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TRIGGER/CONTENT WARNING 

 

This thesis includes description and discussion around suicide. I acknowledge this content may 

be difficult. I encourage you to care for your safety and wellbeing.  

If you are having suicidal thoughts, call 1-800-273-TALK (8255) to talk to a skilled, trained 

counselor at a crisis center in your area at any time (National Suicide Prevention Lifeline). If you 

are located outside the United States, call your local emergency line immediately. 
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ABSTRACT 

Suicide loss survivors are 64% more likely to attempt suicide, and 80% more likely to quit their 

jobs or drop out of school compared to those who have suffered sudden loss to a death by a 

natural cause. Additionally, partner suicide loss survivors (PSLS) are at a higher risk for suicide 

themselves when compared to spouses grieving another cause of death, especially men. There is a 

need to understand how PSLS process their trauma, grief, and loss. My lived experience as a PSLS 

and art therapy graduate student coincided. This autobiographical heuristic study explored how 

using response art helped me learn new understandings after my fiancé’s suicide. Ten response art 

pieces made in response to fifteen Pre-Study Artifacts and reflection journal entries served as the 

data. The heuristic arts-based Rx6 method applied art to meaning-making. Prompts from the Rx6 

method phases, (1) relate, (2) resonate, (3) respond, (4) reflect, (5) results, and (6) react, guided 

response art-making and reflection journal entries. Core theme statements were derived through a 

constant comparative analysis process grounded in the Meaning of Loss Codebook and the 

Expressive Therapies Continuum frameworks. A conceptual therapeutic approach model for PSLS 

was created from synthesized conclusions. The model included soul integration work at its core 

driven by four therapy interventions consistent in my lived experience: (1) narrative-based 

interventions (2) spiritual-based interventions, (3) forgiveness-based interventions, and (4) arts-

based interventions. This model might further inform art therapy and counseling approaches and 

specialized support service development programs for PSLS. 

Keywords: partner suicide loss, response art, trauma, grief, heuristic, art therapy 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Around 7:00am Christmas Eve morning 2019, I found my fiancé Nicole hanging in our 

garage, dead by suicide. That explained why she was not in our bed when I woke that morning. It 

also explained the curious text I read upon waking. A text that came through at 2:01am stating, 

Love you, xo. I was the first person to find her mutilated body still slightly swaying. That 

experience classifies me as a witness survivor (National Alliance on Mental Health New 

Hampshire, n.d.). A traumatic experience. A picture in my mind that never fully disappears.  

Statement of the Problem 

I am a suicide loss survivor, initiated into a club with others who have lost a loved one to 

suicide (American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, n.d.). Despite no one wanting membership 

in this club, it continues to grow. According to the World Health Organization (2021) over 

700,000 suicides occur worldwide each year. The suicide loss survivor population is far reaching. 

New evidence suggests that one suicide death affects 135 other people (Harrington-LaMorie et 

al., 2018). Even more concerning, suicide loss survivors are 64% more likely to attempt suicide, 

and 80% more likely to quit their jobs or drop out of school compared to those who have 

suffered sudden loss to a death by a natural cause (Pitman et al., 2016). There is a need to 

address and support this population.  

Like other suicide loss survivors, I report common experiences: feelings of abandonment 

and rejection, shame, stigma, increased self-destructiveness, blaming, guilt, anger, anxiety, 

search for explanation/desire to understand why, shock, disbelief, social isolation, and 

complicated grief (Harrington-LaMorie et al., 2018). Complicated grief is a recognized condition 

of bereaved people caught up in waves of intense emotion, rumination about the circumstances 
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of the death, worry about consequences of the death, and excessive avoidance of reminders of 

the loss (Shear, 2012).  

Partner suicide loss survivors (PSLS) report higher levels of complicated grief, mental 

disorders, select physical disorders, and mortality compared to people bereaved by other manners 

of death and surviving in-laws, friends, or coworkers (Erlangsen et al., 2017; Pritchard & 

Buckle, 2018). Marriage, civil union, or cohabitation defines a PSLS (Pitman, 2018). 

Additionally, PSLS are at a higher risk for suicide themselves when compared to spouses 

grieving another cause of death, especially men, due to lack of access to support programs 

(Pitman, 2018; Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). Specialized mental health support services for suicide 

loss survivors, especially PSLS is needed.  

Conceptual Framework 

The process of meaning-making by those grieving a partner who died by suicide is a best 

practice for postvention (Gall et al., 2014; Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). Postvention is a term to 

describe specialized support services for survivors of suicide loss aimed to prevent further 

suicide after a suicide (Gall et al., 2014). Meaning-making in suicide loss encompasses making 

sense of the suicide by assimilating or accommodating the experience. Assimilating is fitting the 

loss into my current understanding of how the world functions. Accommodating is adjusting a 

worldview to make sense of the loss. Either direction provides a sense of structure, coherence, 

and context for future events. Meaning-making involves changing views of the self and the 

deceased and is a crucial practice for PSLS (Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). PSLS struggle to make 

meaning of this type of loss. I viscerally understand this struggle and personal distress. I needed 

to reconcile my challenged meaning system (Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). Responding to finding 



PARTNER SUICIDE LOSS: USING RESPONSE ART  12 

and losing Nicole to suicide through meaning-making is a critical component of how I cope and 

survive.  

Concurrent to my experience as a PSLS is my experience as an art therapy graduate 

student. I was accepted into an art therapy master’s program two weeks before I found Nicole. 

Nicole was my greatest champion for pursuing this mid-life career change. She had also recently 

returned to school to study nursing. We were both on a path to transformation, transforming 

lifelong emotional scars into new careers with greater purpose serving others. I would have never 

imagined a suicide death would tragically define her path to transformation, or mine. In the 

moment I found Nicole, albeit physically and emotionally paralyzed, I felt my recent calling to 

art therapy as a divine intervention. How could I not otherwise? In the days and weeks that 

followed, trauma, bereavement, and art therapy collided. Even before I started coursework in art 

therapy, I instinctively used visual and symbolic expression to give voice to my experience of 

Nicole’s suicide and empower personal transformation (American Art Therapy Association, 

[AATA], 2017). 

Art therapy is an integrative mental health profession that engages the mind, body, and 

spirit in ways beyond limitations of talk therapy or verbal articulation (AATA, 2017). For 

example, art therapy techniques use art-making, the creative process, applied psychological 

theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic relationship to work with people 

challenged with medical or mental health issues or seeking emotional, creative, and spiritual 

growth (AATA, 2017). Art therapy in suicide loss postvention demonstrates efficacy. For 

example, Ramirez et al. (2016) reported significant reduction in post-traumatic stress disorder 

symptoms by military members using art therapy. Strouse et al. (2021) confirmed the 
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effectiveness and applicability of studio art therapy for military suicide survivors, especially for 

treating complicated grief.  

Response Art 

Since January 2020, art therapy has become a vehicle for me to cope with complicated 

grief, search for meaning, and self-reflect. Consistently making art in response to my trauma, 

grief, and loss has been part of my process. Response art is art that aims to further explore an 

already made piece of art or interaction experienced (Chilton et al., 2015) and a significant 

technique in art therapy to contain, explore, and express what is beyond the conscious and reveal 

deeper understanding (Fish, 2019). According to Fish (2012), “Response art is artwork created 

by art therapists in response to material that arises in their therapy work. Art therapists use 

response art to contain difficult material, express and examine their experiences, and share their 

experiences with others” (p, 138). Additionally, Nash (2020) found that revisiting artwork and 

making a reflect-art piece to it enables responsiveness, adaptation, and continued reflection. 

Therefore, systematic response art deepens understanding. I wanted to deepen my understanding 

of my lived experience as a PSLS and as a future art therapist by using response art. 

Significance of the Study  

The synchrony of Nicole’s suicide and my art therapy education experiences are 

distinctive and profound. A study of my concurrent lived experience as a PSLS and art therapy 

graduate student can offer significance to the fields of art therapy and suicide loss survivorship. I 

have direct and immediate experience learning and applying art therapy to a personal suicide loss 

experience. A review of the literature highlighted themes of trauma, grief, loss, meaning-making, 

and the use of art therapy applied to suicide loss survivors. However, to my knowledge, no 

studies to date have explored how a person who lost a partner to suicide used response art to 
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process their trauma and grief. Therefore, my research question asked, how does response art 

help me express new learnings of the ways I process trauma, grief, and loss after losing my 

fiancé to suicide? Supiano et al. (2017) called the need for more research on individualized 

treatment approaches suicide loss survivors. Findings from this study can inform how I assess 

and provide treatment for fellow PSLS as a clinician and can inform PSLS postvention art 

therapy program curricula development.  

Overall, there is a need to investigate how PSLS process trauma, grief, and loss and 

derive meaning-making from their living experience. Art therapy has been shown effective as a 

therapeutic modality for suicide loss survivors. Response art is a significant technique in art 

therapy to help reveal deeper meaning and understanding. The next chapter reviews what is 

already known about the PSLS experience and how art therapy intersects that experience. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Hauntingly, for over two decades, the literature has reported partner suicide loss survivors 

(PSLS) at greater risk of committing suicide themselves than persons who loss a partner by 

another form of death (Agerbo, 2003; Pitman et al., 2016). Rightfully, there is a critical need to 

study and contribute to the body of knowledge on how PSLS process their trauma, grief, and loss 

experience. I was not able to find studies to date that explored the lived experience of a PSLS 

using response art to process their trauma and grief. However, I found studies that addressed the 

suicide loss survivor experience, including the PSLS experience and the benefits and efficacy of 

art therapy.  

Early seminal works on PSLS studies described themes of mental and physical health 

implications, characteristics of gender grief processes, and grief timeframe patterns (De Groot et 

al., 2006; Farberow et al., 1992; Melhem et al., 2004). I could relate to these early works. For 

example, Farberow et al. (1992) found that depressive feelings and mental health of spouses 

bereaving from suicide did not improve until a year after the suicide. I felt marked improvement 

of my mental health one year after Nicole’s suicide. De Groot et al. (2006) reported that the 

health of spouses bereaving suicide was worse three months after the death compared to spouses 

bereaving a death of natural causes. They also claimed that women reported greater feelings of 

anxiety, tension, and apprehension than men, especially within the first six months of grief. For 

example, after one year both women and men partner survivors reported physical and social 

functioning yet continued feelings of sadness and loss. I could attest to these feelings. Melhem et 

al. (2004) suggested a three-to-five-year grief process timeframe after a suicide. This timeframe 
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reminds me of the adage stating, grief is a marathon, not a sprint. I now approach the third-year 

milestone of my marathon.  

It was difficult to find heuristic studies from PSLS, however I found one. Inspired by her 

own experience as a PSLS, Hodgkinson (2011) conducted a qualitative study involving eight 

other partner suicide loss participants. She sought to understand her experience by interviewing 

and connecting to other’s experiences losing their partner to suicide. Her study revealed four 

major themes. I felt akin to these themes.  

Hodgkinson’s (2011) first theme outlined how the pervasive impact of suicide loss 

shatters the lives and identities of the partners left behind. Secondly, she found how PSLS 

struggled with the process of sense and meaning-making of their partner’s suicide. Thirdly, she 

found that managing overwhelming emotions and coping with the changing nature of grief 

challenged PSLS. Fourthly, she discovered how PSLS discovered profound, personal change 

following the loss of their partner. She concluded that personal change could take on a healthy, 

future-oriented approach when a PSLS derives meaning from the experience of suicide loss. 

Since Hodgkinson’s (2011) work confirmed meaning-making as a core topic for the study of 

partner suicide loss, I dove deeper into this topic.  

Meaning-making and the Grief Experience 

According to seminal expressive arts therapies grief scholar and grief expert Neimeyer 

(2001), meaning-making is a fundamental aspect of the grief experience. Meaning-making is the 

process of reconstructing a world impacted by loss. For example, a focus on narratives and life 

story could help facilitate meaning-making and facilitate adjustment to, and acceptance of, the 

loss. Struggles to make sense of the loss can also aid in finding constructive life lessons in the 

process (Bottomley et al., 2019). Meaning-making also involves changing views of the self and 
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the deceased (Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). Additionally, Scharer and Hibberd (2020) suggested 

therapeutic approaches that integrate preexisting beliefs about the world with the loss, articulate 

a benefit of the loss, and use a fact of the loss to construct a coherent narrative, might help 

bereaved individuals make sense of their loss. 

Depression plays a role in grief processing and meaning-making. Scharer and Hibberd 

(2020) found survivors who presented with depression reported low levels of meaningful lives 

whereas survivors who presented with no depression reported having more meaningful lives. 

From an existential perspective, grief processing could be a form of purposive suffering or a 

tribute to the bereaved (Scharer & Hibberd, 2020). In other words, the study referred to a 

eudemonic theme on grief processing or a view that pain and suffering is a worthwhile path 

conducive to happiness.  

The Meaning of Loss Codebook Framework 

I found a few studies that used the Meaning of Loss Codebook (MLC; Gillies et al., 

2014) framework to support qualitative data analysis of meaning-making, benefit-finding, and 

identity shifts in bereavement. The framework was based on an intensive qualitative analysis of 

162 adult mourners and included thirty meaning categories with precise definitions. Studies 

across circumstances of death whether natural, unnatural, anticipated, or sudden used this 

framework. The MLC informs clinical assessment for bereavement support, grief therapy 

intervention, and the analysis of grief narrative writing including diaries and blogs. 

Meaning categories from the MLC that ranked higher frequency of responses from 

participants were personal growth, spirituality, family bonds, and negative affect (Gillies et al., 

2014). Personal growth suggests an improvement in the mourner’s inner character or 

development resulting in greater strength, maturity, changed priorities, and personal 
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responsibility. Spirituality refers to a mourner’s mention of God, religion, spiritual faith, or 

indications of the afterlife. Family bonds refers to a changing in attitude, expectations, or 

behavior towards family members. The top categories are not all positive in nature. For example, 

the negative affect category covers a wide range of unhelpful emotional responses and distress to 

loss, like complicated grief, guilt, depression, and emptiness.  

Supiano et al. (2017) used the MLC to examine the therapeutic process of changes in 

grief among suicide loss survivors participating in complicated grief group therapy. Participants 

retold the stories of the death, imagined conversations with the deceased, and deeply examined 

memories of the deceased to transform and integrate memories over time. Findings confirmed 

the effectiveness of the MLC tool and suggested two additional categories: abandonment and 

forgiveness. Participants in the study demonstrated their ability to reframe the events of the 

suicide into clearer and more satisfying terms and were able to process guilt and shame to regret, 

and eventually greater acceptance. The authors advocated for helping suicide loss survivors to 

“untether the memory of the deceased from the circumstance of the death so that the recollection 

of the deceased is not uniformly associated with suicide” (Supiano et al., 2017, p. 560). This 

statement moved me.  

Pritchard and Buckle (2018) explored the process of meaning-making after partner 

suicide loss. They addressed PSLS’s struggle to reconcile their existing meaning systems and 

recognized how survivors must assimilate or accommodate the experience to provide a sense of 

coherence and context for future events. They analyzed posts by PSLS found on public online 

suicide loss forums. Negative affect, lack of understanding, missing the deceased, memories, 

coping, identity change, spirituality, time together, and affirmation of the deceased were the nine 

predominate meaning-making themes from the MLC most frequently noted among PSLS. 
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Subtheme findings were consistent with other research on suicide loss survivors in the areas of 

guilt after suicide, anger, unrelenting pain, and confusion.  

Bottomley et al. (2019) also used the MLC to study meaning-making processes among 

survivors of suicide loss. They interviewed eight suicide loss survivors who had lost someone 

within a range of seven months to eighteen years. Participants expressed the following MLC 

categories: spirituality, personal growth, valuing relationships, release from suffering, negative 

affect, family bonds, compassion, coping, and greater perspective. The study also revealed 

additional MLC categories distinctive to suicide loss survivors as: honoring the deceased, 

continuing bonds, comprehension of the loss, de-stigmatization of the deceased, advocacy, 

stigma, identification with others, trauma, ongoing impact. Implications of this study further 

promoted the need to understand the nuances of grief and meaning-making among survivors of 

suicide loss and called for the development and implementation of support services for this 

expanding population.  

