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Whispers from the Ghost House is the concrete manifestation of the mutable

nature of childhood memory held within the nebulous forms of home. In all of its many
incarnations home exists as a construction out of time and space that absorbs the
accumulation of life performed around and within its walls. Home is idealized and sought
after, both sanctuary and snare. The iterations of home I created are primarily constructed
from repurposed materials with inherent histories; unstable and malleable. Cardboard and
paper holds the plastic veneer of various mediums to shape, color, and mar surfaces. The
home develops an identity as it absorbs each action and material, gradually becoming an
entity as well as a receptacle, to both display and obfuscate the nostalgic and the
unattainable. Each hardened home becomes a haunted being in which memories interlace
and fade away as they transform into the wild twisted houses of reverie.
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PRELUDE
This project is a memoir, a love letter to the melancholic child now grown to an
adult in a continuously displaced existence and always longing for a place to call home.
What does it mean to have no home? For the entirety of my life I have moved from one
place to the next, crammed into misshapen spaces, corners, and spare rooms, every
instance temporary. It is in these places, and my escape from them, that my memories
formed. I constantly sought safe spaces within unfamiliar refuges, in boxes and stacks,
under trees and in books, to hide from loud voices and unstable existence. Now I seek the
curious moments within these structures as they overlap, echo, decompose, and remake
themselves in my mind. I hold these memories close to hear their whispers before they
fade away.
Whispers from the Ghost House is about memory, both general and specific. I
construct homes and homelike spaces to capture recollections that spontaneously arise as
spectral projections on present reality, in other words, I create haunted homes.
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EXCAVATING THE FOUNDATION
The Front Porch
I began this research by asking a series of questions to guide my process. Each
became a structure/form/home. And in turn, each became a portion of a larger question
that revolved around memory. These questions cannot be explored without digging up
various moments from the past that answer some aspect of each question.
What makes a home safe?
What makes a home unsafe?
Is there a perfect home?
What makes us idealize memories of home?
The last question has emerged from my research, and is the basis for this body of work:
What is the relationship between home, memory, and identity?
In the creation of my work, I must delve into my childhood mysteries, allowing myself to
daydream, meander, and muse. In so doing, the connections that I create are the amalgum
of personal history and the tangible imaginings that overlay my memories. Gaston
Bachelard speaks to this process:
Something unreal seeps into the reality of the recollections that are on the
borderline between our personal history and an indefinite pre-history, in the exact
place where, after us, the childhood home comes to life in us. For before us…it
was quite anonymous. It was a place that was lost in the world. Thus, on the
threshold of our space, before the era of our own time, we hover between
awareness of being and loss of being. And the entire reality of memory becomes
spectral.1

1

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 79.
2

The process of creation allows this spectral state to hover in my consciousness, gently
guiding my process with its subtle presence.
I begin by building.
I define the foundation.
I attach elements.
I add layers, and layers, and layers.
Object and image swirl together, multiple exposures overlapping, concepts
flowing, moving through a twisted existence that is not quite here and now. Steps still
reverberate on the wooden stairs, ringing endlessly through the quiet tumult. Existence is
an echo chamber waiting for the ripples to calm and die out, but there is always another
disturbance in the membrane of experience, another vibration of reality in counterpoint to
the silent and forgotten.
“What haunts are not the dead
but the gaps left within us
by the secrets of others.”
So says the book
of the phantom where I read
the fable of the mother’s arms,
the look behind a fret of limbs,
how dread and hope are wound.
The voice fell back and back
and down, back to its source
beneath the ground.
Tell me, lonely singer, then
why the phantom fades again
there on the threshold
of our seeing. 2

2

Susan Stewart, The Forest (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 3.
3

This work has been a winding pathway through a maze of memories and empty
spaces. Moments fondly displayed on a mantle, lost in the attic, and moldering in the
basement, exist in counterpoint to the voids that resist recollection. The process has
unintentionally caused me to look past the dust motes stirred in abandoned spaces, and to
intentionally rebuild an identity which includes the forgotten, brick by brick. The result is
the reconstruction of a childhood built on the disjointed fragments of time, space, and
home, overlaying one another in endless echo.

Figure 1. Symantha Jones, Study of a Forgotten Space, 2018

4

SAFE AS BOXES
The Foyer
When we dream of the house we were born in, in the utmost depths of revery, we
participate in the original warmth, in the well-tempered matter of the material
paradise. 3
I wish that this assertion from Bachelard was something that I could experience, a
welcoming warmth into the familiar. My first house was in the mountains of South
Carolina. It exists as a second hand place that I do not know, but my mother’s memory of
it has been burned into my mind, with all of its ramshackle qualities: the gaps between
floorboards that revealed a creek beneath the house (the only running water), the coal
stove that served for cooking and heating, the lack of any comforts but fresh air and
forest, and a space that was anything but warm. Even though I have no personal memory,
the retelling of it has created echoes in each subsequent place I have lived. My mother’s
memories are firmly implanted in my mind and have seeped into my notions of home.
Each iteration of home in childhood through now, seems to have those same drafts, flaws,
and instability. I cannot tell you when I first saw Andrew Wyeth’s melancholy painting,
Christina’s World (Figure 2), with its pale grass ocean and quiet yearning, only that it has
remained with me as an affirmation of the unattainable. Christina reaches out, but seems

3

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 29.
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unable to move, rooted to the soft ground, arm raised and hopeful, but always longing for
the out of reach.

