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Abstract
Art is a form of communication and symbolic 

expression and an instrument for understanding 
the human being. The objective of this article is to 
analyze the visual media production of a psychi-
atric patient, seeking to understand the material 
as an expression of his psychic dynamics. A case 
study was carried out with a visitor of a commu-
nity center in a psychiatric hospital in the state 
of São Paulo. Some works of art were chosen for 
the study after participative observation in the 
studio. To assist in the analysis of the paintings, 
an interview was conducted with the participant, 

focusing on his life story and comments regard-
ing the art he produced. Through painting, it was 
noticed that there was a depotentialization of 
threatening content from the patient’s psyche. 
It can also be observed that painting provided an 
expressive space for the participant to deal with 
fantasies of his internal world. ■

Keywords 
art, panting,  
psychic dynamics,  
de-potentialization.



76  ■  Revista da Sociedade Brasileira de Psicologia Analitica, 1º sem. 2021

Junguiana

  v.39-1,  p.75-90

Paintings of a psychiatric patient: the Uncountable States of Being

Introduction

We can say: the painting as a method 

of research, the painting as a method of 

treatment (Nise da Silveira)1

Art is a form of communication and symbolic 

expression and an important instrument for the 

understanding of human beings, of their con-

flicts and their potentials.

Free expression, through drawing, painting 

and modeling, in the field of Psychiatry and Psy-

chology, has become of scientific interest, due 

to, among other reasons, its potential as a less 

difficult means of access to the psychiatric pa-

tient’s internal world (SILVEIRA, 1982).

Currently, expressive resources are used 

therapeutically in psychiatric centers. In the re-

cent past, Classical Psychiatry has had little in-

terest in the wealth of the inner world of patients 

with mental disorders. The treatment incorpo-

rated violent methods, such as electroshock as 

a punishment, which increasingly affected the 

patient’s self-image, worsened the disorder and 

harmed their creativity. An excess of psycho-

tropic drugs was also used, which left patients 

emotionally numb with a subsequent reduction 

in creative capacity.

Classical Psychiatry’s view was centered 

only on the disease of individuals and con-

sidered organic causes as the source of any 

dysfunction of the organism. That approach 

began to be criticized as being reductionist, as 

it leaves aside emotional factors that could be 

involved in mental disorders. This conception 

is well defined in the following statement by 

Capra (1998), who defends an integrated view 

1 Phrase said by Nise da Silveira in the documentary trilogy Ima-
gens do Inconsciente (HIRSZMAN, 1986).

of the human being: “Psychiatrists, instead of 

trying to understand the psychological dimen-

sions of mental illness, focus their efforts on 

finding organic causes for all mental disor-

ders” (p. 123).

Thus, patients were labeled and hospital-

ized without searching for causes that led them 

to develop their condition, such as affective, 

family-related and economic problems, which 

are interpersonal and socio-cultural factors 

involved in the disorder’s development. In ad-

dition, the disease was treated as a symptom 

and not as a possible revelation of meaning in 

the person’s life trajectory, which Jung, partic-

ularly, demonstrated clearly when referring to 

psychotic conditions.

This notion gradually changed, and in Brazil, 

mainly by the end of the 20th century, with the 

anti-asylum movement, it gained new strength. 

This movement proposes a humanized, effective 

treatment and preferably the absence of full hos-

pitalization, due to the loss of autonomy and cit-

izenship rights that happens during the process. 

However, hospitalization is recommended in 

cases of absolute necessity and with the consent 

of the patient and their family. The main motto 

of the anti-asylum struggle is to treat and not to 

socially exclude the individual, always seeking 

possibilities of resocialization.

Psychiatrist Paulo Amarante (1999) affirms 

that the goal of the psychiatric reform “... is not 

only the humanization of relationships between 

subjects, society and institutions... the objec-

tive that we seek is to build a new social place 

for madness, for difference, diversity, diver-

gence” (p. 49). According to Bastos (1993), this 

new social place can be found if madness were 

to be socially re-signified and seen from other 

angles. In this sense, it is important to consid-

er that in the world of the so-called “crazy”, 
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imagination prevails and its spirit flows in the 
midst of contradictions and inconsistencies, 
which only appear as such to the common man. 
Thus, the knowledge about madness tends to 
expand through the study of these ramblings, 
since hallucinations and illusions are symbol-
ically rich materials that can be used, creating 
possibilities of expansion for the human psyche 
(BASTOS, 1993).

In contrast to the Classical Psychiatry, the 
therapeutic method developed by Dr. Nise da 
Silveira (Maceió, 15th of February, 1905 – Rio 
de Janeiro, 30th of October, 1999), a psychiatry 
from Alagoas and pioneer on the ideas of Jung 
in Brazil, which used painting, drawing, collage, 
modeling, music and, craft work, proves to be an 
extremely useful alternative, with possibilities 
tuned to the psychiatric reform proposals.

