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I recently experienced the unusual 
coincidence of  being recommended 
the same text by three artists: Leo 
Tolstoy’s What Is Art?. “Tolstoy?” I 
sputtered. “Tolstoy,” each responded. 
“Wrote art theory?” I remained 
incredulous. “Wrote art theory,” all 
reiterated. “And you recommend it?” 
Every artist nodded—though in more 
ways than one they warned Tolstoy 
became increasingly moralist in his 
old age, so I should read it with a grain 
of  salt. I shrugged and accepted the 
omen; born on a Friday the 13th’s full 
moon, I’m prone to superstition. 

In What Is Art?, Tolstoy demands 
“in order correctly to define art, it 
is necessary, first of  all, to cease to 
consider it as a means to pleasure and 
to consider it as one of  the conditions 
of  human life.”1 He asserts “to evoke 
in oneself  a feeling one has once 
experienced, and… to transmit that 
feeling that others may experience 
the same feeling—this is the activity 
of  art.”2 In other words, empathy. 

Empathy, the capacity for compassion, 
has been lauded as humanity’s 
defining attribute; the ability to feel 
for another human is what makes 
us human. (Not that everyone does, 
of  course, but everyone can.) Tolstoy 
continues his argument to claim that 

art “is a means of  union among men, 
joining them together in the same 
feelings, and indispensable for the 
life and progress toward well-being 
of  individuals and of  humanity.”3 His 
anticipated fundamentalism appears 
when he insists that the source of  all 
human sentiment is religion, heavily 
favoring Christianity; but Tolstoy 
clarifies his perspective, defining 
his terminology as perhaps less 
parochial than one might expect: 

the religious perception of  our time, 
in its widest and most practical 
application, is the consciousness 
that our well-being, both material 
and spiritual, individual and 
collective, temporal and eternal, 
lies in the growth of  brotherhood 
among all men—their loving 
harmony with one another.4 

He even cautions against confusing 
the religious organization with the 
religious perception, accusing the 
institutionalized former of  abandoning 
the immaterial latter when it no 
longer serves the hierarchy. 

I assumed his conclusion would be 
more partisan, fanatical, and myopic. 
I found myself  pleasantly surprised. 
Yes, his sourcebook preference is 
amply evident; but Tolstoy’s advocacy 

1 Leo Tolstoy, What Is Art?, 
translated by Almyer Maude, 
(New York: Macmillan Publishing 
Company, 1960), 49.

2 Ibid., 51.

3 Ibid., 51-52.

4 Ibid., 145.

WHAT IS ART?

is not prerogative. What Is Art? 
argues for art’s exceptional power to 
activate empathy—that art’s ability to 
“infect” the other reduces perceived 
incompatibilities and promotes 
universalist ethics. Most importantly, 
it was artists who recommended the 
text and it was in artists’ practices that 
I began to see its thesis reflected. As a 
curator, I’m prone to following artists’ 
advice. Would you call that superstition, 
exactly? Would you call it faith?

Much has changed since Tolstoy wrote 
What Is Art?, but this nineteenth-
century Russian’s art criticism is still 
relevant today—most prominently 
in its identification of  art as a means 
of  communicating and engendering 
empathy. To varying degrees, exhibiting 
artists are preoccupied with forms of  
communication, otherness, empathy, 
and bridging ideological fissures. 
Antoine Catala’s breathing sculpture 
and websites are an attempted exegesis 
of  a society blighted by loneliness that 
has forgotten how to communicate, 
comprehend, and comfort. Kyoko 
Hamaguchi’s ice sculpture conflates 
physics and metaphysics to 
emphasize our elemental equality, 
reminding us both the natural and 
supernatural are cyclical. Beryl 
Korot and Steve Reich’s video opera, 
The Cave—A One Channel Mock-up 
(2010) of  the original multiscreen 
performance and installation (1993) 
is rendered in audiovisual staccato; 
recorded interviews are arranged 
conversationally, lyrically weaving 
their cacophony into composed frames 
that converge more than they conflict. 
Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt’s mixed-
media collages and sculptures carve out 
space for the rejected rabble by inviting 
them to a richly kitsch table where 
junk is joy. Always accompanied by an 
excess of  teddy bears, Charlemagne 
Palestine’s music is a sonorous bath 
that washes over and submerges its 

audience into a state of  transfixed 
calm—like a mantra or Gregorian chant 
that transports listeners back to their 
childhoods and a place deep within 
themselves. Izhar Patkin’s painting 
is a monumental mashup of  master 
narratives: the surface, a veil, carries 
with it no fewer significances than its 
content, the story of  the purification of  
the temple, or its aesthetic inspiration, 
El Greco. Alymamah Rashed’s prayer 
rugs investigate the practice of  
dichotomy and whether our taxonomic 
tendency to condition categories is 
as revealing as what they have in 
common. Mary Walling Blackburn’s 
Picture as Wound (2016) radicalizes the 
rhetorical form of  a sermon chart to 
relay the excruciating effort required 
of  the powerless to participate in 
the reigning dialogue; its flexible, 
performative nature promulgates the 
mysteries of  human experience in a 
way that unfolds with duality rather 
than confines with dogma. The diverse 
media with which these artists work 
give the exhibition texture and their 
diverse backgrounds and perspectives 
lend the exhibition breadth. 

Sanctuary seeks solace from sectarian 
divisions through artistic communion. 
The show’s installation transforms 
the gallery into a domestic interior. 
Users don’t merely visit the exhibition, 
they inhabit it. They share intimacies 
of  space typically earned through 
the extended exchange of  close 
companions, not the ephemeral 
encounters of  art admirers. They 
experience trust. They feel welcomed. 
They are disarmed. Sanctuary presents 
itself  as a haven with the familiarity 
of  home. All who enter are joined, 
connected by the bond of  belonging. 

