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Figure 2. Self-Portraits by Laura 
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Laura discussed her experience of using the markers and how this led to the feel of 

a caricature in her artwork.  She noted,  

I think that the fact I used the markers, because when you are a child you use 

markers, but there is something kind of free with that as well.  Maybe that is what 

allowed me to just scribble away.   

This connection with the inner child, as explored by Winnicott (1965), suggests 

that an accurate mirror of her experiences allows the individual to feel a sense of pleasure 

at being alive, inhabiting a reality that encourages continued true self growth.   

Laura described the transition she felt happened within self, and was reflected in 

her artwork over the four weeks.  In her initial artwork, she created herself within a 

mandala.  Furth (1988) describes this as a barrier which he suggests is a conscious or 

subconscious blockage.  There appears to be a number of barriers within her self-

portraits.  The first starts with the mandala in which Laura has placed herself safely inside 

a bubble.  In this portrait Laura depicted herself in a red dress surrounded by golden 

yellow.  According to Furth (1988), red symbolizes an identification of a problem, 

surging emotions and/or danger, while golden yellow places an emphasis on the spiritual 

or intuitive nature and life-giving energy surrounding her within the bubble.  In the 

second portrait, Laura breaks free of the confines of the mandala to create movement.  

She appears to break free and is able to fly.  It is noteworthy that the colour of her dress 

cascades from red at the top of her dress into golden yellow, as she breaks free of the 

bubble. 
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The next two portraits have an edging of trees on the right-hand side of the page 

which, according to Furth (1988), might be another element of being partially involved or 

not totally committed.  The pale blue colour chosen for the background of the images 

might represent distance, or contemplation, or a fading away (Furth, 1988).  The fifth 

portrait appeared to be contemplative, as though the artist was gazing into herself in order 

to create clarity.  The color of her dress changes from red and golden yellow to bright 

blue representing health and energy, and subsequently, becomes a pale blue, representing 

contemplation (Furth, 1988).  In the same portrait, Laura has depicted herself surrounded 

by an array of royal purple topped by red colouring, which might represent spirituality 

and/or power.  As McNiff (2007) outlined, the image in the mirror is an imaginary self, 

hinting at the opportunity for wholeness, yet providing the distance needed from the 

separated self.  McNiff (2007) states, “the soul is imagined as locked inside a self that 

does not realize its potential for expression” (p. 232).  When the rhythm of life is 

disrupted, the individual’s self-expression shuts down (McNiff, 2007).   

As Santrock (2011) indicates, the particular characteristics of an individual’s self 

are known as his/her identity.  The identity is composed of internal mental images, or 

constructs, that create the individual’s self-image (Santrock, 2011).  As in this case, the 

artist seeks to establish personal identity.  The differing elements that compose the self-

image are what are exposed in the self-portrait.  The symbolism expressed through media 

suggests the scribbling stage of development, in which her scribbling reflects control over 

parts of her environment (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1975).   

B. L. Moon (1995) suggests that the artist’s goal is two-fold.  First, the artist seeks 

to create an artwork that is an expression of the self and an expression of the soul.  As 
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Cederboum (2009) suggests, the artist creates and re-creates again and again searching in 

every artwork for identity, while trying to stave off, fear of loss of identity.  Secondly, the 

artist wishes to acknowledge, experience, and observe their feelings; becoming more self-

aware.  Laura reflected on these thoughts as she gazed at her serial portraits.  She 

observed,  

The first one is a mandala and I think a lot about what is really going on inside 

and all of my own personal issues, thinking about what people see on the outside.  

If I look at the drawing that’s exactly how it would be.  Like everybody on the 

outside of the scene are through people not knowing what is going on the inside.  

And if you are looking at the last one it is somehow liberating.  And looking at 

that one is a little bit funny, because it sort of happens with the hawk.  What that 

was about really, got me out of my safety, to do what I really felt I had to do, and 

it had such a profound impact on me, and it does feel like the drawing is 

something very real and very creative then.   

The final artwork depicted an increase use of the colour golden yellow on the 

ground and is also the colour of the hawk, indicating an emphasis on the spiritual or 

intuitive nature and life-giving energy (Furth, 1988).  The use of the light brown to depict 

her skin within all of the artworks could indicate a struggle with destructive forces to 

become healthy (Furth, 1988).  Laura reflected on her symbolic scribbling use of media, 

and noted,  

It got me thinking, it got me to work on how to integrate it.  It is like being more 

aware of how I was being in these self-portraits and then being in my work and 
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how to order the mental state together.  And I think that doing these portraits 

somehow freed me from sort of a part of myself.   

Reflections of Salina. 

My initial impression of the self-portraits by Salina (see Figure 3) was that of 

concern.  The images appeared disfigured and empty.  Anger appeared to be reflected in 

the second image.  The third and fourth images, in particular, have a look of distortion 

that symbolically represented problem areas (Furth, 1988).  Salina in her conversation 

with me expressed she gained self-awareness while reflecting on her images.   

