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Abstract 

 As a result of her work with the analytical psychology of Carl Gustav Jung, Nise da 

Silveria published, in 1968, the short book Jung, summarizing the basic concepts of his 

theory, now in its 20th edition. From 1946 to 1974, at the STOR (Seção de Terapêutica 

Ocupacional/Section of Occupational Therapy) of the National Psychiatric Centre D. Pedro 

II, Engenho de Dentro, Rio de Janeiro, Nise da Silveira lead a pioneering psychiatric practice 

centred on the component of occupational therapy, that she would call “the emotion of 

dealing”, and which came to provide 17 different activities for the residents.  

 Silveira observed that her schizophrenic patients, when given the means for plastic 

expression, would convey their inner trials under progressively more mythical and archaic 

imagery, through primordial images. In order to understand this inexorable ‘symbolic 

progression’, Silveira used Jung’s formulations regarding the psyche: his comprehensive 

conception of psychic energy; the collective unconscious and the archetypes; the dynamics of 

the process of individuation, with the archetype as the counterpart of instinct, defining the 

basic human psychic conflict; the formation of the symbol enabling the parity of the 

conflicting parts within psyche and the resulting emergence of primordial images; the 

symbol as a dynamo, a transformer of psychic energy, fundamental for the process of 

individuation. 

 Silveira’s method of analysis of the creative production of her patients aimed at 

interpreting the stages of the psychic process that unfolds with the retrieval of the creative 

drive, and comprised two fundamental aspects: taking the creative labour as a whole and 

using the ‘language of mythology’ to read it. She observed the patients’ actions during their 
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creative process at the studio in order to relate ‘the emotional situation lived’ by the patient 

with the images, which should be taken as series and whose interpretation demanded the 

‘knowledge of mythology, history of religions, philosophy and psychology of primitive 

peoples’. The outstanding character of the work produced at STOR was noticed by Carl 

Gustav Jung, as he observed the paintings of Nise da Silveira’s patients exhibited at the 2nd 

International Congress of Psychiatry, in Zurich, in 1957: ‘How is the environment in which 

these patients paint? I suppose they work surrounded by empathy and by people who don’t 

fear the unconscious’. 

 

Text 

‘DON’T FEAR THE UNCONSCIOUS’: NISE DA SILVEIRA AND CARL GUSTAV JUNG:  

CREATIVE PROCESS: PROGRESSION OF THE SYMBOL TOWARDS AN ARCHAIC KNOWLEDGE. 

 

 From 1921 to 1926, Nise da Silveira was the only woman among the 157 male fellow 

students of the Faculty of Medicine of Bahia, Brazil. She made her internship in 1933, and 

with 27 years of age started practicing at the Hospital da Praia Vermelha, in Rio de Janeiro. 

In 1936, under the dictatorship of Getúlio Vargas, she was denounced, accused of possessing 

Marxist books, and imprisoned for 18 months, after that going into semi-hiding until 1944. 

Reinstated to the public service, she then started practicing at the Engenho de Dentro, 

Centro Psiquiátrico Nacional Pedro II (National Psychiatric Centre Pedro II).  

 Nise da Silveira always refused to use violent treatment, such as electroshock, insulin 

therapy or lobotomy, in her psychiatric practice1. In an interview with Ferreira Gullar 

(Gullar, 1996) she recalled:  

‘I was working at an infirmary with a bright doctor, who was used to those innovations. 

He then told me: “You are going to learn the new techniques of treatment. Let us begin 

by the electroshock”. We stopped in front of the bed of a patient who was there to take 

the electroshock. The psychiatrist pressed the button and the man entered in a 

convulsion. He ordered that the patient was taken to the nurse and asked for another 

patient to be brought in. When the new patient was ready for the application of the 

shock, the doctor said: “Press the button”. And I answered: “No, I won’t”. And the rebel 

was born then’.  

  

                                                                    

1 In the original version: ‘“A senhora vai aprender as novas técnicas de tratamento. Vamos começar pelo eletrochoque”. 
Paramos diante da cama de um doente que estava ali para tomar eletrochoque. O psiquiatra apertou o botão e o homem 
entrou em convulsão. Ele mandou levar aquele paciente para a enfermeira e pediu que trouxessem outro. Quando o novo 
paciente ficou pronto para a aplicação do choque, o médico me disse: “Aperte o botão”. E eu respondi: “Não aperto”. Aí 
começou a rebelde’ (Gullar, 1996). 
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 Acquiescing to one of her proposals and, at the same time, expecting to quiet this rebel 

member of staff, the director of the hospital eventually agreed to assign her to the section of 

occupational therapy. From 1946 to 1974, at the STOR (Seção de Terapêutica 

Ocupacional/Section of Occupational Therapy) of the National Psychiatric Centre D. Pedro 

II, Engenho de Dentro, Rio de Janeiro, Nise da Silveira lead a pioneering psychiatric practice 

centred on the component of occupational therapy, that she would call ‘the emotion of 

dealing’ (Silveira, 2006a, p. 22)2, and which came to provide 17 different activities for the 

residents.  

 She strove to release the schizophrenic patient from the psychiatric institution, by 

breaking the cycle of readmissions that resulted from the conventional approach to the 

schizophrenic condition. She acknowledged that it was ‘almost impossible to assemble at the 

hospital the favourable conditions for an efficient treatment to be tried out’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 

70), because the return of the patient to reality depended ‘before anything else on a 

relationship of trust with someone, a relationship that will slowly widen until it enables the 

contact with other people and with the environment’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 67). Therefore, the 

efficacy of the treatment required that the patient had ‘someone to lean on and affectively 

invest in’, and that ‘the more serious the schizophrenic state is, the more the patient will feel 

the need to find a point of reference and a support’ (Silveira, 2005, pp. 60-61). Nise da Silveira 

named this bond the ‘catalytic affection’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 58)3, a relation in which the 

‘companion’4 played the role of a catalyst, advocating that it would be necessary that ‘this 

other person is very seriously motivated by the desire to penetrate the hermetic world of the 

schizophrenic’, and that ‘in order to establish a relationship of friendship and understanding, 

there must be constancy, patience and a non-restraining environment’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 69)5. 

Empathy would guide the assistants on their work with the patients, often attending silently 

their actions, demonstrating attention and affection even through the patients’ denser 

                                                                    

2 ‘We prefer to say emotion of dealing, an expression used by one of the clients of Casa das Palmeiras, as it suggests the 
emotion caused by the manipulating of the materials of work, one of the essential conditions for the effectiveness of the 
treatment’; in the original version: ‘Preferimos dizer emoção de lidar, expressão usada por um dos clientes da Casa das 
Palmeiras, pois sugere a emoção provovada pela manipulação dos materiais de trabalho, uma das condições essenciais para a 
eficácia do tratamento’. After making a cat out of wool, the client wrote: ‘Cat, simply angora from the bush/blue eyes nose 
grey/chestnut cat/brown male ear/now quickness/emotion of dealing” (Melo, 2001, p. 103); in the original version: ‘Gato, 
simplesmente angorá do mato/Azul olhos nariz cinza/Gato marrom/Orelha castanho macho/Agora rapidez/Emoção de 
lidar’. 
The Casa das Palmeiras was founded in 1956, destined for the treatment and rehabilitation of former institutionalized 
psychiatric patients, as ‘an intermediate degree between the hospital routine, non individualized, and the life within the 
family and society’ (Melo, 2001, p. 21), and where ‘the affectivity that catalyzes the self-healing forces is an every day 
presence’ (Melo, 2001, p. 100).  
3 The Portuguese expression used by Nise da Silveira is ‘afeto catalizador’. 
4 The Portuguese word used by Nise da Silveira is ‘acompanhante’. 
5 With the same purpose of affective support, Nise da Silveira would encourage the presence of domestic animals as ‘co-
therapists’, despite a persistent and often fatally damaging opposition within the institution: ‘The dog, in particular, has 
qualities that make of it a stable reference point in the external world. He doesn’t cause frustration, he gives unconditional 
affection, demanding nothing in return’ (Silveira, 2005, pp. 70-71).  
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histrionic scribbling, and serving as a pull for the evolution on the patterns of gesture and on 

the resulting depictions6. The outstanding character of the work produced at STOR was 

noticed by Carl Gustav Jung, as he observed the paintings of Nise da Silveira’s patients 

exhibited at the 2nd International Congress of Psychiatry, in Zurich, in 1957: ‘How is the 

environment in which these patients paint? I suppose they work surrounded by empathy and 

by people who don’t fear the unconscious’7. 

