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Abstract 

 In order to visualize the internal struggle that happens when loss is experienced 

and grief takes hold, I blend the epic narrative of the hero’s journey, puppetry, theatrical 

performance, and cast-paper sculptures into a multimedia body of work. My thesis 

exhibition, G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, has three parts: the story itself, both written and 

performed, the fiber sculpture that visually supports the story, and the immersive 

environment that merges performance, cast-paper sculptures, textual elements, and 

artifacts from the performances. All of these separate components work in tandem to 

create a unique experience for the viewer, each providing additional context—each filling 

in what the other left out.  

 In my written and performed narrative, the cyclical nature of the hero’s journey 

and the cycle of death and rebirth in the natural world are intertwined. It is a story that 

involves three characters, and is focused on the transformation of the protagonist, the 

unlikely hero, G.Raff, who endures her grief in nature, and struggles to reconnect with 

herself and her surroundings. She struggles to break free of her insecurities and fears, and 

fails to see and truly experience what is hidden in plain sight. It is on her journey of 

healing through nature that she finds meaning through and beyond loss.  

 G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, uses a multimedia approach to create work that 

transports the viewer into G.Raff’s world, to experience the lesson that is hidden beneath 

the surface. The combination of creative writing, performance, digital media and 

sculptural objects is used to enhance the experience of the viewer, creating an immersive  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environment that brings the story to life. The narrative is presented as documented 

theatrical performances, and uses video screens housed within cast-paper sculptures to 

draw the audience in, transforming them from spectator to active participant. As viewers 

peer into the sculptures that resemble segmented tree trunks, they are provided a lens into 

a life transformed by loss, and healed by nature, and are called upon to pay attention to 

the subtleties as G.Raff’s journey unfolds. 

 This written thesis takes the reader on a journey, and touches on a variety of 

topics that have influenced, or are directly related to the artwork featured in G.Raff, 

Spotted in the Forest. Beginning with puppetry and performance art, I discuss character 

development, as well as the decision to blend elements from both mediums into a 

theatrical performance, focused on endurance and ritual. This is followed by a section on 

storytelling, where I talk about allegorical literature, and how this genre greatly 

influenced my narrative decisions. The hero’s journey, Aesop’s Fables, and medieval 

bestiaries are discussed at length. The theme of forest bathing—connecting with nature 

using all of the senses—is woven into the entire thesis, as it is the crux of my artwork and 

of the story itself.  

 In G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, all of these topics merge together in an 

immersive exhibition that changes the way digital media is consumed; providing a space 

within the gallery that requires viewers to slow down, and be completely aware of their 

physical presence in relationship to the artwork. Puppetry, allegories, fables, and forest 

bathing all challenge the audience or participant to look beneath the surface, whether 

literal or figurative, and it is the challenge I present to the viewer in my thesis exhibition.  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It is only by engaging and looking very closely that the meaning hidden within the 

simplest forms can be found. 
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Character Development 

Puppetry and the Willing Suspension of Disbelief 

 Leslee Asch wrote a compelling introduction as the curator for a 2010 exhibition 

at the Katonah Museum of Art, titled The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater. As an 

independent curator and writer, Leslee Asch has been involved with numerous puppet 

theater festivals, and also spent twenty years working for Jim Henson Productions, where 

she was the Executive Director.  Her introduction to the exhibition combined historical 1

references regarding puppetry as a unique method of expressing a story, as well as a 

discussion as to why puppet theater has been relegated to the realm of entertainment for 

children. She first calls attention to humans’ need to tell stories, and how that stems from 

a desire to understand the world around them. “In every culture man has created stories 

and myths to explain the forces surrounding him and the fears, hopes, and dreams he 

carries within.”  Myths and stories offer us a way to confront the struggles and joys we 2

face as human beings, and in turn, helps us to understand and deal with them. These 

narratives frame human experiences in a different context, using symbols and metaphors 

to shed light on a variety of situations. We are able to delve into the created world 

because it reflects our own, yet, it is a little bit different. Due to the use of symbolism and 

metaphor, we are able to perceive a story representing our own experiences from a new 

perspective.  

 Leslee Asch, LinkedIn profile, Accessed May 12, 2020, https://www.linkedin.com/in/lesleeasch.1

 Curator introduction, The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater, February 28-June 13, 2010, Katonah 2

Museum of Art, Katonah, New York.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/lesleeasch
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 A myth can often reside in a different reality, one that reflects ours, but is filled 

with fantastical elements, positioning it in the realm of make-believe. For this very 

reason, I believe puppets are the perfect vessels to express a story that situates itself in a 

fantastical world, keeping one foot in reality, while also allowing it to explore a realm 

where anthropomorphic characters are believed to be real.  

 In her introduction, Leslee Asch draws a parallel between the art of storytelling 

and the use of puppets, and puppet theater. “For centuries, masks and puppets have been 

used to add magic to the storyteller’s craft…There is always something profoundly 

sacred about the puppet, dwelling as it does on that indefinite border between life and its 

absence.”  The magic that is inherently part of an inanimate object coming to life, 3

imbues puppets with a sense of mystery, and calls upon the viewer to believe in 

something that goes against logic and reason. In this way, puppets can either act as a 

barrier, prohibiting a person from accepting the puppet as a carrier of meaning; or a 

vehicle, allowing people to accept that the puppet is a vessel that carries deep meaning. 

 Leslee Asch touches on this concept by introducing willing suspension of 

disbelief, a term originally coined by English poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1817.  

 In regards to puppetry, Asch says: 

 The words ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ are often used to express the idea that  
 the audience accepts the characters as real, knowing full well that they are   
 inanimate objects given the appearance of life through human intervention. This, I 
 believe, is why puppetry was lost for so long as an adult art form and was   
 relegated to childish entertainment. Sadly, in our society only children have been  
 allowed to maintain the capacity for wonder, awe, and fantasy, which opens the  
 doors to this co-created act.  4

 Curator introduction, The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater.3

 Curator introduction, The Art of Contemporary Puppet Theater.4
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 I have always seen puppetry as occupying a space that is somewhere between real 

and make-believe, and something inside of me awakens when I see inanimate objects 

spontaneously come to life. Whatever this feeling is: a sense of wonder, awe, or childish 

excitement, I feel as if in this very moment I have entered another reality; one that takes 

part of my world and blends it with something more magical. For me, puppets are a 

vehicle, not a barrier. They provide me with an opportunity to escape my reality, and 

because of their whimsical and mysterious nature, I am intrigued, and am willing to 

accept them as real. It is only by engaging in this way that the true symbolic nature of 

these animated characters reveal themselves. 

 In a TEDx talk titled This is your brain on puppetry, Mervyn Millar, who was a 

Creative Associate for the critically acclaimed theater production, War Horse, discussed 

the way in which an audience engages with puppets, and how this differs from viewing a 

traditional theatrical event, with what we would consider to be “normal” actors, or rather, 

actors without puppets. In a performance with regular actors, our job as an audience is 

relatively simple. We watch these actors and are immediately familiar with the gestures 

and actions they express, since they reflect what we are used to seeing.  In this way, we 5

as the audience can enter the story, and understand it quite straightforwardly.  When 6

viewing a performance that uses puppets, the first striking difference is that it is strange.  7

In fact, it is this realization that causes our brains to wake up, because we can no longer  

 Mervyn Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry,” filmed March 15, 2015 in London, England, TEDx 5

video, 17:25, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JyFqV60dKuc.
 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”6

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”7

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JyFqV60dKuc
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rely on our usual way of looking. We must become an active audience, imagine that the 

inanimate object is somehow real, and lean in to inspect it a little closer.  8

 Millar describes this method of engaging as active because it involves a back and 

forth dialogue between the puppet and the audience.  The puppet performs an action, and 9

the audience responds by trying to make sense of it, trying to guess what it means.  Each 10

time the audience guesses correctly, it feels rewarding, which in turn, makes them invest 

even more energy in deciphering the meaning.  The way humans can relate to a puppet is 11

by focusing on their gesture, and even though the puppet’s movements are unusual, it is 

the way we as humans relate to one another.  Our brains are wired to read other people, 12

pay attention to their body language, gesture, and movements, so as to anticipate what 

they might do next.  Millar also adds that “our brain is wired to recognize consciousness 13

in other things.”  This means that we want to identify these objects as being alive, and 14

to detect something human or recognizable inside of the puppets. We want to relate them 

to ourselves.  

 At the heart of a puppet is its departure from the ordinary, and its strangeness 

draws the audience into its world. It is here that the audience reacts and responds to the 

puppet’s nonverbal cues, internalizing and analyzing these gestures to see how they line  

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”8

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”9

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”10

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”11

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”12

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”13

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”14
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up with their own.  Due to a puppet’s limited ability to express emotion, interpreting 15

these nonverbal cues is a little more difficult, and requires the audience to make more of 

an effort to engage.  This additional exerted effort pulls the audience further into the 16

puppet’s world, offering an experience that is matched to the audience’s willingness to 

suspend disbelief. However, convincing an audience to suspend disbelief is no easy task, 

and is the difficult responsibility of the puppeteer. 

 As a puppeteer himself, Millar talks with confidence as he describes what 

puppeteers have to do in order to bring an inanimate object to life. Most importantly, the 

puppeteer must truly be thinking and feeling the thoughts they want to express through 

the puppet.  He adds to this by claiming that there is no formula for conveying sadness 17

in a puppet, rather, the actor has to feel it genuinely.  Only then will it be visible in the 18

puppet. Additionally, nonverbal cues as a form of communication is successfully 

conveyed through the subtle details within the puppet as an object, as well as the gestures 

they employ. The small inflections, the nuanced movements, and the details that make 

each of these figures unique, are subtly powerful.  To be able to express these subtleties, 19

the puppeteer must truly know their puppet. Improvisation is also a helpful tool for the 

puppeteer, as this assists in the development of a character.  Without a script, and acting  20

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”15

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”16

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”17

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”18

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”19

 Millar, “This is your brain on puppetry.”20
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in a more spontaneous manner, the puppeteer can experience a genuine connection to the 

puppet, which can help to bring about a more honest or authentic character.  

Puppet as a Tool, Puppet as a Vessel 

 In a TEDx talk titled Figures of Speech - The Puppet As Metaphoric Being, John 

and Carol Farrell, a husband and wife team who own Figures of Speech Theater, discuss 

two different ways to approach being a puppeteer. They have labeled these two schools of 

thought: puppet as a tool, and puppet as a vessel.  As a tool, the puppet can be seen as 21

something that is used for the artist to express themselves, similar to a musician and their 

instrument.  The second way to approach puppeteering is to think about the puppet as a 22

vessel. As a vessel or object, the puppet awaits for the “spirit that wants to reside in 

them.”  For this method, the ego needs to take a back seat, and the puppeteer has to 23

allow that spirit to pass through them and into the character.  John Farrell notes that 24

whenever he brings his puppet to life, he ceases to exist.  This sentiment is repeated in 25

David Currell’s book The Complete Book of Puppet Theatre, when he discusses masks.  

 On the subject of masks, Currell turns to George Speaight, who was an influential 

researcher of British theater. Speaight, a distinguished British historian whose area of 

expertise focused on entertainment, toy theater, and puppetry,  discussed the  26

 Carol and John Farrell, “Figures of Speech - The Puppet As Metaphoric Being,” filmed September 10, 21

2011 in Portland, Maine, TEDx video, 18:18, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZfBROpj8_w.
!  Ferrell, “Figures of Speech - The Puppet As Metaphoric Being.”22

 Ferrell, “Figures of Speech - The Puppet As Metaphoric Being.”23

 Ferrell, “Figures of Speech - The Puppet As Metaphoric Being.”24

 Ferrell, “Figures of Speech - The Puppet As Metaphoric Being.”25

 “George Victor Speaight,” World Encyclopedia of Puppetry Arts, accessed May 14, 2020, https://26

wepa.unima.org/en/george-victor-speaight/.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MZfBROpj8_w
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transformative power of the mask, and the way in which it affected the actor. He talked 

about the collaboration between actor and puppet, referring to the puppet as “the 

complete mask - the mask from which the human actor has withdrawn.”   27

 Currell adds: 

 There is, indeed, a close relationship between the puppet and the mask. Actors  
 who use masks have been known to say: ‘When I put on a mask, I become a  
 puppet’, referring to the way in which the actor can become depersonalised [sic].  
 It is this that many people of the theatre have sought to achieve by using masks — 
 to free the actor from those aspects of his personality which interfere with the  
 performance.   28

 This reflects Carol Farrell’s statement about the actor’s ego needing to take a back 

seat, but it also provides a glimpse into the psychological underpinnings of what it is like 

to wear a mask, or use a puppet.   

 Currell, Speaight, and the Farrells all reveal that the spirit of the puppet takes 

over. In a way, the person manipulating the puppet is swallowed up by something much 

larger than themselves. In essence, they disappear. The disappearance of the self, the 

actor, is what transforms the puppet into a vessel. Yet, I also think that there is an 

interesting territory that lies between the two schools of thought, one that vacillates 

between the puppeteer being a part of the puppet, and embraces this collaboration, while 

also acknowledging the puppet as a separate entity—a character with a spirit of their 

own. 

 David Currell, The Complete Book of Puppet Theatre, (London: A & C Black Ltd., 1985), 195.27

 See note 27 above.28
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Transformation from Costume to Character 

 While I now approach the puppet as a vessel in addition to a tool, my methods of 

puppeteering were not always aligned in this way. In the following section, I will reveal 

the metamorphosis of the three characters in my performances, and how they transformed 

from costume (tool) to character (vessel), and now lie somewhere in between. This 

transformation occurred over time through the act of performing, and it was an integral 

step in the process, gradually allowing me and the other puppeteer to take a backseat, and 

permitting the spirit of each character to emerge. The characters now have their own 

spirit, separate from the puppeteers, but there is still an undeniable connection that is 

important to address. In order to illustrate the unique bond that is shared between 

puppeteer and puppet, I will provide anecdotal evidence that stems from direct 

experience within the art of puppetry. First, I will introduce a professional puppeteer’s 

experience, and then I will move on to my personal experience as a puppeteer, as well as 

that of my husband, Brian McMullen, who was an integral collaborator in the 

performance work in my thesis, G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest.  

 In order to address the act of performing as a way to develop a character’s 

personality, and the special bond formed in the process of puppeteering, I use Caroll 

Spinney as an example. As the puppeteer for two of Sesame Street’s most beloved and 

well-known characters, Spinney brought Big Bird and Oscar the Grouch to life for nearly 

five decades. Interestingly, these characters were exact opposites, with Big Bird’s 

personality reflecting an innocent optimism, and Oscar the Grouch always focusing on 

the negative. Oscar’s misery and Big Bird’s childlike wonder balanced each other out,  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and Spinney was able to embody both of these characters by separating these emotions 

within himself, and channeling them into the different characters.   29

 In the documentary, I am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story, the connection 

between Spinney and Big Bird was brought to light, with many of his Sesame Street co-

workers revealing that this character came out of his childhood experiences.  Spinney’s 30

wife, Debra, talked about Big Bird’s personality as reflecting someone who just wanted 

to be liked, and how this specific trait was reminiscent of her husband.  Spinney had a 31

tough childhood, and as a short boy with big ears who played with puppets, he was 

relentlessly bullied at school.  In embodying Big Bird, he was somehow able to tap into 32

these difficult emotions and bring them out in a meaningful way.  33

 Through this unique collaboration, Spinney was provided with a protected space 

to project some of these unresolved emotions, and Big Bird was brought to life, with a 

personality that has touched so many peoples’ lives — both children and adults. By 

tapping into these deep-seated emotions within his own childhood experience, and truly 

feeling the emotions he needed to express through puppetry, Spinney created a character 

that was both genuine and relatable.  Yet, it is important to note that Big Bird was not 34

just an extension of Spinney, he was not simply a reflection of someone’s entire life of 

experiences. Big Bird was his own character.  

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story, directed by Dave LaMattina and Chad N. Walker (2015; New 29

York, NY: Copper Pot Pictures, 2015), Film Documentary.  
 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.30

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.31

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.32

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.33

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.34
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 Although, Spinney’s version of Big Bird was not at all what the creators had in 

mind. His character was originally conceived as a “country yokel,” and while Spinney 

attempted to bring Big Bird to life with this personality, it just didn’t work.  The spirit 35

that was meant to reside in this character had not yet found it’s way, but through 

performance, and perseverance, something clicked, and Big Bird’s personality emerged 

as innocent and childlike, full of wonder and awe.    

 This sense of whimsy is how Spinney approached his own life, full of zest and 

excitement, making each and every day an adventure — a cause for celebration.  This 36

way of looking at the world, of considering every day to be precious and full of 

possibility, filtered into his performance of Big Bird.  In this way, I see his embodiment 37

of this character as situated in the interesting in-between space of puppet as a tool, and 

puppet as a vessel. Spinney was a truly talented puppeteer, who figured out a way to 

channel only the emotions he needed to, in order to breathe life into such a monumental 

character. As a tool, Big Bird allowed Spinney to confront complicated emotions, and to 

find a productive place for them to live; and as a vessel, Big Bird embodied so much 

more than just Spinney’s experiences. He became a character that transcended his creator, 

and through performing with a cast of other talented puppets and puppeteers, his 

personality evolved.  

 Yet, it is impossible to separate Big Bird from Spinney. They are one and the 

same. Matt Vogel, who was Spinney’s understudy for Big Bird, said that his interpretation  

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.35

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.36

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.37
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of Big Bird is always going to be different than Spinney’s.  This goes to show that in 38

some cases, the puppeteer and puppet are so intertwined, and have formed a close bond 

that cannot be replicated. Big Bird as a character can live on, but there is something very 

special and unique about the collaboration between human and puppet that cannot 

possibly be reproduced. Our experiences as humans will always in some way shape the 

personality that comes through the puppet. I do believe that part of being a puppeteer 

involves the channeling of a spirit that wants to reside in the character, but I also cannot 

deny that inside of G.Raff, the character I embody, lives a little piece of myself.  

 In my own puppetry work, I look to Caroll Spinney as inspiration. He formed a 

bond with Big Bird in a way that allowed him to channel difficult emotions and 

experiences, while also bringing to life a character that had a personality and spirit of his 

own. As I approach puppetry as an art form, I also reflect on a statement by Frank Oz, 

who worked on the Muppets and Sesame Street alongside Spinney and Jim Henson. Oz 

said that characters do not grow in a vacuum, instead, they grow because of their 

interactions with the other characters.   39

 When I first started creating costumes, I struggled to develop genuine characters, 

and it was partially due to the fact that they were performing alone. While this did give 

me time to think about each individually, the magic truly happened when these puppets 

started to interact. The performances that are a part of my thesis show, G.Raff, Spotted in 

the Forest, is the first time the three puppets, G.Raff, Cloak, and Stegosaurus, have come 

together as a trio. In that sense, this journey symbolizes much more than the story itself  

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.38

 I Am Big Bird: The Caroll Spinney Story.39



12

illustrates, for it also carries an underlying journey, hidden beneath the surface. The 

journey from costume to character. 

  

G.Raff 

 I begin with G.Raff, who was initially found in a journal entry I wrote in 1991, at 

age six, after a particularly thrilling trip to the zoo. Rediscovering the diary a few years 

ago, at age thirty-two, I found myself entranced by the vibrantly colored drawing of the 

anatomically incorrect giraffe. Through neon highlighters and a black marker, I felt as if 

my six year old self was calling to me with this oddity of nature, beckoning to be brought 

to life again (Figure 1).  

 

Fig. 1 - The Original G.Raff Drawing 
Pencil, marker, neon highlighter, and crayon on lined paper in spiral notebook 

8 in. x 10.5 in. x .5 in. 
1991
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 In 2017, at the onset of my graduate studies, I embarked on the recreation of this 

creature that so captivated my attention, and created a full-body costume, designed to be 

an exact replica of the drawing. Two bulging eyes on the top of her head, two legs, and an 

array of oddly-shaped black spots. The head and body of the costume were made using 

traditional quilting techniques, taking bright yellow cotton fabrics, and connecting them 

in long rectangular strips, mimicking the haphazard marker lines from the drawing. The 

organic black spots were then adhered to the garment using free-motion embroidery, 

which enables the fabric to move freely below the needle while the sewing machine is 

used as a drawing tool. With the addition of two eyeholes made from see-through fabric 

resembling the black spots, the costume was ready to wear. This “graf,” as I misspelled in 

my childhood journal, eventually became G.Raff, hero of her own journey.  

 In the realm of puppetry, G.Raff is defined as a costume puppet, which is “a form 

of puppet with the manipulator inside, often equipped with a harness and/or a helmet and/

or shoulder-belt on which the figure is mounted. To bring the figure to life, the head is 

sometimes manipulated with a rod.”  G.Raff does not rely on rods or mounts within the 40

costume, but has her own unique method of gesturing. With the addition of an elastic cap 

and velcro chin-strap, her head sits on top of mine, adding approximately sixteen inches 

of height, and allowing the movements of my head to translate directly into hers. Since 

the costume was designed as an exact replica of the drawing, and the illustration only 

featured a head, two eyes, and two legs, the garment was made without arms. My arms 

remain trapped inside the garment, with very little room to move them around. I am able  

 “Costume Puppet,” World Encyclopedia of Puppetry Arts, accessed May 6, 2020, https://40

wepa.unima.org/en/costume-puppet/.

https://wepa.unima.org/en/costume-puppet/
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to place them straight down, resting against the outside of my torso and the outside of my 

legs, or alternatively, straight down, resting against the front of my torso and the front of 

my legs. My range of motion is extremely restricted, which has forced me to be creative 

in my gestural abilities. I decided early on that G.Raff would not speak, so I knew that 

nonverbal cues would be her main form of communication. I became hyper-aware of my 

posture, head position, and my feet—which is the only part of my body that is exposed in 

this costume. This functions as a constant reminder to the viewer that the character is 

humanistic, and relatable in some way.  

 G.Raff’s facial expressions are also limited, and must be changed manually, by 

repositioning pieces of black string that are attached to her face with sewing pins. She has 

two eyebrows and a mouth that can be moved into any configuration, allowing her 

emotions to change in subtle yet decisive ways. She is also equipped with two small 

pieces of yellow fabric that can be used to cover parts of her eyes, causing her to look 

sleepy, or in some cases, unenthused. It is incredible how even the slightest of changes in 

expression when combined with body language, can shift a characters’ mood so 

drastically. 

 The creation of the G.Raff costume was originally intended to provide a protected 

space for creativity. As an adult, I felt as if the demands of everyday life had caused me to 

lose touch with something very important, the ability to tap into a purely creative and 

imaginative state of mind. I had allowed my self-consciousness and fear of failure to 

dictate my actions. By bringing to life a drawing made by my younger self, in a time 

when I experienced uninhibited creative freedom, I hoped that this costume would  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provide me a protected space to explore performance; something that I had loved to do as 

a child.  

 Stage fright, anxiety, and unrelenting self-consciousness stopped me from 

pursuing this past adolescence. The costume was originally designed as a tool, a mask to 

hide behind so that I could perform. I thought of this quilted garment as my armor, 

allowing me to move freely, while at the same time, concealing my identity. I wore the 

G.Raff costume in public as a way to confront situations that would typically make me 

feel uncomfortable, as well as provide observers with an unexpected and whimsical 

experience. These silent, gestural, and barefoot performances were an attempt at 

recapturing something that I had lost, and relied on improvised movements and audience 

interaction to spark a sense of wonder that seems to wane with maturity. I called them, 

Free-motion Performances (Figure 2).  

Fig. 2 - Free-motion Performance #1 (Logboat Brewing Company) 
Video stills 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 14, 2017
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 In the beginning, I found great comfort in the fact that I could cover myself 

completely, and do the one thing I could never dream of doing without this protective 

garment: feel comfortable performing in public. The costume made it possible for me to 

shed my insecurities, feel free within myself, if only for a moment, and be exactly who I 

wanted to be. I thought that engaging viewers through improvised and impromptu 

performances was what my work would continue to be about. Yet, my performances 

changed over time, and moved away from being solely about the experience of wearing 

the costume, to actually breathing life into the character who was to be G.Raff. Her true 

spirit was trying to pass through me and into her, while simultaneously, parts of myself 

were merging with with her too. This was the moment she transformed from a costume 

(tool) to a character (vessel), and in the end, landed somewhere between the two. As a 

tool, I am able to place my insecurities, and feelings of doubt into G.Raff, where these 

emotions can be expressed outside of myself. As a vessel, G.Raff takes center stage, and I 

cease to exist as the performer. I relinquish control and acknowledge her as being outside 

of myself, in some ways. Her spirit or essence informs the performance, and I am simply 

there to animate the costume. The “in-between” space that I describe, vacillates between 

the two methods of performing, and is a constant push and pull, a collaboration where I 

give a little, and G.Raff gives a little.  

 She had started off as a happy-go-lucky character, simple and free, but as time 

wore on, and I internalized the experiences of the performances, her persona had shifted 

rather dramatically. Like Caroll Spinney’s personal connection with Big Bird, I too felt 

parts of myself seep into G.Raff’s character, leaving her with a melancholy that seemed  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to fit her perfectly. Additionally, through the collaborative process of puppetry and 

performance, peculiar mannerisms started to surface and define G.Raff’s persona, causing 

her to evolve from a costume meant to provide a protected space for creativity, to a 

character who dealt with real-life situations. Now, with childlike innocence, G.Raff 

navigates life’s conflicts as best she can, but in the face of hardship, always struggles to 

accept her own vulnerabilities and short-comings. Although her personality has matured 

to include a myriad of emotions, she symbolizes the vulnerabilities that we as humans 

tend to keep hidden away, for fear of being different, or being hurt. Her fear of being 

vulnerable holds her back in life.  

