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Abstract 
	
	
	
This	art	practice-led	project	re-examines	traditional	 images	of	the	maternal	body	
in	 Christian	 visual	 culture	 in	 order	 to	 generate	 new	 motifs	 that	 more	 ethically	
imagine	the	mother	and	the	sacred	for	our	time.	Traditionally,	the	maternal	body	is	
represented	 as	 the	 Virgin	 Mary:	 a	 static,	 silent,	 vessel-like	 figure	 made	 divine	
through	relation	to	her	son.	In	this	economical	rendering,	mother	and	woman	are	
conflated,	 and	 bear	 little	 resemblance	 to	 real	 and	 ordinary	maternal	 experience.	
Furthermore,	given	the	dominant	patriarchal	culture	of	Christianity	from	which	it	
arises,	 such	 a	 singular	 symbolic	 also	 prohibits	 the	 development	 of	 a	 feminine	
imaginary	 in	 divine	 terms.	 My	 research	 seeks	 to	 address	 this	 lack	 through	
engagement	 with	 the	 thinking	 of	 Luce	 Irigaray	 whose	 philosophy	 proposes	 an	
approach	 to	 human	 becoming	 that	 recognises	 and	 preserves	 sexuate	 difference.	
Remembering	 our	 origins	 in	 the	 mother	 –	 more	 precisely,	 the	 woman	 in	 the	
mother	 –	broadens	understanding	of	 the	 Incarnation	of	God	and	 its	 implications	
for	our	own	being	in	terms	of	our	difference	and	relation-with	an	other	in	ordinary	
life.	New	artworks	and	interdisciplinary	connections	proceed	from	my	engagement	
with	 Irigaray	 and	 others,	 including	 philosophers	 Marie-José	 Mondzain,	 Julia	
Kristeva	 and	 Roland	 Barthes,	 mystic	 Julian	 of	 Norwich,	 and	 theologians	 Rowan	
Williams,	Catherine	Keller,	Elizabeth	A.	Johnson	and	Heather	Walton.	In	the	studio,	
my	 practice	 draws	 on	 existing	 iconographic	 and	 architectural	 patterns	 from	
Christianity	 and	 my	 Anglican	 tradition,	 and	 four	 distinct	 new	 motifs	 for	
representing	 the	 maternal	 body	 emerge:	 Performing	 the	 Icon,	 Lament,	 Sacred	
Canopy	and	Lullaby.	She	moves,	speaks,	weeps,	protests,	makes	space	and	sings	in	
loving,	 knowing,	 thinking	 relation-with	 her	 child	 and	 her	 self.	 In	 each	 case,	 the	
woman	 in	 the	 mother	 is	 revealed	 and	 comprehended	 in	 terms	 of	 her	 multiple,	
relational,	 generative	 and	 enduring	 capacity.	 (Notably,	 she	 is	 never	 fully	 known,	
since	she	is	 irreducible	and	transcendent	in	her	difference,	as	Irigaray	proposes.)	
These	motifs	suggest	 that	a	religious	symbolic	will	only	contribute	to	our	human	
becoming	 when	 it	 is	 invigorated	 by	 a	 feminine	 imaginary,	 characterised	 by	 a	
proliferation	 of	 images	 that	 variously	 identify	 the	 mother	 and	 the	 divine	 in	
ordinary	contexts.		
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Introduction 
	

	

	

	

	

In	the	beginning,	this	research	project	sought	to	explore	the	value	of	contemporary	

images	of	 the	body	of	 the	mother	and	 their	potential	 as	 religious	 icons	of	divine	

love.	This	was	my	key	inquiry:	given	a	visual	culture	in	which	images	of	the	Virgin	

Mary	 have	 long	 influenced	 our	 imagining	 the	 mother	 and	 the	 divine,	 can	

contemporary	 images	 of	 the	maternal	 body	 in	 action	 function	 as	 icons	 of	 divine	

love?	 Images	made	 and	 inherited	 from	Orthodox	 and	Catholic	 traditions,	 picture	

Mary	as	static,	silent	and	vessel-like:	a	woman	made	divine	through	relation	to	her	

son,	and	present	as	a	role	model	for	all	mothers,	all	women.	The	research	question	

emerged	 from	 my	 own	 growing	 ambivalence	 towards	 the	 Anglican	 Church	 of	

which	 I	 am	 a	 part	 –	 an	 institution	 that	 seemed	 to	 me	 too	 often	 to	 perpetuate	

visions	 of	 ‘God’	 and	 ‘love’	 that	 merely	 sustained	 patriarchal	 doctrines	 and	

ecclesiastic	factions.		Where	was	I	in	this?	As	a	woman,	artist,	Christian	and	also	as	

a	 mother,	 my	 female	 body	 is	 inseparable	 from	 my	 experience	 of	 spiritual	

revelation	and	any	thinking	about	Christ	and	divinity,	and	yet	my	own	religion	–	a	

religion	centred	on	the	Incarnation	–	appeared	incapable	of	acknowledging	it	and	

visually	 (and,	 to	 a	 great	 extent,	 linguistically)	 representing	 it	 in	ways	 that	were	

intelligible	and	true	 to	me,	as	a	whole	person.	My	subjecthood	seemed	somehow	

blanketed	by	a	symbolic	order	that	bore	 little	to	no	trace	of	my	real	 female	body	

and	the	speech	I	can	proffer	because	of	it.	I	had	come	to	find	that	my	participation	

–	 and	 to	 some	 degree	 my	 own	 sense	 of	 faith	 –	 inside	 the	 Anglican	 Christian	

tradition	was	being	mediated	by	a	 language	(in	word	and	art)	not	my	own	and	a	

culture	predicated	on	the	singular,	unified	and	ocular	imaginary	of	the	male	body.		
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Practice-led Methodology  
	

	

Through	a	creative	arts	practice-led	approach,	my	research	sought	to	address	this	

lack	 by	 generating	 a	 proliferation	 of	 new	 images	 that,	 according	 to	 me,	 better	

represented	 the	maternal	 body	 in	 love	 and	 relation-with	 an	other,	 and	offered	 a	

fresh	framing	of	the	mother	in	philosophical	and	theological	terms.	My	experience	

as	an	artist	had	already	heightened	my	awareness	of	the	inadequacies	of	maternal	

imagery	in	contemporary	Christian	culture.	Indeed,	my	practice	was	the	means	by	

which	I	had	begun	to	articulate	my	research	question,	both	in	words	and	materials.	

The	aesthetic	lack	I	perceived	around	me	required	a	creative,	culturally	productive	

response.	 It	 called	 for	 a	 practice-led	methodology	 that	 would	 generate	 ‘praxical	

knowledge’,	 in	 artist	 and	 art	 theorist	 Barbara	 Bolt’s	 terms,	 knowledge	 that	

‘involves	a	reflexive	knowing	that	imbricates	and	follows	on	from	handling,’	and	in	

turn,	via	an	exegetical	gesture,	has	the	‘potential	to	effect	movement.’1	In	order	to	

address	what	was	at	once	a	theoretical,	artistic,	personal	and	cultural	inquiry,	this	

methodology	demanded	that	the	creative	and	exegetical	outcomes	emerge	from	a	

‘self-conscious,	rational	and	reflective’	framework.2	In	the	studio,	I	used	a	bricolage	

of	intersecting	texts,	theoretical	disiplines,	materials	and	artistic	modes	to	create	a	

range	of	 visual,	 installation	and	performance	works	 that	 functioned	as	 remnants	

and	 products	 of	 my	methodology.	 The	 artistic	 ‘handling’	 of	 material	 (to	 borrow	

Bolt’s	 term)	 was	 also	 in	 keeping	 with	 my	 interest	 in	 and	 engagement	 with	 the	

theology	of	the	Incarnation:	of	‘Word’	become	‘flesh’,	in	biblical	terms.3		

	

Given	 the	 nature	 of	 my	 question,	 philosopher	 Luce	 Irigaray’s	 theory	 of	 sexuate	

difference	 and	 her	 understandings	 of	 the	 theological	 implications	 of	 woman	 as	

mother	 and	mystic,	 along	with	 her	 notion	 of	 the	 ‘sensible	 transcendental’,	 were	

crucial	in	illuminating	and	contextualising	my	thinking.	An	interdisciplinary	array	

																																																								
1	Barbara	Bolt,	"The	Magic	Is	in	Handling,"	in	Practice	as	Research:	Approaches	to	Creative	Arts	Enquiry,	ed.	Estelle	Barrett	
and	Barbara	Bolt	(London:	I.	B.	Tauris,	2010).	34.	
2	Stephen	Scrivener.	"The	Practical	Implications	of	Applying	a	Theory	of	Practice	Based	Research:	A	Case	Study."	Working	
Papers	in	Art	and	Design	3	(2004).	
3	Bolt,	"The	Magic	Is	in	Handling."	and	The	Holy	Bible,	New	Revised	Standard	Version:	Anglicized	Edition	(Oxford:	Oxford	
University	Press,	1998).	See	John	1:14.		
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of	 other	 literature	 also	 informed	 the	 work,	 including:	 medieval	 iconography,	

devotion	 and	 mystical	 writing	 (especially	 the	 writing	 of	 Julian	 of	 Norwich);	

continental	 philosophy	 (in	 addition	 to	 Luce	 Irigaray:	Marie-José	Mondzain;	 Julia	

Kristeva;	 and	 Roland	 Barthes);	 contemporary	 art	 (including	 performance	 and	

installation	 art	 examples);	 architecture	 (especially	 relating	 to	 Gothic	 and	 Gothic	

Revival	 periods,	 as	 well	 as	 contemporary	 philosophies);	 and	 contemporary	

Christian	 theology	 (specifically	 the	 thinking	of	Rowan	Williams,	Catherine	Keller,	

Elizabeth	 A.	 Johnson	 and	 Heather	 Walton).	 Early	 examination	 of	 the	 history	 of	

Christian	iconography	enabled	me	to	understand	the	social	and	theological	origins	

of	the	image	tradition	I	sought	to	address,	while	the	engagement	with	mystical	and	

contemporary	 theological	 texts	 (particularly	 written	 from	 feminist	 constructive	

perspectives)	equipped	me	to	critique	dominant	Christian	visual	constructs	of	the	

mother	 and	 the	 divine	 –	 in	 an	 apophatic	 sense,	 to	 ‘unmake’	 them	 –	 in	 order	 to	

imagine	 alternative	 motifs. 4 	The	 turn	 to	 architectural	 discourse	 followed	 an	

understanding	 of	 the	 spatial	 implications	 of	 Irigaray’s	 philosophy	 of	 the	 interval	

between	 two	 different	 subjects,	 as	 well	 as	 recognition	 of	 the	 situated	 nature	 of	

human	 bodies	 and	 the	 historical	 function	 of	 church	 architecture	 in	 preserving	

bodies	of	art	and	theology.		

	

Thus,	the	research	proceeded	to	investigate	a	number	of	secondary	questions:	how	

can	contemporary	art	reimagine	the	body	of	the	mother	in	relation	to	a	Christian	

conception	 of	 the	 divine?	 What	 does	 it	 mean	 philosophically	 and	 theologically	

when	I	make	a	picture	of	the	body	with	my	body?	How	do	materials	function	in	this	

context?	 At	 the	 level	 of	 culture,	 what	might	 be	 the	 implications	 of	 the	maternal	

body	imaged	as	multiple,	generative	and	divine?	

	

I	exhibited	my	artworks	on	a	number	of	occasions	throughout	the	research	period.	

Beyond	mere	expression,	this	enabled	me	to	be	reflexive	and	each	time	return	to	

																																																								
4	Constructive	theologian	Catherine	Keller’s	discussion	on	the	future	of	feminist	theology	was	particularly	helpful	in	framing	
this	approach.	She	writes:	‘As	women	(for	example)	find	our	voice,	we	also	catch	our	breath.	In	that	pneumatic	silence,	the	
impossible	will	break	open	ever	again.	Feminist	theology,	in	its	negations	of	every	frozen	binary	of	sex	and	gender,	will	
unsay	as	it	is	unsaid;	it	will	continue	also	to	unsay	the	terms	of	our	own	unsaying.’	In	Catherine	Keller.	"The	Apophasis	of	
Gender:	A	Fourfold	Unsaying	of	Feminist	Theology."	Journal	of	the	American	Academy	of	Religion	76,	no.	4	(2008):	905	-	33.		
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the	 studio	 with	 a	 clearer	 vision	 of	 how	 I	 might	 best	 contribute	 towards	 an	

invigorated	religious	 imaginary.	 Inevitably,	despite	my	quiet	avoidance,	 I	was	 led	

back	 to	 the	 institutional	 edifice	 of	 the	 Anglican	 Church	 in	 Melbourne:	 St	 Paul’s	

Cathedral.	This	became	the	site	of	 the	project’s	most	major	exhibition,	Cathedral,	

held	 in	 October	 2015.	 Certainly,	 my	 return	 was	 more	 than	 academic.	 First	

conversations	 with	 the	 Dean	 about	 a	 possible	 exhibition	 in	 the	 North	 Transept	

were	 tempered	 for	me	by	an	underlying	sense	 of	 frustration	and	sadness.	 In	my	
own	experience	of	 it,	 the	institution	that	at	one	time	called	itself	 ‘Mother	Church’	

had	proven	its	forgetfulness	with	respect	to	the	feminine	and	the	maternal.	Despite	

the	 progress	 made	 in	 terms	 of	 women’s	 ordination	 in	 the	 Anglican	 Diocese	 of	

Melbourne	and	elsewhere,	as	far	as	I	could	assess,	the	culture	of	the	church	and	its	

governing	bodies	still	struggled	to	reflect	a	respect	for	sexuate	difference	and	the	

ethical	 sharing	 (in	 language	 and	 power)	 that	 that	 makes	 possible.	 I	 had	

participated	 in	 too	 many	 parish	 council	 and	 diocesan	 synod	 meetings	 where	

motions	proposing	first	conversations	about	complex	issues	(such	as	the	question	

of	gay	priests	and	others	in	which	difference	would	be	sensed	most	acutely)	were	

rejected.	I	had	endured	too	many	sermons	that	proclaimed	the	value	of	diversity	in	

the	Body	of	Christ	while	simultaneously	prescribing	God	in	solely	masculine	terms.	

This	suggested	a	distinct	(and	undiminishing)	 lack	of	capacity	that	seemed	to	me	

inconsistent	with	a	 church	called	 to	be	 ‘salt	of	 the	earth’	on	behalf	of	 the	God	of	

deep	and	wide	incarnational	love.	My	disappointment	was	only	compounded	when	

my	parents	separated,	after	nearly	thirty-seven	years	of	marriage,	many	of	which	

were	spent	working	for	the	church:	my	father	was	a	priest,	bishop	and	cathedral	

dean	at	one	time,	and	though	my	mother	was	highly	skilled	in	her	own	career,	she	

had	nevertheless	 spent	 those	years	prioritising	his.	They	each	eventually	 left	 the	

church	 feeling	 variously	 disaffected:	 following	 the	 breakdown	 of	 their	marriage,	

the	institution	they	had	devoted	themselves	to	appeared	(at	least	to	me,	if	not	also	

to	them)	preoccupied	with	the	preservation	of	its	own	power	and	polity,	with	little	

capacity	to	respond	in	love	to	the	fracturing	community	still	gathering	in	its	pews.	

Nevertheless,	 I	 remained	 drawn	 to	 the	 space	 of	 the	 cathedral.	 Theoretically	 and	
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personally,	 it	 represented	 something	 unresolved	 in	 terms	 of	 culture	 and	

community	that	I	needed	to	address.		

	

	

	

Thesis Structure 
	

	

The	thesis	is	presented	in	two	parts:	an	exegesis;	and	a	document	of	creative	work	

produced	and	exhibited	 throughout	 the	 research	period.	The	exegesis	details	my	

practical,	personal	and	theoretical	explorations.	Each	chapter	examines	one	of	four	

motifs	of	the	maternal	body	that	emerged	from	my	studio	practice,	discussing	it	in	

terms	of	the	relevant	literature	and	other	art	that	helps	to	locate	it	 in	the	history	

and	 context	 of	 visual	 culture.	 	 Chapter	 One	 begins	 by	 exploring	 the	 medieval	

context	of	the	icon	and	related	understandings	of	the	body	and	all	matter	in	sacred	

terms.	The	writing	of	Julian	of	Norwich	provides	insights	into	the	life	of	the	woman	

as	mystic,	 expanding	 Irigaray’s	 notion	 of	 ‘la	mystérique’	and	my	project’s	 central	

concern	 of	 imaging	 the	 divine.	 The	 nature	 and	 function	 of	 the	 image	 is	 then	

considered	 via	 Marie-José	 Mondzain’s	 philosophy	 of	 the	 ‘image	 economy’,	 with	

ancient	 iconographic	 and	 contemporary	 art	 examples	 providing	 a	 focus.	 A	 close	

critique	 of	 my	 own	 artwork,	 Triptych	 (2014)	 and	 Performing	 the	 Icon	

(Choreographic	 Notes	 1-12)	 (2015),	 concludes	 the	 chapter	 by	 considering	 the	

multiple	quality	of	the	maternal	body.	

	

In	Chapter	Two,	the	maternal	body	is	perceived	in	the	loneliness	and	‘tragedy’	(as	

Irigaray	 names	 it)	 of	 her	 difference.	 Framing	 the	 mother’s	 grief,	 mourning	 and	

protest,	lament	is	examined	through	various	historical	and	artistic	references.	The	

rituals	of	Old	Testament	Israelite,	Irish	and	Indigenous	Australian	women	provide	

a	 background	 to	 the	 embodiment	 of	 difference	 and	 lament,	 as	 do	 artworks	 by	

Michelangelo	and	contemporary	Japanese	artist	Motoi	Yamamoto.	The	material	of	

salt	is	examined,	along	with	its	use	in	my	own	art	practice.	Considering	Irigaray’s	
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discussion	on	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 touch	between	 two	bodies,	 I	 also	 study	Fra	

Angelico’s	Noli	Me	Tangere	(1440-42)	 in	order	 to	understand	 lament	 in	 terms	of	

the	preservation	of	difference	and	the	possibility	of	hope.	

	

Chapter	 Three	 conceives	 of	 hope	 by	 imagining	 the	 maternal	 body	 as	 ‘sacred	

canopy’.	 Borrowing	 the	 term	 from	 sociologist	 Peter	 Berger	 and	 reframing	 it	

according	to	Irigaray’s	interval	of	the	‘sensible	transcendental’,	I	examine	the	space	

that	the	maternal	body	makes	in	relation-with	an	other.	Exploring	the	Incarnation	

of	God	in	Christ	as	a	tent-like	‘dwelling	among	us’,	I	discuss	the	architecture	of	St	

Paul’s	 Cathedral	 and	 my	 artistic	 response	 to	 its	 Gothic	 Revival	 style.	 Four	 key	

artworks	 provide	 the	 focus,	 including	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(2015),	 an	 installation	

named	 after	 the	 cathedral	 architect.	 Imagined	 spatially	 and	 in	 terms	 of	 existing	

domestic	 and	 ecclesial	 surfaces,	 the	 sacred	 canopy	 becomes	 a	 useful	 motif	 for	

comprehending	the	interstitial	space	of	relation	between	different	subjects	and	its	

meaning	in	terms	of	our	capacity	for	becoming.	With	theologian	Catherine	Keller’s	

help,	 the	 space	 of	 this	 interval	 is	 understood	 as	 infinitely	 creative	 and	 deeply	

divine;	as	such,	a	liminal	site	of	becoming.	

	

The	 final	 chapter	 revisits	 the	 intimate	mother-child	 relation.	 Engaging	with	 Julia	

Kristeva’s	‘semiotic	chora’,	I	consider	the	cyclical	nature	of	the	maternal	body	in	its	

everyday	 relation-with	 an	 other.	 The	 mother	 is	 thus	 imagined	 in	 terms	 of	 the	

lullaby.	Medieval	 scholar	Kathleen	Palti	 and	others	 aid	 our	understanding	of	 the	

lullaby’s	historical	 form	and	function,	and	two	fifteenth	century	examples	help	to	

outline	 the	 lullaby’s	 potential	 as	 a	 song	 for	 the	 mother’s	 self-affection.	 The	

discussion	 on	 lullabies	 in	 contemporary	 art	 (particularly	 my	 own	 and	 that	 of	

another	 Australian	 artist,	 Sophia	 Brous)	 is	 enriched	 by	 philosopher	 Roland	

Barthes’s	 analysis	 of	 the	 singing	 voice,	 at	 this	 stage	 highlighting	 the	 ethical	

implications	of	the	voice	 in	performance	contexts.	The	mystery	and	irreducibility	

of	the	voice	are	thus	re-emphasised:	the	voice,	like	the	maternal	body,	is	found	to	

be	capable	of	evading	the	totalising	effects	of	the	symbolic	order.		
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Returned	finally	to	my	everyday	rhythms	and	cycles,	and	to	the	Ordinary	Time	of	

my	 liturgical	 tradition,	 I	 conclude	 with	 further	 questions	 that	 echo	 Heather	

Walton’s	 call	 for	 ‘the	 nurturing	 of	 a	 female	 imaginary’	 and	 urge	 an	 even	 deeper	

examination	of	 the	ethical	 and	 theological	 implications	of	prolific	 and	generative	

maternal	images	for	Christian	religion	and	culture	more	broadly.5	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
5	Heather	Walton,	Literature,	Theology	and	Feminism	(Manchester:	Manchester	University	Press,	2007).	143.	
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Chapter 1  |  Performing the Icon 
	

	

	

	

	

Triptych	(2014)	(Figure	1)	hangs	on	the	studio	wall	waiting	to	bounce	light	off	gold	

leaf	and,	depending	on	time	of	day	and	line	of	sight,	catch	my	gaze.	The	bent-over	

body	 shape	 is	 cut	 in	 triplicate	 from	 clear	 acrylic	 and	 the	 three	 layers	 are	

suspended,	one	in	front	of	the	other	with	a	gap	of	air	between	them.	Balancing	on	

two	pins	extending	from	the	wall,	the	body’s	posture	suggests	an	outward	turn,	an	

opening	 in	 the	 form.	 The	 4mm	 thick	 edge	 that	 traces	 the	 line	 between	 face	 and	

fingers	–	the	space	in	this	posture	I	imagine	to	be	offered	towards	another	(albeit	

absent)	body	–	 is	 covered	 in	24-carat	gold	 leaf,	 automatically	evoking	 in	a	 single	

material	the	work’s	lineage	in	a	history	of	sacred	art.		

	

When	I	look	and	it	does	catch	my	gaze	(the	object	becoming	illuminated	to	me	only	

when	 I	direct	my	eyes	at	 it)	Triptych	(Figure	1)	 resonates	 familiarity:	of	bending	

like	that,	folding	to	meet	and	see	the	child	absent	but	assumed	by	the	posture;	in	

an	 earlier	 time	 of	 life,	 of	 being	met	 and	 seen	 by	 such	 a	maternal	 body.	My	 own	

body	 forms	 the	 template,	 the	 pattern,	 brought	 to	 light	by	 light,	 illuminating	 and	

reflecting	myself	to	myself	and	casting	golden,	glowing	shadows	on	the	white	wall.		

Despite	 its	 transparency,	 or	 because	 of	 it,	 Triptych	 is	 a	 prolific	 object	 whose	

multiple	form	alludes	to	something	of	the	repetition	and	longevity	and	perhaps	–	

tentatively	–	the	whole	of	maternal	experience.	Like	an	icon,	written	over	and	over	

again,	of	Mary	holding	her	Christ	Child	–	the	Eleousa,	the	Virgin	of	Tenderness	of	

which	Rowan	Williams	writes:		

	



	 11 

…	we	are	not	simply	being	told	something	about	the	movement	[or]	
pattern	of	love…	but	are	being	shown	the	intensity	and	immediacy	of	
that	love,	its	unselfconscious	eagerness.6	
	

Even	with	its	pared-back	aesthetic	that	reduces	the	image	to	the	barest	of	essential	

details	 –	 the	 body	posture	 is	 all	 that	 is	 given	 –	Triptych	 references	 a	 heritage	 of	

iconography	 in	 which,	 as	 philosopher	 Marie-José	 Mondzain	 describes,	 ‘each	

material	 element…	 is	 invested	 with	 a	 double	 spiritual	 and	 temporal	 meaning’.7	

While	 it	 may	 appear	 to	 have	 a	 life	 of	 its	 own	 and	 a	 depth	 beyond	 its	 triptych	

dimension	that	draws	me	in	and	opens	my	eyes	up	to	endless	variations	of	seeing,	

what	is	of	interest	here,	and	Mondzain	articulates	it	best,	is	the	tendency	to	‘invest’	

materials	 with	 meaning.	 As	 art	 historian	 Thomas	 Zaunschirm’s	 investigation	 of	

gold	will	later	demonstrate,	this	tendency	that	leaps	beyond	mere	function	persists	

through	 art	 history,	 from	 before	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Christian	 church	 into	 this	

contemporary	era	of	art-making.		

	

Contrary	 to	 its	 multiplying	 effect,	 when	 viewed	 in	 low	 light	 or,	 critically,	 from	

another	line	of	sight	altogether,	Triptych	may	also	fix	the	body	it	represents	into	a	

single	posture,	denying	any	movement	or	flexibility.	The	rigidity	of	the	clear	acrylic	

is	 far	 from	 fleshly	 and	 an	 unlikely	 (some	 may	 say,	 ineffective)	 material	 for	

representing	 an	 ordinary	 maternal	 body.	 Its	 density	 makes	 it	 impenetrable	 –	

hardly	the	medium	for	evoking	‘throughness’	to	a	divine	realm.	Symbolically,	while	

its	 transparent	 and	 gilded	 edges	 may,	 from	 one	 perspective,	 indicate	 a	 kind	 of	

boundless	 overflow	 of	 divine	 love	 that	 pushes	 the	 work	 into	 the	 category	 of	

devotional	 artefact,	 from	another	point	of	 view	 the	work	may	 signify	 a	 steadfast	

‘occupation	of	space’,	a	reclamation	of	territory	that	is	both	personal	and	political	

more	than	just	spiritual.	In	this	way,	my	Triptych	appears	closer	to	a	product	of	the	

sanctioned	and	unchanging	imaginary	of	the	Church	I	intended	to	subvert.		

	

																																																								
6	Rowan	Williams,	Ponder	These	Things:	Praying	with	Icons	of	the	Virgin	(Norwich:	Canterbury	Press,	2002).	22.	
7	Marie-José	Mondzain.	"Iconic	Space	and	the	Rule	of	Lands."	Hypatia:	A	Journal	of	Feminist	Philosophy	15,	no.	4	(2000):	58-
76.	65.		
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In	 the	 process	 of	 making	 Triptych,	 my	 own	 body	 was	 the	 template.	 Beyond	

practical	 considerations	 of	 convenience	 and	 familiarity,	 this	 artistic	 choice	 leads	

me	to	ask:	what	does	it	mean	that	I	made	a	picture	of	myself?	How	do	the	chosen	

materials	 function?	 And,	 in	 the	 end,	 is	 there	 something	 productive	 –	 beyond	

catharsis	–	in	the	process	of	using	my	own	body	to	make	an	artwork;	an	artwork	

capable	 of	 reflecting	 my	 experience	 back	 to	 me	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that,	 having	

distanced	myself	 enough	 and	 gazed	 upon	 it,	 I	 can	 see	 it	 as	 if	 for	 the	 first	 time;	

where	the	object	of	art	constitutes	a	reflection	that	multiplies	space,	making	room	

for	more	 than	 just	my	 body	 in	 this	 divine	 imaging?	My	making	 of	Triptych	 was,	

after	 all,	 not	 a	manoeuvre	 to	 ‘guarantee	God’s	 iconic	 privileges’.8	(Though	 it	was	

the	 assumption	 of	 the	 Byzantine	 church,	 my	 own	 (perhaps	 Protestant	 or	 just	

postmodern?)	inclination	is	to	conclude	that	God	surely	does	not	require	any	such	

guarantee.)		

	

It	was	a	way	to	ruminate	and	speak	for	myself.		

	

	

	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
8	"What	Does	Seeing	an	Image	Mean?".	Journal	of	Visual	Culture	9,	no.	3	(2010):	307-15.	314.	
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Figure	1		Rebekah	Pryor,	Triptych,	2014,	acrylic,	gold	leaf,	steel,	25	x	20	x	5cm.	
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In	 this	chapter,	 I	examine	 the	 theological	and	artistic	 implications	of	 the	body	as	

moving,	 thinking	 subject	 and	 the	 possibilities	 for	 love	 and	 spiritual	 becoming,	

beyond	 the	 one,	 that	 the	maternal	 body	 in	 particular	 opens	 up.	 Firstly,	 I	 follow	

historian	Sara	Ritchey’s	 study	of	medieval	Christian	devotional	practice	 that	 saw	

the	holiness	of	Christ’s	 incarnate,	 crucified	 and	 resurrected	body	extended	 to	 all	

matter.	 Referencing	 the	 writing	 of	 14th	 century	 mystic	 Julian	 of	 Norwich	 and	

contemplating	 the	 implications	 of	 such	 material	 logic	 in	 my	 own	 art	 practice,	 I	

explore	the	relation	between	the	divine	and	the	feminine,	and	the	theological	and	

philosophical	 imperative	 of	 female	 images	 of	 ‘God’	 in	 art	 and	 language.	 Next,	 I	

consider	 the	 link	between	materiality	and	meaning	 in	art	by	examining	historian	

Thomas	 Zaunschirm’s	 account	 of	 the	 history	 of	 the	 gold	 ground	 and	Marie-José	

Mondzain’s	 philosophy	 of	 the	 ‘image	 economy’.	 Ancient	 iconographic	 and	

contemporary	 art	 examples	 provide	 a	 focus	 for	 this	 discussion:	 the	Theotokos	of	

Vladimir	 (12th	 century),	 a	 Russian	 icon	 of	 the	 Eleousa	 (Virgin	 of	 Tenderness);	

Marina	Abramović’s	Golden	Mask	 (2009)	and	Mary	Kelly’s	Post-Partum	Document	

(1976).	 Finally,	 I	 return	 to	my	 art	 practice	 and	 the	writing	 of	 philosopher	 Luce	

Irigaray	to	re-imagine	the	body	of	the	mother	in	relation	to	the	God	of	my	tradition.	

Here,	I	explore	the	potential	for	prolific	and	generative	images	of	both	to	aid	us	in	

what	 Irigaray	 describes	 as	 the	 spiritual	 task	 of	 human	 becoming.	 The	 resulting	

works	of	 art	 are	 choreographic	and	performative	pictures	of	 the	active	maternal	

body;	open	and	capable	of	endless	repetition	as	iconographic	types.		
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Body and Matter  
	

	

The female body in medieval Christian devotion 
	

From	as	early	as	the	4th	century,	when	Christianity	became	the	state	religion	of	the	

Roman	Empire,	women	began	 to	 find	 a	place	 of	 belonging	 and	 autonomy	within	

religious	 Christian	 communities.9	Even	 prior	 to	 this,	when	 the	 early	 followers	 of	

Christ	 established	a	practice	of	 gathering	 together	 after	his	 resurrection,	women	

were	active	in	forming	and	leading	the	early	church.10	Historian	Carolyn	L.	Connor	

speculates	 that	 this	 was	 likely	 a	 gradual	 movement	 despite	 women’s	 own	

recognition	of	their	new	religion’s	potential.	She	writes,		

	

A	 highly	 patriarchal	 society	 does	 not	 give	 up	 traditions	 easily,	 and	
gendered	expectations	of	women’s	and	men’s	roles	were	engrained	
from	classical	as	well	as	biblical	precedent.11	

	

The	 devotional	 lifestyle	 offered	 by	 ascetic	 and	 other	monastic	 communities	was	

attractive	to	women	of	faith,	not	least	because	it	enabled	many	of	them,	whatever	

their	 economic	 status,	 access	 to	 social,	 educational	 and	 travel	 opportunities	

otherwise	 denied.	 Women	 were	 no	 longer	 confined	 to	 the	 traditional	 roles	 of	

marriage	 and	 childbearing:	 virginity	 and	 the	 practice	 of	 a	 celibate	 life	 became	

admirable	 vocational	 choices	 for	 many	 Christian	 women	 and	 the	 families	 from	

which	they	came.	Despite	these	new	liberties,	biblical	interpretations	promulgated	

by	 the	 Church	 continued	 to	 align	 women	 with	 patriarchal	 stereotypes,	 ‘from	

seductress	 (Eve)	 to	 paragon	of	 purity	 and	 virtue	 (the	Virgin	Mary)’.12	As	Connor	

explains,	‘virginity	replaced	martyrdom	in	demonstrating	superior	commitment	to	
																																																								
9	Carolyn	L.	Connor,	Women	of	Byzantium	(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	2004).	13.		
The	Roman	Empire	became	predominantly	Christian	following	the	conversion	of	Constantine	and	his	edict	of	313	that	
ensured	the	tolerance	rather	than	martyrdom	of	believers,	the	Council	of	Nicaea	that	he	assembled	in	325	to	establish	
orthodoxy	and	a	later	declaration	in	380	of	Nicaean	Christianity	as	the	state	religion.		
10	Numerous	women	are	named	alongside	men	as	key	leaders	and	early	church	members,	according	to	the	New	Testament	
and	apocryphal	accounts:	Mary	(Acts	1:14);	Mary	Magdalene	(John	20:1,	11-18	and	the	Gospel	of	Mary);	Prisca	(also	
referred	to	as	Priscilla)	(Acts	18:26,	Romans	16:3-5,	and	1	Corinthians	16:19);	Phoebe	(Romans	16:1-2);		and	Lydia	(Acts	
16:14-15,	40),	to	name	a	few.			
11	Connor,	Women	of	Byzantium.	1.	
12	Ibid.	15.	
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Christ’	and	although	this	was	in	some	sense	an	empowering	shift	for	women	who	

were	now	‘taking	control	of	their	bodies’,	since	it	also	threatened	order	at	all	levels	

of	 society,	 including	 the	 church,	 because	 of	 its	 implications	 for	 property	 and	

power,	 women	 remained	 bound	 by	 dominant	 and	 prescriptive	 visions	 of	 their	

femininity. 13 	Theology	 and	 doctrine	 that	 maintained	 the	 symbolic	 spectrum	

between	 seductress	 and	 virgin,	 with	 The	 Virgin	 Mary	 (as	 the	 Church	 Fathers	

conveyed	her)	as	the	ultimate	model	for	women,	served	the	interests	of	the	church	

and	 society	 at	 large.	 To	 this	 end,	 in	 the	 Church	 of	 the	 Byzantine	 Empire,	 icons	

persisted	 as	 key	 objects	 in	 conveying	 such	 doctrine	 and	 focusing	 and	mediating	

spiritual	 practices	 of	 prayer	 and	worship.	 Orthodox	 Christians	 revered	 the	 icon,	

understanding	 it	 as	 a	 material	 portal	 into	 the	 divine	 realm.	 Nevertheless,	 while	

women	 were	 subject	 to	 the	 implicit	 expectations	 of	 their	 sex	 communicated	 by	

icons,	and	denied	access	to	the	priesthood	and	its	related	authority	and	privilege	in	

the	Early	Church,	those	committed	to	a	devotional	life	continued	to	practise	their	

faith	and	the	work	of	thinking	and	in	some	cases,	speaking	and	writing,	about	God	

and	their	embodied	encounters	with	the	divine.14		

	

By	the	late	medieval	era,	well	after	the	formal	split	of	the	Greek	Orthodox	churches	

in	the	East	and	Roman	Catholic	churches	in	the	West,15	the	devotional	practices	of	

European	Christians	were	also	deeply,	yet	very	differently,	rooted	in	the	material	

world.	As	historian	Sara	Ritchey’s	extensive	study	contends,	the	spiritual	writing	of	

theologians	 such	 as	 Catherine	 of	 Sienna,	 Hildegard	 of	 Bingen	 and	 Bonaventure	

indicates	an	emerging	theology	that	imaginatively	perceived	the	sensible	world	as	

‘the	material	matrix	into	which	God	entered	when	he	became	human	via	Mary’	and	

																																																								
13	Ibid.	17	and	19.	
14	Ibid.	Connor	provides	a	thorough	discussion	of	particular	women	in	the	Byzantine	period,	including	Thekla	and	
Mary/Marinus,	whose	legendary	accounts	of	spiritual	experience	influenced	contemporary	thought,	even	given	their	blend	
of	‘the	biographical	and	the	historical’.	As	Connor	writes,	‘The	real-life	origins	of	these	stories	demonstrate	what	must	have	
been	their	appeal:	that	within	the	ordinary	life	is	the	potential	for	the	extraordinary	as	well	as	the	good.	Byzantine	saints’	
lives	are	not	biography	or	history	in	the	contemporary	sense,	but	instead	illustrate	the	workings	of	the	divine	in	the	lives	of	
ordinary	people.’	ibid.	79.	
15	Though	traditionally	dated	in	1054	under	the	leadership	of	Michel	Cerularius,	Patriarch	of	Constantinople,	and	Leo	IX,	
Pope	of	the	Roman	Church,	this	split,	often	referred	to	as	the	‘East-West	Schism’	or	the	‘Great	Schism’,	had	developed	over	
centuries	of	difference.	A.	Edward	Siecienski,	The	Papacy	and	the	Orthodox:	Sources	and	History	of	a	Debate,	(Oxford	
Scholarship	Online:	Oxford	University	Press,	2017),	www.oxfordscholarship.com.	
doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780190245252.001.0001.		
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as	 a	 world	 radically	 ‘restructured	 and	 redeemed’	 when	 Christ	 was	 crucified.16	

From	this	perspective,	all	matter	–	whether	human,	animal,	plant	or	mineral	–	was	

considered	holy	and	a	site	 for	encountering	 the	God	of	 the	 Incarnation.	Ritchey’s	

analysis	 finds	 the	human	body,	most	manifestly	 the	 female	body,	central	 to	what	

she	describes	as	an	 ‘imaginative	 theology	of	 re-creation’	and	devout	engagement	

with	 the	 phenomenal	 world.17 	The	 liturgical	 writing	 of	 Hildegard	 of	 Bingen,	

particularly	 the	 Ordo	 Virtutum,	 composed	 in	 1151	 and	 performed	 to	 the	

surrounding	community	by	the	sisters	of	her	Benedictine	order,	demonstrates	this	

most	 vividly.	 In	 this	 significant	 work,	 Hildegard’s	 allusions	 to	 the	 garden	 and	

material	 realities	 of	 the	 cloistered	 life,	 and	 her	 use	 of	 song	 and	 performative	

gesture,	together	convey	a	conviction	of	the	immediate	and	material	 implications	

of	 the	 Incarnation	of	Christ	and	 the	special	 role	of	women’s	bodies,	virtuous	and	

virginal,	in	ushering	in	the	re-creation	of	the	world.		

	

Hildegard	understood	Christ’s	 incarnation	as	acting	as	a	renewal	of	
material	 creation	 that	 restored	 the	 human	 sensory	 capacity	 to	
apprehend	God	in	the	viridity	of	creation.18	

	

The	 sensing	 female	 body	 was	 a	 site	 of	 knowing	 and	 encountering	 the	 divine	 in	

ways	more	intimate	and	imaginative	than	dominant	masculine	visions	of	the	time.	

Problematically	though,	such	dominant	masculine	visions	of	what	constituted	God	

and	 could	 be	 counted	 as	 holy,	 persisted	 in	 church	 and	 culture,	 enclosing	 the	

embodied	 self	 and	 her	 divine	 revelations	 within	 the	 impenetrable	 walls	 of	

patriarchal	language,	theology	and	dogma.		

	

In	1373,	more	than	200	years	after	Hildegard,	English	anchoress	and	mystic	Julian	

of	 Norwich	 likewise	 dared	 to	 write	 of	 her	 ‘knowledge-producing	 body’	 and	 its	

capacity	 to	meet	God	 in	 the	 felt	 and	 thought	 experiences	 of	 being,	 suffering	 and	

																																																								
16	Sara	Ritchey,	Holy	Matter:	Changing	Perceptions	of	the	Material	World	in	Late	Medieval	Christianity	(Cornell	University	
Press,	2014).	2.	
17	Ibid.	10.	
18	Ibid.	78.	
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love.19	Having	 submitted	herself	 to	 a	 life	 of	 solitude	 and	prayer,	 Julian	 lived	 in	 a	

cell,	 or	 ‘anchorage’,	 annexed	 to	 a	 village	 church	 near	 Norwich,	 England.	 While	

practical	needs	such	as	the	provision	of	food	were	met	by	two	attendants,	Julian’s	

interaction	with	others	from	outside	the	anchorage	was	limited	to	occasional	visits	

from	people	 seeking	her	wisdom	and	 counsel,	which	 she	 offered	 via	 a	 small	 cell	

window.20		

	

Revelations	 of	 Divine	 Love	 is	 Julian’s	 record	 and	 theological	 reflection	 of	 sixteen	

visions	 of	 Christ,	 ‘shown’	 to	 her	 on	 8	May	 1373.	 The	 revelations	 came	 to	 Julian	

during	a	brief	period	of	extreme	 illness	 that	brought	her	 close	 to	death.	They	all	

focus	on	 the	Passion	of	Christ	and	 the	physicality	of	human	experience.21	Julian’s	

account	emphasises	the	Incarnation	of	God,	with	her	own	(female)	body’s	suffering	

understood	in	terms	of	the	suffering	(male)	body	of	Christ.22	Her	encounter	is	with	

Christ	as	Mother	rather	than	with	Christ	as	child	(specifically,	son)	of	the	Father,	or	

of	 a	mother.	 Again	 emphasising	 the	 Incarnation	 of	 God,	 Julian	 describes	 ‘Mother	

Christ’	as	the	one	who	loves	us	most	nearly,	keenly,	truly;	who	labours	for	us	with	

his	 body;	 the	 one	 ‘in	whom	our	 two	 natures	 are	 united	 into	 one	 perfect	man’.23	

Revelations	 of	 Divine	 Love	 provides	 an	 insight	 into	 'the	 divine	 sociality'	 of	 God,	

where	the	body	of	Christ	is	revelation,	invitation	and	destination	into	divine	love.24	

These	 visions	 of	 God	 do	 not	 promote	 a	mystical	 retreat	 away	 from	 the	 political	

realities	 of	 the	 modern	 state,	 but	 rather	 work	 as	 an	 invitation	 into	 God's	 own	

relationship	of	love	that	is	entirely	and	ever	social	and	permeable.	Julian	begins	to	

expand	articulations	of	God	as	a	 feminine	subject	 characterised	by	 ‘interweaving	

relations	 with	 other	 subjects’	 and	 whose	 use	 of	 language	 communicates	 with	

																																																								
19	Diane	Antonio.	"The	Flesh	of	All	That	Is:	Merleau-Ponty,	Irigaray,	and	Julian's	'Showings'."	Sophia	40,	no.	2	(2001):	47	-	65.	
48.	
20	Rhona	Pipe	Halcyon	Backhouse,	ed.	Revelations	of	Divine	Love:	Julian	of	Norwich,	Hodder	&	Stoughton	Christian	Classics	
(London:	Hodder	&	Stoughton,	1987).	
21	The	Passion	of	Christ	refers	to	the	period	of	Jesus’s	life	from	his	last	entry	into	Jerusalem	where	he	was	arrested	and	
eventually	put	to	death	by	crucifixion.	
22	In	Christian	thought,	the	Incarnation	is	understood	as	the	event	of	God	taking	on	human	form	–	becoming	human	–	in	the	
person	of	Jesus.	
23	Halcyon	Backhouse,	Revelations	of	Divine	Love:	Julian	of	Norwich.	As	philosopher	and	theologian	Grace	Jantzen	notes,	while	
there	was	no	explicit	doctrine	on	the	motherhood	of	God	in	Julian’s	time,	there	were	‘traces	of	the	idea’,	both	in	Biblical	and	
early	medieval	writing.	Grace	Jantzen,	Julian	of	Norwich:	Mystic	and	Theologian	(London:	SPCK,	1987).	116.	
24	F.	C.	Bauerschmidt,	"Julian	of	Norwich	-	Incorporated,"	in	Spirituality	and	Social	Embodiment,	ed.	L.	Gregory	Jones	and	
James	J.	Buckley	(Oxford:	Blackwell	Publishers,	1997).	
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rather	than	conquers	or	appropriates	the	other.25	Her	theology	that	pictures	Christ	

as	Mother	enables	a	reclamation	of	divine	Wisdom	as	feminine	and	of	baptism	and	

Eucharist	as	symbols	of	the	(female)	body,	generative	and	limitless	in	its	provision	

for	 the	 other.26	Her	 expression	 is	 pioneering	 in	 this	 way,	 aligning	 the	 feminine	

subject	with	the	divine:	both	realities	brought	together	–	intimately	becoming	–	in	

the	very	physical	experience	of	Julian’s	own	suffering	body.	

	

As	 a	 woman	 and	 a	 mystic,	 in	 her	 case	 endorsed	 by	 the	 church	 if	 only	 through	

provision	 of	 her	 status	 as	 anchoress,	 Julian	 assumes	 an	 authority	 in	 her	writing	

while	also	preserving	her	feminine	voice.	As	theologian	Rosemary	Radford	Ruether	

describes,	Julian	writes	with	a	self-disparaging	tone	typical	of	the	mystical	texts	of	

medieval	women	who	used	this	device	to	claim	authority	‘not	in	their	own	names	

but	in	the	name	of	God’.27	However,	she	nevertheless	manages	to	assert	the	value	

of	her	own	subjectivity:	

…	 Julian	 does	 not	 simply	 supersede	 her	 own	 voice	with	 the	 divine	
voice,	 but	 distinguishes	 between	what	 has	 been	 revealed	 to	 her	 in	
visions	 and	 in	 words	 formed	 by	 divine	 inspiration	 in	 her	
understanding	 and	 her	 own	pondering	 on	 questions	 for	which	 she	
has	an	as	yet	incomplete	understanding.	28	

	

Julian	sensed	the	divinity	of	her	own	person	–	her	own	matter	–	and	the	divinity	of	

Christ	 did	 not	 exclude	 her	 from	 her	 place	 in	 God.29	‘I	 could	 see	 no	 difference	

between	God	and	our	own	being:	it	seemed	to	be	all	God.’30		

	

																																																								
25	Luce	Irigaray	describes	feminine	subjectivity	in	terms	of	its	‘interweaving’	and	relational	character	in	Luce	Irigaray,	Luce	
Irigaray:	Key	Writings	(London:	Continuum,	2004).	152.	
26	Rosemary	Radford	Ruether,	Women	and	Redemption:	A	Theological	History,	2nd	ed.	(Minneapolis:	Fortress	Press,	2012).	
90.	
27	Julian	describes	herself	as	‘a	simple,	uneducated	person’	which,	according	to	historians	and	literary	scholars,	is	a	modest	
description	given	both	her	depth	of	expression	and	theological	acuity.	She	is	described	as	‘the	first	English	woman	of	letters’,	
with	her	Revelations	of	Divine	Love	published	in	1395	being	the	first	book	written	in	English	by	a	woman.		
Ibid.	p.	86	and	Denise	Nowakowski	Baker,	Julian	of	Norwich's	"Showings":	From	Vision	to	Book	(Princeton:	Princeton	
University	Press,	1994).	
28	Ruether,	Women	and	Redemption:	A	Theological	History.	86.	
29	Julian	articulates	the	logic	of	this	understanding	in	this	way:	‘It	is	very	easy	to	believe	and	trust	that	the	holy	soul	of	Christ	
has	a	supreme	place	of	honour	in	the	glorious	Godhead;	yet	if	I	truly	understand	our	Lord’s	meaning,	where	Christ’s	blessed	
soul	is,	there	too,	in	their	essential	being,	are	all	the	souls	who	are	going	to	be	saved	by	him.’	Halcyon	Backhouse,	Revelations	
of	Divine	Love:	Julian	of	Norwich.	112.	
30	Ibid.	112.	
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Two	aspects	of	Revelations	of	Divine	Love	are	critical	to	this	discussion.	The	first	is	

the	 specificity	 of	 Julian’s	 account,	 written	 by	 a	 woman	 in	 her	 own	 words;	 the	

second,	the	prolific	yet	provisional	nature	of	her	expression	of	the	divine.		

	

Finding	 Julian’s	naming	of	Christ	 in	 the	 feminine	problematic	 (however	 literal	or	

metaphoric	this	naming	was	for	its	author),	philosopher	Luce	Irigaray	argues	that	

attributing	a	maternal	status	to	a	male	subject	not	only	compounds	the	historical	

and	 unethical	 denial	 of	 sex	 (particularly	 at	 the	 level	 of	 culture),	 but	 also	 forgets	

(again)	 the	 physical	 and	 spiritual	 specificity	 of	woman	 and	maternity	 –	 another	

symptom	 of	 the	 value,	 authority	 and	 subjectivity	 of	 the	 sexuate	 female	 subject	

denied.31		

	

The	sex	of	Jesus	is	important	to	note,	particularly	with	regard	to	a	long	history	of	

Christian	Trinitarian	doctrine	that	mistakenly	uses	this	fact	to	assert	and	maintain	

the	 maleness	 of	 God.	 Theologian	 Elizabeth	 A.	 Johnson’s	 essay,	 ‘The	

Incomprehensibility	of	God	and	the	Image	of	God	Male	and	Female’,	also	critiques	

the	 inadequacy	 of	 this	 position.	 She	 argues	 that	 since	 God	 is	 in	 essence	 ‘wholly	

other,	conceptually	inapprehensible,	and	so	God’,	all	persons	of	the	Trinity	exceed	

male	and	female	categories.32		Maintaining	that	the	nature	of	the	divine	can	never	

be	 fully	 known,	 Johnson	 highlights	 that	 personal,	 anthropomorphic	 language	 is	

appropriate	and	inevitable	in	articulating	God	from	a	human	perspective,	and	that	

what	the	Trinity	elucidates	 is	 the	 ‘model	of	relationship	marked	by	total	equality	

and	reciprocity	rather	than	dominance	and	subordination’.		

	 	

All	uniquely	give,	all	uniquely	receive,	all	hold	together	a	shared	life.	
Creator,	Word,	and	Spirit	are	simply	mutually	one.	This	is	the	ideal	of	
human	 interrelationship,	made	more	effective	by	 the	use	of	 images	
taken	from	both	genders…’33	

	

																																																								
31	Luce	Irigaray.	(Independent	scholar,	Paris,	France),	in	discussion	with	the	author,	University	of	Bristol,	Bristol,	16	June	
2016.	
32	Elizabeth	A.	Johnson.	"The	Incomprehensibility	of	God	and	the	Image	of	God	Male	and	Female."	Theological	Studies	45,	no.	
3	(1984):	441-65.	441.	
33	Ibid.	463.	
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In	 theological	 terms,	 the	 difference	 relationally	 and	 mysteriously	 maintained	 in	

God	 enables	 us	 to	 emerge	 from	 an	 androcentric	 tradition	 to	 comprehend	 the	

dignity	 of	 women	 and	 proportionately	 ensure	 the	 liberation	 of	 all	 of	 humanity,	

whatever	sex.	While	Irigaray	contests	the	usefulness	of	a	doctrine	of	Holy	Trinity	

for	women	altogether,	preferring	 instead	to	advocate	 for	a	maternal	genealogical	

rather	than	masculine	hierarchical	framework	for	thinking	about	the	nature	of	God	

and	what	this	means	for	ethical	human	relations,	she	does	agree	in	part	when	she	

summarises	the	‘spirit’	(rather	than	‘the	letter’)	of	Christianity	as	‘an	incarnational	

relationship	 between	 the	 body	 and	 the	 word,	 a	 philosophy	 and	 a	 morality	 of	

love’.34	And	 this	 is	 not	 achieved	 solely	 by	 one	 sex	 but	 ‘as	 two’,	 with	 man	 and	

woman	 becoming	 ‘co-redeemers	 of	 the	 world:	 of	 their	 bodies,	 of	 the	 cosmic	

universe,	 of	 society	 and	 of	 history’,	 through	 respect	 for	 their	 difference(s).35	For	

Irigaray,	 Mary	 and	 Jesus	 are	 ‘a	 first	 co-redeemer	 couple’,	 linked	 by	 and	 to	

generation.36	The	challenge	as	she	perceives	it	though,	is	for	men	and	women	not	

connected	 genealogically	 to	 cultivate	 a	 ‘co-redemptive	 alliance’	 that	 is	

characterised	by	grace	and	breath,	particularly	at	the	level	of	culture.	This	will	be	a	

marker	of	what	 Johnson	calls	 liberation	and,	 as	 Irigaray	 identifies,	 ‘what	 Judaeo-

Christianity	designates	as	the	third	age	of	the	salvation	of	humanity:	the	time	of	the	

spirit’.37		

	

As	 suggested	 earlier,	 Johnson	discerns	 an	 inextricable	 link	between	 the	need	 for	

inclusive	 and	 inexhaustible	 language	 and	 imagery	 for	 comprehending	 the	

incomprehensible	God,	and	the	dignity	of	humanity,	of	women	in	particular.	In	the	

14th	century,	Julian	of	Norwich	dared	to	articulate	the	breadth	of	God	by	describing	

‘Mother	Jesus’.	Julian’s	attempt	to	expand	analogous	language	in	order	to	articulate	

the	depth	and	breadth	of	divine	love	is	significant	in	the	medieval	context	in	which	

she	wrote.		

