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     The idea for Double Bind: Belonging and Its Discontents emerged from a conversation with 

a collector about a thematic thread she had identified in the works she had acquired over more 

than a decade. 1 Across artists with widely differing backgrounds and approaches, she 

recognized a shared inquiry into what it means to be American—a story told from many 

perspectives and through varied approaches rather than a single medium or point of view. The 

question was not being asked only by Americans, but also by artists living here—many of them 

immigrants to the United States—who were asking what belonging means within this social 

context. Since much of her collection had come through my gallery, her comment prompted 

me to look again at the connections among the artists I represent, this time through her lens. I 

had always viewed their practices as rooted in political and cultural engagement, yet I hadn’t 

 
1 Janet Mohle-Boetani, conversations with the author, 2015–2026. 
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fully appreciated the extent to which they collectively probe issues of belonging, national 

identity, and civic life. I was also struck by how many of the artists approached these subjects 

from the perspective of migration, diaspora, or life between cultures. 

     As I spent more time reflecting on the work in my program, it became clear that the artists 

were asking a larger question: not simply what it means to belong in America, but what allows 

us to experience belonging in the first place. Is a sense of belonging found through citizenship 

and legal recognition, or through family, memory, language, labor, care, and mutual support? Is 

it something granted by institutions, or something created through relationships and 

community? Or does it continually evolve through a highly individual combination of all these 

forces?2 Consistently, the artists in this exhibition return to the ways belonging is felt—in the 

body, in the home, in community, in collective memory, and in the tenuous yet enduring bonds 

that tether people across distance, difference, and time. 

     This exhibition—Double Bind: Belonging and Its Discontents—grew from the realization 

that this question of belonging was something that mattered to me personally as well as 

professionally. Over the years, my understanding of belonging has been shaped not only 

through my work with artists, but also through my recent experience of sharing a life with 

someone whose relationship to the United States is marked by both attachment and 

uncertainty. My husband was born and raised in France and comes from a family whose history 

spans both France and Algeria. Although he lives here legally, his experience has made me 

increasingly aware that citizenship, legal status, cultural acceptance, and the feeling of 

belonging do not always align. Through our conversations and shared experiences, I have come 

 
2 Marcia Tanner, conversations with the author regarding the exhibition text, June 2026. 
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to think more deeply about how belonging is shaped by visibility, safety, recognition, and 

communion.3 

     The artworks gathered for this exhibition explore democratic fragility, environmental 

instability, public memory, migration, and the circumstances that shape the feeling of 

belonging, while also asking how individuals and communities create meaning, attachment, 

and connection amid uncertainty and threats to well-being and safety. Together, they reveal the 

possibilities and contradictions embedded in the American experience while considering how 

people forge connections that endure across difference, distance, and change—and how a 

sense of home can persist even when safety, recognition, and visibility remain fragile. 

     What unites the seemingly disparate practices of the ten artists in this exhibition is a 

shared concern with the conditions under which belonging is granted, withheld, negotiated, or 

rendered precarious. The exhibition title, Double Bind: Belonging and Its Discontents, echoes 

Sigmund Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents, which proposed that dissatisfaction is the 

inevitable cost of social order.4 Freud attributed discontent to the tension between individual 

desire and the demands of social conformity. This exhibition reframes his proposition within 

the American political and social landscape. Here, discontent emerges not only from 

repression, but also from the conditional nature of belonging itself. Belonging promises 

recognition, protection, and participation, yet these assurances remain unstable, unreliable, 

and unequally distributed, and are often sustained instead through acts of compassion, labor, 

and collective memory. To belong is to be seen, but under contemporary conditions visibility is 

not neutral. It may promise recognition and participation, yet it can also expose individuals to 

 
3 Mehdi Bouarek, conversation with the author (his wife) regarding belonging, May–June 2026. 
4 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. James Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton, 1961 [1930]). 
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surveillance, policing, and erasure, rendering them visible only through systems that classify, 

regulate, and constrain. In an era marked by increasingly exclusionary political rhetoric and 

deepening social polarization, difference is often framed as threat rather than possibility. 

Othering the immigrant, the refugee, and the dissenter is repeatedly mobilized as a tool through 

which power consolidates itself, transforming belonging from a shared aspiration into a 

mechanism of control. Fear of the "other" becomes a powerful instrument through which the 

limits of belonging are drawn, defended, and enforced.  

