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Breaking the Frame: Aesthetic Encounters with Narrative Practices — Part Two

Lucy Merrill Cotter, MFT

An abstract alphabet, a bicycle wheel attached to a wooden stool, and the
patterns of leaves floating on a river's current aesthetically inspire my narrative
practices. My art background continues to migrate into my work. In “Breaking The
Frame Part One”, | explored how art can help us see both the strengths and the
dangers of representation, sense-making, and stories in shaping our worlds. In
“Part Two”, | begin with the artwork of Marcel Duchamp and Cecil Touchon to
consider how we are recruited by preconceptions and conventions of ordering,
overlooking the creative freedom of abstraction and conceptual exchange. |
experiment with disrupting the seduction of resemblance, the absent but implicit,
and views of difference and identity. Aesthetic acts of appropriation and collage
illuminate the conceptual power of contextual migration. Next, my appreciation
for Andy Goldsworthy's earthworks encourages me to visualize thought as
process and motion. His free-flowing interactions with the weather, and what is
found and brought to a landscape, bring energy and spirit to my therapeutic
conversations.

Artists co-create with the world and bring imagination to life, valuing the
handmade, whether through painting, sculpture, earthworks, performance, or
collage. | am learning how narrative therapists can apply these processes to
language, difference, assemblage, and therapy itself. Michael White has said that
the idea of a story as "a map of the 'territory' of life" is based on
"representationalist assumptions ... not on the constructionist orientation that
accompanies the narrative metaphor" (Bubenzer, West, & Boughner, 1994, p. 72).
Narrative therapy challenges the notion of a one-to-one correspondence between
representation and life, as well as reductionist meanings rooted in identity-based
conclusions. Instead, we actively engage with a vitalized multiplicity, confronting
ready-made story maps and representation as knowledge bases. White
emphasizes acts of movement as we scaffold and "zigzag" between territories,
landscapes of action and identity, problem descriptions and hopes, or multiple
time frames (Re-authoring Teaching, n.d.). Therapeutic conversations can oscillate
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between coherence and heterogeneity as alternatives to representational fixity.
We can move between the actual and virtual, recognizable and surprising, or from
clients' histories to the unimaginable.

Years ago, Bennington College's interdisciplinary curriculum fed my desire to
cross-pollinate ideas from different referential frames. Now, art provides new
perspectives on the underlying philosophies of narrative therapy. Michael White
has asked us to question the "reproduction of the dominant culture" in our
counseling practices (Bubenzer et al., 1994, p. 74). Art can move beyond these
replications to create handmade and novel encounters. We can defy conventional
categories and identity descriptions that impose order and certainty at the
expense of unforeseen connections and aberrant outcomes. The anti-
representational philosophies of Deleuze encourage me to actualize difference
from a world of immanence and to turn away from inherited concepts. Non-
representations are thoughts without images that escape presuppositions and
recognizable forms. This aesthetic understanding can remind narrative therapists
that the goal is not to establish standardized, stable identities, but to elicit
practices that revitalize our engagement. Artmaking deepens our grasp of process
over product, and movement over structure. As Deleuze (1995) writes, "Becoming
isn't part of history; history amounts only to the set of preconditions, however
recent, that one leaves behind in order to 'become,’ that is, to create something
new" (p. 171).

David Pare and Jeff Zimmerman have augmented my ideas of the interdisciplinary
and handmade when it comes to narrative approaches. David Pare (2001)
identifies counseling as a discourse and invites us to consider how we position
ourselves in the "conceptual frameworks" of our counseling practices (p. 2).
Pare's ideas prompted me to reflect on how our visions for narrative relate to our
worldviews. Although narrative therapy has synthesized various influences, what
we perceive as possible is often determined by a "univocal tradition," which leads
to a rejection of the "both/and" that could invite meaning from "multiple
contexts" (Pare, 2001, pp. 1-8). Jeff Zimmerman (2023) writes of the dangers of
“Narrative Orthodoxy” and the “policing” of ideas that constrain the evolution of
narrative therapy and the spirit of the work (p. 3). Epston (2016) noted that
Michael White “...aspired to live in the Foucaultian notion of ‘movement of
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thought,”” and critiqued methodology that is “...ruled and regulated by canons...”
(as cited in Zimmerman, 2023, p. 2).

Aesthetic means to narrative ends ask us to look at how we assemble and classify
meaning. The artists Marcel Duchamp and Cecil Touchon's assemblages use
radical relations that defy conventional ordering. In their work, identity wobbles
in continuous motion, and the literal gives way to abstract, multifarious
understandings. Their work teaches strategies to escape known locations where
the appearance of fixed identities and organizational systems often come at the
expense of more innovative diversity. These tactics are imperative to the rich
possibilities within my clients' stories and for a world needing radical change. |
begin this article with a few examples from Duchamp's work.

