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Chapter 1:  

What/Why 

 
 

Abstract: 

I have been making art about my trauma since I first came to Purchase four years ago. After a 

couple of semesters in Theatre and Performance, and a couple of semesters in Photography, I 

designed a major called Visual Performance. This program allowed me to explore various 

creative outlets that I then applied to my work. Studying different mediums made my 

experiences more accessible to me. I was able to identify what had happened in my life, and 

work through it day by day. 

Coping through creating has helped me greatly, but has also been incredibly emotionally 

draining. I’ve found myself getting stuck in making work about things people don’t want to 

think about, or don’t want to know, and sometimes, things I haven’t been ready to accept. 

This project is/was my final culmination of photographic and performance work at SUNY 

Purchase, but also an attempt at putting my experiences to bed for the time being.  

The subject matter of this piece matters. Our stories matter.  

Progress is a continuous process.  
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Artistic Aims: 

Ç 

Y ¦©¥®n®Yv ¢¥ztfb¨ 

  

This senior project is a self-portrait of personal survival. 

It is a multimedia experience that involves the telling of r*pe trauma, with a focus on 

illustrating the effects PTSD and RTS have on three parts of the self: the head(mind), the body, 

and the heart. 

The emphasis of the piece is about the survival – not the trauma/victimhood itself. 

This is a story of strength. 

 

The project is structured as a choreopoem/performance piece that travels through a gallery 

space. 

 

Each room in the space is representative of the Head, the Heart, or the Body. 

The Head stores memory/perception, the Body stores gender identity/detachment, and the 

Heart stores the survival/perseverance. 

The performance will travel through the place, with the audience following it. 

  

I will be writing/directing the project, as well as contributing the visual art. 

I haven’t decided whether or not I want to put myself in the piece, but it is definitely something 

I am considering. 

The cast will consist of 3-5 people (at the most) performing the choreo-poem, as well as a small 

ensemble of dancers/movers who will act as shadows/audience members as well.  

The photographs/digital media presented will be hung on the walls, while elements such as the 

red balloons/red silk will be hung from the ceiling or connected to the floor. 

  

The cast and crew will consist mostly of sexual abuse survivors. Although this project is 

primarily my story, it is using my story as a way to tell z©¥ story as survivors. 

  

Goals: 

 

A huge part of this project involves my trauma. I feel like putting it up in a piece such as this will 

not only help other people like me, but will also help me cope with and understand what I have 

personally gone through. I want to be able to live without being afraid. I feel like in some way, 

putting my story into my art will help free myself of some of that fear. 

I want people to understand where I’ve been and what I’ve gone through. I feel like I am always 

advocating for victims/survivors of sexual abuse, but I haven’t given my peers enough of my 
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story. Maybe by telling my truth, other people will feel comfortable with theirs, knowing that 

they are not alone- that we’re all pushing through it together. It’s hard, but it doesn’t have to 

be lonely too. We’re living in a world riddled with abuse/abusers and it’s important to start 

conversations about the impact of the abuse. I believe the best way to help people understand 

is through empathy. If people felt or could understand the way victims and survivors do, 

perhaps they would begin to actively stop perpetrators of sexual misconduct, and start helping 

those who are healing. 

  

With some hesitation, I am also attempting to connect gender identity (or lack thereof) with 

surviving trauma. I identify as non-binary. I’ve yet to share this with my parents, who would 

most likely learn this about me for the first time when they attend the performance. A lot of my 

gender dysphoria/body issues can be connected to my trauma. 

I want to dig into whether or not other people relate to this issue. I feel detached from my body 

a lot of the time, and I am curious to see if this is a shared experience amongst survivors, 

especially queer survivors. 

 

I have been told many times that this project is “too ambitious” or that I need to “tone it 

down,” and “make it easier.” 

As a student, I was not content with practicing or studying just one art form in school, so it 

makes sense that my senior project would reflect all the arts forms I ended up pursuing. After 

graduation, I plan on practicing all skills I’ve accumulated during my years at Purchase. 

Therefore, I do not want to hold myself back during my final year when it really matters. 

