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Abstract 
 
The aim of this thesis is to invite the reader through an a/r/tographic research which is focused on 
studying the role of artist-teacher. One of the challenges that artist-teachers face throughout their 
professional career is to find a balance between their identities, to fulfill the desire to create and the 
aim to educate. Self-understanding and being mindful about one’s artistic process is a necessity for 
artist-teachers in order to be able to understand others’ ambitions and the ways to facilitate their 
artistic development. Engaging in a personal artistic activity with the purpose of gaining insight 
about the factors that makes one an artist will lead to significant impact and knowledge on the ways 
one will teach.  
 
This thesis analyzes the in-between space where three domains of artistic practice, research and 
teaching come together as a form of living inquiry. By doing so I am realizing how each area help me 
to understand ways of enriching my identity as an artist-teacher. Furthermore, this auto-
ethnographic research is mainly referencing rhizomatic relational way of meaning making through 
the dynamic state of transformation and becoming.  
 
The method of Active Imagination which has been developed by Carl Jung, is elaborated as the core 
concept of the artistic practice at one point and eventually influencing the pedagogical approach, 
that leads to the development of cognitive skills and accessing new knowledge. Spontaneous 
drawing as an expressive approach of artistic activity, will be defined as an essential way to 
encourage primary students on finding the personal voice and facilitating the activity of 
imagination. Also, this form of activity provides the opportunity for communication and interaction 
with students and it enriches teacher’s involvement as a guide towards students’ understanding of 
their own artistic expressions.  
 
The artistic practice presented beside the text is a continues drawing pipeline which is based on 
Active Imagination process, with the purpose of recording spontaneous images in the “waking 
dream” state and connecting them together through a timeline to form a maze-type structure. This 
never-ending project with the constantly changing nature acts as a way to emphasize on the value 
of transformation as the key factor of formation of the integrated identity of artist-researcher-
teacher. 
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Figure 1. Part 11 & 12 of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2017 
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Introduction  

 

             In this thesis I analyze the integrated identity of the artist-teacher, based on my personal 

experiences and practices throughout this field. The main purpose of this research is to examine 

the Active Imagination method, as a creative practice, in order to realize how this method has been 

informing my artistic practice and consequently the pedagogical practice. Active Imagination is 

considered to be a personal technique in which the main goal is to reach a unified psychological 

balance and to acquire more knowledge about oneself. Therefore it has a therapeutic nature at its 

core. Further, I analyze a personal ongoing project influenced by the method of Active Imagination 

which is focused on the notion of spontaneious visual expression, with the purpose of building a 

bridge between the conscious and unconscious domains of the mind, in order to make a dialogue 

between sets of symbols, inner figures, personifications and metaphors.  

 

            The goal of this experimental project is to connect these contents through a continuos 

timeline and provide a baseline for the practice of Active Imagination by using visual image 

making tools. The Active Imagination method has been an essential approach for making sense of 

the notion of spontaneity and how it can become a practical aspect of knowledge making and self-

realization through artistic practice. In addition, I am aiming to analyze the influence of this 

personal practice on my role as a teacher. As a part-time art teacher, I have been working with 

children and adults for the past seven years in private and institutional settings and my main 

concern was to provide an opportunity and space for my students to take advantage of artistic 

practices which lead to self-expression. As an artist-teacher, my personal understanding of art has 

been the core aspect of my teaching practice and in many ways these two complementary 

professional sides inform each other. By making sense of the practical method of Active 

Imagination I am aiming to realize the reason I find it essential to encourage my students to take 

part in spontaneous drawing and painting, as the key factors on finding the personal visual voice 

and facilitating the activity of imagination. Also, by articulating the benefits of Active Imagination 

method, I am examining the ways it guides me through interaction with my students and how it 

enriches my involvement as a facilitator towards their understanding of their own artistic 

expressions. The purpose of this thesis is to (re)conceptualize the pre-understandings of my 
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practice-based personal experiences in a certain theoretical framework, and exploring a/r/tographic 

process, for creating a more complex understandings of myself and the topic.  

 

             As a visual artist and art teacher I have always been interested in personalized ways of 

learning, understanding and performing the artistic process. I consider myself a motivated and 

curious individual who takes part in various practices such as drawing and painting and seeks 

inspirations from professionals whose ways of expression evoke feelings and bring new meanings 

to the everyday life with the desire to find own visual voice. This attitude of having interest towards 

the personalized visual style has also affected my way of being a teacher. Throughout my teaching 

career, my concerns and attentions were more oriented towards the development of spontaneous 

visual expression skill, as a key factor on finding the personal voice and facilitating the activity of 

imagination. Although, certain principles such as knowledge about materials, fundamentals of 

visual art, brainstorming techniques and structured pipelines, have always been valuable in my 

teaching plans. My greatest ambition is to assist my students to know more about their desires and 

interests and be mindful about the facts that make them unique. I also wish to guide them through 

a self-discovery journey through art making; A process of individuation through lines and colors. 

But how can this goal be achieved?  

 

            After finishing my bachelor’s studies, I have been spending an intensive time to make art, 

particularly experimenting with visual art mediums such as painting and illustration. I have been 

working in my studio and I was also active as a freelancer. It was then when I was offered to 

become an art teacher in an art and design private institution. Till that moment I have never 

considered to teach. The act of teaching seemed strange for me since I felt I am not experienced 

yet to tell someone what to do and how to do it, I don’t have the necessary skills of a master painter 

and not at all good in giving a speech, and most importantly, I am still learning myself. But in 

contrast, a new feeling also emerged inside me. I realized that some part of me wants to be engaged 

in a teaching activity. The idea of communication with different people and sharing information 

with each other was something that made me motivated to take that part in that field. I have had a 

conflict with this idea, so I decided to ask for some guidance from a professional art teacher. After 

consulting with a friend of mine who was an experienced art teacher, she said to me that I have to 

choose between being an artist or a teacher since they are separate domains, and I will not get good 
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results in each of them if I attempt to do both equally. This statement has been troubling me in a 

way that it viewed success as a result of pursuing only one professional identity. There is no doubt 

that the amount of time given for the development of knowledge and skills in one specific line of 

activity has direct impact on valuable achievements in that field, but the question that has always 

been there for me was that how to be active in both sides of ‘making’ and ‘teaching’ art, and still 

be considered as successful? I suppose the narrow idea of professional identity as certain pre-

determined mastery is a burden for many individuals like me. 

 

            My main concern is to make sense of my integrated professional identity by identifying the 

approach that informs both my artistic practice and pedagogical practice. I’m seeking the hidden 

essence of the need to create individually at studio and the need to teach and educate in the 

classroom. This essence defines my motivation to be an artist-teacher. “The integration of the 

artist, researcher and teacher identities has the potential for creating emergent identities in which 

new skills, theories and practices are formed that could influence the development of art and art 

education practice and knowledge” (Thornton, 2013, p. 10). For this purpose, I chose A/r/tography 

methodology to pursue my research for this thesis. As Irwin and Springgay (2008) describe it, 

“A/r/tography is a methodology of embodiment, of continuous engagement with the world: One 

that interrogates yet celebrates meaning. A/r/tography is a living practice, a life creating experience 

examining our personal, political and/or professional lives.” (Irwin & Springgay, 2008, p. xxix) 

   

          One of my precious discoveries in the last part of my studies was this methodology. This 

methodology offers a new perspective for meaning making and seeking new connections between 

three different roles of the artist, researcher and teacher. According to Irwin and Springgay (2008), 

a/r/tography is meant to be used for self-study and to be mindful about the in-between space where 

these three roles come together. It helps individuals like me to identify themselves by the ways of 

being in community and by engaging in a form of practical research where theory and practice 

harmonize with each other to facilitate the process of knowledge making through a living inquiry. 

This shared, in-between space is “… the locus for social, cultural and natural transformations. It 

is not simply a convenient space for movements and realignments but in fact is the only place. The 

place around identities, between identities, where becoming, openness to futurity, outstrips the 

conservational impetus to retain cohesion and unity.” (Grosz, 2001, cited in Irwin & Springgay, 
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2008, p. xx). The main purpose of a/r/tography, as a new form of methodology is to redefine the 

traditional concept of research.  

 

             For the theoretical part of this research, I draw upon Carl Gustav Jung’s (1928) theory on 

individuation and self-realization. Jung had a tremendous influence on my personal development 

and his points of view shed light on many of my questions and concerns. The Catus Maze project, 

that I will discuss in this thesis, is highly affected by his notions about the importance of making 

dialogue with unconsciousness, based on the technique of Active Imagination and amplification. 

