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Painting the Daimon  

 
“Come away, O human child! 

To the waters and the wild 

With a faery, hand in hand, 

For the World’s more full of weeping  

Than you can understand.”    

W B Yeats 

 

 

 
Over the Bay 2011                

 

 

“You never enjoy the world aright til the  

Sea itself floweth in your veins, 

Til you are clothed with the heavens and 

Crowned with the stars”   

Thomas Traherne 
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Lisa Hawkins 
Creative Presentation write up 

 
 

The Laughter of the Universe – In search of the Daimon 

“And what I saw it seemed, was the laughter of the universe. 

So, drunkenness for me came in through hearing and, no less through sight”. 
Dante Alighieri 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Whilst painting, I feel a profound connection to my environment; this is not a regular event in day-to-

day life, and it often feels almost like a religious experience.  So, what is happening?  Why and how 

can I switch to a different mode of seeing?  Many scholars have theories on transcendental states, and 

I take a short journey below through Neoplatonism, Sufism and Psychotherapy to help my 

understanding.  I find writing about these experiences and about painting helps me to understand 

myself and, as Aristotle says, “to know yourself is the beginning of wisdom”.    

There is a pattern to producing a good painting.  To have enough time is a pre-requisite and there 

should time to write, be frustrated and bored, act on intuition and be playful.  When I can spend my 

days in the landscape, I indulge my imagination and often it feels as if the trees and bushes have a 

message to tell me, that they too have a spirit, or are ‘ensouled’.   Painting is a lonely activity.  

Christopher Neve (1990, p106) writing about Lowry says he was versed in loneliness and that was why 

he painted supremely lonely paintings, I agree with him when he says that the introspection and 

‘pointlessness’ of the activity makes you feel quite insecure.   When you feel the need to paint, you 

just work and afterwards when people react you understand what your true subject was.  For Lowry 

it was loneliness, for me it may be sadness or loss, as I am drawn to melancholy. 

I picked up a book to read with my coffee in the gardens.  It was Dante’s “Love that moves the sun and 

other stars”, Canto III from the Divine Comedy describing his ascent into Heaven and I read the 

following passage, which poetically explained the feeling of being alone with nature: 

 “You baby!” she said “don’t worry or wonder,  
To see me smile at all these ponderings. 
Those feet are not yet steady on the ground of truth. 
Your mind, from habit, turns round to a void. 
And yet those beings that you see are true, 
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Bound here below for vows they disavowed. 
So speak to them. And hear and trust their words. 
The light of truth that feeds them with its peace  
will never let their feet be turned awry.”  

 

Part 1: Trying to Understand what I Experience. 

When I begin to work, I do not plan the composition but allow the subject and the place to speak 

through me, leaving brush-marks, gestures and colour almost to chance; sometimes something simply 

flies off the brush as if waiting to be born.    Cheetham (2015) says that the scholar of Islamic Sufism, 

Henry Corbin, found resonances between Sufi mysticism and Heidegger’s analysis of phenomenology.  

A passage on page 5 describes how Heidegger’s phenomenological concept of Dasein is: 

 “an analysis of how phenomena appear.  This is not an attempt to reduce or explain 

one thing or appearance by another.  The aim is the disclosure, the uncovering, of that 

which shows itself in the appearances.”  

This practice in Corbin’s work on Sufism allows him to:  

“make real, to “valorize” as he likes to say, the worlds of other times and other 

cultures.  He will move in worlds where the basic conditions are radically different 

from those of the modern west” (p.5 para4) 

This idea of being able to move between worlds and uncover is key to how I paint.  I want to look at 

the landscape as it is but paint it as it makes me feel.  I want it to speak to me.  Corbin (1997, p184) 

says that the Divine Being yearns to be known and it is a “sadness of the primordial solitude that make 

Him yearn to be revealed as Himself”.  In His yearning to be known He created the creatures and things 

in our world and named them with the divine Names as a way for us to know Him via our senses.  

These divine Names suffer anguish in non-knowledge because no-one names them, Corbin says the 

“origin, the beginning is determined by love, which implies a movement of ardent desire on the part of 

him who is in love”.    

Vincent Van Gogh said that painting. for him, was a profound act of love, “I always think that the best 

way to know God is to love many things.”  (Roskill 1997).  Many artists have known that it is ‘love’ that 

moves them to work. 

