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Reframing the triangular relationship: reflections on
modern and postmodern theory in German art therapy

education

Eine Restrukturierung der triadischen Beziehung: Reflexionen uber

moderne und postmoderne Theorien in der deutschen

Kunsttherapieausbildung

Abstract

Objective: The triangular relationship has long been considered founda-
tional to art-therapy theory and practice. Despite its enduring relevance,
critical voices have challenged the model for reproducing power hier-
archies—critique which aligns with broader postmodern concerns about
the self, originality, and patriarchal as well as colonial structures. The
aim of this article is to investigate where terminology and theory of the
triangular relationship in art-therapy education in Germany stand within
an ever-evolving contemporary artistic and cultural landscape.
Methods: Through an informative survey (n=63) conducted in German
and combining quantitative questions with qualitative response options,
data from art therapists in Germany were collected and integrated into
a theoretical discussion of key concepts and terminology.

Results: Survey data convey that although nearly all participants learned
about the triangular relationship during their art-therapy education,
critical discussions about underlying power structures seem to have
been missing in most curricula. Still, the triangular relationship remains
highly valued, with participants strongly advocating for its continued
inclusion in art-therapy education.

Conclusions: In its effort to foster a more diverse and inclusive society,
postmodern theory has evolved from modernism, prompting greater
self-reflection on biases and blind spots within oppressive structures.
Data from the informative survey suggest that postmodern theory does
not yet sufficiently reflect in art-therapy education in Germany.

Keywords: art, art therapy, modernism, postmodernism, triangular
relationship, education, intersectionality

Zusammenfassung

Zielsetzung: Die kunsttherapeutische Triade gilt seit Langem als
grundlegendes Konzept der kunsttherapeutischen Theorie und Praxis.
Trotz ihrer anhaltenden Relevanz wird dieses Modell zunehmend von
kritischen Stimmen hinterfragt, insbesondere im Hinblick auf die Repro-
duktion von Machthierarchien - eine Kritik, die sich mit postmodernen
Fragestellungen zu Subjektivitat, Originalitadt sowie patriarchalen und
kolonialen Strukturen verbindet. Ziel dieses Artikels ist es, zu untersu-
chen, welchen Stellenwert Terminologie und Theorie der kunsttherapeu-
tischen Triade in der akademischen Lehre in Deutschland innerhalb
eines sich stetig wandelnden kunstlerischen und kulturellen Diskurses
der Gegenwart einnehmen.

Methodik: Mittels einer explorativen Umfrage (n=63), durchgefliihrt in
deutscher Sprache und bestehend aus quantitativen Fragen sowie of-
fenen qualitativen Antwortméglichkeiten, wurden Daten von Kunstthe-
rapeut:innen in Deutschland erhoben. Diese empirischen Ergebnisse
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werden mit einer theoretischen Analyse zentraler Begriffe und Konzepte
der kunsttherapeutischen Triade verknlipft.

Ergebnisse: Die Umfragedaten zeigen, dass nahezu alle Teilnehmenden
im Rahmen ihrer kunsttherapeutischen Ausbildung mit dem Modell
vertraut gemacht wurden. Kritische Auseinandersetzungen mit zugrunde
liegenden Machtstrukturen fanden jedoch in den meisten Curricula
kaum statt. Gleichwohl wird die Triade von den Teilnehmenden hoch
geschatzt und es besteht eine deutliche Befurwortung fur ihre fortwah-
rende Integration in die kunsttherapeutische Ausbildung.
Schlussfolgerungen: Im Bemuhen um eine diversere und inklusivere
Gesellschaft hat sich die postmoderne Theorie als Weiterentwicklung
der Moderne herausgebildet. Sie fordert zur Auseinandersetzung mit
impliziter Voreingenommenheit und inharenten strukturellen Machtver-
héltnissen auf. Die Ergebnisse der vorliegenden Umfrage legen nahe,
dass postmoderne Theorie bislang noch nicht in ausreichendem Maf3e

in der kunsttherapeutischen Lehre in Deutschland reflektiert wird.

Schliisselworter: Kunst, Kunsttherapie, Moderne, Postmoderne,
kunsttherapeutische Triade, akademische Lehre, Intersektionalitat

1 Introduction

The model of the triangular relationship between service
user, art therapist, and artwork is generally considered
a pillar of art-therapy practice and teaching. Referring to
it, the phenomenon of looking together has been dis-
cussed by Isserow [1]; Schaverien [2] proposed three
categories that align with art therapy, art psychotherapy,
and analytical art psychotherapy; Springham and Huet
[3] linked the attachment system to the model; Bragge
and Fenner [4] developed it into an interactive square;
Schulze-Stampa [5] adapted it for group art-therapy doc-
umentation; Haywood and Grant [6] expanded it into a
two-dimensional hexagon to depict processes in virtual
art therapy; and Dannecker [7] published a version that
includes conscious, pre-conscious, and unconscious ho-
rizontal levels of communication in art therapy. Critical
voices have nonetheless pointed to limitations in the
model’s terminology and theory. German artists and art
therapists Behfeld and Sinapius [8] argue that it en-
trenches a hierarchical structure in which “patients are
being classified as blind, therapists as seeing” (p. 43).
They regard the model as rooted in a modernist worldview
in which a “knowing” art therapist leads service users
towards the expression of an original and true self.

