


% “What I mean by having

_— Somethmg is the fantasy

. That having is pOSSesSing [and]*

-~ 'That possessmg is lmowmg”1

*leltam Pope. L )

| Before my violin became a thing, it was an idea. As a c_hil‘d,v mymother vvould read to'rne ‘T he Musical Life _of

" Gztstav‘ Mole;—the enchanting tale of a mole and‘ hls lifelong relationship with the violin. “Lucky' the mole, born’
' ’-yglnto a musmal famﬂy 72 Baby Gustav $ 1ntroductxon to the v1olm begms in his crib, where his father plays htm
| . lullabtes wlule he claps along As a young mole Gustav gains an apprectatlon and understandmg of the power
of musxc by bemg surrounded by it. He leams touseitasa tool through wlnch he is able to commumcate thh

1 hls fnends and famlly Hearmg the book asa chxld I 1dent1ﬁed thh baby Gustav. I'too was born mto a mus1cal \

e fam:ly and my relatlonshlp to music began w1th my father. The 1dea of the violin, for myself and Gustav

developed at the mtersectlon between personal and emulative desxres As a young adult Gustav s 1dent1ty is

: :formed around his aspnatlon to be a real mus1c1an and the desire to be percetved and acknowledged asa great
_7v1olmxst but the final page of the book reveals adult Gustav to be the narrator and the story becomes a

: remlmscence of a hfe spent in emulanon of identity and the seemmg mabxlxty to be fully substantlated and

‘ 'vahdated by tlns external set of parameters Gustav s adult life is spent toiling and lamentmg his. mablhty to

7. ever be good enough to perform thh the F amous Frogharmomc

, A Willtam Pope L Wzllzam Pope.L; ﬂte Friendliest Black Artist in Amerzca (Cambndge MIT Press 2002)
2 Kathryn Meynck, The Muszcal Life of Gustav Mole, (Swindon: Chtld’s Play Internatxonal 1989), 1.
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give my first recital.
I feel wonderful

My tutor says,

*You were good, Gustav,
*very good, but —

Pm sorry —

you will never bea Frog’”




e [TEST Hold the vrohn in the playing posmon by placing the shoulder rest between your left shoulder and ﬂeCk "

e }so that it brrdges your trapezrus muscle and clavicle bone. Using the left outer edge of yourJaw press down on”

B ~the chm rest $0 that the violin is held in place between your Jaw and shoulder. Extend your left arm out

- funderneath the vrolm body, keeping it m-lme with the neck If your arm is long enough so that your ﬁngers

£ '_.'-';:‘-;throatmyou re ready touse a full-srzed vrohn ]

E reach past the chm back and forehead of the scroll and can wrap over the top of the head and towards the -

A  Whenl Was 9, my arms were finally long enough to play a fullesize_-violint I remember taking the test and
' _straining to get"my» little ﬁngers all the way-over the head of the scroll. I oould barely reach past the back, but
: g rny teacher still let me pass I was then allowed to galn access to and learn unabrrdged scores, performmg them

as the composer had mtended Graduaung to a 4/4 vrohn also meant perfectmg physxcal postures that were

L requrred in the classrcal method The mterweavmg of physrcal maturity, techmcal tralmng, and perfornnng ata

g :competrtrve level requrred the mastery of my mstrument as well as the regulatron of my physrcal body.

g ﬁEach yiolln is hand-craﬁed.' Because' of this, there are subtle variations that cause each instrument to sound, feel,
and look different, Finding the right violin inyolves playing each one individually, unti_lfyou find the instrument .
.‘ that best suits your _body. After testing dozens ot‘ yiolins; 1 finally found the one that;beoame nrine'. It was made
: by Robertson and Sons, a reputable violin shop in Albuquerque NM.1 paid rent on my violin (with my |

Sk : mother s help) for 8 years before I ‘was able to save enough money to buy 1t outnght I played my vrolm every

i day, and never 1et it out of my s1ght

* The history of the violin is not so much the history of an instrument, as it is the history of an object’s .
- positionality towards a sequence of social conditions. The question Where did the violin come from? is literally
an unanswerable one. But the question; and its assumption of knowability, points toward the function of

| , : regulatz’onl in the way we understand cultural legacies. Musicologists have generally decided to agree, for
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i simplicity’s sake, that the violin came from Northern Italy in the early 16“‘“century but it isfwidely known to :

