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Making meaning of an artwork: promoting expression of
thoughts through artwork for patients with eating disorders
Kristina Timonen

Faculty of Humanities, Department of Art History, University of Turku, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
The purpose of the study was to demonstrate how art could be
connected to therapeutic treatment processes. The intervention
took place between 2020 and 2021 at an eating disorder (ED)
unit in Vaasa Central Hospital, Finland. Eating disorder patients
and reference group saw an art video by artist Johanna Ketola
depicting nature and mystical features. Participants then
discussed thoughts stimulated by the artwork. Participants’
depictions were coded, and content analysis of the written texts
was carried out by applying cognitive semiotics blending theory
(CSBT). Findings show that the artwork stimulated flexibility of
thought, which allowed further possibilities to develop thinking
and ways of expression. Art-viewing interventions can help
patients find new ways to express themselves. The study shows
how CSBT, and art viewing interventions, can be used in the
clinical context to analyse meaning-making processes. With such
interventions, the patient can develop skills to express one’s own
personal condition.

KEYWORDS
Visual art; eating disorders;
meaning-making; cognitive
semiotics

Introduction

The aim of this study has been to examine meaning-making during art intervention in a
unit for eating disorders at Vaasa Central hospital in Finland. The study also inspects how
thinking can be analysed in a clinical setting to identify how patient’s meaning-making
and reflection of thoughts are formed. The main research question was: How can
artwork with activating elements inspire the reflection of thoughts in people with
eating disorders compared to caretaking professionals? This was explored by sub-ques-
tions: What main observations can be made in the expressions of the groups? What con-
tents come through when analysing participants’ reflections on the artwork? What
findings reflect differences between the eating disorder group and the reference group?

Eating disorders (ED), including anorexia, bulimia, and other not clearly specified con-
ditions, are a serious mental health condition. The average prevalence of anorexia nervosa
is 0.3% and bulimia nervosa 1% in young females (lower in males). Eating disorder not
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otherwise specified (ED-NOS, characteristic for anorexia or bulimia but does not meet all
criteria) accounts for 60% of all cases. Patients generally suffer from psychological pro-
blems for several years after clinical recovery (Isomaa 2011).

Art therapy has been effectively used for treatment of eating disorders (see e.g. Pri-
jatna, Satiadarma, and Wati 2021). It belongs to the field of psychological therapy that
mixes artmaking, creative processes, applied theory of human behaviour and experience,
as per The American Art Therapy Association (2017). Art therapy as a method focuses on
making art and reflecting on patients’ art creations. Viewing art made by professional
artists, drawing themes and ideas from the artworks, and incorporating them into the
patients’ personal narratives is not a common practice. Although art-viewing is not an
established method in therapy settings, studies (e.g. Timonen and Timonen 2021) show
benefits from interacting with artworks in the role of viewer. Art is thought to foster
self-expression and insight, and the non-threatening properties in art can promote feel-
ings of safety and wellbeing (Thaler et al. 2017). This study aims to introduce a content
analysis model, applied from cognitive semiotics blending theory (CSBT) to a clinical
setting, as a possible model to analyse texts written by mental health patients. It is also
of interest to compare the texts with a reference group in case noticeable differences
can be seen. This is a slightly different approach to previous art research conducted in
the art therapy and mental health sector.

Theoretical background

Meaning-making

It is important to find suitable tools to inspect human conditions, where experiences and
characteristics affect how we observe our environment. When it comes to artworks, indi-
vidual art viewing is one possibility, laced with interpretations and meaning unique to the
viewer.

Semiotics as the study of symbolic communication places the viewer of art into the fore-
front, challenging the idea of intentionality, that artworks objectively depict something, as
Curtin (2006) explains. For Mieke Bal, the stories in artworks are in motion and fluctuate
through time. She sees art getting its meaning only in interactions with the viewer,
which is why artworks receive many different readings in their lifetime. Bal (1994, 150)
states that “artwork cannot exist outside the circumstances in which the […] viewer
views the images.” She continues that works of art are constructed within always
specific contexts of viewing, and the response elicited by the image is not neutral but
dependent on the viewer’s gender, race, cultural background, and so on (Bal 1994).

The classical tradition of fine art typically relies on knowledge of visual and literary
sources, although even as early as the Renaissance and Baroque, viewer participation in
meaning-making has been acknowledged. This is evident in the reception aesthetics
Wolfgang Kemp (1998) made famous. In reception aesthetics, viewer and artwork are
seen in a dialogue with each other in a metaphorical sense. This is something that lin-
guists such as Per Linell have also pointed out, but Linell (2009) discusses dialogical inter-
action in various social contexts while Kemp’s focus is on art and aesthetics.

Erwin Panofsky wrote about subjective art – artworks that make the viewer consider
their conditions of perception and inner life – as opposed to objective art – artworks
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that require minimal emotional identification from the viewer (Podro 1982). Parsons
(2002) emphasized that meaning is not independent of context, because it depends on
the viewer and their culture. This is in line with Ernst Gombrich (1960), who related depic-
tions of art to the viewer’s background, experience and knowledge, and their schemas.

