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lay sculpting of mother and child figures encourages mentalization
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This study explored processes of mentalization as they unfold during a sculpting task administered to
mothers of two- to four-year olds. Twenty-four first-time mothers to children aged two to four (thirteen
mothers to boys and eleven mothers to girls) sculpted themselves with their child in clay and then were
culpting process
interviewed while observing the sculptures. The task fostered parental mentalization (Fonagy, Steele,
Moran, Steele, & Higgitt, 1991) in most of the participants, with the mothers gaining insight regarding
their mental states as mothers. Four characteristics of the specific task – visual reflectiveness, wondering,
transformation, and implicit memories – were identified as enabling, enhancing, and even triggering
parental mentalization by means of a relatively short task. The study discusses the possible elements
that fostered parental mentalization during the task and highlights its potential as a therapeutic tool in

erapy
art therapy and psychoth

ntroduction

arental mentalization or reflective function

Fonagy, Steele, Moran, Steele, & Higgitt (1991) and Fonagy et
l. (1995) defined reflective function (RF), or mentalization, as the
apacity to understand one’s own or another’s behavior in terms of
nderlying mental states (e.g., thoughts, feelings, beliefs, desires,
lans). Mentalization integrates cognitive and affective ways of
nowing the self and the other. The process of making meaning
f internal states is crucial in both the intrapersonal and interper-
onal realms. In the intrapersonal realm, mentalization provides
he means to discover and express subjective experience, and
llows deepening and broadening of self-knowledge; it leads to the
evelopment of capacities essential to self and affect regulation.

n the interpersonal realm, mentalization enables communication
ith the self and others, and the interpretation of others to our-

elves, and thus is vital for productive social relationships (Slade,
005). The more individuals are able to envision mental states in
he self and in others, the more likely they are to engage in inti-

ate, productive relationships, and to feel connected to others
hile being simultaneously separated with an autonomous mind

Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2002).

Recently, researchers have defined parental mentalization as

he parent’s capacity to reflect upon his or her child’s experience
nd upon his or her own experience as a parent (Slade, 2005). In
eneral accurate and appropriate parental mentalizing of the child
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stimulates the mentalizing capacity of the child, and thus is crit-
ical to the child’s social-cognitive development (Sharp & Fonagy,
2008). A related concept to parental mentalization was introduced
by Meins (1997) as maternal mind-mindedness (MMM), which he
defined as parents’ propensity to treat their children as individ-
uals with autonomous minds, identified by a parent’s tendency
to describe the child according to his or her mental characteris-
tics (Sharp & Fonagy, 2008). Parents’ mentalization of their own
mental world and their child’s is part of the subjective world of
the parent, which includes parenting representations (e.g., Slade,
Belsky, Aber, & Phelps, 1999; Stern, 1998). These representations
are cognitive-affective structures processed at different levels of
knowledge and awareness that deal with the parent, the child, the
relationship between them, and which affect parenting behavior
(e.g., Slade et al., 1999).

Several empirical definitions and references regarding parental
mentalization have been formulated, for example, parental men-
talization was assessed through parent’s descriptions of their
ongoing, current relationship with their child which were pro-
vided in a Parent Development Interview (PDI; Aber, Slade,
Berger, Bresgi, & Kaplan, 1985; Slade, Bernbach, Grienenberger,
Levy, & Locker, 2004). Similarly, Slade (2004) developed an
index of parental RF: low RF describes a parent who is
unaware of the child’s mental state (thoughts, feelings), and
who denies his or her own experience of parenting. High
RF includes parental reflection on the child’s and on the

parent’s mental states, together with recognition of the con-
nection between mental states and behaviors. Measures of
maternal mind-mindedness (MMM) include interpreting par-
ents’ answers to the question: “Can you describe [child name]
for me?” (Meins & Fernyhough, 1999; Meins, Fernyhough,

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2010.05.007
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01974556
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ussell, & Clark-Carter, 1998); and observations of real-life
nteractions of parent–child dyads (Meins, Fernyhough, Fradley, &
uckey, 2001).

