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I imagine countless groups of people sitting under a mysterious canopy of stars that sears the night 
sky. They are drawn close to a crackling fire, finding communion and watching the spirit masks 
dance around them to an ancient rhythm. As the drum beats, I imagine their whispers carried on 
the wind, telling a profound yet simple story. It is the ancient story of what it means to be human 

and on an ancient journey - and it is a pilgrimage of evolution that is still unfolding today.
Chris Rainer (2019: 21)

 

A raven mask of the indigenous Tlingit people of Alaska.
Image by photographer Chris Rainier (2019: 6-7)
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FOREWORD

Pepperhill Farm, Somerset - July 2019

I am sitting in circle of twelve, in a pretty little octagonal room with a tiled floor and a pair 

of double doors, beyond which lies a beautiful sunlit courtyard with its own fountain. We 

twelve are here on an Astrodrama retreat, and we are about to begin the exploration and 

enactment of an astrological natal chart. We have been here for several days, donning 

masks and costume, becoming planets in this ritual of embodying each person’s inner 

cosmos. I have never done anything like it before. It is strange and it is magic. 

But each time we begin a new chart I become nervous, wondering which planet the hand 

of fate might deal me. Not Mercury, anything but Mercury, I plead as I reach into the blind 

bag which is passed around at the start of each one. 

This time, after several days of successful evasion, I look at the shred of paper I have been 

given and my heart sinks. Mercury. 

Its archetype stands for everything that makes me want to withdraw inside of myself at 

this time in my life. Mercurial Mercury - loud, expressive, flamboyant, outspoken, volatile 

and mischievous; always wanting the last word, jostling for attention and having an 

opinion on everything.

We adjourn into the wardrobe room to prepare our costumes. I feel my face contort into a 

cringe as I regard the mask - bold yellow and devious, with a long pointed nose and 

slanted eyes. I really, really hate it, and I don’t want to wear it. But I have no choice. As I 

arrange my brightly coloured ensemble I feel daft and embarrassed, although rationally I 

know I have no reason to be. No one here is judging me. This insecurity is rooted inside 

me alone. 
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The dreaded moment arrives; I am enrobed now, and the only thing left is to place the 

mask. I sweep my hair back and position the strange face over my own, feeling like an 

imposter. Then finally, I begin what seems like a walk of condemnation to the full-length 

mirror across the room. I take a deep breath, and my human eyes meet the alien ones in 

the yellow puckish face that peers back at me. 

Oh, wow. 

Something washes over me, like gentle waves on a shoreline. There is a sudden and 

instinctive awareness in the back of my mind that something important is happening, but I 

push the thought away, my focus on this moment of recognition. 

My embarrassment, my contempt, my reluctance - all of my very human negativity - 

dissipates. I can feel something inside me shifting - subtle, like ripples on a pond. It is as if 

a soft hand is reaching into my psyche, gently nudging my ego to one side, and in doing 

so it is making space and setting the stage for something else - something other…

I still do not know what happened, but in that moment I knew without doubt that ‘I’ had 

gone - retreated temporarily into the shadows of my own mind. Looking into the mirror, 

what I saw looking back at me was no longer me, but something - someone - else. It was a 

moment of gnosis so profound that it changed me forever. 

During the glorious astrodrama enactment that followed, this other suddenly inhabiting 

my inner space planted the seeds of a newfound fascination within me. When I left 

Somerset at the end of that week, my mind was reeling, enthralled by the power of masks 

to transform us, and the ability of the human consciousness to accommodate such 

remarkable transfiguration. I knew without question that this phenomenon was one I 

needed to honour and somehow articulate… and thus it wasn’t long before a new quest 

for wisdom began.

iii
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 CLAIMED BY RESEARCH: ‘CAUGHT BETWEEN THE COLD HANDS OF DREAD & 

THE LONG FINGERS OF MORBID FASCINATION’

The memory which I have recalled in the Foreword of this dissertation is a true story. It was 

the kind of experience that leaves one simultaneously enchanted and unnerved; epiphany 

and unease coming together to stand hand-in-hand in a way I had never before felt. I can 

still remember vividly the dawning moment of realisation, when I understood with perfect 

clarity how human beings can enact savage acts of hate and brutality whilst disguised 

behind a mask. The strange shift in conscious thought that can occur as a result of hiding 

one’s face in such a way became as frightening to me as it was wonderful. It was all too 

easy to reconcile the extraordinary transformation I experienced with the dissociation from 

self that I can only assume is necessary to abuse, torture or murder another living being. 

The line separating the two appeared at once so terribly thin - so alarmingly translucent - 

that wearing a mask suddenly seemed a very dangerous thing indeed.

“It’s hardly a surprise, then,” muses travel writer Pico Iyer, “that in most cultures, 

shamans and priests are wary of putting on masks; they’d be happy to leave them alone 

much of the time… A mask is a hand grenade, and to pick one up - as to utter a sacred 

name - is to raise the stakes” (2018: 17). And so I found myself caught between the cold 

hands of dread and the long fingers of morbid fascination. They clutched at the very core 

of my being, clinging on tightly even as I drove away, and left me wondering… What is a 

mask, really? 

Robert Romanyshyn speaks eloquently of being ‘claimed’ by research, when its grip 

becomes too tight and its summons too loud to ignore (2013a: 14, 59 and 62). He writes: 

“The work one is called to do is an other, and in the process of being claimed by it, of 

falling in love with it, we learn - by losing it, by letting go of it - to love it for what it is in 

itself” (ibid.: 59). I can already say this is true of the quest for knowledge that began as a 
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result of my Mercurial transformation. For, although this is merely an introduction to a 

dissertation, it is in fact the second phase of a much larger endeavour. 

Masks were originally the subject of my Creative Project for this Masters degree in Myth, 

Cosmology and the Sacred. Captivated, I wanted to craft my own and explore further the 

phenomenon I had experienced. Early in my project review, I wrote: 

My own background in studying Celtic animal folklore and symbolism meant my desire 
quickly became to craft a set of creature masks, with the intention of spending some time 
working with them in a way that would allow the daimons of the animals to have a voice - 
just as our Astrodrama planets had.  I wanted my beasts to have an input into how they 1

would finally look, and to find a way to listen to whatever it was they had to say. Most of 
all, though, I wished to craft something that inherited the ability of the mask to balance us 
precariously on the thin line that divides fear and curiosity. (Hawkyard, 2020: 3)

As seems to be the way with masks though, my creatures - Stag, Raven, Fox and Salmon - 

ran away with me. Whilst initially frustrating, it is as Romanyshyn says - that our ego 

must lose its hold over our research for the work to truly come into its own. He explains:

The work that initially claims us and that we would then make our own, that we would 
possess, takes leave of us in this second moment of research…, in this moment when it 
feels as though the work has collapsed despite our best efforts to restore it, when it feels 
we have lost sight of it and no longer control it. (2013a: 67)

It was my intrigue at the power of masks to psychologically transfigure us that sparked 

this project, and my intention had been to engage in ritual and ceremony to experiment 

with the masks I had made. My project’s focus soon shifted quite dramatically, and during 

the creative process I found myself drawn instead to engage with the idea of masks as 

images - inspired by Marie Angelo’s method of Inviting the Image to Teach. As I created, 

they spoke; “There were several moments during the creation of the masks in which I 

knew I had entered an altered state of consciousness; I dropped into various states of 

reverie, and on more than one occasion I had ideas that felt more like they had come from 

 A daimon is usually considered as an intelligent and autonomous ‘other’, and may be variously 1

referred to as a god, spirit, angel or muse, dependant upon context and spiritual tradition; 
however, they may also be “understood as an aspect of the human imagination or ‘unconscious’ in 
a Jungian sense” (Voss and Rowlandson, 2013: 1). 
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the masks than from my own mind” (Hawkyard, 2020: 10). I did eventually move on to 

work with Stag mask using the framework of a transference dialogue (as described by 

Romanyshyn in Making a place for unconscious factors in research), but sadly I never made it 

as far as engaging with my masks as originally envisaged. That said, the outcome was far 

from a lost cause. The richness of the project’s unfolding added great depth to my 

understanding of my own masks, and offered me an alternative perspective on masks 

generally. However, it did mean the sacrifice of one of my initial objectives: to examine 

masks as a phenomenon in themselves, and as tools of transformation. Upon finalising my 

Creative Project the work still felt unfinished, and its prying fingers and long shadow 

continued to pursue me as I moved towards planning a dissertation. 

1.2 TRANSFORMATION OR HOMECOMING? A SEARCH FOR CLOSURE 

When I concluded my Creative Project review, one question in particular stayed with me - 

so much so that I closed the essay with it. I quoted writer Rosie Leizrowice, when she 

wrote in her online article about masks: 

[The freedom of masks] works both ways. It always has. Although it takes many forms, the 
liberating effect of masks is part of our world, manipulated for good or evil. The question 
is: do masks make us into someone else, or do they make us more ourselves? (2018)

“A transformation, then” I pondered, “or a homecoming?” (Hawkyard, 2020: 15). I have 

ruminated on this many times over the last six months, wondering what it was that I truly 

experienced in Somerset. I even began writing this paper, before returning to this part of 

the Introduction to reword it, realising that this quandary was what had truly ensnared 

me. I was drawn to it, just as a moth is to a cook-fire in the darkness of night. 

And so, I wish to delve into the heritage of the mask as a tool of transformation and 

communion, both with ‘other’ and with ‘self’. My exploration will include material about 
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masks as they are believed to have been used by our early ancestors, as well as tribes and 

communities who still engage with masks today. I will consider customs and contexts 

where the intent of masking is either an invitation to other or an opening to our true 

selves, and in the end I hope to be able hold these two faces of the mask together in 

understanding.  I find I am wondering whether they need be so mutually exclusive? I will 2

be bringing together literature, research and reflections in hopes of offering a rounded 

perspective. In some ways, this may in part become an exercise in ‘intuitive inquiry’ - as 

described by Rosemarie Anderson - in which I endeavour to “share and amplify the 

experience [of masks] through study of the experiences of others” (1998: 71). 

When I began researching masks for my Creative Project, I became particularly enamoured 

with the work and stories of photographer Chris Rainier, whose work features on the 

cover page of this dissertation. His beautiful book Mask (the extraordinary result of three 

decades spent globetrotting and documenting indigenous masking traditions) has been 

one of my favoured and key resources, and I hope to make much greater reference to it in 

this paper than I was able to previously. Other key texts for this section will include Gary 

Edson’s book Masks and Masking: Faces of Tradition and Belief Worldwide and Chantal 

Conneller’s paper on Corporeal transformations at Star Carr. 

Ironically though, the word ‘mask’ seems to have a number of other faces too. For this 

reason, I will also give mention to some of its alternative guises - both literally and 

metaphorically - to consider what we might mean when we speak of masking in differing 

contexts. I wonder whether this broader perspective might be able to enhance our 

understanding of masks as tools of transformation. 

