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Introduction

Lexi Eikelboom
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Figure 1 Film Still, Sarah Tomasetti. Image © Mark Newbound.


While working on my doctoral research, I found myself painting. I had never painted in any serious way before, but something about the research I was doing—on the concept of rhythm in the thought of various philosophers and theologians—compelled me, despite the demands of my research schedule, to pick up a paintbrush. While I was trying to understand rhythm as a concept, I also wanted to understand something more. I wanted to know, not just how the concept worked, but, in some way, to know the material reality, the experience, to which the concept referred.

The argument of this volume is that art-making is a distinct practice of knowledge or understanding, and, perhaps more controversially, that it is a practice of knowledge or understanding with spiritual significance. Each artist’s practice of art-making is different, but many practices share common features: repetitive action, choices about things like focus and attention, surrender and control, and an engagement with forces like chance, matter, time, and space. In working with these things through art-making, we come to know them in a way that cannot be reduced to other ways of knowing, particularly discursive, conceptual, or theoretical ways of knowing. Rather, we know, in and through our bodies, how these materials and forces move and respond to our own movements and actions. We know how to organize and leverage the material world in ways that reliably open ourselves and others to encounters with these features of our existence.

To designate this way of knowing a “spiritual practice” is to indicate something about the significance of this embodied way of knowing as a practice that seeks to know what we might simply call a “more than.” For some, the spiritual refers to more than that which we can empirically see and measure.1 For others, it is more than an atomistic perspective, or an egoistic focus on self, which recognizes the interconnectedness of all things.2 It may be used to refer to that which is in excess of the principles, routines, or experiences of everyday life, or that which cannot be captured by the principles of finance or material progress.3 It is typically described in terms of either a “beyond” or as a “depth,” suggesting, either way, something that exceeds that which is most immediate and familiar to us.4 Thus, different art-making practices might aim at different “more-thans,” so to speak.

In their reflections, the artists in this volume variously describe their art-making as opening onto a larger, unseen transformative realm (Lee), as making use of the everyday as an access point to the sacred and as an egoless state of deep attending (Redfern), as connecting us to the sacred life of things (Live Particle), as beyond capitalist cultures (Hesterman), and as transformative, liminal, and revelatory (Nankin). Mark Newbound, whose art practice is to video the art-making practices of others, seeks to present art-making as a sacred space full of transformative power.

While there is currently a preference for the term “religion” amongst art historians as a way to designate particular traditions more precisely, many artists, like the practitioners of some religions, use the term “spirituality” in relation to their own practice.5 We are not here tracing religious themes, beliefs, or influences, but seek to open the horizon of philosophical scholarship to conceptualize art-making as a way of knowing.6 We suggest that art-making may be thought about as a spiritual practice because it is a practice of knowledge that exceeds the terms of conceptual, theoretical understanding. Precisely because spirituality has “no specific meaning in academic analysis,” while being a word that is meaningful to practitioners,7 it helpfully designates a kind of knowing that exceeds academic ways of knowing. As Robert Lipsey says in his book The Spiritual in Twentieth-Century Art, “The spiritual will always remain largely unknown; this is a part of its greatness … The spiritual is not an abstract knowledge of cosmos or human nature; it is a renewed discovery, a beginning again and again.”8 This idea of the spiritual as a non-abstract noetic practice of renewed discovery in relation to something that remains always in some way unknown clarifies the kind of knowing we understand art-making to be.

Finally, “the spiritual” designates something important and particular to religious traditions—something that they have the language to name—that is nevertheless also accessible outside the bounds of any one particular religious tradition. In the study of religion, “ritual” is the name given to many of the practices through which we engage in the kind of renewed discovery in relation to the unknown that Lipsey and some practitioners call “the spiritual.” Kevin Schilbrack argues that “some rituals may be seen as embodied inquiries into the metaphysical nature of things.”9 Theodore Jennings likewise argues that ritual is a mode of inquiry and discovery (among other things).10 Thus at least some philosophers studying ritual characterize it as an embodied practice of knowledge.

As such, this volume puts art-making practices and religious rituals in conversation to invite differences and parallels between these practices to emerge. Our goal is not to claim that art-making is a new form of religious practice, but to allow certain dimensions of art-making to come to the fore through a comparison with religious rituals. We allusively position practices and ideas together to invite the reader to explore whether there might be helpful parallels between how religious ritual functions as a way of knowing the world and how art-making functions as a way of knowing the world.11

To this end, we have attempted to provide some structure to the particulars by pairing practices under a theme. These themes were identified through conversations with the artists in this volume during visits to their studios. Once the themes were identified and draft essays about the artists’ practices were written, we asked a second set of scholars to write on that same theme in a religious ritual. Scholars writing on the artists’ practices then incorporated any ideas from the ritual papers that helped them further develop their analyses (whether contrastively or affirmatively). What the reader now has in this book is seven pairs of essays—one on a religious ritual and one on an art-making practice in each pair—juxtaposed under a theme. A reflection by the artist whose practice is under consideration is positioned between them so that the reader may likewise identify resonances and tensions between the academic analyses and the artist’s own voice. While the themes provide structure to the analyses, our goal is to foreground the practices themselves, which means that, in some cases, the theme is submerged by the demands and features of the particular practice under consideration. These pairs of practices are, in turn, book-ended by theoretical essays that consider the questions and themes from different disciplinary perspectives.

Not only are a wide variety of practices on display here, but the writers for this project come from a myriad of disciplines. Ritual studies is a field composed of multiple disciplines and methods, resulting in significant disagreement concerning what ritual is, what matters about it, and how we should think about it. Should we understand it primarily as a social phenomenon or as a spiritual one? Does its significance lie in its impact on individuals or on a society? Should we observe it with or without theological commitments? Can we make any general claims about it as a category or is it so culturally conditioned so as to be altogether useless as a category? These disagreements are precisely part of what makes ritual a fruitful lens through which to think about art practice. Unlike religious ritual, art-making is not yet an object of study robustly represented in academic literature.12 Nevertheless, many of the sorts of questions that characterize and even threaten to fracture and destabilize the field of ritual studies could be asked of art-making as well: Where does its significance lie? Is it about the individual artist or the larger social forces in which he or she creates? Is it a social practice or a more autonomously aesthetic one? If art-making is spiritual, who is equipped to understand this spirituality and with what sorts of commitments? Embracing the way in which ritual studies navigates these tensions offers a robust and flexible framework for navigating similar methodological questions that must be raised as academic engagement with art-making grows.

Rather than ignore and resist the tensions that result from diversity, we have here paired representatives from a variety of disciplinary approaches—literary, theological, social scientific, art historical, philosophical—and asked them to try to speak to one another across differences of method and commitment. Diversifying the methods by which we try to know (academically) a particular kind of knowing (embodied/artistic) avoids a methodological imperialism in which the (embodied) knowing that we are attempting to foreground becomes dominated and obscured by a single, uncontested (academic) way of knowing. By diversifying our disciplines and methods, we expose the limitations of the academic methods through which we seek to know another way of knowing.

Insofar as this volume constitutes an exploration of the difficulty and the necessity of understanding ways of knowing that are different from our own, the analyses of the diverse and idiosyncratic practices that follow are fundamental to questions about the nature of both knowledge and spirituality. Through its construction, the volume shows how attention to the most provincial practices can speak to the most theoretical concerns. The cumulative argument of these analyses that span both diverse practices and diverse disciplines is that while there is no single universal “spirituality” that characterizes all art-making because “spirituality” is a term always constructed in conversation with the practices it seeks to designate, the practices nevertheless evoke common concerns—vulnerability, attention, discovery, unknowing—which may be key to the significance of embodied knowing.13




Part One

Frames





1

Religion, Art, Ritual: The History of Concepts, the Operation of Power

David Newheiser

In the summer of 2023, the National Gallery of London hosted an exhibition under the title “Saint Francis of Assisi.” After winding past a varied set of sculptures and paintings, visitors arrived before a rough piece of cloth with a short length of rope, held behind glass. Because it was isolated and dramatically lit, this object was easy to read as another work of contemporary art, suggestive and austere. However, those who looked closely learned that the work wasn’t created for display in a museum—it was a garment worn by the saint himself.

This object was loaned to the museum by the Basilica of Santa Croce in Florence, the largest Franciscan church in the world. In its ecclesial home, it was the focal point for prayers of gratitude and supplication. Here, however, it was the object of a different set of practices. In place of a prayer book, the museum provided didactic placards; instead of a priest, a guard looked on. Unlike a church, the National Gallery is a secular space.

At the same time—like a temple, synagogue, or shrine—the National Gallery is set aside for something special to happen. In this exhibition, people circled slowly past. Whereas the room was dim, the garment was brightly lit, calling for focused attention. Although people were not required to keep silence, they spoke quietly, even reverently, or not at all. This stillness created a space for what some call the sacred. As I discovered before the habit of St. Francis one London afternoon, the distance between religion and art can suddenly compress.1

In communities where religious observance has declined, art offers a form of spiritual experience that does not rely on religious commitment. This makes art a source of deep meaning for many, but it leads others to worry that art or religion will lose their autonomy. Some argue that art offers aesthetic enjoyment, whereas only religion can provide a spirituality that is attuned to something beyond oneself.2 Others insist that art cannot be religious in nature—otherwise, they say, artistic creativity would be subordinate to dogmatic belief.3 Although their motivations differ, both sides insist that art and religion are (by definition) separate domains.

This collection suggests that the impulse to separate art and religion is understandable but unnecessary. Rather than relying on generalized definitions, the contributors attend to particular instances of art-making and religious ritual: Vedic sacrifice and contemporary painting, video installations and the Aleinu, Eucharistic liturgy and landscape art. Because these practices resonate while remaining distinct, they show that the relationship between religion and art needn’t be a source of anxiety. The affinity between religious and artistic traditions clarifies their continued vitality, and it encourages each to draw freely on each other.

To frame the conversation that follows, this chapter develops a brief genealogy of religion, art, and ritual. However obvious they now seem, these concepts emerged in early modern Europe in response to a contingent set of circumstances: intra-Christian conflict, Romantic philosophy and colonial expansion. By retracing the path that brought us here, I aim to suggest that we needn’t be bound by this way of knowing the world. As the art of indigenous Australians makes clear, these concepts can be adapted for new uses, and this transforms in turn relations of power. Since ideas and institutions shape each other, unsettling the division between art and religion carries ethical and political potential.

Religion

The tension between art and religion is widely acknowledged. In an influential book, James Elkins observes that art institutions typically exclude works that are overtly religious: “Such art is not often found in galleries in large cities, nor is it bought by museums of contemporary art, exhibited in biennales, or mentioned in Artforum or the other journals.”4 In recent years, curators have grown increasingly willing to include devotional objects alongside works that do not present as religious. However, many scholars agree that established definitions of art do not include objects associated with vernacular religion.5

If religion and art sometimes intersect as a matter of fact, theorists like Elkins insist that they should remain separate for reasons of principle. Elkins distinguishes works that are beholden to “religious purposes” from fine art, which is an autonomous creation.6 In his view, art sometimes depicts religious subjects, but by definition it does not have “allegiance to a namable religious doctrine,” and so it is not religious.7 On this understanding, art that has religious aims does not belong in an art museum.

As many do, Elkins defines religion in terms of belief. Although he acknowledges other aspects of religious practice—“rituals, liturgies, catechisms, calendars, holy days, vestments, prayers,” etc.—he refers to these features as trappings of the cognitive commitments that define religion.8 In contrast, Elkins describes spirituality as that which is “private, subjective, largely or wholly incommunicable, often wordless, and sometimes even uncognized.”9 For him, religion names a system of identifiable doctrines while spirituality is mysterious and elusive.

This understanding of religion has been challenged by a line of scholarship that is now well-established. Sixty years ago, Wilfred Cantwell Smith published a series of books arguing that the modern concept of religion is a recent invention. In his view, defining religion as a set of beliefs does not correspond to earlier understandings of religious faith. Where premodern Christians understood faith to be commitment of the whole person, formed through ritual and ethical practices, modern Europeans came to see faith as a set of beliefs that can be expressed in propositional terms.10

Following Smith, a number of scholars have shown that this understanding of religion developed through intra-Christian conflict in the early modern period. As Peter Harrison describes, in the context of bitter polemic against Catholic Christians, seventeenth-century Protestants portrayed Christian faith as an act of the mind rather than a virtue to be expressed in the whole of life.11 Although these theologians did not deny the embodied dimension of Christian life, they saw it as secondary to propositional belief. From this perspective, Elkins’s definition of religion represents one side in a recent theological debate.12

This tendency to reduce religion to a doctrinal system is not inevitable. As early modern Europeans colonized other cultures, they interpreted the practices they encountered through the lens of religion-as-belief. What came to be called “world religions” were interpreted as competing belief systems for the purpose of scholarly understanding and colonial rule.13 To unsettle the relations of power established by this system of understanding, Saba Mahmood and others have argued that the traditions in question are constituted by affect, action, and material culture as much as cognitive commitment.14 This suggests that the separation between art and religion rests on a stereotype that is ripe for reinvention.15

Art

Like the concept of religion, art has a history. We moderns tend to assume that art is valuable in itself rather than a means to an end, the unique creation of a gifted individual. However, as Larry Shiner observes, premodern paintings were not designed for display in isolation, set against the white of a gallery wall.16 Instead, these images were integrated within the frame of an altar, the wall of a home, or the ceiling of a civic building. Rather than standing autonomous from external purposes—religious or otherwise—these works were knit within the wider fabric of material culture.

Art became a distinct institution once the division between artist and artisan had developed. As Shiner describes, both terms derive from the Latin ars, which named any skillful activity, not only the ones we now see as artistic. However, in eighteenth-century Europe some disciplines came to be understood as arts to be enjoyed for themselves (such as sculpture and painting) in contrast to crafts associated with entertainment and everyday use (such as shoemaking and popular music). Before this point, Shiner says, “there were neither artists nor artisans, in the modern meaning of those terms.”17

Prior to the eighteenth century, works we now see as fine art were treated differently than they are today. Because painters generally depended on wealthy patrons, works were often produced for a particular context, under certain parameters, depending on the client’s needs and preferences. Whereas sales of art are now driven by the work’s aesthetic value, in this period the price of a sculpture or painting depended on the labor and materials required. Something similar was true of music: in keeping with the instrumentalizing tendency of this system, composers would often recycle their own material and borrow freely from others. However, as art came to be seen as free creation, originality became the norm.18

As Shiner describes, the distinction between artist and artisan relied upon a change in the meaning of imagination.19 Where the word had previously identified the capacity to store images in the memory, it came to name the capacity for undetermined creativity. This new sense of imagination was linked to a suspicion of mere imitation in painting, music, sculpture, and other forms. Crucially, however, this development was not only conceptual—it developed in tandem with a corresponding shift in social practice.

With the founding of the Louvre in 1793, the French public gained access to works that were previously restricted to the wealthy. By instructing the masses to maintain silence in the galleries, these institutions reinforced the idea that the works on display should be contemplated as objects valuable for their own sake, not only as the backdrop to other activities. Although the modern museum was influenced by the new understanding of art, it also shaped the concepts that were developing. Here is one reason this history matters: as others have argued, knowledge is inseparable from the operation of power.20

Ritual

In her landmark book, Civilizing Rituals, Carol Duncan interprets art as a social practice rather than a set of ideals.21 As Duncan describes, the Louvre was royal property until the king was overthrown. By appropriating the palace for public use, the revolutionary government symbolized the emergence of a new order. In the process, it invented the art museum in its modern form, shaping political subjectivity through a new set of rituals. Whereas the modern understanding of art encourages us to view museums primarily in aesthetic terms, Duncan shows that this obscures their ideological function.

At the start of the eighteenth century, art was typically displayed so that gentlemen could demonstrate their knowledge.22 To allow elites to identify the difference between different artistic schools, depictions of the same type of scene were often displayed together. In contrast, the post-revolutionary Louvre arranged works according to the emerging discipline of art history. In place of the aristocratic mélange, it organized art rationally so that everyone might benefit. Unlike the institutions it replaced, the museum reframed art as national heritage.

In Duncan’s analysis, ritual is the means by which the power of art operates. She quotes the anthropologist Mary Douglas: “A ritual provides a frame. The marked off time or place alerts a special kind of expectancy, just as the oft-repeated ‘Once upon a time’ creates a mood receptive to fantastic tales.”23 On this understanding, ritual creates a charged sense of meaning by marking a boundary between sacred space and everyday life. This is evident in religious rituals, which often encourage reverent behavior through the use of images, smells, and sounds. However, as Duncan observes, an art museum is similarly separate from ordinary life.

For all their diversity, museums tend to share certain patterns of architecture, lighting, and organization. Duncan comments, “Like most ritual space, museum space is carefully marked off and culturally designated as reserved for a special quality of attention—in this case, for contemplation and learning.”24 Against this backdrop, visitors circulate through the museum’s rooms, pausing for quiet reflection at identified stations. As with religious practices, those who participate in these patterns often report that they experience spiritual fulfillment. By enacting a division between art and everyday commerce, these rituals nurture a new kind of subjectivity.

Duncan does not deny that museums may facilitate moral enlightenment (as early apologists argued) or aesthetic contemplation (as curators increasingly claimed). Her point is that, whatever their spiritual effects, art institutions also shape physical, political life. She explains, “Art collections were prominent artifacts in a ritual that marked the boundary between polite and vulgar society, which is to say, the boundary of legitimated power.”25 This distinction has sometimes reinforced elite privilege, but it has served other ends. The Louvre bolstered state authority, but it also encouraged egalitarian forms of citizenship. Although the National Gallery of London was intended to reinforce social order, it democratized the prestige of national patrimony. Whatever the prevailing authorities intend, power can be repurposed.

Power

Two hundred years after the Louvre was founded, a group of painters in remote Australia put the idea of art to new use. When Europeans first arrived, they found that Aboriginal people applied elaborate designs to rock, bark, and bodies. Due to their association with ritual practices, these works were typically classified as anthropological artifacts rather than art.26 By asserting the superiority of European culture, this vision of art reinforced the colonial project. In response, although the concept was foreign to them, Aboriginal communities claimed the power of art as their own.

At first, Europeans showed little interest in Aboriginal painting. Watkin Tench (an officer of the First Fleet) reported that the natives of New South Wales were “deformed by all those passions, which afflict and degrade our nature, unsoftened by all the influence of religion, philosophy, and legal restriction.”27 Although Tench acknowledged that they possessed a measure of intellect, he claimed that Aboriginal music, painting, and dance show that “they certainly rank very low even in the scale of savages.” Because art was understood to establish cultural hierarchy, it was used to justify colonial domination.

Aboriginal art gained new significance in the nineteenth century. According to the evolutionary view widespread at the time, many Europeans believed that the world’s societies had progressed from savagery to civilization.28 From this perspective, Aboriginal cultures seemed not only inferior but immature, caught in an earlier stage of human development. This made Aboriginal sculpture and painting distinctively valuable—not for its own sake, as fine art, but as a window into European prehistory.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the anthropologist Baldwin Spencer began to collect paintings from western Arnhem Land. He found bark shelters decorated in a style that echoed older rock art traditions; since these works were too large to acquire, he commissioned smaller paintings in exchange for tobacco, flour, and other goods.29 Although Spencer described Aboriginal people as a primitive race, he saw their art as comparable to European traditions—noting, for instance, that Gaagudju painters place their paintbrush between thumb and fingers “in just the same way in which a white artist often holds a brush.”30 By introducing his acquisitions to the Melbourne elite, Spencer inaugurated a new market for Aboriginal art.

In response to economic incentives, Aboriginal artists were often exploited by white intermediaries. In the 1970s, however, organizations such as the Aboriginal Arts Board were founded to promote cultural self-determination.31 Because the Australian public still saw Aboriginal painting through an ethnographic lens, the AAB worked to develop interest elsewhere. In a series of exhibitions that toured internationally, curators emphasized the individuality of each artist, their aesthetic innovations, and the political motivations of their work. As interest grew abroad, Australian galleries came increasingly to present Aboriginal painting as contemporary (rather than primitive) art. Through this multi-layered campaign, art offered a means for Aboriginal communities to convey the power of their culture.

Contemporary bark painting often features the use of rarrk, a form of dense crosshatching associated with Kuninjku and Yolngu ritual. In a ceremonial context, the technique is used to depict the bodies of ancestral beings, which are identified in turn with features of the landscape. Since many of these designs are restricted to initiates, painters such as Peter Marralwanga and John Mawurndjul modified the form for public use, creating a style that conveyed the power of ritual practice without exposing restricted knowledge.32 In their understanding, this work communicated their culture through its aesthetic force even if its deeper meanings were illegible to outsiders. By bringing ancestral power into the modern museum, they made space for something new within the European system of art.

Possibility

The concept of art carried both peril and possibility for Aboriginal people. To win acceptance from a skeptical public, organizations like the AAB presented Aboriginal painting through a European lens, and Aboriginal painters adjusted their work to suit European tastes. To suit the preferences of white consumers, bark paintings became larger, more colorful, and minimalist in composition, and they increasingly featured mythological themes.33 Because this represented a significant shift from pre-contact traditions, some complained that Aboriginal paintings had become inauthentic. In the words of one critic, these paintings “look thoroughly purged of tribal commitment … The savage mind has been tamed.”34

At the same time, while European norms shaped Aboriginal practice, Aboriginal art came to influence European perceptions. In contrast to the Western understanding of art, Aboriginal painters had traditionally integrated their work within wider life—including, for instance, the walls where they lived.35 Where Europeans associated art with the private spirituality of an autonomous genius, Aboriginal painting repeated prescribed designs associated with public rituals.36 Since some Aboriginal groups understood their paintings to be handed down from ancestral beings, they saw the painter’s key skill as replication rather than invention.37 Because these features were at odds with the established definition of fine art, Aboriginal art required a shift in the received understanding.38

Some theorists argue that politics depends on a tacit sense of what is perceptible, doable, and imaginable. On this view, art is intrinsically political because it can shift this consensus—enabling what was previously invisible to be seen.39 Whether this is true of the arts in general, it echoes the way some Aboriginal artists have described their work. In 1978 Narritjin Maymuru, a Yolngu painter, opened an exhibition in Australia’s capital:

My name is Narritjin Maymuru … the artist fellow ….All these paintings have got meanings ….Everything has been done here in order to teach the Europeans in Canberra, so that they can understand the way we are travelling and why we are carrying on and the way and why we are living. And that’s all my message. And this painting I am going to give to Canberra.40


Narritjin’s work is notable for its visual and symbolic density, superimposing ancestral figures on fields of shimmering color. Because the paintings convey cultural knowledge, the simple act of offering them as a gift asserted the value of Yolngu culture, and that assertion was reinforced by the prestige of art.41 Insofar as Narritjin helped to transform what white Australians were able to see, his work was directly political, and it cultivated other forms of political intervention.42

In 1963 a group of Yolngu leaders sent a petition to the Australian Parliament in the form of two bark paintings. Several years prior the government had approved mining leases on a large tract of land near Yirrkala in northern Arnhem Land. In response, thirteen clans argued that “from time immemorial” this land had been sacred to them and vital to their livelihood, and so they should be consulted regarding its use. Rather than delivering this message unadorned, they presented a typescript affixed to two pieces of stringybark, painted with designs drawn from Yolngu ritual.

As the first traditional document to be recognized by the Australian Commonwealth, the text of the petition established the prerogative of Indigenous law. The petitioners’ use of Yolngu painting underlined the distinctiveness of their culture and relativized European traditions.43 Because Yolngu see the land, the people, and their history as overlayed, the form of the petition demonstrated their connection to the contested territory.44 Yolngu painting often depicts features of the landscape, which correspond in turn to Ancestral narratives, using the land itself as its materials: ochre, charcoal, and clay. As I have described, many Aboriginal leaders saw art as a way to bring lawyers and Parliamentarians to understand their situation, and in this case the petition had a significant effect on public opinion.45 In response to growing support, the government granted recognition of Aboriginal land rights in 1976, and in 1992 the High Court formally disavowed the doctrine of terra nullius under which the continent was colonized.

Conclusion

Religion, art, and ritual sit at the intersection of ideas and institutions. Talal Asad argues that the concept of religion relegates volatile passions to the private realm so the secular state can assert its sovereignty over public life.46 As Larry Shiner describes, the modern understanding of art depends on a complex set of ideals, practices, and institutions. Carol Duncan analyzes art museums as ritual spaces that shape political subjectivity in service of national identity. Although the concepts of art and religion are often deracinated and disembodied, reduced to a spiritualized abstraction, they take form through material practice.47

Since knowledge and power are inseparable, the effect of these concepts can be pernicious. According to Catherine Bell, the language of ritual developed to distinguish European practices (as religion) from those of colonized people (which were ostensibly superstitious).48 Ian McLean has shown that the concept of art has been used to assert a cultural hierarchy that justified the domination of indigenous cultures.49 Laura Rademaker argues that the study of religion was instrumental in attempts to assimilate Aboriginal people through conversion to Christianity.50 At the same time, as I have described, the history of Aboriginal art shows that old words can be adapted for unforeseen aims. Power means potentiality, not oppression.

This collection undertakes a similar task. Rather than separating religion and art in the abstract, it attends to the resonance between particular practices. Where Duncan described the viewing of art as ritual experience, the contributors explore the relation between art-making and religious ritual. Because artistic and religious traditions are diverse, flexible, and contingent, these chapters show that they can draw upon each other without defensiveness. As the collection as a whole makes clear, this allows us to better understand them both. More broadly, by destabilizing received understandings, this affinity opens new possibilities for spiritual-political life.51
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The Challenge of Approaching Art-Making through Practice and Discourse

Lexi Eikelboom

As theology and religious studies become increasingly engaged with art, methodological questions about how to engage art well in scholarly discourse, and about how best to conceptualize the theological, religious, or spiritual significance of art, are emerging. While some use artworks to illuminate doctrine,1 others worry that such engagements abstract works from their contexts for the purpose of theological illustration.2 As a result, studies have emerged analyzing the theological and spiritual significance of modern and contemporary art in relation to the social and historical contexts of the artists in question.3 Still others have suggested that the contribution of art to theology or religious studies is not primarily the illumination of discrete theological doctrines, but the illumination of particular aspects of theological reasoning such as imagination4 or creativity.5

Such engagements presume that art has some kind of spiritual significance insofar as it is thought to be capable of contributing to a person’s theological understanding or religious experience. However, the nature of its contribution is not easily described in academic language because art is not a discursive form of expression. Rather, understanding the kind of significance that art can have for theology or religion requires considering the nature of artistic meaning or significance in its own right. It requires considering the kind of thing that art is, as irreducible to the academic discourses through which we try to communicate this meaning and significance.6

Some have described artistic forms of meaning and their relation to academic discourses by using performance-oriented artforms like music and dance to expand our conception of what is involved in knowledge.7 Others approach the question by changing the nature of academic discourse itself under the tutelage of the arts. Work in theopoetic modes, for example, implicitly recognizes a difference between artistic expression and academic discourse that allows art to function as inspiration, goad, and resource for performing academic theology differently. These thinkers borrow from artistic forms of expression to open new and evocative meanings in relation to traditional theological topics and sources.8 Both approaches thus engage art-making itself rather than only considering art’s reception or specific artworks. As such, they reflect the concerns of philosophers like Erin Manning, Brian Massumi, and John Rajchman, who likewise ask (all in the wake of Deleuze and Guattari), what it would mean to think and to perform philosophy in more artistic modes, to do philosophy as art.9 Manning says that our current ways of thinking about art as nearly synonymous with the products of art hold art “in a passive-active organization that segregates maker from beholder,” and, in response, she proposes

a new definition of art-as-practice that begins not with the object, but with what else art can do. I want to propose we engage first and foremost with the manner of practice and not the end-result. What else can artistic practice become when the object is not the goal, but the activator, the conduit toward new modes of existence?10


Because art is a matter of practice, of something that is in-the-making, Manning suggests that engagement with art opens an engagement with pre-articulated thought, with concepts in-the-making.11

But the attempt to engage art-making in the context of theological discourse or in thinking about religion, specifically, assumes, not only that art-making is epistemically significant, but that it is spiritually significant as well, that is, that it contributes to ways of knowing that are part of a person’s spirituality. While the spiritual dimensions of artworks themselves and their contribution to an audience’s spirituality have come in for treatment,12 the spiritual significance of art-making as process, as a way of knowing, has been less explicitly conceptualized.13 And yet, the noetic contribution of art-making is frequently described in ways that have theological and spiritual resonances. Manning, in language reminiscent of ways of designating a transcendent Creator, says, “To touch on the artful is to touch on the incommensurable more-than that is everywhere active in the ecologies that make us and exceed us.”14 Others associate the noetic value of art practice with “revealing and hosting the activity of not knowing,”15 language that calls up associations with mystical and apophatic approaches to the divine. These sorts of descriptions raise the question of whether there is a kind of spiritual significance that is endemic to art practice as a way of knowing the world regardless of the imagery, themes, or influences that manifest in the work.

Once this possibility is raised, however, we run into methodological questions about how to approach it. As Michel de Certeau says, the theoretical act of making the non-discursive talk, of rendering it in language, requires first establishing a relationship with it as non-discursive, as other than theory, as an “immense ‘remainder’ constituted by the part of human experience that has not been tamed and symbolized in language.”16 In other words, something must first be rendered mute in order to justify theoretical language about it. Catherine Bell makes a similar point about ritual theory, specifically. At the time she was writing, most theories of ritual followed some variation of the following pattern: First, a theorist sets up a dichotomy that enables him or her to isolate ritual in opposition to something else. Examples of these dichotomies include belief and behavior, ethos and worldview, performance and symbol, culture and social system, stasis and change, all manifestations of a fundamental dichotomy between thought and action.17 Ritual falls on the side of behavior, ethos, performance, action, and stasis as opposed to the more discursive and noetic dimensions of society—belief, worldview, symbol, or thought. Second, the theorist then argues that while ritual falls on one side of the dichotomy, it in fact holds the two terms together.18

De Certeau likewise suggests that a theorist first “cuts out certain practices from an undefined fabric, in such a way as to treat them as a separate population, forming a coherent whole but foreign to the place in which the theory is produced.”19 The theorist then inverts this element such that it is transformed from a proverbial pumpkin, “obscure, silent, and remote,” into the vehicle that “illuminates theory and sustains discourse.”20 If ritual is one such practice that has been positioned as the non-discursive other over-against which theory is sustained, art is another. De Certeau suggests that “sciences” and “arts” have been both paired and contrasted since the late eighteenth century, with science representing systematic language and art “techniques that await an enlightened knowledge they currently lack.”21 Art is a matter of execution and science of contemplation, a split repeated within art itself between knowledge of the rules, on the one hand, and their habitual and non-reflective use, on the other. Art, on this model, de Certeau says, is “a kind of knowledge that operates outside the enlightened discourse which it lacks.”22

For art and ritual to be practices is, on this model, for them to be something other than knowledge, or, at least, other than a knowledge that matters, validating the need for theoretical explication. It is also striking that one of the ways in which this otherness is constructed is in the association of both domains with spirituality (see Oliphant’s paper in this volume). Thus, for all their differences, the categories of ritual and art and their status as practices present a common set of challenges in the face of theoretical discourse. For this reason, this volume draws on the field of ritual studies, not to argue that art-making is itself a ritual, although many artists are surprisingly open to this idea, but to speak, by way of analogy, about that which cannot be reduced to language, to bring the debates, questions, and insights from the study of the practices we call “rituals” to bear on the question of the noetic and spiritual significance of art-making. If spiritual meanings and significance seem to accrue to art-making, drawing on resources and discussions from the study of religious ritual—a particular kind of spiritual practice—may enable us to develop a theoretical approach to art-making that constructively engages these associations.

The relevant framework for this approach is Bruce Lincoln’s idea of weak comparisons in the study of religion from his book Apples and Oranges: Explorations In, On, and With Comparison. Rather than undertake a form of comparison that privileges similarity over difference and that reduces complex phenomena for the sake of theory, Lincoln proposes that we treat fewer cases and treat them in their contexts and in the service of more modest claims,23 saying

meaning is constructed through contrast. All knowledge, indeed all intelligibility, thus derives from consideration of data whose differences become instructive and revealing when set against the similarities that render them comparable. … At best, comparison yields not knowledge, but that which provisionally passes for knowledge, while inviting falsification or revision as further examples are considered.24


Lincoln himself compares things that have no direct connection (historical, geographical, linguistic) but that share formal similarities. Thus, the kind of claim that can be made on the basis of such comparisons is not one about historical origins or near-universal structures, but about similarities in the kinds of issues and problems that a person or culture faces, and the ways in which they “adapt the patterns and structures of their time, place, and culture” to respond to those issues and questions.25

Likewise, the comparisons in this volume between practices of art-making and practices that have been studied under the heading of “ritual” are weak comparisons. They are undertaken on the understanding that the practices will be different from one another in many ways, which is amplified by the fact that the practices were not coordinated in advance on the basis of similarity, and that their analysis is undertaken by diverse scholars from a variety of fields. Each is contextualized in its own set of conflicts and contradictions and, moreover, each is contextualized in a different way. In this, the volume goes beyond Lincoln in highlighting the fact that there is rarely only one set of conflicts and contradictions, one context, in relation to which a practice can be understood.26 The act of putting them next to one another regardless of their heterogeneity is undertaken in service of a similar kind of question to that of Lincoln, namely in the hope that their differences might be instructive and revealing when set against their shared nature as practices that are adaptations of social, spatial, and temporal realities in response to particular issues in their contexts. Beyond Lincoln, however, this volume seeks to hold open the specific theoretical question concerning the degree and way in which these responses and adaptations can be considered both noetic and spiritual.

All of the noetic practices in play here—ritualized, artistic, and theoretical—are porous to one another. This is evident, first, in the fact that while the volume aims to draw on resources and discussions from the study of ritual to develop an approach to art-making as a way of knowing the world, the reader will notice that all of the chapters in this volume on ritual draw on or refer to art in one way or another. While the authors knew they were contributing to a project on the topic, they were not explicitly asked to make a connection to art. Nevertheless, some speculate about the significance of what they uncover in a particular ritual for thinking about art (Carnes), or directly address the dangers of putting ritual and art in conversation while simultaneously performing the conversation (Oliphant). Others use art to get distance from a particular ritual in order to see it in a different light (Anderson), rely on categories of analysis that have aesthetic significance (Kitts, Farneth), or analyze practices that straddle the boundaries of ritual, aesthetic, or something else (Kitts, Geslani). In other words, the scholarly community often draws on and presupposes art to make sense of ritual in a myriad of ways.

Second, it is striking that in de Certeau’s and Bell’s descriptions of theory, art lurks in the background as the metaphor through which they express the movements of theory itself. Something is cut out, subtracted, removed from one context, and then transformed, introduced, added to a construction in a way that enables that construction to hold together, to communicate, to illuminate. Art-making thus operates in the background of discourse in our attempts to illuminate what is happening in theoretical discourse. There is no clear line demarcating domains of thought and practice, contemplation and action. We use experience, action, practice to think, to speak. And we use thought, discourse, and reflection to act, to practice. Thus, we will be able to isolate neither art from theory nor ritual from art in advance in order to see art more clearly as a circumscribed thing, a pure domain with a clear identity. What we call “art” will always already be tied up with the theory that attempts to speak about it and with the rituals we here use to understand it. The implication of this is that, rather than constructing art and ritual as other than thought or knowledge, this volume begins from the idea that art and ritual are themselves practices of inquiry and understanding, not theory’s others, but collaborators and contenders that may negotiate and jostle to make their own kinds of contributions.27

The porousness of these constructed domains does not, however, mean that there are no significant differences between the kind of discursive knowledge at play in academic analysis, on the one hand, and practices that we (discursively) recognize or construct as artistic or ritualized, on the other.28 My refusal to position such practices as opposed to discursive knowledge is not to make them identical.29 The importance of maintaining distinctions is evidenced by the fact that attempts to include art practice as a mode of intellectual inquiry in universities can result, not in heterogeneity among our ways of knowing and thinking, but in the reduction of art practice to a homogonous and commodified understanding of knowledge.30 Retaining the pre-predicative or non-discursive element in art-making, even if practices are not reducible to this element, helps to guard against this tendency.

If the making of art includes pre-predicative experience, but we engage artists in speaking in predicative ways about it, then an excess remains. The situation is not that there is a pure, pre-discursive, non-linguistic realm that we’re trying to translate, reproduce, or construct in discourse, but that there are pre-predicative acts and experiences that are also bound up with predicative acts of various kinds. Practices are distinguished not based on whether they are one or the other—predicative or pre-predicative—but based on how the two are made to interact. The goal is to think about art in ways that are attentive to particular artists’ practices of making both as pre-predicative and as shaped through discourse, both the artists’ own discourses and the academic discourses concerned with how to talk about practices (e.g., ritual theory). This is necessary in teasing out the spiritual significance of art-making because it both allows for the possibility that predicative spiritual meanings are being imputed to pre-predicative experiences for a variety of reasons and allows for the possibility that the pre-predicative may function in ways that are spiritual because of their being in excess of predication, that is, because of their capacity to challenge academic discourse and the sorts of attitudes of control and classification that sometimes accompany it.31 The challenge lies in identifying where each is happening and in what ways.

In this volume, Marko Geslani draws attention to this kind of interplay between the ritual rites under consideration and the discursive constructions of “ritual” at work in his discussion of the rite of Indra’s Banner. Rituals and “ritual” as a category are both phenomena that, he says, are provincial. Just as each practice is located, specific, and idiosyncratic, so too is the category “ritual” itself. This means that the category, like the thing it designates, fails, at least in its capacity to illuminate something universal. But that failure is not cause for consigning it to the rubbish heap. Similarly, there is a tension in this volume between the specific and provincial practices under discussion and the specific and provincial theoretical frameworks through which they are discussed. What it means for particular practices of art-making to have spiritual significance cannot therefore be put forward as a universal kind of significance. Any suggestions will likewise be provincial, emerging in the interplay between practices and discourses, no single universal spirituality applicable to all art-making.

Nevertheless, some themes emerge repeatedly throughout this volume, and it seems fruitful to ask how these recurring themes might shape our ideas about the nature of spirituality. Natalie Carnes, for example, explicitly introduces the idea of vulnerability as the noetic and spiritual contribution of the ritual celebration of the Eucharist and speculates as to whether attunement to one’s own vulnerability—to an understanding of the world as beyond my capacity to know and control it—might be at work in the making of art as well. But this idea re-appears more or less explicitly in discussions of many of the other practices. Geslani suggests that the rite of Indra’s banner, like the category “ritual” itself, is vulnerable to failure. Kitts highlights the ways that rituals of menace exploit the witness’s vulnerability to death, while Farneth recounts Judith Plaskow’s changing relationship to ritual prostration during the Aleinu as performing the (sometimes) human need for surrender in the face of powerlessness. True to Carnes’ speculations, the theme of vulnerability appears in several of the essays on art-making as well, for example in Toscano’s analysis of Live Particle’s movement practice as subtracting the strategies through which we mask our vulnerability to our own groundlessness, strategies that maintain control at the cost of true living. Goroncy likewise describes Harry Nankin’s photography practice as a kind of vulnerability to the world against attempts at mastery and management.

This is related to a second theme provoking much discussion, namely: subtraction. The idea of subtraction comes under heavy critique from Oliphant as associated with a kind of spirituality that eschews the social, thus covering up or dismissing the atrocities committed by human agency as well as other forms of spirituality that are subtracted along with such agency. Art and ritual are thus both constructed by subtraction as pure realms, unsullied by human atrocity and thus at liberty to perpetuate it out of sight. Anderson alludes to this as well when referencing the tension between the Protestant claim to subtract ritual when it in fact replaces some rituals with others. The essays on subtraction (Toscano), movement (Fitchett-Climenhaga), and medium (Quigley) in art-making practices, however, suggest other ways that subtraction might be at play. The role of subtraction in Live Particle’s movement practice is a matter of subtracting the ground—particular strategies of mastery and control—thus contributing to the aforementioned vulnerability. Fitchett-Climenhaga notices the way that discursive human language is subtracted in Hesterman’s Community practice, and Weng draws attention to the absence of speech in Newbound’s videos. In the context of drawing, subtraction, according to Quigley, may be an erasure that leaves behind traces, thus suggesting historical depth through surface or, as in the case of Chris Bond’s drawings, it may also be a choice to simply omit. Since Bond omits the humans from his otherwise perfectly copied drawings, his practice perhaps provides an illustration of Oliphant’s concern. Indeed, all of these art practices subtract something bound up with the social. It is not clear, however, that this is not itself an act that may sometimes be in service of the social, a provisional subtraction, a strategy rather than an ideology. Quigley thus suggests that such quiet refusal is precisely an invitation to try out alternative socialites.

This in turn brings us to the role of attention in art and ritual practices. Subtraction is, arguably, a strategy for directing attention to certain things rather than others. Among the ritual practices, Geslani identifies a shift to a kind of aesthetic attention in the rite of Indra’s Banner as a moment of failure or porousness in the rite, while Kitts frames rituals of menace as attempts to capture attention through violent imagery. On the side of art practice, Adam Lee describes the different temporalities of attention in art-making, Anderson analyzes the ways that different media shape attention, Goroncy suggests that attention in Nankin’s photography may be less a matter of detached reflection and more of material introjection, and DeSpain shows how attention is a function of embodied strategies of invention.

It is, finally, striking that language, and the analysis of linguistic and textual elements, features in almost all the ritual practices here discussed (with the exception of Oliphant). This is particularly evident in Farneth, Anderson, Ward, and Kitts’ essays, but language is an important part of the rites that Geslani and Carnes analyze as well. Academic discourse, in other words, does seem, at certain moments, to gravitate toward the linguistic in ritual. In contrast, the practices of art-making here under consideration are framed disparately in relation to language. In some cases, the writers choose to highlight the absence of language. Quigley underscores that Bond’s work is meant to “say nothing.” Fitchett-Climenhaga and Weng both draw attention to the fact that language drops away. On the other hand, Goroncy chooses to analyze Nankin’s photography practice in terms of semiotics, that is, precisely as a kind of discourse (albeit not an academic one). Bond and Nankin, at least, directly shaped these framing choices on the part of the writers through their own self-descriptions. Of course, drawing attention to the absence of language and speech can be another way to draw attention to language and speech.

The questions that are raised in this volume across these essays are, therefore, fundamental to the nature of knowledge in general, and to our attempts to understand things that are, in various ways, different from ourselves. Thus, while I have here introduced questions that are “methodological” or “epistemological,” they are equally ethical and existential. They are questions like: what does it mean to pay attention well to something other than ourselves, to something other than what we are conditioned to see by our privilege or our habits? Do some questions or modes of attention enable this better than others? Can we avoid constructing that which we wish to know in our own image? Or, conversely, avoid making something other because its otherness serves our self-image? And, perhaps, these questions are also spiritual questions. They have certainly been of great theological concern.

I am tempted to say that these questions—about forms of attention, about the relationship between making and receiving, about what to subtract and why—are the questions with which theory, religion, and art practice are all concerned, which is why art-making can be thought of as both noetic and as spiritual. Whether or not this is true, however, I can certainly say that the reflections exhibited in this volume reveal art-making and ritual practices to be theoretically fruitful conversation partners, capable of making contributions to these sorts of fundamental noetic and spiritual questions, even if they also do much more than this.
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Movement in the Catholic Eucharist: Vulnerability and Precarity

Natalie Carnes

From that moment forward

that gesture, its symbolic force, is ours,

it belongs to us;

or better said, we belong to it.

It gives us form.

We are formed by it.1

This chapter reflects on ritual through the lens of movement.2 In particular, it considers the movements of the Liturgy of the Eucharist, the second half of the Mass in the Roman Catholic Church, to argue that the type of understanding embodied in the Eucharist is that of vulnerability—a revelation of the world as existing beyond my capacity to organize, know, and control and a posture of living in the world that acknowledges that reality. This posture, moreover, is not the abdication of responsibility to the world but the very grounds for it, through what Judith Butler names as capacious responsiveness. The essay articulates the relationship of the movements of the Eucharist to vulnerability through four features—1) dynamic responsiveness; as well as the negotiations of the polarities of 2) individual and collective movement, 3) symbolic and ordinary movement, and 4) spontaneous and prescribed movement—while also raising questions about how the politics of outsiderness forms and deforms the ritual’s vulnerability. As it does so, the essay builds a threefold analogy As trauma. therapy is a way to relearn lost vulnerability, so the Eucharist is a way to learn ordinary vulnerability, and so, the essay suggests by way of conclusion, might art practice be a way to access and affirm the joy of vulnerability.

The Ritual Description

The people are seated, most of them facing an altar in the front, though some sit in designated areas on the two sides of the altar. The rite begins with an offering, as the people pass a plate, usually with the help of an usher who moves it along from pew to pew (though it can happen other ways as well, like a stiff bag on a pole extended down the aisle by the usher), and people give money to the church for its work of mercy and liturgy. In some parts of the world, people offer non-monetary gifts, like chickens and grain for bread, which will be given back to them as the body of Christ in the next movement. Toward the end of the offering, some chosen as representatives of the people bring forward these offertory gifts together with the bread and the wine, the “fruit of the earth and work of human hands.” As the people remain seated and the priest continues to stand, the representatives of the people walk to the altar, bow, and leave the gifts.

After the priest says prayers and the offertory ends, the people stand, and the priest asks the people to pray his sacrifice will be acceptable to the Father. The people respond by offering such a prayer to the Lord. There is a call and response between the priest and the people asking that the Lord be with each party and then a verbal lifting up of their hearts to the Lord. The people sing their praise and then kneel. The priest prays, saying words of consecration over the bread and wine and making the gesture of epiclesis—moving his two hands from higher above the bread and wine to close to them, like an abstracted descending dove of the Holy Spirit—and then leads the people in an affirmation of the mystery of their faith, ending with the people’s prayer to Christ for salvation. At this point, the priest lifts up the bread and wine, and the people remain kneeling as he prays words of adoration.

After the prayer, the people rise and stand to pray in unison the Lord’s Prayer, the words of Jesus, claiming to do so in obedience to Jesus. They are invited by the priest to show a sign of Christ’s peace to one another, and they turn to those standing near them to do so. In former times, there was a kiss of peace. In pre-Covid times, there was a handshake or hug. During Covid, there was usually a moment of intentional eye contact and sometimes a wave, and now some communities move back toward more physical contact. Together the people pray in unison to the Lamb of God for mercy and peace. The priest prays and genuflects—which is to say, kneels on one knee and signs the cross over his torso. Then he stands, holding up the bread and the wine as the people kneel. The priest tells the people to behold the Lamb of God. The people respond with words spoken to Christ in Scripture by one whose daughter Christ healed. At this point, those who will administer the bread and wine come to the front, and the people sit and wait for an invitation for their particular row to line up for the Eucharist.

As they queue, the people walk slowly forward. When they draw near the Eucharistic minister, when the person in front of them receives, they bow. Some bow deeply, some slightly. They usually finish their bow just about when it is their turn to receive. The minister holds up the wafer and the communicant usually receives it standing, though some kneel. The communicant may receive on her tongue, the traditional way, but many today, and especially following Covid, receive with their hands and then immediately place the wafer in their mouths. As they walk away from the priest, most sign the cross on their bodies. Some look down as they do, as if in thought. Some turn to the small child or children they are negotiating. Some kiss their hands after signing the cross. Some hold their arms close to their heart. Some bow at the wine and take it. Some walk by the wine without pausing. As they arrive back at their row, they genuflect in the aisle and then kneel at their seat, praying, until all have received and the priest has eaten and drunk the last of the elements and then cleared the altar. Then they sit and wait for the concluding rites to begin.

Framing the Ritual

What is there to say about the Eucharist that does not claim too much for it, nor repeat what so many have said? In my field of Christian theology, a recent history of overinterpreting the Eucharist’s political significance vexes an already contested ecclesial practice. As theologians in the 1990s and early 2000s reckoned anew with Aristotelian understandings virtue, formation, and habit, it became fashionable to describe liturgy as a political act and the Eucharist as moral formation in a theological approach that could be caricatured as “good liturgy makes good people.”3 Is there a way to take seriously the movements of the Eucharist without idealizing them nor denying the ways the Eucharist has been assimilated to regimes of violence?

There is another difficulty. My own experience of this ritual is not what I describe above. As a non-Catholic who has attended Mass regularly for over fifteen years, I experience the Eucharist as an awkward confirmation of my outsiderness. When I am brave, I file up for a blessing, arms crossed against my chest, and often meet the mild confusion of a lay minister. Most services, I stay in the pew and try to make myself less obtrusive as the communicants squeeze past, leaving me alone in the pew with my three children, later two, then one child not yet initiated into First Communion. A few months ago, things shifted again, and now I am alone as my family receives. A phenomenology of my own particular experience of the Eucharist, then, would be far from what I describe here. I have thought of myself during the communicants’ reception of the Eucharist as a kind of anthropologist, a quasi-outsider observing those who participate in the ritual. But lately I have wondered what part my sitting in the pew has in the ritual, what understanding the ritual imparts regarding outsiders and quasi-outsiders like me. If there is something political or somewhat political about the Eucharist, what are its politics of outsiderness?

Vulnerability, a Central Theme

I bracket the issue of outsiders to pose the question animating this essay: What are the movements of the people in the Eucharist—sitting, passing, standing, looking, waving, kneeling, processing, bowing, eating, crossing oneself, genuflecting—doing? And what does it mean to observe the movement of the priest, who is more stationary but pours wine, elevates the elements, consumes them to the last drop and crumb, genuflects, moves toward and away from the people, and performs the epiclesis? What kind of understanding do performing and observing these movements evoke, inculcate, suggest, embody, or train? “Good liturgy makes good people” is too facile and yet there is something undeniably related to ethics and even politics in how the movements create, at least for the duration of the ritual, a way of being with one another. After all, there seems to be something about our relations to one another, the divine, and ourselves performed, made, and invited in all that moving.

If the Eucharist is not entirely separate from the political and ethical relations of everyday life, neither is it identical with them. In one particularly important respect, it diverges: the ritual is insulated from precarity. For the faithful, the miracle of the bread and wine becoming the body and blood of Christ will happen. Whatever anxieties people bring into the Mass, it is not that one.4 That absence is important, for in the very security of the ritual’s movements, a person can learn to risk precarious movement, even to draw near the precarity of another. This risk and learning to risk is vulnerability in the sense that Judith Butler has written of it—vulnerability, that is, not as woundedness, but as the capacity to act and be acted upon, including in ways that wound us, our possibility, as she writes, for capacious responsiveness.5 If ritual is, as Bruce Kapferer describes it, a “virtual reality machine” opening up imaginal spaces that interrupt or slow down everyday life to allow new formations to emerge in the world, then the security of the Eucharist identifies the virtuality from which vulnerability as capacious responsiveness can develop.6

I want to center vulnerability to offer an interpretation of the movements of the Eucharist that might illumine something about the knowing embodied in art practice. And I suggest the possibility of this analogy by building another, between the movements of the Eucharist and trauma therapy. In Bessel van der Kolk’s enormously popular book The Body Keeps the Score, he argues that traumatized people become trapped in the residue of their trauma.7 Unable to respond to the reality, people, and situations they find themselves in, they keep acting in the world and even toward loved ones as if still under threat. They lose, in certain circumstances, their capacity for capacious responsiveness. Somatic experiencing and psychomotor therapies offer the possibility for healing by creating virtual spaces for traumatized persons to re-enter traumatic moments safely, so as to be connected to the traumatic memory without activating the fight/flight/freeze response. In this way they can integrate the traumatic memory and move beyond it, to unfreeze and enter into a new responsiveness to the world. Again and again in his work, van der Kolk recommends movement as important to the process of healing, of learning to connect and respond to others again. Activities like yoga, dance, and communal singing that intentionally relate a person to her body, breath, and community, help her move past her trauma by inhabiting her body in a new way, practicing and learning, we might say, vulnerability anew. These movements help to generate the conditions for creating a narrative of the trauma and so no longer being imprisoned by trauma’s wreckage, helping a person find and create a virtual space to relearn vulnerability.

As in many trauma-informed therapies, the ritual movements of the Eucharist take place within a secure environment and create a bodily memory or pattern that invites a way of moving toward more responsiveness. Through therapy, we regain lost vulnerability; through ritual vulnerability, we learn ordinary vulnerability. The gestures of the Eucharist, that is, pattern the practitioners into a type of vulnerability that solicits other gestures of vulnerability in the world, as life with the world, God, oneself, and one another is known anew through and as such vulnerability. For the rest of this essay, I pick out four features of the movements of the Eucharistic ritual to explore how by that ritual, people perform movements of capacious responsiveness in a secure environment in a way that can (re-)make participants with patterns of vulnerability that carry over from the virtual reality of the ritual to ordinary life.

The First Feature: Dynamic Responsiveness

The movements of the Eucharistic rite are strikingly dialogical and dynamic, structured by call-and-response and complexified by the shifting roles of that call-and-response. The presence to which the communicant responds precedes her, precedes even the entry of the priest. Before the rite begins, a person enters the church and genuflects to the altar, out of respect for Christ present in the reserved host. The rite itself begins with an offering, a giving back in gratitude for what one has received, and when that offering occurs through a passed plate, the movements enact the connection of neighbor to neighbor as well as person to divine. Throughout the ritual, the responsiveness to the divine as that which impinges on and exceeds a person, as that which can wound her, is enacted in genuflecting, bowing, and kneeling. This is a power, these movements of humility and submission suggest, that vastly exceeds one’s own.8 Yet these movements of humility are not the end of it. They exist within movements of intimacy—approaching the divine, ingesting the divine, crossing one’s very body as a sign of both the nearness and transcendence of the divine. The priest’s gesture of epiclesis similarly enacts both the transcendence and nearness of the divine, invoking the Holy Spirit to come near, to make Christ present in the bread and wine. Before taking the body of Christ, the people make peace with one another, enacting the relation between their summons to one another and to God. The very structure and movements of the ritual are of responsiveness: the people (and earth) give to the divine in recognition that divine (and earth) has given to the people, and the divine gives those gifts given back to the people as still greater gifts, gifts of God’s very self, so that the people can continue the work of sanctifying the world.

This responsiveness performed within the Eucharist comes through fascinatingly dynamic roles.9 The priest stands in both for the person of Christ and for the people (the Church). The people are able to give one another gestures of Christ’s peace, to pray the words of Christ as their own, and, by the end of the ritual, have also become containers of Christ’s presence. Christ is also present via the bread and wine, which begin the service as ordinary bread and wine, gifts of the people and the earth. Multiple modes of Christ’s presence are at play. Through the ritual, the people respond to those present (other people, the priest), the absent-yet-present (Christ, Holy Spirit), and the one understood primarily as an absence (the Father). The dynamics of the roles expands the opportunity for playing with capacious responsiveness, allowing the people to enact an elastic and robust vulnerability, oriented toward one another, toward the present divine, toward the absent divine, and, more obliquely, toward the earth and the laborers of the earth. The movements recognize the participant’s vulnerability to the divine, natural forces, and human community, but in a secured environment, where that capacity for woundedness will not result in actual wounding.10

The dynamism of the ritual evokes vulnerability as described by Judith Butler, who limns its own call-and-response structure. She writes:

You call upon me, and I answer. But if I answer, it was only because I was already answerable; that is, this susceptibility and vulnerability constitutes me at the most fundamental level and is there, we might say, prior to any deliberate decision to answer the call. In other words, one has to be already capable of receiving the call before actually answering it. In this sense, ethical responsibility presupposes ethical responsiveness.11


For Butler, vulnerability exists prior to any ethical relation, as a reality that I can acknowledge and more fully inhabit, a reality that “I am already bound to you, and this is what it means to be the self I am, receptive to you in ways that I cannot fully predict or control.”12 Vulnerability, in other words, names the way we exist within a field of relations that exceed us and our power to organize, manage, and know—the way we live among people, objects, and forces that can hurt us. Yet this weakness is also our strength: It is because we are vulnerable that we can act ethically and take responsibility for another. Out of our vulnerability arises the possibility for our own capacious responsiveness to the world. One might say that vulnerability is the other side of such capacious responsiveness.13

That such dynamic responsiveness is communicated through bodily movements is key to the way it moves outside the ritual to the precarity of ordinary life. Our bodily selves, as embodied cognitivists insist, have their own ways of knowing, storing data about the world, and creating patterns for living within it.14 Writing out a different disciplinary home, scholar of dance and religion Kimerer LaMothe maintains that “capacity to create and become patterns of relational bodily movement is what every dance tradition or technique, as well as any religious belief, prayer, or ritual, exercises and trains.”15 For LaMothe, dance, like every bodily movement, appears as a pattern that is rhythmic, figurative, kinetic. And the pattern, in turn, creates us. She writes:

As we animate patterns of sensation and response, these patterns lodge in our bodily selves as possibilities for further action. We remember them; they become who ‘we’ are. Once these kinetic images exist in us, as us, we are able to sense and respond quickly, without thinking, along trajectories of movements they represent. Given the option, we are more likely to deploy these patterns in response to new circumstances rather than create new ones. We grow more graceful, responsive, and adept in ranges of motion we have rehearsed; more bound by habit and reflex. In a word: the movements we make make us.16


Inasmuch as ritual entails bodily movement, it must for LaMothe entail this dual aspect: the movement reveals something about the kind of creatures we are (creatures who can and do create this movement) and also, more to her point, creates us anew as creatures who perceive, inhabit, and pattern ourselves in the world. LaMothe is especially interested in dance as a set of movements that creates us as creatures who are intentionally related to ourselves as creatures made by the movements we create. In such creation, pattern is an important word, one that speaks to the kind of kinetic images movement creates and how those images continue to make, linger in, fund, nurture our life.

