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ART Is Not The Answer
Foreword

Joseph Varisco

I recently attended a conversation with Art AIDS America artist Kia 
Labeija.1 She ran through an exercise from her childhood. First she 
asked, “If you know someone living with HIV, stand,” and nearly the 
entire room stood. “If you know someone who has died from 
HIV/AIDS, stand,” and about half the room stood. And then, “If you 
are living with HIV, stand.”2 There were three bodies that stood. With 
pride, hesitation, a bit of fear, a stumble, a self-confirmation, I stood, 
too. I am HIV+.

A simple exercise that demonstrated both the barriers that separate us 
and how thin they become when we fold the past onto the present. We 
three, of different identities, different generations, different 
experiences, could look into one another’s eyes for a moment. 
Something could be understood. A code decrypted. ART transcribed.

I have lived in a community of illness all my life. In the house I grew up 
there were developmental disabilities, mental health challenges, 
cancer, long-term depression, multiple sclerosis, diabetes, and HIV. I 
was not the first person in my family to contract HIV. In one lifetime, 
across two generations, I can remember the story of my grandmother. 
I can remember my father sitting with us to explain. I can remember 
when I told my family that I was HIV+, the persistent echo of that 
conversation. I could with pride, hesitation, fear, a stumble, and self-
confirmation of the moment witness small barriers go up while others 
dissolved. I can hear the songs that were sung, the words written, the 
desire to connect, express, and the ART pressing out from inside of me. 
Often this desire was kept alone. In its own room. Unknowable.

It is intersectional. In the art and academic world we hear the term 
“intersectionality” often. It is a concept that has the power to reveal 
complicated truth through where and how we apply that to our daily 
lives. So, how do we unpack differences to live in a common place 
together? How do we disagree and debate and navigate and argue 
and understand and resolve compassion to those we do not 
understand and to ourselves?

Since being diagnosed with HIV five years ago I have spent my time 
producing, curating, telling, and sharing the stories of others through



performance and presentation, through ART. In recent months I have 
doubted the value of this work, the absence of my voice, and 
questioned whether those barriers are getting more translucent or 
opaque, malleable or cementing, are they permeable or 
impermeable? Can it be known? Can it be found in ART?

This is part of the art. Capital A-R-T. THE ART. It is everywhere, it is 
catching on, it is contagious, it is spread through the blood, it can 
weaken you, it can make you see visions, it can be treated, we can 
give you the medicine, we can take the medicine away. ART is still 
here. Can ART be transmitted by kissing? Can ART be spread through 
laughing with friends? Is ART healthy in the right amounts? ART is 
indecent. ART is the only virtue. ART made my stomach ache, my head 
split, my hands shake, my skin crack, my hair thin, my fist then my 
foot go into their teeth, go into their side, cut deep. ART made me do 
it! ART is so human, so lost, so over, so needed, so angry, so ready. 
ART is in the church. ART came to dinner. ART has aged you. ART has 
softened your eyes. ART is going away soon, on vacation, somewhere 
better, where it needs to be, where it can love itself and be loved 
right, where it can be listened to. ART is returning to the beginning. 
ART is cracking the collective consciousness open, in half, in quarters, 
into pieces we can all have if we share it right. If we don’t it will die. 
It should die. ART is dead! The living dead are ART! We have ART! 
Silence not ART! Who and what is left for ART now?

I tell these stories for a variety of reasons. To find something. To ask 
more questions. To feel less alone. To believe in people. To mourn, 
to grieve, to celebrate, to find catharsis, but more than anything else 
I want to tell and share these stories in hopes that I might get a little 
closer to my own. ART has become the only prayer we can remember 
the words to and the only words we are afraid to speak. ART is not the 
answer but our collective seeking made manifest. 

Notes
1. Curated by Jonathan D. Katz and Rock Hushka, Art AIDS America was a major 
exhibition that explored the powerful presence of HIV in American art organized by 
Tacoma Art Museum in partnership with The Bronx Museum of the Arts.
2. Kia Labeija, “Artist Kia Labeija in Conversation with Zach Stafford.” Artist talk, Art 
AIDS America Chicago, Chicago, IL, February 17, 2017.

Joseph Varisco performs independent production and development 
support to underrepresented, HIV+, and queer populations as creator 
of the annual performance series QUEER, ILL + OKAY, Program 
Coordinator for Art AIDS America Chicago at Alphawood 
Foundation and co-curator at Salonathon. Varisco sits on the Victory 
Gardens Community Leadership Council, is recipient of the AIDS 
Healthcare Foundation, Chicago Community Trust, and Visual AIDS 
grants. Varisco believes in a model of collaborative creative practice 
as community building and welcomes new opportunities to engage 
with makers.



Ill Feeling, Feeling Ill
Introduction

Conor Moynihan, Curator

Ill at Ease: Dis-ease in Art centers around illness and the ways in 
which it manifests in visual culture. Seemingly, disease and illness 
are “things” that we—vaguely or acutely—do not want. Yet, like the 
title suggests, illness, on one hand, can cause a disquieting internal 
dis-ease or, on the other, it connotes a being perfectly at ease with 
disease. More often, we oscillate between these states or feel both 
simultaneously.

Fueling this unease is the relationship between illness and health. 
While each of us could think of nearly infinite ways to define an 
ill body, determining what constitutes a healthy body becomes 
challenging if not outright impossible. At least in part, this is because 
illness is an unstated prerequisite in conceiving notions of health and 
wellness. Structuring the normative healthy body based on pointing 
out what it is not—not the body in pain, not the contagious body, not 
the spastic body—illuminates the essentialness of the inessential.1 In this 
way, illness is highly structuring for all bodies.

Therefore, putting us all on tenterhooks, the healthy/ill duality is bound 
up in a fraught binary. It structures the ways we interact with others, 
society, and the world. It can mark the spaces where certain bodies 
exist, what they can do, and how they exchange with others. However, 
focusing on this duality obfuscates the absolute instability to define 
what illness is. Can illness be located definitively in individual bodies 
alone? Might we consider that illness—being related to the body but 
far from being limited to just something within it—defines the way we 
interact with each other, becoming part of those spaces?

Ill at Ease is just one starting point to re-consider and re-spatialize 
these questions. Individually, each of these artists has their own, 
unique relationship and experience with illness. But together, 
they express a multitude of experiences with “illness.” It becomes 
dizzyingly plural. Here, in this space, for these artists, the stakes are 
high, the investments personal. Yet, the relationship to lived, personal 

experience does not negate these works as aesthetic objects. In fact, it 
imbues them with an emotional resonance. They become access points 
for us, the viewers. They become new ways of seeing. They show us 
that the stakes are high for us, too.

To initiate this exploration, Rain Lucien Matheke, Frani Evedon, and 
Ann Moody take us into the body. Matheke’s Untitled (Ghost Hand) 
and Untitled (Ghost Cube) (Figs. 1-2) encapsulate medical ephemera 
in resin, freezing these physical traces of the body into contemplative 
forms. For Evedon, such as in her photographic work Passing Through, 
Alien Land, and Vessel (Figs. 3-5), this introspection relies on 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) to visualize the body’s interior. 
Further exploring the “unseeable,” Moody’s performance and 
installation Sad Sack (Fig. 6) makes represented what is often 
unrepresentable: depression and anxiety. In these works, there is an 
emphasis on seeing what is hard to see.