 The reader may notice I endeavour not to offer a particular definition of other during this paper, 2

partly because belief in a non-human, non-corporeal ‘other’ is present in and differs between all 
religious and spiritual traditions, and I discuss many different practices as this paper proceeds. 
This is similar to how Jack Hunter utilises the term ‘spirits’; in both cases what is being referred to 
is a “wide variety of ostensible non-physical entities, ranging from the spirits of the dead, to nature 
spirits, ancestors, Angels and deities, amongst numerous other varieties, types and 
forms” (Hunter, 2015: 76). As Hunter points out, it is important to acknowledge the broadness of 
the term whilst still recognising its appropriateness, since many of the issues that will arise during 
a discussion about engaging with a sense of ‘otherness’ will remain the same regardless of what 
that ‘other’ may be considered as. 
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Finally - armed with the knowledge I hope to gain during these voyages into academic 

papers, books and the backwoods of the internet - I intend to return to the remaining 

unfinished business of my own masks. In my dissertation’s proposal I wrote: “I feel as if I 

gave life and form to these creatures, even went so far as to set the stage, arrange the 

seminar and place their daimons upon the podium... only for the audience to leave before 

they had been given a chance to speak”. For the purpose of this dissertation, I have made 

the difficult decision to offer my focus solely to Raven mask. I would like to make good on 

my promise to give him a voice, and in so doing attempt to examine the notion of 

transformation through the lens of experience. I wish to work with Raven as per my 

original intentions, and evaluate my experiences in light of my journey into the literature. 

Throughout this section of the dissertation, I expect to revisit the writings of Rosemarie 

Anderson, Marie Angelo and Gary Lachman, as well as exploring a surprising new source 

from the field of paranthropology - Jack Hunter - to assist in framing transformative and 

spiritual experience. 

By the time I write the final words of this dissertation, I hope to be able to answer the 

question of whether transformation at the hands of a mask is truly an encounter with ‘self’ 

or with ‘other’. Of course, I have to acknowledge that it may remain unresolved - or that 

perhaps there is no simple answer - but I hope that an exploration of the possibilities will 

at the very least offer a foundation for building my own hypothesis, if nothing more. 
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2.0 MASKING: AN INVESTIGATION OF IDEAS

In our largely-secularised Western society, prior to the Coronavirus pandemic we didn’t 

tend to give much thought to masks in the literal sense of the word. After all, why would 

we? Unless we worked in the dramatic arts, most of us probably didn’t come across them 

very often outside of Hallowe’en. Of course, their most topical function now is simply 

protective, but if we can look beyond this we find they are ever present in our historical 

records, and in their most traditional form they served to transform and transport both 

wearer and audience into something beyond the range of normal human experience 

(Foreman, 2000).3

In my aforementioned original paper, I realised: “[masks] are more than just costume - 

they are a hallowed tool of commune with deities and daimons” (2020: 2). When this 

initial thought dawned upon me, I was flooded with questions, not the least of which 

were: how does an object that is essentially so simple have such a profound effect on us, 

and why? What factors are at play during such perceptions of transformation? It was 

almost like a drug-fuelled high, and I wanted (needed) to know more. 

In the first half of this dissertation, I will be exploring what studies in anthropology and 

archaeology can tell us about the use of masks historically, as well as their heritage in the 

world today, in the hope of offering a comprehensive understanding of the mask as a 

phenomenon in itself. As discussed, I will also be considering the word ‘mask’ in terms of 

its multitude of other guises - including within the context of psychology, ideas of 

anonymity, and even as a metaphor. Perhaps by the end of this section you may even 

regard this paper as one of my very own masks - a ‘face’ crafted through words that I 

choose to present to you in the form of an academic thesis. 

 It seems important at this point to acknowledge the events that are currently unfolding in the 3

wider world, but to advise with the utmost respect that despite present relevance I will not be 
including a consideration of masks as protective equipment. This dissertation was planned and 
even largely penned before masks as a health precaution came to the forefront of society; my focus 
was and remains the transformative power of masks and so I have opted to continue accordingly. 
Masks such as surgical masks are stylistically and functionally a very different entity. 
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2.1 GODS, SPIRITS & ANCESTORS: THE MASKS OF PREHISTORY

It is uncertain precisely when our ancestors began crafting and wearing the very first 

masks. In his book Masks and Masking: Faces of Tradition and Belief Worldwide (an invaluable 

text on the subject), Gary Edson explains: “Masking began at a distant time before written 

records were maintained; therefore, it is impossible to know the full truth of their origin”; 

as such, answers to questions like ‘who made the first mask’, ‘when’ and ‘why’ may 

forever remain up for debate (2005: 5). 

Leizrowice poses the idea that masks could have been present in human history for up to 

40,000 years (2018). Perhaps unsurprisingly I have been unable to find any evidence 

(academic or otherwise) to support this. Needless to say, our oldest surviving specimens 

do not date back this far, and beyond this sources seem to differ on their conjectures, often 

only agreeing with Edson that masking traditions most likely do predate the records in our 

archives. However, if examples of masks created by indigenous tribal communities today 

can be used as a guide, then the practice could easily be as old as Leizrowice suggests. 

Even now, masks are often crafted from natural and therefore usually biodegradable 

materials. Rainier reports tales from his travels of societies who still “[combine] the 

jungle’s bird feathers, sticks, vines, shells, and mud to create an endless variety of mythical 

beings” (2019: 19). Our earliest surviving mask specimens - crafted from bone - date back a 

mere 12,000 years, but our older ancestors of the Palaeolithic period were in actuality the 

first to leave behind evidence of art and creativity.4

They used combinations of minerals, ochres, burnt bone meal and charcoal mixed into 
water, blood, animal fats and tree saps to etch humans, animals and signs. They also 
carved small figurines from stones, clay, bones and antlers. (Kennedy, 2019)

 The Palaeolithic period of human history (also referred to as the Old Stone Age) spanned from 4

approximately 2.5 million years ago to 10,000 BC; it was succeeded by the Mesolithic period 
(Middle Stone Age - 10,000 BC to 8,000 BC) and later the Neolithic period (Late Stone Age - 8,000 
BC to 3,000 BC). Collectively, the Stone Age is defined by “the use of tools by our early human 
ancestors (who evolved around 300,000 B.C.) and the eventual transformation from a culture of 
hunting and gathering to farming and food production” (Kennedy, 2019). 

Page  of 7 52



Dissertation Dani Charis Hawkyard

Thus it does not seem unreasonable to think that these same early humans may also have 

been crafting ornaments or tools like masks long before evidence shows, the fruits of their 

labours rotting back into the earth over time. However, it goes without saying that this is 

no more than my own musing, and so I must turn to archaeological evidence to shed what 

light it can upon the ancient face of the mask. 

The aforementioned 12,000 year old specimens are a remarkable collection of red deer 

antler ‘frontlets’ discovered at Star Carr - an Early Mesolithic site in North Yorkshire. The 

site was excavated by British archaeologist Sir John Grahame Douglas Clark, who 

recovered twenty-one of these frontlets between 1949 and 1951 (Clark, 1954). An example 

of one of his finds can be seen in Figure 1. Archaeologist Chantal Conneller - who co-

directed the excavations at the site between 2004 and 2015 - explains: 

Each of these [frontlets], dating 
from the 10th millennium B.P., 
consists of the uppermost part of 
the skull of a red deer, with the 
antlers still attached. The antlers 
had been lightened through 
truncation and hollowing of the 
beams and tines, the inside of the 
skull treated to smoothen or 
remove protuberances, and two 
artificial perforations had been 
made through the skull. These 
modifications are presumed to 
have facilitated their use as head-
gear. (2004: 37)
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Clark originally proposed two possible uses for the frontlets. As one might expect, he 

suggested they may have been used as costume in ritual dances; perhaps less anticipated 

though, he also proposed that they may have been used as hunting aids - donned to 

permit hunters to stalk deer without being recognised (1954: 170). In hunting communities 

“deer were frequently approached by the hunter covering himself with a deer hide and 

putting on his own head a stuffed deer head” (Kroeber, 1925: 817 cited in Clark 1972: 13).

Both of Clark’s suggestions insinuate that the frontlets were used as a form of disguise. If 

worn as a hunting aid, the connotations are clear. If ritualistic we can only speculate, but 

Clark does refer to them as ‘masks’ in this context (1954: 170), thus implying the hiding of 

identity. However, Conneller takes an altogether different approach, and proposes that the 

frontlets might be considered instead as a tool for revealing new perspectives to the 

wearer (2004: 42). She endeavours to re-articulate Clark's interpretation through the eyes 

of Amerindian communities, as described by Viveiros de Castro (1998). In Amerindian 

culture, the souls of humans, animals and even some objects are identical; thus what gives 

each its unique way of being in the world is located instead in its physical body. Bodies are 

“an assemblage of effects or ways of being that constitute a habitus” (ibid.: 478). Thus 

donning the antler frontlets would be considered not as a means of disguise, but rather of  

transformation by “adopting the animal’s perspective, … thus [taking] on the animal 

habitus in order to enter into a particular set of relationships with the world” (Conneller, 

2004: 43). In essence, the wearer could symbolically and socially blur the lines between 

human and deer (ibid.: 47).5

Another impressive collection of pre-historic masks is thought to have been used in a form 

of ancestor worship. The pieces in question are said to have been discovered within an 

approximately 20 mile radius where the Judean hills and the Judean desert meet.  They are 6

 Conneller is quick to acknowledge that Viveiros de Castro’s account of the Amerindian 5

perspective cannot be used as an analogy for the early humans of the Mesolithic (2004: 44). 
However, it serves to demonstrate that approaching anthropology through a different cultural lens 
can open us to alternative theoretical interpretations of what we think we know. More on this later.
 Source: James Snyder - director of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem - quoted by BBC, 2014.6
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somewhat younger than the deer skulls recovered at Star Carr, dating to the early 

Neolithic and estimated at 9,000 years of age. Each is painstakingly sculpted from chalk 

and limestone (see Figure 2 below), and traces of paint suggest at least some of them were 

decorated (Biblical Archaeology Society, 2014). The effort required to craft such artefacts 

leads Debby Hershman - curator of the Israel Museum’s Prehistoric Cultures Department - 

to believe they would have been of great importance to their makers (Williams, 2014). In a 

macabre twist she is also quoted remarking: “Many of them look like dead people. In fact, 

I think they’re portraits of specific people - probably important ancestors”; indeed, three-

dimensional scans and reconstructions revealed that many of them appear to have been 

modelled on the skulls of elderly men, and display unsettling skull-like features - bared 

teeth and prominent temples, cheeks and eye sockets (Williams, 2014; Mandal, 2016).