Paul Klee, contemporary painter, states that 
“painting allows the invisible to become vis-
ible” (KLEE apud SILVEIRA, 1982, p.39). This 
phrase refers to the presence of the uncon-
scious in artwork, which is of importance to re-
searchers and therapists who, in the analysis of 
paintings, can observe the presented contents 
of the unconscious, which reveals the state of 
the psyche and the functioning of the psychic 
dynamics of those who paint. In addition, one 
must be aware of social factors and intercon-
nected intrapsychic phenomena, context build-
ers of patients’ experiences and made visible 
through painted images.

Nise da Silveira worked towards free expres-
sion as a means of instrumentalizing human de-
velopment. Through her practice with psychiat-
ric patients, she saw an improvement in general 
condition, including in her clients interpersonal 
relationships (SILVEIRA, 1992). She was one of 
the pioneers to develop the use of methods of 
expressive resources for therapeutic functions 
in Brazil, in her activities at the psychiatric 
hospital D. Pedro I, in Engenho de Dentro. She 
founded the Casa das Palmeiras and the Museu 
de Imagens do Inconsciente (Museum of Images 
of the Unconscious), where the clients’ artistic 

productions have been preserved. It also has 
the world’s largest collection of works by psy-
chiatric patients.

Unlike traditional psychiatric practice, Nise 
saw clients as developing beings and criticized 
the denominations assigned to schizophrenics, 
such as emotional bluntness, which can still 
be found in psychiatric textbooks today. She 
even refused to use the word ‘patient’ to refer to 
people committed to the hospital and preferred 
the term ‘clients’, in order to avoid conveying 
the meaning of ‘passivity’. Empirically, she ob-
served in the painting studios that schizophren-
ics showed affection in the proposed activities 
and in the relationships with the workshop 
monitors. She realized that it is at the affective 
level that the individual’s transformation can 
occur; she resorted to a chemistry term, saying 
that “affection is a catalyst for human develop-
ment”. During her practice, she referred to her 
working method as “the emotion of dealing”, 
and preferred to replace the name “schizophre-
nia” for “countless states of being”. Nise stated 
that “the best medicine is human contact, affec-
tion in relationships; what cures is joy, the lack 
of prejudice” (SILVEIRA, 1992).

According to Nise Silveira (1992), “art will re-
move things from this disturbing whirlwind” of 
the patient’s psyche. This whirlwind expresses, 
in various art forms, fragments of the disorder-
ly-living drama, thus giving shape to emotions 
and de-potentializing threatening and torment-
ing figures. Through this process of abstraction, 
the human being seeks a point of tranquility and 
refuge (SILVEIRA, 1982).

Nise, as a pioneer of Analytical Psychology 
in Brazil, followed Jung’s guidelines and be-
gan to observe in the works of her clients not 
only contents of personal history, filled with 
density, desires, disappointments and hopes, 
but also mythologies concerning the collective 
unconscious. She identified the presence of 
mythical themes and a collective substratum 
common to all men, which, in Jung’s words, is 
the result of 
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frequent reversion, in schizophrenia, to 
archaic forms of representation, which 
made me first think of the existence of 
an unconscious not only constituted by 
elements originally conscious, that had 
been lost, but possessing a deeper layer, 
of universal character, structured by con-
tents such as mythological motives of the 
imagination of all men (JUNG apud SILVEI-
RA, 1982 p. 97).

Jung considered that delusions, hallucina-
tions, neologisms and gestures in schizophrenia 
are not meaningless. Intense affective charges 
linked to drives of the unconscious would dis-
rupt the ego, taking possession of the conscious 
(JUNG, 1964). In this sense, one can see the con-
trast between Jung’s ideas and those of Tradi-
tional Psychiatry.

Therefore, according to his point of view, the 
paintings of psychiatric patients are shown as 
tools for therapeutic, scientific and also aesthet-
ic purposes, as these individuals show them-
selves as potential artists. In addition, their ex-
pressive and creative activities, in the same way 
that they show the functioning of the patient’s 
psychic dynamics, may also open new perspec-
tives of social acceptance.

Regarding clients who paint in psychiatric 
hospitals, Jung formulated an idea that is an in-
vitation to reflect on the patient with the mental 
disorder when he says that it does not matter 
that its authors live in a psychiatric institution, 
because being immersed in the depth of the un-
conscious, in the portion of collective psyche, 
they also participate, even if unconsciously, in 
the psychic life of all human beings (JUNG, 1964).

Objective and research method
The objective of this work was to analyze, in 

the visual media production of a psychiatric pa-
tient, the manifestation of aspects of his person-
ality through personal and/or universal themes, 
shared by all men, such as myths and archetypes 
of the collective unconscious. The aforemen-

tioned aspects were able to assist in clarification 
of the client’s psychic dynamics.