A senior project/thesis is a culmination of skill and artistry, a final endeavor. 

I intend for my project to be just that. 

 

Title: 

The piece is titled: “!” (exclamation point) “a survival project.” 

 “!” is  recognized globally as a sign that means danger and, simultaneously, safety first. 

I find this juxtaposition between good and bad a space in which to play around. My project 

consists of generative spaces. I want people to acknowledge the space between danger and 

personal safety, to be warned of the social and political climate of r*pe culture, and to take 

initiative to change it. 

To me, “!” means “help,” as in a call for help, but also as an incentive. 

It’s a reminder to help other people while simultaneously helping one’s self, which is what this 

senior project intends to do for others and myself. 

“!” is an exclamation of the truth and reality of sexual assault and r***. It is a call to action-- an 

attempt at recognizing, understanding, and improving the interactions human beings have with 

one another. 
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Approval Process: 

 

Due to the way the BALA program works, my senior project requirements were completely up 

to me. I knew I wanted to make a half performance, half visual arts piece, but wasn’t sure 

where to begin, or who to go to with regards to putting up the final product. I was hesitant. 

Would I get help from the theatre program or the photography department? Who would be my 

readers? Who would grade me?  

 

At the time, I was working closely with Prof. Joshua Lutz, head of Photography. I had asked him 

if he would advise the visual aspects of my senior project. He agreed, but I knew I needed a 

member from the Theatre and Performance Board of Study to help with the performance 

aspect.  When I started creating this work, my main mentor was Prof. David Bassuk, as he was 

my BALA advisor. I asked him for assistance and he put me in contact with Prof. Rachel 

Dickstein. I ended up presenting my proposal at the same time THP Junior Seminar students 

were hoping to get their projects approved. When I did this, I didn’t necessarily xffd the 

approval of the Board to put up my show, but I was looking to work with a THP advisor and to 

use any resources THP could offer me, even though I was no longer a THP major.  

 

These are some slides from my presentation:  

 

1) 
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2) 

 3)  

 

 

 

I included the following poem in the final powerpoint slide, and also handed out hard copies to 

give the faculty a sense of my playwriting/choreo-poems that would act as the core text of the 

piece:  
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“It just so happens to be today.” 

(written on an anniversary) 
 

I think people forget that the heart is the most gullible organ.  
I think I speak through my heart. 

I think I talk with the blood in my veins. 
I don’t really have a lot of words for myself. I have words for other people, but it’s hard to 

establish my own language when I can’t recognize my own tongue. 
I don’t really have too much to say, but, 

I think sometimes I miss you. 
Sometimes I’ll look up pictures to remind myself that it happened. 

I’ll look up pictures of us together. 
Pictures where I’m smiling. 

When I see myself smiling and I see you smiling and I see her smilingΊ 
Sometimes I smile back.  

Sometimes 
I forget how to do it and 

Sometimes 
I forget what I look like. 

I think 
I think I look a lot different now. 

I’m okay. 
It doesn’t really go away. It kind of just stays. And sits. And stares. 

  
It’s in my eyes. 

I can feel it resting between my bones. 
Sometimes 

I wish I hadn’t screamed so loud because 
I think I can hear it echo through my body. 

Sometimes I think everybody is watching me 
And when they are I want them to stop 

And when they aren’t I want them to start. 
  

I want people to acknowledge that I’m around so I don’t forget it myself. 
I tend to shove myself under the doormat, the way you did with your key before we went inside 

the house. 
  

I’m afraid of people a lot more now, so I try and be nice to everyone so they can’t hurt me. I 
also don’t want anyone to get hurt. 

I’m not sure why you chose to change things. 
I’m not sure how your head got that way, or how your hands got so angry. 

I’m not sure why I let parts of it happen. 
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I think there’s a fine line between love and devotion, and in my case, I was devoted to you, but I 
did not love you. 

You do not know love. 
  

