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Abstract

Sunyata: Transfiguration in Silk

Ariana T. Schwartz, M.F.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010

Supervisor:  Susan E. Mickey

Sunyata: Transfigurations in Silk was a live-process art event featuring silk

painting, costume creation and dance.  The event took place in the B. Iden Payne Theatre

Lobby on the University of Texas at Austin campus over the course of a week, during

which I endeavored to paint 560 square feet of white silk suspended in the space.  The

images I painted formed a personal creation narrative, inspired by the lived experience

creating and archetypical themes from creation mythology, cosmogony and human

development.  Throughout the event, a steady stream of visitors passed through the

installation, contributing inspiration to the process in the form of images, ideas, quotes

and stories, and witnessed the active creating unfold over time.  On the seventh day of the

event, upon the completion of the painting process, the silk was cut into pieces and

transformed into costumes on live dancer’s bodies.  Inspired by ritual wall painting and

sand painting from Indian, Tibetan and Navaho cultures and the temporally bound work
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of contemporary action-based artists, the project was an assay into the transitory nature

of the artistic process and an exploration of transformative properties of silk (a material

that is central to my work as textile artist and costume designer).  The event also explores

how a personal creative process can become public, performative and participatory.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

At the root of art's level of lived time lies the fact that every phenomenal thing
exists as a complex of metamorphoses of various kinds... We easily lose sight of
this fact, which is basic to art's deeper meaning. It’s metamorphic
rearrangements of materials and its modes of active shaping embody trains of
continuity and change through time. 

Philip Rawson, Art and Time, p. 47

  Change is present in all aspects of life.  Time-and-space-bound phenomena are

subject to the continuing cycles of nature:  birth, growth, decay, destruction and renewal.

The essence of this continuous transformation is undifferentiated, primordial and

formless.  Sunyata, a sanskrit word translating as “void” or “nothingness,” is the unifying

principle underlying the impermanent, transitory nature of being.

 This paper stands as documentation of Sunyata:  Transfigurations in Silk and the

creative and theoretical scaffolding that provided the foundation and inspiration for this

live art event. On the week of March 22nd through March 28th 2010, the Sunyata event

took place in the B. Iden Payne Theatre Lobby at the University of Texas at Austin.

During the first six days of the event, I endeavored to paint 560 sq. feet of white silk

suspended in the space in view of a stream of visitors coming in and out throughout the

week.  Upon completing the silk painting process on the seventh day, the entire length of

silk was cut into pieces and transformed into costumes on live dancers bodies.  

 Sunyata began as a personal investigation into the transitory, time-bound nature

of art and the mutable, transformative properties of silk, an art material central to my
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work as textile artist and costume designer.  The event, which was open to the public,

became an exploration of how my creative process, that is usually personal and private,

can become public, performative and participatory.

The time-bound, spontaneous and public nature of the work introduced

unprecedented risk into my creative process.  Sunyata became a right of passage in which

I confronted the darkest aspects of my artist-identity and in doing so, pushed past limiting

dichotomies of creative and technical success/failure that have long characterized my

artistic experience.
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Chapter 2:  Project Report

The Sunyata event began with a seven-foot wide, 80-foot long length of white silk

suspended widthwise on a curved steel frame.   This massive silk curtain hung from the

Payne lobby ceiling, forming an egg-shaped enclosure that spiraled inward toward a

central chamber.

Illustration 1: Unpainted Sunyata silk spiral

The installation was a three-dimensional manifestation of two primal forms, the egg and

the spiral, both poignant symbols of creation, growth and the cycles of time.
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In scale and form, the Sunyata installation was reminiscent of Richard Serra’s

steel “Torqued Ellipses,” (art:21).  Yet, the translucent silk curtain was fluid, rippling and

undulating with the faintest whisper.  An ethereal calm permeated the all-white space

before the painting process began. The idea of adding color to the white surface felt like a

violation that could only diminish the silk’s essential beauty.

llustration 2: Inside the Sunyata spiral

Before I even began painting, I was clinging to the object I created, wishing to

immortalize its most perfect form.