Cloak 

 Cloak started off as a collaboration with my dog, D’arbo. For seven long years 

she worked to meticulously dismantle each and every dog toy that is now prominently 

displayed on the costume. Throughout her life, my husband, Brian, and I would treat her 

to a new toy every now and again, relishing in the moment when she first laid eyes on her 

newfound friend. D’arbo would whine, and wiggle her way over the new toy, unable to 

contain her excitement. She loved and cherished these friends, who all had names and 

personalities of their own. Bruce the Moose, Kevin Bacon, Robbie Eggplant, Ghostie, 

Crocodelia, Armand, and Sir Azure to name a few. As time passed, she doted on these 

stuffed animals, carrying them from place to place within the house and on adventures 

outside. She was usually very gentle, even as she carefully nibbled off their extremities. 

Yet, as much as she cherished her friends, there were a few that I can only assume  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wronged her in some way. There were occasions when she completely de-stuffed one of 

them, leaving the carcass discarded on the floor, and its innards scattered across the 

house, like little polyfill tumbleweeds. It became a ritual, one that I think she secretly got 

a kick out of. She would destroy, and I would collect all of the bits, and stitch her friends 

back together again. It was not long before she found the exact place that I had just 

repaired, only to rip it open once again.  

 This went on for years and years, until I had the brilliant idea to connect them all 

in a single costume; like one giant toy. I was in my own little world and had not 

considered how this would make D’arbo feel, her friends being commandeered for an art 

project; but it was too late, I had already begun. As I carefully created different quilted 

backgrounds for each of her friends, choosing fabrics and patterns that highlighted their 

personalities, D’arbo watched me like a hawk, or rather, gave me the stink eye. She 

watched as I carefully cut each animal in half, removed some of its innards, and hand-

stitched it to the quilted background. This ritualistic process transformed these objects 

from toys to animal mounts, and they were elevated by their new status as creatures to 

adorn a costume.  

 The animal mounts were eventually attached to a felt substrate, using fusible 

webbing and hand-stitching. The felt was stitched together in the shape of a poncho, 

modeled after a 1980s emergency poncho that I found tucked away in my in-laws’ 

garage. While G.Raff had been made to fit my body specifically, I wanted this costume to 

be more versatile, allowing others the chance to wear it. After each animal mount was 

adhered to the felt, I crafted a braided rope with old t-shirts that had been collected from  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various family members. This rope was laid haphazardly over the garment, giving the 

costume a stability that it needed both structurally, and aesthetically. The braid was too 

thick to run through a sewing machine, so I used upholstery thread, and hand-stitched the 

rope to the felt, placing a tack-stitch every half-inch. When this was complete, I cut away 

the exposed felt that was not covered by the braided rope or the animal mounts, and the 

Cloak in its final form emerged. Cloak is also a costume puppet, with the puppeteer 

wearing all black, and manipulating the garment from inside. The puppeteer wears long 

pants, a long-sleeved shirt, shoes, gloves, and a black see-through hood that conceals the 

face.  

 From its earliest days, Cloak was centered around ritual—starting with D’arbo 

caring for her friends, bringing them everywhere she went, and then meticulously 

nibbling them apart. Then came my laborious quilting, de-stuffing, mounting, and hand-

stitching. Upon its completion, I was excited to get outside to see how the costume would 

move, so Brian, D’arbo, and I headed out to our favorite place—the middle of the forest. 

This time was different because I was behind the camera, and Brian was wearing the 

costume, and it was not in public in front of an audience. This performance was situated 

in the realm of a theatrical performance for the camera. Armed with a plan to express 

“play” through gestural performance, I was perhaps a little too bossy during my first 

directorial debut. My approach was rigid, and not at all in line with the concept for the 

performance. I had wanted spontaneity to happen the way I wanted it to happen, and 

requested that Brian repeat certain gestures in specific ways, so that I could capture the 

perfect shot. Despite my attempts to control many details of the performance, there were  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momentary glimpses of pure improvisation within Cloak’s first appearance. Performing 

in nature, with a specific emotion or gestural quality stuck with me, and eventually 

evolved into the work presented in my thesis exhibition, G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest. 

Yet, my willingness to fully embrace spontaneity was something that I struggled with for 

quite some time, and will be readdressed later on.   

 Since I cannot speak on behalf of what it is truly like to perform as Cloak, I have 

interviewed Brian. His remarks help to shed light on what it was like to be inside Cloak 

during this first performance. To begin, Brian described the physicality of the Cloak 

costume as being “heavy and cumbersome” and commented on the hooded face covering, 

saying that “…it makes it hard to breathe during such a physically demanding 

performance. The goal was to make the dog toys move and come to life, so I had to 

dance, run, jump, climb a rope, and walk along a log beam…which broke, and I fell 

off.”  When asked about the structure of the performance, Brian said, “I was told exactly 41

what to do, so it felt like there was little space for creativity. I found it difficult to express 

spontaneous playfulness with a script, and then inevitably have to redo that several 

times.”  It was clear that Brian had not felt a connection with Cloak, meaning that my 42

project had relegated this character to being a tool for my own artistic expression. I 

wanted to express the idea of play through performance, and I used Cloak as a costume to 

get at that concept. It was not until later that Cloak experienced a transformation, his 

spirit found him, and became the character, the vessel, that he is today.  

 Brian McMullen, face-to-face interview, May 10, 2020.41

 McMullen, interview.42
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 Cloak’s metamorphosis from this very first performance, into his most recent role 

in G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, took place over a couple of difficult years. Much like 

G.Raff, the original intention for Cloak shifted over time, but in this case, it was because 

our sweet D’arbo died. After her cancer diagnosis, she was given only a few weeks to 

live, so Brian and I spent those days walking her slowly to her favorite spots in the 

woods. Sadly, there were so many that she could not return to. Her favorite swimming 

hole was one of them; it was just too long and treacherous of a hike. I could sense that 

D’arbo was slipping away, so I went outside with her one last time, to take the first and 

last photographs of her with Cloak. For the first time, I wore Cloak, and although she was 

too sick to play, she seemed happy to be surrounded by all of her friends, in her favorite 

place—nature. Figure 3 documents our last moments together, standing side by side, as 

we always had.  

 Fig. 3 - Our Last Waltz 
Digital photograph 

1912 x 1280 
January 30, 2018
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 Initially a playful celebration of the collaboration between me and D’arbo, a 

documentation of our ritualistic patience and persistence, Cloak’s presence now took on a 

more somber tone. The garment embodied something more spiritual, and had become a 

representation of time—of D’arbo’s seven years on earth. Each toy was a tiny time-

capsule that held within it a memory of her existence, and her absence made it difficult to 

look at, so Cloak was put away for a very long time.   

 When Cloak eventually reemerged, he performed for the first time with G.Raff, as 

her spiritual guide. It was clear to me that this costume had changed, Cloak carried with 

him the essence of a spiritual being, a shamanic figure. Cloak’s spirit had certainly found 

him, and had metamorphosed from a tool to a vessel. Although I could clearly see the 

difference, it is important to reveal Brian’s thoughts, as he is Cloak’s puppeteer. Brian 

described this first performance as the transformed Cloak, by revealing what happened 

prior to filming.  

 He said:  

 I stepped on a nail, which went right through my shoe and into my foot. The  
 physical limitation of the foot wound forced me to move slower, and resulted in a  
 limp for the entire performance. Moving slowly, and not rushing through life,  
 became part of Cloak’s personality, and is also where we introduced a prop—the  
 wooden staff. So I would say that the first instance of Cloak’s spirit coming  
 through was definitely in that nail in my foot.   43

 To this Brian added, “Emotionally, it was the first time Cloak had performed since 

D’arbo had died, and other than the pain in my foot, I did feel a spiritual connection to 

something. It was oddly comforting.”  Cloak was imbued with something special that  44

 McMullen, interview.43

 McMullen, interview.44
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neither Brian nor I could quite describe, and his role as G.Raff’s mentor, teacher, or 

spiritual helper had been established, which carried right into the performances for 

G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest.  

 Everyone has their own way of engaging with puppetry and performance, and 

getting into character. Brian approaches puppetry in a slightly different way than I do, 

leaning more into channeling the spirit of the character. Rather than placing parts of his 

own personality into the performance, he allows himself to dissolve into the background. 

 Brian elaborated on this, saying: 

 I approach the performances by channeling, letting the spirit of the character flow  
 through me, rather than try to maintain control. The ease to slip into that   
 channeling mindset probably comes from my background in music, with   
 influences in jazz, specifically improvisation. Tuning out in order to perform. I  
 feel like the music that I play, and these performances come from some   
 unconscious place that happens when I get in the zone.   45

 Brian entered the costume as if Cloak was an inanimate object, a puppet to be 

manipulated. He found that by dressing all in black, thus concealing his identity, his role 

was to to be invisible. In this way, he thought of the Cloak as floating, and by 

disappearing as the puppeteer, the spirit was able to fill this character with much more, 

giving him a spiritual presence.  

 McMullen, interview.45
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Stegosaurus 

 Similar to G.Raff, Stegosaurus originated from one of my childhood drawings. 

While this particular drawing wasn’t dated, based on the anatomical incorrectness of the 

creature, my guess is that it was created around the same time as G.Raff, perhaps a bit 

earlier. The drawing featured only a bold pencil outline of a smiling Stegosaurus, 

complete with four dangling feet, each with three toes (Figure 4). Stegosaurus was made 

to be an exact replica of the drawing, and the only creative liberty I took was in the 

choice of colors and patterns for the different body parts. These were inspired by the 

color combination on the last toy we bought for D’arbo: a green, purple, and yellow 

Pterodactyl.  

Fig. 4 - Original Stegosaurus Drawing 
Pencil on plain paper 
8.5 in. x 5.5 in. x 0 in. 

circa 1990
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 Stegosaurus is made of a reed armature, lashed together with waxed linen, 

partially covered in handmade paper, and veiled in hand-dyed silk organza. A traditional 

Japanese shibori dyeing technique is used on the silk that covers Stegosaurus’ body, a 

bean tying method that gives the fabric its quasi-uniform chartreuse squares. For this 

process, the large piece of silk organza was first placed in an immersion dye bath using 

MX chemical dyes. Using a chartreuse dye powder, the silk emerged as a pale avocado. 

One at a time, dried black beans were tied to the fabric using thread or small elastic 

bands. The beans were tied as close as possible, until the silk was completely covered. 

The fabric, containing all of the bound beans, was then placed into a darker green 

immersion dye bath, using a variety of MX chemical dyes. After the dye had set, and the 

fabric was rinsed, each bean was removed with a seam ripper, one by one. Each quasi-

uniform chartreuse square that patterns the fabric, represents one bean.  

 The organic shaped dorsal plates that line the top ridge of Stegosaurus’ back are 

made using two different shibori techniques, and alternate between a golden yellow and a 

deep purple. The purple fins use a process called mokume, or woodgrain, while the 

yellow fins use a block clamping technique. The woodgrain pattern was made by creating 

multiple lines of running stitches that extended the length of the pale blue dyed silk. 

When the stitches were complete, each line was then scrunched together and tied tightly, 

resulting in a long, thin, gathered piece of fabric. The piece of fabric was then immersed 

in a deep purple dye bath, and the tightly bound folds resisted this dye, resulting in those 

parts remaining blue, and the remainder of the fabric turning purple. The block clamping 

technique I used embraced a much more spontaneous approach. Starting with a piece of  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light yellow dyed silk, I haphazardly folded the fabric and placed it between two blocks, 

clamping it with two heavy duty clips. It was then boiled in a pot of soda ash water, 

unclamped, rinsed, and then the entire piece of fabric was added to a darker yellow dye 

bath. Boiling the fabric in soda ash changes the texture, as well as the way in which it 

accepts the new dye, and causes the silk organza to lose its see-through quality, and it 

instead resembles a semi-sheer silk habotai.  

 The lime green rectangular shapes that represent Stegosaurus’ feet are made of a 

reed armature, lashed together with waxed linen, and covered with handmade paper. The 

toes are made using the same technique, and are painted with a mixture of red and orange 

acrylic paint. Waxed linen is used to connect each toe to the inner reed structure of the 

rectangular foot, and monofilament is used to connect each foot to the inner reed 

structure of Stegosaurus’ body. The monofilament gives the illusion of floating feet. 

Stegosaurus is completely hollow, making him very light, yet, surprisingly unwieldy, and 

not very useful on a windy day.  

 Stegosaurus is a jigging puppet, which are “…jointed figures with a greater or 

lesser degree of articulation…Manipulation is very simple and depends mainly on 

shaking or causing a vibration that makes the limbs fly around….”  These types of 46

puppets can also be suspended from a single wire, decreasing control, and allowing for 

more spontaneous movements. Stegosaurus relies on a visible puppeteer, dressed 

completely in black, to bring him to life. There are a few traditions in the history of 

puppetry that make use of puppeteers dressed in black, who remain visible throughout the  

 “Jigging Puppet [Dancing Doll],” World Encyclopedia of Puppetry Arts, accessed May 6, 2020, https://46

wepa.unima.org/en/jigging-puppet/.

https://wepa.unima.org/en/jigging-puppet/
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duration of the performance. One such tradition is the Japanese Bunraku theater, where 

three people manipulate puppets on stage, two wear black outfits that cover them head-to-

toe, and one person is not masked, and instead wears formal dress.  In this case, it is the 47

audience’s task to suspend disbelief, and allow the people on stage to dissolve into the 

background. The function of the visible puppeteer in G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, is 

quite the opposite. He is meant to stand out. His presence serves to challenge the viewer 

to willingly suspend disbelief, while at the same time is a constant reminder that 

Stegosaurus is in essence, a lure. He dangles from the end of a hook, manipulated by the 

puppeteer. It blurs the lines between who the character truly is—the puppeteer or the 

puppet? 

 Stegosaurus’ transformation from costume to character was rather different than 

G.Raff or Cloak. He was used in one previous performance, where he was a prop, and 

played the part of G.Raff’s comfort animal (Figure 5). This nonspeaking, nongestural role 

did not allow for any development of personality, but it was the spark that ignited his 

place in G.Raff’s world. Stegosaurus was a tool, and his function was as an extension of 

G.Raff, but beyond that, he was a mystery. This carried over into the performances for 

G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, where finding the essence of Stegosaurus continued to be 

elusive. Even Brian, his puppeteer, had a difficult time figuring out how to bring this 

character to life, and allow its spirit to take over. In fact, the difficulty in finding 

Stegosaurus shifted this character’s role in the story.  

 To illustrate this further, Brian said:  

 “Bunraku,” World Encyclopedia of Puppetry Arts, accessed May 6, 2020, https://wepa.unima.org/en/47

bunraku/.

https://wepa.unima.org/en/bunraku/
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 It was difficult because Stegosaurus never had a personality, and I had a very hard 
 time entering that space. Maybe it was due to the fact that the puppet was   
 completely hollow and see-through, or it could have been due to the limited  
 capacity for animation. It was pretty much just shaking the toes, and doing a  
 leaning gesture.   48

 I had written the story so that Stegosaurus would be a dynamic character, and 

would come to life, but through performance it was obvious that he was lacking 

something that would allow him to do that. The spirit of this character just was not in line 

with what I had intended, and so the story changed to reflect this characters’ limitations 

and hollowness. The performances relegated Stegosaurus into being a lure, and his 

position in the narrative shifted.  

 As Stegosaurus’ puppeteer, Brian’s perspective on this character was insightful: 

 I always channel and let the spirit of the character take over, but in regards to  
 Stegosaurus, when I entered, I was always taking my cues from G.Raff. Maybe in  
 some way I felt that Stegosaurus was a part of G.Raff. Maybe an imaginary  
 friend? Stegosaurus was also a childhood drawing of Riana’s, coming from the  
 same place as G.Raff, which is maybe another reason why I had a difficult time  
 embodying this character. He wasn’t mine to embody, and during the   
 performances I would follow G.Raff’s lead. There was a lot of mimicry.   49

 Like me, Brian intended Stegosaurus to play a vital role as G.Raff’s friend, but 

through performance, it was clear that his primary role was a lure, the character that got 

G.Raff into the woods. It is interesting to note that Stegosaurus dangles from the end of a 

rod, suspended by a fishing line. In a way, I think this puppet did become a vessel, his 

spirit was just that of a lure, trying to convince G.Raff to enter the forest.  

 McMullen, interview.48

 McMullen, interview.49
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Knowing Your Character 

 Frank Oz said, “before anything else, you have to know your character, how he 

thinks, behaves, moves, walks, the smallest facial tic.”  It is the acting that brings the  50

 Currell, 186.50

  
Fig. 5 - Sir Richard Branson’s Coconuts 

Digital photograph of performance 
2448 x 3264 

March 12, 2018



30

characters to life, which is what makes them “so wonderfully convincing.”  By 51

performing as G.Raff, Cloak, and Stegosaurus over a period of time, Brian and I have 

both come to know our puppets, we have grown alongside them. Although we both 

approach puppetry slightly differently, we agree with one another that there is a push and 

pull between who we are, and who they are. This presents itself in varying degrees. Yet at 

the same time, there seems to be a point at which the character takes over, and that we as 

puppeteers are in some ways no longer in charge. The puppet is indeed an extension of 

ourselves, but they have all formed their own personalities, as they shifted from costume 

to character. Bil Baird, an influential twentieth century puppeteer and Broadway 

performer, declared that “a puppet must always be more than his live counterpart — 

simpler, sadder, more wicked, more supple. The puppet is an essence and an emphasis. 

For only in this way does a puppet begin to reflect the truth.”  In G.Raff, Spotted in the 52

Forest, these three puppets reflect a truth: that change can result in a beautiful 

transformation.  

 Currell, 186.51

 Phyllis T. Dircks, American Puppetry: Collections, History and Performance, (North Carolina: 52

McFarland & Company, Inc., 2004), 29.
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Performance Art 

Performing in Nature  

 The process of performing for G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest was ritualistic and 

physically taxing. Over the course of six months, often every day for weeks on end, Brian 

and I hiked many miles into the forest to perform a story. Each time, we hiked in with a 

camera, microphone, tripod, a backpack with essential supplies including a first aid kit, 

the thirty-pound Cloak, G.Raff and her “expression kit” in an oversized duffel, and 

Stegosaurus, who does not weight much, but is unwieldy, delicate, and needed to be held 

with an outstretched arm above the head, from a piece of monofilament that connected 

him to the cast-iron pole. On a few occasions, Stegosaurus lost a toe, sometimes two, and 

we would have to retrace our steps in order to find it. We walked through frigid waters to 

find the perfect filming locations, battled relentless horseflies, ticks and chiggers, and put 

our bodies at risk, all to tell a story.  

 Although the artwork incorporates puppetry, and is heavily influenced by 

theatricality and linear narrative, the performances are also rooted in contemporary 

performance art practices. In order to situate my work within these contemporary 

practices, I use an essay by Philip Auslander titled The Performativity of Performance 

Documentation. In his analysis, Auslander presents two categories of performance 

documentation: documentary and theatrical.   53

 He states that:  

 Philip Auslander, “The Performativity of Performance Documentation,” PAJ: A Journal of Performance 53

and Art 28, no. 3 (Sep., 2006): 1.
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 The documentary category represents the traditional way in which the relationship 
 between performance art and its documentation is conceived. It is assumed that  
 the documentation of the performance event provides both a record of it through  
 which it can be reconstructed…and evidence that it actually occurred.   54

 In these cases, the performance typically happens before an audience, and the 

documentation serves as a record, or as Auslander puts it—evidence.  

 Alternatively, the theatrical category includes artists like Cindy Sherman, and her 

photographs featuring “various guises,” as well as Matthew Barney and his Cremaster 

films. Auslander defines this category as “…cases in which performances were staged 

solely to be photographed or filmed and had no meaningful prior existence as 

autonomous events presented to audiences. The space of the document (whether visual or 

audiovisual) thus becomes the only space in which the performance occurs.”  The idea 55

that the documentation is the performance influenced me greatly as I thought about the 

physical artwork, and how creating an immersive installation could enhance the viewer’s 

feeling of “being there.” The sculptures that house the videos essentially become the 

stage, and when the viewer peers inside, it is as if the performance is happening just for 

them, making it feel more “live.” I will elaborate on this idea later on, in the section titled 

The Immersive Installation.  

 In addition to being a performance grounded in theatrical documentation, my 

work also centers around the practice of Endurance Art. Vito Acconci’s Following Piece 

(1969) is an example of this type of performance. Spanning an entire month, Acconci 

picked one person every day to follow through the streets of New York City, until they  

 Auslander, 1. 54

 Auslander, 2.55
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entered a private space such as a home or office.  The duration each day depended on the 56

specific person, and was documented through photography. In a piece titled Handcuff 

(1973), Linda Montano and Tom Marioni spent three days handcuffed to one another, and 

documented the experience through ten minute videos recorded daily.  In response to the 57

concept of the artwork, Montano explained that it “became a study in movement and 

mutual signaling,” and relating to her personal life, she said, “I needed to redefine 

marriage and tried to do so with art. Despite the conflict, it was a magical piece and I 

discovered that Tom and I had probably been related a long time ago.”  In Cell Piece 58

(1978-1979), Tehching Hsieh placed himself in solitary confinement in a cell-room 

measuring 11’6” x 9’ x 8’.  While he ate daily and had fresh clothing, he did not 59

“converse, read, write, listen to the radio or watch television.”  During this year-long 60

performance, he had a friend who would bring him food and clothes, and would take a 

single-photograph of Hsieh as documentation.  Furthermore, the performance was 61

notarized by a lawyer, who placed seals on the locked door to ensure that Hsieh would 

not leave the cell.   62

 Endurance art is a type of performance that spans a length of time, and puts the 

body at risk in some way.  It is apparent from these three examples that the level of  

 “Endurance Art,” Performing Arts Journal 18, no. 3 (1996): 68, accessed May 7, 2020, www.jstor.org/56

stable/3245674.
 “Endurance Art,” 70.57

 See note 57 above. 58

 “Endurance Art,” 68.59

 See note 59 above.60

 Roberta Smith, “A Year in a Cage: A Life Shrunk to Expand Art,” February 18, 2009, https://61

www.nytimes.com/2009/02/19/arts/design/19perf.html?_r=0.
 See note 61 above.62

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3245674
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intensity varies from artist to artist, and performance to performance. In the performances 

for G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, the work is filmed in a way that allows the whimsical 

nature of these characters to override the more extreme measures we went to in order to 

perform. The most obvious risk was walking barefoot through the forest as G.Raff, on 

particularly challenging and sometimes dangerous terrain (Figure 6). We had to scour the 

ground before performances, because there was often a thin layer of broken glass, and 

sometimes large shards, bottle remnants that could have sliced my foot open. My feet 

were at the whim of Mother Nature, but I felt that walking barefoot through the forest 

gave the performances an authenticity. The difficulty of walking barefoot through the 

forest became part of the underlying concept. It was a visible challenge that helped 

illustrate determination, and an unyielding dedication to the journey. I feel fortunate to 

have only suffered semi-serious injuries: an impaled foot on a small cedar tree branch, 

and a honey locust thorn that entered my foot about one-quarter inch. After traversing all 

of these painful rocky, slippery, cold, and sharp terrains, I have a deep respect for all of 

the textures in nature, and when I see a rock covered in long strands of moss, underneath 

a small stream, I no longer wonder what it feels like. I know what it feels like. It is a little 

bit slimy, but very soft, and the strands of moss dance around as they move gently 

through the water. I felt very present as G.Raff, feeling my way through the woods, and 

being grounded by my bare feet.  

 It was also a little scary at times, especially when I was confronted with the 

gravity of the situation, if I were to fall. The restrictive nature of the costume posed an 

additional challenge. When wearing the costume, I have a very limited range of motion,  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as well as poor visibility, and no way to catch myself if I fall. For example, when 

performing a chase scene with Stegosaurus, I was supposed to run, trip, and somersault, 

landing safely on the ground. I performed this scene a few different times, each time 

getting more and more into it, until the last take, when I jumped, and forgot mid-air that I 

did not have arms in the costume to brace my fall. I think I was channeling my many 

years of being a soccer goalie, but in this instance I landed on my shoulder, which 

slammed against my neck, and heard an awful crunching sound. I realized in this moment 

that I would have to be more careful, and make smarter decisions. Like Frank Oz said, 

“know your character,”  or in this case, know your limitations while inside this 63

character.  

 Hiking miles into the forest to finally arrive at the filming locations and have the 

energy to perform once we got there, tested our physical and mental capacity as 

performers, as well as our patience as human beings. We were often tired, our feet were 

usually wet and cold, and we always had to pull it together before filming to forget our 

own personal limitations, and embody our characters wholeheartedly. Even though there 

were moments when we both wanted to give up, we pushed through. We walked through 

snow, freezing creeks multiple times to ferry equipment over, climbed trees, fell down 

ravines, slipped on wet slate, and stood by each other, despite secretly wanting it all to be 

over. Yet, I felt as if this story needed to be told, and it had to be told in this way; through 

a type of performance that tested our limitations, was excruciatingly frustrating at times, 

but also transformational for both of us. For the entire six months, it felt as if Brian and I  

 Currell, 186.63



36

were experiencing a journey of our own, our own transformation alongside these three 

puppets, whether we liked it or not.  

 

Fig. 6 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
February 5, 2020
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Accepting Nature as a Collaborator 

 Part of the frustration in the performances stemmed from my need to control 

everything, which was the complete opposite approach of how this project began in the 

first place. It all started with a written story, which was initially a stream of consciousness 

exercise to get my ideas out quickly. I remember how fluid of a process this was, the 

words flowed right out of me. The story felt natural; it came from an uninhibited place 

buried deep within me. Yet, as we moved into the performance of the story, I found the 

experience to be quite different. I had apparently forgotten to circle back to this story, to 

remember the catalyst for the project, and to get in touch with that spontaneity. It was 

exciting to be in nature, but that initial excitement quickly dissipated as the performances 

devolved, and became very structured and rigid.  

