Final shot, teaser trailer for Kenobi, Star Wars television series, 2019.

The final shot of a recently released teaser trailer for Kenobi, a new Star
Wars television series centred on the life of Obi-Wan Kenobi, features the
Jedi levitating in the skies above a barren desert landscape. It reads as a
thinly veiled reference to Christ’s journey through the Judaean Desert,
where, while fasting, he is reported to have been repeatedly visited by
the devil, whose temptations he refuses for forty days and forty nights.
Following this spiritual test, the story goes, Christ returned to Galilee –
enlightened – to begin his ministry.
In Kenobi, the bearded, longhaired Obi-Wan (Ewan McGregor) journeys
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through arid environments we might associate with the life of Christ,
minus the spaceships (unless ‘Jesus was an astronaut’ theories are your
thing). Obi-Wan hears voices and experiences visions which echo
portrayals of Christ’s path to divine revelation. The voices Kenobi hears

Levitation:
The Recent Work of Karen Sewell

are telepathic communications from other Jedi masters acting as spiritual
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seek to channel the force, an unseen energy permeating everything in

guides. As is well known in popular culture, the Jedi both believe in, and
the universe. It would appear the Jedi share a philosophy and practice
grounded in occultism and the possibilities of mediumship and cosmic
connection.

There are no biblical claims Christ levitated that I am aware of, however,
there are representations of him floating supernaturally in the sky, and a
number of Christian saints are reported to have done so, Saint Francis of
Assisi among them. Historical allegations of its use in witchcraft also exist.
In Autobiography of a Yogi, Paramahamsa Yogananda claims the Hindu saint
Nagendranath Bhaduri was able to perform this act through mastery of
Astanga Yoga. Kenobi’s cinematic levitation – made possible by his
channeling of the force – can be seen to represent a triumph over adversity
and a supernatural transcendence of gravity and apparent human
limitations. Here, the lens captures Obi-Wan from behind, looking out upon
the land which grounds and sustains him, just as he hovers high above it –
body and mind, land and spirit, earth and cosmos in divine equilibrium.
The extraordinary popularity of the Star Wars universe is also testament to
the medium of cinema, (alongside others such as art and literature), as an
important avenue to express humankind’s deep desire to explore new and
alternative possibilities of being in the world. In our current age, the
pervasiveness of rationalist-materialist philosophies act to frame, bind and
dominate what humans are collectively permitted to conceive and perceive
as ‘reality’ and often relegate what might be broadly described as the
spiritual to the imaginative realms of fiction. Hence, alternative realities,
or those which might contradict or conflict with our current consensus
reality are often first imagined and tested within the arts, where they may
operate with a greater degree of cultural safety as speculative and
imaginative propositions.
History, however, also confirms the glacial creep of such speculative
propositions and alternative practices into the realm of consensus reality. In
recent years, the scientific establishment has begun to espouse the benefits
of meditation from an empirical basis grounded in contemporary
neuroscience. Orthodox science appears to have finally caught up with what
it once widely dismissed in mainstream western culture as a ‘hippy’ and
later ‘new age’ phenomenon, now recognising practices which the ancients
– across all parts of the globe – knew centuries ago as lived experience.
Thank God we have the arts.

