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INTRODUCTION
“The world is not what I think, but what I live through”
~Maurice Merleau-Ponty~
Two and half years ago I was diagnosed with severe, recurrent depression. I became
interested in how the disease manifested from day to day and how it impacted my creative
process. During my research, I discovered the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and the
philosophy of phenomenology. Phenomenology is characterized by the systematic reflection on
the structures of consciousness and the subjective experiences associated with it.1
When I began my research, I wanted to analyze my embodied experiences and how my
depression influenced my interpretation of those experiences. I took a picture of myself and
wrote a journal entry about my lived experiences every day over the course of a year. Both the
photographs and journal pages were used as the basis for three hundred and sixty-five selfportraits. As I continued to research Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, I became less interested
in how my depression affected my perception of my embodied experiences and more in how
phenomenology could be used to reflect on the creative process and clarify the experiences
associated with artistic production.
With this thesis, I explored Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology as it describes the nature of
our perceptual contact with the world as well as how phenomenology relates to aesthetics and the
philosophy of art. I identified the five concepts of phenomenology, which allows oneself to
perceive the many levels of meaning implicit in the description of the creative experience.2 I
applied these five concepts to my body of work entitled The Phenomenology of Impairment in
order to distill its essence and draw conclusions about the work and, ultimately, myself.
	
  

	
  

PHENOMENOLOGY
Phenomenology is the study of essences, which are defined as the principles of
perception and the elements of consciousness. As a philosophy, it is deeply introspective and
employs a methodology that allows one to perceive many levels of meaning implicit in the
description of reality so that one can distill its essence.2
The term phenomenology was introduced in the middle of the 18th century and has been
subsequently elaborated upon by a number of philosophers into several divergent themes.
Edmund Husserl introduced modern phenomenology at the beginning of the 20th century and
gave it a new meaning as a study of phenomena and their structures as they present themselves in
the consciousness as immediate experiences, introduced modern phenomenology at the
beginning of the 20th century. 3 It was Husserl who first tried to reduce the perception of
phenomena to their essence. Phenomena can include anything that can be experienced with our
senses as well as our minds (embodied experiences). They include visible, touchable and audible
things, as well as thoughts, feelings, dreams, memories, and anything that can be experienced
mentally.4
Phenomenology captured intellectual and social attention as a reaction to positivism, a
philosophical decision to base human knowledge solely on the scientific interpretation of
observational data. Phenomenology called for a “turn to the things themselves” 5 and to
investigate subjective experiences away from inferred theories about them. This was the purpose
of French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who applied phenomenological theory and
methodologies to write on the constitution of meaning in human experiences in perception, art

	
  

and politics.6 It is Merleau-Ponty’s version of phenomenology that has influenced the creative
activity associated with this written thesis.
Merleau-Ponty writes:
The world is not problematical. The problem lies in our own ability to see what is
there. The attitude of the phenomenologist, therefore, is not the attitude of the
technician, with a bag of tools and methods, anxious to repair a poorly operating
machine. Nor is it the attitude of the social planner, who has at his control the
methods for straightening out the problems of social existence. Rather, it is an
attitude of wonder, of quiet inquisitive respect as one attempts to meet the world,
to open a dialogue, to put himself in a position where the world will disclose itself
to him in all its mystery and complexity.7
It was Merleau-Ponty who first identified the phenomenological method discussed later
in this paper. This procedure is used to investigate the full subjective experiencing of things in
the world as they present themselves to our consciousness and is founded on the philosophical
anthropology of man as being-in-the-world. It asserts the centrality of man’s subjective
experience, its intentional character, and its accessibility to consciousness.8
Dr. Mala Betensky, an art therapist who has applied the phenomenological method to her
practice writes: “phenomenology offers an answer to a long needed, unbiased approach…theory,
training and professional practice.”9 She goes on to say that phenomenology can help one to
“learn to look at their visual productions, and see in them the inner experiences that guided their
hands in the shaping of the art work.”10
Betensky also writes of the importance of “seeing” because phenomenology pays
attention to embodied experience in a two-fold way. First, there is the direct experience of
creating art and second, there is the direct experience of looking at the art. The second
experience requires some help “to learn how to look in order to see all that can be seen in…art
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expression.”11 In Merleau-Ponty’s words, “to look at an object is to inhabit it and from this
inhabitation to grasp all things.”12
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INTENTIONALITY
Since theoretical considerations are central to this paper, which is empirically oriented,
this section is devoted to some ideas of philosophical phenomenology. The most basic of these
ideas is the concept of intentionality.
The subject of intentionality is man. 13 Man and his being are so connected with the
world and so connected with each other that, phenomenologically speaking, man is “man-in-theworld”. In creative art expression, we often meet man so deeply affected by the world that he
has become burdened with it and produces artwork as a pre-intentional record of the immediate
experience of stress. Phenomenological guidance into intentional perception can help man study
and see his painting, sculpture, etc. as an act of self-perception and discovery.14
As previously mentioned, the act of “seeing” is of vital importance. An artist experiences
his work directly through production itself and then experiences that same artwork’s appearance
in his eyes and immediate consciousness. Phenomenology can assist in training the artist to see
with intentionality. In Merleau-Ponty’s study of essences, this means temporarily suspending, or
“bracketing”, of a priori judgments and notions because they can obscure the sight of things as
they are. It is only then that things can be seen in an object that had not been seen before. Thus,
the concept of seeing with intentionality is concretized as an act of intuiting: mentally focusing
on the inner experience and its essential concepts, then visualizing it with art materials.15

