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Introduction: aims of the creative project and review 

 

The vesica piscis is an ancient symbol holding many meanings, which is found in 

cultures all over the world.  A common element is that it symbolises a portal or bridge 

to transcendence, often an abstracted bodily aperture or organ – particularly female 

ones.  I decided to explore this symbolism through my creative project.   My idea was 

to make a mat or rug based on the vesica piscis for contemplation, meditation, or 

dreaming.  

 

Methodology 

My understanding of symbolism and how it works is grounded mainly in Jung’s 

writing on symbolism and the transformative function (1964, CW8 275-289).   My 

interest in the abundant occurrence of the vesica piscis as symbol of incarnation in 

Christian  iconography and architecture, next to an obscuring of the female principle 

in the scriptures,  prompted some reading on feminist spirituality:    Baring & 

Cashford,  Christ, Long,  and  Pagels on the gnostic gospels (1991, 1997, 1992, 

1979 respectively).  Some of my reasons for choosing this topic were very personal.  

For a discussion of this motivation – what Romanyshyn calls “why the project chose 

you” (2006 p 40) see page 8.   I realised that this project presented me with an 

opportunity to re-ligere   some disparate and  fragmented elements in my own  world, 

and that this was going to be an intellectual, emotional and viscerally involving 

journey – what writers such as Ferrer call “embodied spirituality”.   I have drawn on 

Ferrer, Anderson and Romanyshyn for some insight into the meaning of embodied 

spirituality and embodied research (2017, 1998, 2013 respectively).   
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Some initial thoughts about symbols and the vesica piscis 

 

 Bachofen said “Symbols guide the spirit, beyond the power of the finite state of 

becoming, into the realm of the infinite.”  (1960, in Erikson 1966, p 50).  To  Barth,  

the symbol-making faculty is “always a reconciliation of the old and the new, the 

temporal and the eternal, the immanent and the transcendent”  (1977 p 9).  

Coleridge called this in-between state of being which encompasses these positions a 

“translucence”, which “enunciates the whole”. (in Barth,  p 4).  

 

The vesica piscis shares with the phenomenon of symbolism itself this particular 

capacity to act as a bridge or portal between different realms  -   divine and earthly, 

potential and manifest, inner and outer – whilst demarcating these realms .   The 

most commonly occurring example in the Christian tradition is of Christ, divine yet 

incarnated into flesh.   He is often shown in medieval illuminations and carvings 

emerging from a womblike vesica which is also a halo or aura encompassing his 

whole body.  He is human and at the same time, transcends earthly humanity.    

This rose window below at Mantes cathedral with Christ incarnated at the central 

vesica is underpinned by implicit visicas providing a grid for the geometric design.   

Depicting visual lessons from the bible, its jewelled lights at the same time illuminate 

the deliberately dark interior, inspiring transcendence of everyday preoccupations. 
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The vesica piscis in nature  

 

                      

 

The form of the vesica piscis occurs everywhere in nature; in buds, leaves, fruits and 

seeds and in the basic body shape of many creatures, such as birds and fishes.  

Vesical structures such as seed pods and the chrysalis are often protective and 

temporary.   The chrysalis above with its spherical roof, built by the monarch 

butterfly, houses the pupating caterpillar and is supported by a woven thread.   The 

vesica piscis in nature does not stand alone (unlike the free-floating medieval 

illuminations on pages 12 and 13), but is attached to a network of interconnected life 

forms.  I discovered this experientially when I made a vesical structure in tissue 

paper, above right, to learn  about its  form.  

 

The vesica piscis in geometry and art 

 

I have been fascinated for a while by sacred geometry and created some simple 

Islamic designs last year using a book by Eric Brough (2013).   I initially approached 

my creative project from this angle (an apposite metaphor!)   I think I wanted to 

create an orderly frame for the emotionally challenging aspects which would follow.  

The strangely named Jain 108, who hosts a website on sacred geometry, says that 
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 In gothic churches it [sacred geometry] appears to anchor celestial 
proportions in terrestrial realms.  Sacred architecture … mirrors or reflects 
back to us the magnificence of the Divine Proportion within our own human 
canon….. We thus see or encounter God in the mirror of Bio-Architecture.  It is 
in such places that we can have a peak experience.”  (Jain 108, 2019) 

 

 To Lawlor, it is a way by which “the essential creative mystery is rendered visible”. 

(1982, p 10).   