 Almir Mavignier, at the time a young artist and previously a member of the 

administrative staff of the Engenho de Dentro, was involved from the beginning with the 

creation of the studios, having had a decisive role at every stage of the process8. The 

presence of artists at the STOR, as assistants or visitors (Silveira, 2005, p. 8)9, as well as the 

                                                                    
6 This was the paradigmatic case of the relationship between the patient Fernando Diniz and the assistant Aparecida: while 
Fernando Diniz was submerged in an emotional crisis graphically conveyed as chaotic scribbles, and from the apparent 
absence of interchange with the assistant Aparecida, the shape of her face, eyes and hair, gave origin to the series The 
Japanese Woman, which prompted Fernando Diniz out of the scribbling and out of the peak of emotional crisis (Silveira, 
2005, pp. 61-65).  
7 In December 1954 Nise da Silveira wrote a letter to Jung, sending him photographs of the mandalas depicted in works 
made at STOR. This set off her relationship with Jung: from 1957 to 1958, and later on from 1961 to 1962, she studied at 
the C. G. Jung Institute in Zurich, and would exhibit works made at STOR at the II International Congress of Psychology 
in 1957. There she was supervised and analysed by Jung’s assistant, Marie-Louise Von Franz. While the work of Carl 
Gustav Jung is unquestionably the most important influence on Nise da Silveira’s research, other important references 
should be briefly mentioned: Antonin Artaud, and his writings and personal testimony of the inner world in a psychiatric 
condition, on the consequences of violent treatment, preventing self-structuring and self-healing forces from making way; 
R. D. Laing, and his exploration of the inner world of the psychiatric individual, as essential for the understanding and 
relieving of that type of condition; the experiments of R. D. Laing, David Cooper, Esterson, in the United Kingdom, and 
Franco Basaglia, in Italy, of open, ambulatory systems of treatment, compensating for the incapacity of offering favourable 
conditions on psychiatric hospitals; John L. Perry, H. Prinzhorn, and also Herbert Read, and their valuing and 
interpretation of images produced by psychiatric patients, as well as Prinzhorn’s ‘demonstration that a creative drive, an 
instinctive need of expression, survives the disintegration of the personality’ (Silveira, 2006a, p. 88); Gaston Bachelard, who, 
according to Nise da Silveira, ‘opened the way to the research on the psychological importance of the materials’ (Gullar, 
1996, p. 86), whose studies on the imagination of the materials and elements of the world pointed towards a ‘direct 
ontology’ (Bachelard, 1984, p. 2), an epistemology of the creative force, adding to the aim of Nise da Silveira’s ‘emotion of 
dealing’ in therapeutic artistic activities: ‘L’image poétique n’est soumise à une poussée. Elle n’est pas l’écho d’un passé. C’est 
plutôt l’inverse: par l’éclat d’une image, le passé lointain résonne d’échos et l’on ne voit guère à quelle profondeur ces echos 
vont se répercuter et s’éteindre. Dans sa nouveauté, dans son activité, l’image poétique a un être propre. Elle relève d’une 
ontologie directe’. Finally, concerning Freud’s work, Nise da Silveira argues that his ‘concern to translate in rational terms 
the creations of the imagination, originating from the depths of psyche, on the area of sexuality’ had prevented him from 
carrying on, ‘to its utmost consequences’, the vastness of his knowledge on Antiquity (Silveira, 2006a, p. 84). 
8 Almir Mavignier was studying with Arpad Szènes, who resided in Rio de Janeiro from 1940 to 1947, escaping from the 
occupation of France by the Nazi army. Glaucia Villas Bôas mentions two versions regarding the creation of the art studios 
at STOR. According to Mavignier, the idea of creating a painting studio at STOR was his, and Nise da Silveira immediately 
accepted it, for she had had that idea for a long time but no one to carry it out; according to Nise da Silveira, Mavignier was 
presented to her by the director of the hospital, Paulo Elejalde, who had knowledge of her wish to install a painting studio, 
and thought of the young painter to initiate it (Villas-Bôas, 2008). Mavignier set up the studio, looked out for likely gifted 
residents, taught them the basic techniques, and followed up their work, stimulating them to bring up different painting 
subjects, and helping them in learning when a work was finished by insistently providing them with new canvases. He 
wouldn’t allow art magazines, not only following his belief that the artist should bring from within his own art subjects, but 
responding to Nise da Silveira’s wish that the patient’s imagery should be nurtured and preserved: ‘Mavignier was taken by 
a true passion for his new work. He never tried to influence the patients that came to work at the studio; he respected and 
treated as equals those residents of the psychiatric hospital. He worked with me until his departure to Europe, in November 
of 1951’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 8).  
9 ‘At the end of the 1940s, Ivan Serpa and Abraão Palatnik, two young friends of Mavignier’s that would be famed on the 
world of Brazilian arts, came often with him to the studio’.  
Lygia Pape refers the Sunday visits to Engenho de Dentro with the three artists, Mário Pedrosa and also Décio Vitório and 
Geraldo de Barros (PAPE, 1980, pp. 47-48: Catiti catiti, na terra dos Brasis. Dissertação de Mestrado, Instituto de Filosofia e 
Ciências Sociais, Departamento de Filosofia, UFRJ: Rio de Janeiro). The visitors would continue the meetings with the 
artists from Engenho de Dentro when they were no longer residents of the hospital. Besides Mavignier, Serpa and Palatnik, 
among others, Nise da Silveira refers Mário Pedrosa’s visits to Emygdio and to Raphael, the latter also visited by Murilo 
Mendes. 
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support of art critics to the work taking place there10, would reach the so called Brazilian 

Constructivist Project, directly influencing the Concrete artistic movement in Rio de Janeiro 

and the whole of its Neoconcrete development11. Paulo Herkenhoff refers the ‘extraordinary 

encounter between Mário Pedrosa and Nise da Silveira’, whom, despite identifying with 

different references in the fields of psychology and of politics, the art historian and critic 

Pedrosa being a Freudian and Trotskist, and Silveira being a Junguian and an anarchist, 

nevertheless shared the conception that ‘a complete society wouldn’t uphold the difference 

between work, experience, art and life’ (Clark, 2005, pp. 81-82). Nise da Silveira pointed out 

the contrast between the attitude of the art critics and that of the psychiatrists towards the 

accomplishment carried out at the Engenho de Dentro:  

The art critics, for our surprise, have been far more attentive than the Brazilian 

psychiatrists to the plastic expression of the schizophrenics. In fact, the majority of the 

psychiatrists around the world refuse to acknowledge the artistic value of the paintings 

and drawings of the mentally ill. Entrenched in their positions, they maintain the same 

clichés and speak of “psychotic art” or “psychopathologic art”. They remain clinched to 

the traditional concepts of psychiatry and stubbornly think that such painting is not but 

the reflection of psychic deterioration and its symptoms (Silveira, 2005, p. 8).  

 

Herkenhoff also states that, with the artists Almir Mavignier, Ivan Serpa and Abraham 

Palatinik, ‘the matrix of Rio de Janeiro’s geometric art runs through the Engenho de Dentro’ 

and that, while in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, the artists were ‘negotiating the passage 

from figurative form to abstraction’, they were exposed, at the Engenho de Dentro, to 

geometric painting even before knowing Max Bill12, through ‘an absolute experience in 

terms of what might be the freedom of creation’, in which ‘geometric rationality would 

confront psychological overflowing’, a basis that would enable Neoconcretism to ‘radically 

insert subjectivity in the rational universe of geometry’ (Clark, 2005, p. 82). 

