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Abstract

Background: The relationship between psychoanalysis and art has a long and intricate history, originating with
Freud’s writings on artists and evolving through a complex trajectory. Despite this, psychoanalytic theories of art
remain fragmented, calling for a more systematic historical and conceptual synthesis.

Aim: This study aims to review and critically analyze the developmental trajectory of psychoanalytic perspectives
on art and the creative process.

Method: A narrative review was conducted, integrating data from 97 articles and books retrieved from major
databases (Web Pep, Web of Science, Scopus, ScienceDirect, ProQuest, Google Scholar, Google Books,
ResearchGate, PubMed, JSTOR, Noormags, and SID), covering 1900 to July 2025. The initial search identified
2,405 records. After screening, 594 articles were selected for title/abstract review, and 380 full texts were
examined in detail. Applying inclusion/exclusion criteria, 69 articles and 28 books were ultimately included.

Results: The findings of this review can be organized into three major categories: 1- A three-branch, criterion-
based classification of the evolution of psychoanalytic thought on art. 2- A four-stage model explaining the
creative process from a postmodern psychoanalytic perspective, illustrating how the elements of artistic creation
correspond to mechanisms of psychic transformation in analysis. 3- A comparative map outlining the structural
and functional components of artistic creation in parallel with analogous processes in psychoanalysis, highlighting
their potential impact on the analytic process.

Conclusions: The study proposes an intersubjective, field (post-Bionian) model of the creative process: evocative
objects activate the raw unconscious material within the “field” of the artist’s psychic interactions. This stirred
unconscious, driven by the wish to re-experience a transformative object and engaged with consciousness,
material, and inner/outer factors, gives rise to the “artistic third,” a concept inspired by the “analytic third,” which
is both co-created and autonomous. The artistic third enables the capacity to “bear witness,” facilitating meaning-
making and the integration of ruptures in the psyche’s narrative through metaphor and symbolization. Thus, art is
not the product of a singular self but the emergent outcome of a dynamic creative field.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The relationship between psychoanalysis and art has a long history and a complext path.
Theorists from various psychoanalytic traditions have sought to analyze the meaning,
motivations, and psychological mechanisms involved in the creation of an artwork (Hagman,
2010; Knafo, 2012 a). These efforts have ranged from analyzing artworks as symbolic
representations of repressed experiences, to reflecting on the impact of art on the audience's
psyche, as well as examining the relationship between the artist and their work (Hagman,
2025). This has evolved from viewing art as a form of neurosis to seeing art as an effective
process in shaping the psychic structure and as a therapeutic element (Civitarese, 2025; Kuspit,
1996; Levine, 2012). In this developmental trajectory, some theorists have considered
psychoanalysis itself to be close to art (Urdang, 2018).

Despite all these efforts, the evolving psychoanalytic theories on art remain scattered and in
need of systematic historical analysis. Aiming to fill this research gap, the present article
analyzes the multi-layered relationship between art and psychoanalysis along four axes: 1. The
main research question is: How can the process of creating an artwork be explained from a
psychoanalytic perspective? Which itself constitutes more sub- questions? 2. What has been
the evolutionary path of psychoanalytic theories on art over time? 3. What commonalities can
be identified between the experience of creating an artwork and the psychoanalytic process? 4.
What is the relationship between the creation of an artwork and mental health?

Method

This study was conducted as a narrative review, integrating data from 97 articles and books
retrieved from major academic databases such as Web Pep, Web of Science, Scopus,
ScienceDirect, ProQuest, Google Scholar, Google Books, ResearchGate, PubMed, JSTOR,
Noormags and SID. The search started with keywords such as “psychoanalysis and art”,
“artistic creativity”, “symbolism in art” and “unconscious and symbolism” for the time span of
1900 till July 2025. In the first stage of the search, 2,405 records were identified. In the second
screening stage, 594 articles were selected for title and abstract review, and finally 380 full
texts were examined in detail. Based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, 69 articles and 28
books were ultimately included in the review. The final phase involved data extraction and

synthesis.

Results

The findings of this review can be classified into three categories: first, a three-branched,
criterion-based classification of the evolution of psychoanalysis in its view of art; second, a
four-stage model for explaining the creative process from the perspective of postmodern
psychoanalysis, and third, a comparative map of the various components of the artistic creation
process in correspondence with similar components in the psychoanalytic process.

To construct a map of the evolution of psychoanalytic perspectives on art within the research
literature of this field, a threefold classification has been proposed, consisting of: classical
approaches, (Segal, 1952); self-psychology and object relations approaches (McDougall, 1995,
1999; Winnicott, 1967); and contemporary psychoanalytic perspectives (Hagman, 2005, 2010;
Rose, 1999). Table 1 shows the different axes of these classifications.
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Table 1: Psychoanalytic perspectives on art
Psychoanalytic tradition Core concepts Main theorists View of art
Regression in the service of

Classical ]I\)Arc;::/ﬁ:nisms Defense Freud, Jones & Kris z;gto, pathological approach to
Self-Psychology & Object Object  Relations, Winnicott, Sharp & Object functions, reparative
Relations Self-Object McDougall function
Relational
Contemporary Perspectives Dynamics, Hagman & Rose Creative process, therapeutic
Individuality, approach

Psychical Process

Furthermore, this research examined the field literature regarding the content, structural,
and functional similarities between the process of psychoanalytic analysis and the creation of
an artwork, and enumerated their common features. Table 2 shows the corresponding elements
in the two processes.

