
SACRED ACTS, 
CONTEMPORARY 
FORMS: GESTURE, 
REPETITION, AND 
RITUAL 

BY 
DR. OR VALLAH

Artmaking is rooted in repetition and ritual. Stitch after 
stitch, brushstroke after brushstroke, clay wedging, 
cross-hatching; recurring gestures become medita-
tive. Drawing lines, soft or bold, introduces errors and 
invites readjustment through repetition. Pentimento, 
from Italian: regret or repentance, remains in images 
as a visible mark from a previous image or alter-
ation that the artist painted over during the artwork’s 
creation. Making becomes an exploratory and 
contemplative process through layered construction. 
The touch of the artist’s hand, either in deliberate 
or unintentional erasing, spreads pigments on the 
surface, leaving marks of existence. In early modern 
Europe, and particularly in Italy, artists adopted 
Neoplatonic ideas about humanity’s constant effort 
to draw closer to the divine through the acquisition of 
knowledge and reflection. Neoplatonism was an intel-
lectual movement that revived Plato’s and Aristotle’s 
philosophy, along with their followers’, combining 
classical pagan ideas with Christian theology and 
proposing that humans can spiritually transcend 
the material world to reach the divine, or the realm 
of ideas, through wisdom, love, and beauty. Plato 
argued that the physical world is an imperfect copy of 
a higher, eternal reality, and early modern Christian 
philosophers applied this notion to theology, identify-
ing Plato’s higher realm with heaven: God’s perfect, 
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unchanging realm.1  Artmaking—both in visual and literal 
forms—was envisioned as a channel through which 
one can aspire to the divine. The Aristotelian idea that 
divine inspiration exists in the natural realm gave rise 
to the idea that one can prompt it through reflection. 
Observing beauty transcended the observer, drawing 
them closer to the realm of ideas (and therefore, to 
God). For the artists, it was their ability to translate 
reality and imagination into art while improving on 
nature that brought them closer to the divine.2  The 
painter and art theorist Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo 
described painting as composed of three parts: colore, 
disegno, and moto. Colore is the artistic application 
of color, tone, and brushwork to develop form, mood, 
and naturalistic depiction of the world, while disegno 
combines the physical act of drawing with intellectual 
design. Adding to these pragmatic terms, Lomazzo 
perceived moto as the joint movement of body and soul, 
which enables invention.3 

Artmaking constitutes a mode of thinking. Through repe-
tition, both perception and manual capacity are altered. 
In embodied, tactile interaction with material, thinking 
happens not before making, but within it. The process 
itself becomes exploratory and contemplative: a way 
of understanding the world through sustained, bodily 
engagement. Layers of paint hold moments of penti-
mento, a reconsideration and readjustment that shapes 
image and meaning and might be revealed over time. 
What may appear merely mechanical to an outside 
observer can accumulate into embodied knowledge 
through persistent practice.

In early modern European discourse, “the hand of the 
artist” was far more than a metaphor for corporeal 
labor; it came to represent maniera: a personal style 
and a mark of identity. Derived from the Latin manus 
(hand), maniera denoted not simply a personal style, 
but a distinctive, embodied manner of handling: the 
characteristic touch, pressure, and inflection that 
rendered a work immediately recognizable as made 
by a specific artist. As art historian Karen-edis Barzman 
shows, the idea of personal style represented by the 
artist’s hand was central to the painter, architect, 
and writer Giorgio Vasari’s project of composing a 
proto-history of art. He understood disegno as rooted in 
Aristotelian universal reason, yet realized only through 
the hand. As Barzman notes, “Aristotle had constructed 
the hands as the instrument and, indeed, the very sign 
of human intelligence...”4  The mind can generate an 

1   Matthew Eaton, “Christian Neoplatonism and Deep Incarnation: Nicholas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno as Inspirations for Con-
temporary Ecotheology.” Religions 15, no. 3 (2024): 1–4.

2   Rocío G. Sumillera, “From Inspiration to Imagination: The Physiology of Poetry in Early Modernity.” Parergon 33, no. 3 (2016): 18–19, 
30.

3   Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo and Jean Julia Chai, Idea of the Temple of Painting, translated and edited by Jean Julia Chai (University 
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 6–15, 199

4   Karen-edis Barzman, The Florentine Academy and the Early Modern State: The Discipline of Disegno (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 145.

idea, but the hand’s action transforms this mental image 
into disegno, imprinting judgment, habit, and temper-
ament into the line. While the mind originates the idea, 
the act of shaping it with the hand is crucial to human 
creativity. The hand as a mark of artistic identity has 
endured to this day, becoming increasingly crucial in 
an era when artificial intelligence generates images. If 
Vasari’s maniera distinguished one trained hand from 
another within a shared workshop culture, today it 
distinguishes the trained hand from the synthetic image. 
In an era when generative AI can approximate any 
historical style at scale, manual artmaking reasserts 
what cannot be prompted: embodied knowledge, 
hesitation, correction, and material resistance. The hand 
does not merely execute; it thinks, remembers, and errs. 

For MARA BALDWIN, repetition exists in the experience 
of attending summer camp: its daily rituals, chants, 
and routines. The summer camp exists in memory as 
a perfect place, a realm of ideas that is utopian, and 
therefore deeply desired but unrealizable. Within the 
camp’s structure, symbols recur, and a shared aesthetic 
becomes a language of both belonging and othering. 

