
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Handbook for use with the Lowenfeld Mosaic Test 

By Ville Andersen and John Hood-Williams 

Dr Margaret Lowenfeld Trust 

The Medical Centre, Battlebridge House, 300 Grays Inn Road, London, WC1 

 

ORIGINS OF THE TEST 

 

 EUROPEAN folk-art, and in particular the decoration used in National Costumes, is 

based on a small range of simple geometric forms. Within the traditions of any one 

community, local variations can be found, so that the trained observer can often identify the 

village of origin of, say, a piece of embroidery. 

 

Margaret Lowenfeld had noted these phenomena, and they raised in her mind 

questions about the possibility of investigating the differences in a systematic way. 

 

Were these basic patterns of form and colour determined solely by tradition, or was 

some characteristic inherent in the people concerned reflected in these creations, so that 

their perpetuation arose out of a relationship between the people concerned and their 

communal expressions which remains real today? 

 

In the early 1920’s, when the endeavour began that led to the development of the 

Lowenfeld Mosaic Test, coloured wooden mosaics were available in the shops in a large 

variety of sizes, shapes and colours, and Lowenfeld began experimenting with them.-‘She 

had a large bag full of these wooden pieces and would ask people to use them to make 

something. Very soon it became evident that this approach was producing interesting 

results, and that a standard assemblage of the material was needed so that the responses of 

one subject could be compared with those of others. From this emerged the Lowenfeld 

Mosaic Test, with its box of coloured shapes and the tray upon which the subject makes his 

response. Plastic pieces were substituted for the original wooden ones when the source of 



those dried up after the 1939-45 war. 

 

THE MATERIAL OF THE TEST 

 

THE test material consists of a box of flat coloured plastic pieces and a tray. 

 

The Box: This is divided into two halves which duplicate each other. In each side of 

the box are 4 squares, 6 equilateral triangles, 8 diamonds, 8 isosceles triangles and 12 

scalene triangles, each in six colours: white, green, black, yellow, blue and red. Each set of 

pieces should be arranged in this order. This sequence of colours has been agreed on 

internationally as minimising conventional colour-combinations, and should always be 

maintained. 

 

The Tray: The Mosaic Test is used with a. standard tray, the interior dimensions of 

which are 12 3/8 inches by 10 ¼ inches (31 ½ cm. by 26 cm.), surrounded by a narrow raised 

rim. Paper for use with the test should be the exact size of the interior of the tray and white 

In colour. 

 

GENERAL INSTRUCTIONS 

 

THE tester should place the Opened box on the table and say: “Here is a box of 

coloured pieces of different shapes and sizes. I’ll show them to you. There are five different 

shapes.” (Pick up one of each shape, each of a different colour except white, and lay them in 

turn on the table). “Each of these shapes is in six colours in this box, red, blue, yellow, black, 

green, and white also.” (Replacing each piece in the box as it is named). “Now, l want you to 

do something with the pieces in this box on this tray.” (Placing the tray, on which a piece of 

paper has been laid, in front of the individual to be tested with the long side facing him). 

"You may use as few or as many pieces as you like and whatever of the shapes and colours 

you wish and take whatever time* you like. Tell me when you are finished. Would you like 

me to say this again?” 

 



*Time. The sentence in the instructions concerning the time which may be taken to 

complete the test should be adjusted to the circumstances in which the test is made. 

Twenty minutes has been found to be a useful routine period but in therapeutic use or with 

obsessional patients or with some creative individuals a much longer lime is necessary for 

them to achieve a completed design. 

 

If the instructions are not understood, they may be repeated in whole or in part. If 

specific questions regarding procedure are raised which are not covered in the main 

instructions, the answer should be given that there is complete freedom in the matter. 

When the design is finished, the tester should discuss with the maker the significance the 

production has to him and determine whether the design is Representational, and if so, the 

object or idea represented, and whether this idea was present or not in his mind when he 

began. This should be done without the use of leading questions, in a manner appropriate 

to the individual being tested. A time record should be kept from the moment that 

instructions are completed until the maker indicates that his design is finished. Careful note 

should also be taken of the order in which the pieces are used. 

