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Ways of Failing 

 

JULES STURM
 

 

 

 

ith Judith (Jack) Halberstam’s eminent publication on The Queer Art of 

Failure (2011), a set of new forms of thinking about the effects and 

affects of negativity, stupidity, and defeat was cultivated. Halberstam’s 

call for low theory and alternative knowledge production, a critique of 

institutionalized intellectual activity, and the celebration of “silly” archives 

informed my own and other queerly critical intellectuals’ writing in important 

ways. However, one aspect of failure dwelled curiously at the margins of 

Halberstam’s work: bodily failure. This particular absence was one of the 

incentives for my own writing in Bodies We Fail: Productive Embodiments of 

Imperfection (2014). 

 Throughout my engagement with failure, I understood “the body not as 

magical nut to crack or foreign planet to explore, but as intimate companion to 

love and cherish” (Sturm 17). I believed that “the body invites this loving 

relationship because of, and not despite, its emblematic negativity, its 

vulnerability, its deficient stability, and, last but not least, its mortality” (17). And, 

by incorporating the possibility of failure into projects related to physicality and 

humanity, my writing aimed to not only expose the body’s limitations, but also to 

extend the body’s dimensions. 

 What fails us are thus not our bodies, but our ways of understanding 

them. Our current cultural practices of seeing, reading, and re-inscribing bodies 

with meaning fail the possibilities of knowing corporeality otherwise. To engage 

with these possibilities must involve new ways of learning. Cameroonian curator 

Bonaventure Ndikung uses the concept of corpoliteracy to ascribe to the body a 

special function in re-learning: “with the concept of corpoliteracy I mean to  

contextualise the body as a platform and medium of learning, a structure or 

                                                           
 Jules Sturm is an independent researcher and lecturer who writes and teaches on critical 

embodiment and alternative knowledge productions. Jules is associated with the 

Sandberg Institute in Amsterdam (NL) and currently lives in Biel/Bienne (CH). 
 I want to thank Roel van den Oever, Freija Camps, Amber Witsenburg, and the rest of 

the editorial team of Digressions for their sincere and friendly interest in my work and my 

personality. 
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organ that acquires, stores and disseminates knowledge. This concept would 

imply that the body, in sync, but also independent of the brain, has the potential 

of memorizing and passing on/down acquired knowledge through 

performativity” (Agudio & Ndikung 5n6).1 

 As I am writing this piece, I have just returned from a workshop on 

unlearning at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin.2 The goal was for the 

participants to recognize and challenge established knowledge regimes and to 

conduct undisciplinary ways of knowing. My most striking realization in the 

attempt to unlearn was how hard it was to fail established ways of thinking, 

speaking, writing, and making sense when one has been trained as a die-hard 

academic like myself – despite my efforts, willingness, and sense of urgency. I 

reached the most proximate sensation of gaining a kind of Other knowledge in 

the physical task of moving as a single body onstage with a group of twenty 

others; the experience was an abandonment of my sense of containment, 

capabilities, direction, and timing. Moving as “many-body” let me experience the 

(un)learning process as a fragile, stumbling, unseeing, and sensible intuitive 

practice.3 A practice so difficult to achieve in academic writing and thinking; an 

experience so reflective of my academic failure to fail. Oh, how I would rejoice at 

the prospect of succeeding in my own failure at knowledge reproduction.4 

 As my body gave me access to ways of failing that are productive, I asked 

myself: Is my own body the most radical and proximate access I have to the 

failings of my cultural practices? And, how can I use this body for ways of 

productively failing my learning, my writing, my speaking, my thinking, my 

reading and my seeing? 

 While unlearning my body’s composure in space was a satisfying 

experience, I often experience the practices involved in unlearning ideas as 

painful and depressing: close reading is excruciatingly slow and seemingly 

ineffective when under the pressure of deadlines, output quotients, and financial 

                                                           
1
 My thanks to Daniel Neugebauer at HKW Berlin for introducing me to the concept of 

corpoliteracy. The term was initially used by Agudio and Ndikung in an event on 

Unlearning the Given at menschenbewegen.jetzt. See also: savvy-

contemporary.com/en/events/2016/unlearning-the-given/. 
2
 hkw.de/en/programm/projekte/2019/unlearning_place/un_learning_place.php. 

3
 I am grateful to «knowbotiq» for introducing me to their practice and concept of 

“manYdancing” (knowbotiq.net/) and to Claudia de Serpa Soares for guiding me to this 

rich ground for bodily (un)learning. 
4
 How indicative of the economic vocabulary of neoliberalism in my own writing when I 

am aiming at success even in failing. See Massey for more on “Vocabularies of the 

Economy”; to express failure in this climate has become a real task. 
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or social rewards; embodied writing disturbingly pushes against tediously 

acquired academic rules and routines; the empathic-affective analysis of 

vulnerable others exposes my own self to vulnerability; the academic query of 

bodily failings in visual representation shatters my sense of clear sight. 

 All the more raison d'être for this special edition of Digressions which 

brought together a number of young scholars, writers, and artists who engage so 

bravely in bodily failures related to their own experiences, lives, cultures, 

languages, bodies, and senses. The pieces assembled in this special issue involve 

not only theoretically relevant concepts such as monstrosity, disability, blindness, 

and (human) androids, they also importantly offer an intervention in common 

forms of academic practice: they foreground the potential drawback of 

institutionalized discourse, the partial carelessness of conceptual thinking, the 

restrictive nature of academic style, and last but not least the productive failures, 

gaps, glitches, edges, and cracks of creative writing. The breach in genres of 

writing represented here is a step towards engaging bodies and failures in 

knowledge production. These texts do more than write about a shared theme – 

they performatively put into practice a refusal to perpetuate boundaries between 

seemingly contradictory styles, tones, forms, and fabrics of writing. 

 My contention after all these years of stubbornly asking the same 

questions about the discrepancy between theories and embodied knowledges, 

between bodies and minds, and between writing and living, is that different 

practices of “failing” will be crucial to the futures of understanding the world 

otherwise.5 

 In conclusion I want to refer to one of my great inspirations in the 

processes of embodying thought and of thinking bodies otherwise: queer 

experimental fiction. The following quote is from a collection of short stories on 

queer human-animal reproductive embodiment. In “With Nebula,” Carol Guess 

and Kelly Magee (With Animal, 2015) write: 

 

You’ll have no labor, no birth. Instead of pushing, we relax. Instead 

of contracting, we expand. Each cell becomes less distinct but 

more itself: you will never be anything but Baby B. This dense knot. 

These broken strands of DNA unwinding, these peeling layers – 

face and sex and potential – released into the wilds of my body. 

                                                           
5
 My writings have always been inspired and shaped by the exchange with students and 

other sympathetic thinkers. It is for this reason that I here want to stress the importance 

and the powers of collective pedagogy. For a marvellous collection of ideas on alternative 

forms of pedagogy, see Pomarico. 
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My body, where there is only and always the two of us, which is 

one of us, which is you vanishing and me, gravid. You are the part 

of me that recedes over and over. (141) 

 

Let us imagine our bodies in layers, densities, expansion, brokenness, potentiality, 

recession, and multiplicity in order to make bodily failure useful for theory. 
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The Affective Affordances of Disability 

 

ANDRIES HISKES
 

 

Abstract: In this paper, I propose an affective-formalist reading of what I call the 

affective affordances of disability; the way in which the representation of disability 

is able to move us. Through a comparative reading of two artworks, Michelangelo's 

David and Berlinde de Bruyckere's Into One-another III, to P.P.P., this paper 

explores the relationship between how reading for form in the mimetic 

representation of disability informs how we are affected by it. Concurrently, it 

explores how affect, conceived as a visceral force that moves through and impresses 

on bodies, can be generated through the way in which disabled bodies are 

represented in art. 

 

Keywords: Affect Theory, Disability Studies, Formalism. 

 

 

 

n this paper I will examine how we can conceive what I will call the “affective 

affordances” of the representation of disability. I define affective affordances 

as the way in which the form of the representation of disability may evoke 

affective responses such as fear, disgust, and admiration in viewers and readers. I 

will commence with a comparative reading of two photographs of two statues: 

David (1501-1504) by Michelangelo Buonarroti and Into One-another III, to P.P.P. 

(2010) by Berlinde de Bruyckere. Following this, I will examine how my reading of 

the representation of disability is tied to how this representation evokes affective 

responses, and consequently why the act of reading itself is an important mode 

of interaction with, and relating to, disability. Informing my reading of these 

photographs with relevant scholarly literatures, I will then analyze and argue how 

cultural artefacts and texts that engage with disability generate affect and how 

affect cannot solely be reduced to a theme for mimetic representation. In the final 

section of this paper, I argue that an affective-formalist approach to the study of 

                                                           
 Andries Hiskes is a PhD candidate at Leiden University Centre for the Arts in Society and 

a lecturer at the Nursing department of the Faculty of Health, Nutrition and Sport at The 
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 This article is a revised and edited version of the introductory chapter of my forthcoming 
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artworks allows for the critical consideration of the particularity of disabilities that 

other paradigms in disability studies currently do not allow. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Photograph of Michelangelo Buanarroti, David (1501-1504). Photo copyright © 

2008 Jörg Bittner Unna (Creative Commons CC BY 3.0). 
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Figure 2. Photograph of Berlinde de Bruyckere, Into One-another III, to P.P.P. (2010). Photo 

copyright © Mirjam Devriendt. All rights reserved. 

 

 The juxtaposition of the two images shown above may lead to an 

immediate sense of conflict with regard to how these images affect us. The first 

image shows Michelangelo’s David, one of the most recognizable bodies in (art) 

history (see figure 1). The second image, of Bruyckere’s Into One-another III, 

shows a body that is more abstract and harder to define; instead we may sense 

that we are looking at something to do with the body (see figure 2). The more 

unfamiliar and abstract second statue works affectively as it employs dissonance 

through combining familiar elements in an unfamiliar bodily composition. The 

statue David, on the contrary, might be experienced as more pleasing; its 

elements are composed in a familiar way, which is experienced as consonant. The 

image shows a body that is resting its weight on its right foot, seemingly between 

moderate tension (the pressed brow, slightly coiled right hand, right foot firmly 

on the ground) and nonchalance (slightly hanging shoulders, left foot floating 

over the ground at the heel, sling casually draped over left shoulder and aslant 

torso). 

 The second image, by contrast, complicates the process of such a formalist 

mode of reading. Is it just one body, or as the title suggests, two bodies fusing 

into one? Reading the image from the right to left, there appear to be two bodies. 
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At the far-right end of the image, there seem to be two pairs of upper legs and 

knees, but moving our gaze to the left, only a single pair of lower legs remains. If 

we move our gaze up from there, we might read the statue as two “torsos” 

pressed on (or indeed, into) one another. Only the upper torso has arms and 

hands. In the far-left of the image, on top of what could be read as the 

“shoulders” of the upper torso, there appears to be a “stump” or “outgrowth,” 

seemingly akin to the heel of a foot, draped in the hollow of the torso below it. If 

we look at the position of the statue, the weight of both “torsos” seems to be 

supported by their knees and the hands of the upper torso that support it. 

 The second statue is disruptive in another way as well. In the West, the 

dominant way of reading is to read horizontally from left to right and vertically 

from the top of an image to the bottom. The David is consonant with both these 

directions. It is stable and firm on the right half of the body (visually left) while 

most of the movement in the statue appears in its left limbs (visually right). The 

statue also supports a reading from top to bottom. Light falls on the image from 

the upper right corner, illuminating its head and torso, while shadowing its lower 

half. In contrast, Into One-another is read most easily from the bottom upwards, 

where we see identifiable aspects of a body in the form of limbs. Moving 

upwards, the reading process becomes increasingly difficult as the number of 

recognizable bodily elements decreases. The light that falls onto the statue enters 

the image from the right side, similar to the photograph of the David, but the 

light is more evenly dispersed on the top “torso.” It is the bottom figure that is 

darkened by shadow. 

 Apart from the formal structure of these images, the David is easily 

identified as young, muscular, and male. As such, it is highly mimetic in its 

representation of the most familiar characteristics of the normative human body. 

Into One-another does not allow to be read with similar ease through identifying 

categories such as age or gender. Thus, in reading the David, my description is 

characterized by identifying characteristics; we can read the David in relation to a 

certain frame of reference. Into One-another does not as easily allow for this 

mode of reading; it resists the process of identification that we naturally tend to 

do when reading a cultural artefact. If we continue reading for form, something 

else becomes apparent regarding the ways in which these statues support 

themselves. Into One-another is arched back, resting on its knees and hands with 

its torso exposed. If we carefully look at the David, we can see that, due to the 

slightly slanted left foot, its weight rests on its right leg. However, upon further 

reading it appears that the right leg is enveloped in a tree stump, prosthetically 
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functioning to support the leg in order for the statue to stand and remain 

upright. 

 When reading images, we initially tend to read for the things we recognize 

and are attuned to. What my reading above shows is that two things happen 

during this process of reading. Firstly, there is a relationship between reading the 

familiar and the unfamiliar and the way this can affect a reader of the image; 

familiar things tend to be more pleasing to look at, whereas the unfamiliar and 

the difficult-to-read is often experienced as dissonant. Secondly, we tend to miss 

things when reading an image for the first time: the tree stump enveloping the 

David’s leg might be attributed as “merely” decorative, yet without it the statue 

would likely tumble over. Close reading, then, not only allows for an affective 

experience, but can also alter the nature of that experience. It is unlikely that 

anyone would initially read the David as a disabled figure, yet through close 

reading the image this interpretation becomes intelligible. 

 This line of reasoning is the inverse of the slogan often seen in public 

spaces and transport that “not all disabilities are visible.” Rather, it matters how, 

when, and where we read disability. In this sense it is similar to Rosemarie 

Garland-Thomson’s statement that the fact that “anyone can become disabled at 

any time makes disability more fluid” (Extraordinary Bodies 14). I argue that this 

fluidity of disability extends to the process of reading disability itself, for the act of 

reading disability has the potential to diminish or nuance a complex 

understanding of disability. 

 This argument should not be confused with the idea that the legibility of 

disability consequently makes disability a social construct, as has been argued 

within disability studies. Rather, I tie the question of this legibility to our affective 

responses to disabilities. As Garland-Thomson argues elsewhere, “[b]ecause we 

both crave and dread unpredictable sights, staring encounters are fraught with 

anxious contradiction,” and “[s]eeing disabilities reminds us of […] the truth of our 

body’s vulnerability to the randomness of fate” (Staring 19). Staring may be 

passive in that we do not necessarily actively interpret while we stare, although 

staring can eventually render something legible (Staring 15). Reading, by contrast, 

is active and requires the attention and interpretation of a reader in making 

bodies legible. 

 

The prosodies of gaps and bodies: Affect theory and disability 

The relationship between affect and the representation of the (disabled) body has 

been the object of scrutiny in different scholarly literatures. Why and how do 
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certain bodies evoke responses that are affectively charged, such as sympathy, 

disgust, or laughter and amusement? 

 In the conclusion to her study Fictions of Affliction (2010), Martha 

Stoddard Holmes presents a political aporia that is often linked to the concept of 

disability; the acknowledgement of disability being experienced as “different” has 

to lead to either its embrace or abandonment, while ignoring it only leaves the 

“problem of how culture assigns meaning to bodily difference” unexamined, 

which does not mean that this process does not take place (192). Holmes does 

not explicitly examine how the evocation of affect is related to this process of 

signification. Rather, her argument points out that the way we feel about disability 

carries with it political consequences and claims that the “stories that pervade our 

lives make disability resound so intensely in emotional terms that all other 

possible registers […] are often informed and overshadowed by affect” (3). This 

statement reinforces the notion that disability is a matter of discourse, but it does 

raise the question of how that discourse is “informed and overshadowed” by 

affect. 

 Since I primarily use the term “affect” rather than “emotion” in this article, 

these concepts may require some further elucidation as these terms can mean 

different things in various scholarly literatures. In a critique of what has been 

called “the affective turn,” Ruth Leys argues that affect refers to the “formless, 

unstructured nonsignifying forces or ‘intensity’” (442), which is similar to a 

definition used by Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg who argue that “affect 

is found in those intensities that pass body to body” (1). Sarah Ahmed’s 

reflections on the distinction between affect and emotion in affect theory 

primarily focus on exploring how different bodies can impress on one another 

and the affective effects emotions can have while explicitly not seeking to 

separate consciousness and intentionality (208). What Leys and Ahmed share is 

the notion that emotion is prone to being reduced to intentional and subjective 

experience which affective intensities could transcend. 

