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To be anywhere else but the present
is to paint eyeballs on chaos. (1)
- Eihei Dogen

...time forks perpetually towards
innumerable futures. (2)
- Jorge Luis Borges

Toufuku-ji / Kaizandou Garden, Kyoto, Japan
original image: Hiro Takes a Photograph
Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported

In 1929 astronomer Edwin Hubble took note of the expansive motion of distant galaxies. His crucial observations
implied that some time ago in the remote past, everything would have been closer together; so close in fact, that all of it
would actually have been in exactly the same place. Back then the universe would not only have been immeasurably small,
but exceptionally dense.
The big bang theory imagines that the universe began at just this incalculably minute point. Within its un-seeable
boundaries, the potential for all space, time, energy, matter and all living things would have been held. And then, well, it
must have been some sort of critical blow or clamor that caused the split of the one from the other, and then the other. From
the hollow came the rays, first the zero, and then the ones.
Before 1915, scientific research in western civilization conceived of space and time as separate and fixed fields.
Objects moved compelled by invisible forces, but time and space remained unaffected. Since then, Isaac Newton's laws
of motion put an end to the idea of absolute positions in space, and Albert Einstein's theory of relativity got rid of absolute
time. (3) Today, two basic overarching though, somewhat paradoxical theories hold sway as to the workings of the universe:
again, Einstein's general theory of relativity and quantum mechanics.
Einstein's theory suggests that gravity is not an unconditional force. The distribution of mass and energy contained
within the arena now described as space-time causes it to warp. Objects such as planets do not simply move compelled by
gravity as was previously thought, but follow instead the straightest path possible within the curved field of space-time. Here,
all things have an effect, as they are affected by everything else. Like a spider web, precariously anchored and suspended
between branches of a tree; any activity or intrusion, even the slightest current of air upon any of its filaments affects the
bearing of the whole. This is therefore, a dynamic and somewhat unpredictable four-or-more-dimensional universe.
Introduced by Werner Heisenberg and Erwin Schrödinger in the 1920’s, quantum mechanics confirms the
impossibility of fixed positions in space-time. According to Heisenberg's uncertainty principle, any effort to measure
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either the position or the velocity of matter blurs our
knowledge of the other measurement. The atom is not
like a planet with a determined orbit; it is not a
substantive entity. The quantum state offers instead a
prediction of various outcomes based on observations of
altering electron behavioral patterns. And yet,
according to Henry Margenau: Watching electrons is
like watching fireflies on a summer evening. You can see
a flash here and another twinkle of light there, but you
have no idea where the firefly is between your
observations. (4)

Alfred Bast, Quince Fragrance, 2005
courtesy of the artist

The path of the electron comes into existence only when we observe it. (5)
- Werner Heisenberg
Neti, neti: Not this, not this. (6)
- Brihadaranyaka Upanishad
Our modern-day capacity for atom smashing has advanced beyond anything ever imagined by early twentieth century
physicists. We have now acquired more subatomic particles than can be accommodated within the known mathematical
configurations of three-dimensional space. Yet, the combined formulae for general relativity and quantum mechanics have
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so far yielded impracticable results. According to these configurations, it seems that while the laws of gravity function in the
macrocosmic realm, those of quantum mechanics function only in the realm of subatomic particles. In order to reconcile
these abstract sets of data physicists continue to seek a grand unified theory.
The discovery of superstring theory has been gradual, convoluted and inadvertent. Accounting for each specific part
of its evolution is far beyond the scope of this writing, and besides, scientific scholars continue that pursuit with bona fide
authority. I will though offer my layman's reading of its basics tenets, emphasizing its poetics relative to materiality and
impermanence, the core of my subject.
Originally put forth as the theory of everything, the formulae of superstring theory envision the smallest particle of
matter not as dots, but as tiny vibrating filaments, existing in multi-dimensional hyperspace. The variation of known material
outcomes is based on the vibrational patterns of these strings, like varying aural intonations. The fabric of space-time at this
scale however, remains outside the bounds of our physical reality and experimental capacity.
Of this theory, physicist Edward Witten has written: By rights, string theory shouldn’t have been invented until our
knowledge of some of the ideas that are prerequisite for string theory had developed to the point that it was possible for us to
have the right concept for what it was all about. (7) Perhaps because of its unverifiable details, superstring theory ought not
be discussed in the realm of science at all, but is rather more appropriate to philosophy or even mysticism. As this commonamong-physicists’ play on Shakespeare’s words suggests: Superstrings are the dreams that stuff is made of.
Nevertheless, several of the theory's original proponents including John Schwarz, persevere. In 1984 Schwarz and
Michael Green introduced their ground-breaking and mathematically consistent, for gravity and quantum mechanics,
formulae. The one caveat is that their results only operate in a universe of ten-dimensional space-time.
One possible explanation for such a multi-dimensional hyperspace refers back to an earlier proposal by Theodore
Kaluza and Oskar Klein. Their idea, sometimes dubbed dimension wrapping, imagines that within the spaces of the grid of
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our space-time weaving lies additional hidden, curled up dimensional loops, like so many thread ends tucked up inside of a
tapestry. At the time of its introduction, circa 1920’s, the concept seemed vague and ultimately unworkable, although
Einstein considered it in his attempts to reconcile gravity and quantum mechanics. In recent years, the Kaluza-Klein theory
has been revisited precisely because the formulae for string theory require the addition of hidden dimensions in order to jibe.

