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Abstract:  The purpose of this paper is present ideas for future thought and understanding of certain formal aspects of ritual. Thus, i present certain etails and ideas that i have encountered during the current class on "Ritual Studies and Performance" presented by Dr. Thomas Riccio at the Richardson campus of UT Dallas. 

I believe this to be an important aspect not only of art performance, but as a background for the practicing artist in the area of human ritual. 

Note that all concerns/comments should be addressed to fleeding@hotmail.com -- we appologise for the inconvenience.  Further Note: All information and material in this paper is placed in the public domain and may be used without charge, as long as credit is given to the author, and or other persons mentioned/referenced here-in. It will be available (eventually) on my web site www.leeding.net but in the mean time will be avail on my temp web site www.angelfire.com/art3/fleeding/ah . Also note the differing citation modes (all part of the show!).

NOTE: Portions of this work have been previously published.

Introduction

In general terms, ritual is a well-known, but little understood word. We casually speak of "the daily ritual" that we go through. On the other hand to anthropologists, sociologists and those that study such things, "ritual" has a fairly complicated and extensive background. This talking paper presents some of these ideas.

In order to limit the vast range of topics, i have focused on three primary ideas:

  1. Ritual itself -- a general view of the ideas of belief system, actions, oaths 

      (pledges), place and time, etc.

  2. Invariance vs. Evolution -- that is, what aspects of ritual must 

      necessarily be kept in-tact, and which aspects must either grow or 

      change.

  3. The concept of oath or pledge -- a particularly fascinating aspect of  

       ritual is that of the promise to perform an act or acts in the future.

Again, the focus here will be as a sort of talking paper for the practising artist.

Ritual Itself

I would first state that rituals do not exist outside of time and space (as does existent art, music, etc); ie, a ritual is not "published". The distinguishing mark here is that the ritual is a performed act and that it divides time (and possibly space) into the "pre" and "post" liminal states. The performance of the ritual being the "liminal" state.

The term "liminal" (literally meaning "doorway" or "threshold") is primarily due to the works Arnold van Gennep, as well as the further explorations by Victor Turner. 

The background reading for the course included selections from two practitioners in the field (Rappaport & Smith) and the selections were in superb collection by Grimes. These form the primary referenced works:

    "Readings in Ritual Studies" edited by Ronald L. Grimes.

    "The Obvious Aspects of Ritual" by Roy A. Rappaport, Pp. 427-440.

    "The Bare Facts of Ritual" by Jonathon Z. Smith, Pp. 478-481.

The pages refer to the Grimes collection.

And these works rest upon the work of Arnold Van Gennep:

"The Rites of Passage" by Van Gennep. Published in 1909 as "Les rites de passage".

I shall take a rather naive approach to Ritual and not really define ritual. However, there are two aspects of ritual that are discussed by both Rappaport and Smith and these are:

  1. That rituals are performed publicly, and thus are a part of the community in which 
       they are performed.

  2. The ritual is repeated from time to time, and for the most part is invariant; not-with-
      standing the need to introduce changes.

The most important idea in ritual (from Van Gennep) is the idea of a "rite of passage". In the pre-liminal state, the individual or object of the ritual is in a given  state (eg, pre puberty) and thus has certain actions that are allowed and certain that are forbidden. Thus, the actual performing of the ritual (ie, the *act*; eg, "puberty rites", circumcision, etc) thus becomes the "rite” by which the object is *transformed* from the pre-liminal state into the *liminal* state. Indeed, it is the "thingness" of the liminal state, that the ritual is all about. In the post-liminal state, the person or object is granted new privileges, responsibilities, or properties.

Oath/Pledge to Act

One aspect that struck me (especially concerning the concept of "liminality") was the parallel to verb tenses and the indicative vs. the subjunctive. Thus, i came up with a little triad diagram for this:

      pre-liminal               liminal         post-liminal

     Contemplative          The Act        Reflective

     future-possible       the present   past-subjunctive

This parallelization came about from various considerations of Rappaport and Smith (as well as the background reading in Van Gennep).

The basic framework on which i am basing most of this is on the distinction between an oath or pledge to do something, and the *act* of doing something itself. Thus:

1) The oath that is sworn is indeed an act and it is indeed *just* words. As "just words", 

    the oath ties the oath-maker in the present-then (pre-liminal) to some future action (the 

    liminal). The extent to which this oath is to have meaning and thus require the oath  

    maker to full-fill the promise of the oath is tied to ritual.  