Because humans need sanctuary.
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Religion remains a central thread of  
twenty-first century social fabric. 
It is woven into our everyday lives 
through popular culture and politics. 
Many find solidarity and fellowship 
through its personal practice. Many 
others eschew concrete systems for 
more flexible and individualized, 
spiritual paths. But in the public sphere, 
religion is most often accompanied 
by divisive rhetoric. It is frequently 
weaponized in this way for political 
gain because those wishing to sway 
public opinion recognize the inherent 
power of  religion to trigger stalwart 
sentiment. Sanctuary’s exhibiting artists 
offer an alternative, demonstrating 
how art can activate empathy and 
religious sentiment can be a source 
of  connection rather than division.

Humans need sanctuary. The 
assumption that modernity sidelined 
society’s religious embeddedness is 
misguided at best. Public devotion 
remains widespread, just less 
ecclesiastic. Life is still liturgical; lived 
experience continues as a solemn circus 
narrated by the neo-sacerdotal of  the 
nightly news—whether delivered 
by cable broadcast or Tweet. And the 
politicization of  religion is rampant. 
This trend is especially hypocritical in 
the United States of  America where the 
Constitution demands the separation 

between church and state while the 
political battleground doubles as 
a contemporary Crusade. Risking 
hyperbole, I do mean “Crusade” in 
the literal sense. The rise of  populism 
and its manipulation of  identity 
politics serve as ample evidence.

The current cancer that is twenty-
first-century populism has usurped 
efforts toward equality to somehow 
convey liberty and refuge as zero sum 
concepts. Religion factors among 
race, nationality, and sexuality as an 
identifier most frequently manipulated 
by politicians to incite otherness and 
rally resentment. Islamophobia is 
the prejudice du jour—as is evident 
by President Donald Trump’s ever-
present bigotry and individual state’s 
anti-Muslim legislation.5, 6 Notable 
incidents outside of  the United States 
include the perpetual Israeli-Palestinian 
Conflict, France’s repeated attacks on 
Islamic womenswear, and the widely 
circulated flyer within the United 
Kingdom suggesting a national Punish a 
Muslim Day—among others.7 Europe’s 
refugee crisis goes without saying.

At the dawn of  the modernist period, 
as faith became a faux pas, Leo Tolstoy 
considered the valuation of  art. The 
relationship between religion and art 
was far from fledgling during Tolstoy’s 

THE “R” WORD
5 “Interactive Timeline: Trump 

on Muslims  and the Muslim 
Ban,” compiled by Georgetown  
University’s Bridge Initiative,   
accessed April 2018, http://
bridge.georgetown.edu/words-
trump-muslims-muslim-ban/.

6 Elsadig Elsheikh, Basima      
Sisemore, and Natalia Ramirez 
Lee, Legalizing Othering: The 
United States of Islamophobia, 
(Berkeley, CA: Haas Institute 
for a Fair and Inclusive Society 
at the University of California 
Berkeley, September 2017).

7 “European Islamophobia Report 
2018,” compiled by Georgetown 
University’s Bridge Initiative,   
accessed April 2018, http://
bridge.georgetown.edu/review-
ing-islamophobia-in-europe/.

time. And, despite misconceptions 
that modernism vaccinated the art 
world against faith in anything other 
than capitalism, their symbiosis has 
continued to this day. According to art 
theorist Thierry de Duve, “it’s a very 
short leap of  faith indeed to say that 
the Salon was a modern church.”8 He 
reminds us, “wherever we go on this 
planet, and from time immemorial, art 
has been an integral part of  the rituals 
and myths by which humans have 
tried to communicate.”9 While it might 
seem that de Duve is arguing for art’s 
replacement of  religion, he is in fact not; 
de Duve is wondering whether art can 
survive the modern era’s suppression 
of  religion in favor of  secularism. He 
explains, “misunderstandings that 
oil the gears of  society go unnoticed 
as long as society lives according to 
common beliefs. And as long as these 
common beliefs are a shared faith, 
art has its natural place within a 
religious relationship to the world no 
one would even think of  doubting.”10 

Judith Butler remains skeptical 
the modern era is all that secular, 
questioning “if  the public sphere 
is a Protestant accomplishment, as 
several scholars have argued, then 
public life presupposes and reaffirms 
one dominant religious tradition as 
the secular.”11 She presses on in her 
inquiry and effort to delineate the 
terms of  her discussion, “Is Judaism 
Zionism?,” with a critical observation: 

we also make a mistake if  religion 
becomes equated with belief, and 
belief  is then tied to certain kinds 
of  speculative claims about God—a 
theological presumption that does 
not always work to describe religious 
practice. That effort to distinguish 
the cognitive status of  religious and 
non religious belief  misses the fact 
that very often religion functions 
as a matrix of  subject formation, 

an embedded framework for 
valuations, and a mode of  belonging 
and embodied social practice.12 

In other words, religion should be 
considered less of  a spiritual ideology 
and more of  an ontological identity. 
She equates faith with theology and 
distinguishes religion from that field. 
Religion, though often and closely 
associated with a theological caveat, 
does not necessarily adhere to or 
require a belief  system. According to 
Butler, religion functions as a point 
of  orientation; religion determines 
an individual’s, and thereby a 
society’s, cognitive perspective. As 
such, her skepticism of  modern 
secularity is well founded—how can 
anything be secular if  religion itself  
manifests our frame of  reference?

Saba Mahmood uses Butler as a 
springboard in her analysis of  the 
many factors that socially contextualize 
feminism and how it is performed “in 
this historical moment when religious 
difference takes such a prominent and 
problematic place in international 
affairs.”13 Her discussion examines 
under-recognized and -appreciated 
forms of  resistance, and forwards the 
notion that docility and even piety 
can be forms of  agency. Her focus 
on language, weaving in Butler’s 
performative postulate, is what I 
consider to be of  utmost importance. 
Mahmood’s perspective echoes 
Butler’s earlier treatment of  religion 
as a reality-defining lens. She states 
her argument is an anthropological 
one that recognizes “the terms people 
use to organize their lives are not 
simply a gloss for universally shared 
assumptions about the world and one’s 
place in it but are actually constitutive 
of  different forms of  personhood, 
knowledge, and experience.”14 She pays 
particular attention to the “specific 
logic of  the discourse of  piety: a logic 

8 Thierry de Duve, Look: 100 Years 
of Contemporary Art, translated 
by Simon Pleasance and Fronza 
Woods (Brussels, Belgium:      
Ludion, 2001), 12.

