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A snowy heron in the snow.
Winter grass hidden
Hides itself in its own form. (1)
- Eihei Dogen
I effuse my flesh in eddies,
and drift in lacy jags. (2)
- Walt Whitman

Fragment of a Tiraz, Egyptian, early 10th cent.
courtesy of Walters Art Museum
photographer: Susan Tobin

I am noticing as I age that my skin, that is, this lamina that protects and holds within it the materiality of my being, is
showing signs of wear. Oh yes, there are a number of disconcerting oddities taking place. These crops of new and altering
markings, not effectively arranged like those of certain cats. There are sags and protrusions, and irreparable tears. And
deserts… those locations devoid of moisture that will not accept moisture from any natural or pharmaceutical source. And
then these undesired oases, those areas that retain more fluid than is necessary, let alone attractive.

This layer, which is meant to envelop the functional organs and fluids upon which my living being depends, is
wearing out. Like a sock or low-end panty hose. And I suppose I ought not to upload any portion of the above notations to
the something about me section of my dating profile.
Absorbed as I often am in observations of material phenomena, I find that I am more curious then alarmed, although I
am well aware of what these events foretell. Death will come, even if I dedicate my last dollar to reparations of the body - to
bandages, stitches, insertions, injections and extrusions, resurfacings, re-colorings, and transplants – to all of the ultimately
vain attempts to stave off its approach.
My understanding of this process of wear has much in common with my research of textile and materiality. At one
time, an oft-cited argument for the omission of textile and fiber art from fine art scholarship was based upon its supposed lack
of durability. Curators of that antediluvian past, before impermanence itself became just another post-modern catchphrase,
might have declared: Well you see, your cloth wears out… It is not archival… there are no historical remains. As if, we
might have countered: everything lasts? And, I might have added, had anyone been interested, perhaps then, we might
discuss the intersection of time and matter. For as we continue to unearth remarkable fibrous fragments of millennia passed,
we witness too, the instantaneous annihilation of metal alloys by the megaton before our very eyes.
Returning to the subject at hand, that is, the disintegration of textile relative to the dematerialization and ultimate
demise of the self. The physical evidences are clear enough. Organic matter withers as the quilts of our grandmother's
unravel and split. And so our bodies too undergo these transformations. And when I pay attention, I also note that the
shroud of personality, this me who I have defined myself to be, is as well, coming undone. Here then, lies the nature of
materiality at its most profound.
The physicality of the body, our impression of it as a visceral container that holds in place an array of visceral systems
and forces, which is itself resilient and yet, breakable.
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In certain pre-industrialized societies, multi-purpose bags are made from the skins, intestines, bladders and various
other parts of dietary animals. A bag such as this would be used, in reverence for the animal’s sacrifice, until it is completely
worn out. The keeper of this bag would then procure and prepare another membrane, and create then another bag for the
same purpose. The skin bag is expected to and intended for wear; it is not a permanent thing.
To be in any form, what is that? (3)
- Walt Whitman

Sharon Kelly, Change, 2012
courtesy of the artist
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Like the relic of a saint, an animal skin that is used for a mask or other ceremonial object carries the spirit of its
origins; for the wearer, it is a portal to a mystical realm. This practice underscores at once the fragility as well as the
transcendental nature of our own tissuey parts. The membrane between us and everything else is recognized and
distinguished as permeable, vulnerable, and numinous.
In the Egyptian Museum in Cairo there is mummy said to contain
the body of Osiris. It is not actually a real mummy, but rather a figure
made of clay and grain seeds. In ancient times it was covered with
finely woven linen and kept damp so that grain would sprout and grow
up from its surface. (4)
This custom and the agricultural event it affects, illustrate the
inter-dependant relationship between the materiality of human bodies
and that of the earth, including those substances upon which we
depend for our sustenance.
Whether God hath fashioned humankind from clay, or rather,
had the elements of earth and water married themselves to one another,
engendering life in myriad forms, the implications are the same:
materiality is an intimate event.