                       

 

The vesica piscis, the “mother” of geometry, from which all other regular geometric 

forms are born,  is a curvilinear form very easily created by overlapping two circles at 

their central points.  Its meeting points create a balanced tension, not resolved but 

held.  Archetypically, the curve represents the female principle and the line, the male 

(Gebser 1985, p 66).     It can be understood as the spontaneous division of a single 

unit, representing the first act of creation, and also the unification of two separate 

elements, creating something new, as above.   Human conception exemplifies new 

creation from two distinct elements.   Alexander Tsiaras’ thrilling film Conception to 

Birth visually records the vesica created by the very first human cell division, soon 

recognisable as a human embryo.  This film made a great impression on me.   Keith 

Critchlow’s beautiful “Reflections”, which cinematically reveals the growth patterns in 

nature according to cosmic mathematical laws, made a similar impression.  (Tsiaras 

2010, Critchlow 1977).    It was a revelation to me that we all begin in this way.    
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Ideas about the interconnectedness of all life, which had been not felt but purely 

intellectual concepts, became illuminated to me as living realities from this time.    

 

I spent a very engrossed few weeks in the preparatory phase of my creative project 

exploring the vesica piscis as a motif  in artwork, as parts of larger images such as 

leaves or buds, and as a  container or frame for what I wanted to create – or birth, to 

use a womb metaphor.   Overleaf is a cloth using implicit vesicas to create a 

geometrically inspired design.  This work which is the most recent (it is not finished) 

represents a more cosmic dimension than the earlier ones.   

 

To end this part  of my review I have included below a short meditation based on the 

sacred geometry of the flower of life, which contains many vesicas, and can be 

extended infinitely,  forming a bridge to the transcendental.  (This is the principle of 

Islamic art).  I intended to utilise my vesical cloths for meditation.  In fact, to date I 

have meditated very little and done more and more artwork. 

 

 

 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A healing meditation.  

 

“View yourself in the centre of the flower of life hologram, and 

allow the surrounding geometry to be the perfected form of our 

Auric or Buddha field.  This allows access to your divine blueprint 

and wakes up the diseased organs to remember their Original 

Form; that is why Sacred Geometry is about remembering who 

you truly are.”    

 Jain 108, 2019 
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The Vesica Piscis and Embodied Spirituality 

 

This topic brings together spiritual and bodily elements, and has naturally led to 

some reflection on “embodiment” and “embodied spirituality.      What is this?    This 

movement in consciousness studies aims to heal the mind/body schism which has 

unfortunately been a feature of doctrinal Christianity and the scientific and 

technological revolutions of the Enlightenment.   Ferrer points out how easy it is to 

overestimate consciousness, in right-brain dominated cultures, “when, in fact, 

essential dimensions of the self are underdeveloped, alienated, or in bondage.” 

(2017 p 81).  For him, embodied spirituality  

regards the body as subject, as the home of the complete human being, as a 
source of spiritual insight, as a microcosm of the universe and the mystery, 
and as pivotal for enduring spiritual transformation.  (ibid p 11-18).  

 

This field of study feels very relevant for me. I was sexually abused at the age of 

four, and my home environment was difficult.  Fortunately though,  my parents 

believed in education, and I was able to develop an intellectual capability which 

stood me in good stead as a child, though this became a ‘default position’  overriding 

the more feeling and visceral  modes of knowing (Anderson 1998).  Like many 

people, I have had to work hard  to bring my bodily, intellectual, and feeling modes of 

awareness together.    Anderson’s description of her method of embodied writing, 

“relaying experience from the inside out” which becomes a path of transformation, 

creating “sympathetic resonance” between reader and writer, resonated with me.  

She states 

I found that witnessing consciousness created a spacious container within me, 
which both allowed and protected the parallel processes of experience and 
thought.  (2001 p 2-3, p13).  

 

This is a womb metaphor – the container within her is both a protective and growth 

space.  It also relates to the observing consciousness or eye in the space that 

mediates between observer and observed (see page 18 for discussion of the vesica 

as an eye).  .  I  have tried to hold her and Ferrer’s ideas in mind to keep an 

awareness of my feelings, sensations,  and cognitive processes throughout the art  
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and writing stages including creating the ritual described in the appendix to this 

review. 

.            

When starting  this topic I ‘brainstormed’ by way of a sketch to help me identify  

metaphorical  vesicas in the human body  – see below.  
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The vesica piscis   in the Christian tradition is the womb, sometimes abstracted into 

an aura, incarnating Christ. The wound is another.    In India, art works depicting the 

female genital or yoni, whose worship confers a blessing,  occur in  both stylised and 

naturalistic forms.  The heart and lungs can be considered as metaphorical vesicas 

as well.  See Gahlin on the heart as  the organ for thinking in ancient Egypt, and 

Livingstone on the heart as organ of wisdom and as the container for holding 

different modes of awareness  (Gahlin 2001, Livingstone 2019).    The mouth, the 

means of ingestion, and the main way through which a baby learns about their world, 

is connected with language, song and communication as well as tactile expression of 

feelings.  The relationship of these vesicas  to the  chakra energy centres might be 

an interesting topic of study.    