9 Ibid., 5.

10 Ibid.

11 Judith Butler, “Is Judaism  
Zionism?” in The Power of  
Religion in the Public Sphere,  
edited and introduced by  
Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan 
Vanantwerpen (New York:  
Columbia University Press,  
2011), 71.  

12 Ibid., 72.

13 “Introduction,” Bodily Citations: 
Religion and Judith Butler, edited 
by Ellen T. Armour and Susan 
M. St. Ville (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2006), XVIII.

14 Saba Mahmood, “Agency, Perfor-
mativity, and the Feminist Sub-
ject” in Bodily Citations: Religion 
and Judith Butler, edited by Ellen 
T. Armour and Susan M. St. Ville 
(New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2006), 187.
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fall or fly—and Der Blaue Reiter was 
convinced that only art could prepare 
the soul for such a leap of  faith. Their 
Almanac is an exhaustive compilation of  
textual and visual material. Kandinsky 
and Marc penned and commissioned 
essays, and generously interspersed 
the writing with what amounts to a 
new canon, gathering works of  every 
era, media, culture, and prestige (for 
lack of  a better word). The selections 
were not only carefully chosen, but also 
carefully juxtaposed in the publication’s 
layout. Far from a vanity project, the 
Almanac was produced for an expressed 
purpose: to usher in the impending 
metaphysical awakening through an 
artistic movement to communicate the 
“mystical inner construction” capable of  
total artistic and spiritual synthesis.23  

Above all else, Kandinsky’s translator 
describes the artist as “painting music… 
a painter of  religious feeling… a prophet 
of  an art of  spiritual harmony.”24 And 
in case it requires saying, I will add 
his caveat that “religious painters 
need not paint Madonnas.”25

Marinela Rusu advances Kandinsky’s 
point, insisting “art is a medium of  
communication but also an element 
of  developing a general receptivity to 
the world and its authentic values.”26 
She notes empathy’s particular power 
to “submit to our attention the social 
problems and injustices that lead us 
to take a stand and thus, those social 
problems become our problems.”27 
This is the quality which distinguishes 
empathy from its close cousin, 
sympathy. Whereas sympathy connotes 
an understanding of  the other’s plight 
or expression of  concern toward the 
other, empathy requires an individual 
embody the other’s plight. Sympathy 
feels for the other; empathy feels the 
other. Rusu cites renowned psychologist 
Ursula Schiopu’s evaluation of  art 
viewing as an empathic process. 

She quotes Schiopu’s claim that “art 
brings us the existential essence 
significance. The work of  art creates 
a bridge (moments of  emotions and 
feelings of  exception) between one 
who possesses the ability to create and 
which has incorporated it in creation, 
and the man who contemplates the 
work of  art.”28 Expanding on Schiopu’s 
observation, Rusu posits a work of  art 
itself as inherently empathic. Meaning, 
the empathic exchange is not wrapped 
up in the artistic encounter but innate 
to the actual work. Art is embedded 
with empathy. She argues for art’s 
unique ability to capture, contextualize, 
and preserve access to culturally 
specific emotions—functioning as 
an “unpublished archives of  social 
subtext.”29 As if  a work of  art were an in 
situ external hard drive of  the human 
condition or empathic time capsule 
rendered in culturally explicit, virtual 
reality. She ties together the most 
potent points made by those previously 
cited and even employs some of  the 
same terminology: true to Tolstoy, she 
maintains art’s communicative power 
is a physical, penetrating exchange 
(though doesn’t quite use the verb 
“infect”); just as de Duve, so she esteems 
art as the navigational record of  
humanity’s social evolution; per Butler 
and Mahmood, she acknowledges the 
work of  art as performed, embodied, 
and lived experience; recalling 
Habermas, she recognizes art’s ability 
to distill a culture or society to its 
common core; and as if  she were 
herself  a contributor to Kandinsky’s 
Der Blaue Reiter, she privileges art’s 
inner sensitivity, psychic symbolism, 
and unifying potential—and even goes 
so far as to describe its vibrations.

But where does that leave us? This 
exhibition? Before getting too 
existential (because nobody really 
steps back from that ledge), let us 
consult what really matters: the art.

23 The Blaue Reiter Almanac, 59.

24 Michael T. H. Sadler,          
“Translator’s Introduction,” in 
Concerning the Spiritual in Art 
(New York: Dover Publications, 
Inc., 1977) 7-8.

25 Ibid., 8.

26 Marinela Rusu, “2. Empathy and 
Communication Through Art,” 
Review of Artistic Education 
(March 2017): 139.

27 Ibid.

28 Ibid., 140.

29 Ibid., 141.

15 Ibid.

16 Ibid., 192. Emphasis added.

17 Judith Butler, Notes Toward 
a Performative Theory of            
Assembly, the Mary Flexner 
Lectures of Bryn Mawr College 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard      
University Press, 2015), 81.

18 Jürgen Habermas, The Theory of 
Communicative Action. Volume 
Two. Lifeworld and System: A 
Critique of Functionalist Reason, 
translated by Thomas McCarthy 
(Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1987) 56.

19 de Duve: “wherever we go 
on this planet, and from time   
immemorial, art has been an 
integral part of the rituals and 
myths by which humans have 
tried to communicate.” Please 
see Note 9 for citation.

20 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning 
the Spiritual in Art, translated 
and introduced by Michael T. 
H. Sadler (New York: Dover       
Publications, Inc., 1977). 

21 Klaus Lankheit, “Introduction” of 
The Blaue Reiter Almanac, edited 
by Wassily Kandinsky and Franz 
Marc, New Documentary Edition 
edited and introduced by Klaus 
Lankheit (New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1974), 8. 