Jozwiak (2014) suggests that the emotional response a viewer has to an artwork trig-
gers reflections, which give meaning to the piece. In this way, the viewer brings to the
work their own context, where both intellectual and emotional responses relate to the
person’s value system that guides the development of personal meaning. Quoting
Beardsley’s text in 1981, Jozwiak (2014, 85) brings up the therapeutic value of art experi-
ence where it can “generate feelings of personal integrity, resolve lesser conflicts, develop
imagination, refine perceptual discrimination, and improve the ability to empathise.” He
discusses viewers’ interpretation of artworks as metaphors for their own personal lives.

Cognitive semiotics blending theory

Cognitive semiotics studies how signs and other meanings function in human experience,
in interaction with the environment as dynamic processes rather than static products (P.A.
Brandt 2011, 2020; Zlatev 2012). P.A. Brandt’s cognitive semiotics blending theory (CSBT)
examines personal meaning-making processes. CSBT uses concepts base -, presentation -,
reference -, virtual -,meaning - and relevance space to study howmeaning is formed. Space
in CSBT refers to mental spaces or frames through which one learns to observe the world.
In P.A Brandt’s (2011) use of the terminology, space as a production of meaning emerges
in thoughts and communications from personal and interpersonal conscious experience
in the context where one lives. In CSBT, base space is the starting situation: in language,
the spoken or written sentence. Presentation space lists objective elements or the literal
meaning of a sentence or an image. Reference space brings interpretation to presentation
space, where the content is given meaning. If presentation space is viewed in the sense of
semiotic concepts of signifier (physical form: letters, image, verbalization of e.g. a tree) as
Line Brandt (2013) suggests, then the reference space is signified (mental concept of a
tree). Virtual space, or “blend 1” as it is also referred to, combines presentation and refer-
ence spaces together and can be thought of as the sign (combination of signifier and
signified: representation of a tree), although as L. Brandt (2013) notes, this is not formally
acknowledged, and the signifier/signified equivalents are also not pre-categorized and
can be used as the analyst sees fit. Meaning space is sometimes referred to as “blend
2” (Brandt 2011).

Brandt and Brandt (2005) refer to Peircean semiotics, seeing Peirce’s concepts of repre-
sentamen, object and interpretant as another way to explain presentation-, reference- and
virtual spaces. According to them, the content of virtual space is structured by an inter-
pretant. Interpretant here means the interpreter’s understanding of the sign, or a trans-
lation of the sign that allows for a more complex understanding of the sign’s object, as
Atkin put it (2022). Interpretant is important, because it refers to the human factor in
understanding signs and interpreting them in meaningful ways. The sign can attain
both a primary denoted and a secondary connoted meaning. Connotation, defined by
Barthes (1967), is the subjective meaning of the sign that is affected by the interpreter’s
culture and emotional connection. Therefore, there are often many ways to interpret an
artwork, for example.

SOCIAL SEMIOTICS 3



In CSBT, relevance space is important as it specifies how the sign is to be inter-
preted. This is affected by the individual’s own schemas – the mental structures and
frameworks that influence how thoughts are organized. According to L. Brandt
(2013), meaning may emerge in virtual space or meaning space. Relevance space or
identified schemas may introduce certain “lenses” through which a person views
their environment and tries to give an understandable meaning to observations.
Meaning is seen as a process that is constantly being reinterpreted. Furthermore, cog-
nitive semioticians claim that it is necessary to focus on semiosis, the process of
meaning-making (termed by Peirce, see e.g. Powell 1953), rather than merely on
signs and sign systems (Konderak 2018). In Figure 1 can be seen the CSBT-model
applied from Brandt and Brandt (2005).

About cognition
Cognition (perception, thinking, memory, etc.) must be related to environmental context,
where meaning and variations in behaviour in people (and animals) are shaped (Cauchoix,
Chaine, and Barragan-Jason 2020). Behavioural components, like verbal and non-verbal
tools (speech, gestures, mimicry, etc.) and shifting of focus, lead to formation of thoughts
and longer lasting belief systems and attitudes (Glass and Holyoak 1986). The result can
be seen in people’s schemas i.e. cognitive frameworks that help organize and interpret
information. Schemas can be positive and negative due to their tendency to guide our
behaviour (Louis et al. 2018). One possibility to analyse schemas is to use Aaron
T. Beck’s cognitive model (Beck 1976). He describes understanding for anxiety and
depression by focusing on self-image (or self-esteem) as a main schema. This is identified
in three areas (sc. cognitive triangle): reflection about self, others/environment (context),
and future. Schemas are visible in modes they generate (e.g. attitudes, behaviours). Many
ED patients have anxiety and depression (Sander, Moessner, and Bauer 2021), so self-
image shows relevance in this context.

To gain understanding of patients’ cognitions, especially thoughts, it is important to
examine how associations between different things are formed, which leads to the

Figure 1. Summary of the CSBT-model and its main features applied from Brandt and Brandt (2005) to
the clinical setting.
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possibility to reflect thoughts and to modify negatively loaded ones, like Judith S. Beck
emphasizes (1995).

Method

Participants

The participants were outpatients with regular visits to the ED-unit between 2020 and 2021,
and professionals, who were working personnel with therapeutic contact with patients
during that time. The eating disorder group (ED-group; patients) consisted of 16 female par-
ticipants, ages ranging from 17 to 29, with anorexia nervosa as diagnosis, some had also
developed bulimia symptoms. There were 10 professionals in the second group, ages
ranging from 27 to 40, somewhat older than patients – two unit-personnel, seven thera-
pists/therapist students, onepsychologist, all but onewere female. They functionedas a refer-
ence group (Ref-group; professionals), against which the ED-group’s data was reflected. Four
patients used Swedish, and the Ref-group used Finnish in the study. Participants were asked
whether they wanted to take part in the study – participation was voluntary.

