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Notes on The Shape of Water

 I choose not to name myself a particular kind of artist. My title is not 

Video Artist, Performance Artist, Musician, or Writer. I have tried to characterize 

myself in that way before (as a painter) and it was a mistake. Moment to moment, 

project to project, I am some combination of names or none of them at all. I am 

a collection of fragments which are constantly rearranged and altered. I welcome 

this change, striving to embody the kind of fluidity I contemplate within my work. 

	 If	one	looks	at	a	fluid—for	example	a	body	of	water,	one	cannot	

say	what	shape	the	water	itself	is	because	it	is	constantly	in	flux.	One	must	

zoom	out	and	examine	the	bigger	picture—the	vessel	the	water	is	in,	the	

temperature	of	the	room,	the	observer	disturbing	the	surface	with	her	breath.	

At	this	point,	the	only	conclusion	that	can	be	drawn	is	that	the	water	has	

no	shape	other	than	“water-shape”,	or	that	it	takes	on	the	shape	of	its	its	

environment,	which	itself	is	changing.	So	how	can	I	talk	about	the	shape	of	

water?	With	analogies,	poetry,	metaphors,	intuition,	and	in	relation	to	other	

liquids	or	its	container.

 There is a problem that arises from this inability to name myself— a 

trouble in the nature of fluidity. Inherent in this state is the risk of instability, of 

never developing a fixed routine with which I can examine closely and refine 

with precision. There is no “shape” to my practice. We name things for a reason, 

categorize them, attempt to freeze or harden— so that we can point to them, 

study them deeply, and try to understand, describe and communicate about 

them. Often the result of this process is quite the opposite of our aim.

	 If	we	freeze	the	water,	or	take	a	photograph	of	it,	then	we	can	measure	

and	specifically	determine	its	angles	and	vertices.	We	can	give	this	collection	

of	measurements	a	name	“FQZQ”	and	happily	declare,	“the	water	is	FQZQ	

shaped!”	But	in	the	morning,	after	a	contented	dreamless	sleep,	perhaps	we	

awake	to	find	that	there	has	been	a	power	outage.	The	freezer	is	warm	and	the	

water	is	no	longer	FQZQ	shaped.	The	likelihood	of	ever	seeing	it	in	the	shape	



of	FQZQ	again	is	slim	to	none.

 This is a concern that I struggle with on a daily basis. If I refuse to name 

myself or declare who I am to the world, how will I speak of myself and my ideas 

with conviction and honesty? How can I avoid lying, or at the very least speaking 

about something from the past as if it were in the present? Perhaps the key is to 

allow this freezing and hardening occur, and then to deliquesce—to examine, 

name, and identify, and then watch these shapes and meanings degrade, morph, 

and disappear in a constant cycle —to lie, and then to come clean— to find 

myself in order to lose my self.

	 What	we	gain	from	the	process	of	hardening	is	an	archive	of	how	water	

can be shaped.	Its	potential	forms,	although	unfixed	and	largely	unrepeatable,	

nonetheless	speak	about	the	nature	of	water	and	its	environment	at	the	time	

of	its	hardening.	The	archive	tells	us	a	story	of	the	water,	its	histories	and	its	

relationship	to	its	contexts	and	observers.

I am learning to maintain a purposeful oscillation between the poles of 

naming, justifying, and analyzing, and intuitive maneuvering without rigidity or 

strict control. In order to live I have to change, rot, fade, and fail. My self is a 

fluid and shifting constellation of fragments. My work is an archive of potential 

arrangements of my self in its coagulated state. This archive is important, as is 

the named and hardened self. But perhaps more interesting is the mystery and 

mutability of what lies between— the fluid that cannot be measured or grasped.







Writing





I could fall through 

any thing/any thing 

could fall through me

If my absence aligns perfectly 
with its own holes

we slide across one another
without friction
cool as if alone

as if neither moved an inch
Cool as in gone.

A slight breeze can be felt
somewhere near the 

surface—
quick lilt in the unseeable

hairs on the neck
the breath, arched just so

suddenly something somber 
discerned

and nothing, gone again.



