15.  I see the person(s) who died stand before me… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 16.  I feel bitter over this person’s death… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 17.  I feel that it is unfair that I should lie when this person(s) died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 
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 18.  I feel envious of others who have not lost someone close… 

  

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 19.  I feel lonely a great deal of the time ever since he/she died… 

 

 Never         Rarely         Sometimes         Often         Always          Unknown         Refused 

     0  1           2                      3                  4                     -3                    -4 

 

 

 Date:___________________________________ 

 

 

Note. Adapted from “Inventory of Complicated Grief: A Scale to Measure Maladaptive 

Symptoms of Loss,” by H. Prigerson et al., Copyright 1995 in Psychiatry Research Journal. 
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Appendix B 

 

Journal Prompt Questions     

 

 

After finding found objects: 

 

1. What made you drawn to these objects? 

2. Do these objects remind you of a certain loss or person? 

3. Can you already imagine a sculpture using these objects? 

4. What color are these objects? 

5. Where did you find these objects? 

 

After creating the found object sculpture 

 

1. Who or what were you thinking about when creating this sculpture? 

2. Where did you decide to place this sculpture? 

3. How long did this artwork take to create? 

4. How did you feel before, during and after creating this sculpture? 

5. Can you share this sculpture with others? 

 

For personal art response of sculpture process 

 

1. How did the sculpture make you feel?  

2. What thoughts, feeling, connection, concerns or issues came up? 

3. Was the creation of the found object sculpture helpful or healing? 

4. What materials did you use for the art response? 

5. Do you want to share this art response? 
 

 

Note. Created by Carrie Peed, 2015.  
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