Table 2: Similarities between psychoanalysis process & art creation

Psychoanalysis & Art similarities Discriptions
. The main source of content in both artwork and
Unconscious Content .
psychoanalysis
Delayed understanding Insight/artwork is achieved over time, not immediately
Tolerance of ambiguity Both processes  require accepting amblgulty and
uncertainty, and tolerating unresolved tensions
. Periods of latency and stillness before reaching insight
Latency period
or the final outcome of the process
Symbolism Translatlng inner experiences into symbolic forms:
words and images
Transformation of experience Reconstructing emotional content into a new structure
Symbolic change Healing transformation through symbolic processing
Dyadic encounter and interaction .AI’tISt*V.VOI'k interaction and psychoanalyst—patient
interaction

Another outcome of the present study was the development of a model, inspired by the
fundamental concepts of postmodern psychoanalytic theories, that explains what psychological
transformations occur during the process of creating an artwork. This model is based on four
axes: 1. Raw psychic material: such as "unthought known" and "unformulated experience". 2.
Catalysts of transformation: Things that initiate or accelerate the process of transformation,
including the "evocative object" and the "transformational object". 3. The path and bridge of
metaphor and symbolization: Metaphor and symbol act as transitional channels, translating pre-
verbal or fragmented emotional states into a more tangible form. 4. The identity of the "artistic
third" as the "imaginary witness": A new capacity that enables the connection between past
and present and facilitates reaching coherence and meaning.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to answer the main question of how the process of creating
an artwork can be explained from a psychoanalytic perspective. In line with this question, more
specific sub-questions were raised concerning the evolution of theories, points of commonality
with the psychoanalytic process, and the relationship with mental health. In response to the
first research question, a model consisting of four components was presented: raw psychic
material, catalysts of transformation, the path and bridge of metaphor and symbolization, and
the identity of the "artistic third" as the "imaginary witness." In this model, the raw and
unconscious material of the artist's psyche is activated by "catalysts," and in the light of the
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"artistic third" as the "imaginary witness," along the path of "symbolization" and within the
dynamic "field" of the artist's inner and outer world, it is transformed into symbol and meaning.
In response to the second question, the evolution of the psychoanalytic view of art can be seen
as a journey from seeing the artwork as a "static object" to a "relational object," and then, in
the model proposed by the present study, to a "third presence" within a "creative field," and
from a focus on "pathology" toward "repair".

In response to the third question, common features were identified between the creative
process and the psychoanalytic process, such as the patient's free association corresponding to
the spontaneity of the creative process, the psychoanalyst's interpretation corresponding to the
creative act of painting, and the psychoanalyst's evenly suspended attention corresponding to
the artist's temporary paralysis of conscious attention. Regarding the fourth question, the
relationship between art and mental health, the findings indicated that the creation of an artwork
can lead to mental health, and psychological growth through several pathways: as a self-
regulating act, as a platform for re-creating object relations and enhancing self-esteem, and as
a space for processing and integrating raw, unconscious psychic experiences and giving them
meaning.

Conclusion

If we trace the path of the psychoanalytic view of art from the perspective of this research, it
can be seen as a three-stage journey: the monophonic stage (classical psychoanalysis), the
artwork as a "static object" reflecting the artist's pathology; the biphonomic stage (object
relations), the artwork as a "relational object" in the space between artist and work; the
polyphonic stage (intersubjectivity and field), the artwork as a "third presence" within a
dynamic "creative field."

The polyphonic stage, which is the proposed model of this research, shows that the artistic
creative process takes shape in a dynamic field through the interaction of four key elements:
(1) unconscious raw materials, (2) catalysts of transformation, (3) the path of metaphorization,
and (4) the artistic third as an imaginary witness. In other words, by applying field theories and
intersubjectivity to the realm of art, the artwork can be seen as part of a dynamic, multilayered
whole in which no element alone carries meaning, and the identity of each component depends
on its connection to the others.

On the other hand, due to many commonalities, the process of psychoanalytic treatment is
itself considered a kind of art. Consequently, understanding creativity and artistic creation, as
a process sharing roots with psychoanalysis, can serve clinical advancement. This homology
between the artist's experience and the psychoanalyst's can be recognized at a deeper level in
the concept of "psychoanalytic listening": listening dreamily, to the hidden echoes of meaning,
images, and metaphors. What returns from art to clinical practice is a state of being with the
unconscious that can teach the psychoanalyst how to be present in the therapeutic field:
patiently, in ambiguity and the suspension of not-knowing, with trust in the gradual birth of
meaning.

Limitations

Despite efforts to maintain a multidimensional approach, there is a possibility of bias due to
differing interpretations of complex psychoanalytic concepts and their role in the artistic
experience. Additionally, some relevant sources may have been omitted due to limitations in
search and selection. The focus on Western sources, owing to a lack of other materials and the
absence of first-hand accounts from artists, is another limitation.
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Future Studies

In the author's view, continuing the developmental trajectory of the interaction between
psychoanalysis and art could involve experimental examinations or case studies of the artistic
creative process from the perspective of more contemporary approaches, such as
intersubjective approaches and post-Bionian theories of the analytic field. Furthermore, first-
hand narratives by artists from different cultures about their creative process could be another
topic for future research.
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