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THE EMBODIMENT OF STYLE: 
A PERSONAL RESPONSE TO RITA SIMON’S 

THE SYMBOLISM OF STYLE 
by David Maclagan 

ABSTRACT 

A decade has elapsed since Rita Simon’s map of styles, 
applied to both the making of art and to the final product, was 
published: yet her ideas have received scant public 
acknowledgement. Her work is important because it makes 
strong connections between the worlds of art and art therapy, 
which so often seem to be antagonistic. This article outlines her 

circular structure of Styles, relates it to its art-historical 
background and indicates some of its psychological 
implications. The article concludes by suggesting that we can 
best follow Rita not by slavishly adopting her scheme, but by 
using it as an example and adapting it to suit our own creative 
researches. 

Rita Simon’s model of how a number of fimdamental 
‘styles’ in art-making symbolise different 
psychological states (Simon, 1992) marks an 
important step forward in art therapy‘s Fadual 
assimilation of a domain that it has until recently left 
largely unexplored. It includes concepts of aesthetic 
and stylistic properties which have been traditionally 
associated with the world of fine art. Perhaps in its 
early days, art therapy, in its wish to democratise the 
use of art, wanted to distance itself from something 
that might seem too sophisticated; but Rita Simon, 
true to her first training as an artist, has recovered 
some of these valuable links between the overlapping 
worlds of art and art therapy. Her ideas were first 
published in book form almost ten years ago and are 
long overdue for appreciation in Inscape: indeed I 
wonder why it is only at this point, when she has 
been invited to replace her dear friend Marion Milner 
as Honorary President of B U T ,  that this is 
beginning to happen? 
Before I go any further, it is worth summarising the 
basic framework of her map of styles. She developed 
it primarily as a way of making sense of the hundreds 
of images made by patients that she had accumulated 
over forty years of practice; but, for reasons that will 
soon become apparent, it can also be applied to the 
wider world of art. The map has two main axes: the 
major one is between ’Archaic‘ and ’Traditional‘; the 
other is between ’Massive’ and ‘Linear‘ (see Fig. 1). 
As its name suggests, Archaic style has a ‘primitive’ 
or unsophisticated look to it, ‘strong stuff, with. . . 
bold colours and large shapes’, whereas Traditional 
seem to belong more to the post-Renaissance 
tradition and its spatial and descriptive conventions, 
and is more ’tentative and delicate‘ (Simon, 1992, 

Linear style is ’dominated by lines or outlines of flat 
masses’, while Massive style uses ‘colours and tones 
that suggest solid shapes’ (Simon, 1992, p. 5). The 
combination of these two axes constitutes the four 
dominant styles: Archaic Linear, Archaic Massive, 

P. 5). 

Traditional Massive and Traditional Linear. Simon 
claims that there is, in terms of normal development 
from childhood onward, a clockwise progression 
along this sequence: hence there are intermediary 
stages between all these four styles (e.g. Archaic 
transition). Simon’s map is quite flexible, and she also 
allows for the fact that one artwork may contain a 
mixture of styles: however, she says that if 
contradictory styles (such as Archaic Massive and 
Traditional Linear) are combined within the same 
work, a conflict is created (Simon, 1992, p. 5). 

Despite the use of the word ’symbolism’ in her title, 
Simon’s perspective stems from a careful 
consideration of how an image is made, rather than 
what it represents or symbolises. Of course, the need 
to represent is, in the form of variations of 
‘Traditional‘ style, part of her map of styles, just as a 
certain form of unconscious symbolism is typical of 
her ’Archaic‘ style. But it is the psychological attitude 
implicit in th is  wish to represent that matters more 
than its content for example, in the need to define 
objects and to create a distancing perspective (Simon, 
1992, Ch. 9). The extent to which sociocultural factors 
- in other words popular preconceptions about what 
’proper‘ art is - also contribute to this is something I 
shall come back to later. 

