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This essay focuses on how individuals learn to cope with their mental health challenges by integrating both traditional methods and artistic, creative expression through arts and crafts (“Art”). Mental health issues will encompass a wide spectrum of challenges, ranging from conditions such as schizophrenia to depression and anxiety. Neurography, a captivating aspect of the art world, is currently being thoroughly researched as a therapeutic tool. This revolutionary technique is gaining recognition for its potential to form new neural pathways, presenting a promising avenue for individuals dealing with mental health issues. Individuals may access the transforming power of creative expression by engaging in neurographic art, supporting the development of alternate cognitive paths that may contribute positively to their mental well-being and general psychological resilience.
It seems, at present, Art is utilized more as a diagnostic tool than as a means of relief from symptoms. Individuals who have struggled with mental illness, experience emotions and frustrations that the average person may not understand. Maintaining a positive outlook on life can be a particularly difficult task in many cases.  Michael Friedman, an Associate Professor at Columbia University’s School of Social Work, suggests that: 
Art also helps people to connect with and deal with their emotions. Art can help a person reach into largely unconscious parts of the mind and experience dimensions of self otherwise buried and voiceless (Friedman, 2012). 
The metaphor of holes is used to demonstrate how people perceive some of their mental health difficulties in relation to people who do not have these same difficulties and how the filling of these holes can make a difference. 
Why metaphors? As early as 1980 Lakoff and Johnson in their work “Metaphors We Live By” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) suggested that metaphors are an integral part of our perception and cognition, structuring our conceptual understanding by expressing them in words that can be easily understood. For example, phrases like “they have a heart of gold” mean that the person is kind with a caring disposition, valued in a similar way to gold. Lakoff and Johnson argue that this process is so ingrained in our thought process that we do not do it consciously. They go on to state that these types of metaphors are deeply ingrained in our linguistic and cultural heritage, shaping belief systems, social interactions, and influencing basic human cognition. Our thoughts and experiences also influence how these metaphors are used (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003).
To illustrate the metaphor of holes, practical research was carried out by creating holes in different mediums denoting certain mental health difficulties and then filling some of these holes with various solutions. Some of the holes are filled flawlessly whilst others are filled imperfectly, signifying the flaws in some traditional approaches. Throughout this exploration, I consider my own relationship with Art and how it impacts my mental health. 
The creations of diverse artists struggling with personal mental health challenges are examined, and this essay delves into the ways they have navigated and addressed their well-being through the medium of Art.  
Agnes Martin is a prominent renowned American artist that struggles with paranoid schizophrenia and used her Art to silence the persistent voices that plagued her. Anish Kapoor is an Indian artist that battles with depression, feelings of alienation, and sense of not belonging. Louise Bourgeois, whose artistic creations revolve around her emotions, anxieties, and childhood memories, forming the foundational essence of her work. Yayoi Kusama, a paranoid schizophrenic who currently commutes daily from a mental health institution to her studio, seeks solace and relief through her artistic endeavours. 
I propose that integrating Art with traditional medicine would result in more effectively filled metaphorical holes, suggesting a potential synergy for better therapeutic outcomes. Finally, I incorporate examples of my work to demonstrate the various techniques that I have tried as a means of transcending my mental issues. 
Agnes Martin, an artist experienced mental health problems in the form of paranoid schizophrenia, found relief from the voices through her engagement with Art (Princenthal, 2018). Having studied with various artists from the Vanguard School, including Jackson Pollock, Merce Cunningham, John Cage, and Martha Graham, Martin employed lines and grids on a subtle colour palette to convey a profound sense of harmony and tranquillity. Martin viewed her work as 'states of being,' characterized by delicate lines, subtle colour palettes, and grids that conveyed a profound feeling of harmony and tranquillity. Her structured work, utilizing organized grids and straight lines, is considered a replacement for the order that was missing in her thought processes (Princenthal, 2018).
The use of lines in artists' work, as suggested by Tim Ingold in his book "The Life of Lines," is not always a representation of what is shown. Ingold argues that lines are not static but rather dynamic and interconnected, serving as a way of making sense of the world around us (Ingold, 2015).  Figure 1 illustrates Martin’s intricate and repetitive use of lines in her work, symbolizing her pursuit of order.
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[bookmark: _Toc153784969]Figure 1: "Drops" by Angela Martin (Christies, 2011)

In the artwork titled 'Drops,' Martin employs a blend of lines and circles, skilfully incorporating both horizontal and vertical elements. This choice raises the intriguing question of whether her subconscious is trying to forge new neural pathways, as seen in neurography. The circles within the artwork can be interpreted as symbolic expressions of the artist's feelings of invisibility. Notably, the presence of lines visible through the openings in these circles suggests a metaphorical view, presenting the circles as windows. These 'windows' may be seen as portals enabling her to reflect upon her childhood a recurring theme in her body of work.

