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Abstract  

This project explores the archetype of the metalsmith as a path to constituting the sacred. I 

fragment and reforge reclaimed iron and modern steel to achieve a fractal aesthetic, as found 

in the branching of trees and in the patterns of the elements. These symbolize the mystery of 

iron released from the sky as meteorites, brought to term in the ground as iron ore, until being 

finally delivered through the forge.  

From the traditional view of art, I am inspired by the idea that the sacredness of an object is 

inseparable from its aesthetic and its utility. And as a contemporary material-based artist I 

highlight how the power, rhythm, and material connection of forging can inform the aesthetic, 

as well as the objects’ function and sense of the sacred. The results are masks and vessels 

made from both pattern welded and homogenous steels inspired by Sky, Earth, and 

Underworld. 

 

 

Key words 

Iron, icon, mask, vessel, sacred, aesthetic, utility, fractal, metaphor, tree, elements, sound-

prayer, metalsmith, forging, pattern-welded steel, tradition, technology, handcrafting, Sky, 

Earth, Underworld 
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Introduction 

 

The mystery of life is not a problem to be solved; it is reality to be experienced. 

(van der Leeuw, 1928, p. 12) 

Humanity’s introduction to metalwork came when people realized that they could form 

implements from meteorites of the Sky, by knapping them like flint and eventually through 

smelting and smithing (Comelli et al., 2016; Eliade, 1979, p. 23). Iron also came from the 

Underworld, as magnetite, a mineral that can occasionally be found naturally charged with 

magnetism. A powerful talisman associated with the cult of the Earth goddess Cybele 

(Ennemoser, 1854, p. 29; “Samothrace Temple Complex,” 2022). More accessible for 

everyday use were red ochre chalk pigments, formed from the iron oxide hematite, which is 

named from its association with blood. The right amount of iron, in the form of hemoglobin, 

magnetite, and the protein ferritin, are crucial components of our brains and for motor 

function (Zecca et al., 2004). To forge metal, we need to be partly made of iron. 

In iron’s life cycle there comes a point where it becomes red hot and malleable. During a 

small window of time the metal cannot be grasped unscathed, it can only be handled 

indirectly with tongs, hammers, and anvil. For the ability to command both the tangible and 

the intangible, metalsmiths were often considered liminal beings with functions between 

shamans and priests. Stories of divine beings and civilizing heroes bringing metalworking to 

humanity informed the metalsmiths of their origin (Eliade, 1979). Although peculiar in their 

boundary crossing capacities, they were not unique in tracing their actions to those of 

mythical ancestors. Men and women from all walks of life, such as fishers, warriors and 

midwives, could trace the origins of their actions to mythical predecessors (Eliade, 2005).   

We in the modern world, in contrast, seem to grow up with a greater focus on our individual 

temporal fulfillment. Meaning that we tend to align more with the abstracted and materialist, 

such as global corporate brands and ideologies, rather than with the concrete archetypal 

actions. Those that our beings want to identify with in order to feel whole. We certainly 



 6 

require a capacity for abstract, higher-order thinking to navigate the material world. But we 

also need concrete, embodied – sacred – actions to embrace what it means to be human.  

In this project I explore the archetype of the metalsmith as a path to understanding the sacred. 

I fragment and reforge iron and steel to achieve a fractal aesthetic that relies on the 

foundational metaphor of the tree, the elements, and of their relations and patterns.  

In what follows I share the project’s background, purpose, objectives, research questions, and 

approach. After that I relate the results of my process and discuss the findings and my 

reflections. I finally close by stating my results and conclusions.  

 

Background 

As is the case with most artistic research projects this one begun with a personal story. 

Personal stories, however, often turn out to be universal. In my case I found that I could 

understand my experiences through archaic myths of sacrifice and transformation, as detailed 

in the following section. I have also been able to complement these intuitive realizations with 

scientific observations. In the section titled Meaning from Embodied Sensations I share some 

thought-provoking findings concerning how we as humans conceive of meaning from 

embodied experiences.  

At some point the acts of gathering experiences and knowledge accumulates to changes in 

how we perceive ourselves and our identities. This background exposition therefore closes by 

introducing the metalsmith archetype, and how I, in my unfolding metalsmith identity relate 

to this report’s key terms: aesthetics, utility, and the sacred. 
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Sacrificing the Self to the Self 

 

(…) on a wind-battered tree 

nine long nights, 

pierced by a spear 

and given (…) 

myself to myself, 

on that tree. (Havamal stanza 138, translated by Crawford, 2015, pp. 42–43) 

 

In 2003 I got my first job working with the scientific study of contemporary war and peace. A 

few years later I started working on my Ph.D. where I investigated the influence of foreign aid 

on localized conflicts in Africa South of the Sahara. With a few exceptions, such as 

conducting interviews in Western Africa and South Sudan, I strove to access science from an 

objective, quantitative, and disembodied perspective. I wanted to use the most powerful tools 

available for building knowledge. This approach, however, clashed increasingly with my 

personal interests in more body-centered creativity and movement. I put too high demands on 

myself across too many fields in life, and abruptly burned out in 2010.  

In hindsight I have come to understand my experience through myth: My dominant side was 

pulling too hard in one direction, at the expense of the non-dominant side. Which in the end 

stopped the first, and with it, sacrificed my past self. Hit hardest was my ability to read, speak, 

and digest abstract content. As if the right-side brain had silenced the dominant left 

hemisphere. Figure 1 is one of the ways that a person’s twin nature has been illustrated 

through sacred art. The icon is known to illustrate the connection between Sky and Earth in 

God-Man. One nature is directed upwards hierarchically, and, in my interpretation, the other 

gazes outwards, horizontally.   
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Fig. 1 In the middle is the icon of Christ Pantocrator from Saint Catherine's Monastery in 

Sinai. Christ’s left and right sides are reflected in the photoshopped images flanking the icon. 

Encaustic. 6th century A.D.  

 

Meaning from Embodied Sensations 

It has been a long way back where I have had the opportunity to question much of what I took 

for granted in the past. I certainly still value and defend scientific method and its ability to 

help us draw nearer to objective truth. However, I have come to increasingly value knowledge 

outside of the domain of abstract thought. And come to appreciate that reason – thoughts – are 

inseparable from what we sense, intuit, and the actions we take. Research on embodied 

cognition suggests that a foundation of thinking lies in bodily experiences.  

Two pioneering contributors to the field of embodied cognition are Lakoff and Johnson. 

George Lakoff (b. 1941) was a professor of linguistics at University of California at Berkeley 
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before his retirement. Mark Johnson (b. 1949) is the Knight Professor of Liberal Arts and 

Sciences in the Department of Philosophy at the University of Oregon. In Metaphors we Live 

by (1980) they argue that concrete experiences form metaphors on which we build 

increasingly complex concepts. For instance, the abstract term good is connected to the 

concrete sense of up. 

If our bodies are ever so subtly manipulated, our thinking and emotions are affected. A 

widespread example is the connection between the concrete sensation warmth and the more 

abstract positive trait generosity. Participants in a study that held a warm beverage perceived 

others as more generous and caring, and were also more likely to treat others with generosity, 

compared to subjects holding cold beverages (Williams & Bargh, 2008).  

Not only that, what hand we prefer when holding things may be surprisingly important. For 

instance, whether we consistently use our dominant side, or whether we are inconsistent 

handers, appears to be associated with political preference (Prichard & Christman, 2020). 

Initial research suggests handedness may even be so powerful as to diminish effects of 

personality on political affiliation, when included as a control variable. Personality here 

implies the Big Five personality tests (openness, conscientiousness, extroversion, 

agreeableness, mental stability) (McCann, 2019). That our preferred way to use tools may 

impact our personality and political preferences supports body centered research to shed light 

on how we create socially relevant meaning.1 

 

The Metalsmith’s Role in Constituting the Sacred 

One part of socially relevant meaning is how we frame what is sacred. My current master’s 

project ponders whether the metalsmith still has a role to play in how a society constitutes the 

sacred. Exploring this subject contributes to the field of applied and material-based art since 

so many of us are looking for reasons why crafting is relevant in this age of technology, 

centralization, and globalized consumption (Adamson, 2016; Ingold, 2013; Nobel, 2014). I 

 
1 This bottom-up perspective is pertinent for this project, but the opposite can certainly also be true. 

For instance, running has all kinds of positive effects on our bodies in general. However, if a specific 

individual really hates running, the physiology may suffer more from adverse stress than would the 

average runner (Andrew Huberman, 2021).  
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am interested both in how the movement, rhythm, and sound of forging can affect me; as well 

as how attending to, or using, resulting objects can affect others.  

