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Abstract

This paper is a critical examination of the artistic process undertaken to complete a
mixed media art installation, exploring the concept of “sacrum” as the nucleus of the
peasant culture of XIX century Poland. As demonstrated by the prevalence of sacred
inclinations embedded in the moral consciousness of Polish peasant history, sacrum is the
innate orientation towards realities that transcend time and matter — the active and passive
reflection of that which lies outside the realm of human sensory experience. At its core,
this project explores sacred elements embedded in Polish culture ~ these elements are not
merely reflected upon, but are also reacted to and acted upon by the artist, thus revealing
the forgotten sacredness of the most mundane objects and practices of human life. As
such, this creative process functions as a research tool, which, by using interdisciplinary
illuminations, now acts as a stimulus for the creation of new knowledge. Utilizing the
notion of praxis, this project determines whether artistic expression facilitates the
communication and sharing of undiluted knowledge. The ultimate aim of this endeavour
is to understand the extent to which the artistic process is capable of sustaining the pure
essence of expression, and of mediating the transcendent elements inherent in human
culture.

The approach taken is based on the richness of signals emanating from the artist’s
own personal history. It includes not only that which is utterly personal, but also that
which is culturally determined, offering insight into the various social forces shaping the
content of one’s own self-identity. The process of tracing the lineage of a personal story is
the chosen means used to deconstruct the complexity of cultural tectonics. Through a
series of ritualistic actions, embedded with both personal and cultural significance, a
transformation takes place, in that, the resulting disarray of energies, now freed from the
skeletal structure of self-reality, reveal a sharper, more enlightened view of the spirit that
permeates the artist’s enveloping culture.

The conclusions derived, highlight the inherent complexity of the artistic cycle and
the various ways in which the intended message is distorted and/or misinterpreted.
However, as suggested by the study’s findings, this unavoidable, resulting distortion need
not detract in any way from the inherent value of artistic expression and the artistic
process. The creative journey taken was truly successful in the realization of a fuller,
broader understanding of personal identity within a larger cultural, historical context. In
addition, the commitment to praxis, as opposed to passive reflection, successfully revealed
evidence of sacrum’s inherent, interwoven existence within a greater personal and cultural

ontology.
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Only a feeble light glimmers like a tiny star in a vast gulf of
darkness. This feeble light is but a presentiment, and the soul,
when it sees it, trembles in doubt whether the light is not a dream,

and the gulf of darkness reality.

Wassily Kandinsky from “Concerning The Spiritual In Art”

Introduction

The regenerative and harmonizing appeal of artistic work finds its purest
expression through the sensibility of its creator and the innocent mind of its viewer. The
passion to create is conveyed in the need to express the many intricate elements of an
enveloping reality, to give shape to the inborn desire to decipher the indescribable facets of
life, to speak of the subliminal and acquaint oneself with the subconscious. The kernel of
artistic expression can be argued to lie within the primal need to crystallize the many
intricate manifestations of one’s consciousness. Artistic expression further extends its
regenerative and harmonizing embrace in the attempt to rationalize the multilayered
essence of our being. The notion of recollection becomes a way of contemplating the
nature of reality, setting new grounds for a meditative connection with the environment
encompassing one’s emotional self. This unique form of multi-sensory narrative carries an
immense emotional load: capable of directing the inner voice of the narrator and
potentially providing a means of personal liberation.

The fundamentally raw human desire to communicate what seems implicitly
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inexpressible often leads to artistic works largely personal in nature, thus limiting their
ability to evoke intended emotional responses in the audience. The poor articulation of the
embedded emotional undertones can further instigate often unintended interpretative
retaliation, muddling the artistic work’s silently established authentic aim. Although the
authenticity of the artist’s communicated dogmas cannot become the main determinant
within the subjective realm of human reason, one can attempt to trace the divergent forces
affecting the lineage of the artistic process. It is this endeavour which can extract useful
conclusions embedded within the mechanisms of the artistic cycle, thus illuminating the
depth of the conveyed meaning: its authentic purity. 1t is not the morality of the message
that is being questioned here, but rather the array of forces sculpting the message’s content
as it emanates through the cycles of artistic processes. The surveyed level of purity in
artistic expression therefore pertains to the articulation of the communicated message, and
its survival in the many overlays of socio-political undercurrents fuelling its propagation.
The thesis of this project is established through the methodology of artistic practice
concerned with the process of discovering and conveying highly experiential insights. In
its core, the project described here deals with sacred elements embedded in cultural history
that are not merely reflected upon, but are rather reacted to, thus further reiterating the
forgotten sacred significance in the most mundane objects and practices of human life. As
such, the undertaken artistic process itself also becomes a research tool, which by using the
illuminations of such doctrines as comparative history, aesthetics, ethnography among
many others, now acts as the stimulus for the formation of new knowledge. This approach

echoes the work of such educators as Hernandez-Albujar, who illustrates the reciprocal
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effects of integrating experimental visual art into the sociological discourse (“The
Symbolism of Video: Exploring Migrant Mothers” Experiences”), or Visual Studies scholar

- David Joselit, who, using examples of work by artist Peter Campus, demonstrates how the
notions of spectatorship and culturally mediated self-identity are anatomized in video art to
create the effect of an instantaneous moment of reflection in the viewer (Joselit 454). As
such, it is this project’s aim to identify praxis as a form of active meditation (Welch 63) in
the artistic process, functioning as a mechanism of discovery in the attempt to unveil

hidden traces of sacredness.

Weaving the History

The year 2009 marked my senior semester in the Communication and Culture
program and coincided with my sixteenth year — or half of my life — in North America, after
emigrating from Poland. It was in 1993 when I was thrown into a culture saturated with
varying social, religious and political ideologies. Multiculturalism was an exotic
phenomenon at first, and soon took a strong grasp on my previously established
homogenous identity. It was an overwhelming yet exciting adventure, which propelled me
to experience a vast array of varying philosophies of life. This allowed my previously
instilled strong interest in human interaction through communication to acquire a new
dimension, where I cherished the multiplicity of approaches manifested within the dynamic
flux of cultural values.

Several years ago, | accidently stumbled upon a journal paper written by UCLA
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professor Michael Owen Jones entitled ‘Tradition’ in Identity Discourses and an Individual’s
Symbolic Construction of Self. In this paper, Jones focuses on the notion of tradition and its
use in the construction of self-identity by presenting his research on the life of Gary
Robertson: a unique individual of Polish and Ukrainian descent, whose abusive childhood
experiences steered him into a reclusive life on a farm east of Winnipeg, Manitoba. The
particularly fascinating aspect of Gary Robertson’s life was the development and use of
expressive forms of identity formation, or what Jones called “identity discourses” (120). In
this process, Robertson’s identity was consciously shaped by a dynamic praxis of interaction
and self-reflection, actualized throughout a 20-year construction of his farm home built to

resemble an Orthodox chapel (Figure 1). Gary Robertson’s poor physical and mental

Figure 1: Gary Robertson in front of his house in Whitemouih River, Maniioba.

