
The emotional symbology of natural objects
by Pamela D Longobardi

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Fine Arts in
Printmaking
Montana State University
© Copyright by Pamela D Longobardi (1985)

Abstract:
My work incorporates personal imagery that arises prior to rational thought or explanations. Sometimes
an image evolves with words in association with it. The rational act of describing an image in terms of
"metaphor" or "symbol" comes about only after the image is formed in the mind and given visual
reality as an object. Thus, the rational description, though it attempts to do so, does not describe the
source of the image directly. The source is emotional, not rational.

The truest origin of my work lies between the unnamed emotional feeling which was its impetus and
the meaning which I subsequently attach to the image. Even the way in which the images are drawn
comes from the emotive source. The marks, whether made with litho crayon, charcoal, or paint, are
intuitive and somewhat automatic. The pictured images are not necessarily descriptive of how the real
object would appear in nature, but rather how I feel about my associations with the object and what it
symbolizes. The marks feel natural and correct as an extension of that energy.

I record images as they arise spontaneously and these, rather directly and with little editing, become
finished pieces. I also recombine and reuse the symbols to form new associations and interpretations
for them, and they undergo an evolution themselves. Drawing the images over and over makes me
aware of their specific meaning; for example, an elliptical ring or "halo" became the center of a
tornado, and then a lake, and then a symbol for the universe.

The connection between the image and the emotion is a psychological one. I am establishing parallels
between natural forces and objects in the physical world and the emotional forces that move through
and around us. Two objects, a tornado and a bird, represent two aspects of the inner psyche. The
tornado (natural force) symbolizes the dramatic and charged emotional nature of the self, while the bird
(natural object) suggests the more fragile or fleeting nature of the soul. I am trying to describe the
object manifestations of subjective states, or the continuity of human nature and "nature." Though the
symbols have very specific and personal meanings to me, I wish to leave these understated. I prefer to
allow the viewer to interpret content in relation to his or her own frame of reference and history. My
intent is not to give a personal narrative, but rather to transfer an emotional situation or response from
the particular to the more universal. Because these images arise outside rational or logical thought, I
feel they speak more of the collective pool of human experience than of the particulars of my existence.

The images allude to either specific and intense emotional states or to emotionally significant events.
Some of the images arise from a memory of situations and responses connected with childhood or the
past and a sort of yearning to recall things that have since changed or have been forgotten. Others arise
from more recent occurrences or general life situations and a response to nature. Because of the
accessibility of my emotions and their persistence in my life, I tap into this flow as a source of energy
and continuum in my work.

I feel a symbol is most effective when its meaning changes somewhat depending upon who is looking
at it. An image which I think of as a stick-raft has been perceived by others as a grill or as jail bars.



Both of these interpretations add new shades of meaning to the image and increase its value to me as a
symbol.

There is a certain literary aspect to this work, by which I mean the images are intended to be "read," in
a way similar to how poetry is read. I work from prints and drawings to paintings and back because
they feed each other. Usually as I am working in one medium, new symbols arise that might not have
done so in another. I find that the limitations in one material force me to rework images in a new way,
thus enriching the image as a symbol. 
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ARTIST'S STATEMENT

My work incorporates personal imagery that a r ises  p r io r  to ra t iona l  

thought or exp lanations.  Sometimes an image evolves wi th  words in asso­

c ia t io n  w i th  i t .  The ra t io n a l  act  o f  descr ib ing an image in terms of  

"metaphor" or "symbol" comes about only a f t e r  the image is formed in the  

mind and given visua l  r e a l i t y  as an o b je c t .  Thus, the r a t io n a l  descr ip ­

t i o n ,  though i t  attempts to do so, does not describe the source of  the 

image d i r e c t l y .  The source is emotional ,  not r a t i o n a l .

The t ru e s t  o r i g i n  o f  my work l i e s  between the unnamed emotional 

f e e l in g  which was i t s  impetus and the meaning which I subsequently 

at tach  to the image. Even the way in which the images are drawn comes 

from the emotive source.  The marks, whether made with  l i t h o  crayon,  

ch arc o a l , or p a in t ,  are i n t u i t i v e  and somewhat automatic.  The pictured  

images are not necessar i ly  d e s c r ip t iv e  o f  how the real  object would 

appear in na ture ,  but ra th e r  how I fe e l  about my assoc iat ions  wi th  the 

object  and what i t  symbolizes.  The marks feel  natural  and correct  as an 

extension of tha t  energy.