In academic discourse, the relevance of social, cultural,
and relational experience for understanding aesthetic
phenomena is emphasized by Jones [9] and Krauss [10]
in art theory; Nochlin [11] in art history; Vergés [12] in
political sciences; Bertram [13], Buber [14], Rosa [15],
and Seel [16] in sociology; Beudt and Jacobsen [17] as
well as Montuori and Purser [18] in psychology; and Alter-
Muri and Klein [19], Behfeld and Sinapius [8], as well as
Skaife [20] in art therapy. Since World War |l postmodern
ideas have formed their own theoretical framework,
questioning the modernist doctrine of originality [10],
examining how context shapes meaning and how the
viewer becomes a creator [9], criticizing museums as in-
stitutions “born out of colonial expeditions” ([12], p. 4).

In psychotherapy, systemic and constructivist approaches
have challenged modernist doctrines by highlighting the
importance of service user’s social context, families, and
occupational situation ([21], p. 29). Psychotherapist Carl
Rogers [22] understood the self not as a fixed entity but
as a process of becoming, and Natalie Rogers [23] carried
these concepts into Expressive Arts Therapy, developing
process-led practices. Systemic thinkers such as Paul
Watzlawick [24]—originally trained as a Jungian psycho-
therapist—pointed out that not only a patient’s reality is
constructed by societal, cultural, and linguistic norms but
also the therapist’s, leaving reality as an entity that con-
stitutes itself between individuals as a result of commu-
nication. More recently, psychotherapist Paul L. Wachtel
[25] has sought to integrate postmodern develop-
ments—such as systemic psychotherapy and deconstruc-
tionism—into the psychodynamic approach (pp. 3).
Within a constantly evolving contemporary artistic and
cultural landscape, this article aims to examine how the
core terminology and theory of the triangular relationship
in German art-therapy education relate to modern and
postmodern developments. Therefore, the first part
presents the methods and results of an informative,
questionnaire-based survey, conducted in German, that
investigates how the model is taught in art-therapy pro-
grams. In the second part, relevant theoretical concepts
linked to the questionnaire are discussed with regard to
their modern and postmodern entanglements.

2 A quantitative
questionnaire-based survey

An informative, mainly quantitative, questionnaire-based
survey was conducted digitally in spring 2025. Academ-
ically and equivalently educated art therapists in Germany
were invited to report on their understanding of the trian-
gular relationship, its practical application within their
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day-to-day practice, and how its content had been con-
veyed during their art-therapy education.

2.1 Method

The online survey was conducted in German using SoSci
Survey [26]. Data from a pre-test were collected between
13 and 23 March 2025. The main survey was accessible
between 4 April and 30 May 2025. Participation was en-
abled through an online link promoted with the help of
Germany’s largest professional body for art therapy, the
Deutsche Fachverband fir Kunst- und Gestaltungsther-
apie (DFKGT).

The questionnaire consisted of five initial questions that
collected demographic data (DDO1-DDO05), followed by
twelve items on the model of triangular relationship in
art therapy (TDO1-TD12). Most questions could be
answered with the following options: “yes,” “no,” or “l am
not sure,” and included an additional field for free, qual-
itative recollection of topic related information (Attach-
ment 1). Two weeks before the main survey, a pre-test
with five participants was conducted successfully. After
thorough assessment, no changes in wording or structure
were deemed necessary, so the pre-test data were in-
cluded in the overall analysis (Attachment 2, Attachment
3, Attachment 4). In total, 63 art therapists completed
the questionnaire and submitted their responses (n=63).
The data were analysed with Microsoft Excel, version
16.97.2 (25052611) (Attachment 5). Diagrams were
created using ChatGPT 4.1 (Attachment 6).

3 Results

Demographic data show that 85.7% of participants
identified as female, 9.5% as non-binary or another
gender, 1.6% as male, and 3.2% preferred not to say
(DDO0b5). Regarding age, 55.6% were 20-39 years old,
25.4% were 40-59 years old, and 19.0% were 60 years
or older at the time of data collection (DD0O4). Concerning
educational background, 40.0% held an MA in art therapy,
27.7% a BA in art therapy, 20.0% had completed a dip-
loma in art therapy, 3.1% held a PhD or equivalent, and
9.2% reported other situations—for example, still studying
or holding alternate degrees (DDO1; Figure 1).

