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Summary 
Research around the relationship between autism and creativity remains a point of contention. This dissertation will analyse two opposing views: autistic individuals have creative abilities and contrastingly, individuals with autism have an absence of creativity, subsequently art is viewed merely a therapeutic endeavour. Focusing on perceived stigmatisations of autism, this dissertation provides a systematic comparison of medical and social definitions. Creativity and autism will be questioned with case studies of autistic savants including Nadia Chroym and Stephen Wiltshire and an analysis of art therapy, to show that art therapy continues to devalue autistic art. 
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Introduction

When researching autism, it is abundantly apparent that creative activities are considered primarily as a therapy, with very little appreciation for the emerging art work itself. This dissertation will critically analyse the two arguments surrounding autism and art: on one hand, that individuals with autism are capable and in many ways above ‘average’ in their creative capabilities. On the other hand, that individuals with autism lack creativity and, therefore, consideration of these individuals in terms of art is purely a therapeutic exercise. 

Chapter 1 provides background contextual information investigating diagnostic criteria and causes of autism, focusing on brain abnormalities and connection between brain function and creativity. The main theorist who will underpin the argument is Luke Beardon whose ideologies and stance on autism are compatible with my own. Beardon’s terminology refers to ‘characteristics’ opposed to symptoms and these approaches inform my research. Chapter 2 sets out the argument around autism and creativity, using case studies such as Nadia Chomyn and Stephen Wiltshire to analyse the creative abilities of autistic artists. To contrast opposing views of a lack of creative skills, the research of Clinical Psychologist, Simon Baron-Cohen is presented. Chapter 3 provides the juxtaposing argument, considering creativity for those with autism as a therapeutic exercise, without contemplation of the artwork produced. Case studies of methods and tools used in art therapy, specifically the digital software Sketch Up and therapy scheme Istar utilising digital software are explored. The chapter shows that art therapy can be a valuable exercise for those with autism, should they choose, however, society has placed significant pressure on this element and has lost the value of art.

The research process has been an enlightening experience enabling me to develop further understanding of myself and embrace my own creative strengths in relation to my diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome. This dissertation will critically analyse theories and literature in regard to the creative abilities of autistic individuals, and opposing views surrounding stigmatisation of creativity as therapy. The focus of this dissertation is upon autism and creativity, and therefore, whilst this dissertation might not primarily acknowledge it, the value of art therapy for some individuals must be noted. The main matter addressed is the negative impact of stereotypical concepts and how this affects autism and creativity. 











Chapter 1: What is autism?
While the understanding around autism has developed since Baron-Cohen’s philosophy of Mind Blindness (1985) stemming from Premack and Woodruff’s ideology (1978) Theory of Mind, and Wing and Gould’s (1979) theory around “retarded autistic children” (cited in Baron-Cohen et al, 1985, p. 38), some argue that there is still a way to go in the understanding of autism. There are numerous definitions of autism; for the purpose of this dissertation the definition used, is that of Luke Beardon (Beardon, 2017a) 
Autism refers to a neurotype that leads to a cognition that is qualitatively different from that of the predominant neurotype (PNT) in the way that information specific to communication, social interpretation and interaction is processed and understood; and to a perceptual reality of the sensory environment that differs considerably from the one individual to the next. 

While this definition is one of the most concise and up to date, Beardon acknowledges the value of Julia Leatherland’s definition, which incorporates fluid environmental based sensitivities such as smell, sound, touch, taste and light. These characteristics are commonly acknowledged when defining autism (Leatherland, n.d cited in Beardon, 2017a) and will, therefore, be used alongside Beardon’s definition in this dissertation. These sensitivities and the severity of them are graded upon what is referred to by the NIMH (The National Institute of Mental Health, 2018), as the Autism Spectrum (AS), which can be found within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association 5 (DSM-5). Beardon (2017b) however, does not believe this spectrum system, which is based on a ‘medical model’ of understanding, is applicable. The levels of each of these sensitivities fluctuate varying upon the individual, the environment, and sometimes simply the day, therefore, attributing each individual to a specific place on this spectrum shows a limited understanding of autism itself. 