Figure 2. Andrew Wyeth, Christina’s World, 1948

As I grew up, instability was always present. My parents and I moved frequently,
living out of boxes, in the homes of friends and family, attempting to be out of the way,
mere inconvenient specters on foldout couches and in spare rooms, shoved into corners,
not truly present even within our own lives. These places were the seed of a home, “every
corner in a house, every angle in a room, every inch of secluded space in which we like to
hide, or withdraw into ourselves, is a symbol of solitude for the imagination.”4 We

4

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 155.
6

subsisted, imagining rooms, realms, and space. The only consistency was held safe in
boxes, both mobile and stable, in corners and under furniture. The few belongings I was
able to accumulate gathered dust and damage from the boxes they were transported
within. Clothes were padding for more delicate items, but ineffective as things shifted.
The boxes which held our life, worn from use, were our cabinets, drawers, and closets,
too tall stacks in corners, anchored in shadow and by arrangement, solid and solitary,
trying to hide.5
Among the unfamiliar crowded spaces there were also shrines, miniature
arrangements of personal objects deemed too necessary to stay packed away, a small
footprint proving each of us existed in a tiny space of home, but only just allowed to be
there, tense and cluttered. These recollections, still emerging moment by moment, remain
disjointed in my mind, no clear timeline exists within the flashes of fragmented vision,
creating a swirling maelstrom of events, much like the nostalgic tempests of Andrea
Kowch’s compositions (Figure 3), her indifferent figures oblivious to the havoc of their
surroundings. Though similar in sentimental quality to Wyeth’s sensitive renderings,
Kowch’s raucous scenes are unattainable in a different way, sweet dreams of crows and
lightning bugs, centered around a home, yet detached from reality and time.

5

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 156.
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Figure 3. Andrea Kowch, An Invitation, 2013

I wonder if I had grown up in a single home, or even a smaller number of places,
would I have been able to build better memories and better dreams such as these? Not
necessarily more positive ones, but perhaps better organized, stronger, more…substantial.
Nostalgia is a bitter pill, its meaning a literal homesickness or pain for home in its
translation from the Greek.6 Is it possible to be homesick for the imagined, something
that has never really existed? After all childhood is when the concept of home is created.7
Perhaps it is the ever-shifting setting of these formative years that has caused such

6

Andreas Huyssen, “Nostalgia for Ruins,” Grey Room, no. 23 (2006): 7.
Kimberly Dovey, “Home and Homelessness,” in Home Environments, ed. Irwin Altman and
Carol M. Werner (Boston: Springer US, 1985), 37.
8
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unstable fragmented recollections to form from my childhood. Equally, the dreams built
on this cracked foundation were unstable. Each unattainable goal wilder than the next,
each possible future blinking out before a path could be imagined. Instead I was haunted
by night terrors, dark things lurked beneath and behind, they seem more tangible in their
repetition than some unfathomably perfect daydream of stability and sunlight, “For the
real houses of memory, the houses to which we return in dreams, the houses that are rich
in unalterable oneirism, do not readily lend themselves to description. …[It] must retain
its shadows.”8 These are the visions that I contemplate through making. My daydreams
are made of shadows created by boxes and crowded spaces, windows blocked, and lights
dimmed.
Towering cardboard structures form homes, just as they once did in my fragile
memory. Tiny precious vignettes made from collected bits and pieces are altars to dreams
that I still struggle to define. Both the macro and micro are essential as one reflects the
other, disrupting time and space through their contemplation.9 Shadows exist in each as
the gaps in my memory, but so does light. Memory exists as a feeling, a scent, a sound, a
moment, that is no more tied to the tangible than ectoplasm. It stretches between the gaps
and distorts the pieces. This is how I work, through the distortion and fragmentation of
homes in all of their components to remake my own history into something more strange
and ephemeral that is both true and false, unattainable, spectral, and tangible.

8
9

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 34.
Susan Stewart, On Longing (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 1993), 66.
9

Figure 4. Symantha Jones, How Quickly Things Fall Apart In Your Absence (detail), 2020

10

RECLAIMING THE FORGOTTEN
The Living Room
The frozen moments of recollection are indefinable in their complexity, stuttering
in a jilted repetition that swirls like the dust stirred from the living room mantle. The
search for materials to portray the ethereal qualities of thought travels a winding path of
process, exploration, and contemplation, a game of chance and interaction. Questions of
permanence, practicality, and perception arise in the notion of the archival. If traditional
art is meant to last, then how should art about the mutable nature of memory function?
Each component is carefully considered with eyes and hands. Each layer is calculated to
support the next. Each impermanent surface is redefined, stabilized, and reimagined in
another transitory form.
This process is sensorial. Materials have a life, an intention, that they
communicate through their manipulation, so I search for those substances that speak to
one another, adding and subtracting along the way. Using one material is simply not
enough. The interaction between layers, mediums, and substrates creates unique
opportunities for spectral components to peer from behind one another, competing for
attention. As Andrzej Marzec states, “The realization that we live in a worn out reality
that is always second-hand leads us to the uncanny.”10 This strangeness is evoked in the

10

Andrzej Marzec, “Spectres – on Second-Hand Reality,” in Medium, ed. Patrycja Orzechowska
(Warsaw, 2017), 103.
11

obfuscated layers of existence, it is the specter of the secret that I seek. The uncanny
unsettles, destabilizing the mundane, adding mystery to otherwise stable structures. So, a
critical element of my work has become the use of rescued materials, the second hand,
especially cardboard and paper. Curiosities appear in their folded imperfect forms, faces
and visions emerge from accumulated experience. There is a particular and peculiar
quality to reclaimed substances, especially cardboard. Each piece has traveled a unique
path, each has history that is imbued in its form, written in its surface. In addition Marzec
states, “Every single sheet of paper that seems blank, carries within traces of our earlier
readings…”,11 thus personal experience overwrites an object’s history in the same way,
adding to its layers of wear, influencing my retelling of its story. Materially, the skin like
softening that occurs through cardboard’s use, as well as the fragility it develops over
time echoes the body. Cardboard and paper contain memory, inscribed on or stored
within. Surfaces crease with age and retain marks and damage. These materials become a
stand in for the home, when one isn’t available, organizing memories swaddled within
corrugated walls but absent of corridors.