A striking feature of the vesica symbol is that it depicts bodily organs, apertures  and 

functions as bridges to spiritual transformation: the inner eye, the sacred womb, the 

yoni of the goddess, the mouth of the creator god Ra, who spat out the first  life 

forms after having intercourse with himself.  These meanings can overlap and 

resonate with each other, particularly  the womb, the yoni and the wound.   

Yoni, womb and wound 
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This perky character above on the left is a  Sheela na gig from  the medieval church 

of St Mary & St David’s in Kilpeck, Herefordshire.  She has huge staring eyes and an 

insistant sexuality.  The meaning of these Sheelas is unknown, but her aged face, 

fleshy vulva and immature body are evocative of the Neolithic great goddess in her 

most archetypal manifestations – maiden, mother, and crone (Baring & Cashford 

1991, p 84).  She represents the principles both of birth, and of being swallowed 

back into the earth in death.   The carved goddess from Gabon to the right, who 

wears a crown of winged horns, guards  a grain store.  (Goode 2016 p 22,  p 224).   

These two vibrant sculptures from far corners of the globe, with their overt sexuality 

connected with the cycles of life, fly in the face of messages about female sexual 

passivity, and taboos about sexual shame, which have pervaded our culture and are 

a particularly acute hazard for survivors of sexual trauma.   I find them empowering. 

 

The vibrant illumination below left is the frontispiece to Hildegard of Bingen’s 

visionary Scivias (“Know the ways of the Lord”).    Hildegard of Bingen was an 

abbess and doctor of midwifery who wrote Causae and Curae, which advised on 

physical and psychological health care during pregnancy and birth (1150).   This 

visionary vesica  is  a universe or cosmos, but  has been interpretated by 

contemporary commentators as  symbolising the female genitalia, and also, in its 

cyclical and repeating patterns and depiction of the phases of the moon,  the cycles 

of life (Gisler 2017).   Certainly Hildegard of Bingen would have been in an 

authoritative position to observe and contemplate these phenomena.  For those who 

concur with this interpretation, as I do, it offers a very different picture from the 

fearsome and sinful sexuality projected by some of the most misogynistic of the 

church fathers, such as Jerome (Long 1992 p 158-159).     To me, this beautiful,  

harmonious image  teems with creative potential, and  also  has an orgasmic quality 

suggested by the scattered stars.   

 

Next to Hildegard’s Cosmos is  a detail from the  Assumption of the Virgin by 

Giovanni painted around 1474, whose focal point is the miraculous fruitfulness the 

Virgin’s womb, ripely round and red with many folds. Her hands are raised above it in 

prayer and blessing.    
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The wound and female genitals may be conflated. The menstruating female genital  

was regarded by some  early peoples as a wound which magically heals itself and 

creates new life (I have been unable to locate the source of this reference) . These 

associations may still be made unconsciously.  

      

The exquisite illumination  below is the Wound of Christ, from the Psalter and Hours 

of Bonne de Luxembourg, created around 1949, in France.  It accompanies a prayer 

named “Anima Christi”.  The prayer entreats Christ to “enfold me in your wounds”.      

This and this very feminine image bring  to mind  to the all-encompassing nature of 

Christ which evokes a mother’s love  (Long 1992),  his blood sacrifice and the church 

to which he gave birth.   I find the  Wound of Christ a comforting image. It is is 

perfectly symmetrical and poised, its colouring a balanced contrast of opposites (this 

balance of red and blue can be found in many  images in Jung’s Red Book) . The 

rather spiky  foliage  in the border suggests both the crown of thorns, and a tree of 
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life.  This highly stylised wound is also suggestive of vertical lips, gently opening to 

communicate.  

 Jung associated this image with “Christ’s androgynous nature that the traditional 

church suppressed” (CW 8, 313).  ARAS says of the wound that it is a gateway to 

potential transformation, and that  “through the psyche’s wounds, new dimensions of 

being may … come to birth”  (2010 p734).   Hillman views the wound as symbolising 

human vulnerability and mortality.  The wounded healer is not a human person who 

can empathise, but “a personification presenting a kind of consciousness.”  Wounds 

release the “sparks of consciousness…. breaking through dismemberment” (1979, p 

115-7).    My artworks are not a representation of the wound, but I hope, are born of 

“sparks of consciousness” enabling a transcendence of it.  