You talk about things as if they were written into your skin 
As if they revealed themselves to you under the sheets 

As if they showed up at your doorstep 
The way I did 

Once (when it happened) and 
All the time (before it did) 

 
And I talk, but, only sometimes. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

At the presentation, a couple of faculty members mentioned that they thought my 

project was “too ambitious,” or “incredibly complicated, and sensitive.” With this in mind, I 

knew I had to prove myself if THP was going to help me at all. Fortunately, the project was 

approved, and Prof. Cobina Gillitt was designated as my first reader.  

Initially, this was a shock, as I had never met Prof. Gillitt, never had a class with her, and 

had assumed Prof. Bassuk was going to be assigned to me. Prof. Bassuk emailed me and said he 

thought I should have a “female reader” due to the nature of my subject matter. This was 

upsetting, but something I eventually understood, and later, grateful for. 

 

After this, I dove head first, deep into the creative process.  
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Chapter 2 - Starting Steps 

 

 Beginnings: 
Immediately, the very first action I took was to re-look up the symptoms of PTSD and 

RTS (R*pe Trauma Syndrome.) I wanted the project to convey how difficult it was to be a 

person living with these syndromes. The only way I could think of portraying them was to place 

these symptoms in the piece - whether it be on the wall, or in the program. I began gathering 

research, before delving into my personal story. Then, I went through every piece of writing I 

ever wrote on the subject matter, and compiled them into  a Google Drive folder. I wasn’t sure 

who was going to recite the poems - if it was going to be a solo performance piece, or a full 

length production with a script. I just knew I had to put my trauma into folders and start to 

make sense of it in the realm of a show. I went through my hard drives and compiled all the 

media I had of my three abusers/r*pists, because I knew I couldn’t ignore their part in my story.  

Much of this was extremely difficult and emotionally taxing. Seeing my abusers, hearing 

their voices, and talking about what they had done to me became a daily routine. It was one of 

the more difficult aspects of this process, as I didn’t have time to react fully at any point. 

Everything became a jump off point for work. This digging through my past even manifested 

into being part of my normal classwork. 

I took Video Art with Prof. Joshua Tonsfeldt. I made video pieces with the media I had 

uncovered, which later became an extremely personal portion of the show.  

I was taking various photo classes, and all the photographs I was making revolved around r*pe 

and assault. I took Performance Art with Kate Gilmore in the School of Visual Arts, and created 

multiple performance pieces surrounding the subject matter-- performances that used my 

abusers names, voices, mannerisms, etc.  

Classes became practice grounds for a project that was hopefully going to be bigger and better. 

I got stuck in the cycle of repeating my sexual violence stories through many mediums, which 

was unhealthy for my person, but helpful in the senior 

project process.  

Stills from in class projects, archives: 

         5) 

4) 

     6)  

 

 
9 



 

 

NOTES: 

 

I started to make a log of all my thoughts and ideas beginning during the summer between 

Junior and Senior year, and ending towards the rehearsal process. This is really where I start to 

design the experience, and focus on the photographic work. 

 

Here are some of the first few logs:  

 

Initial Thoughts/Ideas:  
 
The Head, the Heart, the Body. 
  
  
Three rooms. One space. 
  
This project is a self portrait of my person, 
in a play/photo exhibit. 
  
*choreopoem*  
 
-         Self portrait of personal survival 
-          Multimedia experience 
-          Visual arts meets theater arts 
-          Rooms/gallery/poem 
-          PLACE 
-          Hanging from the ceiling, dressing 
the walls, blooming from the floor 
-          Cast/crew = survivors (5 people max) 
-          Impact Ą education - healing 
 
Rooms:  
The Head: 
-Information of PTSD as wall decorations 
-A home? 
-Photos, good and bad ones, on the wall, like 
pictures in an apartment/home 
-self vs. conscious (actors?) conversation 
-overwhelming 
-screens/memories/video of people 
 
The Body: 
-Movement piece, survivors/advocates/allies 
-Tables, chairs, car, bean bag, recreate the 
rooms 
- spoken word 
-dark 
-colored lights (bulbs)? 

-nudity? 
  
The Heart: 
-Red Silk Ą me in it? Voice over? 
-garden? 
-mirrors? 
-water? 
-either a blank white room with the silk, or a 
room blossoming into something 
beautiful/hopeful? (survival?) 
Maybe both? 
  