When in the Eucharistic ritual, the participants pattern themselves by movements that are dialogical, dynamic, and responsive to one another, Christ, the Father, the Spirit, the natural world, and themselves, they become those movements of vulnerability, a becoming that can hold into contexts of precarity. To put it in another way, the movements of the ritual affirm vulnerability as at the heart of reality—the vulnerability that constitutes us as creatures—and in that way work to make us, invite us, pattern us into that reality rather than any of the other very real conditions that impinge upon us, including those that crush us into precarity. Extending Butler’s insights, Jim Keenan writes that vulnerability names a capacity to be with the precarious ones, to enter into the chaos of a person’s precarity. While it does not name woundedness, vulnerability includes the capacity for woundedness and for drawing near the wounded. It names the possibility, as Keenan emphasizes again and again, for love.17

The Second Feature: Symbolic and Ordinary Movement

When LaMothe discusses dance and what makes it so significant, she risks, she knows, re-erecting the opposition between dance and ordinary bodily movement, and thus the very binary she wants to deconstruct between dance and religion.18 She hopes to avoid this binary by emphasizing dance as an emergent phenomenon, one that develops “out of bodily movement as a form and expression of bodily movement that is also a sensory self-consciousness of that bodily movement.”19 She goes on, “As such, dancing is inherently dynamic. In every moment, dance is a continual coming-into-consciousness as well as a dissolving of consciousness. It is a becoming-form and a breaking-from-form.”20 Highlighting dance through becoming and breaking, intending and dissolving, LaMothe blurs the distinction between dance and everyday movement by pointing to the way dance exists as a flux between a sensory consciousness uniquely characteristic of dance and the more mundane state in which we ordinarily move. Ordinary bodily movement, in other words, is integrated into dance rather than opposed to it. And also: dance can arise from ordinary bodily movement.

I make this detour back to dance because one of the aspects of the Eucharistic movements I find so striking is the incorporation of everyday movements like walking, sitting, and ingesting with symbolic ones like bowing, kneeling, crossing oneself, genuflecting, holding out palm or tongue. The ritual, in other words, is not an undifferentiated mode of movement; there are moments of denser drama or performativity as the symbolic and extraordinary interweaves with the ordinary. I go up in a line for bread (I walk, I eat). I draw near the divine (I bow). The Eucharist seems to be establishing the possibility of moving some aspect of itself into the ordinary, to be establishing an identity for itself as ritual and yet beyond the ritual. The ordinary gesture can give rise to bodily memory of the symbolic; eating bread might sensorily invoke the Eucharistic ritual. Not only is the ordinary enfolded with the symbolic in the Eucharistic ritual, but many of the symbolic gestures of the Eucharistic ritual are, for the faithful Catholic, interwoven with ordinary life. Kneeling to pray at night or crossing oneself in prayer are symbolic gestures the communicant may perform that could evoke the larger tapestry of Eucharistic movements. The sensory awareness of the symbolic stays close to the sensory performance of the ordinary, offering the possibility for new formations. It is, perhaps, not clear that the symbolic could remain compelling if it were exclusively confined to the ritual space, cordoned off from the rest of her life.21 When the communicant in her ordinary life crosses herself or kneels, the symbolic gestures of the Eucharist bleed into her daily life such that symbolic arises in the ordinary, which opens up to it.

In the opening of the ordinary to the symbolic, the ordinary takes on new resonance. As a virtual space that enters actuality and opens up new formations within it, ritual extends the possibility that even ordinary gestures may be themselves transformed, reoriented, evocative. The performance of symbolic gestures in non-ritual life evokes the symbolic of the ritual itself, as the symbolic density of the ritual overflows into ordinary life. That the ritual makes the faithful as the faithful make it means that their bodies know these continuities between ritual and non-ritual life, creating conditions in which the understanding absorbed in the Eucharistic ritual is an understanding of one’s own vulnerability and a way of living that vulnerability more fully.

The Third Feature: Individual and Collective Movement

“The liturgy does not say ‘I’ but ‘we’,” Pope Francis writes in Desiderio Desideravi, “and any limitation on the breadth of this ‘we’ is always demonic.” He follows up on this striking statement: “The Liturgy does not leave us alone to search out an individual supposed knowledge of the mystery of God. Rather, it takes us by the hand, together, as an assembly, to lead us deep within the mystery that the word and the sacramental signs reveal to us.”22 Insisting on the liturgy as a collective act, Pope Francis’s framing of the Eucharist suggests a pointed contrast with somatic therapies. The movements of the Eucharist do not just occur at an individual level. They are about the formation of a particular community, preparation for and realization of a communion that is communal. At one level, then, the movements of the Eucharist are collective. Many are in unison: the standing, the sitting, the kneeling, the speaking. They are collective in that every person in every Catholic church, even across time and space, performs roughly the same movements.

Yet it is not only as a collective but also as this particular individual that a person performs the movements. The highest moment of the ritual is performed alone. Each person processes forward to the bread in her own time-space; she becomes in this moment of processing toward the front, individuated. One person away from the Eucharistic minister, the person bows at her own time, distinct from anyone else’s time. And then she receives it at her own time. These movements are shared; everyone receiving does them. They are collectively delineated and repeated. Yet they are only individually enacted. At the most dramatic moment of the ritual, the individual encounters the divine alone, becomes one with the divine alone, goes back to her seat to kneel in prayer to ponder this miracle alone. The vulnerability is possessed collectively and individually, and even in its individuality expresses deep interconnectedness. I do alone what you, too, can only do alone, and still we can only do this as part of this larger body.

Prior to the ritual, there is a whole other set of actions an individual takes to be part of this body: examination of conscience, confession, penance. Prior to that, there is baptism, reception into the church, and the particular preparations for First Communion. These actions, too, are collectively shared but individually performed. It is in these prior actions and discernments that those who will be insiders are separated from outsiders and quasi-outsiders. What does the vulnerability performed, practiced, learned in the ritual mean for these outsiders and quasi-outsiders? Do the insiders learn to extend their vulnerability to those who sit, those who are absent, those who have never and will never take part in the ritual? Or does vulnerability circulate in a safe, sealed community buffered from the threats of outsiders? Does the insider see in the outsider a version of herself, a status that she shares and occasionally occupies, or someone who is part of a “them” legibly distinct from “us?” In other words, what kind of community is being formed through the ritual—one with porous or hardened boundaries? When the priest consumes the bread and the wine to the last drop and crumb, does that signify the divine’s erotic desire for communion with humanity and humanity’s answering desire, a reverent tenderness for this vulnerable body? Or does it express anxiety that outsiders might share in (steal, desecrate) God’s gift? Is the collective identity formed in the ritual an identity against or an identity with and for?

I am reaching the limits of my capacity to analyze the ritual qua ritual. Answering these questions requires more fine-grained, historical, and contextual analysis of particular communities and practices in which the Eucharist takes on additional meanings. On these questions on the boundaries of vulnerability, the abstracted ritual is indeterminate. In his bold assertion that any limitation on the “we” is demonic, Pope Francis has articulated absolute principled inclusion as the ritual’s norm and guide. But we know the histories of how the ritual has gone in more sinister directions, how the expulsion, the slaughter of Jews in particular, was justified with claims of desecrating the host. The Eucharist can be celebrated—for the pope it should be celebrated—in ways that open up the possibility for life otherwise, and yet it has so often been married to forms of death-dealing violence and divisiveness. Who the collective entails and what the nature of the boundaries of inclusion is, these questions are not settled by the ritual itself, and yet they importantly fill out the nature of the vulnerability the ritual imparts, forms, or deforms.

The Fourth Feature: Prescribed and Spontaneous Movement

I arrive now at the fourth feature, the third that probes how the Eucharist negotiates and incorporates polarities in movement as a way of rendering the Eucharist expansive and effective in its orientation to vulnerability. For this final feature, I consider how the vulnerability created and extended by ritual movement concerns the relation of prescribed and spontaneous movements within the Eucharistic rite. On the one hand, the ritual turns on a number of prescribed actions. Sometimes helpful handouts even tell the communicant when to sit, stand, or kneel. Most Catholics practice the movements of liturgy in their preparation for First Communion. But there are also moments that invite a carefully circumscribed spontaneity. In particular, there are a variety of possible responses available in the passing of the peace, which the communicant can adopt depending on her own disposition, how well she knows the person she greets, and what kinds of social conditions prevail (pandemic? Flu season? A close-knit community?). Some people try to greet everyone around them; some just those directly adjacent to themselves. Some are warm and others reserved.

There are also a variety of ways of responding to receiving the Eucharist, including the words one utters, the size of one’s movements, the speed of one’s step, the posture of one’s body. Any movement can be at least slightly tailored, but I find it interesting that the possibility for spontaneity arises most in those two moments when one most directly confronts the other (greeting the neighbor, ingesting the divine). The greater room for spontaneity is, in a way, the result of the greater individuation at these moments. Because one receives as an individual in her own time-space, there is more room for improvisation as one finds her way back to the group. Perhaps this room for slightly more spontaneity in these moments underscores the authenticity of the encounter and so invites its extension into ordinary life. It seems worth pondering that the clearest moments of reception, of responsiveness, are given a greater, or at least different, capaciousness. Here one comes closest to precarity; perhaps someone will not return the peace, will misunderstand one’s gesture at the host, will look askance on the slightness of one’s bow, the choice of how to receive, the gestures made after reception. This is mild woundedness—there is no danger here of starving or dying—but it is a way the security of the movements becomes thinner, and greater capaciousness is therefore also possible.

Concluding Suggestions for the Realm of Art

I have been arguing that the movements of the Liturgy of the Eucharist embody and impart an understanding of oneself as vulnerable, as the communicant performs capacious responsiveness in a secure environment and so patterns herself into a person that might draw near the chaos of another’s precarity. Through its dynamic responsiveness and its negotiation of the three polarities of symbolic and ordinary, individual and collective, prescribed and spontaneous, the movements of the Eucharist embody and teach the vulnerability that is the soil for love. This consideration of a ritual is meant to illumine art, so that the understanding of ordinary vulnerability embodied and imparted by the Eucharist clarifies something about the understanding of art practice. How it might do so is purely speculative apart from attention to a particular art practice. But something I have observed about artists is how often they describe their work as given, as coming from elsewhere for them to receive.23 So I wonder how the practice of art—in particular the movements of art—might cultivate, enact, or trigger such responsiveness. As somatic therapies can be ways of relearning vulnerability after trauma, as the movements of ritual might be a way of learning everyday vulnerability for ordinary life, might the movements of art practice impart the vulnerability, the capacious responsiveness, particular to making art? Along these lines, Toni Morrison describes her own art-making (and, interestingly art-receiving: reading as well as writing) as “being aware of the writer’s notions of risk and safety, the serene achievement of, or sweaty fight for, meaning and response-ability.”24

In this view of art as cultivating (sweatily fighting for) responsiveness or response-ability, the spiritual understanding of art would be a somatic awareness of and attunement to one aspect of our own vulnerability, an aspect, we could say, of how we exist in a field of relations threatened by precarity—and yet find a way to creatively receive these objects and forces beyond us and make something wonderful with them. It would be different from ritual, then, in two important ways: Art practice is threatened by precarity in a way the ritual of the Eucharist is not, and the movements originate much more with the artist than with a collective. These movements may negotiate the polarities differently than the Eucharist. Perhaps they are more spontaneous than prescribed, more ordinary than symbolic, more individual than collective. But I also imagine they are very like rituals in that they enact a dynamic responsiveness, and I wonder how often art practices involve the shifting of roles I observed in the Eucharist. (Clearly an actor shifts roles; perhaps a dancer or musician may experience herself in this way. Might a writer shift into and out of characters? What about a visual artist?) The proposed similarities speak to the way vulnerability may be at the heart of the movements of both art and ritual; the hypothesized differences, to the way the vulnerability learned is different in these movements. The movements of Eucharistic ritual seem to me to affirm and inculcate something like the basic necessity and goodness of vulnerability, the way it is in keeping with who we are, who God is, and what the world is like. In this way, they teach a person to go on in the world. The movements of art practice seem to access the joy of such vulnerability: It is not only good, necessary, and fitting, but also by embracing it, a person can also embrace the most creative and generative parts of herself. Perhaps art practice energizes the somatic awareness of vulnerability in a new way—a way that can tilt toward mysticism but also, as seen in the lives of many artists, a kind of precarity.

In a world of precarity, there is always the temptation to shrink from vulnerability, to deny that I live amidst forces that exceed me, or to buffer myself from those forces. In trauma a person slips away from her own vulnerability as the condition of her wounding. Therapies create a virtual space secured from precarity in which she can relearn vulnerability. But the temptation to stiffen is also chronic, and the Eucharist is a daily or weekly ritual that patterns a person again and again into capacious responsiveness as the communicant performs her vulnerability in ways that impart and solicit movements of vulnerability in ordinary life. What shape that vulnerability takes and whether, where, and how it contains the seeds of its opposite—whether, in fact, it buttresses sinister rather than vulnerable relation to outsiders—are determined in a particular community and its cultural and theological currents. Art seems potentially different from both therapy and Eucharist in its relation to vulnerability. As one who experiences her work as received, the artist would seem to take a further step toward vulnerability, beyond the vulnerability constitutive of ordinary human life, to expose herself in her art-making more radically to forces that exceed her. She would do this, not in order that she might be crushed into precarity—thought that remains a possibility—but because in such encounter and responsiveness she finds the grounds of her own creative work.




Reflection

Heather Hesterman
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Figure 2 Heather Hesterman. Plastic Backpack Prototype, 2021. Merri Creek Walk. Image courtesy: Violet Sykes-Hesterman © Heather Hesterman.


My multidisciplinary art practice involves fieldwork, performance, and walking, and I combine art, science, and technology to create art encounters that aim to improve human-plant relations. Central to my practice is the notion of “attunement” as suggested by anthropologist and academic Anna Tsing, where attunement involves “commitment,” “responsibility,” “care,” “attention,” and “forms of love.”1 I invite humans to form communities of strangers, walk with me, and notice things they may not have considered; we pay attention to the “more-than-human” species (Abram, 1997.p7.) and the surroundings in which we find ourselves.

Walking is a fundamental mode of movement that facilitates generative and mindful practices. The motion of walking enables both body and mind to slow down into an automatic rhythm; the repetitive actions of walking anchor human breathing, and the heart’s beating tempo creates a syncopated state as arms sway slowly. These motions become automatic. Whilst engaged in walking, the body is freer to experience the surroundings, the air temperature, touching the texture of a leaf, and hearing sounds by experiencing and privileging non-ocular modes of engagement. Walking as a mobile methodology creates an exchange between humans and their environment as we re-evaluate our collective and individual place in the world.

Attunement is the closest conscious and unconscious process I employ, with the regularity of a ritual act. Like many artists, being attentive and active require an openness and ongoingness, a kind of cultivation of intimacy with the world.2 Attunement is a form of exchange, inviting new collaborations and modes of building whereby the world is re-made fragment by fragment. To quote feminist biologist Donna Haraway, what is needed “is action and thinking, that does not fit within dominant capitalist cultures.3 Rather we need “on the ground collectives capable of new practices of imagination, resistance, revolt, repair and mourning and living and dying well.”4 These are urgent action matters and thinking matters that demand our deep attunement.
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Movement in Heather Hesterman’s Community Practice: Collective Attention and Practical Knowledge

Alison Fitchett-Climenhaga

Movement as Art Practice

Melbourne-based artist and landscape designer Heather Hesterman has cultivated a creative practice that sits at the nexus of art and education.1 Hesterman explores the “intersections of plants, people, and places” through diverse media, including photography, print media, conversations, and performative acts.2 As she described it to us during our group’s visit with her, much of her recent work has aimed at inculcating “chlorophylia”—a love for plants—as an antidote to “plant blindness,” and, by extension, a lack of attentiveness to the environment of which plants (and humans) are a part.3 The forms her work takes range widely, from gallery installations featuring verdant collections of plant life (sometimes including potted plants for visitors to take home and cultivate), to curated walks facilitating appreciation of form and design elements in trees and urban gardens, to more performative works like hauling a small English garden in a wheeled planting box into the Australian desert, echoing the 1844–6 journey of nineteenth-century explorer Charles Sturt to contrast colonial land practices with mindful engagement with landscapes. This work prioritizes attending to interconnections between the biota and abiota within landscapes.4

Within Hesterman’s larger body of work, in this chapter I focus on close analysis of a sound walk that Hesterman led for our group, for several reasons. Besides the obvious—this was the practice that I had the opportunity to observe closely in action, affording analytical possibilities to me as an ethnographer—the walk showcased several key features characterizing Hesterman’s broader practice: an educational and participatory structure, the presence of walking practices, an emphasis on chlorophilia, and multi-sensory engagement of the material world. As such, the walk offers an illustrative entry point for understanding the role of movement in Hesterman’s art. Features of the sound walk also surface issues of theoretical interest, including ones relating movement with the processes of knowing and understanding central to this volume. First, insofar as the sound walk involved (or even was) movement without producing a tangible artifact that many of us would reflexively think of as an “artwork,” the practice raises questions about how to locate artistry in relation to forms and processes of knowing. In the case of the sound walk, walking provided a focal device for cultivating forms of attentiveness as well as for transmitting the competence to attend closely. Hesterman guided participants through modes of attention that facilitate awareness of and connection to the surrounding environment. Verbal instructions and information shared prepared participants and informed their experience, but embodied practices of listening and walking attentively were decisive to the knowledge cultivated in and through Hesterman’s practice. Second, the sound walk involved movement both on the part of the artist, Hesterman, and the larger group, opening up questions about the interrelationship of the movements of artists and non-specialists in art practice as well as in the processes of knowing linked with art practices. Throughout the morning, Hesterman demonstrated her art practice for us, but she also drew us into the practice. Hence the sound walk offers a vehicle for exploring the practices of both artists and participants, how they interact in practices of engaging art, and the epistemic consequences of that interaction.

In light of our group’s experience participating in Hesterman’s practice, this chapter explores movement as an art practice. At its most basic, movement is the process of matter changing position in space relative to other matter. It ranges from micromovements, such as high-frequency sound waves traversing air or vibrations pulsating through the body when one hums, to more readily visible movements like tree branches waving in the wind or humans and other animals traversing a landscape or migrating from place to place. Art practices, of course, are shot through with movement of various forms: stroking paint across a canvas, squatting and leaning to get a camera angle, pressing fabric into clay to imprint a texture. Foregrounding the creative actions of artists, movement can contribute to the manipulation of material—producing what many of us reflexively think of as a “work of art”—but it need not do so. Movement can also take forms that conduce toward creating modes of attentiveness in those who engage works of art—both artists and “laypeople”—with or without producing a material artifact.

Movement in this latter sense is perhaps especially useful for exploring the intersection of art practice with processes of knowing, for it foregrounds ways in which movement draws artists and non-specialists into collaborative engagements and highlights movement itself as a forum for the formation and transmission of knowledge and competence. (Although I suspect that much of what this chapter argues about movement applies as well to art practices in which the manipulation of a medium is central.) Bodily movement through space is an art practice especially accessible to (many) non-specialist participants. Artistically manipulating materials like clay, oil paint, or the medium used to prepare the surface for frescos demands some level of facility or even expertise with the medium. In contrast, many people can walk along a path—even if those movements and the habits of attention they foster could be refined through diligent practice.5 Although competence and practice can enhance bodily movement, non-specialists can often participate without specialized tools and skills. Many also experience movement as attractive, an activity that draws one into the motion. These invitatory and accessible qualities allow an artist to guide and equip others to participate in the art practice, collaborating in creative processes and the insights they generate.

In this chapter, I will focus on human bodily movement performed in response to or in interaction with one’s environs—other constellations of matter, and their movement—as a means and medium of artistic practice, and the relationship of this movement with knowledge and understanding. In line with the activity through which Hesterman guided our group, I have in mind here walking especially. Yet “walking,” as intimated in the description of the soundwalk and throughout my analysis in this chapter, is a kind of shorthand, a point of departure for appreciating a host of other movements, both within the body and surrounding it, to which practices of attunement draw our attention. The sensation of (for instance) one’s pulse throbbing in one’s ears, the rise of one’s chest inflating during inhalation, and the rasp of tree branches colliding in the wind as one ambles past them—and the act of noticing each one—are all linked with the activity of “walking.”

Through linguistic felicity, a sound walk is an apt entry point for analyzing the nexus of art practice and processes of gaining insight or understanding. The English term “to learn,” meaning “to acquire knowledge,” derives from a proto-Germanic term meaning “to follow or find a track,” which itself likely derives from proto-Indo-European leis- or leys-, meaning “to track.”6 Walking or path-following is associated with acquiring insight. Drawing on meditation practice, Hesterman and her colleague Amanda Hawkey argue that walking embeds one into a rhythm that allows one to “‘relax into’ the walking experience” in ways that open “space for sensory experiences.”7 As such, walking is a means of “skillfully engag[ing] our attention and stay[ing] present in the now.”8 Walking as a form of movement facilitates forms of attention conducive to cultivating insight. Those observations aligned with my own experience on the sound walk. Apropos of a project probing the relation of art practice, ritual, and knowledge, the idea of walking as an attention-focusing practice that renders one hospitable to insight coheres as well as with the role of perambulation in pilgrimage and meditation practices prevalent across religious traditions. The walk served as a framing device for attending to other movements and the material world.

In light of these considerations, this chapter explores the dynamics of movement as a contextually sensitive, embodied, and collaborative art practice. Such movement produces practical knowledge embedded in social practices that cultivates specialized forms of attentiveness to the world. Recent turns toward practice and action in the philosophy of art and the philosophy of knowledge help illuminate the epistemic dimensions of movement within practices of making and engaging art. The understanding that movement produces is a form of knowledge-how conducing toward mastery of modes of attentiveness, especially critical responsiveness to dynamic materiality. In what follows, I will first describe the sound walk, highlighting features salient to understanding its relationship with knowledge. Then I will link movement as a practice with some recent reflection in epistemology and philosophy of art that helps explain movement’s epistemic dimensions.

Sound Walk

January 2022. We gather in Northcote, a suburb of Melbourne, in the morning, before the summer’s heat begins to burn. As we walk downstream along the paved trail skirting Merri Creek, Heather draws our attention to the vegetal, constructed, and social layers of the environment around us, inviting us to focus on the visual elements—form, color, motion—of the surrounding plant life, both native and introduced. Heather pauses beside a blackwood wattle, the group pooling around her, and plucks spiraling seed pods from its branches, pressing them into our palms for closer inspection. My eye traverses the undulating edge of golden brown pod; rendered unstable by its corkscrew form, it quivers slightly in my palm as the breeze tugs at it. Inky black seeds jitter within the pods, suspended from delicate salmon-colored elaiosomes. I can readily imagine the pods rolling along the ground, depositing seeds away from the parent tree to propagate.

About halfway along our intended course, Heather guides us to begin a sound walk, instructing us to stop speaking and walk single file, adjusting our gait to match that of the person ahead of us and allowing the contours of the path to channel our walking. She invites us to listen, look, and take note of how we feel as we move through these spaces. Alongside the pervasive rushing chuckle of Merri Creek, swollen from recent rain, I become acutely aware of the noise produced as my body moves through space: the scuff of my shoes on the path, the crackle of twigs and seed pods under foot, the rasping of my clothing rubbing against itself and my body, the not-quite-voluntary intakes of air as I notice things that capture my attention. I’m mindful of a synergy between the activities of walking and listening, for sound waves are themselves the product of movement. I find myself becoming aware of myself as one element of the environment like the other things—both organic and inorganic—around me, creating sound as my body interacts with the air and other matter surrounding me. As I attend to the sound of my own friction as I move through space, I register how other elements of the landscape which are giving off sound—large tree trunks, a railway span over the valley, stones along the edge of the creek—are themselves also in motion, although I might at first have been tempted to view them as static.

We cross a final footbridge and arrive at a small blue pavilion housing linen-clad tables bearing, on the one hand, a silver tea service, porcelain cups and saucers, and cakes, and on the other hand, plant transplants, microscopes, and seeds. After appreciating plant life at a macrolevel during our walk, the microscope affords an opportunity to investigate the form of smaller-level structures of plants and seeds. We consume tea, coffee, and cake as we discuss our experiences of the walk, parodying the actions of colonial settlers going out on expeditions into the bush, burdened with the accoutrements of sustaining rituals familiar from their culture. As we begin to sip our beverages and converse, the plants, creek, and land contours seem to recede, becoming a backdrop to human social activity. The shift strikes me as eerie. My attention has shifted. I miss the awareness—even availability—of connection with the non-human (and non-comestible!) matter around me that I had perceived while walking.

Practical Knowledge and Social Practices

Recent trends in the philosophy of art and knowledge offer a framework for understanding the contours of the knowledge at play in the sound walk. Moving beyond a constricted focus on idea formation, cognitive states, and the mental, recent analytic epistemology and philosophy of art exhibit growing interest in practice and action, including their social dimensions, and how those bear on knowledge and understanding. In particular, the concepts of knowledge-how and social practices illuminate the types and content of knowledge implicated in art practices involving bodily movement.

Knowledge-how

Analytic epistemology since the mid-twentieth century has tended to focus on propositional knowledge, including the conditions under which one can detect truth as well as the ways in which beliefs are formed and updated. However, in recent years, some epistemologists have called attention to other forms of knowledge such as “knowledge-how.”9 Philosophy of religion is one area where this trend has been evident, especially philosophy of ritual.10 Terence Cuneo, for instance, argues that by focusing narrowly on belief and propositional knowledge while “largely omitting the practical dimensions of the religious life,” contemporary philosophy of religion “threatens to offer a distorted picture of the religious attitudes and, more generally, what it is to be a religious believer.”11 This selective engagement risks distorting one’s view of the nature of religion though omitting key aspects of lived religious life, such as calibrating one’s life vis-à-vis key religious teachings, creating and engaging religious art, and participating in corporate worship.12 A better understanding of religious life is achieved, Cuneo argues, through foregrounding knowledge-how, which is the condition of “stand[ing] in a knowing or understanding relation to a way” of performing an activity.13

Structural features of Hesterman’s educative, participatory sound walk echoed features of participating in a ritual, including prescribing certain bodily postures and gestures, enjoining participants to focus their attention in particular ways, and participating in an activity simultaneously as an individual and a member of a collective.14 Hence, the epistemology of ritual offers promising tools for understanding the nature of knowledge in movement as an art practice. The blind spots created through a myopic focus on propositional knowledge in art and ritual are analogous, and an expanded account of processes of knowing is similarly productive.

Several features of knowledge-how are salient for understanding knowledge in art practice. First, while propositional knowledge, or knowledge-that, conduces toward certainty,15 knowledge-how conduces toward “mastery.”16 Rather than activities serving as a vehicle for insight or “means to forming beliefs” about something (thus making knowledge-how subordinate to or merely a step on the way toward propositional knowledge), knowing in this sense “consists in engaging in” these activities.17 Second, knowledge-how is “thoroughly bodily,” embedded in and through physical actions. This embodied knowledge generated through interaction with one’s physical environment is not primarily a matter of generating particular thoughts or feelings but rather stands on its own.18 Third, knowledge-how involves competence, a facility in conducting oneself in a particular setting or interacting with particular materials in ways that are “apt.”19 In its most robust form, cultivating knowledge-how involves “learn[ing] how to navigate and inhabit a certain life-world in which those actions have their home.”20

Cuneo’s account provides a helpful framework for understanding the knowledge associated with bodily movement as an art practice. In the case of the sound walk, knowledge was not primarily a matter of communicating or uncovering a series of propositions about the material world or humans’ place within it. Rather, walking involved the cultivation of habits of mind and body, techniques to help orient one’s attention to the world in a particular way. Propositional knowledge, of course, still featured in the walk: certain information laid the groundwork for shaping and directing our experience of the walk, including awareness of the historical and social context of the spaces through which we moved and taxonomic data about objects we encountered. Hesterman offered clear guidelines about how we should approach the act of walking, both physically and dispositionally, as well as information about what we encountered along the way: match the pace and path of the person walking ahead of you; note the cultural significance invested in plants like the yellow box tree near Rushall station where many believe John Batman negotiated an 1835 land treaty21 with local clans for use of land; appreciate the role of fire in the growth habits of wattles and other plant life. A sound walk like the one through which Hesterman directed us is the beneficiary of much careful advance research and thoughtful preparation to facilitate a particular type of experience. Advance knowledge helps direct the path of the movement, and it orients one’s attention exercised in and through movement. Moreover, our discussion at the conclusion of the walk generated second-order reflection about art practices and their relationship with knowledge, insight, and understanding.

Yet at the fundamental level, knowledge was embedded within embodied practice. Most people have a reflexive sense of how to walk (or crawl, or direct a wheelchair) across terrain and navigate around objects in our path, embodied muscle memory of past experiences traversing space. Artists and participants alike bring that proprioception and sense of how to link our movements to the activity of walking a path. Movement builds upon our embodied, intuitive understanding of past efforts to traverse terrain.

Past knowledge, propositional or practical, does not predetermine the experience of motion or the knowledge-how it generates, for movement is immersive and responsive. Movement occurs within and is tailored to a particular landscape and context as one gathers new data, attends to sensory experiences, and interacts with surrounding terrain, objects, and conditions. The process and thus its results are not fully predictable. In the case of our sound walk, the paved trail along the river did not predetermine our walking path; rather, it provided a channel guiding our perambulation. For instance, participating in the activity while pregnant significantly impacted my walking. The quality of my motion along the path changed unpredictably as my baby in utero—herself responding to my movement—lurched sideways intermittently, prompting me to shift my gait to maintain balance. And I found myself deviating from the path occasionally, stepping aside to give passing cyclists a cautious wide berth or to give a man sleeping under the railway bridge as much privacy as possible. Such errant footfalls allowed me to relish the sensation of grass under foot and appreciate the soil’s moisture content, shaping my sensory experience of the walk and the sorts of information I gleaned. Each person in our group traveled the path differently, and if I walked that stretch of trail again the movement would vary depending on trail conditions and my fellow travelers.

Although certain sorts of information and pathways channeled our walking, understanding occurred in and through the embodied movement itself, as our movement responded to the particularities of the material world around us. As landscape writer Robert Macfarlane observes, “Walking is not the action by which one arrives at knowledge; it is itself the means of knowing … cognition is both motion-sensitive and site-specific”22 Other layers of insight emerged through reflecting on the walk later, both as a group immediately afterward and on my own in subsequent months. Still, an immediacy of understanding was available within the movement itself: the sound of leaves rustling in the breeze reaching one’s eardrum, the haptic crunch of a pebble under foot. There is a kind of mutuality in the physicality of that understanding brought about through touch and movement: the pebble ground under foot both leaves an imprint on my sole and weathers the rock and the pavement into which my body grinds it. Again, Macfarlane talks about touch as “a reciprocal action, a gesture of exchange with the world.”23

Within the multidisciplinary field of walking methodologies, Springgay and Truman frame walking as a matrix that

connects bodies, environment, and the sensory surrounds of place. Walking becomes a way of inhabiting place through the lived experience of movement. Walking is a way of becoming responsive to place; it activates modes of participation that are situated and relational.24


Walking, then, is a forum for “critical engagement with situated knowledges.”25 The knowledge-how associated with movement is inextricably connected with the material environment in which it unfolds. Movement is a way of “being present with” that gives attention to things around the mover, opening possibilities for cultivating new relationships.26 The sound walk was an exercise in competence-building, affording a means to interact with matter in ways that helped participants attune to particular things—especially beyond-human connections with the material world. Borrowing Cuneo’s language, Hesterman helped us via walking to inhabit a “lifeworld” characterized by noticing interconnections between plants, minerals, and humans.

Movement is interactive, and therefore especially apt to foster collective, connective experiences, whether we are talking about a religious procession or pilgrimage or a walk through parklands. As such, the practical knowledge generated in movement is apt to reveal or help articulate relationships. As Hesterman has argued, walking and the attention it fosters link people with others, including through “relational collaborations” that extend beyond the human.27 Indeed, I found something like that going on in my experience of the sound walk. Through stripping away the discursive or verbal elements of my noise and becoming more aware of myself as a sound-maker in general, I started to empathize (if empathy is still an appropriate term to apply to not-necessarily-sentient things?) with nonhuman things in my environs, both organic and nonorganic. An undoing and inversion of anthropomorphism occurred. Instead of ascribing human characteristics like restlessness to tree branches rasping together or a rock wobbling at the edge of the current by attributing experience or sensation to them, I had a keen sense of myself as participating in something more basic and broadly shared: the state of being subject to friction and gravity. This sense may not be identical to the kind of chlorophylia that Hesterman sought to foster. But as noted above, I did feel a sense of loss or distancing when we reached the end of the walk and started talking again, breaking away from those beyond-human collaborations.

Human collaborations were also decisive for the sound walk and the understanding it generated. We participated in the sound walk as a group, and the act of following the person ahead of us afforded an opportunity to shift our attention from directing our course to tuning in to sounds and other sensory data around us. The walking terminated in a collective discussion during which we probed the experience of the sound walk as well as the link between art practice and knowledge from our various disciplinary and vocational vantage points.

Social Practices

Knowledge-how is connective not only in the sense that it links one with and orients one toward other objects (living and nonliving) in the world. Rather, knowledge-how is “embedded in complex social practices” that evolved in particular historical contexts and possess their own “standards of excellence.”28 Cuneo’s work elaborates this primarily with reference to ritual knowledge embedded in liturgical rubrics and performances. Philosophers of art, though, have also foregrounded the role of social practices in art and the know-how associated with it.

For instance, Nicholas Wolterstorff develops an interpretation of art that foregrounds practice and aims to account for the diverse forms and works of the arts.29 Wolterstorff notes that a conceptualization of art, arising in early modern western Europe, as the object of “disinterested aesthetic attention” most appropriately engaged through “attentive viewing, listening, or reading” has dominated philosophical accounts of art as well as most lay conceptualization of art.30 As a consequence, that philosophical tradition has tended to ignore or marginalize many works of the arts that do not readily fit that paradigm, including bodies of work that we might classify as memorial art, social protest art, and ritual art. In so doing, that tradition has failed to account for the diverse range of activities, media, and forms presented as artworks as well as for the diverse ways in which humans engage art.

Noting that art is “socially embedded,”31 Wolterstorff argues that analysis of art must attend to three interlinked “clusters of social practices”: practices of making, practices of public engagement, and (usually) practices of performing or presenting.32 Artists approach certain practices of making with corresponding practices of engagement appropriate to them in mind, and vice versa. The habit of treating art as the object of attentive viewing or listening, thus, gets reframed in Wolterstorff’s account as but one cluster of social practices of engaging art among others.

The fact that multiple people happen to perform an action does not itself make that action “social.” Rather, a social practice is, first of all, characterized by “mutual awareness” of practice and value: “practitioners are aware of other practitioners and thereby aware that others also prize that activity.”33 Second, social practices are embedded traditions. The “know-how, the attitudes, the attentiveness, that go into performing the action” are handed down through teaching and modeling.34 Third, the traditions constitutive of social practices include broadly shared—yet not necessarily uncontested—standards for assessing the quality of an activity’s execution. Those criteria for excellence are contextually sensitive and open to adaptation. A tradition of practice evolves as “new goods suggest themselves” and old ones lose relevance, thus “call[ing] forth new know-hows.”35

Innovations in know-how, and innovations in standards and criteria, evoke and nurture each other; among them there is a circular process of discovery and innovation. Practices alter and expand our human ways of doing things correctly and of achieving excellence.36


Practices, then, are fundamental not only to competence and facility in art, but also to the avenues of discovery that art affords.

Bodily movement as an art practice exhibits the features of a social practice. During the sound walk, our group members did not simply all happen to move; rather, we did so conscious of each other, following a shared set of norms and guidelines. Our walking was also embedded in traditions. Hesterman provided instruction about how to approach the mechanics of walking, as well as suggestions for how to attend richly to the material world with which we interacted. Her approach to guiding walking, in turn, was informed by traditions such as meditation practice and social protest. Shared standards for assessing success also shaped the sound walk. The goal was not simply to avoid injuring oneself (arguably a goal of most everyday locomotion), nor to enhance fitness (as in walking for physical exercise), nor to move with speed (as in race walking), nor to inculcate reverence (as in ritual procession). Rather, the movement was directed toward noticing—noticing the material world around us and our interaction with it.

Differentiating between the social practices of making and performing art and the social practices of engaging art helps illuminate the relationship between artists and non-specialist participants in art practices involving participatory embodied movement. As I considered how to analyze the art practice that Hesterman shared with us—a guided sound walk—I wrestled with both how to locate the “artistry” and how to conceptualize my own position vis-à-vis the art and artist. Was I receiving art, or was I co-creating or collaborating to produce art? Was I (and other members of our group) most appropriately conceptualized as inhabiting the role of “artist” in some way, or as an “audience” for Hesterman’s art? Models of interacting with art based on viewing a painting or listening to a symphony have limited utility for understanding art practices involving participatory movement activity. Operating from a framework that prioritizes receptive viewing of or listening to someone else’s material or sonic production, one might be tempted to view the sound walk as an example of education rather than art. However, this position gives short shrift to the diverse range of practices for making and engaging art as well as evolving, malleable nature of the traditions in which art’s social practices are embedded.

We can instead view Hesterman’s practices of creating as oriented toward a set of practices of engaging art that differ substantially from those appropriate to engaging material or sonic outputs. Hesterman’s practices included conceptualizing the activity and the forms of understanding she hoped to communicate through it, instructing group participants, walking and listening herself alongside the group, and facilitating conversation following the walk. Participants, on the other hand, absorbed information and attempted (however imperfectly) to align our bodies and attention with Hesterman’s instructions through embodied practices such as walking, attentive listening, and robust noticing. Through the process, Hesterman helped usher us into her practice as participants, not “mere” or passive recipients. Although Hesterman’s and other group members’ roles remained distinguishable, there was significant overlap between the two constellations of practices. Insofar as we all, artist and participants, participated in the practices like walking, listening, and noticing, the contribution of the artist and others became entangled, such that the creative labor was to some extent shared—a possibility barely explored in Wolterstorff’s account. Hesterman’s distinctive contribution lay in attunement: directing participants’ embodied practice to facilitate particular forms of attentiveness to the material world and our interconnections with it.

Art as Research

Conceptualizing art as a constellation of social practices coheres with reflection from within the art community on the social embeddedness of art’s know-how. A number of thinkers advocate understanding art as a form of research. Rejecting the idea that art can be separated from thinking, Springgay and Truman prefer to think in terms of “research-creation” to communicate how art “engenders ‘concepts in the making’.”37 Meanwhile, artist George Steinmann rejects the notion that art is preeminently a “decorative” enterprise, arguing instead that art “stimulates a genuine cognitive faculty” and thus is best understood as “research.”38 This cognitive faculty lies not in communicating preexisting knowledge; rather, the “real task of art lies in … producing knowledge.”39 Steinmann takes as reference point one of his own creative projects, in which he permeated a Swiss wastewater treatment facility’s construction materials with water from Swiss mineral springs and convened a water advisory council involving professionals from the sciences, philosophy, and politics to discuss issues related to water. Drawing on that creative process, he stresses art’s connective properties, facilitating “integration” and “solidarity” that generate knowledge and human capacity to tackle complex problems.40

Building on art’s cognitive dimensions, some stress that the knowledge art produces is co-created or even co-held. Drawing on philosopher Isabelle Stengers, Springgay and Truman stress how walking practices offer a means to

think “in the presence of others” [which] creates a space for hesitation and resistance that produces new modes of relating. Collective thinking demands “that we don’t consider ourselves authorized to believe we possess the meaning of what we know.”41


Taking aim at how collective thinking is rooted in collective practice, Hesterman has utilized Donna Haraway’s nomenclature of “composting” to describe collaborative, creative, knowledge-building process. Participatory movement activities like a sound walk involve a layering and intersecting of practices and the competencies that participants bring to the activity that is “messy and complex” but may generate “new forms of awareness.”42

Hesterman has described the productive “uncertainty” or “unknown” located at the “nexus of research and sensory experience.”43 While this verbiage might suggest a priority of propositional knowledge in art practices, I would suggest that the uncertainty here stems precisely from the practical, responsive nature of the knowledge-how embedded in art practices, including movement. In this context, uncertainty refers less to the veracity of a proposition than to the unpredictability of how, precisely, a sequence of actions and interactions will transpire. Insofar as movement is embedded in a particular material context and responds critically to that context, it is difficult to predict exactly what one will know in and through practice. Thus, the knowing produced in and through movement is contingent.

Responsive Attention

This chapter has argued that movement is an art practice that generates practical, embodied knowledge embedded in social practices. Because movement is responsive to and contingent upon the material context in which it occurs, it cultivates rich attentiveness to the world and our interactions with it. The knowledge-how embedded in movement fosters critical responsiveness to materiality. As an art practice, movement transmits the competence to attend closely to our interconnections with the material world, helping participants to attune their attention. In a sense, then, the understanding produced in art practice aligns rather closely with the dynamic, capacious responsiveness to the world that Natalie Carnes identifies at play in ritual movement. While movement as an art practice is especially oriented to the material world, ritual movement may focus more on responsiveness to persons (both human and divine) and their individual and collective experience of life in the world.
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The Temporality of a Medieval Brahmanical Procession: Ritual Time and the Time of “Ritual”

Marko Geslani

I

To begin, there is the time of the ritualists—the priests, sponsors, and immediate observers. Each is differently subject to the time within the ritual performance—the tempo, or temporality of the ritual grounds. But each is likewise subject to the time without, beyond the ritual. In the case of medieval South Asia, this second time would have been measured according to an annual civic and agrarian calendar, infrequently punctuated by the political events of dynastic rule. This extra-ritual time is therefore resolvable with what we, from a modern reckoning, call “historical” time.

It is in historical time that the ritualist meets the anthropologist. Social theory since Durkheim has encouraged us to take the opposition between these two times as central to the concept of “ritual,” and grounds for the distinction of religion and secularity. In doing so, it created the conditions for the kind of cultural equivalence appropriate to secular history. Modern time, then, presumes a continuity between “historical” time—the time that enfolds the ritual—and the time of ritual theory, in which “ritual” has become an instrumental concept of anthropology. To the extent that we moderns identify as secular, this “theoretical” time must nonetheless be remembered, provincially, as our time. There is then the time of ritual and the time of “ritual”—a distinction that Catherine Bell warned us was ripe with colonial implications.1

One effect of Talal Asad’s genealogy of religion was to temporalize the concept of “ritual” with power, to reclassify it as a species of discipline.2 Despite his ongoing critique of Protestant secularity, he nonetheless effectively realized the subsumption of “ritual” to modernity, canceling its sacred privilege in a way not dissimilar to Durkheim. Durkheim bracketed the object and meaning of ritual while retaining its referential function through the generic concept of the sacred. Asad denies even this referential function. If we reject the claim that the object of ritual be taken as sacred, then no longer can we trust that ritual action is absolutely heterogeneous with profane reality, as it might claim to be. For someone in the business of qualifying historic regimes of power, there is too much opaque in an idea of a collective, and especially (for Asad) symbolic action whose explicit aim is to guard some ineffable thing, and not to make subject bodies. Like Bell, Asad seems uneasy with this privileged instrument of power, one that does not disclose its complicity with a wholly mundane, panoptic set of disciplinary regimes that finally sediment in embodied, performative habits. But in exercising this anxiety, Asad also risks foreclosing the anthropologist’s humanist gesture toward the erstwhile primitives of the non-West.

We might imagine an inverse historiographic gaze. What if sacred time was precisely aware of profane time, as it sought, in its own time, to subsume it? In this view, ritual might dream of discipline, as if discipline were ritual’s incarnation. Ritual’s engendering, procreative act, then, would involve infiltrating (our) historical time, extending the grip of priestly control outward, beyond the sacred enclosure. This thought experiment does not mean to propose a more accurate historical trajectory: ritual may well be the origin of discipline, but priority matters less than relation. The point is that “ritual”/“discipline” is not a pure type. And what we might therefore seek to observe are “rituals” that take pains with the term. It is not only that ritual traditions change over time. The corollary is that “ritual” is not an empyrean concept, easily encompassing all historical cases. “Ritual,” thus provincialized, would find its counterpart in a ritual which knew its limits.

At the risk of some Orientalism, I want to relay a courtly priest gazing hither in time from medieval South Asia, by visiting a ritual tradition—the hoary tradition of Vedic sacrifice (yajña)—self-consciously entering the cusp of its post-ritual trajectory. As we will see, it may be too hasty to call this moment, as I have, an “infiltration of (our) history,” for it is more precise to say that, during the first few centuries of the common era, what was left of the Vedic tradition learned to anticipate, publicly, the end of the state. This post-Vedic imaginary was apocalyptic, tending to historical tragedy and ripe for romance. But even then, it could no longer harbor the fiction that the yajña was an unbroken and integral concept. Rather, in acknowledging its service to the state, it became subject to temporal vicissitude.

II

Asad’s critical essay, “Towards a Genealogy of the Concept of Ritual,” opens with a survey of eighteenth- to twentieth-century entries in the Encyclopedia Britannica on the word “ritual.” These register a decisive shift: from ritual as a script for monastic discipline to ritual as a universal (anthropological) category of symbolic action. The watershed transformation occurs in the 1910 entry, which cites founding anthropological figures including E.B. Tylor, Andrew Lang, James Frazer, William Robertson Smith, Marcel Mauss, and Henri Hubert. As he reads it, in transforming ritual from a disciplinary script to a symbolic activity, the anthropologists had secularized what was till then a theological concern: to fix the authoritative meanings of representations:

[I]n the case of Christianity, it is the Church that embodies the authority to interpret the meanings of scriptural representations, although that authority is variously exercised according to whether the Church is more elitist or populist. In societies that lack the notion of authoritative exegesis, however, the problem of interpreting “symbolic actions” is quite different. The most important difference relates not to greater uncertainty in the interpretation of symbols in such societies but to the fact that things have first to be construed as symbolic before they become candidates for interpretation, and in fieldwork situations it is the ethnographer who identifies and classifies symbols, even when he or she then draws on the help of indigenous exegetes to interpret them.3


On the one hand, “ritual” occludes discipline as religion’s primary instrument of subjection. On the other hand, when construed as symbolic action, it generalizes Christian exegesis as a mode of Western imperial-empirical control. In either case, “ritual” is a ruse for power.

The latter complaint bears further discussion. Asad does not deny the existence of rites in premodern or non-Christian contexts. His attention, rather, is trained on how the purported anthropological universalism of “ritual” offers alibi for crypto-Christian secularity. One effect of this distinctive critical accent, however, is that Asad underestimates the destabilizing effects of the colonial encounter on the Western imaginary. For what intervenes between the 1771 and 1910 entries of Encyclopedia Britannica is what we might call the long “Orientalist” nineteenth century. Ritual as an “anthropological” category is not an organic development within Western Christendom, but part of Europe’s cultural (and certainly controlling) reaction to its colonial encounters. So when Asad implies that Robertson Smith’s prioritization of ritual vs. myth succumbs to a civilizing narrative (as it reserves belief for the higher or “positive” religions), he underplays the ambivalence behind Smith’s Christian triumphalism, which stood anxiously upon an edifice of global “religion.” Are we sure that by the 1890s “religion” was so firmly identified with “belief” that it was divested of its earlier “Catholic” definition as ritual? What if this, precisely, was the anxiety that drove the identification of “religion” with Christian belief? This is both to accept the imperiousness of theory—how “ritual” availed exegetical authority over the natives—and to consider its fallibility—how the existence native cultures demanded analytic clarity and control. What the anthropologists named in the Encyclopedia Britannica entry share is what was for them a heroic effort to systematize the ever-accumulating archive of quasi-ethnographic data from the colonial rim. Whatever else one might say of these figures, they certainly took seriously the descriptions of what natives did, over and against a prevailing Euro-Christian retrenchment that sought to reduce native religion to so much idolatry.

In this secularizing effort, Indology (the Indic branch of Orientalism) played no small part. Consider Durkheim’s fascination with the autotelic nature of Vedic sacrifice, based largely on the testimony of the French Indologist Abel Bergaigne, a mid-nineteenth-century interpreter of the Ṛgveda and translator of the Bhagavadgītā. Summarizing Bergaigne, he writes:

[Rites] act on their own, and their efficacy does not depend upon any divine power; they mechanistically bring about the effects that are their reason for being. They consist neither of prayers nor of offerings to a being on whose goodwill the anticipated result depends; instead, the result is achieved through the automatic operation of the ritual.4


As the passage continues, Durkheim generalizes considerably from this Indological observation:

This fact is not peculiar to Vedic religion; it is quite widespread. In any cult, there are practices that act by themselves, by a virtue that is their own, and without any god’s stepping in between the individual who performs the rite and the object sought … This religious formalism … arises from the fact that, having in and of themselves the source of their efficacy, the formulas to be pronounced and the movements to be executed would lose efficacy if they were not exactly the same as those that had already proved successful.

Thus there are rites without gods, and indeed rites from which gods derive. Not all religious virtues emanate from divine personalities, and there are cult ties other than those that unite man with a deity. Thus, religion is broader than the idea of gods or spirits and so cannot be defined exclusively in those terms.5


Here Vedic ritual formalism grants considerable warrant for Durkheim’s secular definition of religion as an anthropological phenomenon irreducible to animism or theism. In his description of Vedic orthopraxy—the exact execution of priestly movement—we might even anticipate the anonymous moral force generated by totemistic rites in the climax of Elementary Forms. Given the empirical certitude of nineteenth-century Indology, Durkheim could be confident that the Vedic data were no fabrication, even if, with Asad, we find him less conscious of his ultimate role in secularizing Christian exegesis in the sphere of anthropology.

Where Asad may have feared that ritual was too Western an invention, we still have to reckon with the genealogical fact of its Oriental inspiration, in the hoary tradition of Vedic sacrifice (yajña), whose discovery might be seen as the cultural counterpart of the linguistic discovery of Sanskrit. Despite its late appearance in the West, the Vedic tradition was a formidable, cohesive textual tradition dedicated to yajña—in its most elemental sense, the rendering of animal and vegetable offerings into the sacrificial fire. The earliest strata of liturgical and speculative Vedic texts (c. 1400–800 BCE) already presume a repertoire of sacrifices that were increasingly complicated and diversified by means of ritualization. While the overall construction of this system of “solemn” (śrauta) rites appears in flux, by roughly 500 BCE its numerous rituals were scripted to the minutiae. Hence, even by Asad’s definition, we have in the Vedic case a whole gamut of “rituals,” here in the sense of written pre-scripts concerned above all with correct manual execution. As in the medieval church, the “symbolic” interpretation of such rites was left to a separate, authoritative genre of “theological” speculation (brāhmaṇas). By the mid-first millennium CE, a basic distinction between interpretive statements (arthavāda) and ritual prescription (vidhi) had been finely theorized in the school of Vedic exegesis (mīmāṁsā). Most importantly, in the history of Sanskrit literature the genre of ritual prescription (sūtra) far precedes any monastic codes. Here collective, public ritual precedes any disciplinary-ascetic regime. Despite being offered on behalf of an individual sponsor, the solemn rites were highly coordinated, collective affairs, often performed in the interest of kings.

Of course, the Vedic tradition was never a fixed essence—never a pure orthopraxy that could stand for itself without some interpretive warrant. Rather, like modern “ritual,” yajña should be seen as a self-conscious discursive formation crucial to strategies of power.6 Bergaigne’s description of sacrifice as a self-sufficient cosmogonic machine, independent of divine favor—which so entranced Durkheim—was itself an ideological claim formulated in the early speculative texts (not in the ritual sūtras). And this “ritu-ology” represents only one formulation of yajña. Its later “post-Vedic” history bears some consideration. Whereas in the early first millennium BCE, Vedic sacrifice appears ascendant (or at least unrivaled) as a discourse of royal power, by the turn of the common era, this situation seems reversed. It is likely that the practice of the solemn sacrifices declined—perhaps in the face of alternative Jain and Buddhist ideologies. Yet the idea of “sacrifice” retained an ideological power that remained useful for the emergent Brahmanical tradition, not least as a prime metaphor for a legal concept of injunction. In such uses, yajña seems less a vibrant system of rites and more an ideological façade that betrays the political precarity of Brahmanism. So in the second century ce, the legalist Manu simultaneously argues for the continued sponsorship of classical Vedic rites, while promoting an attenuated sacrifice in the form of private sacraments and domestic rites—a disciplinary regime that veers closer to Asad’s Benedictine paradigm for ritual as disciplinary script. Thus at least one influential current of Brahmanism tried to conserve yajña in the attenuated form of householder’s religion.7

At the same time (and under the rubric of the “domestic” category of rituals), the public, spectacular aspects of yajña were reiterated in the post-Vedic age. Not only did fledgling monarchies announce their independence by reviving the performances of the solemn horse sacrifice (Aśvamedha), by the Gupta period (fourth to sixth century CE), newer public ceremonies were developed by the Vedic schools in response to new interlocutors. In an earlier work, I explored how the nascent tradition of “astral science” (Jyotiḥśāstra)—a loose system of mathematical astronomy and astrology (based on the seven weekday planets), together with a broader tradition of natural divination—added impetus to the development of the royal ritual calendar by the early medieval period.8 Essentially, the fear of inauspicious astral occasions generated an economy of compensatory ritual “appeasements” (śānti), which became increasingly monumental and public in scope. Certain parties on the fringes of the classical Vedic priesthood, therefore, were inspired to develop new rituals in delicate cooperation with this astrological and divinatory institution, and these significantly influenced the style and structure of medieval “Hindu” state ritual.

The purpose of the foregoing historical sketch has been to demonstrate that, when viewed over a longue durée, Vedic sacrifice presents an inverse of Asad’s genealogy of modern “ritual.” By the mid-first millennium CE, Vedic yajña could embrace (1) an ancient, comprehensive, and self-referential system of scripted public rites, (2) a separate tradition of symbolic interpretations authored by a priestly institution (parallel to the medieval Church), (3) an (equally scripted) disciplinary regime that both relayed the injunctive force of collective rites and informed a legalistic tradition for a caste-based public. If for Asad, ritual as collective, symbolic action belies an earlier genealogy, as script for virtue, for medieval Brahmanism, yajña signaled a primordial unauthored injunction to perform collective rites that informed daily habit and legal injunction, without relinquishing the image of the grand solemn sacrifice as the divine model of that injunction.

III

In the remainder of this essay, I will explore a late, hybrid form of sacrifice that internalizes the worldly predicament of Vedism in the post-Vedic context of the first millennium CE—a ritual form that radically transformed the temporality of Vedic ritual. To put the matter concisely, I describe the governing theme of post-Vedic ritualism in terms of the convergence of two originally independent genres: the Vedic ritual prescription (sūtra/vidhi), on the one hand, and the divinatory omen catalog (saṃhitā), on the other. Whereas the former genre takes for granted the orthoprax integrity or perfection of the system of sacrifice, the latter embraces a highly contingent and precarious world of political fortune. This may be because early astral sources were closely tied to warfare, as manuals for determining the timing of royal military campaigns (yātrā). Given such expertise, it is not only the case that omen catalogs generated innovative Vedic rites and multiplied occasions for their performance. These rites furthermore internalized an anxiety about the continuity of the Brahmanical monarchy—an anxiety appropriate to the bellicosity of the medieval period. So even though “Hindu” monarchs harbored a nostalgia for the hoary solemn sacrifices, in practice, they adopted a more flexible if syntactically uniform system of rituals designed to respond to the incessant and unpredictable manifestation of ill-omens and other temporal infelicities.

The cost was the integral self-reference of classical yajña. If Vedic ritual was to survive in the program of the medieval state, it would have to be less like Durkheim’s self-contained cosmogonic machine, and more like an endless correction of inevitable worldly threats. At the level of the ritual text, this manifests in an oscillation between prescriptive ritual action and a passive divinatory observation. In one direction, the observation of omens in nature generates occasions for discrete ritual performance. In the other direction, “Vedic” ritual acts—such as the simple fire sacrifice—frame and thereby encompasses the manifestation and observation of omens. Together, ritual and divination work to allay and anticipate political disaster.

To elaborate this post-Vedic ritualism, I nominate the “Rite of Indra’s Banner” (Indradhvaja), the ceremonial erection of a decorative wooden post dedicated to the Vedic god Indra, based on its earliest authoritative prescription in the divinatory catalog of Varāhamihira, the sixth-century polymath to whom is attributed the definitive codification of the astral sciences (Jyotiḥśāstra) in Sanskrit.9 The rite is performed in Bhādrapada (August–September), in anticipation of the annual season of warfare, marked by the ceremonial departure of the king in the Āśvina (September–October), and his idealized, triumphant return in Pauṣa (December–January). The procession of Indra’s Banner, from its origin and fabrication in the forest, to its week-long display and worship in the heart of the city, mimics this martial itinerary—a sojourn through the violent wilderness culminating in his triumphant return home. It is characterized by a series of loosely Vedic offering-exchanges, sacrifice to Indra, punctuated by the observation of omens.

