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in carvings and sculptures referring to birth,
fertility, life, death and the cosmos. Creation never
ends; the birth canal was the connecting tunnel
to allow the passage of the cosmos to the Great
Mother’s house. The womb was not only seen as
a reproductive organ but also as a healer and
always transforming”. The notion of the source of
life and even in some cultures the very existence of
the Earth as having been ‘born’ places the notion of
origin within the mysterious and magical power of
woman to create life through pregnancy and birth.
This is her peculiar strength without which life could
not exist.

Origenes – Cristina Palacios
Cristina Palacios’ installation Origenes appears
not so much to sit on the ground (earth) as arise
from it. The circle is the central motif for this work
and it operates on a number of levels from the
arrangement of the pieces within the space to
the symbolic images etched into the surface of
the standing elements. Palacios’ choice of this
central unifying element is based on the concept of
‘Pachamama’ – a manifestation of a spiritualised
‘Mother Earth’ Goddess revered in her native
Argentina. The goddess derives from a primitive
matriarchal culture in a time when many of the
world’s cultures and societies were matriarchal.
Palacios states: “Archaeological explorations
showed how primitive matriarchal cultures thrive
around the world. The female figure was depicted

Perhaps the most literal interpretation of this in
western art would be Courbet’s La Source, which
depicts a woman’s Vagina as a simple unidealised
and uneroticised fact, yet much primitive art has
celebrated the vagina in more symbolic ways since
people began making art. In fact it may be argued
that the notion of art begins with symbolism prior
to its assumption of the concept of figuration. This
helps us to understand Palacios’ use of symbols
from many indigenous and ancient cultures. She is
stressing that, despite the fact that many so-called
primitive cultures have developed a language of
symbols completely without contact with each other
some of those symbols are transcendent and often
have the same or similar meanings and references.
The most common and transcendent symbolic form is
the circle, and it is also one of the most ancient and
primary symbols. It may be conjecture that these
derive in the first instance from the Sun, giver of life
and constant dominant presence in the heavens. The
sun is of course also one of the first derivations of the
concept of God, not an unreasonable assumption

given that it was clearly the major controlling force
in the world and entirely beyond the capacity of
humans to direct or control but essential to even the
most basic capacity to give (or take) life.
The circle also serves to symbolise many other
things such as; continuity, integration, indissolubility,
permanence, timelessness, wholeness, containment,
stability and unity. All of these aspects are in
contrast with what usually confronts us in a world
often at apparent odds with
such concepts, be that the
operation of natural forces or
the operations of the human
inhabitants of this planet. In
that sense the circle becomes
associated with order and
regularity. No symbol is
simpler yet none is more
capable of containing and
expressing a greater range
of symbolic functions.
The spiral, also evident in
the markings on the surface
of the wooden forms, is also
highly significant. Not only is it
related to the circle, but unlike
the circle it is a dynamic form. They are usually
associated with the concept of growth. Logarithmic
spirals can be readily detected in natural growth
patterns whether they are the accretive spirals
of molluscs or the structure of plant forms,
whirlpools and at the extreme end of the natural
scale, galaxies. All of these manifestations were
observable to ‘primitive’ peoples. They offer a
contrast to the circle in that they are ‘open-ended’,

theoretically endless, implying constant expansion
and the potential of limitless growth.
The conflation of the circle with the concept of
creation ties it inevitably back to the feminine and
the mystery of life itself, the two become naturally
bound together. The circle is the form which cannot
be broken. It has this function in practical terms
in architecture and the sculptures of land artists
such as Richard Long and more practically, Andy
Goldsworthy whose many
arch structures are in fact
partial circles, sometimes
made complete by their
reflections in water.
Cristina’s installation also
serves to create a very
dynamic relationship with
the opposing rectilinear form
of the Kelly’s Garden space
and, as such offers the most
powerful form to sit against
the architectural determinism
of the man-made enclosure.
It also offers a contrast
between the natural and
symbolic world. The primary
initial aspect is almost like encountering a forest
after fire, yet upon ‘entering’ the work, the interior
symbolic world is available to us and we are
enclosed within and embraced by the work. This
is an evocation of the way in which sites can be
energised in a way that hints at the possibility of a
‘sacred space’ or a space made sacred through the
engagement with the symbolic language available
to us here.

Suzi Gablik called some years ago for the ‘reenchantment’ of art at a time when post modernism
was drawing almost entirely on art for its language
and in fact its raison d’ètre. Through feminist art
theory, and a growing frustration with the inherent
mannerism of theoretically-driven post-modern
art practice, we are now unashamedly confident
to return to a re-engagement with mystery, with
elemental forms and timeless symbology, and this
is what is occurring here.
Seán Kelly
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BIOGRAPHY – Cristina Palacios
Born in Buenos Aires, Cristina Palacios now lives and
works in Hobart. Cristina has been exhibiting since
the early 2000s, including McClelland Gallery,
James Makin Gallery and RMIT Project Space
Gallery. She has been a finalist of the Silk Cut
Award in 2008, 2009, 2011 and the Burnie Print
Prize 2013, along with solo shows at Salamanca
Arts Centre’s Studio Gallery and Craft Victoria.
Her International exhibitions include Argentina,
three exhibitions in Tokyo (winning an award in
2007) and three exhibitions in New York City, most
recently with Pachamama (Mother Earth) at Times
Square in July 2014.

