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Abstract 

 

 

 

A Tribute to a Monumental Woman by a Restless Grieving Addict 
 

 

 

By 

Tirsa Delate 

Master of Fine Arts in Art, Visual Arts 

 

Time is a fundamental parameter in my practice, and it denotes the spontaneity and 

transience of events. Interactive performance and video works explore the connections between 

loss and sanctuary, acknowledging subjective perceptions of time and memory. My physically 

centered practice embodies euphoric highs and bleak lows through movement and sound, both 

live and documented. I combine private and public performance through collaboration with, 

movement among, and observation of bodies. Pain and endurance bridge bodies within physical 

and psychological boundaries while the relationship of motion and sound synthesizes empathy, 

futility, grief, joy, and obsession.  
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Chapter One: The Beginning of the End 

 

“You have to be willing to die, to live” (de Balbian Verster, 266). 
 

I need to start from the beginning, for my own sanity. And by that, I mean my mother and 

me. She was my mom, but she was also my best friend, and beyond that, she was something 

that’s difficult to articulate simply in words. She was, and still is, intertwined in my life and 

artmaking in a way that is impossible to separate. She could be a polarizing and anal person at 

times, but she was also adventurous, fearless and assertive, thoughtful, compassionate, artistic, 

funny, brilliant, and had one of those infectious, stupendous laughs from the belly up.  

After she died, I tried to put aside the painful and traumatic last few years of her life, and 

mine, at least publicly. I didn’t want to be seen as weak, vulnerable, or needy. In due course, 

through memories and grief, my connection to her spilled into my work and became a deep well 

to draw from. A well full of complicated emotions, but nonetheless one that informs my work. In 

some ways, my thesis is a tribute to the trials and tribulations of our life together. 

Karen de Balbian Verster. I love her ridiculously long name. I learned early on that her 

last name was three separate words and the “d” was the only lowercase letter in her last name. 

She wasn’t afraid to correct people who got it wrong. She was a zealous person from the start. I 

know this not just from her, but also from my dad, her friends, her journals, and her photos. 

When I was little, and we were out in public, I was easily intimidated by her assertive 

personality. 

 When I was maybe ten or eleven, my mom and I were at Target, perusing a big box 

filled with DVDs. Not a standard size box, but one of those mega boxes in retail stores that has 

hundreds of DVDs for sale. I wasn’t aware of it, but I guess I was flipping through a little 
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aggressively. An older woman across from us gave me a pointed look, and said, “Excuse me.” I 

looked down, feeling my face turn red.  

Mom drew herself up, pretending to pick through DVDs, and said loudly, “Look, Tirsa, 

here’s a movie called ‘Cranky Old Woman.’”  

The woman stared at us, disbelieving. “Is that supposed to be me?”  

“Yes,” my mom replied with a flippant smile. The woman huffed at us, and then stalked 

off. A sheepish smile crept onto my face.  

I was really young, probably about five, when my mom spotted a nice couch on 

Commerce Street, the street adjacent to our apartment building in New York City. I was 

absorbed with the cherry lollipop in my mouth while circling around on my bike with training 

wheels. We stopped, and she inspected the couch. It was a loveseat, but it was still a couch. I 

don’t know how she expected to get it down the street much less up to our second-floor, walk-up 

apartment. That’s my mom; when she wanted something, she found a way to make it happen. I 

get that from her. Soon after she started pushing, two guys came over and helped us get it into 

our apartment. My dad was surprised when he came home that night. As I grew into myself, I 

appreciated her forthright approach to life (even though it could get her in trouble). We balanced 

one another, and our bond strengthened and evolved.  

When I was in my early twenties, occasionally people would ask us if we were sisters, 

even though we were forty years apart. Flattering for her, not so much for me…but I actually 

loved it. I think people often picked up on the sibling-like energy we had. As a high school 

graduation present and a family vacation, my parents and I went to Paris for ten days. My dad 

had an acting gig, so he didn’t arrive until the last few days of the trip. I was happy being with 

Mom for a week. Even as a teenager, we were compatible travel companions.  
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When we boarded our American Airlines flight, there was an awful smell emanating from 

the bathroom at the back of the plane. We already had shitty seats that were, serendipitously, 

right in front of the stinky bathroom. We both looked at each other in exasperation and burst into 

laughter. It was going to be a long flight. Fortunately, one of the flight attendants took care of the 

bathroom, but it was an uncomfortable flight to say the least. With each other’s company, we 

managed to make the best of it and laugh about it later. 

One of my best memories from that trip is a day when Mom and I wandered through the 

Bois de Boulogne, a park on the outskirts of the sixteenth arrondissement. It was getting close to 

golden hour and was an unusually warm, sunny day in May. We rented bikes and rode deeper 

into the park. The trees and surrounding grass were a bright, luminous green. At one point, we 

took a break and ate pastries that we bought at a patisserie nearby. While I was trying to shove a 

powdered treat in my mouth, she was cracking up and taking a picture of me. I had powdered 

sugar all over my face.  

She and I loved to see movies together. Over one of my winter breaks in college, we saw 

three movies in one day at the Angelika: Barbara, West of Memphis, and Life of Pi. After we 

finished the movies, we were both hungry and craving Indian food. We trudged through the 

snow and made our way to our favorite Indian restaurant on Bleecker Street. Ever since I was 

thirteen or fourteen years old, it became a ritual to go to a restaurant afterwards and dissect the 

movie(s) we had just seen. 

At the end of my sophomore year at Bryn Mawr College, Mom helped me clean my room 

and pack up my belongings. After rifling through a few boxes, she picked up the dildo she had 

gifted me earlier that year. Plot twist: she had tried it first and said it was too big for her. I 

laughed, and told her I didn’t really use it for the same reason. She looked at me slyly, and 
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suggested, “Why don’t we put it in the free box?” I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Who’s going to 

take a used dildo from the free box?” 

She giggled, swatting my arm, and said, “We’ll clean it and put it in there. I bet you 

someone will take it.”  

I agreed to it, thinking it was better than just throwing it out. I opened my door, looked 

side to side, and surreptitiously dropped it in the box. Two hours later, it was gone. On days like 

those, she felt more like a sister. As soon as I was in pain or upset or confused, she slid into the 

role of attentive and comforting mother like butter melting in a cast iron skillet.  

After multiple diagnoses of breast cancer, she had an even more powerful will to survive, 

prompting her to seize life with gusto and vitality. Life with her was exciting and purposeful. I 

still envision a parallel life in which she never died, and we are thriving. I have this fantasy of 

our growing old together and ruminating on our lives like Edie and Edith in Grey Gardens. Three 

and a half years after she died, memories are becoming fuzzy, like someone is slowly dimming 

the lights in the living room.  

The more time that goes by, the more my memories, dreams, fantasies, and obsessions 

become gelatinously entangled. There are days when I both flounder in and thrive on the endless 

void of self-pity and grief. Other days, I’m genuinely happy to be alive and stand where I am, 

looking up at the sky. I suppose that’s where my work teeters: in a vacuum that ping-pongs 

between abjection and euphoria, endurance and the sublime.  

No matter how sick she became, she always found the time and energy to create art. Her 

writing, collages, paintings, and drawings have a vibrancy that don’t correlate to a sixty-year-old 

woman in chemotherapy. She almost died in the summer of 2015, right before my last year of 



 

 5 

college. I spent an ample amount of time getting away from her and couldn’t accept how unwell 

and incapacitated she had become.  

The bike accident: it was August 2015, my mom could barely move out of her bed at 

home, and I needed another bike. My dad and I went to a used bike shop where I could test one 

before buying it. I took a vintage road bike on the street, and it felt great. No helmet. I never 

wore a helmet. I was gaining speed and approaching a light that was turning yellow. I squeezed 

the hand brakes, and nothing happened. The light was red, and I couldn’t stop or slow down. My 

brain froze and I crashed body-first into a parked car on the street. The bike was clearly broken, 

and I felt disoriented as people crowded around me. I felt an immense need to cry, but I told 

everyone I was fine. As people dispersed, I rolled the lopsided bike on the sidewalk as I hobbled 

back toward the shop. It occurred to me that my dad was probably wondering where I was.  

After about two minutes, I broke down and started crying while I was walking. The street 

was blurry from all the tears. Through the blurriness, I could make out my dad running towards 

me. Seeing his worried reaction made me cry even more. After returning the defective bike, we 

got in the car and just sat there, engine running. My head was pounding as I stared outside. My 

dad turned to look at me and said something like, “You know, sweetie, sometimes when we get 

hurt physically it can trigger emotional pain.” I felt fresh, hot tears rolling down my face. The 

bike accident was physically painful, but it opened the floodgates of the emotional well I was 

repressing. Even after that day, I still couldn’t vocalize how scared and angry I was at my mom 

for being as sick and weak as she was.  

My senior year quickly approached while my mom was still lying in a hospital bed, 

slowly, maybe getting better. I started working on my photography thesis. A couple of weeks 

into the semester, I began photographing my mother as an outlet for my helplessness and fear. I 
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began incorporating myself into the photos, and over time, the project offered something that I 

didn’t see coming. Hope. Not all of the photos were easy to look at, but the nine-month-long 

project sparked a rebirth of our relationship. As we delved into a collaboration, composing our 

bodies in front of my 35 mm camera, her strength gradually returned along with the color in her 

cheeks and the fat on her body. Renewed hope and possibility abounded. 

This point of collaboration marked the end of an era. What kind of work would I make 

next, and what would I do out of school? Like a scene from a lame rom com, as long as I had 

her, I was okay. I had no idea how much my relationship with her, the collaboration and the 

grief, would inform my subsequent work in the MFA program.  

Her reaction to cancer was both admirable and annoying. She was willing to die but was 

determined to live. She chose not to let it dictate her whole life, but it felt like she didn’t take it 

seriously and was exempt from any permanent damage, like dying. She did everything right, 

later in her life. She went from bartender/artist/alcoholic in her twenties to dedicated 

writer/artist/spiritual person in her thirties and beyond. But her genes were enough.  

When she had chemo treatments for the first round of ovarian cancer in 2010, she was 

fine. Maybe bald and a little tired, but she would boast about being able to withstand chemo 

because she was active, spiritual, and ate healthy. I never get colds, she always quipped, just 

cancer. Fucking cancer, the third wheel of our relationship. The shadow that hung back, but 

never really left. The thing that still sticks in the corner of my mind, because I inherited the 

BRCA2 gene from her. This monumental, exuberant, tall-and-strong-as-an-oak-tree, no-bullshit 

person was able to survive anything, until she wasn’t.  

When I was younger, breast cancer was like a badge of honor that she wore proudly. Let 

me contextualize this further. She had breast cancer for the first time when she was thirty-seven, 
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three years before I was born. She flaunted her bald head in the nineties, accessorizing with red 

lipstick and big earrings. She had it two more times after that, all before I was six years old. I 

breastfed the first six years of my life, oblivious to the deformity of her right breast and armpit, 

carved out like a Christmas turkey. She ran the NYC marathon a second time, as an assist to a 

man running the marathon with crutches, between diagnoses. I believed she was indomitable, 

formidable, a goddamn warrior. Cancer was just a blip on the horizon. In May 2016, my mom 

helped me take down the photographs from my undergraduate thesis show. The photographs that 

represented the tumultuous last year of her sickness, and my response to it. She had a spryness to 

her again, but it soon retreated. 
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Chapter Two: Good Fucking Grief 

 

“It was no longer my mother, but a poor tormented body” (de Beauvoir, 53).  
 