Here is a brief summary of the ritual prescription: Leaving the city, the astrologer and architect enter the forest to select the appropriate tree, whose inhabitants they first propitiate with an edible (bali) offering. Once the tree has been cut down and the post prepared, they return to the city on the eighth day in the bright half of Bhādrapada, greeted by the king and citizenry. The post is fitted to a crane, awaiting its erection. On the evening of the eleventh day, the king stays awake worshipping the pole, and on the twelfth day, after the purohita (court priest) offers a divinatory sacrifice to Viṣṇu and Indra, the banner is raised to joyous celebration. Offerings of baskets and ornaments are presented to the banner, and the king praises Indra. While it remains standing, the banner is continually worshipped and inspected for omens, and on the fifth day after its erection, it is taken down and disposed of in the river.

In all, the sojourn of the banner acts as a preview of the impending, real-world season of war. Nearly every aspect of the ritual is liable to divinatory scrutiny, from the felling of the axe to the culminating sacrifice to Viṣṇu and Indra. For instance, just as the king’s campaign will be scrutinized for signs of impending victory or defeat, so too the journey of Indra’s banner from the forest to the city:

If the spoke (of the cart) breaks the army will break; if the rim (of the wheel), the army will be destroyed. If the axle breaks, wealth will disappear; if the tip of the axle breaks, the carpenter is destroyed

(Greater Amalgam 42.22)

Especially after it is erected in the city, it remains subject to the attentions of the astrologer. The following passage is typical of divinatory literature:

The raising should be auspicious, that is, not too fast, not to slow, not shaky, and not so that the ornaments, such as the garlands and baskets, fall off. Anything other than this is inauspicious for the king. The purohita should appease these omens with appeasement rites. Great danger for the king is declared by any of the following landing on the banner: carrion birds, owls, doves, crows, or herons. They say that a blue jay brings danger to the prince. An eagle landing brings danger to [the king’s] eyesight. If the parasol falls or breaks the king will die. Bees clinging to it signal thieves. A meteor slays the purohita; lightning slays the king’s wife

(Greater Amalgam 42.61–3)

In such passages the banner is viewed not only as an elaborate gift to Indra, nor as a receptacle of his presence, but rather as a material locus for the manifestation of signs. Its objective status shifts from that of a ritual implement to that of an aesthetic object.

What gives form to the rite is not merely the post’s spatial procession; the ritual script frames such divinatory moments by structures of Vedic rites, yielding an oscillation between sequential ritual activity and passive observation. For instance, on the evening prior to the banner’s erection, the text prescribes a traditional Vedic fire offering:

The king should stay awake on the eleventh night at that [post]. Dressed in a white outfit and clothing, the purohita should make a fire offering with mantras dedicated to Viṣṇu and Śakra. He should observe the signs of the fire. A fire that is of the shape of objects related to Indra, fragrant, pleasant, thick and full of flames, is auspicious. Otherwise it is inauspicious. This has been described extensively in the instruction for military campaigns. If the fire flames up spontaneously at the time of the final benedictory “svāha,” if it is pleasant, its peaks turning clockwise, it brings into the control of the king the earth, ringed by oceans, rivaling the beauty of the waters of the ganga and Yamuna. If the fire appears golden, [or colored like] an aśoka flower, kuraṇṭaka, lotus, vaidurya gem, or blue lotus (nīlotpala), it brings darkness to the light of the king’s household, since it destroys the rays of his royal gems. For those kings for whom the fire has the same sound as a mass of chariots, oceans, clouds, elephants, or drums, at their departure, the directions will be as if dark, covered by the heads of their ruttish elephants. If it is like a flag, pot, horse, or mountain, the earth of the kings, from the mountain of sunrise to the mountain of sunset, its breasts the Himalaya and the Vindhya mountains, will come under his sway. If the fire smells like elephants in rut, dirt, lotuses, creepers, ghee or honey, the land before him will be as if strewn with the rays of the crest jewels of kings as they bow in supplication. These auspicious and inauspicious signs of the fire have been mentioned when Indra’s banner rises, should also be observed for the occasions of birth sacrifice, the planetary appeasement, and weddings. Having honored Brahmins with sweets, cakes, milk and sacrificial fees, it is to be raised on the twelfth (day) in conjunction with the śravaṇa (asterism), or thereafter

(Greater Amalgam 42.29–38)

Despite its truncated reference, the phrase “should make an offering” (juhūyāt) denotes the framework of the paradigmatic New/Full Moon Sacrifice (Dārśapūrṇamāsa), the simplest form of the solemn ritual system. The specification of mantras dedicated to Viṣṇu and Indra indicates that these deities should receive the dedicatory oblation (yājyā) at the climax of the ritual—no doubt, accompanied by authoritative recitations from the Ṛgveda. Meanwhile, the feeding and payment of attendant Brahmins at the end of the passage effectively closes the ritual frame. The shorthand of these references in this case only amplifies the impression that a trained Vedic expert was the intended recipient of the ritual script—or for the king reading the text, that he should employ such an expert.

But if an entire ritual repertoire is to be inferred in this instance, the subsequent prescription to observe the fire (gṛḥṇīyāt) marks an interruption in the genre of ritual prescription, a shift from manual activity to cognitive reflection. No doubt it would be wrong to say that classical yajña was a mindless embodied activity. The Vedic priesthood was highly sensitive to the proper execution of the sequence of physical actions and the right pronunciation of liturgical recitations. As an extension of this orthopraxy anxiety, an entire genre of “ritual atonements” (prāyaścitta) emerged as a supplement to the prescriptions for the solemn rites.10 But the principle in this earlier literature was the formal unity (ariṣṭa) of the sacrifice, as if its perfection—like the perfection of the natural world—were not only possible, but an objective of paramount concern. In a decisively less-conservative vein, post-Vedic ritual fixated on the expectation temporal disaster, whether in the form of the king’s mortality or defeat; the likelihood of plague, famine, and deprivation. Here, sacrifice was not the timeless realm of Byzantium, but the always decaying country of flesh, fish, and fowl.

Within the ritual script, this anxiety manifests as an obsession with the aesthetic perfection of nature, a shift in attention from performance to beauty. According to Varāhamihira, an omen is defined as an “alteration” (anyatvam) or “deviation” (vaikṛti) “from nature” (prakṛteḥ). This implies nature’s regularity: a natural object that behaves normally is auspicious; one that behaves irregularly is inauspicious. The omen, then, is not a new object, but an irregular state of affairs in (regular) nature.11 From this perspective, artificial objects such as Indra’s Banner present anomalously “artificial” loci for the manifestation of signs. Like the statues installed in temples, they must first be extracted from nature and then re-inscribed in a “natural” order, before they can take part in the divinatory “network of signs.”12 In order to effect this re-inscription, these objects must be standardized by means of conventional, “definitive characteristics” (lakṣaṇas). Thus, the temple-image must be fabricated according to conventional iconometric dimensions, and properly adorned. It is thus rendered “beautiful” (i.e., normal), and hence auspicious. In the case of Indra’s Banner, the articulating process begins with the selection of an appropriate tree, and climaxes with its decoration. The banner’s preparation then entails a causal function, as the deliberate fabrication of an auspicious object.13

Since auspicious normativity remains dialectically tied to inauspicious irregularity, the ritual-divinatory process remains highly precarious throughout. Any moment might bring a crack in the veneer of perfection, occasioning yet another round of compensatory appeasement rites, which the text anticipates on numerous occasions. In a sense, the divinatory outlook of the ritual anticipates failure; it heightens liminality through a prolongation of material contingency. Consider the felling of the tree; the transportation of its mass by cart; its erection, ever carefully, so as not to disturb its ornaments; the not unlikely alighting of birds upon it. All of these material maneuvers, now set squarely within the ritual frame, seem vulnerable to gravitational vicissitudes. If Indra’s Banner invokes failure, however, this is not quite a failure of ritual performance but of the principle of impeccable materiality. As ritual, it can hardly avoid disturbance, given the likelihood of some omen manifesting on or around the banner during its fortnight-long sojourn. But as divination, it may be foolproof: omens are not so much avoided as provoked.

In terms of the tempo and temporality of the ritual, what this provocation entails is both a retardation and an acceleration. On the one hand, the flow of priestly activity must be paused, not only for artisanal care, but also for the diviner’s atemporal (and authoritative) gaze. For the action of the rite will continue only following the incalculable duration required for recognizing portentous signs. How long does it take for the diviner to decide whether the hue of the fire resembles that of an Aśoka flower or a Vaidūrya gem? Or whether it sounds like a cloud or an ocean? These unpredictable pauses in the ritual script are sure to call into question the coherence of the ritual’s frame and its authoritative paradigm, not to mention the ritualist’s purchase over fate itself. On the other hand, and consequently, the omen’s apodosis (effect) registers the potential for imminent danger—or better, a worldly event—within the ritual frame. In a flash, a crow lands atop Indra’s exquisitely adorned post, inviting the contemplation of the very end of time—of the world, including the priesthood, as known to the participants.

IV

It is not certain that the study of ritual has recovered from the devastating critiques of a previous generation. In my reading of Asad, I have suggested a middle ground between blithely continuing under the assumption of the anthropological universalism of “ritual,” and its damnation as thinly disguised Christian triumphalism. Ritual, which I take in the sense of the textually prescribed (i.e., rule-bound) coordination of matter and bodies, however dependent on secondary interpretation and justification, is a concept that retains significant purchase in the study of the premodern Vedic-Hindu tradition, because of that tradition’s highly self-conscious discourse of yajña. In its relation to state power, “ritual” is continuous with (if still distinguishable from) Foucaultian conceptions of discipline. And as such, it remains indispensable for understanding premodern power in the West and in those parts of Asia influenced by Brahmanical ideologies and other comparable ritual-political traditions. The viability of this seemingly Catholic anthropological category in the South Asian context itself gives reason to nineteenth-century Orientalist fervor, even as we can no longer presume its utility for a universal anthropology.

To distinguish the time of ritual and the time of “ritual” is to trace the finite borders of discrete cultural traditions. In the case of post-Vedic ritual, this border also coincides with the interface of ritual and aesthetic concern. Ritual turns to art at its performative limit. The exaggerated aesthetics of temple Hinduism—nascent here in the crafting of Indra’s Banner—are an effect of the Vedic tradition’s recognition of the limits of ritual efficacy. That is, ritualists were quite aware of the possibility of ritual failure, and so would have conceded, with Asad, ritual’s instrumental rather than symbolic nature. But they saw ritual failure apocalyptically, as the end of Brahmanical tradition and culture, rather than as the incapacity or futility of ritual technique. The aesthetic perfection of medieval Hinduism reflects the felt precarity of its ritual tradition.

Thus if “ritual failure” seems oxymoronic to the priesthood, it is not because they harbored irrational faith in their own technique or tradition.14 But they were also historical actors with a real sense of their own precarity. A hybrid ritual such as Indra’s Banner, which entertains disaster by ruminating on the likelihood of a local apocalypse, displays an awareness of ritual failure that correlates with the failure of “ritual” as a modern anthropological category. For what else is modern “ritual” but a provincial idea; a culturally and historically delimited border between civilization and its opposite? Those of us who persist in the study of “ritual” toil at our own cultural limits.




Reflection

Adam Lee
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Figure 3 Film still Adam Lee. Image © Jessica Tremp.


One way I have come to think about painting is as a form of votive-making. While often associated with religious purposes, votive objects are actually found across a wide range of historical and cultural settings, and embody an expansive articulation of both private/personal feeling and experience, and that of wider collective human concerns and histories. Within the votive object exists the potential collision of two worlds; that of the natural intertwined with the super-natural. Everyday human experience, often internalized but very much rooted in the mundane here-and-now of our days and nights, our fears, our yearning, our hope, and lament, is expressed in some form through the votive. This is then crucially positioned in relation to a larger, unseen—and potentially transformative—realm of the divine. This articulation posits the object as a symbol of things much larger in scope than the limitations of its material dimensions as an object itself. In a similar way, painting for me usually begins with a moment rooted within my own experience or feeling about the world in association with my daily life as a husband, a father, and an artist. The process of painting then opens up this experience into a larger and wider scope related to more universal human ideas, questions, and experience. Presenting the paintings within a public context then widens their reading further, whereby the viewer may interact with the works in relation to their own experience and reference, which might be quite different from the origin point of where or how the work began. In this sense the process of painting becomes expansive and transformative.

As David Morgan writes: “Votive objects are not static forms; they are dynamic articulations of relationships. Because it properly exists in action, as a transaction between two parties, the votive object encourages an approach that is less concerned with defining what it is than in describing what is does” (Morgan 2018, 109). When I read Morgan’s words they make me think about how it feels to make paintings. In this sense, the action of making paintings has become a way for me of thinking and feeling my way through the world; the wider world around me, as well as the internal world carried and experienced within me. Like a votive object, a painting I make could exist as a personal articulation of my own experience, which is then thrust into a much wider realm of experience.

Crucial to this is the articulation of grief; grief not only in relation to a sense of loss or sorrow, but the idea of grief as something representative of our yearning within the world and our desire to understand ourselves and our place within it. The concept of lamentation as a form of expressively or creatively articulating grief might be important here as a way of understanding grief as a primary human experience. Historically, within various cultural settings including Jewish and early Christian traditions, lamentation exists as an internal posture connected with some form of action, placing individual or collective grief in relation to a larger realm beyond the human, whereby grief and loss are transformed into forms of exaltation and renewal. This aspect might be crucial to understanding how paintings could operate today as objects housing a contemporary feeling of grief and lament, leading the artist and the viewer toward transformative realms. In this way, I have come to think about my painting in a similar way to what George Steiner (in discussing Tragedy as an aesthetic genre) articulates as “God-haunted” (Steiner, 218–19). Here, the artworks, like votives, are potentially imbued with a presence of tragedy and lament, alongside the wonder and exaltation, of human experience, all of which are haunted by the ghost of God.

In this way, the paintings could exist as a form of prayer. If we re-consider the ritual action inherent in prayer and the personal intention inhabited within it, not so much as an action only reliant on words and requests but one involving an entering into a kind of silence and a “listening” as opposed to speaking, then prayer potentially becomes a transformative thing reshaping one’s own awareness of the world, the cosmos and the Self. Similarly, painting has become for me a way of entering that silence and listening to the world within me, and how I relate this internal world to the wider world around me.
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Time in Adam Lee’s Painting Practice: An Art of Keeping Company

Alda Balthrop-Lewis

To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts.

— Walden, Henry David Thoreau

Adam Lee is a painter who lives in the Macedon Ranges to the northwest of Melbourne, Australia, on the land of the Kulin Nation. He makes haunting, delicious paintings that want you to stare at them. These pictures are filled with figures that are just abstract enough not to subject themselves to naming, though one, a sort of hooded hermit, repeats itself often enough to be a regular motif. In a book entitled Votive, which collects images from three collections Lee showed in 2016–17, the painting Lament Asunder (All Is Dark Is Midnight to Me) appears as installed in a show at STATION, Melbourne.1 A photograph shows a mostly dark blue painting framed in black and hung on a white wall. Below the painting on the floor rests a cushion with a crocheted top—a pillow like you might find hanging from the back of a pew in a well-loved church. The installation invites you to kneel before the painting, as though the painting were an icon, and the viewer were welcome to pray.

Lee’s painting practice itself operates as a kind of liturgy, giving shape to the time he spends making pictures. As he explained when we visited his studio, Lee makes pictures in three different forms, three forms which require three different temporal durations: daily journal sketches, which are made quickly with ink brush pen; larger watercolor paintings on paper, like the ones we saw hanging on the walls during our visit to his studio, which are made in a few sittings, usually over a period of weeks; and oil paintings on large canvases, like the one we saw leaning against the wall, which can require months or sometimes even years to complete. These three kinds of pictures also require three different forms of artistic attention, tied to their duration. The journals are a place Lee goes regularly, usually daily, to experiment with any new idea, to think through a puzzle, or to process an experience. Lee says, they “are always very personal, like a form of visual thinking or processing of thoughts and experiences.” The watercolors require more planning. Lee composes parts in pencil before completing the pictures with watercolor. But Lee can still complete the watercolors in a relatively short span of time, usually less than a month. The oil paintings require—and allow—a different form of attention tied to their long duration, a form of attention that is less regular, but more enduring.

I made art as a child—learned to play the harp, took oil painting lessons, loved life drawing and anything that required folding paper. And I worked in museums as a young adult—handling works on paper, cutting mats and gluing rice paper hinges, building frames, hanging pictures. But most of that practice toward those skills that I cultivated then has, somehow, bled out of my life. As my professional life as a scholar of religion has focused more and more on the study of religious and especially ascetic practices, my participation in these forms of artistic discipline has to some extent faded. The visits with artists we conducted in this project gave me a chance to remember something about what it was like to cultivate skills like theirs, through dedicated practice.

At the same time, our studio conversations often blurred the lines between “art practice,” as it was defined by the selection of artists we visited, and other forms of practice that I do continue to undertake in my scholarship. Like the artists with whom we were in conversation, I pursue disciplined practices that must be maintained over time. I write daily, in hopes of improving, and I pay a great deal of attention to the tools with which I do this. I read material related to my research with almost the same frequency. When I don’t read most days, I notice that I fall out of practice. My attention span dwindles, my capacity to resist the lures of the internet fades, and I must create remedial programs for myself to regain the skills required for my profession.

Thus, one of the most interesting features of the studio conversations conducted by this project was the way in which their structure distinguished “scholars” from “artists” in order to bring them together. Scholars pursue knowledge, and artists make art. In some ways of thinking about that kind of situation, art practice does something besides pursue knowledge. That is what would make the artists we visited artists rather than scholars. But this project asked: what happens if we consider art practice itself as a form of knowledge seeking?

I want to reverse the directionality of the project’s question. Rather than asking how art practice works as a kind of knowledge seeking, I ask what it might mean for scholars to consider their pursuit of knowledge an art. In the two sections that follow I explain, first, why I am invested in this question, and second, what it might look like to practice scholarly knowledge-seeking as a form of art.

I

The focus of this project has been on what kind of knowledge art amounts to. Art practice surely is a way of knowing. The artists we visited in their studios have cultivated their craft over time and have come to deep understanding of the processes by which to pursue it and—in some cases—of something mysterious beyond the objects they create. Questions about the noetic significance of art practice are important to the extent that they encourage the elaboration of how artistic practice has value that aestheticized understandings of art do not acknowledge. By an aesthetic understanding of art, I mean one in which the value of art is set off from the give and take of reasons, set aside as merely aesthetic, which is to say not valuable or agential apart from its beauty, and certainly not considered valuable to the pursuit of that more serious term: knowledge.2 So questions about art’s knowing may be motivated by the sense that if we consider art-making as knowledge-seeking, we will be able to see something in it beyond the merely aesthetic. We will be able to see the claims art makes on our understanding of how things are and on our action in the world. Such a project could help to correct views of art that diminish its significance with respect to our coming to better understandings of the world.

However, asking questions about what kind of knowledge art practice pursues must begin by answering questions about what knowledge is. Having been educated by committed pragmatists, I am an accidental pragmatist myself, with just enough understanding of pragmatism to doubt that untying epistemological knots is worth the time it will require. On this understanding, knowledge-seeking is itself a practice that must be carried out in time. Our knowledge of the world is necessarily related to our agency within it, and therefore our knowledge is also inseparable from the communities we belong to, the norms we receive from those communities, and the questions we ask.

My view of knowledge-seeking as a social practice has been shaped by my encounter with the philosopher and scholar of religion Jeffrey Stout. His work, generally, refuses forms of what he sometimes specified early in his career as “Cartesian philosophy,” “conceptual analysis,” “radical skepticism,” or—perhaps more radically and as he writes later—“systematic theorizing.” What he has refused is a form of philosophical inquiry that seeks systematic answers to foundational epistemological questions, questions about how we know. He takes such questions—how can we know anything at all? And what foundations is knowledge built upon?—to be driven for the most part by an unjustified skepticism. By asking a question premised on unjustified doubts, they build the very problem they then set out to solve. In response, Stout’s work recommends a kind of ascetic refusal of forms of philosophy driven by such skepticism.

The form of philosophical inquiry that he refuses has two other important problems besides raising doubts that are not justified. First, it is carried out in a way that fails to account for the social conditions of thought. Second, it is unconcerned with the social implications of its own activity. When Stout wrote once—confusingly for a philosopher—that “we have come too late to be philosophers,” I take it that he meant that we have come too late to be that kind of philosopher, the one caught in unjustified skepticism, the one who ignores the social conditions of thought, the one who neglects the social implications of his own philosophical life.3

But like other ascetic gestures and spiritual exercises, Stout’s refusal of radical skepticism is not primarily for its own sake and describing it as a refusal at all (as I have here) is a distortion of the main point of it. My own writing has been in part about the positive significances of seemingly negative sacrificial practices. When we renounce some things, the logic of this thinking goes, we do it for the sake of others. Renunciative, negative gestures—like, for instance, “we have come too late to be philosophers”—can almost always be redescribed in positive terms. Often, they should be. To take the main example from the book Stout helped me figure out how to write, Henry David Thoreau’s retreat in Walden is better understood as a choice embracing just economy than as rejecting sociality.4

Similarly, Stout’s renunciation of radical skepticism comes more basically out of a positive value: “love of the true,” as Emerson once said.5 The refusal is only secondarily concerned with the negative gesture. It is primarily concerned with first, the ethical motivation for its own deflation and second, the positive gains the refusal allows.

First, the ethical motivation for the refusal in Stout’s telling—and here I’m focused especially on his early work—is that skeptical questions (questions about whether we can have knowledge and what it is) are driven by a sort of self-idolatry. They assume that one person might take the view of all. This is not only an epistemological mistake, though it is that—it is also a moral mistake. The desire among philosophers to overcome situatedness is “a lingering trace of the desire to be like God.”6 And to avoid it, a philosopher must—as Stout wrote—“confess his own historicity—his finitude.”7 Stout went on, “In so doing, he may seem to cease to be a philosopher, though only because the search for absolute foundations, the perspective of eternity, has been taken for so long as the essence of the philosopher’s task.”8 Scholars sometimes mistake themselves as pursuing knowledge that exists, somehow, outside of history. In some visions of philosophy, its access to eternity is what makes it philosophy at all. Knowledge, in this way of thinking, is some kind of eternal understanding. But no—that vision of the temporality of human knowing can’t be right. We have come too late to be philosophers who take God’s view. We are beings situated in time.

Second, we enjoy a positive gain when we do the ascetic exercise Stout recommends, when we renounce our despair over not being gods. Stout wrote in The Flight from Authority, pointedly, that relinquishing “the abstract strivings of Cartesian philosophy” had “the added benefit of leaving time for better things.”9 This finding-time is the primary aim of the ascetic gesture. Time is the positive gain enjoyed by the refusal of skepticism. The philosopher is not a being outside of time. She is a being searching for right relationship to the time in which she lives.

When we ask, “what is the epistemic value of artistic practice?” we may be likely to find ourselves immersed in questions about what knowledge is—in a kind of synchronic, out-of-time way—questions that tend to quickly lose their grip on what it is like to be a human, a finite creature who is submerged in history, not a god with a perspective from eternity. If we turn the question around, asking instead what it would mean to consider the scholarly practice of knowledge-seeking as itself an art, we—“scholars” in the terminology of the project—might begin to identify ourselves as artists. This identification with artistic practice will carry some risk, because academics work in a knowledge economy focused on applications to industry. The bigger risk, however, may be to forget that learning, to be learning, must brought to life. We must do our scholarship in time. But what kind of time? What relationship to time will the scholar-as-artist cultivate?

II

To think about what it might mean to bring learning to life, let’s consider the temporality of Adam Lee’s painting practice, which I described in the opening. I observed there that Lee gives shape to his practice in three main forms: daily journal-keeping, medium-scale watercolors, and large oil canvases. He works on all three concurrently, but each kind of object requires a different kind of time spent on it. So let me consider time as a key feature of his practice. Time is, of course, a required feature of any practice at all: making art, enacting rituals, acquiring knowledge—all these practices require time spent. Sometimes the duration over which these practices are conducted is endured, sometimes it is enjoyed, often—as in the experience described as “flow”—practice somehow makes time disappear. In each case, a practitioner does more than have a thought, or make a gesture, or experience a feeling. They might do all these activities, or just one of them, but they do whatever they do at some length. One of the central things it means for something to be a practice is for it to be carried out in time. Practice requires duration.

In one sense, duration is the easiest measurement of all. Humans have developed standard accounts of durational measurement. In the modern west these are described as seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, decades, centuries. But in another sense, duration is not always so standardized, and to act as though the experience of duration is always regimented in this way is to neglect one of the most human experiences of time, which is that it doesn’t always flow in a standardized, measurable rhythm.

Artistic practice plays with time and the experience of duration. Lee talked about having grown into a slower relationship to his practice in general, and especially to his large oil paintings, explaining that with maturity he has found there are times when he needs to “just leave something alone and … let time sort of imbue the work.” He described spending longer on the paintings, while doing less to them. One of the scholars in our group, Maurizio Toscano, asked Lee if he needs to “maintain company with [the paintings] over a period of time.” Lee responded, commenting on how these paintings ask him to slow down and live time differently.

I think keeping company with them is a good way to articulate it. It’s just sitting with something that you’re trying to understand. And I think for me, the paintings are asking me to operate on a different time zone. Whereas I’m like, “No, the show opens in March.”

In this description of his painting practice, Lee indicated that the time he spends with his paintings, whether he is making marks on them or not, is time spent “trying to understand,” on a “different time zone.” The paintings themselves are rebellious, refusing to unfold according to Lee’s preferred timeline, as for example in time for the show that will open in March. They resist what Lee described as a habit of immediacy. The paintings have their own agency, to which Lee’s practice seeks to submit. They are trying to teach him something. They are “asking” him “to operate on a different time zone.” In this, his painting practice opens onto a different experience of time’s duration. Lee seems to cultivate this alternative temporality, on the premise that this “something you’re trying to understand” requires living on a different time zone. In responding to the paintings by living on their time, Lee aims to resist the mundane temporality of scheduling (the show opens in March) and drop into a different kind of time.10

In drawing this contrast between (1) the temporality of scheduling and deadlines and (2) that of the painting’s time zone, to which he must submit to pursue understanding, Lee echoes a longstanding distinction made by theorists of religion between profane time and sacred time.11 As Marko Geslani’s essay in this volume describes it, ritual theory specifically often describes a distinction between “the time within the ritual performance (its tempo and temporality), and the time without—what we might call ‘historical’ time.” One thing rituals do is create their own time, and yet this ritual time unfolds (in the analysis of the ritual theorists) within a wider frame, what Geslani calls “‘historical’ time.” Geslani writes, about the distinction between the time within the rite and the time that enfolds it, “historical” time:

Social theory since Durkheim has encouraged us to take this opposition as central to the concept of “ritual,” and grounds for the distinction of religion and secularity. But then, to the extent that we moderns identify as secular, this “history”—the time that enfolds the ritual, the time in which “ritual” has become an instrumental concept of anthropology, must be identified as our time.

Thus, in Geslani’s account, the social theorists, including Talal Asad, have cast those who identify as secular into “historical” time. They have made us alien to the temporality of the rite.

Geslani’s essay describes how theorists of ritual since Durkheim have relied upon a distinction between “sacred” and “secular” time, in which they have assumed themselves (and their readers) to live in “historical” rather than “ritual” time. By conflating the two sets of terms, he seems to suggest, the theorists have made sacred time seem unavailable in secular societies. And yet, Geslani seems to say, sacred time may still be there, moving in its own way. As Geslani provocatively puts it, “What if sacred time was precisely aware of profane time, as it sought, in its own time, to subsume it?” Something like this is, I think, what Lee is trying to say about his large paintings. They are asking him to live on a different time zone. Thus, his art practice does not live on “historical” time. It lives on its own time zone. Lee’s practice is to follow that pace, a kind of alternative temporality. Maybe following it is itself a sort of spiritual understanding.

When Lee says that his oil paintings ask him to “operate on a different time zone,” he is naming the difference between ordinary clock-time, or what Geslani calls “historical time,” and the temporality demanded by his art practice, akin to what Geslani calls “ritual time.” That Lee is willing to operate on his painting’s time means that he is willing to subsume the demands of clock-time (“the show opens in March”) to those of the painting, at least for some duration. Lee’s art practice involves moving between and among these temporalities, asking what work is in front of him and what (kind of) time it asks for. His journal sketches, his watercolors, and his oil paintings each have their own temporality, and each is in some slant relation to other temporalities he might inhabit: those of bodily needs, those of earth and moon and sun, those of landlords and gallery owners and critics. To do justice to the oil painting, Lee needs to live on its time for a while, putting these others aside.

To elaborate this idea about the alternative temporalities of artistic practice, let me offer an example described by another artist, the poet Ross Gay. Gay’s 2022 essay “Out of Time,” in a collection called Inciting Joy, is in revolt against “so-called time”—“this brutal innovation, the non-sun clock.”12 The essay searches for practices, incitements, that might liberate people from the rigors of industrial time, from forms of economy built to “keep workers on track, on pace, on time, on the clock.”13 This kind of economy, he suggests, appealing to the example of his mother—who worked most of her life on factory time—is a death-dealing institution, not a life-giving one, certainly not a joyous one. Gay writes, “Our bodies, maybe someone has already said this, are cogs in a machine that can’t stop, won’t stop.”14 Gay alludes to an unknown someone who has maybe already said that our bodies are cogs in a machine. Gay uses this kind of acknowledgment often—it makes his writing feel like a sort of communal outpouring rather than the work of the mind of a single person.

One person who said something like “our bodies are cogs in a machine” was the nineteenth-century author Henry David Thoreau, who wrote in the essay “Civil Disobedience,” “Let your life be a counter friction to stop the machine.”15 The occasion for the essay was a debate among abolitionists about whether forcible resistance to a government that permitted slavery was ever justified. Thoreau skirted that question, addressing the more basic issue of whether and when conscience could justify resistance to government through law-breaking. Thoreau said citizens had a duty to resist laws they judged unjust. And to do this, he used the metaphor of a machine, and suggested that human lives could either smooth the machine’s workings or get in its way.16 Whether anyone should become a “counter friction to stop the machine” depended on a complicated set of discernments about the particular situation they faced.

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go: perchance it will wear smooth,—certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn.17


The example from his own life that he offered in the essay was his refusal to pay tax in protest of the US war on Mexico. Thoreau judged the war on Mexico to be unjust. “Robbery” he called it. In order to “be a counter friction to stop the machine” that ran the unjust war, Thoreau had refused to pay the tax.

Thoreau knew that his individual dissent was not going to end the war on Mexico or free those who were enslaved. But he believed that there was some sense in which his dissent mattered, and he expressed this as a rupture in regular time.

I know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name,—if ten honest men only,—aye, if one HONEST man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to withdraw from this copartnership, and be locked up in the county jail therefor, it would be the abolition of slavery in America. For it matters not how small the beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is done for ever.18


Thus, Thoreau described the friction he thought a life might be to the machine of injustice as having effects that perdured in some kind of out-of-time way. He did not mean that if one man went to jail, all those enslaved would be free. What did he mean when he wrote, “what is once well done is done for ever?” He might have meant something mundane, like those who suffer for injustice are well remembered. But he surely knew examples of people who had suffered for injustice and were not well remembered. I think instead he must have meant that what is once well done is done forever in a powerful spiritual sense.

It may seem outlandish, this nineteenth-century transcendentalist ideal, that action of one person—a seemingly individual, personal practice—can have some kind of cosmic, spiritual, out-of-time significance that is even of political importance. “What is once well done is done for ever.” But this was precisely how Thoreau used the metaphor of the machine, to describe the sense in which each of us has powers to transform the worlds in which we live. I have elsewhere called this ideal and the practice that it inspires political asceticism.19 This transcendentalist ideal is alive in Gay’s writing—not least in his attention to the possibilities that exist for us in temporalities beyond “so-called time.”

Citing his friend Bernardo, Gay names a practice of alternative temporality, “the hang,” a practice that helps to resist what he calls “so-called time.” In order to describe “the hang” Gay offers Bernardo as an example, Bernardo who would come to Gay’s house to visit on the porch. (Gay offers a synonym for the hang—“visiting.”20) “The hang”—in the usage of Bernardo—“means hanging out with no discernible purpose or goal, with no discernible end in sight.”21 The only end the hang faces is “bodily” or “relational” or “earthly.” It never ends by the measure of “so-called time.” The hang only ends when there is some other thing besides the clock that calls, my hunger, my family, the gathering darkness when I need to ride home on my bike.

Let me tell you, I know few people as good at the hang as Bernardo. When dude sits down on our porch, sometimes after we’ve worked out, sometimes after we’ve played ball, sometimes after we’ve gone over some poems, he will cross his legs and topple into the first of several stories, it is a study in associational narrative logics, and the last thing he’s thinking about, I have to tell you this, is that you or he maybe has to be somewhere. The last thing he’s looking at is his watch. Everyone’s got everything to do, but when you drop into the hang, that’s all there is to do.22


This is a way of describing relational, flexible time, time lived around human needs and pleasures and griefs, rather than around time meted out by the “factory clock” or other more industrial forms of time-keeping. The hang refuses to submit to an economy that imposes scarcity.23 “And to believe otherwise—in enough, say; in abundance, say; in gratitude, say; in the unmitigated, unbounded hang, say!—makes you blasphemous.”24 Gay’s prose is clear that “so-called time” is an oppressive force, a fiction invented by a culture making requirements not in tune with human needs and pleasures and griefs. In contrast, the hang is a practice of keeping company. It takes living back from “so-called time.” It makes out of time a space for living in rather than rushing through. When Lee keeps company with his paintings, and when Gay hangs with Bernardo, each devotes time to the other (the painting, the friend). But it’s not “mere” time; it’s a certain kind of time, a temporality in which certain qualities of attention, and practices of attending, become possible.

Conclusion

Both Adam Lee and Ross Gay are artists invested in alternative temporalities—in Lee’s case, against the temporality of the show opening in March, in Gay’s case against “so-called time,” the temporality of the factory. Lee never articulated whether the alternative temporality within which he aims to work has political implications, and I wonder now what he would have said if I had asked him. The closest he got was during a workshop toward the conclusion of the project, with scholars and artists gathered to talk about drafts of the essays you see here. In that context, Lee talked a bit about the politics of the art world, its pressures, hierarchies, forms of social anxiety and exclusion.

His description of those conditions was familiar to me from my own life in academic culture. It too runs on quite a bit of anxiety and desperation, especially as the radical inequality of Western economies ramps up, and thus even those of us living relatively comfortable lives are conscious of our precarity. It’s these economic contexts and the pressures they exact that make the possibility of finding time for “keeping company” seem so impossible and so appealing.

I have been wondering: “what would scholarly life look like if we considered it an art?” Perhaps it would require a different kind of time. I think there might be a few concrete practices to take from Adam Lee. Lee works in three different forms, which take place over three different durations: daily reflection in a sort of journal, which no one else will see; watercolors, which are composed but nonetheless finished fairly quickly; and large oil canvases, the pictures that require Lee to live on a different time zone, to spend more time with them but do less to them. What would academic life look like if scholars had space in their punishing workload for daily, reflective writing that no one else would see? What would it look like if we could see short essays that are dashed off relatively quickly as variations on a theme, a practice like that Lee finds in his watercolors, reimagining characters that recur as new forms of a similar idea taking shape? And what about keeping company? What objects that we create are asking us to live on a different time zone? To do less to them but spend more time with them?

All of these questions seem impossible to answer in a grind culture that asks for haste. But what do we lose when we submit to that temporality? The phrase, “grind culture,” is taken from Tricia Hersey, whose longstanding “Nap Ministry” has argued that the temporality of present economies doesn’t allow necessary rest, especially for people who have been particularly targeted by those economies. For that reason, in her idiom, “rest is resistance.”25 Maggie Berg and Barbara Seeber have argued that the “culture of speed” in academic life is contrary to its aims.26 Zena Hitz reminds us that “learning, knowing, studying, and contemplating are activities that live and breathe in individual human beings.”27 Our individual, scholarly practices are the beginning and the end of our days. They make us what we are, and we might do well, for that reason, to consider them an art.
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Medium in Transformation: Sermons, Video Recordings, and Arthur Jafa’s akingdoncomethas


Jonathan A. Anderson

Sermons

On October 13, 1995, the American preacher T.D. Jakes gave a stirring sermon to a huge men’s conference in Atlanta, GA. He opened by having the crowd read Jn 11:33-44, in which Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead and asks onlookers to unwrap the risen man and set him free from his tomb. In the sermon that followed, Jakes analogized Lazarus’s return from death with the possibility of a personal transformation within one’s life—one so profound that it liberates a person from spiritual sickness, deadness, or hopelessness.

At a key moment late in his sermon, Jakes addressed the attendees as “dear Lazaruses” and shifted into his own first-person identification with the man raised by Jesus: “If you didn’t know me, you can’t sniff me and smell what I used to be, ’cause the stink is gone! And the stone is gone … The prison door is open … I’m out [of the tomb], and I know I’m out.”1 After (re)identifying the men in this way, Jakes then called them into response: “I want every man in this room who just needs a second chance to come as close to this stage as you can get.” As they gathered, he spoke over them, addressing (in absentia) the families and communities “who wrapped you up and said you wouldn’t be back. These men are not dead … God isn’t finished with them yet … [T]here are men around this altar who are suffering—tired of being in the tomb.” This segued immediately into a public confession to these same families and communities, which Jakes verbalized on behalf of all “Lazaruses”: “We confess we’ve been sick. We confess we failed you … We confess that we didn’t know how to father correctly. We confess that we didn’t know anything about being a husband”—to which was added a string of further failings. This corporate confession allowed attendees to recall the most damaged or hopeless situations in their own lives, to identify them with the futurelessness of Lazarus’s condition, and thereby also to see these same situations within the caring attention of the one who raised Lazarus. As a huge number of men filled the aisles and crowded around the stage, Jakes asked them to lay their hands on their neighbors, making yet a further transposition:

Just as surely as that physical hand is on you, the hand of the Lord is on you … It’s been on you all of your life. It was on you when you were right. It was on you when you were wrong. It was on you when you were stinking … when nobody else wanted to touch you … The hand of the Lord was upon you. He’s touching you now … He’s interceding for you right now! He’s taking up your case right now!

With all these analogies and transpositions in place—identifying each person as a Lazarus, calling each into confession of his own spiritual sickness-unto-death, and prompting the recognition and reception of Christ’s life-giving presence—Jakes’s sermon culminated in loudly proclaiming Jesus’s words over them: “Loose that man and let him go!” (Jn 11:44). The effect on attendees was palpable and widespread, evidenced by the number of people embracing, weeping, and even shaking.

While lacking the fixed structure of a formal ritual, Jakes’s sermon functioned as a ritual of personal transformation, creating a process wherein people could move through stages that symbolically and affectively transposed the sickness, entombment, and raising of Lazarus into their own lives. Indeed, the informality, openness, and adaptivity of the ritual framing of this event reveal something vital about how ritual operates more generally across contexts.

Recordings

My own experience of Jakes’s entire 1995 sermon in Atlanta, GA, occurred in 2021 while sitting at a desk in Los Angeles, CA, viewing it through an internet browser.2 Hosted on Dailymotion.com, the ninety-minute sermon was interrupted every five minutes by advertisements—for laundry detergent, dog treats, protein drinks, a sitcom, pharmaceutical treatments—and the upper portion of the video itself was regularly obscured by ad banners for various other goods and services. All this I endured to watch Jakes’s sermon from the beginning to the end. The format in which I experienced this sermon is unlike the event twenty-six years earlier, but it also provided some kind of real experience of it: I saw the preacher from various angles, interspersed with audience responses, and (presumably) heard every sound he uttered into the microphone during those ninety minutes, as his voice was the unbroken audio track across the shifting camera angles.

The planning for that event obviously included producing a high-quality recording (by 1995 standards), requiring an extensive crew to capture and edit all the footage into a single version of the event. For his part, Jakes was conscious of the recording as it happened, evidenced by his occasional eye-contact with the cameras and his direct reference, twice, to the “tape” of the event—once to the possibility of rewatching the sermon and getting “something different out of the same message than you got before,” and once to his hope that family members and acquaintances of the attendees might see the recording and understand their transformation. For Jakes, the recording’s dual value thus resided in hermeneutically expanding and missionally extending the transformative potential of the live event.

This “tape” was originally released as the third cassette in a four-part VHS set documenting the conference. What I saw in 2021 was a digital conversion of that 1995 analog recording, uploaded to the internet in 2016. In each instance, the medium of the recording (and the apparatus required for accessing it) enables a particular kind of watching and rewatching, in which aspects of Jakes’s sermon, in segments or in full, can be experienced within an indeterminate set of other contexts—such that every watching of that original event constitutes an event of its own. The recording was made precisely to initiate these other events, extending the limited visibility and audibility of the conference to viewers who, in various places and times, might experience its transformative potential. But the medium generating these further events exerts its own transformative pressures and introduces other (ritual?) practices and possibilities.

Artworks

I never would have encountered Jakes’s video—and never would have endured Dailymotion’s punishing advertising regimen—had I not first encountered it in an artwork called akingdoncomethas (2018) by the prominent American artist Arthur Jafa. This 105-minute video installation consists almost entirely of found footage of sermons, revival meetings, worship services, and musical performances directly rooted in Black church traditions.

The work opens with Al Green singing in a 1974 episode of Soul Train. He begins by reciting the Lord’s Prayer with particular inflection (“give us—this day—ourdailybread”) and then launches into a powerful performance of “Jesus Is Waiting” (1973). Green’s lyrics cycle through waves of confession, repentance, petition, and thanksgiving—all under an umbrella of affirming that “Jesus is waiting” lovingly to embrace anyone who turns to him. The applause following this performance carries into a grainy recording of pastor E.V. Hill preaching on Heb. 12:1-2 at Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church in Los Angeles. With an increased metering of call-and-response “whooping,” Hill conducts an exegetical meditation on “running the race” of a faithful Christian life with endurance, in solidarity with the historical “cloud of witnesses,” with confidence in Jesus as the author and finisher of faith, and with one’s affections oriented toward heaven (and away from the demeaning gravity of sin). The subsequent hour-and-a-half of Jafa’s video includes musical performances by Le’Andria Johnson, the Dallas-Fort Worth Mass Choir, and Lateria Wooten, as well as (sometimes lengthy) sequences of sermons and testimonials by Kenneth Ulmer, Helen Baylor, and Juanita Bynum, all repeatedly emphasizing the power of Jesus—and the name of Jesus—to transform lives. The throughline of the entire work, however, is Jakes’s sermon, which reappears in five separate clips over the span of the film, featuring all the sermon’s key turns of thought.

There are two places where this sequencing of sermons and songs is interrupted. About twenty-four minutes into the work, the imagery suddenly cuts to footage of wildfires ravaging southern California in 2017. The imagery rapidly jumps between burning houses, helicopter water drops, and evacuations of horses, but without any associated audio. Instead, the sound is a recording of Aretha Franklin and a gospel choir covering Walter Hawkins’s “Be Grateful” (1978): “God has not promised me sunshine—that’s not the way it’s goin’ to be. A little rain mixed with God’s sunshine; a little pain helps me to appreciate the good times. We’re grateful, we’re grateful, we’re grateful.” The second interruption occurs in the final minutes of the work, as the sound cuts to a low groaning and a warbled orchestral interlude, and the imagery (again, without its audio) cycles through snippets of everything seen previously (Jakes shouting “let him go!” Wooten belting “nothing but the blood of Jesus”), interspersed with wildfires and a burning sun. Finally, the screen goes black, and, without imagery, the audio opens into “Beginnings (The First Minute of a New Day)” (1975) by Gil Scott-Heron and Brian Jackson: “We want to be free, yet we have no idea why we are struggling here, faced with our every fear, just to survive … Completely new, completely new beginnings.”

The various sermonic and musical testimonials of suffering, repentance, and deliverance that constitute akingdoncomethas—all interwoven with Jakes’s expositions of the raising of Lazarus—generate thematic arcs that push consistently into an eschatological register, wherein hope for deliverance operates in personal but also collective and cosmic terms. The structure of Jafa’s film conspicuously foregrounds this hope but places it at a critical distance, primarily by also foregrounding the medium(s) through which it is presented. As Siddhartha Mitter argues, “The hovering Biblical reference is Revelation, but Jafa is a collagist, therefore heterodox; his film sheds rather than accrues the certainties of dogma, as it builds toward an open question, a loud silence.”3 Mitter’s equation of collage with heterodoxy is overly simplistic (the author of Revelation, after all, was a profound collagist), but it is certainly true that akingdoncomethas builds toward an open question punctuated by silence. Because it is genuinely open, this question (and the critical distances with which it is concerned) is neither orthodox nor heterodox, but it is irreducibly theological.

Jafa was raised in the Black church—first in Baptist and Methodist Churches and then in a predominantly Black Catholic Church. He later abandoned the faith but remains deeply shaped by its potencies and potentialities, producing a carefully maintained incongruity: “I’m not a believer, but I do believe in Black people believing.”4 Akingdoncomethas plumbs this belief-in-believing by assembling “evidence of Black expressivity at its very, very, very highest frequency”5 and allowing this expressivity to present the content and practices of Christian belief in its own voice(s). This artwork is about believing and the open possibility of believing in something that redeems and transforms people, societies, and histories—and it thereby is also about the ritual structures and mediums that sustain such believing through time and across contexts. Jafa invites both a critical questioning of and a critical openness to such believing.

The medium of Jafa’s akingdoncomethas is video, but as a stitching together of audiovisual readymades. In this sense, Jafa’s medium (the “material” with which he worked) is the immense circulatory flow of video imagery through the North American social imaginary—here, especially pertaining to Black Christianity. In another sense, the medium is a wall-sized projection within an art museum, a space charged with its own ritual patterns.6 When I first saw the entire work, I devoted the better part of a day to doing so, traveling from Washington, DC, out to Glenstone (Potomac, MD) in time for an eleven o’clock start-time. There, I stood for two hours in a capacious gallery, performing my familiar critical-contemplative practices as a museum devotee, attuning myself to the structure and movement of the work with alertness to relevant social and art-historical contexts. These practices occupied me throughout the museum that day, yet with akingdoncomethas they became especially generative. The work stuck with me for days and weeks afterward, prompting me to track down Jafa’s source videos and to ruminate over what it meant to assemble these clips in this way at this moment in American history. The work moved me through a process that not only foregrounded Jakes’s call to transformation but also seemed to issue its own call(s).

Of course, these calls are complicated by the mediums within which they are experienced. As Thuto Durkac-Somo argues, there is an “obvious discrepancy” between gallery audiences watching akingdoncomethas and the church congregations depicted therein. This discrepancy hinges on a “lack of synchronized energy” in the gallery, insofar as “the gallery precludes an audience that contributes to the language of gospel, instead responding to sermon and prayer with silence.”7 Yet, this silence doesn’t simplistically nullify “gospel” in the gallery. To the extent that footage of “ritual drama can allow artists to subversively double-cast an audience as participants in the art and the ceremony,” one might truly experience a call while lacking synchronized response.8

On a later occasion, I watched the work again while, once again, sitting at my desk in California, watching a critic’s screener provided by Jafa’s gallery.9 This time, I moved through the work at a halting pace, frequently starting and stopping to note precise wordings, transitions, and sequences. I pored over what I had already seen but “practiced” it differently, scrutinizing the structure of the work and my experience of it. Just as there is a marked difference between Jakes’s sermon and its recording, there is a related difference between Jafa’s video in the museum and on one’s desktop, even if they are the “same” artwork.

Medium

In one sense, these interrelated examples—Jakes’s sermon, the recording of that sermon, and its placement(s) in Jafa’s artwork—offer three angles of access into a single ritual event that occurred in Atlanta all those years ago. In another sense, however, these mediums generate three different events with different ritual frames—differences made conspicuous by the ostensible sameness of their subject-matter. Indeed, akingdoncomethas heightens our perception and analysis of these frames as they appear layered: (1) in the spatiotemporal organization of the sermon (made available through cinematography), (2) the audiovisual recordings through which this sermon becomes perceptible in other contexts (made available through editorial clipping and joining), and (3) Jafa’s appropriation and (re)composition of these recordings into a large-scale artwork (made available through an exhibition’s curatorial and institutional framing). That sequence describes the chronological and causal ordering of these mediums, but phenomenologically, at least for this author, they unfolded the other way round: it was in (3) akingdoncomethas that I saw re-presented (2) a discrete set of recordings of (1) ritually charged events—and it was principally through Jafa’s work that each of these came into view and prompted further experiences of each.

In what follows, I want to examine the interrelations of these mediums and the ritual frames constituted within them, specifically by attending to how they telescope through akingdoncomethas.10 My aim is to focus reflexive critical attention on the ways mediums produce different rituals of transformation, but without diminishing the possibility of oneself being transformed in the process.

Two considerations orient this angle of approach. First, I’m less interested in exploring ritual as a medium (through which social paradoxes are culturally negotiated and integrated)11 than exploring the mediums of rituals—the spatial, technological, and experiential domains within which rituals become sensible (in both senses of the word). Second, such exploration cannot be restricted to a social or anthropological register (explaining rituals as the sociocultural production of aura, normative reinscriptions of power, etc.) without being overly reductive to our topic. It is, of course, vital to scrutinize the social formations and power dynamics that implicitly shape and support ritual activities—it is impossible to achieve sufficiently thick description without this. But such scrutiny never adequately explains any ritual, insofar as it reduces every spiritual and theological dimension to sociopolitical explanation. While incorporating this scrutiny, I also want to take seriously the theological significance of transformative experiences and the mediums that support them, extend from them, and complicate them.

Rituals

In one respect, the recordings featured in Jafa’s akingdoncomethas do not depict rituals in a formal, scripted sense. Indeed, these sermons, testimonies, and musical performances—and the Protestant Black church traditions from which they come—often feature a general resistance to ritualization in favor of spontaneous expression and response. Jakes, for example, insists that everything hinges on the transformative power of the word of God interrupting and reorienting one’s life: “All we need is a word from God … Just the word of God can touch you and turn you completely around.” This word is proclaimed in preaching, but the transformative “touch” itself—the one that “gets down in your heart and becomes yours”—cannot be planned or managed through ritual. Indeed, he repeatedly relativizes church formalities: “Stained glass or padded pews—that’s something we can do without. But the word of God—it’s something we’ve got to have. If we don’t have air conditioning, we can fan. But if we don’t have the word, the air conditioning means nothing at all. We need the word!” And for those who have experienced this word, formal ritual becomes even less relevant: “If you ever think back and remember that gutter you were in when he reached out and saved you, you don’t need no music, no choir, nobody else [to lead you in worship]! You will bless the Lord out of your spirit!”

In another respect, however, all events depicted in akingdoncomethas are highly organized gatherings comprising many ritual frames and functions. Rather than having rigid structure, these rituals are open-textured. They organize collective attention and activity in ways that foster a receptivity and a hermeneutical context in which the word, as Jakes says, might be heard “with power and clarity” and be responded to sincerely and spontaneously. The point is not that events become rituals through formal repetition (e.g., Jakes delivered this same sermon on multiple occasions and musicians performed these songs numerous times). Rather, the focus here is how events generate a patterning of space, sound, and time within which preaching and testimonial singing initiate and/or sustain transformative reorientations. As Mary Douglas argues, “a ritual provides a frame” in which “the marked off time or place alerts a special kind of expectancy” that “enlivens the memory and links the present with the relevant past. In all this it aids perception. Or rather, it changes perception because it changes the selective principles.”12 Indeed, it is the informality, openness, and adaptivity of the ritual frames portrayed in akingdoncomethas that reveal something deep and vital about how ritual operates more generally across contexts.

There are strong internal tensions here that are built deeply into the traditions of Protestant Christianity, which have generally sought to strip away whatever accretions of ritual and hierarchy might hinder the preaching of Scripture, relational intimacy with God, and the movement of the Holy Spirit. Yet, these traditions don’t simply dispense with rituals. Insofar as they exchange liturgy for “orders of worship,” they generate other practices and patterns for gathering the church and cultivating sensitivity to the Spirit. Literary theorist Lori Branch traces the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century development of Protestant free prayer, which produced “an imperative for spontaneity” marked “not just by the displacement of traditional rituals, but by the invention of new ones necessary for maintaining a sense of freshness and felt certainty.”13 Functionally, this requires “rituals of spontaneity” within a tradition.14 In akingdoncomethas, Le’Andria Johnson’s performance at Mount Zion Baptist Church in Nashville (2011) exemplifies this in musical form, as does Green’s “Jesus Is Waiting.”

This Protestant eschewal and reincorporation of ritual is particularly dynamic in African American Christianity. Walter Pitts identifies various “ritual frames” in Protestant Black church traditions, arguing that these draw inherited African practices into Christianity, forming “metaphoric paradigms that join to produce the ritual syntax, or structure.”15 In a related way, James Cone and others highlighted how American slave spirituals—extending through gospel, blues, and hip-hop—generate structural patterns for affirming and practicing “the worth of black humanity through ritual and drama.”16 Indeed, these patterns constitute stable but open-textured rituals insofar as they “create emotional forms of reference for endurance and esthetic appreciation” that “refuses to surrender to its historical contradictions.”17 Importantly, Cone shows how such rituals are not fully interpretable in sociopolitical categories but are irreducibly theological in their proclamations of “the somebodiness of black people” and the eschatological ultimacy of God’s liberating justice and love in Christ.18

The ritual structures involved here are principally concerned with how transformations are initiated and sustained in a community. The recordings re-presented in Jafa’s artwork consistently emphasize testimony—making past transformations audible, visible, and available in the present. These personal, past-tense testimonies contain collective, present-tense calls to radical change, and they generate patterns of collective memory for sustaining (re)orientations and (re)formations through time and across contexts. In other words, the transformative word must become repeatable and rereadable, constituting an adaptive memory that is (in different ways) fundamental to both ritual and video.

About one-third the way through akingdoncomethas (immediately following the wildfires), Jakes says that “[t]he greatest ‘amen’ that you can ever give the word of God is to be changed by the word you hear,” such that “when your attitude changes, your heart changes, your mentality changes, and the word has become flesh in you.” But this also works the other way round, as ritual often enables change to become flesh before it becomes attitude, heart, or mentality. As Theodore Jennings argued, “It is not so much that the mind ‘embodies’ itself in ritual action, but rather that the body ‘minds’ itself or attends through itself in ritual action.”19 Jafa’s work is premised on the Black church doing this in important ways, performing events of (re)attunement through embodied call and response. But it is equally premised on a deeply ingrained video visuality, in which our bodies are similarly (re)attuned to patterns of perception, expectation, and participation in a larger social body.

The point here is that the openness and adaptivity of a ritual do not compromise its integrity but constitute it. For Jennings, ritual is fundamentally concerned with “how to conduct oneself outside the ritual space,” developing one’s sense of the world and activity in it through “paradigmatic gestures which pattern world-engaging activity generally.”20 Rituals generate understanding precisely by providing “a model for fitting action in contexts or situations not themselves ritualized.”21 This capacity to improvise “fitting action” is “dependent on the repertoire of received action,” even as this repertoire is itself constantly (even if slightly) adjusting with the intelligibility of each new action.22 In this way, “the ultimate object of ritual action” is a way of living in the world—a praxis—that is specially attuned “to know[ing] how the world acts, how it ‘comes to be.’”23

A ritual’s medium is fundamental to how it forms praxis, of which Jafa’s telescoping mediums provide a case study. It’s not simply that akingdoncomethas depicts rituals. Rather, it displays a layering of adaptive ritual frames: within African American Christianity, within the video-visuality of North American culture, and within the re-presentational practices of contemporary art. Jafa is sensitive to the ways these (especially American video-visuality) have been detrimental to African American life, but he also sees how they preserve, extend, and re-enliven other ways of being—and seeing—in the world. Indeed, akingdoncomethas not only depicts rituals of transformation but is itself a ritual of transformation.

Sermons (as Medium)

In introducing his sermon, Jakes reflexively considers how “the foolishness of preaching” (1 Cor. 1:21) becomes a medium for the transformative word of God in a person’s life (Rom. 10:17). But this medium always operates within, and relies upon, a complex set of further mediums. Jakes drew the medium of John’s Gospel (and its history of interpretation) into a sermon that unfolded within an elaborate structuring of space, sound, and time, bringing thousands of people into a particular arrangement in a particular location on a particular day, orienting their attention toward a single voice for ninety minutes.

Space. The setting of Jakes’s sermon consisted of rowed seating facing a raised stage, at the center of which was a pulpit and preacher, flanked by instrumentalists. Indeed, every setting featured in akingdoncomethas shares the same basic organization (sometimes with a lead singer in the preacher’s position). Spoken word and musical sound are projected from the stage, but active stages do not necessarily imply passive congregations. Across Black church traditions, this mutual facing of stage and congregation frames a call-and-response interactivity, in which the collective body of the church invites and makes itself adaptive to (rather than presuming to produce) transformative movements of the Holy Spirit. As services move toward call and response, congregants stand, and their responsiveness includes bodily movement. In its most haptic mode, this interfacing structure culminates (as in Jakes’s sermon) in an “altar call,” collapsing the distance between congregation and stage.