Source: fones, Michael Oswen. “Tradition' in ldentity Discourses and an Individual's Symbolic Construction of Self.”
Western Folklore 59.2 (2000): 122,

health, intertwined with a difficult personal past, forced him to build an environment and a
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lifestyle based on self-created identity — further expressed through diverse forms of
creativity, such as scrapbooks and traditional icon paintings, in the attempt to resolve issues
originating in his childhood (Jones 131). Jones’ account of Robertson’s life is a fascinating
inquiry into some of the ways in which we strive to find the deeper meaning of our
existence and to understand the forces propelling our cultural identity. It was the way
Robertson chose to describe the house he built, however, that especially captivated my
interest:

This is not just a house or a home, this is my own exterior from

inside, my soul's exteriorizing with the building. The fact that it's

wood, it's logs-it's natural. Touching. So I guess when I'm sitting

in the room everything is touching me, because in a sense

everything in it is from within. (gtd. in Jones 123)

These profoundly raw and powerful words provoked an immense resonance of
emotional memories in my consciousness, and I began to reflect on the way my own
identity had been shaped by the divergent cultural forces of Eastern Europe and North
America. This personal recollection soon crystallized the need to understand the many
intricacies shaping my creative motivations. What facets of my modern consciousness were
inherited from the contrasting cultures of Eastern Europe and North America? To what
extent was my creative potential determined by the cultural tensions shaping my dialectic
heritage? These questions were not important to me solely on a personal level, but more so
because they required taking a holistic approach with the intention of better understanding
the very myths fuelling my cultural identity.

I began my research around the topic of artistic expression in the context of
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tradition, myth and ritual, which I saw as cohesive to my cultural roots. 1 was introduced to
the writings of Suzi Gablik, whose views of the post-modern art scene were often bleak, but
aptly redeemed by the conviction that the reintroduction of old ideals and art products
containing the most personal depth and moral values can divert us from falling into the
abyss of nothingness. This proposition is also reinforced by mythologist Joseph Campbell,
who describes Carl Jung’s views on realigning oneself with the “greater horizon of our own
deeper and wiser, inward self” (Campbell, “Myths to Live By” 15). Jung argues that human
preoccupation with the demands of the physical world has diminished our connection with
the inner psyche and its inward forces. As such, he promotes his conviction that the study
of myth aids in maintaining a delicate balance between the two realms by means of “a
dialogue by way of symbolic forms put forth from the unconscious mind and recognized by
the conscious in continuous interaction” (Campbell, “Myths to Live By” 15). The depiction
of myths as clues to the spiritual potentialities of the human life (Campbell, “Power of
Myth” 5), allowed me to make a brief departure to Benjamin’s notion of the loss of art’s
aura. In his view, aura is perceived as a transcendent element of an original artwork; it is
authentic, and able to evoke emotions at the highest level. As reproducibility becomes an
inescapable part of today’s reality, so does the withering of art’s aura, argues Benjamin
(“The Work of Art in the Age...” 21). This translates into a question of art as a way of
manifesting the cultural truths of tradition: perhaps the diminishing line between art and
cultural objects expunged of much meaning has now become more pronounced and thus
further denigrates art’s status as a conveyor of Truth?

In his address to the American Folklore Society, professor Wilhelm Nicolaisen
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observes that tradition “[...] has been equated with communal creation and re-creation in
the atmosphere of anonymity, and the emphasis has been on the transmission of knowledge,
customs, and beliefs through such anonymous channels in an almost mystical fashion” (qtd.
in Bronner 47:85). The prevalence of tradition and its manifestation in folk life (Benet 15)
has established itself as one of the core elements in sustaining the Polish culture throughout
its turbulent history. Growing up in a small town surrounded by farm fields, I spent much
of my youth observing and participating in the lives of farm families, whose close
connection with the land was not only essential to their survival, but was also the way of life.
The many intricacies of traditional values were so closely intertwined in most of the
mundane daily activities that I observed, their importance almost seemed at risk of
conscious neglect. It was the culture’s symbiotic relationship between the sacred and the
secular, however, that prevented such neglect from occurring. This dichotomy is often
depicted in the anthropological research of Sula Benet, Ludwik Stomma and Roch Sulima
to name a few, who observe the near practical approach of the Polish peasant culture to the
sacred: “[t]hey are concerned with the Deity and the Saints as living beings who can help or
harm, not as the embodiment of abstract principles. [...] The peasant is a realist in a world
where saints, ghosts and black magic have as much reality as the barley in his field and the
cow in his stable” (Benet 25). The divine wisdom is seen here as a practical and earthly
incarnation of the sacred with its essence grounded in practical tasks. The culture I grew
up in did not simply teach me to react to transcendent notions, but rather, incorporate them
as the founding blocks of my being.

This realization became the crucial point in the development of my thesis. It is here
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that 1 realized that the intimate connection between human existence and the numinous
forces I grew up with was being saturated by repetitive, mundane acts 1 so often witnessed
and participated in as a child. The metaphorical implication of the notion of praxis became
clear to me: | wanted to translate this newly acquired understanding into an artistic process.
Furthermore, 1 wanted to understand if this process could be regarded as a conveyor and
enabler of knowledge, thus becoming implicated in a larger educative context. Placing
special emphasis on praxis would allow me to strengthen my connection with the larger
social order (Bronner, “Art, Performance, and Praxis” 94) thus situating my identity in the
context of community. 1 devoted the next several months meditating on the process of
artistic expression along with the potential mutability of its intended message. My intention
throughout this process was to understand the extent to which the artistic process is able to
sustain the pure essence of expression, and result in a gradual induction of awareness of the

non-physical aspect resonating in the artistic work.

Seeking the Invisible

The Sacrum of Praxis

The imprint of meaninglessness (Gablik 85) formulates its strong presence in
today’s pluralistic era (Ibid. 83), propelling the pursuit to purify the emanating messages
of artistic expression and strengthen its fragile fabric. “However fragmentary its condition,

any work of art is actually a portion of arrested happening, or an emanation of past time,”
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posits Kubler (17) as he meditates on the historical significance of artistic expression, and
notes the paramount essence of art as the signalling beacon for the future. 1t is this
stability of the message (Ibid. 19) that charges the artist with the responsibility to embrace
and convey the authentic voice of the natural order (Scruton 7). The seeds of the utopian
concept of absolute freedom have sprouted into a vast plane of “increasing randomness
and loss of direction” (Gablik 86), and are now disrupting our pursuit for the Hegelian
truth. The only truth pluralism allows, posits Gablik (87), is that it is absolutely true that
there is no such thing as absolute truth. What seems to be suggested here is very much
universal in scope: the articulation is that the conte'fr;b_ogéry culture has lost its interest in
pursuing higher meaning. The lack of consistent knowledge about reality becomes
problematic as we now sever our connection with life’s moral centre. Gablik comments:
“nearly all art today is the product of energies freed from the direct social purpose or
obligation,” (84) and thus, the notion of value-blind society is being instilled here, a society
that is no longer able to realize its potential, no longer longing for the inward journey of
self-maturation. The methodological propagation of mass-mediated narratives gives birth
to rewritten myths and proclaims new societal dreams and ideals. The abdication of these
new truths from any form of constancy of traditiqn, however, gives little opportunity for
the development of one’s holistic awareness and connection with the universal
consciousness. The diminishing importance of past traditions and the growing sovereignty
of self-identity (Scruton 115) further disorient one’s motivation for personal growth, and
strip away any revelations of human wisdom (Campbell). This leads to a critical enquiry

into the forces needed to aid the re-negotiation and redefinition of the culture’s core
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constructs. 1t is a reciprocal attempt, rooted in the need to re-establish self-connectedness
with the larger realm defining one’s place and purpose.