In reality the analytical psychology has helped me significantly to acknowledge my traumas and 

seeking solutions to pass over them. Also, I believe the one of the reasons I was drawn to work 

with children was because of effects of his influence on my understanding about the importance 

of going back to childhood experiences in pursuit of psychological development. Furthermore, I 

am gaining insight from the philosophical concept of rhizome, by Gilles Deleuze & Felix Guattari 

(1987) throughout my writings and artistic practice. The concept of rhizome suggests a non-direct 

persuation of development and growth. Knowledge production does not have necessarily any 

particular center or origin. Instead, the meanings appear through interconnection of various 

segments altogether. Art-based research theories and specifically around the topic of a/r/t/ography 

would definitely be an important aspect of my literature review. I would draw from statements of 

Shaun McNiff (2007), Rita Irwin (2008) and Stephanie Springgay (2008). On the other hand, I 

would examine Alan Thornton’s (2013) perspective towards the dual identity theory of the artist-

teacher and the way these professional identities are formed. On the topic of pedagogy, I draw 

upon Reggio Emilia’s (1993) principles of learning that emphasize on the potential of children in 

constructing their own learning and ways of communication with them that facilitates them to 

reach a personalized way of expression. 

 

              The structure of this thesis consists of three main chapters, and a conclusion chapter. In 

chapter one, I elaborate on arts-based research approach and precisely the a/r/tography 

methodology, as the guiding principle of this thesis. In chapter two, I explain about the method of 

Active Imagination, which is a creative and therapeutical method, developed by Carl Jung (1913-

1916) and that has been the core aspect of my artistic practice pipeline and an inspiring framework 

for my pedagogical practice. In chapter three I will analyze my experimental practices with Active 
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Imagination method in both my artistic and pedagogical practice and discuss how this method has 

been guiding me through the process of knowledge construction. The images I use throughought 

this thesis are the result of my artistic practices from 2013, mostly parts of an ongoing visual 

practice named Catus Maze, which is an experimental visual approach for using Active 

Imagination method. Images act as complementary elements with the text. The purpose is to invite 

the reader to read the text and images together to reach a better understanding of the purpose of 

this a/r/tographic research and to become engaged in the process of interpretation.  

 

 

Figure 2. Part 37 & 38 of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2018 
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Figure 3. Part 1 - 3  of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2017 
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Chapter 1: A/r/tography as a methodological approach for creating 

knowledge 

   

               To make sense of the artistic process and understanding all of its’ aspects is not an easy 

task. Art plays a very serious, yet very strange role in the development of the personality of the 

one who decides to use it as an essential element in their life. Depending on the reason, purpose 

and motivation to use art, the impacts of it in one’s life path appear differently. For some people, 

art is the main tool of achieving success and satisfaction in their personal and professional life. 

These people, as known as ‘artists’, who dedicate most of their time and energy to enhance their 

skills in observation and creation methods to see everyday life with a sharper lens, in order to 

produce sets of artworks which their purpose is to communicate and deliver new meanings to their 

outside world. According to Heidegger (1993), the artist and the artwork are two inseparable 

aspects of one another, while together they identify the meaning of art, which is defining each of 

their identities separately.  

 

The artist is the origin of the work. The work is the origin of the artist. Neither is without 

the other. Nevertheless, neither is the sole support of the other. In themselves and in their 

interrelations artist and work are each of them by virtue of a third thing which is prior to 

both, namely, that which also gives artists and work of art their names – art. (Heidegger, 

1993, p. 143, as cited in Thornton, 2013, p. 44)  

            

            The ways of creative production are greatly diverse. Each individual person has their own 

way of interpreting their surroundings and grasping the information. We are all unique in our own 

ways and so our ways of expression. There is not one but numerous ways to be an artist, and to 

find your inner tone of voice and characteristics. But how does this uniqueness can be developed? 

What are the best ways of helping others to find their own way of expression? How to guide them 

make sense of their own artistic process which are not so easy to recognize? And why is it 

important to do it? Here is where the role of art teacher gets important.  

 

         Working in the different professional domains of art and teaching simultaneously will lead 

to various forms of struggle for the individuals who are active in these fields. The confluence of 
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different identities might bring a feeling of confusion for these individuals. Thornton (2013) 

suggests that these integrated identities need further redefining. Attention to the practice-oriented 

identities will lead and motivate individuals to gain more knowledge and understanding about vital 

features of identity and the linkage between them. The professional titles that each person acquire 

from their social activities have a direct influence on the way they perceive their ‘self’ as a unit. 

This perception of self, determines each individual’s notions about life and the reasons for growth 

in both personal and professional level. The term ‘self’ is a representation of a singular 

identification of the person, which contains various identities in a psychological sense. On the 

other hand, the term ‘role’ refers to a social title that is not considered by definition personal, but 

it surely alters the personal identity and by result it has impact on the ‘self’. (Thornton, 2013)  

 

         The term ‘artist-teacher’ refers to a double practice with the focus on arts as the main subject. 

One side of it refers to the action and acquired experiment of performing artistic practice and the 

other side refers to the act of transmitting knowledge about arts to others in institutional or private 

levels. While there are complementary features between these two roles, there are certain attitudes 

of each role which are in oppose to the other in ways. Although it is clear that the factors that 

makes one an artist and another a teacher varies on multiple personal, professional and cultural 

aspects, but there are stereotypical features that define each role in a global level. Daichendt (2010) 

elaborates on stereotypical characteristics of separate roles of the artist and the teacher; 

 

Stereotypical characteristics of artists include carefree attitudes, spontaneous activity, 

atypical working arrangements/conditions, and goals associated with exposure, exhibitions 

and galleries, or museums. In contrast, the teacher is often working in a regimented system 

that is systematic and highly structured. The goals are associated with student success and 

are less personal in nature. (Daichendt, 2010, p. 11) 

 

         Based on these notions, applying both these identities in a singular role might feel confusing 

for individuals. The role of artist-teacher requires a dynamic balance between features of separate 

identities of the ‘artist’ and the ‘teacher’. The integrate role of the artist teacher may be 

acknowledged as “…an individual who values artistic autonomy and creative freedom and sees 

them as social assets and therefore important to promote within the education system” (Thornton, 
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2013, pp. 52,53). Stereotypes affect on the individual’s understanding of their professional 

identities. Seeing beyond them is the purposes of this study. 

   

         Being an artist-teacher provides a possibility to acquire knowledge and experience from 

various settings and activities. The position requires a sense of flexibility and ‘in-betweenness’ 

between roles, actions and attitudes. The artist-teacher learns by doing and experimenting. They 

create and learn by engaging “…with the work as a rhizome by moving in and out, and around the 

work, making connections in a personal way” (Irwin et al, 2008, p. 207). A/r/tograohy is one way 

to make sense of the integrated identities of artist and teacher and view it as a whole. To not inform 

these two terms of the artist and the teacher as separate roles, but as two wings for a singular body, 

as an integrated whole.   

 

            The idea of the rhizome is an essential notion to make sense of the ways that how 

positioning of the ‘in-between’ matters. This dynamic positioning brings a sense of liberation for 

the artist-teachers to engage with the world as creators, learners, communicators and teachers. 

Learning and knowledge making is a necessity all along the path from various interactions with 

surroundings. Rhizome, as a Deleuzian (1987) viewpoint is a metaphorical perspective which is 

based on the movement and growth of crabgrass in various directions randomly. Deleuze and 

Guattari (1987) elaborate on this movement as a way to connect different points to each other in a 

non-hierarchical way. “They stress the importance of the “middle” by disrupting the linearity of 

beginnings and endings” (Irwin et al, 2008, p. 205). Rhizome opens a new perspective to make 

sense of interconnections of innumerable points which facilitate the phenomenon of constantly 

‘becoming’ something new. Becoming is a result of transformation of identities due to continues 

engagement and dynamic interaction within the world. This phenomenan in a smaller scale is what 

that is happening in the process of writing this research thesis as well.                                                                         

 

            Artist-teachers attempt to find a balance between their identities through their professional 

career (Thornton, 2013). The double-noun term of the artist-teacher suggests a dynamic flow 

between two separate professional domains. The one is the desire to engage in productive pipelines 

to create and express individually as an artist, and on the other hand, fulfilling the need to educate 

and communicate with others as a teacher. In order to make sense of these professional identities, 
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it is important that artist-teachers engage in a process of self-understanding which leads to being 

mindful about their own artistic process and identification of factors that define them as an artist. 