For most of us, the concept of style belongs first and 
foremost to an art-historical context. Wolflin, for 
example, identified the distinguishing features of the 
Gothic style: sigruficantly, these were most evident in 
the incidental detail of decoration rather than in the 
symbolic themes of major works. Subsequently such 
epochal labels as ‘Gothic‘ or ’Baroque’ have come to 
have a more generalised currency, being applied to 
any artwork that had something of their stylistic 
flavour, even if it had not been produced in the 
relevant historical period.’ 

What is most noticeable about the conventional art- 
historical notion of style is its formalist inclination: in 
other words, form, which includes stylistic or 
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THE EMBODlMENT OF STYLE 

ARCHAIC LINEAR 

Linear transition ‘.. . Archaic transition 

/ ‘*.. Massive transition 

TRADITIONAL MASSIVE 

Figure 1. Rita Simon‘s circle of styles. (Source: Simon, 1992, p. 15; reproduced by kind permission of Taylor and Francis.) 

aesthetic qualities, serves to m a  content, which is 
the main carrier of psychological sigruficance. When 
psychological aspects of form appear in art history, in 
the extravagance of Rococo, say, as opposed to the 
severity of Romanesque,‘ they are usually seen at a 
collective, rather than an individual, level: for 
example, as an aspect of the contemporary zeitgeist. 
Perhaps it is not until Worringer‘s Abstraction and 
Ernputhy (1953 [origmally published in 19081) that a 
consistent attempt is made to focus on the psychology 
of style. 
However powerful the subliminal influence of the 
zeitgeist may be, many artists do subscribe to 
prevailing contemporary styles in a fairly conscious 
way. It is also true that since the Renaissance, there 
has been a dialectic between this following of fashion 
and a more individual twist given to current 
conventions that comes to be seen as part of an 
artist’s personal signature. No doubt this is what 
Buffon meant when he said that ’Style is the very 
man’; but this is complicated by the fact that, whereas 
some artists maintain one more or less consistent 
style throughout their working life (e.g. Bonnard), 
other artists seem to shuffle through an astonishing 
variety of styles, while still retaining a recognisable 
signature (e.g. Picasso). 
However wilful this rhetoric of style may seem (and 
with postmodemism it has almost become de 
rigueur), the artist’s personal handwriting may not 
always be under fully conscious control: indeed, it is 
precisely this feature of an artwork which is hardest 

to copy or fake. As Ehrenzweig pointed out, it is the 
spontaneous features of an artist’s facture which give 
life to a work, and which occur most typically in an 
’inarticulate’ form that is unconscious, in the sense 
that its loose, open structure contradicts the logic of 
conscious perception (Ehrenzweig, 1975, pp. 33-34). 
In Ehrenzweig’s view, inarticulate form is to some 
extent independent of style: it can occur in both 
traditional and modernist art (or in Simon’s terms, 
Traditional or Archaic). But, because of its highly 
ambiguous, mind-baffling nature, Ehrenzweig’s term 
has a somewhat restricted usefulness: it is very much 
tied to a certain kind of facture? The full range of 
what I call ’aesthetic’ qualities (Maclagan, 2001) is 
much more all-embracing than traditional aesthetic 
notions of beauty or ugliness allow. Simon’s map of 
‘styles’ is in effect a more systematic version of them. 
It also differs from Ehrenzweig‘s model in that there 
are several different psychological positions, 
corresponding to each step on her ’circle of styles’, 
and that someone may move from one to another, 
even within the same art therapy session. 
What, then, are the psychological dimensions of these 
positions? The psychological implications of any 
particular style, as she sets them out, are refreshingly 
independent of those kinds of ’applied’ 
psychoanalysis, with their tendency to infantilise the 
artist, with which art therapists seem to be all too 
familiar.’ Instead, the psychology which she refers to 
is one that is much touted but widely neglected in art 
therapy: that of Jung. There is an obvious analogy, 
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THE EMBODIMENT OF STYLE 

