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Introduc�on

The existen�al approach in art therapy is widely used in different places around the world and there also already exists 
important theory work around it. Nonetheless, taking into account my own experience in clinical and teaching se�ngs, 
I feel the need to look in depth into this form of therapeu�c interven�on.

This approach to psychotherapy is generally understood to be based on existen�al philosophy and on phenomenology, based 
on authors such as Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and Mar�n Buber. The central idea 
has to do not only with a vision of the human being as an individual, but also as a being-in-the-world, evolving, changing and 
having to respond (being responsible) to life’s challenges. Some of the most prominent psychotherapists who adhered to this 
kind of approach were, amongst others, Yalom, Rollo May and James Burgental as well as art  therapists such as Bruce Moon.

My interest in existen�al art therapy grew out of my work with certain pa�ents in my private prac�ce and also with groups 
of oncology pa�ents. I agree with Winnico� (2000) when he says, in dedica�ng his book Playing and Reality to his pa�ents: 
“To my pa�ents, who paid to teach me”, and by this expression, I take to mean not only a professional learning but also an 
influence which has a con�nuing impact on my personal development. Some�mes, the people we take care of make us re-
flect on and rethink important issues, not only related to our art therapy prac�se, but also to our own rela�onship with life. 
Some of the pa�ents do that by their being close to death or because they are facing it. Others do it by their explicit desire 
to find meaning in their life, as well as a responsible way to live it.

One of the most posi�ve things in our profession is that it is constantly driving us towards being more aware. If some-
thing inside ourselves is already urging us on towards that, we have the advantage of an added strength, given the 
responsibility we have when accompanying the clients. We learn from them, as we do from students and from our own 
children, through the a�achment the rela�onship is based on. 
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ABSTRACT

In this ar�cle, I offer some reflec�ons on the existen�al approach in art therapy within the psychodynamic perspec�ve, 
understanding this as a form of open work and linking it to rela�onal psychotherapy and to some aspects of our role as 
art therapists.  I will focus on some of the key issues covered by this approach (freedom, loneliness, fear of death and 
the search for meaning in life using my clinical work in various se�ngs, and with two basic ques�ons as a star�ng point : 
What is the main goal of my work as an art therapist? What is the best way to carry it out? To do this I will need to rethink 
the nature of our rela�onship with pa�ents, the role of images and of crea�vity, and the influence our own subjec�vity 
and our concept of the human being can have in the therapeu�c rela�onship.



vol. 3 (2013)

Theory Articles

Existen�al philosophy was incuba�ng during the interwar period and fully developed a�er the Second World War. It was 
therefore a school of thought born in �mes of crisis which connects it right away to the present moment. Nevertheless 
there are big differences between these two historical moments. We are not in Sartre’s �me and, despite decadence and 
conflict, the evolu�on of thought and awareness is at a different place. Therefore, the current applica�on of what we call 
existen�alism will be very different.

According to Yalom (1), “existen�al psychotherapy is a dynamic approach to therapy which focuses on concerns rooted in 
the existence of the individual” (Yalom, 2000, p. 193) (2). He adds in the same paragraph that “what sustains the existen�al 
approach is not empirical, but deeply intui�ve”.
Even though this model entails a sufficiently defined prac�cal applica�on, Yalom acknowledges that most therapists with 
a certain experience, no ma�er their personal approach, use many of the elements which characterize this kind of psycho-
therapy:

If we link these reflexions to the defini�on of the psychodynamic approach, we can see what the main aspects of the exis-
ten�al approach are:

These specific forces, mo�ves and fears pointed out by Yalom are related to the fact of facing up to life: uncertainty, loneli-
ness, freedom, fear of death and the search for meaning in our own individual existence.
Ul�mately, these issues are to do with the way we relate our internal reality to external reality, and, at the same �me they 
encompass spiritual feeling and transcendence.

These aspects aren’t denied by other kinds of psychotherapy, but nevertheless, amongst the vast diversity of interven-
�ons, we o�en find emphasis is on other perspec�ves, although they have to do, basically, with the different ways of 
understanding the human being.

Viktor Frankl, in his Psychoanalysis and Existen�alism, first published in 1946, complained about psychotherapy’s 
uselessness in providing help for the pa�ents’ real needs:” We come then to the conclusion that psychotherapy, 
the way it has been delivered so far, is insufficient regarding all that is spiritual. Not only insufficient but also incom-
petent” (Frankl, 1978, p.30).(5)Although many years have gone by since this sentence was wri�en, I think it is s�ll par-
�ally true, and that the existen�al approach can offer a more authen�c way of embracing key issues for the individ-
ual. Moon (2009) too, points out that it is a kind of work that may bring a deeper and less materialis�c approach to 
life:” The existen�al posi�on that pain, frustra�on, guilt, and anxiety are unavoidable can be disquie�ng. Those who 
see the existen�alist’s embrace of these “life reali�es” o�en fail to see the accompanying belief that painful striving 
generates non materialis�c values, which in my opinion are the only worthy of human searching. (Moon, 2009, p. 6). (6)  

Death, Loneliness and Freedom in art therapy.