Michele Brody, Black Scar, 2012
Handmade flax paper with sprouted flax roots
courtesy of the artist
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There was a child went forth every day,
And the first object he looked upon and received with wonder or
pity or love or dread, that object he became. (5)
- Walt Whitman
In his notable work, The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property, Lewis Hyde distinguishes Walt Whitman
and his work as gifted. The gifted self, he states, is a thing that breathes. There is no distance between such a self and
objects encountered. Perception is not mediated by air or skin; rather, contact with the substance of things is instantaneous.
To be born, to take on life in a particular form is to be drawn into a 'knit of identity'… (6)
So too, is the case when Zen Master Dogen declares: You have attained my skin! in response to his student's sudden
flash of awareness. (7) Dogen is expressing his interest in the amalgamation and unanimity of material being. To be in one’s
skin is like the transubstantiation of bread and wine into body and blood. By taking part in corporeality, we merge
instantaneously with common as well as sublime substance. For Dogen, skin is a participatory event, an active verb.
As from a start I saw, coldly and soberly, the separateness of everything.
I felt the wall of my skin: I am I. That stone is that stone.
My beautiful fusion with the things of the world was over. (8)
- Sylvia Plath
Still, the question of how we may live in the awareness of our materiality remains. It lies beyond our experiences of
matter on one hand, and transcendence on the other. We are of course separate, and do maintain a separation from other
earthly things and beings. Even those most gifted do like the rest experience the crashing in of distinction, the individual-ness
of mortal existence. Although there has been throughout human history much discussion regarding a communal universal
force, our daily experiences of a knowable or nameable oneness remains elusive, inconsistent and debatable.
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Creative practice is an ongoing conversation with oneself in response to these questions. Visual and performative art
forms are both literal and metaphorical investigations of materiality; of the ways substances may behave and may be
exploited, of the potential unions with external and internal matter, and also materiality’s opposite, the imaginary.
The materiality of our exterior being is expressed through broad exploitations of clothing and costume accessories,
articulating our individuality. The physical form is the canvas upon which stylish designs, fine textiles, precious metals and
stones, and colored powders, pastes and inks, may be applied towards the expression of a self.
In counterpoint, performance artists of recent decades imagine hidden and perhaps extraordinary layers of selves,
expanding that which is observed. Presentations of distinctive performative personae abstract the physical form, while
obscuring and dematerializing the individual personality.

That man would be erased,
like a face drawn in the sand at the edge of the sea. (9)
- M. Foucault

Angelika Festa
Red Rabbit Black Rabbit White Rabbit, 1985-86
courtesy of the artist, photographer: unknown
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Throughout time and across civilizations, in theology and philosophy, with grand and conventional portrayals,
strategies of paradox, irony, ambiguity and negation, challenge to our intellects and imaginations. Such methods describe
the labyrinthine, rather than direct pathways to these, our thorniest questions on the nature of the universe and our own
being.
Perhaps the most familiar of all human conundrums occurs within our protracted deliberations on the existence of a
singular transcendental force. At the root of our question lies the actual unknowability of such an omnipotent influence or
entity. In essence, our capacity to resolve this dilemma once and for all is conditioned by the perceptual limitations of our
own material selves.
For thirty years God was my mirror, now I am my own mirror and that
which I was I am no more... Behold, now I say that God is the mirror of myself,
for with my tongue he speaks and I have passed away. (10)
- Ibn 'Arabi
The name can be named, but it will not be the constant name. (11)
- Lao-Tzu

Many traditional theological responses to this question differentiate between the God that is and the God that we
imagine. It is an ideological approach, which often results in the production of images of God - as man, woman, animal,
mutant, multiple, and so on. We may comprehend these images as metaphors for the God that we in our limited capacity,
cannot know.
Art reveals our pervasive ambivalence towards expressions of divinity, its visibility, its concretization. Questions
regarding if and if so how one may call such an image to oneself and reproduce it in pictorial and literal terms remain.
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If God is beyond our mortal comprehension, how do we discuss or commit
our conception of God to a conceivable form? Throughout history and
culture artists apply a broad range of naturalism through abstraction to such
figurations. Since ciphers were chiseled into stone, the essential question
remains: is the divine more or less, or not at all like us?
Contemporary artists, while referencing the traditions of the figure,
probe the question of divine representation further, exploring permeable
rather than concrete forms: definable as human, yet evanescent and
migratory, perhaps rising even as falling.

Identity forms and dispenses inside the container of the self. (12)
- Lewis Hyde

Kiki Smith, Virgin Mary, 1995
courtesy of the artist

In consideration of transcendental mysteries, one may be drawn to silence, to meditative practice and contemplative
prayer. Beyond the contradiction regarding what is and what we imagine, we may also consider the negative way, the via
negativa: a reflection upon what a thing, God in this instance, is not.
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In his illuminating book entitled The Mystical Languages of Unsaying, Michael Sells offers several examples of
theological dissertations on apophasis. Apophasis can mean 'negation,' or negative theology, but its etymology suggests a
more precise characterization: 'apo' - 'phases,' as 'un-saying' or 'speaking- away.' (13)
Apophasis is the performance of contradiction. It occurs in the intervals between things and descriptions, evoking
events rather than identifiable subjects or objects. Sells elucidates: the language of unsaying is analogous to a mystical union,
wherein boundaries between self and other, divine and human melt away. Identity is recreated through a total unification
with the divine and is often accompanied by wounding or the total annihilation of the original, independent self. At the
same time, in order to describe the event, the newly emerged self must refer to that which preceded the obliterating event.
The apophatic discourse turns relentlessly back on itself, yielding a semiotic spiral. (14) In order to speak God away, one must
refer to preexisting notions of what God might be.