	
																																																								
34	Irigaray,	Luce	Irigaray:	Key	Writings.	150.	Irigaray’s	chapter,	‘Divine	Women’	in	Sexes	and	Genealogies,	elaborates	her	
perspective	on	Christianity’s	triune	God	and	its	implications	and	alternatives	for	women.	See	Sexes	and	Genealogies	(New	
York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1993).	55-72.	
35	Luce	Irigaray:	Key	Writings.	151.	
36	Ibid.	151.	
37	Ibid.	184.	
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Irigaray	proposes	 that	women	of	Christian	 faith	would	benefit	more	 from	 taking	

Mary,	 rather	 than	 Christ,	 as	 a	 role	 model	 for	 spiritual	 becoming. 38 	Though	

challenging	 to	 theological	 (especially	 protestant)	 orthodoxy,	 this	 proposal	 is	 not	

insubstantial	and	is,	in	a	sense,	taken	up	and	tested	by	my	art	practice	whose	task	

is	 to	 re-imagine	 the	maternal	 body	 in	 divine	 terms.	 Indeed,	 this	 re-imagining	 is	

part	 of	 an	 equally	 necessary,	 more	 rudimentary	 critique	 of	 our	 religious	 and	

theological	 inheritance.	 Naming	 the	 deep	 and	 detrimental	 effects	 of	 ‘the	 divine	

hierarchy	created	by	Christian	dualistic	 thinking’	on	women	throughout	Western	

history,	 feminist	 liberation	 theologian	 Lisa	 Isherwood	 similarly	 identifies	 the	

necessity	of	such	critique,	even	to	‘the	core	of	our	religion’.39	She	writes:		

	

In	 our	 struggle	 for	 bodily	 integrity,	 in	 our	 efforts	 to	hear	 ourselves	 –	 and	
others,	in	an	attempt	to	become	truly	embodied,	we	have	had	to	challenge	
the	Christ	of	traditional	theology.40	

	

	

Julian’s	maternal	 imaging	 of	 Christ	may	 seem	questionable	when	 read	 alongside	

Irigaray’s	 philosophy	 of	 sexuate	 difference.	 Indeed,	 when	 read	 out	 of	 context,	

Julian	may	 be	 interpreted	 as	 perpetuating	 stereotypical	 feminine	 and	masculine	

constructs	upon	which	 the	persisting	androcentric	 theological	 language	depends.	

The	effect	is	thereby	to	reinforce	the	idea	of	women	(after	Mary)	as	only	mother,	

and	as	‘the	material	substrate	of	the	system	of	exchange	between	men’,41	when	in	

reality,	as	Johnson	states,	women	exceed	such	categorisation:	

	

Nurturing	 and	 tenderness	 simply	 do	 not	 exhaust	 the	 capacities	 of	
women,	nor	do	bodiliness	and	instinct	define	women’s	nature,	nor	is	

																																																								
38	Ibid.	152.	Irigaray’s	emphasis	here	is	consistent	with	that	of	her	entire	philosophical	project	focused	on	the	preservation	
of	sexuate	difference.	She	contends	that,	given	each	one	is	transcendent	to	the	other	because	of	difference,	Mary	is	as	good	
an	exemplar	as	Jesus	since	she	manages	to	remain	faithful	to	herself	in	her	relation	with	him	and	in	this	way	achieves	her	
spiritual	becoming.		This	notion	of	becoming	resonates	with	the	biblical	suggestion	that	each	person	may	share	‘in	the	divine	
nature’.	Peter	writes:	‘His	divine	power	has	given	us	everything	needed	for	life	and	godliness,	through	the	knowledge	of	him	
who	called	us	by	his	own	glory	and	goodness.	Thus	he	has	given	us,	through	these	things,	his	precious	and	very	great	
promises,	so	that	through	them	you	may	escape	from	the	corruption	that	is	in	the	world	because	of	lust,	and	may	become	
participants	in	the	divine	nature.’	(2	Peter	1:3-4)	
39	Lisa	Isherwood.	"The	Embodiment	of	Feminist	Liberation	Theology:	The	Spiralling	of	Incarnation."	Feminist	Theology	12,	
no.	2	(2004):	140-56.	142.	
40	Ibid.	
41	Alison	Martin,	Luce	Irigaray	and	the	Question	of	the	Divine	(London:	Maney	Publishing,	2000).	201.	
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creative	 transformative	 agency	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 women’s	
power.42	

		

Johnson	 draws	 on	 ‘Wisdom’	 theology	 (Sophia,	 feminine	 in	 the	 Greek)	 that	

demonstrates	 the	variability	of	gendered	symbols	 in	biblical	 literature	(including	

in	 the	 teachings	 of	 Jesus	 himself)	 to	 suggest	 her	 preference	 for	 the	 language	 of	

Jesus-Sophia	rather	than	Mother	Jesus,	as	Julian	of	Norwich	writes.43	However,	for	

Julian,	writing	 in	 the	 fourteenth	century	and	bearing	 the	 legacy	of	 the	prevailing	

masculine	culture,	the	image	of	Jesus	as	Mother	does	develop	existing	language	of	

God	 in	 the	 feminine	 to	 distil	 and	 expand	 a	 radical	 new	 theology	 of	 a	 relational	

Divine.44	Arguably,	it	also	begins	to	push	‘beyond	the	circularity	of	discourse’	as	it	

was	into	the	vast	open	space	of	the	‘sensible	transcendental’,	defined	by	Irigaray	as	

the	 space	 in	which	God	 is	 conjured	up	 ‘among	us,	within	us,	 as	 resurrection	and	

transfiguration	of	blood,	of	flesh,	through	a	language	and	an	ethics	that	is	ours’.45		

	

Irigaray	 is	 not	 without	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 challenge	 brought	 forth	 by	 ‘la	

mystérique’	as	she	defines	it:	that	complex	of	‘mysticism,	hysteria,	mystery,	and	the	

femaleness…	 fundamental	 to	 the	 previous	 three’.46	The	mystical	 experience	 that	

Irigaray	 describes,	 where	 ‘the	 “soul”	 escapes’	 beyond	 its	 own	 limits	 so	 that	 the	

differentiation	 of	 inside	 and	 outside	 is	 ‘transgressed’,	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	

tension	 between	 articulation	 and	 silence.47	Indeed,	 this	 tension	 is	 perceptible	 in	

Julian’s	writing	 –	 her	 femaleness	 and	 spiritual	 awareness	 at	 once	 acknowledged	

and	 allowed	 to	 remain	 inaudible.	 It	 is	 divine	 insight	 into	 the	meaning	of	Christ’s	

Passion	she	seeks,	 through	her	own	wounded,	suffering	body	and	beyond	 it,	 into	

the	deepest	joy	of	union	with	God.		

	
																																																								
42	Johnson,	"The	Incomprehensibility	of	God	and	the	Image	of	God	Male	and	Female."	459.	
43	"Female	Symbols	for	God:	The	Apophatic	Tradition	and	Social	Justice."	International	Journal	of	Orthodox	Theology	1,	no.	2	
(2010):	40	-	57.	57.	
44		As	Jantzen	notes,	such	language	was	common	in	twelfth	century	Cistercian	writing	and	in	the	work	of	Anselm,	whose	
influence	on	Benedictine	monastic	spirituality	in	England	would	most	likely	have	been	familiar	to	Julian.	See	Jantzen,	Julian	
of	Norwich:	Mystic	and	Theologian.		The	divine	feminine	is	also	etymologically	evident	in	biblical	notions	of	breath	(ruach,	in	
the	Hebrew,	a	notion	that	will	be	explored	further	in	Chapters	2	and	3,	with	reference	to	Catherine	Keller’s	discussion	of	the	
depth	of	“God”)	and	wisdom	(Sophia,	in	the	Greek,	as	Johnson	emphasises).		
45	Luce	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference	(New	York:	Cornell	University	Press,	1993).	129.	The	‘sensible	transcendental’	
is	a	central	tenet	in	Irigarayan	thought	and	one	that	critically	underpins	my	own	creative	project.	
46	Speculum	of	the	Other	Woman	(New	York:	Cornell	University	Press,	1985).	191.	
47	Ibid.	192.	
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I	wanted	his	pain	to	be	my	pain.	I	wanted	to	feel	with	him	so	deeply	
that	I	would	long	for	God.48	

	

The	 desire	 that	 Julian	 expressed	 in	 her	 time	 is	 daring	 and	 risky,	 and	 begins	 to	

represent	 the	 way	 into	 ‘freedom	 from	 divine	 dictation’	 Isherwood	 says	 is	

necessary	if	we	are	to	properly	acknowledge	the	Incarnation.49	Julian’s	embrace	of	

physical	 pain	 signals	 an	 embrace	 of	 her	 own	 divine	 incarnation,	 her	 own	

‘enfleshment’,	 to	 borrow	 Isherwood’s	 word.	 Just	 like	 Irigaray’s	 mystic,	 who	

touches	and	enters	into	the	slit	of	her	own	flesh,	 ‘in	a	sweet	confusion’	of	 ‘delight	

and	 longing’	punctuated	by	 ‘pain,	 fear,	cries,	 tears,	and	blood	that	go	beyond	any	

other	feeling’.50	Consumed	and	consummated	at	once,	with	“God”	whom	she	meets	

in	 her	 secret	 depths	 as	 one	who	 similarly	 ‘offers	 the	 self	 in	 all	 its	 nakedness.’51	

From	this	space	–	the	‘space	of	her	jouissance’	–	she	gains	her	authority	to	speak	of	

the	divine,	even	though	language	all	but	fails.52	It	is	precisely	this	kind	of	embodied	

knowing	 of	 one’s	 own	 divinity	 that	 Irigaray,	 Johnson	 and	 Isherwood	 agree	 is	

necessary	if	we	are	to	flourish	together	in	our	humanity.53		

	

And	so	we	are	brought	back	 to	 the	question	of	art,	and	 the	meaning	of	making	a	

picture	 of	 oneself.	 Beyond	 mere	 expression,	 the	 art	 object	 that	 images	 the	 self	

constitutes	 an	 utterance,	making	 audible,	 if	 only	 just,	 the	 deepest	 revelations	 of	

divine	encounter;	like	Irigaray’s	la	mystérique,	but	an	insufficient	rendering,	given	

the	object’s	 finished	material	 form.	Like	words	 that	 fail	 the	mystic	–	who	 ‘senses	

something	remains	to	be	said	that	resists	all	speech’	–	so	too	the	art	object	fails,	and	

can	 only	 partially	 translate	 the	 self’s	 knowing54.	 Its	 presentation	 is	 only	 ever	

provisional,	making	renderings	of	the	image	necessarily	prolific.	

	

																																																								
48	Halcyon	Backhouse,	Revelations	of	Divine	Love:	Julian	of	Norwich.	7.	
49	Isherwood,	"The	Embodiment	of	Feminist	Liberation	Theology:	The	Spiralling	of	Incarnation."	149.	
50	Irigaray,	Speculum	of	the	Other	Woman.	193.	
51	Ibid.	196.	
52	Ibid.	201.	
53	As	Isherwood	suggests,	this	flourishing	logically	leads	to	liberation	and	the	kind	of	ethical	relations	made	possible	through	
acknowledgment	of	difference,	as	Irigaray	has	also	argued.	Isherwood	writes:	‘We	are	presented	with	an	almost	unique	
chance	to	expand	the	spaces	that	we	share	and	to	include	all	in	the	story	of	liberation	and	the	praxis	of	redemption.’	
Isherwood,	"The	Embodiment	of	Feminist	Liberation	Theology:	The	Spiralling	of	Incarnation."	151.	
54	Irigaray,	Speculum	of	the	Other	Woman.	193.	
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My	Triptych	 (2014)	was	 for	me	 an	 irresistible	 utterance,	 one	 sound	 from	 secret	

depths	 and	 another	 in	 a	 long	 history	 of	 representations	 of	 the	 divine	 feminine.	

Born	 out	 of	 experiences	 of	 mothering,	 of	 being	 mothered,	 this	 work	 begins	 to	

express	my	body	in	incarnational	and	relational	terms,	in	the	language	of	my	own	

practice,	 through	my	 body’s	 form	materialised	 in	 acrylic,	 gold	 leaf	 and	 light.	 The	

next	question	 is:	how	do	 the	chosen	materials	 function?	 In	particular,	what	does	

gold	 leaf	 applied	 sparingly	 and	 intentionally	 to	 the	 acrylic	 ground,	 bring	 to	 the	

work	as	an	expression	of	the	divine	feminine?		

	

	

Gold and the semantic reflex to the ‘sacred’ in art 
	

Art	 historian	 Thomas	 Zaunschirm	 describes	 the	 immediate	 and	 largely	

unquestioned	connection	between	gold	and	‘the	sacred’	(understood	as	a	focus	of	

spiritual	 or	 religious	 reverence	 or	 worship)	 as	 a	 reflex	 in	 search	 of	 its	 cultural	

significance.55	In	 mythology,	 religion	 and	 art,	 our	 preoccupation	 has	 been	 with	

what	 gold	 means	 rather	 than	 simply	 what	 the	 precious	 metal	 is	 in	 its	 material	

nature.	Having	identified	a	lack	of	historical	analysis	regarding	the	function	of	gold	

(particularly	 the	 gold	 ground)	 in	 art,	 Zaunschirm	 traces	 its	 use	 back	 to	 ancient	

Egypt	where	 its	durability,	 lustre	and	malleability	made	 it	a	highly	valued	metal,	

particularly	suited	to	the	production	of	funerary	portraits	but	also	quickly	imbued	

with	mythological	 significance	 relating	 to	 light,	 the	 sun,	 the	gods	of	 creation	and	

the	 pharaohs.	 Similarly	 in	 illuminated	 manuscripts	 and	 Christian	 icon	 writing	

traditions	of	the	medieval	period,	gold	was	used	because	of	its	metallic	properties	

rather	 than	any	perceived	 innate	 symbolic	value.	While	 their	 task	was	 to	denote	

sacred	 subjects,	 the	 icon	 writers	 of	 the	 early	 church	 were	 especially	 concerned	

with	 the	physical	quality	 and	durability	of	 the	devotional	objects	 they	produced.	

Icons	were	sacred	but	useful	objects	for	personal	and	communal	Christian	worship	

and	 as	 such	 needed	 to	 be	 robust	 enough	 to	 endure	 frequent	 handling,	 and	

reflective	 enough	 to	be	 seen	 in	 candlelight.	A	metallic	 ‘shell’	was	developed	 as	 a	
																																																								
55	Thomas	Zaunschirm,	"The	Invention	of	the	Gold	Ground,"	in	Gold,	ed.	Agnes	Husslein	Arco	and	Thomas	Zaunschirm	
(Vienna:	Hirmer,	2012).	21.	
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way	 of	 ensuring	 the	 longevity	 of	 the	 icons	 and	 a	 gold	 leaf	 ground	 was	 used	 to	

achieve	the	greatest	degree	of	illumination.56	While	the	incorporation	of	gold	may	

have	 indicated	 the	 relative	wealth	 of	 the	patron	 commissioning	 the	work,	 in	 the	

medieval	 context	 of	 icon	 production,	 gold	 was	 used	 because	 it	 was	 the	 most	

suitable	material	 for	the	task.	If	the	precious	metal	had	any	spiritual	significance,	

ardent	and	 imaginative	believers	applied	 it	 retrospectively.	The	 icon	writers	and	

the	 artisans	 of	 ancient	 Egypt	 before	 them	had	 some	 capacity	 to	 understand	 and	

maintain	 the	 gap	 between	 material	 images	 and	 their	 semantic	 (especially	

mythological	or	theological)	potential.	Hence,	gold	was	perceived	according	to	its	

physical	 attributes	 and	 as	 it	 appeared	 and	 interacted	 with	 other	 materials	

(including	 light).	 	 Zaunschirm	 asserts	 that	 no	 material	 has	 an	 innate	 historical,	

allegorical,	tropological	or	anagogical	function,	however,	when	used	in	an	artwork,	

material	may	become	the	subject	of	such	interpretative	devices.57	The	modern	era	

of	 art	 brought	with	 it	 a	 tendency	 to	 interpret	 gold	 rather	 than	 first	 (or	 at	 least,	

also)	 understand	 its	 materiality	 and	 function	 in	 art	 historically.	 In	 tracing	 the	

separation	of	gold	material	from	its	role	and	setting	in	an	artwork,	he	writes:	

	

The	question	arises	as	 to	when	gold	was	 isolated	 from	 the	picture,	
and	by	whom,	and	separated	from	it	to	the	extent	that	the	metal	took	
on	a	significance	of	its	own.58	

	

Despite	its	persistence	as	a	decorative	material	in	regal	and	religious	architecture,	

and	 a	 precious	 metal	 whose	 monetary	 value	 has	 added	 to	 its	 broad	 symbolic	

appeal	 and	weakened	 little	 even	with	 the	 formal	 abolition	 of	 its	 link	with	world	

currencies	 in	 the	 mid	 1970s,	 gold	 was	 used	 less	 in	 Western	 art	 after	 the	 Late	

Medieval	 Period:	 gold	had	become	 the	 sacred	material	 of	 gods	 and	kings	 and	 so	

had	 little	place	 in	 the	 anthropocentric	Renaissance	 and	 ‘democratic	modern	age’	

																																																								
56	Gordon	Morrison,	"Holy	Image:	Sacred	Space,"	in	Eikon:	Icons	of	the	Orthodox	Christian	World,	ed.	Peter	Freund	(Ballarat:	
Art	Gallery	of	Ballarat,	2014).	
57	Zaunschirm,	"The	Invention	of	the	Gold	Ground."		
58	Ibid.	19.	
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that	followed	it.59	However,	as	Zaunschirm,	Gehring	and	others	contend,	gold	(and	

its	substitutes)	did	not	disappear	from	art	altogether.60	

	

Marina	 Abramović’s	 Golden	 Mask	 (2009)	 is	 a	 video	 portrait	 that	 pictures	 the	

performance	 artist	 with	 gold	 leaf	 applied	 to	 her	 face,	 covering	 all	 but	 her	 eyes,	

which	 look	 out,	 never	 shifting	 and	 rarely	 blinking,	 to	 the	 viewer.61	The	 shot	 is	

cropped	 and	 dimly	 lit.	 Abramović	 wears	 black	 clothing	 against	 the	 dark	

background	so	 that	her	 frame	 is	barely	visible.	The	 light	 that	does	 illuminate	 the	

image	reflects	off	the	precious	metal	that	moves	only	in	response	to	the	circulating	

air.		

	

Golden	Mask	constitutes	a	 study	 in	 the	materiality	of	 gold.	The	metal’s	durability	

and	 reflectivity	are	 tested	here,	 along	with	 the	 fragility	of	 its	 leaf	 form.	With	 the	

artist’s	face	as	the	ground,	it	is	this	relation	of	matter	that	activates	the	work	and	

makes	 gold	 a	 collaborator	 in	 the	 dynamic	 cultivation	 of	 meaning.	 Golden	 Mask	

conveys	 material	 and	 the	 body	 as	 transitory	 and	 endlessly	 versatile	 and	

meaningful.	Through	the	interplay	of	 light,	darkness,	air	and	breath	in	relation	to	

the	 artist’s	 own	 body,	 skin,	 face	 and	 eyes,	 Abramović	 reinstates	 the	 material	

significance	of	gold:	it	cannot	be	isolated	from	the	image	in	order	to	simply	cast	the	

subject	 as	 sacred	 or	 regal.	 The	 artist’s	 application	 of	 gold	 here	 may	 be	 better	

construed	in	terms	of	the	funerary	mask	and	orthodox	icon	applications	previously	

described,	where	the	gilded	layer	of	metal	works	to	preserve	the	artist,	her	image	

and	performance,	giving	it	a	longevity	and	durability	–	perhaps	even,	eventually,	a	

mythology	 –	 otherwise	 diminished.	 The	 resulting	 tension	 between	 transitory	

subject	 and	 enduring	 material	 further	 extends	 the	 work	 and	 the	 artist’s	

exploration	of	physical	and	spiritual	presence.	

																																																								
59	Ibid.	11.	
60	Artists	from	the	nineteenth	century	through	to	the	present	time	–	Gustav	Klimt,	Yves	Klein,	Robert	Rauschenberg,	Andy	
Warhol,	Louise	Bourgeois,	Hubert	Duprat,	Lygia	Pape,	Marina	Abramović	and	Danh	Vo	among	them	–	have	continued	to	
explore	the	materiality	of	gold	in	their	work.	Examples	of	such	works	include:	Gustav	Klimt,	The	Kiss,	1907-08;	Yves	Klein,	
MG	8	(Monogold),	1962;	Robert	Rauschenberg,	Untitled	(Gold	Painting),	1953;	Andy	Warhol,	Still	Life,	1957/58;	Louise	
Bourgeois,	Fallen	Woman	(White,	Black	and	Blue),	1996;	Hubert	Duprat,	Sans	Titre	(Caddis	Fly),	1980-2015;	Lygia	Pape,	Ttéia	
I,	2002;	Marina	Abramović,	Golden	Mask,	2009;	and	Danh	Vo,	Promised	Land,	2013.	Agnes	Husslein	Arco	and	Thomas	
Zaunschirm,	eds.,	Gold	(Vienna:	Hirmer,	2012).		
61	Marina	Abramović,	Golden	Mask,	2009,	single	screen	video	installation,	30	mins	(looped),	Lia	Rumma,	Milan/Naples.	
http://www.liarumma.it/artists/marina-abramovic/	



	 28 

Materiality	is	the	focus	of	the	work,	more	so	here	than	in	Abramović’s	earlier	work,	

Nightsea	Crossing	1981-1986:	Gold	Found	By	the	Artists,	first	performed	 in	Sydney	

in	 1981.62	In	 that	 durational	 performance	 piece,	 the	 artist	 and	 her	 partner	 and	

collaborator,	 Ulay,	 sat	 opposite	 each	 other	 at	 a	 long,	 black	 table	 in	 the	 gallery,	

holding	 each	 other’s	 gaze	 for	 hours	 at	 a	 time.	 A	 ‘tableau’	 arrangement	 of	 gold	

nuggets,	a	gold-coated	boomerang	and	a	live	diamond	python	sat	on	the	centre	of	

the	 table:	 the	 nuggets	 and	 boomerang	 collected	 by	 the	 artists	 during	 their	 time	

journeying	through	the	desert	country	of	Australia	prior	to	the	performance;	and	

the	snake	included	as	a	mystical	symbol	of	energetic	potential	between	the	artists	

and	 between	 the	 artists	 and	 the	 audience. 63 	In	 this	 case,	 the	 gold	 objects	

themselves	may	be	understood	as	material	remnants	of	the	exchange	between	the	

artists	 and	 as	 another	 symbol,	 this	 time	 of	 duration	 and	 value,	 from	which	 they	

draw	energy.	

	

Like	 the	 much	 earlier	 work	 of	 performance	 artist	 Joseph	 Beuys,	 whose	How	 to	

Explain	Pictures	to	a	Dead	Hare	(1965)	performance	was	re-made	by	Abramović	in	

2005,64	both	Golden	Mask	and	Nightsea	Crossing:	Gold	Found	By	the	Artists	rely	on	

stillness,	 silence	and	material	 (e.g.	 gold	 leaf,	 light,	 etc.)	 in	 relation	 to	 the	body	 in	

order	to	generate	a	language	and	meaning;	the	internal	logic	of	the	material	itself	

informing	the	work’s	symbolic.		

	

Mary	Kelly’s	Post-Partum	Document	(1973-79)	is,	in	contrast,	a	very	different	kind	

of	durational	work.65	It	records	the	artist’s	relationship	with	her	young	son	over	a	

period	of	six	years.	The	work	comprises	six	parts	that	variously	explore	the	nature	

of	 the	 mother-child	 relation	 through	 desire	 and	 language.	 Using	 the	 most	

immediate	 and	 banal	materials	 (including	 faeces-stained	 nappy	 liners)	 and	 text,	

																																																								
62	Marina	Abramović	and	Ulay,	Nightsea	Crossing	1981-1986:	Gold	Found	by	the	Artists,	1981,	live	durational	performance,	7	
hours	each	day	for	16	days,	Sydney.	https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/211.1981.5.a-p/	
63	Charles	Green.	"Doppelgangers	and	the	Third	Force:	The	Artistic	Collaborations	of	Gilbert	&	George	and	Marina	
Abramovic/Ulay."	Art	Journal	59,	no.	2	(2000):	37-45.	40.	
64	Abramović	re-performed	this	and	six	other	works	(including	two	of	her	own)	by	influential	performance	artists.	The	
exhibition,	Seven	Easy	Pieces	(2005),	was	performed	at	the	Solomon	R.	Guggenheim	Museum	in	New	York.	"Guggenheim	
Collection	Online:	Marina	Abramović,"	The	Solomon	R.	Guggenheim	Foundation,	
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/artist/marina-abramovic.	
65	Mary	Kelly,	Post-Partum	Document,	1973-1979,	mixed	media,	dimensions	variable,	
http://www.marykellyartist.com/post_partum_document.html	
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Kelly	constructs	an	alternative	image	of	the	embodied	subjects	in	relation	to	each	

other,	and	 in	 the	process,	subverts	conventional	motifs	of	woman	 in	 the	mother-

child	relation.	She	does	this	both	in	order	to	challenge	the	idea	of	‘femininity	as	a	

pre-given	entity’	and	move	towards	the	depiction	of	woman	‘as	subject	of	her	own	

desire.’66	Kelly	writes:		

	

Post-Partum	Document	 is	 not	 simply	 about	 child	 development.	 It	 is	
an	effort	to	articulate	the	mother’s	fantasies,	her	desire,	her	stake	in	
that	 project	 called	 “motherhood.”	 In	 this	 sense,	 too,	 it	 is	 not	 a	
traditional	 narrative;	 a	 problem	 is	 continually	 posed	 but	 no	
resolution	 is	 reached.	 There	 is	 only	 a	 replay	 of	 moments	 of	
separation	 and	 loss,	 perhaps	 because	 desire	 has	 no	 end,	 resists	
normalization,	ignores	biology,	disperses	the	body.67	

	

Determining	the	body	to	be	‘problematic’	for	her	project,	Mary	Kelly’s	Post-Partum	

Document	 depicts	 woman	 as	 mother	 through	 a	 range	 of	 ‘transitional	 objects’:	

feeding	 charts;	 woollen	 baby	 vests;	 and	 text	 that	 records	 her	 and	 her	 son’s	

experiences	and	observations	in	a	range	of	voices	(those	of	‘the	mother,	child	and	

analytical	observer’).68		

	

Relying	as	Abramović	does	on	the	innate	logic	of	her	materials	and	their	meaning	

in	 relation	 to	 each	 other,	 Kelly’s	 work	 succeeds	 not	 only	 in	 surpassing	 the	

‘traditional	narrative’	but	in	giving	form	to	the	space	between	and	within	different	

subjects	who	in	the	end	encounter	each	other	along	what	may	best	be	described,	in	

the	 Irigarayan	 sense,	 as	 the	 horizontal	 plane	 of	 the	 sensible	 transcendental.69	In	

this	way,	Mary	Kelly’s	Post-Partum	Document,	and	Interim	(1984-89)	that	followed	

it,	expands	this	project’s	understanding	of	knowledge	in	divine	terms.	As	a	woman	

and	mother,	Kelly	examines	her	own	interiority	in	relation	to	an	other,	on	the	way	

not	only	 to	reapproaching	 the	 female	body,	but	also	 to	understanding,	being	and	

becoming	 herself.	 Following	 the	 logic	 of	 the	 earlier	 discussion	 of	 Irigaray’s	 la	

mystérique,	could	not	Kelly’s	re-entry	into	her	self	constitute	a	mystical	one,	even	if	

																																																								
66	Post-Partum	Document	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1983).	xxi.	
67	Ibid.	
68	"Mary	Kelly:	Post-Partum	Document,"		http://www.marykellyartist.com/post_partum_document.html.	
69	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	129.	
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the	journey	is	framed	in	psychoanalytical	rather	than	theological	terms?	Or	is	her	

analysis	political?	Can	it	be	both,	just	as	my	Triptych	means	to	be?	In	any	case,	and	

most	 importantly,	 Kelly	 avoids	 the	 prescriptions	 of	 existing	 symbols	 and	

semantics.	 In	 so	 doing,	 she	 also	 avoids	 conflating	 the	 woman’s	 voice	 with	 the	

child’s	and	instead,	is	able	to	preserve	each	one’s	uniqueness	via	an	artistic	process	

that	is	just	as	multiple	and	relational.		

	

The	symbolic	value	of	material	and	gold	 in	particular,	has	continued	to	dominate	

art-historical	 discourse	 in	 relation	 to	 religion	 and	 art,	 with	 critics	 promoting	

reductionist	questions	 that	attempt	 to	 interpret	 the	artist’s	 ‘message’,	even	 if	 the	

art	 itself	 is	presented	as	abstraction.	 	For	Christianity,	gold	understood	merely	in	

such	 terms	 has	 led	 to	 a	 conflation	 of	 different	 vocabularies	 and	 categories	 of	

theology,	spiritual	experience	and	religious	symbolism,	and	related	controversies	

around	 idolatry	 and	 the	 nature	 of	 divine	 representation.70 	Reinforced	 by	 art	

history	 and	 criticism,	 clichés	 and	 retrospective	 assumptions	 regarding	 the	

meaning	of	gold,	for	example,	have	elided	the	possibility	of	gold	being	understood	

as	 a	material,	 empty	 of	 innate	meaning	 and	 as	 such	 capable	 of	 reflecting	 a	 vast	

range	of	different	perceptions	and	ideas.	Zaunschirm	concludes:	

	

Since	 it	 does	 not	 depict	 or	 represent	 anything,	 because	 it	 is	 not	 a	
colour,	the	shiny	precious	metal	in	an	artwork	permits	an	immediate	
presence	of	perception.	Beyond	the	false	conception,	there	is	not	just	
room	 for	 imaginative	 projections	 here,	 but	 also	 for	 understanding	
and	appropriate	interpretations.71	

		

This	 analysis	 is	 close	 to	 articulating	 a	 medieval	 icon	 writer’s	 understanding	 of	

matter,	its	functional	complexity	and	effect.	The	materials	of	the	icon	made	space	

for	everything	and	nothing:	everything	that	the	devotee	brought	to	it	and	nothing	

but	the	divine	presence	of	God.	

	

																																																								
70	Zaunschirm’s	telling	of	a	2009	Easter	sermon	wherein	the	gold	ground	of	Veit	Koniger’s	Cemetary	Cross	of	1720	is	
interpreted	as	a	spaceless	void	that	overcomes	evil	and	death	through	the	body	of	the	crucified	Christ,	is	a	compelling	
example	of	this.	In	Zaunschirm,	"The	Invention	of	the	Gold	Ground."	21-22.	
71	Ibid.	24.	
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So,	 what	 is	 meant	 when	 I	 apply	 gold	 to	 an	 acrylic,	 bent-over	 body	 shape?	 The	

answer	must	likewise	be	everything	and	nothing.	The	gold	in	Triptych	may	call	to	

mind	 cultural	 connotations	 of	 divine	 presence	 and	 spiritual	 significance.	 It	 may	

also	simply	–	materially	–	do	the	work	of	reflecting	light,	the	effect	of	which	is	to	

draw	 the	eye’s	attention	 to	 the	 relationships	between	materials	 that	activate	 the	

work.		

	

Nevertheless,	I	proceed	carefully.	For,	in	an	art	practice	concerned	with	images	of	

divine	 love,	 the	 long	 iconoclastic	 histories	 of	 religion	 loom	 cautionary,	 urging	 a	

new	 approach	 that	 both	 values	 difference	 and	 identifies	 patterns	 in	 our	 human	

experience	and	expressions	of	love.	

	

	

	

Mary and the Function of the Icon  
	

	

The	work	of	Marie-José	Mondzain	describes	the	political	development	of	the	Early	

Church’s	 singularity	 of	 vision	 and	 recognises	 it	 as	 an	 era	 that	 continues	 to	 have	

influence	 on	 contemporary	 Western	 culture.	 Mondzain	 identifies	 the	 ‘image	

economy’	 that	enabled	the	Church	to	exercise	and	sustain	 temporal	and	spiritual	

authority	 and	 in	 turn,	 imperial	 power.	 In	 the	 Byzantine	 era,	 the	 currency	 of	 the	

icon	 allowed	 the	 Church	 to	 designate	 its	 own	 territory	 of	 rule	 over	 what	 was	

visible	(the	institution	and	its	orthodox	imagery	of	‘eikôn	tou	theou,	the	Son	who	is	

an	 image	 of	 God’)	 and	 what	 was	 invisible	 (God	 ‘himself’).72	The	 Church	 fathers	

understood	 the	power	of	 the	 image	and	 its	duality	–	 that	 it	 constitutes	 “the	best	

and	worst	 of	 things”,	 both	 the	 inescapable	 ‘freedom	 of	 the	 gaze’	 and	 the	 risk	 of	

idolatry.73	And	 so	 the	 icon	 was	 used	 to	 align	 vision	 with	 image	 –	 visible	 with	

invisible	 –	 under	 ecclesiastical	 rule,	 symbolically	 and	 economically	 enabling	 the	
																																																								
72	Mondzain,	"Iconic	Space	and	the	Rule	of	Lands."	58.	
73	Ibid.	74.	
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Church	to	occupy	space	within	the	purview	of	 its	spiritual	charter,	and	beyond	it	

into	 political	 territory.	 This	 double	 conflation	was	 the	 primary	 task	 of	 the	 icon,	

Mondzain	writes.	

	

The	icon	is	a	symbol:	which	is	to	say	that	in	the	economy	of	its	map	
of	 the	 occupation	 of	 space,	 it	 is	 also	 aimed	 at	 being	 a	map	 for	 the	
occupation	of	the	spirit.74	

	

The	Eastern	Orthodox	icons	of	the	Virgin	Mary,	particularly	the	Eleousa	(or	Virgin	

of	 Tenderness)	 type,	 demonstrate	 this.	Our	 Lady	 of	 Vladimir	 is	 a	 twelfth	 century	

Russian	example,	painted	in	tempera	on	a	wood	panel,	104	x	69	cm	in	size.75	In	this	

portrayal,	the	infant	nestles	into	the	body	of	his	mother,	their	cheeks	touching,	his	

right	arm	stretched	out	across	her	chest	and	his	left	arm	curving	around	the	back	

of	her	neck.	Mary	holds	her	child	with	both	arms.	Her	eyes	are	directed	outwards	

towards	the	viewer	while	the	infant	Jesus	looks	at	her.		This	example	of	the	Eleousa	

icon	 is	 a	 picture	 of	 relational	 intimacy	 and	 reciprocal	 love	 and	 compassion	 that	

symbolizes,	 beyond	 this	 historical	 mother-child	 relation,	 the	 closeness	 between	

God	and	humanity	that	the	Incarnation	enables.76	This	type	differs	from	the	earlier	

Hodegetria	type	from	which	the	Eleousa	is	derived.	In	the	earlier	image,	Mary	holds	

Jesus	 with	 her	 left	 arm	 while	 gesturing	 to	 him	 with	 her	 right,	 directing	 the	

attention	of	the	viewer	to	his	status	as	the	Christ	with	a	lesser	intimacy	than	that	

conveyed	in	the	Eleousa	type.77		

	

Such	icons	present	captivating	images	of	Mary’s	maternal	devotion	to	her	child	and	

the	 intimate	 physicality	 of	 their	 relation.	 However,	 beyond	 the	 doctrine	 they	

symbolise	and	promote,	 each	 iconic	model	may	also	be	understood	 to	endorse	a	

vision	of	woman	in	terms	of	a	masculine	divinity.	Mary	(and	all	women	after	her,	

for	she	is	positioned	as	the	ideal)	is	daughter-mother-wife	–	nothing	more	or	less	–	

																																																								
74	Ibid.	65.	
75	Constantinople	School	Unknown,	Theotokos	of	Vladimir	(Our	Lady	of	Vladimir)		early	12th	century,	tempera	on	wood	
panel,	104	x	69	cm,	Tret’yakov	Gallery,	Moscow.	https://www.tretyakovgallery.ru/en/collection/	
76	International	Marian	Research	Institute,	"All	About	Mary:	Eleousa:	Origin	and	Meaning,"	University	of	Daytona,	
https://udayton.edu/imri/mary/e/eleousa-origin-and-meaning.php.	
77	Department	of	Medieval	Art	and	The	Cloisters,	"The	Cult	of	the	Virgin	Mary	in	the	Middle	Ages,"	The	Metropolitan	Museum	
of	Art.	
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to	 God	 who	 is	 variously	 and	 simultaneously	 identified	 as	 her	 Father-Son-

Bridegroom. 78 	Marian	 icons	 were	 presented	 as	 authoritative	 visions	 that	

addressed	 a	 specific	 problem	presented	 by	 the	 Incarnation:	 the	 inextricable	 link	

between	the	Son	and	the	space	(khôra)	and	subjectivity	of	Mary’s	maternal	body.	

Mondzain	articulates	the	early	Church’s	problem	most	concisely:		

	

Thought	about	the	Son	is	thought	about	the	image,	thought	about	the	
image	 is	 thought	 about	 place	 and	 space	 (the	 icon),	 thought	 about	
space	is	thought	about	the	bodies	of	women	under	the	double	sign,	
already	 broached,	 of	 virginity	 and	 maternity.	 How	 will	 the	 iconic	
matrix	 become	 swollen	 with	 space	 over	 which	 to	 rule,	 and	 give	
expression	 to	 the	 full	power	of	an	 institution	 in	which	 real	women	
would	have	hardly	any	place,	because	their	strength	manifests	itself	
as	the	pure,	empty	substrate	of	a	power	they	do	not	share?79	

	

In	 an	 attempt	 to	 fix	 its	 incarnational	 theology	 and	 shore	 up	 its	 institutional	

authority,	 the	 Marian	 construct	 promulgated	 by	 the	 Church	 fathers	 designates	

Christ	as	human	by	virtue	of	his	mother	alone,	on	the	one	hand,	yet,	on	the	other,	

all	but	negates	Mary’s	own	humanity	by	making	her	an	empty	vessel:	pure,	virginal	

and	forever	defined	according	to	a	masculine	God	who	appropriates	her	body	for	

his	 loving	 and	 salvific	 purpose.	 In	 this	 way,	 as	 Julia	 Kristeva	 points	 out,	 Mary’s	

humanity	is	prescribed	according	to	‘the	three	feminine	functions	(daughter-wife-

mother)	 within	 a	 totality	 where	 they	 vanish	 as	 specific	 corporealities	 while	

retaining	 their	 psychological	 functions.	 Their	 bond	 makes	 up	 the	 basis	 of	

unchanging	 and	 timeless	 spirituality…’80	Mary’s	 subjecthood	 is	 denied	 by	 the	

economic	apparatus	of	the	icon	(to	refer	again	to	Mondzain)	that	presents	her	as	

an	object	of	divine	mediation	and	devotion.		

	

Returning	 to	 the	 studio,	 I	 establish	 the	 value	 of	 my	 Triptych	 by	 the	 small	 and	

simple	 fact	 that	 I	 made	 it,	 and	 that	 it	 also	 constitutes	 a	 reclamation	 of	 sorts,	

positioned	 as	 a	 vision	 of	 the	 invisible	 and	 occupying	 space	 alongside	 an	
																																																								
78	Julia	Kristeva’s	essay	“Stabat	Mater”	elaborates	on	what	she	describes	as	this	‘threefold	metamorphosis	of	a	woman	in	the	
tightest	parenthood	structure’	in	Julia	Kristeva,	The	Kristeva	Reader,	ed.	Toril	Moi	(New	York:	Columbia	Universtiy	Press,	
1986).	169.	
79	Mondzain,	"Iconic	Space	and	the	Rule	of	Lands."	66.	
80	Kristeva,	The	Kristeva	Reader.	169.	
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iconographic	tradition	of	‘image	operations’	that	forgot	about	me:	my	corporeality	

and	my	feminine	subjectivity.	In	the	process	of	locating	it	there,	I	assume	my	own	

authority,	 after	 Julian	of	Norwich,	 as	 a	 thinking	 speaking	 subject	with	 a	 capacity	

greater	 than	 that	 of	 the	 Church	 fathers	 to	 compose	 a	 theological	 and	 artistic	

response	to	Mary	and	what	it	means	to	be	a	woman	and	a	mother	in	relation	to	the	

divine.	 But	 the	 art	 practice	 continues	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 address	 the	 work’s	

‘emptiness’	 and	 rigidity,	 and	 avoid	 fixing	 the	 image	 and	 its	 theology	 like	 the	

Fathers	did.		

	

	

	

Re-imaging the Body of the Mother and the Divine 
	

	

Art	is	at	the	beginning	of	thinking.	Luce	Irigaray	writes:		

	

Whether	we	really	are	at	the	dawn	of	a	new	culture,	or	rather	in	an	
important	 cultural	 transition,	 art	 has	 a	 role	 to	 play	 in	 seeing	 us	
through	this	time.81		

	

Countering	the	closure	of	cultural	imaginary	that	an	‘image	economy’	(as	Mondzain	

describes	 it)	 has	 too	 often	 produced,	 Irigaray	 suggests	 that	 art	 –	 practised	 and	

engaged	 –	 can	 positively	 constitute	 a	 stage	 of	 expansion,	 opening	 new	historical	

and	personal	horizons	on	our	way	to	human	becoming.	One	of	the	earliest	pictures	

of	 Mary	 and	 her	 Christ-child,	 found	 in	 the	 Catacomb	 of	 Priscilla	 in	 Rome,	

demonstrates	this	most	acutely.82	Dating	back	to	the	first	part	of	the	third	century,	

this	 humble	 artwork	 was	 for	 the	 Christians	 of	 that	 time,	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	

thinking	about	what	it	meant	that	Jesus	was	born	in	the	usual	way	(of	the	body	of	a	

woman).	 Its	very	 inclusion	 in	 the	catacomb,	suggests	 that	 this	specific	event	was	

																																																								
81	Luce	Irigaray,	Prières	Quotidiennes:	Everyday	Prayers	(Paris:	Maisonneuve	&	Larose,	2004).	29.	
82	Unknown,	Madonna	with	the	Child	and	the	Prophet	Balaam,	3rd	century,	fresco,	40	x	27cm,	Rome.	
http://www.catacombepriscilla.com/visita_catacomba_en.html	



	 35 

understood	in	relation	to	human	life	and	death	more	generally.83	The	image	is	one	

of	holding	and	nurture	–	of	relation.	It	is	an	image	of	the	divine	that	preceded	and	

then	 overflowed	 the	 bounds	 of	 church	 dogma	 to	 be	 found	 in	 the	 everyday	 and	

originating	 action	 of	 the	maternal.	 As	 theologian	 Sarah	Coakley	describes	 it,	 this	

kind	 of	 aesthetic	 overflow	was	 not	 uncommon	 in	 early	 expressions	 of	 Christian	

theology.	 Representations	 of	 the	 Trinity,	 for	 example,	 were	 multiple	 and	

sometimes	 incongruous	 with	 the	 doctrine	 of	 the	 day,	 but	 as	 such	 indicate	 a	

‘symbolic	 excess’	 in	 the	 way	 that	 the	 Trinity	 was	 being	 imagined	 by	 early	

believers.84	The	Christian	art	of	 the	early	Medieval	period	(between	300-400	CE)	

reflected	 the	 diverse	 cultural	 inheritance	 of	 the	 time:	 for	 example,	 classical	

prototypes	 that	 figured	 the	 shepherd,	 the	 philosopher	 and	 the	 orant,	 were	

borrowed	 from	 existing	 Graeco-Roman	 imagery	 and	 infused	with	 new	meaning;	

‘neutral’	 motifs	 like	 birds	 and	 plants	 were	 also	 appropriated	 from	 existing	

naturalist	traditions;	and	early	narrative	scenes,	such	as	the	one	in	the	Catacomb	of	

Priscilla,	 followed	existing	 figurative	 tropes	common	to	ancient	Egyptian	art	 (e.g.	

of	 the	 goddess	 Isis	 breastfeeding	 Horus).85	While	 this	 proliferation	 of	 divine	

representation	 may	 demonstrate	 theologically	 the	 excess	 of	 the	 divine	 and	 a	

necessary	 turn	 to	 the	 imagination	 in	 order	 to	 describe	 the	 indescribable,86	it	

quickly	became	problematic	 for	 the	Church,	 leading	 to	 the	manoeuvre	described	

earlier	that	saw	the	institution	develop	as	an	‘empire	of	the	gaze,	and	of	vision’	–	an	

‘iconocracy’,	 according	 to	 Mondzain	 –	 sanctioning	 some	 images	 over	 others	 in	

order	to	prevent	heretical	doctrine.87			

	

One	 of	 the	 earliest	 known	 examples	 of	 image-making	 is	 in	 the	 Chauvet	 cave	 in	

France	and	dates	back	 to	32,000	BCE.	With	 reference	 to	 the	 cave’s	 ancient	hand	

stencil	 paintings,	 Mondzain	 imagines	 the	 gesture	 of	 art-making	 as	 an	 ‘image-

producing	operation’	that	enables	 ‘the	man	in	the	Chauvet	cave’	to	gaze	upon	his	

own	image	via	a	process	of	gesture	(that	puts	distance	between	the	man	and	the	
																																																								
83	Sandro	Carletti,	Guide	to	the	Catacombs	of	Priscilla	(Vatican	City:	Pontifical	Commission	for	Sacred	Archaeology,	2007).	
84	Sarah	Coakley,	God,	Sexuality	and	the	Self	(New	York:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2013).	196.					
85	Felicity	Harley,	"Christianity	and	the	Transformation	of	Classical	Art,"	in	A	Companion	to	Late	Antiquity,	ed.	Philip	
Rousseau	(Oxford:	Wiley-Blackwell,	2009).	
86	Coakley,	God,	Sexuality	and	the	Self.	
87	Mondzain,	"Iconic	Space	and	the	Rule	of	Lands."	59.	
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wall),	 breath	 (that	 inscribes	 the	 image	 in	 pigment)	 and	 revelation	 (that	 comes	

when	 the	 man	 removes	 his	 hand	 and	 sees	 his	 image).88	It	 is	 a	 movement	 of	

thinking,	 according	 to	 Irigaray’s	 logic.	Human	hands	make	 the	 image	 in	 this	 era,	

sharply	 contrasting	 the	 epoch	 of	 the	 Church	 where	 images	 were	 ‘unmade	 by	

human	hands	to	guarantee	God’s	iconic	privileges’.89	The	return	to	one’s	own	hand,	

own	 body,	 is	 a	 necessary	 return	 in	 redressing	 a	 symbolic	 order	 that	 appears	

lacking	 in	 Christianity	 and	 Western	 culture	 generally.	 Specifically,	 a	 return	 to	

imagery	of	 the	mother	–	however	realistic	or	symbolic	 in	 its	material	 form	–	not	

only	 begins	 to	 remember	 the	maternal	 relation	 long	denied,	 but	 offers	 us	 a	way	

into	 the	 self	 and	 our	 origins	 in/with	 an	 other,	 as	 a	 process	 for	 imagining	 a	 new	

culture	and	a	reinvigorated	sense	of	divine	being	and	love.		

	

Philosophically,	my	way	into	the	self	and	the	divine	is	contingent	on	my	relation	to	

the	other	in	difference,	where	the	other	is	allowed	to	remain	‘other’	without	being	

appropriated	by	me.	 Such	a	 return	 is	not	 straightforward	 in	a	 culture	 shaped	by	

patriarchy,	 the	 legacy	 of	which	 includes	 a	 separation	of	 soul	 and	body	 and	 their	

relegation	to	man	and	woman	respectively.	According	to	Irigaray,	this	legacy	also	

forgets	the	 ‘maternal	mystery	of	the	sharing	of	 life	and	of	breathing’	and	as	such,	

fails	 to	comprehend	our	whole	humanity.90	We	know	historically	and	 in	our	own	

time	 that	 this	 has	 been	 characterized	 by	 behaviours	 of	 dominance	 but	 also,	 as	

Irigaray	 identifies,	 by	 a	 taboo	 on	 spirituality.91	The	 effect	 of	 all	 this	 is	 that	 our	

journey	of	spiritual	becoming	is	stifled.	What	is	needed,	she	argues,	is	recognition	

of	sexuate	difference	–	of	woman	and	man	as	real	human	subjects,	different	from	

each	 other	 and	 capable	 of	 embodying	 diverse	 spiritual	 qualities.92	Just	 as	 God,	 a	

																																																								
88	"What	Does	Seeing	an	Image	Mean?."	313-314.	
89	Ibid.	314.	
90	Luce	Irigaray.	"Beyond	Totem	and	Idol,	the	Sexuate	Other."	Continental	Philosophy	Review	40,	no.	4	(12	July	2007):	353-
64.	357.	
91	British	theologian,	Tina	Beattie	writes:	‘The	Reformation	and	its	aftermath	saw	a	widespread	transformation	in	attitudes	
towards	the	maternal	body	and	the	material	world,	which	has	significance	not	only	for	the	role	and	representation	of	
women,	but	for	the	Christian	understanding	of	the	relationship	between	nature,	humanity	and	God.’	In	Tina	Beattie,	
"Redeeming	Mary:	The	Potential	of	Marian	Symbolism	for	Feminist	Philosophy	of	Religion,"	in	Feminist	Philosophy	of	
Religion:	Critical	Readings,	ed.	P.	S.	Anderson	and	B.	Clack	(London:	Routlegde,	2004).	111.	
92	It	is	important	to	note	here	that	while	Irigaray’s	project	concerns	the	relation	between	woman	and	man	because	of	the	
historical	nature	of	this	relation	and	its	effect	on	culture,	this	does	not	exclude	those	who	identify	as	neither	woman	nor	
man.	Irigaray	in	fact	contends	that	the	individuation	of	every	human	being	is	sexuate,	however	they	identify	themselves	on	
the	spectrum	of	gender,	and	that	gender	itself	needn’t	be	prescribed	by	the	female-male	binary.	In	the	prologue	of	Vegetal	
Being,	Irigaray	insists	that	sexuate	difference	exceeds	the	physicality	of	bodies	and	presupposes	a	transcendental	reality	
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Wholly	Other,	 is	 (philosophically	and	 theologically)	vertically	 transcendent	 to	us,	

so	 the	human	other	must	be	understood	 to	be	horizontally	 transcendent	–	he	or	

she	cannot	be	fully	known	by	me	because	of	difference;	he	or	she	is	irreducible	and	

transcendent	to	me	by	no	qualification	but	difference.93		

	

In	‘Beyond	Totem	and	Idol’,	Irigaray	argues	further	that	our	cultivation	of	sexuate	

energy	(coming	from	difference	rather	than	simply	the	act	of	sex	itself)	has	to	be	a	

primary	task	in	our	journey	of	spiritual	becoming.	Without	it,	we	risk	making	idols	

of	each	other	–	cast	as	sacred	and	superior	(thus	demanding	some	kind	of	worship	

response)	 or	 entirely	 imperfect	 and	 forbidden	 (thus	 requiring	 utter	 denial	 and	

rejection).		

	

	

Totems and idols 
	

As	Mondzain	and	others	have	concisely	demonstrated,	humans	have	a	long	history	

of	 making	 visual	 representations	 of	 that	 which	 is	 known,	 idealised	 or	 desired,	

attempting	 to	 signify	 revelation	 and	 thought,	 or	 even	 ‘the	 Divine’	 itself.	 The	

problem	Irigaray	identifies	for	a	contemporary	audience	(a	problem	not	new	in	the	

age-old	contestations	of	 religious	art)	occurs	when	such	 representations	become	

totems	or	idols,	effectively	locking	up	the	divinity	they	mean	to	represent.		

	

In	totemic	cultures,	the	strength	or	fragility	of	a	living	being	depends	on	the	totem	

or,	 perhaps	 more	 specifically,	 is	 contained	 by	 it.	 While	 the	 individual	 cannot	

contain	 the	 self	 or	 his	 or	 her	 own	 (sexuate)	 energy	 –	 only	 the	 totem	 observed,	

revered	and	allowed	to	remain	intact,	can	preserve	and	protect	the	uniqueness	of	

each	one,	and	each	one’s	belonging	to	the	clan	–,	 individuality	is	safeguarded	and	

difference	continuously	valued	by	rules	requiring	sexual	relation	beyond	the	ties	of	

																																																																																																																																																																		
‘through	the	respect	for	the	irreducible	difference	between	two	subjects	who	do	not	partake	in	the	same	sexuate	identity’.	
That	every	human	being	is	sexuate	and,	therefore,	that	every	one	is	different,	is	key	to	Irigaray’s	ethical	project.	In	Luce	
Irigaray	and	Michael	Marder,	Through	Vegetal	Being:	Two	Philosophical	Perspectives	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	
2016).	5.	
93	Irigaray,	"Beyond	Totem	and	Idol,	the	Sexuate	Other."	
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blood	and	clan.		

	

Patriarchal	 cultures,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 have	 ‘cancelled	 the	 preservation	 of	

difference	ensured	in	totemic	cultures’.94		Difference	is	 identified	only	in	terms	of	

physiology,	rather	than	also	in	terms	of	uniqueness.	Sex	and	marriage	have	often,	

historically,	been	exclusively	between	men	and	women	of	the	same	culture	and	the	

same	 religion.	 In	 order	 to	 assuage	 his	 ambition	 of	 divine	 illumination,	 man	 has	

sustained	the	right	and	strength	of	mind	and	spirit,	while	separating	himself	from	

the	body,	whose	 imputed	weakness	and	 impulsivity	he	 then	relegates	 to	woman.	