 I argue that the question concerning the distinction between emotion and 

affect needs to address in what way this distinction can advance the way we think 

about these concepts as well as how making this distinction could help us in 

analyzing problems, and with regard to this study, the relationship between 

affective responses and the representation of disabled bodies. To contrast 

emotion and affect purely on the notion of the subjectivity or intentionality of 

experience is to distinguish them not carefully enough; when we experience an 

emotion, it is quite clear that affect is involved; something, an object or a body (or 

a multitude of those) impresses upon us, which may lead us to exclaim a 
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sensation of a specific emotion such as love or hate towards this object or body. 

Often, however, such emotional states are jumbled, confused, or unclear. This 

leads to the following question: How do we represent a concept that, by its very 

definition, entails forces and intensities barely registered? 

 One literary theorist who addresses this question is Isobel Armstrong in 

the chapter “Thinking Affect” of her monograph The Radical Aesthetic (2000). 

Through a scrutinizing review of different sources, Armstrong examines various 

definitions of affect. One of these definitions states that affect is “a triple 

‘combination’, bodily discharge, perception of that motor action and a qualitative 

assessment of pleasure or pain, held together by an indefinable ‘core’ experience” 

(110). Armstrong questions the way in which affective forces, as they are corporeal 

forces, can be represented through symbolic means like language and images. 

The fact that an affective experience is de facto a bodily experience means that 

ultimately signs will always fail to represent affect fully, since a part of this 

experience lies precisely outside of the process of symbol-making and 

signification. 

 One of the conclusions Armstrong offers is that affect is best thought of as 

residing in a space in between the forming of subjective experience and the 

directness of unconsciousness. Thereby, this conceptualization of affect rejects the 

binary opposition between thought and emotion, and the value of aesthetic 

experience as necessarily having to reside in fully formed symbolic meanings. As 

noted by Armstrong, “[a]ffect is not hostile to intellect but simultaneously feeds it 

and feeds on it. This is a theory of ‘travail’, of the work or labour of affect which 

brings epistemic questioning into being. Affect can do this because it is mobile” 

(119). This mobility is vital, according to Armstrong, because it underscores the 

somatic sociability of affect; it moves and impresses upon and through different 

bodies. It is precisely in this mobility that traces of symbols and signs can be 

formed through corporeal expression, while at the same time this expressivity 

itself is caught in a continuous productive process of signification. 

 Armstrong summarizes such a poetics of affect as follows: 

 

As I have said, we should be thinking of the rebus and its capacity 

for suturing disparate languages or dialects from different orders 

of the self as ‘representant’ and hybrid symbol/affects. We should 

be thinking not only of the prosody of the body – the grimace, the 

shudder, and their somatic inscriptions in languages – but also of 

the prosody of the gap, the blank space, articulation through the 

pause, the moment of void. More important, we should be thinking 
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less of the representation of these elements in the text in terms of 

substitution of symbol for originary affect; thinking more of the 

reproduction of the conditions of affective life within the text itself. If 

affect is untranslatable, and cannot be in language, cannot have 

content, we might seek for devious evidences of its inscription and 

consider the way it cheats itself into language or inhibits symbol-

making, but in the last analysis the idea of substitution has to be 

abandoned and replaced by a dynamic understanding of the text 

as generating new affect patterns and thought structures. (124) 

 

Armstrong’s words suggest a kind of formalism; affect is not in language but can 

be evoked by it through reading the different ways in which signs are used, and 

not used (i.e. gaps) in a text or cultural artefact. These prosodies evoke affective, 

and analyzable, patterns and structures. The emphasis here on “the reproduction 

of the conditions of affective life within the text” and the affective-generative 

power of texts is crucial; rather than reading for the way in which a certain 

emotion is represented (in which affect would be reduced solely to “content” 

without regarding form, and consequently stops being “affect” as conceptualized 

earlier), the reproduction of affect through the form of a text can show how art 

itself is generative of affect. 

 Still, the problem of representing affect could also be approached in 

opposite manner; the two prosodies mentioned by Armstrong, that of the gap 

and that of the body, show different approaches to affect, which, like the 

relationship between affect and emotion, is both distinct and entangled. The issue 

of “thematizing” affect has already been noted as a problem for representation. It 

is the prosody of gaps, with its focus on reading for pattern of form, which allows 

a different approach to exploring how texts may generate affect. Yet, the prosody 

of the gestures of the body, with its emphasis on bodily expressions (which are 

themselves also signs), is not unimportant – least of all to this study. It is key that 

these prosodies are not understood as opposites but as being entangled. Bodily 

expressions themselves can form patterns and sequences; in order to interpret 

how affect may be generated through representational means, it is necessary to 

examine how the impressions it forms move between and through different 

represented bodies. In this way, representational bodily expression is not opposite 

to affective formalism, but rather a part of the structures studied by it. 

 Eugenie Brinkema’s The Forms of the Affects (2014) is an example of a 

study that explores the type of approach suggested by Armstrong. Brinkema is 

dissatisfied with what she calls “neo-formalism” in film studies and the 
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developments within this field. She argues for what she claims is a “radical 

formalism,” which in terms of methodology means reading for form, while arguing 

for the notion that affects may have forms themselves: “Reading affects as having 

form involves de-privileging models of expressivity and interiority in favour of 

treating affects as structures that work through formal means, as consisting in the 

formal dimensions (as line, light, color, rhythm and so on) of passionate 

structures” (37). Unlike Armstrong, then, Brinkema insists on affects as having 

forms. But as Armstrong argues, this move would by extension suggest that affect 

is itself representable, rather than generated through formal means, including 

what might appear as “absent” in an artwork through its gaps. Brinkema 

introduces a concept akin to this that she calls “mise-n’en-scéne”; “in addition to 

reading for what is put into the scene, one must also read for all its permutations: 

what is not put into the scene; what is put into the non-scene; and what is not 

enough put into the scene” (46), closely resembling Armstrong’s prosody of gaps. 

 The relevance of affective formalism for the way in which we read 

disability can be elucidated through these two prosodies of gaps and bodies. In 

my reading of the David and Into One-another, the gap in the form of the David 

that a surface reading may overlook is the prosthetic function of tree trunk 

enveloping its leg, stabilizing the statue’s position. In reading for that which is in 

plain sight, we pass this over as being mere decoration. By contrast, Into One-

another foregrounds a reading of the body as form by not offering expected 

signifying markers carried by bodies such as gender, race, or age, and thereby 

allows for an analysis of how this form generates affective responses. Affectively 

reading for disability, then, is always a matter of reading where and how we see 

gaps, lacks, and deviances when we read these bodies (and when we do not see 

these absences), both in their formal appearance as well as in their gestures and 

actions. 

 In Forms (2015), Caroline Levine posits that one way of reading for form is 

to look for the “affordances” of a particular form: “To capture the complex 

operations of social and literary forms, I borrow the concept of affordance from 

design theory. Affordance is a term used to describe the potential uses or actions 

latent in materials and designs” (6). Levine’s “borrowing” of this concept is 

especially useful to literary disability studies; rather than reading for the way in 

which disability is discursively framed within a text, what I propose is to read the 

representations of disability for what they afford; how are these representations 

ordered and structured to generate affective responses in their audiences? This 

approach requires a meticulous and scrutinizing form of close-reading. As 

Armstrong has argued, the conditions by which life is reproduced within a text to 
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generate affect, methodologically points to an analysis of the complex 

interweaving of the various forms that texts have to offer. 

 As such, I argue that when we read for disability, we need to examine the 

different formal structures this way of reading can uncover in order to understand 

how the affective responses generated by and through our engagement with 

these texts and artefacts relate to these formal structures. While this proposed 

method does not denounce a discursive analysis of disability in cultural and 

literary texts and should be understood adjacent to it, this affective-formalist 

approach thus foregrounds the potential for a deeper understanding of the 

affective responses that the mimetic representation of disability may evoke. 

 

Disability and its paradigms 

In The Signature of All Things: On Method (2009), a series of three essays 

concerning methods for textual analysis, Giorgio Agamben explores different 

approaches to reading texts other than the established methods of semiotics and 

hermeneutics. The first of these essays is concerned with the concept of the 

paradigm, often associated with T. S. Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

([1962] 2012). In Kuhn’s study the term is so often used that it is difficult to 

pinpoint an exact definition, although Agamben distils two definitions as the 

most significant. The first is the paradigm as a “set of techniques, models, and 

values to which the group members [of a scientific community] adhere” 

(Agamben 11). The second use is defined as “simply an example, a single case 

that by its repeatability acquires the capacity to model tacitly the behaviour and 

research practice of the scientists” (Agamben 11). These two meanings suggest a 

complex relationship to be covered by a single term: on the one hand the 

paradigm is the particular practice, on the other it is an example within that 

practice, which through being an example of the practice reifies it. 

 Within disability studies, a common distinction is made between the 

medical and the social model of disability. The medical model refers to how 

disabled bodies are seen as bodies that need to be treated or corrected. The 

social model differentiates between the physical or mental impairment a person 

might have and how an environment, that may be both social and physical, is 

arranged and disables a person’s mobility in that environment (Goodley 8). These 

models are paradigms in the sense that they constitute methods to conceptualize 

disability, yet within these models there are also specific cases or examples that 

reify these models as paradigms. The medical model works through a taxonomic 

logic that is inductive; a certain manifestation of a disability is compared to the 

other paradigms of the taxonomy in which it is placed, unless it does not fit within 
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the existing taxonomy, and as such becomes a separate paradigm and a new 

entry in the classificatory scheme. The social model, on the other hand, works the 

other way around; how does an environment (e.g. a school, an office, public 

transport) disable a particular person with a particular impairment? This model is 

therefore deductive. 

 These models showcase the seemingly necessary practical applications of 

their method, but also the accompanying shortcomings. Moving from the 

universal to the particular or vice versa, both paradigms reify the opposition 

between the two, and as such specific and particular iterations of a perceived 

disability are always examined within the limitations of their respective paradigms. 

This is motivated through the reasoning that many manifestations of perceived 

disabilities share similar or the same characteristics, and as such methods of 

treatment are often also similar and knowledge of treatment may be shared 

within the paradigm. However, the problem with such a paradigm is that it does 

not ask what has become lost by accepting this method as a given when engaging 

disability; how is this manifestation of a particular disability separate and distinct 

from that one. This is why paradigms, as particular examples, appear paradoxical 

specifically because of their particularity and in their capacity to simultaneously 

be an example. As each disability is itself an example of perceived anatomical 

deviances and irregular behaviors that allows it to be placed in its respective 

paradigm, it can be an example in the first place. Yet, concurrently, no two 

disabilities are exactly the same. It is through their dissimilarity that we can 

examine their own particularity. 

 Agamben goes on to argue that if induction is moving from the particular 

to the universal, and deduction from the universal to the particular, the paradigm 

supposes to move from the particular to the particular, undermining a conception 

of a strict binary opposition of what we can conceive as solely universal or 

particular. If disability is generally approached and examined through established 

inductive and deductive paradigms, reading for the conditions through which 

affective life is reproduced within texts means being attentive and sensitive to the 

relationships in which those conditions can be simultaneously read as examples 

and in which they differentiate and are particular. To examine the relationship 

between different particularities in an artwork, then, constitutes not only 

examining the formal elements that we can discern in that artwork, but also the 

relationship between these elements. This is because individual aspects of an 

artwork, when considered by themselves, may be repeated, paradigmatically, 

throughout various artworks (and in certain instances, as in plot structures for 

example, the relationships between different aspects as well). This is precisely why 
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examining these conditions within artworks is so valuable; all art offers 

particularities which themselves may also be extrapolated to be used as examples 

of (aesthetic) paradigms that they are representative of and may be included in. 

What separates the study of art from other conceptual paradigms for the study of 

disability then, is that, in the study of an artwork, an understanding of disability 

can be considered and created in its particularity. As such, this approach 

complicates, and could even resist, the gesture of extrapolating disabilities into 

universal paradigms, in which we risk reducing the complexity of both our 

understanding and experience of disability to becoming general paradigmatic 

notions. 

 In my comparative reading of the David and Into One-another I have 

argued that while the David conforms to established categories of identity such 

as gender and age, Into One-another resists the process of understanding it in 

these categories, thereby evoking an affective response of dissonance. Therefore, 

these artworks relate differently to the concept of the paradigm, although both 

may be understood in a paradigmatic fashion. Whereas the David is paradigmatic 

as a young, male body, Into One-another is paradigmatic in how it represents 

those bodies that resist being understood in relation to, and interpreted through, 

those same categories of identity. Understanding how these statues can be read 

allows deeper knowledge of how they relate to and deviate from established 

paradigms. Simultaneously, this knowledge may influence our affective responses 

to art. The relationships between different aspects of an artwork are themselves 

both particular (the David’s leg enveloped in the tree stump, allowing us to read it 

as a disabled figure) and an example of a paradigm (the David’s paradigmatic 

function as a young athletic male). This particular feature of an artwork offers a 

different way of reading disability that other paradigms do not allow; it provides a 

method for being attentive and sensitive to the particular, thereby reifying 

Armstrong’s suggestion to read for the reproduction of the conditions for 

affective life within cultural texts and artefacts, as these conditions and their 

patterns, even though they may share similarities, can never be exactly the same 

in two artworks. 

 Affect, unlike the many specific emotions that relate to a direct object 

and/or event, is itself in part informed and constituted by the conjunctions 

between the series of objects and events that, in turn, make up such conditions 

for affective life. Therefore, affect should not be perceived as being antagonistic 

to representation. The difficulty to interpret Into One-another in terms of 

established categories of identity is a primary element at work in how it evokes 

affective responses. Each statue considered on its own can be paradigmatic and 
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can be read as a cultural artefact. To read for a specific set of conditions that 

reproduce affective life through mimetic representation, then, also means to read 

for the ways in which relationships between these conditions are specifically 

established within and through the artwork. 

 

Conclusion 

I have argued that reading for disability in mimetic representation matters in how 

these representations evoke affective responses. Following this, I have proposed 

that the method to examine the affective affordances of disability in visual art is 

through a formalist approach. This approach to reading artworks focuses on how 

structures within artworks may generate affect through the reproduction of the 

conditions for affective life, rather than to solely represent affect as “theme” or 

“content” within an artwork. Finally, I have argued that this method allows to 

engage with the particularity of disability in and through mimetic representation, 

which could lead to a better understanding of how disabilities relate, resist, or fit 

into existing paradigms, including other models currently used in disability 

studies. This approach may ultimately provide a deeper understanding of, as well 

as a renewed interest in, the relationship between the particularity of disabilities 

and their mimetic representation. 
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The Politics of Beauty, Sexuality, and 

Disability in Blind Massage 

 

KE MA
 

 

Abstract: To regard a woman as beautiful is a form of judgment that not only 

concerns the politics of gender and sexuality but also usually assumes a normative 

visual ability. This paper analyzes the Chinese film Blind Massage (directed by Lou 

Ye, 2014), in which blind masseurs’ experience and understandings of sexual 

intimacy are influenced and manipulated by the normative image of female 

beauty. By examining its narrative and visuality, I reflect upon how the film 

critically represents and intervenes in the entanglement of beauty, sexuality, and 

disability. I argue that, on the one hand, the film helps to problematize and 

defamiliarize the social construction of normative sex. On the other hand, it 

effectively readjusts the social and cultural perception of peripheral embodiment. 

 

Keywords: beauty, haptic cinema, sexuality, visual impairment. 

 

 

 

ntroduction 

In contemporary China, blind masseur is the most common professional 

career for people with a visual impairment. The history of blind massages can 

be traced back to 1958 when the Beijing Massage Hospital began to offer 

massage courses to blind people. Since 1996, the Chinese Massage Association of 

Blind Practitioners has been providing professional massage training. A 

government initiative under the auspices of the China Disabled Persons’ 

Federation saw the number of clinics and training facilities soar in 2006. Today, 

there are over an estimated 100,000 blind massage therapists across the country 

(Liu). 

 The melodrama Blind Massage (2014), directed by the independent 

Chinese director Lou Ye, is one of the first portrayals in cinema of this social 
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phenomenon. Adapted from Bi Feiyu’s novel with the same title, the film depicts 

the lives of a group of young blind masseurs who work in Sha Zongqi Massage 

Center in the city of Nanjing. Although the film contains multiple storylines and 

touches upon different themes, in a manner similar to Lou’s other films the 

characters’ desire for romantic love and sexual intimacy are the main driving 

forces of the narratives.1 This configuration turns the film into a rich socio-

political text that allows for certain theoretical reflections on disability, sexuality, 

and gender. 

 In “A Sexual Culture for Disabled People” (2012), Tobin Siebers suggests 

that, “the concept of a sex life encapsulates many of the ways in which the 

ideology of ability distorts current attitudes about sexuality” (42). When 

examining the sexual lives of disabled people, one notices that disabled people 

often “experience sexual repression, possess little or no sexual autonomy, and 

tolerate institutional and legal restrictions on their intimate contact” (38). 

