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UNLOCKING THE MIND: A
COMPLETE GUIDE TO THE HOUSE
TREE PERSON INTERPRETATION
MANUAL

For decades, psychologists, counselors,
and art therapists have turned to
projective drawing tests as a window
into the human psyche. Among the most
enduring and insightful of these tools is
the House-Tree-Person (HTP) test. At the
heart of this assessment lies a vital
resource: the House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual. This guide is
not merely a set of instructions; it is a
sophisticated roadmap for decoding the
hidden messages contained within
simple drawings of a house, a tree, and a
person. Whether you are a seasoned
mental health professional or a curious
student of psychology, understanding
how to use this manual effectively can
reveal profound insights about an
individual's personality, emotional state,
and interpersonal dynamics.

In this comprehensive article, we will
explore the origins of the HTP test, break
down the key components of the
interpretation manual, and provide
practical strategies for analyzing each
drawing element. By the end, you will
have a clear and actionable
understanding of how to use the House
Tree Person Interpretation Manual
as a reliable tool for psychological

assessment. We will also discuss
common pitfalls, ethical considerations,
and how to integrate your findings into a
holistic understanding of the individual.

THE ORIGINS AND PURPOSE OF
THE HOUSE-TREE-PERSON TEST

The HTP test was originally developed by
the American psychologist John N. Buck
in 1948. Buck sought to create a non-
verbal assessment that could tap into
unconscious thoughts, feelings, and
conflicts that might be difficult for a
person to articulate directly. The test
was later refined and expanded by
Emanuel F. Hammer, whose work
remains foundational to the House Tree
Person Interpretation Manual used
today.

The HTP test is considered a projective
technique. This means that the
individual projects their inner world onto
the external stimulus—in this case, their
own drawing. The house, the tree, and
the person each serve as symbolic
representations of different aspects of
the self:

* The House: Often associated with
the individual's home life, family
dynamics, and feelings about their
domestic environment. It can also
represent the physical body or the
inner self.

e The Tree: A symbol of the
unconscious self, growth, vitality,
and the individual's place in the
world. It can reveal deep-seated
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feelings about the past, the
present, and the future.

e The Person: The most direct
representation of the self-image,
including how the individual sees
themselves, how they wish to be
seen, and how they relate to
others.

The House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual provides a
structured framework for analyzing
these drawings. It is not a rigid
diagnostic tool but rather a guide that
helps the interpreter formulate
hypotheses about the individual's
psychological functioning. The manual
emphasizes that no single drawing
feature should be interpreted in
isolation; rather, patterns and themes
across all three drawings should be
considered.

CORE COMPONENTS OF THE
HOUSE TREE PERSON
INTERPRETATION MANUAL

A well-constructed interpretation manual
goes far beyond a simple checklist of
symbols. It provides a systematic
method for observing, analyzing, and
synthesizing the information present in
each drawing. Here are the key
components you will typically find in a
comprehensive House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual:

Structural and
Formal Variables

Before diving into the specific content of
the drawings, the manual directs
attention to overall structural features.
These include:

* Placement on the page:

Drawings placed high on the page
may suggest optimism or
intellectual striving, while low
placement can indicate feelings of
insecurity or depression. Left-sided
placement may be associated with
the past and the mother figure,
while right-sided placement can
relate to the future and the father
figure.

e Size: Very small drawings might
suggest inadequacy or withdrawal,
while overly large drawings can
indicate grandiosity or aggression.
The manual helps you calibrate
what is considered "normal" for
different age groups and
populations.

e Line quality: Firm, continuous
lines may indicate confidence,
while broken, sketchy lines can
suggest anxiety or uncertainty.
Heavy pressure might point to
tension or anger, while light
pressure could indicate delicacy or
avoidance.

e Detail and perspective: The
level of detail provided in each
drawing offers clues about the
individual's cognitive functioning,
attention to detail, and emotional
investment. Unusual perspectives,
such as a house seen from far
away or a tree drawn from a
worm's-eye view, can be
particularly revealing.

Interpretation of
he House

The House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual dedicates
significant space to the house drawing
because it is rich with symbolic meaning.
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Here are some of the key elements the
manual guides you to analyze:

Interpretation of
the Tree

The tree is perhaps the most complex
and layered of the three drawings. The
House Tree Person Interpretation
Manual treats the tree as a symbol of
the deep unconscious, rooted in the past
and reaching toward the future. Key
areas of focus include:

e Walls and roof: The walls
represent the ego boundaries of
the individual. Thin walls may
suggest vulnerability, while thick,
reinforced walls can indicate
defensiveness. The roof is often
associated with intellectual life and
fantasy. A large roof might suggest
a person who lives in their head,

while a missing roof can indicate a
lack of structure or control.

Doors and windows: These are
the points of contact between the
inner self and the outside world. A
small, hidden, or missing door can
indicate withdrawal or a reluctance
to connect. Open doors suggest a
welcoming nature, while locked
doors might reflect guardedness.
Windows are the "eyes" of the
house. Tiny, barred, or absent
windows can signify feelings of
being trapped or a desire for
privacy.

Steps, paths, and driveway:
These elements represent the way
the individual approaches others
and how they allow others to
approach them. A long, winding
path may indicate cautiousness,
while a short, direct path suggests
an open and straightforward
nature.

