MA MYTH, COSMOLOGY AND THE SACRED

‘Drawn to the Daimon —Encounters with the Imaginal through Active Imagination’
A Creative Project Review

By Stuart Gilbert

Introduction

Like many others, whether they be artists, diviners or religious devotees, at times I ve definitely had
the palpable sense of some ideas and images coming from elsewhere , from outside of myself, as if

they have an autonomy and life of their own. This sense of receiving some kind of inspiration or
guidance from an ‘other’ intelligence or creative muse, is so commonly described in imaginative art
and literature as to be almost ubiquitous. These numinous ‘others’ have been given many names;
higher intelligences, angels, spirit beings, or ancestor spirits. More recently, adopting terms from
depth psychology, they have been described as autonomous, archetypal aspects arising from within
an unconscious psyche. But for the Greeks of antiquity these intermediary beings, dwelling within
an imaginal realm between mankind and the gods, were known as daimons. (Voss and Rowlandson,
2013, pp.1-2).

For the creative project I wanted to explore daimonic sources of inspiration within my own creative
experience and how these encounters can be understood within a mythopoetic framework, both as a
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way of amplifying the personal dimensions of the encounters, as well as situating them within a
broader cultural context. The project arose out of a pronounced sense of personal creative tension
that I had wrestled with for many years prior to undertaking the MA. This had constellated around
what I had always felt to be a natural vocation for visual arts on the one hand, and the deeper,
unexpressed needs of the soul on the other. This tension had reached a point where I had started to
feel very creatively blocked and jaded with my professional work as a painter. There was a divide
between any kind of personal inner work or spiritual practice, and the kind of instruction I had
received at art college; a training specifically geared towards serving the demands of a mainstream,

‘commercial’ art marketplace.1

Moreover, I had come to feel that in part, my own desire to keep the spiritual side hidden and
private has no doubt played a part in this. I feared too much exposure to that side, and even now the
thought of baring the soul which any work of the heart may require, is uncomfortable for me. My
intent for the creative project was that it would, at best, facilitate some kind of healing of these two
worlds that have been keep apart and ideally bridge the uncomfortable gap between them.

In The Wounded Researcher, Robert Romanyshyn notes the way in which a researcher is often
‘claimed’ by their work in a way that compels their attention. He argues that there is always some
kind of unconscious dynamic process functioning between the researcher and their work, that they
remain in a ‘complex, myth, dream or fantasy’ regarding their subject. (Romanyshyn, 2021, p.1356). Within what he calls the ‘transference field’, this dynamic is active in much the same way as it
might play out between a lover and their beloved. He emphasises the importance of acknowledging
this dynamic whilst using an ‘imaginal approach’ in order to bring as much conscious awareness to
the process as possible. (Ibid, p.135-6). He also argues that the ‘work’ can reveal forgotten parts of
ourselves, remnants that have not been integrated. Something lingers on, some unfinished
business . It is the researcher s attention to this that characterises what he calls an ‘imaginal’
approach to research. (Ibid, p.82).
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These concerns had been reiterated upon reading Iain McGilchrist comments on our contemporary art
world. In The Master and his Emissary, he lays bare many of the failings of a culture that has lost the sense
of ‘beauty’ in art, in stark contrast to earlier eras:
Art, too,—can easily become glib, too comforting, or used to announce wealth or status —and therefore become
inauthentic... we are involved in doing away with incarnate works of art: metaphor and myth have been replaced
...by a concept. We have an art of ideas, theories, and statements —or of resounding emptiness, that we are
invited to fill with our own meanings.” (McGilchrist, 2019, p.444).
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Romanyshyn advises using ‘transference dialogues’ to access deeper, unconscious aspects of the
psyche, as well as making sufficient space for the work so that a sense of ‘playing with the
possibilities’ can be introduced. By surrendering questions about what the work is really
concerning, any unfinished business can emerge. A ritual space is created where the researcher and
their work can playfully enter this imaginal realm. Here the researcher has stepped away from their
habitual ego relationship to the work. Subsequently, the dialogues allow for a play in which the
separation between the researcher and the work are mediated by the ‘reveries’ and images that
emerge from this imaginal space. (Romanyshyn, 2013, p.137).

