
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Awakening Numinous Experience  
in the Spheres of Karen Sewell 

 
by Tamar Torrance 

 

Karen Sewell, Pale Blue Dots 12, 2021, cyanotype, wooden frame, 370 x 375mm 
 
 

 
Every now and then, we enter the presence of the numinous and deduce for an 
instant how we’re formed, in what detail the force that infuses every petal might 
specifically run through us, wishing only to lure us into our full potential.  
– Mary Karr 
 
The term ‘numinous’ derives from the Latin numen, translating literally to “a nod 
of the head” after the figurative nodding or assent of the ‘divine head’. 1 In this 
gesture toward the presence or will of divinity, ‘numinous’ speaks fundamentally 
to qualities of spirituality, mystery and otherworldliness. This term was given its 
contemporary sense by theologian and philosopher Rudolf Otto, who used the 
‘numinous’ to express non-rational, religious or spiritual experience. While 
described as “non-dual, non-sensory experience or feeling, whose primary and 
immediate object is outside of the self,” the ‘numinous’, as conceptualised by 
Otto, is perceived from within and presents itself as ‘granz Andere’ – wholly 
other; “that which is a mystery inexpressible and above all creatures.”2 
 
Many contemporary thinkers have since extended Otto’s ideas on the numinous 
beyond this religious framework. Though indisputably transcendental to Otto’s 
mind, Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung drew numinosity into the realm of immanence, 
positioning this phenomenon instead as a manifestation of the psychological more 
so than the wholly. Beyond religion, the numinous became an expression for 
spiritual experience as it arises in a multiplicity of forms, from dreams and 
wandering states of introspection, to sensations of embodiment, interpersonal 
relations, and even feelings of connectedness to the wilderness.3 This 
phenomenal understanding of numinosity speaks to way in which the ethereal is 
expressed, and indeed manifests, in the everyday, and the connective threads 
tying together the seen and the unseen, the physical and the metaphysical. 
Despite arising from ‘within’, the numinous is therefore ingrained in a sense – 
whether this be tacit or explicit – of something beyond and inexpressibly greater 
than the ‘self’, though to which the ‘self’ is inexplicably tethered.4  
 
It is this sense that Auckland-based artist Karen Sewell channels through her body 
of work, aspiring to awaken potential for numinous experience through reference 
to the cosmos. In her most recent installations at Northart, a series of PVC 
spheres are floated with helium and suspended on threads. Levitating and 
radiant, these structures take on a celestial appearance, recalling extraterrestrial 
bodies and interstellar territories. 

 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

In Awakenings (Voice of the Earth), the space is dominated by a single ultramarine 
globe and flooded by similarly coloured light. Upon entering viewers are engulfed 
by a sea of blue, concentrated to such a degree that it takes on a near corporeal 
density. In the adjacent installation Awakenings (Stellar), a constellation of 
iridescent spheres is lit by polychromatic LEDs, transitioning between colours to 
transform the space into a galactic prism. Animated by their gaseous contents, 
Sewell’s spheres exist in a state of flux, stirring in the presence of visitors and 
ever shifting through the gallery space. Celestial connotations are furthered 
carried by sound recordings from deep space that permeate these environments. 
Sourced from NASA Voyager spacecrafts – decoded from electromagnetic vibrations 
– the cosmic refrains reverberate amongst and assimilate with the installations to 
conjure sensory evocations of our cosmos.  
 
 

Sewell stages these evocations as a means of grounding numinous experience in 
cosmic wonder. However, while cosmic imagery may evoke the numinous as a 
concept, it is through sensorially and physically absorbing viewers that a 
numinous experience may be aroused. Light, colour and sound draw the 
surrounding space into Sewell’s work, engendering an immersive environment 
within which the shifting fields of light and harmonics of deep space envelop 
viewers in a multi-sensory experience. At once surrounded and surrounding, the 
installations confuse the boundary between viewing subject and viewed object, 
in a bid to suspend viewers’ self-awareness. In this moment, awareness of ‘self’ 
as distinct from ‘other’ dissolves, collapsing the subject-object boundary and 
momentarily rendering outward-directed perception indistinguishable from 
inward-directed introspection.5  
 
When immersed in art, consciousness is therefore liable to unmoor from the 
anchor of self-awareness, to become suspended and free-floating in a seamless 
flow between the mind, body and environment. Such thinking resonates with 
Eastern philosophical traditions of thought advocating the transcendence of self-
other dichotomies, dissolution of the ego, and experience of ‘centreless’ 
consciousness.6 Likewise, one may find Western phenomenological insights that 
surfaced at the fin de siècle subscribed to a similarly non-dualistic approach to 
conscious experience. Sewell describes this state as liminal – derived from the 
Latin limen, meaning ‘threshold’ – in a gesture towards the transient, unfixed 
and undefined boundary between the ‘what was’ and the ‘next’; a state in 
transition and with untold potential for transformation.7 Through immersion in 
Sewell’s installations, viewers may enter into such liminal states and experience 
the numinous; what Otto defined as ‘numinous feeling’ or ‘numinous 
consciousness’.8 Jung conceptualized this experience as an alteration of 
consciousness that traverses the personal unconscious to evoke spiritual power.9 
 