Sir Anish Kapoor is an artist who, despite conventional treatment from a psychiatrist, still struggles with depression. He finds some relief via his artwork.  Kapoor is of particular interest as he uses holes or voids in his sculptures to represent his feelings of incompleteness and the challenge of fitting into either his father’s Indian or his mother’s Iraqi cultural background and he has grappled with a sense of not belonging to either (Higgins, 2003).
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[bookmark: _Toc153784970]Figure 2: Anish Kapoor's "Whirlpool" ​ (Mafi, 2017)

Displayed in figure 2 is Kapoor’s Perpetual Black Water Whirlpool. denoting how he feels. This work depicts a void that viewers can feel themselves being drawn into; the lack of control the artist experienced during its creation feels tangible. The flowing form suggests that he has dealt with chaos, imposing order upon it. The vastness conveys a state of mind where the issue portrayed plays a significant role in Kapoor’s life.  
Kapoor is quoted as saying that his work alludes to body and mind and that: 
In the end, I’m talking about myself. And thinking about making nothing, which I see as a void. But then that’s something, even though it really is nothing. (Meer, 2013)
Louise Bourgeois’ artistic creations centre around her emotions, anxieties, and childhood memories, forming the foundational essence crucial to her work (Hutton, 2020). In fact, Bourgeois suggested the profound connection between her art and mental well-being by stating: 
I know that when I finish a drawing, my anxiety level decreases. When I draw it means that something bothers me, but I don’t know what it is. So, it is the treatment of anxiety. (Hutton, 2020)
This assertion underscores the therapeutic role that her artistic expression plays in processing and navigating her complicated emotional landscape, contributing not only to the creation of impactful artworks, but also serving as a source of stability for her mental health (Hutton, 2020). A web of emotions can be found in her work entitled “Maman” (figure 3).  
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[bookmark: _Toc153784971]Figure 3: "Maman” (Tate, 1999)​ 

"Maman" is widely regarded as a metaphor for Bourgeois' complicated relationship with her own mother (Tate, 2008). While the spider is imposing and potentially frightening in size, Bourgeois considered that it represents a mother's strength. As her mother was a tapestry restorer, she associated the work of weaving, spinning, guarding and nurturing with her own mother as well as the complexities and intricacies of family relationships (Tate, 2008). 
Bourgeois has stated that the spider represents both protection and threat, symbolising the ambivalence of her feelings towards her mother. This piece demonstrates that she still had issues with her mother long after her passing when she was 18 years old (Tate, 2008). 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc153784972]Figure 4: "Maman" outside the Guggenheim Museum (GuggenheimMuseum, 1999)
 
The grandeur of the sculpture can be seen in figure 4 where it is displayed in relation to people and the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain (GuggenheimMuseum, 1999). 
The fact that she chose a spider implies that there would be a spider’s web. When one looks at the exquisite strands of a spider's web, it is clear how Tim Ingold's concepts of lines as channels of movement and connection in life's tapestry resonate.  The lines in a spider’s web are integral to the weaving process. Much like the delicate yet resilient structure woven by spiders, both exemplify the interconnectedness and dynamic nature of lines, whether in nature’s creation or in the broader context of human experience. Could this be her way of experiencing a deeper connection to her mother? 
It is possible that she had a strong and influential mother, and I wonder whether her intention was to confront her fear of spiders or to draw a parallel between her fear of spiders and her apprehensions relating to her mother.

Yayoi Kusama is a Japanese artist that suffers from paranoid schizophrenia and uses the repetitive motion of creating dots to enter a state of meditation and mindfulness, alleviating the symptoms of her illness (Tagliabue, 2021). Some of Kusama’s early work was 2 dimensional as shown in figure 5. 
[image: Yayoi Kusama, 'Nets,' 1957.]
[bookmark: _Toc153784973]Figure 5: Kusama's 2D Work "Nets" (ArtNews, n.d.)