Here, he adapts the work of Henri Corbin on the theophanic or Active Imagination. In Alone with
the Alone, Corbin had described the ‘imaginal’ as the ‘magical intermediary between thought and
being, incarnation of thought in image and presence of the image in being.’ (Corbin, 1997, p.179).
In the neoplatonic cosmos, this is the intermediary place where dreams, visions and spiritual beings
are given form in a visionary image. Here, the emanations of the spiritual realm are given
perceptible appearance and the physical world looses some of its corporeality allowing its
immaterial essential qualities to be perceived. Corbin draws a clear distinction between this kind of
theophanic imagination and the merely fantastical. (Ibid, p.188). It is this intermediary nature that is
the ‘essential function of the Active Imagination’. (Ibid). For Corbin, it is here that Angels, daimons
and spiritual beings take on ‘apparitional forms’ and where ‘pure concepts and sensory data meet
and flower into personal figures prepared for the events of spiritual dramas’. (Ibid, p.189).

In The Secret Life of Statues, (2006, p.12), Angela Voss had described how in neoplatonic
metaphysics, theurgic practices were a means by which appropriate images could serve as
‘receptacles’ for the gods, attracting as ‘baits’ the Platonic Ideas that had been pervasively sown
throughout the anima mundi or ‘world soul’. As Plotinus had observed—

...those ancient sages, who sought to secure the presence of divine beings ...showed insight into the
nature of the All; they perceived that, though this Soul is everywhere tractable, its presence will be
secured all the more readily when an appropriate receptacle is elaborated ...serving like a mirror to
catch an image of it.” (Plotinus, Ennead, IV.3.11)

This sense in which the artistic work can be a vessel for an intelligence that is profoundly ‘other’
than our habitual sense of self, seemed to me to be a very important means of understanding these
numinous inspirations.
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I’d been powerfully moved during one of the MA tasks at Canterbury Cathedral that utilised C.G.
Jung’s —Active Imagination, and Marie Angelo’s— Splendor Solis: Inviting the image to teach,
(Harvest, 2005, pp.13-34). Angelo had advocated taking the technique from the therapeutic setting
and using it within a transformative education pathway. Whilst making drawings within the
Cathedral, I’d received a strong visionary encounter that I experienced as a theophany. Prior to the
exercise, I’d occasionally worked with a couple of different methods of Active Imagination. Firstly,
by means of written dialogues with the inner figures which have emerged as part of my personal
journaling or creative writing. Secondly, I would use sketchbooks for a form of intuitive or

‘automatic’ drawing. This method is something akin to the process of automatic writing; involving
a temporary suspension of the discerning, critical mind to allow a ‘stream of consciousness’ content
to flow onto the page.2
Ever since the Cathedral experience I’d wanted to explore this further and see if it could provide
insight into why I’d been so conflicted in both my creative and spiritual life. I felt that this kind of
process was capable of releasing something that would either provide an outlet for both, or
transform them in some as yet unknown way. I resolved that I would make a series of finished
paintings that were directly derived from the automatic drawings. In addition, these could be
combined with Romanyshyn’s ‘transference dialogues’, to provide both a Plotinian ‘receptacle’ and
a ‘voice’ for any personified figures that might emerge.

Encounter

Archetypal psychologist James Hillman, writing in Healing Fictions, had noted how:
When an image is fully realised —fully imagined as a living being other than myself —then it
becomes a psychopompos, a guide with a soul having its own inherent limitation and necessity...that
specific one which has come to me pregnant with significance and intention, a necessary angel as it
appears hear and now and which teaches the hand to represent it, the ear to hear, and the heart how to
respond. (Hillman, A Blue Fire, 1991, p.56).

It was with such guidance in mind that I began making preparations for Active Imagination. As I
looked within, I asked to be shown the source of my creativity. An image appeared within the
mind s eye and in my journal I recorded what I saw and the immediate impressions:
2

See Appendix for full description.
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...A Blakean creature, androgynous, enigmatic. Scaled or feathered, green-gold, shimmering and laced
with lines of fire! A magnificent chimera; part male, part female, part human, part lion, part bird, part
reptile. Ageless. (Private journal entry, 2020).