“I live in my suffering and that makes me happy. Anything that keeps me from living in my 
suffering is unbearable to me” (Barthes, 173). 
 

I don’t have much to add to Beauvoir’s and Barthes’ descriptions of slow death and grief 

except for, same. The feeling of losing someone close and the barrage of grief that accompanies 

it is akin to living without one of your key senses. It feels impossible to keep going, but you do, 

and you adapt. It’s also very hard to understand until you endure that experience. The death of 

my mother, and my descriptions of it, have begun to feel like a watered-down cliché. Maybe it’s 

because I’m sick of the grief even though the thought of letting go of it is abhorrent. After a few 

months, or even a few weeks, people forget about your anguish, suffering, grief, whatever you 

want to call it. Unless it’s a devastating loss, people go to the memorial, shed polite tears, eat 

some food, and go back to their lives.  

At my mother’s memorial, people were sad and sympathetic, but the depth of it felt 

superficial to me. Perhaps it was that other people’s grief was temporary, whereas mine was 

permanent. It’s different when it’s you, and you are the one whose world is turned upside down 

forever. There’s a black hole that’s impossible to fill. All of a sudden, you’re in the middle of the 

sea without a life preserver or a way to shore; left alone to tread water. After the memorial, I felt 

nothing and everything. Time kept pushing me forward, even if I was stagnant. I was angry and 

resentful that people still had other things to occupy their time and had their own families. My 

mom was my family and my person. Around the time she died, I had recently finished college 



 

 9 

and was working at a café, which I soon realized was not a place I wanted to work at for long. I 

felt very alone, especially after my dad went back to Los Angeles.  

 Story of the orchid: one thing that gave me hope after she died was the orchid that 

became my companion. At her memorial, a woman came up to me and told me how she knew 

my mom and that they’d worked together. She gave me that look of pity I absolutely detest (one 

of the reasons I didn’t cry at the memorial). She then handed me an orchid. It was beautiful and a 

deep shade of pink that was almost purple. I put it on our kitchen counter, and it was nice, but I 

didn’t expect it to last very long. A few months later, the original blooms died and fell off one at 

a time. Very slowly, several new buds appeared and blossomed into immaculate orchid blooms, 

reviving the plant. The orchid brought me simple joy. It was nice to have something to keep alive 

and see bloom not just once, but multiple times. It was healthy with full blooms for about a year. 

It died on my cross-country road trip to Los Angeles.  

My mother died at 7:30 am on August 26, 2016. We went to the hospital to see her 

corpse, and it was like a stranger’s body. No personality, no movement. A body that was so full 

of life was now a measly bag of failed organs and an overgrowth of abnormal cells. All I could 

do was hug her dead, bloated body. I wanted the diamond studs in her ears, but I didn’t take 

them. It felt rude and intrusive. The cremators took them out and sent them to us along with her 

ashes. We scattered them in the ocean in Avalon, New Jersey. If I think about the rest of my life, 

I can’t fathom living without her. Day by day, it’s manageable. 

In the weeks after she died, I remember telling the grief counselor that I was fine. I would 

be fine. I wasn’t the type of person to wallow or be self-pitying. Everyone dies. Life goes on. 

Everyone performs in public. My performance was that I was fine, I was cool, and wasn’t a 

broken person. There was no trauma. People didn’t need to know that my mom was dead or 
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about the gradual, horrific decline of her health and mobility. It wasn’t just losing my mother. 

She was my life partner and the person I needed, and wanted, most. She was the person who 

knew how to help me and make me feel better when I didn’t know how to handle something, or I 

was fearful. She made me feel like I could take on anything. The majority of her family is either 

crazy or toxic, so we cut ties with most people and had each other. My dad moved to Los 

Angeles a couple years before, so we were dependent on one another, but happy. Switching roles 

with her was the most difficult part. I had become the caretaker. And I was all she had.  

In June, the ovarian cancer started getting worse again (this is ovarian cancer diagnosis 

#3, cumulative cancer diagnosis #6). She was Sisyphus, pushed back to the bottom of the hill. 

The cancer was the rock. Or maybe I was Sisyphus, and she was the rock. Most of that summer 

is now a blur except for a few specific images that are seared into my mind. I spent most of that 

summer either eating, spending time with the guy I was dating, or both. There was one day when 

I was driving to Rob’s house in south Philly and my mom called me as I was almost there. I was 

crossing the bridge, and, briefly, I was free. She sounded upset and proceeded to tell me that she 

thought she was having a panic attack. She asked me to come back and I begrudgingly turned 

around. When I got home, she had a friend there with her. She told me she was sorry, but that she 

didn’t know what to do. I was so angry that I walked past her and slammed my door. All I can 

see is her emaciated body restricted to a walker in the living room, wearing an expression like I’d 

slapped her. In a sense, I had.  

I spent many days that summer with Rob, whom I loved but also desperately used to 

escape the debilitating situation with my mom. One night in July, he was lying down on the 

couch in his living room. I sat on top of him and started talking about my mom. Complaining is 

probably the more accurate word. After letting me rant, he brought up an idea that I didn’t want 
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to hear, that she might die. I was angry and annoyed. Fuck you. You don’t know her. He went on 

to say that he regretted that he didn’t spend enough time with his own mother. His mom died 

from colon cancer and then his dad hung himself in his family’s living room. He was younger 

than me when this happened. So, he knew what he was talking about. But the thought of her 

dying was unacceptable. So, I refused to accept it. 

My mother’s bodily autonomy steadily declined throughout the summer. There were 

certain activities, even simple movements, that she could no longer do well or by herself. As the 

cancer nestled into her neck and shoulders, she soon became confined to the Barcalounger, her 

bed, a walker and eventually a wheelchair whenever she had to leave the apartment.  

We bought a chair so she could sit while she was in the shower. One day, while she was 

showering, I thought I heard her call for help or yelp in pain, I can’t recall exactly. I rushed into 

the bathroom to see if she was okay. I was only in there a minute when she screamed from the 

water being too hot. I tried to turn it down, but she pushed my hand away and turned it down 

herself. Then she sat hunched over and defeated. She started crying. I tried to console her, but 

she yanked the shower curtain across her body and told me to leave her alone. I realize now how 

upsetting it was for her to be helpless and frail. She suffered, and I hated her for it. 

The last few days before she died were the worst. Up to the point of almost complete 

immobility, she believed she was getting better. Her optimism was turning into a form of self-

destruction. The more her body deteriorated, the more determined she was to survive. My dad 

was in Los Angeles, but finally came back when it was apparent that she was dying. The last 

week of her life, she started hallucinating and talking nonsensically to someone who wasn’t 

there. I was at Rob’s house the day after it happened for the first time and I asked him if his mom 
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had started hallucinating toward the end of her life. He said yes. I looked away. I couldn’t 

believe it. After all her years of fighting and surviving, her body was failing her.  

Later that week, around one in the morning, I could hear her talking and crawled into her 

room. I stayed on my hands and knees at the foot of her bed where she couldn’t see me. All I 

could do was listen and cry. There was nothing I could do to make things better. She was a 

member of Mensa and now couldn’t form coherent sentences.  

The night before my dad flew in, my mom fell off the bed while I was in my room. I ran 

in to find her haphazardly lying on the floor, unable to pick herself up or even move. I tried to 

pick her up, but I couldn’t do it without causing her immense pain. The next morning, as soon as 

my dad got home, we picked her up together and laid her back on the bed. I couldn’t contain how 

traumatized I was; I sobbed the whole time we got her up. She was an avid tennis player, walker, 

and had a physical strength that beamed from her stature. Now, she could barely move. 

At this point, she had very little control over her body. She didn’t seem to grasp what had 

happened. She was in a daze. The moments of lucidity were slipping through the cracks. A 

couple days later, she went into hospice care. The day before she died, my dad and I sat next to 

her in the hospital. She was no longer able to speak. I told her it was like we were in a Grey’s 

Anatomy scene when one of the patients is dying; cue the poignant music. She couldn’t talk but 

she mustered a knowing smile. She died the next morning.  

I think about my perception of time and memory in relation to grief. As more time goes 

by, my memories of her keep shifting and going in and out of focus. Memories feel more like 

dreams, and I begin to question my perception of those memories. How accurate are they? Why 

can’t I remember more details of my time with her? Is it even real? It reminds me of the ending 

scene of Inception. Cob, the protagonist, relies heavily on his custom-made totem, but at the end 
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of the movie, when it’s spinning, the scene ends just as it begins to wobble. How reliable is our 

ability to separate reality from dreams and fantasy? What do I want to believe is real? Will the 

totem eventually wobble? 

It’s painful, but the relationship with my mom, the memories, and the grief contextualize 

the work I make. Everything I produce, no matter what the final piece is, comes from my 

experience and most of that experience stems from my relationship with my mom. It’s also what 

I think about most. What I did wrong as she was dying, her striking artistic talent and beauty, 

how much I miss her (being called my little sushi roll!), the way she smelled even if she hadn’t 

showered in a couple days, laughing at funny Spongebob episodes, squeezing into a lounge chair 

with her, etc. It’s an endless loop that I’ll never be completely absolved from. 

Obsession and endurance. The two vie for attention in my work, but they also exist in my 

daily life. I needed endurance for a fucking marathon with cancer. I need endurance to combat 

addiction. I need endurance to cope with grief. There’s work that is “separate” from my mother 

and my grief, and there’s work that is more directly tied to it. Some of this work revolves around 

my memory of her, her memory of her life, and her memory of me. An ongoing project, my 

creative writings have turned into a posthumous collaboration with my mother and her lifelong 

writing practice. I have all of her journals from the time she was a teenager up until a few years 

ago, her hard drive that’s a treasure trove of unpublished poems, essays, and lingering chapters 

of various novels in the works, and the photos of her and our life that she kept. Reading her 

journals is like being at the core of her mind. It’s comforting and morbid. Irreverent and honest.  

These keepsakes are something I’ll never be able to part with whether or not they enter 

my work. Other than my presence, they are the last tangible evidence that she existed. On the 

outside, these journals represent a straightforward timeline of her life. On the inside, the words 
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are messy, tempestuous, and occasionally illegible. These objects exist in a vacuum. It’s a space 

where she’s still alive, and I can escape to the past, her past. This vacuum of time has increased 

my fixation on her life. I want to devour her inner thoughts and feelings, no matter how painful 

or private they may be. These journals may never see the light outside of my apartment, but they 

are the most sacred objects I have. 

Perhaps they can be referred to as sculptures or relics. It isn’t directly the work, but rather 

something that informs the work. The keepsakes are an archive that not only replaces, but also 

perpetuates, her humanness and realness. They prevent her from turning into a sandcastle, a 

structure that is there one minute and then washed away as if it never existed. These keepsakes 

include her vintage wedding dress, her journals, her external hard drive, her books, her artwork, 

photo albums, film negatives and Kodak slides, our text message conversation that is still in my 

phone at the very bottom of all the text conversations, her Instagram account, her Facebook 

profile. The latter are like a scattered virtual graveyard, proof that she was once alive. 
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Chapter Three: Dancing Will Keep You Alive 

 

“Dance is a song of the body. Either of joy or pain” (Graham). 
 