This acknowledgement of one’s artistic process has positive impact on understanding others’ 

ambitions and approaches, and it improves their abilities to facilitate their students’ artistic 

development. A/r/tography provides a way to make sense of the dual identity of the artist-teacher 

and to gain a deeper understanding on the ways artistic practice and educational practice connect 

with each other.  

 

              Alan Thornton (2013) has emphasized on the importance of the formation of these new 

integrated identities, which has the potential to impact the evolution of art and art education 

practice. The establishment of these new professional identities helps to ease the conflicts that 

individuals face during their active presence between three separated domains of art, research, and 

teaching (Thornton, 2013). An in-between space that gathers various aspects of each professional 

domain, encourages individuals to experience a flexible form of being. In the fields of education 

and art, these individuals are mainly seeking the answers regarding the validity of their 

professional role and strategies to come to terms with it. In order to find a proper answer to these 

questions, it is necessary that artist-teachers engage in a daily discovery through constant 

experiments and interactions with their surroundings (Thornton, 2013). This attitude leads to 

definition of the ever-changing identity of the artist-teacher, who seeks for insightful challenges 

which lead to emergence of new meanings.  

 

                One manner of grasping knowledge and engagement in the process of meaning making 

is to take part in artistic activities and processes. Artistic practices have a significant role in the 

development of cognitive thinking, and they lead to expansion of capabilities of the mind and 

development of it. Efland (2002) emphasizes that art provides intellectual growth and it can 

strengthen the abilities for problem solving. His viewpoints inform art educators with the ways to 

develop learners’ cognitive potentials. Further he highlights the integrated theory as a cognitive 

orientation, which explains the process of knowledge making as an active construction of the 

individual. According to him, “learners are portrayed as active human agents with motives and 

purposes for learning, rather than passive receivers of information. The construction of meanings 

occurs through their own efforts at knowledge-seeking” (Efland, 2002, p. 72). Based on this notion, 
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an active state of being is a necessity for acquiring new knowledge and making sense of the world. 

Identifying personal interests and motivations is the key factor of the way information is being 

perceived, and day to day interactions and experiences lead to recognition of our surroundings. 

                    

            By choosing A/r/tography, as a subset of arts-based research. I am taking a new role as 

researcher to examine these two roles and to figure out how the method of Active Imagination 

informs the overall practices of each role. In order to find connections and shared spaces that binds 

all roles as a unit. My purpose for researching myself started with the need to be more aware about 

the influences of my personal artistic practice on the way I teach and engage with my students. I 

believe that as a teacher it is essential to become mindful about aspects of my identity and how 

artistic practice generates meanings. The pipeline of self-research provides me a critical lens to 

look more closely towards the facts that have become obvious. By addressing these facts and 

analyzing the interaction between them I can take one more step towards awareness and locate 

myself more steadily inside the in-between space of my roles. A/r/tography helps me to navigate 

my focus in this in-between space, “…where meanings reside in the simultaneous use of language, 

images, materials, situations, space and time” (Irwin & Springgay, 2008, p. xix).  

 

           A/r/tography validates the importance of flexibility and reflection towards life events that 

are being experienced by individuals in the process of becoming. According to Irwin & Springgay 

(2008), what differentiates a/r/tography from other forms of research is the way this method 

provides an opportunity for creation of knowledge and understanding, by engagement of the 

individual through a living inquiry pipeline. A/r/tography produces a way to combine 

interconnected areas altogether in order to appreciate the transformation of meanings as they 

evolve and become new through time. This notion resonates with the concept of “rhizome” which 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987) introduce, that knowledge is acquired in a non-

hierarchical way, by engagement in life within a continuous state of becoming. The way we 

understand the world and our surroundings is not direct. Knowledge comes from various sources 

and aspects of life without any beginning and end. Rhizome is a process which defines that 

development and growth does not happen necessarily from any specific center or origin. Instead, 

the meanings appear through interconnection of various segments altogether. This idea encourages 

a dynamic and fluid form of being which constantly evolves through every movement, in contrast 
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to staying fixed on one particular idea and trying to make sense of the world (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987). Deleuzian (1987) viewpoint suggests that the concept of identity is not a fixed entity, and 

it can only be informed by the definition of becoming, transformation, and the ever-changing 

nature. This viewpoint contrasts with structural organization, and I believe it brings a sense of 

liberation for artist-teachers who are aiming to make sense of their personal and professional 

identities through their dynamic and fluid experiences. 

 

          A/r/tography suggests a new, more personal way of understanding research. The process of 

art making and writing text beome complementary parts of one another in order to create a new 

form of knowledge. The main goal is to provide a context for both texts and images to affect one 

another to provide a united sense of understanding for the researcher and the reader about the 

subject of research. According to Irwin & Springgay (2008), “a/r/tography is a process of 

unfolding art and text together (art in this sense could mean poetry, music or other forms of artistic 

inquiry). As a research methodology that intentionally unsettles perception and complicates 

understandings, how we come to know and live within space and time is subsequently altered” (p. 

xxvi). Throughout this thesis I have used images in a non-hierarchical way. Artworks are 

complementary assets to the text and they are the result of my experiments with the method of 

Active Imagination. Therefore, they act as outcomes of my research attempts to access the layers 

of unconsciousness to produce new knowledge by using image making tools. In the context of this 

thesis, images appear as explanatory evidence of my artistic practices to demonstrate the visual 

process I have been involved in throughout the years. On the other hand, they act as supportive 

elements to the text with the aim to encourage the reader to ‘read’ the images alongside the texts. 

The combination of text and image is supposed to create a harmonical perception of the research 

path: A kind of perception that McNiff (2007) states as “the stimulus for the unfolding of thought 

and the ongoing process of interpretation.” (p. 35) 

 

           A/r/tography as a subset of artisitic research has a flexibile methodological structre, which 

offers artists, researchers and teachers the opportunity to shape and modify its’ structure, according 

to their research question. The way to use this methodology differs on the type of question and the 

researcher’s purpose. According to McNiff (2007), what defferentiates artistic research from other 

forms of research is the enthusiasm of the researcher in creating new ways of answering the 
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research question. “Perhaps a defining quality of art-based researchers is their willingness to start 

the work with questions and a willingness to design methods in response to the particular situation, 

as contrasted to the more general contemporary tendency within the human sciences to fit the 

question into a fixed research method. The art of the art-based researcher extends to the creation 

of a process of inqury.” (pp. 33,34)       

 

      

 

 

Figure 4. Part 32 of Catus Maze. Mixed media (pencil, watercolor, ink, digital). 2018 
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Chapter 2: Active Imagination method 

 

                An active state of being is not limited to real life incidents. There are ways to engage in 

the process of imagination in an active manner, which leads to surfacing of hidden senses and 

definitions. Active Imagination, as a therapeutical method has been developed by Carl Gustav Jung 

between the years 1913-1916. The development of this method was the result of Jung´s intention 

to take part in a personal experiment to get in a conscious contact with the contents of the 

unconsciousness (Chodorow, 1997). This method played an important part on Jung´s discoveries 

about the ability of active engagement with unconsciousness with the result of creating balance 

between various aspects of the psyche and taking part in the long-term process of individuation. 

According to Johnson (1986), “Individuation is the term Jung used to refer to the lifelong process 

of becoming the complete human beings we were born to be. Individuation is our waking up to 

our total selves, allowing our conscious personalities to develop until they include all the basic 

elements that are inherent in each of us at the preconscious level” (p. 11). Individuation is a term 

for acknowledging and balancing the traits that makes every human as an individual. It emphasizes 

on the uniqueness of each person’s psyche and attributes that differentiate every one of us from 

another human being. Jung (2011) believed that by constant effort and attention towards these 

attributes we can realize our unique potentials and the outcome would be a state of psychological 

development and personal growth.  

 

            The experience of active imagination is in contrast with the phenomena of dreaming that 

occurs during the sleep and daydreaming. It requires a determined purpose to observe the elements 

and patterns of the vision with a sharp lens and seek for ways to evoke response and action from 

them. According to Schaverien (2005), with the intention on slowing down the consciousness, the 

images from unconsciousness will become recognizable. The appearance of these images results 

in a sense that this visual phenomenon is actually happening in real time. Consequently, “this form 

of active imagination is lived experience. The image generates psychological movement whilst the 

ego is held in suspended state. Then, gradually as they are assimilated these images come into 

relationship with the conscious mind. The protagonist mentally travels from surface to depth and 

then returns but in an altered state.” (Schaverien, 2005, p. 131) 
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                Active Imagination method has been proven as an effective method for psychoanalysis. 

