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THE MOBILE LIBRARY provides a multi-digital exhibiting experience 
for artists and writers to showcase their work during the pandemic 
closures. Each publication is unique, pairing 6 artists and 6 writers 
together at different stages in their career to build a collaborative 
experience. 

Issue 3 we asked 6 artists and 6 writers to reinterpret classical sto-
ries like Cinderella, but with a focus on elevating lore traditionally 
not portrayed in Western media. This issue showcases the rich and 
diverse stories of heritage, culture, and knowledge that explain the 
natural world, narrate the beginnings of our world, and reinforce 
notions of honesty, bravery, cleverness, mystery, and love typically 
portrayed in fairy tales.

Accompanying this issue are two interviews, one from our Podcast 
featuring Carlos Jesús Martínez Domínguez (FEEGZ) and one from 
our Flat Files series with painter and photographer, Zahra Pars.

Cover Image
Laura Cantor. A Party When the Train Comes 1, 2020.
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Nadi

Text by Gitanjali Kolanad
Artwork by Fleur Coevoet

 I saw Daizo from the other side of Triplicane High 
Road, where I had no expectation he’d be, months after our 
last meeting when I thought he’d have gone back to Japan. I 
don’t even know how I recognized him, he’d changed so much, 
so thin, so unkempt he’d become. He was walking beside a 
small Indian man in a short sleeved jacket and pants which 
men of a certain type wore in those days, called, for no dis-
cernable reason, a ‘safari suit’; the two men were intent on 
their conversation as they navigated the chaos of street ven-
dors and traffic. “Daizo!” I called out, loudly enough that people 
all around looked to see whose attention I sought so urgently. 
When Daizo stopped and stared at me as if I was materializing 
out of a dream, the man in the safari suit had no choice but to 
stop himself, which he did, it seemed, reluctantly.
 I crossed the busy street as quickly as I dared. Even 
when I stood before him, Daizo seemed to have trouble believ-
ing I was really there, not moving into my arms opened for a 
hug. But when I embraced him, he pressed his cheek against 
mine, his hollow cheek that had been so smooth and plump. 
Mr. Safari Suit gave me an ingratiating smile that raised my 
hackles, but did not introduce himself. After Daizo and I ex-
changed a few, banal words of greeting – ‘How nice to see you, 
how are you?’ ‘I’m well (though it was perfectly clear he was 
not) and you?’ it became clear that Mr. Safari Suit intended 
that they move on. I felt instinctively, without knowing why, 
that I must not allow that to happen.
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 I threaded my arm through Daizo’s and holding him 
firmly at the waist in case there was a tug of war, I addressed 
Mr. Safari Suit. ‘Now that we’ve met after so long, Daizo and I 
need some time to catch up. I hope you don’t mind. If there’s 
some urgent appointment Daizo must attend, then I’ll come 
along’. Mr. Safari Suit’s smile remained fixed and while his 
eyes expressed some darker sentiment, he realized it would 
be hard to get rid of me. I turned to Daizo. ‘Let’s you and I go 
and sit somewhere. I want you to tell me everything that’s 
gone on since we saw each other last.’
 My very first encounter with Daizo at Bombay Central 
Station had been similar, extracting him from the clutches of 
two men who’d been about to take his money on the false 
promise of getting him railway tickets. I’d been moved to do 
so initially by the child-like gaze he turned upon the world and 
his exotic good looks: pale creamy skin with no visible flaw, 
smooth eyelids without a crease, straight black hair cut like a 
cap.
 I discovered we were both travelling to Madras, as it 
was called then. I took him to purchase our tickets using the 
Foreign Tourist quota, finding him as docile and easy to lead as 
he’d been with the two cheats. On the journey, I tried to make 
him aware how easily his expensive camera equipment could 
be stolen if he left it lying on his berth like that and to train 
him not to pull out his whole wad of thousand rupee notes and 
yen each time he paid for a few oranges. Rather than taking 
me seriously, he seemed saddened by my cynical view of hu-
man nature.
 When we arrived at our destination, I couldn’t bear to 
leave him at the mercy of the touts at Central Station, so took 
him home with me, to the upper floor of a house in Shastri-
nagar I shared with two other girls.
 He was a clean, quiet and unobtrusive guest, fitting 
into our routine without effort, going out during the day to 
take photographs, eating whatever was put in front of him and
cleaning the kitchen afterwards with such thoroughness and 
efficiency as to invite the hostility of our maid, who muttered 
under her breath, ‘What kind of a man...’
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 My housemates and I did our best to talk him out 
of paying the first price that was asked by the fruit vendors 
and autorickshaw drivers, but he wouldn’t listen. But since he 
seemed to have no shortage of money, there was little we 
could do if he was set on frittering it away. He said in his care-
ful English, ‘I know you think I’m very stupid, or I don’t under-
stand the ways of the world. That is not the case. I have decid-
ed as a matter of principle, to believe that whatever a person 
tells me is true. Isn’t that worth the price I’m paying for this 
fruit, that I can abide by my principles?’
 When he came home one day a week or so later to 
say he’d been invited to stay at the home of a man he’d met 
at the Mylapore temple, I was naturally suspicious, and even 
more so when I learned the man claimed to have a piano on 
which Daizo could play. Who in Madras in those days had a 
piano? So I accompanied Daizo in the car the man had sent 
to pick him up. We turned into the gate of a splendid house 
on Boat Club Road, to find there was indeed a baby grand pi-
ano in the living room, as a purely decorative element, since 
no one in the family knew how to play. We all stood together 
and watched as Daizo sat at the bench and raised the cover, 
ran his fingers over the black and white keys and began to 
play with assurance, skill and feeling some impressively com-
plex piece of classical music. I was still a little uneasy but he 
seemed to be in good hands so I left him with the assurance 
that should he ever need to, he could come back to me.
 So what had happened in the interim to bring Daizo 
to this condition? I took his hand across the restaurant ta-
ble. His nails that had been so perfectly manicured were now 
cracked and blackened with grime, his hair that had been so 
thick and black I noticed now had fallen out in clumps, leaving 
bald patches. I asked him questions gently to which he gave 
answers devoid of facts: he’d learned the journey of his soul 
through past lives; in one he’d been a crow that had eaten 
the prasadam from the Parthasarathy temple; in another he’d 
been a merchant shipwrecked on this very coast; his being 
here now was a pre-ordained returning. How had he learned 
all this? He’d asked directions one day from the man in the 
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safari suit, who told him their meeting was no coincidence. 
‘It was foretold in my own horoscope that I would meet you 
wandering here today.’ He’d then led Daizo through the narrow 
lanes of Triplicane, not to the Parthasarathy temple he’d want-
ed to reach, but to his own ‘office’. There, he’d shown Daizo a 
stack of palm leaves with a closely written Tamil script. ‘Some-
where here is your destiny, Daizo, etched by the ancient Rishis 
as an advanced exercise in the practice of astrology, reading 
the futures of those yet to be born.’
 Since then Daizo had been living in one of the Tripli-
cane ‘mansions’ where single men could get cheap rooms. Ev-
ery morning he’d go to hear the astrologer read and interpret 
the Tamil verses the sages had written. Daizo was a special 
case, destined to achieve enlightenment in this birth, so the 
sages had labored to record his each and every day. Then he’d 
eat what was prescribed, which was always very little, and 
even that often didn’t agree with him, and perform whatever 
rites and rituals were needed to offset the sins accrued in 
lives as crow and merchant and all the beings he’d been. ‘And 
you may scoff, but I remember flying, I remember the storm 
on the wild sea.’ All his money had gone towards these rituals. 
He was waiting for more to arrive from his family in Japan. His 
camera equipment was with the astrologer, for the sages said 
nothing about such objects.
 How firmly our beliefs hold onto us, not letting us go 
even when in extremis! I said, ‘If your destiny is foretold, then 
it is already written in today’s palm leaf that I am taking you 
home with me.’ He was very weak and did not struggle when I 
pushed him into the autorickshaw.
 Once he had bathed properly and eaten a little mild 
nourishing food, he seemed more himself. That night, I slipped 
under the sheet beside him and he curved himself around me 
like water into a cup.
 The next day my housemates and I went to the astrol-
oger’s house and reclaimed his camera by threatening to go 
to the police. The astrologer handed it over, saying, ‘You girls 
have come to me, which means your palm leaves too will be 
somewhere in this pile. Give me your thumbprints and I will tell 
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you the names of your husbands.’ We declined.
 A few days later, I heard that Jiddu Krishnamurti would 
be giving a talk under the banyan tree at Vasant Vihar.  Daizo 
was feeling better, so we went together. Krishnamurti, speak-
ing in his slow serious way, addressed the question of god’s 
existence, death, desire, the nature of our human condition. 
Daizo listened intently, and later that night repeated these 
lines he’d remembered from the lecture, putting the empha-
sis on different words, the subject, the object, the verb: ‘I am 
nothing. I will become something. But what is it that is becom-
ing?’
 He returned to Japan a few days later and embarked 
on the project of translating Krishnamurti into Japanese.
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What’s Left