Bicycle Wheel - Marcel Duchamp, 1913

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), a French painter and sculptor, was known for
interrupting expectations. He used the term "ready-made" to describe the
placement of selected, manufactured objects in settings unrelated to their
original function. Duchamp's acts of displacement, assemblage, and
defamiliarization offer valuable ideas for narrative therapists. By "displacement"
here, I'm referring to a change or movement of location or position. Duchamp
provides occurrences of appropriation, contextual migration, and the handmade
within the ready-made. My 1992 MFA art thesis foreshadowed my interest in
disrupting ready-made givens. | wrote, "My artwork promotes difference and
contradiction as saviors of a deadening conformity. It is my hope that by
embracing unpredictable mystery ... we may participate in an organic imagining of
a more creative present." Artists and narrative therapists are gadflies, eager to
deconstruct and radicalize. We confront the status quo that naturalizes people's
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visions and numbs us into automatic responses. Although psychology sees mental
health “disorders” as deficits, | celebrate the rupture of habitual thought and the
seduction of resemblance that has us default to known categories. G. S. Morson
(1991), describing Bakhtin’s ideas, writes: "... the great systems imagine the world
entirely in terms of what is given and thus leave no room for what is created. The
result is that nothing is 'surprising' because everything is 'ready-made"” (p. 1071).
Narrative therapists heed a call to create and challenge normative categories and
socially constructed “shoulds” that recruit our clients into painful, limiting stories.

The seduction of resemblance

Like Magritte, whose artwork | discussed in “Part One of Breaking the Frame”,
Duchamp disturbs the ways we anchor representation, unsettling the implicit
concepts inherent to resemblance. His famous artwork, the Fountain, was an
upside-down urinal, signed "R. Mutt, 1917," and set within a gallery. Through this
simple breach of placement, Duchamp challenged dominant meaning-making,
and the urinal's functionality and recognizability became secondary to its role in
this new setting. In Jon Mann's (2017) article about Duchamp's Fountain, he
references the "anonymous editorial believed to be written by Beatrice Wood,"
which states, "... Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not
has no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so
that its useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of view—
created a new thought for that object" (para. 5). For me, this repositioning led to
the kind of "movement of thought" that David Epston (2016) spoke of and Jeff
Zimmerman (2023) referenced (p. 2). Over time, | have come to consider how
creating a "new thought" for an "object" might apply to my clinical work, and
whether readymade concepts obscure access to more radical exceptions (Mann,
2017, para. 5).

An awareness of the seduction of resemblance to our ordering of experience can
be critical to a narrative approach. Narrative's not-knowing, non-expert stance
goes a long way to dismantle resemblance's lure. Yet, psychology favors mimesis
and overly generalized meaning-making. As discussed in “Part One”, we tend
towards methods we recognize and arrangements of experience that support
storied sense-making, continuity, and emplotment. By renaming the urinal and
moving it to a gallery context, Duchamp challenges us to reconsider what counts
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and how we privilege one set of meanings over another. In his use of
displacement, Duchamp's Fountain became instrumental to the birth of
conceptual art. | continue experimenting with how it can also be instrumental to
my narrative practices. Let's turn to an example from my work with my client,
Sarah.

The mysterious operations of “OCD”

Sarah had read books about OCD, and she began our conversations using their
psychological language, such as “chronic,” “intrusive thoughts,” “recurring
obsessions and behaviors,” and “excessive fears of contamination.” | asked Sarah
what felt helpful in the books she had read. She explained, “It’s hard to say ... it
sort of matches but doesn’t actually fit.” We agreed the language felt too
conclusive. Although she would refer to her thoughts as “obsessive,” she
wondered what purpose they were trying to serve.

Duchamp’s artwork prompted me to think about interrupting the seduction of
resemblance and questioning ready-made contexts. Sarah and | shared a
suspicion of the frame and asked each other aloud, “Are we sure we know what
we’re talking about?” Together, we explored whether recognizable similarities,
terms like “anxiety” and “need for control,” had led us to locate Sarah’s
experiences within a predetermined structure, directing our attention toward
familiar, ready-made meanings. Sarah described “OCD”’s operations. She said it
“infiltrated and inflamed any given thing.” It appeared to want to take over her
mind. An increasingly disturbing dialogue would subsume her ideas, as it would
“co-opt” the thought and run in a “horrific” direction:

Sarah: | was thinking about sweatpants and they became track pants and then
racing pants. There was a TV episode about a racetrack and | was thinking
about the horrible things that actor did. Then later, when | think of
sweatpants | will think of the horrible things that happened to those
women. Things that are disturbing implant themselves in my mind. They
bubble up and attach to the thing.