Jung invented this method after experiencing a severe psychological disruption, in the time he was 

dealing with overwhelming fears and struggling in a state of inactivity. The purpose of this method 

was to engage in a communication with images and symbolic impulses of the unconsciousness 

(Chodorow, 1997). The starting point of active imagination was when Jung took part in a building 

game that he used to play when he was a child. This act of ‘symbolic play’ of childhood 

(Chodorow, 1997, p. 20) resulted in reappearance of fragments of old memories and disturbing 

dreams of his childhood, which lead to his concentration on self-analysis. The general aim of Jung 

was to engage with his fantasies, as they emerged spontaneously during the meditative procedures. 

As Chodorow (1997) elaborates based on Jung’s personal writings, the act of active imagination 

happened with an intention to consciously ‘drop down’ into the depths of a spontaneous vision and 

attempting a form of communication with inner figures in that vision. (Chodorow, 1997) 

 

These fantasies seemed to personify his fears and other powerful emotions. Over time, he 

realized that when he managed to translate his emotions into images, he was inwardly 

calmed and reassured. He came to see that his task was to find the images that are concealed 

in the emotions. He continued his experiments, trying out different ways to enter into his 

fantasies voluntarily: sometimes he imagined climbing down a steep descent; other times 

he imagined digging a hole, one shovel-full of dirt at a time. With each descent, he explored 

the landscape and got better acquainted with the inner figures. (Chodorow, 1997, p. 21) 

 

          This process validates the power of fantasy as an important tool to reach a state of awareness. 

The method encourages individuals to take part in a deep inner journey to form a bond with various 

aspects of the psyche and conduct direct dialogues with the inner figures that appear in the 

unconscious state. These so called inner figures take various personifications depending on the 

person who is visualizing them. They are the result of a symbolic representation of emotions, 

feelings, complexes and experiences that occur throughout one’s lifetime. Confronting these 

figures and getting in direct contact with them leads to appearance of new knowledge from other 

unconscious states of the psyche. (Jung, 1928) 
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                   According to Jungian theory, the core structure that forms the personality of each 

individual person is called the psyche (Jung, 1928). The human psyche contains three 

complementary layers. The first layer is the conscious layer, from which the ego and personal 

identity is defined. It is from this state that the sense of “I” forms and the role humans take in their 

social life performs. Ego refers to the core feature of this conscious identity and persona, as an 

aspect of this conscious layer which is linked to the titles humans take to represent themselves 

within their social environment. Profession is an example of where persona is being manifested. 

Jung refers to this part as a “mask” that humans put on to present their personality in a way that 

they prefer to be presented and as they want to be seen and noticed, while it is only a small aspect 

of the whole personality. (Jung, 1928)  

 

When we analyze the persona, we take off the mask; and then we discover that what seemed 

to be individual is at bottom collective, in other words, the persona was only the mask of 

the collective psyche, Fundamentally the persona is not real. It is a compromise between 

the individual and society as to the kind of semblance to adopt, what a man should ‘appear 

to be.’ (Jung, 1928, p. 165) 

 

                This state is the organization of sensations, thoughts and intuitions and can be described 

as a bridge between the inner realm and outer realm of the human psyche. The second layer of the 

psyche is known as the personal unconscious state. It is within this layer that complexes are 

formed. The contents of this state appear from the combination of old memories and experiences 

that are almost forgotten and they are hidden to the conscious state. There are certain aspects of 

personality that the conscious layer insists to hide and keep repressed from itself. These traits form 

the shadow which is rooted in this layer and is mainly a collection of traits that the person is not 

willing to reveal in social life and admit of having them in private life. The final and third layer of 

the psyche is known as collective unconsciousness, which is an interconnected state between 

individuals altogether. It is a shared space where the memories and experiences of humans from 

the primitive era to modern time are restored in. This shared information manifest universal themes 

that are in flow in all lifetimes of humankind. (Jung, 1928) 
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           The main thing that distinguishes Active Imagination from other forms of imaginative 

activity is the element of intention. In passive forms of fantasy, such as dreaming during sleep and 

day-dreaming, humans experience the images and narratives as they are being presented, very 

similar to watching a movie where there is no interaction between the viewer and contents that are 

being played. While dreaming, the images appear, incidents happen, they transform, and we are 

positioned as observers. In contrast, the experience of Active Imagination requires a determined 

purpose to observe the elements and patterns of the vision with a sharp lens and seek for ways to 

evoke response and action from them. Having a dialogue with various parts of self in the 

unconsciousness, is the key for a successful Active Imagination. Johnson (1986) elaborates on the 

special quality of this method as dreaming while being conscious and fully awake, by allowing the 

visual fragments to arise from unconscious state as they appear during the sleep. Johnson (1986) 

further explains that there are distinctions between the levels of experiencing these forms of 

visions. During dreaming while being sleep, these events occur fully at unconscious level, opposed 

to the incidents during Active Imagination where the images appear on the imaginative level. The 

latter is an in-between space between consciousness and unconsciousness, as they combine 

together to create a unified experience that shares the elements of both states. 

 

The two levels of consciousness flow into each other in the field of imagination like two 

rivers that merge to form one powerful stream. They complement each other; they begin to 

work together; and, as a result, your totality begins to form itself into a unity. The dialogue 

of conscious mind with the unconscious gives rise to the transcendent function, the self, 

that stands as the synthesis of the two. (Johnson, 1986, p. 140) 

 

          The conscious form of participation between various aspects of the imagined frame leads to 

the interaction of the ego with various segments of the event. The ego as the main “I” gets in 

contact with the figures of the imagination and start the communication by asking a question, 

exchanging thoughts or any other form of communication. There is a sense of separation between 

ego and other aspects of the psyche, which is an important notion of this technique. Jung 

emphasizes on the importance of differentiating oneself from other unconscious contents of psyche 

by attempting to personify these contents and taking part in creating a form of relationship between 

them and the consciousness (Chodorow, 1997). Based on this point of view it is acknowledged 
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that according to Jungian theory, there are parts of our self which have autonomous identity of 

their own and active participation between these aspects would result in a better understanding of 

oneself which further leads to getting forward in the process of individuation.  

 

Stages of Active Imagination 

 

            Von Franz (1980) has proposed that Active Imagination in its’ rightful way, should be 

conducted in four stages. These stages also offer a way to distinguish this method from other types 

of imaginative states, such as daydreaming or fantasy thinking.   

 

            In the first stage, she suggests that the person attempts to empty their mind. It is important 

since emptying the mind from various thoughts, enables the ego to reduce activity and its’ 

performance shifts from judgmental mode to observational mode. Meaning to let go of assessment 

of present thoughts and get ready for emergence of the contents of the unconsciousness.  

 

           The second stage starts when the first image of fantasy becomes present and it is important 

to put full attention towards it. Opposed to eastern meditative techniques where the goal is to ignore 

any form of image that comes to the center of attention, in Active Imagination the point is to 

welcome and appreciate these contents, focus on them and get engaged with them. The form of 

dialogue should be taken place with the appeared figures. This purpose of this dialogue is to evoke 

response from the contents with the desire to listen.  

 

          The third stage is about expressions and give a voice to what that is being experienced in 

the imagination. It is within this stage that the medium for recording the incidents should be 

considered and be ready to applied. The experienced fantasy can be expressed through various 

ways and mediums, such as writing, painting, sculpting, playing music and dancing. It is vital that 

the findings from fantasy take some expressive form. Recording and expression is a necessary 

element in this technique and keeping the balance with the way to express is beneficial. Putting 

much attention to aesthetics and skills will bring the ego in the spotlight again and that is not the 

goal. On the other hand, the lack of attention to record the experience will result in failure for 
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delivering the right outcome. So, a sense of balance and flexibility will be an important part of this 

stage.  

 

         The final and fourth stage is to take the ethical considerations into account. As human beings 

we stand by certain morals by which we act and perform in our life. In reality there are incidents 

that trigger our feelings and call for our ethical response, for example if we get informed that 

someone is in danger and is in need of help, the moral thing to do is to take action and offer help. 

The same attitude applies to the actions in our Active Imagination process. It is necessary to 

consider the activity as a real-life experience and stand by the notions that brings fairness and 

justice in our lives. This attitude demonstrates itself in the way we interact with those so called 

“figures” and the response to what they ask from us and how they behave. The capabilities and 

wonders of unconsciousness as an immense powerful energy system, are not all clear to us. 