Alongside this new visibility, the body as a site of meaning and self-
understanding continues in the works of Molly Alloy and Phil Hastings. 
Alloy’s series Resting Place (Appendix, Fallopian Tubes, Uterus, 
Ovaries, Cervix) (Figs. 7-11) memorializes and mourns the highly 
personal and traumatic loss of her reproductive organs. Within the 
current political climate in the United States, where women’s reproduc-
tive health is under siege, this memorialization chills. Hasting’s video 
diptych 13.1.20.20 [7][13] (Fig. 12) imagines an orifice. Opening and 
closing, abject and desirous, becoming ill and recovering, this work 
beckons us to enter a constant state of reconstitution.

Reconstitution, entry and exit, is picked up in the works of Ames 
Hawkins, Joan Giroux, and Moira Williams, each turning to space and 
interaction. Hawkins’s mixed media installation Paper Violets, Vellum 
Prose (Fig. 13), reflects on illness and death through her experiences 
with her father. Guiding us through a potentially uneasy death 
narrative, Hawkins paradoxically leads us to a pleasant, 
comfortable interior space. Similarly, Giroux’s practice negotiates the 
dis-ease and discomfort that has built up around death, dying, and 
illness. Her performance opening space: conversations about death 
and dying (Fig. 14) leads us into challenging cathartic conversations 
about the end. Williams’s Not everything that counts can be counted: 
Microbe Monopoly (Fig. 18) relies on play, interaction, and affect to 
engage with a broader notion of wellness. In these works, there is a 
turn to the social, an extension beyond the ill body.

This extension continues in Van Tran Nguyen’s and Christopher 
Tanner’s work through play and playfulness. In Nguyen’s video I Can 



Make You Happy (Fig. 19), hair play becomes pathological, 
symptomatic, and compulsive: trichotillomania. Moreover, the 
emphasis on hair, as one marker of health, is racialized and 
gendered, connecting interaction with the body to more specific social 
structures. Tanner’s playful glitter clowns Chuckles, Fancy Pants, Woo 
Woo, and Pickles (Figs. 20-23) nearly drown in sparkle, glitter, and 
camp. But they, too, have a darker side. Reflecting on the AIDS crisis, 
these “clowns,” which seemingly beg us to look at them, are viruses 
upon closer inspection. They implicate us with contagion.

Thus implicated, Shan Kelley, Carrie C Firman, and Vincent Tiley 
transition us into the ways that illness moves outward from the body 
into relational, temporal, and political spaces. Kelley’s Unclean & 
Friendly I and Unclean & Friendly II (Figs. 24-25) start with a 
humorous appropriation of Mr. Clean and Casper the Friendly Ghost 
juxtaposed with Truvada, but they hauntingly ruminate on the politics 
of cleanliness. Further, Firman’s Republic of Ill Diagnosed Persons 
Passport and This is Not a Game, This is My Life (Figs. 26-27) 
pointedly illustrates how illness defines and indexes the capacity of the 
body to move physically but also through nations, borders, and time. 
Rather than staying within limitations, Tiley’s video The Bees Know 
What to Do (Fig. 28) maps how desire electrifies bodies and ruptures 
differences in age and serostatus.

The discomfiting relation of bodies to nations, boundaries, institutions, 
and diagnosis processes becomes even more pointed in Vika Kirchen-
bauer’s video work LIKE RATS LEAVING A SINKING SHIP (Fig. 29). 
Through a layering of video and audio clips, Kirchenbauer explores 
the way that trans-identity is deeply surveilled by the state and social 
institutions. It has become medicalized, which subordinates the trans* 
community to the power of the state as regulated by medicine. Like the 
title evokes: where does one go when the ship—this ship that regulates 
and confines—sinks?

Taken together, the connections, movements, and resonances between 
these works, between these artists, and between viewers call into 
question any stable definition, location, or experience of illness and 
disease. Disease is never about just individual bodies. Thus, dis-ease 
re-maps the framework from individual bodies to bodies in relation to 
one another. It is about an uneasy understanding of our bodies among 
other bodies that are also bodies unto themselves. On and on, this 
chain continues and multiplies.

Significantly, these artists underscore the precarious vulnerability of 
the body, especially the one marked as ill. Understanding of personal 

experience cannot be divorced from social and political realities that 
produce vulnerability. With the current president of the United States’ 
mocking of a reporter with a disability, the threatening assault on the 
Affordable Care Act, the resurgence in restrictions on women’s access 
to reproductive health, the increased and violent regulation of trans* 
individuals and their bathroom access, on and on, there is a persistent 
and pernicious dis-ease with disease in America.

Whether ill at ease or ill at ease, this show re-spatializes, re-thinks, and 
re-constructs disease/dis-ease/dis-ease within and around us all.

Conor Moynihan is a PhD student in the University at Buffalo’s 
Visual Studies program. Interested in queer, feminist, and disability 
theory, his research investigates the ways that identity becomes 
visually manifest in art and visual culture in relation to social and 
political structures.

Notes
1. For this deconstructive analysis and situating of a phenomenological experience 
located within a social structure, I am indebted to Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 
trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New York: Vintage Books, 
2011).



Rain Lucien Matheke is a gender fluid, Los Angeles based artist 
living with a primary immune deficiency disease (XLA), which requires 
monthly infusions of IVIG. Documentation of this process is a huge 
part of Rain’s practice. She received a Master’s Degree in Visual 
Art from California State University, Northridge in 2016 and has 
exhibited and performed throughout Southern California. Her work is 
interdisciplinary and is largely about decay and mortality. She seeks 
to give visibility to invisible illness. The destructive, contemplative, and 
repetitive processes used to make her work examine struggles between 
death and preservation as well as acceptance and control, in an 
effort to establish a sense of permanence in a decaying body. Illness 
comprises much of life. Rain’s practice embraces and celebrates the 
seemingly futile pursuit of the preservation of life and the fragility of 
the body.

Fig. 1 Rain Lucien Matheke, Untitled (Ghost Hand), 2015, medical ephemera,   
 resin, 13 x 13 x 13 inches. Image courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 2 Rain Lucien Matheke, Untitled (Ghost Cube), 2015, medical ephemera,   
 resin, 4 x 4 x 4 inches. Image courtesy of the artist.

RAIN LUCIEN MATHEKE
Benjamin Kersten

Rain Lucien Matheke’s artworks incorporate discarded medical 
paraphernalia, or ephemera, to examine the anxieties arising from 
the processes of preservation and decay that accompany a life with 
chronic illness. They highlight the intimate exchanges—between both 
people and objects—that assemble and mediate the bodily 
experiences and complicated histories of illness. Untitled (Ghost Hand) 
and Untitled (Ghost Cube) (2015, Fig. 1-2) both explore how illness 
and repetitive treatment affect the uneven movement of bodies and 
objects through disjointed temporalities, complicating assumptions 
about how understandings of time and health work together to 
manage human life.

Matheke’s works emphasize the hauntological work of the medical 
and bodily ephemera that compose them. Jacques Derrida coined the 
term “hauntology” to describe moments of temporal disjuncture, when 
ghostly repetitions and ephemeral remains fracture the solidity of the 
present.1 In foregrounding discarded pieces of the recent present—
dis-eased bodies as well as medical detritus used to preserve those 
bodies—Matheke’s resin casts bring these ghosts into the gallery. They 
peek out of parenthetical titles and plastic, questioning the regularity 
of Matheke’s monthly immune system-bolstering infusions.