This qualitative research paper was fund-
ed by the Foundation of Aid to Research of the 
State of São Paulo (Fapesp) and consisted in the 
analysis of paintings made by a frequent visitor 
to workshops held by a Community Center of a 
psychiatric hospital in the state of São Paulo.

The procedure included an initial phase 
of participative observation of the workshops 
held at the Community Center, from which the 
research’s participant was selected, according 
to his attendance and availability. The observa-
tions were recorded in a field diary and the initial 
research lasted three years. However, other spo-
radic encounters and visits to João’s house were 
held in order to follow up on the production of 
new pieces of art for the next fifteen years. 

As a source of complementary data, a series 
of interviews were held with the participant: the 
initial interview followed a model called the The-
matic History of Life (CALDANA, 1998), according 
to which, at first, the interviewee is asked to free-
ly tell their life story; a second stage interview 
then investigates specific issues of interest to 
the researcher through semi-structured topics, 
which included requests to describe and com-
ment upon the works of art.

Throughout the development of the research, 
both in the participative observation phase at 
the Community Center as well as during the in-
terviews, when the client spoke about the paint-
ings, the relationship established between the 
researcher and the participant was a focal point. 
In order to maintain a welcoming posture, un-
conditional acceptance and the non-judgment 
of productions, the teachings of Dr. Nise da Sil-
veira were followed. No aesthetic evaluation was 
made and no psychological interpretation was 
transmitted to the author, as learned during an 
internship at the Museum Images of the Uncon-
scious, which helped in the development of this 
research paper.

The analysis of the artwork can be carried out 
through the study of a series of images. Paintings 
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made by the same author, if examined sequen-
tially, reveal the repetition of motifs and the ex-
istence of a continuity in the flow of images of 
the unconscious (SILVEIRA, 1992), as do dreams. 
Particularly in schizophrenia, there is the emer-
gence of archaic contents, which, according to 
Erich Fromm, translate a language that is not 
dead, but “possessed of their own grammar and 
syntax” (FROMM apud SILVEIRA, 1992, p. 94).

The participant painted more than fifty works 
throughout his life, both at the hospital and at 
home. For this study, 4 works were selected in 
chronological order of their production: 1) De-
sabafo (Outburst); 2) O casal e a marinha (The 
couple and the navy); 3) Joana D’Arc (Joan of Arc) 
and; 4) O céu verde (The Green Sky). The first two 
were painted at the workshop of the hospital’s 
Community Center mid-2003; and the latter João 
painted at home, Joan of Arc in 2003 and The 
Green Sky in 2017. These paintings were chosen 
because they presented a greater representation 
of symbolic and archetypical contents.

The analysis of the paintings focused on 
their symbolic aspect. Thus, the investigation 
searched for meanings and the significance of 
the symbols present on the canvases. Follow-
ing in the steps of Nise da Silveira, by analyzing 
the works through a series of images produced 
by the participant, the research sought to iden-
tify the repetition of motifs and the existence of 
a continuity in the flow of images of the uncon-
scious (SILVEIRA, 1992).

The qualitative analysis of the interview and 
the observations aimed to identify the elements 
that assisted in the pursuit of meaning of the 
symbolic universe expressed in the paintings, 
considering that the recognition of the conflicts 
faced throughout the client’s life history would 
be important to the analysis of his expressions.

The author of the paintings
João (fictional name), single, is 58 years old 

and is from the state of São Paulo. Born to a 
housewife and a construction worker, he is the 
youngest of children. He reports that he was born 

prematurely when his mother was seven months 
pregnant, “inside a ball, a sphere, which was not 
the placenta”, that gave him “superior intelli-
gence to others and was a warrant of God” [sic]. 

Of humble origin, João considers that his 
childhood was good and describes himself as 
extroverted and cheerful: he played with friends, 
pulled pranks at school and “messed” with  
the girls.

According to the participant, he repeated the 
first grade three times “because he was very mis-
chievous”; the teacher failed him “despite hav-
ing the grades to pass.” Intelligence is constantly 
referenced: he was always seen as intelligent by 
teachers (especially by the art teacher who con-
sidered him creative, an artist); and to family and 
friends, his work indicated his intelligence. João 
said that he made paintings and sculptures that 
were admired by teachers and family, including 
the school principal, who had one of his sculp-
tures in her office.

João said that, as an adolescent, his romantic 
relationships were solely platonic and idealized. 
He began his sex life with a prostitute and, ac-
cording to him, only had relations with “ladies of 
the night”.

He began working at 17 as an administrative 
assistant in a general hospital and remained in 
the job until he was 24, when he had his first psy-
chotic outbreak; due to his psychiatric disorder, 
he was retired by disability. He shows in his med-
ical record the diagnosis of paranoid schizophre-
nia, with delusions of religion and of greatness, 
as well as auditory hallucinations.