 “On opening it, everything that was good and bad came out of the box. But Pandora got a fright and closed it right away 
before everything could escape, and thus hope was le� inside”.
Ovid (7)

Most therapists realize, for example, that the realisa�on of one’s own mortality can o�en trigger a substan�al in-
ner change of perspec�ve, that what heals is the rela�onship, that pa�ents feel tormented by the fact of having to 
choose, that a therapist must catalyse the pa�ent’s “will” to act and that the majority of pa�ents are completely 
confused because of a lack of meaning in their lives. (Yalom, 2000, p.194) (3)

(…) maintains that there are conflic�ng forces in the individual and that thought, emo�on and behaviour, either 
adap�vely or psycho pathologically, are the results of those conflic�ng forces. Also – and this is important - these 
forces exist in different levels of consciousness. Some are even completely unconscious. (…) What is the content 
of this inner struggle, conscious and unconscious? It is at this crossroads where dynamic existen�al psychotherapy 
chooses a different path from other dynamic psychotherapies. Existen�al psychotherapy is based on a radically 
different view of the specific forces, mo�ves and fears interac�ng within the individual. (Yalom, I p.195)(4)
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The following issues are, obviously, vast and profound. Here, I’m only going to talk about them briefly and from my own 
experience in art therapy, while being well aware that each of them could be dealt with individually and in a deeper and 
more extensive way.

Death

As art therapists we have a big advantage which the work of the pa�ents through crea�vity and images embodies. Leading 
a group of women suffering from cancer which met on a weekly basis for 5 years, was for me, in fact, a way to be constantly 
thinking from this perspec�ve. The group reached cohesion through experience and mutual support, through the good 
moments as well as through difficul�es and loss, and built up its culture and its symbols by laughing, crying, and listening 
to each other from each member’s inner space. Engaging in these key issues o�en involved, in some respects, a sense of 
swimming upstream. On the one hand, by opposing the generalised denial with which society func�ons, and on the other, 
consequently, regarding a readiness to listen, to communicate, and be present, that they could rarely find outside the ses-
sions. Certainly, the group drove me to reflect o�en on the meaning of our existence, and to confirm that we face death 
in the same way we have faced life, but with the understanding that while we are s�ll alive there is the possibility of being 
aware, of valuing every single moment. The experience which Ken Evans shares in Art Therapy and Cancer Care makes me 
feel connected to this percep�on, as well as with the feelings which the sessions o�en s�rred in me:

The two images I’ll be sharing next are really representa�ve of the group stages where, through the pain�ngs, fear of death 
was faced up to in a much more tolerable way. In the first one (Fig.1) an impending serious opera�on was expressed as a 
storm gathering on the horizon. However, the group was able to feel that, in the same pain�ng, hope was present, that 
there would be calm a�er the storm. I pondered that this person would have arrived in the opera�on theatre in a very 
different way had it not been for the support of the other group members and that, somehow, this might have contributed 
to her ensuing good recovery. 

In the second (Fig. 2), the image shows a tornado advancing, an eye in the sky offers another possible reading of the scene. 
In this case, fear of metastasis also provided a way to understand what kept coming up in their lives, the feeling of guilt, 
experiencing the situa�on as if it was a punishment from God, or else as an opportunity, as a demand from life to which 
they had the chance to respond in different ways. Therein laid their freedom. I thought of Frankl talking about the concen-
tra�on camp survivors: “Maybe they weren’t many, but those few were an indisputable example that man can be stripped 
of everything but one thing: the ul�mate human freedom – choosing which personal a�tude he should take when faced 
with des�ny- to decide  to follow his own path” (Frankl, 2004, p.90) (9)

To be near someone who is dying almost inevitably causes us at some point to reflect on our own mortality, 
and this “empathy” can occasionally alarm us; our feelings about the dying and death fluctuate between our-
selves and the dying person. In our modern society we are not prepared for death, of others or ourselves. It is 
a ma�er we generally prefer not to consider or discuss, and it is for that reason that it is recognized by many 
as the final taboo, the one human ac�vity we are unable to control or nego�ate. (Evans, 2005, pp. 4-5)(8)

Fig. 1 Fig. 2



According to existen�alism, people are ul�mately alone. Existen�al isola�on should not be confused with interpersonal 
detachment, loneliness, or intrapersonal dissocia�on. In the existen�al sense, isola�on pertains to a founda�onal soli-
tariness. People are ul�mately responsible for their own lives, which nobody can live for them. (Moon, B., 2009, p. 8). 
(11)
De acuerdo con el existencialismo, la gente está sola en úl�mo término. No debe confundirse el aislamiento existencial 
con la desconexión interpersonal, la soledad o la disociación intrapersonal. En el sen�do existencial, el aislamiento está 
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At other �mes the group had to face the loss of some of their members. This was always difficult to deal with, but again, 
the role images played not only facilitated approaching it, but contributed some nuances which helped us to understand 
the meaning of life, some�mes in a surprising way for all of us present there. In the following image (Fig. 3) a group mem-
ber, who barely verbalized anything about the loss, made this artwork, which later we understood to be a homage to our 
companion. In it we could imagine the coming and going of the waves breaking on a beach, leaving behind li�le shells, and 
the reflec�on of the golden sand in the light of sunset. The group also felt that the last wave le� something behind to be 
picked up, to be kept, and which was part of each and every one of them, not just as a memory but as something which 
was alive.