 

SUPPLEMENTARY INSTRUCTIONS 

 

THE instructions given above should be used in all cases in order to assure standard 

conditions. But inasmuch as the test is applied to individuals of widely different mental and 

chronological ages and types of mental organisation, and is used for various purposes, it is 

sometimes necessary to create a preparatory atmosphere to the performance of the test, as 

is often done with objective tests and projective techniques. For example, the relationship 

between the tester and individual to be tested might be such that the following introduction 

would be useful: “What l am going to show you was designed by someone who is interested 

in the colours and shapes and what people like to do with them. We often show the box and 

tray to colleagues and see what they do with it." Or, in the case of hesitant adults: “There is 

no right or wrong way of doing this and it is not a test of intelligence.” Care should be taken 

that any preparation should be such that the efforts put into the design should arise from 

the maker’s interest in the materials, not from suggestion or coercion by the tester. 

Likewise, the observation of performance and the recording of remarks made during the 



test, which are often very important for interpretation, should not be done in a manner 

such as to interfere with the maker’s freedom of operation. 

 

RECORD OF DESIGNS 

 

THE customary method of recording designs is to trace round each piece of Mosaic 

with a sharp pencil in turn, removing the design piece by piece as each piece is recorded and 

writing the initial letter of the colour within the space traced. In the English language, B 

stands for blue, Bk. for black. The colour of the pieces is later filled in with crayons or paint. 

When colour photography becomes inexpensively available, immediate colour photography 

would be the recording method of choice. 

 

PROPERTIES OF THE MOSAIC TEST 

 

UNLIKE all other instruments the investigation of mental functioning, the Lowenfeld 

Mosaic Test is almost totally non-verbal. Words needed when giving the instructions and 

when enquiring about meaning for the subject of his response. 

 

The task for the subject is to create meaning from an extensive but nevertheless 

limited range of only minimally meaningful material, and he must do this within a defined 

and limited space — the area of the paper in the tray. 

 

He must structure the material available, and since he can only do this in accord with 

the principles of his own mental structuring, in making his response to the test he provides 

the tester with information about how he functions in a wide range of areas of his 

personality.  

 

The Lowenfeld Mosaic Test thus can provide a range of information about a subject 

which differs significantly from the information provided by other tests. It can be used alone 

or in conjunction with other tests and it has the further advantage of being only minimally 

affected by practice effects should repeat-testing be required. Uniquely it provides an 

opportunity to observe the personality in spontaneous action. 



OBSERVING THE MAKING OF A MOSAIC 

 

THE tester should record in as much detail as possible and without impeding the 

making of the Mosaic, the processes by which the response comes about. Listed below are 

points to note that are useful: 

 

1.  Attitude and approach: Is the subject cautious, casual, impulsive, playful, slapdash, 

pernickety, etc. Does he attempt to impose his will on the pieces and try to do the 

impossible? Is he flexible in his approach? Note particularly his emotional responses. 

Note also his tempo of working — steady, in bursts, slow, quick etc. 

 

2. Starting point: centrally, off-centre, in a corner, at one edge. 

 
3. Direction of growth of the design: from the centre outwards, from the outside 

inwards, upwards, downwards, symmetrically, asymmetrically, random, haphazard, 

showing conflicting tendencies. 

 
4. Manipulative aspects: precise, exact placing; poor co-ordination; concern or lack of 

concern about fitting the pieces together. 

 
5. Changes: false starts, abrupt changes, replacements of one piece by another, many 

or few alterations during construction. 

 
6. Subject’s response to finished product: satisfied, dissatisfied, indifferent, 

antagonistic.  

 

 
USES OF THE MOSAIC TEST 

 

THE use of the Lowenfeld Mosaic Test falls into two broad categories: 

 

1. Its use diagnostically, where it has two main areas of application: 

 



a. It can be used in a manner analogous to other tests as an aid to 

understanding disturbances of functioning, be they emotional, 

educational or social.  

b. In an ongoing process, e.g., psychotherapy, remedial education, etc., 

Mosaics made at intervals will indicate progress, lack of progress, or 

deterioration. 