S "have already existed in‘folk tradltrons across Eastern Europe Thxs drscrepancy probably has to do with the fact

g that the mstrument that emerged from Italy became connected to the classwal tradition and was therefore the

: 'fmost notable The hlstory of the folk instrument is not nearly as legible as 1ts classical counterpart Its
. mdxfferent posxtron towards the emergence of a standardlzed hlstoncal record and burgeomng mechamcal

_';.i‘:;:_:jreproductlve processes affected its abllrty t0 document standardrze and reproduce itself.

| In 2015 VI. accidentally shappéd the bridge ot‘ my vtolin_ wh,ile playing in a fre’e—_jazz ensemble. The bridgents‘ one
of the nto'st fragile parts of the violin and an essential part of its anatomy; Its physical location between the f-
'holes and its placement in relationship to the soundbar has a profound eft‘ect on .the inetruntent"s ability to/
- prodnc_e a violin sound. Up until this point, I understood my Violin to be a singular and autonomous bodj}; R

broken, it felt changed, unablé to return to a state of normality or completeness.

1In a panic, I emailed Robertson and Sons asking 'to‘pAurchase anew bridge, perhape one that ;;tras self-adjusting.
7 ‘-bThe_y respectﬁrlly answered that there wae, in fact, no such thing asa self-odjustz'ng bridge because eachv'bri'dg‘e: e
had to be carved speciﬂeally for each violin—by a master luthiert They suggested 'contaeting the Federation of
‘Violin and Bow Makers, nrhich led me to Cheryl, a luthier and master instrument maker who ran a shop’r afew

miles from my home in Sacramento.

o nght »away, Cheryl seemed suspicious of the circurnstances that could cause my bridge to snap. Despite its o

ﬁfragthty, there isno way for someone to snap a brtdge through normal use, so I was obv1ously usmg the

e mstrument 1mproper1y Abusing it. Before thrs point, I had been operatmg under the assumptton that the v1ohn '
- was mine to play, to manipulate, to adjust, to reconfigure, to re-contextualize, and perhaps even to break. Cheryl .

thought differently.



: o My conversatxon w1th Cheryl was revealmg, her. understandmg of and relatronshlp to the violin was shaped by T
| ! its’ class1cal hrstory and her desrre to situate herself within that hneage ‘Whereas I used the v1olm asa means
o through whreh I could feel less lumted by the constramts of my physical body. Our different onentatrons to the
E ,violin asa thz‘ng,lenabled or inhibited its potential or possibi’lity For me, the ti%ftilityof playing the viblin
developed a sensory understandmg between my body and the body of the vrohn, a co-deﬁmng After trammg m‘
- 'the classrcal method throughout my childhood, I had quit out of frustratron wrth how uncool 1 thought it was, I

‘ deorded to play whatever and however I wanted I assumed my vrolm would be amenable.

e The wgiolin, asa thiﬁg, is a set of parameters—a series of co-mingling parts in support of each other and tethered
to a speciﬁc cultural/social/political stratiﬁcation a reﬁned lineage. Cheryl’s understanding of the violin was
much more beholden to its hlstory and thrs affected her ablhty to see beyond what that hlstory had determmed it

L could be
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“But the story, really, 1s in the telhng

’ k]’"Laune Anderson

B The vtohn as'a subject is represented throughout the western canon; from the first half of the 16“‘ century
o onward the vxohn regularly appears in works of painting and sculpture Appearmg ﬁrst asa relatrvely demure

: E'and commonplace object within larger painted scenes, it qurckly developed mto a subject in and of 1tse1f Its

0 ,srgmﬁcance as a cultural object has much to do wrth the way 1t is used s;multaneously as a referent for the

T '-human body and as a signifier for soc1al and economic hrerarchres Throughout the 18‘h and 19" centuries, the .

