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Chapter 8
Relationship, 
connection and 
co-creation

Figure 8.1 “Dancing trees 2”. Carla van Laar, 2013.
Figure 8.2 “Dancing trees 1”. Carla van Laar, 2013.

Paintings of two trees from Thurra River 2013. These trees live side by side 
and our camp site was in between them. They seemed to be joined in a slow 
dance together, their limbs reaching towards and arching back from one 
another, the wind and light jiggling and shimmering their foliage, companions.
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What can happen when a woman’s 
stories are seen?

Through our relating and connecting 
we co-create
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People

Prizing people, relationships and humanity

Open invitation to connect freely

Connect with other people

Communication through the language of the arts

Reflecting on sharing stories through the arts

Shared symbolism

In dialogue

Sensing the uniqueness and preciousness of life and spirit

Deep sense of connection to the women in my family

Mother’s mother’s mother’s milk is part of me

My sense of connection to her is strengthened

The warmth of engaged appreciation and connection

Fine soft woven webs, beautifully connected

Relationships grow and deepen

Intersubjective experiences through which we intertwine, overlap, converse, share, 

interweave, interact, engage and resonate to co-create

Relationships

Connection

Co-creation
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Relationship, connection and co-creation: Intertwined themes in 
“Seeing her stories”

The term “relationship” can be used to describe the way in which people or things are connected, 

as well as the way in which people or groups relate to each other (relationship, n.d.). Some kind 

of connection is implied in the word relationship. Accordingly, the word “connection” describes “a 

relationship in which a person or thing is linked or associated with something else” (connection, 

n.d.). It is difficult to describe relationship without connection, or connection without relationship 

– they are mutually intertwined. 

“Creation” denotes the actions or processes through which something is brought into existence, 

and sometimes refers to the making of the entire universe (creation, n.d.). When coupled with 

the prefix “co-”, to make the word “co-creation”, the actions and processes of bringing something 

into existence are done with, together, or jointly with others – the creating happens in connected 

relationships and interactions (co-, n.d.).

The themes of relationship, connection and co-creation are intertwined. When they are 

explored in art therapy literature they are often mentioned together in ways that mirror the 

intertwining threads of Crossley’s (1996) fabric of intersubjectivity, that I referred to in the “Art 

based inquiry” chapter. I too, combine relationship, connection and co-creation in this discussion, 

where I look at how they emerged as threads of meaning in this inquiry, and how they have been 

presented in the writings of some other authors, where there are synergies between my findings 

and the literature, and where some knowings have been revealed, deepened or generated through 

the “Seeing her stories” project. What is clarified here, is that the intertwining of relationship, 

connection and co-creation expands beyond constructions that privilege the therapeutic 

relationship between therapist and client in psychotherapy. From this perspective, a variety of 

relationships between people, materials, art works, contexts, values, discourses and stories are 

seen as important, interconnected and in constant states of co-creation and becoming.
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All of the narrative and visual arts based stories 

within this research project are stories of relationships 

and interactions. In every story and every artwork we 

see interaction after interaction. 

These interactions occur in many contexts, 

including the stories in this chapter, that happen in 

geographical and natural environments, atmospheres, 

cultures and built spaces. Our movements within 

these various contexts have navigational qualities 

such as direct or round about, as well as proximities 

such as closeness and distance, and qualities of gravity 

such as heavy and light, like the limbs of the trees 

in my artwork. These qualities help to describe our 

changing relationships within contexts. All of the 

stories of relationship within this research are stories 

of relationships and interactions within contexts.

All of the stories reflect a relationship with time. 

They are historically positioned in unrepeatable 

moments located in time. Some of the stories describe 

relationships with moments, others relationships with 

days, weeks, months, years, generations or always.

The stories of relationships within this project 

are stories of engagement with life through sensing of 

the flesh, feeling of emotions, enlivening of the spirit, 

thinking of the mind and knowing of the soul.

The relationships described in this inquiry are 

experienced from my human perspective, and so 

necessarily occur between people and other people, 

between people and nature, between people and 

art materials and products, between people and 

their inner worlds, between people and animals, 

and between people and literature, knowledge or 

meaning. This is not to say that animals and nature, 

or art materials and literature do not have their own 

relationship with each other, simply that as soon 

as I inquire into what that relationship might be, I 

become part of the relationship. This is illustrated 

by the two trees in the paintings at the start of this 

chapter. The trees seemed to me to be connected 

in their relationship with each other. My fascination 

and appreciation of their graceful slow dance led me 

to paint the pair of artworks about them. As I sat 

there, observing them through painting, I entered 

into a relationship with them for a brief time. I felt 

connected with them through my attention, and I was 

changed in a slow, graceful, peaceful way through this 

experience. This was a feeling of being co-created and 

co-creating in my relationship and connection with 

the trees.

When Linda became interested and joined me in 

painting together, she became part of the co-creative 

relationship. When our artworks are viewed by 

others, they also become connected in the co-creative 

relationship, and so it can continue, infinitely.

In this chapter, I look again to stories from this 

inquiry in combination with the painted images and 

photographs from the life of the project in order to 

unpack how relationship, connection and co-creation 

happened when a woman’s stories were seen. I 

engage with some art therapy and other literature to 

explore how these themes have been represented and 

discussed within the field. These writings from the 

field are stories of engaging in art making together as 

relationship building, relationship as part of therapy, 

inquiry and creativity, ripple effects in relationships, 

attachment and neurobiological perspectives on 

connection in art therapy, connection on a global scale 

through arts and health, ecological interconnection 

in art therapy, and stories of co-creation in art 

therapy literature. I use this discussion to make some 
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Figure 8.3 Setting up to 
paint with the trees, 2013.

Figure 8.4 Linda starts 
setting up to paint with the 
trees and me, 2013.
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suggestions as to how the understandings generated by 

this inquiry might contribute to understandings and 

practices in art therapy.

In this chapter, the stories weave backwards and 

forwards through time. I have organised them not 

by chronological order, but by their relationships 

as ripples that expand outwards from my own 

experiences of seeing my stories as I make art, my 

relationships with the finished artworks, others’ 

relationships with seeing my stories, our relationships 

and co-creation with each other through the “Seeing 

her stories” project, feeling co-created by each other 

and our shared experiences of seeing her stories, and 

our sense of participation in co-creating the world and 

universe we live in.

My relationship with seeing  
my stories

For me, seeing this picture (figure 8.5) later reminds 

me of my many swims in the dam and ways that I have 

been co-created by being in this place.

The following notes from my research journal in 

2013 discuss the co-creative processes at play between 

lived subjective experiencing and observable physical 

realities. Here I am writing about my enjoyment in 

finding a scientific article about seeing stories, and 

how this connects with my current art based practice, 

a fascination with painting images on location in 

luscious tropical garden settings.

I was excited to find the article, “Reading stories activates 

neural representations of visual and motor experiences” 

(Speer, Reynolds, Swallow & Zacks, 2009). The authors 

describe tests they have conducted that show mirror 

neurons in action when people read words. For example, 

when a person reads about a character in a story walking 

to a table and picking up a cup with her right hand, the 

neural pathway that was stimulated in the reader’s brain 

is the same pathway that the reader would use to pick up 

a cup herself in real life. 