Loneliness

 “(…) Let me tell you: in this World, each creature is fundamentally alone. It is difficult, but that’s the reality and we must 
face it”. (Yalom, 2008, p. 17) (10)

We can consider Yalom’s sentence in Momma and the meaning of life, to be true, or obvious, but I think this feeling of lone-
liness varies according to how we are experiencing life and the richness of our own inner world, as well as the meaning we 
endow life with. One thing is the certainty that we are born alone and die alone, that we live within ourselves and we take 
our decisions alone, and another is the bi�er feeling of loneliness. Moon, in turn, links this feeling to our being responsible 
for our own existence, something we cannot delegate: 

The artwork I include next (Fig. 4), had to do with loneliness too, with fear, and with the lack of support, expressed through 
the metaphor of the lone boat out at sea, in troubled waters. Almost two years later, the same person made another image 
(Fig.5). Then, feelings had changed; we were able to understand that people may be alone but at peace with themselves, 
on s�ll waters, feeling they are somehow accompanied, even though they take their decisions on their own. 
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Fig. 3

According to existentialism, people are ultimately alone. Existential isolation should not be confused with 
interpersonal detachment, loneliness, or intrapersonal dissociation. In the existential sense, isolation pertains 
to a foundational solitariness. People are ultimately responsible for their own lives, which nobody can live for 
them. (Moon, B., 2009, p. 8). (11)

Fig. 4 Fig. 5
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Freedom 

The issues I have men�oned are, in  principle, related to each other. Freedom and the meaning of life can’t be separated. 
Although I will talk about it later, I would like to include here some examples of these themes and the way they popped up 
during the group sessions.

The extreme situa�on some of the members found themselves in shook their life priori�es list which suddenly took on a 
new order; they were able to differen�ate what was important and what wasn’t and were able to do this even as life kept 
throwing things at them merely because of the fact they were alive. Maybe for the first �me they were able to deeply 
appreciate the present moment, the small things in life. Some of them had o�en expressed their sense of feeling �ed to 
certain circumstances and all of a sudden they realized that they actually had always been free to take their own decisions, 
although they would have had to accept the consequences at every step. 
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Fig. 6

Fig. 7

The value of �me took on a different di-
mension (Fig. 6) in this image this sentence 
appeared: “In three hours, you can do so many 
things that to waste them is a monstrosity”, 
by this we understood that each moment 
we lose (lost in our unconsciousness, in our 
worries) is a bit of life lost.

The group was o�en able to get in touch 
with a profound acceptance of reality, and 
it was precisely this feeling that made them 
feel they could do something about it, 
taking responsibility for their ac�ons, 
taking difficul�es as opportuni�es. In Fig. 
7 the author painted, unconsciously, two 
stones in the pain�ng. Later, through the 
contribu�ons of the other members, she 
realized which aspects in her life she could 
consider “her stones”. Li�le by li�le she 
transformed her image by transforming the 
two rocks in places that could be lived in, 
alive; at the same �me, she understood her 
problems as an opportunity for growth.



vol. 3 (2013)

When reflec�ng on these group experiences, I find it would be interes�ng to link them somehow to Bruce Moon’s work, 
especially the work he carries out through dreams. This is something I have never done explicitly (although some pa�ents 
did make images using their dreams as a star�ng point). There are many things that the dreaming process and the crea�ve 
process have in common in art therapy sessions. Moon describes the poten�al of this kind of interven�on in the following 
way:  

Whatever the content of the sessions, whether it has to do with existen�al issues or with any other kind of issues, some-
how, crea�ng always has an input on a be�er way of feeling and doing things in life. The s�rring up of one’s own crea�vity 
connects directly with the inner power in every one of us and, in turn, this increases our responsibility in facing up to life. 
Winnico� expresses this idea from the perspec�ve of the rela�onship with external reality:

The human being and the meaning of life

 “Summing up, all forms of neurosis are an indica�on that the problem of living hasn’t been sa�sfactorily solved” (Fromm, 
1991 p. 88) (14)

The heading of this sec�on feels somewhat strange to me, wri�en just like that as if it were a trifle, as if I was going to talk 
about an ordinary issue on art therapy; I fear I might either trivialise it or sound grandiloquent. Despite all this, I think it’s 
important to talk about it in some way; however I can, with all the limita�ons that words bring with them. 

I would like to share some aspects related to the existen�al approach in art therapy with pa�ents in individual treatment, 
although I won’t be using images to illustrate these. I have been lucky enough that some of them arrived to my prac�ce 
with the clear aim of taking on the issue of the meaning of their life, and the paradox there, was obvious to me: people 
usually think that someone seeks therapy when they “are unwell”, but it seemed to me that the people coming to the ses-
sions were precisely the healthy ones in society. Fromm (1993, p. 31) says that these people’s trouble lies in trying to adapt 
to the generalised illness in the environment, to what he calls “the pathology of normality” ;  a difficult task, given that a 
considerable part of the world around us supports its neurosis.