One possible approach suggested here is to focus on the richness of signals
emitting from the artist’s personal history and the various cultural subtleties caught in its
fabric. Stemming from fragmentary manifestations of moments shaped by structures of
time, such enquiry embodies not only that which is utterly personal, but also strives to
offer an important insight into the various social forces shaping the recollection of the
artist’s personal history. Such process of tracing the lineage of the personal story is
designed to become a way of deconstructing the rich complexity of cultural constitutes. It
is a transformation through meditation — an attempt to both comprehend the disarray of
energies freed from the skeletal structure of self-reality, and to present a sharper, more
enlightened view of the spirit that surrounds the artist’s enveloping culture. Without a
doubt this is a risky adventure. Such illumination carries the risk of evolving into a self-
centred exploration with an insignificant recompense for an outside viewer of the work.
This process must rely on maintaining a delicate balance between the creator’s instigated
feed of experiential energy and the resulting array of possible interpretations. 1t is only
then that this delicate circuit will provide a means of evaluating the communicative signals
between the creator and the viewer of the work. In the context of the work, this process
provides a way to escape the past and arrive at what Sontag (13) calls transparence:
experiencing the luminousness of the thing in itself.

The practical approach undertaken in this thesis project works with the argument

that many mundane products of the Eastern European culture assume elements of sacred
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significance, thus indicating the fundamental need to understand and manifest the
significance of human life. The need to contemplate one’s humanness seems to be present
in all evolutionary stages of man’s creative expression. From the primitive cave paintings
and their celebration of the mysteries of life, to contemporary films of Tarkovsky, Malick
or Zvyagintsev, one witnesses the common thread in the attempt to locate the “centering
point for meditation and contemplation that leads towards the possibility of a spiritual
encounter that is fundamentally grounded in an aesthetic experience” (Apostolos-
Cappadona xiii). But these notions have succumbed to what Eliade calls involuntary
camouflage (“Symbolism, the Sacred, & the Arts” 82), their manifestations forgotten in
the modern language of expression, yet continuously sending weak signals for future
rediscovery of their inner meaning in “the materialized fields of energy and matter” (Beuys
qtd. in “Reclaiming the Spiritual in Art” 63).

Such impulses are the base interest of this thesis, which considers the notion of
sacrum as the core interest in the endeavour to free oneself “of the 'surface' of things and
to penetrate into matter in order to lay bare its ultimate structures” (Eliade, “Symbolism,
the Sacred, & the Arts” 83). First introduced in the 1960s by Polish art critic Janusz
Bogucki, the term sacrum embraced “an attempt at rediscovering the relation between the
sacrum of art and the primal sacrum, manifested in reflection on the timeless and non-
material meaning of human existence” (Gralinska-Toborek 1). Although initially deeply
rooted in the Catholic Church’s fundamental position in Poland’s intertwined religious and
political spheres of the 1980s, the significance of the religious aspect of sacrum in the arts

has largely diminished. “Religious iconography and activities associated with religious
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practices are treated as quotations, pretext or provocation, and thus no longer fulfil their
basic function,” argues Gralinska-Toborek (7), pointing out the loss of the “sacral or
transcendental dimension” (7) of contemporary art. This separation between the works of
creative expression and the element of the sacred, however, does not necessarily suggest a
prevailing impartiality to spiritual attainment. On the contrary, some notice a growing
trend among the artistic spheres to reclaim art’s meaning-giving dimension (Gablik,
Perlmutter, Koppman, Shantz and others), to again reposition the role of an artist as one
that reflects “the conscience of the World” (Sulima 123). This thesis works with the
argument that sacrum permits its exploration to take place apart from the phenomenology
of religion, while still maintaining the possibility of encompassing varying levels of
sensuous experience depicted in one’s awareness in the “manifestation of something of a
wholly different order, a reality that does not belong to our world, in objects that are an
integral part of our natural ‘profane’ world” (Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane” 11).
Transcending the deliberations of the religious discourse, the position of an artist as the
modern conveyor of myth (frequently emphasized in Joseph Campbell’s work) is assumed
here: one who unconsciously strives to depict the granularity of sacrum and express its
revelations.

The premise of the project concerns the Polish peasant culture of the XIX century
and is based on the proposition that sacrum is fundamentally positioned within this
culture’s core identity, manifested through daily mundane activities. The central
positioning of sacrum draws its roots from the Christian tradition and is unravelled

through what the Polish historian and anthropologist Roch Sulima calls kod sakralny (51),
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or the “sacral code.” The manifestations of sacrum’s indicators in the peasant culture exist
on multiple systematic levels, which — as Sulima argues — can be deciphered with the use
of kod sakralny and become the source for the formulation of knowledge about this
culture. The resonant positioning of sacrum, therefore, becomes the core construct, not
only in the formal religious aspect, but more interestingly, in the mythical dimension. In
this case, a multitude of seemingly mundane everyday activities further propagates the
subtle elements of sacred significance. This saturation with sacrum’s reverberation hence
transcends the ideology of religion, and becomes the very essence of one’s cultural identity.
One of the examples of such ritualistic tasks are the songs performed during
harvest activities, as they illustrate the intrinsic quality of sacrum’s positioning in the
peasant culture. Harvest songs become clear indicators of sacrum’s resonance, as they
imply a ritualistic, hence sacred approach to life. Polish ethnomusicologist Anna
Czekanowska notes such impulses of sacredness in her study of Polish harvest songs, and
characterizes them as a “highly specialized genre of folk music, related to certain activities
but primarily with a magical function” (Ling 36). The uniqueness of harvest songs lies in
their “close connection with ritual” (Czekanowska 24), externalized in the context of
communal activities and performances. With their underlying structure built upon
“circling movements and repetitions of short phrases and formulae” (Czekanowska 25),
the ritualistic character of harvest songs strongly alludes to the notion of trance. Becker
defines trance as a “state of mind characterized by intense focus, the loss of the strong
sense of self and access to types of knowledge inaccessible in non-trance states” (“Music

and Trance” 41). This method of practising “being-in-the-world” (Becker 42) exists in a
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direct link with this project’s aim to explore the means of intensifying otherwise
undetectable traces of transcendental elements. Especially interesting is the noetic quality
of trance states, argued by Becker as having the capacity of allowing the participant to
connect to “a special type of knowledge [...] accompanied by a sense of absolute certainty
concerning that knowledge” (46). This new awareness attributed to the process of
creation and participation in an artistic experience becomes a symbolic expression of this
project’s theoretical grounding. Praxis, in this case, becomes an expression of personal
engagement in the act of creation, translating the past manifestations of tradition into a
contemporary artistic process, where the act of expression becomes a sacred commentary

in its own right.