	
  

Intentionality and Meaning
Intentionality means that you are intent upon the thing that you are looking at. By means
if your intent look, the object in your vision becomes clearer to you than it was before. The
object is becoming important to you. It means something and meaning is vital to existence. Man
is an intentional being with an intentional consciousness and that makes the world real to him.
Intentionality can even help make the invisible visible and inaudible audible as it does in the
arts.16

Intentionality and Relatedness
Intentionality is used in two interrelated ways: first, as the concept of relatedness, and
second as the concept of intentness. The first intensifies the second. Our consciousness always
relates to some thing or some body. In other words, our consciousness is always directed toward
reality. Thus, intentionality has direction built into it. 17

Intentionality and Body
Intentionality of consciousness resides in the body and directs man’s orientation in the
world. We are born into a world that already exists: our body meets the world and our senses
develop as our conscious body perceives the world. What our eyes see and our ears hear is not
the function of the eyes or ears alone. Rather, it is the body that is conscious of what the eyes
discern in the visible world and what the ears hear in the sonorous world. Artist and teacher
Kimon Nicholaides expressed in The Natural Way to Draw: “what the eye sees; i.e., the various
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parts of the body, actions and directions, is but the result of inner impulse, and to understand that
one must use something more than the eyes.”18 Thus, our body is permeated with intentionality
within a wider unity of body.
This same intentionality permeates emotion. Akin to the phenomenological concepts of
intentionality and interactions of the body, consciousness, and emotion are the works of William
James and Stephan Strasser. James asserted that both thought and emotion act together as an
integral part of the ‘stream of consciousness’. From this stream, man selects certain messages to
notice and act upon.19
Coming even closer to contemporary phenomenologists is Strasser’s philosophy of
feeling, which stated that man’s emotion is a “determinate mode of man’s gradually accustoming
himself to the world”, the gradual accommodation being characterized by movement (motus).20
This explains the general state of excitement of a person in anticipation of an emotional
experience. Motus is also evident in manifestations of expressivity characterized by the unity of
“body-consciousness-feeling” known to artists. Strasser clearly places emotion within
intentionality and identifies three phases of emotion accompanying expression: the preintentional, the intentional and the meta-intentional.21 The pre-intentional state is a vague state
generated by an impression of an unidentified object in the field of vision. The vagueness
becomes intentional in the second phase where it connects with the now identified object, and
turns meta-intentional when the object is fully perceived and felt as part of the person’s
consciousness.22
The important thing about the intentionality of emotion in relation to object, specifically
with regards to art expression, is that through an identified process meaning emerges.23 Meaning
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appears in the infant stage of development when the baby, as soon as it is physically ready,
busies its eyes with a visual area in an effort to structure the surrounding reality. Not only is this
a movement towards the world, but it is also the first expressive activity on a pre-conscious and
pre-intentional level. In the process of growth, it becomes conscious, emotional and meaningful
when the child is ready to interact with the world. In that interaction, the visual field is
organized so that a specific object begins to exist more for us than other things in that field of
vision. That object becomes important, and thus, meaningful.24