Remember that fairy tale, where a girl
must knit coats from stinging nettles for her
seven brothers who’ve been turned into birds?
And all that time she mustn’t say a word
The old queen thinks she’s a witch, and demands
of the prince (who secretly loves her) that
she be burned at the stake. Though her hands
bleed, she’s knitting, knitting even in the cart
piled high with wood. Just as they light the fire
the birds fly by. She flings seven coats high
in the air. Young men tumble from the sky
except for the youngest brother, who glides
one-winged, feathered, from the incompleted sleeve

The girl, now her work is done, freely speaks
Normal, like her brothers. Only one
is rich and strange, between this world and dreams
So yes, obstacles must be overcome
without a word. But sometimes magic seems
to come from something small that’s left undone
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A Flowering Tree

A girl becomes a tree, she herself
leaves underneath the skin, unfurls
branches reaching for air and light
tipped with fragrant buds like eyes
releasing glances. This is her gift

But when, branches broken, flowers ripped
away, she’s left a body without limbs
no one cares. Only her twin, sings hymns
pours healing water from sacred pot
till once again she’s tree from root
to heart to throat to thousand-petalled head

and all the thousand petals spread
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Dukkha

1.
The first time I encountered sorrow
I stood on one side of a locked door
and listened to my mother’s sobbing

Til then I’d taken only my own
pain seriously, some dress for
Barbie or some sweet I couldn’t have

Now, like that woman sent for mustard
seeds by Buddha, I felt the shell of self
crack open, to let that truth seep in
that others suffered too

2.
My mother made her meals from bitter greens
weeds dug from the garden in the spring
dandelion and burdock root, like women

once called witches, she treated like with like
So she’d lost all bitterness by the time
I knew her best, when, no more a child

I became the cause of her anxiety
I know why, she said, the Buddha left
his kid behind. But you’re not to blame
Attachment causes pain



3.
My mother took the gold chain she always wore
and put it around my neck, didn’t pull me back
when I rushed headlong into a world

unknown with no one in it I could trust
I would have sold my soul more than once
had anyone offered to buy it

Those cold days, those lonely nights! My mother
prayed May you be safe from harm,
You and all beings. Be calm
the Buddha said, what changes can’t be real.

4.
My mother wrote me letters no matter where I went
I wrote to her too, when I was in trouble
when the chain was snatched from round my neck

my letter said, the gold you gave me, it’s gone
She replied, oh my darling, who cares,
Let it go. A thing of value can’t be lost

Wood burns and turns to heat
the Buddha said. I have only letters now
and what I remember. She is dead
but never far. She still gives light

15
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Rapunzel’s Rebuttal

Text by Karen Lethlean
Artwork by Laura Cantor

 Sitting up here, breeze through my now short hair is a 
good thing. Lightheaded sensations, if I shake my head no su-
per-long tresses flop about, no weight making my neck sore. I 
sense again whisk of his sword pass my ear, rugged tugs and 
release of strands being severed from my head, each lock a 
leaden weigh falling away.
 Who regards a haircut as bliss? Many of us. Except 
negatives push in, firstly his saddle pommel pinches against 
my thigh. I’m sure there is going to be a huge bruise later. His
face, unshaven, stubble prickles into my neck; maybe making 
a rash. His breath against my ear, last night’s wine, some kind 
of fermented cereals, not sure, mix of digestive reactions not
familiar to me. Distasteful breath mingled in mannish sweat. 
Leather of his vest scratches my neck. An animal killed to 
construct a prince’s garment. What other creatures are made 
victims to this man, tormented, sliced or beaten by his weap-
ons. I can turn my head and see his face, strong jaw line, regal 
nose, concentrating on steering his charger. Entire focus on 
road ahead, unless he glances in my direction. Oh God, don’t 
let him see me looking! A smile spreads, as if he’s scored first 
prize in a competition of marksmanship. Coupled slightly by 
sinister elements, tones of lechery, evidence of his cunning 
nature maybe.
 His arm reaches around, white knuckles gripping 
reins. I wonder if he’s afraid to release this control and give 
the horse its own way. Untrimmed mane flicks on my elbow.



