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Pagan Community: "Art Coven" in the Public Eye: 
Creating Sacred Space with Art Exhibitions  

by Ali Beyer and Paul B. Rucker 

Ritual celebrates the sacred and transforms the 
consciousness of its participants; ritual requires 

the intent to create sacred space.  To achieve the 
proper atmosphere in which to move from ordinary 
to sacred consciousness, many di  erent art forms 
are often incorporated.  Art in ritual creates an 
environment that enhances, and is enhanced 
by, the activity and art of ritual itself.  

In most ritual settings, art ranges 
from handcrafted athames, 
bolines, and chalices (and other 
artifacts used as implements), 
to handmade masks and 
ritual garb, or jewelry and 
adornments created with 
the purpose of evoking 
the sacred.  Body painting, 
henna, the creation of 
insignias and banners, 
environmental design 
such as landscaping, 
gardening and wildcrafting 
(for outdoor sites) or 
interior design for temple 
spaces are all forms of art in the service of 
ritual.  Probably the most universal form of 
ritual art is the creation of shrines and altars, 
which are talismanic arrangements designed 
on sacred themes, made by people who consider 
themselves artists as well as by those who do not.  

Art can thus be encountered in ritual in 
a utilitarian form in items meant to be used 
(implements) or as adornments (ornaments).  But 
what about Pagan art that goes beyond the talismanic?  
Paintings, sculptures and other expressions of  ne art 
may move beyond mere decoration, to embody and 
transmit some form of sacred presence that can move 
viewers in visceral ways.  

In the world of  ne arts, aspects of identity are often 
explored; it is not unusual to encounter environments 
conducive to the experience of the sacred within the 
usually secular spaces of museums and galleries.  Noted 
art historian Carol Duncan writes, in The Art Museum 
as Ritual, that museum (and gallery) space is very similar 
to ritual space as it is �“carefully marked o   and culturally 
designated as reserved for a special quality of attention: 
in this case �– for contemplation and learning.�”1  

1 Duncan, Carol.  �“The Art Museum as Ritual.�”  
Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums.  Routledge 
Press, 1995.

The Minneapolis Collective of Pagan Artists 
(MCPA) formed in 2014 in "Paganistan" (the greater 
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN area) with a speci c 
mission to, among other objectives, build greater 
public awareness of Pagan-based arts.  We sought 
to create sacred space, through exhibitions, with 
our work. As Pagan artists working in this  ne arts 

realm, we realized that  lling a mainstream 
gallery space with art created from our 

Pagan perspective would likely be taken 
seriously in this environment if 

presented properly.  Such a 
space would allow viewers to 
actively participate in and 
gain a greater understanding 
of contemporary Pagan 
culture.  The exhibition of 
such works around a unifying 
theme creates a  eld of 
intention that transforms 
consciousness like a new 
kind of ritual. 

This was accomplished 
during this past Samhain 

season when the MCPA 
presented its debut gallery show, Doorways 

to the Underworld.  This was a landmark 
presentation of curated work by Pagan artists 

in a mainstream environment housed at Stevens 
Square Center for the Arts, located in south 

Minneapolis.  

From October 25 through November 15, 2014, the 
Doorways show explored multiple themes central to 
Samhain -- death and the cycle of life, ancestors and 
beloved dead, blood-lines and memories, transitional 
states, and the Underworld journey as found in myth, 
in metaphor, and in reality.  Not only was there an 
"Opening Night", but also a night of "Closing the 
Doorways" when the show, along with the magical 
space that had been created, was brought to an end.  
In between these points, our exhibition literally 
"stood between the worlds" of local Pagan culture and 
the public at large.  