The DSM-5 is used by medical professionals, primarily in the United States, for accurate diagnosis of medical disorders through the identification of illnesses matching presented symptoms (NHS, 2012). The DSM editions, however, are not predominately used in the United Kingdom, instead the International Classification of Diseases 10 (ICD-10) is used (National Autistic Society, 2016; NHS 2012). Which classifies and diagnoses all health conditions (World Health Organization, 2018a) as well as those relating to mental health (World Health Organization, 2018b). Following the International Mental Health Conference (1982), “in Copenhagen, there was worldwide agreement for the ICD to adopt more explicit diagnostic criteria to define mental disorders to the 1980 model of DSM-III” (Regier, Kihl and Kupfer, 2013). It is anticipated that the latest DSM-5 publication will continue to inform the next ICD-11 edition (Bradley, 2013; National Autistic Society 2016). The ICD and DSM publications continue to provide criteria in which to diagnose autism. 

Critics have argued that the ICD and the DSM publications lack precise tests which medical professionals can use as a diagnostic tool (O’Reilly, Karim and Lester, 2015), as allowances are not made for differences in how symptoms present (Hartley-McAndrew et al. 2016), with diagnosis given at the discretion of the individual medical professional. Published in 1952 the initial version of the DSM, incorrectly classified autism as a variation of Childhood Schizophrenia (Feinstein, 2011) due to the commonality of symptoms, and while autism is no longer classified as such, the challenge of accurate diagnosis remains prudent. The DSM-5 has been negatively judged “to ‘medicalise’ patterns of behaviour and mood that are not considered to be particularly extreme” (NHS, 2013). The National Autistic Society (2018) argues that “Autism is not a mental health condition” therefore, mental health conditions individuals may suffer from are independent of their AS diagnosis. Which could suggest that through the ICD and DSM-5 autism has been wrongly classified as a mental health condition. This lack of reliability highlights the need of professionals to adapt to a more social and contemporary way of thinking about autism, such as that of Beardon’s theories. Presently theories and research stemming from the medical model seemingly set out stigmatisations surrounding autism at an early stage. By categorising an autistic person and what they lack, the value is, therefore, taken away from the individual’s abilities. 

Another reoccurring contention within autism theory is the idea of ‘symptoms’. The use of this term in autism literature infers autism to be a sickness, in that it has symptoms, contributing to the stereotyping and stigmatisation around autism. Beardon’s philosophies (2017b) recognise the negative portrayal of autism from the medical model referring to autism as a mental health condition, however, these opinions are not accepted or shared within the autistic community (Beardon, 2017b) but instead portray an ignorant stigmatisation. The concept of stigmatisation at the ground level of research simply builds when considering creativity, and as such, provides an insight into where these ideas progress from. The ideology of symptoms wrongly suggests there are defects in autistic individual’s skills, forming the foundation of stigmatisations surrounding autism and a lack of creativity.  

Using Beardon’s beliefs when considering symptoms, this dissertation will refer to them instead as ‘characteristics’. “These characteristics are cognitive in nature, are combined with hyper – and/or hypo-sensory processing, and will affect the way in which information is processed” (Beardon, 2017b, p. 17). There is no set list of characteristics which an individual must meet in order to be defined as autistic, there are, however, common tendencies or behaviours which include unusual repetitive behaviours, difficulties with communication and interaction with peers (Block and Block, 2006; The National Human Genome Research Institute, 2017).

When diagnosing autism, it must be evident that the ‘characteristics’ are accountable to that condition and cannot be attributed to another; this is a significant challenge. All conditions are on a spectrum meaning there is a significant amount of overlap between conditions, between autism and ADHD; they share “about 50–72% of their genetic factors” (Van Steijn et al. 2012), Individuals with autism often have an additional diagnosis, which can include ADHD, Anxiety Disorders, Epilepsy (Communication and Autism Team, 2014) Yet again autism proves to be a point of contention. When looking at the overall arch of autism every element of research presents the same view with the focus seemingly on the limitations rather than abilities. Suggesting that skills of neurotypical individuals are superior to the autistic population. 