22 Kandinsky, 10.

that inheres not in the intentionality 
of  the actors but in the relationships 
that are articulated between words, 
concepts, and practices that constitute 
a particular discursive tradition.”15 This 
is a delicate argument; to unpack it, 
Mahmood considers the Islamic virtue 
of  female modesty and the ongoing 
debate over donning the veil. As she 
explains it, the root of  this debate is not 
directly about whether the veil should be 
worn but about “how this virtue should 
be lived.”16 If  religion is understood as 
the underlying current that determines 
how people construct their reality, 
themselves, and their actions, then 
it should come as no surprise that 
those in power seize upon religion as 
a tool to control a variety of  publics. 

Returning to Butler, if  religion 
constitutes the dominant tradition, 
then anyone wishing to sway the 
dominant opinion can manipulate the 
public majority using either—as both 
the parochial and secular spheres are 
defined by foundationally religious 
arguments. Butler targets France’s 
hypocrisy in that its law barring 
“‘ostentatious’ religious display in public 
as well as the hiding of  the face seeks to 
establish a public sphere where clothing 
remains a signifier of  secularism.”17

Jürgen Habermas also scrutinizes 
religion’s societal impact in 
linguistic terms; he reasons:

The core of  collective consciousness 
is a normative consensus 
established and regenerated in the 
ritual practices of  a community 
of  believers. Members orient 
themselves to religious symbols; 
the intersubjective unity of  the 
collective presents itself  to them in 
concepts of  the holy. This collective 
identity defines the circle of  those 
who understand themselves as 
members of  the same social group 

and can speak of  themselves 
in the first-person plural.18

No wonder religion is the political 
trump (and Trump) card that it is. 
Even the global destruction of  climate 
change can’t compete—a skinny 
polar bear stirs up only so much 
emotion. And what do those against 
environmental regulation use to 
squash public sympathy for the skinny 
polar bear? Religion. Welfare laws? 
Religious morals. Criminalization? 
Religious ethics. Female reproductive 
rights? A self-serving and imaginative 
interpretation of  a single, religious text. 
Is this religion’s contemporary fate? Is it 
doomed to being a weapon of  politics?

Perhaps not. We know from instances 
historic and modern that religion 
is readily weaponized as a political 
tactic. But religion’s oldest bedfellow is 
decidedly more aesthetic.. . Habermas 
considers religion’s political and 
sociological reverberations in the 
above quotation, yet his conclusion 
is nearly identical to how de Duve 
qualifies the relationship between 
religion and art.19 Coincidence?                   

Perhaps not. Wassily Kandinsky 
believed art’s truest purpose is spiritual. 
He writes at length on art’s redemptive, 
social responsibility in his manifesto 
Concerning the Spiritual in Art and to 
an even greater extent as part of  “the 
most important programmatic work 
of  twentieth-century art,” Der Blaue 
Reiter, a movement co-founded and 
accompanying almanac co-edited 
with Franz Marc.20, 21 Der Blaue Reiter’s 
philosophy was born from the classical-
romantic period, fed with French 
symbolism and Russian mysticism, 
and ignited by the first World War; 
Kandinsky and his cadre felt humanity, 
“infected with the despair of  unbelief,” 
was approaching a precipice.22 From 
this ledge mankind would spiritually 
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31 http://www.distantfeel.com/.

32 http://dismagazine.com/up-
loads/2015/Catala/index/.

30 Ben Sherwood, The Survivors 
Club: The Secrets and Science 
That Could Save Your Life (New 
York: Grand Central Publishing, 
2009).

Antoine Catala’s 
breathing 
sculpture greets 
Sanctuary’s visitors 
in the foyer. The 
rhythmic murmur 
it emits recalls a life 
support machine 
or an iron lung. 
Its three-minute 
cycle mimics our 
own respiratory 
requirements 
canonized in The 
Rule of  Three. 
Known to anyone 
versed in survival 
strategies, The Rule 
of  Three states a 
human can survive 
for: three minutes 
without air, three 
hours without 
shelter, three days 
without water, and 
three weeks without 
food. Interestingly, 
the United States 
Air Force has 
bookended this 
classic foundation 
with three seconds 
without spirit and hope, and three 
months without companionship or 
love.30 Everything is Okay (beach) teeters 

on life’s knife edge. 
It both embodies 
and triggers 
an emotional 
undertow; viewers 
become sucked into 
an all too familiar 
tug-of-war between 
anxiety and relief, 
public and private 
appearances, 
medication 
and treatment, 
authenticity 
and algorithm. 
It is impossible 
to determine 
whether you are 
empathizing 
with the work 
or the work is 
empathizing with 
you. Ultimately, it 
doesn’t matter—
whether artworks 
or human beings, 
we are all the 
products of  our 
contemporary 

condition. We 
are all mirrors. 

In the library, the artist’s Distant Feel 
project is presented in the form of  two 
websites. Catala is suspicious of  the 

ANTOINE CATALA

insidious aspect of  the digitization 
of  our perceptions. He grapples with 
the rapid proliferation of  electronic 
images and theorizes that the unending 
swarm has calloused our compassion. 
Examining this lately evolved, empathic 
lacuna, he wonders whether we might 
not feel more effectively at a safe 
distance. Catala approached New York 
advertising agency Droga5 with the goal 
of  rebranding empathy and introducing 
his argument for a detached iteration. 
(Empathy 2.0, perhaps?) Distant Feel 
is the result of  their collaboration.

Both websites engage users, 
though in slightly different 
ways, and both advocate for 
themselves as “live.” Distant Feel, 

Website situates itself  
as a conversation—
which might seem 
strange if  you’re 
accustomed to 
conversations 
occurring between 

two humans, not one human user 
and one internet application.31 Yet 
it succeeds. Concerned comments 
made in the first person 
materialize on screen but 
only drift into readability if  
the user scrolls. So while the 
user may not be responding 
verbally, the charade of  
a cognitive exchange is 
maintained as the website appears to 
politely wait its turn to speak again until 
after the user has finished absorbing 
its last comment. The concerns woo 
users by voicing their own worries—
the worries of  the zeitgeist; just like 
those late-night, pharmaceutical 

infomercials that never fail to convince 
me of  having whatever ailment they 
describe. Users find themselves 
agreeing with a computer while the 
computer posits its digital realm as the 
problem. Who is the other: the reflexive 
computer or the automatic human? 