In this liminal state, or ‘alteration of consciousness’, the numinous – that which is 
inexpressibly greater than the ‘self’ – may assimilate, however transiently, with 
one’s sense of being. The experience ensuing this exchange has potential to 
manifest in sensations of awe, fascination, a sense or feeling of divine 
wonderment, and perhaps at times, a terror akin to the sublime. Otto identifies 
the terror or tremendum aroused by numinous experience as “the emotion of a 
creature, abased and overwhelmed by its own nothingness in contrast to that 
which is supreme above all creatures.”9 Sewell’s celestial installations may 
therefore inspire tremendum; this dread aroused in the face of that which is 
inconceivably vast (the cosmos is infinite after all) such that the ‘self’ is 
obliterated and lost to insignificance. ‘Zunichte-werden’11 ‘becoming nothing’. A 
haunting notion indeed. 
 

Karen Sewell, Awakenings (Voice of the Earth), 2021, installation at Northart, May 
2021. Custom PVC sphere, lights, sounds, Northart, May 2021, 6300 x 7600mm 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

However, Sewell endeavors to instead ground numinous experience in feelings of 
monistic oneness, channelling Otto’s mysterium (mystery) and fascinans 
(fascination) to evoke wonder and awe despite the fear. There is nothing of the 
chasm or abyss in Sewell’s installations. They are full – full of light, colour and 
warmth – blanketing spectators in this encounter so that they are free to entertain 
cosmic sublimity without threat of erasure. This is cemented by Sewell’s interest in 
sacred geometry, with special attention paid to the sphere or circle. In sacred 
geometry, spheres or circles can represent the cyclic nature of life, divinity, 
wholeness, totality and infinity. These shapes and forms are emblematic of 
concepts of interconnectedness and inseparability central to monistic and non-
dualistic philosophies, and as such speak to an essential unity between the tangible 
and intangible, corporeal and ethereal, physical and spiritual. Sewell’s spheres 
embody the threads connecting the seen to the unseen, and those that by this law 
tether the ‘self’ to the ‘whole’. In this way, immersion in her installations arises as 
comforting and nurturing; signaling a return to the maternal embrace of 
materiality and inviting one to contemplate – and indeed, experience – their own 
interconnectedness to the cosmos and thresholds beyond.  
 
In the face of current ecological threats such as global warming, however, these 
installations remind also that this relationship is tenuous, and to be sustained at all 
costs. Sewell calls for efforts to nurture our connection to the natural world, 
drawing on the theological concept of tikkun olam – a Hebrew term associated with 
Kabbalah that translates loosely to ‘for the sake of repairing the world’. Her 
installations therefore manifest spaces within which to reinvigorate non-dual 
conscious experience as a reminder of our inseparability from the world around us. 
Encouraging viewers to grasp their own immanent place within this world (and 
certainly, those beyond) may be seen to signal the first meaningful step towards 
such restorative efforts.   
 
 
 
1 Charlton and Short, "A Latin dictionary: founded on Andrew's ed. of Freund's Latin dictionary." 
Alternatively, Robert Schilling asserted that the “numinous” was rather derived from the Greek ‘neuma’, which “signifies the 
manifestation, will or power of a divinity”. (Eliade, The Encyclopedia of Religion, 21.) 
2 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 12-30. 
3  Punita, “Numinous and religious experience in the psychology of Carl Jung,” 125.   
4 In this suggestion, Otto ascribes numinous experience the potential to evoke “mysterium tremendum et fascinans” – fearful and 
fascinating mystery. (Sarbacker, "Rudolf Otto and the Concept of the Numinous.") 
5 Nechvatal, “Towards an immersive intelligence,” 418. 
6 Nondualism stems from various Eastern religions including Hinduism and Buddhism – and is therefore conceptualised slightly 
differently depending on which religious school of thought one subscribes to. However, at the root of nondualism – ‘advaita’ in 
Hinduism or ‘advaya’ in Buddhism – is the dismissal of dualistic conceptions of consciousness. Max Müller likened nondualism to 
monism, a philosophy contrary to Cartesian traditions of thought which rejected the mind-body dichotomy. See David Loy’s 
Nonduality: A Study in Comparative Philosophy for further reading.  
7 Richard Rohr, “Liminal Space: Introduction.” 
8 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 137 (referenced in Nörenberg, "The numinous, the ethical, and the body. Rudolf Otto’s “The idea of 
the holy” revisited," 549.) 
9 Yoon, Spirituality in Contemporary Art: The Idea of the Numinous, 27. (See this source for a contemporary reading on concepts of 
the numinous and art.) 
10 Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 10. 
11 Otto, Das Heilige, 66.0 
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