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ESCHATIA

By Kristina Newhouse

In the artworks of Lia Halloran, the artist has frequently displayed an interest in the interface between space and
time. In her Dark Skate series, for example, she introduces themes of time and space in a manner both simple and
elegant. What is most compelling about these works is how she compresses spatio-temporality, rendering her
presence in these self-portraits as ghost-like, reducing herself to a hard, bright line of light which swoops and arcs
across the expanse of the frame in long-exposure photographs. In a continuation of this trajectory, the artworks
of her new series, 7/e Only Way Out is Through, also seek an undoing of the distance between time and space.
Seemingly paradoxically however these works simultaneously suggest an expanded sense of “between-ness.”

A notion of “between-ness” as associated with physical, phenomenological, and psychological thresholds has
come to be described through the term “liminality.” Originally, “liminality” was derived from the Latin root,
limen, which refers to the strip of wood or stone at the base of a doorway. In 1909, ethnographer and folklorist
Arnold van Gennep introduced the concept of liminality as he sought to describe the components of cultural
rites of passage. He identified these rituals as marked by three phases: separation of the ritual subject from the
social structure; an intervening threshold period when the subject is “neither here nor there;” followed by the
reintegration of the subject into society.

Anthropologist Victor Turner expanded upon van Gennep’s concept of liminality, describing it as “time outside
time.” To him, liminality exists in the marginal topography between the ordered/disordered, the
bounded/boundless, and the living/dead. Episodes of liminality are ambiguous and often transgressive. Magico-
religious properties are its frequent attribute and in the ritual context liminality sets into play the dissolution of
cultural norms that allows for periodic and temporary reclassifications of reality. Because liminal subjects (or, as
Turner called them, “passengers”) are not so much status-less as “indeterminate,” they are “betwixt and between”
the customary restrictions imposed by law, ceremony, or convention. In many cultures, rituals that



involve liminality often bring participants in touch with “beliefs in the protective and punitive powers of divine
or preterhuman beings.” In this sense, the circumstances of the ritual passengers during the process can be at
once liberating and terrifying.

Liminality has been linked to supernaturally charged conditions from “the womb to the tomb,” as well as to
conceptions of wilderness, darkness, invisibility, and natural phenomena like lunar and solar eclipses. Liminality
is also closely connected to taboo and ritual pollution. In its more menacing aspects, liminality could be ascribed
to the Greek goddess Hecate. While responsible for the beneficial cycles of fertility, agricultural growth and
harvest, Hecate also ruled the dead souls of the underworld. Associated with the dark arts of witchcraft and
magic, she was worshipped at crossroads, where this chthonic goddess was known to wander at night with ghosts
and demons.

In a fascinating adaptation of Turner’s work, cultural theorist Dag Qistein Endjse has added another dimension
to liminality, imbuing it with a spatial aspect that supplements its temporal nature. He has argued that in ancient
times, the geographical periphery called the esc/atia reflected a “territorial parallel” with liminal Greek rites of
passage. The eschatia is described as the landscape extending from the hinterland of the po/is (the city) to what
was considered the uttermost periphery of the world, the chthonic land below the earth, Hades.

In any instance, entrance into a state of liminality is a form of exile, whether imposed by self or by society. As in
all rites of passage, the eschatia provided a context within which Greek adolescents gained access to adulthood
through “initiatory ordeals.” Not surprisingly, the Greek epic adventures were undertaken in the eschatia. Like
Turner’s ritual passengers, heroes like Odysseus or Jason were considered by their loved ones to be dead once
they departed from the confines of the po/is (hence, civilization) into the liminal territory.

Within the ancient Greek worldview, the po/is and Hades served to express the “existential dichotomy” of life and
death to such an extent that it was transferred onto an “externalized reality of space,” a geography from which it
expanded into a more comprehensive dichotomy of “being” and “non-being. Additionally, Hades represented



“nothingness,” an area “void of both time and space” in opposition to the ordered spacio-temporality of the
civilized po/is.

The eschatia being porous, however, there were leakages into it from both the po/is and Hades. Consequently,
this intermediary zone was ambiguous, paradoxical, and presented a “confusion of all customary categories.”
Endjso has suggested that in the esc/atia non-being “encroached upon, intermingled, and even merged with
elements of being.” Because man himself was “de-humanized” outside the civilizing structure of the po/is, he
often became either “a beast or a god,” according to Aristotle. Indeed, many of the epic protagonists were literally
transformed by encounters with gods and supernatural beings into demigods or abject creatures. Moreover, this
liminal realm was filled with nonsensical landscapes “that could not be put on any maps” and “teemed with
zoomorphic hybrids like centaurs, satyrs, sirens, and sphinxes.” Betwixt and between the culturally recognized
states of po/is and Hades, the eschatia proposed the ultimate paradox of being and non-being, space and non-
space, time and non-time. In this respect, the esciatia resembled primordial chaos, an undifferentiated and
confused state in which the past, present, and future all “floated together.”

Using Endjse’s system, we can say that esc/atia is still with us when we experience and narrate our encounters
with nature (no matter how impossible it might now seem to travel beyond the boundaries of the known world).
In the “wilderness” many of our assumptions and expectations are liminally suspended. Time speeds up or slows
down. Distances expand or contract. We find ourselves capable of things we did not know we had in us. The
ways in which we describe the places and things we encounter outside our cities can include the dark,
disorienting, and fearsome features of liminality but also can be lighter, even liberating, as we “lose ourselves” in
an unfamiliar environment.