Salina described the importance of her hands and how their depiction in her self-

portraits was important.  She indicated the hands stored energy she did not know how to 

release.  She associated this with feeling she was not exactly where she would like to be 

in her work, and the sense of not being able to do enough.  Salina observed,  

But the hands, I mean they are still a work in progress, the hands, because for me 

it is a lot of stored energy, because there is so much.  I mean I am looking at her 

and she has so much stored energy but she still needs a scale to really fit.  So the 

hands are still a work in progress, that’s like my career.  I have got to where I am, 

I do a lot of teaching, supervision, training people, workshops, but I feel like there 

is so much more I want to do.  I am not quite sure of how to release the energy, 

you know?  Because my vision is that I have to grow the field here because I can’t 

manage the requests for the services of art therapy assessment, I can’t manage 

making referrals for all of them because everybody that I know is so busy.   
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Figure 3. Self-Portraits by Salina 
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All four images were quite empty, void of being filled in, indicating perhaps a 

lack of physical energy (Furth, 1988).  Salina discussed her surprise concerning how she 

physically depicted herself compared to how she actually felt.  This supports the work of 

Orbach (2009) concerning the effects of embodiment upon the individual’s sense of self, 

the impact of conflict within the mind and the body, and how both identity and the 

physical body are shaped and formed with reference to our visual world.  The self and 

self-identification are reflected, in both whom we are on the inside as well as how we 

look on the outside, and how we are perceived by others.  In essence, we are both the 

subject and object of our lived-experience (Orbach, 2009).  Salina noted,  

In my self-reflection I began noticing how I represented myself, visually you 

know, and I was surprised.  I was surprised by the steadiness and the symmetry of 

the lines of the image.  There was a lot of strength.  Whereas I am feeling 

extremely vulnerable also at the same time.  It allowed me to see that there is a 

strength to the way I am standing, my shoulders are very strong, my hips are very 

strong, the legs are very strong, even though there is pain on the outside, there is a 

lot of strength.   

All but one of the participants acknowledged an increase in bodily awareness by 

observing, as B. L. Moon (1997) predicts, that during the process they had recognized a 

need to change some aspect of their lives.  The art therapists often described becoming 

self-aware of their own body-satisfaction, as they explored their images.  Backos (1997) 

found similar results having identified positive growth and change, as she observed 

physical differences in the portraits and noted expressions of satisfaction in the self-

images.  She attributed these changes to increases in the artists’ satisfaction with their 
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own bodies.  Salina discussed the important aspects that she needed to portray in her 

portrait.  She explained that what she needed to commemorate was what was held within 

the body.  She believed that this was important because it is her belief that the body holds 

memories and emotion, as well as experiences.  The goal for her was to commemorate 

and externalize those aspects of self.   

Two years ago I started studying qigong.  So if you notice, there’s a lot of focus 

on the actual physical alignment where I am holding tension in all of my 

drawings.  Because that is my work.  I’m very involved in body work practice.   

All of the pictures are naked, so very exposed.   

Salina indicated that originally she could not identify with the red image.  While 

reflecting on her self-portraiture experience, Salina described an experience during which 

she decided to draw a second image of herself in red.  She observed that this duality 

confused her, and noted her ongoing struggle to discover the identity and significance of 

the second image.  She observed,  

I’m definite this one does not make any sense.  The one that does not make any 

sense to me is this one.  Who is this?  She looks young too.  I can’t really relate to 

her.  This is very disturbing to me, this one.   

In conversation with me, she was able to identify a particular self within the 

image.  Salina indicated that she had drawn negative effects of early deficits from her 

past.  Salina observed,  

This one is very disturbing for me this one.  She is probably around the age of my 

trauma.  She is at a very difficult state for me, faceless, gentle she is.  She is how 

she is expected her to be.  She is the most symmetrical, she has the best figure, 
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she is standing the straightest.  She has the least defined hands, like merging into 

her body and for me I just realized, it was my traumas around my gender and my 

sexuality, and it is her hair and her breasts that are purple, and it is separated from 

her entire self, it is split.  I didn’t see this one coming.  Art is too powerful.   

Throughout the process it was evident that the exploration of the self of the 

images indicated that the artist, as an adaptive mother, manipulated materials to repair the 

negative effects of early deficits in mirroring attunement.  This observation supports 

Kohut (1984) and Winnicott (1953), whose work addresses the phenomenon of mirroring 

attunement, or resonance, as opposed to misattunement, or dissonance noted by Wright 

(2009).  As Wright (2009) suggests, “adaptive mothering” occurs when the artist creates 

their own self-containing forms/images.  The images developed by Salina are self-

contained.  It may be inferred that when a relationship develops between the artist and 

their artwork, within the safety of a trusting relationship, it can challenge/motivate the 

artist in the direction of further self-development.  This suggests that as the artist 

develops the self, she can incorporate the changes she experiences into new or modified 

self-containing images/forms.   