Approaching it with caution and respect is necessary. Also integrating the findings of the 

imagination in the every-day life is important. Afterall, engaging with this method is supposed to 

aid us in our life.  

  

           The main purpose of Active Imagination is to be used as a therapeautical method for 

analysis and healing. The process is commonly guided by a psychoanalyst and through each stage 

the patient is being observed and actions are being recorded to be used for further analyzing. But 

the method is also possible to be conducted individually and the method can be learned and 

performed without the help of a guide. Although it is advised that there would be someone to get 

help with if the process became overwhelming with the flow of imagination contents (Johnson, 

1986). Active Imagination with the purpose of artistic expression is similar to art therapy in some 

ways. In both, the expressed content is used to gain more insight about the inner feelings and 

emotional state, while attention to the flow is as much important as the final result. According to 

Rankanen (2016), “In art therapy, it is an important element of cure to integrate these different 

flows of information and knowledge systems and thus enable the building of coherent - not chaotic 

- and control- lable enough experience of self in the world. It becomes possible when we integrate 

our implicit embodied experiences and memories with our explicit reflective knowledge.” (p. 167) 
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           The visual expression process as a result of this activity brings a beneficial sense of healing 

to the whole process. According to Eisendrath (1977), “An early and important discovery of the 

therapeutic value of creative expression produced in active imagination was the translation of 

effect emanating from the unconscious, into concrete imagery (such as Jung’s block village ot a 

painting) provided an immediate sense of reassurance and calm. Furthermore, Jung found that 

returning to therse products again and again allowed for an assimilation or absorption of their 

meaning that took place with little or no interpretation and that had in itself, a healing or integrating 

effect” (pp. 64, 65). 

 

           Schaverien (2005) states that the experience of active imagination is considered to be 

similar with the experience of waking-life. By intention of slowing down the consciousness, the 

images from unconsciousness are enabled to rise and unfold. The appearance of these images 

results in a sense that this visual phenomenon is actually happening in real time. Consequently;  

 

This form of active imagination is lived experience. The image generates psychological 

movement whilst the ego is held in suspended state. Then, gradually as they are assimilated 

these images come into relationship with the conscious mind. The protagonist mentally 

travels from surface to depth and then returns but in an altered state. (Schaverien, 2005, p. 

131) 

 

             Schaverien (2005) further emphasizes on distinctions between active imagination and 

other creative activities such as visualized imagery, artistic expression and dream contents. It is 

clear that the artistic outcome is not a form of active imagination necessarily, but it can be a result 

of that technique. “It is the experience of the person, rather than the medium that is active 

imagination” (Schaverien, 2005, p. 128). Artistic activity has a substantial nature. It presents the 

documented visualized performance that led to creation of the final product. It captures the 

dynamic flow of unconsciousness in stillness. According to Schaverien (2005), art plays an 

important role in the active imagination process, both during the process and the analysis 

afterwards. The reason is that artistic output is the result of ‘fantasy thinking’ which, in contrast to 

direct thinking, is spontaneous and conveys unconscious intentions. Attention to images and 

amplification of them are important since their potential in presenting data exceeds the limits of 
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direct translation of imagery contents into words. Moreover, the aesthetic features of active 

imagination outcome unfold more data about the process. For this reason, the final product of this 

technique is as much valuable as the process.  

 

 

 

Figure 5. Part 46 & 47 of Catus Maze. Mixed Media (color pencil, pastel, ink, digital). 2021 
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           Based on the nature of active imagination as a deep personal technique that offers a way to 

be engage with fantasies creatively, there are assumptions that the process is similar to role-playing 

games where the players also use their imagination to bring fiction into reality and act out different 

roles. According to Bowman (2017), based on the opposite intention that both activities offer, their 

main purpose become different. Active Imagination is considered to be a threrapeutic technique in 

which the main purpose is to reach a unified balance and acquire more knowledge about oneself. 

On the other hand, the main intention of role-playing games is the leisure aspect of them, and there 

is not necessarily any purpose of obtaining personal perception from it. But still, it is vital to 

acknowledge that the role-playing activity naturally brings out restrained characteristics of the 

individual to the surface, both in personal and also collective unconscious level. While there are 

differences with the purpose of these two activities, there is a strong potential for role-playing 

activities to become more beneficial with the goal of balancing the individual’s psychological 

state. This can be achieved if role-playing would be taken more seriously as an activity that 

facilitates self-understanding. (Bowman, 2017) 

 

               Fordham (1956) proposes that by assumption that there are similarities between the 

spontaneous fantasy activity in children and the active imagination technique of adults, they are in 

contrast to each other in purpose and result. Considering the fact that ‘play’ acts as an essential 

way to acquire knowledge, but it is more considered as a conscious activity and the boundary of 

performance remain more active near the surface. So, in that sense, play is not equivalent with 

active imagination process.  

  

             To summarize, Active Imagination is a beneficial tool for personal and psychological 

discovery. It has been mostly used for psychoanalysis purposes and mainly as a therapeutical 

approach. Due to the scope of this thesis, I am mainly discussing the personal ways of applying it 

in my identity work as an artist-teacher, in order to reach the more integrated way of being, 

thinking and acting. Active Imagination provides the opportunity to engage in a process of self-

discovery and individuation which leads to the balance between various aspects of the psyche. 

This main attribute of this method is the intention to form a dialogue with the contents of the 

unconsciousness, and that is the key factor that differentiates this method with other forms of 

imagination activity, such as fantasy thinking and day dreaming. 
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Figure 6. Part 9 & 10  of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2017 
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Chapter 3: Active Imagination in Artistic and Pedagogical practice 

 

        In this chapter I am going to elaborate on the way Active Imagination informs my artistic 

practice and eventually my pedagogical practice. Considering that by artistic practice I am mainly 

talking about the spontaneous approach and specifically the mediums of drawing and painting as 

subsets of visual art domain. The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate my way of making 

a/r/tographic research, based on self-study and living practice through personal narratives and 

dialogue with my artisitic work. As the resulf of this chapter, I want to realize how intentional 

dialogue with my unconsciousness as the key factor of Active Imagination method is influencing 

my attitude in both practices. 

 

Artistic Practice    

  

       Drawing has a special place in my life, from the early days it served me as a tool for discovery 

and communication. In the time where verbal communication was not an option, I could express 

the events in my surroundings using lines and dots. The pencil offered exceptional power for 

capturing the essence of the unknown. Luckily my mother provided me proper space and materials 

so I could explore shapes and colors to create my very first visual imagery contents. Due to my 

high interest in drawing I was registered in different art classes in order to learn properly the “right” 

way of the art. But it was not a success, I didn’t feel comfortable to follow instructions and I almost 

left all of those courses in the middle. Any attempt of teaching for me felt like I am getting 

distanced to what I really want to do. In these training-based settings, I rarely experienced the same 

joy and freedom that my own private drawing time brought me, and at the time that was all what 

drawing meant to me, a playful discovery. I was very eager to experience it by my own, in isolation, 

far from judgement, by taking all the time that it needs to be done and by getting carried away in 

the twisted sets of lines. It naturally became my habit, everywhere I went there were always a 

bunch of white papers and pencils in my backpack with me.  

 

           While every stage of the artistic process has its’ own attribute and value, my favorite part 

of the process is the beginning part. The very start of the pipeline. It is in this early state where 

there are elements of certainty and uncertainty intertwine together, multiple waves of ideas and 
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thoughts pass by and I have to grab one that resonates more with the feelings of that specific 

moment. Also, there are times that nothing really happens and there is a feeling of being stuck in 

nothingness, without the slightest clue of what should really emerge on the empty surface of the 

paper. What I truly admire about this stage is the inner dialogues that take place to determine the 

ways process should be approached. Spontaneity is mainly about following the instincts and 

emotions as they truly are without further thinking and judgment of whether they are appropriate 

or not. The spontaneous act for me offers a sense of liberation and pure examination of the inner 

state. It offers a possibility to get distanced from the boundaries of logic and predictions to a space 

of innovation and adventure. 

 

           Spontaneity became the core aspect of my personal artistic activities and I became 

dependent on it. The feeling that I acquired from improvisation was not the same as other 

approaches to drawing, such as realistic representation and subject oriented procedures. 