 In trying to maintain consistency, I established a set of rules for the performances. 

Some of which were not too obtrusive, like no shoes for G.Raff, characters only gesture, 

and no human audience. However, I took this a step further and insisted that we follow a 

script, striving for the perfect scene. In the first few excursions, each scenario was filmed 

multiple times, each time feeling a bit more contrived than the last, and left both me and 

Brian drained, and feeling as if the meaning of the story was fading away. After days of 

trekking through the woods with heavy costumes and equipment to the same location, to 

film the same scene over again, I realized that this was not a true reflection of the story, 

of the very reason I wanted to tell this story about change, and the willingness to adapt. 

This is when the first change was made. This new rule was a necessary addition: there 

was to be no more reshooting of footage, thus taking away the relentless feeling of  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needing to get the perfect shot. Additionally, we would need to reconsider the decision to 

use an extensive shot list.  

 The problem was, we were acting out a script as if for a feature film, instead of 

documenting an emotionally charged performance in nature. I approached each day of 

filming armed with my dauntingly elaborate shot list, describing every move, every 

angle, and even the expression of each character; rather than allowing it to unfold 

naturally. Upon arriving at the various magnificent locations in nature, it was as if I did 

not see it. It did not exist in my world, because what had become of utmost importance, 

in my mind, was getting the perfect shot. This was problematic. It was a deviation from 

the story, and was a major distraction at the beginning of the project. All of my scenes 

had been planned out, for the different seasons in the preceding six months. I left no room 

for error, and all of the filming hinged on getting the right shot in the correct season. 

 The major shift from approaching the project as a film, to approaching it as a 

documentation of a theatrical performance in nature, came after a memorable drive to 

campus early one morning. Summer was coming to an end, and although I had seen all 

the signs, I was so wrapped up in my project that I hadn’t even noticed. It wasn’t until I 

saw one lone yellow leaf hit the windshield of my car, that I finally realized the seasons 

were changing. Instead of admiring this leaf, and appreciating the fact that it was a time 

of transition—the inevitable and beautiful change from Summer to Fall—I found myself 

getting very agitated and angry at that little leaf. The first thought I had was, “wait a 

minute, it can’t be Fall, I haven’t filmed all of Summer yet!” I could not accept that the 

seasons would change before I was ready, and struggled to reconstruct my story to reflect  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this reality. This led to yet another rule: that I was not allowed to get angry at the 

changing seasons, and that I would need to relinquish control. I realized that I needed to 

loosen up, and allow spontaneity to become a defining part of the project.  

 I learned that my method of performance had to reflect the story, and it was not 

going to be authentic if I was not even following the advice of my own narrative. I was 

not willing to accept change. I needed to stop trying to control nature and my story, and 

allow it to evolve naturally. That is not to say that I did not have a plan, but I was open to 

change. So, I burned my shot list, opting instead to read my story prior to each 

performance, and was able to work with nature to perform in a much more meaningful 

way. 

 When I gave up control, I finally started to notice that nature was playing a more 

significant role in the performances than just a backdrop. In some instances, nature 

seemed to be interacting with the characters. In reviewing the footage, these strange and 

wonderful moments of perfect synchronicity between nature and character were revealed. 

For example, at one point, Cloak approaches G.Raff who is sitting on a log. She is being 

especially stubborn, refusing to pay attention to Cloak, and his patience is dwindling. As 

he taps his foot on the ground, he lifts his staff into the air, and in that very moment, the 

wind picks up—completely by chance. He then points to another spot in the dense 

canopy of trees, and the wind grows even louder (Figure 7).   
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 When Brian and I started working with nature, it revealed itself as a positive and 

willing collaborator, and we accepted the uncertainties of the natural world as part of the 

process. The initial obstacles of birds interrupting, actually occurred during spontaneous, 

yet perfectly timed moments. Crows began following Cloak, and his presence was also 

often accompanied by rain (Figure 8). The rain provided a unique element to the 

environment, an aural texture that enhanced the immersive quality of the scene. In fact, 

the more we started to pay attention to the sights, sounds, smells, and textures that 

enveloped us in nature, the more we felt in tune with the rhythms of the natural world. 

When walking through the woods to scout locations for filming, without the burden of 

carrying cumbersome equipment and costumes, both of us felt calm and connected, and  

Fig. 7 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 3, 2019
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were able to allow our senses to be completely swept up by the beauty of all that 

surrounded us. We were not looking for anything in particular, rather, simply for some 

part of nature to jump out at us, and to capture our attention. While a few of the filming 

locations featured our favorite spots in the Three Creeks Conservation Area, many of the 

others were discovered by slowly meandering through the woods, allowing our sense of 

intuition to lead the way. Neither of us knew it yet, but we were forest bathing. 

 Although forest bathing as a practice is just now gaining traction in the United 

States, its origins are from Japan, where this common practice is called shinrin-yoku.  64

Shinrin-Yoku involves walking slowly through the woods, in no hurry, taking in the 

forest with all of the senses, and being connected with nature by simply being in nature, 

and being present.  Although we were not practicing forest bathing while performing, 65

this project did get us out into the wilderness where we could have these immersive 

experiences, which allowed us to acknowledge the restorative powers of nature. These 

experiences influenced the story, making forest bathing part of the underlying message, 

and giving G.Raff’s journey the perfect ending. She was thrust into the wilderness, on a 

journey to come to terms with her grief, and found her healing in nature. Scientific 

evidence of the restorative effects of nature, as well as its connection to the story, will be 

elaborated upon in the section titled Forest Bathing.  

 Cassandra Brooklyn, “Forget Weed. Colorado’s Hottest Trend is Forest Bathing,” September 2, 2019, 64

https://www.thedailybeast.com/forest-bathing-forget-weed-this-is-colorados-hot-mind-bending-trend?
ref=scroll.

 Dr. Qing Li, Forest Bathing: How Trees Can Help You Find Health and Happiness (New York: Viking 65

Press, 2018), 12.
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Fig. 8 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest: Behind the Scenes 
Digital photograph 

2448 x 3264 
October 19, 2019 
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When Puppet Theater Meets Endurance Art 

 The performances for G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest started out firmly planted in 

the realm of theater, relying on a script and carefully planned actions to express the story. 

Locations and seasons had been chosen, and the plot had been rigidly structured. This 

approach left little room for improvisation, or the natural environment to influence the 

work. Yet, as we continued to perform and spend more time in the forest, a new way of 

thinking about the project emerged, and the performances became much more 

spontaneous. With this, the performances moved into the realm of performance art, where 

the actions were starting to inform the narrative, rather than the other way around. As an 

example, in Following Piece, Acconci chose someone at random to follow throughout the 

day, meaning, he relinquished control, and had no way of knowing how his day would 

progress.  He was at the whim of the decisions of another human being, and the story 66

that unfolded was directly dependent on this unscripted performance. He put himself in a 

vulnerable position, and in doing so, allowed spontaneity into his life and into his 

artwork.  

 In the performances for G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, it became a push and pull 

between puppeteer and character, story, and performance, each informing and influencing 

the other. Planned and unplanned actions began to blur into a sequence of events that 

would have never happened with a strict adherence to a script. All of a sudden Cloak was 

improvising, and was climbing into trees, jumping off bluffs, and getting visibly annoyed 

with G.Raff (Figure 9). None of which was in the original script. G.Raff started to  

 “Endurance Art,” 68.66
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improvise as well, and in moments of anger, she jumped on saplings, stomped and head-

butted flowers, and relentlessly kicked a dead cedar tree, almost toppling it over. By 

allowing improvisation to play a part in the performances, the story evolved, unfolding 

quite differently than I had originally planned.  

 The story shifted even more through the video editing process, where I was able 

to sit with the footage, and visualize how all of the parts could fit together. The special 

spontaneous moments during filming were key points that helped further shape the story, 

giving the characters an authenticity they might not have had otherwise. Scenes were 

collaged together, rearranged, and eventually emerged as twelve separate vignettes—

chapters documenting the episodic narrative of G.Raff’s hero’s journey. The fluidity of 

this creative process embraced the unknown, causing this project to fall into a strange 

place between theater and performance art, while still acknowledging the story as playing 

the most important role: the carrier of meaning. The performances reflect the traditions of 

puppet theater and performance art, and the story itself is an allegorical narrative that 

uses silent anthropomorphic characters as symbolic vessels. The use of puppets 

encourages the audience to lean in a little closer, to become active participants in trying 

to decipher the meaning in these strange inanimate objects. In storytelling, an allegory 

functions in the same way, requiring a deeper read to uncover the meaning hidden 

beneath the surface.  
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Fig. 9 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 8, 2019
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Storytelling 

Allegories and Fables 

 According to the Encyclopædia Britannica, a fable, parable, or allegory is: 

 Any form of imaginative literature or spoken utterance constructed in such a way  
 that readers or listeners are encouraged to look for meanings hidden beneath the  
 literal surface of the fiction. A story is told or perhaps enacted whose details— 
 when interpreted—are found to correspond to the details of some other system of  
 relations (its hidden, allegorical sense)…Many forms of literature elicit this kind  
 of searching interpretation, and the generic term for the cluster is allegory; under  
 it may be grouped fables, parables, and other symbolic shapings.   67

 In G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, I use brightly colored, unusual anthropomorphic 

characters to perform the allegorical story, which is more appropriately identified as a 

fable. I take on a simplistic approach to the formal qualities of the characters, as well as 

the plot of the story, in order to prompt the audience to look beneath the surface, to 

uncover a deeper layer of meaning. Simplicity and the paring down of details encourages 

a deeper read, where the fable can be understood on multiple levels.  

 Fables are: 

  Short, simple forms of naive allegory. The fable is usually a tale about   
 animals who are personified and behave as though they were humans…The  
 device of personification is also extended to trees, winds, streams, stones, and  
 other natural objects. The earliest of these tales also included humans and gods as  
 characters, but fable tends to concentrate on animating the inanimate.   68

 Angus Stewart Fletcher, Teiji Ichiko, and Naoaki Maeno, s.v. “Fable, parable, and allegory,” The 67

Encyclopædia Britannica Online, Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., January 2, 2019, https://
www.britannica.com/art/fable-parable-and-allegory.

 Fletcher, Ichiko, Maeno, “Fable, parable, and allegory.” 68

https://www.britannica.com/art/fable-parable-and-allegory
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 Fables personify animalistic characters, and often animate the inanimate, which is 

why I believe puppetry to be the perfect medium with which to perform a fable. The act 

of a puppeteer manipulating the puppets gives them a humanistic, anthropomorphic 

quality that translates directly into the language of a fable. By simply being a puppet, the 

characters are automatically connected to the human form, which is a core characteristic 

of this type of allegory.  

 This merging of animal and human is inherent in my performance work for 

G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, where a strange giraffe, a dinosaur, and a Cloak covered in 

the heads and bodies of plush animals are the central focus. G.Raff and Stegosaurus are 

both somewhat reminiscent of the type of animal they reference, while Cloak is an 

outlier. His movements bring to life a myriad of fantastical creatures, but there is no way 

to pinpoint one animal in particular that he represents. In that way, he represents a wide 

variety of creatures.  

 In his book Poetry and Animals: Blurring the Boundaries with the Human, author 

Onno Oerlemans talks about the use of animals that people are familiar with, and how 

that knowledge filters into the allegory.  

 He says:  

 Unless the allegorical animal is entirely mythical, even in fables some small sense 
 of the actual animal must enter into the allegory. The animal chosen to represent  
 some aspect of human behavior is not an arbitrary choice. We may use the eagle  
 to represent martial ability, the lion to represent courage, the fox to represent  
 cunning, or the pig to represent gluttony, and these meanings may be narrow and  
 distorting of the entire animal, but these meanings are not entirely projected onto  
 these kinds of animals.  69

 Onno Oerlemans, Poetry and Animals: Blurring the Boundaries with the Human (New York: Columbia 69

University Press, 2018), 30.
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 The creatures I use in my performed fable are somewhat reminiscent of actual 

animals, but in essence, they all come from the realm of imagination. In varying degrees, 

the lines are blurred between familiarity and myth. In the case of G.Raff and Cloak, they 

are almost entirely mythical. Although G.Raff is sometimes correctly classified as a 

giraffe, she has been mistakenly identified as a slug, and was once called a “walking, 

standing up cheetah.” She is ambiguous, thus cannot truly represent one specific animal. 

Similarly, the creatures patterning Cloak can be individually identified, but his character 

as a whole is mysterious. His symbolic meaning is hard to pinpoint. Through centuries of 

allegorical storytelling, other animals have come to represent certain humanistic vices or 

virtues over time, but G.Raff and Cloak depart from familiarity, leaving their symbolic 

meaning up to me to define. G.Raff symbolizes vulnerability, self-doubt, and fear, while 

Cloak symbolizes the alternative: a positive shift in perspective. While G.Raff sees only 

the little picture, Cloak sees the big picture, he sees that everything is interconnected. 

 Stegosaurus is a different case entirely, mostly due to his discernible identification 

as a dinosaur. His symbolic meaning is deeply rooted in the history of this species. Quite 

simply, his role is to go extinct, which is a fact that is accessible to a wide audience. 

Stegosaurus’ symbolism is woven into his being, and he cannot escape this fate; just like 

the lion cannot escape courage, or the pig, gluttony.  As an animal that carries with it a 70

familiarity, Stegosaurus represents impermanence, but as a creature that came from the 

realm of imagination, he is also given a secondary role. In G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, 

Stegosaurus is G.Raff’s friend, as well as the impetus for her journey. Their relationship  

 Oerlemans, 30.70
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is left ambiguous, allowing the audience to question the reality of Stegosaurus. Is he real 

or is he a figment of G.Raff’s imagination? If he is an imaginary friend, does the entire 

journey then depict the loss of imagination, and the epic search to get it back? 

Alternatively, if Stegosaurus is real, and G.Raff goes into the forest searching for him, 

does that change the meaning? Both scenarios deal with loss, both deal with grief, both 

deal with the struggle to come to terms with a new reality, and both center around the 

concept of change and subsequent transformation.  

 In interpreting a fable, the limited amount of information provided forces the 

audience to look closer to uncover the meaning, the moral of the story. The beauty of an 

allegory is that everyone’s interpretation will be different. Young people will make sense 

of the story through the eyes of a child, relating it to their personal experiences; while 

older people will approach the story with a level of maturity that matches their age.  71

Fables allow for a wide viewing audience, providing something different for everyone. 

Similar to puppetry, the only way to truly engage with the work is to look closely, and 

have the willingness to suspend disbelief. 

 Another “feature that isolates fable from the ordinary folktale, which it resembles, 

is that a moral—a rule of behaviour [sic]—is woven into the story.”  Whether it is shared 72

with the audience or not, the moral is typically straightforward, and is clearly illustrated 

in the plot. Since these stories are not actually about animals, and are instead symbolic of 

human culture, mirroring humanity and society, the moral is always applicable to the  

 Kenneth Cooper, “Aesop’s Fables for Adults,” Peabody Journal of Education 33, no. 3 (Nov. 1955): 143, 71

accessed April 1, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1490780.
 Fletcher, Ichiko, Maeno, “Fable, parable, and allegory.” 72

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1490780


50

audience.  In a fable, the interpretation of meaning is understood to be related to, and 73

directed towards the human experience.  Yet, at the same time, it is the inclusion of a 74

moral that often relegates a fable into literature for children. Additionally, as a fable, its 

naive and simplistic approach to allegory further removes it from being considered for 

adults.  

 In my performances, its didactic nature paired with the whimsical costumes and 

puppeteering, makes it appear rather simple on the surface, and pushes the work into a 

fantastical realm often relegated to “entertainment” for children. To expand on this idea 

further, I turn to Aesop’s Fables as an example. The Western tradition of fables began in 

the sixth-century BC with Aesop, whose name is now synonymous with this genre of 

literature.  Although Aesop’s Fables were not all written by Aesop, fables that follow a 75

similar template are identified as such.  “The Aesopian fables emphasize the social 76

interactions of human beings, and the morals they draw tend to embody advice on the 

best way to deal with the competitive realities of life.”  Due to the simplistic structure of 77

fables and their anthropomorphic cast of characters, Aesop’s Fables are all too often 

labeled as literature specifically for children, and their potential underlying meanings for 

adults are overlooked.  Similar to puppetry, fables put the responsibility on the audience  78

 Oerlemans, 28.73

 See note 73 above.74

 Fletcher, Ichiko, Maeno, “Fable, parable, and allegory.” 75

 Fletcher, Ichiko, Maeno, “Fable, parable, and allegory.” 76

 Fletcher, Ichiko, Maeno, “Fable, parable, and allegory.” 77

 Cooper, 143.78
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to engage with the work, to look beneath the literal surface, and see that there is meaning 

embedded in the seemingly superficial.  

 In an article titled Aesop’s Fables for Adults, Kenneth Cooper talks about the 

reasons why these fables can be influential at any age, and why they should be 

reconsidered as being only fit for children.  

 Cooper says:  

 Even if we did read all of Aesop as children, it is still unlikely that we really know 
 Aesop, for, like much great literature, the fables have different meanings for each  
 level of understanding and experience. The child delights in the simple story; the  
 young person discovers in them fundamental truths about humanity; and the old  
 man, I suspect, finds his own reflections about life confirmed   79

 A great deal of important life lessons can be missed, simply because we are 

unwilling to find meaning in something that seems like it is a bit too naive. In my work, I 

confront this idea head on, fully embracing the fact that my performed narrative comes 

off as rather childish on the surface. However, upon closer inspection, meaning can be 

found, hidden in every intentional detail. For example, strange patterned leaves appear 

throughout the performances, alluding to a hidden meaning within the narrative. Their 

repetition implies a significance that goes beyond their status as simply an object. In this 

way, they become an active part of the story, emerging in times of transition, following 

G.Raff on her journey through the forest (Figure 10). Granted, it can be overlooked, but I 

rely on this repetitious simplicity to draw viewers in, to look closely, to notice the details 

that appear and reappear as G.Raff winds her way through the woods. 

  

 Cooper, 143.79
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 With this in mind, on the surface, my story could potentially be summed up in one 

concise statement: G.Raff is lonely, she finds a friend, she loses her friend, she searches 

for him but ends up alone, yet happy. While this is an extremely boiled down version of 

the story’s plot, it is essentially what viewers could infer, if they refrain from looking at 

the characters, events, settings, and objects within the story as having a symbolic 

meaning. G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest could be dismissed as simple, and lacking in 

complexity. Yet, beneath the surface of the whimsical facade is a story of transformation 

and growth, a journey through grief, that concludes with G.Raff experiencing a spiritual 

awakening. This is only revealed when viewers engage with the work by willingly  

Fig. 10 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
November 3, 2019
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suspending disbelief, and focusing on all of the details with the intention of uncovering 

their symbolic meaning; a meaning that extends beyond the literal surface. 

Medieval Bestiaries 

 Using symbolism as a means to communicate a moral or a lesson is at the 

forefront of my narrative work, and was influenced by my interest in fables as well as 

medieval bestiaries. While my work is not fully situated in either tradition of storytelling, 

it uses specific aspects of both to create a body of work that is situated somewhere 

between these two literary genres. Fables feature anthropomorphic characters, and 

contain a moral or a lesson, intended to reflect human experience. Alternatively, medieval 

bestiaries are allegories that feature non-anthropomorphized animals, but whose 

experiences are symbolic lessons that reflect Christian teachings. My method of 

storytelling has been inspired by these bestiaries, specifically their utilization of text and 

image to create memorable stories, their combining of real and fantastical elements, and 

the moral lessons that reflect spiritual beliefs. 

 “The bestiaries, or books of beasts, are collections of animal descriptions and lore, 

both real and fantastic, which are interpreted as spiritual or moral lessons and often 

provided with illustrations.”  These stories seamlessly flip between realistic descriptions 80

of animals and fantastical or mystical accounts, calling attention to the inherent 

symbolism within the text. Typically, one illustration accompanies the text, and acts as a 

window into the imagined world, helping the reader to visualize and internalize the  

 Willene B. Clark and Meradith T. McMunn, “Introduction,” in Beasts and Birds of the Middle Ages, ed. 80

Willene B. Clark and Meradith T. McMunn (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 1. 
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didactic story. Like a fable, the allegorical bestiaries also have different layers of 

meaning, and it is only by looking deeply, beyond the literal surface, that the reader is 

privy to the true underlying message.  

 As an example of how a bestiary moves between the real and fantastic, I use the 

story of the eagle from Bestiary, an English version of the Bodleian Book of Beasts, 

translated by Richard Barber. Additionally, I use this specific bestiary to show how the 

symbolic meaning is not readily apparent, but is instead hidden within the story. The 

reader is primed to look for this underlying symbolic meaning due to the story’s inclusion 

of real and fantastical elements.  

 The story of the eagle starts off by describing the animal much how one would 

expect the creature to behave. The eagle has eyesight so sharp that it can glide high above 

the sea yet still see the fish swimming.  It swoops down with a mighty force to catch its 81

prey, but as the eagle ages, its eyesight diminishes.  Thus far, it is fairly straightforward, 82

almost like a scientific account of how this animal acts; but then, it takes a turn for the 

mystical or metaphoric. The eagle finds a fountain and flies up to the sun. Its wings catch 

fire and its eyes are burnt. It immediately dives into the fountain below three times, and 

when it emerges its wings and eyes are restored.  83

 The pairing of realistic and fantastical elements of each animal make the bestiary 

stories easier to recall, and their departure from ordinary reality urges the reader to look 

for and uncover the symbolic nature of each narrative; the meaning hidden beneath the  

 Bestiary, trans. Richard Barber (Suffolk, England: The Boydell Press, 1993), 118.81

 Barber, 118-19.82

 Barber, 119.83
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surface. In the case of the bestiary of the eagle, the moral of the story, in the spiritual 

sense, symbolizes that the “…dimness of the eyes of the heart is healed by the spiritual 

fountain of the Lord, who is the sun of justice.”  Even the minutest details, like the 84

eagle’s dim eyes, have meaning that reaches well beyond their superficial guise. The 

figurative eagle represents man, whose heart has grown dim in turning away from God, 

and the eagle, or man, can find healing in the teachings of the Lord. The water holds great 

symbolic power, and is representative of the Lord. Additionally, diving into the water 

three times is significant. This passage could be referencing the baptismal tradition, 

where the pastor or priest says, “I baptize you: In the name of the Father, and of the Son, 

and of the Holy Spirit.”  By the second century, baptisms consisted of “the use of water 85

and the invocation of the Trinity,” as well as the immersion into water three times.  86

  Upon first impression, the bestiary of the eagle can be seen superficially, and 

acknowledged as a story that is simply fantastical. However, it actually carries great 

symbolic meaning, where the eagle and its experience represent a spiritual teaching. In 

bestiaries, these moral lessons reflect Christian ideals, and are expressed as a simplistic 

allegory in order to be accessible to a wide audience.  

 Another significant feature of bestiaries is that the text and illustrations go hand-

in-hand, each working together to enhance the underlying message. In the book Beasts 

and Birds of the Middle Ages, Beryl Rowland wrote an essay titled The Art of Memory 

and the Bestiary, and within its pages explained the act of reading this type of allegory as  

 Clark and McMunn, 2.84
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well as the relationship between text and image. Rowland said, “The reader or auditor 

was expected to glimpse the moral double meaning in the text as soon as he or she 

embarked on the description or narrative, and some elements of the allegory were usually 

reinforced by what was perceived to be taking place in the accompanying illustrations.”  87

It is the merging between the artwork and the written word that created a dynamic 

presentation, each filling in what the other left out. The combination of text and imagery 

offered viewers or readers additional information, helping to create a more memorable 

experience of the story. In addition, moving between interpreting what is written in the 

text and what is shown in the illustration makes the reader a more active participant, 

causing the narrative, and subsequently the moral lesson, easier to recall.  

 As an example of the relationship between text and illustration, and how one can 

be used to inform or enhance the other, I use the story of the cat, represented in the 

Bodleian Book of Beasts. In Barber’s English translation of this text, he first introduced 

this story by calling attention to its unique relationship between text and image. He said, 

“the text tells very little about the cat, for example, but the artist tells us that it will try to 

get at a bird in a cage, loves to sleep by the fire, and shows it on a background of moon 

and stars to indicate its nocturnal habits.”  This calls attention to the ability of the 88

illustrations to provide quite a bit of information about the animal, all within a single 

image, which allows the writing to reflect other aspects of the story that cannot 

necessarily be illustrated. Certain ideas can be conveyed through gesture, color, and  

 Beryl Rowland, “The Art of Memory and the Bestiary,” in Beasts and Birds of the Middle Ages, ed. 87

Willene B. Clark and Meradith T. McMunn (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 15. 
 Barber, 11.88
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composition, while others are more appropriately defined through the written word. In 

this way, the text and image are completely intertwined, and one cannot fully exist 

without the other. 

 While the narrative function of bestiaries is more heavily based in text with 

supporting imagery, I have reinterpreted this concept in my own work, combining the 

written word with performance and sculptural art objects. Unlike bestiaries, my work 

relies heavily on the visual element—the performances—to illustrate G.Raff’s story, and 

the text serves to reinforce, or in some cases, call attention to the underlying emotive 

qualities. I will elaborate on the relationship between text and imagery in regards to my 

thesis work in the section titled The Artwork, Materials, and Process. 

 G.Raff’s journey is similar to a bestiary, in that it is a symbolic narrative that turns 

to the natural world to impart a moral lesson—one that is also firmly rooted in 

spirituality. While my narrative does not reflect Christian beliefs, I have found inspiration 

in these texts, and use elements of this type of literary genre as a way to express a 

spiritual connection with nature. The story and characters are imbued with realistic and 

fantastical elements, reflecting the traditions of a bestiary, but they deviate from this form 

of storytelling due to the characters’ anthropomorphic qualities. In fables, animals are 

anthropomorphized in order to mirror human culture and society, yet in bestiaries, the 

animals are not given humanistic qualities, and instead rely on existing animal 

characteristics and symbolism to relate the allegories to religious teachings. In this way, 

my performances are situated somewhere between a fable and a bestiary, using characters 

who embrace the anthropomorphic traditions of fables, as well as the blending of real and  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fantastical elements of bestiaries. The addition of fantastical elements calls attention to its 

underlying symbolism, and also brings the work into a spiritual realm. 

