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hen Alexandra Eldridge was five years old, her kindergarten report card said 
simply, “Alexandra lives very much in her imagination.“ That was true then, and 
it is still true now. “Wandering the inner worlds is where I feel most at home,” 
she says. “I’ve never felt completely here, or entirely of this world.” 

A strikingly youthful, warm, and vibrant woman, Eldridge creates paintings 
that definitely do not represent real life. Many of them have a dreamlike qual-
ity, and all are products of her imagination. “I have no idea, when I start out, 
where I’m going to end up,” she admits. “I never have a plan. It all unfolds, like 
a string of revelations; it just evolves.” 

Eldridge believes that being one of seven children, five of them boys, played a 
major role in driving her inward. “I would retire to my room to escape the cra-
ziness that was going on in the house, to draw and paint.” The large Victorian 
house where she grew up in Westfield, New Jersey, also had an abundant sup-
ply of books, and from early childhood she loved to read fairy tales, poetry, and 
myths, all rich source material for her active imagination.

Both her parents were talented and successful writers and artists who wrote 
and illustrated 27 children’s books, among many other projects. “I was fortunate 
to grow up in an environment of creativity and natural beauty,” she says, “and I 
never doubted, from early on, that one could make a life as an artist.”
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Family Portrait (2018), acrylic on a 
scanned, turn-of-the century glass-plate 
negative. The painting’s theme is the 
kinship between animals and humans, 
depicting the idea that we are all 
connected, part of a greater whole. 
Opposite: Detail from an untitled 
sculpture featuring a deer.

Animal    
  Dreams

Alexandra Eldridge’s ethereal evocations of other eras 

and other worlds function as a roadmap to the soul
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Alexandra Eldridge  
in her Santa Fe studio
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Her own artistic life began to take shape at Ohio University, 
where she enrolled in a figure-drawing class called Figure and 
Metaphor, taught by a professor whose special interest was the 
role of the imagination. Eldridge married the professor not long 
afterward, and it was through him that she began to discover the 
world of William Blake, the visionary 18th-century English poet, 
painter, and printmaker, who has been a major influence on her 
work ever since. “My husband was 20 years older than me, and 
Blake had been his inspiration for many years,” she explains. 
“He would read from Blake every single day, and I felt, more and 
more, that I was returning to the world I had always inhabited.”

Both of them became so involved with Blake that they bought 
and restored a 150-year-old log cabin on a 70-acre farm in Ohio 
and founded a community called Golgonooza, a name taken from 

Blake’s mythology, meaning Visionary City of Art. It flourished 
for what Eldridge describes as an idyllic 17 years, into the mid- 
1980s. “People came from all over, in busloads, mostly from uni-
versities, and every Sunday we would read and discuss the works 
of William Blake. It was a wonderful hippie time.” 

The couple grew organic gardens; raised chickens, sheep, and 
geese; spun wool; and made wine from the fruits that they grew 
themselves. They put on plays and pageants, all inspired by Blake, 
and even built their own buildings, including one they called the 
Scriptorium, which was devoted to producing handmade books.

It was during that time and in that building that Eldridge 
produced her first intricately detailed, illuminated manuscript 
(one that is artistically decorated with marginalia and miniature 
illustrations). “I’ve always loved old illuminated manuscripts,” 
she says.  “I would go to libraries and study the ways in which 
images and words were put together.” Her own manuscripts were 
created on antique parchment, in watercolor, formed around the 
words and ideas of William Blake instead of being based on the 
Bible. “When I can’t understand something, I paint it,” she says, 
adding, “Blake opened up the possibility of art as a spiritual path 
for me. He said, ‘Art is conversing with eternity,’ and I have been 
following that path ever since.”

That chapter finally came to an end in 1986, by which time 
Eldridge was in her mid-30s, the mother of two little boys, aged 
seven and four, and felt the need to go out and explore the world 
beyond the Blake community in which she had, effectively, grown 
up. “I had to experience life on my own, to leave my teacher and 
mentor and find my own path.”