The	 value	 of	 the	 feminine	 other	 and	 the	 integrity	 of	 belonging	 together	 even	 in	

difference	 is	 lost	and,	perhaps	worse,	 ignored	 in	 favour	of	a	culture	 in	which	 the	

other	is	counted	as	an	idol	of	desire	to	be	resisted	and	dismantled	or	forever	cast	

as	an	icon,	pure	and	emptied	of	herself.		

	

	

The necessity of word and ‘loving breath’ in human becoming 
	

In	 each	 case,	 whether	 totemic	 or	 patriarchal,	 such	 fixed	 images	 can	 halt	 our	

spiritual	development	and	close	us	off	to	the	difference	and	transcendence	of	the	

other.	 Irigaray	encourages	us	 to	 look	again	at	 the	 life	of	 Jesus	as	a	 story	of	great	

significance	 to	 our	 Western	 conceptions	 of	 human	 becoming	 and	 subsequent	

sharing	of	the	world.	Irigaray	posits	Christ	as	one	who	mysteriously	connects	two	

disparate	cultures.	She	writes:	

	

Christ	 seems	 to	 be,	 to	 some	 extent,	 a	 bridge	 between	 totemic	
cultures	and	patriarchal	cultures,	the	cultures	of	life	and	the	cultures	
of	 the	 mind,	 confused	 by	 the	 patriarchy	 with	 the	 Word.	 Christ	
represents	 in	 some	 way	 a	 human	 totem,	 but	 a	 totem	 crucified	
between	 life	 and	 the	Word	 in	which	 a	 cultivation	 of	 desire	 and	 of	
loving	 breath	 is	 missing,	 at	 least	 according	 to	 the	 testimonies	 we	
have	at	our	disposal.95	

	

																																																								
94	Ibid.	361.	
95	Ibid.	362.	
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Irigaray’s	perspective	 is	useful	here,	not	only	 for	 its	philosophical	value,	but	also	

because	her	tentativeness	in	relation	to	mainstream	Christianity	is	symptomatic	of	

the	cultural	shift	that	has	shaped	what	some	have	termed	this	post-Christian	era,	

and	 because	 it	 represents	 a	 thoughtful	 and	persistent	 interest	 in	 the	question	of	

our	 ‘human	becoming’	which	she	describes	as	a	spiritual	 task,	and	one	that	must	

necessarily	be	informed	by	the	event	of	the	Incarnation.	

	

As	 ‘God	 Incarnate’	 so-called,	Christ	 challenges	patriarchal	 assumptions	about	 the	

body.	 And	 as	 the	 One	 who,	 according	 to	 the	 Biblical	 story,	 defies	 death	 with	

resurrection	 (an	 event	 written	 in	 the	 prophetic	 literature	 that	 preceded	 his	

historical	 appearance,	 and	 one	 that	 can	 be	 imagined	 as	 God’s	 own	 ultimate	 and	

reviving	‘loving	breath’)	Christ	goes	beyond	totemic	expectations	of	the	spirit.	He	

embodies	 life	 and	 word	 most	 fully,	 humanity	 and	 divinity	 entirely,	 his	 own	

subjectivity	at	 the	 same	 time	opening	up	 (at	 least,	 in	 the	 cultural	 imaginary)	 the	

possibility	 for	 each	 person	 to	 realise	 life	 more	 fully.96	Theologian	 Dorothy	 Lee	

locates	 this	 theme	 inside	 the	maternal	symbolic	of	 the	Fourth	Gospel,	 identifying	

Mary	the	mother	of	Jesus	as	the	mother	of	the	community	of	believers,	rearing	the	

church	 alongside	 ‘Jesus	 and	 the	 Paraclete	 by	 restoring	 and	 nurturing	 the	 divine	

image	through	birth	and	lactation.’97		

	

For	her	part,	what	Irigaray	is	able	to	return	to	and	distil	from	a	tradition	that	has	

arguably	shifted	far	from	the	event	of	the	Incarnation	over	time,	is	this:	

	

Now,	what	Jesus	presents	to	us	as	the	mirror	of	God	is	the	absolute	
necessity	of	love	in	a	human	becoming,	in	a	divine	becoming.98		

	

She	continues	with	a	personal	account	of	her	return	to	the	tradition,	upon	which	

the	reality	of	her	feminine	subjectivity	radically	opens	up	a	new	relation	with	the	

person	of	Jesus	and	subsequently	reformulates	a	theological	understanding	of	the	
																																																								
96	Life	is	a	consistent	theme	in	the	teachings	of	Jesus,	and	one	central	in	the	Johannine	account:	‘I	came	that	they	may	have	
life,	and	have	it	abundantly.’	John	10:10	in	The	Holy	Bible.	100.	
97	Dorothy	Lee,	Flesh	and	Glory:	Symbolism,	Gender	and	Theology	in	the	Gospel	of	John	(New	York:	The	Crossroad	Publishing	
Company,	2002).	165.	
98	Irigaray,	Luce	Irigaray:	Key	Writings.	150.	
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Incarnation:	

	

This	revelation	of	a	 Jesus	whose	 incarnation	 is	 the	path	 for	a	more	
fulfilled	 human	 becoming	 speaks	 to	 me,	 invites	 me	 to	 progress	
towards	a	more	accomplished	feminine	identity.	
	
First	of	all,	 this	means	not	 considering	myself	as	purely	body,	with	
only	 a	 natural	 capacity	 for	 engendering	 children,	 more	 or	 less	
spiritual,	depending	on	whether	the	seed	of	the	father	is	this	or	that.	
Putting	myself	in	search	of	my	word,	my	words,	seems	to	be	the	first	
fidelity	to	a	theology	of	incarnation.99	

	

If	we	 are	 to	 ethically	 cultivate	 a	 theology	 of	 incarnation	 and	 love,	we	must	 first	

‘discover	our	spiritual	path’	according	to	our	sexuate	identity.100		

	

	

Virginal space and the inexhaustible image of God 
	

Word	 and	 flesh	 are	 inextricably	 linked.101	Theologically,	 philosophically	 and	 in	

symbolic	 terms,	 the	 body	 is	 understood	 as	 revelation	 and	 agent	 of	 divine	 love.		

Indeed,	 the	 Incarnation	 is	 as	 Irigaray	 contends,	 more	 than	 mere	 symbol	 or	

theological	construct.	 In	her	conversation	entitled,	 ‘A	 feminine	figure	 in	Christian	

tradition’,	she	writes:		

	

It	rather	alludes	to	an	event	of	our	history	about	which	we	have	texts	
and	other	traces.	Interpretation	and	faithfulness	regarding	this	event	
is	incumbent	on	everyone.	One	could	say	the	same	about	the	Blessed	
Virgin	Mary	as	mother	of	a	divine	son,	even	 if	 the	 interpretation	of	
her	virginity	provokes	questions.102		

																																																								
99	Ibid.	151.	
100	Ibid.	152.	
101	The	body	is	central	to	Christian	narrative,	spirituality	and	sacrament:	‘God	Incarnate’,	born	of	a	virgin’s	womb;	church	as	
body	with	many	parts;	loving	God	and	neighbour	with	the	whole	self:	heart,	soul,	mind,	strength;	and	of	course	the	Eucharist.	
Several	key	biblical	texts	are	noteworthy	here:	Luke	1:26-38,	where	Jesus’s	birth	is	foretold	to	Mary;	John	1:1-18,	where	
Jesus	is	named	‘the	Word’	who	was	‘with	God’	and	‘was	God’	‘in	the	beginning’	(1:1)	and	who	‘became	flesh	and	lived	among	
us’	(1:14);	1	Corinthians	12:12-31	and	Ephesians	4:4,12	in	which	the	Christian	church	is	referred	to	as	‘the	body	of	Christ’;	
Mark	12:29-31	where	Jesus	himself	pronounces	love	(of	God,	neighbour	and	self)	as	the	first	and	greatest	commandment.	
Through	the	lens	of	a	feminist	theology,	the	Gospel	of	John	in	particular	reveals	spirituality	as	‘…fleshly,	carnal,	grounded,	
communicating	the	other	world	through	the	medium	of	this	world:	through	the	senses	and	the	imagination,	through	body	as	
well	as	soul’	in	Dorothy	Lee,	Hallowed	in	Truth	and	Love:	Spirituality	in	the	Johannine	Literature	(Eugene:	Wipf	&	Stock,	
2012).	192.	
102	Luce	Irigaray,	"A	Feminine	Figure	in	Christian	Tradition:	Conversation	with	Luce	Irigaray,	Margaret	R.	Miles	and	Laine	M.	
Harrington,"	in	Conversations,	ed.	Luce	Irigaray	(London:	Continuum,	2008).	102.	
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In	a	study	of	images	of	the	body	of	the	mother,	Mary	is	a	key	subject	and	one	who,	

like	Christ,	demonstrates	a	faithfulness	to	her	own	flesh	and	also	to	her	own	word.	

While	 domestic	 codes	 in	 New	 Testament	 times	 maintained	 that	 a	 woman	 was	

subject	 to	 her	 husband’s	 authority,103	here,	 Mary	 –	 at	 this	 point,	 unmarried	 –	

submits	herself	solely	to	the	power	of	God.104	She	subverts	the	patriarchal	order	of	

the	prevailing	culture	from	the	start.	Philosophically	then,	her	virginity	implies	not	

only	the	intactness	of	her	hymen	but	also	her	own	spiritual	interiority.	She	is	more	

than	 just	 ‘mother’,	 however	 that	 role	 is	 rendered	 in	 natural	 or	 theologically	

symbolic	terms.	In	Key	Writings,	Irigaray	elaborates:	

	

Virgin	and	mother	therefore	mean:	capable	of	a	relationship	with	the	
other,	 in	particular	with	the	other	gender,	respecting	the	other	and	
oneself.	Virgin	and	mother	could	correspond	to	a	 female	becoming,	
on	a	condition	that	these	words	are	understood	in	the	spiritual	not	
just	in	the	material-natural	sense.	It	is	with	her	‘virgin’	soul,	as	much	
as	if	not	more	than	with	her	body,	that	Mary	gives	birth	to	Jesus.	The	
figure	 that	 she	 can	 represent	 for	 us	 is	 that	 of	 a	woman	who	 stays	
faithful	 to	 herself	 in	 love,	 in	 generation.	 In	 this,	 Mary’s	 virginity	
surpasses,	in	divine	dignity,	motherhood.105	

	

The	catacomb	icon	conveys	the	love	between	Mary	and	Jesus,	but	also	when	‘read’	

in	the	context	of	the	story,	something	of	the	difference	that	each	embodied	and	the	

different	 ways	 they	 remained	 faithful	 –	 ‘virginal’	 –	 to	 the	 self.106	Other	 later	

renderings	of	the	same	subject	similarly	depict	Mary	holding	her	Christ	Child,	the	

boundary	 of	 her	 body	 marking	 the	 beginning	 of	 what	 may	 be	 identified	 in	

Irigarayan	terms	as	‘the	interval’,	a	space	made	for	and	with	that	which	is	other	to	

her,	 an	 Other	 who	 as	 God	 Incarnate	 is	 most	 essentially	 irreducible	 to	 her	 as,	

logically,	she	is	to	him	given	the	difference	of	their	sex.		

																																																								
103	Lee,	Flesh	and	Glory:	Symbolism,	Gender	and	Theology	in	the	Gospel	of	John.	
104	Mary’s	response	to	the	angel	who	comes	to	her,	announcing	God’s	plan,	indicates	her	agency	in	it.	She	says:	‘Here	am	I,	the	
servant	of	the	Lord;	let	it	be	with	me	according	to	your	word.’	(Luke	1:38)		
105	Irigaray,	Luce	Irigaray:	Key	Writings.	152.	
106	The	nature	of	Mary’s	response	to	the	angel	Gabriel	who	announces	God’s	favour	and	plan	for	her,	indicates	her	consent	
and	preparedness	to	participate	according	to	her	own	desire	and	will.	After	gaining	further	details	regarding	her	
involvement,	she	responds,	‘Here	am	I,	the	servant	of	the	Lord;	let	it	be	with	me	according	to	your	word.’	(Luke	1:38)	Later	
in	the	same	Gospel,	the	account	of	Jesus	praying	on	the	Mount	of	Olives	the	night	before	his	death	indicates	Jesus’s	
faithfulness	to	his	own	desire	and	will	(which	is,	ontologically,	human	and	Divine).	He	prays:	‘Father,	if	you	are	willing,	
remove	this	cup	from	me;	yet,	not	my	will	but	yours	be	done.’	(Luke	22:42)	In	each	case,	the	spiritual	response	to	God	and	
the	other/s	involved	in	God’s	plan,	implies	agency	rather	than	passivity	and	as	such,	a	faithfulness	to	the	self.	
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Depictions	of	the	mother-child	relation	between	Jesus	and	Mary	first	represented	

something	particular	and	recognisable	to	common	experience.	They	did	not	aim	to	

show	what	the	divine	‘looks	like’.	Instead,	they	indicated	pictorially	that	which	was	

understood	 theoretically	 and	 practically	 about	 the	 divine	 in	 relation	 to	 the	

spiritual	life.107	In	terms	of	my	own	art	practice,	the	iconographic	rendering	of	an	

image	represents	a	‘borderland’	–	a	transitional,	in-between	place	where	the	world	

as	we	know	it	 is	opened	up	 ‘to	the	 ‘energy’	of	 the	other	at	work	 in	what	 is	being	

shown’.108	It	 is	 offered	 as	 a	 portal	 into	 the	 sensible	 transcendental	 –	 a	 way	 of	

knowing	 the	 divine	 through	 the	 fleshly	 being	 and	 sensing	 of	 the	 body.	 Anglican	

bishop,	 theologian	and	poet,	Rowan	Williams,	suggests	 that	such	a	rendering	can	

transport	 us	 into	 new	 places	 and	 new	 ways	 of	 seeing.	 It	 portrays	 our	 ‘bodily	

realities’	in	relation	to	divine	action.	Like	the	orthodox	icon	in	its	symbolic	use	of	

colour,	 its	dimensionality,	 scale	and	 replicability,	 the	 contemporary	 iconographic	

image	can	 similarly	 (and	positively)	 function	as	an	 imaginative	pattern	of	 seeing	

that	 illuminates	 the	 conditions,	 desires	 and	 ambitions	 of	 our	 common	 life.109	

Always	rooted	 in	 the	 ‘depth	of	 flesh’	 that	comes	 from	our	shared	and	 interactive	

human	 experience,	 it	 is	 a	 provisional	 ‘signpost	 along	 the	 way’. 110 	No	 single	

representation	 can	 be	 complete	 or	 exhaustive.	 This	 is	 in	 keeping	 with	 Irigaray	

according	to	whom	‘the	representation	or	figuration	of	the	divine	ought	always	to	

remain	 an	 aid	 in	 a	 journey,	 without	 ever	 being	 assimilated	 to	 its	

accomplishment.’ 111 	Following	 this	 logic,	 iconographic	 contemporary	 art	 can	

maintain	 space	 for	 difference	 and	 for	 the	 imaginative	 pattern	 of	 seeing	 that	 an	

other	brings.	 In	this	way,	my	imaging	of	God	–	who,	as	 Johnson	emphasises,	 is	 in	

essence	 transcendent	 and	 ‘beyond	 all	 imaging’	 –	 exceeds	 any	 political	 agenda	 of	

the	Church	and	remains	potentially	useful	in	our	conceptualisation	of	the	divine.112		

	

																																																								
107	Rowan	Williams,	Lost	Icons:	Reflections	on	Cultural	Bereavement	(Edinburgh:	T&T	Clark	Ltd,	2000).	1.	
108	Ponder	These	Things:	Praying	with	Icons	of	the	Virgin.	xv.	
109	Lost	Icons:	Reflections	on	Cultural	Bereavement.	
110	Luce	Irigaray.	"To	Paint	the	Invisible."	Continental	Philosophy	Review	37,	no.	4	(2004/12/01	2004):	389-405.;	"Beyond	
Totem	and	Idol,	the	Sexuate	Other."	Ibid.40	(12	July	2007):	353-64.	354.	
111	"Beyond	Totem	and	Idol,	the	Sexuate	Other."	354.	
112	Johnson,	"The	Incomprehensibility	of	God	and	the	Image	of	God	Male	and	Female."	
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Performing the Icon  and Other Works of Art 
	

	

It	 seemed	 to	 me,	 therefore,	 that	 a	 single	 artwork	 of	 a	 single	 posture	 was	

inadequate.	 Like	 the	 icons	 written	 and	 repeated	 through	 history,	 and	 given	 the	

legacy	of	 this	economy,	a	proliferation	of	pictures	of	 the	mother’s	body	 in	action	

was	 needed	 to	 uncover	 and	 express	 something	 true,	 according	 to	me,	 about	 the	

breadth	of	divine	love	and	our	embodied	potential	for	human	becoming.		

	

Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(2015)	(Figures	2-5)	was	inspired	

by	 the	 multiple	 quality	 of	 Trisha	 Brown’s	 Roof	 Piece	 (1971,	 and	 recreated	 in	

2011).113 	In	 Brown’s	 work,	 dancers	 performed	 a	 series	 of	 movements	 while	

positioned	on	various	rooftops	within	a	ten-block	area	of	New	York	City.	Dressed	

in	 red,	 each	 dancer	mimicked	 the	movement	 of	 another	 until	 the	 choreography	

encircled	 the	 area.	 Roof	 Piece	 calls	 to	 mind	 the	 themes	 of	 my	 own	 project,	

particularly	the	moving,	multiple	nature	of	the	body	and	the	dramatic,	enveloping	

potential	of	gesture.	Like	Roof	Piece	that	was	made	to	be	performed	in	a	range	of	

non-traditional	settings,	Performing	the	Icon	sought	to	investigate	the	versatility	of	

contemporary	images	that	represent	the	various	movements	of	the	maternal	body.	

This	series	of	twelve	collages,	each	depicting	a	single,	gesturing	figure	on	a	blank	

white	 background,	 resembles	 a	 kind	 of	 choreographic	 notation:	 a	 sequence	 of	

imaged	gestures	that	can	be	mimicked,	repeated	and	reordered	to	create	endless	

iterations	 of	 the	 subject.	 As	 such,	 they	 move	 beyond	 their	 domestic	 origins,	

adapting	 in	 ways	 that	 make	 them	 performatively	 and	 symbolically	 useful	 in	

different	 contexts	 –	 the	 liturgical	 space	 of	 the	 cathedral,	 for	 example,	 or	 the	

cultural	 institution	 of	 the	 gallery	 –	 where	 they	 might	 interrupt	 and	 expand	

conceptions	of	the	body,	the	woman,	the	mother	and	the	divine.		

	

																																																								
113	Trisha	Brown,	Roof	Piece,	1971,	live	dance	performance,	approx.	30	mins,	53	Wooster	Street	to	381	Lafayette,	New	York.	
https://www.trishabrowncompany.org/?page=view&nr=1206	
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In	 her	 reading	 of	 Emmanuel	 Levinas’	 Totality	 and	 Infinity,	 Irigaray	 extends	 the	

notion	of	 the	 face	as	 the	 site	of	 revelation	of	 the	other’s	 ‘living	presence’.	Where	

Levinas	 identifies	 the	 face	whose	 revelation	 in	 speech	 transcends	 contemplation	

and	practice,	Irigaray	proposes	that	it	is	instead	the	whole	(sexuate)	body,	given	by	

‘the	touch	of	the	caress’,	that	not	only	recognises	the	other	as	other	(and	therefore	

transcendent)	but	also	returns	the	body	of	the	self		‘back	to	itself	in	the	gesture	of	

love’.	The	gesture	both	precedes	and	exceeds	speech.	114		

	

In	Performing	the	Icon,	even	in	the	absence	of	the	other’s	body,	the	gesture	of	the	

woman’s	body	signals	the	touch	between	the	two.	In	contrast	to	the	Eleousa	 icon,	

this	 image	 of	 relation	 succeeds	 without	 the	 clear	 expression	 of	 the	 face.	 The	

moving	body	is	a	face	–	an	irreducible	expression	of	living	presence	that	resists	the	

fixative	 effect	 of	 any	 icon-like	 form.	 The	 whole	 body	 of	 the	 woman	 as	 mother	

constitutes	an	epiphany,	a	revelation	of	love.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
114	See	Irigaray’s	chapter,	‘The	Fecundity	of	the	Caress’	in	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	185-217	and	Emmanuel	
Levinas,	Totality	and	Infinity	(The	Hague:	Martinus	Nijhoff	Publishers,	1979).	185-219	and	256-266.	
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Figure	 2	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
10),	2015,	paper	collage,	each	30	x	42cm.	
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Figure	 3	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
9),	2015.	
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Figure	 4	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
11),	2015.	
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Figure	 5	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Performing	 the	 Icon	 (Choreographic	 Notes	 1-12)	
(installation	view),	paper	collage,	each	30	x	42cm,	VCA	Artspace,	Melbourne.	
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In	its	expression,	or	face,	according	to	Levinas,	the	other	cannot	be	summarised	or	

contained	 by	 an	 image.115 	Indeed,	 as	 he	 articulates,	 ‘transcendence	 precisely	

refuses	 totality’,	making	every	picture	of	 it	 exhausted	and	 inadequate.116	Irigaray	

agrees	 when	 she	 perceives	 the	 loss	 of	 mobility	 and	 ‘perpetual	 unfolding	 and	

becoming	of	 the	 living	being’	when	 the	 ‘face’	 is	 fixed	 in	 an	 image.117	She	urges	 a	

return	to	the	first	sense	of	touch:	

	

The	face,	or	at	least	a	certain	conception,	idea,	or	representation	of	it,	
can	be	 swallowed	up	 in	 the	act	of	 love.	A	new	birth,	which	undoes	
and	 remakes	 contemplation	 by	 returning	 to	 the	 source	 of	 all	 the	
senses	 –	 the	 sense	 of	 touch.	 There	 is	 no	 longer	 any	 image	 there,	
except	for	that	of	letting	go	and	giving	of	self.118	

	

In	its	allusion	to	dance,	Performing	the	Icon	may	accordingly	be	framed	as	an	image	

of	the	maternal	body	that	unmakes	itself	in	the	moment	of	seeing	by	giving	way	to	

sensations	 of	movement	 and	 touch.	More	 than	 a	 sensation	 felt	 externally,	 at	 the	

surface	 of	 skin,	 the	 touch	 described	 here	 urges	 a	 return	 to	 one’s	 long-forgotten	

origins	 in	 the	body	of	 the	mother.	By	depicting	only	her	body	–	 the	woman	as	 a	

single	subject	–	the	work	reimagines	a	relation	beyond	mere	duality:	a	lovers’	love	

that	 is	 not	 solitary	 but	 permeates	 boundaries	 and	 membranes	 to	 constitute	 a	

communion	 (cultivated	by	 space	 and	breath)	between	 two.	The	 image,	which	by	

now	exceeds	the	originary	mother-child	dyad,	suggests	a	multiple	relation:	two	are	

‘at	 least	 three,	each	of	which	 is	 irreducible	 to	any	of	 the	others:	you,	me	and	our	

creation,	that	ecstasy	of	ourself	in	us…	prior	to	any	‘child’.’119	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
115	Totality	and	Infinity.	297.	
116	Ibid.	293.	
117	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	192.	
118	Ibid.		
119	"Questions	to	Emmanuel	Levinas:	On	the	Divinity	of	Love,"	in	Re-Reading	Levinas,	ed.	Robert	Bernasconi	and	Simon	
Critchley	(London:	The	Athlone	Press,	1991).	
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Light, Silence and the Sounding of Breath 
	

	

If	light	is	the	work	in	Triptych,	then	the	body	–	my	physical	being	with	which	I	love	

and	think	–	 is	 the	work	in	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12).	In	any	

case,	whether	by	light	or	movement,	the	effect	of	the	artwork	is	to	draw	the	energy	

of	 artist	 and	 viewer	 together	 into	 an	 act	 of	 collaboration	 of	 meaning,	

understanding	 and	 love.	What	 follows	 is	 a	proliferation	of	 the	divine	 image	as	 it	

springs	out	from	the	generative	nature	of	the	body	in	relation	to	an	other.	

	

In	 these	 works,	 as	 in	 the	 anchoress’s	 mystical	 encounter,	 language	 is	 rendered	

dumb;	it	cannot	yet	speak	or	be	spoken.	The	cut,	clear	acrylic	material	of	Triptych	

quietly	and	patiently	awaits	 the	activation	of	 light.	And	 in	 its	evocation	 to	dance,	

where	words	are	impoverished	and	find	no	place,	and	where	all	that	can	be	read	or	

sounded	is	deep	breath	and	body,	Performing	the	Icon	inspires	a	meditative	silence	

where	 the	 other	 ‘remains	 palpable’	 despite	 the	 absence	 of	 visible	 flesh	 –	 as	 in	 a	

memory	or	a	season	of	lament.120	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
																																																								
120	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	192.	
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Chapter 2  |  Lament 
	

	

	

	

	

An	absence	induced	by	a	forgetting	of	the	body,	specifically	a	forgetting	of	the	body	

of	the	sexuate	other,	constitutes	a	tragedy	of	sorts	–	a	closure,	a	death.	As	Irigaray	

conveys	 in	 her	 empathetic	 reading	 of	 Antigone,	 such	 a	 forgetting	 conveys	

indifference,	 rendering	 the	 other	 neutral	 with	 respect	 to	 their	 being	 and	

belonging.121	And	the	tragedy	stems	from	more	than	an	other’s	absence.	It	comes	

most	acutely,	as	Irigaray	describes,	with	the	concomitant	realisation	that	our	own	

sexuate	belonging	and	the	truth	that	emerges	from	it,	is	embodied	alone.122		

	

According	 to	 Irigaray’s	 reading	of	 the	myth,	Antigone’s	will	 and	action	 to	mourn	

and	bury	her	dead	brother,	Polyneices,	elucidate	her	respect	for	life	–	his	and	her	

own	–	in	respect	to	sexuate	difference.	In	defiance	of	the	‘law’	of	the	king	–	one	of	

sameness,	 neutrality	 and	 death	 –	 she	 acts	 instead	 in	 accordance	 with	 a	 ‘divine	

order’	 (as	 such,	 above	 the	 law)	 that	 at	 once	 preserves	 human	 difference	 and	

safeguards	desire,	love	and	life.	Antigone’s	conviction	to	act	in	this	way	resembles,	

I	 suggest,	 lament:	 mourning	 and	 spiritual	 protest	 combined	 and	 completely	

embodied,	resisting	the	fixtures	of	law	and	language	in	order	to,	at	some	moment	

or	 eventually,	 express	 her	 truth;	 her	 jouissance.	 This	 is	 a	 protest	 voiced	 through	

her	 body.	 Like	 Irigaray’s	 mystic,	 Antigone’s	 intuitive	 gesture	 of	 mourning	

compelled	by	divine	relation	(understood	in	terms	of	relation	with	a	transcendent	

other,	 in	 this	 case,	 Antigone’s	 brother)	 becomes	 an	 irrepressible	 act	 of	 defiance	

against	the	power	of	rule	aimed	at	denying	her	own	being	and	transcendence.123		

	

	
																																																								
121	In	the	Beginning,	She	Was	(London:	Bloomsbury,	2013).	
122	Ibid.		
123	Morny	Joy,	Divine	Love:	Luce	Irigaray,	Women,	Gender	and	Religion	(Manchester:	Manchester	University	Press,	2006).	



	 53 

In	this	chapter,	I	expand	on	this	definition	of	lament	by	tracing	its	ritual	practice	in	

various	 cultures.	 I	 then	 investigate	 two	 significant	 works	 of	 art	 that	 have	

influenced	 its	 evocation	 in	my	 research:	Michelangelo’s	Pietà	(St	Peter’s	Basilica,	

Vatican	 City)	 (1498-1499);	 and	 Motoi	 Yamamoto’s	 Labyrinth	 (2001).	 Drawing	

artistic	 and	 philosophical	 links	 between	 these	 works	 and	 themes	 of	 absence,	

performance	and	touch,	I	consider	the	emergence	of	lament	in	my	own	art	practice	

through	 discussion	 of	 three	 key	 works:	 	 Continuous	 Narrative	 series	 (2015),	 12	

years	5	months	6	days	(2015)	 and	Saltcellars	(2017).	Underpinned	by	 theological	

and	 philosophical	 ideas	 of	 breath	 and	 word	 as	 they	 are,	 and	 given	 their	 use	 of	

figural	and	narrative	 tropes,	 the	 three	works	are	discussed	 in	 terms	of	 Irigaray’s	

tragedy	of	being-in-difference,	the	‘determined	and	limited’	nature	of	being	human,	

and	 her	 notion	 of	 touch	 as	 a	 necessary	 mediating	 and	 intercessory	 gesture.124	

Finally,	I	examine	Fra	Angelico’s	Noli	Me	Tangere	(1440-42)	in	order	to	articulate	

the	suggestion	of	 lament	 in	my	artwork	entitled	Lament	(2016).	This	 focus	 leads	

me,	 in	 the	 end,	 to	 identify	 a	 link	 between	 lament,	 wonder	 and	 hope	 in	 my	 art	

practice	and	the	theological	and	philosophical	arenas	with	which	it	interacts.		

	

	

	

The Nature of Lament 
	

	

‘Raising a dirge’ 
	

The	 Old	 Testament	 book	 of	 Jeremiah	 describes	 the	 exiled	 people	 of	 Israel	 who,	

having	 suffered,	 forget	 their	 God	 and	 descend	 into	 a	 culture	 of	 oppression	 and	

deceit.	On	behalf	of	their	God	who	is	said	to	mourn	and	weep	‘day	and	night’	over	

the	loss,	the	prophet	Jeremiah	beckons	for	‘the	mourning	women	to	come’	to	‘raise	

																																																								
124	Luce	Irigaray,	To	Be	Born	(Cham:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2017).	3.	
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a	 dirge’	 over	 the	 people	 in	 order	 to	 bring	 them	 to	 tears.125	In	 the	 way	 that	

Antigone’s	act	of	defiance	brought	Creon	 to	realise	 the	deathly	absence	of	divine	

presence	in	his	own	life,	the	mourning	women	of	Israel	are	called	to	act	in	order	to	

make	way	for	a	similar	revelation	in	the	context	of	their	own	communities.	In	each	

case,	 grief	 expresses	 the	 pain	 of	 separation	 from	 the	 divine	 order	 (from	 God	 or	

gods	and	subsequently,	 lands	and	people);	and	mourning	cries	rise	up	as	protest	

songs	against	the	powers	that	force	the	split.		

	

As	Old	Testament	scholar	Juliana	Claassens	suggests,	the	image	of	women	‘skilled’	

in	 mourning	 is	 well	 documented	 and	 widespread.126	These	 were	 ‘wise	 women’	

whose	 skill	 enabled	 them	 to	 lead	 their	 communities	 in	 timely	 and	 appropriate	

expressions	of	grief.		

	

On	the	appropriate	occasion	(a	funeral	or	a	national	tragedy	like	the	
one	that	forms	the	backdrop	of	Jeremiah	9),	wailing	women	not	only	
had	 to	 be	 able	 to	 draw	 on	 the	 reservoir	 of	 laments	 handed	 down	
through	the	generations,	but	they	also	had	to	adapt	these	laments	to	
suit	the	particular	needs	of	the	current	situation.127	

	

In	 this	 way,	 ritual	 lamentation	 was	 embodied	 and	 relational	 –	 a	 performative	

practice	rooted	in	sexes	and	genealogies,128	with	ritual	tears,	wailing,	impassioned	

gesture	and	poetic	oration	all	modalities	for	effectively	translating	experiences	of	

loss	from	the	personal	to	the	communal.	In	ancient	and	modern	Greek	traditions,	

the	 experiences	 are	 remembered	 through	 funerary	 artefacts	 such	 as	 lēkythoi	

(vases	or	oil	vessels),	whose	decorations	record	expressions	of	lament	and	signify	

the	 prevalence,	 power	 and	 often	 seemingly	 contradictory	 meaning	 of	 ritual	
																																																								
125	Jeremiah	9:1,	17-18.	The	Old	Testament	book	of	Psalms	is	another	substantial	record	of	Israel’s	tradition	of	lament.	The	
decision	to	focus	on	Jeremiah	here	is	to	emphasise	the	role	of	women	in	this	communal	tradition.	(For	a	broad	introduction	
to	the	Psalms,	see	Carleen	Mandolfo’s	chapter,	‘Language	of	Lament	in	the	Psalms’	in	William	P.	Brown,	ed.	The	Oxford	
Handbook	of	the	Psalms	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2014).)	
126	L.	Juliana	M.	Claassens.	"Calling	the	Keeners:	The	Image	of	the	Wailing	Woman	as	Symbol	of	Survival	in	a	Traumatized	
World	".	Journal	of	Feminist	Studies	in	Religion	26,	no.	1	(2010):	63-77.		
127	Mourner,	Mother,	Midwife:	Reimagining	God's	Delivering	Presence	in	the	Old	Testament	(Louisville:	Westminster	John	Knox	
Press,	2012).	27.	
128	Sexes	and	Genealogies	is	the	title	of	a	collection	of	essays	by	Luce	Irigaray,	wherein	she	variously	discusses	her	thought	on	
sexuation	in	culture,	including	in	language,	theology,	religion	and	psychoanalysis.	Lamentation	rituals	that	are	traditionally	
led	by	women,	may	be	understood	to	open	a	‘margin’	of	social	and	spiritual	freedom	for	women	who,	in	the	process	of	
representing	or	uttering	on	behalf	of	God	(and	so,	defining	‘God	in	the	feminine	gender’)	take	up	‘the	authority	yet	to	grow,	
to	affirm	and	fulfil	ourselves	as	individuals	and	members	of	a	community’.	In	Irigarayan	thought	however,	this	is	limited	in	
our	time	by	the	functional	parameters	that	culturally	prescribe	female	identity.	Irigaray,	Sexes	and	Genealogies.	72.	
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tears.129	As	 analysis	 of	 my	 own	 artwork	 will	 later	 suggest,	 tears	 are	 of	 special	

significance	here,	as	they	are	in	the	research	of	scholar	Gay	Ord	Pollock	Lynch	who	

describes	tears	as	‘a	source	of	remarkable	achievement	and	creativity’	in	the	social,	

religious	and	material	context	of	Greek	culture.130	She	writes,	

	

Tears	 inspire	 oil	 vessels	 that	 nobly	 and	 gracefully	 make	 present	
heartfelt	 yearnings	 of	 the	human	 spirit;	 tears	 generate	 a	 system	of	
dialogue	out	of	which	has	emerged	the	longest	surviving	of	all	Greek	
traditions;	 tears	 enact	 moral	 relationships.	 They	 facilitate	 the	
cultivation	of	community;	the	infusion	of	the	traumatized	body	with	
the	 cathartic	 feelings	 of	 the	 soul;	 the	preservation	of	memory;	 and	
mediation	between	vital	but	highly	opposed	realms	of	existence:	life	
and	 death,	 the	 physical	 and	 the	metaphysical,	 the	 present	 and	 the	
past,	 the	 temporal	 and	 the	 mythic.	 In	 the	 face	 of	 death,	 tears	
integrate	its	shattering	effects	and	unleash	life	in	new	forms.131		

	

The	 characteristics	 of	 ritual	 lament	 that	 originated	 in	 ancient	Greece	profoundly	

influenced	the	rituals	of	medieval	communities	 in	the	West,	despite	the	Christian	

church’s	 disapproval.	 Anne	 E.	 Bailey’s	 hagiographic	 study	 identifies	 that	

‘lamentation	 as	 an	 unregulated,	 popular	 custom	 was	 repeatedly	 denounced	 as	

pagan,	 irrational	 and	 anti-Christian’. 132 	More	 than	 simply	 ‘a	 spontaneous	

outpouring	 of	 raw	 emotion’,	 it	 was	 intentional,	 formulaic	 and	 overwhelmingly	

gendered,	 and	 as	 such,	 threatened	 the	 hierarchical	 order	 of	 the	 church:	 despite	

attempts	at	suppression,	weeping,	wailing	and	emotive	gestures	combined	to	open	

‘the	channel	of	divine	communication’	with	God,	as	such	enabling	women	agency,	

and	empowering	them	to	disrupt	the	church’s	prevailing	masculine	discourse.133		

	

	

	

	
																																																								
129	Gay	Ord	Pollock	Lynch,	""Why	Do	Your	Eyes	Not	Run	Like	a	River?"	Ritual	Tears	in	Ancient	and	Modern	Funerary	
Traditions,"	in	Holy	Tears:	Weeping	in	the	Religious	Imagination,	ed.	Kimberley	Christine	Patton	and	John	Stratton	Hawley	
(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	2005).		
130	Ibid.	79-80.	
131	Ibid.	80	It	is	noteworthy	that	Lynch’s	research	into	lamentation	was	prompted	by	the	death	of	her	son,	who	died	suddenly	
at	the	age	of	twenty-one.	Kimberley	Christine	Patton	and	John	Stratton	Hawley,	eds.,	Holy	Tears:	Weeping	in	the	Religious	
Imagination	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	2005).	315.	
132	Anne	E.	Bailey.	"Lamentation	Motifs	in	Medieval	Hagiography."	Gender	&	History	25,	no.	3	(2013):	529-44.	530.	
133	Ibid.	529	and	534.	
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Embodied ritual 
	

Despite	 an	 apparent	 lack	 in	 the	 West	 where	 personal	 grief	 and	 lament	 is	 less	

overtly	translated	in	public	contexts,	such	dramatically	embodied	rituals	of	lament	

are	 still	 found	 in	 many	 cultures,	 with	 women	 performing	 key	 roles.	 In	 the	

mourning	 rituals	 of	 Australian	 Indigenous	 communities,	 women	 gather	 together	

according	to	their	kinship	relations	and	connections	to	country.134	Anthropologist	

Yasmine	 Musharbash’s	 account	 of	 the	 Warlpiri	 people	 at	 Yuendumu	 in	 the	

Northern	Territory	 describes	women,	 once	 gathered,	 haphazardly	 covering	 their	

faces,	 arms	 and	 breasts	 in	 ochre	 and	 initiating	 the	 ritual	 of	 ‘sorry	 business’	 by	

wailing,	inflicting	wounds	upon	themselves	(gashing	their	heads,	for	example)	and	

embracing	 each	 other	 on	 the	 ‘sorry	 ground’.135	Following	 further	 gestural	 and	

vocal	 expressions	 of	 personal	 and	 communal	 grief,	 performed	 ritually	 by	 both	

women	 and	 men	 gathered	 in	 their	 separate	 and	 assorted	 kin	 subsections,	 the	

mourners	withdraw	to	their	respective	‘sorry	camps’	where	they	stay	for	varying	

periods	of	 time.	 	Women	closely	 related	 to	 the	deceased	will	 also	 shave	off	 their	

hair	 and	 live	 under	 a	 taboo	 of	 silence	 for	 weeks,	 months	 or	 even	 years.136		

Musharbash’s	 study	 highlights	 the	 personal	 and	 communal	 expression	 of	

mourning	rituals	(which,	in	this	discussion,	I	have	called	lament),	and	the	wearing	

effects	that	such	rituals	have	on	Warlpiri	bodies	and	culture	over	time.	She	writes:		

	

Warlpiri	 people	 say	 ‘too	 much	 sorry	 all	 the	 time’	 –	 reflecting	
sentiments	 of	 being	 in	 mourning	 too	 often,	 and	 of	 death	 having	
become	 a	 part	 of	 everyday	 life.	 …the	 fact	 that	 hardly	 any	Warlpiri	
woman	manages	 to	 grow	 her	 hair	 long,	 that	 adult	Warlpiri	 bodies	
are	 marked	 by	 a	 great	 number	 of	 grieving	 scars,	 all	 signify	 that	

																																																								
134	As	anthropologist	Yasmine	Musharbash’s	study	of	the	Warlpiri	people	elucidates,	both	women	and	men	participate	in	
‘sorry	business’	together,	with	people	grouped	and	performing	particular	parts	of	the	ritual	according	to	their	sex,	and	then,	
for	women,	according	to	subsections	of	relation	with	the	deceased’s	mother,	or	for	men,	according	to	their	matrilines.	
Musharbash’s	discussion	on	mourning	as	embodied	practice	focuses	especially	on	the	role	of	women	in	the	ritual,	for	
reasons	she	elaborates	on	in	her	chapter.	See	Yasmine	Musharbash,	"'Sorry	Business	Is	Yapa	Way':	Warlpiri	Mortuary	
Rituals	as	Embodied	Practice,"	in	Mortality,	Mourning	and	Mortuary	Practices	in	Indigenous	Australia,	ed.	Katie	Glaskin,	et	al.	
(Surrey:	Ashgate,	2008).				
135	Musharbash	describes	in	detail	the	order	in	which	the	embracing	occurs	in	a	Warlpiri	mourning	ritual.	Ibid.	25-27.	
136	Ibid.	
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contemporary	 Warlpiri	 people’s	 lives	 and	 bodies	 are	 constantly	
being	shaped	and	reshaped	by	death.137		

	

	

Yulyurlu	 Lorna	 Fencer	 Napurrurla	 (c.	 1920s	 –	 2006)	 was	 a	 Warlpiri	 artist	

renowned	 for	 her	 vibrant	 palette	 and	 energetic	 painting	 style.	 Compelled	 by	 ‘a	

deep	knowledge	and	understanding	of	her	culture	and	her	country’	and	her	desire	

to	make	others,	within	and	beyond	her	community	aware	of	it,	Napurrurla	painted	

Yapa	 (Aboriginal)	 Dreaming	 stories	 that	 symbolically	 depicted	 features	 of	

Yuendumu	country.138	During	the	most	active	period	of	her	practice	(from	1986	–	

2006),	motifs	of	the	yam,	water	and	caterpillar	are	particularly	prominent	features	

in	 her	 oeuvre,	 alongside	 other	 patterns	 relating	 to	 Dreaming	 and	 country.139	

However,	one	distinct	and	especially	potent	work	draws	on	none	of	these,	nor	does	

it	 employ	 the	 colours	 so	 characteristic	 of	 Napurrurla’s	 style.	 Grief	 (1997)	 is	 a	

painting	 90	 x	 120	 cm	 in	 size,	 painted	 with	 greyish-white	 broad	 and	 erratic	

brushstrokes	 and	 dots	 over	 a	 dark	 grey	 and	 black	 ground. 140 	Napurrurla	

completed	 it	 after	 the	 death	 of	 her	 son	 in	 1997,	 and	 after	many	weeks	 at	 sorry	

camp.141	Observed	in	the	context	of	any	exhibition	that	includes	her	colourful	and	

patterned	works,	Grief	is	startling	in	the	way	that	it	punctuates	the	collection,	and	

its	tangible	weight	of	loss	and	lament	is	sobering.		

	

Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla	had	ten	children	in	all,	seven	of	whom	died	at	birth	or	at	

a	relatively	young	age.		Her	three	remaining	children,	all	daughters	(one	of	whom	
																																																								
137	Ibid.	34.	It	is	well	documented	that	mortality	rates	within	Australian	Indigenous	communities	are	significantly	higher	
than	those	of	the	general	non-Indigenous	population	in	Australia.	The	Australian	Human	Rights	Commission	states	that	the	
‘current	17-year	life	expectation	gap’	induced	by	health	inequality	(as	a	result	of	poor	or	overcrowded	housing,	limited	
access	to	health	services	and	fresh	food)	means	that,	‘While	most	women	in	Australia	can	expect	to	live	to	an	average	age	of	
82	years,	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	women	can	expect	to	live	to	only	64.8	years.	The	situation	is	even	worse	for	
Indigenous	Australian	men	whose	life	expectancy	is	just	59.4	years.’	Australian	Human	Rights	Commission,	"Close	the	Gap	
Community	Guide,"		https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/close-gap-community-guide#2.	
138	Barbara	Ambjerg	Pedersen,	"Story	for	Lorna:	Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla,"	in	Yulyurlu	Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla,	ed.	Margie	
West	(Kent	Town:	Wakefield	Press,	2011).	15.	
139	Yam	Dreaming	(1986),	Yarla	(Yam	or	Bush	Potato)	(1997),	Yarla	(1998),	Water	Dreaming	(1998),	Water	Dreaming	
(1999),	Spring	Water	at	Yumurrpa	(2002),	Caterpillar	Dreaming	(2002),	Caterpillar	Dreaming	(2004),	Wapirti	(Yam)	and	
People	(Yapa)	(2006),	and	My	Country	(c.	1997)	are	all	excellent	examples.	For	a	concise	collection	of	images,	see	Margie	
West,	ed.	Yulyurlu	Lorner	Fencer	Napurrurla	(Kent	Town:	Wakefield	Press,	2011).	
140	Yulyurlu	Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla,	Grief,	1997,	synthetic	polymer	paint	on	canvas,	90	x	120	cm,	RMIT	Gallery,	Melbourne.		
While	photographs	of	this	painting	have	been	reproduced	in	texts	such	as	those	referenced	in	the	present	discussion,	at	the	
time	of	submission,	a	digital	image	of	the	work	can	be	viewed	on	the	Artnet	website:	http://www.artnet.com/artists/lorna-
fencer-napurrula/grief-ABz5JGBL-PPoxSglDvNWCA2		
141	Christine	Nicholls,	"Painting	Alone:	Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla,"	in	Yulyurlu	Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla,	ed.	Margie	West	
(Kent	Town:	Wakefield	Press,	2011).	33.	
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was	 her	 step-daughter,	while	 another,	 having	 been	 born	 in	 the	 early	 1950s	 to	 a	

white	 man,	 was	 forcibly	 removed	 from	 her	 mother	 four	 years	 later,	 under	

Australia’s	then	child	removal	policy),	were	thought	to	be	still	living	at	the	time	of	

their	mother’s	death.142	Not	unlike	her	Warlpiri	kin	whose	 lives	and	bodies	were	

‘shaped	and	reshaped	by	death’,	Napurrurla	endured	ongoing	grief	in	her	life	that	

changed	 her	 body	 and,	 most	 vividly	 in	 1997,	 her	 body	 of	 art.143	Grief	 (1997)	

conveys	 a	 raw	 release	 of	 maternal	 sorrow	 and,	 with	 all	 colouration	 and	 form	

suspended	–	as	 if	 it	were	 itself	a	body	 in	 the	ritual	of	sorry	business	–	 this	work	

wails	 and	 strikes	 out	 at	 the	 tragedy	 that	 forced	 its	 creation,	 existing	 even	 now,	

beyond	Napurrurla’s	own	life,	as	her	protest	and	lament.	

	

	

The social practice of song and silence 
	

In	 contrast	 to	 the	 tradition	 of	 lament	 in	Australian	 Indigenous	 communities,	 but	

similarly	 involving	 women	 as	 key	 performers,	 is	 the	 Irish	 ritual	 of	 the	 keen:	 a	

practice	recorded	as	early	as	the	eighth	century,	persisting	into	the	mid-twentieth	

century	and	appropriated	and	recontexualised	in	our	own	time	as	a	mode	of	social	

protest.144	Mid-nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 century	 accounts	 of	 keening	 in	

Ireland	describe	the	bean	chaointe:	the	lead	keening	woman	whose	eulogistic	song	

or	chant	punctuated	 the	cries	and	silences	of	 the	mourners	gathered,	 in	order	 to	

allow	 ‘the	 gradual	 removal	 of	 the	 deceased	 from	 the	 world	 of	 the	 living	 and	

transition	to	the	world	of	the	dead’.145	The	caoineadh	(the	keen)	followed	a	poetic	

metre	of	ancient	Irish	and	Scottish	provenance,	but	not	a	musical	metre.	As	scholar	

of	Irish	folklore	and	European	ethnology	Patricia	Lysaght	details	in	her	history	of	

Irish	 lamentation,	 the	 keen	was	 an	 adaptable	 and	 responsive	 form,	 allowing	 the	

keener	 to	compose	 the	 lament	 in	 the	moment	of	performance,	 from	time	to	 time	

																																																								
142	Ibid.	
143	Nicholls	reports	that	Napurrurla’s	alcohol	dependence	eventually	led	to	her	death,	and	was	likely	a	result	of	her	tragic	
loss.	Ibid.	
144	Patricia	Lysaght.	"Caoineadh	Os	Cionn	Coirp:	The	Lament	for	the	Dead	in	Ireland."	Folklore	108	(1997):	65-82.	And	
Christina	S.	Brophy	and	Cara	Delay,	eds.,	Women,	Reform,	and	Resistance	in	Ireland,	1850-1950	(New	York:	Palgrave	
Macmillan	2015).	
145	Lysaght,	"Caoineadh	Os	Cionn	Coirp:	The	Lament	for	the	Dead	in	Ireland."	75.	
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allowing	space	for	others	skilled	in	poetry	to	lead.146	The	song	or	chant	enveloped	

each	phase	of	 lamentation	over	 the	deceased,	 from	the	wake	 in	 the	 family	home,	

through	the	journey	to	the	cemetery	and	at	the	time	of	burial	itself.147	At	the	wake,	

the	keener	stood	 in	close	proximity	to	 the	body	that	was	typically	 laid	out	 in	 the	

home	 and	 covered	 in	 linen,	 embellishments	 and	 salt	 for	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	

ceremony.	 Lysaght	 draws	 on	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 observations	 of	 two	 Irish-

born	writers,	Mr	&	Mrs	S.	C.	Hall,	to	describe	the	scene:	

	

The	body,	decently	 laid	out	on	a	table	or	bed	is	covered	with	white	
linen,	and,	not	infrequently,	adorned	with	black	ribbons,	if	an	adult;	
white,	if	the	party	be	unmarried;	and	flowers,	if	a	child.	Close	by	it,	or	
upon	it,	are	plates	of	tobacco	and	snuff;	around	it	are	lighted	candles.	
Usually	a	quantity	of	salt	is	laid	upon	it	also.	

The	women	of	the	household	range	themselves	at	either	side,	
and	the	keen	[for	caoine	read	caoineadh]	at	once	commences.	They	
rise	with	one	accord,	and,	moving	their	bodies	with	a	slow	motion	to	
and	fro,	 their	arms	apart,	 they	continue	to	keep	up	a	heart-rending	
cry.	 This	 is	 interrupted	 for	 a	 while	 to	 give	 the	 bean	 chaointe	 (the	
leading	keener)	an	opportunity	of	commencing.148	

	

In	 this	 Irish	 wake	 custom,	 lamentation	 was	 punctuated	 by	 moments	 of	 revelry	

(sharing	food,	drink,	stories	and	music).	At	each	stage,	words,	sounds	and	gestures	

aired	 sorrows	 and	 remembrances,	 making	 way,	 as	 Lysaght	 notes,	 for	

reconciliation:	

	

Of	central	importance	in	the	obsequies,	the	lament	for	the	dead	can	
be	 perceived,	 therefore,	 as	 a	 ritual	 embodying	 the	 power	 to	 effect	
reconciliation	 between	 the	 deceased	 and	 the	 bereaved	 family	 and	
community	in	order	to	effect	the	transfer	to	the	otherworld	and	the	
proper	 incorporation	 with	 the	 ancestors	 –	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 the	
deceased	and	the	living	mourning	group.149	

	

																																																								
146	Ibid.	
147	As	Lysaght	notes,	the	wake	was	the	first	allowable	site	for	lamentation.	The	phases	preceding	it	(the	person’s	dying,	the	
moment	of	death,	the	period	of	rigor	mortis	and	the	preparation	of	the	body)	were	all	observed	and	undertaken	in	silence.	
She	writes,	‘These	were	silent	moments	during	which	the	soul	was	thought	to	make	its	peace	with	God	and	commence	its	
journey	to	the	otherworld.’	ibid.	74.	
148	Mr	and	Mrs	S.	C.	Hall,	Ireland:	Its	Scenery,	Character,	&C	(London:	How	and	Parsons,	1841-1843).	In	Lysaght,	"Caoineadh	
Os	Cionn	Coirp:	The	Lament	for	the	Dead	in	Ireland."	75.	
149	"Caoineadh	Os	Cionn	Coirp:	The	Lament	for	the	Dead	in	Ireland."	69.	
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While	 lamentation	 rituals	 bear	 resemblance	 to	 each	 other	 –	 in	 the	 tradition	 of	

keening	 for	 example,	 with	 their	 poetic	 structure	 of	 stanzas	 and	 choruses,	 as	

Lysaght’s	 study	 outlines	 –	 performances	 vary,	 simply	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	

given	 by	 a	 specific	 woman	 and/or	 group	 of	 women	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 specific	

gathered	community.150	Ideas	of	what	is	spoken	and	the	way	in	which	it	is	spoken	

–	that	is,	ideas	of	the	‘textuality	and	genre’	of	lament	in	any	tradition,	according	to	

anthropologist	 James	 Wilce	 –	 are	 themselves	 transformed	 by	 their	 very	

performance.151 	Favouring	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘metaculture’	 (as	 opposed	 to	 simply	

genre)	to	observe	the	‘performance	and	inquiry’	of	lament	through	time	and	space,	

Wilce	 articulates	 lament	 as	 a	dynamic	 and	elusive	 social	 practice	made	 so	by	 its	

embodiment	 and	 expression	 in	 varied	 and	 variable	 modalities	 and	 contexts.152	

Cultivated	 through	 spontaneity	 and	 skill,	 these	 active	 qualities	 make	 lament	 a	

motif	 capable	of	 corporeally	 and	 conceptually	 expressing	 grief,	 protest,	 pain	 and	

joy	 in	a	way	that	 is	unique	to	the	person	and	community	performing	it.	 	As	such,	

lament	 exceeds	 the	 prototypes	 of	 its	 own	 performance,	 emerging	 in	 each	 new	

cultural	and	temporaneous	context	–	that	is,	in	each	new	iteration	of	metaculture	–	

as	a	potentially	useful	mode	of	social	practice.		