which Simon is quite open about, between the 
fourfold structure of her map of styles and Jung’s 
map of the four basic psychological functions, and 
their inherent opposition. 
For example, Traditional Linear, with its adherence to 
a logic of representation, corresponds to Jung’s 
Thinking function, while Archaic Massive, with its 
forceful juxtaposition of colours, corresponds to his 
Feeling function (hence the difficulty of combining 
the two in one image). Interestingly, like many others, 
she has problems with Jung’s notions of ‘sensation’ 
and ’feeling‘; yet the physically grounded style of 
making she associates with the Archaic Linear is quite 
consonant with what Jung meant by Sensation, and 
the emotionally driven emphasis of the Archaic 
Massive fits well with how he described the Feeling 
function? 
To some extent these styles indicate typical attitudes 
towards the world, not unlike Jung’s typological 
model based on the four psychological functions: 
For example, a patient who is totally committed to the idea 
of reality as factual, measurable or logical, will feel that any 
intuitive responses are merely guesses or logical 
weaknesses. Or the patient who depends upon the strength 
of his emotions to measure the reality of his experiences 
will be inclined to deprecate his sensuous life as ’cold’ 
sensuality. (Simon, 1992, p. 17) 
Much therapeutic work therefore involves enabling a 
patient to explore, through art, psychological areas 
with which he or she is unfamiliar: 
Through the symbolic imagery of art he has used sensuous, 
emotional, intuitive, or conceptual reality, even though he 
may have been cut ojffrom one or more of these in other 
areas of his life in the past. (Simon, 1992, p. 18) 
However, this process is much more variable than if 
it were simply a compensation for typological 
imbalance: a patient may even travel through a 
succession of styles within a single session. Simon’s 
reflections on the cognitive or imaginative states 
associated with her various styles are thus also 
psychological in a much broader sense. 
In her careful unpacking of them, each style turns out 
to have not only a characteristic body language in its 
making, but its own typical mode of fantasy and 
reverie. This reverie is of course often the starting 
point for creating an artwork; but if clung to too 
fiercely, it may inhibit the subsequent creative 
process, for example in too strict an adherence to 
naturalism (Simon, 1992, p. 163). Often I wished that 
Simon had gone further into this fascinating area: it is 
one of the most neglected in art therapy literature. In 
one particular instance, she remarks of the Archaic 
Massive that 
The reverie, though essentially unconscious, is ofen 
extended in fantasies a’evelopedfrom the abstract shapes 

and colours. Fantasies may also develop as stories or 
recollections. (Simon, 1992, p. 89) 
Tantalisingly, this is all she says. There is an  
especially interesting and tricky set of issues here, 
about how we can talk about non-figurative work 
without the usual external world reference points; 
especially when it gives so much more directly onto a 
pre- or non-verbal area of experience. 
Many readers of Simon’s book will want to take her 
ideas away with them and use them as a kind of 
prognostic map, so that they can tell just from looking 
at an artwork what its psychological implications are. 
This is possible, to some extent, and she herself does 
this with some of the examples that she adduces from 
the history of art (Gainsborough‘s Mr and Mrs 
Andrews is one). However, as I have already 
suggested, a work of art can have psychological 
resonances which are to a considerable extent 
independent of the personal psychology of its 
creator: but I think that this approach becomes more 
problematic in the context of art therapy. 
Art therapists are looking for something different 
than are art historians: they are more concerned with 
the mental well-being of the artist than are art 
historians, and to some extent they are also in a 
position to peer over the artist‘s shoulder while they 
are at work (not literally, of course), which art-lovers 
can only fantasise about doing? What counts then, in 
this therapeutic context, is not just the style of the 
finished work, but its connection with the style of its 
creation. This is where Simon’s rich fund of anecdotal 
detail about individual sessions assumes its full 
importance. Her admirable descriptions of her work 
with both children and adults - full of 
sympathetically observed micro-events - are some of 
the best in the literature. 
However, the amount and weight of this 
circumstantial background detail does cany a risk 
that it may detract from the artwork‘s independence. 
By this I mean that real events, whether those 
observed in the course of its execution, or those in the 
personal or clinical background to the work, may 
distract us from a work’s inherent aesthetic or stylistic 
properties. This is a risk generic to art therapy as a 
whole, and it is to some extent understandable in 
terms of the pressure exerted by these factors, which 
are nonetheless external to the work itself. 
More to the point here is the extent to which the art 
therapist’s position as a spectator, however tactful, of 
the patient’s art-making process privileges what is 
based on direct observation over what is gained from 
what I call imaginative inhabitation of the work! 
No one could accuse Rita Simon of such a false 
objectivity: her comments are made with a 
sympathetic imagination and an enviable sensitivity 
to both the artwork and the person making it. 
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THE EMBODIMENT OF STYLE 

