
Shredded silk, corroded memories, the 
outline of a man bent over a toilet, a woman by 
his side. In certain ways, the artwork on display 
in Witness | Recover | Persist: Practicing Survival 
in Global Art History, part of the fourth biennial 
Graduate Student Art History Symposium, 
speaks to the banality of everyday existence in 
a time that could easily seem defined by trauma.

As Lauren Berlant put  it  in  their  seminal 
book  Cruel Optimism, “In critical theory and 
mass society generally, ‘trauma’ has become 
the primary genre of the last eighty years for 
describing the historical present as the scene 
of an exception that has just shattered some 
ongoing, uneventful ordinary life that was 
supposed just to keep going on and with respect 
to which people felt solid and confident.” Rather 
than take trauma as dramatic rupture to the 
norm, Berlant insists on “a realism that embeds 
trauma and su!ering in the ordinary rather than 
in a space of exception, given that the crises of 
exhaustion and knowing how to live are problems 
saturating ordinary life.” Rather than see the 
COVID-19 pandemic then as a singular rupture 
from “normal life,” it might be more accurate to 
see our current crisis as an exacerbation of pre-
existing inequalities in health care access, media 
and medical literacy, and labor rights; rather 
than view police brutality and sexual assault 
as suddenly salient exigencies, we might see 
them as of a piece with the much longer history 
of patriarchy, white supremacy, and misogyny 
that defines much of pre-modern and modern 
existence.

As Berlant argues, “Crisis is not exceptional 
to history or consciousness but a process 
embedded in the ordinary that unfolds in 
stories about navigating what’s overwhelming.” 
Artists Emily Zarse, Justin Carney, and C. 
Daniela Shapiro each honor the ordinary in 
grief, loss, and trauma, while also plumbing the 
extraordinary human capacity to heal and go 
on—not in a pat “I’ve moved on” manner, which 
implies the boastful expunging of past damage, 
but in the simple, yet no less incredible, act of 
continuing to exist.

In the case of the subject matter taken on by 
Zarse and Shapiro, there might be nothing more 
banal—or cumulatively atrocious—than the 
violence enacted upon female bodies across 
the course of history. Whereas Zarse focuses on 
the frangibility of a visceral body enduring the 
emotional and endocrinological overhaul called 
pregnancy, and Shapiro explores the collective 
expectation of bodies as objects of compulsory 
sexual gratification, both probe violences 
regularly acted upon—and within—the female 
experience. 

In C. Daniela Shapiro’s autobiographical comic 
book Fault, visual, textual, and rhetorical merge 
to foreground the tragic mundanity—and 
psychological complexity—of sexual assault. The 
narrator, a fi"een-year-old woman named D., is 
pressured by her high school peers to hook up 
with a young man whom she has long admired—
winding up alone with him, inebriated, in a dark 
room of a party house on New Year’s Eve. When 
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she declines his request for fellatio, he physically 
coerces her into performing the act, and the 
figurative “Daniela” transforms from a detailed 
visage in one frame to a faceless female form in 
the next, as though her loss of agency has made 
her a cipher to herself. “And for a moment, you 
feel so guilty you surrender,” reads the first 
frame in this new graphic style, in smaller all-
caps font than prior. For the next six frames, 
each consuming twice as much space than the 
narrative frames immediately above, the blank 
or “empty” protagonist moves from sexually 
servicing an equally empty male form seated on 
an armchair to running across an empty plane 
represented by a stark horizontal line. “So you 
leave / and run / as far as you can / so fast you 
can feel your heart pound in your head / but 
somehow… you find your way back,” read the 
consecutive frames, depicting the faceless D. 
circling the outline of the globe, only to return 
to the back of the fated armchair and drunken 
man.

“Running. Running without moving,” reads 
the next frame, as suddenly “D.” is jolted out 
of her mental paralysis, the illustration shi"ing 
from empty human outline to a more detailed 
likeness of her character. Visually approximating 
the experience of psychological dissociation in 
the face of violence orunrest, the vacillation 
between these two drawing styles—and the 
adeptness with which D.’s brain clicks o!, 
and then back on in states of alarm— do not 
dramatize the experience of assault so much 
as suggest that our heroine has unconsciously 
found a way to endure it. 

“A world without free will is a world without 
blame,” reads a panel a few pages later, following 
one expressing D.’s lack of specific anger at her 
assailant or the “empty men” he represents in 
the next panel. “I know it’s not my fault. I know 
it’s not theirs either.” Here we are le" with more 
of a philosophical question than a legal one: 
is the narrator exonerating her perpetrator to 
make it easier to absolve herself, or to see how 
he, too, has been groomed to believe in his 

own sexual entitlement? In the final frames, 
she is comforting Jones as he pukes into the 
toilet during the New Year’s countdown—the 
final image, spreading across the whole page, 
depicting her dissociated, empty self hailing 
in the “new year.” But nothing is new in this 
picture; the cycle of subjugation, empathy, and 
self-erasure will continue.