Smoke from the chimney:
Smoke can symbolize emotional
expression. A thin wisp of smoke
may indicate controlled emotions,
while thick, billowing smoke can
suggest inner turmoil or repressed
anger.

e Roots: Roots represent the

individual's connection to reality,
their grounding, and their early
childhood experiences. Missing
roots may indicate a lack of
stability, while strong, prominent
roots can suggest a solid
foundation. Exposed roots might
point to feelings of insecurity or a
preoccupation with the past.

e Trunk: The trunk is a symbol of

the individual's ego strength and
basic personality structure. A wide,
sturdy trunk suggests resilience,
while a narrow or scarred trunk
may indicate fragility or past
trauma. The manual discusses how
to interpret specific marks, such as
knots or hollows, which can
represent unresolved conflicts or
wounds.

Branches: Branches are
associated with the individual's
ambitions, goals, and outward-
reaching energy. The direction,
length, and thickness of branches
all carry meaning. Branches that
reach upward suggest optimism,
while those that droop may
indicate low morale. Dead or
broken branches can point to
feelings of loss or failure.

e Crown (foliage): The crown of



the tree represents the individual's
intellectual life, creativity, and
relationship with their
environment. A full, healthy crown
suggests vitality and mental well-
being. A sparse, bare, or lop-sided
crown can indicate emotional
depletion or imbalance.

Interpretation of
the Person

Drawing a person is the most direct form
of self-representation. The House Tree
Person Interpretation Manual
provides detailed guidelines for
analyzing the figure drawing, keeping in
mind that the depicted person is not
necessarily a literal self-portrait but a
projection of the drawer's self-concept.
Important elements include:

* Head and face: The head is the
seat of the intellect and self-
awareness. The size of the head
relative to the body can indicate
the value placed on intellectual
pursuits. The face is the social
mask; features that are omitted,
emphasized, or distorted can
reveal how the individual
perceives their social identity or
how they wish to be perceived.

e Arms and hands: Arms represent
the individual's ability to reach out,
connect, and act upon the world.
Hands are more specifically about
manipulation and control. Arms
held stiffly at the sides may
suggest rigidity or passivity, while
outstretched arms can indicate
openness or a need for connection.
Hidden hands or hands placed
behind the back can suggest guilt

or secretiveness.

* Legs and feet: These represent
the individual's sense of
grounding, stability, and mobility.
The House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual advises
careful attention to how the feet
are drawn. Small or absent feet
can indicate a lack of
independence or a feeling of being
stuck, while large, heavy feet
might suggest a need for security
or an aggressive stance toward
the world.

e Clothing and details: The
presence, absence, or style of
clothing and accessories provides
additional clues. Buttons, pockets,
hats, and jewelry can all carry
symbolic meaning. For example,
many buttons on a figure might
suggest dependency on the
mother figure, while a wide-
brimmed hat could indicate a
desire to hide or be seenin a
particular light.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR
USING THE MANUAL

To get the most out of the House Tree
Person Interpretation Manual, it is
essential to approach the interpretation
process in a structured and thoughtful
way. Here are some best practices:

Establish a
Comfortable
Setting

The environment in which the drawings
are created matters. The manual
typically recommends a quiet, well-lit

4 House Tree Person Interpretation Manual

2026-04-14



House Tree Person Interpretation Manual 5

space with minimal distractions. Provide
the individual with a blank sheet of white
paper (usually 8.5 x 11 inches) and a
pencil with an eraser. Avoid giving a
ruler or other tools, as the freehand
nature of the drawing is part of the
assessment. The instructions should be
simple: "Draw a house. Draw a tree.
Draw a person." No further guidance
should be given, as the goal is to
observe spontaneous expression.

Observe the
Process

Equally important as the final drawing is
the process of creating it. The House
Tree Person Interpretation Manual
encourages the interpreter to observe
and note the following:

e How long does the individual take?
Do they start and stop frequently?

 Are they confident or hesitant in
their strokes?

e Do they erase and rework certain
areas? Excessive erasing can
indicate anxiety or perfectionism.

e What is their emotional state
during the drawing? Do they seem
engaged, indifferent, or
distressed?

e Do they make any spontaneous
comments about the drawing?
These comments can be
invaluable for interpretation.

Analyze Each
Drawing

Separately, Then
Together

A methodical approach is crucial. First,
analyze the house drawing using the
manual's criteria for placement, size, line
quality, and specific features. Write
down your observations and initial
hypotheses. Repeat this process for the
tree, and then for the person. Only after
you have examined each drawing
individually should you look for patterns
that cut across all three. A consistent
theme of withdrawal, for example, might
be indicated by a house with small
windows, a tree with a narrow trunk, and
a person with arms held close to the
body. This holistic analysis is where the
true power of the House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual becomes
evident.

Consider Age,
Culture, and
Context

The interpretation manual must be
applied with sensitivity. A drawing made
by a six-year-old child cannot be judged
by the same standards as one made by
an adult. Similarly, cultural background
can influence how a house or a tree is
typically depicted. For example, in some
cultures, a house might always be drawn
with a chimney regardless of climate,
while in others, a tree might be drawn
with specific fruit that has cultural
significance. The House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual emphasizes
that the interpreter must be aware of
these variables and avoid imposing a



one-size-fits-all interpretation. ~ The skill and humility. Here are some
individual's own explanation of their common mistakes to avoid:
drawing can be a powerful corrective to

a misinterpretation. e Over-pathologizing: Not every

unusual feature indicates a
COMMON PITFALLS AND ETHICAL psychological disorder. A house
CONSIDERATIONS drawn without a door could simply
mean the drawer ran out of space
or energy. The manual is a guide
to generating hypotheses, not a

Using the House Tree Person
Interpretation Manual requires both
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