Why am I so intrigued by these mirror neurons? 

Because they seem to me a confirmation that we are all 

intertwined and interconnected, co-creating ourselves, 

each other and the world in every moment. They also 

affirm my position that seeing an image can create new 

possibilities in our lives. As I explain to students, people 

can use art therapy for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes it 

is to process and transform the influence of past events, 

sometimes to deal with situations and choices in the 

present, sometimes to reconnect with their creativity in 

their daily lives, and sometimes to vision, manifest, and 

create a life they love.

For example, my most recent paintings are colourful 

garden scenes (for example, figure 8.6). They provide me 

with great pleasure in the moment of painting them, as 

I feel connected to nature and life energy. They are also 

my dream, my vision for the future, the life I am creating 

for myself. Looking at these images over and over creates 

the possibility for my life to become a beautiful colourful 

garden too, a mirror of my artwork.

My journal extract illustrates my experience of 

being in an interconnected co-creative relationship 

with my artwork and subject matter. The artwork I 

created is evidence of my subjective experience of 

being in relationship with my environment. At the 

same time, the painting has its own tangible existence 

as an object that exerts its influence on me and my 

life, a process of co-creation.

Figure 8.5 “The lolly tree”. Carla van Laar, 2014.

My relationship and connection with this place is made visible by the 
presence of the paper I am drawing on at the bottom of the picture. 
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Others’ relationships with seeing my stories

In this section, responses from the participants reveal how they had their own experiences of 

feeling connected to and in relationship with my artworks. I start with an extract from the dinner 

party, where I read out loud Freya’s words from a letter she wrote to me. 

“This is Aunty Freya, and she’s talking about this painting here”, I say and gesture upward above my 

head where the picture of my cluttered desk hangs above me on the wall. 

Then I read Freya’s words:

“This picture offers insights across time and space, in a way similar to how a portrait of an ancestor 

offers a little insight to the person they may have been.

Figure 8.6 “Purple flower”. 
Carla van Laar, 2013.
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 It reminds me of my life, and makes me wonder how 

much nature and how much nurture influences parallel 

parts of our existence, yours and mine. At times our lives 

have intersected and we have known and loved the same 

people, yet there is also much that we do not know about 

each other. 

Perhaps some of my questions are answered in this 

painting. I can subjectively interpret some symbolism 

in every object, and it leads me to wonder if they have 

similar meanings for you. 

I feel comforted by clutter that gives me a sense that my 

life is meaningful and busy. For me, objects tend to be 

heavily imbued with nostalgia and emotion, even though 

my mother used to say, ‘They’re only objects, people are 

more important’.

Often my urgent things get mislaid amongst important 

things. You have the urgent paper sitting right there on 

top of the others. 

I wonder, in years to come, if other, younger, family 

members will look at this painting and identify with 

the people and objects and create some meaningful 

connection across the generations, perhaps recognising 

parts of their own personality in the representations.”

As illustrated in my story of reading Freya’s 

words at the dinner party, the intersubjective 

threads of relationship, connection and co-creation 

were inextricably woven together within the lived 

complexity of seeing her stories encounters.

Freya’s words help me to wonder in awe yet again 

at the power of art in evoking matters of meaning 

and significance. Freya’s complex relating to my 

painting includes the evocation of her own meaning 

making processes, then her self-aware wondering 

about my meanings, the similarities and divergences 

in our meaning making, the intergenerational nature 

of these, and the potential for future generations to 

connect with both of us through her imagining of 

them also seeing my stories through art. Freya’s words 

paint her own picture of connection through seeing 

stories as an unfolding, evolving, dynamic creative 

process of life, family and identity.

Here is how Julie expressed her experience 

of seeing the portrait of herself being painted co-

creatively and how that supported her relationship 

with her own creative journey as a woman.

“The symbol of it went to the very core of my soul. I felt 

this incredible, deep… humbling and deep connection 

with all women on this planet, who have been on ‘the 

road’, whether an actual road or a metaphoric road. 

It was immensely powerful for me, and incredibly 

enlightening, in my own journey and the creating of each 

other through this process. I feel like I’ve been supported 

in creating my thinking about women’s journey on the 

road, and the creation of the portrait has furthered that 

and deepened that. And personalised that for me. 

Suffice to say, the metaphor of the road for me, is a 

central part of my involvement in this project. And 

women’s paths.”

Figure 8.7 Me reading Freya’s text in front of my paintings at the 
dinner party, 2010.
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Nicola talks about the artworks themselves as though they can be a metaphoric invitational 

meeting place between the artist and the viewer. In Nicola’s description, the experience of seeing 

her stories is co-creative by nature.

“We’ve had lots of discussions, throughout this project, about creating art, and creating space in the art 

that anyone can climb into and have their own experience. About how you have it personal enough so 

that they can connect with it, but de-personalise it enough so that they can project their own experiences 

onto it. And a great artist will always try and play with that, they’ve played with it for centuries. But 

I feel like Carla’s works are archetypal in that way, you can really climb into them, as well as them 

climbing out to you. That’s a real gift, to do that in a way that’s not too literal, that still has all the 

symbols, but you’re not pulling away because it’s a cliché, you are actually invited into it, because there’s 

that universality, and it is still unique. That’s what the art is. I find that your works do that.” 

These three examples are connected through the theme of feeling connected with more 

than just one’s own personal life history through the seeing of the artwork. Freya talks about 

intergenerational connectedness, Julie talks about her relationship with women’s collective 

journeys and how these were personalised for her by the portrait of her sitting on the road, and 

Nicola expresses feeling invited into connection with archetypal and universal themes with which 

she has her own personal relationship. The sense of feeling that their own life experiences were 

connected with others through their seeing of my stories was important to these three women, and 

illustrates how seeing artworks can affirm a viewer’s lived experience, providing companionship on 

the journey, and inspiring a sense that life is meaningful.

Seeing her stories together: Being connected through our shared 
experiences, interests and values, strengthening and deepening 
our relationships

The stories in this section show how relationships led to our involvement in this research, and 

explore how, though our participation in the “Seeing her stories” research, our relationships with 

each other were honoured, celebrated, strengthened and deepened.

In preparing for the research dinner party, I wrote an email letter to the group of guests, some 

of whom had never met before, as a way of introducing them to each other before the event. 

This introduction highlighted a particular feature of our research group. Although we became a 

group for a short time through our participation in this inquiry, we were not a group that shared 

a common problem, we were not receiving interventions, and we were not participating in 

order to help prove or disprove a hypothesis. Rather, we are a group that has formed through our 

relationships with each other and shared interest in being part of “Seeing her stories”. This kind of 

Figure 8.8 “Our backyard”. Carla van Laar, 2013. 
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connected group forming bears some similarity 

to research using visual stories and ethnography 

that is interested in place, geography, ethnicity 

and culture as features that connect women 

as members of a group (Kenny, Faries, Fiske 

& Voyageur, 2004; Kenny, 2002; Kirkness & 

Archibald, 2001).