Salina discussed her increasing self-awareness when she was reflecting alone on 

her image compared to answering the question list and conversing about her experiences.  

Having a witness increased her sense of self-awareness and deepened her understanding 

of self when viewing and reflecting on her images.  As LeClerc (2006) suggests, the 

image in art therapy is an indicator of, or a witness to, the emergence of unconscious 

material, contending that the image reveals the presence of something that is partly 

hidden and/or not fully exposed; it is unexplored and/or unresolved.  The data indicate 
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that, despite training, a therapist might be blinded to elements in the client’s artwork that 

the therapist does not want to acknowledge.  She observed, “Honestly when it is your 

own process you can notice things that colour our own lenses, you know even as art 

therapists we still have limited vision.”   

Salina, in reflecting on her images, indicated she created additional images 

because she thought she had made a mistake, only to realize that what was reflected in 

her artwork was her experience of releasing trauma through her broken body lines.  

Reflecting on the work of DiLeo (1983), Glaister (1996), Hammer (1967), and Kaufman 

and Wohl (1992), the portraits suggest low self-esteem, as expressed by small size, lack 

of colour variation and scarcity of detail, with missing body parts reflecting feelings of 

inadequacy, and powerlessness and incomplete, broken, or faint lines corresponding to 

lack of self-confidence.  The use of black and white for the first and last image may 

symbolize the unknown and repressed feelings (Furth, 1988).  The second image uses a 

significant amount of red to outline her body, which might symbolize an issue of vital 

significance (Furth, 1988).  The third and fourth images are outlined in blue perhaps 

representing the vital flow of energy (Furth, 1988).  It is noteworthy that, all images 

include the predominance of white (Furth, 1988).  Also, data indicate that the therapist’s 

counter-transference must be acknowledged and subsequently analyzed, as the art therapy 

process moves from a two-way relationship to a two-person relationship (Schaverien, 

1995).  Each self-portrait reflection allowed the participant to acknowledge counter-

transference.  They then had the opportunity to analyze the counter-transference.  Salina 

also indicated a change that took place during the process which influenced her work.  

She observed,  
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So I had gone for a trauma relief exercise workshop in which we were working on 

how the body holds trauma.  These tremors you stimulate them and then your 

body involuntarily tremors.  It brought up a lot of vulnerability.  This is the 

picture of my vulnerability.  Here I am it looks like I am a big hulk of a person 

and I can’t be helped because I am so big.  This did disturb me so much I made 

another one.  There’s movement, I did notice that, I just thought I messed up.   

Salina also created an additional artwork during the third week (see Figure 3), 

reporting that she had identified a lot of physical tension being held in her body.  She 

reported that she created the additional artwork because, “I thought I messed up.”  Upon 

reflection, however, she realized that the repeated outlines of her first figure depicted her 

physical sense of being.  When reflecting on her first two self-portraits and her bodily 

experience at the time, she felt the need to keep changing.  She had an intense feeling that 

she needed to go over her outline to have a sense of movement in her portraits.   

Salina described her experience of how the images changed over time, 

particularly in regard to the missing elements of her body.  For example, the first self-

portrait made her aware of great vulnerability.  Describing the image Salina said, “[it] 

doesn’t feel strong, but hulky, and she can’t be cared for, and so this did disturb me so 

much I had to make another one.”  This experience alerted Salina’s to her the physical 

and emotional experience of vulnerable feelings.  She affirmed, within her last self-

portrait, that she was able to attain a grounded image on the page with all of the body 

elements intact.  She said,  

You start with stance, you start with feet.  So there would just never be any space 

for feet.  And then the last one when I had to make feet, and it fits.  I would want 
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to make feet every time but it just wouldn’t fit.  The grounding was missing.  It 

was a lot of focus up here, but the feet were missing, the grounding was missing.  

The last one is the brown one with the feet.  Really, really, well grounded.   

Salina described an enhanced awareness, as she explored her different ages and 

stages of life in past and present selves.  She reflected that at the time she was creating 

her self-portraits she had no idea, even during the written reflection, that she had created 

different developmental images of herself.  It is important to note Freud’s (2010) 

contention that the greater part of what constitutes the self, and the manner in which its 

components function, are either preconscious or subconscious.  Freud believed that 

preconscious and subconscious information are not consciously available to the 

individual in the present moment but have the potential to be called into consciousness.  

Perceptions and ideas which cannot become conscious and are therefore, not available to 

introspection, are termed unconscious in Freudian theory.  The images reflect the pseudo-

naturalistic stage in which the self is looked at negatively, and developing self-awareness 

is expressed through a self-conscious approach to the environment. The drawings reflect 

an increased awareness of her physical development.  The choice of colour in this stage is 

affected by past experiences and the expression of intense feelings resulting from 

increased self-awareness (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1975).  Salina discussed the difference 

that she found developmentally in each of her artworks.  She noted,  

There’s a growing up, it was an age thing.  This is the eldest for sure.  It’s almost 

like, teen, no not teen.  That first one is when I was twelve.  The first one is kind 

of flat-chested, there’s no chest.  Sixteen, fifteen, these must be my bad temper 

days.  Twenty, getting out of my bad temper days, thirty, forty.   
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Reflections of participants. 