The undulating forms give the illusion of movement and the enveloping darkness that shrouds the inner light in this image, this could symbolise her relentless efforts to fight off the intrusive voices, an ongoing struggle. The gradual encroachment of these voices on her inner light, creates a touching representation of her ongoing battle with her mental health issues. 
Kusama later focused on sculptures and other three-dimensional creations, such as "Pumpkin", 2016 (figure 6) and "Pumpkin M" (figure 7). This transition raises questions into whether it signifies a deliberate progression in her artistic expression, perhaps influenced by her encounter with Joseph Cornell, a surrealist sculptor who became obsessed with her, or if it represents an alternative method of addressing her mental health issues. 
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[bookmark: _Toc153784974]Figure 6: Kusama's "Pumpkin" (Catlin, 2016)    Figure 7: Kusama's Pumpkin M (Miro, 2014)

In figures 6 and 7, the vibrant colours seem to embody a relentless struggle for recognition, almost as if the sculpture is shouting “Look at me, I am here”. The elaborate patterns, characterized by the outer holes on the ridges gradually narrowing to minute openings in the valleys of the pumpkin, might symbolise a sense of fading away, as though she believes that no one can truly see her anymore. The pumpkin serves as a poignant representation of her early childhood, linking to a time when she felt overshadowed by the inner, dominating voices that overwhelmed her identity, ultimately smothering her true self (Richman-Abdou, 2019). 
Utilizing bronze as the artistic medium infuses the sculpture with a perception of enduring permanence and robustness. This material selection additionally encourages an examination of the tactile nuances and surface textures intrinsic to bronze. Within her artistic repertoire, Kusama recurrently incorporates pumpkins, imbuing them with symbolic representations related to diverse themes like fertility, life, and infinity. “Pumpkin M” may represent a more solid, stable period that she had entered when she moved into a mental health facility.
Lines play a pivotal role in artistic expression, manifesting not only in the evident style reminiscent of Agnes Martin but also in the nuanced form of lines formed by the punctuated holes or dots in Yayoi Kusama's creations. These lines serve as a deliberate endeavour to establish a sense of order within the artistic compositions. In Martin's work, the emphasis on clean and structured lines is overt, reflecting a pursuit of orderliness and clarity. On the other hand, Kusama employs the subtlety of lines created by the arrangement of holes or dots, contributing to the intricate harmony within her pieces. In both instances, the incorporation of lines becomes a deliberate and thoughtful artistic strategy aimed at imbuing the artworks with a visual semblance of order and coherence.
While exploring the artist's creative process, it becomes imperative to delve into the broader realm of psychological concepts, particularly the notion of flow, to comprehend the intricate interplay between creativity and mental health.
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi is a psychologist known for his work on the concept of "flow," which he introduced in the field of positive psychology. Flow refers to a mental state in which a person is fully immersed and engaged in an activity, experiencing a deep sense of focus, enjoyment, and fulfilment. Csikszentmihalyi began developing this concept in the 1970s and has since conducted extensive research on the psychology of optimal experience.
The flow can be characterized as follows: intense and focused concentration on the present moment. A merging of action and awareness, with a loss of self-consciousness. A sense of control and agency over the activity. The transformation of time, with a feeling that time is passing quickly. The conditions needed for the flow are a balance between the perceived challenges of the task and one's perceived skills. Clear goals and feedback during the activity. The presence of a task that is intrinsically rewarding. If experiencing the state of flow serves as an escape from reality, could it entail a negative aspect where an individual can become completely detached from reality?
Csikszentmihalyi's research on flow has been applied to various fields, including education, sports, and the workplace. Understanding the conditions that lead to flow can help optimize performance and enhance well-being. He has written extensively on the relationship between happiness, creativity, and flow, exploring how individuals can find meaning and fulfilment in their lives through engaging in activities that promote flow. Csikszentmihalyi has written several influential books, including "Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience," where he delves into the concept of flow and its implications for human happiness and creativity. Beyond flow, Csikszentmihalyi has made significant contributions to the study of creativity and positive psychology. His research has explored the factors that contribute to a fulfilling and meaningful life (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).
Neurography can be used to achieve flow, involving a focused approach where you concentrate on a specific issue and then express it through drawing. This process enables the integration of trauma onto the paper, facilitated by the chosen artistic medium, leading to a transformative impact on the neural structure of the brain. Pavel Piskarev is the Russian psychologist best recognised for his work in Neurographics (Neurographicaus, 2023). 
Neurographics is an art method that includes manipulating ink on paper to create intricate and abstract designs. The approach is inspired by neural network principles and the brain's complex, interconnected nature. Piskarev has played an important role in popularising Neurographics, and he frequently holds workshops and seminars to educate people in this unique artistic style. The technique entails putting ink to paper in such a way that it spreads and forms elaborate patterns. The artist then guides and manipulates the ink with various instruments, resulting in visually complex and often mesmerising images. Neurographics can be seen as a cathartic encounter with the unconscious that manifests itself through drawing, which has subsequently been adopted by therapists around the world. Piskarev considers drawing a beautiful mindfulness-based meditation exercise, capable of reaching deep into secret layers of one's psyche while bypassing the rational thinking mind. The unconscious, which is normally closed off, is now open, and new neural networks and pathways are generated in the brain (Piskarev, n.d.).
In my practical research, I explored the metaphorical concept of "holes" to provide a tangible representation of how individuals perceive their struggles with mental health conditions, extending this comparison to those who do not share similar symptoms. The metaphorical "filling of the holes" symbolises the various treatments or medications employed to alleviate symptoms. Within this framework, empty holes signify individuals who either opt not to receive treatment, or due to misdiagnosis, are not provided with effective treatment.
This hands-on research entails the deliberate creation of holes using a variety of techniques, including drilling, screwing, nailing, hammering, across various mediums, each symbolising distinct mental health struggles. I then fill these intentionally created voids with items that symbolise diverse solutions provided to individuals with mental health conditions to alleviate their symptoms. Some of the holes are filled flawlessly, while others are filled imperfectly, signifying the flaws in some traditional approaches. The seamless filling in some pieces, contrasts with the rough and imperfect appearance in others, serving as a metaphor for the unpolished flaws and imprecisions often found in traditional approaches to mental health treatment.
The metaphor of holes is also used to demonstrate how people perceive some of their mental health difficulties in relation to people who do not have these same difficulties and how these holes are filled can make a difference.
Some photographs were taken to symbolise the metaphoric difference between people’s perception: the artwork on the left depicts a person struggling with mental health issues, and the defects in the wood led it to break into numerous layers when the nail was hammered in, following the lines of weakness. The second piece of wood, on the other hand, indicates a person who does not have mental health concerns. Because of its precision, pounding the nail had little effect on the overall integrity of the piece, illustrated in figure 8.
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[bookmark: _Toc153784975]Figure 8: Photographs of my work to illustrate metaphoric differences in perception. (Risser, 2023)

