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Abstract 

 

Embodying Entanglement is a practice-based research project investigating how 

material engagements with the body can examine personal histories of sexual assault and 

racism. It presents embodied trauma as processual, wherein videos, handmade books, and 

live performances work with various organic materials cyclically filtered through the body. 

This project reframes depictions of trauma in art, focusing on metaphorical evocations of the 

ongoing experiential impact of trauma, rather than the graphic reperformance of traumatic 

events.   

 

Embodying Entanglement attunes to how performative process and material 

entanglement expand artistic depictions of rape and racism, to decolonise trauma in 

performative arts practices. In this research, my experiences of the aftermath of rape are 

considered through the influence of my diasporic identity. The two are entangled as my 

management of the aftereffects of rape are impacted by my own cultural influences. The 

project uncovers how the way I have learnt to move through the aftermath of rape and 

perpetual experiences of racism has been a process of reorienting myself in my body 

through layers of silence.  

 

From table manners gone awry to items evocative of childhood nostalgia—such as 

flip books and secret diaries—the imagery and methods used throughout this project allude 

to the deeply personal ways in which my trauma is embodied. My mouth masticates 

eggshells and pulverises pomegranates and my body drags itself through flour, curry, and 

chili powder. Hair emerges and accumulates at the back of my throat and my family’s hands 

repetitively spoon sugar into tea cups until they overflow. Thread punctures the page and 

replaces words in a book, and imprints of areolas move hypnotically across flipped pages. 

These cyclical and processual rituals piece together a narrative of my body being put back 

together after having been fragmented through racism and rape. In this practice-based 

research—the artwork and the writing and thinking through the practice in this thesis—I find 

agency in my body and my voice, inviting others to affectively engage with this agency.  
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Introduction 
 

Soucouyant: Learning to Shed My Skin 
  



 2 

I was born in Ottawa, Canada, to a Euro-Canadian father and Indo-Trinidadian 

mother. The three of us moved to Texas when I was six. Moving to Texas presented me with 

the first moments where I can remember the colour of my skin being used as a cultural 

signifier. The phrase “where are you from?” usually meant, “what is your ethnicity?” 

Whenever I responded to “where are you from?” with “Canada,” it was usually followed by, 

“where are you really from?” 

  

From age six, I grew up spending summer and/or winter holidays in my Trinidadian 

grandmother’s home listening to stories of my mother’s childhood and local folklore. I spent 

time at the beach in Maracas eating bake and shark and turning all different shades of 

brown, bronze, and red. No matter how familiar I became with my mother’s country and 

culture, no matter how much I acknowledged it as my own, I was still considered foreign. I 

was teased by my cousins for being so fair and would spend hours in the sun trying to get 

darker with equal degrees of success and pain. The skin on my shoulders would blister and 

peel, and the skin on my cheeks would burn bright, hot red. I would go back to Texas after 

each trip confident in my tan—proof of a link to half of my culture—only to have it fade back 

to its original moderately brown state.  

  

Brown, but not brown enough. 

  

Each visit to my paternal grandparents in Canada was met with a silent 

acknowledgment of my otherness. No one teased me for how much darker my skin was in 

comparison to their own, but the silence made it all the more apparent. I grew up watching 

musicals (Calamity Jane and Seven Brides for Seven Brothers being a few favourites at the 

time) and BBC renditions of Jane Austen and Charlotte Bronte novels. I learnt how to draw, 

paint, and put on performances for my aunt and grandparents in the basement of their 

suburban home. My aunt and I would spend hours drawing pictures of women from different 

eras that we had seen depicted in films, paintings, and read about in books. We coloured 

each one of their arms and face with the same perfect shade of peachy pink. Once I 

returned to Texas, I would find myself wishing I were fairer, with lighter hair and lighter eyes.  

  

Pale, but not pink enough. 

  

In my pre-teens, my cousin began sexually abusing me. And at nineteen, I was raped 

at a party in college. The rape resulted in a pregnancy that was followed by severe 

depression and a failed suicide attempt. In contrast to my history of sexual abuse, which I 

managed to keep a secret for many years, the rape that occurred twelve years ago forced 
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me to be much more public about my experiences. While they scraped away the inner lining 

of my uterus, my mother was on a flight to Trinidad to pay her respects to my very sick 

grandmother. It was a flight I was supposed to be on. When the excuses for missing family 

events, school, and social gatherings with friends began piling up, I became more and more 

incapable of taking care of myself. Three days after my mother returned to Houston, a doctor 

told her I would have to be institutionalised or placed under her care and supervision for my 

safety. She and I chose the latter. This meant trying, painfully, to explain to my mom—why.  

 

I woke up broken  

Brown 

He woke up smug with his scales 

Beige 

All I could hear, smell, feel, taste, and see 

Crimson 

Is this what it means to be a woman? 

 

The text above is a compilation of personal journal entries, extracted to recount the 

experiential catalyst for this research project, Embodying Entanglement. My experiences of 

rape and racism have been a motivator and a guide in the project. I had experienced rape in 

specific ways due to racism and, as a performance artist, wanted to understand, work with, 

and express my experiences. I wanted to let them deepen my own and others’ thinking and 

feeling about rape and racism. I undertook this practice-based research project to explore 

new ways of depicting rape, racism, and trauma, to expand the sorts of depictions I was 

encountering in performance art. Although they were strong and affective, these artistic 

depictions seemed to miss something crucial about how rape and trauma is experienced in 

particular racial contexts, and the larger significance of this gap in a cultural and political 

context. I also undertook this project with a deep desire to see how performance art could 

poetically materialise traumatic impact and explore what that might look like through the 

decolonising gestures of my Trinidadian heritage. I wanted to find how the body can be used 

to speak despite the hardships of oppression and repression.  

 

The title of the project evokes my two main ways of working on this project. 

Embodying speaks to the way I worked with my own body in my performance practice to 

think conceptually and to express feelings. Entanglement speaks to the complexity of my 

experiences—the way two or more experiences have intertwined to complicate their original 

context. Entanglement means it is impossible to consider one experience without the 

influence of the other. I cannot separate my bodily experiences of rape and the trauma of 
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racism from each other. What I wanted to do with the project was not just work through this 

for myself—to find ways to work with it in performance—but, as a researcher, to see how 

this work speaks more broadly in the context of decolonising politics and the arts. In this 

sense, both performance art and decolonising politics have been the context and motivators 

for this project. 

 

The primary question leading my practice-based research project over the last three 

years has been: how can material process and performance manifest autobiographical and 

entangled experiences of traumatic racialisation and rape? As well as: how can this artistic 

work contribute to decolonising performance art?1  

 

One of the ways I have worked on the project has been eversion—to externally 

materialise internal processes of managing the aftermath of rape and the trauma of 

racialisation to construct a narrative of experiential entanglement. Through eversion, 

material engagements with the body perform the process by which the aftereffects of rape 

and racism inform one another. The results reflect performative, material, and somatic 

process to construct an ever-evolving artistic rendering of entangled experience as it relates 

to rape and racism.  

 

My research has been further developed through two overseas artist residencies, 

which allowed for expanding the global contexts of representing rape and racism in art and 

broadening my work within intersectional feminist frameworks. The first residency was self-

directed and took place at Youkobo Artspace in Tokyo, Japan, in November of 2016. There I 

did material examinations of food and textiles, as well as attended Butoh workshops to 

explore how food and thread could be used to reinforce the skin and help propel the body 

through rigorous and repetitive actions that are allusive of decolonising gesture. I also 

participated in the Feminist Art Collective Residency on Toronto Island, Canada, in May of 

2017. This residency’s primary focus is to bring together artists from around the world whose 

practices are rooted in intersectional feminist thinking. There I participated in an anti-

oppression workshop, engaged in regular group and individual critiques, attended artist 

talks, and went on field trips to mainland Toronto for feminist art gallery tours. Within each of 

these activities, I engaged in generative discussions regarding decolonisation and feminist 

art practice that contributed greatly to the framing of my studio research. I also spent much 

of my spare time in the communal kitchen, enacting new food-based material investigations 

with my body. These material engagements with my body served as tests for the studio 

 
1 By decolonising performance art, I mean the destabilisation of colonial embodiments and pervasiveness of whiteness in the 
field. I return to decolonising shortly.  
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research. This is where I developed one of the three primary performances of my studio 

research titled Bite Your Tongue.2 In the food-based engagements with my body, I 

specifically looked to the symbolism of materials and how they evoke decolonising modes of 

resistance in Trinidadian traditions.  

 

In my research, I use the term decolonisation to describe active attempts to undo 

colonial influences in the arts. I draw from decolonisation theory in the field of art to frame 

ideas of decolonisation in this research.3 Australian writer Anna Haebich, for instance, 

defines decolonisation as “the unravelling of assumed certainties and the re-imagining and 

re-negotiating of common futures.”4  To contribute to the “unravelling of assumed certainties” 

and the “re-imagining and re-negotiating of common futures,”  I draw on my own Trinidadian 

heritage, using specific performances and artistic gestures from Trinidadian folklore and 

Carnival traditions that directly reference colonial resistance leading up to the country’s 

independence.5 By grounding my understandings of decolonisation in the histories and 

traditions of Trinidad and Tobago, I prioritise knowledge from my heritage rather than 

Western canons of knowledge in the arts as I work with my traumatic experiences through 

performative arts practices. Through these material and experiential entanglements, I also 

consider how whiteness continues to pervasively impact my understandings of the field and I 

try to re-imagine and re-negotiate the centralisation of whiteness in the arts.  

 

Expanding from the ways whiteness impacts my understanding of the arts, I engage 

with and utilise the term abjection through a kind of destabilisation of its Euro-centric 

origins.6 Though abjection is a European psychoanalytic concept, I am appropriating and 

inflecting it as part of a decolonising strategy. As a brown woman who has grown up in North 

America, European psychoanalytic concepts have directly, culturally, and psychically, 

impacted my body. Now, as a brown artist, I am seizing the concept affectively and 

poetically; I am giving it a new and other life.  

 

 
2 Vanessa Godden, Bite Your Tongue, 2017, live performance, 40 min., Toronto, Daniels Spectrum, 24 May, 2017. 
3 Examples of further decolonisation frameworks are: The Role of Art in Decolonisation by Cassie Lynch, Decolonising the Arts 
Curriculum edited by Studio Jum’ah, and Why Decolonising the Arts Must Be an Intersectional Effort by Olamiju Fajemisin.  
4 Anna Haebich, “Australian Historical Studies.” Imagining Assimilation 33, no. 118 (2002), 70. 
doi/abs/10.1080/10314610208596180 
5 Trinidad and Tobago gained its independence from Britain in August of 1962. Originally colonised by Spain in the late 1400s, 
Trinidad and Tobago was governed and settled by several different European colonial countries until the early 1800s, when 
England took over the country.  
6 Please note, ‘abjection’ will be italicised throughout this dissertation as a way of referring back to this framework of the term.   

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10314610208596180
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I will now turn to a brief overview of the various ways my studio research evokes how 

I processed the impacts of trauma relating to rape and racism. I will do this by considering 

the materials and gestures used in my studio research and how I enacted them to address 

my key research question. Following this, I outline the specific theories relating to abjection, 

affect, and decolonisation that I use to frame my studio research throughout this dissertation. 

To extend how my studio research is framed within this dissertation, I refer to the four 

primary artworks that formulate my field of practice for this research. Next, I briefly lay out 

the structure of my dissertation and how this thesis itself becomes a further performative 

evocation of ideas of entanglement. To conclude, I look to Trinidadian folklore, specifically 

the Soucouyant’s story, to ground how I am framing my body and its relationship to trauma 

in this dissertation. 

 

Body, Gestures, Material Voice—Processes and Theories  

 

In my studio research, materials and my body and gestures converge to poetically 

evoke the ways I process the impacts of trauma relating to rape and racism. For instance, I 

enact various material engagements with my body to blend and reconstitute organic and 

inorganic matter. These engagements are activated through ritual and cyclical processing—

as materials move through my body and my body moves through material, my body and 

matter become entangled. My mouth takes on the qualities of a food processor in my live 

performance Bite Your Tongue to reconstitute curry and flour, eggshells, and pomegranates 

into an altered version of their original state, solely using my mouth.7 In my video 

performance, Reburying My Navel String, my parents and I endlessly spoon sugar into our 

tea, turning the hot brown liquid into a viscous mess, overflowing onto the table cloth and 

into our laps.8 During my live performances Cartography and Purge, my body methodically 

moves through flour, chilli powder, and curry powder to blend the matter and fuse it to my 

 
7 Godden, Bite Your Tongue. 
8 Vanessa Godden, Reburying My Navel String, 2015, video performance, 3 min. and 39 sec, Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence 
Gallery, 19-22 February, 2019. 

Figure 1: Vanessa Godden, Bite Your Tongue, 2017. 
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body.9 My nipples orbit the page in my small flip book series, My Nipples Aren’t Pink, 

transforming into a pink, swirling galaxy.10 In another video performance titled Churile, my 

mouth takes on monstrous proportions as it repeatedly opens to reveal more hair forming at 

the back of my tongue.11 These works, alongside other artworks from my studio research, 

use the body to physically process material in order to metaphorically evoke my processing 

of trauma. These processes also draw out a material voice that is evocative of my 

suppressed voice, resulting from traumatic impact.  

 

The material voice that gets invoked in my studio research is framed through theories 

of abjection, affect, and decolonisation in order to contextualise the way I am using matter to 

speak. Throughout this dissertation, I draw from Julia Kristeva’s book Powers of Horror and 

the decolonising histories of Trinidad and Tobago to inform the abject ways I use my body 

with material in my artworks. To elaborate, my mouth in Bite Your Tongue (analysed in 

Chapter Two) and Churile (unpacked in Chapter Four) disrupts the normative functions of 

the mouth to viscerally invoke the abject. My saliva blends with food matter to create a 

vomit-like mess atop the kitchen table and hair, sheened by spit, grows on the inside of my 

mouth, instead of atop my head. I build from Sara Ahmed’s essay “Happy Objects” (in 

Chapter Three) and Norie Neumark’s book Voicetracks: Attuning to Voice in Media and the 

Arts (in Chapter Three and Four) to support how agential materiality in my studio research 

helps to produce voice. For instance, in the live performance Cartography (analysed in 

Chapter Three), flour, chilli powder, and curry powder get kicked into the air as my body 

travels through them. These materials traverse through the air to affectively engage with 

viewers—lightly brushing against their skin and settling on their clothes as well as getting 

breathed in through the mouth and nose to tickle the sinuses—all further accentuating the 

warm smell of spice. Here, words become replaced with flour and spice to convey my 

experiences of trauma.  

 

The third theoretical framing of my studio research, decolonisation, is drawn from 

Julietta Singh’s book Unthinking Mastery: Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements. 

From this text, I am generating a conversation between Singh’s ideas of embodied colonial 

trauma and my studio research in order to resist further colonial frameworks of my artwork. 

What I mean by colonial frameworks is the pervasive whiteness in art, particularly feminist 

performance art. I am suggesting that by utilising gestures of resistance from my own 

 
9 Vanessa Godden, Cartography, live performance, 15 min., Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, 20 February, 2019; 
Vanessa Godden, Purge, live performance, 15 min., Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, 21 February, 2019. 
10 Vanessa Godden, My Nipples Aren’t Pink, 5 cm W by 10.5 cm L flip book series, Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, 19-
22 February, 2019. 
11 Vanessa Godden, Churile, 2016, video performance, 3:49, sound design by Thembi Soddell using sounds sampled from 
Alice Hui-Sheng Chang and Jim Denley, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, Melbourne, 19-22 February, 2019. 
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heritage, I am able to assert the agency of my voice and my body in the field. Through this, I 

am working to destabilise whose bodies and stories are predominantly represented in the 

field of performance art through material acts of decolonisation. Decolonisation, in my 

research, refers specifically to the act of resisting colonial embodiment and further colonial 

impact. For example, in my performance Purge, I use food powders as pigment to adorn my 

skin, alluding to decolonising traditions of Carnival in Trinidad and Tobago. These acts of 

resistance from my matrilineal homeland help me exorcise my suppressed voice, which 

resulted from colonial influence and firmly resist silencing.  

 

 

 

 

Methodology and Structure 

 

Throughout this dissertation, I only reference theory and artworks authored by 

women, queer people, Black and Indigenous people, and people of colour in order to 

decentralise the white male heteronormative canon still prevalent in academia and the arts. 

These destabilising enactments in my dissertation are also an extension of the decolonising 

enactments in my studio research. The four primary artworks from my field of practice that I 

build a discussion with throughout my dissertation are: Untitled (Rape Scene) by Ana 

Mendieta, Carry That Weight by Emma Sulkowicz, Eating Disorder by Lorna Simpson, and 

Sunset Slit by Joiri Minaya. These four artworks address the embodiment of trauma relating 

to either the impact of rape or racism. In this dissertation, I consider how my studio research 

draws from and extends upon this community of practice. From this, I question, how does 

entanglement work to expand depictions of rape and racism in performance art? What are 

the ways in which materialised entanglement contribute to our engagement with rape and 

racism in art? The main methodology of my writing is built from conversations between my 

own artworks, select works of other artists, Trinidadian folklore and history, and theory. I see 

it as a methodology that understands my own work and that of other artists as research that 

can contribute to the work undertaken by theorists. It does so by grounding the ideas of 

theories addressed in this research in visual representations of the lived experiences of 

traumatic impact. This also contributes to the expansion of performance art practice by 

materialising personal experiences of trauma through means of entangled methodologies. 

 

Four chapters follow this introduction. These chapters weave together my work, the 

work of others, and the underlying experiences of rape and racism that contribute to the 

decolonisation of performance art. Chapter One, Performative Materiality and the Domestic 
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Table, serves as the literature review, an introduction to the field and the contribution of my 

research within it. The following three chapters are centred on the three main performances 

of my studio research, Bite Your Tongue, Cartography, and Purge. Woven throughout these 

three chapters are discussions not just of the three key performances from my final 

exhibition, but also other works from my studio research, video, and book artworks. I 

consider these other artworks as a sort of extension of my performances—performative in 

themselves and documentations of the performances that created them. Chapter Two 

examines my studio research in relation to the entanglement of abjection and affect. In this 

chapter, I refer to Estelle Barrett’s writing to outline these entanglements. Chapter Three 

builds connections between my studio research and the affective relationship between 

bodies, objects, and feelings. I frame these ideas through Ahmed’s text “Happy Objects.” 

Chapter Four outlines the generative relationship between my studio research and 

decolonising politics. I draw from Singh’s writing to inform my ideas of decolonisation in 

relation to the body in performance art. Conclusion: Generative Entanglements concludes 

the dissertation and weaves together my key findings from each of the four chapters. My aim 

is for this structure to allow the dissertation itself to work as a performance of entanglement, 

the weaving together of ideas and practices, enacted through the agency of my voice. The 

chapters follow the flow of my three key performance pieces, performatively evoking the 

process of materialising my voice as it happened in the final exhibition.  

 

Upon entering the final exhibition, viewers encountered a large and sparsely 

populated dark room. Not quite centred, but clearly the centrepiece of the room, was a long 

wooden dining room table with two chairs seated at either end. Above and below the table 

were mounds of flour, chilli powder, and curry powder. This was where the two primary 

performances of my studio research, Cartography and Purge took place.12 To left of the 

room in the front corner of the gallery was my audio installation Soucouyant.13 In the 

installation an orange arm was chair sitting on top of a carpet of flour, chilli powder, and 

curry powder. Next to the chair was a side table with a pair of headphones resting on top. 

Should viewers choose to sit in the chair and put the headphones on, they would encounter 

my voice reciting the same personal text found in the beginning of this dissertation. Along 

the left wall of the front gallery was a monitor and headphones looping the video 

performance, Churile, wherein building drone-like sounds accompany hair building in the 

back of my throat. Beside the video monitor was a floating white shelf holding my small book 

 
12 Hyperlinks throughout this dissertation are marked in blue and underlined. URLs are listed in the Image List on page xiii.  
13 Vanessa Godden, Soucouyant, 2019, audio installation, 4 min., Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, 19-22 February, 
2019. 

https://vimeo.com/345567713
https://vimeo.com/345603050
https://vimeo.com/360409966
https://vimeo.com/179180043
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of threads, Push|Pull.14 Everything save for the television monitor was enveloped in orbs of 

warm glowing light. 

 

 

 

As viewers made their way into the back gallery it seemed as though the only object 

in the space was a round kitchen table, also enveloped in a circle of yellow light. As they 

entered the space, however, television monitors and a shelf lining two of the walls revealed 

themselves. On top of the kitchen table rested three material stations, curry and flour, 

eggshells with personal journal entries scrawled across them, and five whole pomegranates. 

This is where the first primary performance of my studio research, Bite Your Tongue, took 

place.15 On the left wall, a video monitor was mounted in the middle, looping my video 

performance Where’re you from?.16 In the film, I dip and bob between three glass mixing 

bowls, blending curry and flour with my mouth as the mixing tool. On the wall next to this 

video monitor was another monitor mounted close to the corner. A pair of headphones hung 

on a hook next to this monitor where viewers could watch my short video performance 

Reburying My Navel String and listen to the sounds of the Texas summer heat and tinkling 

of my mother’s fine china. The first wall to the right of the room held a video monitor and 

long floating shelf. The video monitor played my video performance Hollow, in which I 

repeatedly masticate and spit out a large collection of eggshells.17 On the ground was a 

sound bar emanating the sounds of eggshells crunching between my teeth, which resonated 

 
14 Vanessa Godden, Push|Pull, 2019, 16 cm L by 11 cm W book, bound by Ort Bindery, Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence 
Gallery, 19-22 February, 2019. 
15 Please note, the video documentation of Bite Your Tongue is a re-performance of the work. Due to technical difficulties, video 
documentation of this performance from opening night of my examination exhibition at Margaret Lawrence Gallery is 
unavailable. Please refer to the photographic documentation in this dissertation to see documentation of the live performance.  
16 Vanessa Godden, Where’re you from?, 2016, video performance, 7 min. 19 sec., Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, 19-
22 February, 2019. 
17 Vanessa Godden, Hollow, 2016, video performance, 24 min. 21 sec., Melbourne, Margaret Lawrence Gallery, 19-22 
February, 2019. 

Figure 2: Vanessa Godden, installation view Embodying Entanglement, 2019. 

https://vimeo.com/345421148
https://vimeo.com/178775787
https://vimeo.com/232195876
https://vimeo.com/187153432
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through the gallery. On the long floating shelf, also spot lit in warm glowing light, rested my 

flip book series, My Nipples Aren’t Pink. Here, viewers could pick up the books and flip 

through to see my nipples stamped in pink orbiting the page. All the while, the smells of 

spice floated through the rooms.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Visual representations of my body in abjection, leads me to build generative 

connections between my studio research and the Trinidadian folktale character, the 

Soucouyant. The Soucouyant is an influential character because of her ability to impact a 

whole community by draining its life force to sustain her own. Through abject 

transformations, she is able to assert the agency of her body, once considered 

inconsequential, now monstrous. The Soucouyant is said to have made a pact with the devil 

in order to transform her into an eternal being of fire. During the day, she is an unsuspecting 

crone-like recluse, and by night, she sheds her skin to transform into a glowing orb of light. 

