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Abstract

This paper addresses questions of how and why art is therapeutic. Core principles from the art therapy
literature are cited as a way to clarify how art, which includes expressive engagement with  processes, materi-
als, and products, can be a complete and primary therapy for people seeking to confront and relieve their
suffering. Special attention is devoted to Edith Kramer’s ideas on art as therapy and sublimation.
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Introduction
One overarching question that drives the focus

of this paper is how does experimentation with art

materials and art processes offer a continuum of thera-

peutic and healing outcomes for people across the

developmental and cultural spectrum? There are many

reasons to consider which would help to explain these

results. For example, according to Allen1 internal trans-

formation through art results by maintaining sustained

efforts of immersion in charged emotional material,

over time, which eventually becomes the subject

matter for completed works of art. It is this continued

immersion in the creative process that cultivates in-

ner resources known as ego strengths2 as well as the

flow state.3  Csikszentmihalyi,3 as well as many art-

ists, describe flow as a condition of effortless engage-

ment devoted to an outcome with specific, definable

goals. As these goals are achieved, immediate feed-

back is obtained from the process itself, reinforcing

the fact that persistence yields desirable, even plea-

surable, results. Similar to the artistûs personality,

Csikszentmihalyi3  addressed the autotelic persona-

lity as one where there is complete reward in doing

an act that initiates the flow experience. Addition-

ally, Csikszentmihalyi clarifies how happiness is re-

lated to the capacity to absorb oneself in what one is

doing.4  The result of these sustained efforts over

time is an accumulation of inner resources5 that are

uniquely forged in the fires of creative work. For

example, the art process teaches tolerance of ambi-

guity and management of frustrations as ideas are

considered over time, edited, and manifested into vari-

ous compositional possibilities. Through sustained

creative investigation, visual symbolic material is even-

tually contained in honest unified compositions6

known as çformed expressioné that communicates
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degrees of artistic intention to a wider audience.2

There are other reasons to consider why art is

healing and therapeutic. The following brief outline

explicates other considerations for the therapeutic and

healing potentials of art:

1. Art allows for hidden internal experiences to

be seen outwardly. This reification or concretization

of inner experience allows for inner emotional states

to be known and outwardly contemplated.

According to Langer,7 art enables one to objec-

tify subjective experiences, and subjectify objective

experiences within a unique framework for imaginal

freedom.8

Also, according to Kramer,2 art fosters a sense

of mastery as yet to be seen conflicts are re-experi-

enced, formed, concretized, viewed, and re-authored.

2. Art is a way to edit old behavioral patterns

and build, repair, and rehearse new behaviors. This

new perspective fosters innovative views of a novel,

emerging self-image.9  Furthermore, these older be-

havioral patterns along with harsh inner critical mes-

sages can be confronted and reworked through art.

3. Art is a way to make unconscious material

pre-conscious so that it is manifest, yet still veiled by

symbol and metaphor.10

Art therefore allows for symbolic metaphoric com-

munication and dialogue with emotionally rich mate-

rial. Thus, art is a way to send oneself, as well as

others, messages.11  It is a method that gives one

permission to think out loud, as well as engage in an

internal self-dialogue.8

Art also invites one to participate in the content

of the creative process, such as Wallasû stages of prepa-

ration, incubation, illumination and elaboration12 as

well as active and receptive states13 of doing/mani-

festing and reflecting.8

4. Art initiates a process of subtle and overt

forms of decision-making.  Art therefore is evidence

of an assertive act14 that requires cognitive, affective,

and somatic layers of choice-making.  The whole per-

son, including both hemispheres of the brain, is en-

gaged in the art process.15

5. Art functions as a holding environment and

transitional space16 that bridges internal and external

realities thereby holding, within the language of art,

the widest spectrum of human affect.17

Langer18 builds on these five therapeutic quali-

ties of art by describing the drive to find accurate

esthetic language for feelings.  For Langer,7 art was a

practice of giving feeling to form.  In fact, Langer18

considered art the most accurate language for hu-

man emotion, as its primary function is to articulate

feelings through form.  In part, this drive is satisfied

when truthful lines, shapes, colors, and textures, known

as the elements of design, are utilized to contain and

express human emotion.  These elements serve as

the fundamental building blocks of artistic visual lan-

guage, or symbolic speech,19 which ultimately en-

ables  the artist to give feelings structure and out-

ward appearance.18  Furthermore, these expressive

elements of design, such as rough and smooth tex-

tures and warm and cool colors, are flexible enough

to contain and communicate the full range of human

emotion.