     Belonging and Its Discontents diagnoses the social and political conditions of belonging; 

Double Bind names what it feels like to live within them. A double bind arises when the 

demands placed upon us are fundamentally contradictory, making it impossible to respond 

without consequence. 5 One must be seen to belong, yet visibility invites risk; one must 

assimilate to be legible, yet difference is often marked and policed. The desire for recognition is 

inseparable from the possibility of surveillance or exclusion. These contradictions are not 

abstract. They are experienced through bodies, relationships, communities, borders, and 

histories. The artists in this exhibition do not seek to resolve these tensions. Instead, they 

explore how people endure them, resist them, and create meaning and relationship within 

them. 

     For almost everyone in the United States, apart from Indigenous peoples, whose histories 

precede European arrival, belonging is shaped by a history of movement across geographies 

and borders—from elsewhere to here—even when that history lies generations in the past. 

Some migration stories remain vivid and immediate; others have receded into the distance of 

 
5 Gregory Bateson, Don D. Jackson, Jay Haley, and John Weakland, "Toward a Theory of Schizophrenia," Behavioral 
Science 1, no. 4 (1956): 251–264. 



5 | P a g e  
 

family histories, yet they continue to shape what it means to belong. Some migration stories 

are marked by choice and opportunity; others by necessity, exile, or displacement. Still others 

are stories of coercion and forced movement—from the transatlantic slave trade that shaped 

and continues to shape African American life and culture to contemporary forms of trafficking 

and labor exploitation. Each carries a different relationship to belonging, citizenship, the body, 

and memory. These histories are not parallel; they are unequal, intersecting, and ongoing. This 

exhibition does not intend to flatten the experiences into a singular narrative but instead 

foregrounds how belonging is experienced differently depending on race, citizenship, labor, 

class, agency, gender, and power. 

     Across the exhibition, belonging is understood not as fixed, but as fragmented, 

provisional, and continually negotiated. The works assembled here resist stable narratives of 

national identity, instead tracing the ways belonging is constructed through images, 

institutions, labor, architecture, and public space. Throughout the exhibition, images of bodies 

appear and disappear, histories are revised and re-staged, and collective narratives are 

interrupted by absences, omissions, and acts of protest. 

********** 

     Sandow Birk's Proposal for a Monument to the Declaration of Independence (and a 

Pavilion to Frederick Douglass), from his “Imaginary Monuments” series, turns belonging into a 

foundational question of national architecture and civic memory. 6  The work stages a 

monumental encounter between the Declaration of Independence, Frederick Douglass's 1852 

 
6 Sandow Birk, Imaginary Monuments, artist project page, accessed June 21, 2026, Sandow Birk Studio; Sandow Birk, 
conversations with the author, 2011–2026; and Paul Mullowney, conversations with the author regarding the printing 
and publication of the Imaginary Monuments series, 2011–2026. 

https://sandowbirk.com/imaginary-monuments?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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critique of American freedom, and Thomas Jefferson's deleted passage condemning the slave 

trade. 7 8 The Declaration appears inscribed on a worn neoclassical structure; Douglass's 

words are housed on a rock-like pavilion across the water; Jefferson's omitted text hangs above 

in a suspended panel weighted by chains and shackles whose shadow falls across the 

monument below (and across American history). In Birk's composition, the founding text is not 

erased but reframed, forced into relation with the exclusions and hypocrisies it helped to 

sanction. Belonging here is revealed to be foundationally split: the nation's ideals remain 

inseparable from the violence and omissions built into them. 

     Birk expands these ideas in Low Tide at the Monument to the Free Press, a towering Gaudi 

meets lighthouse-like structure inscribed with quotations celebrating journalism and the First 

Amendment, alongside references to the artist's daughter, Zara. Part civic memorial, part 

futuristic beacon, the monument imagines a free press as one of democracy's essential 

foundations—a public institution that mediates between citizens and power, truth and 

propaganda, visibility and silence. Yet the work also acknowledges the fragility of that ideal. 

Rising from an exposed shoreline as a scrolling news ticker warns of an approaching storm, the 

monument suggests that the freedoms it commemorates require continual monitoring, 

vigilance, and defense, and like the weather, can change unexpectedly. By incorporating 

references to Zara, Birk shifts the work from the realm of public ideals to that of personal 

inheritance, suggesting that debates over representation, belonging, and democratic 

participation are not only abstract political concerns but also questions that shape the world 

that future generations—his own children, Zara and Tejo—will inhabit. Together, these 

 
7 Frederick Douglass, "What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?" speech delivered July 5, 1852, Rochester, New York. 
8 Thomas Jefferson, draft of the Declaration of Independence (1776), deleted passage condemning the slave trade. 
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imagined monuments reveal democracy not as a settled achievement but as an unfinished 

project, sustained through the constant renegotiation of whose voices are heard, whose 

histories are remembered, and who is permitted to belong within the national narrative. 