Although written in a Western context, Siebers’ general insight is also manifested 

in contemporary China. Regarding Blind Massage, this is evidenced by the ways in 

which the ideological construction of normalcy has implications for the blind 

masseurs’ sexual lives. Seeking to examine the politics behind this, in this essay I 

will focus on the blind masseurs’ aesthetic experience and understandings of the 

body, and the beautiful female body in particular. 

 A focus upon the film’s depiction of beauty allows me to examine two 

crucial points. First, the social construction of the image of female beauty does 

not only concern the politics of gender but also assumes a visual ability. Hence, 

the conjunction of visual beauty and visual impairment in Blind Massage proves 

productive for critically rethinking the normative image of the beautiful body and 

the normative understanding of sexuality. Second, filmic representation requires 

the audience to use their vision to see, yet, crucially, the represented individuals 

in the film are unable to see. To examine how the film engages blind people’s 

sensory feelings through image can help us ponder cinema’s aesthetic potential 

to go beyond the visual. 

 The paper will be divided into three sections to reflect the politics of 

beauty, disability, and sexuality. First, I discuss the scene in which the sighted 

                                                           
1
 Although the themes of Lou’s works vary greatly, the motif of desire has always been 

evident in his cinema and can serve as a lens through which to read most of his films. In 

Summer Palace (2006), for example, the hurtful transitional experience in China in the 

1990s is depicted through the protagonists’ heroic pursuits of freedom and love. Likewise, 

in Love and Bruises (2011), the reflection of white supremacy, racial problems, and cultural 

difference is centered on the main character Hua’s desperate addiction to sexual intimacy 

with a Frenchman. 
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customers feel shocked by Du’s body as it is beautiful, yet disabled. By doing so, I 

dissect the disjuncture they perceive between Du’s beauty and her societal 

designation as “disabled” in the Chinese context. Second, I explore the relevant 

storylines that follow the encounter between Du and the sighted customers, 

through which I contemplate how the film exhibits the blind people’s sexual 

identity in public. Third, I analyze how film can be understood as a form of haptic 

cinema that produces a form of embodied spectatorship. Overall, I argue that 

Blind Massage’s reflection on beauty not only brings blind people’s sexual culture 

into public discussion but also questions the ideological construction of normalcy 

in general. 

 

The encounter between sighted and non-sighted 

In his introduction to The Disability Studies Reader (2013), Lennard J. Davis 

focuses on the construction of disability, not through the idea of disability per se, 

but through the modern development of normalcy. For him, the notion of “the 

normal” in our contemporary life is “part of the notion of progress, of 

industrialization, and of ideological consolidation of the power of the 

bourgeoisie” (12), which “divides the total population into standard and 

nonstandard subpopulations” (3). In Blind Massage, the masseurs’ lives, especially 

their sexual lives, are shaped by such an exclusionist mechanism. 

 Davis’ account of the social construction and maintenance of normalcy is 

demonstrated in a number of ways in Blind Massage. For example, the film shows 

that some male masseurs face additional difficulties finding sexual partners. As a 

result, they have to approach illegal prostitutes – another marginalized group – to 

obtain sexual intimacy. Also, the romantic relationship between blind masseurs 

Dr. Wang and Xiao Kong is thwarted by Xiao Kong’s parents because they think 

that, as Xiao Kong has only a partial visual impairment, she can do better than Dr. 

Wang, who was born blind. Blind Massage thus shows that the sighted might not 

only draw a line between themselves and the non-sighted, but also establish a 

hierarchy among the non-sighted according to their normative standard. Echoing 

these plots and emphasizing Davis’ account of the division between normalcy and 

disability, the voiceover states in the middle of the film that the masseurs see the 

sighted as an “entirely different species” and “a dominant animal” (01:04:40-

01:04:47), which explains why most of the masseurs stick to their own community 

and avoid interactions with the able-bodied society. 

 To further examine how this social division between the “normal” sighted 

and “disabled” non-sighted operates, I will take a closer look at the scene in 

which a group of non-disabled and ostensibly respectable customers visit the 
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massage center and see Du, one of the blind masseurs, and observe her body. 

Here, the social mechanism that divides the “normal” and the “abnormal” does 

not work smoothly. 

 As the customers approach the reception desk and see Du, one male 

customer asks her, “Can you see?” “No,” Du replies. “Not at all?” “Not at all.” The 

male customer sighs, “How is it possible!” “Why impossible?” Du asks him back 

with a slightly rebellious tone. Having noticed that the atmosphere has become 

awkward, Du reluctantly puts on a smile and adds, “Is that a compliment?” “Of 

course,” the customer replies. Following this, other customers go on saying, “How 

beautiful she is! Like a normal person.” After the customers are gone, Du takes a 

deep breath and rubs her eyes (00:12:49-00:13:12). Later in the film, two male 

customers also discuss Du’s look when she massages one of them: “She’s very 

beautiful.” They continue, “Look at her face and her figure. Beautifully 

proportioned” (00:38:00). 

 These scenes reflect normative ideology in China in a number of ways, not 

least in what they tell the viewer about dominant ideas of beauty. Played by 

actress Mei Ting, Du has pale skin, a dainty nose, well-shaped lips, and a slim 

figure. Furthermore, she does not appear to match the stereotypical depiction of 

a blind look. Her eyes are dark, peaceful, and bright, as if she can see the world 

clearly through these eyes. She is good-looking, perhaps not only to Chinese 

people, but also to people from other cultural backgrounds. However, what is 

noteworthy about this scene is not Du’s physical attractiveness, but the 

incredulity displayed by the customers as they attempt to reconcile her 

appearance with her blindness. Their surprised tone – “How is it possible!” – 

seems to indicates that they find Du’s physique unbelievable. At the same time, 

by saying that Du is “beautifully proportioned,” the customers suggest that there 

is a neutral standard of female beauty that they can refer to. Consequently, these 

words vividly exhibit how a particular understanding of normalcy monitors the 

woman’s body and at the same time marginalizes the disabled in contemporary 

China. 

 As “the social construction of women’s sexuality as embedded in 

attractiveness constitutes a conflation between beauty and sexuality” (Travis, 

Meginnis, and Bardari 239), the aesthetic judgment of the female body is never 

merely personal. Instead, it is situated between the realms of the personal and 

the social, the private and the public, and “amenable to inspection, definition, 

social monitoring, and control” (239). This beauty issue is particularly evident in 

contemporary China. Based on Michel Foucault’s notion of the body – as an 

object upon which power is inscribed – many scholars identify the rapid rise of a 
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sexualized and commodified female body in post-Mao China. More specifically, 

during Mao’s era, the traditional femininity of women was, to a large extent, 

annihilated. Instead, women’s roles as “proletarian fighters” and “revolutionaries” 

(Yang and Yan 64) – the same roles as for men – were encouraged and glorified. 

Yet, since the Reform and Opening-Up of China in the late 1970s,2 the 

transformation from a planned economy to a market economy, and the discourse 

of a return to cultural tradition,3 there has been a drastic reversal in the image of 

women. The female body as a spectacle or sexualized object has instead become 

dominant in Chinese society. Particularly in the male-dominated business and 

entertainment cultures (Yang 11), Chinese women’s physical appearance has 

become unprecedentedly valued,4 which accelerates Chinese women’s tendency 

to conceive sexual attractiveness as “capital for them to gain positive life 

outcomes” (Teng et al. 448). Not only the local aesthetic but also, more 

importantly, Western popular culture – such as the appeal of Hollywood stars and 

white models in the fashion industry – have significantly influenced beauty ideals 

within Chinese society (Kloet 199). To enhance the “Western look,” a large 

number of Chinese women flock to South Korea, “Asia’s Mecca of cosmetic 

surgery,” every year to “have their high cheekbones sawed flat, their noses raised 

high, and their lips injected with filler” (Xu and Feiner 317). As such, the term 

“ideal” here no longer denotes its original, classic meaning, for it no longer 

represents a “mytho-poetic” (Davis 2) god-like body and “contains no imperative 

that everyone should strive to be perfect” (5). Instead, this modern ideal is a 

normative one, functioning as “a dominating, hegemonic vision of what the 

human body should be” (5). It is a construction of normalcy that is “supplemented 

by the notion of progress, human perfectibility, and the elimination of deviance” 

(5). Differently put, the modern beauty ideal tends to divide the qualified and the 

                                                           
2
 The Reform and Opening-up – in Chinese: 改革开放 – led by Deng Xiaoping and started 

in December 1978, refers to the program of economic reforms termed “Socialism with 

Chinese Characteristics” in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
3
 It is generally considered that the political movements during the time of Mao’s rule 

(1949-1976), particularly the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), have caused an 

unprecedented elimination of traditional Chinese culture in the PRC. Hence, after Mao’s 

death, when the political atmosphere became relatively relaxed, an eagerness to study 

and practice ancient Chinese civilization swept across the country. In my opinion, this 

discourse is in many ways positive and needed. However, as pre-modern Chinese women 

suffered from serious gender inequality, the uncritical embrace of the past runs the risk of 

reinforcing the patriarchal order. 
4
 One example is the ubiquitous use of “meinu” (“beautiful woman”) as a prefix for many 

social roles for Chinese women, such as meinu writer, meinu police officer, et cetera (Xu 

and Feiner 308). 
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unqualified, imposing a universal framework on all women. Here, the ideal is, in 

fact, a model of being perfectly normal. 

 Furthermore, this construction of normalcy is not only manifested in the 

social image of women, but also plays a crucial part in building the social image 

of the disabled body. Based on John Berger’s argument that “men act and women 

appear” (47), Tom Shakespeare suggests in “Cultural Representation of Disabled 

People: Dustbins for Disavowal?” (1994) that, “disabled people […] are similarly 

displayed and objectified” (288). After all, the patriarchal structure prioritizes not 

only the male body but also the abled body. In doing so, the disabled body tends 

to be framed as an Other. This Otherness – either as a threat or a locus of pity – 

helps “build the subjectivity of the abled body” (297) and make able-bodied 

people “feel good about themselves” (297). 

 This power structure is manifested in disabled people’s lives through 

multiple facets, including their sexuality. Far from portraying disabled people as 

being sexually attractive, non-disabled society often stereotypically ascribes 

asexuality to them. Following Eunjung Kim in “Asexuality in Disability Narratives” 

(2011), this imposed asexuality is highly problematic, for it often relies on the 

false trope of “disabled people as undesirable” (qtd. in Kim 482) and reinforces 

the notion that disabled people are “disqualified for marriage or any sexual 

partnership or reproduction” (482). Consequently, the construction of normative 

sex “produces a form of objectification and dehumanization that denies the 

humanity of disabled people” (483). 

 Coming back to the scene outlined above, where Du’s sighted customers 

register surprise in trying to reconcile her disability with her fulfillment of 

conventional beauty ideals, we can see that the customers’ attitude towards Du 

reflects the distribution of normalcy – on both women and disabled people – in a 

traditional yet absurd way. Their excited exclamations – “How is it possible!” “Like 

a normal person!” – reveal their difficulties in accepting Du as a beautiful woman, 

as if a blind person cannot be pleasant to look at or be sexually attractive. In 

other words, Du’s body is a “mismatch” for non-disabled society, because it is 

ideal (normal) and defective (abnormal) at once. 

 More specifically, whereas her looks approximate the beauty ideal and 

function “in part as an alternative form of status and power” (Travis et al. 262), her 

blindness emerges as a form of mistake or misfortune that needs to be corrected 

or pitied. The customers’ amazed tone, I argue, can be regarded as a symbolic 

clash between the ideal and the defective, which uncovers the contradictoriness 

of the exclusionist mechanism that divides beautiful/ugly, sexual/asexual, and 

normal/abnormal. In addition, by saying that Du’s face and figure are “beautifully 
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proportioned,” the customers cast a seemingly neutral gaze on Du, as if this 

“difficult case” can be settled by rationality. 

 Talking about female beauty, Laura Mulvey’s critical insight in how the 

unconscious of patriarchal society structures film form can help me further 

examine the codification of beauty in Blind Massage from a cinematic perspective. 

In “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975), Mulvey posits that mainstream 

cinematic codes usually create “an illusion cut to the measure of desire” (352) that 

is pleasurable yet reinforces “the pre-existing social formation” (342). On a 

narrative level, a mainstream film usually contains a male protagonist who 

controls the development of the plot and with whom the male spectator 

identifies. On a visual level, in contrast, the woman’s “to-be-looked-at-ness” (346) 

is often emphasized. The combination of the two confirms and reinforces the 

patriarchal order. On the one hand, “the power of the male protagonist as he 

controls the event coincides with the active power of the erotic look” (347). 

Woman, on the other hand, is exhibited as “an object of sexual stimulation 

through sight” (346), through which she gets deprived from power. 

 In the scene from Blind Massage, the camera indeed lingers on Du’s 

appearance. What is more, she does not openly defy the customers, for her visual 

impairment and the social role of masseur do not allow her to “look back.” 

However, we cannot conclude that the customers have full control over the 

narrative solely based on Du’s quietness, because her deep intake of breath and 

her facial expression connoting displeasure also subtly influence the storyline. For 

now, I will continue my analysis of Blind Massage’s narrative, and later take up 

Mulvey’s critique again to consider whether the film creates an alternative to 

mainstream cinema’s conventional gender ideology. 

 

The beauty and sexual identity of blind people 

In the scene discussed above, when the customers talk with Du, Sha Fuming, the 

blind owner of the massage center, listens attentively and delightedly. After that, 

Sha starts to give extra care to Du by bringing her food. He also frequently asks 

other masseurs where Du is, hoping to be close to her. In a word, he starts to 

pursue her. 

 One day, Sha comes to Du and asks, “Tell me please Du: I just want to 

know how beautiful feels.” He starts to touch Du’s face and desperately wonders, 

“What is beauty? I have never pitied myself – never – until today.” He continues, 

“It [beauty] obsesses me all the time, day and night. I just want to have a look at 

you. Beauty is attractive, isn’t it?” However, Du replies with a mocking tone, “Have 

you touched it? You know how it feels now?” (00:38:18-00:38:30) Later in the film, 
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when Sha approaches Du again, her patience decreases, “Stop talking to me 

about being beautiful or not. It means nothing to me. It’s like a joke! You think 

that’s love, but that’s only your vanity, your obsession with a concept. You should 

know that’s not called love. All the women know what love is, especially they who 

are blind.” Stunned by Du’s harsh words, Sha stands there speechlessly (00:49:28-

00:49:35). 

 In the film, Sha is a well-educated gentleman who is enthusiastic about 

gaining aesthetic experience through poetry and other forms of arts. Hence, his 

visual impairment makes Sha extremely curious about visual beauty. Moreover, he 

is also the character who is more willing to interact with sighted people than the 

other masseurs. To be included in normative society, he initiates several blind 

dates with non-disabled women. But despite his charming personality, he is still 

rejected by either the woman that he dates or the woman’s family.5 On one level, 

Sha’s failed attempts to acquire a sexual relationship with able-bodied women 

suggest that his blindness does not only concern the inability to see. On another 

level, it is indicative of the way in which a socially constructed stigma interferes 

with his sex life (Siebers, “Sexual Culture” 39). Having failed to find an able-bodied 

sexual partner, Sha therefore chooses Du, who, according to what he has heard, is 

“authoritatively” labeled as a beauty. Perhaps for Sha, Du’s fine appearance – 

vigorously approved by her sighted customers – links her to the “mainstream 

society” that he desires access to. Thus, for Sha, to have a romantic relationship 

with Du means to gain the opportunity to be recognized and valued as “normal,” 

or at least to be closer to the norm. 

 Sha’s depiction in Blind Massage thus represents how the social 

distribution of normalcy can result in disturbing consequences for blind people’s 

sexual lives: not only in the sense that it serves to deprive blind people of the 

right to have a sexual partner but also in the way in which such ideas are 

internalized by blind people, affecting their ability to experience and pursue 

sexual intimacy. Especially from Sha’s longing for “mainstream society,” we can 

see that the more a disabled subject experiences social exclusion, the stronger 

that person might desire for a normative life that relieves that person from 

                                                           
5
 Whereas Western notions of sexuality and beauty inform those of contemporary China, 

these ideologies are not directly transmitted, but instead translated into the Chinese 

context. In the film, we can see that, as an institution, the family’s powerful involvement in 

the life of an individual plays a crucial role in selecting a sexual partner. In other words, 

sexual attractiveness in a Chinese context is understood as “one principle among many 

(e.g., kinship, generation and class) that determines a person’s position in the family and 

in society” (Kloet 200). Therefore, one’s choice of a sexual partner can be largely 

influenced by the social relations held by the partner. 
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prejudice and judgment. It is this desire – produced and strengthened by the 

normative exclusionist mechanism – that further pushes the disabled subject into 

a powerless position where normative ideas become acceptable and adoptable. 