 

             

 

 

The icon on the right, which is called the Mother of God, shows an image with some 

very similar features to the Wound of Christ,  especially the colouring.  Here the 
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vesica is Mary’s womb and also her heart, in which Christ is gently held.  Perhaps it 

is also the wounds that he and she will suffer through his death.   

 

The fish and sexuality 

I will not go into  the  vesical symbolism associated with the fish, except to mention 

that in pre-Christian times the fish was associated with sexuality and the life force. 

This Lady of the Animals, on a vase from ancient Greece, has a fish uterus and the 

wavy outlines of her dress and hair suggest a watery, that is life-giving, environment.      

For an interesting paper on religious symbolism of the fish, see  Qadir &Taiynen-

Qadin (2016).              . 

 

                             

 

These symbolic and overlapping meanings of the vesica piscis – the womb, wound, 

and yoni, were resonant for me during the art process.    Overleaf are some of my 

artworks.  It was healing to be able to create vesical yonis and wombs alive with 

colours, swirls, spirals, and flowing brushmarks, containing many of my favourite 

symbols.    I viewed the vesical frame  also as a symbolic womb giving birth to the 

images inside and around it, and within that framework I was able to let the 
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embryonic growth process happen organically, without interference from my ego or 

critical judgement.     Creating abstracted and stylised womb and  yoni, replete with 

life energy and where opposites meet  in the creation of every new potentiality, is a 

powerful antidote to  the sexual wounding unfortunately common in our society,   and  

to the commodified  images and  self-loathing brought about by historical messages 

about sin  and the insidious efforts of the advertising industry.  

 

Vesical Wave.  

This yonic image suggests the energy and rhythms of life.  It could equally be a bud.  
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The process of creation.  
 
 Here a “glow” filter has been applied over the same image creating a dynamic effect 
of burgeoning life forms within the vesica.  
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The vesica as third eye and  portal to  the imagination                       

                    

Rotated horizontally, the vesica piscis becomes an eye, and yet another meaning it 

holds is as the overlapping space between the observer and the observed: the third 

or visionary eye.   Metaphorically this is the eye of God, I, or the self    (Jung CW 9 

593-4) .  It is the space where the insights from the unconscious are mediated by the 

conscious mind’s ability to reflect on them, Jung’s transcendent function.   The 

opposites are not merged, but held.   Pagels says in her study of gnostic religions, 

“the divine is to be understood in terms of a harmonious, dynamic relationship of 

opposites” (1979, p 74).   This has been symbolised as a sacred marriage, or 

conjunctio.  And Jung wrote that 

 There can be no resolution, only the patient endurance of the opposites which 
 ultimately spring from your own nature. (Letters, Vol 1 p 375) 

 

Our modern tendency is not to hold the opposites, but to reach for either/or solutions, 

and to categorise hierarchically, with the female principle of relatedness 

subordinated.   This has created the many societal and personal problems 

catalogued by McGilchrist – the prioritising of acquisition, exploitation of people and 

nature, and an inability to see the bigger picture (2009).   

 This visionary eye is also the portal to imagination and play, an antidote to such 

schismatic thinking.   The vesical eye here is the “in-between” or soul-space where 

body and spirit meet.     In a discussion on Jung’s Red Book, Hillman comments that 
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experiencing images that arise from the unconscious mind imaginally opens the way 

to insight.   He reminds us that the soul, that is the human capacity for interiority, is a 

“reminiscing, interiorly sensuous and imaginative complexity of propensities, rich with 

the gifts of given a prioris”. (1975 p 24, p 125) and not, as is often assumed, a tabula 

rasa.        

 

My art work below is of a huge fish-shaped star in the night sky containing many 

smaller ones, surrounded by innumerable stars.   I have called this work “The night 

has a thousand eyes”.    I wanted to bring together the eye and fish symbolism to 

suggest the imagination and its propensity for endlessly  creative invention, inspired 

by a cosmic dimension.  This was my first vesical work, and I found strength in what 

it symbolised.   
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 My process  

 

The vesica piscis holds so many resonant meanings for me expressed through the 

art work,  that it has become a vehicle or portal for transformative elements in my 

own spiritual journey - as indeed, this MA course has been.   Bolt’s finding is that the 

art or creative process comes first, the reflection and analysis afterwards.  That has 

been my experience, which in turn has led to further art work  with the new insights 

reflected in it - a cyclical process (Bolt, 2007).   

 

I have been doing observational drawing for several years, and was not until now 

able to make the leap to what Read calls a spiritual subject matter.   This, he says, is 

to disclose meaning, responding to a spiritual need. (1966 p 30-48).     I found with 

this artwork that one idea or image led to another, like a touchlight, without my 

becoming attached to the result or quality of the work.  This has felt very freeing.   

