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Within this dissertation proposal I will be exploring and analysing three key words: Autism, creativity and Art Therapy. The research will begin by exploring the nature of Autism, defining the condition, its possible causes, and how it impacts individuals, before narrowing down and beginning to investigate Autism in relation to the other two keywords: creativity and Art Therapy. One of the most stigmatised characteristic of Autism is the rigidity of thinking which limits the ability to be creative, an argument to be researched further as part of this piece. When discussing creativity in connection to autistic individuals, there is a high tendency to consider it in relation to art therapy rather than acknowledging the merit of the art itself, perhaps due to stigmatisation of the condition.  Creativity in this sense is more about the therapeutic benefits rather than seeing a piece of art produced by an autistic artist as art. 
The first keyword that will be explored is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD); “A developmental disorder of variable severity that is characterised by difficulty in social interaction and communication and by restricted or repetitive patterns of thought and behaviour” (Oxford University Press, 2018).This definition represents the starting point of research into Autism, additional investigation and considerations of definitions set out by key theorists such as Luke Beardon and Julia Leatherland will be incorporated into the field of research.  To explore the theories around ASD and its connection with creativity, it is vital to first understand how ASD is measured on the Autistic Spectrum (AS), the characteristics associated with ASD, and the biological cognitive research which underpins these concepts. The spectrum features several types of Autism which an individual can be diagnosed with. Individuals from different categories on the AS will be effected in alternative ways (Aleksandrovich and Zoglowek, H, 2014). Although in some types of Autism, symptoms such as difficulties with speech and language can be physically displayed, some individuals may not display these traits. They may suffer with non-spoken communication difficulties effecting how they understand eye contact and how others are communicating their emotions through gestures (U.S. National Library of Medicine, 2018). These elements, among others, will be explored further in the dissertation, providing a foundation on which the discussion around Autism and creativity with be built upon. 

Simon Baron-Cohen (2008) a “professor of Developmental Psychology” (Autism Research Centre, 2018) and the director of the Cambridge Autism Centre, he is a highly regarded theorist in the field of Autism (Autism Research Centre, 2018). Baron-Cohen’s research around Autism is vast, and includes a significant amount of theory in relation to Autism and the brain; scanning technology has shown differences between those with Autism and ‘ordinary’ individuals (Baron- Cohen, 2008:85-86). 
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(Baron – Cohen, 2008)

There are different brain categories amongst the human population which are classified by an individual’s ability to empathise and systemise information. Some brains have a greater ability to empathise whilst others have a greater ability to systemise and a lower ability to empathise. However, in autistic individuals, this brain category and function is seen at a much significant level to how it features in a non-autistic person’s brain, giving evidence to support Baron’s Extreme Male Brain Theory (Baron – Cohen, 2005; Foden and Anderson, 2010). As females are more naturally able to empathise this may offer an explanation to how they are diagnosed less frequently than males (Baron-Cohen et al., 2011). Having published over 450 articles based in science, his work forms a significant part of research for this piece, alongside other theorists in the field (Autism Research Centre, 2018). 													The second keyword this proposal will explore is creativity, specifically exploring the links with Autism and creativity within Art and Design. The word creativity is defined by the Oxford University Press (2018) as “The use of imagination or original ideas to create something; inventiveness”. Creativity is the ability to think flexibly, adapting to new ways of doing or creating something; these abilities are fundamental to Art and Design. Creative roles and jobs are commonly not associated with Autism, due to the stereotypical idea that these individuals lack of creativity and imagination, even though there is evidence for highly skilled autistic savant artists (Quirici, 2015; Remington, 2015). 
Savant is a term used to describe people with exceptional abilities; the range of abilities includes high memory and recall skills (Autism Spectrum Australia, 2014). These abilities are not usually seen in amongst the human population (Applied Behaviour Analysis Edu, 2018). Research undertaken by the Autism Research Institute (2018) defines autistic individuals displaying these trait, a mere 10% of the Autistic population (Eaton, 2003), as Autistic Savant’s.  Although savants are also found within non-autistic people, the majority of this savant population is formed of those on the AS. These exceptional abilities and talents are found amongst artists with Autism such as Stephen Wilshire, an artist with a diagnosis of Autism (Hunter and Barnbaum, 2012; Strochlic, 2018), who is also regarded as an autistic savant. 
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(Wiltshire, 2018)

Wiltshire’s artwork focuses solely on his architectural interest (Wisconsin Medical Society, 2018). His savant ability means he has an extraordinary memory enhancing his artistic abilities; Wilshire is able to see a landmark or city once before returning to a different location and recreate it with outstanding accuracy and detail. An example of his work can be seen on the documentary Fragments Of Genius, produced in 2001 by the BBC where he accurately re drew the sights of London he saw whilst traveling (Treffert and Tammet, 2011:168). Autistic savants like Wiltshire have an incredible ability to draw detailed artwork to a high standard deriving from his outstanding memory and recall skills (Hunter and Barnbaum, 2012). Despite this, some critics have questioned whether art produced by an autistic individual is valued as art.