Spontaneous expression is tied with instant feeling and emotions that are being presented in a set 

of symbols that convey clear and hidden meanings. According to Hodgson (1987), improvisation 

is a beneficial approach to enhance performance and confidence of a person. By improvisation a 

form of development takes place that would result in a better coordination and balance of the 

person. This approach offers me the opportunity to explore freely, to be silent and keep the 

attention towards the feelings that everyday life brings. It offers me tools for reaction and means 

to response. It is a practical way to access the contents of the unconsciousness and extract what 

they offer. Overall, it is a strong tool for maintaining well-being and meaning making.  

 

            Before I was familiar with the Active Imagination approach in a Jungian term, I have been 

applying a similar approach of engaging in a communication with the contents of my imagination 

through the creative process of drawing and painting. I had no intention to analyze the outcomes 

with a therapeutical point of view necessarily or gain some specific outcome by doing so. It was 

just a form of a playful discovery for me to evoke some reaction from the imagined contents and 

see how these images would respond. For example, if I imagined a specific figure that had some 

certain mood or attitude, like being happy or angry, or appeared to be in a certain pose or 

expression, I would have asked “how are you feeling?” Or “why are you feeling like this?” And 

by stating the question, some glimpse of data would have appeared that facilitated the further steps 
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of the drawing progress. The response data was not necessary in form of a dialogue, sometimes 

the response would have appeared in a set of colors or an item that would belong to the character. 

Sometimes it was the environment and information about the surroundings. The following image 

(figure 7) is an example of one of these spontaneous illustrations. 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Calmnflicted, mixed media (colorpencil, digital), 2013 

 

          It became a natural habit for me to have a deeper experience while creating different 

characters and personalities and I was surprised how the intention to maintain a conscious 

communication with these imagined fragments would lead to progress of a new image that was 

not planned to exist in the first place. These processes altered my state of being through the rush 

of feelings as happiness, wonder, sadness, anxiety and creative curiosity. After each piece I felt 
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lighter and calmer. These expressed fragments brought some sort of spice to my sense of reality 

and also they made me feel like I had learned something valuable but I was not certain what kind 

of learning was happening. 

 

             My first encounter with the Active Imagination began in 2014. By the time being I was 

curious to learn more about Jungian perspective and find ways to make sense of my personal 

complexes and vivid dreams. Throughout my curious research I learned about Jung’s experiences 

with active imagination from The Red Book also known as Liber Novus, edited by Shamdasani 

(2009). I sensed a close connection to this method based on my concerns and past activities, and 

more importantly the way it was validating the approach of maintaining communication with the 

unconsciousness as a way to reach a psychological balance and individuation. 

 

           The Active Imagination experiments began in the year 2016, with the purpose of learning 

more about this technique and recording the findings. I dedicated approximately one day a week 

around three hours for the process. Meanwhile I was attending a transcendental analysis course 

which had a strong impact on my attempts on self-analysis. Before the process I prepared the space 

to maintain a calm atmosphere with the access to artistic materials. The first step required a calm 

state of being and a distance from the rein of daily thoughts. In order to reach to that state, I used 

an effective form of meditation known as Silva method (1977). The meditation allowed me to slow 

down the performance of my brainwaves and reach the alpha state by repetitive deep breathwork 

and counting of numbers in a backward order from hundred to one. This approach facilitated the 

first stage of the process. The aim was to empty the mind from the traffic of thoughts and to invite 

the unconsciousness fragments to rise and be unfold. 

 

          The next step for me was to become attentive to the emergence of an image, or as Jung 

referred to it as a key image, by maintaining in a state of awareness and reaching the observational 

mode by “welcoming the image” (Von Franz, 1980, p. 125) and focusing on it. I tried to hold the 

first image that appeared for some time and then according to aspects of it start the freehand 

drawing by adding simple lines on the paper to present the frame and freeze it in a fast way. This 

part helped me to remain in this key frame and prevent the change of it to another sets of images. 

Next, I engaged in a slow communication with one part of the image that seemed to be the focal 
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point, this part could have been any symbol, might have been a figure, an animal or an inanimate 

object. The communication took place by sets of statements and questions in order to engage with 

the element and followed by noting down the response in words and continuation of the art piece. 

For example, in the following piece (figure 8), The black cat in the middle appeared first and the 

rest of the artwork unfolded after my communicative engagement with it. Here I put some part of 

the notes that I have written down through the process so it is shown more clearly what I mean by 

communication and response; 

 

…Here comes the cat again, this time it seems to be black and its’ pose suggests that there 

is something that is making it scared or anxious. “Black cat, show me what is troubling 

you now? What is there that I have to see? Bring me to the unknown and reveal what needs 

to be revealed.” – The cat purrs and brings it’s left hand up, tells me to listen to the 

whispers of the woman in front of it. The pale woman with a very low voice is saying “I 

have been here alone for a while now. I have been stuck in a place where not much happens. 

I need to be heard, I need attention, I have important things to say if I would be given a 

chance…” The voice transforms into a harsh masculine laughter. The man interrupts by 

saying “Who would listen to you? you always take the victim side!” The man holds the 

black cat in his hands and demands two glasses of wine for himself… 

 

 

Figure 8. The room upstairs, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2016 

 

             As the text suggests, there has been a conflict between two figures which points to an 

unbalanced state that need to be addressed. The features of the image transform the inner 



34 
 

complexes and emotions to a set of visual symbols and metaphors. These inner figures and 

archetypical representations bring deeply personal data to the surface and they challenge me to 

listen and to represent them with various features. It is not always the case that a meaningful 

experience happens in the midst of a process, since throughout the expressive part, all the attention 

goes to recording the features, expressions, responses and relationship between parts of the overall 

piece. It is important to not let the ego to judge and make sense of the incidents through the process, 

since it might lead to a feeling that the event is nonsense and it reduces the progression of the 

vision. The beneficial aspect of using visual art medium for Active Imagination process is that 

there is always the chance to go back to the frame and observe it with a fresh eye. It gives one the 

opportunity to interpret the outcome later in time in order to find clues and interrelations. This 

method of interacting with the contents of the artwork is also used in art therapy context. Rankanen 

(2016) states that “A concrete dialogue with art materials and artworks has especial importance in 

those self-states where the internal dialogue is rigid, cruel or absent. It can aid in binding novel 

embodied meanings into previously stagnated mental and emotional views. Additionally, explicit 

dialogue with the artworks can aid in seeing the un-owned counter-position of the current self-

state” (p.232). 

 

         The operation of Active Imagination method requires one to observe deeply, listen carefully 

and reflect quickly. It strengthens some kind of an inner force which leads to the openness and 

willingness to ‘become’ something new. The nature of this force resembles the meaning of the 

term “force of art” (Ziarek, 2014). Atkinson (2019) defines this term as a “deeply affective force, 

particular to art’s event, that precipitates ontogenetic potentials for evolving what it is to be human 

in its various relationalities” (p. 5). Based on viewpoints of Atkinson (2019), force of art is a 

creative force that constructs new sensations and ways of understanding prior to existing notion 

and expectations. Risk taking feature as an essential element of this force challenges the individual 

to lower expectations and proceed with the flow of the art event by maintaining patience and trust 

towards the pathway. The attitudes of being responsive to stages of progress and being patient with 

the process leads to emergence of new findings and casting light upon the unknown. (p. 5) 
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Catus Maze 

 

              Throughout my active imagination processes, numerous symbols and visual elements 

appeared in my vision and consequently on the surface of the papers. One of the most repetitive 

symbols that have been constantly present in my imaginative acts were the cats. It has always been 

a question mark for me that why there is usually a cat somewhere in my visions and drawings. 

What does it represent? And why its’ presence feels reasonable and comforting? Others also asked 

similar questions from me when they saw my artworks. “Why cats?” they always asked.  To find 

some clue, I put more focus and emphasis on this symbol, and I tried to engage in conversation 

with it to expand my personal understanding of it and on the other hand, investigate the origin of 

it through cultural and global perspective. Historically, cats have had an exceptional position in 

humans’ life. Egyptians had a spiritual view towards cats. They had a cat deity (Bastet) and some 

cats have been mummified after their death. Cats have also have been a constant source of 

inspiration for many artists throughout the time.  

 

 

Figure 9. The grinning cat. 30 x 30 cm. ink and marker on paper. 2015 
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          Based on my personal interpretation, the cat is a symbolic representation of a set of multiple 

senses. Such as mystery, independence, adaptability, curiosity and awakening. For me, it 

represents an individualistic entity that one can be friends with, but it can never be tamed. It is a 

representation of dualistic contrast energy between calmness and wildness. It is the force that can 

see in the dark, shed light on the unknown areas, and pass over obstacles by steadiness and 

concentration. The cat appeared to me as a companion with which I can communicate and have 

visionary experiences. A form of bond has been formed between me and this intangible being time 

after time, and the range of meanings associated to it expanded.  