Distant Feel, DIS Magazine Website is a bit 
more abstract.32 Its backdrop is a rain-
fogged window that might as well be 
anywhere as long as it’s morose. Various 
versions of  Catala and Droga5’s emblem 
for empathy are shown. Each click 
or scroll calls another to the screen’s 
center. The brand images are scrambled 
with each upload so that no user 
interaction is the same. Topical woes 
reminiscent of  (now pervasive) hashtags 
make up the webpage’s header and 
footer, similar to the (now ubiquitous) 
ticker tape found flickering along 
broadcast borders. I would like to take 
a moment to remind everyone that the 
world wasn’t always this way; a constant 
barrage of  sensationally disconcerting 
“news” did not always wink and blink 
at the bottom of  the screen. This stock 
market strategy was borrowed on 
September 11th, 2001. And it is now 

normal. Fear, 
fury, and 
frailty are 
now normal. 
But these 
are feelings. 
And feelings 

are caused; they are 
responses to an outside 
source. What is it that 
causes us to feel this 
way? It’s probably 

not the 
computer.Everything is Okay (beach), 2017. Courtesy of the artist.

Distant Feel, Website, 2013, screen shots.

Distant Feel, DIS Magazine Website, 2013, screen shots.
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melt. It isn’t long before their previously 
sharp idiosyncrasies have softened 
to suggestive silhouettes. They drip 
to precarity—eventually losing their 
balance, slipping, and shattering. The 
first to fall does so before anyone is at 
all prepared for the demise of  a god. The 
sudden crash sends a ripple of  alarm 
through the exhibition’s unexpecting 
visitors. But Hamaguchi celebrates.  

By day’s end, “their elemental 
and ideological contents [amass] 
in a single bottle.”34 The collected 
water is redistributed among the 
divine molds and the gods refreeze 
overnight. By morning, the five 
deities are ready to resurrect. 
Hamaguchi celebrates then, too. 

Because that is the exact moment the 
work embodies her premise. Simplicity 
is often surprisingly profound. The 

simple cycle of  the five gods melting, 
melding, and molding from the same, 
shared source performs the artist’s 
conviction that no matter humanity’s 
superficial differences, we remain 
similar on an elemental level. The 
five divine figures begin each day as 
stark, icy representations of  distinct 
cultures, belief  systems, values, etc. 
And together they end each day unified, 
reduced in their abstractions to the 
indistinguishable particles that make 
up most of  us, affirming with renewed 
fluidity the flexible nature of  perception. 

34 Ibid. 

“That water used to be a god,” Kyoko 
Hamaguchi told me, pointing to a bottle 
of  water on top the freezer in her studio. 
She bypassed the former deity and 
poured me a glass of  
apple cider instead. 

God of the Day perfectly 
epitomizes Sanctuary’s 
premise. In the 
artist’s own words, 
the work “conveys 
the material merging 
of  difference... 
[The] erasure of  
difference is expressed 
through the melting 
of  representation 
into abstraction 
and vice versa.”33 
Her artistic vision 
is metaphorically 
and physically 
accomplished on a 
daily basis throughout 
the piece’s exhibition. 

The vitrine displays 
ice-cast sculptures 
of  five divine figures: 
Anubis, Ares, 
Buddha, Ganesha, 
and the Virgin Mary. 
Freshly pried from 
their molds in the 

morning, their elaborate details are 
striking and glitter in water frozen 
crystal clear. Their identities are 
unmistakable. But soon they begin to 

33 Kyoko Hamaguchi, God of the 
Day page, Kyoko Hamaguchi’s 
website, accessed April 2018, 
http://kyokohamaguchi.com/
god_of_the_day.html. 

KYOKO HAMAGUCHI

God of the Day, 2015. Courtesy of the artist. God of the Day, 2015. Details. Courtesy of the artist.
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admit—most of  us repeat the same 
stories and yearn to be heard. 
The Cave layers different people with 
different ethnicities who profess 
different belief  systems and, despite 
these differences which are regularly 
exploited as divisions, shows their 
similarities. The title refers to the burial 
place of  the biblical Abraham. Korot 
and Reich interviewed Palestinian 
Muslims, Israeli Jews, and Americans 
both Christian and atheist. Interviewees 
were asked the same questions about the 
protagonists of  the story of  Abraham: 
Who is Abraham to you? Who is Ishmael 
to you? Who is Isaac to you? Who is 
Hagar to you? Who is Sarah to you? 
The interviewees’ responses illustrate 
their foundational commonalities. 

Andy Wagstaff of  the New 
York Public Library eloquently 
summarizes my point:

There is a shared reason the three 
faiths hold Abraham to be “our 
father.” The Cave provides a sacred 
space, a gateway through which to 
find common ground; and that is 
what the piece invites us to discover. 
Further, the “cave” encompasses 
even more than the monotheistic 
traditions. It is a well-known 
archetype, used by no mistake; so 
the Platos and Freuds among us 
can also join the conversation. For 
in Abraham’s cave, too, there are 
shadows. Shadows that silently imply 
something much, much more.35

Also, it is often hilarious. The speakers 
bicker and finish each other’s sentences 
like the quintessential, old married 
couple. It’s worth wondering whether 
they would be so sure of  themselves 
were each without an “other” for 
contrast—especially when so much 
among them is so similar, and so much 
that is disputed is in fact shared.

35 Andy Wagstaff, “On the 
Shadows in Abraham’s Cave: 
Thoughts on Beryl Korot and 
Steve Reich’s The Cave,” Three 
Faiths Blog Channel, New 
York Public Library website, 
October 18, 2010, accessed 
April 2018, https://www.nypl.org/
blog/2010/10/18/shadows-abra-
hams-cave-korot-reich.