19

Horse hair uncut, when he remarked my new look was, ‘won-
derfully neat.’
 I wonder why I sit here and not behind, gripping his 
waist, face nestling in behind his neck, legs comfortable 
across an equine beast’s flanks.
 As we tried to mount, the steed pulled back lips 
threatening to bite me.
 ‘Only testing you,’ he said.
 But I could see aggression flash, ears back, stained 
teeth ready to grab my arm. Easier to recognize in an animal. 
His mount, not only keen to lash out but also issuing a wet 
snort, toe breaking stomp as well as twisting its back walking 
in a circle making it difficult to climb into the saddle. Joggling 
in one spot, hooves pulling apart grasses, as if to say, not safe! 
Don’t get up here.
 He swore, don’t even want to repeat his crude words. 
And punched his horse’s nose. Always thought of a nag’s, even 
a dog’s and pig’s muzzle as super sensitive. Concern, regis-
tered in my thin lips and wrinkled chin, because he said, ‘I ex-
pect obedience from a beast of burden.’
 I thought why name a helpful animal such.
 Now trees flick past, uncleared lands. Pine, Cyprus 
and Cedar watching our flight. Pushing silence upon us. Be-
fore long, I know we will reach treeless hills, dry stone fences; 
a place I like to call Bad Lands. Gone will be fresh air born of 
native forests. Where is he taking me?
 ‘Can we stop for a minute?’
 He appears not to hear, except for a flicker of recog-
nition as he grinds his teeth.
 ‘I aren’t too comfortable, can we take a short break? 
Why such a big hurry?’ I shout above clumping hooves, skit-
tering and clacking, divots of road mud launched almost to 
our shoulders. Harness, bit and reins knocking and shrugging 
from movement.
 ‘A gallop is a good thing for paddock bound steeds.’
 I’d believe if not for his spurs gouging, whipped reins 
and squeezing thighs pushing his mount faster.
 ‘Someone might be following.’ He says, without look-
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ing behind us.
 ‘But who?’
 I am sure my older, fellow tower occupant, Lilly Crone, 
the midwife, nurse and witch, she would not be chasing us, 
doubt if she is even risen. No need, I am responsible for early
morning tasks, releasing sheep, goats, cows and chickens. 
Beside, her plodding mule is no match for this prancing, rac-
ing equine monster. I begin to shake my head and tap on his 
hands, ‘at least slow down.’
 Galloping away from my caring for an aged tower 
resident, makes me nauseous. Before this I lived in an an-
cient tower. Not a building festered by falling apart masonry, 
moulded walls and tumble down uncared for fire sides. Many 
speak of Lilly’s tower in such words, merely due to an old own-
er. Often this gossip is spread by those never stepping across
our door step. But I know, as a young woman, Lilly fashioned 
bricks and built steep, straight walls herself. To best of my 
ability I filled a role of looking after a still strong, blessed, wrin-
kled old woman, Lilly Crone, who shared upkeep of our lofty 
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tower deep in thick woodlands. She helped the sick, saw ba-
bies welcomed into this world. He ripped me away as if I were 
an errant weed.
 More curses, invade verdant woods.
 Below us, his slavering steed, settles into a pained 
gait, at least not as fast as before. A rasping coughed breath 
now keeping tune with semi-stumbling.
 ‘Lazy piece of crow-bait, picked up a thorn or rock in 
his hoof, no doubt.’ He says.
 I’d heard nearer to villages thorns took vengeance to 
mankind, injuring animals and workers pressed into service. 
Regardless we do slow to a walk, ‘at least not lame.’ I gaze 
around, noticing some familiar waterways. ‘How about a break 
at New Brook, down into shadowed gully, maybe a few mouth-
fuls of sweet grasses and draught of cool water will ease your 
beast’s pain?’
 While he does not acknowledge my suggestion, the 
animal’s head is turned toward a gully sprinkled by crisp ear-
ly morning mists, sunbeams breaking through in a way nev-
er possible where crowded village buildings pour forth daily 
cooking fumes. And chill winds blow loose soil across over-
used field.
 On this morn frost still spread its wings across the 
ground and we could see great shrouds of mist hanging in 
between large trees. Long low hills waved with grasses where
other trees had died or been felled. Curious birds called from 
high branches. Whistling disjointed tunes to a new day’s ar-
rival. Now and then something cracked in the forest. There 
wasn’t any sense this gully and trees needed us there. Nature 
was about, I want to say her, own business.
 On any rare occasion Lilly and I needed to restock of 
some essential beyond range of our self-sufficiency, (last time 
a broken plough blade) we visited his world. Along a lake side
many buildings glinted. From afar seeming to rise out of trip-
ping water edges, but get closer and you can see fortifica-
tions separating construction from waves. Wooden barriers 
blocked off views, scaffolding surrounded bare foundations 
and skeletons of what used to be storm proof houses. Unre-
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paired damage still spilt across lake shores. Heavily populated 
by fishing boats, merchants bringing crops and goods, even 
if meagre, to markets. People outnumbered trees; wandering 
minstrels and soldiers charged to protect citizens, from what 
I aren’t sure. So many footfalls trampling down multiple fresh 
green sprigs. Heavy crust and smear of filth everywhere that 
has killed every growing thing.
 Strangely while many walked beside Kingdom Lake, 
no one swam in jewel blue waters. I thought how nice to dip, 
climbing out to feel refreshment on your zinging skin. When 
I got close enough, I understood why. Possible to see an oily 
slick and smelt tones of rotting weed and burnt pine resin. A 
majestic lake now converted into an evil monster by these peo-
ple. Official signs said, No Swimming! By order of the Prince. 
Local storm water and grey, or brown wastes ran down low 
hills through blackened channels. Dishwashing, toilet waste 
tumbling and mixing with fish market run-off. A stench like it 
were coming from a devil’s arse. Not that I’ve ever put my nose 
close enough to a satanic orifice. But such a dreadful smell, 
my throat burnt and eyes watered.
 Kingdom Lake shone deep, blue, huge, no longer pre-
cious and entirely ignored health wise. As if rulers through to 
ordinary people, were blind to their own poison. Land slopped
gradually into water, and boats bobbed on moorings, a wa-
ter mark visible black-green at a point below bleached grey 
from wind and pushing beyond shelter making out to salty 
sea, searching further and further for fish killed by toxic lake 
water. Ocean; a vast expanse I am yet to contemplate. If as 
taken for granted like this lake, not sure I want to behold such 
a sight.
 Surely if he was a benevolent prince he’d try to fix 
problems affecting a lake such an important part of his world. 
As I look up at his chin, see his watery eyes, doubt seeps.
 ‘Well, Rapanui, I suppose we can spare a few minutes 
respite.’
 ‘That’s not my name, it’s Rapunzel.’
 ‘Too much of a mouthful for regal titles, I shall call you 
Rapanui, you will become Princess Rapanui, nice regal ring to St
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it, don’t you think. Court talk will be of your native heritage 
rather than a reputation only bound in tresses of incredible 
length.’
 ‘You said my hair needed shortening, out of neatness, 
but I’d rather keep my own name, thank you.’
 Still possible to re-live his sharp sword slicing through 
my locks, close to pale neck flesh. I didn’t get asked for an 
opinion, instead shorn too quickly to react. Carried around 
my crowning glory about so long, I’d admit a change felt like 
a good thing, even such a major amputation. For neatness, 
why then does his steed bear untrimmed mane and tail? I 
am smart enough to figure removal of my hair more about 
limiting repetition of, let down your hair, Rapunzel. An escape 
method now defunct. So I insist he will not clip, if only by one 
letter, my name is, always will be Rapunzel.
 He does not take kindly to my assertions, but I am hot, 
sore, and admit to slight angry. Never spoken so, to a Prince, 
nor any man for that matter.
 ‘I’d like to get down.’
 ‘Out of my arms?’
 ‘Yes. At least to take a few steps, loosen up a little. You 
mind?’
 ‘Actually I do a little, but if you need.’
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 I am permitted to slide off the saddle, still unsure 
about why I sit sideways, instead of astride same as him, as 
would an equal.
 Dewy grass dampens my shoes. Bottom of skirts drag 
slightly, but I enjoy earthly caresses. I feel dainty, strong and 
perfect. Much nicer than growing heat and horse sweat build-
ing up under my butt. Such heaving discomfort leads me to 
say, ‘I am not sure you offer me a positive relationship.’
 ‘Why ever not?’
 ‘Well you took me away from caring for the aged. Giv-
en me a ceremonial haircut, thus removing my trade mark, 
mega-long tresses, plus I am beginning to feel uncomfortable
about how you treat your steed.’
 As if aware I championed its cause his mount tosses 
untrimmed mane, clicks the bit in his teeth. So my abductor, 
decides to dismount. Boots become dirty from trampling on 
tender moss. Up close, his height intimidates. I detect again, 
fermented grain scents, now also blending horse sweat and 
friction of trousers on saddle leather. Noticing a gap, to one 
side of his teeth, as if two bottom teeth were knocked out in a 
fight.
 He sucks air through this gap, ‘thought you were hap-
py to run away. Released of responsibility, broken free of your 
entrapment.’
 ‘You are misrepresenting my situation. We were 
co-habiting.’
 ‘Sure and she kept you as a slave, need not take war 
to free slaves. Besides, two women, of dispirit ages, living to-
gether, is a little weird. Rumour has it, you were imprisoned. 
Now you can become part of a royal court.’
 ‘Again, I think you pay too much attention to hearsay. 
As an adult, I am able to decide for myself. Taking me amounts 
to abduction.’
 He fishes into a small, fob type pocket, pulls out a 
thick gold chain, antique, gothic almost. ‘Riches beyond mea-
sure await you.’
 Sparkling trinkets ring empty. His golden realm may 
prove to be a cage. Especially if my days include facing subtle 
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or blatant cruelty, and I reside in a kingdom being poisoned. 
Evil waters, smoke filled air and lands croaking from overuse. 
So I begin to look around, figure out which way I’ll go. Catching 
eye contact looking past sweeping eyelashes, into deep brown 
pools of his steed’s eyes evokes fellowship. You go girl! I’d flee 
too, given an open paddock gate.
 His face red in anger and embarrassment, hold-
ing onto a ton of authoritative body language he says, ‘your 
knowledge of wider worlds is limited. Do you even know which 
way to town?’ 
 He doesn’t understand why I might not journey to-
wards villages. Nor know me well enough to state extents of 
my knowledge of worlds, wide or narrow, earthly or celestial.
 ‘Your country is falling victim to greed, and not just 
in amassing wealth, do you even see how earth, soil, and clay 
hates your attempts at dominance? Your opulent castle, filled
with fumes of dead water, scared lands which tumble in 
around silk stockinged ankles. You misjudge alternatives and 
elderly, especially when it comes to advice about working 
lands and assisting nature. There is much wrong. I prefer oth-
er pathways based on mutual respect and regard for natural 
cycles. There is no reason I cannot make a life amongst my 
own kind.’
 ‘Where will you go?’
 My heart pounds, heat rises up my neck. ‘Really isn’t 
your concern.’
 His lips part in a grin, he reaches out for my shoulder, 
as if to chastise an errant puppy. ‘I’d worry about you find-
ing your way – untold dangers are out there.’ As if to further 
warn his sword totting hand is sweeping across familiar trees, 
harmless brooks and smooth rocks.
 ‘Not as many perils as going with you.’
 ‘What is back there for you?’
 ‘What did you do to Lilly Crone?’
 ‘Merely stole away her keeper. So what guarantee do 
you have she will take you back?’
 Perhaps his truest words. Regardless I’d rather be 
stolen goods refusing to accompany this pushy thief?



 ‘If not I shall stay nearby. Never know I might, quite 
by chance, meet the Huntsman who did not follow a wicked 
Queen’s orders to cut out Snow White’s heart. Or find a com-
munity of like-minded women, strong, courageous sisters 
who offer homemade spells, soups, hugs and guidance. Or 
my future path may even intersect those of a woodsman who 
doesn’t believe in clear felling old growth forests.’
 ‘You will live out your time alone. One day I will come 
back for you, before you succumb to torments of other wan-
derers in these woods.’
 His licks lips, a predator salivating. I can no longer 
abide his closeness.
 ‘I will take your words as a warning of an eventuality I 
need to protect myself from.’
 An expression, passes over his features, twisted as if 
he desires possession, yet rejection remains unfamiliar and 
imminent. He cannot process my disobedience, or any other 
name applicable to my rebuttal.