                                                                    

10 In her writings, Nise da Silveira frequently quotes Mário Pedrosa, namely from his art column at the Rio de Janeiro’s 
newspaper Correio da Manhã, on the exhibitions, the art works and the artists from Engenho de Dentro. She also mentions, 
for instances, the comments about Raphael’s drawings by Leon Degand, Sérgio Milliet, Antônio Bento and Flávio de 
Aquino.   
11 Haroldo de Campos, concretist poet from the avant-garde of the 40s, reports the history, genealogy and circumstances of 
the so-called Brazilian Constructivist Project, in his text Noigandres. Construtivismo no Brasil. Concretismo e 
Neoconcretismo (in: http://www.artbr.com.br/casa/noigand/index.html), describing as complementary the opposition 
between the São Paulo Concretist artists and its dissidence by the Rio de Janeiro Neoconcretist artists: ‘… it seems to me 
that both artistic orientations of that polemic and fertile period, with the natural differences of temperament and 
accomplishment, can be seen as variants – even complementary – of a “Brazilian Constructivist Project”, title of th great 
retrospective exhibition presented in 1977 at the MAM of Rio and at the Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo, under the 
curatorship of the art critic and historian Aracy Amaral’; in the original version: ‘… parece-me que ambas as orientações 
artísticas daquele período fecundo e polêmico, com as naturais diferenças de temperamento e realização, podem ser vistas 
com variantes - até complementares - de um “Projeto Construtivo Brasileiro”, título aliás da grande exposição retrospectiva 
apresentada, em 1977, no MAM do Rio e na Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo, sob a curadoria da crítica e historiadora da 
arte Aracy Amaral’. 
12 Max Bill was awarded with the Prize of the 1st São Paulo Biennial Award in 1951. 
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 The motivation to understand the remarkable absence of figurative representations 

on the plastic production of schizophrenics and, conversely, the predominance of abstraction, 

stylization and geometric drawing is described by Nise da Silveira while observing her 

patients:  

I watched them painting. I saw their grimacing faces. I was attentive to the furor that 

would take hold of their hands. I had the impression that they were living ‘nameless and 

always more dangerous states of being’13. It was impossible for me in fact to accept the 

prevailing opinion according to which all non-figurative painting should mean erasure of 

affectivity and tendency to the dissolution of the real (Silveira, 2005, p. 11).  

 

While she empirically realized the impossibility of establishing codes, for abstract language 

creates itself at every instant (Silveira, 2005, p. 14), she acknowledged that ‘at the hospital, 

geometric drawing gave evidence of the instinctive efforts invested to appease the emotional 

disorders and also revealed a search for security that could be expressed through stable 

constructions’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 16).  

 Complementary, concerning the figurative production of her schizophrenic patients, 

she realized that, when given the means for plastic expression, they would convey their inner 

trials under progressively more mythical and archaic imagery, through primordial images, in 

an iconographic progression of identifiable symbols. Silveira’s method of analysis of the 

creative production of her patients aimed at interpreting the stages of the psychic process 

that unfolded with the retrieval of the creative drive, and comprised two fundamental 

aspects: taking the creative labour as a whole and using the ‘language of mythology’ to read 

it. She observed the patients’ actions during their creative process at the studio in order to 

relate ‘the emotional situation lived’ by the patient with the images, which should be taken as 

series and whose interpretation demanded the ‘knowledge of mythology, history of religions, 

philosophy and psychology of primitive peoples’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 88).  

 In order to understand this inexorable ‘symbolic progression’, Silveira used Jung’s 

formulations regarding the psyche: his comprehensive conception of psychic energy; the 

collective unconscious and the archetypes; the dynamics of the process of individuation, with 

the archetype as the counterpart of instinct, defining the basic human psychic conflict; the 

formation of the symbol enabling the parity of the conflicting parts within psyche and the 

resulting emergence of primordial images; and the symbol as a dynamo, a transformer of 

psychic energy, fundamental for the process of individuation.  

                                                                    

13 Nise da Silveira uses Antonin Artaud’s expression to refer to the psychic affection that falls into the category of 
schizophrenia. 
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Nise da Silveira shared Jung’s view that psychic energy, or libido, comprised the whole 

of one’s instinctual power including the forces that oppose instinctual impetuosity, and not 

only, nor mainly, a seemingly explicit sexual drive (Jung, 1990, p. 13)14. She also shared 

Jung’s reading of the retrograde course of the libido as a necessary and useful stage on 

psychic development, seen as ‘inhibition’, instead of the Freudian ‘repression’. When the 

demands or obstacles to adapt to reality arrest the outwardly progression of the libido and 

eventually invert its course, the effect is a reactivation of unconscious contents, energetically 

charged into the threshold of consciousness. This allows for the ego to confront them and 

eventually integrate them, doing away with the stagnation and the blockage, and restarting 

the libido on a new phase of outwardly progression, bearing forward the recently emerged 

set of new energetic, vital possibilities.   

Bearing different conceptions of libido, the two theories, Freudian and Jungian, present 

different understandings of the energetic dynamics of the psyche and, therefore, of the range 

of the unconscious as well as of the dimension of its symbolical renderings. Whereas Freud’s 

assertion of the unconscious as a set of repressed contents, previously conscious and of a 

personal nature, seemingly defined the ‘unconscious psyche as a subliminal appendix to the 

conscious mind’ (Jung, 1990, p. 51), Jung included in the unconscious ‘the psychoid functions 

that are not capable of consciousness and of whose existence we have only indirect 

knowledge’ (Jung, 1990, p. 57). Thus, while Freud would identify archaic imagery with 

personal infantile repressed material of a sexual nature, Jung would envisage them as 

‘formative principles of instinctual power’ (Jung, 1990, p. 84), inherited means for active 

imagination, beyond the individual sphere15. In an advanced formulation, Jung defines 

primordial image as follows:  

I call the image primordial when it possesses an archaic character. I speak of its archaic 

character when the image is in striking accord with familiar mythological motifs. It then 

expresses material primarily derived from the collective unconscious, and indicates at the 

same time that the factors influencing the conscious situation of the moment are 

collective rather than personal (Jung, 1990, p. 263). 

                                                                    

14 In Jung’s own words, ‘affects cannot be identified with sexuality inasmuch as they may easily spring from conflict 
situations – for instance, many emotions spring from the instinct of self-preservation’. 
15 In 1954, in the foreword to the Swiss fourth edition of Symbols of Transformation – the text that established the divergence 
between analytical psychology and psychoanalysis upon different conceptions on the nature of the libido and on the range of 
the unconscious – Jung pointedly resumes his criticism of Freud’s psychoanalysis: ‘I am thinking more of the reductive 
causalism of his whole outlook, and the almost complete disregard of the teleological directedness of everything psychic’ 
(Jung, 1990, p. 3). Jung met personally Freud in Vienna in 1907, a meeting that lasted for 13 hours, in absorbed 
conversation. In 1910, the International Psychoanalytic Association was founded and Freud used his influence to have Jung 
elected as its President. Their relationship lasted until 1912, when the publication of Jung’s Transformations and Symbols of 
the Libido not only presented a different concept of libido, but also extended the concept of the unconscious far beyond the 
personal individualistic biography, settling their final scientific divergence. Nise da Silveira describes it as a “confrontation 
of opposing cultural phenomena”’ (Silveira, 2006, p. 15).  
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On this subject, in accordance with Jung, Mircea Eliade16 explained that to ‘translate’ 

images into concrete terms is an operation devoid of meaning, for it is the image, for 

instance, ‘the Image of the Mother which reveals – and which alone can reveal – her reality 

and her function, at once cosmological, anthropological and psychological’. In opposition to 

Freud’s view, Eliade also remarked that  

sexuality never has been “pure”, everywhere and always it is a polyvalent 

function whose primary and perhaps supreme valency is the cosmological 

function: so that to translate a psychic situation into sexual terms is by no means 

to belittle it; for, except in the modern world, sexuality has everywhere and 

always been a hierophany, and the sexual act an integral action (therefore also a 

means to knowledge).  