11

Andrzej Marzec, “Spectres – on Second-Hand Reality,” in Medium, ed. Patrycja Orzechowska
(Warsaw, 2017), 103.
12

Figure 5. Symantha Jones, How Quickly Things Fall Apart in Your Absence (in progress detail), 2020

Cardboard homes stand in for memory palaces, those internal spaces built to
organize thought and compartmentalize experience. Cardboard is a safe haven of sorts,
boxes containing one’s existence. Neglected memories stored at the bottom of a stack,
isolated and forgotten, while favored items remain at the top of an open box visible and
inviting. All are available, organized in some way, but always moving, packing,
unpacking, storing, reusing, and repurposing boxes and materials. Pack light or heavy,
get rid of books, belongings, and treasures, cardboard and paper is always there, safe
consistent, neutral and then worn, soft and delicate over time. I’ve lived out of and with
boxes for most of my life, so I use boxes as substance. They play in my memories,
blankets stretched over them as forts, as safe spaces, as homes within homes, not safe but
at least hidden, not safe from more moving, not safe from musty smells and rips and
tears, stacked too high, holding broken objects, and crushing memories.
And what of the elevated, the places within memories that exist as something
greater, beyond, perfect, edited and false, or never occurring? Those aspirational
13

moments, hopes and dreams, break down without the solid foundation of home. I have
vague impressions of atmosphere and idealized forms that are fragments of precious
memories so abstracted that they cannot be described. They are present, but bare bones,
stable but not flesh, made of light and air. I have written, thought, and dreamt them, but I
can barely see them, a child’s rendering when first learning to draw a box. There again is
the singularity of a box. So simple. What is a home but a box, to hold the cherished, to
hold the forgotten, the blessed and cursed and all the grey spaces in between, beautiful
and untenable, the box that holds an unstable existence, that cannot be seen, that has
fleeting value because it does not yet exist in a tangible way. It pleads, demanding to be
acknowledged, it whispers longing to be heard, and yet still its future does not really
exist, and never will, because it is a collection of fragments of many futures.

14

ALL OF THE BROKEN PIECES
The Kitchen
It is an odd thing to analyze why an artist works with their specific collection of
materials. Each recipe seems intrinsically linked to so many aspects of memory and
experience and is especially true in the case of my artistic development. I have fond
memories of my mother baking bread, carving wooden sculptures, creating jewelry,
sewing, drawing, and painting, as well as my father sculpting in clay, and painting in oils.
When I was young, I had little interest in learning any of these skills in a serious way but
would instead explore materials just enough to make a project that I had dreamt up, and
then move on to the next challenge. Traditional materials were not something that I had
ready access to, as they were reserved for the more serious projects of my parents, so I
would use collected materials. Scraps of this and that, cheap or reused paper, dried up
markers, yarn, and anything else I thought might be useful, would come together in a
disappointing half dreamt project that, unsurprisingly, never lived up to my expectations.
As an adult, learning new materials and methods is one of my favorite things. As
such, I have learned to use a breadth of mediums, both traditional and non-traditional.
Even so, my childhood habits of squirreling away bits and pieces of the useful, strange,
and ephemeral have stayed with me. I constantly accumulate, searching for the unusual
properties of the cast aside, adding the broken, marked, and imperfect pieces of someone
else’s history into my own collection of imperfection. All of these broken pieces have
become a vital part of my artistic practice as have the boxes.
15

I find myself saving boxes, unique shapes, plain and perfect, rough and worn,
repetitions of size and shape, large and small. Having lived out of them, they are familiar,
but also strange. My first serious work was created on worn boxes from a transatlantic
journey and became the foundation of my cardboard techniques. Though that
composition stood as a pristine and controlled example of intricate painting and incised
patterns into laminated layers, it led to my current work which warps tears and transforms
cardboard, paper, Styrofoam, and scraps into worlds of imagination where homes are
unstable individuals that perch waiting to be seen. As if “[b]y means of the light in that
far-off house, the house sees, keeps vigil, vigilantly waits.”12 They are the guardians of
all that we make and dream.

Figure 6. Symantha Jones, How Quickly Things Fall Apart in Your Absence (in progress detail), 2020

12

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 54.
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ECHOES
The Staircase
The house is a universe, a larger world of deception. So the constructed forms
vary from just under to just over life size, the scale of fluctuating daydreams solid but
repeating, twisted, and false, it “transports the dreamer outside the immediate world to a
world that bears the mark of infinity.”13 In its viewing, the mind wanders and the body
stills, eyes dancing over cardboard, wood, glue, caulk, spackle and paint. Deceptive and
indefinable, flowing from one form to the next fragmented structures are removed from
reality but reaching out into it, calling the dreamer. Light plays over surfaces and strange
shadows are cast. The gigantic is a devourer, it is action, order and disorder, it consumes
and engulfs.14 So does the home with its tyrannical patterns, a space of order and habit
subsuming the individual in the name of its preservation.15 It is both monster and reverie,
at the brink of collapse or dissolution
The largest of houses stands tall, contemplating their fate, waiting for the family
that can gently dissuade their hulking structure from crossing that nightmare boundary
which all old homes contemplate in waning existence. One such edifice, an old Victorian
that I called home for a brief time, marked my childhood as it peered into those depths

13

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 202.
Susan Stewart, On Longing (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 1993), 86.
15
Mary Douglas, “The Idea of a Home: A Kind of Space,” in Home: A Place in the World, ed. A.
Mack (NYU Press, 1995), 303-04.
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and tried to lure me in. Grotesquely bright walls and splintered wood floors defined the
echoing rooms in our second floor living space. Details of pocket doors, large windows,
and a winding staircase still define the idealized form of home in my mind. Coupled with
the creeping fear of creaking hinges and strange noises while wading into the solid
darkness, struggling to pull the string of a bare bulb and illuminate the existence of things
I dared not name. A soft growl from behind my bedroom door still echoes against the
walls in my mind. An old and comfortable fear of the strange that I now hold as a
precious thing cradled to my heart. This brief home has never left me. It stands as a tall
tale of childhood, as well as a twisted ideal that my constructions emanate from.