Lucy: What is the hope of the thought-association? What is it trying to achieve?
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Sarah: It ruins the thing and makes it ugly and unpleasant.

Lucy: It’s a party pooper? Is that language okay?

Sarah: Yes, | like that.

Lucy: What is the party pooper’s reason for showing up?

Sarah: It's tied to other things we’ve talked about. It disturbs me or distresses me.

Lucy: Why does the story stop with the assault of women? Are there things you
would like to contribute to the story if it kept going? Like, an odd example,
you could send blessings to all the women who suffered harm when you
see sweatpants. ... Do you want to stay passive so that the story appears to
be at an end? Can it continue towards something inventive and different?
How have you determined that the horrific part is the endpoint of the
thought?

Sarah: (Long pause) That blew my mind ... it’s correlated to aspects regarding my
own self. There are so many times in my life that it never occurred to me to
counter it. That | have power. It’s that obedience thing. I’'m obedient to the
thought. I’'m acquiescing when the thought is telling me what to do. The
thought is insisting I’'m obedient when the story has the ability to morph
into something else. The issue stems from the same place.

Lucy: Do you think that the associated thought pretends to be conclusive and
authoritative when it’s actually contingent and can be changed?

Sarah: Yes.
Lucy: How does it pretend to do that?

Sarah: (...) | think that | take things at face value and | do what I’'m told. | don’t
necessarily question it and my instincts have been diluted over the years.

Previously, we had discussed how Sarah's passivity had supported harmony in her
home and work. What was initially labeled "OCD" provided her with a means to
relinquish her power and abdicate her impulses. Sarah would go from being a
dynamic thinker to a docile, malleable, and fearful viewer. In contrast, when
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Sarah began to choose her feelings and agency, the disruptive thoughts would
take a back seat. As Sarah actively participated in the thoughts' directions and
endings, the thoughts gradually disappeared. By centering Sarah's specific, local
knowledge, we released what we knew about "OCD treatment."

Duchamp's use of displacement and contextual migration helped Sarah and me
move towards less familiar ideas. | recalled Deleuze's "image of thought,"
discussed in the first part of “Breaking the Frame”. | know to look beyond
dominant stories, yet the seduction of resemblance can still coax us towards
standard descriptions and assumptive outcomes of both problems and solutions.
Together, Sarah and | questioned the preconceptions we used as our starting
point. Appearances can be deceiving but they can also be interrupted by a
migration of meaning and context, just as Duchamp's urinal and bicycle are
forever transformed.

Displacement, appropriation, and collage

Duchamp's work provides another lens into how the familiar breeds a sense of
unalterable belonging, and how our imaginations are circumscribed by what's
identifiable and expected. We think we know where things fit and how they
should behave: urinals belong in bathrooms, stools are for sitting, and bicycles
ride on pathways. The art critic Simon O'Sullivan (2006) writes, "We, and the
world we inhabit, are reconfirmed as that which we already understood our world
and ourselves to be." He describes aesthetic acts that disrupt "systems of
knowledge" and "object[s] of recognition" (p. 1). When we use appropriation, we
detach and reposition an object into a different location. The object or image's
new context summons multiple, simultaneous significations. This recycling of the
thing or image undermines the singular authority of the original and emancipates
it from a fixed and stable meaning. In this sense, appropriation shares narrative
therapy's value of re-telling our stories, since each re-telling inhabits a new space
and time.

In 1912, Braque and Picasso began using appropriation and collage in Western
art. Braque included a piece of oilcloth in his work, and Picasso attached caning to
the surface of his painting. These assemblages simultaneously break the picture
plane and the conceptual frame that contains them. Picasso described the use of
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collage elements, saying, "It was never used literally but always as an element
displaced from its habitual meaning into another meaning" (Gilot & Lake, 1964, p.
70). As with collage, narrative therapists lift and borrow story elements, freeing
them from old descriptions and putting them to new uses. Concepts can have
new lives, performing new roles in their re-presentation, and language can move
from everyday usage to being re-activated into a “new service” (Bolt, 2004, pp.
14-16). | have interviewed many problems willing to re-story their job descriptions
in my clients' current stories. Problems that came to clients' rescue during difficult
times were eager to transform, such as the problem called "hiding" being happy
to shift to "claiming space," or when the problem called "numbness" agreed to
become "feeling feelings.” From Duchamp's assemblages to collages, we learn to
create movements of thought and transgress categories of cognition, where
concepts can alter identities in different spaces and times. | think of my love for
Foucault's (1966/1970) magical description in the preface of The Order of Things.
He tells of Borges's famous passage, the Celestial Emporium of Benevolent
Knowledge, and comments on how "strange categories" are not just jarring
because of unlikely juxtaposition but rather that they fail to comply with the
codes of a "system of thought" (p. xv). Foucault (1966/1970) writes that Borges is
"... breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are
accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things..." (p. xv). He writes:

... 'animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed,
(c) tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included
in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a
very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water
pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies’ (p. xv)

| hope my narrative clients and | defy categorization and engage with "the wild
profusions of existing things." | reflect on David Paré and Jeff Zimmerman's desire
to expand our frameworks for narrative therapy. Rona Cran (2014) writes,
"Collage is about encounters. It is about bringing ideas into conversation with one
another" (p. 4). Through interactive conversations, our thoughts become
collaborative assemblages that remain fluid and in motion.
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Raphine, Micah Evans, 2015

Exotic encounters

Combining prefabricated objects with their form, medium, and history makes the
known and familiar exotic and handmade. On a 2022 trip to Washington, D.C,, |
viewed Micah Evans' (2015) work titled Raphine, a sewing machine made of
"lampworked borosilicate glass" from bongs that address the "... changing
perceptions of tools over time." It is an example of how artists alter the ready-
made meanings that are naturalized and typical of everyday life. | want to
problematize "form follows function" and engage in new understandings with my
clients. As Hutcheon (1988) writes, "The act of problematizing is, in a way, an act
of restoring relevance to something ignored or taken for granted" (p. 229). If we
presume that form follows function, our imaginations are bound by
representational certainty, whereas the Fountain, Bicycle Wheel, and Evans'
Raphine defy their prior utility. These artworks remind me that psychology's
assessment of dysfunction and function privileges normative standards at the
expense of individual invention or perception.

Narrative practices can encourage alloyed forms of repurposing and retelling.
Deleuze and Guattari describe an orchid and wasp's encounter in A Thousand
Plateaus, where representational identities are blurred, and the orchid and wasp
form an assemblage (von-Douglass-Ittu, 2008). Like Deleuze's orchid and wasp,
artists can create assemblages that hover between each object's original
identities as shared acts of becoming. Their relational interactions let us escape
resemblance altogether and gravitate toward encounters that resist closure. As a
client recently stated, "l want to say how | feel without it having to be one thing
or another." In agreement, | wonder about the boundaries between concepts and
how to embrace a hybrid multiplicity that celebrates what another client calls "in-
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between spaces.” How do we create language as assemblages that blur
conventional boundaries? The reified categories of thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors rob us of amalgams of meaning-making and trap us in stock
descriptions. Conventions tell us we are irrational when “overly” emotional, or
that theory is intellectual rather than driven by passion, political fervor, or
metaphysical expansion. | want to practice a different form of listening where
words like awe, protest, relief, excitement, or adventure remain undivided by
mind, body, and spirit. We can foster a witnessing that invites simultaneous,
multi-faceted versions of experience.

We've seen how Duchamp's artwork re-orders our spaces of knowledge by
moving a familiar object or concept to a brand-new territory. | think of Derrida’s
(1978) idea of "bricolage,” where we form heterogeneous, improvisational
constructions from disparate parts. Like Duchamp's ready-made, the bricoleur
uses what's at hand, arranging the material world without pre-conceived plans (p.
285-288). My clients benefit from juxtaposition and shifting between different
frames to create surprising encounters. This meaning-making shift is critical to
developing novel solutions and exceptions as building blocks for alternative
stories. My client, George, provides an example, describing his relationship to
"learned helplessness" after years of abuse but stating that he would be the first
person to jump up if someone were in danger on a bus. In time, we borrowed
George's impetus toward helping others and moved it into the context of self-
advocacy.

Narrative therapists share the heart of the bricoleur and artist, collaboratively
appropriating and reassembling story elements into crafted acts of creation. We
can honor distinctions of difference while engaging radical interrelatedness. The
mixing of codes and contexts leads me to reconsider narrative therapy's practice
of the absent but implicit.