In embarking on this project, I am drawing on contemporary and historical references, as well 

as on traditional notions of the sacred. From the traditional view of art I am inspired by the 

idea that the sacredness of an object is inseparable from its aesthetic and its utility (Jonathan 

Pageau, 2022; Keeble, 2009). While as a contemporary material-based artist I find that the 

power, rhythm, and material connection of forging can inform the aesthetic, as well as the 

object’s utility and sense of the sacred.  

 

Aesthetics 
I use the term aesthetic based on how scholar of embodied religion, Professor David Morgan, 

discusses it in the context of religious material culture. He stresses that, in this context, 

aesthetics has to do with “(…) forms of sensation (…) shared patterns or routines (…) and 

shared imagination.” (Morgan, 2009) The aesthetic is then established both when meeting the 

material through embodied sensations, and from socially shared metaphors about the sacred.  

Although my starting point is Morgan’s view of the aesthetic, I will also discuss more 

foundational work within the traditional perspective of sacred art and aesthetics, such as that 

of philosopher and art historian Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877 –1947). See the section titled 

Dialogues about the Sacred and the Aesthetic, where I expand on Ananda Coomaraswamy 

and on my understanding of the traditional and the contemporary perspectives in general. 

 

Utility 
When I use the term utility throughout this text, I refer to a purpose beyond aesthetic 

appreciation and the communicative function that art has within contemporary art (Keeble, 

2009, p. 10). Utility can make an object wearable or enable it to contain something. I also see 

utility in an object that encourages specific actions. An Orthodox Christian icon, for instance, 

has the utility of being venerated and of revealing meaning. 

 



 11 

The Sacred 
The boundary between the sacred and the taboo, or the sacred and the mundane, can often be 

difficult to ascertain from the outside. The Christian communion chalice started out as a 

mundane Roman cup and later became a sacred vessel, forged from precious metals, to store 

something holy. It is a beautiful mystery to the Catholic that the communion chalice is filled 

with human blood (that of God incarnate), but for the non-initiated it is awfully similar to the 

taboo of cannibalism (McGowan, 1994, pp. 417–419). Any wine that has not been drunk by 

the congregation cannot be contained by profane bodies or spaces but must be consumed by 

someone ordained or delegated to do so. The bridge between the concrete (wine) and the 

metaphor (wine is blood) is then almost gone. 

Further back in time, during the Bronze Age in Northern Europe, metalsmiths stretched their 

skills to their limits when creating amazing artifacts. Only to have them sunk in bogs as 

sacrifices to the Underworld. Barely arms’ length deep in shallow waters, they were 

seemingly never held again. The line between metaphor and material world had dissolved and 

they were as untouchable as if they had truly entered the Underworld. These are to me mind-

boggling processes of creation, dedication, and destruction to commune with the sacred by 

immersing metal in water. 

The way that historian of religion Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) understands traditional ideas of 

the sacred clarifies why I see the need to experience it. In his understanding traditional 

societies have a different assumption of what is real compared to us in the West today. The 

traditional view of the real is that it is the meaningful, that which is truly important, and that 

which is located at the center of existence. The sacred is founded in mythical archetypes and 

stories, whereas its opposite, the profane, includes actions and occupations that have no 

mythical predecessor. Or if they do, they relate chaotic or forbidden actions that help define 

the edges of the sacred. According to Eliade, traditional people engage in ceremonies and 

ritualized actions in order to continuously reconnect with the sacred, that is, to participate in 

the eternal return (Eliade, 1959, 2005). There is hence a sense that connecting to the sacred is 

about a cyclic attention to archetypes and myths, usually related to the creation of the cosmos. 

Eliade’s view of the sacred is the foundation for how the subject is treated here and it is 

therefore laid out in greater detail in the appendix. 
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For those that are not directly involved in an established tradition of the sacred the eternal 

return may feel anachronistic, like an attempt to go back in time: ancient myths and Gods are 

for most contemporaries ill understood, foreign, or strange. They are complicated higher order 

metaphors, where we may need to start over from the primary metaphors that our bodies can 

intuit.  

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this project is to help reinvigorate the metalsmith’s role in constituting the 

sacred. In order to facilitate our participation in the eternal return from the profane to the 

sacred.  

I am motivated to find a way to return to the role that the metalsmith used to occupy as a 

mediator of sacred matter (Eliade, 1979, p. 63; Kelly, 2016; Popov, 1933). I believe that we 

today still require diverse ways to access to the sacred, to live sustainable lives as embodied 

beings. See the appendix for a brief history of the metalsmith’s relation to the sacred.  

 

Objectives 

This project aims to establish a process that will allow me to make objects in iron and steel 

with a cohesive aesthetic and sense of the sacred. The objects I will make vary in their utility. 

Some will be vessels, and some will be masks that can either be worn or displayed as icons of 

iron. The ambition is to finish at least three masks and three vessels. 
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Research Questions 

From my purpose and objective follows two questions: 

(1) How can I make objects with varying utility while retaining a cohesive aesthetic?  

To make objects of varying utility speak of the sacred with one voice, I believe that a 

cohesive aesthetic is a crucial component.  

(2) How can metalsmithing and resulting objects constitute the sacred in a way that feels 

meaningful today?  

Addressing this question means that both the act of metalsmithing and the resulting objects 

could constitute the sacred. It also assumes that the act of making can contribute to how we 

perceive the sacred, and to what we know about the sacred. I therefore subscribe to the 

ancient idea, resurging in contemporary material-based arts and crafts, that knowledge can be 

produced from embodied activity (Johansen, 2021). 

Concerning constituting the sacred in a way that feels meaningful today the challenge is 

whether the work brings us closer to participating in the eternal return from profane to sacred. 

And to be clear, this does not necessitate an intense religious experience, it could involve 

rather subtle emotions or states of mind that takes us out of our profane routines. 

 

Approach 

This section begins by discussing how I intend to achieve a cohesive aesthetic in the objects I 

make. I thereafter detail how I mean to find a sense of the sacred in my work. Finally, I 

comment on how my approach relates to sustainability. I am allowing the objects’ uses to 

emerge from their defined forms (vessels and masks) paired with the development of their 

aesthetics and sense of the sacred. I therefore do not specify an independent approach to 

utility. 

 



 14 

A Cohesive Aesthetic 

Following Eliade (1959, 2005), access to the sacred is about being present to the center of 

existence in either space or time. This includes recognizing that we are not just separate 

individuals, but that we have inherited the past, live in a community in the present, and that 

our lives reverberate into the future. Much like the tree with its roots, trunk, and crown. 

The symbolism of the central pillar between Underworld, through the Earth, and into the Sky, 

spreading its tendrils through fractal branching, is my starting point for approaching the 

aesthetic of the sacred. A fractal pattern, such as a tree crown, looks similar irrespective of 

what scale it is viewed. The shape of the tree is even present in how our brain hemispheres 

mirror each other like roots and crown, as well as in how our nervous system branches out 

into the body and into our hands.  

An example of someone working with the relation between making and the branching 

nervous system is Marte Sørebø Gulliksen, professor of culture education and aesthetic 

practice at the University of South-Eastern Norway. She works with the function of the brain 

and its relation to learning and making, primarily through woodcarving (Gulliksen, 2020). 

Her Purkinje body of work (figure 2) consists of vessels and boxes that reflect brain cells in 

the cerebellum (the major part of the hindbrain), featuring long branching outgrowths 

(Gulliksen, 2021).  

 



 15 

 

Fig. 2. Purkinje #4. 2018. Marte S. Gulliksen. 

