
 

	  
 
Mystery and Metaphor 
 
“The job of the artist is always to deepen the mystery.” ~ Francis Bacon 
 

 
 
“Super Girl” 60 x 60 mixed media on wood panel © Susan Melrath 



Thank you for joining us for this highly impractical, weirdly 
wonderful topic today! 
When Nick asked if I’d like to lead a call, the words Mystery 
and Metaphor popped out of my mouth. WHY? because I 
seek meaning and mystery in my own life.   
 
We talk a lot about…  
 
VALUE  
DESIGN  
COLOR  
FINISHING  
MARKETING 
 
Not so much about…  
 
SOUL 
  
OUR DISCUSSION: 
 

•  The Soul Principle is about authenticity and meaning 
•  How do we cultivate authenticity and meaning in our lives? 
•  How does Metaphor help us to understand the connection 

between our work and our life? 
•  What are the Metaphors that impel or support your art making? 
•  The Soul Principle asks more of us, because it is so very 

personal and unique to each of us, and because it requires 
vulnerability. 

 



Choosing authenticity is not an easy choice 
   

E. E. Cummings wrote, “To be nobody-but-yourself in a 
world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you 
everybody but yourself – means to fight the hardest battle 
which any human being can fight – and never stop 
fighting.” 
 
•  Vulnerable to criticism when we are changing and 

growing as artists. 
•  Risk: putting your true self out in the world 
•  Reward: connection to your soul’s purpose 
•  A different risk is hiding your truth: unexpressed ideas, 

opinions manifest in the body and psyche 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Why does this matter so much to me? 
 
…because it has been my struggle. In spite of being a 
Piscean, a woman, and an artist, I was not always practiced 
in the art of allowing my intuition to lead the way. 
 
For much of my life I allowed rational, but fear-based 
thinking to be in the driver’s seat in my life and art. I forced 
an agenda not only on my paintings but also in my life. 
 
(Illustration to Fine Art) 
 
My questions were always… 
 
What was expected of me?  
What could I be sure of?  
What did others think?  
How would this or that be received?  
What did others need?  
What was safe? 
How much of me was okay to show? 
 

 



A time came when I wanted a more meaningful journey. 
But more than any other thing, I wanted to be more connected to 
my work. I wanted it to be strong and authentic. 
  
 
•  Dancing around some precious little area in a painting 

that I had spent countless hours on. 
 
•  Watching myself struggle because I couldn’t let go and 

just say yes to what felt exciting, without judgment. 
Oh, the judgment. 

 
•  Recognizing the voice of the “inner critic” that kept me 

from taking too many risks, and the resistance to 
allowing “mistakes.”  

 
•  Spending far too much time worrying if it would sell 

 
•  Noticing how bored and frustrated I was with the same 

old strategies and approaches. 
 
• Looking outside for answers 

 
 
This was over the course of YEARS and it became unbearable. 
Working with Nick, I found the tools I needed and learned the same 
guiding principles that we use in the CVP program. I learned that 
the first important question for me was, “am I asking the right 
questions?” 
 



I came to understand the importance of..  
 
•  paying attention to how I FEEL as I paint 
•  trusting my gut 
•  staying ALIVE and engaged; no auto-pilot 
•  being willing to change directions 
•  being clear YES? Or NO!! 

 
 

I was learning to ask different questions as I painted… 
  
•  what felt interesting?  
•  what did I really LOVE? 
•  what made me curious?  
•  what made me feel alive?  

 
When the questions changed, everything changed. This 
became a far more interesting conversation – a conversation 
around the meaning of my journey. 
 
 

 
 



In the studio… 

• Letting go of my control and fear of mistakes  

• Paying more attention to how I FELT as I worked  

• Moving towards the feelings I wanted to have 

• Making marks that felt scary. BIG marks. Bold marks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I found myself fascinated, energized, surprised by my own 

hand. Following this new course, stepping into the 

unknown, I fell in love with the mystery of it all, the not 

knowing. What an intoxicating way to paint…and live. 



Learning about the importance of being clear in 
my paintings…led me to think about how that 
might apply to other areas of my life. Am I clear 
in my life goals, what I need, what I want? 
 
Learning the value of taking risks in my 
paintings, made me wonder if there were 
places in my life where I could be more willing 
to take risks. Am I willing to risk disapproval? 
Risk economic security? Risk a belief? 
 

What if I applied the same kinds of questions to my life as I 

applied to my painting practice? 

  

•  What did I really LOVE?  

•  What made me feel alive?  

•  By what authority do I live my life?  

•  What are the core ideas that I’m living in my life?  

•  By what spiritual reference do I make decisions?  

•  Does my path enlarge or diminish me?  

 



In answering these questions, I found a piece of my soul 

that had been buried, or avoided. I began to create 

some space for my authentic self to emerge. I began 

saying out loud what was real for me. 

 

 

 

Another mentor: James Hollis, Jungian Psychotherapist 

“Through the Dark Wood; Finding Meaning in the 

Second Half of Life…” 



•  we are born a blank slate… 

•  it is written on by our family, culture, experiences 

•  those become scripts that are not always in alignment 

with our true nature 

•  we may lose our connection to our truth through 

adaptation 

•  this may cause symptoms and dis-ease causing us to 

ask deeper questions 

•  sometimes triggered by an event, loss, addiction, 

relationship problem 

•  the task is to come into alignment with our truth while 

finding balance with our adult commitments 

 

 



FINDING NEW WAYS TO MOVE FORWARD 

• Asking the right questions!!! 