I remember as a little kid, I loved all things physical. When I look back, there were many 

activities in my life that supported my love for and need of movement: wrestling, swinging on 

the bars at the playground, riding my bike, swimming, tennis, skydiving, and, most recently, 

flying trapeze. Dancing in particular was, and still is, a way for me to express the full spectrum 

of my emotions, good and bad. There’s a time in our lives when we don’t care what we look like; 

we twirl around and jump up and down without reservation. I enjoyed moving and flailing 

without a second thought. Then I dove headfirst into the self-conscious pool of middle school. I 

was so insecure and socially uncomfortable that I quit the swim team at the beginning of ninth 

grade (which I regret to this day). By tenth grade, I was more comfortable in my body and 

stopped caring what other people thought (to a healthy degree with the help of a mantra from my 

mom, act as if). 

There is an ongoing progression with my relationship to dance. Here’s a sliver of the ebb 

and flow to it: body image, fear of judgment, attention/validation, escape, liberation, 

perfectionism, joy, connection, synchronicity. As a teenager, I reconnected with my younger self 

to the days when I danced instinctively. Over the course of four years, I went to three proms, and 

each time, though there may have still been some residual self-consciousness, I was able to 

dance and thoroughly enjoy it.  

My confidence grew stronger which made me comfortable to do the thing that I love 

most. The thing that is a universal, natural movement: Dance. When I think of dancing, I think of 

people expressing their bodies: raw, visceral, and idiosyncratic. That’s why there’s no way to 
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dance incorrectly, embarrassingly, or badly. It’s how our own bodies react and move: with 

vulnerability and without reserve.  

About seven years ago, I was home for winter break during my first year of college. My 

mom cajoled me into taking a trance dance class with her. At first, I didn’t want to go because I 

was tired. I didn’t know what it entailed or what I would look like, which is really what I was 

nervous about. It is now one of the best and most pivotal dance experiences I’ve ever had (thank 

you, Mom). It was the first time I fully let myself go while dancing. The class started with our 

walking around the room and stretching. It was dark. There were drummers sitting on the floor 

on one side of the room. I was a little shy at first with my movements. Soon after, my inhibitions 

dropped away because everyone was in their own world, responding differently to the music. 

The room was synchronous and crackling with energy. The world slipped away, and it was just 

the music and my body. I let my body react intuitively to the music and felt for the first time 

since I was a little kid, free. Free to move without judgement and fear. Free to move without 

thinking. 

Like anything else, dance came and went over the next few years. While I was in college, 

I didn’t spend a lot of time dancing. But like something intrinsically part of me, like creating art, 

it has always been there to come out when I’m ready. The biggest shift in my relationship to 

dance has been in the last three years. After my mother died, I was confused, lost, and sad. I had 

no idea how to cope or what to do next in my life. Then came the opportunity to apply to 

graduate schools. Around this time, I reconnected with a friend from college who was also in 

New York. I was living at an artist collective that reinvigorated my life and my soul. I was still in 

a black pit of despair, but I was starting to engage with people again.  
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Done with school for the time being and working part time, I occupied myself with going 

out. I spent time reacquainting myself with my home city, spending time with people at Flux 

Factory, the artist collective in Long Island City, and reaching out to friends. I tried to do 

everything I could to avoid and move past the gaping void in my life. Enter dancing in clubs 

throughout the city. The context and frequency of my dancing changed drastically. I poured 

myself into it. The more I did it, the more I loved it, and the more attention I received when I was 

out dancing. It fueled me but it also became an escape from my life.  

Once I was in the MFA program, it was only a matter of time until dance was 

purposefully integrated into my work. During my first year, I produced work that came from 

repressed experiences and feelings. It was fragmented – I was trying to keep my life and the 

work separate. I wasn’t ready yet for the next evolution of my work. 

That first year, I went out and danced a lot. It was a sure sign of my perfectionist, addict 

mind. If I was going to dance, I had to be the best dancer. All or nothing. The best or the worst. 

This extreme way of thinking dictates my dancing in public and its contingency on my body size 

(feeling sexier, exhibitionistic, and more willing to dance in public when I’m thinner or my 

“ideal weight”). But I digress; more on that later. I always associated dancing with joyfulness 

and fun. In the fall of my second year, a professor asked me what dancing meant for me, and 

what it did in the context of my work. She argued that it’s not always a source of happiness or 

pleasure. It made me think about the context of dancing in general, and the purpose that dancing 

serves in my life. 

As I came to terms with my grief, addiction, and feelings, I began making work in a 

different vein. There was a new openness of and context for the work, which, in turn, allowed for 

a wider perception of and relation to it. In my first year, the work was extremely carnal and 
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bodily à la Carolee Schneemann. It was like I was trying to repulse viewers and push them as far 

away from me and my life as possible (even though it was often my naked body on display). 

Funnily enough, the more I embraced my history and personal connection in the work, the more 

conceptual and abstract it became. Its accessibility and vulnerability let the work speak for itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 blue, 2017, 36 x 36 in Figure 1.2 layers (still), 2017, 31:22 mins 
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Figure 1.3 a dozen, 2018, 36 x 24 in 
 

Figure 1.4 a dozen, 2018, 36 x 24 in 
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When I go to dance at a club, I mean business. It’s fun and thrilling, but it’s also a test of 

endurance. With certain types of music, like house and techno, a synchronicity happens among 

the crowd. It’s easy to get into a trance-like state and dance for hours on end. At House of Yes, 

one of my regular spots in Brooklyn, I end up dancing fervently for a minimum of four, maybe 

five hours. The endurance of this level of dancing has spilled into my work as an artist. When is 

it just dancing and when does it become art? That’s a huge, subjective question that I can’t 

resolve, but I can explore how it functions in my life and art realizing that a lot of times, there’s 

not a clear distinction. 

In my first year in the MFA program, I experimented with dance as performance. 

Obviously, dance has always been seen as a valuable and entertaining form of art. However, in 

my artistic practice, dance had never expressly been a part of it. In December 2017 at Monte 

Vista Projects, I collaborated with a musician by dancing in response to the electronic music that 

he produced extemporaneously. Even though I had danced for years and had become very 

comfortable dancing on stage and being in the spotlight, designating this particular dance as a 

performance made me nervous. It was in a space deemed for artists and artistic creations – the 

gallery. It was the context of the performance that informed what I was doing with dance, 

movement, and collaboration.  

In March 2018, I danced on the subway while wearing wireless headphones as a site-

specific performance and social experiment. I didn’t ask for money, which is unusual when 

people perform on the subway in New York. The subway created a contrasting environment 

from club dancing and gallery performance for two reasons. It’s a small, crowded space that 

people can’t leave once the doors close. And, as a performer, I established a situation that 

nobody was verbally invited or forced to watch. They could not hear the music I was listening to 
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and money was not requested. Yet, people went out of their way not to look at me. This was my 

first experiment intentionally breaking down the context of dance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.5 flashes (still), 2017, 15:29 mins 
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Figure 1.6 dancing on the subway (still), 2018, 03:09 mins 
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Chapter Four: Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape 

 

“… sometimes even in the habitual course of life, the reality of this world disappears all at once, 
and we feel ourselves in the middle of its interests as we should at a ball, where we did not hear 
the music; the dancing that we saw there would appear insane” (Germaine de Staël, 293). 
 

At some point last year, I had an idea to film myself dancing in public while the sun was 

setting behind me. I love the sunset and the golden hour light that envelopes Los Angeles, so it 

felt like the perfect time of day in the perfect city. Spoiler alert, I never got around to it. Even 

better, it was the spark that ignited a collaborative project that is now my graduate project. I 

started in September 2019 and will keep doing it until the end of my MFA program, and beyond. 

I already see it as a continuous, long-term project. It fulfills me beyond a deadline for my 

graduate project show; it is an obsessive undertaking that will not be resolved by reaching a 

certain number of participants. 

Regarding obsessiveness, I find comfort and inspiration in Yayoi Kusama’s lifelong 

artmaking process. Her work manifests from psychological obsessions. “She has frequently 

spoken of her art making as both the symptom of and cure for her ‘obsession’ and more recently 

recalls her work ‘psychosomatic art’” (Munroe). I see this cycle of obsession as the chicken or 

the egg debate. Which came first? It’s not so much about the order, but rather how it fits into the 

process. Similar to Kusama, I see my work as both the symptom of and cure for my obsessions. 

Making work is a release for the insanity that occupies my mind. 

Dancing is a vital part of my life and informs my art practice. This project has expanded 

into a nine-month-long exploration of dance and movement, and their relationship to the magic 

hour at Ascot Hills Park in Los Angeles. When I started working on Collectively Dancing Alone 
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in the Landscape, I set parameters that helped determine the scope and context of the project. An 

intimate ritual has developed from these parameters that were initially established. 

This is what happens each time I engage someone to do it: I meet the person at Ascot 

Hills Park during golden hour (before the sun sets), and we walk up the hill to the spot at the top 

of the park that I use every time. It’s a steep incline at first that slowly levels out. The whole 

walk is about fifteen to twenty minutes long. During that time, even if it’s someone I already 

know, the walk opens up conversation that feels intimate and meditative. The conversations vary 

from anecdotal to personal to artistic to political. Sometimes I am more the conversationalist, 

and, other times, I am an inquisitive listener. It might have to do with the time of day, the usually 

hot air that cools down as we walk up the hill, or the way the landscape changes every time I go 

there. The park is now filled with lush greenery and abundant with thick weeds, grass, and 

flowers sprouting up everywhere that waver in the wind. The park is a jewel that oversees Los 

Angeles and feels removed from it at the same time. Even at sunset, it is sparsely populated.  

When we get to the top of the park, I set up my Digital Single Lens Reflex (DSLR) 

camera on a tripod. The quality of light in Los Angeles before and after sunset defines this 

project. I record from a low angle to emphasize landscape and sky. Over time, I’ve begun 

filming the subject waiting, before the dancing begins. It is also a time when both of us relish the 

expansive view of the city as the sun leisurely sinks towards the horizon. These moments of 

waiting and recording the landscape are essential to the project. It offers a contemplative 

counterweight in response to the various levels of dancing that occur in each encounter.  
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The duration of the participant’s dancing is determined by each person’s song selection. 

Listening to two songs sequentially and wearing wireless earbuds, each person becomes 

immersed in the music, dancing and moving alone in the landscape. The unseen wireless earbuds 

preclude me (and the viewer) from hearing the songs, and the ambient sounds of the park provide 

the soundtrack for the video. The anonymity of the music is crucial to the project because it asks 

more questions than provides answers. Are they all listening to the same music? Are people 

listening to music at all? Did they choose the music themselves? Why are they dancing in a 

public park?  

Now that I’ve done this project with over twenty people, including myself to better 

understand the experience, I have the utmost respect and appreciation for the trust and intimacy 

Figure 1.7 Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape (still), 2019, 18:09 mins 
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that is integral to the success and collaboration of this project. The participant willingly dances in 

public with the knowledge that they are being recorded with a camera and being watched by me 

in a space that is not the typical context for dancing, especially when dancing alone. Most of the 

time, particularly for those who are not professional dancers, the context for this project feels 

awkward or uncomfortable. That is precisely the point. There is nobody to watch or derive dance 

movements from. There is no blaring music, no darkness, no alcohol, no herd. It’s one person 

alone in the landscape developing movements in the moment. There is a triangle of trust, 

intimacy, and vulnerability that is at the core of the project. For each person, it’s an opportunity 

to do something they would not normally do or dance in a space that is unfamiliar and new.  