These three studies confirmed the MLC as a valuable and effective tool used in suicide 

loss research and called for further research of suicide loss survivors. The three studies also 

highlighted how the traumatic nature of a suicided death fostered a sense of community among 

suicide loss survivors. Although the earlier of the three studies suggested further study on themes 

of forgiveness as a new coding category, the later studies did not reveal new discoveries related 

to this theme. Therefore, I was curious to understand how the theme of forgiveness might appear 

in my study.  

Grief Challenges for Suicide Loss Survivors  

From their review of the literature, Tal Young et al. (2012) stated, “Suicide survivors 

often face unique challenges that differ from those who have been bereaved by other types of 
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death” (p. 179). These grief challenges might include overwhelming guilt, rejection, anger, and 

stigma. The experience of these additional negative responses among suicide loss survivors often 

leads to social withdrawal and efforts to conceal the cause of the deceased death (Gilo et al., 

2020).  

Overwhelming Guilt 

A major theme found in the literature on guilt among suicide loss survivors was not 

having been able to do more to prevent the suicide (Pritchard & Buckle, 2018; Tal Young et al., 

2012). This response can contribute to the challenge of self-blame. I could relate to this challenge 

having been in the same house when Nicole took her life. Tal Young et al. (2012) found that 

survivors who sought to understand how potential mental illness (s) contributed to the deceased 

decreased responses of self-blame. Gall et al. (2014) posed that suicide loss survivors relinquish 

guilt by accepting the deceased’s decision to complete suicide.   

Rejection 

Since marriage is one of the most intimate relationships an individual ever experiences, 

spouse suicide survivors often view the suicide as “the ultimate form of rejection” or 

abandonment (Tal Young et al., 2012, p. 180). This was the case for me. Although acceptance of 

the deceased’s choice to complete suicide could reduce guilt, viewing the choice to take one’s 

life could also leave the suicide loss survivor feeling bewildered and wondering why their 

relationship was not good enough to prevent the suicide (Tal Young et al., 2012). I could relate to 

this bewilderment. Tall et al. (2008) also found that alcohol-use or dependency of the suicide 

completer affected impressions of rejection among suicide survivors due to ambivalence in the 

relationship. For example, children who lost a parent to suicide and the parent also abused 

alcohol were less likely to feel guilty or rejected/abandoned (Tall et al., 2008). 
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Anger 

Anger manifested among suicide loss survivors can point to the deceased, the self, others, 

God, or the world (Tal Young et al., 2012). Survivors could also feel anger towards mental health 

providers for not doing more to precent the death (Tal Young et al., 2012). Whereas alcohol 

abuse among the deceased might have alleviated guilt and rejection responses in children left 

behind by parent suicide completers, PSLS were more likely to respond with anger towards 

partner suicide completers who struggled with an alcohol-use disorder (Tall et al., 2008). This 

was my experience since Nicole struggled with an alcohol-use disorder. I also felt anger at 

Nicole for depriving me of the opportunity to work through any challenging times we had 

together, another experience found among PSLS (Tal Young et al., 2012). 

Stigma  

Stigma continues to permeate the suicide loss survivor experience and presents a barrier 

to the grief and healing process (Tal Young et al., 2012). Survivors often feel isolated. They 

might be uncomfortable talking about the suicide and not have the skills or courage to navigate 

such a taboo subject. Shameful restrictions for grief rituals among religious institutions and 

clauses concerning insurance policies further exacerbate this stigma. I was fortunate to find a 

Catholic deacon to facilitate a memorial service for Nicole and our families after disclosing her 

cause of death. Ironically, despite the potential of feeling angry at God or stigmatized by 

religious communities, Tal Young et al. (2012) pointed out how survivors often turned to religion 

for comfort and guidance. This was my experience. I was surprised that my trauma and grief 

experience reawakened a personal focus on spiritual growth and fellowship.  
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Trauma 

The trauma from a suicide death compared to a sudden accident or natural cause poses a 

unique challenge for the suicide loss survivor. So much so, suicide loss survivors are more likely 

to experience PTSD than other bereaved persons (Tal Young et al., 2012). Additionally, trauma is 

a condition of persistent bereavement disorder (American Psychological Association [APA], 

2013). Tal Young et al. (2012) pointed out how feelings of despair, disbelief, anxiety, withdrawal, 

hyperarousal, dysphoria, and a preoccupation with the deceased and method of death, are more 

intense among traumatic death circumstances than non-traumatic ones.  

Witnesses to the suicide act or survivors first to discover the body might feel traumatic 

distress indicated by horror, terror, vulnerability. They might also struggle to get horrific, 

gruesome images out of their minds (Tal Young et al., 2012). These are visceral parts of my 

experience. In these cases, Bottomley et al. (2019) recognized the need for trauma-informed 

therapy interventions when working with PSLS and further suggested a restorative retelling 

intervention. Restorative retelling is a structured intervention aimed at stabilization (Saindon et 

al., 2014). The intervention involves reenacting a loved one’s death by drawing the scene of the 

death from flashbacks, intrusive images, and dreams. Persons engaged in restorative retelling 

then share drawings with others while telling the story of the death. The process also includes 

relaxation training and commemorating the life of the deceased by further sharing positive 

memories. Art making allowed me to retell my trauma and gave voice to my grief without words. 

Over the years, I have used my art to reenact and tell the story of how I found Nicole. I have also 

used art to tell positive stories about Nicole and commemorate her life.  
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Grief Process 

Grief is a universal, instinctive, and adaptive reaction to loss (Tal Young et al., 2012). 

Loss encompasses real-life experiences that negatively impacts emotional and mental wellbeing 

and threatens one’s sense of self-efficacy and identity (MacWilliam, 2017a). Loss comes in many 

forms: the death of a loved one, a divorce, a job loss, life adjustments, break ups, surviving an 

assault, or even receiving a debilitating diagnosis. Loss leads to feelings of grief. Grief involves 

many feeling states such as: shock, anguish, loss, sadness, longing, emptiness, anger, guilt, 

regret, anxiety, fear, intrusive images, feeling overwhelmed, loneliness, unhappiness, and despair 

(Tal Young et al., 2012). MacWilliam (2017a) reminds us, “as a society, we do not know how to 

talk about or handle grief” (p. 19). Loss and the grief process are at the core of the suicide loss 

survivor experience.  

Overall, the grief process manifests along a continuum from an acute, or initial response, 

towards an ongoing, or integrated response adapting to the loss. During the acute response, 

persons experience intense and frequent feelings of anguish and despair, often unbalanced and in 

the form of waves. Over time the intensity lessens, and the reality of the loss event emerges, 

acceptance emerges, and emotional balance is re-established. Persons at this phase can 

understand what the loss event meant to them and shift attention from the event to the present 

world around them.  

Acute grief tends to transition to integrated grief within several months, however, persist 

longer for suicide loss survivors (Tal Young et al., 2012). During the integrated grief phase, 

persons can recognize they have grieved, are able to think of the lost loved one with a sense of 

self-control, return to work, and re-experience pleasure, companionship, and love of others. 
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Many persons at this phase form new capacities, wisdom, bring forth untapped strengths, and 

engage with a broader perspective. Reprise and resolve occur.  

MacWilliam (2017b) tells us moving from acute grief to integrated grief is usually natural 

and occurs without the need for extra effort. For most people, grief intensity is low at about six 

months into the grieving process (Shear et al., 2011). Intensity and integration are the 

determining factors when discerning this timeline. In other words, the experience of less intense 

grief does not imply a completed or resolve grief process; rather, better integrated grief does not 

stand in the way of moving forward with life functions (Shear et al., 2011). Unfortunately, about 

10-20% of persons dealing with grief and loss do not move to integrated grief and develop 

complicated grief, and suicide survivors are 43% more likely to develop complicated grief than 

those who grieve by other means of death (Tal Young et al., 2012). 

Complicated Grief 

Complicated grief occurs when acute grief intensely persists and does not transition into 

integrated grief (Tal Young et al., 2012) and can impede healing after a loss (Shear et al., 2011). 

Understanding the finality or consequences of the loss, and redefining life goals and plans in the 

absence of the deceased, are adaptive responses to complicated grief (Shear et al., 2011). Persons 

experiencing complicated grief feel stuck; time moves forward yet the pain of the loss remains 

vivid and fresh causing distress and interference with daily functioning. They may present with 

ruminative thoughts, alienation from social relationships, and difficulty accepting the death. 

They may also have recurrent intrusive images of the death and might block positive memories 

of the deceased. Even more unsettling, persons experiencing complicated grief are at a higher 

risk of suicidal ideation and behavior.  
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Complicated grief appeared in early editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM) and is known as persistent complex bereavement disorder in the latest 

edition (APA, 2013). One receives a diagnosis only if at least twelve months have passed since 

the death causing the bereavement. Key symptoms are persistent yearning or longing for the 

deceased, intense sorrow, frequent crying, and preoccupation with the deceased. Preoccupation 

with the way the deceased died is additional symptom, which can be prevalent among suicide 

loss survivors.  

According to the DSM-5 (APA, 2013), in addition to the core criteria symptoms, a person 

can exhibit symptoms categorized as, reactive distress to the death, or a disruption to their social 

identity. Symptoms related to reactive distress are, difficulty accepting the death, emotional 

numbness, difficulty reminiscing about the deceased, anger towards the loss, self-blame, and 

avoidance of reminders of the loss. Symptoms related to social identity disruption are, a desire to 

die so they can be with the deceased, difficulty trusting others after the death, feeling alone, or 

detached from other individuals after the death, feeling life is meaningless, confusion about one’s 

role in life, and reluctance to pursue further interests or plans.  

Trauma can cross a clinical diagnosis of persistent bereavement disorder (APA, 2013). In 

that case, a specification of traumatic bereavement would accompany this diagnosis when a 

homicide or suicide causes persistent distress or preoccupation with the traumatic nature of the 

death. Therefore, persons with persistent bereavement can have higher comorbidity or symptoms 

that overlap with other disorders such as post-traumatic stress and depression.  

While comorbidity and overlap can occur, it is important to note important distinctions 

between these disorders, especially for suicide loss survivors. For example, the essential 

characteristic of post-traumatic stress disorder is fear, whereas the essential characteristics of 
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complicated grief or persistent bereavement are sadness and yearning (Shear et al., 2011). While 

persons presenting with post-traumatic stress disorder re-experience thoughts and images of a 

traumatic event, persons with complicated grief experience thoughts and images of the deceased 

person (Shear et al., 2011). Suicide loss survivors who have witnessed the suicide death can 

present both post-traumatic stress and persistent bereavement disorders. All and all, I believe I 

presented with some of the descriptors of persistent complex bereavement disorder early on in 

my trauma and grief process, however I do not consistently present with these at twelve months 

or longer after Nicole’s death. I can also see how I experienced post-traumatic stress by re-

experiencing thoughts and images of the traumatic event and complicated grief by re-

experiencing thoughts and images of Nicole.  

One might equate complicated grief to depression, although studies point to some clearer 

distinctions. For example, a neurological study by O’Connor et al. (2008) found that yearning in 

complicated grief activated dopamine circuitry whereas major depression reduced capacity for 

activation. McDermott et al. (1997) found REM sleep disturbance in depression yet not in 

complicated grief. Boelen and van den Bout (2005) suggested distinctions between suicidality in 

those presenting complicated grief versus depression. For example, suicidal persons presenting 

with complicated grief sought reunion with the deceased they were grieving, whereas in 

depression, suicidal persons reported inescapable hopelessness. I could see how I might have 

experienced complicated grief rather than depression since I did not experience sleep disturbance 

after a few weeks from the event, and I would characterize my experience as a yearning to be 

reunited with Nicole rather than inescapable hopelessness.  
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Attachment Theory and Complicated Grief 

Intense yearning for or imagined reunion with the deceased caught my attention, since I 

could relate to these feelings after losing Nicole. This prompted me to review literature on 

complicated grief through the lens of attachment theory behavior. Attachment theory claims that 

humans have an instinctive need to be close to their primary caregivers (Wedding & Corsini, 

2019). Attachment theory emphasizes caregiving or the goal of protecting the physical and 

emotional wellbeing of another person (Shear et al., 2007). Although parents are often the 

primary caregivers, in particular the mother, caregivers evolve over lifespan and can include 

spouses. For example, closeness in attachment with spouses offers protection and security; a 

means to survive. Emotional bonds and connectedness between spouses provide support and 

comfort under stress. Consequently, adults can both provide and receive care in attachment 

relationships (Shear et al., 2007). 

Nicole and I served as caregiving attachment figures for each other. According to findings 

applied from Shear et al. (2007), I might experience Nicole’s death as a failure of caregiving on 

my part. Conversely losing Nicole as my primary caregiver abruptly created a void of support 

and comfort for me (Shear et al., 2007).  

Shear et al. (2007) found efficacy using a two-component strategy for major depression 

treatment among clients presenting complicated grief: a loss-focused strategy, and a restoration-

focused strategy. The goal of the loss-focused strategy was to move the loved one from the mind 

to the heart. The goal of the restoration-focused strategy was to restore satisfying activities and 

relationships. Reflecting on my grief processing journey, I instinctively processed my loss by 

moving from cognitive to affective expressions, thus moving from the mind to the heart.  
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MacWilliam and Schapiro (2017) offered additional insights on how two grief attachment 

models affect the grief process: the detachment model, and the reunion model. The detachment 

model allows a grief emotion to help assist in grief recovery. For example, when a grief emotion 

illuminates the reality of the death, the bereaved person can detach from the attachment figure 

and start the slow process of acceptance and integration of the loss. While the detachment model 

promotes separation from an attachment figure, the reunion model resists separation. O’Connor 

et al. (2008) found that bereaved groups with complicated grief activated reward processing with 

cues motivating reunion with the deceased (i.e., eliciting memories or viewing photographs 

involving the deceased). In other words, when a person with complicated grief continues to 

process through memories or photos, they could reinforce a reward motivation wishing reunion 

with the decease, which can make the reality of the loss, and ability to detach regressive or more 

difficult. Conversely, the premise of the reunion model could also manifest in progressive, and 

healthier ways. For example, Bottomley et al. (2019) discovered a new theme among the 

narratives of suicide loss survivors that pointed to continued bonding or maintaining ongoing 

connections with the deceased. Consequently, they suggested the benefits of attachment-

informed therapy interventions as resolving unfinished business with the deceased, re-accessing 

memories of the loved one, and honoring the deceased’s legacy. Their study, however, did not 

include participants experiencing complicated grief whereas the O’Connor et al.’s (2008) study 

did. Therefore, complicated grief could be a factor in whether a reunion model approach to grief 

processing leads to a regressive or progressive treatment outcomes. Since reunion models are 

rooted in reward processes, Shear et al.’s (2005) suggests behavioral therapy interventions to aid 

in adapting to loss.  
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Complicated Grief and Meaning-making in Art Therapy 

Art therapy contributes to complicated grief and meaning-making. Beaumont (2013) 

advocated for narrative techniques in expressive therapies, including art therapy and described a 

Neimeyer et al. (2008) case study where a client used expressive writing techniques to, “move in 

to the story of her loss, rather than to move on from it” (Beaumont, 2013, p. 4). Such an 

expressive technique can offer the griever a safe and rich context to reconstruct a sense of 

meaning of their loss. While reviewing the literature, this description of moving in to a personal 

loss narrative resonated deeply within me and further inspired a heuristic study approach.  

Beaumont’s (2013) review outlined how art therapy techniques such as, making art of a 

positive memory, story boards, photomontages, and writing letters to figures in art images can 

help clients visualize aspects of their narratives and further facilitate the telling/re-telling of life 

and loss stories. Of all the techniques reviewed by Beaumont (2013), use of photos was the most 

cited art therapy technique. 

Sands (2009) created the tripartite model of suicide bereavement (TMSB) a meaning-

making model based on the distinctive ways one bereaves a suicide and functions in the 

aftermath of the death. The model is based on three phases and an expressive metaphor of shoes. 

