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Displaced people travel light, o�en 
carrying only stories that become 
remnants to rebuild the fabric of 
their lineage. In the case of ar�st 
Elizabeth Carefoot, the connec�on 
with her Siberian Grandmother 
and her own family migra�on 
from northern China to Bri�sh 
Columbia inspires her shamanic 
art objects. A re�red graphic 
designer, she now creates an 
ever growing body of work called 
Agents of Transforma�on that will 
be on exhibit at Douglas College in 
September. 
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What mo�vates you as 
an ar�st? 
E: My experience 
with the storytell-
ing from my Grand-

mother mo�vates my shamanic art objects. 
She was from Siberia and described her life 
to me - the cold, beau�ful summers and 
wet, soggy springs. She had a pet deer and 
a pet snake at the same �me. She wasn’t 
an ar�st, but was some kind of shamanic 
prac��oner like a lot of older women were 
in those villages. With each new piece I 
create, I feel closer to her, like I am becom-
ing my Grandmother. It gives me a lot of 
fulfillment to do a series of things in differ-
ent aspects - the fibre, the bo�les and the 
three dimensional altars – three aspects of 
the same thing. 
 

What do you mean by shamanic art-
work? 
E: I want to stress that these objects are not 
magical or healing in themselves, I am more 

interested in the art of the shamanic ob-
jects. I find them very theatrical and moving 
from an art perspec�ve. I use found objects 
and whatever comes to hand that appeals 
to me. The shaman robes don’t have the 
tradi�onal Siberian authen�c materials. 
But, they are authen�c to me because I love 
them. This is how a shaman would work, 
choosing materials to make sacred objects 
because they appeal to him. 

What was the first piece you made? 
E: A robe called Dark Eclipse. Eclipses 
were very important because they could 
be easily seen from the flat steppes. Si-
berian shamanic robes usually have some 
shiny metal on the shoulder or the back 
to ward off the evil eye. There are always 
fringes, tassels and noisemakers so when 
the shaman dances, the robe has a life of 
its own. Tassles fly, fringe shakes and bells 
ra�le. Some�mes a robe tells me what it 
wants or doesn’t want. Things keep falling 
off. So I con�nue and do something else. 

I never rip things out. The layers are old 
history building up. I never look back over 
my shoulder and regret what I have done. 
I look forward. 

Which of your altars has a meaning that 
speaks to you? 
E: The first one. It has a door I made it out 
of an old Victorian wri�ng case that is an 
odd shape and it has bones and a picture 
of a snake inside. It is very beau�ful on the 
outside and when you open it, there is a 
surprise. The outside gives no indica�on 
of what is inside and that is part of the 
purpose of the altar. You want to catch the 
client unawares to get his true reac�on. 
 

In your process does one form lend itself 
to another or are you deliberate in explor-
ing elements of shamanism one category 
at a �me? 
 E: I jump around. Something in a robe 
might trigger me so that I can see an altar 
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coming out of it. They don’t 
mix and match. But while 
I am making something, I 
might wonder what would 
happen if I put similar mir-
rors from a robe into a box. 
I only have a vague idea of 
what I will make because I 
think that intui�on is the es-
sence of shamanism. 

If you had to move sud-
denly, what is the one piece 
you would take with you 
that symbolizes this body of 
work? 
E: My latest robe. I put ev-
erything I had into this robe. 
It was a challenge. My hus-
band and I recently visited 
Roatan island for a month on 
holiday. I packed materials in 
my suitcase, determined to 
make a robe. I took all the 
elements I thought I would 
need and imagined I could 
add raw materials found in 
my travels. The challenge 
was to make something out 
of what I had, which fits the 
shamanic tradi�on. I ran out 
of red emroidery thread, so I 
used blue. I had to make do in 
quite an isolated place. While 
out walking I searched to find 
something that would speak 
to me to go on it. I found ab-
solutely nothing, but when I 
looked at the robe when I re-
turned home I really liked it. 