Empirical findings showed a consistently positive effect of high
arental mentalization on children’s development. For instance,
ppropriate MMM during infancy was shown to be longitudinally
redictive of attachment security and social-cognitive performance
Meins et al., 2003). It appears that through high RF, the par-
nt fosters his or her child’s mentalizing capacity, autonomy, and
elf-regulation (Fonagy et al., 2002). The foundation of mentalizing-
ased treatment programs that specifically target this capacity in
arents reflects an acknowledgment of the importance of parental
entalizing for the child’s socio-cognitive and psychosocial devel-

pment (Slade, 2006; Sadler, Slade, & Mayes, 2006). The theoretical
ontributions and the research conducted by Fonagy and his col-
eagues supported the notion that the enhancement of parental RF
apacities is vital to any successful treatment effort, and is a potent
atalyst for change in the parent–child relationship (Slade, 2006).

Slade (2006) identified four therapeutic approaches that clin-
cians use to develop a reflective stance in parents. Clinicians
ontinuously model reflectiveness by representing the child to the
arent in terms of mental states, for example, by focusing on the
hild’s internal states and intentions. They also facilitate wonder-
ng by enhancing curiosity about his or her child’s experience, for
nstance, by presenting open questions like “Gee, I wonder why he
id it?” Clinicians further elicit affect as a means to mentalization by
alking about concrete situations. The experience of strong emotion
ithin the treatment is vital to the emergence of mentalizing capac-

ties and change since it enables parents to make meaning during
hot” and unregulated moments. Finally, the clinician’s capacity to
old the parent in his or her mind in both concrete and abstract ways
nables access to childhood memories too painful to remember or
ntegrate. Reflective parenting programs are mostly verbal, encour-
ging parents to talk about their daily life with their children, and
hus exercise reflectiveness.

The current study exemplified how art therapy, especially clay
ork, has great potential to promote parental mentalization. It
emonstrated how, during a specific clay task of sculpting mother
nd child figures and an interview following this task, parental
entalization evolved. This paper set out to demonstrate and

xplain the phenomenon of activated parental mentalization dur-
ng the task of sculpting mother and child figures. Prior review
ointed out therapeutic factors in clay work (Sholt & Gavron, 2006)
hat could enhance mentalization, such as facilitating expression of
motions, access to unconscious materials, and concretization and
ymbolization of inner experience.

“Clay work” refers to the rich process of handling, manipulat-
ng, sculpting, or playing with the product, or sometimes temporary
roducts, that evolve during the sculpting. Clay work actually com-
ines tactile experiences and body movements with higher mental
ctivities (e.g., concretization and problem-solving), and thus acts
s a meeting place between physical and mental experiences. The
mbodiment of inner mental states in clay images tangibly reveals
nd reflects mental states to the creator and the observer. Even
hough clay work has been described in a large number of clini-
al articles as a very useful method in psychotherapy, only a few
mpirical studies exist regarding clay work (Golomb & McCormick,
995). The present research aims to explore more systematically
others’ reactions to a specific clay task that enables and invites

arental mentalization.
The present study addresses parenting representations of moth-
rs of a first and only child aged two to four years. This age group
resents mothers with several unique parental challenges, such as
ealing with the transition from infancy to childhood, especially
egarding separation-individuation (Lieberman, 1996). For exam-
le, at that age mothers cope with many more conflicts with the
rapy 37 (2010) 319–327

child and with the need to set additional boundaries compared
to earlier periods. Further, children at these ages express their
growing need for the company of others, such as other family
members and other children (Edwards & Liu, 2002). These expe-
riences vis-à-vis separation-individuation have for the most part
been studied from the child’s perspective rather than that of the
mother (Benjamin, 1995). This paper illuminated the mother’s per-
spective in coping with those specific developmental needs and
challenges within the specific task, especially when mentalization
did accrue.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited via purposeful sampling (Patton,
1990) that was carried out concurrently with data collection and
analysis. The sample included twenty-four Jewish married moth-
ers (none of whom were pregnant), with a first and only child aged
twenty-one months to four years (thirteen mothers to boys, and
eleven mothers to girls) The ages of the mothers ranged between
21.5 and 37 years, with a mean of 29.91 years. Most of the preg-
nancies were planned (twenty out of twenty-four) and wanted.

Procedures

Clay sculpting of mother and child figures task
Meetings with the mothers were held individually in their

homes, and included the sculpting task and a sculpting interview.
Mothers were given a single round 15 cm × 15 cm lump of clay. The
clay was placed on a piece of cardboard with five wooden sculpting
tools nearby. Before sculpting, a warm-up stage was held dur-
ing which the researcher conveyed a number of basic instructions
regarding working with clay in order to create three-dimensional
sculptures. After this stage, participants were told, “Please sculpt
yourself with your child, or sculpt the relationship between you
and your child.” The participants were asked to sculpt a three-
dimensional sculpture. The sculpting processes were videotaped
from the approximate perspective of the mothers, focusing on their
hands.