 

 

 
Figure 1.8 Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape (still), 2019, 11:50 mins 
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Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape exists in a sphere of public and private 

space. The wireless earbuds provide an immersive environment that encourages the participant to 

respond to the music as if they’re in their own world and nobody is watching. Most of the time, 

there are very few people in the vicinity. The spot for this project merges a typically private 

activity in a public location that is relatively secluded. I chose this location because there are few 

other public parks in Los Angeles that have a clear, beautiful view of the sunset and are not also 

crawling with people. 

One of the aspects I love so much about this project is watching the sunset. I adore 

sunsets and will never tire of seeing the sun go down. I find it beautiful, spiritual, and a humbling 

experience. It represents a higher power; it’s part of a system that is bigger than me and one that 

I don’t fully understand or need to. It’s a new experience every time I walk up to the spot in the 

park and sit on the ground with my camera. I’m enthralled as this huge, orange sphere engulfs 

the entire sky in a comforting and warm color palette. The sunset is consistently unique; even in 

small details, it’s never the same. On any given day of doing this project, depending on how 

clear it is, I see the sky change colors and turn into a gradient of hues that meld like a rainbow.  

There are certain sunsets I’ll never forget. One day, after I finished high school, my mom 

and I got takeout from Lifethyme, a health food store on Sixth Avenue, and walked over to 

Hudson River Park. We sat on benches and ate from our boxes while gazing at people walking 

by along the water. Summer in New York; it was humid, and the sun was dipping towards the 

horizon over Jersey City. We were bickering and laughing while trying to take a selfie that we 

were both satisfied with. Nearby, a couple looked over at us, and the woman asked if we wanted 

her to take a photo of us. Both of us were relieved as we relinquished aesthetic control to a 

stranger. There was a gorgeous sunset. I still have the photos of the sunset from that day. 
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As long as I can remember, I’ve been in awe of sunsets. They make me giddy, grateful, 

and hopeful. I’ve seen sunsets around the world, which brings a smile to my face just thinking 

about it. New York, London, Malta, Paris, Nice, Barbados, Costa Rica, Jamaica. The sunsets are 

all incredibly different depending on location, light intensity, color, and time of year. In 

Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape, the parameters that make the experience 

ubiquitous and consistent also create a new experience as time continues, months change, the 

earth’s position changes, and the people change. 

One of the threads that is sewn into my performance and video work is endurance. This 

project has multiple layers of endurance that enhance my commitment to and love for it. One of 

the benefits of doing this project over many months is seeing the location of the sunset behind 

the dancer shift, the participant’s starting point on the ground becoming marked and worn over 

time, and the weeds and grass having sprung up behind the person dancing. Each sunset is 

intrinsically different, but the framing and angle are consistent to emphasize the subtle changes 

of the sky over the course of the year. The endurance lies in my repetition of doing this over and 

over again with a new person each time, and each participant taking the time and resolve to do 

something physically and emotionally vulnerable.  

I consider this process a collaboration between me and each participant; each encounter is 

a sacred duet. This project funnels my obsessions with dancing, movement, bodies, endurance, 

and the highs and lows of life into a sublime experience and immersive multi-channel video 

installation. The installation is a sea of people dancing and moving at once, interjected with 

moments of stillness and waiting, together quietly building into a crescendo and chaos of 

movement, and then slowly fading into one or two frames of people still dancing. The 

installation fills an entire 20’ x 20’ wall in the CSUN Main Gallery, with as many as nine videos 
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playing at one time. Viewers never hear the music being danced to, the only sounds being the 

ambient noises of the park. 

I have the privilege of witnessing a spectrum of behaviors and performances, ranging 

from confidence, exhilaration, discomfort, hesitation, and timidity. No matter the kind of 

movements people portray, it’s a genuine delight to see how each person dances to the songs 

they have chosen. Each dancer is framed in silhouette, establishing a neutralizing sense of 

anonymity through which to view the collective experience of human expression. 

 
  

Figure 1.9 Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape, 2020, installation, size varies 
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Figure 2.1 Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape, 2020, installation, size varies 
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Figure 2.2 Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape, 2020, installation, size varies 
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Figure 2.3 Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape, 2020, installation, size varies 
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Chapter Five: All or Nothing – Mentality of an Addict 

 

“I think if you have the expectation that you’re going to be happy throughout your life—more to 
the point, if you have a need to be comfortable all the time—well, among other things, you have 
the makings of a classic drug addict or alcoholic” (Fisher, 105). 
 

I really like Carrie Fisher. First of all, she had a no-bullshit and forthright air about her 

that rivals my mom’s personality and makes me laugh out loud. Second, she was a sage, 

humorous, and intellectual human and writer who was vastly underrated. Third, for the simple 

reason that she was an addict, and as a fellow addict, I can relate to her stories and the mental 

disease of addiction, with laughter no less. Of course, there are some things I can’t relate to, like 

being famous or having bipolar disorder or being a drug addict or alcoholic (my addictions lie 

elsewhere). Still, I adore her candor and openness regarding trauma and mental illness, and her 

general anecdotes about her life. 

I like to think of myself as unique when it comes to being an addict. The truth is, all 

addicts think they’re alone, special and misunderstood. That’s what we all have in common; we 

all relate to each other’s experiences even when we think we’re different from everyone else. 

Growing up, I had a vague awareness of my parents’ sobriety but my understanding of it didn’t 

crystalize until I was a teenager, maybe even later. In recent years, the impact of having 

alcoholic parents, though both sober many years before I was born, is evident. Parents do the 

best they can, and eventually you no longer see your parents as infallible, perfect people. They 

struggle, make mistakes, and experience pain. 

Both my parents spent years seeking growth through Alcoholics Anonymous, therapy, 

and laying a spiritual foundation. As much as they tried to implement their tools of recovery into 

my life, I still had the classic makings of an addict. I’ve never consumed drugs or alcohol, but 
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here I am. The problem with addiction, whatever the substance, is that it’s really just a symptom 

of a bigger, underlying problem. It’s never enough. I always want more, knowing that it will 

never satiate me because what I’m missing or craving isn’t going to be filled by food, or any 

material substance for that matter. After a year of therapy, I’m beginning to see how early addict 

behavior and thought patterns affected me and are still intact in my way of thinking. I am 

powerless over my addiction and a lot of other things, which needs to be hammered into me 

incessantly. Coming from an addictive and alcoholic family, it’s a miracle that I managed to 

avoid consuming alcohol. Unfortunately, my addictive predisposition found other outlets. 

From a young age, I’ve always wanted to be “comfortable.” I suppose everyone wants to 

be comfortable, but what are the lengths some people will go to be comfortable? As the child of 

alcoholics, and born with an addictive personality, I found ways to indulge and try to be as 

comfortable as possible. For me, that comfort exists in food. As I sit writing this, it’s 1:04 am 

and I’m craving a giant bag of chips with salsa or maybe a bowl of freshly made guacamole (I 

make a mean guac). I curb this craving because a) I’m not hungry, b) I’m abstinent and trying 

not to eat compulsively, and c) I’m going on a date tomorrow night and don’t want to look or 

feel bloated (not the best reason, but an honest one).  

In my experience, eating disorders are heavily tied to body perception and obsession. I 

know I’m at home in Overeaters Anonymous when I hear people discuss things that I obsess 

over constantly in my head: what I look like in the mirror, how my clothes fit, my waist and hip 

measurements, my weight, what loopholes I can use to eat something I want (but really have zero 

control over) because I can totally eat food in moderation like a normal person (no I can’t), what 

I already overate, what I’m going to eat because I’m a fat piece of shit so fuck it I may as well 

binge my brains out, how I’m going to restrict myself the next day to make up for binge-eating 
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the night before, and being so angry at myself for not being able to control these tiresome 

thoughts and compulsive behaviors. Welcome to the land of addiction. But, as the big book 

states, there is a solution (Alcoholics Anonymous, 25).  

As we say in twelve step programs, progress not perfection. This is something I am still 

learning. My mind and behavior tend toward an all-or-nothing, I’m the-best-or-the-worst, restrict 

or binge, high highs and low lows, perfectionist mindset. Many addicts, food or otherwise, 

identify with this. It was a relief to find out how common this way of thinking is. There’s an 

adage you hear a lot in the rooms, which goes something like this: the way you can tell an addict 

from a regular person is if the car doesn’t start, a normal person goes inside to call roadside 

assistance. An addict calls suicide prevention. Funny, right? And, take it from me, it’s true.  

Ever since I was a little kid, I always wanted more. More food, more attention, more toys, 

more clothes, more tv time, more distraction. Food was the thing I grasped onto for solace and an 

escape. It was a source of ego and attention in high school, proving I could eat as much as or 

more than anyone. I started using food very consciously as a coping mechanism in college when 

life spiraled out of my control. Things like my parents separating, my mom’s ovarian cancer 

returning like dark clouds threatening hail and lightning over our lives, my dad’s PTSD getting 

retriggered and causing his isolating and emotionally distant behaviors, and leaving and 

relocating homes. My illusion of control was breaking apart, one event after another. I isolated 

myself in my dorm room, ate and buried my feelings in food and could not bring myself to 

communicate my anger, sadness, and resentment to my parents or to myself.  

I’m telling you my history and current throes of addiction with food and body obsession 

because it frames my work. It is still something I struggle with, but I’ve come to accept it and be 

gentle with myself as I navigate the world around me. I could view my disease as a hindrance, a 
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crutch, and an excuse, and on bad days I still do. But I no longer hide behind my addiction to 

avoid problems and life as a whole. Living on autopilot only gets you so far.  

I seek out thrills, escape, validation, and adventure in my work and life. Every day is a 

reprieve, which I need to remind myself of constantly. The work I make has turned into a 

productive and cathartic outlet for my ego-oriented needs as an artist and human. I indulge in the 

whims of my brain that often generate a visual and visceral experience for myself and the 

viewer, something that I can’t plan for until I trust the process and make the work. Another little 

adage from the twelve-step program that I love is, trust the process, and more will be revealed. 

How appropriate. 

Recurring themes prevalent in my work often reflect certain behaviors that stem from my 

disease as a food addict and body obsessor. The ways that they translate in the work are 

instrumental in conveying something very personal and specific, while transforming that into 

something relatable and primordial. Not enough of being nor having, filters into my work 

through the relationship of materials, bodies, and time. Obsession and compulsion manifest in 

the extreme fixation on my body and other bodies interacting with materials, indulging in high 

highs and low lows. Pain, futility, and endurance are essentially connected to the work I am 

compelled to create.  

To put both my artistic practice and my experience with addiction in perspective, Albert 

Einstein defines insanity rather deftly. He says, “The definition of insanity is doing the same 

thing over and over again and expecting different results.” I love this definition because it 

describes addictive and compulsive behaviors to a tee. They seep into my work as parameters or 

obsessions to work through, whether they be repetitive actions, videos, or live performances. By 
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addressing this insanity in my work, it simultaneously loses its power and gains momentum by 

taking a simple action. 