          

 

Figure 10. Voyager. Mixed media (pencil, ink, digital). 2020 
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Figure 11. Dual. Mixed media (color pencil, ink, digital). 2018 

             

                   

                In the summer of 2017, I have decided to come up with a new way to record my active 

imagination process. I was looking for some way to connect the outcomes together, in that way 

they could all be viewed as a unit. This purpose resonates with my intention to cross borders of 

the separate “things”, as for isolated professional identities, to reach to a more interconnected 

ontology.  I was aiming to start an ongoing pipeline that can store all these expressions in a united 

structure where pieces attach together like a puzzle which provides a visual narrative transcript for 

me to come back to after some time and realize how it evolved and transformed to what it is now. 

I was aiming to record the active imagination process in a larger time scale so the patterns and 

repetitive symbols present themselves more clearly. I refer to this project as a maze, which is 

embodied with numerous hidden codes and interconnections of feelings, emotions and complexes. 

The aim is to bring a harmonious balance to these contents of the unconscious. I named this project 
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Catus Maze1. Catus as the first part of the name, stands for the Latin word for cat that comes from 

Felis catus, the name assigned to domestic cats. In this project the cat is the representation of an 

active metaphorical force that makes its’ way through the paths of the maze to discover its’ hidden 

wonders and meanings. The second name, maze, is referring to a place which has a start and an 

end, and it is formed by various walls and passages that are connected sand make it difficult to 

reach to the end. The maze characteristics has interesting connection with the ideas of “becoming” 

and “no center” attribute of the concept of rhizome (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). 

 

             The experience of engaging in this project gives me the opportunity to take a deep dive 

inside the pathways of my imagination and feel free to get lost in its’ inter-connected routes, in 

order to gather various symbolic elements and put them all together. This is a life-long practice 

with no ending date. The maze is becoming a storage place for all the necessities and nonsenses 

that weave together as I go forward. It is an experimental way of engaging in Active Imagination 

and on the other hand strengthen my draughtsman skill with the purpose of  creating various visual 

contexts that are filled with all sorts of symbols and metaphors. Image by image I go forward and 

add more to this puzzle and the more I go the more complex it will become. But also, I can sense 

the rhythm and movement within the structure more clearly. Images appear, engage with each 

other and create new contents that affect the whole unity. The feeling of adding new rows of images 

to the previous ones is similar to unfolding process of a/r/tography. “The notion of fold is important 

to a/r/tography as it suggests an infinite number of undulating entities unable to be separated into 

parts. In fact, through un/folding more folding may result” (Irwin & Springgay, 2008, p. xxvii). 

This project brought me a new element: the constant movement in the state of becoming. Which 

is the fundamental nature of Active Imagination at one point and a/r/tography research at another 

point. 

 
1 Link to visit the project: https://www.instagram.com/catus_maze/ 
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Figure 12. Part 11 & 12 of Catus Maze. Mixed media (pencil, ink, digital). 2017 
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Figure 13. Part 15 & 16 of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2017 
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Figure 14. Part 7 & 8  of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2017 
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Figure 15. Part 39 & 40  of Catus Maze, Mixed media (Pencil, ink, digital), 2017 
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Pedagogical Practice 

      

          Teaching art in a classroom and employing artistic methods and mindsets in any educational 

environment is connected to the way the art teacher understands art in a general level. Personal 

preferences and topics that are considered to be valuable for the artist, make their way to the 

teaching formula applied in the setting. Since there are numerous variations and types of artists, 

techniques, concepts and artistic tastes, it is not possible to consider a universal formula for the 

ways art should be taught and be understood. For artist-teachers, understanding own artistic 

processes and the approaches are essential in order to engage students in learning activities. In this 

chapter I am going to elaborate on the way my pedagogical practice in the classroom is being 

informed, based on my personal artistic practice and the influence of active imagination method. 

 

        Throughout my teaching career, I had the opportunity to work with different age levels. Since 

I was mainly teaching at institutions and private classes I have always been asked to come up with 

the syllabus and teaching structure for my classes. I never had the intention to work as a a fulltime 

teacher in a school setting, but I was curious about the overall syllabus that was being used by 

school art teachers. I acknowledged that there is not much attention towards spontaneous and 

improvised approaches and these activities are mainly considered as side tasks and free time 

activities. The reason of that might be the assessment and scoring such works would be a hard task 

for the teacher, since it is challenging to determine the level of ‘success’ of such artworks and it 

would rather get confusing for the teacher to respond and assess the results (Watts, 2010).  Due to 

the nature of improvised works, they are considered to be started without prior planning and the 

instant emotional state of the creator would be the main guideline through the process. It is in 

contrast to the pipelines that are in favor of performing a particular task, such as representational 

drawing or pipelines which require prior planning to reach a specific result. There is no doubt that 

planning is an essential stage for acquiring promising result from the artistic process and it is vital 

that art student should be engaged in experimenting and learning of such approaches. But still there 

is a need for attention towards spontaneous approaches that are tied with emotional and personal 

features of the artist. The concerns and curiosities of finding ways to apply spontaneity in teaching 

have informed my teaching practice. Here I am mainly referring to my experiences of teaching 

with children and to be precise, the primary level.  
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          My first encounter with children as a teacher occurred in Donya children research institute 

(DCRI), which is an Iranian NGO working on early childhood care, development and education 

which has been a consultant group for UNICEF in Iran since 1998. The education modules in the 

institution were mainly based on Reggio Emilia (1993) approach, which validates the importance 

of student-centered curricula and the value of exploration and play as vital aspects of learning. In 

the institution, the teachers were referred as facilitators and our responsibility was to guide students 

through opportunities in which that they can learn by themselves. Hence, the curricula were 

flexible and open for adjustment throughout the year. I was in charge of facilitation the visual 

creativity class and my purpose was to teach my students the basic fundamentals of visual art and 

encourage their engagement in spontaneous drawing and painting processes.  

 

          Children’s drawings have been fascinating me deeply in a personal way. There has been 

numerous researches and discussions about children’s drawings. Based on viewpoints of the 

experts of this field, children use drawing as an approach to present their ideas about their 

surrounding and how they perceive reality. According to Wilson (1982) children’s drawings are a 

recorded collection of symbolic forms that represent their feelings, findings and memories of their 

lived experiences (p. 23). He further states that drawing for children works as a tool for learning 

about the world. The act of drawing raises their curiosity and it gives them motive to investigate 

their surroundings, themselves and their life. As their teacher, I found it necessary to give children 

encouragement and support to use the beneficial act of drawing for self-expression. I tried to 

respect the diversity of expressions and appreciating their effort to narrate visual stories that are 

filled with their emotions and points of view about their lived experiences. The art teacher has an 

important role in guiding children to use art as a way of learning about their own personality and 

gather more knowledge regarding the personality traits that makes them unique and on the other 

hand the features that make them similar to others.  

   

           As their teacher, before I attempted to teach them anything I wanted to realize first what 

drawing means to them and why they take part in such activity. In the beginning of the class, I 

usually encouraged them to talk about their mood and how they felt that that day, what was on 

their mind and if they want to talk about any specific subject. I found these dialogues before 

starting the drawing activities quite beneficial. There were most the times some students stating 



45 
 

that they don’t know what to draw or they don’t know how to draw what they want to draw. As 

response to these students, I offered them to take part in freehand drawing, brainstorming activities 

and trying different materials, so that some spark happens and they get some ideas. I also offered 

them to look for photos and references that can answer their curiosity and questions regarding the 

visual structure of the content. I rarely started the day by giving them a task or asking them to draw 

anything particular. I considered that they already have some concerns and intentions for drawing 

and expression and I didn’t want to disrupt that by stating suggestions or giving them a clue about 

what should be done. In the beginning I wanted to hear them and show them respect and interest 

about what they are willing to tell and discuss. After that I gave them all the tools necessary for 

drawing and painting and throughout the drawing process, I engaged in conversation with them 

individually. In the process of spontaneous drawing, children use symbols and signs to describe 

what they want to express. Attention to these signs and understanding the purpose of the child to 

draw that is important for the teacher in order to response in a constructive way (Watts, 2010). For 

example, they might draw a continues line that might feel like a basic scribble without any specific 

purpose but in reality, in the mind of a child it is a pathway of a train filled with passengers that 

are on a journey to a distant location. Attention to the process of the way child attempts to describe 

a particular subject is vital for understanding the meaning behind it. Eisner (2002) states that the 

way the subject is being presented is as much important as the final outcome; 

 

…form and content are most often inextricable. How something is said is part and parcel 

of what is said. The message is in the form-content relationship, a relationship that is 

most vivid in the arts.” (Eisner, 2002, p. 11) 

 

               Most of the researches and literatures that reflect on the definition and meaning behind 

the drawing of children, view the phenomenon from the viewpoints of the adults and they analyze 

it as they make sense of it. Children’s own statements and the way they describe their own purpose 

is as much important as the approach of adults in specifying the reason behind children’s decision 

in taking part in artistic activities. Based on ethnographic research conducted by Malin (2013), the 

intentions of children towards drawing can be informed by some comprehensive categories; 

“Storytelling, representing self and experiences, experimentation, imagination, aesthetics and 

relational” (p. 11). She further states that these intentions are some of the regular ways that children 
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made meaning in the art making process in order to connect their personal, internal lives with their 

social environment.   