The first phase trying on the shoes focuses on relational understanding and addressing the “why” 

questions. The second phase walking in the shoes focuses on the sense of the pain and trauma of 

the deceased life and death circumstances. The third phase taking off the shoes focuses on 

repositioning the suffering of the deceased and redemption of the suicide death. 

Sands (2014) presented arts-based techniques using TMSB. One technique involved 

interactive narrative making by arranging textiles and stones to recount stories of loss, despair, 

and redemption. Working with the textiles and stones showed success. For example, a rainbow 
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patterned textile allowed a client to describe a symbol of hope in the context of their grieving 

process and the selection of a black stone lead to discussing suicidal thoughts around darkness 

and despair.  

Another technique involved making grief masks to express emotions and themes of 

protection. Clients expressed themes of reciprocal protection, protecting the griever from others, 

and protecting others from the grievers pain. The mask making intervention also prompted a 

positive outlet for clients to express, describe, and define mood states. The intervention also 

helped clients reflect on themes of personal identity and loneliness (Sands, 2014). 

Family relationship grieving interventions included family map drawings and family 

snapshot image arrangements. These interventions assisted clients with coping skills and an 

awareness of the how differently each family members processed grief. The intervention allowed 

the members to safely explore and express painful experiences, conflict, responsibilities to, and 

worries and concerns for, each other (Sands, 2014). 

Body tracing techniques expressed internal embodied experiences and trauma. This 

trauma-informed intervention helped clients reconstruct meaning through enactment in a safe 

environment release and contain emotions. The trauma-informed intervention process allowed 

for the processing of unfinished business in a methodical and slow manner (Sands, 2014). 

Expressive Therapies Continuum  

The expressive therapies continuum (ETC) model is a foundational theory for using art in 

therapy (Hinz, 2020; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978). Art therapists often use the ETC to identify 

client strengths and determine a starting point for therapy (Hinz, 2020). The model provides 

practical guidance on how people process information, interact with art material/media, and form 

images in expressive therapeutic settings. The ETC is arranged in four levels. The first three 
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levels are complimentary and consist of two information processing components at two ends of a 

continuum: (1) kinesthetic/sensory level, (2) perceptual/affective level, (3) cognitive/symbolic 

level. The fourth creative level is a single activity component that represents optimal functioning 

and can exist at all or any of the first three level continuum.  

The ETC components parallel processing and functioning with the right-left hemisphere 

brain structure (Hinz, 2020). For example, the kinesthetic, perceptual, and cognitive components 

represent the left-brain hemisphere where logic, sequential, linear, organized, verbal labeling and 

categorizing functioning dominate. Whereas the sensory, affective, and symbolic components 

represent the right-brain hemisphere where emotional, conceptual, and spiritual connections 

dominate.  

The ETC levels move along a developmental hierarchy sequence. For example, the 

sequence starts with the kinesthetic/sensory preverbal level where information is processed 

tactically and through the senses. Materials are physically manipulated and handled to develop 

internal images that represent internal experiences. Information processing does not require 

words. The perceptual/affective level moves up the developmental sequence and words may or 

may not be used to process information. External images are developed carefully with formal 

elements like line, shape, and color to develop external images that represent internal 

experiences. The third cognitive/symbolic level increasingly moves the developmental hierarchy 

in complexity and sophistication. Images are deliberate and planned and made with cognitive and 

intuitive action. Words and verbal input realize internal experiences (Hinz, 2020; Kagin & 

Lusebrink, 1978). The fourth creative level often integrates into the other three levels.  

Each component of the ETC offers unique and definitive therapeutic functions (Hinz, 

2020; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978; Lusebrink, 1991). Art therapists use the ETC to assess clients’ 
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preferences for and blocked levels of information processing. For example, the simultaneous use 

of opposing components of each level enhances the functioning of the other (Lusebrink, 1991). 

Conversely, experiences at the extreme ends of the continuum can represent pathology (Hinz, 

2020). In addition to information processing, art therapists also assess preferences for and 

interaction with art media in the ETC. Resistive media like clay, pencils, and collage are easy to 

control, and can contain or engender feelings of control. On the other hand, fluid media like oil 

pastels, watercolors, and other paints flow easily and elicit or release emotional responses.  

Reflective distance in the ETC, can encourage or discourage thinking during the art 

making process for therapeutic purposes (Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978). The use of mediators like 

pencils or paint brushes can increase reflective distance. Direct interaction with the media can 

decrease reflective distance. Similarly, art therapists can alter levels of art-making complexity 

and structure to elicit therapeutic outcomes. Highly complex tasks with multiple steps or 

instructions and high structure requiring specific types of responses promote greater cognitive 

processing. In contrast low complexity tasks with fewer instructions and low structure or less 

specific responses promote greater flow and emotion, and opportunity for personal meaning 

(Hinz, 2020).  

Lusebrink and Hinz (2016) studied the ETC and trauma and found that healing occurred 

when left and right brain processing were integrated. They also found how a whole brain 

approach to art therapy with trauma survivors might lead to post-traumatic growth and flow 

(Lusebrink & Hinz, 2016). Haeyen and Hinz (2020) looked at what art-making in the first fifteen 

minutes of an art therapy session can reveal about managing emotional experiences through the 

lenses of the ETC model and attachment theory. They found that insecure-avoidant attachment 

styles overused the cognitive component of the ETC early in their therapy work. They also found 
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how the overuse of perceptual and cognitive components allowed participants to avoid or contain 

threatening emotions. However, participants moved toward greater optimal functioning and 

greater secured attachment patterns when the symbolic component was used in therapy. 

Participants who used the symbolic component also gained personal and universal meaning 

about life experiences and aided emotion regulation (Haeyen & Hinz, 2020).  

Art Therapy Benefits and Efficacy for Suicide Loss Survivors  

Narrative expressions and the retelling, reframing, and reshaping of experiences abound 

the therapeutic intervention literature (Bottomley et al., 2019; Supiano et al., 2017). Art therapy 

offers an alternative method of expression to talk therapy. This alternative therapy offers a safe 

platform for expression, release, and containment when there are no words or when an 

experience is beyond words.  

Most of the research found in art therapy and suicide loss supported military survivors 

and reported ways for survivors to cope with distresses and meaning-making of suicide loss. For 

example, Sonke et al. (2021) presented evidence of how art interventions support military suicide 

loss survivors’ mental health by: facilitating dialogue and expression of emotions like 

entrapment, loneliness, burdensomeness, reducing stigma, promoting coping skills, empathy, 

personal and cultural resonance, and cultivating belonging, which all protect against suicidal 

ideation. The authors also found how engagement in arts activities “addressed suicide prevention 

and survivorship through aesthetic engagement, involvement of the imagination, evocation of 

emotion, cognitive stimulation, social integration, and engagement with themes of health” 

(Sonke et al., 2021. p. 61).  

A comprehensive literature review published by the Journal of Military and Veteran 

Health asserted the advantages of art therapy for the military suicide loss survivors, especially in 
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treating exposure to trauma (Ramirez et al., 2016). The article stated three specific three benefits 

of art therapy as, (1) the ability to express thoughts which could not previously be verbalized, (2) 

improved social relationships which led to reduced social detachment, and (3) a general 

reduction in re-experiencing, hyper-vigilance, and avoidance/emotional numbing symptom 

clusters with notable improvements in experiencing less anxiety, being able to control intrusive 

thoughts, and feeling less emotionally numb (Ramirez et al., 2016, p. 45). 

Numerous examples of literature demonstrated how art therapy produced desired or 

intended outcomes for symptom treatment of suicide loss survivors (Henderson et al., 2007; 

Ramirez et al., 2016; Strouse et al., 2021). Ramirez et al. (2016) reported significant reduction in 

post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms by military members using art therapy. Additionally, a 

study by Henderson et al. (2007) used the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory and Spiritual Meaning 

Scale to measure trauma symptoms after facilitating mandala drawing interventions. Adult 

participants drew mandalas with symbols representing distressing events; one drawing a day for 

three consecutive weeks. A month later the participants experienced less severe trauma 

symptoms. Examples of improvements were, decreased self-reported depression, anxiety, post-

traumatic stress symptom severity, and increase spiritual awakening.  

Strouse et al. (2021) confirmed the effectiveness and applicability of studio art therapy 

for military suicide survivors. The study evaluated the Artful Grief Studio (AGS), an art therapy 

program for Military Survivors of Suicide at the Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors 

national conference. They found significant improvement in meaning-making through post-

traumatic growth scores in two primary areas: relating to others and new possibilities. Relating to 

others promoted sharing and support in the art studio and facilitated peer and facilitator 

connectivity through reminiscence and bonding. Participants reported increased feelings of 
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validation by shared experience of discovery, supported by imagination. Validation, and 

awareness of new possibilities, perspectives, and meaning-making served as positive 

mechanisms change among the survivors. The study further suggested these positive changes as 

agents of post-traumatic growth.  

Post-Traumatic Growth 

Post-traumatic growth is, “positive psychological change experienced as a result of the 

struggle with high challenging life situations” (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004, p. 1) and suggests 

that the experience of trauma challenges previously held assumptions resulting in unexpected 

outcomes of change. The change goes beyond the ability to adapt, be resilient, or demonstrating 

characteristics of coherence, optimism, or hardiness (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). The change 

has a quality of transformation. Growth does not occur through mere result of a traumatic 

experience. Growth occurs out of the struggle with the new reality of the aftermath of the trauma. 

The aftermath of the trauma rebuilds a changed reality, while incorporating the trauma and 

possibility of future events (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). 

Gilo et al. (2020) studied the role of self-forgiveness as a contributing factor of post-

traumatic growth among suicide loss survivors. The study directly supported Tedeschi and 

Calhoun’s (2004) model of post-traumatic growth by illustrating the importance of constructive 

cognitive processes, self-disclosure, and perceived social support for supporting growth (Gilo et 

al., 2020). The study also showed how self-forgiveness promoted a decrease in rumination, guilt, 

shame, and regret among suicide loss survivors (Gilo et al., 2020). The study suggested 

therapeutic intervention for suicide loss survivors based on the influence of self-forgiveness. For 

example, the suicide loss survivor could explore prospects of exploring their past, focusing on 

the here and now, and moving towards the future (Gilo et al., 2020). The study also suggested 
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mindfulness-based interventions to promote self-forgiveness through self-compassion (Gilo et 

al., 2020). Forgiveness of Nicole and myself is a theme that has passes through my trauma and 

grief process journey.  

Summary 

I culled through the body of literature relevant to the ways persons, especially intimate 

partners, grieve a loved one lost to suicide and attempt to make sense out of the often traumatic 

and disorienting experience. I found few studies that addressed art processing in the grieving 

process among the suicide loss survivor experience. I was not able to find specific scholarly 

works that explored using response art for an autobiographical heuristic PSLS study. Most 

studies found addressed meaning-making, the grieving process, challenges unique to this 

population such as trauma, and complicated grief as overarching themes. I identified the MLC 

framework a credible and reliable analysis tool to study meaning-making themes among PSLS. 

Using art-making to process grief provided relief for those distressed by a suicide loss and a safe 

space to witness, contain, and move in to the loss, rather than move away from it (Beaumont, 

2013). Prior studies posited how moving into the loss via searching for meaning while focusing 

on self-forgiveness can lead the PSLS to transformative post traumatic growth. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methods 

My research question, or what I wanted to understand by conducting this study, is the 

core of this research design (Maxwell, 2013). Making art was the heart of this study. I made a 

series of response art to original art I made during the first three years of my experience as a 

partner suicide loss survivor (PSLS). I further reflected on those art pieces, and the art-making 

process and then documented reflections in a reflective journal. I aimed to understand how I 

processed finding and losing my fiancé to suicide so I could distinctly share my experience with 

other partner suicide survivors as a future art therapist and counselor. Therefore, my research 

question asks, how does response art help me express new learnings of the ways I processed the 

trauma, grief, and loss after losing my fiancé to suicide?  

Research Design  

As my research question suggested, I wanted to explore my life experience through self-

inquiry. In doing so, my study called for a qualitative research design due to the methodology’s 

more naturalistic or discovery-orientation (Patton, 2002). Since qualitative research follows an 

inductive model, I collected data through art-making, discerned patterns from the data, and made 

conclusions from those patterns. I wanted to discover, through making art, how I processed 

Nicole’s death in the context of the Meaning of Loss Code Book (MLC) and the Expressive 

Therapies Continuum (ETC) frameworks. Heuristic and arts-based research approaches are 

inherent in my research question. Consequently, I was the research participant, and myself and 

the response art I made served as the data collected for this study (Janesick, 2011; McNiff, 1998; 

Mihalache, 2019). 
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 Heuristic Research 

An autobiographical heuristic research approach (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2019) aligned 

with my study because “at the heart of the heuristic approach is the researcher’s personal 

experience and his or her inner search for meaning and understanding” (Mihalache, 2019, p. 

144). The essence of heuristic research is “the engagement of the researcher’s self in a process of 

discovery” (Mihalache, 2019, p. 137) and “the self is the participant and the research instrument 

(Janesick, 2011). From this perspective, heuristic inquiry is a person-centered approach, rather 

than a phenomenological approach (Mihalache, 2019) since “phenomenology ends with the 

essence of experience; heuristics retains the essence of the person in experience” (Douglass & 

Moustakas, 1985, p. 43). Through the steps of heuristic methods, I aimed to discover the essence 

of my lived experience (Sultan, 2019) of trauma, grief, and loss as a PSLS.  

Subsequently, in heuristic inquiry, “the investigator must have had a direct, personal 

encounter with the experience investigated” and “has undergone the experience in a vital, 

intense, and full way” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 14). The partner suicide loss experience is often 

complex, profound, transformative, and not well understood, a mysterious experience. When 

describing his own impetus for heuristic research design experiencing existential loneliness after 

a crisis, Moustakas (1990) wrote, “the mystery summons me” (p. 13). The mystery of 

experiencing the trauma, grief, and loss of Nicole to suicide summoned me.  

Arts-Based Research 

Arts-based research (ABR), a transdisciplinary research context also aligns with my 

research design. ABR draws on writing, music, dance, visual art, performance, film, and other 

media (Leavy, 2020). Leavy (2020) posits, “arts-based research pushes the inductive model [of 

qualitative research design] even further, as artistic inquiry requires openness to the spontaneous 
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and unknown” (p. 20). I wanted to push the limits of qualitative inquiry and allow for 

spontaneity and mystery to emerge. In other words, I wanted to allow my art to emerge as a way 

of knowing and communicating (McNiff, 1998).  

Arts-based research scholars argue how the arts can create and convey meaning and bring 

about awareness/knowledge of the self (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Gerber et al., 2012; Leavy, 

2020). Creating and conveying meaning, and self-knowledge, are central to this study. 

Additionally, arts-based research is established within the field of art therapy research, and art 

therapists have been using the arts to illuminate meaning-making and self-reflection for decades 

(Leavy, 2020). My experience as an art therapy student runs alongside my experience as a 

suicide loss survivor. The arts are my language. Arts-based practices guide my knowing and lead 

my future as a helping professional.  

Data Collection Method  

My research design wove heuristic and arts-based approaches by using Gerge et al.’s 

(2017) Rx6 method, an arts-based research method. I chose this design because “the [Rx6] 

method is a heuristic endeavor where art is applied towards the creation of meaning” (Gerge et 

al., 2017, p. 1). The Rx6 method is an adaptation to Moustakas’s (1990) heuristic methodology 

with an emphasis on arts-based inquiry and includes the following phases: (1) relate, (2) 

resonate, (3) respond, (4) reflect, (5) results, and (6) react. This method directly aligned to core 

themes of processing self-discovery and meaning-making processing inherent in my research 

question. Additionally, creative arts therapists developed, evaluated, and used this method (Gerge 

et al., 2017). Response art and reflective journaling contributed to the data  
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Response Art 

I used the Rx6 method to guide making response art (Chilton et al., 2015; Fish, 2012). I 

made new response art to Pre-Study Artifacts. Pre-Study Artifacts were art pieces I previously 

made during the first two and a half years of processing Nicole’s death, prior to beginning this 

study. Gerge et al. (2017) supported using art response methods in ABR when they conducted an 

ABR study of pictorial artifacts involving woman treated for gynecological cancer and stated,  

ABR offers both a heuristic, empirical and thorough artistic opportunity to engage in a 

dialogue with a statement, an expression, or a piece of artwork, and answers at the same 

level of implicit knowing in which that art piece was done. Then depth can answer to 

depth (Gerge et al., 2017, p. 3). 