  

Figure 2.4 baking essentials, performance/video relic, 2018, 36 x 24 in 
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Chapter Six: Bodies, Performance, and Video as Collaborative Media 

 

“The reason I’m so interested in taking my body to those extreme places is that that’s a place 
where I learn, where I feel most in my body. I’m really interested in the repetition, the discipline, 
and what happens to me psychologically when I put my body to that extreme place” (Antoni). 
 

A lot of days, especially as I near the end of my MFA program, I wonder what my mom 

would say about the work I’ve been making since entering into this graduate program. It’s 

changed a lot since she was alive. I know she would be proud of me and support me, even if she 

didn’t totally understand what I was doing. She wouldn’t be afraid to critique it, of course, laugh 

at me when I was overthinking the process of creating, or listen to me bitching about my lack of 

motivation.  

I scream, you scream, we all scream…for bodies. I think about her body and my body 

almost daily: how they differ, how they are the same, how it’s impossible not to think of the 

dichotomy of my body thriving and decaying at every second, how I might someday get breast or 

ovarian cancer (or both) no matter how healthy a lifestyle I live, how her body was carved into 

and scarred from surgeries, how it was lumpy and bloated from the cancer, how she had a port 

living in her chest, and how my body is intact, smooth, and healthy. The notions of mortality are 

inevitably embedded in the core of my work, which delves into the synergy of bodies, 

movement, and space.  

The work unfolds through a cyclical process that is inspired by my interactions with and 

stimulation by the world. I engage with people, make connections, and do the activities I love 

most. These are vital to the eventual manifestation of artistic projects. At first glance, they may 

have nothing to do with my performance or video work, but my experiences in the world inform 

everything I make and will make in the future.  



 

 39 

A few nights ago, I was at Zebulon, a niche bar and music venue in Frogtown, Los 

Angeles, for a date. I love the atmosphere of Zebulon. It’s one of those places in LA that is easy 

to miss, but if you know about it, you’re fucking cool and with it. It’s a place that feels like a 

secret but is actually a well-known spot. Zebulon hosts a lot of experimental shows, and that 

night there was a live electronic-based music performance. I got there early so I stood up front, 

waiting for the music to start. The solo musician began playing his instruments, and a large 

projection started playing behind him. It was old, home footage, taken in the 1970’s maybe, and 

felt familiar. Soon after it started, I wished I had come by myself. I was transported back to New 

York City when I was a toddler, being toted around by my mother in a rebozo. In the film, like in 

my life, the mother and daughter were in a world of their own.  

The electronic music was haunting and beautiful in a way that made me want to cry while 

watching the super 8 home movie. The music came to a crescendo and then a decrescendo, and 

repeated. Even when my date arrived, we both kept watching, entranced. It made me think of 

when my mom reacted to really beautiful things while I hid my reaction. One time in high 

school, we were driving, and she pointed at the clouds and said in many, big words how pretty 

and interesting the clouds were. I lightly made fun of her and tried to keep talking. Taken aback, 

she asked me if I didn’t think they were a sight to behold (or something to that effect). Of course, 

I thought they were, but I didn’t want to admit it. Even with her, I couldn’t totally admit how 

things made me feel. I liked keeping those feelings to myself. 

Another time, we watched a movie that was a surrealist, fictional story with characters 

who did acrobatic, aerial, and silk performances. There was a dance between a man and a 

woman, with silks involved, and gorgeous non-diegetic music building on each graceful 

movement. She was enraptured. I was too but I couldn’t let her see it. I never wanted people to 
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witness my emotional reaction to something: a movie, performance, a story, a view. I remember 

her disappointment that I didn’t find it as moving or beautiful as she did. I’d like to think she 

knows how I react to the beauty and rawness of the world, but I can’t be sure.  

With this performance at Zebulon, I have to keep myself from crying. The film is sped up 

and choppy, all handheld by someone close to whomever the subjects are. The entirety of the 

film is a couple of years, but we watch these people’s lives unfold in thirty minutes. The majority 

of the film is shot in SoHo, New York. There are French subtitles and occasionally, there are 

subtitles in English. I don’t need to translate the French subtitles to be invested in this woman’s 

life. So much of the footage focuses on her with her baby. She has curly hair, like my mom, and 

traverses around the city with her child. They’re together in Central Park, outside of buildings in 

SoHo, playing together like time doesn’t have other plans. By the end, the daughter is a few 

years older, but they are still joined at the hip. The mother and child are frozen in time, in 

someone else’s archive. 

I see her love for the child and her willingness to take her around the city. The woman 

seems to have a joyful determination and a free-spirited bohemian nature that can only be found 

in downtown New York City. It makes my heart hurt and burst with longing and joy. My mom 

and I were inseparable, especially through the use of a rebozo in my first few years of life. There 

are shots of the mother up close, smiling and looking like there is nothing to ruin her day. The 

film is a love-letter to the woman and child and is also the way I see my mother. There are shots 

of the city during a blizzard, and it’s almost as magical to watch it on film as it is to watch in 

person. It makes me think of days in New York when there was a blizzard and the world stopped, 

like the day I was born.  
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I think my mother would share my reaction to this experiential performance. I’d give 

anything to tell her how I felt watching a mundane home video that, in that moment, was the 

most beautiful thing on the planet to me. I was not prepared to see something so affecting and 

intimate that I wished my date had flaked on me (and he is extremely good-looking). This is an 

example of my interactions with other performances and social events that contribute to the 

percolation of ideas. My projects are usually a slow burn of ideas that eventually consolidate into 

a more streamlined concept, but this is not always the case. I believe there is always an idea or 

impulse simmering, but I don’t necessarily wait for it to reveal itself to me in fullness. I’ve 

learned that I can’t always wait for an idea to be fleshed out while sitting in my studio. 
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bath 

Fall, 2019. One of my video pieces, performed privately in my home, was done on a 

whim. In a sense, yes, but also, no. About a year before, I was at a comedy show and the woman 

sitting next to me asked me what my name was, and we talked for a few minutes. She proceeded 

to tell me about a burlesque performer in the early twentieth century whose stage name was Tirsa 

and that she was known for doing wine baths in Coney Island. I gaped at her for a few seconds 

but was able to muster only a few words before the show started. I didn’t even get to ask her how 

she knew this random bit of information. After this conversation, I had a vague idea to maybe do 

some sort of modern wine bath, but I never did it. Also, I came to the conclusion that wine is 

very expensive and takes many, many bottles to fill a tub.  

In October, bath was born. Instead of wine, I used Pepsi. In the checkout at Vons, I was 

feeling pretty good because not only had I filled my cart with fifty dollars’ worth of Pepsi, but 

the one-liter bottles were on sale with my Vons card. A man and his eleven-year-old daughter 

stood behind me as I loaded the bottles onto the checkout conveyer.  

I heard him ask, “Are you having a party?”  

I turned around, and responded, “Not exactly. I’m gonna fill my bathtub with Pepsi.”  

His daughter’s face, with round glasses and wide eyes, looked equal parts perplexed and 

thrilled. She told me, “That’s so cool. There was a guy who filled his tub with soda and Mentos. 

Hope you don’t blow up your tub!”  

I laughed, saying “Don’t worry. I’m doing something a little less explosive. I’m gonna 

take a bath.”  

 I set up my camera angling down at the bathtub. I had to move fast because my tub 

always seems to drain no matter how much I flick up that stupid switch, and I had spent fifty 
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dollars on carbonated corn syrup. I made sure my camera was recording as soon as I started 

filling the tub with water and then Pepsi. I didn’t have enough Pepsi to fill the entire tub, but it 

was still a dark, unknown looking liquid sitting in my tub, even with water mixed in.  

This was a private performance that I experienced physically as well as psychologically. 

Translated into the medium of video, it allowed me to manipulate the footage into a sequence 

that contradicts what we see and experience in a mundane place like a bathtub.  

There were a few things that happened while I took my bath. One, it felt eerie but also 

cool to take a bath in soda. How many people can check that off their bucket list? Two, at two 

different points during the performance, I dunked my head into the Pepsi. The first time, I didn’t 

hold my nose and wasn’t expecting a sensory overload of Pepsi and bubbles to enter my mouth 

and nose, which is what happened. The second time, I held my nose and went under for as long 

as I could before I came up for air. I could feel the carbonation buzzing on my skin. Third, I laid 

very still in the tub as the liquid slowly drained around me. The feelings and observations I had 

during and after my bath are crucial to understanding my own process and what I’m trying to 

communicate at the core of my work. This work, alongside other projects like Collectively 

Dancing Alone in the Landscape, provides a juxtaposition of the sublime and the abject, this 

being the abject. Without saying anything, it conveys everything inside me: body obsession, 

grief, loss, addiction, and isolation. 

Abjection is not one singular experience. It is a form of extremeness, one that cannot be 

fully extracted from life. Julia Kristeva further explains on this concept, writing that: 

The corpse, seen without God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It is 
death infecting life. Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not part, from 
which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real 
threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us (Kristeva, 4). 
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These topics play out with the reactions people have to bath. It is a lengthy 47:30 minutes 

that does not make sense in time or speed. It is slowed down, played in reverse, and stitched 

together to create a non-linear, slightly bizarre, visual experience. It is similar to our concept of 

and association with the words bath, and bathtub, but it’s not quite right. Something is off. We 

tend to associate words like cleanliness, self-care, wholesomeness, and relaxation, with the word 

‘bath.’ This video is anything but. 

The walls are grimy, and the tub is filled with a dark, ominous liquid that eventually 

becomes apparent from the carbonated sounds and the bubbles, but it takes some time to reveal 

this. My body is very still in the video, bearing no signs of cleaning or scrubbing. When my face 

is visible, I do not look happy or serene. Maybe neutral at best. While screening bath for a class 

critique, I could feel tension in the air. A lot of people had visceral and psychological responses 

from watching it. My work can’t force people how to feel about it, and I certainly can’t, but there 

was something relevant about it that caught my peers’ attention. 
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Figure 2.5 bath (still), 2019, 47:30 mins 
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Figure 2.6 bath (still), 2019, 47:30 mins 
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Rinse and Repeat 

 Fall 2019. In my second year in the MFA program, a fellow student received funding to 

buy a giant, industrial-sized vat of petroleum jelly that was to be used by various students for an 

experimental exhibition on campus. I have no idea where the idea came from. Isn’t art school 

fun? A bunch of grad students participated in the show, but the jelly had barely been scraped 

into. A little goes a long way. When the show happened, I had wanted to do something 

performative with the jelly but couldn’t think of anything, so I didn’t participate. In December, I 

wanted to do something opposite from Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape, which had 

been usurping most of my time and energy. It occurred to me that the vat of petroleum jelly had 

gone relatively untouched over the last year. I talked to Professor Christian Tedeschi, the head of 

the sculpture area, to inquire about using it, and was given the green light. 