     Athena LaTocha expands the exhibition’s consideration of belonging beyond architecture 

and foundational documents and into the land itself in a work titled There Will Come a Soft 

Rain. Working, in this piece, with walnut pigments, ink, and shellac—and in other works with 

soils, industrial debris, steel, lead, tire shreds, river mud, and demolition sediment gathered 

from specific sites—LaTocha constructs monumental surfaces that register histories of 

extraction, displacement, habitation, and ecological violence.9 Her works do not depict 

landscape in any conventional sense; rather, they emerge from direct physical engagement 

with environments marked by industrial intervention, indigenous histories, and environmental 

trauma.  

     Drawing from her experience growing up amid the oil and gas infrastructures of Alaska, 

LaTocha approaches land not as passive scenery, but as a living and contested entity shaped 

by overlapping temporalities of geology, industry, migration, and memory. Her immense ink 

and earth works carry the physical residue of the places from which they emerge, embedding 

histories directly into their surfaces. Lead impressions taken from rock faces, sediment from 

construction sites, river mud, and industrial remnants become both material and metaphor: 

traces of how territory itself is continually transformed through occupation, extraction, and 

development.10 

 
9 Athena LaTocha, email correspondence with the author, June 21, 2026. 
10 Joey Lico, cur., Ground Work (Field Revision), exhibition, Sean Kelly Gallery, January 9–February 21, 2026. 

https://www.skny.com/exhibitions/ground-work-field-revision?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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     LaTocha’s work introduces a critical counterpoint to work that focuses on visibility and 

documentation. Her practice reminds us that belonging is not only bureaucratic or symbolic, 

but territorial and ecological. The land itself bears the marks of inclusion and exclusion, 

preservation and violence. Beauty and devastation coexist within her surfaces, where 

geological time collides with contemporary systems of consumption and environmental 

collapse. In her work, belonging is inseparable from the histories inscribed into the earth itself.  

     Nigerian-born artist daaPo Reo engages in a practice that reveals belonging as 

constructed and contingent. Describing himself as a “story-tailor,” Reo deconstructs and 

reimagines national symbols—most notably the American flag—through textile-based 

assemblage. In the work created for this exhibition—American by oath, terms and conditions 

apply/a study in imported bloodlines—Reo explains that “it is intended to satirize the kind of 

portrait that hangs in the homes of families who have been ‘American’ for so long that nobody 

bothers to ask how they got here.” He goes on to describe how, more than decoration, its 

Victorian-style frame asks who is permitted to appear historical, dignified, or unquestionably 

“of” our nation.11  

     The American flag in the assemblage comprises strips of the flag stitched together with 

one piece of African fabric running through it. The singular piece’s patchworked presence 

within the composition complicates the mythology of inherited Americanness by proposing 

citizenship not as a settled condition, but as an ongoing negotiation between visibility, 

acceptance, and memory. Reo described the line of fabric as acting both as “seam and scar—

binding the composition together while revealing the rupture that made such repair 

 
11 daaPo Reo, conversations with the author via text and email, May–June 2026. 
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necessary.” He goes on to explain that the flag’s strip work is intentionally overdressed, 

bordering on excessive, almost trying too hard to be respectable: “I like the idea of this piece 

auditioning for acceptance into the American portrait tradition, while quietly revealing all the 

labor behind belonging in the first place. I always found bittersweet humor in the performance 

of respectability.” 12 

     The work inhabits the uneasy space between legal acceptance and sociocultural 

exclusion, where identity remains perpetually under review: “Ultimately, I want this piece to 

resist the fantasy of seamless assimilation. Instead, it presents identity as layered fabric, 

stitched from migration, aspiration, contradiction, where belonging is never singular, and 

heritage refuses to disappear quietly into the frame.”  The work transforms the flag into a 

mutable surface where meanings of inclusion and exclusion, pride and power, home and 

displacement coexist. Emerging from his experience of migration and racialization, Reo 

foregrounds belonging as something externally imposed and continually negotiated. 

     By cutting, stitching, layering, and repairing, Reo exposes the seams of identity itself as 

something continually assembled through systems of history, memory, and power, a dynamic 

also evident in Visible Man, a Disappearing Act, a triptych of sculptures that reflects the artist's 

experience of living in America as an African immigrant under the pressure of constant visibility 

and self-surveillance. Referencing Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, the work explores the tension 

between presence and erasure, recognition and concealment.13   

 
12 daaPo Reo, conversations with the author via text message, May–June 2026. 
13 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Random House, 1952). 
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     In Scene... Unseen..., the mask functions simultaneously as costume and shield, evoking 

the emotional labor of “performing belonging” while protecting aspects of the self from public 

scrutiny. Made in Nigeria, (re)Assembled in America approaches migration as an ongoing act of 

reconstruction, locating identity between memory and reinvention, homeland and diaspora. 