Phenomenology and the Unconscious
The vagueness of the stirrings toward an object yet to be identified in a visual field,
classified phenomenologically as pre-conscious and pre-intentional, is the closest interaction
between unconscious-minded psychoanalysis and conscious-minded phenomenology. Initially,
the founders of phenomenology were not interested in psychoanalysis or the unconscious.
However, beginning with Husserl, phenomenologists began to write about unconscious. Husserl
stated that the unconscious “is anything but a phenomenological nothing, but itself is a marginal
mode of consciousness”25 Martin Heidegger came somewhat closer to the unconscious in his
concept of Daesin (being-in-the-world) by presenting two dimensions of Being: the dimension
that does not show itself (ontological) and the one that shows itself (ontic). 26 Phenomenology, in
Heidegger’s view, is the means by which the ontic dimension of Being can be revealed. In other
words, the unconscious processes are hidden in the ontological dimension of Being which
phenomenology can reveal.27
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A phenomenologically oriented approach to understanding art comes closest to the
fulfillment of the task Heidegger assigned to phenomenology: revealing the hidden aspects of
man’s Being as phenomena accessible to conscious treatment. By using the phenomenological
method (discussed in A Phenomenological Approach to Art Expression), hidden aspects of one’s
inner experience can be revealed through the act of intuiting: a conscious act.28
By looking at one’s own artwork, new facets of self become apparent and new
communication takes place between the artwork and the subjective experience of the artistturned-beholder. Artists can learn to perceive more clearly and more articulately the components
of the work as phenomena and their interaction with the art as a whole. Inner psychological
forces can be applied to the newly acquired art of looking to phenomena outside and around
themselves in the world. As facets of self are discovered, the artists transcend their selfcenteredness and become members of the world in their everyday life. They assume
responsibility for their artwork from the initial conception and actively participate in the
intellectual, art oriented process of working through the problems that have arisen in the
relationships between themselves and others. This is the fundamental contribution of a
phenomenological approach to art expression from pre-intentional functioning to intentional
living.29
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A PHENOMENOLOGICAL APPROACH TO ART EXPRESSION
Since phenomenology possesses an open-ended orientation that focuses on phenomenabased themes, art expression (and its related fields such as art therapy) qualifies as a legitimate
topic for phenomenological theory and methodology. The desire of people with a need to find
themselves in the world to engage in expressive self-projection with art materials makes art
uniquely suited to the philosophy and methodology of phenomenology.30
More traditionally, psychoanalysis had been used to comprehend and interpret art.
Founded on naturalism, positivism and a philosophical anthropology that pre-supposes homo
Natura, psychoanalysis rests on the assumption that man and all his behaviors are definable in
terms of biological and physical sciences.31 The phenomenological approach is distinct from
these naturalistic approaches in that it focuses on man as being-in-the-world and asserts a
centrality of man’s subjective experience. This experience includes its intentional character, and
its accessibility to consciousness.32
The properties of phenomenology therefore endow man with the ability to actively
experience himself and others and give him the possibility of changing something in himself.
Or, even more importantly, phenomenology gives man the ability to change something in the
world, not to merely passively bear the burden. Manipulating art materials, facing the necessity
to make choices, and acquiring new ways to view them can lead man to a renewed ability to feel
“self-among-others in the world”.33

	
  

The Phenomenological Method
The remainder of this paper is about the application of the phenomenological method to
acts of creative art expression, specifically to the body of work related to this paper The
Phenomenology of Impairment. The five concepts of phenomenology, first outlined by Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, have been applied to this body of work by using an exercise created by art
therapist Monica Carpendale. The exercise was designed to be used by an individual or with a
therapist. The goal to help the artist explore various aspects of his or her art making, as well as
the relationships and situations related to the artwork.34
The exercise Dr. Carpendale developed combines writing and the act of art making
(usually in response to a particular event) with the five concepts of the phenomenological
method. The five concepts are description, reduction, essence, intentionality and world.35

