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format is meant to reference my real space, and anyone that has been to my house

or studio will recognize some or all parts of this piece.

Fig 5: Box, 2015-2016, box, sentimental objects, 7%2"x11”

Fig 6: Box (Installation), 2016, sentimental objects, furniture, rug
Yearbook, 2016, binder with paperwork, 10”x12”

This setup is my life condensed, so it naturally conflicts with a gallery space.
The objects in the box are not traditionally art, but life, which is how they help to
breakdown the distinction between the two when interacted with in a gallery. This
work puts life in the gallery and art in the world. The informality of the setup breaks

some of the conventions of the space, and the work itself breaks others, which
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allows the real human-ness of these objects to come forward. This piece also
references objects in the viewer’s own lives, a universal tendency to collect things
we value. Viewers remark “I have one of these boxes too!” as they experience my
sentimental collection, calling their own contents to mind.

Also on the table is a binder of certificates of authenticity. For this piece, I
asked people I interacted with to register their experiences with Em, Lem, or Emma
as official works of art. The piece was initially conceived of as a tongue-in-cheek way
to talk about a performance that existed in the real world, and as a way to poke fun
at the commodification of artwork. Each official document has a space where
anyone can write about an experience they had, then official language and
signatures that authenticate that experience as a work of art by Emma Fiandt. The
papers were a funny way for me to make my performance exist.

As people began to return the forms to me, the work became something
much sweeter. In asking people I know to reflect on the experience, I got to see
myself in the world. Many of the collectors wrote about experiences with Emma and
again, through the work, I came into focus. The writings are almost like a yearbook
for me, memories in others own script about how I exist for them. The handwriting
functions like the hair or my voice, but this time it characterizes the other humans in
this work. The papers are both formal and sentimental, so they simultaneously
represent connection and defiance.

The certificates of authentication are another area in which the viewer can
interact directly with the art, change the work, and see the construction of self in

their own lives. There’s a certain amount of pressure associated with the formality
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of the paperwork that breeds careful consideration. In asking the viewer to reflect
on the characters in the world, they are required to identify and consider a moment
in their life that was constructed around gendered expectations of identity. The
written aspect is almost like art homework, it solidifies and engrains the story in the
viewer’s mind, and hopefully with it the results of this project—that it’s always best
to be yourself.

The last piece that [ made as a part of this body of work is again about
connection, but this time with an animal. Mounted near the floor to the side of my
own hair pieces is a pillow made from the hair my dog sheds. This piece has the
strongest relationship with abjection, a sense of repulsion and desire that runs
through much of my work, especially that which uses hair. The hair here comes from
the living thing with which [ am most myself. My dog’s hair is smellier, dirtier, more
upsetting to imagine up against your face, yet he is both my physical and emotional
comfort—much of the hair was lost during hugs or in my bed. This work retains the
weird obsessive nature of keeping hair, and changed another aspect of how I live as
[ carefully collected the shedding. The sentimental power of hair as a part of a living
being also lingers, but in this case isolates my dog and I together as creators of this

work; Loneliness is, again, central.
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Fig 7: Kazi’s Pillow, 2016, dog h:;ir, fabric, 8"x10”

However, this piece also confronts one of my deep fears as a woman—ending
up alone. There is a new cultural stereotype for spinsters, where the “crazy cat lady”
is more of a dog person, and she loads her rescues into a Subaru for trips to the park.
This is already me. I recently went to a friend’s wedding, and her mom, who [ hadn’t
seen in many years, asked a group of us if we had boyfriends. I would have loved to
say “oh yeah, he’s a fighter pilot, we're thinking of getting engaged,” like the girl next
to me, but I responded: “I have a really loving dog.” Parts of me worry that I'm
already Liz Lemon from 30 Rock, Cathy from Cathy comics—a cartoon of a lonely
person, potentially unlovable, and hugging a dog hair pillow for warmth.

When I started working on this performative project, I wasn’t sure where it
was going to go or what it would say. I knew that I wanted to experiment and learn
something new. | wanted to have a better understanding of gender roles, and how
they were formed. I wanted to know myself better. But I think that I also desperately
wanted to see what it would be like to be someone else. [ wanted defense

mechanisms for my embarrassment, different-ness, and disappointment in myself. I
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wanted a way to talk about who [ am without the vulnerability of having to actually
be her. I also thought I could simplify myself into fitting in. And after a long process
and an almost unreasonable amount of introspection, I've found that the work is
fundamentally about the futility of all of that.

It’s not any easier to be Em than Lem. They both still feel out of place most of
the time, they both want things they can’t have. They both smile and hurt and get
pissed. Neither of them is good at being a woman the way she feels she should. After
having been both, I have become most comfortable being myself. The problems that
[ faced as these women, and as Emma are not ours alone—the grass isn’t greener.

They’ve also helped me to identify and eliminate invisible forces that bind me
to certain personality traits, ways of living, or self-images. In taking apart my
personality and rearranging it, | was able to identify biases about myself that were
actually unduly influenced by the media, my upbringing, and weird cultural feelings
about gender. The work confronts the danger of unnecessary social expectations by
following them down the rabbit hole and eventually discovers that internalization of
these forces leads necessarily to personal dissatisfaction.

[ have come to know myself better through this work and I feel ready now, to
be myself. The final piece of this extended performance was for me to symbolically
re-absorb Em and Lem, and emerge an unafraid Emma. I did so in the form of a live
performance where I got a haircut in the gallery, removing all the colored hair and
returning to my natural look. This gesture was my way of removing the Em and Lem
costumes. Dramatic removal of hair often represents becoming a new person,

transforming physically as a symbol of emotional transformation. The removal of



21

the hair also destroys its power in my life—I will no longer be chained to Em and

Lem, nor the gender expectations the represent. Now I can be Emma.

Fig 8: Haircut, 2016, live performance, hair.

Again, this experience is something everyone can relate to—the nervous
excitement of a big haircut. Though my work is deeply personal, it also applies more
generally to humans. I'm hardly the only person that feels like two different people,
that’s lonely, that worries about how others see her, or that she’ll end up alone. I
wanted to make work that was fun and approachable, but also honest, so that
viewers would see themselves in the process. This work has been emotionally
intense, not a process [ would recommend everyone commits to, but its results are

widely relevant. I hope that while what I've made gives me comfort and confidence



in myself, it can support comfort and confidence in anyone’s journey toward

understanding their own identity. I am here for you.
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