The Hero’s Journey as a Roadmap 

 G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest centers around a performed allegory, and is 

influenced by the traditions of medieval bestiaries and fables as well as puppet theater 

and performance art. As a story that revolves around the metamorphosis of the main 

character, I chose to use the hero’s journey as a template—a roadmap for the 

performances, to help ground the work in a genre of literature that has historically 

addressed the concept of transformation using symbolism.  

 Joseph Campbell was an author, American professor of literature, and avid 

researcher of comparative mythology, who coined the term hero’s journey. Campbell used 

this term to describe the sequence of actions typically found in myths about heroes, cross-

culturally, and throughout history.  He described the hero’s journey as one of 89

transformation, and cyclical in nature.  It involves leaving one condition, “finding the 90

source of life,” and reemerging as a more mature or changed being.  It can be both a 91

journey filled with physical feats, such as saving lives or self-sacrifice, or it can touch on 

spirituality, dealing with a transformation of consciousness.  However, in order to  92

 The Power of Myth, episode 1, “The Hero’s Adventure,” PBS documentary mini-series, featuring Joseph 89

Campbell and Bill Moyers, aired June 21, 1988. 
 See note 89 above.90

 The Power of Myth, episode 1.91

 See note 90 above.92
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experience this transformation, the hero must endure trials, which can be literal or 

figurative.   93

 In the performances for G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, the unlikely hero, G.Raff, 

struggles both mentally and physically to come to terms with loss on her journey of self-

discovery. Finding meaning in the midst of grief eludes her as she travels through the 

forest, unable to connect with her surroundings. G.Raff’s story closely follows the 

template, or “sequence of events” that Campbell describes as being prevalent in myths. I 

will elaborate on this subject in the section titled Hero’s Journey, by providing a deep 

analysis or close reading of the performances and themes that run throughout the story. I 

will also systematically reveal the symbolism within the work, while highlighting the 

sequence of events that are presented, and how these relate to the template of the hero’s 

journey. Before I delve into Campbell’s research, I will first share the story that I wrote at 

the beginning of this project. As I previously mentioned, this story was the impetus for 

the performative work, and helped guide me when I got off track. Without this piece of 

creative writing, G.Raff would not have experienced such an epic journey, and she would 

not have had a spiritual awakening. 

  

The Spine 

 The written story is an allegory that revolves around transformation, and 

addresses this through the themes of grief, finding meaning, and nature as a place for 

healing. Reflected in the natural world is the cycle of death and rebirth. We can see it in  

 The Power of Myth, episode 1.93
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the changing seasons, in the decaying trees, and in the new life that sprouts from its 

remnants. In turning to nature, a new perspective can emerge, an understanding that all 

life follows a natural cycle. In that way, death can be considered a new beginning. Lao-

tzu, a Chinese philosopher said, “New beginnings are often disguised as painful 

endings.”  94

 Yet, sometimes losing someone makes it very difficult to see this painful ending 

as a new beginning, and it takes an epic journey through the forest to find meaning and a 

new sense of self. In dealing with grief, it is easy to lose sight of everything that is 

important in life, and retreat to a dark and dismal place. It is a lonely place to be. 

Acknowledging grief is an important step in the healing process, and by allowing it to 

wash over you, a path forward presents itself. For G.Raff, this path forward takes her 

deep into the forest, on a journey to come to terms with her loss, and to heal. She finds 

her answers in nature. 

 Within the constantly shifting environment, nature reveals the inevitability of 

change—impermanence as an unavoidable truth. Even though death is an ending, nature 

points out the beauty in this transformation, that this change brings about new life. It 

suggests an interconnectedness, where nothing truly dies, but instead, turns into 

something else. Being fully immersed in nature can result in a deep spiritual connection 

with the plants and animals of the forest, and can reveal the magic in the cycle of death 

and rebirth. Nature can restore even the weariest of souls. It healed G.Raff’s soul as she  

 David Kessler, Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief (New York: Scribner, 2019), 99.94
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searched for meaning amidst loss, and it helped both me and Brian as we struggled to 

come to terms with the loss of D’arbo.  

 The allegorical story was the catalyst for the performances, and serves as the 

spine of my work. American dancer and choreographer Twyla Tharp defines the spine of 

a body of work as “…the statement you make to yourself outlining your intentions for the 

work. You intend to tell this story. You intend to explore this theme. You intend to employ 

this structure. The audience may infer it or not. But if you stick to your spine, the piece 

will work.”    95

 Throughout the process of performing, Brian and I continued to return to the story 

to ground ourselves in its original intentions. Yet, the inclusion of spontaneous unscripted 

moments in these performances caused the story to evolve from its initial form. Many 

elements of the original document still remain, but it has been edited over time to reflect 

the final performances as they are presented within the videos. The performances 

emerged out of this writing, and also influenced the writing, so I share this story to 

ground the reader in an understanding of the general plot of the performances. In addition 

to grounding the reader in the narrative’s sequence of actions, it also offers the reader a 

closer look into the creative process that informed the work. Please note that as I refer to 

this story in my thesis writing, that I am simultaneously referencing the performances. 

Additionally, the twelve chapters within the written story correspond to the twelve 

chapters in the performances.  

 Twyla Tharp and Mark Reiter, The Creative Habit: Learn it and Use it for Life (New York: Simon & 95

Schuster, 2003), 142-43.
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 While the spine of my project is not meant to stand alone as a piece of finished 

literature, and is not shared with the public beyond this thesis writing, carefully chosen 

excerpts from the story accompany each chapter within the exhibition, enhancing the 

storytelling capabilities of a wordless performance. Similar to the relationship between 

text and image of the bestiaries, the performances are enhanced by the inclusion of text, 

each filling in what the other left out.  

 The story is as follows: 

Chapter One 

  G.Raff allowed her loneliness, fears, and insecurities to govern her life. What a sad  
 existence it was, in her desolate field, with the crunchy, dead grass relentlessly poking her tender  
 toes. Sensing her endless sorrow, Cloak, perched in a nearby tree, sent a flock of birds her way to  
 help shake her out of her hopelessness. G.Raff was frightened by the sound and inspected the sky  
 only to find it empty, save for one lonely cloud. The cloud clung to the cerulean sky, seemingly  
 trying to find its place amongst its vast environment. G.Raff could relate to this lonely little cloud,  
 who had so much to offer, and yet, was all alone. No connections to clouds of its kind, not even a  
 bird to keep it company. “Poor cloud,” thought G.Raff. 
  In that very moment her mind started to drift to a place she knew so well. The realm of  
 imagination, of wonder and excitement; a place hidden deep within her subconscious. She would  
 often go there to hideout, find solace, and to be alone and free. But she was never truly alone  
 there, for she could imagine and conjure just about anyone and anything. This was her invented  
 reality, the one which she had complete control over. But, that reality, that sense of excitement, is  
 what she’d been warned to steer clear of. It’s not real, and so she had better just focus on the here  
 and now.  
  The sound of birds.  
  Her solitude was shattered by the ear-piercing cries of crows rapidly approaching, and  
 she stood calm yet alert in that desolate, but comforting meadow. Although it can’t really be called 
 a meadow. That word undoubtedly elicits visions of tall swaying grasses, long stemmed flowers  
 dancing in the wind, and a sense of whimsy that is most certainly missing in G.Raff’s field, where  
 the sun never sets. Apart from the sparse green vegetation speckled across the ground, her space  
 was barren, except for her. G.Raff was very much alive and full of potential energy, she just wasn’t 
 aware of this quite yet. 
  Oh yes, the birds… 
  The birds came towards her, the sound growing louder and louder with each passing  
 moment, until she sprung into action and crept out of her field, carefully scanning her   
 surroundings. She approached the edge of the forest that lined the perimeter of her lonesome  
 existence. The forest was unknown, filled with all kinds of mysterious things. G.Raff was sure of  
 it. And it was not like the place she went to in her mind, because she was in control of that. No,  
 this was very different. This place, the forest, was way out of her comfort zone, but she had a  
 decision to make, and fast. 
  It was either staying in her once-quiet field, now filled with bothersome birds, or  
 approaching an area she was afraid to approach. She quickly decided that the edge of the forest  
 was much safer than her field, and with that thought, she noticed the noise shifting from    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 squawking birds to the strangest clacking sounds. Like gourds hitting each other, or hollow seed  
 pods rattling in the wind. Whatever it was, the sound grew louder and louder and the bird noises  
 eventually dissolved.  
   Now it was just G.Raff and this new strange sound at the edge of the forest. Such an odd  
 noise. She couldn’t even begin to guess what mysteries might be lurking in the darkness of the  
 forest. While normally gripped by the fear of the unknown, G.Raff’s curiosity got the better of her  
 and she continued to investigate. Just then, the maker of the clicking and the clacking crashed  
 through the underbrush, perhaps a little too abruptly, because G.Raff was caught off guard, jumped 
 backwards, and ran to the safety of her field. Desolate, yet comfortable.  
  But, Cloak was right in sending those birds. Her isolation was now a thing of the past.  
 Her curiosity was piqued, and off she went the very next day to inspect the edge of the forest. And  
 although it would be very nice to say that when the creature revealed himself again, trying to  
 entice her into the forest, that she was accepting of the invitation; but she was not. She was  
 frightened yet again, albeit not as scared, and sought solitude the only way she knew how. In the  
 comfort of her sad little field, with the sad dead grass, and the brittle roots that poked her tender  
 feet. 
  And so she did what she always did when she needed to think. She walked. But she  
 didn’t walk with her head held up pointed to the sky, nor did she admire the beautiful cornstalks  
 swaying in the wind. She walked head down, shoulders slouched, shuffling along. As she always  
 did.  
  The creature of the forest had had enough. He wanted to meet her and invite the   
 mysterious being, G.Raff, who roamed the flatlands alone, to his realm amongst the trees. This is  
 what she needed. She just didn’t know it quite yet. Cloak knew it, the forest creature knew it, but  
 G.Raff did not. That’s how it always was though. Last one to figure out anything. At least that’s  
 what she had always assumed.  
  G.Raff, her head down, shuffling along, was caught completely by surprise when the  
 creature, a Stegosaurus, came tearing out of the forest, heading straight for her. She had but one  
 option…RUNNNNN! 
  And so she did just that. She ran and ran, and would not have been caught had it not been  
 for her clumsy feet. “Dumb feet,” thought G.Raff. They got all twisted underneath her, her upper  
 body moving double the speed of her legs, and she tripped and fell. Stunned by both the chase and  
 the fall, and of the exhilarating feeling of sprinting at top speed, G.Raff thought, “Well this is it.  
 The Stegosaurus has captured me. This is where I meet my end.” But the Stegosaurus did not  
 immediately pounce, and allowed G.Raff to rise to her feet. They started circling one another,  
 carefully watching, mimicking each others’ movements. It turned into a game. Her fear subsided,  
 and her curiosity rose, and in that very moment an unlikely connection was made.  

Chapter Two 

  Despite spending her days alone, and seeming content with that, G.Raff secretly longed  
 for companionship. Someone she couldn’t possibly compare herself with, someone so different  
 than herself that she wouldn’t feel inadequate around. And you don’t get much different than a  
 G.Raff and a Stegosaurus. And so she was happy.  
  Their friendship flourished, but not without limitations. G.Raff refused to enter the forest, 
 for it was filled with unknowns, and she was scared of unknowns, because there was just no way  
 to know them. Stegosaurus tried time and again to convince G.Raff to shed her insecurities and  
 take a chance, but she quite simply was not ready. You see, G.Raff had always been an “in her own 
 time” kind of being, and did not like to feel pushed or rushed into anything. I guess you could say  
 change was what she feared. But what she didn’t realize was how her friendship with Stegosaurus  
 was transforming her already. 
  G.Raff found her own version of self-confidence, and began every new day with a smile,  
 knowing that waiting at the edge of the forest, just on the other side, was the best friend she had  
 ever known. For quite some time they followed a similar routine. G.Raff would approach the  
 forest’s edge and just as she would arrive, Stegosaurus would appear, sometimes bounding  
 excitedly out of the darkness into G.Raff’s world. 
  What a beautiful friendship it was. 
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Chapter Three 

  As time wore on, Stegosaurus moved slower and slower, yet G.Raff didn’t seem to  
 notice. She wasn’t ready to notice. She did, however, grow more impatient with his attempts to  
 return to the forest, and often tried to block his reentry. G.Raff wished that Stegosaurus didn’t  
 have to leave and could stay with her in her field forever. She was playful in doing so, but hadn’t  
 realized that deep down she knew he was leaving in a different sense, and she wasn’t ready to let  
 go. Change, as she saw it, in any form really, was something that stole happiness. Change caused  
 suffering, and she didn’t want anything to do with that. So, she set out to stop change. If she kept  
 Stegosaurus from going home, perhaps he would stay forever.  
  But you see, these thoughts were all happening deep down in G.Raff, so deep in her own  
 forest of the unknown that she wasn’t even aware of their presence.  
  Change happened on a cold afternoon at the beginning of winter. Stegosaurus, moving  
 slower than usual, stumbled into the forest, out of G.Raff’s sight, and quietly faded into a nearby  
 tree. The decaying tree, obviously affected by this powerful merging, of two becoming one,  
 released into the air the most beautiful green diamond-patterned leaves, which fell silently to the  
 ground. And with that, Stegosaurus had departed from the reality he once knew, the plane of  
 existence he shared with G.Raff, and with only one regret: not saying a proper goodbye to his  
 most cherished companion. He knew she would be distraught, but could not prevent the change  
 from happening. Stegosaurus knew that it was his time to return to nature. He also knew that  
 someday, somehow, G.Raff would find him again.  

Chapter Four 

  For G.Raff, the dreaded change happened afterwards, when she went to the edge of the  
 forest, exactly as she had for months, only this time Stegosaurus did not come bounding out to  
 meet her. Nor did he try to sneak out of the forest and surprise her as he had done once or twice.  
 He didn’t even emerge lethargically as he had the past few times, she now recalled. No, he just  
 wasn’t there. 
  G.Raff’s stomach dropped, her skin grew warm, and her mind began to wander and spin.  
 After all this time, she had never imagined a day without Stegosaurus. She wasn’t prepared to  
 think on those terms. And so she waited, and waited, and waited. She paced impatiently, thinking  
 about their time together, their last meeting, their last walk; and when she couldn’t possibly wait  
 any longer or pace any more, she tried to gather her strength and jump into the forest. 
  But she could not. An invisible wall, a force; something was stopping her. Frustrated with 
 herself, she walked back to her field with her head hung low and her shoulders slouched, and her  
 tender little foot found one of the brittle roots. She felt like yelping, but made no noise at all.  
 Instead she found a little flower, yellow like she was, lonely like her, swaying in the wind. And she 
 stomped it. She stomped on it with so much vigor. Anger coursed through her veins.  
  And something unusual happened in that very moment, when G.Raff squashed the  
 flower, that was painfully reminiscent of herself. She decided that she was tired of feeling  
 helpless, and she was tired of feeling lonely, and she was tired of being scared. She was tired of  
 letting change control her life. Her friend Stegosaurus was taken, stolen by change. She wasn’t  
 prepared for this feeling. She was hopeless and angry. G.Raff’s mind raced as she stood staring  
 down at the sad smooshed flower. She thought, “Stegosaurus couldn’t be gone. Something must  
 have happened to him to make him leave. He would never abandon me.”  
  She was going to find Stegosaurus, and that was that. 

Chapter Five 

  So she gathered her strength one more time. But this time it felt different. She was  
 invigorated, and for once, she believed in herself. With a running start, and the speed and grace of  
 a world-class gymnast preparing to vault, G.Raff leapt into the forest!  
  As she landed and spun around, she was in awe of the colors, textures, and smells, and  
 felt oddly at home in a place she’d never been, as far as she knew. The bright yellow leaves   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 seemed to embrace and engulf her as she ran swiftly through the trees, looking around for her lost  
 friend. In fact, the forest wasn’t scary at all, it wasn’t as dark as she had imagined. The sun shone  
 through the canopy of leaves, and the dappled light danced across the forest floor, illuminating this 
 enchanted place. It was almost as if the trees were cast with a magical spell, entranced, all moving  
 in tandem, swaying to a rhythm G.Raff couldn’t see. Not yet anyways.  
  But before she could fully grasp such thoughts, she refocused on her mission.  
  Find Stegosaurus. 

Chapter Six 

  She walked and she walked, and she searched and she searched, and grew wearier and  
 wearier as the months drew on. She was committed to finding Stegosaurus, but had lost her ability  
 to see the beauty and magic of all that surrounded her. Once again, anger coursed through her  
 veins, as it had on the day of the sad little yellow flower, and she found herself stomping and  
 thrashing through the forest. Trees that got in her way were met with a swift kick from her delicate 
 foot, and the unfortunate saplings were no match for her anger. 
  Cloak watched from afar as G.Raff slowly fell apart, unable to come to terms with her  
 loss, and unable to control her anger. Although he was concerned for her well-being, Cloak  
 decided not to step in, but rather, to stay close, to observe, and to help without being detected. He  
 understood that G.Raff needed to feel her pain, to let it wash over her, to sit with it, if she was ever 
 going to overcome her grief. And so he watched and he waited, and was never far from her side,  
 and she never noticed.  

Chapter Seven 

  G.Raff was in a frenzy, frustrated and scared, vulnerable, lost in the forest. A place of the  
 unknown. She was exhausted, both physically and emotionally. Her feet had become scarred and  
 leathery, and her morale had vanished. She had lost all hope. All of which, G.Raff considered,  
 would not be happening if she had just stayed in her desolate yet comfortable field. If she had kept 
 to herself. Not listened to the birds. If she hadn’t met Stegosaurus, she wouldn’t have been in this  
 mess. If she hadn’t loved him so much she wouldn’t have gone searching, and if she hadn’t gone  
 searching then she wouldn’t have been lost. And if she hadn’t been lost and thinking in circles, and 
 despising herself, and doubting, and fearing, and being angry, then she wouldn’t have been so  
 tired, and she wouldn’t have had to take a rest on the log.  
  G.Raff’s body and mind needed a rest, and the fallen tree longed for a purpose, so they  
 were the perfect match. Despite toppling over many years before, the tree was brimming with life  
 and still had so much to offer. It provided a home and nourishment for other plants and animals in  
 the forest, and could now bring comfort and solace to G.Raff in her time of need. The fallen tree  
 knew this, and Cloak knew this, but the weary G.Raff was oblivious, and saw only a log.  
  But, on this very log she was finally able to rest, and drifted off to sleep. And as she  
 slipped in and out of consciousness, her mind wandered, and eventually settled on memories of  
 Stegosaurus. She revisited their days together in the field. But their days were numbered, and she  
 hadn’t known. She hadn’t noticed. She felt especially lonely in this moment, but G.Raff was not  
 alone—Cloak was there, and remained by her side as she slept. He knew that she would eventually 
 need his help to continue on her journey of healing, but it wasn’t time. Not quite yet.  

Chapter Eight 

  G.Raff was still fast asleep on the log as dusk approached. The temperature dropped, but  
 she laid there motionless. She had entered a deep sleep and embarked on a journey deep within her 
 unconscious, and found herself isolated in an eerie place, at the edge of a mystical pool. G.Raff  
 sensed that she was searching for something. But for what? For something that wasn’t there?  
 Besides the water and the craggy rocks, the only other thing to look at was her own reflection, and  
 she was notably disappointed by what she saw.  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  Just as that thought manifested in G.Raff’s mind, she woke up on the log, only to catch  
 the last rays of the sinking sun dipping behind the ridge on the other side of the valley. What a  
 horrible situation, darkness was rapidly descending upon her and there was no way that she would  
 be able to catch up to the sun at this point. G.Raff would never admit that she was scared of the  
 dark, but in all actuality, she was terrified. The thoughts of what could be lurking in the shadows  
 were just more unknowns that G.Raff was not able to handle in her fragile state of mind. 
  The only thing she could do to save herself was to get up off of that log, and chase what  
 remaining light there was. Unfortunately for G.Raff, there was no way that she could catch up  
 with the sun, and fear set in. Fear quickly turned into desperation, and the poor, disoriented G.Raff 
 was lost within an unknown realm that was just too much to handle. The darkness closed in and  
 became intensely claustrophobic. As she ran in different directions, she kept hitting an invisible  
 wall, an impenetrable barrier that kept her in this terrifying place. It was her fear that held her  
 back, just as it had at the threshold of the forest. But with no courage left, G.Raff was trapped  
 inside this nightmarish reality. She fell, exhausted, at the base of a large tree, too tired to continue,  
 too weak to move. 
  The tree was very old and had seen many things come and go over the years. From it’s  
 vantage point, the tree had come to know, and had grown accustomed to the cycles that occurred  
 within the forest. It looked down and took pity upon the sad creature at it’s roots, knowing that a  
 transformation was imminent. And the tree watched over G.Raff, providing comfort and solace as  
 she lay there, for it enjoyed her company. 

Chapter Nine 

  The first light of the morning sun illuminated the forest, shining light upon G.Raff’s  
 withered frame. A lovely chorus of birds sang their songs, the plants turned their leaves to greet  
 the light, and a new day was here at last. But G.Raff never woke up. As time passed she was  
 overlooked by animals and covered by leaves. The tree sensed G.Raff falling into something other  
 than sleep, she was slipping away, losing hope, her anger dwindling, but her fears and insecurities  
 still very much in tact. She was ready and willing to let go. With her mind and body in agreement,  
 G.Raff quietly started to drift away, upwards into the canopy of the tree. Her translucent body shed 
 translucent tears that fell a long way down to the ground where she once laid. And from that very  
 spot, from the tear moistened ground, emerged the most beautiful and colorful being. 
  The majestic Cloak unfurled from the earth. 
  With a wave of his staff, Cloak summoned the tree, pleading that G.Raff be returned to  
 the earth. Back and forth they went, his staff twirling towards the canopy, and the leaves swirling  
 in reply. Finally, G.Raff’s body was lowered to the very spot she had previously laid. 
  Cloak was happy. The tree was happy. G.Raff was happy. She just didn’t know it yet. 

Chapter Ten 

  Since entering the forest, G.Raff had traversed much land, encountered amazing   
 environments, but she had never seen anything or anyone quite like this. Cloak was covered in the  
 heads and bodies of animals, but surprisingly, didn’t exude a malicious energy. Cloak was quiet  
 and calm, and seemed somewhat familiar. G.Raff had the uncanny feeling that she knew him  
 already. But that couldn’t be possible, could it? She could sense that he was there to help, a spirit  
 of the forest, as Stegosaurus had been. He was there to guide her on her journey through the forest, 
 beyond the unknown. 
  Maybe not wholeheartedly, and possibly a little skeptically, as was G.Raff’s way, she  
 followed Cloak as he took her from place to place within the forest. He seemed to be choosing  
 locations with immense beauty, but there was always a reason G.Raff didn’t want to look or  
 participate. Suffice it to say, most everything scared her, and she was unwilling to engage all of her 
 senses, and feel a freedom within the forest. 
  When she first crossed the threshold from the field to the forest, she had briefly permitted 
 herself to become fully immersed in the environment. She had allowed the sights and smells to  
 wash over her, and the sounds to transport her to another time and place. She knew what this all  
 felt like, but refused to grant herself access to these emotions anymore. She just wasn’t ready.  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  And so, on they went, together through the forest. Little by little, Cloak nudged G.Raff to 
 confront her fears, and to open herself up to the environment that surrounded her. For it was  
 beautiful and ready for her. If only she could see it. 

Chapter Eleven 

  Seasons had come and gone, and still they walked. Some days were more productive than 
 others, and some days G.Raff’s stubbornness drove a wedge between the two travelers. Despite  
 G.Raff’s fluctuating moods, they had grown to enjoy each other’s company and had formed a  
 close bond. One similar to that of G.Raff and Stegosaurus. But Cloak knew their time together was 
 coming to an end, which made him sad. 
  Cloak and G.Raff made one last trek through the land of the fallen trees, next to the  
 creek, in between two large hills; but it was only Cloak who knew this would be their last. Once  
 again, G.Raff had not seen any signs indicating their time together would cease to be. She still  
 held on to her belief that some things could last forever, and hadn’t quite grasped that this would  
 only happen if she chose to look and accept the natural cycles. If she saw the interconnectedness  
 of everything then she might be willing to accept change. She just wasn’t quite ready yet. Not for  
 such a monumental shift in perspective. 
  G.Raff did sense that something was awry. Cloak had started acting differently and it felt  
 as if they had hastened their pace. Her little legs could barely keep up. Before, their journey  
 seemed like random wanderings in the forest, but now it appeared that they were headed for a  
 specific destination. G.Raff recognized this feeling, it was the feeling of change, and it was  
 happening right before her very eyes. She grew somber and lost her appetite, moving forward  
 towards what she thought might be the journey’s end. 
  As they approached an enormous cave, with its mouth towering over its surroundings,  
 dwarfing everything in its vicinity, G.Raff’s eyes widened. She had never seen such magnificence. 
 Cloak led the way slowly up the path while G.Raff timidly followed, unable to keep her gaze off  
 of the cave’s eerie entrance. She got a sense that something was amiss and stayed close to Cloak as 
 they grew nearer, and entered the mouth of the cave. Cloak, however, knew this was goodbye, that 
 this was what G.Raff needed to complete her journey and find the meaning she had been searching 
 for all along.  
  She had been so focused on finding Stegosaurus as he was, that she hadn’t opened her  
 mind to the possibility that he might be present in her life now in a different way. She hadn’t  
 looked, she hadn’t noticed the green diamond-patterned leaves, she hadn’t trusted the feelings of  
 “knowing” that she experienced in the forest. This last part of the journey, Cloak was certain of it,  
 would reveal this meaning. G.Raff was finally ready, although she would never claim to be. 
  When Cloak looked into her eyes she knew he was leaving, she knew she had to face her  
 fears alone. But now she had an inkling that she was never truly alone. She felt loved. G.Raff  
 peered deep within Cloak and felt an immense sense of gratitude and happiness, but tinged with a  
 bittersweetness that always comes with goodbyes. As she made a move towards the interior of the  
 cave, Cloak reached for her one last time, pulled her close and placed a talisman around G.Raff’s  
 neck, and whispered, “I will find you again, someday.” G.Raff looked down and noticed the green  
 diamond-pattern, and the yellow and purple arches at the top and the orange protruding   
 underneath. She thought of Stegosaurus, and realized the talisman was for protection and   
 guidance. It was meant to help illuminate her path.  
  With that, she turned and walked into the cave, not quite confidently, but certainly not  
 plagued with doubt. She turned back towards the opening of the cave where Cloak had been, but  
 all that was left was the garment, crumpled, where he previously stood. She was alone, again, but  
 felt prepared for what was next. To find her meaning and emerge from the darkness. 

