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ON GOLDEN SHORE: A VISIONARY IMAGE 

Creative Portfolio Review 

Carol Duncan 

Introduction 

In this review of the Creative Portfolio I provide an account of the time leading up to the 

project, and the process of contemplation and preparation that preceded the presentation.  

I was seeking something to offer, but also searching for a depth of meaning and significance 

in the work.  Dirkx (1998) points out that imagination connects us, through its images, in a 

deep and profound way with the depth of our being, and that this is the path of soul or 

mythopoetic consciousness.  Holland and Garman (2008, 26) suggest that to engage in the 

mythopoetic search is to embark on a journey for greater understanding that motivates and 

satisfies us.  

The review of the journey has given me the opportunity to reflect upon my range of 

experiences and changing perspectives throughout the process.  Initially, when investigating 

the course content, I found the requirement to produce a piece of creative work 

unexpectedly challenging, and felt woefully ill equipped to produce anything which might be 

worthy of presentation and display.  I was overwhelmed by the range of possible forms 

which were suggested in the aims of the module, and convinced that I did not have the 

required skills to produce any of these; the creative process simply stalled. 

As the course unfolded, I considered various potential themes.  The image of the vesica 

piscis, the space created by two overlapping circles, presented itself synchronistically at 

several key times.  For me, it represented the liminal space between worlds, the “non-

where” location of Corbin’s mundus imaginalis (Voss, 2009), and the place from which the 

creative impulse springs.  I sought to honour this in some way, but had difficulty in finding 

an appropriate form in which to do so.  My preoccupation and anxiety about the form of the 

work were evident when the group met to consider ideas and intentions for the creative 

presentation day.  At that point I had no clear idea of how to proceed, and had not come to 

a decision about the content of my presentation.  Having just completed and submitted the 

Learning Journal Review, I felt completely exhausted imaginatively, creatively, and 

emotionally, and spoke about various possible ideas but had no idea of what I might present 
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on the day.  With a very few weeks to go, I felt certain that all would be well, but found it 

difficult to hold my nerve and trust that this would be so.  Fortunately, a solution presented 

itself “just in time”, and this is described more fully below. 

I now have an opportunity to take an overview of the entire process, from my initial 

impressions and reactions, through the sticky business of identifying what I could present, 

my experiences on the day, and subsequent thoughts, reflections, and changes in 

perspective which have ensued.  The journey outlined below leads from the preparation of 

the project through to the creative presentation itself.  Reflections follow on symbolism and 

meaning, including the application of the Four Senses hermeneutic to the levels of meaning 

inherent in the image.  I conclude with mention of the deeper issues which have arisen 

through this experience. 

Preparation  

Whilst engaged on this project, I pondered upon the nature of the act of creativity itself, and 

the relationship between the inner vision and the outer form.   At first I struggled with this, 

but then realised that I was approaching the project from the wrong direction, by focusing 

on the nature of the requirements of the finished product, rather than courting inspiration 

and seeing where it might lead me.  Clearly, the Muses were not co-operating. 

The development of the Creative Portfolio was a source of dread from the beginning.  On 

the one hand, my conscious rational mind found this quite extraordinary but, on the other, I 

was gripped by feelings of great anxiety and, ultimately, fear which overwhelmed me.  As I 

searched for inspiration about “what to do”, a multiplicity of ideas occurred in succession, 

and I explored each of these for some time before encountering a road block.  I was caught 

in a “Why Don’t You - Yes But” game with myself, as I rejected each possibility in turn. 

(Berne, 1964, 101)  YES, I could invite the whole group to take part in a guided visualisation 

– BUT I understood that this would not be adequate.   I could explore the theme of the 

vesica piscis, which had haunted me for years, and examine the area of overlap between 

two worlds and the creative space it opened up - BUT an exploration of sacred geometry 

was being offered by others, and I could not possibly have anything to add to this.  I could 

follow up on the theme of the Wisdom Tree which had emerged in my Learning Journal, and 

bring an actual tree into the room . . . . BUT this would not be good enough, and how could I 
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find inspiration for an image as the main part of my presentation?   Overall, what sort of 

creative artefact was I capable of producing, and was I willing to expose my sense of 

inadequacy and vulnerability in this way?   As time grew shorter, it became clear that I had 

to keep trusting that somehow something would come right.  I felt distressed and panicky, 

while at the same time determined that a solution would emerge, just hoping that this 

would happen soon, as time was running out.   