As I wrote in my research journal in 2014:

This inquiry has enabled us to come together 

to share the ways we know and make meaning 

through sharing our stories through the arts, and 

to share and value our ways of doing this. Art, 

sharing, knowing and making meaning are our 

territories. This shared territory gives us a place to 

stand together and meet. It can be empowering to 

stand here together.

This journal extract highlights a way 

of conceptualising “territory” as not only 

occupying geographical spaces, but as a 

metaphorical meeting place in which we 

are connected by relationship, interests, 

experiences and values. This is perhaps 

in keeping with Hogan and Pink’s (2010) 

interest in mapping interior worlds as part of 

understanding motivations that relate to how 

we move through external spaces. In our case, 

common areas in our internal landscapes can 

be seen as having led us to meet in an actual 

geographical location. The implications for 

practice of forming groups based on these 

principles is simple yet in profound contrast 

with much of the practice in art therapy.

Figures 8.8 and 8.9 show two of the 

“meeting places” that became subjects of my 

artwork, the table in my urban courtyard, and 

a communal space to sit under the tarpaulin 

while on a camping trip with family and friends.

Gretel’s response at the dinner party 

illustrates how she became involved in the 

project through our friendship, her encounter 

with being seen as I painted her portrait, our 

shared interests and the flow-on of being 

invited to the dinner party to share her 

experiences.

“I’m surprised to be part of it! I came over to visit 

Carla, and Carla said, ‘Can I paint you?’, and I 

found that very confronting! Somehow being the 

subject of somebody painting you can bring up 

some insecurities about what they are going to see, 

that you don’t normally see, in yourself. 

The other thing that I’ve always been interested 

in, and where Carla and I have connected, is in 

narrative therapy, and that whole idea of being an 

outsider witness and looking in on people’s work, 

and then what your response is, to a person’s work. 

I’ve had lots of discussions with Carla around 

theory, and I’ve also been engaged in doing groups 

with Carla.

I feel like suddenly, oh wow, I’m part of this now!” 

Gretel nods her head, smiling.

Gretel’s account shows how there are 

layers to her participation in the research, 

beginning with her relationship with me and 

being seen herself while I painted her portrait. 

She also talks about our conversations, our 

shared interests and values that are part of 

how we connect, and how she connects with 

Figure 8.9 “Under the tarpaulin”. Carla van Laar, 2017.
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this inquiry. Finally, she expresses that, through these 

layers of relationship and connection, she feels that 

she is part of something, perhaps expressing a sense 

of belonging to a community of women with shared 

interests.

White and Robson (2014) reported on the 

“Critical Mass” initiative, a gathering connecting arts 

and health practitioners from the United Kingdom, 

United States, South Africa, Australia, Ireland and 

Mexico. They describe their motivations to connect 

in meaningful relationships with like-minded people, 

to develop an internationally connected social 

network that is informal, realistic, far-reaching, 

strong and responsive. They describe their approach 

in organising the gathering as having a conversational 

rather than presentational approach with an 

orientation towards generating possibilities such as 

“potential collaboration” (p. 395). Their approach to 

group forming resonates with Gretel’s account of 

connecting with this research through our meaningful 

relationship, and the intention and values of the 

inquiry. This kind of group forming was shown in this 

inquiry to enable a sense of collaboration that was 

enlivening and exciting, and that generated a sense of 

co-creating the inquiry.

At times during the research, my painting  

became a way of honouring and celebrating my 

relationships with the women who were the subjects 

of the paintings. In the previous chapters I have 

mentioned my Oma and my Great-Grandmother 

Laura May, and how painting them and seeing their 

images was a way of spending time appreciating my 

relationships with them. 

Here is a story that describes how in my painting 

of Nicola I immerse in appreciation of our friendship 

and its different phases over time. This extract from 

my research narrative describes my visit to Nicola’s 

house to interview her about her experience of seeing 

the painting of the woman on the cliff, and provides a 

brief history of our relationship. 

Painting Nicola

At 5pm on the 17th December 2008 I arrive at Nicola’s 

house in Brunswick, the suburb we both live in, in the 

inner Northern suburbs of Melbourne, Australia, a suburb 

that we both bought houses in over 10 years earlier before 

it went through a boom of gentrification and was still 

Figure 8.10 “Gathering at Wild Dog”. Carla van Laar, 2014.

When I see this painting I am reminded of the values shared by 
the people who were drawn together by their desire to camp 
in and connect together with this environment, which became 
a geographical meeting place, and home for a short time to a 
generative and collaborative conference “Wild Mind Gathering”. 
Everyone who attended was both a participant and facilitator co-
creating the event.
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home to many migrant families living in houses built 

from the 1880s through to the 1930s in various states of 

dilapidation, renovation and transformation.

I first met Nicola when she was recommended for a 

position I was recruiting a worker to, in my role as 

Mentoring Program Co-ordinator with a community 

based organization. This organisation works with young 

people in the youth justice system. At that point in time, 

we were setting up a program to provide support for 

young women who were exiting custody. I’d been running 

a sort of drop-in room where young women could come 

and see a GP for medication, cook a healthy lunch 

together and participate in creative activities like sewing, 

mosaics and painting.

From the moment Nicola and I met we just “clicked”. 

We became friends quickly and bounced off each other’s 

delight in working creatively. Nicola is a composer and 

song writer, and one of my favourite memories of Nicola 

is the time we went on a road trip to a beach house on a 

hill in a place called Laver’s Hill, a three hour drive from 

Melbourne, in the middle of the night, got locked out 

and spent the night under a blanket on the edge of a cliff 

drinking red wine and watching the sun come up. Nicola 

sang me songs all night and I fell completely in love with 

her lyrical words and lilting voice.

During my visit to Nicola’s house, we moved 

together into her studio where she sat on the stool and 

sang songs as responses to my art work. During this 

singing I took the photos of her that I used as source 

material to paint her portrait.

Here is some of the conversation between Nicola 

and myself about the portrait, a year later, at the 

research dinner party focus group. I begin with 

comments about the perspective in the painting:

“And, that perspective is actually where I was, it looked 

like the keyboard was a road, again! I would just sit 

there, Nicola would start singing. I would be in heaven, 

gazing up, hearing all of the song.

In that moment, you are a goddess for me. Really.” 

I widen my eyes and nod at Nicola to emphasise the  

truth of this.

“Yeah”, she says, “Maybe that’s why I like it, not because  

of the goddess, but because when I met Carla, we just 

loved each other, instantly. She’d come over, and we’d have 

a wine, and I’d say, ‘Carla, here’s a new one’,” she gestures 

to show that she’s playing the piano to me and singing, 

“and then I knew, if it connected with Carla, then it 

would be huge! And so, I like how there’s an end, at the 

seat, because often Carla would sit with me, we’d squeeze 

onto that little piano stool, so I like looking at it from 

that perspective.”

There is appreciative laughter as the others enjoy the 

memory along with us.