Setting

A 12 m2 room with white walls was adapted to the intervention. There were dark curtains
covering the windows, blankets, large green beanbag chairs, a small drawer with video
viewing equipment and two 55′′ LG televisions on adjacent walls. The green chairs
gave impression of a mossy forest floor. The TV cables were attached to the walls with
white tape so attention would not be drawn to them. The televisions were placed at
eye level when the person was sitting down. Viewers could choose to use headphones
to listen to the sounds while watching the video. The installation ran on Brightsign-med-
iaplayer with the BrightAuthor software application.

Material

The work used in the study was an art video called Valley L447 (2014–2015) by Johanna
Ketola, a contemporary artist from Jämsä, Finland. The video was chosen because it has
many ambiguous elements that can be depicted in multiple ways, but also had familiarity
for the subjects in terms of the setting (Finnish forest scenery). It was exhibited in art
museums and was obtainable from the artist who showed interest in the study. The
artist has described her work portraying the relationship between humans, nature, and
consumer culture in the twenty-first century (Hippolyte 2016). The artwork depicts
natural and artificial elements in forest scenes, grazing horses dressed in zebra-striped blan-
kets, and a roaming greyhound in a leopard-striped coat. Humans are shown only from
behind as they attempt to blend into the background in tree-patterned hoodies and sweat-
pants. Some human-made objects, a sculpted owl and a compost camouflaged as a large
rock, break the natural scenery. A still image from the video can be seen in Figure 2.

The soundscape of the forest was designed by composer, Petri Alanko. The sounds at
first appear natural: rainfall, wind, and bird song, evolving later into something slightly
disturbing and unnatural.
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Procedure

The participants were instructed to visit the study room one at a time, ED patients
accompanied by a nurse, professionals viewed the video by themselves. The partici-
pants could choose where to sit and view the video, and were free to spend as
much time as they wanted in the room. They were then asked to write down their
initial thoughts. The instructor did not give a model for how to view and write, so par-
ticipants were free to express themselves without any leading questions. All the dis-
cussion topics came from the viewers. After the session, ED patients’ discussion
topics were further addressed in therapy. On average, the participants spent 15–
20 minutes viewing the video and then about 5–10 minutes writing down their
thoughts. The art intervention was the only art-related content for the patients
during the study period.

Analysis

Round 1
In round 1, an inductive approach to the analysis was taken, and the study subjects’ texts
were coded in TAMSAnalyzer (qualitative analysis software, Macintosh). Coding began by
finding similar expressions in the texts and grouping them together. Codes that summar-
ize the essential content of the texts were created. Because codes are a system of signals
or symbols for communication (a descriptive phrase or word) whose purpose is to reflect
expressions (e.g. Miles and Huberman 1994), it was important to make sure they diversely
described the texts.

Four main categories were formed, which were Positive, Negative, Content-oriented,
and Thematic, and the codes were placed under them. The categories made it possible
to see the general emphasis of ideas and emotions in the texts. Thematic and Content-
oriented as categories list codes that could not be placed under Positive or Negative
and were not related to mood.

There were 36 unique codes identified in the categories (see Table 1). 12 codes appear
in more than one category because they carried out different qualitative meanings and
were interpreted as positive or negative depending on the context (e.g. Affective and
Longing).

Figure 2. Still image from Valley L447 (2016) video installation by Johanna Ketola, size varies – pub-
lished with permission from the artist.
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Round 2
In round 2, a more thorough qualitative content analysis was conducted using CSBT. First
the whole data was examined, then important details identified, which gave the basis for
this analysis. The logic here was both deductive and inductive. CSBT introduced by P.A.
Brandt and L. Brandt was applied as a method for the analysis. This required some adap-
tation to suit the purpose of the study. In Brandt and Brandt’s (2005) example, usually one
metaphorical sentence (e.g. “the surgeon is a butcher”) is analysed in the six mental
spaces to present formation of meaning. The texts in this study were not metaphorical
in that sense, although a few metaphorical expressions were present; instead, topics
and sentiments were of interest. Full texts were analysed instead of slicing individual

Table 1. Codes and categories.
All Negative: 12 Positive: 12 Content-based: 9 Thematic: 15 Total: 48