It is interesting to note that the first outbreak 
occurred shortly after two important events in 
João’s life: a case of heartbreak and a case of 
sexual abuse. The first happened at work, where 
he reports that he was in love with his boss and 
supervisor who did not correspond to his roman-
tic attempts. Despite the flirtation, the relation-
ship “did not work because she was older and 
richer” than him, “and was the head of the work-
place.” He became very sad about this situation 
and “slept little and felt a void in his head.”
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Disillusioned, João had relations only with 
prostitutes and reports that on one occasion he 
was sexually abused by a transvestite when he 
imagined he was being intimate with a woman. 
This fact left João confused about his sexuality 
and emotionally shaken. Since then, the hospi-
talizations have been frequent; the participant 
states that he has been hospitalized more than 
ten times.

During this period of suffering from heart-
break and abuse, he attempted suicide by poi-
soning and self-harmed his chest with scissors: 
he wanted to “stab them into the heart.” On that 
occasion he was hospitalized for about a month 
at the psychiatric hospital.

At age 38, João went through another psychi-
atric outbreak when he had persecutory thoughts 
about his father wanting to rape him, and about 
his father being possessed by the devil and 
wanting to poison his food. During this episode, 
João spent around twenty days without proper 
food intake.

Regarding his mother, the participant stated 
that she was a very good person, the reincarna-
tion of Our Lady of Fatima on Earth.

At age 40, João was again hospitalized 
due to an outburst of aggression in which he 
tried to stab his brother - his caregiver and 
legal guardian - having confused him with a 
man who was invading the house. During this 
time, João held the belief that he was God and 
that he would save the world. During the peri-
od of hospitalization, he stated that he was a 
woman and that God wanted him like that; he 
became withdrawn and eventually assaulted 
another patient saying he was assaulting God. 
The participant was released a month after his 
entrance to the hospital.

His arrival at the Community Center of the 
psychiatric hospital occurred during one of his 
hospitalizations: the doctor discovered his rela-
tionship with the arts, especially painting, and 
sent him there. João is mainly dedicated to the 
painting workshops. It is important to note that 
this is the only place where João is allowed to 

go to alone (he does not need his brother to go 
along with him) and, for him, painting is “a hav-
en, a rest, a leisure, an occupation” and even a 
source of small income. Currently, he has been 
painted more frequently at home. 

In the conversations with João, two themes 
were of great note. The first revolves around the 
figure of Joan of Arc, indicating a peculiar rela-
tionship with her. He painted Joan of Arc on a 
canvas he made himself and kept it at home, on 
an easel in front of his bed, denoting its impor-
tance to him.

He stated that he fell in love with Joana af-
ter watching a movie and realized that their life 
stories are similar. He says that the two were 
raped and heard voices of God. From then on, 
João nurtured a platonic and idealized passion 
for Joan of Arc. She was the great love of his life 
and would be in heaven waiting for him; after 
his death he intends to marry her and will ask 
God for her hand.

The participant says she is a saint, a maid-
en; he says he can talk to her and get messages 
from her in his mind, by telepathy. In addition, 
she protects him, such as during an episode in 
which he broke his nose in a fight and went to 
the hospital: João did not receive care at the hos-
pital, but after spending the night at his house, 
he awoke with his nose healed, saying: “I’m sure 
it was her who healed it.”

In the interviews, João constantly com-
mented about one of his feats, some grand 
invention or an exceptional power. In doing 
so, he always returned to the theme of his in-
telligence: all his inventions occurred through 
his very bright mind, which received telepathic 
messages from God.

His inventions would include: flying saucers, 
“faster than the speed of light,” with a recipe in-
volving plastic, rubber, wood and electricity; a re-
juvenating machine, which had the goal of making 
him re-age to age 11 to be able to marry Joana d’Arc 
at 8 years old; a machine that makes transgenic 
foods; and another that transforms black peo-
ple into white people. In addition, he states that 
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through his mental power he manages to make an 
income distribution through the television. 

Analysis of the paintings

If there is a high degree of shrinkage of the 
consciousness, often only the hands are 
capable of fantasy (C. G. Jung)2.

In general, the paintings are done in strong, vivid 
and colorful tones. The participant himself classifies 
his work as belonging to the impressionist style; 
self-taught, he learned to paint and draw through 
books about Monet, Renoir and Van Gogh. These 
characteristics also mark the four selected paint-
ings (Desabafo, O casal e a marinha, Joana D’Arc 
and O céu verde), which will be analyzed below.

1. Desabafo (Outburst)
According to the participant, this work was 

themed after an outburst of an anguish that he 

2 Available on: http://www.ccms.saude.gov.br/nisedasilveira/en-
contro-com-jung.php. Accessed on: march 21, 2021.

was feeling and “needed to get off his chest by 
painting people”. In this sense, one can under-
stand that the figure represented visually from 
the chest upwards, in the foreground, is a rep-
resentation of the painter himself and the back-
ground can represent what is happening in the 
author’s intrapsychic world.