In this story, seeing the paintings again at the 

dinner party surrounded by the other women, 

becomes an opportunity for Nicola and myself to 

openly express our affection and love for each other, 

and to have this witnessed and appreciated by the 

group. Our delight and enjoyment of recounting 

memories of sharing each other’s creative endeavours 

expresses the quality and meaning this sharing brings 

to our lives.

This extract can perhaps be seen as illustrating 

how seeing her stories, while being a relational 

process in itself, can also be part of developing quality 

in relationships between people. 
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Seeing the actual artwork seems to resonate with 

both our memories of sharing moments of creativity. 

For me, it enabled me to share something of the 

preciousness and intimacy I experienced being a solo 

audience for Nicola’s performance. For Nicola, it 

seemed also to remind her of those moments, and 

memories of sitting side by side on the piano stool, 

my response to her music confirming the value of her 

creative work. We could say that seeing her stories 

evoked nostalgic shared memories and a sense of the 

continuity of our co-creative friendship (Sedikides, 

Wildschut, Routledge & Arndt, 2015).

In the story with Nicola, her responding was 

through song; with Julie, her responding was through 

words and emotions. In both interactions I responded 

through image and conversation. 

By bringing the stories of our interactions into 

the group setting of the dinner party focus group, we 

created a ripple effect. This ripple effect supported 

Freya to speak from the heart about something 

that had profound meaning for her: the deepening, 

strengthening and nurturing of loving, caring, 

significant relationships. The relationship she describes 

is her relationship with me, her niece.

Aunty Freya finds her entry point into the discussion. 

“Since you’ve introduced emotion into it, it’s a good 

opportunity for me to speak, because my connection 

to Carla is very emotional. Her story started at birth 

for me, and she was our much loved first grandchild in 

the family, who we all adored. And you know Carla’s 

had many things happen in her life, some joys, some 

sorrows, and often I see those things reflected in what 

she’s painting at the time. So even though we haven’t 

physically lived close together, I can sort of come down, 

and see her paintings, and get an insight into what  

might have been happening … or not”, she says,  

glancing at me with a smile. 

“I really find Carla’s paintings a very powerful way  

for me to know her even more.”

Aunty Freya’s words had a profound impact 

on me. Her valuing of wanting to know what is 

happening in my life, and to know me, made me 

aware of feeling loved, and valued by her. Again, 

this reminds me of, and helps me to connect with 

relational qualities such as loving and valuing, that  

are life enhancing and important, and to consider  

how to enact these qualities in my life and work, 

which are, of course, in constant relationship and 

intimately connected. 

Freya spoke about her experiences in seeing my 

artwork, and this resonated with my own experience 

of seeing Lorraine’s artwork. The extract from my 

research journal, that I included in the “Methods” 

chapter, describes my experience of meeting Lorraine 

and seeing her artwork in her studio. This is another 

kind of seeing stories where my own artwork is not 

the object of seeing, but, rather, Lorraine’s is, and I 

am the witness. Mutual friends had been suggesting 

that I meet Lorraine because they felt we shared Figure 8.11 Freya at the dinner party, 2010.
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interests in being painters and working in the 

arts and wellbeing fields. After our meeting, 

I was drawn to the idea of painting a portrait 

of Lorraine as a way of appreciating and 

honouring the connection I felt with her, her 

life experiences and her art.

Our shared seeing of stories began with 

looking together at the artwork of others: 

Lorraine’s print collection. This was like a 

warm-up before Lorraine took me into her 

studio and showed me her own artworks and 

works in progress. The imagery and symbols in 

Figure 8.12 “Weaving bra nches”. Carla van Laar, 2012.

In this painting I am visually examining the overlapping, intertwining and connecting relationships of the trees, 
branches, foliage, sky, light, shade, colour, texture, foreground, background, and the shapes of spaces inbetween.
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Figure 8.14 “Vaughn’s flowers” 
installation, 2017.

I sat on my bed painting flowers in 
honour of my son Vaughn’s birthday 
2017. This kind of expression of love 
and the brevity of life is something 
that Lorraine and I share in our 
painting imagery.

Figure 8.13 Lorraine in 
her studio, 2010.
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her artwork resonated for me and, I felt, illuminated 

our shared experiences as bereaved mothers. The 

particular kind of connection I describe at the end of 

the journal extract is a recognition of and attunement 

to her emotional world that then prompted me to re-

connect with my own emotional landscape, creating a 

kind of shared territory that was familiar to both of us. 

Lorraine’s response to seeing my portrait of her 

at the research dinner party further describes how 

she experienced this emotional connection. At the 

dinner party, Lorraine was seated next to Gretel, 

whose words prompted Lorraine to speak about her 

connections with me, the project, our shared life 

experiences, and our connections through art making 

and symbols. Lorraine’s connection with her own 

emotions is evident as she shares her story with the 

group of women.

“It was through mutual friends that have a connection 

with art that Carla made a friendship with me, and came 

around to my house to visit me. We sat out on the deck 

and engaged in lots of conversation. So periodically when 

Carla would come and visit, we’d connect. 

In sharing our stories, part of our shared story is the fact 

that we both have lost a son, or a child. I found for me, 

meeting Carla on that level was really quite powerful, 

because, I haven’t had, I haven’t really had…” She looks 

skyward, “oh, I find this emotional talking about it... 

Haven’t had that experience with another person, who 

connects with that.” She looks over to me.

“That was really a gift for me. And we also share the art 

aspect. We discovered that we both have similar symbols in 

our artwork…

And I felt, in that engagement, it was honouring 

something that I haven’t had…”

Figure 8.16 “Bedroom blossoms”. Carla van Laar, 2017.

Figure 8.15 “Vaughn’s flowers”, Carla van Laar, 2017.

“And then seeing the portrait!” She turns to it and 

laughs. 

“I wasn’t sure what Carla was going to do with the 

portrait. I was saying to her today, you know, I feel like 

I’m right under the microscope, because it’s so close, and 

um, and you mentioned about the eyes…” 
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Figure 8.18 “Lorraine”. Carla van Laar, 2010.

Figure 8.17 Lorraine at the dinner party 1, 2010. Figure 8.19 Lorraine at the dinner party 2, 2010.
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She turns to speak to me, “Well um, to me, and I probably 

haven’t shared that with you, but that was the connection 

to you, your eyes, as well.”

It is clear that connection is of great importance 

to Lorraine as she reiterates the many overlapping 

experiences that she has had within the “Seeing her 

stories” project. Not least of these is her reference to 

being seen herself, as if “under a microscope”. It seems 

that while, like Gretel, she acknowledges a certain 

vulnerability in being the subject of a portrait, that  

she also gained a deepened sense of closeness with  

me in realising that I shared her sense of connecting 

with each other through our eyes – mutual seeing  

and being seen, and a sense of intimacy.