Causes of autism, like the majority of autism theory, are highly debated; the main causes include environmental factors, brain abnormalities, and genetic predispositions.  Environmental factors include those exposed prenatally (The National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, 2018), and postnatally (Padiedeh et al., 2017), as expressed in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Etilogy of Autism 


Researchers exploring genetic causes for autism, and the exact way gene mutations happen, have not yet been able to identify a specific cause, however, the majority of genes suggested as a risk factor of autism, participate in brain development (U.S National Library of Medicine, 2018). 

In discussing the creative abilities of autistic individuals, it is important to understand the relationship between brain function and creativity. The main theory within brain literature is that of brain abnormalities. The Autism Society of America (2015) argues that the widely acknowledged cause for autism is irregularities in the formation or function of the brain. While deficits of the brain have dated back to the 1970s and the theories of Baron-Cohen (Baron-Cohen, 1985), the focus has shifted from the idea of general ‘retardation’ to specific weaknesses in one part of the brain compensated by significant strengths in the other.

Our brain is split into two hemispheres, the left and the right with each contributing to different aspects of our brain functions as shown in figure 2. 
[image: ]Figure 2. left-brain-right-brain













The right hemisphere is associated with functions involving creativity and imagination whereas, the left is involved with logical and numerical skills; these are surrounded by stigmatisation in autism literature. Whilst research initially centred on the left hemisphere, hypothesising that impairments within this hemisphere lead to autism, in the 1990’s theorists began to suggest how it could contradictorily be right hemisphere impairment (Ozonoff & N.Miller, 1996). In recent years theorists, such as Fitzgerald (2011), have continued to follow this right hemisphere deficit theory, through advanced research into how emotional functioning impairs an individual’s ability to recognise faces, expressions and emotions. Theorists such as Brogaard (2013) share the opinion that impairments lie however within the left hemisphere, with the right hemisphere compensating. 

Whilst argument around which hemisphere is impaired continues, others believe that the very concept of left and right hemispheres needs to be considered in more depth considering abnormalities in the surrounding brain regions specifically the corpus callosum, which links one hemisphere to the other (Treffert, 2005). The inadequacy of proven facts into autism causes and brain abnormalities continues to cause issues. Theories of brain hemisphere deficits require research to enable further understanding of the stigmatisations of autism, and the abilities associated with imagination and creative thinking. This would enable a better understanding of whether autism contributes to an over average creative ability or a lack of it. Furthermore, this has the potential to put emphasis on the strengths of autistic individuals rather than defects. 
 
While autism theory overwhelmingly supports this idea of brain abnormality as a cause for autism, some theorists have debated the concept of abnormality at all.
Philosopher George Canguilhem analysed the concept of abnormality and normality focusing on the “relationship between science and the living forms.” (Talcott, 2014), believing that there should be no such thing as ‘normal’.  “Health as such is a creative, propulsive, and dynamic state. It is fundamentally opposed to the adoption of a way of being that is fixed or static” (Margree, 2002). Society has embedded this idea of abnormality within medical fields leading to common stigmatisations. For an individual to receive help for a condition it must be diagnosed and, therefore, labelled. Within Canguilhem’s philosophies the concept of normality, involving the ability to adapt in response to uncontrollable environmental variations, to introduce new forms of normality, is raised (Margree, 2002). A change in characteristic relating to the health of one individual to the next should not be stigmatised against, being classified as abnormal.  

Philosopher Michael Foucault, built upon the foundation theory set out by Canguilhem (Palgrave, 2018). Between 1974-95, Foucault taught a series of lectures on his theory of abnormality. Foucault’s book Discipline and Punish (1975), and lectures, centred around the concept of “normalisation” which analysed the framework of government systems such as prisons (Harcourt, 2015). Within the criminal justice system, authority is used to categorise individuals as criminals and therefore abnormal from society. The prison system relies on discipline to change ‘abnormal’ individual’s ways, in an attempt to convert them into the accepted normal way of being, underlying Foucault’s ideologies of the perceived social norms and expectations society dictates (Sawicki, 2015). 