Chapter Twelve 

  As she emerged from the cold, damp cave, G.Raff was bathed in sunlight. Once her eyes  
 adjusted, she noticed a world that seemed familiar, but it was as if she was seeing it for the first  
 time. Her fresh perspective allowed her to experience the colors, textures, sounds, and smells as  
 she had long ago when she first leapt into the forest. Her quest for Stegosaurus was still on her   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 mind, but she was no longer seeking him in the same sense. G.Raff had accepted his departure,  
 and was prepared and excited to look for him in other places, in other things, as she took in  
 everything around her.  
  She carefully traversed the slippery rocks that spilled out of the cave entrance, and  
 approached a flower for the first time with admiration, noticing its vibrant color and its pungent  
 scent. It didn’t even occur to her to stomp on it as she had in the past. Instead, she appreciated its  
 beauty, and moved through the forest with a renewed sense of self, a heightened self-awareness  
 that only comes from a transformative experience. G.Raff revisited places that she and Cloak had  
 traveled to together, and one-by-one conquered her fears.  
  A log stretched high above the ground was no longer a cause for panic, for she now  
 walked across it with such confidence that she couldn’t remember why she had ever been scared in 
 the first place. Her feet now worked in tandem with her body, allowing her to glide effortlessly  
 through the terrain, jumping over fallen branches, taking her to amazing places that she was once  
 too stubborn, too scared, to truly see and appreciate.  
  After rediscovering all that had been previously laid before her, she found a quiet resting  
 spot on top of a bluff. In fact, it was the same bluff she and Cloak had visited months before. But  
 now, and only now, after all she had been through, could she truly see what he had tried to show  
 her. And as she sat on the edge, swinging her legs over the steep ravine, she allowed nature and all  
 of its magic to wash over her. That’s when she saw it. A single branch rustling in the wind, with  
 the most beautiful green diamond-patterned leaves she had ever seen. It was as if they were there  
 just for her.  
  They were. 

  

Close Reading of the Performed Allegory 

The Sixth Stage of Grief 

 There are moments in life when everything shifts, our previous reality is no 

longer, and we are forced to come to terms with change. For some of us, experiencing 

loss has a way of opening our perceptions to something much larger than ourselves, 

shaking us out of a previous way of being; and if we are receptive and choose to pay 

attention, we can experience a transformation. I see loss in any form as having the 

potential to catapult us into our own hero’s journey, on a quest to find meaning—if only 

we are willing to answer the call to adventure. This call to adventure can take on various 

forms, and is different for everyone. It can involve performing with puppets, moving 

cross-country, taking a chance on an opportunity, or it can be a long and arduous walk 

through the woods. Whatever form it takes, it is important to take the leap, to answer the  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call to adventure, and to find a way to move forward. It is only by moving forward that 

meaning can be found. 

 For G.Raff, the death of her friend was a devastating loss, sending her into a 

panic, and then on an epic journey through the forest to find him. Her suffering was 

exacerbated by her unwillingness to accept that he was actually gone, and she found 

herself unable to cope with the painful emotions that accompanied her grief. Her denial 

propelled her forward, through the woods, where she was confronted by all that had held 

her back in life. Her fears and insecurities rose to the surface as she traversed the 

unknown, completely unaware that this journey she had embarked upon would transform 

her forever. 

 Elisabeth Kübler-Ross was a Swiss-American psychiatrist who was best known 

for her development of the theory of the five stages of grief, which is now called the 

Kübler-Ross Model.  As a leading expert on grief, she said, “death does not need to be a 96

catastrophic, destructive thing: indeed, it can be viewed as one of the most constructive 

positive and creative elements of culture and life.”  While this sentiment is one that I 97

agree with, I also know that when you are in the throes of experiencing and dealing with 

all of the emotions associated with grief; the depression, the anxiety, the anger, and the 

fear, perhaps the last thing on your mind is how positive of an experience it is, or could 

be. It hurts, it feels never-ending, and in no way does it ever feel fair. However, what 

Kübler-Ross is referring to, is that the grief we experience after loss has the potential to  

 “Elisabeth Kübler-Ross,” Wikipedia, accessed May 20, 2020, https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/96

Elisabeth_Kübler-Ross.
 Kessler, 13.97
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be a transformative experience. Through the process of grieving, we can find meaning. 

That meaning will be different for each and every one of us, just as our journey through 

grief will look very different too.  

 David Kessler is another leading expert on the subject of grief, and worked with 

Kübler-Ross in the past, co-authoring two books. His new book, Finding Meaning: The 

Sixth Stage of Grief, touches on the concept of the presence of an additional stage of 

grief, beyond the widely accepted five stages. Kessler acknowledges that denial, anger, 

bargaining, depression, and acceptance still remain, but proposes that the sixth stage of 

grief, finding meaning, is another crucial step in the healing process.  This stage will 98

“allow us to transform grief into something else, something rich and fulfilling.”  Kessler 99

adds that “through meaning, we can find more than pain. When a loved one dies, or when 

we experience any kind of serious loss…we want more than the hard fact of that loss. We 

want to find meaning. Loss can wound and paralyze. It can hang over us for years. But 

finding meaning in loss empowers us to find a path forward.”  Everyone’s journey 100

through grief is unique, and there is no magic timeline that determines how long it should 

last. The final step in the process of grieving is to discover meaning in the loss as a way 

to make sense of it,  and move forward in life, with a changed perspective and a 101

willingness to adapt.  

 Kessler, 1-2.98

 Kessler, 2. 99

 See note 98 above.100

 Kessler, 2.101



71

 Sometimes finding meaning can be extremely difficult, especially if you get stuck 

in one of the first five stages of grief.  It is easy to lose hope and fixate on negative 102

emotions, focusing only on the past, and only on memories that hold you back. Kessler 

says, “the negative can be comforting in its familiarity, while deciding to move forward 

can be frightening because it makes you feel like you’re losing your loved one not once, 

but twice. It’s also scary because it requires you to move into the unknown, into a life that 

is different without that person.”  Yet, if we open ourselves up, and make the decision 103

to take a step forward, a whole new reality will present itself. This reality doesn’t have to 

involve forgetting our loss, but rather, figuring out what we can learn from it. 

 This new reality, the unknown, can be a scary place, and for G.Raff, it most 

certainly was. The unknown is symbolized throughout the narrative as the forest, the 

frighteningly unfamiliar place G.Raff felt compelled to enter in order to search for her 

companion, Stegosaurus (Figure 11). Her anxiety towards anything unfamiliar surely did 

not prepare her for her loss, and she was faced with unavoidable change, and was forced 

to adapt to her new circumstances. G.Raff struggled to accept her new reality and was 

stuck in the cycle of grief, lost within her own anger and denial, and unable to pull herself 

out of her downward spiral. 

 Kessler, 3.102

 Kessler, 79.103
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 Throughout his book, Kessler shares the stories of survivors of loss, providing 

glimpses into what finding meaning looks like for a multitude of people in a variety of 

situations. Kessler noted that meaning “…can take many shapes, such as finding gratitude 

for the time they had with loved ones, or finding ways to commemorate and honor loved 

ones, or realizing the brevity and value of life and making that the springboard into some 

kind of major shift or change.”  Since everyone finds meaning in a different way, I 104

found the stories he shared to be insightful, and they helped me to arrive at my own 

interpretation of what finding meaning meant for G.Raff.  

 Kessler, 3.104

Fig. 11 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
September 13, 2019
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 One story in particular stood out to me, as it dealt with what I would describe as 

paying attention to coincidences, or noticing a “sign.” This story was about a woman 

who, as a worried child, asked her father to purchase a one-dollar-a-month life insurance 

policy. When he passed away in his eighties, decades later, the woman received a six 

hundred dollar check in the mail. It was his life-insurance policy. She was on her way out 

to a charity function that evening, so she set it aside. At the end of the charity event, as 

she and her husband were preparing to leave, the emcee announced that they had an offer 

to match the donations dollar for dollar, if only they could reach half a million dollars. 

They were six hundred dollars short. The woman shot her hand up into the air, and 

offered the remaining six hundred dollars, from her father’s life insurance policy.  She 105

could have seen this situation as merely a coincidence, and nothing more, and brushed it 

aside as meaningless. Instead, she paid attention and saw this as a special moment, an 

opportunity to honor her father, and to find meaning in his memory. I internalized this 

story in more of a spiritual sense, that in some way this was not just a coincidence, but a 

sign. In that very moment, her father was present in her life, and her grief transformed 

into something positive, something meaningful.  

 G.Raff was too wrapped up in her own grief to pay attention to the signs that were 

all around her. Stegosaurus was gone, but if G.Raff had just opened her eyes and paid 

attention, she would have seen that he was still very much present in her life. He was all 

around her. The green diamond-patterned leaves that appear throughout the story, 

following G.Raff through the woods, symbolize Stegosaurus’ continued presence. When  

 Kessler, 26-7.105
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Stegosaurus died, he merged with the tree, he returned to nature, and his unique patterned 

body became the leaves. Yet, G.Raff was so distraught by her loss that she stepped on 

these leaves, and failed to notice the vibrant branches that surrounded her (Figure 10, 

Figure 12). She passed them by. She wasn’t ready to acknowledge them yet. 

 

 While the stories in Kessler’s book are all very different, they do have one 

commonality. These peoples’ lives all shifted course, but they found a way to embrace the 

change and move forward. Whether they found comfort in a renewed sense of spirituality, 

or discovered a worthy cause to be involved in, they made the decision to live. Kessler 

emphasizes the difference between being alive and living. Being alive is just that. But  

Fig. 12 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
September 29, 2019
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living is a choice, it is a conscious decision someone makes. To truly live is to be present, 

to be an active participant in your own life, to reclaim it as your own.  When someone 106

finds meaning as part of their healing through grief, they finally start to see that good 

exists alongside the bad, and are then able to move forward. 

  

The Hero’s Journey 

 Working through grief is a journey, and it is one that we all must take at some 

point in our lives. Everyone suffers loss in one way or another, but through the process of 

grieving, we can experience a change in perspective, and a transformation of 

consciousness. I see a parallel between the process of grieving and the hero’s journey, and 

believe that experiencing loss has the potential to thrust us into a quest for meaning. Grief 

and the hero’s journey both involve transformation and growth, and are fraught with 

difficult moments and feats to overcome. Sometimes the most difficult things to 

overcome are the roadblocks we put up ourselves, which is certainly the case for G.Raff.  

 As I previously mentioned in the section titled Hero’s Journey as a Roadmap, the 

hero’s journey was a term coined by Joseph Campbell, who used it to describe the 

sequence of actions typically found in myths about heroes, cross-culturally, and 

throughout history. The hero’s journey is a myth that deals with transformation, and is 

cyclical in nature. It involves leaving one condition, “finding the source of life,” and 

reemerging as a more mature or changed being. It can be both a journey filled with 

physical feats, such as saving lives or self-sacrifice, or it can touch on spirituality, dealing  

 Kessler, 83.106
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with a transformation of consciousness.  As a symbolic narrative, the characters and 107

actions have a double meaning, and much like a fable or a medieval bestiary, this duality 

urges the reader to look closely to uncover the hidden meaning. The specific sequence of 

actions found in a hero’s journey is symbolic, and represents certain turning points, or 

moments of transformation. In this section, I will provide a deep analysis of the 

allegorical performances in G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, as they relate to the sequence of 

actions typically found in the hero’s journey.  

 It is important to first address our gravitation as humans to mythology. Joseph 

Campbell talked about humans’ need to connect to the “unseen world” and how that is 

embodied and reflected in rituals, religions, worship, belief, stories, and symbols.  108

Myths in particular have the power to awaken our sense of gratitude, as they are “clues to 

the spiritual potentialities of human life” and are metaphors for that which “cannot be 

known or named.”  Myths pique our interest because they delve into the unknown, into 109

a world filled with mystery, which is the source of life. Campbell expresses the need to 

live with the knowledge of the importance of mystery, for it offers life “a new zest, a new 

balance, and a new harmony.”  110

 Through a combination of puppetry, performance, and allegory, I embrace the 

power of myth, and bring to light a connection with the “unseen world,” filled with 

mystery and symbolic meaning. Puppetry and performance brings to life inanimate  

 The Power of Myth, episode 1.107

 The Power of Myth, episode 2, “The Message of the Myth,” PBS documentary mini-series, featuring 108

Joseph Campbell and Bill Moyers, aired June 22, 1988. 
 The Power of Myth, episode 2.109

 The Power of Myth, episode 1.110



77

objects, and the strangeness of the puppets urge the audience to look closer, to pay 

attention to the gestures and nonverbal cues. This level of “close-looking” engages with 

the audience, awakening their senses, causing them to be more active participants. I see 

myth and the hero’s journey as acting in much the same way, relying on mystery and 

metaphor to draw people in, to detect the meaning hidden within. In order to uncover the 

symbolic nature of characters and what they encounter along the way, the audience must 

be willing to look for something beyond the literal.  

 Additionally, the spiritual underpinnings of a myth tap into our deeply rooted 

need as human beings to connect with something beyond ourselves, to feel as if we have 

a place in the universe, and to find healing when we need it. For some, this may be 

religion, and for others, it may be ritual. For me, it is nature. I feel at home when I am 

outside, I feel accepted, and connected in a way that is difficult to put into words. Gesture 

and performance help me to express this feeling of connectedness.  

 In G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, nature plays a bigger role than just a stage or a 

backdrop. It grounds the viewer in a familiar place, and uses the story to call attention to 

the underlying beauty and wonder of the natural world. Nature has been scientifically 

proven as having restorative effects, yet in order to experience the benefits, one must be 

willing to engage. G.Raff struggles to engage, and is unable to cope with her loss. She 

grapples with change, but finds herself in an environment that celebrates the inevitability 

of change. Hidden beneath the surface, nature is teeming with life, ready to teach her that 

everything is cyclical, and everything is interconnected. This cyclical transformation is  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expressed through the changing of seasons and the passing of time, and is embraced and 

highlighted through the ritualistic performance. 

 G.Raff’s endless searching suggests a long and arduous struggle to come to terms 

with change, and alludes to the importance of time. The journey illustrates personal 

growth and the metamorphosis of a character who would not under normal circumstances 

be identified as a hero. Yet, when it comes to grief, emerging from the darkness is a 

heroic feat, and is a personally significant transformation. By tackling her fears, and 

coming to terms with her loss, G.Raff finds her own version of spirituality through a 

connection with nature, and becomes the hero of her own journey.  

 Campbell defines a hero as “someone who has done something or experienced 

something beyond the range of normal experience.”  Surprisingly, heroes do not need to 111

be of great importance, they do not have to be strong or confident, and their discoveries 

do not necessarily have to change the world. The hero could in fact be someone like 

G.Raff. She is timid, and most everything scares her, or at least makes her feel extremely 

uncomfortable. She is lonely and longs for companionship, but constantly struggles with 

feelings of inadequacy, not fitting in, and the discomfort that comes from that. Her 

temperament is that of an introvert, and since she finds it hard to speak her mind under 

most circumstances, she does not speak at all. Instead, her communication comes in the 

form of gestures, which highlight her vulnerabilities. G.Raff feels her way through life, 

barefoot, guided by her emotions, but held back by relentless doubt and uncertainty.  

 The Power of Myth, episode 1. 111
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Yet, despite all that, her gentle soul transforms throughout the narrative. She enters the 

story isolated and scared, and exits as the unlikely hero. 

 Amidst the transformation between those disparate personas, G.Raff endures a 

journey that tests her very being. She encounters seven of the many stages that Campbell 

lists as typical hero actions. She experiences The Call to Adventure, Refusal of the Call, 

Supernatural Aid, The Crossing of the First Threshold, The Belly of the Whale, The Road 

of Trials, and The Ultimate Boon.  112

The Call to Adventure 

 The call to adventure is usually how the story begins, and is the impetus that urges 

the hero to embark on their journey. According to Campbell, this call “signifies that 

destiny has summoned the hero and transferred his spiritual center of gravity from within 

the pale of his society to a zone unknown.”   113

 Campbell further described the powerful implications of the call to adventure: 

 But whether small or great, and no matter what the stage or grade of life, the call  
 rings up the curtain, always, on a mystery of transfiguration—a rite, or moment,  
 of spiritual passage, which, when complete, amounts to a dying and a birth. The  
 familiar life horizon has been outgrown; the old concepts, ideals, and emotional  
 patterns no longer fit; the time for the passing of a threshold is at hand.   114

 My interpretation of this is that the mere introduction of the being or the event 

that acts as the call to adventure, leaves the hero unable to go back to the way things were  

 Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces (California: New World Library, 2008), 28-9. 112

 Campbell, 48.113

 Campbell, 43. 114
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before. Their “spiritual center of gravity” has shifted from their previous concerns to that 

of the unknown, and there is a nagging curiosity of what lies beyond comprehension. In 

G.Raff’s journey, the unknown, represented by the forest, is inhabited by the strange 

Stegosaurus, who emerges from the darkness and tries to entice her to follow.  

  

The Refusal of the Call 

 In Celtic myths, the hero often follows a lure, which takes the form of a deer or 

another animal, and is then led into the depths of a forest or another landscape they have 

never seen before.  In my story, G.Raff’s lure is not a deer, but a dinosaur. And although 115

she is admittedly curious, at the edge of the forest lies an invisible barrier, the threshold 

that G.Raff just cannot bring herself to cross, for on the other side is the darkness of the 

unknown. In this moment, G.Raff, the unlikely hero plagued by doubts and uncertainties, 

initiates the refusal of the call. She retreats to the familiarity of isolation in her desolate 

field, which is not comforting, but certainly not filled with the fear of that which she 

cannot predict (Figure 13). Engaging with this strange creature, the Stegosaurus, would 

be the best thing for her, but her fear of the unknown holds her back, yet again. “The 

myths and folktales of the whole world make clear that the refusal is essentially a refusal 

to give up what one takes to be one’s own interest.”  What G.Raff does not realize is 116

that Stegosaurus has the power to pull her out of her self-imposed isolation.  

  

 The Power of Myth, episode 1. 115

 Campbell, 49. 116
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 Over time, Stegosaurus’ persistent nature wears on her, and he offers her 

something she cannot refuse. Friendship. At first, G.Raff is cautious and slightly wary of 

forming a bond with him, but she relents, and is finally released from the confines of her 

loneliness. She fully embraces her capacity for love, and a beautiful friendship blossoms 

between the pair (Figure 14). Because of this, because she allowed herself to become 

completely emotionally attached to her friend, losing Stegosaurus utterly devastates 

G.Raff. She refuses to believe that this is her new reality, and as confusion and grief take 

hold of her, she struggles to make sense of what has happened. She waits by the 

threshold, impatiently, but hopeful, for a Stegosaurus that unbeknownst to her, will never 

return. At least not in his previous form.  

Fig. 13 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
September 13, 2019
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 According to Campbell, in some Celtic myths, once the animal or “lurer” returned 

to their natural habitat, in Stegosarus’ case, the depths of the forest, the animal would 

frequently undergo a transformation and become something else.  For Stegosaurus, this 117

came in the form of a powerful merging with a decaying tree, just inside the forest, within 

steps of the threshold. Upon merging with the tree, a vibrant green plume of leaves shot 

out from all angles, some landing on the brittle tree limbs, and some falling silently to the 

ground. These leaves, crafted from the same silk organza that makes up the outer layer of  

 The Power of Myth, episode 1.117

Fig. 14 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Digital photograph of performance 

5184 x 3456 
September 30, 2019
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Stegosaurus’ body, appear throughout the narrative as a symbol of his continued presence 

as G.Raff continues on her journey.  

Crossing the First Threshold 

 The loss of Stegosaurus, and G.Raff’s subsequent anguish, compels her to 

consider crossing the threshold in order to search for her friend, but naturally, she is 

unsure. She experiences a mixture of emotions, shifting between denial and anger, and is 

frightened by the depth of her fury as she stomps an unsuspecting flower. Crossing the 

first threshold, the magical veil that separates her reality from the unknown, is a pivotal 

point in her journey, as it is the point in which G.Raff takes control of her situation. She 

leaps into the forest, leaving behind one reality and entering another. “But here, instead of 

passing outward, beyond the confines of the visible world, the hero goes inward, to be 

born again.”  Although G.Raff does not know it yet, she has just embarked on the 118

journey of a lifetime, one that will provide her exactly what she needs — a 

transformation of consciousness, a spiritual awakening. As Campbell would suggest, 

G.Raff leaves the light, the place she knows, and passes through the threshold, into the 

darkness, the forest, the unknown.  119

 Campbell, 77. 118

 The Power of Myth, episode 2.119



84

Supernatural Aid 

 What G.Raff does not yet realize is that she has had supernatural aid this entire 

time. That is not to say that she is not operating on her own free will, but she has a helper, 

a spirit of the forest that has been watching, or meddling, from the very beginning. Cloak 

appears in the story early on, sending a flock of birds into the desolate field as G.Raff sits 

in a state of melancholy (Figure 9). The birds, however, are only detectable to G.Raff as a 

cacophony of sound as they approach her and rouse her out of her despair. G.Raff looks 

into the sky and sees nothing but a lonely cloud. Perplexed, she tries to outrun the 

invisible birds, and finds herself at the edge of the forest, where she inspects the small 

opening that offers a glimpse into the mystical forest. There, at the edge, awaits an eager 

Stegosaurus. This reveals that her call to adventure was orchestrated by Cloak, her 

supernatural aid.  

 Campbell mentioned that “not infrequently, the supernatural helper is in 

masculine form. In fairy lore, it may be some little fellow of the wood, some wizard, 

hermit, shepherd, or smith, who appears, to supply the amulets and advice that the hero 

will require.”  Towards the end of the story, Cloak does supply G.Raff with an amulet, 120

or talisman, that she takes with her on the final stage of her journey, through the cave. 

However, in the beginning, Cloak maintains his distance, and allows G.Raff to find her 

own way. It is only when it is painfully obvious that she has given up all hope that he 

steps in, and acts as her mentor, her spiritual guide. Cloak’s presence in G.Raff’s journey  

 Campbell, 59.120



85

is symbolic not only in relationship to the hero’s journey, but also in that he is 

representative of a shamanic figure, who helps her to see the magic of the forest.  

 Much like Joseph Campbell’s research into the similarities between various 

myths, Michael Harner, an anthropologist, studied how the core principles of shamanism 

paralleled one another in cultures throughout the world. He visited numerous countries, 

and was welcomed into shamanic communities, where he gained valuable insight into the 

unique traditions that characterized each group. Through first-hand experiences, he 

noticed similarities between the way shamanism was practiced in these cultures, and 

started sharing his research with the western world, bringing to light shamanism in 

broader terms. The word “shaman,” originating from the language of the Tungus people 

of Siberia,  “…has been adopted widely by anthropologists to refer to persons in a great 

variety of non-Western cultures who were previously known by such terms as ‘witch,’ 

‘witch-doctor,’ ‘medicine man,’ ‘sorcerer,’ ‘wizard,’ ‘magic man,’ ‘magician,’ and 

‘seer.’”  121

 “A shaman is a man or woman who enters an altered state of consciousness—at 

will—to contact and utilize an ordinarily hidden reality in order to acquire knowledge, 

power, and to help other persons. The shaman has at least one, and usually more, ‘spirits’ 

in his personal service.”  Cloak’s connection to spirits are visually represented by the 122

myriad of animal mounts that are strewn about his garment, and are also more subtly 

referenced throughout the story. Cloak has an intimate connection with the spirit of the 

forest, and more specifically, trees. At the end of “chapter four,” Cloak bends down in  

 Michael Harner, The Way of the Shaman (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1980), 25.121

 Harner, 25.122
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front of a decaying tree, and gently touches the ground, paying homage to the site of 

Stegosaurus’ death (Figure 15). Later on, in “chapter nine,” Cloak communicates directly 

with a different tree, pleading for its help in retrieving and returning G.Raff’s soul. In this 

example, he waves his staff upwards towards the canopy, and the branches covered in 

Stegosaurus leaves, flutter in reply.  