The sculpting interview
The sculpting interview is a semi-structured interview (Patton,

1990) constructed for the purpose of this study. The interview
included several sections: observation of the sculpture from all
angles by means of the researcher slowly turning the cardboard
holding the sculpture in front of the participant; the subjective
understanding of the sculpture by the participant, for example,
asking, “What do you see?”; verbal reconstruction of the sculpt-
ing process, for example, asking, “Do you remember whether you
had obstacles or frustrations during the sculpting process (if yes,
at what point in the process)?”; a few projective questions regard-
ing the clay figures, for example, “If the mother figure could talk,
what would she say?”; and the possible resemblance vs. differences
between the sculpture and the image the participant had in mind
regarding herself as a child with her own mother.

Data analysis

The analysis strategies employed in the present study are drawn
from several qualitative approaches in particular the phenomeno-

logical and the hermeneutic approaches and further employed
several methods including the visual method and a multiple case
study approach to facilitate methodological triangulation (Janesick,
2000). The phenomenological approach (Husserl, 1913), specifi-
cally the phenomenology approach in art therapy (Betensky, 1995),
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back- M.S}. [. . .] I’m not satisfied sitting when I see my back,
so bented [. . .] have a feeling that as if, my back in a second
M.B. Or / The Arts in Psyc

ocuses on “the art of looking and seeing” in which unique atten-
ion is paid to the authentic experience of the art process and art
roduct of the creator. This phenomenological observation enables
he detection of the inner world of the creator through a con-
inuing and progressing interaction between therapist and client
Guttman & Regev, 2004). Ricoeur’s (1981) hermeneutic approach
rovides the opportunity for inquiry processes that deeply explore
otential meanings of the data. Since every participant in the study
as considered to be an individual with a rich personal world, I

mployed Yin’s “multiple case study” (1984, 1989), which is the
ollective version of a single case study. It includes cross-case anal-
sis and an integrative endeavor for interlacing the data of each
f the participants. The study also embraced techniques borrowed
rom the “visual method” (Banks, 2001; Harrison, 2002), a qualita-
ive method that deals with nonverbal data analysis. It developed
nique methods, for example, microanalysis, which analyzes video-
aped data.

Data analyzed included the sculpting process, which was video-
aped; the sculptures, as they were interpreted by the participants;
nd the sculpting interviews. The data thus is comprised of video-
aped films and verbal transcripts. Data analysis was specific to each
ata form:

The videotapes documenting the sculpting process were analyzed
ased on the microanalysis method (Erickson, 1992), which is char-
cterized by a number of differentiated analysis phases that enable
he tracking of the videotaped data in detail (Ratcliff, 2003). The
esearcher converted the audiovisual data into verbal text (Tronick
t al., 1991) that depicted a sequential development of the sculpture
hrough the sculpting process.

Sculpting interviews were analyzed in four phases. First, the
esearcher transcribed and read the transcripts until a deep famil-
arity with the data was reached (Tesch, 1990). The second phase
ncluded the inductive analysis and deconstructive process, in

hich the text was analyzed in a process of open coding (Strauss,
987). This phase included finding keywords, metaphors, concepts,
nd primary categories until crystallization of central themes with
ata collection being carried out concurrent to data analysis (e.g.,
lazer & Strauss, 1967). The third phase was theoretical consolida-

ion (LeCompte, Preissle, & Tesch, 1993), in which coding categories
ere created according to a central axis and connections were

ound between the categories. The final phase included integra-
ion of findings more coherently and dealing with central themes
s more abstract and theoretical.