Learmonth (2009) takes an evolutionary 

psychology perspective that sees us as relational and 

art-making beings. Both relating and art making have 

a relationship with imagination and cognitive fluidity, 

which are seen as adaptive and survival functions, 

through which “by working with the material 

metaphor, we are able to change our own minds”  

(p. 9). Lett, Fox and von der Borch (2014) describe 

their engagement as companions together in a year-

long art based inquiry in which they conceived 

of process as value, finding that the evidence they 

generated “offers support for the value of art based 

inquiry set in relational processes marked by safety 

and trust for the meaning-making that can contribute 

to health” (p. 209). These perspectives understand art 

making as relational processes. The qualities of the 

interpersonal relating have a reciprocal relationship 

with the shared creative processes in which they can 

simultaneously enable and enhance one another. These 

perspectives are affirmed by what occurred within this 

study, whereby our personal relationships prompted 

our engagement in creative exploration, and our  

shared creative explorations deepened the bonds  

in relationships.

Within these dynamic processes of seeing her 

stories, comes a heightened awareness for me of  

being part of one another, in continuous practices  

of interaction and co-creation. 

Co-creating each other through 
seeing her stories

The examples of connection and relationship 

presented so far have illuminated the interpersonal 

nature of seeing her stories, and the potential 

for intersubjective attunement within the seeing 

experience. I have presented examples of connection 

and relationship as described by the research 

participants at the dinner party. They are connections 

of friendships, professional interests, life experiences 

and intergenerational meanings. I next look at a 

number of examples from the research process that 

illustrate some of the further ripple effects of seeing 

her stories, stories of generating and co-creating new 

meanings together.

Here is part of a story I wrote during a 

collaborative co-authoring project with my supervisor 

Jan Allen and two colleagues, Jean Rumbold and Loris 

Alexander, during the early stages of the research. The 

title of our co-authored chapter reflects the content 

that we were writing about and also the collaborative 

processes that we used to generate our shared 

understandings and co-create the chapter, “Knowing 

together differently – Intersubjective responding” 

(Rumbold, Allen, Alexander & van Laar, 2008). Jan 

invited me to write about our use of sharing artwork 

as part of supervision. This story shows the impact 
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on me when I saw Jan’s artwork (figure 6.6) that she 

made in response to seeing my painting of a smudgy 

view out of the car side window.

Weeks later, it’s supervision day again. As I arrive at 

the studio, Jan hands me two pieces of paper. An image 

and a poem. She tells me she has responded to my 

painting – the second one. She tells me that for her, it 

was about finding a place, belonging. I am awe struck. 

These responses have clearly not just happened... They 

have taken time and energy. And they are moving. They 

move me. The image is computer generated and echoes the 

movement and colours of my painting, there is a smudgy 

view out a window, and a car interior – how wonderful, 

she could sense that the movement was from a car… and 

down the bottom there is a soft, warm light brown verging 

on fleshy coloured segment, a soft image, I realise it is a 

portion of a child’s face down there. Who is she? How has 

she entered the car? She is new, she wasn’t in my picture. 

She has entered in. She is like looking backwards to when 

I was a little girl and was content to be a passenger on 

long journeys. The car was a safe place back then, but 

for some reason the straps on the seat belt look slightly 

menacing, like restraints… The poem is lovely and I am 

left with the words, “Coming home” reverberating in my 

mind’s ear (Rumbold, Allen, Alexander and van Laar, 

2008, p. 303).

This extract demonstrates the interweaving of 

Jan’s and my own seeing of each other’s stories. She 

was moved emotionally, into her memory, meaning 

making and her own creative process through seeing 

my image. I, in turn, was moved emotionally and 

imaginatively in the moment of seeing, followed 

on by continuing reflective meaning making and 

creativity. Jan and my interactions show the co-

creative relationship between each of us as artists 

with our art, between each of us as audiences to each 

other’s art, and between Jan and myself as individuals. 

It could be said that, from the perspective of art 

practice as research, that in the process of painting, 

not only do I create the artwork, but as I come to 

know things through the painting, that the artwork 

is also creating me. Likewise, as my seeing of Jan’s 

artwork has left an imprint in me that is at once 

sensory, emotional, imaginal and storied, I am forever 

changed by my seeing of her visual story. Through our 

interactions, Jan and I are an example of how in our 

inter-subjective and art based experiencing, we are 

constantly co-creating each other.

As I created the portrait of Julie, her feedback had 

an influence on my development as an artist. For me, 

this was an experience of feeling co-created through 

the exchange. In this example, I have emailed Julie a 

photo of her face in the portrait because I have been 

working on it that day. I have asked her to let me 

know how she feels about the face I am painting.  

She replies via text message:

“Eyes are very good. I think the crease on the left side 

of my mouth is too heavy / dark and that’s causing the 

mouth to look hard. Neck is very good too. General shape 

of face is great. Yes very tricky.”

This small exchange illustrates a process of co-

creation where Julie is the subject of my artwork, and 

offers me feedback about the experience of seeing the 

story I am painting of her. The setting of the portrait, 

the clothes she is wearing, and the objects in the 

painting are all of Julie’s choosing, and the portrayal of 

these is my contribution. 

In the next extract from my research narrative, 

I describe the interactive relationship between Julie, 

myself, and her portrait. In painting Julie’s portrait, I 
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struggled with changing the colour palette, light and 

shade, and likeness of Julie. At times, I felt that I could 

leave the portrait, and then I would show Julie and she 

would share her reactions, responses, resonances and 

dissonances with me. This resulted in my responding 

through paint by altering the portrait in return, as 

shown in figures 7.14, 7.15 and 7.16 in the previous 

chapter. This process continued for a lengthy period 

of time until we came to a place with the portrait 

where we both felt enough resonance, a meeting place 

in the artwork, that it reflected enough of who Julie 

is to me, and enough of who she is to herself as well. 

In this way, the portrait of Julie is like a record of our 

dialogical relationship, with the portrait being the 

place in-between.

The tree has reminded me of Julie all through the 

painting. Tall and strong, wise and seeing. Having the 

tree behind her in the picture reflects these qualities  

I see in Julie.

Weeks after emailing Julie a photo of her portrait, and 

receiving her text message response, I go back to her 

painting and rework it again! I could have decided to 

settle with the idea that this picture is about who Julie is 

to me, and that I was happy with my depiction, but the 

truth is, I wasn’t happy until she was happy! If happy is 

not the right word, I wanted her to feel a resonance with 

the image I created.

The exchange between Julie and myself honours 

the process of co-creation that occurred within 

and also developed and deepened our relationship. 

This process highlights some of the complexities 

of co-creating within art based projects, and the 

risks and responsibilities associated with creating 

representations of others. The importance of  

sharing, checking in, receiving feedback, perseverance 

and adjusting were highlighted through this co-

creative process.

In this next excerpt, Belinda and I have a co-

creative exchange in my studio, after she has come 

over to visit and have dinner together. We are meeting 

together to honour the journey we’ve been sharing as 

peer researchers, each engaging in our own art based 

research processes. Belinda has been exploring using 

improvised flute playing, and I have been exploring 

through paint. We have witnessed and supported 

each other’s confusions, dilemmas, creations and 

illuminations over the past years. Here, we become 

both subject of art and artist as we co-create together 

in my studio after dinner.