 

 Additionally, in many instances throughout the documented performances, Cloak 

appears to have a deep connection with animals and nature—specifically trees, wind, and 

crows, as they all follow him for the duration of the journey. In a particularly moving 

scene in “chapter ten,” G.Raff’s stubbornness finally frustrates Cloak, and he is visibly  

Fig. 15 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 8, 2019
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irked, tapping his foot, and jumping up and down to grab her attention. In this moment, 

the humanness of their relationship is revealed, and Cloak, instead of being an all-

knowing spiritual guide, is representative of a friend, trying to pull his companion out of 

a dark place. Cloak attempts to get an ornery G.Raff to notice the beauty that surrounds 

her, to hear the sounds of birds singing in the distance, and to look at the vibrant green 

leaves that envelop her. Once again Cloak points his staff at the trees with such gusto that 

they rustle a response. When that does not impress G.Raff he does it again, receiving an 

even more enthusiastic response from the branches (Figure 7). Cloak and the spirit of 

Stegosaurus are in communication, but neither one of them can seem to truly reach 

G.Raff. She is headstrong, and determined not to allow herself to feel any sense of 

wonder for what she is experiencing. Cloak, however, does not give up so easily, and is 

committed to helping G.Raff find meaning through loss, in the only way he knows how: 

by showing her the power of nature and the peace and healing it can bring.  

 What truly characterizes a shaman is their ability and willingness to help others. 

“A Shaman may be called upon to help someone who is dispirited, that is, who has lost 

his personal guardian spirit or even his soul.”  Cloak has access to another reality, he 123

can see beyond the thin veil that separates the two worlds—ordinary reality, and non-

ordinary reality—and has experienced an intimate connection with nature. Everything in 

nature has a spirit; the soil, rocks, trees, plants, and animals. He can see that, and he can 

feel that. He knows that if he could show that to G.Raff, the shroud of isolation that  

 Harner, 56. 123
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inhibits her would be lifted. She could then find great meaning in her life through her 

relationship with the natural world.  

 Cloak, however, can only guide G.Raff so far, and although he feels a 

responsibility for her well-being, he has to let her go. She needs to complete the last part 

of her journey alone, into the cave. The cave is symbolic of G.Raff’s fears; her fear of the 

unknown and her fear of the darkness. But, she knows there is no turning back, and the 

only way to move forward is to face her fears. She realizes that she was never truly 

living, and needed to find a way to be present, an active participant in her own life. In 

order to save herself she must enter the cave willingly, and without Cloak. Again, she 

moves into the darkness, but feels prepared this time; she has a renewed sense of self, and 

an overwhelming understanding that she is being guided by not one, but two spirits of the 

forest. As she enters into the abyss, thoughts of Cloak and Stegosaurus comfort her as the 

darkness closes in, and she is swallowed up by the cold and clammy interior (Figure 16).  

 Her passage through the cave “…provides a transition from the known to the 

unknown,”  and as confidently as she possibly can, G.Raff prepares herself mentally for 124

a transformation, a metamorphosis that is sure to transpire. The cave also symbolizes a 

womb, and passing through is a significant action, representing a figurative rebirth. 

Campbell describes this act of passing from the known into the unknown, or from the 

light into the darkness, as the part of the hero’s journey termed, the belly of the whale.   125

 Michael Harner, Cave and Cosmos: Shamanic Encounters with Another Reality (California: North 124

Atlantic Books, 2013), 79.
 Campbell, 74.125



89

 

The Belly of the Whale 

 In the hero’s journey, the belly of the whale is symbolic of a death and rebirth, and 

occurs after the hero crosses the threshold. “The idea that the passage of the magical 

threshold is a transit into a sphere of rebirth is symbolized in the worldwide womb image 

of the belly of the whale. The hero, instead of conquering or conciliating the power of the 

threshold, is swallowed into the unknown, and would appear to have died.”  G.Raff was 126

relatively confident when she first crossed the threshold into the forest. She was on a 

mission to find Stegosaurus, and was seen running through the forest, gazing at the trees 

and her surroundings with a sense of awe and wonder. However, her admiration quickly  

 Campbell, 74.126

Fig. 16 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
February 1, 2020
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dissolved, turning into apprehension, and then into dread. Her never-ending search for 

Stegosaurus had taken its toll, and her body and mind were both tired, and in need of a 

rest.  

 G.Raff encountered her first symbolic descent into the belly of the whale when 

she stopped to take a rest on a log. In “chapter eight,” she involuntarily enters a 

disorienting and claustrophobic space, and had visions of herself in multiples; searching 

frantically for something. For something that was not there? She was incessantly 

bombarded by repeated imagery, reflections of herself, all running in different directions, 

all hitting against something impenetrable. It seemed like it would never end, and she 

could not find her way out; she could not cross through the barrier and was forced to keep 

moving, confronting herself at various junctions. It was nightmarish, and all G.Raff could 

do was to keep running, keep moving, as she always had done in the past (Figure 17). Her 

mind and body were overtaxed and she could go no further. In a moment of great 

desperation she collapsed at the base of a tree, and remained motionless for quite some 

time. This is the pivotal point in which G.Raff is swallowed up by the darkness. 

 G.Raff’s lifeless body lingered under the large sycamore, enduring the changing 

of the seasons and the passing of time. The leaves strewn around her piled higher and 

higher as the days progressed, and she looked at peace in her final resting place. The tree 

sensed G.Raff slipping away, into something similar to a deep sleep, but at the same time, 

very different. She had given up all hope and was letting go, allowing nature to reclaim 

her body. Suddenly, a sprinkling of green diamond-patterned leaves rained down upon 

her inert body, comforting her in her final moments. Stegosaurus was there to console her  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as she surrendered to her anguish, and her body slowly dissolved into the ground. As her 

soul rose up through the canopy of the great sycamore, her spiritual aid, Cloak, came to 

assist, and pleaded for her to be returned (Figure 18).  

 

Fig. 17 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
August 30, 2019
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 G.Raff survived her experience of being swallowed up by fears of the unknown. 

In the disorienting and claustrophobic space, she was repeatedly shown her reflection, 

which was something she did not care to see. She caught glimpses of herself stuck in a 

maze of sorrow and darkness and could not find her way out. She could now see that this 

was no way to live, but needed help on her journey of healing, to find a better way to 

exist in the scary world she felt she could not handle alone. When she laid motionless at 

the base of the tree, giving in to self-doubt, giving in to uncertainty, she experienced 

death—a death of her previous self; a self that could not recognize potential or purpose, a 

self that could not let go of her sorrow. When she was returned to the ground, her soul 

merged back into her fading body, and she experienced a rebirth. She would retain her  

Fig. 18 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 25, 2019
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stubbornness, and she would still struggle to be fully present, but she unearthed a new 

perspective and would use that in the long journey ahead. This experience also prompted 

Cloak to appear, allowing G.Raff to finally become aware of his presence.  

 The belly of the whale is represented in a second part of G.Raff’s journey, in 

“chapter eleven,” when she willingly enters the cave without her spiritual guide, Cloak. 

Due in part to her previous trek into the disorienting space, and in part to her invaluable 

travels with Cloak, G.Raff now entered the cave with a renewed sense of confidence, 

unafraid of what lay ahead. In this case, her death and rebirth was more symbolic, as it 

was not so visually detailed as her previous experience. In “chapter eight,” G.Raff clearly 

gave up, and had an out of body experience, culminating in a death and rebirth. By 

entering the cave, however, its symbolic nature moves this pivotal part of the journey into 

the realm of a figurative death and rebirth. She entered the cave as the doubtful G.Raff, 

plagued by her own dismal self-image, and emerged as a changed being, brighter, 

spirited, more agile, and truly happy. She found the meaning she had been searching for 

all along, and realized that she was never really alone. G.Raff entered the forest looking 

for a friend, and she emerged from the darkness, reborn, transformed, comfortable with 

herself at last.  

 As a purposeful omission, the viewer is not privy to what G.Raff’s experiences 

are inside the cave, for this is where their imaginations must run wild. What is it that she 

encountered that so shifted her very being? Harner emphasized the importance of using 

metaphors and symbols as a means to disseminate meaning. He said, “another advantage 

of metaphorical communication is that is forces the visitor to try to comprehend the  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message and, as a consequence, the effort of decipherment can engender a revelation with 

deeper and longer lasting emotional impact than a literal communication.”  Through 127

introspection, viewers must decide what happens to G.Raff as she descends into the 

darkness, and must infer what the darkness symbolizes as it relates to the story. By not 

explaining it, viewers are able to imagine an experience that relates to their lives, one that 

will have a “longer lasting emotional impact.”   

 For G.Raff, the darkness represents depression, and the feeling of being at the 

bottom of a well, of seeing no way out. The passage into darkness, represented in both of 

G.Raff’s experiences, symbolizes her need to acknowledge her depression and grief, and 

to sit inside the dark and dismal atmosphere, and pay attention to how it feels. To 

acknowledge her grief and to experience it so deeply is the only step she can take in order 

to find a way out. Only after taking these steps does the possibility of a rebirth present 

itself. Dr. Sonya Lott, a clinical psychologist specializing in grief, supports this theory, 

stating how important it is to move between acknowledging loss and trying to move 

forward.  

 In an NPR interview with grief expert David Kessler, Dr. Lott says:  

 There’s a dual process theory of grief that suggest that its really important for us  
 to oscillate or vacillate between loss orientation and restoration orientation. That  
 we need to spend, not necessarily equal amount of time, but give time, give  
 attention to both. Being present to the loss and all of the emotions including fear,  
 sadness, anger, whatever it might be, that comes up around that.   128

  

 Harner, Cave and Cosmos, 152.127

 David Kessler and Dr. Sonya Lott, “Coping with Loss and Grief During a Global Pandemic,” interview 128

by Brittany Knotts and Meghna Chakrabarti, On Point, NPR, March 30, 2020, audio, 47:24, https://
www.wbur.org/onpoint/2020/03/30/loss-and-grief-during-a-pandemic.
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 In feeling those emotions fully, and allowing them to wash over us, we can then 

find a way to move forward. 

The Road of Trials 

 The road of trials encompasses a rather large portion of G.Raff’s journey, and 

documents her transition through the stages of grief, a feat unto itself, culminating in 

triumph as she ultimately finds meaning. After the hero passes over the threshold, into 

“…a dream landscape of curiously fluid, ambiguous forms…he must survive a 

succession of trials.”  At the beginning, G.Raff was optimistic about her decision to 129

cross over the threshold, and undertakes her journey into the wilderness with confidence. 

She playfully hops across a log, and walks with purpose through diverse terrains as she 

searches for Stegosaurus; absorbing the sights, sounds, and smells that envelop her senses 

(Figure 19). “Meanwhile there will be a multitude of preliminary victories, unretainable 

ecstasies, and momentary glimpses of the wonderful land.”  G.Raff certainly has these 130

“preliminary victories,” in the form of fleeting moments when she is able to peel back the 

veil, and notice the true magic of the land. These brief occasions are wonderful little 

reminders that there is hope for G.Raff, and that with the right guidance, she will find her 

path to self-discovery.  

 Campbell, 81.129

 Campbell, 90.130
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 It is also on the road of trials where the hero “…is covertly aided by the advice, 

amulets, and secret agents of the supernatural helper whom he met before his entrance 

into this region. Or it may be that he here discovers for the first time that there is a benign 

power everywhere supporting him in his superhuman passage.”  G.Raff does not realize 131

that she has a supernatural helper until she experiences her first descent into the belly of 

the whale. Afterwards, she is reborn, and confronted with the majestic Cloak, to whom 

she feels strangely connected. Even though it seems like an overtly good idea to follow a 

helping spirit through the woods, this is actually a critical point for G.Raff. She has, in a 

subtle way, grown from her previous experiences. Despite her broken heart in the wake of  

 Campbell, 81.131

Fig. 19 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 23, 2019
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Stegosaurus, she has willingly let Cloak into her life, and has put a certain amount of trust 

in him. This is a momentous step for someone as suspicious and trepidatious as G.Raff 

(Figure 20). These are the moments that are not called to attention throughout the text or 

the performances; but if viewers choose to look closely, they will be able to detect the 

smallest of transformations.  

 

 G.Raff encounters difficulties that test her strength, but not necessarily in a typical 

heroic sense, where one might imagine the hero accomplishing physical feats, such as 

slaying dragons, or scaling mountains. Trekking barefoot through the forest, over 

particularly challenging terrain is part of G.Raff’s road of trials, and could certainly be  

Fig. 20 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 24, 2019
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considered a physical feat; but her journey is centered more around her internal struggle. 

As she tries to come to terms with losing her only friend, and attempts to find peace 

within her solitude, she does climb hills, walk across treacherous land, and participate in 

other feats that test her strength. But, all of these conflicts are representative of her 

reluctance to face her fears. Her naïveté and simplistic nature make it fairly easy to 

assume her fear of heights, on multiple occasions, is what stops her from walking 

confidently to the edge of a bluff, crossing a tree suspended over a ravine, or 

enthusiastically scrambling down a steep rocky path. Each of these scenarios, however, 

offer up another option; another way to perceive their meaning. Perhaps her fear of 

heights represents something else entirely, something bigger, something more profound. 

 It is the simplicity of her obvious fears that allow viewers to interject their own 

set of anxieties and doubts, ultimately replacing G.Raff’s seemingly silly apprehension 

towards anything remotely adventurous, with their own deep-seated insecurities. In this 

way, G.Raff’s experiences throughout her road of trials are both literal and symbolic. She 

is literally afraid of heights, and of anything that puts her in danger of any sort, but these 

fears have symbolic meaning as well. For example, in the case of the suspended tree that 

Cloak proposes they walk across; it is not necessarily her fear of heights that prevents her 

from wanting to comply (Figure 21). It is her constant fear of falling, of failure. It is her 

unrelenting self-doubt that restricts and weighs on her every decision, making any 

decision a panic-inducing task. So, instead of just going along with Cloak’s suggestions, 

and accepting adventure as it spontaneously arises, G.Raff politely, and sometimes not-

so-politely, declines to participate.  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 In “chapter eleven,” she again faces her superficial fear of heights or falling, but 

in this case, her dread stems from a deeper place. With the best of intentions, Cloak leads 

G.Raff to the most beautiful spot in the forest; the bluff overlooking the expanse of 

wilderness they have been roaming for weeks. From here, views of sycamores crowd the 

horizon, while cedars and other deciduous trees saturate the vista. He brings her here for 

one purpose. In the past, Cloak has tried to point out the trees, the changing colors, the 

textures, the sounds, the smells; but has faced endless rejection. G.Raff just will not pay 

attention. She is sad and dejected, and turns her nose up at anything remotely beautiful 

and full of life. Cloak assumes that this place—the bluff, the most magical place he 

knows—will, for sure, pull G.Raff out of her funk.  

Fig. 21 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 26, 2019
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 He was wrong, and G.Raff approached this location as she had any other, with the 

utmost apprehension (Figure 22). Cloak tried; he pointed to the trees, to the birds nested 

in the canopies, he even jumped on the edge of the cliff, trying to persuade her to 

confront something, anything, that pushed her out of her comfort zone. But she did not 

bite. When all of this failed, he relied on his wit, although he probably should not have, 

because it frightened G.Raff. He would not have done it if he had stopped to think it 

through, but he had not, so he did. With a running start, Cloak leapt off the edge of the 

bluff, into the abyss. G.Raff was beside herself, causing her to promptly move towards 

the precipice, appearing to have forgotten her apprehension. She frantically searched over 

the ledge, leaning precariously, surprisingly unfazed by the danger she was in. This 

feeling, this searching, felt all too familiar.  

 The few moments that Cloak was gone felt like an eternity to G.Raff, as it had 

when Stegosaurus first went missing. But, before too much time had passed, Cloak 

jovially jumped back onto the bluff, only to greet a clearly distraught G.Raff. In 

retrospect, this magic trick was perhaps ill-timed, but Cloak did have the best of 

intentions when he vaulted over the cliff, hovering just out of sight. He wanted to 

communicate to G.Raff that there would come a time when she would have to take a leap 

of faith, and she would need to trust in something higher than herself to guide her to 

safety. One could reasonably assume that G.Raff’s concerns of Cloak’s disappearance 

stemmed from her loss of Stegosaurus. Yet, upon closer inspection, a deeper look into the 

underpinnings of her sorrow, G.Raff’s inner turmoil could be traced back to her fear of 

being alone. What seemed so long ago, but still weighed on her mind, was the  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melancholy that plagued her past. Memories of her perpetual isolation in the desolate 

field were a constant reminder of the emptiness that had once defined her existence. 

Before her call to adventure; before Stegosaurus. These reflections were a steady warning 

that it could happen again. She could still end up alone, in the forest, no less, with no one 

to turn to.  

 

 In the story, Cloak makes yet another faux pas when he mistakenly assumes that 

G.Raff is further along in her journey of healing than she actually is. He improperly 

assesses her readiness to be shown an irrefutable sign in nature, one that she cannot  

Fig. 22 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 19, 2019
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possibly overlook. It was a major oversight on Cloak’s part, albeit well-intentioned, when 

he decided to take G.Raff to a cluster of Stegosaurus leaves, connected to a low hanging 

branch, perfect for close viewing. He was excited to show her such a wondrous thing, and 

to be present for her moment of enlightenment to the true spirit of nature; to see a sign 

that Stegosaurus was still there, and has been following G.Raff on her journey throughout 

the forest. However, Cloak really misread the situation, thinking she was prepared for 

such an insight. G.Raff took one look at the magnificent leaves, sparkling in the sunlight, 

and ran.   

 She ran across the rocky terrain, over logs, under tree limbs, and finally reached 

the opening in the forest, and crossed back over the threshold. Her legs were moving as 

fast as they possibly could, and she had almost reached the desolate field when Cloak, 

surprised by her agility, magically appeared at the threshold and reeled her back into the 

forest with a lasso made from his colorful braid. G.Raff was obviously not ready for such 

an abrupt revelation, to see Stegosaurus metamorphosed into his new form. This was the 

point at which Cloak realized that he was not, in fact, the one who was meant to guide her 

through her entire journey, but he would take her as far as he possibly could. It was not 

his task to reveal to G.Raff the underlying meaning she sought, but rather, there were 

some things that she would need to conquer on her own. She had her own dragons to slay, 

and epiphanies to unearth.  

 The cave is the last part of her journey, the moment in which she must detach 

from the familiar and comforting bond with Cloak, and move into the darkness alone. It 

is here that she finds the source of life, the meaning she has been searching for all along,  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and she is finally strong enough to slay her dragon. It is common in the road of trials for 

the hero to slay a dragon, whether it is literal or figurative. Campbell described the 

dragon in broader terms, as the thing that holds the hero back, and claims that whatever is 

impeding or pinning down the hero is to be interpreted as their dragon.  132

 G.Raff’s figurative dragon is represented by her impending fear of darkness and 

the uncertainty that arises from the unknown. It has plagued her throughout her journey, 

and throughout her life, but in the final steps of her journey, she finally comes face to 

face with her dragon. When she enters the cave alone, she shatters the shackles of all that 

has held her back in the past. Her worries of being abandoned, of being companionless, 

no longer paralyze her with doubt. With each step forward, into the darkness, she 

conquers this fear of solitude as well as her suspicion of the unknown. It is here that she 

becomes aware that “the agony of breaking through personal limitations is the agony of 

spiritual growth.”  Like a snake shedding its skin, G.Raff casts off her anger, her fear, 133

her stubbornness, and the anguish that has become such a part of her, such a burden; and 

she emerges a changed being (Figure 23). She is reborn and is now capable to share the 

lesson she has learned with others. 

 The Power of Myth, episode 2.132

 Campbell, 163.133
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The Ultimate Boon 

 The ultimate boon is the blessing or life lesson that has been bestowed upon the 

hero in the final stages of their journey. It represents the newfound information that is 

brought back, and often shared with others. In the hero’s journey, the ultimate boon can 

take on many different forms, but typically involves an acquiring of new knowledge. This 

can include new perceptions regarding the meaning of life, or even insight into 

immortality. For G.Raff, her experience inside the cave provided her with a great deal of 

insight, helping her to emerge as a transformed being. The information that she received, 

was exactly what she needed.  

Fig. 23 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
September 4, 2019
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 Campbell emphasized that the hero’s journey, and subsequently, the boon, reflects 

what they truly need or are ready for.  “The boon bestowed on the worshiper is always 134

scaled to his stature and to the nature of his dominant desire: the boon is simply a symbol 

of life energy stepped down to the requirements of a certain specific case.”  In some 135

cases, the hero enters the journey searching for something in particular, and they are 

convinced that this is what they need. However, all too often, the hero’s boon turns out to 

be something completely different, and instead, reflects what they are actually in need of 

learning. This is all too true for G.Raff, who goes into the forest, on a quest to find 

Stegosaurus, who is already gone. She is so intensely focused on finding her lost friend, 

that she is utterly oblivious to her surroundings, which are overflowing with life and 

beauty. She feels lonely and sad in an environment that is literally teeming with life, 

ready to comfort her at every turn. Her boon is this discovery, the one that Cloak tried so 

very hard to show her, the one that was there for her to see all along. If only she had 

opened her eyes, peeled back the veil, and observed what was hidden in plain sight.  

 The ultimate boon is synonymous with the moral of the fable, or the spiritual 

lesson of the bestiary. In fables there is typically a point in the story where the reader is 

provided with the moral lesson. This usually happens at the end of the story, and involves 

one or two sentences that simply wrap up the meaning of the story, serving as the 

intended “take away” for the reader.  In a fable, the moral is usually fairly obvious, but 136

in my performed allegory, this moral “take away” is left ambiguous to allow for multiple  

 The Power of Myth, episode 1.134

 Campbell, 163.135

 “Aesop for Children,” Library of Congress, accessed May 15, 2020, http://www.read.gov/aesop/136

001.html. 
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interpretations. As a series of gestural puppet performances accompanied by limited text, 

I put quite a bit of responsibility on the viewer to willingly suspend disbelief, engage with 

the story and the characters on a deeper level, and interpret meaning as it relates to their 

own personal experiences. For that reason, I rely on this thesis writing for the opportunity 

to expand on the ultimate boon, and to shed light on my own interpretation of the lesson 

embedded in the performed allegory. To do this, I will share my thoughts as to what 

G.Raff’s experience or epiphany was inside of the cave. Even though details of G.Raff’s 

actual experiences within the cave are not shared beyond this thesis writing, these 

musings are what I intend viewers to glean from the performances.  

 In the cave, G.Raff reflected on her months of walking through the forest, and 

caught glimpses of the natural cycle of life and death. Buds sprouted, trees and flowers 

bloomed, birds came and went; and just as everything seemed like it could not possibly 

get more lush or more green, the leaves started falling, and the forest turned brown. Sad 

and lonely G.Raff would have seen this is as a horrible transition, but that was old 

G.Raff, and she had changed. Slowly, the hidden meaning of the forest was coming into 

focus, and she was finally starting to understand that death was not an ending, but a 

beginning. Upon closer inspection, a decomposing tree was not a reflection of death, 

rather, it was full of life. Insects, moss, and mushrooms grew in the wake of its decay, 

transforming the tree into soil; and the seedlings rejoiced in the light of the newly opened 

canopy. Nature was showing her, guiding her, trying to get her to see the cycle—the 

interconnectedness of all life. She now understood that something could disappear on the  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surface, but that it was not necessarily gone. It had simply transformed, and if she looked 

closely, she could find it.  

 She sees the green diamond-patterned leaves, and cringes as she remembers 

stomping on them (Figure 12). She now comprehends that Stegosaurus’ spirit was in the 

leaves, he was in the forest. G.Raff no longer fears change, but embraces it. The cycle of 

nature has helped her come to terms with the fact that there are certain things in life that 

she cannot control—the changing of the seasons, day turning into night, and death and 

decay. None of these can be stopped, at least not by her; but she now has the foresight to 

look at them differently. She can acknowledge change as being a magical time where a 

metamorphosis occurs, and find beauty in that transformation.  

 G.Raff’s focus shifts from the fear of the unknown, of everything she cannot 

control, to finding a way to see the good in even the most painful situations. She realizes 

that in order to deal with loss, she must allow herself to feel these emotions, deeply, and 

not try to shield herself from them. She has found that it is far better to stop isolating 

herself in her own prison, and seek out relationships with others. And that even though 

loss is inevitable, as it has proven to be time and again, this knowledge should not hold 

her back, and stop her from making meaningful connections with the life and spirits that 

surround her. After all, she is a part of the entire world, of nature, and not apart from it.  

 G.Raff sits on top of the bluff at end of her journey, contemplating all that she has 

learned. She relishes in her new awareness that everything is living, everything has a 

spirit, and she is never truly alone. But that is not all she has found. As she picks at the 

ground with her toes, moving dirt from side to side, she has another epiphany. Running  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through her mind and body is a feeling, an inkling, that just the very act of being in 

nature, surrounded by all of these living things, has healed her in some way. Within 

nature is a certain kind of magic, one that cannot be described, but can only be felt. 

Nature awakens the senses, and has the power to heal and restore even the weariest of 

souls. Finding this hidden meaning was G.Raff’s ultimate boon, and it was there all 

along, just below the surface. 

Forest Bathing 

 In the last scene of her journey, G.Raff can be seen forest bathing; perched atop 

the bluff, immersing herself in the natural world—paying close attention to the sights, 

smells, tastes, and textures that surround her.  She is focused on the present moment, 137

and her deep connection to the land allows the forest and all of its wonder to wash over 

her. Shinrin-Yoku, or forest bathing, involves taking in the forest with all of the senses, 

and being connected with nature by simply being in nature, and being present.  138

 G.Raff’s ultimate boon is awakening this sixth sense—the sense that allows her to 

connect with the world beyond herself.  “It is when we connect to nature will all our 139

senses that the magic happens and our lives can be transformed. Immersed in the natural 

world, we can experience the miracle of life and connect to something larger than 

ourselves. Nature takes our breath away and breathes new life into us.”  Through a  140

 Li, 12.137

 See note 137 above.138

 Li, 222.139

 See note 139 above.140
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connection to the earth, G.Raff experiences a spiritual rebirth, and finds within herself an 

immeasurable happiness and joy. This new perception helps to heal her past wounds, and 

the anxieties that previously clung to her, fell away. She had endured her grief, struggled 

the entire way, but managed to eventually accept her new reality. Beyond this, she had 

found meaning in the very place that terrified her—the unknown, the forest. In nature. 