“The universe is disintegrating into quanta, judgments into bits of information. In fact, 
the rules are dissolving exactly because we followed them into the core of both the universe 
and our own consciousness…One cannot live in such an empty and abstract universe with 
such a dissociated and abstract consciousness. To live, one must try to make the universe and 
consciousness concrete. One must try to consolidate the particles to make them substantial 
(graspable, conceivable, tangible).”

Vilem Flusser, Into the Universe of Technical Images8

“In order to live in this world, we must have another world in our heads.”
Bill Berkson, Expect Delays4



Webs • Holes

 I am awash with materials, sources, and tools. The vast, increasingly 

fragmented landscape of information available to me is impossible to fully 

apprehend. Every theory is both true and untrue, proven and disproven. Every 

opinion is published, every image is stored and reproduced at my fingertips. 

In order to function in this vertiginous sea, I am tasked with stitching together 

collected bits of experience and information (images, sounds, writings, histories, 

memories, concepts, etc.) in an arrangement that feels significant. I draw 

constellations, connecting phenomena and make judgements regarding these 

connections, weaving a web of meaning. The result is a makeshift vision against 

which to measure my existence. It provides a sense of self, a unique perspective. 

This vision is crucial, at least intermittently, lest I fall into a looming void of 

nonexistence or much worse, into patterns of association that are predetermined 

and exploitative. But it is equally as important for the threads to loosen and 

dissolve in order for metamorphosis to take place. Like shedding a hardened 

outer skin, exposing the pink, mutable flesh underneath, I must periodically edge 

toward the impossible (nothingness) so that, after I take form, I might transform. 

 But what does it mean to “move toward nothingness”— to dissolve 

pieces of the self so that new bits may take their place? Like naming the shape 

of water, an answer can only be given in questions, metaphors, dreams, and 

poetic possibilities (or impossibilities). It is not a plausible action one can point 

to in the concrete world, like a handshake or a peel of laughter. It is closer to the 

forming of holes. Holes are a philosophical quandary because they are treated 

semantically as objects but they are defined by absence. They are paradoxes—

simultaneously depressions into something and protrusions of lack, both convex 

and concave. Is a hole a part of the host into which absence extends? Is it the 

material that rushes in to fill that absence? Or the nothingness of the absence 

itself? 

I answer yes to all three questions. 



Holes in the self are moments of intense sympathy, when one’s subjective 

identity is displaced by and conflated with something outside of itself and vice 

versa. They are moments of going into the other, and moments of going out of 

oneself. They exist as the no-self, where the self used to be. Let’s say for example, 

my identity is a shell. The hole in my shell is defined by the shell surrounding or 

“containing” the hole. It is also the nothingness of the shell, the inversion of the 

shell’s somethingness in the place where the hole exists. The hole is the “no-

shell”. The hole is also the viscid body or the air that fills the space. Because 

all three are the hole, and the hole is all three, the distinction between them is 

blurred. The shell, the body, and the absence conflate and coalesce. The shell is 

as much a hole as it is a shell, and vice versa. 

The self is a body is a hole is a shell is absence. 

Each fragment I collect, each piece of work I make and weave into my web 

is a protrusion of my self. It is also a hole, displacing my nothingness. A hole in a 

void.





“If only I could see a landscape as it is when I am not there. But when I am in any place I 

disturb the silence of heaven with my own heart.” 

Simone Weil6



Construction • Decreation • Intermittence 

Whereas the formation of the self is an act of construction, the inverse—

the dissolving of the self, is a gesture not of demolition or deconstruction, but 

of decreation. Etymologically, the word deconstruction is made up of the prefix, 

“de-” suggesting reversal, and Latin construere, meaning  “to accumulate” or 

“to build”. Construction is the formation of something from smaller parts. So the 

definition of deconstruction can be read as “a reversal of the putting together 

of parts”. The term decreation was coined by french philosopher Simone Weil, 

who described it as “undo[ing] the creature in us.”  As a Christian mystic, her 

ultimate aim was to merge eternally with God. In order to do so, she posited, 

one must first abolish the self.8 Weil’s neologism is formed from the prefix “de-”, 

and creare, which, roughly translated from Latin, means “to form from nothing”.  