Spooky
ED: 2
Ref: 4

Harmonious
ED: 0
Ref: 4

Animal
ED: 15
Ref: 20

Primal
ED: 1
Ref: 0

Anxious
ED: 2
Ref: 11

Fun
ED: 2
Ref: 1

Disturbing
ED: 2
Ref: 4

Animal
ED: 15
Ref: 20

Challenging
ED: 2
Ref: 12

Longing
ED: 3
Ref: 1

Personal
ED: 6
Ref: 1

Personal
ED: 6
Ref: 1

Disturbing
ED: 2
Ref: 4

Beautiful
ED: 5
Ref: 2

Human
ED: 5
Ref: 12

Human
ED: 5
Ref: 12

Longing
ED: 3
Ref: 1

Interesting
ED: 2
Ref: 2

Human-made
ED: 1
Ref: 3

Human-made
ED: 1
Ref: 3

Camouflage
ED: 3
Ref: 10

Perspective
ED: 6
Ref: 8

Strange
ED: 3
Ref: 9

Body-image
ED: 2
Ref: 0

Strange
ED: 3
Ref: 9

Calming
ED: 7
Ref: 13

Calming
ED: 7
Ref: 13

Artificial
ED: 6
Ref: 2

Sadness
ED: 0
Ref: 3

Identification
ED: 1
Ref: 2

Finnish
ED: 1
Ref: 5

Literature
ED: 1
Ref: 1

Guilt
ED: 1
Ref: 1

Familiar
ED: 0
Ref: 2

Globalization
ED: 0
Ref: 1

Nature
ED: 12
Ref: 9

Affective
ED: 11
Ref: 0

Affective
ED: 11
Ref: 0

Perspective
ED: 6
Ref: 8

Fatigue
ED: 1
Ref: 0

Liberating
ED: 2
Ref: 1

Finnish
ED: 1
Ref: 5

Loneliness
ED: 2
Ref: 4

Understandable
ED: 0
Ref: 4

Artistic
ED: 0
Ref: 6

Understandable
ED: 0
Ref: 5

Globalization
ED: 0
Ref: 1

Dreamlike
ED: 1
Ref: 1

Total 91 78 108 130 407
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sentences artificially into too specific details; the idea was to find out how meaning was
formed in the participants’ writings.

Ten main codes were chosen for the content analysis when examining the data more
closely. They are like the codes picked in round 1, but these focused on key parts of the
data and helped notice unifying topics among the participants. The codes are (1) Calming,
(2) Personal life, (3) Distressing/Scary, (4) Human actions as negative, (5) Strangeness/
Oddness, (6) Animals, (7) Humans, (8) Finnish/Swedish themes, (9) Globalization, and
(10) Camouflage/Observations about hiding and loneliness. These codes appeared in
different spaces depending on their emphasis. After the main coding process, possibility
of other codes was checked, especially for blends 1 and 2. A more general analysis for the
relevance space was conducted by reflecting the findings against the cognitive schema
model by Beck (1976).

It was essential to look at the whole sequence of meaning-making in the different
mental spaces to gain understanding of the person’s thought processes. Base space,
the starting situation, was the same for everyone, so it was not included in Table 2.
Due to the structure and length of the writings, some of the spaces were not always poss-
ible to determine in detail. The presentation space sometimes had a general signifier
“nature” because there were no other special details, such as trees, rocks, etc., mentioned
in the text. References to the codes in Table 2 are underlined.

The analysis was conducted with the following guidelines: (1) Presentation space:
Content, physical form of objects, (horses, tree trunks, cliffs, forest, etc.); (2) Reference
space: Associations the presentation space gave the viewer, (e.g. peaceful and calm
forest, “cliff looks like a turtle”); (3) Virtual space (blend1): Interpretation of the artwork
from the first two spaces, (family’s summer cottage, “the tree trunks were people after
all…”); (4) Meaning space (blend2): Conclusions of the interpretations following
blend1, (longing for togetherness, human’s relationship with nature “is difficult to put
into words but in the video, it shows all its sides, evokes feelings”); (5) Relevance space
(schema-area): Everyone’s observations are slightly different depending on experience
and lived history.

Key findings are organized under central topics identified in the analysis.

Reliability and validity

Reliability: The personnel were informed of the study by the unit leader and were given
directions on how to instruct the patients in the task. The writings on the artwork were
collected in a separate notebook kept in the study room with a writer number, date,
and time. The unit leader could relate the writer number to personal information. The
data was thoroughly analysed by the main researcher, who was entirely blind concerning
the participants’ identities. During the ongoing analysis process, and after the basic analy-
sis, the data was discussed with a senior researcher and inconsistencies in conclusions
were reviewed. To gain understanding of the patients’ way of thinking and language
use, the findings in the ED-group were verified with the ward personnel.

Validity: One challenge in the analysis was to identify how to separate blends 1 and 2
from each other, as in the phrase “relationship with nature”: whether it is a question of
personal relationship or a reference to a more global connection with nature. Thus, the
same writing could first be seen to mean both contents. When the phrase was connected
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Table 2. Coding for the content analysis.

Group
Presentation space:

Content
+Reference space:

Associations
=Virtual space (blend1):

Interpretations
→Meaning space

(blend2): Conclusions

Patients
1 ***(nature) (1)calmness,

(2)familiarity
(2)family’s summer cottage

2 (7)humans, (6)horses,
cliffs, strange animal
garments

(3)disturbing,
(5)oddness,
(1)calmness,
peaceful, grounding

(6)animals and natural
elements are a sign of
positivity;
(1)calming atmosphere is a
sign of focus; (4)humans are
a negative element…
don’t like humans in the
film

(d)“we are so used to
certain things that it is
(5)odd when there is
something else”

3 (6)animals, horses (6)“horses are nice” (6)horses (animals) “are a sign
of positive feelings”

4 ***(nature) (1)calmness (1)silence of the forest
5 ***(nature) (1)calmness, joy,

(3)fear, powerful,
austere

(b)the multifaceted
relationship with nature;
nature has a (1)calming
effect

(d)(7)human’s
relationship with
nature “is difficult to
put into words but in
the video, it shows all
its sides, evokes
feelings”

6 ***(nature) (1)calmness relaxing and grounding
experience; (1)calming
effect, stabilizes heartbeat