When focussing on the topic related data, 88.9% of par-
ticipating art therapists (TD11) reported that the triangular
relationship is useful in their daily practice, and 84.1%
(TD12) answered “yes” when asked whether the model
should remain part of academic art-therapy education
(Figure 2).

93.7% of participants answered “yes” when asked
whether the model of the triangular relationship had been
introduced during art-therapy education (TDO1). Another
question, TDO2, inquired if patriarchal structures and
colonial continuities were critically discussed in connec-
tion with the triangular relationship; 82.5% responded
with “no” (Figure 3).

TDO3 asked whether the concept of “genius” had been
discussed critically; 74.6% of participants answered “no”.
TDOG6 inquired if art was presented as genuine expression
of the self, which 65.1% answered with “yes,” while 25.4%
were unsure whether this understanding had been part
of their art-therapy education. In the qualitative response
field for TDOG, it was noted that genuine expression was
conveyed as one aspect of art, but not its only component
(Figure 4).

TDO4 asked whether art-therapy education had included
discussions about what constitutes an artwork in relation
to postmodern theory (“Auflosung des Werkbegriffs”);
49.2% answered “yes,” 27.0% answered “no,” and 22.2%
were unsure if they had learned about it during their
training. TDO5 asked whether art was understood as a
social and cultural practice arising from an individual’s
relationship with the environment; 87.3% of participants
answered “yes” (Figure 5).

In TDO7, participants were asked if they had been intro-
duced to specific models of the triangular relationship
during their studies—such as those of Schaverien [2],
Bragge and Fenner [4], Schulze-Stampa [5], or Haywood
and Grant [6]; 28.6% answered with “yes,” 34.9%
answered “no,” and 33.3% could not recall (Figure 6).
Lastly, TDOS8 invited participants to name, in an open-
ended format, aspects of the triangular relationship in
art therapy that had not been covered in the survey. Paolo
Knill's concept of “the Third,” arising from the relationship
between service user/artist, art therapist, and artistic
process [27], was cited, as were considerations on the
aesthetics of the therapeutic relationship by Peter Sinapi-
us ([28][, [29]). Other literature mentioned by survey
participants included Luzzatto and Gabriel [30], Rose-
marie Tupker [31], Shaun McNiff [32], Gruber et al. [33],
and Peter Petersen [34].

Qualitative answers provided by participants affirmed the
continued relevance of the triangular-relationship model
in art therapy, particularly for its utility in clinical docu-
mentation, interdisciplinary communication, and as a
framework for understanding the dynamic interplay
between therapist, service user, and artwork, noting that
the model supports the establishment and maintenance
of therapeutic relationships. However, several practition-
ers emphasized the model's limitations, especially in
group settings, where therapeutic dynamics often exceed
the simplicity of a triadic structure. Further, participating
art therapists called for a more nuanced and critical ap-
proach to teaching the model. They recommended incor-
porating historical context, performative dimensions, and
theoretical developments that have emerged from the
original model. Participants also stressed the need to
address the model’s limitations—particularly its reductive
nature—and to examine its applicability across diverse
cultural frameworks, where concepts of individuality,
artistic expression, and relational context may differ sig-
nificantly.

In summary, the demographic data show that most parti-
cipants hold a BA, MA, or PhD in art therapy (70.8%);
more than half are between 20 and 39 years old (55.6%);
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DDO01: Educational Background

Other answers (6 | 9.2%)

PhD (Promotion) (2 | 3.1%)

Diploma (13 | 20.0%)

MA Program (26 | 40.0%)

BA Program (18 | 27.7%)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60
Multiple responses possible. All responses: n=65

Demographic Data Chart (n=63)

DD04_01: Age Distribution

60+ (12 | 19.0%)

40-59 (16 | 25.4%)

20-39 (35 | 55.6%)

10 20 30 40 50 60

o

DDO05: Gender Identity

Other (1 | 1.6%)

Prefer not to say (2 | 3.2%)

Non-binary (5 | 7.9%)

Female (54 | 85.7%)

Male (1| 1.6%)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 1: Diagrams of Demographic Data, questionnaire items DDO1, DDO5, DD04_1
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TD11: Usefulness of the Triadic Relationship in Art Therapy Practice (n = 63)
56 (88.9%)
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(o))
o
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N
o
T

Percentage of All Participants

N
o
T

2 (3.2%)

No
Response

TD12: Should the Concept Remain Part of Academic Art Therapy Education? (n = 63)
53 (84.1%)

Yes

801

701

60

501

a0}

301

Percentage of All Participants

201

10|

1(1.6%)