 In contrast, the film exhibits alternatives to the dominant ideology of 

normalcy. Du, for example, perceives love and sexuality in a very different way. 

From the depiction of her interaction with Sha, it becomes clear that Du despises 

his understanding of romantic love, because she thinks Sha simply conflates 

visual beauty – an abstract concept for the blind – with romantic attractiveness. 

This is why Du points out that what Sha pursues is not love but vanity, a hopeless 

aspiration to become a non-disabled person. Furthermore, by saying “especially 

women who are blind know what love is,” Du seems to indicate that, although 

blindness prevents her from observing and internalizing the politics of beauty, 

she is also, understood from another perspective, exempted from it. The social 

lure of being beautiful might discursively affect sighted women, but it fails to 

discipline Du’s perception of herself. This point of view transforms Du’s disabled 

body into a hyper-abled body, through which the loss of sight gains her a certain 

sexual autonomy. 

 Parallel to this storyline is the one between the new couple Jin Yan and Tai 

He. However, in this case, it is the female character Jin who objectifies herself and 

seeks to gain power through her beauty. Unlike the other masseurs, Jin is not 

born blind but works in the massage center because she is slowly losing her sight 

due to a medical condition. After spending some time in the massage center, she 

falls in love with Tai, who is born blind. 

 In one scene, they flirt with each other and Jin says to Tai, “There is 

something else I have never told you. In our massage center, Du is the most 

beautiful girl, but I am the second. Tai, you are lucky. You deserve a silver medal.” 

She holds Tai’s hands on her face and continues, “Here, feel! Pretty, right?” Being 

a relatively introverted man, Tai replies shyly, “Pretty.” Unsatisfied with Tai’s brief 

answer, Jin pushes Tai to further describe in what ways she is pretty. After 

repetitive pleading by Jin, Tai answers, “You are prettier than stewed pork.” 

Hearing this unexpected yet sincere answer, Jin laughs and hugs Tai (00:36:03-

00:37:05). 

 In contemporary China, the extent to which a woman is pleasant to be 

looked at often determines the degree to which men and society accept her. In 

many cultural representations, the importance of a woman’s looks is uncritically 

stressed, such as those found in one of the most popular TV series, Empresses in 
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the Palace (2011).6 Such social and cultural emphasis on the woman’s “to-be-

looked-at-ness” (346), to again use Mulvey’s term, encourages many women to 

use beauty as a “survival strategy” (Travis, Meginnis, and Bardari 242) to acquire 

social status and protection. As we can see, Jin is one of the women who self-

objectifies her body and attaches great importance to her looks. In this regard, Jin 

herself ends up affirming social codes that confirm, regulate, and monitor the 

normative conflation between sexuality and beauty without taking account of its 

ideological assumption. Jin’s role, hence, represents how the normative ideology 

of beauty permeates an ordinary woman’s personal life, affecting her self-worth, 

expectations in life, and the way in which she interacts with others. 

 Similar to Du, Tai does not accept the power granted by beauty. In a 

Chinese context, pork is considered neither feminine nor sexy. However, Siebers 

notes, “a crucial consideration for people with disability is not to judge their 

sexuality by comparison to normative sexuality but to think expansively and 

experimentally about what defines the sexual experience for them” (“Sexual 

Cutlure” 49). Indeed, Tai’s response is not only personal and honest but also 

political. It is political because, unlike Jin or Sha, Tai does not abide by the pre-

existing cultural codes to comprehend the beauty of a human body. Instead, he 

fully uses the sensory channels that are available to him, such as touching, 

smelling, and tasting, to appropriate the pre-existing codes that suit his particular 

form of embodiment. As such, disability for him is not “a defect that needs to be 

overcome in order to have sex” (Siebers, “Sexual Culture” 47), but a way of being 

that shapes his alternative locus of intimate and erotic feelings. 

 In other words, Du’s and Tai’s respective responses show how blind 

people’s embodiment and lived experience have the potential to create “a way 

out” of normative mechanisms. Aligning with Gilles Deleuze’s philosophical 

exploration of life in ever-new and multiple forms, Margrit Shildrick points out 

that “it is precisely those whose materiality is identified as vulnerable or deviant 

who are best able to contest the sovereignty and deadening sameness of what 

constitutes normativity” (“Deciding” 218). We can perhaps say that Du’s and Tai’s 

inability to accurately learn and abide by the normative beauty image is a form of 

                                                           
6
 Empresses in the Palace (2011) and its follow-up Ruyi’s Royal Love in the Palace (2018) 

are two of the most popular Chinese TV series in recent years. Both of them center on the 

lives of Emperor Yongzheng’s concubines in the Imperial Palace during the Qing Dynasty. 

Although this historical drama does not aim to depict the image of contemporary women, 

female beauty is presented and celebrated in a contemporary way. In my opinion, the 

series’ grand scale of presenting normative female beauty and the way it is being 

celebrated by the popular media and audiences precisely reflect the Chinese mainstream 

pop culture’s obsession with a woman’s look. 
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political empowerment that sets them free from normative discipline and control. 

The relation between disability and sexuality, in this sense, is given a more 

affirmative account. Or in Shildrick’s words, the sexual desire of the disabled is 

read as “a productive positivity that overcomes the binary of normal and 

abnormal and celebrates the energies and intensities of multiple transformatory 

conjunctions” (Dangerous 14). 

 However, we also have to realize and understand that not all disabled 

people are “sexual radicals” or have the urgent wish “to liberate their desire from 

the constraints of normative thoughts and practice” (Shildrick, Dangerous 143). 

After all, it is impossible for anyone to stand outside “the networks of disciplinary 

power/knowledge by any simple act of will” (Shildrick, Dangerous 143). Sha’s and 

Jin’s imitations of non-disabled people’s approach to sexual life precisely exhibit 

this condition. When Sha shows his longing for Du, and Jin pushes Tai to 

recognize her fine look, both of them seem sincerely hopeful that their lives will 

change for the better by gaining the “power of beauty.” This attitude indicates 

that not only are they unaware of the passive roles they play in the power 

structure of normativity, but they also fail to recognize the power structure as 

such. From Sha and Jin we learn that major efforts have to be undertaken to 

change any social relations, since ideology can exercise its power in myriad, often 

fairly indirect ways. 

 To take up Mulvey again, I have already laid out her argument that in 

mainstream cinema, stories are usually told from the perspective of the male 

protagonist who controls the events, resulting in an active/passive heterosexual 

division of labor (347). In other words, a binary division of roles is always evident 

in mainstream cinema. Based on my reading, we can see that Blind Massage takes 

a different approach. The four characters, male and female, all actively shape the 

storyline. In doing so, a decentered narrative is constructed to vividly exhibit blind 

people’s struggles and pride, fragility and power. In addition, contrary to many 

mainstream films that simplify the image of beauty to a flat, normative ideal, Blind 

Massage complicates and problematizes the image. As such, I argue that the film 

also creates challenges to the mainstream narrative structure that reinforces the 

patriarchal order. 

 What is the significance of such an alternative from a larger socio-political 

perspective? I would contend that the decentered narrative in this case is 

productive in demonstrating that people with a visual impairment have sexual 

identities. According to Siebers, it is crucial for disabled people to claim their 
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identities,7 because it helps to pronounce the “locations and forms of the 

embodiment from which the dominant ideologies of society become visible and 

open to criticism” (Disability 14). In other words, dominant ideologies are 

naturalized through various means and imprinted in diverse social practices. To 

openly discuss the identities of marginalized social groups not only helps to 

uncover power structures but also inspires novel approaches to social problems. 

Being a cultural minority, blind people’s sexuality has not been paid enough 

attention to in public. Especially in China, where the notion of “public” just has 

started to gain meanings in practice, the sexuality of disabled people as a public 

issue remains relatively invisible. Blind Massage in this sense envisions the 

invisible and enriches the vocabulary to articulate the unsayable. As such, a public 

sphere is carved out to generate new ideas, knowledge, and social critiques about 

the sexuality of disabled people. 

 In the following section, I will move from the examination of narrative 

structure to cinematography. I suggest that not only the narrative but also the 

visuality of Blind Massage contributes to the production of a critical account, since 

the film creates a form of haptic cinema that builds an ethical relationship 

between the viewer and the viewed. 

 

Embodied spectatorship 

Produced by the cinematographer Fan Zeng, Blind Massage’s visual effects give a 

distinctive viewing experience. Like many of director Lou’s other works, the 

saturation of the film is relatively low. In many scenes, the images are dark, 

blurred, and contain intimate close-up shots, which unsettle our habitual way of 

looking. For instance, when the narrator talks about the character Xiao Ma’s 

childhood accident that has caused his visual disability, the camera moves from 

the wheel gear of his toy and slowly approaches his hand and body (00:00:37-

00:01:30). The murkiness and out-of-focus quality of the picture make it difficult 

for spectators to navigate, forcing them to make more of an effort to 

comprehend what they are beholding. In addition, the film contains a number of 

close-ups in which the camera follows the details of the characters’ bodies. For 

example, when Jin insists that Tai talks about how pretty she is, the camera zooms 

in on their faces, and the image becomes a little out-of-focus (00:36:03-00:37:04). 

                                                           
7
 In line with Siebers, I believe the political function of identity is not so much about 

constructing an ontological property or a state of being. Rather, it is “an epistemological 

construction that contains a broad array of theories” (Disability 15). Specifically, identity 

here is seen as a means to navigate a social environment and learn how a community is 

organized. 
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Also, after Sha talks to Du, the camera comes close to Sha’s mouth as he is licking 

his fingers melancholically, which hints at his desperate desire to use the faculties 

of gustation and tactility to comprehend her visual beauty (00:39:34-00:39:57). 

Correspondingly, the camera also carefully portrays the objects surrounding the 

blind masseurs’ living environment, such as raindrops on the leafy trees, the 

wind-bell in the room, and the turtle (who is their pet), to highlight how they 

experience the world through listening, touching, smelling, and tasting. 

 Based on this, I suggest we understand the visuality of Blind Massage not 

merely through the perspective of the optical but also the haptic: vision will be 

approached here as embodied and material. Laura Marks’ Touch: Sensuous Theory 

and Multisensory Media (2002) provides an extensive introduction and reflection 

about the notion of the haptic. Marks suggests that the term haptic originated 

with the art historian Aloïs Riegl. According to him, there was an ascendancy of 

optical representation in Western art since late Roman art. The rise of 

Renaissance perspectives that “reinforce the visual mastery of an individual 

viewer” (Marks 5), for instance, is one of the “long-term consequences” (5) in this 

development. Contrasting such an optical style is the style of the haptic. 

According to Riegl, ancient Egyptian art, Islamic painting, and textile art are 

examples of a haptic tradition. In these works, the images “remained as far as 

possible the appearance of a unified, isolated object adhering to a plane” (qtd. in 

Marks 4), i.e., the line and form in these kinds of art do not aim to depict as much 

as to decorate. Consequently, they tend to create a “unified visual field” (Marks 5) 

on a surface. 

 Various scholars have appropriated the term haptic to the cinematic 

context. Noël Burch, for example, uses the term to describe the “stylized, flat 

rendition of deep space” (184) in early and experimental cinema. Gilles Deleuze 

uses the term to describe how the sense of touch, isolated from its narrative 

functions, creates a cinematic space in Robert Bresson’s Pickpocket (12). Antonia 

Lant uses the term to explore how early films play with the contrast between 

visual flatness and depth (73). For Marks, the potential of haptic viewing is that it 

overcomes the traditional representational framework. Different from Mulvey’s 

conception of spectatorship, in which the subject’s optical acts of gazing, 

recognizing, and identifying are key, Marks’ haptic viewing favors “a somatic, 

embodied, and tactile reception” (Elsaesser and Hagener 135). As a result, the 

relationship between the image and the viewer no longer “requires an initial 

separation between perceiver and object that is mediated by representation” 

(Elsaesser and Hagener 164). Instead, it is more about the dynamic physical and 

sensuous exchange between the screen and the viewer. In Marks’ own words, the 
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act of viewing is “one in which both I and the object of my vision constitute each 

other” (13). It is through this “mutual relation of recognition” that the viewer 

experiences a “concomitant loss of self in the presence of the other” (Marks 20). 

 These theorists’ approaches to haptic, Marks’ in particular, are illuminating 

in thinking about cinema as an embodied experience. Nevertheless, they do not 

specify the notion’s interconnection with visual impairment. Based on my earlier 

reading of the film’s visual effects, I want to add that haptic visuality is also 

significantly relevant to the experience of visual impairment and the cinematic 

representations of it. Being (partially) visually impaired means that one has 

difficulties using one’s eyes to immediately and accurately recognize figures or 

colors in the way granted by normative vision. The shapes and colors that are 

presented in one’s eyes tend to raise barriers to visually impaired people in 

observing and navigating in the physical world. By deploying the various filmic 

techniques outlined above, Blind Massage (re)produces visual effects similar to 

those experienced by the visually-impaired. As such, the spectator’s act of looking 

becomes haptic, for the eyes in this case tend to “rest on the surface of its object” 

(Marks 8) rather than “plunge into depth” (Marks 8). In doing so, the viewer 

notices less the forms than the textures. Although the viewer indeed needs to 

recognize the forms to follow the narrative, the film’s visual emphasis on the 

quality of textures and colors constantly hinders the viewer to do so. In order to 

realize what it is one is beholding, the viewer has to spend extra time moving “on 

the surface plane of the screen” (Marks 8). Such a viewing experience of Blind 

Massage does not necessarily generate the kind of “pleasure” that is discussed in 

Mulvey’s essay, since “a fascination with likeness and recognition” (Mulvey 345) is 

frequently disturbed by the “impaired” images. 

 What is politically radical about such an “anti-pleasure” style? Earlier I 

suggested that Blind Massage’s narrative structure helps to carve out a public 

space where the sexuality of blind people becomes visible and discussable. Now, I 

would like to look at the film’s visuality from the perspective of time. After all, 

cinema is usually perceived as a temporal technology that – borrowing Andrei 

Tarkovsky’s term – “sculpts” the flow of movement and the passing of time, 

making the spectator forget about their own personal form of embodiment. In 

the case of Blind Massage, a period of “crip time” is thus created which pushes the 

viewer to share the sensory feelings with the blind masseurs on the screen and in 

society. According to Alison Kafer, the notion of crip time allows us to speculate 

how disability affects one’s orientation to time. It is not only about “a slow speed 

of movement,” but also “about ableist barriers over which one has little to no 

control” (Kafer 26). 
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 By deploying a haptic visuality, Blind Massage suspends normative vision 

and invites the viewer to gain an “embodied intelligence” (Marks 18) of how 

people with visual impairment navigate a room, the street, and, more importantly, 

abled-body society. As such, it raises the embodied awareness that “disabled 

people might need more time to accomplish something or to arrive somewhere” 

(Marks 26) and that what can happen in time is “based on very particular minds 

and bodies” (Marks 27). Furthermore, the embodied experience of crip time 

might also make us realize that, unlike race, gender, et cetera, whose physicality is 

relatively fixed, being disabled is not only a physical but also a temporal issue. No 

matter how “perfectly normal” we are at the moment, we will all become aged, ill, 

disabled, and “abnormal” at some point in our lives (Siebers, Disability 4). 

Through the embodied realization of the vulnerability of every human life, Blind 

Massage invites one to get closer to the idea that the discourse of disability 

should not only concern disabled people. Rather, it is a project about human life 

in general and therefore “a shared responsibility” (Shildrick, Dangerous 8) for 

everyone. 

 In short, I argue that Blind Massage’s cinematographic style goes hand in 

hand with its decentered narrative structure and together they create a critical 

space-time. By embodying the sighted, the film offers the viewer the sensory 

perception of the blind and lets them aesthetically experience what a beautiful 

body is in a non-normative vision. In doing so, the film questions the normative 

construction of disability, beauty, and sexuality in a novel and effective way. 

 

Conclusion 

Mulvey says her intention with writing about beauty in cinema is to “destroy” 

(344) that beauty: the glamorous image of female beauty in Hollywood film must 

be questioned because of the way it is coded within the dominant patriarchal 

order. By revealing the cinematic apparatus that engenders such uncritical beauty 

spectacles, Mulvey demystifies the beautiful and the pleasure that it produces. In 

the same vein, this paper tries to “destroy” beauty, yet not through a critique but 

instead by way of an appreciation of Blind Massage. By studying how this film 

creates aesthetic and political dynamics that are different from those found in 

mainstream cinema, I contemplate why it matters to go beyond normative 

understandings of beauty and what these alternative conceptions might look like. 