She then roams around finding cracks in the foundations of people’s homes to enter and 

drain their blood for sustenance and maintain her immortality. My studio research draws 

specifically from the Soucouyant’s ability to garner agency through abject transformations. I 

Figure 3: Vanessa Godden, installation view Embodying Entanglement, 2019. 
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build from ideas of abject transformations to consider how trauma negatively impacts not 

only myself but those in my community when it is suppressed due to personal, cultural, and 

societal pressures. Through my abject transformations materialised in the studio research, 

even though I perform alone and without audience participation, my body may still affectively 

impact those around it. For instance, the manner in which hair forms in the back of my throat 

in Churile might invoke a visceral response in audience members, and the spice floating 

through the air in Cartography might stimulate a cough or a sneeze. Here, I hope that my 

work materialises the agency of my voice by conveying my experiences of traumatic impact. 

 

My experiences of traumatic impact have been visualised through the influence of 

the Soucouyant’s story. In my studio research, my body moves through and blends with 

material to metaphorically depict the ways my body processes trauma. With the Soucouyant, 

rituals in my work and writing become more than a metaphor, they refer to the actual rituals 

she and, following her, I enact. In the dissertation, I work my way through performative 

gestures that build towards the transformation of my body, like the Soucoyant, invoking the 

Soucoyant, into a ball of light. As if traversing through the process of shedding my own skin, 

I meld myself to materials that symbolise the traumatic impact of racism and rape. Through 

the process of moving and working through these materials, I become engulfed in my own 

heat and light. In these invocational enactments of the Soucouyant, I am building new ways 

to speak about trauma in performance art. They are built on the traditions of vulnerability and 

intimacy found in oral storytelling and colonial protest from my matrilineal homeland. 
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Performative Materiality and The Domestic Table 
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  ‘Performative materiality’ in Embodying Entanglement is evocative of the way matter 

speaks—the stories it holds and how those stories become enacted when matter comes in 

contact with the body. For instance, flour and spices, the matter that continues to appear in 

various forms throughout my performance and video works, hold their own material history. I 

am not simply talking about the ingredients that curry and flour possess, but also the 

invisible particles that shape both substances into existence. The poetics of what we cannot 

see is what drives my investigations into materiality and its performativity. Like the particle 

level of matter, the impacts of trauma remain largely unseen. They often exist locked behind 

a series of tightly shut doors, whispered about in hushed tones, and buried deep within the 

body. Attempts to quietly, inwardly, privately, and quickly fix a traumatised person rather 

than address the source of traumatic impact is a common practice across cultures.  

 

Working with and at the domestic table in my performance works, I build on my own 

personal experiences of this to explore the ways my trauma pushes against becoming 

unseen, suppressed, and silenced. In this dissertation, I consider the domestic table as the 

connective tissue of the home. Within my family, it is the designated space for family and 

culture to convene. I also reflect on it as a threshold between public and private, a space 

where truths are revealed and concealed, as well as a place where bodies and matter meld. 

Through all of this, I am positioning the domestic table as the primary setting for material 

performativity to be enacted in my studio research.   

 

 

 

Figure 4: Vanessa Godden, installation view Cartography and Purge, 2019. 
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Chapter One braids together a generative discussion of trauma-based performative 

artworks by other artists, my own artworks, concepts of marginality, decolonising theory, 

traditional Trinidadian rituals of decolonising resistance, and decolonising arts criticism. 

From this process I build a cohesive artistic, theoretical, and cultural frame for my studio 

research in this dissertation. Chapter One is arranged into three distinct sections that serve 

as a review of the relevant field of performance artworks and theoretical texts, and how my 

own work fits in. The first section, Trauma Relating to Rape and Racism in the Field of 

Performative Arts Practices, outlines the work of four specific artists—Ana Mendieta, Emma 

Sulkowicz, Lorna Simpson and Joiri Minaya—who directly address themes of trauma 

through material engagements with the body in their artistic practices. The following section, 

Entangling Intersections, weaves together the concept of intersectionality and theories of 

entanglement to examine materiality’s entangled relationship to the body in my research. 

There, I draw specifically on Kimberlé Crenshaw’s ideas of intersectionality and Julietta 

Singh’s writing on entanglement. In the last section, Metaphorical and Physical Acts of 

Decolonisation, I look to cultural traditions in Trinidad and Tobago’s Carnival and its radical, 

decolonising roots, to frame the how my own metaphorical and literal references to these 

traditions function as decolonising acts. Arguing for the value of this in contemporary arts-

specific context, I draw threads between my performative works and Anuradha Vikram’s 

critical writings on decolonising the arts.  

 

Trauma Relating to Rape and Racism in the Field of Performative Arts Practices 

 

 In the field of performative arts practices, trauma is often framed through the 

conditions of a singular source of impact, i.e. trauma relating to the effects of racism, rape, 

or war. My research brings together two specific sources of traumatic impact—rape and 

racism—to expand the ways in which trauma can be framed in performative art practices. 

This process reflects on my trauma as a multi-dimensional experience with many layers and 

more than one source, or what I refer to throughout this dissertation as ‘entangled trauma.’ 

In this research, I consider entangled trauma through its relationship to the marginalised 

body, specifically my own marginalised body. To support how I expand frameworks of 

trauma in performative arts practices, I begin with a dialogue between my art work and four 

other artists’ work to explore the power of art to address trauma relating to rape and trauma 

relating to racism. I consider how singular frameworks of trauma in performative art practices 

have developed a diverse, affective language that is evocative of traumatic impact. I then 

envisage the ways in which my own work with entangled trauma can contribute to this 

legacy and extend from it.  
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There has been a recent shift away from the historical predominance of ‘heroic’ rape 

imagery as explored in Diane Wolfthal’s book Images of Rape: The “Heroic” Tradition and Its 

Alternatives. Art constructed by male artists such as Christiaen van Couwenbergh, Peter 

Paul Rubens, Nicholas Poussin, and Gian Lorenzo Bernini serve as examples of this form of 

representation.18 In Bernini’s marble sculpture, Rape of Proserpina, the Roman god of the 

underworld, Pluto, is pictured holding Proserpina naked against his torso as she pushes 

herself away from him.19 Pluto’s hard marble hand sinks into Proserpina’s hamstring, as if 

her stone skin was actually human flesh. The muscles and hair on both Pluto and 

Proserpina are so immaculately sculpted that they look as though they are humans 

preserved in stone by magic. Bernini’s intricate carving transforms a horrific scene into 

something theatrically dramatic and beautiful. For a brief moment, one might be able to 

forget the rape depicted here and be captivated by the great beauty of both these figures 

intertwined. Wolfthal elaborates on the notion of ‘heroic’ rape imagery by stating, “Since 

ancient times, the cult of the hero has been intertwined with notions of sexual aggression.”20 

She explains that when artists represent these acts of aggression in elaborately painted and 

ornately carved art works, viewers are more easily able to dissociate the act of rape from 

what is depicted in the work of art.21 Curator Monika Fabijanska’s exhibition The Un-Heroic 

Act: Representations of Rape in Contemporary Women’s Art in the U.S. also contributed 

greatly to the subversion of the canon of ‘heroic’ representations of rape in art. In the 

exhibition, twenty artists’ artworks, including Mendieta’s work, addressing the traumatic 

impact of rape on women in America were showcased alongside one another. This 

exhibition, Wolfthal’s writing, and Mendieta’s Rape Scene, as we shall see, constructed a 

pivotal shift in how rape is depicted and discussed in art.  

 

 Mendieta continues to inform generations of artists making work about the impacts of 

trauma. Her artistic practice not only addressed the trauma of displacement, racism, rape, 

colonialism, and sexism but also developed a new and powerfully affective way to convey 

the way trauma is embodied in performative arts practices. Menideta’s Untitled (Rape 

 
18 Christian van Couwenbergh, “Rape scene,” 1632, Strasbourg, Musée des Beaux-Arts, in Images of Rape: The “Heroic” 
Tradition and Its Alternatives by Dianne Wolfhal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 189; Peter Paul Rubens, 
Rape of the Sabine Women, 1635-37, London, National Gallery, in “From Victim to Victor: Women Turn the Representation of 
Rape Inside Out,” by G. Roger Densen, Huffington Post, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-t_b_1073672 
(accessed January 3, 2018); Nicolas Poussin, Rape of the Sabine Women, ca. 1636-37, New York, Metropolitan Museum of 
Art (Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1941, 41.160), in Images of Rape: The “Heroic” Tradition and Its Alternatives by Dianne 
Wolfhal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 8; Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Rape of Prosperpina, 1622, Rome, Galleria 
Borghese, “From Victim to Victor: Women Turn the Representation of Rape Inside Out” by G. Roger Densen, Huffington Post, 
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-t_b_1073672 (accessed January 3, 2018).   
19 Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Rape of Prosperpina, 1622, Rome, Galleria Borghese, in “From Victim to Victor: Women Turn the 
Representation of Rape Inside Out” G. Roger Densen, Huffington Post, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-
t_b_1073672 (accessed January 3, 2018).   
20 Dianne Wolfthal, Images of Rape: The “Heroic” Tradition and Its Alternatives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 1-2.  
21 Wolfthal, Images of Rape, 1-2. 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-t_b_1073672
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-t_b_1073672
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-t_b_1073672
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/facing-the-interior-and-t_b_1073672
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Scene) focuses on the body immediately following rape, where traumatic impact is clearly 

visible through damage done to the body—cuts, bruises, blood.22 Unlike her other works, 

this particular performance is not drawn from personal experience. In this work, Mendieta 

replicated a crime scene as it was described in newspapers. The news story graphically 

detailed the wounds and trauma to the body of a fellow University of Iowa student, Sara Ann 

Otten, who was found raped and murdered in her apartment in 1973. As part of a course 

assignment, this performance involved Mendieta’s classmates discovering her body tied up 

and bent over a kitchen table. Her pants were pulled down around her ankles and her 

bottom, thighs, and legs were smeared with blood. Around her, broken tableware was 

scattered about the floor in and amongst pools of blood. Much of Mendieta’s artistic practice 

is about re-animating the past through ritualistic embodiment—burning, moulding, and 

digging the shape of her body into the earth, camouflaging her body with mud to become 

part of a tree, carving an indigenous Caribbean deity into the rock wall of a cave in Cuba, 

and tracing the lines of her body onto the walls of a gallery in animal blood. Untitled (Rape 

Scene) extends this use of ritual by manifesting a re-embodied, empathic connection to 

Otten that gives her agency even after her death. Through the process of performing this 

gruesome re-animation, Mendieta also implicates her community by asking them to confront 

the dire impacts of gender-based violence.  

 

 Mendieta’s Untitled (Rape Scene), unlike male-authored historical representations of 

rape, re-associates the gruesomeness in the act of rape with visual representations of its 

somatic impact. By embodying the trauma Otten’s body endured, Mendieta reflects the 

metaphorical violence of the viewer’s gaze back onto the audience. She arrests their 

attention on the painfully physical aftereffects of rape. Significant though this work was, my 

concern in this research project is to point to how this mode of performative production plays 

into the tropes of depicting the subject of rape stuck in an infinite loop of experiencing 

violence. Whether this was Mendieta’s intention or not, it has become part of how viewers 

understand it. This may be the due to the fact that the performance was photographically 

documented and continues to be distributed in photographic form. However, I would assert 

that constructing a re-depiction of rape that is not based on one’s own experience actually 

further isolates how rape is consumed in art—focusing on the moment of sexual assault or 

moments after it occurs rather than the ongoing psychological impacts on the individual and 

the wider community. My research asks, how can performance artworks move beyond 

graphic reproductions of violence in order to generate more critical and nuanced 

understandings of rape and its impact? 

 
22 Ana Mendieta, Untitled (Rape Scene), 1973, Lifetime color photograph, 25.4x20.3 cm, From: Ana Mendieta Earth Body: 
Sculpture and Performance, 1972-1985. Washington DC: Hirshorn Museum and Sculptural Garden, 2004. 
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To consider this question, I look to Sulkowicz’s performance art piece, Carry That 

Weight.23 In the artwork, Sulkowicz carried a fifty-pound mattress everywhere they travelled 

on the Columbia University campus for nine months. The mattress that Sulkowicz carried for 

the duration of the performance is a standard issue Columbia University dorm room 

mattress, similar to the one they were raped on. The work was constructed to protest every 

day their rapist remained enrolled in the university. In an interview about the piece, 

Sulkowicz explains, “a mattress is the perfect size for me to just be able to carry it enough 

that I can continue with my day, but also heavy enough that I have to continually struggle 

with it.”24 They also go on to elaborate how the bed serves as a poignant metaphor for the 

way publicising one’s own rape within their community compresses boundaries between 

public and private space. For many, a bed is located in a domestic space reserved for 

intimacy, rest, and escape from the world. Carry That Weight painfully conveys the struggle 

that occurs when that space becomes fraught with breeches of safety and trust through acts 

of violence.  

 

Sulkowicz’s performative gesture of engaging others in carrying the dorm room 

mattress around in protest against rape, initiates a generative alternative to direct depictions 

of rape in art. This work poignantly points to the ways the aftermath of rape can be managed 

and held, by both the survivor and the survivor’s community. For instance, some days 

Sulkowicz carries the mattress on their own and other days they are helped. This gesture 

affectively extends discussions of rape in art beyond glamourised images of the raped 

subject and perpetuated depictions of survivors frozen in time, enduring sexual violence in 

isolation. It suggests that diverse artistic representations of how sexual trauma is embodied 

can centre the agency in survivors’ voices. Intersecting with this idea, I also consider the 

ways in which racist-related trauma has been and might be framed in performative arts 

practices. 

 

Academic discussions of ‘the other’ have been used to further colonise marginal 

voices and stories. Through this process, marginalised perspectives often get dissected so 

that the only aspects of marginal experiences heard and distributed are often the ones that 

speak of discrimination. bell hooks establishes that this very process is the reason for an 

overfamiliarity with the margins as a site of ‘deprivation’ rather than resistance to 

 
23Sulkowicz, Emma, Carry That Weight, 2014, photographic documentation of performance, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/entry/carry-that-weight-columbia-sexual-assault_n_6069344 
24 Emma Sulkowicz, “Emma Sulkowicz: Carry That Weight,” interview with Emma Bogler, September 2, 2014, Columbia 
Spectator, video, 3:53. https://www.columbiaspectator.com/multimedia/2014/09/02/emma-sulkowicz-cc-15-mix-performance-
art-protest/?ncid=edlinkushpmg00000313. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/entry/carry-that-weight-columbia-sexual-assault_n_6069344
https://www.columbiaspectator.com/multimedia/2014/09/02/emma-sulkowicz-cc-15-mix-performance-art-protest/?ncid=edlinkushpmg00000313
https://www.columbiaspectator.com/multimedia/2014/09/02/emma-sulkowicz-cc-15-mix-performance-art-protest/?ncid=edlinkushpmg00000313
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oppression.25 Expanding from this, hooks asserts that marginal stories of empowerment and 

resistance are purposefully being silenced. She suggests that this silencing is intentionally 

established in order to keep marginalised bodies and voices in positions of helplessness. To 

push against this, academics and artists have developed new ways to resist and maintain 

autonomy over their voices and bodies. Translated through art, this impact of silencing is 

apparent in Simpson’s Eating Disorder. 26 This image is being reflected on here, as a way to 

bridge my own middle-class American upbringing with my Caribbean heritage. I specifically 

draw from Simpson’s work in this discussion to frame my own understandings and 

experiences of marginality. The black and white photograph depicts a Black woman’s mouth 

and neck tightly framed with white text scrawled across her mouth and chin. The text across 

the woman’s closed lips reads “EATING DISORDER” and below, in smaller lettering, 

displays the text “they’ll consume all that you do and despise what you are.”27 The way the 

mouth is held firmly shut, the chin is raised, and the visible tautness of the neck affectively 

convey how repression and resistance are embodied. The editorial-style words etched 

above the skin seem to come from both outside and within, suggesting layers of internal and 

external conflict. The mouth in this work functions similarly to how my body performs in my 

studio research. Through its silence, it speaks. 

 

Though a photograph, I consider Eating Disorder to be a performative work of art. 

Similar to my video performances, the performativity of the body politically and poetically 

animates the still image. Radical forms of resistance don’t always entail explicitly naming 

one’s trauma. As we see in Eating Disorder, the most affecting form of resistance comes 

from withholding—revealing through concealing. The cautionary words scrawled across the 

subject’s chin reveals the widespread consumption and appropriation of Black culture and 

rampant anti-Black sentiments in American culture. The firmly shut mouth conceals, firmly 

resisting against any breaches. What this closed mouth conveys is both its ability to keep 

things in and its inability to release breath or speech. Instead of swallowing her tongue, the 

woman in this photograph seems to be biting down on it hard, retaining any information 

about herself that could potentially be used against her. My own studio research invokes a 

similar mode of telling, materialising my own experiences of censorship and appropriation by 

withholding speech. My performative works also seek to convey similar tensions in the body. 

Through performances of the tensions within my mouth, my hair, hands, and whole body, I 

 
25 bell hooks, “Marginality as Site of Resistance”, in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, ed. Russell 
Ferguson et al. (New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art; Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990), 342-343.  
26 To view image please see page 38 of Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, ed. Russell Ferguson et al.  
27 Lorna Simpson, “Eating Disorder” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, ed. by Russell Ferguson et al. 
(New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1990), 38. 
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frame my sexual and racialised trauma and reorient my body’s connection to myself and to 

community and culture. 

 

Eating Disorder poignantly visualises the way racism influences the way impacted 

people hold their bodies, the things they choose to reveal and conceal, and how they move 

about the world. Therapist Resmaa Menakem explains how racialised trauma is directly 

related to white-body supremacy in Western culture, particularly America. Menakem draws 

his frameworks of white-body supremacy from Robin DiAngelo’s analyses of white 

supremacy.28 In her writing, DiAngelo defines it as, “the all-encompassing centrality and 

assumed superiority of people defined and perceived as white, and the practices based on 

this assumption.”29 Menakem elaborates that after so many generations of adopting white-

body supremacy as a cultural standard, it has enmeshed itself into our DNA—a kind of 

intergenerational trauma held within our bodies. Through this, he asserts that “to upend the 

status quo of white-body supremacy, we must begin with our bodies.”30 Artists like Simpson 

enact this through artistic practice, looking to and through the body to resist against 

racialised trauma. Like Mendieta, Simpson has inspired subsequent generations of artists, 

especially Black women, to continue this refusal of white-body supremacy, particularly 

through the performative use of hair. Alongside Eating Disorder, Simpson created a series of 

portraits in the nineties featuring Black women’s hair and text. The work powerfully speaks to 

the relationship between hair and connection to culture, as well as hair and its relationship to 

racialisation.  

 

Extending Simpson’s materialisations of the politics of Black hair in America, Minaya 

uses her own hair to speak about the politics of the Caribbean diasporic body. Minaya is a 

Dominican-American multi-disciplinary artist who also uses hair as empowering force in her 

work to address the Caribbean diasporic experience. In her performance, Sunset Slit, 

Minaya repeatedly dunks her hair, which has been treated with a black dye, into a bowl of 

water. She flips her head backward so the water and her hair create a cinematic arc through 

the air. The more she submerges her head into the bowl of water, the darker the water 

becomes. Black dye from her braids bleeds into the liquid and begins to stain her white shirt 

and the quilt of white towels beneath her. The beads at the end of her braids sound like 

crashing waves as they whip through the air and crash against her back. However, the sharp 

crack of the beads landing on Minaya’s back also hold a more ominous tone—a multi-tailed 

 
28 Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and Bodies (Las 
Vegas: Central Recovery Press, 2017).    
29 Robin DiAngelo, “What Does It Mean to Be White: Developing White Racial Literacy?” in My Grandmother’s Hands: 
Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our Hearts and Bodies (Las Vegas: Central Recovery Press, 2017), xxiii.  
30DiAngelo, “What Does It Mean to Be White,” 5.  
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whip falling against flesh. The high velocity repetitive impact that the beads make against 

her back implies an accrual of pain. Sunset Slit addresses the traumatic impact of cultural 

tropes on personal identity, but more than that, it draws on the painful history of Caribbean 

colonisation and its relationship to Black female labour. In this work, Minaya highlights how 

the racialisation and exoticisation of Caribbean women’s bodies when connected to coastal 

topography are rendered absurd through laboured repetition.  

 

The large mixing bowl in which Minaya submerges her head is similar to the bowls 

used by my grandmother and aunts for kneading batter of fresh bake or marinating meat in 

green seasoning. This leads me to consider Minaya’s body in relation to the labour of 

Caribbean women. Sunset Slit is drawing from tropes of the exoticisation of Caribbean 

women’s bodies to reveal how they further contribute to racist ideologies of the region. 

Minaya explains that “Sunset Slit parts from the usually seductive, cinematic image of a 

woman emerging from a big body of water and whipping her hair back. Usually presented in 

a still or slowed down form, this pop-culture image carries a tired narrative that builds 

fantasies of leisure and pleasure from the cliché pairing of women and idyllic landscapes.”31 

Instead of hands kneading flour and water or chicken and green herbs, Minaya’s hair does 

the work of making. Rather than a consumable product, Minaya performs a kind of ritual 

purging of racist and sexist perceptions of Caribbean bodies. The mixing bowl and her hair 

are reconstituted into agents of affective resistance, pushing firmly against racialisation.  

  

The seductive performative gestures of Sunset Slit are evocative of the Trinidadian 

folktale character Mama D’Leau. Similar to a mermaid, she is half human, half serpent. 

Mama D’Leau is the guardian of rivers and lakes and punishes those who cause harm to the 

creatures who live there. Using a seductive siren call, Mama D’Leau lures men who fish or 

hunt in her domain. Though Minaya is from a different region of the Caribbean, which has its 

own folktale characters specific to its colonial history, she embodies the same supernatural 

qualities of Mama D’Leau and the other guardian-like folktale characters I grew up with. The 

seductive gesture of flipping her hair back is transformed into an abject gesture of pain and 

discomfort from the crash of beads smacking harshly against her back and the cold 

dampness that spreads across her body. In this, like Mama D’Leau, she seductively arrests 

the audience’s attention, slowly revealing something monstrous unfurling behind her actions.  

 

 
31 Joiri Minaya, Sunset Slit, artist statement of live performance, 2015, in New York, Grace Exhibition Space and Skowhegan 
School of Painting, accessed February 9, 2019. http://www.joiriminaya.com/Sunset-Slit 

http://www.joiriminaya.com/Sunset-Slit
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The works by Mendieta, Sulkowicz, Simpson, and Minaya have all expanded 

depictions of trauma in art beyond the Eurocentric male canon of grandiose and glamorised 

images of violence, and contributed new ideas about how performative gestures can 

affectively convey diverse experiences of trauma in art. These works ask us to look beyond 

the male gaze and male subjectivity to discover how marginalised women experience and 

manage trauma. Each of these works, however, is framed through the lens of a singular 

traumatic source—either rape or racism. While it is incredibly important for these singular 

points of focus to be a part of artistic discourse of trauma, few works have been explicitly 

discussed through the intersection of multiple traumas in performative arts practices.32 

Looking to this intersectionality and entanglement, my own works question how multiple 

traumatic impacts can speak to my own experiences and expand this field of practice. 

 

Entangling Intersections 

 

In each of my performances, my experiences of the effects of rape and racism are 

entangled in a tightly woven relationship with one another. This is materialised through the 

physical entanglement of materials blending with one another and with my body. Materials 

such as flour, curry powder, and chili powder get absorbed into my skin through extended 

contact with my body and eggshell particles creep into my digestive tract from excessive 

mastication. My own body also becomes enmeshed in materials. My sweat combines with 

the materials not absorbed by my body, and my saliva becomes a part of the crushed 

eggshells that get spit from my mouth. This process shows the way I hold and am held by 

matter and, in turn, metaphorically speaks to the ways I hold and am held by my trauma. 