The concept of abnormal is a social construct and a form of stigmatisation similar to that surrounding autism and creativity. Society and theories have decided that autism is abnormal, however, philosophers such as Foucault have argued such classifications to be racist. “racism against the abnormal, against individuals who, as carriers of a condition, a stigmata, or any defect whatsoever, may more or less randomly transmit to their heirs the unpredictable consequences of the evil, or rather of the non-normal, that they carry within them.” (Foucault cited in Cook, 2018 p. 89). Similarly, in much of autism literature, there is a lack of continuity around suggested abnormalities, surrounding autism. How can autistic literature focus upon the concept of brain abnormality to such an extent when there are doubts as to the concept of abnormality at all. 






















Chapter 2. Creativity 
Unsurprisingly, theorists researching in the field of autism and brain abnormalities disagree over whether this causes or hinders creativity. In order to discuss if an individual on the AS can be creative, it is first necessary to define what creativity is. Creativity can be defined as “The use of imagination or original ideas to create something; inventiveness.” (Oxford University Press, 2018).  Notions of originality and inventiveness have been stigmatised throughout the history of autism theory. In 1974, it was believed that “the majority of autistic children are mentally retarded” (Baron-Cohen, Leslie and Frith, 1985, p. 38). Following this initial research, Jaime Craig and Simon Baron-Cohen’s paper Creativity and Imagination in Autism and Asperger Syndrome (1999) further hypothesised this idea of “impoverished creativity” (Craig and Baron-Cohen, 1999 p. 319). Whilst this is no longer an accepted belief, other stigmatisations around limitations remain. The majority of literature in regard to individuals with autism remains saturated with stereotypical ideologies, including the focus of this dissertation; individuals with autism cannot be creative due to an absence of imagination and flexible thinking. 

Whilst considering this stigmatisation, in order to give a true reflection of the current outlook of autism theory it is important to consider both concepts and views. Although not as widely acknowledged, there have been those theorists who believe autistic individuals can indeed be creative, opposing this stereotype. As early as 1944, when within his doctoral thesis Hans Asperger’s stated: "It seems that for success in science or art a dash of autism is essential" (James, 2003, p. 63) continuing on to further suggest how their innovative outcomes stem from their unique perspective of the world enabled by autism. In more recent years theorists such as Ioan James (2003) and Michael Fitzgerald (2004) have continued to recognise similar views, indicating how traits of high functioning autism, the ability to concentrate on a narrow interest, can increase creativity; this perhaps is not as commonly recognised as the opposing stigmatisation developments in autism theory which continue to support these views. 

A 2015 study by the University of Stirling and the University of East Anglia became the first research case to conclude how autistic individuals can have creative abilities (University of East Anglia, 2015), specifically documenting how the ideas to resolve scenarios offered by individuals with autism “were more original and creative” (University of East Anglia, 2015).  As more cases of creativity within autistic individuals have been recognised, theorists such as Darold A. Treffert have gone on to identify the creative strengths of those on the autistic spectrum, sometimes referred to as Savants. Subsequently, after acknowledging new findings of these creative strengths, Treffert (2006a) evolved his initial opinions of creativity concluding that savants can be creative; “my initial impression was that savants, spectacular as their individual skills are, as a group in general were not very creative. I was mistaken about that.” (Treffert, 2006a, p. 382) This demonstrates how contemporary understanding of autism has begun to evolve and consequently the condemnation surrounding autism resulting in a greater understanding and appreciation for their creative abilities. Although it could be argued that this remains somewhat limited, further understanding and awareness should continue to be worked upon. 

