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T H E  G I F T   20 00 2 00 9 

 

What  f orce  move s mig ra t ions  of  mu l t i tudes  ac ro ss  the  v astn ess  of  deser ts  and  the  h ighest  o f  

mounta ins?  Wh at  hav e th ose  who bang  the i r  foreheads  aga inst  the  g round  a nd  tho se  who l i f t  

the i r  gaze skywards  in  common?  Why  some shaved -ba ld  as  pee led  a lmonds,  o thers  h i r s u te ,  w i th  

ha i r  and  long beards  ro l led  in to  exorb i tant  tu rbans?  Who inhab i ts  the  l imbs of  f l age l lants ,  who  

beneath  the sk in  covered  in  ashes or  i n t r i ca te  ta t too s ,  who beneath  the masks ,  who beh ind  the 

ve i l ?  Do ecs tasy ,  t ra nce,  co ntemp la t io n ,  o r  med i ta t ion ,  rev ea l  the  unut terab le  perce p t ion  of  

death ,  or  the  core  of  a  phys i ca l  exper ience?   

F or  e ight  years ,  th rough raw,  d i rec t  exper ience,  w i thout  encyc lopaed i c  i n tent ion s ,  I  fo l l owed  the  

course  o f  a  photog raph i c  p ro jec t  based  on a  persona l  que st :  “ The G i f t ” .   

A t  the  Or ig ins  of  Be l i e f ,  i n  th e  ear l i e s t  Sa c red  Texts ,  a s  i n  th e  pagan anc est r a l  o r a l  t r ad i t i on ,  a  

pat te rn  of  r eson ance s emerges :  su spended  in  un i versa l  space - t ime,  a  l aby r in th  of  pa ths ,  i n  a  

re lent le ss  qu est  f or  un i son betw een ind i v idua l  ou ter  i dent i ty  and  the subcons c ious  inn er - se l f .  

L i ke  language,  Be l i e f  marks  the  h i s tory  of  humank ind :  l anguage and wr i t i ng  recount  the  outer  

h i s tory ,  re la ted  to  kno wledge and  exchange  between human be ings .  Be l i e f s  t rac e  the i nnermos t  

h i s tory  of  i nd i v idua l s  i n  the i r  persona l  re la t ion  to  the unknown:  Mystery ,  the  Sa cred ,  the  

ances t ra l  pa st ,  th e  in tang ib le  fu tu re ,  the  cy c les  of  Na tu re ,  th e  E lem ents ,  the  not ion  of  T ime,  the  

d imens ion of  Space,  u l t imate l y ,  the  very  me aning  of  ex i s ten ce.   

F ootp r in ts  of  d i f fe rent  path s  over lay  the  wake of  the  word  g i f t .  In  i t s  mu l t i p le  semant i c  

dec l inat ions ,  g i f t  i s  one of  the  ear l i es t  w ords  of  human language.  In  i t s  t rans i t i ve  qua l i t y ,  i t  

embod ies  two m eanings :  to  o f fer /g i ve  and  to  rece i ve ,  o r  even to  t ake .  Ye t  the  etern a l  quest ion  

i s :  to  g i ve  or  t o  rec e i ve  "what " ?  Phys i ca l  f i n i teness  se ems ine xt r i cab ly  entwined  wi th  the  

mani fest a t ion  of  Mys tery .  Human l i fe  rece i v ed  as  g i f t ,  a s  g race  and  o f fered  a s  t r i bu te ,  sac r i f i ce ,  

or  conse cra t ion…  These t wo v i s ions ,  have e ndorsed  mul t i p le  in terp reta t ions  f r om one c i v i l i sa t ion  

to  another ,  over  the  cour se  of  t ime.  Inev i tab ly ,  a t  the  hear t  of  a l l  quest ion ing ,  every  r i tua l  i s  

marked  by the corporea l  d imens ion of  the  human cond i t ion .  Codi f i ed  in  the gestu re ,  d i sc ip l i ned ,  

rep ressed ,  h idden,  mor t i f i ed ,  pur i f i ed,  honoured ,  s t r i pped ,  decorated ,  posse ssed ,  l i bera ted . . .  

the  body  –  spec i f i ca l l y  “ f lesh”  a s  subs t ance and  the  human “ f i gure” ,  as  parad igm and 

rep resent a t ion  of  the  ind i v idua l  –  i s  the  out er  ev idence,  the  “car r i e r ”  of  the  sp i r i tua l  d imens ion,  

the  me ssenger  betwee n l i fe  and  dea th .  Perhaps indeed ,  i f  the  sou l  i s  shadow,  th e  body  i s  

shadow’s  shadow.  