Mentalization was detected through analyzing sculpting pro-
esses and through the sculpting interviews. The development of
he image and maternal verbal expressions was documented during
he sculpting process. The sculpting interview included the partic-
pant’s verbal expressions regarding her understanding of herself
s a mother, about her representations regarding her child, and/or
er relationship with her child.

indings

lements fostering mentalization

Twenty mothers experienced parental mentalization during
he task; five of them gained new insight regarding themselves.
arental mentalization was deemed present when participant
xpressions consisted of an understanding of herself (her sculpt-
ng process and/or sculpture) in terms of underlying mental states,

nd/or new insights regarding herself as a mother, and/or her child.
ost evidence of parental mentalization was found in the sculpting

nterview transcripts, while in few cases (eight) mentalization had
egun during the sculpting process. For the purpose of this study
o classifications of high/low mentalization were made, only detec-
Fig. 1. Bat-Sheva’s sculpture.

tion and analysis of its presence and the processes that fostered its
appearance.

Four ways by which mentalization was fostered.

1. The sculpture/sculpting process served as a visual reflective
object which enabled mentalization.

For most of the mothers who experienced mentalization, it
was elicited by observing the sculpture, and/or the sculpting pro-
cess. The art medium in this instance acted as a visual reflecting
object. For example, Bat-Sheva, mother of Niv, a three-year-old boy,
noticed that during the sculpting process she needed to sculpt a
support object to stabilize the mother figure. She understood this
to be an accurate reflection of her need for support and to be held
now and in the past (Fig. 1).

Bat-Sheva: At first I was not sure I want the support, but when I
saw she did not stand, the statue cannot stand alone, I helped it.
It’s also a little similar to what I really am now. As I remember
at first when I breast fed, I rather neglected myself, but after
that I realized that if I would feel comfortable, so he will be
comfortable too, we all better be very comfortable, and it really
helped (44–48)1

Bat-Sheva depicted the sculpting process as involving a need to
support the mother figure’s stability. She could remember a parallel
issue as a mother who sometimes neglected herself, even when she
experienced strain. Bat-Sheva could reflect on her development in
regard to this issue, and described herself as vigilant to her comfort
as well as her need to be held.

The next example demonstrates mentalization that stems from
observing the sculpture. When Sheli observed her sculpture she
noticed that it reflected the process of her child, Tamir-growing
independent, and her own need to be held (Fig. 2).

Sheli: I think it, shows the relationship between us today, On
the one hand there is my hug, ahm, and on the other hand Tamir
hugs me, but he is already looking outside [. . .] now I feel he is
really, toddling outside, slowly, towards his own world. (2–6)
I feel that I’m sitting, very inconvenient. I tried in some stages,
to do it I think, but I didn’t quiet succeed [. . .] Ah. . .I missed a
bit, my husband here {she points towards the mother figure’s
collapses. (99–104)

1 [sic] Translations of this and the following interviews are rendered in language
as close as possible to the source vis-à-vis grammar, word usage, etc.
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Fig. 2. Sheli’s sculpture.
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baby she is holding in her arms (Fig. 6). However, her child was
two-years-two-months old at the time. While observing the sculp-
Fig. 3. Ayala’s sculpture.

In this example, the sculpture acts as a source that reflects infor-
ation about her son’s development, focusing attention outside the

yadic relationship and her mental state as a mother, to her sense
f temporary stability and her need to be held by her spouse.

During the sculpting interview, the researcher, who witnessed

he sculpting process and sculptures, could sometimes assist in
eflecting on what the nonverbal channel had revealed by depicting
he sculpture/sculpting process to the participant (Fig. 3).
rapy 37 (2010) 319–327

Researcher: I have another question, about the sculpture, some-
thing I just want to understand [. . .] these are the mother and
the child, and something like this, like, a container, here (yes), I
wanted to ask if you can tell me something about it.

Ayala: Ahm, I don’t know, while I sculpted I didn’t know what
would it be, [. . .]However I did not want to do legs, because legs
end, they have an end. [. . .] so I said to myself o.k., I‘ll sculpt
the sh, the shape, then I’ll see what it will be. And then during
sculpting I said o.k., it really looks like, a sea, like, Or, such a
huge reservoir like the sea, then uh, it’s like every time, to throw
him into the water step by step. I mean uh, as you can see, the
legs are already in, I believe, at some point, he will want his
independence too, and it will be, but always the embrace will
remain open, so he could step in to it. (56–65).

When Ayala, mother to a boy aged three-and-a-half, was asked
about the unique shape of the base of the mother figure, she could
express her preoccupation with her child’s development of inde-
pendence and disclose her efforts to encourage it and her wish for
a prolonged relationship despite his development. This example
demonstrates parental mentalization that had begun during the
sculpting process. Ayala sculpted a container instead of legs, and
this irregular image triggered mentalization, with the agency of
the interviewer.

