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PROLOGUE
air, breath
history and memory
the scent of leaves
on the forest floor
the sound of drums
from centuries past
ineffable traces
of invisible things

My inquiry into invisibility stems way back to childhood when I used to trace naked footprints in
the sand and feel the passing presence of another living being who had once walked along the
water’s edge. In the woods, I could hear drums beating from hundreds of years past. The land
where I grew up was once the original homeland of the Abenaki People. While I felt their spiritual
presence when I was young, there were few visible signs of the indigenous men, women and two
spirits who inhabited that part of New England for more than 10,000 years.
In their native Algonquin language, Abenaki means “people of the dawn”. Four hundred
generations lived and thrived in patrilineal communities hunting, fishing, farming and stewarding
the land throughout the region prior to the arrival of the first European explorers in the 1500s. At
the time, their population was around 40,000, but within 250 years, it was decimated by nearly
90% due to the deadly diseases, bloody wars, and violent enslavement brought about by white
European settlers righteously laying claim to lands that were not theirs. Many of the surviving
Abenaki retreated to the north, seeking refuge in Quebec, Canada where the tribes are now
federally recognized and have two reservations that the tribes govern as independent sovereign
nations. By the time the American Revolution ended, there were fewer than 1,000 Abenaki
remaining in their native homeland.i
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Living in the Liminal

Those who stayed did not fare as well. They lost much of what remained of their familial ties,
cultural traditions and native languagesii as they fell victim to further atrocities, such as the forced
internment in “schools for the mentally deficient” and the aggressive eugenics movement in the
United States during the 1930s that targeted many BIPOC communities (along with LGBTQ
individuals, people with disabilities, and anyone deemed by the state to be a burden) with forced
sexual sterilization and terminated pregnancies without informed consent.iii In order to escape
persecution, many members of the community hid their language, customs, religion and other
aspects of themselves which led to the near extinction of their indigenous culture.iv
However, they have not disappeared entirely. While the Abenaki are not yet federally recognized
in the United States, they are still the people of the dawn, and from that liminal space, they are
emerging into the light. In the 2000 US Census, 2,544 people identified as Abenaki, 6,012 claimed
Abenaki heritage, and the total population of Abenaki People based in both the US and Canada
has recovered to an estimated 12,000. They have resisted erasure and are asking to be
acknowledged.
According to Council Leaders of The Cowasuck Band of the Pennacook Abenaki People,
“There is a growing effort to bring history back into focus and to correct many
misconceptions about the relationship of Native People, such as us, and the
founding of the United States. We were not all killed off by disease or warfare
and did not disappear with the colonization of this country. Many of us became
the individual fibers of the weave that made the cloth of the United States and
Canada. We are among you, working beside you in all walks of life. Unless we
told you who we were, you would probably never know us.”v
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As with the spirit energy I felt within the soft imprints in the sand near my home, I am moved by
the depth of connection, awareness and profound respect for the invisible as expressed in this
Abenaki prayer:
O Great Spirit whose voice I hear in the winds and whose breath
gives life to the world, hear me; I come before you, one of your
many children.
I am small and weak, I need your strength and wisdom.
Let me walk in beauty and make my eyes ever behold the red and purple
sunset, make my hands respect the things you have made, my ears sharp
to hear your voice.
Make me wise, so that I may know things you have taught my people,
the lessons you have hidden in every leaf and rock.
I seek strength not to be superior to my brother, but to be able to
fight my greatest enemy, myself.
Make me ever ready to come to you with clean hands and straight eyes,
so when life fades as a fading sunset, my spirit may come to you
without shame, I have spoken.vi
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INTRODUCTION

We rely on unseen elements in our everyday world to give us strength, hope and even life itself.
How does that which is invisible influence our lives? Is there a difference among cultures in how
invisibility is experienced or sometimes even desired?
Let me ask you this: When have you felt invisible? Have you ever wished to be invisible? What
were the circumstances surrounding that experience?
In my case, I longed to be seen and adored by my mother, while simultaneously wishing to be
invisible to my stepfather and other sexual predators who preyed upon me throughout my
childhood and teen years. I believed I was invisible to the people that mattered for many years
and was often surprised when people in my hometown recognized me decades later. I’ve hidden
things from myself and from others, and I sometimes refused to see what I couldn’t bear to accept.
This is true for many of us. I admit, I am guilty of putting on blinders to avoid looking at that which
causes me discomfort, and at the same time, putting my trust where it doesn’t belong.
My creative research is centered on an ongoing investigation into the phenomenon of invisibility.
Particularly, the invisible systems of privilege, manipulation, discrimination, deception, erasure,
and power that are the underlying causes of social, racial, economic and environmental injustice.
Can we really trust what we see? What’s presented as fact? Or as truth? And can we all, honestly
trust that it’s safe to be seen as we are? Absolutely not. Not all of us anyway.
As a white, middleclass, American woman living in the United States, I’m afforded a number of
privileges and opportunities that other people do not have access to simply because of their race,
religion, nationality, or sexuality. While my status didn’t protect me from sexual abuse or gender
discrimination, it does provide me with a considerable amount of freedom.
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I’ve often felt guilty and even ashamed of being an American because the racialized political
system is based on a false illusion of white supremacy that I do not agree with. Aggressive
domination and discriminatory policies deliberately destroy people’s lives and have done so since
the very first European settlers arrived in this country, murdering thousands of Indigenous Peoples
and driving the remaining survivors from their sacred homelands. This rapacious practice
continues today in countless insidious ways. Neighborhood gentrification, restricted access to
healthcare, higher fees on financial packages, pay gaps, sexual exploitation, human trafficking,
fracking, toxic waste dumps -- these are just a few everyday examples of the inequitable ways
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color are most frequently impacted by extractionist policies.
These practices are based on a long-standing attitude of entitlement and a commitment to an
invisible racial contract that justifies white supremacy and advancement for the elite at the
expense of all others.
I’ve been engaged in making the invisible visible since I started my career as an artist in the
eighties. This fact was not apparent to me, however, until after I started my formal investigation
into the phenomenon of invisibility as a grad student in 2016. Sometimes it’s impossible to see
what is right in front of us because we are simply too close to it.
This paper is about the journey I’ve taken with my praxis as I consciously entered deeply into the
world of the unseen with eyes and heart wide open. The first two sections, 1000 Invisible Things
and Invisible Borders, introduce two creative initiatives that inspired the creation of The Invisibility
Lab for my final MFA project described in the third section. I discuss several of the creative
experiments I have undertaken with the lab and in the studio along with the successes and failures
experienced along the way.
For my research, the four primary questions I keep in mind are:
•

Is it possible there’s more that joins us than separates us as human beings?