Description
The focus of the first concept, description, is the artwork itself: the structure of the image,
the figure-ground relationships, the interrelated components, the dynamics, the symbolism and
the style of expression.36 In this step, one seeks to look closely and to see what is there and
generate a pure description (this step is not an explanation or interpretation). With analytical
reflection, scientific explanation, or tracing back to psychological dynamics, the essence of the
experience can be lost. If one really looks at and describes what one sees, you will already be
performing the next concept, reduction.37
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Reduction
Reduction, sometimes called ‘bracketing’, is the process of recording all of the biases and
assumptions that you have about a piece of art so that you can ultimately set them aside and be
able to look at the situation anew.38 Such assumptions might include a medical diagnosis,
theoretical principles that seem applicable, viewers’ interpretations of the work and the artist’s
own transferences and counter transferences. Here one “brackets out” the question of the
existence of the problem behavior in order to devote attention to the question of underlying
meaning.39

Intentionality
Intentionality explores the motivation and the desire of the artist to create the artwork in
question by reflecting on the meaning of symbols, events, etc.40 All mental activity is directed
towards an object: one cannot think without thinking about something. The basic continuity
between subject and object is an underlying characteristic of phenomenology. When one is
intent on what one is looking at, the object of attention begins to exist more than before. It
becomes important. It takes on new meaning. The purpose of this step is to explore the
existential meaning of life for the individual.41
It is important to note that the intentions of the artist explored in this step of the
phenomenological method will be directly related to his or her biases or assumptions. Exploring
the intention of the piece may actually bring more biases and assumptions to the fore.42

	
  

12

Essence
The essence of the situation will be distilled from the description and aided by setting
aside any assumptions.43 This is done through a process of contemplative intuiting – not
deducting – and moving back and forth between the steps of the phenomenological method to
reflect and release the essence. Writing poetry may be helpful at this stage.44

World
The human subject is in the world with others and everyone’s social interests and
interactions in the external environment impinge upon the subject. We are always in relation to
others, but one is also aware of the existential dilemma that in another sense we are essentially
alone.45
In this step one should draw or map out all the relevant relationships and place the
situation in context. This pertains to the contemplation of personal history, culture, family,
significant life events, illness, loss etc. This step also takes into consideration cross-cultural and
ethical considerations.46

Application
The method is contemplative and meant to illuminate essence, not to establish scientific
fact or causality. So the steps in the process are not meant to be a recipe wherein the steps must
follow each other in a specific order. Rather, the key concepts are meant to be used as reflective
foci from which one can move forward and backward using each to throw light on the others.47
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For example, while reflecting upon intentionality, one may become aware of assumptions that
are inherently distracting. While reflecting on these assumptions, one may become aware of the
overall context of the situation and from this awareness may intuit essence.
There are a number of ways to work with this model. One way is to create a piece of art
for each step. Or, as in the case of this thesis, a single piece of art might be created and then the
five concepts explored through writing.
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THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF IMPAIRMENT
A single piece of art was created as partial fulfillment of this thesis. The
phenomenological method was applied to the work of art after its completion through the use of
writing. The goal was to achieve a level of insight into the work beyond my original intentions
and hopefully draw some conclusions about both the process and the product.
In this section my answers to the five phenomenological concepts will be discussed
below in the order they were defined in the previous section of this paper. It is important to note
however, that I alternated between sections so they were not necessarily completed in the order
in which they are discussed. Certain sections inform others, so as I worked through the process, I
had to go back and add information to sections I had already completed.

Description
The Phenomenology of Impairment (Plates 1-9) was a project that began on September
14, 2012. Every day over the course of the following year, I took a picture of myself and wrote
an entry in a journal detailing the events of the day. The photograph and the journal entry were
used to create three hundred and sixty-five self-portraits using watercolors on silk laminated
paper.
Paper lamination is a process by which an image is transferred onto a sheer piece of
fabric using gel medium. My fabric of choice was silk organza. For the process to work, the
original image used had to be printed with toner-based ink. My journal entries were duplicated
on a copy machine. The copies were trimmed down to fit in an area approximately five inches