7 (6)horses, nature sounds,
compost

interesting
observations about
(6)horses and
compost which
doesn’t belong in the
environment,
association:
“(6)horses are
dancing”

“nature sounds speak to me
and make me think about
my (2)own relationship
with nature”;
(a)(observations about
elements belonging and
not belonging in nature)

(7)humans’ relationship
with nature

8 ***(nature) (1)calmness nature as a “(1)calming,
grounding experience”

9 ***(nature) funny, (3)scary,
interesting

(b)(a)(multiple and
contradictory contents)

10 different (6)animals and
nature fabrics and
textures, (6)ponies

(3)creepy, playfulness,
(3)distressing: “was
waiting for the video
to end”

(c)“playfulness in different
ways, such as with patterns
connecting to (6)animals
and terrain”

(b)multiple point of
views, “(6)ponies
played the leading
role”

11 forest, “beautiful nature
pictures, fake rocks,”
“(6)leopards”

(5)strangeness,
peculiar; beauty of
nature

(a)(observations about
elements belonging and
not belonging in nature);
(5)strangeness: “what was
the message, what does it
say?” content is not
understandable

12 nature, sounds, colours,
(6)animals

(1)calmness, fun to
observe

(1)calming atmosphere, lack
of content: in the film “a lot
happened but not a lot of
content”

(7)“humans’ primal
need to return to
nature”; (7)humans’
relationship with
nature

*13 (6)animals, (7)humans,
nature, sounds, rock,
artificial materials

artificiality, (4)improper
connection between
(7)humans and
nature

sign of (7)humans and nature
having grown apart and
evolving in different
directions

(4)weakening of the
human-nature
relationship

*14 (6)animals with
garments

(3)distressing, “tiring to
watch”

interpreting animals with
garments as (3)monsters

expectations of a nature
film: “nature film but

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.

Group
Presentation space:

Content
+Reference space:

Associations
=Virtual space (blend1):

Interpretations
→Meaning space

(blend2): Conclusions

special with
(3)monsters”

*15 forest, nature (6)wild
animals, rocks, cliffs,
(6)zebra patterns,
(6)horses in a group
and eating

(10)loneliness, loving
feelings towards
forests, associations
to Swedish children’s
literature, energy

(d)(6)“horses need to eat to
have energy to play
around”; (8)Astrid
Lindgren’s “Ronia, the
Robber’s Daughter”; eating
behaviour: (d)“eating
together no one observes
the way others eat”;
(2)personal relationship
with nature: “I love forest,
nature and wild animals”

forest as a metaphor for
being stuck:
(d)“missing a
(1)calming sea and
summer days…
when you find a way
out of the forest, you
will feel fine again”

*16 (6)animals, wearing
other animal patterns
in their clothes

obscure: “doesn’t feel
right, (6)horse wants
to be a (6)zebra,
(6)dog wants to be
something other
than a (6)dog,”
(10)loneliness,
beautiful, dream-like

(2)unnatural role models and
body ideals

(2)personal life:
(10)(d)“longing away
from oneself became
[the obvious theme]
because the animals
had never thought
about it”

Professionals
1 howling (6)dog, forest

scenery, sounds,
(7)person wearing
zebra-hoody, fallen
tree trunk, strong wind

(5)oddness,
suddenness,
(1)calmness, (3)fear,
restlessness,
(5)strangeness,
sadness

(b)(story with multiple
meanings)

(a)(b)“when watching
the video more times,
it opens different
contents,” many
layers

2 forest, (6)“zebras”
kicking each other

restlessness, funny
observations,
(1)calming sensory
experience,
impressive,
balancing, fun

personal associations:
(d)“difference is an
interesting thing to be
explored by
photographing”

(d)difference as a theme
and beauty within it

3 ***(nature) unnatural, ambiguous (c)there are no rules
4 sounds of wind, (6)zebra

and animal patterns,
birch trees, rocks,
forest, light,
(7)humans, fog, gazing
(6)owl, interaction and
communication,
(7)figure sitting on a
trunk

stability, gloomy,
beauty, unclear,
difference, rock
stable and austere,
(3)horror, darkness,
(3)chills in the back

(d)“different beings cannot
be together”; (10)hiding in
a crowd

(d)“there are different
things in life, but rock
is solid”;
identification,
conversation between
different (6)creatures
and (10)coexistence in
groups

5 light, (6)horses, forest,
sound of water and
other sounds →
scenery, environment,
(3)howling alone,
(10)hiding in the
landscape

darkness, serenity,
(10)loneliness,
“scenery is (1)calming
for some (3)scary for
others,” peaceful,
(3)fear, sadness,
(10)camouflage

(b)duality of light and
darkness – happy and
(3)scary; (6)horses as (2)a
hobby, feelings of freedom,
“(6)beast and prey setting”

(10)“being separated
from the environment
and becoming a
‘target”; (b)“scenery
can be (1)calming for
some and (3)scary for
others… (d)a
(1)calming beach
could be added to the
video”

6 sounds of water, dark
spruce forest, green
moss, soundscape,
(6)animals and
(7)humans, (7) “person
sitting (10)alone in a

lovely, (3)spooky and
gloomy, “aquarium-
like atmosphere like
looking out the
window,” (3)anxiety,
(10)alone – together,

(a)confusion caused by
opposites and contrasts;
both (6)animals and
(7)humans belong in nature

(d)“(6)animals and
(7)humans are on the
one hand part of
nature, on the other
hand, they are as if on
stage and stand out”;

(Continued )
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to other parts of the text, the difference became clearer, e.g. with emphasis on one’s own
experiences (blend1) or a general discussion of the role of nature in humans’ lives
(blend2). The analysis logic was compared and explored against other examples in

Table 2. Continued.

