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PREFACE
This project primarily started as a way for me to connect research and my art practices to
my grandfather, Donald Levy, who I was very close to until he passed away my sophomore year
of college. He was a lieutenant during World War II, and any time that I would ask him about the
war he would get very emotional. He definitely suffered mentally after the war; he would have
visions and hallucinations and would often act verbally aggressive towards the ones he loved.
Though he was never formally diagnosed as having Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, he
showcased common symptoms of the disorder. I wish that my grandfather would have had access
to the materials and tools to make pieces of creative work during or right after the war in order to
deal with his feelings connected to deployment.
This project also started out of a curiosity about art that isn’t exhibited in the gallery
setting and an art that can literally save lives. Art is a way that I and so many others deal with
intense feelings. Especially now, as the coronavirus pandemic has forced the globe to social
distance and self-isolate in the safety of their homes, people around the world are dealing with
the news of furloughs, of sick friends and family, with feelings of entrapment, and with the stress
of not knowing what will happen in the coming months by picking up a new art form or finding
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new ways to continue their art in their homes. I, myself, had to get creative about the completion
of this body of work as the studios and labs on campus that made completion easier were closed.
The body of work I created after my research is a way for me to memorialize the art and
pains of people connected to the war by using similar materials as those that were available to
the people who created trench art (soldiers, prisoners, internees, civilians affected by the war)
and by dedicating myself to continuing to study their work in the future.

INTRODUCTION
The term “trench art” can be a bit misleading, as trench art is not limited just to art
created by soldiers literally in the trenches. Instead, it can include art created by servicemen not
spending time in the trenches, civilians affected by war, prisoners of war, and individuals in
internment camps. Some trench art can be compared to movements such as “outsider art,” which
is “created by people who have no training and who are so far removed from ‘normal’
expectations that they may not even think of themselves as artists,” (though some trench artists
were artists beforehand) (Maclagan 7). It can also be compared to Arte Povera, which literally
means “poor art,” or art of the common man/woman, and often uses common household items,
such as newspaper and clothing, to create (Dewyer 2). Although trench art can be known to be
made by ‘non-artists’ and with objects that are easily found in the artist’s environment, trench art
is its own category of art entirely. Archaeologist and anthropologist Nicholas J. Sanders defines
trench art as “any object made by any person from any material, as long as it and they are
associated in time or space with armed conflict or its consequences” (Saunders, Trench Art 20).
The term is also misleading in that trench art predates the first World War when trench warfare
was introduced. Examples of trench art can be found as far back as the Napoleonic Wars and as
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recently as the modern-day destructive conflict in Syria. So, trench art not only spans across time
boundaries but across physical and language boundaries, making it a largely universal art form.
These souvenirs, showcasing visual imagery across the globe, are made for religious reasons,
practical reasons, hobby (games and cards), artistic reasons (models and the likes), for jewelry,
and even for musical reasons (instruments).
Historians, archeologists, and authors such as Nicholas J. Saunders, Joe Bageant, Jane
A. Kimball have studied trench art in depth. But the bulk of the prior research has focused on
the materials used, the types of people who created the pieces, and the practicality or reason
for doing so. What hasn’t been studied are the ties that trench art shares with more current art
therapy in active duty military servicemen suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), traumatic brain injury (TBI), and general stress and depression.
Many could assume that these pieces came out of the desire for a souvenir or something
to do during long periods of rest. I instead argue that the pieces created during war efforts
display incredible artistry and exemplify the basic, ever-present human desire to create
something beautiful, and evidence an effort to cope with a stressful environment. Art therapy is
often acknowledged as being a powerful and non-threatening way of expressing trauma, stress,
and other difficult emotions (sometimes far more comforting than verbal means of expression),
and practicing art without a therapist can act in parallel ways. So, the question is, how did the
creation of trench art help soldiers and people connected to war cope with their surroundings? I
will explore this question by focusing on the art created by soldiers in the Great Wars, by
detainees in internment camps, by prisoners of war, by civilians, and by active duty servicemen
today.
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SECTION I: SOLDIERS IN THE GREAT WARS

Figure 1: Cigarette case from France (Saunders, Bodies of Metal 49)

Old fighting strategies before the technologies of the 20th century would no longer work
or were deemed suicidal during World War I due to firepower, so opposing armies in the first
World War employed trench warfare, meaning the warring armies would fight and hide using
trenches. But with lots of waiting came lasting free time and lasting paranoia. Invisibility in the
trenches was something “many men found psychologically intolerable,” as was the invisibility
of the enemy and the lack of insight to where they were being shot at from (Whittingham 89).
But seeing the enemy wasn’t easy on the mind either; most of the time these men were fighting
with people that looked similar to themselves and their friends/fellow men, giving soldiers
strong feelings of doubt and remorse. These opposing men, too, held the same items that they
themselves held, such as photos of family or letters from loved ones. With all of the emotional
and psychological turbulence happening in the trenches, transforming the items associated with
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war into beautiful objects instead of letting it transform their own bodies was a way of
showcasing their issues whilst simultaneously working through them illustratively.