The background, according to João, is a the-
ater in England, where Shakespeare’s play “Ro-
meo and Juliet” is performed. The people in front 
have just watched the play; all of them went 
alone and there were no couples.

The theater, along with the title Outburst (De-
sabafo), can be associated with the phenome-
non of catharsis, expressed since Greek theater. 
According to the description of the painting and 
the rest of the images presented, it is necessary 
to think about what the feminine and masculine 
aspects mean to the participant-- more specifi-
cally, the relationship between man and woman 
and the obstacles for this meeting to occur.

Figure 1. Desabafo (Outburst).
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The work highlights female figures, as they 
are in greater number and more detailed. There 
are two men, one with no visible arms and the 
other with an outstretched hand, as if waiting 
for something. The first, without arms, can rep-
resent the difficulty to get in touch with others; 
passivity; and the impossibility of action and 
of carrying out tasks. The second man is ex-
pressed in a smaller size, which may indicate a 
weakness in relation to women, who are larger 
and portrayed in more detail. In addition to this, 
one can think of a rejected man, due to his out-
stretched waiting hand; the woman in green in 
front of him has her back turned, not answering 
to his gesture.

Among the women, the presence of a bru-
nette, a blonde and a redhead stands out, a re-
curring motif in João’s paintings. In this work, of 
the three female images, the focal point is the 
central brunette figure, in a purple dress, holding 
a hand fan and bearing an angry expression. This 
image can represent the primitive, dark aspects 
of an aggressive and violent femininity, which in-
volve a welcoming sense, with a challenging and 
authoritarian attitude that can pose a threat to 
the participant.

There is also a blonde woman in a long green 
dress, holding a purse, who, as previously stat-
ed, has her back turned to a man who expects 
contact with an outstretched hand: this is the 
feminine aspect that rejects and does not wel-
come the masculine.

Another female figure appears to be arriving 
from the right with her arm extended (as opposed 
to the man on the other side of the image), as a 
gesture of potential acceptance or even the pos-
sibility of an encounter between them.

The last female figure is the redhead, who ap-
pears represented as a teenager, with a bow on 
her head, a skirt at knee-level and a shawl cov-
ering her torso and arms. One can think of this 
figure as a passive and unwelcoming aspect of 
femininity, as she has no apparent arms.

According to Furth (2004), during the analy-
sis of a visual production, one must be aware of 

the “obstacles” that may exist for the encoun-

ter of the represented images. In this painting, 

there is a man with an outstretched hand in the 

left corner and a woman offering a hat in the 

right part of the canvas. Between them, there 

is a certain distance and some other previously 

mentioned figures that may be preventing the 

encounter of the masculine with the feminine. 

Parallel to the play “Romeo and Juliet” in which 

the two families are obstacles, in this painting 

the “obstacles” would be the figure of an angry 

woman and the lack of resources for contact 

and action on the man’s part, expressed by 

the absence of apparent arms. It is worth re-

membering that the participant has already at-

tempted suicide by poison after suffering from 

heartbreak, which is precisely the outcome of 

Shakespeare’s play.

In this sense, the representation of the male 

figure is seen through a passive and fragile light. 

The female figure is viewed as the negative as-

pect of the participant’s anima, through an au-

thoritarian, aloof and unfriendly image.

Making a parallel with João’s life story, he 

would relate to the “armless” man who was 

unable to meet a woman: there were no actu-

al meetings in his relationships, because the 

women, according to him, either did not corre-

spond to his love or betrayed him. An example 

of this is a former boss who João was passion-

ate about, whom he viewed in an idealized, 

platonic way and with whom he did not feel 

able to relate to, because she was rich and 

he was “only a poor employee”. Finally, it is 

clear how current this theme is for the painter 

in the following sentence: “The theater is old, 

but the people are not, they’re from our time” 

[sic]. The allusion to the age of the theater can 

refer to the psychological structures of João, in 

the sense that the architectural representation 

may be a parallel to his personality’s structure; 

while the people from this age, as they are hu-

man figures, may be related to his complexes of  

affective tones. 
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2. O casal e a marinha (The couple and 
the navy)
This work is organized in perspective, in 

which a couple appears in the foreground while 
boats, a fisherman and buildings were painted in 
the background. The details of this painting ap-
pear mainly in the couple’s clothing, through the 
hats, the suit and the long dress.

João claimed that he created this painting be-
cause he is very fond of the sea. Prominently in 
the left corner, he painted a couple that went for 
a walk on the beach. Again, the theme of mas-
culine and feminine is in the spotlight, this time 
appearing through the couple, as the meeting ac-
tually takes place.

This image of the couple walking on the 
beach’s sands conveys an idea of fulfillment of 
the participant’s wish and fantasy. As if this cou-
ple – who is in France, according to João – was 
the personification of him and Joan of Arc.