: vrolrn ] populanty grew Wlth the emergence of the middle class in Western Europe Instrument makers,

L 'respondmg to the burgeonmg new market consolidated resources, developed more efﬁcrent modes of

_' productxon and standardrzed the vxohn. s anatomy; t‘ur‘mng it mto a stable and reprodu‘cxble commodlty»—-a thing

3 -framed by a set of physrcal parameters Thls process of standardrzatxon mcreased its srgnlﬁcance to European " S

¢ vj'cultural ; dentlty and converged with 1ts development asa visual symbol making the v:olm iconic. Tl:ns process

s j of becommg iconic limited the violin’s development as an instrument; though the music it was playmg changed

©its !physrcal construcnon was normalized. It wasn’t until the nnd-1900s, when artists working at the 1ntersection
of compositional, performance, and conceptual modes started to use the violin to challenge the classical
establishment and delineate the avant-garde. These modernist compositions often included the disfigurement,

- distnantling, or destruction of the violin body, in many cases because of its legibility as a cultural icon.

. The artist Laurle Anderson whose influential career spans from the late-1960s to the present imagined the

vrolrn dlfferently——»-usmg the mstrument to bndge vrsual art, music composmon theater/performance

3 Laurie Anderson, “Violins,” in Laurie Anderson, ed. RoseLee Goldberg (New York: Harry N, Abrams, 2000), 56,
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> storytelhng, and ﬁlmmakmg modalities. Emergrng from the New York downtown scene in the mrd—197 0s,

- : “Anderson s work helped define the postmodern ethic of that tlme one that promoted the convergence of

S 'experlmental modes across varymg art forms into what might now be referred to as new-medra or multrmedra

,fl.art work Anderson also used the vxohn to develop a distinctly posthuman crrtrcal framework, reposrtromng the
;‘rvrol_m.as a dynamlc intersection between emergent technologles and the human body. Anderson s work -
i'ctonti't'rues to address how our i)hysicality is defined by digital space, positioning the violin as an active site for
: experimentation wrth and reconﬁgurmg of the body, borders language and futurlty Her work asks questrons

'that reveal the framework of our desrre to have answers

?-Though Anderson has used the violin in increasingly complex and dynamic ways over the course of her nearly

t 50-year career, the modified and fabricated vrohns that she produced in tandem with her performance works i in

S -'f'_.;_\»fthe mrd-‘705 to ear1y~‘803 remain powerfnl gestures that contmue to address contemporary notrons of rdentrty

n -____-'_:.and body

R f'Self Playmg Violin ( 1974) builds on the lineage of conceptual and readymade works calling into questlon the ‘

physrcal parameters of the vrohn 8 body and its relatronshrp to the body of the human player The tradrtlonal ‘
-relatronshrp between violinist and v1011n (one whrch drctates the matenal audltory, and performance dynarmcs
“ _necessary to produce the classical violin sound) is drsrupted and processed-through electronic 1nterfaces. The
‘ Self Playmg Violin does thrs through a speaker placed wrthm the body of the mstrument that plays a looped

g ‘,recordmg of the mstrument rtself enablmg Anderson to play a duet on a single mstrument

 For the Tape Bow Violz‘n (1977), Anderson replaced the horsehair of the bow with audiotape and the strings
- with a tapehead and preamp that played prerecorded 1nformatron as the bow passed over the vrolm sbody.
Notrons of past and future converge in the present body of the violin and are then challenged and expanded

‘upon throughout Anderson’s career; _developmg the violin as an active and dynamic subject. I am interested i rn









how these inierven’tions interrogate the physical implications of the symbolic violin and reveal how boundaries
d limitations affect the way we understand and experience the violin. Anderson’s live performanoes activate
! the v1ohn in unexpected ways enablmg the violin to be a site for the reconﬁguratxon of its own lnmtanons

. rather than a reposntory for historical conventxon ,

' Lan‘rie Anderson developed a series of violins as a part of her large-scale multimedia Stage performance United

States (1983), extending the conceptual unphoanons of her earlxer violin modifications. In the stage

. f;performance and the subsequent 5~LP Umted States Live (1984) record, Anderson uses song, still and moving .