Much like Sulkowicz’s Carry That Weight and Simpson’s Eating Disorder, my body 

performatively conveys the complex internal and external entanglements that occur from 

embodied trauma. The entanglements in my artworks, however, act differently than Carry 

That Weight, Eating Disorder, and the other two artworks addressed above. In my own work, 

I name multiple sources of traumatic impact and frame the work through my lived 

experiences. Though I do not explicitly name each source of my trauma in the artworks, the 

sound artwork titled Soucouyant frames and informs the other artworks in my final PhD 

exhibition. In that sound artwork, I recite the personal journal entry that is the catalyst for the 

whole project. This act of naming helps entangle all of the artworks together, so that when 

you listen to Soucoyant, you experience the rest of the artworks in relation to traumatic 

impact.  

 
32 Please note that though I am saying there are few artworks that are discussed through the intersection of multiple traumas, I  
am not saying that they do not exist. I am simply suggesting that they are usually framed and discussed through the lens of a 
singular trauma. Artists such as Rebecca Belmore, Suzy González, Shelly Niro, Lorraine O’Grady, Kara Walker, and many 
more are examples of artists whose work explicitly address multiple traumas in their artworks.  
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This brings me to the question of intersectionality. Kimberlé Crenshaw frames the 

term ‘intersectionality’ as the way more than one embodied marginal experience (e.g. being 

brown and a woman) presents gaps in legislation and social justice meant to support 

oppressed groups. These intersections, existing through more than one marginal 

experience, are the ways through which I examine trauma within this dissertation. In my own 

work, I refer to these intersections as entanglements to foreground the nature of the ways 

these multiple traumas are embedded, interwoven, and tangled into one another, in ways 

that may not be neatly undone.  

 

To establish how Crenshaw’s concepts of intersectionality can be extended to the 

relationship between materials and bodies, I refer to Karen Barad’s understandings of 

entanglements at the particle level. Barad’s theory of quantum entanglement asserts that 

time only ever comes into existence when it is measured, and that temporality is a series of 

entanglements.33 She states, “in rethinking causality as intra-activity and not as this kind of 

billiard-ball causality—cause followed by an effect—the fantasy of erasure is not possible, 

but possibilities for reparation exist.”17 Barad uses the term ‘intra-activity’ to define an 

entangled state where internal or particle processes cannot be considered without the 

influence of the processes that came before or after. The artworks that I have produced 

through this project question how this notion of intra-activity, or entanglement, can be 

extended to a psychological process by manifesting the ongoing, nonlinear, internal process 

for navigating the relationality between my cultural identity, racism, and my experiences of 

rape. Rather than producing a cause and effect performative relationship between each 

bodily margin and materials, the studio research seeks to imagine a confluence of causes 

resulting in affect. Through my work, I seek to establish that intersectional modalities 

combined with material entanglements reflect a processual way of speaking about 

experiences of trauma. These processual methods of speaking are important because they 

present experiences of trauma in art as fluid ways of working through a range of responses 

rather than stagnant positions of suffering.  

 

Extending from these thoughts, I allow chance to be a part of my performances with 

matter. Matter doesn’t bend to follow my will in the work—it moves and shifts and acts 

differently every time I perform with it. In some performances, the curry powder irritates my 

sinuses and causes my nose to endlessly run. In others, it warms and tingles the inside of 

my mouth. The same can be said of my own body as matter. In some performances, my 

 
33 Karen Barad, “Interview with Karen Barad,” interview by Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin, New Materialism: Interviews and 
Cartographies (Ann Arbor: Open Humanities Press, 2012), 66. 
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body intuitively moves with the materials and in others it is cautious and needs to be coaxed. 

Julietta Singh writes, 

 

What is true of matter is true of those forms of matter called humans, who come to resist 

the narratives of mastery that shaped their subjectivities in surprising and excessive 

ways. What gets bestowed with agency and rights is a question central to both new 

materialisms and postcolonial studies, although the two fields have yet to join forces 

explicitly. Because postcolonial studies has been primarily centered on the urgency of 

policies and practices of dehumanization among peoples, it has been slower to see how 

the practices of dehumanization at the heart of its politics cannot be extricated from a 

deep concern with a broader ecological thinking.34  

 

Furthermore, the predominance of white voices in the field of new materialist studies has 

contributed to the disconnect between the two fields. Singh’s research is particularly 

important because it outlines entanglements between two fields and considers how these 

entanglements can work together to destabilise mastery. Singh questions mastery in relation 

to colonisation and how it extends to artistry and intellect. My own research also seeks to 

destabilise mastery, particularly in performance art, in order to disrupt the predominance of 

whiteness in the field and give broader agency to my culture’s rich history of decolonising 

performative practices. In my works, I use specific gestural and symbolic tools from my 

Trinidadian heritage to resist universalising rhetoric of the performative body and embodied 

trauma. One particular method that I draw upon from my heritage to do this is the 

compression of the relationship between artist and material, i.e. undoing mastery of the body 

over matter.   

  

 My works seek to question how entangling my body with materials might also refer to 

entangling my body with other bodies. I seek to do this by sensorially engaging audience 

members through the smells of spice wafting through the air in the gallery and the sounds of 

teeth crunching eggshells reverberating through the space. My live performances physically 

entangle my body and materials with the bodies of the audience by transferring matter. 

Particles of flour and spice that are kicked up by my body float through the air and are 

inhaled by viewers, unsettling their noses and lungs. Thus, the materials that are being 

absorbed by my body also become a part of the bodies of those that witness my 

performances, connecting us to one another through material transference. These 

 
34 Julietta Singh, Unthinking Mastery: Dehuminism and Decolonial Entanglements (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 18.  
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entanglements that get built between my body, viewers’ bodies, and matter all work to 

convey how my trauma is experienced and shared through vulnerability and intimacy.  

 
 
Metaphorical and Physical Acts of Decolonisation 
 

The performative gestures in my studio research are not only about tethering me to 

the bodies present in the gallery but also tethering me to the bodies of my ancestors. In my 

performances, I draw specifically from certain rituals of Trinidadian slaves and indentured 

servants built to push against colonisation and resist mastery. In this process, I have found 

that the metaphor in performative gestures is where the agency of marginalised bodies lies. 

The rituals I am referring to used metaphor as a way to formulate affective language for 

traumatic experience and build somatic ways of speaking through repression. Attempting to 

decolonise how embodied trauma is evoked in art is important because it expands our 

knowledge of trauma to include marginalised perspectives and experiences. This process 

re-establishes the harm in and damage done through universalised conceptions of trauma 

while also subverting those influences. In this, I reflect on how abject symbolism in 

performative gesture is called upon in my culture as an affective mode of protest and means 

of processing the trauma of colonial impact. From here, I introduce the various ways abject 

symbolism in performative gestures from my cultural heritage directly informs my studio 

research.  

 

Since slave times in Trinidad and Tobago, a series of pre-Lent celebrations, called 

Carnival, occur throughout the city. The launch of the festivities, named J’ouvert, began as a 

parody of French colonists’ masquerade balls. Counter to the pomp and luxury of French 

masquerades, the slaves’ satirical event involved rubbing oil, mud, and pigment powders 

onto the body and face. Using dirt and objects from the environment as embellishment was 

a symbolic gesture of abject derision directed towards the land owners for their 

dehumanisation of the slave population. The materials used by slaves to ridicule colonists 

were also linked to a reverence for the land that they tilled and the land from which they 

came, a reverence rooted in cultural traditions orally passed down from generation to 

generation.35 The various material engagements with my body in my artworks are drawn 

from this history. I similarly cover my body in specific symbolic materials (flour and spice) as 

a form of mockery. In the works where I adorn myself with flour and spice, I am drawing 

attention to the absurdity of racialised tropes applied to Black, Indigenous, and people of 

colour in Western culture. However, I am also establishing a sincere reverence for the 

 
35 More information about these traditions can be found in Rituals of Power and Rebellion: The Carnival Tradition in Trinidad 
and Tobago 1763-1962 by Hollis Liverpool.  
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materials and what they represent—culturally specific food, land, and flesh tones.  

 

J’ouvert illustrates how abject symbolism and metaphor from a culturally diverse 

perspective is more multifaceted and complex than what is addressed in Eurocentric abject 

theory. More specifically, it conveys how performative invocations of the abject in 

marginalised, oppressed, and colonised communities disrupt the means by which Western 

culture interprets socially unconventional behaviour. To elaborate, much of Julia Kristeva’s 

theory of abjection is drawn from and built on analyses of Western morality and its 

relationship to the body. Behaviour and concepts that elicit both attraction and repulsion are 

often associated with the abject. Autonomy of one’s body determines the ability to place 

greater distance between themselves and abjection. To those whose bodily autonomy is 

suppressed as a direct result of colonisation, racism, and marginalisation, proximity to 

abjection narrows.36 However, as seen in the origins of J’ouvert, invocations of what the 

colonisers would consider abject are ways in which slaves reclaimed agency. This informs 

how I use materials with my body, as not only a form of protest but also a means of 

garnering agency. The absurdity of the material engagements enacted with my body reflect 

the absurdity of how my body is positioned through marginality and perceived in Western 

culture. In my artworks, I reflect on this through cycles of accepting and rejecting materials—

sucking up curry and flour and spitting out gobs of spicy dough, taking in eggshells and 

expelling finely ground shards, and using pigment to create body stamps in colours that do 

not mirror my own skin.  

 

Visual tropes that allude to abjection are ways of seizing power in my artworks. These 

visceral modes of performing are a means of generating agency. As seen in horror films and 

folklore, the abject body provokes a great amount of fear.37 Abject bodies depicted in horror 

films and folklore are often depicted as corrupted or contaminated in some way. For instance, 

the subject of abjection is either dead, in the form of a spectral being, or ill, with visible signs 

of infection and contagion through pus, sores, boils, frothing at the mouth, and gangrenous 

cuts. Kristeva elaborates on abjection in relation to the defiled body by stating, “excrement 

and its equivalents (decay, infection, disease, corpse, etc.) stand for the danger to identity that 

comes from without: the ego threatened by the non-ego, society threatened by its outside, life 

by death.”38 What Kristeva is pointing to here is how abjection holds power through fear of 

what is foreign to the self. This is the way by which visual and literary tropes of the abject body 

 
36 Queer theorist Darrieck Scott reflects on this, specifically in relation to blackness, by stating, “black people have had to be 
inside, as it were, abjection, have had to embody it and to be it in the lack of command of their embodiment that becoming 
black decrees.” From Extravagant Abjection: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary Imagination, 17. 
37 An extended analysis of abject representations of the body in folklore will occur throughout this dissertation.  
38 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror (New York: Columbia University Press, 1941), 71. 
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begin to overlap across cultures. For instance, women with long black matted hair that partially 

or fully covers their face can be found in both Trinidadian folklore and Japanese horror films 

as a distinct visual representation of the abject female form. Building on the indelible links 

between marginalised bodies and abjection shaped by colonisation and white supremacy, my 

artworks literally cast my own marginalised body in a series of abject tropes. Through the 

materialisation of abjection from material engagements with my body, I am poetically and 

performatively reclaiming autonomy over my voice.  

 

The voice that I establish agency over is allusive of the preverbal, evoked through 

physical gesture and metaphor. Through this, I am reflecting on how the voice’s connection to 

verbal speech evolves, resulting from suppression. This is often the product of implementing 

interpersonal strategies that maintain safety and allow marginalised people to cope with 

trauma. Sexual assault survivor, writer, and poet Sofia Rose Smith responds to reading about 

certain First Nations’ methods for rehabilitating perpetrators of violence in their community by 

illustrating settler colonial culture’s incapacity to follow suit. She writes, “this kind of model still 

relies on survivors being safe enough to raise our voices, which is rare in a world that asks us 

to be silent.”39 Smith is speaking of the lack of structural and systematic support and protection 

available to sexual assault survivors in Western society; how there is not an established 

environment that empowers us to seek justice and be open about our experiences. Marianne 

Kirby poignantly extends on this by explaining,  

 

People who report rape—especially women who belong to vulnerable populations (women 

of colour, poor women, disabled women, trans women, very young women—not to mention 

people who live at the intersections of these identities)—are scrutinized in our courts and 

in our popular media. To report a rape can mean being further victimized not just by the 

victim-blaming system but also by the support structures we thought we had in place, like 

friends and family and school social circles. It can mean losing a job along with a reputation. 

It can mean being called a liar, and it can mean being accused of ruining young men’s 

lives. Beyond that, only 3 percent of rapists ever spend a day in jail. If your rapist is 

someone known to you (and it’s likely that they are), reporting can actively endanger your 

life. Even if your rapist is not known to you, reporting means making yourself vulnerable in 

a way many people cannot handle after an already life-changing violation, especially when 

there is so little hope of justice.40 

 

 
39 Sofia Rose Smith, “The Place of Forgiveness: A Conversation,” in Dear Sister: Letters from Survivors of Sexual Violence, ed. 
Lisa Factora-Borchers (Edinburgh: AK Press, 2014), 218. 
40 Marianne Kirby, “You Don’t Owe it to Anyone Else to Report,” in Factora-Borchers, Dear Sister, 49. 
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Like the slaves who deployed performance inspired by the rituals of J’ouvert to undermine 

colonial authority, survivors today must also develop safe, alternative ways to speak their 

truths given the stark realities of the justice system. In my own work, I use material 

engagements with my body to performatively exaggerate the ways in which the body learns 

to speak when words lose their capacity to communicate traumatic impact. Through 

exaggerated gestures and strange bodily interactions with materials, I create abject scenarios 

that evoke the difficulties of speaking through suppression. This enacts a poetic expression of 

what it is like to be censored and have one’s experience veiled following rape and racist 

violence. It considers new ways for us to speak about our experiences that extend beyond 

alienation and loss of agency. In abjection, my body uses similar modes of performative 

practice to that of the slaves and indentured servants from my matrilineal homeland in order 

to resist injustice safely from the margins.  

 

Vikram’s writings on decolonisation and the arts address the usefulness of these ideas 

to performative and other art practices. Vikram examines the importance and problems in, 

what she terms, ‘the ethnicity exhibition’ or the situation in which “it has become commonplace 

for marginalized ethnic communities to instate their own institutions of sociological and cultural 

study” as a way to assert agency and reclaim authorship.41 However, when white 

heteronormative institutions consume, co-opt, and market this method of fellowship, 

problematic structures for measuring merit begin to emerge. As Vikram elaborates,  

 

Artists from marginalized communities struggle to have their work taken on its own merits, 

free of essentializing rhetoric about the kind of art that people like themselves are expected 

to make. White, male artists, after all, are rarely if ever described as making white, male 

art, nor are they consigned to White Male shows (although the majority of shows remain 

just this).42  

 

Through this research project, I am seeking to subvert this institutionalised relationship that 

relies solely on common marginalities by pushing back against domination—the co-option of 

how trauma is theorised and aestheticised by dominant cultures and projected onto the 

marginalised. Visual tropes alluding to the abject are constructed through metaphor; and 

physical gesture act as an important part of this process because of their ability to affectively 

engage viewers across varying cultures.  

 

 
41 Anurahda Vikram,“The Ethnicity Exhibition” in Decolonizing Culture: Essays on the Intersection of Art and Politics, ed. by 
Bean Gilsdorf (San Francisco: Art Practical Books, 2017), 30. 
42 Vikram, “The Ethnicity Exhibition,” 31.  
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Conclusion 

 

 This chapter served as a literature review and introduction to the field of my practice-

based research. I have outlined my community of practice, theoretical frameworks, and the 

key concepts informing my studio research. First, I looked to two performance works by 

Mendieta and Sulkowicz to examine how my studio research expands artworks addressing 

trauma relating to rape. I then examined two performative artworks by Simpson and Minaya 

to reflect on how my studio research extends from artworks addressing trauma relating to 

racialisation. Next, I wove together concepts of intersectionality and entanglement theory to 

investigate materiality’s complex entanglement with the body in my research. Building from 

this, I looked to Julietta Singh’s writing on decolonising entanglements to consider how 

decolonisation extends ideas of materiality’s relationship to the body. I have concluded the 

chapter by tying together all of the ideas addressed here by grounding them in specific 

decolonising gestures of my Trinidadian heritage. In the following chapter, Bite Your Tongue, 

I look to the first key performance of my studio research, Bite Your Tongue, to determine 

how visceral modes of storytelling and affective sounding help to further expand 

representations of trauma in performance art. What happens when you try to speak whilst 

biting your tongue?  
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This chapter reflects and analyses the first of the three key performance works of 

my studio research, Bite Your Tongue.43 Through an analysis of this work I examine the 

way enduring difficulty at the kitchen table draws from representations of abjection. I 

examine how endurance, difficulty, and allusions to abjection can convey personal 

entangled experiences. I refer again to Emma Sulkowicz’s performance Carry That 

Weight to build connections between other artistic representations of the isolating 

endurance of trauma and my own. I then expand on this by building connections between 

abjection and affect and how the relationship between the two can be used to voice the 

ineffable aspects of trauma. From here, I examine the ways repetitive action and its affect 

help invoke my suppressed voice in Bite Your Tongue. I then build a generative 

conversation between the live performance of Bite Your Tongue and the video 

performance of Reburying My Navel String.44 Through this dialogue, I consider how 

materialising domestic discomfort can be used to consider the way trauma is 

communicated and shared between bodies. The last section of this chapter focuses on 

the way my body moves through pain and how it finds agency in tedious labour. This 

section builds connections between the video performance Hollow and Bite Your Tongue 

to reflect on the relationships between trauma, time, and fragility.45 This chapter 

concludes by looking how the labour of specific marginalised bodies builds new acts of 

empowered resistance. The way affect and abjection can function as agents for suppressed 

voices in art is a major concern of this chapter. How then does enduring difficulty at the 

kitchen table speak to experiences of entangled trauma; and how does this relate to and 

expand from conventions in the field of performance art that address trauma?  

 
Enduring Difficulty at the Kitchen Table: Abject Storytelling 
 

 This section examines the physical difficulties my body endures at the kitchen table 

in Bite Your Tongue and how it is evocative of my experiences of trauma.  From the 

framework of the kitchen table, I consider how physical endurance and discomfort in 

performance art speaks specifically to the isolating processes of managing trauma. I look to 

Sulkowicz’s performance Carry That Weight to extrapolate how these experiences of 

isolation resulting from traumatic impact are used in my community of practice. I consider 

how table manners gone awry in Bite Your Tongue extend from themes of isolation in Carry 

That Weight. This is done to explore the specific ways in which isolating experiences of 

traumatic impact influences my relationship to family and the home. I then consider how 

material engagements with the mouth, evocative of processes of metabolisation, help 

 
43 Godden, Bite Your Tongue.  
44 Godden, Reburying My Navel String. 
45 Godden, Hollow. 

https://vimeo.com/345421148
https://vimeo.com/232195876
https://vimeo.com/187153432
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entangle the relationship between abjection and affect in this dissertation to invoke the 

agency of my voice. I conclude this section by considering how certain visual 

representations of abjection relating to orality and destabilised food engagement are 

evocative of decolonising modes of storytelling from Trinidad and Tobago. Through 

decolonising evocations of the visceral in storytelling, I consider certain gestures give more 

power to my voice and expands depictions of trauma in performance art.  

 

Bite Your Tongue borrows from the legacy of performance art, particularly feminist 

performance art, in that it is unequivocally a work of physical endurance. For thirty minutes, 

my mouth was repeatedly subjected to pain and discomfort. My mouth became burnt from 

excessive contact with spice, and the doughy consistency of the curry and flour mixture 

created layers of sludge that stuck to my tongue, the insides of my cheeks and gums, and 

threatened to block my throat. The only way to avoid choking was to continue to spit out as 

much of the substance as possible. This involved drawing forth an abundance of saliva, to 

keep the matter from caking inside my mouth and becoming stagnant. Breathing in the 

powders caused me to cough and my nose to run. Following this, my mouth became cut and 

bruised from the sharp and hard surfaces of the eggshells. Shells would lodge themselves in 

between my teeth and dig into my gums, pushing spice into new wounds. The eggshells also 

posed the threat of choking. Once my mouth encountered the pomegranates, it was tired 

and swollen. As I bit down into the first pomegranate my jaws throbbed and my eyes 

watered. As my mouth tore through the hard and bitter outer shell, the corners of my mouth 

stretched and tore, and the unripe fruit stung as its acidic juices flowed over the cuts and 

burns in and around my mouth. All of these experiences were conveyed to the audience 

through subdued responses to pain and discomfort—coughing, pausing, sighing, wincing—

even still I persisted. In the performative actions that cause pain and discomfort, I consider 

the ways abjection and affect are entangled with one another. My body not only becomes 

abject through these strange material engagements with the body, but further experiences 

its abjection through the affective influence of the materials; through the affective agency of 

material engagements with my body, abjection is more deeply felt in the body. I extrapolate 

this idea through the framework of author Estelle Barrett’s writing on the relationship 

between abjection and affect in art. Through the entanglement of abjection and affect in my 

studio research, I performatively evoke the difficulties of processing traumatic impact.  

 

The difficulty that I endure in Bite Your Tongue seems to be driven by some outside 

force. Like a child told by her parents that she cannot leave the kitchen table until she’s 

finished all of her homework or eaten all her vegetables, I meticulously proceed with my 

task. However, the way by which I proceed is without sadness, anger, or disappointment. It 
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is done through a methodical commitment, as though these actions are doing something 

more than just causing pain and discomfort. I carried out these arduous tasks to depict one 

of the ways I have learned to manage my trauma, by enduring difficulty in isolation. The way 

by which I endure difficulty, however, is one where I work my way through difficult tasks in 

order to thoroughly process material. This method of processing of material evokes the way 

trauma is processed, enacting the idiom ‘to chew on something.’ Drawing from this idiom, I 

consider the complex ways processing one’s own trauma is isolating; it is a task of looking 

inward whilst external stigma is imposed on persons living with trauma.  

 

 Similar reflections of isolation can be seen in Sulkowicz’s performance Carry That 

Weight, introduced in Chapter One. Though the work engages the community, it is a task for 

which the artist is solely responsible. In the act of carrying around the mattress, Sulkowicz is 

not only performing a political act, they are confronting the effects of their trauma—

processing them. The isolation in difficulty that Sulkowicz endures is evident in certain 

details of the piece. For instance, as part of the rules of engagement for the performance, 

Sulkowicz is not allowed to ask for help from other people to carry the mattress. In this it is 

apparent that Sulkowicz is pointing to the silencing they experienced as a result of reporting 

their rape to the university. The artist is depicting the isolation caused in silencing, how they 

are expected to carry the weight of their rape in secret and alone. This clearly reflects the 

difficult impacts of the stigmatisation of rape on the individual: the weight of the mattress as 

it pushes down on Sulkowicz wherever they go is evocative of the isolating experience of 

processing trauma by looking inward to cope.  

 

I endure similar difficulty in isolation in Bite Your Tongue through the performance of 

food preparation and consumption processes gone awry. A dislocated kitchen table, as well 

as visual cues to metabolic and menstrual processes expands invocations of the isolating 

experience of working through trauma by looking inward to cope. The material engagements 

with the mouth serve as a tense counterpoint to conventional, light-hearted kitchen table 

etiquette. The way in which my mouth manoeuvres through each of the material stations is 

messy and uninviting. Here, the food production process is contaminated with biological 

matter (saliva and mucus). The allure of the transformative potential for consumption is 

rendered unpalatable through excessive oral contact. The licking, sucking, sneezing, 

coughing, spitting, and squelching performed by the mouth emphasises how the mouth can 

be perceived as a contaminator rather than a consumer or communicator. While considering 

the mouth’s performance in this context, one might be reminded of the revulsion 

experienced at the thought of a food service member spitting in their food. Bite Your Tongue 

accentuates such abject responses by incorporating saliva as a crucial ingredient to each 
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concoction. In this, viewers are more inclined to view my actions at a distance. Rather than 

cultivating an environment where people are invited to join me at the table, I have engaged 

in a series of actions that stray from conventional dining manners in ways that ensure my 

solitude in the process.  