I attended the Creative Presentation Study Day with other members of the group, and 

confessed my sense of being backed into a corner, completely blocked and frustrated.  

Many helpful suggestions were made, but the “Yes But” script was still operating.  However, 

later that afternoon, I took the opportunity to spend a little time in the Cohort 3 session, 

where we were invited to do an exercise copying the outline of a face on a piece of paper.  

On the right hand side of the page I could see the outline of a face quite clearly, but 

immediately realised that, as I held my pencil in in my right hand, it would cover the line I 

was attempting to copy.  By trial and error, I found a way to overcome this difficulty by 

reaching round a little awkwardly so that I could still see the line and draw at the same time.   

The finished product was not an exact replica of the original but, I thought, quite 

recognisable.   When we were asked to work with a partner, my colleague immediately 

pointed out that my piece of paper was upside down, and I realised that I had completely 

misunderstood what was required.   When asked to copy the outline of a face, I had “seen” 

a face in the upside down line, and concentrated on finding a solution to the blockage 

created by my right hand.  This gave me much food for thought in the days which followed 

and, on reflection, provided a turning point in the development of the creative project. 

Had I been working on the project itself in an upside down way?   Was I creating difficulties 

through an essential misunderstanding of what was required?  During the exercise, it was 

mentioned that when there is rapid switching between left and right brain there may be 

conflict resulting in complete paralysis, and this was a good description of where I found 

myself.  I realised that maybe I had been approaching the creative project wrongly, through 

the left brain activity of “thinking up” a potential topic which could be presented in a way 

which I could find manageable, rather than the right brain activity of following the flow of 

the creative energy itself and looking back and reflecting upon it afterwards. 
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The Creative Portfolio 

Eventually I realised that I already possessed some artwork, a painting which I produced 

several years ago on a short course in Visionary Art.  I was interested in exploring the 

metaphorical significance of the images which had emerged.  The painting was full of 

meaningful symbols in terms of my personal life at that time, and had been a helpful 

companion since then.  Now I was in a position to revisit the picture with fresh eyes, and 

found that this was giving rise to even more possibilities and questions.  I realised that, as 

well as looking at how an image emerges, I also needed to consider how the onlooker 

“reads” an image as symbol, and how meaning may arise from a completed piece of work 

when it is “out there” in the world.  Is this not also a creative process?  To what extent does 

a personal metaphor carry archetypal meaning and have a transpersonal dimension?  How 

then might that bring the onlooker to a tropos or turning point, where allegorical becomes 

tropological, and universal meaning becomes personal and impactful to the individual?  By 

presenting this picture to the group, together with two other paintings done subsequently, I 

hoped that there might be an opportunity to discover more about this, and to learn more 

about how others might perceive the image and the impact which it might have on them.  

My intention was to present the three paintings, and in the introduction to relate the overall 

title “On Golden Shore” to the creative space of the vesica piscis and the mundus imaginalis.  

I also planned to outline my thoughts about the content of the first picture in some detail.  

However, these musings about possible meanings were somewhat diffused, and I realised 

that I was engaging with a theme which was proving difficult to pin down in words.  Some 

disciplined format was needed as a counterbalance, and I decided to invoke the aid of 

Saturn by adopting the orderly, somewhat terse, form of the haiku as a means of expressing 

my thinking.  A haiku is a Japanese form of verse with just three lines, the first of which has 

5 syllables, the second line 7 syllables, and the third line a further 5 syllables only.   I found it 

refreshingly rigorous to focus and condense my thoughts in this way, and eventually wrote 

and presented two series of haikus.  The first “On Golden Shore” deals with questions 

arising about what is being portrayed by the different parts of the picture.  The second, “The 

Floor Show of the Gods”, is concerned with the complex range of interpretations which 

results from differing perceptions, the conflict which may arise from competing versions of 

the “truth”, and the nature of illusion and the world of appearances.   
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ON GOLDEN SHORE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Head bowed and intense,  

Silently on golden shore 

Who is she who sits? 