I want to return for a moment to the question I raised 
earlier about the serviceability of Simon’s map of 
styles. Right from the start, Simon tells us that The 
Symbolism ofstyle was written as an attempt to make 
retrospective sense of the huge body of patient 
artwork that she had accumulated over the years. It is 
certainly convincing at that level in fact I feel quite 
daunted by the amount of detail she remembers 
about some of these long-past sessions. But what is a 
student or an art therapist at the beginning of their 
career, perhaps working in conditions where it is 
difficult to establish a ’long body’ of work, to make of 
her map? 

There is always a problem when an art therapist 
develops a heuristic conceptual framework which 
then acquires an almost canonical status. Joy 
Schaverien’s distinction between ’diagrammatic‘ and 
’embodied’ images is a good example (Schaverien, 
1992): I have seen students all too eagerly sorting 
images out between the diagrammatic sheep and the 
embodied goats. It would be a great pity if Simon’s 
map of styles got treated as a kind of skeleton key, to 
satisfy the widespread fantasy of somehow being able 
to unlock the hidden meaning of every image in art 
therapy. It seems to me that she is offering us her 
way of making sense, and that it is up to us to adapt 
it to our own needs. What follows is therefore my 

Some of Simon’s styles, such as Archaic Linear and 
Massive, seem to me readily recognisable, and what 
she has to say about their effect on both patient and 
therapist rings true. To some extent this is also true of 
the main Traditional styles. But here I feel that 
extrinsic, sociocultural factors have also got to be 
taken into account. As I have argued elsewhere 
(Maclagan, 1989), the whole figurative apparatus of 
post-Renaissance art has not only exercised a deep 
seated art-historical influence, but has also entered 
into and helped form our ideas about how the 
imaginative and fantasising processes of inner life 
work, and what they work on. 

Simon is quite right to say that her Traditional styles 
are associated with a kind of pictorial logic: what 
needs to be added to this is the recognition that, for 
the or- unsophisticated adult, this constitutes 
the foundations of what proper art should be. The 
operative elements of this are: the ability to identdy a 
mental image based on feeling, memory or fantasy; 
the capacity to know whether it should take a 
representational, expressive or symbolic form; and 
the possession of sufficient technical skill to realise 
this in a way that is convincing to others. Here, 
surely, the personal and collective aspects of style 
mesh together. 

I have more reservations about some of the features 
of Transitional styles. For example, Simon claims that 

own personal response. 

when patients are stuck in a delusional inner world, it 
is a good thing for them to progress from ’magical 
metamorphic images’ to a more naturalistic 
engagement with the outer world (Simon, 1992, p. 
118): in other words, to move clockwise from Archaic 
towards more Traditional style. The remarkable 
indwidual case she illustrates (‘John‘) is certainly 
persuasive, as are some of the others; but I would not 
want this tumed into a recipe for improvement. I am 
reminded of Winnicott’s comment, that while it is 
easy to pick out people who are poorly adapted to 
external reality, there are also people who are ill on 
account of their lack of connection to an inner life. 

The curious thing about Simon’s book is that the 
more I re-read it, the more I am drawn into her 
inimitable way of looking at and understanding 
people and the artworks they create. But beyond a 
certain point - perhaps one of rather risky 
generalisation - it is inimitable. Perhaps a day will 
come when other art therapists will take up her ideas 
and test them against their own experience; but so far 
this does not seem to have happened. 