Across the triptych, visibility emerges as a double bind: one must be seen to belong, yet 

visibility often demands performance, adaptation, and self-surveillance. In Reo's hands, 

citizenship is not a settled condition but an ongoing conversation among visibility, acceptance, 

and self-definition, where heritage refuses to disappear quietly into the frame. 

     Stephanie Syjuco examines the institutional and historical frameworks through which 

visibility is produced and regulated. In Block Out the Sun and Applicant Photos (Migrants #1-

#3), she investigates how systems of representation determine who may safely appear, under 

what conditions, and at what cost, and how those systems reinforce racialized narratives. Her 

work reveals visibility not as neutral recognition, but as a structure deeply entangled with 

surveillance, colonialism, bureaucracy, and state power.14 

     Block Out the Sun emerged from Syjuco’s research into photographic archives 

documenting the faux Filipino village constructed for the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis, where, 

following the United States’ colonization of the Philippines, more than 1,200 Filipinos were 

displayed for American audiences within a living ethnographic spectacle or “human zoo.” 15 The 

 
14 Stephanie Syjuco, "Block Out the Sun (video)," 2021, artist project page, Stephanie Syjuco Studio, accessed June 21, 
2026. 
15 Robert W. Rydell, All the World's a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876–1916 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). 

https://www.stephaniesyjuco.com/projects/block-out-the-sun-video?utm_source=chatgpt.com


11 | P a g e  
 

work consists of forty historical, photographic images accompanied by an audio track 

composed of one hundred years of camera shutter sounds.  

     Across the images, Syjuco physically intervenes in the photographic archive by obscuring 

them with her own hands, partially blocking the viewer’s access to the faces and bodies on 

display—an act of protection that acknowledges the necessity of confronting this history. By 

interrupting the viewer’s ability to fully consume the archival image, Syjuco “talks back” to 

institutional collections that have typically framed racialized subjects through colonial and 

ethnographic systems of looking. Her body becomes both temporary shield and marker of 

defiance, acknowledging that while the archival images persist, their authority can be 

contested. The repetitive soundtrack of camera shutters intensifies the work’s atmosphere of 

surveillance and extraction, transforming the act of viewing into something uneasy and 

historically charged. 

     Syjuco's triptych Applicant Photos (Migrants #1–#3) extends these concerns into the 

bureaucratic language of migration, identification, and state surveillance.16 Referring to 

passport photography and ethnographic portraiture, the works depict figures whose faces are 

obscured through drapery, refusing the demand for unobstructed visibility that governments 

and institutions often require. This act of concealment is both protective and destabilizing: 

shielding the subject from exposure while rendering them unreadable within systems that 

insist upon facial legibility as proof of identity, legitimacy, and belonging. 

 
16 The Museum of Modern Art, collection entry for Stephanie Syjuco, Applicant Photos (Migrants #1–#3), accessed June 
21, 2026 
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     Created in 2017 in response to the first "Muslim ban," the series emerged during a period 

when many of Syjuco's undocumented students faced heightened uncertainty and 

vulnerability. The Executive Order 13769, widely referred to as the "Muslim ban," suspended 

refugee admissions and restricted entry from seven Muslim-majority countries. 17 The work also 

reflects the artist's own experience as an immigrant. Until the age of twenty-six, Syjuco was 

required to submit identification photographs to United States immigration authorities as a 

permanent resident. At the time, the series also registered her growing discomfort with the 

promise of the American dream she felt she was encouraging her students to consider—a 

promise increasingly at odds with the political realities unfolding around them. 

     The resulting images inhabit a profound double bind. The draped figures refuse 

identification demanded by systems of documentation, and yet that refusal poses risk. 

Protection and disappearance become inseparable. In this way, Applicant Photos (Migrants) 

asks whether belonging can ever be secured through the very institutions that require 

individuals to make themselves fully visible to be recognized. 

     Syjuco’s video and photographic works reveal a central paradox of contemporary 

belonging in the United States. Documentation may offer access, mobility, or recognition, yet it 

also transforms the subject into something categorized and surveilled. Her figures resist the 

demand for transparency, but in doing so risk becoming what migrants are so often reduced to 

within political discourse: a faceless collective rather than individuals. 