Participants also commented that the experience of participating in the research 

project had: re-ignited their creative and imaginative flame; re-instilled the effectiveness 

of art therapy; reminded them about the importance of media; and made them realize how 

much their art-making had diminished over time.  Two participants reported that they 

discarded their first artworks because their initial experience of producing an image 

caused them great discomfort.  Two participants commented that they used a mirror to 

begin the process in order to calm their anxiety about creating the first image.  All 

participants noted that they initially experienced difficulty with not being able to change 

or erase lines due to the use of markers; however, all participants noted that they became 

increasingly comfortable with the process.  With the increasing comfort over the period 

of time each participant used the media to reflect what they felt.   

Describing her lived-experience of the self-portraiture process, Bessie noted her 

realization that her artwork had diminished over time.  She stated,  

I see an inner emptiness [in my self-portraits] and that has made me realize that I 

need to get back to the work which is art therapy and incorporate that . . . I miss 

doing the art therapy.   

Nike reported that journaling allowed her to experience her self-portraiture 

process and made her aware of an active need to respond to what she identified in each 

self-portrait.  After her first self-portrait was created, Nike reported in her journal,  

I had completed the drawing and really saw and felt the need to allow any 

negative energies to fall away.  I actually did the grounding cord meditation after 

this image and felt lighter, more clear-headed, more grounded.  The image 
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confirmed my feelings and provided an idea as to solving them through the use of 

the meditation.   

Bruce L. Moon (1995) observes that self-understanding is attained through work 

with the image which enables the individual to reclaim his/her imagination.  Participants 

repeatedly noted that their increased self-awareness enabled them to re-ignite their 

imaginative creative sparks and also recounted experiencing sorrow at having lost their 

engagement with art over time.  Allen (1995) describes art as a way of knowing that 

provides spiritual fulfillment; suggesting that the created image paradoxically depicts 

what is and what could be.  Bessie reflected, “I think the art is what helped me not to 

worry about time as much as it freed me up and connected me to my free spiritedness.”   

Participants reported feeling that they knew themselves more comprehensively as 

they became more self-aware.  For example, the data suggest that using media associated 

with youth (i.e., markers) puts the artist in touch with the past, present and future themes 

and stories.  Describing this experience, Laura stated,  

I think that the fact that I used the markers, because when you are a child you use 

markers, but there is something kind of free with that as well.  Maybe that is what 

allowed me to just scribble away.  What that was about really got me out of my 

safety to do what I really felt I had to do, and it had such a profound impact on 

me.   

Nike explained her experience of creating art and doing reflective writing.  She 

said,  

For me, writing certainly takes more time.  Artwork brings things into concrete 

format.  [Art] takes your emotions and your feelings and puts it down on to the 
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page, but when you translate it into the written word it not only brings emotions 

out on the page, and once you name the feelings it makes them even more true.  I 

feel like it makes it concrete in a certain way, when you draw it you go “ah ha” 

there’s that emotion; there’s the feeling that I am trying to tell you.   

Self-awareness through emotional, spiritual and bodily-awareness. 

The following thematic exploration describes the association of the lived-

experience and the theme of emotional, spiritual and bodily awareness, with emphasis on 

the self-portraits by and reflections of Sade.  Explored through the images of the 

participants is how the process of the weekly creation and reflection on the self-portrait 

facilitates the individual’s self-awareness regarding their current functioning and sense of 

well-being through emotional, spiritual and bodily awareness.  The self-portraits and 

reflections by Sade follow with some of my observations and highlights from 

participants.   

Reflections of Sade. 

Sade indicated her self-portraits depicted how her body internally felt at the end 

of each work week (see Figure 4).  Initially, I experienced confusion in response to 

viewing these artworks.  They were so different from any other self-portraits.  I did not 

know what to think or how to respond to the portraits until I spoke with Sade.   

Sade reflected that she followed a process that worked for her spiritually, as she 

reflected on her body image, and what was happening over the four weeks.  Sade said,  

I wanted to experience the process of adding psychological symptoms in a 

drawing, so I chose to do an outline of a body image.  I just wanted to do an 

outline of a body image without adding any other parts especially around the face.  
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The reason behind that is we believe GOD is the creator of all things and we are 

just part of His creations.  So, being a Muslim I had to think, how am I going to 

do this project that would be spiritually ok and at the same time allow it to have a 

productive process?  So, creating an outline of a body image provided me with 

many options to design emotions and to structure where I could add them from 

personal experience.   
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Figure 4. Self-Portraits by Sade 

Orbach (2009) observes that Freud was captivated by the relationship between 

mind and body, examining physical symptoms for which there is no medical explanation 

and drawing links between mind and body experience, stating, “From there he drew links 

between what individuals had experienced, their construction and memory of what had 



ART THERAPISTS SELF-REFLECTIVE PRACTICE    170 

 

 

 

happened and how they made sense of that experience in the light of their unconscious 

longings and conflicts” (p. 9).  The data indicate the linking of mind and body experience 

in the construction of memory, as the images created reflected experience of unconscious 

longings and conflicts back to the artist.   