Untitled (Ghost Hand) restages one of these infusions. The resin cast of 
the artist’s hand conjures the artist’s body, while the resin and 
equipment of Untitled (Ghost Cube) reference the body more 
obliquely. These materials represent divergent temporalities: medical 
equipment, destined for disposal, preserves human life, and resin can 
arrest decaying forms of death. Matheke locates the body within a 
complex network of repetitive treatments, disposable equipment, and 
methods of preservation, positing a distinct timescape of 
immunodeficiency. Together, these two works propose a politics for 
uncertain times, a politics which embraces the interdependences of 
bodies and the objects and feelings that manage and influence them.

Benjamin Kersten is a first-year doctoral student in Visual Studies 
at the University at Buffalo, SUNY, where he negotiates the pressures 
of the current political moment through queer and feminist theory and 
artistic responses to state violence.

Notes
1. Jacques Derrida, Spectres of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, 
and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994), 10.



FRANI EVEDON
Natalie Kennedy

Frani Evedon’s three images Vessel, Alien Land, and Passing Through 
(2014, Figs. 3-5) are a part of her larger series Passing Through, 
a collection of manipulated MRIs and X-rays from her own and her 
husband’s scans. On the surface magnetic resonance images and 
X-rays represent externalized visualization of the internal. That which 
is invisible to the “naked” human eye is made visible through modern 
technology, illuminating otherwise unseen problems.

Evedon herself conceives of the work as symbolic. The images serve 
as expressions of larger societal ills—physical manifestations in her 
own body and that of her husband’s as symptomatic deterioration 
seen elsewhere in culture as well as the environment. They can thus be 
explained as representing an internalization of external forces—
bodies mutated by their environment. But, what constitutes the 
“environment”: that of the body, of the MRI or X-ray machines, of the 
earth’s ecosystem? It is intriguing that Evedon chooses to affix her 
images to the wall with metal pegs, a material whose presence in the 
magnetic environment of the MRI would cause injury and/or death. 
One might consider, too, the significance of the X-ray as radiation: an 
imaging technology that has the ability to change the cells of the body 
it sees through.

One can draw aesthetic and motific parallels between Evedon’s 
images and the imagery of H.R. Giger (most well-known for his work 
on the 1979 film Alien). Indeed, science fiction films dealing with 
anxiety around the body and the environment, popularized by the 
genre of “body horror,” began in the 1970s to challenge 
contemporary ideologies with feminist as well as environmental 
concerns. In Evedon’s work scale is obscured through excerpt, like in 
traditional photography, providing a similar critical distance. One is 
left with the question, what are these alien forms and what do they 
portend?

Natalie Kennedy is a photographic artist, holding a BFA and MFA 
in Photography from LUCAD, and is currently working towards a 
master’s degree in Visual Studies at the University at Buffalo, SUNY.

Frani Evedon (b. 1951). Lakota shaman Lame Deer said, “We are 
only a physical manifestation of what is real.” This existential statement 
implies that we, and everything that exists on our plane of events, 
are physical and non-physical simultaneously as well as profoundly 
linked to our collective condition. Frani Evedon’s work represents 
her personal journey to address the notions of synchronicity, life 
transitions, and physical deterioration in relation to the process of 
global decline. Recently, she has been exploring these concepts 
through the manipulation of MRIs and X-rays.

Although this work is not overtly political, it is covertly so. Current 
events have reached a level of urgency that seems to threaten our very 
existence. These three works from the Passing Through series are also 
landscapes, reminiscent of our deteriorating planetary body, hastened 
by environmental neglect, global violence, disease, and now by the 
frightening decisions of this new administration.

Fig. 5
Frani Evedon, Passing Through, 2014, 
archival pigment print archivally mounted on 
tempered hardboard, UV laminate, brushed 
nickel pegs, 16.75 x 30 inches. Image cour-
tesy of the artist.

Fig. 4
Frani Evedon, Alien Land, 2014, archival pig-
ment print archivally mounted on tempered 
hardboard, UV laminate, brushed nickel pegs, 
22 x 30 inches. Image courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 3
Frani Evedon, Vessel, 2014, registered duplex 
archival pigment ink on transparency film, 
backlit LED, 28 x 22 inches. Image courtesy of 
the artist.



Fig. 6 Ann Moody, Sad Sack, 2015, found clothing, satin, yarn, fabric remnants, thread,  
 nylons, polyester fiber fill, carpet padding; installation, 6 x 4 feet; performance, 2  
 hours. Image courtesy of the artist.

Ann Moody (b. 1989) received her BFA in printmaking in 2012 and 
is currently working toward her MFA in Visual Studies at the University 
at Buffalo. Moody’s work explores the socially-constructed feminine 
through soft sculpture and knitting. She plays with the tendency to 
code soft sculptures as bodily and takes it one step further, treating the 
sculptures as subjects. The act of treating an object as subject allows 
Moody to find agency in her own objectification as a queer woman. 
The hapticity of her sculptures encourages an engagement with viewer 
in which the act of looking and touching collapse and the viewer 
becomes acutely aware of their body in relation to the object.

ANN MOODY
Matthew Ballou

Ann Moody’s Sad Sack (2015, Fig. 6) encapsulates (literally) a 
body marked socially and internally. The title of the work, a phrase 
often formed as an expletive, points to the ways in which sadness/
depression is contained within the sack/body but is simultaneously 
made manifest in the coils and weight of the external art object. 
Furthermore, the “sack” stands in opposition to depression’s presence 
through absence. The body of the depressed individual is marked not 
through visible signifiers of illness but most often through the absence 
of that body from spaces of social knowledge. The depressed body 
hides and clothes itself not in garments but in distance. The fact that 
this state of being does, at times, exist within the space of social inter-
action, where the good days are normalized onto the person, mark 
the absence of the body as different. 

By making visible that absence through the soft, though heavy, coils 
and tendrils of the art object, Moody makes present the abject body 
of the depressive. As an internal form of difference, depression is both 
psychological and somatic. The shape and texture of the art object’s 
coils allude to the corporeal distress of the body often accompanying 
a depressive state, though again this dolor is in-visible. Exaggerating 
the size of the artist’s body through the addition of the art object, 
Moody transforms herself into a sort of psychosomatic 
anthropomorphism that cannot be separated from the affective and 
embodied experience of the artist. Sad Sack visualizes depression, 
not as a purely psychological difference, one that can be overcome 
through mind over matter. Depression is embodied; it is matter. By 
making the absence of visible signifiers present, Moody collapses the 
distance between the abject and the social, marking the aberrant body 
as simultaneously knowable and unknowable.

Matthew Ballou is a PhD student in Visual Studies at the University 
at Buffalo. His area of interest is in photographic representations of the 
eroticized male body and how such eroticization is constructed both 
socially and retroactively through reception.