Decreation can be defined as “the reversal of the formation of something from 

nothing” or, “the formation of nothing from something.” The crucial difference 

between an act of destruction and one of decreation is the indication of 

nothingness, either as a beginning or end point. 

Since the physical laws of the universe tell us that neither matter nor 

energy can be created or destroyed, decreation (either of something or nothing) 

implies the impossible. This paradox and impossibility of decreating ourselves is 

essential. The process of decreation stretches the senses and imagination toward 

a point beyond their plausible limit— a point beyond the horizon. It is an infinity 

toward and away from which we oscillate. The movement toward construction 

of the self and then back toward decreation repeats. A pattern of intermittence 

emerges.

 In his lecture Devotional Cinema, filmmaker and professor Nathaniel 

Dorsky speaks similarly of the shimmering nature of cinema. Film, he asserts, 

mimics the on/off qualities inherent in existence itself: 

Intermittence penetrates to the core of our being, and film vibrates in a way that 
is close to this core. It is as basic as life and death, existence and nonexistence. 



My own instinct is that the poles of existence and nonexistence alternate at an 
extremely fast speed, and that we float in that alternation. We don’t experience 
the nonexistence, the moments between existence; there is no way to perceive 
these moments as such. But accepting their presence aerates life, and suffuses 

the “solid” world with luminosity.7

Because I use digital video, not film, I am curious about how video might 

compare or fit into Dorsky’s elegant analogy. High frame rates give our senses 

the illusion of continuity, but the moving image is truly constructed from separate 

images in rapid succession, drawn and redrawn with scan lines. To a viewer 

whose human timescale is much slower than her technology’s, it appears as 

continuous motion. In reality it is a rapidly shifting collection of fragments. A 

connection can be made here between digital video and the self. The illusion of 

continuity of the self— that I am the same Colleen I was 10 years ago— could be 

attributed to the speed at which I change. 

If my senses could perceive the world exponentially quicker and smaller

I would see in the mirror a flickering self

a self that is full of holes

continually edging toward and away from the impossibility

of nothingness.





“We feel warm because it is cold out-of-doors.”

Gaston Bachelard3

“So dominant is the landscape into which I’ve moved that it seems almost always that the 
shadow of this place is behind me, watching…”

Rick Bass2



Landscape • Threat

In the West, the notion of the individual dominates our view of the world. 

The desire to know and study ourselves and our environment by constructing 

solid, singular perspectives and unique webs of meaning is deeply ingrained. 

So what is the impetus for decreation, which threatens the individual self 

with nothingness? What encourages transformation and metamorphosis, the 

rearranging of meanings and the birth of new perspectives? After all, growth is 

painful. This is evidenced in the body of a child whose form lengthens at a rate 

that is faster than her skin or mind can keep up with. (There is speculation that 

growing pains are largely psychological.) But breaking, stretching, bursting, 

morphing—processes associated with discomfort and trauma, are necessary 

for growth. This is also true of the intellect. Broadening one’s ideas, breaking 

through psychological or sociopolitical barriers often begins with a blow. 

Experiences of the sublime can be moments in which hardened perspectives 

start to deliquesce, rip, and spill as expansion begins. 

Traditionally linked to dramatic landscapes in relation to the individual, the 

sublime evokes extreme emotion and loss of rationality. In the earliest record of 

writing about the concept, On the Sublime, greek author Longinus depicts the 

sublime as related to but distinct from beauty.11 It is beauty that dances on the 

edge of annihilation, beckoning its participant to cast herself into a great abyss. 

Vast oceans, looming volcanoes, and rushing rivers embody this dangerous and 

overwhelming power. The proximity of peril in the natural world is a reminder of 

one’s mortality and can reconfigure existence or bring it into crisp focus.