 
17 Donald J. Trump, Executive Order 13769: Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States, 
January 27, 2017, Federal Register 82, no. 20 (February 1, 2017): 8977–8982. 
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     Syjuco extends the double bind from the realm of documentation to that of historical 

memory, revealing how archives can preserve and conceal the narratives that shape collective 

belonging. In Better America from Syjuco's “Latent Images” series, Syjuco further examines the 

archive as an unstable and mediated repository of historical knowledge. She observes, "the 

archive is itself an imperfect carrier of information."18  

     The photograph depicts the artist's gloved hands holding a badly damaged slide from the 

Better America Lecture Service, a mass-produced educational program circulated throughout 

the United States during the 1920s and 1930s by the American clergyman and writer Newell 

Dwight Hillis. A proponent of eugenics—a since discredited pseudo-science that sought to 

classify and rank human beings according to inherited traits—Hillis promoted an ideology that 

linked outward appearances to moral and intellectual worth.19 Through a labor-intensive 

process of photographing, enlarging, fragmenting, physically reassembling, and 

rephotographing archival materials, Syjuco exposes history itself as constructed rather than 

fixed. The seams and tape used to reconstruct the source image remain deliberately visible, 

revealing the archive not as a transparent repository of truth but as a site shaped by 

Eurocentric, white-supremacist biases requiring continual reevaluation and repair.20  

     By transforming an almost illegible fragment into a monumental high-resolution image, 

Better America draws attention to what is inevitably lost and selectively preserved as histories 

are reproduced across generations. The image provokes us to ask whose stories become 

legible within the archive, whose disappear, and how ideas of a “better America” have 

 
18 Ryan Lee Gallery, exhibition text accompanying Stephanie Syjuco: Archival Investigations. 
19 Alexandra Minna Stern, Eugenic Nation: Faults and Frontiers of Better Breeding in Modern America (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005). 
20 Marcia Tanner, conversation with the author, June 2026. 
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historically been shaped through systems of education, exclusion, and cultural authority. 

Within the framework of this exhibition, Better America reveals the archive itself as an 

imperfect carrier of belonging: one that preserves historical memory and obscures the voices 

left outside its frame. 

     Zeina Barakeh situates the double bind within speculative narrative, historical myth, and 

digital resistance. In the videos The Gardens of Maladies and CozyCalafia APT47,21 Barakeh 

constructs animated environments in which mythology, technology, political power, and bodily 

transformation collapse into one another.22 

     Barakeh’s animation, The Gardens of Maladies, draws inspiration from Hieronymus 

Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights, reimagining the historical triptych as a poetic reflection 

on the contemporary condition. She blends references from Persian, Mughal, and Chinese 

miniature traditions with surreal landscapes that oscillate between paradise and catastrophe. 

Across the animation, bodies, organisms, and hybrid forms move through states of mutation 

and instability, evoking cycles of birth, decay, and transformation. Womb-like structures 

suggest continuous regeneration, while trilobite fossils become metaphors for surveillance and 

military defense. Locusts appear throughout as symbols of destruction and renewal, 

embodying the terror and inevitability of change.23 

     In the video CozyCalafia APT47, Barakeh shifts from historical allegory toward speculative 

cyber-resistance. Reimagining Queen Calafia as the leader of a decentralized network of digital 

 
21 https://zeinabarakeh.com/cozycalafia-apt47. 
22 https://zeinabarakeh.com/2024-the-gardens-of-maladies. 
23 On Bosch and the triptych tradition see Hans Belting, Hieronymus Bosch: Garden of Earthly Delights (Munich: Prestel, 
2002). 
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insurgency, Barakeh transforms myth into counter-history. Calafia’s legendary griffins become 

cybernetic guardians operating within a borderless digital battlefield, confronting colonial and 

authoritarian power through acts of hacking, disruption, and narrative reclamation. The title 

reveals multiple meanings: “Cozy Bear” references the Russian state-sponsored hacking 

group; “APT,” traditionally shorthand for Advanced Persistent Threat in cybersecurity, is here 

redefined by the artist as “Advanced Persistent Resistance;” and “47” invokes the current 

President of the United States. 

     In both works, Barakeh presents identity and belonging as unstable and continuously 

rewritten. Histories fracture, inherited narratives mutate, and power becomes inseparable 

from technological and biological transformation. Her animations refuse fixed notions of 

citizenship, territory, and historical continuity, instead proposing belonging as something 

provisional, networked, and perpetually in flux. 

     Throughout the exhibition, histories of migration, visibility, and belonging become 

inscribed on the body. Nate Lewis begins from this premise, bringing an acute awareness of 

how bodies are observed, measured, and interpreted through medical and institutional 

frameworks. Trained as a critical-care nurse, his signature paper-sculpting techniques draw on 

the visual languages of anatomy, dance, diagnostic imaging, and weather-pattern data, 

producing surfaces that are at once quietly delicate and activated. 