No

5 (7.9%)

| am not sure

7 (11.1%)

| am not sure Only qualitative answer
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Figure 2: Diagrams of questionnaire items TD11, and TD12

and a large number identify as female (74.6%). Turning
to the topic-related data, nearly all participants learned
about the triangular relationship during their art therapy
education (93.7%), yet the majority report that they did
not critically examine its possible inherent patriarchal
structures and colonial continuities (82.5%). A similarly
large share state that they never scrutinised the concept
of “genius” in their studies (85.7%), and more than half
recall that in their programs they attended art was under-
stood as “genius expression of the self” (65.1%). At the
same time, however, the great majority say that art was
presented to them as a social and cultural practice devel-
oping from the relationship an individual holds with their
environment (87.3%). Roughly half of participants remem-
ber discussing the concept of artwork in relation to post-
modern theory (“Auflésung des Werkbegriffs”), and most
do not recall being familiarised with specific variants of
the triangular relationship in art therapy during their

studies (68.2%). Overall, an overwhelming majority con-
siders the concept useful in their daily practice (88.9%)
and believe it should stay part of art-therapy education
(84.1%).

4 Discussion

As the qualitative comments left in the survey suggest
that greater knowledge of the triangular relationship’s
development and history would benefit art-therapy stu-
dents in Germany, this discussion begins by offering basic
information on the model. The concept seems to arise
mainly out of theoretical developments in psychotherapy.
Case [35], Dalley et al. [36], Isserow [1], and Skaife ([37],
[20]), note that, as art therapy emerged as its own discip-
line, the need for a distinct model separating it from
other—particularly verbal—forms of therapy surfaced. Art
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TDO1: Did You Get to Know the Concept of the Triadic Relationship During Your Art Therapy Education? (n = 63)

59 (93.7%)
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60
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2 (3.2%)

2 (3.2%)
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Response
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| am not sure

TDO02: Critical Consideration of Patriarchal Structures and Colonial Continuities (n = 63)

52 (82.5%)

Percentage of All Participants
N w iy (64 [e)} ~ [e4)
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=
o
T

2 (3.2%)

8 (12.7%)

1(1.6%)

Yes No

| am not sure Only qualitative answer

Response

Figure 3: Diagrams of questionnaire items TDO1, and TD02

therapy literature names as main sources psychoanalyst
Winnicott’s concept of potential space and his relation-
ship triangle of mother, infant, and “transitional object”
[38]; psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas’s idea of the
“transformational object” and its evocative potential ([35],
p. 49); as well as analytical psychologist C. G. Jung’s
theories, which frame the art medium as a third entity
that enables a transformation of transference through
archetypal imagery [39]. Along with Jung, psychoanalyst
Melanie Klein [40] is also mentioned as an influence.
Schwarz et al. [41] point out that, while early psychoana-
lysts initially viewed the therapist's personality and emo-
tions (countertransference) as a hindrance, clinicians
such as Klein—despite maintaining the classical neutral
stance—acknowledged and further developed the idea
that countertransference offers cues to the client's psyche
and can serve as an important therapeutic tool. This

paved the way for the expansion of (counter)transference
phenomena onto art ([42], pp. 17).

These roots in psychoanalysis, analytical psychology, and
psychodynamic psychotherapy highlight the relevance of
the concept of transference for the model. The following
sections discuss how modernist and postmodernist ten-
sions shape the theory and terminology underlying the
triangular relationship in art therapy.

4.1 Transference

Survey data suggest a present empirical tension: Though
a great majority of participants (88.9%) praise the model
of triangular relationship and find it useful in their daily
practice (TD11), qualitative responses criticise its reduc-
tive nature and indicate insufficient introduction to alter-
native frameworks, with 68.2% unable to recall being fa-
miliarized with specific models (TDO7).
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TDO03: Was the Concept of 'Genius' Discussed Critically in Art Therapy Education? (n = 63)

47 (74.6%)
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TDO06: Was Art Understood as Genuine Expression of the Self? (n=63)
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Only qualitative answer
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Figure 4: Diagrams of questionnaire items TD03, and TDO6

Most triadic designs understand transference and coun-
tertransference as basic constituents, the best-known
example being the model developed by analytical art
psychotherapist Schaverien [2]. She regards the tip of
the triangular relationship—what she calls “the pic-
ture”—as an “object of transference” that evokes aesthet-
ic countertransference developing from both therapist
and service user. In Schaveriens’ view though, this picture
can be considered an object of transference only when
it is created as an embodied image—that is, not merely
a pictographic “aid” for communication with the therapist
but an image that “conveys a feeling state for which no
other mode of expression can be substituted” ([2], p. 59).
According to Schaverien, only such an embodied picture
is able to transform the service user by activating all
points of the triangle, thereby leading to the creation of
a dynamic field. Although she states that these two cat-
egories of images—the pictographic and the embodied

one—are distinct, Schaverien also notes that much of the
art created by her service users during art therapy, to one
extent or another, carries aspects of both. Schaverien
further emphasises that different art-therapeutic set-
tings—art therapy, art psychotherapy, and analytical art
psychotherapy—can lead to the production of distinctive
creative aesthetics and forms. Another concept Schaver-
ien [42] introduces is “scapegoat transference,” a phe-
nomenon that emerges only from the creation of an em-
bodied artwork. This form of transference develops
between an artist and their art image/object, generating
transformational power that stems from the relationship
between artist and artwork.