MOLLY ALLOY
Alyssa Schwendener

In Resting Place (Appendix, Fallopian Tubes, Uterus, Ovaries, Cervix) 
(2016, Fig. 7-11), a series of monuments to lost organs, Molly Alloy 
depicts bodily trauma through the visual of the gravestone, marking 
parts of her own body as dead, but perhaps not buried. In Resting 
Place (Fallopian Tubes) the tubes reach out like arms from the stone, 
terminating in what look like grotesque, grasping hands and calling to 
mind Sara Ahmed’s recounting of “The Willful Child,” in which a girl, 
struck down by her willfulness, is lowered into her grave, but her arm 
reaches through the dirt into the world of the living. Resting Place 
(Appendix, Fallopian Tubes, Uterus, Ovaries, Cervix) is haunted by 
that which refuses to be buried. Alloy writes of a connection between 
her 2013 hysterectomy and childhood trauma, “buried in [her] 
pre-memory mind.” This burial, however, is incomplete, and the 
memory persists. The notion of persistence is troubled in the act of 
removal: how can a bodily memory persist in the wake of surgical 
excision? Alloy’s depiction of removed organs is further troubled by 
the cultural conflation of female anatomy with women’s subjectivity, 
and the linking of women’s worth with her capacity to give birth. As 
Simone de Beauvoir writes in The Second Sex, the stages of a 
woman’s life are understood through the development and 
devolvement of her reproductive organs: a girl becomes a woman 
through the onset of menstruation, she fulfills her destiny through the 
act of childbirth, and she becomes idle through menopause. Alloy 
depicts her reproductive organs as external to her body, 
positioning womanhood as both alien and intimate. The disarticulation 
of the organs denaturalizes them: what is a cervix if it is not connected 
to a uterus? How can the fallopian tubes be understood if they do not 
transmit eggs? What essence of womanhood can be found in the 
hastily drawn triangle that represents the uterus?

Alyssa Schwendener is a PhD student at the University at Buffalo 
whose research interests lie primarily in the overlap of history, trauma, 
and lesbian identity.

Fig. 11
Molly Alloy, Resting 
Place (Cervix), 2016, 
paint, marker, and 
graphite on wood 
panel, 24 by 18 inches. 
Image courtesy of the 
artist.

Fig. 10
Molly Alloy, Resting 
Place (Ovaries), 2016, 
paint, marker, and 
graphite on wood 
panel, 24 by 18 inches. 
Image courtesy of the 
artist.

Fig. 7
Molly Alloy, Resting 
Place (Appendix), 
2016, paint, marker, 
and graphite on wood 
panel, 24 by 18 inches. 
Image courtesy of the 
artist.

Fig. 9
Molly Alloy, Resting 
Place (Uterus), 2016, 
paint, marker, and 
graphite on wood 
panel, 24 by 18 inches. 
Image courtesy of the 
artist.

Fig. 8
Molly Alloy, Resting 
Place (Fallopian Tubes), 
2016, paint, marker, and 
graphite on wood panel, 
24 by 18 inches. Image 
courtesy of the artist.

Molly Alloy (b. 1981) is a multi-disciplinary artist living and working 
in Portland, OR. Molly creates provocative and intimate works which 
centralize personal and collective experiences of trauma. Locating 
conceptual and cultural explorations within her own lived experience, 
she uses the physical reality of the body as a source of learning 
and point of departure. Her work possesses an optimism rooted in 
the growth potential of discomfort rather than pacification, and an 
emotionally charged sense of humor. Born in St. Louis, MO, Molly 
received a Bachelor of Science in Studio Art from Skidmore College in 
New York in 2004 and made her home in Portland in 2008. At time of 
publication she is a Master of Fine Art candidate at Pacific Northwest 
College of Art. Molly has exhibited nationally in solo and group shows 
in galleries, barns, alleys, museums and universities.



Phil Hastings (b. 1969) is an artist and filmmaker whose work is 
rooted in the often-opposing subjects of the sciences and the spiritual 
with explorations tied to liminality and the transformation process. 
Concepts of adversity, transcendence, and rebirth are themes that 
infuse his work. He works in animation, experimental and narrative 
cinematic modes and has screened in festivals, galleries and museums 
internationally. His video documentation of the sexual cannibalism 
and reproduction practices of praying mantis has been licensed for 
shows on National Geographic television and the Canadian Broadcast 
Corporation and New Scientist magazine. He is a 2012 New York 
Foundation for the Arts Film/Video Fellow and was an invited artist in 
the 18th Biennale of Sydney where his film Steadfast was screened at 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales.

Fig. 12 Phil Hastings, 13.1.20.20 [7][13], 2014, 5 minutes, 2-channel HD video. Image 
 courtesy of the artist.

PHIL HASTINGS
Jamie DiSarno

Certain bodies, presentations and performances work to ulcerate 
normative appearances in public space. The turning outward of 
aberration has the ability to place us in dis-ease, to perforate social 
and political linings of the presumed regularity of “properly” 
constituted and conforming bodies. 

In Phil Hasting’s video 13.1.20.20 [7][13] (2014, Fig. 12), two distinct 
and unnamable organs are placed in relation across two screens. Each 
presents tonsillitic forms grafted onto tongue-like textures, one swollen 
and nearly closed, the other an open-mouthed invitation. The pustules 
of the surface pale and blush with the signs of infection or the throb 
of blood dispersing itself under its skin. The organs continue to pulse 
throughout and indicate the ongoing processes of living bodies. Its 
surfaces already licked with moisture and mucous, the piece recalls the 
workings of the body in its most abject processes, yet here the innards 
have been turned outward. Somewhere between threshold of access 
or of exodus, the work speaks to an internal state inverted back on 
itself, unabashedly declaring its own cirrhosis through being made to 
appear. 

It is with ease that we are able to take the pulse of fear towards unruly 
bodies in the existing moment. The current political climate can be 
understood as exposing what, for some, remained otherwise 
unrecognized. For others however, it was already present and 
internal. Thus we might understand Hasting’s work as both making 
known an already extant malady, and as simultaneously challenging 
the presumption of a pure body. To make public the workings of an 
unruly and ambiguous corpus thus functions as a turning inside out of 
how we view the social as well as the individual body, and it is an 
invitation to enter into aberration. It should both give us cause for 
concern as well as produce an ulcer in a presumed normativity.

Jamie DiSarno is a Doctoral Candidate in Visual Studies at the 
University of Buffalo. Her focus is in feminism, performance and the 
body in art. Her work is invested in rethinking phenomenology as 
political by orienting us towards the bodies of others in war and 
violence.



AMES HAWKINS
sarah jm kolberg

The configuration of Ames Hawkins’ Paper Violets, Vellum Prose 
(2013-2017, Fig. 13) demarcates the space as simultaneously domestic 
and church-like. Inspired by Hawkins’ experience caring for her father, 
who died of AIDS, the work explores the private/public dialectic 
surrounding LGBTQ issues and AIDS.

The work problematizes dominant culture’s proscription of “the spaces 
where certain bodies can be … and how they exchange with others.” 
Inhabiting the space, we participate in intimate experiences that are 
normally private. Listening to Hawkins’ reflections feels like 
eavesdropping, and heightens the work’s sense of transgression. The 
home becomes politicized, while it stands as a stark reminder of the 
church’s reprehensible response to AIDS sufferers, and recalls how 
during the AIDS epidemic sufferers cared for each other as they were 
abandoned by dominant cultural, medical, and political institutions.

The window’s interior panes feature images of the violets, while the 
prose excerpts’ location on the exterior flaunts the heteronormative 
mandate that LGBTQ issues be kept private. The violet motif represents 
the cuttings that Hawkins’ father cultivated up to the time of his death, 
and function as both memento mori and memento vivere: a reminder 
of the eternal renewal of life.  The small font of the excerpts that 
comprise the violet leaves draws us in, enforcing an intimacy with 
private matters, while the repetition of the words echoes hymns and 
prayers.