Moreover, the sublime poses not only a physical threat to the individual 

but also a psychological one. Its vastness threatens emotional and intellectual 

obliteration or fragmentation. It penetrates and envelops, causing the rigid 

boundaries of the self to become porous and negotiable. It pushes into the 

psyche through the holes it creates, allowing the self to burst forth into the 



unknown. In a sublime landscape the mind and body metamorphose into 

analogies for natural phenomena. Conversely, the environment mirrors one’s 

nightmares, hallucinations, and psychological projections. In the context of the 

sublime, a murder of crows is an emblem of a fragmented psyche and one’s tears 

are manifestations of the sea. The effect of this experience can be seen both as 

a a scaling of the inflated self and, paradoxically, a perspectival expansion. For a 

moment, one’s emotions explode to meet the immensity of the landscape, and 

at the same time the self is scaled, moving toward nothingness. 





“Happily ever after”—you don’t know that feeling? After many difficulties
the two stars are kissing with their eyes closed, and the music swells.
The screen says THE END in big block letters. Happy ending: you’re
set for life. In the seats everyone is choked up, crying fwor the happiness
such prolonged kissing promises. Meanwhile, kissing itself is amazing.
I got completely lost in it. I went out and started kissing anyone I could find. 
Who? I always had good taste in women.

Bill Berkson4



Cliché • Sincerity

Overwhelming emotion can be tied up in expectation and learned 

behaviors. The emotional release many people experience when they hear a 

crescendo break or watch with a camera as it glides through a vast landscape is, 

at least partially, a conditioned response, emphasized by cultural phenomena 

such as popular music and cinema. Too often these responses are used to bolster 

uninteresting plot lines or clichéd structures. Many artists and thinkers in the 

20th and 21st centuries have instinctually abandoned and shunned these tropes, 

resolving to find more dynamic, expansive, and affordable modes of expression. 

But artists now have the means to achieve technical feats that were once only 

achievable for wealthy commercial institutions. An amateur musician, with the 

help of music software (some of which are open source and free), can create the 

sound of an orchestra on her laptop. In After Effects, an amateur videomaker 

can morph one object into another, add convincing explosions to a scene shot 

in her backyard, or animate fragments of her body. Historically, this is a repeating 

moment in art, music and cinema. When creative tools are first developed 

and distributed, they are often controlled exclusively by commercial entities, 

unaffordable or unavailable to amateurs and artists. Eventually they become less 

expensive and more widespread. This is often a time of great innovation because 

the amateur uses commercial tools with sincerity in the spirit of experimentation. 

Filmmaker Stan Brakhage identified himself proudly with the title amateur. 

In his essay “In Defense of Amateur” he writes: 

…an amateur is one who really lives his life—not one who simply 
“performs his duty” —and as such he experiences his work while he’s working —
rather than going to school to learn  his work so he can spend the rest of his life 
just doing it dutifully—; and the amateur, thus, is forever learning and growing 

through his own work into all his living in a “clumsiness” of continual discovery…5

Later in the essay, Brackhage points to the root of the word amateur—the 



Latin amator, meaning “lover. “ The amateur is set apart from others such 

as “the professional” in that the main function of her work is to probe and 

discover, with no other reward or impetus than a love for exploring the 

unknown or taboo. According to Brakhage, the professional’s public success 

and admiration doom her to  “imitate the trappings of the commercial 

cinema”.5 But the amateur also has the opportunity, not to imitate, but to use 

these trappings. She is free to put commercial tools toward purposes other 

than financial gain (to make new images, sounds, etc.) and to use established 

clichés in innovative ways, overhauling their significance and imparting new 

meaning.

I am attracted to emotion, sentimentality, and melodrama because they 

are extremely prevalent in popular culture, they flirt with the idea of sublimity, 

and are the subject of much skepticism and suspicion in the context of fine art 

(unless they are used ironically, in which case they are excused). Regardless of 

their commercial trappings, these forms of expression are vested with cultural 

and emotional power. Special effects, grand orchestral soundtracks, the moment 

when a beat drops in a pop song— these compel and affect people’s emotions, 

at their best constructing sublime experience. I say this earnestly and decidedly 

without irony, as one who fervidly takes pleasure in the effects of these devices 

when I turn on the radio or go to the movies.