Sound. In the tradition of sermonic call and response, the preacher’s cadence and phraseology become musically, rhythmically interwoven with verbal affirmations from the congregation and instrumental affirmations from the Hammond organ, drums, etc. (e.g., E.V. Hill’s sermon in akingdoncomethas). The effect—sonically and theologically—is a polyphonic vocalization of the singular church body. Historically, this was purely acoustical, interweaving preacher and congregation within a uniform sonic space. Today, microphone amplification creates sound-spaces with stronger asymmetries, enabling wide-ranging expression from individual voices on stage, while also permitting larger and louder congregational response. A handheld microphone (sometimes on a stand) appears in almost every scene in akingdoncomethas, evincing the asymmetrical sonic medium of those events, which nevertheless features spontaneous verbal and nonverbal interactions between speakers, musicians, and congregation.

Time. While a Protestant “order of worship” chronologically structures a church’s gathering, it is (as evident in Jakes’s event) also meant to loosen that chronology, identifying every now in the life of the church as ontologically and kairologically open to other temporal orders: before the eternal face of God; in community with the transtemporal, intercultural “communion of saints”; and within the eschatological reconciliation of all things. The church’s rituals—including Jakes’s transposition of Lazarus’s raising into twentieth-century lives—are meant for learning and practicing this intertemporality in ways that potentially transform one’s entire sense of value, suffering, and hope.

Recordings (as Medium)

All the services in akingdoncomethas were recorded for television or VHS and eventually posted online in a digital format. Indeed, these recordings, rather than the services themselves, are the medium of Jafa’s artwork.

Space. The spatiality of video often involves positioning viewers in an ideal point of view at each moment, creating one abruptly shifting perspective that no one at the original events really occupies. Much of Jakes’s sermon, for example, is viewed (via camera zoom or jib crane) as if one is floating invisibly on the stage in front of the preacher, seeing the subtleties of his expressions from an intimate distance. Yet, this video-perspective is not singular or static. At key moments in Jakes’s sermon, the view cuts to a high perspective above the expansive crowd and then in close to individual attendees. This shifting ideal perspective is indigenous not to the event itself but to the medium of video, engendering viewers’ expectation for optimal visual access without any physical presence in the place itself. The preacher’s call might be heard, but the response occurs necessarily elsewhere. Relatedly, the medium of video transposes the stage–congregation relation into another set of interfacings. When watching Jakes’s sermon online, for example, I faced an arena in Atlanta in which something happened in 1995 between preacher and audience, but I also sat in a room facing a desktop monitor on which that sermon happened again, differently, in 2021. This double spatiality of the screen—the visual arena projected “within” it and the physical thing “upon” which this imagery appears—allows the preacher–audience event to “happen” in innumerable other contexts, including “within” any other video or “upon” any other digitized surface.

Sound. The audio of these recordings is, like the services themselves, contingent upon microphones. However, this amplified sound functions differently in video than live, as there is (depending on the viewing apparatus) no reverberation, no significant distance from the sound system, and no significant input from a surrounding congregation. The voice recorded in the microphone is thus much more monological, modified less by one’s context than by the video editor. And whereas the visual perspective keeps switching, the sonic perspective generally remains singular and continuous, fixed on the microphone.

Time. The temporality of video is one of repeatability. Each recording can be singled-out, paused, restarted, fast-forwarded, and divided into segments, thus orienting its “time” to varying degrees of selectivity: tuning in to a broadcast, starting and stopping a VCR, or clicking through internet pages (with capability to control playback speeds and frame selections). This selective repeatability produces implicit ritual structures, not in the sense that individual videos might become ritualized through repetition but in the deeper sense that the repeatability of the medium itself generates patterns of activity, expectancy, affection, and value. These patterns easily align with consumerist, “on-demand” religiosities—televangelist megachurches recur in akingdoncomethas—yet they also produce other, unforeseeable possibilities. In Jafa’s video, Helen Baylor describes the transformative experience of watching Frederick K.C. Price’s broadcasts in the middle of the night while fighting cocaine addiction.

Artworks (as Medium)

Arthur Jafa rocketed to international prominence with his video Love Is the Message, The Message Is Death (2016), a fast-paced montage of found footage of Black American life culled from publicly accessible video archives (e.g., YouTube), which Jafa regards as a kind of collective visual unconscious of North American practices of seeing, reseeing, and making seen. The quick jump cuts induce whiplash, as the imagery ranges from exuberant athletic and musical performances (LeBron James, James Brown, and Nina Simone) to footage of police violence (the fatal shooting of Walter Scott in 2015, a bikini-clad Dajerria Becton being thrown to the ground in 2015) to events of historical significance (civil rights marches, Barack Obama singing “Amazing Grace” in his eulogy for the horrific 2015 shootings at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church). All this is sonically enveloped by Kanye West’s gospel-inspired anthem “Ultralight Beam” (2016), which intones “this is a God dream, this is a God dream, this is everything.” Running seven-and-a-half minutes, Love Is the Message loops continuously through “a phantasmagoria of brutality and magnificence.”24

Space. Jafa grew increasingly uncomfortable with the highly emotional acclaim that work received, worrying that it fed a (mostly white, American) desire for cathartic spectacle. His rejoinder was akingdoncomethas, which similarly mines the collective video archives of African American visibility but focuses specifically on Black Christianity, re-presenting this footage in extended segments. The audiovisual space is montage, linking disparate sources into sequences that “put things in an affective proximity to one another.”25 For Jafa, individual clips might “resonate in a specific way,” but “when you place a resonant artifact next to another resonant object, they create a new harmonic” in relation to one another.26 Because of their extended lengths, each clip retains a narrative and conceptual integrity of its own, while their stranding-together creates a larger whole with new narrative arcs and a conceptual integrity of its own.

Sound. In most cases, akingdoncomethas includes the original audio of the recordings, but there are significant exceptions where sound and image do not correspond. This happens most conspicuously when the wildfire footage is overlaid with Franklin’s gospel choir, and in the closing minutes when quick clips of the church services are overlaid with low rumbling, piano, and orchestral music, before going silent. Discrepancies between image and audio also happen at the cuts between sources, where the audio channels of both sources are often overlaid, sometimes for several seconds, generating smooth transitions in some cases and discordance in others. More subtly, Kenneth Ulmer’s homiletic repetitions of “God has not forgotten about me” are overlaid with Aaliyah’s “(At Your Best) You Are Love” (1994). In every case, these sonic overlays introduce a critical distancing of the recorded content, causing the clips to stand forth as clips, while nevertheless also sustaining that content, allowing each clip to speak at length in its own voice(s).

Time. In its audiovisual construction, akingdoncomethas brings multiple timeframes into play. Not only do the original events unfold (again) through each playing of these recordings (again), but the time of Jafa’s clipped-and-joined montage is projected (again) in the peculiar time of an art gallery. The recordings themselves unfold at particular frame rates, which Jafa often subtly alters, pushing and pulling them analogously to how Black musicians might “worry the note” against a time signature.27 Like each recording, Jafa’s video bears the structure of repeatability, but, unlike Love Is the Message, its timescale tests viewers’ attention (and schedules). In the time it takes to watch akingdoncomethas, one could watch Love Is the Message more than thirteen times. Its length and complexity make rewatching both necessary and arduous.28 And whereas Love Is the Message loops continuously without any discernible beginning or end, akingdoncomethas has a start time, announced in museums’ promotional materials, and a sequencing that pushes toward the (eschatologically and apophatically inflected) dark-screen ending of “completely new beginnings.”

Indeed, the subject and structure of akingdoncomethas also bring several vast timeframes implicitly into view: the longues durées of African American history (including the Black church), mass-media technologies (including analog and digital video), climate change (including magnified wildfires), and the horizons of eschatological peace (including the heavenly “home” mentioned by E.V. Hill). The eschatological inflections are accentuated by Jafa’s ambiguous, King-Jamesish, all-one-word title, which might be teased apart as either “a king don[e] cometh as” or “a kingdo[m] cometh as.” Within a Christian scriptural framework, these generate somewhat different implications, insofar as the messianic king arrives in a manner profoundly unexpected—like a thief in the night (Mt. 24:36-44; 1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Pet. 3:10; Rev. 3:3, 16:15) or in astonishing lowliness (Zech. 9:9; Mt. 21:1-11, 25:37-45)—whereas the kingdom of God operates with a logic profoundly unexpected—like the tiniest seed becoming a tree (Mt. 13:31-33) or the first becoming last (Mt. 20:16, 21:31-32; Lk. 6:20). Either way, Jafa suspends the phrase without a direct object—“a king/dom cometh as _____”—thereby reiterating his open question, his conflicted belief-in-believing (cf. Lk. 17:20-24).

Call and Response

Arthur Jafa’s akingdoncomethas re-presents long sequences of sermons, worship services, and musical performances directly rooted in African American Christianity. This footage, and the ways Jafa joins it, consistently evokes rituals of transformation, moving cyclically from confession to testimony and response to the transformative love of God. In Jafa’s work, these rituals become visibly telescoped through three distinct mediums—the sermons and performances themselves, the audiovisual recordings of those events, and the re-presentation of those recordings in an artwork. Though the “same” sermon might appear in each, the mediums within which it appears generate different relational patterns and thereby constitute different rituals. This opens critical distance between these mediums, and critical scrutiny about how they operate, but Jafa’s work does this without simplistically collapsing their content into an autocritique of mediation as such—and thus nor does it collapse the possibility of spiritually transformative experience within these mediums. Indeed, each medium emerges here as both a ritual’s availability—the spatial, sonic, and temporal domains within which practices become possible, perceivable, intelligible, and inheritable—and its adaptability across changing contexts.

Akingdoncomethas is about transformative experiences of the gospel within the Black church and the modern mediums of ritual activity that support these experiences, extend from them, and complicate them. But Jafa’s film also is itself a heavily mediated ritual of transformation, an interhistorical call and response through video. There are in fact many calls perceivable in akingdoncomethas—in the voices of particular people and communities, in images of environmental destruction, in the church’s witness to One who is reconciling all things to himself—all of which appear in and through the mediums of particular histories, traditions, and technologies. In critically foregrounding each medium in transformation, Jafa simultaneously suspends and extends these calls, holding open the impossible possibility of being raised from the dead within history.




Reflection

Chris Bond
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Figure 4 Film Still, Chris Bond. Image © Mark Newbound.


I’ve noticed recently that the way I go about my art practice has changed.

It might seem an unusual observation to signpost, flying in the face of the reasonable assumption that an artist’s practice is typified by continual change. Nevertheless, I note a change in my practice that seems revealing.

Up until a year ago I was in the habit of working toward exhibitions, some commercial, some institutional, where I’d make work in advance of a specific date, compressing ideas and output into a condensed timeframe. Whether or not this was advantageous for the work is probably best measured by someone other than me.

I’ve recently stopped showing altogether. Not because it was necessarily a poor way to maintain a practice, but changes in circumstances and outlook proved weightier—a triple threat of financial necessity, stalled career momentum, and, significantly, a lack of impulse. Put simply, I no longer feel a need to show my work. I’ve shifted to what I’d describe as a private practice, save for a low-key archive buried in the deserts of Instagram.

Much like a cat that stares at a shadow slowly making its way across a carpet, I regularly pass by the door of my studio with eyes half-shut, coolly observing half-finished drawings that sit on the desk, gathering dust and UV. Much to my surprise, it doesn’t seem to bother me, though it would have a year ago.

The pencil drawings I’m making are tuned to this new ritual of nothing much. They’re copies of each page of a catalog of American Luminist artworks, with all text removed, as well as any sign of human habitation from each work—350 or so pages in total. When I began the project two years ago, still with the idea that these might form a series of exhibitions, I gave myself five years to complete the sequence. A year on, I switched to five to ten years. Things stretched out. Now ten years sounds a little ambitious. Before I die? Perhaps.

I may appear blasé and disaffected, but the opposite is true. In fact, I haven’t gained this much satisfaction from my practice for at least a couple of decades. The reason for this—I think—is the lack of any external meter.

This new way of working has led me to parallel understandings of the world at large, where I’ve become better at focusing attention where and when I feel it is warranted. It has also spawned the “Non-Association,” a structure I’ve invented as a safe space for people to practice their autonomy, free from social, cultural and political manipulation.

I do what I want, when I want. No masters, no slaves. No need to do anything, and no need not to. So, I might make four drawings in a week, or one over three months. But the thrill of making scratchy grey marks on paper remains constant.
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Medium in Chris Bond’s Drawing Practice: Reproductive Negations

Killian Quigley

In northwest Melbourne, close by the Moonee Ponds Creek, the artist Chris Bond has been copying pictures. Bond studies exhibition catalogs and art history books in search of compelling images, and uses his high-resolution camera to photograph them. Processed by Bond’s computer and projected onto paper, a photo of some chosen source—a printed reproduction of Albert Bierstadt’s 1859 oil painting The Marina Piccola, Capri, say (Figure 5)—then becomes the subject of a slow and careful hand-drawn imitation in graphite. By digitally manipulating the projection’s scale and focus, Bond is capable of accessing and recreating detail with startling delicacy. “Perversely literal transcription” is his own epithet for a practice that generates exquisite grayscale versions of its subjects. Those subjects, it bears emphasizing, are already duplicates of their originals. Finely penciled imitations of imitations, Bond’s works take shape along the borders of the technologically enhanced and the artisanal, of derivation and novelty, and of counterfeit and craft.


[image: ]
Figure 5 Albert Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859, oil on canvas, 107 × 183 cm. Buffalo AKG Art Museum. Public Domain.


This is a multiply perverse art. Despite being significantly smaller than the painting that partly inspired it, Bond’s Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 (Figure 6) nonetheless faithfully reiterates its model’s coastal scenery and maritime accoutrements. Made absent, however, are the fishermen at their nets, the sailors hauling in their little boats, and all the rest of Bierstadt’s human figures. In Bond’s revision, the people’s mats and other gear somehow look both abandoned and incongruously tidy. Their vessels seem as though they are either floating idly at the mercy of the surf or being piloted by ghosts. A fuller disappearance, with all trappings of anthropic life removed from the prospect, might have actually been less jarring. “Perverse” comes to English from the classical Latin pervertere, for to turn away, deviate, or distort. Bond’s Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 brings its viewer close to a re-encounter with the painting it cites—only to swerve, quietly but unmistakably, toward an effect that feels at once familiarly referential and unsettlingly strange.1


[image: ]
Figure 6 Chris Bond, Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859, 2022, graphite on paper, 56 × 76 cm.


By depeopling Bierstadt’s painting, Bond’s transcription signals wider questions—not to say perversions—of identity, convention, and authorship. Unpopulated, the picture becomes, among other things, a kind of hollow genre scene, the contours of its subject vividly laid but its anticipated center left conspicuously unfilled. Bierstadt had worked his original up from a number of preparatory sketches made on the spot in 1857, in the course of his travels in Italy.2 If the German-American artist’s studio process might have involved the progressive addition of subjects to his coastal setting—of first beach, then artifacts, then persons, maybe—then the effect of Bond’s vanishment is to arrest, or even partially reverse, that movement. At a glance, it seems possible to interpret this as actually an enhancement of The Marina Piccola, Capri’s aesthetics of the sublime: here, we might say, is a view of nature so potent that it not only subordinates human points of view but has literally deleted them.3 What an account such as this would leave troublingly unresolved, however, is the matter of what has become of the maker of this design. Becoming-negated, through Bond’s perversely scrupulous photo-realism, is the figure of Bierstadt himself.

Under conditions like these, an artwork’s meaning becomes susceptible to transformative deviations, and an artist’s identity grows vulnerable to a kind of dispersion. With the Bond–Bierstadt nexus at hand, it may be tempting to give a zero-sum account of such redistributions of artistry. On this view, a source’s primary meaning diminishes in equal proportion to the degree to which a revision has altered it. Its creator is likewise seen to cede a greater or lesser portion of a strictly limited total quantity of aesthetic agency; that power is understood to redound, in turn, to the re-creator who has forcibly usurped some part thereof. For Bond, however, this is not the way things are working. As he welcomed visitors to his studio on a mercurial April afternoon, the artist characterized his own experience of his reproductive and revisory method as a process of counteracting the “ego” and of moving “away from the self.” What he described sounded, therefore, like a sort of mutual negation, whereby an artwork’s reinterpreter sheds their own claims to subjective authority at the same time that the authority of the artwork’s primary maker becomes increasingly unstable. This resembles a form of clearing, a making of space left behind—and left open—as prior or assumed pretensions to determinative, individuated composition give way to something else.

This chapter characterizes the emergence of spaces like this one at the interstices of medium, subjectivity, and reproduction. Inspired by Bond’s practice, it pays special attention to the tricksome potentialities of the (near) copy, one of the art world’s most enduring objects of interest, vexation, and enthusiasm. In an obvious but complicated sense, copying art subverts the protocols and institutions of valuation that have extensively structured aesthetic consumption in the modern period. Through the specific anxieties they provoke, such subversions frequently illuminate the categories that have come to dominate mainstream ascriptions of artful meaning: categories like medium, maker, provenance, movement, and so forth. As practically goes without saying, forgeries and frauds are the subjects of a vast critical literature. This chapter makes no pretensions to summarize—let alone revise—that literature, but it will meditate on a few of the distinctive historical trajectories perverse transcriptions have taken, and might take, in settler-colonial Australia. Our concern, ultimately, will be with what reproductive negations bring to knowledge, and with how they may interrupt some of the epistemological modalities that (too) often determine standard habits of aesthetic reception. When an art practice says precisely nothing, the hermeneutic disappointment that ensues may be a conduit to unanticipated dispositions of observation, interpretation, and feeling, dispositions not unsuited to our uncanny era. These pages are setting out to turn toward, describe, and reckon, a very few of them.

Medium, Facture, and Conditions of Erasure

“What must strike one most forcibly about any sensitive response to painting or drawing,” averred the philosopher of aesthetics Andrew Harrison, “is that we attend to what is depicted in terms of how we attend to the marked surface as a medium of depiction.” At once an account of integral attention and a prescription for careful looking, Harrison’s truism hinges on an observer’s capacity for meaningfully perceiving the conditions of an artwork’s creation. On this view, a depictive medium—some graphite-inscribed paper, for example—is a site for apprehending the contingent traces of an artist’s process. As a totality, those traces constitute a work’s “facture,” or “the manifest evidence of the process of its making.”4 An observer’s experience of a picture’s subject, therefore, is properly secondary to, and may be unravelable from, a primary sense for what is distinctive about the marks that have given it being. If a feel for facture is for Harrison a prerequisite for making appropriate sense of some depicted thing, it is for the art historian Rebecca Zurier a conduit to encounter with its very depicter. “The facture,” Zurier writes, “asserts the presence of the artist.” Through the evidence of their process, a maker “enters the image” and becomes available, there, for recognition by a sensitive responder.5

This all amounts to a familiar and potent logic of aesthetic attention, whereby the effective scrutation of an artwork leads, ideally, not only to some better understanding of its creator but to a kind of dynamic contact with them. Relations of this sort are predicated, in turn, on a specific sense for originality, one that identifies an artifact with an inventive “self” who both brings the artifact into the world and renders it intelligibly distinct from all the rest of the things with which it shares that world. The art historian Richard Shiff calls this a basically “modernist” idea of expressive potential, predicated on the drive to break with “preexisting” principles and forms and establish novel, irreducibly “idiosyncratic” ones.6 Put broadly, an image’s medium (and it is images that most preoccupy these critics) can be construed as the “general material conditions of pictorial expression.”7 Under what Shiff represents as a modernist dispensation, those conditions generate multiple and layered opportunities for marking significant “difference.”8 An examination of facture might redound, in turn, to a sort of catalog of distinction, a becoming-aware of the fundamental singularity of the artist and their personal achievement.

As Shiff helpfully observes, a modernist spirit of originality has long manifested a deep—if constitutively ambivalent—relationship with the commoditization of artworks, art practices, and indeed artists themselves. This nexus formed the special subject of the conceptual artist Sherrie Levine, who in the 1980s became widely known for gathering reproductions of pictures by canonical twentieth-century photographers, Edward Weston and Walker Evans among them, and rephotographing them. Levine’s provocations, which bear direct relevance for Bond’s experiments, are multiple. By undermining the idea that in order to say something meaningful, a work had better transmit the idiosyncratic genius of primary authorship, Levine’s photos disrupted conventional logics of attention: to approach an image like After Walker Evans: 4 (1981) in hopes of gaining contact with its titular subject would seem at least a seriously challenged task, and possibly a profoundly naïve one. Meanwhile, what new insights into Levine’s “originals” did become accessible through her appropriations were essentially negative. Weston’s, Evans’s, and others’ oeuvres were not only being made critically susceptible to unruly revision; they were being exposed as always already involved in borrowings and commercial imperatives of their own. Far from a classical ideal of imitation as “homage,” Levine was engaged—along with some of her contemporaries—in developing a particular mode of ambivalent imitation, one that happened to leave concepts like facture in a state of acute uncertainty.9

As this chapter’s opening account of Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 has emphasized, Bond is taking photos of photos—but he is doing more than that, too. And so if Levine’s example helps situate this discussion in relation to a genealogy of what Shiff calls “postmodernist practice,” it would be a mistake to represent either artist as simply generating versions of a coherent method.10 After all, among the remarkable differences that Bond’s near-copies do advertise are their significant absentings. If the picture’s fishers, sailors, and other humans comprise part of the whole that a reproduction anticipates, it is tempting to interpret their failure to appear as a species of productive erasure. Here, the Bond–Bierstadt nexus recalls Robert Rauschenberg’s famous (and consensual) effacement in 1953 of a picture of Willem de Kooning’s. As the poet and critic Craig Dworkin writes, Erased de Kooning Drawing is itself crucially incomplete, preserving as it does “a shadow” of the image it undid. For Dworkin, Rauschenberg’s contribution was to show “that there are no real absences, only replacements: of one layer by another, pli selon pli, precessions of opacities and cancellations of competing materials, each with their own revelations and supersessions in turn.”11

Dworkin’s interpretation of Erased de Kooning Drawing is based in attention to facture: in the observation, specifically, that instead of being blank, its paper retains “traces of ink and crayon.”12 The lingering, commingling evidences of de Kooning’s and Rauschenberg’s processes conduce to a sense for medium as signaling material and historical depth through what marks remain upon a work’s outward surfaces. And it is here that Bond’s practice once again exceeds the coordinates this chapter has been laying out in its vicinity. For if Erased de Kooning Drawing reflects the strenuous removal of part of an original composition, Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 renders the related but distinct gesture of quietly declining to follow through on some features of the copy it undertook. Each picture, we might say, is an expressive unfinishing, but their respective protocols of incompletion have originated at significantly different points. Less obfuscatory replacements than really blank spaces, Bond’s disappearings do not signal their depictive medium acquiring palimpsestic thickness. They evoke, rather, an effect akin to one the critic Brian McHale identified with the Scottish writer Edwin Morgan’s elegies for his compatriot and fellow-poet Veronica Forrest-Thomson. Each of those poems, McHale explains, ends unexpectedly, at the midpoint of a sentence or a line. Each “finishes,” thereby, “under erasure.”13 On these terms, erasure is not so much a superseding material event as a sort of ambient condition, one that rejigs the possibilities of aesthetic response at the same time that it cancels certain trajectories in figural resolution.

Taking shape, in view of Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859, is a way of looking that must do without the depths introduced by new layers like Rauschenberg’s. What is emerging, instead, is something like what McHale calls “spaciness,” an atmosphere that may prove bewilderingly unreceptive to penetrative modes of attention.14 The materials Bond employs to generate conditions like these are instrumental to their making. Graphite, remarks Harrison, is “that most erasable of mediums.”15 However visually productive they may be, its applications are always haunted by the ease with which they might eventually be removed: “lifted,” as one account has it, “from the surface of the support.” Not only, in other words, has Bond’s near-copy been attenuating the pictorial contents of the source it reiterates; what penciled objects it has reproduced are themselves unusually susceptible to being lifted away—to becoming so completely absent, that is, as to reveal nothing more (or less) than “bright underlying paper.”16 This is a prospect of a negation so thorough as to deprive an observer even of the shadows they might ordinarily hope to detect on a support: shadows of pictorial composition, of facture, and of the artist whose presence is supposed to partly reside there. What looms along such paper’s bright surfaces are forms of nothing, encounters with real vacancies that Bond’s practice challenges us to reckon.17

Imitating “What Is”

“What I wanted,” reports the Latvian-American artist Vija Celmins, “was to pick an image that just described a surface, and to document that image—place it out there, without any feeling.” Celmins, whom Bond has cited as an inspiration, is referring here to her practice of producing graphite drawings of photographs. “I wanted,” she continues, “to remove myself and leave something, a sensibility.”18 Celmins uses the term “redescribing” to denote her practice of generating work via the close study of preexisting media—of carefully penciling a section of a photo, for instance, or of rendering exquisitely accurate sculptural imitations of found stones. For the critic Susan Tallman, this method is concerned, in part, with figuring out a way “to escape the implications of self-expression” and with indulging “a curiosity about the lies and truths of images.” Among the most celebrated of Celmins’s redescriptions are the seascapes she began drawing in the late 1960s. Many of them were based on photos she took while walking along Venice Pier, in Los Angeles. The seeming simplicity of their subjects—a series of aqueous surfaces—belied their extraordinary formal intricacy: in order to transcribe the seascapes with her pencil, Celmins depended on a grid layout to keep herself from “getting lost.”19 Absent from the ocean-works, after all, is any sign of shoreline or horizon: being entirely occupied by water, these pictorial spaces function aslant enduring Renaissance conventions in contrast and point of view.20 Moreover, through what Tallman describes as “astonishing feats of attentiveness,” Celmins’s drawings furnish marine views in which “every swell, curl, and cranny has been given its individual due.”21 This makes for a weird and mesmerizing encounter with a prospect that is both radically specific and basically alienating. Where does one begin interpreting the meaning of pictures like these, in lieu of perspectival depth and of anything like an organizing center?

What is significantly common to many of the images this chapter has so far mentioned are scapes in general and marine scenery in particular. Compositionally speaking, however, Celmins’s seascapes and the coast view incompletely transcribed by Bond from Bierstadt are profoundly dissimilar—even antithetical—projects. The latter artist’s The Marina Piccola, Capri draws from and contributes to what were, by the mid-nineteenth century, well-established aesthetic traditions of the picturesque and the sublime. The vista is made up, on the one hand, of an appealing variety of objects—boats, waves, cliffs, and so forth—that have been diversely but coherently arranged in pictorial space. A feast for what the eighteenth-century landscape theorist Uvedale Price called the “picturesque eye,” The Marina Piccola, Capri furnishes an artful nature that seems at once ruggedly unimproved and essentially orderly.22 At the same time, optical perspective draws the viewer toward the vessel—uncertainly piloted, in Bond’s redescription—at back of the scene, which looks to be sailing in high winds toward some craggy rocks and a horizon-line so bathed in light as to have effectively disappeared. So proceeding, the scene literally locates a transition from rough but measured picturesqueness to overwhelming sublimity at the limit of pictorial space.23 It was upon movements like this one that Bierstadt’s oeuvre established its appeal—and it is from such movements that his later, American work expressed and still conveys a dubious combination of natural wonder and nationalistic fervor.24

By delineating several of The Marina Piccola, Capri’s organizational, traditional, and quasi-ideological features, it becomes somewhat easier to recognize the possible stakes of Celmins’s astonishing attentiveness to watery swells, curls, and crannies in themselves. Where Bierstadt’s sublime orientation, for instance, might redound to its viewer feeling not just startled but spiritually enlarged, the physical practices of spectatorship invited by Celmins’s extreme detail give rise to pleasures of a distinctly less totalizing sort. But what becomes of a dynamic such as this one when it is refracted through the perverse transcription, by a third party, of one of its constituents? In this regard, Celmins’s idea of redescribing proves pertinent not only as a point of contrast with Bierstadt’s shore-going manner but for how it resembles, as well as differs from, Bond’s protocols of revision. On the terms of this triad, Bond’s artistic subject is at least twofold. It is, to a meaningful extent, the elements and correspondences that make up a Caprian prospect. To dismiss these aspects of his concern would be to misunderstand the copy as an articulation of insincerity; Bond has transcribed the things he pictures with what must be recognized as scrupulous care. Nonetheless, Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859’s central concern is, to an even greater degree, the precarious juncture of authorial trace, material contingency, and institutional situation that commingle under the sign of the art-historical object. That object’s truths and lies, to borrow Tallman’s language, are rendered newly accessible to scrutation by a reproduction that preserves its original’s identifiability at the same time that it quietly but unmistakably adjusts its constitution.

Like Celmins, Bond uses photography to set himself a model and to configure a particular technical relation among medium, author, and scene. Through digital projection, images like The Marina Piccola, Capri become compartmentalized and magnified in ways that both temporarily discombobulate the source material—that place it at what Dworkin calls a significant “remove”—and facilitate exquisitely faithful reproduction of the forms that make it up.25 This is akin to what happens with Celmins’s waterscapes, which threatened to so overwhelm her with detail as to leave her unmoored. However, Bond is working from a printed version of a highly conventional littoral picture composed, originally, by a nineteenth-century painter, and not from an occasional photograph of marine surfaces encountered in the course of the artist’s life. The power of Celmins’s seas, writes Tallman, consists in their “forgoing all shortcuts, formulas, and emotional editorializing” en route to a vision that “adheres to what is.”26 What is, in Bond’s Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859, is an unsubtly traditional, overtly editorializing artifact, itself—as we have observed previously—an impression of something prior to it. Where Celmins’s achievement can be interpreted in terms of a sort of strenuously ethical fidelity to the real, this line returns some rather odd impressions if it is carried over to Bond’s transcriptions. That oddness insists, ultimately, that we arrive at some alternate hermeneutics of redescription if we are to begin comprehending what Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 and its ilk may be up to.

By copying waves, Celmins is locating meaning and attention among what Tallman calls the “buzzing particularities of the world.”27 Were one to apply so rigorous an imitative procedure to, say, the real phenomenon of a person’s voice, one might come in for accusations of unoriginality, if not theft. This, of course, is the hazard that Bond’s pictures create and recreate for themselves, their author, and their viewer as they redescribe the particularities of another person’s image. In making near-duplicates, Bond installs himself in proximity to an ancient, venerable, and indomitable lineage of forgers. This class of practitioners of occasionally ingenious fabrications have collectively created fascinating trouble for what the philosopher Christopher Janaway sees as fundamental “questions about the nature of artworks.”28 At the same time, they have posed “a nasty practical problem,” as the aesthetician Nelson Goodman wrote, for “the collector, the curator, and the art historian.” Is a copy of a picture an artwork in its own right? If a spectator cannot tell the difference between an original and a forgery by “merely looking at them,” as Goodman asks, then in what exactly do their aesthetic or otherwise valuative differences consist?29 How about—bearing Bond in mind—issues like medium, historical moment, technological apparatus, and artistic intent? If I draw a photograph, and my audience cannot distinguish between the image I produce and its model, what has been the nature of my achievement? And is it a problem?

Coastal Redescription and the End of the Beach

Queries like these happen to have long taken distinctive shapes in and from Australia. British colonization of the continent was enacted through the antipodean transportation and settlement of convict laborers in tandem with the devastating—but never total—suppression of Aboriginal society, culture, and life.30 (The colony’s first enduring location was at so-called Sydney Cove, in what would become the state of New South Wales. Melbourne, which lies over seven hundred kilometers to the southwest, was established a few decades later, as a trading post on two fringes—one pastoral, one maritime—of the settler frontier.31) A portion of the transportees were educated persons, or “specials,” and the larger part of those had been convicted of forgery. Skilled fakers of (for instance) bills of exchange were sometimes, and uncoincidentally, talented artists: Thomas Watling, Joseph Lycett, and others managed eventually to apply their compositional aptitudes to widely and lastingly approved aesthetic transcriptions of Australian scenery. Such transcriptions were, however, unusually difficult, in the first instance, for persons unequipped with conventional coordinates through which to interpret the “immediacies” of the surrounds they had been involved in invading. As the critic Jonathan Lamb observes, this committed the art of the early colony to “a peculiar kind of originality” which strove to “outline a state of affairs that nothing else known resembled.” To draw a picture, say, of “natural phenomena so singular they were comparable only with nothing” was to find one’s store of correspondences flatly inapplicable, and so to be driven toward eccentric inventive resorts.32

This sort of historical excursus is not presented as some contextual key to understanding Bond’s scrupulous perversions. It is offered, instead, as acknowledgment of the long-standing significance of strange redescriptions to the place where his works (and this chapter) have been made. Looking at Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 with this significance in view, it becomes possible to recognize the uncertainty that has always attended the introduction of European conventions in landscape aesthetics—to say nothing of the introduction of actual European biota—to Australian space.33 This uncertainty has derived from, among other things, the contested and—from the strictly limited point of view of Western art history—anomalous status of the settler-colonial real. A coast scene comes to look unusually well-suited to plumbing this strangeness, beaches being, in Geoffrey Dutton’s words, the “nearest to sacred sites of temples that we [Australians] have.”34 As this concluding section of the chapter will endeavor to explain, the status of such sanctity is becoming subject to unusual pressures in our era, pressures that reproductive negations may be particularly useful frames for feeling.

In the Captain Cook wing of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, in Sydney, hangs Charles Meere’s famous Australian beach pattern (1940), a lively oil painting which happens also to be a vehement expression of national feeling.35 Meere’s unabashedly stylized picture crowds its frame, and its little patch of sand, with a seminude settler-colonial fantasy of beauty, strength, and spirit. The bodies of its thirty-odd human figures are idealized as classically heroic, like so many Greek statues in form-fitting bathers. Left of center, a brawny man is frozen mid-stride, chest out, eyes on the horizon. A boy sits atop the man’s shoulders, brandishing a shovel like a sword. It is tempting to interpret the image, through Dutton’s terms, as the trace of a kind of national religion being born at the juncture of pseudo-classical form, masculine stoicism, midcentury mise-en-scène, and sandy strand.

Over the “Black Summer” bushfires of 2019–20, imageries like Meere’s became vulnerable to radical recasting as Australians reckoned with a different sort of beachscape.36 On New Year’s Eve, about four thousand people crowded onto the foreshore in Mallacoota, a secluded little town in the southeast corner of the country, not far from the New South Wales-Victoria border. They’d been driven to the water by fire. That morning, the town was shrouded in a fug of smoke and haze so thick that it appeared to be nighttime. As the day wore on, the atmosphere’s palette developed into a sort of ruddy gloom. Huddling on the sand in near-zero visibility, locals and stranded vacationers reported hearing the roaring of fires and the pop-pop of exploding gas canisters. Some were told they ought to get themselves and their loved ones into the water. “Like a warzone” is how one local man would later describe the scene he encountered at his burned-out home.37 A few days later on, the only road in or out of Mallacoota remaining impassable, the military landing ship HMAS Choules began collecting evacuees from the waterfront.

Australia’s “unusually photogenic” Black Summer provoked an extensive visual culture.38 In one exceptionally arresting photograph, taken at Mallacoota Wharf by somebody taking shelter there, a person lies prostrate in the foreground. Behind them, people huddle together, stand around, or sit at wharf-edge. Bodies are covered by blankets, hoodies, jackets, caps, and masks. Most everyone who is not hunched over gazes into the distance as though on the lookout for something, though it is not clear what. The background is totally obscured by red murk. This was one warped, hellish negative of Australian beach pattern, the coast refigured as the site not of “freedom” but of last resort.39 It was the sea-margin becoming a figure for a nation “in perpetual flight from danger,” and the befogging of pleasure into sensory deprivation, if not literal hazard.40 It was the symbolic economy of shoreline hedonism in precipitate decline. It was the end of one idea of the beach. “For a nation of coast-dwellers,” observed the journalist Bronwyn Adcock, “climate change is much more than an inconvenient truth: it is upending.”41 Settler-colonial Australia has a shoreside story at its core, one that has been predicated, from the first, on violence, expropriation, and the mythologies of terra and aqua nullius. On the beach in Mallacoota, the lucky country’s narrative arc was arrested and pinned face-down in the sand, between bushfire and saltwater.42

With Bierstadt, The Marina Piccola, Capri, 1859 in mind, we might ask what sort of perverse transcription Bond’s practice would be likely to make of Meere’s painting. It seems plausible, in this regard, to suppose that the resulting picture would consist of a correspondingly depeopled beach—of a scape both studiously reproduced and utterly rid of its heroized human figures. What would appear, from so peculiar a kind of originality, might be an undecidable nothing that neither pretended to unprecedented novelty nor was ineluctably predetermined by the alternatives of (for instance) national religion and national disaster. Such a spaciness might make room, figuratively if not literally, for experiments in inscribing otherwise, trials that would not suppose to transcend their predecessors altogether but that insisted on the possibility of iterating them differently. That those versions would exist, themselves, under conditions of erasure might only enhance their suitability for the places and times we find coming into view, around us and at the horizons of our worlds.
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Subtraction in Art and Ritual: Effacement, Desire, and Universalizing Gestures

Elayne Oliphant

Introduction

In his review of the blockbuster exhibition displaying nearly all of the paintings produced by the seventeenth-century Dutch painter Jan Vermeer at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam in the winter and spring of 2023, Teju Cole pushes back against the overriding assumption that Vermeer’s “images were nothing but wonderful.” He calls instead for a mode of art viewing that sees art as “an artifact inescapably involved in the world’s messiness—the world when the painting was made and the world now. Looking at paintings this way doesn’t spoil them. On the contrary, it opens them up, and what used to be mere surface becomes a portal, divulging all kinds of other things I need to know.”1

Cole is calling for an approach to art very different from that imagined through the framework of subtraction. What he is calling for is something closer to addition—the layering of the material, economic, social, religious, and—importantly—colonial contexts in which so many of the works that dominate the Western art canon were produced. I would argue that this task is not merely optional, but urgent. Scholars whose work is situated in those spaces and practices that continue to benefit from the global structures put in place through modern Western European imperialism need to address how material, cultural, and religious practices participate in colonial violence and supremacist hierarchies. Elsewhere, I argue that the study of religion—and, in particular, study of Christianity—should similarly be open to these forms of examination.2 The portals that may open when we approach art and ritual through practices of addition are not invisible, nor are they even implicit. Often, they are highly visible, monumental, and explicit. The work of subtraction, to my mind, refers to those efforts that insist that these obvious and explicit portals into our colonial pasts and present are not relevant in understanding ritual or art, and, indeed, must be removed in order to access the “true” meaning of the work. If we do open ourselves to these portals, however, we can also acknowledge the extraordinary effort necessary to reproduce the inequalities that continue to structure our globe. In so doing, we might also be better able to ask how we might expend our effort otherwise.

It is from this space of urgent possibility—the reassessment of the material practices of Western European modernity through a framework informed by postcolonial and Black studies critiques3—that I want to ask: from where does the desire to put ritual and art practice into conversation arise? What kinds of assumptions about ritual and art practice are we making when we think there is some common ground here to explore? I want to use the theme of “subtraction” to address two sets of concerns. First, I want to ask what unspoken desires might be betrayed in the gesture of bringing ritual and art practice into conversation. Second, I want to address that which may be erased in implementing the work of subtraction in ritual and art practice. These two concerns are united by an overarching critique of universalizing gestures—efforts that aim to foreground surface similarities through the erasure of the historical and present-day relations that ground and shape social practices. Universalizing gestures, I argue, are rooted in Western European colonial history (in which the categories of art and ritual are also deeply embedded) and, therefore, have violent effects, specifically, the ongoing refusal of the full humanity of non-Western European lifeways.

What Are We Seeking and What Do We Lose in Connecting Ritual and Art?

Let me begin with my concerns about seeking out that which unites ritual and art practice. The two are not immediately evident as comparable forms of praxis. They tend to occur in different kinds of spaces. Ritual is more often collective, while individuals are more often credited with “true” art production. Ritual does not always produce a tangible, material product, while this is often the goal and end result of art practice. Ritual tends to explicitly engage with gods, ancestors, and the dead through repetitive actions whose legitimacy is tied to their transmission from the past. Modern and contemporary art practice implicitly engages with an inherited canon, a market, and an imagined audience through actions that are legitimated by their novel, rather than their iterative nature. Moreover, the modern and contemporary art most valued in art markets today tends to disavow any concrete conversation with or connection to the gods.4 These distinctions make the assertion that ritual and art—two vast and varied categories in and of themselves—can be brought into fruitful conversation one that risks effacing more than it reveals. And yet, as this volume reveals, the attempt to connect the two appears broadly legible to artists, scholars, and funders alike. What inspires us to bring these two activities together, I caution, may well be implicit assumptions and fantasies we bring to both.

The most significant element that the categories of art and ritual may share is their formulation as a means of distinguishing between different categories of humanity through Western European colonial modernity. As Newheiser demonstrates in his framing chapter in this collection, the way we display artworks from the Renaissance in museums today does nothing to convey the devotional, hierarchical, and intimate spaces in which they were produced and viewed, effacing their place in broader social practices. To make the artworks often celebrated as the foundation of the Western European fine art canon into “art,” we have to subtract their social contexts. This category of “art” was further made legible in the nineteenth century through the creation of contrasting categories of “artifact,” “ritual object,” and “curiosity” most often connected to peoples colonized by Western European powers.5 Movement between these categories has occurred more frequently in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but the effects of the distinction remain in the apparent “surprise” that accompanies the “discovery” of “fine art” from places outside of the West.6 Maintaining the false category of an autonomous art made despite or outside of its social context, in other words, remains a key strategy in the ongoing work of racialization.

In contrast, in seeking out ritual as a special expression of all kinds of religious practice, past and present, we are often interested in engaging with a set of highly committed, authentic, and embodied practices. As the theorist of ritual Dana Logan has argued, scholars of religion in the West have tended to avoid the term “ritual,” in favor of “practice” to describe white Christian religious action. In contrast to art, “ritual … evokes a lack of intentionality between thought and action” and “the unselfconscious enactment of tradition.”7 Thus, when we go looking for ritual, we are seeking out a practice whose significance is in some way tied to its apparent nonreflexive and unselfconscious enactment. Anthropological studies of ritual have powerfully called this assumption into question, highlighting the numerous metapragmatic moments throughout ritual activity in which the ritual itself is reflected upon.8 But, these critiques have not prevented many scholars from continuing to seek out such unconscious action, and they tend to do so in spaces quite distant from those in which “fine art” is produced. Art and ritual, therefore, may be most profoundly connected as false and opposing categories in processes of colonial racialization.

How do I understand the creation and ongoing reproduction of these categories as universalizing gestures? Both, I argue, are made meaningful by escaping or subtracting the particularizing binds of the social worlds in which they are enacted. In seeking out art as a special kind of modern (white, European) practice, we are hoping to access an authentic mode of production that escapes the binds of strategy, capital, and exploitation. Its universalizing potential is rooted in the individual artist’s capacity to tap into a broadly eternal truth in a new and unexpected way. Artists embody a particularly modern, secular conception of autonomous subjectivity and individual creativity. Art historian Karin Zitzewitz has highlighted how, even theorists such as Michel Foucault were “attracted to the possibilities art held for a truth independent of authority, whether political or religious.”9 Thus, even those who would critique the idea of an unmediated individual human agency often hold up artists and the art they produce as potential exceptions to the rule.

The universalizing gesture made in the colonial construction of the category of ritual, in contrast, does away with the social by erasing the ways in which humans reflect upon social forms. The anthropologist Webb Keane offers a powerful critique of the category of ritual by calling attention to the highly reflexive nature of these practices, which, he reminds us, are public “scenes of encounter … in which two groups confront, speak to, and exchange objects with each other.”10 In rituals he observed in Anakalang, Indonesia, Keane argues that human practitioners are always responding to the particular contexts, histories, and concerns of the moment as well as the inheritance of objects, words, and practices they have received.

The agency of objects is acknowledged by offerings and anointings, acts that demand in turn that the objects, or the spirits they represent, recognize the legitimacy of the humans who claim to possess them. To be recognizable, this legitimacy requires ritual speech, the social cooperation that produces it, and the collective subject that it embodies, with all the costs and compromises it entails.11


While universalizing analyses of ritual seek out repeated, nondiscursive, and nonreflexive action, rituals inevitably occur in particular spaces and times that, along with the ancestors, spirits, and gods, must also be addressed.

Bringing together art and ritual, thus, risks seeing to universalize human action in ways that maintain racialized hierarchies. Those who practice art can tap into universal human action through their presumed creative individual autonomy from the potentially violent and corrupting influences of the social worlds in which they are invariably embedded. Those who engage in ritual express the universal through their collective forgetting of the equivocations, debates, and hierarchies in which such practices occur. It is the way that material practices are “inescapably involved in the world’s messiness,” in other words, that universalizing gestures obscure. That the distinction between art and ritual, when perceived through a universalizing lens, also reproduces processes of racialization is, I argue, the most significant “messiness” we are seeking to avoid acknowledging.

Subtraction in Ritual and Art Practice

Let me turn now to the second concern I want to address through the lens of subtraction. What universalizing gesture is presumed when we approach subtraction as a desirable practice through which to engage in art or ritual? What do we erase, overlook, or deny the legitimacy of through such a move?

When thinking about the universalizing efforts conveyed in the connection between subtraction and ritual, the antimaterialist biases of Protestantism quickly come to mind. Emphasizing the Word above visual displays of majesty and material conduits of the sacred, Protestant critiques of Catholicism argued for pared-down ritual forms aimed at attentive listening (in languages one understands) in contrast to awed viewing or sensuous encounters with extravagant hierarchical rites. According to such critiques, these streamlined and more “spiritual” ritual forms offer a more “direct” means of encountering God, precisely because they remove pomp, grandeur, and material trappings. These antimaterialist biases and preferences for supposedly “unmediated” encounters have filtered through to secular rituals in the modern era.12 Numerous scholars have highlighted the material qualities of presumably immaterial practices, such as those surrounding words and bodies that Protestants tend to emphasize.13 Thus, preferences for pared-down ritual forms cannot escape the inevitable modes of mediation that intervene in human practices. In addition, such impossible desires are not neutral, but the result of a particular Western Christian—and missionary—history. In Webb Keane’s study of colonial and postcolonial critiques of Sumbanese ancestral ritual practitioners and Dutch and American Protestant missionaries, the problem of materiality and agency is central. Christian missionaries critiqued ancestral practices for placing undue power in material forms and thereby engaging in fetishism.

This tactic was far from unique to Indonesia, as Christian missionaries around the globe insisted that non-Christian practices were false beliefs precisely by pointing to their materialized ritual forms. Colonial Christian missionary work, therefore, was never only about Christian evangelism, but deeply committed to the work of subtracting material forms, denying the agency of objects, and, thereby, the legitimacy of a whole host of religious practices.14 In so doing, Christian missionaries also distinguished between “good religion and bad belief—between the properly spiritual and the frighteningly zealous … with all the racialization that goes along with that distinction.”15 Ritual can and is studied otherwise (see Gelsani this volume), but foregrounding subtraction in ritual risks moving beyond the messiness of social worlds and tapping into something seemingly more universal in ways that can reproduce rather than undo violent hierarchies.

When it comes to art production, the concept of “subtraction” similarly spiritualizes and elevates an aesthetics of both absence and forgetting. Art historian Michael Fried (1980) has argued that, beginning in the mid-seventeenth century, French painters and critics began to express new kinds of worries about the relationship at the heart of art-viewing, that between the art object and the viewer. Critics such as Denis Diderot implored artists to resist temptations toward “theatricality,” emblematic in moments in which those depicted in paintings acknowledged the presence of the beholder in some way. Instead, Diderot asked artists to deny the existence of the very audience they sought by creating works that depicted people deeply absorbed in the tasks before them.16 For Fried, efforts aimed at denying one of the key relations that undergirds art practice—that between artist and viewer—stand at the foundation of modern art. Early modernist painters, such as Édouard Manet would later add to this strategy by incorporating complex references to earlier paintings, reformulating them with absorption as a key concern.17 Such efforts take their ultimate expression in the subtraction of representative forms altogether. According to art critics thinking in this subtractive vein (such as Clement Greenwood, one of Fried’s teachers), painting comes to take on its truest forms in refusing to pretend to be something other than its material components. Modern artists of the mid-twentieth century did not invent a focus on the surface by emphasizing the movement of paint upon the canvas. Their focus on the surface, however, was, motivated by very particular aims: the deferral of the relation between the viewer and artist. An underacknowledged consequence of the emphasis the movement of paint on the surface of the canvas in works of abstraction in the mid-twentieth century was how such practices could effectively limit fine art’s use as a portal.

To be clear, what I have been describing here is an approach to art practice filtered through the lens of a certain kind of critique. However insightful a given analysis of an artwork might be, as portals, no one reading can provide a sufficient account of the varied influences, desires, intentions, and unanticipated effects of an artwork. Fried explicitly puts to the side the complex social, historical, religious, and colonial context of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France to imagine painters whose sole concern was addressing the fraught nature of the artist–viewer relationship by reducing its significance in favor of one between artist and artist or between artist, paint, and canvas. There are other ways to explore artworks from the period, such as through a focus on how questions of slavery and racialization appear in the images, or the colonial provenance of the objects depicted within.18

In her analysis of a very different approach to the surface by Black artists of the African diaspora, Krista Thompson also narrates a history of the Western canon. Thompson describes how critics such as Svetlana Alpers have pointed to Vermeer and other Dutch artists of his generation as inventors of a new mode of imaging who attempted “to reproduce the optical effect of rays of light hitting the surfaces of objects in their paintings.”19 In so doing they “depicted … the gaze, a way of capturing and prerecording a scene so as to make it seem fixed in its own world—impervious and removed, hence independent of, and indifferent to, the viewers of the work.”20 Other critics, such as Hal Foster emphasized that “the ‘special shellac’ of Dutch still life paintings ‘endow[ed commodities] with a pictorial value to match the commercial value.’ The shiny effect also made this commercial value appear to be innate, intrinsic to the value of the commodity.”21 In numerous paintings by Rembrandt, Hans Holbein, Jan Vermeer, and others, the wealth of the newly rising merchant class who served as their patrons was glorified by emphasizing the power of their commodified objects through techniques that made them appear to shine. Clothing, jewels, and objects of their interior homes depicted in the paintings popped with color and vibrancy. Importantly, the white faces and bodies of these subjects were presented without shellac, emphasizing their humanity against the commodities that surrounded them. In contrast, as Thompson demonstrates, paintings of Black bodies made during the period, such Dirk Valkenburg’s “Slave, ‘Play’ on a Sugar Plantation in Surinam,” painted between 1706 and 1708 represented these bodies as glistening with shine, emphasizing their commodity status.

Rather than only gleaning what the makers of the work might have intended, Thompson here is foregrounding their effects: the proffering of “innate” value to material inequalities made possible by colonialism. Such additions are significant as, through traveling blockbuster exhibitions and the unequal distribution of art and ritual objects in the museums of the West, we continue to celebrate an art historical canon whose richness was made possible by European colonial exploitation, and whose status is used as evidence of cultural and racialized supremacy. Approaching art practice and art criticism through the lens of subtraction, however, does not make space for this context or its lasting effects.

Turning to the present, Thompson complicates modern abstraction’s emphasis on the surface by highlighting how numerous artists in the African diaspora also focus upon the surface in numerous art forms, but do so with radically distinct effects.

They present their subjects in ways that call attention to notions of surface—the embellished surface, the reflective surface the surface of the photograph or screen, the backdrop and green screen. While modern artists working globally since the early twentieth century have long emphasized the surface of their canvases or sculptures in their artistic practice, these creators who draw on African diasporic practices call attention to what might be described as the surface of the surface—the effect of light reflecting off of surfaces—as the representational space for figuring black subjects.22


Artists of the African diaspora engage with the surface not in order to erase the contested relationship with the viewer, nor to efface the history of white supremacy that has been so central to the European art canon throughout the modern period. Instead, they point to the surface, Thompson argues, in ways that call attention to the limits of vision, and that “disaggregate the equation between seeing and knowing.”23 When African diaspora artists take up these tactics of shine, they highlight how “the overdetermined surface of black skin prevented many from seeing the humanity and subjectivity of persons of African descent …. Observing the surface appearance of things has been an obstacle to certain ways of seeing, a fact of visibility’s limits that, historically, people of African descent have long experienced.”24 Thus, rather than a tactic of subtraction, the shine or “bling” of African diasporic aesthetic forms call attention to the supremacist claims made in paintings of the sixteenth-century Dutch renaissance by highlighting and repurposing the shine used by these artists of the early colonial period.

Erasing the Hand of the Artist as a Spiritual Practice

To conclude, I want to turn to one final layer of subtraction in relation to art practice. Many contemporary art practices contrast themselves with earlier artistic claims to mastery and genius by turning to a third mode of subtraction. In addition to subtracting the place of the beholder, or the historical, social, religious, and colonial contexts in which they work, many contemporary artists aim to erase their own agency in the process of art production. Artists interviewed for this volume, for example, describe finding ways to tap into “cellular” or “embodied” modes of knowing. Art practices that engage in repetitive, or even monotonous, labor seek to tap into these more “intuitive”—rather than strategic—modes of doing.

In 2010, I worked as a mediator for a contemporary art exhibit in Paris entitled “Gravity and Grace” in which the participating artists insisted that they never know the final outcome of their work in advance, and instead work to inhabit a threshold between something and nothing. Interestingly, when these artists placed subtraction at the center of their art practice, it also offered them a means of understanding their work as “spiritual.” Here, again, we see the biases that continue to hang over ritual studies. The artists did not choose the word “religious,” nor did they describe their efforts as a ritual. Instead, they preferred the concept of “spiritual,” with all of the seemingly universalizing abstractions that accompany it. For his part, the curator used the term “spiritualizing abstraction” to describe their efforts. When asked to explain how “spiritualizing abstraction” related to questions or experiences of spirituality in a Press Release for the exhibit, the curator, Eric de Chassey pointed to the “very precise, very fragile, and very difficult to grasp moment when a creation begins to exist; this very precise and very fragile moment where one passes from nothing at all to something that still isn’t defined, something that still isn’t a big thing, but is just at the point of tipping.” If viewers pay attention to these tipping points, he explained, they, too, would participate in a spiritual exercise.

De Chassey presented the works in the exhibit as “modest” material forms that, if looked at with particular kinds of attention, could aid visitors in approaching spiritual experiences through submission to, rather than mastery over, the materiality they encountered. Later in the Press Release, when asked how viewers should approach the works, he suggested that “we must accept to put ourselves in a position of humility or modesty in front of the works, just as they put themselves in [such] a position in front of the viewer.”

“Gravity and Grace,” in other words, used subtraction as a means of spiritualizing minimalist aesthetics by reducing human agency or action in works of art.25 One way in which the artists accomplished this task was by diminishing and denying the role of their own hands in the act of creation. Included in the exhibition, for example, were the works of Marthe Wéry, a Belgian artist who died in 2007. She created a series of bright monochrome metal panels displayed as triangles on the floor. She created the panels by submerging them in large tubs of water and poured successive layers of paint into the water. Rather than her hand and brush moving the pigment along the surface, the water and paint—deposits of which, one on top of another, were hidden below the surface of the final piece—did the work of creation. The ultimate outcome of each work was never known to her in advance. Similarly, Callum Innes, an Irish artist, displayed abstract paintings through a technique whereby the work of creating the painting is displaced away from the artist, and onto the materials. Doing as little as possible to intervene, Innes allowed the paint to move itself (with the aid of gravity) down the plane of a canvas.

These processes of painting, according to de Chassey, a renowned historian and theorist of abstraction, are one of “impersonalization.” Rather than carefully orchestrating the final outcome, Wéry and Innes simply allowed an “event” to occur. “This event,” according to de Chassey “is the possibility of standing by with the greatest possible proximity at the almost imperceptible moment of something bobbing up to the surface: the exact moment of creation presenting itself in a precise space.”26 This precise moment he likens to the accounts of Christian mystics describing their imperceptible union with Christ enabled by His movement toward them, rather than their movement toward Him.