 

 

Even in the material assemblages that get built throughout the duration of Bite Your 

Tongue and left behind long after my body leaves the table, there is a sense of dislocation, 

isolation, and loneliness. Amongst the material traces in Bite Your Tongue, evidence of my 

body and its journey through the materials can be found. Viewers might notice grains of spice 

scattered amongst the pile of broken eggshells and yellow curry stains on the white parts of 

some of the shells. Though small pieces of eggshells were not discernible to the eye amongst 

the pile of mashed pomegranates, they were littered throughout the mound of fruit. Lonely 

pomegranate seeds could be found lodged into the back of the curry and flour heap and 

peppered throughout the island of eggshells. These material assemblages point to the ways 

matter can speak even when bodies are no longer in the room. They work to construct a 

narrative where physically represented entangled states metaphorically evoke entangled 

trauma through an isolating process. 

 

Figure 5: Vanessa Godden, Bite Your Tongue, 2019. 
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The kitchen for me is a place in a perpetual flurry of action and animation, where stories 

are shared, and connections are made. The kitchen table, in particular, is often where 

everyone congregates during gatherings in my family. As part of these events, family members 

arrive early to help the host cook. Those who aren’t helping with the cooking sit around the 

kitchen table to allow that night’s designated set of cooks to still be a part of the conversation. 

I always think fondly of the comical image of an excessive amount of bodies and chairs bulging 

out from around the small kitchen table in my parents’ home. Dislocated from a kitchen, the 

kitchen table in Bite Your Tongue becomes isolated from that particular experience of 

community and familial exchange. Instead of an influx of bodies and chairs, there is only my 

body and the chair I carry around the table—alone, forsaken.  

 

Though alone, a flurry of action was continuously occurring in Bite Your Tongue. 

What became evident as I performed this work is that material is always shifting, changing, 

and moving. Even when my body is not enacting specific alterations to the material’s make 

up, it is continuing to evolve through natural processes of decomposition. This was visibly 

apparent in the remaining days of the exhibition following the live performance of Bite Your 

Tongue; the material mess, particularly the heap of mashed pomegranate left on the table 

became progressively mucky. The bits of mixed curry and flour that were held together by 

denser masses of saliva, dried into coagulated balls of hard dough. A few rogue pieces of 

eggshells clung to the edge of the table, glued on by dried spit. The pomegranates, by the 

last day of the exhibition, turned into a brown and red pile of sludge. Mucus-like slime 

hugged the edges of the fruit’s ripped open skin, glistening like a festering wound under the 

light. Delicate pink nodules were buried into and scattered about the mountain of brown 

compost, creating a striking visual contrast between ripe and rotten matter. Dried sticky pink 

juice fell over the edge of the table and onto the floor and stretched across to the other end 

of the table into the pile of crushed eggshells. Fruit flies could also be found excitedly 

swarming about the sweet carcasses of fruit following the performance. Here, another layer 

of bodily entanglement occurs—the entanglement of my body, materials, and insects.  
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The resulting sludge, which emerges from my mouth as the mixture of spice and flour 

advances, mimics the colour and consistency of excrement; and when swallowed, moves 

through my digestive tract, to become excrement. When my mouth encounters the eggshells, 

the resulting pulp-like mass it expels resembles vomit. These allusions to excrement and vomit 

literally and metaphorically invoke the visceral. In her book Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology 

of Things, Jane Bennett explains that the act of eating involves a temporary suspension of 

individual autonomy of the body and matter as the internal and external meld with one another 

in a series of layers.46 What happens in the artistic process when I am not ingesting but 

chewing and expelling food matter? How does the edible matter (curry, flour, pomegranates) 

and food waste (eggshells) in my artworks evoke experiential entanglement? The answer to 

both these questions lies in the metabolisation of food. As Bennett explains,  

 

The activity of metabolization, whereby the outside and inside mingle and recombine, 

renders more plausible the idea of vital materiality. It reveals the swarm of activity 

subsisting below and within formed bodies and recalcitrant things, a vitality obscured by 

our conceptual habit of dividing the world into inorganic matter and organic life.47  

 

What Bennett discloses is how metabolisation is a significant site of entanglement. Rather 

than depicting myself solely as the subject of pain and suffering resulting from trauma, I am 

conveying the agency I have in the act of processing my trauma. Though difficult to confront, 

it is a choice that I make in order to live beyond the impacts of trauma. By using my mouth to 

materialise references to the metabolic process, I am considering not only the internal but also 

the way the internal feels in relation to the external—abject. The mouth’s intrinsic connections 

 
46 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), 49.  
47 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 50. 

Figure 6: Vanessa Godden, material traces from Bite Your Tongue, 2019. 
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to the voice are used in Bite Your Tongue to speak to experiences of suppression relating to 

the stigmatisation of trauma. As such, my voice materialises through the affective agency of 

abject engagement with matter—masticating pomegranates into a menstrual-like muck.  

 

The oral engagement with pomegranates in Bite Your Tongue functions differently 

than the mouth’s engagement with the food powders and eggshells that came before it. The 

masticated pieces of pomegranate and juice re-emerging from my mouth resemble 

menstruation more so than excrement or vomit. The tangible mess that accumulates during 

the performance calls to mind the contents of a sanitary napkin during a particularly heavy 

flow, but instead of a metallic scent, one encounters the sweet tanginess of fruit juice floating 

through the air. The smell alerts viewers to the object’s origins as an organic food-based 

substance, while the means by which my mouth processes the pomegranate transforms its 

usual meaning into something more sinister. To build from the sinister tone of the 

pomegranates, I draw from Estelle Barrett’s concepts of abjection, framed by Julia Kristeva’s 

writing, and its affective relationship to abjection. In Barrett’s book Kristeva Reframed: 

Interpreting Key Thinkers for the Arts she writes, “fear of pollution from menstrual blood is 

also fear of the reproductive power of women and a reminder to men of their own 

mortality.”48 In thinking of the menstruating body as one of great power and influence, I build 

generative connections between abjection and affect. For instance, through abject 

invocations in Bite Your Tongue, my mouth’s strange relationship to material stimulates 

affective responses. In myself, I am physically impacted by these materialised oral rituals. 

The abject framing of my mouth—chewing and spitting out globs of material muck that 

alludes to excrement, vomit, and menstruation—has the power to viscerally impact the 

audience. Through this, my mouth is transformed to not only re-establish the reproductive 

power of menstruating bodies but also assert the power of my body—its capacity to endure 

great difficulty and continue to move forward.  

 

 

 

 
48 Estelle Barrett, Kristeva Reframed: Interpreting Key Thinkers for the Arts (London: L.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2011), 96.  

Figure 7: Vanessa Godden, Bite Your Tongue, 2019. 
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Barrett also details how the relationship between language, affect, and abjection 

translate to art and art theory. She outlines how the visual arts become tools for not only 

reframing subjectivity but also language through affect. Barrett explains that the human 

capacity to engage with the ineffable is hindered as a result of the digital era, but through art 

we are able to tap into our instinctual psychic abilities. Barrett expands,  

 

The implication of affect in aesthetic experience is what underpins the power of art to 

make us feel and act differently. It thus constitutes a form of agency. In Kristeva’s 

thinking, both positive and negative affects have the power to impel us to feel something; 

a consequence, it triggers processes that lead to verbalisation.49  

 

I draw from this idea of how affect is implicated to frame how I am thinking about Bite Your 

Tongue in relation to affective agency in this dissertation. Abject invocations in this 

performance and my studio research enable me to affectively engage an audience. I am not 

simply performing processes evocative of traumatic impact for myself but also for others. By 

inviting viewers to see, hear, smell, and be moved by each material engagement with my 

mouth, I am also sharing how processing trauma is experienced and felt by me. The sensory 

dimension of the work creates potential for audiences to “feel and act differently” about their 

relationship to materials and my body and, by extension, trauma. Through these entangled 

connections, I am thinking about the distinctively entangled relationship between abjection 

and affect in my studio research and this dissertation. Abjection and affect are both used to 

construct an intimate exchange between myself and materials and myself and other bodies. 

I am considering how the entanglement of abjection and affect in abject modes of storytelling 

expands how trauma is voiced in performance art.  

 

My studio research exorcises my voice in order to develop new modes of narrating 

experiences of trauma. Abject storytelling is drawn from modes of telling made by the body 

in Trinidadian folklore and tradition. The particular modes of telling that I am speaking of are 

done through bodily abjection and affective responses to it. This mode of speaking through 

the body continues my exploration in Chapter One of the potential of the Soucouyant and 

Carnival traditions to expand performative arts practice through decolonising gesture. The 

relationship between using the body to speak through abject transformations can be seen in 

Jumbie stories of the Soucouyant and Carnival traditions introduced in Chapter One.50 For 

instance, the shedding of the Soucouyant’s skin is meant to instil visceral fear into the ears 

of those listening to her story; and the dirtied bodies of J’Ouvert revellers were meant to 

 
49 Barrett, Kristeva Reframed, 63.  
50 In Trinidadian culture, Jumbies are malevolent ghosts. 
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liken plantation owners’ exorbitant wealth and ceremony on the backs of slave labour to filth. 

I define abject storytelling as the act of depicting the body in abjection to build sensory and 

affective stories of how trauma is processed internally. Moving forward, I look to the ways 

repetition and sound contribute to the ways abject storytelling can be used to invoke the 

supressed voice.  

 
Repetitive Action and the Affective Voice of Discomfort 
  

The second section of this chapter extends my analysis of Bite Your Tongue through 

a deeper examination of the ways that repetitive action generates voice. From here, I draw 

from Norie Neumark’s writing on voicetracks to explore the specific ways in which my voice 

is materialised in Bite Your Tongue. Next, I investigate my video performance Reburying My 

Navel String and its relationship to Bite Your Tongue. Extending from my discussion on 

voice, I establish the key decolonising entanglements that draw out my voice in Reburying 

My Navel String. Through the enactment of drawing out my voice, I establish how discomfort 

in my studio research often points back to my own discomforting histories of trauma. The 

repetition of material engagements with my body performs a haunted invocation of my voice.   

 

Repetition is a major component of Bite Your Tongue through continually chewing 

and spitting out matter to evoke the ways processing my trauma involves repeatedly 

contending with its impact in order to move forward. The repetitive actions occur in order to 

accomplish specific tasks. As if moving through a production line, my mouth methodically 

blends and compresses the materials into another reconstituted form. Repetition is also a 

theme used throughout abject storytelling to connect the body to a kind of primal instinct, i.e. 

bodies flow according to inherited rituals bound deep within somatic memory. In Trinidadian 

folklore, repetition and rituals of transformation are often entangled. Together, they serve as 

allusions to the way instinctual processes of survival take over when the body and mind are 

under extreme stress. For instance, the Soucouyant instinctively knows how to shed her skin 

and does so as a process of survival embedded into her psyche. Similarly, in its repetitive 

actions, my mouth follows a kind of instinctive ritual, where the ability to produce my voice is 

done through odd cyclical rituals at the kitchen table.  

 

Each material engagement has tangibly physical effects on the mouth—pain, 

discomfort, distress. Pain, discomfort, and distress can be read on my face through winces, 

deep sighs, and harried coughs. These actions are heighted through the destabilisation of 

the mouth’s normative functions by repositioning it as a kitchen food processor.  As if 

haunted, it takes on the tasks of a machine—mixing, blending, crushing, and juicing—
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purposefully reconstituting material through a ritual of chewing and spitting out. The physical 

endurance and repetition evident in my performance and video performances as examined 

in this chapter suggest a series of self-propelled actions teetering precariously between 

catharsis and repression. I am referring to catharsis as a psychic release of the voice, where 

the body intuitively reveals the effects of traumatic impact. I refer to repression as the 

societal pressure on the individual to conceal, where alongside the effects of traumatic 

impact, the voice is also suppressed. As seen in Bite Your Tongue, there is a strange and 

complex relationship between catharsis and repression. At one moment, my mouth seems to 

be performing a cathartic purge of societal expectation; in another moment, my body 

appears to be adhering to rigid protocols, performatively invoking a skewed variation of 

dining etiquette.  

 

By invoking my voice through material engagements with the body in performance, I 

critically engage with the ineffable, or allude to a preverbal state, and communicate 

suppressed voice. Drawing from my experiences of suppression, the ineffability of trauma is 

relayed through performative voicing, or rather, ‘voicetracks.’ A voicetrack, as defined by 

artist and author Neumark, is a human and non-human assemblage of affective modes of 

speaking in a work of art or media production.51 The voice that is constructed through the 

material entanglements with my mouth in Bite Your Tongue is considered in relation to its 

ability to stimulate affective engagement with viewers. Neumark specifies the importance of 

tracking voice in media and the arts by explaining,  

 

Voice works intersubjectively, relationally, affectively, and emotionally—transmitting and 

moving through us and between us and others. Voice, which is more than/different from 

speech and the meanings it may carry, encompasses and transmits both preverbal and 

nonverbal vocalizations of intensities (affects) as well as expression of feelings and 

emotions.52  

 

Through the absence of a literal voice in Bite Your Tongue, a metaphorical voice emerges 

through this performance work’s voicetrack. The voicetrack of this work is the puffing, 

sucking, slurping, squelching, wincing, crunching, clenching fists, chomping, wobble of the 

table, scuffing of the chair, and coughing that is produced by my body and matter. These 

voicetracks contribute to the way abject storytelling can convey experiences of suppressed 

voice and internal processings of trauma.  

 

 
51 Norie Neumark, Voicetracks: Attuning to Voice in Media and the Arts (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2017).  
52 Neumark, Voicetracks, 7.  
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In the short film, Reburying My Navel String, my hands and my parents’ hands 

narrate my lineage of both coloniser and colonised, creating a voicetrack that is evocative of 

the way trauma is held in a family unit. Our hands materialise the tension in repressed 

intergenerational traumas through engagement with sugar and tea.53 In the video, my 

parents and I repetitively spoon sugar into tea until the tea has overflowed onto a gleaming 

white table cloth. The tea used is Twinings English Breakfast Tea, pointing to my paternal 

heritage and a staple of my grandparent’s home. The sugar used is cane sugar, symbolising 

the cane fields of my maternal homeland, in which generations of African, Indian, and 

Chinese diasporic communities as well as Indigenous peoples were used for slave labour 

and indentured servitude following European colonisation. Set in the backyard of my 

childhood home in the height of summer, this film’s voicetrack buzzes with cicadas, the hum 

of air-conditioning units, tinkling of china, the soft sizzle of heat radiating off my mother and 

father’s skin, and silent suspense of my family’s connection unfolding through repetitive 

action and material engagement with the hands.  

 

Bite Your Tongue and Reburying My Navel String are the only two pieces from my 

examination exhibition situated at round kitchen tables, suggesting a distinct relationship, or 

rather a conversation between the two works. They speak of dislocation, discomfort, and 

haunted memories. The kitchen table in Reburying My Navel String is also dislocated from 

the kitchen. However, it is resituated in a place that does not displace it from its original 

function. The arrangement of the table in Reburying My Navel String is similar to an outdoor 

high tea event. But the physical and metaphorical signs of discomfort that seep forth in 

Reburying My Navel String starkly contrast the exuberance or childlike wonder a backyard 

tea party might call to mind. The physical signs of discomfort manifest in the form of sweat. 

Pools of sweat on exposed skin can be seen building over the course of the film. 

Metaphorical signs of discomfort can be found in the puddles of tea soaking into and 

extending across the table cloth resulting from an odd ritual of collectively over sugaring tea. 

Though my parents and I do not acknowledge one another in Reburying My Navel String, a 

kind of communication emerges through material entanglements of bodies, tea, and sugar.  

 
53 Godden, Reburying My Navel String.  
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Three entanglements: bodies, tea, and sugar. There is an uncanny thread of threes 

in both Bite Your Tongue and Reburying My Navel String. The event of Reburying My Navel 

String hosts three people, my parents and me.  As in Bite Your Tongue, with Reburying My 

Navel String, three distinct stations house my mother, father, and myself with our own 

designated tea cups already filled with tea. The number three often recurs in my studio 

research as a reference to the three main geographical locations that have shaped my 

cultural identity—Canada, Texas, and Trinidad. It also points directly to my immediate family, 

particularly my relationship with my mother and father, and how knowledge of cultural 

heritage has been shared between us. With specific regard to the materials used in Bite 

Your Tongue, the number three refers to my three distinct experiences of traumatic impact—

racism, sexual abuse, and rape. Though they are entangled in my life and in this research, 

they can be categorised into specific veins of trauma. The number three is also a reference 

to the Holy Trinity. When Christopher Columbus stole my maternal homeland from its 

Indigenous peoples, he renamed the island Trinidad, meaning “trinity” in Spanish. Alongside 

renaming the country, Columbus brought with him colonial violence sanctioned by the 

Catholic Church, which eradicated much of the Indigenous population and endorsed slave 

labour. Despite being recolonised by a handful of other European countries until 

independence from Britain, Trinidad kept its name, still haunted by the atrocities of Spain 

and the Catholic Church.  

 

As part of an analysis of Jamaica Kincaid’s My Garden (Book), Julietta Singh writes 

about the cultivation of discomfort and its relation to haunted Caribbean memories. Singh 

considers the way a desire to gain mastery over the seemingly mundane, i.e. gardening, is 

subverted through discomfort. Kincaid, an Antiguan-American writer and gardener, writes 

about how her Vermont garden became a process of remembering the Caribbean without 

intending for this process to happen. She also highlights that through the act of gardening, 

she is repeatedly exposing herself to discomfort. Singh explains,  

Figure 8: Vanessa Godden, Reburying My Navel String, 2015. 
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even within the ease of relative affluence, discomfort can persist and proliferate. But 

Kinkaid also shows us how this bourgeois discomfort leads back to other discomforting 

histories, such as those of colonial dispossession and theft, and the discomforts 

produced through the recognition of one’s always failed mastery over the object in 

relation to which one seeks comfortable refuge.54  

 

In this, Singh points to the ways domestic comfort in diasporic homes can often be 

interrupted by difficult histories and haunting memories from a homeland.  

 

As in Bite Your Tongue, the materials in Reburying My Navel String build 

discomforting, haunted assemblages between one another, connecting each station. Sugar 

turns the tea into a syrupy solution that blends into the syrupy solutions of the other two 

stations as they meet along the table cloth. Where materials are used in Bite Your Tongue to 

reference the way multiple experiences of trauma impact one another in one body, my body, 

the materials in Reburying My Navel String reference the way trauma is held within multiple 

bodies, my parents’ and mine, and how those traumas are communicated and exchanged 

through affective miasmic discomfort. I am using the term miasma here to refer to the 

sludgy, messy, and ineffable way my trauma is communicated and transferred within my 

family. This miasmic discomfort refers back to notions of enduring difficulty addressed earlier 

in this chapter in relation to Bite Your Tongue, particularly the isolating experiences that 

occur whilst enduring difficulty. Though I am not alone in Reburying My Navel String, the 

silence that permeates the atmosphere between my parents and me creates an isolating, 

uncanny environment for each of us. This environment reflects the way attempts to suppress 

trauma can materialise in familial relationships, through permeable discomfort.  

 

The conversation between Bite Your Tongue and Reburying My Navel String is not 

only based in discomfort but also an uncanny temporality. Counter to the way materials hold 

evidence of my body and my body in action following the live performance of Bite Your 

Tongue, my parents’ bodies and my body are always in action in Reburying My Navel String. 

Like the glowing orbs of light accenting furniture in my examination exhibition, the video 

performances serve as vignettes to internal space. This internal space is evocative of how 

the impacts of trauma are continually processed through my body. These looping vignettes 

of ritual processing inform and speak to the way my body processes materials in Bite Your 

Tongue, long after my body has left the room. The way the body and materials situate 

 
54 Singh, Unthinking Mastery, 151-152. 
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themselves in the gallery across various times and spaces is evocative of experiential 

entanglement. In my studio research and evident in my examination exhibition, time does 

not necessarily exist through linearity. Instead, it weaves between experiences in an open-

ended way. For instance, while I perform Bite Your Tongue, viewers can look to a video 

monitor and be transported into another scene. Through this process of looking, 

experiencing live elements and pre-recorded performances, viewers can also experience an 

entanglement of abject narratives. This becomes a part of the affective way by which trauma 

is voiced; through the process of weaving viewers through various domestic scenes that 

would otherwise be inviting but inserting similar yet distinct moments of discomfort and 

hauntings. To elaborate repetitive action does not only occur through repetitive gestures in a 

single artwork, i.e. masticating eggshells into crushed shards. Some gestures like chewing 

my way through a substantial collection of eggshells occur again in another form. Much like 

the conversation that builds between Bite Your Tongue and Reburying May Navel String, 

other conversations, too, emerge in the studio research. 

 

Moving through Pain and the Agency of Tedious Labour  

 

The third and final section of this chapter examines the relationship between my 

video performances Hollow and Bite Your Tongue. In this discussion I explore the metaphor 

of fragility in the eggshell and how it translates to the traumatised body in both Hollow and 

Bite Your Tongue. Building from metaphors of the eggshell, I look to the ways the labouring 

body, both in relation to fertility and work, are evocative of my body processing trauma. In 

this section, I am concerned with the way in which performative gestures of labouring 

through painful processes are evocative of experiences of traumatic impact. Through 

evocations of the body and labour, I explore how these gestures help deepen the agency of 

my voice as it is invoked through performative arts practice.  

 

Hollow is a twenty-four minute and twenty-one second looping video that is, 

alongside Reburying My Navel String, situated in the same gallery as Bite Your Tongue.55 

The film mirrors Bite Your Tongue through placement and in action. The television monitor 

and kitchen table are positioned—in a complex structure of distortion through mirroring—so 

that while I am chewing eggshells live in Bite Your Tongue, I am facing myself chewing 

eggshells on film in Hollow. Unlike the setting for Reburying My Navel String and Bite Your 

Tongue, however, Hollow is set in a white studio space on a white table. The frontal 

perspective and camera stasis in Hollow constructs a window-like effect in the film. Instead 

 
55 Godden, Hollow.  
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of presenting a cinematic viewpoint of the events unfolding through varied angles, as in 

Reburying My Navel String, it uses video as a document of a kind of performance in its 

linearity without the interruption of changing perspectives. Functioning differently than a live 

performance of the event, Hollow occurs in a continuous loop in isolation. It is evidence of 

something that is ongoing and potentially endless. While viewers can choose to step in and 

out of the space, I am stationed at the white kitchen table and perpetually propelled by the 

task at hand.  

 

The eggshell motif in both Hollow and Bite Your Tongue brings to mind an off kilter 

rendering of the idiom ‘walking on eggshells.’ The cautious navigation through a difficult 

situation suggested by this expression is unsettled here by the destruction my mouth 

causes. The eggshells speak of their fragility, once a sturdy protective barrier is crunched 

and pulverised into sandy grains. Like my own fragility, the eggshells reveal a traumatic 

process of transformation. The boundaries of my body, once a sturdy and protective barrier, 

were beaten and bruised into a vulnerable state. However, the matter that gets reconstituted 

in my work does not disintegrate into nothingness. Instead, it gets rebuilt as something new 

and, as such, finds new agency. I consider these transformations in relation to the way 

matter speaks in my studio research, how it journeys through my body to tell a story. While 

elaborating on researchers Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin’s interpretation of ‘speaking 

matter,’ Neumark highlights how matter is an active agent, “speaking through the voice that 

animates it.”56 Based on the recognition that matter speaks, I bring together the eggshells’ 

ability to speak and my body’s capacity to animate material to invoke my voice’s agency.  