27

A 
Pa
rt

y 
Wh

en
 t

he
 T
ra
in
 C
om
es
 2
, 
20
20

Pa
pe
r,

 r
el

ie
f 

in
k,
 s
tr
in
g 
(t
hi
s 
is
 a
 r
e-

du
ct

io
n 

li
no

pr
in
t 
wi
th
 c
ol
la
ge
)

12
 x

 1
2i

n



28

 ‘You do not have any idea how I will protect myself, or 
what spells, charms, fortifications I might install. Try your best, 
but beware. About time you rid your mind of thinking women 
like me, need men like you. I will not enter into a relationship 
based on taking something by force, not respecting beasts or 
nature, or accept a future existence rife with potential cruelty.’
 Uttering my last words I strode away and never looked 
back. Each step lifting all worries and miseries.
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Latinidad or Trojan Horse?

Podcast Interview with Carlos Jesús Martínez Domínguez
Transcription by Zoë Elena Moldenhauer

 The Aerogramme Center is pleased to present, A 
Guide To Art, Activism, & Culture, a podcast bringing the voices 
behind today’s creativity to you. Providing a platform for our 
exhibiting solo artists to share narratives behind their prac-
tice, this podcast also delves into social issues seen in mu-
seums and in art collections. We aim to focus on themes of 
decolonization, representation, and appropriation within the 
frameworks of art and activism.

About Carlos Jesús Martínez Domínguez
 Carlos Jesús Martínez Domínguez is a Caribbean-Do-
minican artist based in New York City. Also known as FEEGZ, 
has exhibited at the Children’s Museum of Manhattan (NYC), 
Comisionado Dominicano de Cultura en Estados Unidos (NYC), 
Alianza Dominicana Triangle Building (NYC), National Puerto Ri-
can Museum of Art and Culture (CHI), and The Hispanic Society 
of American Museum and Library/NOMAA (NYC) to name a few. 
Dominguez currently teaches as El Museo del Barrio in New 
York City.

Website: www.feegz.wordpress.com
Instagram: @feegz173

 Artwork from Domínguez’s virtual solo exhibition, F*ck 
the Accent featured on The Aerogramme Center from April 
15 - May 13, 2022.
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 Zoë: Carlos, thank you for joining me! I’m really excit-
ed to have you on our podcast, can you introduce yourself?

 Carlos: Thank you Zoë, I’m really honored to be here 
as part of the podcast. My name is Carlos. I go by Carlos Jesús 
Martínez Domínguez and believe it or not three more names 
FEEGZ, FIGARO, and FIRO and they’re all kind of a critique on 
where I come from and the cultures that make me up.
 I’m an artist and an educator. I have a G.E.D, so I don’t 
necessarily come from a place of formal education. I’ve been 
given a wonderful opportunity that I think more people should 
be given to work in institutions without having formal educa-
tion but having a lot to offer in terms of lived experience and 
also exhibiting work and being out in the community that I 
serve. I don’t know how else to really introduce myself. I think 
I try to advocate for different things, but maybe it’ll unfold in 
the conversation.

 Zoë: And you’re an educator at El Museo del Barrio in 
New York City.

 Carlos: Yeah, it might be more relevant to say this, 
even though I’m a little show-offy sometimes. I’m very proud 
of the fact that I’m part of their permanent collection of El 
Museo del Barrio. So, I work there but I started off my rela-
tionship with them ten years ago to be exact in their 2011 (S) 
Files Biennial and a piece of mine that was in that show was 
acquired by the museum. So, it was the first kind of collection, 
especially a museum collection, that I joined that might be 
relevant to the conversation we’re having.

 Zoë: And today we’re going to be [referencing] the 
Cheech Marin Collection that is currently being constructed 
by the Riverside Museum and you brought this up to me when 
you were talking about collections, like who are the people 
who are deciding what gets collected. You also talked about 
the terminology of Latino, Latinx, Chicano/x art and now the 
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wave for museums to catch up with diversity.

 Carlos: You hit it right on the head. The terminology 
we are using so many of the times, you know, not that I have 
a lot of experience in it but grant writing, trying to get sup-
port for certain things we use these catch words like Latinx 
or Latino or Latin American and so on and we find ourselves, 
unfortunately through George Floyd, I mean if we can look at 
the recent incarnation of this push to be more inclusive and 
to pay attention to equity, to women’s art, to queer arts, to 
catch words like Latino art, right, which in that way it becomes 
a lot more foggy. Like, sometimes, I flippantly joke that adding 
more Latinidad to your collection or to your education staff 
could result in a bunch of blonde Argentinian women that 
speak Spanish and are blue eyed, right? So, are we really es-
caping this, you know, colonial mindset, this white supremacy 
by adhering to words like Latinidad?
 You say, Latinidad and I hear white supremacy. So, if 
a museum is going to put together a show being like, “We’re 
gonna honor Latinidad” like the Guggenheim did a few years 
ago with Under the Same Sun: Art from Latin America Today 
(2014), and I go there and, you know, I see Argentinian, Argen-
tinian, northern Mexican, Uruguay, Colombia and not one Do-
minican artist in New York City with a population of over close 
to a million Dominicans, and then a few Puerto Ricans. Then 
if we break it down even further, how much of these artists 
are people of color? How much of them are Indigenous? How 
much of them are Black, you know what I mean?
 Maybe I can talk a little bit about myself. I was born 
in North Carolina to a Dominican mother and a Puerto Rican 
father. And I catch myself, making a long story short, growing 
up in San Diego on a military base. For those that know, Camp 
Pendleton in San Diego, California and I remember thinking 
about identity through learning about herbivores and carni-
vores at school, I found out I wasn’t white! I was so young 
these are things you don’t really think about, unless you are 
put in a specific situation where you stick out or something. 
I remember that day thinking about me not being white and 



there being a difference between us, the kids at school who 
decided to play tag and separate the kids through phenotype. 
I remember being chased by a sea of brown- and blond-haired 
kids and it was me and I don’t know if they were Mexican, they 
might have been Salvadorian, you know what I mean? From 
what I remember as a kid, it was me, four Mexicans and two 
Black kids being chased around and I remember from that 
day on, thinking I was Mexican until my mother informed me I 
wasn’t Mexican.
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 I was growing up in a Mexican rich environment, now-
adays I hear a lot of push, specifically from the Chicano en-
vironment, for more inclusivity in the arts. The thing is, I am 
looking in the prism of what people call, Latinidad, a “Latin” 
art world. And I’m seeing that not within the scope of what 
I’m looking at not needing more of a voice. I want to see more 
Guatemalan art, I want to see more art from Haiti, I want to 
see more art from these other places that aren’t getting rec-
ognition.
 Turning it to the conversation about Cheech Marin and 
his collection which I understand is mostly a Chicano collec-
tion and I’m seeing institutions like El Museo del Barrio having 
to change their focus from a Puerto Rican institution to now
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looking at this incredibly large ocean of what they call Latin-
idad, and even they are confused. They’re using, “Latin Amer-
ican” or “Caribbean”, they need to put out a bunch of words 
to cover and meanwhile, I would argue they don’t have the 
budget to cover this, you know what I’m saying? It’s a small 
institution so in a way, they’re biting off more than they could 
chew.
 But you have an institution like the Riverside Museum 
being started with the cornerstone of Chicano art in a Chicano 
area. Is that really serving Latinidad or is it serving a group 
that has 65 million residents in this country? And what I mean 
by that is, look around who’s the director of museums or di-
rector of the Smithsonian Latino Center. I hate this doesn’t 
come off as being xenophobic somewhat. Chicanos have been 
in this country for a very long time. Matter of fact, half of this 
country used to be Mexico and they’ve been in academia for 
longer than a lot of other groups. But along with that comes a 
certain priveldge that we are very easily able to identify when 
it comes to white priveldge.

 Zoë: You mentioned museum directors, the people 
who are constructing the art narrative. For example, Alfred 
Baar was the first director of MoMA and in doing some re-
search I found that MoMA has a Latin American collection. 
In constructing this idea of Latin American art in the United 
States, he [Baar] had created this fund to send [collectors] 
to Latin America who focused more on Mexico because there 
was a greater connection between Mexico and Europe, that 
you had a lot of artists going back and forth that resulted in 
overlooking artists from other Latin American countries and 
groups.
 As you were saying, Chicano/x art is more dominant 
or the associations we have with Latinidad is [synonymous] 
with Mexico.

 Carlos: And that has to do with the rest of Latin Ameri-
ca. Most of Latin America, if we’re going to use that term, grew 
up on looking at Mexican culture through T.V.: El chavo de ocho,
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Cantinflas. I learned about Santa Anna in school, I’ve visited 
places in Texas when I was younger where, you know, 
 “Where you from?” 
 “I’m Dominican.” 
 “Where in Mexico is that?”
 You know what I mean! It’s this side note. I would like 
to expand the conversation and I don’t think that the conver-
sation is really being expanded. I want to see more Mexican 
art from Veracruz, I want to see some Black Mexican art. I’m 
tired of Frida Kahlo.