Belinda and I enter the studio. She has her silver flute 

in her hands and is putting it together. I feel incredibly 

moved as I set up my easel, canvas and a palette of paint. 

“In our supervision session I just realised I couldn’t 

possibly finish this research without painting you!  

My dear peer, it’s been such a journey hasn’t it?”

“It certainly has. And a winding road.”

“Well”, I say, “I thought maybe we could improvise 

together. If you play I’ll paint you playing. What do  

you think?”

“Ah yes, improvising together, that’s what we do isn’t it? 

At least we know what we’re good at now. We are good  

at improvising”.

And she takes a few deep breaths with eyes shut, raises 

the flute to her lips and blows. She doesn’t blow to make 

notes, just the sound of the air entering the metal tube, 

like a breathy rhythm. 
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Figure 8.20 “Belinda in the studio”. Carla van Laar, 2011.
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I look at my palette and go for some fuscia pink paint.  

I dab it on my brush and look back to Belinda to see 

where to start.

She is breathing notes into the flute now, they sound 

like my brush strokes. As the notes get longer and more 

sweeping, so do my strokes, as the music becomes fluid and 

flowing, so do my gestures in applying the paint. 

Belinda is moving, swaying and taking steps around the 

space. She is a subject in action, I’m carefully observing 

her from many different angles, she is changing from 

moment to moment and I’m focusing on the movement 

and energy and staying with the flow of the sound.

She plays, I paint, she moves, I see, she plays, I paint.

It is a dance. 

A shared moment.

We co-create the intersubjective space, our art and our 

experience of our shared journey.

After this encounter, when Belinda and I were 

discussing what had happened during our creative 

improvisation, I learned that while Belinda had been 

my living, moving subject, I had also been hers. While 

my brush strokes were echoing her swaying and lilting 

notes, she told me that her music was mirroring my 

gestures as I painted. 

My words in the extract above illustrate the 

interconnection and overlap of co-creation that occurs 

in moments like these. As with many of the other 

stories, although I am using this excerpt to shine a 

light on a particular element of seeing each other’s 

stories, if we look carefully we can see all of the 

themes of the previous chapters co-occurring within 

this vignette. I evoke a sense of presence through the 

ritual-like action of entering the studio and setting 

up instruments and art materials. The mention of 

breath and gesture arouses the embodiment that we 

engage in through our mutual art making. The verbal 

metaphor of our research being a journey and a long 

and winding road conjures an image of both change 

and continuity. The context of my studio provides us 

with a private and dedicated space for our co-creative 

encounter in which we can safely take the risk to 

improvise in a process that is organic and emergent, 

using our well-loved tools of the arts as our forms 

of engagement, exploration and expression. Our art 

based collaboration was enabled by and an honouring 

of our relationship as companions on an inquiring 

adventure, and the strong connection that we felt  

with each other through this shared experiencing.  

In this way, all of the themes of the previous chapters 

are interwoven and were part of co-creation within 

this research. 

Within each of the examples of co-creation in 

the “Seeing her stories” research, there is evidence 

that we are co-creating much more than just our art 

products. As I mention in the last sentence of the 

encounter with Belinda, along with our artworks, we 

are co-creating the shared space, the imprint left in 

our own and each other’s embodied, emotional and 

physiological systems as a result of the experience, 

and as we do all of this we are co-creating another 

chapter in the narrative of our shared journey. Because 

this encounter is connected with our art based 

research, we are also co-creating ways of knowing, 

and what we know. We are co-creating knowledges. 

This experiential knowing together arouses emotions 

and meanings, making it significant, energising, 

generative, powerful and life enhancing. 
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During the “Seeing her stories” research dinner 

party focus group, the experience of co-creation 

was mentioned many times in different ways by 

the participants, indicating that this was felt to be 

important and fascinating. 

Here are Jane’s words describing how our 

conversations and exchanges of ideas about seeing 

women’s stories influenced, generated and co-created 

each other:

“Your journey through this research, for a long period of 

time, was running parallel to mine. I think a lot of our 

conversations affected my research as well, certainly took 

me on certain paths. I think your research probably fed 

into mine a bit too, at very specific points … 

I find it very hard to think about yours and mine as 

separate, because we were studying for such a similar 

period of time, together…

I think how your ideas evolved, affected mine … a lot.”

Some art therapists emphasise, as I have in my 

story about making art with Belinda in my studio, 

how making art together can strengthen or deepen 

relationships. Hosea (2006) worked with parents 

and infants and highlighted how having sensory 

experiences together in making and seeing art 

“emotionally and positively affects their relationship” 

(p. 69) and “promotes positive and new connections” 

(p. 69). Vivian-Byrne and Lomas (2007) used art 

therapy with their work engaging children in foster 

care along with their foster carers and staff members, 

in which making art together became a way of caring. 

Wilson, Secker and Kent (2014) describe how 

participation in an arts program contributed to social 

inclusion, and value the capacity of arts engagement 

to strengthen relationships. These perspectives value 

relationships as significant and important, not only 

the relationship between therapist and client, as a 

traditional psychotherapeutic approach might, but the 

relationships between parents or carers and children, 

between participants, between staff members and 

clients, and between members of a community.

Although their study examined the longitudinal 

effects of mentoring relationships, Moerer-Urdahl and 

Creswell (2004) were interested in looking at more 

than simple cause and effect outcomes, and, as I have, 

conceived of relationships – in their case, mentoring 

relationships – as having ripple effects. Their 

descriptions of these resonate strongly with some of 

what occurred in this inquiry. They describe the ripple 

effect as “interconnectedness within relationships” 

(p. 30), that can be particularly life enhancing within 

a “meaningful relationship built on trust” (p. 31). 

They see the relationship as a “multiplier”, a “way of 

passing on traits”, “giving back”, “passing it on” and 

“empowerment filtered down” (p. 31). The ripple 

effects of these relationships are illustrated as a “circle 

of influence” that is “expanding outwardly”, and that 

is “a life long process” (p. 31). These findings are 

inspiring to me as I look back at the ripple effects 

that occurred during this inquiry and imagine the 

ripple effects continuing to expand outward after this 

project becomes an art object itself having further 

relationships in the world with others who seek to use 

art based processes and relating as ways of knowing 

and becoming.
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Co-creating the world

Co-creation is implied in both relationships and connection, as the three themes intertwine and 

overlap intersubjectively. In art therapy literature, co-creation is central when art therapists discuss 

their transdisciplinary collaborations (Grushka, Squance & Reeves, 2014), community art based 

events (Martin-Iverson, 2014), co-creating art based inquiry methods (Horsfall, Linnell, Latham & 

Rumbold, 2014), and in discussions of the relevance of philosophical perspectives such as Merleu-

Ponty’s (Skaife, 2001).

Art therapists have written about connections and connectedness as valuable and important. 

Connection can be conceived of as occurring at a micro-level between neurons, at a human level 

between individuals, at a community and global level, or at an ecological and universal level. All 

of these are relevant in looking at what occurred in the “Seeing her stories” inquiry and the ripple 

effects of our seeing.