     Lewis created vortices 4, a hand-sculpted work on paper with ink featuring morphing 

butterflies. The butterfly functions as both image and metaphor: a figure of transformation, 

migration, and continual becoming. Unconstrained by human borders, it moves across 

territories and nations according to rhythms larger than political systems yet remains 
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profoundly vulnerable to environmental conditions that threaten its survival. Lewis's intricate 

interventions into the paper echo these oppositions, leaving traces that resemble both scars 

and pathways. Lewis says of the subject matter: “I'm drawn to how butterflies move as well as 

their anatomy. It's interesting to think about how humans learn from the natural world.”24 The 

work suggests that movement and freedom are never absolute conditions, but are always 

shaped by larger ecological, social, and historical forces. Belonging, in this context, emerges 

not as a fixed destination but as an ongoing process of adaptation, transformation, and 

relation. 

     A related tension animates Lewis’s syncopated current 27, in which intertwined figures 

appear suspended between dance, embrace, and collapse. Again, Lewis’s carved and sculpted 

surfaces transform the bodies into shifting fields of movement, their contours dissolving into 

smoke-like currents that echo the rhythms of the figures themselves. It is often unclear 

whether the subjects are supporting one another, celebrating together, or struggling to remain 

upright. This ambiguity is central to the work’s emotional force. The images suggest that joy, 

intimacy, and trust are never entirely separate from vulnerability. 

     Lewis’s works propose belonging as a condition of interdependence. To be held is to risk 

falling; to trust another is to relinquish a measure of control. Like the dancers, individuals and 

communities move through uncertainty together, sustained by relationships that are both 

fragile and necessary. In this sense, Lewis's work resonates with the exhibition's broader 

 
24 Nate Lewis, unpublished artist statement provided by Fridman Gallery to the author, June 2026. 
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attention to care as a form of resilience, suggesting that connection itself may be one of the 

ways people endure precarity without surrendering joy. 

     The body also serves as a site of relation, memory, and care in the work of Hiba Kalache, 

whose paintings explore how subjectivity emerges through connection. In matrixial gaze and 

encounter-event, painting becomes a space of relation rather than representation, shaped by 

memory, displacement, domestic intimacy, and the lingering afterlife of war. Working with 

layers of acrylic ink and oil, Kalache builds surfaces through accumulation, repetition, and 

repair, drawing on the rhythms of crocheting learned in childhood from her great-aunt, where 

communal making, storytelling, affection, and critique unfolded together. Gestures behave like 

threads, returning and intertwining across the canvas as traces of encounters that resist fixed 

narrative.25 

     Drawing from family photographs and remembered interiors: curtains, fabrics, wallpaper, 

and other domestic fragments, Kalache approaches memory as something activated rather 

than recalled. The home emerges as both psychological and architectural space, where 

warmth, tension, protection, and loss coexist. Influenced by Bracha Ettinger's concept of the 

matrixial and the notion of Carriance—the experience of carrying and being carried through 

relation—her paintings propose subjectivity as something formed through encounter rather 

than separation. 26 Kalache's work offers a vital counterpoint to exclusionary models of 

belonging. Softness does not resolve instability; it becomes a practice of holding difficulty 

without erasing it, allowing vulnerability, intimacy, and compassion to persist amid 

 
25 Hiba Kalache, conversations and correspondence with the author, May–June 2026 
26 Bracha L. Ettinger, The Matrixial Borderspace (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006).  
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displacement, uncertainty, and change. In Kalache’s own words: “In the act of making, I’m 

drawn to what remains open, coming together while collapsing. I feel it holds that fragile space 

where belonging becomes a form of being softly cradled and held.”27 

     Drawing from her experience growing up in a mixed-status immigrant family, Arleene 

Correa Valencia transforms textiles and repurposed materials into images that are at once 

intimately personal and communal. Textile “paintings” such as Capturados: Pájaros En Vuelo 

1997 (Captured: Birds in Flight 1997) and I Have To Have Good Memories: When You Weren’t 

There are compositions based on family photographs taken during a period when migration 

separated children from parents pursuing opportunity in El Norte. Before fully understanding 

the forces that had reshaped their lives, the artist and her siblings posed for photographs with 

broad smiles, creating images of happiness even as the pain of family separation remained 

ever-present. For children separated by borders, photographs are a vital means of seeing, 

remembering, and feeling connected to loved ones, sometimes thousands of miles away.  