Regarding the representation of the feminine 
and masculine, it is noticeable that the base of 
the two – their feet – do not appear. The man’s 
feet appear to be hidden in the sand and the 
woman’s are concealed by the dress. In this 
sense, especially in relation to the woman, it is 

clear that his location and sense of support are 
not satisfactory, conveying a “crooked” feel. 
Symbolically, one can think of this as a lack of 
psychic support or egoic structure.

The yellow presented in the theater of Desa-
bafo (Outburst) is also here in deformed stains in 
the water, denoting the same unconscious struc-
ture, only more diluted. The black-haired woman 
resembles the brunette with the hat held out of 
the previous painting. Now the meeting is al-
ready taking place and there is correspondence 
between the two, even if rudimentary, but no re-
jection.

Another interesting aspect is the shape of 
the sea: depending on the viewing angle of the 
painting, one can spot a resemblance to a big 
fish with fins (the boats) emerging from the wa-
ter. The curve of the water in the sand makes a 
shape similar to a mouth that is about to swallow 
the fisherman. The black dot, a distant boat, can 
represent the eye of the big fish and a red sail 
from a boat resembles a tongue.

The unconscious representation of a large 
sea fish about to catch a fisherman symboliz-
es the invasion of the unconscious threatening 
the conscious ego. Here there is a parallel to 

Figure 2. O casal e a marinha (The couple and the navy).
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the mythical theme of the whale-dragon, which 
Dr. Nise da Silveira also observed in the client 
Olívio Fidélis, who made a canvas with the same 
motif (SILVEIRA, 1982). According to her, in mo-
ments when the subject is impacted by intense 
affections, the unconscious activates archetypal 
forces that can swallow the ego, constellating 
ravenous monsters that threaten the individual 
(SILVEIRA, 1992).

Regarding this, Jung in his book “The psy-
chic energy” (JUNG, 1987) explores the theme 
of the whale-dragon which, according to him, 
portrays the principle of libido progression and 
regression. If the hero is in the belly of the sea 
monster, this portrays the individual’s alien-
ation from the outside world, a regressive move-
ment of his libido. A parallel can be made with 
João’s psychotic episodes, when his delusions 
and hallucinations become more evident and 
his ego is split from reality.

However, Jung reports that this night 
sea-crossing can also signify a dive into the in-
ner world of the psyche. The act of dominating 
the monster from within can represent an effort 
by the individual to adapt to his inner world 
(JUNG, 1987). The challenge is to make this dive 
with some diver’s equipment, as suggested by 
Nise, so that the subject is not swallowed by  
the unconscious.

3. Joana D’Arc (Joan of Arc)
This artwork is recognized by the partici-

pant as his favorite and most important one. 
This painting was kept on an easel at the foot 
of João’s bed, who said that it was placed there 
to protect him. The work is very significant be-
cause it was the artist himself who made the 
canvas by nailing a bed sheet to a wooden 
frame and spreading several coats of glue until 
it reached a texture close to that of white tarp, 
then painted the image3. When João talks about 
this composition, especially in relation to the 

3 Unfortunately, the canvas became rotten, having grown 
moldy after being hit by rainwater.

figure of Joan of Arc, the affection he has for this 
image is noticeable.

João states that Joan of Arc is his great love 
and that, as soon as he dies, he will ask for her 
hand to God and marry her. He even painted 
the face of his beloved on his pants as a way of 
showing his love.

In the painting, the participant says that he 
painted an aura around young Joan’s head to in-
dicate its elevation and illumination. This sense 
of enlightenment is also expressed in the white 
color of her clothing, which symbolically means 
purity and candor.

In general, the painting is well-structured 
and organized. It has a detailed floor, providing 
support and a base for the central human figure. 
Detailing the floor are flowers, and there is also 
a red flower vase on the table in the foreground. 
The flowers represent the presence of the femi-
nine element. The red of the petals is a symbol of 
passion and expresses the participant’s feeling 
for Joan of Arc. The picture in the background, in 

Figure 3. Joana D’Arc (Joan of Arc).
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yellow, refers to the theater in Desabafo and also 
bears a sun, representing the conscious state.

The painter describes that he wanted to rep-
resent Joan of Arc descending a stairway directly 
from her home in the sky, as an immaculate fig-
ure who comes to meet, save and protect him. 
He states that he will be happy when he marries 
Joan and is far from Earth, the place of his suf-
fering. The color of the stairs is purple, a symbol 
of spirituality, indicating that the participant’s 
contact with Joan is sacred. Joan goes down the 
stairs of heaven and humanizes herself in doing 
so. This opens the possibility of an encounter be-
tween male and female on Earth, in real life.