Fourth/fifth room? 
The Start, The Survival? 
 
 
HOW TO NOT USE IMAGES  
 
Picture as performance Ą  
how to get to the truth by going around it.  
how to talk about it without seeing it 
 
Compassion | Empathy  
 
Josh Lutz Thoughts/Em Answers:  

- Why do this thing? 
- I am doing this project to make 

people aware of trauma and its 
effects 

 
- To teach 
- To educate 
- Advocacy 
- To tell your story 
- By telling your story 

 
- My brain, my body, my gender: 

 
- Why do you need people to understand 

 
- Identity 
- What does it mean to have identify? 
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- Is identity a story? 
- What happens with a shifting 

identity? 
- To think about this as not a fixed 

notion 
 

- Is there a way that identity can be 
explored photographically 

- Photographically you can explore this 
notion of safety. 

 
- Fixed midset Vs Growth Mindset 
- Dangers of a fixed mindset? 

 
- Raw and unpolished. 

 
- I am 
- What if I am didnćt exist. 
- What if I am is a story? 

 
- The need for people to be empathetic 
- to validate the experiences that took 

place 
 

- This is a message 
 
Thoughts Ą August 
 
ĉyou donćt deserve all the space you take upĊ 
ĉthis is all you getĊ 
 
small tv / screen in the middle of the room  
spotlights? stage? 
media of ethan / evan - only enough to cover 
the tiny screen  
 
on movement: 
chrissy?  
bailey! 
 
performance Ą survival 
how does trauma affect relationships?  
 
i donćt feel equipped for love since the worst 
things have happened 
i put lovers through a lot 
if youćre one of them i am sorry and also 
thank you 
 

severe personal trauma - 
where a body is no longer belonging to the 
mind or the heart - 
 often leads to repetition of that trauma 
 
sometimes i reflect what i think has been done 
to me 
i feel like i have to get it out  
because it is so much all the time 
but i know that it is hard for people to hear, and 
also to handle. 
i know that so well.  
how is someone supposed to love somebody 
who is so torn up and so afraid of everything? 
how is someone supposed to care about a 
person who canćt make sense of things that 
have happened, how are you supposed to have 
more happenings? 
 
Thoughts Ą September 
 
balloons on the ground - red balloons (film? 
Release? Other people collab?) 
red will be a color scheme/theme Ą it is jarring. 
Passion, upset, love, anger, fear. 
 
tiny box or safe for ethan and evan - maybe 
only sound coming from the box Ą videos you 
canćt see 
title- 
ĉthis is all the space you getĊ  
 
you canćt deny that ethan and evan are a huge 
part of this. itćs not that theyćre all of it, but they 
are the ones who did it - they are where it 
comes from - not them - but what they did. 
is james a part of this? ićd say yes.  
that makes three.  
 
the head and heart and body = also three. 
 
Head Ą thought/memory/function 
Body - physical/identity/sex 
Heart Ą love/survival/strength 
 
*Buy colored index cards !! * 
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ROOMS  

(Part 1):  

 

One of the very first elements I established for the performance/exhibition was that it 

would be set up in three rooms. I knew I wanted to use the Forum Art Space, which is a gallery 

space located in the Stood, used mostly by Visual Arts students. I had been in there once or 

twice before, and knew that there were various rooms available for artwork. I decided I wanted 

to bring some kind of performance into a widely accepted visual arts space that I could also use 

to showcase any photographic or video work I was making. 

 

I began considering the parts of an individual most affected by trauma/sexual violence. 

Due to PTSD, I struggle with flashbacks and selective memory. My brain blocks out the most 

difficult experiences to keep me safe/sane, which means it is hard to establish if my flashbacks 

are based in truth or if they are exaggerated. It is something I struggle with every day because 

there is no way of knowing when or if an episode will occur. An episode occurs when something 

triggers me, and my brain reacts in a panicked manner due to what it has previously 

experienced or witnessed. It can best be described as an extended panic attack where you lose 

control of your thoughts, and often, your ability to act/respond. 