     Correa Valencia’s work traces how belonging is sustained through family memory, 

migration, and compassion that persist across distance and separation. Her textiles carry 

multiple meanings: they recall the clothing, domestic spaces, and cultural traditions of home, 

while also functioning as repositories of memory and longing. Her practice recognizes that joy 

and suffering often coexist, particularly during moments of profound upheaval. Playfulness, 

creativity, and affection become survival strategies rather than denials of hardship. This 

sensibility is captured in the words “smile now, cry later,” a phrase often recalled by Correa 

Valencia—wisdom shaped by constraint, where pleasure and precarity, absence and love, grief 

 
27 Hiba Kalache, conversations with the author via email, May—June 2026. 
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and resilience remain inseparable. She reveals belonging not as a stable condition, but as 

something sustained through memory, family bonds, and tenderness that persist across 

distance, borders, and time.28 

     Wura-Natasha Ogunji turns to language as an embodied practice through which belonging 

is continually enacted, repeated, and renegotiated. Ogunji introduces movement, 

performance, painting, video, and drawing as forms that explore how meaning is produced 

through embodied action and collective experience. Her work often turns to water as 

architecture—lagoon, river, sea, or imagined expanse—while also drawing on language, dream 

journals, and the collective interactions of Lagos street and market life. 

     For this exhibition, Ogunji will create a drawing-performance that explores the 

embodiment of language through the act of repetitive writing. Using both hands to write, words 

become a method for both making and undoing meaning. The piece references Alighiero 

Boetti's 1974 video performance It is the body that always speaks in silence, in which he wrote 

this phrase in Italian with both hands at once.29 It is this embodied relationship to language that 

Ogunji will explore in her performance on the opening night of the exhibition.30 

     Ogunji’s work poses the question: "For how long can we write the same sentence twice?" 

This deceptively simple query points to the contradictions embedded within language itself—in 

translation, in understanding what we believe to be true, and in belonging to a place or a 

country. As sentences accumulate and layer, the resulting drawing becomes performance 

 
28 Arleene Correa Valencia, conversations and correspondence with the author, 2022–2026. 
29 Alighiero Boetti, Il corpo è sempre in silenzio (1974). 
30 Wura-Natasha Ogunji, correspondence with the author and communications relayed by Kaya Fridman regarding the 
work included in Double Bind: Belonging and Its Discontents, May–June 2026. 
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archive and opaque evidence: the strange residue of a sentence unfolding, where meaning is 

continually made and unmade. The resulting work stands as a kind of monument to the double 

bind itself. 

     Collective memory and public confrontation inform the collaborative media works of 

Deborah Oropallo and Andy Rappaport, transforming the gallery into a dispersed field of 

reckoning, resistance, and encounter. Drawing from archives of protest imagery, monuments, 

social media, and global political unrest, their video installations examine how belonging is 

constructed through public memory, and how those narratives are continually challenged 

through acts of refusal, protest, and collective visibility.  

     In REBELLION, nearly life-sized figures appear across monitors—some double-sided—

distributed throughout the gallery space, immersing viewers within a fragmented landscape of 

protest, resistance, and confrontation.31 In the videos, protesters emerge from fields of tear gas 

smoke and darkness, masked and partially obscured, their identities simultaneously 

concealed and amplified. The installation draws heavily from the global protests that followed 

the murder of George Floyd in 2020, while connecting those uprisings to broader movements 

for political resistance and self-determination, including recent demonstrations in Minneapolis 

opposing ICE enforcement actions.32 Oropallo has pointed to Anna Feigenbaum's description 

of tear gas as a "peaceful poison," whose damage often vanishes from sight even as it forces 

bodies into retreat, as source material for her work.33 The drifting clouds (and accompanying 

sound of labored breathing through a gas mask) that permeate REBELLION evoke the paradox 

 
31 Alma Rosa Alvarez, "Beautiful Protest," in Deborah Oropallo: Moving Pictures (Ashland, OR: Schneider Museum of 
Art, Southern Oregon University, 2024), 53–56. 
32 Deborah Oropallo and Andy Rappaport, conversations with the author regarding REBELLION, 2021–2026. 
33 Anna Feigenbaum, Tear Gas: From the Battlefields of World War I to the Streets of Today (London: Verso, 2017). 
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Feigenbaum described: state violence may dissipate from the camera's frame, yet its effects 

remain inscribed on bodies, communities, and collective memory. The work therefore attends 

not only to acts of resistance, but also to the residues of power that, like tear gas, are designed 

to disappear so as to avoid accountability. Tear gas is meant to disperse quickly, leaving no 

visible evidence even though it causes harm. Likewise, certain forms of power operate in ways 

that leave no obvious trace, making it harder to hold anyone responsible. 