So, independently of each individual personal difficulty, it is necessary to look into Man’s pathology in our �me. Fromm 
described in the mid 60’s the situa�on of modern man, and I think we can agree that his percep�on is, up to a point, s�ll 
true of our society, which is basically maniac as a result of the Cartesian mentality:
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Man has followed Ra�onalism to the point where it has become absolute irra�onality (…) Given that the roots of 
western culture, both the Greek and the Hebrew, consider that the purpose of life is the perfec�ng of man, modern 
man is concerned with the perfec�on of things and knowing how to make them. Western man is in a state of schiz-
oid incapacity to experience affec�on and, consequently, he feels anguished, depressed and in despair (…) Some 
may say they live for their family, for other people, “to have fun”, and others will say to make money, but, really, 
nobody knows what they live for, they have no goal other than evading insecurity and loneliness. (Fromm, 1964, p. 
87)(15)

At no �me in wakeful life are we as empowered to break through our limita�ons as when we dream. Our dreams 
urge us to let go, to begin again, to find fresh ways of coping, and to consider new ways to resolve old conflicts.
In reference to dream images, McNiff (1992) wrote, “They are themselves art works, soul’s drama�za�ons that 
help, guide, and extend consciousness” (p. 132). Perhaps no other psychic vehicle has the power to transport 
people so directly into their primary needs, mo�va�ons, fears, hopes, wishes, or desires. This is why pain�ngs, 
drawings, and sculptures that are based on dream images are such a potent resource for art therapists. (Moon, 
2007, p. 129) (12)

What makes the individual feel that life is worth living is, above everything else, crea�ve appercep�on. As opposed 
to this there exists a rela�onship with external reality which is a submissive rela�onship; we recognize the world 
and its details but only as something which either we need to accommodate or that requires adapta�on.  Submis-
siveness entails a feeling of uselessness in the individual, and a�aches itself to the idea that nothing ma�ers and 
that life is not worth living. (Winnico�, 2000, p.93)(13)
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Fromm’s words make me think about how the feeling of loneliness , one of the issues we touch on in existen�al psychother-
apy, is not in itself inevitable, but it is linked to a lack of meaning in life and, ul�mately, to not knowing one’s own iden�ty. 
The outcome, especially when facing a terminal illness, or at moments of crisis, is the feeling that life has fled past without 
our no�cing. Some women pa�ents in the group lamented having lived most of their lives as if they were “absent” from 
themselves, working all the �me, and it was hard to realise now that they had no �me le�. Again, Fromm describes thus this 
situa�on: “ordinary suffering is the aliena�on from oneself, from our kinship and from nature; awareness that life is running 
through our fingers like sand and that we’ll die without having lived; that we live in the midst of plenty and, nonetheless, 
we feel no joy.” (Fromm, 1964, p.94). (16)

In spite of this aliena�on, of being immersed in the “pathology of normality”, amongst widespread anaesthesia, there o�en 
emerges an impulse, a thirst that drives us to look for something be�er, some�mes through very different paths, one of 
which could be the kind of personal work we undertake when in therapy. Viktor Frankl, in turn, especially endorses these 
pa�ents’ demand, as something not at all pathological, but on the contrary, as a healthy human impulse: 

All this takes me again to the ques�ons I posed in the abstract. My coming close to existen�al psychotherapy 
sprang up from a specific need but I feel that the reality of certain pa�ents takes me even further, and that, some-
�mes, even the parameters this model makes offers are not always useful.
The only way I can deal with the answers to the ques�ons about what I actually do in my profession, how I do 
it and why, is going into two issues which, in the end, go hand in hand: the concept of the human being and his 
rela�onship with life.  They also have to do with a certain way of building the rela�onship with the pa�ent and of 
carrying out the therapeu�c interven�ons from my own internal stance.

What most dis�nc�vely characterises existen�al psychotherapy is, especially, the fact of embracing and facing up 
to the issues related to our existence in the work we do with our pa�ents, but in many occasions I find this is not 
enough. I needed to find a be�er understanding that allows me to situate myself at a place where there would 
be a possibility for answers to come up.

It’s a fact that man, despite living on a planet of great beauty and resources, a real paradise (maybe no one expelled 
us from it, as Genesis tells us, and we just stopped being able to see it), is a being who suffers, to a greater or less-
er degree. Facing up to the challenges which his own existence (which lets remember is unique, can’t be repeated, 
and limited) throws at him, usually brings him a great deal of suffering, related to  pain, loneliness, a feeling of impo-
tence and, above all, when faced with loss; basically when things don’t happen the way he wanted or imagined.

The key ques�on would have to be whether that suffering is really inevitable and if it wouldn’t be a case of acquiring a suf-
ficient understanding which made possible the acceptance of internal and external reality, and of developing the ability to 
perform the con�nuous task of maintaining a good rela�onship between the two. This is, in itself, a crea�ve act, related to 
the transi�onal space (Winnico�, 2000, p. 19).  The art of living would then lie in knowing how to handle this rela�onship, as 
well as understanding that they are reali�es which mutually create one another. Our internal world is not just a set of inher-
ited and acquired informa�on. According to Stephen Mitchell our subjec�vity is being created just as a work of art would, 
star�ng with some materials, but there is also the input of a consciousness which makes connec�ons and makes choices:
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The problem of the meaning of life be it put either explicitly or tacitly, must be considered as a truly human prob-
lem. Therefore, this pu�ng the issue of the meaning of life on the table should never be seen, in any way, as a sign 
or expression of anything unhealthy, pathological or abnormal in man; far from it, it is the true expression of the 
human being as such, of what there is of the truly human, of the most human, in man. (Frankl, 1978, p. 47) (17)