 

Eggshells call to mind a kind of fragility. The egg, meant to protect the foetus, is both 

hard and soft—strong enough to keep harsh environments out and delicate enough for a 

hen to push out of its body. Yet, in the food preparation process, the eggshell does not carry 

the same weight. The shell becomes perfunctory as the mucous-like membrane and round 

viscous yolk slide into a pan to be sizzled or into a bowl to be mixed, its breach motivated by 

hunger. The objects, emptied of their flesh and abjectly presented in both Bite Your Tongue 

 
56 Neumark, Voicetracks, 15.  

Figure 9: Vanessa Godden, Hollow, 2016. 
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and Hollow as an entrée, allude to their function in the kitchen, containers for nourishment. 

When presented on their own, eggshells can signify an emptiness and longing, as well as a 

re-established reference to their origins—chicken and egg or mother and child.  

 

The eggshell is the last protective gift passed through the mother. It shares this 

particular link insofar as the fertilised egg is reliant on her body for incubation. Kristeva 

posits that biblical food taboos are sometimes rooted “in the abomination provoked by the 

fertilizable or fertile feminine body (menses, childbirth).”57 The eggshell, thus, is especially 

abject when it comes in contact with the mouth because of its symbolic and direct 

translations to the fertility of the (my) female body. Kristeva goes on to explain how the 

inside of the maternal body is connected to the “decaying body” following childbirth.58 

Because the egg represents a secondary maternal body, the shell, having served its 

purpose, is recast into a material trace of mortality. Expanding on these ideas and how they 

help frame both Hollow and Bite Your Tongue, symbolism of the egg is complicated further 

by violently compacting the eggshells down into splinters and fragments—further obliterating 

its original context. The safety that the shell once represented is crushed and the fertility 

initially reflected in the object is crunched and ground into a pile of compost. The discarded 

and abject thing becomes even more abject through repetitive traumatic impact.  

 

 Like planets in orbit, Reburying My Navel String and Hollow follow the gravitational 

pull of Bite Your Tongue. The multi-sensory engagement that Bite Your Tongue produces as 

a result of being physically present in the gallery and tangibly occurring in real time grounds 

the surrounding artworks. Where videos playing on television monitors allow viewers to 

temporarily suspend their perceptions of reality, the live performing of Bite Your Tongue 

asks viewers to contend with my body as palpable and physically affecting. The fluctuation 

between the virtual and physical in my studio research mimics the process of moving 

through multiple realities whilst living with trauma. What I am referring to is the experience of 

processing trauma, particularly the experience of trauma-induced flashbacks—how one 

minute you are there and the next you are being sucked inside yourself, deep into the pain 

of another moment in time. It is an all-consuming occurrence that drastically changes one’s 

relationship to and perception of time—building entanglements between the past and the 

present. Bite Your Tongue is one of the primary foci of my studio research because of its 

assertion of physicality’s distinct relationship to the present. My body holds space in this 

work but does not stay stuck in time. Instead, it moves forward and the material 

entanglements that get created invite viewers to empathically hold space with me. 

 
57 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 100. 
58 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 101.  
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Expanding on this, artist and audience member Kate Just wrote in response to the 

performance, 

 

You were a food processor  

There was something numb, robotic, mundane about it... 

The stations of food were dry, sharp and wet 

Each presented enduring challenges to your mouth and your self 

I watched and was conscious of the ways women throughout time have processed 

their feelings and experiences alone  

The routine cyclical (usually invisible) processing of violence, shame, hate and pain 

All alone and moving through it 

And working 

Working so hard to move through it 

Moving on to the next space... 

And met with more work more processing to do... 

The silence in the space was palpable, respectful and deep 

It formed a circle around you 

Everyone in the circle was also alone carrying their feelings, silently  

So silently, it was like a monument to women’s silence 

The men in the room carried it too  

We were witnesses 

All of us alone together but watching you, staying with you, 

holding the space,  

agreeing to see this and know this together.59 

 

Here, Just highlights the labour in processing trauma and the obligatory routine I endure 

from the repetitive cycles of that labour—and the labour it calls forth for the audience. 

Through these evocations to labour, my body can be perceived as mechanical due to the 

assembly-line progression and repetition of my actions as well as my consistently neutral 

expression throughout the performance.  

 
59 Kate Just, email to the author, February 19, 2019.  
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The silence of my physical voice poignantly affects the audience, but the sounds of 

struggle from my labouring in Bite Your Tongue are particularly affecting. As Just observed, 

the sounds move between three distinct textures—dry, sharp, and wet. Those textures are 

viscerally conveyed through the sounds my mouth makes while engaging material. The 

coughing the dryness of curry and flour induce, the harsh reverberating crunch eggshells 

emit, and the drenched slurps that occur as I tear through the flesh of pomegranates 

suggest movement through different landscapes of difficulty. References to labour in my 

studio research suggest not only the personal labour I endure to process trauma but also 

allude to the repetitive labour of my maternal ancestors. Trinidadian activist and educator 

Rhoda E. Reddock’s radical research on female labour in Trinidad and Tobago foregrounds 

the fierce histories of women’s contribution to the workforce and equity. Reddock states,  

 

The majority of our African and Asian foremothers came to Trinidad and Tobago for work 

– on the sugar, cocoa, and coconut plantations of the 18th and 19th centuries… Despite 

the treachery and inhumanity of the plantation experience it brought to the fore the 

potentials for production, self-sufficiency, rebellion and the relentless quest for personal 

autonomy still present in Caribbean women today.60  

 

My studio research, particularly Bite Your Tongue, draws from these histories to invoke not 

only my maternal ancestors’ “relentless quest for personal autonomy” but also to hauntingly 

build my own.  

 

 
60 Rhoda E Reddock, Women, Labour & Politics in Trinidad & Tobago (London and New Jersey: Zed Books, 1994), 11. 

Figure 10: Vanessa Godden, Bite Your Tongue, 2019. 
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 Returning to Sulkowicz’s performance, Carry That Weight, I establish connections 

between the way I consider labour in my studio research and the way Sulkowicz references 

labour. Similar to Hollow and Bite Your Tongue, Sulkowicz alludes to the relationship 

between labour and fertility. Where I use the egg and pomegranates to reference fertility, 

Sulkowicz uses the duration of their performance, nine months, to allude to pregnancy. In 

this, the body’s relationship to fertility is one of painful protest. The evocation of time and its 

relationship to pregnancy, suggests that each day, week, month Sulkowicz’s rapist remains 

unreprimanded for his criminal actions, the more tethered to the mattress their body 

becomes. Unlike a foetus gaining strength, nutrients, and waiting to be released from its 

host’s body, however, the mattress is waiting to be released from the schoolboard’s hearing 

and Sulkowicz’s body gains strength. During an interview with art critic Roberta Smith, 

Sulkowicz speaks of the way their body became used to the mattress as their muscles 

developed to adjust to its weight.61 Alongside the reference to pregnancy, this also speaks to 

labouring bodies—how monotonous repetitive action over time builds strength and, for 

certain bodies, can be a form of resistance. In another interview with the arts forum 

Hyperallergic, Sulkowicz discusses the relationship between the erasure of queer 

perspectives in critical discourse of rape culture in art. They elaborate, 

 

Society has a lot of difficulty believing that queer people can be victims, but it also 

cannot believe that queer people can be assailants. This is something so important to 

me because one of my attacker’s defences at Columbia was that he could have never 

attacked a genderqueer person because he wasn’t gay—whatever the fuck that 

means. There is a societal resistance to believing that two things can happen 

simultaneously.62  

 

What Sulkowicz is pointing to here is societal resistance to intersectional ideology and its 

negative impact on those who fit within more than one marginal experience. Through 

observations of resistance to intersectional ideologies, it is apparent that the labour of 

resisting injustice and managing the trauma of that injustice lies on the shoulders of those 

who have been directly impacted. While Sulkowicz and I are asking people to hold space 

with us, to commune and be affected by our poetic materialisations of our traumatic 

experiences, we are also engaging in political acts of raising awareness.  

 

 
61 Emma Sulkowicz, “Carry That Weight,” interview by Roberta Smith, Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art, December 
14, 2014, video, 1:35:31. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMXp3RLOVNg 
62 Emma Sulkowicz, “Queer Identity in the MeToo Movement: A Conversation with Emma Sulkowicz,” interview by Zachary 
Small, Hyperallergic, August 21, 2018. https://hyperallergic.com/458257/conversation-with-emma-sulkowicz/  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMXp3RLOVNg
https://hyperallergic.com/458257/conversation-with-emma-sulkowicz/
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Conclusion  

 

 In the opening section of this chapter, I examined the first primary performance of 

my studio research, Bite Your Tongue. Through this examination I built a conversation 

between Sulkowicz’s invocations of isolation in her performance  Carry That Weight and 

my own isolating evocations in Bite Your Tongue. I investigated how both these 

evocations of isolation contributed to depictions of trauma in performance art. This 

conversation then led into an examination of Bite Your Tongue framed through abject 

theory. The next section of this chapter extended my discussion of Bite Your Tongue to 

introduce investigations of how abjection is closely related to affect in this performance 

and my studio research. Drawing from both Barrett and Neumark’s writing on affect, I built 

a generative framework of abjection and affect for my studio research. I then outlined 

specific connections relating to affect, abjection, and decolonising gesture between Bite 

Your Tongue and my video performance Reburying My Navel String. The final section of 

Chapter Two considered how sounding struggle and persistence extended the theoretical 

framework of my studio research through ideas of labour, repetition, and the body. Here, I 

built a conversation between my video performance Hollow and Bite Your Tongue. 

Through an analysis of the two works, I specifically examined the materiality of eggshells 

in both Hollow and Bite Your Tongue to consider their metaphorical relationship to 

experiences of trauma. The final section investigated the labour of the body through 

reflections of the historical colonial labour of Trinidadian women. I then considered the 

labouring body in relation to fertility through reflections of Sulkowicz’s Carry That Weight. 

From the ideas unpacked in this chapter, I question: how can my body be used to map or 

trace experiences of trauma through the agitation of flour and spice?  
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This chapter looks to the second performance, Cartography, to consider how 

material engagements with the body affectively convey experiential entanglements.63 The 

first section of this chapter examines how disrupting dining table etiquette by kicking up 

spice through performance art affectively evokes trauma’s impact on the home, culture, and 

family. Continuing my reflections on Lorna Simpson’s work Eating Disorder, I construct 

generative connections between performative depictions of silencing in art and performative 

gestures in Cartography, particularly the act of quietly dragging myself through flour and 

spice. I also work with Sara Ahmed’s writing to consider the ways certain affectations 

relating to trauma can help move the body through difficulty rather than remain stagnant in 

its effects. I examine how these ideas are extended through the way I move my body 

through flour and spice and the symbolism of these materials. The next section expands 

from these concepts of processing trauma to investigate the ways using food matter to 

highlight the ineffable relates to the trauma of traumatic impact. Drawing on Naben 

Ruthnam’s writing on the colonial contributions to relationships between food and 

racialisation as well as Julietta Singh’s text on the decolonisation of mastery, I further 

illuminate the power of food to act as a decolonising force in Cartography and my video 

performance Where’re you from?.64 The final section of this chapter reflects upon the body’s 

ability to speak through colour and touch. In this section, I outline the connections between 

Cartography and my flip book series titled My Nipples Aren’t Pink.65 Through this 

relationship, distinct methods of telling through colour and touch emerge to expand the ways 

traumatic experiences can be conveyed through performative arts practices.  

 
Disrupting Dining-Table Etiquette: Kicking Up Spice and Feeling through Smell 
 

 This section introduces the second primary performance of my studio research, 

Cartography. In this discussion I frame Cartography through ideas of disrupting dining table 

etiquette to invoke my experiences of alienation and loneliness relating to traumatic impact. 

These ideas are further explored through Ahmed’s writing on the negative affectations 

bodies can hold. I extend from this to consider how my body both embodies and pushes 

against these affectations in Cartography in order to convey the complexities of traumatic 

impact. This section concludes by considering how the affective impact of smell in 

Cartography invokes and amplifies the agency of my voice.  

 

My studio research looks to the ways unsettling domestic social norms can be used 

to performatively evoke how suppressed trauma seeps out in the home, family, and culture. I 

 
63 Godden, Cartography. 
64 Godden, Where’re You From?.  
65 Godden, My Nipples Aren’t Pink.  

https://vimeo.com/345567713
https://vimeo.com/178775787
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make references to childhood in my work to evoke the home and family, pointing to my 

experiences of adolescent sexual abuse, and invoking child-like modes of rebellion. I look 

specifically to the dining room table in Cartography to examine another way the domestic 

table can be used to convey traumatic impact’s effects on familial and cultural relationships.  

 

The dining table in Cartography positions my body in relation to the formalities of 

colour and space. The elongated table alludes to a large family gathering or formal occasion. 

Although the table is long enough to comfortably seat twelve, in the gallery installation there 

are only two dining room chairs at either end. This underscores a haunted absence 

spanning across the table that is only interrupted by the mounds of spice above and below it. 

The performance began with me seated at one end of the table with my hands resting in my 

lap. Save for a simple black dress, my body was unadorned. I slowly scanned the surface of 

the dining table with my eyes, resting for a second or two on and between the flour, chilli 

powder, and curry powder. My body and the food powders each have large amounts of 

empty space surrounding them, constructing a sense of loneliness and isolation. The table 

was bare and prepped for the performance, sanded down and lightly stained to hold the 

pigment of the food powders better—allowing the colours to be absorbed into the woodgrain. 

Through the performance, this gesture allows for materials to physically embed themselves 

into the table. The table, referring to familial space, is dislocated from the home and family 

and stripped of people and table settings to hold the flour, spice, and my body. The food 

powders, referring to cultural space, are dislocated from the kitchen and their respective 

containers to stand in mounds as brightly coloured pigment—whites, yellows, oranges, and 

reds starkly contrasting the dark brown hue of the table top. Through this, there is 

anticipatory tone set at the beginning of Cartography, one where colours and placement of 

material and my body evoke an affective sense of isolation and loneliness.  

 

Figure 11: Vanessa Godden, Cartography, 2019. 
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 Building on the affective tone of isolation and loneliness in this discussion, I reflect on 

my body’s tender relationship to the materials in Cartography. At the start of the 

performance, the segregation between my body and materials, and between each of the 

materials, constructed palpable islands of isolation around myself and the food powders. To 

expand from this, I draw from theorist Ahmed’s writing of the affective relationship between 

bodies and material. These ideas help to frame my studio research, particularly 

Cartography, to consider the affective isolation my body has endured from traumatic impact. 

Through this, I explore how my body holds space in Cartography through the entanglement 

of my body, flour, and spice. Firstly, I consider how my body and material holds negative 

space, physically and metaphorically. To elaborate, both my body and materials are 

physically surrounded by a kind of negative space—darkness. Darkness falls beyond the 

edges of the table, making everything beyond the scene of the table fall out of focus. The 

dress I wear and the dark wood surrounding the flour and spice are also dark. In this, I 

consider how my body and materials metaphorically speak of the way we embody negative 

or bad space. Ahmed states, “some bodies are presumed to be the origin of bad feeling 

insofar as they disturb the promise of happiness, which I would re-describe as the social 

pressure to maintain the signs of ‘getting along.’ Some bodies become blockage points, 

points where smooth communication stops.”66 Ahmed names people who are the subject of 

‘bad feelings,’ or whose feelings towards objects widely considered to cause happiness are 

anything other than such, as ‘affect aliens.’ Moving forward, I refer to this experience as 

affective alienation. Cartography presents my body as an affect alien. The absence of family, 

friends, and acquaintances that would normally be seated at the dining table alongside me, 

depicts a kind of haunting loneliness. As in Bite Your Tongue, I enact another ritual of 

reconstituting material using my body that is seemingly driven by some abstract and 

ineffable influence—of both internal and external origins. I commit myself to these rituals (the 

internal driving force); however, the influence of family, culture, and community in the 

performing of this ritual is drawn from the symbolism of the table and food powders resting 

atop the table (the external driving force). Here, I draw from a personal desire to connect 

with my family and culture being met with experiences of alienation resulting from traumatic 

impact.  

 

Enduring and committed, my body drags itself through the flour, chilli powder, and 

curry powder, working to thoroughly marinate itself in Cartography. Ignoring the social 

conventions of dining, I pull, sweep, roll, and shuffle myself across the dining room table in 

 
66 Sara Ahmed, “Happy Objects”, in The Affect Theory Reader, eds. Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2010), 39. 
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cyclical patterns, all the while, keeping my body tightly pressed against its wooden surface. 

Instead of using flour and spice as ingredients for my consumption, my body is presented as 

the consumable object. However, the preparation for my body’s consumption occurs atop 

the place where food is shared, instead of on the conventionally designated workspace of a 

kitchen bench. This is where my body as an affect alien is directly invoked. I am disturbing 

dining table etiquette by displacing the objects and bodies that would adhere to it and 

replacing them with flour, spice, and my body.  What this does is intimately portray the way it 

feels to have a body that is continually associated with the affective quality of ‘bad feeling’ 

because of the trauma that it has endured.  

 

 

Ahmed elaborates on the affective experience of alienation in relation to objects, 

concepts, and bodies that are widely accepted as a source of happiness. In relation to this 

project, I am thinking about the ways this experience of affective alienation is stimulated 

through experiences of trauma. Where certain objects, concepts, and bodies where once a 

source of happiness for me, they are now not necessarily unhappy, but more complex. 

Ahmed elaborates on these experiences: 

 

If we are disappointed by something that we expected would make us happy, then we 

generate explanations of why that thing is disappointing. Such explanations can involve 

an anxious narrative of self-doubt (why am I not made happy by this, what is wrong with 

me?) or a narrative of rage, where the object that is “supposed” to make us happy is 

attributed as the cause of disappointment […]. We become strangers, or affect aliens, in 

such moments.67  

 

Ahmed goes on to further detail the way being an ‘affect alien’ functions amongst family. She 

explains, “the social struggle within families involves contradictory attributions of ‘what’ 

makes people unhappy.”68 Ahmed points to how these contradictions exist as the 

expectation that heteronormativity and procreation are the epicentre of familial happiness. 

 
67 Ahmed, “Happy Objects,” 37.  
68 Ahmed, “Happy Objects,” 43. 

Figure 12: Vanessa Godden, Cartography, 2019. 
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Those who fall outside of these desires are presumed not able to achieve happiness and 

cause concern for the family, disrupting the perceived happiness of the entire unit. What 

then does the public knowledge of an individual’s trauma do to a family’s affective qual ity of 

happiness? How do difficult and often taboo topics of abuse, sexual assault, and racism re-

depict the body, my body, as a ‘blockage point’ in the family unit? Most pertinent to my 

research, how does all of this translate into performative gestures of the impacted individual 

in art and how does it expand depictions of trauma in art?  

 

To more thoroughly consider the answers to these questions, I look back to 

Simpson’s Eating Disorder to further explore how depictions of affective alienation 

contributes to how trauma is conveyed within my field of practice.69 Through the simple yet 

powerful act of holding one’s mouth firmly shut, Eating Disorder evokes the way trauma 

impacts interpersonal communication. As established in Chapter One, revealing through 

concealing is where autonomy can be invoked to performatively enact resistance. Drawing 

from the familiarity of print advertising, Eating Disorder subverts the usual light-hearted and 

inconspicuous messaging of editorial aesthetics by highlighting the experience of being an 

affect alien as it relates to racialised trauma. While expanding on the concept of certain 

bodies being the products of ‘bad feelings,’ Ahmed states: “the angry black woman can be 

described as a kill-joy; she may even kill feminist joy, for example, by pointing out forms of 

racism within feminist politics.”70 Embodying the affective qualities of a feminist kill-joy, 

Eating Disorder pushes firmly against both racism and sexism. It shows the deeply painful 

ways in which racism directly impacts black women, by placing them in the position of 

“points where smooth communication stops.” From this position of withholding, the mouth in 

Eating Disorder prevents non-Black bodies from consuming what the mouth produces while 

also warning other Black bodies to refrain from sharing. Therefore, the communication that 

Simpson is invoking in this work is one that is directed towards a specific demographic. 

Despite this, she is still powerfully conveying to a wider demographic of viewers the weight 

words hold and how speech becomes staunchly guarded resulting from racialisation.  

 

The disordered eating that Simpson refers to in Eating Disorder is similar to the kind 

of disordered, or rather, disrupted relationship to consumption and communication that also 

occurs in my studio research. The disruption I am speaking of in my artworks happens 

through replacement. I replace eating with chewing and spitting out and replace food sharing 

practices with rituals of adorning my body in food matter. Through these subtle shifts of the 

 
69 Lorna Simpson, “Eating Disorder,” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, ed. by Russell Ferguson et al. 
(New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1990), 38. 
70 Simpson, “Eating Disorder,” 39. 
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ordinary, I am calling upon the uncanny to evoke the way language evolves into something 

more visceral following trauma. In my studio research I am examining the ways language is 

transformed into something oddly familiar yet strangely distant. It becomes gestural—of the 

body—from deep within, emanating out through movement. This movement works to 

affectively engage the matter and bodies in its path. Through the act of blending flour and 

spice using my body in Cartography, I agitate the powdered substances, influencing them to 

float through the air. From this, the already spice-scented gallery becomes even more 

pungent. Where smell is all enveloping, my physical voice is still subdued.  

 

The seeming silence of Cartography stages a haunting atmosphere where smell 

takes on spectral qualities. As my body slinks through the flour and spice, clouds of pungent 

powders fill the air and interfere with gallery goers’ sinuses, causing them to cough or 

sneeze. Here, there is a physically tangible exchange that occurs between my body and the 

bodies of the audience. Within this silence is a full matrix of sounds—the swish of my body 

sweeping across the table, the pitter patter of powders hitting the floor, my breath, the 

audience’s breath, coughs, sneezes, whispers, the sound of the chair grating against the 

floor as it gets pushed out from under the table, and even the sounds of the street in the 

distance. In response to listening to Cartography Norie Neumark writes, 

 

I’ve been thinking about how I listened to your performance—its voice. I listened attuned 

by John Cage’s 4’33”, Yoko Ono’s ‘Cough Piece’, and new materialist attention to the 

particles connecting the curry powder, turmeric, table, your body, the air and my nose, 

throat and lungs. I coughed. At first I tried to suppress it but then I realized it was the 

voice of my response, my connection, and it needed to speak. This is the material 

connection of voice—from deep within one body, out through the air and atmosphere of a 

place and into another body. Your ‘silent’ body evoked the cough in my body, and 

others’, provoked the sneeze in others still. They are more than the soundtrack—they are 

the voices, the voicetrack of your work.71 

 

Neumark’s initial inclination to suppress her cough is similar to my initial responses to 

trauma. In this dissertation, I consider the impulse to suppress my trauma in relation to 

experiences of alienation. As discussed in Chapter One, the acts of pointing out racism and 

reporting rape are fraught with dismissal and disbelief. While much of my family and friends 

are incredibly loving and supportive, I have lost many friends following the making public of 

my rape. Relationships with some family members have become strained. The shame 

 
71 Norie Neumark, email to the author, April 20, 2017. 
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surrounding rape in my culture is still incredibly pervasive. Much like Ahmed’s concept that 

certain bodies’ affectively host ‘bad feelings,’ my own body hosts the bad feeling of shame. It 

often feels as though people are afraid that the shame my body holds will spread to and 

infect them in some miasmatic way.72 As a result of this, I have learnt to shrink, hold my 

tongue, breathe shallower, and sink deeper into the background in order to avoid others’ 

discomfort. Ahmed states that “maintaining public comfort requires that certain bodies ‘go 

along with it,’ to agree to where you are placed. To refuse to be placed would mean to be 

seen as trouble or causing discomfort for others.”73 Cartography pushes against such 

placement. I performatively reclaim space in this work. I spread the flour and spice around 

the room, not as miasmatic shame, but as an empowering connection to survival and 

working through difficulty, using the smells of the spice to amplify the agency of my voice.   