It would seem then that there is a human drive

to create, çto make special,é which is believed by

some to be a hard-wired biological trait of the human

species.20  The creative impulse, with its will to mani-

fest the unseen, has offered profound contributions

to our collective cultural history.  Throughout the ages,

the arts have helped humankind to reconcile the end-

less challenges intrinsic to the human condition.21

Art therapists are addressing this inherent creative

drive as a form of medicine wherein imagination min-

isters to the deepest internal calling of people to strive

for personal and cultural health.22

Moreover, visual relationships of form and con-

tent, process and product, which directly relate to

our inner sensations, is known as isomorphism.23  The

notion of isomorphism, that external art forms are

similar in structure to the inner state of the artist, is

an important concept that helps to explain why art is
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therapeutic.24 Isomorphism helps lay a foundation that

explains why Langerûs ideas on the language of art

serve as a direct and metaphorical form of communi-

cation.  Emotion that is mostly inaccessible and un-

formed can now be accessed and known through the

expressive use of materials such as paint, clay, or

digital media.

Visual symbols need the facilitation of these art

materials in order to reveal and transport latent un-

conscious material into manifest forms. As in dreams,

even though these symbols can now be seen, they

often still exist in a disguised form. The inner narra-

tive is now visible as a painting or sculpture, but not

yet fully understood in terms of its meaning. Existing

in the realm of a veiled metaphor, inspired from the

truthful depths of the psyche, the enlivened image is

trusted to lead the way toward a healing narrative.22

 Lastly, related to Kramerûs ideas on sublima-

tion, art is also extremely helpful in identifying inher-

ent strengths in the midst of psychological pathol-

ogy. As Kramer2  has observed, many clients will reach

their highest level of functioning in the art as therapy

process.  As shall be seen in the next section, owing

to a deeper understanding of art and sublimation, art

is a therapeutic act in and of itself.  For Kramer, art

facilitates the transformation of inner impulses by con-

taining and organizing them into symbolic equiva-

lents directly related to the original impulsive desires

and urges.  During this process, it is often the case

that individuals must loosen defenses and even re-

gress, blurring the boundaries between their con-

scious/unconscious and internal/external realities. At

some point all art processes serve to relax defenses,

as emotional material is made available for subject

matter.

Ernst Kris25 describes this precarious process as

çregression in the service of the ego.é This unique

form of relaxed control enables individuals to simulta-

neously repress, monitor, and relax control in order to

maintain access to charged emotional material.26

Although individuals can lose themselves in the cre-

ative process, the observing ego endures in sublima-

tion.26  In creative endeavors one quickly learns to

directly experience emotion while also observing and

organizing emotional material into works of art.

Initial responses to these emerging, usually un-

conscious, impulses that arise in the process of re-

gression are often manifested as visual displacements.

In art, displaced impulses are characterized as un-

formed visual chaos.  Art based solely on the dis-

placement of raw affect falls short of sublimation, since

intense emotions are visually discharged only, rather

than symbolically contained, in esthetic form. Also,

visual displacement does not change a personûs inner

state, as in sublimation, which mollifies these cha-

otic discharges and encloses them in symbolic, es-

thetically accurate, visual configurations. Although

sublimation incorporates displacement, it utilizes and

symbolically forms emergent urges rather than only

immediately discharging them. Eventfully there is re-

contextualization of emotions and memories that are

intentionally contained in formed visual equivalents.

Edith Kramer, Art as Therapy, and Sublimation

Seeing the human condition through a psycho-

analytic lens, Edith Kramer felt that we are driven by

asocial primitive instinctual drives that hold an evo-

lutionary relevance. With the onset of conceptual

thought, instincts could no longer be safely relied upon.

This evolutionary shift promoted an accumulation of

unregulated impulses. When stimulated by strong

emotions these forces surface, demanding gratifica-

tion. The ego employs multiple defense mechanisms,

such as displacement, to manage resultant anxiety;

sublimation and its corresponding organizing mecha-

nisms exclusively allow partial instinctual gratifica-

tion through the creative process. The process of sub-

limation is multifaceted; it includes mechanisms of

regression, displacement, and a re-channeling of drive

energies.