Once again, the exact intentions for such masks can only be speculated about. However, 

the reconstructed models revealed a wide field of vision, and this coupled with their light 

weight and the perforations around their edges (presumably so that they could be 

fastened and worn) does indicate practical use rather than just ornamentation (Williams, 

2014). Indeed, comparison with the spiritual practices of early Near Eastern communities 

descended from the Neolithic inhabitants of the area suggest it is likely that the masks 

Page  of 10 52

Figure 2: Limestone mask
(Image Source: Israel Museum, Jerusalem via Williams, 2014)



Dissertation Dani Charis Hawkyard

would have had both magical and medicinal uses: “As we know from their records and 

texts, in the Ancient Near East, human skulls functioned as amulets to ward off evil or to 

cure diseases; they were used in divination and even necromancy” (Biblical Archaeological 

Society, 2014). Such knowledge leads Hershman to believe that the masks served as 

“evocative regalia in rituals associated with ancestor cults” as well as being symbolic of 

ancestral lineage (Williams, 2014), thus possibly also according status and even prestige to 

the wearer (Mandal, 2016). 

The Star Carr deer frontlets and the carved faces of the Judean wilderness are undoubtedly 

fascinating examples of prehistoric masking practices. However, it should be remembered 

that they are but a snapshot into the lives of our ancestors. In reality, references and images 

of masks are found throughout historical records across the world, and masking traditions 

appear as varied as the cultures that employed them (Edson, 2005). Edson demonstrates 

this best, so I will borrow his words now:

Masks attributed to Neolithic peoples support the assumption that in the beginning, face 
covers had fundamental magico-religious significance. Earlier people of the Paleolithic 
Period … painted and incised images of what appeared to be masked dancers on the walls 
of their dwellings. In China, as early as the Chou dynasty (ca. 1122-249 B.C.E), bronze 
masks were worn, and in Tibet, masks have been used to represent gods and demons in 
mystery plays for centuries. Grotesque masks representing various deities relating to 
different cultural beliefs were found in Mesoamerica. Masks of wood or gold were used in 
numerous rituals in South America. Masks were a part of the cultural heritage of most 
indigenous peoples across North America, and in Africa, pictographs from prehistoric 
times include paintings of masked figures. Zoomorphic and anthropomorphic masks were 
used to represent deities and to cover the faces of the deceased in dynastic Egypt. The 
aboriginal peoples of Australia used masks and face painting, and on the numerous islands 
of the Pacific, masks were a part of the practice of ancestor worship. (2005: 34)

Edson offers a number of examples of ancient masking practices, and the impressive list is 

far from exhaustive, thus illustrating how varied and complex such traditions were even 

in their early days. The presence of the mask was not isolated or unique to any particular 

group of people, but rather something that we might consider to be almost innate to most 

human cultures - a natural and inherent aspect of society throughout the ages. 
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Before moving on to consider how traditions like these have filtered down into our 

modern world, I would like to turn briefly to Rainier to offer us a complementary and 

poetic glimpse into how the ancient face of the mask might once have looked. His words 

bring these ancient practices to life for the benefit of our imaginations. He writes: 

Across thousands of generations … we have sought a deep relationship with nature and 
with the animals of the forest, ocean, and sky: the deer, buffalo, bear, lion, whale, and eagle. 
I imagine groups of men and women huddled around fires in the savanna of West Africa, in 
the cold windswept tundra of Mongolia, and in the dark tropical jungles of the New 
Guinea night, each finding ways to connect to the spirit world and to the animal world. 
Soon, as our human intellect developed, we created markings on our skin and masks to 
place over our faces and we became the animal spirits themselves. Dancing around the fire 
of the night on every continent, the chosen ones of the tribe, imbued with the special 
powers of the shaman, became the conduit to the spirit world. For these ancients, mask 
dances brought the spirit world into being, created a powerful conduit to the afterworld, 
and summoned safety and abundance and a life free of disease. Every religion in existence 
has its very foundations in these rituals. (2019: 18)

The common theme shared by the masks of pre-history seems to be a connection with a 

sense of a beyond-human sentience - whether it be deity, nature, spirit or ancestor. It is of 

course this notion that initially sparked my obsession with masks, and understanding as I 

do now that the same reverence was shared by those who walked this earth long before 

me is humbling and heart-warming.

2.2 THE PAST IN OUR PRESENT: TRADITION TODAY 

As enchanting as the imagery evoked by Rainier is, the ways of our early ancestors are all 

too easy for many of us to neglect today. Being raised in Bedfordshire, England, I was 

funnelled through a Westernised education system that promoted typical materialist 

ideology. In stark contrast to Rainier’s eloquent rendering of primitive man above, Rupert 

Sheldrake (a pioneering biologist and parapsychologist who I have seen described by both 

critics and admirers as a scientific ‘heretic’) bluntly defines the modern perspective with 

distaste:
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Contemporary science is based on the claim that all reality is material or physical. There is 
no reality but material reality. Consciousness is a by-product of the physical activity of the 
brain. Matter is unconscious. Evolution is purposeless. God exists only as an idea in human 
minds, and hence in human heads. (2013: 211)

 

Under such a philosophy, early humans would be considered fanciful at best, and 

delusional at worst. But it would seem that this modern Westernised perception of the 

world which we consider to be reasonable, rational and therefore irrefutable is in actuality 

quite particular to us - a belief system in itself, if you will, which like every other is 

anything but universal.  For outside of the Western world, numerous communities still 7

exist who appear to honour and celebrate their heritage in a way that many of us seem 

unable (or perhaps unwilling?) to do. 

When I first began researching masks, Rainier was one of the first key sources of 

information I discovered. Not only was I enchanted by his dramatic and otherworldly 

portrayal of masks, but I was stunned by the sheer size of his portfolio and the strength of 

presence masks still have in cultures that lie beyond the borders of our own. One of his 

accounts is as follows: 

In the great Northwest rain forests of Canada, where the giant spruce run to meet the sea 
off Vancouver Island, lies the home of the Kwakwaka’wakw people. …. When potlatching 
was made illegal by the Canadian government in the 1850s, Northwest Coast tribes risked 
imprisonment to conduct their potlatch ceremonies in secret, late at night and illuminated 
by the crackling bonfires in their ceremonial Big House. If you had been there in 1915, you 
would have seen masks like no other. The forest, the ocean, and the animals and birds of 
the Northwest were brought to life in their regalia - the raven, the bear, the orca, and the 
feared white wolf. You would have seen the Big House filled with family, neighbours, and 
friends from distant villages, all gathered to share in the intricate rituals of giving and to 
ensure the strengthening of the delicate balance of power among tribal chiefs and their 
people. You would have seen the dances of their clans and lineages, hundreds of people 
fully masked in a sea of motion around the fire. …. In late 2018 I traveled to this isolated 
part of Canada to see the old masks in a beautiful cultural museum. What I found stunned 
me. Not only are the masks abundant, in every family house as well as in the museum, but 
the potlatch, made legal again in the 1950s, is very much alive and well - it is vibrant and 
strong and a crucial part of modern culture. (2019: 21)

 Sheldrake argues: “The facts of science are real enough, and so are the techniques that scientists 7

use, and so are the technologies based on them. But the belief system that governs conventional 
scientific thinking is an act of faith, grounded in a 19th-century ideology” (2013: 211); see his paper 
Setting Science Free From Materialism for a comprehensive discussion on this. 
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Rainier’s life’s work has been a pilgrimage of sorts; a desire “to see the masks dance and 

help to document these celebrations and protect and revitalise these traditions before they 

are lost to nostalgia” (2019: 20), and he does an exquisite job. A selection of his work can be 

seen in the following collection of images, from Figures 3.1 to 3.9. 
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Figure 3.1: Orca Killer Whale Mask, Alert Bay, British Columbia, Canada
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 3.2: Buddhist Deer Mask, Mustang region, Nepal
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)
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Figure 3.5: Butterfly Mask, Bwa region, Burkina Faso, West Africa
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 3.3: Brown Bear Mask, Alert Bay, 
British Columbia, Canada 

(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 3.4: White Buffalo Mask, Ohkay 
Owingeh Pueblo, New Mexico
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)
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Figure 3.6: Naga Raksha Mask, 
South Sri Lanka

(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 3.7: Samurai Mask, Tokyo, Japan
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 3.8: Buddhist Mask, Punakha, Bhutan
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 3.9: Waq’ollo Celebration Mask & 
Costume, Urubamba Valley, Andes, Peru

(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)
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I hope that the collection of images I have chosen to illustrate Rainier’s endeavours offers 

the reader a chance to appreciate the vast array of masks and costume still in use today, 

and also demonstrates what Rainier set out to achieve: “I wanted to express to the viewer 

that they are, in fact, alive - that they’re not merely these pieces of wood or cloth that sit 

behind the glass at your local museum” (Rainier, quoted by Holland, 2019). Masking 

traditions are as vibrant now as they ever were, if perhaps just a little more elusive. 

A theme that reared its head often during my study of modern traditional masks was the 

reverence, respect and even fear accorded to some of these masks by the communities that 

craft and wear them. This became something that resonated with me profoundly in light of 

my own feelings on the potentially dangerous nature of the mask. As I touched upon 

earlier, it seems that oftentimes they are considered objects worthy of careful and wary 

handling. One such example is the kanaga and sirige masks of the Dogon people of Mali 

(see Figure 4 overleaf). These masks are wooden, crafted from the softwood of a native tree 

associated with the spirit world; they are carved in secret and kept away from women and 

uninitiated children for fear that harm may befall them at the hands of the dangerous 

spirits who are invited to inhabit the masks during dances (Welsch, 2019: 249).

Another similar example comes from the Aminague masquerade cult of the Okpella clan in 

Nigeria. In a paper on Okpella Masking Traditions, Jean M. Borgatti explains “the name and 

image of Aminague embody the English-language concepts of the ‘incredible’ - something 

never before seen and therefore unbelievable - and the ‘forbidden’ - something with which 

one’s relationship is necessarily restricted” (1976: 26). Certain aspects of Aminague regalia 

(see Figure 5 overleaf) have particular symbolic importance, but Borgatti reports being 

refused divulgence of this information due to ‘ritual prohibitions’. In addition, only certain 

kindreds are permitted cult membership, and only membership entitles “a man to own 

and activate an Aminague masked spirit”; similar to other Okpella masking rituals, Borgatti 

elaborates: “only persons of elder status may own masquerades, and it is their personal 

power acquired through age and experience that protects the young performers who exist 

in a limbo between the living and the dead while wearing the regalia” (ibid.).
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Although both these examples herald from Africa, it is interesting to note that a 

comparable sort of wariness seems to extend beyond cultural and spiritual beliefs and 

associations, even affecting those who might claim to have no such leanings. On many an 

occasion over the last six months, a friend or family member has entered my art studio 

where I created my own masks and passed comment on how one or more of them makes 

them feel uneasy. The masks in question were simply sat upon my desk, and being my 

own creations they rest outside of any cultural superstitions, unlike those discussed above. 

I find this most curious, and it leads me to wonder if the disquieting effect masks have on 

us has more to do with the objects themselves than any negative associations we may 

attach to them.
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Figure 4: A sirige mask; “each of the carved 
segments represents ancestors and, thus, each pole 
represents a clan genealogy reaching back into their 

ancestral past” (Welsch, 2019: 249)
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)

Figure 5: An Aminague masked spirit accompanied 
by a custodian playing the flute.