•

If so, could making this truth visible generate greater empathy, understanding
and connection among us?
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•

How can we create a culture of universal belonging that celebrates both our
individual similarities and our differences?

•

Can we put an end to discrimination and systemic oppression by creating
a culture of compassion?

I don’t have concrete answers to any of these questions, but I believe it is possible, and I’m
committed to doing all that I can to create such a world.
We resist erasure by speaking our truth.
I began to understand the power of words when I started sharing my story of childhood sexual
abuse in my art in the early 2000s with an installation piece called, The Collaborative Scroll. The
galleries who’d been showing and selling my paintings prior to that point made it clear they wanted
nothing to do with my more personal work. Yet, although it hasn’t been nearly as lucrative as
painting was for me, developing a socially engaged art practice has proven to be the most valuable
aspect of my creative life. Why?
I discovered that my more personal work was resonating deeply with people that came across it
in alternative exhibition spaces, and even more so with people who directly participated in the
projects. Men and women of all ages and backgrounds voluntarily engaged with my work and
shared their own secrets on the Scroll, safely and anonymously, next to mine. Eve Ensler was
finding the same response after every performance of The Vagina Monologues, which is what led
her to creating the V-Day movement and lifting the licensing fees to produce the play for
community groups who wanted to perform it. Millions of dollars from ticket sales have gone to
local organizations who work to end violence and provide support for women and girls around the
globe. Years later, I received the great honor of being invited to present The Collaborative Scroll in
New Orleans to be featured in Eve’s Healing Lounge as part of V-Day’s special V TO THE TENTH
event for the diaspora of women who had lost their homes to Hurricane Katrina. That first
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interactive work continues to be shown in cities around the world and now contains thousands of
entries.
There is a release that comes from sharing once’s personal story. The heavy cloak of shame begins
to get lighter. I have seen how the simple act of writing a few revealing words, like “When I was
small my father left me, and he did not come back. I never told anyone.”vii can be truly cathartic.
It’s the crack that lets the light in. With that, healing can begin.
Formidable structures of oppression and injustice are woven into the very fabric of our country,
our language, our history, and our laws. They are difficult to see and sometimes even more
challenging to talk about. When I started this project, I was both excited and intimidated by the
idea of interviewing people about their experiences. Since I knew it might be uncomfortable, I
wasn’t really sure how to go about having thoughtful, respectful conversations about racism and
xenophobia, homophobia and classism, especially with people who were directly impacted by
physical violence and social oppression because of their ethnicity, sexuality or religion. I still feel
insecure about it, afraid I’ll inadvertently say something the wrong way or come off as ignorant,
entitled, insensitive, or blind with privilege; and the same goes for writing. Nevertheless, I persist.
I persist because I feel it’s imperative to do what I can to deconstruct the colonial structures of
power that continue to divide rather than unite. By making them visible to the wider public - to
our neighbors, friends, students and relatives - we can decolonize the old stories and center more
honest narratives that round out our experience and understanding of the world, it’s people, and
our place in it. From there, we can approach the sizable task of building systems that promote
equality, unity, sustainability and peace.
In social research, as well as in creative research, radical care is required to create spaces that feel
safe enough for personal sharing and to ensure that the privacy of people most at risk for
persecution is protected. The images included in this report are used with permission.
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You’ll find here excerpts from the hundreds of experimental labs I conducted with people of all
genders, ages and backgrounds who participated in Berlin, Istanbul, Lisbon, New York and Miami,
as well as in remote areas of the United States, Ireland and elsewhere.
I deeply honor the trust participants put in me. They shared their thoughts and experiences, their
hopes and dreams, their anxieties and concerns, as well as their greatest wish for the world.
Working with the traces left by participants - the outlines of their hands, their voices, the memory
of their skin fills me with profound gratitude for the connections I get to make with other spiritual
beings who exist in human form on the planet now and beyond.
Their words, their stories, and their presence give me great comfort.

The storyteller measures his words in the measureless brightness.
Through his very solitude he will sing of the land and those who
suffer it. His words are not offered to those who delight in them,
are elated by them; but to bodies burned by time: brushwood,
oppressed peoples, bare villages, the multitudes of the shore.
Then, his song destroys this wise sailor, this measured speaker,
and recreates him. He comes, a child, into the first morning.
He sees the primordial sea-spray, the first sweating of salt.
History, which awaits him.
-- Édouard Glissantviii
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VISIBLE?

IS IT…
MEASURABLE?
STORABLE?