 

Branching allows movement between center and periphery, same as how the pillar enables 

movement up and down. Both are components of the tree and are foundations for metaphors 

about reality, the sacred, and the human experience. As stated earlier, our thinking and 

behaviors are built up of metaphors between concrete experiences and abstract concepts 
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(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). The initial metaphor between a concrete experience and an 

abstract concept (or a subjective experience) is referred to as a primary metaphor, a concept 

introduced by Joseph Grady (1997). From our personal experience we can easily connect the 

tree to other concrete sensations such as: up, weight, light, and shadow. Interestingly, both 

light and up are the concrete experiences that people tend to connect to the abstract concepts 

of the sacred and the divine (Meier et al., 2007; Persich et al., 2018). The tree is both a 

primary metaphor of the sacred in its totality, as well as in some of its constituent qualities.  

Besides being concretely experienced, the tree also holds meaning that is transmitted through 

myths about the sacred. Myths that are higher order metaphors for the structure of the cosmos, 

the body, the womb, and for travelling between Underworld, Earth, and Sky. This is where 

iron fits into the pattern of the fractal cosmos: Iron seeded from the Sky, conceived in the 

womb of the Earth in the Underworld, brought to term by miners and delivered by the smelter 

and the smith. There are also stories of acts of creation where the different metals flowed on 

to Earth from a sacrificed deity (Eliade, 1979). It is this connection to personal, social, and 

cosmic metaphors that makes the tree and branching a suitable starting point for finding a 

cohesive aesthetic in iron.  

Since I am making objects with varying utility the forms will differ between objects. I would 

expect that the tree metaphor can impact objects’ material structure, surfaces, and forms. 

Makers working in pattern welded steel (often called Damascus steel) and patterned non-

ferric metals (known as mokume-gane) often manage to let the surface pattern convey the 

forging process. Ryuhei Sako is from Japan and exhibits there as well as in the UK and the 

USA. His work often features a change in pattern from the vessel’s bottom to top. He 

impresses ridges, so called flutes, around vessels’ circumference. Figure 3 shows how a 

branching pattern emerges because of how Ryuhei prepares the pattern, raises the vessel, and 

grinds and polishes the surface. His work conveys a sense of craft mastery and sacred 

purpose. Compared to how I typically finish my work, his is exceedingly controlled and 

clean.  
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Fig. 3. Mokume-gane vase. 19 cm high, 15 cm wide. Ryuhei Sako. 2016. 

A historical example relevant to my investigation is a nearly two thousand years old Roman 

bronze mask found on the island of Gotland, Sweden (figure 4). It depicts Alexander the 

Great; was forged in the Roman empire, likely in the second century A.D. (Cision, 2016); and 

was later fitted with eyes of bronze and silver in Scandinavia (Zettersten, 2011). It was 

unearthed with an eye missing, which was later found buried in the floor near the roof-bearing 

post where the mask would have been mounted (Price & Mortimer, 2014). The roof-bearing 

post is the trunk holding up the Sky and beneath the floorboards, in the Underworld, lies the 

sacrificed eye. The allusions to the World Tree, to the ambiguity between mask and icon, and 

to smithing, makes this a powerful point of reference.  
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Fig. 4. Mask turned Icon. Bronze and Silver. Approximately second century A.D.  
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A Sense of the Sacred 

Artist and writer Makoto Fujimura is an expressive painter who paints with ground-up metals 

and writes about art and faith. In a speech at the Columbine commemoration, he relates that 

the Japanese method for mending broken vessels with gold, kintsugi, consists of the words 

“gold” and “mend”. But how tsugi also means “to link generations together” (Fujimura, 

2019). Linking generations together describes something I can see in branching and fractal 

patterns. More importantly, the idea of a cultural expression that “links generations together” 

points to two keys for allowing a return to the sacred in metalsmithing: community, and 

continuity through tradition. 

I mention community to recognize its importance for allowing a more complete return to the 

sacred in metalsmithing. It is however beyond this project to engage in communal activities 

and workshops. I do aim to learn about this approach by talking to people with more 

experience in this aspect of the sacred. 

As for tradition, its role in crafting is to me about small-scale making close to the material. 

Traditional metalsmithing brings me closer to the mythological and historical archetype of the 

metalsmith and allows me to access primary metaphors of creation. However, naively 

recreating a frozen tradition is not a credible solution, because metalsmithing is by tradition 

technologically progressive (Kelly, 2016, pp. 19–20). The problem being that technology 

gone too far undermines the tradition of handcrafting, thus preventing a return to the sacred in 

metalsmithing. As technology increases productivity, all else equal, the handcrafted becomes 

obsolete or a luxury good. Which is what happened to metalsmithing during industrialization. 

A struggle of material-based arts, crafts, and design is showing why and how there is a need 

for us to balance technology with small-scale embodied making close to the material.   

To give some examples: A power hammer is clearly a technological aid. However, it is 

analogous to an assistant with a sledge hammer, and there exists primitive predecessors 

powered by water. It is therefore not much of a qualitative leap to use a power hammer. And 

it feels incredibly engaging to do so. Where technology is most different from handcrafting is 

in the machinery and skills needed to do modern welding, plasma cutting, milling, as well as 

using pneumatic presses. I may certainly use those technologies, but I need to be conscious 
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about why and to what extent I use them. It is by finding a process in the balance between 

tradition and technology that I hope to encourage a return to the sacred in metalsmithing. And 

hopefully facilitate a similar feeling of meaning in others that handle or view my work.  

The earliest reference to anyone forming a realistic human figure by combining traditional 

smithing with a more modern method (welding) I have found is Julio Gonzales’ (1876–1942), 

with his sculpture Torso from 1936. Although he had a background in both blacksmithing and 

art from an early age, it was not until 1927 that he combined the two and started making iron 

sculptures (Guggenheim Museum, 2018). Gonzales’ work at large is too modernist and cubist 

for my taste, but this Torso is a significant touchstone for balancing tradition and technology. 

Furthermore, the body stands like a tree trunk; the metal patchwork reminding me of bark; the 

brown palette, and woman’s features, of the Earthly realm.2  

In practice I will rely on this approach, and the one mentioned above, to fragment and reforge 

salvaged antique iron and modern steel. As well as to forge homogenous mild steel using 

different techniques.  

 

Sustainable Action 
 

(…) industry without art is brutality (…) (Ruskin, 2007, p. 52) 

 

Balancing tradition with technology may not only help constituting the sacred, but it also 

potentially has a more mundane impact relating to sustainability. The visual artist and 

craftsperson can hardly compete with global industry in short run material sustainability, due 

to differences in efficiency. This is particularly true for my field, metal art, where an artist’s 

workshop has a greater potential for waste of energy and material compared to an industrial 

production line (pound for pound of output). This may seem environmentally problematic as 

popular belief has it that efficiency gains should lead to lower resource use. Research, 

 
2 I am unfortunately unable to share the intended image of the torso as the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) has 

outsourced the management of rights to reproduce images to an organization that requires a significant licensing 

fee for the right to share the image, even in a non-profit, free to access, academic report. 
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however, suggests that as soon as greater efficiency is introduced in a free-market economy, 

the economy expands, immediately nullifying any sustainability progress. This phenomenon 

is called Jevon’s paradox (Alcott, 2005; Alcott et al., 2012).  

W.S. Jevons in 1865 related that when equipment requiring less coal to function were 

introduced, coal consumption counter-intuitively increased (Jevons, 1906). In this case the 

explanation was that the machinery became cheaper to run, meaning it could take on more 

work, thus increasing the demand for coal. Another example is the observation that building 

more car lanes do not reduce traffic congestion. Rather, more cars fill up the lanes (Bauer et 

al., 2009). New technology and policies never function in a vacuum, instead people and 

systems adapt, resulting in a new status quo.3 The literature around Jevon’s paradox is more 

concerned with the economy and the environment at the country or regional level, rather than 

the local and personal level, which is what this project relates to. Nevertheless, it points to the 

possibility that the inefficiency of handcrafting could be a unique strength.  