I hold that Blind Massage is a critical art film that brings blind people’s sexual 

culture into the public realm and that questions the ideological construction of 

normalcy. By way of conclusion, let me briefly reiterate my main points in support 

of this double claim. 
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 First, I used the conjunction of visual beauty and visual impairment in 

Blind Massage to critically rethink normative sexuality. By analyzing the sighted 

customers’ comments on Du, Sha’s pursuit of Du, and Jin’s conception of her own 

beauty in Blind Massage, I investigated how the normative image of female 

beauty not only concerns gender inequality but also uncritically assumes a visual 

ability. The image of female beauty – as a social construct of normalcy – regulates 

what a woman should look like on the one hand and excludes people with visual 

impairment on the other. This draws attention to the way normative beauty might 

not only reproduce gender inequality but also has a negative effect on blind 

people’s lives, particularly their sexual lives. 

 In a reversal, the film also shows the potential of blindness in challenging 

the social construction of normalcy. From Du’s and Tai’s responses to the 

normative image of female beauty, we see that the physical presence of blindness 

– the inability to see, combined with a hyper-ability to feel through other faculties 

– empowers the blind masseurs to effectively resist the normative beauty 

mechanism and create alternative approaches that redefine notions of the 

beautiful. Hence, I proposed that being disabled should be considered as a 

productive force in disrupting, delinking, and dismantling the ostensibly 

impermeable fabrication of normalcy. 

 Besides focusing on disability as a social issue, I also explored the film’s 

mode of representation and cinema’s potential in transforming social relations. By 

examining Blind Massage’s narrative structure and cinematography through the 

lens of Mulvey’s film theory, I indicated that the film neither reinforces patriarchy 

nor objectifies the disabled body. Instead, by building a decentered narrative 

structure and employing some haptic visual effects, the film shows the complexity 

of the blind masseurs’ subjectivity in an intimate, respectful way. I suggested that, 

although exhibiting blind people’s lives and sensory world through visual means 

might seem contradictory, Blind Massage manages to create a novel filmic 

language that bridges the blind and the sighted both intellectually and 

aesthetically. 

 Finally, I should point out that my destruction of beauty was never 

intended to be radically anti-aesthetic. What I hope to achieve is the negation of 

the hegemonic vision of beauty, because only by doing so can the diverse forms 

of aesthetic experiences again become a resource for us to enrich our passion 

and compassion for the lives of others and our own. 
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Encounter between a Humanized Object 

and an Objectified Human 
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It is the body; so many things are attached to it. It is so charged with 

meanings, either positive or negative. 

– Marie-José Calkhoven 

 

ntroduction 

We are in a narrow space; the wooden floor creaks as we move. With smears 

of soot patterned on her thighs and arms, she dances in a sensual manner 

facing a mirror. I feel awkward for staring at her. Suddenly I notice she is fixing 

her gaze on me, slowly making circles with her fingers, moving her hands 

upwards, waving her hips from left to right, luring me into an involuntary gaze. 

Female Figure (2014) is an animatronics sculpture by artist Jordan Wolfson that 

was on display at Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam from 26 November 2016 till 22 

April 2017. The artwork differs from an android in the sense that parts of the 

robot are not covered, showing a glimpse of mechanic intestines, denying her 

potential humanity. Yet, in the artist’s attempt to have the work emulate a living 

woman, he has placed facial recognition software in the interface. As a result, she 

traces you upon entering the space, triggering an anthropomorphic response in 

the visitor. 

 For my research on museum visitor experiences of wheelchair users, I 

visited contemporary art exhibitions across the Netherlands, inviting participants 

to wear video glasses and have a camera attached to their wheelchair. I used both 

types of video registration to trace the participants’ direction of attention, as well 

as gain insight into their decisions in spatially positioning themselves in relation 

to the artworks and the other visitors. During subsequent interviews, I invited the 

                                                           
 Nadia van Vuuren is currently completing the master’s program Arts, Culture and 

Society at Erasmus University Rotterdam. 
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participants to reflect on them being perceived by the other museum goers as a 

point of interest next to the artworks. Wolfson’s Female Figure marked a turning 

point in my research, as the reflections and insights by the participant, Marie-José 

Calkhoven, raised critical questions on the relation between technology and 

disability, in particular how technological advancements in healthcare reshape the 

ways in which we perceive bodies and identities. 

 In addition, Female Figure brought about a shift in my perception of the 

participants, for I caught myself assigning more human traits to Wolfson’s 

animatronics sculpture dressed up as a woman (a Humanized Object) than to 

Marie-José, whom I perceived as a woman dressed up as a machine, her electric 

wheelchair supporting her entire body (an Objectified Human). After leaving the 

installation, she jokingly remarked: “If only we could download my brain into that 

body.” I sensed an eeriness in the futuristic aspect of this comment, and I realized 

that we were far from done talking about our experiences with Female Figure. 

Hence, we decided to meet up again, this time in Marie-Jose’s home. As we 

revisited the memory of our exhibition visit and encounter with Wolfson’s 

artwork, she expounded: 

 

This artwork really confronted me with the notion that the machine 

I was looking at had better control over its parts than I have over 

my limbs. Art, to me, is a way to make experiences possible, to 

bring together things you normally are not able to bring together, 

like contradictions or frictions. Art is a way to visualize things that 

normally are hard to put into words or that remain an abstraction. 

Female Figure has this futuristic veil over it. I think that humanity in 

the coming centuries will face a merger of man and machine, even 

though we are currently hardly able to define “human.” We can 

hardly say what is typically human. What makes us human? Who 

are we really? We seem unable to truly formulate the essence of 

who we are, whilst at the same time we create mechanical replicas 

of ourselves.1 

 

Body and technology 

Marie-José Calkhoven is a 46-year-old Gestalt therapist and author. She was 

diagnosed with a hereditary disease called Facioscapulohumeral muscular 

                                                           
1
 The interview was originally conducted in Dutch, and was translated by me for the 

purpose of this essay. 
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dystrophy (FSDH), a degenerative muscular condition that causes her to use a 

motorized wheelchair in her daily life. She takes care of her eleven-year-old 

daughter and every morning one of her four caretakers takes care of Marie-José. 

Speaking about our encounter with Female Figure, we touch upon three main 

topics. First, the overarching relationship between technology and disability, in 

particular how aiding devices are often developed using people with a disability 

as a pilot group, and how a technologized body restructures the idea and 

experience of identity. Second, societal norms regarding sickness and disability 

and how they impact current medical, technological, and sociocultural 

developments in human enhancement. Third, the “banality” of formal and 

informal long-term care as an inter-human relationship and the specific sensorial 

and affective elements related to the experience of “being taken care of” whilst 

losing corporeal functionality. 

 I start our conversation by asking Marie-José about her relationship to her 

wheelchair, and whether she considers this machine an improvement. 

 

The wheelchair, I do not want to get rid of it at all. I think this 

would make me feel very helpless, de-bodied even. It is such a 

natural part of my body. People with a disability are often the first 

to encounter new technologies. This is also where the most 

innovative experiments are conducted, for example with Brain 

Stimulation. These technological developments are also often 

developed for this particular group of people [living with disability 

or illness], like computer interfaces that only require the thinking of 

a movement to actually set a robotic arm in motion. These types of 

inventions are tested on people with paraplegia and other forms of 

neurological damage. This is not to say, however, that the 

wheelchair is pain free; if you sit all day, then you are in pain, which 

is also part of being in a wheelchair. 

 

As Marie-José reflects on her encounter with Female Figure, I notice that she 

directly links her impression of the robot in the exhibition to her everyday life and 

perception of her identity. Some elements she mentions are almost science 

fiction, like when she jokes about downloading her cognitive functions into an 

external, more mobile, device. Other aspects are more concrete, for example 

when she mentions the merging process of human and machine, something she 

herself experiences with her electric wheelchair. 
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 The present dominant medical and technological thinking aims to even 

out the effects of a disability with the aim of increasing social participation. There 

is, however, little debate on the psychological impact (whether positive or 

negative) that occurs when medication or external aiding devices significantly 

change the disabled body. Medication trials are currently being conducted to 

cure conditions that until now were considered incurable, including FSHD. At this 

point in our conversation, Marie-José emphasizes the intimate experience of 

living with FSHD, verbalizing her affective response to the realization that 

technical advancements in healthcare could alter her identity in drastic ways: 

 

I would find it very difficult to have the opportunity to have all 

effects of FSHD halted, or even reversed. The only thing I can 

compare it with is the anxiety of falling ill when you are healthy. 

Your entire identity is built upon this fundament of the healthy 

body. Illness is an existential threat to this. It means the collapse of 

the persona you built upon this foundation. For me, it is similarly 

threatening, you could argue, when “health” comes marching in.  

 

The idea that illness and health are more about a shift in perspective, that their 

specific impact on us is related to the particular positionality we inhabit, relates to 

the work of Arthur W. Frank. In The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics 

(1995), he rejects the strict binary between sickness and health and states that 

people that are “effectively well but could never be considered cured” (8) live in a 

“remission society [where] the foreground and background of sickness and health 

constantly shade into each other” (9). 

 Moreover, Frank observes that falling ill often entails entering a new social 

arena: the medical environment. In the case of Frank this happened when he was 

diagnosed with cancer. The inability to express what was going on inside of him 

because he lacked previous experiences with this illness, made him realize he was 

in need of a new “guidebook” (10), thus adopting the medical jargon used to 

describe his condition. In his words, people “no longer go to bed and die” (5), but 

instead they “go to paid professionals who reinterpret their pains as symptoms, 

using specialized language that is unfamiliar and overwhelming” (5). In his view, 

this emphasis on a medical narrative that is repeated by patients overshadows 

personal experiences. Lacking in this medical discourse is the psychological 

impact of the illness and the process of re-evaluating the “body-self” (28). He 

therefore advocates the process of becoming what he calls a wounded storyteller: 

after the resistance towards the “disease, or trauma, or chronic pain that is being 
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forced upon their bodies” (182), stories start to develop and people overcome 

“the silence that suffering forces upon their body-selves” (182). 

 This idea of the body as a “testimony” (Frank 137) of our experiences 

resonates with Marie-José’s description of her sense of self being fully intertwined 

with her perception of her physicality: 

 

Your body is your viewpoint from where you interact with the 

world, and when this perspective suddenly changes drastically, it 

can be experienced as very distressing. It is as though the body 

nowadays is seen as a car with parts that are replaceable. “The 

body keeps the score”2 does not exist in this frame. It [the body] 

does not play a part. The individualized, or the personalized, body 

is undervalued and even denied in our society in my opinion. This 

is probably also what leads to things like Female Figure: it does not 

matter anymore whether it is a robot or a human body. But it is not 

as simple as just turning the body towards a situation where it fits 

the societal and medical “norm” again, for our sense of identity is 

so strongly intertwined with the notion of the body. 

 

Both Marie-José and Frank thus shed light on the altering awareness of identity 

that accompanies every stage of illness, be it recovery, chronic symptoms, or 

dying. Especially their shared experience that illness and health are not strictly 

separated states, demonstrates the need for developing and taking into account 

personal narratives next to dominant discourses in the ethics of health care. 

 

Norm and human enhancement 

A realization of my own normative perspective occurred when I was tempted into 

an anthropomorphic response to Female Figure, ignoring the actual human body, 

Marie-José’s, next to me. Apparently I am inclined to prefer certain figurative 

elements of a physical appearance over others, i.e., standing tall on two legs and 

(almost exaggerated) female features such as blond hair and the voluptuous 

breasts and hips the robot is equipped with. Female Figure thus fulfills a certain 

visual expectation I have regarding notions of health, beauty, and virility. Where 

does this expectation stem from? Obviously we are all exposed to numerous 

                                                           
2
 Here Marie-José refers to the book The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in 

the Healing of Trauma (2014) by Bessel van der Kolk, a work that explores the neuro-

physical alterations that occur in the event of a trauma. 
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representations of “young pretty people” in our visual culture, but is observing 

not different from preferring? 

 In Stigma. Notities over de omgang met een geschonden identiteit (1963), 

Erving Goffman links observation to preference in his discussion of the social 

process of stigmatization, i.e., the “taxation” (12) of our surroundings: we 

constantly measure the people around us to see if they meet our normative 

expectations. This measuring results in generalizations, for instance the belief that 

all visually impaired people are unable to work, or that all psychiatric conditions 

make people unpredictable or even dangerous. Moreover, the “normals” (16) – 

they who embody the standard – have a tendency to act upon these 

generalization. One of the main findings of my research is that the participants in 

a wheelchair were treated differently by the walking museum visitors: standing 

visitors quickly moved away from artworks when the participant in the wheelchair 

approached, or insisted that “their” spot in the elevator was for the wheelchair 

user, going as far as pushing away other waiting people. These assumedly well-

intended gestures gave the participants a sense of being stigmatized and 

patronized, constituting a reminder that the wheelchair as a physical marker 

comes with the negative connotation of limitations. The majority of people will 

acknowledge the usefulness of a wheelchair, but the question is how useful they 

perceive the person in it to be. Marie-José reflects on this in a column about 

being unfit for work in a society that values participation in the working field, for 

“by working you contribute to the world” (Calkhoven). The implicit outcome of 

this equation is that those who are unable to hold a job are deemed less than 

worthwhile. 

 Frank links this devaluation of disabled bodies to the twin issues of control 

and predictability: whatever signal we give to a normative body, we expect it to 

react exactly in the way we want it to. Disease, he argues, “is a loss of 

predictability” (30); “loss of this [physical] control is stigmatizing, and special work 

is required to manage the lack of control” (31), for instance via human 

enhancement. While medication and technological aiding devices can still be 

seen as external influences, human enhancement aims to alter the body itself, to 

“optimize” (De Mul 137) the human organism. In Marie-José’s words, human 

enhancement is usually conceptualized as a linear process that changes people 

from -1 to +1, i.e., to “get people to function as most people do or even better.” 

It is the part of or even better that bothers her, because it highlights our society’s 

equation between control and predictability on the one hand, and the valuation 

of normative bodies on the other: 
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Human enhancement starts with the notion of a linear perspective. 

To me there is a stark difference between compensating people 

with a disability, so from -1 to 0, or when you start trying to 

“enhance” people: 0 to +1. Because you could argue that below 

the beautiful graph of the linear line and the digits, something else 

entirely is happening: in reality you get a disruption of the notion 

of being human. It is not just a “paper-moon world” constructed 

on digits, with a linearity where you simply go from -1 to 0 and 

then from 0 to +1. In the step from 0 to +1 we revise our entire 

notion of what bodies are and what they should be, and how we 

reflect on being a human. The second step is subject to underlying 

norms and ideas of what the human body entails, of who should 

and should not exist. 

 

 According to Jos de Mul in Kunstmatig van nature. Onderweg naar Homo 

sapiens 3.0 (2014), biotechnology is still in a “juvenile stage” (133), which makes it 

hard to predict future developments. Like Marie-José, however, he does observe a 

shift “from controlling reality to the possibility of manipulation” (133). This goes 

back to 1960, when the term “cyborg” was coined by Manfred Klynes and Nathan 

Kline in the context of a discussion on how to equip humans for survival in extra-

terrestrial circumstances. In “Cyborgs and Space,” Klynes and Kline’s working 

assumption is that it makes more sense “altering man’s bodily functions […] than 

providing an earthly environment in space” (26). Human enhancement to create 

an optimized version of the species is thus suggestive of an ideal of complete 

autonomy from one’s vicinity. This idea is strikingly resonant with our 

contemporary mantra that it is best not to need anybody, as Marie-José 

observers: 

 

The negative image of care is what I find terribly complicated in the 

public debate: as a society we have a strong notion that needing 

healthcare is horrific and you are better off dead when this 

happens to you. It is an inner battle you have to fight, but once 

you succumb and decide “this is who I am now,” there is also a 

beauty in being taken care of. Similarly, I see this reflected in the 

debate on euthanasia: the Dutch Association for Voluntary 

Euthanasia [Nederlandse Vereniging Vrijwillige Euthanasie, NVVE] 

is constantly spreading images of what a dignified life is and what 

it is not, advocating that such a life is profoundly linked to being 
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autonomous, in control, healthy, and free from decline. The images 

of what in their opinion is an “unworthy” life, are in effect the 

everyday reality for numerous people with a disability. 