2
Figure 2: Ashtray and lighter; lighter made of a .50 caliber bullet (Bui, Appendix B)
Figure 3: Lighter, “GOTT MIT UNS,” meaning “God with us” written on the piece (Bageant 68)

3

Even soldiers not fighting in the trenches were making art. But the thing that bound all
these items together at the start of the war was a need for functionality. With their smoking
habits, handcrafted items such as cigarette cases, cigarette lighters, ashtrays, tobacco boxes,
matchbox covers, and even pipes were common items (see figures 1-3), often made out of
spent bullets or scraps of brass or steel (Saunders, Bodies of Metal 48). Other examples made
out of similar materials included pens and letter openers for obvious correspondence reasons.
Later during World War I, soldiers began creating more artistic pieces with less practical
uses. This more crafty side was especially interesting in Britain, as the British did not routinely
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send dead soldiers back to their home country; so, the trench art brought back home started to
become the “only material reminder of the dead” (Saunders, Bodies of Metal 58). The desire to
create art on the battlefield was so great that soldiers did so despite certain prohibitions.
Creating trench art out of artillery shells was illegal in Britain as expended British shells were
meant to be collected and sent back home for re-use (51).

4
Figure 4: German artillery shell vases (Bui, Appendix C)
Figure 5: British artillery shell vase (Saunders, Bodies of Metal 50)

5

Nonetheless, artillery shells became a popular material for creating intricate vases,
whether it was made while on campaign or brought back home to assemble into a work of art
later (see figures 4-5). In particular, using these artillery shells seemed to be an effective way of
working through the stress of the war; as author Clare Whittingham of McMaster University put
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it, “engraving and etching rendered the shells useless as a weapon of war and reclaimed their
materiality for domestic remembrance” and bringing them home to work on later created a
sort-of “three-dimensional form of scrapbooking” (116). Rendering them completely useless
was most likely a great way to alleviate some stress stemming from the material itself, too, as
these shells used to detonate “prematurely at the front as the result of poor quality control under
demands for swift production” (95). So, they were transforming these items into something they
could finally trust.
These artistic pieces would also often showcase not just the maker’s creativity and eye
for beauty, but also their cultural background. Apart from decorating artillery shells with flowers
and leaves, it would also often be decorated with landscapes from back home, recognizable
landmarks, or a coat of arms, showcasing not only pride in their land but a nostalgia for their
home (see figures 6-8). Other objects, such as instruments, would be made out of found scraps of
wood and wire and would easily showcase that maker’s cultural background through the music
they were familiar with and enjoyed back at home (see figure 9). Religious imagery also played a
large part in trench art, and a common piece to carry around was a crucifixion crafted out of
metal scraps or bullet casings. Religion, for many, was a solace and gave many soldiers a belief
that they would stay alive from divine intervention because of their continued faith even in the
hardest of times.
Apart from a love of God came a love for family and friends back home. There was
always a longing for women and for love, as was exemplified by the artillery shell vases which
often had “romanticized images of women'' carved into the sides (Bui 3). Jewelry crafted out of
emotional endearment also became common, whether it be a ring made out of bullet casings, or
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Figure 6: Egyptian shell art (Bageant 65)
Figure 7: French artillery shell vase (Bui, Appendix C)
Figure 8: Souvenir ashtray (Bui, Appendix B)

9
Figure 9: Banjo, most likely from an American soldier from the South (Bui, Appendix F)
Figure 10: German ring and bracelet (Bui, Appendix D)
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pins and lockets made out of cap badges (see figure 10). Less common, but still present, were
bracelets and other necklaces made from fuse caps or bullet casings as well as embroidered gas
masks. This was often called “sweetheart jewelry” (Bageant 65). This idea of having a
“sweetheart” to come back to after war continued in World War II with “sweetheart grips,” which
was the name for when men in the military would replace the traditional wooden grips on their
guns with transparent plexiglass covering a photograph of a loved one (see figures 11-12). This
would literally keep the photograph close to the heart when held in their shoulder holster and
also shared similar hopeful ideas of protection as the handcrafted crucifixions (Bui 6). The
American soldiers eventually copied this practice towards the end of the war, as they would
search for nice handguns after battles with German or Japanese enemies and take them home as
trophies to further personalize them once home with the sweetheart grips.