(Image source: Borgatti, 1976: 24)
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In a similar vein, I can recall my own reaction to masks as a child. We have a number of 

masks and carved faces on the walls of our family home that have been there for as long as 

I can remember, presumably acquired at some point by my father on his travels. I can 

remember quite vividly being very frightened of them from a young age, for no apparent 

reason at all; something about their vacant eyes and empty faces made my skin crawl. I 

used to wonder why on earth anyone would decorate their home with such foreboding 

things. Akin to someone who believes they detect an unearthly or sinister presence in a 

haunted house, I rarely turned my back to them. This is of course a personal reflection, but 

one I feel encapsulates perfectly the ability of the mask to unsettle us. 

Despite having made quite an impression on my younger self, this memory was actually 

one I had largely forgotten about until I read a similar account by Iyer of an owl mask he 

brought home from Bali. As a final example, I will share his experience with you here. Iyer 

recalls: 

As soon as I got back to my studio apartment, I pulled out my treasure and set it on the 
wall. Almost instantly I could feel a presence so intense, so foreign and beyond my control, 
that I had to turn the lights on, race across my apartment and pull the thing down, stashing 
it where I’d never have to see it. It wasn’t just a mask, let alone a thing for kids. It carried a 
whole universe, a swarm of roiling forces, within. I really couldn’t tell if the spell it cast was 
happy or malign - or … a constant agitated contest between the two. All I did know was 
that it belonged to the realm of the spirit, the world of transformation, and gave off too 
much of an elemental jolt for a small boxed flat in a city of high-rises. (2018: 16)

It would seem then that none of us are alone in our disquietude. In its most time-honoured 

form, the mask is seen as a vessel for channelling and holding something that is believed 

to be autonomous, powerful and unpredictable. They are a physical port to which the 

ethereal can anchor and so become manifest, with our help. Of course, it goes without 

saying that not all masking traditions are viewed as risky occupations (I suspect it may 

depend on precisely what spirit or ‘other’ the mask is intended to invite), but the desire to 

recoil that many people seem to experience should not be ignored. Strangely, it appears to 

be as instinctive to us as the need to create our masks in the first instance. 
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2.3 DISGUISE & DEBAUCHERY: THE OTHER FACE OF THE MASK

Early on during my research into masks, I came across a fascinating concept called 

maskenfreiheit. Maskenfreiheit is one of those delightful German words that has no English 

equivalent, but a loose translation would seem to be ‘the freedom that comes with wearing 

a mask’ (Konnikova, 2012; Leizrowice, 2018). Intriguingly though, the literal translation is 

‘carnival license’ (Leizrowice, 2018). 

This alternative face of the mask, then, is the liberation that it can offer us; and as we shall 

see, liberation creates a transformation all of its own. 

The example of masks-as-disguise that the reader may be most familiar with is 

Hallowe’en. Hallowe’en is often believed to be the modern incarnation of the ancient 

Celtic festival of Samhain, which is commonly said to have been a celebration of the dead. 

Masks are thought to have been worn to conceal and protect the living from evil spirits, 

and today’s customs of dressing up in masks and costume are said to hark back to this 

(Kelley, 2008). Interestingly, some closer scrutiny has suggested that the link between 

Hallowe’en and Samhain, and even between Samhain and a celebration of the dead, may 

be somewhat questionable.  However, either way this popular mythos and heritage seems 8

largely forgotten today, with commercialisation leading to the symbolism of Hallowe’en 

being steadily lost over the years (Napier, 1992). Instead, the occasion has largely become 

an excuse to have fun shedding our identity and thus experiment with someone else’s 

(either real or fictitious). Generally speaking, it is a harmless engagement with 

maskenfreiheit in which most of us have partaken at some point in our lives, and probably 

thoroughly enjoyed. It is a form of play, and perhaps of recapturing our youth for the elder 

among us. 

 See David Roy, Masks and cultural contexts drama education and Anthropology, for an interesting 8

discussion on this. ‘Guising’ to defend against evil spirits was customary in 15th century Catholic 
tradition at Hallowe’en (recognised as All Saints’ Eve), but whether the concept predates this in 
relation to ancient Samhain celebrations is essentially unknown and seems unlikely (Roy, 2015). 
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However, more dubious and controversial examples are also at hand, and it is impossible 

to discuss ‘carnival license’ without mentioning the masked balls and carnivals commonly 

associated with Venetian society (which is presumably where the term originates from). 

When it comes to these, anonymity was the primary appeal. Roy explains: 

The masquerade was a shared practice of all people in Venice, no matter the position or 
status of the individuals. The society would allow the mask wearer to be absolved of 
licentious restraint, thus allowing society to be freed from the trappings of moral 
impositions. …. By freeing the wearer to be ‘other’ than they were, a separation between 
public and private life without judgement in the close city conditions was allowed. Just as 
in modern day society where public figures are brought down by their private actions, 
Venice too had strict codes of behaviour and the mask allowed freedom from restrictive 
laws. The citizen found that by wearing a mask, they could act like a stranger. (2015: 216)

In addition, unlike many of the traditional masks depicted by Rainier in his photography, 

Venetian masks were notoriously simplistic in terms of colour and design in order to aid 

anonymity; they were not intended to be status symbols but rather served to level the 

playing field (Johnson, 2011). Interestingly, Leizrowice adds that Dionysian cults had much 

earlier engaged in similar activities in which they would don masks of the god’s face “as 

they abandoned themselves to hedonistic revelry and ignored societal norms” (2018).

Fascinatingly, the tradition of the Austrian Krampus seems to offer the middle ground 

between indigenous praxes and maskenfreiheit. The Krampus is a menacing half-goat half-

demon figure who terrorises ‘naughty’ children during the approach to Christmas; 

“traditionally, young men and teenage boys don Krampus masks and costumes on the 

evening before the feast of Saint Nicholas … [and] they roam the streets, confronting and 

threatening children” (Welsch, 2019: 234). He is typically accepted as being symbolic of the 

‘other’ in humans - the part of us that society finds uncivilised and unacceptable (ibid.; 

Roy, 2015: 216) - and thus despite representing a specific demon the concept is not 

dissimilar to the Venetian masquerade. Indeed, it was observed by the anthropologist John 

Honigmann that young men would behave with increasing abandon and lack of propriety 

after donning a Krampus mask (1977). The Krampus, along with Venetian masquerades 

and Dionysian cults, is thus a perfect representation of maskenfreiheit. 
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The reason for this is that true maskenfreiheit is a double-edged sword. Whilst ‘carnival 

license’ might seem to the innocent bystander a great excuse to ‘let their hair down’, it 

comes with a price. Although Leizrowice advises that such occurrences were probably 

rarer and less extreme than we tend to imagine, Venetian balls in particular are still 

associated with lust, seduction and murder (2018). But as Konnikova says, “the perception 

of anonymity does strange things to people” (2012). She offers a personal reflection in her 

own writings about maskenfreiheit: 

Maskenfreiheit captures why I am so afraid of carnivals, of masked balls (not that I am 
invited to many), of clowns. When you, in effect, erase your face, you erase some inner 
sense of responsibility. You can try on actions that the real-life you would never dare. You 
can become the owner of any face you choose. (And of course, there’s the flip side: you can 
shed any face you choose.) Masks can be liberating, an opening to experimentation you 
would feel too self-conscious or constrained to attempt otherwise. They can have a dark 
side, an invitation to indulge your inner Mr. Hyde, so to speak. And even if at first, your 
Hyde isn’t all that evil, repeat experimentation may prove intoxicating. Masks can be 
addictive.
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Figure 6: Krampus Mask, Bad Hofgastein, Austria
(Image Source: Rainier, 2019)
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I can’t help feeling immediately self-conscious as I read Konnikova’s words, knowing full 

well I have described this project as an ‘obsession’ earlier on in this paper. Of course, to 

this point I have become infatuated with learning about masks, rather than using them to 

indulge in devious behaviour… but I can’t help wondering at what stage this line could be 

crossed should I allow my obsession to continue unchecked. Where does it stop? At what 

point do I risk inadvertently tiptoeing across the line? Is my fascination with masks in 

actual fact a mask itself, disguising a thus-far unacknowledged curiosity about the 

capabilities of my own inner Mr. Hyde? My initial reaction to gloss over these thoughts is 

precisely the reason I have chosen instead to acknowledge them to you now in writing. 

My discomfort makes me wonder if there isn’t some degree of truth to them.

In a troubled twisting of my thoughts, I now find myself considering those in society who 

use the mask for what we might call ‘evil’. At the lower end of the spectrum, thieves, 

cheats and vandals; at the upper end the likes of murderers and terrorists. Criminals often 

wear face coverings such as balaclavas to lower the chances of being recognised and 

caught. However, it has also been pointed out that the act of wearing a mask might assist 

them to “suspend their conscience and preserve their self-image as a good 

person” (Leizrowice, 2018). In this instance though, the mask’s role seems to me to have 

become inverted. It becomes less about freeing ourselves from the judgement of others, 

and more about freedom from judgment by ourselves. Is it possible that a mask can go so 

far as to conceal us from ourself?

Whilst I am in no position to judge whether criminals generally see themselves as good 

people, the point strikes me as valid when I reflect upon my earlier musings about the 

opacity of the divide between transformation into ‘other’ and dissociation from self. Of 

course, all instances of criminal behaviour are influenced by a vast array of social and 

psychological factors (Schmideberg, 1947), and such a generalisation will thus only be 

relevant to some of these cases; psychopaths and other such individuals with dubious 

moral compasses may see no reason to bother wearing a mask beyond attempting to 

secure their own fate by remaining anonymous to the law. But for some individuals, I 
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suspect this would ring true. If an alternative use of the mask is detachment from our 

sense of self and therefore of responsibility, it could also allow us to dissociate from 

feelings of guilt or shame regarding actions we may have taken whilst wearing one. 

My mind reels. It seems to me there is another very fine line between embracing the truest 

version of ourself - succumbing to our inner desires uninhibited by society’s expectations 

of us - or alternatively severing our connection to self so that we may be cruel to others 

without hurting our own hearts. How can something make us more ourselves and less 

ourselves at the same time? I confess I am unsure what to make of such a paradox at this 

moment, but my instinct is that it may not be a paradox at all.

And in that way, masks can actually reveal us as we really are more so than almost 
anything else. How do we behave when we are freed of social constraints? When we shed 
the responsibility of name and face and blend into the anonymous, the crowd, the faceless 
masses? How do we use our Maskenfreiheit? A thought exercise: what would you do, say, 
create if you knew with complete certainty it would never come back to you? (Konnikova, 
2012)

2.4 MASK AS METAPHOR: THE INVISIBLE MASK

The words of Sherlock Holmes are ringing in my ears now. 