11

1000 INVISIBLE THINGS

1000 Invisible Things is a multidisciplinary project started in 2016 as part of my first year MFA
project that ultimately inspired the creation of the Invisibility Lab as a way to formalize and further
my research in my second year.
In this ongoing project, I start with a continuously cultivated collection of 1,000 invisible things
that are kept in a digital database. These invisible things are sourced from a number of places both
real and imagined, collected from memories, observations, interviews and journals, as well as
participatory art collaborations both online and on the street.
The purpose is to explore new territory such as memory, trauma, language, spirit, liminality, space,
and time, and to discover what the invisible has to teach us, what meaning we bring to it (if any),
and to draw correlations about identity along the lines that connect one invisible piece to the next.
I regularly clear out items that no longer speak to me, or never really satisfied in the first place but
were added in the beginning in order to reach my goal of one thousand. In order to be included in
the collection, an invisible thing is considered eligible for the collection when it meets at least two
of three criteria:
1. It is not visible to the naked eye.
2. It is not easily measured.
3. It cannot be stored in a container.
There were many in the original list that didn’t feel right to me. Although they might have
“qualified” for entry, their presence in the collection felt incongruent. In the process, I became
more and more aware of felt sensations and even unnamable feelings, which led me to study
somatic body work and neurobiology. Also, I refined the process of choosing between words to
include and words to exclude based on discerning what feels right and what feels wrong.
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While the collection as a whole, exists primarily as a database, pieces from the collection
occasionally take form as experimental audio, video and performance works, as well as in print,
installation, and sculptural pieces.
I initially set myself the task of putting together a collection of 1000 invisible things, mainly because
I really liked the title. But I also wanted a legitimate challenge. 100 invisible things would be way
too easy, and 1,000,000 would be potentially impossible.

The image above shows a snapshot of the project in process. The section on the left contains a
detail from a word art digital print using the original set of one thousand invisible things I compiled
for my first-year project. The section on the right is a detail of the database as new words are
being considered for the collection. The practice of finding the right words to include has become
really important to me.
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This screenshot may give a better idea of the process I’m using to refine my revised list in the
digital database. Each column represents one of the 26 letters of the English alphabet. Currently,
I’m trying to balance out the number of items per column. My original list was quite unbalanced,
with significantly more words in the first few columns than in the latter ones, which looks a little
odd when combining all of the words into one image. So last year in 2019, I set myself a new goal
of trying to even out the number of items per letter of the alphabet. Of course, there needs to be
some room for accommodation with words starting with X and Q and even Z, since there are not
so many English words that qualify as invisible things. Taking a more mathematical approach, I
divided 1000 by the 26 letters in the English language and aiming to fill each column in my
spreadsheet with a minimum of 38 invisible things. A few columns will have more and others will
have less, but overall they’ll be more balanced. This will work better for performing the archive
and recording it as well.
I invite you to take a look at the following image collections on the next two pages and notice how
your body responds as you take them in, and what story your mind attaches to them.
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For me, the meaning behind each image changes based on whether the words are on black or they
are on white. I’m curious to find out if other people have the same feeling when they look at them.
This series of individual word prints are intentionally challenging to read, as they represent the
invisible systems of power and oppression that prevent our world from functioning as a fair and
equitable place where everyone is free and able to thrive.
Although these works do not reproduce well, in their physical form they are digitally printed on 19
x 13 inch paper, the black block letters are barely legible on the velvety black ground, and the offwhite block letters are almost imperceptible on the matte white paper. A large-scale installation
featuring a few hundred of these pieces framed and hung in an exhibition space would be striking.
I’m also playing with the idea of creating a card game based on this series, with the idea of
generating thoughtful inquiry, discussion, and awareness that could inspire players to make a
conscious commitment to civic engagement for the greater good.

Another physical manifestation of the collection of 1000 Invisible Things is this black file box made
in 2017. It contains one thousand index cards, each with the name of one invisible thing written in
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black ink on the top right side of the lined face of the card. Although quite tedious to create, I
wanted a tangible way to document the items in my collection, but I wasn’t entirely satisfied with
the results since it lacked mystery, purpose and intrigue.
I’m currently in the process of finessing details for a new version of this piece in which I will be
using white ink on the index cards and possibly leaving the dividers blank as shown above. This
time around, I will also be spontaneously writing a couple of sentences sparked by the particular
item. Perhaps a poem, or a definition, or a memory… Whatever arises in the moment. I see it as a
contemplative practice that will expand my creative intuition through deep listening and
spontaneous expression. From a pragmatic perspective, this project could potentially take years
to complete – especially if I only manage to write just one card per day.

1,000 Invisible Things by Gabrielle Senza, 2017, audio, 20’44.
In 2017, with the help of an audio engineer, I created a sound collage using an audio recording I
made of the entire list mixed with two pieces of music – The Expanding Universe by Laurie Spiegel
and Waken by Ian Boddy and Markus Reuter. We faded the three different tracks in and out
slightly, creating a mesmerizing soundtrack.
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The recording is published on Soundcloud and has received the blessings of the other artists
whose works were used to create the sound collage. It’s available here.
Eventually, I’ll record a new version when my updated list is completed. I may also compose the
accompanying music myself or perhaps work in collaboration with another musician rather than
using the same music for the second version.

