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Within my Independent Inquiry, I will be exploring three key words which reflect my interests and passions within my practice. I will be researching the effects of art therapy on mental health and wellbeing through the context of the environment and colour. Throughout the proposal, I will be exploring how different colours and environmental conditions can impact an individual’s mental health status through different forms of art therapy. I will be discussing theories and concepts relating to my key words, exploring how and why using different forms of therapy can potentially influence a person’s psychological wellbeing.

Art therapy is commonly defined as ‘a type of psychotherapy in which you are encouraged to express using art materials’, (Oxford University Press, 2020). Therefore, art therapy involves taking part in art-based activities that are therapeutic and stimulate the mind in a calming environment that is assisted by a trained professional. Art therapy has been previously identified to benefit an individual’s psychological and physiological state. According to one of the world’s leading health care organisation mental health, Mind; ‘there is more research needed to establish which problems or conditions arts and creative therapies can treat, or if particular aspects or conditions arts and creative therapies can treat’, (Arts and Creative Therapies Mind, 2018).
 Although art therapy does not have any credible research in identifying which conditions it can treat specifically, there are many cases that show it may improve mental health of patients. The founder of art therapy Adian Hill, practiced a form of therapeutic art firstly on himself whilst in recovery after surgery in hospital, believing it improved his mental state. Hill (1945) stated that he ‘sought to express personal reactions to the unreality of my existence, through simple act of drawing’. He later proceeds to teach art to small groups whom suffered tuberculous during World War 1, encouraging patients to paint as a form of stimulation and healing endeavour. Hill (1945) even goes on to suggesting that ‘encouraging war veterans who suffered tuberculous to try water colour painting, he in fact extended their lives’ (Hill,1945, p.59-63). Hill (1945) work highlights the potential significant effect art therapy can have traumatised individuals helping to improve the left side of the brain improving cognitive ability and reducing stress and anxiety. 

To put research into context, many of the worlds most famous artists have been subject to traumatic events and chronic pain, have carried out art therapy as a form of expressing their feelings and emotions from difficult times. An example of this can be seen in Frida Kahlo, a Mexican painter best known for her intransigent self-portraits and paintings that had a strong autobiographical element exploring themes of identity and death. Frida once stated ‘The only thing I know is that I paint because I need to. Herrera, (1983) highlights her significant dependence on art as a coping mechanism for dealing with the immense trauma she faced throughout her life. Frida is an example of the many who used art as a form of therapy and a coping strategy for life events. This highlights its validity today, with the ever-growing realisation and awareness of mental health. To further understand Frida’s ability to express pain and suffering through the medium of art one of her most famous paintings to date, Self Portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird, (Kahlo, 1950) has been subject to discussion for the symbolic nature of the way she uses the environment to evoke feelings of tranquillity, painting large yellow and green leaf behind her as seen in Figure 1, Self Portrait with Thorn Necklace Hummingbird (Kahlo, 1940).


[image: Self-Portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird, 1940, By Frida Kahlo]










Figure 1. Kahlo, F. (1940) Self Portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird. 


Similarly, another famous artist who used art as a form of therapy is post-impressionist painter Van Gogh.  He was known for his battle with mental illness, which lead to him creating some of the worlds most valued pieces of artwork. It was when Gogh was feeling incredibly vulnerable, he turned to art more when he was outcast for his religious beliefs. One autobiographical article writes that Gogh’s experiences with suffering becomes eased when turning to art as a form of therapy suggesting it ‘was then that Van Gogh began to draw seriously’ Encyclopaedia Britannica, (2020). After being rejected by his family for his decision to change religions, he wanted to bring comfort to humanity through his art as seen in figure 2, The Starry Night, (1889). He identifies finding solace in creating art like that of Frida, both using their pain to express themselves. 
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Figure 2. Gogh, V,V. (1889) The Starry Night.

There Is significant research showing that a natural environment coincides with art therapy, becoming highly effective when used together. Van Gogh would write to his brother describing the environment in which he would then paint. He describes the view from his window in a letter he writes to his brother Theo, ‘I can see an enclosed square of wheat . . . above which, in the morning, I watch the sun rise in all its glory’, (Gogh, 1889). Although suffering himself, Gogh found a degree of peace and tranquillity that was derived from the outdoor environment which lead him to produce the art which is widely recognised and praised worldwide as seen in Figure 2, The Starry Night (1889).