2. The sculpture/sculpting process elicited wondering, which
evoked mentalization.

In a few cases, mentalization appeared after the mother’s detec-
tion of something puzzling in the sculpting process and/or the
sculpture. It could be argued that the mothers’ hands made some-
thing that was not compatible with their familiar knowledge. The
gap in maternal representations (verbal vs. nonverbal) elicited
wondering and led to mentalization. For example, Adina, a mother
to a two-year-four-month-old boy, sculpted herself with her son
(Figs. 4 and 5) sitting in her lap. While observing the sculpture,
Adina noticed that she had made the mother figure with long hair
pulled back; however, Adina’s hair was short at the time. When
Adina noticed this incompatible visual phenomenon, she under-
stood something new about herself:

Adina: Somehow I chose to build the, the mother with hair
pulled, because when he was little I would go many times with
hair pulled (yes). So it symbolizes somehow, that I had a better
relationship with him, because I held him a lot on my arms, and
today I do not hold him much on my arms. He is more inde-
pendent (yes). And it is my longing for some kind, he is always
playing and that and I want to tell him “stop, a second, I want
to hold you, I want to kiss you”. I usually kiss him and hug him
[. . .] (the child’s saying- M.B) “I don’t want a kiss, I don’t want”
{laughs} Sometimes I want to hold him, so he will not move
away from me, and I could kiss him and hug him and not, but
not enough as I would like. (114–121).

Adina could understand her longing for a time when her son
was a baby, when she could hold him more and they were much
closer. She interpreted the sculpture as representing her maternal
wish.

Another example shows mentalization regarding the repre-
sentation of the child that could trigger an actual change in the
mother’s behavior toward her son. Galia sculpted her child as a
ture Galia noticed that she often perceives her child as a baby, and
thus she restricts his space for practicing independency. Galia saw
in her sculpture how the mother figure’s holding of the child did
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Figs. 4 and 5. Adina’s sculpture (
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Like I, guess if my mother was sitting here, she would do exactly
the same, [. . .], but I’m, pretty different, more or less from my
mother, and I want to be a. different mother for Gal . . . I think
she (her mother- M.B) would attach her children to herself like
Fig. 6. Galias’ sculpture.

ot allow him to meet the ground, and thus restricted his ability to
tand by himself.

Galia: It could be that sometimes, I’m over protective. It could be
that sometimes, I should more, ahm, let him manage by himself
[. . .] I should a bit, put one hand down. (88–93).

Galia could explain her behavior in terms of mental state, specif-
cally, her dominant and frequently controlling wish to protect her
on. At the end of the interview, when Galia was asked about her
nderstanding she said,

There is something, a little thing that, I should, maybe should
think, like to count till three, before I overprotect him. To take
from myself, a short time-out, before I, ahm immediately pro-
tect him, and then to protect, but not in a, too embracing way.
(128–130).

Galia’s insight now updates representations of her child and
ould enhance openness to change in her maternal representations,
erhaps contributing to actual development and change to much
ore appropriate maternal behavior.
. The transformative character of the sculpting process enabled
parental mentalization.
from two different angles).

In a few cases mentalization had already begun during the
sculpting process. Most mothers said that when they got the lump
of clay they felt ambiguity about what they would sculpt. Only a
few mothers reported an inner image that evolved, and they expe-
rienced difficulty deciding whether this image was appropriate or if
it would truly reflect their subjective experience. Clay work enables
building and smashing, in other words, engaging in transformative
acts. For some of the participants this transformative character of
clay work reflected significant themes regarding motherhood. Sigal,
mother to Gal, aged two-years-nine-months, had started to sculpt
the mother figure as a container for her daughter. She smashed the
evolving image and sculpted a very different image of mother and
child sitting side by side (Fig. 7). Before Sigal smashed the primal
sculpture, she said: “It seems to me as a demon [. . .] I’m just not
complete with myself. It seems to me a little monster and it’s not
me.”

In the sculpting interview Sigal said that the first image she
made reminded her of the relationship she had had with her mother
as a child, a relationship she is trying not to repeat.