Group
Presentation space:

Content
+Reference space:

Associations
=Virtual space (blend1):

Interpretations
→Meaning space

(blend2): Conclusions

zebra costume on a
tree trunk,” (6)fleeing
“zebras,” nature,
environment

serious – playful,
(3)scary – (1)calming,
(3)fear,
(10)loneliness,
(10)camouflage

(d)(10)“does
loneliness cause
anxiety?”

7 (6)animals, tree trunk,
summer, sounds of
summer, nature,
figures, (6)horses
dressed as zebras

coldness, (5)strange
and (3)scary figures,
heavy feeling, “sitting
on the trunk feels
good,” (3)fear,
distressing
atmosphere

(8)Finnish nature; summer is a
positive element; “too
many noises if one wants to
relax in nature, thoughts
started to wander at the
end”

(a)video had many
contradictory
elements → different
conclusions

8 cliff, colours, tree trunks,
(7)humans and
(6)horses in costumes,
rainy forest, wind,
sounds, (6)“zebras” in
pasture, something
passes by, (6)animals
making sounds

restlessness,
(10)camouflage
costumes, hiding and
blending in vs. being
visible, (5)oddness/
strangeness, “cliff
looks like a (6)turtle”

(10)protective role; (8)Finnish
forest; (10)hiding, exposure
in different environments;
(5)oddness: “the tree trunks
were people after all…”

(a)contrasts and
opposites

9 nature, nature sounds,
(6)tamed animal,
(6)animals and
(7)humans and nature
shaping the landscape
(6)horses wearing
costumes

wild, (10)camouflage
and hiding, familiar
and (5)strange, joy
and freedom,
peaceful and eternal
feeling

(8)“Kalevala” landscape;
(8)Finland, history, past;
connection with nature;
conflict: “(6)horses are in a
masquerade”

(10)longing for
togetherness;
(a)“things are not like
they seem”

**10 (7)humans, nature,
sounds of (6)birds,
patterns, (6)
domesticated animals,
(7)humans pretending
to be (6)animals

idyllic and peaceful,
“nature like a white
canvas,”
(3)unpleasant and
disturbing feeling,
(4)feeling of guilt,
(4)dominating
presence of humans,
harmony and peace,
(4)striking feeling of
unfairness and
injustice

(d)(4)“guilt from
(9)consumerism and
globalization…was it right
to buy a new mobile phone
and eat avocado in Finland
in the winter?”; “(7)humans,
(6)dog and horses wearing
clothes reminiscence of
exotic animal furs”;
(8)Finnish nature

(d)“artist creates her
own world on the
canvas and artwork is
like a mirror to
(9)humanity”
… “(7)humans reflect
themselves and their
visions into artworks”;
(d)“what kind of
artwork do we want
to leave to our
offspring?”;
(4)human’s separation
from nature;
(4)human’s failed
attempt to make a
connection with
nature

Relevance space – patients and professionals:
Main schema, self-image: self, environment/others, future. Some writings in ED-group revealed feelings of loneliness
and anxiety (self: negative), indicating vulnerability and negative cognitions towards others and social context (others/
environment: negative). Otherwise, ED-patients’ writings focused on heightened optimism or neutral comments for
current situation and especially the future (future: more positive). This may be because patients are not used to express
negativity or have a need to control those feelings (self: negative). There is some difference in cultural context and
language use between Finnish and Swedish speakers (others/environment): Swedish speakers seem more expressive
(tentative finding). Professionals brought up more negative and emotionally loaded contents of possible threats.

*Swedish speaker.
**Male.
***Text in parenthesis: starting point when the subject has not specified anything special in writing.
Words content, association, interpretation, conclusion, and schema are used in the same sense as their related spaces.
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CSBT literature by P.A. Brandt (e.g. 2011, 2020), L. Brandt (e.g. 2013), and Stampoulidis,
Bolognesi, and Zlatev (2019).

The ethical deliberation was executed by Vaasa Central hospital and the study belongs
to the project organized by the Welfare organization in Pohjanmaa.

Results

Codes and categories

The analysis of the texts in round 1 shows 407 mentions of the codes by the ED-group and
Ref-group (ED:Ref), (168:239). The codes in the categories were mentioned as follows: 91
Negative mentions (32:59), 78 Positive mentions (39:39); 108 Content-based mentions
(40:68); 130 Thematic mentions (57:73). The distribution of codes into categories is rep-
resented in Table 1.

The three most often mentioned codes were Animal (ED:Ref; 15:20), Nature (12:9) and
Calming (7:13). The highest number of mentions in the negative category were from the
codes Anxious (2:11), Camouflage (3:10), and Challenging (2:12).

Content-analysis

The numbered codes in Table 2 indicate how objects in the presentation space can
become concepts and attain a connotative or even metaphorical meaning as they go
through the process of interpretation. This is based on how expressions in the texts
connect to the analysis sequence (presentation space…→ meaning space): the
different spaces affecting each other, i.e. associations (reference space) being a requisite
for interpretations (virtual space). Meaning space cannot be reached without first proces-
sing thoughts on more basic levels, and the space is not always discernible.