In this way, Joan of Arc assumes the role of 
heroine in João’s life, just as she historically 
saved and liberated France from the English. The 
theater of the painting Desabafo was English, 
and probably represents João’s psychotic struc-
ture. To become free from the English would be 
to become free from his psychotic imprisonment. 
This personification of the archetype of the hero 
and the martyr was constellated as an attempt to 
rescue him from the whirlwind of threatening im-
ages of the unconscious that plagues those who 
have a psychotic structure.

The figure of Joan of Arc is another pole of 
feminine images that appeared in João’s paint-

ings. While in other works there were ladies of 
“the night”, with seductive garments, angry and 
authoritarian appearances, in this one the hero-
ine appears in an aura of illumination, protection 
and purity. The impression is that this archetypal 
image represents an aspect of the Self and the 
archetype of the divine child, as to João, the im-
age of Joan of Arc helps in his organization and 
has an effect of the renewal of his psychic en-
ergy, promoting more motivation and creativity. 
From the Jungian perspective, it is through the 
archetypical constellation of the divine child that 
there is a possibility to the future change in the 
individual’s personality, as the ‘child’ is a sym-
bol for the experience of the new and works as 
a mediator, a cure carrier, i.e., a fixer that brings 
more integration (JUNG, 1976).  

4. O céu verde (The green sky)
This work was painted fourteen years after 

the image O casal e a marinha and the similarity 
between the two is clear. João had no intention 
of re-editing the old painting and had not noticed 
the resemblance. This time, he says he painted a 
mother and son on the beach, differing from the 
couple in the previous painting. There is a green 
boat abandoned in the center of the image. One 
can also note the presence of a submerged sea 

Figure 4. O céu verde (The green sky).
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monster that was not noticed by the painter, 
which reveals that there was an archetypal pic-
torial manifestation without influence of the ego.

One question that could be asked is whether 
or not the constellation of the mythical theme of 
the whale-dragon once again could be a harbin-
ger of a new outbreak and alienation of the con-
scious. However, after visits to his home, it was 
noted that João was not in a pre-outbreak state, 
since he was painting at home and managing to 
get on with his life. Despite the risk, there was 
noticeable de-potentialization in the psyche of 
the author of this threatening figure in relation to 
the previous painting with the same motif. Here, 
the sea monster is not about to devour anyone.

Another aspect that draws one’s attention is 
the presence of a mother with her child on the 
beach. According to the author, she is taking care 
of the boy and took him for a walk. An affection-
ate and maternal relationship can be perceived, 
perhaps a sign of the subject’s internal resources 
exercising the role of self-care.

This painting is one of the most recent in the 
series and, in this sense, there is an observable 
transformation of the psychic dynamic. He has 
managed to live alone, to go to his doctor’s ap-
pointments by himself, to prepare his meals 
and build a brick house with his money; a differ-
ent situation from the time the researcher met 
him. When the researcher first met him, he lived 
in a precarious house with leaks and no door, 
a kind of shack. Thus, it is notable how João is 
now more organized and not so “swallowed” by 
forces of the unconscious, represented by the 
sea monster.

Final thoughts
A first comment to be proposed is that paint-

ing was, for the participant, the only therapeutic 
means available, in addition to medication. Ac-
cording to João, “painting brings peace. You paint 
and see what you have built and you rejoice”. It 
is possible to perceive, through his speech and 
his participation in the painting workshops, how 
much this activity is valued by him. This resource 

can also help him as a way of developing his au-
tonomy and social insertion, since João left home 
to go to the Community Center and interacted 
there with other members of several workshops.

The relationship between João and the re-
searcher also deserves to be highlighted. During 
these fifteen years of contact, a link was es-
tablished between the researcher and the par-
ticipant. João went so far as to say that the re-
searcher would be his “marchand”, since the 
researcher encouraged him in the workshops 
and held exhibitions of his works. One of the ex-
hibitions was held collectively with other clients 
of the Museum Images of the Unconscious and a 
work by João was even sent to Rio de Janeiro and 
is now a part of the museum. All these aspects, 
certainly, brought value to João’s expressive ar-
tistic activity.

The researcher tried to put into practice the 
learning he acquired during his internship at the 
Museum of Images of the Unconscious of Rio de 
Janeiro, such as empathy, unconditional accep-
tance of the themes painted by João and, espe-
cially, the establishment of an affective bond. It 
was significant to follow the development of João 
and to note that there was a decrease on the 
number of psychotic episodes. A symbolic rep-
resentation was the accomplishment of having a 
brick house, which he managed to build to im-
prove his quality of life, in contrast to the leaking 
shack where he used to live during the first visit. 

Focusing on the reflections referring to the 
images painted by João, in an attempt to clari-
fy his psychodynamics through the symbolism 
present in his art production, we can highlight 
some points.