At the center of the spiral, 12 florescent tubes hung vertically from the lobby

ceiling in a narrow helix formation.
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Illustration 3: Sunyata lighting installation from below

Each tube was covered in a hand-dyed silk sleeve ranging in color from purple-black to

magenta, red-orange and finally brilliant yellow.  The silk sleeves tinted the light, casting

the colors of sunset on the silk surface.
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Illustration 4: Sunyata lighting installation from above

Designed in collaboration with M.F.A. candidate Lih-Hwa Yu, this lighting installation

illuminated and enlivened the space throughout the week and provided inspiration for the
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color spectrum I painted on the silk spiral.

On March 22nd, I began the six-day process of painting the silk.  From the center

of the spiral, I worked my way outward, surrounded by hundreds of carefully prepared

jars of dye.

 Illustration 5: Jars of dye



8

Illustration 6: Surrounded by jars of dye

I wore a white dress made from remnant pieces of silk.  New spatters decorated the dress

each day, creating a cacophony of colors bleeding into one another.
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Illustration 7: Top: dress on day one, Bottom: dress on day seven

An afterthought pieced together in the midnight hours before the event, the dress became

honest record of my experience.  It was my second skin, a link between body and

process.

During the first six days of the event, I intended to paint every inch of the silk spiral.  The

images I painted were to tell a story about creative process rooted in archetypical themes

from creation mythology, cosmogony and human development that I had painstakingly



10

researched while devising the project.

Illustration 8: Painting primal forms

I was inspired by ritual wall painting and sand painting traditions from Indian, Tibetan

and Navaho cultures and influenced by ritual circumambulation from Buddhist traditions,

wherein followers walk around a stupa, reading the pictorial depictions of the Buddha's

life as a way of ritually enacting the events contained in the narrative.  My painting was

to be a personal creation narrative enacted on the silk wall and charted along the path of

the spiral.
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Illustration 9: Progress over the course of several days

 I did not map out my painting in advance.  I wanted to find out what would

happen if the research, intentions and ideas flowed through me moment by moment.
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Illustration 10: The unplanned imagery

Sunyata was an exercise in extreme process – a real-time creative event that would force
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me to transcend the need for careful planning and precise control that characterizes most

of my work.

Illustration 11: Pushing against the silk

I measure my personal artistic success by my ability to control outcomes, so with this

project, I would force myself not to dictate to, but rather engage in dialogue with my

medium and form.
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Illustration 12: Painting the moving silk surface

I could not have anticipated how painful and confronting it would be to let go in this way.

Within the first hours of painting, it was clear I had set myself up for a sense of personal

failure.
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Illustration 13: Jars, feet, and painting tools

Every parameter of the project, whether technical, creative or emotional, was working

against my capacity to control my medium and do a “perfect” job. 
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Illustration 13: Cups of dye on the floor

That first day I was stuck, painting and repainting a few feet, trying to coax

something out of the silk (and out of myself) to prove I was capable of doing what I set

out to do.
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Illustration 14: Dye stained hands

The space became darker, murkier, more ambiguous until finally I gave up and crawled

away, defeated by my own expectations. 
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Illustration 15: Murky section from the first day of painting

The criteria that the work be spontaneously generated and tell a cohesive story

proved nearly impossible in practice.  The parameters I created for myself put me face to

face with my internalized mythologies about creative control, stamina and artistic

identity.
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Illustration 16: Checking my progress on the third day

I asked myself to be too many things at once:  creative, spontaneous, precise, focused,

articulate, personable, thoughtful and tireless. 