I don't know, one has to believe. (15)
- Jacques Derrida

In the freezing hall one night
in a flimsy robe
I hallucinated gold-threaded cloth.
It hung in the air uselessly. (16)
- Ikkyu
The discussion of apophasis in relation to works of art that examine the less perceptible aspects of identity underscore
the subject of the dematerialized threadbare self. There is no doubt that physical breakdowns occur despite our attempts to
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curtail or reverse the processes. When I look at the image reflected in the mirror the advancing flow of disintegration and
dematerialization is obvious. If I consider instead those innermost, unseen aspects of self, and as long as my courage holds
firm, I have the chance to inhabit the self in the present.
In 1946, centuries after the burning of her body along with her work in 1310, Marguerite Porete's text The Mirror of
the Simple Souls Who Are Annihilated and Remain Only in Will and Desire of Love (Le Mirouer des simples ames anienties et
qui seulement demourent en vouloir et desire d'amout) was rediscovered. (17)
Porete wrote and practiced as a beguine, an ecclesiastical classification that falls between laity, clergy and mendicant.
Her writing describes the annihilation of the independent soul, where the death of Reason, a character in a theatrical play,
occurs through the acumen of mystical love - entendement d'amour. Porete's suggested absence of will beyond repressive
gender-specific roles, expresses life without a why, without a medium between human and the divine. (18)
Now this soul has rights to nothing... And because she is
nothing, she has no care of anything, not of herself nor of her neighbors
nor of God himself… And through this nothing she is fallen into the
certainty of knowing nothing and into the certainty of willing nothing.
And this nothing of which we speak, says Love, gives her all. (19)
- Marguerite Porete

In Porete's telling of mystical union, the apophasis of desire occurs in female as well as ambiguously gendered voices.
It is likely that this contradictory layering of authorship offended the inquisitors who condemned her, more than any other
aspect of her alleged sacrilege. To those who insist upon the absolute immanence of doctrine as professed by a specifically
gendered (male) divinity, it is indeed heretical to imagine self-aware and self-loving pluralistic entities.
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As saints experience ecstatic visions and even levitate in defiance of presumed limits of body and mind, so too, have
other courageous, creative individuals explored the transformation of time, space, matter and selves. Succeeding the writings
of St. Teresa and Marguerite Porete, artists, performers and others continue to investigate altered states of being, symbolically
and in fact, embodying the realms of dreams, the erotic sublime, and the awkward, anti-social, afflicted body.
Experiments such as these navigate the flux between permanent, intelligible selves and those other psychosomatic,
complex and even deviant and grotesque manifestations. Our vulnerable bodies and identities persist. The annihilated
souls of the mystics are recontextualized through our performative experiments as dissipated individuals, expressing once
more what dancer and writer Sondra Fraleigh describes as the descendant cycling of cosmic substance, or what I am calling
threadbare. (20)

It is not art that I aspire to, but love. (21)
- Natsu Nakajima

May we all be mad for love of Him
who for love of us was called mad. (22)
- St. Teresa of Avila

Holly Bright, Costing Not Less Than Everything
Susanna Hood, choreographer; Photograph, Willow Chandler
courtesy of the artists
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There is nothing supernatural about the story I am about to tell. It is not a story of shamanic journey like so many
others we have encountered. In recent years, there has been a glut of published personal accounts describing the path of the
shaman into the nether realm of magic and demons, of shape shifters and uncommon visitations. In the story I am about to
tell, nothing extraordinary occurs, really almost nothing.
It is a familiar story of an unplanned encounter, of obsession and self-destruction, and psychological descent. In
conjunction with this perilous state, a layered lattice of identity was revealed even as it began to unravel.