Mirroring data from the informative survey, in which par-
ticipants criticize the model for its reductive nature, art
therapist Caroline Case, in another design, introduces
her own theory of “refractive transference,” where “pro-
jections and transference hit the surface of the therapy
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TDO04: Was the Term 'Artwork' Critically Discussed in Connection with Postmodern Theory? (n = 63)
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TDO5: Was Art Understood as a Social and Cultural Practice? (n = 63)

55 (87.3%)

80

60

40

Percentage of All Participants

20

No

2 (3.2%)
0 (0,0%)
Only qualitative answer

| am not sure

Response

Figure 5: Diagrams of questionnaire items TD04, and TDO5

room/therapist and refract in all directions” ([35], p. 17).
Case suggests that art-therapy sessions create a dynamic
and complex field of transference and countertransfer-
ence where not one occurs after the other but, rather,
multiple projections are taking place at the same time.
On a similar note, Vaculik and Orlans state that Integrative
Arts Therapy has come to the conclusion that the con-
cepts of transference and countertransference cannot
be separated, nor is such a separation supported by re-
search in the fields of affective neuroscience and inter-
personal neurobiology ([43], p. 66). Chilton et al. add
that, due to the inherent interdisciplinary nature of the
profession, “in art therapy truth is represented through
multiple realities” ([44], p. 7). In his person-centred ap-
proach, psychotherapist Carl Rogers already suggested
that congruent relationships can develop only beyond the
hierarchies of transference when therapist and service
user meet on equal grounds in a field of countertransfer-

ence [22]. His colleague, Paul L. Wachtel, holds a critical
view on transference theory as well. Though considering
it a valuable contribution to psychotherapy, he sees it as
only one source amongst many for the creation of under-
standing and meaning in therapeutic settings ([25], p.
96). Wachtel cites psychoanalyst K. A. Frank, who stated
back in 2001 that, if transference is used as the main
source of information about a patient, it can lead to the
neglect of “outside interactions” and, in the worst case,
to an enforcement of the therapist’s understanding of
reality on the patient ([25], p. 243).

A strong stance against applying the psychotherapeutic
concept of transference onto art and art therapy in gen-
eral comes from art therapist Sally Skaife. She reflects
doubtfully on the idea that the artwork in art therapy “is
an expression of the transference or the transference it-
self” ([37], p. 121). In another publication from the year
2001, Skaife states further that the profession might be
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E(I)Dp?: Were You Familiarized With One or More (Expanded) Models of the Art Therapy Triad During Your Studies? (n = 63)

401

22 (34.9%)

30+t 18 (28.6%)

20t

Percentage of All Participants

10f

Yes No

21 (33.3%)

2(3.2%)

| am not sure Only qualitative answer

Response

Figure 6: Diagram of questionnaire item TDO7

held back by parts of psychoanalytical language and
“better advanced by a shift to a theoretical frame which
puts forward an intersubjective position in which art is
seen as a material, communicative gesture outside any
individual consciousness” ([20], pp. 41). Suggesting
moving towards an intersubjective understanding, based
on Merleau-Ponty’s theory, she points out that the psycho-
analytic framework—including Jungian archetypes,
Lacanian desire, Winnicott's potential space, and group
interaction—often regards an artwork as symbolic of
something beyond itself, thus neglecting the inherent
physicality and specificity of art materials and objects.

The above outlined considerations represent the Intersub-
jective Turn, which is taking place across diverse acade-
mic disciplines, moving toward emphasizing the relational,
dialogical, and interactive foundations of human con-
sciousness, identity, meaning-making, and social reality.
Edmund Husserl first introduced the term “intersubjectiv-
ity” as part of his theory of phenomenology, describing it
as a phenomenon not actively and consciously produced
by individuals but rather as an inherent and fundamental
structure of human experience and existence: "If a mental
being is to exist, have objective existence, the conditions
for the possibility of intersubjective givenness must be
fulfilled" ([45], p. 95). Intersubjectivity therefore implies
that humans are constantly part of a network of commu-
nication, trying to create meaning from what is continu-
ously communicated to them. Art is part of this intersub-
jective field of sentient existence. It communicates with
its creator as well as its recipient. Both construct meaning
about this communication from their previous experi-
ences, explaining why the same artwork can evoke a
range of diverse affects and feelings within different indi-
viduals. If humans cannot not communicate, as suggested
by psychotherapist Paul Watzlawick [46], the art those
humans create must underly the same train of logic.
Language can therefore be understood as a form of inter-
pretation of artistic communication, with different cultures

having developed distinctive jargons to talk about the
affects and feelings creative phenomena evoke. Psycho-
logist Batja Mesquita [47] argues that whilst in some
cultures—mainly western, educated, industrialized, rich,
democratic (WEIRD) cultures—emotions are understood
to be fixed entities that emerge inside an individual, in
most other’s they are believed to develop in-between
people as a result of interaction with one another.