Sigal: When I got the lump, I did not know how to begin [. . .]
I did have made, however, in the mother figure, a huge hole in
the stomach, where I thought to put Gal (her daughter- M.B)
in. It seemed too demanding [. . .] or just not fair [. . .] I’m not
supposed to get her inside of me. That’s what I’m trying to do,
all the time, to tie her in to me, and it’s not, not good. [. . .] and
I looked like monster, a bad one, that trying to put in Gal, so
ahm, I smashed it “(21–26)” Stop. Let the child go. And she is
pretty free, so why you are pulling her to you all the time? [. . .]
I feel I need to let go more, and I feel like my mother, the same,
and it kills me. Yes {laugh}. (Researcher: what do you mean?)
Fig. 7. Sigals’ sculpture.
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Dalit depicted a familiar image of motherhood to an energetic
and curious toddler; however, regarding her child independence
she also felt sadness or that something was spoiled in their rela-
tionship.
Fig. 8. Danas’ sculpture.

that, in every opportunity . . . and it was important to me, to put
Gal, Ahm, a bit so Ahm, a bit far from me, as if to show, that even
though, she’s a girl with her own personality. (116–128).

The sculpting process thus revealed Sigal’s search for a better
elationship with her child as well as her effort to be an improved
ersion of her mother. This sculpting process could tangibly illus-
rate Sigal’s efforts to reconstruct herself as different than her

other, while at the same time revealing the intergenerational
ransmission.

. The sculpting process/sculpture elicit implicit memories of the
mother’s childhood, thus enabling parental mentalization.

The last type of mentalization occurred when implicit memories
volved during the sculpting interview. Dana is the mother of Ben,
three-and-a-half-year-old boy. Her own mother had died when

he was a child, though prior to that event Dana had experienced
er absence because she had focused on her career. Dana saw in her
culpture (Fig. 8) a maternal hug she had not experienced as a child.

hile telling her story about maternal deprivation in childhood
nd her attempt to give her son what she had not received, she
ained insight regarding her tendency to neglect herself and her
rofessional development in favour of being a mother:

Dana: Only now the picture is beginning to elucidate to me (yes)
until now it didn’t, I didn’t get inside this mentality (Ahm) so it
begins to elucidate to me a bit. You see? My love for Ben, my
courageous love, that. that all of myself to Ben, the cancella-
tion, of my career in comparison to, so it could be ah in the
unconsciousness, in the unconsciousness, and I wasn’t aware of
it. (167–170).

This example, in which Dana experienced a widening of her con-

ciousness and fresh insight, was also connected to her deepening
nderstanding of the childhood memories that directly effected her
otherhood. As Dana was trying to be a warm and present mother,

n contrast to her own missing mother, she could for the first time
ee herself as neglected and thrust aside. It seems that the task may
rapy 37 (2010) 319–327

have served as a safe container for painful childhood memories,
which in turn contributed to expanding consciousness.

Parental mentalization and affective experience

Parental mentalization frequently focused around specific
themes, like a wish to repair intergenerational transmission (Sigal,
for example), the mother needing to be held (Bat-Sheva and Sheli),
appropriate maternal strategy (Galia) and more. Most cases in
which parental mentalization was detected, however, were con-
nected to the maternal affective experience. Sigal (Fig. 7) for
example expressed her disappointment and pain when she recog-
nized her resemblance to her own mother: “I feel like my mother,
the same, and it kills me. Yes {laughter}”; Bat-Sheva and Sheli
(Figs. 2 and 3 respectively) expressed the mother’s need to be held.
The situation of not being held elicited fear, as Sheli said: “I see my
back, so bented [. . .] have a feeling that as if, my back in a second
collapses.”

One of the prominent themes that characterized the partici-
pants’ group, probably due to the age of the children, was the
mothers’ coping with their children’s growing independence. Adina
(Figs. 4 and 5) told about her longing for more physical contact with
her son: “[the child says – M.B] “I don’t want a kiss, I don’t want”
{laughs} Sometimes I want to hold him, so he will not move away
from me.” Despite the child’s changing interests, Adina expressed
her wish for more physical contact in her relationship with her son.

Some of the mothers felt sadness when they noticed while
observing the sculptures that the child figure was not making eye
contact with the mother figure. Some of them could understand
this as a natural process of motherhood, in which the mother
experiences tension between separation pains and joy and accom-
plishment toward her child’s development.

Dalit, mother to Erez, a three-and-a-half-year-old boy, depicted
a mother and child walking side by side in her sculpture (Fig. 9).
When she noticed the child figure was not looking at the mother
figure, she tried to explain it, and told about her emotions toward
such behavior.