With this dissertation’s objective to discuss the relationship between savants and creativity further, it is firstly essential to set forth savant syndrome and its context. The origin of the term savant remains a point of contention and debate. Darren Jackson (2011) argues that the term was initially founded by an 1871 research paper that noted the case of Jedediah Buxton. Philosophers such as Treffert have comparatively argued that it was in fact founded in 1783 when the memory and calculating abilities of Buxton were first documented before “Down… coined the term idiot savant” (Treffert, 2009) in 1887. This terminology, ‘idiot savant’ classified individuals featuring an IQ under 25, however, Treffert acknowledged how some savant’s IQ levels exceed this stigmatised expectation (Ammari, 2011). Now the obsolete term ‘idiot savant’ has been replaced by the term Savant Syndrome (Treffert, 2008). 

Savant syndrome can be found among individuals with mental health conditions, featuring a trait of outstanding skill in comparison to their general level of ability defined by their medical condition (Finocchiaro et al. 2015). This could be proficiency in music, maths or art, often with astonishing memory skills (Corrigan et al. 2012). Whilst savants can have a range of health conditions, they are more commonly found amongst the autistic population with “approximately 50% of individuals with savant skills hav[ing] a concurrent diagnosis of ASD” (Corrigan et al.  2012, p. 707). 

There is a connection between creativity and autism. The argument that individuals with autism can indeed be creative can be shown by focusing on autistic savants, Chomyn and Wiltshire. Autistic savant Chomyn, developed her savant skills at three years old (Kellman, 2001) leading to visual differences in her drawings and drawing development to those of her peers. “She had a sense of space, an ability to depict appearances and shadows, a sense of perspective such as the most gifted normal child might only develop at three times her age.” (Sacks, 2012, p. 185) Similar to other savants Chomyn’s artistic abilities were linked to astounding memory, creating her drawing through recall (Pring et al. 2012). It has been questioned by many whether the work of savants is creative if it is simply representative. Martin (2009) raises the point that a savant having extraordinary drawing ability does not mean alone that they are creative. Despite the use of her memory skills to produce her artwork, it has also been argued however that during her career she would at times alter aspects of the image including dimensions and direction of the drawn study (demonstrated in figure 3). 
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(Figure 3. Two cockerels; one upside down. These were drawn at about the age of 6)



This suggests that despite using memory recall skills she could be too creative (McDevitt et al. 2012), questioning whether stigmatisation of an absence of creativity amongst autistic individuals is merely due to the limited awareness of their creative abilities within society. 

Psychologist, Lorna Selfe who has studied the case of Chroym’s savant abilities believes the use of recall skills stems from the inability to comprehend the subject they’re drawing. This is due to the lack of intervention from verbal language skills which is crucial in typical development of representational drawing in children (Golomb, 2012). Beliefs at the time was that language skills were needed to work in parallel to drawing abilities in order for the child to fully understand what they’re drawing. Nadia’s case proved this was not necessary, as she drew without conceptualising what she was drawing (Sacks, 2012). This builds upon theorist Asperger’s views believing, that in art being able to think differently without influences of conceptual understanding and views from language and society, can give the work of an autistic artist an important quality to enhance it. Selfe believed that there was a strong link between Chroym s savant skills and her level of language abilities, suggesting her insufficient language abilities gave her work a unique perspective; theorists have since described Nadia’s work as a “mark of autism” (Kellman, 2001, p. 13). Autistic savants arguably are wrongly stigmatised for their perceived inadequacy of skill and ability rather than celebrated for their traits, their ability to see and interpret the world differently within their artwork. Therefore, their creative abilities and artwork can be equal to and above average of those in the neurotypical population. 