The Methodology

“Forgotten Memories” is a mixed media installation comprised of two hand-built
wooden structures inspirea by zurawie studzienne: traditional Eastern European wooden
crane wells, illustrated in Figure 2 & Figure 4. The wooden wells were often built using
easily found wooden logs, varying in shape and size. The erected wooden well would
become a prominent figure in the backyard of a farm, yet its intrinsically natural
construction would rarely place it out of context with the environment. The art installation
in this thesis project follows the same traditional methodology of repurposing natural

materials: each water well structure is built from weathered wooden logs and reinforced
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Figure 2: Wooden crane well in Kobylnica Woloska, Poland.

Source: Ludek. Wedl inr Kabylnica Woloska, 30 July 2008 <hitp:z//comnmonswikimedia.orgowikis File:Kobrvlmca_Woloska_zuraw 2 jpg>

with straw rope. lts auxiliary elements such as the metal handles and chains are derived
from found, donated or otherwise heavily used objects. The initial conceptual sketch of the
wooden well is presented in Figure 3 and illustrates the primary parts of the structure. A
bucket suspended from one end of the well’s arm is tied with the use of straw rope, which is
then connected to a wooden handle and an old rusted chain connecting the bucket to the
rest of the structure. The crane’s arm is balanced with a rock attached to the opposite end.

The arm of the well is attached to the base, and although it normally uses the lever principle
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Figure 3. The initial conceptual sketch of the crane well.

to allow the bucket to be lowered down the well to draw water, it is permanently attached to
the base in this particular art installation. Each individual part of the crane water well in
this project is attached with the use of straw rope. The base of each structure consists of
three wooden legs, tied with rope to alleviate the need for additional support of the
structure, and to maintain its visual simplicity.

The prominence of crane water wells is difficult to ignore when witnessed in real
life. These simple, yet dominant objects carry a certain degree of animistic presence.
Weathered by natural elements, their saturation with history is easily experienced upon
physical contact with the structure. It is through this act that | believe one experiences a
certain visceral connection with the natural environment which these man-made objects
occupy. One of the most interesting contemporary observations made about these

structures is the abrupt contrast they convey: one assumes their historical placement, and
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vet, acknowledges their still "
S g Figure 4: Wooden crane well in the Podlasie region, ca. 1913
From personal family archives of Ewa Bielec. Used with

persistent practicality. Examples of
such contrasting forces in Polish |
culture were highly prevalent
during my childhood, but it was
only after a long absence from my
home country that I was finally
able to fully notice and
comprehend them. A horse-pulled

carriage commonly seen on public

roads, even in the 1990s (Figure
5), not only conveys the economic

disparity at the time the

photograph was taken, but more so
displays the stubborn reliance on ritualistic facets of the culture. Metaphorically, such
stubbornness manifests itself as celebratory in the unconscious manifestation of the sanctity
of tradition, further fulfilling the acute observations made by anthropologists Ludwik
Stomma and Sula Benet. It was these and similar recollections that grounded my

conviction to work on my art installation with only found, donated or heavily used natural
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Figure 5: Taken from the back of the car during my visit to Poland in the mid 1990s, this
photograph of a horse-pulled carriage followed by a luxury Mercedes marked my realization of the
stark contrast between the past and Juture that is prevalent in Polish culture.

materials — objects that emanated a sense of history. This decision, I felt, would diminish
the chances of sanitizing the energy of the installation, and help to preserve the delicate
historical abrasions that I was trying to convey.

The involvement of my close family members in the discussion about the premise of
this project resulted in immense amounts of helpful storics, photographs, books and people
1 was urged to talk to. | was invited to visit a Polish farm located near Orangeville, Ontario,
where one of the farmers took serious interest in helping me locate some of the materials
needed for the construction of the wells (Figure 6). His enthusiasm was highly reminiscent
of my childhood interactions with other farmers, whose nonchalant eagerness always

manifested an almost silent obligation to offer help. The most difficult aspect of this phase
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was my attempt to verbalize the motivations behind the project, and why | was building two
wooden wells that would not even be used to draw water! Interestingly, it was not the

placement of these structures in a gallery space that generated much discussion, but the

Figure 6: Polish farmer Mr. Szeliga helping secure the wooden logs for transport to my studio.

omission of the element of water. I took these concerns seriously as I was starting to feel
the resonant significance of the symbolism embedded in this project. Water is most
universally formulated as the symbol of a life-giving force. It becomes a vehicle of cleansing
and regeneration (Chevalier and Gheerbrant 1081), and is seen as the vehicle of
purification of one’s being. In the Christian tradition, water is the symbol of “the spiritual
life and of the Spirit which God offered and which mankind often refused” (Chevalier and

Gheerbrant 1084). In Polish peasant culture, water often acquires healing properties and
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thus protects those bathing in it from illness (Bennet 55). The most interesting facet of

water's symbolic meaning is its “intuitive wisdom” (Cirlot 365) and thus the means of

Figure 7: [ took this picture of my grandmother’s farm cellar in 20 )2, This quiet space was
filled with a certain unspoken ritualistic richness, actualized by my grandmother’s insistence on
using old rools and methods to prepare food for the farm animals

transcending the limits of human understanding to realign with the higher knowledge. Carl
Jung's suggestion of water as the symbol for the unconscious mind (Welch 60) should be

noted, implying the symbolic depiction of the need to express concepts impossible to clearly
define or comprehend (Jung 4). Water’s baptismal properties enable the cleansing of one’s

being, thus preparing for the rites of passage in the evolution of one’s self-understanding,

alluding to the works of Campbell, Jung and Eliade, among others. | decided to connect
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these descriptions to the project, by introducing a small television set to the installation
space, wired to display soundless images of water. | saw this act as a way of drawing
special attention to the symbolic importance of water: its presence depicted in a framed

television display, further enclosing and intensifying its meaning.

Figure 8: Collected wooden logs and river rocks used in the project.