The ultramicroscopic fabric of the cosmos is embroidered with the richest of textures. (8)
- Brian Greene
Superstring theory by no means resolves the questions of a
consistent vision of the workings and origins of the universe. As
scientists continue to debate its finer points, additional theories
are put forth. Yet, it is the very ambiguity and intricacies of our
quest for universal truth that underscores the poetry of string, as
it references ancient mythologies and symbols, and our innate
sense of the alterable and temporal things of this world.
Rapt in the fabric of space-time and the language of
superstrings, it seems to me such an eloquent tale, told in
ancient dialects. Our vision of the web of life comes true, as the
creation of cloth occurs across a four-dimensional topography.
Here, thread is line, a study in space and time. Line is

Anni Albers, Enmeshed I, 1963
©2013 The Josef and Anni Albers Foundation

measuring, mapping, walking, breathing. Thoughts come and go
as breath as fine as silk, flows in and out again. The hand
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maintains contact for the length of the thread while dressing the loom. How many beats of the heart may we measure
between the spaces of the warp? You do not need a not need a clock.

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Pieta, detail, c. 1499
original image: Niabot Stanislva Traykov
Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported

The Shroud of Turin, detail, c. 14th cent.
Public Domain

The textile is substantive, illusory and volatile. The site of sensual crossings, textile is luminous and soft, resonant and
still; it is of particles, waves and strings. So much more than a two-dimensional plane, it is the sympathetic drape of the
Pieta, the potent stain upon the holy shroud. Textile’s event in time resides among the infinite hand-bound knots of every
sacred sajjāda.
The study of materiality brings to light an array of literal and metaphoric characteristics in common with textile. And
through analogies to scientific hypotheses on the creation and workings of the universe, our expressions embrace the
dimension of time: time as tangible phenomena and time in the abstract. No doubt, ephemeral states of being characterize
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the trajectory of our personal lives as well, as we experience the random and rhythmic nature of expansion, contraction, gain
and loss.

V. Constantino, Occasional Labor, 1991
16mm film by Matthew Drescher

She stands at the edge of the shore sweeping sand into the incoming tide. Her broom is mad of pine needles lashed
to a withered branch. It is winter. Her gowns are layered, her socks hand knit, her steps are small and measured. Sand is
prima materia. It occurs in the world through vast accumulations of minute particles. Time and the cycle of tides are
circular: a repeating motif, a ripple of water or sand, a gestural sweep against the recurrence of unwanted debris.
– VC, journal