 

And he concludes:  

If the mind makes use of images to grasp the ultimate reality of things, it is just because 

reality manifests itself in contradictory ways and therefore cannot be expressed in 

concepts. (…) It is therefore the image as such, as a whole bundle of meanings, that is 

true, and not any one of its meanings, nor one alone of its many frames of reference 

(Eliade, 1961, pp. 14-15).  

 

 Nise da Silveira also shared Jung’s standpoint concerning the ‘teleological 

directedness of everything psychic’ (Jung, 1990, p. 3), as well as his conception of the human 

psychic development, through the process of individuation, which she summarized as 

‘transmutations of psychic energy through the formation of new symbols that succeed 

expired ones, discharged of the energy that previously animated them’ (Silveira, 2006b, pp. 

                                                                    

16 While Eliade did not use Carl Gustav Jung’s terminology, at least not systematically (terms such as psyche, archetype, 
primordial image or collective unconscious), his patterns of images can arguably be acknowledged as archetypes, and the 
images as primordial images, partly following Jung’s definitions (Jung, 1990, pp. 242-297): ‘one finds in Jung the more or 
less constant attempt to bring archaic cosmology and metaphysics back into the psychic domain while Eliade is prepared to 
go beyond it. This can be seen in the different senses in which Jung and Eliade use the term “archetypes”: for Jung the 
archetypes are “structures of the collective unconscious” while Eliade uses the term in its Neo-Platonic sense of exemplary 
and “transhistorical” paradigms’ (Oldmeadow, 1992, p. 11). And, likewise, while Jung tended to homologize dreams and 
myths, Eliade would distinguish them respectively as a ‘simple experience and a creation of the human spirit’ (Oldmeadow, 
1992, p. 11). Eliade met Carl Gustav Jung in August 1950 in Ascona, at the occasion of the yearly Eranos conference. In 
1952, Eliade interviewed Jung and, on the same year, Jung read Eliade’s work on Shamanism (Eliade, 1989). In 1953, Eliade 
gave five two-hour long lectures at the Jung Institute in Zurich. Oldmeadow (Oldmeadow, 1992, p. 6) refers that, when 
comparing these two authors ‘One is constantly struck by parallels. For instance, Jung’s work on alchemy and Eliade’s on 
shamanism both provided a unified view of reality in which physical and psychic energy are two aspects, or dimensions, of a 
single reality’. And when sorting out their divergences, Oldmeadow explains that For all his sympathetic inquiries into 
primal mythologies and Eastern spirituality, and despite the importance of his excursions into other cultures, Jung remained 
resolutely European in his orientation: his intellectual anchorage, so to speak, was always in Europe’, while Eliade’s work 
ratifies his claim that his three years in India were “the essential ones in my life. India was my education”’ (Oldmeadow, 
1992, p. 8). 
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43-44)17. Jung translates individuation as ‘“coming to selfhood” or “self-realization”’, self-

realization standing in opposition to self-alienation (Jung, 1990, p. 147), and as ‘the better 

and more complete fulfilment of the collective qualities of the human being’ (Jung, 1990, p. 

148)18. Jung also explains that the aim of the process of individuation is ‘to divest the self of 

the false wrappings of the persona on the one hand, and of the suggestive power of 

primordial images on the other’ (Jung, 1990, p. 148). In the formation of the symbol, central 

to the so-called ‘process of individuation’, the symbol acts a ‘machine that transforms energy’ 

(Silveira, 2006b, p. 41), and Jung sees it as a ‘mediatory product’ resulting from the tension of 

an actual opposition between states, thesis and antithesis (Jung, 1990, p. 290-291), and 

allowing for its parity, that is, for the unification of psyche.  

In fact, Jung explains the dynamic of the formation of the symbol as the collaboration 

of the two opposite states – the most highly differentiated mental functions (thinking, feeling, 

sensation and intuition )19 and the most primitive levels of the psyche – facing one another in 

the fullest conscious opposition:  

this necessarily entails a violent disunion with oneself, to the point where thesis and 

antithesis negate one another, while the ego is forced to acknowledge its absolute 

participation in both (Jung, 1990, p. 290).  

 

Jung pointedly distinguishes symbol from symptom: a symptom occurs if one part 

subordinates the other, creating a product that will account for the predominance of one part, 

which constitutes the symptom of the suppressed antithesis; the symptom lacks the redeeming 

effect of the symbol, ‘since it fails to express the full right of all parts of the psyche to exist, 

being a constant reminder of the suppressed antithesis even though consciousness may not 

take this fact into account’ (Jung, 1990, p. 290). The full parity of the opposites attested by 

the ego’s absolute participation on both leads to a suspension of the will, causing a damming 

up of the vital energy, only bearable by a new, uniting function that transcends the opposites 
                                                                    

17 In the original version: ‘É por meio de transmutações de energia psíquica, da formação de símbolos novos sucedendo a 
símbolos caducos, esvaziados da energia que antes os animava, que se processa, na sua essência, o desenvolvimento da psique 
do homem’. 
18 ‘Individuation is a natural necessity inasmuch as its prevention by a levelling down of collective standards is injurious to 
the vital activity of the individual. (…) As the individual is not just a single, separate being, but by his very existence 
presupposes a collective relationship, it follows that the process of individuation must lead to more intense and broader 
collective relationships (…) Individuation is always to some extent opposed to collective norms, since it means separation 
and differentiation from the general and a building up of the particular – not a particularity that is sought out, but one that is 
already ingrained in the psychic constitution. The opposition to the collective norm, however, is only apparent, since closer 
examination shows that the individual standpoint is not antagonistic to it, but only differently oriented” (Jung, 1990, p. 267). 
19 Jung is referring to the four functions of adaptation that the individual uses to acknowledge the outer world and relate 
with it – thinking, feeling, sensation and intuition. They constitute two pairs of opposites, intuition opposing sensation and 
thinking opposing feeling. Jung postulated that each individual develops predominantly one of the functions, which becomes 
the ‘main function’, and also tends to relinquish one of the functions, leaving it utterly unconscious, to become an ‘inferior 
function’. If one of the functions is not used, there is the danger that it escapes conscious management, becoming 
autonomous and causing an abnormal psychic activation. Therefore, due to its connection with the unconscious, the inferior 
function can be used therapeutically to bridge the gap between conscious and unconscious (Jung, 1990, pp. 48-49). 
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– the transcendent function – which arises from the regression of the libido caused by the 

blockage: the neutrality and inactivity of consciousness bring about an activity of the 

unconscious, where all the differentiated functions have their common, archaic root (Jung, 

1990, p. 290). This function brings forth a new mediatory content – the symbol – charged 

with the energy created by the tension of opposites that protects it  

from the conflict which immediately breaks out again, for both the opposites are striving 

to get the new product on their side (Jung, 1990, p. 291)20.  

 

The stability of the ego and the superiority of the mediatory product (over the conflicting 

opposites) thus become counterparts of a process of construction in which thesis and 

antithesis both play a part (Jung, 1990, p. 291)21, while, remarkably,  

the new content governs the whole attitude, putting an end to the division and forcing 

the energy of the opposites into a common channel (Jung, 1990, p. 292).  