 This performance-turned-video piece is another example of the ebbs and flows in my 

process. At times, I have a concept that needs time to develop, and, on projects like this, the 

action of interacting with a material begets the idea. Taking petroleum jelly out of its usual 

context, I slathered gallons of it on my naked body one handful at a time. I started thinking of the 

performance as another form of a bath, but this one was the opposite of bath. In this 

performance, I was actively moving, and spreading the jelly on myself like I was rubbing myself 

with soap. It felt at once sensual, comforting, and cleansing. Piling on layers of jelly was a 

reprieve from my constant body obsession. My identity was stripped away, leaving room for my 

body to exist as a material. It was a carnal and visceral experience that focused on the 

squelching, goopy sounds and disgustingly soft nature produced by my body swirling around in 

Vaseline and kneading it like dough. The result was a 2:31 minute video of bodily and material 
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abstraction. Visually, there’s not a clear indication what the material is. Is it mashed potatoes, 

soap, snow, jelly? 

 Since my first semester in the MFA program, I’ve instinctively been drawn to covering 

my body with some kind of material, whether it’s food, paint, fabric, or soda. It is a binging and 

purging of the present state of my body. However temporary, it transforms it into another form, 

offering an escape from my skewed self-perception. But it also feeds my obsession with and 

need to touch my body, becoming a new tactile experience for my mind to wrestle with and 

embrace. I don’t have a more articulate answer for why I rolled around in a big pile of petroleum 

jelly; all I can say is that it was weird, fun, and very satisfying. Oh, and an excuse to be naked.  
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Figure 2.7 Rinse and Repeat (still), 2019, 02:31 mins 
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Figure 2.8 Rinse and Repeat (still), 2019, 02:31 mins 
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House of Fear 

 Fall 2019. I participated in House of Fear, an experimental show rooted in, you guessed 

it, fear. There were four of us, a combination of art graduate and undergraduate students, who 

collaborated with Todd, Sylke, and Matt of the Family Room Collective, a Los Angeles 

performance group. From the beginning, we dove deep. We engaged in interviews about our 

fears and what that looked like to us as a room. These ideas were funneled into creating the show 

and the ways it would change over time in the gallery: placement of furniture and walls, which 

videos were playing, and what the rooms looked like. My fears centered around the loss of my 

mother, cancer, and, dramatic as it may sound, impending death.  

 It was a multimedia show. There were videos, sculptures, paintings, writings, readings, 

and live performances at two receptions. One of the pieces I created was Playing Against Myself, 

an eight-minute video that plays on repeat in one of the rooms in the gallery. In the video, the 

perspective is flattened, leaving only the tennis court visible and me on the other side of the net, 

appearing to play tennis against someone who is not there, with no actual tennis ball. The viewer 

is left to piece together a narrative, if there is one, to see what is happening: movement out of 

context; a person running and swinging into a void where the illusion of reality and control is 

lost. 

The show was performative and collaborative on several levels. The performances were 

recorded live and projected onto the wall in the main room of the gallery, where the audience 

viewed the film as the action was occurring in adjacent rooms. We wore microphones throughout 

the performances, magnifying our voices, which served as an off-camera narration to the video 

of our performances. Todd and Matt alternated between rooms filming us while Sylke stood 

behind the audience, directing and overlapping the footage.  
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During the performance, I spent most of the time in my “bedroom.” The room consisted 

of a wooden bedframe, a chair, a video projection of me talking about my fears, a painting of a 

wilted flower, a television with the Playing Against Myself video on loop, a bedside hospital tray, 

and a lamp. For most of the performance, I sat on the bed frame while reading one page at a time 

from a pile of my journalistic and poetic writings, all written over the past year. There are a 

couple of occasions when Riley, one of the other performers, comes into my room and tries to 

interact with me. I ignore them and keep reading while they tear through the numerous sheets of 

paper I’m reading from. Riley goes from room to room, searching for a connection and wreaking 

havoc along the way. At the end, the four of us convene in the “living room” to discuss our 

feelings and experiences with the performance while still being filmed as the audience watches 

us from another room.  

It was a much more intense experience than I was prepared for. The performances were 

fictionalized and whimsical but were developed from our deepest fears, which is inherently a 

vulnerable place. Working as a small group, our vulnerability with and trust in each other 

flourished over the three months we spent building the show and, finally, inhabiting that world 

during two performances. Existing in a multiple-room space, House of Fear offered a warped 

sense of home. A place where our fears were unleashed, where reality and fantasy collided. 

Months later, I still don’t have the words to describe exactly what the “House” meant to me.  
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 Figure 2.9 House of Fear, 2019, installation, size varies 
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Figure 3.1 House of Fear, 2019, installation, size varies 
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Slow as Molasses 

 Spring, 2019. This performance is very simple. I laid out eighty glasses and flutes, poured 

molasses into each of them, and broke every glass, one at a time. The parameter is this: continue 

the performance until all the glasses are broken. This means going back to ones that didn’t break 

at all or fully the first time. Where it gets more complicated is drawing the line. Many of the 

performance artists that I’m influenced by push their bodies to extreme physical limits and in 

tests of endurance. Work by Chris Burden, Marina Abramovic, Janine Antoni, Adrian Piper, 

Elizabeth Streb, Tehching Hsieh, and Carolee Schneemann all involve various elements of time, 

body, endurance, and parameters that have influenced my work.  

 A camera was set up to record the performance, but it was foremost a live, public 

performance. However, Slow as Molasses functions both as a performance and as a video. It is a 

video in its own right, not only a form of documentation. There were some people watching, but 

from a distance. It was as if they were anticipating the extremity of the performance, which 

started harmless enough. I had to throw the glasses hard for them to break. It was slow at first, 

and then it intensified. The more glasses I broke, the more space was littered with broken glass, 

and the more I walked on it to get to the glasses I still needed to break. While it was happening, 

all I focused on was completing my task: break every single glass. It was a dangerous 

performance, but if I went back in time, I would do it again.  

The idea to do it stemmed from a curiosity with glass and the dichotomous beauty and 

chaos of breaking it. The molasses became another material to interact with: molasses with the 

glass, molasses with the floor, and molasses with my feet (and my blood). As I was preparing to 

do this performance, I considered what material to use inside the glasses. Molasses came to me 

because it felt almost dreamlike. It’s known as an ingredient, but people rarely use it to bake 
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unless it’s specifically for molasses cookies (I don’t know about you, but I don’t know anyone 

who eats molasses cookies). It’s thick, slow, and hard to work with. It has a bitter aftertaste.  

The saying, slow as molasses, is a phrase my mom occasionally invoked, but I never 

really heard other people say it. The association with my mom, coupled with its somewhat 

ambiguous appearance in glasses, gave me that aha! moment which led to my buying the entire 

supply of molasses at Vons. Lo and behold, about a year after this performance, I found another 

connection to my mom and this performance in her writing. I discovered a collection of her 

poems, and one of them, titled A Few of My Favorite Things, mentioned molasses as one of the 

aforementioned favorite things. This fortuitous, intimate connection makes my Slow as Molasses 

performance resonate beyond my initial intentions.  

My experience with materials has taught me a lot. Whenever I do a performance, I leave 

room for spontaneity. It never goes exactly as planned, which is one of the elements I love most 

about performance. It’s an opportunity for me to break from expectation and control, and to 

embrace uncertainty and failure. The type of the material I choose teaches me a lot. It took a 

whole twenty minutes to break the glasses, but it felt like hours. My feet had pieces of glasses 

stuck inside and they were bleeding by the end, but it was a good kind of pain in the moment. 

When I was getting the glass removed at urgent care, it hurt like hell.  

During the performance, I was in a mindset that I can best describe as resolute. My heart 

was beating fast, but I was calm. This kind of performance is on the extreme end of the 

spectrum; it gave me a temporary high (I can’t get enough). I was resilient, indomitable, given 

attention, and lauded as brave yet also stupid. On the surface, the performance is impulsive, 

reckless, and hazardous. As my mother would say, au contraire. This piece embodies the two 

sides of the coin to my practice and to my life: celebrating the sublime and acknowledging the 
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abject, enduring the pain and basking in the euphoria, restricting my body in some ways and 

binging with it in others. To “learn to sustain the pain you’ve chosen” is crucial to enduring, and 

thus, enjoying life (Manson, 158). Failure and success, pain and happiness are symbiotic 

relationships – one does not exist without the other. My experience with this performance was 

thoughtful, methodical, and intentional. It came from an extremely personal and psychological 

place, but it gives people a choice: to see what they want to see and to take from it what they 

will, to view it at face-value or go deeper. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Slow as Molasses (still), 2019, 18:43 mins 
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Figure 3.3 Slow as Molasses (still), 2019, 18:43 mins 
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Figure 3.4 Slow as Molasses (still), 2019, 18:43 mins 
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Running 

Fall 2018. I was a student-athlete in college and dedicated an hour every weekday to 

strength and conditioning. We had a head strength and conditioning coach, Courtney, who 

helped us to be the best athletes we could be. After my first few workouts with her, I was 

addicted. This is not an exaggeration. I would go everyday no matter what, even if it meant being 

late to tennis practice. The workouts gave me focus, commitment, strength, and a sense of 

community. I was empowered from working out with other strong and determined women. 

Courtney never lowered her expectations or eased her rigorous workout plans. As part of our 

workout routine, sometimes we used giant resistance bands for a brutal exercise which consisted 

of one person inside the band, and another squatting behind while holding the slack of the band. 

The first person would run as fast and hard as possible, while the second person created as much 

resistance as she could.  

 I never forgot about the band, and it came back to mind as an idea centered on resistance 

and containment. It was a live, public performance and had only three materials in addition to my 

body: the resistance band, two metal hooks nailed to the wall to secure the band, and the wall. I 

set it up so that instead of relying on another person, I was resisting and attempting to escape an 

immovable force: the wall. The band was installed on the wall, and I put the band around my 

waist.  

The parameter was simple: run as hard and fast as I can until I’m too tired to keep 

running. I will admit, I thought I would last a lot longer than I did. It was an intense 

performance, emotionally and physically. It took place in one of the critique rooms in the Art 

Department, and a lot of people watched the performance. There are details that come to mind 

from the performance, like my knees and palms smacking the hard floor every time I fell down, 
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being so out of breath I could barely breathe, and knowing however hard I tried to run, it was 

ultimately an exercise in futility. 

The content of the performance, and the title, Running, were simple and direct, but 

allowed viewers to interpret as they saw fit. A surface-level interpretation: there’s a woman 

running as hard as she can but not getting anywhere. Going deeper, it can be perceived as an 

attempt to run from inescapable problems and pain. At the next level down, we can talk about 

concepts of futility, resistance, endurance, pain. Why do it in the first place? To feel alive, to be 

validated, to express my inner turmoil in something other than words, to focus on one simple 

task no matter the difficulty, to push my body to its limits. Where does that leave my mind? It 

turns off to other feelings, thoughts, and pain. My only thought during the performance was 

pushing my body as hard as I could even if it was just for a few minutes. 
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Figure 3.5 Running (still), 2018, 09:06 mins 
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Figure 3.6 Running (still), 2018, 00:11 mins 
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Figure 3.7 Running (still), 2018, 00:09 mins 
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Loop 

 Fall 2018. When I visited CSUN for the first time in October 2016, I was given a tour of 

the department by one of the current MFA students, who is now a good friend and close 

collaborator, Michelle Nunes. When I met her, she was smart, funny, and easy to talk to; I 

instantly liked her. Our friendship developed naturally over the next couple of years. We liked 

and understood each other’s work. In my second year of the program, we talked about 

collaborating and discussed parameters for a potential performance. How could we merge our 

processes and work in relation to bodies and movement? 