The imagination as an intermediary between thought and being (Corbin, 1998) has been present in 

the philosophy of the Renaissance, Romanticism and in Islamic Sufism.  Corbin named this the 

“Mundus Imaginalis” to distinguish it from imagination as something not real, or made-up.  He felt it 
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was real and it was “magical intermediary between thought and being” (p179), the place where you 

meet the divine. 

At times the landscape feels as if it lives in me, rather like Wordsworth re-visiting his sea of golden 

daffodils in his mind’s eye, except the images are fleeting and indiscernible, unnameable and out of 

my grasp.  In the words of R M Rilke “Le monde est grand, mais en nous il est profond comme la mer”, 

so it feels when you spend time alone attempting to translate the feelings the landscape evokes.  

Bachelard (1994) in his essay Infinite Immensity, says that daydreaming has the effect of transporting 

the dreamer to a “world that bears the mark of infinity” that we are connected through mythologies 

and direct experience to the landscape we find ourselves at home in.  In this ‘daydreaming’, I become 

conscious of the history of my location, which seems to live simultaneously with the present.   There 

is evidence all around pointing to the way in which these lands have been lived in the past, and, if I 

allow this evidence to speak, I am able to see how a piece of fenland used to be a channel cutting off 

the Isle of Thanet from the mainland. I can imagine the deep caves hundreds of metres below carved 

out of the chalk and I can see the smugglers bringing their tobacco onto the beach on a night, battered 

by the rough seas.   The desolate windswept clifftops now civilized and populated by homes are once 

again bleak and dangerous.  All this seems to be present at the same time, the physical evidence along 

with mythologies fuse together in the imagination, so we learn about that place. 

It is possible to “flip” between the symbolic and the literal, to see the landscape as ‘ensouled’ on the 

one hand and at other times simply as a route to drive through to get to work.  You could not spend 

your whole life in reverie, but you must also be pragmatic.   Ian McGilchrist (2009) would say this is a 

very right brain activity, which is concerned with relationships and interconnectedness; it perceives 

the world as a living, inter-connected whole.  Since the Enlightenment and the banishing of 

enchantment from our lives, there is a tendency to fragment things into a Cartesian mechanical 

universe, which he attributes to the activity of the left-brain, which has a tendency to grasp at things 

that “have already been prioritised”, whereas the right controls where that attention is oriented 

(McGilchrist p44).  This orientation can be described as the way in which the attention chooses 

naturally which things in the landscape are important and which are not.  It is interesting to note once 

something has been painted, and you return to the canvas, what objects loom large, and which fade 

from view.   It shows where your attention lies.  McGilchrist (p199) says that “the left hemisphere 

knows things the right hemisphere does not know, just as the right knows things of which the left 

hemisphere is ignorant”.  By painting and using imagination we can find a realm where the two meet 

and converse to produce something ‘other’.   
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Civilised man no longer seems to have the ability to flip between these two ways of knowing easily 

and with conviction (McGilchrist).  At one time, it was easy to attach mythological importance to a 

glade or a mountain and still carry on your daily life but no longer.  Since the enlightenment, everything 

has been reduced to matter, with soul being relegated to superstition.  Fairy stories are all very well 

and elves may live in the forests when you are a child, but it is not acceptable to think this way as an 

adult.  In society in the 21st Century, it would be seen to be naïve and stupid.  Enchantment, magic, 

call it what you will – it is the key ingredient of a life which transcends the mundane and we could 

argue that only the artist or poet is allowed to be enchanted, and even required to be, in order to be 

able to do his work. 

Through this enchantment, you can tune into subtle messages from the subconscious or, the daimon.  

Plutarch, Plotinus, Jung, Plato, Ibn Arabi, each have their own answers to the experience of visions 

and gnostic insight, which come to you, but is not dependent upon external stimuli.  Ficino (2006, 

p163) says: 

“to live well and prosper, first know your natural bent, your star, your genius, and the place 

suitable to these; live here.  Follow your natural profession.” 

He advocates we look at the heavens to follow the “lord of your horoscope”.   If we are to believe the 

Platonic doctrine that the guardian of our life, our daemon, is assigned by our own personal star to 

help us find the tasks to which we are born, we should scrutinise our natural bent to discover our 

natural work, our own star and daemon. 