 Zoë: For me, not using the Latin American catch word, 
what word would you use?

 Carlos: Well, that’s when we get into specifications. I’m 
an educator, I make art about what I edumacate about. So, I 
use funny terms that I think I try to get across the message. 
 So, for instance, I call United States people, United 
Statesian because I don’t like the fact that they kind of bog-
ard the term American. Me, myself, I always ask that question 
after I go through this rant about the word Latinx or Latinidad 
or whatever. And they ask, “well, what do you use?” I joke that I 
call myself Carlos, but I’m comfortable with Caribbean-United 
Statesian. And I’m being silly, but I think I get the point across, 
right? The Caribbean is already in the Americas and I’m a prod-
uct of growing up in the United States and being born in the 
United States.
 I think there’s some specificity there because the Ca-
ribbean is a region. And yes, Mexico, Colombia and all of that 
have regions of their country that belong to that, and they 
are more Afro-descendant because there’s a history of Black 
people being pushed to the margins of their country, normally 
to the oceans. So, when we go to these countries, we’re going 
to see much more of a Caribbean vibe, much more of a Carib-
bean culture where you’ll see the music’s have similar beats 
to the Caribbean. I see the much stronger similarities in terms 
of me identifying as a Caribbean person.
 Another way I phrase it is Spanish imposed. Unified
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through language which I think is somewhat silly especially 
when you think about how we were given these languages. 
But a lot of us are comfortable identifying through language. 
If that’s the case and that’s what you understand, I use the 
term Spanish imposed.
 I don’t expect people to take those seriously. I expect 
serious people that do this ethnographic, professorial work 
and all that to come up with a better term for us to argue 
about and maybe adopt. But it definitely is not Latinidad.

 Zoë: El Museo del Barrio started off as a Puerto Rican 
centered museum and has now expanded from focusing on 
one demographic and have opened up their mission to include 
all people from Latin America. Now the Puerto Rican commu-
nity whose origins came with the museum feel like that’s a 
betrayal to the original mission. Do you see something similar 
happening to the Cheech Marin Collection?

 Carlos: I could definitely see that because it’s hap-
pened a lot. Just to specify, Jack Agüeros was the first director 
of El Museo to open [its mission] up to other nationalities and 
peoples. Supposedly the story goes it was two Argentinians 
that have always been around New York in terms of the arts, 
but it’s interesting to me that it wasn’t another group that had 
a large demographic in New York.
 I’m not accusing Jack Agüeros, may he rest in peace 
in doing that, but my mind automatically goes to the fact that 
we like to align ourselves with whiteness or to what’s most 
popular. What we look up to. I think there’s a lot of power in 
that artistic canon being so relevant. If I can give a small an-
ecdotal story, one of [El Museo del Barrio’s] major collectors 
in the Dominican Republic, Juan Luis Guerra collects art. Sup-
posedly, he doesn’t collect Dominican art. He collects Mexican 
art because he claims Dominican art isn’t at the same level. I 
see in Latinidad the same kind of thought process that certain 
groups haven’t risen to the standards of having an art history 
that encompasses a Diego Rivera and the Muralism Movement 
to Frida Kahlo and the going back to Mayan times in terms of
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artifacts, but we’re not using equity to view the art through 
different lenses. 
 Maybe Frida Kahlo and these Mexican artists were 
getting that from the European art world at their time, and 
maybe that’s even still going on, but within the bubble of art 
and museums and education that I transverse, that is what I 
see as the case. That certain people’s origins aren’t elevated 
to that level because of whatever criteria isn’t being met.

 Zoë: Right, the dangers of comparing other cultures 
art to that of “high” European art.

 Carlos: A lot of what I see working for the last ten 
years in New York, but also paying attention to the country 
in general, we elevate Argentinian art, we fetishize Cuban art 
even thought they have a history of putting a lot of resources 
into their art. I wish the Dominican Republic kept their art in 
temperature-controlled rooms in their museums, but unfor-
tunately there’s other issues, but once again I’m talking about 
what’s going on here in New York. And for a place with a million 
Dominicans and a very healthy dose of students, art students 
specifically, coming from the Dominican Republic to Parsons 
and other schools and us not getting that equivalent attention 
or display in the art world, I think is problematic.

 Zoë: You raised a point about who was doing the 
collecting, what was being shown, what artwork was being 
bought. Riverside Assembly Member, Jose Medina said “Lati-
nos have been overlooked in the arts, The Cheech will help 
bring the real stories and rich history of the Latino community 
to all Californians.”

 Carlos: It’s a true and deceiving statement to a certain 
degree. It is Latino art if you’re going to classify Latinidad like 
most people do, right? It’s Latino art. It’s Latinx art. Is it going 
to show the full breadth of Latinidad or is it just going to stay 
to a certain section of Latinidad, a major group of the United 
States that being Chicano and people of Mexican descent? 
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Like the last Smithsonian ¡Printing the Revolution! (2020) was 
this show about Chicano printmaking in the United States, I 
have a couple of friends that are Dominican whose portfolios 
were added.
 For instance, my boy Pepe Coronado was trained un-
der Sam Coronado, no relation, but he was a very famous and 
legendary printmaker in Austin, Texas. Here’s this Dominican 
dude from the Dominican Republic and he has this part in 
this Chicano printmaking movement that encompasses lots 
of other people. Once again, that’s sometimes how I see us, in 
general, added into white subjects. You know what I mean? It’s 
like a sprinkling of people.
 For instance, I know this badass Salvadorian print-
maker, Carlos Barrera, and by looking at his prints I can learn 
all about Mexican and Chicano history. I don’t know nothing 
about Salvadorian history through his prints. Everything is like 
a pancho villa or a this and that. I think he’s a product of grow-
ing up in a Mexican rich environment where sometimes your 
own identity gets a little drowned out.
 You kinda adapt to everything else around you wheth-
er its natural or malicious or whatever it may be, it happens. 
Those stories get minimized, so yeah, I think we need to do a 
better job.
 Look, it’s hard to talk about individuality all the time, but 
I think we need to do a better job at specifications and really 
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spreading the wealth so to speak. And what I mean by being 
specific is, instead of opening a museum that’s mostly going to 
cater to a Chicano clientele in terms of funding, demographics 
of the area, collections and all of that then maybe you’re being 
more genuine saying that this is a Chicano museum instead of 
calling it a Latino museum because you’re using these catch 
words to say you’re diverse when in a way you’re not.
 Now, do I think that there should be more institutions 
that just concentrate on Chicano art, yes, that’s not what I’m 
saying. It’s just that I also think there should be attention paid 
to other groups like we always can’t pay attention to the indi-
vidual but what about these smaller communities and paying 
them homage.

 Zoë: And you use the phrase of these catch words be-
ing a Trojan Horse when it comes to history, race or gender 
that it ends up doing more harm in the long run. In your expe-
rience working in El Museo have you seen any changes over 
the years to the community that lives in that neighborhood?

 Carlos: Yes and no. I have a love-hate relationship with 
El Museo. I work there at the moment; I’m going to be a little 
ginger on how I talk about it. But I can make some other com-
ments that you can directly correlate with what’s happening 
with El Museo and other institutions.
 So, for instance, if I was to tell you there are only two 
Puerto Rican restaurants in East Harlem. And somebody goes, 
 “What are you talking about? There’s mad Latino food 
in East Harlem.” 
 And I go, “Yeah I said there’s no Puerto Rican food in 
East Harlem. There are no restaurants left.”
 There are plenty of Dominican restaurants and plenty 
of Mexican restaurants, but there are no Puerto Rican restau-
rants. It’s a way to get around it. I made the joke earlier about 
like, “our staff is all Latino” and then you look at the staff and 
they’re all blond and blue-eyed. Is that really diversity? Is that 
really different from MoMA because you have white women 
from the Midwest teaching people and we have white women
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from Chile teaching people that are there because they can 
afford to do an unpaid internship and they’re not taking people 
from the neighborhood that can’t afford being at an unpaid 
internship because they need to work two jobs or whatever, 
whatever. We use it [diversity] as some kind of defense.
 “I’m not racist, I’m Dominican!”
 What does your nationality have to do with your race, 
religion, and all of that?! We use it as a Trojan Horse to kind 
of exhibit diversity. We’re not that, we’re Latino. Meanwhile the 
countries we come from can be just as racist or have a longer 
history of racism. Univision and Telemundo are a way more 
white than some of the main network-English speaking chan-
nels I look at. They’re whiter!
 I just see a lot of the same things going on just trans-
lated to our issues. The same things we complain about in 
terms of the larger artworld I see happening in this bubble 
that we’re interested in.
 You’re at the Hispanic Society for instance, I’ve always 
been interested but never had the opportunity too much to 
learn that much about the collection and all that, but I know 
some of the collection is problematic. Some people don’t un-
derstand the mission of it so I’m ready to give the Hispanic 
Society more of a break than I am MoMA or El Museo or any 
of these other places because sometimes people don’t under-
stand these catch phrases or these terms.
 The Hispanic Society back in the day, when the Do-
minican community started getting larger in Washington 
Heights in the 60s but really in the 80s-90s and we started 
to become the majority. Some of the activists in the neigh-
borhood pin-pointed The Hispanic Society and they were like, 
“We want inclusion, this place is called the Hispanic Society.” 
Which I think is hilarious because, to me, I’ve never really iden-
tified with that word, to a lot of people that word Hispanic is 
part of this subgroup who identify under our colonial parents 
therefor you deserve being included in this museum. At the 
moment they have a want, and I will once again bring it back 
to George Floyd and this renewed movement to bring equity 
into our everyday lives, again, this is in cycles but what I have