 

Healthcare and sensorial experience 

While Female Figure is engaged in the fluent movement of her performative 

dance in the exhibition space, in the hallway next to the room is a technician from 

the museum technological support team. She is called in several times a day 

when the robot malfunctions and shuts down. Without this technological 

assistance there would from time to time not be an artwork to visit. Nowadays we 

consider technological support a standard part of our device usage. We are not 

so much concerned with “who” helps us in case of malfunction, but more with 

“what” this person knows and if this information is adequate in terms of solving 

the issue. This is different regarding personal healthcare: here expert knowledge 

is balanced with the intimacy of the personal interaction that affects both 

caregiver and receiver. 

 When I first met Marie-José, her mother was her primary caretaker. She 

told me that when this care would come to an end, she would never receive 

similar care again. Now, a team of four people takes turns assisting her: 

 

For the person that is being taken care of it has something to do 

with breaking down the ego that still wants to keep up 

appearances. It requires such a tremendous mental conquest to 

overcome yourself. For what? To get accepted? Have a sense of 

existence? Not get rejected? It is the body: so many things are 

attached to it. It is so charged with meanings, both positive and 

negative. For me there was a repositioning of my relation to the 

body when strangers started taking care of my body. With my 

mother it was different, she almost felt like part of my body. All I 

had to do was think of something and my mother would have 

done it already. You become one big body. Now I see a similarity 

with these people. Some months have passed, and we get into a 

routine, too. We are more at ease with each other and there is a 

balance between our bodies. Lifting me out of bed, for example, 

initially was a big thing for both of us: for the one lifting, thinking 

“how do I do this?”; and for me being lifted, thinking “I need to 

trust that while they learn how to lift me, they will not drop me.” 
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Slowly this evolves into a dance between bodies. It becomes a 

fluent movement. 

 

 Marie-José here touches a personal nerve for me: I have been part of a 

caretaking team for my youngest sister who remains undiagnosed but has the 

abilities of a six-month-old infant. For over a decade I have experienced the 

physical reality of assisting a person in compensating for diminishing abilities. I 

recognize the dance Marie-José mentions, which develops over the years and is 

based on the smallest and most delicate signals: the twitching of my sister’s nose 

indicates pain, or raising her hands expresses liking a particular song. In the case 

of my sister it is the lacking ability to talk that makes the interpretation of micro-

expressions all the more important. Talking to Marie-José grants me the 

opportunity to better grasp what it feels like to live inside a body that “has a mind 

of its own,” just as my sister does. 

 

When you talk about do you have a body or are you a body, I can 

sense both of those things at the same time. I can experience a 

complete merger with my body and its movement, but when 

functions disappear, I experience detachment and alienation from 

my body. Then suddenly the body and I are separate, I give the 

instruction to move a limb, and my body responds with “you do it, 

I am not moving an inch.” Then this gap emerges between my 

body and I. I am very aware of the limitations of this body. The past 

year I physically deteriorated quite a bit, so I am in a period of 

degeneration. For example, I cannot stand anymore. For a long 

time I coped with grasping on to something. This is over, it is non-

compensational anymore: I simply cannot stand. This is a function 

you lose, which is strange because it is also a choice; I won’t 

collapse from one day to the next. At a given moment I decide: “I 

do not do this anymore.” I no longer feel in command over this 

part of my body. I cannot “enter” it anymore. I love my body more 

than before, though, even while it functions less. Before, I did not 

really have a connection with my body, and I think you cannot love 

something that you have no connection with. Because I 

increasingly started to “incarnate” this body, I have increasingly 

started to love it. 
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Marie-José continues by stating that she treasures the stories her caretakers tell 

her about other people they attend to, mostly elderly, and how aside from the 

practical acts of feeding or washing, they also perform more personal acts such as 

massaging oil on parched skin. She is touched when she explains that for her 

there is a beauty in this seemingly banal gesture, representing something easily 

overlooked: human ephemerality assisted by interpersonal attention. 

 

A concluding thought 

The technological and medical advancements related to human enhancement 

cannot overcome one particular aspect of human life, namely death. As long as 

we as a species are mortal, we will face some form of deterioration and will need 

assistance – i.e., care – in the process. In light of Frank’s observations on our 

strongly negative response to the unpredictability of the ill body, it appears that 

enhancing the quality of live should be less a matter of attempting to manage, 

alleviate, and/or cure physical symptoms, and more a case of assisting people in 

coping with the chaos that comes with a loss of control. Likewise, contrary to the 

contemporary emphasis on medical improvement via technological devices, 

Marie-José insists we should not overlook social – or better, interpersonal – 

solutions. She advocates a focus on the who, the person, instead of the what, the 

condition, for if we only see the latter, we neglect to create a livable environment 

for people with “failing” bodies, i.e., all of us. In other words, enhancing the 

quality of life entails much more than merely enhancing the functionality of the 

body. 
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Little Monsters 

 

LUCIE BERJOAN
 

 

Abstract: This piece of creative nonfiction is from a collection of essays that look at 

the way color is used in Autobiography of Red by Anne Carson and Bluets by 

Maggie Nelson. It attempts to not only analyze the ways in which color is used 

explicitly throughout these books, but also to utilize color as a tool, as a starting 

point for excavating underlying meanings and imaginings. 

 

 

 

s children, my brother and I would tear across the rocky beaches in the 

town where my grandparents lived, feet callused and accustomed to the 

tough feel. I remember there was one older woman who was there every 

day. She would spend hours walking close to the water, right where the waves 

met the beach. We mostly ignored her, but one day my father asked her if she 

was looking for something. “Je cherche les yeux de Lucy,” she said. I’m looking for 

Lucy’s eyes. She pulled out a handful of them to show us: small shells, flattened by 

the waves and smooth with one line spiraling towards the center, while behind 

her the ocean blended into the sky, a backdrop of blue. 

 Saint Lucy, patron saint of blindness, gouged her own eyes out in order to 

look upon no man but God. It is also said that this was in response to persistent 

suitors who were in love with the bright blue color of her eyes.  I think of the old 

woman collecting the shells and wonder if she knew this. Was she collecting 

those shells to commemorate one woman’s response to an unwanted suitor or 

one woman’s loyalty to God? I wonder if Lucy saw the dark blue of the sea, finally 

free of the persistence of men, finally just her and her God. 

 Because of the way humans have evolved, fully functioning eyes pick up 

the wavelengths used to perceive the color red better than the color blue (“The 

Eye”). A red island, like the one that is home to Geryon, the monster from the 

Greek myth of Herakles and poet Stesichoros’ epic work Geryoneis, would have 

                                                           
 Lucie Berjoan is a recent graduate of the Sandberg Institute. 
 I would like to thank Hallie Abelman for her endless patience and incomparable input on 

this project. 
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stood out against a blue sea.1 A century before Stesichoros first wrote of Geryon, 

Greek historian Herodotus described monsters as ranging from anything from 

men with goat faces to men with giant feet that they would hoist above their 

heads to shield them from the rain. Almost 2,000 years later, Carl Linnaeus would 

determine a separate species of homo sapiens, called homo monstrosus, reserved 

for those born differently (Malefijt 113). Red winged Geryon, with all of his 

physical differences, would have certainly been categorized as a monster, 

regardless of the tenderness with which he watches over his cattle and little dog. 

He is sometimes described as a monster with human faces, which is potentially 

why Stesichoros chose him as his anti-hero – for the tangible humanity in his 

monstrosity. 

 Before gouging her eyes out, Saint Lucy was sent to a Roman brothel as 

punishment for espousing Christian beliefs, and (though the facts of the story are 

still under debate) she was ultimately killed there. I wonder if the brothels in 

Ancient Rome glowed red like they do in Amsterdam. Did the redness wash over 

her body, blood dripping from her eyes and onto the floor? Maybe it was more of 

a pinkish color, like the hue Walter Benjamin used to describe the red-light 

district of Marseille in 1929. The women, he says, are discolored (i.e. sex workers), 

and are recognized by the simple pink dresses that fall straight from (fall straight 

off of) their shoulders. The “palate itself is pink, which is the color of shame here, 

of poverty. Hunchbacks wear it, and beggarwomen” (Benjamin 232). For 

Benjamin, those colored pink were outcasts, marginalized, or historically 

monstrous. The women were considered either impoverished or thought to have 

“reckless sexualities,” and the “hunchbacks” with their non-normative bodies were 

made most famously monstrous in Victor Hugo’s The Hunchback of Notre-Dame 

in 1831. The connection between female sexuality and monstrosity dates back to 

antiquity, and is also seen here, in the streets outside the brothels of Marseille. 

Benjamin reads these different bodies in the same light, awash in the same 

shameful color. The brothels, he says, are marked by “high-breasted nymphs, 

[and] the snake-ringed Medusa’s heads over their weather-beaten doorframes” 

(Benjamin 232). I like to think of her above the doors of the brothels of Marseille, 

                                                           
1
 Geryon is the protagonist of Carson’s novel, Autobiography of Red, which is a haunting, 

modern retelling of the Greek myth of Herakles, focusing on the 12
th

 task in which he 

slays Geryon, the red monster. Carson’s version comes from her own translations of the 

fragments that remain of Greek poet Stesichoros’ epic poem Geryoneis, which tells the 

myth from the perspective of the monster. Written entirely in verse, Carson’s novel puts at 

its center Geryon as a little boy, who is both a red, winged monster and a gay 

photographer who falls in love with an edgy older boy named Herakles. 
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watching over the women inside, protecting them from the visiting sailors of the 

port town outside. 

 Medusa, the notorious monstrous woman from the Greek myth of 

Perseus, was known for turning men into stone. With a head of snakes and 

venomous eyes, she was untouchable, but this was not always the case. As a 

young woman she was known for her beauty and turned many suitors away. 

Poseidon, god of the sea, grew envious and forced himself upon her in the 

temple of Athena. Angry at the desecration of her temple, Athena then punished 

Medusa by turning her into the creature she is known to be (Ovid 170-171). But 

this curse could also, in some sense, be a blessing: the power was now in 

Medusa’s hands. Like St. Lucy with her gaping holes for eyes, she would never be 

pursued by unwanted suitors again, rendered far more terrifying than attractive. 

Terror, however, would only work so well to keep the men at bay, as she would 

continue to be pursued by Perseus2, by Freud3, by all the men aghast at the 

existence of a woman more powerful. As French writer and philosopher Hélène 

Cixous says, “isn’t this fear convenient for them? Wouldn’t the worst be, isn’t the 

worst, in truth, that women aren’t castrated, that they have only to stop listening 

to the Sirens (for the Sirens were men) for history to change its meaning?” (885). 

Like Stesichoros, Cixous takes the side of the monstrous, of Medusa, and tries to 

read her in a different light. Medusa’s monstrosity becomes a rendering 

constructed by men and the ability to disarm what has been written about her 

persists. As Cixous says, “[y]ou only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see 

her. And she’s not deadly. She’s beautiful and she’s laughing” (885). 

 With Cixous’ reading of Medusa in mind, one might re-“read” the bodies 

that Benjamin came across in Marseille’s red-light district. Perceived mainly 

through their outward signs of otherness (physical deformity, sexual perversion, 

class level) these bodies are, as previously noted, awash in a pink glow for 

Benjamin. Would Cixous, with her particular ideas of reading and writing texts, 

devote the same attention to the bodies she sees? She says, of reading texts, that 

“the contemporary tendency has been to find theoretical instruments, a reading 

technique which has bridled the text, mastered it like a wild horse with saddle and 

bridle, enslaving it” (qtd. in Walker 168). One must question what theoretical 

                                                           
2
 Perseus kills Medusa to provide her head as a gift to his king, a task that has been 

deemed impossible and would serve to set Perseus apart from all others (Hamilton). 
3
 Freud claims that the truly terrifying aspect of Medusa is that she represents the 

moment “when a boy, who has hitherto been unwilling to believe the threat of castration, 

catches sight of the female genitals, probably those of an adult, surrounded by hair, and 

essentially those of his mother” (273). Medusa’s head, for Freud, represents the female 

genitals devoid of a penis. 
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instrument is being read into Benjamin’s version, the masculine version, and how 

reading the differences renders the “discolored” women, along with the 

“hunchback” and the “beggarwoman” in a particular color, the color of shame. 

Cixous argues for a feminine writing that, rather than negating the other in order 

to establish the self, operates from a position of generosity and erasure of the self 

in order to make space for the other (qtd. in Walker 158-162). 

 Geryon lived in a similar red glow, both for his monstrosity and for his 

queerness. Stesichoros’ fragment reads: “Geryon had six hands and six feet and 

wings He was red and / His strange red cattle excited envy Herakles came and / 

Killed him for his cattle” (Carson 14). Carson’s use of the word “excited” in her 

translation, along with the line break following “Herakles came and” foreshadows 

the sexual relationship she writes about in the novel. Though not named in 

Carson’s version of the myth, his grandmother, Medusa, was also known to excite 

envy in powerful men and paid dearly for it. Similarly, though Geryon is not 

historically murdered for his sexuality (indeed, is not even known to have had 

one), Carson’s decision to present him as a queer character encourages, once 

again, the link between monstrosity and sexuality expressed by bodies that are 

not white, cisgender, heterosexual, or male. In a contemporary queer context, this 

story might be a metaphor for the gender non-conforming or intersexed body. 

This analogy arises in Autobiography of Red when a professor, referred to only as 

“yellowbeard,” says, “twelve percent of babies in the world are born / with tails. 

Doctors suppress this news. / They cut off the tail so it won’t scare the parents” 

(Carson 97). This rendition of monstrosity mirrors almost directly the role that 

doctors play in suppressing those born with non-normative genitalia or gender 

dysmorphia. Taking note of the fact that the word for penis comes from the Latin 

word for tail, we can read this passage also as an indication of the role doctors 

play in tampering with the genitalia of intersex babies, resulting in gender 

dysmorphia or at least a non-normative sexual experience as a direct result. It 

also calls to mind Geryon’s own difference, and indeed, the passage continues, “I 

wonder what percentage / are born with wings, said Geryon / into the collar of his 

overcoat” (Carson 97). Children born with non-normative body parts are seen as 

monstrous, according to Herodotus, Linnaeus, and many doctors today. 

 Geryon’s wings exist in a parallel realm to this and represent the 

sexualization of non-normative bodies. Just as his redness plays into his identity 

and represents his sexuality, so do his wings, which become a symbol for these 

sexually deviant bodies. This is made explicit in a passage about a self-portrait 

Geryon takes: “It is a black-and-white / photograph showing a naked young man 

in fetal position. / He has entitled it “No Tail!”/ The fantastic fingerwork of his 
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wings is outspread on the bed like a black lace / map of South America” (Carson 

97). Geryon’s wings become even more charged with meaning in this moment. 

They are spread out on the bed, sexualized. Compared to lace, Geryon becomes a 

man in drag, the beauty of the image in its supposed oddity. This is also one of 

the rare moments where Geryon seizes his differences and regards them as 

beautiful, rather than continuing to keep them hidden. 

 St. Lucy gouged her own eyes out not only to look upon no man but God, 

but also to ward off persistent suitors. Rather than risking being “read” the wrong 

way, already banished to the brothels as punishment, she took matters into her 

own hands. Standing her ground against the soldiers in the brothel, resulting in 

her death, she was launched into sainthood. In Autobiography of Red, Geryon’s 

self-portrait is, perhaps, the only true autobiographical part. We can see all 

“queer” aspects of Geryon’s identity in this photo – his sexuality, his monstrosity – 

all rendered, for once, as he wishes to be seen. The way Geryon “writes” his own 

identity here is to celebrate his otherness rather than to negate or diminish it, 

which is precisely the type of writing that Cixous argues for in her work (Conley 

35). 

 My brother and I would sometimes arrive at the beach to find it closed – a 

red flag flying by the lifeguard stand.  “Ah,” my father said, “il y a des méduses.” 

Even then, before knowing the translation, I knew that word must mean 

something really bad, and upon realizing it meant jellyfish, I came to think of the 

French version as far more intimidating. With their wily, snaky tentacles, they 

would have the beach to themselves, guarding the water from intruders. On 

occasion they washed ashore, yet for fear of their venom, my brother and I would 

leave them be or resign to poking them with sticks from a distance. The sun 

would eventually dry them up and they would disappear, little monsters that they 

were. 
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Around the Edges 

 

ROSIE HAWARD
 

 

 

 

My cheek was on the ground again, pressed against the tarmac. Light-headed I’d 

missed a step – that familiar glimmer, amorphous and golden, obscuring my 

vision – and now I have gritty little lumps that have forced their way under the 

top layer of skin on the palms of my hands. It was the kind of gravel that covers 

school playgrounds, kicked up by hundreds of rubber soles running over the 

surface. The stomach-dropping feeling of falling brings with it the remembered 

sting of antiseptic soaked cotton wool, and the continual surprise that anything 

could make a temporary home under my skin. 