 After a few conversations, we hashed out our fundamental parameters for the 

performance: one, keep eye contact with each other; two, mimic any movement that registers 

within sight (in our peripheral vision); three, give priority to the movement in progress (before 

picking up a new movement from the audience); and four, all movements are executed in slow 

motion. Now, to explain the performance. We did it twice, and both times were during classes in 

which our peers were our materials. We instructed people to circle loosely around us. Michelle 

and I stood a few feet apart from each other in the middle of the circle, maintaining eye contact 

the entire time. Using our peripheral vision, we mimicked one movement at a time that we saw 

in the audience, at a slower pace. It was whatever we glimpsed: a shifting of feet, an elbow 

raising, a person bending to the side, a facial movement. Whichever one of us copied a 

movement, the other would follow and mimic, in real-time.  

It became a layering and feedback loop of bodily communication, movement, and 

control. In the first iteration, people were not aware that we were taking our movements from 

them out of the corner of our eyes. After feedback from the first performance, and people not 

noticing the origin of our movements, we refined our second performance. Our pace was a little 
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bit faster, which made it more obvious from what and how we were moving our bodies. We were 

building off of each other’s gestures that originated from an outer ring of bodies that were barely 

perceived from the edges of our vision. It turned into a continuous, evolving loop of movement 

like the game Telephone. Instead of words, no initial bodily gesture remained the same after our 

generative translation of it. We were absorbing and abstracting bodies through simple parameters 

and actions.  

In the second iteration, towards the end, it dawned on our peers what was happening, and 

people became more intentional with their movements and gestures. Our peers were suddenly 

conscious of every little gesture their bodies made. They were in control of our bodies, and what 

we did with them. The tables were turned. We were puppets, and they the puppeteers. We ran out 

of time soon after that shared epiphany, but I’ve often wondered how it would play out in 

different circumstances. For instance, doing it somewhere publicly like the Venice Boardwalk or 

in Hollywood, with no context, and for a much longer period of time, perhaps an hour or more. 

How far would people push our bodies, willingly or unknowingly? 

The parameters we set incorporated and broke down concepts of time, mental and 

physical endurance, and empathy. With time, there was the outer layer of the amount of time we 

set for the performance. Another layer in, there was the possibility of movement from the people 

watching us, if and when they chose to, which was something Michelle and I had no control 

over. A further layer in, there was the amount of time we chose to process their movements and 

how slowly we then mimicked those gestures; an action prompting a reaction, and so forth. 

Without specifically addressing endurance in our discussions, it is naturally a part of this 

performance. Our constant eye contact, the continuous processing and feedback of movement, 

and our trust in the audience were each a facet of endurance. Doing it just for twenty minutes 
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was intense. By the end, my eyes were streaming from my preserved eye contact with Michelle. 

While staring at her eyes the whole time, my eyesight blurred. It took an inordinate amount of 

concentration to sustain that connection throughout the performance. Our feedback-based and 

body-oriented performance generated empathy from our viewers and initially unknowing 

participants through the immanent commonality of bodies in motion. This empathy helped to 

maintain an emotional connection during the performance, allowing for deeper connections 

among Michelle and me, the performers, and our peers, the viewers. 
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Figure 3.8 Loop (still), 2018, 09:14 mins 

Figure 3.9 Loop (still), 2018, (second iteration) 22:35 mins 
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Dancing on Stories 

 Since 2017, one of my ongoing performances that is more of a daily (sometimes weekly) 

practice, is the collection of fifteen-second video clips of me dancing in my apartment. I dance to 

a song, usually for one to two minutes, and post the video to my Instagram stories in fifteen-

second videos that play one after the other. I pick a song that is accessible to Instagram stories, 

so viewers can watch the video and hear the music I’m dancing to (contrary to the audio in 

Collectively Dancing Alone in the Landscape).  

Some artists doodle or sketch; this is my doodling. It loosens up my mind and body and is 

fun. It’s an easy practice that makes me happy and fulfills my incessant need to know what I look 

like on camera. It provides a positive means of action when I feel inferior or dispirited. It fuels 

my obsessions with my body, dance, and the repetition and evolution of movement over time.  

Dancing on Stories is an adaptable part of my practice that has grown since day one. It 

began as a distraction from grief when I was at home by myself. It has been with me on the 

streets of New York, in my apartment, when I traveled to Europe two years ago and went to 

Barbados last year, at clubs, when I’m stuck in traffic, on a Sunday morning after drinking 

coffee, and especially now, during the stay-at-home order in Los Angeles. Similar to Collectively 

Dancing Alone in the Landscape, these stories are singular and in the moment, but when viewed 

together, they create an entirely new environment that weaves together a narrative of movement 

and time.  
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Figure 4.1 Dancing on Stories (stills), 2020, 00:15 mins 
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Figure 4.2 Dancing on Stories, 2018, installation, size varies 
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Purgatory 

 Fall 2018. This was the first piece I made that openly acknowledged my grief and the 

slow deterioration of my mom’s mind and body before she died. The video has a non-linear 

narrative that is guided by my memories, which I reveal in voice over, as it plays on loop. While 

my body swirls around in water in slow motion, I describe the slow decay of my mother’s body 

and the ways our roles switched. The camera is in clear, blue water with bright, natural light 

bouncing into the pool, contradicting the grim narrative. The water has connotations of the womb 

and birth while I talk about death and decay. Water is a loaded signifier; we’re born from water, 

significantly comprised of water, and need water to survive. It’s a part of life that is pertinent to 

everyone and integral to the cycle of life. This video presents a visceral and honest connection to 

my mother, one that never fades even as my memories do.  

 Currently, I’m sitting on my couch with my windows open. There’s a peaceful breeze 

swaying in from my balcony. It blows my sheer curtains further into my living room. It’s week 

seven of the Coronavirus quarantine, and the final two weeks of my MFA program. Similar to 

Purgatory, I’m trapped in my body consumed by a heightened sense of grief and my addictive 

urges, with no place to put them except back into my body. I haven’t felt this isolated, grief-

stricken, or disoriented since the day my mom died three-and-a-half-years ago. There’s a fucked-

up irony and moral-of-the-story benefit buried under all my resentment and hopelessness. Now, 

truly alone with minimal distractions, I have a deep despair that is liberating in a way that I 

whole-heartedly dislike. I have to feel the anger, pain, and grief, as they exist – no distractions 

and no immediate end in sight. No club dancing, eventful social gatherings, in-person dating, 

eating in restaurants, seeing movies in theatres, shopping, or traveling. I’m slowed down, 

allowing my emotions to catch up with my body, as much as I might resist. 
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Figure 4.3 Purgatory (still), 2018, 03:45 mins 
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Figure 4.4 Purgatory (still), 2018, 03:45 mins 
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Conclusion 

 

 It’s a loud, bustling day in New York. I don’t know what time of year it is but I’m going 

to guess summer because it’s warm and I’m wearing shorts and jelly sandals. I don’t know 

exactly how old I am, maybe three or four years old. I’m with Mom and Dad and my friend, 

Olivia, at the Bleecker Street playground. I stare, transfixed, at the older kids swinging across the 

monkey bars with ease. Dad goes across the street and gets us sandwiches from the deli that’s 

been there for decades. Mine’s a turkey sandwich. We sit at one of the picnic tables and dig in. 

The sunlight splinters across our bodies.  

 It’s a simple memory, but it’s one of my earliest and feels safe and beautiful. It’s my 

version of Utopia. I’m home.  
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Appendix: Selected Writings in Collaboration with Karen de Balbian Verster 

My Words 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Your compulsive tendencies  
ordering and fitting each item in the bag like  
Tetris,  
one of the few things you are the puppeteer of 
 
Like two peas in a pod 
or a two-person assembly line 
we work together 
 
Sometimes we forget to bring our own 
bags, and I see the stress rise in your bones 
I tell you it’s fine, we’ll remember them 
next time 
 
a routine so mundane it becomes tedious  
a constant in our lives 
a weekly ritual  
 
Until the day your independence  
screeches to a stop  
we are still a pair, albeit a fissured pair 
 
You order the groceries online and 
I begrudgingly go to the store and gather 
the eight double-bagged plastic bags 
 
a routine so mundane it becomes tedious 
a constant in our lives 
still a weekly ritual  
until the day you dissipate 
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A Ford model and a voracious writer 
A cancer patient with a bald head that  
marveled 
 
I am Obsessed with her 
I want to be her carbon copy 
 
In baldness I see a striking semblance 
the tip of her nose 
the contours of her collar bone 
 
Her smile and her boisterous laugh and  
the BRCA2 gene she gifted  
 
Someday I may have a mastectomy and a 
hysterectomy to match. Twins. 
 
 
 
I wait for you to come back 
  
like in a dream made of  
a face that doesn’t  
quite make sense 
 
you’re on the other side, 
through molasses 
 
 
 
Giddy with grief  
I wait for it to pass 
My vision gets smaller and my appetite  
Bigger 
 
my body expands to accommodate  
the company I stuff down my gullet 
 
it doesn’t disperse  
I push it down further 
churning and digesting 
Ready to rise up my throat and strike  
again 
 
I’m defeated in a vortex that  
won’t spit me out 
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put on those faded leather boots  
you’ll be dancing four hours at least  
assert your body, devious child  
 
don’t think too hard  
remember when you  
twirled in circles and  
crawled under tables 
 
hear the music pulsing?  
I know you do 
people gaze like sheep  
be a gazelle and leap  
 
a breath into viscid air  
dance until you’re worn and sick  
of moving  
 
 
 
 
 
 
fill me, I beg 
to my carnal, primal urges 
daringly insipid  
 
disgusting in their prime porous holes 
sealed like wet concrete  
bubbling and burrowing deeper inside 
 
help! I changed my mind, but 
the concrete molds and forms 
encasing my desperate plea 
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unseemly scents lure me on the street; 
Bleecker Street pizza with  
the freshest mushrooms  
 
with garbage bags tossed and 
piled on the street  
and trees smiling sweetly  
 
the wind taps me on the shoulder 
and seventh ave winks at me;  
its precious street carved with  
the hustle and bustle of a Tuesday 
 
 
 
 
 
 
They were her diamond studs and she never took  
them off  
I admired them across the room and up close  
when I curled in the crook of her arm 
  
Sometimes they looked like a cloudy sky. They  
weren’t shiny, dazzling diamonds. They were  
ordinary studs.  
 
Diminished in the hospital bed, her open  
mouth sagging and her glassy eyes pointed  
upwards, I see them.  
 