This “empty self” motif resurfaces in Shapiro’s 
series of eight 5 x 7” pen drawings, each 
juxtaposing dismissive phrases the artist has 
heard across her life with visual representations 
of their psychic carnage. “You don’t get social 
situations,” reads a drawing depicting a young 
woman, blindfolded, surrounded by empty 
silhouettes of other women, one stabbing her in 
the back. In other drawings, sexual vulnerability 
and manipulation are again at stake. “You can’t 
be a virgin…you don’t look like the type,” reads 
another illustration in which a pair of glasses 
filter the clothed body of the female artist-
protagonist into two headless naked bodies. 
As the young woman shields her chest with her 
le" arm, her nude double does the same with 
her exposed breasts; the presumably male gaze 
captures her and locks her in place. In another 
drawing, the artist takes the form of a demon 
inside her mother’s womb, impaling her father’s 
abdomen with a pitchfork. “Daddy threatened 
to divorce me because of you,” reads the frame, 
suggesting that “choice” is not just about 
choosing to end a pregnancy, but also to choose 
to keep one when pressured not to.

The experience of pregnancy is of keen interest 
in the large-scale installations of Emily Zarse, a 
fiber artist who explores the “fatigue threshold” 
physically and psychologically su!ered by 
mothers, and heightened during the pandemic. 
What does it mean, her works seem to ask 
to be “stretched too thin”—as a nourishing, 
nurturing, and physical maternal body? Literally 
stretching hand-dyed silk across space and 
anchoring their fibers with domestic armatures 
like a wooden drying rack, metal bedframe, and 
trampoline hoop, Zarse tests the metaphorical 



breaking point of female caregivers. In 2003, 
Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Russell Hochschild 
published Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and 
Sex Workers in the New Economy, addressing 
the “care drain” from the developing world, as 
women leave their homes in poor countries to 
serve those of upwardly mobile, o"en female, 
professionals in rich, industrialized countries. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, this type of 
“care drain” has also enervated communities 
in the United States already disenfranchised: 
specifically, Black, largely working-class 
women have comprised the bulk of nurses and 
medical assistants. Our “essential workers” 
are, like mothers, “essential” insofar as we 
rely on them to thrive—or even survive—but 
hardly recognized for their labor in terms of 
salaries, benefits, and work place safety. “The 
pandemic has had a significant impact on 
women, especially the participation of Black 
and Latinx women in the labor market,” wrote 
Catherine Powell in June 2020, coining the 
hashtags “#colorofcovid” and “#genderofcovid” 
to gesture to the undue burden women of color 
have carried during this time. Powell went on to 
explain, “This convergence of race and gender 
disparities challenges our assumptions about 
the structure of work and reveals the paradoxes 
of our emerging stay-at-home economy: an 
economy in which women and people of color 
make up the majority of both essential workers 
and the unemployed.”

In Zarse’s installations featured in Witness | 
Recover | Persist, silk and herbal emmenagogues 
(herbs which stimulate blood flow in the pelvic 
area and uterus) resemble the internal tissues 
caught in fiber-optic photography of the womb 
in and out of utero. While the delicate pink color 
resembles that oflingerie or ballet slippers, 
the silk itself—one of the strongest natural 
fibers available—appears battered, frayed, and 
neglected, its ribbon-like entrails spooled on 
the floor. In Fatigue Threshold, the trampoline’s 
jumping mat is a scant expanse of withered silk, 
as though too many have landed upon it for it to 
carry any more. In Embedded Fatigue, a gaping 

hole appears at the center of silk tied to the steel 
support rails of a bed frame leaning against a 
wall, as though giving birth to the void—visually 
reminiscent of the history of home deliveries. 
The fact that silk, in terms of strength-to-density 
ratio, is far stronger than steel seems an implicit 
nod to the resilience of the maternal body, but 
also its propensity to tear during childbirth. In 
Safety Net, nothing holds up the silken fibers but 
four wall tacks, as a large, tie-dye beach ball rests 
at the bottom of the “net,” which more resembles 
snagged pantyhose. Is the colorful inflatable a 
doleful nod to omnipresent childhood industrial 
complex—so rife with cheap plastics that will 
soon pollute the planet? Or spherical iteration 
of the globe itself, so reliant on maternal bodies 
to hold it up?