 I realized the Sunyata event would parallel the arc of my creative process with

any project I embark on, but the concentrated, public nature of the experience was forcing

me to live in the midst of my greatest creative anxieties.
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Illustration 17: Working on the third day

The way through it was to keep working without deliberation or reflection, to get to the

end of the silk, even if I could not do it alone.
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Illustration 18:  Working on the third day

 I have never given up, acknowledged defeat and then forced myself to keep going so

many times. The exercise was about pushing through the internalized creative barriers

imbedded in my process.
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Illustration 19:  Working on the fourth day

As the days passed, I learned to embrace the varied marks I was making on the

silk canvas as the traces of my lived journey evolving through time and to embrace the

deeper intentions driving the work, which was to blur the line between doing and being,

between process and product and between telling a story and living it.
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Illustration 20: Dye stained fingers

It was not until the fifth day that I gave up trying to control the silk as it swayed under

my brush and finally started painting big, bold and free.
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Illustration 21: Progress on the morning of the fifth day

On the final day of painting, my friends and colleagues joined me in the space to help

finish the length of silk in order to meet the sunrise deadline on the seventh day.
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Illustration 22: Wilberth Gonzales and Frederic Burleigh working on the sixth day

I could not do it alone.  At that point, I’d given up fighting the silk, and the surrender of

creative control came as a welcome release.
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Illustration 23: Wilberth Gonzales and Heather Koslov working on the sixth day.

Throughout the week, a stream of visitors watched the process unfold as the silk

went from calm white to full, vibrant color.  The experience of being watched in the

midst of creative process heightened the intensity of the work.
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Illustration 24: Wilberth Gonzales and Heather Koslov working on the sixth day.

To be witnessed in these states and stay connected to my creative momentum was

emotionally and psychologically trying.  I lost any illusion of control over how I, or the

work, was being perceived.
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Illustration 25: Painting the wall

What saved me from succumbing to exhaustion and failure was the steady

enthusiasm, delight and encouragement from my surrounding community.  Throughout

the week, I invited visitors to the space to contribute to my process by offering

“inspiration” in the form of an image, object, idea, story, poem, wish or dream.
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Illustration 26: Contributions of ‘inspiration’ from visitors to the event.

On day four of painting, I began incorporating these inspirations into the images I painted

on the silk.  I found that the piece became more precious and joyful for me as I

recognized how visitor contributions were shaping my work.
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Illustration 27: Left: Images of inspiration, Right: painting on the wall inspired by one
of the images

Looking back, my greatest sense of satisfaction with the entire project came from my

success in garnering interest, support and inspiration from those around me.
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Illustration 28: Left: Images of inspiration, Right: painting on the wall inspired by one
of the images

On the seventh day of the event, hours after I painted my last mark, I took scissors to the

silk and the curtain wall came fluttering down in a few, sweeping cuts.

Illustration 29: Left: Images of inspiration, Right: painting on the wall inspired by one
of the images
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Illustration 30: Cutting into the silk

 Four improvisational dancers joined me in the space on the final day to transfigure the

silk wall into costumes.
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Illustration 31: Dancers Marie Claire Gamble and Krystal Wigfield wearing pieces of
the silk and moving in the space

I draped the cut pieces loosely on their moving bodies and handed them large veils of silk

as living props.
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Illustration 32: Draping silk on a dancer Krystal Wigfield’s
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Illustration 33: Dancer Jana Rock playing with silk pieces

Once all the silk was cut from the steel frame, the dancers ran out into the open air

across the grassy lawn, giant silk pieces billowing behind them like colorful sails.
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Illustration 34: Dancer’s Jana Rock and Krystal Wigfield dancing outside

I was touched by their unabashed exuberance, and the new meaning their movement gave

to the destruction and renewal of the painted silk.  Their lightheartedness provided a

fitting release to a journey that felt long and tumultuous.
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Illustration 35: Dancer’s Lisa Kobdish dancing outside

In the weeks following the lobby installation, I cut the silk pieces into smaller

fragments and mailed each one out to the many visitors who contributed to the event.  I

asked visitors to leave their home mailing address in exchange for contributions of

“inspiration,” so I might send them something in return.
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Illustration 36: Silk piece getting about to be mailed out

Mailing out the pieces was my way of completing the reciprocal exchange.  The pieces

are now spread across time and space as a constellation of memories for those who

experienced the Sunyata event.  My hope is that these pieces sow seeds of future

inspiration for others.
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Illustration 36: Dancer Krystal Wigfield wearing silk piece
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Chapter 3:  Objectives

TRANSFIGURATIONS IN SILK
Discovered over 6000 years ago, silk has come to symbolize the history of

cultures converging across time and space. The market for silk across Asia, the

Mediterranean, Africa and Europe spurred much of the initial trade and cultural exchange

between east and west.  This link between cultures is personally symbolic for me, as I

have spent much of my life moving back and forth between Asia and the United States.