My persistence to use natural objects in this project took me on a trek to a nearby
river, where | found two heavy rocks I selected to balance the wells’ wooden arms. The
arduous task of carrying the heavy rocks from the riverbed to my studio became an
important part of the artistic process. This very act was something that could not have been
preconceived in the planning stage of the project and thus became an unexpected visceral
descriptor of the physicality permeating from the real wooden well structures that | had
experienced in the past.

The audio component of this project comprises the crucial phenomenological

element which aims to provide the participant with a reflexive environment in which sound
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is used as vehicle of detachment from the physical space, and acting as an attempted
gesture of silent understanding. Each metal bucket in this art installation houses a built-in
speaker which is connected to one of two audio channels, thus emanating distinct sounds
and establishing a notion of a dialogue between each wooden well, where the disparate at
time individual sounds eventually mesh into a cacophony of resonance. This attempts to
provide the viewer of the installation with a setting focused on the intensity and the
meditative power of the sound comprising the audio piece. This element of reverberation of
space and time alludes to the hypnotic style of tintinnabulation, introduced by the Estonian
composer Arvo Pirt, who poetically describes it as “a need to concentrate on each sound,
so that every blade of grass would be as important as a flower” (Supin 00h12m39s). The
immediate simplicity of Pért’s music stems from “an extreme reduction of sound materials
and a limitation to the essential” (“Arvo Pirt - Biography”). This, I believe, presents the
listener with a unique opportunity to confront the raw anatomy of the reality in which the
artistic experience is being conveyed.

My work on the audio composition began by creating a richly textured reverberation
based around single notes. Using a software synthesizer capable of subtractive synthesis
and frequency modulation synthesis, the compositions acquired a sense of ordered
randomness created in the gaps between each note (Figure 9). I first started composing
the audio track in a recording studio, where I monitored the sound using headphones and
high quality speakers. Although this was the preferred method of mixing sound, I soon

realized a growing disconnect between the audio component and the raw materials of the

yet to be built crane wells. This prompted me to move the audio station to my work studio,
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where I built a quick arrangement of a wooden log with the two metal buckets suspended
from each end. It was then that I realized the clashing quality of the newly created audio
track and the obvious imbalance it was introducing to the entire project. Further attempts

to incorporate varying instruments, with the hopes of finding the “right sound,” only

Figure 9: Selection from one of the firsi attempis in the audio composition.
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increased the disconnect between the materiality of the installation and the audio
component it was to encompass. In the attempt to reconnect the two elements, I reinitiated
my approach by omitting the use of instruments and synthesized sound, and shifted my
attention to more elementary sounds. 1 started experimenting with various temple bells,
each time focusing on the natural resonance generated between each strike. My conviction
grew that this was the sound I wanted to incorporate, as the delicate reverberation seemed
to capture the reflexive essence I was trying to evoke in this installation. Figure 10
illustrates a section of the finalized bell composition, where one note is played and then
sustained for a number of bars. The single note phrasing extends the space of the

composition, where the attack and the long sustain of the bell establishes an opportunity for

an introspective reflection.
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Figure 10: Section of the final audio compuosition.
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The resonating bell composition is interwoven with sounds of Polish harvest songs
recorded around the 1940s, as discussed in the earlier part of this paper. The Institute of
Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw has graciously granted me access to its
immense collection of archival Polish folk music, and with the co-operation of the curator
of the collection, Mr. Jacek Jackowski, has permitted the use of several chosen recordings
for this project. The decision to use pre-recorded materials from the ISPAN collection lies
in the indisputable essence of the historical energy captured in these recordings. Although 1
was initially inclined to incorporate my own audio content planned to be captured during a
brief visit to Poland in early spring, I understood the significance of using pre-recorded
material after a conversation with one of my thesis advisors. The use of these archival audio
samples in my project was not only a way of making a small symbolic contribution in the
effort to revive this rapidly fading part of cultural history, but also a way of reincarnating a
certain portion of the spirit still resonating in these recordings. The current ongoing
attempts to restore and digitally preserve these delicate sounds, originally recorded on very
can certainly be seen as a way of emphasizing the faith in

basic, almost archaic equipment,

technological renewal. However, the very act of digitizing these sounds becomes a process

of deconstruction, where the analog signals are remoulded into an array of complex and
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sterile digital impulses. As such, one notices how this almost ritualistic methodology
concurrently introduces the danger of sanitizing the historic essence of these objects. In
addition, with the imminent global conversion of all analog communication to digital
format, 1 felt it was important to respond with a metaphoric act that could be seen as an
attempt to retain the originality of the fragile fabric of these old recordings. This resulted in
introducing an analog FM radio transmitter to the art installation, as well as an old portable
transistor radio I found at a thrift store. The old radio is centrally positioned between the
two crane well structures, and is used to emit the sounds of harvest songs broadcast via the
hidden FM transmitter. I believe this introduces an interesting conceptual layer to this
project, and channels an overlay of symbolism stemming from the cultural history
embedded in the installation, while concurrently addressing the contemporary situation.

The process of building the two crane well structures proved to be a truly reflective
experience; the act of working with the raw material heightened my sense of awareness
about the essence of the project and its symbolism. Wells are endowed with an overlay of
sacred significance and are perceived as channels of communication with the cosmic orders,
thus thought of as providers of life and knowledge (Chevalier and Gheerbrant 1095). The
well enables access to a clean water source, poetically denoted by Cirlot as “the universal
congress of potentialities” (365). Clearly the primary source of life-sustaining water for
village households, the act of drawing water from the well becomes a significant ritualistic
act of receiving the gifts of the Earth, and in turn, “expresses a spiritual reality” (Campbell,
“The Power of Myth” 92) so deeply interwoven in the sacral code (Sulima) of Polish

peasant culture. Although I relied on historic documentation to reproduce the construction
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of the wells, I paid equal attention to my memories of watching family members working
with similar materials in the past. This allowed me for the first time to really appreciate the
act of repurposing weathered wood, while maintaining its tactile quality and a sense of
history. As I worked alone, the act of joining various wooden parts of the well with straw

rope (Figure 11) became an intensely intimate performance, where wrapping the rope

Figure 11: The process of wrapping the straw rope and its finished form.
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around the wooden logs required meticulous attention and often resulted in bleeding due to
its rough texture. I humorously considered this to be a gesture of initiation: a way of re-

experiencing my roots in a place where the clash of cultures often makes such articulation

Figure 12: Detail of the well's arm with the suspended water bucket.

difficult. The final act of hanging the metal bucket on one end of the crane marked the

symbolic finale and acquired a certain sacred significance. It was not feelings of nostalgia

that preoccupied me at that moment, but rather, a sense of fully actualized connection with

the previously inconspicuous forces constructing my identity.
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Figure 13: The completed art installation
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The dynamism of the artistic process undertaken to complete this installation
resulted in a highly symbolic material manifestation, which attempts to regenerate the
process’ dynamics through stillness. The intended interpretation of the essence conveyed in
the artwork, however, is recognized to be highly dependent upon a complex array of
cultural, thus ideologically shaped assumptions. The final part of this paper takes a
theoretical survey of the artistic process, where it examines the forces affecting the

communicated message and the plasticity of its essence.