I incorporated that same recording into a performance lecture I gave in the fall of the same year,
at the Invisible Republics International Conference on Music, Lettrism and Avant-Gardes in Lisbon.
Although I had expected to perform on a stage with someone running a light and soundboard, I
found instead, that I was assigned to a lecture hall with a stationary desk on a platform and no
stage lighting or sound technician! A minor misunderstanding.
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It was a bit of a shock, and I had to improvise a solution within two days. I managed to turn the
hall into a black box theater by blocking out the windows and I figured out a way to incorporate
the fixed desk into the piece.
For the performance, I relied on the intensity of the pitch-black auditorium and the atmospheric
soundtrack to hold the space for me. The darkness was pierced only by the single light of my phone
shining brightly up into my face from the clipboard I held below. As I paced slowly about the room,
a large shadow was cast on the ceiling above. Although I can think of a dozen ways it could have
been better, I was told it was both powerful and riveting.
After the performance, I took a few questions from the audience. A professor in the back row
commended the performance and stated that I had three things in my list that were not invisible:
Financial systems, natural disasters and sexual assault. I appreciate an opportunity to debate such
things and enjoyed this exchange very much.
While on face value, he could be right, for one can see a natural disaster happening, absolutely.
But typically that natural disaster will have another, more specific name. So what one sees is
actually a hurricane or a mudslide or an avalanche. However, the term “natural disaster” is used
in a generic term and does not specifically or necessarily indicate a hurricane, tornado, mudslide,
or avalanche. It references not just a natural violent occurrence, but also the fact that measurable
destruction has occurred. Certainly, one cannot contain a natural disaster, nor can it easily be
measured. And most importantly, although “natural disaster” is used in generic terms to refer to
the more specific disasters I listed above, when the term is used, there is space for the reader or
listener to interpret it any number of ways.
The same can be said of financial systems and sexual assault. We might witness or even experience
a rape or some other violent act, but when we use the term sexual assault we are speaking in
general terms and there are an infinite number of ways that it can be interpreted and understood.
It is for this reason, victims of violence - particularly victims of sexual assault - have such a difficult
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time bringing forward a case. Since shame and judgment are commonly placed on the victim
rather than the assailant, the crime often goes unreported. It’s hard to show up and be seen when
the possibility of not being believed or publicly humiliated is so great.
Honestly, I wish I could contain every bit of domestic violence and sexual assault in one apothecary
jar, sealed up tight and locked away for good. Who wouldn't want that? But alas, it’s not possible.
It remains invisible, behind closed doors, and locked in traumatic memory that could be inherited
by future generations.ix The victims live the shadows wearing a heavy cloak of shame, while the
perpetrators roam free in the sunshine.

On the Emotional Order of Things

When thinking about making either prints or recordings that represent the collection, I have
vacillated over and over again about whether it’s important to keep the list of 1000 Invisible Things
in alphabetical order, or to let it be totally random. Until recently, I would go back and forth about
it, leaning more towards keeping it alphabetical. However, for my purposes, I’ve settled on keeping
it alphabetical and here’s why:
In the times when I’ve felt life is spinning out of control and I’m struggling with a great deal of
anxiety and overwhelm, I desperately crave order and repetition. Each time I think about this list
of 1000 invisible things, it gives me comfort because I know it’s orderly, and controlled, it’s reliable,
and I know that the word that comes after insult is always going to be alphabetically in line with
the word before it and after it.
It all clicked for me in a scene from the film, Vita & Virginia which was about Virginia Woolf and
her affair with Vita Sackville-West. In this scene, there’s a tight, close-up view of Virginia’s face
(played by Elizabeth Debiki) staring directly into the camera. She is in the midst of great emotional
struggle from being separated from Vita and is speaking a long list of words in alphabetical order
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as a way, it seems, to find some sort of order, a way to calm her mind and keep herself from
spinning tragically out of control. This was so perfect. It makes sense to me. It is exactly how I think
of performing the list. It’s stabilizing. It’s dependable. It’s what I can hold onto in a state of crisis.
I don’t know if it’s true that Virginia Woolf could rattle off a dozen or so words in perfect
alphabetical order, or if she used that habit to self-soothe, but I loved the way it was portrayed in
the movie. It was brilliant. And it confirmed my desire to stick with the order that only an
alphabetized list can provide.
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Manifesto of Love, 2016 digital print design created for t-shirts, mugs and other products.
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INVISIBLE BORDERS

no one puts their children in a boat
unless the water is safer than the land.
-- Warsan Shirex

Leading up to the 2016 presidential election in the US, Donald Trump spouted a great deal of vitriol
against anyone who wasn’t straight, white, Christian, and male. In the first months of his
presidency he banned travel from Muslim countries, closed US borders to asylum seekers and
refugees, and launched aggressive raids on migrant diaspora communities in cities around the US.
I grew very concerned for my foreign neighbors and friends.

Sin Paredes: Storia #1, video, 5:45 minutes, 2017. Collaboration with artist Clemente Sajquiy.
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Sin Paredes is a collaborative project created with the aim to give voice to the migrant diaspora
community, individuals who culturally and economically enrich our communities through their
hard work, community engagement, and cultural contributions, yet who are not free to enjoy the
same liberties as others because of their nationality, immigration status, gender, class, sexual
orientation, or even just the color of their skin.
Recognizing our shared humanity in the stories told in this series inspires us to take action towards
building a better, more inclusive community where everyone is valued for their diverse
perspectives and cultural contributions.
This was the first in what I hope will become a series of similar short videos and creative
engagements with people from the migrant diaspora community. I collaborated with artist and
community organizer, Clemente Sajquiy to gather the personal stories of people who courageously
made the dangerous journey from South America to the United States.
Clemente explained to me that many of his compatriots from Guatemala, for example, do not
know how to read or write. Filling out visa applications and going through the proper channels is
not a possibility for them.
When bigotry started growing stronger in the US with the President’s claims that ”Mexicans are
rapists”, we wanted to help get the stories of our hardworking neighbors out to the community
without jeopardizing their safety by revealing their identities.
Since Clemente’s friends were not able to write their own stories, he interviewed them. Using his
phone to record the conversation, he asked them about their reasons for coming to the United
States and how they feel about the decision. He then transcribed the interview by hand and
translated it to English himself.
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Clemente sent me the photograph pictured above with the audio file from his phone. I was struck
by the simplicity of the format – so real, and raw and timeless. I fell in love with the way the light
falls on the pages and the rumpled cloth underneath the notebook. The image brought the whole
thing to life and I decided to only use the single photograph and the recorded audio for the video.
I laid in the subtitles to give it a tiny bit of movement for viewers, but I wanted this story to sit
quietly in the viewer’s heart as they watched and listened.
When I screened the video in a shorts festival in Berlin, it got a very positive response. Some people
were moved to tears and other said it opened their eyes to seeing people in the migrant diaspora
community with more compassion. Sin Paredes is currently available to watch on Vimeo.
When people leave everything they’ve ever known and loved in search of a better life for
themselves and their families, knowing full well that they face the real possibility of getting lost in
the mountains, drowning in the river, dying in the desert or even murder, what they are leaving
behind must be so much worse than most of us can even imagine.
Warsan Shire makes this clear in the opening lines of her poem, Home.
no one leaves home unless
home is the mouth of a sharkxi
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INVISIBILITY LAB

