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Explain Totality (version 8)
Justin Allen
I first encountered punk music at my family’s suburban home at the bottom of a winding
hill and the edge of the woods. Descending the hill, lined with other houses like it, the
dark green trees rose like bath water to surround it.
My father’s family migrated to Washington, D.C. from rural North Carolina in the 1930s,
before a number of family members spread to surrounding suburbs in Maryland and
Virginia in the 1990s. I didn’t fit in easily with most of the kids in the northern Virginia
town where I grew up. I could at times, but this required me to suppress my quirks and
not discuss my artistic interests too frequently or passionately. In high school, I
navigated MySpace, constructing a persona, meeting other music enthusiasts,
MapQuesting directions to music venues in northern Virginia and D.C. to hear band like
the Blood Brothers, Stiffed, Glassjaw, At the Drive-In, Bloc Party, and AFI. I identified
other people who also felt isolated by our environment, and we united with punk music
as our soundtrack.
As I came of age in the aughts, the excesses of reality shows, celebrity culture, war,
and upper middle class suburban life were heavily critiqued in the music I listened to.
Punk bands complicated my understanding of my internal world, my immediate
surroundings, and the world beyond the surrounding metro area which, at the time, I
knew very little about outside of what I saw on TV. Punk showed me that my interest in
art lay in pushing limits—challenging formal boundaries and conventions as an
assertion that something else is possible.
In 2017, I noticed a sense of melancholy in popular rap songs, usually by rappers in
their twenties with their production style tying the sound to both trap, a hip-hop
subgenre from Atlanta, and emo, a type of hardcore punk that emerged in D.C. in the mid-

1980s by band such as Rites of Spring. Distinct from the hypermasculine lyrics and
performance of other punk bands, Rites of Spring paired the hardcore sound with emotional

lyricism. To better understand the personal resonance this connection had for me, and
also to better understand where I’m from and what parts of me I can attribute to my
home, I began a series of performances called Explain Totality.

Conceptually, I looked to Lorraine O'Grady's The First and the Last of the Modernists
(2010), a series in which the artist juxtaposes portrait photos of Michael Jackson and
Charles Baudelaire at the same age and striking mirrored poses. O’Grady uses this
diptych format to spark associations between seemingly unrelated figures, a move to
collapse the high-low hierarchy and disrupt the notion of white intellectual superiority.1 I
O’Grady, Lorraine, “the diptych vs. the triptych,” lorraineorgrady.com, 12 September 1998,
http://lorraineogrady.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Lorraine-OGrady_The-Diptych-vs-TheTriptych_Unpublished.pdf
1
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wondered: How can I perform a diptych? Can I push two music genres and types of
movement together, side by side, without blending them? Can a performed diptych draw
connections between genres—genres that are often presumed to be unrelated because
of their respective racial associations? How could this (non)connection help me
understand more about how intersections of race, class, and place show up in my own
story?
Explain Totality (version 1) started with research on the band Orchid from Amherst,
Massachusetts and their 1999 debut LP Chaos is Me, which is notable for its
dissonance and abundant screamed vocals that helped shape the emo subgenre
screamo. At the time I learned about Orchid, the trap song “Black Beatles” by the duo
Rae Sremmurd was on the radio and stuck in my head.
I begin Explain Totality (version 1) and Explain Totality (version 2) dancing to “Black
Beatles.” The music then abruptly shifts to Orchid’s song “Le Désordre, C’est Moi,” my
movements shifting abruptly with it. Both versions feature improvised “moshing,” a type
of dance audience members do at live performances, crowds swinging and cranking
their limbs, tossing themselves through the air, kicking, and jabbing. When the music
ends, I collapse and lie on the ground, out of breath and barely moving at all, as a
recording of my voice fills the space. While (version 1) concludes with a recording of me
reading a personal essay, (version 2) concludes with a short poem:
When I say DMV I mean Northern Virginia
In a rec center court up in Sterling
a Black boy skirts the mosh pit, timid where
limbs cleave air, violent white boy ballet, windup—
swing! Other arms shield, contain the surge like
constriction or caution. Can you feel it?

For (version 3), I cycle movements. I skank, a move in which I kick out my legs one after
the other while the opposite arm scoops forward; I windmill my arms; and I rock back
and forth in a deep lunge. Simultaneously, I play a recording of my voice reading poems
about my home, disillusionment with the “American Dream,” class identity, and the
building of Levittown in Long Island, New York after World War II, the prototypical
suburb where Black families like mine were prohibited from living. These histories are
layered with an emo song I wrote about Northern Virginia. In the recording I sing the
song, after which I sing the song live into a mic and encourage the audience to sing with
me. While I didn’t realize it at the time, the song is sung to the melody of “Black
Beatles:”
Oak trees and whitetail deer in
Abundances we tame
Razed woods and ticky tacky
TV dins with the fam
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Excess, the new convenience
Tinged with work ethic shame
Same teenage rage all summer
Restraint, virtue or sham?
Teens retreat into trees and
Smoke cigarettes and claim
Who’s more hardcore than hardcore
More rage sprouts from ho-hum