Free-market production and consumption has given us historically unparalleled material 

benefits. However, consumerism moves relentlessly to shift our identities and our culture to 

consumption at the cost of all other values. Engaging in handcrafting encourages 

sustainability by shifting the focus from short-run efficiency and consumption to long-run 

values. Traditional art and crafting cater to local materials and needs, promote aesthetics and 

meaning, and strengthens identity beyond that of being replaceable consumers. A handcrafted 

item can be an acquisition for life, even for generations to come, which replaces several 

purchases of mass-produced items.  

Although inefficiency may encourage sustainability at the consumer level, it could have a 

different effect on the artist. A completely inefficient workshop produces little and has no 

chance to encourage sustainable values and meaning, neither in self nor in other. Whereas a 

workshop that has transitioned too far towards technological and laborsaving solutions may 

lose all intangible values of the handcrafted from the sheer amount produced. This underlines 

the need to use an approach that helps finding the sweet spot where efficiency is high enough 

to stay in the game, but where it is still low enough to encourage sustainability.  

 
3 For more on the connections between Jevon’s paradox, efficiency, sustainability, and policies such as 

taxes see Alcott et al. (2012). 
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Result of Process 

The essence of my process is that I started with sheet metal, or bigger lumps of steel and iron, 

and either forged these directly or made Damascus billets from them. Bigger bits were forged 

in the power hammer to become thinner sheet metal, or to get a variation of thickness with a 

heavy middle and lighter periphery. These were then usually hand forged with a technique 

called raising. This is where the material is compressed from the outside in several passes 

until it becomes bowl-shaped. I also did some dishing, which is when the metal is stretched 

into a bowl-shape by being hammered from the inside, sometimes at an angle against the anvil 

and at other times into a curved recess. Vessels were usually raised until achieving the final 

shapes. Masks were done with a combination of techniques detailed below in the Mask 

section. 

After the shapes were finalized, I left some objects rough from the forge, while I sanded and 

polished others. For some I combined different surface textures. Certain objects were then 

carefully cleaned, as seen in figure 5, and immersed in ferric chloride acid to be etched. 

Etching is the way to reveal patterns in Damascus and antique wrought iron. When exposed to 

acid materials are affected differently, iron etches deeper and darker, and 15N20 stays shinier. 

Following the more aggressive acid etching the objects got a deeper contrast by etching in 

instant coffee. And finally, they were given a protective coat of Renaissance Wax, or lacquer. 
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Fig. 5. What a vessel looks like on my sketching table before being etched. See figure 11 for 

the result after etching it. 

That summarizes an ideal process, reality was messier and involved going back and forth 

between sketching, making, reflecting on concepts, and talking about my project with peers 

and tutors. Below I start by detailing how the raw materials were prepared in a process of 

fragmenting and reforging. Following this I step back from the making to relate some of the 

conceptual dialogues I have had as part of reflecting on my process. This sets the stage for 

when I thereafter go into specific decisions made when making vessels and masks, 

respectively.  
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Fragmenting and Reforging 

I spent a lot of time processing metals in preparation for being reforged as pattern-welded 

steel. This involved cutting them up in pieces of a size that allowed me to make the most out 

of the lengths of materials I had. All metals needed to be ground and sanded to become 

smooth without any pitting that could trap air and oxides; as well as cleaned from dirt and fat 

with spirits or acetone. The antique wrought iron contains impurities and was particularly 

tricky to clean. Figure 6 shows how these were stacked and electrically welded to hold shape 

until forge welded, as seen in figure 7.  

 

Fig. 6. Varying types of iron and steel with some already pattern-welded material added 

(second and third layer from the top). 

Of growing importance as the project progressed was that I made the bulk of the Damascus 

billets from antique iron from a derelict sawmill between Fengersfors Bruk and Campus 

Steneby. Between these I layered a modern steel called 15N20 which is often used in modern 
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saw blades. I have in the past used reclaimed 15N20, but to save some time for this project I 

bought it in a more practical format. To me the antique wrought iron (referred to as 

Lancashire iron in Sweden) represents the ancient tradition of working iron of Earthly origin. 

The 15N20 on the other hand contains nickel, as do meteorite iron, and so represents the 

origin of iron from the Sky, as well as modern Space-Age steel production.  

Fig. 7. Forge welded billet. 

Once a billet had been welded came the arduous task of forging it into a flat piece of sheet 

metal, or a piece of plate with varying thickness. Having forged the sheet to about twice the 

final thickness I ground patterns in the material that I hoped would come through after the 

final forging and grinding. See figure 8. 
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Fig. 8. Flattened plates where a pattern has been initiated by grinding through the top-most 

layers. 

An unforeseen issue was to keep track of what was to become an object’s outside. I invariably 

lost any markings during forging and had to grind the surfaces and do test etchings to locate 

patterns. 

The process of fragmenting and reforging relates to the symbolism of branching. Patterns of 

fractal branching can be read both as the separation of branches and, from the other direction, 

as the uniting of branches. The back and forth between separating and uniting iron in the 

material world also spoke to me about the metaphysical search for a rhythm between the 

sacred and the profane. 

Balancing traditional crafting with technology was a recurring theme. I did use the pneumatic 

press for one vessel but for most of the process I ended up working with the time-consuming 
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and laborious process of hand raising. Mostly, this was because I had never worked with 

sheets of Damascus before and did not want to ruin it. However, as I became more confident 

in forging thin Damascus, I did experiment with using the press for the initial forming of 

future pattern-welded objects. 

 

Dialogues about the Sacred and the Aesthetic 

In addition to balancing traditional handcrafting methods with machine technology I have also 

had to consider how to balance the traditional art doctrine with contemporary approaches to 

sacred art. Before embarking on this project, I started reading the traditionalist philosopher 

and art historian Ananda Coomaraswamy and found some discrepancies between his thought 

about sacred art and how I perceive it. Coomaraswamy argues that the intellect forms the idea 

and that the hands serve the intellect in materializing it. He also groups the intellect with the 

inspirational side of making and with the goddess of wisdom Athena. While the hands are 

grouped with artistic work and the god of smithing, Hephaistos (Coomaraswamy, 1977, pp. 

19–21).  

This can be contrasted to the view of German contemporary metal artist Sabine Straub who 

visited our department at HDK-Valand, Campus Steneby, during fall semester 2021. I had a 

chance to speak with her about her work making altars and other liturgical objects for 

churches. Firstly, she emphasized the importance of a communal ritual to demarcate the 

sacred. Sabine explained how she, as the artist, would have a role to fill in the consecration 

ritual, the ceremony where the object becomes sacred to the community. For instance, if she 

had made an altar, she would be the one placing the relics in it. Secondly, she emphasized that 

she never forced sacred symbolism onto objects, instead letting it develop from internalizing 

the subject and allowing it to enter the process intuitively.  

A question that has been on my mind for some time is whether practitioners that are trained in 

a living traditional art, like icon painting, would lean more towards Coomaraswamy or a 

contemporary artist like Sabine. When listening to a talk between Orthodox Christian icon 

painters Jonathan Pageau and Father Silouan Justiniano – both educated as contemporary 

artists – it became clear that I had some pressing issues to discuss with Fr. Silouan. Luckily, 
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he was able to support my project as external tutor.4 Concerning the specific issue of whether 

sacred art must come from the intellect (nous or logos) or whether embodied making can 

inform it, the conclusion is that both mind and body can influence the process. For instance, 

in the case of icon painting the lines and the composition may require more conscious 

deliberation, whereas the painting can be much more embodied: Color combinations cannot 

be thought out beforehand but are best developed in the act of painting, as exemplified by 

figure 9.  

 

Fig. 9. St. Seraphim of Sarov. 8 x 10 in. Egg tempera and gold on gessoed panel. Hieromonk 

Silouan. 