Beryl Korot and Steve Reich’s The 
Cave—A One Channel Mock-up (2010) of  
the original multiscreen performance 
and installation (1993) explodes the 
limits of  video, opera, and pilgrimage. 
The result is something like a live 
and sonic, stained glass window. Or 
an audiovisual quilt. Interview clips 
juggled among monitors (or mock 
monitors) give the impression the 

speakers are jostling for screen time. 
They are conducted into contemporary 
harmony, arias of  the human tendency 
to accentuate differences rather than 
celebrate similarities. The Cave suggests 
we profess to disagree perhaps more 
than we actually do and are more 
alike than perhaps we’d prefer to 

BERYL KOROT AND 
STEVE REICH

The Cave—A One Channel Mock-up, 2010, of the original 
multiscreen performance and installation, 1993. Stills. Courtesy 

of the artists and Bitforms Gallery.

The Cave, 1993. Alarm Will Sound performs at the John Burroughs School in March, 2017. Courtesy of AWS.
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Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt 
conjures reliquaries and 
holy objects from everyday 
detritus, recycling quotidian 
castaways into daily devotions 
and human filth into faith. 
And I would like to emphasize 
that though his artistic 
practice is endearingly and 
fabulously campy, it is not 
ironic. He was raised and 
remains a practicing Roman 
Catholic with great respect 
for sacred traditions. 

He is not slandering his 
faith but using it as a 
conduit. A shortcut, if  you will, 

in communicating his message to his 
audience. It is also worth mentioning 
that he comes from a poor, working 

class family and is homosexual. 
These personal 
insights shed light 
on his near-
absolute reliance 
on dollar store 
materials for his art 
as well as his desire to 
include the outsider in 
a belief  system whose 
leaders are known for 
their exclusive policies.

This selection of  small 
sculptures—Patens, Chalices, 

Placemats, Mirrors, Charmin 
Babies, and Real Rhinestone 
Rats—demonstrates 
the accessibility of  the 
sacred from all manner 
of  people from all 
walks of  life. Lanigan-
Schmidt’s kitschy 
interpretation of  
eucharistic vessels 

conflates our 
communal 
consumption 

with what is 
holy, putting 

both on equal 
ground. Rather than 
de-sanctify the holy, this gesture 
emphasizes how belief  systems 
are comprised and may be 
experienced via our shared 
everyday—which 
is far from the 
politically 
motivated 
narrative that 
purports their 
esotericism. Lanigan-
Schmidt’s expressive 
art reminds us that 
feeling #blessed #thankful 
#grateful is for everyone 
and can be fashioned out 
of  whatever is at hand. And 
just like a family-sized lasagna 
dinner, it is to be shared. One 
of  my favorite quotations is by 

Winston Churchill: “We are all 
worms, but I do believe that I am 
a glow worm.” Lanigan-Schmidt 

might say: we are all rats, so embrace 
your inner glitter and pull up a chair. 

THOMAS 
LANIGAN-SCHMIDT

Courtesy of the artist and Pavel Zoubok Gallery.
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Charlemagne Palestine will hypnotize 
you. Strumming Music is almost an 
hour long yet its score consists of  
only two notes. His unrelenting 
pounding of  two piano keys somehow 
compels a cloud of  crowded melodies 
to rise above the reverberating din 
in choral harmony. Slowly, the piano 
slips out of  tune. But newly clanging 
tones blend into the original, echoed 
song and the choir is richer for it. 

Sanctuary’s presentation of  Strumming 
Music is a visual homage to the artist. 
In his live performances, Palestine 
is consistently accompanied by a 
stuffed animal entourage. Superfluous 
teddy bears establish an environment 

of  comfort and safety, and recall 
childhood memories that all seem 
to glow in the same, warm light. He 
refers to the stuffed animals as his 
“divinities.” Percussion and plush 
swell together. It’s hard not to feel 
like transcendence is possible.

CHARLEMAGNE 
PALESTINE

Charlemagne Palestine and a few of his divinities. Courtesy of Agnès Gania.Strumming Music, 1974, album cover.
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Alymamah Rashed believes 
“people should allow 
themselves to release their 
inner rapture and express 
it vividly in order to create 
something phenomenal 
and boundless for our 
world.” Her exploration of  
the difference between an 
Islamic prayer rug and a rug 
challenges the marginal 
spaces we inhabit and 
the distinctions we 
enforce. It is also an 
implicit invitation to 
defy these self-imposed 
boundaries—thereby 
an embodied rejection 
of  them—in her 
incorporation of  “sacred 
geometry,” an Islamic 
tradition considered a 
universal language with 
the power to harmonize 
divided communities.

I first met Rashed at 
Parsons’ open studios. 
Through the entrance 
to her studio, I saw a 
small rug or mat laid on 
the floor in a direction neither parallel 
nor perpendicular to the layout of  the 
space. I immediately suspected it was 
a prayer rug. But nobody was praying 

on it and then a visitor to her 
studio walked across it. So I 
questioned my assumption 
and asked the artist. 

Rashed confirmed my 
suspicion as well as my doubt. 
She wants these pieces to 
embody a duality and exist in a 
liminal space comprehensible 

to as many as possible 
for just as many reasons. 

Her use of  graphite 
highlights the canvas’ 
nubby texture. I see in 
her works the dhurrie 
rug I grew up with in my 
bedroom; Rashed’s floral 
and geometric designs 
closely resemble my 
childhood play space. 
I recall the games my 
brother and I would stage 
on it, the imprints its 
hand-knotted surface 
would leave on my knees 
and elbows, and how I 
once used it as a model 
to design an Ottoman-

inspired tile for art class. 
All Beyond (Written) Time: 

The Prayer and Untitled’s dichotomy 
makes them all the more precious for all 
the more reasons they can be precious.