Through this exhibition we created a di  erent kind 
of sacred space in which both Pagans and non-Pagans 
could be engaged in spiritual ideas important to 
contemporary Pagan culture.  This experience raised 
interesting questions about how the creation of sacred 
space can take di  erent forms and how ritual may occur 
in spaces that are not traditionally used in this manner.  
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Ritual and the sacred can  nd expression in art 
forms that are created in response to living a Pagan life 
and this work presents the perspective seen through 
the lens of this culture.  When such a body of work is 
presented to the public with the intent of creating a 
sacred space, ritual -- the changing of consciousness 
toward a sacred intention -- may transpire.  However, 
in a public environment and extended over the 
duration of an exhibition, the transformative e  ects of 
such a space will manifest di  erently and more subtly 
than the e  ects of private ritual which are usually 
(though not always) begun and  nished within a single 
day.  This in turn invokes the question, What is ritual? 
or better, What can ritual be?   

"Not only was the entire exhibition framed like a 
ritual, but the design of the exhibition was as well," 
notes Spiral, local ritualist and Pagan writer, 
who experienced key pieces in the show as 
invitations for interior ritual, though not in a 
linear way.  "There was a free  ow to the space, 
rather than a clear path through the work." 
For Spiral, her journey through the exhibition 
became like a charged dream, with certain 
works speaking with resonant themes.  

Being greeted at the entrance with the 
'River of Blood', a painted skeleton holding a 
golden urn that received a  ow of red silk, I was 
challenged to enter the underworld, yet also given 
the assurance of the cycle of life.  From this point 
of entry, I was drawn deeper into the room with 
video images of   death and memory, shadows 
inviting views into the cave.  Images of Lilith 
(as fashioned by Rmay Rivard in a totemlike 
sculptured chair containing a dark egg in 
its center) and of Kali (interpreted by Roger 
Williamson) challenged with dark Goddess 
energies and o  ered whimsy along with 
destruction/renewal.

Ellie Bryan's pottery gave me a shamanic view of 
death and transformation, echoed by the phases of 
the moon.  Finally, contemplating the 'Witch re' -- 
the painted deer skull surrounded by a golden halo 
- seemed to promise renewal like a phoenix rising 
from the ashes.  

To leave the space, I had to return to where I 
entered, once again facing the 'River of Blood', which 
is also the blood of birthing.  A ritual in a ritual and 
a unique view of the Underworld journey.

Private rituals emerging from 
established traditions build up a body 
of associations that allow their initiates 
to see and feel the deeper meanings 
in ritual symbols and art forms.  Creating 
speci cally Pagan sacred space, open to the public 

with the intention of transforming consciousness, 
requires some kind of instruction as well.  Otherwise 
the �“uninitiated�” observer has nothing to go on but 
a purely super cial reaction to surface aspects of the 
works before them.  Arts provide a method of entry 
into the modern Pagan imagination.   

Thus, Helga HedgeWalker, one of the MCPA�’s 
founding members, described the group as her 
"art coven" -- a coven whose creation of sacred 
space is intended not only for "the initiated" but to 
transform consciousness and understanding within 
the general public -- through art.  Helga's star entry 
in the Doorways show, "Bear Mother" depicts ". . . 
our priestess . . . sitting upon the high seat of honor, 
nestled among the bones of our beloved dead."  This 
painting originated from a powerful vision, and was 
intentionally framed in a manner to invite participation 

into a visionary experience with a shadow box that 
evoked passage through the cavern in which the 
Bear Mother sits.  

Another form of invitation to deeper connection 
was via video narratives by Ali Beyer: "10 Years in 
10 Minutes," a video letter to her Priestess mother 
sharing events in the ten years since her mother's 
passage, and "Ma Myth," an animated  re sequence 
relaying a dream encounter with her mother.  

Putting on the headsets while watching the videos 
(o  ered as sacred memorials) brought the viewer fully 

into the private con dence of the artist and many 
attendees responded emotionally, such as Judy, who 
felt compelled to write to the artist declaring, �“I was 

really moved by your media pieces. It's a beautiful 
tribute. Thank you for sharing your intimate art.�”  

Creating exhibitions such as this, our 
group o  ers another 
approach to 

interfaith work.  A 
body of Pagan-

inspired works 
of art displayed 
together create 
a uni ed 
atmosphere 
that not only 
enriches the 

inner experience 
of living the 
Pagan life, 
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for those who self-
identify this way, 
but also provides 
an inclusive, safe 
and intimate space 
for all visitors to 
encounter the 
work, and through 
it, absorb visions 
and impressions of 
what is meaningful 
to Pagans in a 
manner that permits 
each viewer their 
own experience.  
Aided by generous 
descriptions that 
made clear what 
kinds of symbolism 
or ideas lay behind 
particular works, 
the Doorways 
exhibition permitted 
the general viewer 
enough access to 
Pagan language, 
values and metaphors, so that deeper meanings could 
be combined with personal reactions.   