B ‘nnages textual and spoken language, dance and movement and western symbology to create a portrait of

America that addresses issues.of boundaries and limitations that extend into the physicality of the human bodyr

o ‘}and the communlcatlon modes that that body produces Anderson ] own phys:cal body is extended by the violin

i {and both bodles are modified and shaped by the mcorporatwn of dlgltal electromos and synthes1zers Whlle the

R "technology used in the piece feels dlstmctly contemporary, the ways the instrument (both the vmhn and

e _' Anderson s voice) are still connected to a system that determmes thexr use, is not dissimilar from the classxcal U

. 'vongms of the violin. From the catgut strmgs used in early mcarnatlons of the vxolm to the sample hbrary of

i : Anderson ] ngztal Vzolm (1984-5), the mstruments and their uses are mtrmsncally part ofa specxﬁc

b ,sociallpolitlcallcultnral landscape. Anderson’s work does not solve or absolve us of these problems of cultural
baggage, instead it provides us with an opportunity to experience them anew and permits us to ask our own

generative questions.

- What is a violin?

 Whatisa body? ¢

5 ‘What do they do?

~ - What is theit use?
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1.

‘f‘Wh'eh logic that fixes bodily form to social practice comes undone, when narratives of sex, gender and
embodiment loosen up and become less fixed in relation to truth, authenticity, originality, and identity then we
- have:thespace and time to imagine bodies otherwise.”

" *Jack Halberstam

Asa queerperscn, I have often struggled with the presstlte of repres_enting my difference. The process of

, ccmz:ng out of self-identifying is framed as a rite of paasage,‘ one that pfotnises community and(cr acceptance as
-8 ccnsolation., It ccntaihs the ianplication that my existence might be made pOSSible——or somehow more -
= poss’ible%by Ya defining te_rm. If ‘bthers, are more easily able to perceive me, I become proportionally more

; tieserving of their perception. When one is unable to tnake their body occupy a namable category, one remains

 in a state of perpetual reorientation.

Asa chilti_, thevviolin provided tne with the visibi_lity I desired; a rhea_ns through which 1 coﬁld be uhderstcod,
appr'eciat_ed, and cared for. I used it as a vessel to cchtaih the queer aspects of my identity that I could not '

B .comfcrtably situate within a ncrmative body. I couid protect qualitieé that were not distinctly straight or hlale by
| hlacing them yvithin the body of the violin. By extending the network cf my body, I was able to gihve voice to-
thcée 'ncn—nqrtnative facets of my ide,ntity; without jeopardiiing my location within the hierarchy of | |

: normatmty Everything in its 7ight place. As a result of this, the care understandmg, and apprematmn I

recelved was contmgent on my continuing to fracture and externahze the non-normatwe aspects of my self

o , The terms of thlS arrangement became comphcated by two bodxly malfunctlons that occurred when T'was a

young adult The ﬁrst was the development of an eating disorder and body dysmorphxa that would, over years,

g -4 Jack Halberetam, Trans*: A Quick and Qttirky Account of Gender Variability, (Oaklalid: University of California Precs, "2018), xii.
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o . result in an inability to realistically perceive the conditions of my body. The second being a testicular torsion,

o : and subsequent orChiectomy, that impacted my physical relationship to gender and sexuality. These events -

’-resulted in an increased drscontmurty between my pnvate body (how my identity, experience, and body

e ommgle) and my social body (how my body is percerved by others) While the shame connected to bOﬁl of

_— | these experrences 1nh1b1ted my abrhty to make them legible, my attentron became dxrected to the ways in whlch ‘

G 'my gender and sexuahty were codeﬁned and how that ce—deﬁmtlon shaped my perceptron of contmtuty or

completeness related to my body. I was applymg a normatlve framework that was hmxtmg my understandmg

: ~and abxlrty to commumcate these aspects of myself

ilfhrough this .process, my ‘violin became a g'enerative rr.retaphor,r a framework through which I was able to
‘ 'understand how the terms of my gender sexuahty, and abrhty were mtertwmed allowing me to articulate where
and how these dxstmctrons intersected. Because my ’personal relationship to the vrohn was prlmarrly connected
to the experlence of playmg rt—-——what I could play, how I could play, and what I could express by playmg rt——I _ |

i

. reallzed that the playmg 1tself was built upon a normative framework, as was my 1dentrty