I titled the series Explain Totality by taking one word from “Black Beatles” lyrics and one
from “Le Désordre,” similar to how cross-genre mash-ups on YouTube and SoundCloud
are named. I liked this title because I have often been called to explain myself—to
explain how or why I could possibly be. This title is a dismissal, a challenge, and a
slightly sarcastic proposition, an acknowledgement that none of us can be explained.
For Explain Totality (version 4) I worked with S*an D. Henry-Smith (guitar), Taja Cheek
(bass), and Savannah Harris (drums) to create covers representing the roots and
shifting form of hardcore punk. We covered a trap, screamo, hardcore, proto-punk, and
rock ‘n’ roll song, each altered with my original lyrics broken up and shifted around to fit
their respective structures. In different versions of Explain Totality, I have rearranged,
chopped up, and spliced these lyrics to custom-fit each performance, so that the song
reappears much like a song on the radio. The oak trees, the deer, the summer, the
shame, the hardcore echo throughout, a constant reminder of where I’m from.
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Jack Waters is a visual artist, filmmaker, writer, media artist, choreographer, and
performer known for experimental works that encompass non-narrative, documentary, and
personal history strategies. As a journalist, he has published articles on politics,
cultural affairs, and reviews in visual arts, film, and media. With Peter Cramer,
his partner and longtime collaborator, Jack co-founded the non-profit arts umbrella
organization Allied Productions, Inc. and its primary venue, Le Petit Versailles
Community Garden.
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A CONVERSATION WITH THE MALE
GAYZE
Jack Waters
That feeling you get when you’ve written something, particularly when it’s something you’ve written
a long time ago that you can’t bear to look at now because it contains so much of a you that no longer
exists. Your association with it makes it all but unreadable to you. Sometimes you can approach it anthropologically by taking yourself out of the mix. You can try to consider the writer (yourself) as if
they (you) were someone else, which, in a way, it/you/they is/are, because you’ve changed. At the
same time, you just can’t, because you know that person so well that the attempt to be objective is,
after all, really just a performance. Well, maybe not just. Because when you think of it, the reaction
might be the same when reading a number of texts not written by you. That tired subject/object debate again. Part of the problem is the text itself. Or text itself. Specifically, that English is a colonial
language, as are the characters by which it is inscribed. That’s when pictures and markings can come
in handy. So, you think of the body. Both as a page and as an implement of inscription. Impressions,
after all, are impressions. The language and the system imposed imply an understanding of a given
condition or situation that becomes part of this cycle of presumed consensus. Who are you? What am
I? This is one of the reasons I have little use for pronouns—the part of language that becomes the basis of containment and, by extension, possession, ownership, subjectivity.

Now I’m thinking about the one-drop rule. About how notions of genetics and ancestry can change
perceptions of selfhood in the fraction of an instant. About the idea that the hint of the shadow of a
suspicion that any article of any element that is not white is not as white and, therefore, is tainted,
blackened, Black by default. Like Jewishness in some instances, or Irishness or Italianness at some
points in history after Anglo was white but not necessarily racial. Something Laverne Cox said started
me thinking in this direction. In a conversation with bell hooks at the New School, Cox noted that
“no one is as white as they think they are.” This was the downfall of Rachel Dolezal. I would have
bought her claim to blackness lock, stock, and barrel if she hadn’t tried to substantiate it with a lie of
genetic origin. WHO CARES? Okay, a lot of people care, but if you accept that race is a construct
(and who doesn’t at this point?) why would you need to falsify your ancestry? I think a lot more people would have gone for it if she hadn’t tried to apply the one-drop rule, the artificial and long debunked basis of racial discrimination. But I digress. We were talking about me.
My main complaint is my own concluding statement. I thought I was covering my bases by being
conditional. I said “if.” “If I had to make a distinction between pornography and eroticism, … I’d say
[p]ornography always produces a victim.” That “always” sounds so absolute to me now. A tad opinionated and very second-wave feminist. An inspiration for the video, but placed in a time that so
much preceded it. The question then was whether a feminist principle could or should be transposed
to a gay male politic. The politics of identity is where the trouble begins. Maybe it’s a good trouble,
and that is why it’s not such a terrible conclusion. You tell me. I still think of Andrea Dworkin as an
important influence in the same way that Marxism is an essential basis of capitalist critique. But at a
9
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certain juncture theory and lived experience diverge. The defining relationship of one temporal existence shouldn’t dictate the courses of fluid and changing social intercourse. This is where language
and words become problematic. I should have said obscenity instead of pornography. Have I changed
since the words were printed and the picture was locked, or is it possible that image and language can
constantly mutate? Would race no longer be a binding construct if the colonial order that enforces it
was disarranged? How would that become possible? Would that even be desirable and if so, by
whom? Why? Under what conditions? Let’s talk about sex. That’s why I like the word intercourse. So
much more multidimensional than discourse. Binary. Dissecting. Is Andrea speaking through me?
Am I Andrea Dworkin? Is Andrea white? How white is she/am I? Let’s talk about gender. At a certain
age it changes. Hormones.