Following the improvement of Chroym’s language capabilities came the loss of her savant skills, particularly within her artistic abilities (Gordon, 2005; Platt, 2015). Although this theory has been widely acknowledged its reliability has been questioned as this would mean that fellow savant’s abilities would stop when they improve their language skills which is not the case. Similarly, to Chroym, Wiltshire an autistic savant improved his communication and language skills but unlike Chroym, his savant skills have not been compromised. (Platt, 2015; Treffert, 2014) Treffert supports this view, stating “that such loss of special skills is the exception rather than the rule in savant syndrome. Instead, with continued use, the special abilities either persist at the same level or actually increase.” (Treffert, 2009)  Wiltshire’s main savant ability is his high recall and memory skills giving him his ability to draw realistic and representational drawings (Henry Boxer Gallery, 2018). His savant skills were first documented as early as 1987 by the BBC documentary The Foolish Wise Ones which saw him produce a realistic drawing of St Pancreas station enabled by his high recall skills (Treffert, 2006b). This was further documented in 2001 Fragments of a genius, “after a 12 minute helicopter ride over London, three hours later he has produced a drawing of his vision from the sky, extraordinarily accurate, containing 4 square miles, 12 major landmarks and 200 other buildings.” (Treffert, 2005, p.35) As criticism remains around the autistic individuals’ abilities to be creative, it could be suggested that Wiltshire’s ability to translate his memories into drawings is not creative as it lacks imagination. However, there is also evidence to suggest that Wiltshire has the capability to be creative and draw from imagination too; Globe of Imagination responds to imagery of a city created purely through his imagination. (Wiltshire, 2018) 
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(Figure 4. Globe of Imagination)


Despite high recall skills, autistic savants can have the ability to use creativity and imagination within their work. In the case of Wiltshire this may not always be visually in the forefront of his work, however, the evidence of his ability to use imagination and creative thinking still remains. Wiltshire’s primary use of high recall skills followed by work incorporating his imagination demonstrates Treffert’s theory of “a Pattern of replication to improvisation to creation.” (Treffert, 2009) Arguing that in spite of their condition enabling their use of high recall skills, autistic savants can also use imagination and creativity within their practice.  Although this theory offers an explanation for the developed creative abilities in savants like Wiltshire there are others whose work features creative abilities but does not fit within the pattern of this theory like autistic savant Gilles Trehin. Similarly, to Wiltshire Trehin’s work is based upon cities and architecture.  However, rather than relying on memory to translate into drawing he has the ability to purely use imagination within the generation of his imagery (Cardinal, 2009). Since the age of 12 Trehin has been drawing and evolving his own fictional city Urville (see figures 5-7 below). 
[image: ][image: ][image: ](Figure 6. Cathedral of Saint Ballouisse)
(Figure 5.  Old Town and the rade de Carsource – the historic quarter of Urville).
(Figure 7. The Theatre de L’ Empereur)


Trehin’s savant abilities come from both his capability to think in an abstract and creative way, alongside his ability to draw in a 3D perspective (Wisconsin Medical Society, 2018). It can be said that there are similarities between his work Urville and Wiltshire’s piece entitled Globe of Imagination. Both respond to imagery generated by their imagination rather than memory, although Trehin’s work is not primarily representational and does not follow Treffert’s theory like Wiltshire’s; both cases evidence the ability for savants to use imagination and therefore be creative. 
Whilst clear evidence exists demonstrating the creativity of autistic individuals, namely those labelled as savants, there remains stigmatisation around them and their work, with their work labelled as Outsider Art. Presently Outsider Art can be classed as “any artist who is untrained or with disabilities or suffering social exclusion, whatever the nature of their work” (RawVision, 2018).  It is very uncomfortable in modern circles, to relate individuals in this way. Following this definition, a disabled artist, like those with autism, would always be considered outsider artists regardless of their training or abilities. This is a static position, in that an individual could move outside this categorisation through training, whereas, autistic individuals would never progress. Suggesting that with art education the work of these artists would not be valued in the same way as a non-disabled artist. 

Whilst stigmatisation that contributes to this classification remains, there are theorists such as Treffert (2010) who strongly oppose this classification viewing the phrase Outsider Art as “discriminatory” and “outdated” (Treffert, 2010, p. 278). It is arguable that society does not accept them suggesting art produced by an autistic artist is not valued as art and can be wrongly discriminated against due to the artist’s autistic characteristics. The category Outsider Art is almost a middle ground, they are not considered traditional artists nor therapy but an outside category. This could suggest that those with autism, even when accepted for their creativity, still remain on the outside of the art community. 