Surveying the Artistic Process

Art as Communication

The act of producing artistic works can be described as an orchestrated flow of

communicative signals; a vehicle for assigning meaning to experiences (Foss and Littlejohn

39) encompassing the creator and viewer of the work. This movement is often argued to

exist within the realm of a purely individual intent, acting as the conveyor of what is

deemed thoroughly personal. The echoes of individuality in artistic expression dissipate,

however, as one considers the view that meaning is something that is created rather than

discovered (Smith 496). It is here that artistic expression acquires a new dimension in the

i i hema require new
context of interpretative processes, where the channels of discursive sche q
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The plurality of the processes embedded in the act of artistic expression serves as the basis
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for questioning the purity of essence occupying personal forms of creative communication

in the context of ideological formations. The communicative cycle of artistic creation and

interpretation is argued here to depend on socially negotiated elements enveloped by

ideological structures.

The inescapable multitude of narratives defining artistic expression creates a logical
entry point for a discussion about some of the commitments bound to the definition of art.
Such commitments stem from a juxtaposition of varied interpretations integrated in the
discourses of phenomenology and structuralism, among others. The Hegelian rhetoric
treats artistic expression as a significant movement to reveal the collective consciousness of
humanity. Hegel asserts that art expresses the ethos of cultures and acts as “a necessity in
the development of the Absolute Idea towards self-realisation” (Hatt and Klonk 24). This
postulation can be further extended into the proposition that artistic process enables an
expression of the human quintessence, and thus gives shape to more rational self-

awareness, propelling one’s striving for the Truth. In his account of the synthesis between

the subjective and the objective, Hegel presents the notion of the Universal Spirit as the

state of awareness on the highest level of human consciousness (Hegel, “Phenomenology

of Spirit”), The Hegelian view of consciousness is one of the most fundamental existing

phenomena in human beings; one that is further intensified through personal reflection.

This notion is further extended by the proposition that each historic stage unveils a

infusi ’s vi ith a new level of
different representation of the Spirit, thus infusing the art’s viewer with a

ing inti d in the
awareness. As one establishes the notion of art as being intimately embedde

tic expression as a source

i ition of artis
culture it serves through representation, the proposition 0
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of knowledge arises. Art’s ability to disclose certain elements of Truth makes it a vehicle of
revelation, where the process of de-concealing and revealing further infuses knowledge.
Although Hegel implicitly states that “[...] neither in content nor in form is art the highest
and absolute mode of bringing to our minds the true interests of the spirit” (Aesthetics 9),
one must realize that if art is a conveyor of certain truths, its messages cannot be blindly
accepted. Seen as a cultural product, art has a submissive structure, fully malleable by its
creator and fully susceptible to becoming a manipulative force. It is this force that allows

artistic expression to project a certain level of authority upon the culture it resides in.

Communicative Impulses

Artistic expression is born out of the desire to express obscured facets of life, where
the artistic process becomes a method of meditating on the ways to manifest otherwise
indescribable observations about the reality surrounding the artist. The sensory
involvement in the creative process initiates a heightened response to the act of articulation
between the reality and the artist’s inner experiences. This distinct method of
communication is intrinsically embedded in every type of creative expression and becomes
a way of assigning meaning to a particular set of experiences. It is a dynamic process that
not only concerns a unidirectional flow of emotion, but rather presents itself as an
ecosystem of self-discovery, where the act of creative communication redesigns the very

building blocks of the artist’s experiences, thus intensifying and possibly reshaping the

scope of communicated ideas. This phenomenological approach becomes a method of
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ontology through the process of communication.

In support of the argument that “[...] the distinctive function of the artist is to
express emotions; that if the artist does not express, his work is to that extent less entitled
to be called art; and that all art must be expressive of something or other, so much so that
a non-expressive work of art is a contradiction in terms” (Hospers 313), one must
consider the influences propelling the process of expression. The seed of artistic creativity
seems to originate from the depths of one’s being. As the artist begins to articulate that
which is to be externalized in the form of an artwork, an array of social constructs come
into play. The propensity to elaborate on the transfiguring representation of personal
reality seems to coexist in a strong bond with elaborate cultural elements that the artist
happens to ingest. In this process, “[the] presentational reality is charged with elements of
our common, shared reality, and yet it creates the clearly identifiable vision which
characterizes the work of art” (Swanger 34). The extent to which such representation is
shaped by outside discourses, coupled with their distinct descriptions of reality, is the core
issue in the exploration of purity of artistic exbression. The desire to express personal
experience requires a vehicle of communication, which in itself is argued to be the process
of assimilation of experiences (Collingwood 8). As the process of communication is
grounded in various cultural conceptions, artistic expression must therefore also be
ideational and ideological, behaviourally bound to numerous cognitive and symbolic
elements. The fluidity of such elements creates the perception of order: “it is the
interaction of external conditions and internal constructions that forms the basis for

human creation, response, and apprehension” (Lankford 15). The perception of artistic
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expression as a form of communication, in its “struggle to learn and to

describe” (Williams, “Mass Communication” 45), can be extended here to the notion of
creative communication as a deliberate and intentional activity (Harries xiii). It is the very
notion of intentionality which suggests that artistic expression cannot simply exist as one-
way communication, as one further observes that “communication is not only

transmission; it is also reception and response” (Williams, “Culture and Society” 313).
The Process of Interpretation

The introduction of the viewer into the artistic discourse problematizes the notion
of purity in artistic works. Meaning cannot be actualized by the artist alone, but it is rather
evoked through the dialogue between the creator and the work’s viewer and can be
paralleled with Saussure’s (246) speech circuit model of the process of communication.
Artistic expression, therefore, must be understood as a mechanism actuated by its audience
in the process of manifesting their elementary values. It is here that one notices the
underlying frameworks governing art’s creation and evaluation, and furthermore, the
capacity of artistic expression to project a form of authority upon its audience. The
inclusion of the viewer in the artistic dialogue is therefore of utmost importance in the
process of crystallizing artistic discourses, and it is argued here that the process of
interpretation of artist-instigated notions becomes further infused by ideological models.