 

2. Its use as an expressive medium. This is most apparent when the test is used in 

psychotherapy. Patients may use it repeatedly once they have discovered its value as 

a medium for non-verbal expression of aspects of themselves they find are 

inaccessible in other media. 

 

UNDERSTANDING MOSAIC DESIGNS 

 

THE tester’s ability to find meaning in the design a subject makes with the Mosaic 

Test depends on two important elements: 

 

1. Developing a conceptual framework as a tool for thinking about the meaning of a 

Mosaic; and  

2. Extensive experience in using the Mosaic Test. 

 

The first thing a tester must learn is to be able to look objectively at the Mosaic 

design he is presented with and to think about it within a framework of ideas that relate to 

the whole broad spectrum of what it is possible to make with the Lowenfeld Mosaic Test 

pieces. The greatest danger is that the tester will be tempted to read into a Mosaic design 

his own subjective ideas about what meaning it conveys. It is important to note that the 

Mosaic Test poses questions for which the tester must search for answers within the Mosaic 

itself; it does not provide clear-cut answers. Where the information given by most tests 

converges towards a conclusion, an answer, the converse is true of the Lowenfeld Mosaic 

Test. It opens up fresh vistas on the individual being tested, and at best provides only a 

range of indicators, signposts as it were, which help the tester towards making a 

formulation about the subject. 



Nothing in this manual should be understood as an incontrovertible fact or a 

categorical statement. For instance, it would be untrue to deduce that “the use of black 

means the subject is depressed,” or “patterns attached to the rim of the tray mean that the 

subject suffers from insecurity.” The Mosaic test is a tool for the exploration of personality, 

and interpretations of this kind do violence to it. 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 



 



CLASSIFICATION OF MOSAIC DESIGNS 

 

WHAT follows below is offered as a tool to aid the tester in seeing clearly what the 

subject has made with the Lowenfeld Mosaic Test, and is the first step in determining the 

significance of an individual Mosaic design. Classification is the grammar, so to speak, of the 

Mosaic Test language, the backbone for interpretation. 

 

Fundamental patterns At the outset, the tester needs to know the simple basic shapes that 

can be made from each of the five different shapes. These are called Fundamental Patterns, 

and are illustrated in Figs. 1 and 2. 

 

Basic Classification The classification of responses to the Mosaic Test is based on analysis of 

the many thousands of designs collected and studied by Lowenfeld since the test was first 

used. 

 

Mosaic Test responses fall into the three following main groups: 

 

A. REPRESENTATIONAL 

Examples: 

Fig.3 — A house 

Fig.4 — A ship 

Fig.5 — Birds and flowers  

Fig.54 — Two persons dancing 

 

B. CONCEPTUAL 

These Mosaics are an attempt to convey a concept or idea, and differ from straightforward 

Representational Designs in that the images presented in them are intended to convey a 

symbolic meaning. 

 

Examples: Fig.6 — “Speed”  

Fig.7 — “What the army means to me” 

 



C. ABSTRACT 

 

This term applies to all designs not identified by the maker as representations or as 

conveying concepts. 

 

The pieces can be used on the tray in three main ways:  

 

1 Compact, with all pieces fitting closely together. 

Example: Fig.8 

 

2 Spaced: no piece touches another. 

Example: Fig.9 

 

3 Intermediate: presenting a variety of relations between the pieces, some touching, 

others not. 