Figure 7. Symantha Jones, How Quickly Things Fall Apart in Your Absence (in progress detail), 2020
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TINY MOMENTS OF SOLITUDE
The Hallway
To see the World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild flower
Hold Infinity in the palm of your Hand
And Eternity in an Hour16

Figure 8. Symantha Jones, Go Deeper, 2019

The small, the miniature, the intimate, exists within the infinite frozen moment of
contemplation, an entire universe to experience within its minuscule existence. The

16

Blake, William. Auguries of Innocence (Amazon.com Services LLC, 2012), Kindle.
19

history of these tiny imitations as a traditional pastime for collectors and children often
diminishes the powerful qualities that such miniature realms contain. They draw in the
curious, and create both a “sanctuary (fantasy) and prison (the boundaries or limits of
otherness, the inaccessibility of what cannot be lived experience).”17 The dollhouse and
the diorama are spaces out of time, an idealized nostalgia play of nature and nurture,
existing as small idealized forms that one can neither live in, nor make manifest in real
life. These other world’s “aptest analogy” according to Susan Stewart,
[…]is the locket or the secret recesses of the heart: center within center, within
within within. The dollhouse is a materialized secret; what we look for is the
dollhouse within the dollhouse and its promise of infinitely profound interiority.18
This interiority is a secret that I have decided to keep. The little other worlds that I create
only allude to the interior, their inner corners darkened and quiet. They gain little
illumination from the cracks between slats, open doors and tiny windows, just enough to
quietly whisper, but not loud enough to hear. The moldering elaborate tiny homes exist as
a microcosm of secrets yet to be disclosed, however, their adjoining spaces start to reveal
their desires for excavation while apparitions keep watch from dark spaces, guarding,
hoping, and slowly fading away. Only when the home completely crumbles, leaving open
decrepitude, are the remnants of a life revealed in the remains of artifacts that have
survived. These fragments tell little, but leave space for contemplation, a gentle seat on
which to reflect among damp soil and aged wood, made from the scraps and souvenirs of
the forgotten, an encapsulation that Bachelard describes:
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Sometimes we find ourselves in the presence of a form that guides and encloses
our earliest dreams. For a painter, a tree is composed of its roundness. But a poet
continues the dream from higher up. He knows that when a thing becomes
isolated, it becomes round, assumes a figure of being that is concentrated on
itself.19
How perfect it is to create a space of contemplation for the forgotten. A mandala, a
meditation, a literal or figurative maze in which to contemplate, my round compositions
deny the rectilinear window of the traditional in favor of a nest, an egg, a cell. They
contain memory, action, instruction, and collection. They do not display everything, but
become an altar to the search, to the secret. They pay homage to the action of and desire
to unearth the past. The round becomes a portal to a world which is not quite real, and so
“images of full roundness help us to collect ourselves, permit us to confer an initial
constitution on ourselves, and to confirm our being intimately, inside.”20 These circular
worlds exist as both altar and anchor to the never ending search for the lost. Precious
moments, long forgotten, still exist in the recesses of individual imagination. They are
coaxed into the light from the shadows of these worlds, sweet, nostalgic, bitter, and
fraught, they remain treasures too personal to abandon.
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Figure 9. Symantha Jones, The Dislocation of My Sullen Heart, 2020
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THE ETERNAL CONTEMPLATION OF EVANESCENCE
The Attic
The maelstrom of substances that overlay and transform my looming
constructions not only embellish but encapsulate. Elements may be hidden, safe, or left to
transform in baking sunlight and neglect. My primary medium is acrylic paint with its
plastic nature, it cloaks elements, both revealing and obscuring. I relish its universal
qualities and flexibility, adding layers, sculpting in its viscosity, reveling in its stability
and clarity. Acrylic is primary, sometimes only as substance, other times as wash, color,
and texture. It is an ideal medium to build and mimic forms, but above all else, it
preserves and protects the more ephemeral substances that I cobble together in my
constructions. Its extreme synthetic nature acts as a body bag to the crumbling organic
decrepitude of the forms I build, holding in just enough of their ephemeral nature. In
addition, I use acrylic to mimic the elemental. Flowing water, dank earth, and scorching
fire can be molded from the malleable qualities of the medium. And finally, it is
synthetic, it is false. Acrylic paints may contain some natural pigments, but its substance
has an indefinable plasticity that makes it distinctly “other”. It is an ectoplasmic matter
that ties together pigment and substrate, object and idea. It stands in for the links between
memory, the spectral residue that squeezes through the gaps in-between. Memory is
pliable, easily influenced, as is the plastic medium of acrylic.
The term plastic is used in so many contexts, from texture to substance. We speak
of the plasticity of memory, of clay, and of the bits now polluting the world. In each
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context it is flexible/malleable, indefinable, and somehow inescapable. In that way, it
insinuates itself into the substances of my compositions in resinous particles, cast acrylic,
hot glue, and 3D printing filaments. Each has its own personality, purpose, and resistance
lending some strange quality to its application. It is enigmatic, yet somehow required in
each form, creating flowing ectoplasmic formations, strange scribbles in space, texture,
color, and fragment. It is necessary in substance, and context. Plastic exists in this work
as a reminder of the deceptive nature of memory, it is mutable, and not always what it
seems.

Figure 10. Symantha Jones, In the Light of Sweet Instability, 2019

Other materials such as graphite, charcoal, gouache, and ink play a role as well.
The delicate and subtle qualities of each are used within and over layers to define and
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embellish. Each is chosen for its uncanny interactions with light, from reflection to
absorption, as well as individual interactions. Charcoal bleeds through layers revealing
previous thoughts with its burnt remains. Graphite creates likewise ghostly images,
slippery in its reflections, all but invisible depending on light, angle, and substrate.
Gouache, solid and velvety, has a mind of its own when diffused, a wandering thought
sinking into cracks. Ink absorbs and accumulates, developing a sheen in excess, forming
organic reflections that defy the mundane. Other substances layer, and embed, but all
transform into a unique whole that defies stability, shifting as it is viewed.
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DISSONANT SHADOWS
The Back Staircase
A twisted and confusing journey, color has been a constant joy, and a ceaseless
struggle. I vacillate between logical naturalism and technicolor reveries. Both exist within
my worlds, subtle, diffused swirls punctuated with the bright acidic lights of neon.
Finding balance between these elements in combination with the native tones of the
materials that I use is the nature of my work. Construction is part of this color narrative as
I use the soft fleshy browns of corrugated cardboard and packing paper, the warm grey of
chipboard, acid greens of plastics, and translucency of hot glue to bind them all. What I
cover, and what I leave to its original identity is decided somewhere between chance,
intuition, and vision.
There is a progression, as if building a dream, a process of remembering
something that does not exist, so my mind wanders in reverie. I strive for naturalism first
in the browns of soil, tans of cardboard, and grays of construction materials. Layers of
color age and define textures, Payne’s grey exists as a consistent anchor for sinking
shadows and undertones, the coolness of disuse and decrepitude, alternating with warm
yellows. Soft tones of reflected atmosphere make their way as the story builds, sunsets of
candy and blood. Dilutions of shadow and light are added in matte formulas to absorb,
obscure and balance. And finally, the brush dances across the pieces in touches of neon
light. Color hides, reveals, and finally defines the falseness of the daydream in subtle acid
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glory. Color is essential, I dream in color, it haunts my inner eye and I struggle in its
translation, a spectral image that fades when I try to see it.