While the seeing her stories project was by no means a global project, it occurred in the context 

of a decade of my life in which I travelled and worked internationally on many occasions. While 

the stories of my work with women in various countries and cultures were not part of the “data” 

for this inquiry, my experiences certainly influenced my inquiring, and the contexts I worked in 

became places for me to put my understandings into practice. Many connections have been formed 

between myself and the women I have worked with. We maintain ongoing relationships that extend 

beyond the time we have to work together by being online friends and liking, commenting on, and 

appreciating each other’s community work and personal activities. We share photographs of our 

art that show some of the flow-on effects of our work together, and have genuine interest in each 

other’s lives, celebrations and relationships. Another flow-on effect has been an increased valuing 

on my part of collaboration as essential to my work. This has had ripple effects for my own work 

practice, where I have made conscious choices to collaborate with others when creating workshops, 

delivering professional development and facilitating retreats. The ongoing relationships between 

women connected by our values working internationally has proven to create a strong network of 

support and inspiration, and is part of what can happen when a woman’s stories are seen.

Participants in this inquiry spoke about ripple effects from their seeing of my stories that 

flowed into their broader relationships and lives. Here is a quote from Nicola during my visit to 

her house where she describes part of the ripple effect of seeing my story as an experience of re-

connection to feeling, creating, being with her children and connecting with other people.

“Well”, she pauses, “For me, it means I’m able to be with my children in the best possible way, to be in life, 

rather than wishing it away.
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I reconnect,

I feel the colours,

I feel the highs and lows.

Write music

Share it with others

Touch a universal space,

I do the same thing as what your painting has done.

It’s cyclical. It’s universal things that resonate – universal 

darkness or lightness or colourfulness, that enables others 

to move forward in their journeys.”

In the quote above, Nicola started by talking about 

her relationship with her own children, then expanded 

out to her relationship with others, and then made 

links even further out to themes that connect us all. 

Nicola explained that by feeling a sense of connection 

to universal, perhaps existential aspects of human 

experiencing, that she connected to her own creativity 

in responding through song, and this resonance 

through creative practice has an enabling quality that 

flows into the world.

This next story is an exchange between Julie and 

myself where we muse over these ideas and illustrate 

our creative processes. Our art works tell the story 

that we are in each other’s worlds, connected, part  

of each other and co-creating one another.

Figure 8.21 “Back to the garden”. Carla van Laar, 2012.
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I show Julie the images of the recent garden paintings 

that I have in miniature on my phone. 

“These are a mirror of my creative energy now, so full of 

colour, of life, of texture, connection, interaction, cross 

fertilization, overlapping, complexity, growth … all the 

things that I’ve been learning about through the process 

of inquiring.

It’s funny, Jan said something last year about what was 

happening in the research. She said, ‘It’s like you are 

painting yourself into being’.”

Julie looks intensely, “Wow, say that again, what a quote.”

I say, “You are painting yourself into being”.

“Brilliant!” says Julie, “ ‘You are painting yourself into 

being’. I love it. Just brilliant! I am going to write that 

into my script right now!”

“Ha ha!” I counter, “I’m going to write this conversation 

into a chapter of my thesis!!!!!”

“You are in my story.”

“And you are in mine.”

“But now, I have to show you this!” she gestures me over to 

look at her giant computer screen. 

She has a music clip of Joni Mitchell performing four 

weeks after Woodstock, a beautiful young woman singing 

for an enormous crowd, a solo performance, just her voice 

ringing out with the notes of the piano that she plays. 

Joni reminds me of Nicola as I watch and listen.

She sings,

“We are star dust

Billion year old carbon

We are golden

And we’ve got to get ourselves

Back to the garden.”

This story illustrates our delight in realising how 

interconnected our stories are, and the sense of co-

creation that we share. The energising, connecting, 

pleasurable, transforming and possibility-generating 

qualities of these diverse, complex and overlapping 

co-creative experiences of seeing her stories are life 

enhancing for us women. The image of the garden 

in my painting and the song evokes a kind of eco-

awareness, and the mention of our origins in star 

dust arouses an awareness of a bigger picture, our 

participation in the life of the universe.

The connection with eco-awareness, the life of 

the universe and sense of the interconnectedness of 

all life that emerged in our experiences of seeing 

her stories are related to ideas that are emerging 

in art therapy and other literature. Bai and Fraser 

(2004), educational ethicists, wrote of their ideas 

about how an ecologically informed perspective 

can provide a foundation for ethical practice as 

an everyday activity. This is an ideal that “aims at 

creating a condition of viability and wellbeing for 

all members of the earth community” (p. 51). They 

raise concerns that the human enactment of a “failed 

philosophy” (p. 55) has led to widespread alienation 

and disconnection through the dominance of multiple 

ideologies including “logocentricism, materialism, 

instrumentalism, anthropocentricism, economism, 

fundamentalism, and so on” (p. 55). In response, Bai 

and Fraser (2004) offer three interlinked practices 

that flow from “the thesis that all life-phenomena are 

interconnected and interpenetrating” (p. 51):
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1)   integration of mind and matter, mind and body, 

the subject and the object;

2)  intrinsic valuing wherein we value the other for 

what it is in itself and for itself, not just what it 

can do or be for us; and

3)  intersubjectivity wherein we can see and relate 

to others as subjects like oneself, not merely as 

objects existing for the self. (Bai & Fraser,  

2004, p. 55)

In their 2014 article, “Arts and health as 

an ecopsychological practice: Developing a 

conversation”, Neville and Varney present their 

dialogue with each other about how ecological ways 

of thinking can inform art based practice. Their 

writing style choice is a dialogue in which they 

respond to one another, demonstrating their valuing 

of relational process, and the generation of new 

perspectives through their conversational connection 

with each other and sharing of ideas. Some of these 

ideas include seeing ourselves and our interpersonal 

art practices as “cells of the whole system we call 

the environment” (Neville & Varney, 2014, p. 

273). They offer a view in which we can see our 

moments of shared experiencing and inter-subjective 

meaning-making through art as ways to connect with 

universal experiences such as loss, and that this can 

be understood as a “moment of connection with the 

universe” (p. 278). 

McNiff (2016) draws connections between art 

making, ch’i and participation in the creative life force 

of the universe when he says: 

Ch’i, wu-wei, soul loss, neidan, and other 

processes described here are all manifestations 

of the movements of nature on micro and macro 

levels where no thing or being is separate from 

the larger creative process. Seeing ourselves as 

contributors to an all-inclusive creative force 

both inside and beyond ourselves, is for me the 

medicine the world needs (McNiff, 2016, p. 9).