I 7 in the Crip Theory project, Robert McRuer focuses on the intersection of queer and disability concerns, aligning
- with what he calls a gestural politics—a politic focused on social relations in all their contradictions,
complexities, and intersections. He places the notion of gestural politiés in opposition to emulative politics,

, whrch centers on a representative model of ldentrty (one that focuses mward on an identity to be emulated)

o Gest,ural polztzcs is useful because it* constantly pushes outward, drawing attention to the hierarchies that

i '-"-.f."_if,Structure the social on all levels. ., In many ways Crrp Theory developed out ofa need to speak to the ways in o

| whxch compulsory heteronormatrvrty and compulsory ablebodredness are mtertwmed To use the complexrtres

5 Robert McRuer “Cnp Theory Cultural Slgns of Queerness and Dlsablhty,” Lecture Umversrty of Hamburg, Hamburg, DE,

B December 23 2009
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1

s and contradictions that exist as a part of lived experience, to find points of connectivity across disparate identity

- distinctions.

The,score; tells my violin what to play. But who tells fhe svcvore what the violin is capable of pléying? When
. .descfibing the origin of the viol.in,' musicologists refer té the dynamic between tlie composer, luthier, and
f ‘mus,ician as key o understanding how the violin .todk shape. The coxﬁposer {ﬁrould write the mus.ic‘ that ﬂle.
£ mu'sicia‘nfwould play; basing' that music around a r’econcilia_tibn between what they knew the musician’s |
: insfrﬁment was capable of playinghndwhat théy wanted to hear ‘played. Th'e‘ musician would receive the scére |
- aﬁd' realiZe that tﬁeir‘ihstrument was physically incapable of playing §ertain aspects of it. They would then take
. ‘ tl}e instrument to the luthier and explaiﬁ what they needéd mociiﬁe‘d or built SO _thaf they could play thé score.
The luthier WOﬁld, in turn, tell thé muSicién what they were and ‘were not capable of buildiﬁg. The resplt of this

nethrk dynamic was the generation of a flexible set of agreements, one that was intended to be perpetually

recbnﬁguréd.

1Y



IV.

| “Pohte art does not let you fall into pieces.”

*Irena Halduk

L In:muary» of 2013, I was beginning‘the winter ‘quarter 'of my senior year as an undergraduate student at UC 5

: _;Davxs Unbeknownst to me, the blood vessels and spermio cord attached to my right testncle became twmted and
\ : over 3 excruclatmg weeks the testicle died 1ns1de my body A combmatlon of mxsdlagnosm shame and social |
| lsolatxon allowed my condmon to worsen unitil my testicle had bloated to the size of a softball I'was losmg
conscxousness every few minutes and becommg unable to breathe from the pain. I remember lying in my bed as
the swellmg slowly mcreased the pain preventmg me from sleeping or standing up without passmg out I kept
. measurmg the size of my testlcle against the palm of my hand—Is it gettlng bigger or smaller" Could I reach

-my fingers around it yesterday? Maybe it gets worse before it gets better. What size is it normally?

Inf that foggy state, I meutelly prepared myself for what I thought was the end of me.lt is still difficult for me to
" understand why accepting death in that moment seemed more feasible than calling for help. I remember feeling
7 ’distinctly trapped in my condition, unable to act in a way that might chadge the course of events, trying to

: separ;a_terfmm the material of my 'body. |

o Wheh» I WOke ﬁp from my emergency orchiectomy,. and in the months that followed I became confused‘by the

1dea of recove;y Recover to and from what exactly? The understandmg of my physxcal body felt pennanently L o

dlsrupted The notlon of recovermg a cohes1ve and smgular experience of phys1calxty felt 1mposs1ble and
beyond that, undes1rable The malﬁ.mctlon of my body, and the resultmg surglcal mterventxon had latd bare the

: threshold between the phys1cal components of my body and the terms of embodlment Durmg tlns process the