Where does the content of this subjec�ve world come from? It is not conjured up from thin air nor is it simply pro-
vided by the outer world. The crea�on of a world of subjec�ve meanings is an interac�ve process whereby pieces 
of experience are chosen, reshaped and organized in schemes. (Mitchell, 1993, p. 293)(18)
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Most difficult of all might be accep�ng that the World is constantly changing, that the only permanent truth is that every-
thing changes, that becoming a�ached to anything external is useless. 
Even further, following up the implica�ons of managing our internal reality in rela�on to external reality, probably the main 
difficulty is not the lack of knowledge or acceptance of the nature of the world, but of one’s own nature. Feeling small 
stops us from taking the reigns of our own life. Rollo May, who once was Yalom’s therapist, describes this rela�onship thus: 
“What I want to demonstrate is that when people feel their insignificance as individuals, they also suffer a progressive 
weakening of their sense of human responsibility”. (May, 2000, p.43). (19)

One of our goals as art therapists is precisely to help the pa�ent to take on responsibility for his or her own life, but it is 
very difficult when someone feels weak and small against the world; on the other hand, it is also difficult when someone 
feels arrogant and powerful. Usually one extreme leads to the other, maybe in an instant, with just one word. These two 
posi�ons are both distor�ons of reality. Nonetheless, I believe this reality from which we so much try to flee is much more 
beau�ful.  Both oriental philosophy and o�en some occidental religions, bring to us a concep�on of the human being  
where the feeling of loneliness and insignificance are only an illusion, and it can be comfor�ng to find out that there exists 
a sense of belonging to something which is whole: People say: “Oh, I’m insignificant”. No, you aren’t. You are made from 
the same elements in the universe. You are not only related to your father, your mother, your brother, your sister… you  are 
related to the whole universe, related to the sun, the moon and each and every one of the stars you can see in the sky”. 
(Rawat, P., 2012)(20).

Joan Coderch is close to this view too, not only as a way of reflec�ng, but also as something useful in his work as an ana-
lyst:

The following step for me was to posi�on myself in a perspec�ve with a new understanding of the self. This gives me a 
clearer regard towards myself and my pa�ents. If I don’t see them as insignificant, if I perceive them to be part of something 
whole, as free beings who can make the most of their lives and give the best of themselves to others, I know this will influ-
ence our therapeu�c process in a posi�ve way. I have o�en felt distanced from the rest of art therapists and psychothera-
pists in my approach because of my posi�on, but I have come to realise not only that this isn’t true, but that some have 
been able to reflect on these very same concerns and share them. One of them is Malcom Cunningham, psychoanalyst 
and psychiatrist in the Psychoanaly�c Centre of California, in his chapter Vedanta and Psychoanalysis, he proposes some 
reflec�ons on this existen�al quest of the human being, and on how the work done in psychotherapy can be useful to that 
end, if it is carried out according to a certain concep�on of the self (Cunningham, 2009, p. 371). Related to the argument I 
have been developing in my ar�cle, I find par�cularly useful the differen�a�on Cunningham makes between Self and self: 

 “Becoming aware of the primacy of the Self changes the perspec�ve from which the mechanisms, func�ons and psy-
chological rela�onships are seen” (Cunningham, 2009, p.377) (23) and he then adds: “But as well as its general ther-
apeu�c benefits, psychoanalysis can facilitate spiritual progress in a more direct way because of its dealing with 
par�cular states of mind that cloud the experience of the Self and its expression”. (Cunningham, 2009, p.380)(24)

 “One of the concep�ons of modern Physics which is more interes�ng to analysts, in my opinion, is the profound 
indivisible unity of the Universe; an idea, which incidentally, coincides with oriental mys�cism. From this perspec-
�ve, the world is not seen as being made of different objects or independent phenomena, but as a set of processes 
which are interconnected but, at the same �me, independent from each other. (Coderch, 2012, p. 68)(21)

In the Vedanta the unconscious is a supra-consciousness, the true Self which informs the ego or the conscious self. 
(Through the whole chapter I’m going to refer to the vedan�c Self with a capital “S” so as to indicate its associa�on 
with the ul�mate reality). While including the tradi�onal unconscious, it also incorporates what in the western 
tradi�on would be the soul. The Self is a manifesta�on of the ul�mate reality and, in essence, equal to it. This is 
why the vedan�c Self can’t be a subject of analysis. It can’t be transformed, nor can it be cognizable in the sense 
of understanding its vicissitudes, given that it hasn’t any. It can only be recognized or realized. The self and the Self 
are not part of a sequence, because the self never becomes the Self. The Self always exists as a reality that isn’t 
disturbed by the iden�fica�on with the physical body or the individual mind. (Cunningham, 2009, p. 373-374)(22)



vol. 3 (2013)

Theory Articles

Being able to sense our essence allows us to respond to the vicissitudes life has in store for us, it provides real power, not 
imaginary, as well as meaning. No task can be fulfilling if it lacks meaning for us. Instead of going forward out of fear, we can 
do it out of trust, and then take ac�on. This way of ac�ng, responding, can be be�er understood by reading the following 
words by Fromm:

According to these premises, and, most of all, in the case of the pa�ents I was discussing before, the therapeu�c process 
can be useful as a way of clearing the way, raising awareness, becoming more confident and looking at oneself in a much 
more realis�c way, with all the poten�al all this brings about. This would be a big step in adop�ng a really responsible a�-
tude when facing up to life. It would also mean responding to an inner feeling which some�mes drives us to make changes, 
as in the personal experience described by Spiegelman: “I think this irresis�ble force which came from inside me could be 
considered as an innate urge of the Self to realize itself. This happened inexorably”. (Spiegelman and Miyuki, 1988, p. 38). 
(26)

