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DEDICATION

This paper is dedicated to the enigma that is both bitter and sweet.
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ABSTRACT

UNEARTH
Jennifer Lillis, MFA
George Mason University, 2019
Thesis Director: Christopher Kardambikis

Unearth is a poetic exploration of the function, intention and transformation of art within
the context of ritual and sacred spaces. This thesis will discuss the construction of the
exhibition, unearth, through the different stages of an initiation sequence. The paper
describes the transformation of the gallery into a ritualized physical and mytho-poetic
narrative space. Other topics will cover: life history of objects, the embodiment of
material in ritual, caverns as sacred space, the essence of language, and conception of
being.
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INTRODUCTION

The human experience is defined by milestones, moments that alter a perception
of being. Ceremonies enable the individual to pass on to the next phase of their journey.
Rites of initiation have been used throughout human history to guide, educate and
enlighten the participant as they transition to fuller, higher beings. Rituals of the rite alter
the physical and psychological experience. The tools used in ritual embody the power of
the supernatural while opening the door to the otherworld. In many cultures, caverns,
caves and rock formations were believed to be sacred places where rituals could be
performed.
unearth is an installation that stages the three phases of initiation: separation,
transition, and incorporation. The participant is the creator of the exhibition and becomes
the passive observer in the experience. The participant enlightens the viewer on the
origins and hidden truths through the mytho-poetic narrative embedded in the installation.
The audience is active as the witness to the final phase: incorporation of the participant.
This thesis is the guide for the witness as they embark on their journey of unearthing.
(fig. 1)
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EXTRACTION

“Whoever would transfer from this to the other worlds, or return, must do so
through the undiminished and timeless ‘interval’ that divides related but contrary forces,
between which, if one is to pass at all, it must be instantly.” -A.K. Coomaraswamyi

Entering the initiation, one must be removed from their place in a perceived
reality and cleanse themselves of the residue of the human world. The witness is
presented before the ORIGINS of the rite (fig. 2), five totem aluminum castings, that
represent the sequence of events that will unfold before them. The witness places
themselves within the mytho-poetic narrative of the passive participant:

Tried and Sentenced
Alone in Isolation
Confined in Solidarity
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the descent
no light to guide you
no key to show you the way
fall into darkness
faulted
fractured
constrained
streaming memory
form perceptions of
reality [misconceptions]
sense of hope
blinding light
fade to nothing.
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DEAD SPACE

The first of the three phases of initiation is separation: the destruction of the
former self. Embarking on the descent into the abyss, the participant confronts the ordeals
that reside within. The passing between the material and sacred “other” requires that one
must die in order to pass to the other. The initiatory death returns the participant to a state
of chaos, enabling passage through the thresholds on the journey to higher being,
malleable and receptive to new impressions.
Death is symbolized by darkness. Traveling through the darkness, one must
overcome the fear of not knowing to conquer some form of physical immortality.
The witness enters a menacing darkness, unfamiliar within the formal context of the
space. There are no objects, no markers, no connections to be made.
This section is made from void. In darkness, the witness shifts from the external
to internal, unveiling an unseen reality. The sense of sight, masked in darkness, is
heightened to see beyond the physical to the metaphysical world. Light is the key as it
leads the witness out of darkness and into the next phase of the rite.
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PASSAGE