 Commercial institutions have traditionally controlled the use of these 

cultural devices, but rather than turning away from them due to this fact, might 

their purpose be reconfigured by artists and amateurs? What function do 

melodramatic or clichéd devices serve if their aim is pointed outside of the 

confines of capital gain or superficial displays, toward that unseeable point 

beyond the horizon? Ragnar Kjartansson is an artist whose work explores these 

questions. In his exhibition at the New Museum in 2014, he presented a work 

titled “Take Me Here by the Dishwasher: Memorial for a Marriage”. The piece 

features a projection of a real film starring the artist’s parents, both of whom 

are actors. In the projected scene, the character played by his mother envisions 



sexual fantasies with her plumber, played by Kjartansson’s father. Strewn about 

the room with the projection, ten musicians sing a polyphonic rendition of the 

scene’s dialogue, strumming along with the elegant melodies on acoustic guitars. 

The music was written by a member of Sigur Ros, an Icelandic band famous for 

their long, droning, melodramatic compositions and use of fictional languages. 

The musicians sit on tattered couches and worn wooden chairs with beer bottles 

at their feet. The space is lit with lamps one might find in a middle class home. 

In “Take Me Here by the Dishwasher: Memorial for a Marriage”, fact 

and fiction, clichés and specificities, are composed and woven together with 

both humor and earnestness. The film’s scene is a mix of cinematic fiction and 

personal memoir. (According to the show’s catalogue, the artist was conceived 

the same night the projected scene was shot.) The two images-- a passionate 

love scene and crooning young musicians waxing poetic with acoustic guitars 

in their parents’ living room-- are both uncannily familiar. There is a multitude of 

voices, looping the same refrain which also grows familiar as one spends time 

with the piece. The gestures repeat continuously. There is room for an initial 

reaction of skepticism toward what might be seen as prosaic imagery but the 

piece eventually becomes hypnotizing and deeply emotional. Viewers are given 

the space to indulge in and relish common clichés, to take them seriously and to 

study their emotional power. 

In a description of Kjartansonn’s practice, the show’s catalogue states: 

“He often attempts to convey genuine emotion through melodramatic gestures 

and conversely reveals sincerity within pretending.”9 Kjartansson acknowledges 

clichés and earnestly celebrates their power and prevalence. More importantly, 

he uses them toward an end that is unexpected, imparting them with newfound 

weight and importance. Similarly, with the commercial tools that are now 

readily available to artists, the opportunity exists to go beyond their superficial, 

sentimental, or hackneyed  functions, revealing alternative and perhaps sublime 

significance. After all, my understanding of metamorphosis and the sublime 

comes not only from the greeks, the romantics, and natural phenomena, but 



also from Photoshop, After Effects, and Ableton live. I cannot separate them and 

choose to celebrate their entanglement.





“A voice begins in the body’s basement, a zone that no one dares to name or authorize: and the singer 
sends the voice (or the voice sends the singer) to an elsewhere, a place outside of our knowledge, a verge I 
won’t sketch or legislate except to say that I want to live there. Singing is a movement that never coalesces 
long enough for us to hold it. As soon as we can remark the moment of singing, it is gone.”

Wayne Koestenbaum, Queen’s Throat10



Music • Voice

Music is a pathway to emotion. It opens us. Makes us raw and vulnerable. 

Though sight is a highly developed human sense, sound has an evolutionary 

connection to emotion, particularly fear. Because humans see poorly at night or 

in places without light, our auditory sense takes over; we listen for threat. The 

ears deal directly with fear. Moreover, just as it threatens us or throws us into 

ecstasies, sound and music soothes us, singing us to sleep. Music can take us 

from the comfort of a lullaby to sheer terror, swinging us between emotional 

poles. Just as we as artists play instruments to make music, music plays our 

emotions as listeners.