My development as an artist has been influenced by my experiences in both continents.

As a textile artist and costume designer, I have long been compelled by the

capacity of silk cloth to reflect and embody many forms.  The unique and malleable

properties of cloth have been recognized and exploited by artists around the world. 

Acclaimed artists Christo and Jeanne-Claude are well known for the ways in which they

transform environments with large scale fabric installations.  The pair is renowned for

the  “temporary monuments” they erect in public spaces.  Many of their works use

expansive lengths of fabric to transform a landscape or a public building, as with 1970’s

Valley Curtain, a saffron colored cloth suspended between two peaks of a California

valley (122) and the 1995’s Wrapped Reichstag, where the artists engulfed an iconic

German building in shimmering, silver fabric (Chiappini 185).   Whether covering a

national monument or erecting a valley wall, Christo and Jeanne-Claude exploit the

unique properties of cloth to transform and to be transformed.
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I have always been drawn to cloth’s dual nature, its two-dimensional image plane,

and its function as a malleable three-dimensional material with sculptural properties

relative to the human body and other forms. The Sunyata event explored both these

capacities:  cloth was used as a canvas for surface painting, as curtain shaping the space

in the Payne Lobby, and finally as fabric cut, draped and stitched to create costumes on

the human form.  What I could not anticipate was the way in which the silk cloth became

adversarial in the midst of the project. The properties of silk I hold dearest became the

agents of my defeat, as the silk surface moved and swayed beneath my brush, refusing

me the control and precision I expected.  Though my intention was to create

transfigurations in silk, the true task underlying Sunyata was the internal transformation

required within me as I surrendered to my own limitations, yet soldiered on.
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ART IN ACTION
The second objective of the Sunyata event, to experience art as process, is

connected to my formative experiences studying art in Bali.  There, art is intertwined in

the Hindu-animistic belief system that is foundational in every aspect of culture on the

tiny island. In Balinese language, there is no word in the  for “art” or “artist”; creating in

any form is synonymous with devotion, with community participation, with being alive.

In contrast, the dominant model for visual arts I encountered in my western art

education emphasizes the finished artifact rather than the process associated with its

creation.   This preeminence of the artifact in the western academic tradition excludes or

occludes the time, action, space, ideation, inspiration and potential for devotion and

community that are the origin and essence of the art that I experienced in Bali.  For me,

Sunyata was an attempt to connect with an art-life dialectic that I experienced in Bali and

the “lightning awareness of art process” author LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka speaks of in

his 1964 social essay “Hunting is Not Those Heads on the Wall.”:

The artist is cursed with his artifact, which exists without and despite him.
The academic Western mind is the best example of the substitution of
artifact worship for lightning awareness of the art process.... The process
itself is the most important quality because it can transform and create,
and its only form is possibility. The artifact, because it assumes one form,
is only that particular quality or idea. It is, in this sense, after the fact, and
is only important because it remarks on its source. (173-74) 

My work would blur the boundary between process and product:  where the art

object could not be fully appreciated or comprehended without the presence and active
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gesture of the artist hand creating.

Action-based art is a genre of contemporary art that treats “art” as a verb rather

than a noun.  Driven by existentialism and a desire to dissolve the boundary between art

and life, action-based artist are “artists who sought to liberate their work from the bonds

of objecthood,” according to critic and author Paul Schimmel (Schimmel 18).  In western

art history, the origin of action-based art can be traced back Jackson Pollock, who

introduced action painting in the 1950s.  In 1952, critic Harold Rosenberg described how

Pollock’s work changed the nature of the artist’s canvas: 

The canvas began to appear to one American painter after another as an
arena in which to act -- rather then a space in which to reproduce, re-
design, analyze or “express” an object, actual or imagined.  What was
going on the canvas was not a picture, but an event (Rosenberg 25). 