Hawkins’ father was an interior decorator and wallpaper designer, 
and enjoyed needlepoint and other traditional women’s crafts. The 
needlepoint pillow both challenges and upholds heteronormative 
gender roles. Her father refutes these roles, while Hawkins’ replication 
reinscribes needlecraft into the realm of women’s work. Its exhibition 
further challenges the dominant narratives that have excluded women 
and women’s crafts from the art historical canon. Finally, the 
needlepoint’s canvas grid ironically references an early name for 
AIDS. Hawkins’ installation is a powerful challenge to the 
heteronormative discourses surrounding AIDS and LGBTQ lives and 
invites us to participate in the queering of these discourses.

sarah jm kolberg is a film scholar, film producer and director, and 
a PhD candidate in Visual Studies specializing in the American and 
French post-war avant garde.  She holds an MA in film and literature, 
an MFA in Media Arts Production, and an MA in Visual Studies.

Ames Hawkins (b. 1969) is a transgenre writer, educator and 
art activist. Ames uses writing and art to explore the interstices of 
text and image, theorizing the power and pleasure of queer(ing) 
form. Her most recent creative and critical work appears in The 
Rumpus, Enculturation, A Journal of Rhetoric, Writing and Culture, 
Computers and Composition Online, Slag Glass City, The Feminist 
Wire, Interdisciplinary Humanities, and Water~Stone Review. She’s 
installed work at a Columbia College Chicago, the Terrain Biennial 
in Oak Park, IL, and at the Feminisms and Rhetorics conference. 
Ames is currently working on the installation/book project, These 
Are Love(d) Letters and is co-host and co-producer of Masters of 
Text (mastersoftext.com), a scholarly podcast exploring alternative 
alphabetic texts and creative-critical scholarship.

Fig. 13 Ames Hawkins, detail from Paper Violets, Vellum Prose, 2013-2017, mixed media 
 installation. Image courtesy of the artist.



Fig. 14 Joan Giroux, opening space: conversations about death and dying, 2015–ongoing, 
 performative participatory installation with images, texts, personal artifacts, and recreated  
 1944 Kahler School of Nursing uniform. Uniform made in collaboration with Bill Makela; 
 image courtesy of the artist.

Whitney Huber is a multidisciplinary artist and a K-16 educator 
currently teaching on Chicago’s far south side. 

Joan Giroux (b. 1961) is an interdisciplinary artist, activist and 
educator, who teaches at Columbia College Chicago. In her work, 
Giroux translates aspects of care-giving in domestic and institutional 
settings to frame reflections on diminishment, frailty, vulnerability, 
loss, and death. She recently performed “Dear Matthew” in the 
We’re Still Here: HIV/AIDS Then & Now event at Chicago’s Center on 
Halsted, as a reprise of “life review,” first presented in JRV Majesty 
Productions 2015 QUEER, ILL + OKAY performance series. Giroux 
has performed and exhibited in the United States and abroad, in 
venues such as the MCA Chicago, Urban Institute of Contemporary 
Art in Grand Rapids, Ace Gallery and Artist’s Space in New York, 
Amerika Haus Berlin, and Künstlerhaus Hamburg. Giroux has received 
a Marie Walsh Sharpe Foundation studio residency, Pollock-Krasner 
and Berlin Cultural Council grants, and commissions from Illinois’ 
Morton Arboretum, the South Korean collective YATOO, and Lehniner 
Kulturinstitut, Germany. 

JOAN GIROUX
Whitney Huber

An artist in a nurse’s cap and gown.
A daughter performing her deceased mother’s former vocation. 

An educator enacting elements of a Catholic sacrament. 
A woman with bare feet and a solemn voice. 

A dim room. The light of a candle. Oil.

Audience members stepping into the role of the dying. 
Receiving an anointment.

Invited to write, read, speak and recall a loved one who has passed away.
A space filled with changeable roles, gestures of caring and words of remembering.

Wraps its misericordia arms around what all living creatures must share.
By definition. Of living. 

Difference pales.

To participate. To observe. 
To engage. To stand back. 
To change roles. To reflect. 

To go on. To stop.

Caring for others. Caring for self. 
Reckoning with a larger understanding of both.

The balance we strive for. 
Our failure. Success.

Reckoning with a larger understanding of both. 

Resistance. Acceptance. 
Reckoning with a larger understanding of both.

Celebration. Mourning.
Reckoning with a larger understanding of both.

The group. Privacy.
Reckoning with a larger understanding of both.

Living. Losing.
Reckoning with a larger understanding of both.

To participate. To observe. 
To engage. To stand back. 
To change roles. To reflect. 

To go on. To stop.

speech     movement
vision     hearing     smell     taste     touch

sensation     perception     thought     feeling

awareness 

breath
being     here     now

gone



JOAN GIROUX: DOCUMENTS
Conor Moynihan

In her ongoing series life review, Joan Giroux places an emphasis on 
liminality and interconnectivity, moving viewers, participants, and 
collaborators through heartfelt, deeply personal conversations on 
death, dying, and frailty. Her opening space: conversations about 
death and dying is the latest iteration in a continuously unfolding 
project that teeters between theatrical performance and spontaneous 
conversation.

Turning to her mother as inspiration, Giroux’s one sandpile, within 
hearing distance (2012, Fig. 15) marks a starting point of this project. 
Later, Giroux began to use a nurse’s uniform, one modeled off her 
mother’s from the 1940s, which can be seen in life review: sacrifice 
best what is not yours and dying exchanges: where conversations 
about death and dying carry us (2015, Fig. 16-17). In these, Giroux 
reflects on her role as a caregiver to her friend Matthew at the height 
of the AIDS crisis. A repertoire of memories, motifs, and gestures unite 
Giroux’s work, but these elements signal out affectively to bring her 
audience in.

Fig. 17 Joan Giroux, dying exchanges: where conversations about death and dying 
 carry us, from the life review series, 2015, performance at Columbia College  
 Chicago Faculty Forum, duration approximately 30 minutes. Photograph by  
 Camila Cediel, image courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 15 Joan Giroux, one sandpile, within hearing distance, 2012, interactive 
 installation at Terrain, Oak Park, IL, with readings by community members,  
 duration variable. Installation shot with Whitney Huber by Jessica Egan, 
 image courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 16 Joan Giroux, life review: sacrifice best what is not yours, 2015, performance at  
 QUEER, ILL, + OKAY, Storefront Theater, Chicago, IL, duration approximately 15 
 minutes. Photograph by JI Yang, image courtesy of the artist and QUEER, ILL, +  
 OKAY.



Moira Williams (b. 1962) is a conceptual artist co-creating and 
working in performance, public walks, events and sculpture. She has 
spoken at Elastic City Walks Festival, Open Engagement Conference 
for Art and Social Practice and interviewed by C Magazine. Her 
works have seen in iLAND, Flux Factory, ABC No Rio, The Kitchen, 
Fran Ilich’s Aridoamérica Winter Plan, No Longer Empty’s This Side 
of Paradise, MoMA PS1, The Center for Book Arts, The People’s 
Museum, Manchester, UK and Ghetto Biennial, Haiti. She is a 
Laundromat Project Fellow, recently awarded a Denniston Hill Artists 
Colony residency a Contemporary Arts Foundation Emergency Grant 
and Creative Capital selected Moira as an On Our Radar Artist. 
Moira holds a BFA from School of Visual Arts, NY, an MFA and 
Spatial Politics Graduate Certificate from Stony Brook University, NY.