The second phase of initiation is the phase of liminality. In the transition phase of
the rite, secrets are brought to light, and knowledge is granted to the participant. With this
knowledge, the participant understands their greater function as they move towards a
shift in being.
In the Republic, the Greek philosopher Plato tells the tale of the ascension of the
philosopher out of the cave towards the light. The light symbolizes knowledge and the
intellect. In the myth, a group of people are bound in a cave, unable to move or see
anything other than what is before them. The light the prisoners first encounter in the
cave comes from a flame behind them, animating the cave with the movement of
shadows from the outside world and projecting their shadow into space. The shadows are
the only forms the imprisoned know, limiting their perception and understanding of
reality.
In order to acquire “true knowledge” the prisoner must be freed from the bonds
and turn away from the forms and seek the source of the light that shines upon them.
Once the prisoner breaks free of bondage, they can begin their journey upwards towards
the truth. According to Plato, the enlightened philosopher is obligated to return to the
cave to help the remaining prisoners better understand the truth of the shadow.
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Entering the threshold of the liminal, the witness is confronted by nine large-scale
drawings on hand-formed paper castings. The structure of the passage evokes the
sensation of traveling through a vortex, the experience of being cut off from the outside
world, and entering into a powerful place where one can experience an altered state of
consciousness.
First, the paper objects are displayed without light. The path extends out,
revealing the fragility of the forms and the information that resides within. The objects
return to darkness. (fig. 3). Monumental, monolithic, deceptive in nature. From a
distance, the surface appears to be stone, hard and durable, eroded by force and time. The
light reveals the true nature of the objects.
They are soft, torn, weathered with holes. The texture is emphasized with white,
and the marks wrap around the low relief. The work is the embodiment of transformation
through the recycling of material. The source of the fiber comes from failed attempts and
past conquest. The failures are reformed, transformed, and elevated in a way that reflects
the rite of passage.
The participant collected the work that led up to the event, tore it down and beat it
to a pulp, destroying the absorbed information. The fibers were organized by value and
pulled in 20 x 40 inch units. The sheets were compiled, veiled, pressed of any excess
moisture, couched, and cast over found objects. In a passive state, the participant arranges
objects on the ground, and shapes the paper over the assembly of broken parts. The
fragments in the composition elude to topographical maps, constructing an experience of
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traveling through the physical and metaphysical landscape. The surface of the material is
embedded into the fiber, transferring the rust and dirt to the page.
Couching is a process of papermaking where small sheets of hand-formed paper
are placed next to one another, overlapping the edges to adhere the sheets together. The
units come together to become a new, monumental structure. The pieces mark the passing
from a human perception of time into timelessness.
The passage shifts the witness environment to the ritualized place of the passive
participant. Time and space in the ritual realm are removed, compressing the past,
present, and future into one plane. The role of the witness is not to be passive before the
forms, but to discover the whispering magical forces within them. The drawings are the
manifestation of a ritualized action of the participant: reflections of reflective forms. The
images invert, deconstruct, duplicate, and compile on top of one another as they take the
form of the surface. Figures evoke the motion of beings that resided within, guiding the
viewer as they transition through tunnels to deeper networks of the mind. (fig. 4)

“To understand these drawings fully
You must
[1] leave the written page
And enter
The real
But also
[2] leave the real
And enter
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The surreal
The extra-real
The supernatural
The suprasensible
Into which these drawings
Continually
Plunge
Because they come from there
And because they are in fact
Merely commentary
On action that
Has already
Occurred.
Merely a limited
Figuration
On the paper
Of a rush of feeling
That has occurred
And magnetically
And magically
Worked its effects
And because they,
These drawings,
Are not
The representation
Or figuration
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Of an object
Or a state
Of a mind or heart,
Of an element
Or an event
Or a psychological kind,
They are purely
And simply
The reproduction on
The paper
Of a magical action
That I have performed
In true space
With the breath of my
Lungs
With my hands
And my two feet…”
-Antonin Artaud, 50 Drawings to Murder Magic