Other artists in the exhibition approached abstraction as the work of subtracting figuration from painting, precisely “in the moment when one would demonstrate the transient nature of the human experience.”27 In going beyond the “limitations” of figuration, as this argument goes, the artist is better able to engage the viewer in a spiritual reflection. The writings of artists such as Wassily Kandinsky similarly argue that abstraction allows a more direct route to the realm of the “spiritual,” with figurative works risk inappropriately guiding the manner toward a particular end.28

Presuming that such spiritualizing practices are more neutral and, therefore, universal, however, overlooks the varied history of highly materialized and image-laden ways in which humans have engaged in religious and spiritual experiences across time and space. Even if we stay within the constraints of a presumably antimaterialist Protestant Christian bias, we can see numerous desires to encounter the person of Christ in a variety of forms. In response to critiques of the materiality of ritual life, and implicit biases against “stuff” that underscore minimalist aesthetics of subtraction, the religious studies scholar David Morgan has defended the busy aesthetics of popular religious art. He argues that “the theology of the sublime or sovereign Deity”—which I see as another means of pushing toward a theology or aesthetics of subtraction—“is subordinated by many believers to an apparatus of intercession.”29 That is, many of those committed to encountering God have little regard for the “disinterested gaze” that would seek out an absent sublime, or a radically distant God with whom they cannot enter into engaging relationships. Popular religious art—and, in particular, popular Christian art—responds to the desire among believers for an interactive spiritual experience by offering up “the pleasure of recognition.”30

In light of the varied desires people bring to the potential for art to proffer spiritual practices, we need to approach contemporary artists’ desire to deny their own role in, let alone their discursive or metapragmatic engagement with, their work more critically. Their actions can be seen as another expression of the widespread fantasy of and desire for a universal that exceeds the constraints and binds of the social. What if, in contrast, we were to see artists’ choices as carefully calibrated, but also implicitly and explicitly informed by broader social and historical contexts? By emphasizing the agency of artists, I do not intend to foreground a particularly liberal conception of freedom. As Saba Mahmood has made clear, “that all humans have an innate desire for freedom, that we all somehow seek to assert our autonomy when allowed to do so, that human agency primarily consists of acts that challenge social norms and not those that uphold them” are deeply problematic assumptions from which to begin.31 They are, moreover, assumptions that have been made about artists even more than they have about other kinds of humans. I am not arguing, however, that artists are making these choices as autonomous, isolated figures. We are all bound in complex social forms that shape us and demand we participate in relationships of all kinds—with material forms, with other humans, with the past, future, and present. To deny our role in these relationships also risks naturalizing them. That is, to deny the fact that the art historical canon and minimalist contemporary art expressions have any relation to the colonial context in which they are created risks naturalizing the relations of inequality that museum collections, art exhibits, and art markets continue to reproduce.

Through subtraction, ritual and art practice are imagined as escaping the reflexive and relational binds of the social but, once again, they do so via contrasting means. In a post-Protestant context, ritual appears its most authentically “spiritual” (rather than, say, political) when it eschews or reduces the significance of material forms. The art forms that generally convey the most “intrinsic” value on the market and exhibition circuit are generally those that amplify the surface, or the material. Instead of taking the value of these complementary moves for granted, I have highlighted what is lost when we set out to remove clutter, history, violence, and the human hand. I have argued instead for an approach to ritual and art practice as primarily relational. Such an approach will discourage the fantasies that shape the desire for subtraction; it would instead force us to dive into the portals of the violent colonial histories and presents inevitably portrayed in practices of ritual and art alike.




Reflection

Live Particle
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Figure 7 Film Still, Live Particle (Camilla Maling & Angela Clarke). Image © Mark Newbound.


Our art practice is experiential and live. It emerges in the playful spaces in between people, things, and environments. It is moving, sonic, tactile, and spatial, ranging from subtle sensations to dynamic explorations. It foregrounds embodiment which, for us, is life expressed through bodies and minds in motion. Imagination plays a key role, helping to sink awareness into the fleshiness of embodied reality. We sense into our intelligent cells and attune to how they are in constant relationship generating lives and worlds as we know them. We recognize how body-systems and environmental ecosystems provide enduring and tangible models for personal vitality, robust relationships, environmental care, and positive change. We curate somatic, arts-based encounters that invite people to do the same and to translate these models into daily living.

Ritual is central to our practice because the conditions of the experience directly impact how things form and find flow. Experiences are formed in response to place, time, participants, and what emerges live. Flow is found in the negotiation between these things and through the arising action, momentum and pathways created. We bracket time, and through improvisation, support others to generate connection with their relational, sensing, feeling, playful selves. These spaces become sacred because they are durational and held by the quality of our presence and our intention for embodied engagement. We curate through movement, language, materials, sound, and prosody of voice to guide and sustain attention. The process is ritualistic in that it creates patterns, requires repetition, formulates world views, and determines how to engage with the world, connect with others, and care for our planet.

Live encounters with us involve visceral (interoception), haptic (touch), kinetic (moving), sonic, and nature connection experiences which cue awareness of sensation and feeling. We invite people to encounter our crafted objects whilst engaging in somatic, arts-based experiences. Our objects act as a bridge into these less common ways of knowing, experiencing, and paying attention. Objects are made from highly tactile natural, found, upcycled, and recycled materials such as tea-tree wood, greywacke stone, rawhide leather, seed pods, paper, upcycled lycra/yarn, and recycled metals that are sustainably sourced and respectfully gathered. The gathering, making, and construction of these objects are ritualistic in intention and practice.

Objects become self-generated ritualistic talismans for experiencing the sophistication of and correlation between human physiology and natural living systems. For example, tea-tree sticks reflect the spirillic structure and resonant quality of bones, leather suggests the clarity and strength of ligaments, stretchy fabric references the reciprocity of connective tissue, and stones echo the density of varying forms. The shape, texture, color, density, malleability, and how people can move and interact with these objects inform their experience. In combination the objects form “Soma Kits” and are sculptural artifacts that have a sacredness in their presence and use.

For us, sacredness lies in the tangible connections we are making with the life that animates our cells and all living things. We make these tangible connections through crafted experience, sculptural artifacts, ritualized live encounters, and artistic expression. These experiences suggest and reference the profound intelligence of living cells profound intelligence of living cells. Attuned presence to our embodiment yields knowing that is live, and relevant, full of powerful stories, organic patterns, and pathways for physical, mental, and creative resilience and wellbeing.
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Subtraction in Live Particle’s Somatic Practice: The Poetics of Heidegger’s Abyss

Maurizio Toscano

Introduction

In my lap rests a fabric sandbag in the form of a Möbius strip whose circumference is about four hand-spans long. The band is stitched along its length to form two parallel sand-filled tubes—packed tightly enough to simulate the resistance of firm flesh. Holding it aloft, I can trace an infinite path by walking my thumbs and fingers along and around the grooves formed between the tubes, allowing the gentle pendulum-swing of the loop to advance the loop a little at a time in my hands. “Playing the tape” in this way makes me scarcely aware of the single twist introduced into the loop that is characteristic of a Möbius strip—save for the periodic encounter of that single seam where one of the ends was twisted before securing it to the other.

This object serves, as its creators the Live Particle artist educators Angela Clarke and Camilla Maling would describe it, as “an object that creates pathways … a haptic/kinetic tool that invites a kinaesthetic response.” It functions as an aid to attention: an attention that offers us access to knowledge and intelligence that, whilst omnipresent, is ever more elusive given our over-commitment to binary ways of thinking and reflecting, as for example when we encounter entities about us as means-to-an-end or as objects of our cogitation. Attention means coming into awareness of the integration of the entities and processes that constitute our being and becoming in the world and should not be mistaken for simply paying more focused attention to the kinetic/haptic object itself. There is a necessary reciprocity between the knowledge and intelligence revealed through the “kinaesthetic response” and the haptic/kinetic tool itself. The kind of knowledge and intelligence accessed—through the tool and mediated by attention—makes the tool into something very different from a piece of equipment, an instrument, or a technological device. At the risk of laboring the point, the interdependence of knowledge and intelligence, and the haptic/kinetic tool, is best understood outside a mechanistic paradigm in which objects sit in networks of cause-and-effect relations. This paradigm tends to flatten and de-vivify our encounters with the world, stranding us on the surface of things. Live Particle, as the artists’ project moniker suggests, seeks to understand the relationship that is active between tools, practices, bodies, knowledge, and intelligence—right down to the particle level, but remaining in the spirit of life and evolution, that is, attending to living, open, and multiple processes rather than chains of static, finite, and deterministic inputs and outputs.

It is in this living and interactional register that Clarke and Maling speak of “Live knowing”1 and of “poly-intelligence”2 which includes a cellular intelligence or “the mind of the cells.”3 In addition to their poetic force, these expressions capture a complex ontology and epistemology that Clarke and Maling draw upon, explore, and expand through artistic practice. They recognize, following Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s Body-Mind Centering Approach, “[a] relationship between the smallest level of activity within the body and the largest movement of the body aligning the inner cellular movement with the external expression of movement through space.”4 Here scientific knowledge and understanding of the body, consciousness, development, and evolution are not set aside. Rather the fruits of historical and contemporary scientific research in fields like medicine, neuroscience, and physiology are used to provide perspectives and insights that are mutual and resonant with those made available through haptic, somatic, kinaesthetic, and embodied modes of knowing, experiencing, and understanding. Hence, scientific understanding of the interactions within and between body systems (skeletal, ligamentous, muscular, endocrine, nervous, organ, fluid, facial, fat, skin, etc.), and at the cellular and intra-cellular level, reveals a living and distributed intelligence that is available through touch, movement, voice, and so on. Ways of “knowing” this intelligence scientifically, and “knowing” it through and with the body and movement, are not in opposition but are mutual perspectives, accounts, encounters, or experiences. Underscoring this mutualism is the developmental foundation of human movement itself as “both ontogenic (human infant development) and phylogenic (the evolutionary progression through the animal kingdom).”5 Embryonic and cellular development and the deep history of evolution are “remembered” by our bodies at every level and recalled through movement, touch, voice, attention, and the affective. The practices of Live Particle are “in-between,” neither completely on the side of knowing from the “inside” (phenomenological-experiential), nor completely knowing from the “outside” (reflective-scientific). A state best expressed by Clarke and Maling’s reference to Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s idea of “sitting in the synapse.”

The artistic and educational practices of Live Particle are much less about acquisition of knowledge per se, and more akin to an exploration of the intelligibility that arises from “the alignment between the inner cellular movement with the external expression of movement through space” referred to earlier. Clarke and Maling work together toward realizing this alignment using movement, touch, voice, breath, composition, improvisation, interactions with objects and in space, and amongst many other modes, “somatization” (vis-à-vis direct kinaesthetic experience rather than “visually” evoked kinaesthetic experience). These artistic and educational practices often take place with others (human and non-human others), and so extend the “continual dialogue between awareness and action” to multiple agents.6

This is well illustrated in a recent Live Particle event in which a dozen people in a gallery space were invited to co-construct a movement “score” (analogous to a musical score). Clarke and Maling had prepared some haptic/kinetic tools for the event and placed them in a corner of the exhibition space: fifteen or so twisted tea-tree sticks stripped of bark, with smoothed but gnarled and pitted surfaces; long ropes made from braided cloth; narrow leather strips or laces about the same length as the sticks; and a sheet of silky and stretchy cloth about ten meters long and two meters wide. Clarke and Maling invited the participants to collect a stick and a leather strip and begin the process of alignment and attention. Clarke and Maling very skillfully used words, tone, and gesture to initiate the participants’ encounters and experiences with and in the space, and with the haptic/kinetic tools. Seamlessly, and again with carefully considered words and movements, Clarke and Maling curated and co-performed a collaborative movement “score” in which all the participants arranged and re-arranged the tools in the space until they settled into a “finished” installation. The result was not just an installation of ropes, sticks, strips, and fabric, but rather the manifestation of the work’s becoming. That is, as the participants touched, moved, and (re)arranged the objects in the space, they were necessarily entangled with other bodies—personal intentionality had to respond to the resistance and affordances of the material objects, but these too were put into constant flux by the interactions of other human and non-human agents. Hence, the final installation was paradoxically resolved as a work-as-process: its resolute and quiet stillness contained the ongoing becoming of the work, which was the score. There was a palpable sense of personal and collective knowing through and with bodies, objects, touch, movement, and so on. Yet this knowledge resonated in the space between the completed score as materialized in the installation and in an “inner” sense of renewed awareness and embodied sensitivity to the world. Moreover, it was evident that although the score was a co-production, the work could not have been possible without the educational and artistic practice and skill of Clarke and Maling.

In light of these preliminary reflections, this chapter seeks to understand the significance of Live Particle’s artistic and educational practices in the context of what they offer by way of knowledge in a secular age.

Challenges to Encountering What Is Always and Already Here

The preceding reflection on the Möbius strip as an attention kinaesthetic awareness tool (hereafter, soma-loop) and the description of one episode of artistic/educational movement score co-creation highlights some important theoretical challenges to an inquiry into the epistemic nature of the artist/educator practices that constitute Live Particle. Paradoxically, they are challenges that can help advance our inquiry and deepen our understanding of art practice. There are three main challenges.

First, it is apparent that the descriptions of the use of the soma-loop and the score creation, along with any theoretical re-description, have in some sense “arrived too late.” The attention, the live knowing, and the “mind of the cell” were co-present in the experiences but are no longer available to us in their original form. Those experiences ended the moment they gave way to predominantly cognitive experiences, that is, when the experiences become the objects of description, reflection, or analysis. This is a perennial impediment to retrospective phenomenological accounts that aim to capture living events and remain faithful to the original phenomena. What is evidently missing from my descriptions is the living, visceral, and integrated interactions with the soma-loop or the haptic/kinetic tools, the space of the movement score-making, and the others who were there. These are the kinds of interactions that revealed to me and others a truth about gravity say, that is irreducible to a single mode of representation or type of experience. For instance, there “with” the soma-loop gravity shows up unbidden through the mediation of touch and movement at every scale of the human body. It also includes the weightiness—the gravitas—of every cell in my body and the weightiness of the relenting and resisting fields of particles, energies, and flows that extend the encounter in and across space and time. There “with” the soma-loop, I uncover too something of the primordial memory of being suspended in a rhythmically moving womb that, like a Möbius strip or a cell, binds both the finite (it contains) and the infinite (it fails to disclose its finitude). Likewise, my re-telling of the creative episode in the gallery necessarily excludes the somatization of my co-creators as I am reduced to using “my” words to conjure up images of what was a spatial, temporal, and kinaesthetic experience shared with other beings.

Second, there is the risk of introducing dualisms and dichotomies that would undermine the integration that is proper to the artist/educator practices of Live Particle. For example, it is tempting to prematurely distinguish knowledge/known from knowing/knower, and to reify the former—thereby occulting the unpredictability and dynamism that is essential to living know-ing. Similarly, it is too easy to think of the creative episode or event in the gallery as a combination of distinct artistic and educational practices, as though the artistic co-creation of a movement score was occasionally interrupted by the interjection of instructions; or as if Clarke and Maling’s utterances could not be simultaneously declarative, interrogative, exclamatory, and imperative; or combine perlocutionary, illocutionary, and locutionary force.7

Third, there is the continuing concern about our over-reliance on language, and limits to language. In the context of an embodied and integrated knowledge then, we may feel tempted to abide by the sentiments of Wittgenstein’s final line in his Tractatus: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent.”8 But this too is not quite right, for song, movement, and touch can fill the silence even (and perhaps especially) when words fail us—if indeed filling every silence is deemed necessary.

Granted, these concerns may be summarily dealt with if we assume that reflection, analysis, argumentation, linguistic re-description, explanation, and so forth are also already and always “attentive” in a way that authentically discloses a living knowledge and cellular intelligence. After all, how might reflection, analysis, argumentation, and so forth meaningfully arise outside a body or interactions between bodies. Yet, if we are too quick to render everything in embodied and somatic terms, we may pass over what is distinctive about artist/educator practices of the kind enacted by Live Particle.

This is especially so in the context of our contemporary secular age, which is conditioned by metaphysical commitments that distinguish it from previous ontological epochs. For we may ask whether such ontological conditions and commitments call artists to practice and contribute in ways that are radically different from, or perhaps more sympathetic to, artistic practice in other epochs or societal contexts (theistic or otherwise). According to Mark Wrathall’s reading of Martin Heidegger’s deep history of being, we currently find ourselves in late-modernity wherein the entities paradigmatic of our time are “resources,” which replaced “material nature” as the paradigmatic entity of the preceding modern period, and which in turn replaced “God” as the paradigmatic entity of the Christian/Theistic metaphysical epoch.9 Moreover, whilst the impetus that shaped practices in the Christian/Theistic period was perfect conformity with the idea and will of God (vis-à-vis sainthood), and calculation and mastery were the impetus for practices in modernity, the present age instead calls for optimization and exploitation of (human and non-human) resources. Whether, and in what ways, the artistic practices of Live Particle disrupt, circumvent, or overcome the call of late modernity—or recover aspects of other ontologies—is a question explored in this chapter. Consequently, the aim is to place the artist/educator practices of Live Particle in conversation with a philosophical framework that draws out such distinct possibilities whilst remaining sensitive to the integrative ontology, phenomenology, and epistemology that undergird such practices. The objective is to consider what the art and education of embodiment, as a way of living and learning, offers us today.

With these objectives in mind, my inquiry will make use of the philosophical works of Martin Heidegger.10 The reasons are threefold. Firstly, Heidegger has been a key figure in the development of philosophies of phenomenology and ontology, and these in turn have allowed us to interrogate that nature or art and artistic practice in ways that are most helpful in understanding the work of Live Particle. Secondly, Heidegger’s work addresses the challenges described earlier, with varying degrees of success; so, thirdly, there is great potential in expanding and elaborating Heidegger’s ideas by attending closely to what is distinctive about the art/educator practices of Live Particle in the present-day context.

What Are Poets for in a Destitute Time?

We are at a critical moment as a species. The endemic lack of attention we pay to our inherent integration with one another and the planet is fueling an unsustainable and harsh reality. Displacement, separation, isolation, sedentarism and climate change are some of the conditions that arise from this lack of attention. Education has a critical role to play in positively transforming this predicament. To achieve this transformation, we propose a radical shift in the way we live and learn.11


The statement above captures well the everyday sense that we are living in a time of crisis. Still, it also suggests that a way out and beyond this crisis is possible. The crisis so described alludes to an artificial fragmentation and compartmentalization of the world, but one that education may potentially overturn. Moreover, such imposed granularity coincides with the loss of the kind of attention that is necessary to recover unity through experience, hence the call for a new way of living (through integrative practices) and learning (as a mode of deep attention). Although this call is open to everyone, I want to explore the question of whether artist/educators, as exemplified in the work of Clarke and Maling’s Live Particle, are attuned to, and respond to this call, in a distinctive way—a response that may generate new knowledge that others need in order to overcome the crisis (not by avoiding it but learning how to live through it). Therefore, Clarke and Maling’s proposal for new way of living and learning in a time of crisis may not merely be just one response amongst many others to the question of what “we” can and should know, do, be, and become. It also speaks directly to questions about what artists and educators are called to know, do, be, and become in a time of crisis.

Martin Heidegger explored the question concerning what artists are for in a time of crisis in his chapter-length essay, What Are Poets for?
12 So it is a useful starting point for examining the specific contribution of art/education posited by Live Particle. Granted, although strictly speaking the foci of Heidegger’s essay are poets and poetry, his writings on art (see The Origins of the Work of Art
13) suggest that at the deepest ontological level the artistic and poetic (as poiesis) are synonymous. In What Are Poets for? Heidegger credits the chapter’s eponymous question to a line from Freidrich Hölderlin’s poem Bread and Wine,
14 which contemplates the disappearance from our lives of the gods of antiquity, and concomitantly our indifference to their departure. Indeed, Heidegger’s concern about what artists and poets are called to do today only makes sense in the context of what he sees as the peculiar crisis of the de-deification of the world and the fading away of the holy. Heidegger underlines the idea of crisis by repeatedly drawing upon references to night-time in Hölderlin’s poem, and particularly midnight, when we assume “[i]t might be better to sleep than to be so bereft” of gods.15 For Heidegger the crisis is the gods’ failure to appear: what he calls the “default of God.”16 Nonetheless Heidegger, like Hölderlin, holds out that the “gods still live on/It’s up in the other world they are, over our heads.”17 So, if the god or gods fail to re-appear, it is because we appear not to care enough to seek them out. This search for the gods is precisely what Heidegger sees as the role of the artist in destitute times: to find and follow the traces of the paths back to the gods. But where are these traces to be found?

Heidegger’s “default of god” amounts to a removal of a ground or grounding idea. He means by this that which rests firmly beneath us, supports us, but also that to which we are inexorably drawn. Hence a crisis is “[t]he age for which the ground fails to come, hangs in the abyss.”18 It amounts to a subtraction in the original sense of “pulling away” (-traction) “that which is underneath” (sub-). The abyss as a fundamental subtraction of divinity is something we must endure and experience. We cannot afford to avoid the loss of such a ground by sleeping through it or mistaking it for a dream. The abyss is not an emptiness or negation—nor is it nihilism—and being brought into the abyss by subtraction can be (must be) a deliberate experience: an adventure. For,

the abyss holds and remarks everything. In his hymn ‘The Titans’ Hölderlin says of the abyss that it is ‘all-perceiving’. He amongst mortals who must, sooner than other mortals and otherwise than they, reach into the abyss, come to know the marks that the abyss remarks. For the poet, these are the traces of the fugitive gods.19


The abyss here has a twofold nature, for it is at once emblematic of the groundlessness of our secular age, and simultaneously the source of a heightened awareness—the “all-perceiving”—that attunes us to the possibility of a re-integration with the holy. The injunction that the artist or poet must reach further and sooner into the abyss, therefore, entails that the artist must venture into and endure the subtraction more deeply and urgently than others. The artist must also align with the abyss’ capacity to be all perceiving so that the traces of the fugitive gods are made perceptible once more. In light of this, we ask whether and in what ways these manifest in the artist/educator’s commitment to attention as a pathway toward what is always and already an all-perceiving integrated way of being and becoming.

To be clear, the subtraction referred to does not correspond to the “aesthetics of subtraction” that is the focus of Oliphant’s analysis and critique (this volume). It is not a romantic or idealistic (or even religious) project aimed at setting aside the messy, embodied, material, and power-political aspects of life in favor of a universal essence or some transcendent being or Platonic realm that is always just out of reach of mere mortals. The task undertaken here is not to explore ritual and art as an aesthetics “of” anything, least of all subtraction. Quite the contrary, it would be better expressed as an attempt at the “subtraction of aesthetics” made possible by art and ritual. This, as I have argued elsewhere, suspends the tendency toward fragmenting the totality (not to be mistaken for the universality) of aesthetics understood ontologically.20 Aesthetics, looked upon theologically, scientifically, politically, sociologically, anthropologically, etc., has its place, but the ontological myopia of these approaches risks making an aesthetic out of the very messy, material, living, political, and relational entities they purport to understand and defend.

Things and Subtraction

Returning to the account of the soma-loop, we recognize in its being “an object that creates pathways … a kinaesthetic awareness tool” something of the nature of subtraction and its relationship to the body, touch, sound, movement, attention, and cellular intelligence. The soma-loop invites a displacement away from distraction—distraction being the condition in which our attention is pulled into different directions all at once—and substituting this distraction with subtraction: that is, venturing into the abyss. Heidegger describes this as follows:

To submit to this displacement means: to transform our accustomed ties to world and earth and henceforth to restrain all usual doing and prizing, knowing and looking, in order to stay within the truth that is happening in the work. Only the restraint of this staying lets what is created be the work that it is.21


If the displacement toward subtraction succeeds, then the soma-loop ceases to be an object of thought for a singular, detached, and disembodied intellect. More importantly, it ceases to be the site and source of an outward projection of the will onto the world for the sake of utilitarian and calculable ends. In its stead the subtraction invited by the soma-loop sets up a practice of attention that “lets what is created be the work that it is.”22 This is what Clarke and Maling achieve both artistically and educationally: years of experience with embodied, somatic, and kinaesthetic practices and knowledge accords them knowledge about an educational praxis that suppresses distraction of the kind Heidegger speaks of, whilst simultaneously setting up a “work” of art in the sense of conditioning subtraction that marks the entrance to the abyss.

Through attention, Heidegger would say, an object like the soma-loop becomes a “thing.” Here things are entities that have an independence insofar as our doings with them, or our prizing of them, or our knowing and looking at them cannot penetrate deeply enough into their nature as self-sufficient beings: “The unpretentious thing evades thought most stubbornly. Or can it be that this self-refusal of the mere thing, this self-contained independence, belongs precisely to the nature of the thing?”23 According to Heidegger things, unlike objects, can give us access to being and becoming, pure and simple, because they gather ontological elements that have been dispersed or disrupted by the metaphysics of modernity and late-modernity. Again, works of art as things can become a path of deliberate subtraction directed toward the recovery of the gods.

We can see this in two ways if we focus on artistic practice and artistic works as such, but also educational practices and works. Firstly, Heidegger notes:

For centuries philosophy has taught that there are four causes: (1) the causa materialis, the material, the matter out of which, for example, a silver chalice is made; (2) the causa formalis, the form, the shape into which the material enters; (3) the causa finalis, the end, for example, the sacrificial rite in relation to which the chalice required is determined as to its form and matter; (4) the causa efficiens, which brings about the effect that is the finished actual chalice, in this instance, the silversmith.24


Heidegger re-interprets this Aristotelian account of (artistic) production by recovering the original Greek sense of cause as aition which is closer in meaning to: “is responsible for something else.” In this sense the material (silver), form (the chalice-ness), and purpose (ritual practice) are clearly responsible for the chalice being what it is and not something else; but so too is the practice of the artist.25 Yet, for Heidegger this is not, as suggested by causa efficiens, to be interpreted as the artist being the “cause,” whilst the final form, materiality, and purpose of the chalice being the “effect.” Rather the consideration of the artist along with the material, purpose, and form, together give themselves up so that the chalice can show up as what it is. The artist then is always co-responsible for the work rather than the master of its production. Further, aitia may also mean “to occasion” or “make present”: so, we can interpret artistic practice as occasioning the revelation of something.

Second, as Quay argues,26 these Aristotelian causes map onto Heidegger’s fourfold—the earth, the sky, the mortals, and the gods—which are, according to Heidegger, unified through things27 and which represent in their unity the holy that Heidegger identifies in Hölderlin’s poetry. Additionally, Quay argues that confusion about education arises when it is approached with a narrow and instrumentalist overemphasis on cause and effect, such that individuals take up the role of the efficient cause of education, the curriculum the formal cause, the social culture the final cause, and the child/student the material cause.28 It is striking that Clarke and Maling’s artistic-educational practices—mediated, enacted, and instantiated as they are in bodies and things—do not rest in this pragmatic and instrumental space, but instead venture (via the subtraction of such comfortable and reliable educational tropes) into the uncomfortable, expansive, and recuperative space of the abyss.

Therefore, the artist/educator practices of Live Particle “with,” “through,” and “in” things and bodies set up and preserve the conditions of subtraction that give us access to poly-intelligence (including cellular intelligence), live knowing, and so forth. Moreover, such practices ensure that what is made available is not distracting, but instead affords an experience of integrated knowing, being, and becoming. This in turn is what constitutes “the gods” from whom we have become estranged. Indeed, from an educational perspective, this attention to integrated intelligence is precisely what Paulo Freire refers to as the condition of conscientização (critical consciousness) that inaugurates our movement from being-in-the-world (doing, prizing, knowing, and looking) toward being-with-the-world (i.e., recognizing one’s part in the integrated becoming that comprises our living together with the world).29

Poetry, Embodiment, and Venture of Subtraction

There are many gaps in Heidegger’s rendition of art and his attempt to usher in a non-metaphysical way of being through a renewed relationship with “things.” Principle amongst these is the lack of emphasis he places on the role of the body, movement, touch, and manipulation in the practices and works of art. In Heidegger’s writing, the path toward the abyss is dominated by the mediating role of “things”—understood in his sense—and the centrality of language, which he refers to as “the house of Being. In its home man dwells.”30 In their commitment to embodiment, the artist/educator practices of Clarke and Maling offer us a way to address these shortcomings. Granted, Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2013) did much to advance Heidegger’s ontological and phenomenological work into the space of embodiment,31 but as Clarke and Maling point out, his work also falls short of encompassing the lively multidimensionality, integration, and poly-intelligence that is central to the philosophy and work of Live Particle. Certainly, Merleau-Ponty did not undertake the task, as Live Particle do, of tracing the continuous network of embodiment down to the microcosm of the cellular and molecular, and across multiple and integrated dimensions of space and time. Embodiment cannot simply be a matter of assuming everything is as it was before, but now with the addition of a perfunctory acknowledgment of “the body”: a weird chimera of the body as idealized abstraction and the body as a functional object. This of course misses the point that everything “before” was already suffused with embodiment, and beyond Merleau-Ponty’s expectations, contemporary science has helped reveal how deeply this embodiment extends (contiguously) beyond the familiar scale of human experience.

There is, however, in Heidegger’s idea of the abyss—and the condition and enactment of subtraction—a concept that resonates with another essential feature of the artistic and educational practices of Clarke and Maling. Precisely it is the idea that the kind of attention they make possible through movement, touch, sound, somatic things, memory, dialogue, and so forth moves us into a space that makes us sensitive to our own vulnerabilities, and at the same time provides us with an experience of safety. Again, this coupling is found in the nature of the abyss, which is a condition to be endured and simultaneously the process of overcoming (analogous perhaps to a fever, which is something one must endure as it is essential to recovering from illness). Moreover, recalling Heidegger’s notion that the role of the artist is to go further and sooner into the abyss, we can approach the artist/educators’ practices in another way. Namely, the artist/educator must develop in advance of others the skills of sensitization, attention, touch, movement, and interaction necessary for subtraction. The artist/educator must practice their attunement to being and becoming and must develop the skills—or better still, the virtuosity—to set up and preserve the conditions that support such attunement. We must note, however, that despite the allusion here to something that transcends or exceeds the ordinary experiences of the world, such attunement is not rarefied and may show up in attention to and through everyday things, words, actions, and interactions. Developing a sensitization to the world in advance of others—that is, learning to subtract the ground and venture into the abyss—is not something that can be switched on and off since its character is ontological (it makes the abyss available), existential (it is primarily a process of being and becoming, rather than a doing and knowing), and phenomenological (it is experienced) much more than it is pragmatic (it is not merely directed to solving a problem or undertaking an inquiry).

The artist/educator then must be skilled in the educational art-forms of “leaping ahead” into the abyss (Vorspringende Fuersorge) to avoid “leaping in for” (Einspringende Fuersorge) others.32 The former acknowledges that caring for others requires a commitment to, and responsibility for, subtraction for the sake of the care of others—especially in an educational sense. Counterposed to this is the latter, which amounts to intervening into the being and becoming of others (even with good intentions) and this robs the other of the opportunity for practicing authentic care of their own being in the world. In the former case, by “leaping ahead” and enduring the subtraction, the artist educator does not “return” with the answers, or even the experiences that may make them more empathetic to the joys and sufferings of others. Instead, they carry into educational experiences a capacity to “share the way,” rather than “show the way” into the abyss. Artists are not Nietzschean Übermensch coming down from the mountain like Zarathustra (or in this case rising from the abyss) armed with a will to power much stronger than anyone else. They differ only slightly in degree from others in their will toward adventure, that is, venturing a little deeper. So, what is most striking about the artist/educator practices of Live Particle is precisely that the attention, the movement, the touch, the hearing, the mind of the cell are not experiences that one can have “for” another or “instead” of another, or even “despite” another: the abyss cannot be ventured into vicariously. Furthermore, these experiences are not private or solipsistic—they are by necessity elements of an integrated whole. Therefore, the skillful artist/educator is distinguished from others by virtue of having experienced the abyss in the developing of their artistic skills. Moreover, such skills are precisely those that cultivate a shared ethical and existential disposition toward care that is necessary to create a space of safety “with” others rather than “for” others. Consequently the “leaping ahead” is a preparation for an attunement to others for the sake of care as it shows up in the educational-artistic encounters, rather than set of performed remedial, therapeutic, or psychological strategies.

There is another way by which to express the abysmal and subtractive co-experience of vulnerability-care that Live Particle makes possible. As human beings we are born into an ecological and biological environment that offers us no greater protection than is offered any other living and non-living being. Still, as humans we are also thrown into a world shared with others, and with whom over eons we have created the cultural, technological, religious, and other conditions that try to insulate us from the unpredictability of the natural world and the inevitability of death and decay. Paradoxically, as Heidegger sees it, this attempt at finding protection where no such protection is available exposes us to a greater threat, namely: that we cease to take up the venture of living. We are forever escaping life, and turning our backs on the gods and the holy. Heidegger calls this artificial state “unshieldedness”33 to distinguish it from the absence of protection we otherwise share with other beings. We can think of this in terms of an “artificial” sense of security that advances in technology have provided—the more technology protects us from death and suffering, the more we lose the existential insights these inevitabilities offer by way of occasioning an authentic care for our (and others’) being and becoming. It is this state of unshieldedness that is characteristic of our current state of crisis, and which builds upon the fear that accompanies (increasing levels) technology.

Heidegger’s unshieldedness arises from our will to impose order and certainty on the world, and to eschew the unpredictable, immeasurable, and incalculable. The source of this impulse toward certainly and control is found in the adventure of all living beings, but for us it has gone too far. However, like the ancient pharmakon, the remedy is found in the poison. For Heidegger the poet is called to venture into the abyss—that is, be prepared to take on the unshieldedness that accompanies subtraction—but venture only a little more than what life ordinarily entails. How? By transforming the state of unshieldedness into an experience of “the Open”34—precisely the experience of the embodied integrated whole (living knowing; poly-intelligence) that is at the center of Live Particle’s practices. Furthermore, for Heidegger this practically and metaphorically coincides with the poet’s capacity for “saying” and “singing”—that is, manifestating into language what is gleaned from the poet’s adventure into the abyss. The artistic and educational practices of Clarke and Maling’s Live Particle achieve this in ways that include but go well beyond “saying” and “singing.” Their poetic works also take the form of movement, touch, attention, live knowing, poly-intelligence, and so on, and thereby offer a livelier adventure toward recovering the traces of the gods. Live Particle moves beyond what Heidegger refers to as “the still covetous vision of things … the work of the eyes,”35 but also exceeds what is available through language. In Heidegger’s terms their practices become a “work of the heart,”36 that is, the always and ever-present and ongoing living integration of the mind, the body, the intellect, and the spirit.

Conclusion

The artist/educator practices of Live Particle answer the question of what poets and artists are for in destitute times. By virtue of their skillful practices, Clarke and Maling are able to enter sooner and deeper into the crisis that attends contemporary life—their practices are works of art, education, and subtraction in the sense of inaugurating the adventurous search for the holy in destitute times. In the manner of Heidegger’s poets, their artistic/educational practices allow them to set up and preserve the conditions for both enduring and resolving the crisis, and in communion “with” others. Their educational philosophy supports a “leaping ahead” (in the abyss) that invites others to share in the care we ought to have for the world, and do so with and through attention, living knowing, and poly-intelligence. Importantly, Live Particle’s commitment to embodiment and the intelligence of the cell not only extends the experience of the crisis beyond the linguistic and representational—through the incorporation of somatic things, movement, touch, and sound—but also foregrounds the recovery of a space of safety in times of crisis and vulnerability.
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Invention in Aleinu: On the Creation and Transformation of Ritual

Molly Farneth

Rituals begin. On the historical timeline, there is some point at which a ritual appears. It did not exist, and then it did. It had never been performed, and then it had been.

This is an obvious fact, but one that’s easy to set aside or forget, maybe because once rituals exist they’re often encircled by an aura of timelessness. Rituals are repeatable, which is to say that they can be performed again and again in more or less the same way. Their repeatability suggests their unchangeableness—they seem always to have been thus. Reminding ourselves of their invention, their origins, can help us to remember that despite the aura, rituals aren’t timeless at all. People create them in order to do something, to fill some particular need or desire, in some particular social and historical context.

If we leave the matter there, we might end up with an “invented-and-then-repeated” framework for thinking about rituals. Rituals are invented, we might say, but then they are repeated, performed in the same way in perpetuity. But this invented-and-then-repeated framework risks leaving us with the impression that rituals respond to their social and historical context only in the moment of their invention. On this view, people invent rituals as a creative response to a particular context and need; once created, however, rituals become inert and their repetition mere rote—not quite timeless, but forever fixed in their original form. But that’s not right either. First of all, while people do create rituals, they rarely create them “from scratch.” The creativity involved in their invention isn’t radical in that sense; it’s not creation ex nihilo. Rather, when people invent rituals, they adapt and accommodate already existing forms, words, and gestures drawn from a stock of socially significant acts. Second, rituals, once created, remain responsive; they change over time. Taken together, these two points suggest that both “invention” and “repetition” exist on a continuum of innovation and adaptation, in which rituals are both governed by the norms of a group and responsive to changes and challenges to those norms.

In what follows, I explore these ideas through one of the central prayers of the Jewish liturgy, Aleinu. Aleinu is one of the most frequently recited prayers included at the end of daily prayer services. It is also featured in the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur liturgies, where it is called the Grand Aleinu or Aleinu HaGadol. Like many rituals, Aleinu comprises a series of verbal and gestural acts, undertaken in a regular and prescribed order. The recitation of Aleinu—including who recites it, where and when they recite it, and how they recite it—is governed by a set of shared rules and norms. Some of these rules and norms date back to the ritual’s origins; others have been introduced and transformed in the many centuries since. In contemporary Jewish practice, Aleinu is recognizable across theological, cultural, and geographical differences, even as there are significant debates within and across diverse Jewish communities about how people ought to enact it now and into the future.

In all of this, Aleinu is not extraordinary but utterly typical of rituals—it changes over time, in response to internal debates and external pressures. What Aleinu is today is a result of its invention as well as the many adaptations and innovations that practitioners have undertaken in its enactment over the years. This is a simple point, but it is one worth reiterating because of the tendency to think of rituals as static—once invented and then unchanging. Rituals are invented, of course, but never out of nothing, and never once and for all.

The Ritual: Aleinu

Aleinu is two paragraphs long.1 The first paragraph affirms the distinctiveness of the Jewish people among nations and declares God’s sovereignty:

We must praise the master of all, and render greatness to the creator of the universe, who did not make us like the nations of the lands, and did not place us like the families of the earth, who did not make our lot like theirs, or our destiny like all of them. [For they bow down low to vanity and emptiness and pray to a god who does not save.]2 We bow down low in grateful acknowledgement before the king over the king of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He. For He spreads out the sky and establishes the earth, and his majestic abode is in the sky above, and his mighty dwelling place in the lofty heights. He is our God. There is none else. He is truly our king. None is like Him—as is written in the Torah: “Know this day and reflect on it, because Adonai is our God in the sky above and the earth below. There is none else.”3


The second paragraph adopts a prophetic voice, anticipating the day when all people will recognize the sovereignty of God proclaimed in the first paragraph:

Adonai our God, we therefore hope soon to see your majestic glory; to remove idols from the earth, so that the false gods will be destroyed; to perfect the world under the Almighty’s kingdom, so that all will call on your name; and to turn all the wicked of the earth toward You. May all the inhabitants of the world realize and know that to You every knee must bow down, every tongue swear allegiance. Adonai our God, before You they will bow down and fall, and honor your glorious name, and they will all accept the yoke of your kingdom, that You might rule over them soon and forever; for the kingdom is yours and to the ends of eternity You will rule in glory, as is written in your Torah, “Adonai will rule forever.” And it has been said, “Adonai will become king over the entire earth. On that day Adonai shall be One and his name shall be One.”

Contemporary Jewish communities have different ways of reciting the prayer. Typically, at least part of the prayer is communally recited in Hebrew. It is recited while standing (although it is halakhically permissible—that is, in accordance with Jewish law—to recite the second paragraph while seated, in most communities the custom is to stand for both). Beginning with the phrase translated as “we bow down” in the first paragraph, worshipers bend their knees, then bend at the waist, and then hold the posture for a moment. At “before the king,” they return to standing. When the prayer is recited on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, prayer leaders—and, in some communities, all worshipers—kneel and then proceed to lower their bodies all the way to the floor in an act of full prostration.

Invention?

Like many rituals, Aleinu can feel timeless. But, like all rituals, it was, at some point, invented or inaugurated. When, and how, is a matter of some debate. One traditional view was that the text of Aleinu was composed by the biblical Joshua after conquering Jericho. The original purpose of the prayer, on this view, was to affirm the distinction between the Israelites and the Canaanites, who, according to the biblical tradition, worshiped false gods. Most contemporary scholars dismiss this view, however, and believe instead that the text is post-biblical, although its exact date of composition remains uncertain. The twentieth-century liturgical scholar Joseph Heinemann held that it dated to the Second Temple. Others have argued that it originated with the third-century Babylonian sage Rav or somewhat later with members of his school. In any case, the earliest known use of the text was an introduction to the kingship or sovereignty section (Malchuyot) of the Rosh Hashanah liturgy. It was incorporated into the Yom Kippur liturgy sometime thereafter. It wasn’t until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that the prayer began to be integrated into the daily liturgy, and then only gradually. Here, already, we can see how the liturgical settings and uses of the prayer transformed—in this case, expanded—over several centuries.4

Thematically, the text of the prayer reflects its original use as an introduction to the kingship section of the Rosh Hashanah liturgy, emphasizing God’s sovereignty over all. In developing this theme, the author or authors did not write the prayer from scratch. Rather, they incorporated phrases and verses from the Hebrew Bible. For instance, they conclude the second paragraph of Aleinu with words from Zech. 14:9: “Adonai will become king over the entire earth. On that day Adonai shall be One and his name shall be One.” Other phrases in the prayer are drawn from Deuteronomy and Exodus. The words of the prayer echo, and in some cases reproduce word-for-word those appearing in central Jewish texts.

Likewise, many of the gestures and postures involved in the enactment of Aleinu have their roots in Jewish practices that predate the prayer. In particular, the act of full prostration that accompanies the Grand Aleinu dates to the Second Temple period, when worshipers prostrated and recited personal prayers at the end of formal ritual. This practice fell out of favor after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. When it appears in the Grand Aleinu, the act is an exception to the general rabbinic prohibition on practices, such as prostration, that have come to be associated with other religious traditions (in this case Roman Catholic kneeling and Islamic prostration), and an embrace of its role in earlier Jewish practice. Full prostration no longer takes place outside of the High Holy Days, and so it carries a distinctive gravity appropriate to the Days of Awe.

Whoever “invented” Aleinu drew on a stock of already-existing words, gestures, and postures in crafting the prayer. They combined ideas and themes that appear in Jewish text and liturgy, as well as bodily practices that feature in other ritual settings, to create a ritual that, from the moment of its invention, carried meaning and power. Ritual theorist Catherine Bell refers to this as traditionalization. She writes, “A powerful tool of legitimation, traditionalization may be a matter of near-perfect repetition of activities from an earlier period, the adaptation of such activities in a new setting, or even the creation of practices that simply evoke links with the past.”5 Bell, in other words, suggests that an important dimension of rituals, and a strategy for inventing or innovating rituals that people accept, is their connection to the practices and symbols already in circulation in a community. Bell’s recognition of the link between new rituals and older practices seems right, but her talk of “strategies” and “tools of legitimation” gives pause. She seems to suggest that traditionalization involves slight-of-hand, a deliberate attempt to obscure the recent origins of a new ritual and to legitimize a set of norms and power relations implicit in it. Must this borrowing and repurposing be as sneaky as Bell seems to suggest?

I don’t think so, particularly if we agree that rituals are never created out of nothing. Just as a poem engages existing words, phrases, and forms to create something in language that is both novel and resonant, a ritual combines existing linguistic and gestural acts to create a bodily practice that is both novel and resonant. In both cases, resonance depends on the novel use of symbols that are already meaning-laden. As Vanessa Ochs points out in Inventing Jewish Ritual, “every Jewish practice and ritual object was once ‘newish’ but was never totally brand new. It may have its roots and may already have circulated in Jewish or even non-Jewish practice. How did it become part of Jewish spiritual life? It was adapted, borrowed, appropriated, redesigned, or derived.”6 Noting that this is true not only of modern Jewish practices but also of ancient and premodern practices, Ochs offers several examples:

In ancient times, matzah was not “invented” for Passover use. It was flat bread, already familiar and available to Jews, that became specifically designated for this holiday. Before the shofar was assigned its symbolic role in the new year, Jews were already using it for other purposes, such as calls of warning and calls to war. The Greek loan word afikomen, the matzah hidden and eaten as dessert at the Passover seder, recalls an ancient Greek practice of eating dessert at a different location at the end of a feast, like a progressive meal. The eight-branched Hanukkah menorah was a variation of the seven-branched temple menorah.

In each of these cases, the inventors of a ritual drew on a stock of existing texts, practices, objects, and ideas, combining them in new ways to demarcate religiously significant activities or moments.7 These new rituals then carried with them the significance of past uses of those practices and objects; they took on that significance and carried it forward into new settings and situations. The full prostration that appears in the Grand Aleinu wasn’t a meaningless posture that was ascribed significance only in the context of this new ritual. Rather, it came to the ritual already saturated with meaning, and its inclusion in the prayer added weight to the prayer’s recitation and enactment.

Ochs turns to Eric Hobsbawn’s idea of “invented tradition” to capture this sense that new rituals draw on already-existing texts and practices to lend weight to them. But Hobsbawm’s view, like Bell’s, suggests that this is a strategy to “disguise and legitimize innovation.”8 Again, that way of putting the point seems more cynical than is warranted, suggesting a deliberate attempt to deceive. Ochs’s point, by contrast, is that all rituals are invented and all invented rituals employ words, acts, and objects that are religiously and culturally significant in order to give meaning and power to the new ritual. If people institute and enact rituals in order to demarcate activities and moments of particular significance, then why wouldn’t they integrate words, acts, and objects that members of the relevant group already find meaningful?

Repetition?

Once we recognize that rituals are created in this way, we can begin to see the continuity between the invention of rituals and their ongoing enactment. That’s because, far from being fixed by their point of origin, rituals remain responsive over time: responsive to changing contexts and responsive to the changing meaning and power of the words and deeds undertaken in the ritual.

From its earliest enactments to the present, Aleinu—its words as well as the gestures and postures that accompany its recitation—has undergone a number of changes. Some of these changes involve the sequence of acts, changes to the text of the prayer, and the bodily movements that accompany it. Others involve how those acts are done, including changes to the norms that govern who is allowed or required to say the prayer, under what circumstances, and with what intonation, comportment, and so forth. I’ve already noted some of the latter, such as the gradual expansion of the role of Aleinu in the Ashkenazi rite, from a once-a-year appearance in the Rosh Hashanah liturgy to a daily recitation.

One of the most significant changes to Aleinu has been textual, and concerns the following line: “For they bow down low to vanity and emptiness and pray to a god who does not save.” Until the Middle Ages, this line was regularly recited as part of the first paragraph of Aleinu. At that point and into the early modern period, Christian authorities throughout Western Europe charged that the “god who does not save” must refer to Jesus—and they took offense. They demanded that the line be omitted. Christian authorities, including Martin Luther in On the Jews and Their Lies, cited the line as an example of Jews’ anti-Christian polemic—an example that was then used to justify Christian anti-Judaism.9 While scholars have noted that the line was originally intended to refer not to Christians but to pagans, the interpretation held sway. As Lawrence Hoffman writes, “eventually [European Jewish] communities began censoring out the line to avoid further incidents with the authorities.”10 Meanwhile, in some regions, Christian authorities underscored the point, explicitly banning the recitation of the line. As Hoffman notes, “In 1703 and then again in 1716 and 1750, the Prussian government actively made it illegal for Jews to include it.”11

From that point to the present, the line has regularly been omitted from the prayer in many Jewish communities. Moreover, apparently in an attempt to reassure Christians that the offending line was not being said, some Jewish communities made a point of reciting the prayer out loud and in unison (rather than silently). This change in the practice, initiated by members of European Jewish communities in response to threats that came from outside of those communities, then changed the prayer’s significance and effects. Perhaps ironically, it may have strengthened the prayer’s affirmation of Jewish peoplehood. As Daniel Landes notes: “[I]ts stirring melody and wording in the plural make Alenu a public pledge to choose martyrdom over surrendering one iota of monotheistic commitment. That is why it is customary to join in the communal recitation of Alenu even if one has already said it: this communal recitation defines our community.”12 The enactment of Aleinu became a public affirmation of belonging to the Jewish people—the community named as distinctive by the words of the prayer. To this day, most (though not all) congregations omit the offending line and recite at least the first paragraph of the prayer out loud.13

Additional changes to the prayer were inaugurated by liberal Jews in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, particularly with the growth of the Reform movement in the United States. Theologically, Reform Judaism rejected traditional ideas about Jewish chosenness; culturally, it often adopted and integrated the customs and practices of liberal Protestantism into Jewish liturgy. For these reasons, both the text of Aleinu, with its affirmation of Jewish distinctiveness, and its postures—particularly that strange and solemn prostration in the Grand Aleinu—appeared to present a problem. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, liberal prayer books tended to omit, replace, or retranslate lines of Aleinu that emphasized Jewish particularity. These changes were intended to soften the contrast between Israel and others. The Reform movement’s Union Prayer Book in the early and mid-twentieth century also displays the movement’s discomfort with prostration, translating the prayer’s words in much milder terms:

Let us adore the ever-living God and render praise unto Him who spread out the heavens and established the earth, whose glory is revealed in the heavens above and whose greatness is manifest throughout the world. He is our God; there is none else./ We bow the head in reverence, and worship the King of kings, the Holy One, praised be He.14


This translation entirely omits the contrast between Israel and the nations, softens the emphasis on sovereignty, and minimizes the gesture of prostration to “bowing the head.” Such translations and interpretations have continued into the present, although the recent traditionalist turn in liberal Judaism has led to the reinstatement of more traditional versions of the text in Reform prayer books and, as one possible option or alternative, in the Reconstructionist prayer book as well.15 With this turn, prostration began to reappear as a practice in many liberal High Holy Day services.

The feminist theologian Judith Plaskow is among those liberal Jews who have reclaimed the practice of full prostration as part of the Grand Aleinu. Plaskow has long been a critic of the masculine and hierarchical language that is often used in Jewish liturgy to refer to God—lord, king, sovereign. This language, Plaskow has argued, encodes and enforces domination in the conception of God and in human relationships. During the High Holy Days, this language is particularly pervasive. Plaskow notes that when, in the Grand Aleinu, worshipers are invited to fall flat on the floor, bowing low before the king, the king of kings, the language and the act invoke submission to a sovereign. But this language and act, which earlier and elsewhere she experienced as alienating, took on new meaning for Plaskow in light of her mother’s illness and death and, later, the Covid-19 pandemic. Plaskow explains that, over time, she “relinquish[ed] the idea of the prayerbook as offering an understanding of God that I had to accept or reject; rather I came to see it as eliciting a variety of feeling-states,” including awe, gratitude, surrender, sorrow, and love.16 She came to experience the liturgy as an immersion in the inescapable tension between surrender and agency, human insignificance and power. Prostration, Plaskow says, represents one pole of this tension, a reminder of the limits of human control and the need, sometimes, for surrender.17 With this new sense of the prayer, Plaskow was able to embrace it. It became meaningful to her, its words and postures carrying a symbolic resonance in the face of grief.

Note that the debates about and changes to Aleinu among liberal Jews emerged from questions about what constitutes Jewish peoplehood, what the status of law and ritual are, and what the relationship between Jews and non-Jews is or ought to be. Religious authorities originally crafted Aleinu to play a powerful but relatively limited role in the Rosh Hashanah liturgy—and then, over the course of several centuries, incorporated the prayer into daily Jewish life. What followed were a series of changes, some minor and some major. These changes to the prayer, meanwhile, changed its communal significance and effects. For instance, when, in response to pressure from Christian authorities, European Jews began to recite Aleinu out loud, the prayer became a public affirmation of Jewish peoplehood and belonging. When many liberal Jews stopped prostrating themselves, the prayer’s significance and effects changed again. So while Aleinu was indeed invented, it was also multiply adapted and innovated upon. To me, the most interesting questions about Aleinu have less to do with its invention than with these adaptations and innovations, about the ways that shifting views of particularity and universality, of Jewish chosenness, and of sovereignty and submission have affected how Jews have practiced and experienced the prayer over time. Some of these changes were responses to external threats and pressures, others a result of internal conflicts among Jews about no smaller issues than the nature of God’s power and the status of Jewish peoplehood.

Rituals as Responsive over Time

Scholars interested in ritual might analyze Aleinu in a number of ways. They could take a synchronic approach, trying to understand what the prayer is at some moment in time. This approach allows scholars to see in detail the features of the ritual as it appears in that particular time and place, including what would count as an apt performance of the prayer. They could isolate the prayer’s normative script. This script entails the set of words, gestures, and postures that people in the relevant community recognize as components of the ritual and their explicit and implicit rules for how those words, gestures, and postures are to be done. These rules include such things as where and when the ritual is to be enacted, and by whom; the volume, pacing, and intonation of the words; the order of the acts; and so forth. To recite Aleinu—or at least to do it “right”—a person is supposed to enact the script according to the rules and norms that govern its performance.

Analyzing Aleinu in terms of a fixed normative script, identifying the words, gestures, and postures, and rules that characterize it in a particular Jewish congregation, scholars will likely come to think of the apt performance of the ritual as involving fealty to this normative script. The script is among the things that children learn in Hebrew school and by attending services alongside their parents and other congregants who already know the script. Through instruction, imitation, and practice, they come to know the script and can then enact the ritual.

In this synchronic approach to Aleinu, the script is treated as unchanging. Instead, it is the children who change, as they learn the script and develop the habits and abilities that make it possible for them to enact the ritual. After all, rituals are repeatable sequences of acts; they are performed according to rules that regulate and regularize their performance over time.18

But a synchronic analysis takes a few things for granted. In particular, it encounters the ritual in only one of its forms. The ritual’s invention and its incorporation into existing practice aren’t part of the analysis, nor are variations in practice, innovations within the ritual, or arguments about whether, when, how, and to what effect it ought to be performed. It is a snapshot of the ritual, its script, and its normative enactments. The synchronic approach works well for some analytic purposes, but it tends to obscure rituals’ responsiveness over time and the creativity of the people who invent, adapt, and innovate within rituals. It’s not only the case that rituals shape people (as in the child who learned the ritual and its norms), but also that people shape rituals—by inventing them, and also by enacting, contesting, and transforming them.

Introducing invention to the picture adds a layer of complexity to the analysis, by situating the ritual in time and allowing for at least one moment of creativity. But it doesn’t entirely resolve the problem. Here, we return to the invention-and-then-repetition framework named at the outset, which tends to emphasize the creativity of those people who invent and institute rituals while obscuring the creativity and agency of the people who participate in them. When scholars consider rituals as invented, they can see how rituals emerge from and respond to particular religious and cultural contexts, and they can attribute a degree of creativity and human agency to their creators. And yet, too often, people continue to think of the performances that come after the invention as enactments of a timeless and unchanging script.

Aleinu is neither timeless nor unchanging. A diachronic approach to the prayer places it in time, understanding its invention as a creative act—though not a creation ex nihilo—and identifying the many changes that have taken place in the ritual’s normative script as people craft innovative responses to debates over what the ritual is, means, and does, and over what it ought to be, mean, and do.19

Through their words and gestures, and through the rules that govern their performance, rituals express and enact a set of values. Questions about who should recite Aleinu, when, and how, engage the values that are embedded in the prayer. Typically, people do recite the prayer in the usual way, according to the script that they’ve inherited and learned, without giving too much thought to the questions, answers, or norms that they’re taking up when doing so. But sometimes, those questions come to the fore, and people begin to think and talk about whether the inherited answers are the right ones. For example, when the Reform movement rejected the hope of rebuilding the Temple in Jerusalem, ending Jewish exile and reinstating Temple worship, the members of that movement began to ask whether prostration—a custom associated with Temple worship—ought to be eliminated from their practice altogether. In addition, their desire to conform to local customs, mainly Protestant, led them to call into question practices, such as prostration, at odds with such customs. And, so, in early Reform Judaism, the previously taken-for-granted answers about how to enact the Grand Aleinu were called into question and replaced with new answers. Or, to take another example, when feminist Jews began to ask about the power relations implicit in the language traditionally used to describe God in the liturgy, they raised questions about whether Aleinu’s words and gestures of submission were the ones that they, and other Jews, ought to use in worship. Some feminist Jews began to offer alternatives (Plaskow, for instance, replaces Melech ha’olam, king of the world, with ruach ha’olam, spirit of the world, in her recitation of various blessings and liturgical prayers); others found ways of redescribing or resignifying the existing prayers.20

In some cases, the people creating, instituting, and transforming rituals are religious elites and ritual experts. In Judaism, this has traditionally meant rabbinic authorities, concerned with, among other things, the compatibility of ritual changes with Jewish law. But not always. In other cases, these changes have begun from below, as people who care about the ritual and the tradition ask and answer the normative questions in new ways. Their new ways of answering the questions implicit in a ritual lead to new ways of performing it—that is, new normative scripts. Such changes might include people who were previously excluded from the ritual; expand the occasions or locations where the ritual is performed; add or omit words and gestures; and so on. These changes, when taken up by others, can shift the ritual’s meaning and its effects, including what it feels like to perform it.