I included different art media as response art to promote depth, spontaneity, and mystery. When 

collecting and generating data, I followed Gerge et al.’s (2017) methodology. ABR is not about 

the act of producing pieces of art, it is about allowing the artistic and aesthetic response to merge 

with artistic tools to reveal what it means to be human in profoundly new ways (Potash, 2019). 

Reflective Journal 

 Journaling is a key part the heuristic process for me as the primary research instrument 

and honors the autobiographical facet of my study (Sultan, 2019). In heuristic research, journal 

entries can be reflective and reflexive (Sultan, 2019). I used a reflective journal to document 

deep, introspective thoughts and experiences in response to the Rx6 method self-guiding prompt 

questions. Self-dialoguing through journal entries allowed me to connect with the essence of my 

experience (Sultan, 2019).  

I applied the ETC (Hinz, 2019) when making reflective journal entries about the art I 

made during this study. For example, I reflected on the four levels of the ETC: 
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kinesthetic/sensory, perceptual/affective, cognitive/symbolic, and creative levels. I considered 

the materials I chose to use and how much reflective distance, task complexity, and task structure 

occurred when I engaged in response art-making.  

Procedures 

I wanted to return to the art I initially made over the recent years as a PSLS and made 

three series of response art images. Each series included three art pieces for a total of nine art 

pieces completed within a two-month period. For each response art series, I responded to a 

specific group of Pre-Study Artifacts. In making new response art, responding to my initial art 

pieces, I synthesized the essence and meanings inherent in my lived experience as a PSLS over 

time. I further reflected on the art I made during the data collection period and my art-making 

process, then documented my reflections in a reflective journal.   

These methods allowed me to scaffold meaning-making as I moved into my third year of 

processing Nicole’s suicide. The third year is significant since Melhem et al. (2004) suggested a 

three-to-five-year grief process timeframe after a suicide. Furthermore, I used the MLC (Gillies 

et al., 2014) as a systematic theoretical framework to synthesize themes of meaning-making as a 

PSLS. I also used the ETC (Hinz, 2020) as a systematic theoretical framework to synthesize 

themes of how I used art responsively. The return to the initial art I made, and rigor of synthesis 

were designed to further address potential subjective validation challenges (Moustakas, 1990). 

Pre-Study Artifacts 

Pre-Study Artifacts were selected art pieces I had made after Nicole’s suicide, before 

beginning this study, to process my trauma, grief, and loss. The heuristic process “involves 

returning again and again to the raw data and checking again and again the constituent meanings 

of the experience for comprehensiveness and essence – a rigorous and disciplined series of steps” 



PARTNER SUICIDE LOSS: USING RESPONSE ART  42 

(Moustakas, 1990, p. 33). In this sense, the Pre-Study Artifacts acted as raw data. Thus, I 

returned to reflect on the raw data making new response art to discover comprehensive meanings 

and essences of my trauma, grief, and loss experience with rigor.  

I selected fifteen pieces of Pre-Study Artifacts and grouped them by the year they were 

made. I chose five for each of the three years based on personal significance; the ones that spoke 

to my heart the most and were the ones I often went back to find comfort and solace. The groups 

of Pre-Study Artifacts were organized by the year I made them, starting with the first group 

selected from 2020, the second group selected from 2021, and the third group selected from 

2022, prior to engaging in this study (see Appendix A). 

Art-making 

I made the response art in solitude in my home art studio. I started my data collection 

process as Gilo et al. (2020) suggested by spending thirty minutes practicing mindful breathing 

exercises and a grounding meditation in nature to practice self-forgiveness and self-compassion. 

This mindfulness-based step was integral as I prepared to revisit potential post-traumatic stress 

experiences processing Nicole’s death and my grieving process. I then returned to my home art 

studio and engaged in the art-making process. I did not predetermine a specific time or art 

medium; however, I engaged in the art-making activity for approximately two to three hours to 

leave dedicated time to unwind, reflect, and follow through with the Rx6 method phases. During 

that time, I took a ten-minute break at the end of each hour to check in with myself and 

employed five minutes of free-form intuitive body movements and stretching to practice 

emotional self-regulation. After I made the response art, I engaged in a ritual of free-form 

intuitive body movements and stretching for about ten minutes to unwind and clear cognitive, 

emotional, and somatic space, which prepared me for journaling (Sultan, 2019). 
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Rx6 Method 

I facilitated the six Rx6 method phases by applying the first five Rx6 method phases to 

collect data prior to data analysis: (1) relate, (2) resonate, (3) respond, (4) reflect, and (5) results. 

I applied the sixth Rx6 method phase, (6) react, after data analysis to emphasize the final 

analysis. Each phase included an action and self-guiding prompt question(s) protocol (Appendix 

B). 

Relate. At the first relate phase (Gerge et al., 2017), I engaged the presence of the 

collective Pre-Study Artifacts and exhibited them per specific year together as a group on or 

against a wall. I sat grounded on the floor in front of the exhibited art and asked myself, “What 

experience emerges within me?” (Gerge et al., 2017). I wrote my initial reflections in a journal. I 

titled the section of the journal with the year of the Pre-Study Artifacts.  

Resonate. At the second resonate phase (Gerge et al., 2017), I continued to address the 

Pre-Study Artifacts, immersed my presence with the Pre-Study Artifacts, invited the possibility 

of surprise, and wrote free and spontaneous prose in my reflective journal while asking myself, 

“What do I sense?”, “What do I want to respond with?” (Gerge et al., 2017).  

Respond. At the third phase, I made response art, and asked myself “What is emerging in 

me?” (Gerge et al., 2017). I used media/materials found in my studio. 

Reflect. At the fourth phase, I reflected (Gerge et al., 2017) on the completed response art 

by writing reflections in my reflective journal while asking myself, “How does this art-making 

experience make me sense?”, and “What do I know now that I didn’t know before?” (Gerge et 

al., 2017). I further scribed new sensations, feelings, and meanings.  

During this phase, I also reflected on the art-making process from the Expressive 

Therapies Continuum (ETC) framework (Hinz, 2020) and wrote descriptions of how I interacted 
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with the art materials chosen for the response art in my reflective journal. I also recorded written 

descriptions of the response art made noting, art elements such as line, shape, form, color, light, 

texture, and art principles such as balance, scale/proportion, focal point, contrast, repetition. I 

recorded written descriptions of symbolism or metaphor.  

Results. At the fifth phase, I expanded my written reflections to refine, build, and 

articulate further meaning while asking myself the same questions as in the previous phase 

(Gerge et al., 2017). Throughout the process I practiced deliberate indwelling, where I balanced 

openness to intuitive awakenings and tacit mysteries while observing, reporting, and describing 

explicit details of my lived experience as a PSLS (Moustakas, 1990). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

After completing all nine response art pieces, I compiled and sorted the reflective journal 

entries using a constant comparative analysis procedure “to discern conceptual similarities, to 

refine the discriminative power of categories, and to discover patterns” (Tesch, 1990, p. 96). This 

analysis process used coding procedures to reveal core theme statements. I analyzed each series 

of response art; since each series includes three pieces of art, I displayed the three pieces of art 

on a wall and displayed corresponding reflective journal passages next to those pieces.  

Coding 

I used three systematic coding procedures to actively sort, organize, and order themes 

derived from the response art: (1) open coding, (2) axial coding, and (3) selective coding 

(Creswell, 2009; Maxwell, 2013). I used an excel spreadsheet to create tables of the codes 

following three phases of coding. First, I compiled open codes by identifying similar elements 

that appeared in the art and reflective journal (Ju-Yu-Ho, 2012; Maxwell, 2013) for each series of 

response art. Secondly, I compared, deconstructed, and rearranged similar open codes to build 
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axial codes; in other words, I determined how open codes linked together (Ju-Yu-Ho, 2012; 

Maxwell, 2013) among the three series of response art. Lastly, I further analyzed and connected 

relational qualities to create selective codes or underlying core theme statements (Ju-Yu-Ho, 

2012; Maxwell, 2013). For each phase, I referred to the MLC (Gillies et al., 2014) and the ETC 

(Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978) frameworks to inform and discern conceptual similarities, categorical 

relationships, and patterns across themes of trauma, grief, and loss.  

React. Finally, in the spirit of combining heuristic and arts-based research approaches, I 

created a final, tenth piece of response art. This final art statement synthesized the underlying 

core theme statements thus revealing the essence of my lived experience processing trauma, 

grief, and loss as PSLS. This action culminated the final Rx6 method react phase (Gerge et al., 

2017) and allowed me to ponder the question, “What is the best way to assimilate and apply this 

meaning?”. Answers to this question drove discussion. Like the other response art pieces, I did 

not set a predetermined amount of time to make the final response art or art medium; however, I 

engaged in an art-making activity for approximately two to three hours to leave dedicated time to 

reflect.  

Data Storage and Confidentiality 

The physical original artwork I made, and reflective journal remain stored in a locked 

closet at my residence. I digitally photographed each piece of response art and saved them to a 

password protected portable hard drive. The original artwork, digital photographs, and the 

reflective journal will be saved indefinitely for potential use in future research, presentations, 

publications, and related educational forums. The informed consent form, data analysis coding 

spreadsheets, and other digital notetaking document were saved separately on a password 

protected hard drive where they will be stored for a period of three years.  
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Validity/Trustworthiness 

According to Mihalache (2019) “validity or credibility in heuristic research is established 

by repeatedly questioning the meaning of results” (p. 139). Moustakas (1990), the creator of 

heuristic inquiry declares,  

The question of validity is one of meaning: Does the ultimate depiction of the experience 

derived from one’s own rigorous, exhaustive self-searching and from the explications of 

others present comprehensively, vividly, and accurately the meanings and essences of the 

experience? (p. 32).  

Moustakas (1990) further pointed me in a direction, as the primary researcher/research 

instrument, I am the only one who can judge the validity of this study. Consequently, Moustakas 

(1990) encouraged me to return “again and again to the data to check the depictions of the 

experience to determine whether the qualities or constituents that have been derived from the 

data embrace the necessary and sufficient meanings” (p. 33). Triangulating the data between 

multiple sources, such as the response art and the reflective journal while using thick transparent 

descriptions, affirms multiple realities and establishes credibility and dependability (Potash, 

2019; Sultan, 2019). Furthermore, the rigorous and systematic qualitative coding process also 

facilitated a valid depiction of my experience (Patton, 2002). 

In addition, I reflected on my internal frame of reference (Gerge et al., 2017). According 

to Franklin (2012) there could be potential validity dangers of being too inward looking. To 

combat this danger, I used the art and reflective journal entries to make my subjective experience 

more objective by giving inner-feelings an outward form (Bird, 2016). I also checked in with a 

mentor-supervisor board-certified art therapist to help me discern potential bias, 

countertransference, and to confirm introspective clarity.  
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Reflexivity 

Heuristic research is notably interpretive (Sultan, 2019). Since I am the sole participant 

and primary research instrument for this heuristic study, personal bias pervaded. Likewise, 

counterintuitive to studying my lived experience, it was impractical, unviable, and unethical for 

me to fully separate myself from the topic of my study (Sultan, 2019). Therefore, I practiced 

reflexivity by critically, without judgement, evaluated and addressed my personal values, beliefs, 

biases, and attitudes pertaining to my topic (Sultan, 2019). I did this by adding reflexive journal 

entries to my reflective journal. As Sultan (2019) suggested, as I reflected, I considered how 

engaging in the study might fit into a grander scheme of my inner and outer worlds. I also noted 

any contradictory narratives, inner/outer conflicts, and insights generated through conversations 

not affiliated with this study.  

Reflexive journaling served as a “transparent and/or visible holding space for information 

about the research process” (Sultan, 2019, p. 174). Sultan (2019) suggested how bracketing in 

heuristic inquiry is not to separate the researcher from the research, it is to bring the researcher 

closer to how to approach the research question and challenge what I think I know. Therefore, 

reflexive analysis of the response art I created and reflective journal entries I made helped me 

bracket personal bias (Potash, 2019). 

Personal Bias 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) emphasized “all research is interpretive: guided by a set of 

beliefs and feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (p. 13). 

Therefore, in a transparent attempt to lend rigor and trustworthiness (Sultan, 2019) to this study, I 

disclose the characteristics that orient me to society and shape how I view the world. 
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I consider my humanness as the ultimate characteristic that orients me in society. I 

identify as a Caucasian, heterosexual, cisgender male of middle adulthood. I also identify as an 

American of Italian ethnic decent and as a Christian. My familial and environmental experiences 

significantly impact my worldview. I grew up in metropolitan New York and attended both 

public and Catholic schools there. My grandparents were immigrants and working class. My 

father worked as a police officer and eventually earned a doctorate degree later in life. He 

currently works as an addiction counselor. My mother worked as a social worker. I have one 

younger brother who also works as a police officer. 

I was married and divorced once prior to my relationship with Nicole. I am a father of 

one married son. I currently live in Florida, where I have lived for twenty years. I have 

continuously worked since my early teens, by both choice and necessity. I earned three degrees 

from public universities; a bachelor’s in psychology, a master’s in interior design, and a PhD in 

curriculum and instruction with a concentration in higher education administration. I have 

worked in the commercial interior design field for corporate and private owned businesses, large 

and small. I also worked for a private career college as a faculty member and administrator. Art 

therapy will be my third career change. I am a lifelong learner.  

Ethical Implications 

A heuristic, arts-based study about witnessing and living with a suicide loss carried 

ethical implications for me. For instance, I was in a vulnerable position to reexperience trauma 

and rekindle memories of grief and loss. Sultan (2019) reminded me of the emotional demands 

of heuristic research. Feelings of guilt, shame, and emotional exhaustion/burnout occurred. 

Therefore, to avoid non-maleficence or actions that cause harm (American Counseling 

Association, 2014), I practiced self-care during the data collection and analysis process. This 
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practice helped me mitigate triggering intense affect and traumatic memories of Nicole’s suicide 

(Sultan, 2019). I maintained contact with a therapist while engaging in this study for personal 

counsel. 

McKenzie et al. (2017) surveyed research assistants about their perspectives of ethical 

considerations when working with sensitive suicide research. Participants expressed their need to 

“know their own limits” and “when to stop and walk away from the work” (McKenzie et al., 

2017, p. 179) as coping strategy practices. Moustakas (1990) also recommended a period of 

incubation or time away from the data. I benefited from these practices.  

Due to the sensitive nature of suicide, I considered ethical implications for my audience 

(Potash, 2019). My art and writing might invoke vicarious trauma (Potash, 2019) to readers and 

other suicide loss survivors, particularly those who witnessed a violent suicide. Therefore, to 

address non-maleficence, a trigger/content warning statement commences this thesis.  

McKenzie et al.’s (2017) participants reported feeling unprepared for the level of detail 

and sensitivity of the suicide information presented. They suggested additional coping strategies 

that could apply to readers of my study such as “limiting or avoiding exposure to violence in the 

media or the reporting of traumatic events, not reading serious books or watching depressing 

movies” (McKenzie et al., 2017, p. 179). I practiced these coping strategies.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

In this chapter, I make the data I collected of how response art helped me express new 

learnings of the ways I processed trauma, grief, and loss after losing my fiancé Nicole to suicide 

visible. I present the response art pieces made, excerpts from my reflective journal entries in 

quotes, and my coding analysis interpretations. Since I made the response art-making and 

reflection process for each year of grieving Nicole’s death, I primarily organized this chapter by 

year. Each year included a narrative recount my experiences and reflections as I processed 

through the first five Rx6 method phases. During the relate phase, I sat with the Pre-Study 

Artifacts and considered what experiences emerged within me. I moved into the resonate phase 

where I further pondered what I sensed, how I wanted to respond to the Pre-Study Artifacts, and 

made response art. After making the response art, I reflected on what the art-making experience 

made me sense and any new learnings of how I processed trauma, grief. I expanded, refined, 

built, and articulated further meaning of these new learnings in the results phase.   