9

SACRED SPACE

The cave is a mysterious, otherworldly place that is an integral part of sacred
landscapes and the shaping of cosmological ideas.ii It is the conduit for tradition, agent in
identity construction, and is a central space in revitalization and initiation. The deep
galleries, vast underground chambers, narrow passageways, walls and ceilings were
believed to be places of power. Sacred spaces, such as caves, elude the sense of time and
space within the ritual practices. Time and Space are separate, removed from human
perception.
Rock structures are seen in many cultures as living organisms. The placement of
rock art in a constructed environment transforms the space into a sacred place, and serves
as markers for the spaces that were considered sacred.iii
Antonin Artaud believed art was indistinguishable from magic. Magic, according
to Artaud, is a constant form of communication from within to without: thought to action,
thing to word, and matter to mind. “The Theater of Cruelty” focuses on the magical use
of space bringing together what remained separate: the actor and the audience, the
language of sound and the language of sight, gestures and light. The stage is constructed
through the lens of magic and enchantment, transforming the theater into a “poetry of
space.”
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Words give expression to thought. Art provides a memory of the activity and
records the stimulated emotions.iv External memory is a critical feature in human
cognition. Victor Turner saw symbols as representative of both cognitive and emotional
responses: units of meaning that represent a cultural structure.v

“Hidden in the alphabet is my sacred name, the sigil of all things unknown. On earth my
kingdom is Eternity of Desire. My wish incarnates in the belief and becomes flesh, for, I
am the living truth. Heaven is ecstacy; my consciousness changing and acquiring
association.” -Austin O. Spare, Anathema of Zos

A sigil is a visually encoded statement of intent, a device employed to direct or
define future events. The symbol bridges the gap between the conscious and
subconscious minds. There are three parts in operating a sigil: the sigil is constructed, lost
to the mind’s eye, and charged. They can be constructed from words, images and sounds.
Employing the essence of language in constructing the sigil: the participant writes
a statement of intent. The intention must be clear, the will must be true. The participant
removes the vowels and repeating consonants from the statement, left with a group of
remaining letters. The glyphs are deconstructed to lines, then reconstructed to make the
symbol of desire. Once the sigil is created, the image is destroyed in the flame.
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Austin O. Spare defined the subconscious as the epitome of all experience and
wisdom, everything that has and will ever exist. Knowledge is obtained through the
sensation of creating the sigil, and is released with the intended desire into the ego, then
escapes the ego in the association of images and forms. They function by stimulating the
will to work subconsciously, bypassing the restraints of the conscious mind.vi
Antonin Artaud’s 50 Drawings to Murder Magic is a collection of drawings and
writings created in the last years of his life. The information from twelve exercise books
accounts his struggles to escape his physical, psychological and artistic hell.vii Artaud
describes this work as, “lifting of malediction, a bodily interpretation against the
restraints of special form, perspective, measure, balance, dimension… | so the figures I
made were spells which I lighted with a match and burnt no sooner than I had so
maticulously drawn them.” (fig. 5)viii
The drawings in the passage break out within the constraints of the substrate,
exploit the dimension of the page, and set the image in motion. The surface is raised,
forms dig into the fiber, volume exploited while opening the depths of perception. The
animated forms build a gestural language that embodies the journey between the external
and internal world. (fig. 6) Artaud emphasizes that, “the genius of the drawing resides not
in the artistic qualities but in the action of those forces that govern the assessment of the
strokes and signs…”ix
The images of the passage are the manifestation of the participant’s intention,
created by extracted impurities from raw material. Charcoal is used as a means of
purifying action in the ritual practice. In a low-oxygen environment water, methane,
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hydrogen, and tar are removed. (fig. 7) The participant collected broken limbs of raw
material, shaved the protective outer tissue, cut them down to size and placed them in the
kiln. The stock placed in the center of an open flame.
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confine
suffocate

temperature increase
molecule accelerate

space collapse
temperature increase
flame rise

erupt
toxic vapor
launch

gas ignite.

Whistling whispers
[pneuma]
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THE PIT: “BEING DARK AND LIGHT AT ONCE”