11
Figure 11: Couples photo, sweetheart grip (Bui, Appendix H)
Figure 12: Sweetheart grip (Bui, Appendix H)
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SECTION II: INDIVIDUALS IN INTERNMENT CAMPS
GERMAN INTERNMENT - BRITAIN
Internees created trench art for similar reasons as soldiers; for practical uses, for
entertainment, for art’s sake, and to work through the gloominess of being forced into captivity.
The Knockaloe Camp in Britain is a good example, consisting of primarily Germans that had
immigrated and created families in Britain but were later suspected to be spies, leading to their
imprisonment. The people in this camp used trench art “to disguise their contempt as well as to
escape the dreariness of forced internment” (Bui 7). They often would convey their protest by
showing designs of escape carved into animal bone vases (such as ox or cow, which were
primary food sources in the camp) and the more artistic internees would carve complex
groupings of flowers such as roses and buds on better pieces of bone (see figure 13).

Figure 13: German internee bone vase (Bui, Appendix I)
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JAPANESE INTERNMENT - AMERICA
Japanese internment art has been commonly referred to as “the art of Gaman,” Gaman
meaning “enduring the seemingly unbearable with patience and dignity” (Obler 94). This
description is incredibly appropriate, given that the Japanese internment in America could be
considered a war crime, as the 120,000 detained people were American citizens, not enemy
aliens. Despite the injustices done to them, the Japanese-Americans put in camps created
trench art not to showcase the poor conditions of the camps or their unhappiness, but rather to
showcase their cultural background and traditions. This is similar to how European soldiers
would showcase pride in their country and their hopes for the future through their artillery
decorations and choice of creation.
Because of their forced relocation, the Japanese-American internees had very limited
resources. Thus, their initial reason for creating pieces came out of necessity. Items like chairs,
knives, toys for their children, and other furniture and basic tools were the first to be created (see
figures 14-15). But even the most basic of tools tended to have a style distinct to the maker.
Despite the individual mark of the hand, this was all commonly made out of wood and scrap
metal found around the camp (Bui 7).

14
Figure 14: Japanese internee vanity (Bui, Appendix J)
Figure 15: Japanese internee table, made of palm branch (Bui, Appendix J)

15

Gordon 12

Other pieces started to come to fruition not just for everyday use, but “as a sign of
gratitude towards others,” and were often given as gifts too (Bui 7). Some hand painted playing
cards to keep entertained, crocheted purses, created pipe cleaner or paper flower arrangements,
and some even used their expertise to make functional wooden clocks (see figure 16).
Photography was not allowed in the camps, so a powerful means of documentation was found in
painting, sketching, and printmaking in addition to it being another viable form of stress relief.

Figure 16: Japanese crocheted purse (Obler 96)

BRITISH INTERNMENT - AUSTRALIA
Some used trench art as a way to learn new things, especially while being confined in a
camp. A great example can be found from Hay Camp in Australia, where the British government
sent hundreds of “male enemy aliens in Britain irrespective of their status as refugees from
fascism” (Coppel 16). The voyage overseas took about two months and is known for its horrible
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conditions and harsh cruelty towards the Jewish persons on board. Learning new things is
already connected therapeutically to feeling more successful and useful, and art therapy has been
acknowledged as a useful tool of nonverbally communicating trauma and stress. So, learning a
new art form, as internees like Erwin Fabian and Ludwid Hirschfeld Mack did, was a useful
device for working through the brutality of the camp and the voyage to Australia.
A German man by the name of Erwin Fabian, who was one of the 2,700 refugees sent to
Australia in 1940, was taught how to paint while in the camp from a well-known surrealist
painter and fellow internee by the name of Hein Heckroth. Fabian used the new techniques he
learned in both watercolor and monotype printing to complete “life studies” of people in the
camp (Coppel 18). This included both violent looking imagery and calm scenes of men peeling
potatoes (see figures 17-18).
He obtained materials for the monotypes by stealing window glass, black ink (taken from
the stencil duplicator within the camp), and boot polish. Fabian would make them by covering
the window glass with the mixed ink and boot polish and lay a piece of paper over it all. Then,
by applying pressure with a pencil or other sharp tool, the paper would pick up the ink. These
dark monotypes, when compared to his watercolors, tended to have a very violent appearance
and were described as nightmarish, showcasing “the sense of powerlessness” and entrapment
connected to being imprisoned.
On the other end of the spectrum was Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack, who already knew how
to print from his time at the Bauhaus print shop in Germany. Mack primarily created woodcut
prints during his stay that were site specific, with a few monotypes also included in his work.
Like the Japanese internees, Mack showed a similar gratitude towards others by gifting his