One of the reasons I am no longer I. Gertrude Stein. Marlon Riggs. Isaac Julien. Brother to Brother.
Sisterhood is Powerful. Lorraine O’Grady. Laverne Cox. It’s an equation and an ongoing roll call. I
once performed as Audre Lorde and got it all wrong. Esther Kaplan performed as an ACT UP clone
and got it right. I’d read Audre and looked at her picture but never saw a movie or a recording of her
speaking. So I performed a character that was my imagination of what she might have been that
simply was not Audre. It's an argument for the necessity of thorough research on the part of an actor.
I used to think acting was pure bullshit, but now I know it’s a craft. I’ve grown. I’ve changed. I’ve developed over time. The me that is no longer I is one of endless possibility continually transformed by
the power of the imagination. It’s a train track I don’t mind traveling on.
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Brittany Engel-Adams is a dancer, choreographer, and teacher living in New York. Her work
overlaps choreography with digital technology and photography to tell counter-narratives
of the black body that override reductive categorization.
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Architecture of Memory
Brittany Engel-Adams

[001: Brittany Engel-Adams, Resting Figure, 3D scan, 2020.]
A dreamer
I am an architect of memory
I live in the clouds
My body recomposing
Shifting the almost-disappearing landscape
between perception and sensation
my body-worlding
displacing linear time

Architecture of Memory is a choreography of recollections that come from

me but connect to something I don’t know. In this project, I’m trying to embrace my
family and ancestors by imagining memories that don’t exist. I’m attempting to
establish this connection, but there is a paradoxical tension between what is
present (in the form of my body and its intuition) and what is missing (the rituals,
stories, and cultural traditions). What I’ve inherited (the thereness) has been
missing (or partially missing), yet its absence is present. The instinctive capacity to
bridge the past to the present is not enough.

My ancestors are present within the most quotidian gestures—leaning, sitting,
resting, or reaching. It is an invisible but almost tangible connection that links to
my body, which is always more-than-one. It is the movement that pre-accelerates
me. It colors and shapes every movement that I make. I experience this relation
most palpably during long periods of stillness, when subtle shifts in and around the
body become perceptible on a microscopic level. Staying still, time slows down
and my sensations are heightened. This is where stillness becomes relevant in my
work. There’s so much movement happening in stillness.
While 3D scans are similar to photographs (so far as they capture a moment in
time), the process of making them is tedious and involves several stages. The
scan has more dimensionality than the photograph. It can be viewed from many
angles. It has the potential to take on many forms, functioning like a mold or
replica.
There is something beautiful about the transformation from the real moment to the
digital scan of it. This process shapes a moment that is similar to mold-making or
even mummification—a methodology for preserving a body. Preserving a moment
is preserving a body.
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There is a palpable and conceptual connection between making 3D scans and
meeting ancestors—a similar procedure of zooming-in. One process zooms
inward toward my body; one process zooms into deep consideration of family.
Recovering ancestry from your own interiority produces an imaginative space. The
recovery is transformational.

Tea Time for the Imperfect Memory is a restorative practice that I

developed to calm my nervous system. It heightens and amplifies the sensorial
sensitivity and receptivity of the body. Tea Time is about moving the interiority of
the self outwards. It involves long periods of stillness in lying or seated positions
and slow movement that attunes the body, finding balance and unity between the
environment, mind, and body. While in this meditative practice and calm interior
place, I make body scans using Kinect Motion Capture devices and artificial
intelligence software that three-dimensionally scan and render my body.

Rendering a Memory interprets and re-enacts individual gestures from family

photographs as a way to embody my ancestors. I had many conversations with
family members via Zoom calls and letters before (re)performing family
photographs. I asked questions about our family heritage, traditions, customs, and
practices that were passed down from previous generations. I used Otter.ai, a
transcription app that uses artificial intelligence, to convert audio recordings of
these conversations into texts. The results were not always consistent with what
was being said. The software was way off, at times, misinterpreting the words or
creating fragments in the text. I found these errors interesting, because they are
consistent with the glitchiness that often occurs while recalling a memory.