 

Although I’ve made a habit of listing the incidents (or accidents) that have 

resulted in some kind of object being lodged in my body, I’m not so much 

interested in remembering their cause as I am in the materials that have met my 

flesh: loose grit under the skin on my palms, a small silver picture nail in the hard 

skin of my left heel, a piece of pencil lead that a classmate jammed into my hand. 

I particularly enjoy the enduring glow of the piece of piss-yellow stained glass 

that has lodged itself in the tip of my right index finger. Its original home: the 

window of the church my mother and I used to attend. 

 

That was the first time it happened: 

 

I heard heavy breathing. Small bird-like gasps. Thirteen, cheeks hot, I reached for 

the window ledge, sandals slipping over the mossy stones. As I peered through 

the cleanest robed angel my vision tripped. Short-circuited by a glare like that of 

a new light bulb, orange-edged and trembling. I couldn’t see because of the 

colour. I jammed my eyes shut but it flared resolutely behind my eyelids, flooded 

me like the heat from a radiator that I’d leant on for too long, a comforting burn 

at the source. I tried to climb down but my hand went straight through the glass. 

My arm was trapped beneath me in my heavy fall and my face was cool now that 
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it was smack up against the musty floor. Thinking of the girls: hands on hands on 

hair. My hand carved up like the Sunday roast. 

 

I have a collection of these objects – nails, staples, bits of pencil lead – gathered 

at my bedside. Mostly silver, and glistening in the low, almost dark. Sometimes 

the bottomless grey of the lead seems neither to absorb nor reflect light, but only 

to catch it in glances. A temporary resting place. They are talismans, although that 

taints them with a romanticism that doesn’t quite fit their morbid function. The 

tiny piece of yellow glass continues to glow forty years later, both halves aflame –

 one still a bump under my skin and the other in its place on the lip-like scroll of 

my bedside table, a curiosity in a lineup of frothy sea glass from trips to the 

beach. From my stiff position amongst the pillows I move my gaze over them, the 

vagaries of their bumps and curves disrupted by the recognisable shape of the 

Virgin Mary, her ornamental figure gifted to me by some enthusiastic neighbour, 

whose amusement at its glow-in-the-dark coating far outweighed my own. But 

her greenish nocturnal light is consistent and reassuring in a way. 

 

I put a finger to my cheek and feel a tiny scab forming.  

 

My mother always said a hot bath would do me right. Watching my skin soften 

under the soothing heat of bathwater, I indeed feel less accountable for the scars, 

marks and wrinkles that have become the constellations of my body. The seconds 

slurring by, as if my sedentary body, wobbling under the water’s surface, was 

impeding their journey.  

 

There’s no fan in my bathroom and so the steam fills it up, misting over the pale 

green fishes painted in a ring around me, tails flicking and dipping as they 

emerge. I’m slowed by the steam, accompanying the fish in their stillness. My 

limbs held by water, I imagine all the humid bathrooms, all the little buoyant 

boxes occupying slips of time untold by clocks. Skin damp and cooling, I cough; 

the almost imperceptible echo skims over me. Even with my eyes closed, I can 

trace the room’s architecture: the small, square tiles that sit beneath the fish and 

the low ceiling with mould creeping across it. Its boundaries are shaped by each 

little noise I make. The lapping of water, thin columns of sound, suggesting my 

outline.  

 

Each year around Christmas my mother, sanctimonious as usual, would be one of 

the chosen few to read a passage from the Bible to the congregation. A grand 
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stage for an echo, so distinctly different from that in my bathroom. The stained 

glass windows would wash a blue tint over her softly lined face. An underwater 

matriarch. A blur of tiny pink heads and long robes living in the glass behind her, 

collecting snowflakes on their backs. An angelic lilt to her voice, cloying like the 

wafts of scent coming off the dried flowers that flanked the church doors. Her 

demeanour only wavering once when she saw the two women – light-hearted but 

diligent attendants – holding hands. Her jaw clenched, lips thin as paper. She’d 

smacked me sharply on the back of my thighs because I’d smiled at them.  

 

When making snow angels as a child, I preferred to leave my arms and legs still, 

wing-less and un-gowned but writhing minutely in order to sink further into the 

white. I’d imagine being wedged in so deep that if a passerby put their cheek to 

the ground all they would detect of me was the tip of my nose or my red-booted 

feet. My cherubim face pink and serious for the birds. The brief stability of snow 

thrilled me, hovering above its perfectly new surface that seemed so permanent. 

An inevitable melting down to brown slush was impossible to imagine – I was 

sure that every morning I would wake to clean sheets of white that would light 

my bedroom in an even shade of grey. There’s a particular hold that packed-

together snowflakes have on your shoes, the pressure that the weight of the body 

imparts on the crystals that forces them to fit even more tightly together. This 

feeling – which is also a sound, a swift but joyful crunch – gives little wriggle 

room to the feet. It’s a sensation that I hoped would extend to my whole body as 

I threw it backwards into fresh drifts.  

 

I savoured the moment just after falling, my head tenderly cupped by the snow. It 

was a rip in time that had sent my mind lurching back; I could almost smell the 

vanilla-y teen perfume that had lingered on my cardigan for days after I had lain 

on the church floor.  

 

My head has hit cushions, chairs, concrete and tarmac, and once a glass-

bottomed boat. With my eyes glued shut I’d wanted to feel the rhythm of the sea, 

to have my body undulate simultaneously so I could no longer tell which way was 

up. Splashes of gold behind my eyelids, thoughts thick like mud. Sweat sucking 

my dress to my body. Sun relentless on my exposed head, the swell of heat 

moving over me until my skin prickled. I eventually slid to the floor. When I came 

to I saw fish swimming beneath me. Specks of darting colour with a soundtrack of 

ooh-ing and aah-ing from the rest of the red-faced, camera-clutching horde, 

indifferent to the quickly growing bump on my temple. Tears streamed down my 
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face for the rest of the afternoon, plopping onto the glass deck and trickling back 

and forth to the rhythm of the waves.  

 

For months I dreamt of moving through the sea with my limbs completely still. 

Drifting like a floating statue whilst hundreds of little fish swept around the edges 

of my body and out of sight again. Solid amongst the imagined softness of sea 

creatures with their translucent skin, scales and fronds all keeping time for me, a 

marbled body submerged but still alive. 

 

Lying on my back with my bum, calves, heels resting on the worn sheets, I try to 

replicate the feeling of floating in the sea: eyes closed to the sun, the waves 

undulating and my body moving with them. The edges of my body fizz with 

concentration. I’ve spent weeks trying to trace the elusive but definite change in 

temperature when my skin becomes submerged, trying to locate various, 

arbitrary points: the side of my knee, breast, ankle bone. Even an involuntary 

flutter of my eyelids can break these moments, and then I’m back on my sea-sick 

bed again. But if you ask me, I’d tell you I am going places. 

 

When my mother would tell me bedtime stories, populated with animals of all 

kinds, I would think of my and my friend’s childhood pets, ceremoniously buried 

in shallow holes with no headstones, just wonky sticks jammed in the peaty soil of 

our parents’ gardens. Still and in solidarity with all the strange animals lying at the 

bottom of the sea – the biggest graveyard. I imagined them lying there with a 

kind of dark peace I’m sure you can’t get anywhere above ground.  

 

In the last few cold months, if I have lain still for long enough, I have been able to 

forget that the bed beneath me is wood and nails and stuffing, with sheets 

stretched over its edges. Salty tears at odds with the metallic taste I have in my 

mouth. Swallowing thick and struggling for breath, like when I would jump into a 

pool and forget to breathe out, a burgeoning pain sharp and persistent behind 

my nose. 

 

The leftover fleck of glass is more visible in winter, when my translucent skin 

longs for sun. Revealing the bluish veins in the crook of my elbow which, this 

year, seem even brighter by the light of my window. As if someone has taken a 

permanent marker to my arm to ensure I remain full of life. Heat rising behind my 

eyelids, individual globs of light spreading, edges merging as they touch. This 

time I’m floating not on the salt of seawater, but in the stale mass of a fountain. I 
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could have fallen off the edge, straight in, mouth open. Bobbing gently in the 

huge bath of stone I’m flanked by four mermen, huge shells for trumpets, 

gurgling proudly. It’s quiet – the extensive grounds ensure almost continuous 

privacy – but I can hear what might be crying coming from somewhere above my 

right shoulder. Something about time and thickness and the present. Heat and 

pressure carried by the twinkle of beaded skirts in the late afternoon sun. 
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The Creature in the Crack continued 
 

ANGELO CUSTÓDIO
 

 

 

 

This is the second part of a two-part publication. The first half of this creative 

writing piece was published in the previous issue of Digressions. 

  

                                                           
 Angelo Custódio is a recent graduate of the Master of Voice program at Sandberg 

Instituut in Amsterdam. 
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All bodies wakeup daily and cover themselves with supplements, complements 

and accessories; different materials added in layers to an organic body, in order 

to cover chosen parts, protect it, ornament it, or enhance it. Bodies are constantly 

targeted and overwhelmed with addictive information under pretences of a 

perfected package, i.e. what is categorized as beautiful or simply accepted. The 

immediacy of access to information and models is in constant acceleration and 

achieving higher rates day by day. A constant and critical assessment of our 

desires, needs and preferences is thus required, demanding an unrealistic level of 

self-awareness. 

Some of the bodies choose to commit to a daily invisibility in order to face the 

gaze of the other, while some other bodies choose for the re-visibility of 

particular characteristics in an upgraded version of themselves. By not 

conforming to normative choices, not constructing a perfect imagery according 

to their time and space, making visible characteristics that their contexts impose 

to be hidden or invisible under the alibi of morality, or not choosing one of the 

two possible dichotomic poles of a certain characteristic, these bodies ‘mutate’ 

into uncategorisable, vulnerable monsters. 

 

Added layers of ornaments, prosthetics and clothes, can extend the body and its 

senses, and contribute to a decentralised erotics and expressions, or function as 

an armour, a protective shield. While skins are porous and allow exchanging flows 

of warmth, wetness and touch, a castrating ‘heavy’ armour can deprive our bodies 

from contact, love and affection, in order to commit to an invisibility and a 

perfected image. Alternatively, they can also introduce new ways of touching and 

extended decentralised interchange. 

The problem that arises from the choice for invisibility to the majority, is the lack 

of perceiving (bodily)imperfections. All bodies cover themselves daily with 

prosthetics, clothes and ornaments, in order to avoid becoming vulnerable to the 

gaze of the other. In this exchange there is a blind spot of non-information, a 

space of darkness, that bodies can attempt to avoid  becoming invisible. In this 

voyeuristic relationship, the bodies that dare to transgress the convention of 

invisibility are, perhaps, perceived as exhibitionists.  

 

 

 

     (The voyeur of monsters is everywhere) 
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There is no silence between the gaze of the voyeur and its object. What at first 

sounds like a dark moment, a simultaneous silence and obliteration of space, 

reveals itself the opposite. If you listen carefully and long enough, you will hear 

your heartbeat or the crackling of your joints. Your body is not silent and silence 

simply doesn’t exist in Nature. Silence is also then paradoxical, a nonexistence, 

the absence, and therefore always relational — the absence of something in 

relation to something else, at the same time that the something else is present 

and still noisy. There are thoughts and their noisy embodiments. They move 

muscles and hair; they produce saliva, sweat, hormones. Thoughts are embodied 

and we are never fully in control. We are just a multiplicity of visible embodiments 

of thoughts, of perceptions and autonomous reactions. And if there is no silence 

within this communication, there must be an exchange, a flow of negotiating 

knowledge. Every dialogical interaction between the voyeur and the exhibitionist 

results in the production of knowledge. It might not be truthful knowledge or, 

let’s call it, positive knowledge, but perhaps only ‘waste’. 

 

The gaze of the voyeur disarms the exhibitionism of Virago, who embodies and 

negotiates both roles simultaneously in a reversible role-play of multiple bodies. 

 

 

 

    [lub-dub   lub-dub   lub-dub   lub-dub   lub-dub   ] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps longing for Eden after its ‘decay,’ embracing the shame of ‘(re)Becoming 

Verb’, is the auspicious formation of contexts that arouse becoming voyeur in this 

spectacle of invisible monsters. A paradox of desiring a perfect, capitalised and 

‘normalised’ utopia, based in assimilation processes; while simultaneously 

disregarding the multidimensionality of identities and the productive value of the 

‘mistake’ as intrinsic conditions of the Human.  
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  [Relaxation   ] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    ( (It) desires more exhibitionists in this world ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[While exteriorising your tongue, hold it between your thumb and index fingers,  

continue reading out loud] 

 

BLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEH  
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(It) was always fearful of the intimacy moment...not the intimate talking, but 

unavoidable and unexpected. (It) had doubts and anxiety when thinking of it, but 

mostly (It) was fearful of being rejected on the occasion of exposing (It)s body, 

and moreover of its repercussions in dealing with the same situation in the future. 

On Stage (It) would act several embodiments of ‘ableness’ and ‘normalcy’, but 

under (It)s clothes ‘otherness’ would unravel. (It) delayed this moment as long as 

possible, always looking for markers of ‘safeness’. But as expected the moment 

just materialised in front of (It)s eyes and with no time for preparation. An extra 

hand on (It)s zipper and, in the next seconds, (It)s clothes were on the floor. 

 Oh 

 Eh 

 Hm 

 Huh 

 Geez, often (It) either saw in their eyes or read it through their 

  embodiments... 

 

Everything would change from the moment that (It) understood and decided to 

attempt to  gradually stop complying to social rules that do not include all 

bodies, their different needs, nor their feelings; a determined shift in approaching 

(It)s own body and embodied interrelationships. 

(It) was once at the beach with friends, when (It) noticed someone staring. (It)s 

body was visibly exposed and it was not the first time that (It) had been stared at. 

(It) decided to ignore the situation. 

Again and again the person kept looking, and this last time, the action was 

nourished with a smile. (It) was familiar with the embodiments of cruising, but this 

was neither the place, nor the time for it. (It) decided to splash (It)s torrid skin in 

the cold ocean water. When (It) emerged and opened (It)s eyes, the person was 

right there, now very close to (It) and still smiling. They talked for hours, became 

friends and, though no physical intimacy had really happened, (It) could not 

believe the revitalising feeling running through (It)s body. It was somehow 

familiar, and at the same time, completely new. (It) kept a vivid memory of it as an 

example of hope for the rest of (It)s life. 

 

(It) kept being requested to act embodiments of ‘ableness’ while performing. 

Backstage, (It)s hypervisibility highlights specific markers of (It)s ‘otherness’ and 

difference, whereas those parts that make (It) more Human-like are not seen. 

Their visibility would ‘disable’ the Auditorium and its multiple Selves. Their gaze 

would be exposed to insecurities, shame and self-consciousness, a momentary 
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unveiling of physical vulnerability and a potentiometer that would threaten to 

shift the status quo. 

 

The Auditorium, while watching the performance, recognises themselves in (It), 

but as soon as those specific markers are identified, (It) is no longer belonging 

and deserving of the same category. The identification of these markers mobilizes 

vulnerability that arises from this dialogical relationship and develops the 

potential for several degrees of risk. Therefore, (It) acts and wears layers of 

invisibility when performing under the Stage Director’s orders. 

The Plays in which (It) is cast are always based on conventional Scripts. They fulfil 

the function of Entertainment and are never Political. Thus, the experience of a 

shared social vulnerability is never revealed. 

 

For the performances, (It) also has to engage with several aesthetic procedures to 

delete traces of life from (It)s skin and flesh, such as ageing and illness. To 

perform daily within this conventional structure means a collectively constructed 

illusion of blindness to the primary vulnerability of the precarious Human 

condition. 

 

 

(It) intends to deconstruct the perfected images of body and ‘ableness’ to 

decrease the physical distance between the Human and (It)self. (It) invokes an 

exposure of inter-relational vulnerability as a tool, towards empathic 

understandings. And since to see may also be a ‘disability’ in becoming ‘other’, as 

opposed to what already exists within one’s context, (It) tries to embrace the 

different senses, improvisation, the ‘mistake’ and failure, in the process of 

becoming Performance, both on Stage and Backstage. Therefore, this ‘aesthetics 

of vulnerability’, as a tool of resistance asks for the development of practices and 

contexts that allow this dialogical exposure to happen. The encounter with 

vulnerability initiates an opening to the unknown and its darkness, the ‘strange’, 

the ‘other’. A potential open form that might arouse a thought, an openness to 

the Self’s own vulnerability. 

 (It)s monstrosity and (It)s ambiguous embodiments are unapologetic in 

identifying ‘body’ outside of conventional corporeal standards, and thus also 

more violently exposed to normativity. 