I want to take them for myself. I am a  
graveyard thief, stealing from a vulnerable  
corpse. Instead, I take a selfie with a bloated  
body 
  
The cremators save the studs 
a stud in each lobe, I never take them off 
 
 
 
 



 

 81 

 
 
 
It’s like the goldilocks chair,  
but it never quite fits  
It’s only comfortable for a few minutes 
I want a chair that I can sit in for hours,  
but this one isn’t it  
 
I feel obligated to provide comfort and warmth  
I force myself to sit,  
and the chair defies gravity 
I’m being pulled down towards the floor,  
but I’m stuck on the wall 
 
the room shifts around me  
my eyes are blurry, and 
I see burning lights  
the walls are sliding down around me  
I don’t know how to get down 
 
 
 
 
 
Making pancakes together is a supple dream 
flipping buckwheat pancakes  
in a test of perfections 
 
They’re bubbling; mumbling like they have a  
secret  
Quick, she says, guiding me while I wobble  
with the long spatula  
 
Barely tall enough to use the stove  
I flip them shakily, dipping my foot in the pond 
Rippling into a sloppy curve 
a deformed pancake is all I see  
 
We put bananas and walnuts in next  
pushing them in like buttons  
I watch the edges get crispy and brown  
That’s how you know they’re done  
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I see a paradise in the distance 
Is it clouds, or a city?  
maybe that’s what heaven looks like  
It’s hard to tell from this small window 
with streams of light pouring in 
 
I can almost smell the fresh air,  
but the window is locked, and  
the view shifts from here  
I want it to be my city  
Cleaner 
not quieter though, never quiet  
 
the clouds are golden-gray and puffy,  
proving clouds are never gone for good 
I imagine reading a book in the clouds  
like I’m swinging in a hammock  
Oh! now it turns to the beach 
an immaculate beach that I can practically step onto  
 
the sand seems so close 
I see a hammock strung up between two palm trees  
I wonder where this is, but I suppose it doesn’t matter 
I smell the salty, briny air and hear seagulls dipping through the air 
 
the bright, sunny light changes to a dark, overcast day 
a storm is coming 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I don’t understand what your problem is.  
You sure you want that?  
Do you think it’ll satisfy your  
sweet tooth? 
I think you have rotten teeth 
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bodies,  
 
this body, 
 
blood,  
 
dirt,  
 
molasses,  
 
Pepsi,  
 
flowers, glass bottles and flutes,  
 
pink paint and journals,  
 
white fabric cut downtown 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
the scent of her skin, her belly laugh, 
her ferocity, her candor, her fragility,  
her paintings and collages and poems 
her green and yellow eyes and wild hair 
these things I miss so much it makes  
my throat tight and my teeth clench  
 
it’s not fair, I scream into the abyss - 
it crawls into my pores and shields my eyes,  
pulling me under,  
back in the arms of my disease  
into a soft and seductive hole all by myself 
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We 
love to 

torture ourselves.  
We 

are more 
masochistic 

than we give credit. 
It doesn’t take choking 

or a paddle to 
the ass 

or being tied up 
to lose feeling.  

The 
stories we 

tell 
do plenty. 
Dripped in 

honey; 
it’s 

sweet and it 
sticks. 

 
 
 
 

 
a maverick among other things,  
 
I fall in love with a city shrouded  
by skyscrapers and tiny ants  
 
high up, the raindrops are fat, 
falling heavily on my skin  
 
I get wet looking down 
and see through rusted cracks 
  
a maverick, among other things 
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He makes me want to  
dance on glass and  
grind my teeth on  
Hershey kisses.  
 
Is this love? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a 14-year-old girl creeps out of her room around midnight  
the hallway is deserted  
her hair is parted into French braids. she tucks her earbuds in,  
clenches her iPod Nano, and starts moving  
 
she glances around, feeling self-conscious but determined 
she puts on her favorite song and turns up the volume 
she punches the air in time to the music 
she practically leaps down the hall, jumping into her own world of joy  
 
she’s in shorts and a mismatched tank top 
it’s July in Barcelona; the humid heat drums on her skin 
she wavers, catching a glimpse of color and movement 
a 16-year-old boy she has a crush on, and his friends,  
come around the corner  
 
they stumble, standing awkwardly, and  
watch a girl dance in circles and sing off-pitch  
to a song they can’t hear 
the boy unveils a shy smile 
she catches his smile, heart pounding 
 
one of them nudges the boy and they  
retreat toward their room. music still playing,  
she picks up the pace, 
and disappears down the hall 
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I have this memory that feels more like a dream: 
 
I writhe on the floor to one of my dad’s old vinyl  
records 
 
Maybe it’s The Rolling Stones or Cream,  
I can’t recall. The sun dotes starbursts and stripes of  
light on my skin  
 
Mom and Grandma sit at the kitchen table, letting  
their tea steep 
 
Out of the corner of my eye, I see them talking and  
watching me from a distance. They think I’m in my  
own world, unaware 
 
I hear Mom say how much I seem to love dancing  
 
In my mind, I shrug, and keep twisting my eight- 
year-old body on the carpet 
 
I move to the music; an avalanche tumbling down 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m drowning but I stay afloat  
like a buoy bobbing in the sea,  
I drift 
 
The water rises but I seize the tide 
like bubbles escaping a Vintage seltzer,  
I pop  
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Sturdy and resilient,  
with those green veins  
snaking through,  
I admire their freckled elegance 
 
Snappy and tender 
they are the hands that reassure me 
and squeeze me and point to my 
messy room 
 
No longer gripping flutes and cigarettes,  
but paint brushes and inked pens, her  
fingers flail over tight edges and crisp paper 
 
Her olive-skinned hands crackle in delight 
while oolong tea steams and steeps  
It echoes in my ears; the Colorado river  
spilling through the canyon 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I walk in and stand in the studio  
with bright sunny light filing in  
 
an old iMac sits in the corner  
and plays “fade into you” on  
loop. I don’t need to tell you  
who sings it 
 
a breeze floats into the empty  
room 
except for me  
 
the room feels full 
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The waves crash like a dog too excited  
to see me, a bull too desperate to  
slow down, lunging for my chest,  
begging for attention  
 
Sometimes it’s strong, racing towards  
me like a hurricane 
 
Other times it gives up before  
reaching my toes, and gently  
recedes back to its master, the moon 
 
When it engulfs me, I’m held. A rough  
cloud made of silk, clutching my hand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’m happy nervous excited and thrilled 
to be in 
 
the luxurious business of  
euphoria  
and  
destruction  
 
it’s the year of the binge  
 
and my stomach is empty like a  
liquor cabinet 
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I’m not desperate,  
I just want a companion, a  
friend if you will, to make time 
go faster. I need sunlight 
like anyone else, but please  
don’t drown me.  
I like sitting on  
the edge 
where I can be taken care of 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Time is a frustrating matter 
it doesn’t tell us anything 
save for the White Rabbit  
that savior of time to remind 
us how to keep moving and  
smother the timepiece 
tick tock… tick tock… tick tock… 
clasping it tightly until  
we’re stroking nothing but the air 
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She takes her time seeing things, unfurling scenes  
through green and orange rings. sometimes closer to  
blue and yellow like a sunflower twisted in the sky;  
like mine 
 
She casts her hands at the sky, saying “aren’t those pink  
clouds beautiful?”  
with urgency  
I open my mouth to speak  
 
She slows, unhurried by time,  
like molasses spilling its secrets 
while I trip to stay on her toes, 
tracing this dance in my mind  
 
Her sharp eyes pierce through like  
the sun breaking clouds. 
some might call them beady until she bursts out  
laughing, 
a laugh that hollers from deep in her belly and splits  
into a wide smile 
 
She tries hard to fool. But I know her. I know what is underneath. 
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Her Words 

 
He Picks Good Peaches 
 
He picks good peaches, 
always firm and sweet,  
never mushy. Surely 
that is a worthy trait 
in a man. To possess 
the sensitivity to divine  
the true nature of something  
that always looks good on the outside 
regardless of its inside. The acuity  
to read the Braille of its surface - 
fingertips gently questing, never bruising - 
and penetrate its heart. Two entities exchanging energy- 
horses rubbing noses - 
and then becoming one through ingestion. Juice 
is involved as in all fun activities,  
juice that is meant 
to be licked. Juice that proclaims 
its time on the tree  
when sunshine is absorbed and added 
to the current of life. 
 
Rubbed, ingested, absorbed, 
we are now more than we were 
apart. 
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On Finding a Dead Bird 
 
On the shrunken boards of our deck 
the bird lies, perfect but eyeless 
fallen prey perhaps to West Nile Virus -- 
sightless in Gaza 
gazeless in saga -- 
and I think, 
“Death should be more visible.” 
 
In the palm of my hand 
the bird feels weightless 
ephemeral as a magician’s trick --  
sleight of hand 
sleight of body -- 
and I think, 
“Death should be heavier.” 
 
In the baggie I have placed it 
the bird melts into a dark sludge 
crawling with maggots -- 
ABCs in a child’s primordial soup 
of deoxyribonucleic acid 
and I think, 
“Death should be more comprehensible.” 
 
While I ponder its disposal 
the maggots and sludge disappear  
and the ensuing vacuum shrink-wraps the bird’s remains inside the baggie  
an astronaut’s pouch of bones and feathers, hold the gravy. 
Plastic is today’s amber 
preserving itself forever 
and I think,  
“Death should last longer.” 
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A Few of My Favorite Things 
 
Fountain Pen: 
I fill its shaft with violet ink 
until it swells with purple prose, 
and bursts upon the virgin page,  
irrevocably staining it. 
Molasses: 
A slow puddle of molten desire 
expands to subsume what is called for, 
the sticky excrescences of diurnal yearning, 
opening sweetly as just-baked ginger snaps. 
Ski Slope: 
I drift lazily upwards like a mosquito 
seemingly without motivation, secretly  
drawn by hot blood, going in for the kill,  
down for the count, multiple times. 
Peppermint: 
Brazen hussy in see-through wrapper 
reveals the rouge she’s saucily spread 
on her white physique, offering no protest 
as I suck on her until she’s gone. 
Bowling: 
Fingering the ball, probing its unknown hole, 
I reluctantly let go, then watch the trajectory of 
its passion to its explosive finale, 
white pins flashing in all directions. 
Finger Food: 
While one nervously awaits the start 
of something good, the waiter comes 
to the rescue, offering a fine variety 
of delectable options. 
Static Electricity: 
I watch the brush wade through her river of hair 
creating shivers of expectation 
as individual strands become electrically  
erect. 
Chicken Breast: 
Pale pink and passive, the breast 
lies awaiting its release from frigidity, 
still, it gasps when it hits the grill 
even as it becomes plump, white and juicy. 
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The Black Shoes of Sylvia Plath 
 
Monumental as tombstones in an open field, 
morbid as vacated coffins, 
giving no hint to what filled them 
other than that their owner 
desired to draw them; 
lying abandoned and  
inert as black ice, 
awaiting what? Feet to step into them 
and take them to a better place? 
 
She wrote about them too: 
“You do not do, you do not do 
Any more, black shoe 
In which I have lived like a foot 
For thirty years, poor and white, 
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.” 
She depicted her daddy 
as a black-hearted Nazi 
who wanted her gassed as a Jew, 
whom twice she tried to get back to, 
the second time succeeding, adieu. 
 
Was her choice of gas symbolic –  
I’ll show you, Daddy, I’ll co-opt your destruction of me --  
or simply a matter of convenience –  
how commonplace to see  
a 60s housewife with her head in the oven? 
 
Did she laugh as she freed her self from her black-shod past? 
Did she start to get giddy? Did she kick off her shoes? 
Did they land exactly as she’d drawn them? 
Those sentinels of denial,  
those harbingers of unhappiness,  
those crows battening on her post mortem repute, 
those “size-seven patent leather shoes [she’d]  
bought at Bloomingdale’s one lunch hour 
with a black patent leather belt and black patent leather pocketbook 
to match,” the summer she interned at Mademoiselle, 
for “the person in The Bell Jar, black and stopped as a dead baby.” 
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Her Words, Her Hand 
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