I determined that this image would become the first developed painting, a portrait of the daimon—
or at least as close as I could get to it in a representational form. Although a dialogue followed, I
haven’t included a transcript of the conversation, instead I’m presenting certain key features. The
initial encounter had been something of an ordeal, as I was effectively rebuked with regard to my

attitude, which was treated as too superficial and narrow. After this, things became threatening. I
was being challenged to offer an unconditional devotion to this ‘being’. Any other concerns were
dismissed as ‘excuses’. I had a strong sense that I was being tested and that I really needed to hold
my ground and defend my position. I felt it was important that I retain what Jeremy Naydler refers
to as ‘autonomous moral agency’. (2009, pp.174-182). I should be ‘neither ordering these persons
about nor yielding to them full sway’, especially when I don’t know who, or what, these inner
figures are. (Hillman, 1991, p.49).
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I felt I had to insist on the validity and sacredness of all aspects of life, both the inner life of the soul
and the outer life of one’s daily concerns.3 I was reminded of a line of poetry: ‘For everything that
lives is holy, life delights in life...’ (Blake, America, plate 8). That was evidently the right approach
and the tone changed after that. It was as if we respected each other a little more and could
commune on friendlier terms. I was invited to offer creative work, large or small, as a kind of
‘devotional service’. There was a strong emphasis on the cultivation of a correct attitude. I made a
commitment to offer this kind of service but explained that I must respect all the other commitments
to my outer life. The kind of tension that now remained between these two opposing demands felt

much more wholesome and I was reconciled to this decision.

By early autumn I had finished the first portrait of the daimon and was able to present it to my
tutors and fellow students at the proposal day. The response was very interesting, in part because
the portrait was placed on a small easel next to me. One of the comments was regarding the tangible
sense of ‘doubleness’ as I sat next to the portrait. It was suggested that it was not so much that I had
painted the daimon, but more like it had painted me! Was this the divine-double or ‘Angel’, that
Corbin had frequently referred to? I felt I had achieved much in capturing a likeness of the daimon,
moreover, the portrait formed a powerful bond between us. Indeed, it was a dominant presence in
my studio!

However, I still had to ask myself some searching questions. What was it, in essence, that drew me
towards the daimon? Had I been seeking something otherworldly, an ecstatic escape from the
humdrum of daily life? Was I looking for something special, something that would mark me out as
particularly fortunate to have been so honoured with a ‘divine’ encounter? I wrestled with the
thought that this was a personification of some aspect of my own psyche, not a ‘metaphysical’
presence. Yet that didn’t feel right or match what I really felt was happening; that this was a kind of
initiatory process that I was now committed to for good or ill. Ultimately, I felt that such questions
were redundant and too rational, after all, it might be both.4

Eros and Psyche

3

As Proclus had stated in On the Priestly Art—‘All things are full of gods...For what is in the One-before-all
makes its appearance in all...’ (in Copenhaver, 2015, p.209).
4 See Jeff Kripal— the human as two (Authors of the Impossible, 2011, pp.58-66).
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Angela Voss (2006, p.16), had drawn upon the powerful myth of Eros and Psyche to articulate the
contact of the mortal world with the divine. She emphasised the necessity of a surrender to that
which is greater than ourselves, with an aim to wake up the slumbering soul of the world through
infusing it with passion . (Ibid, p.15). Romanyshyn (2013, p.61) also advocated researchers find a
complementary myth that serves to amplify the work in a way that is neither reductive, nor which
seeks to impose a narrative as a form of dry explanation.
Taking a phenomenological approach, Hillman employed what he called a psychodaimonics, ‘using
the language that love uses—myth, poetry, story and song’, that treats such a ‘call’, as if its origin is
indeed a ‘divine or demonic being’. (Ibid, p.144). Following Voss, Romanyshyn and Hillman, I
wanted to explore Eros and Psyche as a way of articulating my experiences with the daimon ‘...in
order to feed it with further images that increase its volume and depth and release its fecundity.’
(Hillman, 1991 p.37-38). Whilst studying the myth as examined by Marie-Louise Von Franz in The
Golden Ass of Apuleius (1992, pp.77-137), I put aside the dialogues and began again with the
automatic drawings, this time letting my imagination ‘play’ with its themes. Eventually, these
became the foundation of a larger painting.