40



noticed recently especially with Black Panther and all that is 
that we’re talking about this in the arts. 
 The Hispanic Society was never a place I thought I 
belonged, but I have a suspicion now with this movement or 
this accountability being held towards institutions and this 
institution, even though it has a reach outside this communi-
ty they want more inclusion in the neighborhood in terms of 
their public programs and so on. So, I don’t know what that’s 
going to mean. Does that mean they’re going to expand their 
collection to include more artists from different races that 
can technically fit in their overall mission? Like there has been 
Black and Indigenous artists in these colonies that made work, 
is that going to be the push? It’s an open-ended question I’m 
asking. But they weren’t started in the Civil Rights Movement, 
it was a white dude who was like, “Yo, I like Iberian art” and it 
has nothing to do with Dominicans and all that stuff. 
 Now, a lot of these other institutions like The Studio 
Museum and CCADI and El Museo del Barrio and a lot of other 
institutions were specifically started through the Civil Rights 
Movement. They were started through the movements in the 
60s and 70s to give voice to communities that didn’t have 
these voices. So, for me, it’s an extra slap on the face that they 
would go the way of sometimes whiteness or elitism. Because 
you also have the same criticisms on The Studio Museum in 
Harlem being a recycling bin for Yale artists in terms of resi-
dencies and all that.

 Zoë: The founder of the Hispanic Society was a [philan-
thropost] who was able to travel and had this mission to collect 
literature and artwork of Spanish-Iberian history and culture 
and some of that did include art from colonized territories 
in Latin America. Now I’m curious, because the Cheech Marin 
Collection is Cheech’s own collection, he is privileged, and he 
is a celebrity, do you think that the collection could have an 
aspect that follow in the same category that the Hispanic So-
ciety is?

 Carlos: Let me make a statement about myself. I’m
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Dominican and I’m Puerto Rican and I view myself as a light-
skinned, privileged within the context of the Dominican Re-
public white enough man. Chicano’s, especially Chicano’s at 
the stature [Marin’s] at represent the white man in the world 
I’m talking about even though we can definitely point towards 
the Bauhaus Movement and Argentina and actual white Lati-
nidad, you know what I mean? But I’m talking about in terms 
of power, in terms of population, and in terms of stories being 
told, and being heard. I don’t think we’re clamoring and miss 
seeing a Mexican film director getting an award.
 You are somewhat profiting off of a larger community 
and my question is are you going to be fair to the larger com-
munity or will this be a Chicano art museum? If it is a Chicano 
art museum, by you profiting off of this larger community, I’m 
saying that you’re using the words like Latino like there’s spe-
cific money out there being shelved for Latino stuff. Wheth-
er it’s the Mellon Foundation or the Ford Foundation they ear 
mark money like, “These are the people we’re going to give 
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this to.” Is that money going to Latinidad, is it going to a Salva-
dorian community in Washington D.C. or is it just going to the 
places that we think about the center of our canon being in 
terms of the bubble I keep referring to. And that’s Chicano art 
and Chicano education in terms of the canon of academia and 
the starting of these departments.
 A lot of the people I admire and that have been around 
for a while are people that come from that Chicano Movement 
in the 60s and 70s. Just like the Civil Rights Movement, this 
gave birth to a lot of these old school professors we have 
nowadays.

 Zoë: That was a good clarification, he [Cheech Marin] 
is going to profit off of this. It’s his private collection he’s 
[loaning], and people are going to have to pay admissions to 
see his collection.

 Carlos: I didn’t know that!

 Zoë: Yeah, that the museum is expected to make $3 
million annually based off of the attendance the museum al-
ready has. I assume there is going to be some language in 
that contract that says, he gets a percentage–

 Carlos: Maybe I think better of him, but I don’t even 
think it’s about that. I think its about him wanting him to, I’m 
giving him the benefit of the doubt obviously, expand the story 
of his culture and that’s a dope endeavor but a lot of us don’t 
have the same opportunity.
 Whether he’s profiting in that way you’re talking 
about, I have no idea. I actually think that his intensions are 
well, they’re just limited and when we’re talking about this, I 
want to be a little more specific as to who it’s going to benefit 
or spotlight. And internationally speaking I’d argue that the 
culture I come from needs more representation in terms of 
our contributions to this country, our demographics in terms 
of this country, our history and so on.
 I’ll bring up the ones they never hear of like Ecuador
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was the third largest group of Spanish speakers up until about 
ten years ago when the Mexican population in terms of num-
bers overtook the Ecuadorians. Now, you would’ve never know 
that by looking at art in museums in New York, by looking at 
curriculum in art in classrooms, you wouldn’t know Ecuador-
ians were so relevant to New York culture in terms of num-
bers. But we know that about Mexicans even though Mexicans 
are one of the latest growing diaspora in New York, but you 
would think by going to museums that Mexico’s this old school 
ethnic group in New York. 
 So, I want to learn more about Guatemalan art. I want 
to learn about these other groups that don’t get shine and 
a lot of the times it’s because they’re poorer and smaller. 
Where’s the equity in us viewing that art through a different 
lens and not always comparing it to the Frida Kahlo’s and Di-
ego Rivera’s.

 Zoë: I’m remembering the Radical Women: Latin Amer-
ican Art, 1960–1985 (2018) exhibit at the Brooklyn Museum. It 
was supposed to be this massive survey, but there wasn’t that 
much representation of Dominican or Afro-Latina women. Is 
that another form of a Trojan Horse but with gender?

 Carlos: No, I think it’s exactly the same and I remem-
ber that Radical Women show, and I can’t say I remember the 
show exactly, but I remember specifically Dr. Marta Moreno 
Vega who was the second director of El Museo del Barrio and 
she also started the Caribbean Cultural Center African Dias-
pora Institute. She was included in that show and there was a 
piece that she made.
 Now, she’ll tell you herself, she didn’t even think that 
thing existed anymore [in the collections]. She was never an 
artist; it was something she was doing as kicks in some public 
program thing where she made a drawing of herself. And they 
[the curators] looked for that! I’m just talking shit now, I don’t 
know this specifically, but the thing is, things like this happen.
 Let me break for a second, I used to work at Museum 
of Arts and Design, and they did this survey of 70s clothing and 
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stuff like that. They bought a dashiki on Esty and included it 
in the show. Why do you think they did that? Because they 
didn’t have anything! I think they got some pretty cool dashiki 
just to give them a little credit, but this is ridiculous! And the 
reason why I know was because it was fessed up to us. I was 
an educator there that used to do the walk arounds. I don’t 
work there anymore, I don’t care, but that institution was rac-
ist and it started with the docents. Those old ladies that would 
give money to the museum and they would look at me up and 
down, I hated it!
 Anyway, they [MAD Museum] told us like, “Yeah there’s 
not a lot of Black stuff in this show, we tried to add Black stuff, 
so this is what we did.” And they were saying it like it was some 
kind of good thing they did and a couple of us were like, “Oh 
God, this is so cringe worthy.” I suspect they looked for that 
Marta Moreno Vega piece. I’m no curator but trying to find 
different identities and play that game sometimes you do it 
badly, sometimes you do it good.
 But we’re in a position where you do something and 
something’s missing there’s going to be somebody that says, 
“What about this identity or what about that identity?” To a 
certain degree that’s what I’m doing here, but I suspect that 
they kind of looked very hard to find a Black woman that they 
can add to this show because the show was very Chicano. And 
it goes back, and I can’t say this with any clarity, but the Radi-
cal Women show is a product of who was collecting and then 
who curated the show. What are they pulling from and what 
history do they come from?
 We’re humans, we come with these instilled things so 
that gets back to the fact that a lot of academia in terms of 
passing down like your mentor might be this older professor 
and at a certain point in time, the main crux of Latino edu-
cators in high education were Chicano. You see this trickle 
down and the more I talk about it in a way there’s nothing 
wrong with that I think we just need to do a better job at 
naming things for what they are and being more diverse. And 
being brave like, “Ok Mexicans, we’re here too.” You know what 
I mean, it’s multilayered.