That fundamental shift in her life circumstances brought 
changes to her artwork as well. During her time in the Blake 
community bubble, she created images that were almost ethereal, 
floating, often based on the human form. “After I left, I started to 
see the extraordinary in the ordinary,” she says. From that point 
on, as her inner and outer worlds became more connected, she 
started using symbols that appear regularly in her paintings—
eggs, birds, houses, deer, rabbits, dresses, ladders, butterflies. 
Their significance goes far beyond their physical forms, carrying 
a message that extends from the particular to the universal.

“I suppose you could say I lost interest in humans and started 
exploring symbols, which I enjoyed a lot more, and which were 
a much better fit for my spiritual journey,” she says. An egg can 
signify potential, birth, new beginnings, trust. A house usually 
represents her own being, maybe floating in water, which symbol-
izes emotions, and surrounded by random objects representing 
uncertainty, disorder, or simply change. “I never promote what 
a painting means,” she says. “The observers see it through their 
own lens, and the responses are always fascinating to me.”

After leaving Ohio with her two boys, Eldridge headed to New 
York City, where she lived for about a year before attempting a 
reconciliation with her husband. When that didn’t work out, she 
thought about moving to San Francisco and, for the first time in 
her life, hoping to get confirmation that she was making the right 
decision, she consulted a psychic. To her surprise, the psychic told 
her she was not going to go to San Francisco, but would shortly 
be living in the Southwest, a place she had never been and knew 
nothing about. But the universe works in mysterious ways, and, 
a few days later, as she was still pondering this unexpected news, 
she met a man on a train who turned out to be connected with the 
Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival. He offered to show her around 
if she ever came to Santa Fe, and the rest, as they say, is history.

“As soon as I arrived in Santa Fe, I thought, ‘Oh my God, this 
is home,’ she declares, “and everything just fell into place.” Not 
only did she find a place to live right away, she also met a woman 
who hired her on the spot to help in her new faux-finish business. 
“I did that job for a few years, while the kids were growing up,” 
Eldridge says. “It was perfect timing.”

Canyon Road was booming in the 1980s, and galleries were 
eager to show her work. Zaplin Lampert Gallery was the first, fol-
lowed, in the ’90s, by Turner Carroll Gallery, where she remained 
for eight years. Her reputation has since spread beyond the USA 
through shows in Paris, London, Belgrade, and Bangkok. In 
Santa Fe, her work can currently be seen at the NuArt Gallery on 
Canyon Road.

A prolific artist, Eldridge works in unconventional ways. The 
traditional approach—putting paint on canvas—is something 
she abandoned long ago in favor of using Venetian plaster as her 
creative medium. “My brother, Nick, who does faux-finish work, 
turned me on to that,” she explains. “It’s normally used for glaz-
ing walls, but you can add liquid or powder pigments, or even red 
earth, to give it color, and it’s really versatile. It can be layered, 
waxed, or burnished, and the layers can be molded, scratched, 
and embedded with material things, fragments of musical scores, C
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“I love to incorporate found  
   objects into my paintings.  

   Old fragments or ephemera  
    carry the energy of another  

    time and place. ”

Clockwise from left: Soul Mapping (2007), acrylic painted on a Chinese 
scroll. It symbolizes the practice of palmistry and a search for one’s 
destiny. The hand represents creativity, while the home is where the 
soul resides. The tree symbolizes growth, and the eggs suggest rebirth. 
The little boats demonstrate movement and change. Portals (1986), oil 
on canvas. One of Eldridge’s early paintings, it shows a figure entering 
into a forest seeking a deeper reality. Turn-of-the-century glass-plate 
negative. Life of the Soul (2007), mixed media and collage on Venetian 
plaster. The painting addresses the concept of trust, with the pages 
representing the learning and wisdom that allow us to trust. Here the 
mother bird is trusting that her egg will not fall.
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We Chose Rejoice (2004) shows a house that’s drowning; the streams of dripping water represent things coming apart,  
dissolving to be born again. The house is protected by a magic circle of stones, while the boat represents safety. 