On ne voit bien qu’avec le cœur.
L’essential est invisible pour les yeux.
- Antoine de Saint-Exupéryxii

In 2017, I designed and developed a creative research platform called the Invisibility Lab as part of
my final MFA research project for Transart Institute for Creative Research and Plymouth
University. It functions as a mobile gallery, stage, creative studio, and research laboratory where
the phenomena of invisibility is studied and presented through participatory multimedia activities,
exhibitions, performances, and socially engaged art events. It was time to move from a thoughtbased practice to an engagement-based practice.
I chose to create a “research laboratory” in order to give the project a conceptual framework for
the work I was planning to do. I wanted it to be both fun and scientific in feel, not too serious or
intimidating, but not childish either. The lab idea helped form organizing principles for how I would
design, perform and present the research.
I liked the idea of wearing a lab coat and playing the role of a laboratory technician or a researcher.
However, since I really wanted people to get involved in the project, I made an effort to be warm
and inviting rather than performing a more stereotyped character with a cold, clinical personality.
I didn’t wear a lab coat for every engagement, but when I did, I usually also carried a clipboard and
pen, ready to hand out my questionnaires and take notes. Except for the impromptu performances
that happened on airplanes or at a sidewalk café, and once in Berlin when it was sweltering hot, I
almost always wore a lab coat.
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At one point, one of my advisors cautioned me to consider the effect wearing a lab coat might
have on my audience, especially when working with populations that experienced colonization or
sterilization. It hadn’t occurred to me that the pseudo-scientific aspect of my project might trigger
suspicion and mistrust. But thinking about it brought up old stories of medical trauma and
powerlessness that people had shared with me and had read about. I am more sensitive to that
aspect of the project now and make an effort to be more conscientious of how I perform the
character of Lab Researcher.
I find it overwhelming sometimes, to handle every aspect of the project on my own. From setting
up the installations, to inviting people in to participate, establishing trust, facilitating the
experiment and holding the physical space without any backup support, it is definitely challenging.
Now I try to have a Research Assistant to help with the installation and facilitation whenever
there’s a big event.
One of the most quizzical and entertaining aspects of the project, is that, from a performance
perspective, the Invisibility Lab requires me to play three different, yet interdependent roles
simultaneously. I am the Artist who designed and created the project, the Lead Researcher who
conducts the research and facilitates the experiments, and the Performer who presents the work
out in the world including in the Labs themselves. All of which informs the Artist who designs new
experiments for the Researcher to conduct and the Performer to perform, and so on. Trying to
untangle these relationships in order to explain how the research is the art and the art is the
research continues to confuse me, but it’s a puzzle I rather enjoy.
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THE LAB EXPERIMENTS
In my initial proposal for the Invisibility Lab, I’d imagined it would be a portable collapsible
structure made from a ten-by-ten foot pop-up market tent that had sides I could add and remove
as needed. The idea is that it could provide different levels of privacy, determined by the project,
and that it would be easy to travel with.
I ordered the tent and erected it in the
studio I was using to work out the layout,
furniture arrangement, and design details
in preparation for the Open House event
where I would be premiering it during
Berlin ArtWeek at ZK/U - The Center for Art
& Urbanistics.

Once I got everything

organized and arranged in the studio, I
moved it all out to the terrace where I
wanted the tent installed for the opening.
Everything was just about set and ready to
go when a fluke windstorm tore through
the terrace two nights before the opening
and destroyed the tent. I was devastated. I felt at the time, the tent was crucial to my whole plan.
But since there was no way I could replace it in time for the event, I had to find another solution.
The residency director and I toured around the property looking for an adequate space that would
provide enough privacy yet not be too isolated or remote. It didn’t seem like any of the options
would work and the stress kept me up all night. Desperate for a solution, I turned inward to look
for guidance.
When searching to understand the essence of the Invisibility Lab, my heart told me that it’s not
the container that’s important, it’s the connection happening within that matters. Since the
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project involved engaging directly with people about their personal experiences and beliefs, I knew
it was important to create an atmosphere of care in order to establish trust. I thought I needed a
private space to do that, but since I no longer had one, I chose to trust that I had the capacity to
hold that space organically on my own.