 
4 I am indebted to Fr. Silouan’s tutoring, for instance, for suggestions that allowed me to better connect my work 

to a traditional understanding of art, as well as for showing me specific examples of modernist artists that 

approach the sacred in different ways, and that I reflect on throughout this text. 
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The different approaches to the sacred is mirrored in more general discourse concerning 

making. For instance British Anthropologist Tim Ingold (1948–) in his Making: 

Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture (2013) reacts to Aristotle’s hylomorphic 

doctrine. The foundation of which is the division of an object into its form (the substantial) 

and matter (the potential) (Ainsworth, 2020). Ingold argues that a person is influenced by 

hylomorphism when suggesting that a maker applies a form from within, on material without 

(Ingold, 2013, pp. 20–21).  

Ingold instead, by quoting philosophers Deleuze and Guattari, argues that “whenever we 

encounter matter ‘it is matter in movement, in flux, in variation’, with the consequence that 

‘this matter-flow can only be followed’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2004: 450–451)”. (Ingold, 

2013, p. 25) 

Ingold represents the position within material-based research that is furthest away from the 

traditionalist and hylomorphic doctrines. In the end his position is too extreme to be useful for 

my purposes. It is beyond the scope of this text to explain exactly why I find his claims 

untenable. Suffice to say that if Ananda Coomaraswamy holds the position at one end, Ingold 

is firmly entrenched in the other extreme.     

Delving into these types of discourses and dialogues have been important for me when 

considering my process, such as the extent to which I plan my work ahead of time; or let it 

emerge in the meeting with the material. A concrete example being how realistic or stylized I 

make masks.  

I anticipate more conversations to emerge from when I exhibit my work and from sharing it 

online via channels such as Instagram and Youtube. The latter I have found as the place where 

I have gotten the most questions from the public about my work. 

 

Vessels 

Figure 10 represents a first attempt at making a vessel from Damascus steel. The darker metal 

is the iron recovered from the antique sawmill, and the shiny metal is the nickel-alloyed steel. 

The metal is thick in the center and thins towards the periphery. The pattern welded raw 
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material was flattened in a power hammer and hand-raised according to traditional armor- and 

vessel-smithing techniques. The pattern is not really developed, but the crafting process does 

balance tradition with technology successfully. The wave-like pattern relates it symbolically 

to the water of the Underworld. 

 

 

Fig. 10. Underworld vessel. Pattern welded antique (Lancashire) iron and modern 15N20 

steel. 2021. 

At one point I had made several vessels that were approaching completion. They did however 

vary a bit too much between them with some having very rounded bases, as seen in the Sky 

vessel (figure 11), and others having flat bases. I was not certain how they could be brought 

together as a body of work.  
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Fig. 11. Sky vessel with round base and fractal pattern. 

This is where reaching out to our MFA-program director, Jeff Kaller, proved helpful. Jeff is a 

ceramicist with all the experience that this entails in working with vessels. Based on our talk I 

realized that having a continuous curve inside my vessels is crucial for me. I am fine with 

them varying in whether the outer silhouette of the base is rounded or flat, it is the interior 

curve that I want to be uninterrupted. This required me to reforge the vessel from figure 10, 

into the vessel in figure 12, as well as to carefully monitor the progress of the rest of the 

vessels I was finishing. See for instance the vessel in figure 13 that relates to the fire that 

enables travelling across the realms. It has a flat base with a rounded interior. The Damascus 

pattern of the water vessel did however come out too subdued compared to its earlier 

iteration. Thereby diminishing its connection to glittering water (figure 12).  
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Fig. 12. The Water vessel from figure 10 now reforged to a form that better fits the collection 

of vessels. 

Another significant point is how I treat the edge between a bowl’s interior and exterior. I like 

the edge to reveal something of how the vessel was made. The jagged edges also calls to mind 

the origin of studies of fractal geometry, which concerned how to measure a fragmented edge, 

a coastline (Mandelbrot, 1967). By lightly polishing an edge, I signal that I consider it 

finished, even if it may otherwise look uneven.  
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Fig. 13. The Fire vessel.  

The final vessel (figure 14) conforms to the others by having a continuous inner curve and a 

jagged edge. It is, however, an outlier in that its surface is different. The structure draws to 

mind roots spreading around a tree, or sinews or veins underneath the surface of something 

organic, such as a placenta or uterus. The surface originated with an error raising a big sheet 

of thin (1.5mm) mild steel. I decided to continue working on it despite the cracks that had 

started to appear, even amplifying the variations in texture.    
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Fig 14. The Earth vessel. 

 

Masks 

The last mask I started making, but the first I completed, was that seen in figures 15 and 16. 

This mask of the Sky was made from an asymmetric stack of iron and steel. Asymmetric 

means here that the top of the stack contained several different layers of already fused 

Damascus, wrought iron, and nickel alloyed steel (15N20), whereas the bottom was primarily 

a big chunk of mild steel sandwiched between 15N20. This method was a breakthrough for 

me, and I really liked the result.  



 35 

 

Figure 15. Sky mask. Polished before etching. 

Since this was the first time I made sheet metal from a pattern-welded billet I played it safe 

and made it thick, ranging from four millimeters in the edges towards six millimeter plus 

where the nose would be formed. I figured that the thickness would steer me towards starker, 

less detailed, facial features. This succeeded so well that forging even a reasonable resolution 

of details failed. I therefore had to grind away a lot of material, particularly around the nose, 

to forge the final details. This meant I removed a lot of the intended pattern, making it more 

abstract and dependent on the process (see figure 16).  
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Fig. 16 The result from etching the Sky mask from figure 15. 

The increased abstraction highlights the fractal nature of the sacred, the divine, and of 

cosmos. When finalizing this mask Plato’s divinity of creation, the Demiurge (the Craftsman) 

came to my mind. The Demiurge creates the world with good intentions and yet, like the 

Earthly craftsman, must take Necessity, or the reality and chaos of existence, into 

consideration while making (Plato & Cornford, 1997, pp. 35–37, 29D – 30, 48A).  
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Textures ranging from smooth Damascus, rusty and rough off the hammer, to highly polished, 

reflects on the tree as a link between Sky, Earth, and Underworld. The Earthly realm is 

represented by the woman’s face in figure 17. It has been left with hammer marks and given a 

rusty patina to relate to the coarseness of the tree trunk, as well and the color of rusty soil. The 

classical element fire is only represented in the vessel of figure 13.  

 

Fig. 17. Earth mask. 

An important part of metalsmithing is the possibility to make custom tools. This time I 

realized I needed to make two stakes shaped like noses to support the material better (figure 

18).  
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Fig. 18. The Sky mask in progress with one of the nose stakes in the foreground. 

There is also variation in thickness of material between masks, ranging between 1.5 to at least 

6 millimeters. The thinnest mask is pictured in figure 19 and represents the Underworld and 

its waters. It also connects to the unconscious and to how the Underworld realm has been seen 

in circumpolar societies as a mirror image, or inversion, of our world (Eliade, 2004, p. 205).   

Unlike how I would generally like to make figurative work I did not start from a cast or a clay 

original. I only did some rough sketches and aluminum foil patterns to get started. This, and 

the way I forge them, and make holes for eyes, mouth, and nose, results in features being 

revealed through the process. The result is a variation from the individual and 

representational, towards the more archetypic and stylized.  
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Fig. 19. Underworld mask. 

I believe that I have begun establishing a process for constituting the sacred in a way that 

feels meaningful today; by balancing traditional methods with technology. And by combining 

insights from the traditional doctrine of art with contemporary approaches. The latter 

approach also bleeds into my search for a consistent aesthetic, which I feel is beginning to 

emerge. 

 

Presenting and Exhibiting 

I want my masks and vessels to be presented together and complement each other rather than 

be shown as separate items. The missing component to pulling the parts together is a 

vestment. Wool will form a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie. As I understand sacred garments 

worn by monks, priests, and shamans in various traditions they would partly develop from 

regular clothing, and partly be formed by religious beliefs and symbols.  
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During fall 2020 to spring 2021 I was on parental leave during the covid situation. This is 

when sweatpants replaced jeans as my go to pants. Sweatpants with a hoodie is both the 

stereotypic uniform of a stay-at-home parent, and of the masked criminal. For me it is also 

connected to when I was younger and involved in the tribal activity known as breakdance. 