L i fe  i s  the  G i f t  and  insepar ab le  f ro m i t ,  i s  death .  P romised  hope of  a  l i fe  beyond  l i fe ,  of  o ther  

l i ves  a f te r  on e’ s  own,  i t  comes fu l l  c i r c le :  l i fe  rece i ved ,  g race whi ch  gi ves ,  regenerat ing  l i fe  

anew,  as  so on re tu rn ed .   
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T H E  G I F T  S U B J E C T S  

 

200 0 E th iop ia :  La l i be la ,  T imkat ,  the  Or thodox-Cop t i c  ce leb ra t ion s  of  the  an nua l  co l lec t i ve  bap t i sm;  

Po land :  The Monast i c  communi t i es  and  Catho l i c  Seminars  i n  K rakow;  Ph i l i pp ines :  Pampanga San 

Ped ro Cutud ,  Eas ter  r i tua l s  of  pur i f i ca t ion  th rough bod i l y  mor t i f i ca t ion ;  Ha i t i :  Sau t  d ’ Eau  and  P la ine 

du  Nord ,  Voodoo r i tua l s .   

200 1 Ind ia :  Source  of  r i ver  Ganges,  Gomukh Garwal  H imalayas ;  Sagar  I s l and ,  the  ce leb ra t ion  of  Sagar  

Mela  -  the  a nnua l  p i lg r image to  the Ganges  De l ta ,  Gu l f  of  Benga l ;  the  ho ly  c i ty  of  Var a nas i ,  the  cu l t  

of  the  dead  and  the ho ly  Ind ian  wrest le ,  K us t i ;  A l l ahabad ,  the  H indu p i lg r image,  Maha Kumbh Mela .  

-  20 02 H imal ayas :  T ibet ,  Mount  K a i l ash  p i lg r image,  Darchen,  the  Saga  Dawa F es t i va l  (day  of  th e  

Buddha)  ce leb ra t ion ;  Zanskar  a nd  Ladakh ,  monast i c  l i fe  i n  B ig  Veh i c le  -  Mahayana  -  Buddh i sm.    

-  200 3 Myanmar .  The “Smal l  Veh i c le” ,  Thera vada,  Buddh i sm:  Kia i k -h t i -yo ,  the  Golden Rock ;  the  Sh in -

Byu  i n i t i a t ion  of  ch i ld ren ;  the  Lotus  Pos i t i on  Padmâsana  med i ta t ion .  Tha i l and .  The “T iger Temp le ”  Wat  

Pa  Luang ta  Bua Yannas ampanno ;  the  “Gol den Horse”  mona stery ,  Wat M aa Tong ;  and  the “Ta t to o  

Temp le”  Wat Maa Tong .  Cambod ia .  Angkor  Wat :  the  Temp le  of  th e  C i ty  and  the Temp le  of  Ta  P rohm.   

200 4 Af r i ca  and  Oceania :  i ni t i a t ion  and  fer t i l i t y  r i tua l s :  Southern  Sudan;  Nor thern  K enya ,  Tu rkana;  

Southern  E th iop ia ,  South  Omo r i ver  va l ley  t r i bes  and  Surma  t r i be ,  harvest  and  fer t i l i t y  r i tua l s ;  

Southern  Pac i f i c ,  Vanuatu ,  Pente cos t  I s l an d  the Nangol  r i tua l s  and  r i tua l s  of  fe r t i l i t y  and  Ambrym 

I s land .  Tu rkey :  the  Sema  r i tua l ,  o f  Su f i  wh i r l i ng  derv i shes  Mevlev i .  Japan.  The Sh in to  r i tua l  i n  th e  

p rac t i ces  of  Sum o wres t l i ng .  