Example: Fig.10 

 

Patterns may be placed in varying relations to the space or to the rim of the tray:- 

 

a. Placed centrally, where certain symmetrical forms are found to recur in all large 

collections of Mosaics; these forms are: 

 

Star-shaped — Fig.11 

Circular -— Fig.12 

Square — Fig.13 

Triangular — Fig.55 

Cruciform — Fig.14 

 

Other centrally-placed patterns include: 

 



Unusual forms of symmetry — Fig.15 

 

Deliberate asymmetry — Fig.16 

 

Mirror—image or Winged patterns: these are characterised by having matching sides 

on a central strip — Fig.17 

 

External whirling patterns, where the whole pattern implies a whirling movement — 

Fig.18 

 

Internal whirling patterns, where the implied whirling movement does not follow 

through to the outer edge of the pattern — Fig.19 

 

Multiple-whirling patterns — Fig.20 — which also has a hollow centre. 

 

Another category of centrally-placed patterns is known as Slabs. These are patterns, placed 

free in the area of the tray, which do not fit into the above classifications. They come about 

either by random addition of pieces or by deliberate intention. The distinction can only be 

made by enquiry after the pattern has been completed. 

 

Examples: 

Fig.21 — undesigned large slab 

Fig.56 — undesigned small slab  

Fig.22 — Designed slab 

 

b. Designs related to the rim of the tray. 

 

Patterns which are attached to the nearer rim of the tray are termed Growing — Fig.23. 

Patterns attached to the further rim of the tray are termed Pendant — Fig.24. 

 

Some patterns occupy one or more corners of the tray, and may or may not include a 

central item — Fig.25.  



Some patterns form frames, either attached to the rim or free of the rim, and may or 

may not contain a central item. 

 

Example: Fig.26 — frame attached to rim, without item. 

 

c. Designs related to the shape or area of the tray. 

 

Some patterns cover the whole area of the tray. 

 

Examples:  

Fig.27 — compact all-over-tray design  

Fig.28 — intermediate all-over-tray design. 

 

Patterns may be determined by the shape of the tray without covering it. 

Example: Fig.29 

 

d. More than one pattern can be made on the tray. These can be: 

 

i. Collective patterns, which are small patterns not composing a whole. 

 

Examples:  

Fig.30 — representational Collective Pattern, showing a miner’s pick, a candle and a 

ship. 

Fig.31 — abstract collective pattern showing also defined interior space. 

 

ii. Composite and/or Multiform patterns. Here separate patterns appear on the tray, but 

they are intended to be seen as composing a whole. 

 

Example: Fig.32 

 

 



MISTAKES IN PATTERNS 

 

IT sometimes happens that the maker intended to produce a symmetrical pattern, 

but the observer can note a mistake in the pattern. 

 

Example:  

Fig.33 - perfect symmetry intended, but there is a mismatch of colours between left 

and right among the scalene triangles. 

 

Sometimes, however, an apparent mistake results from deliberate intention. 

 

Example: 

Fig.57 — the maker deliberately substituted a green right-angled triangle for a 

scalene triangle at the lower right-hand side in order to break the symmetry. 

 

The distinction between intentional and unintentional breaks in symmetry must be 

determined by enquiry. 

 

 

CHILDREN’S RESPONSES TO THE MOSAIC TEST 

 

A distinct developmental sequence is discernible in what children of ages achieve 

with the Lowenfeld Mosaic Test. 

 

Very young children will pick up pieces and put them down at random on tray. 

Example: Fig.34 

 

A little later, the piece is put next to piece making wavering lines.  

Example: Fig.35 

 

After this, Pairs Of pieces appear, put down either at random or in vague lines. 



Example: Fig.36 

 

The next step comes when more than two pieces are put together, making small 

groups that are not quite Fundamental patterns (see page 17). These are known as pre 

fundamental patterns. 

Example: Fig.37 

 

Next follows the appearance of Fundamental Patterns and small individual designs. 

Example: Fig.38 

 

At a subsequent level of development, children become aware of the rim of the tray and 

begin to place pieces along the edges, sometimes with a free-standing item as well. They 

also suddenly notice the resemblance of simple shapes to an object and spontaneously 

name them, as instanced in the “kites” along the bottom of the example. 

Example: Fig.58 

 

The child’s developing awareness of distinct shapes and colours produces linear masses, 

sometimes filling the tray. 

Example: Fig.39 

 

Fundamental patterns become elaborated and grouped on the tray in relation to its shape.  