	

	

Incarnational and divinely communal nature of lament 
	

For	 the	mourning	women	of	 Israel	and	Greece,	 for	Lorna	Fencer	Napurrurla	and	

the	Warlpiri	women,	and	for	the	Irish	women	of	the	caoineadh,	lament	emerges	–	

as	 it	did	 for	Antigone	–	as	political	action.	Mourning	and	grief	are	embodied	and	

voiced	 as	 protest,	 and	 the	 women	 themselves	 are	 transfigured,	 as	 Claassens	

describes:	

	

The	act	of	wailing	and	calling	others	to	join	in	public	grief	transforms	
the	 wailing	 woman	 from	 a	 state	 of	 invisibility	 to	 a	 position	 of	

																																																								
150	Ibid.	
151	James	M.	Wilce,	Crying	Shame:	Metaculture,	Modernity,	and	the	Exaggerated	Death	of	Lament	(West	Sussex:	Wiley-
Blackwell,	2009).	41.	
152	Ibid.	
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vivacity,	 authority,	 and	 significance;	 from	 a	 woman-as-object	 to	 a	
woman-as-subject	 whose	 actions…	 have	 a	 powerful	 effect	 in	 a	
community	in	crisis.153	

	

While	such	acts	of	lament	enable	a	kind	of	communal	catharsis,	by	naming	loss	or	

trauma	 at	 the	 root	 of	 grief,	 they	 most	 importantly	 prohibit	 a	 forgetting	 (of	 the	

deceased	person	and	of	their	living,	lamenting	kin),	and	constitute	a	resistance	to	

the	personal	and	political	realities,	ideologies	and	structures	that	give	rise	to	such	

tragedy.154	Just	as	Antigone’s	gesture	precluded	a	forgetting	of	her	brother,	herself,	

their	difference	and	their	divine	relation,	these	examples	of	lament	‘remember	and	

re-member’	(to	borrow	theologian	Flora	Keshgegian’s	words)	the	humanity	of	the	

individuals	and	communities	involved.155	Lament	is,	then,	‘bodily	and	social’.156		It	

is	 incarnational	 and	 divinely	 communal.	 As	 such,	 it	 provides	 a	 useful	 frame	 and	

motif	for	representing	the	maternal	body	in	art.	The	discussion	that	follows	further	

examines	 the	 bodily	 and	 social	 nature	 of	 lament	 in	 three	 different	 artworks	 by	

Michelangelo,	Motoi	Yamamoto	and	Fra	Angelico.		

	

	

	

Figures of Lament in Art 
	

	

Michelangelo’s Pietà  
	

Pietà	 (St	 Peter’s	 Basilica,	 Vatican	 City)	 (1498-99)	 by	 Michelangelo	 Buonarroti	

depicts	Mary	holding	the	body	of	her	dead	son,	Jesus,	across	her	lap,	and	evokes	a	

loneliness	 of	 being	 similar	 to	 Irigaray’s	 Antigone;	 an	 equal	 tragedy	 of	 being-in-

difference.	Despite	their	sculptural	bond,	each	of	the	two	is	alone:	Mary	in	her	loss;	

																																																								
153	Claassens,	"Calling	the	Keeners:	The	Image	of	the	Wailing	Woman	as	Symbol	of	Survival	in	a	Traumatized	World	".	66.	
154	Ibid.	
155	Flora	Keshgegian,	Redeeming	Memories	(Nashville:	Abingdon,	2000).	In	Claassens,	"Calling	the	Keeners:	The	Image	of	the	
Wailing	Woman	as	Symbol	of	Survival	in	a	Traumatized	World	".	
156	Wilce,	Crying	Shame:	Metaculture,	Modernity,	and	the	Exaggerated	Death	of	Lament.	24.	
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Christ	 in	his	death.157	As	the	 ‘living’	subject	of	the	work,	Mary	is	cast	 in	a	state	of	

lament,	her	splayed	posture	at	once	holding	and	weighed	down	by	the	dead	body,	

and	with	an	open	hand,	presenting	him	in	a	gesture	of	surrender	or	supplication,	

or	 protest.	 Michelangelo	 conveys	 in	 marble	 the	 physicality	 (and	 longevity)	 of	

Mary’s	maternal	relation	to	Jesus,	the	boundary	of	her	body	depicting	not	only	her	

physical	limits	but	also,	in	terms	of	the	surrounding	Biblical	narrative,	the	limit	of	

her	 humanity	which	 cannot	 fully	 access	 or	 know	God’s	 redemptive	plan.	 If	Pietà	

was	made	to	sit	at	ground	level,	as	art	historian	William	E.	Wallace	supposes,	the	

composition	 of	 the	 sculpture	 and	 the	 way	 it	 was	 originally	 lit	 –	 from	 above,	

through	 a	 singular	 ceiling	 window	 –	 pronounce	 the	 separation	 further.	158		 For	

Wallace,	 these	 features	 also	 express	 something	 of	 Michelangelo’s	 artistic	 intent:	

‘…the	Corpus	domini	is	made	visible	and	palpable	while	the	quiet	grief	of	the	Virgin	

is	dramatically	accentuated	by	the	shadow	cast	across	her	features.’159	Framed	in	

this	way	–	by	her	lament	–	Mary	occupies	a	space	between	life	and	death.160	Most	

certainly,	 ‘The	 ‘who’	 of	 the	mother	 and	 the	 ‘who’	 of	 the	 child	 do	 not	 inhabit	 the	

same	world…’161		

	

French	cardinal,	 Jean	de	Bilhères	Lagraulas,	commissioned	Michelangelo	to	make	

his	Pietà	(1498-99)	in	1497.	The	pietà	was	a	traditional	theme	in	France	(though	

not	in	Italy	at	the	time)	and	a	fitting	decoration	for	a	mausoleum	site.	The	cardinal	

intended	 that	Michelangelo’s	sculpture	be	 installed	 in	his	own	 funerary	chapel,	a	

circular	 building	 named	 after	 Santa	 Petronilla	 (the	 saint	 whose	 remains	 were	

buried	 there),	 on	 the	 edge	 of	 Old	 St	 Peter’s	 Basilica	 in	 Rome.162	Standing	 1.74	

																																																								
157	Michelangelo	Buonarroti,	Pietà,	1498-99,	marble,	1.74	x	1.95	m	St	Peter's	Basilica,	Vatican	City.	
http://www.vatican.va/various/basiliche/san_pietro/vr_tour/Media/VR/St_Peter_Pieta/index.html	
158	William	E.	Wallace,	"Michelangelo's	Rome	Pietà:	Altarpiece	or	Grave	Memorial?,"	in	Verrocchio	and	Late	Quattrocento	
Italian	Sculpture,	ed.	Steven	Bule,	Alan	Phipps	Darr,	and	Fiorella	Superbi	Gioffredi	(Florence:	Casa	Editrice	Le	Lettere,	1992).	
159	Ibid.	250.	
160	She	is	the	breath	before	and	after	his	life	and	death.	While	Mary	comes	near	to	death	at	the	loss	of	her	own	‘flesh	and	
blood’,	she	still	breathes	her	originary	and	sharing	breath.	As	his	mother,	she	gave	birth	to	him	through	her	breath,	enabling	
him	to	live	and	speak	(as	‘the	Word’).	Now	here,	she	is	present	and	hovering	over	him	in	his	time	of	death,	like	the	Spirit	who	
descends	‘like	a	dove	on	him’	in	the	moment	of	his	baptism	(a	rite	itself	requiring	death	before	new	life	is	possible).	Emily	A.	
Holmes,	"The	Gift	of	Breath:	Towards	a	Maternal	Pneumatology,"	in	Breathing	with	Luce	Irigaray,	ed.	Lenart	Skof	and	Emily	
A.	Holmes	(London:	Bloomsbury	Publishing,	2013).	The	Holy	Bible,	New	Revised	Standard	Version:	Anglicized	Edition	
(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press).The	Holy	Bible,	New	Revised	Standard	Version:	Anglicized	Edition	(Oxford:	Oxford	
University	Press).	Mark	1:10.	
161	Luce	Irigaray,	Sharing	the	World	(London:	Continuum,	2008).	115.	
162	The	chapel	was	also	called	the	“Cappella	Regis	Francorum”	(the	Chapel	of	the	King	of	France).	Wallace,	"Michelangelo's	
Rome	Pietà:	Altarpiece	or	Grave	Memorial?."	244.	



	 63 

metres	 high	 and	 1.95	 metres	 wide,	 Pietà	 was	 housed	 in	 this	 fourth	 century	

structure	until	the	building	was	demolished	to	make	way	for	the	new	basilica	–	St	

Peter’s	Basilica	–	 that	Michelangelo	himself	designed,	and	 in	which	 the	sculpture	

has	since	resided.	

	

The	 sculpture’s	 original	 location	 is	 noteworthy,	 given	 its	 proximity	 to	 the	 burial	

site	 not	 only	 of	 Saint	 Petronilla	 (believed	 to	 be	 the	 martyred	 daughter	 of	 Saint	

Peter),	but	that	of	Saint	Peter	himself.	Not	only	could	the	sculpture	bring	to	mind	

the	 Biblical	 narrative	 of	 Christ’s	 death	 and	 resurrection,	 but	 in	 such	 close	

proximity	 to	 the	 graves	 of	 saints,	 it	 ensured	 that	 de	 Bilhères	 himself	 was	

remembered	on	this	same	‘hallowed	ground’.163	Regarding	its	position	within	this	

mausoleum,	Wallace	argues	that	Michelangelo’s	Rome	Pietà	most	likely	functioned	

as	a	grave	memorial,	rather	than	an	altar	decoration.	He	writes:	

	

Considering	the	subject	matter	and	original	function	of	the	Pietà	and	
its	 particular	 iconography	 in	 relation	 to	 its	 intended	 location,	 it	
seems	possible	and	 fitting	 that	 it	was	placed	on	or	very	 low	 to	 the	
ground…	her	gaze	and	gesture	direct	our	attention	first	to	Christ	and	
then	to	the	mortal	remains	buried	in	the	floor	before	her…164	

	

The	 original	 memorial	 setting	 of	 the	 Pietà	 indicates	 its	 intended	 purpose	 and	

orthodoxy	 within	 a	 broader	 iconographic	 and	 theological	 tradition	 (meant	 to	

affirm	Christian	hope	in	resurrection	with	Christ).	However,	Michelangelo	portrays	

the	 subjects	 with	 such	 volume,	 gesture	 and	 expression	 that	 their	 equal	 and	

relatable	humanity	as	well	as	their	difference	(to	each	other,	and	to	the	viewer)	is	

discernable.	 Its	 ground	 level	 positioning	 returns	Christ	 and	 the	Virgin	 to	 a	more	

accessible	plane,	and	one	more	ordinary	than	an	orthodox	icon	could	allow.		In	the	

process	it	draws	the	viewer,	already	occupied	with	the	ritual	of	memorial	over	the	

loved	one	‘buried	in	the	floor’,	into	another	love	relation:	that	of	a	woman	and	her	

child.	 In	 this	 sculpted	moment,	 Mary	 is	 woman	 and	mother	 like	 any	 other;	 and	

																																																								
163	Ibid.	246.	
164	Ibid.	255.	
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Christ	himself,	 fully	human.	The	doctrines	 that	prescribe	her	only	 in	 terms	of	his	

divinity	are	transcended	or,	at	least,	rendered	irrelevant.		

	

In	 Julia	 Kristeva’s	 critique	 of	 the	 ‘cult	 of	 the	Mother’,	 understood	 by	 her	 as	 that	

which	has	historically	enabled	Christianity’s	symbolic	construction	of	femininity	as	

maternity,	 she	 identifies	 the	 reduction	 of	 woman	 to	 ‘the	 virginal	 body’	 whose	

sexual	 and	entire	experience	 is	mediated	and	 implied	by	only	 ‘the	ear,	 the	 tears,	

and	the	breasts’.165	In	the	present	discussion,	this	critique	leads	us	to	ask:	what	is	

woman	 in	 Michelangelo’s	 silent,	 marble	 rendering,	 in	 this	 mother-child	 (and	

woman-man)	relation	where	nothing	can	be	said	or	heard,	wept	or	fed,	where	the	

relation	persists	even	with	the	irreducible	difference	of	the	two?	For	Kristeva,	the	

‘weight	 of	 the	 “non-said”	 (non-dit)’	 bears	 down	 on	 the	 signifier	 of	 the	 mother,	

making	 it	 incapable	 of	 representing	 the	 ‘strange	 “fold”	 (pli)’	 of	 the	 mother-

woman.166	She	writes:	

	

Although	 it	 affects	 each	 woman’s	 body,	 this	 heterogeneity,	 which	
cannot	 be	 subsumed	 by	 the	 signifier,	 literally	 explodes	 with	
pregnancy	–	the	dividing	line	between	nature	and	culture	–	and	with	
the	arrival	of	the	child	–	which	frees	a	woman	from	uniqueness	and	
gives	her	a	chance,	albeit	not	a	certainty,	of	access	to	the	other,	to	the	
ethical.	 These	 peculiarities	 of	 the	maternal	 body	make	 a	woman	 a	
creature	of	folds,	a	catastrophe	of	being	that	cannot	be	subsumed	by	
the	dialectic	of	the	trinity	or	its	supplements.167	

	

In	 Michelangelo’s	 Pietà,	 commentary	 on	 its	 iconographic	 and	 theological	

significance	 is	 superfluous	 to	 the	 unspoken	 –	 unspeakable	 –	 relation	 between	 a	

woman	and	her	dead	child.	The	relation	is	bodily	and	social,	and	so	the	lament	that	

Mary	as	 living	subject	 is	shown	to	express	 is	ethical	and	proper	to	 their	relation.	

Following	 Kristeva’s	 logic,	 Mary’s	 life	 as	 woman	 is,	 arguably,	 preserved	 in	

Michelangelo’s	folds	of	marble	(even	if	the	artist	submitted	her	again	to	the	myth	

of	 the	 Virgin	 by	 portraying	 her	 as	 a	 woman	 younger	 than	 her	 years).	 Having	

endured,	 according	 to	 the	 Gospel	 of	 Luke,	 the	 ‘piercing	 of	 her	 soul’	 that	 Simeon	
																																																								
165	Julia	Kristeva.	"Stabat	Mater."	Poetics	Today	6,	no.	1/2	(1985):	pp.	133-52.	142.	
166	Ibid.	149.	
167	Ibid.	149.	
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foretold	 when	 she	 presented	 her	 infant	 son	 at	 the	 temple	 in	 Jerusalem,	 Mary	

survives	–	beyond	this	and	the	doctrines	that	elevate	her	 from	the	ground	to	the	

Basilica	altar	–	as	‘a	catastrophe	of	being’	capable	of	being	with	an	other	in	death	as	

well	 as	 life.168	She	 holds	 Jesus’s	 body,	 her	 arm	 and	 lap	 a	 refuge	 for	 the	 now-

silenced	speaking	subject,	the	Christ:	her	son.	She	demonstrates	the	maternal	love	

that	 Kristeva	 describes	 as	 serving	 ‘the	 speaking	 subject	 as	 a	 refuge	 when	 his	

symbolic	carapace	shatters	to	reveal	that	jagged	crest	where	biology	transpierces	

speech’,	 such	 as	 in	 ‘moments	 of	 illness,	 of	 sexual-intellectual-physical	 passion,	

death…’169	Such	as	in	moments	before	any	promised	resurrection…	

	

	

Yamamoto’s Labyrinth  
	

In	Michelangelo’s	Pietà,	the	relation	between	subjects	is	affirmed	by	the	sculpture’s	

composition,	 the	 touch	 between	 them	 indicating	 a	 closeness	 and	 love	 in	what	 is	

also	a	depiction	of	tragedy	and	lament.	Mary	is	the	one	who	touches,	since	she	is	

the	living,	active	subject.	But	since	Mary	as	mother	already	inhabits	another	world	

apart	from	her	child,	she	is	at	once	touching	and	not	touching.170		

	

Luce	 Irigaray’s	 exploration	 of	 touch	 as	 a	 salvific	 move	 towards	 a	 new	 culture	

begins	 by	 locating	 humanity	 ‘at	 a	 stage	 of	 artificial	 individuation’.171	This,	 she	

argues,	 is	 the	 result	 in	 our	Western	 tradition,	 of	 a	 failure	 to	 develop	 a	 ‘relation-

with’	 the	 mother	 and	 all	 others.172	The	 conflation	 of	 mother	 (and	 subsequently,	

woman)	with	nature	occurs	then	at	individual	and	cultural	levels,	and	henceforth	

forgets	 the	originating	 love	and	hospitality	of	 the	mother.	Humanity	 incapable	of	

																																																								
168	The	Biblical	account	of	Simeon’s	blessing	of	the	infant	Jesus	and	his	parents,	and	his	prophetic	statement	are	found	in	
Luke	2:22-35.	Recognising	the	child	as	‘the	Lord’s	Christ’,	Simeon	holds	him	and	blesses	his	family.	He	then	says	to	Mary,	
“This	child	is	destined	for	the	falling	and	the	rising	of	many	in	Israel,	and	to	be	a	sign	that	will	be	opposed	so	that	the	inner	
thoughts	of	many	will	be	revealed	–	and	a	sword	will	pierce	your	own	soul	too.”	The	Holy	Bible.	Luke	2:34-35.	Here,	the	
image	of	Mary	is	the	Mater	Dolorosa,	the	Mother	of	Sorrows,	an	image	that	became	a	popular	focus	of	devotion	in	the	13th	
Century,	with	the	establishment	of	the	Catholic	Servite	Order,	The	Order	of	the	Servants	of	Mary.	
169	"Stabat	Mater."	152.	
170	Irigaray,	Sharing	the	World.	
171	"Perhaps	Cultivating	Touch	Can	Still	Save	Us,"	in	Building	a	New	World:	Luce	Irigaray	Teaching	Ii,	ed.	Luce	Irigaray	and	
Michael	Marder	(Hampshire:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2015).	272.	
172	The	Way	of	Love	(London:	Continuum,	2002).	93.	
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real	 individuation	results:	energy	and	desire	are	both	neglected	and	repressed	in	

the	confusion.	A	‘dead	world’	of	culture	(that	extends	beyond	culture	to	affect	the	

natural	world)	is	also	a	consequence,	and	a	source	of	lament	for	Irigaray.	

	

Our	 tradition	has	been	established	as	 a	world	parallel	 to	 the	 living	
world.	Our	cultural	world	is	organized	as	a	closed	whole	cut	off	from	
the	living	world…	Instead	of	cultivating	life	and	coexistence	between	
living	 beings,	 our	 culture	 has	 substituted	 an	 organization	 and	
structuring	 of	 names,	 images	 and	 representations	 for	 a	 real	 living	
existence.173	

	

Irigaray	 suggests	 that	 a	 revival	 of	 humanity	 and	 culture	 starts	 with	 cultivating	

sexual	 energy	 as	 it	 relates	 to	 our	 various	 subjectivities.	 This	 is	 Irigaray’s	 key	

philosophical	project.174	Her	logic	is	that	once	we	know	who	we	are	(and	that	we	

are	different,	 one	 to	 the	 other)	we	become	 capable	 of	 using	 our	 energy	 towards	

our	own	embodied	identity,	and	not	towards	its	sublimation	or	obliteration.	

	

In	her	 chapter	 ‘Perhaps	Cultivating	Touch	Can	Still	 Save	Us’	 Irigaray	 expands	on	

her	 notion	 of	 desire	 and	 its	 expression	 in	 touch,	 where	 touch	 is	 not	 simply	

instinctual	 but,	 more	 than	 that,	 is	 a	 gesture	 that	 gives	 back	 to	 the	 other	 ‘the	

contours	 of	 his	 or	 her	 body,	 restoring	 them	 in	 this	 way	 to	 their	 own	

individuation’.175	This	 touch	 that	 unites	 parts	 of	 the	 self	 and	meets	 the	 other	 in	

difference,	 gives	 identity	 back	 to	 each	 one.	 A	 return	 to	 touch	 –	 necessarily	 via	 a	

remembering	 of	 the	maternal	 body	 that	 recovers	 the	mother	 from	 a	 traditional	

conflation	 with	 nature	 –	 will	 make	 sharing	 the	 world	 in	 an	 ethical	 way	 more	

possible,	according	to	Irigaray.	Cultivation	of	desire	and	of	the	energy	that	comes	

from	being	in	relation-with	the	other,	will	help	us	to	create	a	new	culture	that	does	

not	rationalise	or	appropriate	subjectivities,	but	rather	revives	our	humanity	in	a	

way	 ‘that	 suits	 our	 natural	 belonging	 and	 remains	 in	 harmony	with	 the	 natural	
																																																								
173	"Perhaps	Cultivating	Touch	Can	Still	Save	Us."	275.	
174	Irigaray	writes:	‘We	are	neither	animals	that	obey	their	instincts,	above	all	to	ensure	the	perpetuation	of	the	species,	nor	
angels	that	would	be	sexless	or	neuter	with	respect	to	a	sexual	belonging.	We	are	humans	for	whom	sexed	belonging	
represents	a	crucial	dimension,	not	with	regards	to	the	reproduction	of	the	species,	but	because	of	its	critical	role	in	the	
constitution	of	our	own	identity	and	in	our	specific	relations	to	ourselves,	to	the	world	and	to	the	other(s).	Only	by	taking	
into	account	our	sexed	belonging	and	the	way	in	which	it	determines	our	being,	can	we	reach	a	human	individuation	and	
relate	to	and	with	the	other(s)	in	a	human	manner.’	ibid.	277.	
175	Ibid.	280.	
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world	 in	 which	 we	 live’.176	But	 how	 does	 this	 restorative	 touch	 function	 in	 the	

absence	 of	 an	 other?	 And	 what	 constitutes	 lament	 (defined	 earlier	 by	 Wilce	 as	

‘bodily	and	social’)	if	the	body	of	the	other	is	neither	present	nor	understandably	

absent?		

	

Japanese	 artist,	 Motoi	 Yamamoto	 creates	 large-scale	 salt	 installations	 to	 explore	

personal	and	specific	experiences	of	death,	loss	and	memory,	and	the	connections	

between	body,	materials	and	culture.177	Arising	from	the	‘grief	and	surprise’	felt	by	

the	artist	after	the	death	of	his	young	sister	in	1994,	Yamamoto’s	works	often	take	

on	labyrinthine	forms	to	convey	the	silence	–	the	‘nearly	conceivable,	yet	not	quite’	

quality	–	of	such	an	experience	of	 lament.	178	Labyrinth	(2001)	 is	one	example.	 In	

this	8	x	4	m	installation,	Yamamoto	poured	salt	in	a	pattern	of	lines	over	the	floor	

of	 Gallery	 K2	 in	 Kanazawa,	 Ishikawa,	 Japan.179	In	 this	 and	 other	 iterations	 of	

Labyrinth	(2001),	Yamamoto’s	work	is	expansive:	the	beginning	and	end	points	of	

its	 labyrinthine	 lines,	 barely	 perceptible.	 Drawn	 to	 the	 medium	 because	 of	 its	

traditional	application	in	Japanese	mourning	rituals,	Yamamoto’s	use	of	salt	in	this	

way	gives	form	to	his	ongoing	relation-with	his	dead	sister,	and	demonstrates	the	

nature	 of	 the	 interval	 between	 two	 that	 defies	 and	 exceeds	 the	 prescriptions	 of	

time	 and	 space.	 The	 work,	 like	 the	 lament,	 continues	 –	 overflows	 –	 from	 one	

exhibition	space	to	the	next.	All	temporality	is	suspended:	even	the	completion	of	

the	installation	constitutes	a	beginning,	as	the	used	salt	is	gathered	(most	recently	

by	gallery	visitors)	and	returned	to	the	sea.180		

	

Seated	in	a	cross-legged	position	on	the	floor,	Yamamoto	makes	each	work	silently:	

his	 practice	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 taboos	 of	 silence	 that	 follow	 first	 raw	outbursts	 of	

grief	 in	many	cultures.	 In	this,	he	demonstrates	the	emergent	nature	of	 language,	

understood	 in	 Irigarayan	 terms	 as	 a	 place	 where	 ‘Being	 still	 quivers’,	 is	 still	 in	

process	and	is	as	yet	‘unaccomplished’;	a	place	wherein,		
																																																								
176	Ibid.	283.	
177	Motoi	Yamamoto,	"Motoi	Yamamoto:	The	Artist	Official	Website,"		http://www.motoi.biz.	
178	Ibid.	And	Mark	Sloan,	"A	Story	in	Salt,"	in	Return	to	the	Sea:	Saltworks	by	Motoi	Yamamoto,	ed.	Mark	Sloan	(Charleston:	
Halsey	Institute	of	Contemporary	Art,	2012).	
179	Yamamoto,	"Motoi	Yamamoto:	The	Artist	Official	Website".	
180	Sloan,	"A	Story	in	Salt."	
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…identity	 is	never	definitively	 constituted,	nor	defined	beforehand.	
It	 is	 elaborated	 in	 relation-with,	 each	 one	 giving	 to	 the	 other	 and	
receiving	from	the	other	what	is	necessary	for	becoming.	181		

	

Theologian	Rowan	Williams	agrees	when,	in	his	discussion	of	language	as	material	

practice,	he	writes:	

	

Language	 insists	 upon	 both	 its	 limitedness	 (it	 is	 something	 here,	
operating	 from	 this,	 not	 that,	 perspective,	 always	 bound	 to	
negotiation	with	 the	rest	of	 the	material	system,	always	seeking	 its	
constantly	 deferred	 completion	 through	 shared	 discourse,	 the	
perspective	 of	 the	 other)	 and	 its	 unfinished	 and	 unfinishable	
character,	 its	 opening	 to	 the	 horizon	 of	 unconditioned	 active	
presence.	It	is	therefore,	we	could	say,	always	under	pressure.182	

	

	

Yamamoto’s	art	is	art	that	is	simultaneously	touching	and	not	touching.	The	artist	

initiates	 the	marking	 of	 an	 interval	 –	 a	 third	 space	 that	we	 could	 call	 a	 touch	 –	

between	the	world	of	the	artist	and	the	world	of	the	other	(in	Yamamoto’s	case,	the	

absent	 other	 in	 whose	memory	 the	 work	 is	 made,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 viewer	 of	 the	

work).	 The	 knowing	 that	 the	 artist’s	 body	 presents	 (and	 for	 which	 material	

mediates)	is	shared	not	as	a	fait	accompli	but	as	an	ongoing	disclosure	of	the	self	

and	an	opening	to	the	other	with	whom	he	is	in	relation.	The	process	of	art-making	

gives	 access	 to	 memory,	 and	 memory	 to	 touch.	 In	 describing	 his	 practice,	

Yamamoto	writes:		

	

Memories	 seem	 to	 change	 and	 vanish	 as	 time	 goes	 by.	 However,	
what	 I	 sought	 for	 was	 the	 way	 in	 which	 I	 could	 touch	 a	 precious	
moment	 in	 my	 memories	 which	 cannot	 be	 attainable	 through	
pictures	or	writings.183	

	

In	such	a	presentation,	the	artist	demonstrates	not	only	a	restoration	of	the	other	

as	other,	but	an	autonomy	–	a	reflexivity	or	interiority	that	enables	him	to	endure	

as	 an	 individual	 across	 the	 interval.	 For	 Yamamoto	 and	 others	 engaged	 in	
																																																								
181	Irigaray,	The	Way	of	Love.	93.	
182	Rowan	Williams,	The	Edge	of	Words:	God	and	the	Habits	of	Language	(London:	Bloomsbury,	2014).	124.	
183	Yamamoto,	"Motoi	Yamamoto:	The	Artist	Official	Website".	
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durational	 practice,	 the	 process	 of	 art-making	 also	 requires	 and	 cultivates	 this	

autonomy	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 artist	 as	 a	 practice	 of	 breathing	 and	 affection	with	

respect	to	his	or	her	self.	Arguably,	the	best	art	is	presented	to	the	other	from	this	

autonomy.	 In	 the	process	 of	 inviting	 the	 other	 to	 collaborate	 in	 demarcating	 the	

interval	that	the	object	of	art	begins,	one	(for	example,	the	artist)	is	differentiated	

from	the	other	(for	example,	the	viewer)	so	that	each	remains	‘allowed	to	dwell’	as	

Irigaray	 writes,	 ‘without	 dissolving’.184 		 In	 this	 way,	 the	 touch	 between	 two	

elaborates	each	one’s	subjectivity.	In	Yamamoto’s	case,	it	allows	him	to	lament	the	

death	of	his	 sister,	and	 to	 reflect	on	what	he	 ‘had	and	 lost’,	 and	now	 feels	and	 is	

becoming	in	her	absence.185	

	

	

As	the	work	of	both	Michelangelo	and	Yamamoto	suggest,	a	relation-with	(and	the	

becoming,	including	through	language,	that	it	enables)	is	continuous	and	ongoing,	

even	 after	 death.	 Further,	 it	 is	 what	 safeguards	 the	 subjectivity	 of	 each	 human	

being	 and	 maintains	 respect	 for	 their	 sexuate	 difference:	 difference	 that	 is	

irreducible	because	it	is	‘an	ontological	reality	that	is	sexed,	living	and	continually	

evolving’.186		

	

	

	

A Lament of My Own 
	

	

Continuous Narrative 
	

In	the	studio,	 I	determined	to	make	art	 that	 touches.	My	Triptych	(2014)	and	the	

related	 Performing	 the	 Icon	 (Choreographic	 Notes	 1-12)	 (2015)	 were	 made	 as	

																																																								
184	Irigaray,	Prières	Quotidiennes:	Everyday	Prayers.	39.	
185	Yamamoto,	"Motoi	Yamamoto:	The	Artist	Official	Website".	
186	Laura	Roberts,	"Cultivating	Difference	with	Luce	Irigaray's	between	East	and	West,"	in	Building	a	New	World:	Luce	
Irigaray	Teaching	Ii,	ed.	Luce	Irigaray	and	Michael	Marder	(Hampshire:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2015).	63.	
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images	 that	 focused	 on	 the	 active	 maternal	 body	 in	 relation-with	 an	 other,	

however,	this	next	phase	of	my	art	practice	evolved	so	that	I	saw	them	as	images	of	

a	 maternal	 body	 left	 alone	 by	 a	 now-absent	 other.	 This	 shift	 coincided	 with	 a	

change	 in	 my	 own	 relation-with	 my	 young	 teenaged	 son	 whose	 coming	 of	 age	

brought	about	a	separation	not	previously	experienced	between	us.	The	artwork	

that	followed	constituted	a	recovery	of	sorts:	of	a	lost	relation;	of	our	origins	in	or	

with	each	other;	and	of	my	identity	as	a	woman	who	was	also	a	mother.	I	meant	for	

my	work	 to	mark	a	becoming,	 after	 Irigaray,	 ‘a	becoming,	which	does	not	divide	

itself	from	nature’187	but	that	returns	us	to	ourselves,	our	bodies,	eventually	to	our	

own	 words	 that	 might	 further	 mediate	 for	 us	 in	 our	 sharing.	 My	 Continuous	

Narrative	series	(2015)	resulted.	The	first	in	the	series	was	a	text	piece	written	in	

cursive	 script	 salt	 over	 the	 gallery	 floor	 (Figures	 6-7). 188 	Uninterrupted	 by	

punctuation	and	covering	an	area	of	nearly	43	m2,	the	text	recorded	memories	and	

experiences	 of	mothering	 –	my	 body	 recalling	 the	 everyday	 gestures	 of	moving,	

bending	and	adapting	in	relation-with	a	child	as	I	wrote.	The	form	of	my	work	was	

influenced	 by	 the	 convention	 of	 continuous	 narrative	 in	 ancient	 Roman	

architecture	 and	 medieval	 art	 that	 depicted	 numerous	 iconic	 stories	 of	 shared	

histories	and	beliefs	in	a	single	frame.	With	its	rhythms	and	patterns	of	writing,	of	

letters,	phrases	and	movements	 repeated,	my	Continuous	Narrative	became	 icon-

like.	This	artwork,	and	the	iterations	that	followed,	expanded	the	themes	of	Marian	

iconography	I	had	engaged	with	previously,	and	became	a	way	of	articulating	this	

tragic	 (in	 an	 Irigarayan	 sense	 of	 that	 word)	 dimension	 of	 the	maternal	 body	 in	

terms	of	the	self	(my	self/the	woman)	and	the	other	(my	other/the	child).		

	

Prior	 to	 discovering	 Yamamoto’s	 long-established	 practice	 of	 using	 salt,	 I	 had	

begun	my	own	play	with	this	material.	Salt	located	my	work	in	relation	to	domestic	

space	and	 to	 its	use	 in	 that	 context	 as	 a	 food	preservative	and	 seasoning.	 It	was	

also	a	material	that	poetically	linked	my	practice	to	burial	rituals,	such	as	those	of	

the	ancient	Egyptians	who	used	salt	to	preserve	the	flesh	of	the	deceased,	believing		

																																																								
187	Irigaray,	Prières	Quotidiennes:	Everyday	Prayers.	30.	
188	Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative,	2015,	Table	salt,	5.7	x	7.5	m,	Victorian	College	of	the	Arts,	Melbourne.		
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Figure	6		Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(installation	view),	2015,	table	salt,	
5.7	x	7.5m,	VCA	Artspace,	Melbourne.	
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Figure	7		Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(detail),	2015.	
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Figure	 8	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(dining	room)	(installation	view),	
2015,	 table	 salt,	 dining	 room	 furniture,	 approx.	 5	 x	 4m,	 Artist's	 Residence,	
Mornington	Peninsula.	
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the	 dead	body	was	 ‘the	 vessel	 connecting	 earthly	 life	 to	 the	 afterlife’189;	 and	 the	

Irish	who	 likewise	 heaped	 salt	 on	 the	 body	 of	 the	 deceased	 to	 keep	 it	while	 the	

wake	and	keen	took	place.190	My	Continuous	Narrative	aimed	to	mark	out	a	space	

of	 experience	 between	 two	 (subjects,	 times,	 dimensions)	 –	 an	 interval	 –	 with	

material	mediating	for	them.	Salt’s	history	in	the	development	of	economies,	as	a	

valuable	 and	 exchangeable	 substance	 –	 ‘a	 socialised	 good,	 an	 identity	 marker,	

capable	of	enabling	long-distance	exchange	networks’	–	thus	made	it	all	the	more	

relevant	to	my	practice.191		

	

Salt	 touches:	 the	eyes	 in	a	vision	of	an	other’s	body	(my	body)	 laid	
out	 across	 the	 floor;	 the	 tongue	 in	 a	 taste	 that	 activates	 buds	 of	
memory	and	flavours	each	consumption	of	(my)	body	thereafter;	the	
torso	in	an	embrace	held	out	and	offered	by	the	body’s	form;	sweat,	
moistening	 and	 preserving	 skin;	 the	 fingers,	 pinching	 and	
measuring;	 the	 feet,	 treading	 granules	 and	 grit	 on	 the	 periphery.	
Words	stream	from	depths.	I	am	the	sea.192		

	

Layered,	multiple	and	‘with	no	end	in	sight’	–	like	Irigaray’s	‘Marine	Lover’	whose	

‘depths	peel	off	 into	 innumerable	 thin,	 shining	 layers’,	 each	one	 ‘the	equal	of	 the	

other	as	it	catches	a	reflection	and	lets	it	go’	–	Continuous	Narrative	‘preserves	and	

blurs’	both	the	interval	and	my	self	as	woman	in	it.193	The	act	of	art-making	and	the	

object	 of	 art	 itself	 constitutes	 a	momentary	disclosure	 rather	 than	 a	 summation.	

Continuous	Narrative	presents	my	words,	and	my	own	body	as	their	source.	They	

are	 particular	 to	 me,	 specifically	 and	 ongoingly	 cast:	 time	 and	 space	 at	 once	

determine	their	shape	and	order	within	the	bounds	of	the	gallery	architecture	and	

installation	requirements,	and	are	exceeded	by	the	narrative	itself	–	the	narrative	

spilling	over	from	one	work	to	the	next,	as	my	later	Continuous	Narrative	(Dining	

Room)	 (Figure	 8)	 suggests.194	In	 contrast	 to	 Yamamoto’s	 small,	 steady	 gestures	

that	 extend,	 in	 his	 practice,	 from	 his	 seated	 body,	 my	 Continuous	 Narrative	

																																																								
189	Mark	Kurlansky,	Salt:	A	World	History	(New	York:	Walker	and	Company,	2002).	37.	
190	Lysaght,	"Caoineadh	Os	Cionn	Coirp:	The	Lament	for	the	Dead	in	Ireland."	
191	Olivier	Weller,	"First	Salt	Making	in	Europe:	A	Global	Overview	from	Neolithic	Times,"	in	Archaeology	of	Salt:	Approaching	
an	Invisible	Past,	ed.	Robin	Brigand	and	Olivier	Weller	(Leiden:	Sidestone	Press,	2015).	78.	
192	Rebekah	Pryor.	"Art	and	Words	for	Touching:	Salt."	personal	prose,	(unpublished),	2016.	
193	Luce	Irigaray,	Marine	Lover	of	Friedrich	Nietzsche	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1991).	46.	
194	Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(Dining	Room),	2015,	table	salt,	dining	room	furniture,	approx.	500	x	400	cm,	
Artist's	residence.		
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installation	 depends	 on	my	whole	 body	moving	 and	 filling	 the	 space,	 just	 as	 the	

text	does.	

	

See	my	 body	move,	 thinking	 and	 speaking	 these	 salty	 words.	 Feel	
that	bend	in	lower	back	and	chalky	mix	of	greying	dust	between	bare	
toes?	Hear	the	deep,	irresistible	exhale	as	my	body	extends	upright,	
catching	 breath	 and	 composing	myself	 before	 the	 next	movement?	
Sense	the	limits	of	warm	flesh	and	brick	wall	that	will	tell	me	in	time	
that	I	have	done	enough.195		

	

Continuous	Narrative	expresses	a	wholeness,	and	says	all	that	needs	to	be	said	for	

now,	without	punctuating	a	false	finitude.		

	

This	 expression	 of	 a	 maternal	 body	 is	 inextricably	 linked	 with	 ‘the	 depths’:	 the	

sea…	 saltwater…	 salt.	 With	 the	 Tehom:	 the	 deep,	 primordial	 waters	 of	 creation	

from	 which	 all	 relations	 derive	 ‘a	 certain	 godness’.196	According	 to	 theologian	

Catherine	 Keller,	 ‘tehom’	 is	 ‘metonym	 of	 the	 divine	womb’	 and	 ‘remains	 neither	

God	 nor	 not-God	 but	 the	 depth	 of	 “God”’.197	Expounding	 the	 nexus	 between	God	

and	human	becoming,	Keller	writes:		

	

We	do	not	come	to	know	this	infinity.	Yet	we	sometimes	unblock	it	in	
meditation	 or	 music,	 in	 loss,	 prayer,	 love	 and	 breath.	 Its	 ruach	
breathes	 with	 “sighs	 too	 deep	 for	 words.”	 We	 do	 “know	 that	 the	
whole	 creation	 has	 been	 groaning	 in	 labor	 pains.”	 In	 waves	 and	
drops	 comes	 a	 strange	 grace:	 the	 bottomlessly	 inhuman	 contracts	
again	into	the	site	of	our	becoming.198		

	

	

	

	

	
																																																								
195	"Art	and	Words	for	Touching:	Salt."	
196	Catherine	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming	(London:	Routledge,	2003).	227.	
197	Ibid.	
198	Ibid.	227-228.	In	her	discussion	of	the	tehomic	depths,	Keller	cites	Paul’s	letter	to	the	Romans,	which	describes	the	Spirit	
of	God	interceding	on	our	behalf.	(Refer	to	Romans	8:22,	26	in	The	Holy	Bible.)	She	also	references	Irigaray’s	essay,	‘Divine	
Women’,	in	which	Irigaray	writes:	‘God	forces	us	to	do	nothing	except	become.	The	only	task,	the	only	obligation	laid	upon	us	
is:	to	become	divine	men	and	women,	to	become	perfectly,	to	refuse	to	allow	parts	of	ourselves	to	shrivel	and	die	that	have	
the	potential	for	growth	and	fulfillment.’	In	Irigaray,	Sexes	and	Genealogies.	68-69	.	



	 76 

	

	

	

	

	

	
	
Figure	9	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(installation	view),	2016,	table	
salt,	approx.	3m	diameter,	Yarra	Sculpture	Gallery,	Abbotsford.	
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12 years 5 months 6 days 
	

My	successive	work,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(2016)	(Figures	9-12),	was	a	further	

meditation	on	the	daily	postures	of	the	maternal	body.	Beyond	words,	as	“sighs	too	

deep	for	words”,	salt	began	to	signify	mothers’	tears	cried,	in	love	and	lament,	from	

tehomic	 depths.	 The	 work	 measured	 approximately	 3	 metres	 in	 diameter	 and	

featured	figural	shapes	cast	in	salt	to	denote	iconic	patterns	and	specific	instances	

of	love	and	care.	Using	the	same	source	images	that	had	informed	Triptych	(2014),	

it	referenced	ancient	forms	of	the	mandala	from	contemplative	spiritual	traditions.		

According	 to	C.	 G.	 Jung,	whose	 research	 on	 the	 symbology	 of	 salt	 found	 that	 the	

compound	 ‘represents	the	centre	and	hence	the	self’	when	it	appears	 in	patients’	

dream	drawings,	 ‘the	quaternary	structure	of	most	mandalas	 reminds	one	of	 the	

sign	 for	 salt	� 	 …’199	This	 ‘sign	 for	 salt’	was	 originally	 identified	 by	 seventeenth	

century	 German-Dutch	 alchemist,	 Johann	 Rudolph	 Glauber,	 and	 is,	 according	 to	

Jung,	 ‘a	 double	 totality	 symbol;	 the	 circle	 representing	 non-differentiated	

wholeness,	 and	 the	 square	discriminated	wholeness.’200	By	 employing	 a	mandala	

form	in	12	years	5	months	6	days,	I	locate	the	body	of	the	mother	as	and	in	relation-

with	the	self.	To	borrow	Jung’s	terminology,	she	is	a	body	portrayed	in	terms	of	her	

wholeness:	 both	 ‘non-differentiated’	 (one	 with	 the	 other)	 and	 ‘discriminated’	

(completely	distinct).	

	

12	years	5	months	6	days	 (whose	 name	 denotes	 the	 duration	 to-date	 of	my	 own	

body’s	 experience	 as	mother)	was	 also	 inspired	 by	 the	 Indian	 art	 form,	 rangoli.	

Rangoli	 is	 traditionally	practised	by	women	and	girls	 and	 is	 a	way	of	decorating	

the	home	and	greeting	Lakshmi,	 the	goddess	of	prosperity.201	Each	day,	domestic	

materials	 like	 flour	 or	 rice	 are	 used	 to	mark	 out	 ancient	 patterns	 (passed	 down	

through		generations		of		women)		on		the	floor	of	the	home’s	living		space	or	on	the		

																																																								
199	C.	G.	Jung,	in	Collected	Works	of	C.	G.	Jung,	Volume	14:	Mysterium	Coniunctionis,	ed.	Gerhard	Adler	and	R.	F.	C.	Hull	
(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	1970).	245.	
200	Ibid.	241.	Johann	Rudolph	Glauber	is	considered	a	pioneer	of	chemical	engineering	after	discovering	the	compound	
sodium	sulfate	(later	referred	to	as	‘Glauber’s	Salt’)	in	1625.	
201	Jyotsna	Kamat,	"Rangoli:	Versatile	Domestic	Art,"	in	Encyclopaedia	of	the	History	of	Science,	Technology,	and	Medicine	in	
Non-Western	Cultures,	ed.	Helaine	Selin	(Houten:	Springer,	2008).		
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Figure	10		Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(detail),	2016. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 79 

 

 
 
Figure	11		Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(detail	1,	after	13	days),	2016. 

Figure	12		Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(detail	2,	after	13	days),	2016. 
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street	outside.	The	design	and	material	choices	made	in	the	artistic	development	of	

12	years	5	months	6	days	(2016)	flag	its	function	as	an	offering,	even	in	the	context	

of	 the	 gallery	 space.	 The	work	 is	 laid	 out	 and	 presented	 as	 an	 invitation	 into	 a	

moment	 of	 touching	 more	 than	 seeing:	 art	 interceding	 between	 subjects,	 like	

ruach,	 breath,	 Spirit;	 matter	 going	 before	 language	 and	 exceeding	 it;	 artist	 and	

viewer	touching	in	gestures	of	collaboration.202	

 
 
Saltcellars 
	

Saltcellars	 (2017)	 (Figures	 13-14)	 extends	 and	 preserves	 my	 work	 on	 this	

chapter’s	 motif	 of	 the	 mother.	 The	 Saltcellars	 collection	 is	 an	 ongoing	 work	

comprised	of	more	than	twenty-five	bowl-like	vessels	ranging	in	size,	from	100	–	

200mm	 in	 diameter.	 Using	 a	 casting	 method	 to	 form	 each	 one,	 the	 vessels	 are	

made	 entirely	 of	 salt	 that	 is	 first	moistened	with	water	 and	 allowed	 to	 dry	 and	

harden	 in	 the	air	over	 time.	The	 surface	pattern	visible	on	each	of	 the	vessels	 is	

formed	 during	 the	 casting	 process	 through	 the	 use	 of	 pressed	 glass	 bowls	 and	

decoratively	shaped	plastic	containers.	In	the	first	exhibition	of	Saltcellars,	ten	salt	

vessels	 were	 presented	 inside	 a	 cabinet	 of	 the	 kind	 traditionally	 used	 for	

displaying	valuable	ornaments	and	tableware	in	the	home	(Figure	15).203	A	second	

iteration	of	the	work	includes	twenty-two	vessels	set	on	a	simple	table,	and	in	this	

setting	more	vividly	 references	 the	history	of	 the	saltcellar	as	a	 container	whose	

functional,	 economic	 and	 political	 significance	 dates	 back	 to	 classical	 Roman	

times.204	Mark	Kurlansky’s	study	describes	the	prevalence	of	saltcellars	of	various	

kinds	 in	 Eastern	 and	 Western	 cultures	 since	 antiquity.	 His	 survey	 includes,	 for	

example,	 the	humble	 seashells	used	 to	hold	 salt	 at	 the	 tables	of	plebs	 in	Ancient	

Rome,	and	 the	vastly	ornate	saltcellars	placed	on	 the	 tables	of	aristocrats	during	

																																																								
202	As	noted	previously,	ruach	is	feminine	in	Hebrew	and	translated	as	divine	breath,	wind	and	spirit.	Refer	to	
http://biblehub.com/hebrew/7307.htm	
203	Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars	(in	Cabinet),	2017,	table	salt,	found	cabinet,	dimensions	variable,	Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	
Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong.		
204	Saltcellars	(on	Table),	2017,	table	salt,	found	table,	dimensions	variable,	Alternating	Current	Art	Space,	Windsor.			
Weller,	"First	Salt	Making	in	Europe:	A	Global	Overview	from	Neolithic	Times."	And	Kurlansky,	Salt:	A	World	History.	
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the	 Medieval	 and	 Renaissance	 periods.205 	The	 gold	 Cellini	 Salt	 Cellar	 (1543)	

(Saliera,	in	Italian),	crafted	by	Florentine	sculptor,	goldsmith	and	artist	Benvenuto	

Cellini	for	King	François	I	of	France,	is	a	well-known	sixteenth	century	example.206	

	

The	choice	to	use	decorative	pressed	glass	bowls	for	imprinting	patterns	into	my	

salt	vessels	was	made	since	they	evoked	memories	of	both	my	grandmother’s	glass	

buffet,	in	which	special	tableware	and	other	precious	objects	were	stored,	and	my	

mother’s	 glass	 cabinet,	 similarly	 used	 for	 keeping	 favourite	 glassware,	 including	

objects	passed	on	to	her.	In	the	context	of	my	art	practice,	cut	glass	bowls	and	the	

patterns	 they	 make	 are	 feminine	 artefacts,	 and	 trace	 a	 genealogy	 of	 sorts,	 of	

mothers	in	domestic	space.	In	the	process	of	researching	salt,	I	discovered	that	the	

Boston	and	Sandwich	Glassworks,	established	in	1825	in	Cape	Cod,	Massachusetts,	

became	 famous	 for	 the	 production	 of	 glass	 saltcellars	 and	 later	 turned	 to	 salt	

manufacturing,	since	salt	was	a	by-product	of	glassmaking	and	a	lucrative	industry	

in	 its	 own	 right,	 given	 local	 and	 regional	 fishing	 industries’	 demand	 for	 the	

product.207	This	 example	 of	 the	 historical	 and	 productive	 relationship	 between	

glass	and	salt	further	strengthened	my	rationale	for	employing	both	in	the	process	

of	making	my	own	Saltcellars.		

	

Jung	 writes	 that	 salt	 ‘pervades	 all	 things’. 208 	It	 is	 abundant	 and	 universal.	

According	 to	 Jung’s	 symbolic	 schema,	 salt	 ‘represents	 the	 feminine	 principle	 of	

Eros,	which	brings	everything	 into	 relationship,	 in	an	almost	perfect	way.’209	Not	

only	is	salt	at	the	centre	of	all	the	world’s	being	and	relations	–	‘the	soul	or	spark	of	

the	 anima	mundi’	 –	 Jung	 describes	 it	 in	 universal	 terms	 as	 ‘the	 daughter	 of	 the	

spiritus	 vegetativus	 of	 creation’	 and	 ‘an	 analogue	 of	 God’.210	Here,	 salt,	 love,	 the	

feminine	and	the	divine	are	all	connected	symbolically,	etymologically	and,	as	my	

own	 body	 of	 work	 also	 suggests,	 materially.	 Jung	 references	 eighteenth	 century	

theosophical	thought	to	further	emphasize	the	links:		
																																																								
205	Salt:	A	World	History.	
206	Benvenuto	Cellini,	Salt	Cellar	(Saliera),	1543,	gold,	enamel,	26	×	33.5	cm,	Vienna.		
207	Kurlansky,	Salt:	A	World	History.		
208	Jung.	241.	
209	Ibid.	241.	
210	Ibid.	241.	



	 82 

	

	

Figure	13		Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars,	2017,	table	salt,	dimensions	variable.	
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Figure	14		Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars	(detail),	2017.	
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Figure	 15	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Saltcellars	 (in	 cabinet)	 (installation	 view),	 2017,	
Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong.	
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Christ	 is	the	salt,	 the	fiat	 is	the	Word	that	 is	begotten	from	eternity	
for	our	preservation.	Christ	 is	 the	“sweet,	 fixed	salt	of	silent,	gentle	
eternity.”	 The	 body,	when	 salted	 by	 Christ,	 becomes	 tinctured	 and	
therefore	incorruptible.211	

	

Christ	 is	 named	 sal	 sapientiae	 (literally,	 ‘salt	 of	 wisdom’)	 and	 located	 ‘in	 the	

beginning’,	 as	Genesis	and	 John	 indicate.212	What	 Jung	eloquently	highlights	 (and	

other	 commentators	 affirm),	 is	 the	 implication	 that	 Jesus’s	 description	 of	 his	

disciples	 as	 ‘salt	 of	 the	 earth’	 is	 distinctly	 ontological,	 having	 to	 do	 with	 their	

origins	and	relation-with	Christ,	and	their	being	in	the	world	thereafter.213	Having	

been	 ‘salted	 by	 Christ’	 from	 the	 beginning,	 they	 endure	 as	 ‘personifications	 of	

higher	insight	and	divine	wisdom’.214	

	

As	a	motif	of	the	lamenting	maternal	body,	the	ephemeral	bowl	form	repeated	in	

Saltcellars	at	once	presents	a	finite	gathering	(of	the	self	and	the	absent	other)	and	

an	indeterminate	offering	poured	out;	a	presentation	that	simultaneously	ensures	

its	 fidelity	 (to	 the	 subject	and	 its	 relation-with	 the	other)	and	persistence	across	

the	separation.	In	his	alchemical	description	of	salt’s	properties,	Jung	writes:	

	

Apart	 from	 its	 lunar	 wetness	 and	 its	 terrestrial	 nature,	 the	 most	
outstanding	 properties	 of	 salt	 are	 bitterness	 and	 wisdom…	 The	
factor	 common	 to	 both,	 however	 incommensurable	 the	 two	 ideas	
may	seem,	 is,	psychologically,	 the	function	of	 feeling.	Tears,	sorrow,	
and	 disappointment	 are	 bitter,	 but	 wisdom	 is	 the	 comforter	 in	 all	
psychic	suffering.215	

	

																																																								
211	Ibid.	241	Here,	Jung	particularly	refers	to	the	work	of	Georg	von	Welling,	whose	key	text,	Opus	Mago-cabbalisticum	et	
Theosphicum,	published	in	1719,	is	described	at	length	by	its	own	subtitle:	‘In	Which	the	Origin,	Nature,	Characteristics,	and	
Use	of	Salt,	Sulphur,	and	Mercury	are	Described	in	Three	Parts	together	with	much	wonderful	mathematical,	theosophical,	
magical,	and	mystical	material	as	well	as	thoughts	on	the	creation	of	metals	and	minerals	in	nature,	many	curious	mago-
cabbalistic	illustrations,	and	a	key	to	the	entire	work.	Also	included	are	essays	on	Divine	Wisdom	and	an	Appendix	of	several	
quite	rare	and	precious	alchemical	pieces.’	Georg	von	Welling,	1655-1727,	Opus	Mago-Cabbalisticum	Et	Theosophicum	(San	
Francisco:	Red	Wheel/Weiser,	2006).	
212	Genesis	1:1	and	John	1:1-4a	in	The	Holy	Bible.	
213	Matthew	5:13	in	ibid.	For	further	commentary	on	this	verse	and	the	‘Sermon	on	the	Mount’	from	which	it	comes,	refer	to:	
Barbara	E.	Reid,	The	Gospel	According	to	Matthew	(Collegeville:	Liturgical	Press,	2005).	And	Stephen	C.		Barton,	"The	Gospel	
According	to	Matthew,"	in	The	Cambridge	Companion	to	the	Gospels,	ed.	Stephen	C.	Barton	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	2007).	
214	Jung.	242.	
215	Ibid.	246.	
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Saltcellars	functions	to	preserve	and	offer	a	taste	of	both	the	bitterness	of	maternal	

lament	and	the	wisdom	of	love	that	enables	the	mother	to	survive	it.216	In	this	way,	

it	 contrasts	 the	 opposition	 of	 bitterness	 and	wisdom	 that	 Jung	 describes,	where	

one	excludes	 the	other,	with	salt	cast	as	 ‘the	carrier	of	 this	 fateful	alternative’.217	

Saltcellars	 suggests	 that	 bitterness	 and	 wisdom	 exist	 at	 once	 in	 a	 woman’s	

maternal	experience.	Her	body	feels	both.		