ALYMAMAH RASHED

Izhar Patkin’s painted surface is a 
veil or curtain, embodying a material 
significance that recurs in many 
parables and plays a pivotal role in 
traditions still practiced today. It recalls 
the Parokhet, what the Ashkenazim 
call the curtain that veils a synagogue’s 
Ark; the Tallith, a four-cornered prayer 
shawl that doubles as a portable tent 
whose four knotted points symbolize 
the world’s four corners; the Pargod, 
God’s cosmic curtain drawn around 
the universe between the finite and 
the infinite, the earthly and the 
celestial, the human experience and 
absolute reality; as well as a whole 
host of  miracles and at least one 
virgin mother, among other stories. 

The veil’s painted content is no less 
layered. It depicts the story of  the 
purification of  the temple, also 
known as Christ driving the money 
changers from the temple; this 
master narrative of  a heroic figure 
defending the disadvantaged and 
striking down corruption occurs 
across cultures and time periods, 
and could not be more relatable to 
more people than it is right now. 

El Greco, Patkin’s aesthetic and personal 
inspiration for the piece, contributes 
additional narratives. The story of  
El Greco struggling to reinvent his 

pictorial space in his various versions of  
this parable is the context for Patkin’s 
effort to investigate the emotional 
and metaphorical dimensions of  
what “pictorial space” actually means. 
Patkin is not the only artist to have 
chosen El Greco as his guide; El Greco 
was heralded by both Kandinsky and 
Marc as “the old mystic” and lauded 
for how evidently he “felt the mystical 
inner construction”—which Der Blaue 
Reiter’s founders identified as their era’s 
fatal flaw to be solved through art.36

The veil’s own story is also rather 
funny: Patkin made the work for an 
Art Basel proposal but it was turned 
down. He doesn’t know whether the 
dealer was declined or the work itself. 
Either way, it’s hard not to chuckle 
while imagining art fair judges with The 
Artist Driving the Money Changers from 
the Temple looming in front of  them.

36 The Blaue Reiter Almanac, 59.
IZHAR PATKIN

The Artist Driving the Money Changers from the Temple, 2016. Courtesy of the artist.

All Beyond (Written) Time: The Prayer, 2017. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Untitled, 2018. Courtesy of the artist.
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Mary Walling Blackburn’s 
(Contaminated) Sermon Chart invites 
us to participate in a radical revival 
of  what she calls the “miscreant 
class”—the wild ones untamed and 
unintelligible to the reigning elite. 
Or in missionary terms, the U%—the 
unevangelized. The ultimate other. 

Walling Blackburn describes her 
sermon chart Picture as Wound as “a 
neuropsychological case study on a 
body (Lev Zasetsky) writing through 
a bullet wound to the brain. This 
secular diagram in lieu of  the Good 
News Bible.” Her reference and source 
of  the data illustrated is Russian 
psychologist Alexander Luria’s book 
The Man with a Shattered World: The 
History of a Brain Wound.37 The text 
combines Zasetsky’s journal with 
Luria’s annotations, complementing 
the personal perseverance of  a man 
struggling to overcome a brain injury 
with the explanations and contextual 
commentary of  the neuropsychologist 
who treated him for over 25 years.

Though the account is technically a case 
history, Luria deemed it a “neurological 
novel”—which barely begins to describe 
the narrative qualities of  this scientific 
survey. The insight into individuality’s 
attempt to reclaim itself  is profound. 
After suffering a traumatic brain 

injury, Zasetsky is condemned for the 
remainder of  his life to experience 
himself  as the other. (At least partially. 
Predominantly his right side.) He 
prevails over many obstacles and his 
recovery is in all respects remarkable; 
but he never fully regains a command of  
his language, visual perception, or sense 
of  self. He remains a singular dichotomy. 

Zasetsky’s turmoil is echoed in 
Walling Blackburn’s work: she calls 
the piece a “picture” though it consists 
only of  words, the ostensibly “pure” 
intention of  a sermon chart is marred 
by her modifier “contaminated,” 
and the medium’s purpose as a 
rhetorical device is complicated by 
her esoteric data visualization.

37 Alexander Luria, The Man with 
a Shattered World: The History 
of a Brain Wound, translated by 
Lynn Solotaroff (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1972).

MARY WALLING 
BLACKBURN 38 Shift + command + click to edit

Picture as Wound, 2016, one of the (Contaminated) Sermon Charts, 2012–present. Courtesy of Yana Lozeva and Swimming Pool Projects, Bulgaria.
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Sanctuary’s domestic setting is realized 
by articulating the gallery into the 
layout of  an apartment. Catala’s 
breathing sculpture and Hamaguchi’s 
melting and melding deities in the foyer 
introduce users to the exhibition. The 
dining room table is set with Lanigan-
Schmidt’s Patens, Chalices, Placemats, 
Mirrors, and Charmin Babies. A few 
Real Rhinestone Rats also lurk. Walling 
Blackburn’s (Contaminated) Sermon 
Chart commands one dining wall. 
Rashed’s prayer rugs define the living 
room area while Korot and Reich’s The 
Cave—A One Channel Mock-up is looped 
on a television. Sofas encourage users 
to comfortably sit, enjoy the video 
opera, and examine the textiles. A 
modest home office offers a desktop 
computer for users to engage Catala’s 
Distant Feel websites and a small library 
comprised of  recommendations 
by the exhibition’s collaborators: 
exhibiting artists, art world colleagues, 
psychologists, and spiritual leaders. 
My copy of  Tolstoy’s What Is Art? is 
included. Palestine’s Strumming Music 
plays from wireless speakers hidden in 
a swath of  teddy bears that shroud the 
bedroom’s bed. Visitors are invited to 
lounge. Patkin’s veil is also presented 
in the bedroom, hanging directly 
across from the Strumming teddies.