Gordon 14

17
Figure 17: Watercolor by Erwin Fabian from Hay Internment Camp in Australia (Coppel 17)

18
Figure 18: Monotype print by Erwin Fabian from Hay Internment Camp in Australia (Coppel 18)
Figure 19: Woodcut print by Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack, done in Hay Internment Camp in Australia
(Coppel 19)
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fellow Hay Camp internees a print at the end of their long stay that showed a view of the dreary
camp from an open hut window (see figure 19). This act of creating with the intention of giving
was a way of non-verbally communicating a grand understanding of each other's struggles.

SECTION III: PRISONERS OF WAR
Prisoner of War (POW) camps saw a broad array of trench art, starting with the
common practical works as well as religious and more craft-like objects. A big difference from
the work of soldiers, though, is that the POWs did not create much metal-based art or artillery
pieces, and if they did it was usually made out of aluminum as that was a cheap material that
could be easily warped without complex tools. Instead of metal art, the art created by POWs
was mostly made of bones and wood.
The most magnificent example lies in the “Italian Chapel” from Camp 60 in Scotland
(see figure 20). In this location, there were two huts that were made available to the Italian
prisoners. A man by the name of Domenico Chioccetti started re-designing and renovating the
huts into a chapel with the help of his fellow prisoners, some of which were experienced
electricians and cement workers. The huts included “an altar, moulded in concrete, gold
curtains…, candelabra made from iron and brass, a tabernacle made with wood obtained from a
wrecked ship, [and] frescos” (Bui 8). This chapel not only connected the thinkers and makers in
the camp, but it connected anyone who followed Italian Catholicism in the camp. This means of
artistic expression was not only completed due to opposition against the people who placed them
there, but due to their desire to bring back some cultural imagery in a land so far from their own.
As Eileen Whitehead of Edith Cowan University explains in her thesis, “defiance of oppression
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Figure 20: Italian Chapel interior (Bui, Appendix K)
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Figure 21: Bracelet piece created from a Russian 20 kopek (Kobiałka 13)
Figure 22: Shaving brush made from a bullet casing and horsetail hair (Kobiałka 14)

22

Gordon 17

strengthens the will to live and provides personal empowerment,” (Whitehead 6) and it is also
known today that group art therapy, or simply creating art in a shared environment, heightens
feelings of collaboration and teamwork, of community, and gives the artists a place to relate to
people in an environment that grows to feel safe despite the feelings of discomfort and risk
associated with the camp.
Apart from the grand effort exemplified by the Italian prisoners in Scotland, items like
coins, trees, and even hair were transformed to create a piece of art. Trees were found in an old
camp area in Poland with carvings dating back to 1944. Prisoners could also transform items
like coins into small sculptural pieces or pendant jewelry by cutting into the coin and soldering
other pieces, such as links, to it (see figure 21) (Kobiałka 13). Pendant jewelry seemed common
for prisoners as it was something to be able to wear proudly and literally hold close to one's
heart, providing comfort both during creation and after. Prisoners created other objects for
everyday use. One such example from a Czersk camp includes a shaving brush (see figure 22)
created from a bullet shell (a rare material in camps versus trenches or other war zones,
probably collected from a general or other person in a position of power) and horse tail hair.
This stands as both a practical and a creative item.