Figure 11. Symantha Jones, As I Lie Waiting in the Inescapable Fading (detail), 2020
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ARCANE WHISPERS
The Basement
The alchemical elements have a large role to play within my work, grounding as
the basic components of transformation. Air exists within the maelstrom of memory
itself. It is tangible in gesture, light, and space or lack thereof. The wind has scattered
remains and wailed through the gaps between boards creating a lightness through which
specters can peer and memories escape to find a more inhabitable space.

Figure 12. Symantha Jones, Help Me Search, Please? (detail), 2019
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Water flows from rusty pipes, it seeps through cracks, condensates on walls and
trickles through rifts. Viscous in its stasis, the translucency of flowing water is hinted at,
dissolving identity, the substance of thought, memory, and momentum. Its ectoplasmic
nature reaffirms the spectral, a mark of a presence and life beyond the perceptible,
stepping into the uncanny, all that is mysterious and strange. It flows into and over the
solid stony earth, musty and dank with the rich smell of deep black loam from a forest
floor.

Figure 13. Symantha Jones, The Dislocation of My Sullen Heart (detail), 2020

Soil, dirt, it is a foundation, a place to rest on and within, a place for burying and
unearthing secrets long masked by mold and disinterest. The smell of soil in the rain, the
soft and sweet tang of ozone and garden memories, it provides a place for the small
crawling things that still remember, recycling and consuming so that the earth is not too
29

hard, not too rotten to keep its secrets, and waiting for the shovel to come and unearth
them before they are consumed by more violent things.

Figure 14. Symantha Jones, Remnants of the Last Search (detail), 2020

Fire consumes, transforming its fuel into fertile remnants of bitter ash. It leaves
spectral patterns on smoky walls and gasps in sulfuric breath. It hungers to remove the
decrepitude of the crumbling past and failed future equally, illuminating the remains in
the process with a violent light.
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Figure 15. Symantha Jones, Away You Burn in Neon Light (detail), 2019

Each element contains the substances through which we process memory and
expectation, it is equally unpredictable and traceable, violent and subtle, but necessary in
the process of uncovering our personal remains.
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SPACES OF DREAM AND NIGHTMARE
The Library
When imagining a house, a home of an archetypal variety, there are the basic
western constructions of the “A frame” and ranch style houses with siding, places with a
front door, evenly spaced windows, perhaps a porch. There is structure, utility, and
knowledge within these substantial walls. Inside they contain all of the mundane living
areas capped off at top and bottom by the disused, possibly dusty, and certainly
foreboding spaces of the attic and cellar. These areas exist for utility and storage, but
often drift into deeper unconscious meaning in memory and dream. There is an appeal to
these places, the hot baked smell of dry wood and insulation of an old attic, and the soft
musty dankness of the dim cellar.
Within the unconscious they exist as opposed, as is their physical orientation in
life. Bachelard describes their archetypes as a way to illustrate the unconscious fears that
exist within the concept of a house, the rational explainable fears of the attic, giving it a
far sunnier disposition, a place of solidity, light, and structure as opposed to the unknown
unlimited depths of the cellar.21 While in reality, both spaces are usually dimly lit,
disused, and if horror movies are to be trusted, the attic is just as full of peril as the
underworld of a cellar. Places of storage, of the unconscious, both exist as accepted but
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neglected portions of the home, “…the attic and cellar are tied to the temporality of the
past, and they scramble the past into a simultaneous order which memory is invited to
rearrange: heaven and hell, tool and ornament, ancestor and heir, decay and
preservation.”22 Light can assuage some fears, as in daylight the attic maintains a warmth
and airiness that cannot be sensed in the earth encapsulated basement. Even those with
small high windows seem to hold their darkness close, a secret not to be told. However,
the cellar can also be seen as perfectly natural in its earthy demeanor, it becomes the
base, quite literally grounding the structure of home, an underground realm and direct
link to nature from which the house springs forth into sunlight, “This house with cosmic
roots will appear to us as a stone plant growing out of the rock up to the blue sky of a
tower.”23 As Bachelard elaborates, the very foundation of home is more than a simple
grounding point, but an entire realm to explore, where mysteries abound. Even if a home
has no cellar, the earthy base on which it rests still holds a maze of mysteries within its
crawl space and remains a similarly valid metaphor for the buried and functioning
passageways of the inner workings of memories as well as the dreams on which reality is
built.24
Through the house’s corridors flows nostalgic breath, air currents disturbing the
long settled dust. The material structures, contents, and activities create distinct
sensations. The lingering smells from a well-used kitchen, the mustiness of disuse, the
well-worn woodwork touched time after time, each life lived within creates and
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strengthens structures/habits/patterns, creating ripples in personal realities, tied to action
and function.25 Individual rooms hold significance, but truly it is the moments inbetween, colored by the sensual, that hold the longing of home. The scents flowing in
subtle breezes and drafts, the sounds of a familiar creaking, ever-present as flowing
water, the solidity of stone in walls and spaces, all call forth the depth of reverie clear for
an instant, and then gone as sensation fades. The referential existence of these memories
seeps out into the world, but cannot cease to draw back to that childhood dreaming space
of home that does not, cannot, and never really exists/ed.