Plutarch says in the Myth of Timarchus that Socrates’ understanding was so pure, free from passion 

and sensitive that he could respond at once to what reached out to him.  Most people are at the mercy 

of external events, which drown out quiet voices of our daemons and if we do hear something, a 

rationalisation sets in to dismiss the hunch or intuition.  Plutarch states that in sleep, our soul can 

faintly feel or perceive the higher powers and these powers speak to us not in words and language 

but in the “unuttered words of a daemon making voiceless contact with intelligence by their sense 

alone”.  Only the pure can meet and mingle with the pure, and prayer is a vehicle for this.   

A passage on the Heliotrope and its prayer, attributed to Proclus (Corbin p105), illustrates this 

voiceless contact, saying that all things pray according to the rank it occupies in nature 

“… the Heliotropes movements are a Hymn to its King, a prayer and the flower’s 

sympathy with its angel.  Its impulse culminates in a transcendency which it shows 

without the help of language”  
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This passage concerns the “dialectic of love” or the community between the visible and the invisible 

beings.  It is tropos, or heliopathy between the flower and its Angel.  For me this sympathy manifests 

itself in the act of allowing certain objects to take a larger role in my attention.  The things I am most 

attracted to paint are speaking to me in an act of passion in which the soul can orient itself to its own 

Angel or Daimon. 

This makes the painting almost a ‘religious’ piece of work, much in the way a devotional poem might 

be.  Ficino (2006 p.172) says “…. that clothing and other products of art Do receive a particular quality 

from a star.  Thomas Aquinas confirms in his book “on Fate” and you will affirm it “  

Words seem to have a kind of brutality, which often miss the point – they are not a tool I can easily 

use, but brush strokes have an ambiguity that I enjoy.  According to Plutarch, the soul needs training 

until it becomes quiet and obedient enough to hear its daimon.  The smells, sights and sounds I 

encounter when out in the field, can have a misleading effect if you allow yourself to be drawn to 

them and moved by them alone.  So, there must be an attempt to still these passions and the 

phenomenological approach does that – it allows me to attempt to still the mind in a meditation or 

ritual, hopefully resulting in a kind of hermeneutics of the Soul. 

Part 2: The Preparation for Painting and the Journal. 

In preparation for painting, I keep a small black sketchbook or journal, in which I note all my thoughts 

whilst reading, poetry, fiction and theory.  Anything that comes to mind or strikes me as relevant goes 

in there together with drawings. The drawings are from my imagination, and seldom from life and 

they often take the shape of mandalas, which can be coloured black and white or simply linear and 

began whilst I was reading Carl Jung.  Previously drawings were to aid to memory or were abstract 

impressions of the phenomena I encountered.   However, these drawings took on a much more 

structured form once I started to practice active imagination and to delve into the Self.  Some of them 

were reactions to reading, or to dreams and others were semi abstract attempts to have a ‘snapshot’ 

of a particular emotion thus giving the emotion a concrete form and making it seem more 

understandable and less uncontrollable.  Some just urgently wanted to “be created” and it has 

resulted in a very useful tool for painting and writing.  They are a kind of mind-map.  I am often struck 

that the drawings echo a state of mind so powerfully, there are organic structures and geometric 

shapes, sometimes figures appear but not often.     

I have had some difficult emotional situations, and reading Jung made me want to confront my 

demons, my shadow and to bring it to the forefront.  I had wanted to see how far into the subconscious 

I could delve and if I could indeed enter the underworld, as Jung believed he did, and speak with the 
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dead for the dead must have much to say.  I cannot say if I did this to any extent, but I found that it 

gave me a stronger sense of self, and a greater understanding into my reactions to things.  This meant 

that when I returned to painting and once again was able to immerse myself in the landscape, 

experiencing the landscape as ensouled and seeing ‘the Gods’ in the trees and grasses I felt more 

grounded. 

Painting begins with a ritual, this to make me feel centred and to treat my subject with respect giving 

it a sense of seriousness and I list below the stages. 

• A feeling or need to express something, often just out of sight and out of reach.  It is an 

oblique feeling and demands an expression. 

• Finding a subject, preferably a well-loved spot. 

• Field trips, spending time there and feeling the locus genii.  