 

 In this, Jung’s assertion of the formation of the symbol parallels the knowledge 

comprised in ancient psycho-physiological technologies22, whose collection of concrete 

                                                                    
20 Jung further explains ‘the appropriation or dissolution of the mediatory product by either side is successful only if the ego 
is not completely divided but inclines more to one side or the other. But if one side succeeds in winning over and dissolving 
the mediatory product, the ego goes along with it, whereupon an identification of the ego with the most favoured function 
(inferior function) ensues. Consequently, the process of division will be repeated later on a higher plane’ (Jung, 1990, p. 291). 
21 ‘… the spiritual thesis, because of its rich spiritual associations, and also for the sensual antithesis, because of its sensuous 
imagery’. 
22 Among the writings of Carl Gustav Jung we find several that concern eastern conceptions of psychism: Psychological 
Commentaries on The Tibetan Book of Great Liberation (1939), The psychology of Eastern Meditation (1943), The Holy 
Men of India: introduction to Zimmer’s Der Weg zum Selbst (1944) and, of utmost importance for this research, his Notes 
of the Seminars The Psychology of Kundaliní Yoga, 1932. In this collection of texts, ‘Jung’s lectures are principally taken up 
with providing a modern psychological interpretation of the chakras’, as its editor, Sonu Shamdasani, synthesizes in the 
introduction of the book (Jung, 1996, p. xxiv), later adding that it would ‘be a mistake to view Jung’s commentary as 
consisting in the translation of the terms of Kundaliní yoga into psychological concepts whose meaning had already been 
delimited in advance: for in the course of translating the terms of Kundalini yoga into those of analytical psychology, the 
latter became altered and extended. At base, the symbolism of the cakras enabled Jung to develop an archetypal regional 
topography of the psyche and to provide a narration of the process of individuation in terms of the imaginal transit between 
these regions. It also led him to argue that for individual transformation to be possible, it required a concomitant 
transformation of ontology, to which his work was oriented’ (Jung, 1996, p. xlv). Regarding the chakras, Jung says: ‘So, too, 
the cakras are symbols. They symbolize highly complex psychic fact, which at the present moment we could not possibly 
express except in images. The cakras are therefore of great value to us because they represent a real effort to give a 
symbolic theory of the psyche. The psyche is something so highly complicated, so vast in extent, and so rich in elements 
unknown to us, and its aspects overlap and interweave with one another in such an amazing degree, that we always turn to 
symbols in order to try to represent what we know about it. (...) The cakras, then, become a valuable guide for us in 
this obscure field because the East, and India especially, has always tried to understand the psyche as a whole. It has an 
intuition of the self, and therefore it sees the ego and consciousness as only more or less unessential parts of the self. All this 
seems very strange to us: it appears to us as though India were fascinated by the background of consciousness, because we 
ourselves are entirely identifed with our foreground, with the conscious’ (Jung, 1996, p. 61). Regarding the kundaliní Jung 
says: ‘To activate the unconscious means to awaken the divine, the dêvi, Kundaliní – to begin the development of the 
suprapersonal within the individual in order to kindle the light of the gods. Kundaliní, which is to be awakened in the 
sleeping múládhára world, is the suprapersonal, the non-ego, the totality of the psyche through which alone we can attain 
the higher cakras in a cosmic or metaphysical sense’ (Jung, 1996, pp. 68-69).    
Shamdasani explains that ‘as early as1912, in Transformation and Symbols of the Libido, Jung provided psychological 
interpretations of passages in the Upanishads and the Rig Veda [the first written source of the Hindu religious tradition]. 
While this opened the possibility of a comparison between the practice of analysis and that of yoga, possibly the first explicit 
comparison was made by F. I. Winter in The Yoga System and Psychoanalysis. He contrasted psychoanalysis, as depicted in 
the work of Freud and Jung, with Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras [the text that codifies Classical Yoga, and made Yoga one of the 
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experimental techniques, exerted on the physical body and acting on the energetic body and 

its system of meridians, aims at awakening, or igniting, the kundaliní energy23. These 

techniques  

reach the same result: a forceful arrest of the activity of the vital and mental energies on 

the plane of duality, and their reflux to the central via, where the ignition is produced 

(…) the reunification within oneself, or reduction by force of the dual alternating 

energies to the unique principle of which they are not but a polarization (Michaël, 1980, 

p. 211).  

 

In the energetic body and respective system of meridians, or nádís (energetic meridians), 

normally the prána (biological energy)24 rises and descends along the main nádís – idá 

(negative polarity) and pingalá (positive polarity) – as well as through all the other numerous 

nádís. The purpose of all of these ancient methods consists in emptying these nádís of their 

                                                                    

six dárshanas of Hinduism]. Before Jung himself took up the subject, his work was already being compared to yoga (...) An 
account of Jung’s encounter with Eastern thought would be in complete without mention of Count Hermann Keyserling and 
his School of Wisdom at Darmstadt, which provided a collegiate environment for Jung’s explorations. (...) [Keyserling] 
contended that the new psychology actually represented a rediscovery of what was already known by the ancient Indians 
(...) What was distinctive about Keyserling’s approach was that he viewed yoga as a psychological system superior to any in 
the West: “The Indians have done more than anyone else to perfect the method of training which leads to an enlargement 
and deepening of consciousness (...) Yoga (...) appears entitled to one of the most highest places among the paths to self-
perfection (Jung, 1996, p. xix-xx). Sonu Shamdasani recounts how, in his exchange with other specialists, Jung set the 
Indian tradition within a mentality of its own, and his own system of psychology of depths within the Western mentality: 
‘Jung specifed his psychological understanding of tantric yoga as follows: “Indian philosophy is namely the interpretation 
given to the precise condition of the non-ego, which affects our personal psychology, however independent from us it 
remains. It sees the aim of human development as bringing about an approach to and connection between the specifc nature 
of the non-ego and the conscious ego. Tantra yoga then gives a representation of the condition and the developmental 
phases of this impersonality, as it itself in its own way produces the light of a higher suprapersonal consciousness” (Indian 
parallels, 7 October 1931, Bericht über das Deutsche Seminar von Dr. C. G. Jung, 5–10. Oktober in Küsnacht-Zürich, edited 
by Olga von Koenig-Fachsenfeld, Stuttgart, 1932, pp. 66–67, translation by Sonu Shamdasani) (Jung, 1996, p. xxiii). 
According to Shamdasani, ‘Kundalini yoga presented Jung with a model of something that was almost completely lacking 
in Western psychology – an account of the developmental phases of higher consciousness” (Jung, 1996, p. xxiv). Shamdasani 
also accounts the encounter of Jung with Yoga, first with his use of Yoga practices to appease him during his research on his 
own unconscious, and afterwards, his interest in the kundaliní through a European patient that had been brought up in the 
East, whose ‘dreams and fantasies he could not understand until he came across Sir John Woodroffe’s The Serpent Power, 
which consisted of translations of the sat-chakra-nirúpana and the páduká-panchaka, together with extensive 
commentaries. Woodroffe was primarily responsible for making the tantric texts known in the West through his 
translations and commentaries (...) Jung claimed that the symbolism of Kundalini yoga suggested that the bizarre 
symptomatology that patients at times presented actually resulted from the awakening of the Kundaliní. He argued that 
knowledge of such symbolism enabled much that would otherwise be seen as the meaningless by-products of a disease 
process to be understood as meaningful symbolic processes, and explicated the often peculiar physical localizations of 
symptoms’ (Jung, 1996, p. xxvi). Finally, Shamdasani concludes that ‘Jung’s interest (...) was with yoga not as “philosophy 
and religion” but as psychology. Hence his definition of yoga was a psychological one: “Yoga was originally a natural 
process of introversion (...) Such introversions lead to characteristic inner processes of personality changes. In the course of 
several thousand years these introversions became gradually organized as methods, and along widely differing ways’ (in: 
Yoga and the West, p. 873) And Shamdasani adds, ‘Jung saw the inner processes to which yoga gave rise as universal, and 
the particular methods employed to achieve them as culturally specific. For Jung, yoga represented a rich storehouse 
of symbolic depictions of inner experience and of the individuation process in particular. He claimed that “important 
parallels with yoga [and analytical psychology] have come to light, especially with Kundalini yoga and the symbolism of 
tantric yoga, Lamaism, and Taoistic yoga in China. These forms of yoga with their rich symbolism afford me invaluable 
comparative material for the interpretation of the collective unconscious”’ (in: Yoga and the West, p. 875). 
23 Kundaliní is a Sanskrit word. ‘Kundaliní is a physical energy, of neurological nature and sexual manifestation. (...) The 
Freudian concept of libido and the Reichian concept of orgone came very close to the principle and anatomy of the kundaliní 
(...) in a lay term, more understandable, kundaliní can be translated simply as sexuality’ (DeRose, 2007, 649, 654), 
translation by me. 
24 Prána is the Sanskrit word for biological energy. On the energetic body, prána flows along the nádís, that it, the energetic 
conduits or energetic meridians. In Sanskrit, náda means ‘sound, river’, and nádís means ‘rivers’, as well as ‘crier’, ‘caller’. 
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prána, leaving them ‘dead’. The prána is thus forced to pass through the central nádí, 

sushumná (along the spine), thus awakening the kundaliní, which resides on the basis of the 

spine (Rivière, 1993, p. 92). 