 

 
 
Using Food Matter as Metaphor to Highlight the Ineffable  

 

The second section of this chapter draws from Bennett’s concept of material 

assemblages to further explore the relationship between my body and materials in 

Cartography. Here, I am concerned with how racialised conceptions of the diasporic body 

 
72 Miasma, in this discussion, is being used as an extension of Ahmed’s framing of the body’s capacity to host negative affect. I 
specifically draw from its associations with the ineffable—how affectations not only spread but seemingly do so without our 
conscious intent—evoking a kind of affective haunting. I visualise and materialise this concept through clouds of flour and spice 
that surround my body and get pushed across the room to include viewers’ bodies in a haunting affective exchange.  
73 Ahmed, “Happy Objects,” 39. 

Figure 11: Vanessa Godden, Cartography, 2019. 
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are internalised through food, both metaphorically and physically. I reflect on the ways this is 

materialised in my studio research, specifically Cartography, to speak of traumatic 

experience relating to racialisation. In this section, I further expand how these experiences 

contribute to the ineffability of racialised trauma—how it is tangibly felt but not as easily 

voiced. As I build connections between my short film Where’re you from? and Cartography, I 

unpack the metaphors embedded into each of the food powders’ colours and examine how 

they expand depictions of trauma in performance art. I then investigate way preverbal 

language is evoked through the performative gestures of my studio research. This informs 

how I invoke voice to convey my experiences of traumatic impact in the studio research. 

Here, the mixing and blending of food powders is evocative of the mixing and blending of 

language in my maternal homeland. This section concludes by exploring how the material 

engagements with my body affectively engage viewers, inviting them to be moved by my 

body.  

 

Material assemblages in Cartography help stimulate the way by which affect is 

invoked in Cartography. As my body moves from one material to another, it blends and 

mixes flour and spice, building material assemblages that activate the room with fragrant 

clouds. In Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Jane Bennett discusses the agency 

in material assemblages and how the amplification of potentiality is possible through 

diversity in material groupings. Bennett describes assemblages as, “ad hoc groupings of 

diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts. Assemblages are living, throbbing 

confederations that are able to function despite the persistent presence of energies that 

confound them from within.”74 In this section, I reflect on how the material energies used in 

Cartography and my short film Where’re you from? are impacted by social connotations to 

“confound them from within.” In relation to my studio research this framework of material 

assemblages can also extend to how race and cultural authenticity translated into culinary 

practice are the product of colonial influence and thus become inauthentic. I return to ideas 

of cultural authenticity and food shortly. In this discussion, I evaluate how reductive 

relationships between people and food, as well as food and geography, occur in Western 

culture. This is rooted in racialised conceptions of the body and is an extension of colonial 

commodification of culture.  

 

Collaborations between my body and material in the studio research evoke an 

affective preverbal language in order to communicate personal difficulty through shared 

 
74 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (London: Duke University Press, 2010), 23-24. 
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experiences of discomfort. Though my body is the agent that stimulates the movement of the 

powders, its authority over where the materials travel is limited. Bennett explains, 

 

…precisely because each member-actant maintains an energetic pulse slightly “off” from 

that of the assemblage, an assemblage is never a stolid block but an open-ended 

collective, a “non-totalizable sum.” An assemblage thus not only has a distinctive history 

of formation but a finite life span.75  

 

This means, like the fluctuation and adaptability of foods of the diaspora, assemblages grow 

and transform to construct their own ongoing complex narratives. In the transformations of 

assemblages, the creator-creation relationship is compressed in Cartography, where I 

acknowledge a certain level of chance encounter between myself and materials as well as 

materials and audience. Each iteration of the performance takes on a new form and 

contributes to a growing assemblage of information. Depending on the size of the room and 

crowd, the potency of the spice in the air becomes stronger or weaker; and depending on 

the susceptibility of my skin on the day of the performance, the pain I experience is lessened 

or increased. From these elements of chance, a degree of improvised collaboration occurs 

between myself, the food matter, and the bodies of the audience.  

 

 

As in Bite Your Tongue, the mouth is reconstituted into a mechanical tool that 

processes food matter as opposed to eating it, not allowing it to be digested, or rather not 

allowing it to fully enter the body. My short film Where’re you from? extracts the specific 

 
75 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 24.  

Figure 14: Vanessa Godden, Cartography, 2019. 
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station of mixing curry and flour, with my mouth as the mixing implement, from Bite Your 

Tongue. The matter that is meant to represent two distinct aspects of my ethnic origins, flour 

and curry powder, gets mixed and blended only to be pushed back out into an excrement-

like muck. As addressed in Chapter Two, replacing kitchen utensils with my mouth to mix 

and blend invokes an abject discomfort. Discomfort, in my studio research, often extends 

beyond physical discomfort to consider social discomfort. Here, I am considering not only 

the discomfort of racialisation, but also the absurd ways it is pervasively upheld in Western 

culture.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similar to the mouth in Simpson’s Eating Disorder, in Cartography, my body wears 

the source of my discomfort through powders that cause physical discomfort and allude to 

my experiences of trauma. However, instead of words scrawled across my face, it is food 

powders clinging to my hair, skin, and clothes. In the adornment of my body with flour and 

spice, a striking contrast between lightness and darkness conspicuously adds to the 

disquietude of the performance. The spice, like the warm glow of light enveloping the table’s 

edges, is illuminated against the darkness of the wood and my black dress. Both the yellow 

spotlight, white, red, and orange of the flour and spice stands in stark contrast to the 

darkness beyond the table. Dichotomies between lightness and darkness are used to build 

tension between colour and to reference memory. Like the tension between white words 

etched across Black skin in Eating Disorder, the colours of flour and spice in Cartography 

are symbols for the social implications of those colours and their relation to skin. Curry 

powder, flour, and chili powder serve as material representatives for the three regions that 

have come to formulate my cultural identity—Canada, Texas, and Trinidad. The food bases 

are associated with the foods I ate growing up in relation to my Canadian and Trinidadian 

heritage as well as my Texan upbringing. The colours of the materials correspond to the 

colours of the land which they represent: flour, the same hue as the whiteness of ground in 

the dead of winter in Canada; chili, a colour similar to the pink clay soil I remember digging 

Figure 12: Vanessa Godden, Where’re you from?, 2016 
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into as a child in the backyard in Texas; and curry, a tone matching the golden sand along 

the shores of some of my favourite beaches in Trinidad. I reflect on these colours in relation 

to the ways race is affiliated with exaggerated hues of flesh tones, i.e. my white father, 

brown mother, and red self.76  

 

I consider how the multi-ethnic brown body is not only othered by Western culture but 

also the cultures from which it comes. I have grown up recognising the performances I 

inhabit in relation to my own culture. For example, when I am around my Trinidadian family, I 

make it a point to accentuate my knowledge of custom, food, and place while loosening my 

tongue to match the stride of those around me. Any indication of ignorance on a matter 

relating to Trinidadian identity is met with an over eagerness to educate the foreign relative. 

Visits back home to Canada are usually met with, “well, you’re not really Canadian anymore. 

You’re much more of an American.” In the US, I am confronted with disconcertion about an 

inability to categorise me into the country’s sterile classifications of race that are often built 

on categorisations of flesh tones.  

 

Cartography navigates viewers through an unorthodox scene of reductive culinary 

representations of varied cultures being blended and marinated on my body. The blending of 

food powders serves as a metaphorical stand in for haunting recipes of my racialised 

experiences being brought to the family table. In his article Triple F: Tribulations and 

Western Hallucinations, artist and art critic Diego Ramirez comments:   

 

The disquietude of Cartography indicates that there is something more disturbing at play 

than solely a return to cultural origins. While at first glance the work evokes Ana 

Mendieta’s Silueta works (1973-77) – a series of actions in which the Cuban artist 

covered her body with earthly materials such as dirt, the pain connoted by the chili and 

curry powders suggest an imposition of sorts. Vanessa Godden’s body appears to be 

subject of a perverse conversation, where meaning making is guided by the thwack of a 

bigoted kitchen table rant. Indeed, Godden corrupts the return to origin by conjuring an 

algorithm for casual racism: brown bodies equal the food they consume. This gruesome 

logic, which underpins bitter slurs such as ‘beaner,’ is painfully registered by Godden’s 

body. Once clean and wholesome, the artist eerily marks herself with the elements that 

bring flavor (or a defining character) to the Other in the eyes of the West.77  

 

 
76 In Trinidadian culture it is common for people of mixed-race backgrounds to be referred to as red and my grandfather’s 
nickname for me as a child was reds. 
77 Diego Ramirez, “Tribulations and Western Hallucinations,” The Article, May 5, 2017. 
https://thearticle.com.au/2017/05/tribulations-and-western-hallucinations/ 
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I would say that I am not only performing the act of marking myself “with the elements that 

bring flavour (or a defining character) to the Other in the eyes of the West,” but also in the 

eyes of my own varying cultures. I am considering what one culture thinks of the other and 

how that impacts perceptions of my body, holding trauma, in diasporic space.  

 

 

The food powders used in Cartography and Where’re You From? are generic store 

brand flour, curry powder, and chili powder. This particular material selection evokes the 

contradictions of diasporic existence, how things like curry serve as a connection to a 

homeland as well as a signifier of either similarity or difference. In his book Curry: Eating, 

Reading, and Race, Ruthnam calls attention to the flexibility of the concept of curry, how it 

spans across cultures and continents. He also examines the relationship between culinary 

cultural authenticity and regionality, explaining that Western perceptions of curry, as a 

singular culturally-specific meal, is in fact a construct of colonialism and, as such, 

inauthentic. When speaking of the inauthenticity of the term ‘curry,’ Ruthnum eloquently 

points out, “the spectacular imprecision of the term speaks to its ability to encompass 

centuries of food history, cooking, misinterpretation, and reinvention: it’s truly the diasporic 

meal, even when it stays home.”78 What he means here is that despite curry’s inability to 

reflect a singular culture and time, these industrialised spice blends labelled as ‘curry’ are 

tangible reflections of migration—how certain spice blends of one region get reinvented in 

another. The wide spread access to these genericised spice blends allows for more 

convenient access to specific kinds of seasonings that may be too difficult to individually 

produce at home.  

 

 
78 Naben Ruthnum, Curry: Eating, Reading, and Race (Toronto: Coach House Books, 2017), 31.  

Figure 13: Vanessa Godden, Cartography, 2019. 
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When I first moved to Texas in the mid-nineties, the West Indian population was 

incredibly small, so access to Trinidadian foods was nearly non-existent. My mom made do 

with the spices she found in Indian grocers and had her family ship over specific items like 

homemade pepper sauce (always stored in a recycled Gatorade container) and pickled 

plums. Alongside the clichés and tropes that can often be found in curry, the store brand 

food powders used in Cartography and Where’re You From? materialise something more. 

They are evocative of something more pliable and resilient—a blend of the complexities of 

the diasporic existence that extend beyond longing and belonging. 

 

The use of food matter in Cartography and Where’re you from? also calls to mind the 

ineffability of traumatic impact and experience. Verbal and written language cannot 

encapsulate the broad range of human experiences. Notions that humans are able to gain 

mastery over language are extensions over colonial conceptions that humans are able to 

gain mastery over land and people. Singh writes about the absurd pursuit of mastering 

language despite language’s ever-evolving composition. She elaborates by sharing an 

anecdote about her experiences learning Hindi. Singh writes: 

  

In Hindi, one commonly expresses one’s ability to speak the language as follows: Hindi 

mujhe aati hain, or “Hindi comes to me.” I do not possess the language. Rather, the 

language brings itself to me. Somewhere between my summoning, my calling it forth, and 

its own mobility and malleability, it arrives—almost agentially—and I speak it.79  

 

The act of calling forth or summoning language acutely translates to the way I am 

considering my body and the language it creates in collaboration with food matter in my 

studio research. The language I am summoning is something that lives deep within, it is a 

part of me, innately written into my heritage.  

 

My mother’s native tongue and by extension my own lineage of language is an 

amalgamation of speech. In Trinidad, the national language is English, however our speech, 

like many other aspects of our culture, reflects the country’s extensive colonial histories. 

Trinidadian Creole encompasses a mixture of English, French, African, Asian, Indigenous, 

and Spanish languages. From this, I note how, despite colonial attempts to filter out certain 

languages from the diasporic and Indigenous populations, they sprung forth, building new 

ways of speaking. This amalgamation of language emphasises Singh’s notion that language, 

similar to matter, is not capable of being mastered. Furthermore, it is capable of being 

 
79 Singh, Unthinking Mastery, 90. 
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worked with. Singh elaborates, “it is as though when we speak to another through language, 

we are also in conversation with language itself.”80 In relation to entangled trauma, when I 

“speak to another through language” about my experiences of trauma, conversations 

between language and trauma also ensue. As evident in Trinidadian Creole, language 

becomes jumbled following the traumatic impact of colonisation. The manner by which 

language is jumbled in Trinidadian Creole is adaptive, it is ever-evolving while also holding 

the evidence of attempted erasure or silencing. The connection between materials and my 

body in my studio research are like the relationship between Singh and her understanding of 

Hindi—they move one another to speak. Extending from language’s relationship to the body, 

and referring back to Neumark’s response to Cartography, my body and materials also move 

other bodies, inviting them to respond and connect. Continuing to consider the various ways 

my studio research invokes affective modes of speaking, I will next examine colour more 

closely and look to the agential qualities of touch.  

 

The Performativity of Objects through Touch and Telling through Colour 

 

In the final section of this chapter I investigate the process by which I made 

Cartography by looking to my small art book series, My Nipples Aren’t Pink. In this 

discussion, I build a clear lineage between the two works, specifically framing My Nipples 

Aren’t Pink through performative arts practice. In this lineage, the relationship between my 

body, colour, and trauma unfolds. I frame this discussion through the colonial frameworks 

upheld in the arts to perpetuate the marginalisation and oppression of Black, Indigenous, 

people of colour, and queer artists. Extending from my framework of marginalisation in the 

arts, I assert how my experiences of trauma, materialised in my studio research, help push 

against these oppressions and envision decolonised futures.  

 

My Nipples Aren’t Pink is a small flip book series of my nipples stamped in pink 

orbiting the pages. As one of the first artworks built from my studio research, this series was 

the initial testing ground for my investigations of colour and its relationship to the body and 

embodied trauma in this project. Originally this was a performance work, where I produced 

and bound these books live at the Mechanics Institute in Melbourne on a makeshift 

assembly line and distributed them amongst viewers. In the final rendition of this work I 

eliminated my bodily performing of the live production of each book, leaving the books to 

perform on their own. In doing this, I found the performative engagement between viewers’ 

hands, the pages of the book, and my body to explore the affective relationship between my 

 
80 Singh, Unthinking Mastery, 90. 
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body, colour, and other people’s touch. Where the labour of my body was the main focus of 

the live performing of this work, the abstract traces of my body activated by others’ touch 

readjusts the focus to the books themselves, presenting them as performative objects. I 

consider them performative in that the books—in the hands of an audience—perform the 

navigations of my body across each page.  

 

When viewers flip the book, flapping pages smack against each other and produce a 

swift brush of air that flits towards their face. The elongated ‘fffffffffllllllllllllllltttttttttt’ sounds 

produced by a thumb pulling back the collection of pages and the action of letting them snap 

forward allow viewers to feel the coarse edges of paper rub against their skin; these sounds 

and gestures, and the feelings they evoke, contrast to the softness of my own flesh, alluded 

to in the nipple prints. Should viewers decide to flip slowly through the book and run their 

fingers along my nipple stamps, they would encounter a diverse range of textured surfaces. 

Some nipple prints are smooth and textured imitating the strokes a brush would make on the 

page. Other prints are softer with a viscous consistency, dripping at the bottom of the areola, 

leaving milky pink streaks down the page. Some prints are dry, cakey, and, in some spots, 

slightly raised off the page. Prints with this texture resemble the residue of paint built up on a 

well-used palette knife. These three different textural elements resemble the varied textures 

of human flesh, particularly the breast. Through touch, viewers are able to affectively engage 

with the haunted traces of my body. The compressed relationship between my body, paint, 

and viewers’ touch create material assemblages. In these assemblages, how my body 

moves and the way viewers’ experience is activated through others’ hands. 

 

 

 My Nipples Aren’t Pink is an early sketch for Cartography. Like the orbiting nipple 

prints on the page, my body leaves behind curved traces on the dining table in Cartography. 

Counter to me representing my body in a colour that I am not, as in My Nipples Aren’t Pink, 

Cartography blends pigment to match my skin tone and adorn my body with it. The way I 

present my flesh in a tone that does not represent it in My Nipples Aren’t Pink calls to mind 

researchers Kenneth and Mammie Clark’s pivotal psychological research on how “racism 

Figure 14: Nipples Aren’t Pink, 2019. 
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and segregation damaged the self-esteem of black children.”81 The research found that 

African American children “preferred white dolls to black dolls, and […] had a tendency to 

use a white or yellow crayon to color both a same-sex figure said to be themselves and an 

opposite sex figure said to be a friend.”82 Resulting from political, media, and social 

influence, whiteness in North America was and still is perceived as ubiquitous—the standard 

way of being. My Nipples Aren’t Pink is evocative of the racialised trauma internalised by my 

own non-white body; but it also extends from my experiences of racialised trauma to 

consider how the destabilisation of my perceptions of my flesh are complicated further 

through the influence of sexual trauma. Where the colour speaks to the impact of racism on 

my body, the nipple stamps were intended to allude to the impact of sexual assault. My 

breasts float like ghostly pink orbs across many pages, dislocated from my body and 

transformed into abstract prints. Where in racialised trauma there is disjointed relationship 

between what my body is presented as and what it is, in sexual trauma, my body leaves 

me—floats away from itself in order to find an escape. Referring back to Sara Ahmed’s 

concept of the body’s affective relationship to objects, my position as an affect alien is 

materialised through my dislocated body. My body is represented as a tactile blockage point, 

where objects that are generally associated with happiness (stamps and flipbooks) are 

skewed to represent something more sinister (racism and sexual assault). 

 

I aim to build from a history of marginalisation in art to a consideration of how 

Cartography extends from this lineage of oppression to destabilise it. In order to build from 

these histories, I address how my artwork destabilises whiteness in performance art to 

examine how invocations of traumatic experience can contribute to the decolonisation of the 

field. I briefly outline this history by framing my position through writing by art theorist 

Michelle Wallace and art critic Anuradha Vikram. I am looking to Wallace’s writing to 

examine representational frameworks of racism in art and Vikram’s critical analysis to 

examine structural frameworks of racism in art. Here, the two are intimately related. 

Wallace’s text explains how who is represented widely in art impacts marginalised peoples’ 

relationships with themselves. Vikram’s text discloses the ways in which the structure of the 

art world impacts how who is represented in art is widely distributed. What I mean by this is 

that marginalised communities are not seeing themselves represented in art; in turn, People 

of Colour, Black, and Indigenous artists encounter a great amount of difficulty achieving the 

same amount of prestige and value for their work as white artists in the West. In her essay 

‘Modernism, Postmodernism and the Problem of the Visual in Afro-American Culture,’ 

 
81 Michele Wallace, “Modernism, Postmodernism and the Problem of the Visual in Afro-American Culture” in Out There: 
Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, ed. by Russell Ferguson et al. (New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art, 
1990), 39. 
82 Wallace, “Modernism, Postmodernism and the Problem of the Visual in Afro-American Culture,” 39.  
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Wallace addresses modernism and postmodernism’s role in widespread appropriation of 

non-Western artistic styles as well as the erasure of Black, Asian, Latinx, and Indigenous 

contributions from dominant histories of these movements. She states, “a white world is 

simply unable to admit that art from Africa and elsewhere in the Third World had a direct and 

profound influence on Western art because of an absolutely uncontrollable racism, 

xenophobia, and ethnocentrism.”83 Now, as we move forward into the present, the means by 

which racialisation is manifested in art has slightly shifted. The ethnocentric exhibition, once 

used as a political means of establishing relevance, now co-opted into an art market, holds 

contradictory connotations. As Anuradha Vikram has laid out in her book Decolonizing 

Culture: Essays on the Intersection of Art and Politics, the art market is still structured on 

colonial methods of the past as a means of apportioning monetary and social worth. From 

the foundational elements (i.e. universalised flesh tones in manufactured art pigment) to its 

structural components (i.e. the art market and arts institutions), it is apparent that Western 

arts culture continues to be dominated by white aesthetic. My own studio research works to 

destabilise dominant white aesthetics by looking to the ways its impacts have affected my 

relationship with myself and my culture. I draw upon specific decolonising gestures, relating 

to the trauma of dislocation, dehumanisation, violence, indentured servitude and slavery of 

Trinidad and Tobago in my studio research. Through gestures of adorning myself in flour 

and spice, I am also considering how drawing upon culturally specific aspects of my heritage 

may help further disrupt the pervasiveness of whiteness in the arts.  

 

My Nipples Aren’t Pink sparked my initial investigations into the relationship between 

colour, the body, and touch. Through colour, the body, and touch, I considered how 

traumatic impact can be invoked through an object’s performativity. However, I came to 

understand that this work depicts my body disjointed from itself, stuck in a loop of 

dissonance. I moved on to generatively build Cartography out of this, in order to present my 

body in a state of discovery and becoming. Instead of hands reaching out to touch a 

representative for my body—nipple stamps in a flip book—material representatives of my 

body—flour and spice—reach out to touch viewers. Through the activation of materials 

through my own body’s movements, my voice holds more agency and my body is positioned 

in a place of power and influence.  

 

This agency and influence that my body holds in Cartography perform through the 

invocation of intimacy and vulnerability. In Cartography my body slowly and quietly sweeps 

its way through the table’s powdery surface. There is a sense of mournful and sometimes 

 
83 Wallace, “Modernism, Postmodernism and the Problem of the Visual in Afro-American Culture,” 48.   
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sensual tenderness between myself and the materials. I quietly and dutifully pull and drag 

myself through the food powders while also caressing and pressing myself firmly into them. 

For me, performing in these materials is soothing and painful at the same time. The softness 

of the powders feels as though I am gliding through feathery mounds of sand and the heat of 

the spice burns and tingles the skin. While I perform alone on the dining room table, my 

strange ritual navigation through flour and spice also invites the audience to commune 

around me—partaking in the ritual by breathing in the air and watching my body weave its 

way around the table. To build my ritual navigations, I drew from how the first J’ouvert 

revellers adorned their bodies in oil, pigment, and mud to invoke the agency of their voices 

and power of their bodies. Similar to my own use of intimacy and vulnerability, the original 

J’ouvert revellers drew from their painful experiences of alienation, dehumanisation, and 

dislocation. This allowed for the revellers to intimately commune with one another and 

invoke performative acts of resistance, building some of the first steps toward the 

decolonisation of Trinidad and Tobago. It is my hope that the decolonising gestures of my 

studio research can also help to generate new moves towards the decolonisation of 

performance art.   