I decided to take all of this and make it into the first room, appropriately titled “The Head.”  

The Head would act as a brain does, storing all kinds of memories and intrusive thoughts. 

 

The second room, “The Body,” derived from gender identity (or lack thereof) and 

dissociation.  

After my experiences, I didn’t know myself the same way I had before. I didn’t feel 

connected to my body, to femininity, to sex. I had trouble walking through life without fear. I 

didn’t identify with womanhood. I was afraid to be in public settings where there was alcohol, 

marijuana, or men. I didn’t want to wear dresses or appear feminine. I hated taking showers or 

talking to anyone in a romantic or flirtatious manner. I didn’t trust anyone, and didn’t trust 

myself. I blamed myself for what had happened to me. I blamed my body, my sex, my gender. I 

grew detached from myself and felt that my abusers had not only taken my body, but also my 

personhood from me. I chose to make “The Body” a room about that detachment.  

 

“The Heart,” the third part of the individual most affected by trauma, became the 

theme for the third room. I came to this conclusion after reflecting on my personal, romantic 

relationships as well as the relationship I had with myself and other survivors. I realized that 

most of my friend group, as well as most of the people with whom I interacted, were Yv¦z 

survivors of sexual violence. I thought of heartbreak - what romantic downfall I had 

experienced with significant others due to trauma, and  the pressure I had put on other people 
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because I lacked self awareness. My fluctuating definition of love and failure to identify how to 

“self-love” was because I felt unworthy of love. I thought of the #MeToo, #TimesUp, and 

#It’sOnUS movements and how I felt overwhelmed with both joy and grief at the sheer number 

of people who had been through situations like mine. The heart is something that is so fragile 

but so strong. It is something that is easily broken, but never dies. It is the reliable life source of 

humanity, and yet, the most blamed. I did not know love after my experiences. I had false 

expectations of love and kindness, or none at all. I struggled with suicidal ideation - I didn’t 

want to live in a world that had been so cruel to me- but I did! I kept going. I told myself, 

demanded, that part of the project would include survival. Thus, “The Heart” was created. 

 

I established that these three rooms were the affected parts of an individual survivor, acting on 

behalf of all survivors.  

 

The space, instead of being just a space, would be treated as a person.  
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Chapter 3: 

The Writing  

 
After putting all my poems in one Google Drive folder, I began editing and re-editing. 

This process took months, and was not 100% complete until three weeks before the exhibition. 

 I went through my works, and removed most of the personal details in my story because I 

wasn’t sure who was going to be performing it. I knew from early on that I probably wasn’t 

going to be speaking a written piece of work, if I was in the show at all. I decided that I would 

write the core text, and change it depending on the performers I would later cast.  

 

The core text, finalized, is five poems:  

 

● selfhood/ode to 

-  A self love ode to my person, and an apology to the parts of it I’ve neglected due 

to various mental illnesses/life events/traumatic experiences. 

 

● (memory) 

-  A poem  written during an episode about flashbacks, memory, and how your 

brain functions when you are diagnosed with PTSD/RTS. 

 

● body poem 

- A poem written quickly on a train ride about detachment,  gender identity, 

dissociation, and body dysmorphia/dysphoria. 

 

● dirty mouth 

- A poem referencing the grieving process of yourself after trauma, the self blame, 

the disgusting/used feeling after the events, the anger towards the abusers, and 

the upset about the r*pes themselves.  

 

● 54 signals 

- Written in a dissociative episode during a class, this poem is the recounting of 

the second r*pe I went through, only in action words/descriptions/signs I 

“should have” seen.  There are only 54 different words used.  

 

 

I put the poems in a separate Drive folder, and later allowed the cast to pick the one 

they resonated with the most. Four poems/performances would be in the Head, one would be 

for the Body, and the Heart would be quiet and self-contained.  
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The following pages contain the poems, organized by the rooms they were in, below. 

 

 Head: 

- selfhood/ode to 

- (memory)  

- dirty mouth 

- 54 signals 

 

Body: 

- body poem 
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