Sade went on to explain her use of colour, saying,  

I decided to use colours that I believe reflected the energy that my body was 

producing.  For example blue to show relaxed areas and pink to show tense areas 

etc.  I also chose to show some of my organs by creating them in different shapes.  

For example the heart organ was in a heart shape and the kidneys in a rectangle 

shape.  This process allowed me to be mindful of my organs and their purposes.   

Riley (1994) acknowledges the work of Duncan, Parks and Rush (1990), who 

suggest that individuals are able to describe their lives in a cohesive fashion because they 

construct meanings which shape and organize their experiences and perceptions into 

patterns.  Sade described how the colours she used for energy on her body image made 

her realize that her body was alerting her that she had become out of balance.  Sade 

observed,  

Few “Ah ha” moments came up especially around body parts that I unconsciously 

coloured to represent tense areas like the shoulders, neck and jaw areas.  I looked 

at the image and noticed that my body was telling me something indirectly.  So, I 

thought to myself, “my goodness, when was the last time I had a body massage or 

did any activities that relaxed me?”  As I was going back in time in my mind, I 

also noticed that in all four drawings I had indicated similar tense areas in all the 

four pictures.  I questioned if this was what I presented, as myself, to the world as 
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being very stable on the outside but internally I can felt tense and anxious by the 

end of the day.  So, I decided to partake those pictures as my client's work.  What 

suggestions would I make or what questions can I explore?   

According to Furth (1988), colour indicates psychological or physical factors, and 

the out of place colours may indicate getting in touch with spiritual aspects as well as 

letting go of suffering.  Repeated images may indicate an importance of past, present, and 

future (Furth, 1988).  For Sade, this is the period of decision which represents the need to 

master a portion of her life, be self-critical, introspective and idealistic (Lowenfeld 

&Brittain, 1975).  This developmental stage is an expression of feelings and emotions 

that I characterized by a growing concern about her relationship with the environment, 

and feeling responsible for what she is doing (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1975). 

Sade indicated learning from the process itself.  She reflected that, in regards to 

her emotional, spiritual and bodily awareness and her professional self,  

Another thing I learned from this project is it is important to assess oneself daily 

from head to toe by running your hands over head down to your feet.  If you find 

any pain or tension one can massage or stretch it out then just ignoring till it gets 

worse or one can do it through art as I did.  I think I will use this similar tool with 

my clients instead of using a questionnaire one.   

Participants reported that journal writing helped to concretize their experiences 

and enhance their ability to make connections and explore the emotions depicted in their 

self-portraits.  They noted that this resulted in further awareness of self.  Sade noted that 

as she progressed through the weeks of creating self-portraits, she began to focus on 

identifiable personal changes occurring as a result of reflective practice and observed that 
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the background colours in her portraits were becoming lighter (see Figure 4).  The colour 

choices of each of the images were similar until the fourth image.  The first three images 

included pale blue shading of the head, a touch of golden yellow throughout the body 

with pink shading.  According to Furth (1988), the use of pale blue could indicate 

contemplation, distance or fading, while the use of the golden yellow could indicate life-

giving energy and an emphasis on spiritual or intuitive nature.  The use of pink could 

represent an indication of health, a resolution of a problem or an illness that has just 

passed.  She said,  

So now I was focussing a lot on my anxiety.  [By the third image] for me I was 

talking about the anxiety I had.  When I completed the fourth drawing I noticed 

there was a pattern emerging from all of them.  I realized I was tracking my 

anxiety.   

Sade noted, “Creating an outline of a body image provided me with many options 

to add psychological symptoms in a drawing, design emotions and to structure where I 

could add them from personal experience.”  Freud (2010) theorized that the unconscious 

manifests itself in dreams, slips of the tongue, and/or symptoms and observes that a 

symbol represents, illustrates or embodies some aspect of whatever it symbolizes.  

LeClerc (2006) suggests that, in a similar fashion, the image in art therapy is an indicator 

of, or a witness to, the emergence of unconscious material, contending that the image 

reveals the presence of something that is partly hidden and/or not fully exposed; it is 

unexplored and/or unresolved.  The final portrait included bright blue shading of the head 

and hips which could indicate health and energy (Furth, 1988), and included an increase 

in the use of golden yellow and pink throughout the body.  Sade also included a pale 
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green in her midsection to reflect an unexplainable pain that had developed.  According 

to Furth (1988), pale green could indicate weakness, a fading out or a coming back into 

life. 