  

 In 1932, at the Psychological Club in Zurich, Jung presented four lectures on the 

psychology of the Kundaliní Yôga, which were mimeographed and published in 1933, in 

Zurich, and later, in 1975 and 1976, on the Spring Journal of Archetypal Psychology and 

Jungian Thought. Eventually, in 1996, the lectures were published as a book, The Psychology 

of Kundaliní Yoga. Notes on a Seminar given in 193225. Nise da Silveira must have studied these 

Notes, along with other reflections by Jung on Eastern psycho-physiological techniques of 

self-knowledge. Let us remember that, from 1957 to 1958 and, later on, from 1961 to 1962, 

she studied at the C. G. Jung Institute in Zurich, where she was supervised and analysed by 

Jung’s assistant, Marie-Louise Von Franz. This would explain the remarkable interpretation 

that she presented concerning the work of one of her patients, Octavio Ignacio, exemplary of 

the figurative iconographic progression that evinces a symbolic transformation as well as of 

the ‘syndrome’ of the kundaliní. 

Octavio Ignacio’s work set off with the iconographic subjects of the man and the horse, 

the first series of images depicting animal sacrifice and limb amputation, equivalent to the 

immolation of the force of all instinctive life, which culminated with a supreme sacrifice, the 

crucifixion of the animal, equivalent to a ripping apart by the two opposing poles, nature and 

spirit, according to Christian culture. The ambivalence between man (rider) and horse (illus. 

1 to 8), in a series of images enlightened with comments by the author, evolves to the 

depiction of a Centaur with bow and arrow (illus. 8), into a deeper level of the unconscious, 

encompassing the ‘transfer of energy from a psychic level to another’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 116). 

This made way for the appearance of wings (illus. 10 to 21), a progression into the subjects of 

Pegasus, of flight and of ascension, equivalent to the ability to  

break-out from a situation that has become “locked” or “petrified”, a rupture of the plane 

which makes it possible to pass from one mode of being into another, liberty “of 

movement”, freedom to change the situation, to abolish a conditioning system’ (Eliade, 

1960, pp. 118-119).  

 

These subjects brought to the depiction of a bipedal winged horse holding a sceptre and 

                                                                    

25 Jung, C. G., Shamdasani, S. (ed.) (1996) The Psychology of Kundaliní Yoga. Notes on a Seminar given in 1932.  Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. Note: the transliteration of the Sanskrit words of this edition was maintained in the transcribed 
quotes. 
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climbing up between two steps, a fantastic being that, according to Nise da Silveira, assumes 

the function of psychopomp, leading the way to a different level of existence (illus. 12 to 15). 

Nise da Silveira refers the function of the psychopomp as leading the souls of the dead to the 

Underworld, in which case the character depicted by Octavio Ignacio would have to be 

descending and not ascending the steps, facing upwards, as it seems to be case. We interpret 

the ‘fantastic being’ as the pre-figuration of a shaman, whose function is either to descend to 

the Underworld (psychopomp) or to ascend to Heaven, respectively leading the dead or the 

living, and apparently, in this case, leading Octavio Ignacio’s ‘life force’ or ‘life energy’ to a 

higher level, closer to Heaven, that is, to a better quality of existence.  

In parallel with the series of the winged horse, Octavio developed another series 

setting off from the theme of the winged phallus (illus. 16), the first image of the series 

depicting a standing man bearing a winged phallus and sided by a syringe with the needle 

pointing upward. Nise da Silveira reads this image through the Hindu traditional knowledge 

of Yôga, using its system of the energetic body, or pranic system (the system of subtle 

conduits where the prána, or bio-energy, flows)26. The pranic system comprises numerous 

energetic centres, or chakras, bearing 7 main chakras27 (fig. 20): the múládhára chakra, at the 

basis of the vertebral column; the swádisthána chakra, at the height of the organs of 

reproduction; the manipura chakra, at the height of the stomach; the anáhata chakra, at the 

height of the heart; the vishúddha chakra, on the basis of the neck; the ajña chakra, on the 

space between the eyebrows; and the sahásrara chakra, on the top of the head. In Octavio’s 

image, by their location, the winged phallus and the syringe respectively account for the 

swádhisthána chakra, the energetic centre associated with the reproductive organs, and for 

the kundaliní energy, the primordial creative force, residing at the basis of the spine, that 

Octavio figured by its injection-like dynamic of ascension, depicting the syringe on a vertical 

position, the needle pointing up, which also may account for the ‘power of self-healing’, or a 

‘dynamics of self-healing’. Silveira identifies the site of the ‘winged phallus’ with the 

múládhára chakra, but, in fact, the múládhára chakra does not correspond to the reproductive 

organs but to the dwelling of the kundaliní energy, at the basis of the spine. The 

reproductive organs, on their turn, are associated with the swádhisthána chakra, the second 

chakra on the ascending sequence of the 7 main chakras of the bio-energetic (pranic) system. 

Octavio structured this drawing within a grid, in which it is possible to identify the different 

                                                                    

26 Prána is the Sanskrit word for biological energy. On the energetic body, prána flows along the nádís, that it, the energetic 
conduits or energetic meridians. In Sanskrit, náda means ‘sound, river’, and nádís means ‘rivers’, as well as ‘crier’, ‘caller’.  
27 ‘Chakra means wheel or circle. Chakras are the centres of collection, stocking and distribution of prána, the 
vital energy. They are called wheels or circles because they are vortexes of energy – and, therefore, circular – 
localised on the confluences and bifurcations of the nádís or meridians’. (DeRose, 2007, p. 625.) 
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heights respectively of the winged phallus (at the site of the reproductive organs, thus, the 

swádhisthána chakra) and the basis of the syringe’s piston (at the basis of the column, thus, 

the múládhára chakra, the site where in fact the kundaliní energy resides). The winged 

phallus is itself encapsulated within a grid, forcefully contained, giving evidence to a 

restraining of the overrated, yet raw, sexual impulse28.  