•  Visualizing the future with a magic wand 

•  Finding meaning in place  

•  Still – not knowing, but okay with it! 

•  Following the heart, allow things to unfold 

•  Where there is no love, put love  

•  Embracing a different kind of knowing (psychic 

guidance) 

 

 

 



CULTIVATING MEANING and AUTHENTICITY 

 
 

We live in a culture that avoids mystery like the plague, and yet 

we hunger for something that is beyond our capacity to 

explain… 

  

•  Notice the inexplicable (prophetic dreams, intuitive hits or 

hunches, chance meetings, synchronicities) 

•  Embrace solitude 

•  Daydream – the imagination is what allows us to see meaning 

hidden in the depths of our world  



•  Immerse yourself in transcendent moments that feed your mind 

and spirit (clouds, stars, NATURE!) 

•  What you seek in your art, seek in other areas of your life 

•  Challenge your ideas and beliefs (about how things should 

work, what you can and can’t do) 

•  Allow yourself to be honest, imperfect, vulnerable 

•  Notice the pull to “fit in” or “people please” 

•  Journal about what moves you 

•  Say yes to something you always talk yourself out of 

•  Play, be spontaneous, do things differently 

•  Talk to a stranger…compliment them on something  

•  Take pics of things you find interesting that others may not 

notice 

•  Keep a dream journal 

•  Vision boards – Inspiration – Desire (pretend you have a magic 

wand) 

• Question everything 

•  Community – surround yourself with people who support your 

authenticity 

•  Meditate 

• Look for divine guidance 

 



METAPHOR...a perfect vehicle for us to wander the 
highways of the soul 

 

Shows us one thing AS another, expanding the way we see the 
world, and shaping how we think 

 

• Provides a way for us to understand abstract concepts in 
more concrete terms - time is money, life is a journey, words 
are weapons 

• Bypasses our rational brain, speaking directly to our 
imagination 

• Enables us to explore ideas and forces that lie under the 
surface, beyond our conscious thought. 

• Gives us a different way to see our work, our creative process, 
our lives 



Relating to Life 
 
Painting takes me on unexpected emotional twists and turns 
from moment to moment. How I choose to respond 
changes the outcome entirely…exactly the same thing that 
happens in life 
 

• What happens if I use purple? (What happens if I go back to 
school?)  

 
• Yuck, this color didn’t turn out well at all. (This relationship was 

not meant to be)  
 

• What can I do to turn this mistake into something beautiful? (I 
messed up with a friend, how might I make it up to them?) 

 
 

 
 
 
 



There are parallels between what’s happening in the studio 
and what’s happening in other areas of our inner and outer 
worlds. Through metaphor, our painting practice may 
inform our lives, and vice versa. It can help us to find 
meaning in both. 
 

• Nick – sensitivity to loud and quiet (taking an introvert to a 

rowdy party) 

• Me – art and life driven by wonder and curiosity instead of fear 

and practicality 

• Pam Caughy – “the encaustic monoprint process became a 

metaphor not only for the fire, but for life itself. Life is precious 

and finite. Time marches along, and in the scheme of things 

what we do on this earth feels like the equivalent of a few 

breaths.” 

  

DID YOU KNOW Lodgepole Pine and Eucalyptus have cones 

that can only open to release their seeds after the heat of a 

fire? 

 

 

Metaphor In Our Work 

• Psychological concepts transformed into imagery 
• Marks, symbols, differences, compositions can evoke a 

feeling or represent an idea 
• These may be obvious or abstract, universal or 

personal 

 



 

Michelangelo’s David – size carries much of the meaning - a symbol of a 
challenge to “giant” despots like the papacy. Over-large head and hands are 
formal, as is often taught in art schools, but metaphoric as well. 

 



 

Harmen Steenwijck – Vanitas – Death, the passage of time 

 

 

Banksy  - No one cares about the children of the world? No likes, no follows, 
no comments 



 

 

 

Jeff Koons - Balloon Dog: euphoric, childlike optimism of modernity; balloons 
are inherently unstable: they are impressive for a brief, shining moment, but 
then they must either burst or slowly die; bipolar swings of inflation and 
recession that characterize contemporary economic life? ''Balloon Dog'' 
embodies the joy and terror of living in a world we know could suddenly 
burst. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Karuna Gutowski – exploring the dualities of spaciousness and chaos, and how 

these two seemly opposing forces coexist and compliment each other 

 

 

  

 



METAPHOR IN LITERATURE  

• Shakespeare – “All the world’s a stage.” 
 

• The Journey by Mary Oliver – Transformation, rejecting a life 
revolving around responsibility to others (What’s Eating Gilbert 
Grape?), responding to our own “call”, leaving the old, 
entering the new 

 
 
METAPHOR IN NATIVE AMERICAN 
STORYTELLING TRADITIONS 
 
• Forming ideas and values from observing nature 
• Focused on helping people understand their place in 

the natural world 
 
 
METAPHOR IN DREAMS 
 
• Freud’s “The Interpretation of Dreams” - how 

metaphor and symbols can bring us insights from our 
subconscious 

 
 
METAPHOR IN Feng Shui (fung shway), an ancient 
Chinese philosophy is built around metaphor. It teaches us 
how to create harmony and balance in our lives through our 
surrounding environment.  



Do you have practices that contribute to the 
cultivation of meaning and mystery in your life?  

 

What Metaphors do you see or explore in your 
art? 

 

 

 

 

 


