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Figure 6. Jodi’s product.

quisition where they learn about the structure of art language and
begin to develop their own vocabularies. Gantt (1986) believes
that visual grammar can be considered generative under the right
conditions. She wonders:

Can an art therapist help a patient expand his repertoire?

As his options expand and increase, can the patient find

himself richer and more subtle solutions to psychological

dilemmas? This is a question of utmost importance to art
therapists who are considering the value of instruction for
the patients... Will our providing our patients with more
conscious options in their art work—more higher-order
esthetic and technical solutions—likewise promote change

for the better? (p. 117)

During the first stages of therapy, it may be that the client
must gain fluency in the language of art. The therapist presents
him with art materials, suggests that these materials may be used
to communicate his internal world, and introduces the new lan-
guage to him. Once the client achieves a certain level of fluency,
it becomes the therapist’s job to learn his particular syntax, gram-
mar, and symbolism. As Wadeson (1995) and others suggest, this
can be achieved by paying attention to the recurrent elements
such as color, shapes, themes, etc. Finally, once both client and
therapist have both achieved a basic fluency, they can enter into
a new level of therapy where they communicate about the art,
through and with it.

Language switching techniques may be applied to deepen
exploration or assist the client with regulating their emotional re-
actions. The therapist’s theoretical orientation will greatly influ-
ence choices about the timing and nature of the language switch
between art and language. A therapist with humanist or psycho-

http://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/jcat/vol1/iss1/8

analytic tendencies may prefer more of a code switching model,
in which the client may switch back and forth between art and
speech at will. This type of art therapist will be likely to “follow
the client’s lead” and allow their clients to express themselves in
whatever mode they choose.

Other types of therapists will take a more directional ap-
proach. A specific request for artwork is a directive, and a direc-
tive is an invitation to switch languages. Rather than invite the
language switch by saying, “Can you describe that in Spanish?”
a directive art therapist may say, “What did that situation look
like?” or “Draw how it feels.” All of this switching should be done
in the service of creating a more stable and fertile intermediary
ground for planting the therapeutic seeds of change.

Art therapists who prefer to explore the deep psychologi-
cal connection between artist and art therapist, as in clinical art
therapy, may find their work supported by the idea of multilin-
gual therapy. By incorporating both code switching and language
switching with visual and verbal languages, the art therapist may
facilitate deeper emotional experience, assist with emotional reg-
ulation, and invite a more cognitive approach to problem-solving.
Understanding the therapeutic interplay of art and language in art
therapy may allow clinical art therapists to achieve better out-
comes for their clients.

For instance, 16-year-old Jodi had been struggling in her
residential treatment setting, including her relationships with
peers and staff, and complying with daily responsibilities. In indi-
vidual art therapy, she would not discuss recent therapeutic gains
when verbally prompted to do so. Instead, she requested to make
art from the collage box (a code switch), selecting three primary
images—a child wrapped in a blanket wandering outdoors, a dead
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tree against a backdrop of snow, and a girl in pajamas floating
above her bed and pointing out a window.

Jodi arranged and re-arranged the images several times,
then cut them out of their settings and auditioned them in various
combinations. She glued the images to a large white piece of pa-
per, combining the wandering child and the tree, and cut them out
again. After mounting, the floating girl was separated and glued
to a piece of patterned paper, then cut out a third time. The images
were arranged with the floating girl pointing to and observing the
wandering child with the dead tree between them (see Figure 6).

The therapist asked Jodi to speak about the images (a lan-
guage switch) and took notes on what she said. Her description
focused on the images’ dreamlike qualities, sense of freedom
and exploration, and child-like elements. She identified the an-
gled, dead tree and muted colors as adding a surreal element, as
though from another planet. She spoke of the floating girl as an
observer of the other child’s exploration, as if looking through
a “window of memories.” As the recipient, I observed that the
characters seemed disconnected and isolated. “Yes,” she replied,
“but they’re happy.”

Through the process, Jodi was calm and curious. The me-
ticulous way she cut around the images created a series of borders
around the pictures. She auditioned many images to evoke her
“dream-like feeling.” Jodi’s product conveys a sense of other-
worldliness, isolation and exploration. The images are discon-
nected from each other and seem reflective of her experience in
the residential community. Jodi may have been communicating
that although we were seeing “progress’ at a therapeutic level, she
still felt content to “float” in her child-like way. The use of both
code and language switching illustrates the way that Jodi used the
art and language to explore and express her internal world.

CONCLUSION

Summary

Reading from a variety of scholarly disciplines may give
a deeper, broader understanding of art therapy. Psychology, art
philosophy, linguistics, semiotics, bilingual therapy, and art ther-
apy theorists contribute to an understanding of the relationship
between art and language, including the shared concepts of in-
ternal world, process, product, and recipient. Bilingual therapists
utilize code and language switching to enrich the experience of
talk therapy, and art therapists may be able to apply these concepts
to their work by considering art as intermediary and art therapists
as multilingual. This paper suggests that art can serve as both a
language and as a way to express and explore unsayables. Thus,
art in art therapy can function as sign, symbol, and intermediary,
and thoughtful switching between art and language modes may
effect positive change in art therapy clients.

The design of this study, which was based on a theoretical
inquiry model, is illustrated in Figure 7.

Limitations

This work is based on preliminary exposure to complicated
concepts. Many of the ideas presented in this paper were formu-
lated after an introductory exposure to the literature from psychol-
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Figure 7. Actual methodology (modified theoretical inquiry).

ogy, art, and linguistics. This literature, in most cases, came from
compilations or translations of the authors’ original work. In one
form or another, I have largely explored interpretations of their
original concepts.

It is my hope that deeper examination of these ideas will
ultimately eliminate the inconsistencies that currently exist, and
that I or another art therapist can continue to formulate the kind of
consistent, powerful theory that a theoretical inquiry is intended
to produce. I am aware, too, that the “verification” work of this
theory building remains to be done. The original project on which
this paper is based (Morrell, 2005) contained an extensive case
study in which the process and product of one client’s art therapy
treatment were laid out, broken down for syntax and grammar,
and traced for changes in fluency amidst primary and secondary
processes. However, the true work of verification on a theoretical
inquiry such as this would require years of work and collabora-
tions with art and talk therapists in a wide variety of settings.

Suggestions for Future Research

Several disciplines which could contribute to these ideas
have, of necessity, been left out of this paper. The expanding field
of neurophysiology and its connection to the art therapy process
may have much to contribute, particularly if coupled with the cur-
rent research on language and bilingualism in the brain. I have
not addressed the most current thinking in semiotics and structur-
alism, much of which is a reaction against semiotic art analysis
from the mid-twentieth century, nor have I included the writings
of Derrida or the other deconstructionists, whose work may have
an important impact on these thoughts. Further, studying the work
of art philosophers differs from studying the words and experi-
ences of artists themselves.

In addition to case studies and practical verification of these
ideas, a deeper, more interdisciplinary reading of the literature,
with a focus on primary sources and an interdisciplinary exchange
of ideas with scholars who are experts in these fields, would seem
to be the next logical steps for future research.
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