	

	

	

Woman, Why Are You Weeping? 
	

	

‘Woman,	 why	 are	 you	 weeping?’	 Words	 are	 breathed	 out	 across	
space.	 They	 touch,	 these	 words.	 Names	 are	 spoken.	 Caressing.	
Reviving	as	they	are	breathed	in.	Settling	on	ears	that	hear	and	skin	
that	rises	to	the	call	of	the	other’s	voice.	Touching	and	not	touching,	
in	 silence	 as	much	 as	 in	 speech,	 two	 remain	 two.	 Love	 and	 insight	
sprout	between	them	like	epicormic	buds	after	fire,	and	new	words	
emerge.218		
	

It	 is	Fra	Angelico’s	Noli	Me	Tangere	(1440-1442),	an	image	of	Mary	Magdalene	in	

the	 sepulchre	 garden	with	 the	 resurrected	 Christ,	 that	most	 resonantly	 portrays	

the	complex	multiplicity	of	lament	I	have	described	in	this	chapter.	This	is	a	166	x	

125	cm	fresco	painted	on	the	wall	of	Cell	1	in	the	Convent	of	San	Marco,	Florence,	

Italy	 and	 one	 of	 a	 series	 of	 works	 designed	 by	 Fra	 Angelico	 in	 the	 Dominican	

convent.	 Noli	 Me	 Tangere	 represents	 part	 of	 the	 friar’s	 exegesis	 of	 the	 biblical	

narrative	 of	 the	 Incarnation,	 from	 the	 angel	 Gabriel’s	 announcement	 to	Mary,	 to	

the	birth	of	Christ,	through	his	life,	crucifixion,	and	appearance	to	Mary	Magdalene	

in	 the	 garden	 following	 his	 resurrection.	 Among	 the	 frescos	 painted	 by	 Fra	

Angelico	 and	his	 assistants	 in	 the	 corridors,	 cells	 and	 chapel	 surrounding	Cell	 1,	

																																																								
216	Ibid.		
217	Ibid.	Jung	writes	here	that,	‘Apart	from	its	lunar	wetness	and	its	terrestrial	nature,	the	most	outstanding	properties	of	salt	
are	bitterness	and	wisdom.’	He	continues	by	stating	that,	‘…where	there	is	bitterness	wisdom	is	lacking,	and	where	wisdom	
is	there	can	be	no	bitterness.	Salt,	as	the	carrier	of	this	fateful	alternative,	is	co-ordinated	with	the	nature	of	woman.’	246.	
218	Rebekah	Pryor.	"Gardens	of	Love	and	Lament."	personal	prose,	(unpublished),	2016.	
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are	 his	 famous	 Annunciation	 (c.	 1438-50),	 and	 numerous	 renderings	 of	 the	

crucifixion	 of	 Christ	 that	 variously	 feature	 Christ’s	 mother,	 Mary	 and	 Saint	

Dominic.219			

	

Philosopher	 and	 art	 historian,	 Georges	 Didi-Huberman,	 discusses	 Fra	 Angelico’s	

exegetical	 manoeuvre	 in	 the	 San	 Marco	 cycle	 as	 producing	 multitudinous	

‘networks	of	sacred	meaning’	that	extend	from	the	biblical	text	and	are	expanded	

through	the	artist’s	play	with	the	figure.	Fra	Angelico’s	exploration	of	these	figural	

networks	establishes	their	visual	and	hermeneutic	connections	and	also,	according	

to	Didi-Huberman,	their	dissemblance	within	the	image	–	that	is,	the	‘strangeness’	

of	 each	 figure	 that	 appears	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 artist	 ‘disfiguring	 it	 a	 bit’.220	For	

example,	in	Noli	Me	Tangere,	the	meaning	of	the	relation	between	Mary	Magdalene,	

traditionally	 (though	 mistakenly)	 portrayed	 in	 medieval	 Western	 art	 as	 a	

prostitute,	 and	 the	 risen	 Christ	 is	 expanded	 by	 the	 artist’s	 use	 of	 the	 red,	 terra	

rossa	pigment,	that	colours	not	only	Jesus’s	wounds	and	Mary’s	outer	garment,	but	

the	flowering	spring	field	beneath	(and	between)	them.221	The	effect	of	this	poetic	

approach	 locates	 Fra	 Angelico’s	 figurative	 works	 ‘between	 body	 and	 mystery’,	

according	to	Didi-Huberman.222	Not	only	does	the	bright	red	colour	represent	the	

shared	 human	 condition	 of	 the	 subjects,	 it	 is	 the	 colour	 of	 Christ’s	 Passion,	

symbolised	 by	 a	 flower	 motif	 and	 used	 by	 Fra	 Angelico	 to	 suggest	 that	 Mary	

Magdalene,	 Jesus	 and	 their	 surrounds	 are	 all	 caught	 up	 in	 the	 same	 event	 and	

process	of	the	Resurrection.	Philosopher	Jean-Luc	Nancy’s	reading	of	the	episode	

similarly	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 embodied,	 multiple	 and	 far-reaching	 nature	 of	

revelation	in	this	scene.	He	writes,	

	

																																																								
219	Fra	Angelico,	Annunciation,	c.	1440-45,	fresco,	230	x	297	cm,	North	Corridor,	Convent	of	San	Marco,	Florence.	
http://www.oxfordartonline.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/subscriber/article/img/grove/art/F015996	The	Madonna	at	the	
Foot	of	the	Cross,	c.	1440-45,	fresco,	Cell	22,	Convent	of	San	Marco,	Florence.		Fra	Angelico	and	assistant,	Christ	Crucified	with	
Saint	Dominic	1440-45,	fresco,	340	x	206	cm,	Cloister	of	Saint	Antonio,	Convent	of	San	Marco,	Florence.			
220	Georges	Didi-Huberman,	Fra	Angelico:	Dissemblance	and	Figuration	(Chicago:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1995).	6	
and	9.	
221	For	further	analyses	of	the	history,	myths	and	iconography	that	have	contributed	to	the	casting	of	Mary	Magdalene	as	
‘penitent	prostitute’,	refer	to:	Susan	Haskins,	Mary	Magdalen:	Myth	and	Metaphor	(London:	Harper	Collins,	1993).	And	Jane	
Schaberg,	The	Resurrection	of	Mary	Magdalene:	Legends,	Apocrypha,	and	the	Christian	Testament	(New	York:	Continuum,	
2002).		
222	Didi-Huberman,	Fra	Angelico:	Dissemblance	and	Figuration.	6.		
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…	Likewise,	 it	 follows	 that	 the	 “divine”	 henceforth	 no	 longer	 has	 a	
place	 either	 in	 the	world	or	outside	 it,	 for	 there	 is	no	other	world.	
What	“is	not	of	this	world”	is	not	elsewhere:	it	is	the	opening	in	the	
world,	the	separation,	the	parting	and	the	raising.223	

	

The	 revelation	 and	 effects	 of	 the	 Resurrection	 touch	 both	 Jesus	 and	 Mary	

Magdalene,	and	in	turn	reveal	the	mystery	of	both	God	and	bodies,	both	of	which	

are	‘limned	by	plurality	and	contact’,	as	theologian	Mark	Godin	states.224		Through	

their	 bodies,	 specifically,	 each	 one’s	 sense	 of	 touch,	 the	 subjects	 in	 this	 story	

collaborate	 in	defining	an	opening	 in	 the	world	and,	 therefore,	 in	defining	a	new	

world.	Each	body	inscribes	and	is	inscribing	in	relation-with	the	other.	Each	is	the	

other’s	revelation,	as	well	as	his	or	her	own.	

	
Noli	me	 tangere	 is	 the	word	 and	 the	 instant	 of	 revelation	 between	
two	 bodies,	 that	 is,	 of	 a	 single	 body	 infinitely	 altered	 and	 exposed	
both	in	its	fall	[tombée]	as	well	as	in	its	raising.225	

	

Mary	 Magdalene	 embodies	 Christ’s	 absence	 and	 presence,	 his	 death	 and	

resurrected	life,	as	he	does	hers.	

	

By	artistically	establishing	 ‘networks	of	 sacred	meaning’	 in	and	between	Noli	Me	

Tangere	 and	 the	 other	 San	 Marco	 frescos,	 Fra	 Angelico	 avoids	 literal	 or	 logical	

translation	of	 the	originary	 text	and	preserves	 the	mystery	of	 the	encounter,	not	

only	 between	 the	 artworks’	 subjects	 but	 between	 God	 and	 the	 devoted	 viewer	

standing	or	kneeling	before	them.	In	this	way,	Fra	Angelico’s	work	acknowledges	

the	limitations	of	representation	that	Williams	articulates	as	‘the	always	receding	

horizon	of	our	knowing’	of	God,	who	by	nature	‘eludes	final	expression’.226		

	

	

	

	
																																																								
223	Jean-Luc	Nancy,	Noli	Me	Tangere:	On	the	Raising	of	the	Body	(New	York:	Fordham	University	Press,	2008).	47-48.	
224	Mark	Godin,	"Touch	and	Trembling:	Intimating	Interdisciplinary	Bodies,"	in	Literature	and	Theology:	New	
Interdisciplinary	Spaces,	ed.	Heather	Walton	(Oxon:	Routledge,	2011).	156.	
225	Nancy,	Noli	Me	Tangere:	On	the	Raising	of	the	Body.	48.	
226	Williams,	The	Edge	of	Words.	148.	
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The revelation of a lamenting maternal body 
	

In	 determining	 the	 inextricable	 link	 between	 the	 gaze	 and	 speech	 shared	by	 the	

human	subjects	in	Fra	Angelico’s	image	(and	other	iconographic	renderings	in	the	

category	of	Noli	Me	Tangere),	Baert	contends	 that,	 ‘…a	 special	pact	 is	 forged:	 the	

pact	between	figuration	and	voice’,	and	this	suggests	a	 ‘double	bias’	at	work,	one	

that,	 in	 Christian	 iconography,	 ‘connects	 the	 revelation	 of	 the	 voice	 with	 the	

manifestation	of	 the	visible	 flesh’.227	Touch	 is	 all	 but	prohibited	by	 this	 coupling,	

and	 the	 ‘plurality	 and	 contact’	 that	 signify	 divine	 mystery	 is	 diminished.	 As	 a	

strategy	 for	recognising	and	re-presenting	the	maternal	body,	at	 this	stage	of	my	

practice	 via	 the	 motif	 of	 lament,	 I	 aimed	 to	 create	 an	 image	 that	 disrupted	 the	

double	bias	Baert	describes.	After	Irigaray’s	urge	to	speak	my	own	words,	this	new	

image	had	to	reflect	‘the	revelation’	of	my	own	body	and	its	experience	of	touch	in	

relation-with	an	other	body.	In	terms	of	this	chapter’s	discussion,	it	had	to	capture	

the	embodied,	multiple	and	liminal	experience	of	the	mother.		

	

Lament	(2016)	(Figure	16)	attempts	to	present	the	tragedy,	as	Irigaray	describes	

it,	 of	 the	 sexuate	 body	 and,	 in	 terms	 of	 this	 project,	 the	 second	 tragedy	 of	 the	

exclusion	and	denial	of	woman,	specifically	woman	as	mother,	 from	the	symbolic	

order	of	my	faith	tradition	and	culture.	In	making	the	work,	I	sought	to	convey	the	

nature	of	embodiment	and	cultivate	a	 collaboration	of	 speech	and	 ‘relation-with’	

between	the	image’s	subject	and	its	viewer.	I	sought	to	ask,	‘Given	this	tragedy,	or,	

after	 it,	 how	do	we	each	 speak	and	make	meaning	 together?	How	can	 I/we	now	

be?’	 Set	 in	 a	 burnt,	 newly	 regenerating	 open	 forest	 reserve	 on	 the	 Mornington	

Peninsula	 in	 Victoria,	 Australia,	 the	 photograph	 is	 evocative	 of	 the	 gardens	 of	

Genesis,	Gethsemane	and	the	Christic	tomb	where	outside,	according	to	John,	Mary	

Magdalene	 stood	weeping.228	The	 photograph	 pictures	 a	woman	 (myself)	 seated	

alone,		dressed		in		black,	with		ash-blackened			feet				and		a	pile	of		salt			in			her		lap		

																																																								
227	Barbara	Baert,	"Noli	Me	Tangere.	Six	Exercises	in	Image	Theory	and	Iconophilia,"		Image	&	Narrative,	no.	Issue	15.	Battles	
Around	Images:	Iconoclasm	and	Beyond	(2006),	http://www.imageandnarrative.be/inarchive/iconoclasm/baert.htm.	
228	The	site	pictured	in	this	photograph	was	blackened	by	a	deliberately	lit	bushfire	that	burned	out	of	control,	destroying	
two	homes	and	threatening	many	others	(including	the	home	of	my	sister	and	her	family)	in	Crib	Point	on	18	January	2016.		
For	the	Christic	tomb	garden	allusion,	refer	to	John	20:11-13.	
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Figure	16	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Lament,	2016,	digital	photograph,	pigment	on	archival	
cotton	rag,	79	x	110cm.	
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weighing	her	down	and	rendering	her	immobile,	as	in	a	state	of	grief.	Whereas	Fra	

Angelico’s	 Noli	 Me	 Tangere	 abides	 by	 the	 iconographic	 pact	 Baert	 describes,	

binding	the	speech	of	Christ	to	his	visible	presence,	my	image	suggests	an	absence	

of	both	speech	and	Christ’s	bodily	presence.	The	woman	is	the	only	visible	subject,	

and	 she	 is	 silent.	Hers	 is	 the	 only	 body	 visible	 in	 this	 scene.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	

Christ’s	 body,	 hers	 is	 the	 only	 body	 that	 bears	 any	 trace	 of	 a	 resurrection	 body,	

described	 by	 theologian	 David	 Jasper	 as	 sacred	 and	 ‘at	 once	 utterly	 broken	 and	

perfectly	 fulfilled,	 unbearable	 to	 the	 gaze	 in	 its	 dark	 suffering	 and	 dazzling	

beauty.’229 	Where	 Fra	 Angelico	 accentuates	 and	 contains	 the	 scene’s	 tension	

between	 touching	 and	 not	 touching	 and	 between	 presence	 and	 absence	 via	 the	

device	 of	 the	 garden	wall,	 in	Lament,	 the	 garden	 as	 a	 field	 of	 tension	 is	without	

fence	or	edge.		While	this	may	signal	a	certain	liberty	–	to	move	about	the	scene	or	

exit	it	entirely	–	the	woman	nevertheless	appears	contained:	in	this	moment,	this	

image;	 by	 this	 landscape,	 this	 photograph’s	 frame.	 While	 her	 gaze	 is	 directed	

beyond	 the	 scene	 (to	 an	 other,	 God	 or	 horizon	 assumed	 present	 despite	 its	

compositional	 exclusion),	 she	 remains	 still,	 grounded	 in	 the	 charred	 landscape.	

Her	posture	is	protest	and	her	protest	grounds	her.	She	is	resolute:	in	her	body;	in	

her	 maternal	 love;	 in	 her	 lament.	 Like	 the	 surrounding	 landscape	 –	 flush	 with	

epicormic	buds	and	fresh	green	undergrowth	–	she	refuses	to	die	or	be	obliterated	

by	 the	 violent	 bushfire-like	 mastery	 that	 reduces	 every	 difference.	 Despite	 the	

relative	 sacredness	 of	 her	 body,	 she	 looks	 out	 from	 this	 scene	 like	 culture	

‘clutching’	 for	 divine	 presence	 and	 truth:	 in	 theologian	Heather	Walton’s	words,	

‘with	a	desperate	reach	we	might	call	faith’.230		

	

	

	

	

																																																								
229	David	Jasper,	The	Sacred	Body:	Asceticism	in	Religion,	Literature,	Art,	and	Culture	(Waco:	Baylor	University	Press,	2009).	
185.	
230	Heather	Walton,	"When	Love	Is	Not	True:	Literature	and	Theology	after	Romance,"	in	Literature	and	Theology:	New	
Interdisciplinary	Spaces,	ed.	Heather	Walton	(Oxon:	Routledge,	2011).	52.	
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From Lament to Hope 
	

	

It	 is	 dawn	 and	 long	 after	 the	 events	 of	 the	 Incarnation,	 from	 Annunciation	 to	

Resurrection	 and	 Ascension,	 have	 taken	 place.	 ‘All	 shall	 be	 well’,	 as	 Julian	 of	

Norwich	 whispers.	 But,	 not	 quite	 yet,	 as	 this	 Lament	 (2016)	 contends.	 In	 this	

moment,	the	maternal	body	waits	for	a	return	to	wonder	that	will	end	her	season	

of	lament	and	amount	to	an	opening	–	‘the	point	of	passage’	–	for	a	new	and	ethical	

space	 of	 recognition	 and	 relation	 in	 difference.	 As	 Catherine	Malabou’s	 eloquent	

discussion	 of	 Irigaray’s	 Cartesian	 thought	 states,	 ‘wonder	 is	 the	 passion	 of	

difference’:	

	

Even	if	we	never	wonder	at	anything	other	than	difference	and	even	
if	wonder	is	the	ontological	and	theoretical	passion	par	excellence	–	
Being	 is	 the	 wonder	 of	 all	 beings	 –	 in	 order	 for	 this	 difference	 to	
touch	 us,	 it	must	 be	 inscribed	within	 bodies	 since	 it	 is	 bodies	 that	
initially	differentiate	beings.231		

	

My	 art	 practice,	 as	well	 as	 that	 of	 artist	Motoi	 Yamamoto	 in	 particular,	 suggests	

that,	 as	 a	 frame	 that	 constrains,	 heightens	 and	 clarifies	 human	 expressions	 of	

suffering	 and	 grief,	 lament	 enables	 us	 to	 speak,	 survive	 and	 protest	 against	

tragedy,	which	may	lead	us	to	wonder	and,	in	turn,	to	the	hopeful	construction	of	

new	 cultural	 horizons. 232 	Salty	 words,	 figures	 and	 tears	 themselves	 dissolve	

eventually	in	moist	air,	clearing	the	space	for	a	new	work	to	take	place.	Whatever	

‘triumphant	or	melancholy’	thing	follows	the	experience	of	 it,	wonder	constitutes	

‘the	advent	or	the	event	of	the	other’,	and	perhaps,	‘the	beginning	of	a	new	story’	as	

Irigaray	herself	speculates.233		

																																																								
231	Catherine	Malabou,	Changing	Difference:	The	Feminine	and	the	Question	of	Philosophy	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	2011).	11-
12.	
232	Theologian	Jeanette	Mathews’	study	of	the	Old	Testament	book	of	Lamentations	and	the	contemporary	poetry	of	her	
Karen	refugee	theology	students,	leads	her	to	describe	lament	according	to	these	framing	functions:	constraining,	
heightening	and	clarifying.	The	Karen	Lament	Poems	follow	the	mode	of	Lamentations	by	adopting	a	‘city-lament	form’.	The	
majority	of	the	poems	proceed	with	a	tone	of	remembrance	and	sorrow	but	conclude	with	an	expression	of	the	poet’s	hope	
for	restoration	and	return	to	his	or	her	South-East	Asian	land	of	origin.	See	Jeanette	Mathews,	"Framing	Lament:	Providing	a	
Context	for	the	Expression	of	Pain,"	in	Spiritual	Complaint:	The	Theology	and	Practice	of	Lament,	ed.	Miriam	J.	Bier	and	Tim	
Bulkeley	(Cambridge:	James	Clarke	&	Co	Ltd,	2013).	
233	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	p.	75	in	Malabou,	Changing	Difference:	The	Feminine	and	the	Question	of	Philosophy.	
12.	
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Chapter 3  |  Sacred Canopy 
	

	

	

	

	

Having	examined	and	re-imagined	the	body	of	the	mother	as	‘performing	the	icon’	

in	 Chapter	 One,	 and	 understood	 the	 tragedy	 of	 the	 maternal	 body	 through	 the	

motif	of	lament	in	Chapter	Two,	I	now	turn	to	the	notion	of	‘the	sacred	canopy’,	a	

phrase	 coined	 by	 sociologist	 Peter	 Berger	 and	 appropriated	 here,	 for	 its	

architectural	 inference,	 to	 describe	 a	 space	 between	 different	 subjects	 in	 which	

experiences	of	the	sensible	transcendental	may	take	place.	Irigaray	contends	that,	

in	order	 to	move	beyond	neutered	abstractions	of	distant	divine	being	–	beyond	

waiting	for	‘the	dead	God	of	Nietzsche’	or	‘passively	for	the	god	to	come’	–	we	must	

make	 a	 space	 in	which	 ‘“we	 are”	 or	 “we	 become,”	 “we	 live	 here”	 together’.234	As	

expressed	earlier,	 the	sensible	transcendental,	according	to	Irigaray,	 is	a	space	in	

which	God	is	conjured	up	‘among	us,	within	us,	as	resurrection	and	transfiguration	

of	blood,	of	flesh,	through	a	language	and	an	ethics	that	is	ours.’235	It	is	an	interval.	

A	third	space	between	two	different	subjects,	understood	here	as	sacred	space	and	

a	place	of	divine	creation,	communion	and	becoming.		

	

Through	 my	 art	 practice,	 I	 sought	 to	 re-approach	 the	 physical	 space	 of	 the	

cathedral	as	a	liminal	site	of	becoming	and	more	than	that,	through	the	thinking	of	

theologian	 Catherine	 Keller,	 as	 a	 site	 of	 ‘becoming-theology’:	 one	 resonant	 with	

‘God-word’,	depth	and	an	‘intimacy	of	the	infinite’,	and	characterised	by	a	wonder	

and	hope	that	does	not	forget	the	‘irreducibles	of	loss,	love	and	insight’	that	come	

via	our	experiences	 in	 relation-with	an	other.236	Setting	aside	 the	 tone	of	protest	

that	my	season	of	 lament	enabled	me	to	express,	 I	return	to	the	cathedral	 in	this	

chapter,	 approaching	 it	 as	 a	 pneumatic	 space	 –	 as	 a	 space	 of	 ruach	or	 Spirit,	 in	
																																																								
234	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	129.	
235	Ibid.	
236	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming.	230.	
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Keller’s	 words,	 ‘the	 ruach	of	 the	 “third	 space”’.237	Though	 it	 was	 the	 site	 of	 my	

original	 frustration	with	a	church	culture	whose	 imagination	 in	art	and	 language	

appeared	 to	 forget	 the	 mother	 and	 the	 maternal	 body	 (this	 forgetting	 was	 the	

impetus	 for	my	 entire	 project),	 it	 nevertheless	 seemed	 the	most	 logical	 place	 in	

which	new	motifs	and	icons	of	the	sacred	should	be	manifestly	explored.		

	

This	chapter	focuses	on	four	key	artworks	created	and	installed	for	my	major	solo	

exhibition	 in	 St	Paul’s	Cathedral,	Melbourne,	Australia	 in	October	2015:	Portable	

Cathedral,	 Dear	 Mr	 Butterfield,	 Fleur	 de	 Lis,	 and	 Swaddle	 (all	 2015).	 These	 are	

discussed	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 relationship	 with	 the	 existing	 nineteenth	 century	

cathedral	 architecture,	 and	 notions	 of	 the	 interval	 and	 sacred	 canopy.	 Engaging	

further	with	Keller’s	tehomic	theology	by	which	God	is	described	as	‘capax	mundi’	

and	source	of	the	creation’s	‘active	capability	for	responsive	relation’,238	I	reflect	on	

my	art	practice	and	materials,	investigating	their	rhythms	and	origins	in	ordinary	

life,	and	 locating	related	patterns	 in	the	architecture	of	 the	cathedral.	Via	scholar	

Giuliana	Bruno’s	discussion	of	surface	 in	art	and	architecture,	 I	also	consider	 the	

effects	of	transferring	domestic	surfaces	to	ecclesial	spaces.	The	chapter	concludes	

with	an	outline	of	the	potential	for	works	of	art,	functioning	as	porous,	interstitial	

spaces,	to	expand	and	accommodate	different	bodies	and	frame	our	capability	for	

responsive	relations-with	each	other	as	sacred.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
237	Ibid.	231.	
238	Ibid.	219.	
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A Return to Mother Church 
	

	

In	1967,	sociologist	Peter	Berger	wrote	that	despite	the	ability	for	the	individual	to	

keep	‘“talking	back”	to	the	world	that	formed	him,’	the	socially	constructed	world	

persists	 (ratified	 again	 by	 the	 act	 of	 “talking	 back”)	 as	 a	 ‘meaningful	 order,	 or	

nomos’	that	imposes	itself	on	individuals’	specific	experiences	and	values.239	While	

individual	 meanings	 deviate	 from	 what	 the	 nomos	 prescribes,	 the	 constructed	

world	nevertheless	has	a	totalising	effect.	Berger	elaborates:	

	

In	other	words,	 to	 live	 in	 the	social	world	 is	 to	 live	an	ordered	and	
meaningful	 life.	 Society	 is	 the	 guardian	 of	 order	 and	 meaning	 not	
only	 objectively,	 in	 its	 institutional	 structures,	 but	 subjectively	 as	
well,	in	its	structuring	of	individual	consciousness.240	

	

Constructed	 as	 a	 shelter	 –	 ‘an	 edifice	 erected	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 potent	 and	 alien	

forces	 of	 nature’	 –	 social	 order	 seeks	 to	 stave	 off	 chaos	 and	 its	 ultimate	 threat:	

death.241	The	 nomos	 projects	 its	 own	 human	 meaning	 onto	 the	 universe	 and	

delineates	chaos	and	order	in	everyday	life	through	the	mechanism	of	religion	and	

its	dual	constructs	of	‘the	sacred’	and	‘the	profane’.	Everyday	experiences	such	as	

sickness,	 conflict,	 death	 or	 anything	 not	 exhibiting	 a	 mystery	 and	 triumphant	

power	 beyond	 human	 capability,	 count	 as	 profane	 and	 as	 such,	 are	 things	 from	

which	to	seek	shelter.	In	noting	the	etymological	cautions	in	the	words	‘chaos’	and	

‘religion’,	 with	 ‘chaos’	 derived	 ‘from	 a	 Greek	 word	 meaning	 “yawning”	 and	

“religion”	 from	a	Latin	one	meaning	 “to	be	careful’’’,	Berger	highlights	 that	while	

religion	has	constructed	the	sacred	as	a	category	of	order	in	opposition	to	chaos,	it	

also	 acknowledges	 the	 intrinsic	 danger	 that	 the	 sacred	 can	 exhibit.242		 Religion	

functions	 then	as	 ‘the	 sacred	canopy’,	 according	 to	Berger,	maintained	by	myths,	

rituals,	 theologies	 and	 doctrines	 that	 safeguard	 the	 sacred/profane	 divide	 on	

																																																								
239	Peter	L.	Berger,	The	Sacred	Canopy:	Elements	of	a	Sociological	Theory	of	Religion	(New	York:	Anchor	Books,	1969).	19.	
240	Ibid.	21.	
241	Ibid.	23-24.	
242	Ibid.	27.	
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which	 social	 order	 depends	 while	 simultaneously	 legitimating	 real,	 everyday	

experiences	of	disorder	‘in	terms	of	an	all-encompassing	sacred	reality’.243	

	

From	 within	 cultural	 contexts	 variously	 abraded	 by	 the	 totalising	 effects	 of	

religion,	Irigaray	and	Keller	each	boldly	articulate	that	the	sacred	or	divine	cannot	

be	 separated	out	 from	 the	everyday,	or	 indeed,	 from	any	place	where	 life	 exists.	

Irigaray	 laments	 that	 in	 the	West	we	have	entrusted	 the	 task	of	deciphering	and	

ordering	 ‘the	 real,	 the	 most	 daily	 real’	 (by	 which	 she	 means	 the	 complex	 of	

interactions	 or,	 more	 precisely,	 communion	 between	 living	 beings,	 human	 or	

otherwise,	that	shape	daily	existence)	‘to	philosophers	and	religious	leaders’,	as	if	

we	 ourselves	 are	 incapable	 of	 understanding	 it. 244 	Her	 protest	 continues,	

pronouncing	the	ordinary	origins	of	loving	thought	as	she	goes.		

	

We	run	the	risk	then	of	losing	the	truth	of	the	relation	between	the	
world	and	us,	between	each	and	the	other,	and	that	such	relation	will	
be	buried	in	complex	and	coded	computations	instead	of	being	lived	
in	the	everyday.	The	most	spiritual	part	of	our	living	experience	then	
becomes	 airtight,	 occult,	 or	 even	magic	 why	 not.	 Only	 the	 learned	
would	keep	control	over,	even	produce,	what	rather	belongs	 to	 the	
life	of	the	humbles,	the	lovers.245	

	

For	Irigaray,	the	universe	mediates	for	our	daily	human	being	and	yet	exhausts	our	

(even	poetic)	naming	of	it.	She	argues	that	to	understand	ourselves	and	the	world	

around	 us,	 we	must	 therefore	 perceive	 each	 element	 in	 its	 singularity,	 and	 that	

poetic	writing	 as	well	 as	 other	 arts	 provide	us	with	 a	way	 ‘to	 return	 each	 living	

being	to	its	becoming,	with	a	respect	for	its	blossoming.’246		

	

And	 so	 the	 clouds	will	 cloud,	 the	wind	will	wind,	 the	 summer	will	
summer,	etc.	Each	element	of	the	real	unfolds	and	reveals	what	it	is	
made	of	until	its	Being	appears.247	

	

																																																								
243	Ibid.	44.	
244	Irigaray,	Prières	Quotidiennes:	Everyday	Prayers.	37.	
245	Ibid.	37.	
246	Ibid.	34.	
247	Ibid.	34.	



	 98 

Faithfulness	to	our	own	(and	others’)	human	being	necessitates	solidarity	with	all	

being.	Humanity	and	the	whole	of	creation	(at	all	stages	of	our	material	existence)	

are	 inseparable,	 continuously	 connected	 in	 cycles	 –	 seasons	 –	 of	 relation.	 The	

sacred	and	the	profane	do	not	exist	as	distinct	categories	of	encounter	in	‘the	most	

daily	real’	that	Irigaray	describes.	And	as	such,	no	protective,	religious	‘canopy’	is	

required.			

	

Following	 Keller’s	 theology,	 if	 God	 is	 understood	 to	 be	 capax	mundi,	 the	 infinite	

source	 of	 the	 creation’s	 ‘active	 capability	 for	 responsive	 relation’	 and	 becoming,	

then	each	event	of	creation,	each	‘unique,	holy	and	temporary	embodiment	of	the	

infinite’,	is	given	a	capacity	for	creation	from	its	tehomic	origins:	its	deep,	chaotic,	

sacred	origins.248	This	‘tehomic	deity	remains	enmeshed	in	the	vulnerabilities	and	

potentialities	 of	 an	 indeterminate	 creativity’,	 she	 writes.	249	‘Tehom’	 (describing	

‘the	 godhead,	 or	 rather	 the	 godness,	 “in”	whom	unfolds	 the	 universe’,	 in	 Keller’s	

schema)	 is	 creator,	 creation	 and	 created	 in	 the	 process.250	So	 divinity	 is	 itself	 a	

process,	 on	 the	margins	 of	which	 ‘beginnings	 take	 place	 not	 as	 absolutes	 but	 as	

irreducibles’,	as	Keller	argues.		This	is	not	creatio	ex	nihilo,	creation	from	nothing,	

but	 creatio	 ex	 profundis:	 creation	 infinitely	 unfolding	 from	 a	 deep,	 material	

beginning.	Creation	entangled	from	the	start	with	‘the	incarnation’:	

	

At	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 creation,	 there	 takes	 place	 always,	 in	 endless	
quantities	 and	 qualities	 of	 difference,	 deformation	 and	
transformation,	the	incarnation.251	

	

Johnson	 discusses	 this	 ‘deep	 incarnation’	 in	 Christological	 terms,	 as	 the	 ‘divine	

reach’	of	God	when	‘the	Word/Wisdom	of	God	joins	the	material	world,	sharing	in	

the	 conditions	 of	 the	 flesh	 in	 order	 to	 accomplish	 a	 new	 level	 of	 union	 between	

Creator	and	creature.’252		When	 the	author	of	 John’s	 gospel	 expresses	 this	divine	

dwelling	in	the	prologue	(John	1:14),	‘And	the	Word	became	flesh	and	dwelt	among	
																																																								
248	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming.	219-220.	
249	Ibid.	226.	
250	Ibid.	219.	
251	Ibid.	220.	
252	Johnson	ascribes	the	phrase	‘deep	incarnation’	to	theologian	Niels	Gregersen.	See	Elizabeth	A.	Johnson,	Ask	the	Beasts:	
Darwin	and	the	God	of	Love	(London:	Bloomsbury,	2014).	196.	
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us,’	a	derivation	of	the	Greek	σκηνóω	(skénoó)	is	used,	literally	meaning	‘to	tent	or	

encamp’.253	At	 the	 event	 of	 the	 Incarnation,	 God	 ‘pitches	 a	 tent’,	 the	 language	

suggesting	 a	 flexible,	 intimate	 architectural	 gesture.	 While	 the	 word	 also	

references	God’s	Tabernacle	dwelling	with	Israel,	here	John	articulates	that	Christ	

is	 the	 Word/Wisdom	 of	 God	 in	 flesh,	 rather	 than	 through	 or	 alongside	 it.254	

Johnson	emphasises	this	point	in	her	analysis	of	the	Johannine	text,	and	elaborates	

on	 the	 implications	 for	 all	 of	 the	material	 universe,	 not	 just	 Jesus	 or	 the	 human	

condition:	

	

In	 the	 incarnation	 Jesus,	 the	 self-expressing	 Wisdom	 of	 God,	
conjoined	the	material	conditions	of	all	biological	life	forms	(grasses	
and	trees),	and	experienced	the	pain	common	to	sensitive	creatures	
(sparrows	 and	 seals).	 The	 flesh	 assumed	 in	 Jesus	 Christ	 connects	
with	all	humanity,	all	biological	life,	all	soil,	the	whole	matrix	of	the	
material	universe	down	to	its	very	roots.255	

	

	

To	 be	 true	 to	 the	 divine	 ontology	 that	 Irigaray,	 Keller	 and	 Johnson	 variously	

describe,	 to	 the	 idea	 that	being	 created	 in	flesh	 is	being	 connected	with	all	other	

material	being,	any	social	construct	(for	example,	philosophically,	any	interval,	or,	

in	ecclesiological	terms,	any	cathedral)	needs	to	be	porous	and	capacious	enough	

to	 accommodate	 that	 which	 society	 and	 its	 institutions	 have	 in	 past	 times	

simplistically	perceived	and	prescribed	as	order	and	chaos:	creation’s	intrinsic	and	

mysterious	 blend	 of	 difference	 and	 divinity.	 I	 wanted	 to	 ‘talk	 back’	 to	 the	

institution	of	the	church	from	which	I	had	come.	I	agreed	with	Walton:	a	wholesale	

rejection	 of	 ‘male-centred	 traditions’	 is	 not	 what	 is	 required	 from	 religious	

feminists.	256	And	so,	 I	 approached	 the	cathedral	 space	 in	anticipation	of	 the	new	

language	and	understanding	a	certainty	of	‘deep	incarnation’	and	difference	brings.	

My	goal	was	to	design	an	alternative	architecture	within	the	space	of	the	existing	

cathedral	that	might	be	offered	and	opened	to	others	to	further	expand.	It	was	to	

																																																								
253	"Bible.	Greek.	4637.	Skénoó,"	Strong's	Exhaustive	Concordance,	Bible	Hub,	
http://biblehub.com/strongs/greek/4637.htm.	
254	Ask	the	Beasts:	Darwin	and	the	God	of	Love.		
255	Ibid.	196.	
256	Walton,	Literature,	Theology	and	Feminism.	143.	
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be	a	creation	in	the	process	of	being	created	(to	draw	again	on	Keller):	a	series	of	

artworks	that	signalled	and,	perhaps,	in	some	small	way	magnified	our	capability	

for	human	becoming.257		

	

	

	

Cathedral 
	

	

Berger	had	employed	the	phrase	'the	sacred	canopy'	to	describe	something	of	the	

sheltering	function	of	religion,	where	religion	(as	a	social	construct)	orders	human	

experience	by	 locating	 it	 in	relation	to	a	sacred	and	cosmic	 frame.258		Within	this	

frame,	even	chaos	(those	marginal	or	liminal	aspects	of	human	experience,	where	

death	 is	 the	 ultimate	 situation	 of	 chaos)	 is	 ordered.	My	 own	meditations	 on	 the	

maternal	 body	 had	 led	 me	 to	 set	 aside	 Berger's	 sociological	 application	 and	

appropriate	 'the	sacred	canopy'	as	a	motif	useful	 firstly	 for	describing	 the	action	

(the	 ‘deep	 incarnation’)	 of	 God	 towards	 humanity,	 and	 secondly	 for	 exploring	

visually	 and	 materially	 how	 our	 own	 bodies	 appear	 and	 function	 as	 we	 make	

similarly	real	and	iconic	postures	of	shelter,	love	and	care	in	relation-with	others.		

	

The	image	of	God	‘pitching	a	tent’	was	vivid.	God	changing	shape	–	unfolding	–	in	

the	process	of	 ‘dwelling	among	us’.	 I	 imagined	the	 Jesus	of	 the	Bible	as	a	shelter,	

not	 just	 for	 the	 young,	 but	 also	 consistently	 for	 the	 poor,	 the	 sick	 and	 the	

oppressed.	 Jesus	 the	 Sacred	 Canopy.	 And	 after	 that,	 given	 our	 shared	 tehomic	

history,	my	own	flesh	sacred	canopy	as	well.	

	

James	 Grant,	 historian	 and	 former	 Dean	 of	 St	 Paul’s	 Cathedral,	 Melbourne,	

Australia,	 reports	 that	 the	 first	 structure	 to	be	put	on	 the	site	 following	explorer	

John	 Batman’s	 ‘purchase’	 of	 the	 land	 from	 the	Wurundjeri	 people	 around	 1835,	

																																																								
257	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming.	219.	
258	Berger,	The	Sacred	Canopy:	Elements	of	a	Sociological	Theory	of	Religion.	
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was	a	tent:		

	

The	 Port	 Phillip	 Association’s	 ‘catechist’,	 Dr	 Alexander	 Thomson	 a	
Presbyterian,	arrived	in	March	1836,	and	pitched	his	circular	Indian	
tent	 under	 a	 great	 gum	 tree	 on	 the	 site	 of	 the	 future	 St	 Paul’s	
Cathedral.	 Here,	 for	 some	 weeks,	 he	 conducted	 public	 worship	
according	to	the	Book	of	Common	Prayer.259		

	

What	if	the	architectural	brief	to	cathedral	architect	William	Butterfield	had	been	

to	design	a	portable	cathedral?	Something	moveable,	flexible,	that	could	be	pegged	

into	 the	 soil	 and	 open	 at	 both	 ends	 or	 from	 all	 sides	 to	 movements	 of	 air.	

Something	 more	 akin	 to	 our	 bodies	 as	 they	 shift	 and	 change	 shape	 in	 order	 to	

make	 space	 for	 each	 other.	 Something	 that	 constituted	 an	 interval	 of	 sorts:	 the	

‘intermediary	between	the	boundaries’	of	two	others,	as	Irigaray	describes	it.260		

	

Of	 course,	 this	 was	 not	 the	 brief.	 William	 Butterfield	 was	 engaged	 to	 design	 a	

building	of	religious	significance	that	would	be	‘a	grand	architectural	ornament	to	

the	metropolis’.261		He	was	cast	as	‘a	hard-line	Gothicist’	whose	ecclesiastical	style	

was	deeply	rooted	in	his	ideals	of	church,	God,	liturgy	and	divine	beauty.	As	such,	

he	was	reportedly	‘the	best-known	architect	in	the	world	for	the	purpose.’262	When	

Butterfield	conceived	of	 it	 in	1878,	 the	design	 for	St	Paul’s	Cathedral,	Melbourne	

represented	 an	 international	 revival	 of	 centuries-old	 Gothic	 architecture.	 The	

Gothic	 had	 first	 appeared	 in	 France	 in	 the	 early	 twelfth	 century.	 It	 was	 an	

architectural	style	characterised	by	pointed	arches,	flying	buttresses,	ribbed	vaults	

and	 stained-glass	 windows	 that	 were	 used	 together	 to	 create	 ‘a	 dramatic	

verticality’.263	The	 Gothic	 cathedral	 existed	 ‘on	 the	 threshold	 between	 Heaven’s	

perfection	and	the	 imperfect	Earth’,	 its	scale,	architecture,	decoration	and	beauty	

mediating	between	the	(largely	illiterate)	masses	and	(the	vertically	transcendent)	

God.264		Revival	of	the	style	in	England	was	related	to	a	resurgence	of	Catholicism	

																																																								
259	James	Grant,	St	Paul's	Cathedral	(Melbourne:	Australian	Scholarly	Publishing,	2014).	2.	
260	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	48.	
261	Grant,	St	Paul's	Cathedral.	12.	
262	Ibid.	14.	
263	Owen	Hopkins,	Architectural	Styles:	A	Visual	Guide	(London:	Laurence	King	Publishing,	2014).	26.	
264	Ibid.	
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in	 the	 Church	 of	 England,	 which	 led	 eventually	 to	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 Anglo-

Catholic	tradition.	‘The	Oxford	Movement’,	emerging	from	the	University	of	Oxford	

in	the	early	1830s,	was	key	 in	this	resistance	to	a	perceived	secularisation	of	 the	

church.265	While	 it	 was	 likely	 that	 this	 movement	 and	 its	 high	 church	 recovery	

inspired	 Butterfield,	 according	 to	 architectural	 historian	 Nicholas	 Olsberg,	 his	

practice	appears	most	directly	shaped	by	a	deeply	held	‘apostolic	and	apocalyptic	

vision	of	Christianity’,	inextricably	linked	to	both	his	faith	and	sense	of	the	church’s	

role	 as	 ‘true	bearer	of	his	nation’s	history	and	 the	principal	 guardian	of	 a	 sober,	

distinctive	 and	 harmonious	 English	 society…’ 266 	Describing	 Butterfield’s	

architecture	 as	 ‘missionary	 architecture’,	 Olsberg	 suggests	 that	 whether	 the	

project	was	 ecclesiastical	 or	 secular,	 by	 design	Butterfield	 intended	 that	 it	 draw	

people	into	his	vision.267		

	

In	 Melbourne,	 despite	 Butterfield’s	 resignation	 in	 1884	 and	 the	 involvement	 of	

other	 architects	who	allowed	 changes	 to	 the	original	 plans	 thereafter,	 the	 ‘living	

language’	of	Butterfield’s	Gothic	principles	remains	evident.268	The	building’s	lofty	

scale	 indicates	 its	 symbolic	 function	 in	 relation	 to	 ‘Heaven’.	 Its	 floor	 plan	

prescribes	 a	 liturgical	 choreography	 that	 leads	 the	 devoted	 penitent	 to	 the	 high	

altar	 and	 reredos.	 Its	 timber	 rib	 vaulted	 ceiling	 (Figure	 17)	 links	 the	 structure’s	

built-in	 rhythms	 of	 horizontal	 banded	 colour	 and	material	 to	 express	 a	 logic	 of	

space,	light	and	decoration.269			

	

It	was	 into	this	architecturally	signified	grandeur	that	 I	wished	to	speak,	not	of	a	

God	far	removed	but	precisely	of	a	sacred	so	close	and	incarnate	as	to	be	sensed	in	

our	most	ordinary	being	and	loving	together.		

	

	

	
																																																								
265	Pusey	House,	"What	Was	the	Oxford	Movement?,"	Pusey	House,	St	Giles,	Oxford,	http://www.puseyhouse.org.uk/what-
was-the-oxford-movement.html.	
266	Nicholas	Olsberg.	"Counter,	Original,	Spare,	Strange."	AA	Files	73	(2016):	73-83.	74.	
267	Ibid.		
268	Grant,	St	Paul's	Cathedral.	23.	
269	Olsberg,	"Counter,	Original,	Spare,	Strange."	
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Portable Cathedral 
	

Early	designs	to	represent	my	re-worked	notion	of	 ‘the	sacred	canopy’	combined	

found	 household	 textiles	 (tea	 towels,	 tablecloths	 and	 the	 like)	 with	 patterns	

derived	from	the	interior	of	St	Paul’s	Cathedral.	These	were	stitched	together	and	

assembled	 to	 form	 tent-like	 structures.	 Concurrently,	 poetic	 writing	 became	 a	

useful	part	of	my	practice,	providing	another	material	for	evoking	the	relationship	

between	word	and	 flesh.	At	 this	 time,	 I	 experimented	with	prose	written	 in	blue	

ballpoint	pen	onto	found	linen	tablecloths,	installing	them	against	house	windows	

to	 evoke	 the	 luminosity	 of	 stained-glass	 windows.	 While	 these	 investigations	

materialised	my	 thinking	 about	 the	 proximity	 of	 the	 divine	 to	 the	 ordinary	 and	

incarnational	 experience	 of	 domestic	 life,	 they	 failed	 to	 respond	 in	more	 than	 a	

parochial	way	 to	 the	vertical	 separation	of	 the	sacred	 from	the	ordinary	 that	 the	

cathedral	architecture	conveyed.				

	

Further	experiments	in	the	studio	led	to	the	inclusion	of	bubble	wrap	as	a	primary	

material	 in	 what	 would	 become	 a	 key	 work.	 Bubble	 wrap	 was	 a	 commonplace	

material	and	its	suggestion	of	air	and	protection,	along	with	its	capacity	to	reflect	

light	in	a	way	reminiscent	of	the	Cathedral’s	glistening	marble	and	mosaic	reredos,	

made	it	all	the	more	appropriate.	Butterfield	had	been	accused	of	producing	‘ugly’	

architecture.270	While	this	is	likely	related	to	his	use	of	constructional	colour	(with	

interior	walls	made	of	stripes	of	basalt	and	limestone),	it	is	also	a	partial	effect	of	

Butterfield’s	 principle	 to	 design	 with	 material	 ‘cost,	 availability,	 timing	 and	 the	

builder’s	skills’	in	mind.	Nevertheless,	after	him,	I	was	unafraid	to	give	way	to	the	

‘curious	 conjunctions	 of	 palette’	 that	 such	 pragmatic	 and	 personal	 architectural	

design	produces,	and	so	I	proceeded	to	re-imagine	‘the	sacred	canopy’,	relocating	

from	the	studio	to	the	house	(the	studio	by	now	proved	too	cluttered	for	the	task)	

and	 designing	 my	 bubble	 wrap	 architecture	 at	 a	 scale	 dictated	 by	 my	 lounge	

room’s	ceiling	height	and	in	cooperation	with	the	daily	rhythms	of	my	five-person	

																																																								
270	John	Summerson,	Heavenly	Mansions	and	Other	Essays	on	Architecture	(New	York:	W.	W.	Norton,	1963).	
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household.	271		

	

Portable	Cathedral	(2015)	 (Figures	18-20)	 is	 a	 tent-like	 structure,	 approximately	

2.4	x	1.2	x	3m	in	size,	and	was	the	central	work	in	Cathedral,	my	exhibition	in	the	

North	 Transept	 of	 St	 Paul’s	 Cathedral,	 Melbourne	 in	 October	 2015.	 Portable	

Cathedral	is	made	from	screen-printed	and	cut	bubble	wrap	and	peeled	paint,	held	

together	 with	 sticky	 tape,	 gold	 thread	 and	 brads,	 and	 suspended	 over	 a	 gold	

coloured	aluminium	frame.	The	frame	is	held	together	with	small,	digitally	printed	

plastic	 joiners	 (allowing	 it	 to	 be	 fully	 dismantled)	 and	 stabilized	 by	 four	 simple	

timber	 buttresses.	 The	 shape	 of	 Portable	 Cathedral	 roof	 follows	 Butterfield’s	

original	 cathedral	 ceiling	 drawings	 (Figures	 21-22)	 and	 replicates	 them	 at	 a	

domestic	scale.272		

	

Throughout	my	development	of	the	Cathedral	exhibition,	I	was	consistently	drawn	

to	one	tile	pattern	that	lines	the	walls	of	St	Paul’s:	a	light-on-dark-green	encaustic	

tile	that,	together	with	the	buff	and	orange	tile	beneath	it	 forms	‘the	green	dado’,	

an	 interior	 feature	 that	 was,	 according	 to	 Grant,	 not	 overly	 popular	 in	 St	 Paul’s	

early	history.273	The	symmetrical	pattern	comprises	intersecting	circles	(triquetra)	

and	fleur	de	lis	forms.	The	pattern	is	architectural	and	theological,	its	triquetra	and	

fleur	de	 lis	 both	 ancient	 symbols	 of	 eternity	 and	Holy	 Trinity	 (itself	 a	 pattern	 of	

relation,	 according	 to	Williams274)	 and,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 fleur	de	 lis	(positioned	

within	the	design’s	mandorla-shaped	spaces),	of	Marian	goodness	and	spirituality	

as	well.	As	such,	it	became	the	primary	decoration	for	my	cathedral.	

	

																																																								
271	Olsberg,	"Counter,	Original,	Spare,	Strange."	73	and	83.	
272	The	Building	Code	of	Australia	specifies	that	for	a	domestic	building,	a	‘habitable	room’	(excluding	a	kitchen)	must	have	a	
ceiling	height	not	less	than	2.4m.	Australian	Building	Codes	Board,	National	Construction	Code:	Volume	2	(Canberra:	
Australian	Building	Codes	Board,	2016).	
273	Grant,	St	Paul's	Cathedral.	
274	Williams,	Lost	Icons:	Reflections	on	Cultural	Bereavement.	
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Figure	 17	 	 St	Paul's	Cathedral,	Melbourne	 (view	of	 timber	 rib	vaulted	 ceiling	 to	
high	altar	and	reredos).	
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Figure	 18	 	Rebekah	 Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral,	 2015,	mixed	media,	 240	 x	 120	 x	
300cm.	
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Figure	 19	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Portable	 Cathedral	 (detail,	 with	 view	 to	 St	 Paul's	
Cathedral	ceiling),	2015.	
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Figure	20		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(detail),	2015.	
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Figure	 21	 	 William	 Butterfield,	 St	 Paul's	 Cathedral	 Melbourne	 Choir	 Roof	 -	
Elevation	to	Common	Rafters,	c.	1884,	ink	and	wash	on	tracing	paper.	

Figure	22	 	William	Butterfield,	St	Paul's	Cathedral	Melbourne,	North	Transept,	c.	
1884,	ink	and	wash	on	paper.	

3 
 

x Tracing copyright is essential and time consuming. The best approach is to 
negotiate rights at the time the material is acquired. The Library is using 
Marc fields: 540 and 542 to indicate copyright status: out of copyright, in 
copyright, and rights assigned to SLV. 

 
Some of our most valued collections present problems, for example, the 
drawings of St Paul’s Cathedral by William Butterfield, the English Gothic 
Revival architect. Butterfield never visited Melbourne but sent out numerous 
drawings with detailed instructions on every available empty space. Many 
drawings are on very fragile butter paper. He also sent many full size 
drawings of the stones in the piers and columns to ensure that the masons did 
not make any mistakes. They are extremely large and often made up of 
several sheets put together in an irregular fashion. 
 

 
 

William Butterfield, St Paul’s Cathedral, Melbourne. 
Left: Elevation of upper part of the East wall of choir. Drawing no. iv. Ink watercolour on 

paper. Refers to Waurn Ponds stone and to full size drawings.LTAD 4  Sheet 19A 
Right: Choir Roof: Elevation of common rafters. Ink and wash on tracing paper. Annotated l.r.: 
 Let Mr Butterfield hear that this has been done and that all comes right  and l.l.: Received 

My 18 1884 C J Perks [Clerk of Works?]. LTAD 4  Sheet 250. 
 