Reflective objects, in relation to the reflective surface complex, are tools
employed in conjuring rituals as a bridge between the otherworld and the physical human
world. The Mayans believed that light and reflective objects indicated the presence of
supernatural beings.x “Mirrors” were believed to be used by kings and shamans to
harness the power of higher beings. The objects were constructed using raw materials
such as iron ore and pyrite, and were assembled in a mosaic format.
The Maya saw the world as a complex place, alive with sacred power. The power
was infused into the landscape as well as the living and inanimate objects. People who
performed sacred rituals acted as transformers of sacred power through their actions.
Supernatural power embodied the objects of the conjurer through the usage in the rites.
In 2018, the National Museum of Women in the Arts staged Heavy Metal, an
exhibition that showcased contemporary women artists working in metal. Included in the
Heavy Metal exhibition was the Chilean artist Alejandra Prieto’s Pyrite Mirror (2018).
(fig. 8) The metal mirror towering over seven feet from the floor, is made of polished
pyrite, and resin, and mounted on wood.
The reflective surface reveals a unique web of cracks, interrupting the experience
and reflection of the viewer. Breaking up the highly polished surface enhances the
materiality of the object while evoking an investigation of both the metaphysical and
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physical form. Drawing influence from the ancient Central and South American use of
mirrors, she finds a new connection to the past: “[the mirror] functions as a contemporary
ruin that activates the past in the present, thus making visible the transience of our present
time.”xi
The witness stands before the pit. (fig. 9) The material is dark, shattered, and
distorted. Light bounces from the surface revealing the reflections of the form. Gazing
into the reflection, the witness sees beyond the bodily identity to the state of another,
opening the window to the otherworld. It is center. Revealing the reflections of each stage
in the exhibition. Light animates within to without, activating the intention of the
participant. The pit forms a gravitational pull, conjuring forces to its center. It is the
anchor, present at every angle.
The illusion of depth in the circle radiates from the charcoal, symbolizing fire. It
is the embodiment of transformation: all things come from fire, all things return to fire. It
annihilates time. Passing through the flame transcends the human condition. The circle
symbolizes the return to unity from multiplicity of all matter and universal harmony; the
ultimate state of oneness. It encloses the beings within the circumference, defining the
space and protecting the physical and psychic content from external perils.
Bound in the circle are fifteen metallic forms. (fig. 10) The objects are a
manifestation of desperation, an attempt to rationalize the irrational. They are constructed
by the destruction and reconstruction of the contemplative state. Morphed through the
process of their making, the intention of the participant is carved into the base, and
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activated in the process of making. The aluminum castings reveal the origins of the trials,
and are key to the participant’s initiation.
Lost in ruin and locked in solitude. The participant was given a bar of soap as
they were processed. Washing the surface removed the dust that had settled. The dirt
within continued to accumulate. Days past with no contact. Left with the soap and their
own devices the participant gouged at the surface. It was the only form of escape,
releasing the mental and physical chains. Receptive and vulnerable to external forces.
The action of the participant transferred the energy into the empty spaces.
The sculptures were made using the lost foam process of casting. The participant
cut down insulation foam into geometric shapes and carves at the surface. The gouged
objects are torn apart, reassembled, and buried in sand. Molten metal is poured into the
sand, evaporating the foam. The aluminum takes the form of the void. The sculpture is
extracted from the sand, releasing the residual fumes, revealing the transformation of the
material.
The fifteen forms in the pit are placed at the points of the Seal of Solomon. The
seal is used to communicate and control supernatural beings. The seal consists of two
interlaced triangles that form a six-pointed star. It is the symbol of the conjunction of the
conscious and unconscious and represent the elements of fire and water.
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THE MOUND: “FUNCTION AND ANIMATION OF OBJECTS”

The Mound erupts, discharging earthly and other worldly ground. Rising from the
dirt and coal are rusted fragments and raw material: discarded, forgotten, buried and lost
in the system. The stakes, screw, pipes and hitches were extracted from uselessness and
elevated to tools for the initiation of the participant.
Objects are animated in similar ways to people, they go through transitions and
hold value. Like humans, objects have a life history. Life history, in relationship to
objects, is defined by a series of events that occur from raw material until the exit of the
object from systematic context through discard, abandonment, or ritual deposition.
The mound (fig. 11) reveals the found objects that were veiled in the large handformed paper of the passage. They form the depth; they are the void, the window through
the blemishes of the surface. The material is presented in the state they were found,
buried. The mound invites the witness to experience their origins, symbolizing the end of
a cycle that returns to the initial state of being. The witness is before the artifacts of the
trials of the participant.
The participant embarked on the journey to redemption, sentenced to traverse the
landscape on foot: seconds turned to minutes, minutes to hours, hours to days, days to
months. Grounded and one with the landscape. Observing how people move and are
moved by place, forming an intimate relationship with the physical world. Walking.
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Looking. Searching. Finding refuge in the forgotten. The participant excavated discarded
pieces that bared scars of time and brought them into the ritualized space. They projected
themselves into the objects state of being:

brick
I found you
lying in a ditch
forgotten
stripped of your function
formed under pressure
burnt into being
buried in the waste of your creation
eroded by the system
lost in darkness
take my hand
Embark on this journey
I present a platform
elevate
animate
educate
find new meaning
imprint into the fiber
cast away the grime of your past life
the process will guide you
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SHIFT IN BEING

All forms of initiation involve a revelation of sacred or secret knowledge,
transitioning the individual to the “knowing ones.” Entering the level of understanding
the participant acquires a new language along with a new perception of the world.
Language allows for reason and self-reflection. The human construction of language
depicts the world through the distinction between I and me, and is formed through
patterns of intent that define the basic categories of our world and the way we arrange
objects within it.
The “bifurcation of consciousness” breaks down agency in two ways: the doer
and the observer, co-existing in the human mind. This form of consciousness places the
passive observer within the same body as the active doer, forcing the doer to self-assess
their actions as if they were being performed by another. In the evolution of the selfreflective consciousness, the observer takes control of the active doer taking on its own
version of space and time, defining the ego.xii
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unearth

air pocket
collapse
clay gasp
pulse
fades

PULSE.
quake [s]

rummage:
shift
shuffle
compact
extract

collapse
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The witness navigated the darkness: interacting with mystical forms and uncover
hidden truths. Light reveals the true nature of the forms, highlighting the reflections
throughout the installation. The transition of light guides the witness out of the dead
space, along the passage into the depth of the pit and out of the mound to the brightest
stage: shift in being.
Shift in being is the embodiment of transformation of the initiation, the light at the
end of the spectacle. (fig. 12) The participant was removed, destroyed, and broken: tried
and exhausted at every stage. The trials shattered the persona, making the participant
receptive to external forces. The installation is the biproduct of the tribulations. The
objects embodied the knowledge attained at each phase and the reconstructed remains of
the shattered ego.
Distorted, enlightenment eludes a false sense of balance. The space of revelation
is rigid. Shift in being is the final trial in the form of drypoints: twelve series in editions
of eight equating one hundred prints. Each of the twelve series represent a mode of being,
together forming the shift in being.
They are divided, separated, and grouped in fours. The units evoke the sense of
order as the installation deconstructs the formation of order in organized chaos. The
arrangement of prints mirrors one another, whispering echoes throughout its being. The
arrangement of images enhances the angular nature of the wall. Shift in being represents
the duality of the self: two perceptions that form one being.
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CONCLUSION

The human experience is defined by milestones, moments that alter a perception of being.
Ceremonies enable the individual to pass on to the next phase of their journey. Rites of
initiation have been used throughout human history to guide, educate and enlighten the
participant as they transition to fuller, higher beings. Rituals of the rite alter the physical
and psychological experience. Unearth is a poetic exploration of the function, intention,
and transformation of art within the context of ritual and sacred spaces. The exhibition
stages the three phases of initiation: separation, transition and incorporation.
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Figure 4 Passage (4/5)
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Figure 5 Antonin Artaud, 50 Drawings to Murder Magic. top: Exercise Book 335 (July 1947) bottom: Exercise
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Figure 6 the passage
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Figure 8 Alejandra Prieto, Pyrite Mirror, 2018; pyrite, resin, wood, and metal; photo NMWA
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Figure 9 the pit
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Figure 10 the pit
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Figure 11 the mound
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Figure 12 shift in being
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