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter built deeper connections between the studio research, with a specific 

focus on Cartography, and the affective relationship between bodies and objects as well as 

bodies and feelings. I looked to Ahmed’s essay “Happy Objects” to support this discussion 

 Figure 15: Vanessa Godden, Cartography, 2019. 
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and frame how I am building the research from my performance work. I examined the way 

subverting table manners to agitate food matter in Cartography could be used to consider 

the ways trauma interrupts how the body is read. I then unpacked Cartography in relation to 

my video performance Where’re you from? by looking to the deeply racist connections 

between food and bodies in Western culture. Looking beyond the racist associations 

between bodies and food, I examined the symbolism of the food powders used in 

Cartography and how they draw from my experiences of trauma to push against 

racialisation. The last section discussed the way colour and touch is generatively used to 

invoke the agency of my voice in Cartography. In this section, I reflected on how 

Cartography was built from my small flip book series, My Nipples Aren’t Pink, as a deeper 

investigation of the relationship between colour, touch, and the body. I concluded this 

chapter by investigating how Cartography uses vulnerability and intimacy to invoke a deeper 

agency of my voice by invoking decolonising gestures of Trinidad and Tobago. In the next 

chapter, I consider how performing under the dining room table to draw out my physical 

voice is a tangible mode of resistance—pushing firmly against silencing.  
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Chapter Four 

 

Purge 
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I used to have graphic nightmares so vivid I was convinced I was placed back in time 

and would never escape the horror of being raped. I would be jolted awake by the sounds of 

screams, surprised to find them coming from my own throat, and even more surprised at my 

inability to stop them. Sometimes, I still have these nightmares, only they feel less like exact 

replicas, extractions from the past, and instead are snippets of fear and panic. I have long 

stopped waking up to the sound of my own wailing voice. What remains is the feeling of fear 

gripping at my spine. The spasms in my back, emanating from the spine outward, 

particularly my lower back, feel as though my body is fighting itself. In these moments, it is 

as if some kind of energy or matter is working with all its might to keep my spine from 

fleeing, tearing itself free from my body, leaving me to face the imprints of my past without 

support. Each time, however, no matter how long my body feels like it is being torn away 

from itself, my spine never leaves. It stays in place, being cradled by a determination to 

resist the fear. Though the wailing has stopped, it remains with me—a memory of how my 

voice materialised itself, willed itself into being, in order to drag me out of the past and jolt 

me into the safety of the present.  

 

Drawing from the memory of being woken up to the sounds of my own wailing voice, 

I performatively invoke an exorcism of my voice, viscerally pulling it forth to conclude the 

trilogy of materially-engaged performance series with my physical voice. Focusing on the 

final performance of my studio research, Purge, this chapter moves from looking to the top 

of the dining room table to peering underneath it.84 Through an examination of this work, I 

consider how drawing out my physical voice through an improvised lament further 

contributes to the way trauma is conveyed through performance art. I then look to the way 

entanglement materialises in the physical tangles of my hair and body to think beyond 

Eurocentric conceptions of abjection. I explore the ideas of entanglement in tangles through 

a conversation between my video performance Churile and Purge.85 I also examine how 

centring marginalised ideas and perceptions of abjection adjust frameworks and 

representations of trauma in performative arts practice to include my voice. I conclude by 

looking to the tactile and narrative capacity of thread to expand depictions of trauma in 

performative arts practice.  

 

A Hidden Lament: Drawing Out My Physical Voice through Material Engagements with 
the Body 
 

 
84 Godden, Purge. 
85 Godden, Churile. 

https://vimeo.com/345603050
https://vimeo.com/179180043
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 This section introduces the key grounding ideas that I use to frame Purge 

theoretically and within my field of practice. Here, the disruption of the delicate balance 

between catharsis and repression, as well as materiality’s effect on the physicality of my 

suppressed voice, are the primary conceptual foci. I am considering the act of discovery in 

Purge—discovery of my tangible voice and discovery of my body, exposed yet oddly 

concealed, under the table—in relation to the use of discovery in Ana Mendieta’s Rape 

Scene. Through this conversation, I examine the ways Purge extends from Rape Scene to 

build a more affective engagement with the impacts of rape in performance art. In particular, 

I am considering the use of voice between the two works: how the agency of my voice is 

further accentuated through the material reinforcement of my skin, and the agency of 

Mendieta’s voice is conveyed through the material evidence of staged harm done to her 

body. In this, I consider how material’s relationship to the body can alter how the voice is 

heard. I examine how materiality of the body is used to establish an animal-like or primordial 

agency of my voice in Purge and connect this to Julietta Singh’s writing on the human-

animal as a decolonising force within performance art.  

 

Moving forward, I first address how material engagements with my body impact the 

way my physical voice is produced and perceived. I also look to the ways specific gestures 

in Purge convey the clash between catharsis and repression, and how that translates to 

public and private space. Materials help guide my body and voice through the lament. For 

instance, contact between my body and food matter initiates the production of my voice. 

Unlike atop the table, the powders are huddled together in a densely packed mound. Not yet 

blended, the colours sit pressed up against one another, accentuating their contrasting hues. 

I situate my naked body around this pile of pungent pigments, lying on my side with the 

powders to my stomach. As if cradling the flour and spice, my body curves around it, not yet 

touching its powdery borders.  

 

After a few moments of stillness, with the rise and fall of my chest being the only movement 

and the sound of my breath being the only sound from under the table, my hand shifts and 

Figure 16: Vanessa Godden, Purge, 2019. 
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begins to move through the pile of flour and spice. While my hand slowly pushes itself 

through the mountain of powders, I whimper. The soft and child-like whimpers build into 

heightened groans as I shift from my side to my stomach, dragging my head and then my 

body through the material. The groans culminate into wails as my body reaches the end of 

the table and most of torso is pulled through the food bases. From the way my vocal lament 

begins, it is evident that material contact with my skin activates the materialisation of my 

voice. The whimpers, wails, and gasps convey that the production of my voice is not an easy 

task; it is painful and strenuous, involving bringing forth what has been trained to remain 

deeply buried for so long.  

 

 

Purge is a window into a private form of personal catharsis. The table reveals but 

also conceals. There is a level of anticipatory precariousness in the way my body functions 

under the table and an awkwardness that comes with the performative re-enactment of 

‘airing dirty laundry,’ a vocal release of repressed traumatic impact. Purge occurs in a semi-

private space, underneath the dining table, prompting viewers to crouch down or sit on the 

floor in order to get an unobstructed view of the performance. Eliciting a more sinister 

association with childhood, the manner in which people have to lower themselves to the floor 

to find me is reminiscent of the game ‘hide and seek.’ However, what viewers encounter 

whilst peering under the kitchen table is my strange ritual lament. The act of performing 

under the table also alludes to unrecorded compensations of labour, often referred to as 

being ‘paid under the table.’ Both of these allusions speak to a state of liminality that 

transmits the feeling that something is not quite right. It is apparent that despite my cathartic 

lamenting vocalisations, concealment is still necessary. Where suppression happens in the 

previous two performances by restraining the production of my physical voice, suppression 

in Purge materialises through the placement of my body in space. Through the position of 

my body, the table serves as a dividing line between public and private experiences of 

trauma. The top of the table can be viewed in relation to how I experience the impacts of 

trauma in public, through subdued navigations between a desire to speak and not finding the 

right words. Conversely, the bottom of the table can be viewed as the way I experience the 

Figure 17: Vanessa Godden, Purge, 2019. 
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impacts of trauma in private, through heightened forms of sadness, anger, and anxiety in the 

privacy of designated domestic and medical spaces. 

 

Through the act of discovery, Mendieta enacts a form of audience participation that 

imitates life in her performance Untitled (Rape Scene). The physical presence and proximity 

between her body and the audience positions viewers as witnesses. Mendieta’s 

performance, though staged, works to make the violent impacts of rape visible beyond the 

sensationalism of media coverage. It seems as though Mendiata is considering the 

dehumanisation of the victim’s body through the act of publicising the violent details of Sarah 

Ann Otten’s rape, which occurred in the privacy of her home. Her body and her home are 

made accessible to the public through a detached consumption of the event, staged by 

Mendieta, a further violation of her privacy. Here, Mendieta staged a scenario in which her 

classmates stumble upon Mendieta’s own body, tied up, bloodied, unmoving, exposed, and 

bruised. Discovery in Rape Scene works to reveal the details of Otten’s rape case more 

tangibly, so that effects of the event are affectively conveyed to the wider community.  

 

In Rape Scene Otten’s voice, by extension of Mendieta’s, is manifested in the 

materially staged violence done to Mendieta’s body—animal blood streaking her bottom and 

thighs—and the material havoc scattered around her body—smashed crockery and the 

blood smeared table. Though sonically the work is quiet, the ‘voice’ of the work speaks 

loudly, and is drawn out through the affective response to discovery. Though performatively 

staged, visceral responses to this work can be attributed to state of Mendieta’s own body. It 

is unembellished and unadorned, there are no attempts to make her body or the violence of 

the scene beautiful or aesthetically palatable. Through the gruesome nature of this re-

enactment, it can be interpreted as Otten’s voice is materialised in order to re-ascribe some 

agency in her story. However, Mendieta has invoked Otten’s voice through evidence of 

violence. Through the reproduction of violence in this work, the agency of Otten’s voice does 

not extend beyond revealing the fatal potential of rape’s effects; which works to invoke fear 

and shock. While Rape Scene is a reactionary performance that functions as a way to incite 

rage and protest, it still reduces rape to a story rather than an experience, and its effects 

simply to violence and death.  

 

In Rape Scene, Mendieta draws upon the ongoing fear many experience at the 

prospect of being raped. Susan Griffin states in Rape: The All-American Crime, “I have 

never been free of the fear of rape.”86 Mendieta, in response to recreating Otten’s rape 

 
86 Dianne Wolfthal, Images of Rape: The “Heroic” Tradition and Its Alternatives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 1-2. 
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scene, in this performance, explains that she was “moved and frightened” by the event; so 

much so that she felt compelled to re-perform it.87 This compulsion seems to be a ritual 

exorcising of Mendieta’s own fear. By situating her own body in the position of Otten, she is 

communing with Otten, re-animating her, but also tangibly processing her own horror of 

Otten’s rape. Elaborating, she states, “I think all my work has been like that – a personal 

response to a situation [...] I can’t see being theoretical about an issue like that.”88 The fear 

of rape that Mendieta materialises in Rape Scene is, however, an issue that needs to be 

theorised particularly because it is a work that blurs the ethical boundaries between 

authorship and voice. Rape Scene marked a pivotal shift in how trauma is invoked through 

performance art, through the unembellished reproduction of rape. It paved the way for 

aesthetic and affective language in performance art to expand beyond the beautification of 

trauma. However, it uses a dead woman’s very violent experience and death to do so, 

without her or her family’s consent. My research works to theorise my own experiences and 

works like this to place the autonomy of voice back in the bodies of those who, like me, have 

survived rape and racialised violence. I am not suggesting here that artworks addressing 

rape are not able to produce solidarity with victims who have not survived or those who 

have; I am, however, suggesting that there are ethical means of broaching this topic. For 

instance, Suzanne Lacy, Judy Chicago, Sandra Orgel and Aviva Rahmani, a year prior to 

the production of Mendieta’s Rape Scene, performed Ablutions, a collaborative performance 

piece that metaphorically produces representations of the impacts of rape through 

abstraction—ritual bathing in clay, blood, and egg yolks, nailing fifty animal kidneys to the 

wall, and being mummified in gauze to a chair.89 Alongside these gestures, audio of rape 

survivors’ recounting their experiences of sexual assault filtered throughout the room. 

Nonetheless, Rape Scene has been an important influence to this research project because 

of its revolutionary use of discovery and embodiment to produce affective responses to 

traumatic impact.  

 

Though Purge does not involve the same kind of surprise discovery that Mendieta’s 

Rape Scene invokes by asking viewers to open a door and step into a staged crime scene in 

a domestic space, it does encompass an intimate kind of discovery—one that is gentle and 

quiet despite the performance’s loud character. Through the act of repositioning themselves 

in the room, viewers are able to adjust their engagement with my body. Upon simply 

lowering oneself to the ground or standing further back, the dining room table reveals the 

gestures that induce the sounds from my vocal lament. My voice is also imminently 

 
87 Ana Mendieta, Ana Mendieta, ed. by Golria Moure (Barcelona: Centro Galego de Arte Contemporánea, 1996), 90. 
88 Mendieta, Ana Mendieta, 90 
89 Suzanne Lacy, Judy Chicago, Sandra Orgel and Aviva Rahmani, Ablutions, 1973, Performance, From: 
http://www.suzannelacy.com/early-works/#/ablutions/ 

http://www.suzannelacy.com/early-works/#/ablutions/
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prominent in Purge. Unlike Mendieta’s exorcising of her fear in Rape Scene, I exorcise my 

voice from suppression. Instead of materialising my voice through evidence of violence 

enacted on the body, I draw out my voice through material reinforcement—using flour and 

spice as a second skin. These materials draw my voice out. Through material activation, the 

sounds pulse forth, being dragged out of and spilling from my chest. Manoeuvring through 

the materials, I wail, groan, whimper, gasp, cough, and heave. From time to time, spasmodic 

cries transmute into maniacal laughter and gasps for air are followed by brief breaks of 

silence.  

 

The way by which materials draw my voice out alludes to the discomforting and 

disorienting experience of managing trauma publicly. For instance, occasionally I sit upright 

and gather the powders that have been spread across and between the four corners of the 

table back into a pile in front of me. Scooping handfuls of the flour and spice onto my chest, 

stomach, shoulders, and back, I scrub and wipe the material deep into my skin, as if 

exfoliating or cleansing in the bath. I dutifully move through the gestures of cleansing, crying 

out large gasping sobs while doing so. However, instead of washing away the exfoliator, 

food powders, and dead skin, I add a new layer of material to my flesh. In other moments, I 

lie flat across the floor, with my stomach or back sinking into the ground. From here, I either 

motion my arms and hands slowly through the powders or drag myself through them, across 

the length of the table, leaving tracks of my body wherever it goes. Sometimes I kick and 

push the materials away from myself, producing guttural shrieks. Other times I press myself 

firmly against one of the table legs, gulping down air and swallowing sobs, huddling against 

it for some respite—respite from the process of drawing forth my voice through the ritual 

material engagements with my skin. There are waves of large gestures and small gestures 

paired with loud wails and soft whimpers that point to the waves of heightened and lulled 

states of engagement with trauma. Sometimes it is manageable and other times it 

unravels—I unravel.  

 

There is an animal-like or primordial quality to the way my body engages with matter 

in Purge. My voice is produced through the abandonment of speech and uses grunts, 

groans, and cries to communicate its state of unease. The way by which I move my body, 

dragging, sliding, hovering, crawling, is reptilian or feline. The powder, as it coats my skin, 

takes on scale-like and fur-like textures—imagining my body as a human-animal hybrid. 

Singh explains that through anticolonialism and decolonial theories and movements, the 

need to regain one’s humanity by working to distinguish oneself from human-animal 
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relationships was an integral part of resisting and rejecting colonial ideologies.90 However, 

through the process of working to achieve equity by proof of humanity, distancing oneself 

from racist associations with animality meant also subscribing to colonial hierarchies 

between man and animal—different forms of mastery. Singh suggests that contemporary 

modes of decolonisation must extend beyond the human subject to include animals and 

matter. This does not simply ask us to consider our relationship to non-human subjects, but 

also acknowledges our non-human subjectivities. Singh states, “to mobilize one’s animality 

is to dispossess oneself from the sovereignty of man, to refuse the anticolonial reach of 

becoming masterful human subjects.”91 By drawing out my physical voice using performative 

gestures that allude to my own animality, I am enacting the agential significance of non-

human invocations and collaborations.  

 

 

These invocations and collaborations also draw upon my maternal history of 

decolonising protest and mappings of colonial trauma through Caribbean folk tales. In the 

first Trinidadian J’Ouvert celebrations, rubbing dirt, oil, and pigment onto the body meant 

using ones’ own connection to the earth to push against colonial authority. Specific 

characters materialised from Trinidadian folklore in the adorning of bodies in materials of the 

earth, particularly various forms of devils, called Jab Jabs. Counter to some anticolonial and 

decolonial sentiments that attempted to reject all relation to the non-human, Trinidadian 

slaves used their non-human relationships to protest colonialism and materialise the trauma 

 
90 Singh, Unthinking Mastery, 29-94. 
91 Singh, Unthinking Mastery,122.  

Figure 18: Vanessa Godden, Purge, 2019. 
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of colonial impact through allusions to evil. I am compounding these ideas into how I frame 

Purge in order to establish its decolonising capacity in performance art.  

 

Churile: Entanglement in the Tangles 

 

In this section, I look to another character of Trinidadian folklore, the Churile, to 

examine the ways entanglement materialises in my studio research. I examine the 

metaphorical and physical tangles that unfold in both Purge and my short film titled Churile. I 

build distinctive connections between the two artworks in order to consider how depictions of 

trauma, materially spilling forth, are conveyed through interior forms of abjection. I elaborate 

on this idea by drawing from Julia Kristeva’s writing on the “interiorization of abjection” 

prevalent in Western evangelical morality. I use Kristeva’s thought to establish how this 

method of thinking about the abject body constructs restrictions based on impurities. In a 

quite different way, abjection is invoked in Trinidadian traditions of Carnival and in folklore as 

a mode of empowerment and resistance. From the way abjection is invoked in Trinidadian 

folktales, I look to the relationship between the tangles in my hair in Churile and reflect back 

to the expansion of hair in Joiri Minaya’s performance Sunset Slit. The conversation 

between the two works that I build here draws from Singh’s writing on decolonisation. 

Expanding from this, I examine how specific performative gestures of the Caribbean 

diaspora in performance art contribute to the decolonisation of the field. I conclude this 

section by looking back to Purge to consider how tangles of matter and my body 

generatively unravel my voice to invoke entangled trauma.  

 

The Churile is a Jumbie with black matted hair, often shielding her face, who 

wanders around mournfully wailing for her lost child. Prior to becoming a Jumbie, the Churile 

was once a human who died tragically during childbirth or while pregnant. Unlike the 

Soucouyant, the Churile only haunts pregnant women and their foetuses, as well as mothers 

and their infants, in the hopes of being reunited with her own child. The composition of wails 

in Purge is drawn from the Churile’s mournful lament. From this I consider how trauma 

haunts the bodies who have been affected, but also those in close proximity. The Churile’s 

trauma is so great that it follows her into the afterlife, fuelling her pain and rage by 

transferring her fate onto others. Though I am not mourning my own lost child in Purge, I am 

mourning the loss of a part of myself. I have known racism my entire life and having been 

living with the effects of sexual trauma for half my life. Through racialisation, chunks of my 

subjectivity have been eaten away, bit by bit, coercing me to swallow my heritage—leaving it 

sitting in the base of my gut, buzzing to be let out. The performances are evocative of my 

experiences of racialisation—having expectations and stereotypes placed on me based on 
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the colour of my skin. Through sexual assault, it has been reinforced that my flesh is not only 

a signifier of my difference but also that it does not belong to me. As part of the effects of 

sexual trauma, I often sink further inward, separating myself from my body, trying to escape 

it completely. However, like the Churile being pulled back to earth, I am continually pulled 

back to my body and the desire to regain autonomy over my flesh drives me to speak. These 

two experiences speak to one another, intertwining to find autonomy in my body and my 

voice. In this discussion, experiential entanglement materialises through the empowerment 

to resist racialisation and rape culture.  

 

I consider tangles in my studio research as evocations of experiential entanglement. 

In Purge my body becomes physically entangled with itself—limbs cross, twist, and intersect 

with one another at times, and physically entangle with materials. Flour, chilli powder, and 

curry powder weave themselves into my skin, hair, and nails. Extending from this, my short 

film titled Churile materialises entanglement through the physical tangles in my hair. In the 

film, my own black, matted hair alludes to the Churile’s black, matted hair. But Instead of hair 

obstructing my face, hair obstructs my mouth. A tightly cropped framing of the lower half of 

my face reveals more hair amassing in clumpy knots on my tongue each time I open my 

mouth. I consider this as another physical materialisation of entanglement and metaphorical 

invocation of experiential entanglement. Hair, originally meant to be on the head, is 

displaced onto a region of the body where it should not be—the mouth. The hair in my 

mouth calls to mind a clogged sink or bathtub drain, with its slimy and muck-like texture, 

viscerally conveying the discomfort unfurling in the back of my throat. Gestures of revealing 

(opening my mouth) and concealing (closing my mouth) work to convey a distinctive 

relationship between the exterior and interior. This relationship is hinged on the tension 

caused by the internal, represented through my mouth, overwhelmed by the external, 

represented through my hair, which is dislocated and pressing against the internal. The 

interior is the primary agent of abjection in Churile.  

 

Kristeva writes on the “interiorization of abjection” conceptualised in Christianity. She 

explains that the restriction of food taboos gives rise to the belief that “abjection is no longer 

exterior. It is permanent and comes from within.”92 The idea that abjection is embedded in 

certain bodies, like Christian food taboos, understands abjection in relation to somatic and 

psychic impurity. It is one that rests on the belief that humans are inherently abject and must 

engage in spiritual practice in order to cleanse away impurities. The relationship between 

impurity and abjection are not necessarily as closely linked, or linked in this way, in 

 
92 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 113.  
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Trinidadian folklore and traditions. This is because abjection is more appropriately aligned 

with the injustice to land, animals, and other humans enacted through colonisation. Through 

this, Trinidadian folklore and traditions associate ideologies and practices of imperialism with 

abjection rather than the innate badness of the human psyche. For instance, in order to push 

against imperialism, Trinidadian slaves used external adornments—mud, clay, oil, pigment 

on the body—to invoke the abject. However, experiences of trauma can be seen to have a 

close association to abjection in Trinidadian folklore and this abjection comes from within. 

Instead of an innate badness, though, this form of abjection is a reaction to breaches of 

one’s autonomy. Through desperate attempts to regain autonomy abjection is invoked and 

transformations into the supernatural occur. My video performance, Churile, draws from this 

to convey how my voice becomes a great source of empowerment as I process the 

entanglement of my trauma. The tangles of saliva-varnished hair bulging out from the back 

of my throat give my body supernatural qualities, likening the abject horror my mouth 

produces to the Churile’s terrifying scream.  

 

The abject and eerie visuals of Churile are blended with building sounds, composed 

by sound artist Thembi Soddell, to accentuate the supernatural. Cracks, pops, and sizzles 

sonically layer to fashion an encompassing realm of anticipatory traction. The anxiety in this 

video performance is further propelled by Soddell’s sounds slowly heightening to match the 

pace of hair growing in my mouth. Here, my mouth is a conduit for occurrences beyond 

description. External factors—uncanny sounds—and bizarre internal influences—the 

production of hair in the mouth—combine to summon an otherworldly lament—one where 

wails of pain and sorrow are evoked through the abjection of my mouth. Churile’s voicetrack 

functions differently from Purge in that the visuals are dissonant from the naturally occurring 

sounds of the performance. The drone-like layering of sound replaces the absent breaths, 

slurps, sucks, and squelches to convey the materialisation of what Norie Neumark names, 

“unvoice.” 93 Neumark considers how methods of unvoice are used in media and the arts to 

contribute a more collaborative encounter between the pairings of audio and visuals. She 

defines unvoice as an occurrence in which “the usual relationship between soundtrack and 

image track is disturbed and disturbing.”94 Neumark further elaborates that “playing with and 

against an image track, unsettling the voicetrack from its anchor to the image track, hinging 

and unhinging at the very same time, unvoice can be understood as playing between 

presence and absence.”95 I consider unvoice in relation to Churile as a way of thinking about 

my mouth’s evocation of an experiential “playing between presence and absence,” an 

 
93 Neumark, Voicetracks, 123. 
94 Neumark, Voicetracks, 123. 
95 Neumark, Voicetracks, 124.  
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entanglement of sorts. This entanglement speaks to the ways the external and internal are 

at odds in Churile; how the external wants the internal to remain in, and the internal is 

working to get out.  