Within the larger context of music, the voice in song is a powerful tool and 

metaphor. In her essay Teach Me to Heare the Mermaides Singing, musicologist 

Linda Phillips Austern writes, “the voice penetrates and touches the most pliant 

and receptive organ of the listening body, seat of primal emotive response, 

softening and opening it to delight.”1 The voice is shaped by a series of holes 

within the body (the throat, the mouth) and is carried by an invisible force of 

life— the breath. An extension, manipulation and decoration of the same stuff 

that delivers oxygen to feed our blood, it lies close to our vitality in a way that 

sight cannot. It is a fundamental device with which one projects oneself into the 

world to touch what is unreachable and to make oneself known. For the singer, 

it is a device for penetration— an opportunity to offer up sublimity directly from 

the body. For the listener, it is an opportunity to be penetrated and subsumed by 

the projection of another.  

Austern continues: “The act of listening has been linked to subjective 

displacement, to personal decentering, and to an ecstatic connection to the 

infinite polyphony of the world that threatens to engulf the self.”1 Similarly to 

the way one might conflate oneself with the landscape during times of swelling 

emotion (caused by the intensity of the environemnt itself), music we love 

vibrates and swarms around us, entering through holes in the body and exciting 



the nervous system. It engulfs and inhabits us, and we expand outward to fill 

the emotional space it establishes. This is exemplified in a song I listened to 

repeatedly as a child. In it, Ani Difranco sings: “Every pop song on the radio 

is suddenly speaking to me.” Her lyric did to me exactly what it narrated. The 

circumstance she sings of was acutely familiar; her pop song was suddenly 

speaking to me. Though we know for certain that our favorite music was not 

written about our personal lives, it communicates directly to and about us. 

The sounds and lyrics reflect and affect our emotional state, stir our memories, 

and shape our experience. Conversely, we inhabit it, making it part of our own 

context and filling it with personal meaning. That is to say, sometimes in music 

we experience ourselves in something separate from our selves. This is an 

occasion of the sublime.







Work



Selene
video, 5 channel Sound, 10 mins, 2014







Selene was the first music/video piece I made during my graduate 

studies. In it I investigate the mythological and psychological connotations of 

the moon and ocean. These mysterious bodies exemplify instability, changing 

rhythms, and fluctuation of form. In Selene, the moon is a mischievous character 

that dances maniacally across the screen, multiplies, and rotates to form a 

cheshire cat smile. As it is in the night sky, the moon in Selene is in always in flux, 

coming in and out of view, evoking associations with mental instability (lunacy) 

and ecstasy. The moon’s phases exemplify the spectrum between physicality 

and evanescence, fear and euphoria. The voice and music emanating from the 

lunar imagery surround the viewer and oscillate between the poles of playful 

excitement and hysteria. What begins as airy laughter builds to frantic gasping 

breaths; sentiment ebbs and flows. Moments of darkness or silence serve as 

relief points and as devices to build expectation. Overall, Selene envisages 

awe of and attraction to a looming, nebulous presence that one cannot fully 

apprehend or identify.

My first questions about video were regarding the ways images and 

sounds can interact. While making Selene I asked: How does the context of a 

moving image (such as the other images near it, the music heard while viewing 

it, etc.) change its meaning? If we experience sound and image simultaneously, 

and then the image is taken away suddenly, do the sounds carry the image with 

them? In other words, can music extend the life of an image or create an after 

image? What about the reverse? If sound is abruptly silenced, but the image 

continues, do we still hear, faintly, an “after-sound”? These questions about 

contextual meanings and composed absences (holes) began with Selene but 

have remained a concern in my work.







The Last Siren
3 channel video, stereo sound, 10 mins, 2015







Sirens have taken many guises throughout history. Their bodies 

are unknown and unstable. Their physical form may be that of a bird, woman, 

fish, hybrid, or disembodied voice, while their character may be that of an evil 

seductress, divine guide, or indifferent allegory. And as Lynda Phyllis Austern 

writes of them, “the body may be imagined or imaginary, but the voice is 

real.” The most intangible, elusive aspect of a siren’s character is also her only 

consistency. Change is an inherent aspect of her existence.

The ocean, where sirens were often said to reside, illustrates similar 

qualities. Its form and power constantly shifts according to the movement of 

celestial bodies and weather patterns. Rhythms and patterns repeat but are 

unpredictable and unstable. It threatens to consume and devour voyagers who 

expose themselves to its vastness. At times it lulls them with gentle waves and 

warm sun, only to swiftly change its tune- capsizing their vessel, swallowing them 

into its unknown depths.