This leads onto the second keyword environment. Environment can be defined as ‘the air, water and land in or on which people, animals, and plants live’, (Cambridge University Press, 2020).  The type of environment you surround yourself in has the power to affect an individual’s mental health and wellbeing. A recent study published by Natural England (2016), suggested that participating in nature-based activities had the potential to aid those suffering from mental illness and reducing anxiety and depression. The report focuses on showing that there is a key link to the environment playing a factor in benefiting a mental state. It identifies an increasing importance for nature-based interventions which has been proved to positively benefit well being and mental health of those taking part in environmental therapy. The report also identifies key research highlighting the importance of green infrastructure, gardens, public space in urban environments, which is based on ‘ecotherapy’. Ecotherapy has been defined by (Mind, 2016) as a ‘formal type of therapeutic treatment which involves doing outdoor activities in nature’. Author and teacher of environmental arts therapy, Ian Heginworth uses arts based ecotherapy that uses locations, themes, and materials of nature as its therapeutic media. He writes that his teaching is about; ‘deep connection to the turning year, its seasons, its stories and its traditions that makes It so much more than just art therapy’, Environmental Arts Therapy Heginworth, (2020).  He identifies ways in which the environment is key in successful environmental art therapy. Heginworth (2020), explains that a natural location can ‘guide people through the forest to places of release and healing that they did not know were there’, (Heginworth, 2020). Nature has been seen to give people a sense of freedom , and to appreciate an unhurried energy around us. Aid the visualisation of the combination of art and the environment, on can refer to the traditional Japanese aesthetic design of ‘Wabi Sabi’, which translates to, ‘less is more, and to an awareness of the transient nature of earthly things’, (Juniper, 2003). Juniper (2003) focuses on the acceptance of our environment surroundings and locating beauty from the imperfections we see. Examples of the traditional style can be seen in Figure 3 & 4. Wabi Sabi design is also well known for conducting nature into living spaces which can create a calm and serenity vibe. 
[image: ][image: ]




Figure 4. Crowley. (2005, p.25)  Wabi Sabi Style. 
Figure 3. Crowley. (2005, p.28) Wabi Sabi Style 


To further understand Wabi-Sabi, Figure 3 & 4 help visualise the minimalist style in a natural environment. The Japanese aesthetic is seen as symbolic for its healing and repairing nature, with it placing value on our own bodies in creating. Crowley and Crowley, (2005), states that ‘just as in nature the repetition of a particular kind of plant growing in a single area, creates a feeling of belonging within interiors’. Wabi-Sabi provides psychological services, metaphorically and physically by being able to find something broken or flawed and accentuating its features using methods to repair what would usually consider broken using kintsugi which is a method for repairing broken ceramics with a special lacquer mixed with gold’ using nature as its inspiration. (Collins, 2016). In the context of art therapy, Wabi-Sabi metaphorically provides physical services by offering feelings of security through therapeutic arts without it requiring special skills it focus on shifting balance from doing to being appreciating rather than perfecting. 
The final keyword is colour, olour is, ‘the quality of an object or substance with respect to light reflected by the object, usually determined visually by measurement of hue, saturation, and brightness of the reflected light; saturation or chroma; hue’ (Dictionary.com, 2020). One of the greatest teachers of colour theory; Johannes Itten, was interested in, ‘problems of the influence of colour on our mind and spirit’ (Itten,1970,p.12).  
Colour has the power to affect an individual’s mood, behaviour, stress levels and productivity. Colour psychology can be better understood as, ‘electro- magnetic radiation of light on human mood and behaviour- a psychological reaction’, (Wright, 2008). There are four psychological primary colours, red, blue, yellow and green which can relate respectively to the body, the mind, and the emotions and essential balance between these three. Referring to Figure 2 (The Starry Night, 1889), Gogh uses blue and yellow tones predominantly which conveys a lot about the feelings his artwork will communicate with viewers offering feelings of optimism, stability and tranquillity.
  There is increasing research into the psychology of colour and how specific colours can affect your mood and behaviour. Colour specialist Angela Wright has proven in recent studies that colour can have profound effects on human behaviour and is better understood today. One experiment is based on colour association and investigates the connection between adjective combinations and colour association with those adjectives. The experiments validity is strong as the experiment consisted of similar ratio male to female, all from across the world and asked to perform the experiment twice. The objective of the experiment is to identify the connection between adjective combinations and colour combinations. Four groups of adjectives and four groups of colours were selected in accordance of the Wright Theory; a colour affects system. According to Wright, there are four basis personality type expressed by a family of colours each personality type having a natural affinity with one colour family, ‘morning light, starlight, dreamlight and firelight’. Most of the observers taking part had chosen the colours on the wheel that harmonise with the adjectives: formal, elegant, gracious, modest and reserved as seen in Figure 6 Wright, (2008) reaching remarkable results achieving a 77% overall agreement with the colour to adjective association which is the basis of the Wright Theory. The experiment identifies that each hue can affect distinct psychological modes, and the psychological effects of colour are universal, (Wright, 2008). 
The levels of colour found in our environments can affect our mood and behaviour through seasonal changes, Wright,(2008) suggesting that ‘yellow daffodils, bluebells, and crocuses appear we begin to feel livelier; when grey skies and rain or snow surround us we instinctively tend to hibernate’.  Figure 5 Science of People, (2017), identifies types of mood associated with a specific mood, which links to seasonal changes to environment and how might we feel a certain way which can explained through nature. Figure 6 (reference) is an experiment to investigate connections between ‘adjective combinations and colour combinations, Wright, (2008) associates the adjectives as labelled in diagram linking with the subtle colour palette which echo the natural patterns and colours of summer.  