Because of this invitation to access, it wasn't just 
Pagans who were inspired by this exhibit-- a young 
man who had entered o   the street whose previous 
concept of the word "Pagan" as something satanic 
or evil, gained a totally new insight into what this 
worldview is-- and its values.  He became enthusiastic 
to learn more and left his email to be noti ed about 
future shows.  

This welcoming approach created a liminal space 
for the meetings of Pagans and non-Pagans that was 
nonetheless Pagan-identi ed and Pagan-reinforcing.  
Two forms of sacred intent were manifested: 1) the 
creation of a culturally reinforcing  eld for Pagans, 
and 2) the invitation to absorb new understandings of, 
and possibilities for relating to, the Pagan worldview 
for non-Pagans.  This exhibition-as-sacred-space 
presented art not as a tool of ritual, but as a ritual 
process in itself.   

Recently, in the world of art/religion, there has 
been a growing awareness that people are increasingly 
attending art exhibitions looking for an experience that 
is spiritual in nature.  The question -- can curators take 
on priestly activities? -- has been asked.2  With this 

2 Wecker, Menachem.  �“When Religious Art is 
Displayed, Secular Museums May Become Sacred Spaces.�” 
Deseret News National (Jan. 3, 2014).  http://national.
deseretnews.com/article/811/when-religious-art-is-displayed-
secular-museums-may-become-sacred-spaces.html

exhibition we have 
done just that and 
we have done so from 
within this culture 
itself �– allowing 
contemporary 
Paganism to be 
presented by those 
who actually live 
within, and are a 
part of, the culture 
being represented.  
We have a strong 
awareness of the 
spiritual concerns 
being addressed 
because they 
intimately matter to 
us, as we live this life.  

Exposure to a body 
of Pagan art in such 
a setting creates 
the potential for 
interfaith dialog, for 
the transformation 

of ideas and attitudes, and creates another means by 
which the public at large can  nd something of interest 
and value in this culture.  We believe strongly in the 
work we are doing and the success we had with our 
inaugural show has us committed to creating future 
exhibitions and further exploring this realm. 

The MCPA currently consists of Ali Beyer (Artemis 
Namaste), a 2nd generation Pagan with an Master 
of Fine Arts (MFA) from Columbia College Chicago 
who teaches there and at Cherry Hill Seminary; Anne 
Marie Forrester (Helga HedgewWalker) a graduate 
of Pratt Institute in NYC who has worked 20+ years 
as a professional designer and is also High Priestess 
of a Gardnerian coven and a member of Prodea coven 
in Minneapolis; Rmay Rivard, a mixed media and 
installation artist, hedge witch and generational healer; 
and Paul B. Rucker, a painter, ritualist and mixed media 
artist.  Also featured in "Doorways to the Underworld," 
founding member emeritus Roger Williamson, a self-
taught visionary artist and longtime proprietor of 
Magus Books in Minneapolis; ceramicist Ellie Bryan; 
and photographer Katie Clapham. The exhibit was 
curated by Ali Beyer.  

Upcoming Exhibition: June 2015, Walker Community 
Church, Minneapolis, MN  

For more information about the Minneapolis Collective 
of Pagan Artists, please visit http://mplscpa1.wix.com/
mcpa or on Facebook: www.facebook.com/MPLSCPA. 

Photos provided by the authors.

Visitors view "Bear Mother" by Helga HedgeWalker in the 'Doorways to the 
Underworld' gallery show at Stevens Square Center for the Arts in Minneapolis.
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