Other theoretical frameworks further developing the tri-
angular relationship in art therapy draw from both trans-
ference theory as well as intersubjectivity. Building on
Schaverien’s model, Isserow’s concept of joint attention
integrates psychoanalytic views of transference with the
Oedipal complex, suggesting that the ability to engage
triadically in art therapy (looking together at the art object
with the therapist) is predicated on the successful navi-
gation of early developmental stages in childhood, includ-
ing the internal processing of primary relationships and
the recognition of others' separate minds and relation-
ships [1]. Springham and Huet [3] connect the triadic
understanding with the Ostensive Communication System,
highlighting that “all intersubjectivity is at some level
mediated through triangular relationships” (p. 9). To in-
clude considerations about “the involvement of the ther-
apist in the art making process,” Bragge and Fenner [4]
extend the triangle into a square able to depict five types
of interaction, based on an intersubjective approach (p.
19). In their two-dimensional hexagonal shape, Haywood
and Grant [6] “draw on relational and embodied pro-
cesses of transference and countertransference,” trying
to depict processes arising in virtual art therapy (p. 144).
Karin Dannecker [7] further elaborates the original design
by adding three sub-triangles, each one portraying “art,”
“patient,” and “art therapist,” including their conscious,
preconscious, and unconscious horizontal levels of com-
munication in art therapy, as well as the intensity of their
communication, focussing on the “dense connectedness
between the unconscious of the therapist and the patient”
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(p. 8). Finally, Schulze-Stampa [5] carries the two-dimen-
sional triangle into the third dimension, creating an inter-
action field (IF) between group, single patient, art therap-
ist, and artwork, with the aim to document processes in
group art therapy more accurately.

Returning back to the collected survey data, with only
one third of respondents remembering to have learned
about alternative variants of the triangular relationship,
a possible lag in theoretical diversification in German art-
therapy curricula seems to become apparent.

4.2 Art as expression of a genius self

74.6% of survey respondents report that the concept of
“genius” was not critiqued in their training (TDO3), and
65.1% remember being taught that art can be understood
as “genius expression of the self” (TDOB). These data
could suggest that—despite postmodern critiques—in
German art-therapy curricula, modernist narratives about
the “genius” persist.

Sociologist Karl-Siegbert Rehberg traces the history of
the concept of genius expression in art, outlining how a
romanticised understanding of the renaissance
artist—viewed as a superior being, able to channel the
divine powers of creation from an almighty god through
generating works of universal beauty—was transformed
in modernity into artists themselves becoming genius in-
dividuals, in possession of a raw core of creative energy
in danger of inhibition by the norms of religion, culture,
and society. Only by renouncing those norms and diving
into the depth of one’s unconscious core could an artist
hope to find an authentic connection to their innermost
“true” self, which—once uncovered—offered the power of
pure creation ([48], pp. 51). Though the longing for a
fresh start of art, independent of cultural and historical
baggage, can be understood from a historical perspective,
postmodernity points out the inherent obliviousness of
this modernist endeavour. Art theorist Rosalind Krauss
portrays the idea of avant-garde originality as “conceived
as a literal origin, a beginning from ground zero, a birth
(...) The self as origin is safe from contamination by tradi-
tion because it possesses a kind of originary naiveté”
([10], p. 53). Dannecker summarizes ideas on art from
a psychodynamic perspective, noting that Freud con-
sidered artists more capable of overcoming drive impulses
and barriers of repression, with Austrian psychoanalyst
and art historian Ernst Kris having been convinced that
artists could control regression through a strong ego, thus
releasing creativity ([7], p. 6). These ideas in psychoana-
lysis mirror modern understandings of art, romanticising
and idealising the artist, their creative process, and their
artworks.