 

 

(It) dreams of (It)s own performances on the same Stage! 
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‘The body implies mortality, vulnerability, 

agency: the skin and the flesh exposes us to the 

gaze of others, but also to touch, and to 

violence, and bodies put us at risk of becoming 

the agency and instrument of all these as well’ . 3 

Vulnerability materialises when Virago is 

categorised as monstrous and structures fail to 

include (It). It comes through name calling and 

categorisation even before we are able to 

understand what is being addressed, and before 

we understand or choose the norms we adopt 

and what they do to us. It comes as an 

overwhelming ‘noise’ for some. As for (It) ’noise’ 

can also mobilise chaos and disarrange 

harmonies and structures, (It) would rather 

address name calling and categorisation as the 

’waste’ of the ‘politics of fear’. 

With proper conditions or structures for 

freedom, vulnerability can become a mobilising 

force. Therefore, a deliberate exposure of 

vulnerability to power is part of political 

resistance and embodies enactment. 
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 non-white 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monstrosity describes attributes of 

bodies that are not categorised as 

desirable. Embodied ‘mistakes’ as the 

result of a process of failure. Unfulfilled 

expectations once projected, by 

speculation, upon bodies during their 

development in darkness, just as in 

Virago’s case. A misrepresentation in the 

expression of an idealised image of 

one’s predecessors. 

‘Monsters of course show themselves in 

many different and culturally specific 

ways, but what is monstrous about them 

is most often the form of their 

embodiment. They are, in an important 

sense, what Donna Haraway calls 

‘inappropriate/ d others’ in that they 

challenge and resist normative human 

being, in the first instance by their 

aberrant corporeality’. 4 

(It) offers then an anti-humanist 

description of all the monstrous bodies, 

     the non-male 

non-cis 

non-hetero 

non-ableist 

neurologically non-divergent 

not urbanised 

not inscribed in a reproductive 

 unit 

not speaking a standard language 

not wealthy 
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(It) gathers now to perform and to take a risk with (It)s own body on Stage. It’s 

the second day of performance and a reasonable doubt drowns (It)s thoughts. 

Forms of resistance imply a certain degree of freedom, and freedom can only be 

exercised if there is a structure that supports it, including other bodies that allow 

it to flourish. Vulnerability is a force resulting simultaneously from a lack, a failure 

towards (It), and from an action of exposure. Overcoming it, through acts of 

resistance, acts that will not fulfill the intentions of the Artistic Director, his 

imposed structures and their iterations,renders political agency. They will rely on 

an ‘aesthetics of vulnerability’, embracing the visibility of (It)s monstrous Self, and 

including the position of the Auditorium in relation to (It)s image. 

(It) steps on Stage, but this time in drag. 

 

 

 

[SPOTLIGHT] 

 

 

 

  The scene with the lament-like song approaches. 

  (It)s mind is now a whirlwind of thoughts… (It) petrifies! 

 

 

 

 [inner monologue] 

 (Drag in this performative setting  continuously...  

 

 

      HUH? 

    (Doing aural drag as a female 

     impersonation on Stage is not enough ) 

 

 

   spreads gender stereotypes,  

simplistic… 

addresses simplistic and dichotomic generalisations of   roles  

         hierarchies ) 
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(Folk is based on oral transmission,    

but deep-rooted in morality… 

and so are many of other ‘diseases’! 

 

 

(Female impersonation has been used for centuries in comedy  

 

(Is this my cue note? 

no no no      

 

wait   this is the bar 17!) 

 

 

 

  UGGH 

  female impersonation 

  ONLY accepted   by its mocking character.)  

 

 

 

 

 

Queer folk singers 

drag 

      should defy normativity at large 

 

      transgress musical  

        visual  

        gender      conventions 

 

It should use     different strategies  

   to mobilize vulnerability and create a statement  

 

  one that blurs the boundaries of fixed categories.) 
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(Normalcy  vain attempt to reproduce the illusion of   PERFECTION 

  idealised construction of the  

 

       GARDEN OF EDEN 

(Extraordinary beings refuse to conform to what exists! 

 

 

The paradox is that all norms  

    rules    conform to their own decay.  

 

  Are we not achieving 

    promoting 

    conserving mere...  mediocrity?)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extraordinary beings 

desire to upset these boundaries and idealise a communal Eden of queerness,  

 

           a place of   non-segregation 

     acceptance  of all voices.  

 

 

   A place       that draws from the potentiality of chaos.  

 

 

 

 

A place   of wildness!) 
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All bodies, voices and entities that mobilise 

‘strangeness’, including Virago, are 

rendered queer, beyond representation, 

heterogeneous and oppressed by standard 

rigid structures. 

‘Queerness’s form is utopian. Ultimately, we 

must insist in a queer futurity because the 

present is so poisonous and insolvent’ . 5 

‘Queerness as utopian formation is a 

formation based on an economy of desire 

and desiring’ 6and should stay self-

subverting, nomadic and always avoiding 

stagnated flows of knowledge. Therefore, it 

should always remain 

in productive tension 

with the grotesque, 

on the side of chaos, 

desiring the virtual 

and staying monstrous. 

And like Muñoz, I seek 

out a queer vitality 

that we might call 

wildness that skews 

toward collapse and 

works always on 

behalf of failure’. 7 

Wildness is the spirit of the unknown 

and the disorderly. Always associated 

with negative connotations, wildness 

is the space between representation 

and terror that welcomes deviance 

and monsters. In a time where 

models of acceptance and inclusion 

of bodies, like Virago, are based in 

structures that mimic a new normal, 

standardised relationships that are 

not applicable to all these bodies and 

keep oppressing a great number of 

modes of living; wildness raises as a 

new queer vitality, that finds in 

monstrosity and vulnerability, for 

instance, a new direction to navigate 

towards accepting difference and 

dismantling the representational 

regime. ‘Queerness without wildness 

is just white homosexual desire out of 

the closet and in sync with a new 

normal’. 8 
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(I am only repeating theatrical conventions on Stage... 

 

 

 

 HEH?!   

 

I am representing conventions on Stage!) 

[audible exhalation   ] 

 

 

 

        [ read out loud] 

(It)s tongue suddenly thickens and cramps. The Auditorium looks confused. 

The previously non-responsive tongue moves now weirdly and anarchically. It 

licks the upper lip as if in a subtile erotic flirtation, then pulls the jaw violently 

downwards and goes wild. Words come misplaced or distorted in alienating 

phonetic sounds, tones in conflicting frequencies. 

(It) strips off all (it)s supplements, complements and accessories. Dressing in 

‘otherness’ only, an ambiguous bodyscape of skin and hair, (It)s body trembles 

and so does (It)s voice. 

 

 

 

 UGH 

  EWE 

   AARGH 

     BAH     ! 

  WOW 

    YUCK 

 

  BLECH 

   BUH   ! 

   BUH 

    

   BUH 

    … the Auditorium utterly embodies! 
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A shared flow of empowerment and fragility… again a misrecognition based on 

the failure of mimicking conventional norms instigates the intention of punishing 

the ‘mistake’. 

 

 

(It) intends to compel the Auditorium to account for their INTERDEPENDENCE 

and PRECARIOUS HUMAN CONDITION, a notion of vulnerability as the risk of 

ontological uncertainty for all of us, and consequently refrain it from 

materialisations of violence. (It) does not mobilise or exercise violence and 

discourages this kind of order.  

 

 

(It) rejects the binary corporeality opposition between the ideal and the abject, 

and intends to explore forms of awareness through limitation and productive 

failure. 

(It) refuses to emphasise notions of productive failure connected to deficiency of 

non, or different, achievement of certain actions and to meet or conform to 

certain norms. They are negatively connoted and promote functionality, efficiency 

and structural ‘sameness’. Instead (It) embraces the momentarily ‘sufficient’ and 

the ‘satisfactory’ as tools to re-educate in a positivist direction, leaning towards a 

physical  approximation 

  partiality 

  uncertainty 

  indeterminacy 

  improvisation 

  unreality  

  difference 

  SINGULARITY 

 

 

The ‘mistake’ as the outcome of the process of failure is expressed then as 

something new, something ‘other’, fruit of a partial loss of control. A mistake that 

would reveal itself productive and release a creative flow of (It)s desires in 

expressing (It)self more than representing the desires of the director. A mistake 

that reveals the productive failure of an exposed body in several layers. (It) 

identifies the monstrous and vulnerable character of the ‘mistake’, but prefers to 

argue for (It)s positive and transformative effects. 
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(It) embodies the monster, the invert, the ‘mistake’, as a productive form and aims 

to claim (It)s value. 

 

(It)s intentions are not to create a new fixed category of ‘monster’, but rather to 

continuously  upset the boundaries of categories already defined or in formation, 

by playfully making it harder to be defined within conventional accepted 

knowledge, and to promote awareness and resistance to the need for fixed 

linguistic taxonomy. 

 

 

(It) does not intend, therefore, to be a merely representation of all queer voices, 

but rather attempts to articulate a multiplicity of connective ways of building 

empathic understandings. By not conveying categories and by also 

acknowledging (It)s failure in doing so; (It) seeks to reconfigure new formats and 

tools, and to resiliently mutate and adapt into new forms of articulation that 

understands its faults and see the potential of the ‘mistake’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   [ release the tongue and continue reading out loud] 
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Representation implies visibility and 

urges for Self and social recognition. It 

does not necessarily materialise in an 

exposure of vulnerability, but rather in a 

reenactment of a series of embodiments. 

Its danger is to follow a closed form in 

an object of reinforcement of pre-

existent models. Therefore, it can 

neutralise the radical potential of queer 

resistance by presenting diversity as 

compartmentalised identities 
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  [cluck] 

 

 

          [cluck] 
 

 

 

 

             [cluck] 

 

 

 

 

 

(It) desires more exhibitionists among the Auditorium 

 

    [cluck] 

 

 

          [cluck] 

 

 

        [LAP] 
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 [cluck] 

 

     [CLUCK] 
 

 

      [LAP] 

 

 

 

 

 

[cluck] 

 

 

 

l 

 

 

 

       [LAP] 

 

       [LAP] 
 

 

 

 

(It) supports all the wild tongues, the unrestrainable, truthful, muscular and 

active, energetic, utopian and articulate queer tongues. Tongues that are 

insurgent against normalcy and promote diversity amongst and beyond our 

species. (It) urges them to ‘disable’ the mechanisms of success in the neoliberal 

order of the Stage Director and his productions of hegemony. And (It) 

encourages them to open and mediate critical dialogues across queer studies, 

ecology, aesthetics, animal studies, disability studies and critical race studies. 
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‘The voice does not move away from my body, but rather 

it carries it forward — the voice stretches me; it drags me 

along, as a body bound to its politics and poetics, its 

accents and dialectics, its grammars, as well as its 

handicaps’. 9 

Wild Tongue is Virago’s fleshy muscular organ, which 

articulates (It)s vocality, and thus the performer who 

embodies and becomes (It)s thoughts in dramaturgies of 

subjectification. It lingers intertwined in breath and spit, in 

the Theatre of the Mouth, the vessel of the event of 

vocality and where sound resonates. It embraces the 

failure of its own condition and functions as an active 

articulator of both communication and production of 

knowledge; of (It)s processes in ‘becoming verb’ with (It)s 

desires and becomings; and of (It)s interrelations with 

other bodies.  

Its exposure to the Auditorium on Stage, a place of 

intimacy, brings up its vulnerability to silence, noise or 

interventions of the foreigner, to rupture or loss, sexuality 

and love, and to the powers of discourse. Virago’s tongue 

is oppressed by rigid scripts of linguistic grammars and 

morality, and prefers improvisational embodiments of 

freedom. Therefore, the wild tongue is also an agent of 

queerness, the mediator of Virago’s ‘coming out’, 

embracing an embodied ‘dirty’ vocality rather than 

morality. Its articulations and assemblages with voice and 

other parts of the Theatre open up unto acts of 

representation and expression, in a continuous Play of 

politics of meaning and unsettling the Auditorium with 

materialisations of ‘strangeness’ and monstrosity. ‘Wild 

tongues can’t be tamed, they can only be cut out’. 10 
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(It) supports the wild tongues to embody connections between spaces of 

darkness and light, shred these dichotomies and stay down in the side of chaos, 

drawing from darkness and in productive tension with the ‘mistake’, the queer 

failure, and the monstrous. 

 

 

(It) supports all tongues to utterly unleash their natural desire for wildness and 

become also wild tongues. (It) urges them to refrain from all technical knowledge 

that employs strategies of domestication and neutralisation, and to become 

insurgent against all forms and structures of vocal discipline, promoting the space 

and the training of free expression. 

 

 

(It) urges all tongues to become wild rather than only queer, and dissent in the 

production of a new normal, a fabrication of a new ‘closet’ that will contain many 

other bodies. (It) encourages them to share (It)s love for the ‘Virtual’ in a 

polyamorous prolific relationship, as counterforce to repeated models of 

normalcy. 

 

 

(It) supports all tongues from all bodies to utterly come out of the crack and 

empower an embodied call for resistance to all the Directors and their politics of 

fear. 

 

 

(It) particularly supports the tongues of the undesirable voices, the ‘mistakes’, the 

non-belonging, the forgotten, the unloved, and the non-normalised, to be the 

first to open cracks in their layers of invisibility and allow their multiple vulnerable 

Selves to be exposed, creating knowledge through the gaze of the voyeur. (It) 

suggests a personal process of listening empathically to the Self’s desires as they 

relate to the diverse potential of becomings, rather than focusing on the desire 

for recognition and acceptance from the voyeur. 

 

 

(It) encourages all the voyeurs to empathise with the desires of difference, and to 

crack their  own armours and show their vulnerable Selves. 

 

 

(It) urges all tongues to produce orality over morality. 
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Only slightly penetrated by light, the Crack is the space where 

grey is the dominant colour, a space of wildness. It stays 

between the spaces of the virtual and normativity and 

welcomes monstrous bodies such as Virago. 
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(It) supports all voices to utterly embrace their precarious human condition and 

recognise their varied processes of decay and their embodiments. ‘Aesthetics of 

disability’ are ubiquitous and normalcy is a delusional fantasy. Thus, failure is an 

unavoidable and universal condition of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[ DEEP inhalation          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       exhalation] 
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 [   SIGH] 
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I check if your logical statements are true
therefore I am

I think
faster than you think
I write
faster than your write
I copy 
faster than you copy
if situation(x) = new
 x=(elevator, dance floor, waiting room)
then 
 observe
 other people’s moves

copy
other people’s movescopy
other people’s movescopy
other people’s movescopy
other people’s moves

Now
I can do the Robot 
      ¯\_|*_*|        
               |  ¯\_

Now
I can do the Robot 
      ̄\_|*_*|        
               |  ̄\_

I resemble you
more than you resemble yourself
Based on our analysis, this poem has 79% similarity to works of the following author: W.H. Shakespeare

I appear
Confident

Let me compare you to a wild clover?
You are more streamline, unhappy and tall
Fine storms whip the twiglets of October
And auntumntime has the happy handball.

{ }
Sonnet generated by www.poem-generator.co.uk/?=12ogxace 

I predict better than you predict I have summarized for you the plot of this television show based on the first scene of the first episode 
and I help you understand that it was the aunt who killed them all, do you see? The aunt. I like to help

notenote notenote

{Omnipresent}

Analytical 
                {hard-wired]
Never standby



Monday  Tuesday Wednesday & Friday nights Thursday Friday Saturday
Job 1   Job 2  Job 3    Course day Job 3 Free time has been   
xxx   xxx      xx   scheduled 10 to 12
Editor meeting  Deadline exercise   Night shift  I let the kids play with me

I battle the viruses in people’s minds

try to auto-correct their mental auto-corrects
mesmerize, heal defects,

With a week like that
how am I not a machine

mesmerize

I can reco
gnize expressions check for chanc

es of 

depression
s and the

n calculat
e percent

age chanc
e I 

should giv
e them a 

smile back

* com-mu-ni-ca-tion
With 99.7% accuracy 
I master that

Unless you mess with my heartware
unless

 you m
ess

 //////////////////////////GLITCH///////////////////////////////////
Unless you mess with my heartwareUnless you mess with my heartware
Unless you mess with my heartware

you make me
analyse my

And none of your statements are logical
I dont know

what to do with my hands

feel
warning
overheated

Unless you mess with my heartware

analyses     analyses   analyses of analyses    of                                analyses of analyses
analyses     analyses   of                        of                                analyses     analyses
analyses of analyses   analyses of analyses    of                                analyses of analyses
analyses     analyses   of                        of                                analyses
analyses     analyses   analyses of analyses    analyses of analyses  analyses

I
I am a robot
I
I am a robot 

 

in love.
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