"The pressure of public opinion can do in the town what the law cannot accomplish. There 
is no lane so vile that the scream of a tortured child, or the thud of a drunkard’s blow, does 
not beget sympathy and indignation among the neighbours, and then the whole machinery 
of justice is ever so close that a word of complaint can set it going, and there is but a step 
between the crime and the dock. But look at those lonely houses, each in its own fields, 
filled for the most part with poor ignorant folk who know little of the law. Think of the 
deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wickedness which may go on, year in, year out, in such 
places, and none the wiser.” (Doyle, 1892)

Here, we see the phenomenon of maskenfreiheit again. The only difference now is that there 

is no mask; or rather, the privacy, ignorance and isolation of the home becomes the mask. 

The mask, in turn, becomes a metaphor. 

Page  of 24 52



Dissertation Dani Charis Hawkyard

There are a number of familiar occurrences that bear mention at this point. So-called 

‘keyboard warriors’ witnessed so often on social media are one example, and anonymous 

forums can be even worse; “it’s why so many websites ban anonymous commenting: if 

you don’t have to add a name to an opinion …. you can say things you would otherwise 

be too afraid to express for fear of personal repercussions” (Konnikova, 2012). Thus, now 

the computer screen becomes the mask from behind which we express what might be 

considered our truest self.

Another is road rage. Cultural historian Joe Moran reflects:

In 1994… I passed my driving test and haltingly began my own career on the roads. Up 
until that moment, I had spent very little time on roads even as a passenger and so the 
behaviour of that alien species, the motorist, was as fascinating to me as the creatures on a 
South Sea island must have been to an evolutionary biologist. …. It had all kinds of ways of 
expressing displeasure that were more melodramatic than for any other genus of naked 
ape. It looked like a human being, but behind a windscreen its gesticulations seemed more 
animated, its face more expressive, its curses more vociferous, its death stares more 
terrifying. .… Precisely because encounters with other motorists were near anonymous and 
temporary but involved the questioning of one’s character and judgement, they assumed 
an intensity that was quite disproportionate to their actual importance. Nowhere outside 
silent films did people’s body language seem quite so histrionic. (2010: 94-95)

Encased and isolated inside a metal box, this time the car becomes our mask. Once again 

mask is metaphor, and once more we find ourselves unhinged from our civilised selves. 

Finally, consider alcohol. Leizrowice points out: “Nightclubs have much in common with 

masked balls. A drunk person surely can’t be held responsible for their actions, so alcohol 

becomes an excuse for doing whatever you’d otherwise be too embarrassed to do” (2018). 

And at last, all we hide behind is nothing more than our poison of choice.

Thus, not only does the mask not have to be a mask in the literal sense, but I realise neither 

does it even need to be visible. As long as it works upon us psychologically, the metaphorical 

mask seems to be just as much a mask (and just as capable of inducing a state of 

maskenfreiheit) as the literal one. 

Page  of 25 52



Dissertation Dani Charis Hawkyard

Leizrowice explains that in psychological terms, the word ‘masking’ is used to describe the 

process that occurs when an individual disguises their true personality (2018), and it 

seems to me from this investigation that it is something all of us do, almost all of the time. 

And I think we have little choice. “Otherwise, we’d end up unemployed (and 

unemployable) and unloved (and unloveable)” (ibid.). 

In Jungian terms, such a mask is called our ‘persona’. It is the face we show to the world in 

order to be accepted as a member of civilised society. Jung explains the persona as “a 

functional complex that comes into existence for reasons of adaptation or personal 

convenience, but is by no means identical with the individuality. The persona is 

exclusively concerned with the relation to objects” (1921/1976: 465). Thus it is not a true 

reflection of ourself, but rather the version that we share outwardly with other people. We 

may even have different personas that we negotiate our way between for family, friends, 

colleagues, and so on. And notably, the word persona was originally employed to refer to 

the masks worn by stage actors in Greek antiquity to portray different characters 

(Hopwood, no date).

I find it ironic that whilst our persona is the metaphorical mask we don every day to 

mediate our lives, we must then employ some other form of mask (literal or otherwise) in 

order to escape the false face that we have unwittingly crafted for ourselves. We are often 

warned that wearing a mask for the benefit of others for too long will leave us drained and 

miserable (Leizrowice, 2018), but we fail to realise that we do it constantly, and usually 

unknowingly. “The persona is that which in reality one is not, but which oneself as well as 

others think one is” (Jung, 1969: 123). When I think of it like this, grasping at the excuse of 

inebriation, or erupting in a brief fit of road rage, seems suddenly understandable and 

almost forgivable. It is no wonder many of us will take any chance we get to grab another 

mask, to seize the freedom of carnival license, to escape from the crushing weight of our 

persona(s) for just one moment.
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3.0 RAVEN: WILD BEAST & HIEROPHANT

I have endeavoured so far to fuse a discussion of human experience with a compendium 

of archaeology, anthropology, and reflections from various writers and wordsmiths. I have 

ventured from the prehistoric roots of the mask, through to how indigenous masking 

practices survive today, and I have considered the mask both as a means of opening 

ourselves to ‘otherness’ and of embracing (or even temporarily suspending) our sense of 

self. This journey between the various guises of the mask has been compelling, surprising 

and - at times - overwhelming. I hope this is evident from the personal reflections and 

musings I have left scattered throughout the last many pages. 

All of this has been with the intention of striving to understand the transformative nature 

of the mask, but it has also led me to question myself - my own mindset, my motivations, 

and perhaps occasionally even my sanity. After all, at the heart of transpersonal research 

lies transformation (Anderson, 1998: 87). It must be said that the irony of how I am being 

changed through a study of transformation does not escape me. 

Many of the understandings and epiphanies that have resulted so far are the sort which 

cannot be quantified in a laboratory. They cannot be articulated in any other way than 

through the recounting of my thoughts, feelings and stories, and in some cases they are 

deeply personal. But as Anderson says, the personal is universal: 

It is as if speaking our inner truths - however unique and passionate that may feel - 
transcends our sense of separateness and brings us suddenly, even joyfully together …. The 
unique and personal expression of the experience or phenomenon allows us to see 
another’s expression as understandable and valuable. (1998: 75)

Anderson encourages us to lean into the phenomenon that we are trying to articulate - to 

explore, feel, live and come to know it for ourselves. The subjective recounting of 

experience becomes a crucial part of the research, and lived experience itself is key to true 

understanding. “Validity in conventional psychological empiricism, typically reduced to 
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tests and measurements, often obscures and trivialises a commonsense validity of just 

telling the whole truth of what occurred in lived experience” (Anderson, 1998: 72). 

The notions of connection with or dissociation from one’s true inner self seem relatively 

easy to understand through a conventional psychological lens. The hiding of one’s face 

facilitates anonymity, which in turn is associated with reduced feelings of responsibility 

and lowered inhibition. One way or another we become less accountable, either to society 

or to ourselves. However, mystical experiences with masks such as commune, 

transformation or even transcendence have been largely left untouched by academia. 

Naturally then, this is where my curiosity returns to. 

Rich experiences such as human love, imagination, intuition, and extraordinary experiences 
- such as those occurring in altered states of consciousness and mystical experiences - seem 
outside the purview of respectable psychological investigations. Largely abandoned by the 
psychologies of quantification in particular, vast domains of rich human experiences seem 
ignored by conventional psychology. Instead, profound experiences seem more the 
speciality of the poets, novelists, and playwrights who bring meaning and significance to 
their works through the language tools of metaphor, story, tall tales, legends, and drama. 
(Anderson, 1998: 70)

Such a realisation often provokes frustration in those who are drawn to the study of 

subjects such as this. It leads Marie Angelo to propose a re-structuring - a “re-imagining”! - 

of inquiry (2013: 357), accommodating the richness of such experiences whilst also 

acknowledging their validity. She proposes a method of “‘imaginal inquiry’, in honour of 

historian of religion Henry Corbin’s introduction of the word ‘imaginal’ to differentiate 

authentic experience from mere fantasy” (ibid.: 358). And in a similar vein, Anderson’s 

‘intuitive inquiry’ also “advocates expanded states of intuitive awareness, including but 

not limited to various altered states of consciousness, active dreaming and dream 

incubation, mystical vision and audition, intentional imaging, kinaesthetic and somatic 

awareness, and states of consciousness more typically associated with the artistic process 

than with science” (1998: 76). In this way, creative, imaginal and intuitive processes are 

permitted “to be seen as a form of research in [their] own right and as such equivalent to 

scientific research” (Frayling, 1997: 21). 
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My final move then, is to restructure - re-imagine - this research fully into an intuitive and 

imaginal inquiry. In doing so I allow it to accommodate a consideration of the possibility 

of mystical experience, backed by the foundations of what I now understand about masks 

in their structural, functional and psychological senses. 

With the help of my Raven mask, this final section will serve as a lived experiential 

investigation into the transformative experience of wearing a mask, and those instances 

where humans genuinely believe they have experienced a psychological transfiguration 

into something which is other to themselves. I am now wondering what it truly was that I 

experienced when I intuited that I was embodying a Mercurial otherness last year in 

Somerset. Did I truly embody ‘other’, or did I unconsciously find the liberation I needed to 

embody myself freely? And if the latter, was this truer, purer, less-airbrushed version of me 

so foreign a character that I simply recognised her as ‘other’? Is it possible to embody both 

self and other simultaneously? Finally, can anything be said about that harrowing moment 

when I teetered on the edge, understanding how easy it would be to dissociate from self 

and enact terrible things from behind the mask? In truth, that is what still haunts me.
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In the words of Clark Moustakas, “an unshakeable connection exists between what is out 

there, in its appearance and reality, and what is within me in reflective thought, feeling 

and awareness” (1990: 12). In finally engaging again with Raven mask, I hope I will be able 

to begin the process of tentatively tying together the threads that I have been tugging on 

throughout the writing of this paper. Just as the ancients at Star Carr ‘became deer’ twelve 

thousand years ago, to understand this notion of ‘becoming’ I must seek to become Raven. 

To look at any thing
If you would know that thing,
You must look at it long:
To look at this green and say
“I have seen spring in these
Woods,” will not do - you must
Be the thing you see:
You must be the dark snakes of
Stems and ferny plumes of leaves,
You must enter in 
To the small silences between
The leaves,
You must take your time
And touch the very place
They issue from.
(Moffitt, 1962: 149)

3.1 THE WOUNDED SYMBOL

Why Raven? 

Symbolically, the Raven is a noteworthy yet contradictory character. Ravens are revered in 

folklore and mythology worldwide and have been variously associated with magic, 

wisdom, prophecy, protection, creation and healing (Morgan Black, no date). When I first 

cherrypicked the masks I wished to create, I chose animals sacred to my own Celtic 

Druidic spirituality, and in Celtic tradition the raven is associated with numerous deities 

such as the Morrigan, Bran the Blessed and Lugh. Their remarkable intelligence and 

impressive repertoire of vocalisations sets them apart from many other birds. However,  
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despite this (or perhaps because of it) they have been persecuted in Europe since at least 

the coming of Christianity, becoming associated with war, death (being carrion eaters), 

thievery, ill omen, the Devil, evil and witchcraft (ibid.). Their black plumage means they, 

like blackbirds and crows, are often victims of such profiling (Moreman, 2014: 4), and in 

many cultures they are both respected and feared simultaneously (Meyer, 2015: 159).