A series of images of winged syringes followed (illus. 17), evolving to depictions of 

winged serpents (illus. 18), or feathered serpents, which arguably represent the ascensional 

power of the kundaliní. In the eastern tradition, the ascension of the kundaliní (also know as 

bhujanginí, i. e., naja, snake) is the psycho-physiological process by which the yôgins develop 

the several energetic centres or chakras, with the aim of attaining samádhi, hiper-

consciousness or self-knowledge, thus transcending profane reality and its duality29. The 

kundaliní is a ‘physical energy, of neurologic nature and sexual manifestation’ (DeRose, 2007, 

p. 654) (fig. 20). Its polarity is negative, attribute of the feminine principle and, to repeat, the 

                                                                    

28 We find in this detail, significantly encompassing the theme of the ascension of the kundaliní, the annunciation of the 
theme of the conjunction of the opposites such as it is sought in the Tantric tradition: ‘the tantrist is concerned with sádhana 
[practice]; he wants to “realize” the paradox expressed in all images and formulas concerning the union of opposites, he 
wants concrete, experimental knowledge of the state of non-duality (…) on whatever plane it is realized, the conjunction of 
opposites represents a transcending of the phenomenal world, abolishment of all experience of duality. (…) the adept works 
to obtain immobility of breath and semen; there is even supposed to be a return of semen – that is, a paradoxical act, 
impossible to execute in a “normal” physiological context dependent upon a “normal” cosmos; in other words, the “return of 
semen” stands, on the physiological plane, for a transcendence of the phenomenal world, entrance into freedom. This is but 
one application of what is termed “going against the current” (ujána sádhana), or of the regressive process (…) implying a 
complete “inversion” of all psycho-physiological processes (…) For one who realizes them, this “return”, this “regression” 
imply destruction of the cosmos and hence “emergence from time”, entrance into “immortality” (…) Immortality cannot be 
gained except by arresting manifestation, and hence the process of disintegration; one must proceed against the current 
(ujána sádhana) and once again find the primordial, motionless Unity, which existed before the rupture (…) to arrest 
respiration, suspend thought, immobilize the semen – these are only formulas expressing the same paradox of the 
abolishment of time. We have noted that every effort to transcend the cosmos is preceded by a long process of cosmicizing 
the body and the psychomental life, for it is from a perfect cosmos that the yogin sets out to transcend the cosmic condition’ 
(Eliade, 1990, pp. 269-271). The concrete experimental techniques that reverse the psycho-physiological processes make use 
of bandhas (compression of plexuses, glands and internal organs) and retentions of breath, among others. The bandhas 
‘produce a kind of inversion of the natural energetic streams of the body. The usually descending stream (apána) that flows 
from the middle to the basis of the body, and presides the functions of excretion, is forced (…) to rise. The usually ascending 
energy (prána) that governs the upper part of the body, which escapes from the top, is forced (…) to descend’ (Michaël, 
1980, p. 204). The retention of breath ‘produces a sort of suppression of all the vital and mental energies. (…) It produces a 
sort of inner breathing, explained by the fact that the vital functions (prána) no longer operate on a dual mode, by idá and 
pingalá, but by the central channel, the middle via, sushumná’ (Michaël, 1980, p. 205). The technique that allows the return 
of semen, aspirated by suction through the spermatic channel, inverts the usually descending course of the energy: ‘the seed 
(bindu) that is elaborated on the genital organs, at the level of the múládhára chakra, is not but a material, rough form of the 
causal bindu or creative energy present on the superior centres of the head. It is the influence of thought, the vacillation of 
desire, which makes the bind descend to the inferior centres. The goal is to make this rough seed to return to its original 
subtle form, to reconvert it into nectar, bringing it in the ascending movement towards the summit of the skull, represented 
by the re-ascending way, sushumná’ (Michaël, 1980, p. 210). 
29 The concrete experimental techniques which awaken the kundaliní also make use of bandhas and breathing exercises in 
order to ‘reach the same result: a forceful arrest of the activity of the vital and mental energies on the plane of duality, and 
their reflux to the central via, where the ignition is produced (…) The reunification within oneself, or reduction by force to 
the unique principle of which they are not but a polarization, of the dual alternating energies, such as inhalation and 
exhalation, prána and apána, feminine principle and masculine principle, idá and pingalá, left and right, lunar stream and 
solar stream, etc., accomplished with their assimilation at the middle via, sushumná, the point of equilibrium being as 
difficult to maintain as standing over a razor’s edge. Then, the “state of death” appears, due to the inactivity of the prána on 
the left and right channels, idá and pingalá’ (Michaël, 1980, p. 211-212); ‘Normally the prána rises and descends along the 
nádís idá and pingalá and the other nádís. The purpose of all of the methods consists in emptying these nádís of their prána 
and leaving them “dead”. The prána is forced to pass through the central nádí, sushumná, thus awakening the kundaliní. (…) 
the outcome [of the methods] is that they artificially provoke the “inverted course” of the prána’ (Rivière, 1993, p. 92).       
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kundaliní is coiled in the múládhára chakra, the root energetic centre at the basis of the spine. 

While the concepts of libido (by Freud and by Jung) and orgone (by Wilhelm Reich) are not 

far ‘from the anatomy and principle of the kundaliní’, in the absence of concrete 

experimentation they remain an assemblage of theories (DeRose, 2007, p. 649). On the 

experimental approach, through concrete psycho-physiological techniques, the procedures to 

awaken the kundaliní consist in uncoiling it and channelling it upwards into the brain 

through the central nervous system – through the sushumná, the subtle conduit inside the 

vertebral column – in the previously mentioned accurate ‘injection-like dynamic’. This 

process comprises the balancing of the two physical energetic polarities (in the pranic or bio-

psycho-energetic system, idá and pingalá, two main subtle conduits). Traditional non-Hindu 

and historically more recent graphic representations of these three subtle conduits are found 

in the Greek-Roman herald’s wand of Caduceus of Hermes or Mercury, associated with 

healing, as well as in the Grail vessel (DeRose, 2007, pp. 657-662).  

The syringes and its complex of meanings, in our interpretation of Octavio Ignacio’s 

icons, are prefigured on the arch and bow of the Centaur and on the sceptre of the 

psychopomp. According to Nise da Silveira’s interpretation, Octavio Ignacio’s winged vases 

may be seen as prefiguring the Hindu yôní-linga icon, which combines the female and the 

male principles through a synthesis of concise representations of both sexual organs. The 

Hindu yôní-linga, that also stands for the divine couple Shiva-Shaktí (consciousness-matter), 

represents the ‘conjunction of the opposites’ attained with the rise of this force (kundaliní), 

the extraordinary accomplishment of overpowering duality and transcending profane reality. 

The subject of the conjunction of the opposites becomes more explicit with the series of 

images of the double-headed bird (illus. 20 and 21), depicting two heads respectively on top 

of two symmetric wings. Nise da Silveira reads these icons according to the alchemical 

iconography, as a representation of the hermaphrodite (Silveira, 2005, p. 122), the ‘complete 

individual’ of Ancient mythology, whereas the Hindu tradition informs us not only of the 

Ardhanari, the first anthropomorphic aspect of Shiva, with the right side male and the left 

side female, whose burning radiance was terrible to behold30, but also of the Gandabhêrunda, 

                                                                    

30 The symbolism of the Ardhanari can be further understood within the context of the Sámkhya philosophy, the theoretical 
counterpart of Yôga in the Hindu traditional philosophical set of the six dárshanas, or ‘points of view’ (which also include 
the Vêdánta and its counterpart Púrva Mimansá, and the Nyáya and its counterpart Vaishêshika). According to the 
Sámkhya naturalist philosophy, every cosmic manifestation is founded upon the fundamental duality between the Púrusha, 
the transcendent principle, represented as masculine, and the Prakrití, the primordial substance, represented as feminine. 
While the Púrusha, the principle of consciousness (which is neither creation nor creator, which bears no attributes nor 
qualities, and which resides in the core of everything yet remaining external), is beyond both the non-manifest and the 
manifest, the Prakrití can either remain undifferentiated, resting in its natural state, the equilibrium of the union of the 
opposites that precedes manifestation and follows dissolution within each creative cycle, or, under the non-active influence, 
contact or proximity of the Púrusha, the Prakrití can become manifest, creating universes. This duality exists only in 
relation with the manifest and, as a polarization, it represents the first division within an original whole, giving an account 
of the aim to produce the multiplicity of the manifest, thus bearing a cosmogonic reach. The cosmogonic status of the 
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the double-headed bird believed to possess magnificent strength. Regardless of what may be 

figured from this polar opposition, the matter of fact in Octavio Ignacio’s progressive descent 

into deeper layers of the collective unconscious is that it gives an account not only of the 

cleavage of the psyche but also of the process that ‘promotes the reconciliation of the warring 

opposites’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 122). 