 Dr. Qing Li, Chairman of the Japanese Society for Forest Medicine, says that 

“Shinrin Yoku is like a bridge. By opening our senses, it bridges the gap between us and 

the natural world.”  When we are in the natural rhythms and harmony of the natural 141

world, our nervous systems can reset themselves, and we can find healing.  In addition 142

to restoring ourselves through a complete immersion with nature, it also gives way to a 

harmonious balance between humans and the natural world. A symbiosis emerges in 

these special moments, and the hierarchy fades away. “Shamans have long assumed that 

humans are part of the totality of nature, related to all other biological forms, and not 

superior to them.”  Through a deep connection to nature, by being completely present 143

and aware of our senses, we can refresh and restore ourselves, and experience the feeling 

of oneness. This feeling is incredibly difficult to put into words, but can be vaguely 

described as “…a feeling of wonder and excitement, transcendence and even ecstasy.”  144

This deep spiritual connection to the Earth allows humans and nature to coexist as equals, 

and gives way to a partnership that has long-lasting psychological and physiological 

effects.  

 Li, 15.141

 See note 141 above.142

 Harner, Cave and Cosmos, 252.143

 Li, 222.144
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 Scientific research has proven that trees and other green space have a therapeutic 

and healing energy. The psychological and physiological benefits of forest bathing have 

been studied, and one study in particular shows in scientific terms, how simply looking at 

nature can have a healing effect. In the 1980s, American professor of healthcare design, 

Roger Ulrich, conducted a study and released a paper called View Through a Window 

May Influence Recovery from Surgery. He was intrigued as to why some patients 

recovering from the same gallbladder surgery got better much quicker than others, and 

began to look into the similarities and differences between their circumstances and 

environments. He ultimately found that the patients whose rooms looked out on to 

deciduous trees recovered more quickly than those whose rooms faced a brick wall. The 

wall-view patients needed more pain medication, spent more time in the hospital, and 

also experienced more depression.  Although there are many other aspects that factor 145

into this study, such as the especially monotonous tone of the brick wall, and the levels of 

boredom that each patient was experiencing; this experiment proved that “…hospital 

design and siting decisions should take into account the quality of patient window 

views.”  They had realized that the healing process was improved by simply looking at 146

nature. That incredible discovery implies that the powers of nature are limitless. Nature 

can have an effect on someone even without them being fully immersed; and that the 

sight of nature is enough to impart restorative effects.  

 Li, 111-12.145

 Roger S. Ulrich, “View through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery,” Science 224, no. 146

4647 (April 27, 1984): 421, accessed March 1, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1692984.
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 If humans experience beneficial effects simply by looking at nature, imagine the 

advantages of being physically connected to the earth. A physical connection with the 

various textures within nature allows us to connect directly to the earth’s healing 

properties, stimulates our sense of touch, and also compels us to be present in the 

moment. This sense of touch follows G.Raff throughout her journey, and she feels her 

way through the forest, her feet touching each unique terrain. For most of her journey, she 

does not notice. It is not that she does not feel it, but she just is not paying attention—she 

is preoccupied by her endless search for Stegosaurus, and dealing with her anxieties.     

However, after exiting the cave, she finally opens up, allowing her senses to be 

bombarded by the sights, sounds, smells, and textures that nature presents to her. 

Everything seems different, more vibrant and alive.  

 At the end of the story, G.Raff glides effortlessly through the woods to Cloak’s 

beautiful bluff, where she sits in quiet contemplation. She smiles as the dappled sunlight 

dances around the surrounding rock, climbing up her legs, and down into the ravine 

below. The birds sing wildly off in the distance, prompting her to kick her feet into the air 

with such glee that she almost falls backwards (Figure 24). Her toes curl towards the 

sunlight, allowing the slight breeze to move gently between her toes. Then, she looks 

down at her feet, and starts to pick at the dirt with her toes, finally acknowledging her 

physical connection to the earth. What a magnificent feeling this is for G.Raff to finally 

see, and more importantly, feel the forest. She allows it to become a part of her, and 

surrenders fully to its splendor. The calmness she feels in this moment is unlike any she  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has experienced before, and she revels in the ability to focus, yet at the same time, 

seemingly dissolve into the environment.   

 “In nature, our minds are captured effortlessly by clouds and sunset, by the 

movement of leaves in the breeze, by waterfalls and streams, by the sound of the birds or 

the whisper of the wind. These soothing sights and sounds give our mental resources a 

break. They allow our minds to wander and to reflect, and so restore our capacity to think 

more clearly.”  G.Raff’s mind certainly did wander—drifting between past memories 147

and the present moment, not pausing too long on any one thought. As the feeling of 

lightness permeated her body, she finally saw what she had been searching for all along. 

Below her in the ravine, a branch of Stegosaurus leaves moved gently in the wind. It was 

as if they were waving hello—or goodbye. G.Raff couldn’t tell. 

 

 Li, 110.147

Fig. 24 - G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest 
Video still 

1920 x 1080, 16:9 aspect ratio 
October 20, 2019
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G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest: The MFA Exhibition 

How Forest Bathing Influenced My Artwork 

 This spiritual connection with nature helped G.Raff open her eyes to the world 

around her, and to embrace the feeling of wonder and excitement, the feeling of “being 

there.” I felt this too on my walks through the forest—a ritual that has both informed this 

project and has been enhanced by this project. When I first started this work, I habitually 

went out into the woods to walk and look, to immerse myself and all of my senses in the 

inherent beauty and magic of the forest: to forest bathe. After a while, I started to notice 

things I had not noticed before; specifically the cyclical nature of the woods, and realized 

how beautiful I found the fallen and decomposing trees to be. Their incredible colors and 

smells, their insides rotting and turning black, and the way they shed their bark—leaving 

piles at the base of their trunks. Like a snake shedding its skin, alluding to transformation, 

I felt the fallen bark carried an important message; one that related very much to the story 

I was expressing through performance.  

 I was in the midst of performing and filming for G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, but 

had not yet determined how the documented performances would manifest in a gallery 

exhibition. I had been fascinated with the idea of “hiding” the videos inside sculptures, to 

create an experience beyond the typical way of consuming digital media. It was not until 

I started making time for these undisturbed walks in nature, that I realized these 

sculptures could reflect as well as enhance the performances through a material 

exploration.   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 Since part of the magic of the performances was as a result of being fully 

immersed in nature, I was compelled to covey this sense of “being there” to the viewer, 

and created a series of cast-paper logs with videos inside. By hiding the performances 

inside sculptures, the viewer is urged to become an active participant and physically 

engage with the work. Engaging with the story entails an intimate connection between the 

viewer and the artwork, a one-to-one experience that requires a heightened level of close-

looking. In order to convey the magic of the forest, and to make the viewer feel a 

connection to G.Raff and her story, as if they were physically present in her world, I set 

out to create an immersive environment with these cast-paper logs that enhanced the 

feeling of being present. Within the immersive environment, performance, video 

installation, and sculptural elements all work together in a theatrical display, to bring the 

essence of nature indoors—making the story come to life. Similar to the way forest 

bathing awakens the senses, the immersivity of the artwork urges the viewer to slow 

down, pay attention to the details, and the way they physically interact with the space.  

 Philip Auslander’s article, The Performativity of Performance Documentation, 

played an influential role in how I settled on an immersive installation as the method for 

displaying this artwork. In his article, he discussed the act of performing without an 

audience, and how the documentation becomes the performance. He said, “…it is not the 

initial presence of an audience that makes an event a work of performance art: it is its 

framing as performance through the performative act of documenting it as such.”  It all 148

comes down to intention, and I intended to create an environment that enhanced the  

 Auslander, 7.148
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documented performances in a way that made them feel real or “live.” By placing the 

performances inside a theatrical space, requiring the viewer to lean forward and peer into 

the sculpture, the body is physically engaged, making the experience feel more real, 

almost as if it is happening just for them.  

 Auslander said:  

 It may well be that our sense of the presence, power, and authenticity of these  
 pieces derives not from treating the document as an indexical access point to a  
 past event but from perceiving the document itself as a performance that directly  
 reflects an artist’s aesthetic project or sensibility and for which we are the present  
 audience.   149

 I interpret this to mean that we should approach a documented performance with 

the mindset that we are the intended audience, and as the intended audience, we could 

potentially consider the pre-recorded performance to be happening in the present 

moment. The performances in G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest are situated inside a miniature 

theater, a setting that allows each chapter to unfold as if it was a tiny illusory world 

located inside a log. By engaging with this miniature world, we become the intended 

audience for this one-to-one performance, and it is as if the small-scale theatrical 

performance is developing in the present moment.  

The Artwork, Materials, and Process 

 The artwork in G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest is a combination of gestural 

performance, text, cast-paper log sculptures, and objects from within the performances.  

 Auslander, 9.149
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All of these elements work together to convey the deeper meaning of the narrative; a 

story of loss and transformation, and the healing found within nature. The physical 

artwork features twelve tree sculptures, including eleven cast-paper tree logs with 

knotholes, and one larger sculpture that resembles a decomposing tree. This larger 

sculpture highlights an opening in the front that reveals the theatrical interior, complete 

with crushed black velvet fabric, ruffled to imitate stage curtains. It is bisected by two 

pieces of steel fencing wire that run through its midsection, mimicking a tree that has 

grown around a man-made fence (Figure 25). The large sculpture measures 

approximately fifteen inches in diameter and seventy two and a half inches tall, and the 

eleven smaller cast-paper logs measure fourteen inches in diameter, and sixteen and a 

half inches tall (Figure 26).  

Fig. 25 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter Nine 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 19, 2020
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 While the sculptures are all unique, they were constructed in the same way. Each 

sculpture has cast-cotton bark collaged to its exterior, and some have elements of 

handmade paper. The cast-paper knotholes and bark involve a process of collecting pieces 

that have fallen off of trees, making plaster molds from these pieces, and casting these 

forms with cotton pulp. Once collaged onto the cylindrical cardboard form, the cotton 

bark is then painted with watercolor, and chalk pastel is applied at the end of the process 

to accentuate the texture. Adhered to the top of each cast-paper log, is a tree-ring print 

that was made from the cross section of a fallen tree.  

Fig. 26 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter Two 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 12, 2020
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 The knothole acts as a threshold, or a portal into the small theatrical spaces within 

the cast-paper log sculptures. The diameter of these logs are proportioned with the 

knothole to minimize peripheral distraction, encouraging a more immersive experience. 

When the viewer puts their face up to the portal to peer within, they essentially exit their 

own reality, and enter G.Raff’s reality. Similar to crossing the threshold in the hero’s 

journey, they exit the light of their environment and enter the darkness of the unknown. 

For the viewer, the knothole represents the call to adventure, and requires a certain level 

of engagement. Viewers must decide for themselves if they will accept the call, willingly 

suspend disbelief, and enter into the illusory world. I rely on the viewer’s curiosity to 

compel them to look within the sculptures.  

 On the inside, these eleven cast-paper sculptures with knotholes have the same 

crushed black velvet fabric as the larger sculpture, also ruffled to mimic theater curtains. 

Videos of the performed narrative are separated into chapters, and housed within each 

structure on seven-inch screens, which are mounted on unobtrusive black stands. The 

small screens inside the theatrical spaces draw the viewer in visually and aurally, and 

prompt a closer inspection of the subtle details in the performances, as well as the 

sculptures themselves. 

 The log sculptures and other props or objects that are present within the theatrical 

compositions, closely relate to the natural world, while not attempting to be an exact 

replica. From a distance, the cast-paper logs look real, but if the viewer observes the 

objects in close proximity, the softness of the cotton bark is noticeable, as is the hand of 

the artist in the use of chalk pastels on the surface (Figure 27). As a result of close-  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looking, the species of tree from which the bark came from, and the combinations and 

patterns of bark repeating throughout the logs can be detected. Additionally, the 

handmade paper reveals itself not as the interior sapwood of a tree, but of a variety of 

pulps and colors mixed together using different tools in order to achieve a dynamic 

composition. As an example, in the large decaying tree sculpture, the surface of the 

handmade paper offers a glimpse into the process of its making. A series of marks from 

the tines of forks reveal themselves on the surface, but fade into the composition as a 

whole when viewed from a distance. 

 

Fig. 27 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter Seven 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 9, 2020
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 Each of the twelve sculptures is made to embody an emotive quality, and reflects 

the specific chapter of the performance that is housed within. The degree of decay or 

“put-togetherness” has a direct relationship to G.Raff’s feelings as she moves through her 

hero’s journey. For example, the story begins with G.Raff slouching in the middle of a 

desolate field. She is very alone, and her body language communicates her overall 

melancholy and loneliness (Figure 13). She paces back and forth with her head hung low, 

pushing dirt, dead grass, and small rocks with her bare feet. Isolation and emptiness 

define this particular performance, and the log that corresponds to this chapter is anything 

but lush and healthy looking. It is desolate. Unlike the rest of the logs, no bark covers the 

knothole, it is left completely bare, and the bark that is left clinging to this form is sparse 

(Figure 28). Dark handmade paper covers the majority of this sculpture, causing it to 

appear much smaller and insignificant than the rest. G.Raff feels insignificant and alone, 

and the sculpture mirrors these emotions, making it stand out as the most barren.  
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 The large decaying tree towers above the rest, and marks a major point of 

transformation for G.Raff. Although she has been frustrated and sad, distraught, and 

angry, up until this point she has held on to some semblance of hope. However, after all 

of her fruitless searching, and her pain and anguish, she has lost all hope, and has given 

up. The bark on the outside of this sculpture is peeling off, seemingly in agony, hanging 

on by a thread, and some pieces have given up the fight and fallen to the ground, 

exposing the streaked sapwood (Figure 29). This sculpture is the most immersive, and 

calls for the viewer to see it from all sides, and to crouch down, to see the details in the  

Fig. 28 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter One 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 18, 2020
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peeling bark as well as the video. In order to see the performance, the viewer must move 

very close and place their head within the splayed form and look down. Since G.Raff has 

completely fallen apart, and is experiencing the belly of the whale, it is important for the 

viewer to peer down at her, as if she was in the bottom of a well.  

 

 As the narrative moves forward, and Cloak is revealed as her helping spirit, the 

subsequent logs start to reclaim their bark, and much like G.Raff begins to regain her 

strength and hope, the sculptures too start to repair themselves. The story concludes  

Fig. 29 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter Nine 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 19, 2020
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inside of a fully covered log, the bark is intact, and a small branch with green silk leaves 

has sprouted out of the very top (Figure 30). G.Raff and the log have both experienced a 

transformation, a rebirth of spirit. The decay and rebuilding of the sculptures is 

accentuated by the careful placement of bark on the ground next to each log. These pieces 

of bark correspond to the missing pieces from the sculpture, and are arranged in a way 

that mimics the natural world. Trees shed their bark like a snake sheds its skin, leaving 

behind a pile of fallen debris at the base.  

 

Fig. 30 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter Twelve 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 9, 2020
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 Included in the presentation of the work is a textual element, with brief excerpts 

from the original narrative, the spine, to enhance the storytelling capabilities of the 

wordless performances. These short texts allow me to point out certain details that I want 

viewers to pay close attention to, drop in clues, or in some cases, explain crucial parts of 

the story that can potentially be missed. These carefully crafted bits of writing help to fill 

in parts of the story that could not be adequately expressed in a wordless performance. 

The lined pieces of paper also function as a narrator, sometimes including pertinent inner 

thoughts or motivations of characters. In “chapter one,” the piece of lined paper reads: 

“G.Raff could relate to this lonely little cloud, who had so much to offer, and yet, was all 

alone. No connections to clouds of its kind, not even a bird to keep it company. ‘Poor 

cloud,’ thought G.Raff” (Figure 31).  

Fig. 31 - Handmade Lined Notebook Paper: Chapter One 
Cotton, graphite pencil, red and blue watercolor 

5.5 in. x 8 in. x 0 in. 
2020
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 This writing calls attention to the fact that G.Raff is contemplating how it must 

feel to be the cloud, alone in the sky, alluding to her acknowledgment of her own sad 

existence, alone in the field. If we dig deeper into the statement, and look beneath the 

surface, it points to an intentional discrepancy between the written word and the 

performance. In the performance, Cloak clearly sends a flock of crows to G.Raff’s 

desolate field, and their cacophony leaves Cloak’s environment in the woods and lands in 

the field. It is so loud that G.Raff immediately turns her head to the sky to inspect it. Yet, 

when she looks up, she sees only a cloud and no birds. This begs the question: are they 

even real? The omission of the birds in the video insinuates from the very beginning that 

Cloak is a fantastical being, capable of magic, and can communicate with the natural 

world.  

 Specific excerpts from the story accompany each chapter, and all vary in length 

and content. Much like the bestiaries, some of these statements reflect what can be 

perceived in the performances, whereas others hold more symbolic meaning. It is the task 

of the viewer to decipher the meaning and intention of every written description, and 

apply it to the performance by looking deeply at all of the details provided. Each piece of 

lined paper is unique, both in form and content, but their similarities lie in the materials 

and processes used in their creation. Each piece of paper measures approximately eight 

inches by five and a half inches, and is vertically oriented. The sheets are made from 

second-cut cotton linters, and have been pulled in a traditional western style of 

papermaking, using a mold and deckle. A quick glance at these small pieces of paper 

reveal nothing more than a loose-leaf sheet of paper, a disposable commodity. Yet, upon  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closer inspection, the painstaking process of its creation is exposed. The paper has a 

unique and uneven deckled edge, giving each sheet a personality of its own. Additionally, 

the paper has been carefully lined with blue and red watercolor, and its handmade quality 

is apparent in the slightly irregular spacing of the lines. A closer look exposes the artist’s 

hand, and the pools of blue watercolor collecting on the edges of the paper, at the end of 

each line, suggests that this paper is not the typically mass-produced object. The fact that 

it is handmade gives the object itself, as well as the text it carries, a sense of importance.  

 The pieces of paper feature handwritten text, using a 6B Cretacolor graphite 

pencil. The use of pencil highlights its impermanence, and also symbolizes 

indecisiveness, which is at the core of G.Raff’s personality. Pencil can be erased, opening 

up the possibility to change one’s mind during the writing process. Alternatively, since 

this material can be erased, it calls attention to one sheet of paper in particular, the sheet 

that correlates with “chapter five.” This paper includes a block of text that has been 

crossed out, rather than erased, and reads: “With the speed and grace of a world-class 

gymnast, G.Raff leapt into the forest.” The act of crossing it out, rather than erasing, 

implies that the reader is intended to see this bit of information, and acknowledge that the 

writer has changed their mind. From watching the video, it is obvious that this text was 

not crossed out due to an inaccurate description of events; because G.Raff did in fact leap 

into the forest. Rather, the crossing out reflects the inaccuracy of the first part of the 

sentence, the description of G.Raff as a graceful being. In that regard, crossing out this 

text says much more about G.Raff’s gestural qualities, than describing them as they 

actually are. By comparing her to a gymnast, it goes beyond embellishment, and into the  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realm of absurdity. Crossing out this text points to her inherent awkwardness without 

having to explain it directly. 

 The colorful braid that functions as a formal element as well as the structure of 

Cloak’s garment, is a prop that accompanies the sculptural work, and is also featured in 

the performance at the end of “chapter eleven.” When G.Raff enters the cave alone, she 

turns around one last time to look at Cloak, but he is gone. All that remains is his 

garment, crumpled on the ground, and a single braid of colorful rope that meanders out of 

the frame. Woven from the memories of old clothing, this braid reappears throughout the 

physical work, accompanying the sculptures, as a reminder of Cloak’s presence. His 

essence is woven into this object, as it is literally what holds the garment together. I use 

this rope as well as the Stegosaurus leaves to ground the viewer in the characters that are 

present in the performances, as well as to illustrate the specific point in time in the 

unfolding of the story. For instance, the Stegosaurus leaves do not appear in the physical 

artwork until after he merges with the tree in “chapter three.” This transformation marks a 

turning point in the story, both for G.Raff in her journey and for the physical artwork. The 

cast-paper log sculptures start to fall apart as the Stegosaurus leaves appear. 

 The Stegosaurus leaves are a continuous yet subtle clue for the viewer, a constant 

reminder of transformation, the theme that runs throughout the narrative. The leaves 

symbolize the signs that G.Raff misses throughout her journey of healing. She tirelessly 

searches for a friend, oblivious that he has transformed, yet he is literally right in front of 

her, and under her feet (Figure 12). Although this detail fades into the natural 

environment in many of the performances, they are abundantly repeated, allowing  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multiple chances for the viewer to notice their repetition, and realize their importance. 

Their presence can also be found in the handmade lined-paper, and are referred to in this 

text as green diamond-patterned leaves, and have a direct connection to the fiber 

materials used to create Stegosaurus.  

 The subtle differences in the greens solicit a closer look in order to see the small 

details that make each leaf unique. As humans, we are inherently tuned in to see minute 

variations in greens, in fact, “…green is the color for which humans can distinguish the 

greatest number of shades. The difference is significant: for green it’s about 100 hues, 

while for other colors, including composite colors, it’s only a few dozen.”  While the 150

leaves do indeed look very similar to the real thing, and can potentially be overlooked, 

the difference between the greens found in nature and the silk organza leaves is 

noticeable. Upon closer inspection, the slight curl of the silk at each point, the 

meticulously free-motion embroidered veins, and the chartreuse squares that pattern the 

surface, expose themselves, and stand out. Many of the leaves are connected to real 

branches with green floral wire, and are mounted to the gallery wall, hanging over each 

cast-paper log to create a dappled light effect. The shadows cast by the silk organza push 

them out of the realm of nature, and highlight their see-through qualities, as well as the 

presence of thread (Figure 10). 

 The bark, braided rope, and leaves are all elements of the physical artwork that 

are meant to stand out and be noticed; whereas I approached the design and creation of 

the wooden bases for each log with a completely different mindset. Their minimalistic  

 Marco Mencagli and Marco Nieri, The Secret Therapy of Trees: Harness the Healing Energy of Forest 150

Bathing and Natural Landscapes (New York: Rodale Books, 2019), 11.
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design functions to keep the main focus on the log, and its organic form aligns with the 

other natural elements in the work. The legs and spindles are made from river willow, and 

the circular base that holds the log is made of Douglas fir. Traditional rustic furniture 

joinery is used in the construction of these bases, with mortise and tenon joints holding 

each spindle to the leg, and each leg to the base. The wood is left unfinished, so as not to 

call attention to it as an object, but rather, as a pedestal. By utilizing a minimalistic 

design, the viewer is able to see through the base, beneath the log, which gives the log a 

presence that would not be possible with a traditional pedestal. By lifting the log up on an 

organic, see-through wooden stand, the cast-paper sculpture occupies the space 

differently; it seems to float in its surroundings. The sculpture is enveloped by its 

environment, and becomes a part of it (Figure 32).  

 

Fig. 32 - Journey of the Logs: Chapter Six 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 9, 2020
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The Immersive Installation 

 Within the gallery space, I combine all of these sculptural and performative 

elements into a multimedia, immersive experience. With the twelve cast-paper logs atop 

their bases spread throughout the space, some tucked into corners, and some more 

prominently displayed in the middle of the gallery; the arrangement urges viewers to 

become active participants, to look closely, to be curious, and to uncover the story hidden 

within. Each chapter is given its own space, with plenty of room around it for the viewer 

to carefully navigate and inspect the various configurations of fallen bark, leaves, and 

colorful rope. One piece of lined paper labeled with the corresponding chapter and 

subsequent text, accompanies each sculpture. This subtly communicates to the viewer 

which direction to move around the gallery in order to watch the performances unfold in 

sequential order.  

 By looking into each knothole, viewers are provided a lens into a life transformed 

by loss, and healed by nature, and are called upon to pay attention to the subtleties 

presented as G.Raff’s story develops. Each log sculpture contains a miniature world 

inside, which is brought to life by a moving image. The idea to house a moving image in 

a small sculpture was inspired by Peepshows, and the roll transparencies produced by 

Louis Carrogis in the 1780s. Peepshows were common in the eighteenth century, and 

were small boxes that contained images inside, which could be “changed by pulling them 

up and down with strings, removing and inserting them by hand, or by turning a hand-

crank.”  These boxes had one or more peepholes, allowing viewers to peer inside, often  151

 Erkki Huhtamo, Illusions in Motion: Media Archaeology of the Moving Panorama and Related 151

Spectacles (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2013), 35. 
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by using a magnifying glass. Due to their small size, and the minuscule peepholes, these 

boxes were typically used by one person at a time, offering a one-to-one experience for 

the viewer.  The immersive quality of these boxes helped transport the viewer into the 152

world held within. 

 Carrogis, more widely known as Carmontelle, used roll transparencies to create 

an imagined world inside a box. His gouache and watercolor paintings on transparencies 

featured English gardens and other natural settings, combining real and imagined 

imagery.  These boxes did not have a small peephole like peepshows, but were housed 153

in large wooden boxes that resembled old televisions.  Similar to a peepshow, the 154

images in Carmontelle’s boxes slid from right to left, and were moved by a hand crank, 

usually operated by Carmontelle himself, who also functioned as a narrator.  While a 155

peepshow allowed the viewer to control the speed at which they moved through the 

images, the roll transparencies were not manipulated by the viewer. This meant that the 

viewer was not in control, and instead was at the whim of Carmontelle, or whoever was 

operating the hand crank.  