The qualitative coding data for each year follows the descriptive narratives of the Rx6 

method phases. Open codes were derived from my personal narrative reflections. I linked similar 

elements from the open codes to compile axial codes. From there, I further connect relational 

qualities and described underlying core themes. After completing this process for each year, I 

culled through the results and repeated the process by analyzing the core theme states for each 

year and synthesized categorial theme statements across the three years. I complied overarching 

core theme statements from these categorical theme statements.  Overarching core theme 

statements inspired a final art response piece, which assimilates the meaning of how I processed 

trauma, grief, and loss after losing Nicole to suicide.  
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At the start of each art-making, reflective journaling experience, and qualitative coding 

process, I recited this prayer as part of my mindfulness/preparation ritual.  

 Lord,  

I ask you prepare my heart as I engage in this process. Open my heart and mind, and soul, 

to the mysteries and truths that are hidden and unseen, and that you would have me learn. 

 Amen. 

Year One Discoveries 

Relate 

As I sat with the Year One Pre-Study Artifacts, I was washed over with “reverence, depth, 

and comfort in its presence”. I felt a “fellowship with the art” and I recognized “the creative well 

in the shock, the grief, the passing of time” during that first year. I miss that feeling. I related to a 

deep, grounding connection to Nicole at that time, “the smell and touch of her clothes, walking 

on the nature trail behind our yard with her walking stick collecting wood and shells to make 

art”. This was also the time of the first COVID lockdowns, which for me, was a blessing in 

disguise. I was gifted the time, and space, to be still, and held, in my grief; to become 

“comfortable with the uncomfortable” – forced to isolate in the house we lived together, the 

place she chose to end her life, and the site where I found her hanging. I reflected on how the 

sequence of events connected to a “serious reality” and how they were “sobering”. 

Resonate 

Following the Rx6 guiding questions, I reflected on “what do I sense?”. My notes told 

me, “Tactile, texture, need to explore”. My notes also surprised me. I felt more comfortable 

remembering a concern I had that so much art-making revealed “a sense of mania, yet in a 

healthy way (?)”. I sensed “polarity – external/internal, earthly/mystery, light/dark, 
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bonding/separation, attaching/detaching”. “Morbid reality” was a phase I reflected on. Now I am 

connecting “serious reality” to “morbid reality” to the “serious reality” reflection earlier. For me, 

experiencing a suicide is “as real as it gets”.  

Respond 

“Binding” and “tactile” were the primary motivators of the art-making response. I wrote 

“binding of the souls”, “binding wounds”, “behold”, “healing”.  I noticed the emphasis of the 

“eye” as a theme in my Year One Pre-Study Artifacts. Therefore, I reflected on the concepts, 

“seeing, exercising care, paying attention, understanding, mirroring”. “Slowing, seismic shift, 

quality time, channeling” were other response motivators.  

Response Art. I used a balloon cast plaster sculpture process to make the first series of 

response art. I chose this process since it was a new process for me; the newness of art-making 

was like my experiences during Year One Pre-Study Artifact art-making. The process also 

allowed me to explore and be “tactile”. I was primarily using the kinesthetic/sensory level of the 

ETC (Hinz, 2020; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978). It also had an inherent symbolic “binding” 

element. I selected balloons of different shapes, “elongated and twisted”. After the plaster casts 

were made, I was pleased with their smooth, white, and clean appearance. However, I felt 

something was missing. The plaster cast arrangements needed the addition of a “natural, organic” 

element to add more “tactility”. I remembered I had a small bouquet of flowers drying under a 

bag in the back of a dark closet. I purposely selected pieces of those dried flowers and carefully 

arranged them in relationship to the plaster casts.  
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Figure 1 

Year One Response Art Series 

 

Reflect  

Multiple metaphors emerged from this art-making process illuminating new personal 

insights. For one, it was frustrating at first to get the “right balance of plaster to water”; I 

practiced much “trial and error” to the mixing and combining of materials. From this perspective 

according to the ETC, the process of plaster casting is highly complex and structured thus 

promoting greater cognitive processing. I remembered Haeyen and Hinz’s (2020) study that 

found insecure-avoidant attachment styles overused the cognitive component of the ETC early in 

their therapy work. Although I had considered myself possessed by an insecure attachment style, 

I was not resonating with an overuse of cognitive processing. Conversely, I was beginning to 

resonate with a greater use of the symbolic component of the ETC in my response art-making, an 

indicator of greater secured attachment patterns, personal and universal meaning, and emotional 

regulation (Haeyen & Hinz, 2020).  

In addition to the mix of material, the timing of the pouring and setting of the material 

was also frustrating. I found I had to work faster than I thought, “sometimes furiously”. I felt the 

“fragility and delicacy” of time and material much like I experienced time and the nature of grief 

during the first year. Realizing I needed to make three pieces, I made some additional balloon 

plaster casts “to save in the chance one would be too broken or not bind well”.  I began to 
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recognize I was “trying to fill a void” and “trying too hard to control the outcome”. The process 

became more relieving when I “allowed the elements to work on their own”. I felt the “heat 

transforming the material”.  

There were points in the process when I would “cry out-loud” and “curse” in frustration. 

The fluid media elicited an emotional response (Hinz, 2020). A prime example was when I began 

to remove the balloon after it had settled just to experience a loud “burst - a POP” that startled 

me leaving half the cast broken. This process proved apropos by reflecting the shock and visceral 

frustration embedded in the grieving process. Like my personal grieving process, I continued “to 

stick with it” and persevere. 

The element of air in the process further struck me. This brought up an unexpected and 

morbid metaphor. I was using breath. I found I was letting air in and out of the balloon to control, 

constrict, and suffocate the plaster. I was tying knots at the neck of the balloon. At one point, I 

also suspended the balloon on a rod to experiment with how the plaster would settle and create 

different forms. As the ETC shows us, direct interaction with the media can decrease reflective 

distance. I was unknowingly mirroring the motions of Nicole’s choice of death by hanging. The 

art, and the creative process, speaks truth.    

Results  

As I sat with the response art longer, I practiced greater indwelling and more personal 

insight came forth. From a visual perspective, the art series took on a “morphological, umbilicus, 

mammalian” essence. I found “body and organ” forms emerge. I saw “eyes and bellies”. I was 

seeing the “the trauma trapped in my body” not only from experiencing Nicole’s death, but prior 

embodied trauma, “exposed broken vessels – all appearing to hold in a different way”. There was 

a sense of “heaviness”.  One form “was clearly shattered”, another “was deformed and had 
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depressions in the surface”, and another “was a blob of weight cut off and cauterized”. Each 

form portrayed a sense of movement. The shattered one “stillness”, the depressed one 

“watching”, and the weighted one “hobbling and brushing along”.  From an ETC perspective, it 

became clear to me how handling and physically manipulating the art media represented internal 

experiences of my body both physically and symbolically.  

Each one had a trace of being detached from a cord. “Cord” also brought up more 

references to Nicole’s method of suicide. I further reflected on the idea of an umbilical cord 

detaching and producing the “naval as a hallowed scar”. I began to relate “hallowed” with 

“depressed” and looked at depression from this death as “a hallowed holding place”. I became 

more present with my relationship with my grief, “I thought it was about separation, but now it is 

about connection”. A connection “with the structure of things; of living organisms, a conduit”. 

The notion of “conduit” sparked three synchronous memory connections to Nicole, in life and 

death, which continued to repeat itself in this Year One response art. These connections involved 

other people and places and transcended time.  

The first memory was about the dried flowers I used in the art. About a year after Nicole 

passed away, her dog Nina, who I adopted, had a mini-stroke. I had to buy her soft food so she 

could take with her medicine and be easy to eat without much effort. I went to Trader Joe’s for 

the food and brought Nina with me. Interestingly, a father/daughter team was at the check-out 

counter – one at the register, the other bagging. They commented on how cute Nina is. I 

explained to them how she was sick and that was the reason I am stocking up on the many cans 

of soft food for her, since it is easier for her to eat. I noticed the father tell the daughter 

something in her ear. As I walked out to my car, the daughter ran up to me with a handpicked 

bouquet of flowers from the floral department for Nina. At the center of the bouquet was dark 
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purple calla lilies, Nicole’s favorite flower. Nicole and I took Nina to the vet the weekend before 

Nicole died. The vet told us how Nina was developing a heart murmur and was at the age where 

her heart would be enlarging, which really upset Nicole.  

Nicole always referred to Nina as a “spiritual conduit”. They had a very special bond. I 

believe the flower bouquet was a message of love and healing from Nicole to both Nina and me. 

Nina quickly bounced back from her mini-stroke in a day or so. Nicole and I would usually 

encounter quirky situations like that together. It is rare to find a father/daughter working together 

and then strike up a connected conversation and spread compassion in that way. These were the 

moments Nicole always cherished together. Moments like this confirm that Nicole’s spirit lives 

on and is continuously deeply connected to me. 

The reoccurrence of the “eye” as a symbol sparked a second memory. One of the 

response art pieces reminded me of a dragon stone Nicole and I purchased on a trip to Australia. 

While wandering a Saturday market on that trip, Nicole and I found ourselves separated. We 

eventually reunited at a spiritual stone stand and spent at least an hour there handling and reading 

about the stones. We purchased a few stones and Nicole added the dragon stone last to our 

purchase. We really did not do much with the stones after that. After Nicole died, I remember the 

dragon stone just showing up one day in a box of things. I did not think much of the occurrence. 

Now, I went back to it and really reflected on the written description that came with the stone, 

“vision, prophesy, presence, perception, observation, awareness, gateway to the soul, window to 

the soul, recognize one another, empathize with one another”. This was another confirmation of 

my connection to Nicole’s spirit transcending time and place.   

The third memory comes from the concepts of the prevalence of “organs and conduits” in 

the analysis of my Year One response art. I was reminded by something one of my doctors told 



PARTNER SUICIDE LOSS: USING RESPONSE ART  57 

me after I told them about Nicole and her death. The doctor told me, “You served as an 

instrument to help carry Nicole on her journey. What an honor!”. I had never fully processed that 

until now. I continue to see how my connection to Nicole’s spirit transcends time and place, and 

people. All I need to do is pay attention.  

Year One Open Codes  

I discovered 130 open codes for Year One. Table 1 illustrates examples of these open 

codes.  

Table 1 

Examples of Year One Open Codes 

Reverence of the art Year 1 

fellowship with the art Year 1 

creative well in the shock/crisis Year 1 

time purposeful Year 1 

time connection with Nicole still present Year 1 

rituals Year 1 

sensorial interaction  Year 1 

morbid reality Year 1 

elemental Year 1 

Year One Axial Codes  

I sorted through the open codes and linked similar elements. I discovered the following 

axial codes for Year One.  

Table 2 

Year One Axial Codes 

Action Air Arrangement Art 
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Body Care Conduit Eye 

Form Left over Pain  Personal  

Polarity  Protection  Stunted  Surprise  

Tactile  Time  Weight  

Year One Core Theme Statements  

I went back and reviewed my reflection notes, my art, and the narrative descriptions of 

each Rx6 method phase above for Year One and connected relational qualities to craft underlying 

core theme statements. I also used overarching themes from the MLC (Gillies et al., 2014) to 

further discern core theme categories.  

Table 3 

Year One Core Theme Statements Codes 

Y1 – CT1 Art-making embodied time, place, and connection to others with Nicole. 

Y1 – CT2 I resonated a need for a tactile experience.   

Y1 – CT3 I recognized a deep reality of the ongoing impact of Nicole’s suicide on my 

life and being.   

Y1 – CT4 My art-making was unpredictable. 

Y1 – CT5 The eye, a classic symbol of Self appeared in throughout my art. 

Y1 – CT6 Response art forms precipitated memories of Nicole and channeled 

continuing bonds with her through the living messages.  

Y1 – CT7 My response art served as a protective holding vessel.   

Y1 – CT8 I handled the art with honor and care.   

Y1 – CT9 Shattered and broken body forms emerged.  

Y1 – CT10 The art held opposite tensions.      

Y1 – CT11 I unknowingly mimicked Nicole’s method of death in my art-making 

process.   
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Year Two Discoveries  

Relate 

A shift in time began to emerge with me when I sat with the Year Two Pre-Study 

Artifacts. Time felt “far and close at the same time”. It felt “concentrated”. I wrote “time is 

marked and measured in different ways”. I recalled a time of “great depth” supported by greater 

routine and connecting with groups. Year Two began on a schedule of weekly bible study and 

practicum course meetings. “Doing the work”, “permitting myself to rest in the darkness”, 

“escape”, “rest”, “refuge”, “pushing through solid rock”, “seeds germinate in the dark metaphor” 

and “grow with light” emerged as markers of Year Two. “Top-heavy”, “head big, body small”, 

“too much thinking”, “humility” also emerged.  

Resonate 

Words and phrases “rising”, “crack”, “descending”, “push/pull”, “tension”, “break”, 

“break-through”, “tearing”, “ripping”, “pouring” were original response motivators. I further 

scribed, “leap of faith”, “disconnected earthly and heavenly realms”, “haunting repentance of 

self and others”, “lift out”, “assist/move between realms”, “juncture of past/future; juncture of 

earth/spirit worlds”, “resilience”, “spiritual warrior”, “flight, fight or freeze”. I stayed with the 

idea of fight, “fight = break-through mind with spirit”. The concept of “mind, body, spirit” 

resonated. I meditated on a rhythm or pattern of these words, “body, mind (pause) spirit (pause), 

mind, body” with spirit at the center; “pain encompassed”, “break from earthy realm, to build in 

spirit realm”.  As I review my reflection journal, I am now resonating with part of a Psalm from 

scripture printed in the background margins of the page: “Trust in him at all times…pour hearts 

to him, for God is our refuge” (New International Version, 1984, Psalm 62:8). The word “pour” 

showed up again. 
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Respond 

The art series for Year Two spontaneously evolved motivated by an event that occurred at 

the time I was following my reflection process. While processing through the relate and resonate 

Rx6 method protocol for Year Two, a sudden rainstorm descended on my neighborhood with 

great force. Winds howled violently. I heard a “snap and crash”. I did not think much of it at the 

time, since it is normal to have sudden, quick, passing storms appear out of nowhere in the 

afternoon of a midsummer Florida day. The storm passed as I finished my journal entries, and I 

went out for a walk to mentally prepare myself for the response art-making. As I passed my 

backyard near the street, I noticed one of the community decorative lampposts uprooted from the 

ground lying, (more like resting) in the grass with its lantern smashed, a remanent of the “snap 

and crash”. I carefully picked up some larger pieces of shattered glass and carried it back to my 

house. While in front of my door, I looked up to the sky and noticed how the sky emitted a soft 

ethereal light and how the clouds were shifting and moving in a swirling motion with great 

speed. I curiously held up the shattered glass pieces to the sky, like an offering to the light. I was 

compelled to take digital photos of the glass against the sky with my phone. As I snapped the 

digital photos, I noticed how my hand was in the image and how the images were blurred 

without any digital photo enhancements.  

Response Art. I immediately identified these digital photos as my Year Two response art 

series. The digital photos were captured quickly and instantaneously without overthinking. I 

saved them to my password protected hard drive and reflected on my art-making experience. I 

spent the subsequent time set aside for art-making rearranging the digital photos in different 

cardinal directions until I was satisfied with the visual movement the series produced.  
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Figure 2 

Year Two Response Art Series  

 

Reflect  

I was astonished by how the experience unfolded. The process for Year Two response art-

making was marked by the events of a supernatural force and made by capturing the moment. I 

was primarily practicing the perceptual/affective level of the ETC by carefully developing 

images with lines, outlines, shapes, and forms both literal and implied. These digital photo 

images served as transitional objects (Weiser, 2004) or projections of personal inward and 

outward meaning; “simultaneously a realistic illusion and an illusory reality” (p. 26). There was 

a synchronous mystery around the encounter of events that afternoon. Documenting the 

therapeutic encounter with my phone as a mediator to capture the context of the making from a 

distance, which as Atkins (2007) acknowledges in his photography art therapy work, mimics an 

act of performance art.  In this way, one could say I experienced a detachment from my ego. A 

mysterious power acted and amplified my “attention”. I “paid attention” to the storm, the 
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discovery of destruction, the careful selection of broken pieces, carrying the pieces, choosing to 

pause at my door (a portal) to hold the pieces up to an otherworldly light, being curiously present 

with the characteristics of the transcending light and atmosphere. I felt lighter, less weight in my 

body, and a greater sense of freedom and rest in my mind. A re-attachment to my Self.  