Dalit: I look at him but he did not seem to, he isn’t looking at me
. . . it was supposed that somehow he will look at me more. [. . .]
And that’s what happens a lot, we walk together many times .
I’m actually taking his hand. but many times he runs forward
(13–16) Now I’m a little sad that he is not . . . looking at me
. . .(59).
Fig. 9. Dalit’s sculpture.
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Clay sculpting of mother and child figures was found as a task
ith the potential of enhancing parental mentalization, through

everal of its intrinsic qualities: visual reflectiveness, wondering,
ransformation, and implicit memories. In contrast to Slade’s (2006)
uggestions that the clinician enhances by verbalizations the ther-
peutic factors in mentalization-based treatments, in the present
tudy mentalization was connected to the nonverbal nature of clay
ork: parental mentalization was enhanced by the art process

nd/or the art product itself.
Specifically, according to Slade (2006), the clinician models

eflectiveness to the parents by representing the child to the par-
nts in terms of mental states. The current study demonstrated
hat reflectiveness was produced by the sculpting process and/or
he sculpture which provided a formation of a symbol. The process
f symbol formation, is the process by which we give represen-
ational form to our experience of self and other (Langer, 1953).
t is characterized as an act of self-discovery or revelation, a pro-
ess by which a person first objectifies his or her thoughts and
motions (Beres, 1957). The sculpting process and/or the sculp-
ure act as revealing or reflective objects that embody and hence
eflect subjective experiences, cognitive and/or affective. The visual
mages and sometimes their development (during the sculpting
rocess) actually reflect the inner worlds of the mothers. This expe-
ience can be seen as mirroring the authentic experience of the self,
nd can be characterized as a phenomenon of “doubling” (Elkisch,
957). The mirror image is identical to some parts of the person
hile it is simultaneously a reflection in which something external

efers to something internal. The person has an opportunity to view
im/herself from the outside, through which s/he can discover new
spects of him/herself and develop new self-knowledge (Frølund,
997).

The second therapeutic factor defined by Slade (2006) is facili-
ating wondering through clinician’s questions to the parents. The
urrent findings illustrate that in some cases the sculpture and/or
he sculpting process elicit wondering or puzzling when mothers
re confronted with maternal representations in the sculpture that
ontradict their current knowledge of themselves. In those cases it
ould be argued that the mothers’ hands told something that was
nconsistent with their self-knowledge. In this situation the mother
xperienced a gap in her understanding, and like a naïve researcher
he looked for better integration through interpretation. This was
ctually a trigger for parental mentalization. Benau (2009) char-
cterized the creation process as holding opposites, which elicits
nterest toward processing and integration of previously denied
nd irreconcilable aspects of the self. The tension between the
pposites, or contrasts “be it framed as between cognitive/affective,
xplicit/implicit, conscious/unconscious, left brain/right brain . . .
erbal/nonverbal” (Benau, 2009, p. 106) can evoke a need to inte-
rate. In this task, mothers were asked to verbalize their nonverbal
xperience. We could argue that the need to verbalize the nonver-
al within the sculpting interview created a situation in which two
olarities meet. The recognition of opposite instances within the
elf is an essential component of personal transformation (Jung,
963, 1966, 1968, 1971; Rothenberg, 1979) as we strive to resolve
onflicts between basic polarities in our selves (Benau, 2009). It
ould be argued that in clay work it is easier to recognize a con-
radiction between opposites, because the contradicted part is
epresented as outside of the creator. It seems that there is an
bserving self that observes two contradicted instances: one is well

nown, and experienced as internal; the other is less known, but
rst experienced as external. Integration could be achieved by the
bserving self.

Slade’s (2006) third therapeutic factor is holding the parent in
ind by the clinician, so that the parent is able to unfold implicit
rapy 37 (2010) 319–327 325

memories that are painful. Clay work is known to elicit implicit
memories (Sholt & Gavron, 2006). Maternal representations that
are rooted in attachment representations (George & Solomon,
1989) bare continuing inner dialogs within the mother between
herself as a mother and herself as a daughter (Stern, 1995). The
task, which focuses on the mother–child dyad, could contribute to
widening consciousness as well as mentalization vis-à-vis issues of
intergenerational transmission. A neurobiological explanation to
these findings may be that clay work involves both hands, and as
such can operate both sides of the brain, while the right brain has
been described as the location of early implicit memories (Schore,
2000; Siegel, 2001). Stimulation of both sides of the brain while
focusing on a particular target, could invoke memories from both
hemispheres and facilitate reprocessing and integration (Shapiro,
2001). Additionally, the presence of the child figure could serve as
facilitating identification with the perspective of the child, and thus
could enhance parental mentalization regarding the child’s mental
state.