The silk curtain in Sunyata was the canvas, but also a wall delineating the space

where the creative event would occur.

The Italian painter Lucio Fontana, a contemporary of Pollock, created work

through deliberately destructive gestures of cutting, ripping and puncturing the canvas,

literally opening holes in surfaces upon which he worked.  Such destructive acts were

symbolic of the end to the “immortality” bestowed on the pictorial surface (Schimmel

22).  Cutting up the intricately painted Sunyata silk was a way of freeing the piece from

getting stuck in a state of being “finished or immortalized.”  It was also a way for me to

call attention to the creative-destructive dialectic by turning a destructive gesture into a

creative act that propelled the ongoing “transfiguration” of the work.
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PROCESS AS PERFORMANCE
My interest in process is one of the primary reasons that I design for theatre.  In

theatre, action is of primary concern and artifacts of design are valuable only in so far as

they support and compliment the action of live story telling.  The product of my work in

theatre is living and transitory.  Months of effort culminate in a few live shows.  It is

essential to love the process of making the work, or there is little point to doing it at all.

 Creating theatre is also collaborative and communal by nature.  As a theatre

artist, I thrive off exchange with fellow artists.  I’ve learned to understand my work as an

exchange with an audience; it comes to fruition when viewed or witnessed by the public.

For me, the public nature of the Sunyata event provided a means through which to

explore the intersection of the performative work that I participate in as a costume

designer and the visual work that I create as textile artist.

In the 1950s, French painter George Mathieu, along with other artists of the area

in the US, Europe and Japan, pioneered the idea of performance painting as a mode of

live visual story telling.  Mathieu approached his painting process with a specific

narrative in mind and attempted to capture the essence and arc of that narrative through

his gesture, stroke, color choice, line quality and image forms.  Mathieu’s bold and

dramatic gestures across the canvas became as much a part of the storytelling process as

the image itself (Schimmel 31-32).  Driven by my initial intention to tell my own story of

creative process, the Sunyata event was similar in many ways to the work of Mathieu and
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other artist who work in similar ways.  I did not see myself as actor in mimetic space, but

a real artist working in real time.  However, I discovered myself responding to visitors by

deliberately making bolder more active choices when people were watching, as if to

“entertain” my audience.

In 1964, performance artist Yoko Ono first performed her widely acclaimed, “Cut

Pieces.” This consisted of Ono sitting quietly on stage in her best suit, a pair of scissors

placed on the floor in front of her and an open invitation to audience members

approached the stage and cut off of piece of Ono’s clothing until she was wearing tatters

(Concannon 81).  This work implicated the audience as a co-creator of the artist’s actions

and was representative of the emerging primacy of the artist body that would eventually

dominate 1970s performance art.

 For Sunyata, I was interested in finding ways to implicate and involve my visitor

audience in my creative process.  I toyed with the idea of asking the visitor to help me cut

the silk apart.  However, I realized asking them to cut apart my work would make many

feel uncomfortable, which was not one of my objectives.  I opted instead to involve

visitors by asking them to contribute inspiration to the painting process, which proved to

be an effective, non-confrontational way to implicate and invest the community in the

work.

Whether they were contributing inspiration or not, visitors played a critical role in

constitute the work through witnessing the process of transformation over time.  The idea

of witnessing is an essential aspect of the work that validates the primacy of creative
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action and transformation at the heart of the event.  By watching the event transpire over

the week, visitors see art in its verb form.  Without witnesses, Sunayata would be just

another personal art project.