 

Vegetation sprawls 

Dark bird with fiery wing 

Green man slumbering 

 

Arching above her 

  Tree, bird, eye, breast, or sickle 

Shelters or devours 

 

On the golden shore 

Place of liminality 

Salamanders flame 

 

Beyond the haven 

Distant light; a new day dawns 

Who is she who waits? 
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THE FLOOR SHOW OF THE GODS 

 

Images display    Witnessing our world 

Branching possibilities;   How do we identify, 

Meanings multiply.   Label what we see? 

 

Enigmatic forms    Which of us is right? 

Foster fresh alternative   What of commonality? 

Ambiguities.    How may we agree, 

 

What do we perceive   Share a point of view, 

As we gaze at neutral shapes?  Live in a reality 

What for us is true?   Shaped by me and you? 

 

    Understand that truth 

Lies beyond appearances, 

Floor show of the gods? 
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The Creation of the Image 

The creative process was profoundly contemplative and I remember how the first painting 

came from a very deep place and gave expression to almost visceral feelings, fuelled by a 

strong energy.  The initial circular sweeps of the brush were carried by a kind of centrifugal 

force that swept out from an intense central core, gathering and building energy, like a 

weight on the end of a string that would be released and flung far out and away.  The 

driving force behind these three pictures was an energy that longed for release.   

Oil paints were used on a very fine canvas, together with copious materials for removing 

paint.  The initial bold strokes were made with a wide brush, using the left hand.  The wet 

paint was then rubbed away, using rags and solvent, until only faint stains remained on the 

canvas.  At that point we were invited to stand back and view the marks from some yards 

away in a deeply meditative manner, until a shape or image started to emerge.  Then, with 

the right hand, we developed the perceived image with just a little more paint which, after a 

further standing back, was also removed.  Gradually, by repeating the process many times, 

slowly and painstakingly, the faint residual stains on the canvas built up, and from a range of 

vague possibilities a more definable image slowly appeared.  Out of a mass of random marks 

and lines, an image was gradually emerging.   From a place of deep contemplation, as faint 

hints were perceived and pursued, suggestions of defined shapes were coming into form.   

The Presentation 

I commenced my presentation in a theurgic manner, calling upon the assistance of the gods, 

honouring Neptune for shape-shifting vision, and paying respect to Saturn for assistance in 

bringing this into form.   

I proposed an interactive session with the group, inviting their responses to the artwork.  

Powerpoint slides had been prepared of the three paintings and of the two sets of haikus.     

I introduced the presentation by describing the starting point of the vesica piscis motif; how 

this had led me to a consideration of the liminal space between worlds described by the two 

overlapping circles, and how this could describe the mundus imaginalis of Henry Corbin, the 

imaginal realm from which creativity arises.  Explaining that I had been reflecting upon how 

an image initially emerges and subsequently communicates, I shared some ideas which I had 

been pondering.  The title “On Golden Shore” referred to the golden shore in the painting, 
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the in-between place between land and water, but also to the threshold between pairs of 

opposites, the place where inner and outer meet, and the location of the imagination, the 

third eye, the inner eye of vision.   

I showed the group the first painting, and asked them to take a few moments to consider 

what was in the picture and, if there were a story being told, what it might it be, suggesting 

that they jot down a few words or short phrases.  I then shared some of my own thoughts 

and associations with the various parts of the image, and read out the first set of haikus 

which describes a range of possible interpretations.  Next, the second and third paintings 

were displayed, and I asked whether these might change the narrative.  Did they find that 

the meaning of the first image had been modified in some way by the introduction of 

additional information?  After brief small group discussions, I hoped to receive some useful 

verbal responses.  However, I spontaneously followed a last-minute suggestion to ask the 

group to compose their responses in the form of haikus, and this took longer than the 

original plan.  As time was restricted, there was little opportunity to gather feedback from 

the group.  However, several people approached me later, and subsequent conversations 

helped me shift focus from the “branching possibilities” of multiple meanings to a much 

more holistic and archetypal view.   