In the old days, Zen monasteries gave novice monks no instruction of any kind.
The unsui was supposed to keep his eyes lowered, looking at nothing, yet be so totally aware
of everything taking place around him so that he was prepared at any moment to fulfill any
duty or take any service position... Without guidance or preparation, the monk often
spent years going to dokusan only to be dismissed and sent away. (23)
- Peter Matthiessen
As is often the way with such charismatic figures, this he of who I write, held himself above us, his devotees, yet just
available enough to give the appearance of accessibility. I had believed myself to be mostly invisible to him. Yet, nothing
and no one escaped his gaze. I believed too, that I could remain, as was he, detached. And in this way, I would be present
and would learn in the right way. I did not admit this conceit, but I believed that by my supposed objectivity, the gift of his
attention would eventually be given to me.
After our first meetings, and for several subsequent weeks I experienced daily life in a new way. I felt lighter, as if I
were flying. Not exactly flying, but flitting just lightly above the ground. My morning swim was an effortless course through
limitless space. I accomplished in each day all that I set myself to, and I was content. Even with regard to the usual daily
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irritants: phone calls, appointments, bills, traffic, New York City cockroaches. I simply moved though each detail and I was
light, as in brightness as well as in the absence of gravity.
Although space seems empty, once you develop the energies
you can control it. When that happens you can look right through solid
things and walk in empty space as if it were solid. Just as there are subtle
particles in all of us, so there are particles even in space. (24)
- HH Dalai Lama
And I saw then the world as it once was: indigenous things, people settled along riverbanks, animals in the woods,
downed branches alive as living beings, canoes gliding on water, species of long-gone birds, monolithic stone spirits and great,
great bears. And as I affirmed my relationship to these things of the ancient earth, the boundaries of my vision and self
extended beyond substance, beyond prior notions of who I was or of what I was made. I was free to be of that essence and
nothing more.
Just then, as I fell into that zone between waking and sleeping, he was there,
a hologram. Space itself was altered, perceived as through the reverse end of a telescope.
He was kneeling out there somewhere in empty space, smaller than life-size, not actually
small himself, but appearing so because of this spatial distortion. He motioned towards me,
as if to stroke my head, my hair, my eyes; he bade me sleep. He handed me something,
pages from a book made of handmade paper, stitched together with linen thread.
– VC, journal
To contemplate that which is without logic or solution is indeed disorienting. But the trickster is subtler and more
baffling than a Buddhists’ koan. The heyhoka of the Lakota Sioux, like the faery of Celtic lore befriends you, leads you into
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darkness without a map, and then abandons you at its farthest perimeter. In this disquieting terrain one is thrust against the
boundaries of one's own underside, those aspects of oneself that have remained well hidden with good reason. The way to a
state of relative comfort is possible, but the course is rampant with irony. In the context of my relationship with this self-styled
spiritual teacher, I had suffered the humiliation of my, albeit covert belief that I had been special. My attachment to him, and
my desire for attention in general, was as impossible as it was intoxicating, addicting and iconic.

Sometimes I go about in pity for myself,
and all the while
a great wind is bearing me across the sky. (25)
- Ojibwa motto

It isn't that we're alone or not alone
Whose voice do you want? Mine? Yours? (26)
- Ikkyu

Gilah Yelin Hirsch
The Past Trips the Present, 1992
courtesy of the artist
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I descended then into a realm of mixed metaphors, a long day's journey into the dark night of the soul, and so on.
The structures upon which my life story depended were indeed fragile and transparent, but there was no judgment. And I
had plenty of time to cavort with demons, confer with angels, and contemplate the differences between those activities, if
there actually are any.
In solitude I tapped into the well of my will, into the noiseless operation of my isolated self. (27) If I prayed or asked for
help, it was in my own language, my own reconfigured glyph. My relationship with my surroundings and its inhabitants was
private and at hand. And I came to recognize multiple, ambulatory selves existing illogically and concurrently in the spaces
of everyday life and in the realm of my dreams.
We are the sum of our ancestors. Our roots stretch back to the blue-green algae; they stretch to the stars…
Between the great original emptiness, the ancestral void, and the body that reaches these words, there stand
numberless generations of inorganic and organic forms. As geological history is written on the canyon wall, this
history is inscribed in our psyches. Silence and solitude enjoin us to remember our whole and great body. (28)
- Joan Halifax
There would be no status quo to which I would return. And as time and experience continue to shift, only my
impressions of inconsistency and insubstantiality endure. The lingering ties to my life in this form are just that: reflections on
thread, however bare.
The construction of a life in body and mind embraces its deconstruction just as particles accumulate even as they
break down and disperse; a synchronized dreaming. The allegorical self-sandpapering and its attendant relinquishing of
personality is the self returning itself to dust and blowing itself away.
Finely spun threads and the textiles created from their twists and crossings, reveal their structures and severances at a
glance. As layers of tissue, tendon, bone, blood and thoughts slough off, what lies beneath those myriad bits and pieces?
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like a secret code, is nothing more than a tangle of filaments, a
solitary loop, and then nothing at all.
If we take the essential structure of textile as a
representation of materiality's coming into being, and I think that
we can, we admit signs of wear as symbolic of that which
prefigures that critical moment. The threadbare event points to
the reversible flow of time and being.
Personality is a weaving of learned responses and found
fragments of substantive links, as it unravels with age and in
time. Where does it go? Perhaps into nothing, or into
everything and everyone else? Into democracy, inclusivity, or
obscurity?
Joseph Beuys and Allan Kaprow among other artists of the
1970's, are often credited with initiating the move toward