200 5 Af r i ca :  The Holy  town of  Hara r ;  i n  Nor t h  E th iop ia ,  Axum;  Geech Abyss ;  T ig ray  women t rad i t i ona l  

ta t t oo ing  r i tua l s .  Eas t er  I s l and ,  the  Moai  an d  the “B i rdman Cu l t ” .  Southern  Tha i land :  the  J i a  Cha i ,  the  

ext rem e p ierc ing  “Pur i f i ca t ion  Ch inese F es t i va l ”– .  Indones ia .  I s t i q l a l  M osqu e in  J akar ta :  Junma,  F r iday  

Midday  P ray .  Buddh i s t  Sanctuary  of  Bor obudur .  

200 6 Peru .  Qoy l lour -R i t t i  annua l  p i lg r image Ausangate  range.  Shamanic  r i tu a l s  a t  the  sacr ed  

Huar ingas  l akes .  Braz i l ,  Sa l vador  B ay  of  a l l  Sa in ts ,  Candomblé  r i tua l s  i n  the  Af r o -Bra z i l i an  cu l t  of  the  

Or i xas  and  the ce leb ra t ion  ded i cated  to  Y emanjà .  Japan:  Yamagata  sa cred  mounta ins  Haguro San ,  

Yuduno San,  Gas  San ;  Yamabush i  ce leb ra t io n  Tagk i i  Gh ioõ r i tua l  i n  the  Sh in to i s t  Shuge ndo  t rad i t i on .  

K yoto :  the  K are  Sansu i  holy  Zen gardens.  

200 7 I s r ae l :  J e rusa le m:  Jewi sh  Cemet ery  –  Mount  of  O l i ves ;  the  Wes tern  W al l ;  Pur im  i n  Mea  Shar im;  

Holy  Sepu lchre ;  the  Mos ques E sp lanade –  Al  Haram a l -Quds i  a l - Shar i f  ( the  Nob le  S anctuary )  and  

Russ i an  Or thodox Mon ast ery  Am K aren -Gorny .  Meron:  - Lag  Baomer  ce leb ra t ion  a t  Sh i mon Bar  Yocha i  

Holy  Tomb.  The Judean deser t  of  Je r i cho.  J o rdan:  the  Nabat ean Ne cropol i s  o f  Pet ra .  Braz i l  –  Ma to  

Grosso,  A l to  X ingu ,  A lde ia  K u i kuro :  N’dourè  r i tua l  of  sac red  dances and  body  pa in t ing  –  Jen ipap  and  

Uruku ,  scar i f i ca t ions  r i tua l s  and  in t ra - t r i ba l  r i tua l  of  sac r ed  f lu tes  Ta qwara .  

200 8 Spa in :  Navar ra ,  Catho l i c  Cros s -bearer s  annua l  p i lg r image and  r i tua l  i n  commemo rat ion  of  the  

T r in i ty .  Uzbeki s tan :  r i tua l s  of  I s l a mic  funera l :  Qoq’om F i rgana Va l ley ;  c i r cumci s ions  and ce leb ra t ion s  

of  Holy  F r i day  p rayer  Djhuma  and  the Medrassas  of  the  c i t i e s  of  Sama rkand  and  Bukhara .  

Russ i a :  Or thodox mona stery  o f  T i khv ine and  ce leb ra t ion  of  Sa in t  Anthony  D imsky ’ s  p i lg rmage a t  

D imskoe lake .   
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Ch ina :  manda la  r i tua l  -  Tong  Chong  a t  the  Buddhi s t  monastery  of  Langmu si ,  S i chuan/Gansu  p rov ince;  

of  Holy  F r i day  p rayer  Djhuma  a t  th e  mo squ e -  Dong  Das i  Q ingzhens i  –  To ngx in ,  Wuzhong  p rov ince;  

K ung  F u  and  Tha i  Q i /Ch i  prac t i ces  in  the  Wudang  mounta ins ,  Hubei  p rov ince.  

 

 

 

 
 