Exactly one week before I was to graduate from The School of the Art Institute of Chicago, my father died quite
suddenly. He was planning to join me in Chicago that week. He was, as was his way, brimming with enthusiasm and pride,
as he looked forward to celebrating my achievement.
But I had wanted to discuss finally, his alleged, long-suffering disappointment. I had after all decades earlier, dropped
out of college and absconded to California, land of the free, free, free! I’d returned to the East Coast two years later, married,
pregnant, and unemployed. Shortly after that, I was divorced. He’d made no secret of his dismay, and who would blame
him?
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More than twenty years later and nearing the completion of the lauded graduate degree, I was determined to make it
clear to him that with or without his approval, I was satisfied with my accomplishments, and was prepared to take
responsibility for the choices I had made. I was as sure as I could ever be that those choices had been the right ones for me.
And I also wanted to tell him that this Master of Fine Arts degree could easily prove inconsequential relative to future,
manifest success. I wanted to explain why then, he ought to drop any expectations he may as yet have had.
I had planned to have this conversation with him sometime during his visit. But dad was all about activities. Every
day he’d call with another idea: the Sears Tower, Lake Michigan, the Field Museum, Les Miserables, and so on. Getting him
to sit still long enough to talk with me would be challenging and, perhaps impossible, and so I wrote to him instead.
He received my letter and called me on the phone. He had read it, and was just calling to say that he was very proud
of me. He told me that he understood all about what I had done and why I had done it. And he told me that he admired my
courage. My dad admired my courage! He told me about how he had wanted to dance - and a great dancer he was. But he
had been afraid, he said, whereas I had been brave. Well of course I was and I still am afraid of uncertainty, of the seemingly
unrelenting insecurity brought about by my choices. Yet, we also seem to learn from our parents what not to do, and are
seldom granted the time to acknowledge their bequests.
Several days later, Tony Constantino returned home late from a dance. He drove into the garage, got out of the car
and went through the door that led into the house. He went upstairs to his bedroom, got into bed and turned on the television. He went to sleep that night but he never woke up again, because he had left the car engine running, and the carbon
monoxide flowed through the vents in the garage contaminating the whole house, including the room in which he slept.
My uncle Pete telephoned the following night with the news. My friend Beth Reisman, also a graduate student at
SAIC, took me to the airport early the next morning. Arriving in New York City I was ferried by my relatives to the mortuary
where I learned how to plan a Catholic funeral. Days later, under a blustery sky, we buried my father. The weather-person
told us that ...the clouds seemed to dance across the sky...
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To locate these events within the subtext of impermanence, seems almost a bit too obvious, as if the death of a loved
one can be wedged into a meditation on the mysteries of beginnings and endings. Subjective loss is profound beyond such
unqualified musings. Once I had grasped that my father had left the physical space of this world, and once I had understood
the ways in which my life would be affected by his absence, I became aware of him in a startling other way. The quality of
my father’s presence had changed, but it had not withdrawn. He inhabited the space that surrounded me, the air that I
breathed. Like a quantum choice in layers of space and time, the familiar form of Anthony Constantino although not visible
to my eyes, existed still.
And then I too migrated beyond the density of my own form, from the solidity of the ground on which I seemed to
stand. I observed myself taking the trash out to the sidewalk in front of his house. I watched, as I opened wide the windows of
that dark house in which my father had inhaled his last breath. And I felt the whoosh of waking, the sucking sound of
dropping back into matter, while enigmatic and dear father particles dispersed. From time to time, they gather themselves up
in my general location, but mostly I imagine they have better things to do then hang around here with me.
Perhaps these experiences are no more than manifestations of memory and grief. I don’t really know. Yet, experience
is so often understood through the body, and the blood that I share together with my relatives permeates and qualifies my
perceptions. The events surrounding my father’s death, anyone's death I imagine, are transubstantiative. As the blood of one
adored is ritually transformed for our consumption, our surroundings are charged with traces of our ancestors' potencies.

The very impermanence of grass and tree, thicket and forest, is the Buddha-nature.
The very impermanence of men and things, body and mind, is the Buddha-nature. (9)
- Eihei Dogen
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Sharon Brant
Black and White #3-Theme 1, 2005
courtesy of the artist

Thou art Brahman, whose form is invisible, like ether; who’s Self is truth.
Thou art perfect peace and immortality, the solace of life, the delight of the mind.
May I worship thee! (10)
- Taittririya Upanishad