 
 

Reed Henderson & Smart, St Paul’s Cathedral Melbourne 
Elevation to Flinders Street. No 13, and detail with flap. The elevation shows the saddleback 

tower roofs and wide hexagonal drum of the spire.  LTAD 4  Sheet 117A. 
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In	 the	 context	 of	 St	 Paul’s,	 the	 fragility,	 impermanence,	 porosity	 and	 hand-made	

quality	 of	 Portable	 Cathedral	are	 amplified	 and	make	 all	 the	 more	 visible	 those	

features	 of	 the	 surrounding	 cathedral	 that	 are	 invisible	 or	 out	 of	 reach.	275	My	

conversation	 with	 artist	 and	 academic,	 Michael	 Needham	 (featured	 in	 the	

Cathedral	exhibition	catalogue,	included	in	Appendix	2)	elucidates	this:	

	

Michael	 Needham:	 The	 range	 of	 work	 you	 have	 for	 the	 exhibition	
clearly	shows	a	continuing	 interest	 in	activating	the	space	 in	which	
the	viewer	finds	themselves.	Being	a	traditionally	sacred	space,	this	
suggests	 you	 are	 giving/adding	 more	 to	 the	 space	 within	 the	
Cathedral,	as	if	you	are	conceding	to	something	that	is	missing.	This	
is	my	initial	thinking.	And	yet	what	you	are	offering	is	something	less	
than	 'sacred’	 –	 set	 apart;	 something	 more	 recognisable,	 more	
ordinary	and	homely	 than	what	 the	 cathedral	 architecture	 sets	out	
to	 achieve;	 another	 dimension	 of	 the	 sacred…	 one	 that	 is,	 I	 think,	
your	thesis.	
	
RP:	Perhaps	I	am,	as	you	say,	'conceding'	to	an	absence	of	something.	
The	cathedral	is	a	beautiful	building	and	I	appreciate	the	logic	of	its	
architecture	that	means	to	open	us	up	to	the	vastness	and	grandeur	
of	God.	But	the	solidity	and	certainty	of	its	hard	structure,	seems	not	
to	also	represent	the	breadth	of	human	experience.	 	And	this	might	
feel	to	some	in	contemporary	audiences,	dislocating.	My	experience	
of	mothering	 children	 at	 home	 (a	 place	 less	 than	 vast	 and	 grand!)	
has	always	been	one	of	 spiritual	 challenge	and	 insight.	 So,	perhaps	
it’s	an	absence	of	imagery	that	acknowledges	the	maternal	body	as	a	
key	site	of	encounter	with	‘the	divine’	that	I	am	responding	to.		
	
I’ve	 been	 reading	 James	Grant’s	 recent	 account	 of	 the	 history	 of	 St	
Paul’s	Cathedral	and	learned	that	the	architect	William	Butterfield’s	
design	 for	 the	 reredos	 (the	 main	 mosaic	 panel	 that	 decorates	 the	
sanctuary,	 and	 creates	 a	 focal	 point	 in	 the	 building’s	 interior)	was	
rejected	because	the	donor	who	was	to	fund	this	part	of	the	project	
back	 in	 the	 1890s	 took	 exception	 to	 the	 vesica	 shape	 in	 which	 a	
mosaic	rendering	of	the	nativity	was	to	go.276	The	vesica	(mandorla,	
in	Italian)	is	that	shape	made	by	two	identical,	intersecting	circles.	A	
kind	 of	 almond	 shape	 that	 represents	 an	 in-between	 space,	 a	
convergence	of	spirit	and	body,	divinity	and	humanity.	A	symbol	of	
the	feminine	maternal…		
	

																																																								
275	Michael	Needham	in	Rebekah	Pryor	and	Michael	Needham,	"Conversation,"	in	Cathedral,	ed.	Rebekah	Pryor	(Melbourne:	
Rebekah	Pryor,	2015).	
276	Grant,	St	Paul's	Cathedral.	
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Of	course,	 the	reaction	of	 the	donor	must	be	seen	 in	 the	context	of	
the	 culture	 of	 the	 day,	 but	 it	 must	 also	 make	 us	 ask	 how	 can	 we	
represent	that	which	 is	 important	to	us	today?	The	things	that	as	a	
society	 we	 have	 learnt	 about	 ourselves	 and	 the	 world,	 about	 the	
divine,	since	this	building	was	made.	
	
Mother	and	matter.	That’s	what	 I	 feel	 is	missing	 from	this	building,	
from	 history	 and	 perhaps	 still	 from	 our	 collective	 expressions	 of	
spiritual	or	religious	story	and	experience.277		

	
	

At	this	stage,	my	research	aimed	to	materialise	an	interval	that	could	productively	

mediate	between	different	subjects,	expanding	ideas	of	the	body,	 the	mother	and	

the	 sacred	 in	 the	 process.	 	 Portable	Cathedral	architecturally	 delineates	 such	 an	

interval:	its	human	scale	functions	not	only	as	a	reminder	of	the	inherently	human	

purpose	of	architecture,278	but	also	of	our	origins	 in	an	other;	the	openness	of	 its	

bubble	 wrap	 skin	 suggests	 our	 continuing	 place	 and	 related	 capability	

from/of/in/with	a	deep,	divine	creation;	and	its	portable,	flexible	structure	further	

reminds	us	 that	relation-with	 the	self	and	 the	other	 is	vital	and	mediated	by	our	

own	bodies.				

	

	

	

Surface Treatments 
	

	

Portable	Cathedral	effectively	denotes	space	by	its	three-dimensional,	architectural	

construction	 and	 its	 physical	 function	 as	 a	 deep	 threshold	within	 the	 exhibition	

space.	 In	 this	 way,	 it	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 two-dimensional	 orthodox	 icon	 that	

informed	my	first	chapter:	a	flat,	material	object	understood	as	a	portal	into	divine	

mystery	 and,	 at	 one	 time	 in	 history,	 as	 a	 common	 reference	 point,	 somehow	

																																																								
277	Pryor	and	Needham,	"Conversation."	
278	Steven	Holl.	"Questions	of	Perception	-	Phenomenology	of	Architecture."	Architecture	and	Urbanism	July	Special	Issue	
(1994):	39-120.	
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defining	 the	 identity,	 character	 or	 potential	 of	 a	 community.279	Focusing	 desires	

and	 representing	 ‘imagined	 futures’,	 the	 icon	 ‘aims	 at	 an	 authoritative,	 self-

contained	presence	-	an	obviousness	in	its	structure	and	conventions’,	as	Williams	

writes,	 but	 does	 so	 in	 a	 way	 that	 implicates	 the	 contemporary	 context	 of	 the	

viewer:	

	

The	point	of	 the	 icon	 is	 to	give	us	a	window	 into	an	alien	 frame	of	
reference	 that	 is	 at	 the	 same	 time	 the	 structure	 that	 will	 make	
definitive	sense	of	the	world	we	inhabit.280	

	

	

My	 home/studio	 enquiry	 had	 produced	 a	 physical	 space	 to	 signify	 Irigaray’s	

interval	and	Keller’s	capability.	Could	such	space,	however,	be	indicated	(and	more	

than	 that,	 constructed)	 two-dimensionally,	 without	 stylistically	 mimicking	 the	

icon?	Could	such	a	space	materialise	 through	a	 familiar	 (that	 is,	ordinary)	rather	

than	 alien	 frame	 of	 reference?	 Giuliana	 Bruno,	 a	 scholar	 in	 visual	 and	

environmental	studies,	considers	the	material	condition	of	the	surface	and	plainly	

states,	 ‘In	 visual	 culture,	 surface	 matters,	 and	 it	 has	 depth.’281	Preferring	 the	

nomenclature	of	 ‘surface’	rather	than	‘image’,	Bruno	argues	that	the	surface	itself	

operates	 spatially,	 ‘as	 a	 site	 in	which	 different	 forms	 of	mediation,	 transfer,	 and	

transformation	 can	 take	 place.’ 282 		 In	 discussing	 how	 the	 visual	 is	 revealed	

materially,	she	articulates	‘the	fabrics	of	the	visual’	as:	

	

…the	surface	condition,	 the	 textural	manifestation,	and	 the	support	
of	 the	work	as	well	 as	 the	way	 in	which	 it	 is	 sited,	whether	on	 the	
canvas,	the	wall,	or	the	screen.283		

	

In	 Bruno’s	 schema,	 the	 etymological	 root	 of	 the	 word	medium	 is	 crucial	 to	 this	

understanding	of	materiality	and	surface	in	the	visual	context.		

	

																																																								
279	Williams,	Lost	Icons:	Reflections	on	Cultural	Bereavement.	
280	Ibid.	2.	
281	Giuliana	Bruno,	Surface:	Matters	of	Aesthetics,	Materiality	and	Media	(Chicago:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014).	5.	
282	Ibid.	3.	
283	Ibid.	3.		



	 113 

…medium…	 refers	 to	 a	 condition	of	 "betweenness"	 and	 a	quality	 of	
"becoming"	as	a	connective,	pervasive,	or	enveloping	substance.	As	
an	 intertwining	matter	through	which	 impressions	are	conveyed	to	
the	 senses,	 a	 medium	 is	 a	 living	 environment	 of	 expression,	
transmission,	and	storage.284	

	

In	 terms	 of	 my	 own	 project,	 if	 the	 body	 is	 understood	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 ultimate	

experience	 of	 materiality,	 with	 skin	 the	 first	 surface	 of	 encounter	 between	 two	

others,	 there	 appears	 a	 certain	 proximity	 between	 Bruno’s	 materiality	 and	

Irigaray’s	 sensible	 transcendental.	 For	 Bruno,	 materiality	 is	 ‘not	 a	 question	 of	

materials	but	rather	concerns	the	substance	of	material	relations’.285	In	Irigarayan	

thought,	 the	 encounter	 with	 the	 other	 must	 take	 place	 in	 the	 interval,	 to	 apply	

Bruno’s	 logic	(and	exaggerate	 the	 link	between	the	two),	under	the	conditions	of	

‘betweenness’.286		

	

To	 achieve	 my	 goal	 of	 creating	 and	 expanding	 (in	 thinking	 and	 in	 St	 Paul’s	

Cathedral	itself)	such	differentiated,	generative	and	relational	space,	my	artworks	

needed	 to	 materialise	 the	 surface	 according	 to	 the	 ‘spatial	 imaginary’.287	For	

Bruno,	the	spatial	imaginary	and	its	effect	on	the	act	of	seeing	can	be	traced	back	to	

the	 nineteenth	 century	 and	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 panorama	 as	 a	 device	 in	

landscape	 painting. 288 	Then,	 with	 perspectival	 frames	 and	 philosophical	

conceptions	 of	 time	 expanded,	 and	with	 the	 advent	 and	development	 of	 cinema,	

the	 horizon	 dissolved	 and	 art	 became	 experiential	 and	 spatial	 –	 haptic,	 and	

habitable	like	architecture.	While	I	could	feasibly	frame	Portable	Cathedral	in	this	

way,	 understanding	 it	 as	 a	 layered	 object	whose	 in-between	 spaces	 (in-between	

traditional	and	contemporary,	fragile	and	sturdy,	present	and	absent,	majestic	and	

ordinary,	 cathedral	 and	 house,	 etc.)	 make	 it	 habitable,	 I	 remained	 interested	 in	

further	testing	Bruno’s	idea	of	surface	two-dimensionally.		

	

	
																																																								
284	Ibid.	5.	
285	Ibid.	2.	
286	Ibid.	5.	And	Irigaray,	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	
287	Bruno,	Surface:	Matters	of	Aesthetics,	Materiality	and	Media.	188.	
288	Ibid.	188.	
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Fleur de Lis 
	

It	 was	 familiar	 territory,	 to	 a	 certain	 extent.	With	 its	material	 sheen	 and	 layers,	

Triptych	 (2014)	 already	 suggested	 some	 parallels	 with	 Bruno’s	 deep	 screen:	 an	

uncontainable	 quality	 given	 by	 an	 appearance	 of	 boundlessness,	 where	 edges	

dissolve	and	what	is	inside	and	out,	one	and	other,	is	difficult	to	differentiate.289	In	

the	case	of	Triptych,	 the	edge	of	 the	maternal	posture	 is	barely	discernable,	 seen	

only	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 work’s	 material	 relations	 (between	 the	 direction	 and	

intensity	 of	 light,	 and	 the	 position	 of	 the	 viewer,	 for	 example).	 The	 image	

proliferates,	 spilling	 over	 and	 catching	 the	 viewer	 in	 it.	 As	 Bruno	 writes,	 ‘the	

encounter	with	the	surface	is	dynamic	and	generative.’290		

	

Utilising	 the	 photographic	 study	 of	maternal	 body	 postures	 I	 had	 developed	 for	

Performing	 the	 Icon	 (2014)	 in	 conjunction	 with	 the	 decorative	 cues	 of	 St	 Paul’s	

Cathedral’s	 interior,	 I	 proceeded	 to	 create	 Fleur	 de	 Lis	 (2015)	 (Figure	 23).	This	

work	was	installed	as	a	2	x	2m	panel	of	digitally	printed	wallpaper	onto	an	existing	

internal	wall	 in	 the	 North	 Transept	 (Figures	 24-25).	 Inspired	 by	 the	 cathedral’s	

own	quiet	inclusion	of	the	fleur	de	lis	(mostly	in	floor	and	wall	tiles),	I	re-form	it	in	

a	figurative	way,	repeating	it	as	a	surface	pattern	in	a	material	made	for	domestic	

rather	than	ecclesial	spaces.	The	continuous	wallpaper	pattern	is	applied	in	three	

panels	one	after	(and	before)	the	other,	poetically	locating	and	calling	attention	to	

each	 posture.	 This	 repetition	 suggests	 and	 locates	 the	 work	 within	 both	 a	

genealogy	 of	maternal	 action	 that	 is	 infinite	 and	 atemporal	 and,	 paradoxically,	 a	

generational	context	precisely	situated	in	some	(my)	present	time.	The	play	with	

repetition	also	calls		to	mind	rote	methods	of	associative	learning	as	well	as		rituals		
	

																																																								
289	Ibid.	5.	
290	Ibid.	5.	
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Figure	23		Rebekah	Pryor,	Fleur	de	Lis,	2015,	digital	wallpaper	design,	2	x	2m.	
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Figure	24		Rebekah	Pryor,	Fleur	de	Lis	(detail),	2015,	digitally	printed	wallpaper,	2	
x	2m.	

Figure	 25	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Fleur	 de	 Lis	 (installation	 view	 to	 Chapel	 of	 the	
Ascension),	2015.	
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of	 remembrance	and	 spiritual	 contemplation.	 Like	 their	use	 as	ornamentation	 in	

orthodox	 Christian	 iconography	 and	 Islamic	 architecture	 (in	 both	 cases,	

derivatives	 of	 widespread	 Greek	 and	 Roman	 motifs	 from	 late	 antiquity,	 first	

developed	 for	 religious	 purposes	 during	 the	medieval	 period),	 familiar	 patterns	

work	 to	 draw	 the	 viewer	 through	 the	 surface	 of	 the	 image	 into	 its	 spiritual	

meaning	and	significance.	In	Christian	liturgy,	Islamic	adhan	and	Buddhist	mantra,	

repetition	 functions	 not	 to	 obliterate	 meaning	 but	 to	 enhance	 and	 clarify	 it.	

Similarly,	when	applied	to	the	art	object,	repetition	functions	to	invite	the	viewer	

to	 enter,	 via	 the	 material	 surface,	 into	 a	 contemplative	 space	 that	 is	 also	 an	

equitable	space:	singularity	is	held	always	in	relation	to	an	other.	Interpreting	the	

surface	 in	 this	 way	 makes	 art	 (whatever	 its	 form)	 not	 merely	 observable;	 like	

Butterfield’s	cathedral,	it	is	also	inhabitable.	

	

	

Dear Mr Butterfield 
	

Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(2015)	 is	a	 continuation	of	my	surface	conversation	with	 the	

architect	(and	his	cathedral).	Pink	felt	is	laid	into	the	architecture,	contrasting	the	

colour	 and	 texture	 of	 its	 surrounds,	 and	 decorating	 and	 softening	 the	 building’s	

stone	 and	 timber	 fabric	 in	 the	 process.	 Inside	 the	 cathedral,	 pink	 felt	 shapes	

(matching	the	hollow	of	the	choir	stalls)	are	laid	into	the	timberwork	(Figure	26).	

Outside,	 two	 large	 felt	 shapes	 fill	 the	 four-petal	 flower	 forms	 on	 the	 limestone	

walls	either	side	of	the	cathedral’s	Processional	Doors	(Figures	27-29).	The	work	

spills	 over	 its	 own	 margins,	 as	 Fleur	 de	 Lis	 (2015)	 does,	 inviting	 the	 viewer	 to	

perceive	other	instances	of	pattern	and	softness	in	the	surrounding	space:	inside,	

embroidered	 kneelers,	 altar	 linen,	 flowers	 faithfully	 arranged,	 the	 delicately	

sculpted	pelican	decoration	that	depicts	a	mother	bird	(as	a	medieval	allegory	for	

Christ)	feeding	her	young,	for	example;	outside,	the	people,	plants	and	animals	that	

inhabit	 the	 city.	 My	 Cathedral	 exhibition	 catalogue	 conversation	 with	 Michael	

Needham	succinctly	contextualises	the	artwork	and	the	material	choices	that	gave	

rise	to	it:	
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MN:	 So,	 pink	 felt,	 for	 example,	 inlaid	 into	 the	 architectural	
ornamentation,	is	brilliantly	simple,	sympathetic	and	also	perverse!	I	
mean	that	in	the	best	way…	it	unsettles	the	seriousness	of	the	dark,	
rich,	 (patriarchal)	 timber	 craftwork.	 Fluffy	 florescent	 celebrates	
even	while	it	plays	against	its	frame	through	contrast	of	colour	and	
sensuously	touchable	texture.		
	
RP:	I	love	that	fuchsia	pink	felt	can	be	sympathetic!	It	means	to	both	
decorate	and	soften	the	solidity	of	the	architecture.	There	is	already	
softness	here	of	course…	embroidered	kneelers,	altar	 linen,	 flowers	
faithfully	arranged...	But	like	the	fleur	de	lis	that	quietly	resides	in	the	
wall	tile	pattern,	it	is	so	discreet	in	comparison	to	the	heavy	timbers	
and	 stone	 that	 comprise	 the	 bulk	 of	 the	 structure.	 Gothic	
architecture	always	meant	to	be	emotive	and	invigorating.	In	his	day,	
Butterfield’s	Gothic	Revival	vision	reflected	this	and	I	think	–	hope	–	
that	 this	 play	 with	 colour	 and	 texture	 accentuates	 it	 for	 our	 own	
time.	 Despite	 being	 criticised	 by	 some	 for	 his	 ‘ugly’	 polychromatic	
interiors,	Butterfield	designed	architecture	 that,	 for	him,	 expressed	
the	majesty	of	God	and	 the	order	and	patterns	of	 the	universe	 in	a	
way	that	evoked	a	physical	response.	Pink	felt,	while	conforming	to	
the	shapes	that	‘point	to	heaven’,	invites	us	to	come	close	and	touch	
it.		
	
MN:	It’s	really	nice	to	hear	your	own	take	in	re-reading	Butterfield’s	
vision.	 It	 builds	 the	 picture,	 adding	 layers	 of	 context	 and	 intimate	
interpretation	 to	what	 (speaking	 as	 a	 visitor)	 one	might	 otherwise	
experience	 regarding	 the	 physical	 space	 at	 St	 Paul’s.	 It’s	 as	 if	 the	
‘soft’,	 decorative	 ornamentation	 in	 the	 building	 has	 always	 been	
pushed	 into	 the	 background,	 subservient	 to	 the	 grander	 structural	
edifice,	playing	its	role	as	you	say,	but	relegated	to	a	more	secondary	
‘domestic’	level.	Thus,	interacting	with	the	ornamentation	and	giving	
an	 invitation	 to	 touch	 it	 is	 your	 implicit	 defense	 of	 its	 role	 in	
activating	 and	 representing	 the	 sacred	 within	 the	 overall	 order	 of	
the	Gothic.	It’s	a	conversation	with	Butterfield.291		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
291	Pryor	and	Needham,	"Conversation."	
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Figure	26	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(interior	installation	detail),	2015,	
felt	and	cardboard,	dimensions	variable. 
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Figure	27	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(exterior	installation	detail),	2015,	
felt	and	exterior	house	paint,	dimensions	variable. 
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Figure	 28	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Dear	 Mr	 Butterfield	 (exterior	 installation	 view	 1,	
Flinders	Street,	Melbourne),	2015.	

Figure	 29	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Dear	 Mr	 Butterfield	 (exterior	 installation	 view	 2,	
Flinders	Street,	Melbourne),	2015.	
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Inhabiting Our Own Capacity  
	

	

As	Keller	defines	it,		

	

A	 “capacity”	 signifies	 –	 unlike	 a	 mere	 act	 or	 force	 –	 an	 ability	 to	
receive,	and	so	to	give	place	(as	a	room	has	a	seating	“capacity”).	In	
this	“capacity”	register	the	tehomic	metonyms	of	place	–	of	khora,	or	
matrix	of	every	becoming.292	

	

Cathedral	marks	a	movement	into	my	own	capacity.	What	began	as	an	attempt	to	

talk	 back	 and	 disrupt	 the	 nomos	 of	 the	 church	 polity	 became	 (perhaps	 most	

importantly)	an	exercise	in	grace	and	creation.	I	have	given	place	where	there	was	

no	place.	Though	I	cannot	tell	which	other/s	 joined	me	in	that	 interval,	 I	have,	at	

least,	given	place	to	myself.	

	

In	 the	 realm	 of	 contemporary	 art	 that	 implicates	 religion,	 other	 artists	 have	

similarly	made	place	where	 there	was	no	place.	American	artist,	 Janet	McKenzie,	

expands	 the	 religious	 imaginary	 by	 rendering	 the	 divine	 in	 feminine	 form.293	

Among	 the	most	 famous	 is	 her	 painting	 Jesus	of	 the	People	 (1999),	 in	which	 the	

Christ	 is	 depicted	 as	 African-American	 and	 feminine	 –	 the	 result	 of	 the	 artist’s	

collaboration	 with	 the	 African-American	 woman	 who	 modelled	 for	 her.	 Scholar	

Jonathan	L.	Walton	articulates	the	significance	of	McKenzie’s	work	in	this	way:	

	

She	 captures	 the	 many	 different	 colors,	 bodies,	 and	 textures	 of	
humanity	to	re-present	sacred	narratives…	By	doing	so,	I	believe	her	
work	captures	‘God’s	kingdom	here	on	earth,	as	it	is	in	heaven.294	

	

Other	paintings	in	her	oeuvre	also	represent	difference	(especially	of	sex	and	race)	

in	relation	to	the	sacred,	further	(and	indefinitely)	unfolding	our	understanding	of	

the	 divine.	 Like	 my	 own,	 McKenzie’s	 practice	 draws	 on	 existing	 iconographic	

																																																								
292	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming.	219.	
293	Janet	McKenzie,	"Janet	Mckenzie,"		www.janetmckenzie.com.	
294	Jeffrey	Blackwell,	"Memorial	Church	Commissions	Artist	Janet	Mckenzie	for	Signature	Painting,"	Harvard	University,	
https://memorialchurch.harvard.edu/news/memorial-church-commissions-artist-janet-mckenzie-signature-painting.	
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patterns	to	deepen	both	understanding	and	capacity	for	difference	in	expressions	

and	 practices	 of	 Christian	 faith.	 Repetition	 (of	motifs	 and	materials)	 enables	 the	

deepening	in	each	case.	

	

In	 the	 field	of	 religion,	 art	 remains	volatile	 territory	 and	 the	 task	of	 the	 artist	 in	

making	the	image	can	be	a	dangerous	one,	particularly	when	the	practice	involves	

overt	 re-presentation	 or	 subversion	 of	 accepted	 iconographic	 patterns.	 Anne-

Marie	Korte,	scholar	in	religion	and	gender,	elaborates	on	this	issue	in	her	chapter,	

“Blasphemous	Feminist	Art”:	

 

The	 works	 of	 art	 and	 performances	 involved	 are	 created	 by	
predominantly	 female	 artists,	 performers,	 and	 activists	 who	
explicate	their	aim	to	contribute	to	the	emancipation	of	women	and	
ethnic	 or	 sexual	 minorities...	 In	 their	 work,	 they	 consciously	 bring	
together	 emancipatory	 issues	 and	 core	 religious	 imagery	 of	 their	
own	upbringings.	295	
	

	
Korte	 identifies	 Alma	 Lopez	 as	 one	 of	 many	 artists	 who	 challenge	 the	 religious	

nomos	in	this	way,	using	controversy	‘as	an	enlarged	public	podium	to	state	their	

political	and	artistic	views.’296	Lopez	is	a	Mexican-American	queer	artist	most	well-

known	for	her	controversial	photo-based	digital	work,	Our	Lady	(1999),	 in	which	

she	 appropriates	 traditional	 iconography	 of	 the	 Mexican	Our	 Lady	 of	 Guadalupe	

along	 with	 indigenous	 goddess	 motifs	 to	 depict	 the	 Marian	 figure	 as	 a	 young	

Chicana	woman	wearing	 a	 bikini	 of	 roses.297	Likewise,	 in	 the	 Australian	 context,	

artist	 Julie	Rrap	has	 for	a	 long	 time	employed	 familiar	 tropes	 (often	drawn	 from	

Christian	 art)	 to	 contest	 traditional	 representations	 of	 the	 female	 body.	 Her	

Persona	and	Shadow	Series	 (1984),	 in	which	 she	variously	depicts	 the	 (her	own)	

female	body	as	Christ,	Madonna	and	Pietá,	vividly	challenges	fragmentation	of	the	

																																																								
295	Anne-Marie	Korte,	"Blasphemous	Feminist	Art:	Incarnate	Politics	of	Identity	in	Postsecular	Perspective,"	in	
Transformations	of	Religion	and	the	Public	Sphere,	ed.	Rosi	Braidotti,	et	al.,	Palgrave	Politics	of	Identity	and	Citizenship	Series	
(London:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2014).	229.	
296	Ibid.	229.	
297	An	image	of	Our	Lady	(1999)	and	other	controversial	works	by	Alma	Lopez	can	currently	be	viewed	on	the	artist’s	
website.	Alma	Lopez,	"Alma	Lopez:	Censored,"		http://almalopez.com/censored.html.	
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female	form	in	art,	at	once	calling	for	and	claiming	a	new,	open	and	ethical	place	

for	women	in	the	religious	and	public	imagination.298		

	

While	 my	 work	 in	 St	 Paul’s	 Cathedral	 does	 not	 confront	 the	 absence	 of	 the	

maternal	 body	 and	 woman	 in	 her	 sexuate	 difference	 with	 the	 same	 degree	 of	

audaciousness	as	Lopez	and	Rrap’s	work	demonstrates,	 it	nevertheless	 functions	

to	contest	it.	The	works	included	in	my	Cathedral	exhibition	each	seek	to	spatially	

and	 materially	 constitute	 a	 capacity	 for	 more	 closely	 aligning	 inner	 reality	 (my	

own,	as	a	woman	and	mother)	with	experience	and	external	symbolisation.		In	this	

sense,	the	artworks	function	as	‘transitional	objects’	useful,	not	for	presenting	the	

(my)	 maternal	 body	 as	 a(nother)	 totalising	 symbol,	 but	 for	 materially,	 actually,	

ordinarily,	 standing	 for	 me,	 in	 what	 D.	 W.	 Winnicott	 might	 label	 as	 the	

intermediate	 space	 of	 our	 ‘illusory	 experience’.299	Though	 unsuccessful	 in	 my	

execution	 of	 it	 for	 the	 St	 Paul’s	 exhibition,	 this	 is	 what	 I	 aim	 to	 express	 with	

Swaddle	(2015).	Swaddle	 (Figure	 30)	 is	 a	 45	 x	 600cm	 continuous	piece	 of	white	

muslin,	with	 a	 text	 by	 Julian	 of	Norwich	 repeated	 in	 blue	 and	 green	 fabric	 paint	

across	the	entire	length	of	fabric.	It	reads:	

	

…but	all	shall	be	well,	and	all	shall	be	well,	and	all	manner	of	things	
shall	be	well.300	

	

Julian	records	these	as	words	of	Jesus,	spoken	to	her	in	her	thirteenth	revelation.	

When	I	conceived	of	this	work,	I	envisaged	a	dramatic	gesture	that	at	once	bound	

and	held	the	St	Paul’s	Cathedral	interior	architecture.	Though	my	installation	of	it	

on	 the	 existing	 timber	 screen	 and	 its	 surrounds	 in	 the	 North	 Transept	 proves	

lacking	 (more	 thoughtful	 placement	 and	 greater	 amounts	 of	 fabric	 may	 have	

increased	 its	 effectiveness),	 its	 meaning	 and	 potential	 is	 nevertheless	 useful	 in	

denoting	something	of	the	body	and	maternal	presence	in	faith’s	paradox	of	lament	

(over	suffering)	and	hope.		

	
																																																								
298	Julie	Rrap,	"Julie	Rrap,"		http://www.julierrap.com/work/persona-and-shadow.	
299	D.	W.	Winnicott,	Playing	and	Reality	(New	York:	Routledge,	1971).	4.	
300	Halcyon	Backhouse,	Revelations	of	Divine	Love:	Julian	of	Norwich.	55.	
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Figure	30	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Swaddle	(work	in	progress),	2015,	muslin	and	acrylic	
fabric	paint,	45	x	600cm.	
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Architectures of Impossible Hope 
	

	

Only	a	return	to	a	something	still	more	original,	to	the	woman	in	the	
mother,	 to	an	 identity	different	 from	ours,	without	any	 link	of	past	
dependence	 on	 it,	 allows	 us	 to	 prepare	 the	 space	 and	 the	 time	 in	
which	 it	 will	 be	 possible	 for	 us	 to	 enter	 into	 the	 presence	 of	 the	
other,	with	the	other.301		

	

Irigaray	 is	 clear	 in	 differentiating	 the	 mother-child	 relation	 from	 the	 relation	

shared	between	 lovers	 and	does	 so	 to	 emphasise	 the	 necessity	 of	 recognition	 of	

sexuate	difference	for	our	imagining	a	new	horizon	of	human	being	and	becoming.	

Through	 recognition	 of	 sexuate	 difference	 comes	 the	 opportunity	 for	 an	

experience	of	 the	 sensible	 transcendental,	 occurring	 in	 the	 interval	between	 two	

who,	 by	 now,	 are	 understood	 to	 be	 irreducible	 to	 each	 other.	 This	 leads	 us	 into	

new	 revelations	 of	 truth	 that	 can	 assist	 us	 in	 more	 ethically	 resolving	 ‘certain	

challenges	of	our	time’,	according	to	Irigaray.302	

	

Engagement	with	Keller’s	theology	of	a	God	who	is	infinite	source	of	our	capability	

and	 subsequent	 becoming,	 Johnson’s	 summary	 of	 the	 nexus	 between	 the	

Incarnation	and	all	matter,	and	Bruno’s	analysis	of	 surface	as	deep	and	material,	

suggests	that	art	has	a	role	to	play	in	helping	us	see,	feel	and	ethically	inhabit	the	

shared	space	of	culture	(and	its	various	expressions,	not	least,	religious).	My	motif	

of	 ‘the	 sacred	 canopy’,	 borrowed	 then	 re-imagined	 in	 my	 art	 practice	 through	

ordinary	materials,	patterns	and	forms,	finds	‘the	woman	in	the	mother’,	thereafter	

constructing	 and	 revealing	 a	 space	 in	 which	 the	 wonder	 and	 hope	 of	 love	 in	

difference	and	relation-with	the	other	is	possible.	Having	acknowledged	art’s	role	

in	 a	 long	history	of	 deconstruction,	David	 Jasper,	 scholar	 in	 the	 interdisciplinary	

field	of	literature	and	theology,	concludes	his	chapter,	‘The	Sacred	Community	and	

the	 Space	 of	 Architecture’,	 with	 an	 impossible	 hope	 ‘that	 is	 immune	 to	

deconstruction’,	and	he	wonders:		

																																																								
301	Irigaray,	Sharing	the	World.	114.	
302	Ibid.	132.	
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Where	is	this	to	be	found?	The	builders	of	sacred	spaces	are	called,	
repeatedly,	to	bring	the	community	to	a	place	of	new	birth	from	the	
ashes	 of	 the	 old,	 with	 eyes	 wide	 open	 to	 the	 contemporary,	 in	
memory	 of	 the	 past,	 and	 in	 firm	 and	 hopeful	 anticipation	 of	 that	
which	is	to	come.303			

	

This	 is	 the	 hope	 of	 the	maternal	 body	 as	 she	makes	 the	 sacred	 canopy,	 and	 the	

hope	of	the	artist	as	she	makes	the	sacred	canopy	visible.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
																																																								
303	David	Jasper,	The	Sacred	Community:	Art,	Sacrament,	and	the	People	of	God	(Waco:	Baylor	University	Press,	2012).	153.	
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Chapter 4  |  Lullaby 
	

	

	

	

	

Through	 her	 own	 recovery	 of	 the	 feminine	 in	 literature	 and	 theology,	 Walton	

reminds	 religious	 feminists	 that	 the	 process	 of	 ‘claiming	 our	 specificity’	 and	

constructing	the	kind	of	ethical	culture	of	difference	that	Irigaray	hopes	for	is	one	

of	nurture:	‘the	nurturing	of	a	female	imaginary’.304		

	

As	 the	previous	chapters	have	 implied	via	 their	motifs	of	 the	mother	performing	

the	icon,	embodying	lament	and	creating	the	sacred	canopy,	the	maternal	body	is	

pre-occupied	with	 the	work	of	nurture.	The	mother	 is	 continuously	active	 in	her	

‘ordinary	devotion’	 to	 the	 child,	most	 obviously	 in	 its	 infant	 stage,	 tending	 to	 its	

immediate	 need	 for	 nursing	 and	 cleaning,	 and	 settling	 the	 child:	 speaking	 and	

singing	to	it;	‘holding’	it	in	such	a	way	as	to	tend	to	the	‘innumerable	subtle	things’	

that	mothers	perceive,	things	that,	according	to	Winnicott,	only	poets	can	begin	to	

describe. 305 	By	 her	 ongoing	 gesture	 of	 nurture,	 the	 mother	 establishes	 an	

environment	 in	 which	 the	 child	 ‘becomes	 able	 to	 assert	 his	 or	 her	 own	

individuality	and	even	to	feel	a	sense	of	identity.’306	The	effect	of	this	experience	of	

‘primary	identification’	is	profound	for	the	child,	as	Winnicott	explains:	

	

The	mother	 has	 one	 kind	 of	 identification	 with	 the	 baby,	 a	 highly	
sophisticated	 one,	 in	 that	 she	 feels	 very	 much	 identified	 with	 the	
baby,	 but	 of	 course	 she	 remains	 an	 adult.	 The	 baby,	 on	 the	 other	
hand,	 has	 an	 identity	 with	 the	 mother	 in	 the	 quiet	 moments	 of	
contact	which	 is	not	so	much	an	achievement	of	 the	baby	as	of	 the	
relationship	 which	 the	 mother	 makes	 possible.	 From	 the	 baby’s	
point	 of	 view	 there	 is	 nothing	 else	but	 the	baby,	 and	 therefore	 the	

																																																								
304	Walton,	Literature,	Theology	and	Feminism.	143.	
305	D.	W.	Winnicott,	Babies	and	Their	Mothers,	ed.	Clare	Winnicott,	Ray	Shepherd,	and	Madeleine	Davis	(Reading,	MA:	
Merloyd	Lawrence,	The	Winnicott	Trust	&	Addison-Wesley	Publishing,	1987).	7.	
306	Ibid.	11.	
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mother	 is	 at	 first	 part	 of	 the	 baby…	 There	 is	 the	 beginning	 of	
everything,	and	it	gives	meaning	to	very	simple	words	like	being.307	

	 	

In	Kristevian	terms,	the	mother	is	the	one	who	establishes	the	first	ordering,	upon	

which	 the	 continuum	 of	 the	 semiotic	 develops	 for	 the	 child.308	Put	 simply,	 the	

semiotic	 comprises	 the	 drives	 (‘which	 are	 ‘energy’	 charges	 as	well	 as	 ‘psychical’	

marks’),	 and	 these	 are	 articulated	 in	 the	 space	 of	 the	 chora:	 ‘a	 non-expressive	

totality	 formed	 by	 the	 drives	 and	 their	 stases	 in	 a	 motility	 that	 is	 as	 full	 of	

movement	 as	 it	 is	 regulated.’309	The	 semiotic	 underlies	 and	 thus,	 in	 a	 sense,	

precedes	 the	 symbolic	 signification	 of	 meaning;	 and	 while	 the	 semiotic	 can	 be	

expressed	within	the	symbolic	(for	example,	through	poetry,	music,	literature	and	

art),	it	can	also	disrupt	and	surpass	it.310	Given	that	the	symbolic	cannot	subsume	

or	unify	the	semiotic,	neither	can	it	unify	the	speaking	subject.	 Instead,	she	or	he	

develops	as	a	‘subject	in	process’	of	being	and	becoming	from	the	semiotic	chora,	a	

space	that	is	at	once	rhythmic,	chaotic	and	infinite.311	Kristeva	explains	that	while	

detectable	in	language,	the	‘semiotic	rhythm’	of	this	space	is	not	confined	by	it:	

	

Indifferent	 to	 language,	 enigmatic	 and	 feminine,	 this	 space	
underlying	 the	 written	 is	 rhythmic,	 unfettered,	 irreducible	 to	 its	
intelligible	 translation;	 it	 is	 musical,	 anterior	 to	 judgement,	 but	
restrained	by	a	single	guarantee:	syntax.312		

	

As	such,	the	chora	cannot	be	compared	to	or	totalised	by	the	symbolic	(or	its	visual	

representations).		

	

Neither	model	nor	copy,	the	chora	precedes	and	underlies	figuration	
and	 thus	 specularization,	 and	 is	 analogous	 only	 to	 vocal	 or	 kinetic	
rhythm.313		

	

	

																																																								
307	Ibid.	11.	
308	Kristeva,	The	Kristeva	Reader.	
309	Ibid.	93.	
310	Ibid.	98.	
311	Ibid.	
312	Ibid.	97.	
313	Ibid.	94.	
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This	chapter	presents	the	lullaby	as	a	fourth	motif	of	the	maternal	body	by	asking:	

how	does	the	lullaby	correspond	to	the	semiotic	and	its	chora?	Drawing	on	Plato	–	

whose	 text,	 Timaeus,	 is	 the	 original	 source	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 chora	 –	 Kristeva	

describes	 the	 chora	 as	 ‘nourishing	 and	 maternal’.314	For	 the	 child,	 the	 maternal	

body	mediates	between	 the	semiotic	and	 the	symbolic,	 in	 the	 fertile	space	of	 the	

chora.	Thus,	in	terms	of	the	present	discussion,	if	we	conceive	of	this	body	as	the	

origin	 of	 rhythmic	 yet	 differentiated	 sound,	 then	we	 can	 locate	 the	 lullaby	 there	

also.	Aided	by	the	research	of	medieval	scholar	Kathleen	Palti	and	others,	I	begin	to	

explore	 this	 chapter’s	 framing	question	by	 referencing	 the	 etymological	 and	 folk	

origins	 of	 the	 lullaby	 in	 the	 context	 of	medieval	 England	 and	Christianity.	 I	 then	

examine	the	genre	of	the	cradle	song	and	its	influence	on	the	development	of	carol	

lullabies,	 with	 two	 fifteenth	 century	 examples:	 Coventry	 Carol	 and	 Lullay,	 Mine	

Liking.	 A	 consideration	 of	 the	 lullaby	 in	 philosophical	 terms	 follows,	 drawing	 on	

Kristeva’s	 notion	 of	 cyclical	 maternal	 experience,	 Roland	 Barthes’	 philosophy	 of	

the	 voice,	 and	 Irigaray’s	 call	 to	 self-affection.	 The	 lullaby’s	 appearance	 in	

contemporary	 art	 is	 then	 observed	 (with	 my	 Lullaby	 (2016)	 and	 Sophia	 Brous’	

Lullaby	 Movement:	 A	 Song	 Cycle	 (2017)	 offered	 as	 examples),	 allowing	 me	 to	

determine	its	viability	as	a	motif	of	the	maternal	body	with	potential	for	nurturing	

the	child,	the	mother	and	‘the	female	imaginary’.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
314	Ibid.	94.		In	his	articulation	of	the	creation,	order	and	beauty	of	the	universe,	Plato	designates	the	receptacle	as	the	
substrate	via	which	forms	change.	Put	simply,	he	describes	it	as	space	(chora)	rather	than	matter:	its	function	is	to	hold.	
Donald	Zeyl,	"Plato's	Timaeus,"	ed.	Edward	N.	Zalta,	The	Stanford	Encyclopedia	of	Philosophy	(2014),		
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/plato-timaeus/.	
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Lullay Bye-Bye  
	

	

Origins 
	

Etymologically,	the	word	lullaby	is	derived	from	the	word	lull,	meaning	‘to	soothe	

to	 sleep	 or	 quiescence’	 (itself	 a	 derivation	 of	 ‘lu	 lu’	 or	 ‘lully,	 lulla,	 lullay’,	 sounds	

commonly	 sung	 to	 a	 child	 as	 they	 go	 sleep),	 and	 ‘by’	 or	 ‘bye-bye’	 (another	

colloquial	 song	 sound).315	Lullabies	 are	 widespread,	 and	 though	 many	 of	 the	

earliest	 forms	have	been	 lost,	accounts	of	 their	use	and	role	 in	domestic	settings	

can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 at	 least	 Greek	 antiquity.316		 According	 to	 Giulio	 Colesanti,	

scholar	in	Greek,	Italian	and	Latin	literature,	ancient	Greek	lullabies	are	a	part	of	a	

large	volume	of	‘submerged’	texts,	that	is,	texts	that	were	either	neglected	in	their	

transmission,	 or	 not	 transmitted.317	Surviving	 texts	 of	 sixteenth	 century	 Greek	

lullabies	(called	νανουρίσματα	or	nanourísmata,	in	the	Greek)	help	to	locate	them	

as	songs	that	were	sung	by	women	(who	were,	in	many	cases,	illiterate)	to	infants	

and	 children,	 and	 performed	 privately	 in	 the	 familial	 settings	 of	 the	 home.318	

Colesanti	 argues	 that	while	 the	 authorship	 of	 lullabies	 has	 also	 been	 submerged	

(by	their	often	anonymous	status,	given	by	the	absence	of	textual	records	as	well	

as	the	tendency	among	women	to	avoid	the	appropriation	of	another	household’s	

lyric	 or	 composition),	 lullabies	 themselves	 must	 be	 considered	 ‘as	 an	 extreme,	

quasi	paradoxical	 instance	 of	 submersion’,	 given	 their	 persistence	 through	 time	

and	across	cultures.319	They	survive	as	a	direct	consequence	of	their	performative	

and	adaptable	oral	form.320		

	

	

	

																																																								
315	F.	T.	Hoad,	ed.	The	Concise	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English	Etymology	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2003).	
316	Giulio	Colesanti,	"Two	Cases	of	Submerged	Monodic	Lyric:	Sympotic	Poetry	and	Lullabies,"	in	Submerged	Literature	in	
Ancient	Greek	Culture:	An	Introduction,	ed.	Giulio	Colesanti	and	Manuela	Giordano	(Berlin:	Walter	De	Gruyter,	2014).	
317	Ibid.	99.		
318	Ibid.	104.	
319	Ibid.	104,	106.	
320	Ibid.	
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Medieval lullabies: cradle songs and carols 
	

Scholar	Kathleen	Palti	describes	the	significance	of	lullabies	in	the	development	of	

medieval	 song	 forms	 and	 lyrics	 in	 fifteenth	 and	 sixteenth	 century	 England,	 and	

their	 survival	 as	 a	 distinct	 form.	 Palti	 identifies	 the	 self-reflexive	 character	 of	

medieval	 lullabies,	 stating	 that,	 while	 they	 are	 cradle	 songs	 whose	 themes	 and	

expressions	 concern	 the	 child,	 they	 are	 also	 ‘about	 the	 act	 of	 singing’.321	She	

further	defines	the	term	‘lullaby’	as:	

	

…lyrics	with	clear	internal	textual	signatures,	either	the	depiction	of	
a	 scene	 in	which	a	 singer	soothes	a	baby	or	 the	presence	of	 lulling	
words.322	

	

As	 a	 ‘participatory	 lyric	 tradition’	 that	 emerges	 from	 a	 fusion	 of	 ‘literary	 and	

musical	 culture,	 Latin	 and	 vernacular	 texts,	 and	 the	 scholarly	 and	 popular’,	

lullabies	 are	 identified	 as	 such	 by	 the	 wider	 socio-historical	 context	 of	 their	

performance.323	For	 example,	 while	 some	 lullabies	 refer	 to	 an	 anonymous	 child,	

and	many	other	later	medieval	lullabies	explicitly	feature	Mary	and	Jesus,	in	each	

case	 they	 often	 also	 include	 references	 to	 a	 range	 of	 other	 texts	 and	 sources	

relevant	 to	 the	contemporary	performer	or	audience.324	Palti	cites	 the	 fourteenth	

century	Lollai,	lollai,	referred	to	as	the	Harley	lullaby,	as	the	earliest	Middle	English	

example.325	Its	first	stanza	reads:	

	

Lollai,	l<ollai>,	litel	child,	whi	wepistou	so	sore?	
nedis	mostou	wepe,	hit	i3arkid°	pe	3ore	
Euer	to	lib°	in	sorrow,	and	sich°	and	mourne	euere,	
As	pin	eldren	did	we	pis,	whil	hi	aliues	were.	
Lollai,	<lollai>,	litel	child,	child	lolai,	lullow,	

																																																								
321	Kathleen	Palti.	"Singing	Women:	Lullabies	and	Carols	in	Medieval	England."	The	Journal	of	English	and	Germanic	
Philology	110,	no.	3	(2011):	359-82.	360.	
322	Ibid.	361.	
323	Ibid.	361.	
324	Ibid.	362.		
325	The	lullaby,	“Lollai,	lollai”,	appears	in	the	parchment	codex	of	‘The	Kildare	Lyrics’	(MS.	Harley	913,	F.	32R-V),	which	was	
once	owned	by	two	earls	of	Oxford,	Robert	Harley	and	Edward	Harley,	and	is	now	held	in	the	collections	of	the	British	
Library,	London.	British	Library,	"Catalogue	of	Illuminated	Manuscripts:	Detailed	Record	for	Harley	913,"		
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=18695&CollID=8&NStart=913.	
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In-to	vncup	world	icommen	so	ertow!326	
	

English	 literature	 scholar,	 Cynthia	Rogers,	 translates	 the	Middle	English	 verse	 in	

the	following	way:	

	

Lollai,	lollai,	little	child,	why	do	you	weep	so	bitterly?	
Necessarily	you	must	weep,	it	was	prepared	long	ago	for	you	
Ever	to	live	in	sorrow,	and	sigh	and	ever	mourn,	
As	your	elders	did	before	this,	while	they	were	alive.	
Lollai,	Lollai,	little	child,	child	lollai,	lullow,	
Into	an	unknown	world	so	you	have	come.327	

	

As	 Palti	 highlights,	 despite	 its	 child-subject’s	 anonymity,	 the	 song’s	 allusions	 to	

biblical	 imagery	 (particularly	 in	 later	 verses	 which	 refer	 to	 the	 fox	 and	 bird	

imagery	of	Matthew	and	Luke’s	gospels328)	demonstrate	the	intertextual	quality	of	

lullabies.	Beyond	their	original	cradle-side	setting,	lullabies	became	songs	complex	

and	 robust	 enough	 to	 traverse	 private	 and	 public	 domains:	 ‘between	 popular	

performance	traditions	and	clerical	religious	culture,’	as	Palti	suggests.329	Thus,	the	

lullaby	form	is	one	of	 ‘extensive	textual	mobility’,	a	characteristic	that	enabled	its	

widespread	use,	particularly	in	the	form	of	the	carol.330	

	

The	melancholic	themes	of	trauma	and	lament	in	Lollai,	lollai	are	not	uncommon	in	

the	 lullaby	 genre.	 Life	 in	medieval	 England	was	 difficult	 and	 the	 death	 of	 young	

children	was	expected:	mothers	sang	cradle	songs	‘not	of	magical	kingdoms,	but	of	

life’s	 struggles	 and	 inevitable	 death’.331 	In	 this	 context,	 the	 link	 between	 the	

suffering	 of	 ordinary	mothers	 and	 that	 of	Mary	 –	Mother	 of	 God	 and	Mother	 of	

																																																								
326	Palti,	"Singing	Women:	Lullabies	and	Carols	in	Medieval	England."	361.	In	presenting	a	transcription	of	the	Harley	MS	913	
lullaby	(held	in	the	British	Library),	Palti	references	the	text,	Religious	Lyrics	of	the	XIVth	Century,	ed.	Carleton	Brown	
(Oxford:	Clarendon	Press,	1924).		
327	Cynthia	Anne	Rogers,	"Singing	from	the	Book:	An	Analysis	of	the	Middle	English	and	Latin	Lullaby	Lyrics	in	Harley	913"	
(Oklahoma	State	University,	2008).	96.	
328	Refer	to	Matthew	8:20	and	Luke	9:58,	as	Palti	suggests.	In	Palti,	"Singing	Women:	Lullabies	and	Carols	in	Medieval	
England."	362.	
329	Ibid.	365.	
330	Ibid.	365.	Palti	cites	the	work	of	R.	L.	Greene,	specifically	his	1977	edition	of	The	Early	English	Carols,	to	define	a	carol	
lullaby	as:	‘“a	song	on	any	subject,	composed	of	uniform	stanzas	and	provided	with	a	burden,”	where	a	burden	is	a	“chorus,	
to	be	sung	(or	considered	as	sung	by	a	reader)	before	the	first	stanza	and	repeated	after	that	and	all	succeeding	stanzas.”’	R.	
L.	Greene,	ed.	The	Early	English	Carols,	2nd	ed.	(Oxford:	Clarendon	Press,	1977).	In	Palti,	"Singing	Women:	Lullabies	and	
Carols	in	Medieval	England."	365.	
331	Barbara	Hanawalt,	Growing	up	in	Medieval	London:	The	Experience	of	Childhood	in	History	(New	York:	Oxford	University	
Press,	1993).	62.	
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Sorrows	 –	 is	 not	 difficult	 to	 make.	 The	 lullaby	 form	 was	 thus	 appropriated	 by	

clerics,	as	Palti	notes,	and	this	led	to	the	development	of	the	carol	lullaby,	which,	in	

medieval	 Christendom,	 functioned	 to	 inspire	 imitation	 of	 Mary	 and	 devotion	 to	

Christ. 332 	Literary	 historian	 Amy	 Vines	 elaborates	 on	 how	 this	 identification	

worked.	She	states:		

	

Unlike	 other	 affective	 devotional	 texts,	 which	 celebrate	 the	 joy	
inherent	 in	 Christ’s	 birth,	 these	 lullaby	 lyrics,	 I	 suggest,	 transform	
the	emotional	intimacy	of	the	first	interactions	between	mother	and	
child	into	a	lesson	in	parental	mourning.	Mary’s	shift	from	lullaby	to	
lament	in	many	of	the	Nativity	lyrics	models	the	emotional	shift	that	
is	 intended	 to	 take	 place	 within	 the	 reader.	 Picturing	 a	 familiar,	
loving	scene	with	their	own	children	enables	the	readers	to	identify	
more	readily	with	Mary’s	loss	and	to	understand	her	sacrifice	more	
fully.333	

	

Thus,	‘powerfully	didactic	in	its	simultaneous	expression	of	parental	love	and	loss’,	

through	 the	 lens	 of	 the	 Nativity	 image,	 the	 ordinary,	 private,	 lyrical	 moment	 of	

soothing	between	mother	and	 child	 is	disrupted	and	 changed,	 as	Vines	 suggests,	

into	a	call	to	‘a	devout	Christian	life’.334		

	

The	fifteenth	century	Coventry	Carol	is	a	concise	example	of	the	medieval	lullaby’s	

paradox	 of	 lulling	 and	 lamenting.	 Created	 by	 an	 unknown	 author	 and	 first	

recorded	as	text	by	Robert	Croo	in	1534,	the	lyrics	are	part	of	The	Pageant	of	the	

Shearmen	and	Tailors,	a	cycle	of	mystery	plays	performed	in	Coventry,	England.	Its	

extant	original	tune	was	first	discovered	and	published	by	Thomas	Sharp	in	1825.	

The	lyrics	read:		

	

Lully,	lulla,	thou	little	tiny	child,	
By,	by,	lully,	lullay.	

	
1 O	sisters	too,	

How	may	we	do	

																																																								
332	Palti,	"Singing	Women:	Lullabies	and	Carols	in	Medieval	England."	
333	Amy	N.	Vines,	"Lullaby	as	Lament:	Learning	to	Mourn	in	Middle	English	Nativity	Lyrics,"	in	Laments	for	the	Lost	in	
Medieval	Literature,	ed.	Jane	Tolmie	and	M.	J.	Toswell	(Turnhout:	Brepols,	2010).	202.	
334	Ibid.	223.	
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			For	to	preserve	this	day	
This	poor	youngling,	
For	whom	we	do	sing,	
			By	by,	lully	lullay	?	

	
2 Herod,	the	king,	

In	his	raging,	
			Chargèd	he	hath	this	day	
His	men	of	might,		
In	his	own	sight,	
			All	young	childrén	to	slay.	