Mariyo Yagi, One Line, 1976
courtesy of the artist

community oriented, open-ended works of art. Art, we say, is relational, democratic; not at all about exclusivity or the
creation of aesthetically pleasing objects for the market place. Yet, the desire for an association with everyday life has been
part of our making all along. Kaprow's criticism of art's tacit mystique is not unlike Gustave Courbet's notorious rebuke:
Show me an angel and I will paint one, voiced in opposition to the superfluous ecclesiastical art of his day. (29) It is not
whether one believes in angels or not; it is just that all that is plain is precious enough. Out of this ordinary, inconvenient
standing, the marvelous is a collaborative creation, where art is less an honored guest and more a point of contact, one and
all.
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What if I weren’t aware that
art was considered more marvelous
than life? (30)
Allan Kaprow

Buddha ancestors' heart and words are
Buddha ancestors’ everyday tea and rice.
(31)

- Eihei Dogen

Joseph Beuys Talking to Richard Hamilton at Tate, 1972
Photo Credit: ©Tate, London 2015.

Where Beuys worked together with others, generating art as an area of freedom, succeeding artists continue to evolve
associative and interactive sites from traditional forms: landscape painting as fluxus garden; illuminated manuscript as
performative ritual; mandala as installation of light. (32)
Of course the intangible aspects of human existence are made clear by presentations of art as communal and
commonplace activities, preparing and sharing meals, collecting trash, sending postcards, engaging in conversation. In
contrast, the well-heeled discreet object seems indulgent in these critical times.
Still, acts of creativity are private exhalations, requiring the capacity to sink below the surface of everyday life and the
willingness to reveal our falls to others. Such revelations often remain unacknowledged. Like signs of unsaying, the creative
endeavor expresses phenomenological experiences, which are difficult or impossible to describe or interpret.
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Kazimir Malevich, Black Square, 1923-29
public domain

Man’s Tunic, Peru, 1470-1532
public domain

Two late Tang dishes, one with a flower image, one empty.
The empty form goes all the way to heaven. (33)
- Agnes Martin
A mark on a page, like a single syllabic intonation, articulates the occurrence of matter. Like a mirage, nonrepresentational expressions from early Tantric mappings to modern reductive compositions of lines and shapes, project
metaphysical rather than pictorial space.
Weaving impossible experiential and conceptual opposites together, the creation of art, our interactions with actual
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matter, exposes the substances of life, its bones, blood, and viscera, along with its messier operations. How precious or
mundane such manifestations, how subtle or fierce our practices of making?
The poetry of the ineffable, the trance writings of mystics, shamanic rituals, durational performances, stark markings,
and precarious arrangements of recovered detritus; the endeavor to give shape to the non-material events of body and mind
is ever an act of resistance and courage. Julia Kristeva writes:
The frivolous ends up deserving its guillotine - that's understood.
But what an extravagant superiority over the leaden real
and the burden of a fixed transcendence to dare to be inessential! (34)
And again, Lewis Hyde:
The wandering mendicant makes the spirit
of the gift visible to us – he merely stays alive
-- the bearer of empty space. (35)

This threadbare entity that I inhabit even now, despite its increasing inefficiencies, feels at times so totally immaterial.
So much so, that I am compelled rather obsessively, to check and double-check its holes and tears against its remaining
strengths and manners. What can I do, what have I lost? What might I yet do of any consequence, again, I ask you?
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In the eyes of the dying there remains however
minuscule, pinpoints of light, illuminating that which is
seen. What might I see that remains for my
consideration? Might it be enough then, just to stay
alive, bearing empty space? A diaphanous thing of
negligible substance… or the lone filament, flung into
the void, throwing out for love… that it may catch and
form… a connection… (36)

V. Constantino, house with song, 2008
burned textile with video projection detail

The Soul, reaching, throwing out for love,
As the spider, from some little promontory, throwing
out filament after filament, tirelessly out of
itself, that one at least may catch and form a
link a bridge, a connection. (37)
-- Walt Whitman
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