Virtual Correspondence between my grandmother and myself on a Zoom
conference discussing Sue Lemay Cooper (my great-great-grandmother). The call
was transcribed with the Otter.ai audio-to-text service. Its content is fabricated
using fictional memories that are interspersed throughout the conversation. I
rearranged the text and omitted parts. According to the AI program, my
grandmother and I are unidentifiable. It refers to me as Unknown Speaker 1, and to
my grandmother as Unknown Speaker 2. My grandmother is a very lovely and very
private person. I intentionally kept her identity anonymous to respect her privacy.
Our exchange occurred during the summer of 2020, amidst the Covid-19 lockdown.
I reached out to her during that time to be closer to her, as I did with many family
members who I feel distant from. This conversation is one of the very few times that
I’ve spoken to my grandmother. I met her in person, only once, when I was just a
few months old.
Unknown Speaker 2:
I was born. I was born. I was born during the apartheid era, you know, where you
have colored fountains and colored bathrooms and couldn’t go into a movie
theater, but you had a special place there for you. So, I was little girl in that era. I
lived with my grandmother. Because my mom and my dad after the war, left and
went up, went to Schenectady to work. And so they left me with my grandmother.
15
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Can you hear me dear? Yeah, yes. Okay. Yeah. And, and so I was raised by a
very, very wonderful, beautiful lady named Sue Cooper. And the word Cooper
means barrel maker, because that’s what my grandfather was. His family was
back in the day when we were servants not paid, unpaid servants. He was a barrel
maker. And so they usually named their workers last name sometimes after their
job. So he was what they call the Cooper and my grandmother and who got
married and their family put their land together in North Carolina, and, have a nice
plot of land there. So, we all lived there. And Henderson, North Carolina, the land
there, is so special. Can you hear me dear? It is a gift from God. The house there
sits on a plot of land, they say that soil there is made from magic.
Unknown Speaker 1
It’s fading away. Oh, there’s grandma. I think she’s getting back in.
Unknown Speaker 2
Hear me? Can you hear me dear? Well. I hope you don’t see me. I don’t want to
be seen on camera. Okay. Am I on camera?
[002: Brittany Engel-Adams, Re-enactment of Sue Lemay Cooper, 3D scan, 2020.
Photo: Brittany Engel-Adams]
Unknown Speaker 1
No. Only your voice, only your voice is…
Unknown Speaker 2
Let me go back. Let me go back, to my childhood, my grandma Sue, let me go. I’m
having all kinds of crazy… I want to stay with Grandma. Grandma Sue, she was a
beautiful lady. She set the pace for our family. She made herself a wonderful
example of a human being… I never saw Sue get too angry, or too sad. Of sorts.
In a big way. She was a very strict and devout Christian lady who believed so holy
in the Lord. And she loved the Lord very much. She was very active in her church,
which is, you know, Redbud Baptist Church. It’s a country church, very beautiful. If
you could see it. It’s sitting in the woods. It's a beautiful chapel out there in the
woods. One day, maybe you’ll get to see it there. Brittany, can you see it? It’s just
a gorgeous place. And I was raised in that church. And I went every time the door
opened. Every time. My grandmother was a great woman in that church. She
worshipped there. And we went to the pastor’s house for dinner. They came and in
the summertime. Summertime, we have what they call revival at the church. So my
grandmother, and my aunt would entertain the guest speakers there. So you know
they would cook for them. I don’t know how they did it. They, my grandmother and
my aunt work all day at a job. But before they went to the job, they would make
breakfast for these pastors. And this breakfast would be chicken, a fried chicken.
[003: Photo courtesy of the artist]
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Unknown Speaker 1
you're fading in and out.
Unknown Speaker 2
I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do about that. What do you do about that?
Unknown Speaker 1
Is there a spot with a better connection? Can you move closer to a window?
Unknown Speaker 2
I got this huge window right here in my bedroom. This way, I face gorgeous
bougainvillea trees. There are wild lilies and dandelions, many lovely things dear...
Matter of fact, my grandmother, Sue Cooper, my grandmother, and my uncle
Moses her brother. They have a beautiful stained-glass window there that’s
dedicated to them. Because my grandmother was sort of the founder of the
church. And so in the end in the maze, that’s your uncle Moses. The LeMays were
a big part of that church. Let me go back… Let me go back. My grandmother’s
maiden name is LeMay. That was our uncle Moses' name. He had a huge farm in
what they call kittrell, North Carolina, a huge farm. And, he grew tobacco, and
cotton. No, no, didn’t grow tobacco. He grew cotton. And he had twenty-three
children… my sister and I used to go and live with Uncle, uncle Moses, sometimes
in the summertime, just to be on his farm. And we have fun. And so… You know, I
could tell you things, but I couldn’t tell you things. While I’m sitting here, just
saying. Is this how it happened? … I wonder, especially when you’re trying to tell
something over a period of years. You only remember bits and pieces, right? But,
when you have, you see people on a regular basis, and you remember things,
they become a little bit more personal.

Reenactments create togetherness with my family. They bring a sense of belonging
and are an attempt to recover and reach for something from my past that feels
incomplete. I hope to establish a foundation from which to grow. I don’t have a lot
handed down to me from my family, but I have what I imagined I’ve inherited from them.
[004: Brittany Engel-Adams, Re-enactment of Benjamin Bobbit, 3D scan, 2020.
Photo: Brittany Engel-Adams]
[005: Photo courtesy of the artist]
The machine learning app and l are looking at the photograph, the frame, and
trying to find the human pose at the moment the photograph was taken. The app’s
model returns a prediction. In the reenactments of my family photographs, I have
my own predictions, assumptions and imagination, and I bring all of that richness
back to the digital AI model.
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[006: Brittany Engel-Adams, Re-enactment of Rebecca John Roberts, 3D scan,
2020. Photo: Brittany Engel-Adams]
[007: Photo courtesy of the artist]
Through this process I’m distancing myself from my identity—the digital portraits
override reductive categorization, and help communicate my complicated relationship
with my Identity.
[008: Brittany Engel-Adams and Ron Erlih, Re-enactment of Anna and David
Rackman, 3D scan, 2020. Photo: Brittany Engel-Adams]
[009: Photo courtesy of the artist]
Not knowing my family stimulates a feeling of loss that is echoed in the quality of
the scans. They look like digital leftovers as if it’s deteriorating—fading and
imperfect, but with a richness to the texture; visually, the digital scans contain the
quality of these imperfect memories.