In The Last Siren, I imply these ideas thematically and structurally. I drew 

inspiration for the imagery from Homer’s Odyssey and the stories of the sirens 

who tempted Odysseus and his sailors with their seductive voices. The narrative 

is hinted at through the episodic nature of the music and imagery, but the story 

is reimagined without text or plot, as a kind of drawn out music video. The use 

of video processing in this project is a way of breaking down the structure and 

architecture of a digital image, as conceptions of sirens’ bodies and characters 

have broken down, morphing over time.







Black Water
Performance, 8 minutes, 2015







In the tradition of fairytales, suffering is often caused by a character who 

seeks to transfix according to their own interests and to cease change in order 

to maintain power. With the use of a magical gesture or antidote, enchantments 

are broken; movement and change are once again possible. Black Water is 

based on an imagined liquid whose origins, like water on earth, are ancient 

and extraterrestrial. Black water is a substance that lubricates rigid bodies and 

engenders healing, fluidity and metamorphosis, but also possesses darker, 

mysterious qualities of poison and refuse.

 This piece began as a commissioned performance for an event at the 

Burchfield Penney Art Center in Buffalo, NY. The music, written and spoken 

text, lyrics, video, and performative actions were all composed simultaneously, 

in an exploration of how a constellation of media converse with one another. 

The elements are as follows: a black and white projection of an eerie landscape 

inhabited by a shimmering, deathly face, and dissolving into a dark seascape; an 

old television displaying timid hands brimming with black seawater; a fairytale-

like text about a group of people with magical crystals embedded in their 

palms; an orchestral song with dramatic crescendos and dark lyrics; and me, a 

performer, smearing a black oily substance on my hands and leaving marks on 

everything I touch. The parts of the piece, on their own, seem almost disparate. 

When placed in proximity to one another (the original piece was performed on 

a stage, and was under ten minutes long), they align in ways and misalign in 

others, creating a fragmented narrative that has been stitched back together 

imperfectly.



Black Water (lyrics)

You are Black Water

slipping through the city streets when it rains

washed out with the cigarettes and needles

through the drains

Out to the sirens 

brushing crude oil from their hair

her words stick to the surface

a bruise colored kiss

the prince of darkness sails

like a shadow on the waves

Black Water, only you can see

at night he is a she

a dark daughter

on Black Water

And the sirens sing 

not only of holy things

and the sirens sing 

not only of wounded things

And you are Black Water

boiling on an old man’s stove

He was driven out of his house long ago

but where he poured that Black Water

watch how the brambles grow

At night the Black Water moves like a body

without a form

Up to the sky in the heat

down to earth in a storm

You are Black Water









Crow
two channel video, stereo sound, 11 mins, 2016







What does it mean to put images, words, and music next to each 

other? As a two channel piece, ‘Crow’ addresses this complex question. The 

video is comprised of a montage of short clips placed side by side so that the 

images may be considered in relation to one another. Though the imagery and 

text never form a cohesive narrative, patterns and themes begin to emerge as 

the piece progresses. Black feathers fall from the sky and then rise up again, 

a dead crow lays on the ground then morphs into a guitar, water is collected 

from a clear stream and mysteriously turns black, a flock of birds flies over a 

wooden barn, and music from a guitar fills the room as the screen goes dark. In 

a conversation with herself and sometimes with the viewer, the narrator, whose 

own identity and integrity is questionable, meanders through a knot of musings, 

inquiries, and declarations. She poses questions about and remarks on identity, 

images, words, beauty, love, and death. Her connection to the imagery in the 

frame is unstable; at times it responds or correlates to her words, and at others 

wanders away. The music acts as an emotional, forward-flowing force that carries 

viewers through moments of darkness during which they can digest the profusion 

of words and images. The three components— music, spoken text and image— 

alternate roles, fall apart, come forward, push against and support each other. In 

Crow, it is not the elements themselves but the shifting, subjective relationships 

between them that allows the viewer to infer and interpret meaning.