This visual metaphor depicts the profound impact that similar circumstances or emotional distress can have on persons with pre-existing mental health disorders, in contrast to the limited effect on those without such conditions. The split wood serves as an illustration of how actions and responses can diverge based on perception, potentially influencing their emotions.
Figure 9 features pine wood that I hammered, and during this process, a form of stress relief was discovered. The resulting undulating patterns created during the hammering felt like waves in the sea, endlessly moving. The contrast between the textures in the compressed areas was slightly smoother than the original pine. 
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[bookmark: _Toc153784976]Figure 9: A photograph of a piece of work where wood was hammered (Risser, 2023)

Figure 10 symbolises trauma over a period that has been treated unsuccessfully, where some treatment may have done more harm than good, as illustrated by the broken drill bit and hammered screw.  The irregular holes represent missed opportunities and/or treatments that did not work.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc153784977]Figure 10: A photograph of my mixed trauma and treatment of wood (Risser, 2023)

The pine wood, once solid and smooth, has now been traumatised, rendering it fragile with bits sticking out at various angles. The once smooth piece now carries a rough texture, forever altered by the experience. The point where the drill bit has broken off could have been a moment where a solution was forced instead of being gently coaxed. The marks left by the hammer’s claw are rough but gave a different kind of satisfaction to create. Where the screw was not screwed in but rather hammered, gives the feeling of mismanaged treatment that did not work as expected, generating more side effects than positive results. 
As mentioned earlier, sever artists have discovered the therapeutic potential of art as a coping mechanism for managing the symptoms of their mental health issues. Similarly, I have found solace through the practice of neurography artwork. 
I came across neurography whilst dealing with some stress-related issues, notably when my brother was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. As conventional medicine proved ineffective and the inclusion of Art allowed for a reduction of intrusive thoughts whilst in the flow, I would suggest that the integration of therapy using Art should be considered routine rather than the exception. This is further supported by other artists who have had similar experiences getting some relief from their symptoms using Art as a therapy some of whom have been highlighted below.
My neurographic creation, crafted with ink, watercolours, and pen, holds particular significance as one of the first pieces of work using this technique (figure 11). 
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[bookmark: _Toc153784978]Figure 11: A screenshot of my neurographic artwork (Risser, 2023)