 The level of control given to the viewer, or lack of control in the case of 

Carmontelle’s transparencies, is interesting when compared to the poetics of garden 

design, and movement through various landscapes. John Dixon Hunt, an English 

landscape historian, talked about the different ways in which people move through a 

garden. “Hunt classifies them into three different categories: the procession or ritual, the  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stroll, and the ramble. While both the stroll and the ramble involve personal initiative-

taking (the former with a goal and purpose, the latter without preordained routes or 

destinations), the ritual implies an imperative to follow a preordained path and 

purpose.”  Since the roll transparencies were powered by a hand crank operated by 156

another person, Carmontelle’s presentations were considered to be ritualistic. The 

spectator had to move through the landscape at the pace of the operator, and was not in 

control of the speed at which they moved. This made a visual stroll or ramble through the 

scenery impossible, and instead offered ritual as the only option. The spectator followed 

the “preordained path and purpose,” and “…had only one route to follow, and had to 

adjust their desires to the presenter’s pace and narrative logic.”   157

 In his book, Illusions in Motion: Media Archaeology of the Moving Panorama 

and Related Spectacles, Erkki Huhtamo discussed pacing in relationship to Carmontelle’s 

roll transparencies as well as other media forms of the same time period. He said, “…

initiative-taking happens only within preset constraints in the realm of media.”  While 158

Huhtamo was describing non digital forms of media such as roll transparencies, 

peepshows, and other manually manipulated moving pictures; it is a statement that also 

holds true for digital media. In G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, I have taken a different 

approach to how digital media is typically consumed in contemporary society. By 

presenting the video inside a sculpture, the viewer must work to engage with the art, and  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as Hunt said, “adjust their desires to the presenter’s pace and narrative logic.”  In this 159

case, the presenter is the video which has its own set pace.  

 G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest uses an approach that is similar to Carmontelle’s, by 

controlling the pace at which the viewer experiences each performance, pushing it into 

the realm of ritual. However, my work differs from Carmontelle’s because each chapter is 

separated, allowing for a stroll or a ramble between the performances and theatrical 

displays. As the artist, I control the pacing of each performance, each ranging somewhere 

between two to eight minutes. The lengthy video paired with the one-to-one experience 

slows the viewer down, and requires a more mindful approach to the artwork, where they 

can carefully inspect all of the details presented in the theatrical display. The act of 

slowing down is necessary in order to grasp the story and its meaning in its entirety, and 

to recognize the relationship between the performances and the sculptural artwork. 

Paying close attention to details while moving slowly through an environment is also an 

important characteristic of forest bathing, and allows for a feeling of being completely 

present in the moment.   

 Although the viewer is urged to slow down to the pace of the performances, they 

still retain control over their personal experience by choosing how to move through the 

gallery space. They get to decide whether or not to follow the story in order, how long to 

wait before moving on to the next chapter, and whether or not to read the piece of paper 

that accompanies each theatrical display. Additionally, the videos play on a consistent 

loop, so it is entirely possible that the viewer will enter into the story somewhere in the  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middle, causing each person’s viewing experience to be different, depending on how and 

when they choose to move through the work. While everyone’s experience within the 

space will be unique, depending on the willingness to engage, and how much time given 

to each chapter, the intimate nature of the work creates a calm environment, and 

encourages a slow meander through the gallery.  

 Instead of a viewing experience that can be seen by multiple people at once, the 

sculptures are more like peepshows, allowing for only one person at a time to watch the 

performances. This one-to-one approach is also aligned with the contemporary practice of 

immersive theater, which blurs the lines between traditional theater and performance art. 

In her book Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in Contemporary 

Performance, Josephine Machon, defines a one-to-one experience as it relates to 

immersive performance. As a writer and contemporary performance practitioner, Dr. 

Machon’s current research “…examines the role of the audience-participant in immersive 

experiences….”  In relationship to theater, she describes the term ‘immersive’ as “…160

attached to diverse events that assimilate a variety of art forms and seek to exploit all that 

is experiential in performance, placing the audience at the heart of the work.”  Machon 161

also states that “…immersive experiences in theatre combine the act of immersion - being 

submerged in an alternative medium where all the senses are engaged and manipulated - 

with a deep involvement in the activity within that medium.”  While there is a diverse  162

 “Dr. Josephine Machon: Biography and Qualifications,” Middlesex University London, accessed May 160

25, 2020, https://www.mdx.ac.uk/about-us/our-people/staff-directory/profile/machon-josephine.
 Josephine Machon, Immersive Theatres: Intimacy and Immediacy in Contemporary Performance (New 161

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 22. 
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range of immersive events, all having different levels of immersivity, the type that I have 

gravitated towards in my thesis work has been the one-to-one experience. 

 Machon said:  

 Within immersive theatre there has been a recent upsurge in intimate encounters  
 in the performance experience; ‘one-on-one’ or ‘one-to-one’ performance, which  
 explores the direct connection between performer and audience member, space  
 and individual interaction. ‘One-on-one’ and ‘one-to-one’ defines work where the  
 piece is designed for one audience member.   163

 In G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, the one-to-one immersive aspect of the 

installation places viewers into a state of introspection, where they can contemplate the 

themes of adventure, loss, and discovery in a space that piques their curiosity, and 

awakens their senses. By presenting the work as a one-to-one experience, the viewer is 

required to approach the work alone, is essentially isolated, and has to engage on a more 

intimate level. This parallels the journey through grief, which is a deeply personal and 

individualistic journey. Even though we can typically lean on others for emotional 

support, grief can be a lonely search for healing and meaning. I intentionally place the 

viewer alone in front of each sculpture to express the feeling of solitude that often 

accompanies the grieving process.  

 Isolating the viewer also focuses their attention on the work in front of them—the 

theatrical display with intentionally placed details, as well as the miniature world inside 

of the cast-paper log. It is within this setting that the viewer can explore the work by 

looking closely, and contemplating the meaning behind each performance and each  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object. Similar to forest bathing, another characteristic of immersive theater, is to awaken 

and engage the senses.  

 According to Machon: 

 Crucial to immersive practice is the fact that there is no focus on one particular  
 sense but rather a play within the realm of the senses combined in an   
 acknowledgement, manipulation and celebration of the power, promise and  
 potential attributable only to live performance. This is true even where that  
 performance employs pre-recorded digital worlds.  164

  

 The pre-recorded digital world that G.Raff inhabits draws the viewer in, requiring 

them to physically engage with the work. Taking Auslander’s stance on documentation, 

even though the performances are not live, we can assume that we are the intended 

audience, making it feel as if it is happening in the moment—just for us. Leaning into this 

concept, I have enhanced the space and the experience, by bringing objects from the 

performances into the gallery. The leaves and braided rope are both elements from the 

digital world that are brought into the physical space, acting as artifacts from the 

performances, serving as a bridge between the two realities. The pre-recorded digital 

world is made to feel more real by taking elements from it, and bringing them into the 

viewers’ reality, blurring the lines between the two.   

 The tactility of the paper and the textures that define each piece of bark, leaf, and 

rope add to the sensory impact of the artwork. The sense of touch is extremely important 

within the exhibition, where viewers are allowed to physically interact with certain parts 

of the installation. The handmade paper that accompanies each chapter is meant to be 

picked up and looked at closely. Inspecting this piece of paper reveals its material  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connection to the cast-paper sculptures, each of which are made using the same type of 

cotton pulp. By touching the handmade paper, and noticing this material relationship, the 

viewer can visually feel the texture of the logs without necessarily touching them. Yet, in 

physically engaging with the sculptures, the viewer controls how close they get to the 

knothole, and it is entirely possible that in leaning forward to peer inside, their face might 

touch the outer portion of the bark (Figure 33).   

 

Fig. 33 - Journey of the Logs: Behind the Scenes 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 12, 2020
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 Additionally, the logs themselves act as resonant chambers, much like the body of 

an acoustic instrument, allowing sound from each video to escape through the knotholes. 

This sound permeates the space, combining into a soft mixture of noises from nature. The 

performances rely on this diegetic sound, or noises that originate from the actual scene, to 

captivate viewers’ attention, and to transport them into G.Raff’s world—in nature. The 

sounds of birds, wind, rustling leaves, running water, and the characters’ footsteps fill the 

air as Cloak, G.Raff, and Stegosaurus perform without saying a word.   

 The different aural elements represent textures, and stimulate the senses while 

offering a simple yet authentic soundscape; a true reflection of the natural world. Yet, if 

you close your eyes within the gallery space, the gentle soundscape can be analyzed, and 

specific sounds can be picked out, such as the click-clacking of Stegosaurus’ toes or 

G.Raff’s bare feet crunching through the fallen leaves. When you allow yourself to focus 

on different senses, a new experience of the artwork arises, and you become fully present 

in the moment—you become immersed.  

 “Immersed in nature, we are in a whole new dimension, a restorative sonic 

landscape. Being still and quiet, we can hear the sound of silence and begin to relax.”  165

Silence in nature is not actually silence, but a mixture of natural sounds, like birds, wind, 

the rustling of branches, and running water. “The silence of the natural world is in fact a 

constant, wondrous, never-ending symphony.”  When an environment does not include 166

man-made noises, our minds are able to focus on the natural silence, which creates an 

incredible sense of calm. Although gallery visitors are able to converse as freely as they  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would like when viewing G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, the “natural silence” that 

emanates from the sculptures creates a soothing soundscape resulting in a relaxing 

environment that suggests a more mindful and slow interaction with the artwork, and in 

general. 

 In addition to seeing the performances unfold inside the sculptures, and hearing 

the different sounds that make up each chapter both separately and together, the viewer is 

also confronted by a slight scent of the forest emanating from the cast-paper logs. The 

natural aroma of fresh cedar, branches, and dirt fill the air. For months before the thesis 

exhibition was set to open, small sachets of biomatter collected from various filming sites 

were placed inside the sculptures to allow the fabric to naturally absorb the scents, thus 

contributing a faint smell of the forest to the space. The smell of cedar is subtle, but adds 

to the quiet and subdued atmosphere of the gallery, and also functions as a relaxing 

element. “The fragrance of cedarwood is said to relax the nerves and calm the spirit. 

Aromatherapists use it to stimulate emotional strength and to promote feelings of self-

acceptance.”  Additionally, the organic bases that display the cast-paper logs are made 167

from Douglas fir, and impart their slight woody scent to the space. The resinous and 

citrusy aroma of Douglas fir aids in relaxation, and “…its effects on the mind and body 

are said to be similar to those brought about by meditation.”  Smells have a profound 168

effect on our mood and behavior, and are connected to emotions and memories.  169

Fragrance can be especially powerful, and has the potential to transport you to another  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time and place, to revisit a memory, or to another dimension entirely. G.Raff, Spotted in 

the Forest uses the natural aromas of the forest to captivate the viewer and immerses 

them in G.Raff’s reality. 

 By adopting a multimedia approach, G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest is an immersive 

installation that stimulates multiple senses, and has the potential to fully captivate the 

viewer’s attention by providing the feeling of “being there.” Much like forest bathing, the 

level of immersivity is directly dependent on the viewer’s willingness to engage with 

their environment. In engaging with the one-to-one experience, the senses of sight, sound, 

touch, and smell are awakened, and the viewer is transformed from a spectator into an 

active participant. The act of leaning in towards the cast-paper sculptures to peer inside, 

engages the entire body, requiring the viewer to be aware of their physical presence 

within the space. Sight is awakened by looking closely at the theatrical displays and the 

performances; sound is activated by hearing the subtle noises within the individual 

sculptures as well as how they all coalesce in the space; touch is initiated through the 

handling of handmade lined paper, and the sense of smell is stimulated by the slight scent 

of the outdoors that is embedded in each sculpture, and lingers throughout the gallery.  

 As an active participant, viewers are in control of how they move through the 

space between chapters, and are able to choose how and when to interact with the textual 

elements within the gallery. At the same time, the viewer must also relinquish control, 

and adopt a slower pace to “adjust their desires to the presenter’s narrative pace and 

logic.”  To truly engage with the work, viewers must be willing to slow down, pay  170
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attention to the details, and be aware of their physical presence in relationship to the 

artwork. The performances and meticulous details within the installation reveal 

themselves to those who choose to answer the call to adventure and look beneath the 

surface.  

Covid-19 

 G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest was scheduled to open on April 6, 2020 in the 

George Caleb Bingham Gallery on the University of Missouri-Columbia campus. 

However, this artwork was unable to be realized as an immersive exhibition in the gallery 

space due to the Covid-19 pandemic that has impacted the entire global community. With 

campus closed, and a great deal of uncertainty surrounding when, or if anything would 

return to normal, I struggled to come to terms with this new reality. In regards to my 

artwork, I reflected on the choices I had made, and could not see how an exhibition 

focused on immersivity and physical interaction would be relevant, or could be safely 

realized in a time like this. I was faced with two options: refuse to accept this as the new 

reality, and wait to share my artwork as originally intended, or adapt, and figure out a 

way to make this artwork accessible in the era of social distancing. I found myself 

reflecting on G.Raff’s journey, and how much suffering she endured due to her 

unwillingness to accept change.  

 Inspired by numerous contemporary artists, galleries, and museums throughout 

the world who were all transitioning artwork to an online platform, I chose to adapt as 

well, and my artwork, for now, lives on the internet. While my immersive installation will  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be realized as a physical gallery exhibition when it is safe to do so in the future, I believe 

that it is important to share this work, G.Raff’s story, during these uncertain and difficult 

times. Everyone throughout the world is experiencing loss in many forms, and we are all 

struggling to come to terms with our new reality, and find purpose and meaning in this 

new “normal.” In an NPR interview, David Kessler and Dr. Sonya Lott discussed dealing 

with loss and grief as it relates to the pandemic. On the topic of events being cancelled, 

Dr. Lott brings up the importance of technology, and its use as a way to maintain 

connections. She points out that using these technologies will not be the same as being 

present, but that it’s what we have access to right now.  171

 In transitioning my work online, I accepted that it would be different, and a 

certain degree of immersivity would inevitably be lost. The purpose of the installation 

was to create a space that made people feel as if they were truly present, interacting with 

the objects, immersing themselves in the sights, sounds, smells, and textures within the 

gallery. Conveying the feeling of being in the forest was going to be difficult to express 

on a website, especially with only visual and auditory stimuli at my disposal. With this in 

mind, I embarked on a new journey within nature, to help share the magic of the forest in 

a new way. Since I could not bring nature to the viewer in a physical space, I brought the 

artwork into nature.  

 Each of the cast-paper logs went on a journey, back to a location featured in the 

video housed within it. The sculptures and the organic bases were carried up hills, down 

rocky streams, into caves—all revisiting places of significance (Figure 34). Bark,  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leaves, and the colorful rope were brought as props to set the stage at each location, as 

they would have been arranged in the gallery. The props that were originally intended to 

transform the gallery space into a natural environment, reminiscent of the forest, almost 

disappeared out in nature; they served no purpose in enhancing an already perfect setting 

(Figure 35, 36). Nature provided something truly magical, and with the wind blowing, the 

birds chirping, and the sun shining, I realized that this experience, this journey, was 

imbuing the objects with a presence, a sense of authority. These objects have been to the 

natural world, they have communed with trees, leaves, and plants. They have been 

knocked over by the wind and dappled with sunlight. They have bathed in the forest. 

Upon reviewing the photographs of the logs in nature, I recognized that this 

documentation captured the only season not featured in the performances—Spring. It is 

the season of rebirth, new growth, and highlights the cyclical aspect of nature.  

Fig. 34 - Journey of the Logs: Behind the Scenes 
Digital photograph 

2448 x 3264 
April 9, 2020
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Fig. 35 - Journey of the Logs: Detail of Bark and Leaves 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 18, 2020
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 The entire project came full circle when Brian and I were standing in the mouth of 

the large cave, photographing the last of the twelve logs (Figure 37). A man approached, 

almost appearing out of thin air, and asked if we had seen his dog. He had entered the 

forest that day looking for his lost companion, and we could not help but remember the 

reason we had entered the forest those many months ago. In that very moment, we 

Fig. 36 - Journey of the Logs: Detail of Bark and Leaf 
Digital photograph 

3872 x 2592 
April 19, 2020

Fig. 37 - Journey of the Logs: Behind the Scenes 
Digital photograph 

2448 x 3264 
April 20, 2020
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realized our journey too had come full circle, and the healing we had been searching for 

after losing D’arbo was with us all along. We were surrounded by it—the singing birds, 

the bees gathering nectar, the morning doves and their soft repetitious cries, the smell of  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the cedars spotting the forest…and our memories. The sudden appearance of this man 

was the sign I needed; it was my green diamond-patterned leaf.  
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G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest Goes Virtual 

 The artwork is displayed on my personal website (www.rianabovillart.com) in a 

dedicated section titled MFA Thesis Exhibition. It opens with the image of my exhibition 

poster, including the title, a video still, and a brief artist statement. The next page features 

a table of contents with another brief statement along with images of each log, and its 

corresponding chapter number. By clicking on each chapter, a new page opens that 

displays the performance video, the piece of handmade lined paper, and a slideshow 

gallery that shows different views of the cast-paper sculptures in nature. This allows the 

viewer to see the sculptures in an environment from various angles, as if having the 

ability to move around it themselves. The power of navigation is left up to the viewer, 

just as it would have been within the physical gallery exhibition. As the artist, I still 

control the pace of the performances, and the viewer still controls how and when to 

navigate to the next video. They can decide to ramble or stroll through the story and 

webpage, having their own unique experience—one that they can dictate for themselves.  

 Each video begins with an image of the log in nature, accompanied by the sounds 

of that particular environment. For example, in “chapter twelve,” the video starts with the 

log perched in front of the mouth of a cave, the legs of the wooden base planted firmly in 

the flowing water. As the viewer watches the still image, the auditory component helps 

transform the experience, and almost animates the photograph. The still water takes on a 

life of its own and seems to cascade down the rocks, over the moss, and out of the frame. 

Just as this happens, the scene zooms into the knothole, which completely envelops the 

screen. Moments later, a small circular vignette opens, and G.Raff’s world is revealed.  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Each video concludes with G.Raff’s world fading into darkness, and the viewer is 

brought back out of the knothole, and is left again with the picture of the log in nature, 

accompanied by the corresponding environmental sounds. 

 In the online presentation of my thesis work, the videos have been edited to merge 

the sculptural artwork with the performances, maintaining the sense of entering and 

exiting each chapter through the knothole as the viewer moves through the story. This 

retains immersivity and theatricality within the work, while allowing the viewer to 

experience G.Raff’s journey at their own pace, in their own space, and search for the 

details hidden beneath the surface. An additional section titled Journey of the Logs is 

featured on the website, and is a behind-the-scenes glimpse at the process of documenting 

the sculptural work in nature. It shows the lengths Brian and I went to in order to bring 

the artwork into the depths of the forest, and also serves as a reflection of the journey we 

took to perform. The Journey of the Logs gives the cast-paper sculptures a history, an 

authenticity that imbues them with the essence of nature.  

The Relevance of Virtual Forest Bathing 

 Even though I cannot present an immersive and interactive exhibition to an 

audience at this time, I can still share my work on the internet. Obviously, people will not 

have the same immersive experience I had originally intended, where the artwork has a 

presence, and envelops them in a physical space. I can, however, provide a glimpse into a 

world filled with the magic of nature, and from what I have learned from the scientific 

study, View Through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery, just seeing nature  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can be enough to have a restorative and healing effect. If there is a time in history where 

we all could use healing, it is now, and since we cannot lean on each other, as we have 

been able to in the past, we must find healing in a different place; one that is literally 

teeming with life. In nature.  

 Virtual forest bathing experiences are emerging online during the Covid-19 

pandemic in order to offer people a way to connect to the natural world. The Association 

of Nature & Forest Therapy Guides & Programs and Quiet Parks International are just 

two of the various groups offering free or affordable virtual forest bathing experiences to 

those who wish to benefit from the healing powers of nature. The experiences entail 

mindful walks through incredible landscapes, led by a certified forest bathing guide, and 

allow the virtual participants to listen to the sounds of that environment, and connect 

through the sense of sight and sound.  

 According to the Association of Nature & Forest Therapy Guides & Programs:   

 These walks are opportunities to connect to others, self, and if possible, the More  
 than Human World - plant, animal, rock, sky, river, ocean, human, virus, the weak 
 among us and the strong, the visible and the invisible. Perhaps this will provide an 
 opportunity to listen to our own hearts, to remember how much we want to be  
 alive, and to contemplate the love that binds us all together.  172

 In the virtual G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, viewers are provided a window into a 

beautiful mid-Missouri landscape, featuring the changing of seasons, as well as a variety 

of terrains. Similar to the practices of the virtually guided forest bathing excursions, my 

work provides a lens into an environment filled with the wonder of the natural world.  

 “Virtual Forest Therapy Walks,” Association on Nature & Forest Therapy Guides & Programs, accessed 172

May 16, 2020, https://www.natureandforesttherapy.org/virtual-forest-therapy-walks.
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However, G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest is unique in that the unspoken narrative serves as 

the guide, prompting the viewer to discover the subtle details hidden beneath the surface. 

The magic of the forest is enhanced by the wordless performances, with characters who 

all have different relationships with the natural world. The story can be experienced and 

enjoyed on multiple levels, depending on how deeply engaged the viewer is, and whether 

they are willing to look beneath the literal surface of the allegory. As a hero’s journey that 

centers around loss and grief, the story is a cautionary tale of a stubborn protagonist who 

is unwilling and unable to accept her new reality. It is a long and arduous journey of self-

discovery, where G.Raff eventually finds healing within nature, and experiences a 

significant transformation.  

 In our new reality of social distancing, a story about the transformative and 

healing properties of nature is especially relevant. Living at the edge of Three Creeks 

Conservation Area, in Columbia, Missouri, I have observed an influx of people who have 

flocked to the forest in order to find solace in these troubling times. It could simply be 

due to cabin fever, that all nonessential businesses are closed, or it could be a 

subconscious pull towards nature. Whatever it is, I have never seen so many people out in 

the woods, even on the most beautiful days in the summertime. I think somewhere deep-

down, humans know that nature has the power to heal emotionally and spiritually; it 

restores us, reduces our stress, and puts our minds at ease. G.Raff’s journey could inspire 

someone to go out and find this healing in nature, and to slow down, allow all of the 

senses to bathe in the forest, and to experience a transformation.  
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Conclusion 

 Coping with loss, or change in any form, can be an extremely difficult life 

experience, but it also has the potential to catapult us into our own hero’s journey, on a 

quest to find meaning. This was the thought that sparked my thesis project, and was born 

out of my own struggle to come to terms with loss. I expressed these emotions through 

immersive storytelling; combining an allegorical narrative with puppetry, theatrical 

performance, and sculpture, into a multimedia body of artwork. Within this body of work, 

G.Raff’s journey through grief has been brought to life through wordless, gestural 

performances, and enhanced by the twelve sculptures that reflect her emotions as she 

struggles to cope with loss. The immersive quality of the work brings the performances to 

life, and is designed to transform the viewer from spectator to active participant, making 

them feel truly present in the space, right there with G.Raff as her journey unfolds. 

 Looking closely is a central focus of this work; it relates to every aspect of this 

thesis project, and has influenced each decision. The strangeness of puppets encourages a 

closer look, allegories and myths require a close read, the practice of forest bathing 

involves connecting to nature with all of the senses, and paying close attention to the 

sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures within the natural world. This all comes 

together within the immersive installation, an environment filled with sculptures and 

objects that encourage a one-to-one experience, where the viewer must inspect the 

artwork closely in order to uncover the meaning hidden within. This active level of close-  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looking reveals G.Raff’s ultimate boon, the moral lesson that is embedded in her hero’s 

journey.  

 I realized that without an active level of engagement, the viewer only experiences 

part of the meaning, and the work falls short. Accepting this as a possible outcome of the 

exhibition was a constant struggle as I worked on this project. I continued to add layers 

upon layers of stimuli that would engage multiple senses, trying to come up with the 

“perfect” immersive environment; one that brought to life G.Raff’s hero’s journey, in a 

way that would entice everyone to look closely. I was trying to replicate nature and 

communicate the wonders of the forest within an indoor space, but eventually had to 

come to terms with the fact that there is no such thing as recreating an already perfect 

environment. 

 Although G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest was not able to be realized as an 

immersive installation, it is exhibited on my website, where it is available to a diverse 

audience. Online, it functions differently, and focuses more on the story and its meaning 

than it does on stimulating all of the senses, and truly enveloping the viewer. I have 

received varying reactions to my online presentation. Some grasp the moral of G.Raff’s 

journey right away, and some are left questioning the deeper meaning of the story, unable 

to engage with the work beyond labeling it as strange. I have found that using puppets as 

a means to express this narrative can function in one of two ways: it can act as a barrier, 

or it can encourage a more active level of engagement—a closer look. With puppetry, the 

viewer is required to work a little harder to enter into the story, since it does not reflect 

their own reality. Additionally, by excluding spoken words, the responsibility is on the  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viewer to put forth the extra effort required to engage. By engaging more actively, the 

viewer is pulled further into the fictional world, and allows for a deeper understanding of 

the puppets’ symbolic meaning. 

 Storytelling is part of our great human heritage, and we connect with each other 

through the sharing of stories. I am interested in continuing to reimagine the way a story 

is told, using visual art, performance, and puppetry to challenge the viewer to engage, to 

actively participate in order to receive the message hidden within. I have accepted that it 

is this challenge that will ultimately draw people in, or push them away. My hope is that 

for those who enter, the challenge of looking closely will carry into their lives and have a 

positive influence in how they see and interact with their world. 

 In the end, G.Raff, Spotted in the Forest, became a multi-faceted artistic 

expression about giving up control and accepting change. I began this project ten months 

ago, determined to tell a story about a character who struggled to come to terms with loss. 

I eventually realized that character was me. Throughout the process of making, I tried to 

maintain a certain level of control over every aspect, even going as far as to get angry at a 

falling leaf. I have learned that there are some things, like the changing seasons, that are 

outside of anyone’s control. Hidden beneath the surface of my experience, I have 

discovered my boon by working with nature: that change is an inevitable truth, but it 

doesn’t have to be an ending, it can be a new beginning. When change is accepted, a 

transformation can happen.  
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