Throughout the development of modern philosophy and scientific discourse, we note references to precepts of ancient
doctrines such as the Hindu Upanishads, the Judaic Kabbalah, and the Chinese Tao Te Ching. For example: Niels Bohr's
principal of complimentarity, as its appellative suggests, reinforces the contradictory aspects the quantum state, allowing for
the simultaneity of electrons’ as both particles and waves. Bohr’s principle echoes the interdependency of opposites
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represented by the Taoist Ying - Yang symbol. Whether light and dark, male and female, or life and death, contrasting
phenomenon are manifestations of the same vital core, as facets of each exist within the other.
Meditations upon the impermanent nature of things throughout the history of the world’s ancient philosophical theses
are indeed rich and many. And it happened one day while browsing the stacks of the Mid-Manhattan branch of the New
York Public Library that I came upon a book entitled Impermanence is Buddha-nature: Dogen’s Understanding of
Temporality by Dr. Joan Stambaugh.
In this and several other volumes, Dr. Stambaugh, philosophy professor and scholar of Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin
Heidegger, offers her insights into the writings of 13th century Zen Master Eihei Dogen. With noticeable enthusiasm,
Stambaugh bridges the conceptual chasm between an often-impassive academicism and Dogen's primordial intuitions.
In everyday life, impermanence is most often understood as the fleeting, transitory nature of everything worldly or
earthly. For most of us, this means we have a limited span of time between birth and death, sometimes coupled with the
notion of an enduring soul. Dogen rejects this dualistic arrangement:
Water is neither strong nor weak, neither wet nor dry,
neither moving nor still, neither cold nor not, neither existent
nor nonexistent, neither deluded nor enlightened. (11)
- Eihei Dogen
For Master Dogen, objective presence does not adequately characterize the reality of things because things are never
inert or static. Instead, he determines that water is present. Buddha-nature is not a changeless entity; it is temporality itself.
The present does not exclude past and future. Things themselves are time, and since time is non-substantive, things must
interpenetrate.
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Dogen wrote and lived in the relative and the absolute at once, and if we are to learn the true nature of existence we
must accompany him into both worlds accordingly. Dogen, writes Stambaugh, is on the trail of a sense of permanence and
impermanence in which they are ultimately non-dual. (12) The implication is that the self too is non-substantive, non-dual,
and not separate; it is itself the quantum state where subject and object merge. As Schrödinger has asked: Is consciousness
singular or plural? (13)
Tangential to these ruminations on Dogen's teachings, was the occasion of my second meeting with Lenore Tawney.
Our first meeting took place during my course of study at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago. She was having a
retrospective exhibition at the Art Institute and was also scheduled to lecture and meet with graduate students. On that
particular day, I was asked to be her escort.
Years later, my friend, artist and Siddha Yoga devotee Sharon Brant, mentioned that acquaintances of hers from the
ashram were volunteering to read to Lenore, also a devotee, as her eyesight was beginning to fail. Sharon asked if I too might
like to read to Lenore. I was honored by the suggestion and phoned Lenore the next day. By way of introduction, I reminded
her of our previous meeting in Chicago. She invited me to visit that Sunday, and I continued to visit every Sunday afternoon
for the next several months, reading aloud selections from her vast library.
Lenore introduced me to the writings of her spiritual teachers, Swami Muktananada and Gurumayi Chidvilasananda,
and to scriptures of their Hindu roots, the Upanishads. We poured through her world of rarefied texts, both sacred and
secular: the mystical accounts of St. Teresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, Jakob Boehme, Ramana Marharshi, Helena
Blavatsky, the poetry of Theodore Roethke, the travelogues of Freya Stark, and so much more. Her library was
comprehensive and abstruse, and we read and re-read many favored passages. And too, we delved into the writings of
Master Dogen along with Dr. Stambaugh's edifying interpretations.
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So enthralled were we about Dogen that we contacted Dr. Stambaugh through her academic post and invited her to
tea. We served a special Japanese Matcha with freshly baked Madeleines, and talked about the mind-bending perplexities of
Dogen's parables. Stambaugh confirmed that Dogen never lets the reader rest comfortably in knowing, as was his method
and skillfulness.
To listen to a teisho is not to figure out what is being said, but simply to allow the mind and body
to remain receptive and open... We allow the words to come in through all our senses, hearing them with
our eyes as well as ears, with our whole body, everything but the brain. (14)
- Peter Matthiessen

The ultimate truth is so simple.
It is nothing more than being
in the pristine state. (15)
- Ramana Maharshi

Lenore Tawney, Flower, c. 1960
©Lenore G. Tawney Foundation

Artists often work around and through particular intents that manifest in altering forms as their work evolves over time.
In this pursuit, Lenore Tawney was no exception. What was exceptional about her was the level of focus she maintained
throughout the whole of her creative quest. Through the coalescence of sympathetic textures, fine lines, worn pages, old
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bones and spirited matter, her extensive body of work reveals her inexhaustible yearning, and her penetrating reflections on
the elegant and intricate structures of the world.

…like a breath or speech, the Word radiated from its centre, and produced
the germs out of which grow visible forms, and that in this exhaled Breath is contained the
inner heaven and the visible world with all things existing within them. (16)
- Jakob Boehme

I sat stunned and mesmerized before
this ever-complexifying expanse of living
patterns upon patterns... I had the distinct
impression that I was watching the universe
being born, galaxy upon galaxy. (17)
- David Abram