SECTION IV: CIVILIANS
Civilians obviously had a much different experience with the war than servicemen or
prisoners had, but they also had a tough time dealing with the hardships that came with
wartime; ruined economies, destroyed cities, and lost loved ones, to start. Clare Whittingham
said it best when she claimed that “a sense of separation often plagued families and friends
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who felt the soldier’s war experience as an insurmountably incomprehensible psychological
boundary” (93). To attempt at bypassing that psychological boundary, civilians also began to
create trench art back home. These pieces, though distinct from other trench art, were far less
functional and more so used for ornament. Typical items included dinner gongs, figurines,
bullet crucifixes, jewelry, decorated shell cases, clocks, trophies, and less practical items.
Some of these items had the opposite psychological effects on the soldiers upon their
return, though. The dinner gongs, for example, made from old artillery shells were used in the
war to signal gas attacks, so the use of them would often cause some alarm to soldiers who had
returned home (Whittingham 97). But most found comfort in these objects. Some soldiers, after
returning, would give their collected items of war to local craftsmen to create an artistic
souvenir or keepsake out of it. This not only helped the civilians who were suffering from the
economic difficulties created from the war but also helped the soldiers to think back on their
experiences and see an object which was created and used to maim instead decorated and
redone to give back a sense of wholeness and signify a shift into a more peaceful life.
As mentioned, figurines became popular with this type of trench art. Artist Rik Ryan in
particular used World War I era artillery shells and created a small 3-dimensional sculpture of
two soldiers, both amputated and otherwise wounded but supporting each other and still standing
upright (see figure 23). The two men are meant to depict the German and the British sides.
Another artist, Ivan Sinnaeve, would use balls of shrapnel found on the old battlefields by locals
for his art. As a ‘thank you’ for finding and handing over the lead balls, Sinnaeve would gift
these locals with small figurines and toys (Bui 9). Handing over your finished items has been
covered before, as exemplified by the printmaker Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack, and it is also
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something that appears in modern day art therapy as well. Active duty servicemen have been
recorded boxing up their pieces of work after completion and handing them over to their
therapist or another family member, as a ‘goodbye’ of sorts to the difficult memories associated
with the war (Jones 77).

Figure 23: Figurines made by Rik Ryan (Bui, Appendix L)

Jewelry remained a common souvenir of war even with civilians. In Europe, artisans
used shells and other found metals to create necklaces, bracelets, and rings to mourn the loss
of a loved one. Nicholas J. Saunders explains that this jewelry had “therapeutic qualities.
While one can only guess at the emotions and memories unleashed or contained by seeing,
cleaning, or wearing these items - sometimes for upwards of 60 years - it was nevertheless
ironic that objects made for killing should be tended and regarded so lovingly” (60). The
therapeutic act of not only making but cleaning such art was also common in civilian trench
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art, as items made out of brass and other metals would tarnish. Civilians would then lovingly
spend time re-cleaning and polishing works of art that stood as reminders of the war.
Of course cultural traditions played a role in what kind of art was made as well. With
the destruction of Catholic churches in Europe (especially in France) came crucifixes made
from spent bullets (see figures 24-25). These often included images of a crucified Christ or a
regimental badge attached to the front of it. Inscriptions also showcased the local religious
attitudes, as some pieces of art such as the typical matchbox covers and tobacco boxes would be
inscribed with statements such as “Gott mit uns” (which translates to “God with us”) (Saunders,
Bodies of Metal 51). Other items such as ashtrays and letter openers were commonly inscribed
as well, often portraying the name of the artist, the location they were from, and a date. Items
such as artillery shells or even working clocks were heavily decorated not only with inscriptions
but with designs of flowers, leaves, and landscapes (50).
Traditions also guided the type of work based on nationality. For example, British
civilian artists often created “Mounted War Trophies,” which shared the looks and ideas of
trophies often hung on walls in imperial British households; these trophies, though, differed in
that they served as “visual reminders of wartime experiences - a bullet or piece of shrapnel
which had wounded but not killed” (Saunders, Bodies of Metal 54).
Sometimes the act of making the art was not the only therapy offered by these objects, as
already mentioned with the gifting and cleaning of such items. Other items were made to be
sold, specifically to soldiers who returned home, to widows and friends of servicemen, and even
to travelers who wanted a souvenir of their visit to a war-torn town or to show monetary support
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Figure 24: Trench art crucifix (Bui, Appendix G)
Figure 25: Trench art crucifix (Saunders 56)
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Figure 26: UNICEF logo painted by artist Akram Abo Alfoz on a large spent shell (Kobiałka 16)
Figure 27: Shells painted by Akram Abo Alfoz to resemble the Russian Orthodox Church (Kobiałka 17)
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for the locals who had been affected by the war. Ironically, some of these items bought or made
by civilian women had been originally fabricated by those same women as part of the war effort
(Saunders, Bodies of Metal 52). Men were not the only ones who suffered from the war;
obviously family members, wives, and friends of the deceased and sent away were affected but
other women were affected by the “yellow skin and orange hair characteristic of TNT
poisoning” after working in factories manufacturing weapons and munitions (58). Although
women were granted certain freedoms as a result of the war, going from the typical caretaker of
the house and the family to a crucial manufacturer of ammunition and large weapons, they too
suffered both physically and mentally.
Civilian trench art is still made today. The domestication of items associated with war has
been created by the likes of artist Akram Abo Alfoz, who paints logos and other political
statements on materials such as shell casings, used helmets, missiles, and much more (see figures
26-27) (Kobiałka 15). He also creates small scale sculptures with such metal items. Alfoz’s daily
life has been affected by the latest conflict in Syria, and even though his work is more current
and he has not been made a prisoner or a soldier with extremely limited resources, his work still
falls under the same umbrella term of trench art.