Reflections of participants. 

All the therapists expressed emotional, spiritual and/or bodily awareness within 

their portraits and in reflective conversation with me.  Some observations with highlights 

from those conversations follow.   

All of the participants described feeling overwhelmed when reflecting on their 

respective four artworks.  They observed that, when viewing their weekly self-portraits 

and especially when reflecting on their series of four images, these experiences unearthed 

unconscious to conscious knowing.  They explained that, with increased emotional, 

spiritual and bodily awareness, they were able to recognize the necessity to make changes 

regarding constraints in their personal or work-related lives.  Participants found that 

including the full-body, in their self-portraits, further augmented their experiences of 

unearthing identity issues and revealing their inner states, particularly with regard to their 

need for self-care.  Sally discussed experiencing increased self-awareness about: feelings 

as she engaged with her self-symbols within the artworks; and how the self-reflective 

process allowed her to work through her bodily experiences.  She said,  

So much is happening in your body and that is really true of the experience of 

pregnancy too.  All of the energy is being sucked away from my brain.  That’s 

what it feels like.  That is what came out in the images.    

Penny also experienced and increased self-awareness of her self-concept as she 

reflected on her body positioning on the page.  She stated, “I fill the page-I like myself.  I 
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am kind, I feel confident about my personality.  The feet point out and forward, to me this 

reflects hope and solidity.  I am firmly planted on the ground -I know who I am.”   

Regardless of the manner in which participants began the intervention process, 

they all noted that they found the inclusion of the whole body to be of great importance, 

remarking that this led to increased sense of self, as whole individuals.  They added that 

including the entire body in their self-portraits enabled them to express a fuller picture of 

their lived-experience.   

Participants described the experience of seeing their mirrored images reflecting 

their experiences back to them, noting that this was a source of important personal 

information that they were not conscious of at the time.  They also reported being able to 

identify how they were truly feeling at the time depicted in the image.  For example, 

Mary observed, “I have a feeling in the second and fourth image I was feeling a lot less 

well, that I was having a bad week.  That it is not surprising that my body looks less 

open.”   

Schaverien (1995) describes how the created image deepens the viewer’s 

connection and self-awareness with the self through the gaze, and emphasizes the 

importance of the witness.  The data suggest that participants’ comments during their 

reflection indicate that even drawing an outline without facial features to depict the self, 

allow the operation of various gazes.   

Four participants identified themselves as either having a religious affiliation or 

indicated they are spiritual in nature.  Reflecting on her identity, Tracey stated,  

In my journal I expressed how I have a strong spiritual life and how it grounds 

me, in not only my personal life but in my work life as well, and that it focuses in 
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God and trusting the process, taking care of myself when it is that I feel 

overwhelmed.   

Participants often discussed an increased sense of self with regard to physical 

experiences.  They attributed their increased awareness to depictions of their bodies and 

described a variety of experiences.  Karen noted as she reflected on her first portrait, “I 

look at, for instance, in the first portrait there is a sense of sadness in that one for sure.”  

Bessie reported becoming able to externalize her anxiety, as well as to identify and track 

the anxiety she was experiencing from within.   

Her willingness to engage in the work of self-exploration enables her to 

experience who she truly is, from the inside out (Nouwen, 1979).  This supports the work 

of Nouwen (1979), as Bessie also began to identify personal issues and concerns which 

might otherwise not be recognized.  By exposing previously hidden issues and releasing 

the emotions associated with them, the artist experiences an increased sense of self and is 

able to heal (B. L. Moon, 1995; Nunez, 2009).   

All but one of the participants acknowledged an increase in bodily awareness by 

observing, as Moon (1997) predicts, that during the process they had recognized a need to 

change some aspect of their lives.  The art therapists often described becoming self-aware 

of their own body-satisfaction, as they explored their images.  Backos (1997) found 

similar results having identified positive growth and change, as she observed physical 

differences in the portraits and noted expressions of satisfaction in the self-images.  She 

attributed these changes to increases in the artists’ satisfaction with their own bodies.  

Salina discussed the important aspects that she needed to portray in her portrait.  She 

explained that what she needed to commemorate was what was held within the body.  
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She believed that this was important because it is her belief that the body holds memories 

and emotion, as well as experiences.   

Participants discussed their experiences when asked to include their entire bodies 

in their self-portraits.  All of the participants commented that they had not previously 

drawn full-body self-portraits.  They described experiencing nervousness and anxiety 

when engaging in the first self-portraiture because of this directive but reflected by the 

end of the process they were much more relaxed and able to do so.   

The data indicate that greater understanding of internal emotional, spiritual and 

physical experiences can: foster increased self-awareness; help the individual to identify 

the need to modify specific behaviors; develop skills; improve his/her reality orientation; 

reduce anxiety; and/or increase self-esteem (American Art Therapy Association, 2013).  