Recently I have been reflecting on these broad, complex and contested ideas
in relation to the work of local artist Karen Sewell. Based in Tamaki Makaurau
Auckland, Sewell’s work is motivated and informed by spiritual concepts and
histories, coupled with a direct engagement with specific sites. Sewell works
across a range of media including sculpture, photography, painting and
participatory projects. My attention here is predominantly focused on her
recent installations that appear to float in space, alongside a series of recent
photographic works intended to evoke the idea of levitation.
Sewell is an artist of faith and identifies as Christian, though keen to stress
her openness to, and interest in, other spiritual belief systems, traditions and
practices. In terms of New Zealand art history, while one might consider
Colin McCahon’s painterly evocations of a divine presence inhabiting the New
Zealand landscape as a key precedent, for example, McCahon was no
uncomplicated believer. His oeuvre can also be seen as an endless struggle
with personal faith and doubt, particularly through the prism of biblical
scripture. In the final years of his life, McCahon appears to have succumbed
to doubt (echoed, for some, in his late works), and to Korsakoff's syndrome, a
form of dementia likely accelerated by a long term struggle with depression
and decades of alcoholism. However, McCahon can also be seen to hold open
a space for the possibility of numinous experience in the face of doubt –
whether his own, or his vocal critics. For this writer, McCahon’s triumph can
be felt in selected paintings that evoke a visceral sense of the divine, beyond
the paint on canvas and what is represented. They walk the talk.
In contrast, Sewell suffers from none of the restless tensions that both drove
and haunted McCahon’s enterprise. Instead she creates from a place of selfassurance. She also attempts to listen to subtle inner guidance from unseen
forces. While this may sound strange to some, it can be considered as simple
as meditation or prayer, and being open to what may appear in the spaces
these practices can open. “Use the force”, as they say.
Her series Awakenings (2020–) is comprised of round, custom-made inflatable
plastic balloons filled with helium which float freely in space, often installed
in low-light environments and lit with an array of coloured lights. While the
installations are constructed of readymade materials we might associate with
the industrial or domestic, the colourful spectrum of reflections cast by their
surfaces also suggest a range of possibilities. The series points towards the
heavenly bodies of stars, moons and planets, and the sacred geometries of
the celestial realm. The title alludes to an awakening of mind or spirit,
echoed in the sculptures’ glow that illuminates their surrounding darkness.

Karen Sewell, Awakenings IV, 2020, installation, Holy Trinity Cathedral, Parnell, Auckland Art
Week, custom pvc sphere, helium, nylon line, organza mesh. 2000 x 2000 x 6000mm.
Photo courtesy of Sarah Wilson @sarahwilsonwrites

In Sewell’s recent installation, Awakenings IV (2020), a shrouded spherical
form was suspended in the nave of Holy Trinity Cathedral in Parnell,
Auckland, a site of worship and sacred space with cultural and historical
significance. In the West, churches were, of course, the primary venue for
encountering art for centuries, though they have long given way to more
secular gallery and museum spaces.
Sewell’s installation drew attention to these histories of sacred spaces as
sites which offer an encounter with art and the spiritual in communion. Her
engagement with contemporary materials and installation strategies also
attempts to reconnect audiences with the possibility of a spiritual experience
in the present – completing the circle, if you will. Alongside histories of the
spiritual in art, the Awakenings series can also be connected with art
historical lineages as eclectic as Andy Warhol’s Silver Clouds (1965), a suite
of helium-filled silver balloons released into the streets of Manhattan, and
Martin Creed’s Work No. 329, Half the air in a given space (2004), an
installation at Michael Lett’s former gallery space in Auckland featuring a
room overflowing with hundreds of coloured party balloons. Sewell’s work,
however, is more interested in levitation influenced by ideas of ascension and
transcendence, and conduits between the material and ethereal realms.
Sewell is always inviting the viewer to look and think beyond the material –
and into the realm of feeling – in order to experience the possibilities of
wonder.

In counterpoint to the artist’s invitation for viewers to transcend the
material – as one might be invited to suspend disbelief in a film, perhaps –
Sewell also foregrounds the materials themselves. This is perhaps most
salient in two new series of photographs which accompany her installations
in the exhibition Numinous Spheres at Northart in Auckland. An eponymous
series of photograms re-cast readymade polystyrene balls as celestial
bodies hovering in deep space, which also appear to orbit one another
according to their own laws. These polystyrene balls were sourced from a
family style do-it-yourself model of our solar system, a pedagogical aid
repurposed into the raw material of an art project. Joined by marbles and
a paperweight, the resulting compositions evoke the heavens, and for
some, perhaps the earliest photographic representations of our solar
system. They are accompanied by Numinous Spheres (inter-stellar) (2021),
an enlarged print derived from a photogram comprised of polystyrene balls
found in a beanbag.
The model solar system components also appear in Pale Blue Dots (2021), a
series of cyanotypes which evoke the surface of our moon, or barren, rocky
planets. Within the set of fifteen prints, the artist also slips in an image of
our sun sourced from NASA which has been reprocessed as a cyanotype.
Viewers are implicitly prompted to guess which one, while perhaps also
reflecting on how hard it is to spot the difference.
Collectively, Sewell's recent installations and photographs suggest images
of outer space are inseparable from our concepts and representations of
the heavens, bound up in our attempts to comprehend them – and that art,
science and spirituality are inextricably linked. Further, the artist’s
foregrounding of her materials offers a potential spiritual experience in the
everyday. For Sewell, the cosmic is right here, right now.
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