Legibility of memory, a digital catalog with maps, tessellations, scans, and 3D

models. It combines archival research with manipulation of fictional memory via hacked
Kinect equipment, a retrofitted game console controller that I use to create 3D scans of
my body as a form of self-portraiture. The portraits are distilled from performative
moments of practice framing an intimate moment, an inward reflective gesture. In this
place I connect to my ancestors.

[010: Brittany Engel-Adams, Profile Figure. 3D scan, 2020. Photo: Brittany EngelAdams]

The imagination, a virtual chamber, landscape of potential force. It’s an
energy source that holds space and creates the conditions for the actual (for
real events) to unfold. It precedes the hair toss, the application of the lip
gloss, the hand wave, the grande jete, the leg kick, the karate kick, and the
swan dive—or any gesture for that matter—It colors and shapes the quality
of these gestures. Yet the movements have no beginning or ending. It’s a
matter of when we decide to dive in, to pay attention by looking, listening,
seeing, tasting, smelling—or not.
And though every one of these gestures my body renders is a learned
behavior, each contains the presence of prior knowledge, embodied
knowledge that was inherited from my ancestors. The ancestors are always
present in all my movements and gestures. The movements that precede us
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are the movements of the ancestors; the movement that pre-accelerates
you is your family. Call it the incipiency—or the movements of the not yet.
That movement was already occurring before we decided to displace it; it’s
the multiplicity of our embodied history and knowledge that’s been carried
intergenerationally through the vessel of the body. This cultural inheritance
is not a concrete thing, rather it’s embedded within a space between fact
and fiction, between tradition and intuition.
The legibility of memory is a mystery. That is, it is there, but it might need
activation to be perceptible.

There is sensual familiarity alongside and interwoven with the practice of

re-performing family photographs I am making 3D scans and 3D avatars of myself.
I collaborated with my partner Ron Erlih, a visual artist working with computers, on
a series of data and software-based works that came out of a collaboration. For
one of these works, Memory Dance, Ron wrote a program using an AI machine
learning model (developed by OpenNI, Open Natural Interaction) that recognizes a
human posture. The program creates a live mirror avatar replicating my changing
postures. It functions similarly to a musical “looper,” where I can record my
movement as the AI model recognizes my posture, repeats and overlays it with my
other movement recordings.

[011: Brittany Engel-Adams, Lying Inverted Figure on Couch, 3D scan, 2020.
Photo: Brittany Engel-Adams]

The mind's ephemeral world filled with ideas and thoughts; sometimes
incomplete, nevertheless rich and sweet. Thoughts have so much power.
They might turn me into a monster, frustrated and upset at the world,
because of something I am holding on to, or they might reflect my best
moments and memories that I cling to with fondness. Whether they bring up
a positive or negative association, activating memory takes effort.
It’s about paying attention in a sensual way; it’s the kind of attention that
sparks the familiar, a kind of attention that renders the legibility of memory.
Sensual familiarity reproduces scenes from the past, replaying them in the
mind and signaling the anticipation of a moment before it begins.
Automatically and unconsciously, sensual familiarity reproduces responses
to feelings and associations from the past. The way we feel now is inevitably
informed by what we’ve already experienced, and we can’t help but
compare every moment of our present to our past. We are carrying these
feelings, always confined by the past, and these feelings condition the
present.
Being inside the place of a memory—in that moment—you’re there without
being there. The mind goes in one direction, while the body goes in another.
19
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The phenomenology of memory is experiential and sensual; it creates an
environment and shifts the reality of both the present and the past.
Experiencing a sensation is in itself a kind of environment that moves you
out of linear time: It is a process of shifting between the interchangeability of
perception, feeling, and action, each one of which impacts the other.
I experience memory as being induced by the senses that brings something
familiar in the way memory is triggered by sensual recall. You can be
overwhelmed by a swell of sensation from smelling lavender in your garden:
Suddenly you are displaced to a similar moment when, as a curious sixyear-old kid you first smelled the flower. The environment is conditioned by
how we remember the past.

In the place where imperfect memories have escaped
between the gaps that have fallen by the wayside,
remains. Imperfect structures
fractured like shards of glass.
Shaping the body toward the past,
Slowing down,
more present in the moment,
listening more acutely to how time and energy shape my
body. Dancing with an avatar/understanding the gaps.
These sets of tools interrogate the things that are missing.
There is no resolve, just exposing what is already there.
Facing the past, I remember why I’ve forgotten it
only to be reminded that the past isn’t really the past;
it’s always been there, and very present.
It’s just a matter of when and how I became aware.
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Kaneza Schaal is a New York City–based artist who works in theater, opera, and film.
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Kaneza Schaal