The art therapist’s role

All the reflec�ons made up to this point lead me to reconsider my posi�oning in the therapeu�c rela�onship. Metaphori-
cally, this posi�on would be a central place from which it is be�er not to depart, maybe something similar to what Spiegle-
man expresses thus: “Quo�ng Jung, one shouldn’t go beyond the centre. The centre is the goal, and everything is directed 
towards the centre”. (Spiegelman and Miyuki, 1988, p. 39). (27)

This is a really vast issue. Here I will ponder on only two of its aspects. One related to the a�en�on we pay to what we o�en 
call “the healthy part of the pa�ent”, the way we see the pa�ent, in his essence, and the other related to the character of 
the therapeu�c rela�onship. As to the first one, I think the ques�ons put by LeShan, and quoted by Shinoda, may be use-
ful: 

I think this regard for the pa�ent has an impact in the mobilisa�on of his or her poten�al, although I feel it goes hand in 
hand with a specific way of working in which every rela�onship is unique. Yalom’s descrip�on of the process with a pa�ent 
can, in my opinion, be applied to all cases: “And it wasn’t that she and I built a rela�onship and only later we would set out 
to use it. On the contrary, the project of building a new therapy which would be unique was in itself the therapy”. (Yalom, 
2008, p. 165)(29)

What can Man do to fight against that inherent fear of nature? What can Man do to find a harmony which would 
free him from the torture of loneliness, and which would allow him to feel at ease in the world, to find a sense of 
unity?
The answer Man needs to give to these ques�ons is not a theore�cal one (even though it might be reflected in 
his ideas and theories about life), but a response given with all his being, his feeling and his ac�ons. This response 
might be be�er or worse, but even the worst response is be�er than none. There is one condi�on any response 
must fulfill: it must help man to overcome the feeling of isola�on and to a�ain a sense of union, of unity, of belong-
ing to a whole. (Fromm, 1983, p. 137) (25)

What is good in this person? What is his or her unique and special way of being, crea�ng and building rela�onships 
with others, what is his or her natural and own way of living? What is the par�cular melody his or her life is playing, 
the unique song that, on performing it, imbues him or her with a feeling of gra�tude for having awakened in the 
morning and being able to go to sleep when night falls? What life style would give him encouragement, enthusiasm, 
and commitment to life? How can we work together to find those ways of being, crea�ng and rela�ng to others? 
(…) When LeShan begins his enquiry by asking “What is good in this person?” instead of “What is wrong with this 
person?” the subsequent ques�ons have to do with considering the subject as special and unique, and not at all 
with righteousness and error. In my view, “What is this person’s truth?” is situated at the heart of the ma�er, and 
so it is that all spiritual and psychological work is related to individua�on. (Shinoda, 2006, p. 94-95)(28)
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At the same �me, I understand it as a shared experience, in which our role entails a certain power whose only aim is pre-
cisely to empower the other, where the search for meaning is interrelated in a crea�ve and respec�ul way. It has to do with 
the poten�al space, with playing together:

Moon, too, from his methodology shares the same view on the rela�onship: 
 “In this phenomenological existen�al approach, the client and art therapist are regarded as equal partners with respect 
to sharing in the process of crea�on and discovery of meaning (Frankl, 1955, 1969; Moon, 1995; Moustakas, 1994; Yalom, 
1980).” (Moon, 2007, p. 128)(31)

Conclusion

The aim of this text was to share some reflec�ons both about my gradual coming closer to the existen�al approach in art 
therapy, and about a later distancing from it in some respects to then, step, as an art therapist, into a posi�on which I find 
difficult to define. This trajectory responds to ethical criteria related to being able to rethink o�en the way I work and the 
course I’m taking in it. 

In the years I’ve been in the profession, I have seen that our professional path has no course set beforehand, that each need 
demands a different response, and that each therapeu�c rela�onship is unique. I needed, for myself and for my pa�ents, 
to clarify the meaning of my life and find an anchor in my own inner experience. I can’t demonstrate this empirically but I 
have come to realise that my state of mind, my feelings and thoughts, can impact in a very direct way on the pa�ents and 
this has made me feel responsible not only for my words and my ac�ons but towards the pa�ents too. Maybe the most 
powerful of these feelings, even though I don’t always verbalise it, is having trust in the pa�ent. If I look back I can confirm 
that the people that have helped me grow most in my life have been the ones who at some point trusted in me, and this is 
why this doesn’t feel unfamiliar to me. At the same �me, to be able to trust someone I need to have a gaze that transcends 
their difficul�es and limita�ons, like the one mothers have for their children.

In addi�on to all this, there is a growing fascina�on in regard to the power which the act of crea�ng has in art therapy, with 
the possibili�es this brings with it. We are truly lucky.
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(2) “La psicoterapia existencialista es una aproximación dinámica a la terapia que se centra en las preocupaciones que es-
tán enraizadas en la existencia del individuo” (Yalom, 2000, p. 193). “el apuntalamiento de la orientación existencial no es 
empírico, sino profundamente intui�vo”

(3) La mayoría de los terapeutas se dan cuenta, por ejemplo, de que la aprehensión de la propia finitud a menudo puede 
catalizar un cambio interior de perspec�va muy importante, de que es la relación lo que cura, de que los pacientes se sient-
en atormentados por tener que elegir, de que un terapeuta debe catalizar la “voluntad” de actuar de un paciente y de que la 
mayoría de los pacientes están absolutamente confundidos por la falta de significado de sus vidas. (Yalom, 2000, p. 194)