Table 2 shows the main observations of the analysis.
In Table 2 can be seen how descriptions relating to the code (6)Animals dominated in

both groups (ED: 25 mentions, Ref: 26 mentions), its meaning seen differently in each
space. (1)Calming was another dominating code, but patients mentioned it much more
often than the Ref-group (14:6). (3)Distressing/scary as a code had many mentions
(8:15) and seemed like an important descriptor of the content. Interestingly, calmness
was mentioned by the ED patients much more often than by the Ref-group, whereas dis-
tressing and scary feelings were slightly more prominent among the Ref-group, even
though that group was smaller. Another interesting code for the study was (2)Personal
life (6:1); personal topics were clearly more prominent among the patients. The code
and category analysis counted how many times each code was mentioned, while in
the content analysis the same code may have appeared in multiple spaces and is thus
counted more than once. The latter highlights the significance of emphasis of codes
such as “calming.” Patients focused more on calmness, contemplating why the video
felt calming, while many professionals mentioned it but did not deliberate on it.

Some clarifying codes were formed after the initial analysis and placed in Table 2 under
blends 1 and/or 2: (a)Contradictory observations, ED:Ref, 3:5 mentions (blends 1/2),
(b)Multiple meanings 3:4 (blends 1/2), (c)Playfulness 1:1 (blend1), (d)Contemplative ques-
tions/remarks 6:10 (blends 1/2).
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The main schema points for the ED-group can be seen falling into Beck’s (1976) obser-
vational areas of self, environment/others, and future, indicating mainly negative self-
image but also some positive views and attitudes towards the future: “when you find a
way out of the forest, you will feel fine again.”

Key findings

The key findings are summarized by the four following topics.

Context, nature
The hypothetical starting point is that nature is widely linked with physical and psycho-
logical wellbeing (e.g. Nanda et al. 2011), which may explain why many viewed the
video in positive tones, even when disturbing associations were found. It bears noting
that emotional responses to nature are not straightforwardly positive, especially in the
time of climate crisis, which can create feelings of anxiety.

Humans in the video were universally disliked and interpreted as a sign of negativity.
One patient wrote that human’s relationship with nature “is difficult to put into words but
in the video, it shows all its sides, evokes feelings,” this was a conclusion of the interpret-
ation of humans’ “multifaceted relationship with nature” ((b)multiple meanings→ (d)con-
templative remark), and came from the associations: calmness, joy, fear, powerful, and
austere. The humans were presented from behind, faces never visible. According to
Mather (2014), viewers immediately focus on faces when they are visible in images, so
seeing humans only from behind can feel disturbing and wrong. Positive content
included discussions of animals and their interactions.

Body, eating
The artwork gave patients ways to reflect on their conditions, express thoughts about
eating, body ideals, loneliness, personal problems, and even memories about past
events. Patients also associated the video with physical feelings such as calmness,
which “stabilized the heartbeat,” something that the Ref-group did not do.

Similarly, discussions of the patients’ ED habits and body ideals, and one comparing
her condition with the grazing horses (“horses need to eat to have energy to play
around”), were meaningful. The same patient’s interpretation of the horses eating
together was that none of them was observing how others were eating. She saw the
video evoking feelings of being “stuck” and concluded that “when you find a way out
of the forest, you will feel fine again.” This (d)contemplative remark slightly contradicted
the associations she made of the forest and animals, which were for the most part posi-
tive, though loneliness was one association. Perhaps she was projecting the feeling of
being stuck that comes from her ED condition onto the artwork. Another patient inter-
preted the animals dressed up as others in terms of wanting to be something else (unna-
tural body ideals → longing away from oneself, (d)contemplative remark).

Professionals did not interpret the video to relate to eating or body, understandably,
because they are not afflicted by such thoughts. Their interpretations and associations
related to loneliness, fear, contrasts, and coexistence, but also individual differences
and beauty within. Professionals made more (a)contradictory observations than patients.
It could be that the patients related to the video on a more personal level and were more
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used to talking about personal feelings because of their ongoing treatment, while the
professionals perhaps saw it as an assignment to analyse the artwork.

Personal
There was a clear difference between participants in the ED-group, where some would
discuss very personal topics while others would only write that the video was calming
and nice to look at. It seems that ED patients tend to protect themselves by controlling
information from the environment. Having control is one of the core elements in
people with ED (Fairburn 2008). Attard (2020) points out that one can repress uncomfor-
table feelings by putting a positive front for others and not express negative emotions.
Emphasis on positive and neutral content also appears in the patients’ texts and can
be explained with a common self-image schema mode in ED called the “Pollyanna
mode.” According to Simpson (2020), people who fit this mode can “silver-line” even
the most difficult circumstances and keep themselves blind to their condition by over-
compensating underlying negativity and pessimism.

The video seems to have emphasized loneliness in both groups, as they interpreted the
animals as alone and hiding. The Ref-group focused on this idea, but it was also present in
the ED-group. These themes were easily identifiable in the video because the artwork
brought up elements for this content (e.g. hiding in the forest, dressing in camouflage,
rainfall sounds – only a few mentioned the soundscape). The video also showed some
(c)playful elements in different ways (e.g. patterns connecting to animals and terrain),
interpreted by one patient.