A diachronic account of ritual illuminates the continuity between rituals’ invention and their ongoing enactments, which often go on in more or less the same way, while never being exactly the same as before. Contexts change; the people performing the ritual change; and its meaning or significance changes as cultural markers shift. As Ochs puts the point, “[W]hen we perform ancient rituals in this place, and in this time, they are no longer the same rituals they once were. With changes in performers, in context, in personal and world history, we could almost go so far as to say that every ritual act is a debut, an innovation.”21 Once in a while a conflict or debate catalyzes a more thoroughgoing reflection and reevaluation of the ritual. The resulting changes are not merely contingent, nor are they merely power moves. Rather, the normative script changes in response to debates about the community’s norms and values: what people want the ritual to feel like, to express, and to enact. As people debate these things, and shift their ritual practices in accordance with new answers, they tend to stress the continuity between the tradition and the new practice—they’re carrying on the same way, at least in the ways that matter. This isn’t about deliberately or deviously obscuring ritual invention and innovation; rather, it is about connecting such changes to the things that people care about, because, after all, why do a ritual if it doesn’t concern things that matter? And while the practice of inventing rituals or innovating on old ones might appear to be a distinctively modern phenomenon, there’s nothing new about any of it. It is part of the ongoing work of marking and enacting the norms and values of a tradition and a community, in response to an ever-changing world.




Reflection

Dominic Redfern


[image: image/jpeg]
Figure 8 Film Still, Dominic Redfern. Image © Mark Newbound.


“Once released from delusions, partial assumptions, and blanket judgments, all of which distort reality by fitting it to the needs of the limited ego, the universe discloses its fundamental beauty” (Martel 41).

When we think of ritual, many of us will slide into memories of stultifying Christian upbringings, but the aesthetic vision and the moral vision are not the same thing, and Christianity’s ecstatic traditions are all but invisible to contemporary generations. Today art, too, is once again called to its moral and moralizing purpose. I am not anti-woke, but the parking inspectors of the imagination are once again in the ascendency; there is a moral and political orthodoxy at work.

For my part, I am, in art’s contrarian fashion, re-discovering my love of noise, visual noise: static and the glitch. I have a deep love of texture, particularly the exquisite admixture of the artificial tempered with the organic irregularity of wear, decay, the action of wind, animals, bacteria, insects. To borrow from the musicological philosophy of Jean Luc Nancy, “[Timbre—sonic texture, is] communication of the incommunable: … that thing by which a subject makes an echo—of self, of the other, it’s all one” (Nancy 41). In a similar vein, in my last major body of work, I spent twelve years looking at the overlooked (much as noise is overlooked, ignored, or edited out in our viewing wherever possible) from the world outside the mediated—weeds, litter, stones, skirting boards. If it was overlooked, I would find a rationale for looking at it, in extreme close-up. Whatever I said I was doing regarding histories of place, ecology, etc., at a much deeper and more personal level I was making use of the everyday as an access point to the sacred.

Bringing us back to the notion of practice as ritual, according to Andre Padoux Tantric Mantras: Studies on Mantrasastra, Tantra is a “system of observances” where “micro-macrocosmic correspondences play an essential role” (Harper & Brown 22). This mirror between the inner and outer, the quality of “as above, so below” is precisely the, “that’s it,” feeling I experience when I approach what it is I am striving for when I am “making” art (as opposed to conceptualizing or planning it).

Another way to describe this is shaping material in my own image—which is not to say a literal image of my outward appearance but rather the effect of singling out and framing the outside world in such a way that I see myself reflected in it. Importantly this is not the dynamic form of my life configured as a set of events, but rather what might be described as psychic resonances occurring at the sub-lingual level. This experience is one of the great casualties of the post-conceptual phase we are still living through, the great de-skilling of art.

When we engage in an act of deep attending (such as is required by the craft dimension of art), we necessarily silence and empty the mind through a very particular balance between relaxation/concentration and (typically trained) bodily sensitivity to material, tool, and movement/engagement therewith. In my experience, this is akin to an egoless state. Typically, when one concentrates on the work at hand its reception and success—or otherwise, as judged by others—become irrelevant.
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Invention in Dominic Redfern’s Video Practice: The Art of Discovery

Benjamin R. DeSpain

Introduction

The “Spiritual Understanding in a Secular Age” project, as I understand it, takes seriously an idea aptly expressed by philosopher, John Dewey, who writes, “The artist does his thinking in the very qualitative media he works in, and the terms lie so close to the object that he is producing that they merge directly into it.”1 Dewey’s proposal here, claiming, as he does just prior to this passage, that an artist’s thought is “immediately embodied” in poesis itself, suggests that making and thinking are parallel or, perhaps it would be more accurate to say, collaborative movements of a single embodied process. From this perspective, the noetic character of art practice cannot be limited to a priori or a posteriori cognitive reflections on meaning, but rather encompasses the entire process of making from conception to reception. Taking account, then, as the project does, of not only the artworks themselves, but also the various artistic techniques employed to create them exposes previously unexplored pathways for advancing our understanding of embodied knowledge. To this end, my essay interrogates the epistemic value of invention in art practice.

During the seventeenth century, “invention” developed, as Alexander Marr and Vera Keller note, connotations of “technological innovation” that reflected a deepening valuation of novelty in European culture.2 Jagdish Hattangadi describes the consequences of prioritizing novelty for the world of art in his critical reflections on the cultural obsession with geniuses, about which he sardonically remarks, “What we can train a person to do is something that anyone else, similarly trained, could do equally well. But this is boring. It is repetitive. It is uncreative. The genius is not like us. He can do new and outrageous things. He can show us the way,” such that, “In art, the most valuable activity is that which is novel or creative and which goes well beyond the normal boring things that people do.”3 In contrast to the expectations of artistic novelty Hattangadi identifies, I would like to situate the noetic framework of art practice in relation to the medieval sense of inventio, from which the English word “invention” is derived, but is itself rooted in the Latin term invenire (“to come upon”); thus, inventio means, generally speaking, “discovery” or “finding,” about which more is said below. For the moment, what is crucial to note here is that, as Mary Carruthers details, the medieval notion of inventio took on a distinctly cognitive dimension that was tethered to humanity’s affective and corporeal senses.4 The link between the noetic and the process of discovery expressed in the medieval notion of inventio introduces, helpfully, a point of contact for a comparison of art practice with ritual action through the work of Theodore Jennings on ritual knowledge and Molly Farneth’s previous essay on ritual invention. Jennings proposes that “ritual action is not only the dramatic representation of the already known but is also a mode of exploration, discovery, and ‘coming to know’.”5 Alternatively, then, it could be said that art practice, like ritual action, is a process of “coming to know” in the body. I argue, therefore, that art practice contains epistemic developments of embodied inventio or discovery.

The paper engages the practice of Melbourne-based video artist, Dominic Redfern, whose multi-screen and large-scale video installations explore themes in natural history, place, and identity. To set the stage for tracing the epistemic movements in Redfern’s practice, the first section situates our discussion in relation to Jennings’s argument for the noetic quality of ritual actions. The following section, then, provides an overview of Redfern’s practice. In the third section, I return to the medieval notion of inventio by examining some recent reflections on medieval mnemonic practices as well as the thoughts of the thirteenth-century Dominican, Thomas Aquinas, on the circular order of knowledge. Because there are simply too many intersecting vectors between art practice and inventio to consider them all properly here, this section focuses on establishing the noetic quality of inventio and how it may help us understand the epistemic evolution of art practice as represented by Redfern. The final section engages a piece recently written by Redfern to explore the epistemic fallout caused in the world of art by the demands for novelty. This section will also offer some thoughts on appreciating the new in the inventio of art practice. In the conclusion, I briefly identify a few principles for future research into art practice.

The Em-Minded Body: Theodore Jennings on Ritual Knowledge

There is a danger, we should acknowledge, of confusing ritual action and art practice in a way that could distort future research into the noetic functions of art practice. Through liturgical, doxological, and other religious activities, rituals, unlike art practices themselves, directly inform many avenues of theological and religious analysis.6 Consequently, if the distinctions between rituals and art practices in, for example, context, origin, function, and execution are overlooked, there is a risk of simply equating the possible epistemic contributions of art practice with those of ritual. What we need, then, is, as Lexi Eikelboom outlines in the introduction to this volume, a contrastive approach that uses the similarities between ritual actions and art practices to expose their differences.7 With this perspective in mind, we begin with Jennings’s definition of ritual as “above all a pattern of action,” which is similarly applicable to art practice.8 According to Jennings, as theology takes greater interest in action, in relation, specifically, to praxis and ethics, it will have to pay closer attention to the “patterns of action” in rituals. This connection comparatively suggests that what we stand to gain from studying the patterns of action present in art practices are new insights into not only human knowledge, but also the spiritual dimensions of action’s noetic functions within praxis and ethics. To draw out these implications, it is necessary to review Jennings’s responses to two important questions: first, how can these patterns of action be understood to express knowledge?; second, what type of knowledge do they display?

In addressing the first question, Jennings turns to the alternations that appear within the repetitive practices of rituals. He proposes that, “[V]ariation in ritual performance may be understood as a decisive clue to the character of the ritual action as a relatively autonomous form of noetic exploration and discovery.”9 It is not that variations constitute, for Jennings, the full epistemic reality of ritual action, but rather they simply confirm that rituals express a form of noetic pursuit through varied patterns of action. Farneth makes a similar observation in her analysis of the ritual recitation of the Aleinu prayer in Jewish liturgical practices. There she argues that various changes to bodily posture, gestures, and phrases employed within the repeated practice of the prayer demonstrate the inventive, or creative, development of epistemically rooted experiences in response, importantly, to both external and internal factors.10 Moreover, it is, according to Farneth, repetition itself that opens ritual action to creative variations. In other words, invention only occurs within ritual practices because the repeated pattern of actions forms the basis for variations to advance the continuation of the noetic search initiated in the ritual itself.11 Thus, as Jennings concludes, “If there were no variation in the ritual performance, we would have to conclude that there is here neither search nor discovery but only transmission and illustration of knowledge gained elsewhere and otherwise. This would then compel us to suppose that ritual is, in fact, not an autonomous, but a derivative, mode of the religious imagination.”12 These insights will prove to be crucial in helping us identify the noetic character of art practice, but, for the moment, let us consider Jennings’s reflections on the type of knowledge displayed in ritual action.

“When engaged,” Jennings argues, “in ritual action, I do not first think through the appropriate action and then ‘perform’ it. Rather it is more like this: My hand ‘discovers’ the fitting gesture (or my feet the fitting step) which I may then ‘cerebrally’ re-cognize as appropriate or right.”13 Jennings broadly articulates two epistemic movements within ritual action with the first corresponding to bodily discovery or attention and the second to cognitive reflection. While we will have recourse to return to this twofold noetic movement later, it is this first movement, which Jennings subsequently insists constitutes the knowledge of ritual action, that interests us here. According to Jennings, “Ritual knowledge is gained through a bodily action which alters the world or the place of the ritual participant in the world.”14 Thus, ritual knowledge is a form of, what is often described as, embodied knowledge; however, in an effort to avoid hierarchically prioritizing cognitive or embodied consciousness above the other, Jennings provocatively suggests, “It is not so much that the mind ‘embodies’ itself in ritual action, but rather the body ‘minds’ itself or attends through itself in ritual action.”15 What Jennings is after here is a recognition of “a plurality of modes of consciousness,” which includes certain patterns of bodily action, that can be related to each other in the maturation or growth of knowledge.16 This is, however, not to suggest, necessarily, that all bodily actions express a noetic character, but, at least in Jennings terms, bodily actions that can be defined in terms of seeking to discover or attend to something in the world may display a form of “embodied consciousness” or an em-minded’ body. Having established these two points, it is now time to look directly at Redfern’s practice.

Constructing the Ordinary: Dominic Redfern’s Practice of Digital Perception

With his Blackmagic Ursa Mini 4.6k camera affixed to the stabilizing rig in his studio, Redfern delicately grasps the extended arm of the Chrosziel focusing lever. His hand begins to glide slowly up and down. Through the camera’s screen, the pixilated red dots of the focus assist can be seen cascading over the leaves and twigs of a nest Redfern collected for an upcoming project. “At this level of resolution,” Redfern remarked in the project interview, “I need that technical assistance” because the details are just “too fine.”17 These close shots of the nest will form the foundation for Redfern’s contribution to a project on signal and noise.18 Inspired by the Latin word texere (“to weave”), from which the English word “text” is derived, Redfern will use the woven textures within the nest to assist in creating an exploration of sound. Redfern’s turn toward extended, incredibly close takes of plants, rubbish, insects, and, as was on display during his interview, pieces of wood reflects a recent variation in his practice, or, as he says, “[B]ecause of my initial training, I know how to create the experience of continuous time and space, to move people through an environment, and then, invariably, you’ll find yourself moving closer to some small element of the environment.”

The practice of moving participants through environments can be seen in Redfern’s larger ecological studies, such as his single screen “Postcard to Cuba” from 2019, which slowly pans over an uncovered mound of wood, called a hügelkultur, that Redfern laid down in a strip, which attracts various forms of life and eventually becomes a fertile garden bed. In the video, sounds of Cuba overlay video of the “visually complex, even chaotic” interlacing of branches and leaves “with occasional order in the form of the repetition of the various trees and shrubs that make up its substance.”19 There are also Redfern’s multi-screen text and video works, like “first forms” displayed in 2021 and “The beach at Skara Brae” shown in 2017. These pieces integrate textual reflection composed by Redfern on the origins of life and natural history. Unlike his recent close-up work, these videos are shot on a one-to-one scale from the human perspective; yet, the multi-screen interface provides a clearer taste of what Redfern means when he says, “all the emphasis is at the back end. The shot is nothing.” Thus, for instance, “first forms,” which is presented across six screens, positioned in a staggered progression from the floor up a wall, opens with corresponding images of a coastline; however, when Redfern introduces a Gregorian-esque chant, bordering on the liturgical, the screens begin to break their uniformity by moving between different oceanic and natural scenes.20 A disruption in the relationship between “physical architectural space and screen space” is created not by the videos themselves, but in how Redfern edits and displays them at the edges of these spaces.

Through his ecological and earlier studies, Redfern displays, what he calls, the “infinite plasticity of the digital.” By gathering two- or three-minute shots, Redfern edits and arranges movement between images and sound to construct large sequences that unsettle the viewer’s perspective by revealing what is right before her eyes. If we consider the relation between the filming processes in Redfern’s larger ecological work and close-up studies, we may gain a better sense of his practice’s epistemic embodiment. Although the methods of filming appear rather different (e.g., capturing larger panoramic views of landscapes, or moving through different spaces versus minute shifts over an individual object), both cases rely on Redfern’s formation as an artist involving the gradual extension of his body to the camera. In response to a question about the relation between his body and consciousness while filming, Redfern affirms that, at times, his body registers the camera’s focus through the subtle movements of his hand before his eyes are aware. In other words, through the development of his artistic practice, Redfern gains what we might think of as a type of “muscle memory,” or what some would call a habitus, that encompasses the camera itself, which the following section will demonstrate is linked to the etymological evolution of invention.21

Rediscovering the inventio of Art Practice

Inventio’s linguistic heritage begins with Cicero, who defines it, along with dispositio (arrangement), elocutio (style), memoria (memory), and pronuntatio (delivery), as one of the five parts of rhetoric.22 Carruthers notes, in her indispensable second study on medieval mnemonic practices, that inventio “gave rise to two separate words in modern English.”23 The first, as we have already established, is “invention,” and the second is “inventory.” Both derivatives are important for understanding the noetic framework of art practice. “Inventory” can, Carruthers remarks, refer “to the storage of many diverse materials,” but having one is, she continues, “a requirement for ‘invention’. Not only does this statement assume that one cannot create (‘invent’) without a memory store (‘inventory’) to invent from and with, but it also assumes that one’s memory-store is effectively ‘inventoried,’ that its matters are in readily recovered ‘locations’. Some type of locational structure is a prerequisite for any inventive thinking at all.”24 These locational structures, as indicated above, could be said to exist in both the mind and body of the artist. Much like we saw in Farneth’s account of repetition in ritual action, the habitus, or “muscle memory,” of structured actions an artist develops over the course of her practice form an inventory of embodied memory that can be creatively redeployed in different ways.

Redfern seemingly alludes to a type of embodied inventory when he describes the “choreography of the camera” in his shift to close-up work. He explains, “I keep the tripod head very, very stiff, but it’s a fluid head. So it moves, responds smoothly to me. It’s hydraulic, but it has a lot of resistance, so it doesn’t jerk around because I’m making tiny, tiny movements.” Despite an unfamiliar rigidity in the tripod, the camera responds smoothly to Redfern because of his inventory of extended movements with it, which was created through his previous works. Moreover, Redfern gives an account of his gathering a mnemonic inventory in his reflections on the impetus for his text-based projects. He elaborates:

[A]s I thought about the spaces I was in and started to draw them into the work, I started to actually read about the history of the space that I was in… I started to find out the history of the buildings, the history of the suburb… My practice morphed into this thing about the relationship between natural and social history and how they were two phases of the same thing.

These mnemonic inventories of natural and social histories not only appear in the texts he composes, but also shaped the shots he took. Alternatively, it could be said that mnemonic and embodied inventories work together as internal catalysts for the process of invention expressed, as we saw with rituals, through variations in artistic practice.

Concerning the medieval reception of rhetoric, Carruthers observes, “We tend now to think of rhetoric primarily as persuasion of others …. But in western monasticism, the craft of rhetoric became primarily focused not on tasks of public persuasion but on tasks of what is essentially literary invention.”25 This shift in emphasis also redirected attention to the cognitive character of inventio although not in the sense of a “reasoning out.” Rather, medieval monastics, according to Carruthers, “stressed that feeling and sense, the bases of memory, are key components of creativity [inventio], as we can readily see from the fact that medieval cogitatio translates … as ‘mulling over’ and getting the sense of an idea.”26 The process of inventio “mulls over” the feelings and senses stored in the memory of both mind and body to produce a res, or literary work, that, for us, could be thought of more broadly as a work of art. Between the cogitatio and res of inventio, however, there is a sense of uncertainty because, as Robert Davis identifies in his analysis of Anselm of Canterbury’s composition of the Proslogion, “the relationship between cogitatio and res—the work of thinking and the as-yet-unthought result of that work—is not assured.”27 For Anselm, Davis argues, the uncertainty of reaching the res of inventio paralleled the theological uncertainty of finding God. Consequently, Davis concludes, inventio’s process “opens the space of indeterminacy in which to embrace, in the anguish of incompleteness, the risks and pleasures of thinking a thing through.”28

While the medieval context for expanding the conceptual landscape of inventio was a theological commitment to the epistemic incomprehensibility of the divine, their reconfiguration of its meaning can help us explore the epistemic function of art practice. Thus, for instance, Redfern says that in video art “there is a very high incidence of self-portraiture,” which is a theme he identifies in much of his own earlier work as he explored ways of “telling stories of the self” and the contextual construction of subjectivity. Eventually, these interests gave way to a fascination with the “material real history that was embedded in a place … [with] what’s really in front of you, what’s actually there.” In discussing his recent close-up work, Redfern elaborates, “So I started to work right on the edge of what was visible to the naked eye. It was important for me that it wasn’t microscopy. It wasn’t beyond what could be seen by the naked eye, but it was right at the edge of what was visible.” Redfern’s description here seemingly resonates with a comment made by Rudolf Arnheim, who says, that there is “no way of withholding the name of ‘thinking’ from what goes on in perception.”29 In both instances of his work, Redfern attempts to perceive, to think about, what is right before our eyes; yet, the self and the real remain elusive—there is an incompleteness to what he discovers. Although there is much more that could be said here about Redfern’s art practice, what is important to take note of is that the medieval sense of inventio identifies a distinct epistemic function within the process that corresponds with Redfern’s practice. Put differently, Redfern’s practice is one of “mulling over,” or “thinking through,” in textures, shapes, and images in, what might be described as, an inventio of perception.

The distinct epistemic function of inventio is clarified by Thomas Aquinas, who places it in a larger order of knowledge, which may further help us understand the locations of knowledge in art practice. In response to a question about the circularity of knowledge, Aquinas writes, “The circularity is observed in this, that reason reaches conclusions from principles by way of discovery (via inventionis), and by way of judgment (via iudicii) examines the conclusions which have been found, analyzing them back to the principles.”30 While elaborating on the relation between reason and understanding elsewhere in his corpus, Aquinas explains that the way of discovery can be equated with a type of epistemic motion or acquisition.31 Discovery, or invention, then, is a noetic stretching out from previously established principles, or, to reframe this in terms we are already familiar with, an inventory, to search for understanding. The process of judgment initiates a return to the originating storehouse of principles through an analysis of what has been found, which may subsequently be added to the inventory. Although Aquinas is primarily concerned with detailing the process of, what could be described as, intellectual cognition, we have previously encountered in Jennings’s description of ritual knowledge an account of this twofold movement that can help us render it in the context of art practice.

Earlier we noted that, for Jennings, ritual knowledge is gained through the body discovering the fitting gesture or movement in the ritual. The “embodied knowledge” acquired in the ritual action may then be, as he says, “re-cognized” through analysis. The body is the medium in ritual action for noetically stretching out in the search for understanding. What is discovered in the body is then returned to the inventory of knowledge through reflection. This twofold movement of knowledge is also captured in terms of art practice by Erin O’Connor, who describes learning glassblowing through a distinction between “sense-making” and “meaning-making.”32 “Sense-making,” according to O’Connor, describes the process of learning, through bodily actions, the movements necessary to blow glass while “meaning-making” is the retrospective evaluation of those movements in the practice. Consequently, whether the movement between “sense-making” and “meaning-making” happens in more incremental steps through the process of creating a work of art, or in relation to the process as a whole, “sense-making” corresponds, on the one hand, here to the way of discovery, or way of invention, in which the artist proceeds from principles, which should be thought of here as the inventory stored in the mind and body, toward a conclusion, that is, the res or artwork. On the other hand, “meaning-making” follows the way of judgment in retrospectively evaluating, or re-cognizing, the meaning of what is discovered in the process of “sense-making.” Regardless, then, of whether or not the circular movement is completed through the via iudicii, there is knowledge gained through the process of inventio or “sense-making.” Furthermore, as we will see in the next section, the relation between the via inventionis and via iudicii is a complex one that opens up new avenues for revaluating novelty in art practice.

Inventing Novelty or the Novelty of Invention

Linking inventio to art practice is itself not a novel idea. We have already seen that medieval monastics identified it with literary composition, including poetic works. Angela Mariani examines its place in the performance of medieval music while Paul Binski’s study on gothic architectural design situates inventio within the theorization of drawing, exemplified in Nicola Pisano’s notion of the “learned hand.”33 In each instance, inventio is considered a source of knowledge through a process of discovery that is both intellectual and embodied. In an essay on art and the body, Redfern identifies this noetic expression in contemporary art. He writes, “[W]e see the rhythm and flow of form and line, surface, texture, depth, volume—the lessons learnt in life drawing 101. In so doing we register wonder, delight, and awe; experiences grounded in our body and its perceptions.”34 As with their premodern predecessors, there are, for contemporary artists, layers of epistemic and existential value embedded in the practices of discovering these dimensions of rhythm and flow in the world; however, beyond the uncertainty of the artist’s navigating between cogitatio and res in the process of inventio, is the question of reception, where the retrospective evaluation of artistic meaning is complicated by a modern obsession with novelty.

Terry Eagleton identifies this obsession, in a blistering critique of artists’ manifestos, with a mentality inspired by the avant-garde for which, “Nothing is more typical … than a mindless celebration of novelty—a brash conviction that an absolutely new epoch is breaking around them.”35 We find a rather telling example of this pursuit for novelty or originality in an essay by Redfern, where he recalls being invited to participate in the work of a prominent artist, whose piece relied on the labor of not only a number of volunteer art students, but also, and primarily, a group local women, hired to do “ a repetitive, meaningless task that produced nothing of value.”36 Redfern concludes, “The work seemed cynical, just something BIG, because biennales—and quinquennales—need BIG stuff. Yes, the gatehouses seemed sad, the material transformation was post-apocalyptically theatrical, but it seemed to be just that, theatrical window dressing. That’s ok but let’s call it what it is and not pretend it still critiques anything.”37 When the weight of artistic significance is placed solely on an exaggerated sense of novelty, the process of inventio, of “sense-making,” is distorted or even, as may have been the case in this situation, lost.

While Redfern avoids laying the responsibility for this disconnect at the feet of the artist, he does insist that “this is what the international contemporary art machine does: it reduces something authentic to shtick”—perhaps, one might say, the shtick of novelty.38 Artistic authenticity begins in the process of inventio, but the relation between the work and this process can be disrupted if we assume that success equals novelty. The relation between “sense-making” and retrospective “meaning-making” can evolve, as Redfern notes:

I have seen many times… that as our skill with material and medium develop we move from simple agnostic formalism, understanding the limits of medium and material, to placing our work at the service of our values—finding subject matter that matters. When, and if, we make that move the control of form continues to enable a degree of nuance and subtlety that cannot be simulated, commissioned, or thought up. It is in the hands or it is not.39


Redfern’s comment gestures at how re-valuing the process of discovery in art practice may help reposition the appearance of novelty, specifically, in art, and, more generally, in the search for new understandings of the world.

Despite the near ubiquity of pursuits for novelty in modernity, there is, as Michael North notes in his provocative study on the history of the concept, an “absence of any real attention to it.”40 This lacuna in the research is due in part to the difficulty in simply defining “novelty” or “newness.” North identifies this difficulty when he concludes, “Novelty, in short, is a crucial and yet vague term in the sciences, the social sciences, and the arts, so that defining it is an inherently interdisciplinary task, beyond the interests and ambitions of any particular field.”41 Although we will obviously not be able to settle the question of how to define novelty here, North singles out a particular tension in its meaning that looking at the process of invention in art practice may help us to clarify. From its earliest philosophical formulations, “novelty depends,” North explains, “on something prior, on the very continuity it claims to violate.”42 As we saw above, the modern demand on artists to produce something new encourages claims of disruption in the process of “meaning-making” that often reduce this pursuit to the shtick of manufactured novelty; however, what North pinpoints here is the existential reality that all developments or innovations in art are inviolably connected to a complex web of preceding internal and external factors. Consequently, to better understand the nature of novelty, we must pay closer attention to particular intersections where continuity and discontinuity meet, such as in art practice itself.

Artists are already aware that novel innovations in their practices are often tied not only to the value of their work, but also to something unique in their process of discovery. For instance, David Galenson recounts an exchange between artists Georges Seurat, who attempted to prevent others from employing his techniques, and Paul Signac where Seurat insists, “The more of us there are, the less originality we will have, and the day when everyone practices this technique, it will no longer have any value and people will look for something new as is already happening.”43 Sarah Tomasetti made a similar point during her interview from this project. Trained in traditional methods of fresco painting, Sarah has created new techniques in the development of her practice, but has been, as she stated, wary to share them with other artists because they reflect a unique part of her process.44 It is unfortunate that both Seurat and Tomasetti fear that their practices would be diminished, even potentially becoming valueless, if their techniques are repeated, but, perhaps, their worry itself exposes the loss of connection between the process of discovery and meaning, or invention and value. Both comments indicate that artists are generally aware that the variations they introduce, whether those be in the materials they use, strokes of a brush, or movements of their bodies, create something new within their practice; however, the contemporary focus on bold, innovative works produced by these technical advancements can overlook that the variations are themselves noetically rich extensions in each artist’s process of discovery, or invention, which cannot be repeated by simply employing the same techniques. Perhaps, in our search for novelty, attending, in future research, to the practices of particular artists can show us that the novel resides where continuity and discontinuity coalesce with the ontological and epistemological in the process of discovery.

Conclusion: Where Do We Go from Here?

To conclude I would like to offer a couple of suggestions, from the work of Jennings and Farneth on ritual, that may help future research into art practice based on what we have discussed above. First, both Jennings and Farneth observe an important distinction between synchronic and diachronic approaches to ritual. Farneth explains that rituals are often analyzed synchronically, which results in their repetition being observed as “static” or unchanging.45 Correspondingly, Jennings remarks, “If we concentrate attention on ritual as an entirely fixed an unvarying sequence of actions, we are likely to overlook [the] aspect of ritual knowledge altogether.”46 If a diachronic approach is not, therefore, adopted in the study of art practices, the process of discovery will be occluded, and the possible epistemic insights they have to offer will be overlooked. Second, near the end of his discussion on ritual knowledge, Jennings identifies the place created for the observer of ritual practices, about which he says, “[R]itual performance is a display of the ritual and of the participants in the ritual to an observer who is invited to see, approve, understand, or recognize the ritual action. This aspect of ritual knowledge serves as the point of contact between the ritual action and the attempt to gain a theoretical-critical understanding of ritual.”47 Even though art practices are not put on display in the same way that many rituals invite observation, the pedagogical structure of art practices open to passing along techniques to students and apprentices provides a similar space for analysis. From this place, scholars can learn from an artist’s process of discovery, and while that pedagogical formation may not be used to create works of art, it can, as this essay has attempted to demonstrate, inspire new forms of invention.
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Attention in Rituals of Menace: Homeric Oath-making Rituals and the 2014 Sotloff Beheading Video

Margo Kitts

Thank you for suggesting this study of ritual and embodiment. If we are considering art production in a restricted sense, in the sense of an artist applying paints to canvas, I can only guess the extent my observations might fit, as I am neither an art historian nor an art critic. Insofar as the production of art may be conceived as a kind of ritual, though, I can relate it to a species of performance art that I have identified as rituals of menace. While presumably more grisly than the ritual making of art, rituals of menace do make transparent some dynamics of ritual communication in that they tend to communicate in high registers and strive to precipitate intense responses, typically of pain or humiliation, in witnesses. Such rituals are presumed to captivate the attention of witnesses, to, as Roland Barthes put it, “prick” the viewer, wherein what we see gets enfolded in the “robust domain of embodiment, feeling, and thought.”1

In an earlier attempt to compare Homeric and contemporary ritual dynamics, I relied on Bruce Lincoln’s sense of weak comparisons, searching not for identical tit-for-tat behaviors, but looking for the broader comparisons he found in comparing apples and oranges: “[I]f the specific properties of oranges and apples could retain their significance without dissolving into the generalities of fruit the comparison would achieve its full utility, i.e., when the Many are complemented and complicated, rather than simplified and displaced by the One.”2 Similarly, in comparing ancient cursing rituals and their intended effects with one 2014 IS beheading video, the complementarity of menacing effects can be highlighted. There are doubtlessly other perceptual dimensions of the ancient ritual which did not make it into the textual inscription of it, but what we do have is forceful enough, particularly when envisioned in the light of the Sotloff video.

Contextualizing Ancient Killing Rituals

Antiquarians who focus on killing rituals tend to be struck by the apparent fact that, in some of these circumstances it is not enough to kill or maim someone; rather, a layer of heightened meaning somehow must accrue to it. Hence, these are not simply grotesque spectacles, but rather are intended to communicate menace in a heightened register. This heightened register tends to be disseminated through ritual dynamics. This essay summarizes these dynamics and provides comparata between a Homeric oath-ritual and the 2014 Sotloff beheading video in order to help visualize the ancient dynamics from a contemporary perspective. The chart is initiated by a few Assyrian oath-curses to show that the Homeric oath-ritual stands against cursing traditions extending from Anatolia east to Mesopotamia and back into early antiquity.3

Thus, such rituals are not rare. Ancient cursing rituals may be found in diplomatic correspondence concluding treaties, in reports of correspondence about treaties, and their violations are invoked as causal in royal reports of military conquest, especially in Assyria.4 As does the Homeric oath-ritual to be discussed, these cursing texts feature a threat of corporeal injury extending beyond individual oath-violators to their families, should an oath be violated. As does the Homeric ritual, this threat is analogized to the pain and suffering of the animal victim. Consider these neo-Assyrian examples:

[J]ust as [thi]s ewe has been cut open and the flesh of [her] young has been placed in her mouth, may they make you eat in your hunger the flesh of your brothers, your sons and your daughters.5


This shoulder is not the shoulder of a spring lamb, it is the shoulder of Mati’ilu, it is the shoulder of his sons, his magnates, and the people of his land. If Mati’ilu should sin against this treaty, so may, just as the shoulder of this spring lamb is torn out … the shoulder of Mati’ilu, of his sons, [his magnates] and the people of his land be torn out.6


Just as young sheep and ewes and male and female spring lambs are slit open and their entrails rolled down over their feet, so may (your entrails and) the entrails of your sons and your daughters roll down over your feet.7


Since texts are our primary evidence for these, we cannot be certain whether these texts describe actual mutilations of animals or just the scribal imaginations of them, but their menacing intentions cannot be disputed. Notice that, while explicit cosmic agents may be invoked to effect punishments, as in the Iliad, in many cases the agent is only inferred, apparently less significant to the scribes than the vivid description of corporeal abuse. The ancient Near Eastern artistic repertoire outside of cursing texts is already rich with meaningful renderings of mutilated bodies.8 This could make it questionable whether our response to such spectacles, or the imagination of them, is quite comparable to that of ancient audiences, who might well be inured to spectacles such as these. Nonetheless, it is also true that the intent of these curses is precisely to trigger a response—why else would they be so graphic?

Using lessons from sensory anthropology, we can show, tentatively and in brief, how rituals which display corporeal abuse not only enact force on ritual victims but communicate its effects to witnesses. This argument involves understanding the apperception of pain, ritual communication, and engaged seeing—all three being relatively new rubrics for the anthropological study of ritualized violence.

Ritually-induced Pain

The study of ritually induced pain is part of a wave of sensory anthropology which strives to grasp experiences that often elude language. Since Elaine Scarry, pain has been argued to engage us at a level deeper than discourse and potentially to precipitate transformations in perceived realities,9 even to confer a quality of “incontestable reality” on the force deemed to have brought pain into being (e.g., spirits, ancestors, oath-gods). Once seared into consciousness, it is said, pain can become a powerful mnemonic device for creating context and anchoring signification10 as we see in ritual ordeals initiating engagement in high-intensity group dynamics, such as among bands of young adults training for war.11

This focus on the transformative dimensions of pain is of obvious relevance to the voiceless oath-victims, but what about to the witnesses? Based on the theories of ritual communication and art sketched below, it can be argued that the specter of physical pain can conjure in witnesses’ sensations they intuit by engaged seeing. In oath-rituals, spectacles of suffering are meant to educe witnesses to introject the victim’s pain into themselves, and to become aware of potential punishments due to those on the wrong side of the oath.

Ritual Communication

To grasp how this works, first we must understand how ritual communicates. One of the pioneers of the theory of ritual communication was Stanley Tambiah, who described the meaning communicated by ritual as a matter of pattern recognition and figural awareness.12 Ritual spectacles which effectively communicate do so in such a way that audiences grasp familiar iconic shapes through the prism of an emergent performance. “Emergent meanings [riding] on the already existing grids of symbolic and indexical meanings, while also displaying new resonances” is one way he put it.13 Simply, these performances succeed in communicating when audiences recognize the underlying tradition emergent in a new instantiation. In this case, the tradition is oath-making.

But the rituals described above are extraordinary in that they do not simply communicate a familiar pattern of swearing an oath, but do so in an elevated performance register.14 These are not simple animal killings, as in culinary rituals, but meaning-laden performances which convey unmistakable menace. The significance is deadly: betraying the terms of the oath invites a corporeal threat. To grasp this dimension, we need to understand the dynamics of engaged seeing, for which the studies of artistic and ritual spectacles coincide.

Engaged Seeing

Since Susanne Langer, we have been told that certain artworks engage the eye organically, through the presentation of rhythms, tensions, and resolutions which we perceive through repetitions and variations of shapes, colors, and textures.15 Our intuition of these is reportedly nondiscursive, and similar to the way we experience sound;16 sound elicits a visceral response in our bodies, as does seeing before we label and explain it, when we are first drawn to what we see. David Morgan describes the haptic dimension of seeing. He points out that, in seeing, we may introject onto ourselves sensory features of the seen, such as texture, touch, movement,17 and presumably too susceptibility to the experience of pain. In 2018, he followed Roland Barthes in noting the ability of some images to “prick” the viewer, wherein what we see gets enfolded in the “robust domain of embodiment, feeling, and thought,”18 as noted above. Both the haptic dimension of seeing and the pricking effect are conceivable for an audience responding to the spectacle of tortured oath-victims. Indeed, the ritual tradition relies on these effects to communicate its emergent threat.

Mood

Morgan also points out the influence of mood on seeing. Moods can “conduct the visual construction of reality,”19 whereby particular elements stand out to us and stand against each other in a notable array. Goran Aijmer approaches this from the perspective of iconic communication, noting how “symbolic displays of strong expressive force, … working outside language … and thus without referential meaning” can be instrumental in envisioning, building, and altering possible worlds,20 and presumably too in threatening them. These effects are all the more powerful because they elude discourse and yet are felt. As will be shown, the oath-ritual of Iliad Book 3 is preceded by silence and the stilling of battle and the ritual is conducted with utter seriousness, all of which correspond to this account of mood and help to conduct the visual construction of reality. In terms of Aijmer’s iconic communication, the specialized ritual personae and instruments—e.g., the heralds and the king’s machaira—help to elevate the register of the occasion. The ritual in Iliad 3 is not only familiar but a deadly event, as must have been the Assyrian oath-rituals mentioned above.

Trauma Art

Lastly, Tobin Siebers studied the effects of trauma art, wherein representations of torture and maiming reputedly precipitate startling awarenesses of our corporeal frailty in the face of force.21 According to his theory, trauma art offers canvases for contemplating the kind of meanings we once pondered through religious rituals and stories—through martyrologies, for instance, which may detail the effects of force on bodies.22 Although Siebers’s theory addresses the postmodern saturation with violent spectacles, historians of ancient art will attest that this fascination with trauma art is not unique to our era. The plenum of graphic suffering in ancient art and prose has been noted by Dolce,23 Bahrani,24 Lemos,25 among others. However historically contingent our understandings of pain, these oath-making spectacles are plausible instances wherein the specter of animal wounding and death is expected to “transubstantiate,” as Siebers calls it,26 the victims’ fear and pain into witnesses. The whole premise of the oath-rituals is that we do transubstantiate this pain. In this menacing dimension, these rituals are not generically different from certain terroristic threat-videos that we find today.27

With this sketch of ritual communication in mind, let us now look at the Homeric oath-ritual of Iliad Book 3 and then compare to the IS video.

Homeric Oath-Sacrifice vs an IS Beheading Video

Homeric Oath-Sacrifices

Unlike the Assyrian oath-curses above, the Iliad’s oath-rituals in Books 3 and 19 provide narrative scenes for the cursing performance, to wit: The oath between the Achaeans and Trojans in Book 3 is preceded by a stilling of battle, a clustering of weapons from both sides (3.113-115), and both the Trojans and Achaeans sit quietly (3.77-83; 19.255-256) on the ground to witness the oath. The victims, who are lambs in Book 3, are led in by trusted heralds who also purify the hands of the king with water (3.269–70). With utter solemnity and some pomp, the king draws his machaira, a specialized knife “which always hung by the great sheath of his sword” (3.271-72; 19.252-53).28 He cuts hairs from the victims (3.273, 19.254) and distributes them to the best of the Achaeans (3.274). He prays, with hands held up to Zeus (3.275-76; 19.254-255), and invokes a series of divine witnesses to protect the oath, including the deadly subterranean goddesses who punish oath-violators (3.276–80; 19:259-60). He gives the terms of the oath (3.281-291; 19.261-263) and then, with some variation on sequence, slits the throats of victims “with the pitiless bronze” (the machaira) (3.292; cf. 19.266), and puts them on the ground in Book 3 (alternatively the herald throws the boar’s corpse into the river in Book 19). The dying of the lambs is highlighted: He “put them on the ground, gasping, and deprived of thumos (life29), for the bronze had taken (ʻeileto, from ʻaireō; seize); their menos, (might, vigor, force30)” (3.293-294). Then witnesses pour libations and collectively intone (iteratively and distributively they eipesken) another curse: “Zeus greatest and best, and all the other immortal gods, whoever is first to violate the oaths, so may their brains fall to the ground as does this wine, and those of their children, and may their wives be overpowered by others” (3.297-301).31

Islamic State “Message” Videos

Due to the focus here on the video, we will not address the well-established loyalty oaths for Islamic State, which arguably have roots extending as far back as pre-Islamic Arabia, and indeed, conceivably into Near Eastern antiquity.32 Instead, we are confronting the spectacular dimensions of the Sotloff beheading video of 2014, which retains all the flavor of ancient oath rituals but offers evidence beyond texts. Namely, the video displays a seemingly binding declaration uttered in absolute solemnity, the anticipated witnesses extend beyond the immediate parties, and the imprecation is sealed by a lethal ritual act and explicit simile. This is not at all the first jihadi “message” video,33 and IS apparently invokes what it thinks of as Ur-models for these beheading spectacles (ostensibly Qur’an 8.12 and 47.4).34 But whatever Ur-models these beheadings purport to mimic, this choreographed performance is easily viewed as a sensational oath-ritual.

As has been well-discussed, the 2014 video was costumed and choreographed for enhanced theatrics. The beheading itself was staged in a featureless desert—featureless perhaps to avoid geographical identification but the empty stage also narrows our focus to the central event, just like the quiet staging in Iliad 3. The iconic IS flag flies in the upper left corner. Just as the oaths in Iliad 3 and 19 are marked by silence on behalf of the witnesses, here the only sound is the wind. The victim is presented, costumed in the now classic orange jumpsuit, and the executioner makes his appearance in the black robe, balaclava, brown pistol holder, and brandishing a knife, as in at least two previous beheading videos (see note 17). These were by then traditional accoutrements; this scene has all the pomp, if macabre pomp, of Iliad 3 and 19, where the victims are led in by the trusted heralds and the king lifts his hands to the gods and wields “his machaira, which always hung by the sheath of his sword” (formulaically identical in the typical scenes of 3.271-72 and 19.252-53).

We are summoned as witnesses by the camera and focused on the executioner’s face behind the veil. Then the victim reads a prepared statement, addressing the US president about foreign policy (168 words), and the executioner makes one too, warning “the evil alliance of America against the Islamic State to back off and leave our people alone,” [or] “just as your missiles continue to strike our people, our knife will continue to strike the necks of your people.”35 The simile here is resonant with the Iliad’s collective imprecation based on the ritual analogy of brains for wine: “whoever is first to violate the oaths, so may their brains fall to the ground as does this wine, and those of their children, and may their wives be overpowered by others” (3.297-301).36

Presumably to build up drama, the camera in the IS video covered one second of the executioner’s exaggerated neck-sawing motion, meant surely to suggest painful death. Then the video picture faded out. Within 15 seconds after we heard and saw the victim speak, there was a video sweep of the recumbent victim, from his feet up to his waist which held the head that just spoke. It is roughly parallel to this compelling image: “[A]nd so he said, and he cut the throats of the lambs/boar with the pitiless bronze” (3.292; cf. 19.266), and “put them [lambs] on the ground, gasping, and deprived of life, for the bronze had taken their strength” (3.293-294). In both spectacles, the death is impactful and riveting. In fact, it is arguably more impactful in the Iliad, where we actually witness the lambs gasp out their lives. In the video, it is one’s imagination which suggests witnessing after the fact, when one views the severed head which just moments before was speaking.

Ritual and Spectacle

Now let us examine these two spectacles against the theories outlined above. First, let it be noted that too much should not be made of these specific parallels as parallels. Presumably all actions in time have beginnings, climaxes, and denouements. We have already harnessed Lincoln’s thinking on weak comparisons. But here, aside from the superficial parallels between these two scenes, we have the following shared dimensions:

Mood

First, we have the shared visual-imaginative cues, which demand our attention in both cases. An apt analysis is Morgan’s discussion of powerful dispositions which texturize the visual construction of reality and cause particular elements in a scene to leap out at us in a notable array.37 The initial presentation of both scenes is staged to communicate foreboding: the silence is overwhelming in the IS video, with the IS flag flying above and the only two people in the scene being the victim and his masked executioner. Participants to the Iliad ritual, who just moments before were fighting, now sit silently together, so close that “little was the earth on both sides” (3.115), apparently unified by the solemn occasion. These stagings suggest a ritual gravitas. While presenting their victims, the Homeric heralds by their status add essentially functional décor for the solemn scenes, and the costuming in the IS video is overt too. The executioner and victim both are dressed in a way commemorative of two well-broadcast beheading videos which preceded this one. The victim is wearing the familiar orange jumpsuit and his executioner the black robe, balaclava, brown pistol holder, holding his knife (c. 10 inches, serrated) in hand. Although nothing is said about Agamemnon’s costume, matching the executioner’s conspicuously serrated knife is Agamemnon’s machaira, which formulaically “always hung by the sheath of his sword.” It clearly confers status but also sets a portentous tone, as does the serrated knife of the executioner in the video. These opening configurations inject a somber mood associated with extant conventions which ritualize oaths. The details (silence, costuming, knives) leap out ominously from the bigger context and communicate what Aijmer called “strong, expressive force.”38 They also help to elevate the register of the ritual communication. These are life-threatening events.

Pattern Recognition and Figural Awareness

Because both instances follow established conventions, one can see also Tambiah’s “[e]mergent meanings [riding] on the already existing grids of symbolic and indexical meanings.” That is, this is at least in part customary seeing, with the video riding on the tradition of two well-known beheading videos which preceded it, and with the Iliad ritual matching in sequence another oath-ritual in Book 19. Namely, Book 3 is parallel in the presenting of victim—a boar in Book 19—the drawing of the machaira (19:252-253, identical at 3.271-272), the prayer to Zeus (19.254, quasi identical with 3.275), the invocation of the punishing divinities (3.276–8 and 19.256–7), the cutting of the throat(s) of the victim(s) “with the pitiless bronze” (3.292 and 19.266) and the dramatic disposal of the victims—lambs being laid on the ground gasping, deprived of life (at 3:293-294) and the boar being hurled into the river to become “food for fish” (19.267-268). Without an underlying tradition of oath-swearing, both rituals would be simply grotesque spectacles. We grasp their significances in part against preexisting performative conventions, although the sworn details may vary.

Engaged Seeing

But seeing here is also organic in Langer’s sense. It is absorbing. In the Iliad, the lambs’ deaths are graphic: their necks are cut with the pitiless bronze,39 and they are laid on the ground gasping, deprived of thumos,
40 thumos being one of those well-studied Homeric words usually translated as life, soul, heart or spirit, for the bronze, formerly called pitiless, had stripped them of menos, roughly translated as vigor, strength. Note that this assiduous focus on dying in oath-rituals is as far as can be from Homeric thysia rituals, where the animals killed to be eaten are not said to die, really, but simply to be slaughtered and flayed.41 The oath-victims further are described as gasping out their lives in language reminiscent of a number of humans who gasp or pant out their lives in the Iliad (5.585; 10.521; 13.396; 13.571; 20.403; 21.182), an association which surely reinforces the identification of the lambs with human oath-violators as well as with witnesses to the ritual, who are swearing to uphold the terms of the oath under pain of a gasping death. In the video it would seem impossible not to engage with its sensory dimensions—silence, a second of neck cutting, the beheading after-effect. The initial gesture of neck cutting is vigorous enough to make us intuit the sensation on our own necks, even if we don’t stare at the bloody process or at the victim gasping for air. As Morgan would have it, we map the victim’s experience onto our own necks, in haptic seeing. In both the Iliad and the video, the haptic dimension of seeing promotes our intuition of the victims’ suffering as our own.

Trauma Art

Then there is the dimension of trauma art. Rather than simply exposing us to corpses, these images, both in the Iliad and the video, expose us to what Siebers described as an “excess of meaning” manufactured by the spectacle42 Most immediately the spectacle forces us to ponder life, pain, and our last breaths, because of the sawing and the final specter of the head in the video and because the victims gasp out their lives painfully in the Iliad. Siebers would say that we are “transubstantiated”43 into the specter of bodily injury, which we grasp at a level which is more profound than discourse. The argument, as pointed out already, is that by staring at mangled, lifeless bodies, we search for meanings which radiate beyond the plain fact of death, in these cases presumably to what it means to die a death which is punishing and ignoble.44

Further, our experience with the video is interactive. We have already mentioned Roland Barthes on the ability of some images to “prick” the viewer, wherein what we see gets enfolded in the “robust domain of embodiment, feeling, and thought.”45 This is obvious in the video, but in the ancient case, it is arguably our imaginations that allow us to feel this prick, as we don’t see it except in our minds’ eye. On the other hand, as mentioned, we do have a handful of gasping/panting deaths of humans in battle for the Iliad (5.585; 10.521; 13.396; 13.571; 20.403; 21.182), which insinuate that humans can die like the gasping lambs. Indeed that is one point of the ritual. But it is also a point of literature: this metaphorical mapping from text to experience is the wonderful thing about reading ancient literature. As Ricoeur pointed out decades ago, we never read with the extralinguistic world entirely suspended.46 Whatever other presumptions we bring to a text, it is embodiment that grounds our comprehension of at least some of it.47

Pain

Finally, this would seem true especially when it comes to pain. However elusive pain may be to discursive capture, it is arguable that ancient audiences did grasp the excruciating neck-slicing of the dying lambs, based on how excruciatingly we grasp the neck-sawing of the dying victim of the IS video. Let us hasten to caution that we contemporaries probably do not interpret pain and death identically to ancient audiences. For one thing, ancient audiences presumably were less sheltered from animal suffering and death than are modern academics, so our experiential frameworks may differ. However, as noted in our discussion of sensory anthropology, pain is a frequent component of rituals designed to trigger some kind of transformative awareness.48 In the ancient case, this is an awareness of the potential punishment due witnesses on the wrong side of the oath; in the contemporary video it is an awareness of the vulnerability of Western witnesses to the punishments of IS: “just as your missiles continue to strike our people, our knife will continue to strike the necks of your people.” The menace in both cases is meant to disturb witnesses, to shock them out of complacency. As noted in our discussion of Morgan’s haptic imagination, the graphic pain of the victims was meant to “prick” the ancient viewers much in the way it pricks us, so that we are able to enfold the experience in to the “robust domain of embodiment, feeling, and thought.”49

Pain is of course polysemic in religious experience generally. We hear of ecstatic pain,50 of the martyr’s altered consciousness in the face of pain,51 of ritually induced pain as a peak experience,52 to name a few analyses. In rituals of menace, however, the spectacle of pain clearly is meant to induce a shiver of dread. Based on our exposé on sensory anthropology, we may surmise that, seemingly like music, the specter of pain can reach beneath discourse in its impact. The specter is intuited as real. Communicated in a highly formalized ritual register, the appearance of pain is an effective ploy to discourage violation of the oath.

Of course, death too is also an effective ploy to discourage behavior, at least the spectacle of it. Despite the variety of ways death is interpreted across traditions—a beautiful death, a martyr’s death, a hero’s death, a noble or ignoble death, and so forth53—those interpretations are notable because they deny the existential truth of death. It is not likely that we ever grasp the existential truth of death, although presumably we can grasp death’s proximity (hence famous exposés on the uncanny, terror, horror, etc.). But in the Homeric world, much like the world of IS in 2014, the spectacle of a punishing death is meant to startle viewers into contemplating the experience of death. Here again we are reminded of Siebers’s point about trauma art as provoking reflection on the kind of meanings we once pondered through religious stories and rituals, in these cases reflections on a gruesome and ignoble death. As pointed out earlier, there is nothing exclusively contemporary about such representations. Ancient art is rife with beheading spectacles and scenes of slaughter.54 The promise of an ignoble death is clear in one of the Iliad’s curses on oath-breakers: “For Zeus father will not be a helper to liars, rather those who first violated the oaths, vultures will devour their tender skin while we lead their wives and little children to the ships, when we take the citadel” (4.234-39).

On the subject of gruesome deaths today, it is true that a new wave of art historians prefers to see the onslaught of kill videos and similar spectacles as numbing, of stripped of the potential to inspire horror, particularly for a younger generation. This new wave claims that images we once saw as lurid and shocking are now seen as maudlin, kitsch,55 at best as aberrant art.56 But Susan Sontag would not agree. As she pointed out in 2003, we still respond to the pain of others when that pain is framed in a way we recognize.57 So we (most of us) are not indifferent. Although we are repelled, we are also absorbed, into both Sotloff’s and the lambs’ experiences.




Reflection

Harry Nankin
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Figure 9 Film Still, Harry Nankin. Image © Mark Newbound.


Ritual is what I’ve been doing photographically in nature, more or less, for forty years. Early on I was inspired by the approach of American photographer Paul Caponigro who described his devotional meditations in gelatin silver black and white as “dreams locked in silver” quietly alerting us to “the landscape behind the landscape” where we might glimpse “the Unicorn in the wood.” Caponigro’s rationale carried on a modernist tradition originating with art critic Alfred Steiglitz’s idea of equivalency, in which the analog photographic print is seen as the summation of a photographers’ emotional response to and feeling of union with the subject or scene before the camera. Far from looking for unicorns in the woods, it was ecological agency, a presence of place, that I sought to feel and record. I spent hours, even days in a darkroom fastidiously re-interpreting my hard-won large format negatives as “fine print” equivalents.

In 1993, I ceased using a camera because I sought to shrink the emotional, aesthetic, and physical distance between myself, the photosensitive material, and subject. I recorded not what things looked like in the reflected light of day but their nocturnal shadows cast by flame, starlight, moonlight, or artificial flash. Each attempted image of forests, rain, ocean waves, live insects, or the light of the stars on location on film or paper at night has been a slow, deliberate, meticulously sequenced act of faith. The final image could only be imagined, never seen. The limits of imagination and chance and accident made predicting the exact visual outcome impossible. With my larger outdoor projects by the sea and in the semi-arid country, the many volunteers’ participation in what were technically and physically demanding procedures lent a semi-formal, organized, pious character to each imaging event. For me and for many of my assistants, an events finale of film or paper exposure after long hours or days of careful preparation felt transformative, even liminal. Some of my helpers recall their experience as “spiritual.” Seeing the results emerge in the chemical trays of my darkroom days or weeks after the field work also often felt revelatory. A second, consequential liminal moment.

I returned to the craft of slow lens photography in 2020 using a pre-loved “5x7 inch” wooden field camera of about my own vintage, during the pandemic, primarily to find out if and how I could learn to love the damaged country I now live in, in central Victoria. I am endeavoring to approach each photographic act as a ritual, devoted to glimpsing the light of presence imminent within, behind, and beyond the shadows. Perhaps, learning how to love this land is preparatory spiritual practice. Preparatory that is, to thinking, feeling, and seeing if and how hope, solace, and especially, glimmers of redemption, might be deciphered in the shadows of the tragic wounding all about us, and to come: that of the ecology of our planet, everywhere.1
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Attention in Harry Nankin’s Photography Practice: Assisting Nature to Write Itself

Jason Goroncy

The work of the Australian photographer Harry Nankin (b. 1953) subverts the modes typical of the art of photography, both in its subject matter and in its use of technology. Believing both in the readability of the world and in the “revelatory power”1 of photography as a mode of attention, Nankin’s biocentric work—undertaken primarily with cameraless photography in situ, and usually at night with the aid of portable safe lights and moonlight—represents efforts to index the character of the world through its shadows. This raises challenging epistemological questions for the viewer of his work, as well as questions about the possibilities for photographs and photographers to assist “nature” in writing its own photograph.

In what follows, I introduce Nankin’s work, locating it in a tradition of cameraless photography and highlighting its key concerns vis-à-vis matters of attention, which are made equally concrete in Nankin’s processes and the subjects themselves. I then propose that Nankin’s art practice shares some analogies with that of an iconographer or, more exactly, with one who recognizes and indexes icons. This recognizes certain convictions Nankin shares about nature’s communicative character and how he, therefore, understands the place and responsibility of the human artist.