I chose Raven mask for the purposes of this experiential section of this paper for several 

reasons, not the least of which was that I simply felt drawn to him. For many months he 

has been the one I wished to prioritise undertaking further work with, although I am not 

entirely sure why. I wonder if it has something to do with what I have often found myself 

calling the ‘wounded-ness’ of his symbolism - a thought that came to me in a moment of 

reverie during his creation, and the reason for the scars around his eyes - the poignant 

image of a once wise and mighty creature brought low? Perhaps it is simply that I have 

done very little with him, whilst Stag, Fox and Salmon have had more attention. Or maybe 

it is because I find it intriguing and ever-so-slightly thrilling when someone remarks how 

uncomfortable he makes them feel. When I created my masks, I set out to affect - to delight 

and disturb, to bewitch and bewilder - and of the four I think he is the one who fulfilled 

my desires most wholly. Raven casts a mysterious spell, and he unsettles people. 

3.2 BECOMING RAVEN/BECOMING ME: CORPOREAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN MY ART 

STUDIO 

By the time that I arrived at this milestone in my dissertation journey, I had spent much 

time scouring papers, books and websites, weaving findings and thoughts together into 

some sort of sensible analysis. I had been working so intensely that the idea of crossing the 

boundary from this left-brained way of being into the right-brained mode that was 

suddenly required seemed virtually impossible. I was too invested, struggling to release 

my impulse to be critical of what I was doing. If I was to stand any chance of experiencing 
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what might be an ontologically genuine Raven transformation, I would need to not only 

change my face but also the lens through which I was approaching this study. An 

immediate and daunting shift was required.9

In my experience, certain familiar triggers can be used to assist in instigating altered states 

of consciousness - much like a Pavlovian response. I recalled how the Astrodrama 

enactments had quickly become “highly ritualised activities” and were “always conducted 

in the same building”; “entering into this building [indicated] a moving out of the world 

of the profane into a sacred (or at least special), liminal, space” (Hunter, 2010: 11). My own 

sacred space, complete with an altar, is my art studio, so it is here I chose to conduct my 

Raven ritual. I have hosted a number of rituals and ceremonies in this room, usually based 

on Wiccan or Druidic formats, so I took the time to craft a complex magical ritual for 

calling in the daimons of my masks based on the familiar workings of these traditions. On 

the afternoon of the ritual I locked out the world and set up my altar as usual. According 

to paranthropologist Jack Hunter, familiar proceedings prior to seances serve as cues to the 

mind and induce an expectancy that spirits will be encountered (ibid.), and I utilised this 

idea to ‘reset’ my own headspace, priming it for an encounter with Raven. 

The opening sequences of the Raven ritual, although typically long-winded, were 

uneventful. Following a reading of the Druid Call For Peace, I cast and consecrated the 

circle I would be working within. As each of my masks was associated with one of the four 

elements, I had rewritten the traditional verses for calling in the quarters to include an 

honouring and calling in of each of my animals. From the North and for Earth, Stag; from 

the East and for Air, Raven; from the South and for Fire, Fox; and from the West and for 

Water, Salmon. Whilst I had chosen to work with Raven, it was important to me that all 

were still acknowledged and honoured. Following this was a Druidic honouring to the 

three worlds of Land, Sea and Sky, a calling to the ancestors of place, tradition and blood, 

 I am referring here to the functional distinctions between the left- and right-hemisphere as 9

described by Iain McGilchrist in his book The Master and his Emissary: The Divided Brain and the 
Making of the Western World. 
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and finally an invocation of the God and Goddess. All of this took place before the daimon 

of Raven was invited forth to inhabit the mask and my inner space.10

It is crucial to note at this point that there is little room within this paper for a discussion of 

whether daimons (as defined in the footnote on page 2) actually exist. To cover this 

adequately would entail a particularly complex debate which unfortunately sits outside 

the remit of my dissertation. Rather, for the purpose of recounting my experiences and the 

discussion that will follow (in section 3.3), I am taking Hunter’s approach of treating 

daimons “as though they were ontologically real if not as ontologically real” (2010:11). 

Sound arguments for this treatment of spiritual entities can be observed in his article 

Talking With The Spirits: More Than A Social Reality?, but what must be acknowledged here 

is the necessity for a relativistic approach. Anthropologist E.E. Evans-Pritchard expresses 

that “there is no possibility of knowing whether the spiritual beings of primitive religions 

or of any others have any existence or not, and since that is the case [we] cannot take the 

question into consideration” (1972: 17). Instead, “what is important is whether or not 

people within a given society actually believe in spirits. If they do, then spirits are real 

within that particular cultural framework and it is not the anthropologists’ job to question 

the veracity of such beliefs, but rather to understand how the beliefs influence and affect 

social reality (my italics)” (Hunter, 2015: 80). Such a methodology has been employed by 

Nils Bubandt as a pragmatic means of acknowledging that “the invocation of spirits does 

make a difference in the field” (2009: 298), and is also visible in Conneller’s speculative 

interpretation of the Star Carr antler frontlets. Interactions with spiritual beings impact 

and alter our personal and social realities - it is belief that shapes the experience - and if we 

are to understand the transformative power of the mask from the perspective of one who 

lives it then the entities being invoked must be treated as ‘methodologically 

real’ (Bubandt, 2009) at the very least.

I choose to believe that Raven’s daimon exists. Therefore, from this moment on, I hope the 

reader is able to accept the presence of him in this thesis as though he is ontologically real, 

 The ritual is written out in full in the Appendix, should the reader be interested in seeing it.10
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and as though he is being communed with through the vessel of the mask. I have to confess 

there are some moments of the experience of wearing the mask that I struggle to recall, but 

aided by a video recording I took of the ritual I will do my best to recount it now… 

Upon inviting Raven forth, I donned the mask and turned towards the altar, before closing 

my eyes and endeavouring to allow my ego to slip aside. I began rocking steadily from 

side to side, head cast back and arms held out like wings. In the absence of a drum I 

clicked my fingers in a steady rhythm. Over the altar in my studio (which 

unconventionally faces south-west) there is a small, high circular window. It was late 

afternoon and by chance the sun was at such an angle that its light was cast through the 

frosted glass and into the circle. I recall feeling particularly drawn to it through the 

darkness of my eyelids, and I expressed my curiosity aloud before suddenly my clicking 

ceased and the space fell into an eerie, expectant silence. 

Eventually I spoke: “I find myself soaring… gliding… I feel heavy and light at the same 

time.” On the recording I can hear my voice as it caught in my throat, although I do not 

remember it doing so. “I am above the clouds. Soaring above… As the seagull soars over 

the waves. And I follow the Sun, from its dawn in the east… its birth; my birth. I am born 

with the Sun… and I follow it ever westwards, to where it dies… It dies in the west…” I 

reached out half-heartedly towards the sunlight that was streaming through the window. 

On the footage I can see my fingers tentatively stretching, twitching halfheartedly, as if I 

knew I could not catch the Sun even if I tried. “Every night he must die… and every night 

it breaks my heart.” I recall feeling a foreign and heavy sadness settle in my chest. 

My swaying had ceased now to something more akin to floating. One of the things I 

remember most vividly of becoming Raven was an uncanny feeling of weightlessness; in 

my mind’s eye I was flying high over a vast canopy of swirling pearlescent clouds. They 

glowed and glittered in the gold light of the sun, and I’m sure I could feel the ghostly 

pressure of turbulence on the breeze. It was precisely the kind of motion that actually 

made me feel quite ill on the one occasion I took flight in a glider. 
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Despite this though, I felt burdened, as if Raven’s wings which I was privileged to be 

borrowing were forged from lead. “Flying is easy,” I said. “I feel heavy. Flying should be so 

easy…” A lamentation; the heavy sadness pulsed. I wondered why. 

I was stunned when I then began to sing. I’d had little in the way of expectations for this 

ritual, simply hoping to be granted a brief moment of ‘Raven-sight’ or ‘Raven-wisdom’. So 

when my lips parted and the lyrics to a perfectly rhyming song uttered forth I knew not 

what to make of it; all I could do was hold on to the moment in trust and maintain the 

inner space where Raven seemed to have temporarily nested. In Edson’s words, it was a 

“spiritual metamorphosis”; I “relinquished [my] ego with the assistance of the mask and 

allowed [the spirit of Raven] to enter [my psyche]”, just as the shamans of old once did 

(2005: 177). 

Follow the Raven as he flies,
So far from land, the reddest skies…
See the world through his eyes…
Follow the Raven as he flies.

I take flight in the east,
Born with the dawn,
Cursed by the Sun
To follow him home. 

Forever following him home… 
Forever following him home… 
When it’s dark where do I go?
I disappear without a home.

Follow the Raven as he flies. 
The truest heart, the bluest eyes… 
Follow the Raven as he flies…

Through dark and demons
Follow him down,
Through dark and demons
Follow him round! (I spun around now to face the east, the motion of my arm swooping low and 
indicating at a journey through the underworld.)

Let him show you the dark,
Because you don’t know where to start…
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My voice abruptly trailed off and the song faltered. Raven was now facing the camera, and 

this is the first time on the footage that his face (the mask) can be seen. I muttered 

something which I do not recall and cannot decipher, and Raven hung his head, shaking it 

from side to side. “I am not evil,” I said with quiet resolution; a conviction from Raven. 

This was the crux when something quietly shifted. Without really noticing, it was as if I 

had lapsed subtly back into a sense of self-awareness. It was no longer the case that 

Raven’s daimon was inhabiting my headspace, gifting me his vision, his thoughts, feelings 

and words; now it seemed I had been invited into Raven-space. I felt my consciousness 

was suddenly inside Raven’s mind, and whilst I could still see what he saw, my thoughts 

and feelings were now all my own. “Raven is heavy,” I say, finally understanding why. 

The view laid out before me now had changed. The clouds below had faded, and beneath 

me was a boundless glittering dark blue sea. Ahead, it seemed to pour away from me, like 

a waterfall that tumbled over the edge of the world. Raven took us lower, so I could see. 

On both sides the world seemed to fall away, infinitely. 

“This isn’t the Earth that I know,” I said aloud. “This is the end of the Earth; the very edge 

of this plane. And it’s here and it’s not here. It’s seen and unseen. Liminal.” A sigh; was it 

reverence? Awe? I remember in that state being able to implicitly understand how such a 

place could exist between the tangible world I knew and the ethereal ‘otherworld’, and 

how it could both be and not be at the same time. 