Within the Outsider Art sector are opportunities for these artists, such as the Pure Vision Arts scheme offered by the Shield Institute, with the objective to enable access to studios and locations for exhibitions, in order to assist adults diagnosed with developmental disabilities (The Shield Institute, 2007). An autistic artist participating in this scheme is Jessica Park. (Furniss, 2010: Gengarelly, 2016). Despite the stigmatisation of Outsider Art, it is also important to note there are many who view work within the sector with great value. It has been said that “many partisans of Outsider Art believe that it is more powerful, more exciting and more original than mainstream art” (Malagan, 2010, p. 7) placing value upon their specific abilities and differences to those of their peers. This can be seen in the case of Park whose artwork would occasionally have a hidden personal value and context underpinning it, which others would be unaware off (Furniss, 2010).

The continued stigmatisation and classification of Outsider Art questions whether the art is valued on its own merits rather than simply in terms of the artist’s disability. Alongside autistic savants another common association between autism and the use of creativity is art therapy. Both topics explore creativity for individuals on the spectrum, but whilst one is more focused on the art elements the other looks at it from a more therapeutic view. 
	



Chapter 3: Art Therapy 
As defined by the British Association of Art Therapists (n.d) art therapy “is a form of psychotherapy that uses art media as its primary mode of expression and communication”. In opposition to the artwork produced by autistic savants, it is the act of making and the experience of the therapy which is the fundamental aspect to art therapy (Alter-Muri and Simone, 2017). As the profession has evolved a common divide in the focus of art therapy has emerged (Edwards, 2014); the act of creating the artwork or the ability for both parties to communicate through using artistic processes within the therapy session (Case & Dalley, 2014; Waller, 2006). Whilst theorists such as Edith Kramer have emphasised that the benefits of art therapy come from the act of making the artwork (St.John, 2006) others, including Susan Hogan, summarise art therapy as the process of an individual creating artwork as a platform for communication, believing it offers an alternative way for an individual to communicate emotions and views through the act of creating art (Hogan, 2015). Art therapy has been an approved method of treatment for individuals with additional learning needs, and in relation of this dissertation, specifically for those on the AS. The diagnosis criteria and the way it is described in the DSM suggests it requires treatment, in this form specifically, therapy.

Although the different conditions art therapy can assist with is vast, in order to analyse the relationship between creativity and autism this dissertation will narrow to focus on cases of art therapy in relation to autism. Particularly, for individuals with autism, art therapy can assist to develop their difficulties with social, imagination and abstract thinking skills. The act of generating artwork through mediums allows the individual to be creative and can encourage them to use imagination whilst the completed artwork itself can become a way for them to communicate with others (Evans & Dubowski, 2001). While art therapy is a useful tool for improving methods of communication or being an alternative way, the artwork is unimportant compared to the process. Approaches to making a piece of art can also help autistic individuals to cope better with their high sensitivity to sensory stimulations. As it will enable them to experience different mediums and accompanying stimulations allowing them to learn to tolerate these in the supportive environment that art therapy offers (Lacour, 2017). This research very much frames autism and art through therapy, suggesting therapy is needed to allow them to cope with these over sensory stigmatisations, enabling them to produce artwork.    

This focus on sensory stimulations is contained in recent developments of digital mediums within art therapy. As the introduction of new digital art mediums and programs have been seen within art therapy, concerns have been noted regarding the substitution of classic art equipment, and consequently, loss of sensory involvement for the participant (Gremminger, 2017). Tactile and sensory experiences gained through the process of art therapy can encourage improvements or alterations to behaviour (Schweizer, Knorth and Spreen, 2014). However, there are those who feel the use of digital art mediums could be positive for some individuals, research undertaken by Darewych, Carlton and Farrugie (2015) concluded that adults with developmental disabilities, including those on the AS preferred the use of digital mediums due to the loss of sensory stimulations. For these individuals, the use of digital software and equipment will be beneficial offering them an alternative method of working.