SECTION V: ACTIVE DUTY SERVICEMEN
Today, the benefits of art therapy are being recognized and consistently studied and
used around the globe, and this fact doesn’t exclude art therapy for people affected by war. In
particular, the use of art therapy for individuals with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
and Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) has been proven to be very effective. Such therapy helps
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patients gain “opportunities for externalization of the visual and tactile memories, containment
of overwhelming emotion, enabling development of positive emotions, and, multimodal ways
for reconciling with guilt and trauma” (Walker 11). The creative process also enables the
patients to work through their issues in a safe environment as to not feel threatened during the
process. This relates to the previous discussion topics above; although the people crafting
trench art weren’t always in an entirely safe space when creating their works, practicing their
art in a somewhat comfortable environment would lead to them trusting that location more and
start to associate that location and that practice with emotional stability. The remainder of this
section will discuss a case study in which an active duty serviceman used art therapy to help
with issues related to his deployment time in the military.

CASE STUDY: FILLMORE
Psychologist Melissa S. Walker and her crew completed a study on an active duty
serviceman referred to as Fillmore, who was in his fifties when he received treatment in 2016.
Due to both a traumatic accident and the loss of a friend from his deployment, Fillmore
developed PTSD and depression, and suffered from a TBI as well, all of which affected his
daily life both at home and at work. Fillmore’s accident involved an explosion which sent
shrapnel into his leg, the trauma which caused him to lose consciousness until he was already
being helped on the opposite side of the bunker in which the explosion occurred.
The loss of his friend caused a lot of feelings of guilt and anxiety as he lost him to an
improvised explosive device (or IED) on a convoy that Fillmore himself was supposed to be
on; that day, he asked if his friend would take his place on the convoy so that Fillmore could
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attend a meeting instead. Often Fillmore would find himself thinking about how he should have
been the one that was killed in the explosion (Walker 12).
Due to his previously untreated and largely ignored TBI, PTSD, and depression,
Fillmore started drinking heavily, threw himself into his work, took other missions in war
zones with no hesitation, and denied his need for sleep. In addition to his actions, he would
often hallucinate, create nonsensical sentences, and make up conversations in his head. After
being diagnosed, he also started struggling with anxiety and a decreased libido.
Doctors prescribed Fillmore art therapy after completing an MEG brain scan. The
scan showed that the waveforms in Fillmore’s brain associated with speech patterns were
incredibly diminished, whilst the waveforms in the area of the brain normally associated with
creative artistic ideas were acting normal (Walker 12). Thus, the psychologists tending to him
believed that a non-verbal form of therapy would be more effective for Fillmore’s mental
health advancement.
Eventually Fillmore started painting his nightmares of scenes from when he received
his traumatic brain injury. He later expressed interest, on his own, of adding in some
three-dimensional aspects standing in as materials that would have come out of the scene
itself, such as sand and shrapnel (Walker 15). This ultimately made the visions less intense, as
he was working on the piece and externalizing the images as well as feeling the materials
which were accompanied with the images. Fillmore also was instructed at the beginning of his
time with the therapists to create a mask, though he was not instructed on how to make it or
what it should look like. He painted this mask to look like the bloody figure which he saw in
his nightmares and panicked hallucinations (see figure 28). He reported that after creating this
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mask and placing it in a box (that he also decorated on the inside, without assistance or
instruction, with yellow paint to illustrate “shedding light” on his bloody human
hallucination), the hallucinations occurred much less frequently and continued to lessen as he
continued practicing and externalizing his feelings and visions through art (14). So, when
presented with the tools to create, Fillmore eventually created works of art without any
instruction or guidance. He was not an artist or creative beforehand. The same could be true
for other men in the military who, when presented with spent bullets, artillery casings, and
other materials, would have a desire to create something with them.