What kind of reac�ons do 
you get from your work?
E: I made the mistake the 
first exhibit at SFU of not be-
ing clear that these were art 
forms, not real shamanic ob-
jects. I got a lot of very scary 
phone calls from people who 
were very ill wan�ng me to 

heal them. They were so desperate think-
ing this ar�st could heal them through 
shamanism. In subsequent exhibits I have 
made it clear these are art objects and not 
healing objects. 

 
How do you facilitate the educa�onal as-
pect of your art? 
 E: I give lectures and I also make sure to 
include an explana�on of why objects are 
put together in a certain way. For example 
there is a shamanic tradi�on of pu�ng 
on bells which represent spiritual voices 
from other worlds. When these bells �nkle 
they are voices speaking. Each element 
on the robe is very specific, even found 
objects. Horns are symbols of power and 
where they are placed upper, middle or 
lower part of the robe exhibits the realm 
where the power is. I try to keep to those 
shamanic tradi�ons when I can. On the 
edges of the robes there are o�en trian-
gular points which are the edges of the 
universe. When you stay within them you 
are safe. My robes do have structure, even 
though it may seem they are wild. 
 

You have a exhibit coming up in Septem-
ber, how is this one different from your 
other exhibi�ons?
E: I have many new works. Since my last 
exhibit I have grown as an ar�st. This is an 
ongoing project that will never really finish. 
There is always another piece percola�ng 
in my head. I’m not ambi�ons, I just love 
what I do. For me exhibi�ng is secondary 
to the process. I love the process. I would 
like this to become a free travelling exhibi-
�on so more people could view it in small 
towns where there is not access to a larger 
museum. 

What inspired you to collaborate in your 
upcoming exhibit? 
E: I like collabora�ng with women. We 
have so much to offer each other. I dis-
covered a poet to work with. It is totally 
mysterious to me how you can put one 
word a�er the other and make it sound 

Deer Man Staff – Autumn (above), Sky Serpent
Box (below) and Robe of the Full Moon (right 
above), Birdie Ra�le (right below) 
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great. It is so magical to me, as is singing. I 
don’t have chan�ng in the exhibit so I will 
include another element of the shamanic 
tradi�on with voice and words. I also have 
included words because a lot of people are 

totally lost when viewing artwork. So, here 
is a word ar�st, Virginia, who is reac�ng to 
my pieces. It gives another passageway into 
the artwork through words. 

What can this exhibit of sha-
manic art objects give to people 
at this �me? 
 E: With all art, what you put 
into it as a viewer is what you 
will get out of it. So if you look 
at a piece that is very revolt-
ing to you, it is good to step 
back and ask, “What is it in me 
that is so turned off?” Go deep 
with your own symbolism, not 
necessarily mine. I think it will 
give you tremendous insight 
into who you are. Shamanic 
artwork contains many hidden 
and many personal symbols of 
the ar�st. The combina�on of 
secret and obvious gives double 
layers of meaning.

Why do you think art is im-
portant for the world? 
E: Because it is humaniz-
ing. Only people make art. 
While you are doing art it 
takes you to another plane. 
Whenever I am doing art, 
or dancing I feel in a state of 
grace. I am really sorry that 
the whole world can’t ex-
perience that state of grace 
that I feel when I am creat-
ing. It’s like being with the 
angels. I am out of my body 
and everything is right with 
the universe. If more people 
were given a chance to feel 
that way they would see 
they could make the world 
a be�er place. 

If your Grandmother were 
si�ng here right now beside 
you, how would you describe 
your artwork to her? 

 E: Oh Babbi, this is for you. I do this work 
because I love you. I am sorry I didn’t get to 
know you be�er when you were alive but 
I am bridging that gap now. This is about 
you. May you live forever.

Agents of Transforma�on
opens September 16, 2010 at Douglas 
College, New Westminster, B.C. www. 
elizabethcarefoot.com
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