If the oath-maker performs the ritual, then she/he/ne is *morally* required to full-fill. I would go further (differing from Rappaport) that the ritual does not have to be performed publicly. If the oath-maker takes the oath in what Sartre would refer to as "in good faith", then the oath (for the oath-maker) is as meaningful and contractually obligatory as if it were made in front of the community. 

This extends Rappaport's idea:

   To say that ritual is the basic social act must 

   be to say that it is in some sense moral, for

   the social subsumes the moral. ...                           [Elision, mine]

   It might even be argued that the violation of

   obligation is the fundamental immoral act.

   [as quoted in Grimes, P. 435]  

Thus, this becomes (in the privately sworn oath) a private reproach or a private act of immorality if the oath is NOT full-filled.

This clearly sets the pledge above just words (obviously). But, it further asserts (or so I would maintain) that the pledge is almost as "good as" the act. Indeed, Rappaport goes on for several more paragraphs about other pledges; eg, "We declare war", "I swear to tell the truth", etc.

Thus, the sworn oath (or other ritual of commitment to act in the future) is just that: a future-possible action: That is, future-indicative; ie, I will come to your aid, I *will* do such and so, etc.

2) Contrasting this with the liminal event/act/time itself:  The *actual* act is performed. 
    This either does or does not full-fill the oath in the pre-liminal state of the ritual. Note 
    that in this state, we are in what Rappaport calls the "performative utterances" which 
    are "factive". 

Thus (in his example) if i name the ship "The Queen Elisabeth" then the ship IS named by that utterance. 

3) Finally, after the event, as remarked earlier by the quote from Rappaport. We are in the 
    reflective post-liminal state. And in retrospect/reflection/musing/etc we enter the "I

    should have done this", and other such after-the-fact thoughts. This of course *can* 

    lead to a different plan of action for the future, and hence to a different way of thinking 
    about even the same oath/action/result at some point in the future. 

It is important remember that the act is a performed thing, and the pledge/oath is not merely a promise to (hopefully) perform the act in the future.

Invariance vs Evolution

In this section, we need to look at the ritual in a bit more detail and consider the essential aspects of the ritual and specifically those aspects that *must* remain invariant and those that may need to evolve (change).

The concept of invariance is the idea that the ritual (or at least certain parts of it) can not and should not vary. This is to insure that the "mile posts" of the ritual remain constant, recognizable and meaningful. The reason that this important is that without the explicitly stated/acted/etc portions of the ritual the underlying metaphor of the ritual (and hence the meaning/relevance/symbolism/etc of the ritual, in-toto) becomes lost or at the very least garbled.

Note that the meaning of the ritual is tied directly to the culture within which it is performed. Thus, to the outsider (from a different culture), the signs, words, and acts may in fact be missed, or worse yet misunderstood. We are all too aware of the mistakes made by critics when looking at a work un-informed as to the background of the artist in question.

Evolution 

Finally, in terms of the *adaptation* of the ritual; ie,  evolution, this clearly falls into the category as Hegel would say:

      Thesis ( creates its anti-pode:  anti-thesis

and the "fall out" from the conflict of these two creates

   Thesis x Antithesis (  syn-thesis (new thesis)

Thus, the failings of the current ritual in handling new input (usually from an external influence, or some unique event in the society's experience) -- leads to a changing of the ritual. Rappaport focuses quite a bit on *liturgical* ritual which almost by definition can *not* change.

This is an important lesson for the artist as well. If I as an artist use a certain symbol (or idea) in my work, it is one thing to say:

   Well, I won't explain that, I'll let that

   be the "inside" secret; ie, the concept of

   the arcane or in-accessible.

It is another for this to form an integral part of the work that is clear to the viewer. We are all familiar with this idea in reviews and critiques of various works. But, in general, this is the difference to be noted here:

   1. In ritual: The meanings, purpose, and symbols ARE clear to the community to which 
       the ritual belongs.

   2. In the same way, if art is to have the same bearing and weight as *ritual*, it must use 
       a clearly discernible set of meanings, purposes, and symbols.

That is what we (as practising artists) can learn from the study of ritual.

Afterword

In conclusion, I would hope this at least stimulates some thinking on your part, or at least makes matters a little less mysterious. One last thing to think about is the idea of random ritual, the purposeless ritual, and other such non-art and anti-art concepts; these will be dealt with in a future paper (I hope: Future subjunctive).
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