	
  

by seven inches (Plate 10). A piece of silk organza was laid on top and using a squeegee I
applied matte gel medium on top of and through the silk so that the copies adhered to the back
(Plate 11).
The laminated paper was left to dry overnight so that the gel medium could cure. After
twenty-four hours, I soaked the laminated paper in warm water and using my fingertips and a
soft sponge, removed the excess paper from the back of the silk (Plate 12). The toner based text
remained adhered to the organza.
Once the substrate was made, it was cut down to exactly five inches by seven inches and,
using the photo I had taken as my guide, I generated a self-portrait on the silk laminated paper
using watercolors (Plate 13). An initial wash was laid over the paper using one of seven colors
that ranged from pale yellow to dark black-brown. I drew the portrait with a pencil and then
built up the form of the image with layers of watercolor.
Once each portrait was completed, the edges were stitched on a sewing machine using the
zigzag setting to prevent fraying and mounted on a piece of white wood that was cut to the exact
size of the finished portrait. With the completion of all three hundred and sixty-five portraits, I
installed them at the Greenville Museum of Art in Greenville, North Carolina along three walls.
They were hung in five rows of seventy-three about one inch apart. The final installation
measured thirty-six feet and five inches by three feet and five inches (Plates 1-2).
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Reduction
Reduction was one of the last steps that I completed. I wanted to wait until my show was
installed to get feedback from the people who visited the exhibition as to what they thought the
piece was about. In listening to what people said, there were some outstanding comments:
•
•

•
•

•
•

Several people remarked on my changing hairstyles. For those people, the change
in my hair from day to day was the first thing that visually jumped out at them.
A couple people commented on the change in how my eyes were portrayed
throughout the installation. In the beginning they were very clear, but by the end,
they were often in shadow.
Some viewers intentionally spent time looking for duplicates, but were surprised
that there were not any.
Others noticed that the general appearance of my portraits changed over time. In
the beginning, I tended to paint more of my neck, shoulders and clothes, but by
the end, those features all but disappeared. The focus of the painting by the end
was really my face.
My brother noticed that the darkest portraits usually occurred in groups of two.
Many people were curious about the process and wondered if they portraits had
been printed digitally.

The other component of this step was to record my own assumptions and biases about the
piece. From the conception of the project, I know I had a lot of assumptions about the piece,
especially when it came to color, with regards to the viewer’s experience. For The
Phenomenology of Impairment I chose a color palette consisting of browns, pinks, and oranges
that I hoped the viewer would perceive as “honest”. I also wanted the value of the color of each
individual portrait to convey my overall mood for that particular day. However, after talking
with people who had seen the exhibition, I realized that, aside from the darkest portraits, the
color was irrelevant and that all of the assumptions I had about the piece revolved around pulling
the viewer in by appealing to similar experiences.
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Intentionality
My original intention with this body of work was to create a piece as a reaction to being
diagnosed with depression. I wanted to analyze how the disease manifested from day to day and
how my general mood on that day affected my creative process: specifically the production of
self-portraits. Through researching the work of other artists who have struggled with similar
issues (for example Frida Kahlo and Chuck Close), I began to develop a body of work that was
autobiographical in nature and reflected my battle with personal limitations with regards to
emotion and identity.
I wanted my self-portraits to assume a unique measure of significance since my
impairment would infuse my work with embodied experience. My intention for the work was for
it to be seen as a representation of my embodied experiences and not as a subjective act. By
combining self-portraiture with a fundamental knowledge of disability, I desired to create a body
of work that looked at the compulsivity of self-portrayal and the need to analyze the “self”
through artistic expression with regards to the phenomenology of personal anecdotes.