Modern ideas about art also materialise in art therapy.
Having been taught by her teacher Friedl Dicker-Brandeis
(herself a student at The Bauhaus between 1919-1923,
studying with Johannes Itten among others), art therapist
Edith Kramer’s theory divides creative activity into five
categories, of which the first four do not resemble “creat-
ive expression or art in the true sense of the word.” Only

the fifth category can be understood as: “The creation of
symbolic forms that are both an expression of the self
and a communication to the environment” ([49], p. 65).
Although Kramer points out that most creative processes
consist of some or all five of her categories and should
therefore not be used to establish a “rigid system” ([49],
p. 74), by categorizing art as genuine and “true,” Kramer
simultaneously creates a classification of “fake” art. In
her approach, the art therapist is able to lead the amateur
to their innermost original creative self-expression, freeing
them from inhibitions enforced by societal and cultural
expectations and norms. This notion, though, carries the
risk of replacing one hierarchical structure with another:
that of an inhibiting society with the authority of an
idealized art therapist.

The concept of "genius" in art has since undergone signi-
ficant transformation, moving toward a more contextual,
social, and deconstructed understanding in postmodern
thinking. The myth of the lone (often male) mastermind
has been criticized, arguing that ideas do not develop
from the creative core of one single talent but rather
cultivate within a network of individuals. Art historian
Linda Nochlin [11] calls out the dominance of a white
male power elite in art and art history in her influential
1971 essay, Why Have There Been No Great Women
Artists? In her view, our understanding of what constitutes
art becomes distorted when individuals who do not fit
the stencil of the white male genius are excluded. On the
same note, systemic scientist Montuori and psychologist
Purser argue that “a reductionistic individualistic modern-
ist conception of creativity creates a virtual blind spot
when it comes to the social dimensions of creativity”
([18], p. 75).

As a majority of survey participants report that they did
not critically discuss the concept of “genius” during their
studies, with more than half recording that art was con-
veyed as genius expression of the self, further incorpora-
tion of this blind spot, identified by postmodern thinking,
seems to be of relevance for art therapy education in
Germany.

4.3 What constitutes an artwork

While just half of participants (49.2%) recall engaging in
discussions on what constitutes an artwork (“Auflésung
des Wekbegriffs”) (TD0O4), a majority (87.3%) remember
being introduced to art as a socio-cultural practice (TDO5).
Qualitative answers additionally call for more insight on
the performative dimensions of the underlying theory and
terminology of the triangular relationship in art therapy.
Together with the Linguistic, lconic, and Intersubjective
Turn, contemporary art experiences the Performative
Turn. These developments manifest in the linguistics of
the profession: while publications on the triangular rela-
tionship in art therapy in the 1990s and 2000s often use
the terms “image,” “picture,” and “art object” ([1], [2],
[35], [42]), later ones tend to use the terminology of “art,”
“work,” and “artwork” ([4], [5], [7], [8]).
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But what constitutes a work of art? Alter-Muri & Klein
point out that media and performance artist Allan Kaprow
distinguished between “art like art” and “life like art”
during the 1960s and 1970s, with the former separating
art from daily life and the latter serving it, emphasising
that art can take place and be experienced at any mo-
ment and place in time, even the most mondain: “By
moving art out of the traditional ‘high-art’ world into life,
therapeutic change can occur. Art therapists do this all
the time” ([19], p. 83). Scholars such as Judith Butler
[50], Erika Fischer-Lichte [51], and Richard Schechner
[52] describe performance as a fundamental phenome-
non through which individuals, in exchange with their
culture, shape reality, identity, and meaning. Additionally,
art theorist Elizabeth Jones criticises the understanding
of art-as-an-object, pointing out that art constitutes as a
shared experience in which spectator and artist generate
meaning on equal footing within a joint act ([9], p. 207).
Philosophers such as Georg W. Bertram have developed
these thoughts further, highlighting that the artistic pro-
cess can be understood as a reflective social practice
stemming from human interaction rooted in a shared
lived reality ([13], p. 12). Using an intermedial approach,
performance art has become the space of postmodernity
where traditional boundaries between art genres, media,
“high” and “low” art, as well as traditional ideas about
societal male and female norms, are strongly critiqued,
transversed, dissolved, and transformed ([53], p. 87).
When it comes to art-therapy practice, the Performative
Turn ignites questions about the performative status of
the therapy setting, the therapist as well as the service
user, and the artwork created. If art is understood as a
socially and culturally shaped practice, with mondain daily
experiences able to be viewed as artworks, mustn’'t an
art therapy session be comprehended as a performative
arts space as well? Pamela Whitaker formulates her idea
of “Art Therapy Performance,” combining art-therapy
practice with performance and live art: “Essentially art
therapy and performance art cultivate the art of asking
questions from both a personal and social standpoint”
([54], p- 32). Further connections to performance art
particularly highlight the transformative qualities present
in Marina Abramovic’s work, bearing relevance for psy-
chotherapy [55] and art-therapy practice ([56], [57]).
While the survey data show that art-as-social-practice
was taught to a broad majority of participants, comments
within the qualitative data suggest that discussions on
the impact of performative perspectives—as presented
in this subsection—might still be under-represented in
German art-therapy curricula.