The “paying” part of “pay attention” continued to resonate. My reflections returned again 

and again over the days to “attention” as “an act of honor - a ritualistic honor honoring Nicole, 

her hurt, her pain, and her internal suffering. Her journey to light in a supernatural and 

unconventional way. A way of another time and place”. I reflected “my passage too, a union of 

passage”. A passage set in contradiction. One filled with mystery, wonder, and companionship 

while at the same time familiar, understood, and solitude, “sacrificial solitude”. 

Results  

While I worked with the images more insights emerged. Rotating the photo images in 

different cardinal directions emphasized an essence of “action” and “movement”. The implied 

swirling, whirling motion was not dizzying. Rather, intentional, and rhythmic, like “mixing 

ingredients together”, “mixing the atmosphere with shards of glass and light”, “transforming”, 

the combination of words “sustainable alchemy” came to mind. From left to right the images 

pointed in North, South, and West directions and visually flowed in a clockwise rotation. I 

noticed how the image farthest to the left pointed towards the two other images. The other two 

images pointed to each other. In fact, all three images ultimately pointed to each other in a 

unifying and cohesive way working in concert with each other. There was a strong sense of a 

“trinity”, a “holy or sacred trinity”. The hand pointing West now looks like an eye to me.  
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Year Two Open Codes 

I discovered 67 open codes for Year One. Table 4 illustrates examples of these open 

codes.  

Table 4 

Examples of Year Two Open Codes 

breakthrough Year 2 

dripping  Year 2 

pouring Year 2 

tearing Year 2 

ripping Year 2 

spill guts Year 2 

portal Year 2 

courage with uncomfortable   Year 2 

leap of faith Year 2 

Year Two Axial Codes  

I sorted through the open codes and linked similar elements. I discovered the following 

axial codes for Year Two.  

Table 5 

Year Two Axial Codes 

Active Ascend  Atmosphere  Body  

Breakthrough  Conflict  Descend  Fight  

Haunting Self Juncture  Offering  Safety 

Spiritual Development Underthink    
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Year Two Core Theme Statements 

I returned to my reflection notes, my art, and the narrative descriptions of each Rx6 

method phase above for Year Two and connected relational qualities to craft underlying core 

theme statements. I also used overarching themes from the MLC (Gillies et al., 2014) to further 

discern core theme categories.  

Table 6 

Year Two Core Theme Statements Codes 

Y2 – CT1 My relationship to time and place was marked by juncture. 

Y2 – CT2 I expressed ritualistic action.    

Y2 – CT3 I was motivated by mystery and serendipity 

Y2 – CT4 My art-making was spontaneous.   

Y2 – CT5 My art was made by capturing natural light with man-made mediator. 

Y2 – CT6 Ghostly, blurred body forms of hands and eyes emerged. 

Y2 – CT7 I paid more attention to spiritual development. 

Y2 – CT8 A working revered trinity arrangement appeared.   

Y2 – CT9 I relied less on internal intellect and more on external unknowns. 

Y2 – CT10 Directional movement provided greater perspective.  

Year Three Discoveries  

Relate 

While sitting with the Year Three Pre-Study Artifacts, reflections of “disbelief of the time 

gone by”, “change”, and “self-soothing” emerged. I wrote “entering into the mysteries”, 

“bounce”, “softness”, “cushion”. Could this be an indication of protection or movement into a 

slower pace, even a “settling (?)” into the trauma and grief? I noticed how I worked with a 

greater use of color and “written words” in the Year Three Pre-Study Artifacts: “left-over paints - 
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some house paints used”, “made art over other art”, and “perseverance” were added themes. I 

related to “recycling” and “salvaging”.  

Resonate 

The hexagonal theme of the Year Three Pre-Study Artifacts was dominate and riddled 

with symbolism. I reflected on “strength”, “sacred geometry”, “harmony/balance”, “balance of 

the masculine/feminine”, “a hive”, “carrying messages”, “swarming”, “compartments”, “hold 

things”, and “honey”. The number six relation to the hexagon made me also think of the number 

twelve and how sacral derivatives of that number is in ancient scripture, for example 3 (trinity 

again), 6, 12 with 12 as the number of apostles, and the number of Jungian psychology 

archetypal figures. Themes of “mysticism”, “collective”, “connection” continued to emerge.  

Respond 

I felt I wanted to respond by “filling in outlines” with “ink, color, watercolors, and 

shading”, a nod to the Year Three Pre-Study Artifacts. Archetypal energy surrounded me. I 

dipped back into Pearson’s (1991) work inspired by Jung’s twelve archetypes, a source I often 

confer. The Warrior, Seeker, and Fool archetypes spoke to me. I wanted to create emotional self-

portraits of these archetypal figures.  

Response Art. I created a series of activated archetypal self-portrait mixed media 

collages displayed in shadowboxes giving dimensional form. Facial expression and color 

animate the archetype images. Some adorn a headpiece. In the overall arrangement, the self-

portrait images take on a sculptural bust-like appearance. Each one hovers in relationship with a 

stained, textured element suggesting an advancing presence. Words of scripture appear in each 

collage, sweeping across the series. Shadow boxes contain the images for two reasons. Firstly, 

portraits are traditionally framed. I wanted to frame these differently and accentuate the three-
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dimensionality of the mixed media art. Secondly, I wanted to emphasize the personal implication 

of Jungian shadow work evolving in me subsequent from activating these archetype guides.    

Figure 3 

Year Three Response Art Series 

 

Reflect 

Sitting with the response art revealed new meanings. Emotional expression and 

storytelling marked the Year Three response art-making process. I channeled the emotional 

energy of each archetype within me and took a photograph selfie using my phone to capture that 

expression. I printed out the photos and with graphic pencils, I traced the outline of my portrait 

from the selfie and shaded in feature details. In this sense I was using the perceptual component 

of the ETC with controlled media. I also used watercolor to fill in color and tones, and to create 

shadows, combining my experience with fluid media. The affective component of the ETC 

emerged. I added other elements like a head bandage and black eye to the Warrior and a jester’s 

hat to the Fool to tell a story. Each archetype figures tells a story in its expression.  For example, 

I noticed how the eyes and mouth contributed most to animating emotional expressions. The ears 
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were a steady indicator of the overarching relationship of each archetype to the shadow. 

Storytelling began to shape the cognitive component of the ETC in this response art-making 

The Warrior image illustrates a blackened eye, pursed fattening symmetrical lips, and 

bandaged head. Blood stains come from the head and neck. The Warrior was showing me a need 

to attend to my mind and voice. The eyes stare, locked in a confrontational stance, which 

reminded me of “raw reality”. The looming shadow forms a “hook”. The shadow matter 

connects and surrounds the Warrior’s ears more so than the other portraits indicating a prominent 

relationship.  

The Seeker’s gaze is “intensely intent” and points upward. The closed mouth is at 

“serious rest”. The uncovered head is washed with light, “reflecting”. The reflected light 

contributes to “burning a hole” in the adjacent dark shadow matter. Shadow matter does not 

show up at the Seeker’s exposed ear indicating an openness to evoke other members of the 

Pearson’s (1991) family of Soul-work archetypes: the Destroyer, the Lover, and the Creator. 

The Fool’s raised eyebrows expand the space for the eyes; eyes “bulging with irony”. The 

mouth is relinquished in an asymmetrical “silly smirk”. The Fool is dressed as a playful jester 

character, “surrendered in innocence”. The shadow matter is lightest in the Fool self-portrait; 

there is more light than dark, however the dark shadow continues to loom forward. The jester hat 

partially covers and aims to protect the Fool’s ears from the creeping shadow. The 

cognitive/symbolic level component of the ETC was at play in this response art series. Images 

were mostly deliberate and planned with cognitive and intuitive action until the serendipity set in 

again.  
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Results  

The response art-making for Year Three continued to surprise me and evolve. Mysterious 

messages continued to appear and contributed to greater complexity and sophistication, and 

greater understanding of my process. For one, at the time of making the Year Three response art 

pieces, I “stumbled upon” a prayer booklet. Each page of the booklet had three parts, a bible 

scripture, an author’s personal story or antidote with a distinctive title, and an author’s personal 

written prayer linking to their personal story or antidote. When I flipped through it, I quickly 

found how three prayers in the booklet profoundly paired with each of the archetypes I was 

working with. The pages from this prayer booklet were aged with a yellow hue, which along 

with the texture worked well with the mixed media collages. I decided to include scripture 

excerpts from each prayer page in the accompanying self-portrait collage. Moreover, I noticed 

again how scripture passages pre-printed in the background margins of the pages of the reflection 

journal I was using related directly to the topic I was actively reflecting on, on that page! 

For instance, the prayer I found titled “Scars” aligned with the Warrior archetype. The 

prayer focus called for “those persecuted for their faith”, a concern I have towards Christianity in 

our current world society. Each prayer page had a written narrative antidote from a church 

community member. This page posed the questions to the reader, “What would happen if I 

allowed others to see the scars on my heart caused by past hurts and fears. Would they wince? Or 

would seeing my scars draw their attention to the cross? Could God use me to comfort others 

with the same comfort he had given me?” (Hudson, 2015, p. 17). The writer further described 

how they could help others “whether through a hotline, a help center, or simply through a 

listening ear” (Hudson, 2015, p. 17). This clearly resonated with me as a developing art 

therapist/mental health counselor. The writer continues “Even when it means being honest about 
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my struggles, with God’s help I can speak, listen, and act with love” (Hudson, 2015, p. 15). 

Faith-based approaches to counseling are shaping my therapist/counselor identity. I can use the 

simple prayer, “Dear God, your scars led us to life. Please use ours to draw others to you. In 

Jesus’s name, Amen” (Hudson, 2015, p. 15). To top it off, the scripture on my journal page 

dedicated to the Warrior archetype reflection reads, “Look to the Lord and his strength, seek his 

face always” (New International Version, 1984, Psalm 105:4). Well, my Warrior Archetype self-

portrait displayed a “severely commanding” face.  

The prayer I discovered for the Seeker archetype was titled “Not a Hummingbird?” 

(Hicks, 2015, p. 37) and was directed to those seeking a way to serve. The narrative antidote told 

a story of a purple finch trying desperately to drink from a hummingbird feeder. The author’s 

own reflection, “How often do I attempt to be, or wish to be, something or somebody I am not?” 

(Hicks, 2015, p. 37) caught my attention. Like the author, I can “confidently live as the [person] 

God created [me] to be” (Hicks, 2015, p. 37). I can celebrate my personal uniqueness - my 

personal story and search for special ways to effectively share my uniqueness with others as a 

tangible way for me to praise and thank God for creating me the way I am. I can pray, 

“Marvelous Creator, help us to celebrate our uniqueness and to use it to make a positive 

difference in the lives of others. Amen” (Hicks, 2015, p. 37). Further confirmation of the Seeker 

archetype activation came from my journal when I saw the pre-printed scripture verse,  

So, I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the 

door will be opened to you. For everyone who receives; he who seeks finds; and to him 

who knocks, the door will be opened (New International Version, 1984, Luke 11:9-10).  

A prayer page titled “Zip Upside Down!” (Howard, 2015, p. 16) aligned with the Fool 

archetype. The antidote described how a person was not able to wholly experience a particular 
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zipline adventure because they did not fully lean back; they had not trusted themselves enough to 

fully let go. The writer reminded me “to fully enjoy our life with God, we must “let go” – let go 

of our old life with its worries, old habits, and old pursuits. Then we will be free to enjoy the 

adventure of the abundant life God intends for us” (Howard, 2015, p. 16). The main point of the 

page was a prayer focus for “someone holding onto destructive habits” (Howard, 2015, p. 16).  

Letting go sparked another heavy memory of Nicole. Early in our relationship, I started a 

tradition where she and I would create vision boards on New Year’s Day. It became a ritual we 

would look forward to. We would collect and store magazines all year and then purchase two 

small canvases to make our collages. New Year’s Day would be a lazy day perusing magazines 

and arranging our vision boards. We would “present” them to each other over a late afternoon 

Chinese food take-out dinner in our living room. We also added a twist to our ritual. Each one of 

us would select a phrase or quote to add to the other’s board. For our first-year boards, Nicole 

selected the quote “Just Let Go” to add to my board; I selected the quote “One Last Kiss”. 

Another synchronous living memory. A mysterious reminder (then and now?) to let go of 

destructive habits and attachments, to enjoy the abundant life God intends for us.  

Additionally, the scripture that accompanied this prayer page resonated with what my 

Fool archetype was telling me, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your 

own insight” (New Revised Standard Version, 2015, Proverbs 3:5). The facial expression I 

created in my Fool archetype self-portrait washed over me when I read that scripture passage. I 

cannot do this life all with my own insight. It is so simple and ironic. I need to put my identity in 

God - God in and with me - not just me. Trust in the wisdom God has placed in me. How 

“arrogantly lost” I have been! Another humbling moment.  
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Year Three Open Codes 

I discovered 85 open codes for Year One. Table 7 illustrates examples of these open 

codes.  

Table 7 

Examples of Year Three Open Codes 

using words phrases  Year 3 

scripture Year 3 

intent to calm Year 3 

intent to release  Year 3 

art made over other art made  Year 3 

art made fast Year 3 

use of more color  Year 3 

left over colors  Year 3 

perseverance self soothe Year 3 

structural theme Year 3 

hexagon Year 3 

Year Three Axial Codes  

I linked similar elements across the open codes and discovered the following axial codes 

for Year Three.  

Table 8 

Year Three Axial Codes 

Acceptance  Action Body Change 

Hexagon Irony  Let Go Mystery 

Nicole Sacred  Salvage  Self-Soothe 

Structure Time Trust  Word  
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Year Three Core Theme Statements 

I went back and reviewed my reflection notes, my art, and the narrative descriptions of 

each Rx6 method phase above for Year Three and connected relational qualities to craft 

underlying core theme statements. I also used overarching themes from the MLC (Gillies et al., 

2014) to further discern core theme categories.  

Table 9 

Year Three Core Theme Statements Codes 

Y3 – CT1 My relationship to time and place changed to settling. 

Y3 – CT2 I related to salvaging and self-soothing.  

Y3 – CT3 I was motivated by sacred structure. 

Y3 – CT4 My initial art-making was dimensional and deliberate. 

Y3 – CT5 Body forms were intentionally expressive and used to tell a story.   

Y3 – CT6 Written words merged into my art. 

Y3 – CT7 I embraced shadow elements with compassion.  

Y3 – CT8 Archetypal energy was activated.  

Y3 – CT9 Nicole’s actions outside of her death showed up to teach me about deeper 

trust. 

Y3 – CT10 Faith-based themes were affirmed.  

Y3 – CT11 Irony pervades the reality of life and death. 

Overarching Core Theme Statement Codes Across the Three Years  

I looked at all the core theme statements across the three years and found seven categorial 

themes: (1) action, (2) body, (3) messages, (4) time, (5) spirit, (6) surrender, (7) impact on Self 

(Appendix C). From these categories, I shaped overarching core theme statements of how 
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response art helped me express new learnings of the ways I processed trauma, grief, and loss 

during the first three years of losing Nicole to suicide.  

Table 10 

Overarching Core Theme Statement Codes Across the Three Years  

OCT-1: Action 
I approached my process of trauma, grief, and loss with a 

venerated sense of purpose, intention, ritual, and care.  

OCT-2: Body 
The response art and art-making process embodied my 

process of trauma, grief, and loss. 

OCT- 3: Messages 
The response art and art-making served as an instrument for 

mystical dialogue. 

OCT- 4: Time 

The response art-making experience for each year mimicked 

my experience of time and nature of trauma and grief for that 

year.  

OCT- 5: Spirit 
I processed trauma, grief, and loss by confirming and 

developing an active relationship with God.  