Sketch Up, a computer program enabling users to make 3D digital models (Liveri, Kailac and Xanthacou, 2012; Diener, et al., 2006) is an example of a digital software used within art therapy. The software has been seen to be beneficial for individuals with autism as Sketch Up suits the way they work, matching their common “strong visual and spatial” thinking abilities (Wyman, 2012). This use of this technology offers a more suitable medium for some autistic individuals than traditional art mediums, whilst also helping to assist their communication difficulties. Similar to all other forms of art therapy the use of the program Sketch Up offers a visual platform for individuals to communicate through (Wyman, 2012). Digital mediums and technology, however, provide alternative tools for them to use to express their creativity. 

This demonstrates how autism is associated primarily with art therapy, subsequently, little value is placed on the work itself. Research suggests individuals are considered to require art therapy in order to improve their communication abilities and to build on working methodologies suiting their tolerances of sensory simulations, rather than art being the focus. Throughout this entire section in relation to digital technology and autism not once has the artwork been referred to. 

Whilst Sketch up has become analysed as a primary case study, it is also necessary to note links between the benefits of technology for autistic individuals have been further established within art therapy. The Scheme Islands of Brilliance, utilising digital software; in this case specifically, Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator in the creation of artwork (Vittone, 2015). Workshops are positively centred around the individual’s narrow interests, facilitating the opportunity for individuals to participate in a task alongside an industry designer (Johnson, 2017). The task, seeing individuals creating a poster becomes a platform for the development of their digital abilities increasing their employability prospects as well as facilitating the improvement of communication skills, through both the experiences of working collaboratively and opportunities to present work to peers (Islands of Brilliance, 2017). While programmes like Island of Brilliance benefit from using industry designers, there is no reference to art or design at all, most focus is made on the benefit to their communication abilities. Therefore, it is purely seen as a therapeutic outcome rather than research and value being placed upon the creative strengths found amongst the autistic population. Similar to artists in the neurotypical population, autistic individuals should too be acknowledged by the creative abilities and merits of their artwork. 












Conclusion 
The research evaluated within this dissertation primarily refers to creativity as a therapeutic exercise rather than an artistic endeavour. Due to early stigmatisations set out by the medical model’s categorisation and portrayed limitations of autism. Although it is necessary to note the personal connection I have with this piece through my own diagnosis, this dissertation has always aimed to provide a critical analysis of current research and present a balanced viewpoint. Strong stigmatisations of limitations of creative thinking remain, theorists such as Beardon have begun to take a more contemporary approach to autism, acknowledging the variations of individuals on the spectrum. Research has highlighted the need for further studies to present a more accurate depiction of autism than the current ridged categorisation under the medical model.

A strong argument of the creative abilities in autistic individuals has been put forward, research into the creative strengths of these artists has been more limited. Reoccurrences throughout research have seen the work of case study artists; Chroym , Wiltshire, Trehin and Park discussed in relation to their autistic diagnosis and not their artwork. Whilst it is important to acknowledge that the assistance of art therapy is beneficial for some, it is arguably concurringly associated with creativity suggesting when thinking of autism there is a lack of recognition of individual’s creative abilities, which needs to be addressed within autism literature.  

Whilst further research is needed, such as that into brain function impairments for autistic individuals, this requirement is not just theoretical through practical application of theory. Current research has been unable to come to a consensus across autism theory as a whole. 
Additional research is required incorporating a contemporary view of autism similar to Beardon, allowing for individual variations rather than one set diagnosis. New research is required to supersede current medical definitions of autism calling for the DSM to be adapted. Changing the views of autism and addressing early stigmatisations surrounding a lack of creativity in autistic individuals, which stems from the medical diagnosis set out by the DSM and ICD. The link between autism and creativity has proven to be more complex than initially anticipated. While the relationship has presented itself to be primarily negative there have been some positive elements discussed, and in the future, I hope to continue to investigate this within my own practice. 
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