In the “Seeing her stories” project, we can 

see evidence of bigger picture experiencing of 

connection. Nicola’s descriptions that seeing my 

artwork gave her a sense of tapping into something 

expansive and universal is one such example. Julie’s 

sense of feeling connected to women across time 

and space, and her art based response of offering 

me Joni Mitchell’s song are also demonstrative of 

her sense of being part of the life of the universe 

and our material and poetic origins in star dust. My 

own art practice and the resulting works show the 

importance of my own sense of connection with the 

living world, and have ripple effects that interconnect 

with others’ appreciation, as exampled by Linda’s 

story in the “Context, risk and safety” chapter. These 

instances elucidate Bai’s (2004) eco-informed ethics: 

integration, intrinsic valuing and intersubjectivity, 

as well as Neville and Varney’s (2014) suggestion 

that ecological awareness can enlarge horizons in 

the practice of arts and health, and McNiff’s (2016) 

perspective that when we create art we participate in 

the life energy of the universe.

In keeping with the values made apparent in my 

choice of methodology, relationships have been prized 

and valued throughout the “Seeing her stories” project, 

and the uniqueness and preciousness of these holds 

significance, passion and love.

The stories in this inquiry attest to the notion that 

relationships are powerful and impact substantially 

on our quality of life, sense of self, bodily sensations, 

emotions, mental health, resilience in the face of 



291

hardship, and existential and spiritual meaning 

making. Some of the relationships in the stories I have 

shared – such as my relationship with an oppressive 

institution, or with dehumanising language and 

practices – show relationships that are experienced 

as counter-productive, stifling, a poor fit, repressing, 

judging, pathologising, betraying and traumatising. 

Other relationships – such as my relationship with 

artmaking and artworks, and the relationships 

between research participants – reveal themselves to 

be experienced as affirming, encouraging, enabling, 

resonant, useful, caring, honouring, empowering, 

healing and delightful.

Relationships within this project are active, and 

involve doing things together. Some of what we do 

together is social, such as dinners, picnics, outings, 

road trips, camping, holidays and walking together. 

Some of what we do is affectionate, such as kissing, 

hugging and cuddling. Some is creative, such as 

making art, singing, drama, yoga, music making, 

dancing, playing and performing. Some of what we do 

together is practical, such as helping and working, and 

some is curious, such as reflecting, learning, inquiring, 

and thinking. Some of what we do together is soulful 

and existential, and engages emotions including 

frustration, happiness, anticipation, exhaustion, shock, 

fear, dismay, desire as well as senses of truth, meaning 

and wisdom. Some of these things we do together are 

womanly, like having children and mothering.

In all of these relational activities, interactive 

exchange is present. We share, participate, converse, 

recount, communicate, dialogue, imprint, connect, 

know, create and co-create together.

Connection, part of the interconnectedness that 

I outlined in the methodology chapter, has been a 

core value underpinning this research project, and has 

informed the way I have conducted the research. This 

inquiry has deepened my connections with the topic, 

the art materials, processes, subjects and products, 

the participants, and the source material that I have 

gathered and created.

Given the importance of acknowledging 

interconnection within this project – rather than 

claiming any detachment or objectivity – it is, 

perhaps, unsurprising or even inevitable that 

connection has emerged as a key finding in response 

to the question “What can happen when a woman’s 

stories are seen?”

My sense of connection as an important theme 

in the research was mirrored by the co-inquirers in 

our conversations about their experiences of seeing 

my stories and their involvement in the research. 

The diverse descriptions of participants’ experiences 

of connection within the seeing her stories research 

project shared overlapping emphases that integrated 

engagement and meaningfulness. Connection as 

described by participants in this project included the 

notion of connection as something that is sensed, 

deep, appreciative, invitational, strengthening, 

enabling and re-connecting. Connection was expressed 

as being present within friendships and family 

relationships within the project, as well as in shared 

experiences such as engaging in research, working 

together or maternal bereavement. Connection was 

explained as existing with environments such as 

my studio and nature, and experienced through art 

based actions such as seeing artwork, song-writing, 

painting, poetry and music. These connections were 

frequent and complex throughout the project. They 

were like ripple effects that were at once cyclical, 
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Figure 8.22 “Corindi Beach Hibiscus”. Carla van Laar, 2011.

Every time I pant a flower I feel that I am witnessing, connecting with and participating in the life energy of the universe.

expanding and transforming, and simultaneously like 

webs gathering, weaving and illuminating connections 

between us. 

We have shared many inter-subjective experiences 

throughout this project as part of investigating what 

can happen when a woman’s stories are seen. Some of 
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these experiences are directly related to the moments 

of seeing the painted images that acted as the seed for 

this inquiry, such as imagining in, emotional resonance 

or awareness of memory. Many of our experiences 

have engaged creative practices as responses to 

seeing the original paintings, including writing 

stories, poems, scripts and music, drawing, painting, 

illustrating and mapping, as well as dancing, playing 

and performing. Some of the poignant moments of 

“Seeing her stories” occurred during the making 

processes and were embodied and active, evoking 

all of the senses in combination with seeing, such 

as being aware of breath, feeling textures, hearing 

music, moving with rhythm or swaying, and gesturing 

to make brushstrokes by dabbing or flowing. Other 

significant experiences have been flow-on or ripple 

effects in connection with the initial seeing, such as 

conversing, dialoguing, communicating, describing, 

responding, facilitating, working and improvising 

together. Through all of these interactions we have 

come to feel things, observe things, make meanings 

and know things. These feelings, observations, 

meanings and knowings are all co-creations. We 

experience these co-creations as valuable because 

they are connected, authentic and life enriching. 

Our valuable co-creations generate possibilities that 

include pleasure, energy, transformation, dreams, 

manifestation, growth, and love. 

Hass-Cohen and Findlay (2015), coming from 

their interpersonal neuroscience approach to art 

therapy, highlight how empathic responding, self-

compassion and compassion for clients are all part 

of what occurs as real relationships are co-created 

through sharing artistic expressions and the love of 

art. Skaife (2001) looked to Merleu-Ponty in her 

discussion of the relevance of intersubjectivity to 

art therapy as a means towards understanding the 

co-creative relationships between “seeing, making 

art, relating with others and ‘becoming’ in a social 

context” (p. 49). Central to these ideas is the notion 

of life as a constant state of dynamic creativity. Neville 

and Varney (2014) refer to Alfred North Whitehead’s 

organic philosophy as a theory that embraces co-

creativity as the nature of the universe. 

I propose that the examples I have used in 

illustrating what can happen, and did indeed happen, 

when a woman’s stories were seen within this inquiry, 

show how our engagement with sharing our sensory, 

embodied, seeing experiences, and taking safe risks 

in trustful contexts and relationships, always changed 

us. Our seeing of her stories sometimes connected 

us with a continuity of values and what is important 

to us, connecting us through these with each other, 

and to our shared love of creativity. This at times 

connected us with a sense of participating in the co-

creation of ourselves, each other, and the life energy 

of the universe.

This is best expressed perhaps in the exchange 

between Julie and myself, where I share the quote 

from Jan with Julie, “You are painting yourself into 

being” a quote that Julie decides to place in her 

current creative work, a script, and I decide to place 

within this thesis, reminding us that I am in her story 

and she is in mine, and we are both connected by the 

star dust in Joni Mitchell’s music to the creative life 

of the cosmos, which is awe inspiring and, like Hass-

Cohen and Findlay (2015), that we love being part of.