 

            The drawing offers an opportunity for children to engage with their imagination and make 

those intangible contents concreate. By nature, the imagination of a child is an active phenomenon 

and the boundary between reality and fantasy is sometimes transparent.  

 

The very foundation of the activity that we refer to as imagination is the introduction of 

something new into the flow of our impressions, the transformation of these impressions 

such that something new, an image that did not previously exist, emerges. (Rieber & 

Carton, 1987, p. 339) 

 

            Piaget (1964), also emphasized on the power of imagination as a strong aspect of cognitive 

development of children. According to him, children tend to understand the aspects of life and 

reality through imaginative forms of play. Role-playing games offer them the opportunity to 

become something new by imagining and pretending. Art also acts out as another form of play for 

them. 

 

            Visual art activities in primary education have powerful impact on the progress of 

cognitive skills of children. According to Thornton (2013), “visual understanding and creativity 

is essential in the cognitive development of young children and art, often in a less differentiated 

fashion, is an integral aspect of primary education.” (p. 43) 

 

         I believe my attitude towards teaching is the result of my experiences with Active 

Imagination method. This method has influenced my perception towards the process of 

imaginative drawing and also it effected my behaviour towards attention to observation of the flow 

and the willingness to listen. The method has also affected my reflection and response towards 

drawing contents of my students in a positive way. It made me more eager to get engaged with 

conversation with my students by asking questions about their drawings and encourage them to 

share their findings abd realizations. This approach also provides the opportunity to share and 

discuss our drawings with each other during the class. The method itself is not literally being used 
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in the pedagogical context, since I am not aiming to heal anyone or amplify the symbolic contents 

of the drawings in depth. But rather to use the benefits of this activity as a way to engage my 

students with a more focused approach towards the power of their imagination and the medium of 

drawing as a way to extract knowledge about their feelings and emotions. According to Watts 

(2010), “what children need from their teacher is not impressive demonstrations of their own 

technical skills, but evidence of genuine interest in their work and an awareness of ways in which 

it might be improved” (p. 141). I try to make interactions with children’s drawings the way I 

interact with mine and encourage them to do the same to form a bond between themselves and 

their artworks. Watts (2010) also states that teacher’s overall confidence in drawing would benefit 

the way they can respond to children’s drawings in an insightful and constructive way, instead of 

slight responses that only aim to encourage the students’ efforts, such as: ‘Lovely’ and ‘Well done’.  

 

Teachers know they should be saying something more thoughtful, more insightful, and 

more constructive and critical but often lack the confidence to make the responses children 

need in order to make progress with their work. These responses, whether they are made 

to individuals or the whole class, are arguably crucial to children’s development in art and 

design. The question of what to say to children when they are learning to draw is one that 

needs to be explored. (Watts, 2010, p. 143) 

 

         It would be a valuable approach to give time and space for the dialogical interactions between 

children and the adult. Then, there will be the opportunity to hear children’s voice and they can 

express themselves through words and images. The practice of Active Imagination enhances the 

way to gain confidence in approaching dialogue with the spontaneous art work and I believe it will 

lead to positive impacts on the way to proceed with responding to students’ drawings and engaging 

in an interactive communication about them with students. 
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Conclusion 

 

          Throughout the writing of this thesis, my intention was to make sense of my artist-teacher 

identity and realize how the two separate and complementary parts of being an artist and a teacher, 

inform one another to create a unified integrated identity. I realized that by interacting between 

these two roles, I can be able to see beyond the stereotypical characteristics of each role and further 

I am able to take part in a transformative path which helps me to improve the sense of flexibility 

and reflection in various settings. The role of artist-teacher suggests a dynamic state of practice 

which leads to new forms of knowledge making by constant engagement with the world and 

making connections along the way. This attitude of interaction with the world in a non-fixed and 

non-hierarchical way resonates with the concept of rhizome (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). This 

viewpoint that validates ‘becoming’ as the right way of being, has brought me a sense of libetation 

as an artist-teacher.  

 

        A/r/tography as a research methodology that brings together the three roles of artist, 

researcher and the teacher, has been an essential guidline for me to approach the writing of this 

thesis and made it possible for me to be able to think and find new connections while I proceed. 

The methodology offered me the way to srenghten my researcher side and showed me how I can 

use this methodology as a living inquiry through my personal and professional paths. By using 

A/r/tography I realized the importance of self-study and how to be mindful about the liminal space 

where three roles come together as an integrated whole. It helps me to be more attentive towards 

the aspects of my identity that have become evident but need further addressing and improving.  

 

       As the main core of this research, I have investigated the nature of the method of Active 

Imagination as a therapeutical method which can be used as a personal approach to reach a unified 

balance between various aspects of one’s psyche. The reason of this examination was to make 

more sense of the impact of these method on my personal artistic practice and eventually the way 

it enriches my teaching behavior and attitude. By elaborating on this merhod and the way it informs 

my artistic and pedagogical practices, I have realized that Active Imagination can act as a 

facilitating tool to get more attentive to the flow, transformation and becoming state of the identity. 

This attitude is similar to the purpose of a/r/tography by the way they both view transformation as 
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a necessity for development and personal growth. Also, both of these approaches aim to focus on 

balancing different aspects of identity in a united structure. And finally, they both have a shared 

purpose; to facilitate the process of self realization and meaning making. 

 

       Active imagination as an embedded living practice has brought me structure and solution to 

harnessing the power of imagination for personal growth. Applying it as the root of artistic practice 

encourages me to be more attentive towards the overall progress of imaginative contents and 

procedure of recording them. It helps me to be mindful towards the importance of observation and 

listening to unconscious thoughts and further to become reflective towards the expressed result. 

As an experiment, I have started Catus Maze project which is a continueous practice with the 

purpose of attaching separate expressed Active Imagination contents in a unit structure. This 

project brings me a different visual practice and gives me the possibility of leaving limitations of 

working with one separate image. Working on one image demands the artist to stop the flow at 

some certain point and finalize the emotional journey of the piece in one single frame. Instead, by 

engaging in making the continuoes and connected images, there is no stop and the flow is the key. 

I see it as another notion about identity with a transformative nature. The project is an experiment 

to practice the freedom of being, freedom of wonder and finding oneself in surprising places 

without judgment and fear.  

 

          My teaching practice is also being informed by the influences of Active Imagination. I tend 

to engage in conversation with my students about the contents of their spontaneous drawings in 

order to evoke their attention and response towards their artworks. Active Imagination is not being 

used literally in the classroom as a method. It offers a perception for me to validate the importance 

of improvisation, and recording the imaginative contents without judgment. My goal is to facilitate 

this process for them so they can become attentive towards the meanings that may rise from their 

drawings. Further, this attitude helps us to discuss and share our findings with each other, in order 

to have more knowledge about aspects of our personality which is similar to others, as well as our 

different charactertistics. Spontaneous drawing offers the possibility to open up and map out the 

inner emotions, memories, ideas and beliefs. The process of image making in the context of art 

education can act as a sharp lens which turns the passive imagination into an active state.  
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       This thesis was the starting point for me to be engaged in a research pipeline by writing. 

Through this challenging process I have realized the value of writing as a way to gain deeper 

understanding of the subjects. The subjects that I have been referring to throughout the thesis are 

quite complex and contain deep definitions. In the future, I am attempting to continue my research 

within these topics to increace my knowledge and gain more understanding. My main aim is to 

learn more about possibilities of a/r/tography methodology and to seek for more ways of using  

Active Imagination method as a tool within art education domain. 
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