Essence
Essence was actually the last that I completed. I needed to work through the entire
exercise and save this for last since the essence of the work was reliant on conclusions I would
draw at the end of the process.
By the time that I had worked through every other step, I realized two distinct
observations. First, I originally intended the work to be a symbolic and non-subjective act. This
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was actually the antithesis of everything the project turned out to be. The Phenomenology of
Impairment was emotional and introspective: the very definition of ‘subjective’. In fact, by
intending the piece to be objective, it was not even phenomenological, since phenomenology is
the study of conscious experience from the subjective point of view.
Second, I concluded that instead of representing a dramatic alternation between feeling
really good and really bad, the work was more about being stuck and feeling indifferent towards
the world. The first reaction I had to the piece when I installed it was “wow, this is really
boring,” meaning not that the work was aesthetically unexciting, but that visually, most of the
installation read the same: a similar facial expression, large expanses of similar colors, etc.
I began to reflect on the emotions that I have expressed over the past couple of years and
recalled that I have felt this sense of indifference a lot. There are several times that I have
expressed that I feel as if I am just existing in the world, not really living, with every thing and
every one else swirling around me. It was the epitome of the existential paradox of
phenomenology: I exist in relation to the world, but I am essentially alone.
I decided to write a poem about this feeling called I Am A Cemetery:
Every day,
I am a cemetery:
Greased by lightening and terrified.
And whatnot.
I feel bad, bad, bad.
So steadily alone,
By myself:
A ghost in the room.
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So there it is.

Every day,
I am a cemetery:
Swollen and sorry.
And whatnot.
I feel sad, sad, sad.
Doing nothing constantly,
Ill-fitted:
A bird who cannot fly.

This is why I am me.

Not dancing.
Not laughing.
Not drinking.
Not under a moon.

I should have simply stayed alone longer.

For a while.

Every day,
I am a cemetery.
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World
For the final step in this exercise, I decided to make a bubble map (Plate 14) of every
person and location mentioned in my journal and how they relate to each other and, especially,
myself.

Reflective Synthesis
This phenomenological exercise served as a framework for self-exploration in my
creative art expression. In my description, I wanted to focus on the process, materials and
components involved in the creation of The Phenomenology of Impairment. Through the writing
of the journals and the taking of my daily picture, I noticed that I focused on my relationships
with specific places and people more often in the first half of my year. The second half was
consumed by my relationship with this specific project and that I was attempting to reassure
myself that this project was a valuable idea and that I could see it to fruition. I was allowing
others to pull me in a specific direction and I was not allowing myself to see my own potential.
Responding to the concept of reduction I recognized a number of my own assumptions,
including my desire to draw in the viewer. However, I recognized that my over confident
approach was actually a disguise to cover my own self-doubt.
Exploring the concept of intentionality, I recognized the desire to nurture my own selfconfidence. I expressed the essence of this work by writing a poem that responded to a feeling of
indifference I saw in my portraits and being paradoxically alone in a world I cannot help but be a
part.
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My image of being-in-the-world took the form of a bubble map that enabled me to see the
situation in a more complete way by placing myself at the center of a world that revolves around
me.
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CONCLUSION
The Phenomenology of Impairment is a mixed media installation of three hundred and
sixty-five self-portraits that was created in partial fulfillment of a phenomenological exercise. In
addition to the physical act of art making, this exercise also required me to write descriptively
and creatively with the intention of finding a level of meaning in the work that transcended my
original intentions. Through the process, I discovered that while the journal writing was
cathartic, the entire project was significantly more stressful than therapeutic. The topics of my
journals shifted from my relationships with the world as a whole to my specific relationship with
this body of work.
I originally intended the concept to be symbolic and objective, not phenomenological.
The actual pieces are the definition of a subjective, emotional experience, which is the focus of
phenomenological study. I concluded that the essence of the piece was one of indifference and
unintentionally captured my struggles of existing in isolation within the larger world.
This project has allowed for the analysis of multiple aspects of my life. Moving forward,
I will be able to look at my work with a revised sense of vision and see in the work life’s inner
meanings that guide my behaviors and my work.
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COLORED PLATES

Plate 1- The Phenomenology of Impairment

	
  

Plate 2- The Phenomenology of Impairment, View 2
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Plate 3- The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 8
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Plate 4- The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 54
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Plate 5 - The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 97
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Plate 6- The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 111
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Plate 7 - The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 135
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Plate 8- The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 204
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Plate 9 - The Phenomenology of Impairment, Day 271
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Plate 10 – Process, Arranging Copies

	
  

33

Plate 11- Process, Making Laminated Paper
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Plate 12- Process, Peeling Paper
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Plate 13- Process, Peeling Portraits
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Plate 14 - The Exercise, World
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