     The struggle over visibility does not end in the street; it extends into the ways societies 

remember, commemorate, and monumentalize power. In the video RECKONING, monuments 

lose their certainty. Memorials from across the globe overlap and dissolve into one another, 

creating a layered landscape of historical memory in which conquest, colonialism, 

nationalism, and resistance become inseparable. Figures once cast as embodiments of 

permanence flicker between presence and disappearance, their authority destabilized through 

shifting images, tagged sculptures, and a percussive soundtrack that, as Andy Rappaport 

writes, incorporates “a snare-drum-like sound meant to evoke Civil War-era Confederate 

marches.”34 What initially is experienced as a celebration of civic memory gradually reveals 

itself as a score amplifying the instability of power, the fragility of monuments, and the 

contested nature of historical remembrance. Public memory is shown not as a stable 

inheritance, but as a continually contested construction. Rather than commemorating the 

past, RECKONING asks how societies remember and whose histories remain embedded within 

 
34 Andy Rappaport, conversations with the author regarding the soundtrack for RECKONING, April–May 2026. 
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the monuments. Within this exhibition, the work reveals belonging itself as a process of 

continual revision: never fixed or complete, and always subject to reexamination.35 

     Oropallo's photo-montage CAROUSEL presents monumentality itself as a double bind. 

Figures erected to embody permanence and authority are simultaneously elevated and 

destabilized, suspended between commemoration and critique. Through a dense layering of 

equestrian monuments, graffiti, banners, and strapping, the work exposes the tension between 

preserving the past and continually reassessing it. Originally conceived around images of 

toppled statues, the composition grew to encompass the broader legacies of conquest, 

enslavement, imperialism, genocide, and racial injustice embedded within public monuments 

around the world. Defaced, dismantled, and lifted from their pedestals, these symbols of 

authority become part of a new collective image—one that marks a historical moment in which 

inherited narratives are being challenged rather than accepted. In CAROUSEL, monuments 

cease to function as fixed markers of memory and instead become sites of ongoing negotiation, 

revealing belonging itself as something shaped through remembrance, revision, and repair.36 

As Oropallo noted in conversation with me, echoing a point made by author, philanthropist, 

and educator John Green, monuments often reveal as much about the values of those who 

create them as they do about the histories they purport to commemorate.37      

     Together, these artists articulate belonging across multiple registers: as construction, 

territory, ecology, representation, language, embodiment, performance, collective memory, 

and resistance. Their works reveal belonging not as a singular achievement, but as a condition 

 
35 Alma Rosa Alvarez, "Beautiful Protest," in Deborah Oropallo: Moving Pictures (Ashland, OR: Schneider Museum of 
Art, Southern Oregon University, 2024), 49–52. 
36 Deborah Oropallo, conversations with the author regarding CAROUSEL, April – June 2026. 
37 John Green, quoted by Deborah Oropallo, in conversations with the author regarding CAROUSEL, 2021–2026. 
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continually formed through discursive formations that classify, surveil, exclude, and 

remember, as well as through acts of tending, adaptation, repair, and collective imagination. 

Repeatedly, belonging appears not as a stable inheritance but as something negotiated, 

carried, contested, and remade. 

     Empathy emerges as a critical practice—an antidote to the discontent created by the 

double bind. Softness, humor, intimacy, trust, and aesthetic pleasure do not fully dissolve the 

constraints of the double bind but allow it to be lived. Joy becomes a form of resistance—an 

assertion of interior life that cannot be fully accessed, regulated, or contained. 

     The exhibition offers no singular resolution to the question of belonging in today's 

America, yet it maintains an unshakable faith in art's capacity to expand how we understand 

the world and our place within it. 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

     I am grateful to Iliya and Kaya Fridman for inviting me into this dialogue and for the 
opportunity to place artists from Catharine Clark Gallery's program in conversation with artists 
from Fridman Gallery whose practices engage related questions of belonging, identity, and 
human connection. Thank you. 

I also extend my sincere thanks to the artists for generously sharing their thoughts and 
insights about the works included in this exhibition. My gratitude extends as well to my team at 
Catharine Clark Gallery: Natalie Dutton, who helped prepare the checklist and supporting 
materials for the exhibition, and Anton Stuebner, whose thoughtful feedback and editorial 
suggestions strengthened this curatorial statement. Their dedication and support made it 
possible to develop this project while sustaining the daily work of the gallery. I am also grateful 
to Bradley McCallum for introducing me to the work of daaPo Reo, whose inclusion has 
enriched this exhibition and its exploration of belonging.      

I am especially grateful to my husband, Mehdi Bouarek, whose encouragement gave me the 
confidence to share my own connection to this subject, including reflections on our 
relationship and his experience navigating life in the United States. His willingness to read, 
discuss, and listen to countless iterations of this essay has been invaluable. 
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     Finally, an enormous and heartfelt thank you to Marcia Tanner, whose thoughtful and 
generous editing helped shape this curatorial statement. I am deeply indebted to her. Marcia's 
guidance has not only strengthened this text but has also given me a greater sense of belonging 
within the world of art writing that she so beautifully inhabits. 

-Catharine Clark, Catharine Clark Gallery, San Francisco, June 2026 

 