So I chose to trust that and created a space for private engagement in the main exhibition hall off
to the side, but in plain view. I set up a long table with four chairs in the space, arranged lighting,
set out the lab questionnaires and some pens, along with some signage indicating what the project
was about and how people could participate. There was no way to know how it would go since I
was presenting it live and untested for the very first time. As an amateur researcher running
creative experiments in an invisible laboratory, I was definitely nervous!
It worked though. More than a dozen people participated over the course of the night. Wearing
my lab coat and holding a clipboard, I invited people to “enter the lab” and participate by filling
out The Archive of Invisible Things worksheet.
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THE ARCHIVE OF INVISIBLE THINGS
It was really a surprise to see how long people took to fill out the sixteen questions on the
worksheet. I would guess the average time was close to 20 minutes. I thought it might only take
5-10 minutes, but when participants told me they’d never even considered some of the questions
on the sheet before, it made sense.
Without really intending to, The Archive of Invisible Things experiment got people to slow down
and really take time to contemplate what their hopes, dreams and fears were; to think about when
they felt nervous or invisible; where they feel most comfortable and what their goals are.
The set of questions I used for the Archive of Invisible Things worksheets are aimed to get a general
sense of the participant’s basic demographics – age, gender, nationality and city of residence,
while being careful to avoid asking for identifying information. And these first few questions are
so that I have some basic demographics to apply to the answers about invisibility to see if
similarities fall along age, gender or nationality lines.
Friends and interns have helped me translate the forms from English into German, Turkish,
Portuguese and Spanish. I do my best to decipher the handwriting, translate the foreign texts, and
enter all the data into the database. It’s my favorite aspect of this particular experiment since I
don’t get to personally sit down and engage with the participants directly. They are pretty much
on their own for this one and there’s not usually much interaction with them or their sheets during
the event. It is really only through their worksheets that I get a strong sense of connection to these
souls and their secrets.
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Invisibility Lab, installation, Invisible Republics International Conference, Lisbon, 2018
At the conference in Lisbon, I got extremely lucky. I had assistance from a team of interns, one of
whom brought in a pop-up market canopy to use for the Invisibility Lab! They were all fantastic to
work with - enthusiastic, helpful, and sharp.
I gave one of my lab coats to my intern, David to wear, so that he could have an official position
as a Lab Technician and help hold the space for my performance in the lecture hall. I needed to
make sure no one entered the space once the performance started, because any light
interruptions would have killed the performance. David was the person for the job because of his
large size and friendly demeanor.
I love learning about people’s passions – for example, the woman in the upper right picture to the
far right is a professor who is passionate about learning the Arabic language. Her dream is to teach
Portuguese to Arab students.
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Invisibility Lab, installation, Gütermarkt @ ZK/U-Berlin, 2018
It was really important to me to make sure the project wasn’t only presented in elite spaces of
privilege like galleries, museums and universities. When the opportunity came up to have a booth
at the ZK/U flea market in Moabit, I jumped on it. To my surprise, people were just as
contemplative when filling out the Archive sheets here as they were in other places - despite the
distraction of hundreds of people milling around.
I did notice, however, that there were a lot people just looking rather than engaging, as one might
expect to see at a flea market. People were curious, but not really inclined to participate. It was
interesting also to notice, that in casual discussions, I often heard men say that they’d never felt
invisible and they didn’t have any need or interest to be invisible. That was striking. Even in the
forms, while there were several men who said they had felt invisible and desired to be, there were
quite a few who claimed to have never had either experience. Women on the other hand, quite
often - and rather immediately - stated that they feel invisible all the time.
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I hold onto all the forms that people fill out and I keep them safe in a 3-ring binder. I have built a
spreadsheet where I enter all the data that is put on the Archive worksheets. From this, I create
work that reflects what I’ve seen on the forms.
There is a lot more work I want to do with the data already collected. Data visualizations, drawings,
installations, prints, and eventually, once I learn how (or have collaborators who can help me), I
want to transcribe all of the data I’ve collected into data points from which I can create works
based on data-driven algorithms.
One of the projects that is beginning to take shape is a performance piece that is informed and
driven by the data I’ve collected from the Archive sheets. It will include music, movement and
spoken word - all drawn from the words of the people who engaged in the project and shared
their stories. It is one way I can honor the participants and to have their full selves be seen, heard
and celebrated.
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Occasionally, I get an opportunity to participate in an event even if I can’t be present, since really,
all I need to supply for the installation are the worksheets and instructions for how I’d like the
space to be arranged.

Invisibility Lab, Open Haus installation at ZK/U-Berlin, 2018
However, there is the potential for not getting the worksheets back, as happened when I set up
an installation in Berlin just before flying back to the US. I know that some of the forms had been
filled out , but the original contact person left the organization and I haven’t been able to get them
sent back to me.
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VISIBLE TRACINGS
Visible Tracings are one-to-one performances that allow me to hold a more intimate space for care
and connection with the participants. While we co-create a drawing together, I’m able to get a
deeper insight into a participant’s experiences with feeling seen or unseen and to learn more
about their hopes, dreams, concerns and fears.
As I prepared to start interviewing people for my research, I did a couple of test-runs with some
friends. The recordings didn’t turn out so well, but the content of the conversation was rich and I
was able to create transcripts of some of the conversations.

The first test-runs of the Visible Tracings process.
The following excerpts are from an interview that took place in June of 2017 before heading to
Berlin for the summer residency with Transart. We met in a café in Great Barrington,
Massachusetts. I began by tracing K’s hand with a stylus on black scratch-paper and asking her
about her experiences with invisibility. K continued working on the drawing while sharing her
stream-of-consciousness thoughts as the images and ideas flowed.

38

“SILENCE IS INVISIBLE…
In the invisibility of silence, (there) is such strength and presence.”
“Once I shut up, that’s when I can really see what is in the shadows,
what is invisible to the eye or the ear or the heart or the gut.”
While drawing a triangle, she mused,
“There’s something about the trinity – meaning in these three places, that gives
me a space to just be nothingness – a silent nothingness. And that’s where I feel
most present. Right in that triangle, right there.”
“When I think about sexual encounters, all sexual encounter, I feel invisible.
Not seen, not felt, not met. I feel like an object, and I suffer.”
Were there times in your life when you wished you could be invisible?
“I feel so invisible that I can tell you, there are so many times when I wished I was
visible. I AM invisible. So, I am in visible. I feel invisible. I see people that I’ve seen a
million times and I feel like they don’t see me, they don’t even remember me, who
I am.”
“I think I make myself invisible. I think I’ve made myself invisible from very very
early on in my childhood, when it was much easier to be invisible than it was to be
visible. I was too much. Too, too much. There was danger involved in being visible.
Being visible meant that people projected their shit onto me… parents, family
members, priests, nuns… It was much easier to be invisible. To not have a voice.
To just shut up.”
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“But now when I shut up, it has the opposite effect. Because now in that silence,
I am SO visible. That’s where I find myself now.”
As we were winding up the interview, K concluded:
“What happened for me in this process that I realize, is that I am fighting to not be
invisible anymore. I am fighting to be visible. At 59 years old. I am fighting to be
visible. Really. And it is absolutely terrifying and painful. So, I need to find a space
to be visible. And that space really is in sound. Which is why I long for that so
much, you know?”