Therefore, reminding me of rhythm, dance, and ritualized competition amongst young men.  

The religious and symbolic aspect comes from the possibility to use a hood with a mask, and 

from the material. Wool has in the past been associated with sacred practices such as 

generating divinatory dreams by sleeping on sheep or goat pelts, or by covering oneself with a 

cloak and praying or divining. My interest to work with wool does however run deeper than 

aligning with historical references.  

Modern artists, such as Joseph Beuys (1921–1986), have used woolen felt – often paired with 

fat or other materials – to make sculptures, installations, and performances. In his most 

notable performance, “How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare” (1965), he wore felt under 

his left sole and an iron plate under his right. His head was smeared with honey and covered 

with gold leaves forming a golden mask (Deutsche Welle, 2006). In both practicing and 

teaching art he blended the role of the artist with that of the shaman and his work is ripe with 

the symbolic use of materials. Suggesting the power of an intuitive approach to presenting 

material-based art. It verifies my drive to complement iron with wool when displaying my 

work. Figure 20 shows most of the wool cut and waiting to be assembled and figures 21 and 

22 shows the clothing worn. 
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Fig. 20. Woolen vestment in progress 

 

Demonstrating Utility through Performance 
I am starting from primary metaphors when making masks and vessels, and hope that they can 

be meaningful to different people in varying ways. Although I trust people to find their own 

entry point to connect to my work, I also believe that the impact of it can be strengthened by 

showing how my objects can be used.  

Sounds, rhythm, and dance have been used throughout human culture to allow people to 

identify with archetypal roles and mythical actions, as well as to bring about altered states of 

consciousness (Speidel, 2004, p. 109; Ustinova, 2018). I have, for instance, been inspired by a 

study suggesting that Greek and Japanese theatre masks had vision slots placed in a way that 

forced the gaze in a direction that helped induce trance. They could also amplify the voice in a 

way that affected both the wearer and the audience (Vovolis, 2009).  
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Within modern art a connection between the voice and the sacred was established by the 

Dadaist Hugo Ball (1886–1927). Who in his later years re-converted to Catholic Christianity 

as a result of an intense spiritual experience he had while reciting a Dadaist poem. He later 

used the phrase sound prayer to describe a prayer in the ancient text Pistis Sophia (3rd–4th 

century A.D.); that, as far as I understand it, calls on the divine with the vowels “aeä iuo iao 

aoi oia” (Lintner, 2014, pp. 402–404). I find similarities with Tibetan throat singing where 

primordial words, including simple vowels, are repeated. As a Swede I also make the 

connection to the historical Northern European practice of spell-songs, galdr. The term is 

related to rooster’s crowing and the Swedish term for madness, and may have been the sounds 

described as barking by a contemporary foreign observer of the Scandinavian descendants, 

the Rus (Fadlan, 2012). 

 

Fig. 21. On the location of filming a segment for my examination presentation. Wearing the 

woolen clothing and the Sky mask.  
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I filmed myself using power hammers and hand hammers as well as when using masks and 

throat singing. Thus, allowing me to show and not just tell of how I connect the material to 

the sacred.  

 

Figure 22. The mask and vessel of the Underworld. 
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Discussion and Reflection   

 

A Process Emerging 

I relied on the approach of starting from primary metaphors, while balancing traditional 

methods with machine technology. And in so doing finding that I erred too much on the side 

of traditional handwork. Thereby learning how to adjust my process for future work.  

I have also tested and verified my instinct that the sacred cannot be constituted from the 

conscious intellect alone, nor from unconscious, aimless and random making. A process used 

by abstract-expressionist painter Richard Pousette-Dart (1916–1992) was to create a library of 

forms in brass, which he would draw on for making paintings and sculptures. This appears to 

be his method for experiencing “the dynamic balance, or edge between the conscious and 

unconscious” (Richard Pousette-Dart, 2017). Although abstract expressionism is far from my 

artistic interests, there is similarity between my evolving process and his drive to draw on, 

and channel, the primordial. I believe that my approach is refined enough now that I can 

create a bigger library of masks and vessels that conveys the sacred. 

 

Exam Reflections 

 

Presentation and Exhibition 
My presentation worked well in the sense that I managed to communicate both the rational 

aspect of my work as well as the more emotive or intangible aspects of my process. I felt that 

I managed to show the universal human aspect of the sacred in addition to my personal 

engagements with it.5 

 
5 A video of my presentation is available at https://www.youtube.com/danielstrandow. 
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Fig. 23. The layout of my exhibited work at the examination exhibition at Steneby Konsthall, 

Dals-Långed. 

During the examination exhibition I decided to present my objects at average human heights 

for men and women, as shown in figure 23. With the vessels in positions that made sense in 

relation to the masks. The Sky mask and vessel were additionally placed at an altar like table 

on woolen cloth. The Fire vessel was placed on a plate of mild steel and marked the entrance 

to the space. The heavy iron bars acted as central pillars that connect the sky to the ground, 

and the metal plate on the floor recalled the horizontal aspect of the tree and tree roots.  

A few weeks later, during the HDK-Valand Graduation Exhibition in Gothenburg, I tried a 

different layout where I presented my objects on stands of rough oak boards and an oak altar 

(figure 24). The idea was to connect the objects even clearer to the tree symbolism and to 

provide some contrast in color temperature and texture. The boards gave a wider framing 

which worked well with this busier exhibition hall. Regarding how to exhibit my work, my 
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internal tutor Tobias Birgersson was crucial for discussing ideas and for encouraging me to 

experiment.  

 

Fig. 24. The layout of my exhibited work at the HDK-Valand Graduation Exhibition in 

Gothenburg. 

 

Opposition and Discussion  
During the discussion with the opponent Emille de Blanche, co-opponent Mats Aldén, 

examiner Heiner Zimmermann, and the audience, I received questions that gave me the 

opportunity to elaborate on aspects of my work that did not fit into the twenty-minute 

presentation.  For instance, questions about how vessels and masks connect, and a question 

about the sacred nature of iron itself.  

I explained how the Earthly realm connects to the rusty mask and to the structure of the 

sinewy Earth vessel. And how a mirror finish makes a mask relate to the Underworld as an 

inverted, and ambiguous place. I also got to highlight issues I had with achieving a suitable 
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finish on the accompanying Underworld vessel. The presence of nickel in the 15N20 steel in 

the Sky mask and vessel relates to the high nickel content found in meteorite iron. A 

suggestion was to work with actual meteorite iron. Which would certainly be great if I had the 

funds for it.  

We also talked about the expressions of the masks, where some were found to be more mask-

like, and some more face-like. My response referred to my process of varying the thickness of 

material and how that gives different expressions. Paired with my increasing reliance on 

allowing expressions to emerge during the forging, rather than being planned to any great 

extent.  

During discussions I was happy to hear that the display of the items did show the connection 

between vessels and masks. For instance, that it is possible to imagine the mask relating to 

mind and the vessel to body. My video did appear to communicate the feeling of smithing. A 

funny side note is that the segment when I was repeatedly hammering a mask in the video did 

elicit a feeling of hitting an actual person. Something I had not even given a thought before. 

Below are three discussions that highlight new insights that I had not thought of, or written 

about, earlier. 

Using the Masks 
My opponent asked whom the objects were made for. I said that whoever can fit in a mask 

can wear it and if someone likes my objects, they are welcome to purchase them. I also got a 

chance to talk about what audiences there are for ritual objects. I mentioned both Christian 

churches and pagan groups, as well as non-religious use in sacred gardens or meditation 

rooms. I would love to provide contemporary metal art for groups that are mostly used to 

settling with a mishmash of copies of archaeological finds and mass-produced items. 