The absent but illicit

Michael White (1999) writes the practice of the “absent but implicit” draws on
ideas from Gregory Bateson and Jacques Derrida, who “sought to challenge the
myth of ‘presence’” (p. 36). The “absent but implicit” helps clients engage
unspoken story elements that illuminate clients’ preferences within their
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experiences (p. 37). As an artist, what I've viewed as a contrast between
background and foreground, absence and presence, become opportunities in
narrative therapy to bring forward less dominant meanings. An example of the
absent but implicit is evident in my client Ivy's statement, "l learned how | liked to
be treated based on how | don't like being treated." In this case, vy and | had a
rich conversation about the specific knowledge they gained while, unfortunately,
experiencing acute trauma. In another example, a client, Liam, and | made
meaning by looking at a bully's taunts in contrast to what he implicitly knew about
themselves. Liam described having "lost himself" because of a bully's
misrepresentation, yet he actively defended himself based on an implicit sense of
who he knew himself to be. | wondered aloud about Liam's agency and strength
in his expressed responses.

However, the danger of the absent but implicit is that what we see as present
becomes the origin of what we see as missing. Foucault (1966/1970) describes
the tendency of classical science toward isomorphic systems, ones where we
make analogies between similar forms. These knowledge spaces depend on
proximity and conceptual similarities, pointing to fixed geographies rather than
ongoing deliberation processes. As is written in the foreword of The Order of
Things, they "ignore the extreme diversity of the objects under consideration" (p.
xi). Deleuze (1994) writes of representation that "... difference is subordinated by
the thinking subject to the identity of the concept..." (p. 266). Although useful, the
absent but implicit may lure us towards alternatives that depend on resemblance,
binary pairings, or essentialist conclusions (May, 2021). Examples of these ready-
made associations might include "being stuck" and "getting unstuck" or "conflict"
and "harmony." The absent but implicit is at risk of inverting problems to discover
seemingly implicit solutions based on the identity of the original idea or
"triggering presuppositions" that lead the reader to comply with and perform
insidious assumptions (Bruner, 1986, pp. 27-28).

| want to share an addition to the absent but implicit that | think of as the absent
but illicit. We can make space for forbidden, less customary sense-making that
escapes our common associations and analogous ideas. The absent but illicit
invites less familiar, less legitimized options that don't belong to the set and that
liberate us from implicit meaning-making. To overthrow problems or create
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novelty, we must search for outliers that are disqualified, unstable, or difficult to
imagine. We can see an example of the absent but illicit with my client John, who
believed that he "won't get the girl." Using the absent but implicit, we explored
John's value of connection and, later, at social discourses that fed the problem,
such as happiness requiring partnership. John's relational abilities were
exceptions that assisted in creating a counterplot. As our conversations expanded
to include the absent but illicit, we moved to divergent contexts from the
anchoring concept of the story, discussing John's desire for polyamory and his
need for solo time. These newly named desires could not have been predicted by
the conceptual frame of the problem as it was first described.

The idea of reaching beyond referenced identities connects me to Deleuze, who
asks us to consider a dynamic process with the virtual, rather than allowing the
constraints of a single, dominant actualization or organization. Deleuze's “lines of
flight” are concepts that break free of known territories. The absent but implicit
may block us from accessing “lines of flight” to tangential, less identifiable spaces.
As another example, Alice described the problem of “insecurity.” Although we
meaningfully discussed “security” and “confidence,” Alice found her appreciation
of “freedom” to be the key to alternative outcomes. Vital to these conversations
about the absent but implicit are the contrasting ways we can look at difference,
and how philosophical notions of difference each can make a different difference.
Our narrative approaches can explore a few variations of difference and their
alternative effects on clients' hopes, histories, and intentions.

News of a different difference

When | was young, | was intrigued by the philosophies of Heraclitus and
Parmenides and their alternate concepts of identity. For Heraclitus of Ephesus (c.
500 BCE), identities are in flux and based on "processes," known by the
paraphrase, "You cannot step into the same river twice" (Cisney, n.d.). On the
other hand, Parmenides (b. 510 BCE) viewed identity as eternal and fixed, and
change as a mere illusion. Bateson, Derrida, and Deleuze provide contrasting
ideas about identity that make an alternate difference in constructing narrative
practices. The philosophers Todd May and Vernon Cisney have been instrumental
to my learning here.
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Gregory Bateson's idea of the "news of difference" is integral to narrative
therapy. Bateson (1979) writes, "...there must be two entities (real or imagined)
such that the difference between them can be immanent in their mutual
relationship" (p. 76). We can listen keenly for “news of difference” and “double
listen” to discern what lies outside of the problem description (Bateson, 1979, p.
29; White, 2000, p. 41). To recognize differences based on contrasting
representational identities provides meaningful elements for reauthoring stories.