Figure 16. Symantha Jones, The Overwhelming Indifference of an Abandoned Thought (detail), 2020
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Regardless of materials, light and shadow are an essential component. “Through
its light alone, the house becomes human. It sees like a man. It is an eye open to night.”26
Formed unconsciously through the accumulation of substances, shadow and light
interplay around each of my compositions. Silhouette techniques have always been
compelling in their monochromatic simplicity, but the interaction within more
dimensional forms creates spaces that are hidden, secrets that are revealed depending on
angle and time of day. External silhouettes on irregularly shaped sculptural structures are
stark and dramatic, but the dark corners of a composition are just as powerful. The desire
to keep secrets is universal, and shadow creates subtleties and moodiness. Works such as
Do ho Suh’s large ephemeral fabric installations use light and shadow in a much more
diffuse way (Figure 14). As the viewer peers in, and walks through, structures are
translucent and ghostly in their details.

Figure 17. Do Ho Suh, Home within Home within Home within Home within Home, 2013
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Shadows are mysteriously absent, and soft light permeates Suh’s structures,
leaving the viewer with no secrets. Internal and external details are visible through layers
of fabric constructed to reveal every architectural detail, an x-ray made manifest, not
unlike Bachelard’s “essential house”, a space imagined in daydreaming and idealized in
its simplicity. It is an exact drawing in space, “and no dreamer ever remains indifferent
for long to a picture of a house.”27 However, as compellingly exact as Suh’s constructions
are, what is home without secrets and obfuscation, the boxes tucked in the back of closets
and under beds. Bachelard quotes Rilke’s words on the diffusion of the intimate
memories of lost homes, “Indeed as I see it now, the way it appeared in my child’s eye, it
is not a building, but is quite dissolved and distributed inside me…conserved in
fragmentary form.”28 Such places remain written and hidden in our recesses, they carry
weight and space influencing and disrupting in their invisible presence fragmenting
waking existence. It is this fragmentation that my homes speak to, in the shifting of light
and dark, the warped structures, and the fragments in motion and out of context. Ruinous
and vague, they become universal, a place to dream, intangible and unreal.
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Figure 18. Symantha Jones, The Overwhelming Indifference of an Abandoned Thought (detail), 2020
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WHAT THE EYE CAN SEE
From the Garden
Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to an end that is always present.
Footfalls echo in the memory
Down the passage we did not take
Towards the door we never opened
Into the rose garden. My words echo
Thus in your mind.
But to what purpose
Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose leaves
I do not know. 29
From outside we can see it all. Crumbling and wandering, houses in stages of
forgetting, some still clinging to life and function, others wandering off into the chaotic
universe awaiting their demise or transformation. They all dream as they fade, and we
fade with them.
This work emanates from not only the exploration of personal history/experience,
but through the desire to intellectualize the process and bring it to the viewer in a context
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that is universal, evocative, and uncanny, displacing all who experience these moments ,
disrupting reality. The process of creation is tangled with the nostalgic, often a shallow
reflection of the poignant lessons of history, therefore bittersweet and regretful. Writer
and cultural critic S.D. Chrostowska discusses the artificial and temporary nature of
nostalgia, describing it as “self-consuming” as the reconstruction of the past has little
staying power, and instead, “The logic of nostalgia dictates that nothing really can be
recovered, but must be re-collected, or re-imagined.”30 With such fractured “recollections”, I too am left to “re-imagine” using the semi-comfortable conventions of
nostalgia, but warping them to my needs in order to create something that has never
really existed in my memory, but is built upon the intrinsic qualities of that ephemeral
substance.31 Home exists as a template or substrate to write new futures upon, right
mistakes, and imagine new outcomes, “A past exerts a pull on us because it is an open
door to (real and imagined) possibilities…”.32 It is not only these unfathomable
possibilities, but the inevitability of the future that home provides a space for. The
universal experience that makes the home such a poignant symbol to invoke, allows me
to create structures that warp these nostalgic tropes, in the hope of uncovering
unconscious moments in the worlds outside my imagined homes.
Guided into the many incarnations of the homes of my mind, The Girl in the
White Room stands at attention. Two feet solidly built in stoneware, the legs of a young
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girl in frilly socks and mary-janes, grounding her watchful soul as a temple guardian, a
keeper of mysteries. She is a childhood self-made in malleable clay and cardboard, frozen
in a moment of terrified experience, the preserver of secrets ushering in wary viewers.
Contained within the safety of roof and siding made from cardboard and acrylic
mediums, are her warped and empty rooms, body and mind, dimly lit in their awkward
proportions. Light hesitantly invades these internal spaces in brief beams filtered through
empty windowpanes, and her yawning dollhouse face. Open and confrontational, The
Girl in the White Room bares all, exposing her vacant rooms as an open-faced dollhouse,
revealing little in the abandoned void. Her unlit bare bulb guides the viewer into the
deeper mysteries with her darkened empty face and draws them towards the greater
mystery of individual recollection.
How Quickly Things Fall Apart in Your Absence stands tall and jagged. Warped
structures and splintered pieces alternate in the imposing figure of a home. Bright faces
stare through windows, doors hang ajar waiting and wanting. The opening of doors,
windows, the components of a home, these images repeat as mind, body, and identity.
Though it may or may not have been a tangible place for the individual, the home
remains the foundation of the desirable. Bachelard affirms, “Thus, by approaching the
house images with care not to break up the solidarity of memory and imagination, we
may hope to make others feel all the psychological elasticity of an image that moves us at
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an unimaginable depth.”33 The home becomes a symbol of introspection, mystery, and
secrets. It asks us to look further, both outward and inward.
The construction operates as the archetype of home, and as such is universally
timeless, haunting, and impermanent. Much like Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection with
its emphasis on the revelation of the internal in the disturbing substance of the external,
the re-contextualization of the format of “home” can be explored through the beauty of
refraction and decay. Kristeva describes the effect of this realization as, “Imaginary
uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.”34 Memory
consumes, reaching to pull us toward its repetitive horror, only to disintegrate. The
inevitable crumbling of the structure of home, in order to reveal or obscure, becomes
universal and personal for myself as creator as well as the viewer. It shows the bones, the
instability, and the decay of the reflected mind in each fallen slat and structure. Just as
“[t]he body presents the paradox of contained and container at once”,35 the home is a
stand in for both the body and the mind, an outward reflection of the body, a tool for the
organization of thought, and a receptacle for memory. How Quickly Things Fall Apart in