There was a moment in the 1960s when the public housing erected along the East coast from
New York to North Carolina included purpose-built theaters, places for performance. Since
then, these spaces have been repurposed as day-care centers and “community rooms” that
often remain underused. This reflects a story told in administrative offices or at community
board meetings, an old lie that people who work hard, people who are under economic or
social duress, those, say, who perform “essential work” or manual labor, don’t value art. That
someone on public assistance has no need for the ritual, responsiveness, or collective
storytelling afforded by the theater, or that somehow day care and community rooms are
oppositional to art spaces. The fervor in the arts sector which yields an endless stream of new
buildings without investing in programming and operations mirrors the history of these
performance spaces created within state-supported housing.
At its best, theater is part of a functioning democracy and a model for participatory society. In
the wake of Covid-19, how we gather collectively and experience that collectivity is shifting. Our
understanding and use of local space are being invigorated, from jua kali workers in Kenya
doing metalwork in the open air and sharing not only their products but the process with the
community, to Flexn dancers in New York City moving their battles from basements into parks,
to streets in Ho Chi Minh City flooded with folding chairs where youth music recitals are held
for family members.
And yet, as the theater industry begins to address the new challenges posed to communal
gathering, people are applying their old strategies to the problem. Already there is tittering
about how to augment the architecture of theater venues, from new technologies to literal
plastic viewing boxes, to accommodate our new circumstances, or what new edifices can be
built to solve socially distanced viewing. Again, the thought prevails that theater is made of
edifices and not of interactions.
Let us shift away from the tools that failed us in the past. Let’s start from the bones.
In the last year, we have been in the bones of the country, the bones of our own psyches, the
bones of our practices as artists. The bones are piling up around us. There are literal bodies
piling and no building will answer the questions those bodies ask.
In thinking toward my own performance and theater practice, I have engaged questions posed
by death on both a large and an intimate scale with my piece GO FORTH. GO FORTH is a
translation into contemporary performance of seven chapters from Going Forth by Day, a
compendium of 4,000-year-old Egyptian funerary texts, commonly known in the West as The
Egyptian Book of The Dead. Originally intended to provide the deceased with a blueprint to the
afterlife, the collection excavates the ancient spells and incantations to propose burial not as
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erasure but as offering restitution and creating space for the presence of the absent, the
imagined, and the longed for.
My father died in Burundi. At the burial ceremony, part of a ritualized grieving process, I was
struck by the continuum of processing and performing death, and the intimacy between Black
people and death around the world. This has been rendered ever more visible given the outsize
effect of Covid-19 on marginalized communities throughout the world, as well as the global
outcry sparked by George Floyd’s death as well as all the other bodies, that are the product of
state violence. GO FORTH is a repossession of the “canon,” resituating this canon within our
own histories as Black people. It is a form of remixing that points to the surge of revolutionary
thought and labor among Black people around the globe in the mid-twentieth century that
produced movements of solidarity between formerly enslaved and colonized peoples
worldwide—a moment, in which looking inward and outward at the bones, at imperialism and
death, mobilized powerful alliances from Harlem, Atlanta and New Orleans, to Cuba, Ethiopia,
Senegal, Vietnam, Haiti, and Rwanda.
GO FORTH, like funerary altars from around the diaspora, contains a diverse group of materials
that reference the idiosyncratic as well as the global. It includes original 16mm films mixing
Jean Cocteau’s Orphic Trilogy with Egyptian death mythology; sculptures merging African and
African-American bottle tree traditions and Marcel Duchamp’s ready-mades; performances of
transcendence from evangelical preacher Benny Hinn, to Muhammad Ali, to anthropologist
Jean Rouch’s Les maîtres fous. The audience enters through a photographic installation created
in collaboration with artist Christopher Myers, a series of funerary murals initiating the
audience into the performance’s mythological landscape. The work premiered at Performance
Space 122’s COIL Festival in New York City and then traveled to the amphitheater of the Kigali
Genocide Memorial in Rwanda, Cairo International Experimental Theater Festival in Egypt,
Center for Contemporary Art New Orleans, Stanford University, and Wesleyan University’s
Center for The Arts.
The Artists: Cornell Alston, Justin Hicks, April Matthis, Christopher Myers, William Nadylam,
Paul Pryce, Naomi Saito, Greig Sargeant, Liz Sargent, David Thomson, Ashley Vellano, Cheyanne
Williams, Courtney Williams.
The Sources: E.A. Wallis Budge, The Egyptian Book of the Dead; Raymond Faulkner, The
Egyptian Book of the Dead: The Book of Going Forth by Day; Normandi Ellis Awakening Osiris;
Jean Cocteau, Orphic Trilogy; Jean Rouch, Les maîtres fous; Benny Hinn, Mighty Anointing in
Milwaukee; and warm-up footage of Muhammad Ali.
Cast:
The deceased (REN*) (Justin Hicks)
Priest / Guide / the deceased (KA* JB*) (William Nadylam)
Osiris / Guide / the deceased (BA* SHEUT*) (David Thomson)
The deceased (REN*) (Cheyanne Williams)
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The deceased follows the path laid by Osiris to eternal life. He becomes Osiris and takes his
name. Mirroring, shadowing, copying. They are all deceased. They are all the priest. They are all
Osiris.
*In Going Forth By Day the human soul is made up of five parts: Ren (name), Ba (personality),
Ka (spirit or ‘vital spark’), Sheut (shadow), Jb (heart).
The following excerpt contains images courtesy of Kaneza Schaal; stills from Jean Rouch, Les
maîtres fous; photos by Maria Baranova; and photos by Christopher Myers.
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Vignette Four: OPENING OF THE MOUTH
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The Guide who is Osiris who is the deceased is shaking.
The Guide who is the Priest who is the deceased watches.
The deceased returns his head into the pot.
The ritual in which the deceased regains the earthly faculties of breath,
speech, sight and sexual function.
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The Guide who is Osiris who is the deceased begins a dance.
This movement score is from Les Maîtres Fous, a film by French Anthropologist Jean Rouche documenting a ritual in Niger that is a repossession
of colonial magic. In the ritual the participants copy and imitate the movement and costume of a former colonial presence.
Osiris repossesses Rouche’s film.
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From the pot the deceased speaks:
I am I. I am Osiris. I have come because I wish to have come. In my time I’ve
been struck dumb by the sun. Stars fall into my heart, a pool of fire. I am a
man grown weary of ignorance, consumed in darkness and light. Give me a
mouth; I want to talk. Untie these rags on my face. Open my mouth. Unbind
my legs. Give me raisin cake and beer. Pry open my mouth with the red knife
of heaven and I will speak of days unending. I am a child of earth and sky
who rose from the buried, who followed his heart like light following the sun
into this season of fire. Open my mouth and fill me with the countless lights
of heaven. Bind the jaws of doomsayers and let me dance on their rotten
teeth. I strain against the lies told about me as I strain against the bondage of
earth. Build a bright fire of rags on the west bank of the Nile. We shall roast
the leg of an antelope. Open my mouth. Bless me with ancient dreams. Give
all the gods mouths to sing.
The deceased removes his head from the pot. He pushes the pot across the
stage to the feet of The Guide who is the Priest who is the deceased.
The deceased copies and follows the movement score just completed by
The Guide who is Osiris who is the deceased.
The deceased rushes downstage. He is contained by the Guides and by the
light. His movement continues. He whirls, on top of the parachute, towards purification.
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Loud music: Memory Band by Rotary Connection.
The deceased stops. He is sweating. He leans over to catch his breath. The
Guide who is Osiris who is the deceased joins him in the light, pats him
on the back, ushers him upstage. The deceased pours the parachute into
the pot. They exit.
The Guide who is the Priest who is the deceased faces the audiences, looks
at them as he crosses the stage. When he hits center stage, he flashes a flirtatious smile and a little dance move. He turns off the music and addresses
the audience.
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Kayla Hamilton is a Bessie-Award winning artist originally from Texarkana, TX, who
now resides in the Bronx, New York. When Kayla is not dancing, she enjoys sipping on
peppermint tea and watching Law and Order on Hulu.
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During the Covid-19 shelter-in-place order in New York, there was an
attempt by all of us to continue in whatever form of normalcy we had
experienced before.