However, representational thinking comes at a price. When we represent words
and things, our grasp of "difference" is built on concrete, objective identities and
a definable world. Our open spaces for invention become “images of thought,” or
designated, constrained spaces of revision. Like Deleuze (1994), narrative
therapists can critique differences based on identity, analogy, opposition, and
resemblance (p. 29). Michael White explicitly challenges essentialist conclusions,
celebrating multiplicity and deconstructing identity as property.

We have noted narrative therapy's appreciation of Derrida's ideas of difference
based on absence, presence, and the remaining perpetual traces. What adds to
my excitement for narrative practices is the ways Deleuze escapes the limitations
of representational thinking that are based on identity and reliant on negation
(Cisney, n.d.). Todd May (2005) writes that Deleuze’s “concept of difference...
shows that there is more to the world than meets the eye” (p. 125). Rather than
comparing similarities and differences between known essentialist elements,
Deleuze proposes the virtual, a difference-in-itself, where forces, potentials, and
univocal intensities are becoming and are in process.

| think of David Epston's (2016) and Michael White's engagement with the
"movement of thought" and the possibilities of self and world in acts of
transformative creation (p. 84). There is a connection to the 1960s Fluxus art
movement, influenced by Duchamp, which emphasizes experiment, process, and
impermanence over product. In “Breaking the Frame Part One”, | discuss how art
shifts away from the perspective of the seer-subject to a fractured world picture,
eventually including an escape from the picture frame altogether. Barbara Bolt
(2004), in her book Art Beyond Representation, helps me see how thoughts
release from fixity into motion, and how artmaking can transmute from
representation to "bodies in process" (p. 14). In narrative therapy, we are not
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looking to conclude, discover cause and effect, or arrive at singular, predefined
outcomes, but instead to hold things lightly, maintaining ambiguity and
continuous meaning-making. Deleuze writes, "The theory of thought is like a
painting: It needs that revolution which took art from representation to
abstraction" (Deleuze, 1994, p. 276). A release from fixed identities and forms to
differences based on emergence and fluidity connects my love of narrative to my
appreciation for aesthetic abstraction. Let's briefly look at the work of Cecil
Touchon to celebrate the deliverance of language and imagery from conventions
of ordering and structure. As a narrative therapist, artist, and bricoleur, Touchon
motivates me to reactivate ready-made language and psychology's codes into
handmade, generative assemblages.

Type Token ~ Cecil Touchon, 2009

Cecil Touchon (born 1956) is an American painter, collagist, and performance
artist who explores abstraction within typography and liberates language from its
sites of origin and meaning. As a "visual poet," he states, "My work is a challenge
to the difference between representationalism and abstraction because language
in general has always been used in modern times as a representational medium"
(Artscope, 2014, para. 3). He adds, "... I'm releasing the forms from their task of
being the bearers of meaning. The meaning becomes something completely
different ... it's like I'm freeing the letters from their work" (Touchon, n.d., para.
4). Touchon deconstructs the literal for us to create handmade abstractions that,
like Duchamp's artwork, rupture language's foreshadowed roles and contexts. |
hope for the freedom of abstraction that becomes possible when we move away
from the customs of language representation to re-access the virtual and
difference-in-itself.
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Handmade language vs. Ready-made language

Art can transport us beyond words, beyond the body, beyond articulation itself.
To articulate means "having or showing the ability to speak fluently and
coherently," adhering to the rules of logic and recognizable language. Yet art has
taught me to value incoherence, disorganization, garbled mutterings, silence, and
visual forms of meaning that may more accurately capture specific experiences of
everyday life. We may purposefully struggle with language to keep it in process
and to zigzag between intelligibility, mystery, disruption, and flow. I'm curious
about Deleuze's (1997) appreciation of stuttering and stammering at the edges of
language's stretched limits (pp. 107-114). Barbara Bolt (2004) describes this in
Paul Cézanne's painting, writing that he "... sets in motion perpetual
disequilibrium, which makes the whole visual system heave. It makes it ‘stutter’”
(p. 46). We can experiment with disequilibrium in narrative conversations by
impeding closure and identity conclusions. Deleuze (1997) writes, "... one can
reach the limits of language itself and become something other than a writer,
conquering fragmented visions that pass through the words of a poet, the colors
of a painter, or the sounds of a musician" (p. 113).