Your Absence’s fallen slats, broken layers of cardboard, and fading surfaces reflects the
dissolution of thought and history in its ruins. There is no mystery in the fascination for
ruined homes that has surged in the last decades, as discussed in Nostalgia for Ruins, “In
the body of the ruin the past is both present in its residues and yet no longer accessible,
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making the ruin an especially powerful trigger for nostalgia.”36 The oddly compelling
vision of the loss of home, the disintegration of structures and belongings stirs those inner
correlations to self, and the crumbling of memories. The familiar forms of nostalgia
become strange in their decrepitude.
Small moments linger in the meandering edges of time and space. Crawling
shivering viral houslets step out of the tumult tentatively, skittering and exploring. They
wander out of their former home, hoping to transplant their warped consciousness into a
new host in order to remake their existence and become part of someone else’s history.
Made from discarded packaging, glue, wire, and acrylic mediums each piece of the
Inescapable Moment series has its own personality and exists as the tangible refraction of
a tiny memory that attempts to escape its owner, perhaps seeking to infest/infect another.
Nearby, bright projections from empty windows reflect on bare walls, whispering
obscure secrets in counterpoint. Spindly legs hold up the shells of houses, soft curtains
masking inner thoughts, soft shadows hinting at what might have been. The
Overwhelming Indifference of an Abandoned Thought leans empty and awkward, a solid
pairing of opposing hopes that fade in and out of existence. These two forms mimic the
pattern of home but have no real grasp on reality, instead they act as beacons for the
confused and uncertain wishes accumulated as hope for possible futures that can never
exist. They speak and haunt as strongly as the fading histories that cause them to
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fluctuate, unattainable and bland in the face of their nonexistence. They sit squarely in
Derrida’s hauntological future, unstable, and unattainable in their teetering presence.
The term hauntology, coined by Jacques Derrida in Spectres of Marx, explores the
intertwining nature of time and experience within present reality. More specifically it
speaks to the spectral nature of these influences as they exist within daily life. Reality
reflects these patterns through use and wear, as well as the complacency that exists due to
expected futures and magical thinking. Each exerts a spectral influence, essentially
haunting existence, and no other place can be more haunted than one’s home. All times
exist at once and become “out of joint” as described by author Mark Fisher (also known
as K-Punk) as he explores the ways in which elements of space and time become
alternately anchored, and un-homed.37 While Fisher primarily addresses the hauntological
within the mediums of film, television, and music, the term’s prevalence in these popular
formats in turn reflects contemporary experience with its unstuck perceptions, thus
creating a spectral loop wherein the experience of home is irrevocably altered.
Within these looping patterns, the solidity of a more traditional space and form of
home exists. An oasis is created by Help Me Search, Please? and The Dislocation of My
Sullen Heart, where the traditional mingles with the dreamt. Each piece holds an
individual moment in a wary bubble. Simultaneously frozen in action, and altar to the
unknown, they are effigies of emotion and longing. As with all homes, they exist as a
kind of time machine, not only a receptacle for memory, but of hopes, dreams, and
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imaginings. Kimberly Dovey states, “The memories reflected in the home environment
help to create our current experience of home, and those experiences serve in turn to
preserve, evoke, and even revise the memory.”38 The structure of home, no matter the
form it takes, works to hold the simultaneity of existence for its human counterparts.
These structures become a mandala, a focus, a centered existence for a home space frozen
yet shifting in contemplation. The projection of individual experience finds a place to
replay upon the fields, tunnels, and stones. Traveling through imagined yet hidden
corridors strengthens this symbiotic relationship, developing as layers of existence
accrue. Pasts layer upon futures dreamt of, and each obscures the present, creating a
haunted, or hauntological experience where spectral realities become more tangible than
the lived moment.
The dissolution of experience appears in After the Guest/Ghost as the blank
impression of a house. Embossed paper shows its spectral absence, while tendril-like
marks meander in a random pathway into the world, further diluting the once vibrant
home. The lack of, or instability of a home space can have a detrimental effect on
identity. Where does one store memories, organize thoughts, or feel safe if there is no
home to rest within? Andrzej Marzec states that “there is no stable, sustainable subject
without a sense of belonging to one’s own home.”39 It is this instability that leads back to
the spectral qualities of the hauntological, individual identity becomes a ghost with no
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anchoring structure to haunt. Interactions are shallow, repetitive, and all times blend into
one another. A home, with its solid foundation and organization of memory, becomes a
transient location, dissolving into individual moments unstuck in time and experience,
flashes that never write themselves into permanent memory, or that layer upon one
another so that they cannot be differentiated. The homogenous experience of the
guest/ghost floats through an outside world of easily digestible, shallow experience, a
daily chronicle of moving through life which never solidifies into the stable and stately
home of cultural imagination. The metaphorical mansion where thoughts and actions are
organized into specific areas which become the esoteric rituals of upkeep, is somehow
lost in the enforced repetitive business of existence away from home. “To be at home is
to know where you are…”40, so to exist in such a myriad of spaces, the mind drifts,
processes, and is unable to solidify existence without a home. Bachelard affirms,
“Memories are motionless, and the more securely they are fixed in space, the sounder
they are.”41 In order for this to occur one must rest within a space, exist, be present, but
the action of being is no longer, instead doing, moving, rushing, panicking, and achieving
are the rule. Shallow and repetitive, all times blend into one another.
There is a universal desire for understanding and clarity amidst the chaos of
displaced memories. This is true of not only the forgotten and repressed moments, but
those experiences rewritten through frequent recollection leaving only a favored but
idealized fragment of the original experience. Go Deeper II (tentative title) displays this
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longing to know/remember secrets, to excavate what is hidden or lost, a search for
personal truth. The mundane object, a shovel perched in soil a breath between actions
means much. It is certainly a reminder to dig, to take action, to bury or to excavate. This
search is part of the very nature of home, even if it does not exist as a tangible space for
the individual. And so, the lack of a specific locus of existence can lead to the exploration
of the functions that occur within various inner and outer home spaces. If speaking of the
practical, or the esoteric, the cultural significance of the spaces we call home cannot be
discounted. Whether the home itself or the surrounding topology that exists within the
boundaries between familiar and foreign are mapped within us, it is as Thoreau describes
his fields and lands: “engraved on his soul.”42 Thus the reciprocal relationship of home
malfunctions, our patterns are not written on the outer spaces of the home, nor is the
home inscribed within us.