[image: ][image: ]






Figure 6. Wright, 2008) Experiment A. 
Figure 5. (Science of People, 2017) Colour Diagram.


World renowned artist Henri Matisse is known for the intense colourism of his works to illustrate emotion. He uses striking colours such as orange, red, yellow, bright green, and cooler tones such as blue, black and dark green to which evokes feelings of joy. Essers, (2006) writes that Matisse’ work ‘reflects power of pure, brilliant colours and simple forms’ as a result, the realistic presentation of nature often retires to a secondary position, as seen in Figure 7, Matisse (1953) uses colours primarily complimentary colours creating harmony within the image. Matisse was heavily influenced by Gogh’s use of colour, adapting similar kinetic mark making brushworks. 
[image: Henri Matisse, ‘The Snail’ 1953]








Figure 7. (Matisse, 1953) The Snail.


 Colour is used in art therapy as a powerful tool of empowerment and self-discovery. Colour psychologist, McLeod, (2020) suggests that colour play in art therapy allows client to express their inner most thoughts and feelings from their sub conscious, without the need for words’. Colour psychology is practiced a lot in our day to day lives without it being predominant. Mental health organisation Mind.org has styled its website in a way that is consistent with its colour palette. Using blue, purple at its consistent colours ensuring website is creating a relaxing feeling for viewers. Referring to Figure 5 (Science of People, 2017) the colour palette identifies blue as evoking feelings of tranquillity, and purple spirituality. This in relation to art therapy, identifies that whilst taking part in art therapy sessions using colour such as painting, using certain colours whilst using the body to create art can help reduce anxiety and help lift mood. 
In conclusion, I have discussed the theoretical and practical implications associated with art therapy through using both the environment, and colour psychology. Throughout the independent inquiry, I have identified and explored different influential artists who have played a crucial role in the recognition of art therapy as a form of psychological treatment, particularly with mental health. Both Frida Kahlo and Van Gogh used art as a form of escapism and expression, proving vital to the mental wellbeing of the artists. It is evident that this form of therapy can benefit an individual’s mental wellbeing and could be further developed as an effective coping strategy to mental illness. Further research needs to be conducted however, regarding the utilisation of both the environment, and colour psychology, in order to further its effectiveness as a form of therapy. Investigating the area of art therapy through the medium of the environment and colour psychology has influenced a question regarding my final dissertation. I aspire to determine whether an individual’s mental health can be positively influenced by interior design. Both the colours and environment surrounding the individuals will be highly influenced by the research I have conducted. 
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