Touchon's artwork prompts me to free language from the field of psychology and
facilitate handmade meanings. In narrative therapy, we privilege clients' language
and can challenge psychological jargon that defaults to normative assumptions.
Words like cognitive distortions, coping mechanisms, treatment plans, resistance,
evidence, assessment, and outcomes often reduce language to conclusive,
generalized meaning at the expense of local descriptions and extraordinary
understandings. Our habitual interpretations link to larger systems, such as the
word "codependence," which is discoursed as an individualistic pejorative rather
than a relational strength. Instead, when narrative therapists externalize and
rename problems, depression can become a "giant fog," distraction may be a
"hummingbird," and fighting can be an "amoeba,” a “slippery slope," or a "visit to
Alice in Wonderland." Dorothea Olkowski (1999) writes that "... problems come to
us in the form of ready-made language" (p. 89). Yet, narrative therapists
overcome language constraints by crafting figurative, imaginal vocabularies that
can be innovative and playful. Our stories can reach beyond resemblance, and our
words untether from their worn-out identities. As Solnit (2020) writes, "The
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names of the colors are sometimes cages, containing what doesn’t belong there ...
We need the words, but use them best knowing they are containers forever
spilling over and breaking open. Something is always beyond" (p. 8). | think of my
client who once said, "Suddenly the whole night is about this feeling... the idea of
'let me just chase it' becomes part of what the story is about." As with this client's
experience, our incomplete, figurative descriptions are ongoing and alive.

There are times when words are insufficient, and others when we need more
vocabulary. I'm indebted to somatic practices that include embodiment, affect,
mindfulness, and visual expressions. Years ago, my student, Marjan, conducted an
independent study on the limitations of English compared to Farsi (Moradzadeh
Miller, 2011). We discussed how language shapes our thinking, from word order
to syntax, intonation, and style. Marjan explained that there are many Farsi words
for love, and that Farsi has a rich vocabulary for nuanced feelings. | will never
forget the poetic imagery of her mother's words for motherly love, which
translates to "l orbit around you."

The philosophers Roland Barthes, Richard Rorty, and Mikhail Bakhtin provide
strategies to overturn ready-made meanings. Bakhtin (1981) galvanizes my
narrative conversations to include vital language with overlaps of space and time.
He uses the word "heteroglossia" to capture the diversity of language that is
"multi-leveled," "like mirrors ... each reflecting in its own way a piece, a tiny
corner of the world" (pp. 414-415). Roland Barthes maintains a plurality in
language, disrupting words from submitting to conventional systems. The theorist
Terry Eagleton (1983) explains that to Barthes, a "'healthy' sign ... draws attention
to its own arbitrariness" and that, at "the very moment of conveying meaning,
communicates something of its own relative, artificial status..." (p. 135). Barthes
instructs us to participate in texts that move away from the habitual, contrasting
“‘readerly’ texts” and passive, ready-made meanings with “writerly” texts that
engage the reader in the text's production (Bruner, 1991, p. 9). Richard Rorty
(1989) teaches that novelty is vital over copies or "final vocabularies" (p. 74).
Rorty writes, "To create one's mind is to create one's own language," and that we
use words in ways "...they have never before been used" to "escape from
inherited descriptions" (pp. 27-29). To me, abstraction frees us from fixed
identities and representational conclusions.
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To actively participate in the construction of handmade language, we can ask who
the language belongs to, and whether our words are part of a problem story or
serving the influences of power. In ready-made language, words masquerade as
single-storied prototypes that erase other perspectives, whereas handmade
language is unique, carrying abstract meanings from multiple frames.

An example can be seen in my client Nell's use of the word "Meta" as a
mantra for inspiration. | asked Nell to teach me about the word:

Nell: | got the word from a meditation retreat, but | have a different experience
of what the word means. It is all-encompassing love ... | must love myself in
a way that is globalized. We are all worthy. Like reaching out for the
existing love in the universe and bringing it into myself.

Lucy: Symbolically?
Nell: Effectively.
Lucy: Because you can put it into action?

Nell: That’s a good question. For me, I've decided that self-love is a good answer
to my issues and a good way to find self-love is accessing the energy of the
universe and bringing it to ‘self,” instead of ‘I’'m great.’

| asked Nell to explain what she meant at the end of our previous session when
she said the word “Meta” was “part of self-efficacy.” She explained the
relationship between Meta-love and the ability to cultivate self-trust.

Nell: Self-trust is the basis for self-efficacy. This is not a finished thought.

This statement had me think about Nell’s creation of handmade language as still
contingent, in process, and in motion. It connects me to my love for the artwork
of Andy Goldsworthy and to my understanding of unfolding conversations that
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are active, fluid, and unfinalizable. | aspire to this de-centered, organic vitality and
continue to learn from Goldsworthy’s influence.