Sublimation unfolds as a journey with various

components, including visual displacement and the
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partial neutralization of drive energies.27  In the arts,

sublimation involves creating a deliberate, socially

productive, and formed symbolic equivalent for an

instinctual urge rather than acting out the urge in an

asocial manner.  Key to understanding the process of

sublimation is a consideration of the compromise

reached between acting out and symbolically config-

uring an impulse, while maintaining an honest rela-

tionship with the initial strong emotions stimulating

the urge.  As a result of ongoing exposure to such

powerful emotions, which becomes the content of

the artwork, this journey necessitates inner resourcing

to prevent the possibility of decomposition.  As the

ego precariously suspends its control in order to

enable the creative process to unfold, it must also

simultaneously regulate this regressive pull when con-

fronted with the challenge of channeling urges into

formed visual expressions.  In some instances, in or-

der to permit fulfillment of the creative process, the

ego must regulate itself by suspending degrees of

control when potentially flooded and therefore con-

fronted with the challenge of channeling urges into

formed visual expressions. Ultimately, sublimation is

a victory for the ego and society since powerful im-

pulsive urges have been transformed into art rather

than acted out in a socially harmful manner.

During the sublimation process, art therapists

function as auxiliary egos, or using a term that

Kramer28 coined, as a çthird hand,é loaning their in-

ner resources necessary to achieve visual sublima-

tion. Kramer described the art therapistûs third hand

as the utilization of artistic competence and imagina-

tion to compassionately serve others in the least in-

trusive and restrictive way.29  Art therapists must

assist in the creative process without distorting their

clientûs original intentions.  First, art therapists learn

to respect and validate the distinct visual language

of each client; their personal style must not be impli-

cated in the clientûs creative processing.29

Second, art therapists promote spontaneity and

act as guardians of the resultant imagery. Spontane-

ity encourages clients to let go, confront ascending

impulses, and visually contain them through genuine

symbolic representations. Clients encouraged to re-

lax their inner critic and art therapists must provide

permission for disordered, partial, or even chaotic art-

work.30  Process is continually emphasized in relation

to the emerging product. Process cannot be sepa-

rated from product; the art therapist maintains inter-

est in both parts of this often divided dialectic.

Working with symbolic visual equivalencies of

traumas permits the client to revisit and redefine ex-

periences, discovering unknown inner resources and

a capacity to heal. Sublimation is a transformative

process in which one must lose a little control to find

the inner resources necessary for the discovery of

autonomy, identity, ego strength, and resiliency. With

a trained third hand or auxiliary ego, art therapists

guide and support clientsû sublimated visual expres-

sions. Sublimation is an integrative act; clients learn

to assimilate their emotional, imaginative, cognitive,

and perceptual faculties to achieve sublimation.31

Within the miraculous act of artistic sublimation

clientsû fragmented selves can be experienced as uni-

fied statements of personal truth thus allowing for

the healing process to unfold.

Conclusion

Through the art process, new samples of pro-

ductive behavior can be learned, rehearsed, and ac-

tualized. These behaviors consist of an increased ca-

pacity for decision-making, tolerating impulses and

frustrations, delaying gratification, and confronting a

conflict head on in order to immerse oneself, through

art, in the struggle at hand.

Historically, art has served to resolve conflicts

between powerful primitive urges and the divergent

demands of reality. The pleasure derived from subli-

mation replaces the satisfaction gained from more

primal forms of impulse gratification.32  Art has the

capacity to evoke powerful feelings within an imagi-

nal reality separate from the perceptual realm. Thus,
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art constitutes a sanctuary for self-communication

along with the subsequent revision, for example, of

haunting memories, impulsive urges, or the loss of a

loved one. Similar to Langerûs views, Kramer21 con-

tends that the primary function of art is the objectifi-

cation of experience that supports self-reflection.

Sublimation in the arts demands the develop-

ment of resilient access to inner resources. Artists

are in precarious positions; they allow their impulses

to emerge without resorting to reactionary defense

mechanisms.32  Kramer argued that sublimation is

the most gratifying function of the ego, as it attains a

compromising balance between the social environ-

ment and internal instinctual urges.32  Instead of im-

mediately discharging instinctual energy, the ego

utilizes these forces by forming intentional, organized,

and formed visual representations of anxiety-provok-

ing instincts. Thus, instinctual gratification is replaced

by an act of achievement.
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