Figure 28: Mask and box painted by art therapy patient (Walker 14)

OTHER ACTIVE DUTY SERVICEMEN
Other similar studies involving active duty servicemen have shown equally successful
results. Individuals from the military who are granted access to therapy are often given more
than 40 categories for techniques which they can utilize to help with any trauma or other mental
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issues. Of these 40 categories, art therapy has been said to be one of the top five most helpful
approaches to overcoming troubles according to data collected by the National Intrepid Center
of Excellence (Jones 4). The therapy and the creation of art has provided the patients with
better judgement of tough situations (both past and present) as well as “increased insight,
identity development, emotional regulation, and empathy and support for self and others”
(Jones 6).
The creation of a mask seems to be a common tactic for art therapists with patients from
the military, and has been known to help patients deal with ideas such as “identity, split sense of
self, who I am deployed versus who I am when I’m at home, negative side versus positive side,
outside-self versus inside-self, depiction of the injuries themselves, transitions, grief and loss, or
trauma” (Jones 4).
Another popular tactic is the creation of a memorial piece, such as a memorial box or
book (see figures 29-30). While some patients use the box to depict a scene which they would
like to externalize, others use the box to store items such as photographs of or items that once
belonged to a fellow serviceman or a family member/friend far from home, such as jewelry
(Jones 9). Others, still, might use a book or journal to write about their traumatic experiences,
whilst most have used the memorial book project as multiple canvases on which they can
artistically showcase comrades who have lost their lives while deployed.
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Figure 29: Commemoration box made by art therapy patient (Jones 77)
Figure 30: Memorial piece made by art therapy patient (Jones 81)
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Art therapy is designed to help these militarized individuals focus on what kind of person
they wish to be in the future (whether that be near or far). This concept is not only applicable to
current servicemen or people affected by war. In trench art, it might be that someone wants to be
a good Christian, a good spouse, a good family member, or a good jeweler, and that all shows in
the pieces they create such as bullet-crucifixes, domestic items, “sweetheart” items, or complex
pieces of jewelry. It is also designed to help them not only focus on the trauma, but on the
positive aspects of their life as well. In one study mentioned by Jaqueline P. Jones and her team
of psychologists, patients were asked to depict both their greatest fear and their greatest comfort
in that moment on two seperate pieces of paper/canvas in any way that they choose. While this
continues the externalization of their fears, it also helps to show the patients that there are aspects
of their life that are positive and can help to ease any flashbacks or otherwise negative emotional
responses. This creation of the negative and the positive on two pieces of canvas of the same size
also helps to showcase both parts of the self equally and can help to “create greater balance” in
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their minds (Jones 10). You can see this same idea in items such as the “sweetheart grips” from
trench art. Though the makers will use materials (i.e. a handgun) that relate to their daily
concerns, their family and love is externalized and immediately observable post-creation, giving
equal visual intensity to the negatives and the positives. Creating this kind of art in groups has
also been shown to be a useful tool in reducing feelings of isolation throughout the art therapy
process, something that was also well practiced in the trenches as it was common to work
alongside or even with others to complete their project.
If the people affected by war, whether they be soldiers or civilians or prisoners, realize
that art is a tool which they can use to relieve some stress and turbulent imagery, a realization
which would be similar to the men who are offered specific art therapists and broad assignments,
they will be able to use those tools to care for themselves in more upsetting areas such as
trenches or war-torn towns.