Andy Goldsworthy, Rivers and Tides Movie Clips, 2002

Andy Goldsworthy (born 1956) is a Scottish artist whose environmental
sculptures, earthworks, and photographs use interactions between space and
time, ephemeral materials, and the land. Goldsworthy's work challenges our
assumptions of art as an object by engaging the idea of "deliberate
impermanence" as part of many earthworks (Woods, 1999, p. 133). His
remarkable film Rivers and Tides (2002) shows that his artworks transition from
product to process, from being to becoming. Goldsworthy arranges natural
objects such as stones, branches, icicles, and leaves to co-create with time,
nature, the seasons, and transience. The world poetically transforms as art
intersects with life and the artist converses with the land. | have chosen two
Goldsworthy quotes that capture the movement of thought and the animation of
form that invigorate my narrative approach.

In the first quote, Goldsworthy writes, "When | work with a leaf, rock, stick, it is
not just that material itself, it is an opening into the processes of life within and
around it. When | leave it, these processes continue" (The Art Story, n.d.).
Goldsworthy's art and words evoke the dynamic ripple effects that reach beyond
the temporal events of our narrative conversations.

In the second quote, Goldsworthy (2000) writes about his 1999 Nova Scotia
artwork: “I thought of the wind as a problem until | realized ... the wind would
take the snow on a journey ... It felt as though | was releasing the spirit from the
snow" (p. 110). Goldsworthy's art and language make me think of narrative
therapy's ideas of "migration," "transport," and "lines of flight." John Winslade
(2014) states that "... to have a sense of difference, ... we need a sense of
movement ... across territories of space and time (p. 2).
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| aim for therapeutic conversations that achieve the equivalent of releasing the
"spirit from the snow." Our imaginations act in spatial and temporal flux, not as
static observers of objects with stable positions or identities, but where the world
and our perceptions change simultaneously (Keunen, 2010, p. 36). Our talks are
an interplay of voice, position, and perspective, as we animate the life force in our
words and dynamic intentions. We share the tributaries and eddies that move us
through storied experiences with our clients.

The artist Paul Klee writes, “Form is the end, death,” whereas “Form-giving is
movement, action ... life” (Klee, 1973, p. 269). We look to practices and the
genesis of performance, rather than representation, as our basis for knowledge.
Like Goldsworthy's art transfigured by the weather, narrative therapy zigzags
between various spaces, times, forces, the formless, and the formed. | think of a
brief portion of a client conversation where Julie describes her way of seeing a
"platform" to launch her new life chapter:

Lucy: What visual would be a vision of the new platform? What would it look
like?

Julie: You could swim out to it, a swimming platform, free-standing and solid.
Lucy: What does the water allow?

Julie: Not cement on the ground. The water allows movement, creativity,
flexibility, and change ... It can evaporate. It can freeze. It can flow.

Foucault (1984/1991) writes, "What strikes me is the fact that in our society, art
has become something which is related only to objects and not to individuals, or
to life. ... couldn't everyone's life become a work of art?" (p. 350). To achieve
Foucault's concept, we must maintain awareness of identity as a verb and engage
in aesthetic processes and motion (Combs & Freedman, 2016, p. 3).

In this time of upheaval in the world, art can stir our imaginations toward
solutions beyond the restraints of worn-out utility and prior function. As
bricoleurs, we assemble from what we find and what we co-create. As artisans,
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we must generate new concepts and take a stand. In our therapeutic
conversations, aesthetics may liberate us from outdated ideas and images as we
collaborate with our clients in the co-construction of new stories that are
aesthetic acts of becoming.

To be continued ...

| am grateful to artmaking for challenging the seduction of resemblance and the
conventions of ordering and logic. An interdisciplinary approach to narrative
therapy brings an exchange from different referential frames and breaks free of
singular, fixed assumptions. Shifting from concrete forms to unfinalizable
abstraction has taught me about “movement of thought” and handmade
languages. Art has shown me how new contexts and encounters can alter my
notions of identity and difference. Prototypes become events, and creative acts
reveal and disrupt the neutrality of their production. | invite the handmade over
the ready-made into my narrative work, learning from appropriation, collage, and
assemblages to create new concepts, locations, and connections.

In the final article in the series, | will look at the artwork of Yayoi Kusama, Pipilotti
Rist, Mark Bradford, Robert Smithson, and Ana Mendieta, investigating story
geography and the ways art illuminates space, time, history, and self in the co-
construction of therapeutic narratives. | intend to recontextualize client
conversations as multimedia performances that are a part of, rather than divided
from, the larger world.
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