Visible Tracings multimedia setup for recording the tracing of the hands and the conversations.
When I originally designed this experiment, the lab was going to be contained within a pop-up
market tent with walls that could be added to create privacy. I planned to use a live-feed video
stream that projecting out to a screen or monitor the movement of our hands under the camera
for people to view in a public viewing space. The content of the conversation between myself and
the participant would not be available on the external projection, just the action of the two of us
creating a drawing together. Even though I didn’t have the tent or a place to project, I set up the
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camera and a monitor to test the process during one of the labs. It didn’t add to the experience,
nor did it take anything away from it. However, I would love to see the videos projected on a wall
to watch the tracing happening on a large scale. I think that would be fascinating.

Visible Tracings, multimedia performance, installation views, ZK/U Berlin, 2017
Visible Tracings is intimacy in public. I genuinely love touching skin, tracing people’s hands, and
learning more about their humanity. Just as can happen with a stranger on a plane or a train when
we might share personal things about ourselves that we might not otherwise share with anyone
else, performing Visible Tracings often generates a feeling of deep connection for me. Even if it’s
just temporary and we never meet again, something inexplicably special took place.
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SPECIMEN WHISPERS
I was inspired to introduce a new lab experiment as I observed participants filling out the
worksheets for the Archive of Invisible Things in Lisbon at the Invisible Republics conference. Since
I’d become more comfortable with the process of engaging people in my projects, I started inviting
lab participants to whisper the name of their favorite invisible thing into the apothecary jar and
then seal it. I wanted to see what would happen if I tried to direct an action within the framework
of a spontaneous experiment and get the participant to perform.
While immeasurable and undocumented, the Specimen Whispers bottle currently contains an
unspecified number of invisible things, whispered into the jar one by one over time. What’s
especially intriguing about it is that I have no idea what is in there. It’s a bit like having an unopened
letter that is meant never to be opened.
I was only able to capture a couple of videos of the first activations in Lisbon, but I think this
experiment could be worth expanding somehow in the future.

Specimen Whispers, impromptu experiments at the Invisible Republics Conference, Lisbon 2017
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Video still from presentation/performance during Winter Residency 2020, SOMA Mexico City
Truth vs. Trust

Experimenting with another presentation format, I opened my performance lecture in Mexico City
with the Specimen Whispers bottle. I held it up, swished the invisible contents around, and claimed
that it held 312 invisible things. I went on to say that this may or may not be fact. Since I have no
way of knowing how many things were whispered into existence, there’s really no telling what the
bottle actually contains.
This sparked an interesting conversation with the reviewers about fact vs. truth, corporate control
of data, the politics of erasure, and the phenomenon of how a single event, witnessed by a dozen
people, can be told and experienced in twelve dramatically different ways. There isn’t just one
single truth. Nothing is true, everything is living, as the French poet and philosopher, Éduard
Glissant said.xiii

43

I was particularly surprised by Eduardo Abaroa’s question wondering if any dark secrets had been
whispered into the bottle, like crimes or a person’s violent fantasies. That idea had never occurred
to me, although certainly, it’s possible someone might have confessed such a thing at some point.

Post-performance discussion with Specimen Whispers bottle during Winter Residency 2020
The discussion continued on into the territory of trust, or rather mistrust of clinicians and doctors,
government, media and the church. It’s possible Eduardo understood the instruction to be to
whisper a secret into the bottle, more like a confession. But that was not my intent. He went on
to ask if I thought of the Invisibility Lab project as utopian, dystopian or therapeutic. Another
interesting question for which I didn’t have a ready answer. I don’t think of the project as any one
of those things specifically, although it’s conceivable that it could be all three.
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PERFORMANCE LECTURES / WORKSHOPS
I really enjoy running workshops because they give me a lot of freedom to customize an experience
for a self-selecting audience rather than a random, drop-in kind of situation like we find in open
public spaces. In my workshops, as with the one-to-one performances, I create a tight container
where confidentiality, safety and non-judgment are paramount.

Invisibility Lab Workshops, New York Coming Out Intl Transgender/Non-Binary Conference, 2019
I had the honor of presenting my work at the first International Transgender/Non-Binary
Conference in New York City last November. I ran two Invisibility Lab Workshops and had a table
in the Exhibition Hall. It was an amazing experience. I got to know some truly inspiring people - like
Annie, a former Marine who came out to her platoon just prior to their 30th reunion and found
complete acceptance, Sam Britton from the Trevor Project, the founders of I’m From Driftwood,
the LGBTQ Story Archive, and Dr. Gennifer (Genn) Herley, the conference organizer and founder
of TransNew York.
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Genn’s personal transition story was truly eye-opening and provided a new embodied perspective
on gender discrimination. Genn told the story of going from being a highly respected and soughtafter professional man with a PhD in psychotherapy to suddenly finding the doors that were open
to her as a man, were absolutely impenetrable as a woman. That, she said, was startling and
upsetting in its own right. But once she came out as a transwoman, she saw her status drop even
further. And finally, when she came out as a transwoman in love with a transwoman, as whe put
it, “Well, then I was at the bottom.“
My workshops were small and very intimate. It felt like the participants were more nervous and
unsure about being there than I had experienced in other settings. There are probably at least a
dozen possible reasons they were uncomfortable upon arriving, all relating to issues of being seen,
and being safe while being seen.
Can we trust in visibility?
Is it safe to be seen?
History has shown that being visible is safe for some and potentially deadly for others. The LGBTQ
community is particularly vulnerable, as the levels of violence towards transwomen, for example,
are disproportionately higher than towards other marginalized groups. It was, therefor especially
important to create a safe, inclusive space of compassion and care for these workshops. I made
sure to have a reliable assistant to help create a solid container and to facilitate the workshops
with me.