There was a tiny rocky island directly beneath Raven’s feet (or were they mine? I could no 

longer tell). It was the last place of sanctuary upon which one could land, the last chance I 

had to change my mind before Raven carried me over the edge and downwards to who-

knew-where… I knew with certainly that it would soon be too late, but as we hovered 

over it I felt conflicted, reluctant to touch land even though I knew I should. “What 

happens if I fall over the edge into the abyss?” I wondered. And then I realised, “I am not 

ready to find out.”
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I can hear the muffled thud on the recording as I sunk unceremoniously to my knees. I 

remember in my mind’s eye that I had been dropping onto the rock, having made the 

decision not to fall over the edge at the very last moment. 

I tipped my head up to the warmth of the Sun, but in a strange pull I kept falling 

backwards until I was stretched out, gasping in discomfort and facing skyward, as if 

baring the soul of my being to the Sun. At the time I wasn’t sure what was happening, but 

the scene watches like a moment of judgement, of brutal honesty, of vulnerability.

Then it seems I came back to myself - or perhaps I was released - and with effort I swung 

forwards again. A few moments later I removed the mask, rose to my feet, and proceeded 

slowly through the motions of closing the ritual.  
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3.3 THE KINDNESS OF RAVENS

Two important things arose a result of my Raven transformation. The first was the 

touching story of Raven, the eternal cycle of birth and death that he undergoes every day 

and his reluctant pilgrimage through the darkness each night. In his song I remember 

singing this to be a curse. I think he is bound to his duty as a psychopomp, guiding souls 

over the liminal edge and into the ‘otherworld’ each night.  He is then reborn with a 11

heavy heart at sunrise, only to follow the Sun westwards towards his demise once more. 

This imagery is reflected in a Druid funerary farewell of which I am particularly fond, 

although I did not consciously make the connection until several days later.

In the tradition of our ancestors, it was understood that the soul travelled across the 
western ocean to the place of the sunset, diving there to the otherworldly islands of 
paradise that lie beneath the sea. There they rest, their spirits fed and nurtured, bathed in 
the beauty and abundance, finding the healing they need before they return along the path 
of the sun, through the darkness beneath the worlds, to rebirth with the rising sun in the 
east. (Restall Orr, 2001)

In Raven’s case though, he never rests; paradise is nought but a way-marker on his never-

ending journey, and he deposits his charges and glides on by into the dark. It is a cruel 

twist of fate that he is condemned forever to care for the same souls who tarnish him with 

notions of evil. I will leave it up to the reader whether they wish to see his story as literal 

or symbolic, and what they wish to take from it, but remind them that for the purpose of 

this discussion I am treating Raven’s daimon as ontologically real. 

The second revelation was much more personal, and occurred after I had shifted back into 

a sense of self-awareness. It was the moment when I realised that, despite how tempted I 

felt, I was not yet prepared to face whatever lay beyond the cascading waters at the edge 

of the world. The descent into darkness became symbolically twofold for me. Yes, it was 

the darkness beneath the worlds through which souls must pass to be reborn, but a 

reverberating pang of gnosis told me this was also a metaphor for my own darkness. What 

 Ravens are commonly believed to possess the power to travel between this world and afterlife 11

(Meyer, 2015: 159).
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waited for me there was a confrontation with my shadow self, in a Jungian sense, or 

perhaps a coming-to-terms with my own ‘dark night of the soul’.  The need to address 12

and make peace with past trauma has been a recurring theme for me in much of my 

private spiritual work, tarot readings especially, and it is something I have wrestled with 

emotionally and mentally for the past year. Whilst I do not wish to lay bare the details here 

(and they would probably have little bearing on the outcome of this discussion), suffice to 

say the realisation that I simply wasn’t yet ready was a shock; I had thought I was and had 

subsequently been getting frustrated with my own lack of progress. 

Participating with Raven in this way has thus had a profound effect on me, and herein 

explains Hunter lies the problem with studying discarnate entities. For him, the social 

reality perspective alone - which accepts that “beliefs influence modes of living in (and 

understanding) the world” (2010: 9) - doesn’t quite go far enough, and this is why he 

proposes an examination of spirits as ontological realities. Regarding his own research into 

mediumship, Hunter states: 

The issue … was that [the objects of belief] (spirits) were not insubstantial abstract notions, 
but were in fact fully communicable aspects of this reality: as real as any other conscious 
mind incorporated in a physical body. In other words, the spirits were as real as you or I 
and certainly not invisible (at least not while communicating through the entranced 
medium). (ibid.)

Watching myself from an outside perspective as given by my recording, I have the distinct 

impression that I was indeed in a sort of mild trance. Raven is visible for those ten 

minutes, incarnate in flesh and blood. Through this process of embodiment, he had very 

much become “a component of my everyday life, in an objective sense” (ibid.). 

Furthermore, through my communications with him, Raven was “affecting change in the 

 “Complementary to Jung’s idea of the persona, which is ‘what oneself as well as others thinks 12

one is’ [CW9 para 221], the ‘shadow is that hidden, repressed, for the most part inferior and guilt-
laden personality whose ultimate ramifications reach back into the realm of our animal ancestors…
If it has been believed hitherto that the human shadow was the source of evil, it can now be 
ascertained on closer investigation that the unconscious man, that is his shadow does not consist 
only of morally reprehensible tendencies, but also displays a number of good qualities, such as 
normal instincts, appropriate reactions, realistic insights, creative impulses etc’ [CW9 paras 422 & 
423].” (Perry, 2020)
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world around [him]” and “influencing [my] actions and behaviours” (Hunter, 2015: 77). 

Although of course belief systems vary, the same can be said of the ancients whose 

shamans, elders, priests or chosen members donned masks to commune with the ensouled 

world in which their communities believed. “Because the material and spiritual worlds 

were joined but different and many physical realities were the result of spiritual causes, 

rituals served to locate and consolidate supernatural influences. It was the shaman’s role 

to facilitate the exchange between the two domains,” Edson explains (2005: 176). This 

exchange then impacted on the everyday lives of our ancestors. Thus through Hunter’s 

reasoning, we can accept the presence of Raven as “more than simple abstraction”, as 

“tangible” and therefore deserving of due consideration and understanding (2015: 77). 

Before concluding, it is interesting if not crucial to note another possibility. My previously 

offered definition of daimon includes the idea that a daimon may alternatively be 

“understood as an aspect of the human imagination or ‘unconscious’ in a Jungian 

sense” (Voss and Rowlandson, 2013: 1). This does not serve to invalidate mystical 

experiences of daimons or spiritual entities in any way, but rather to put a slightly 

difference spin on their existence. Jung thought of spirits as “shadowy personifications of 

unconscious contents, conforming to the rule that activated portions of the unconscious 

assume the character of personalities when they are perceived by the conscious 

mind” (2008: 165). Hunter explains that for Jung, spirits could simultaneously be both a 

personification of the unconscious and an independent autonomous being (2010: 10). 

This is why I previously gave a nod to Angelo’s method of imaginal inquiry alongside 

Anderson’s intuitive inquiry, for imagination and the unconscious mind are not so far 

removed as one who is uneducated in these methodologies might initially think. Scholar 

Angela Voss tells us that the etymology of the word imagination is im-ago, meaning ‘I act 

from within’ (2009: 4). Perhaps it can be said that the unconscious mind makes itself 

known to us through our imaginative capabilities. Gary Lachman has written extensively 

on this in his extraordinary book Lost Knowledge of the Imagination. He explains: 
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Imagination … is ‘the ability to grasp realities that are not immediately present’. Not an 
escape from reality, or a substitute for it, but a deeper engagement with it. …. Imagination 
has a noetic character; it is the source and medium of our other way of knowing. It shows 
us aspects and dimensions of reality that we would miss without it… While it can be used 
for fantasy, illusion, make-believe, and escapism, the real work of imagination is to make 
contact with the strange world in which we live and to serve as both guide and inspiration 
for our development within it. It is the way we evolve. Imagination presents us with 
possible, potential realities that is is our job to actualise. It also presents us with a world 
that would not be complete without our help. 

Thus imagination becomes the means by which we can “honour, and speak from, [a] 

meeting place of literal and spiritual realities” (Voss, 2009: 1), which Corbin states is as 

“ontologically as real as the world of the senses and that of the intellect”(1972: 5). 

Imagination, then, is a research tool - one which I may or may not have employed in the 

business of becoming Raven.

In summary, I turn once again to the words of Hunter, who says, “rather than necessarily 

being the the product of misperception, misinterpretation and cognitive illusions, spirit 

beliefs might actually be rational interpretations of genuinely strange experiences, 

whatever the ontological status of the objects of such experiences might ultimately turn 

out to be” (2015: 80). The existence of Raven’s daimon may not be provable in a 

conventional scientific sense, and it may remain uncertain precisely what his ontological 

status is, but the effect he has had on me personally is undeniably real enough. Quite 

unexpectedly he granted me the gift of what I previously referred to as Raven-sight and 

Raven-wisdom, and he has challenged and transformed my own inner landscape for the 

better. To say I am grateful to him would be a gross understatement. 

The collective noun for ravens is an ‘unkindness’ - an unkindness of ravens - and I find 

myself thinking how callous this is. It seems only right that I should now challenge this 

snub against Raven and all ravens by naming not just this section, but my dissertation 

itself: The Kindness of Ravens.   

Page  of 41 52



Dissertation Dani Charis Hawkyard

4.0 CONCLUSION: MASKS AS ALCHEMY

I arrive at this closing chapter of my MA thesis feeling many things. It has become a 

pilgrimage-on-paper, a labour of love, and the journey has proven to be all-encompassing 

and unpredictable. I am weary, but I sit at this travellers’ rest feeling well-fed and sated. 

For now at least, those cold hands that have been tugging at me so insistently with their 

long fingers have ceased prying. How long for is anyone’s guess. 

As I wonder how best I can summarise such an adventure without doing it a disservice, 

the wallpaper on my iPad catches my eye. Among sparkling flashes of colour it features a 

quote from the genius that was Roald Dahl: “Those who don’t believe in magic will never 

find it” (1993). It strikes me that this simple yet poignant statement is perhaps the answer I 

am searching for.

This paper has been dedicated to a discussion and exploration of the mask as a thing of 

magic, after all. Transformation, one could argue, is alchemy, and masks gift us the power 

to become something we could never otherwise be; in this way, they are “the definitive 

symbols of transformation” (Edson, 2005: 138), and definitive symbols of magic. To 

encounter magic, we must believe in it; to encounter otherness, we must believe in that 

too.

The magico-religious world of early humans and indigenous tribes is unfamiliar to most of 

us in contemporary Western culture, but the sense of alienation is mutual. I look one last 

time to Conneller’s interpretation of the Star Carr antlers to explain: 

Clark’s vision of the antler frontlets as disguise rested on a number of more general 
dichotomies of Western thought: the division between humans and animals, the 
separateness of humans and things and the stability and immutability of bodies as a 
biological given. …. This Western way of dividing up the world is, of course, a culturally 
and historically particular one and it would be a mistake to attribute it uncritically to the 
people who inhabited Star Carr… (ibid.)
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Central to all belief systems is the idea of a “greater force” infusing and manipulating the 

fabric of the universe (Edson, 2005: 32), and to understand the lived experience of this 

version of reality we must investigate it as though. Hunter adds that we must set out to 

investigate from a position of ontological uncertainty, conducting ourselves from within a 

‘possibility space’: “a frame of mind in which the researcher celebrates ‘the vastness of our 

ignorance,’ and is ‘unwilling to commit to any particular made-up story, and take[s] 

pleasure in entertaining multiple hypotheses’ (Jansen, 2010, quoted by Hunter, 2015: 84).