The most interesting discussions of the artwork in therapy context are often those sur-
rounding the patient’s history and experiences. When one patient associated the video’s
landscape with familiarity, interpreting it as alike the forest where her family’s summer
cottage is, this resurfaced memories that were not in the patient’s mind before and
could stem new conversations with the therapist.

It is possible to see how meaning of the artwork starts to form in the subjects’ texts
with such descriptions as fear, joy, creepy, etc. Distressing and scary themes were
emphasized more by the professionals, which can be explained by how the partici-
pants have learned to focus on these kinds of clinical situations – ED: focus on opti-
mism, neutrality, tendency to avoid negative feelings; Ref: focus on negative,
emotionally loaded contents to discover clinical problems. It is also obvious that the
older age of the Ref-group has led to more various learning experiences, which may
affect interpretations.

Language, culture
The professionals wrote generally more than the patients. The average number of words
written by the patients was 34 and 95 for the professionals. Participants in the Ref-group
writing longer and more descriptive texts may relate to differences in attitude towards the
intervention or professionals having more tools to express thoughts in writing. This may
also support the clinical view that people with ED have difficulty expressing and proces-
sing emotions, or it can indicate the need to escape from negative thoughts or hide them
from others. Some variation in text length could also be seen in the two language groups.
Swedish speakers seemed to go more into detail when describing the video, finding com-
parisons to their own lives directly and indirectly. Only one Swedish text was similar to the
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Finnish texts in length and level of discussion. Even though it is not possible to draw con-
clusions about Swedish and Finnish speakers due to the small sample size, there may be
some cultural and linguistic influences affecting how the artwork was discussed by the
participants.

Some were affected by the cultural symbolism of the forest, being reminded of Finnish
and Swedish literature, where forests act as an integral part of folklore and other stories.
One patient associated the forest with Swedish children’s literature, her interpretation
being that the forest was like the one in Astrid Lindgren’s book, “Ronia the Robber’s
Daughter,” while a slightly older professional interpreted the forest as a “Kalevala (the
national epic of Finland) landscape.”

There was also some metaphorical discussion. One professional’s conclusion was that
the artwork is a “mirror to humanity,” something he came to after interpreting the animals
in exotic furs to represent consumerism and globalization. In both groups, an individual
(d)contemplated the addition of a sunny beach to the end of the video. The professional
suggesting this argued that it would bring a feeling of calmness; for the patient, the sunny
beach represented a way out of one’s problems and increased feelings of wellness (a
much more personal thought).

Discussion

The results indicate that art viewing interventions can give patients new ways to express
thoughts and feelings towards their condition, themselves, and the context where they
live. After the video session, these discussion topics can be returned to in therapy. The
meaning that came out of the video was spontaneous and very personal to some of
the viewers. It was rewarding to see how some patients found ways to discuss their dis-
order through the artwork, albeit almost as a side note, relating to themes of food, eating
and even loneliness.

The art video activates observations and associations related to social and cultural
ideas, emotions, and personal life. Schemas influence how individuals filter their obser-
vations, but observations also build up new schemas when thoughts adapt to new infor-
mation. These observations can be processed and talked about in therapy to discover the
individual’s mind and build up new modes (i.e. attitudes and behaviour) to change the
content of schemas. It is possible that artworks signal unpredictable paths in thought pro-
cesses through themes identified within them. This can also increase metaphorical
thought. This is important for both the therapist, who can use these discoveries to lead
the discussion towards new areas, and the patient, who can hopefully enjoy the art inter-
vention and discuss opinions important to her/himself through the artwork, as could be
seen from the results. It is important to note that art-viewing interventions cannot replace
psychotherapy. They can be used in addition to other therapy methods when a change to
routine is wanted. It is advisable that professionals working with patients get acquainted
with the same therapeutic material as their patient (e.g. artworks) to be able to reflect
patients’ thoughts against their own.

This study had some challenges. The CSBT model required slight adjustments to fit the
analysis of colloquial texts. The assignment was given to the participants by different per-
sonnel, so they may have perceived it differently. The analysed texts varied in length, and
it was sometimes difficult to place them in the applied analysis model.

SOCIAL SEMIOTICS 15



It appears that ED patients have an increased need for control (Fairburn 2008), and this
can hinder free expressions. It is important to provide a space for expressions to find out
more about the person’s own thoughts without tying them into existing patterns or struc-
tures. CSBT provides an opportunity to analyse freely produced expressions and seems
like a suitable analysis model for even colloquial texts. With suitable art interventions, it
is possible to find out more about the patient’s own thoughts and approaches and
grasp contents that are more subconscious. When thoughts are shared, social dialogue
is reachable between humans.

Concluding remarks

Eating disorders influence interactions in the daily and social life. Cultural ideals often
influence how people see themselves, and everyday social problems can emerge and det-
rimentally affect people suffering from these kinds of mental health problems. Art inter-
ventions can offer possibilities to express one’s ideas, to develop more advanced
language use and generate different creative ways of expression in therapy (e.g. Rosal
2018). Cognitive semiotics blending theory is a promising candidate for looking at
thoughts emerging in related environments, and it suits a clinical therapeutic setting
well, but it requires more real-life examples for it to grow into a more usable method
also in healthcare settings. This research area requires interest from stakeholders to be
developed further.
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