An instant interpretation came from a colleague on the course, who declared that the three 

pictures represented Incubation, Transfiguration, and Resurrection.  It was suggested by 

several people that the first image was womblike, something which had not occurred to me 

before.  Others agreed that a title for the third picture might be “The Soul Flies Free”.  The 

comment which gave me most food for thought was that the first picture was an 

Annunciation.  This held deep significance for me.  Firstly, I could recognise elements in the 

picture which reminded me of early paintings of the Annunciation, with the seated virgin 

and the visiting angel.  In this case, the figure of the seated woman was being visited by little 

creatures of fire which had alighted on the golden shore.  This reminded me of how the 

unconscious may communicate through the fire of inner vision, Corbin’s “Eyes of Fire”. 

(Corbin, 1978, 1).  It is interesting to note that the first painting in the series was dated July 

1997, and the third painting nine months later, on Easter Day the following year.   

I had not intended to share my personal story of the events surrounding the time of painting 

these images.  However, I was asked to do so, and reluctantly shared with the group a little 
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about the major upheavals in my life which were to take place over the following couple of 

years.   In some way these images brought a foreshadowing of these life-changing events, 

and heralded a death and rebirth into an entirely new phase of life. 

Symbolism and Meaning 

As Plotinus stated “All teems with symbol; the wise man is the man who in any one thing 

can read another”. (Enneads II.3.7, cited in Voss, 2006, 22/23)  This opportunity to review 

the entire process of the creative project has enabled me to reflect upon the theme of 

symbols and their significance, together with the range of possible interpretations and 

different levels of meaning carried by the images, especially the first picture in the series.  

This has been my main interest in returning to this picture.  I have been concerned with 

seeing beyond my previous thinking and reflecting upon it, brooding upon the work, 

analysing the various components, aware of my own propensity for focus on detail and for 

perceiving parts rather than wholes.  Over the years, I have spent much time exploring a 

range of potential metaphors, associations, and reflections.   

What was the large figure on the left?  On some days it appeared to be a dead tree with a 

large knot-hole.  Had a branch been amputated in the past?  What might this signify?  On 

other days, I saw quite clearly a headless figure departing the scene but reaching backwards 

in a clawlike manner with a gesture that both sheltered and oppressed the seated woman.  

On a personal level, this interpretation could potentially lead to many fruitful hours with a 

therapist examining my relationship with my late mother.  However, an alternative 

perception of the same image was of an archetypally Saturnian figure, with connotations of 

ageing and death in juxtaposition to fresh green vegetation, enclosing and defining the 

space within which the main figure sits.  The sickle of Saturn as Old Father Time may even 

be perceived in the shape of the tree trunk and its roots.   

If those green shapes in the foreground were defined and perceived as large green leaves, 

this could lead to a range of possible connotations to do with luxuriant growth.  However, 

the interpretation of these shapes as a reclining figure, carrying a sense of inertia and sloth, 

could lead yet another train of associations.  Clearly, I could find a multiplicity of possible 

associations and trails to be followed.  As Corbin observed, “A symbol is never explained 

once and for all, but must be deciphered over and over again”. (Corbin, 1969, 14) 
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Levels of Meaning 

On this mythopoetic journey of meaning seeking, I sought understanding of the range of 

possible interpretations by locating my quest within the Four Senses hermeneutic, as 

outlined by Dante (undated letter, para 7).  I have found it helpful to compare my picture/s 

to his description of how the sense of his work “Paradiso” may be viewed as polysemantic, 

that is, of many senses.  For Dante the first sense comes from the letter; in this case the 

literal interpretation of the images.  I started from this level of understanding, musing upon 

the literal definition of the various components within the first image.  Some of these 

thoughts were expressed in the first set of haikus, which focus on the separate parts of the 

picture.  For example, the following verse concentrates on the large brown shape to the left 

of the figure, and examines a variety of possible interpretations: 

Arching above her 
Tree, bird, eye, breast, or sickle 
Shelters or devours 

From “reading” the picture as a series of separate parts, each of which could have a range of 

possible meanings, a huge range of possibilities opens up, and I expressed this in the second 

set of haikus: 

Images display 
Branching possibilities; 
Meanings multiply. 