We also talked about the utility of masks. I discussed the Sky mask as an example of a 

concept that relates to the sound of creation, which is a recurring theme in pagan mythology 

such as the Finnish Kalevala. It also relates to terms used by Hellenistic, Gnostic, and 

Christian scholars, Logos, as in the Word, and the Demiurge, which refers to the divine 

craftsman. I explained how wearing a mask was what made it feel ok to share my practice of 

throat singing (or throat sounding) despite being a beginner.  
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Contemporary Sacred Function of Metalsmithing and the Vestments 
My opponent also wondered whether I really believe in the wider social and spiritual function 

of the metalsmith. My main response was an example of how Heiner Zimmermann holds 

workshops for organizations where a team is tasked with designing and making a metal 

symbol to represent themselves. People in all positions of the organization are put on equal 

footing as no one knows about the craft except the leader of the workshop, the smith. Through 

outreach like that the metalsmith allows people to connect to deeper symbolism about 

themselves while being physically engaged in a primordial way. I also see ways that the 

metalsmith can encourage a return to archetypal, meaningful actions by, for instance, sharing 

videos about the process of metalsmithing.  

There were also reflections on using a vestment that is inspired by a modern ritual such as 

breakdancing. I noted how sacred rituals could function as conflict prevention or resolution 

mechanisms. Avoiding outbreaks of violence is the main explanation for the ritual sacrifice of 

scapegoats given by philosopher and literary critic René Girard (1923–2015). I can see how 

engaging in ritualized displays of physical dominance could be another way of avoiding 

actual violence.  

The Link between Process and Aesthetics 
Prompted by Mats Aldén we talked about the difference between a design process and the 

more artistic process I engaged in. For instance, how the way that the Damascus billets were 

shaped when flattened out, impacts the final forms that can be made from them. Also, how the 

vessels’ irregular edges come from the jagged and cracked edges that naturally occur when 

working with Damascus steel. Rather than designing these features from the start they 

emerged from the process. 

My examiner suggested that my approach is rational and analytic and yet also spiritual. 

Which was highlighted by the video where the masks allowed for the temporary change of 

identity. He also wondered about what he perceived as beauty or ideal faces in my masks. 

Whether this could be elitist, or suggesting wearers should become something they are not?  

At that point I responded that due to my process I do not have a specific intention to work 

with ideal beauty. Iron that resembles a person may be beautiful just from the contrast 

between the hard material and the flowing, human forms. I am however inspired by the idea 
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that, for instance, a Christian icon can express an idea, or ideal, to aspire to. The purpose in 

that case is however not to merely achieve a beautiful image but to transmit meaning. 

Having had time to think about the question I can see something of beaty in the masks, but I 

also see the uncanny and weird that is often an aspect of the sacred. The original question 

does relate well to something I said during my presentation about the connection between 

throat singing and the masks: An individual voice can be flawed (even difficult to listen to), 

but from it can still spring the universal sound of overtones. Notes that sound very much the 

same irrespective of whose voice they come from. By partitioning the mouth with the tongue, 

the voice is filtered and reduces the individual sound to reveal the universal. Importantly, the 

overtones are always heard together with the original flawed voice. Something similar is 

possible with a choir where individual, even occasionally false, voices combine to something 

greater collectively. 

It is this tension between an individual expression and universal ideas about the sacred that I 

have been trying to approach in the masks. Interestingly, the degree to which a face is 

“universal” have been shown to be a component of beauty. If, for instance, all faces of men in 

a population are overlayed to create a composite image, the resulting averaging of features is 

perceived of as an attractive face (Hönn & Göz, 2007). It is possible that by trying to capture 

something sacred beyond a specific individual expression, I might have simultaneously 

averaged the facial features and affected the aesthetic impact.  

 

Results and Conclusion 

This project started from my will to explore the metalsmith as an archetype and a path to 

constituting the sacred. More specifically, the purpose was to help reinvigorate the 

metalsmith’s role in constituting the sacred. In order to facilitate our participation in the 

eternal return from the profane to the sacred. I relied on historian of religion, Mircea Eliade, 

to formulate what the sacred is and how it relates to the profane. Eliade was also pivotal in my 

search to understand the social and sacred function of the metalsmith in traditional societies. 
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Results 

The research questions were: 

(1) How can I make objects with varying utility while retaining a cohesive aesthetic?  

(2) How can metalsmithing and resulting objects constitute the sacred in a way that feels 

meaningful today?  

To address the first, I found that starting from a primary metaphor of the sacred, the tree, was 

useful. Throughout the project I have made use of several metaphors that are a part of tree 

symbolism and myths, such as the central pillar, branching, fractal patterns; and the cosmos as 

consisting of Sky, Earth, and Underworld. 

Within this approach I discovered that asymmetric stacks of Damascus, which produce a 

surface with patterns of different sizes, was most exciting. I was also informed by varying 

degrees of polish from mirror finish to rough off the hammer. When making vessels, a result 

was that inner curves and jagged edges gave a cohesive aesthetic.  

Varying where and how I made holes for seeing, breathing, and making sounds, strongly 

impacted the aesthetics of the masks. Homing in on Sky, Earth, and Underworld served to 

guide both the aesthetic cohesion and the sense of the sacred. 

Concerning the second question I found that I erred too far on the side of traditional 

handcrafting, as opposed to making use of modern technology. I used hand raising techniques 

even to achieve basic bowl shapes, which cost me too much time. And which, frankly, 

diminished my sense of the sacred due to feeling stressed. 

For the vessels I observed that the potential for sacred utility depended on material thickness 

and texture. Different techniques were more amenable to making thicker vessels for fire, 

whereas other techniques were fine for making thin, even slightly perforated vessels (the 

Earth vessel). 

While wearing masks for photos and filming I found them difficult to use in their present 

states. I used blunted band saw blades and too weak magnets to strap them to the face 
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temporarily, and that proved inadequate and painful. Without better secured leather straps, the 

faces are more like icons than masks. 

In learning about the traditional doctrine of art I became more aware of the trade-off between 

traits representing a specific individual, versus conjuring some form of style, symbolism, or 

universal ideal. And as a contemporary material-based artist that embraces the crafting 

process, it was clear that the power, rhythm, and material connection of forging informed the 

aesthetic, as well as the objects’ function and sense of the sacred. This sense was the strongest 

when forging the faces. 

When presenting my work, I received positive reactions to my vessels. The opposition and 

discussion ended up revolving mostly around the masks, which gave me new insights.   

 

  

Fig. 25. Detail of Damascus mask. 
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Conclusion 

This project aimed to establish a process that would allow me to make objects in iron and 

steel with a cohesive aesthetic and sense of the sacred. The ambition was to finish at least 

three masks and three vessels.  

I was able to find new ways of achieving a cohesive aesthetic in masks and vessels, as well as 

discover ways to approach the sacred. In the end I exhibited three masks and four vessels with 

varying utility. The vessels are clearly useful for containment. The masks, in their present 

states, are less wearable and more useful as icons. 

This project gave me new ideas to explore in the future. I was only able to touch on the 

tension between individual and representational facial features, versus stylized traits. I believe 

a way forward is to work more consciously with this tension in the hope of finding more 

iconic and cohesive expressions. An important finding was that there is a lot of room to 

develop how the holes for perception impact the masks. This is a new dimension that 

separates my work from, for instance, most cast portraits. 

I want to make more, and deeper, vessels with smooth inner curves and jagged edges. In the 

future I will experiment more with a technique where a bowl shape is achieved by using a 

smaller tool for the hydraulic press, whereby a cold metal plate can be pressed quite deeply 

over several passes.  

A subject that I have briefly introduced in the background section is the importance of 

handedness and brain laterality for both myths, bodily crafting, and for our minds. And for 

motivating why embodied research is worthwhile. I saw some correlations between 

asymmetries in process and objects, that I do not have the room to relate here. I hope to have 

a chance to explore this subject further in the future. 

This project allowed me to begin embodying the enduring mystery of iron and metalsmithing. 

In working with the sacred in mind, writing about the sacred, and presenting it to wider 

audiences, I hope that this project has contributed to reinvigorating the metalsmith’s role in 

constituting the sacred. By consciously identifying with the metalsmith archetype, I was, at 

some level, able to participate in the eternal return to primordial acts of creation.  
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Appendix: The Sacred in Context 

In what follows I first introduce the scholarly context that triggered my project’s connection 

to the sacred. Thereafter I discuss the historical context of the metalsmith.  