I record images as they a r is e  spontaneously and these,  ra ther  

d i r e c t l y  and wi th  l i t t l e  e d i t i n g ,  become f in ished  pieces. I also  

recombine and reuse the symbols to form new associat ions and i n t e r p r e t a ­

t ions  fo r  them, and they undergo an evolut ion  themselves. Drawing the 

images over and over makes me aware o f  t h e i r  s p e c i f i c  meaning; fo r
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example, an e l l i p t i c a l  r ing or "ha lo" became the center o f  a tornado,  

and then a lake ,  and then a symbol fo r  the universe.

The connection between the image and the emotion is a psychological  

one. I am e s tab l is h in g  p a r a l l e l s  between natural  forces and objects in 

the physical  world and the emotional forces that  move through and around 

us. Two o b je c t s ,  a tornado and a b i r d ,  represent two aspects of  the 

inner psyche. The tornado (natural  force)  symbolizes the dramatic and 

charged emotional nature  o f  the s e l f ,  whi le  the bird (natura l  ob ject )  

suggests the more f r a g i l e  or f l e e t i n g  nature o f  the soul.  I am t ry ing  

to descr ibe the ob jec t  manifes ta t ions  of  subject ive  s t a te s ,  or the 

c o n t in u i ty  o f  human nature and "n a tu re ."

Though the symbols have very s p e c i f ic  and personal meanings to me,

I wish to leave these understated.  I p re fe r  to a l low  the viewer to 

in t e r p r e t  content in r e la t i o n  to his or her own frame of  reference and 

h is to r y .  My in ten t  is not to give a personal n a r r a t i v e ,  but rather  to 

t ra n s fe r  an emotional  s i t u a t io n  or response from the p a r t i c u l a r  to the 

more u n i v e r s a l . Because these images a r is e  outs ide r a t io n a l  or log ical  

thought, I fee l  they speak more o f  the c o l l e c t i v e  pool o f  human e xp e r i ­

ence than o f  the p a r t i c u la r s  o f  my existence.

The images a l lu d e  to e i t h e r  s p e c i f ic  and intense emotional  states  

or to em ot iona l ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  events.  Some o f  the images a r is e  from a 

memory of  s i t u a t io n s  and responses connected w i th  chi ldhood or the past 

and a sor t  o f  yearning to re ca l l  things tha t  have since changed or have 

been fo rg o t te n .  Others a r is e  from more recent occurrences or general  

l i f e  s i t u a t io n s  and a response to nature .  Because of the a c c e s s i b i l i t y
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o f  my emotions and t h e i r  persistence in my l i f e ,  I tap in to  th is  flow as 

a source o f  energy and continuum in my work.

I fe e l  a symbol is most e f f e c t i v e  when i t s  meaning changes somewhat 

depending upon who is looking a t  i t .  An image which I th in k  o f  as a 

s t i c k - r a f t  has been perceived by others as a g r i l l  or  as j a i l  bars.

Both o f  these in t e r p r e t a t io n s  add new shades o f  meaning to the image and 

increase i t s  value  to me as a symbol.

There is a c e r t a in  l i t e r a r y  aspect to th is  work,  by which I mean 

the images are intended to be " re ad ,"  in a way s im i la r  to how poetry is 

read. I work from p r in ts  and drawings to pa int ings and back because 

they feed each o th e r .  Usual ly as I am working in one medium, new 

symbols a r i s e  th a t  might not have done so in another.  I f in d  that  the 

l i m i t a t io n s  in one materia l  force me to rework images in a new way, thus 

enr iching the image as a symbol.



4

LIST OF SLIDES

1) " S i le n t  Witnesses" ( 1985)
29±" x 40"

2) "The Rope T r ic k ,  Three Acts" ( 1985)
36" x 70"

3) "The Inner Universe Grows P r iv a te "  ( 1985)
2 9 i "  x 40"

4) "Bearing the Weight o f  Memory" ( 1985)
2 9 i "  x 40"

5) "When I 'm Alone,  I Laugh at  My Secret Joke" ( 1985)
2 9 i "  x 40"

6) "The Risk o f  Baring Your Soul" ( 1985)
2 9 i "  x 40"

7) "What We Do Not See" (1985)
2 9 i "  x 40"

8) "The P o l i t i c s  o f  the Small Pie" ( 1985)
78" x 59"

9) "The Uncertain Waters o f  Fate" ( 1985)
60" x 80"

10) "While I Was Asleep,  the F i re  Escaped" (1985)
10i" x 12"

11) "A S ig n i f ic a n t  Conversation wi th  Myself"  (1985)
60" x 72"

12) " U n t i t l e d "  (1985)
48" x 72"

13) "A Memory of  F a l l i n g "  ( 1985)
54" x 72"

14) "The P r iva te  Island of  Betraya l"  ( 1985)
54" x 72"
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