OCT- 6: Surrender 
My trauma, grief and loss processing experiences were richer 

and more liberating the less I depended on my ego mind. 

OCT- 7: Impact on  

              Sense of Self  

I processed trauma, grief, and loss with a deep and intimate 

curiosity of existence and connectedness.  

Final Art Statement Image 

I meditated on the seven overarching core theme statements and made my final art 

statement image.    

 

 

 

 

 



PARTNER SUICIDE LOSS: USING RESPONSE ART  74 

Figure 4 

Final Art Statement Image 

 

Note. Title: Nicole’s gift – it is all ok, I am ok 

Relate 

I sat with the three series of response art pieces and overarching core theme statements. 

Although I continuously feel a connection to Nicole, I noticed the statements had more to do 

with me than her. This made me “sad”. I wondered if this had to do with “becoming comfortable 

with the uncomfortable” with the idea of “settling” and developing more secure attachments in 

my grief process. I was also incredibly drawn to OCT - 6: Surrender, “My processing 

experiences were richer and more liberating the less I depended on my mind”.  

Resonate 

I was sensing a need to be fluid and bright. I prepared a space to create a painting. An 

intuitive process painting, one without a preconceived notion or any plan. From the ETC 
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perspective, a process painting has low complexity, few instructions, and high reflective distance 

using brush mediators therefore promoting greater opportunity for an emotional personal 

meaning experience (Hinz, 2020). I chose a large canvas and laid out a variety of different size 

brushes and spray containers to mix paint. I rooted around for acrylic and watercolor paints 

because I knew I wanted to work fast and I was inclined to play with luminosity. At first, I 

selected colors that reminded me of Nicole. She loved a wide range of green hues. I also selected 

pink, she looked beautiful in pink, and we traveled all the way to New Zealand to see her favorite 

performer in concert – PINK. I also liked how the pink complemented the greens in a fresh way. 

I included orange, a color emerging as a personal schema for me. Lemon yellow seemed an 

appropriate hue to round out “brightness”.  

Response Art. The piece is bold and colorful. It appears to tell a story. A large figure in 

profile appears to the right, its head outlined in a heart shape. The figure is looking towards a 

light and a cross suspended in the distance. The light is energetic and drips down creating a veil 

between the figure and the cross. The cross is reflected in the figure’s eye. There is a strong 

directional overtone pointing to the area of the cross. At the figure’s mouth or neck, the word 

“trust” is written and punctuated with the same shape that makes up the figure’s eye. Overall, the 

piece takes on a simple, childlike presence. Could this be my inner child or fool speaking to me? 

Reflect 

I first reflected on what I saw in the image. Many of the core theme statements were 

illustrated. For one, “action” was clearly portrayed. There was a presence of body parts. I noticed 

how there was more visual elements and color at the neck or throat of the figure - the “portal to 

Nicole’s death” a phrase I coined early on in my trauma and grief process and a reoccurring 

element in my art over the years.  
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Two primary insights presented. I was reminded of time early in my grieving process in 

2020, when a suicide loss aftercare provider asked me “What was Nicole here to show me that 

only her death could teach me?”. My answer then was, “to be more present”.  I revisited that 

same question recently and answered, “to trust”. “Presence” and “trust” are both embodied in the 

final art statement image.  The word “trust” had also been emphasized during the church 

message delivered the same morning I made this art piece, “Trust in the Lord”. More “messages” 

from “spirit” came forward from that church message and confirmed ‘trust” and other “codes” 

that had been coming up for me in my thesis work, “cursed is a man when he puts trust in his self 

alone”, “trust requires action”, “trust produces confidence”, “God’s direction is always for 

protection’, “put God first, he doesn’t want left-overs”. 

I was also reminded how this art piece could be an abstraction of the “Seeker” archetype 

side-angled self-portrait from my Year Three response art series. The abstracted figure is looking 

back at the cross as if “returning to what has always been there in the distance”. Was this image 

trying to tell me again about the other archetypes of the Soul-work archetype family (Pearson, 

1991) related to the Seeker - the Destroyer, the Lover, the Creator? I decided to sit with the 

image for a while longer and “surrendered” to it, “depending less on my mind”.  

Results 

I pondered more on personal sense-making from this art piece. The central theme is 

ultimately about spiritual awakening. About a month or two before Nicole passed away, we were 

making a meal together in our kitchen and out of nowhere she said to me “I would like to start 

going back to church”. We had not gone to church together in many years. I now know she was 

experiencing a spiritual awakening. God had His hand on her, a foreshadow to His call to me. We 

never made it to church before she died. However, her death eventually led me back to church. 
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When I found Nicole that Christmas Eve morning in our garage, I instantly felt a supernatural 

force “holding me”, He was holding me. However, in the moments and months after that, I 

rejected Him. Nevertheless, He cared enough to pursue me in my subsequent grieving process. 

His word washed over me and healed me. His word continues to do so. I am eternally humbled. 

When I worship at church now, I am not only filled with His presence, but Nicole’s too.   

This final response art piece also about Jung’s concept of the sacred union of relational 

opposites: the masculine/animus/spirit and the feminine/anima/soul (Swan-Foster, 2018). 

Together when working in the right relationship to consciousness, the anima/animus union 

guides the ego Self and bears to it gifts from the unconscious (Swan-Foster, 2018). Nicole and I 

always believed how each of our uniquely own masculine and feminine parts complemented 

each other and I will continue to hold that sacred. Now, from this process, I can sense the power 

of the “sacred union of opposites” in myself, a renewed energy, and I can embody these gifts 

bared to me, in life and in death, and share them with others. This sacred union leads to 

wholeness and in a greater sense, forgiveness. I titled this piece “Nicole’s gift – it is all ok, I am 

ok”, our sacred union coming together in forgiveness towards ourselves and to each other. 

Ironically, while there is great force and presence in this image, it paradoxically emanates a sense 

of innocent peace.  For me, this art serves as an instrument of forgiveness and peace.  

As I mentioned earlier, I wondered if this art piece was trying to tell me about other parts 

of myself. I can now see how this piece expresses destroying old habits of the mind that no 

longer serves me and robbed me of joy over many times in my life, whether with Nicole or 

others. A reminder to “let go” of habits such as unhealthy attachments and fears, insecurities, 

inferiorities, and shame. This piece also activates the lover archetype in me by inviting me 

towards a commitment to radical self-acceptance and self-compassion, a critical part of my 
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grieving process. Lastly, this piece inspires the creator part me to confidently imagine a new, 

balanced, and authentic reality for myself in this world without Nicole. To write a new story for 

myself. However, since God is the Creator part of me, it is ultimately His story to write. He is the 

primary author. I am a beloved contributor. Now, I can trust to surrender and pay better attention 

to how His manuscript unfolds with a matured grace.  

Summary 

I methodically made response art and scribed reflections in my journal for each year of 

grief guided by the Rx6 phase heuristic arts-based research method. I then engaged in a rigorous 

coding process where I analyzed the data linking relational concepts grounded in literature on the 

Meaning of Loss Codebook and the Expressive Therapies Continuum. Consequently, I funneled 

the data to synthesize overarching core theme statements informed by the categorical themes: 

action, body, messages, time, spirit, surrender, and impact on sense of Self. These core theme 

statements inspired my final art statement image. 

From here I present the react phase of the Rx6 method, which addressed the final art 

statement and asked, “What is the best way to assimilate and apply the meaning of how I process 

the trauma, grief, and loss from Nicole’s suicide using response art?”. Replies to this question 

informed discussions of findings and conclusions presented in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

Compared to other surviving relationships of suicide loss, partner suicide loss survivors 

(PSLS) report higher levels of complicated grief, mental disorders, select physical disorders, and 

mortality (Erlangsen et al., 2017; Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). There is a need to provide 

specialized and focused mental health care for survivors of suicide loss, especially PSLS. As a 

PSLS and emerging art therapist, I used this study to explore how response art helped me express 

new learnings of the ways I processed trauma, grief, and loss after losing my fiancé Nicole to 

suicide. This chapter discusses conclusions of those learnings.   

I begin this chapter by discussing meanings applied to my final art statement image 

inspired by overarching core theme statement findings. I then link conclusions to previous 

studies described in the literature review of this study. Synthesized in these discussions are 

concepts that shape my identity as a future art therapist and influence my future work with other 

PSLS. I present a conceptual model I created for PSLS postvention programming grounded in 

the literature and data from this study. Recommendations for further PSLS research and 

limitation considerations are also described. I close the chapter with synchronistic inspirational 

remarks.    

Conclusions 

Final Art Piece Statement 

In the previous chapter, I introduced the question, “What is the best way to assimilate and 

apply the meaning of how I process the trauma, grief, and loss from Nicole’s suicide using 

response art?”. I conclude, the best way to assimilate and apply the meaning of my experience 

described in this study ultimately confirms one of the guiding principles of art therapy; to “trust 
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the process”. It is somewhat comical and ironic to have gone through this entire process to 

simply arrive at this conclusion. By trusting the process, I confirmed the “depths and mysteries 

of creation” (McNiff, 1998, p. 5). In the end, my final art statement image spoke about trust 

inspired by letting go and giving up ego control. “Soulful paintings emerge when a person ‘lets 

go’ of the controlling mind” (McNiff, 1992, p. 17). Art and the creative process, speaks.  

Using response art to process trauma, grief, and loss confirms what McNiff (1992) refers 

as “the medicine in the artistic process” (p. 10). Like McNiff (1992), “through art I was able to 

bring grace into my life” (p. 36), I was able make my trauma, grief, and loss the subject of my 

art, thus, “the toxin became the antitoxin, the medicine of the arts” (p. 36). Image making and the 

artistic process helped me “regain a lost soul” (McNiff, 1992, p. 17). Making art, or the creative 

process, whether it was for the Pre-Study Artifact pieces over the years, or the response art for 

this study, moved my soul. In the case of my processing trauma, grief, and loss my art served as 

my greatest ally over the past three years. It was my primary support, even more so than my 

family, friends, therapists, or the community. In this sense, the art/art-making process reflected a 

triangular relationship: (1) my trauma/grief/loss, (2) my art, (3) Phil. This triangular relationship 

echoes the therapeutic alliance model in art therapy (Moon, 2010) that includes: (1) the therapist, 

(2) the art (3) the client.  

Art became a psychic tool for me rather than a commodity. The creative process became 

a ritual that connected me to my soul (McNiff, 1992). My art nourished me and sustained me. 

McNiff asserted, “The process of creation can only be described in subtle ways through glimpses 

of its movements, which are always a step ahead of the reflecting mind” (p. 5). My art held my 

trauma, grief, and loss and carried me forward, a step ahead of my tormented mind. At the same 

time, my art absorbed and contained the raw trauma and grief reality at a protective distance. The 
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art served as both an internal containing vessel and an external expressive vehicle. I used 

response art along this journey to hold, carry, explore, express, and revisit what was beyond my 

conscious (Fish, 2012; Nash, 2020). Using response art helped me mine for deep understandings 

and reconstruct a world that was impacted by shock and loss. Consequently, the art allowed me 

to have an embodied and transcendent post-traumatic growth experience (Gilo et al., 2020; 

Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004).  

McNiff (1992) acknowledged how images emerge freely thus “affirming the soul’s 

instinctual process of caring for itself” (p. 19). Themes from my final art statement image 

confirmed three additional personal themes: creative kinesis (McNiff, 1992), an awakened 

spirituality, and purposeful suffering.  Creative kinesis refers to vital energy and divine potency 

of the soul, which are expressed in my final statement image. The appearance of the cross in my 

final art statement image is a clear symbol of spiritual awakening.  

I recently came across Jung’s (1957) The Undiscovered Self, where he wrote about 

Christianity and the individual’s need for a directing and ordering principle. He pointed out how 

the ego wants to be this directing and ordering principle, however, the power of the unconscious 

thwarts the ego’s intentions. Jung suggested, to counteract this conflict, the individual must 

possess a numinous symbol seeking redemption. He went on to recommend how “the Christian 

symbol is a living thing that carries in itself the seeds of future development” (Jung, 1957, pp. 

74–75). Jung (1957) also stated, 

but our conception of the Christian symbol to date has certainly not been able to do 

so…that is not to say that Christianity is finished, I am on the contrary, convinced that it 

is not Christianity, but our conception and interpretation of it, that has become antiquated 

in face of the present world situation…It can go on developing; it depends only on us, 
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whether we can make up our minds to meditate again, and more thoroughly, on the 

Christian premises. (pp. 74-75). 

I am further moved by these statements by Jung (1957),  

Does he know that he is at the point of losing the life-preserving myth of the inner man 

which Christianity has treasured up for him? Does he realize what lies in store should this 

catastrophe ever befall him? Is he even capable at all of realizing that this would be a 

catastrophe? And finally does the individual know that he is the makeweight that tips the 

scales? (pp. 123-124). 

My final art statement image opened my soul to a greater curiosity into exploring the Christian 

symbol, myth, and faith-based art therapy orientations. 

Finally, there was intrinsic meaning in my final art statement image. It held existential 

value by honoring Nicole, an illustration of our mutual “purposive suffering” (Scharer & 

Hibberd, 2020). McNiff (1992) stated “those suffering from emotional upheavals are in direct 

contact with powerful energies that can be channeled into paintings” (p. 17). Jung (1957) added 

“As experience unfortunately shows the inner man remains unchanged however much 

community he has. His environment cannot give him as a gift that which he can win for himself 

only with effort and suffering” (p. 70). From the Jungian perspective of individuation and 

circumambulation (Swan-Foster, 2018), I can now see how, for me, Nicole’s suicide was the 

gateway phase, my processing over the past three years was the attending stage, and now I am 

entering the passage phase of the journey.  

McNiff asserted “artists typically have more direct and visceral contact with a realm that 

is available to everyone...art is metaphysically attuned to laws of existence” (pp. 17-18). I 

viscerally dove deep into attending to my trauma, grief, and loss for the past three years. McNiff 
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(1992) further reminds me “as Jung suggests, a better understanding of inner processes will 

benefit what we do in the ‘outer’ world of therapeutic practice” and “taking on the role of the 

helper demands a continuous examination of how I am living the process I encourage in others” 

(p. 4). MacWilliam (2017a) pointed out our society’s inability to talk about or handle grief. This 

study revealed how I handled visceral experiences of trauma, grief, and loss. Now, I can 

confidently and authentically model my experiences to other PSLS as a helping professional.   

Previous Studies  

Results of this study confirmed and denied some of the results of previous studies I 

described in the literature review. As the literature revealed, as a suicide loss survivor I have a 

64% chance of attempting suicide myself, and as a PSLS I am at an even higher risk of 

committing suicide (Pitman, 2018; Pitman et al., 2016; Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). The ways I 

approached processing my trauma, grief, and loss could have gone in a deadly direction for me, 

however I was held and carried throughout the process by a healing power greater than me. I was 

ultimately led to a path of post-traumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004) rather than one 

strife with post-traumatic stress and persistent, complicated grief.  

Through the process I made meaning, found constructive life lessons, and adjusted views 

of the myself, Nicole, and the world (Bottomley et al., 2019; Pritchard & Buckle, 2018). As a 

PSLS I reconciled my existing meaning systems and accommodated the trauma, grief, and loss 

experience to provide a sense of coherence and context for future-oriented events (Pritchard & 

Buckle, 2018). I accommodated by adjusting and surrendering to a deeper development of my 

Christian faith and experiencing a greater personal involvement of Jungian depth psychology that 

is shaping my identity as a future art therapist. 
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As Hodgkinson (2011) suggested my response art-making revealed how I was 

overwhelmed and challenged with the continuing changing nature of grief. My experiences of 

time, especially as related to people and places were different for each grieving year. Feelings of 

shock wore off only to return. As the reality of my loss set in, the more difficult processing 

became. Hodgkinson (2011) found how male participants described their grief process as a 

cathartic way to release emotions. My process aligns with her finding. This study also confirmed 

Hodgkinson’s (2011) finding theme “pervasive impact of loss” (p. 97). My assumptive world 

was also “shattered” (Hodgkinson, 2011, p. 97) and my sense of Self and identity was 

transformed. Hodgkinson’s (2011) participants found positive growth from the devastating 

impact of losing their partners to suicide and continued their partner’s presence in their future. I 

too found positive post-traumatic growth and results from this study secured greater 

connectedness and continuing bonds with Nicole.  