 

Scholarly Context 

My work often gazes into the past for clues about how we can move forward as humans. To 

that end I have spent a fair amount of time during my undergraduate and graduate art studies 

trying to understand the connection between myth, history, and material culture, starting with 

classics such as Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (2008), James Frazer’s 

The Golden Bough (2014), Carl Jung (1968), and others. A common thread amongst these 

authors is that they have both been impactful and critiqued. As I understand the gist of the 

critique, for relying too heavily on intuition rather than scientific method. Which is 

symptomatic, since myths themselves transmit knowledge in a way that uses intuition to adapt 

to the prevailing time. For instance, Plato relied on myths to bypass, or augment, the 

limitations of analytic language (Plato, 2009, p. xlii). My own critique of primarily Frazer and 

Campbell is that they try too hard to force the meaning of myth to conform to their respective 

theories, neither of which are entirely compelling to me. 

I have since made my way to foundational work by René Girard (1923 –2015) and Mircea 

Eliade, and more recently to Neoplatonists like Iamblichus. Girard was a literary critic, 

historian, and philosopher that had a sophisticated theory concerning the meaning of sacred 

violence. I recently (summer 2021) did a project investigating how cows even today are 

treated as sacred, under the guise of rationality (Strandow, 2021). I intend to return to Girard 

in the future, but for this project Eliade was the most influential. 

Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) was a journalist, writer, and professor at the University of 

Chicago and a chairman of the department of history of religions. His work in the field was 

groundbreaking, resulted in many awards and honors, and laid the foundation for how we can 

understand religion and theology today. His personal and political life was more mottled. He 

for instance both supported and was persecuted by the far-right in 1930’s Romania, and in the 
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post-war era reportedly came close to collaborating with the far-left Romanian regime under 

Ceaușescu (Eliade, 2004, p. xi; “Mircea Eliade,” 2021).  

His personal religious experience appears to be one of the components for why his writing is 

so compelling. However, from a scientific point of view his strong intuition likely colored his 

assumptions, data collection and source critique (Dudley, 1976; Eliade, 2004, pp. xi–xii; 

Kehoe, 1996). Being in the boundary between a religious practitioner and a scholar of religion 

even left him vulnerable to being labelled a “guru for the New Age” (Kehoe, 1996, p. 384).  

As long as these caveats are kept in mind his work is instrumental for comprehending the 

sacred in art (Apostolos-Cappadona, 1982) and metalsmithing (Eliade, 1979). Eliade proposes 

that the sacred and the profane are two modes of existence, as well as two ways of 

understanding existence. That is, two ontologies. Traditional people are consciously trying to 

live in sacred time and space as much as possible. Whereas I perceive that the modern 

human’s drive towards the sacred is mostly unconscious.  

According to the traditional worldview the sacred is that which gives orientation; it provides 

for a center of the world. Sacred phenomenon, and the gods and heroes that founded them, are 

made real through myths (Eliade, 1959). Eliade makes use of the concept eternal return 

which means that rituals do not only help people remember myths but allows them to 

participate in the events where the divine or the sacred was first revealed. Therefore implying 

a circular view of constantly recurring events, rather than our modern linear understanding of 

unique events unfolding through history.6 The profane are actions and roles which have no 

mythical foundation or founders to connect to. It lacks a center and is as such understood as 

chaotic or homogenous (Eliade, 1959, 2005). 

For example, according to many myths the world was founded when a hero slayed a monster, 

or when a brother killed his twin, and crafted the world from the remains. By ritually 

sacrificing the living, or a valuable object, the devotees participate in the creation, renewal, 

and sanctification of the world and the tribe. The metalsmith contributed to the sacrificial 

 
6 Eliade speaks of circular versus linear time. To me that is a strange decision as it opens a can of 

worms concerning the nature of time. I rather speak of the recurrence of events since that 

communicates the core of his ideas just as well.  
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practice in Europe and elsewhere, as metalwork was powerful enough to be sacrificed in 

sacred rituals. Perhaps as a substitute for flesh and blood. 

 

Historical Context 

Before industrialization, and before Europe was Christian, the metalsmith had a peculiar 

social role to play. The smith and the bronze founder produced items of power and wealth and 

therefore appear to have had high status in Bronze and Iron Age societies. The significant 

involvement of intuition, luck, and secrets in casting and forging metal suggests that the 

metalworker would have been seen as having magical, shamanic, and even healing powers 

(Fregni, 2014; Gorgues & Brysbaert, 2017).  

Miners and metalworkers have also been likened to midwives that bring forth the 

“undeveloped” ore from Mother Earth, bringing it to term in foundries and forges that act as 

substitute wombs. In this capacity, the metalsmith is not only a master of fire but wields a 

craft that even replaces time itself (Eliade, 1979, pp. 74–75, 81). In Asia one of the most 

persistent traditions comes from the area that stretches from the Altai mountains up to Siberia, 

home of peoples such as Dolgans and Yakut (Eliade, 1979, p. 81). Here the smith is seen as 

the older brother of the Shaman, and as such cannot be harmed by the latter (Popov, 1933). 

The smith is fearless when facing spirits and is therefore able to forge the iron jewelry that 

cover the Shaman’s costume (Eliade, 1979, p. 82). In a parallel belief in Japan the metalsmith 

was free from normal taboos surrounding death and the dead (Moyer, 1991, p. 60).  

From my readings of the relation between shamans, priests, and the clerical function of 

blacksmiths, I can glance a sort of rock-paper-scissor function where each one can aid, as well 

as protect against, the other. For instance, in the case of the Yakut the shaman, although the 

“little brother”, is the one that leads the ritual initiation of a novice blacksmith to the craft 

(Popov, 1933). And in present day Greece, touching iron is still a way to ward off the bad 

luck brought by seeing a priest (Kelly, 2016, p. 46). During the witch burnings, priests and 

blacksmiths, along with shepherds, were overrepresented amongst charged men (Kelly, 2016, 

p. 50). 
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There is yet another side of the metalsmith: That of the outsider, dwarf, cripple, or one-eyed 

man (Eliade, 1979, pp. 104–105; Hedeager, 2011, p. 143; Kershaw, 1997, p. 447). Part of this 

is explained due to the toxic and hazardous work of early metalsmiths that could leave them 

disabled. Another is the role metalsmiths played in initiation to manhood or secret societies, 

where ceremonies were performed in relation to myths about mutilated men or horses (Eliade, 

1979, pp. 105–107).  

A more general issue for the metalsmith’s image lies in the craft’s connection to weapons and 

violence. Origin stories of metalwork are filled with examples of the dual and liminal nature 

of the metalsmith: On the one hand the smith is the civilizing hero that makes weapons for the 

gods and agricultural tools for humanity. On the other he is the villain responsible for 

bringing metal weapons and bloody violence to humanity (Eliade, 1979). The connection to 

arms and armor is often cast in a positive light in pre-Christian European mythology (Kelly, 

2016, pp. 42–43). Whereas in Christian and Jewish tradition, the smith is a more ambiguous 

character (Kelly, 2016, pp. 35–38). For instance, metalwork such as weapons, armor, and 

beautifying bodily ornamentations was considered to be taught to mankind by the demon 

Azazael (Charles, 1917).  

In some areas of Africa, the blacksmith has been seen as a despicable outcast for working in 

the boundary of the taboo. In others yet, a high-status person, even functioning as a chief 

(Eliade, 1979; Kelly, 2016, p. 20). The blacksmith is, for instance, still cherished for 

producing magical and ceremonial items amongst contemporary Yoruba in West Africa. See 

for instance the exhibitions of African metalwork curated by blacksmith Tom Joyce 

(Townsend, 2018). 

Today there are several initiatives that broaden how we perceive the status of crafting as well 

as bodily knowledge in general. Researchers within material-based fields have highlighted 

that knowledge can be gained in the physical, bodily process of crafting (Nobel, 2014).  

Emphasizing “thinking through craft” (Adamson, 2016) and encouraging serendipity, happy 

accidents and learning opportunities that occur while doing art (Wilson & van Ruiten, 2013, 

p. 291).  

 