Fig. 18 Moira Williams, Not everything that counts can be counted: A Microbe  
 Monopoly Game, 2016, a participatory performance and process, 48 x 36 x  
 38 inches. Image courtesy of the artist.

Materials include microbes for the game board are collected from Atlantic City. Wild yeast for the die (added to agar Petrie 
dishes) is collected from positive living communities from across the country. The wild yeasts nurtured for this game are 
from: Highlander School, Faerie Sanctuary IDA and The Farm in Tennessee. Kombucha and kombucha scobies, sourdough and 
non-alcoholic ginger beer are also grown and nurtured from the same wild yeasts. Kombucha scobies and sourdoughs are then 
traded for more kombucha scabies from around the world to nurture and grow larger scabies that are used to create a living 
“skin” covering for the to scale monopoly house also pictured in process. Traded scobies rest in a scobie hotel until traded and/
or nurture kombucha or scobie skins. Ginger beer, sourdoughs, kombucha and kombucha scobies are traded throughout the 
game in exchange for participants creating Community and Chance cards and/or game pieces. The wild yeast concoctions are 
also an active part of exchanges during the game as items to share, nurture and consume as a way to share healthy microbes. 
Microbe exchanges are further activated by “rolling the wild yeast dice” engaging with the Community and Chance Cards which 
invite players to hold hands, inhale deeply and exhale together, sing, clap and pass the scobies dollars around the game table. 
Scobie dollars are made from traded kombucha scobies. Not everything that counts can be counted is based on ideas of positive 
communities, empathy, stewardship of our environment and each other, alternative economies, participation and Lizzie Magie’s 
1904 Landlord’s Game created during the Works Progress Era over potluck dinners with her friends. Contributors: Michael 
Asbill, Niki Athanasiadou, Conrad Bourdeau Materials: Microbes swabbed in Atlantic City, wild yeast collected from positive and 
alternative living communities, glass pipettes, petrie dishes, vegetable agars, vellum paper, Estuary water samples, Great South 
Bay, Long Island, NY, Mississippi River water samples, St Louis, Mo., Onondaga Lake water samples, Syracuse, NY, Peat water 
samples, Bellport, NY, Mississippi River soil samples, St Louis, Mo., Mojave desert soil sample, Mojave, California, dried Rishi 
mushrooms, glass, scobie dollars, indigo, fermented indigo, hairy vetch seeds, goldenrod, beeswax, granite, anthracite, ginger 
beer, various sour dough, steel, wood, LED lights.

MOIRA WILLIAMS
Kylie Boazman

The process of making kombucha begins with a scoby (short for symbi-
otic colony of bacteria and yeast), traditionally obtained from a friend 
and then used to produce the drink, similar to a “starter” or “mother” 
for sourdough or friendship bread. The scoby requires care to ensure 
that it grows and can be used productively without becoming 
overwhelmed or dying. In creating Not everything that counts can be 
counted: Microbe Monopoly (2016, Fig. 18), Williams participated 
in this process of sustaining her global community as well as of the 
microbes. She collected and hosted scoby from around the world in 
a “hotel,” nurturing them while arranging their trades to create new 
game pieces for her work. As in the game, using a friend’s scoby is an 
act of community and trusting another person to have developed the 
“right” microbes to share. As with immunocompromised individuals 
who rely on herd immunity, asking their social circle to get vaccinated 
to protect them, participation requires empathy and intimacy.

The game table and its living materials are a communal environment, 
supported by Williams’ caretaking as well as the act of playing the 
game with new players in different spaces. Generations of microbes 
are grown and nurtured to pair with Williams’ advance work, from 
collecting samples to drying each mother to create a skin-like biofilm 
textile that players use to build a miniature communal living structure. 
The board is built on microbe samples, collected, grown, and labeled 
with their origins by Williams. Players move around the board and 
collect cards that direct microbial flow within the game and suggest 
reflections on the everyday roles of microbes. While “Chance” cards 
describe an encounter with microbes and their effect on a player, 
“Community” cards suggest microbe-sharing actions that all players 
can take in that moment, like holding hands or sharing air. As the 
players trade the provided microbes, they reflect on their role in their 
own microbial communities and environments.

Kylie Boazman is a Masters student in the Interdisciplinary 
Humanities/Disability Studies program at UB with a background in 
anthropology and museum studies.



VAN TRAN NGUYEN
Natalie Fleming

When I was about twelve years old, I got a bad haircut and cried for 
hours, mourning the forfeiture of an identity composed of thousands of 
strands.

During this morning’s shower, as the water built up around my feet, I 
reached down and peeled away long hair from the drain. It stuck to 
my fingers as I struggled to flick it off into the trashcan.

Wherever I’ve been, chances are that I left some hair there. I comb it, 
shave it, pluck it, play with it, and even when I let it be, it falls out.

Hair is both me and a stranger, depending on the context. Attached 
to my head, it proudly announces my identity to the world: docile or 
rebellious, vain or modest, straight or queer, healthy or ill.

But sometimes I’m disgusted when I notice the other places that it 
grows. I inspect my body like I’m Sherlock Holmes, determined to root 
out the problem. Hair separates from its base, but still tries desperately 
to cling to me: on my clothing, in my bed, in my food. 

I can make you happy…

I try to keep it tame and in place because it’s mine, because it’s me. 
But in artist Van Tran Nguyen’s video (2015, Fig. 19), hair takes on 
new agency. It branches out past the limits of the body, connecting the 
sitter to her environment. It stretches beyond our vision and dances 
despite the sitter’s stillness. Her animated hair shows us that the body 
is not a singular unit, but a node in a network composed of bodily 
desertions and reclamations. I think about all of the places that my hair 
could be and I wonder if you know who I am.

Natalie Fleming is the Visual Resource Curator for the University at 
Buffalo Department of Art and a PhD student in the American Studies 
program within the University at Buffalo Transnational Studies 
Department. 

Van Tran Nguyen (b. 1992) is completing her Masters of Fine Arts 
and Emerging Practices at the State University of New York at Buffalo. 
She is the first Biological Art teaching assistant at COALESCE Center 
of Biological art, a facet of the GEM (Genome, Environment and 
Microbiome) group. She also earned her Bachelor of Art and Biology 
at the University at Buffalo. Tran Nguyen has exhibited throughout 
New York and had participated in the New York State Summer School 
of the Arts. She was born in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam and her work 
investigates issues such as national identity and gender.

Fig. 19 Van Tran Nguyen, I Can Make You Happy, 2015, video, continuous loop. 
 Image courtesy of the artist.



Christopher Tanner (b. 1955) has been living and creating visual 
and performance art in the East Village of NYC since 1979. He is a 
bit of a magpie collecting shiny, sparkling jewelry, glitter, gold leaf, 
crystals, beads, special personal ephemera, etc., that he puts together 
to make a historical story of a gay man living in NYC before the AIDS 
crisis, all through it, and on and on. Tanner’s work in Ill at Ease is from 
his Clown Virus series. Tanner is also a performance artist and has 
created many plays in NYC at LaMama, Dixon Place and the Kitchen.

Tanner’s recent solo exhibitions include Eye of the Heart at La MaMa 
Galleria in 2015, Treasure Smart Clothes Gallery in 2013, The Queen 
of Hell & the Horn of Plenty at Pavel Zoubok Gallery in 2010, all in 
NYC, and Give Me the Cobra Jewel at Atrium Gallery in St. Louis, 
2008.