45

Volume 2 Issue 3



 I brought up Cuba before. I think there’s this fetishi-
zation of their art because of the forbidden fruit thing. They’ve 
been so isolated, and we’ve had this separation between the 
countries that there’s this mystique almost and that’s defi-
nitely been fetishized especially by white people. It turns into 
an advantage in terms of art sales, representation in shows, 
and collections and blah, blah, blah. 

 Zoë: You said that academia is prized, like that’s what 
accepted. People who get hired have to have an education and 
a master’s or PhD degree. As someone who is also pursuing 
a master’s, what can I do as someone who is interested in 
museum studies to do better by the community for people 
who don’t have that education background? You said yourself, 
you entered into this space but through a side door and you 
sometimes have imposter syndrome, like how can I connect 
with you?

 Carlos: You’re doing it right now by giving me a plat-
form to talk on and listening to me, like that’s number one, and 
getting in a position where you can do more than what you are 
doing right now. And to keep an open mind towards looking in 
the direction that are seldom looked in is dope.
 Specifically, about me, I do think that there is a seg-
ment somewhat of like art, like I’m hip-hop. I was able to 
choose something, I had no choice in being Dominican or 
Puerto Rican you’re just born that. When I came to age, I had 
a decision on what music I listened to, what kind of history I 
wanted to learn about, things like that. I’m very much hip-hop 
and when it comes to graffiti, an aesthetic that I come from 
let’s say, there has been a little bit more room for us to come 
in with less formal education, but it’s also fetishized, right? 
Like you know, “un tigre that dude from the street”, you know 
what I mean? Of course, he’s not going to have an education, 
even though at this point there are more educated people 
that are working in academia that come from hip-hop espe-
cially at first like a lot of people were entering without that. 
And I know some people that have been able to be given hon-
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orary degrees and so on. But, you know, even beyond that, like 
when it comes to teaching artist gigs, I’m always one of the 
few, if not the only, matter of fact I’ll stick to the only to be 
honest with you, artist that has no formal education except 
for dropping out of LaGuardia Music and Art in my case work-
ing in the places that I’m working at.
 The thing is, I know so many people that are able to 
offer more and it goes beyond, like, I know people that are 
able to write curriculums that are dope because they have 
close to a fucking doctorate, but can they perform that in 
the classroom? No! But they can write it really good. But I 
can do that in the classroom. I just can’t write it well. And I 
would like to see a breakdown more in terms of, you know, 
and it’s hard because some of us are really busting our ass 
to do this, right? Like, you know, I have a mom that has three 
master’s degrees and busted her ass and went to school, so I 
understand some people being like, “Ah, fuck Carlos. I’ve nev-
er shown at this place” you know what I mean? And that’s a 
different conversation altogether, but I think there’s a lot of 
people out there that through lived experience and the art 
that they’re making and not only that but the community they 
come from and their experience and their connections to the 
community should be in a lot of these positions. If you’re ever 
in the position to hire somebody like me, to look in the direc-
tion of somebody like me instead of that ultra-overachiever 
that did all the right things academically.
 Or they’re stuck in these universities writing about 
the hoods that surround the universities but not being in the 
hood. It’s like poverty porn to a different degree.

 Zoë: One other subject I want to talk about is the 
colorism that exists within Latinidad. Now you have all these 
museums and exhibitions that have been kind of creeping up 
every once in a while, that talk about the survey of Latin Amer-
ican art but don’t show the breath of collections.

 Carlos: I wonder, you know, once again, I’ll do this in a 
story. Marta Morena Vega, to go back to her, when she was the 
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second director of El Museo del Barrio she put together this 
show about Loíza in Puerto Rico. Loíza, for those that might 
not know, is an Afro-Boricua corridor in San Juan. It’s a place 
where the culture, but also like physically people are kind of 
located in this impoverished area right by the water and it’s 
like part of San Juan, but it’s almost like going into a different 
community altogether.
 She put together a show about that and she talks 
about how Puerto Ricans were coming in angry talking about, 
“This isn’t Puerto Rico!” It was Black faces and that’s what I’m 
arguing I want to see more of. I wonder if Riverside will have 
that moment where maybe you know their third show will be 
once again to bring up a place like Veracruz, Mexico where 
they have a Black history, right? All of Mexico has a Black his-
tory, but in terms of concentration it’s one of the blacker ar-
eas in terms of that history, will they spotlight these things? 
Will they give attention, spotlight, and talk about these things 
or will it be the popular canon?
 Or, you know, even if it’s Chicano, forget about it why 
am I talking about Mexico, right? Are we going to talk about 
Black Mexicans and the history of Black Mexicans in Los Ange-
les, for instance, that’s a history right there. Are they going to 
do a study on something like that and then do like an exhibit? 
Those are the kind of things I want to see more of, but you tell 
me, you know, you’re going to see more Chicano printmaking, 
ok, I seen a lot and every time El Museo does some kind of 
retrospective or something there’s always Chicano prints in 
this Puerto Rican institution.
 I know a lot about Chicano printmaking just by work-
ing at El Museo del Barrio. I don’t know if that answers the 
question, but yeah, I just wonder if it’s going to be the normal 
canon or if they’re going to dig deep into these identities that 
aren’t talked about a lot.
 But I’m a troll, I always want to hear things like that. 
I’m like that dude like, “Yeah, man, I’m down, let’s talk about im-
migration but I also want to know how Guatemalans are treat-
ed in Mexico.” I’m just that dude that asks those questions 
and want to talk about it. So maybe that’s just my personality. 
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I don’t know.

 Zoë: I definitely want to see that too. As you said, the 
canon is to show what’s familiar for white audience. Well, do 
you have any final thoughts?

 Carlos: I think I rambled most of the things that I’m 
thinking about, to be honest with you. I think it’s a great con-
versation to have because I think we need to dig deeper in 
terms of pressuring these institutions on who they’re going to 
collect. 
 When somebody says I have Latino artist, well, where 
these Latino artists from? That’s a Trojan Horse. That’s say-
ing nothing in a way. That’s saying that them or their parents 
might speak a romance language. That’s it. That doesn’t go 
any further to talk about inclusivity in terms of race, gender, 
thought process, you know what I mean? 
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Let Down Your Hair

Text by Kathryn Sadakierski
Artwork by Jesse Klassen

Inspired by Allegory of Vanity painting (1633) by Jan Miense Mo-
lenaer

I try not to fall in love with imaginings
As illusory as bubbles evaporating.
Fear laughs at me,
Insisting I concede, threatening my aspirations relentlessly,
Scorning my hair as it flows free
In a fairytale unknown, perhaps a dissipating dream;
Rapunzel, of the hours lonely
Whiled away in the turret,
Or Rumpelstiltskin, as you’d suggest,
Weaving straw into golden locks,
Vanity as trickery.

Anxiety stands in my way, a mockery;
I strive to use my gifts, to achieve
The goal I set to influence, help others,
To rise, uplift each human soul,
Carried by the masses as I am recognized,
But I am afraid that dreams won’t come true,
Even while Cinderella implied that they usually do.

I try not to fear
That I’ll be undone, maddened by the waiting
For some things that may never be,
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Confined in this tower, one of crumbling ivory,
And a prison of the mind,
Stifled as I await the right time
For all of my talents to be exercised,
To thrive, and shine.

But the world, I cannot touch,
Remaining here, in silent vanity,
In the midst of my inescapable destiny.
Gawk at me in the frame,
You only see a part of my face,
A nameless beauty
Being scorned for being vain
When all along, it was the artist, not I,
Who decided to paint.

Alas, have sympathy,
Think of my pain
As I’m prodded and objectified,
Made an example of,
As if my beauty, my ambition
Is a vice,
My life being made
A sacrifice.

Think of my dreams,
Locked in a cage,
Waiting to breathe
In sunlight and day,
To draw the stars in my heart,
Those you don’t see in the mirror,
Or to make music of the mandolins
On the wall, so distant.