' Irena Haiduk, Spells, (Betlin: Sternberg Press, 2015), 117.
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‘ways in which I understood my gender became disconnected from the physical parameters of my sex. To
. Pecover seemed to imply that I was somehow incomplete, that there existed, somewhere, a state of normality, 7

- completeness.

vIn Knss Raveto-Btagloh s essay ‘Theory by Other Means: Pasohm £ Cmema of the Unthought’ she descnbes

s - -Pasohm s belief in a radical otherness or radical alterzty and the ways in which he formed those beliefs 1nto a

. 'vcrttteal praettce, one that he employed-throughout his person‘al and professional life. Biagioli argues that
"]v’Pes'olini’s wotk presented otherness as an “. itttettse set of relations- an enoounter between the senses

S
1 embodled perceptions, and matenal realities that produce a radical (desubjecuﬁed) afﬁrmatton of life.”". H1s ‘
‘relattonshtp to subJectmty asa ohangtng set of relattons rather than a ﬁxed point of view, is what would allow
: 7_ him to exconate polltlcal soc1a1 and cultural issues that defied simplistic notions of /iberal and conservative. A
I ﬁerce opponent to the neocapitalist politic that was growing rapldly in Italy during the 1960s and early-‘7 Os,

: Pasohm advocated for the production of extreme artworks that would resxst consumpnon hy the neoliberal

o ffameWotk. No work of Pasolini’s is more emblematic of that resistance than Sald or the 120 Days of Sodom

~ (1975), the last film he completed before his murder in 1975.

Salo or the 120 Days of Sodom is best synopsized by its affective power rather than a description of its plot. As
- awork of art, it reveals the contradictions within the western narrative convention, pulling the viewer slowly
and excruciatingly through series of sectiotis that attempt- to represent the Iimits of humanity in order to

reveal how the sacred myths of Western bourgeoxsle are themselves based on the desecratton of the

e sacred 8. Through an affront to our moral sensxblhttes Pasohm challenges the means through which cinema 1s )

in serv1ce of thzngness~——where matenal form and idea are conflated. Salo or the 120 Days of Sodom dlsabuses

7 Krtss Ravetto-Blagloh “Theory by Other Means, Pasohm s Cinema of the Unthought * Intematzonal Social Science Journal 63 no.
207-208 (June 2012) 94. :

8 Ravetto-Blagloh “Pasollm s Cmema of the Unthought 103,
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E v_JﬂlQ viewer of the notion of a ﬁxed subjective perspectlve by enabling a kind of thought through the “relation of

actual images to ﬁlmlc events”9 In thls way, Pasolini generates an understandmg of the body beyond the hmlts A

’ r of lts subjuga;tlon By pullmg away from the conﬂuence of realzty and filmxc events and foregrounding its

b amﬁ_cxahty, we are able to better'understand the ,role narrative plays in the formation of our subjectivity.

"\Pfa,sd_lbiini’s notion of radical otherness explicates the ways in which difference must be activated—made

- generative, to dislodge it from the system of nonnative_measufgment'. The ways in which my orchiectomy

. _prqd'ucedvan émbodied understanding of the gender/sex cqnstru’ction did not, in and of Aitself,} change my
E Origntatioﬁ towards ,n.'ormativity.'l discbveréd thdt I was able fo be cognizant of my gender perfoﬁnanc_e émd sﬁyll .
measure m&self agai;ﬁst a nomative framework. The failure of my body provided‘ me the vérhacular of |
' : divérgenée but required me to contin'uélly .delink from ﬁnderstanding the body as a cohesive and unified
) hpnnafive éubjéﬁt. A delinking that resists the delimitation of self by\repositiom’ng cbﬁﬁadictién, éqmplexity,
malﬁxhction, and epheme’rdlity as fotoesﬂmroﬁgh{ which differ.ence can be mobilized. ContinuoﬁSly.asking—-how

does one navigate one’s desire to know while preventing the terms of that desire from inhibiting what is able to

e

beknown?

2 Ravetto-Biagioli, “Pasolini’s Cinema of the Unthought,” 103,
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