As well, the data show that the process encourages true self growth by identifying the 

pathological and graphic traits of the false body, so that a range of authentic body 

feelings can emerge.  This encourages a conversation with the critical self, and movement 

between and among, the body-self, the intellectual-self, the emotional-self and the 

contextual environment of self (Machover, 1949).  Participants also expressed how, when 

making an image, the self-reflection fosters self-knowing and spiritual fulfillment, as the 

artist first addresses their relationship with self (Allen, 2001; Cameron, 2007; Jensen, 

2004; B. L. Moon, 1997)   

Construction of self through word in art. 

The following thematic exploration describes the association of the lived-

experience and the theme of construction of self through word in art.  There is a dynamic 

element that develops when the self-portrait is joined with words.  A dialogue is created 
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between the various appearances of written text on the created images.  Six (40 percent) 

participants used words to either title their images or describe ideas or thoughts on their 

portrait.  The self-portraits and reflections by Tracey and Alice follow.   

Reflections of Tracey. 

Figure 5 depicts the self-portraits of Tracey.  My initial response was that these 

portraits did not include her entire body.  For instance, only the first image contained the 

whole body, while the remaining three focused on her head.  Tracey reported that with 

the creation of the first portrait she was reminded how much she loves to create art.  In 

the second self-portrait, she reflected that she felt “a little divided”, and the third portrait 

was a reflection of the features of herself that she uses as a therapist.  The last self-

portrait she decided to reflect different emotions.  Tracey indicated that she used this last 

self-portrait to explore self.  She indicated this was a project she often asked of clients.  

Tracey reported that with the last image she gained a greater connection with her clients.  

She was able to get in touch with the notion that “I don’t give myself enough time, 

especially as an art therapist to take the time to do art and use the process to do my own 

self-care.”   

The first image is her yoga pose.  The body is up in the air, transparent, and 

surrounded by movement.  Tracey reported that the first image is about “the stress around 

me and me in my peaceful pose despite it.”  Tracey noted that she could identify, within 

her images, a fragmented self and added that her third self-portrait depicted “what 

features I use of mine that are most beneficial in the work that I do.”   
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Figure 5. Self-Portraits by Tracey 

Tracey could identify her different working selves, as noted by Farrar, Stopa and 

Turner (2015).  She reported a positive self-image and affect indicating she was able to 

connect with her spiritual side, as that grounds her.  In her first self-image, depicting 

herself in an elevated yoga pose, Tracey surrounded herself with scribbles of dark and 

light blue.  This could indicate being surrounded by health and energy or it could 
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symbolise distance, contemplation, fading away, or withdrawing (Furth (1988).  Tracey 

also outlined herself in red which, according to Furth (1988), might indicate a problem, a 

surge in emotion, and/or danger or illness.  In her second self-portrait, Tracey depicted 

herself using the colours bright blue, red, orange, and golden yellow.  The use of orange 

could suggest a suspenseful situation or a life and death struggle, in which Tracey is 

experiencing a decrease in energy and the need for rescue from a threatening situation 

(Furth, 1988).   

Tracey reported that the second portrait depicted the different components of 

herself she uses in counselling.  Within this self-portrait, there are only two colours used; 

bright blue and pink with most of the rest of the face being white.  The bright blue, 

particularly for the eyes, could indicate health and energy (Furth, 1988), and combined 

with the use of pink, may indicate a resolution of a problem or recent illness.  The 

majority of the portrait which is white might indicate repressed feelings and completion 

(Furth, 1988).  

The first portrait depicts words around the head in red and the fourth portrait 

depicts the use of words all over the heads.  Although Furth (1988) contends the use of 

words mean that the artist does not trust the process, Tracey reported that her focus on 

God allows her to trust and “take care of myself when I am feeling overwhelmed.”  She 

labelled the two sides of self as “Happy” and “Anxious.”  Tracey depicted each emotion 

using a side view portrait of her head.  She labelled each side view using a black marker.  

For Happy, she chose the colour with bright blue writing.  The use of pink might indicate 

a health and/or the resolution of a problem, and the use of bright blue indicates health and 

energy (Furth, 1988).  The second head labeled Anxious is a dark green with red 
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wording.  The choice of dark green could indicate a healthy ego and body growth 

healing, while the red lettering could indicate a problem, surging emotions and illness 

(Furth, 1988).  This image is different having been created on coloured construction 

paper; cut and assembled with written text in marker.  This points to a multi-layered, 

multi-dimensional construct that represents intertextuality that creates an interdisciplinary 

dialogue which is stronger and deeper and expands the range of interpretations 

(Cederboum, 2009).  According to Klugman (1997), the emotions expressed represent the 

existentialist self, whereas the constructivist self represented in the weekly reflections 

point to the many different representations of the self.  Tracey reported that her last self-

portrait shows how she uses her two sides in a positive way.   