•  Choosing the correct shape canvas for the subject 

• Preparation of canvas.  Very important, and the beginning of ritual.  Making the stretchers, 

preparing the rabbit skin glue heating it up to the correct consistency, painting the linen, the 

odd smells and textures, the mess.  Allowing it to dry at which point the canvas becomes like 

a drum and has a satisfying sound when “pinged”.  Two coats of oil primer and waiting for it 

to dry.  

•  Gathering outdoor clothing, seating and setting up on site. 

• Reading matter. 

• Sketchbook and notebook; the correct type of pen. 

• Setting out the paint tubes in rows, white, yellows, oranges, reds and scarlets, violets and 

blues then greens and pthalo and Prussian colours. 

• Placing the colours on the palette and spending time with brushes and palette knives, mixing 

the paint to the correct consistency and experimenting with colour.  

•  Looking at the subject, hopefully for some time before beginning the composition, at first 

with deliberation and then with a feeling of urgency to convey the sensations.    

• Immersing myself and hearing the sounds and sights, wind, birdsong, cars, smells, touch of a 

plant leaf or a small insect. 

This can take some time, and I do not really think of anything in particular, trying to still my mind.   For 

me, a painting which has been ‘over-thought’ will often turn out badly.  However, if you allow the 

work to speak to you and to tell you what it needs, not allowing the outcome to be too prescriptive it 

can sometimes take a turn for the best.  Often, when you have been working for a while on a canvas 

you realise that you need to change a whole area of it.  However, if you allow the painting to become 
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out of control good results can often be achieved.  It can be quite emotional, and you pit yourself 

against your shadow that tells you all the while that you cannot do this; what makes you think you 

can?! 

Part 3 The Canvasses:  

Flowers on a windowsill 

I had been reading about an artist that I particularly admire, Winifred Nicholson.  Her typical subject 

was a bunch of simple flowers on a windowsill with a view into the far distance.  Her love of colour 

and her feeling that it was an analogy for the spiritual were visionary in their own unpretentious way.  

I love the simplicity of them and the juxtaposition of the interior and exterior, microcosm and 

macrocosm, the small and the vast and this was my initial idea for the series of paintings.  I had an 

early flowering geranium and placed it at a windowsill from which I had a view over Ramsgate and 

which I felt was rather special.  I began painting and found the shapes immediately, for me the scale 

of the painting was unusual as I have not often painted this size, but the smallness of the canvas helped 

me to make it intimate.  Outside, I could see the far greenery and the wonderful shapes of the houses 

and rooftops as they seemed to “tumble” down the hill, the light often glinting blindingly where it 

catches a wet roof or a window and the spires of churches pointing to the sky and breaking the horizon.  

It reminded me of an industrial town.  It was a windy April afternoon and seagulls popped into view 

holding their tail feathers in such a way as to steady themselves in the afternoon wind and floating 

directly outside the window.  Like a message from God I thought, augury, I and quickly painted them 

in with a few strokes.  The painting emerged like a phoenix and seemed to come from no-where.  All 

aspects of it were perfect to my vision.  It was as if it appeared fully formed.  

This was encouraging because after two years of not painting and battling to rebuild my life, I 

wondered if I could still paint.   

Ode to Mars. 

The best views from the windows are from my son’s bedroom and on the top landing of the house.  I 

did not feel I could perch myself there, as it is their floor and it felt intrusive, so I decided to paint the 

Jade plant I have in the window in my bedroom.  The view from this window is dull; all I can see are 

the houses opposite.   However, if I turn my head and look sideways out of the bay window, I can see 

down the hill and to the sea, but I couldn’t position myself or the subject to see the sea.  Instead, I 

thought I could paint about the shades of green and white that were in front of me and looked so cool 

and refreshing.  I also thought I could somehow convey the fact that the sea is very close 

atmospherically.  I have two ceramic fish, which live on the painted white blanket box in front of the 
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window where the plant is, and I tend to use this area as a kind of “altar” for burning candles and 

incense and meditation.  It faces east which feels right, to pray to the sun as it rises, and to give thanks.  