Before I began the  MA course, I attended a lecture by Andreas Kornevall  on Norse 

legends, with storytelling and drumming (2017), in which he said that  participants in 

the storytelling and drumming will be anatomically changed by the experience. I was 

very struck by this and that same night had a dream encounter which I realised had 

anatomically changed  me.  This impelled me to apply for the MA despite  anxieties 

about it.     Ferrer says that to be life changing, these transcendent moments need 

embodying.    The vesical artwork provided such an opportunity.  Art itself is bridges 

the spiritual and the material (Read, 1966.)   It is an activity on many levels requiring 

space, time, a variety of physical materials, technical and chemical processes, 

energy, intention and the co-ordination of eye, hand,  and feelings.  At times during 

the art process,  I discovered a harmonious  rhythm to these elements.     This 

rhythm can be seen in the patterns in the vesical cloth below, which is the one I 

presented to the creative project open day.   A friend said it looked like a garden of 

Eden.    Alongside it is the second vesical cloth, which contains more cultural and 

human elements, such as the building blocks (at the top left) and archetypal male 

and female figures. 
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A vesical cloth for dreaming or meditation.  
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I could happily have spent the rest of the year continuing with the artwork, and it was 

difficult to turn my attention to the write-up, which requires a different set of skills and 

ways of knowing: sifting, ordering, analysing (Anderson & Braud 1998,  McGilchrist   

2009).    I found the final stages of ordering this review very difficult.  Reading back I 

have tried to address too many ideas and resorted to academic ‘padding’ in places, 

probably due to difficulties in staying with the arduous emotional content, despite  my 

efforts to hold the “in-between” space.    

 

Conclusion 

 

Working on this art project and review has been an enormous privilege.  The art and 

review have brought together and extended many aspects of last year’s learning.    
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My final art work in this study, below, integrates many aspects of this study.   Here 

the vesical frame holds new parents, regarding their offspring with awe.    Many 

hands hold up the parents and the new life, which is symbolised by what could be an 

eye, a spiral, leaf or bud.  Another male/female pairing contemplate the scene from 

above - possibly the ancestors, or the couple imagining their child.  In the border    

male and female principles are represented. Below, two fishes are impelled towards 

each other. The four elements are at each corner.  I was very pleased to be able to 

translate some of these archetypes related to the cycles of life, and some  symbolic 

meanings of the vesica piscis, into a coherent image which moves between a 

personal and cosmic dimension.  I have learned most of all, that I can enjoy creating 

something  beautiful and meaningful  from Hillman’s  “sparks of consciousness”.   
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3820 words.  

 

 

 

Appendix  

 

This is the ritual meditation I did the first time I entered the vesical sacred space, on  

15th December.  

 

I spread out my vesical cloth and dim the lights.  I observe the birds and 
animals printed and sewn onto it with much greater acuity than when I 
rather hurridly put them on.  Suddenly I’m noticing the organic forms and 
patterns.   Rather self-consciously, I step into the vesica at the entrance 
guarded by snakes and lie down.  I get comfortable with a cushion under 
my head at the entrance – like a baby’s birth position.  I am in the process 
of rebirth, and this vesica is a womb as well as a cosmos.  I am entering 
into a sacred space, a cocoon where I will wait.   I become another of 
nature’s creations.   

I try to let these busy thoughts go by, slowing my rather laboured breathing 
and trying to relax the tension in my body – trying not to try too hard!   I 
can feel pressure on the floor in various places, cool and warm air currents 
around me, a little stiffness in some joints, and an awareness of a 
heartbeat deep in my body and what feels like tidal waves of blood 
circulating around.  I marvel at this, enjoying the feeling of vitality and 
solidity in my warm pull-on knitted dress.   I sink further into these 
sensations as my breathing deepens. 

Apart from some extremely faint, far-away traffic sounds and my cat 
rhythmically licking himself, there is absolute silence.  Time seems to stop 
and my arm covering my eyes creates a restful darkness.  I become aware 
of genital and abdominal vesicas, and those of the mouth and especially 
behind the eyes, become highly sensitised.  This makes me feel very 
alive.  

I change from lying down to a curled position on my side and rest a while.  
My busy thoughts are dropping off.  I feel wide awake, though. I have no 
idea how to end this immersion into sacred space.  Eventually I sit up and 
kneel in the centre of the vesica bowing with prayer hands to the four 
elemental corners, to the entrance, and finally to the top and heart of the 
vesica, where two painted and embroidered flowers ressembling lotuses 
meet. 

I leave from the same aperture, fold my cloth, and put it away. 
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