Power and Depth in Art:  Tapping Core Emotional Themes

Human beings are motivated by complex, often contradictory emotions.  These emotional themes are part of the experience of being fully human, of loving, loss, fear, pain, and basic ego excesses as portrayed in the description of the seven deadly sins.  While we all experience such themes in passing at different points in our lives, some people are driven by the same theme or themes repeatedly.  Often, positive and negative emotional states conflict within a person.  Therefore, a person might experience grief over losing someone, along with a renewed sense of freedom in being alone.  Or they might feel deep affection for a loved one, coupled with murderous rage.  In very rich artistic depictions, a number of different emotional states are described simultaneously.  When these emotions appear to be authentic, plausible and uniquely unusual, the artistic expression of the subject becomes deep and multidimensional.  As an exercise, the following positive and negative emotional states can be contrasted:


positive states





negative states

longing and desire for a loved one

erotic excitement

quiet and subtle affection

righteous indignation for a good cause

self-satisfaction in accomplishment

feeling at peace with life

perseverance to be the best

holding on to sentimental memories

living fully and with reckless abandon

the excitement of new discovery

freedom in being alone

loyalty to others

feeling loved

feeling respected

awe in the presence of something wonderful

gradually healing and recovering

receiving attention from others

resolution of the past

following an inspired dream

obsession over what is unattainable

helpless, frustrated rage

murderous rage

powerlessness in defeat

regret over what could have been

pain of inadequacy compared to others

social humiliation and embarassment

grief over loss and death

guilt over having too much

terror of the unknown

the shock of innocence lost

feeling lost and confused

anxiety over being vulnerable

bitterness of betrayal

feeling unloved

the pain of abandonment

the shock of being wounded or traumatized

complete despair with life

subtle loathing and contempt