Fig. 20
Christopher Tanner, Chuckles, 
2014, glitter and bead draw-
ings with multicolor sterling 
silver leaf on handmade paper 
in gold frame, 27 x 35 inches. 
Image courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 21
Christopher Tanner, Fancy 

Pants, 2014, glitter and bead 
drawings with multicolor ster-
ling silver leaf on handmade 

paper in gold frame, 27 x 35 
inches. Image courtesy of the 

artist.

Fig. 23
Christopher Tanner, Pickles, 2014, 

27 x 27 inches, glitter and bead 
drawings with multicolor sterling 

silver leaf on handmade paper in 
gold frame. Image courtesy of the 

artist.

Fig. 22
Christopher Tanner, Woo Woo, 
2014, glitter and bead drawings 
with multicolor sterling silver leaf 
on handmade paper in gold frame, 
27 x 27 inches. Image courtesy of 
the artist.

CHRISTOPHER TANNER
MC Koch

Highly textured and sparkling, Christopher Tanner’s Clown Virus series 
is at once seductive and disorienting. The swirling, abstracted forms 
suggest camp, drag, and carnival-esque flamboyance. Their jarring 
cheerfulness intuitively evokes the titles themselves: Chuckles, Fancy 
Pants, Woo Woo, and Pickles (2014, Figs. 20-23). The play of bright 
colors and sensual fabric seems to pulse with a life of its own from the 
velvety frames. Initially, they are candid in their affect yet mysterious in 
their abstraction. They compel with all of the enigma of seduction.

The positioning of this exuberant series into an exhibition revolving 
around illness (and its negative associations) seems to intensify their 
enigma. However, when contextualized in this way, their meaning not 
only becomes clearer but also introduces a new tension to the already 
complex concepts structuring Ill at Ease: Dis-ease in Art. That is, the 
transmutation of the metallic swirls into chilling microscopic images of 
the AIDS virus reflects the deadly mutating nature of the virus itself. 
This visual conflation of the virus with 80s camp aesthetics also 
functions as a tragic reflection of Tanner’s experience of the AIDS crisis 
in the 80s and early 90s as the subterranean epidemic swept through 
the East Village art scene. In this sense, the conceptual contribution of 
Tanner’s work to the notion of illness lies in the dialectic that it reveals, 
a dialectic pertinent to the AIDS virus. Tanner’s Clown Virus series 
reveals the relationship between seduction and disease structuring the 
AIDS epidemic. The works’ oscillating nature holds play and tragedy, 
seduction and death in tension, and act as poignant portraits of the 
ravaging effect of AIDS. They also reveal the complexities specific to 
this epidemic and the vibrancy of the lives that it so violently 
interrupted.

MC Koch is a doctoral candidate in the UB Visual Studies program 
whose research revolves around early twentieth century modernism 
and the artist Marc Chagall.



SHAN KELLEY
Ann Fox

Shan Kelley makes art that deepens our understanding of the lived 
experience of being HIV positive; his Disclosures I, II, & III series, for 
example, features maxims rejecting stigma (“I REALLY DON’T WANT 
YOU TO BE AFRAID OF ME/I’M NOT AFRAID OF YOU I’M AFRAID 
OF IT”) and reclaiming exuberant sexuality (“SHE PUSHED THE AIDS 
PAMPHLETS ASIDE BEFORE CLIMBING ON TOP OF ME ONCE 
AGAIN”).

He highlights cultural fears of infection in Unclean & Friendly I & II 
(2015, Figs. 24-25). The queerness of cultural icons Mr. Clean (that 
buff Navy sailor) and Casper the Friendly Ghost (that sweet, sensitive 
outsider) is highlighted in Unclean & Friendly I, with Casper’s face 
superimposed on Mr. Clean’s hardbody. But are we being hailed for 
seduction or warned off contact and desire? In Unclean & Friendly 
II, Mr. Clean contemplates a pill of Truvada, the HIV pre-exposure 
prophylaxis (PrEP) drug. If used correctly, it can greatly reduce the risk 
of new infections; it has been controversial, even though advocated for 
by the CDC. Peeking around cheekily from behind Mr. Clean, whose 
face is obscured by the looming pill, Casper seems to encourage 
taking it, and being “clean”—but Mr. Clean’s reaction is not so clear: 
Surprise? Excitement? Skepticism? Conversely, we might read Casper 
as a refutation of the association between HIV and death; if Casper 
is a metaphor for infection looming over desire, he is “friendly,” even 
if defined as “unclean.” How, the work seems to ask, to proceed with 
desire? Does PrEP subvert protection by discouraging condom use? 
Is it a moneymaking enterprise for pharmaceutical company Gilead? 
Does Truvada stigmatize the desire of HIV positive people, implicitly 
pathologizing them as unclean? Or is it a highly effective means to 
reduce the number of new infections that also recognizes HIV positive 
people as desirable and desiring? 

Ann M. Fox, Ph.D., is a Professor of English at Davidson College, 
where she has curated exhibitions of disability art, and teaches 
courses on literary disability studies and disability representation in 
art, theater, and the graphic novel. She is also a Depew native and 
proud SUNY-Buffalo graduate (B.A., English, B.S., Management, and 
UB Honors College, 1990). 

Shan Kelley (b.1977) was raised in Alberta, the rocky mountain prairie 
backdrop of Canada’s beef and petroleum heartland. His mixed medium 
practice sits somewhere amidst the slippage of intersections between art and 
activism. Kelley has a fascination for language, and the manner in which 
identity, risk, health, body, and belonging are deconstructed, created, and 
curated. After an HIV+ diagnosis in 2009, he became increasingly inspired 
to find his voice within the context of disease and adversity, and to push 
forward using art as action against apathy or surrender. Shan Kelley is 
a Visual AIDS artist member, and has shown work in Canada, USA, and 
Spain.

Fig. 25
Shan Kelley, Unclean & Friendly II, 2015, digital 
print on aluminum, 24 x 36 inches. Image 
courtesy of the artist.

Fig. 24
Shan Kelley, Unclean & Friendly I, 2015, digital 
print on aluminum, 24 x 36 inches. Image 
courtesy of the artist.



Fig. 27 Carrie C Firman, This is Not a Game, This is My Life, 2013, commercially  
 printed deck of cards with case and leaflet, 2.5 x 3.5 inches. Image courtesy  
 of the artist.

Carrie C Firman (b. 1982) is a graphic designer, digital artist, and 
educator who holds a BA in Commercial Design and Photography 
(Lycoming College ‘05) as well as an MFA in Visual Studies 
(UB ‘11). She has been awarded artist residencies in the US, Northern 
Ireland, England, and three in Iceland. Carrie has presented her work 
as creative inquiry at several international conferences, including 
the Center for Consciousness Studies and multiple UK Synaesthesia 
Association and American Synesthesia Association meetings. Her 
secondary body of work involves visualizing chronic pain, which 
often has synesthetic influences. She is an Associate Professor and 
Coordinator of the Graphic Design Program at Edgewood College in 
Madison, Wisconsin. carriecfirman.com

Fig. 26 Carrie C Firman, Republic of Ill Diagnosed Persons Passport, 2010, digital  
 and screen printing with vinyl cover, 3.5 x 4.75 inches. Image courtesy of the  
 artist.