Once I began, I realised that it was a mistake and I had no interest in the pale green and white, the 

view from the window or even the form of the plants and fish.  I continued deciding to add some 

wildflowers this did not work either – it is no use painting about something that does not interest you 

at all.  It was a learning curve; my first painting had been so fruitful that my ego took over somewhat 

and I thought I would be able to make anything work.  Of course, that is not the way I work.  The 

painting and subject have to speak to me to convey something that is already in my psyche, to mirror 

it in such a way that inside becomes outside and vice versa.  I wasted much paint and time painting 

things in and then out again, adding depth, taking it away and flattening the objects on the canvas.  In 

my anger, I began to think about frustration, determination and the sea.  At that point, I blotted the 

white out with blue and purple and then orange.  The painting worked; it was not what I had intended 

but I had allowed the feelings inside to become manifest on the canvas.  Hence, it being called Ode to 

Mars, a triumph of determination. 

Pegwell Bay 

I wanted to get out in the early sunshine surrounded by the countryside, so I drove to Pegwell Bay and 

found a spot away from the walkers amongst the early grasses and trees, which had just burst into 

leaf.  The spot was not initially interesting visually, but it was a beautiful place to sit.  I became 

interested in the orange bushes, the sunlight on the trees and grass contrasting the dark undergrowth 

near which I was seated.  The painting was quickly executed as I had forgotten to bring some rags or 

white paint and this made it difficult and I went home with a strange record of the place, not visually 

accurate but an aide memoire.  I left the painting for a while whilst I worked on some other canvasses 

and went back to it, re-visiting it in my memory, and transformed into a hot summer day when the 

butterflies crowd around and the bushes and trees grow blousy and gaudy with the sunshine. It was 

enjoyable to find this image in my mind’s eye and translate it into paint. 

Hawthorn in St Peters Churchyard. 

I became very preoccupied with the profusion of hawthorn blossom, which seemed to be everywhere, 

the scent was intoxicating, and the pink and white and yellow flowers were abundant heralding the 

glorious month of May.  The hawthorn falls under the auspices of Mars and that made me wonder 

how a warlike plant with its spiky branches could also be so sensuous.  Hawthorn reminds me of my 

childhood, we had a huge tree in our garden, and I spent all my time outside with the plants and the 

birds and insects where I would wonder and marvel at the tree-ness of trees or the bird-ness of the 
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birds.  I recall picking a bunch of hawthorn flowers and one of the spikes landed in my eye, so I ran in 

to my nan who said it served me right for picking flowers.  I remember it hurt.   

I wanted to paint that memory, my childhood home, my nan, the smells and strangeness of my 

childhood which was loving but lonely. I lived in an odd Victorian house in which both my dad and 

grandad had died, that overlooked a golf course and cemetery whee my family’s ashes were scattered.  

The house had a huge cellar.  I thought it was haunted, but I also felt it was a special place.  I headed 

to the churchyard in Broadstairs, which has a wonderful wild part with flowers and grass and hawthorn 

and propped myself up amongst the graves and took in my surroundings, feeling rather drugged by 

the whole thing.  I noted down the important things that drew my attention, birds, a flower that 

seemed to shine bright in the shadows, dogs, sounds and smells.   

I painted quickly and this one arrived in a flash. 

Fishing lake in the rain. 

It rained and rained.  I found I wanted to go out into the downpour to find a fishing lake that I pass on 

the way to work so I gathered all my rain kit together and headed out to Sandwich.  After much driving 

around and ending up down funny little roads that ran alongside the river, I found the place.  I had to 

climb over some fences as it was private property, and I placed my stool and canvas and paints under 

a tree.  I was so wet that even my underwear was sodden, but I wanted very much to paint there in 

those conditions.  I had painted in the rain before but not his heavy and I did not realise that the paint 

would not stick to the canvas, but I persevered and came away with a funny little record of the 

afternoon and a feeling of contentedness with being in the elements and by the water.  

Once I got home, I worked into the painting when it had dried but I felt I needed to leave the rawness 

to remind me how it felt to be out in the rain with the watery sprites. 

Conclusion 

Making the paintings made me think about how I also need to be grounded when I paint, not to just 

be up there with the gods in the imagination, but also with myself in a kind of marriage of heaven and 

hell.  I mention above that I happened across Dante’s Divine Comedy and had been reading the ascent 

into Heaven, and during research into what happens during painting and I discovered that Jung had 

been reading the same book but had been concerned with the descent into Hell whilst he was writing 

his Red book.  I found this synchronistic and made me put the two together as parts of the same whole.   

The battle is between the ego and the self and consciousness against listening to the signs of the gods 
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and allowing a sense of grace.  This fight is a constant one for me when painting and makes a huge 

difference to the outcome of the work if you acknowledge it.    
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