A Collection of Objects Passed Between the Left 
and Right Hands

3 channel video, stereo sound, 29 mins, 2016







A Collection of Objects Passed Between the Left and 

Right Hands is a three-channel video installation. Two hands rest in an empty 

background on the outer screens. The middle screen pictures a misty ocean. 

Periodically the left hand moves out of view and returns to the frame holding a 

small object and as this happens, a simple melodic loop of music begins. The left 

hand pushes the object out of its screen toward the right hand, placing it behind 

the middle screen. The object then appears in the ocean scene and a hole opens 

in the middle of the ocean. The object falls through, swallowed by the sea. 

The right hand then reaches behind the ocean scene and retrieves the object, 

unchanged, holding it for a moment before moving it off the screen. Before each 

object is removed from the installation, its image is embedded in the surface of 

the background. As the cycle repeats, these transparent artifacts slowly build on 

the right screen, becoming part of the space that the right hand inhabits. For a 

half hour the actions repeat, featuring different props. The music builds along 

with the images, manifesting a slow and steady change. 

The two spaces— that of the hands and that of the ocean, are planes of 

reality that overlap but don’t fully intersect. This is indicated by the discrepancy 

in scale and the way in which the screens interact. When the object arrives 

in the ocean scene, its scale is different, as is the nature of its materiality. It is 

no longer a video but an animated image. However the fact that the objects 

disappear from one space and appear in the other indicates a perforation in the 

membranes separating the two realities. They influence one another but cannot 

integrate completely. At the end of the video, both hands exit their screens and 

enter the middle. But even then the ocean, the left hand, and the right hand 

are not truly amalgamated. Though the right hand rests on the left, it does 

not occupy the same space. The effect is akin to the experience of touching 

a television or cellphone screen, where three-dimensional and digital spaces 



interact but cannot fully integrate. They push against either side of the same 

boundary, caressing the other space but never entering.

In a way this piece is site-specific (or perhaps context-specific), as I 

designed it for my collaborator’s and my thesis show. The exhibition was held 

in the Fosdick-Neslon gallery and consisted of three durational collaborative 

performances, ten collaborative prints, three of Erin’s sculptures, and this video 

installation. (‘Crow’ was screened separately in the immersive gallery.) Because so 

much took place simultaneously in the space, I was forced to carefully consider 

the pacing, size, and placement of this installation as well as the kind of attention 

it would demand from viewers as a large projection and musical score. As a 

result, the piece became somewhat of an anomaly within my body of work. Part 

of what draws me to video and music is the artist’s ability within these media to 

control varying intensities within a given timeframe; at moments a video might 

be quiet and pensive, at others emotionally intense or disturbing. I often envision 

my work in a black box space, with little else in the periphery, and these waves  

of intensity narrowed down to 10 or 15 minutes. Working within the context of 

an open white cube gallery was a challenge as I was forced to give up control of 

certain aspects of the work and to consider its impact on the pieces surrounding 

it. Just as sound, images and words change each other and create a web of 

meaning, so do the works in an exhibition. With this in mind, I chose to make the 

action and music within the installation simple and repetitive. This way, the piece 

(especially the music), became a kind of metronome for the show, setting a pace 

for viewing the work and influencing the mood within the space. The variation in 

intensity manifested, not in the way it usually does in my work, but instead slowly 

over time. As the simple objects and loops of music were layered and looped, 

the relational complexity between the elements of the piece, as well as the 

artworks in the show intensified and abated.











Epilogue • Prologue





I have glimpsed the immensity of the sublime in music, violent landscapes, 

cinematic and artistic innovations, cultural cliches, and, as the other half of this 

book will examine, in love.

We create and inhabit webbed worlds for ourselves, and then push up 

them up against one another

fumbling                                       reaching                                       asking 

until a break is found in the membrane, a hole in the shell, a void in the 

web, 

a spot where friction ceases and things go quiet.

Love is a fervent desire to both enter into and draw in what is outside of 

yourself. In order to do so, the self must first be perforated, 

laden with holes.

In love, we are moved to decreate toward an infinitely far and unseeable 

spot beyond the horizon.
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