CARRIE C FIRMAN
Elif Ege

The limits are at the center of Carrie C Firman’s works: limits on 
the movement of bodies and limits on the expression of pain and 
suffering to others. Firman acknowledges the restrictions, 
boundaries and impossibilities and does not let them be erased. 
She, instead, reaffirms them and incorporates them into her discussion 
of health and illness.

Firman’s Republic of Ill Diagnosed Persons Passport (2010, Fig. 26) 
not only works as an identity verification but also provides an account 
of the unseen aspects about its holder. Instead of stamps showing her 
visits to different countries, the procedures that Firman has had to go 
through up until her diagnosis fill the pages of the passport and em-
phasize her “permanent residency” in this condition. However, being a 
passport, the work is also an invitation to rethink the relation between 
the individual and national bodies at the intersection of illness, health 
and citizenship. As the national body is currently imagined to be 
under attack by the “outsiders that bring disease,” Firman’s work asks: 
Which bodies are free to move around? And, how does the dichotomy 
of healthy/ill complicate this question? 

In This is Not a Game, This is My Life (2013, Fig. 27), limits are now in 
the interpersonal relations and the impossibility of communicating the 
personal experience of chronic pain to others, even to those who are 
closest to us. Firman attempts to solve this problem by visualizing pain 
and its side-effects through the “game” that she creates with a deck 
of cards. She invites the viewer to “play” with the cards, as a way to 
familiarize them with the illness but never to provide full access to the 
pain itself, which is Firman’s testimony to the impossibility of 
overcoming the limits, just as the “overcoming the disease” is not part 
of her future. 

Elif Ege is a PhD candidate at the SUNY University at Buffalo, in the 
Global Gender Studies program, studying women’s movements and 
transnational feminism. 



VINCENT TILEY
Dana Tyrrell

Following his AIDS diagnosis in 1988, artist and activist David 
Wojnarowicz wrote: “When I was told that I had this virus, it didn’t 
take me too long to realize that I had contracted a diseased society 
as well….” This statement, from a moment when individual survival 
was predicated upon societal permissions, still carries a great deal of 
weight in our present moment. Vincent Tiley’s The Bees Know What to 
Do (2014, Fig. 28) seeks to unpack the fraught space that still 
surrounds infected individuals, as well as the varied tensions and 
invisible scaffolding between the generation demolished by AIDS and 
the one that followed.

The piece follows Hunter Reynolds, an artist and long-term AIDS 
survivor, as he deploys an array of flowers both across and within the 
body of the younger, HIV/AIDS negative, Jasper Colorado. The 
flowers—upright between toes, arrayed in his anus, and bobbing within 
the makeshift vase of a mouth—are gently manipulated by Reynolds’ 
calloused hands and become agents of physical intimacy. By their 
placement from one body onto another, the flora is transmuted into 
manifest physical desire and becomes a proxy for Reynolds’ own 
sexual organisms. The flowers also carry the visual echo of the bloom 
of Kaposi Sarcoma, a physical symptom of bodies compromised by 
HIV/AIDS and a visual asterisk of a body in decline, from which 
people sought to distance themselves and retain personal “purity.”

The bodies of Tiley’s work, however, are inexorable. Erupting from a 
moment in history post-AIDS crisis, and proto-PrEP, the bodies 
present within this piece bloom eternal. They stem from a history of 
bodily evisceration and are softened between jump cuts and the heads 
of cut flowers, and are removed to a space where they will never fade, 
decay or be decried by our diseased society.

Dana Tyrrell is an artist, curator and writer currently living and 
working in Buffalo, New York.

Vincent Tiley (b. 1987) received his MFA from the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago in 2013. Tiley currently lives in Brooklyn New York where 
he works as an artist and designer. The artist has been exhibited widely 
across the country and internationally, including his solo shows “The Past 
Three Nights” AxeNeo7 Gatineau (2017); “Silent Heat” Christopher Stout 
Gallery NYC (2016); “Look at the Moon” City Bird Gallery NYC (2015); and 
“New Skin” Elee:Mosynary Gallery (2014). Select group shows and festivals 
include “Painting in Time” Sullivan Galleries, Chicago (2016); “Mentors” 
CFHILL Stockholm (2016); “Queer Arts Festival” Vancouver (2016), “Satellite 
Art Fair” Miami (2015) The NYC International Porn Film Festival (2015) “The 
New Romantics” Eyebeam New York (2014); “Future Sad” Grace Exhibition 
Space, New York (2014); Rapid Pulse Festival (2014); and “BABY YOURE 
NEVER THERE” at New Capital (2012) and Glasshouse ArtLifeLab (2014).

Fig. 28  Vincent Tiley, The Bees Know What to Do, 2014, digital video, 23 minutes, 
 10 seconds. Image courtesy of the artist.



Fig. 29 Vika Kirchenbauer, LIKE RATS LEAVING A SINKING SHIP, 2012, single-channel video, 24  
 minutes, 33 seconds. Image courtesy of the artist.

Vika Kirchenbauer (b. *1983) is an artist and writer currently 
working and residing in Berlin. In her work she explores opacity 
in relation to representation of the “othered” through ostensibly 
contradictory methods like exaggerated explicitness, oversharing and 
perversions of participatory culture. She examines the troublesome 
nature of “looking” and “being looked at” in larger contexts including 
labour within post-fordism and the experience economy, modern drone 
warfare and its insistence on unilateral staring, the power relationships 
of psychiatry, performer/spectator relations, participatory culture, 
contemporary art display and queer representational politics as well 
as the everyday life experience of ambiguously gendered individuals.

VIKA KIRCHENBAUER
Andrew Barron

How is the self constructed? In Vika Kirchenbauer’s poetically ren-
dered, single-channel video LIKE RATS LEAVING A SINKING SHIP 
(2012, Fig. 29), the question of identity is central. Through a 
combination of found footage—much of it familial—personal reflections, 
and excerpts from the artist’s psychiatric assessment responsible for 
diagnosing her with Gender Identity Disorder and labeling her 
“incurable,” Kirchenbauer composes a narrative of her own becoming 
that is temporally disjunctive and inconclusive. In so doing, she 
interrogates the role memory and the past, specifically the affective 
structures they create, play in fashioning one’s self-constitution.

How much does it hurt?

While many of us would just as soon leave behind the negative aspects 
of what we perceive to be our former selves, and at a time when 
mainstream politics calls for an affirmation of the trans* identified 
subject, Kirchenbauer asks us to linger in those dark spaces a bit 
longer. As Heather Love writes, “[I]t is the damaging aspects of the 
past that tend to stay with us, and the desire to forget may itself be a 
symptom of haunting. The dead can bury the dead all day long and 
still not be done.”1 Contrary to the liberalist insistence on a cohesive 
subjectivity, Kirchenbauer presents a fragmented picture of selfhood 
that is incapable of feeling complete. 

Viewing the German artist’s work in an American context produces a 
particular emotive response. In our fascistic times, the state apparatus 
is regulating bodies, movements and desires at an increasingly deadly 
rate. Those that fall outside the dictates of a nationalist hetero-
patriarchy are condemned as disposable. Thus, for many of us, it is a 
delight to join Kirchenbauer in the final words of her video when she 
retorts:

Fuck you, world. I owe you nothing.

Andrew Barron is a PhD student in Visual Studies at the University 
at Buffalo, SUNY. His research focuses on American feminist and 
queer art and visual culture since 1960.

Notes
1. Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cambridge 
and London: Harvard University Press, 2007), 1.
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