(4) (…) plantea que existen fuerzas en conflicto dentro del individuo y que el pensamiento, la emoción y la conducta, tanto 
adapta�va como psicopatológicamente, son el resultado de estas fuerzas en conflicto. Además –y esto es importante- estas 
fuerzas existen en varios niveles de conciencia. Algunas, incluso, son enteramente inconscientes. (…) ¿Cuál es el contenido 
de esta lucha interna, consciente e inconsciente? Es en esta confluencia en la que la que la terapia existencial dinámica  se 
separa de la compañía de las otras terapias dinámicas. La terapia existencial está basada en una visión radicalmente dife-
rente de las fuerzas, mo�vos y temores específicos que interactúan en el individuo. (Yalom, I. p. 195)

(5) “Llegamos, pues, a la conclusión de que la psicoterapia, tal como viene aplicándose hasta ahora, es insuficiente frente a 
todo lo espiritual. Y no sólo es insuficiente, sino, además, incompetente.” (Frankl, 1978, p. 30).

(6) Translator’s Note: In this occasion the text in this quota�on is not my transla�on from the ar�cle but the original text 
in Moon’s book (see bibliography).

(7 ) “De la caja, al abrirla, salió todo aquello que era bueno y todo aquello que era malo. Pero Pandora se asustó y la volvió 
a cerrar antes de que escapara todo, y dentro de la caja quedó la esperanza.” Ovidio

(8 )Translator’s Note: in this case the quota�on corresponds to the original text in English. See Evans in bibliography.

(9 ) “Quizás no fuesen muchos, pero esos pocos representaban una muestra irrefutable de que 
al hombre se le puede arrebatar todo salvo una cosa: la úl�ma de las libertades humanas –la elección de la ac�tud personal 
que debe adoptar frente al des�no- para decidir su propio camino. (Frankl, 2004, p. 90).

(10) “(…) Déjame explicarte: en el mundo, cada criatura está fundamentalmente sola. Es di�cil, pero ésa es la realidad y 
debemos hacerle frente.” (Yalom, 2008, p. 17)

(11) Translator’s Note: in this case the quota�on corresponds to the original text in English. See Moon in bibliography.

(12) Translator’s Note: in this case the quota�on corresponds to the original text in English. See Moon in bibliography.
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(13) Lo que hace que el individuo sienta que la vida vale la pena de vivirse es, más que ninguna otra cosa, la apercepción 
creadora. Frente a esto existe una relación con la realidad exterior que es relación de acatamiento; se reconoce el mundo 
y sus detalles pero solo como algo que es preciso encajar o que exige adaptación. El acatamiento implica un sen�miento 
de inu�lidad en el individuo, y se vincula con la idea de que nada importa y que la vida no vale la pena de ser vivida. 
(Winnico�, 2000, p. 93)

(14) “En defini�va todas las formas de neurosis indican que no se ha resuelto bien el problema de vivir”. (Fromm, 1991 p. 
88)

(15) El hombre ha seguido al racionalismo hasta el punto en que éste se ha transformado en irracionalidad absoluta. (…) En 
tanto que las raíces de la cultura occidental, lo mismo la griega que la hebrea, consideran como el fin de la vida la perfección 
del hombre, el hombre moderno se preocupa por la perfección de las cosas y el conocimiento de cómo hacerlas. El hom-
bre occidental está en un estado de incapacidad esquizoide para experimentar afecto y, por lo tanto, se siente angus�ado, 
deprimido y desesperado. (…) Algunos pueden decir que viven para la familia, para los demás, “para diver�rse”, y otros 
dirán que para hacer dinero, pero, en realidad, nadie sabe para qué vive; no �ene meta, salvo el deseo de evadirse de la 
inseguridad y la soledad. (Fromm, 1964, p. 87)

(16) “El sufrimiento común es la enajenación de uno mismo, de nuestros semejantes y de la naturaleza; la conciencia de que 
la vida se nos escapa como arena, y que moriremos sin haber vivido; que se vive en medio de la abundancia y, sin embargo, 
no se siente alegría.” (Fromm, 1964, p. 94).

(17) El problema del sen�do de la vida, ya se plantee de un modo expreso o de una manera simplemente tácita, debe ser 
considerado como un problema verdaderamente humano. Por tanto, el hecho de poner sobre el tapete el problema del 
sen�do de la vida no debe interpretarse nunca, en modo alguno, como síntoma o expresión de algo enfermizo, patológico o 
anormal en el hombre; lejos de ello, es la verdadera expresión del ser humano de por sí, de lo que hay de verdaderamente 
humano, de más humano, en el hombre. (Frankl, 1978, o. 47)

(18) ¿De dónde proviene el contenido de este mundo subje�vo? No se inventa de la nada ni lo proporciona sencillamente 
el mundo exterior. La creación de un mundo de significados subje�vos es un proceso interac�vo en el cual las piezas de la 
experiencia se eligen, se reforman y se organizan en esquemas. (Mitchell, 1993, p. 293).

(19) “Lo que deseo demostrar es que cuando las personas sienten su insignificancia como individuos, sufren también un 
debilitamiento paula�no de su sen�do de la responsabilidad humana”. (May, 2000, p. 43).