The power of mothers again comes to the fore 
in the photography of Justin Carney, whose 
three archival prints chronicle domestic spaces 
visually marred—and vivified—by imaginative 
erasure. In Ashes, a cluttered family room 
features a ghost-like figure in the background, 
lounging in an Easy-Boy, legs crossed. A white, 
fiber-optic mini-tree to her right to herald the 
holiday, the figure, appearing to be an elderly 
woman, herself looks comprised of tinsel, a 
festive spirit sitting upon a checkerboard quilt. 
In the foreground, a desk is covered with plastic 
jars of coins, bottles of lotion, and what appears 
to be a fax machine or ink-jet printer. Look more 
closely and the same di!usive material which 
erases the woman also floats from an ashtray 
on a table to the le". The woman’s presence—
or, perhaps more appropriately, her potent 
absence—blur with the smell of cigarettes, 
retrograde technology, a ceramic dragon 
perches above her shoulder. Suddenly the tinsel 
filling of the seated female figure looks less like 
silver than dust, and the entire image takes on a 
more dolorous demeanor.

In You Can’t Take This with You, a middle-aged 
woman with a blonde buzz cut appears in a 
white graphic tee, holding her le" fist to her 
chin, ruminating solemnly. In her right arm, the 
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outline of a toddler appears, his arm wrapped 
around her shoulder. The child, like the seated 
figure in Ashes, appears emptied out, filled in 
with splatters of chemicals that alter the surface 
of the print. Swirling around the mother and 
anonymous child, an abstract dreamscape 
serves to suggest the distance of memory. The 
woman can’t take the child with her; the child 
will grow up. The child can’t take the woman 
with him; the woman will likely pass away 
decades prior to his own death. Is it traumatic 
that we love those we will lose and lose the 
ones we love? Or is it (not so) simply part of 
being human? How much of our survival is in 
fact blessedly undramatic? “The extraordinary 
always turns out to be an amplification of 
something in the works, a labile boundary at 
best, not a slammed-door departure,” argues 
Berlant. “In the impasse induced by crisis, being 
treads water; mainly, it does not drown.”

Carney’s third photograph, fittingly titled Home, 
presents a similar pastel, swirly erasure, the 
confines of a living room seeming both a bit 
charred and engulfed in water or chemicals, 
as though the family of this “home” has been 
submerged or even trapped. As in Ashes and 
You Can’t Take This with You, the artist erases 
part of the image by sanding parts of the print 
then washing away figurative elements through 
a mono-printing technique with transparency 
paper, causing the ink to strategically run. To 
the upper le" and right of the wall, two wooden 
frames feature family portraits of smiling Black 
children. Between them, a portrait is entirely 
splotched in pink, forming a rose-like spiral that 
looks like wallpaper come to life, behind which a 
stucco wall resembles a bare canvas. Toward the 
bottom of the print, a co!ee table peeks out of 
the murky abyss, an ash tray, pack of cigarettes, 
and lighter at its center. Peering closer, a blue can 
of Pepsi, a pink pair of children’s sunglasses, and 
the base of a table lamp start to appear. “Even 
those whom you would think of as defeated are 
living beings figuring out how to stay attached to 
life from within it,” says Berlant, “and to protect 
what optimism they have for that, at least.” 

If Carney’s Home testifies to the day-to-day 
pleasures of existence—children, so" drinks, a 
morning smoke—the image also suggests that 
mundane processes of survival are under attack. 
In light of Ashes, the base of the lamp starts to 
look like an urn; in light of the missing child in
 You Can’t Take This with You, the family portraits 
feel as fragile as the archival print itself.

Carney’s trio of photographs may not focus on 
the subjugation, and resilience, of the female 
body and psyche, but they certainly concern 
themselves with the vulnerability of the 
domus—a feminized space that in many ways 
replicates the womb, protecting its inhabitants 
from external threat, but not without ample labor 
and sacrifice. The visual erasure of a matriarch 
in Ashes at once laments and dignifies not only 
one deceased woman’s life and memory, but 
also generations of caregiving and healing that 
such women—and their homes—provided. 
While Witness | Recover | Persist is not organized 
as an overtly feminist show, its investment in 
“practicing survival” necessarily draws our 
attention to the unsung women ever toiling on 
behalf of our species. 

And what can that mean today—a time 
of economic precarity, growing political 
polarization, and rising distrust and despair? 
What can that mean in an age when over five 
million people worldwide have died of a viral 
flu? The 2001 recession, now two decades past, 
had already congealed, according to Berlant, 
“decades of class bifurcation, downward 
mobility, and environmental, political, and social 
brittleness that have increased progressively 
since the Reagan era.” In many ways, the artwork 
of Shapiro, Zarse, and Carney speaks to how, 
despite the intensification of these issues during 
a global pandemic, art may prove all the more 
vital in opening up pathways to recognition and 
recovery. Survival doesn’t have to be bold or 
dramatic; it is a triumph in and of itself. #
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