Muhammad Zaman, Embrace What Is, 2025. Acrylic on canvas, 36 x 36 
inches. Courtesy of the artist’s estate.
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Through tight lines, crosshatching, and vibrant color, all 
characteristic of the artist’s maniera, Baldwin recon-
structs and reclaims the summer camp aesthetic by 
reworking the tactile quality of camp patches, friendship 
bracelets, and other shared material rituals. The images 
are rewarded by extended looking, where surreal 
details start to emerge. Baldwin uses abstracted forms 
to visually recall weaving as a metaphor for commu-
nity-making. The repetition of lines and forms tries to 
capture the slippery sliver of memory and bring back 
paradise lost. In these abstracted forms—of hands, 
fields, campfires, boats, and sleeping bags—Baldwin 
creates utopian spaces of connection: nonexistent 
yet aspirational realities in which the playfulness 
of childhood offers an alternative to our reality of 
severance and division.

MUHAMMAD Z. ZAMAN’s calligraphic works layer 
English, Bangla, and Arabic in predominantly acrylic 
or mixed media on canvas and paper. Smaller-scale 
iconographic works are sites of processing, contem-
plation, anger, and tenderness. Following the ancient 
tradition of calligraphers and scribes, his engagement 
with language required a focused yet reflective state 
of mind, guided by rules of proportion, compositional 
balance, and controlled movement, while drawing 
on the contradictory freedom of graffiti art. In Islamic 
theology, similar to Neoplatonism, perfection is seen as 
a clear indicator of divine origin. Muslims hold that since 
God is perfect, the ultimate religion he revealed must 
also be perfect and universally applicable. In this work, 
the meditative focus of the making is then reflected in 
the interpretive engagement required of the viewer, 
who delves into obscured forms, attempting to locate 
a recognizable word and conjure a connection, or pick 
out imagery from undulating sequences of color, like the 
ghostly presence of pentimento, alluring and elusive. 
This search for meaning marks a transition from inspi-
ration to manual production, then back to the viewer’s 
journey from pensiveness to inspiration. This circling 
revives ancient Neoplatonic ideas within modern expe-
rience.

In NICKI GREEN’s series of hybrid vessels in which 
functional ceramics are overgrown with fungi forms, 
ceramics become a site of bodily transformation and 
resilience. Green merges two longstanding strands 
of her practice—the formal, structured language of 
ceramics and the prolific, uncontainable growth of 
mycology—to manifest an encounter between the 
constructed and the organic. The work draws on her 
research into Nazi propaganda that cast Ashkenazi 
Jews’ bodies as “poisonous mushrooms.” Here, fungi 
become a tactile metaphor for Green’s experience 
within the trans community, intertwined with her Jewish 
identity, marked by vessels used for fermentation and in 
Judaic rituals of washing: fluid, ever-evolving, resistant 
to categorization. Green hand-builds her ceramics 
rather than predominantly using a wheel, so a trace 
of her fingers remains visible throughout—pinching, 

pushing, and pulling. These ceramics, at once domestic 
and unruly, meditate on the body as something that 
evolves, alters, and persists. Interlinked hands repeat 
in several works, evoking Jewish and trans narratives 
connected across history. Green’s meditation on hands 
is central to the tactile physicality of her work, binding 
concept to material practice. Like Lomazzo’s idea of 
moto, where inner feeling or insight is made visible 
through bodily movement in artmaking, Green treats the 
hands as both instrument and idea: moving in unison to 
make meaning tangible.

The motif of the hand continues in the works of BEN 
COWAN, which echoes the Neoplatonic notion of 
attempting ascendance to the divine through bodily 
rituals. The eyes, a pathway to the soul, are juxtaposed 
with speaking hands that communicate with gestures. 
Cowan crops details of early modern Christian religious 
art and re-creates them, redefining his connection to 
the divine and the complex religious systems that he has 
participated in throughout his life. Cowan’s works are 
painted sculptures, in which the frame is an innate part 
of the painted object. The combination of three-
dimensional and two-dimensional elements enhances 
the illusion in his work, offering an intimate glimpse that 
feels almost forbidden. Cowan approaches historical 
artifacts as an artmaker and considers how artistic 
and devotional practices shape his experience of art, 

Nicki Green, Hybrid Vessel 10 (yellow double jars), 2025. Glazed earth-
enware, 18 x 2 x 12 inches. Courtesy of the artist.
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Constructed Belief is curated by Anna Wager, Ph.D, 
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constructing a conversation between himself and his 
artistic predecessors. The artist’s hand is what facilitates 
this conversation: two hands, Cowan’s and his prede-
cessors’, mirror each other across centuries by creating 
and re-creating the same detail. The context changes, 
yet the choreography and ritual of making remain.

The manual labor of artmaking—the indication of 
movement through repetition, imperfections, visible 
brushstrokes, and acts of pentimento—becomes 
evidence of human creativity. For art historian Joseph 
Koerner, the hand is “the privileged site of such interpre-
tive displacements, such movements from art to artist, 
from created object to creative subject,” and thus the 
Neoplatonic gateway between inspiration and worldly 
form.5  In this sense, the hand becomes a synecdoche 
for the artist, an idea that anchors this exhibition, in 
which hands return not only as motif but as a method 
of thinking, remembering, and knowing through touch. 
Constructed Belief proposes that ritual is not opposed 
to invention, but its condition: through repetition, the 
hand rehearses belief into form. Across early modern 
disegno and contemporary practices, from Baldwin’s 
mesmerizing utopias and Zaman’s layered iconogra-
phies, to Green’s evolving forms and Cowan’s devotional 
reframings, artmaking emerges as a sacred act where 
thinking happens within touch, and the error, the penti-
mento, and the repetition become evidence of a human 
presence seeking connection. 

5   Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in Ger-
man Renaissance Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1993), 143.