The data support the work of Cederboum (2009), who states, “Assuming that the 

printed text represents speech, its appearance or disappearance describes the tension 

between hiding and exposure, between silence and speech” (p. 136).  He describes the 

use of words on images as a visual metaphor of a “wish to utter words but the inability to 

do so” (p. 136).  In the schematic stage the drawing of a person can change from one day 

to the next with the drawing being a symbol of the mental image of the object and an 

indication of the way in which she interprets and comprehends information of experience.  

Also, emotions are visibly expressed by exaggerations of size of body, important parts 

and facial expressions with neglect or omission of unimportant or suppressed parts 

(Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1975). 

Tracey determined that she does not use a witness for added reflection on her 

artwork, stating, “I have not done that since school” and concluded that, “I suppose it is a 

worthwhile experience to do that.  Maybe I might give it a try in my next supervision 
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session.”  She continued to reflect that the process of focussing on the self was a “good 

experience and a good reminder that I need to take time out for myself and reflect upon 

myself and my work and my life.”   

Reflections of Alice. 

Alice also used words within her artwork (see Figure 6).  My initial response to 

this work was it appeared to be a puzzle, or a map, and that the message held within 

appeared to be complicated.  As Cederboum (2009) suggests, text is a kind of speech 

with substance, it becomes an object as words have power and they need to be integrated 

with the image.  The act of underlining or circling strengthens the speech indicating that 

this is a visual metaphor that shows that the story of the self is a story “of materials for 

the artist’s own story” turning the text into the artists own words (Cederboum, 2009, p. 

137).   
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Figure 6. Self-Portraits by Alice 

Alice reflected on how she uses writing with her clients and how it facilitates their 

awareness and points they wish to remember.  She observed,  

With clients that struggle with language based learning disabilities I have found 

that allowing them to speak about their art, their understanding of the process, 

emotions and memories evoked from engaging in their work has provided them 

with a rich therapeutic experience.  Often they will want to remember something 

they said or have become aware of, so I have taken on the role of note taker 
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recording their thoughts and reflections, in their voice, allowing them to capture 

the meaning in the moment.   

Alice explained her transformation during this process, indicating she began to 

look at things differently in her life; moving from a negative perspective to seeing the 

positive.  She depicted herself, in her first image, wearing bright blue and green and 

surrounded herself in the second image with the same colour.  According to Furth (1988), 

bright blue indicates health and energy.  In the second image, Alice also included herself 

wearing a purple top that might indicate a need for control or support a burden, and/or her 

connection spiritually.  She noted,  

The environment can be very negative and at times overwhelming.  Decisions are 

not always made in a time line that supports various deadlines for the program.  I 

found that recording the many activities including the pending feedback allowed 

me to take a step back from the busyness and appreciate how much was being 

accomplished even though several questions remained unanswered.   

The data concur with the work of Erikson (1997) who, in his description of 

developmental stages, emphasizes that changes can take place in adulthood and that 

environment plays a significant role in shaping personality.  Further, it highlights the 

importance of self-reflection for health and well-being.   

Alice described her experience of looking at her self-portrait in week three, 

stating that,  

In week three there were several paths to choose from; however, I felt like I was 

on the outside of the picture, not quite certain where to step first.  In reflection it 

doesn’t feel like a self-portrait, instead where do I want to fit into the picture.   
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The data show how the self and self-identification are reflected in both who we 

are on the inside as well as how we look on the outside, and how we are perceived by 

others.  We are both the subject and object of lived-experience (Orbach, 2009).  Lum 

(2002) suggests that self-portrait and weekly journaling are creative ways to externalize 

the internal processes of therapists seeking to “heal and to prepare themselves to be 

therapeutically congruent” by resolving problematic personal issues (p. 181).  The author 

describes the therapists’ goal of facilitating personal awareness as becoming, “aware of 

inner process, accepting of what is, knowing one’s self, and to be able to reflect upon 

oneself in order to develop awareness” (p. 182).  This was true for Alice.  As Alice 

reflected on her artwork, she added a number of written insights directly on the portraits.  

She was able to build upon the connections made through journaling and art, as noted by 

Rogers (Merry, 1997).  In her third portrait, Alice used light blue writing which could 

indicate contemplation and/or a fading away or withdrawing.  Alice indicated that, as she 

plunged further into connecting with her guarded feelings and thoughts, one expressive 

art form stimulated and nurtured another and ultimately resulted in inner healing.  She 

said,  

Writing down all the details connected to my thoughts and emotions, as well as 

expectations from self and others have allowed me to make sense of and 

appreciate all the accomplishments that occur over the course of the week.  My 

head may look like a complicated map; however, journaling has provided a focus 

and an opportunity to be mindful of the things that I can change.   

Alice described that looking back over the four weeks of artwork stimulated the 

experience of self-reflection.  This suggests that conscious and unconscious connections 