 

 

The physical attributes of hair that are evocative of entangled trauma are seen also 

in Minaya’s performance Sunset Slit. Like my hair in Churile, Minaya’s hair in Sunset Slit 

expands. Darkened and sheened by dampness, Minaya’s hair is the expansive agent by 

which water and dye travels between the bowl, air, her shirt, the towels, and onto the bodies 

of viewers. As though using the water to cleanse the room, Minaya’s hair takes on 

supernatural affect. The blackness seeping and expanding from Minaya’s braids that 

spreads throughout the towels and her clothes is reflexive of a ritual metaphor for reclaiming 

white space. Sara Ahmed writes, “colonialism makes the world ‘white,’ which is of course a 

world ‘read’ for certain kinds of bodies, as a world that puts certain objects within their reach. 

Bodies remember such histories, even when we forget them.”96 Minaya’s hair not only 

remembers these histories, but also resists them.  

 

 The decolonising gesture of expansion invoked in Minaya’s performance art 

contributes to the decolonisation of performative arts practice. This is done by pushing 

against the pervasive whiteness of the field. As Singh writes, continuing from Ahmed, “the 

 
96 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 111. 

Figure 19: Vanessa Godden, Churile, 2016. 
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colonized body embodies the histories of its oppression by recognizing in material ways that 

it is not free in relations to the world that surrounds it. The dehumanization of the colonized 

subject inhabits space in particular ways that signal its own subject/object status.”97 Similar 

to the way powders get kicked into the air in both Cartography and Purge, as well as by the 

hands of J’Ouvert revellers in Trinidad, Minaya’s hair expands beyond itself. The droplets of 

dyed water from Minaya’s hair land on audience members to affectively engage their 

bodies—drawing them in by pushing materials out. The enactment of expansion in Sunset 

Slit and my studio research is a gesture of not simply taking up space, but also embodying it. 

Decolonising embodiments in my studio research are drawn out in order re-orient the 

material engagements of my body through my own matrilineal histories, particularly the 

histories of resisting oppression. I draw from these histories because, like the slaves of 

Trinidad and Tobago, these performative gestures are a cathartic invocation of my own 

voice—hauntingly speaking of traumatic impact. By expanding the colours of food powder 

out across the dark floor, along with the sounds of my voice through the gallery, I am able to 

speak of my own entangled traumas through the entanglement of materials, bodies, and my 

voice.    

 

The Tactile Voice: Sublimated Threads 

  

In this final section of this chapter I examine the way thread can convey narratives of 

entangled trauma and can voice their suppression. Here, I consider notions of narrative 

threads in relation to my art book Push|Pull.98  From an analysis of this work, I build a 

discussion between Push|Pull and Purge to unpack the performativity of Push|Pull. Through 

an examination of the performativity of tactile pages in a book, I consider how sublimation 

activates the threads used in Push|Pull to generate suppressed voice. I draw from Julia 

Kristeva’s text detailing the relationship between abjection and sublimation to theoretically 

support how I frame Push|Pull. To conclude, I look to the tactility of my voice in Push|Pull 

and how it extends to the physicality of my voice in Purge. Through an exploration of how 

the way tactility extends my physical voice, I assert the agency of my voice and its capacity 

to decolonise trauma in performance art in new and vital ways.  

 

Push|Pull is a small art book project in which flesh and matter of the flesh (veins, 

pores, blood, follicles, hair, moles, and scars) are evoked through paper and thread. It is 

bound in brown and beige leather and pleather stitched like different coloured skins grafted 

together. Inside the book is a collection of brown and beige paper adorned with various 

 
97 Singh, Unthinking Mastery, 53. 
98 Godden, Push|Pull. 
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stitched patterns, shapes, and textures. The colours of the thread woven through each page 

are shades of brown, beige, crimson, green, and blue, alluding to the colours of flesh and 

hair. The size of the book is modelled after my private childhood diaries, in which the events 

of each day were recounted, gossip was shared and analysed, and secrets were written 

down for no one but me to see. Unlike my private diaries, however, Push|Pull uses tension, 

tangles, braids, and knots to reveal and conceal information, rather than words. Thread 

replaces writing, sublimating traumatic impact into tactile patterns that performatively weave 

across each page of this book.  

 

 

Figure 20: Godden, Push|Pull, 2015-2019. 

 

Through the effects of repressed trauma, I often find language regarding my trauma 

leaves me. My tongue reaches out and grabs at emptiness trying to find the words that 

explain what has happened to me and what is happening to me as a result. In this 

experience, I am confronted with an abject absence of my voice when I feel I need it most. In 

her book Powers of Horror, Kristeva builds a distinct relationship between sublimation and 

abjection. She explains that through repression, symptoms of language becoming evasive 

arise. By extension, she elaborates that sublimation “is nothing else than the possibility of 

naming the prenominal, the pre-objectal […]. In the symptom, the abject permeates me, I 

become abject. Through sublimation, I keep it under control.”99 Push|Pull poetically evokes 

the process of trying to find words for my experiences of repressed trauma. The threads 

knotted, stretched, and braided across each page are a performative sublimation of 

repressed trauma—a tactile naming of the experience.  

 

The performativity of Push|Pull occurs through two different stages. First, there is a 

private performance that happens between myself and the book, which is evident in the 

labour of each page. Push|Pull is a work of endurance, where I spent six months sewing into 

the forty-page book. Similar to writing entries in a diary, each day I would spend a little or 

long while intricately, delicately, or chaotically stitching into paper. The book works as 

 
99 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 11. 
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evidence/documentation of these performative actions, giving weight to the textures that 

weave throughout the book. Then, there is also a public performance that happens between 

the book and viewers as their hands engage with the labour of my own hands. There is an 

intimacy that is established between the book and viewers. Firstly, its smallness and leather-

bound design resembles a small private diary. So, as viewers engage with the book, it is as 

though they are performing the role of a voyeur, flipping through the pages of my private 

thoughts and feelings—materialised as textiles and paper. Secondly, another layer of 

intimacy is established because the size of the book allows for only one person to properly 

engage with it at a time. In this, viewers’ engagement with Push|Pull requires closeness. The 

hands of viewers activate the materials of this work. Their touch moves the narrative along, 

turning pages and running fingers along particularly textural stitches so that the book and 

viewers work together to perform a material engagement with my body. From this, the 

sublimated threads of Push|Pull extend beyond a tactile naming of my repressed trauma to 

embrace a process of sharing my voice. And finally, recalling Purge, the pages are 

powdered like a second skin—with chili powder and curry powder—enabling, inviting the 

audience to performatively touch my own skin. 

 

The tactility of Push|Pull is where my voice is invoked. Through touch, different 

materials convey the different ways my entangled trauma gets processed. For instance, one 

page has tight, repeating, and orderly stitches that fill the entire page in a singular colour. 

These stitches are reflexive of days when my commitment to working through my trauma are 

steady and consistent. Another page has large tufts of hair chaotically pushing against the 

seams of a stitch down the centre of the page, holding it together. This configuration of 

varied materials and textures reflects experiences where processing my trauma is difficult 

and overwhelming. While thread and paper are the main material components of this book, 

other materials, such as blood, curry powder, and chilli powder, saliva and pomegranate 

juice, and my own hair, are integrated into the textural landscape.100 Matter from my body 

like saliva, blood, and hair construct a more direct engagement between my body and 

viewers. Through this engagement, there is an invocation of the abject. Many stitches allude 

to human hair by falling in doll-like braids on a few different pages in different sizes and 

colours. One bunch of hair, resembling a ponytail, emerges through the page before it 

between a round hole stitched to resemble an anus. Another page holds many black looping 

stitches, resembling pubic hair. All of these abject allusions to my own body and the hair on 

my body are viscerally heightened through the introduction of my own hair. Where viewers 

 
100 Materials such as curry powder and chili powder, saliva and pomegranate juice, as well as hair allude to other artworks in 
my studio research. For instance, the curry and chili reference Cartography, Where’re you from?, and Purge, while the 
pomegranate juice and saliva relate to Bite Your Tongue, and the hair alludes to Churile.  
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might have felt slightly at ease knowing that the thread is allusive of my body, the physical 

presence of parts of my body viscerally heightens the invocation of abjection. This is where 

the relationship between sublimation and abjection can be concretised. The threads that 

remember my body picture it in abjection, but the act of threading the pages is a 

performative gesture of sublimation. The act of threading produces my voice through 

textures and touch, conveying the laborious processes of invoking repressed trauma.  

 

My tactile voice in Push|Pull echoes through Purge. Its tactility is in the food powders 

on the ground and sticking to my body. The flour and spice, after being blended and spread 

across the floor with my body, construct a glowing carpet of soft grainy powders. The way 

my hands stroke and grope the powders are evocative of the way one moves their hands 

through the soothing comfort of warm sand. How I pour and scrub the matter onto my skin 

suggests some kind of cleansing ritual. However, instead of cleaning my body, the orange-

brown powders become a second skin. As the flour and spice hug tight to my flesh and hair, 

they emanate a warm glow from my skin and fuse my body to the grainy matter. Like the 

Trinidadian folktale character, the Soucouyant, I become a fiery orb, floating through the 

cracks of domestic space. Instead of seeking out blood, however, I am purging my body of 

suppressed voice, finding the agency to do so in the fiery light that engulfs me. The threads 

of blank space that my hands and legs leave in the carpet of blended flour and spice leave 

haunting imprints of my body, like the skin the Soucouyant leaves behind. Here, it is evident 

that my voice extends beyond the physicality of my vocal lament. It is also embedded in 

material entanglements with my body and gestural metaphors. The physicality of my lament, 

however, is a painful and poetic form of resistance. Like first J’ouvert revellers of my 

maternal homeland, I resist—quietly at first, then building into tumultuous fervour. Further, in 

terms of research, I hope that my work contributes to new knowledge of how the material 

and physical voice can decolonise trauma in performance art.  
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Conclusion 
 

 To conclude, this chapter examined the final performance created through my studio 

research, Purge. In the first section I framed Purge through notions of discovery, material 

reinforcement, and the agency of human-animal evocations. The second section drew from 

the Trinidadian folktale character, the Churile, to examine my short film Churile in relation to 

Purge. From this I considered how abject tropes I have identified in Trinidadian folklore and 

traditions expand Eurocentric abjection to consider the body beyond its relationship to 

impurity. The second section concluded by examining how gestures evocative of the 

Caribbean diaspora can contribute to the decolonisation of performance art. The final 

section of the chapter focused on the tactility and physicality of voice. Through an 

examination of the tactility and physicality of my voice, I determined how material and vocal 

invocations of suppressed voice reclaim its agency. In this, I asserted the decolonising 

potential that both my physical and metaphorical voices carry. The material engagements 

with my body in the studio research worked to draw out my physical voice as my final 

gesture of resistance against holding my tongue. The agency my voice holds in this research 

is endlessly entangled with process and materiality. 

  

Figure 21: Vanessa Godden, Purge, 2019. 
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Conclusion 
 

Generative Entanglements 
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 To begin this conclusion, I will summarise my reflections on the three key 

performance works of my studio research and how they entangle with one another in this 

research project. I reflect on the ways these three performances are the embodiment of 

reclaimed autonomy over my body and voice. I will build a generative relationship between 

these ideas and the Trinidadian folktale character, La Diablesse. I refer back to the affective 

and entangled relationship between my voice and the audience in each of these three 

performances. I use this discussion to re-assert the agency of my material voice. I then lay 

out what I hope to contribute to a vision for the direction of performance art based on the 

discoveries in my research. I support this vision through reference to Ahmed’s writing on the 

affective positioning of the body. Finally, I weave together and reiterate the key ideas and 

findings of this research project and point to the thinking and questions that have arisen from 

my findings. I conclude by proposing that my experiences of trauma materialised through my 

body through decolonising gesture might contribute to the decolonisation and expansion of 

the field of performance art. I end with a change of voice that echoes my opening passages 

and a personal text that poetically re-enforces what this research has discovered. 

 

La Diablesse: The Autonomy of My Body and Power in My Voice 

 

 The performance foci of this dissertation—Bite Your Tongue, Cartography, and 

Purge—have woven together and entangled with one another to build a material narrative of 

movement through trauma. Bite Your Tongue set the tone for the performance series. It 

introduced viewers to experiences of suppressed voice resulting from trauma through 

material enactments of the mouth. Through the production of blockages in my mouth, I 

initiated a kind of ritual drawing out of my voice—repetitively masticating and spitting out 

groupings of food matter. Cartography extended beyond the mouth to consider my whole 

body’s relationship to suppressed voice relating to my trauma. In this work, I extracted my 

voice further by dragging my body through food matter. In this performance, my voice 

materialised through the adornment of matter on my body, and the act of kicking up flour and 

spice into the air. Purge performed an exorcism of my physical voice through material 

enactments of both my body and mouth. The journey through these performances entangled 

my body and materials across three different enactments. The revisitation of certain 

materials served to carry over from one performance to another, and the traces that got left 

behind served as evidence of my body’s journey. This process embodied the reclamation of 

autonomy over my body and voice. I used these material enactments as performative 

invocations of the way my voice propels me through the impacts of trauma, meticulously 

processing them in order to continue moving forward. Borrowing from how Trinidadian 
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folktales use the supernatural to process traumatic impact, my studio research introduced 

new ways of framing material engagements with the body in performance art.  

 

 

One of my aims for this project was to see how performance art can poetically 

materialise traumatic impact through the decolonising gestures of my Trinidadian heritage. In 

my studio research, I have done so by drawing on and indeed enacting specific references 

to Trinidadian folktale characters and Carnival traditions through material engagements with 

my body. This can be seen in gestures like adorning my body with pigment, transforming my 

body by invoking the abject, and building cyclical and haunting rituals, entangling my body 

with matter. Alongside alluding to traditions of my matrilineal heritage, these gestures are 

rooted in my own struggles with oppression and repression relating to the trauma of rape 

and racism. I have built a generative relationship between my inherited traumas of 

colonisation and my own lived trauma of rape and racism to draw out my voice. In this, my 

voice holds the agency of my ancestors’ and my own resilience—the ability to survive, work 

through, and push forward.  

 

 La Diablesse is arguably the most well-known of all the folktale characters in 

Trinidadian culture. She is a malevolent being who lures men into the rainforest where they 

are left to roam, lost eternally. Like the Soucouyant, La Diablesse was once human and 

transformed into a supernatural character through a pact with the devil. La Diablesse, unlike 

the Soucouyant, haunts a specific demographic of people. Author Gérard A. Besson writes, 

“La Diablesse is the spirit of the woman wronged, and as such awaits the male predator so 

Figure 22: Vanessa Godden, Purge, 2019. 
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as to take vengeance for transgressions against women.”101 In this, La Diablesse is a story 

meant to convey the immense power women hold, especially after enduring sexual assault. 

Her fight to find justice for the crimes committed against her extend beyond the world of the 

living, resorting to consorts with the devil. Beyond the histories and fantasies of Trinidad and 

Tobago, La Diablesse powerfully speaks to the way by my voice is amplified with agency 

following traumatic impact in my studio research. Once my voice has fought its way through 

the layers of suppression, it has the power to move people, allowing them also to affectively 

engage with how materials move me in my studio research. I look to La Diablesse now, at 

the conclusion of my dissertation, because of what she represents to me: a symbol of 

justice, protection, and hope.  

 

 Another key objective of this research project involved attempting to develop 

performative representations of the process of moving through my trauma that extend 

beyond me. I worked to use performance art and decolonising politics to expand how my 

experiences of trauma can speak to and deepen understandings of theory and the arts. I 

also worked to develop specific ways in which the impacts of trauma are not only evident on 

my body but also intimately shared with an audience. In this dissertation, I looked to specific 

theoretical conceptions of affect to consider how materialised metaphors for my experiences 

of trauma not only effect my body, but also those around me. The three primary theories I 

drew from to build this discussion were Estelle Barrett’s texts on the entanglement of 

abjection and affect, Norie Neumark’s writing on affect’s capacity to invoke the voice, and 

Sara Ahmed’s conceptions of the affective relationship between bodies and objects. These 

ideas were explored through examinations of how my body’s enactment of materials created 

an affectively sensorial engagement with the work—evident in the sounds, smells, colours, 

and feel of the studio research. Through the performative acts of regurgitation at the kitchen 

table, hair growing in my mouth, and marinating myself on and under the dining room table, I 

also considered how the abjection, invoked through table manners and digestive health 

gone awry, can induce viscerally-affective responses. Through this, the material 

transformations of my body had the capacity to affectively move viewers; my body and 

matter entangled in order to enact an emotional engagement with my performative 

embodiment of traumatic impact. This process invoked the decolonising gestures of my 

matrilineal homeland to push firmly against the pervasively white frameworks of performance 

art in the West. Through these gestures, I asked how this might lead to further 

decolonisation of the field and build new frameworks for how performance art can be 

understood.  

 
101 Gérard A. Besson, Folklore and Legends of Trinidad and Tobago (Port of Spain: Paria Publishing Company Ltd., 2001), 37. 
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Processing Performance: The Direction of Performance Art 

 

One of my overarching aims for this research was to consider the various ways my 

performative arts studio research could contribute to the decolonisation of the field. From 

materialisations of my personal narratives of trauma relating to rape and racism, I have built 

a generative discussion between material process and decolonising enactments. This 

discussion contributes to how a contemporary arts practice using material to metaphorically 

and physically process trauma can help decolonise the field of performance art. 

Decolonising, in my research, refers to acts of resistance against colonial embodiments and 

pervasive whiteness in performative arts practice. The role of process in these acts of 

resistance are incredibly important because they allude to the processual nature of 

decolonisation—relating to both the time it will take to unfold and the non-human 

collaborations that are integral to its progress. In my studio research, these ideas are 

manifested through evocations of both temporality and material enactments of the body. 

Temporality is depicted through the laboured processes of my body—using my body to 

meticulously reconstitute materials from one form to another. Material enactments of the 

body work as a kind of collaborative process between my body and matter, an entanglement 

of the human and non-human. The cyclical material rituals that unfold in my studio research 

move beyond representations of alienation and struggle to advance images and ideas about 

the ways trauma is processed instinctively over time. 

 

Emerging from this research, I would like to see a future of performance art where 

marginalised bodies are not tokenised in the arts as part of diversity and inclusivity 

initiatives. Instead, I would like to see a space where marginalised artists, specifically Black, 

Indigenous, and people of colour, do not replace the white male heteronormative canon, but 

firmly hold space in another way; through a structure and system that is sustainable and 

equitable. From this, I am suggesting that drawing from my traumas, both inherited and 

lived, I have tried to expand how performance art can be used to work towards these 

futures. To understand this further, I turn one final time to Ahmed’s writing on affect. In 

response to critiques of the feminist condition of pessimism, Ahmed writes,  

 

If injustice does have unhappy effects, then the story does not end there. Unhappiness is 

not our endpoint. If anything, the experience of being alienated from the affective promise 

of happy objects gets us somewhere. Affect aliens can do things, for sure, by refusing to 

put bad feelings to one side in the hope that we can “just get along.” A concern with 

histories that hurt is not then a backward orientation: to move on, you must make this 
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return. If anything we might want to reread melancholic subjects, the ones who refuse to 

let go of suffering, who are even prepared to kill some forms of joy, as an alternative 

model of the social good.102 

 

These words palpably cradled the basis of my studio research and have fuelled the way in 

which my dissertation is framed. I look to the suffering of my ancestors and myself to build a 

better understanding of how best to move toward the empowerment of my voice and my 

community. Through the negative affectations that my voice carries and conveys in my 

studio research, it also develops affirmative effects that intimately and vulnerably convey 

how my trauma is experienced and felt.  

 

 In my studio research, these ideas were materialised through process. Through the 

difficulties of chewing on eggshells, discomfort of dragging myself through spice, and 

irritation of having hair growing in the back of my throat, I continually moved forward; the 

reflections of my traumatic experience invoked through materiality were what propelled my 

body forward. Though there were cyclical rituals of processing, where repetition was 

enacted, I still moved forward. My body was never stuck in stagnation, nor were the material 

engagements with my body ever exactly the same. My body and materials were always 

shifting and being reconstituted into new forms.  

 

My Mother Performs Exorcism in Her Sleep 

  

 In this research, I have used my inability to separate my entangled bodily 

experiences of rape, trauma, and racism from one another. I did this to performatively 

explore and express my entangled experiences and, at a wider level, to explore how the 

performances built out of these experiences might contribute to decolonising politics in art.  

From these explorations, I have also been able to think about how the relationship between 

materiality and the body can help destabilise, on a larger scale, how certain bodies are 

positioned in art. I have suggested what these material engagements with the body might 

look like by drawing on the decolonising tactics of Trinidad and Tobago’s cultural traditions. 

Looking beyond this research project, I would envisage new ways my body can become 

entangled with matter—continuing to speak—to further the decolonisation of performance 

art.   

 

 
102 Ahmed, “Happy Objects,” 50. 
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I would like to finish by drawing from another extraction of my personal journal entries. I 

presented the personal writing at the beginning of this dissertation as the catalyst for this 

project. The following selection of personal text performs a concluding response to my 

practice-based research as a consideration of the possibilities of where this research might 

go. As in the studio research, I have performatively pieced my body back together and 

drawn out my voice in this dissertation. Through the entanglement between my body, 

materials, and writing, I am reaching out beyond myself, further entangling my body to the 

people and environments that surround me.  

 

My mother used to perform exorcisms in her sleep. As a child, darkness agitated the 

composure I worked so desperately to conjure. Being left alone with no light meant being left 

with nothing to ground me. Bedtime caused my chest to constrict into a hardened knot of 

steel. I’d feel the pressure rise behind my eyelids where I’d recite my mother’s incantations 

through cycles of desperation: “Hail Mary full of grace, the lord is with thee. Blessed art thou 

among women. Blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary mother of God, pray for 

us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen.” Harried breaths would falter between 

words, as anxiety would spread from behind my eyes to inside my bones and between my 

teeth. As my body began to tremble, salty puddles would stream across my face and be 

absorbed into my pillow. When the biosphere of my duvet could no longer sustain the 

tension, just before every particle of my being evaporated into thin air, I would teleport into 

my mother’s bed. There, I would stretch my big toe towards her and press it lightly against 

the back of her thigh, calf, or back. Sparks of relief would build into waves of comfort and 

safety and the knot in my chest would unravel into warm strands of light, purring as they 

extended around me into a cosy cocoon.  

 

This research project and the artworks in it work similarly to the way in which my big 

toe’s connection to my mother’s skin functioned. Through each material engagement with 

my body, I can see and feel my body re-materialising out of the darkness. These cyclical and 

processual rituals piece together a narrative of my body being put back together after having 

been fragmented through racism and rape. In this, I find agency in my body, in my voice 

inviting others to affectively engage with this agency. 

 

With Soucouyant, along with Churile and La Diablesse, I journey in this research to 

materially explore and express—and heal—my own embodied entanglements of rape, 

racism, and trauma, and to invite and move others to affectively engage with the agency I 

find in the labour of my performances. My intention, and more than that, my deep hope, is 
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that these performative gestures might also contribute to a wider political and cultural and 

aesthetic project of decolonising performance art. 
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