Making Contact

In his review of George Seddon’s Searching for the Snowy: An Environmental History,2 Nankin suggests that the title’s opening word—“Searching”—evokes “deep appreciation through objective knowledge, direct experience and creative response.”3 This observation might well apply to Nankin’s own work, which represents his perpetual quest for connection, for home, for “contact,” and for “a sense of reciprocity.” In this way, Nankin’s practice of making art is a practice of knowing. The reciprocity Nankin seeks is not only epistemic, however, but concerns something like a “spiritual” sense, a being “open to something.”4

This openness is, as I will here attempt to trace, a particular kind of attention that Nankin embodies, performs, and inhabits through his photography practice, an attention that is not—as we sometimes think of it—synonymous with detached reflection but is, rather, a materially engaged process. In a 2022 interview, Nankin recalled being in his late twenties and living in Aotearoa New Zealand and paying a visit to Fiordland, part of Gondwana country:

Even though I love the glory of the sublime Milford [Sound], I realized that that wasn’t my home. So, when I came back to Australia, I said: “Well, maybe it’s this country I have to pay attention to because it’s what my unconscious was telling me.” I could remember crying, holding these trees, and [asking]: “Why?” It’s not about the people so much as the land.5


Attention to the land is the task that has informed the development of Nankin’s career as a photographer. Such attention has taken concrete form in several small art projects—Cathexis (1992), Contact (2002–03), The Rain (2003), and, most recently, Acts of Ritual (2021)—as well as more ambitious projects, including The Wave (1997).6 Nankin appraises his work as a contribution to “the biosemiotic reimagining and anti-anthropocentric repositioning of invertebrates and ‘landscape’ within photography in ways that aim to legitimize the tragic form as an appropriate aesthetic frame through which to apprehend our ecological predicament.”7 “I’m interested in ‘the problem of nature’,” he writes, “that is, the problem of The Other. The non-human. Everything not of or made by people. Air and ants. Bandicoots and beaches. Grasshoppers and grassland. Moss and mountains. The planet we are on and the night sky above. And most especially where it all comes together in what we casually call ‘landscape’.”8 Landscape is that which “begins when it absorbs or dissolves all presences into itself”;9 it is all that “country becomes after ‘the gods’ have departed.”10

For Nankin, attention to the “problem” of this Other is driven principally not by questions of epistemology11—of “outwitting the world”12 through the camera, as it were—and still less by mere curiosity, but rather by a desire to attend to more basic, primal questions of an ethical and ontological nature: the energy that is unexhausted by matters such as geographical appearance, and that animates all. Nankin names this search “an ecological gaze,” described variously as “a speculative aesthetic stance articulating a self-reflexive response to ecological knowledge, experiences and phenomena,”13 as “a poetic engagement with the ecological as ‘fact’ (scientifically verifiable phenomena) and ‘affect’ (feeling),”14 and as “thinking, feeling and seeing informed by the physical and temporal relationship between living things, including human beings, to the earth—and beyond.”15 To attend to this work is to run the risk of not knowing, a risk that would be “suicidal only to [one] for whom knowledge is the whole of life.”16

Nankin describes his attempt to foreground such an approach as twofold: “First, to replace the distancing objectivity of monocular optics with the indexical poetics of camera-less shadows; and second, to aver from the reifying visual language, ‘trite epiphanies’ and suspect ontology of the ‘landscape’ genre and adopt an indicative symbolic order constructed of ecological phenomena presented as indices of place.”17 I take this to mean that, for Nankin, the world can be read, that the world is pregnant for discovery, for epiphany. Moreover, the phenomenologically intersubjective character of photography offers an “unparalleled ability to bear witness to or ‘re/view’ the world” in ways that heighten ecological consciousness by “doing what only photography can do: record what the naked eye sees and see the erstwhile invisible—from the microscopically small and telescopically distant, the lightning fast and imperceptibly slow, the undetectably faint and blindingly bright—to objects blocked from view and light emanations at wavelengths beyond unaided human perception.”18

The Landscape as Camera

Nankin has turned to cameraless imaging, or shadowgrams, as a method of extending “the dark subtext”19 of a camera’s vision, believing that such best serves his concerns of “trying to work out what works emotionally.”20 Cameraless photography’s attention to and apprehension of its subject offers innovative possibilities to serve as a witness to what is there but almost invariably goes unnoticed. This possibility is heightened due to photography’s indexical character that gives the (usually) mechanical eyewitness a kind of authority typically not given to those who record, who re-present, things and events with other kinds of human technology, such as words. A photograph taken without a camera is an imprint of physical contact with the land. Nankin suggests that “the tactile, photochemical or electronic relationship to the world intrinsic to the act of light capture, the material imprint described by Susan Sontag as ‘like a footprint or a death mask’ is generally backgrounded,”21 helping him to avoid the (false) charge of separating “nature” and “technology.” Cameraless plein air photography, or photograms, can “turn the landscape into the camera.”22

Contact printing invertebrates in situ—and by starlight—makes Syzygy and the Minds in the Cave projects to be, by all accounts, unique photographic experiments, their only real precedent being work undertaken in the 1840s by the French daguerreotypist Antoine Claudet.23 Named after the French artist and photographer Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre, daguerreotype produces an image on silver-plated copper whose surface has been rendered light-sensitive through treatment by fumes. In a broadsheet circulated in January 1839 to attract investors, Daguerre claimed: “The DAGUERREOTYPE is not merely an instrument which serves to draw Nature; on the contrary, it is a chemical and physical process which gives her the power to reproduce herself.”24 Other enthusiasts, channeling Plato, have claimed that daguerreotypes preserve “the imprints of all that has existed alive, spread out through the diverse zones of infinite space.”25

Geoffrey Batchen describes cameraless photography as “almost elemental in its simplicity”:

Unmediated by perspectival optics, photography is here presented as something to be looked at, not through, and to be made, not taken. After all, a cameraless photograph is not just of something; it is something. A reversed-tone inversion of the natural order of things, such photographs even appear to emit their own light, to emanate rather than record their images. Placed thus within the inverted commas of candid self-reflection, photography is freed from its traditional subservient role as a realist mode of representation and allowed instead to become a searing index of its own operations, to become an art of the real. … In every sense, then, this is photography in its most primal state.26


Cameraless photography performs a kind of attention that moves in both directions, attending simultaneously to the world and its procedures. It is attention itself rendered tactile, material. One might say that the subject of Nankin’s photography is attention itself, understood in a particular way, attention represented visually. Nankin describes his impulse toward cameraless photography as follows:

I wanted to make a closer link between artists, myself, emotion, the material I recorded, and the ecosystem. To bring them all together, I felt that if the material touched the landscape, and I was touching the material and landscape, then there’d be a greater connection. It was this indexical process that I was interested in. Not that black and white isn’t indexical, but it’s still got a camera in between the two. … [But cameraless photography is] a very intimate thing: the silver receives the light in the film from the subject. The silver then is in contact with other silver, exposed to light. There’s a direct indexical link between the subject and the print.27


Cameraless photography offers Nankin a way of emphasizing the “heightened semiotic indexicality” of things,28 of performing the communication-by-contact that he seeks because the material mode of attention holds together both the processes of the attention itself (both mechanical and personal) and that to which the process attends.

Indices of Place and Predicament

In an unpublished essay on ritual violence, Margo Kitts suggests that ritual depictions of violence captivate a viewer’s attention by creating a preverbal visceral response in the viewer, which takes place because the viewer introjects sensory features of what is seen into their own bodily experience.29 Here, she follows David Morgan’s suggestion that what is seen “enfolds vision in the robust domain of embodiment, feeling, and thought.”30 The events thus communicate more than themselves through this elevated performative register in which new meanings emerge against familiar shapes, both symbolic and indexical. This description of how a ritual is communicated to a viewer or reader illuminates something about how the world is communicated to the photo paper in Nankin’s practice, and how he can think about this relationship between the world and photography in terms of intimacy and attention. The film enfolds the visual in a material relationship between earth, light, and technology,31 along with the thoughts and feelings of Nankin himself. The visual and the bodily are palpably interconnected, unobscured by mechanism, and the process is an intimate one because the sensory features of one body are thus introjected by Nankin into the sensory features of another body—that of the film. The result is that familiar shapes—insects, birds, waves, etc.—appear as indices as well as symbols that allow larger meanings concerning the landscape more broadly, our relationship to it, and its devastation, its loss, to emerge. If attention is captivated in Kitts’ rituals of menace—possibly against the viewer’s will—because the visual “grabs” or “pricks” the body, Nankin intentionally leverages this haptic dimension of visuality to construct a particular way of attending to the landscape.

It is particularly interesting, in light of Kitts’ analysis of the operation of such haptic seeing in ritual depictions of violence, that the attraction of cameraless photography for Nankin lies in the way it attends to absence, shadows, and ambience—and to the elegiac indexing of such—and so fits his ecological concerns. While the rituals of menace that Kitts analyses are significantly different in both affect and form from Nankin’s photographs, both involve the communication of devastation and emergent threat, albeit for vastly different purposes. Nankin has found through his indexical process that he cannot but make contact not only with the landscape but also with its devastation. His ecological gaze and its employment of analogic shadowgram resolution heighten the sense of place as predicament, wherein the “terrestrial inhabitation and the full-scale gestalt of non-human otherness” are accentuated against the ecological imaginary.32 He attends to objects as pathways and recognitions of, and connection and communication between, realities and systems that already share the one bios, energy, and emergence, and already facilitate kinesthetic awareness. This move describes a mode of attention to the “unsettling, post-humanist aesthetic”33 Nankin associates with threatened places.

As such, Nankin’s work asks about the possibility of connection to that which has been ruptured by attending to the rupture itself as a sign-bearing location of what has perished. Nankin is attuned to the prehistoric and Platonic34 associations of “shadows” with things such as memory, danger, evil, un/consciousness, the soul, death, “exscriptive”35 writing or mark making, the uncanny, shamanism, animism, and atomic explosions—“the ‘atomic-light’ body imprints of Hiroshima and Nagasaki”36—as well as something like John Milton’s “shadow[s] of heaven.”37 He is equally alert to the fascination with shadows in the work of filmmakers and other photographers, and those who study them. Indeed, Nankin locates his work in this broader tradition that allows the exploitation of the “light–darkness dialectic” and “divide,”38 and the ubiquitous shadow epistemologies, at play in the West’s myths of origin. “Photography, a technological descendent of the celebrated Corinthian trace, is a recorder of shadows but cameraless photographs—photograms or shadow-grams,” like his bogong moth pictures, “are shadows: they doubly implicate absence.”39

This allows one to recognize, in this case, the bogong moth—although, by extension, other creatures too, and especially the most abject among us40—as biosemiotic, as “evolutionarily evolved symbolically coded systems of communication.”41 Nankin suggests that they “evidence the lost referent, the ‘absent part’” of such origins, and thus function as “indices of place and predicament” wherever life is marked by “extinction, biodiversity decline and landscape transformation in the face of anthropogenic climate change.”42 Nankin continues:

[R]ather than being autonomic objects (meaning-less non-beings), organisms can be understood as sign-making and sign-sensing subjects (meaning-directed beings) embedded in and responsive to their peculiar species-specific ecological “perceptual life-world” or umwelten. Biosemiotics shifts analytical perspective from the reductionist determinism of traditional biophysiology to the subjective individuality and intentionality of sign production and reception at every level of ecological existence. In addition to enlarging our understanding of ecological processes and the semiotic minutiae of their lives[,] the uncovering of biosemiotic signification among non-humans opens us to the possibility of finding meaning in their idiosyncratic life-worlds. From a biosemiotic perspective, these pictures of patently delicate bogong moths draw our attention to their existence and fragility and, by association, the alpine region for which they are icons as well our own increasingly problematic umwelten.43


For Nankin, the bogong moth is an indexing icon of Victoria’s high country itself, that “huge and ancient cordillera of congealed time”44 that has now, in the contemporary ecological crisis, also become “a metaphor for vulnerability, displacement, mortality and loss.”45

Indexing Icons

Given this, I propose that we think of Nankin’s art practice as analogous to that of an iconographer; or, more precisely, think of Nankin as an indexer of “icons.”46 Such icons function not as an object of veneration or as an apathetic piece of decoration but rather as both a mirror and window to time as fragility, and to resistance as vulnerability. His indexing work arises from an intuition that the world is readable—and accessible—through human attention, labor, practices, mistakes, and pursuing of instincts, no matter how whist they might be. More particularly, it arises from a conviction that the material landscape—including, and perhaps especially, its shadows—is marked with insignia, energies, “a promise of limitless possibilities,”47 glyphs, “trite epiphanies,”48 sacred reciprocities, and “sacrament[s].”49 Reading the world such, icons such as the bogong moth, and ants and their nest detritus, for example, work to transfigure human passions and assist us to “get beyond the ‘circle of hermeneutics’.”50

Here, Nankin’s work owes some debt to Charles Sanders Peirce’s instrumental work in semiotics and its recognition in the world of a triad of inescapably related signs—icons, which resemble or imitate what is being signified; indexes, which have a direct causal or physical connection to what is signified; and symbols, through which the signified is inferred, such as through language, traffic lights, etc. Together, they recall that the possibility of meaning-making depends on both referential contexts and systemic codes. According to Peirce, “we think only in signs,”51 in representations. “All reasoning is an interpretation of signs of some kind.”52 Although nothing is a sign in itself, when recognized as such, words, sounds, smells, actions, objects, photographs, etc., can become signs when they are invested with meaning and “interpreted” as such.53 While one may question why he needs to meld himself to Peirce’s Procrustean and technical approach to the subject, Nankin, who works more intuitively than Peircean models suggest, reads the world as biosemiotically signed, and so as readable, intentional, sense-able, meaning-full, photographable, and alive—even conscious—all the way down. This concern with the subject matter and meaning in his work, as opposed to a focus on the form such takes, is entirely consistent with its iconographic character.54

One might indeed position artistry of all sorts among the countless human practices of poiesis, best understood as part of a wider spectrum of imaginative and creative activities in which human beings make sense of, respond symbolically to, and thereby shape and reshape the world in material ways. Insofar as this is true, Nankin’s work stands among that of artists deliberately opposed to the Enlightenment’s disenchanting of the world. As Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno observed about that program:

It wanted to dispel myths, to overthrow fantasy with knowledge. … The disenchantment of the world means the extirpation of animism. … Myth becomes enlightenment and nature mere objectivity. Human beings purchase the increase in their power with estrangement from that over which it is exerted. Enlightenment stands in the same relationship to things as the dictator to human beings. He knows them to the extent that he can manipulate them. The [person] of science knows things to the extent that [they] can make them.55


However, the grammar of “icon” recalls that the world might be read, appraised, and inhabited otherwise. It is also inescapably religious language, whereby it recalls that material “stuff” is materia poetica, the medium through which the Ground of Being is mediated to creatures, and creatures to it. And it assumes that the entire creation is so charged, pregnant with the possibility of deeper discoveries, the unveiling of mysteries hidden below the surface of things, the uncoverings of the fact that whatever is revealed remains veiled amid disclosure and disclosed while veiled.

Immersed deeply in the “mythus”56 of Roman Catholic and other worlds “where nothing existed as an atom but where everything enriched the perception of everything else,”57 and with an imagination forged in the Great War, the British artist David Jones believed that human beings find themselves immersed by default in an “order” and “entanglement” of signs58 that vary from the most basic and simple of physical gestures—like a kiss or the making of a birthday cake—to the “highest” manifestations of artistic creativity of which humans are capable. Jones appraises human making as something essential to human nature—“a predicament of being human”59—as beings in whose lives the material and the immaterial spheres of creation are interwoven. To be human, Jones avers, is to understand, communicate, and participate in the realities of the one sphere through (and not in spite of) the making of signs, of which language is perhaps the most common. We are, put simply, sign-making creatures. All art “re-presents” something else.60 Indeed, as Jones has it, art is a “signum,” a sign of a particular “reality” of which all art “makes a kind of anamnesis.”61 However, unlike Nankin who recognizes that the entire cosmos and its biosphere are charged with signs of their own making, Jones suggests that only people “make sacraments”62—neither beavers (or, one might add, possums) nor angels (those elusive bodiless creatures) can do so. It is not simply that humans can take up materials to make something new—a bee, platypus, or hippopotamus can do that, and with a result as beautiful and as ingenious as any of which Homo sapiens are capable. Rather, for Jones, what makes our making unique, it seems, is the mark of “intransitivity and gratuitousness”63—that human work can be and often is charged with meaning beyond the functionality of the thing. It is about sign making, about creating that which bears witness to something beyond itself, “something other.”64

While Nankin’s work disputes and rejects the reductionism that characterizes Jones’ account of things, and while his own religious sensibilities align more closely with those of Isaac Luria, Martin Buber, and Mark Rothko than they do with Jones’, he shares Jones’ appraisal of the world with like nonabrasive and exposed perplexity, extraordinary patience, and demureness. His work is certainly stamped by the same conviction that the world we inhabit is inscripted—and inscriptable—and by the same commitment to sign making and sign indexing, particularly of “the exact disposition of small things”65—a “mote of dust or small insect,”66 their “textures and contours” and the seemingly “trivial intersections … among the dead”67—as a way to understand better the relationships that exist between things past, present, and passing away. It is marked with extraordinary attention to the particularities—“the adaptations, the fusions/the transmogrifications/but always/the inward continuities/of the site, of place”68—of time, landscape, ritual, and seasons, a deliberate effort to counter the dominant and dominating narratives of reduction and of a “placeless cosmocracy”69 that characterize the wasteland and “sagging end”70 of modernity’s technocratic myths, but without any of the retreat into the excessive and mawkish romanticism that marked earlier departures.71 In a description equally fitting of Jones’ and Nankin’s artistry, David Bentley Hart describes the former’s work thus:

[A]n attempt to gather up again the fragments of a ruined world, to recover a lost enchantment, to restore a sense of harmony amid an age of indomitable chaos. Ultimately it is irresistible. … In the end, his is an art fully acquainted both with the tragedies of history and with the peculiar homelessness of modern humanity, but it is also an art that overwhelmingly argues that both can be escaped, and even redeemed, by the cultivation of a special kind of sacral memory. It offers intimations of eternity precisely through its embrace of time’s fullness. It seems to come to us from a deep past that all of us can almost—though not quite—recall, and from a radiant and restored future that all of us can almost—though, again, not quite—imagine; and thus, above all, it “reminds” us of a creation unmarked by the wounds of fallen time.72


Shattered Possibilities of Meaning

Modernity, along with those efforts beset to counter its worst excesses, is characterized by both a “creeping sense of reality as lost” and also a “yearning for a lost reality.”73 We live in “a lost dream,” as it were, or at least in “a dream that is unraveling.”74 This speech recalls Nankin’s interest in Aldo Leopold, who associated beauty with ecological integrity, health, and stability. Nankin was once attracted to this idea as a feature of his own ecological aesthetics but concedes that Leopold’s work is perhaps less relevant now in the age of the Anthropocene, where everything is unraveling. To do art responsibly today, he suggests, means embracing “a tragic aesthetic.”75 To be “modern”—and Nankin counts himself as inescapably so—is to live with a “traumatic realism”76 in which the symbolic order itself is “in crisis”77 because the possibility of meaning between the sign and the signified has been shattered. All yearning, therefore, is inescapably marked by the indicia of trauma, tragedy, and the apprehension that the real, in Lacanian terms, is irretrievably lost to us and us to it.78 Such tragedy, Nankin contends, “confronts us with the paradox of our alienation.”79

Photography, as Roland Barthes avers, offers no departure or escape here.80 It was not Barthes, however, but rather Terry Eagleton, Alfred Whitehead, Kate Rigby, and Garrett Hardin who first alerted Nankin to the possibility that nature itself might be appraised as “the sacrificial scapegoat or tragic pharmakos of modernity.”81 Nankin believes that “the concomitant decline in environmental alterity and stability threatens to cauterize the ecological identity of place”82 and that this “end of nature” (a term borrowed from Kate Soper) is nothing short of a “tragedy.”

Earlier, I noted that Nankin’s work attends to rupture as itself a sign-bearing location of what has perished. Inasmuch as this is true, his gaze is especially on the ecological, on the violence perpetrated against the landscape, the “most evocative poetic expression” of which “may yet be found among the abject and shadows.”83 These are the icons of tragedy that his work seeks to index. He recognizes that by its very nature, photography recalls “what was once a future that became a present that is now a past that will never return. … The medium also operates as both an instrument of tragic ecological loss and a supreme communicator of that loss.”84 In the face of ecological tragedy, there is no “programmed redemption,” as in most monotheistic accounts of history. If there is redemption, it must come “through other ways.”85

A Conclusion

Insofar as Nankin’s work represents a reassertion of the gravity of meaning over technique, the possibility of congruence, however tentative, between the tacit and the uncontactable, the reaffirmation of the ontological connection and distinction between the simulated and the connate, and a commitment to attending to the world’s abject subjects and highlighting the tragedy of ecological loss, it represents the pursuit of kinds of knowing and attention that decenter the human subject and that sabotage humanity’s illusive proclivity for mastery and management. The world his work exposes remains one that is finally untameable and unrepresentable. It is work, therefore, that shatters the deceptive confidence in what we name “normal.” It represents a confession that the art of knowing involves a commitment to maintaining a relationship with ignorance, with unintelligibility, with that which escapes us, and, as Giorgio Agamben puts it, to “allowing an absence of knowledge to guide and accompany our gestures.”86




Listening




15

Knowing through Liturgical Practice: Spiritual Poesis


Graham Ward

In this essay, I wish to explore, within a theological framework, the relation between disclosure and coming to know. I will argue for how the origin of poiesis, as coming to understand through the art of crafting, lies theologically in what I will define as “the liturgical moment.” Key elements emerge from this exploration: a turning aside; an inchoate recognition that follows an encounter with what is other than and outside oneself; the demand for attentiveness to work out the embodied sense of what emerges in that encounter through a poetic praxis; and, finally, the generation of form, open and dynamic toward what has been disclosed.1 A poetic understanding of the continual configuration of temporality follows: history (inseparable from its recording as historiography) as liturgical rite, not of passage but of passing through or wayfaring.

2
Analogical Participation

I focus on two celebrated moments of disclosure (and turning points in biblical history) as given to us through the Jewish and Christian Scriptures.3 But these passages must be put in a context that offers some answer to the question of what human being is. Whatever is understood in the Book of Genesis by being “made in the image and likeness” of God (Gen. 1:26), most Christian anthropology has focused on our being made in imago dei, groping for what that means and whether “image” differs from or is a synonym for “likeness.” I will sidestep those debates and attend instead to being “made.” The exploration that follows is founded upon the supposition that as being “made” (poeisis) is written into what it is to be human.

Theologically, that being “made” associates us with some understanding of both creation and Creator: our making and creativity participate in some analogical sense with God’s making. The Hebrew language is cognizant of this analogy.4 The Priestly writing in the Book of Genesis5 uses both “created” [bârâ] and “made” [yaas—a more manual act], but bârâ is given greater weight in introducing the whole event of divine creation and specifically in the creation of humankind. Since the original basic meaning of bârâ is to divide or separate, then this would seem to indicate some ontological distinction between the creative work of God and human creativity. But, in fact, bârâ and yaas are verbs used throughout the Hebrew Bible for both divine and human making, and in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible (the Septuagint) they are both translated as poiein. So, we cannot overstate the any distinction between “create” and “make.”

When the Priestly author(s), who redacted the Book of Genesis, sums up the creation story, he writes of “the [divine] generation of the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 2:4) and the Hebrew for “generations” is exactly the same when P writes of the human generations of Adam in Gen. 5:1.6 So, while a distinction pertains between the Creator and creation, the uncreated and the created, some degree or spectrum of dynamic spiritual participation appears possible in human generativity (whether as progeny or manufacture7). And it is this participative spectrum that allows for some disclosure of the divine; a communication both within the limitations of our own medium, time, place and culture, and beyond it by means of our own creative (divinely-made) capacities—embodied, affective, cognitive, and spiritual.8

“Participation” is doing a lot of work here, so we need to attend to what it involves and implies. When we refer to words like bârâ, yaas, and “generation,” we are speaking of analogical predication. That is, the same term is used but neither univocally (which would conflate the divine and human) or equivocally (which would mean the Creator, like Newton’s God, withdraws entirely from creation). In theological discourse, analogical predication implies a sharing in which dissimilarity still allows for some, partial, similarity: terms like love, wisdom, mercy. But the analogical is far more than a matter of language-use and predication. In the Christian Scriptures, St. Paul speaks of seeing “in part” as though seeing things through a distorted mirror. He contrasts this with “knowing as we are known” (1 Cor. 13:12): a perfect knowing that we reach toward, grope for, and always escapes us. The analogical alerts us to a tension between what is divine and what is temporally and culturally specific; what is divine and uncreated and what is human and belonging to the orders of creation. Analogy puts all things created under pressure, generating a creative tension soliciting and eliciting the desire to draw closer, understand more. With the analogical there is an intuition of excess that turns an object into a sign or, rather, allows to be seen in the object the watermark of something in and more than its materiality. In poetry, Gerard Manley Hopkins can speak of the ordinary being “Eastered.” In sculpture, Bernini can take St. Theresa’s ecstasy and point to how it transfigures sexual penetration. In music, Arvo Pärt can take a pub song by Robert Burns (“My heart is in the highlands”) and transform it into a yearning far beyond nostalgic love and homesickness. All these “poetic” acts read the world analogically and allow its spirituality to emerge. What holds in these acts is something incommensurably different intuited in commonalities.

To engage the analogical requires reflection that summons imagination and emotion, consciousness and subconsciousness, all operating physically in terms of heartbeat, blood pressure, hormonal secretions. To find expression, to give form, to enact in some way what is being given, relieves the tension as it attempts to tease out the inchoate, even incoherent, and find similitude. Maurizio Toscano describes this engagement as a ritual activity, “a way of living (through integrative practices) and learning (as a mode of deep attention).”9 Such creative attentiveness is characteristic of prayer and the operation of religious faith actively seeking understanding in its pursuit of the perfect relational knowing-as-I-am known.10 This tension involves living the analogical and that is one way to understand what takes place in ritual or liturgy.

Of course, we may not have the skills to be formally expressive: the poet’s, the sculptor’s, the musician’s honed techniques, the ability to craft. Nevertheless, there is a registration of not meaning in any definite sense, but meaningfulness, and it will compel expression—like those of us who find ourselves singing as we walk on the beach or silenced by reaching the top of a mountain. And it is also possible to register nothing at all, just as we can look at an acclaimed painting and see nothing but what it represents. The poet George Herbert writes of “A man that looks on glass” (“The Elixir”). He may only see his own reflection, and “On it may stay his eye.” Or he might, “if he pleaseth, through it pass,/ And then the heav’n espy.” Some objects, especially art forms, require instruction into how to see or hear or appreciate.

Analogical appreciation demands hermeneutical engagement and reflective response, which is experienced and brought to some expression. Theologically understood as the work of grace, it involves a dynamic engagement in the relationship between creation, creativity, and the Creator insofar as a divine activity is being discerned. Something appeals, rings with a tintinnabulation that vibrates within our own desire to understand and capacities to grasp what is being communicated. We are engaging in and with a communicative process, and wagering upon the possibility of partial recognition (St. Paul’s “seeing in a glass darkly”) and mutual acknowledgment (St. Paul’s “knowing even as I am known”). If this practice of attentive reflection is focused on understanding a relationship between the Creator and creation, then there is an embodied and experiential enactment of that relation. The practice cannot be reduced to the noetic features in a phenomenological process, for the reflection it engenders has existential import. The relation being investigated bears an ontological charge; to employ a metaphor, it speaks to me. It is at this point that participation, arising from reflection, goes beyond the interpretive process and enters an existential attentiveness that characterizes prayer and/or meditation. The questions of “What is being said here” and “what it means” become “what is being communicated to me/the community as the writer/reader/recipients of this communication?” Rabbinic exegesis of the Torah has always understood and recognized this.11 Christian Patristic exegesis of the Scriptures proceeded in a similar way and toward a similar end.

A great deal of theological and philosophical discussion has been, and no doubt will continue to be, generated by the ontological nature of this participation that arises through analogy: the shared signifier and what is both signified and shared by it. Given Jewish and Christian theologians are treating the uncreated Creator from the point of view of one species of creation endowed with symbolic and communicative abilities, then an understanding is inadmissible of participation that leads to the idea of proportional sharing in the same Being: God’s being cannot be a more intensive form of a human being. But insofar as creation is an expression of the Creator, and a disclosure of divinity that is ongoing in its solicitation and elicitation of creaturely response, then it is not we, as human creatures, who govern this communication or this participation. We are immersed within and engage with, as we reflect upon, it. And that engagement and reflection expresses themselves in our own creativity. So, theologically understood, God’s ongoing solicitation and elicitation of creaturely response generate our creaturely expressiveness, not as some mechanical form of cause and effect, but rather more as an organic form of emergence. Our human creativity emerges in and through this participation in a communicative activity that is divine in origin and exceeds our human understanding. If theologians call this divine activity “grace” and we call the human reception “inspiration” (or a self-subtraction that enables deeper and more spontaneous invention), then these are only our attempts to describe a process of giving and receiving that transport and transform. In this way, every creative act is an act of faith and surrender expressive beyond ourselves, given to the world and beyond normative experience of it.12 These acts call for our utmost attention and propel us, often obsessively, to make, to fashion, to put out there (whether they are received by others, privately concealed from them, or ignored by them).

We are articulating, with a distinctive theological vocabulary, a fundamental human experience that defines the kind of creatures we are and the kind of creaturely capacities we have. The novelist, Virginia Woolf, who had some very disparaging things to say about organized religion, and Christianity in particular, experienced this deeper mode of seeing and understanding in her work and described them in any number of observations by or on her characters. There is a beautiful moment in the opening of her novel Jacob’s Room in which she describes Jacob’s brother, Arthur, calling out on a beach because his brother is suddenly not visible. “The voice had an extraordinary sadness. Pure from all body, pure from all passion, going out into the world, solitary, unanswered, breaking against the rocks—so it sounded.”13 The mundane act of shouting out a brother’s name becomes “Pure from all body, pure from all passion.” It is transfigured. Something is given in, through, and beneath the sounds that can only suggest an abyss in the human condition. She named these insights that penetrate surfaces and become expressive of something existentially significant, “moments of being”; moments ecstatic to and yet within the temporal that are given voice by the writer whose language-crafting can disclosure the inchoate.

As Aquinas wrote: “representation is by nature something delightful to humankind” [repraesentatio enim naturaliter homini delectabilis est].14 To act creatively is our way of living responsively. We don’t just exist in the environment and passively perceive it. We inhabit, we dwell, we build and paint and furnish and sew and cook and keep warm. Aquinas recognizes that we “delight” in this, but delectere is also to charm and lure: our delight is an active response to a prior soliciting that can itself solicit, and for him to represent is entirely natural. We re-praesentatare what has been presented to us. This can be simply copying, but it can also be something that exceeds copying. This act of re-praesentatare Meister Eckhart called the “emanation of form” (formalis emanation) which knows its own emerging form [sapit propie ebullitionem]. “It is an emanation from the depths, in silence, excluding everything exterior. It has a kind of life. A thing’s image grows out of itself and grows upon itself.”15

Here is a more phenomenological, rather than explicitly theological, description of the imaginative, affective, and cognitive processes involved in creating. The material orders are not left behind. There is no grasping analogically the immateriality of that which transcends and informs creation, other than entering more deeply into the material. The material determines what will emerge. The resulting form is almost secondary, almost ready to be discarded, sold off, or given away—because poiesis concerns materiality and the forces acting within and upon it: that which makes the material matter. Even silence, for Eckhart, is pregnant with possibility, and the apophatic can only be indexed by applying a privative suffix to what is tangible and “grows”—like the “in” prefixing ’finite’ to give “infinite.” But both the whence of Aquinas’s natural delight in representing and the whence of Eckhart’s emanation can only be answered as something responsive to what is beyond and what is operating immanently in what it is to be human, what it means to be created and to recognize a transcendent creativity in which “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17.28. Paul is citing the poet Aratus). As the analogical predication of “generations” in Genesis suggests: all creation is procreation. As such, human poiesis not only participates in and produces, it also bears witness to a poiesis and energeia [power/empowerment] that is communicated, given. What emerges poetically are signs of a creative impulse received and an index of a powerful productivity transcending the creaturely.

We might align Eckhart’s “emanation of form” with a more modern, and far less Judeo-Christian, approach to the emergence of creative representation, and there are several essays in this collection that point toward this.16 In 1912, Wassily Kandinsky published a short but remarkable and influential essay, “On the Problem of Form” in Der Blaue Reiter almanac. Here he writes of a “yearning–this inner urge–[which] acquires the power to create.” He understands this yearning as spiritual, as the creative work of “the human spirit” such that

a new value which, consciously or unconsciously, begins to live in the human being. From this moment on, consciously or unconsciously, the human being seeks to find a material form for the new value, which already lives within him in spiritual form. In this process, the spiritual value, searching for a form of materialization, finds matter. Matter is merely a storeroom.17


This returns us to what I said earlier about “grace” and “inspiration.”

Of course, we could debate the relation of this “human spirit” to any divine spirit (although Paul uses the same word [pneuma] for the human and for the divine in 1 Cor. 2.11). But who makes the decisions of division and distinction here? Of course, there are different capacities and abilities for giving Eckhart’s “yearning” form. There are skills and disciplines to be learnt: how to handle words in poetry, colors and line in painting, sonic tones and rhythms in music, light in film and digital media. But what I am trying to get at here is more fundamental: the creative propulsion that might drive an artist to study and train, make them hungry to learn how best to bestow forms which evolve in Eckhart’s silent depths. For participation lies with this propulsion, the demands it makes, its gestating registration, and the putting into practice.

Moses and Mary

With those preparatory observations, let us now turn to two of the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures most startling moments of disclosure and understand what is both structuring them and being affected. I stress, I am taking these as representations, even folktales, and not necessarily historical accounts. They demonstrate what Heidegger calls “modes of revealing.”

And the angel of the LORD appeared unto him [Moses] in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush: and he looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and the bush was not consumed. And Moses said, I will now turn aside [’ā·su·rāh], and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt. When. The Lord saw that Moses had turned aside to look, he called to him, “Moses, Moses!” He answered, “Here I am!”

(Exod. 3.2-4)

They [two angels] said to her [Mary], “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “Because they have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they laid him.” Saying this, she turned around [estraphê eis ta opisô] and saw Jesus standing, but did not know it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman why are. You weeping? Whom do you seek?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary.” She turned [strapheisa] and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabboni!”

(Jn. 20.13-16)

What I am paying attention to here, in giving the Hebrew and Greek, is the “turning” about, for this is what I am calling the liturgical moment in the reception of what is revealed. Why is it liturgical? Because it is the moment when one is pitched from one’s own preoccupation—Moses’s tending of Jethro’s flock, Mary’s grief at not finding the body and having no closure to the event of Jesus upon her life—into piety. The Greek leitourgia is a work (ergon) of solemnized service, an act (usually made publicly) of bestowing and dedication. In both scriptural passages, there is a directional change in movement that transfigures the meaning of the encounter for both the characters involved and, I would add, the writers representing these encounters and the readers listening to them. In John’s Gospel, the Greek estraphê eis ta opisô [turned completely around to face in the opposite direction]—accentuates the movement. But in that movement, what I am calling the liturgical moment, nothing can be revealed or received. Rather, the movement opens to way to leitourgia. The service to follow, for Moses and Mary and for the writers representing, is an expressive one. What is being demanded in that turn is a reorientation that will gather together (the people of Israel abandoned and oppressed in Egypt, for Moses, the disciples and the embryonic church, for Mary). The turning is not just an affirmation that they are to be sent, but also that their service is priestly (leitôr is the older Greek word for priest). To develop Moses’s erstwhile occupation, the turning around is a turning toward a pastoral ministration.

The turning is not interruptive. It is not a conversion forced upon them by God’s revealing Godself. There is, in the turning to what is disclosed and the attention paid to it, what the painter Kandinsky, in his treatise of the spiritual nature of art, termed “the principle of the inner necessity.”18 Jesus asks Mary, “’Whom do you seek?’” The turn is the consummation of an inner yearning for a new creation, a new form of gathering (Israel, for Moses, the Church, for Mary) that will receive the communication with gratitude and follow it up with practices informed by it. While the revelatory event (the burning bush, the encounter with Christ) comes as both surprise and gift, it has been prepared for, even cultivated. This preparation is evident in the recognition and acknowledgment: to know even as we are known. The disclosure arrives with all the intimacy of being named: “‘Moses, Moses!’ … ‘Here I am!’”; “‘Mary’ … ‘Rabboni’.” The practice that follows is integral to the calling and the immediate response,19 immediate because the response is a reflex made possible by a certain disposition. Without the formation that emerges through a surrender to that disposition, there can be an expressive response but there cannot be a reflective, attentive, response.

Why does so much drama attend upon this turning? Surely, we can put Moses’s action down to curiosity and Louis Althusser’s notion of “interpellation” explains why Mary turns on her name being called.20 To answer this question, we need to understand that a turning to is a turning from, a reorientation of perspective, the reversal of a certain direction of travel and intent: from desert to fire, from the entombed corpse to the living Christ. And the order of one topography is radically altered by another through this movement. This is most particularly so at the garden tomb: the radical shift from death to resurrected life. But the disclosure is evident in both accounts, as it is in Virginia Woolf’s turning into Arthur’s shouting for his brother and turning from just representing Arthur’s action. Theologically understood, this reversal is fundamental, for it is a movement into what transcends and subtends the material bush or the man standing in the garden. This is why it is the first, the opening, liturgical moment. There is no final liturgical moment: Moses’s journey up mount Sinai is his ascent into into the infinite presence of the Godhead and Mary’s presence and role in the Gospel narrative disappears into the story of the early church. The movement dissolves into the practice of working this disclosure out, following in the wake of a divine passing. For Moses and Mary, the writers whose characters these are, and the readers listening to what the writers have written, this is a movement into infinite divinity; a movement of love into infinite love that circulates creatively within, and transforms the effect of what is perceived and attended to. This transformation informs desiring and yearning as attentiveness pursues what will always be the mystery of what is both unknown and yet to be known.

To understand this liturgical movement theologically and aesthetically we have to view movement itself as fundamental not just to being human and all human relations, but to being creaturely and subject to time, chance, and change. There is, and the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures speak of this, a contrary movement. The movement that belongs to what they will call “sin.” There are several words translated as “sin” in Hebrew, but prominently four. The main word is khet and, with respect to persons, khatá. Like three of the other words, it is not concerned with inner motives or intentions, but with a formal movements or actions—transgression—with respect to an established code of expectations. Hence it is a cognate of ta’ar and shaghah (to err, to go astray, to wander from the way). It is not, in Hebrew, a distinctively religious word because it encompasses disloyalty, unfaithfulness, and betrayal. If it says something about deviance from the natural order of things created, it also says something about deviance from the social and political order. The fourth word pasha is both to transgress and rebel. Movement here is negative and, antithetical to what I call the “liturgical moment.” It is an anti-liturgical movement. One of the Greek cognates for ’sin’ is asebeia (impiety, wickedness), which affixes an alpha-privative to the Greek word for “worship” (eusebeia). This picks up on the anti-liturgical nature of certain movements. This is emphasized, in Greek, in “transgression” (parabasis—going aside, deviating). Greek likes negating sound forms of action—being law-abiding, righteous, or giving evidence or testimony—by adding alpha privatives such that we get a semantic cluster for “sin”: anoma (lawless), adikia (dishonest, wrong), amartas (error, offense). Again, behaviors and actions concern movements, albeit here negative movements, movements against. And again, in Greek, these are not words limited to religious contexts.

So, the “turning aside” of Moses at the sight of the burning bush or the turning of Mary to Christ (whom she had first misrecognized as a gardener), bear theological import. I will speak of aesthetic import in a moment. Of course, boundaries or limits are presupposed in notions of going astray or transgression. There is not just any form of movement; there are parameters within which certain movement is good (righteous) and other movement is bad (sin). There is a true way (in Hebrew derek and in Greek odos). The Psalmist sings of how God “made known his ways [də-rā-ḵāw] to Moses” (Ps. 103.7) and this could refer to the giving of the Law. But it could also be wider in its reference, and point to the movement of divine providence that faith in God follows: the divine providence that favored Moses from birth and through the cycles of exile and return from Egypt that shape the narrative of his life in Exodus. A divine providence is evident earlier when Abram responds to the divine call by leaving Haran.

Paul makes much of such movements, turnings away from and turnings toward, in his epistles. These are movements in an unseen providence followed in and enacted upon by faith. In such movements, borders, boundaries, and limits are not clearly marked; the actions accord with them and stake them out, but they are not visible as such. In fact, what may be visible is only what the Psalmist called “a trackless waste” (Ps. 107.40). The “way” becomes known by walking and forming it.

Now, let me add the aesthetic import here. Because following a way that has been opened by a moment of intuition or insight propels an attentive probing to search out the inner workings of that “principle of the inner necessity” that Kandinsky writes about. The “following” requires a practice, an expression, a laboring which gives form or rather allows a form of the moment to emerge. And with form we have meaning. We might use the language of “conversion” to describe such movements here, which etymologically, through Latin, gives us “repentance,” but, in Greek, is associated with metanoia (a change of mind-set). To walk in this way is to walk in accordance with creative operations: to act (justly), to heal, to repair, to restore some concealed otherness that allows for the numinous. “Beauty” is a difficult word because of the freight it brings, but there may be a way of disclosing an irreducible excess, even in what seems objectively ugly, that discloses what can only be called the beautiful. This is a way of living liturgically, of making history (personal and collective), or crafting a novel, a poem, a piece of music, a dance. It is an orientation and refocusing of desire and yearning toward expressing the true, the good, and the beautiful—even, as in Woolf, where what is expressed is almost painful. It requires going beyond ourselves, an ecstasy, a transcendence, for the new relation and participation offered has a logic of progression and development that lies outside our hands. We cannot control where this turning will lead and, as Mary is told by the risen Christ, we cannot cling to old forms of recognition and expectation. A new direction and a new mode of living are inaugurated in this liturgical moment. We no longer speak or craft in our own name.

Art and the Liturgical Moment

In his book The Claim of Reason, the philosopher Stanley Cavell writes about attending to “serious communication” and the way it requires “education. And for grown-ups education is not natural growth but change.”21 The context in which he is speaking is an exploration of education with respect to the natural and the conventional, and the way one questions and changes the other. Examining what it is to philosophize, Cavell observes that

I have to bring my own language and life into imagination. What I require is a convening of my culture’s criteria, in order to confront them with my words and life as I pursue them and as I imagine them; and at the same time to confront my words and life as I pursue them with the life of my culture’s words may imagine for me.22


Citing the writers, theologians, and philosophers, “Augustine, Luther, Rousseau, Thoreau,” he confronts “The anxiety in teaching, in serious communication, is that I myself require education.”23 He concludes with “Conversion is a turning of our natural reactions; so it is symbolized as rebirth.”24 All artistic creation—and both theology and philosophy I would contend can be discursive art forms—concern “serious communication.” I suggest “serious communication” involves a disclosure that cannot be reduced to information or knowledge in any sense of fact-gathering. It is a disclosure that leads into, leads toward, practices of coming-to-know. The practices of coming-to-know, coming-to-be-skilled, characterize education. The communication issues from and gives form to a communication given, graced, and prior—as Moses is told to speak out in Egypt and Mary is told to go to the disciples and communicate the news of Christ’s resurrection. The extension of the liturgical moment is always a passing on, a handing over, a leading out (e-ducto) along a new route (ductus). It opens a duration in which endurance is demanded and sustained. In short, it is pedagogical and, in negotiating its way toward a “conversion” or “rebirth,” it is an act of risk and love offered in its expression to an unknown and tenderly uncertain future. The movement of turning—in Cavell, wrestling in the confrontation of one’s life and words with a culture’s conventional life and words—has itself to move. To move, now, in the sense of Cranmer’s famous opening to Evening Prayer in the Anglican Church: “Dearly beloved brethren, the scripture moveth us in sundry places.” This moving is curved in accord with the turning, to bring about “conversion,” “rebirth,” some “new value” (Kandinsky). The movement is not just physical, it is also imaginative, cognitive, and affective—and these operations are all profoundly interrelated. Words, life, and persons will change.

The creative impulse is to pass on the vibrations of moments of attunement, Woolf’s “moments of being,” which exceed the personal in both its power and significance.25 It involves, even possesses, the whole person and is locked into wider ecologies, natural, social, and cultural. A demand is being made. It might appear from the narratives we have of Moses and the burning bush and Mary at the garden tomb, that the source of the demand is clear: God, on the one hand, Christ, on the other. But the narrative accounts are more complex than that; details add further levels. It is not God who speaks directly from the burning bush, but the angel of the Lord, and the Jesus Mary knew from throughout the time of his ministry is not entirely recognizable until he speaks her name. Always, there are levels of mediation and interpretation between creation and the creativity of proclamation. The source then of the demand to hand on, to lead out, to communicate seriously (in Cavell’s phrase) is always mediated and requires discernment (which is another form of interpretation). In that mediation, there are some things clear and some things hidden, some things visible and much remains invisible. There is mustêrion (hiddenness), but mystery is never just obscurantism—while there is no immediate correlation between what is revealed and what is concealed, what is present and what is absent. In both the biblical accounts, there is a shift from seeing to hearing (their names called): there is a change in what is perceived such that turning discloses. In the change of perception, attention is on what is given. The object (burning bush, risen Christ) is replaced by a commission, a task, a work, and a vision for a work that is excessive in its import because, in accomplishing the work, something new is about to be created; something new is about to receive “serious communication.” There is a hiddenness and opacity about the divine communication that is lived, practiced, and imagined. Theologically framed, hiddenness and opacity lie not in the Godhead holding something back, but in our capacities to receive and attend. Reception and transmission cannot circumvent the circulations of interpretation (which is a form of discernment) and mediation (which requires inventio).26 We are not in control. The form that emerges can only speak creatively. In that lies its life. And we can only acknowledge how good it felt to participate in that creativity, how the “yearning” pulsed within us.

I am accentuating this mediation, and the mystery that encompasses any origin (in encounter and confrontation), any opening liturgical moment, because, although these accounts of Moses and the burning bush, and Mary at the garden tomb, occur in sacred writings, any neat division between sacred and secular is inadequately reductive. Cavell points to conversions and rebirths (all mediated through symbols) as the key operations of education itself. The movements in each biblical account, both with respect to the characters and the modes of narration itself, are movements in and through the symbolic. And, in the realms of the symbolic, meaning cannot be fully articulated, while both its presence and excess are registered. The mystery of the origin or authorization for “serious communication” remains.

Here is the Black American novelist, Richard Wright, in 1940 trying to account for the composition of his stunning tour de force, Native Son:

The more closely the author thinks of why he wrote, the more he comes to regard his imagination as a kind of self-generating cement which glues his facts together, and his emotions as a kind of dark and obscure designer of those facts. Always there is something that is just beyond the tip of the tongue that could explain it all … and he is left peering with eager dismay back into the dim reaches of his own incommunicable life. Reluctantly, he comes to the conclusion that to account for the book is to account for his life, and he knows that is impossible.27


What strikes me here is not just the acknowledgment of the incomprehensibility of the “whence” with respect to a particular art form, but the organic metaphors that thread through this acknowledgment: the “self-generating cement,” emotions shaping facts, “incommunicable life” trying to grope toward the impossibility for accounting for “life.” For what “serious communication” does, in its acts of love, faithfulness and hope, is generate life by increasing awareness, sensitizing, and leading us elsewhere (e-ducere). With Wright, it is opening white folk to the burdens of their whiteness and the oppressions of their Black brothers and sisters; for Black folks it is affirming the profound injustice of their degradation and their right to be named among those deemed human. That’s why and how “serious communication” is creative and educational. Later, in the same essay, Wright will describe, in surrendering to the composition of the novel “I was but fulfilling what I felt to be the laws of my own growth.”28 And he sets about his task in “an attitude almost akin to prayer.”29 Acts of such “serious communication” are acts of love to an unknown and unknowable neighbor and concentrated pursuits of truth. What triggers them, what I have called the “liturgical moment,” is a gift then offered again freely in the writing; passed on (though not without considerable labor and all the laboring involved in attending and then bending a craft). But as acts of love, faithfulness, and hope the writing discloses the disclosure. The separation of something sacred and something secular here (Wright was an agnostic) plays no role. It is unnecessarily reductive. The liturgical moment inducts and then educts (to invent a term). It has other modes beyond those experienced in churches, as cinema-goers know when they enter a darkened auditorium or concert-goers when the orchestra tunes to A and the conductor enters. Theologically understood, the Spirit moves where it will and the human spirit is propelled, compelled, to follow. As the fourth-century writer, Gregory of Nyssa understood, God’s deep, immanent working in creation is only possible because of God’s excessive transcendence. For him, only the Creator of all things is truly free to work in and above all things.

Wright doesn’t elaborate on how “akin to prayer” working artistically and creatively is. Certainly, he attests to the concentration and absorption such work requires. And this creative laboring, like prayer, is a mode of yearning and attentiveness, reaching to communicate what lies along the edges of articulation. It shares in a love which cannot find a name for itself outside of its exercise, its reaching forward, its self-emptying of that “account for his life … he knows … is impossible.” The laboring is fuelled by a need for and a delving into that to which one attends (and tends) and alert sensitivity toward the form that is emerging.30

Kandinsky would characterize these operations as spiritual. In his essay “On the Problem of Form” he describes

the time when the Creative Spirit (which one can also designate as the Abstract Spirit) finds an avenue to the soul, later to other souls, and causes a yearning, an inner urge.

This yearning–this inner urge–acquires the power to create in the human spirit a new value which, consciously or unconsciously, begins to live in the human being. From this moment on, consciously or unconsciously, the human being seeks to find a material form for the new value, which already lives within him in spiritual form.

In this process, the spiritual value, searching for a form of materialization, finds matter.

The language on “Absolute Spirit” is Hegelian, but the pneumatology announced here should not be dismissed. We can allow the debates over the Trinitarian orthodoxy or heterodoxy of Hegel’s philosophy to continue, while acknowledging that it is in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit that Kandinsky finds Hegel elaborating a conception of the “spiritual work of art.”31 Geist, in German, as pneuma in Greek, describes the work of the human as well as the Holy Spirit. Wright does not use the language of spirituality, and, to some extent, I am sidestepping some of the problems it raises today when so much talk of spirituality is vaporous because it lacks the requirement of discipline; it lacks being a practice. But I am attentive here to the language of yearning and inner urge as they seek “to find a material form for the new value.” It accords with the impulsion to create that Wright speaks of in “self-generating cement” and emotions giving shape to “incommunicable life.” Artistic creativity is a dynamic and evolving process. Wright describes writing as “a kind of significant living.”32 It pushes toward articulating, giving form to, Kandinsky’s “new value.” Wright reflects that “I was guided by but one criterion: to tell the truth as I saw and felt it … The degree of morality in my writing depended upon the degree of felt life and truth I could put into it.”33 The passive tense—“I was guided”—is telling. The urge to speak truthfully, to bear witness to that truth and the truth itself, eclipses the control of any Cartesian ego.

To return to Kandinsky’s phrase, there is a principle of “inner necessity” that impels the emergence of Cavell’s “serious communication” and Wright’s “significant living”: something must be made manifest, disclosed, revealed, and if it is not just to be a repetition of the same but a “new value” then its beauty must be fashioned by truth. Souls and their making are at stake here, and first of all the soul of the artist herself. Wright observes: “Always, as I wrote, I was both reader and writer.”34 In “serious communication,” the artist is both receiver and giver of what is being communicated: she passes on the givenness of the gift. She mediates what has been mediated to her and outside her grasp, and in this, though the language and contexts are different, she is a figuration of Moses and Mary Magdalena. She turns aside from all her occupations in the world and engages the liturgical moment “akin to prayer.” What I am claiming here is that artistic creativity is a mode of testimony and worship. It is informed by and informs a pedagogy of grace.

The Liturgy of Following

The liturgical moment inaugurates, like the opening sentence of a novel or the opening bars of a concerto. But what follows is the reaching for the advancement of form, which is an ongoing pedagogy, the finding of a “way.” We are not talking harmony here or necessarily attunement without struggle. Whatever the “spirituality” in the emerging of form, the articulation of “serious communication” undergoes developments, recapitulations, orchestral struggles. It risks, and its success is left to future receptions to accept, affirm, or deny whether it speaks, whether it lives. The histories of the reception of different creative art forms are ruckled with discoveries, rediscoveries, obscurities, and forgettings. That does not forestall the dynamics of creating, but it does prevent all but the brave from committing themselves to the artistic life. All real creative work is liturgical risk.




Reflection

Mark Newbound
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Figure 10 Film Still, Mark Newbound. Image © Mark Newbound.


As a documentary filmmaker specializing in capturing artists at work, my art practice serves as a unique window into the world of creativity and expression. Through my lens, I try to show the intimate process of art making, offering viewers a glimpse into the sacred space where inspiration takes form. At the heart of my practice lies a commitment to honesty and observation, guided by a respect for the solitary act of creation.

In essence, my approach to filmmaking can be likened to a ritualistic endeavor, characterized by a series of deliberate actions and principles that shape the outcome of each project. Central to this ritual is my unwavering dedication to preserving the purity of the artistic process. Unlike traditional documentaries that may rely on scripted narratives or staged scenes, my films adhere strictly to the principles of observation and non-intervention. I adopt a hands-off approach, allowing the artists to take center stage without any interference or manipulation from my part.

Throughout the filming process, I try to be as inconspicuous as possible, blending into the background to minimize any disruption to the artist’s practice. My presence is felt only through the lens of the camera, which serves as a silent observer, capturing the nuances of the art-making process with unobtrusive precision. The rituals of filmmaking, from setting up the equipment to framing the shots, are executed with a sense of reverence for the creative space.

In keeping with the ethos of authenticity, I avoid artificial lighting and staged setups, opting instead to use the natural ambiance of the artist’s studio. Natural light becomes a guiding force, shaping the visual composition and imbuing the footage with a sense of warmth and authenticity. Similarly, the soundscape of the films remains (mostly) untouched, capturing the ambient sounds of brushes on canvas, pencils on paper, and the gentle hum of creativity at work.

During the editing process, I strive to evoke the contemplative mood of the artist’s studio, preserving the solitary atmosphere that permeates the creative space. Setting myself a rule, the duration of each cut can be only one of four set lengths. Music is deliberately left out, allowing the natural sounds of the studio to envelop the audience in the raw essence of the art-making process.

Ultimately, the final films serve as a testament to the power of observation and authenticity in storytelling. Through the act of capturing artists at work, I try to clarify the beauty and complexity of the creative process, inviting viewers’ introspection. In a world inundated with noise and distraction, my films aim to offer quiet reflection, reminding us of the timeless allure of art and the transformative power of creativity.
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Deep Listening in Mark Newbound’s Video Practice: Embodied Knowledge Production from Decolonial Perspectives

Enqi Weng

Art practices are structured around daily and seasonal routines and rhythms established over time, which allows artists to refine their technical skills. My experiences and interactions with artists in this project began to open up questions for me about what new knowledge entails, and what it looks like in these creative practices. In my own sociological research, where the context in which I do my research is settler-colonial Australia, decolonial ways of thinking and producing knowledge have influenced my research, particularly concerning how we see and study “religion.”1 I begin this chapter by engaging with the work of the filmmaker Mark Newbound to reflect on creative practice as a methodology and on themes that emerge from my experience thinking decolonially about knowledge production and what embodied knowledge means and entails.

Context of the Project

The project occurred during Covid-19. Melbourne, Australia, experienced one of the most severe lockdowns in the world. This disrupted the project in many ways, and it also meant that my role as an observing researcher on the project underwent various evolutions and iterations. On recommendation, I decided to find out more about Mark Newbound, a filmmaker on the project. My initial interest in talking to him was because of his Jewish faith and his conversion in adulthood. I was also keen to learn more about how his faith integrated with his work and art, if at all.

Mark entered filmmaking quite by accident. First trained as an animator for his bachelor’s degree, he later went on to doctoral research in ecology with a focus on soil analysis. Although he decided not to further his career as a full-time academic after he completed his PhD, he remains connected to that discipline and currently teaches undergraduate units in Plant Ecology. Mark wanted to capture the growth of mushrooms on film in his ecology work, and it was through this exploration that he began to converge his scientific and creative background, later inspiring him to create short films of artists at work. He prefers being in the background in these scenarios as he documents artists pottering away at their craft. In this context, I perceive filmmaking as a form of art practice, wherein the filmmaker serves as the conduit through which refined skills, creative inspiration, and tangible materials converge to yield a distinctive creative outcome.

Mark’s role in this project was somewhat unique and different to that of other artists involved because he was asked, based on his background, to visit the other participating artists in their workspaces and to film them at work. He then edited the videos and sent them to us to offer a preview of the practice so we would have a sense of what to expect. To capture these artists at work, Mark sometimes had prior discussions with them about their process; at other times, he simply showed up and started filming. Capturing some of these art practices required him to make multiple trips, especially if it took place over a long duration (e.g., with ceramic work, there is the drying, firing, and re-firing process). While a typical film crew might include other personnel, such as a sound technician, Mark’s work is largely solo because the “framing and the composition and the type of shots is really central” to what is within his control to create.2

Our discussion revolved around his presence during filmmaking and his post-production work. For instance, he talked about being fully present in the artists’ studios as he filmed them, and how he was there to capture the emotions, the feelings, the subtle things. He also articulated awe and wonder at being in that environment as he tried to find the right words to articulate that connection between emotion and affect that he was capturing and experiencing concurrently. I could not help noticing how words and the choice of words he used to describe his filmmaking sometimes simultaneously illuminated and obscured what he sensed and experienced in the moment.

So with film making, it’s like with wedding filmmakers. So you‘ve got the facts here. But then you‘ve got the reality that‘s behind the facts. The emotions, that kind of feel like the feeling or experience that‘s behind, the thing that‘s happening is the thing that‘s important. So feeling thing, you know, buried in ordinary experience, not quite buried but just sort of there sort of floating in amongst ordinary experience I suppose. That‘s why I like making people films, making things because it‘s kind of quiet and contemplative. And see, I‘ve never thought about it as being something that was expressing something religious or spiritual. I hadn‘t thought that at all.3


Moreover, when he discussed the nature of the project with another artist, he began to view his own film with a renewed perspective that prompted further reflections:

[In speaking to Sarah Tomasetti about the project] … she said what we were doing, and then I watched the film that I made of her again, after conversation, I was like, oh, yeah, okay. I think that that‘s actually what‘s happening. And I hadn‘t really thought it before. It‘s like okay, this is nice, there‘s a, there‘s a thing happening in the background, when people are working in this way. That it is this thing is captured in the process.