4.4 Patriarchal structures and colonial
continuities

As the demographic data of the informative survey show,
with 85.7% of participants associating themselves with
the female gender, art therapy in Germany is a profession
mainly practiced by women. This ties in with Savneet
Talwar, who already critiqued, back in 2010, that the

American Art Therapy Association (AATA) has traditionally
been a “largely middle class” and “white, women’s organ-
ization” ([58], p. 15).

As art therapy has started to become a profession prac-
ticed internationally, the theory shifts outlined in this
article represent attempts to move away from a genius-
driven, Western view of how humans create and define
art. They also question static ideas about the self, trans-
ference, and countertransference, as well as the authority
of the white male therapist in general, striving for equal
and diverse encounters between individuals. Art therap-
ists Goodman-Casanova and Sanchez-Aranegui remind
readers that “historically, psychiatry has been shaped by
systemic inequalities, discrimination, and bias, particu-
larly towards women and other marginalised groups”,
which has led to “the perpetuation of unequal power dy-
namics within therapeutic relationships...” ([59], pp. 1).
To recognize and address inequalities, they suggest
looking at art therapy from an intersectional viewpoint,
taking into consideration how overlapping systems of
oppression shape lived experience. Chioma Anah [60]
points out that art-therapy practice can only be applied
successfully when art therapists are able to acknowledge
the historical influence colonial thinking and oppression
has had—and still have—on people of colour and their
communities. Also, Eastwood, McDonald, Turner, and
Vernon argue that art therapists need to untangle and
examine their “own psychological and social aesthetic
subjectivity” to support “robust and continual questioning
of existing certainties" ([61], p. 3).

In the qualitative answering section, participants mention
the model’s limitations when it comes to critically examin-
ing its applicability across diverse cultural frameworks,
where concepts of individuality, artistic expression, and
relational context can differ significantly.

Additionally, 82.5% of participating art therapists reported
to not have critically discussed patriarchal and colonial
underpinnings of the triangular relationship (TD0O2) during
their art therapy studies. This suggests significant head-
space for further critical self-reflection about the history,
theory, and practice of a profession coming from a mainly
white and western background within German art-therapy
curricula.

4.5 Limitations

With its 63 participants, the results of the informative
survey presented in this article cannot be considered
representative of art-therapy education and practice in
Germany. Further, due to its focus on Germany, results
are not culturally transferable, as training contexts differ
between countries. As participants were mainly self-selec-
ted members recruited with the help of a professional
body, their views may additionally over-represent those
already engaged in theoretical discourse. Another limita-
tion might be the possibility that alumni could misremem-
ber curricular content or report what seems professionally
desirable. Additionally, yes/no/unsure items might limit
nuance. In future studies, research triangulation, including
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observations and curricula analyses, could further validate
the self-report data. Lastly, coming from a background in
fine arts, intermedial arts therapy, and humanistic psy-
chology, the researcher’'s own theoretical and practical
stance might have shaped the framing of the survey
questions as well as their interpretation.

5 Conclusions

This article has attempted to enquire how the model of
the triangular relationship is being included within Ger-
man art-therapy curricula, considering its relationship to
underlying modernist and postmodern theory. Data col-
lected through an informative survey provide mixed im-
pressions, suggesting that, while almost every respondent
encountered the model during training (93.7%) and still
relies on it in art-therapy practice (88.9%), far fewer recall
critically discussing its historical roots in modern concepts
questioned by postmodern theory.

Four in five art-therapy graduates participating in the
survey never examined its patriarchal or colonial relations
(82.5%), and three in four do not recall deconstructing
the concept of “genius” (74.6%)—despite two thirds,
mentioning that art was framed as expression of genius
self (65.1%). Similarly, although the vast majority were
taught to view artmaking as a socio-cultural practice
(87.3%), only half remember engaging with postmodern
ideas on what constitutes a work of art (49.2%), with de-
velopments in performance art underrepresented.
Though the model’s simple design continues to make it
a valuable tool, at the same time its minimalism is criti-
cized—in survey data as well as art-therapy literature—for
not capturing the complex, multi-layered experiences oc-
curring during art-therapy practice.

But while current literature on developments of the
model exists—addressing its shortcomings—fewer than
one in three participants remembers having heard of any
of them during their studies (28.6%), with 68.2% unable
to name alternatives.

The findings of the survey data analysed in this article
suggest that postmodern theory has not yet been suffi-
ciently included in art-therapy curricula in Germany.
Through integrating current literature on the triangular
relationship, developments in postmodern theory, altern-
ative relational concepts—including social, cultural, and
intersectional dimensions—the model’s practical relev-
ance could be preserved while equipping future art ther-
apists to work with the more complex and diverse realities
of twenty-first-century practice.
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