Faced with observations of the pictorial con-
tents and in conjunction with the author’s bi-
ographical narrative, it was noticed that there 
was a profound regression of his libido, through 
the invasion of the unconscious, in which the 
fragile ego succumbed to threatening forc-
es represented by the mythical theme of the 
whale-dragon. When João painted the “O casal 
e a marinha” (The couple and the navy), he was 
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going through a period of emotional instability 
that, one year later, led to a psychotic episode 
and to a period hospital commitment that lasted 
one month. 

The central theme of disagreement and heart-
break was one of the factors that contributed to 
his illness. A correlation was noticed with some 
clients of the Museum Images of the Unconscious 
that were accompanied by Dr. Nise that also fell 
ill for love, as is the case of Adelina Gomes and 
Isaac Liberato, who were unable to live their pas-
sions and managed to portray these anxieties in 
their artwork. According to Lopez-Pedraza (2010), 
falling in love for someone may also cause a dis-
ease, a pathos feeling, which can be increasingly 
integrated to the relationship. In this sense, Eros 
would act, quoting Hillman (1984), as a “synthe-
sizer, an agglutinant agent and mediator that 
reconciles two domains; builds symbols” (p. 80). 
However, those aspects may be harmed during 
psychotic states, due to an ego weakened by the 
suffering of some impossible love. 

Just like in the song A deusa da minha rua 
sung by Nelson Gonsalves4 that narrates a rela-
tionship impossibility between two people, in 
the verse that says “she is so rich, I am so poor, 
I am a commoner, she is noble, it is not worth 
dreaming”, João also identified the disparity of 
him being poor and his beloved rich as the cause 
of his love mismatch.

About the feminine element in the painter’s 
production, the presence of two types of women 
emerged, one authoritarian, aloof and unfriend-
ly; the other, on the other hand, is personified in 
the figure of Joan of Arc, characterized by purity 
and protection, related to positive aspects of his 
anima. It is clear that the act of painting config-
ures a place for him to give shape to his inter-
nal dramas, in an attempt to remove threatening 
contents from his psyche, de-potentializing them 
(SILVEIRA, 1992).

4 Available from: https://www.letras.mus.br/nelson-gon-
calves/47649/. Accessed in: March 15th, 2021. 

The figure of Joan of Arc also has an arche-
typal character, and, according to its importance 
given by the participant and its symbolism, this 
image is considered as a potential regulator and 
organizer in the psyche of the participant. Thus, 
even if the individual is in psychological dis-
tress, when painting he can access internal and 
self-regulating healing forces.

Finally, a parallel with the current moment 
seems to be particularly interesting: the mythi-
cal theme of the whale-dragon that was constel-
lated in the paintings may also reflect collective 
aspects that humanity is experiencing with the 
coronavirus pandemic, in which everyone was 
affected by this crisis, as if humanity itself was 
swallowed straight into the dark belly of the 
sea monster. ■
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Resumo

Pinturas de um paciente psiquiátrico: os Inumeráveis Estados do Ser
A arte é uma maneira de comunicação e ex-

pressão simbólica e um instrumento para a 
compreensão do ser humano. O objetivo deste 
artigo consiste em analisar a produção plástica 
de um paciente psiquiátrico, buscando entender 
esse material como expressão de sua dinâmica 
psíquica. Foi realizado um estudo de caso com 
um frequentador de um centro de convivência 
de um hospital psiquiátrico do interior paulista. 
Algumas telas foram escolhidas para o estudo 

após a observação participante no ateliê. Para 
auxiliar na análise das pinturas, foi realizada 
entrevista com o participante, focalizando sua 
história de vida e comentários a respeito das te-
las. Percebeu-se que através da pintura houve a 
despotencialização de conteúdos ameaçadores 
da psiquê do cliente. Pode-se observar também, 
que a pintura proporcionou um espaço expressi-
vo para o participante lidar com fantasias do seu  
mundo interno. ■

Palavras-chave: arte, pintura, dinâmica psíquica, despotencialização.

Resumen

Pinturas de un paciente psiquiátrico: los Innumerables Estados del Ser
El arte es una forma de comunicación y ex-

presión simbólica y un instrumento de compren-
sión del ser humano. El objetivo de este artículo 
es analizar la producción mediática visual de un 
paciente psiquiátrico, buscando entender el ma-
terial como expresión de su dinámica psíquica. 
Se realizó un estudio de caso con un visitante de 
un centro comunitario en un hospital psiquiátri-
co del estado de São Paulo. Algunas obras de 
arte fueron elegidas para el estudio después de 

la observación participativa en el estudio. Para 
ayudar en el análisis de las pinturas, se realizó 
una entrevista con el participante, enfocándose 
en su historia de vida y comentarios sobre los 
lienzos. Se notó que a través de la pintura había 
una pérdida de potencial del contenido amena-
zante de la psique del cliente. También se puede 
observar que la pintura brindó un espacio expre-
sivo para que el participante afrontara fantasías 
de su mundo interno. ■

Palabras clave: arte, pintura, dinámica psíquica, despotencialización.
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