I recently listened to podcaster Gordon White state that when dealing with “cross-cultural 

or ethnographic understandings of art and ritual you are dealing with ‘sacred’ and you 

need to be able to say you are dealing with the sacred” (2020). Thus follows the need for an 

interdisciplinary approach such as that which I have tried to achieve - a concoction of 

archaeology, anthropology, psychology, theology and experience. With the exception of 

Conneller’s work, the majority of sources offered me only isolated views of masks from 

within the fort of their own disciplines, and no narrative produced in this way can 

possibly embody all the rich details. I hope I have gone some way towards offering a more 

complete, wholesome picture of the mask as a tool of transformation, of magic and of 

alchemy. I hope I captured its essence, and I hope you, like me, have been altered by it. 

Research is transformative. Romanyshyn writes: 

What the knower comes to know changes who the knower is. It is an alchemical process in 
which one knows only insofar as one lets oneself be known, a process that is an Orphic 
dismemberment of the researcher by the work that has called him or her into its service. 
(2013a: 117)

I have tried to be unapologetically honest, enriching a discussion of theory and practice 

with personal musings and sincere (though sometimes tentative) admissions. Author E.B. 

White once declared: “Writing is both mask and unveiling” (1986: 516). Writing is a mask, 

and a mask is magic. Thus writing is alchemical, and through honest engagement with the 

work I have been transformed. 
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I set out to untangle the threads of what happens when we layer a mask over our face: a 

transformation, a homecoming? I am fairly confident when I propose the answer is both. 

With the donning of a mask the mind opens like a door, and beyond it lie many pathways; 

it is up to us which one we choose to take. Some masks simply strip us of accountability, 

and transform us through a perception of anonymity and the illusion of freedom. There is 

little mysticism involved; it is the pathway of the humble human. But other masks unlock 

the liminal pathways of the ‘others’ - and as I am sure the reader has noticed, it is these 

masks that are the true protagonists of this research. They can lead us unflinchingly down 

roads walked only by spirits, daimons and gods - if we are brave enough to let them. 

As I discovered upon ‘becoming’ Raven, transformation through a mask can show us as 

much about ourselves as it does about the ‘other’. Through becoming other, somehow we 

become more ourselves than we were before, and in this way a mask is both a 

transformation and a homecoming, one facilitating the other. This leads me to wonder at 

the potentialities of this research in a therapeutic sense - whether creating and engaging 

with masks as I did with Raven could become a tool for answering questions about the 

hidden parts of ourselves, allowing us to embark on a journey of healing. Suddenly, I think 

I know where this pilgrimage may be taking me next. 

I will leave the reader with a final note on the business of Raven, and a reminder of the 

gifts that he has given through the granting of his Raven-sight and -wisdom. If ever again 

a member of the Corvid family elicits an innate negative response from you - whether it is 

the harsh hacking caws of the rooks roosting above, the seemingly sinister dark crow 

lurking in your garden, the piercing pale eyes of the jackdaw, or the sadness evoked by the 

presence of a solitary monochrome magpie - I hope you will be able to look upon each of 

them a little more kindly. I urge you to always remember: the kindness of ravens. 

Total word count: 15,981
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APPENDIX: RAVEN RITUAL

Before beginning, ask for permission from the Guardians of Place. Only once granted, set 
up the altar. If permission is not given, the ritual should not proceed. 

The Druid Call for Peace:

“May there be peace in the North. May there be peace in the East. May there be peace in 
the South. May there be peace in the West. I call for peace in my mind, heart and soul, in 
the cosmos around me, and for all fellow beings.”

Cast the circle: 

“I conjure thee, O Circle of Power, that thou be a meeting place of love and joy and truth, a 
shield against all wickedness and evil, a boundary between the world of men and the 
realms of the mighty ones, a rampart and protection that shall preserve and contain the 
power that I shall raise within thee. Wherefore do I bless thee and consecrate thee, in the 
names of the old ones. 

I cast this circle in the Upperworld, shining the light of the heavens into this sacred space. 
I cast this circle in the Underworld, emanating the power of the depths into this sacred 
space. 
I cast this circle in the Middleworld, asking compassionate, helping spirits to gather round 
this sacred space. 

O Ancient and Sacred Ones; spirit of the mighty oak that stands before me; gentle spirits of 
the land that surrounds me; deities, daimons and dryads; all you who have heard my 
intention - I ask that you join with me in my sacred ritual. Soul to soul, spirit to spirit, may 
we commune together in harmonious union.

I give of my own energy to this circle, and hope that together in communion with the 
Gods, the Ancestors and the Spirits of Nature we will craft a sacred sanctuary of peace.”

Consecrate the circle - first with Earth and Water (consecrated salt poured into consecrated 
water from the altar), then Air (incense) and finally with Fire (a candle). Carry each around 
the circle in turn. 

“I consecrate this sacred space with salt and water, with incense and flame… offering each 
in remembrance that they are always holy.” 
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Call and honour the quarters, and the four daimons of the masks:

Facing the North: 

“I look to the direction of midnight and midwinter, as I ask for the blessings of the noble 
Stag - King of the mighty forest and Lord of the deep and fruitful earth. I call upon the 
powers of the North, and ask that you bless this ceremony with nobility of purpose, and 
strength of understanding. Noble Stag, I do summon, stir and invite you forth, to witness 
this rite, and guard this circle. Hail and welcome.” Cast the pentagram and light the North 
candle. Place Stag mask in the Northern quarter. 

Turn to the East: 

“I look to the direction of the dawn sky, the rising sun and the celebrated season of 
Springtime, as I ask for the blessings of the fearless Raven - divine prophet, brave warrior, 
and guardian of souls. I call upon the powers of the East, and ask that you bless this 
ceremony with clear vision and intent. Fearless Raven, I do summon, stir and invite you 
forth, to witness this rite, and guard this circle. Hail and welcome.” Cast the pentagram 
and light the East candle. Place Raven mask in the Eastern quarter. 

Face the South:

“I look to the direction of the noon day sun, and of the warm breeze of Summer, as I ask 
for the blessings of the elegant Fox - keeper of hidden knowledge, and strong in counsel to 
the wise. I call upon the powers of the South, and ask that you bless this ceremony with 
joy, vitality, and wildness of spirit. Elegant Fox, I do summon, stir and invite you forth, to 
witness this rite, and guard this circle. Hail and welcome.” Cast the pentagram and light 
the South candle. Place Fox mask in the Southern quarter. 

Finally, turn to the West: 

“I look to the direction of the golden colours of Autumn, of dusk and the setting sun, of 
the wide embrace of the ocean, as I ask for the blessings of the elusive Salmon of Wisdom - 
the oldest, wisest and most revered of all creatures. I call upon the powers of the West, and 
ask that you bless this ceremony with wisdom, compassion, and the gift of true love. 
Elusive Salmon, I do summon, stir and invite you forth, to witness this rite, and guard this 
circle. Hail and welcome.” Cast the pentagram and light the West candle. Place Salmon 
mask in the Western quarter. 

Honour the Three Worlds:

“I honour the realms of the three worlds - of Land, Sea and Sky - with all that I am. I hold 
their essence within me as I see them ever present around me. May I serve them well.”
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Call to the Ancestors:

“I call to the ancestors of place, tradition and blood to be with me in my sacred rite. To the 
ancestors whose tears and blood, joy and happiness have been felt upon this land, whose 
songs resonate in my own blood, and whose spirit lives on through this ritual… I call to 
you and invite you into my awareness within this sacred rite.” 

Invoke the God and Goddess: 

“I call upon my Lady of the Stars and Moon
To the bringer of dreams and twilight
I call upon my Lady of the Loom
To the Weaver of fates in the night
I call upon the Lady of the Lake
The Singer of the Evensong
I call upon you, beloved Goddess
May you be forever strong.

I call upon the Lord of the Sun
The Rider in the sky
I call upon the Lord of the Winds
To the Eagle as he flies
I call upon the King Stag
To the son, lover and sacrifice
I call upon the Lord of the Wildwood
Laughing, free and wise.” 

Declare your intention to the spirits of place, the Ancestors, the Gods and all Nature; 
refine and hold it within your own soul. Name the daimon summoned, and place his or 
her mask upon your head… 

Perform the ritual act in honour of the chosen daimon. This may be song, dance, words 
spoken, or any other symbolic act which invites the daimon to speak through you in 
some way. When finished, remove the mask of the daimon. 

After the ritual act is complete, and food or drink offering must be given in thanks.

“May the Goddess and God, daimons and spirits of the land bless this offering and accept 
it, freely given with honour, thanks and respect.” Hold the offering high. “Thanks be to the 
land.” Take a sip/bite, and offer a libation to the earth. “As I take, so I freely give.” 
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Close the circle:

Facing the West: 

“Elusive Salmon of the West - oldest, wisest and most revered of all creatures - I do thank 
you for attending this rite, and for your blessings, and ere you depart to your pleasant and 
lovely realms. I bid you hail and farewell.” Banish the pentagram and extinguish the West 
candle. 

Turn to the South: 

“Elegant Fox of the South - keeper of hidden knowledge, and strong in counsel to the wise 
- I do thank you for attending this rite, and for your blessings, and ere you depart to your 
pleasant and lovely realms. I bid you hail and farewell.” Banish the pentagram and 
extinguish the South candle.

Face the East: 

“Fearless Raven of the East - divine prophet, brave warrior, and guardian of souls - I do 
thank you for attending this rite, and for your blessings, and ere you depart to your 
pleasant and lovely realms. I bid you hail and farewell.” Banish the pentagram and 
extinguish the East candle.

Finally, turn to the North: 

“Noble Stag of the North - King of the mighty forest, and Lord of the deep and fruitful 
earth - I do thank you for attending this rite, and for your blessings, and ere you depart to 
your pleasant and lovely realms. I bid you hail and farewell.” Banish the pentagram and 
extinguish the North candle. 

“I give thanks to all who have partaken in this sacred rite, and who have shared in my 
intentions on this day… Gods and guardians, spirits and daimons, ancestors of place, 
tradition and blood. I ask now that the circle be released, so that its blessings might pass 
out into the world beyond.”

Finally, thank the guardians of place: 

“May the guardians of this place be nourished as much as their presence and acceptance 
has nourished me. Guardian Spirits, I give you my heartfelt thanks. This ritual ends as it 
began - in peace, love and perfect trust. May the blessings I have received go with me as I 
depart this place, so that I might carry the messages of Raven’s daimon out into the world. 
May I walk with strength, integrity and the inspiration of Awen. So mote it be.”

Page  of 52 52