Lenore Tawney, Shrine VII, 1994
©Lenore G. Tawney Foundation
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In his book entitled The Spell of the Sensuous, David Abram describes his experience in a cave in Indonesia where he
had taken shelter during a rainstorm. As his eyesight slowly adjusted to the darkness of the cave, he could see a spider
spinning a web between the cave’s floor and ceiling came. And then he saw another thread slanting at an incongruous angle
relative to the first web and realized that there was actually another spider spinning its own web. As his visual acuity
increased, he watched as multiple spiders spun overlapping webs at varying vortices in relation to his spot in the cave.
Our contemporary visualization of the fabric of space-time is
analogous to Abrams' observation. Lenore Tawney and other textile artists
utilize lines of thread to conspire with light and shadow in what critic Lisa
Hammel referred to as the dialectic of space and substance. (18) Like
Abrams’ multifaceted interplay of spinning spiders, the exploration of textile
in three dimensions describes the dynamic spiraling and vibrational event of
the multi-verse coming into form.
During the course of a life, we tend to memorialize the past,
preconceive the future, and swim or drown in the current of the present
moment. As prayer flags tatter and fray in harsh tundra winds, written
blessings merge with quantum possibility. The woven surface is transformed
into an expanded dimensional event through interactions of atmospheric and
temporal elements. Textile substantiates the inter-dependence of space and
time, while alluding to the boundless and unpredictable potentialities
lingering between its interlocking threads.

Prayer flags in the sun, Nepal, 2007
original image, McKay Savage
Attribution 2.0 Generic
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The notion of chance, of that which is happened upon in the course of everyday life is as yet, a meaningful
consideration in the development contemporary art. For Marcel Duchamp, the accidental and the provisional offered an
alternative to the implied certitude of scientific and societal law. Besides the recovered and juxtaposed detritus of collage
and assemblage, artists of that era and since have incorporated time-based media, performance and temporary installation,
emphasizing the impossibility of a reliable position in space and time.
I don't believe in the word 'being.' The idea of being is a human invention… which I don't believe in,
though people in general have a cast-iron belief in it. No one ever thinks of not believing in 'I am,' no? (19)
- Marcel Duchamp
A discrete field for our inquiry, our organization of time compels our scrutiny and suggests its deconstruction.
Performative framings of periods of time and time-specific
actions are considered works of art in their own right.
In her series Time Studies, which began in 1975
and continues, Morgan O’Hara records her daily
movements in minute detail using color-coded charts,
diagrams and texts. In 1989 she began Live Transmissions
Drawings, a temporal-spatial-gestural archive of human
activity. O’Hara explains: The most immediate sign of life
is movement. In real time with both hands at once,
Morgan O’Hara, Live transmission performative drawing of
raindrop rings on the surface of a reflecting pool,
Aomori Contemporary Art Center, Aomroi, Japan, 2003
courtesy of the artist

©2015 Valerie Constantino

16

Live Transmissions Drawings record the fleeting patterns of everyday life, cooking, dancing, farming, and the elemental
motions of the natural world, tides, reflections, rustling leaves. The resulting intricately seismographic lines of these
performative works reflect altering vital movements of living beings. (20)
Love is time and space made perceptible to the heart. (21)
- Marcel Proust

For Dominique Mazeaud, the gestural thread is a river, both sign and
giver of life. In 1987 she began The Great Cleansing of the Rio Grande River
and for the ensuing seventeen years she endeavored to haul decades of
accumulated trash from this polluted riverbed. A more recent collaborative
ritual carries her environmental activism forward, as its title 60 Water Weaving
Women highlights again the link between the allegorical thread and the web
of life.
Time that we are given for the living of our lives is time that may also be
given away. In the spirit of a ritual give-away Mazeaud identifies herself as a
heartist. Of this distinction she writes: heartist was synonym[ous] with artist
from the beginning. I got to art for no other reason than… I was feeling for a
river! … four chambers of my heart: inexhaustible matter… (22) Mazeaud’s is
a labor of love, where time, space, and substance are interchangeable.
Dominque Mazeaud
The Priestess of Generosity, 2005
courtesy of the artist
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Duchamp considered the physical act of love, the ideal fourth-dimensional situation. (23) Perhaps, no other human
activity has the power to transport us so absolutely from the limits of everyday life and self. Even so, it is also possible to
experience a similar sense of boundlessness through other forms of vigorous physical activity, meditative practices, intense
mental activity and the unconditional care of another. The margins of our being collapse through our wholehearted devotion.
Brahman is all in all. He is action, knowledge, goodness supreme...
To know him, hidden in the lotus of the heart, is to untie the knot of ignorance. (24)
Mundaka Upanishad
At last, it is the heart, the locus of our intent that unites time and
space and engenders the matter of our being. D.T. Suzuki explains that the
heart tells us that our own self is a self only to the extent that it disappears
into all other selves. (25)
Perhaps then, being and love occur within the interstices of space
and time, in that nebulous point before the world began. And the textile
too, that fluent and puissant allegory, takes place on the cusp of this
disappearing act like a phantom electron, between materiality and
dissolution; the practice of its making, an homage to the impermanent
disposition of art and life.

Georges Seurat
Il Nodo Nero (The Black Knot), 1882
Public Domain
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