The ‘syndrome’ of the kundaliní, as a concrete empirical psycho-physiological 

process, is universal to the human species. Through this process it is possible to attain an 

unconditioned state, the advancement of consciousness to a stage of ‘cosmicization’, or hiper-

consciousness, in Sanskrit ‘samádhi’. Despite remaining unconscious in the lay man, it is a 

powerful matrix within the collective unconscious, an archetype that is activated – even if the 

process is not empirically accomplished – whenever the individual condition demands the 

reassertion of one’s creative teleology or, for that matter, of Man’s creative teleology, usually 

in response to an engulfing inner conflict or trial, as we have seen in the paradigmatic case of 

one of Silveira’s schizophrenic patient, or, as I argue to be the case in the experimental avant-

garde work, before a radical creative challenge. Under those circumstances, the images that 

emerge, archetypal (or primordial), are explicit reminders of that ultimate embodied and 

inalienable resource, self-empowering, regenerative, emancipatory, soteriological31 - since it 

stands for the creative power that assists everything created. While the ‘syndrome’ of the 

kundaliní has been obscured and disguised in the Jewish-Christian culture (just to mention 

one of the most domineering traditions on the Western context), it constitutes an 

outstanding reference in the Hindu culture. India developed a millenary psycho-physiological 

technology32 to master that embodied intrinsic power, Yoga, particularly the Yoga of 

Tantric lineage33. Tantrism emphasizes the experimental use of the body and arguably 

                                                                    

Ardhanara, anthropomorphized and half-masculine/half-feminine, reveals complementary aspects in the cosmogonic myth 
of the Original Being whose sacrificial dismembering, in initio tempore, gave birth to the multiplicity of the cosmos (Michaël, 
1980, p. 35-39). The cosmological duality Prakrití/Púrusha, westernized as the opposition matter/spirit, or nature/spirit, or 
the split instinct/reason, is explained by Mircea Eliade in terms that parallel with the Junguian formulation of the psycho-
biological complementarity instinct/archetype (for Jung, on the spectrum of colours, the instinct stands at the red extreme 
while the archetype stands at the blue extreme) and Jung’s perspective of the teleological course of psychic energy and the 
exchange consciousness/unconscious: ‘In India a whole literature has been devoted to explanations of this paradoxical 
relationship between what is pre-eminently unconscious – Matter – and “pure consciousness”, the Spirit, which by its own 
mode of being is a-temporal, free, uninvolved in the becoming. And one of the most unexpected results of this philosophic 
labour has been the conclusion that the Unconscious (i. e. prakrití), moving by a kind of “teleological instinct”, imitates the 
behaviour of the Spirit [Púrusha]; that the unconscious behaves in such a way that its activity seems to prefigure the mode 
of being of the Spirit’ (Eliade, 1977, p. 122). 
31 Salvational. 
32 Arguably developed since the transition from the Paleolithic period to the Neolithic period and, surely, since 3000 BC, 
5000 years ago.  
33 According to DeRose, ‘Yôga is any strictly practical methodology that leads to samádhi’ (DeRose, 2007, p. 18); according 
to Pátañjali (lived in the III century BC), in his Yôga Sútra, ‘Yôga is the supression of the instability of consciousness’, in the 
original version: ‘Yôga ´s a supressão da instabilidade da consciência’ (DeRose, 1994), and ‘samádhi is the goal of Yôga’, in 
the original version, ‘samádhi é a meta do Yôga’ (DeRose, 2007, p. 650)   
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resides in the roots of Yôga, having originally enabled, by means of its effective empirical 

techniques, the attainment of samádhi, the goal of Yoga34. 

The relevance of the subject of the kundaliní comes forth on the work of very 

different avant-garde artists, such as the Brazilian Post-Neoconcrete artists (Lygia Clark and 

Hélio Oiticica) and the Japanese Gutai artists, with the observation of the recurrence of the 

pattern of images of ‘absolute beginning’, the existential situation expressed through 

figurations of ‘the centre of the world’ (the circle, the enclosure), ‘the change in the mode of 

being’ (the initiatory cabin, the rupture of plane), ‘ascension’ (flight, the marriage of Heaven 

and Earth), ‘return to the origin’ (the embryo, the merging of all forms), ‘cosmological 

solidarity’ (the soil in process, germinal luminosities, integration of the feminine principle), 

and ‘the union of polarities’, all of them projections as much as reminders of that radically 

human concrete psycho-physiological process. And, while the resonance of this syndrome 

may thus be inferred in the majority of the cases of these artists, both Lygia Clark and Kazuo 

Shiraga explicitly mention tantrism as a reference in their creative process, albeit with very 

different scales of importance in each case35. In addition to this, the kami rites that developed 

the Japanese artistic and performative traditions of waka, Noh and kagura, and whose 

analysis is fundamental for the understanding of the Gutai work, involved originally the 

practice of tantric techniques (Breen, 2010).  

 

 

                                                                    
34 ‘Samádhi is the state of hiperconsciousness and self-knowledge that only Yoga can provide’, in the original version: 
‘Samádhi é o estado de hipersconsciência que só o Yôga proporciona’ (DeRose, 2007, p. 51). According to Shivánanda ‘no 
samádhi is possible without the kundaliní’, on the original version, ‘nenhum samádhi é possível sem kundaliní’ (DeRose, 
2007, p. 650). In the Hindu tradition of Yôga and of its theoretical correspondent, Sámkhya, Tantra, is regarded as the 
behavioural correspondent of Yôga.  
35 Lygia Clark: ‘process, that is all erotic, is a passage to [her] inter-relationship with the real and, beyond that, to the 
cosmogony. A Tantric process, rather than occidental’ (Clark, 1998, p. 248). Kazuo Shiraga, who was a Buddhist monk 
himself, speaks on the effect of the Tantric techniques on his artistic practice: ‘Tantric Bouddhism, releasing the potential 
energy of man, acts upon him developping his gifts. I myself can’t reach those arcanes. However, through the method of 
painting with the feet, I believe I reach a state close to that’ (Shiraga, in Le Dieu Fudô et ma peinture, Gutai.com, 
http://pagesperso-orange.fr/articide.com/gutai/fr/accueil.htm, accessed in 5 June 2010). 
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Illustrations 

 

  

    

 

 

 

Illus. 2 and 3 

‘We often lose a leg and are as agile as if 

we had both legs. We don’t lose our own 

essence, we start living with the biology of 

the animal’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 110).   

Illus. 4 

‘How could they forget that Christ also descends from the animal? It is in 

our own flesh that we feel the value of the animal’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 112). 

Illus. 5 

‘During the moments in which we don’t go further, in which we are ill, 

it’s the horse that’s on top’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 113).  

Illus. 6 

‘That’s the good position. One has to dominate the horse with the spirit 

and not by force’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 114). 



 20 

 

 

 

 

 

       

Illus. 8 

‘When we’re afraid of the animal, it’s him who dominates us. The upper part 

is man, thought, and the lower part is animal. A half of the heart is man, the 

other half animal. Man shoots an arrow, he wounds, or it is him who gets 

hurt. He subdues the character of the beast. He hasn’t the right to be as the 

animal. He doesn’t supplant the force of the animal, of my friend or my enemy 

the animal. It is the rider that must guide’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 114).  

Illus. 9 

‘The art of the animal playing with the bird. The horse plays a lot. When 

he dances it‘s because he’s already better’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 116).  

Illus. 10 

‘It’s not easy to put wings on the animal. The wing means that the animal 

is a medium’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 116). 

Illus. 11 

‘If we strongly encourage the animal, he can gain wings. It’s difficult but 

not impossible. It’s as the rib of Adam’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 116). 

Illus. 7 

‘Man will never be stronger than the horse. Not that the horse can’t be 

tamed. But in the war or on a battle, the horse proves to be stronger than 

man. Therefore, man should talk with the horse and look after him so that 

they become friends, because man always has a horse’ (Silveira, 2005, p. 

114).  

 

Illus. 12, 13, 14 and 15 
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Illus. 16, 17 and 18 

 

Illus. 19, 20 and 21 

 