Yeah, that‘s a very kind of, but then it comes out because it‘s kind of like it‘s funny, isn‘t it? Like I don‘t think it‘s very well, certainly not something that was explicitly informed on my mind at all. But, but now thinking back and looking at the stuff was like, oh, yeah, that makes sense.4


What I found particularly interesting in these discussions with Mark was his awareness of something that is present in his production process. He was able to see his own work from a different perspective through Sarah’s eyes. During my doctoral research, I had numerous discussions about experiences of transcendence with my supervisor. Though this “something” is experienced by many, though they are aware of its presence, they can never quite pinpoint what it is precisely. In Mark’s case, it would appear that despite the artist’s agency over his or her work, there is something that emerges in the process of art-making that is beyond his anticipation or intended outcome.

Creative Practices as a Methodology

Research in the humanities and social sciences has predominantly focused on quantitative and qualitative approaches to knowledge creation; however, a third approach has emerged, which has come to be known as “performative research.”5 It remains relatively new in that it is less prioritized and funded over the more traditional, tried-and-tested ways of understanding the social world.6 According to Haseman, “performative research is derived from relativist ontology and celebrates multiple constructed realities. Its plurivocal potential operates through interpretative epistemologies where the knower and the known interact, shape and interpret the other.”7 Performative research is also called by other names, such as creative practice and practice-led research, and is closer to qualitative research in its mode of inquiry. In its varied forms, this approach to knowledge production focuses on “the way in which [these] practice[s] can result in research insights, such as those that arise out of making a creative work and/or in the documentation and theorization of that work.”8 In its essence, this approach has an emphasis on discovering new insights and knowledge through practice.

This third approach to knowledge creation broadens conventional understandings of what constitutes research. Smith highlights that the “definitions of research used in higher education are almost always similar to the OECD definition” which refers to “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of humanity, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to revise new applications.”9 There is a traditional assumption that knowledge is generally presented in numerical or textual format, yet practice-led scholars argue that new knowledge can be generated through “sonic or visual artwork” and that “knowledge is itself often unstable, ambiguous and multidimensional, can be emotionally or affectively charged, and cannot necessarily be conveyed with the precision of a mathematical proof.” Such research outputs tend to be presented “as rich, presentational forms.”10

Performative research also differs from more established scientific modes of inquiry in the way it asks its research questions. Traditional research methods typically entail identifying a research problem, followed by a structured process of data collection and analysis. In contrast, performative research diverges from this linear approach, instead embracing a nonlinear trajectory influenced by the emotional and affective dynamics between the researcher and the research object. Haseman says that the practice-led researcher is drawn to “something which is exciting, something which may be unruly, or indeed something which may be just becoming possible as new technology or networks allow (but of which they cannot be certain).”11 That appears to be improvisation in this research process, where the researcher enters it in a delineated fashion. This process can be described as “individualistic and idiosyncratic” and dependent on the researcher.12 Smiljana Glisovic was led to her doctoral research in this fashion. Her creative-based research was driven by her instinct and curiosity, without a research question from the start. She encountered unexpected outcomes from her doctoral research, through which the lesson she took away was to learn “to listen and trust that from listening something would arise which would constitute a response, a wholly unplanned, unpremeditated, and hence wholly surprising, response.”13

Indigenous ways of thinking offer us expanded ways of considering what knowledge constitutes and how knowledge can be elicited. Indigenous knowledge production is based on the idea of an interconnected world that involves systems of people, culture, and ecology, and that acknowledges a spiritual dimension.14 Indigenous methodologies need to be situated in its epistemology, philosophy, and culture, and are significantly different from Western approaches. The Indigenous approach toward knowledge production “emphasizes qualities such as process orientation, holism, and collectivism” while the Western approach generally “emphasizes output orientation, atomism, and individualism.”15 Adopting a Western lens could obscure the everydayness of spirituality, such as that which is present for Mark and his Jewish faith, that includes its embeddedness within his creative practices.

As a non-Indigenous person of ethnic Chinese heritage, the Indigenous way of conceptualizing knowledge production resonates with my perception of the yin yang symbol in its representation of Chinese cosmology. The symbol depicts balance and interconnectedness within and between lifeworlds, that also extends to connections between the living with the non-living, the material and the immaterial world. Similarly, the Indigenous worldview is not separate from its spirituality and, in fact, a spiritual perspective is embedded in its worldview. It is not distinguishable from rationality and reason, and is often frequently misperceived by Western science as “mere superstitions.”16 Wakaya (Aboriginal) man Professor Yin Paradies reflects that the continuous discarding of what constitutes that which is not rational, and including only that which can be empirically studied can only contribute to a kind of knowledge production characterized by poverty.17 This does not imply that Indigenous or non-Western spiritualities are fundamentally different from articulations of spirituality from mainstream religious traditions, despite their unique characteristics. My contention is that the way we have understood religion and spirituality, both contested terms, has primarily been viewed through Eurocentric lens that obscures the broader possibilities that can be offered, which will be discussed in greater depth in the next section.

Improvisation is a key aspect of creative practices, as demonstrated through Glisovic’s process in the above. Creative practice is an explorative space that facilitates the entangling of artistic skills, context, opportunity, and inspiration. The practice of improvisation is not haphazard and has order in its approach, even if it appears unintentional from an outsider’s perspective. At its most basic, improvisation refers to “a practice that develops something on the spot. Those who improvise do not know what to do in advance.”18 Bertram tells us that there are three main types of improvisation: “the first type being rule-governed practices, the second improvisational practices, and the third practices in which something is simply done differently.”19 The consistent factor across these types is that “the unexpected is an essential element of improvisational practice,”20 while requiring the presence of certain elements that include the artist’s skills, tools, and materials.

This understanding of improvisation contracts earlier perceptions of artists as “genius” and even “godlike,” as if they are bestowed with sudden revelation or magical abilities to produce exceptional creative works.21 Benson disagrees with this model and considers, rather, that it is through years of training, and through a focused state of being that some artists can develop new ideas on a whim. He argues that while these ideas may seem sudden, they often stem from subconscious processes and are triggered by various inspiration, such as “the chirp of a bird, a musical chord, a mechanical device that has a certain rhythm—and you imagine the beginning of a piece of music.”22 Benson goes further to say that “improvising art requires more than just borrowing from language. It requires appropriating from life, from the world of ideas, and from the ‘language’ of painting or film or sculpture or music,” mostly through the view that the world already has a creator, and artists are working with the materials present to them in that context.23

Valgenti concurs, stating that “All artists improvise. All art, at its origin, is improvisation.”24 Improvisation is “an active process,” an interaction between the artist and the material and tools of their unique choosing, where there is new reinterpretation and manipulation of these factors in the art-making process.25 Improvisation then arises out of reiteration of creative processes, of incorporating, of rejections, as the artist seeks to bring what has been imagined into reality. This thinking “challenges the idea of artistic spontaneity wherein the artist brings the idea to the material or simply discovers it as a happy accident in the material.”26 Yet the artist does face some constraints, endured by the natural conformity of the materials they choose, and the tools of their trade.

Mark’s own work also entails improvisation. Though he may have made certain plans, and may preempt certain scenarios, he is also led by the spontaneity of the moment. At times this requires him to adapt his approach in working with dynamic subjects. At times during the filming process, as he has described, he encounters moments that feel transcendent and beyond his anticipation. It is in these moments that he perceives himself more as an observer than the primary creator of his art. In short, even though artists possess the technical skills, sensibilities, and agency over their work, they are also subjected to surprises on the outcome and have to respond to these dynamic changes. This dynamic leads to the emergence of embodied knowledge, where both the process and the outcome seem to possess a life of their own, often surprising both observers and the artists themselves.

Broadening “Religion”: A Neo-Durkheimian Approach to the Sacred

As I was writing this chapter, the Australian Bureau of Statistics released its Census 2021 data.27 Reports about how Australians are “abandoning God” as “Christianity plummets” further proliferated, all of which seem to confirm a trend of secularization and a trajectory toward non-religiosity, a common narrative in most Western societies.28 Sociological understanding of terms common in the study of religion continues to be contested, with scholarly awareness that these categories and identifications are complex, fluid, and can “leak” out of their confined definitions.29 More recent sociological research points to the increased complexity around these beliefs, and away from binary ways of thinking about belief: belief or unbelief, religious or secular, sacred or profane.30

Australia has multiple identifications—as Christian, as secular, as nonreligious—all at the same time.31 If taking a European perspective, Australia, similar to other Western societies with a Christian majority, has indeed been trending toward secularization, through a decrease in religious affiliation and an increase in non-religious beliefs.32 Yet, these seemingly contradictory religious trends that characterize Australia as well as other Western societies have led some scholars to use the term “religious complexity” to describe the situation.33 These conflicting categories are likely problematic in their nature, since they originated from colonial attempts to categorize phenomena that may inherently resist neat classification.

There is an emerging decolonial turn in the sociology of religion that recognizes the role of colonization in the construction of categories such as religion used to rule and dominate religious “others,” and continues to frame academic and public understanding of religion.34 In settler-colonial Australia, the effects of colonization include the devastation of Indigenous Australians, of their land, law, culture, and spirituality. The construct of Australia as a white Christian nation is increasingly being contested,35 and how they have influenced sociopolitical36 and gender issues.37

Challenges to this white Christian narrative emphasize the necessity of de-centering of Western Christianity, and the recognition of a multicultural Christianity. As Australia undergoes increasing cultural, religious, and linguistic diversity, particularly due to decades of mass migration, new migrants bring with them contextually informed ways of believing and practicing religions.38 Though Christianity has been on a consistent decline in Australia, what has been less notable is the increasing cultural diversity within this broad religion, where churches are more strongly represented by overseas-born, first- and second-generation migrants.39 Wilson argues that, as scholars of religion, when we look at “religion,” the questions we should really be asking are about its context.40 What she meant was that religions can be practiced differently across contexts, that include religious performances and even interpretations of doctrines. As such, for any religion, there is scope to think about them in expanded ways.

Debates over definitions in the study of religion have played a role in the emergence of a neo-Durkheimian perspective on the study of the sacred. This perspective emphasizes the significance of the sacred as a central component of religious and spiritual beliefs and makes a distinction between the religious sacred and the secular sacred.41 This approach offers a more fluid and amorphous understanding of how secular (and noninstitutional, nonreligious by common definition) ways of embracing, embodying, and revering the sacred persist. In my previous research, I examined the manifestation of the sacred through media discourses to explore the evolving landscape of Australian religiosity, as Australians increasingly lean toward noninstitutional forms of spiritual expression.42 Specifically, in my investigation of the secular sacred, I discovered that it emerges through extensive narratives that convey feelings of awe and wonder. I observed that these narratives were conveyed through phrases and sentences rather than simple keywords during the coding process.

Articulations of the sacred that I found in my earlier research parallel Mark’s description of his filmmaking and post-production observations. His expressions are not confined by religious and spiritual understandings and there are linguistical limitations in attempts to describe the amorphous and ephemeral that characterizes the sacred. If words are connected to ideas and concepts, then an inability to fully capture, in its breadth and depth, the integrity of what the sacred is, remains. This makes pinpointing precisely what the sacred is—what it encapsulates and how something can be categorically defined as the sacred—challenging. This not only points to the ephemeral nature of working outside of categorical ways of thinking but also opens the possibility to new ways of knowing what remains mysteriously unknown.

Anthropocentricity: Silence and Deep Listening

Silence appears to be a significant aspect of Newbound’s videos as he filmed different artists at work. This is not to say that his films are completely void of any sounds; his videos are more characterized by “stillness” and “quiet.”43 Newbound prefers taking the “fly on the wall” approach of observational documentary technique in his films, as he fades into the background while the artist potters away at their craft, absorbed in full concentration. His role then is to capture all that emerges from the process, and to be a part of the feelings, emotions, and all the other sensory experiences that may creatively arise from it.

Even in environments that appear silent, our surroundings are never entirely devoid of sound. We become acutely attuned to the subtlest of sounds that persist, whether it is the rhythmic pattern of our own breathing, the melodic song of a nearby magpie, or the rustling of animals in the shrubbery. Moreover, the meaning of silence is polyvalent. While silence could be viewed as the “absence of noise, movement and conflict,” it can also be perceived negatively, such as through “the denial of expression of feelings, thoughts and lived experiences”; yet it can also possess a “liberating dimension” through its uses in religious and spiritual practices.44

Silences in films, or short videos such as Newbound’s, can be cinematically constructed to serve specific purposes. With silences in videos, “creative labor” is required of its audience to fill in the gaps in meanings.45 The silence in Mark’s films is more an absence of dialogue and music than pure silence. This silence is contrasted with the sounds produced from their art processes, which can include the sound of the brush strokes encountering the canvas, the hammering of metal into shape, or simply the cutting of fabric. Without dialogue, one is drawn into environmental or spatial sounds, to open up imaginations of occurrences outside of the camera’s frame. In a video that he produced documenting the craft process of Cat Rabbit, a textile artist, occasional laughter and chatter can be heard in the background. This serves as a reminder that the video was produced in a particular space and time, and was not a staged studio production.

Delmotte observes that “cinematic silences, with or without audible signals, are space builders.”46 These spaces allow the audience to focus their attention on specific things that the filmmaker intended. The silence in Mark’s film acts as a threshold, which allows the audience to enter a constructed space, their attention drawn to where the filmmaker intends. In these instances, the repetition of movements emerges as a pivotal element captured in these short films on art processes, seamlessly blending the auditory and visual components. Just as “Repetition is a basic structural feature of most music and poetry,”47 repetition of movements in art processes is also a key aspect of these short films, leading them to exude a soothing, meditative rhythm in the absence of other distractions.

Our anthropocentric perception of silence often stems from a narrow view of the environment we inhabit. Again, our understanding of the world has largely been dominated by Western knowledge production and science, and how it has “traditionally privileged sight over hearing” and contributed to an entrenched belief that what can be known is based primarily on what can be viewed and counted empirically.48 Consequently, this paradigm has influenced how we perceive communication among nonhuman animals, despite the fact that they communicate in ways that may not be perceptible to human senses.

Perhaps there is greater scope in research to acknowledge the attentiveness, or deep listening, that occurs within creative practices and that attunes to nontraditional ways of knowing. Glisovic documented this listening as part of a process that led her to her creative-based research. It was combined with an instinct and curiosity, and not beginning with any question in mind. In her research, she “learnt to listen and trust that from that listening something would arise which would constitute a response, a wholly unplanned, unpremeditated, and hence wholly surprising, response.”49 She described having no clear plan of where to go as she traveled around Serbia to locate potential research participants for her project. Instead, she filmed them where they are at, and if they are willing to speak to her through the use of poetry. Glisovic documented that she “would pay attention to and record the quality of their movement through these places: their homes, their gardens, places they habitually occupied … looking for a certain quality that might be revealed in this attention to movement of the body.”50 She goes on to say that “To listen with one’s poetic ear means to look for hidden resemblances and chimes, to be sensitive to reverberations amongst disparate concepts.”51

Glisovic appeared to embody and apply deep listening in her research process, an ancient practice long held by Indigenous Australians as part of their spiritual practices. Indigenous writer Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann refers to this deep listening as “dadirri,” which refers to the “inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness,” of tapping into a deep inner quiet, stillness, for reflection and contemplation.52 Although Glisovic called her process a form of “naiveté,” she felt that it was an approach to “remaining open and sensitive to the field of forces that influence the direction of the research. It is not inactive; it is not uninformed. It is a way of attuning, attending.”53 It is this attentiveness to possibilities that, despite what may appear as initial failures to produce what she had planned, eventually guided Glisovic toward her final research output. This approach also encompasses aspects beyond mere auditory perception, encouraging a reevaluation of the concept of listening and recognizing the undervalued role of silence. Silence, while often bringing discomfort in Western contexts, provides opportunities for pondering, reflecting, and possibilities, when allowed to unfold.

Thinking Decoloniality and Beyond

Artists have divergent ways of articulating the role of deep listening and silence, and the revelations they encounter in their art-making processes, and if they view it as a form of spiritual practice. From an observer’s perspective, the process of art-making creates spaces for deep listening and attentiveness, allowing for the presence of the intangible, the immaterial, and the emotional to emerge. While an anthropocentric view may see silence as an absence of sound, deep listening in processes of art-making allows for the uncovering of multiple dimensions of meaning that are not easily articulated. These new meanings and knowledge, of oneself or one’s external environment, can be evoked through cognitive and emotional responses. Whilst I was first drawn to speak with Mark because of his conversion to the Jewish faith, that aspect took less of a central role as I began to connect my writing with my own listening and attentiveness to the intent of this project.

I situate these reflections more broadly in decolonial perspectives as a path forward and a move away from normative binary ways of thinking and the problematic categorizations embedded in the way we think conceptually within the disciplines in which we are situated. Critiquing and questioning these assumptions are crucial for engaging in meaningful academic discourse and as a way to be more inclusive of methods of knowledge creation when thinking about relationships between art-making and spirituality, as well as other interconnectedness within and across disciplines.
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Art Performances and Religious Rituals: How Transformative Experiences Can Foster Knowledge

Valerie van Mulukom, Armin W. Geertz, Robert Clark, and Miguel Farias

In this chapter, we address the parallels and divergences between art-making and ritual, and what they might suggest about the relationship of art to knowledge and spirituality from the perspective of both classical anthropology and more recent research from cognitive science. In order to disentangle the myriad relations between art, religion, culture, and symbolic systems, we draw on the insights of earlier sociologists, anthropologists, and philosophers. Such insights are now finding support in, and will here be combined with, current cognitive, neuropsychological, and experimental psychology and studies of religion.1 We will restrict ourselves to brief discussions of key concepts before moving on to more detailed discussions of subjective knowledge and providing an example.

Culture

There is no generally accepted definition of the term “culture.” Baldwin and colleagues,2 in their content analysis of 313 definitions from a wide variety of scholars in the humanities and social sciences, abandoned the idea of providing a synthetic definition.3 We draw on anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s semiotic understanding of culture as “webs of significance.”4 These webs of significance are symbols that can be any “object, act, event, quality, or relation” that serves “as a vehicle for a conception.”5 Cultural patterns, that is, symbolic systems, provide models for and models of social and psychological reality,6 in other words, models to show how to behave, and models to show how the world is. Geertz argues that the transposability “of models for and models of [the world] which symbolic formulation makes possible is the distinctive characteristic of our mentality.”7 This transposability is especially evident in religious symbols and symbol systems.

For Geertz, art and religion, as well as much else, are cultural systems. Religion, he defines as: “(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”8 Here, we argue that this definition can also be readily applied to other symbolic systems, such as those resulting from the arts, especially given the lack of reference to belief in supernatural beings in the definition. Long before Geertz, sociologist Émile Durkheim emphasized the social and psychological significance of religious rituals. Durkheim posited that the human realization of invisible, anonymous forces outside of themselves and their influence on human society are conceived through tokens or symbols of totemic animals and vegetal beings. This, what he calls the “totemic principle,” is at once a physical force and a moral power that provides psychic pressure on individual consciousness.9 This principle consists of a social pressure that makes itself felt through mental channels10 and connects individuals to the collective body. It transfigures them, not only, but especially, in the context of religious ritual. Through the emotional stimulation of such rituals, a moral society is continuously renewed and fused with the forces that influence them. This happens by the emotional effervescence resulting from such rituals. The symbol and the idea of the greater thing or being behind it are united during the ritual.11 Durkheim distinguishes between collective effervescence, as the emotional charging force, on the one hand, and what he calls “dynamogénique,” which generates social and psychological identity within the framework of religious ideals and practices, on the other hand. As he and Marcel Mauss noted, “it gives the individual forces that allow him to transcend himself, to raise himself above his nature and to master it.”12

A contemporary of Clifford Geertz, anthropologist Victor Turner, was also a symbolic anthropologist, but unlike Geertz, he was interested in the performative aspects of ritual, thus helping establish processual anthropology.13 In drawing on Arnold van Gennep’s analysis of rites of passage as consisting of three stages: rites of separation, margin, and reaggregation,14 Turner focused on the middle phase, which van Gennep also called the “liminal” phase (from Latin limen, “threshold”), that is, the “betwixt-and-between” moment in religious rituals, during which participants are physically and symbolically outside of the normal social order.15

During the liminal phase, the participants are simultaneously confronted with the sacred symbols of their society visually with objects, masks, costumes, and by performances that enact and express these symbols, and by formal and informal instructions (myths, riddles, teachings). They are also subjected to the ludic deconstruction and recombination of cultural models, and, indeed are in a state of “anti-structure,” by which social and structural relationships are mirrored and, ultimately, confirmed. They are confronted by what Turner called the “root paradigms” of their culture.16 Participants become transformed into a transcendent dimension, which produces a sense of collectivity (termed communitas). In this phase, participants come away from the ritual with a renewed sense of identity and purpose. Ritual is, for Turner, a transformative performance that reveals the values and categories of a cultural system, but also, not unlike Durkheim, the “generative source of culture and structure.”17

Stage drama, Turner argues, is the inheritor of preindustrial ritual dramas, and they have similar effects in complex societies: Not only in theatres but also in the cultural dramas of carnivals, movies, television shows, and literature. Stage dramas are often metacommentaries on society and the social order, similar to the ludic rituals in the liminal phase of preindustrial ritual processes. In complex societies, the same threefold structure, noted by van Gennep, is observed in, for example, theatre performances. The middle phase Turner termed the “liminoid” during which the sacredness of preindustrial liminality is greatly reduced, but still somewhat present, in these “dramas of life.”18 All societies, he argues, need to restabilize and “actually produce” the cosmos through such performances whether religious or secular.19

Which brings us back to art and aesthetics. As mentioned, Clifford Geertz considered art and religion, as well as much else, to be cultural systems.20 It is a way of being-in-the-world as expressed through “aesthetic force.”21 “The means of an art,” Geertz argues, “and the feeling for life that animates it are inseparable.”22 In other words, art is a sensibility that is essentially “a collective formation … as wide as social existence and as deep”23 which serves, like any other sign system, as vehicles of meaning. Art makes these meaning systems visible, audible, and tactile,24 even though such systems can vary from culture to culture. They are conceptions that people have “about the way things are.”25

Sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann in their treatise on the social construction of reality argue that societies provide meaningful existence for their members through “nomic constructions” or meaningful symbolic universes,26 in other words, worldviews. These symbolic systems consist of signs as an index of subjective meanings that have been objectified and, thus, become objects of internalization for members of a society through socialization in everyday life. Social order exists as a product of human activity that is institutionalized, legitimized, maintained, and transmitted throughout society and transgenerationally.27 Thus, individuals are, as Geertz noted, caught in webs of significance that give meaning, subjective plausibility, and cognitive validity. The symbolic universe encompasses all of society and every individual in it.28 The symbolic universe, Berger and Luckmann argue, quite simply “puts everything in its right place.”29

Subjective Knowledge

Human culture (including but not restricted to art and religion) is the most straightforward example of the idea of subjective knowledge of reality. Subjective knowledge is based on the idea that subjective cognition together with the capacity for imagination allows us to endow entities in the physical world (objects, persons, but also relationships) with culture-specific properties, such as certain roles or functions, with associated rights, duties, and activities,30 which are not empirically observable in the physical world, but which exist in our “imagination.”31 We suggest that subjective knowledge is mobilized by the arts and religion.

The idea that the arts have a significant cognitive contribution is a central tenet of aesthetic cognitivism.
32 This branch of philosophy argues that the arts are not just for diversion (pleasure, entertainment) or decoration (beauty, enjoyment), but provide understanding. This is not to suggest that all art does this, just like not all scientific hypotheses significantly enhance our understandings. “Understanding” should be taken here not as a type of belief, but as a cognitive achievement not reliant on the knowledge of verifiable facts.33 It is holistic (cannot be broken into discrete bits), is gradual (there are degrees of understanding, rather than knowing something or not), and varies in breadth, depth, significance, and accuracy.34

It is one of the strengths of works of art that they are not constrained by verifiable facts, but that they exist in imagination. That is not to say that the sciences do not have grounds in imagination, but that the ontological status of subjective knowledge—existence in imagination—reflects the lack of a direct empirical counterpart of the work of art in the world:35 its connotational rather than denotational status.36 If it is not accuracy of representation that is the (main) function of the arts37 then how does it convey its understanding? First, we need to understand what cognitive advancement is. Baumberger argues that if we take cognitive advancement to just be growth of (verifiable, propositional) knowledge, then learning trivial or irrelevant facts would constitute cognitive advancement, even if the learning of these facts is irrelevant. Instead, we may be better served here with an epistemology of understanding, which suggests that cognitive progress can be achieved through a number of ways which do not provide factual propositional information and which are directly relevant to the arts and religion: the cognitive advancements of understanding are (1) to enable us to grasp connections between what we already believe, (2) to provide new cognitive categories and perspectives, (3) to raise important questions, (4) to provide knowledge of what it is like to have certain experiences or emotions, (5) to develop elaborate thought experiments, and (6) to enhance our cognitive abilities.38

Providing a new perspective may be the main cognitive contribution of the arts, rather than directing the mind through a progression of thought such as in scientific experiments, historical narratives, or philosophical arguments.39 Indeed, seeing the world “anew” as a result of experiencing art is a common idea, as French-Cuban-American author Anaïs Nin wrote: “It is the function of art to renew our perception. What we are familiar with we cease to see. The writer shakes up the familiar scene, and, as if by magic, we see a new meaning in it.”40 Another, similar cognitive advancement that artistic experiences can provide is that they can result in the asking of new questions. In this case, progress can be achieved through the clarification rather than the solution of problems. Besides, sometimes the questions do not have a single, true answer, such as moral questions. Fiction—whether books or films or literature—appears particularly apt at inducing such questions. The British dystopian science fiction anthology television series Black Mirror, created by Charlie Brooker, is a prime example of how complex moral situations can be presented from various perspectives. Religion is of course well-known for its involvement in moral questions. It may appear that religion provides clear answers to moral questions, but the history of Christian theology suggests otherwise.41

Cognitive progress can also be made when an artwork or experience allows the experiencer to become directly acquainted with certain sensory or emotional qualities, which provide us with knowledge of what it is like to have certain emotions or experiences (e.g., to be in certain situations). Works of art can supply imaginative apprehension of experience whether through visual, tactile, emotional, or mental means. The value of this apprehension may be directly related to how deficient or able we ourselves are in engaging such experiences, but by making these aspects salient, art becomes a source of (new) understanding, beyond our own, previous experiences. Gaining new understandings of experiences seems very particular however, and that particularity of works of art appears to be counter to general understanding. It need not be, though: for example, while indigenous knowledge, or “traditional ecological knowledge,” is embodied and particular rather than theoretical and universal, it can be more appropriate than scientific knowledge in certain situations, because of its motivational role and its deep emotional links to specific objects and places.42 Sometimes cognitive progress is not made by learning more facts, but by developing new connections between ideas (including new hierarchies) and new categories, in particular within a domain appropriate to our cognitive goal.43 Thus, domain particularity is not necessarily a weak aspect of knowledge or understanding.

Symbols

We believe that the symbolic systems, such as art and religion, as we described them in the first section of this paper, have evolved to fulfill the functions of memorizing and sharing subjective knowledge.44 Indeed, it has previously been suggested that the initial utilitarian trigger of the arts was the symbolic representation of experiences,45 as well as feelings and beliefs, as we have argued here. We suggest that symbols are able to capture many meanings (which subjective cognition deduces from feelings and experiences) in an efficiently packaged, tangible, and memorable form,46 which allows for better learning and transmission of, and thinking about, these feelings, experiences, and ideas.47

Events or moments which are loaded with emotion, in particular of high arousal, constitute experiences, which, with sufficiently high levels of meaning, can become transformative. Experiences occur when an emotion becomes linked to the internal or external stimuli in a memory (e.g., natural setting). The memory of such a stimulus saturated with certain affective states can also be purposely created (e.g., ritual settings). Since in memories of ritual or artistic performance, the memory of experience becomes associated with emotions, the memories become secondary reinforcers and symbolic representations, evoking similar emotional and motivational responses when the memory is recalled as when the event was experienced. Religious and artistic artifacts can be considered an additional step of abstraction: the artifact is a symbol for an experience, but the experience may not have happened to the current witness of the religious or artistic artifact.48

The resulting symbolic artifacts may be material (e.g., visual artworks), but need not be (e.g., music, plays, or religious rituals). Subjective knowledge (feelings, experiences, beliefs) is expressed symbolically through simplification, formalization, repetition, exaggeration, and elaboration of ordinary materials,49 illuminating important aspects of the subjective knowledge and providing new perspectives.50 Artistic or religious experiences—particularly self-transcendent ones—further imbue the symbols with personal and social significance51 and elevate the status of the symbols to the extraordinary.52 The surges of dopamine and endorphins that accompany such experiences53 further boost the significance, motivational force, and memorability of the resulting symbols.

The symbols are created in a way that attracts and sustains attention and interest, and that creates, shapes, and activates feelings and experiences in the symbol creator and/or witness.54 This facilitates their mnemonic retention, social and cultural transmission, and therefore cultural selection.55 Here we argue that through cultural evolution, those symbols that maximize their memorability and shareability are the ones that are selected for and survive.56

Notably, declarative memories that are formed during profound artistic or religious experiences may often be reduced as a result of the self-transcendent state in which they are formed.57 However, as we have previously argued, memories of significant experiences such as those of high-arousal religious rituals need not be accurate in terms of empirically verifiable facts (i.e., objective knowledge).58 Declarative memory crucially relies on language to be able to convey in a descriptively accurate way what has happened, but memories of significant events should instead capture the experience and its many associations, whether music, settings, movement, sensations, or even the mystery of the ritual.59 Thus, as Alcorta60 has also suggested, from a logical perspective it may be difficult to make sense of the ritual, but (sacred) symbols within the religious experience (“eternalized” in the memory of the experience) connect and condense many meanings, in a connotational and nonpropositional way.

Example

One example whereby the experiencer becomes directly acquainted with both sensory and emotional qualities that expand or break down the usual boundaries of self-other, is “MASS” or the mirror fusion performance, developed by the choreographer Robert Clark, a co-author of this chapter.61 In this performance, two individuals sit opposite each other while two performers engage in a mirrored choreography, mostly performed behind each individual so that they see the performer’s gestures toward the person sitting opposite. After some minutes this stimulates a “mirror fusion” effect whereby one starts feeling that the person sitting opposite them is an extension of oneself. This can include vivid sensations of feeling touched when the performer gently touches the person sitting opposite.62

Clark’s aim with this performance is to break down the rigid boundaries that one finds in individualistic cultures and allow the individual to have an experience of an altered sense of self which involves a communion with another (unknown) individual. The original name of this performance was “MASS,” which in its multiple meanings alludes to a physical mass (a body), to the Christian ritual where one sits together with others with the aim of moving beyond the self and closer to God, and to the human collective as faceless masses.

This brief example highlights how through an artistic experience of choreography one can experience a variety of inputs (sensorial, affective, cognitive) which propitiate a new understanding (knowledge) of oneself—as more than just an atomistic, bounded self. In this sense, it also breaks down the boundaries between experience and knowledge, in a way which reminds us of anthropological depictions of indigenous knowledge where there is no separation between science, the religious/transcendent, or even between what is human and animal/natural.63

Conclusions

The interplay between art and religion, symbolic systems, and culture, as it has been articulated by past sociologists, anthropologists, and philosophers, as well as current cognitive and psychological research, is a delicate one. By exploring the transformative nature of rituals and the performative aspects of art, we have here suggested a model for how societies create and transmit meaning through complex systems of symbols.

The presented ideas are in line with aesthetic cognitivism, which suggests that the arts offer a profound cognitive contribution, distinct from mere diversion or decoration. While not all art achieves this, “understanding” may occur as a cognitive achievement independent of verifiable facts. These cognitive achievements include offering new perspectives, posing significant questions, acquainting us with various emotions, and fostering cognitive growth through novel connections between ideas and categories. The distinctive strength of art and religion is their existence within imagination, an ontological status that does not fundamentally rely on empirical elements.

Subjective knowledge is inherently resistant to propositional descriptions, and instead relies on art and religion, examples of symbolic systems which enable memorization and transmission. These systems serve as repositories of meaning, encapsulating complex emotions, experiences, and beliefs within efficiently packaged, memorable forms. Remarkably, these symbols provide an avenue for conveying significant experiences, rich in associations and sensations, effectively communicating multifaceted meanings that go beyond mere descriptive language. Thus, the evolution of symbolic systems represents a profound adaptation of human cognition, facilitating the nuanced preservation and dissemination of subjective knowledge in ways that conventional language cannot fully capture.64




Reflection

Sarah Tomasetti


[image: image/jpeg]
Figure 11 Sarah in situ. Image © Emma Byrnes.


Art as religious ritual prompted me to think about the stages and movements of art practice in new ways. Having grown up in a secular family, I do not have a lived understanding of any single devotional tradition, but I found the language of religious experience illuminated aspects of art practice that had been less visible before.

I experience art practice as reciprocal. It engages in a dialogue with matter, with memory, with multiple temporalities and pulses in the world that dwell below the level of the conscious mind. For me it is a process of knowing oneself in relation to the world, and finding voice for an awareness that doesn’t arise in any other way. This awareness can open in response to rupture—perhaps the first and most fundamental separation or perhaps alienation, a loss, a division, an experience of irreconcilable states. It could be the ancestral memory of migration, or an experience of being an outsider in some way. Art practice often answers a need. Material rupture, both subtle and more extreme, has been important to me because it creates a place in the work that houses this vulnerability, this awareness of fracture.

Material rituals in the studio can begin this reciprocal process, first with the agential nature of matter in the mixing of plasters and paint, the preparing of surfaces, sanding and priming—each of these can be experienced as an activity with which one crosses a threshold from an outward-facing to an inward-facing state of being. As one faces inwards, there are schisms that are bridged through the act of practising. The well-worn rituals and tools prepare one to hear and what might be heard is very quiet, much quieter than the cacophony of the world and hence the idea of retreating to make work. The retreat can be paradoxically longed for but difficult, anticipated yet ambivalent. In the case of my practice, the first reciprocal movements involve a sensorial shift toward attuning to moisture and temperature in the use of slaked lime plaster and encaustic wax respectively. Temporalities overlap; a fresco wall may take a week to cure but wax can soften and harden in a few moments; painting both reveals and conceals with each mark that is made.

The sense of familiarity and repetition in certain processes contributes to a suspension of thought, almost a trance-like state that constitutes a preparation to receive something unexpected. The changing forms of matter create an arc of hours or days into which other knowing and sensations arise. Whether from the unconscious mind or some other source, these seem to originate from beyond the self in a perpetual stream of overlapping movements within which one participates and responds, as Tim Ingold describes “perception inheres to the creative movement of emergence.”1 Artists describe a commitment to following this process without knowing exactly what it will produce, a kind of trust that operates beyond the boundary of intention.

When the form of a work or an image in a painting settles, there is a sense that a way has been found to house formerly irreconcilable states, but the effect is both partial and temporary and the whole cycle needs to begin again. Hence the need for return to the rituals that facilitate moving through the difficulties of a painting or other form to find some equilibrium. There are material rituals that mark the end of a work as well—polishing, varnishing, edging—that carry a quality of leaving something behind, yet these also mark the turn outwards to the threshold of the world, with a work that carries embedded within it the traces of all these reciprocal movements and states. Some of these are evident and others unrecoverable, and it may ultimately be the latter that delivers an experiential depth charge to the viewer.
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Theorizing Ritual and Art after Modernity

Deborah Lewer

This short essay responds to the challenges and potential opened up by the work of this volume “to bring the debates, questions, and insights from the study of the kinds of spiritual practices we call ‘rituals’ to bear on the question of the noetic and spiritual significance of art-making.”1 Considering just a few of the potential art-historical perspectives on this almost limitless field of enquiry, my aim here is to engage some theoretical accounts not just of the making of visual art, but also of key shifts in the artwork’s reception, especially with respect to forms of ritual. This has been a strikingly recurrent concern for historians of (primarily) Western art working in a broadly materialist critical tradition, most notably in Germany and, a little later, in North America. Building on aesthetic theories in philosophy of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, (among them Immanuel Kant’s and Friedrich Schiller’s concerns with art’s autonomy), the relevance of this work was sharpened by the rise of totalitarian politics in Europe in the 1930s and honed in the context of the critical theory associated with the Frankfurt School. Attention to the status of the artwork and the evolution of signifying systems was heightened in the wake of the protest movements of 1968 and again in response to tendencies in postmodernism and neoliberalism in the 1980s and beyond into the technologized present. This alone highlights the political and material as well as theological implications to the broad historic relations between art and ritual. They have shaped in lasting ways both the theory and practice of art and art history since.2

A focus for critical theorists and art historians wrestling with the history of art and image media has been art’s ritual functions, sacred and secular, in and since modernity. The intimacy between art and ritual, rooted in millennia of human history and widely studied in ethnography and anthropology, has been foundational to much of this work. Aby Warburg’s development, in the interwar period, of iconology as a study of the way certain images “survive” and “migrate” across history was informed by his observation of Native American ritual practices and by his belief that the historian of culture acts as a kind of “seer” of the black holes of cultural memory.3 Susan Sontag opened her methodological polemic “Against Interpretation” (1962) with the reminder that: “The earliest experience of art must have been that it was incantatory, magical; art was an instrument of ritual.”4 The prominent German art historian Hans Belting underscored that some old cultures consecrated cult images before they were used in ritual. The first act in this transformation of matter into what Belting denotes in relation to ritual as “medium” was carried out by the sculptor, the second by a priest. A key shift, for Belting, is that “in advanced cultures, animation no longer remains the task of a priest, but we expect the artist (and, today, technology) to simulate life via live images.”5 From the perspective of the anthropology of the image, the ritualizing agency of the artist in secular, technological culture is therefore significant. The widely theorized relationship between photography, death, and memory is an instance of this expansion.6 More recently, curatorial practice has been subject from varying perspectives to analogous readings. The dominant post-Enlightenment frame within which artworks are presented and received—the museum—has long been recognized by critics such as Carol Duncan as itself a site of “civilizing ritual.”7

Furthermore, art’s relationship with ritual is in many contexts the historical basis for ontological formulations of the tension—widely contested in and since modernity—between art’s autonomy on the one hand, and its engagement on the other. It turns on what Theodor Adorno called “art’s double character—its autonomy and fait social”8—broadly, art as a separate, aesthetic phenomenon and/or art as an agent of social reform. Of note for the noetic potential of art making, both facets of art’s character—autonomous and/or engaged—connect art practice to ideals of something other, something better: the transcendent metaphysical and/or the immanent promise of a better world to come.9 Of equal significance is that such theories of the artwork, formulated and debated with the greatest urgency in the face of contemporary political emergency, evidence a concern with the changing relationship between art and ritual that turn on an understanding of varieties of attention.

Art and Ritual

As several of the contributions in this volume show (those by Marko Geslani, Natalie Carnes, or Jonathan Anderson, among others), ritual is understood as referring to practices special and separate from everyday life. For anthropologists like Victor Turner, human beings create, by “structural means,” spaces and times that “cannot be captured in the classificatory nets of their quotidian, routinized spheres of action.”10 Using the term “ritualization” to refer to “the way in which certain social actions strategically distinguish themselves in relation to other actions,” Catherine Bell explains:

In a very preliminary sense, ritualization is a way of acting that is designed and orchestrated to distinguish and privilege what is being done in comparison to other, usually more quotidian, activities. As such, ritualization is a matter of various culturally specific strategies for setting some activities off from others, for creating and privileging a qualitative distinction between the “sacred” and the “profane,” and for ascribing such distinctions to realities thought to transcend the powers of human actors.11


Mary Douglas expands her exploration of ritual to encompass “everyday symbolic enactment” and to connect it with concentrated attention and the acquisition of knowledge.12 Aspects of recent and contemporary art practice (the many varieties of the archival impulse, for example) might be connected with varieties of noetic, mnemonic, and epistemological gain in this sense.13 The interwoven nature of the magical, metaphysical, and transcendent with the daily, the routine, and the material coheres in many of the most fundamental material practicalities of art-making—including where such associations are disavowed. The connection between materiality, labor, and the production of knowledge esoteric and exoteric is thus a vital one. Another anthropologist, Michael Taussig, has shown in terms suggestive for this discussion the indivisibility of the practical work of craft and superstition.

People who worked with leather and silk, pottery and metallurgy, glass and animal husbandry come to mind, as do herbalists, healers, midwives, abortionists, and witches, all implicated with spirits and astrology as well as with plants and the magic of the human body and its secretions. … [A]ll of these activities blend the supremely practical with the magical.14


Alongside the distinctiveness of ritual, therefore, are its ordinariness, pervasiveness, and embeddedness in everyday life and work, found, above all, in its repetition. As Benjamin DeSpain’s essay in this volume shows, there are correspondences between the repetition involved in prayer and liturgical ritual and that of the artist’s repeated actions. Both involve embodied ways of knowing. The sociologist Richard Sennett is thus not alone in connecting the repeated actions of the craftsperson with ritual action.15 In all of this, it should be remembered that the artist today is not just a maker. He or she is also a “facilitator, educator, coordinator and bureaucrat.”16 Nonetheless, the significance of such habituation and the commonality of certain repetitive elements of art practice and prayer remain relevant, if differently mediated. This has been interrogated, for instance, in the context of the globalized and technologized present through a collaborative exhibition at the renowned Karlsruhe and in the accompanying book examining global religion as medium in 2008–11. The co-curator and media theoretician Peter Weibel emphasized:

The religions reveal their medial character and the media reveal their religious traits specifically in the phenomenon of repetition, namely, in the ritual. In all religions, ideally prayers are spoken daily. Specific transmission formats are followed each day on TV or at the computer or repeatedly played on video or a PC. On the buttons that define our perception of the world, our culture, and our view of ourselves stands “repeat” and “replay.” Among other things, the cultic rituals had the role of storing knowledge by repetition and passing it on.17


Since concepts of ritual involve interplay between uniqueness and repetition, between singularity and seriality, questions of reproducibility and multiplication—whether of the visual image or of knowledge—are also theoretical concerns in which ritual is implicated. There are thus temporal and mnemonic dimensions to both art and ritual, as DeSpain (and even Margo Kitts in her discussion of ritually-induced pain) in this volume show. All these have implications for ways of understanding the history of art, human experience, and image media.

Aura and Autonomy

The parallels and divergences between art and ritual can be considered in more detail by reflecting on the invocation of this very relationship in critical theory and art history. In both fields, ritual has been conceptualized not only as a defining structure of institutionalized religion but also of later “cult” contexts such as that of courtly power in Western art history, from around the quattrocento on. In a seminal text theorizing the political and aesthetic implications of repetition and reproducibility, “ritual” is integral to art’s function prior to its increasing autonomy. This was the essay Walter Benjamin worked on, in various versions, in 1935–9, “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit,” most commonly if inaccurately translated as “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” The essay has become foundational for the way art (and, in the West, the avant-garde critique of the institution of art) has been theorized.18 Benjamin developed his far-reaching insights into the changing relationships between art and politics in modernity by attending first to art’s historical service of ritual (sacred or later, courtly), and the ramifications of its subsequent emancipation from this dependence in the light of technological change. Urgently for the time in which he was writing, (in exile from National Socialist Germany) he and others also discerned art’s “re-ritualization” under certain conditions, above all, under fascism. Such concerns are rarely addressed to today’s debates around the relationship of art to spirituality, religion, and theology. When art is considered in such terms, plenty of attention may be paid to the generative significance of the imagination and so on, but what is sometimes lost is the sight of questions of politics and ideology. Yet in the avant-garde (not to mention other fields of artistic practice) politics and religion—in the broadest sense—are tightly intertwined.19 Ritual, collective and individual, is one lens through which to explore such relations.

Benjamin’s thesis has dynamized the work of theorizing modernism and especially what has become known as the “historical avant-garde”20 That term was coined by the literary theoretician Peter Bürger to refer specifically to Dada, Surrealism, and aspects of Cubism and Constructivism. These tendencies deploy, among other things, the readymade, montage, and fragmentation as aesthetic strategy, refuting and negating the “organic” work of art, problematizing the status of the artwork, and working to overcome the division between art and life. Key to the distinctive cultural traction of the avant-garde is thus its fundamental critique of the institution of art as a sphere autonomous to everyday life. For our context, an important element of Bürger’s thesis, drawing on Benjamin, is his examination of the cumulative emancipation of art from ritual—from religious and courtly contexts to its autonomy in the fin-de-siècle era of Aestheticism culminating, in the early twentieth century, in the avant-garde’s “attempt to organize a new life praxis from a basis in art.”21

A key concept informing this and other critical approaches to art and medium in modernity is what Benjamin famously theorized as the artwork’s “aura.” Aura is a quality of originality, uniqueness, authenticity, and a kind of “distance.” Its origins lay in ritual, or, as Benjamin also terms it, in the “cultic.”22 As art became increasingly secularized, from the Renaissance onwards, it was loosened from cultic ritual, but the artwork retained its special auratic quality, as something almost magical, a work of particular genius to be experienced in a state of reverent and increasingly individual communion. Aura and authenticity are in this respect themselves products of modernity, more usefully understood historically rather than ontologically.23 The decisive development for modernity came from around the eighteenth century on, with the multiplying possibilities of mechanical reproduction, the development that most shatteringly divested art of its auratic qualities. In an “all-important insight,” Benjamin recognized that “for the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual.”24 Freed from its status as unique object for a kind of attention Benjamin called “contemplation” of a privileged but disenfranchised viewer, loosed from both ritual or “cult” contexts and from the institution of art as a special, autonomous sphere, art in the age of its limitless reproducibility could be appropriated by the masses. Benjamin’s emphasis on demystifying the work of art thereby involves framing ritual and the “cult value” (Kultwert) of the art object as that which is displaced by its modern “exhibition value” (Ausstellungswert). Art’s status changed further in the age of technical reproducibility—and of cinema. The political import of this change was that such media could be productively emancipated for a different kind of reception at once casual, popular, and critical. Film audiences especially thus became the “experts” of profane, de-ritualized art, with vital implications for mass politics, and the possibilities (if fragile) for resistance to the aestheticization of politics under fascism.

Myth and Meaning

If art’s past ritual value has been challenged, interrogated, and altered, in theory and in practice, how are the vestigial, ongoing or even new ritual dimensions of art production or reception to be adequately theorized in our present? Today ecological imperatives underlie much contemporary art practice and criticism, discernibly interwoven with a concern with “re-enchantment” as with questions of geopolitical justice.25 This may be in part traced to the ethical imperative in recent art-making characterized by the “social turn.” Claire Bishop’s reading of this also recasts, indirectly, the relevance of Bürger’s thesis for the present:

The discursive criteria of socially engaged art are, at present, drawn from a tacit analogy between anti-capitalism and the Christian “good soul.” In this schema, self-sacrifice is triumphant: the artist should renounce authorial presence in favor of allowing participants to speak through him or her. This self-sacrifice is accompanied by the idea that art should extract itself from the “useless” domain of the aesthetic and be fused with social praxis.26


Where might a progressive art practice that retains a productive relationship with ritual sit with the claim that modernity itself is marked by a turning away from the worship of ancestors and past authorities inaugurating instead—if we are with T. J. Clark on this—“a great emptying and sanitizing of the imagination” and an impoverishment of meaning?27 Manthia Diawara and Terri Geis, looking back to the very era that fostered the ideas traced here (that of Surrealism), articulate a desire for new concepts of the sacred and for a renewed role for art in framing them:

After [André] Breton and [Édouard] Glissant, we have learned to feel the presence of the sacred in works of modern and contemporary artists, as well as trusting our intuitions to discern fragments of the primordial sacred in certain objects, words, and living things. These can guide us in creating the new sacred, both personal and collective.28


Given some of the theoretical terrain outlined here, it is legitimate to ask if connections between ritual, auratic art, authenticity, and its depletion under the reproductive and multiplying conditions of modernity and the digital age are bound to be seen as strategies—commercial as well as aesthetic—less for noetic process than for a more generic recovery of “meaning.” A challenge for an assessment of art and ritual is that from many perspectives, the desire for meaning, including for a currency of transcendence, may be seen to burden what has been theorized as progressive and emancipatory in art. In the 1980s, for instance, a considerable body of art criticism stridently devalued the tendency closest to a return to ritualizing gestures and the revival (or “contrivance”) of aura in postmodernity, namely, the 1980s boom in gestural, figurative, and meaning-laden painting in a neo-expressionist mode.29

In the postwar context of Western Europe, a persistent irritant in the field of art and indeed, of practices overtly resembling ritual was Joseph Beuys. Beuys brought myth and ritual into spectacular collision with politics, memory, ecology, technology, and with the aesthetics of montage and assemblage that had been so inherent to the historical avant-garde. Adopting shamanistic and other performatively mediating guises Beuys presided over rituals of matter and place, invoking repeatedly symbolic creatures (hare, elk, coyote), deploying materials with conductive, insulating and transformative properties (fat, felt, lead, blood, iron), and attracting devotees and acolytes of all kinds. Benjamin Buchloh, arguably the artist’s most prominent detractor, described a range of gambits by which Beuys turned that which the avant-garde and postwar neo-avantgarde had designated as formal and structural back into the realm of the mythical. Defying the advanced role of the artist as secularized figure working alongside the scientist to participate in the “differentiation of public, visual, perceptual cognitive experience,” Beuys appeared to favor instead what Buchloh described as “a renewed foregrounding of the artist as privileged being, a seer that provides deeper or higher forms of transhistorical knowledge to an audience that is in deep dependence and need of epiphanic revelations.”30 Notwithstanding the democratic and humanistic aspects of his pedagogy, Beuys, it might be argued, saturated the discursive field of ritual with autobiography, with material symbolism, with a freighting of the immanent and transcendent that, while alluring, is finally too hermetic and too “privileged” in Buchloh’s sense, to permit the political traction his rituals’ performance seemed to proffer.31 Annie Suquet’s remarks on Beuys suggest something of the precariousness and ambiguity of modern art’s discursive and noetic relation to ritual:

The Beuysian ritual—whatever its internal coherence—is constantly on the verge of failure, on the extreme fringe of parody, so hazardous are the routes it invites us to follow, and so unstable their possible roots: at every moment the effect of the Beuysian ritual is virtually invalid. Yet this is perhaps where the grandeur of a modern ritual lies.32


Theories and histories of art past and present engage of necessity with art’s relationship with ritual. The extent to which art involves privileged or emancipated ways of seeing, as well as having the capacity to mark and effect change is both a political question and one relevant for the history and ontology of ritual. If solipsistic and expressionist forms of auratic art have been discredited, and the ethical imperatives of participatory art circumscribed, the potential ritual has for endowing meaning, structuring experience, challenging injustice, seeking better ways of being in the world, and demarcating the distinctiveness of the sacred, may yet signal a renewal of its relationship with art, however technologically mediated.




Part Four

Conclusion





The Power of Unknowing in Art and Religion

David Newheiser

This collection examines the link between art and religion from an unusual angle. Whereas a great deal has been written about the persistence of religious themes in secular art, we have focused on the practices through which art and religion take form. By attending in detail to particular examples, the chapters suggest that art-making and religious ritual may produce similar effects even if they are framed by different beliefs. In this way, we have sought to open a new perspective on the place of spirituality in secular societies, one that draws on the flexible power of artistic and religious traditions.

Earlier in the book, I argued that our intervention recasts the meaning of religion, art, and ritual—concepts that shape the way people understand and enact their lives. In her framing contribution, Lexi Eikelboom writes that the contributors describe practices that are “capable of making contributions to … fundamental noetic and spiritual questions,” for instance “about forms of attention, about the relationship between making and receiving, about what to subtract and why.” Across a range of contexts, the contributors show that a practice-centered approach clarifies the character of art, religion, and their relation to each other.

This concluding reflection explores the implications of our approach for ethical and political practice. If art-making and religious ritual embody understanding—as some of the contributors suggest—I would like to suggest that this is a knowing that unsettles itself. Unlike what we tend to call knowledge, unknowing does not add to our store of facts about the world, nor is it useful in any obvious way. In my view, however, this is the source of its power. Because art and religion address something incalculable that can’t be controlled, they hold the potential to transform our selves, our societies, and the routinized systems that structure our lives.

The arc of this collection indicates that art and religion concern forms of understanding that go beyond propositional belief. In her chapter, Alison Fitchett-Climenhaga distinguishes between knowledge-that (which can be captured in a declarative statement) and knowledge-how (which requires sustained discipline). This does not displace propositions altogether; after all, Fitchett-Climenhaga’s chapter is filled with declarations. Still, she suggests that religion and art are not exhausted by language: both are brought to life in the world.

In keeping with this analysis, the contributors explore forms of practical understanding implicit in art-making and religious ritual. As Molly Farneth shows, rituals like the Aleinu were created in response to political exigencies, and they have evolved through changing circumstances. Alda Balthrop-Lewis suggests that painting is a discipline, cultivated over time, which teaches slow attention. Crucially, however, this understanding is not discursive, nor is it simply a formalized technique.

Although Fitchett-Climenhaga associates knowledge with practical mastery, the disciplines she describes are unpredictable, uncertain, and attuned to the unknown. Balthrop-Lewis describes art-making as an intentional pedagogy, but she indicates that it is animated by something beyond the artist’s control. The other chapters on art likewise describe practices associated with shadow (Goroncy), abyss (Toscano), negation (Quigley), and surprise (Weng).

Like art, religious rituals often center on disciplines of unmastery. Marko Geslani analyzes the Vedic practice of yajña, which anticipates its own failure through disruptive contingency. Natalie Carnes suggests that the Roman Catholic Eucharist resists “the temptation to stiffen” through patterns of capacious responsiveness. Graham Ward puts the point more generally, arguing that “living liturgically … requires going beyond ourselves, an ecstasy, a transcendence.” In a similar fashion, the other chapters on ritual describe practices that stretch beyond the subject by destabilizing understanding.

Unknowing, after all, is rich with possibility. Anne Carson observes, “Emptying a canvas of marks or a musical score of notes makes a stillness where the rest of the world can enter.”1 Carson is commenting on Robert Rauschenberg’s white paintings, but the point applies to other forms of circumspection. As Rauschenberg realized, silence holds space for something outside the run of ordinary noise—not only negative but receptive and suspenseful.2 In Carson’s words, “You have to notice it, enter into it. Stillness takes time.”3

Some theorists of unknowing distinguish between simple ignorance (due to a lack of application or opportunity) and learned ignorance (which requires intentional practice). In the fifth century, Augustine of Hippo identified learned ignorance with the desire, inspired by the Holy Spirit, for a future that is unforeseeable.4 Drawing on biblical traditions, Dionysius the Areopagite described hope as a discipline of unknowing desire.5 A millennium later, Nicolaus Cusanus wrote a treatise arguing that knowledge of one’s ignorance is the profoundest form of learning.6 This theme is deeply woven within Christian thought, and it runs through Jewish, Muslim, and Atheist traditions (among many others).7

As these writers realized, silence can be transformative. Following Augustine, Dionysius, and the Apostle Paul, Eckhart of Hochheim held that God is ineffable and unknowable, beyond speech and understanding. At the same time, he notes that God is given many names in Christian scripture. Rather than resolving this paradox, Eckhart insists that transcendence requires both silence and speech, saying and unsaying. He explains, “There must be a stillness and a silence for this word to make itself heard … There we can hear it, and there too we will understand it aright—in the unknowing.”8

Some scholars see a tension between negative theology and the materiality of medieval religion, but I think mystical silence and bodily practice amplify each other.9 According to Eckhart, God is not another object in the world, and so God is unknowable according to objectifying concepts. At the same time, because God is the creator of everything, Eckhart insists that everything speaks of its divine source—from the highest angel to the smallest stone. Because God is everywhere evident while remaining unknown, Christian discourse can’t be restricted to a set of pious sayings. As Eckhart’s vivid use of material imagery indicates, unknowing encourages affirmation to proliferate unpredictably.10

Like the stillness of an empty canvas, unknowing is not only noetic: it is a discipline that expands imagination. In his contribution to this collection, Adam Lee describes painting as a prayer that enters into silence, transforming awareness. Harry Nankin explains that his photography aims to glimpse “the light of presence imminent within, behind and beyond the shadows.” Sarah Tomasetti calls her practice “a dialogue with … pulses in the world that dwell below the level of the conscious mind.” Mark Newbound writes that his films set aside noise and distraction for quiet reflection. The other artists represented here also describe practices that open possibilities beyond what is known.

As feminist theorists including Judith Butler have argued, mastery can become an iron cage.11 In response, queer theorists such as Mark Jordan have developed sophisticated techniques to undo the complacency of instrumentalizing language.12 Since even art can be commodified when it is seen as a form of knowledge, art theorists like Elizabeth Fisher argue that art practice is better understood as an active not-knowing.13 In conversation with religious traditions, scholars such as Amy Hollywood show that rationality itself is grounded in bodily disciplines that shape desire and emotion.14 This resonates with the work of legal theorists like Amna Akbar who see democracy itself as a material practice of radical imagination.15

Our world is structured by economic and social systems that operate invisibly. Since neoliberal power operates on a scale that is difficult to comprehend, resistance requires us to understand it as best we can. At the same time, because these structures shape the possibilities we can perceive, unknowing enables us to imagine something more. In my reading, this collection describes a knowledge that unravels by design, unsettling the familiar for the sake of the future. It shows that art and religion have the capacity to interrupt established patterns, unsettle established hierarchies, and spark new experiments in solidarity. In itself, this will not solve the challenges we face, but it offers indispensable tools to address them.
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