Figure 19. Symantha Jones, The Ripples I Did Not Make Gaze Back, 2019
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I LOOK BACK, I LOOK FORWARD, AND HERE I STAND IN THE MIDDLE,
HAUNTED BY MYSELF
From Beyond the Garden Gate
I've seen a lot of ghosts. Just not the way you think. A ghost can be a lot of things.
A memory, a daydream, a secret. Grief, anger, guilt. But, in my experience, most
times they're just what we want to see.
Most times, a ghost is a wish.43
I have always made.
I have always collected.
I have always been haunted.
It is all the same.
I create in the corridors between memories, building bridges between moments
with lost and found pieces of once used materials, cast aside, and now rescued in the
nimble construction of disjointed structures. Creatures resembling homes teeter and perch
among the memorial debris. Mazes of walls, windows, and doors dance in disjointed
configurations, light and shadow exuding between drafty hollows. Twisted slats of siding
stretch and warp as memory expands and contracts. A breath draws and sighs in the tall
grasses shaped by broken ruins. And the eyes, hidden, stare out of windows, doors, and
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crevices waiting for each story to be told turning away in disappointment as secrets
remain, those intentionally hidden and those forgotten.
I came to this body of work through the exploration of shadowy personal history.
The ephemeral nature of childhood memory was an unexpected manifestation during the
process of developing my research. As a maelstrom of vignettes manifested in my waking
consciousness, I realized that in the eye of this ethereal storm there was a house. This was
no ordinary house, but an insubstantial overlay of many different places that were never
really home. Here all time existed at once, shifting within the spectral structure. Tiny
nostalgic films, those from my experiences and strange new stories combining the real
and the imagined, expanded to fill the space before pulsing and swirling away. Dreams of
perfect futures streaked brightly through the images, a high frequency disruption, jarring
in its erratic nature. All of this existed in a thing that is meant to be called a home, but
never really was one. So, I make them, even if I don’t really have the materials, or even a
strong foundation. The memories of a real home do not exist for me, so I make them up
as I go along. As a structure starts to bend, I fix, reinforce, or distort. This is what my
memory says a home is, even the dreamed of ideal is moldering and flawed. Gaston
Bachelard says that “the house holds childhood motionless ‘in its arms’”.44 I don’t know
what a real home is, so I keep trying to imagine one, cradling it to still its frenzy.

44

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (New York: Penguin Group, 2014), 29.
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EPILOGUE
Always in My Mind
Suddenly,
at the very end
things have become unstuck.
Nowhere in the impossibility of my dreaming could I have imagined the changes
and challenges that have occurred in the last weeks and months of our transient
civilization. The hopes of home, even the shattered and intangible versions I imagine are
now set adrift, without space or place. The creations I have formed with my mind and
hands are now un-homed, shoved into corners, low ceilings, boxes, and virtual spaces
where they exist in fluctuating memory and disappointment. Though strangely
appropriate to this unsettled set of recollections that makes up the collection that is
myself, it brings home both the mutable nature of existence and the intrinsic necessity of
stability in an unstable realm.
We must stay home, but what is home?
We must be safe, but we are not.
We must have distance, while we huddle apart.
Where is home in an unsafe, unstable, shifting, and dangerous
place, time, and existence.

49

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Bachelard, Gaston. The Poetics of Space. New York: Penguin Group, 2014.
Blake, William. Auguries of Innocence. Amazon.com Services LLC, 2012. Kindle.
Douglas, Mary. “The Idea of a Home: A Kind of Space.” In Home: A Place in the World,
edited by Mack, A., 287-307. New York: NYU Press, 1995.
Dovey, Kimberly. “Home and Homelessness.” In Home Environments, edited by
Altman, Irwin and Carol M. Werner, 33-64. Boston, MA: Springer US, 1985.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-2266-3_2.
Eliot, T. S. Four Quartets. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1943.
Fisher, Mark. “What is Hauntology?” Film Quarterly 66, no. 1 (2012): 16-24.
https://doi.org/10.1525/fq.2012.66.1.16.
Flanagan, Mike, dir. The Haunting of Hill House. Season 1, episode 1, “Steven Sees a
Ghost.” Released October 12, 2018, on Netflix.
https://www.netflix.com/title/80189221.
Huyssen, Andreas. “Nostalgia for Ruins.” In Grey Room no. 23 (2006): 6-21.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20442718.
Israel, Toby. Some Place Like Home. New York: Wiley-Academy, 2003.
Kristeva, Julia and Leon Samuel Roudiez. Powers of Horror. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2010.
Mack, John. The Art of Small Things. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 2007.
Marcus, Clare Cooper. House as a Mirror of Self. Berkeley, Calif: Conari Press, 1995.
Marzec, Andrzej. “The Aesthetics of Hospitality – Deconstructions of the “at-Home”.”
Art Inquiry: Recherches Sur Les Arts XIII, (2011): 19-33
Marzec, Andrzej. “Spectres – on Second-Hand Reality.” In Medium, edited by
Orzechowska, Patrycja, 103-107. Warsaw, 2017.
50

Stewart, Susan. The Forest. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995.
Stewart, Susan. On Longing. Durham: Duke University Press, 1993.
Sushytska, Julia. “Tarkovsky's Nostalghia: A Journey to the Home that Never Was.”
Journal of Aesthetic Education 49, no. 1 (2015): 36.

51