Far beyond the bounds of civilization, both caves and the Polar Regions could be considered enduring forms of
eschatia. Some of the earliest known artworks, dating back as long ago as 35,000 BP, have been discovered in the
deep, chthonic recesses of caves in southern France and northern Spain and Italy. It is often speculated that
within these caverns, Cro-Magnon shamans practiced some form of sympathetic magic in which they underwent



spiritual transformation in order to intercede directly with supernatural forces.

The history of the Polar Regions is filled with the tribulations of adventurers who endeavored to explore them
and their stories certainly inspire wonder and horror. In early maps, the Polar Regions were referred to as ferra
incognita, the unknown land, and the seas that surrounded them were filled with depictions of chimerical sea
monsters. But it is in Mary Shelley’s classic tale, Frankenstein (1817) that the liminal nature of the Polar Regions
is best revealed. By the end of novel, Frankenstein’s hybrid and unnatural progeny has exiled himself to the
desolate arctic north, beyond the confines of civilization, escaping the humanity that rejected and reviled him.
The last sighting of the creature is as he disappears on an ice raft, “lost in the dark and the distance.”

As seems fitting with the schema of caves and Polar ice-sheets as esciatia, both natural phenomena have been
summoned to play a metaphoric role in psychological descriptions of human consciousness. In 1889, Gustav
Fechner devised an analogy of the human mind as being like an iceberg. Just as the majority of a vast iceberg is
situated below the waterline, so too the majority of our thoughts are “subliminal”, or below the threshold of
consciousness. Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung would both adopt this analogy but would refine it. In their models,
the tip of the iceberg represents conscious thoughts and perceptions, while a roughly proportionate “pre-
consciousness” exists just below the waterline and represents memories and stored knowledge that can, under the
right conditions, be summoned to consciousness. The overwhelming mass of the iceberg, however, remains
deeply submerged and represents our unconscious, the zone that contains urges, anxieties, and fear as well as
irrational wishes and socially unacceptable desires.

In works such as 7%e 7hings We Never Said (2010), Lia Halloran has personified the icebergs represented in her
paintings, giving as titles the names of individuals from her life. She proposes that these paintings be read as
revealing the complexities of interpersonal intimacy and separation. In light of the “mind as an iceberg” analogy,
it can certainly be treacherous to circumnavigate subliminal desires and expectations, the ferra incognita of loved
ones, particularly when they cannot plumb the depths of these unconscious thoughts themselves.



Also at play in these paintings are ideas about transparency and crystallization. In earlier models of the mind, our
thoughts were described as going through a process of “crystallization,” wherein they take on definite,
permanent form. Those thoughts deemed “pure” have often been called crystalline, in other words transparent
and therefore, philosophically speaking, more truthful. In going back to van Gennep’s idea of liminality, it could
be that through these works Halloran proposes to her loved ones that they together enter into an interpersonal
threshold in order to enact rites of transformation and growth.

In another body of paintings from 7%e Only Way Out is Through, Halloran responds to images of the recently
discovered Cueva de los Cristales (Cave of Crystals) in Naica, Mexico. In this astonishing natural marvel, the
cave’s interior is crowded with monumental selenite crystals formed from the mineral gypsum over countless
millennia. The cave is both beautiful and visually disorienting, manifesting a scale of time that exceeds human
comprehension. It inspires awe of the sublime variety, tinged with both wonder and terror. In Halloran’s
paintings, this sensation remains intact, as she presents spaces that defy viewers’ expectations about the formulaic
objective distance from subject matter in the art viewing experience. There is no horizon line to orient viewers
within this peculiar interior landscape. It is as if viewers have been plunged, confused and undifferentiated, into
the midst of the paintings’ content. Halloran, in this respect, very much situates her audience within the
paradoxical time/non-time and space/non-space of the eschatia.

In many autochthonous cultures, the natives believe that they were literally formed and emerged from the land
where they live. According to Jungian psychologists, numerous creation myths begin with an image of cave,
representing an original state of perfection, wholeness, and beatific containment. In this womb-like primordial
place, gods and humans are undifferentiated. There is darkness and self-destruction as well as fecundity and
creative potential. Psychologically, the primordial state is “prenatal”, an intrauterine totality in which individual
ego is not yet incarnate, but has psychic awareness. When induced to return to this pre-ego, unconscious space,
liminal passengers are put in disturbing proximity to non-being and the oblivion of nothingness.

In the current era of ecological anxiety, ancient cultural understanding of immense cave crystals and gigantic



icebergs as boundless natural phenomena—infinite and hence eternal—have given way to notions of the finite
and bounded. Icebergs melt and with greater size and frequency every day. Caves can “die” when humans
interact with them excessively, compelling scientists to wear the sterile masks, gloves, and booties that are more
commonly found in hospital intensive care wards. Once insurmountable and even ineffable, the disappearance of
natural phenomena like these at our hands seems inevitable. One wonders where we will find the imaginary,
liminal territory of the eschatia then.
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For this exhibition Lia Halloran and Sarah Strauss of Bigprototype have collaborated to build an edition of suspended and lit
sculptural crystal chandeliers. The two have enjoyed over a decade of discussions about science, surfing, parallel dimensions,
and infinity.
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