A new factor, in addition to Slade’s work (2006), was identified in
the current study as enhancing mentalization: the elastic character
of clay enables image transformation, and in the specific task, trans-
formation of representations. The elastic and changing material
enabled a search for the right image, the appropriate posture, the
wishful dyad. Mothers could literally create their story of becom-
ing mothers. Transformative processes inherent to motherhood are
found in construction of the maternal constellation (Stern, 1995), in
issues relating to intergenerational transmission, and in updating
child representations as the child develops to enable accommoda-
tion to new information about the child (Zeanah, Benoit, & Barton,
1996). The engagement in art-making brings into consciousness the
dynamic activity of disintegration and reorganization out of which
creativity flows and new possibilities evolve (Jahner, 2001).

The last finding vis-à-vis the maternal affective experience,
found in most of the cases of parental mentalization, is partly in
accord with Slade’s (2006) claim that mentalization accrues mostly
when affect is elicited. Clay work is known as facilitating expression
of emotions (e.g., Bratton & Ferebee, 1999); however, the men-
talization responses in this study did not accrued due to strong
affective experience, as Slade argued, but instead, dealt with the
maternal affective experience. Two hypotheses for this can be sug-
gested: in accordance with Slade’s claim, the affective experience
of the mother acted as a basic self-experience that caught the
mother’s attention and recruited her capacity to think about her
own feelings; or the opposite could be hypothesized—the affective
experience evolved as a byproduct of parental mentalization, espe-
cially when the maternal experience was essentially emotional.

The findings showed that the task fostered parental mentaliza-
tion by tangibly reflecting mental states (cognitive and/or affective,
implicit/explicit). It further enabled the representation of inner
polarities which elicited wondering and a drive for reconciliation
and integration, which in turn are essential components for trans-
formation and change. The transformative nature of clay work was
further another instigator for mentalization and reflected the exis-
tence of different options of self and relationship (that the self can
establish) and the inner power to choose and to change, and/or to
be changed.

The small number of participants in this exploratory sample
does not enable generalizations, except in formulating questions
that could be studied in further research. One question that arises
is whether there is a systematic way in which mentalization might
be elicited. What is the exact function of affective experience, the

wondering experience? Or eliciting implicit memories? What is the
interplay between affective and cognitive factors? And finally, what
is the function of the art medium in this interplay?

Two methodological issues should be note. The first is the cul-
tural context of the current study, which was conducted in Israel.
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sraeli born mothers were raised in a country where the majority
f the population is immigrants from a large number of different
ultures (Rosenthal & Roer-Strier, 2001). Hence they were exposed
o a variety of different parenting traditions and practices. Because
sraeli Jewish culture is known as placing high value on the family
Mayseless & Salomon, 2003), this centrality of the family probably
ensitized the mothers to the different alternatives to mother. It
ould be hypothesized that Israeli mothers are thus open to self-
bservation and to consideration of their own motherhood. These
ultural contexts may serve as a fertile ground for parental mental-
zation. The second issue concerned with the researcher, and her
elations with the participants and the subject. The relationships
ith the participants were within the research framework only,
owever the fact that the researcher is also a mother herself and
n art therapist, definitely contributed to the choice of the present
ubject and to mentalization detection within the mother–child
culpting task. As Richardson (1997, 2000) clarified, qualitative
riting is not merely the transcribing of some reality, but rather is

lso a process of discovery. Discovery of the subject and discovery
f the self.

This article presents a sculpting task drawn from art therapy
hat has not been systematically studied in the past. The nonver-
al expressions which revealed a rich subjective representational
orld in a visual way fostered and triggered parental mentalization,
hich is vital to affect regulation and personal growth and change.

he therapeutic implications of this task are promising. Sculpting
other and child figures out of clay, and discussing the sculpting

rocess and product have the potential to serve as a useful method
or encouraging maternal exploration and parental mentalization.
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