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Introduction. Metaphor is not simply a way of making literary language more
beautiful. In Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), particularly in the work of
Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 2003), metaphor is also understood as a way of thinking
about one kind of experience in terms of another. This is useful when we study
artistic creativity because creativity includes many different things: imagination,
knowledge, emotion, technical skill, and physical effort. Irving Stone’s The Agony
and the Ecstasy provides a useful example for this kind of analysis. The novel is a
fictionalized biography of Michelangelo and combines historical information with
literary storytelling. Throughout the novel, artistic work is often described through
concrete experiences such as working, struggling, listening, discovering, and
shaping. These descriptions help Stone present Michelangelo not only as a naturally
talented artist but also as someone whose creativity develops through continuous
work and contact with his material.

Previous research has approached Stone’s novel from several perspectives.
Khajiyeva (2013) examines biographical fiction and narration, while Sulaiman
(2022) discusses the image of the artist in Irving Stone’s The Agony and the Ecstasy
in comparison with Orhan Pamuk’s My Name is Red. Levytska (2024) examines
Stone’s fictionalized biographies of artists and the development of biographical
writing. These studies provide important background for understanding Stone’s
approach to biography, artistic identity, and literary representation.

This paper does not suggest that metaphors in The Agony and the Ecstasy have
never been studied. The author’s master’s thesis has already examined metaphors in
the novel, including their connection with artistic labor and inspiration (Hikmatova,
2025). The purpose of the present paper is narrower. It develops that earlier research
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by looking more closely at the way recurring metaphors shape the reader’s
understanding of artistic work and creativity.

The study combines Conceptual Metaphor Theory with qualitative textual
analysis and close reading. In CMT, the target domain is the area that we want to
understand, while the source domain provides a more concrete structure for
understanding it. This distinction is useful in literary analysis because it allows
individual metaphorical expressions to be connected with larger conceptual patterns.
Rasse (2022) emphasizes the importance of context when conceptual metaphor
theory is applied to literary texts. Gaut (1997) and Kennedy (2008) also provide a
theoretical basis for considering the relationship between metaphor and artistic
understanding.

The analysis focuses on selected passages from The Agony and the Ecstasy that
describe Michelangelo’s work, his relationship with marble, and the process of
creation. The examples were originally collected in the author’s master’s research,
but they are reconsidered here from a more specific perspective. Four conceptual
patterns guide the analysis: ART IS LABOR, ARTISTIC CREATION IS
STRUGGLE, MARBLE IS A LIVING BEING, and CREATIVITY IS
DIALOGUE.

Analysis and Discussion. One of the clearest ways Stone describes artistic
creation is through the language of physical work. In one passage, he writes: “To
sculpture is to remove; it is also to probe, dig, sweat, think, feel and live with it until
it is completed” (Stone, 1961, p. 335). The verbs in this sentence include both
physical and mental activities. Michelangelo has to dig and sweat, but he also has to
think and feel. Sculpture is therefore presented as an activity that involves the whole
person.

This description is important because it moves away from the common image
of the artist as someone who creates mainly through sudden inspiration. In Stone’s
novel, creativity requires time and effort. Michelangelo’s identity as an artist is
connected not only with talent but also with his willingness to work, continue, and
remain involved with the material. This supports the conceptual pattern ART IS
LABOR. The idea of labor is closely connected with another pattern, ARTISTIC
CREATION IS STRUGGLE. Stone writes: “The marble was tenacious; he was
equally tenacious...” (Stone, 1961, p. 336). The word “tenacious” is normally used
to describe a person or another living agent. Here, however, Stone applies it to
marble. As a result, the material seems to have its own strength and resistance.

The author’s master’s research discussed this example as an ontological
metaphor (Hikmatova, 2025). In the present analysis, the important point is the
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relationship that this metaphor creates between the artist and the material.
Michelangelo is not simply working on passive matter. He has to deal with
resistance. The marble becomes something that he must understand and overcome
through patience, skill, and persistence. Artistic creation is therefore presented as a
struggle between the artist and the material.

Stone goes further by describing marble with qualities normally associated
with living things. He refers to it as “the rich warm glowing breathing material”
(Stone, 1961, p. 49). The word “breathing” is particularly important. It gives the
stone a quality associated with life and changes the way the reader may imagine
Michelangelo’s relationship with it. Marble is no longer just an object that the artist
controls. A similar idea appears when Stone writes: “Stone will speak to you. Listen
as you strike...” (Stone, 1961, p. 50). Here marble is given the ability to speak, while
Michelangelo becomes a listener. The artist therefore needs not only to act on the
material but also to pay attention to it. He must recognize its qualities and respond
to what it seems to communicate.

These examples lead to the fourth pattern, CREATIVITY IS DIALOGUE. If
marble can “speak,” then the process of sculpture can be understood as a kind of
communication between the artist and the material. Michelangelo shapes the stone
according to his artistic intention, but at the same time he reacts to the stone itself.
His creativity is therefore both active and receptive.

This interpretation is also consistent with the broader discussion of metaphor
and artistic understanding offered by Gaut (1997) and Kennedy (2008). Their work
helps support the idea that metaphor can shape how artistic activity and artistic
experience are understood. In Stone’s novel, this communication happens before the
finished artwork reaches its audience. The dialogue takes place between
Michelangelo’s intention and the physical qualities of the marble.

Conclusion. The analysis suggests that metaphor plays an important role in
Stone’s representation of artistic work and creativity. The four patterns identified in
the paper — ART IS LABOR, ARTISTIC CREATION IS STRUGGLE, MARBLE
ISALIVING BEING, and CREATIVITY IS DIALOGUE — are closely connected.
Together, they present creativity as a process that requires time, physical effort,
patience, attention, and persistence rather than as a single moment of inspiration.
These metaphors also shape the image of Michelangelo in the novel. He is presented
as a hard-working and persistent artist who not only transforms his material but also
observes and responds to it. The representation of marble as something living and
communicative is especially important because it changes sculpture from a simple
act of shaping matter into an interaction between the artist and the material. In this
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way, the metaphorical structure of The Agony and the Ecstasy adds another
dimension to existing biographical, historical, and literary interpretations of Stone’s
novel. A cognitive approach makes it possible to see how particular metaphorical
expressions contribute to the larger representation of artistic creativity and
Michelangelo’s identity as an artist.
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