The Illuminated Manuscript (1974), on an ancient 17th-century parchment, a page from an old songbook. Eldridge 
created this piece while living in the Blake community to express William Blake’s worldview through images and words.
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old texts…anything, really. It dries fast and then you can paint on 
it. I’ve always been interested in playing and experimenting, and 
I love to incorporate found objects into my paintings. Old frag-
ments or ephemera carry the energy of another time and place.”

Once her boys had left home, Eldridge began to travel exten-
sively, and, during a spell in New York, following frequent trips to 
Chinatown, she began painting on antique Chinese scrolls, allow-
ing some of the original images to show through and become part 
of the work. The underlying base, crafted from Venetian plaster, 

is typically embedded with found items from 
another era, and, though the subject matter has 
now changed, painting on scrolls is something 
she still does to this day.

It was during a trip to Hawaii a few years ago 
that Eldridge had an experience that brought a 
whole new dimension into her artwork. “I was 
having an Ayurvedic treatment, during which 
oils are gently dripped onto your forehead, and 
I completely zoned out,” she recalls, “and this 
face appeared in front of me. It looked like an 
ancient being of some sort, maybe human, 
maybe animal, I couldn’t tell, but I couldn’t stop 
thinking about it. When I returned home, I felt 
this urge to paint a stag, and when it was done I 
realized I had just painted the face I had seen in 
Hawaii. I’ve been painting animals ever since.”

Before long she began to incorporate the ani-
mals into human figures, a development inspired 
by the gift of some antique glass-plate negatives 
found by a friend who was clearing out her attic. 
“They were almost all portraits of children from a 
photographic studio in Texas, dating back to the 
turn of the century, and at first I had no idea what 
to do with them,” she recalls. She began by having 
them printed, virtually life-size, on old Chinese 
scrolls, adding painted details to make them more 
engaging and bring them more up to date.  

Her interest having been aroused, she started 
collecting glass negatives herself, and finding 
once again that most of them were portraits, she 
began to play with the idea of bringing animals 
into the pictures. “There’s a well-known line 
from Jung,” she says, ‘The dream walks in like 
an animal.’ I wanted to turn that around and 
play with the idea that the animal walks in like 
a dream.” In some cases she introduced animals 
like leopards, stags, bears, and rabbits, and in 
others she substituted an animal’s head for the 
head of the person in the photograph. “We’ve 
lost our animal instincts,” she says. “Animals are 
a mystery to us and it would be wonderful to get 
back in touch with our animal nature, to redis-

cover the animal within us.”
Eldridge has spent the last couple of years working on a Tarot 

card series in collaboration with Tony Barnstone, a poet and pro-
fessor at Whittier College in California. “He has written poems to 
go with each image, using the cards as creative prompts. I’m not 
a Tarot reader, but I got interested in the idea because it appealed 
to me as the mapping of a journey. I see my paintings that way, as 
markers along this journey through life—a soul map, if you will.  
I try to bridge the conscious and the unconscious and to expose the 
inner life in any way I can. Where I go from here I have no idea.” R

The Empress Card (2016), a watercolor on Venetian plaster, signifies life and abaun-
dance and the power of the feminine. The rabbit is a symbol of fertility. Opposite: 
Eldridge surrounded by her paintings and objects that inspire her.
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SARA DEAN

PLASTER COLOR

CUSTOM COLOR FOR TRADITIONAL INTERIOR PLASTER 

505 919 9108 | 1404 MACLOVIA ST. | SANTA FE, NM 87505

 

 

3d Prints now available through City of Mud 

Santa Fe 

Bronze and steel available @ Globe Fine Art  

Santa Fe 

 

Laird Hovland – Sculpture

(505) 699-8438

lairdmhovland@msn.com

lairdhovlandart.com

3d Prints now available through City of Mud
Santa Fe

Bronze and steel available at Globe Fine Art
Santa Fe