Enigmatic forms 
Foster fresh alternative 
Ambiguities. 

At the literal level of interpretation, the image fragmented into ever-increasing complexity, 

with no sense of integration or unity.  In the second set of haikus, this theme of lack of unity 

led to a consideration of the illusory nature of the world of appearances, and the realisation 

that “truth lies beyond appearances” which are simply “a floor show” for the gods. 

To arrive at Dante’s second sense, that of allegory, I asked the group:  If the picture were 

telling a story what might this be?  From the neuroscientific perspective, this related to a 

shift from left to right brain activity, moving from a focus on the parts towards the 

emergence of a “whole”. (McGilchrist, 2009, 49)    I was aware that I had been taking a very 

analytical approach to the painting over the years since its creation, and found that this 
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mindset was affecting my understanding of its significance.  I felt that the painting had more 

to teach me, and welcomed the opportunity for fresh eyes to view it so that different 

perspectives might emerge.  The image had come from a deeply unconscious place and I 

knew that it carried archetypal symbolism.  I needed to understand the story or myth which 

it was portraying, and was encouraged by Jung’s observation that “The more the critical 

reason dominates, the more impoverished life becomes; but the more of the unconscious, 

and the more of myth we are capable of making conscious, the more of life we integrate.”  

(Jung, 1963, 333). 

Cornelius discusses Jung’s view on the symbol that it “points to an unknown content which 

of its nature cannot be otherwise or better represented”, remarking that for Jung the 

symbol presents as a true match for an unknown content, and invites consciousness to test 

itself against that unknown content. (Cornelius, 2003, p286)  He also notes, in the context of 

meaningful coincidence (Jung’s synchronicity), a remark made by Vindicianus in 

correspondence with his friend St Augustine about “a certain higher faculty of the soul, of 

which we are unconscious” which “seizes on the occasion to inform us of something we 

should know”. (ibid, p194)  By seeking the aid of the group about the story depicted in the 

paintings, I was taking the opportunity to discover and bring into consciousness more of 

that “unknown content” which a “certain higher faculty of the soul” had used the paintings 

to communicate. 

The third sense, the tropological or moral of the story, whilst conveying a recognisably 

universal theme, also carried a more personal message for me.   Comments from the group 

spoke of the archetypal quality of the images and this led me to recognise its significance in 

relation to the unfolding of events in my own life.  The resonance set up by this recognition 

prompted me to consider the production of the pictures in terms of other paradigms, such 

as astrological factors which confirm that the images indicated the imminence of a major 

turning point in my life at the time.   

The paintings had come from a deeply contemplative place within, and I had known from 

the start that they spoke of the soul, depicted as either sheltered or trapped in the first 

picture, moving forward cautiously in the second, and soaring in the third.  When I read 

Dante’s description of the anagogical sense of his work as depicting “the leave taking of the 

blessed soul from the slavery of this corruption to the freedom of eternal glory” I realised 
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that this could be borrowed as an apt description of my series of three paintings, and that 

they would continue to speak to me for the rest of this life.   

Conclusion 

The experience of presenting the creative portfolio has led me to a deeper understanding of 

many things.  It has confirmed yet again that how we experience the world will depend 

upon our level of insight.  As Plotinus and Ficino pointed out, literal thinking binds the soul 

to the material world, and shackles us to our illusions. (Voss, 2006, 23). 

Hillman (1983, 73) describes the act of painting an image or speaking with it in a poem as 

dulia, an act of service to the image.  By revisiting and exploring this image, I hope that I 

have done so in the spirit of dulia, acting in service to the image and what it had to convey 

from a certain higher faculty of the soul. 

Overall, I trust that I have followed the advice of Versluis (2004, 19) in “allowing an 

imaginative process to take place within, exteriorising it through a work of art in which 

others can participate, and in that work projecting a mesocosmic creative realm in which we 

can recognise aspects of ourselves anew”. 
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