During the COVID pandemic, Kayla sits at her spherical-shaped brown table in
her basement apartment in the North Bronx sipping her heavy creamed coffee
from a large-mouth, almond-colored coffee mug that reads “Queen of the Kiddom.” Around her are the humming of the refrigerator, the dripping from the
faucet leak in the sink, and Bad Bunny blasting from the cars in the distance.
Taking a sip of coffee, she asks questions out loud to herself. “Who does she
make art for? Why does she make art? And how can she expand her practice?”

Kayla Hamilton.
Black woman.
Fat, Disabled.
Wide-framed glasses.
Small black afro.

Kayla Hamilton

DBIPOCUnfragmented
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I started to think about other ways that my artistic practice could live outside
of a traditional theater space, how it could manifest and take space, and
what I would need to do right now to make it happen?

I began to ask what prompted me to explore and expand and how I could do
this with the tools and means that I had right now.

I was being asked to s t r e t c h myself, but not given the means,
support, or guidance to do so. I didn’t want to make traditional dance films
where I recorded myself dancing in my kitchen and upload it to social media.
Just hitting record didn’t feel right to me. Instead, I want to create work—
especially when it is nestled in technology—that stretches and expands my
process and the field. I want to challenge what is possible by finding creative
ways to engage in an ever-expanding technology.

I didn’t feel like I was in a place where I could make traditional art in the
same way.
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BIPOC Disabled artist then sends their creation back to Kayla and offers three
other BIPOC and Disabled artist’s names.

Kayla creates a phrase.
Kayla creates a movement description.
Kayla shares the movement description with a BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, Person
Of Color) Disabled artist. Artist makes a movement phrase using Kayla’s
description as a guide.

DBIPOCUnfragmented is a living virtual game of telephone using a single description to make movement phrases
or choreography from multiple disciplines.

That was the seed of self-reflection and self-questioning from which
DBIPOCUnfragmented grew.
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Arms and legs sweep out and gather into a spiral.

Arms cycle. Chest rises. Upper body yields to the earth.1

Movement phrases are purposely nondescript because we do not all move through the world in the same body. The purpose of these phrases is
for the bodies that will interpret them to see themselves (finally) in non-ableist movement descriptions. My hope with these descriptions is that they
open new possibilities of moving the body versus containing its potential.