Why does this myth reveal the nature of an encounter with the daimon? In some versions of the
story Psyche is a mortal woman betrothed to a god. At first, Psyche is seduced in the garden of Eros
but her lover remains hidden in darkness and she is forbidden to look upon him directly. Fearing
that she may be betrothed to a monster, Psyche resolves to see him properly. But in trying to discern
the true identity of her love, she spills the burning oil from her lamp on the sleeping Eros. He
awakens and abandons her. Von Franz notes how for Jung, it was not possible to describe fully the

unconscious life of the soul by means of purely logical categories. Any attempt to shed too much
‘light’, too soon, may damage the soul. Devaluing, reductive interpretations of psychic events
attempt either a possession of the soul by the intellect, or a rationalistic escape from what may be its
‘divine’ implications. (Von Franz, 1992, p.107).
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Initially, whilst working with the myth, I was concerned
about the risk of creating too much distance from the actual
experience with the daimon. Any movement away from its
directness might serve as a kind of apotropaic magic—a
warding-off, of what I feared. But then, I wondered if such a
fear is indeed justified? After all, the experience had been
shocking and challenging and touched on highly personal

matters, some of which are outside the scope of this review.
But I also had the fear of not wanting to betray a mystery, of
not wanting to profane it with explanation or by subjecting it
to the harsh glare of daylight scrutiny. The nature of the
encounter had a feeling of darkness, closeness and an
intimacy to it that was not fitted for the bright light of day.

As I worked with the images, I came to reflect on those times when I
had been most gripped by a creative passion. It occurred to me that
when Eros makes his presence felt in a person’s life, it is no wonder
that one’s creativity, as well as the heart, is set ablaze by his flame.
But the bright flame doesn’t last and the vision of the sleeping god is
not to be spied upon and revealed prematurely. Surely, he will then
take flight leaving poor Psyche in the cold and dark. And so it is also
with the creative spark, the urge to fulfilment and realisation in
embodied form. Although the promptings of the daimon may seek
their expression in one’s creative life, such nocturnal, unconscious
workings cannot be looked upon with too bright a light of
consciousness.
In The Soul’s Code, Hillman comments on how ‘the more obsessive and compelling the image, the
more madly in love you become, which intensifies the conviction that indeed fate is calling’. (1996,
p.141). He invokes Plato in describing the experience as a mania, an ‘intervention of the gods’,
carrying a powerful autonomy. Certainly, for Plato the role of Eros is of incalculable importance for
human beings, serving as an intermediary between the gods and mankind as a whole. Giving voice
to Diotima in dialogue with Socrates, Plato presents Eros not so much as a personal daimon, but
rather the mediating daimon conveying the will of the gods for mortal beings. For Plato, that which
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binds all things together is essentially a form of love or Eros. This could perhaps be understood as a
higher form of relatedness in which an understanding of those creative powers and potentials that
transcend our finite perspective become known to us.

For God mingles not with man; but through Love all the intercourse, and converse of god with man,
whether awake or asleep, is carried on. (Diotima in Plato’s Symposium, 202e).

For Hillman (1996, p.142), this provides a ‘compelling witness’ for those who interpret romantic

love as something ‘meant’, something that feels like fate, karma or destiny. He notes how the play
of fantasy and idealisation is essential to romantic love. It occupies an unknown territory, the
‘terrain of transcendence’, where rational reasoning is ill equipped to account for the agonies of it.
He argues, ‘if we ever wanted obvious proof of the daimon and its calling, we need but fall once in
love’. (Ibid. p.144).

Psyche is stunned by the beauty of Eros, as one can be stunned by a work of art or the desire to
encapsulate a vision of beauty. But after being abandoned by Eros, she is set seemingly impossible
tasks by Aphrodite; tasks that require divine assistance to be completed. As Voss notes, before Eros
can return Psyche must undergo—

...profound inner transformation. For Psyche has to become divine—that is, achieve an inner marriage
in herself—before Eros can return to meet her. It is only her yearning for her lover that keeps her
focussed on her tasks... (Voss, 2006, p.16).