Example: Fig.40 

 

The earliest Representational Mosaics appear at about this point also, often using the pieces 

to outline a shape, a way of using the pieces that is called “the drawing-material response.” 

Example: Fig.41 

 

Some children have a vivid sense of form and movement and produce responses like the fox 

in the illustration:8 

Example: Fig.42 

 



Others at a similar level of development produce scenes, not always clearly recognizable to 

the observer. 

Example: Fig.43 — a train, a station, smoke and sky. 

 

Somewhat later more sophisticated scenes appear. 

Example: Fig.44 — a house, a path, a man and clouds. 

 

The foregoing considerations cover the development of children’s Mosaics from 

roughly ages 3 to 7. From 8 years old onwards the standard classifications apply to Mosaics 

made by normal children. 

 

INDICATORS OF DISTURBANCE 

 

1. Where the Mosaic presents a scene, image or concept indicative in Itself of 

disturbance. 

 

Examples:  

Fig.59 — “A House on fire,” made by a small boy. 

Fig.45 — “Mercury running like hell,” made by a delinquent young man. 

Fig.46 — a black aeroplane crashes onto a cradle; a separating black wall. It was 

made by a woman of 40, suffering from reactive depression. 

 

2. Distortion of part of a human figure. Such Mosaics often suggest a distortion of the 

body-image and the part of the body distorted or over-emphasized can be a pointer 

to the problem area for the maker.  

 

Examples: 

Fig.47 — anthropoid pattern, emphasizing phallus.  

Fig.48 — distortion of the head; made by a boy with very high intelligence 

 

3. Representations of buildings or structures which should be stable or in movement, 

but which give a strong impression of instability or of falling to pieces. 



 

Example: 

Fig.60 — windmill, made by an adult man 

 

4. Certain types of abstract designs provide pointers to disturbance. 

 

Examples:  

Fig.49 — partial frame with central block of pieces containing mistakes in symmetry. 

Fig.50 — unsuccessful attempt to cover the whole tray.  

Fig.51 — the maker loses control of the pieces in an attempt to cover the whole tray. 

 

5. Indicators of disturbance within the structure of a design. 

 

a. Lack of integration in the design. 

Examples:  

Fig.52 — the outside of the pattern does not integrate with the central core of 

red and black diamonds.  

Fig.53 — a Collective Pattern with two separate patterns fundamentally different 

from each other. 

 

b. Winged Patterns — see Fig.17  

 

c. Hollow-centred patterns, where there is open space at the core of an 

 

abstract design. This can be seen in Fig.20, and also in one item in Fig.31.  

 
d. Cruciform patterns - see Fig.14. 

 
6. Use of colour 

 

The way a subject uses colour in a design is determined by many factors, including 

cultural influences, and caution is indicated in drawing conclusions about the precise 



significance of colour. However, experience has shown that there are a few pointers to 

disturbance in how colour is used in a Mosaic. 

 

a. Excessive use of black, especially in abstract designs, can be an indicator of 

depression, not always clinically evident in the maker. However, black may also be 

used in an artistic way to emphasize other colours. 

 

b. Excessive use of white, particularly in abstract designs, either at the centre or at the 

periphery, can indicate varying degrees of diminished self-esteem, capacity to relate, 

or difficulties inability to work. 

 
c. Strongly-contrasting combinations of red and black, particularly at the centre of 

abstract designs, are pointers towards difficulties in relation to anger and aggression. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The most complete account of the Lowenfeld Mosaic Test can be found in: 

“THE LOWENFELD MOSAIC TEST,” by Margaret Lowenfeld, Newman, Neame, London, 

1954, which is available from E.S.A. Creative Learning ltd., “Pinnacles,” Harlow, Essex. 

 

The fullest treatment of children’s responses to the Mosaic Test, as well as much further 

information, will be found in: 

“MOSAIC PATTERNS OF AMERICAN CHILDREN,” by Louise Ames and Frances llg. Harper 

and Brothers, New York, 1962. 

 