However, I am not sure whether her subtle and 
tactful way of understanding the psychological lining 
to different styles of art-making would translate into 
the kind of research methodology currently in 
fashion. I think that her work - scrupulously 
observed but with an essential imaginative entrance - 
represents the best of a phase of art therapy that now 
seems to be disappearing. No doubt there are all 
kinds of circumstantial reasons for this: perhaps few 
of us now have the opportunity to make up the rules 
as we go along, few of us have the chance to work 
with so many and so various patients for such flexible 
periods of time, and so forth. But in the end no one 
else can be Rita Simon. 
However, The Symbolism of Style is more than a 
remarkable testimony to a remarkable person: it is a 
consistent attempt to reclaim some of the common 
ground between art and art therapy; it demonstrates 
a method of enquiry that is both personal and 
empirical in a way that feels very appropriate to art 
therapy; and this fleshes out a theoretical structure 
which is intelligible without succumbing to 
intellectual abstraction. Rita Simon has shown us 
how, using a range of art experience far wider than 
the purely clinical, many stylistic and aesthetic 
features of art, in and out of therapy, can be 
understood and, particularly in therapy, intimately 
related to the individual disposition of its maker. 

Notes 
1. It could also be argued that the same is true of psychiatric 
labels: since the widespread publication of books illustrating 
psychiatric art, a work can be called ‘manic’ or ‘psychotic‘ on 
purely stylistic grounds. 
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THE EMBODIMENT OF STYLE 

2. Interestingly, there are echoes of this in Prinzhom‘s 
description of psychotic omamentation as showing ‘pleasure 
taken in the uninhibited flow of form’ (Prinz,hom, 1972, p. 
263). 
3. Ehrenzweig’s attempt to extend it to, for example, Bridget 
Riley’s meticulously painted ’op art‘ works, is to my mind 
unconvincing. 
4. I have mainly in mind the idiom of object relations as 
applied to both the compositional dynamics and the local 
handling of an artwork. 
5. For a useful exploration of the Feeling function from a 
Jungian perspective see Hillman (1971). 
6. At least, we are not as interested in Gainsborough’s 
psychology as we might be, say, in Van Gogh’s (see Heinich, 
1996). 
7. This fantasy is gratified in numerous films about artists at 
work (Pollock and Picasso being two obvious examples). 
8. The current emphasis on ’evidence-based practice’ will 
almost certainly tip the balance even further. 
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RESEARCH REPORT 
ART THERAPY AND DEMENTIA: AN UPDATE 

ON WORK IN PROGRESS 
by Diane Wuller 

In 1996, the Alzheimer‘s Society, Brighton Branch, 
gave E8ooo towards a pilot project to evaluate the 
eff ediveness of art therapy with elderly patients with 
moderate to severe dementia. The principal 
investigators were Dr Jenny Rusted, Experimental 
Psychology, University of Sussex and Professor Diane 
Waller, Art Psychotherapy at Goldsmiths. The team 
included Dr Kim Shamash, consultant psychiatrist, 
Finlay McIndy, art therapist, and Linda Sheppard, 
project manager, also experimental psychologist. The 
project took the form of a random control trial of two 
ten-week art therapy groups and two ten-week 
‘activity’ groups as controls. The results of this very 
brief therapeutic intervention, in which both 
qualitative and quantitative measures were used, 
were published in October 1998, showing a 
sigruficant reduction in depression in the art therapy 
clients and none at all in the control subjects, and 
increased attentiveness and better attendance in the 
art therapy groups. The findings were sufficient for 
the team to propose a longer term project, with larger 

numbers, to PPP Healthcare Medical Trust for 
funding. The bid was successful and c. €97,000 was 
received initially, which has just been increased by 
E5OOo. 
Learning from the pilot, the team designed the project 
with four art therapy groups of six patients each and 
four controls, in four different centres on the south 
coast. The team was joined by Barry F A ,  art 
therapist, who conducted two of the art groups. Two 
occupational therapists were employed to conduct 
the four controls, and each group had an assistant 
provided by the institution. The institutions were 
carefully vetted to ensure they could offer necessary 
facilities and support. Staff were trained and 
supported though weekly supervision of the art 
therapists and ongoing support for the assistants 
from the project manager. A more rigorous series of 
measures, including well-known psychological tests 
used with people with dementia, was devised for the 
quantitative side of the project, taking into account 
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