This new dimension acknowledges the acts of creation and interpretation as being

integral to aesthetic experience. Although the exploration of the complexities existing
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within the signifiers alluring the audience to participate in the artistic experience extends
beyond the scope of this paper, it is crucial for the thesis to observe the resonant presence
of artistic experience, along with the interpretative processes leading to further
augmentation of the audience’s emotional response to art. The fundamental modes of
analytical interpretation of creative works seem to stem from the methodologies of form
and content analysis. This approach consists of a synthesis of both form and content,
evoking a critical look into factual and fictional constructs of the artwork (Chaplin and
Walker 9). According to Panofsky, “in a work of art, ‘form’ cannot be divorced from
‘content’ [...which] must also be understood as carrying a more-than-visual

meaning” (168). The process of interpretation is central to this idea, as it is tied to the
notion of “interactive dimensions” (Kress and van Leeuwen 116) observed in the context
of interactions between the producer and the viewer of images (114). Kress’ and van
Leeuwen’s analytical rhetoric of the grammar of visual design easily translates into the
interpretative methodologies of artistic works. The final reception of the work is
dependent on a wide array of communicative elements employed by the artist. 1t is here,
that “the articulation and understanding of social meanings in images derives from the
visual articulation of social meanings in face-to-face interaction” (Ibid. 116), which
ultimately underlines the notions of representation versus enactment. Kress and van
Leeuwen further argue that social relations are not enacted, but rather, represented in the
context of reception. The artistic lexicon enables representation through a system of signs,
and just like language, it requires a “collection of necessary conventions that have been

adapted by a social body to permit individuals to exercise [the faculty of
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speech]” (Saussure 245). The high complexity of artistic vocabulary employed by the
artist can therefore impede the interpretation of the work, resulting in utilization of mixed
conventions of collective behaviour (Saussure 252) to interpret the true meaning of the
artwork. The multivalence of symbolic communication requires multiple methodological
approaches, further limited with the proposition that works of art are not restricted to
symbolic representations: “a feeling generated through an encounter with a work of art
also constitutes part of the total significance of that work” (Lankford 153). Here, the
interpretative process no longer relies on the presence (or absence) of the linguistic
message. Instead, it puts “our experiences with the physical world [to] serve as a natural
and logical foundation for the comprehension of more abstract domains” (Kévecses 6).
But even the essence of experiences with the physical world can be speculated to stem from
the acceptance of interrelated views believed to represent the Truth. Perlmutter and
Koppman (89) argue that “every viewing of art simultaneously involves an act of
interpretation, conditioned by the viewer’s culture, biases, and experiences,” which
indicates that one must consider the continuously evolving culture structures and their
prevailing attitudes in the complex matrix of varying receptions and interpretations.

Barthes (146) posits that the proper reading of text requires deliberate separation
from the author’s various social, religious and political attributes. He writes: “we know
now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning [...] but a
multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and
clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of

culture” (146). As suggested here, the invocation of knowledge through art has a
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multidimensional aspect, one that requires a thorough interpolation of “influences,
symbolism, iconography, and cultural history” (Koppman 91). Is it possible, however, to
consciously separate oneself from ideological undercurrents penetrating artistic expression
and thus achieve a more objective interpretation? The process of seeking meaning seems
to be elicited through the mechanism of interrelatedness, as meaning is posited to always
exist in the act of referring to something other (Merrell 4). The act of referral to
representational units of knowledge can be argued to be a negotiation between reality and
perception, unveiling here the intertwined fluidity of this process. “A representation [...] is
always of and to and for” writes Heath (91), positing that representation is an act of
production of imagined depictions and substitutions. As such, the validity of Truth in the
process of interpretation seems to fail in its depiction of authentic reality. If representation
is indeed linked with identification as Heath (97) seems to suggest, one could conclude
that the main determinant of the degree of objectivity in artistic interpretation stems from
the fluctuating structures propelling the process of identification.

The dominant, negotiated, and oppositional readings of codes identify the various
modes of naturalizing perception (Hall 56), further extended through the levels of
connotation and denotation. Although not universally deterministic, Hall’s rhetoric of the
process of encoding and decoding further bolsters the aspect of social conditioning as the
key element in the articulation of artistic experience through interpretation. The general
attitude of the Saussurean tradition suggests that culture is the main constituting element
of the human experience (Hatt and Klonk 205). As such, the reception of coded meaning

relies on the complexity of social factors and their capacity to convey preferred modes of
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interpretation. This, in turn, generates methods of normalization and naturalization of
ideological structures of knowledge. Such processes are not only employed on a personal
level, expressing the preferred attitudes of specific social environments, but are also
propagated by institutional spheres. The domain of art criticism steers the viewers into
formally established “proper” identifications of artistic meaning. Its evident position as a
state ideological apparatus (Althusser), is very much intertwined in the complex social
grid, thus creating an atmosphere of approved Truth which further “elevates whatever the
artworld does, as a matter of ‘descriptive’ fact, into the going norm, by virtue of the fact
that this is the going norm” (Wartofsky 241). It is important to notice, however, that the
ideological formations evident in the institutional theories of art stem from a much wider
range of socio-political viewpoints, each committed to a set of individual attitudes. As
such, the constraining characteristic of singular commitments to art interpretation also has
a positive outcome: it allows the sampling of a variety of inquiries about the work’s
representation of reality. This leads to the possibility of meeting the deficiencies of single-
minded notions, thus expanding one’s capacity for a fuller experience of art. Power
relations are evident in the way ideological notions shape one’s capacity to experience the
reality conveyed in works of art. One of the critical components of power, argues Foucault
(1995), is the ability of the oppressed to resist the discourses of the dominating structures.
As such, the pervading nature of power is not purely oppressive in nature, but also exhibits
an element of positive productivity, “[...] giving rise to new forms of behaviour rather than
simply closing down or censoring certain forms of behaviour” (Mills 33). This act

actualizes the freedom of interpretation, where the previously established notions of the
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Truth are no longer constrained by their founding ideologies, but rather provide an

opportunity for reflection and potentially deeper, personal experience of a work of art.

Conclusions

The artistic process cannot be compacted into a series of procedural phases,
actuated by the desire to express the many intricacies of life. The process of creation often
lies in one’s inability to face the emotional echoes of the permeating reality, striving to
externalize that which is often deemed indescribable. Initially stemming from a highly
individualistic endeavour, the artist attempts to engage the audience to participate in his or
her experience: the process through which a culmination of emotions is attained by coded
signs, where “[...] the feelings [the artist] has experienced, and in others being infected by
those feelings and also experiencing them.” (Tolstoy 40). The mental representations of
the artist are therefore further externalized by the involvement of the audience, who, by the
initial communicative processes instigated by the artist, can be compelled to encounter a
similar emotional response to the work. The completion of this process relies on the
audience’s initial attraction to the work of art and its embedded meaning. Such attraction
can derive from personal interest in the essential theme explored in the artistic work, or
simply a curious attempt to expand one’s knowledge from art’s stream of truths. On a
more visceral level, the attraction could stem from a sense of awe in the presence of highly
expressionistic artistic expressions, thus further sustained by the stylistic integrity of the

work and its inherent ability to offer sensory satisfaction. The inherent complexity of the
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artistic process (Figure 15) introduces several entry points at which the essence of the
artistic expression becomes skewed. The multitude of cultural conceptions enveloping the

individuality of the artist inarguably decentralizes the striving for objective representations.