1

to Jerron Herman.

Alice tosses

to Alice Sheppard.

Kayla tosses

The game of telephone begins with Kayla.

Kayla sends her original movement description to three new people and the
process continues in a never-ending loop-chain in the hopes of connecting BIPOC
Disabled artists to each other—and to the world.
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The quick back, front, and wheeling accelerate.

The project, DBIPOCUnfragmented, was the result of a movement already
dancing and living within me. However, Covid-19 provided me with the space
to incubate the idea of DBIPOCUnfragmented without having to be on
someone else’s time.

I don’t want my, our stories and bodies to be erased, unheard, or untold. I
want people to know. I want history books to show that BIPOC Disabled
bodies exist. We are here. I want to document it, share it, and embed these
histories in new technologies. I want future generations to have an easier
time finding others who look, move, and live like them.

to Yo-Yo Lin.

Jerron tosses

42

Movement Research Performance Journal #55
no before no after, no. 1, 02/22/2021

Kayla Hamilton, DBIPOCunfragmented
Final Draft submitted: Wed, Jan 27, 12:20 AM

This exchange with artists whose legacies and roots run deep was the soil to
ground the work that I needed.

Before I began, I conducted extensive research on seasoned Disabled
BIPOC artists like Leroy F. Moore Jr., Vilissa Thompson, and Alice Sheppard
who pioneered the field. As my research grew, I had conversations and
Zoom calls with them. I found Leroy Moore Jr. and his organization Krip Hop
Nation early in my research. I was inspired by Leroy’s hip-hop lyrics and
writing and reached out to him on Facebook. We scheduled a video call
where he shared his extensive knowledge of Black Disabled history with me.
Leroy’s openness and generosity in our conversations gave me the
confidence to move forward with DBIPOCUnfragmented. His guidance
helped clarify who I wanted to include in this project— artists of all
disciplines, not just movement-based. These kinds of conversations helped
shape DBIPOCUnfragmented. They also provided feedback about access,
practices, representation of our community, and overall support—not just of
the work, but for my own pedagogical and creative practice.
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Yo-Yo tosses

It is a living piece of art that is for ALL the people, BY the people who are the
most underrepresented in the arts.

DBIPOCUnfragmented is not about “professionalism” or status quo in the
field. It’s about the people, representation, and the experience of doing.

I’ve designed the game to keep growing—with or without me. While I am the
initiator, I do not want to be the face of it. I do not want to center or call
attention to myself as the creator of DBIPOCUnfragmented. Instead, my goal
for it is to become so expansive that no one knows who started it. I want the
work to be shared by artists of all modalities. I want the project to reach
multiple levels of artists—those who have been doing it forever and those
who may not have thought of themselves as artists.

DBIPOCUnfragmented stems from my desire to be connected to a
community that I identify with, but haven’t been a part of.
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Kayla catches the fragments of their explorations. Their fragments expand and
push the game forward as they invite more contributors. As more DBIPOC artists
share, our fragments become unfragmented through a singular description and

Alice Sheppard, Jerron Herman, Yo-Yo Lin, and Pelenakeke Brown toss their
creations back to Kayla.

DBIPOCUnfragmented makes the work of Disabled BIPOC artists accessible to all using descriptors, captions, etc.
The work then gets tagged with #DBIPOCartists and shared on multiple social media platforms as well as the
project website.

to Pelenakeke Brown.

Sitting into one hip and pulls a cord.
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Kayla Hamilton is a Bessie-Award winning artist originally from Texarkana, TX who now resides in the Bronx, New York. When Kayla
is not dancing, she enjoys sipping on peppermint tea and watching Law and Order on Hulu.

Kayla continues the movement phrase, adding on and on to the point of
exhaustion.

Sitting into one hip and pulls a cord.

The quick back, front, and wheeling accelerate.

Arms and legs sweep out and gather into a spiral.

Arms cycle. Her chest rises. Her upper body yields to the earth.

After an hour of sitting at the table, Kayla peeks inside her coffee mug. She
notices she is out of coffee and instantly gets up. Kayla stands in the center of
the kitchen between the humming refrigerator and leaking faucet. She closes her
eyes and begins to move…

creative container that fosters our collective growth and visibility.

Image Description: All photos are in black and white. From left to right: Alice
Sheppard, black shirt, medium length curly hair, smiling and facing towards the
camera; Pelenakeke Brown wearing a black thin strapped shirt, long black hair,
facing the camera; Leroy Moore Jr. Black shirt, left hand underneath chin and head
resting in his hand, short black hair, facing towards the camera; Jerron Hermon
light grey medium strap shirt, short black hair, arms tossed behind him, head
facing to the left of the camera. Above Jerron is Yo-Yo Lin, black pants, grey
halter, arms to the side, hair in a bun, facing to the right of the camera. The
background of the image is shades of orange.
Photo credit: beverlie lord, Laura Hetzel, a friend of Leroy’s, Dan Kim and
Jesse Sperling

,
,
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