WELCOME

Installation photographs by Birdie Piccininni.
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Curatorial decisions include stuccoing the built walls; 
using lamplight instead of  overhead fluorescent; 
and displaying artwork labels and a brief  text in 
frames. Mostly black and white décor promoted 
cohesion while minimizing distraction from the art. 
These efforts were intended to enhance the interior’s 
domesticity and contrast commercial or industrial 
spaces. The decision to group labels together had 
an additional motive: I wanted Sanctuary to embody 
its premise to exhibit an array of  work unified in 
concept yet so diverse in media that each would be 
distinguishable and not rely on the proximity or 
isolation of  its label for identification. 

Per the insurance company’s stipulation, Lanigan-
Schmidt’s artworks were deinstalled after opening 
night and returned to their gallery. Rather than 
maintain an empty table, I dismantled the library 
bookshelf  and converted the dining table into a 
reading table. I felt this functioned conceptually since 
the dining room’s other work, Picture as Wound, Walling 
Blackburn’s (Contaminated) Sermon Chart, was inspired 
by a book. An exhibition visitor later observed how 
the reading table recalled a Christian Science Reading 
Room—a parallelism I did not intend, but accept as 
theoretically relevant to Sanctuary’s premise.



SANCTUARY28 SVA MA CURATORIAL PRACTICE 29

39 Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Af-
fect, Trauma, and Contemporary  
 Art (Redwood City, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2005).

40 Helen McDonald, “I Feel, There-
fore I Think,” Art Journal   
 (Summer, 2006):130.

Jill Bennett takes the concept of  art’s 
transmission of  empathy further 
still, incorporating affect theory from 
psychology’s trauma studies and Gilles 
Deleuze’s Logic of Sensation to derive 
her own term: empathic vision.39 In her 
review of  Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, 
and Contemporary Art, Helen McDonald 
defines Bennett’s terminology: 

empathic vision is art’s self-reflexive 
way of  engendering feeling for 
another and, simultaneously, forcing 
recognition… It is not only art’s 
way of  processing the possibility of  
empathetic social relations in the 
world, but a mode of  realizing this 
possibility in the aesthetic encounter, 
a mode of  transforming perception 
and contributing to thought.40

In her argument for empathic 
vision, Bennett analizes works of  
contemporary art made in the traumatic 
aftermath of  a politically or sexually 
violent experience. She focuses on 
the artwork’s ability to communicate 
that trauma to its viewer—not in an 
explicit or descriptive manner, but in 
an affecting way that transmits the 
feeling or sensation of  trauma. The 
crux of  her claim is that this kind of  art 
is political. Art that imparts empathic 
vision should not be considered 
subjective as it does not provide a sneak 

peek into an individual’s interior; 
rather, it expands the traumatic 
experience into the public space 
beyond the personal and affects all who 
participate in the aesthetic encounter.

Bennett’s thesis is applicable to 
artistic encounters in general, but it is 
especially relevant to those present in 
Sanctuary. The works exhibited perform 
emotional osmosis with particular 
deftness. I would argue this apt ability of  
theirs is somewhat due to their political 
context. The current political climate is 
creating a traumatic experience of  daily 
life. This trauma is dramatically targeted 
on religious sensibility, but it permeates 
all lived experience because all lived 
experience is saturated with religious 
sensibility. The political weaponization 
of  religion affects people of  all faiths 
just as well as people of  no faith because, 
as various thinkers profess, religion 
has less to do with theology than a 
mode of  being and belonging. When 
that mode of  being and belonging 
is derived from an ethic of  care for 
humanity, a politics that fractures the 
public sphere into factions and then 
turns those factions against each other 
is traumatic for everyone involved. Art 
reminds us that it doesn’t have to be that 
way. In art, religion is de-weaponized. 
It’s just a feeling. A shared feeling.

SO WHAT?
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Courtesy of  the artist.

BERYL KOROT & STEVE REICH
The Cave—A One Channel Mock-up, 2010, of  the original 
mulitiscreen performance and installation, 1993.
120 minutes. Video opera.
Courtesy of  the artists and Bitforms Gallery.

THOMAS LANIGAN-SCHMIDT
Installation with assorted Chalices, ca. 1990s/2000s; Placemats, ca. 2000s; 
Untitled (Mirrors), ca. 2000s;  Untitled (Patens), ca. 1995; Charmin Babies, ca. 
1990s;  and Real Rhinestone Rats, conceived late 1960s/created 2017. 
Dimensions variable. Mixed-media collages with colored foil, 
plastic, holographic tape, tinsel, pipe cleaners, and staples. 
Courtesy of  the artist and Pavel Zoubok Gallery.

CHARLEMAGNE PALESTINE
Strumming Music, 1974.
52 minutes. Audio recording.
Installed in a visual homage to the artist, replete with stuffed animals.
Courtesy of  the artist.

ARTIST CHECKLIST

IZHAR PATKIN 
The Artist Driving the Money Changers from the Temple, 2016.
10 x 16 feet. Ink on pleated illusion (tulle curtains).
Courtesy of  the artist.
*Did not appear in the exhibition.

ALYMAMAH RASHED
All Beyond (Written) Time: The Prayer, 2017.
72 x 36 inches. Graphite on canvas.
*Did not appear in the exhibition.

Untitled, 2018.
60 x 100 inches. Graphite on canvas.
Courtesy of  the artist.
*Did not appear in the exhibition.

MARY WALLING BLACKBURN 
Picture as Wound, 2016; one of  the (Contaminated) Sermon Charts, 2012–present.
87 x 78 inches. Found paint, pastel, and castoff bed sheet.
Courtesy of  the artist.
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Sanctuary is an installation of artworks that presents a twenty-first-century reading of 
Leo Tolstoy’s What Is Art? toward a shared conviction of emapthy.

Sanctuary 
Opening reception: April 19, 2018, 6–9pm 
April 19–May 4, 2018 
Pfizer Building, 1st Floor 
630 Flushing Ave, Brooklyn NY 11206

SANCTUARY
Piper Ross Ferriter 
April 19, 2018

MA Curatorial Practice 
School of Visual Arts 
132 West 21st Street, 10th floor 
New York, NY 10011