Figure 15: Novion of purity of essence in the process of artistic expression

: Silent understanding of the
i The essence of the message intended essence of the
: isestablished at this stage. : i communicated message is
: ¢ possible, but not measurable.

..........................................................................................

SILENT INTENTION | WA}L SILENT RECEPTION
ACTUALIZEDBY | = e
EXPRESSION

i Verbalization of received
¢ signals further relies on the
: ideological influences.

The attainment of empirical expression in art seems \impossible as the descriptions of
reality are always relational, and furthermore, the act of interpretation further relies on the
rich array of cognitive mechanisms influenced by ideologically grounded structures.

It is this thesis’ careful conclusion, that the absence of sustained purity in artistic
expression should not be considered as entirely unfavourable to the whole of creative
expression. Lankford (157) suggests that the multitude of experiences surrounding the
viewer of art allows for a potential synthesis of experiences culminating in a heightened,

perhaps clarified response to the work. “Reflections upon the meaning of a work of art,
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continuously verified and enriched by immediate perceptions, may extend a viewer's
experience of that work beyond what is visibly given or even beyond particular symbolic
meanings, but still within a context of relevance” (Ibid. 157). The admission of the
dominance of multiple ideological stances is also present in the rhetoric of W. ]. T. Mitchell
(“Showing Seeing” 87), who posits that vision is a highly cultural construction thereby
making images entirely saturated with language. As such, visual images should no longer
be regarded as single-dimensional representations, but rather, analytical approaches should
be formulated in multiple contexts of representations (Mitchell, “What Do Pictures
Want?” 33). The attempt to avoid ideological influences in the process of artistic
expression would require a response to the very principle of personal experience. As
meaning is undeniably produced in social contexts, the ideal act of interpretation must be
performed with the full awareness of the often subtle variances in socio-political
perspectives. The resulting multiplicity of interpretative propositions would then offer the
potential of uncovering the determining modifiers used in the conditioning of socially

based facets of interpretation.

I write these concluding remarks with a much stronger sense of inner
understanding, which has been built upon the synthesis of intellectual and practical
approaches this thesis allowed me to undertake. The creative process undertaken in this
project has registered an immense value in the realization of my cultural identity and its
position within the larger cultural landscape. My commitment to praxis has undeniably

provided clues of sacrum’s interwoven existence based on personal experience as the
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source for shaping the measurable reality and thus arriving at Truth. It was of utmost
importance to me, however, that my artistic process was not merely regarded as
autobiographical in nature, but instead aspired to evoke an understanding of the nucleus in
the message I was trying to communicate. Throughout this process, I had informally
asked random visitors to comment on their interpretation of the progressing installation.
Interestingly, although most respondents were not familiar with the purpose of the
structures, as wooden crane wells are foreign to North America, a vast majority expressed
a strong sense of underlying symbolic influences stemming from a rich array of cultural
history. The sacredness of the installation was argued to exist in the stillness of the
wooden structures and the richness of the audio portion, which provided a reflexive
environment for the participants. Although 1 did not see the extraction of the viewer from
the artistic process as detrimental to the experience of the final work, I attempted to
perform a critical enquiry about the process of interpretation and deduce how the highly
symbolic notion of sacrum was being conveyed. As shown, I have put strong emphasis on
the holistic epistemology, which I believe is crucial in the attempt to detect and understand
the essence of such experiential notions as that of sacrum. I recognize that sacrum’s
resonant positioning requires bold transgressions of the established modes of knowledge,
transcending the tensions between the varying representations of reality. The holism of
interpretative approaches lies in the need to attain a fuller awareness of varying cultural
perspectives and their governing rules of perception. This, I believe, is needed to avoid the
dissemination of absolute truths concerned with protecting us from the supposed chaos of
our reality. Such movements often only demarcate us from discovering the deeper

meaning of our interiority. The implications of the diversity of results stemming from
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varying analytical practices are an unavoidable but rather welcomed consideration, due to
their unmistakable potential for providing theoretical refinement of the multiplicity of
notions. 1 feel that the expansion of the existing discursive systems can thus enable a
better reflection of the complex continuum of cultural representations and provide a
multidimensional approach to enable a deeper exploration of the essence of transcendental
notions.

The actualization of my newly acquired understanding was heavily dependent on
the analysis of resulting interpretations belonging to the viewers of this art installation. 1
saw this as being crucial to the formulation of this project’s ultimate effectiveness, as I am
again reminded about the reciprocity of the communicative cycle, where meaning is
realized through articulate expression (Williams). Central to this analysis is the
consideration that multiple interpretations of highly metaphorical elements implicate their
validity as quantifiable data. After all, art products carry an immense possibility of
conveying a specific emotion on multiple levels, therefore generating a barrage of possible
interpretations. Furthermore, Mircea Eliade posits that symbolic communication is
capable of expressing potentially inexpressible notions, as they “[...] reveal a modality of
the real or a deep structure of the World, and in the spiritual horizon of primitive man, the
real mingles with the Sacred” (“Symbolism, the Sacred, and the Arts” 3). Grounded in the
experiences of life, such expressions are binary in their purpose as they convey
transcendental notions in the context of human experience: “symbols not only disclose a
structure of the real or even a dimension of existence, at the same time they carry a
significance for human existence” (Ibid. 5). One has to be careful when dictating how an

expression of creativity is to be interpreted and must not insist on its “proper” reading.
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Given this subjectivity, how can one quantitatively measure the effectiveness of an artwork
and furthermore, determine its legitimacy as a social document? With a limited set of
accepted unorthodox research methodologies, it is difficult to rely on alternative research
mechanisms while maintaining their validity as data. I argue that measuring highly
experiential events is doomed to become a fruitless endeavour, as it relies on the ability of
the researcher and subject to use verbal descriptors to convey non-sensual content. As
described in the earlier part of this paper, the most viable approach to studying such
experiential notions — as that of sacrum, for example — requires the avoidance of thinking
in terms of absolutes. The approaches employed by the doctrines of history or aesthetics,
for example, should not be regarded as an exhaustive means of deliberating the truth, but
rather, as introductory tools of expanding the boundaries of knowledge. 1t is evident that
the detection of sacrum’s subtle elements requires the illumination of a multitude of
disciplinary approaches, which — from a holistic point of view — will provide us with a
means of attaining understanding through recognition. Such recognition is the constituting
element of this project’s practical outcome. The applied aspect of praxis presented in this
proposal propagates the notion of “seeing knowledge at work” (Bronner, “Art,
Performance, and Praxis” 91) by means of personal reflection, analysis and re-
interpretation in the attempt to provoke the manifestation of human instinct for
transcendence (Eliade, “The Sacred and the Profane” 27). I have attained this state of
personal recognition through the methodology of praxis, and it is my sincere hope that the
resulting work will evoke similar realization in its audience. I hope that the methods
described in this paper will provide such insights, and further elicit the effectiveness of

artistic practice in the exploration of the vast landscape of human essence.
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