These are a few of the promotional
pieces I’ve created for Invisibility Lab
workshops / performance lectures.
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Invisibility Lab: A Dinner Engagement for the Open Engagement Conference, NYC 2018
It’s always fun to experiment with different settings and different audiences. In 2018, I was invited
by the organizers of Open Engagement to host an interactive dinner engagement as part of their
final conference in. My event was held at a vegan restaurant in Manhattan called P.S. Kitchen on
48th Street. Ten people attended, and to my surprise, a few of them were Transart alumni!
After dialoguing about invisible things and what we rely on for sustenance in our work as cultural
workers and / or activists, I asked each participant to write down on a postcard at least three things
they were willing to commit to doing for themselves. One month after the event, I sent the
sustenance postcards out to each of them as a reminder.
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LABS ON THE FLY
I love the conversations that happen whenever I tell someone that I research invisibility. And I love
impromptu engagements. So anytime I am traveling or taking part in a social gathering, I make a
point of bringing along my clipboard and Archive forms just in case an opportunity arises. I usually
bring a lab coat along as well, but I’ll only put it on if it feels right.

A few of the places I’ve pulled out my clipboard and given someone a worksheet to fill out include
a sidewalk café in Lisbon, in the air between Berlin and Istanbul, on a beach in Miami, and even at
a dance party. I’m always thrilled to get new forms for the Archive of Invisible Things, and
appreciate the fact that people are willing to engage even if I’m not attending the installation - as
in the case of the dance party.
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Archive sheets on a small table in the corner at a wild dance party.
Another thing I learned about myself is that I am more bold when I have someone else with me –
if not participating, at least holding the space for me to do what I do. After years of doing
everything on my own, I find that it’s uplifting to have a creative partner on board and willing to
engage in creative projects whenever possible. I consider it an exquisite gift.

Impromptu interviews on the beach at ArtBasel, 2019
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INVISIBILITY LAB ONLINE
And finally, I want to say a few words about the work I do with the Lab online. I designed and built
the website in 2017. It’s live at www.InvisibilityLab.com. It’s intended to inform people about the
project and to engage people as well. Currently, there is a form where people can submit their
own stories on invisibility, and so far, I have received about a half-dozen fascinating submissions.
I plan to add the Archive worksheets in multiple languages to have as PDF downloadable forms
and to expand the site with more content about the projects I’ve done so far.
It’s odd to be writing
this paper during the
global

coronavirus

pandemic which has
millions of people in
lock-down and selfquarantine all over
the world. Radical
shifts are happening
on so many levels,
and many of us, are
spending more time
online, and feeling
bereft

of

human

connection. My goal is to help alleviate that feeling of isolation and loneliness - and, actually, a
sense of invisibility that people are feeling all over the world. I will be using the platform to bring
people into community and engage them with thoughtful, playful, mind-expanding exercises that
will foster creativity, connection and change.
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CONCLUSION
While this journey of investigating, discovering, uncovering and examining aspects of the unseen
world stems all the way back to my early childhood, I honestly still feel like it’s only just beginning.
Four years ago, the Invisibility Lab was created as a conceptual container to support my quest for
greater learning, deeper self-awareness, and meaningful connection with others. I have grown in
the process and will continue to grow as I continue my creative research with the Invisibility Lab.
One of the things I appreciate most about this project is how easy it actually is to engage people’s
interest in a casual encounter. Anytime I say that I research invisibility, suddenly they’re intrigued,
and a wonderful exploratory thought game ensues. Typically, I’ll begin by asking them to name
some invisible things are they aware of. The conversation might stay at that level, or, if they’re
really interested, I’ll ask if they’ve ever felt invisible. Sometimes the conversation stays on the topic
of naming all the invisible things like air, thoughts, feelings and so on, other times the conversation
goes deep and we’re talking about racism, colonization, invisible structures of power and how to
go about changing social norms, deconstruct tyranny and making the world a better place. When
both parties are able to walk away from the engagement feeling seen, heard and respected - and
perhaps even expanded and optimistic with a commons sense of purpose, I feel I’ve succeeded.
To be an artist is not a matter of making paintings or objects at all. What
we are really dealing with is our state of consciousness and the shape of
our perceptions.
-- Robert Irwinxiv
Over the course of this project, I discovered (and studies have shown) how language influences
our experience and colors our interpretation of events. Historical narratives and archives are
frequently erased or manipulated by political leaders, educators, researchers and media to
support a particular agenda. BIPOC communities and allies are choosing to decolonize the popular
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historical narratives and even language itself to lay bare the truth of their experience and
dismantle the oppressive structures that separate and divide.
The goal of making visible that which is invisible, is geared towards re-membering who we really
are as human beings by examining our passions, dreams, hopes and fears; discovering the
countless ways we are all the same and the beautiful ways we are all different. I want to shake
the public amnesia, reconnect people to their own humanity and create a culture of compassion.
When we let go of binary thinking, open our hearts and look beyond what is visible, we can build
communities where everyone can be seen, heard and celebrated for who the truly are. I know that
I am not alone in wanting this. In the Archive of Invisible Things, the most common wishes that
participants had for the world were: unity, equality, peace and a healthy, sustainable planet.
Who wouldn’t want to live in a peaceful, more inclusive world where all people are free to walk
unafraid, live a fully expressed life, and shine unapologetically?
I, for one, am all in. Are you?
May it be so.
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Seen from space, the Earth has no borders. The spread of the coronavirus is
showing us that what we share is much more powerful than what keeps us
apart, for better or for worse.
All people are inescapably interconnected, and the more we can come
together to solve our problems, the better off we will all be.
-- Scott Kellyxv
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May the roots of suffering diminish.
May warfare, violence, neglect, indifference, and addiction also decrease.
May the wisdom and compassion of all beings increase, now and in the future.
May we clearly see all the barriers we erect between ourselves and others
to be as insubstantial as our dreams.
May we appreciate the great perfection of all phenomena.
May we continue to open our hearts and minds, in order
to work ceaselessly for the benefit of all beings.
May we go to the places that scare us.
May we lead the life of a warrior.
— Pema Chödrönxvi
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