	
3 That	woe	is	me,	

Poor	child	for	thee	!	
			And	ever	morn	and	day,	
For	they	parting	
Neither	say	nor	sing	
			By	by,	lully	lullay	!	335	

					

The	carol	begins	with	the	lulling	sounds	typical	of	the	cradle	song.	In	the	opening	

refrain,	 the	 singer	 addresses	 an	 unnamed	 child	 that	we	 assume	 to	 be	 the	 Christ	

(given	 the	 gospel	 allusions	 that	 follow),	 and	 proceeds	 to	 sing	 to	 her	 ‘Sisters’	 in	

what	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 a	 performance	 of	 lament	 by	 the	 weeping	 women	 in	

Jeremiah,	 previously	 discussed.336	With	 her	 first	 verse,	 the	 singer	 gathers	 the	

women	 (especially	 other	 mothers	 of	 young	 children	 in	 and	 around	 Bethlehem),	

appealing	to	them	to	collaborate	in	an	act	of	preservation	and	resistance	against	an	

imminent	threat	to	the	life	of	her	child	and	others.	‘How	may	we	do	for	to	preserve	

this	day?’	she	cries.	The	 following	verse	describes	the	raging	king	Herod	and	 ‘his	

men	of	might’,	 closely	referencing	 the	account	of	 ‘The	Massacre	of	 the	 Infants’	 in	

Matthew	 2:16-18.	 While	 the	 biblical	 text	 does	 not	 specify	 that	 Herod	 had	

witnessed	the	slaughter	as	the	carol	suggests	–	it	was	not	uncommon	for	writers	of	

such	 carols	 to	 incorporate	 folklore	 ‘to	 fill	 gaps’	 left	 by	 the	 gospel	 authors337	–	 it	

does	 refer	 to	 words	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament	 prophet	 Jeremiah	 who	 foretold	 the	

‘wailing	and	 loud	 lamentation’	of	another	mother,	Rachel,	who	was	equally	grief-

																																																								
335	Percy	Dearmer,	R.	Vaughan	Williams,	and	Martin	Shaw,	eds.,	The	Oxford	Book	of	Carols	(London:	Geoffrey	Cumberlege	and	
Oxford	University	Press,	1928).	44-47.	
336	Jeremiah	9:1,	17-18.	
337	Vivian	Ramalingam,	"Mary,	Virgin:	In	Music,"	in	Women	and	Gender	in	Medieval	Europe:	An	Encyclopedia,	ed.	Margaret	
Schaus	(New	York:	Routledge,	2006).	Matthew	2:18	cf.	Jeremiah	31:15.	



	 137 

stricken.	 The	 pleading	 and	 protest	 against	 the	 tragedy	 that	 the	 Coventry	 Carol	

expresses	 is	 punctuated	 by	 the	 comforting	words	 of	 the	 refrain.	 The	 final	 verse	

expresses	 the	singer’s	acquiescence:	death	will	come	upon	her	child	and	she	will	

both	resist	it	and	remain	inconsolable	in	her	lament.	This	is	Mary’s	song;	the	song	

of	 a	 maternal	 body;	 the	 song	 of	 a	 maternal	 voice.	 It	 is	 not	 like	 her	 first	 song	

however.	The	triumphant	praise	Mary	expressed	in	the	Magnificat	is	long	forgotten	

here,	and	in	the	context	of	the	Christmas	pageant	in	which	the	carol	was	sung,	this	

served	 as	 a	 potent	 reminder	 to	 the	 gathered	 audience	 that	 even	 in	 the	Nativity,	

death	was	imminent	and	devotion	to	God	was	necessary.338	

	

Lullay,	My	Liking	is	another	fifteenth	century	carol	lullaby	that	presents	a	narrative	

account	of	 the	Nativity	 scene.	Mary	 lulls	her	Christ	 child	with	a	 song,	 and	angels	

appear,	singing	and	speaking	words	of	blessing	and	affirmation	of	the	child	who	is	

‘eternal	lord’.339		

	

	 Lullay	my	liking,	my	dear	son,	my	sweeting	;	
	 Lullay	my	dear	heart,	mine	own	dear	darling	!	
	

1 I	saw	a	fair	maiden		
			Sitten	and	sing	:	
She	lullèd	a	little	child,		
			A	sweetè	lording	:	

	
Lullay	my	liking,	my	dear	son,	my	sweeting	;	

	 Lullay	my	dear	heart,	mine	own	dear	darling	!	
	

2 That	eternal	lord	is	he		
			That	made	allè	thing	;	
Of	allè	lordès	he	is	Lord,	
			Of	allè	kingès	king	:	

	
3 There	was	mickle	melody		

			At	that	childès	birth	:	
Although	they	were	in	heaven’s	bliss	
			They	madè	mickle	mirth	:	
	

																																																								
338	Cf.	Luke	1:46-55.	
339	Dearmer,	Williams,	and	Shaw,	The	Oxford	Book	of	Carols.	396-399.	
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4 Angels	bright	they	sang	that	night	
			And	saiden	to	that	child	
‘	Blessed	be	thou,	and	so	be	she	
			That	is	both	meek	and	mild’	:	
	

5 Pray	we	now	to	that	child,	
			And	to	his	mother	dear,	
God	grant	them	all	his	blessing	
			That	now	maken	cheer	:	340	
	

In	 stark	contrast	 to	 the	Coventry	Carol,	 this	 carol	evokes	 feelings	of	 joy	and	 love,	

such	 as	 that	 exhibited	 by	 the	 intimate	mother-child	 relation	 it	 describes.	 Again,	

although	the	subjects	are	not	explicitly	named,	the	titles	bestowed	on	the	child	and	

the	biblical	reference	given	to	angels	attending	his	birth	denote	its	classification	as	

a	carol	lullaby	about	Mary	and	Jesus.341	As	such,	its	lyrics	announce	the	Incarnation	

of	God	in	Christ	and	encourage	the	faithful	audience	or	congregation	of	singers	to	

anticipate	the	blessing	and	cheer	that	extends	to	them	as	a	result.		

	

As	 the	 above	 examples	 imply,	 the	 carol	 lullaby	 typically	 progresses	 in	 cycles	 of	

maternal	 comfort	 and	 lament	 or	 joyful	 hope.	While	 the	 verses	 contextualise	 the	

mother-child	relation,	opening	space	for	the	listener	to	reflect	on	and	identify	with	

the	lives	and	perspectives	of	the	songs’	central	figures	(in	the	case	of	the	Coventry	

Carol,	 with	 Mary	 the	 mother	 who	 suffers	 with	 her	 suffering	 son;	 in	 Lullay,	 My	

Liking,	with	Mary	the	mother	who	is	devoted	to	him	in	love,	and	Christ	who	is	the	

God	who	‘made	allè	thing’),	the	refrain	returns	the	listener	to	the	site	of	origin,	to	

the	maternal	hold:	 in	the	first	carol,	 this	 is	a	space	of	respite	from	sorrow;	in	the	

second,	it	is	a	space	of	adoration	and	hope.		

	

This	 lullaby	cycle,	 in	which	sounds	of	comfort	punctuate	ordinary	experiences	of	

maternal	 love	 and	 lament,	 was	 true	 to	 my	 experience	 as	 a	 mother.	 My	 text	 for	

Continuous	 Narrative	 (2015),	 which	 incorporates	 the	 Lullay,	 My	 Liking	 refrain,	

highlights	this	rhythm	and	song:	

																																																								
340	Ibid.	396-399.	
341	Cf.	Luke	2:13-14.	
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eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	eat	
play	eat	play	sleep	wake	scream	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	cry	cry	
cry	wake	me	 up	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 in	my	
arms	heavy	dead	eat	play	sleep	shh	sleep	sleep	lullay	mine	liking	my	
dear	 son	mine	 sweeting	lullay	my	dear	 heart	mine	 own	dear	 darling	
you	sleep	all	night	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	smile	at	me	make	me	cry	
sleep	eat	play	 sleep	 sleep	 sleep	 long	 sleep	 today	 lucky	me	eat	play	
sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	day	 after	 day	 eat	
play	 sleep	 chatter	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	
crawling	now	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	laugh	and	
chatter	and	crawl	and	wail	eat	play	sleep	wake	 in	dark	of	night	eat	
sleep	rouse	me	from	good	sleep	obedient	instinct	eat	play	eat	again	
ceaseless	 chatter	 sleep	 eat	 play	 totter	 teeter	 sleep	 sleep	 afternoon	
sleep	me	 too	 eat	 play	 sleep	 show	 us	make	 us	 smile	 eat	 play	 sleep	
same	stuff	as	yesterday	less	sleep	more	chatter	eat	play	sleep	wake	
cry	no	eating	today	just	crying	medicate	your	hot	body	lullay	my	dear	
heart	mine	own	dear	darling	you	sleep	I	watch	listen	to	you	breathe	
sleep	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	chatter	tell	you	all	the	things	I	know	all	
the	 things	 sleep	 sleep	 sleep	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	 play	 sleep	 eat	
play	 sleep	eat	play	walk	 like	you’ve	always	done	 it	 tire	 sleep	 sleep	
eat	play	sleep	eat	play	sleep	eat	play	walk	run	trip	bleed	scream	with	
no	sound	I	weep	Jesus	wept	I	hold	hold	hold	you	sleep	eat	play	sleep	
eat	play	play	play	fall	in	a	heap	sleep	dream	of	hens	gathering	chicks	
under	wings	342		

	

In	my	practice	however,	 I	had,	until	now,	deferred	 to	 text	 to	express	 the	cyclical	

experience	of	the	maternal	body,	and	though	I	had	done	so	in	my	own	words	(and,	

on	occasion,	 in	 the	Middle	English	 lyrics	of	 others),	 the	 text	 lacked	a	mystery	or	

mobility	that	the	sung	lullaby	exhibits.	Thus,	I	turned	to	the	medium	of	the	voice.	

	

	

	

Cycles and Secrets of the Voice 
	

	

A	mother’s	 experience,	 from	 conception	 to	 pregnancy,	 through	 birth,	 to	 nursing,	

weaning	and	rearing	her	child,	is	physical.	It	is	‘cyclical’:	biological	and	ongoing343.		

																																																								
342	Text	by	Rebekah	Pryor,	written	for	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative.	
343	Julia	Kristeva.	"Women's	Time."	Signs:	Journal	of	Women	in	Culture	and	Society	7,	no.	1	(1981):	13-35.	17.	
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It	 is	also	 ‘monumental’:	somehow	eternal	 in	its	meaning.	It	 is	an	experience	lived	

and	understood	not	simply	as	corporeal	or	symbolic	but	somewhere	in	between.344	

(Like	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 mystic,	 as	 Kristeva	 observes. 345 )	 Thus,	 any	

understanding	 of	 the	 symbolic	 existence	 of	 the	 mother	 –	 and	 so	 any	 thinking,	

theorizing	or	 art-making	on	 the	 subject	 –	must	 function	accordingly.	As	Kristeva	

implies,	 even	 the	 mother’s	 own	 quest	 (however	 momentarily	 utopian)	 for	

understanding	regarding	her	experience	cannot	separate	these	qualities.	 In	all	 its	

matter	 and	 meaning-making,	 the	 body	 of	 the	 mother	 is	 liminal,	 representing	 a	

threshold	at	which	the	tussle	between	one	as	self	and	one	in	relation	to	an	other	

plays	 out,	 the	 edge	 at	which	 love,	 life	 and	death	 are	 encountered,	 and	 the	 space	

where	things	sensed,	known	and	unknown	are	explored.	

	

The	arrival	of	the	child…	leads	the	mother	 into	the	 labyrinths	of	an	
experience	that,	without	the	child,	she	would	only	rarely	encounter:	
love	 for	an	other.	Not	 for	herself	or	an	 identical	being	and	still	 less	
for	another	person	with	whom	“I”	fuse	(love	or	sexual	passion).	But	
the	 slow,	 difficult,	 and	 delightful	 apprenticeship	 in	 attentiveness,	
gentleness,	forgetting	oneself.346	

	

This	is	the	very	space	in	which	the	lulling	phrases	of	the	cradle	song	operate.	The	

lullaby	materialises	this	condition	of	‘betweenness’	(in	Bruno’s	sense	of	the	term)	

through	 the	voice,	which	 is	 itself	 ‘materiality	of	 the	body’,	as	philosopher	Roland	

Barthes	describes.347	

	

The	 singing	 voice,	 that	 very	 specific	 space	 in	 which	 a	 tongue	
encounters	a	voice	and	permits	those	who	know	how	to	listen	to	it	to	
hear	what	we	call	its	"grain"	–	the	singing	voice	is	not	the	breath	but	
indeed	that	materiality	of	the	body	emerging	from	the	throat,	a	site	
where	the	phonic	metal	hardens	and	takes	shape.348	

	

																																																								
344	Catherine	Clement	and	Julia	Kristeva,	The	Feminine	and	the	Sacred	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	2001).	
345	Kristeva,	"Women's	Time."	
346	Ibid.	31.	
347	Roland	Barthes,	The	Responsibility	of	Forms:	Critical	Essays	on	Music,	Art,	and	Representation	(Berkeley:	University	of	
California	Press,	1985).	255.	
348	Ibid.	255.	
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Barthes	locates	the	‘grain’	of	the	voice	operating	in	what	we	may	here	designate	as	

an	interval.	 ‘Grain’	 is	 ‘the	body	in	the	singing	voice’:	 ‘the	grain	of	the	voice,	when	

the	voice	is	in	a	double	posture,	a	double	production:	of	language	and	of	music’.349		

The	singing	voice	operates	between	the	singer	and	the	listener,	but	not	simply	via	

a	 unidirectional	mode	 of	 transmission	 in	which	 the	 ear	 of	 the	 listener	works	 to	

decipher	 particular	 meanings	 emitted	 by	 the	 singer;	 rather,	 the	 singing	 voice	

demands	 a	 multiple	 and	 inter-subjective	 kind	 of	 listening	 in	 which,	 as	 Barthes	

explains,	 ‘“I	 am	 listening”	 also	means	 “listen	 to	me”.’350	In	 this	 sense,	 the	 singing	

voice	works	 in	 a	way	 similar	 to	 Irigaray’s	 ‘touch	of	 the	 caress’;	 the	 sound	of	 the	

song	 reverberating	 in	 such	 a	manner	 as	 to	 ensure	 that	 both	 subjects	 are	 able	 to	

identify	 themselves	 through	 their	 own	difference,	while	 simultaneously	 enabling	

the	 other	 to	 do	 the	 same.	 No	 subject	 is	 summarised	 or	 curtailed	 inside	 such	 a	

relation;	the	voice,	as	a	remainder,	proves	it.	

	

The	human	voice	is,	as	a	matter	of	fact,	the	privileged	(eidetic)	site	of	
difference:	 a	 site	which	 escapes	 all	 science,	 for	 there	 is	 no	 science	
(physiology,	history,	aesthetics,	psychoanalysis)	which	exhausts	the	
voice:	 no	 matter	 how	 much	 you	 classify	 and	 comment	 on	 music	
historically,	 sociologically,	 aesthetically,	 technically,	 there	 will	
always	 be	 a	 remainder,	 a	 supplement,	 a	 lapse,	 something	 non-
spoken	which	designates	itself:	the	voice.351	

	

For	 Palestinian	 filmmaker	 Nurith	 Aviv,	 this	 is	 ‘the	 secret	 of	 the	 voice’.352	In	 her	

2013	film,	Annonces	(Announcements),	Aviv	gathers	a	range	of	women	to	consider	

the	 effects	 of	 thought,	 language,	 voice	 and	 image	 through	 the	 theme	 of	

announcement,	specifically	the	announcements	to	Hagar,	Sarah	and	Mary	as	they	

occur	in	the	Bible	and	Koran.353	Professor	Ruth	HaCohen	(Pinczower)	in	particular	

emphasises	the	nexus	between	divine	announcement	and	the	singing	voice	(or,	in	

the	 Old	 Testament	 case	 of	 Sarah,	 the	 melodic	 laughing	 voice).	 In	 Hagar’s	 cry,	

Sarah’s	 laugh	and	Mary’s	 song,	 the	 voice	materialises	 an	overflow	 (of	difference,	
																																																								
349	Ibid.	269.	
350	Ibid.	
351	Ibid.	279.	
352	Nurith	Aviv,	"Annonces:	Synopsis,"	Nurith	Aviv,	http://nurithaviv.free.fr/annonces/synopsis.htm.	
353	This	beautifully	nuanced	film	brings	together	women	from	a	range	of	traditions	and	disciplines	and	includes:	Barbara	
Cassin,	Marie	Gautheron,	Ruth	HaCohen	(Pinczower),	Marie-José	Mondzain,	Haviva	Pedaya,	Sarah	Stern	and	Rola	Younes.	
Ibid.	
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mystery	and	joy).354	Other	films	by	Aviv,	including	her	trilogy	Misafa	Lesafa	(From	

Language	 to	 Language)	 (2004),	 Langue	 Sacrée,	 Langue	 Parlée	 (Sacred	 Language,	

Spoken	 Language)	 (2008)	 and	 Traduire	 (Translate)	 (2011),	 also	 emphasise	 the	

mobility	 of	 vocalised	 language,	 and	 show,	 as	 Jacques	 Mandelbaum	 states,	 that	

‘language	is	both	a	crucible	of	meanings	and	a	challenge	to	purity’.355		

	

Referencing	 German	 composer	 Robert	 Schumann	 for	 his	 use	 of	 the	 vernacular	

from	 his	 ‘mother	 tongue’,	 Barthes	 describes	 this	 use	 of	 language	 in	 music	 as	 a	

‘declared	restoration	of	the	body’	that	locates	the	voice	and	music	in	the	space	of	

the	chora.356	In	order	to	achieve	this,	the	listening	subject	must	go	beyond	hearing	

the	alert	of	rhythm	and	deciphering	a	pre-existing	order	of	codes;	he	or	she	must	

listen	for	the	secrets	emitted	from	the	 inter-subjective	space	of	the	chora.	This	 is	

more	 than	a	 religious	activity.	 It	 is	mystical.	The	 shift	 that	Kristeva,	 Irigaray	and	

Aviv	variously	promote	–	that,	I	propose,	even	the	lullaby	itself	promotes	–	is	one	

that	 sees	 the	 woman	 in	 the	 mother	 listening	 –	 attending	 –	 to	 herself	 and	

discovering	not	only	the	other	to	whom	she	sings,	but	herself	and	‘God’	there	also.			

	

Prior	to	any	nurture	of	the	feminine	imaginary	must	surely	come	the	nurture	of	the	

woman	in	the	mother.	Can	she	nurture	herself?	The	totalising	symbolic	of	culture	

in	 the	West	has	 failed	 to	nurture	her	and	 therefore	 she	must	nurture	herself.	As	

Walton	 eloquently	 states	 in	 her	 analysis	 of	 Kristeva’s	 thought,	 ‘In	maternity	 the	

woman	opens	herself	up	both	 to	her	own	mother	and	 to	 the	child	 that	 she	must	

separate	 from	 to	 love.	 This	 is	 the	 divided	 subject	 beatified…’357	Irigaray	 has	

already	suggested	that	Mary	demonstrates	her	virginity	in	her	ability	to	be	faithful	

to	herself	in	love	and	generation,	and	that	in	this	she	is	a	role	model	for	us.358	What	

is	clear	then,	is	that	the	woman	in	the	mother	remains	capable	of	nurturing	herself	

only	if	she	persists	as	a	multiple	subject.	The	lullaby	conveys	the	maternal	body	in	

																																																								
354	The	Holy	Bible.	Refer	to	Hagar’s	story	in	Genesis	16,	21:8-21;	Sarah’s	laugh	in	Genesis	18:12,	21:6-7;	and	Mary’s	Song	in	
Luke	1:46-55.	
355	Jacques	Mandelbaum,	"Traduire	-	Review,"	The	Guardian,	https://www.theguardian.com/film/2011/feb/01/nurith-aviv-
film-language-review.	
356	Barthes,	The	Responsibility	of	Forms:	Critical	Essays	on	Music,	Art,	and	Representation.	310.	
357	Walton,	Literature,	Theology	and	Feminism.	112.	
358	Irigaray,	Luce	Irigaray:	Key	Writings.	152.	Cf.	Chapter	1	|	Performing	the	Icon,	especially	pp.	32-24.	



	 143 

light	of	 this	possibility,	suggesting	that	 in	the	act	of	singing,	 the	mother	practices	

self-affection	 –	 the	 ‘art	 of	 interiority’	 that	 Irigaray	 argues	 is	 critical	 to	 our	

becoming.359	

	

Self-affection	corresponds	to	an	art	of	 interiority,	of	 internalization,	
that	we	have	 to	 discover,	 to	 invent,	 to	 cultivate,	 and	 to	 express:	 in	
ourselves	and	between	us.	Such	an	art	can	lead	the	way	towards	our	
becoming	universal	and	convivial	beings,	capable	of	coexistence	with	
all	 differences.	 This	 art	 is	 thus	 the	 mediation	 necessary	 for	
constructing	together	a	shareable	world.360	

	

	

	

Songs for the Self 
	

	

In	 her	 most	 recent	 work,	 To	 Be	 Born,	 Irigaray	 insists	 that	 each	 life	 starts	 from	

ecstatic	beginnings,	 and	each	one’s	path	 to	becoming	begins	with	his	or	her	 first	

breath:	

	

Through	 its	 autonomous	 breathing	 and	 its	 sexuation,	 the	 little	
human	gives	birth	to	itself,	 it	brings	into	the	world	a	singular	living	
being	of	which	 it	will	have	 to	cultivate	 life,	a	 life	 irreducible	 to	any	
other,	towards	its	achievement	for	itself	and	for	the	world	into	which	
it	takes	place.361	

	

Irigaray	argues	 that	growth	and	becoming	occurs	with	a	necessary	cultivation	of	

breathing	 and	 self-affection,	 describing	 this	 as	 ‘a	 gesture	 of	 gathering	 oneself	

together,	 of	 communing	 with	 oneself,	 which	 must	 go	 with	 becoming’.362 	She	

further	contends	that	this	is	a	practice	 ‘extraneous	to	our	Western	tradition’,	and	

that	it	can	be	seen	in	Buddhist	contemplation.	While	I	agree	that	Eastern	traditions	

offer	us	useful	strategies	 for	self-affection	(my	own	yoga	practice	affirms	 it),	and	

																																																								
359	Sharing	the	World.	136.	
360	Ibid.	136.	
361	To	Be	Born.	5.	
362	Ibid.	17.	
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that	 there	 is,	 in	 dominant	 Western	 culture,	 a	 lack	 of	 such	 reflexive	 capacity	

(undeniably,	 the	 West’s	 long	 history	 as	 perpetrator	 of	 violence	 and	 oppression	

against	different	others	proves	it),	I	would	also	argue	that	Christianity	(especially	

in	 its	 monastic	 traditions)	 has	 a	 long	 history	 and	 continuity	 of	 contemplative	

practice	in	the	West	that	enables	self-affection,	albeit	in	the	context	of	devotion	to	

a	divine	Other.	The	medieval	mystics	I	have	previously	referred	to	exhibit	 it;	and	

today,	 the	World	Community	 for	Christian	Meditation	 (WCCM)	provides	 another	

good	 example.	 In	 the	 tradition	 of	 the	 desert	 fathers	 and	 mothers	 whose	

contemplative	practice	precedes	 the	 fourth	century,	 Irish	Benedictine	monk	 John	

Main	 established	 the	 WCCM	 in	 1975.363	Current	 community	 director	 Laurence	

Freeman	OSB	defines	the	nature	of	its	contemplative	practice	in	this	way:	

	

The	contemplative	dimension	of	faith	is	this	dimension	of	experience	
that	lies	at	the	heart	of	all	faith	and	in	the	core	of	the	human	being.	It	
is	a	way	into	the	ultimate	mystery	that	awaits	us	beyond	the	reach	of	
words	or	concepts	or	even	beliefs.364	

	

In	Christian	meditation	then,	this	is	a	multiple	discovery	of	the	self	in	relation-with	

a	divine	Other	and	–	as	 in	the	Buddhist	contemplation	Irigaray	describes	–	of	the	

self	 in	 relation-with	 the	 self.	 Whatever	 faith	 tradition	 frames	 it	 however,	 our	

human	 becoming	 necessitates	 the	 self’s	 gathering	 and	 communing.	 And	 it	 is	 a	

courageous	gesture,	as	Irigaray	says:	

	

Becoming	oneself	requires	as	much	heroism	as	being	born,	and	also	
needs	resorting	to	our	breath	in	order	to	emerge	from	the	family	and	
sociocultural	background	which,	too	often,	substitute	themselves	for	
the	maternal	 placenta	 in	which	we	 started	 living.	 It	 is	 a	matter	 of	
winning	an	existence	of	our	own	again.365	

	

																																																								
363	World	Community	for	Christian	Meditation,	"About	the	World	Community	for	Christian	Meditation,"	WCCM,	
http://wccm.org/content/about-world-community-christian-meditation.	
364	Laurence	Freeman	OSB,	"The	Contemplative	Dimension	of	Faith,"	The	World	Community	for	Christian	Meditation,	
http://theradicalsimplicity.tumblr.com/search/lectures/page/2.	
365	Irigaray,	To	Be	Born.	42.	
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It	 is	 the	 kind	 of	 gesture	 that	 enables	 a	mother	 to	 allow	 experiences	 of	 love	 and	

lament	to	reverberate	back	to	her	again	and	again	in	the	bitter-sweet	sound	of	her	

own	voice;	in	the	singing	of	a	lullaby.		

	

	

	

Locating the Lullaby in Contemporary Art 
	

	

Genealogy	 (2015)	 (Figure	 31)	 explores	 the	 cyclical	 quality	 of	 the	maternal	 body	

through	 breath	 and	 gesture,	 and	 recognises	 the	 lineage	 from	 and	 in	 which	 the	

maternal	body	develops	its	capacity	for	love	in	relation-with	an	other.366	The	focal	

point	of	the	video	image	is	a	single	hand	that	repeatedly	opens	and	closes	in	time	

with	the	 inhalations	and	exhalations	of	 the	chest.	The	sound	of	breath	 is	soft	but	

audible,	and	its	rhythm	is	steady.	The	movement	of	the	hand	indicates	a	receiving	

or	 letting	come,	a	gathering	 in	and	holding,	 and,	 finally,	 a	 letting	go	or	 releasing.	

The	work	formed	part	of	a	group	show	entitled	House	and	Universe	in	May	2015.	

The	exhibition	presented	a	collection	of	video,	performance	and	installation	works	

by	 Melbourne	 artists	 Camille	 Heisler,	 Ellen	 Koshland,	 Karen	 Thorn,	 Melissa	

O’Rourke	 and	 myself,	 which	 variously	 interacted	 with	 Gaston	 Bachelard’s	 The	

Poetics	of	Space	to	investigate	the	notion	of	house	as	space	perceived	and	animated	

by	 memory,	 intimacy	 and	 imagination.	 A	 private	 historic	 home	 in	 St	 Kilda,	

Melbourne	 was	 opened	 up	 to	 serve	 as	 the	 gallery	 space	 for	 the	 exhibition.	 My	

work,	 Genealogy	 (2015),	 was	 presented	 on	 an	 iPad	 screen	 positioned	 on	 the	

house’s	marble	mantelpiece	 (Figure	32).	Headphones	were	 supplied,	 inviting	 the	

viewer	to	listen	as	well,	and	collaborate	in	the	cyclical	practice	of	breathing.	

	

Lullaby	(2016)	(Figure	33)	is	something	of	a	return	to	this	earlier	work’s	themes	of	

maternal	cycles	and	genealogies.367		This	time,	the		lullaby		song,		sung	in			my			own		

																																																								
366	Rebekah	Pryor,	Genealogy,	2015,	digital	video	(looped),	1	min	50	secs,	https://www.rebekahpryor.com/genealogy.		
367	Lullaby,	2016,	digital	video	(looped),	2	mins	49	secs,	https://www.rebekahpryor.com/lullaby.		
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Figure	31	 	Rebekah	Pryor,	Genealogy	(video	still),	2015,	digital	video	(looped),	1	
min	50	secs.	
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Figure	 32	 	 Rebekah	 Pryor,	 Genealogy	 (installation	 view),	 2015,	 House	 and	
Universe	exhibition,	private	residence,	St	Kilda.	
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Figure	33		Rebekah	Pryor,	Lullaby	(video	still),	2016,	digital	video	(looped),	2	mins	
49	secs.	
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voice,	 is	 used	 to	 locate	 and	 materialise	 the	 body	 of	 the	 mother.	 The	 lyric	 and	

melody	 is	 that	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 Brahms’	 Lullaby.	 The	 sound	 and	

appearance	 of	 a	 music	 box	 mechanism	 accompanies	 the	 layered	 vocal	

arrangement,	 signalling	 the	 mother’s	 animation	 in	 relation-with	 her	 child.	 With	

voice	as	body,	the	mother	is	imagined	here	as	corporeal	and	symbolic,	holding	and	

abiding,	 arriving	 and	 returning;	 as	 fragmented	 and,	 at	 times,	 discordant;	 as	

multiple,	cyclical	and	pertaining	to	her	own	rhythm;	as	remainder	that	audibly	and	

philosophically	exceeds	 the	 symbolising	 closure	of	 the	 image.	 She	 is	 imagined	as	

cradle	song.		

	

A	 further	 contemporary	 art	 example	 is	 that	 of	 Australian	musician,	 vocalist	 and	

performer	 Sophia	 Brous.	 Her	 most	 recent	 Lullaby	 Movement	 (2017)	 is	 a	

performance	 work	 that	 incorporates	 lullabies	 from	 Africa,	 Asia,	 Europe,	 the	

Americas	 and	 the	 Middle	 East	 to	 explore	 the	 universality	 of	 human	 need	 and	

desire.368	The	 performance	 is	 framed	 by	 the	 narrative	 of	 a	 girl	 who	 sings	 out	

lullaby	melodies	from	the	edge	of	the	universe	in	anticipation	of	a	response	(that	

might	affirm	the	existence	of	an	other	form	or	being).	 	Brous	sings	a	lullaby	song	

cycle;	voice	and	melody	lead	the	audience	through	the	movement	from	Nightfall	to	

Midnight,	 Witching	 Hour,	 Deep	 Night	 into	 Day	 Break.	 Playing	 a	 range	 of	

instruments	including	the	guitar,	jaw	harp,	violectra	and	nose	flute,	accompanying	

musicians	and	fellow-composers	Leo	Abrahams	and	David	Coulter	create	depths	of	

sound	that	variously	support,	lead,	mimic	and	respond	to	the	singer’s	wide-ranging	

vocals.	Brous’	voice	embodies	the	movement:	sometimes	it	quietly,	gracefully	lulls	

or	persuades	to	sleep;	at	other	times,	it	rapidly	traverses	scales,	pitches	and	lyrics,	

mimicking	the	girl’s	own	cosmic	exploration;	during	the	Witching	Hour,	the	voice	

sings	voluminously,	in	time	with	the	heavy	beat	of	the	singer’s	hand	slapped	hard	

against	 her	 body,	 and	 straining	 through	 a	 grain	 of	 voice	 that	 implies	 desperate	

protest;	and	still	other	times,	the	voice	bounces,	following	a	joyful	rhythm	set	by	a	

hand	gently	clapping	the	chest.	The	movement	concludes	with	an	Epilogue:	Brous	

sings	the	Greek	Cypriot	lullaby,	Ayjia	Marina	(Saint	Marina,	Misty	Maiden),	its	lyrics	

																																																								
368	Sophia	Brous,	Lullaby	Movement,	2017,	live	performance,	Arts	Centre	Melbourne,	Melbourne,	19	August.		
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(translated)	 seeking	 the	 saint’s	blessing	of	 slumber	on	 the	 child,	 the	 chest	of	 the	

mother,	the	river,	birds	and	seasons.369			

	

While	 at	 times	 the	 framing	narrative	 seems	 superfluous	 to	 the	 lullabies’	melodic	

figuring	of	 the	maternal	body,	 it	does	help,	not	only	to	keep	the	artist’s	quest	 for	

‘unbounded’	 universals	 in	 focus	 –	 the	 guiding	 sense	 of	 the	work	 is	 that	 there	 is	

something	 common	 to	 us,	 shareable	 in	 human	 experience,	 that	 transcends	 the	

confines	of	national	borders	and	languages	–	but	also	to	imply	the	reflexive	nature	

of	 the	 voice	 that	 sings	 for/to	 the	 other	 and	 discovers	 itself	 (by	 listening)	 in	

response.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 lullaby	 constitutes	 a	 collective	 and	 transformative	

revelation,	as	Brous	herself	suggests.370	However,	 in	its	difference	across	cultures	

and	 languages,	 the	 lullaby	also	brings	 into	 focus	the	uniqueness	of	 the	voice,	and	

the	voice	as	and	in	bodies.	By	definition,	as	Barthes	has	already	outlined,	the	voice	

evades	the	universal.	And	so,	we	are	returned	again	to	critical	questions	of	ethics:	

whose	voice	sings?	whose	voice	is	allowed	to	sing?	and	whose	is	heard?371		

	

	

	

Deep Sounds 
	

	

My	 earlier	 discussion	 of	 Irigaray’s	 ‘touch	 of	 the	 caress’	 began	 to	 express	 the	

significance	 of	 non-visual	 senses	 in	 the	 process	 of	 becoming	 and	 in	 the	 task	 of	

preserving	 difference	 that	makes	 such	 a	 becoming	 possible.	 In	 this	 chapter,	 it	 is	

clear	that	the	lullaby	is	a	motif	that	exceeds	the	confines	of	the	visual	symbolic	by	

its	dependence	on	the	voice.	Proceeding	from	the	semiotic	as	material	of	the	body,	

																																																								
369	"Lullaby	Movement	Lyrics,"	Urban	Theatre	Projects,	http://urbantheatre.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2014/10/LULLABY-MOVEMENT_LULLABY-LYRICS.pdf.	
370	Lullabies	at	Supersense	Festival	of	the	Ecstatic,	podcast	audio,	Books	and	Arts	Daily,	16	mins	23	secs2017,	
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/booksandarts/lullabies-at-supersense-festival-of-the-ecstatic/8804894.	
371	These	are	not	simple	questions	given	each	human	voice	is	cultivated	in	a	specific	body,	and	each	body	exists	and	
functions	within	a	specific	cultural	context.	In	combination,	these	particularities	affect	the	capability	of	the	voice.	While	I	
observed	Brous’	stunning	performance,	I	also	wondered	what	it	would	be	like	to	have	heard	the	Latvian	mother,	the	Afghan	
mother,	the	Serbian	mother,	the	Ugandan	mother,	etc.,	each	perform	her	own	song	in	her	own	voice.		
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the	 voice	 sings	 in	 the	 interval,	mediating	 between	 two	 subjects,	 as	 the	maternal	

body	does.		

	

As	she	sings	the	lullaby	to	the	child	and	listens	to	herself,	the	woman	in	the	mother	

restores	herself	 back	 to	herself	 in	 a	necessary	nurturing	 gesture	of	 self-affection	

that	enables	her	own	preservation	and	capacity	to	receive	and	nurture	the	other	in	

their	difference.	The	contemporary	art	examples	provided	in	this	chapter	enhance	

the	point:	the	lullaby	is	cyclical,	communal	and	above	all,	generative,	and	another	

motif	in	an	infinitely	expanding	female	imaginary.	

	

And	 so,	 in	 returning	 to	 our	 origins	 –	 to	 the	 deep,	 vibrating,	 infinite	 creation;	 to	

birthing	breath	breathed	in	and	out;	to	cradle	songs	voiced	from	depths	of	mother	

love	 –	 we	 find	 ourselves	 also	 returned	 to	 the	 rhythms	 of	 the	 everyday:	 to	 life	

ordinary	 and	 mysterious;	 at	 once	 familiar	 and	 completely	 strange.	 In	 Prières	

Quotidiennes,	Irigaray	writes:	

	

There	are	some	realities	which	are	to	be	lived	without	first	knowing	
what	 they	 are	 or	 how	 to	 approach	 them.	 The	 wise,	 the	 mystics,	
lovers	and	poets	behave	in	this	way.372	
	

With	her,	we	pray:	‘Let	us	hope	they	continue	to	do	so…’373	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
372	Irigaray,	Prières	Quotidiennes:	Everyday	Prayers.	37.	
373	Ibid.	37.	
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Conclusion 
	

	

	

	

	

Ordinary	Time	marks	the	days	and	weeks	between	extraordinary	events:	the	birth	

of	 a	 child;	 an	 epiphany;	 a	 death;	 a	 miraculous,	 life-changing	 event;	 a	 spiritual	

encounter.374	It	is	the	time	in	which	the	reverberations	of	such	events	continue	to	

be	felt	day-to-day;	the	time	for	setting	fresh	rhythms,	and	practicing	or	disrupting	

existing	ones.	As	Kristeva	has	already	suggested,	 the	mother	experiences	 life	 in	a	

similarly	monumental	way,	and	responds	from	her	 love	relation-with	an	other	 in	

cycles	 of	 movement,	 lamentation,	 hope	 and	 song.375	As	 the	 discussion	 here	 has	

implied,	 this	 relation-with	 is	 not	 simple.	 Rather,	 it	 is	 complex	 and	 necessarily	

characterised	by	difference.	In	the	studio,	I	have	explored	the	nature	and	space	of	

the	mother’s	relation-with	an	other	(including,	at	times,	herself),	and	four	distinct	

motifs	 for	 representing	 the	 maternal	 body	 have	 emerged:	 Performing	 the	 Icon,	

Lament,	 Sacred	 Canopy	 and	 Lullaby.	 In	 each	 case,	 the	 woman	 in	 the	 mother	 is	

revealed,	understood	and	imagined	in	terms	of	her	multiple,	relational,	generative	

and	 enduring	 capacity.	 And	 though	 ‘there	 is	 a	 sharing	 of	 worlds’	 as	 Irigaray	

contends,	her	capacity	–	increased	by	gesture,	breath,	word,	touch,	voice	and	self-

affection	 –	 enables	 her	 to	 love	 the	 other	 in	 his	 or	 her	 difference	 while	 also	

preserving	her	own.376	

	

																																																								
374	On	the	Anglican	liturgical	calendar,	Ordinary	Time	occurs	as	two	periods:	one	beginning	with	Epiphany	(a	feast	
celebrating	the	revelation	of	the	Incarnation)	and	ending	on	Ash	Wednesday	(the	beginning	of	Lent,	the	season	of	
preparation	for	Holy	Week	and	Easter);	and	another	beginning	after	Pentecost	(the	occasion	celebrating	the	Holy	Spirit’s	
visible	presence	with	the	Apostles	and	first	Christians)	and	continuing	until	Advent	(the	season	of	preparation	before	the	
Nativity	at	Christmastime).	In	the	Roman	Catholic	tradition,	‘ordinary’	also	refers	to	regular	prescribed	liturgical	services	
arranged	around	special	feasts	and	seasons.	Etymologically,	‘ordinary’	is	derived	from	the	Latin	root	ordo,	meaning	‘order’	as	
in	row,	rank,	series,	arrangement.	G	A	Wilkes	J	M	Sinclair,	and	W	A	Krebs	ed.	Collins	Concise	Dictionary	(Glasgow:	
HarperCollins	Publishers,	1999).	
375	Kristeva,	"Women's	Time."	
376	Irigaray,	Sharing	the	World.	115.	



	 154 

At	the	beginning	of	this	research,	having	discovered	a	lack	of	contemporary	images	

of	the	maternal	body	(as	I	have	conceived	of	it)	in	Christian	visual	culture,	I	set	out	

to	 create	 them.	 Resisting	 the	 dominant	 masculine	 symbolic	 that	 has	 too	 long	

prescribed	our	visions	of	God,	Mary	and	all	mothers	and	women,	I	undertook	what	

Walton	summarises	as	a	‘project	of	self-naming’:		

	

The	discursive	 regime	which	has	defined	women	 cannot	be	 simply	
dismantled.	 Going	 backwards	 and	 going	 through	 the	 history	 of	
women’s	erasure	 is	an	 ironic	acknowledgement	of	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
first	 place	 women	 can	 begin	 to	 find	 their	 own	 symbolic	
representation	is	in	the	traces	of	their	image	in	culture…	The	project	
of	self-naming	begins	when	women	begin	to	speak	out	of	these	silent	
places	in	recognisably	female	tones.377	

	
	

From	within	my	 faith	 tradition,	 I	 generated	 critical	 new	 images	 that	 expand	 our	

understanding	of	both	the	mother	and	the	divine	in	ordinary	life.	While	these	are	

contemporary	 images	 that	 inform	 our	 religious	 imaginary	 for	 a	 new	 time,	 their	

origins	 in	 ancient	 and	 traditional	 iconographic	 patterns	 cannot	 be	 denied.	 For	

example,	 Performing	 the	 Icon	 (Choreographic	 Notes	 1-12)	 (2015)	 recognises	 the	

multiple	nature	of	the	woman	in	the	mother	afresh,	but	its	figuration	and	ordered	

presentation	 mean	 that	 its	 resemblance	 to	 traditional	 Marian	 icons	 remains	

apparent.	Similarly,	it	could	be	argued	that	my	appropriation	of	triquetra	and	fleur	

de	lis	patterns	in	the	Cathedral	series	merely	repeats	or	reinforces	such	tropes	and	

by	 so	 doing,	 inadequately	 critiques	 the	 ideologies	 and	 structures	 that	 inspired	

them	historically.	My	choice	to	employ	existing	religious	patterns	and	forms	was,	

of	course,	 intentional	and	was	a	means	to	more	deeply	and	critically	engage	with	

the	existing	visual	culture	of	the	church.	I	proceeded	in	this	manner	of	art-making	

in	 the	 hope	 that	 my	 readdress	 and,	 in	 some	 instances,	 revival	 of	 these	 sacred	

symbols	would	perforate	their	solid	edges	and	enable	their	meanings	to	seep	out	

and	be	encountered	and	tested	again.		I	agreed	with	Keller’s	sentiment	that,	in	this	

time,	 ‘as	 the	 third	 Christian	 millennium	 slouches	 forward,’	 the	 most	 productive	

theological	 action	was,	perhaps	 simply,	 to	 ‘deepen	 the	 repetition’:	 a	process	 that	
																																																								
377	Walton,	Literature,	Theology	and	Feminism.	130.	
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opens	up	a	habitable,	infinite	and	‘liminal	space	of	discourse’.378	Keller	speculates	

about	 the	 ontological	 possibilities	 of	 such	 a	 hermeneutic	 of	 unknowing	 and	

irreducibility:	

	

It	 is	not	 (as	 some	postmodern	 theisms	 imply)	 that	Christianity	 can	
stand	 here	 at	 its	 ancient	 gate,	 innocent	 of	 the	 aggressions	 of	 the	
West,	 ready	 to	 receive	 refugees	 from	 secular	modernity.	 It	may	be	
the	 case,	 however,	 that	 we	 who	 repent	 the	 spectacular	 failure	 of	
Christendom	 to	 do	 justice,	 practice	 kindness	 or	walk	 humbly	with	
our	God,	are	ready	for	new	and	stranger	coalitions…	

As	we	stop	promising	 final	utopias	or	 transcendent	escapes,	
the	 discourse	 and	 practice	 of	 divinity	 begin	 to	 join	 forces	with	 the	
chaotic	democracies	of	the	becoming-creation.379	

	

The	 images	 I	produced	emerged	 from	this	context	of	hope,	and	my	making	 them	

anticipated	a	recovery,	not	only	of	myself	 in	my	faith	tradition,	but	of	a	Christian	

symbolic	order	that	remembers	the	God	of	the	Incarnation	and	is	consistent	with	

the	 ordinary	 life	 and	 space	 of	 ethical	 becoming	 that	 the	 maternal	 body	 makes	

visible.		

	

Heeding	the	revelation	of	the	Incarnation	as	Irigaray	describes	it,	in	Chapter	One	I	

went	‘in	search	of	my	word,	my	words’	to	find	that,	even	within	the	image	economy	

Mondzain	 describes,	 the	 maternal	 body	 cannot	 be	 exhausted	 by	 the	 totalising	

effects	of	word	or	symbol.380	The	 iconographic	 images	 that	emerged	 from	my	art	

practice	 affirm	 both	 the	 intimacy	 of	 divine	 encounter	 as	 the	mystics	 describe	 it,	

and	 Irigaray’s	 theory	 of	 the	 ‘sensible	 transcendental’	 in	which	 ‘God’	 is	 seen	 and	

known	between	and	within	us:	our	bodies	and	language.381	Furthermore,	given	the	

creative	and	intersubjective	space	of	the	semiotic	chora,	these	images	indicate	that	

art	 pertaining	 to	 the	mother	 and	 the	divine	must	 be	prolific	 if	 it	 is	 to	help	us	 in	

recognising	 and	 comprehending	 (in	 a	way	 that	 translates	 to	 life)	 both	 our	 deep	

tehomic	origin	and	the	differences	it	brings	forth.		

	
																																																								
378	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming.	229,	230.	
379	Ibid.	230.	
380	Irigaray,	Luce	Irigaray:	Key	Writings.	151.	
381	An	Ethics	of	Sexual	Difference.	129.	
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Chapter	Two	described	the	tragedy	of	being-in-difference.	As	the	one	whose	body	

knows	 difference	 so	 nearly,	 the	 mother	 comprehends	 the	 tragedy	 and	 laments.	

Through	 examination	 of	 the	 various	 physical	 roles	 and	 responses	 of	 women	 in	

lamentation	rituals,	and	through	the	medium	of	salt	in	art,	I	brought	into	focus	the	

mother’s	embodiment	of	life	and	death,	at	once	depicting	her	grief	and	protest,	her	

bitterness	 and	 wisdom,	 and,	 eventually,	 her	 capacity	 for	 hope.	 In	 this	 context,	

Irigaray’s	‘touch	of	the	caress’	appears	crucial	in	the	space	of	the	interval	between	

two	subjects:	the	touch	physically	and	philosophically	locating	each	subject	at	her	

or	his	own	edge,	and	giving	each	one	back	to	her	or	him	self	in	the	process.	But	as	

my	 analysis	 of	 Lament	 (2016)	 and	 Fra	 Angelico’s	Noli	Me	 Tangere	 (1440-1442)	

makes	clear,	this	restorative	touch	takes	place	in	a	milieu	of	human	life	and	culture	

(including	religion)	that	still	has	far	to	go	in	becoming.		

	

Nevertheless,	 the	 persistent	 maternal	 body	 implies	 a	 residing	 hope	 in	 the	

possibility	 of	 a	 new	 cultural	 horizon.	 My	 return	 to	 the	 cathedral	 and	 artistic	

response	 to	 it,	 signal	 the	 width	 and	 breadth	 of	 our	 capacity	 to	 accommodate	

otherness,	and	the	help	of	breath	and	Spirit	in	creating	and	maintaining	this	‘third	

space’.	Through	Keller,	love	and	generation	have	been	understood	in	terms	of	God	

as	 ‘capax	mundi’.382	Thus,	we	are	 found	entangled	and	 in	 rhythm	with	a	creative,	

infinite	 source	 whose	 capacity	 for	 difference	 and	 for	 love	 in	 difference	 (as	 the	

discussion	 of	 God’s	 ‘dwelling	 among	 us’	 in	 Christ	 suggests)	 enables	 us	 in	 every	

relation.	As	Keller	writes:		

	

Unfolding	 creation	 from	 its	 depths,	 tracing	 unpredictable	 lines	 of	
difference,	this	Spirit	connects	our	depths	to	our	differences.	It	is	of	
course	our	spirit	–	not	as	a	possession	or	self-possession	but	as	the	
rhythmic	life	of	all	creatures,	and	only	as	such	the	spiritus	creator.383		

	

Keller’s	framing	of	spiritus	creator	elaborates	our	theological	understanding	of	God	

as	 ‘Advocate’,	 or	 better,	 ‘Helper’:	 the	 one	 who	 cheers	 on	 or	 intimately	

																																																								
382	Keller,	Face	of	the	Deep:	A	Theology	of	Becoming.	219.	
383	Ibid.	238.	
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emboldens.384	Together	with	Irigaray’s	concept	of	the	sensible	transcendental,	this	

can	only	aid	us	in	locating	(rather	than	displacing)	ourselves	in	proximity	to	each	

other	and	God	in	the	community	of	faith.	

	

Finally,	 in	 Chapter	 Four,	 the	maternal	 body	was	 figured	 as	 lullaby.	 Through	 the	

mother’s	voice	that	sings	and	listens	in	an	expression	of	comfort	and	affection,	not	

only	to	her	child	but	also	to	herself,	we	begin	to	comprehend	new	rhythms	of	love	

that	 language	alone	cannot	articulate.	As	Barthes	has	emphasised,	what	 the	song	

amplifies	 is	 the	 mysterious	 and	 mystical	 quality	 of	 the	 voice,	 and	 as	 such,	 its	

irreducibility.	 Moreover,	 as	 Irigaray	 urges,	 the	 voice	 must	 be	 projected	 from	 a	

practice	of	breathing,	of	gathering	oneself	together,	if	we	are	to	speak	and	relate	in	

a	way	that	contributes	to	each	one’s	becoming.385	These	discussions	lead	to	further	

ethical	questions:	what	are	the	implications	of	the	voice	in	advocacy?	Who	speaks	

for	whom,	and	how?	Does	the	advocate	risk	further	denying	the	autonomy	of	the	

one	 who	 cannot	 yet	 be	 heard?	 And	 in	 religious	 settings,	 what	 might	 a	 greater	

diversity	 of	 voices	 (grains,	 expressions,	 etc.)	 contribute	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 the	

gathered	 community	 and	 its	 encounter	with	 the	 divine?	 Is	 such	 inclusion,	 space	

(that	 is,	 where	 space	 designates	 the	 interval	 between	 different	 subjects)	 and	

relation	 even	possible	within	 the	 hierarchical	 parameters	 of	 traditional	Anglican	

liturgy?	

	

The	 motifs	 of	 the	 mother	 presented	 by	 this	 research	 imagine	 a	 body	 that	

recognises	herself	and	respects	her	own	limits.	In	Irigarayan	terms,	once	we	know	

who	we	 are	 (and	 that	we	 are	 different,	 one	 to	 the	 other)	we	 become	 capable	 of	

using	our	energy	towards	that	embodied	identity,	and	not	towards	its	sublimation	

or	obliteration.386	The	body	–	each	body,	in	all	its	difference	–	then	presents	a	new	

opportunity	for	becoming.	As	Irigaray	writes,	

	

	

																																																								
384	Cf.	John	16:7	in	The	Holy	Bible.	
385	Irigaray,	To	Be	Born.	
386	"Perhaps	Cultivating	Touch	Can	Still	Save	Us."	277.	
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At	the	crossroads:	an	other	–	the	encounter.	Both	an	obstacle	and	an	
opening.	 A	 radiating	 black,	 seemingly	 nothing	 –	 a	 radical	 stopping	
and	a	return	to	a	fullness.387		

	

The	 saltmarsh	near	my	house	 reminds	me	of	 this.	 I	walked	 the	path	 through	 its	

diverse	 estuarine	 community	 often	 during	 the	 period	 of	my	 research,	 noting	 its	

changing	 tides	 and	 seasonal	 flourishes.	 There	 is	 a	 small	 Swamp	 Paperbark	

(Melaleuca	 ericifolia)(Figures	 34-35)	 growing	 halfway	 along	 the	 boardwalk	 that	

made	a	particular	impression	on	me,	affirming	research	discoveries	and	reminding	

me	to	consider	our	own	creative	capacity	for	autonomy	and	reflexivity.	

	

The	 Melaleuca	 grows	 its	 own	 way,	 extending	 out	 from	 nodes	 in	
twists	and	gnarls,	expressing	 itself	with	the	sun.	Occasionally	 limbs	
cross,	sculpting	space	and	preserving	air	and	interiority.	A	gap	in	the	
world.	Xylem	and	phloem	pulsing,	oxygenating	breath.388	

	

The	 Small-leaved	 Clematis	 (Clematis	 microphylla)	 and	 the	 Coast	 Beard-heath	

(Leucopogon	parviflorus)	(Figures	36-38)	a	little	further	along	similarly	pronounce	

the	possibilities	of	becoming	with	respect	for	difference:	

	
The	 Clematis	 and	 the	Heath	 touch	 –	 holding	 and	 suspending,	 each	
one	breathing	and	irreducible.	The	one	is	not	captured	by	the	other	
in	 their	 succeeding.	 The	 Clematis	 curls	 freely	 through	 space	 and	
loosely	around	limb.	Its	cruciform	flowers	exclaim	themselves	in	late	
winter	–	a	quiet	and	beautiful	sacrifice	and	a	sweet	song.	The	Heath	
reaches	out	with	hospitality	too,	extending	towards	the	canopy	with	
certainty	 and	 flex.	 There	 is	 no	 opposition	 here.	 Only	 difference,	
honoured	and	sustained	according	to	each	one’s	habit.	
	