9

Hillman draws comparison between powerful romantic involvements and how a similar devotion
can be experienced in falling for a ‘work’. It can also carry this same enchanted feeling, this same
sense of captivating one s whole being. It cannot be left alone, it must be stayed with, and how one
must perform the same ‘ritual magic devotions to keep it going’. (Hillman, 1996, p.146). He
reminds us of what Michelangelo called the immagine del cuor, the image of the heart. This was a
prefiguration of his sculptures, following the ‘eye of the heart’ that penetrates to the ‘inner soul’ of
what he was carving. (Ibid). As in romantic love, this is a ‘meeting of images’. For Hillman, we

love because of imagination; ‘when we imagine strongly, we begin to fall in love with the images
conjured before the heart’s eye...’ (Hillman, 1996, p.147).

In our story, Psyche is finally tempted to try and possess a beauty
that is the preserve of Aphrodite. Although forbidden from opening
the ointment of ‘beauty’, like in all good fairy tales, once forbidden,
she is sure to disobey. At once she is plunged into a profound
unconsciousness, a deathly sleep. Why does the ointment have such
a negative role in the myth? Why is there a problem with desiring
beauty? This seemed to be a particularly relevant question with
regard to the visual arts, especially as I believed that it was precisely
an archetypal ‘beauty’ that is so often lacking in contemporary art.
Von Franz introduces the problem of aestheticism, arguing that the
scene expresses a hubristic overvaluation of beauty: ‘...life in every
respect is a pair of opposites. It is beautiful, but also ugly, and both
poles belong to reality’. (Von Franz, 1992, p.132).

This pertinent aspect spoke directly to my own artistic process. As I had worked on the larger
painting of Eros and Psyche, I could feel that a tendency to rely on ‘technique’ was hampering the
expressive qualities of the work. Von Franz also notes how this scene could express the danger of
‘being fascinated by the divine otherworldliness of beauty’. (Ibid, p.133). This is a kind of ecstatic
state where the luminous qualities of visionary experience can dominate a person, robbing them of
an authentic connection to concrete reality and the daily tasks of life. Considering this, I felt more
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affirmed in the stance I had taken towards the daimon in our initial encounter and the importance of
balancing my attention to the inner life with the demands of outer life.

I also determined not to make a kind of fetish or idol of the paintings, otherwise they would be

robbed of any capacity for ‘seeing through’ to what the daimon might really want to communicate.
Instead, I wanted them to function as an icon, a portal into the imaginal. In feedback following the
presentation, Geoffrey Cornelius reiterated this concern. Indeed, in a later ‘transference dialogue’
these concerns were confirmed. I was told to go back to the ‘automatic drawing’ whenever I started
to feel bogged down by the technical aspects of painting. This would restore a sense of
unconditioned connection with the imaginal, creative source.

Von Franz (1992, p.131), also comments on the role of ointment as a sacrament. Anointment, as an

act of ‘reverential awe’ given to a ‘Being’ greater than ourselves, is also deeply concerned with
love. She emphasises the danger of trying to exploit what arises from the inner world for personal
purposes. By not giving an ‘unconditioned loving reverence’ one is unable to sustain, or perhaps
even recognise— ‘that a living mystery within their own souls has to be kept alive, not for any other
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purpose than its own sake’. (Ibid, p.132). Perhaps this is why it is presented as Psyche’s biggest
danger and failure. And yet, it is in this seemingly tragic moment that Eros rescues Psyche. It seems
she had to open the box. The failure to obey the final task serves as a kind of felix culpa, a sin
bringing forth something positive— a ‘higher consciousness.’ (Ibid, p.134). That the lovers are
reunited in Olympus and remain there in the favour of the gods seems to me to be particularly
important. They do not return to earth, that is, the ultimate expression of their union must take place
in the divine realm. I would argue that this indicates the necessity of giving due honour to more
than one level of existence, not imposing our projections of a spiritual nature onto finite

relationships that may not be up to the task of carrying them. Overcoming this requires the
necessary discernment to put things in their right place, whether they be mortal or divine, prosaic or
mythopoetic.