Tal Young et al. (2012) asserted how those who found the body might struggle to get the 

horrific and gruesome images out of their minds. Bottomley et al. (2019) suggested restorative 

retelling as a structured intervention to stabilize and reduce the negative impact of those images. 

I retold my trauma, grief, and loss stories through the structured intervention of response art. 

References to Nicole’s body as I found it carry over from my unconscious and continue to appear 

in my art. However, I do recognize each time I make response art about Nicole’s suicide the 

horrific and gruesome images become less vivid.  

The results of this study were consistent with the meaning categories outlined in the MLC 

(Gillies et al., 2014) for example: personal growth, spirituality, memories, identity change, time 

together, affirmation of the deceased, valuing relationships, release from suffering, compassion, 

greater perspective, honoring the deceased, continuing bonds, comprehension of the loss, de-



PARTNER SUICIDE LOSS: USING RESPONSE ART  85 

stigmatization of the deceased, trauma, ongoing impact, and forgiveness. I did find how the more 

negative affect themes of loss from the MLC: lack of understanding, missing the deceased, 

coping, anger, unrelenting pain, confusion, and stigma, showed up more overtly in my Pre-Study 

Artifacts, yet was not a focus in my response art-making. I was also surprised how the categories 

family bonds, sense of community among suicide loss survivors, and advocacy did not directly 

appear in the results. 

Forgiveness was a new theme found in the MLC literature and I had wondered how this 

theme would appear in my results. Gilo et al. (2020) studied the role of self-forgiveness as a 

contributing factor of post-traumatic growth among suicide loss survivors. I found Nicole’s 

presence in the final art statement image, “Nicole’s gift, it’s all ok, I’m ok” a confirmation of 

forgiveness - towards ourselves and each other. One cannot fully discern who is doing the 

forgiving from the phrasing of the title; is Nicole forgiving Phil, or is Phil forgiving Nicole? 

Establishing an individual giver and individual receiver at this point is irrelevant since both of 

our souls are in union, a union of forgiveness.   

Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (2004) model of post-traumatic growth included the importance 

of constructive cognitive processes. Throughout this study, I constructed and reconstructed 

cognitive processes through the ETC process and restoratively retold (Bottomley et al., 2019) my 

experiences through art. I rebuilt a changed reality in the aftermath of trauma while incorporating 

the trauma, and possibility of future events (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Focusing on art therapy 

as a student while grieving and more recently practicing art therapy as an intern with suicidal 

patients contributed to post-traumatic growth.  
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Implications for Action 

Results of this study add to the body of knowledge of art therapy and counseling for the 

PSLS population. Since the literature called for the development and implementation of 

specialized treatment programs for suicide loss survivors (Supiano et al., 2017; Bottomley et al., 

2019), as an emerging art therapist/mental health clinician and PSLS, I synthesized the results 

grounded in this study and created the PSLS Soul Integration Work Therapeutic Approach 

Conceptual Model (Figure 5). The vision of the model aims to help PSLS holistically reclaim, 

with great intent, the vital energy and divine potency of their soul; their creative kinesis (McNiff, 

1992) and integrate secured attachment functioning (Shear et al., 2007) where sadness is reduced 

and “thoughts and memories of the deceased remain accessible but are no longer preoccupying” 

(p. 454). This model further aims to manifest the grief process towards an ongoing, or integrated 

response adapting to the loss (MacWilliam, 2017b), and help move the loved one from the mind 

to the heart (Shear et al., 2007).  

This conceptual model can inform specialized postvention support service programs 

curricula for PSLS, especially those who also witnessed the suicide, and can be used for both 

individual and group therapy.  The soul rests at the center, or core of the model, and integrates 

four therapeutic intervention themes. The four intervention themes used in this study, and 

grounded in the literature, synergistically move around the central core creating an energy field: 

art-based, forgiveness-based, spiritual-based, and narrative-based, and promote safely moving in 

to the grief and loss processing experience. When enacted, these interventions can promote 

rituals, recovery, resiliency, and restoration. I can use this approach in future clinical work with 

PSLS clients and share with other art therapists and mental health clinicians to inform practical 

implications for professional practice.  
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Figure 5 

PSLS Soul Integration Work Therapeutic Approach Conceptual Model  

 

Note. Synthesized from results of this study  

Recommendations for Further Research 

In this heuristic study I discovered new learnings of the ways I used response art to 

process trauma, grief, and loss over the first three years after losing Nicole to suicide. As this 

personal discovery journey nears the end, more questions arise. The following is an outline of 

recommendations for further research. 

For one, I wonder what a trauma and grieving process would look like over different grief 

timeframe patterns. Farberow et al. (1992) and de Groot et al. (2006) looked at grief timeframe 

patterns a year or under. Shear et al. (2011) suggested grief intensity is low at about the six-

month mark. I wonder what a trauma and grieving process using response art study would like in 

three month increments over the first year of grief. Melhem et al. (2004) suggested a three-to-

five-year grief process after a suicide. This study considered the three-year mark. Another study 

could consider a fourth and/or fifth-year mark. A longer, longitudinal study could further add to 
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the body of knowledge on this topic. Also, since I was the only participant in this study, I wonder 

what the results would look like if this study was modified as a cross-case study for a group of 

six to eight PSLS who lost their partner around the same time. 

This study looked at a male grieving a woman significant other. De Groot et al. (2006) 

also noted grief processing differences among genders. I wonder what a trauma and grieving 

process using response art would look like from a wider range of genders, sexual orientation 

relationships, races, and ethnicities. Additionally, since spiritual development and faith-based 

approaches were revealed in this study, I wonder how this study would look if conducted with 

PSLS from a wider range of different faith/spiritual practices other than Christian denominations.  

The MLC and the ETC were used to ground this study. I had found studies that looked at 

PSLS and the MLC, however I did not find any studies that incorporated the ETC with grief 

work. I wonder how the ETC would present itself in a wider study on suicide bereavement and 

survivorship using response art.  

Finally, tenants of the PSLS Soul Intention Work Therapeutic Approach Conceptual 

Model could encourage further research. Forgiveness-based, spiritual-based, and narrative-based 

intervention could be applied separately to a PSLS heuristic arts-based research study. Additional 

studies could investigate the use of ritual with the PSLS population. Further research could also 

include studies about the lived experience of resiliency among the PSLS population. 

Limitations 

There are a few limitations to this study. Since this is a heuristic study where I was the 

sole participant and research instrument, the findings are unique to my experience thus this study 

is not generalizable. Nonetheless, I hope this study can offer a semblance of comfort and courage 

to other PSLS through shared human experience. Sultan (2019), a psychotherapist heuristic 
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researcher reminds me of the fluid nature of heuristic research and “finding the universal within 

the particular. . . the typical within the singular and vice versa” (p. 21) and impresses on me 

“many dimensions of what you share with readers will resonate and arouse within them 

questions, thoughts, feelings, and sensations that will inspire them toward their own new 

directions and horizons” (p. 21).  

This was an autobiographical interpretive research design; therefore, the results were 

laden with personal bias and “unrealistic to even pretend engaging in the elimination of personal 

values” (Sultan, 2019, p. 18). I will leave it up to the readers of this study to discern their own 

conclusions of how these characteristics might have influenced how I analyzed the data and 

made conclusions. At times, I stepped away from the data to bracket personal bias and reconcile 

consistency of judgment of the data through reflexive journaling (Sultan, 2019). My reflective 

journal was not limited to narrative writing as it included notes, diagrams, phrases, words, word 

maps, brainstorms, symbols, and imaginary dialogues as well (Sultan, 2019). Multiple sources of 

reflection promoted novel ways of perceiving and understanding my lived experience and 

sparked new questions and personal inquiry (Sultan, 2019). Consequently, the transparency and 

clarity propagated by reflective journaling supported my heuristic data collection methods 

(Sultan, 2019). Multiple sources of reflection data collection sources supported cross-data 

consistency and credibility through triangulation (Patton, 2002; Sultan, 2019). I looked for 

inconsistencies among the multiple journal entries as opportunities to test conclusions (Patton, 

2002). Multiple reflections supported the credibility of the results and increased consistency by 

bringing form to my implicit, lived experiences (Sultan, 2019). I also dialogued with a trusted 

mental health professional who guided me through personal reflexive challenges. 
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According to Sultan (2019) bracketing involves critically assessing, recognizing, and 

setting aside personal motives and values to minimize the burden of such values on the research 

process. In heuristic inquiry, this process helps the researcher deepen their awareness to how to 

approach the research question and process. I intentionally assessed, recognized, and sought to 

set aside personal values of creativity, loyalty, spirituality, and truth. Through the process of this 

study, I found how I embodied these values and ultimately brought my “authentic embodied self” 

(Sultan, 2019. p. 18) into the research process “to honor and take ownership of [my] personal 

experience” (Sultan, 2019. p. 18). I challenged and explored what I thought I knew through an 

embodied experience. Thus, my method of bracketing helped me extend transparency, minimize 

deception, and enhance trustworthiness.  

Concluding Remarks 

 As I bring this study to a close, I find my process echoed in the words of C.S. Lewis 

(1961), who in A Grief Observed, his classic book on a man’s spiritual journey of grief after 

losing his wife “H.” to a tragic death, wrote, 

Something quite unexpected has happened. It came this morning early. For various 

reasons, not in themselves mysterious, my heart was lighter than it had been for many 

weeks. For one thing, I suppose I am recovering physically from a good deal of mere 

exhaustion. And I’d had a very tiring but very healthy twelve hours the day before, and 

sounder’s night sleep; and after ten days of low hung grey skies and motionless warm 

dampness, the sun was shining and there was a light breeze. And suddenly at the very 

moment when, so far, I mourned H. least. I remembered her best. Indeed, it was 

something (almost) better than memory; an instantaneous, unanswerable impression. To 
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say it was like a meeting would be going too far. Yet there was that in it which tempts one 

to use those words. It was as if the lifting of sorrow removed a barrier.  

Why has no one told me these things? How easily I might have misjudged another man in 

the same situation? I might have said, ‘He’s got over it. He’s forgotten his wife,’ when 

truth was, ‘He remembers her better because he has partly got over it’. 

Such was the fact. And I believe I can make sense out of it. You can’t see anything 

properly while your eyes are blurred with tears. You can’t, in most things, get what you 

want if you want it too desperately: anyway, you can’t get the best out of it. ‘Now! Let’s 

have a real good talk’ reduces everyone to silence. (pp. 44 – 45). 

For a good wife contains so many persons in herself. What was H. not to me? She was 

my daughter and my mother, my pupil and my teacher, my subject, and my sovereign; 

and always, holding all these in solution, my trusty comrade, friend, shipmate, fellow-

soldier. My mistress, but at the same time all that any man friend has ever been to me. 

Perhaps more. If we had never fallen in love, we should have none the less been always 

together, and created a scandal. (pp. 47-48). 

‘It was too perfect to last,’ so I am tempted to say…But it can be meant in two ways. It 

may be grimly pessimistic – as if God no sooner saw two of His creatures happy than He 

stopped it (‘None of that here!’). As if He were like the Hostess at the sherry-party who 

separates two guests the moment they show signs of having got into a real conversation. 

But it could also mean ‘This had reached its proper perfection. This had become what it 

had in it to be. Therefore of course it would not be prolonged.’ As if God said, ‘Good; 

you have mastered that exercise. I am very pleased with it. And now you are ready to go 
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on to the next.’ When you have learned to do quadratics and enjoy doing them you will 

not be set them much longer. The teacher moves you on. (pp. 48-49). 

Through this study I created an anthology of my trauma, grief, and loss, one that honors 

Nicole’s and my relationship. For the past three years I have accommodated and confronted a 

tumult of emotions and adjustments. Nonetheless, I am doing the difficult work of life. I can do 

difficult. Paradoxically, I am experiencing an unexplainable peace in the chaos. An unexpected 

denouement.  
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APPENDIX A:  

Pre-Study Artifacts by Year Made 

2020 Pre-Study Artifact 1 2021 Pre-Study Artifact 1 2022 Pre-Study Artifact 1 

2020 Pre-Study Artifact 2 2021 Pre-Study Artifact 2 2022 Pre-Study Artifact 2 

2020 Pre-Study Artifact 3 2021 Pre-Study Artifact 3 2022 Pre-Study Artifact 3 

2020 Pre-Study Artifact 4 2021 Pre-Study Artifact 4 2022 Pre-Study Artifact 4 

2020 Pre-Study Artifact 5 2021 Pre-Study Artifact 5 2022 Pre-Study Artifact 5 
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APPENDIX B: 

Phase Procedure Action and Reflection Journal Prompt Questions 

Rx6 Phase Action(s) Reflection Journal Prompt 

Question(s) 

Relate  

 

• Engage the presence of the collective 

Pre-Study Artifacts 

• Exhibit the sorted pre study artifacts per 

specific year together as a group on or 

against a wall 

• Sit, grounded on the floor in front of the 

exhibited art 

• Write initial reflections in a reflective 

journal 

• What experience 

emerges within me?  

Resonate • Immerse presence with the Pre-Study 

Artifacts 

• Invite the possibility of surprise 

• Write free and spontaneous prose in 

reflective journal 

• What do I sense? 

• What do I want to 

respond with?  

Respond • Make response art using 

media/materials found in studio 

• What is emerging in me?  

Reflect • Reflect on the completed response art 

• Write reflections in my reflective 

journal 

• Scribe new sensations, feelings, and 

meanings in reflective journal 

• How does this art-

making experience make 

me sense? 

• What do I know now that 

I did not know before?  

Results • Expand written reflections to refine, 

build, and articulate further meaning 

• Practice deliberate indwelling, where to 

balance openness to intuitive 

awakenings and tacit mysteries while 

observing, reporting, and describing 

explicit details of living experiences 

• How does this art-

making experience make 

me sense? 

• What do I know now that 

I did not know before?  

React • Create a final piece of response art by 

synthesizing the underlying core theme 

statements using media/materials found 

in studio 

• What is the best way to 

assimilate and apply this 

meaning?  

 

  



PARTNER SUICIDE LOSS: USING RESPONSE ART  106 

APPENDIX C:  

Categorical Themes Linked Across the Three Years 

AY- Category 1:  

Action 

My response art served as a protective holding vessel.  

I expressed ritualistic action.   

Directional movement provided greater perspective.  

I related to salvaging and self-soothing. 

I handled the art with honor and care.   

My initial art-making was dimensional and deliberate. 

The art held opposite tensions.    

Nicole’s actions outside of her death showed up to teach me about deeper trust. 

Archetypal energy was activated. 

AY- Category 2: 

Body 

I resonated a need for a tactile experience.  

Shattered and broken body forms emerged. 

Ghostly, blurred body forms appeared.  

Body forms were intentionally expressive and used to tell a story.  

AY- Category 3: 

Word 

Response art forms precipitated memories of Nicole and channeled continuing 

bonds with her through the living messages. 

Written words merged into my art. 

AY- Category 4: My relationship to time and place was marked by juncture. 
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Time  
My relationship to time and place changed to settling. 

Art-making embodied time, place, and connection to others with Nicole. 

AY- Category 5: 

Spirit  

I made art by capturing natural light with man-made mediator. 

I paid more attention to spiritual development. 

A working revered trinity arrangement appeared.  

Faith-based themes were affirmed. 

AY- Category 6: 

Surrender  

My art-making was unpredictable. 

I unknowingly mimicked Nicole’s method of death in my art-making process.  

I was motivated by mystery and serendipity. 

My art-making was spontaneous.  

I relied less on internal intellect and more on external unknowns. 

Irony pervades the reality of life and death.  

AY -Category 7: 

Impact on Sense of 

Self  

I recognized a deep reality of the ongoing impact of Nicole’s suicide on my life 

and being.  

The eye, a classic symbol of Self appeared in throughout my art. 

I was motivated by sacred structure. 

I embraced shadow elements with compassion. 

 