The theorised limitations of those with ASD to think flexibly, have led to criticism of work such as Wiltshire’s, with impacts on creativity restricting the adaptability to come up with new and original design ideas. Oliver Sacks (2012: 241) argues that 

Creativity … involves the power to originate, to break away from the existing ways of looking at things, to move freely in the realm of the imagination, to create and recreate worlds fully in one’s mind – while supervising all this with a critical inner eye. Creativity has to do with inner life – with flow of new ideas and strong feelings. Creativity in this sense will probably never be possible for Stephen. But the catching of “thisness” – perceptual genius- is no small gift; it is quite rare and precious as ore intellectual gifts.

Although Sacks values Wiltshire’s savant skills and artwork he believes that it stops Wiltshire’s ability to be creative, questioning the value of his work as ‘true art’. 
This will lead to further discussion in my dissertation analysing the relationship between autism and creativity discussing whether Autistic individuals can still be creative?
Another autistic artist who uses creativity within his artwork is Seth Chwast.  Chwast’s work is a contrast to Stephen’s accurate artwork, his work “ranges from abstract self – portraits to stylised depictions of horses, dragons, and frogs” (Hunter and Barnbaum, 2012). 
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(Chwast, 2011)

He has the ability to think flexibly adapting and creating new images and artwork inspired by his surroundings and experiences, rather than Wiltshire’s ability to draw exactly what he can remember seeing (Wisconsin Medical Society, 2018).   All individuals on the AS are effected differently (Autism Bedfordshire, 2018). This explains why some autistic artists like Stephen are able to have high memory skills which are the focus point of their artwork, while another autistic artists like Chwast are inspired by their imagination which uses a high level of creativity. Autistic individuals are stigmatised by their expected traits; some common traits are positively attributed such as memory skills and attention to detail, but there are also negative stereotypes and stigmatisation that they are unable to be creative. This follows Sacks line of questioning as to whether an autistic artist can be creative or whether their Autistic traits actually stop them from being creative? 					This question leads to the thinking that when considering art for those on the Autistic Spectrum, there is a high tendency to relate it to Art Therapy rather than the art produced by an autistic individual. Art Therapy is defined as “A form of psychotherapy involving the encouragement of free self-expression through painting, drawing, or modelling, used as a remedial or diagnostic activity” (Oxford University Press, 2018). Art therapists work alongside a range of medical professionals and other individuals, with a wide variety of conditions including ASD. Specifically for individuals with Autism, Art Therapy is commonly used to develop communication skills and provide an emotional output (Research Autism information service, 2018). A key element of art therapy is the ability for autistic individuals to communicate and convey their thoughts and feelings through imagery without relying on the typical way non – neurotypical individuals communicate which causes them great difficulties (Lacour, 2017). Another benefit of Art Therapy for autistic individuals is how it can help them to imagine things and think more creatively, building and improving these skills is something which cannot be offered by many treatments for autism (Martin, 2009). 				A theorist who discusses art therapy within their writing is Cathy Malchiodi, an internationally recognised arts therapist and “research psychologist” (Malchiodi, 2018) Within her writing Malchiodi discusses the process of art therapy and how it has evolved to incorporate digital mediums as well as utalising traditional art equipment to generate outcomes during the process of art therapy. These digital mediums which have been introduced into arts therapy can be defined as “all forms of technology-based media, including digital collage, illustrations, films, and photography that are used by therapists to assist clients in creating art” (Malchiodi, 2012:33). Malchiodi states how this introduction of digital processes within art theory has benefited clients particularly those with Autism. “Autism seems to be one of the areas that is best suited to digital art therapy, perhaps even more so than traditional drawing materials and other media” ( Malchiodi, C, 2018)  An example which can be seen through  Malchiodi’s research is how the technological program Sketch Up has been beneficial to those on the AS during art therapy. Specifically, how the process of generating the artwork through the program was more comfortable for an autistic individual than the experience of handling an art material. The program also gave them new skills within technology related tasks, which traditional art materials could not assist them to develop. The process of the software was also found to be more logical for them and more suitable to their thought process (Malchiodi, 2012). 						Although some individuals receiving art therapy have found digital mediums beneficial, it has also has its critics (Lambert, 2008). It is thought that the movement of using a physical piece of traditional art material can help reduce depression; however, this experience is lost when mediums are replaced with digital processes (Malchiodi, 2008). This will be explored further in the dissertation alongside Kelly Lambert’s theory to evaluate the negative effect digital mediums in art therapy (Lambert, 2008), as well as the positive impacts this proposal has begun to evaluate. 			
The research carried out with in this proposal leads to my dissertation question; What is the connection between Autism and Creativity? When discussing creativity in relation to Autism, there is a stereotypical concept that there is a lack of creativity, although as argued in this proposal there are Autistic artists like Chwast whose work features a high level of creativity. The dissertation will question how Autism effects creativity; is an individual creative due to their autistic abilities or do these abilities stop them from being creative? The dissertation will also investigate how creativity is used with in Art Therapy to help an Autistic individual. In many cases we relate Autism and creativity, typically it is then associated with Art Therapy. However, should the art work of Autistic people be recognised and valued as art rather than associated with Art therapy, which is about the benefits the process of the therapy can give rather than the end outcome of the artwork?
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