(20) “Oh, yo soy insignificante”. No, no lo eres. Estás hecho con los mismos elementos del universo. No solo estás emparen-
tado con tu padre, tu madre, hermano, hermana… estás emparentado con el universo entero, relacionado con el sol, la luna 
y con cada estrella que puedes ver en el cielo. (Rawat, P., 2012)

(21) Una de las concepciones de la �sica moderna que más nos interesa a los analistas, en mi opinión, es la de la profunda 
unidad indivisible del universo; idea, por cierto, que coincide con la de los mís�cos orientales. Desde esta perspec�va, no se 
contempla al mundo como formado por dis�ntos objetos o fenómenos independientes, sino como un conjunto de procesos 
conectados entre sí a la vez que independientes. (Coderch, 2012, p. 68)

(22) En el Vedanta el inconsciente es un superconsciente, el verdadero Self que informa al yo o al self consiente. (A lo largo 
de todo el capítulo voy a designar el Self vedán�co con una “S” mayúscula para indicar su asociación con la realidad úl�ma.) 
Si bien incluye el inconsciente tradicional, incorpora también lo que en la tradición occidental sería la idea de alma. El Self 
es una manifestación de la realidad úl�ma y, en esencia, es igual a ella. Por eso el Self vedán�co no puede ser materia 
de análisis. No es transformable, ni cognoscible en el sen�do de comprender sus vicisitudes, pues no �ene ninguna. Sólo 
puede realizarse o devenirse. El self y el Self no forman parte de una secuencia, porque el self no se transforma en el Self. El 
Self siempre existe como una realidad no perturbada por la iden�ficación con el cuerpo �sico o la mente individual. (Cun-
ningham, 2009, p. 373-374)

(23) “Percatarse de la primacía del Self cambia la perspec�va desde la cual se ven los mecanismos, las funciones y las rela-
ciones psíquicas” (Cunningham, 2009, p. 377)
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(24) “Pero además de sus beneficios terapéu�cos generales, el psicoanálisis puede facilitar más directamente el progreso 
espiritual al abordar  estados par�culares de la mente que enturbian la experiencia del Self y la expresión de éste”. 
(Cunningham, 2009, p. 380)

(25) ¿Qué puede hacer el hombre para luchar contra ese miedo inherente a la naturaleza? ¿Qué puede hacer el hombre 
para encontrar una harmonía que lo libere de la tortura de la soledad, y le permita sen�rse en el mundo como en su casa, 
encontrar un sen�miento de unidad?
La respuesta que el hombre �ene que dar a esas preguntas no es una respuesta teórica (aunque se refleje en sus ideas y las 
teorías sobre la vida), sino una respuesta de todo su ser, de su sen�miento y su actuación. La respuesta puede ser mejor o 
peor, pero aún la peor respuesta es mejor que ninguna. Hay una condición que debe llenar toda respuesta: debe ayudar al 
hombre a vencer la sensación de aislamiento y adquirir un sen�miento de unión, de unidad, de pertenecer a un conjunto. 
(Fromm, 1983, p. 137)

(26) “Pienso que esta fuerza irresis�ble que procedía de mi interior puede ser considerada como una urgencia innata del Yo 
mismo para realizarse a sí mismo. Esto ocurre inexorablemente”. (Spiegelman y Miyuki, 1988, p. 38).

(27) “Citando a Jung, uno no debe ir más allá del centro. El centro es la meta, y todo está dirigido hacia el centro”. 
(Spiegelman y Miyuki, 1988, p. 39).

(28) ¿Qué es lo que está bien en esta persona? ¿Cuál es su manera única y especial de ser, crear y relacionarse con los 
demás, que también en su propio y natural modo de vivir? ¿Cuál es la melodía par�cular que interpreta su vida, la única 
canción que, al declamarla, lo sumerge en el agradecimiento por haber despertado por la mañana y poder dormir a la caída 
de la noche? ¿Qué es�lo de vida le conferiría aliento, entusiasmo, compromiso vital? ¿Cómo podemos trabajar juntos para 
encontrar esos modos de ser, crear y relacionarse con los otros? (…) Cuando LeShan comienza su indagación preguntando 
“¿Qué es lo que está bien en esa persona?” En lugar de  “¿Qué es lo que en ella está mal?”, sus siguientes preguntas �enen 
que ver con el hecho de considerar al sujeto único y especial, en absoluto con la rec�tud y el error. “¿Cuál es la verdad de 
esta persona?” se encuentra, a mi entender, en el meollo de la cues�ón, y en el que todo trabajo espiritual y psicológico 
relacionado con la individuación. (Shinoda, 2006, p. 94-95)

(29) “Y no fue que ella y yo construyéramos una terapia y luego nos dispusiéramos a u�lizarla. Por el contrario, el proyecto 
de construir una nueva terapia única fue la terapia misma”. (Yalom, 2008, p. 165)

(30) Las iden�ficaciones cruzadas (Winnico�, 1971) �enen lugar cuando se comparte una experiencia, es decir cuando se 
crea un espacio transicional donde es posible el juego y la crea�vidad. Este espacio es conceptualmente muy próximo al 
espacio intersubje�vo (conversación personal con Stolorov), porque se permiten y se potencian las subje�vidades de los 
dos integrantes del proceso, con la obviedad de que el analista debe cuidar del encuadre y por la tanto de la relación. (Sáinz, 
2012, p. 579)

(31) Translator’s Note: in this case the quota�on corresponds to the original text in English. See Moon in bibliography.
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