47

Chapter 4:  Conclusion

Artists Christo and Jeanne-Claude have executed numerous temporary

environmental installations on a massive scale.  These installations often take decades to

plan, yet they usually last no longer than two weeks. In an interview with James

Pagliasotti, the late Jeanne-Claude commented on temporality in their work, stating, “The

temporary character of our works, our large-scale works, is an aesthetic decision on our

part.” She and Christo strive to imbue their work with the:

[...] quality of love and tenderness that we human beings have for what
does not last. For instance, we have love and tenderness for childhood
because we know it will not last. We have love and tenderness for our own
life because we know it will not last. That quality of love and tenderness,
we wish to donate it, endow our work with it as an additional aesthetic
quality. The fact that the work does not remain creates an urgency to see
it. For instance, if someone were to tell you, “Oh, look on the right, there
is a rainbow.” You will never answer, “I will look at it tomorrow.”
(Pagliasotti)

The temporally bound nature of the Sunyata event, in particular the deliberate

transfiguration (destruction/renewal) of the silk on the final day, was designed to call

attention to impermanence, to the urgency of lived experience: immediate, transitory,

precious. My hope was for these qualities to be evident to visitors as they encountered the

work throughout the week.
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Creating the Sunyata event represented unprecedented creative risk that put me in

touch with the darkest aspects of my process. I put myself into the piece (literally and

figuratively) as I have never done before.  In doing so, I faced my fears of being seen and

judged in the midst of my process, when my work lacked the draft and polish I generally

demand from myself.  Putting myself on the line in this way generated an unanticipated

sense of connection, as I was embraced and uplifted by those around me, even in the

midst of my mistakes. I witnessed and experienced the sense tenderness of which Jeanne-

Claude speaks. I was part of it. And it is through this tenderness that I finally made my

way beyond the dichotomies of good and bad, success and failure, and instead found

beauty in action.
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Appendix A: Groundplan
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Appendix B: Poster
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Appendix C: Instructions to the Visitor
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Appendix D: Project Description Poster
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Appendix E: Project Litany
The event takes place in a public gathering space.
Installed in the space is a spiraling wall of white silk, suspended on a steel frame.
The wall is seven feet tall and over 80 ft long.
It is an environment; a space in which to create.
And also a canvas on which to paint.
The wall contains and reveals a process.

The event takes place over seven days.
Starting on a Monday and ending the following Sunday night.
From the beginning, all the tools the artist needs are in the space;
Paintbrushes
Dye colors
Cloth towels
Silk scraps
Paper
Pencils
Scissors
Basins
Glass jars filled with water
Jars everywhere.

The artist arrives each day at 6:00 in the morning.
She begins by drawing images on the silk surface
And carefully tracing them with resist
Making barriers that control how the dye moves through the silk

By ten each morning she is painting the wall
In time for the visitors to arrive and watch as color penetrates the silk membrane
She paints for 10 hours, almost without stopping.
Stopping only to eat, to use the the bathroom and to step back for a moment of perspective.
Over the course of the event,  the artist does not do any work outside of the project.
No cell phones
No computers
No distractions

Nothing she uses can leave the space until the event is over
She will wear the same thing every day; a costume made from silk
And wipe wet paintbrushes on her thighs
Residual traces remain on her
Clothing
Hands
On stained towels
In jars of dye water
Traces everywhere

The event is open the the public from 10:00 am to 8:00 pm
Visitors are welcome to come inside the space and walk around the wall.
To enter the interior space, visitors much follow these rules:

1)  Mark your transition into the space: take off your shoes
4)  Offer inspiration: leave an image, object, idea, dream or wish to inspire the artist
3)  Document what you see: take a picture of some aspect of the process that interests you
5)  Honor the creative atmosphere: respect the space, respect the artist
2)  Leave your mark: write your address on mailing label
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For the first three days of the even the artist paints her personal vision on silk
For the final three days she paints from inspirations the come from her community
Integrating the
Images
Objects
Ideas
Visions
Offered by visitors who’ve entered the space

On the sixth day at sunset the wall is complete
560 sq. feet of silk
Covered completely in
Image
Line
Form
Color
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