(Elsewhere	in	the	understorey,	the	Bridal	Creeper	lurks,	seeking	sun	
and	threatening	strangulation	and	coup	with	each	deluge.)389		

	

	

																																																								
387	Sharing	the	World.	37.	
388	Rebekah	Pryor.	"Melaleuca	Gap."	personal	prose,	(unpublished),	2016.	
389	"The	Clematis	and	the	Heath."	personal	prose,	(unpublished),	2016.	The	Bridal	Creeper	(Asparagus	asparagoides)	is	a	
noxious	weed	in	the	Balcombe	Estuary	Reserve	and	local	Mount	Martha	area.	It	has	a	similar	leaf	form	to	the	Small-leaved	
Clematis	and	threatens	indigenous	vegetation	by	rapidly	colonising	communities	through	prolific	self-propagation	and	
coverage	that	strangle	shrubs	and	prevent	the	germination	and	growth	of	indigenous	understory	species.	
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As	Irigaray	argues,	relations	that	grow	with	respect	for	difference	will	help	us	 ‘to	

pass	 from	our	cultural	 era	 to	another’,	 and	enable	all	 living	beings	 to	 flourish.390	

This	must	be	our	 ‘first	 imperative’.391	Now,	at	 such	a	 time	and	 in	such	a	process,	

only	loving	thought	will	do:		

	

…thought	 that	 is	 inspired	 by	 the	 heart,	 and	 which	 favours	 the	
gathering	 of	 each	 one	 with	 oneself,	 within	 oneself	 and	 the	
coexistence	with	 the	other,	with	others,	 through	acknowledgement	
and	love	at	work	in	thinking.392	

	

And	 so	we	 return	 to	 ordinary	 time,	 to	 ‘the	most	 simple	 of	 everyday	 life’:	 to	 the	

maternal	body,	remembered	as	our	origin;	to	our	own	bodies	and	the	way	we	use	

and	 understand	 them	 in	 relation	 to	 each	 other;	 to	 those	 imaginative	 patterns	 of	

seeing	 that	help	us	 to	make	sense	of	our	common	 life;	 to	 the	creation	around	us	

that	demonstrates	by	 its	 flowering,	clouding,	 sunning,	etc.	 the	possibility	 that	we	

too	might	realise	our	potential.	In	this,	the	task	of	the	artist	must	be	to	create	work	

that	 is	 both	 spacious	 and	 permeable,	 inviting	multiple	 responses	 and	mediating	

between	 different	 subjects	 as	 they	 touch	 in	 the	 negotiation	 of	 relation	 and	

meaning.	Pragmatic	questions	regarding	the	form	and	method	of	such	mediations	

in	 religious	 and	 interdisciplinary	 academic	 dialogue	 persist.	 Nevertheless,	

whatever	 social	 or	 theoretical	 context,	 my	 research	 proposes	 that	 the	

aforementioned	conditions	are	essential	if	we	are	to	re-imagine	the	maternal	body	

and,	 via	 a	 more	 invigorated	 and	 expanded	 imaginary,	 ethically	 collaborate	 in	

conceiving	of	revelation,	truth	and	sacredness	for	the	sake	of	our	own	future	and	

becoming.	

	

	

	

																																																								
390	Irigaray,	"Remembering	Humanity."	290.	
391	Irigaray	and	Marder,	Through	Vegetal	Being:	Two	Philosophical	Perspectives.	101.	
392	Irigaray,	"Remembering	Humanity."	296.	
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Figure	 34	 	 Swamp	 Paperbark	 (Melaleuca	 ericifolia)	 (habit)	 Balcombe	 Estuary	
Reserve,	Mt	Martha,	24	August	2016.	

Figure	35		Swamp	Paperbark	(detail	of	habit),	5	October	2016.	
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Figure	 36	 	 Small-leaved	 Clematis	 (Clematis	microphylla)	 and	 Coast	 Beard-heath	
(Leucopogon	parviflorus)	(habit),	Balcombe	Estuary	Reserve,	Mt	Martha,	30	August	
2016.	

Figure	37		Small-leaved	Clematis	(detail).	

Figure	38		Small-leaved	Clematis	and	Coast	Beard-heath	(detail	of	habit).	
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Figure	39		Rebekah	Pryor,	Triptych,	2014,	acrylic,	gold	leaf,	steel,	25	x	20	x	5cm.	
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Figure	40		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	
(installation	view),	paper	collage,	each	30	x	42cm,	VCA	Artspace,	Melbourne.	
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Figure	41		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
1),	2015.	

Figure	42		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
2),	2015.	
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Figure	43		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
3),	2015.	

Figure	44		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
4),	2015.	
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Figure	45		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
5),	2015.	

Figure	46		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
6),	2015.	
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Figure	47		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
7),	2015.	

Figure	48		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
8),	2015.	
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Figure	49		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
9),	2015.	

Figure	50		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
10),	2015.	
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Figure	51		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
11),	2015.	

Figure	52		Rebekah	Pryor,	Performing	the	Icon	(Choreographic	Notes	1-12)	(detail	
12),	2015.	
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Figure	53		Rebekah	Pryor,	'This	Sacred	Canopy'	Curtain,	2015,	found	cotton	cloth,	
biro,	100	x	100cm.	
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Figure	54		Rebekah	Pryor,	'This	Sacred	Canopy'	Curtain	(detail),	2015.	
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Figure	55		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Finial	Hats)	(studio	image),	pencil	on	paper,	
paper	collage,	2014. 
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2015 
 
 
Tent   
Untitled (Sacred Canopy)  
Continuous Narrative  
Genealogy   
Continuous Narrative (Dining Room)  
Portable Cathedral   
Fleur de Lis  
Dear Mr Butterfield   
Swaddle   
Continuous Narrative (with Salt)   
Bambinello, Little Fellow  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	 187 

	
	
Figure	56		Rebekah	Pryor,	Tent,	2015,	found	linen,	screen	ink,	gold	thread,	
powder-coated	steel,	laminate	board,	approx.	125	x	75	x	90cm.	
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Figure	57		Rebekah	Pryor,	Tent	(details	1	&	2),	2015.	
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Figure	58		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Canopy),	2015,	bubblewrap,	tent	poles,	
packaging	tape,	brass	brads,	approx.	6	x	3	x	3m.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	 190 

	
	
Figure	59		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Canopy)	(detail),	2015.	
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Figure	60		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Canopy)	(studio	image),	2015.	
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Figure	61		Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(installation	view	1),	2015,	table	
salt,	5.7	x	7.5m,	VCA	Artspace,	Melbourne.	

Figure	62		Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(installation	view	2),	2015.	
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Figure	63		Rebekah	Pryor,	Genealogy	(video	still	1),	2015,	digital	video	(looped),	1	
min	50	secs.	

Figure	64		Rebekah	Pryor,	Genealogy	(video	still	2),	2015.	
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Figure	65		Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(Dining	Room)	(installation	view),	
2015,	table	salt,	dining	room	furniture,	approx.	5	x	4m,	Artist's	Residence,	
Mornington	Peninsula.	
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Figure	66		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(studio	image	1),	2015.	

Figure	67		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(studio	image	2),	2015.	
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Figure	68		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(studio	image	3),	2015.	

Figure	69		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(studio	image	4),	2015.	
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Figure	70		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(studio	image	5),	2015.	
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Figure	71		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral,	2015,	mixed	media,	240	x	120	x	
300cm.	
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Figure	72		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(installation	view	1),	2015,	St	Paul's	
Cathedral,	Melbourne. 
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Figure	73		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(detail,	with	view	to	St	Paul's	
Cathedral	ceiling),	2015. 
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Figure	74		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(installation	view	2),	2015,	St	Paul's	
Cathedral,	Melbourne.	

Figure	75		Rebekah	Pryor,	Portable	Cathedral	(installaiton	view	3),	2015,	St	Paul’s	
Cathedral,	Melbourne.	
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Figure	76		Rebekah	Pryor,	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(interior	installation	view),	2015,	
felt	and	cardboard,	dimensions	variable,	St	Paul’s	Cathedral,	Melbourne. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



	 203 

 
 
Figure	77		Rebekah	Pryor,	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(detail),	2015. 
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Figure	78		Rebekah	Pryor,	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(exterior	installation	view,	Flinders	
Street,	Melbourne),	2015. 
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Figure	79		Rebekah	Pryor,	Dear	Mr	Butterfield	(exterior	installation	detail),	2015,	
felt	and	exterior	house	paint,	dimensions	variable. 
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Figure	80		Rebekah	Pryor,	Fleur	de	Lis	(installation	view	to	Chapel	of	the	
Ascension),	2015,	digitally	printed	wallpaper,	2	x	2m.	

Figure	81		Rebekah	Pryor,	Fleur	de	Lis	(detail),	2015.	
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Figure	82		Rebekah	Pryor,	Swaddle	(studio	image),	2015,	muslin	and	acrylic	fabric	
paint,	45	x	600cm. 
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Figure	83		Rebekah	Pryor,	Swaddle	(installation	view	1),	2015,	St	Paul's	Cathedral,	
Melbourne.	

Figure	84		Rebekah	Pryor,	Swaddle	(installation	view	2),	2015,	St	Paul's	Cathedral,	
Melbourne. 
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Figure	85		Rebekah	Pryor,	Continuous	Narrative	(with	salt)	(installation	view),	
2015,	digital	printed	photograph,	found	glass	jars,	table	salt,	George	Paton	Gallery,	
Melbourne. 
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Figure	86		Rebekah	Pryor,	Bambinello,	Little	Fellow,	2015,	paper	collage,	gold	leaf,	
brass	brads,	21	x	29.7cm. 
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2016 
	

	

Woman, Why Are You Weeping?  
12 years 5 months 6 days  
Lament   
Untitled (Irigarayan explorations in salt)   
Untitled (Pietà)  
Lullaby   
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Figure	87		Rebekah	Pryor,	Woman,	Why	Are	You	Weeping?,	2016,	digital	
photograph,	pigment	on	archival	cotton	rag,	60	x	59cm.	
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Figure	88		Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(installation	view),	2016,	table	
salt,	approx.	3m	diameter,	Yarra	Sculpture	Gallery,	Abbotsford.	
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Figure	89		Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(detail	1,	after	13	days),	2016.	
	
Figure	90		Rebekah	Pryor,	12	years	5	months	6	days	(detail	2,	after	13	days),	2016.	
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Figure	91		Rebekah	Pryor,	Lament,	2016,	digital	photograph,	pigment	on	archival	
cotton	rag,	79	x	110cm. 
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Figure	92		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Irigarayan	explorations	in	salt)	(installation	
view),	2016,	table	salt,	dimensions	variable,	VCA	Artspace,	Melbourne. 
Figure	93		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Irigarayan	explorations	in	salt)	(detail),	2016. 
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Figure	94		Rebekah	Pryor,	Untitled	(Pietà),	2016,	paper	collage,	42	x	29.7cm. 
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Figure	95		Rebekah	Pryor,	Lullaby	(video	still),	2016,	digital	video	(looped),	2	mins	
49	secs. 
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2017 
	

	

Saltcellars   
A Gathering (of words and bodies) (in six pieces)  
Horizon (in three pieces)  
Transitional Objects  
Untitled (What Constitutes a Body?)   
Plane   
Horizon  
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Figure	96		Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars	(detail	1),	2017,	table	salt,	dimensions	
variable. 
 

 

 

 



	 221 

 
Figure	97		Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars	(detail	2),	2017.	
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Figure	98		Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars	(on	table)	(installation	view	1),	2017,	table	
salt,	found	table,	dimensions	variable,	Alternating	Current	Art	Space,	Windsor.	
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Figure	99		Rebekah	Pryor,	Saltcellars	(on	table)	(installation	view	2),	2017,	
Alternating	Current	Art	Space,	Windsor.	
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Figure	100		Rebekah	Pryor,	A	Gathering	(of	words	and	bodies):	One	Last	Test	of	
Maternal	Fortitude,	2017,	acrylic	on	canvas,	30cm	diameter. 
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Figure	101		Rebekah	Pryor,	A	Gathering	(of	words	and	bodies)	(installation	view	
1),	2017,	Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong.	

Figure	102		Rebekah	Pryor,	A	Gathering	(of	words	and	bodies)	(installation	view	
2),	2017,	Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong. 
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Figure	103		Rebekah	Pryor,	A	Gathering	(of	words	and	bodies):	Mother	Teresa	
Holding	Child,	pencil	and	acrylic	on	paper,	42	x	29.7cm.	
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Figure	104		Rebekah	Pryor,	Horizon	(in	three	pieces)	(installation	view),	2017,	
Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong.	
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Figure	105		(left)	Rebekah	Pryor,	Horizon	(in	three	pieces):	Grandma's	Crucifix	
Orchid,	2017,	digital	print	on	paper,	10.7	x	7.5cm.	

Figure	106		(right)	Rebekah	Pryor,	Horizon	(in	three	pieces):	A	piece	of	self	portrait,	
2016,	acrylic	on	canvas,	7.5	x	10.5cm;	and	Horizon	(in	three	pieces):	A	piece	of	a	
child's	painting,	2016,	acrylic	on	paper,	7.5	x	10.5cm.	
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Figure	107		Rebekah	Pryor,	Transitional	Objects,	2017,	paper	collage	and	cotton,	
50	x	50cm	each.	
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Figure	108		Rebekah	Pryor,	What	Constitutes	a	Body?	(details	1	&	2),	found	fabric	
installed	into	studio	wall,	dimensions	variable,	The	Coach	House,	Laurel	Lodge,	
Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	Historic	Gardens.	
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Figure	109		Rebekah	Pryor,	What	Constitutes	a	Body?	(details	3	&	4),	2017.	
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Figure	110		Rebekah	Pryor,	What	Constitutes	a	Body?	(detail	5),	2017.	
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Figure	111		Rebekah	Pryor,	Plane,	2017,	mixed	media	on	cotton	rag,	108	x	68cm.	
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Figure	112		Rebekah	Pryor,	Horizon,	2017,	mixed	media	on	cotton	rag,	108	x	
165cm. 

 
	
	

 
	

 

 
	
	



	 235 

 
	
Figure	113		Rebekah	Pryor,	Horizon	(detail),	2017.	
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Poems & Prayers | 2014 – 2017 
	

	

	

Poetic	writing	is	a	significant	part	of	my	creative	practice,	and	has	been	useful	 in	

honing	my	thinking	throughout	this	research.	Luce	Irigaray’s	Prières	Quotidiennes	

(Everyday	 Prayers)	 is	 an	 especially	 influential	 work	 for	 me	 and	 inspired	 the	

inclusion	of	my	own	‘everyday’	(or	ordinary)	poems	and	prayers	here.393	

	
	
	
2014 
	
	
January 4th  
 
(with	reference	to	Claude	Lorrain’s	Landscape	with	the	Rest	on	the	Flight	into	Egypt	
(1666),	116	x	157	cm,	oil	on	canvas,	Hermitage	Museum,	St	Petersburg,	Russia)		
	
for	breath	
and	love	
and	space	
and	air	
for	this	moment	
and	time	
and	place	
and	air	
	
for	air	
	
	
*	
	
	
April 4th  
	
nestling	
hushing	
milk	over	baguette	and	peach	ice	tea	–	

																																																								
393	Irigaray,	Luce.	Prières	Quotidiennes	(Everyday	Prayers).	Paris:	Maisonneuve	&	Larose,	2004.Prières	Quotidiennes:	Everyday	
Prayers.	
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gushing	
feeding	
settling	
traversing	
body	
	
body	
	
shrouding	
hiding	
noise	and	chatter	and	chill	of	air	–		
eliding	
bustling	
certain		
colliding		
child-ness	
	
child-ness	
	
ever	present	
passing	
home	tried	and	tested	and	longed	for	–		
lasting	
newness	
fondness	
peace	
oh	perfect	peace	
	
oh	perfect	peace	
oh	perfect	peace	
	
	
*	
	
	
April 17th  
	
other	
neighbour	
lover	
stranger	
	
circle	of	our	becoming	
	
	
*	
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June 24th  
	
words		
offered	
taken	up		
abandoned		
on	the	floor	of	this	
space	
so	full	and	spacious	and	ineffable		
minds	and	bodies	and	breath		
might	just	as	well	be	spent		
on	gazing		
or	kissing		
or	howling	like	babies	
	
laws	of	good	grammar		
don’t	apply	here	
dialogue	is	breath		
breathed	closely	
now	and	again	
together	
in	respirations	of	exuberance		
and	pause	
	
so		
while	breath	billows	around	us	
making	tea		
stoking	fires		
adjusting	the	furnishings	at	our	backs	
let	us	sit	or	stand	or	dance		
and	do	that	work	of	love	
	
	
*	
	
	
June 25th  
	
this	sacred	canopy	
billows	and	fills	with	breath	–		
yours,	mine,	Hers	
Spirit	–		
all	spacious	and	light	
like	a	sheet	on	a	line	
warm	and	radiant	
aglow	in	summer	air	
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and	early	afternoon	sun	
	
you	could	play	under	a	sheet	like	that	
or	hide	
or	sleep,	you	could	just	sleep	
	
	
*	
	
	
June 26th  
	
pitched	and	pegged	
and	silken	like	Frost	
built	of	swaddling	cloths		
and	quilts	and	well-used	tea	towels	
strung	up	to	its	cathedral	ceiling	
with	pegs	or	ropes	or	duct-tape	
make-shift		
transforming	
like	a	cubby		
built	for	rainy	days	
sultry	summer	afternoons		
in	the	garden	
	
either	way	
doors	burst	open	
to	let	you	in	
	
	
*	
	
	
2015 
	
	
July 1st 
	
cleaving	
clambering	
curling	under	this	canopy	
this	uterine	house	
walls	of	tissue	and	skin	
and	memory	
marked	in	every	way		
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with	some	trace	of	you	
ink	of	swallows	
and	banners	unfurling	
proof	of	life	
	
love	
	
you	are		
endlessly	inscribed	
	
	
*	
	
	
July 11th  
	
you	are	welcome	
you	are	more	than	welcome	
to	my	fragrant	offering	
sacrifice	
I	shouldn’t	have?	
I	couldn’t	have	
loved		
cared	
listened	
nursed	
rocked	
advised		
empathized	
housed		
cleaned	
groomed	
fed	
swaddled	
settled	you		
any	more	
	
that	was	it	
	
best	laid	plans	
my	whole	self	
blood	
sweat		
tears	
	
*	
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July 15th 
	
don’t	be	so	blind		
as	to	miss	this	vision		
of	love	
layered	
heaped	
accumulated	here	
see	me	with	it	
amid	piled-up	stuff	
flotsam	
jetsam	
dust	settled	
abiding	
you	you	
me	me	
in	this	comfortable		
gap	in	the	world	
	
	
*	
	
	
July 25th  
(following	the	death	of	a	grandmother)	
	
Where	did	you	go	that	day,	beautiful	friend,	darling	one?	
	
Did	you	slip	or	fall	or	thrust	through	that	gap	in	the	world	
left	open,	expansive,	expanding:	
	
If	I	touched	you,	held	you	somehow,	could	I	come?	
	
clouds	loom,	shift	
I	am	overcast	
and	tomorrow’s	resoluteness	lingers		
like	grey	sky	and	peace	
	
	
*	
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2016 
	
	
February 17th  
	
what	is	this	space	
	
a	void	
a	gap	
a	separation	
an	emptiness		
	
at	times	so	palpable	
	
its	bitterness	lingers	
and	burns	my	lips	
like	salt	
after	too	long	a	swim		
in	the	sea	
an	abyss	
deep	and	dark	and	monstrous	
like		
	
I	never	knew	you	
a	stranger	
my	neighbour	
my	own	kith	
kin	
	
if	I	hold	this	space	
open	for	you	
if	I	just	
	
a	mysterious	gap	
this	interval	
like	breath	
breathed	close		
and	immediately	gone	
yet	shared	now	with	my	own	
multiple	
	
all	this	coming	and	going	
	
wrenching	and	freeing	
my	heart	in	my	throat	
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on	my	sleeve	
open	slightly	
full	of		
a	i	r		
	
	
*	
	
	
June 30th  
	
Such	a	holding	stare:	
I	feel	you	looking		
	
Love	
You	hold	me	with	such	tenderness	
I	nearly	melt	
It’s	not	giddiness		
It’s	more	like	sublime		
	
Time	passes	without	passing	
And	we	stand	there	
Held	looking	
Lovely	
Tender	
	
	
*	
	
	
August 16th 
(This	is	My	Body:	in	four	verses,	for	my	children)	
	
Verse	1:	Performing	the	Icon	
	
You	were	 so	 soft	 and	 small.	 Lurching	 limbs	 and	 tiny	 hands	 that	 clutched	 at	 air,	
breast,	 skin.	 Lips	 curling	and	 cupping	around	me,	or	 some	silicon	 substitute.	We	
were	 very	 close.	 Twelve	 years,	 five	months,	 six	 days.	 That’s	 a	 whole	 lifetime	 of	
being	 known,	 of	 knowing.	 Of	 milestones	 and	 movements	 tracked,	 endured,	
celebrated.		
	
My	 life	 circles	 around	you,	 its	diameter	 expanding	with	 each	 season.	 Like	 a	 She-
Oak	whose	years	of	growth	can	be	traced	by	rings	and	scars.	My	body	was	elastic,	
enough	to	cycle	back	to	a	semblance	of	some	earlier	version	of	being	myself,	and	
flexible,	even	now,	enough	to	bend	to	meet	you	and	scoop	you	up	in	some	middle	
space	where	we	 negotiate,	 not	 as	we	 once	 did	with	 gentle	 caressing	 and	 cradle	
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songs,	 but	with	 big	 and	 small	words	 and	 occasionally,	 long	 and	 silent	 embraces	
that	exceed	the	bounds	of	language	to	satisfy	the	interval	between	us.		
	
And	 I	 see	 myself	 in	 this	 performance	 of	 maternal	 action	 –	 a	 kind	 of	 love	
choreography,	 where	 mothers	 are	 lissom	 and	 lithe	 and	 exceed,	 in	 all	 divinity,	
expectations	of	human	capability.		
	
If	you	can	dance,	perhaps	you	get	it	from	me.	
	
	
Verse	2:	Lament	
	
I	cried	and	cried	when	you	were	born.	Buckets	of	 joyous,	salty	tears.	I	cried	after	
pain	 and	 exhaustion	 and	 after	wakeful	 hours.	 Jouissance.	 I	 loved	 to	 you	 and	 you	
loved	to	me	back.	Another	circling.		
	
You	breathed	 on	 your	 own	 from	 the	 start.	 Enough	breath	 to	 howl	 into	 sleepless	
nights,	 and	 chatter	 endlessly	 through	 stories	 of	 friends	 and	 loves	 fought,	
overthought	 and	 won.	 Enough	 breath	 for	 routines	 of	 chassés,	 jetés,	 fouettés	 and	
dancing	à	terre.	I	could	have	called	you	Allegro.	Your	body	seems	to	need	to	move	
like	 that.	 Some	 days,	 love,	 you	 exhaust	 me	 and	 I	 find	 myself	 à	 terre.	 	But	 fully	
grounded	and	weighed	down,	my	lap	laden	with	tears	once	wept	and	now	nursed	
and	preserved	from	our	present	forgetting.		
	
And	I	see	myself	in	this	season	of	maternal	grief	–	a	kind	of	lament,	where	mothers’	
tears	 evaporate	 and	 leave	 salty	 residues	 like	 trails,	 marking	 and	 blurring	
definitions	of	womanhood,	humanness	and	love.	
	
If	you	can	still	breath,	perhaps	you	get	that	from	me.	
	
	
Verse	3:	Sacred	Canopy	
	
One	last	test	of	maternal	fortitude.	One	more	encounter	that	shifts	walls	and	floor	
plans,	 like	 a	 Gothic	 Revival	 of	 my	 interior,	 but	 without	 the	 moral	 virtuosity	 of	
previous	 iterations.	 Existing	 forms	 and	 structures	 of	 knowledge	were	 reworked	
with	you.	 I	 knew	 things	more	 intuitively	 this	 time.	My	body	knew	 things,	 knows	
things.	And	the	time	and	space	given	over	to	being	and	being	two	–	you,	you;	me,	
me	–	leads	us	all	into	a	new	era	of	becoming.		
	
You	 are	 so	 different	 to	 me.	 How	 ever	 could	 I	 contain	 you?	When	 I	 imagine	my	
body’s	architecture	I	must,	in	the	end,	imagine	away	all	the	doors	and	ceilings	that	
work	to	close	you	 in	and	make	you	mine.	This	sacred	canopy	–	 if	 I	dare	to	call	 it	
that	–	must	remember	its	 first	materials.	So	with	my	body,	I	hold	this	space	with	
you	 and	 we	 share	 it.	 Breathing,	 loving,	 thinking.	 Breathing,	 loving,	 thinking.	
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Speaking.	 Letting	 voice	 come.	 Letting	 it	 go.	 We	 are	 residents	 together	 in	 our	
luminous	pattern	of	relation.		
	
And	 I	 see	myself	 in	 this	architecture	of	 love	–	making	space	with	you,	more	vast	
than	oceans	and	more	expansive	than	any	horizon	of	human	liberation	we	have	so	
far	conceived.	
	
If	you	can	love,	perhaps	you	get	it	from	me.	
	
	
Verse	4:	Lullaby	
	
This	verse	is	for	myself.		
It	is	for	my	mother	and	her	mother.		
	
It	has	no	words.		
	
Just	gentle,	lulling	sounds.	
	
	
*	
	
	
September 18th  
	
And	the	dreamers	staying	up	late	staring	at	the	moon	sometimes	not	wanting	the	
night	to	end	its	silence	and	light	so	beautiful	it	hurts	to	imagine	the	immanent	new	
day	with	 its	 bright	 shining	newness	presenting	moments	 one	 after	 the	 other	 for	
the	endless	reinvention	of	revelation	and	discovery	so	small	are	we	and	caught	up	
in	our	own	tangle	of	minutia	that	we’ve	by	mid-morning	forgotten	the	moon	and	
the	poetics	of	its	orbit		
	
that	stirring	that	causes	me	to	still	myself	and	wonder	what	it’s	all	for	what	all	this	
breath	is	for	and	whether	we’ve	squandered	oxygen	returns	to	me	just	after	dusk	
when	I	am	ready	for	night	light	and	silence	and	sleep	inevitably	lulls	my	resolve	to	
solve	the	problems	of	the	world	before	morning		
	
impossible	hope	
	
	
*	
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Appendices 
	

Appendix 1  |  List of exhibitions, publications and 
other presentations arising from the research 
	
	
	
EXHIBITIONS	
	
Solo	Exhibitions	
	
2017	 Plane	+	Horizon,	Alternating	Current	Artspace,	Windsor,	VIC.		
2017	 Instinct:	remembrances	of	maternal	love	and	lament,	Benga	

House,	Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong,	
VIC.	

2015		 Cathedral,	Transept	Gallery,	St	Paul’s	Cathedral,	Melbourne,	
VIC.	

2015	 	 	 Sacred	Canopy,	VCA	Artspace,	Southbank,	VIC.	
	
Group	Exhibitions	
	
2016																				 Mandorla	Art	Award	2016,	finalist,	Linton	&	Kay	Galleries,	

Perth,	WA.	
2016																				 13th	International	Art	+	Christianity	Enquiry	Conference	

Short	Film	Screening,	Trinity	College	Dublin,	Dublin,	IE.	
2016	 	Of	Salt	and	Stone,	Yarra	Sculpture	Gallery,	Abbotsford,	VIC.		
2015	 	The	Image	Conference	Exhibition,	Asterisk	Gallery,	San	

Francisco,	CA.	
2015		 	f	generation:	feminism,	art,	progression,	George	Paton	Gallery,	

UMSU,	Melbourne,	VIC.	
2015	 	 	 House	and	Universe,	private	residence,	St	Kilda,	VIC.	
	
	
PUBLICATIONS	AND	FURTHER	RESEARCH	OUTPUTS		
	
Conference	Presentations	
	
2017		 ‘This	is	My	Body:	re-imagining	the	prolific	and	generative	

nature	of	the	maternal	image	and	its	potential	for	the	
incarnational	task	of	human	becoming’,	conference	paper,	
Australian	Collaborators	in	Feminist	Theologies	Symposium,	
The	University	of	Divinity,	Melbourne,	VIC,	4-5	August.	

2016	 ‘Art	and	atemporal	maternal	action:	making	relational	and	
generative	contemporary	art	for	a	‘post-Christian’	culture’,	
conference	paper,	13th	International	Art	+	Christianity	
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Enquiry	Conference:	The	Artist	as	Pilgrim,	Saint,	Scholar?,	
Trinity	College	Dublin,	Dublin,	4-8	July	2016.		

2015		 ‘The	Poetics	of	Transcendence	and	Implications	of	the	Spatial	
Imaginary	for	Religious	Art-making’,	conference	paper,	The	
Sixth	International	Conference	on	the	Image,	The	University	
of	California	Berkeley,	CA,	28-29	October.	

2014	 ‘The	Icon	and	the	Absent	Other’,	conference	paper	presented	
at	Topologies	of	Sexual	Difference,	RMIT	Melbourne,	VIC,	10-12	
December.	

	
Seminar	Presentations	
	
2017		 Completion	seminar,	VCA	and	MCM	Graduate	Research	

Symposium,	The	University	of	Melbourne,	Parkville,	
Melbourne,	Australia,	24	February.	

2016			 ‘Artistic	engagements	with	the	work	of	Luce	Irigaray’,	seminar	
presentation,	2016	Luce	Irigaray	International	Seminar,	
University	of	Bristol,	UK,	12-18	July	2016.	

2014	–	2017	 Regular	participation	and	occasional	presentation	of	research	
in	weekly	Art	and	Philosophy	Seminar	at	the	Centre	for	Ideas,	
VCA,	The	University	of	Melbourne.	Participation	has	included	
presentations	of	own	research	and	critical	reviews	of	
philosophical	writing	of	others,	in	an	interdisciplinary	setting.	

2015	 Presentation	of	research,	VCA	and	MCM	Graduate	Research	
Symposium,	The	University	of	Melbourne,	Parkville,	
Melbourne,	Australia,	27	February.	

	 	
Non-Peer	Reviewed	Publications	
	
Pryor,	Rebekah.	Cathedral.	Melbourne,	VIC:	Rebekah	Pryor,	2015.	Exhibition	
catalogue.	(See	Appendix	2)	
	
RESIDENCIES		
	
2017		 Artist	in	residence,	Laurel	Lodge,	Heritage	Hill	Museum	&	

Historic	Gardens,	Dandenong,	VIC.	
2016		 Invited	participant,	The	Luce	Irigaray	International	Seminar,	

University	of	Bristol,	Bristol,	UK,	12-18	June	2016.		
	 This	week-long	seminar	was	led	by	Luce	Irigaray	herself	and	

involved	a	presentation	of	my	doctoral	research	and	daily	
collaborations	with	Irigaray	and	eight	other	international	PhD	
candidates,	critiquing	each	others’	work	in	relation	to	Irigaray’s	
philosophy.	
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Appendix 2  | Selected exhibition catalogues  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



REBEKAH PRYOR	

Sacred Canopy 
 

12 – 15 February, 2015 
Student Gallery, School of Art, VCA 

	
	
Sacred	Canopy	explores	images	of	the	body	in	domestic	space.	Whether	through	
posture	or	 trace,	 the	body	 is	 identified	as	 ‘sacred	canopy’	with	 the	potential	 to	
create	 space	 and	 shelter,	 always	 in	 relation	 to	 an	 other.	 Through	 her	
interdisciplinary	 practice-led	 research,	 Pryor	 pushes	 the	 conventions	 of	
traditional	 religious	 art	 to	 investigate	 the	 body’s	 architectural	 and	 spiritual	
symbolic,	 and	 the	 value	 of	 such	 images	 as	 in-between	 spaces	 in	 which	 love,	
difference	and	transcendence	can	be	imaginatively	explored.	
	
REBEKAH	PRYOR	is	a	contemporary	artist	based	in	Melbourne,	Australia.	She	is	
currently	undertaking	a	Master	of	Fine	Art	(Interdisciplinary	Arts	Practice)	at	the	
Centre	for	Ideas,	Victorian	College	of	the	Arts,	University	of	Melbourne.	
	
www.rebekahpryor.com.au	
	
	
	
List of Works	
	
Performing	the	Icon	(choreographic	notes)	1-	12		
Paper,	inkjet	print	
Rebekah	Pryor,	2014	
	
Tent	
found	linen,	screen	ink,	gold	thread,	powder	coated	steel,	laminate	board		
Rebekah	Pryor,	2015	
	
Monochrome	rose	sans	titre	(et	mot)	
(Monochrome	pink	untitled	(and	word))	
Arches	paper,	acrylic	wall	paint,	pastel	
Rebekah	Pryor,	2015	
	
Triptych		
Perspex,	gold	leaf	
Rebekah	Pryor,	2014	
	
Untitled	(canopy)	
Bubblewrap,	tent	poles,	packaging	tape,	brass	brads	
Rebekah	Pryor,	2015	
	



REBEKAH PRYOR!

Sacred Canopy 
 

12 – 15 February, 2015 
 

OPENING  
Thursday 12th February, 6-8pm 
 

VENUE 
Student Gallery, School of Art, VCA 
(Enter via Gate 4, Dodds Street, Southbank) 
 

HOURS 
10am – 4:30pm Thursday  
10am – 3pm Friday 
11am – 3pm Saturday and Sunday 

!
!
Sacred!Canopy!explores(images(of(the(body(in(domestic(space.(Whether(through(posture(or(trace,(the(body(is(identified(as(‘sacred(canopy’(with(the(
potential( to( create( space( and( shelter,( always( relation( to( an( other.( Through( her( interdisciplinary( practice=led( research,( Pryor( pushes( the(
conventions(of(traditional(religious(art(to(investigate(the(body’s(architectural(and(spiritual(symbolic,(and(the(value(of(such(images(as(in=between(
spaces(in(which(love,(difference(and(transcendence(can(be(imaginatively(explored.(
(
REBEKAH(PRYOR(is(a(contemporary(artist(based(in(Melbourne,(Australia.(She(is(currently(undertaking(a(Master(of(Fine(Art((Interdisciplinary(Arts(
Practice)(at(the(Centre(for(Ideas,(Victorian(College(of(the(Arts,(University(of(Melbourne.(
(
(
Image:(Performing!the!Icon!–!choreographic!note!3!(work(in(progress),(paper(collage,(Rebekah(Pryor,(2014.(
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an exhibition of new work by 

 
Camille Heisler 
Ellen Koshland 

Karen Thorn 
Melissa O’Rourke 

Rebekah Pryor 
 
 

OPENING EVENT Friday 29 May, 6 – 8pm 
VENUE 37 Dalgety Street, St Kilda 

HOURS  Friday 6 – 8pm, Saturday & Sunday 11am – 4pm 

29 – 31 May, 2015 
 

House and Universe explores the idea of the house as space 
perceived and enlivened by memory, intimacy and imagination. 

Drawing on the philosophical work of Gaston Bachelard in  
The Poetics of Space, this collection of video, performance and 

installation investigates the layers and niche spaces of the house 
to find that it is more than it seems. 

 

and Universe 
 

House 
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Cathedral 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rebekah Pryor 
 
 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cathedral is a playful exploration of architecture and the idea 
of the body as ‘sacred canopy’. Using the pattern of mother 
and child as a starting point, Rebekah Pryor’s fabric, paint 
and paper installations transpose the scale and materiality of 
domestic space to the vast cathedral. The work makes way 
for an opening up of alternative spaces for seeing, 
negotiating and sharing the world. 
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Dear Mr Butterfield 2015 
Felt, exterior house paint, paper 
Dimensions variable 
 
Portable Cathedral 2015 
Mixed media 
240 x 120 x 300 cm 
 
Fleur de lis 2015 
Digital printed wallpaper 
200 x 200 cm 
 
Swaddle 2015 
Muslin, fabric paint, brass rings, fishing line 
45 x 600 cm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 



	

Conversation 
Rebekah Pryor + Michael Needham 
 
 
Rebekah Pryor: It has been a privilege and a great artistic 
challenge to work in such a beautiful sacred space as St 
Paul’s. I thank the Dean, Cathedral staff and community for 
their generosity in opening it up to me. 
 
The privilege has been in locating my own experiences and 
perspectives in the context of the long history of people who 
have dwelled on this site and in this building before me. The 
challenge has been in making art that sensitively 
acknowledges the physical context of the Cathedral as an 
exhibition space while also rigorously engaging in the 
contemporary concerns that inform my artistic project.  
 
Michael Needham: The range of work you have for the 
exhibition clearly shows a continuing interest in activating the 
space in which the viewer finds themselves. Being a 
traditionally sacred space, this suggests you are giving / 
adding more to the space within the Cathedral, as if you are 
conceding to something that is missing. This is my initial 
thinking. And yet what you are offering is something less 
than 'sacred'-set apart, something more recognisable, more 
ordinary and homely than what the cathedral architecture 
sets out to achieve; another dimension of the sacred… one 
that is, I think, your thesis. 
 
RP: Perhaps I am, as you say, 'conceding' to an absence of 
something. The cathedral is a beautiful building and I 
appreciate the logic of its architecture that means to open us 
up to the vastness and grandeur of God. But the solidity and 
certainty of its hard structure, seems not to also represent 
the breadth of human experience.  And this might feel to 
some in contemporary audiences, dislocating. My experience 
of mothering children at home (a place less than vast and 
grand!), has always been one of spiritual challenge and 
insight. So, perhaps it’s an absence of imagery that 
acknowledges the maternal body as a key site of encounter 
with ‘the divine’ that I am responding to.  



	

 
I’ve been reading James Grant’s recent account of the 
history of St Paul’s Cathedral and learned that the architect 
William Butterfield’s design for the reredos (the main mosaic 
panel that decorates the sanctuary, and creates a focal point 
in the building’s interior) was rejected because the donor 
who was to fund this part of the project back in the 1890s 
took exception to the vesica shape in which a mosaic 
rendering of the nativity was to go.1 The vesica (mandorla, in 
Italian) is that shape made by two identical, intersecting 
circles. A kind of almond shape that represents an in-
between space, a convergence of spirit and body, divinity 
and humanity. A symbol of the feminine maternal…  
 
Of course, the reaction of the donor must be seen in the 
context of the culture of the day, but it must also make us 
ask how can we represent that which is important to us 
today? The things that as a society we have learnt about 
ourselves and the world, about the divine, since this building 
was made.  
 
Mother and matter. That’s what I feel is missing from this 
building, from history and perhaps still from our collective 
expressions of spiritual or religious story and experience.  
 
MN: So, pink felt, for example, inlaid into the architectural 
ornamentation, is brilliantly simple, sympathetic and also 
perverse! I mean that in the best way… it unsettles the 
seriousness of the dark, rich, (patriarchal) timber craftwork. 
Fluffy florescent celebrates even while it plays against its 
frame through contrast of colour and sensuously touchable 
texture.  
 
RP: I love that fuchsia pink felt can be sympathetic! It means 
to both decorate and soften the solidity of the architecture. 
There is already softness here of course… embroidered 
kneelers, altar linen, flowers faithfully arranged... But like the 
fleur de lis that quietly resides in the wall tile pattern, it is so 
discreet in comparison to the heavy timbers and stone that 

																																																								
1 James Grant, St Paul's Cathedral (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2014). 



	

comprise the bulk of the structure. Gothic architecture always 
meant to be emotive and invigorating. In his day, Butterfield’s 
Gothic Revival vision reflected this and I think – hope – that 
this play with colour and texture accentuates it for our own 
time. Despite being criticized by some for his ‘ugly’ 
polychromatic interiors, Butterfield designed architecture 
that, for him, expressed the majesty of God and the order 
and patterns of the universe in a way that evoked a physical 
response. Pink felt, while conforming to the shapes that 
‘point to heaven’, invites us to come close and touch it.  
 
MN: It’s really nice to hear your own take in re-reading 
Butterfield’s vision. It builds the picture, adding layers of 
context and intimate interpretation to what (speaking as a 
visitor) one might otherwise experience regarding the 
physical space at St Paul’s. It’s as if the ‘soft’, decorative 
ornamentation in the building has always been pushed into 
the background, subservient to the grander structural edifice, 
playing its role as you say, but relegated to a more 
secondary ‘domestic’ level. Thus, interacting with the 
ornamentation and giving an invitation to touch it is your 
implicit defense of its role in activating and representing the 
sacred within the overall order of the Gothic. It’s a 
conversation with Butterfield.  
 
The 'paint' tent is also sensitively procured as a response 
specific to the space. Clearly it is an 'echo' of the central 
spatial shape. But it is fragile, impermanent, demanding 
attention to the intricacy of the patterns and evidence of the 
hand-made as opposed to the excess of generically 
untouchable, unreachable, hence almost 'invisible' features 
throughout the Cathedral. If there is anything stagnant about 
a cathedral as fixed architecture, this portable one isn't.    
 
RP: Grant mentions that the first structure to be put on the 
site following John Batman’s ‘purchase’ of the land from the 
Wurundjeri people around 1835, was a tent: ‘The Port Phillip 
Association’s ‘catechist’, Dr Alexander Thomson a 
Presbyterian, arrived in March 1836, and pitched his circular 
Indian tent under a great gum tree on the site of the future St 
Paul’s Cathedral. Here, for some weeks, he conducted public 



	

worship according to the Book of Common Prayer.’2  
 
It got me to wondering… what if Butterfield’s brief was to 
design a portable cathedral? Something moveable, flexible, 
that could be pegged into the soil and open at both ends or 
from all sides to movements of air. Something more like our 
bodies as they shift and change shape in order to make 
space for each other. This sort of space calls to mind 
contemporary feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s ‘interval’ 
that she describes as the ‘intermediary between the 
boundaries’ of two others.3 It is a distinctly dialogic and 
relational space where ‘God’ is encountered not only on a 
vertical plane of transcendence but in relationship with the 
human other, on a horizontal plane as well.  
 
Throughout the development of work for Cathedral, I have 
been consistently drawn to one particular tile pattern that 
lines the walls of this building – the light on dark green 
encaustic tile that, together with the buff and orange tile 
beneath it forms ‘the green dado’, an interior feature that was 
apparently never overly popular in St Paul’s early history.4 Its 
pattern is made up of intersecting circles that make these 
very feminine mandorla shapes. And in the spaces between, 
these most delicate, floral-like forms – generative and 
communal, and repeated, eternal. The pattern is architectural 
and theological, with its intersecting circles, fleur de lis, and 
triquetra: all ancient symbols of eternity and Holy Trinity 
(itself a pattern of relation, according to Rowan Williams5), 
and in the case of the fleur de lis, of Marian goodness and 
spirituality as well. It seemed logical to lift that pattern off the 
wall and make it the primary decoration of this ‘sacred 
canopy’.  
 
MN: I love that description of ‘lifting the pattern off the wall’, 
thereby giving it primary attention rather than merely cerebral 
theological reconsideration. It’s like picking the flower and  

																																																								
2 Ibid. p. 2 
3 Luce Irigaray and translated by Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill, An Ethics of Sexual 
Difference (New York: Cornell University Press, 1993). p. 48. 
4 Grant, St Paul's Cathedral. 
5 Rowan Williams, Lost Icons: Reflections on Cultural Bereavement (Edinburgh: T&T Clark 
Ltd, 2000). 



	

 



	

experiencing its actual object-hood, thereby deflecting any 
oversaturation of visage and divestment of meaning.  
 
Your swaddle text is also more to the point, materially, that 
something needs softening here. And yet it speaks a similar 
language as you'd expect in the space. Something biblical 
but not exactly the clichéd verse. More the message of 
reassurance, even while the cause is unknown or unspecific. 
This is clever and sophisticated in terms of negotiating the 
language parameters set-up within the space and culture of 
the Church. There's a rhetorical question somewhere but this 
is not really given… always 'subjective', and always relevant. 
A very unwavering tenet of comfort, undoubtedly a maternal 
trait, which was always there...   
 
RP: The text on the muslin is a quote from Julian of Norwich. 
Her mystical writing is poetic at times and the title of her key 
work, Revelations of Divine Love, so apt a reference for my 
own project. Julian writes about ‘Christ as Mother’ – a daring 
proclamation in the context of the patriarchal church culture 
from which she emerged – and despite her own brief yet 
dramatic experience of suffering, she carries on with a sense 
of certain comfort.6 Her account is one of divine care, 
grounded and experienced through the body in whatever 
condition.  
 
For me, the banner-like font used in this work shouts 
discontent with whomever/whatever is not ‘well’. But the 
protest rests in the swaddle, and the swaddle persists: 
holding, binding, swaddling…  
 
MN: And this is surely the paradox of faith that Christ offers 
right? That there is suffering, but one has hope regardless, 
always.    
 
RP: Yes. It’s childlike in this sense. Not in a foolish, lacking 
wisdom kind of way, but in a trusting, restful way. For the 
critical thinking adult, the swaddle is entirely paradoxical. 
 
																																																								
6 Rhona Pipe Halcyon Backhouse, ed. Revelations of Divine Love: Julian of Norwich, 
Hodder & Stroughton Christian Classics (London: Hodder & Stroughton, 1987). 



	

MN: The wallpaper for me is a clever disguising, again within 
the Cathedral's own ornamentation and a nice development 
of your central concerns around maternal body as sacred 
motif. The second-take / second-look seems like a primary 
motivation, as if there is reward in 'seeing' fleur de lis – like 
ornamentation anew. I'm guessing that this is important for 
how the valued sign is given to repetition, and/or how 
repetition such as in domesticity of motherhood can re-write 
or re-find value that in turn can be re-found as sacred.  
 
R: Yes, repetition is certainly something I was playing with 
here. Repetition both as a method of active or associative 
learning, like old-school rote; as a means for remembrance; 
and as a signifier for human experience. The continuous 
wallpaper pattern, applied in panels one after (and before) 
the other, is poetic in materially locating a single posture in 
the context of atemporal maternal action. 
 
In all of the works, repetition of patterns and materials is 
essential to evoking spiritual contemplation. Like their use as 
ornamentation in orthodox Christian iconography and Islamic 
architecture (in both cases, derivatives of widespread Greek 
and Roman motifs from late antiquity, first developed for 
religious purposes during the medieval period), familiar 
patterns work to draw us through the surface of the image 
into its spiritual meaning and significance. As with tropes of 
Christian liturgy, Islamic adhan and Buddhist mantra, 
repetition functions not to obliterate meaning but to enhance 
and clarify it.  
 
In terms of the art object, repetition can have a similar effect. 
The viewer is invited to enter, through the material surface, 
into a contemplative space that is also an equitable space, 
where singularity is held always in relation to an other. The 
image, the icon, the sculpture, the art object is not merely 
something to observe but, like Butterfield’s cathedral, to 
inhabit. 
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Rebekah Pryor is a contemporary artist based in Melbourne. 
She is a PhD candidate at the Centre For Ideas, Victorian 
College of the Arts, University of Melbourne. Rebekah’s 
interdisciplinary arts practice explores the spatial and iconic 
potential of the body via a range of media and through the 
lenses of feminist theology, philosophy and architecture. Her 
practice currently interacts with the writing of French 
philosopher Luce Irigaray, as well as 14th century Christian 
mystic, Julian of Norwich to investigate the link between the 
mother’s body in domestic space and notions of the sacred. 
Rebekah’s work plays with the idea of the body as 'sacred 
canopy' as a means for imaginatively exploring Other-ness 
and transcendence.  
 
www.rebekahpryor.com 
 
 
Dr Michael Needham is a Melbourne/ Kyneton based visual 
artist and lecturer whose practice primarily incorporates 
drawing and sculptural installation. Among other things, his 
work explores myth, belief and residual melancholia in the 
contemporary psyche. Michael Needham is represented by 
Daine Singer, Melbourne.  
 
www.michaelneedham.com.au 
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REBEKAH PRYOR  |  ELLEN KOSHLAND  |  MELISSA O’ROURKE 
Of Salt and Stone  

19 May – 5 June 2016 
Opening Sunday 22 May, 3-6pm 

 
LIST OF WORKS 
Gallery Two 
 
 
1 Rebekah Pryor 
 12 years 5 months 6 days 2016 
 table salt 

approx. 300 cm diameter 
 
Referencing the ancient forms of contemplative traditions, this work is a meditation 
on the daily postures of the maternal body. These figures cast in salt become 
iconic, recording instances of love and care. 

 
2 Ellen Koshland 

Insomnia 3 2016 
 perspex, paint, cement, cloth 

400 x 350 cm 
 
On plinths: 
 
3  Ellen Koshland 
 The Mind Has Mountains 

Studies 1, 2 and 3  2016 
 glass, perspex, cement, cloth, photograph, dii-bond 

approx. 60 x 60 x 40 cm each 
 
Mountains are sacred places for many cultures. Balinese sleep with their head 
toward Mount Agung.  Mount Olympus is the dwelling place of the Greek gods. In 
Dante's Divine Comedy souls make their way up the steep path of Mount 
Purgatorio.     

 
For Gerald Manley Hopkins the mountain is an internalized site.  

 
O the mind has mountains; cliffs of fall 
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap  
May who never hung there. Nor does long our small  
Durance deal with that steep o deep. Here! Creep,  
Wretch, under a comfort, serves in a whirlwind: all 
Life death does end and each day dies with sleep. 
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Gallery Three 
 
6  Rebekah Pryor 
 Lament 2016 
 pigment on archival cotton rag, raw hardwood frame 

79 x 110 cm 
 
In a landscape changed by cycles of dying and rising, the mother embodies 
experiences of joy and grief, expanded here by the symbolic nature of salt.  

 
7  Melissa O’Rourke 
 The Digger Pine and The Blanket of Stone 2016 
 video projection, quartz 

129 x 96 cm 
 

I collected this quartz from old diggings in the Victorian Goldfields, asking the 
question, do stones hold memory? The images projected onto the stones are 
scenes of an ancient Digger Pine being felled, the surrounding landscape bearing 
silent witness.  

 
The Digger Pine and The Blanket of Stone is a memorial. 
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ABOUT THE ARTISTS 
 
Rebekah Pryor draws on a range of disciplines to explore the spatial and iconic potential 
of the body, particularly the body of the mother. Through the lenses of feminist theology, 
philosophy and architecture, her current work plays with the idea of the body as 'sacred 
canopy' as a means for imaginatively exploring Other-ness and transcendence. Rebekah 
Pryor is a PhD candidate at the Centre For Ideas, Victorian College of the Arts, University 
of Melbourne, and Curator at Lamppost Gallery.  
 
www.rebekahpryor.com  
 
 
Ellen Koshland works in a number of media. She is interested in art that articulates 
knowledge outside the verbal, both pre-verbal and transcendent. Often setting up a 
dialogue between materials within a work, she centres her enquiry on those events 
common, essential to us all.   
 
 
Melissa O’Rourke is a video and installation artist whose work explores memory. 
Recurring themes of aging, loss, death and other absurdities are captured in their hidden 
extremes, shaped by a sense of ritual and memorial. 
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REBEKAH PRYOR 
 

Instinct  
Remembrances of Maternal Love and Lament 

 

2 – 31 March 2017 
Opening Thursday 2 March, 6.30 pm 

 
LIST OF WORKS 
 
 
Hallway: 
 
 
1 Performing the Icon (choreographic notes 1-12) 2015 

paper collage  
29.7 x 42 cm each  

 
 
Langley Gallery (Main Gallery): 
 
2 A gathering (of words and bodies) 2017 
 six pieces 
 

‘One last test of maternal fortitude’ 2017 
 acrylic on canvas 
 30cm diameter 
 
 ‘this sacred canopy’ curtain 2015 
 found cotton cloth, biro 
 100 x 100 cm 
 
 ‘Mother Teresa holding child’ 2013 
 acrylic and pencil on paper 
 38 x 28 cm 
 
 wallpaper sample 2013 
 acrylic on paper 
 approx. 30 x 30 cm 
 
 cathedral tile pattern 2015 
 peeled acrylic paint 
 approx. 35 x 35 cm 
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 endlessly inscribed 2017 
 leather 
 30 x 30 cm 
 
3 Horizon 2017 
 three pieces 
 
 (on window)  

‘Grandma’s Crucifix Orchid’ 2017 
 digital print on paper 
 10.5 x 7.5 cm 

 
‘a piece of a self portrait’ 2016 

 acrylic on canvas 
 7.5 x 10.5 cm 
 
 ‘a piece of a child’s painting’ 2016 
 acrylic and pencil on paper 
 7.5 x 10.5 cm 
 
(above fireplace) 
 
4 Lament 2016 
 pigment on archival cotton rag, raw hardwood frame 

79 x 110 cm 
 
(wall opposite fireplace) 
 
5 Transitional Objects 2017 
 collage and cotton  

50 x 50 cm each 
 
 
Master Room: 
 
6  Salt Cellars (in cabinet) 2017 
 salt, found cabinet  

dimensions variable 
 

7  Untitled (Water Pitcher) 2013 
 oil on canvas  

20.5 x 25.5 cm 
 
8  Lullaby 2016 
 digital video (looped) 

2 mins 49 secs 
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ARTIST STATEMENT 
 
This collection reflects on images of the mother’s body and our origins in relation with 
(rather than to) other human beings. D. W. Winnicott, an influential British psychoanalyst, 
writes about ‘the good-enough ‘mother’’ – the one (not necessarily the infant’s own 
mother) who actively adapts to the child’s needs as it grows. Adapting more in the infant’s 
early stages and less later on, the good-enough mother makes space for the child as 
she/he comes to terms with her/his own autonomy in the world.  
 
Following Winnicott’s ideas and those of philosopher Luce Irigaray who emphasises the 
role of ‘loving thought’ in cultivating culture ethically, it seems to me that representations of 
the mother need to be prolific and provisional if they are to be true to the changing nature 
of bodies and knowledge. Through themes of maternal love and lament, Instinct explores 
these notions of space and difference inside the mother-child relation in order to imagine 
new ways of sharing the world together. 
 
Rebekah Pryor, March 2017 
 
 
ABOUT THE ARTIST 
 
Rebekah Pryor draws on a range of disciplines to explore the spatial and iconic potential 
of the body, particularly the body of the mother. Her current work plays with the idea of the 
body as 'sacred canopy' as a means for imaginatively exploring other-ness and 
transcendence. Rebekah Pryor is a PhD candidate at the Centre For Ideas, Victorian 
College of the Arts, University of Melbourne, and Curator at Lamppost Gallery.  
 
www.rebekahpryor.com  
 
 
 
 
 
 