Conclusion
When I began the creative project, questions about art as ‘vocation’ had been most salient to me. As
Marsilio Ficino had told us—

...every person is born with his own particular demon ...a person who examines his native talent ...will
find his own natural work in such a way that he finds his own star and demon at the same time. (On
Life, 3.23 in Copenhaver, 2015, p.367).
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But Romanyshyn argues that although in the beginning the researcher is ‘claimed’ by the work,
ultimately, this means one must give way to being an agent or servant of what is seeking to be
expressed; that which has ‘come through one but is not about one’. (Romanyshyn, 2021, p.79).
With this comes the realisation that we, personally, never really possessed the work to begin with.
In trying to understand the nature of Eros, like Psyche, I’ve been set an impossible task. For who
can fathom such depths of human experience—the desire and agonies that burn away the impurities
of the soul as Eros burns a butterfly in his flame? In the neoplatonic and hermetic traditions, it is by

these purifications that the soul is ultimately sent on its journey to ‘The One’. For depth
psychologists, these tasks begin the process of what Jung called individuation, indeed without this
vital impetus the process cannot begin. (Von Franz, 1992, p.82).
At salient moments in my life I’ve had the feeling that the things that have influenced me the most
were part of a recurring theme or pattern. I feel, intuitively, that these influences have not so much
been discovered as re-covered—but not by me. This, I sense, is the ‘call’ of the daimon. This is
what has drawn me. It is its own interests that have been put before me. As Hillman had said, ‘It is
the daimon who is our preceptor, our spiritus rector’. (1991, p.56). As I become aware of them, so
these things are recovered by the daimon. But perhaps it is by our mutual understanding that they
have truly been made conscious. And perhaps that was the goal all along.

Word count: 4397
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Appendix 1 Automatic Drawings
During the process that I’ve called ‘automatic drawing’ there is no censoring of what emerges on
the page, nor any kind of preconceived idea of what I want to draw. It is simply allowed to happen.
Often it’s a kind of sporadic, ideomotor movement in the arm and hand that feels like it’s doing it
by itself. Sometimes this can reveal something surprising and interesting, maybe even numinous,
and in a way that I have no idea is present...at least not to my habitual awareness. But the converse
can also be the case, resulting in banal, doodling nonsense! Or, I just can’t do it at all. So, I can
never really tell what’s going to happen until I actually begin. Part of the practice is simply allowing
it to just ‘be’ what it is, and holding back from any early judgements or concerns about quality.
When I’m doing it, I feel as if I’m in a kind of flow state.
This is primarily ‘process’ oriented and is a very different approach to how I was originally trained
in commercial illustration at art college. I was taught to produce the kind of finished artwork that
meets a specific brief from a client. This often involved gathering photographic reference materials
and being able to reproduce images in painstaking detail, capturing a likenesses, etc. Of course,
these are all valuable skills which I don’t want to denigrate them. However, such labour intensive
work was always ‘product’ focused. It doesn’t really leave room for the flights of the imaginative
soul. It’s very different from my experience of Active Imagination. Jung had commented that
technical skills in art could actually be an impediment for doing Active Imagination. At least in my
experience so far, too much attention to detail keeps the imagination tethered to the ground. The
shift to relaxing into an intuitive process has required a change in how I thought about art. It’s
meant letting go of the need to be in control of what happens. It’s also meant letting go of any
habitual sense of how a picture ‘should’ look.
Intuitive drawings are often crudely or clumsily made, and fast in application so that there is no
time for the judging, censoring mind to object. I also try to resist any attempt at an interpretation of
what’s produced, at least initially, as I feel something can be lost or blocked whenever I try to
impose on the images. Often the same mythic themes seem to arise spontaneously until the drawing
exhausts them. Unfortunately, the downside of all this is that it can easily just be a kind of selfindulgence, a free-wheeling of the psychic phantasmagoria. This is why I sought to take this process
further, to see what it could grow into by marrying these two approaches, the intuitive, ‘automatic’
image with the traditional craft, blended into one.
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Appendix 2 Additional Paintings

Taking flight into the Imaginal

The Annunciation -‘the awakening of the soul leads to its pregnancy’ (Voss, 2006)
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Appendix 3 Initial Drawings for Eros and Psyche

Psyche finds sleeping Eros (detail)

Eros asleep (detail)

Eros as intermediary between the divine and sensible realms

Psyche in the garden of Eros
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