Creating this piece became a valuable means of navigating a challenging period, providing a psychological refuge from the incessant worry that dominated my thoughts. Before finding neurography in art, my only source of relief was found in drawing organic, flowing lines with pens, as depicted in figure 12. Whilst this repetitive movement did bring some relief it did not necessarily allow the ‘flow’ to be achieved. 
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[bookmark: _Toc153784979]Figure 12: A photograph of my work using flowing, organic lines (Risser, 2023)

Art therapy stimulates both the creative and analytical parts of the brain and can change the neural pathways, a phenomenon often referred to as "brain plasticity." This transformative impact is similarly observed in neurography, where it is claimed that new neural pathways are created during the process of creating artworks using this technique (Konopka, 2014). 
Initially, art therapy focused on the creative process without substantial scientific backing. However, there has been a progressive shift towards integrating scientific methods, accumulating vast amounts of neuroscientific data. Art therapy has gained considerable popularity due to its unique combination of fostering free artistic expression and offering significant therapeutic intervention potential. It was recognised that participating in artmaking allowed for the reinterpretation of experiences, leading to the reorganisation of thinking processes and personal insights, ultimately contributing to a higher quality of life (Konopka, 2014).
While initial support relied on personal testimonies and subjective data, various artistic disciplines have demonstrated their efficacy in assisting individuals with a spectrum of disorders, including developmental or acquired conditions, medical ailments, and psychiatric challenges. The ongoing integration of scientific methodologies into art therapy not only strengthens its credibility but also opens avenues for more targeted and evidence-based therapeutic approaches (Konopka, 2014).




In conclusion, the symbiotic relationship between mental health and art therapy has been well-established, showcasing the profound therapeutic benefits and transformative impact of artistic expression in alleviating symptoms and enhancing overall well-being. This dynamic synergy does not merely alleviate symptoms but becomes a catalyst for profound positive shifts, elevating overall well-being. Think of it as a painting where healing and creativity intertwine for a truly impactful and enriching journey.
Diverse case studies revealed the myriad ways that artists navigate mental health challenges.  The focus was on the artists' use of art not just to express themselves but also as a way to subconsciously manage and calm their mental well-being, essentially engaging in a therapeutic act of self-healing through their creative pursuits.
Metaphors were used to convey the nuanced analogy that the misalignment in filling the holes/voids not only symbolise the inadequacy of traditional medicine but also underscores its inherent limitations when considered in isolation, thereby illustrating the limitations of traditional medicine and emphasising the need for a more comprehensive and integrated approach to healthcare.
Embarking on the journey into a state of flow represents a remarkable departure from the demands of reality. It is an immersive experience where individuals transcend the ordinary and delve into a realm of heightened concentration. In this mental state, the external world fades into the background, and the singular focus on the present task becomes all-encompassing.
This profound concentration is not merely about completing a task; it's an exquisite dance between challenge and skill. As individuals engage with a task that matches their abilities, they enter a blissful state where time seems to warp, and external concerns dissipate. The synergy between the challenge at hand and one's skill set creates a harmonious equilibrium, fostering a sense of accomplishment and fulfilment.
Individuals experience a heightened sense of clarity and purpose. The distractions that often accompany everyday life fade away, allowing for a deeper exploration of the task's intricacies. The present moment becomes a canvas, and the individual, the artist, engrossed in the act of creation.
Art therapy: a holistic embrace of both creativity and analysis, sparks transformative shifts in neural pathways. Neurography is an exciting avenue that blends intricate designs with neural principles, unlocking possibilities to ignite cognitive processes and champion mental health. This unique artistic expression not only taps into individual creativity but also forges new neural connections, offering a dynamic and potentially more powerful dimension to the fusion of mental health and art therapy.
Exploring the potential of neurography as an enriching aspect of art therapy, a compelling question emerges: Can the leap from two-dimensional to three-dimensional neurography alter the neuron growth process and maintain the same state of flow? This query takes us into unchartered territory, urging further research and paving the way for breakthrough in leveraging art therapy for mental well-being.
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