PERSONAL WORK
The physical part of this project started as a way for me to work with the same materials
that were used in WWI, primarily shells, which is where my research started. I was also trying to
think about how trench art compares to art in the gallery setting. In galleries, classical art and
sculpture, such as marble busts, are highly respected, especially when compared to trench art
which sees little attention in the art world as it is considered more of a souvenir of war. So the
first piece that I made was a bullet-casing bust, which serves as a memorial for the artists put into
war and the artists that were shaped by the war, and contrasts with the more traditional marble
busts found in museums (see figures 31-32).
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I next started working on a series of nine screen printed jackets, which related to my own
memory issues. I do not have a “mind's eye,” meaning I cannot visualize imagery. This , and
affects my memory of loved ones, as I can not remember on my own what their faces look like.
This includes even my grandfather, who I was very close to. These nine jackets all come together
in a grid to form a warped image of my grandfather’s face, similar to how I have to constantly try
to piece together what he used to look like. I also used a variety of different military jacket styles
as a way of thinking about what his own jacket could have looked like. When my grandfather
returned to the United States after World War II, he collected everything he had from the war, put
it in a box, and threw the box into a nearby river. Because of this, we don't know what his
belongings from the war looked like. The military also has a history of patching jackets for
rankings, so I upscaled that idea by patching the entire back panel with the image (see figures
33-34).
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The pockets are examples of what could have been carried in such jackets. The first
pocket holds images of my grandfather and his wife. Similar images were commonly turned into
“sweetheart” items in World War II, such as sweetheart grips on handguns. Sweetheart jewelry
was also common, especially in the form of rings, which is what the second pocket holds. I
fabricated the rings using the same kind of bullet casings used in the bust by cutting the tops off,
flattening the rest of the shell, and then soldering the top back onto the curved shell (see figure
35).
I finished off the tangible work by making two prints that were very specific to the
research. Two dimensional works like prints, watercolor paintings, and even hand painted card
games were less commonly made but still present with trench artists. Recall Ludwig Mack, who
had a history of printing at the Bauhaus but was sent from Britain to Hay Internment Camp in
Australia. When he was in the camp, he created monotypes and woodblock prints by stealing ink
from the duplicating machine and shoe polish. I used the same single color that Mack used in his
prints, black, to make my own prints. The art therapy journals also served as a guide for this
work. It is common for servicemen to make memorial or commemorative pieces for friends and
fellow servicemen that they had lost, so the two prints represent my grandfather’s two best
friends that were killed during World War II: Red and Phil. Red, who was also a lieutenant, was
shot while deployed in Europe, and Phil died on the submarine which he served in. My
grandfather was the only one of their tight-knit friend group who survived the war, and he had a
lot of guilt because of that. So the two prints memorialized my grandfather’s two best friends
(see figure 36).
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CONCLUSION
“It is now widely acknowledged that art expression is a way to visually communicate
thoughts and feelings that are too painful to put into words,” says art therapist Cathy A.
Malchiodi (Malchiodi ix). It is a powerful form of nonverbal communication, a way to reveal
history and historical attitudes, and an important form of stress relief deserving of our
contemporary research and applications. Sometimes it is even a quicker way to work through
difficult emotions and stressors than writing or speaking about such issues, which is useful both
when the issues are immediate and still being felt (i.e. by active duty individuals in the military)
or when a patient is only able to receive a limited amount of professional treatment.
There are so many reasons as to why art creation promotes comfort and emotional relief.
Trauma, according to art therapist William Steele, is a “sensory experience, not solely a cognitive
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experience,” so we must utilize sensory solutions to the problem or problems (Malchiodi 149).
When using art, you are literally physically working through the experience at hand.
Two-dimensional forms of art are also particularly useful for acting as a boundary or figurative
“container” of the emotions which are being worked through. Being able to use the canvas in
whichever way they so choose, too, makes the creator feel more in control of the situation in the
moment. This act of creation, whether two-dimensional or three-dimensional, also allows makers
to create different ideas related to the situation as it is displayed differently from the actual
moment or moments and allows them to look at the memory from a distance. They can also
change the art over and over again or make new works based on what they are thinking they
could do to remedy the issue before actually attempting to remedy it in person (227). Art is an
incredibly empowering tool to use in order to take control of the situation at hand and makers are
able to realize their principle role in creating work and making artistic decisions on their own.
If military patients using art therapy are able to take tasks upon themselves even without
a therapy meeting (this commonly happens after their allotted amount of sessions are over), it is
not surprising that the same kind of men and women can take on art therapy on their own in
situations such as internment or trench warfare. Regardless of race, class, gender, nationality,
social status, occupation, or personal freedom, people enjoy creating art even just for the sake of
creating art. This isn’t just limited to visual arts, but also includes performance art such as
singing, dancing, and storytelling. In addition to having the desire to create, all people have
always had the ability to create works of art, starting with the cave people in upper paleolithic
times and stretching all the way to today when digital arts are finally making their way into the
gallery setting. The act of creating art unites people with each other; it unites “participants with
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one another, performers with their audience, the community as a whole,” lovers with their
partners and family, and individuals with history (Dissanayake 24).
Trench art proves to us that the objects manufactured for war and related to mass loss can
be transformed into objects that help with the pains related to war and can reveal “one’s
humanity in the face of the cruel realities of warfare” (Bui 1). It teaches us how people get
through conflicts, how they live during such conflicts, how they re-live stressful situations, and
how the paraphernalia related to their stress can also aid in their relief. This teaching is universal,
seen in all cultures and all different wars, conveying feelings visually and allowing people to
work through universal struggles related to conflicts. Trench art shows itself in the form of
jewelry for oneself or loved ones, religious pieces, practical or domestic pieces, games, models,
trophies, instruments, two-dimensional images, or art for arts sake, and they convey the
“relationships between object and maker, men and women, the warring nations, and the living
and the dead'' (Saunders, Bodies of Metal 43). Humans have an unstoppable inclination towards
the creation of art, and this basic inclination, so deeply rooted in our cultures and in our
psychology, is also a great way to cope with trauma and with a stressful environment such as a
trench, a war-torn town, or a prison/camp.
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