Dream a new hope for me, and thus
Give me the key
Instead of pointing fingers,
And mocking me, as does he.
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I’m not Hester Prynne,
Not deserving of your cast-off sins,
Righteous, inflated self-importance
You try to mold to me
Like a masquerade mask
To fill yourselves with pride,
To justify
Your worn lies.

Hamlet’s soliloquy
Is the ghost underfoot,
But do you really believe
There is death in art and beauty?
Look again, Molenaer,
Inside, and tell me what you see.
Beauty is truth, and there’s no evil in honesty,
The light by which we see.
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Topography of Dreams

That swirling ribbon of the sea,
Poseidon’s gilded throne,
A wind-tossed blue marble
Rolling through the dirt paths of time,
In circles,
I am led back to you, this land of legends,
A history still being shaped
Like vases of red clay,
Shadow puppets still dancing on the stage,
In a maze of yarn,
Blue ribbons, curling,
I find my center.

I could say that I am brought back
To an era lost elsewhere,
That never passed away here,
But in a timeless place like this
Where the sands of hours and minutes
Never seem to erode, or ever to exist,
Light glossing all that lives
With a chrism oil of eternity,
Glazing water and earth,
Clouds and dust, in a kiln of sun,
Genuflecting to the sea.

When I dream of this land,
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It is like I am under the shade
Of an oleander tree,
Resting in the breeze-ruffled spring
Of youth and hope,
And yet, the wizened hard-won wisdom
Of a burnished glory,
Oak wood polished with the hands of years,
Where I feel like I can live
Out the adventures of the ages,
Stepping in the sandals
Of characters from the stories
That smoothed and molded this land,
Gave fragrance to the blooming flowers,
Holding the pillars of society up still,
The marble that goes untarnished, uncrumbled,
In the temples built to honor
The spirit that illuminates here.

This red thread of fate
Keeps unfurling on, spilling into the ink
Inscribing the tale of this land,
Where my heart returns to,
As I turn the page,
On the steps of joy, I sit,
Reading Homer, and the myths
Still inspiring so much imagination,
Tapestries woven into the next generation,
The same cloth with new hues,
And like the olive tree they say Athena grew,
Still towering over us,
Roots tied into the earth,
Deep and wide,
Their memories still whispered
As the wind and leaves speak.
Today, we still taste the fruit
Of art and history,
From the minds, hearts, and hands
That painted this vibrant land
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We’re always brought back to,
Following that greatest teller of legends, the sea,
Linking worlds, linking listeners, together,
Borne back here,
To their center,
Where it all began.
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Dear Snow White,

Must we always wait to be found,
Or can we find ourselves?

Give yourself the opportunity
To climb the ladder
Built on belief
To the stars
That aren’t out of reach
If your heart
Doesn’t follow, but leads
You to your dreams.

There is not an uncrossable sea
Standing before you,
But a bridge
Between Heaven and Earth.
Sing the melody
Your soul longs for,
One of possibility
Where limits are unseen.
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Met Gala

Text by Linda J. Armstrong
Artwork by Rikardo Druskic

After the Godmother,
That dress wore her,
Along with the tell-tale
Tiny shoes and the
Coachmen, who were
Actual rats. The photographers
Lined up on either side
Of the steps and a couple
Of guys arranged
Her train because she could
Hardly walk, much less dance,
And then there were
The historic dresses on manikins
That had forgotten, like her,
What they were supposed
To be, and yet she was
The actual princess, not
The shoes, the rats,
The pumpkin, or the
Train. It’s better to remind
Her now that it’s always
Only one night. For some,
It seems a little longer,
But the clock is always
Closer to twelve
Than it seems.



The Eternal Forbidden

No spinning wheels,
No problem,
The king and queen
Thought, after the
Curse their carelessness
Brought on them.
All the blessings in the world
Couldn’t stop it, but
Ignorance could. They
Didn’t count on curiosity
And the lure of the forbidden,
The one thing human beings,
Even princesses, can’t escape,
So, she pricked her finger
On history and everything
Happened all over again
For a reason. And so,
Dear Reader if this
Comes up again, pass out
spindles early
And take all questions.
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A Place in the World

 Early one morning three brothers set off to find a 
place in the world. Singer, who was blind, sang a lively song. 
Painter, who was deaf, danced around his carved cane, and 
Heart of Hearts, who hadn’t spoken since their father’s death, 
led the way.
 Soon they came to a dense forest. It was quiet and 
dark. Singer was afraid of the quiet. Painter was afraid of the 
dark. Heart of Hearts was afraid of the unknown, but he kept 
walking and the others did too.
 A tree branch brushed Singer’s face.
 “A bear!” He cried.
 Painter couldn’t hear him, and Heart of Hearts didn’t 
speak. The woods cracked and growled, but no voice answered 
Singer’s. His knees shook but he held Heart of Hearts’ arm. 
When it became apparent there was no bear Singer relaxed 
and pulled out his lute. He sang about his fear. He sang about 
the city, and the sweet-voiced girl he hoped to meet.
 Then, Painter spotted a fierce beast crouching in the 
brush. Frantic, he pointed, but Singer couldn’t see him and 
Heart of Hearts, eyes down, kept walking. Painter trembled, 
but he kept walking too. The animal slipped away.
 The woods teamed with creatures, but they didn’t 
bother the travelers because they were busy with their own 
lives. Painter forgot about them. He started noticing curling 
ferns, tiny flowers, and shafts of sunlight streaming through 
the trees.
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 Heart of Hearts was not afraid, but he couldn’t help 
his brothers. The only thing he could do was keep going. Un-
fortunately, though he had remained strong for Singer and 
Painter, he was muffled by his own determination. He did not 
hear Singer’s song. He did not see Painter’s smile. At the edge 
of the woods, he sat on a large rock. The sun had set, and im-
penetrable darkness gathered. This whole trip seemed reck-
less. What had he been thinking to encourage it?

68

 “Are we there?” Singer asked. Painter saw the confu-
sion on Singer’s face and looked to Heart of Hearts for an 
explanation. His discouraged brother buried his head in his 
hands. He didn’t know the answer.
 Abruptly leaping up. he shook his fist at the starless 
sky. He hurled rocks toward nearby trees. Painter saw the fist. 
Singer heard the stones. Each took an elbow and guided him 
to a safe place to sleep.
 In the morning, after a breakfast of wild berries and 
spring water, the brothers resumed their journey. The track 
widened. Wagons passed, a few at first, and then more, all 
loaded with goods to sell. Singer, who heard them coming, 
guided his brothers to safety. He sang songs and told stories. 
Painter couldn’t hear him, but Heart of Hearts, who could, was 
grateful. He started feeling better.
 The sun was overhead when Painter spotted the 
gleaming marble towers and red tile roofs of the city. Soon 
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the three reached a fountain in the town square and splashed 
off dust from the road.
 Children gathered around them. “Where’d you get the 
funny clothes?” A boy asked. The others giggled. Singer was 
delighted. He had not heard human voice since his father died.
 He pulled out his lute and sang. “On the moon, on the 
moon, on the mountains of the moon.” Some of the children 
pulled back. The boy was not afraid.
 “Nobody lives on the moon,” he said.
 “Not anymore,” the blind brother sang.
 A cobbler, who had stepped out of his shop to see 
what was going on, laughed and applauded. Other tradesmen 
stepped into the square to listen.
 “Why have you come?” The boy asked.
 “We wanted a place in the world,” Singer said.
 Just then horses’ hooves clattered, and spears 
clanged. The Royal Guard parted the crowd.
 “A place in the world is fine.” The captain said. “But to 
stay here, you need the king’s permission.”
 The guards escorted the brothers to the palace. 
Painter and Heart of Hearts trembled when they saw the king. 
A vulture sat beside him, and a snake curled at the foot of his 
dark throne.
 “So, you want to live in our city.” The king said. “What do 
you have to offer?”
 Singer swallowed hard and grasped his lute.
 “I sing, I sing, sire.
 My deaf brother
 draws hidden fire,
 paints storied day.
 And my mute brother’s
 heart knows the way.”
 “You can stay,” the king said. “Under one condition. 
Rescue my daughter from the witch’s castle. If you succeed, 
you will have your place in the world, or at least in our city. If 
you fail, don’t come back.”
 The Royal Guard led the bewildered brothers to the 
city gate and pointed the way. Reluctantly, they headed toward 
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a distant mountain.
 Singer strummed his lute and sang.
 “Now we begin
 to prove we are men,”
 Luckily, Painter couldn’t hear him. He knew they didn’t 
have to prove anything of the sort. Heart of Hearts knew that 
too. He laughed noiselessly. With every wood and stream, the
witch’s mountain loomed larger, until they stood at its base. 
Painter and Heart of Hearts gazed up at the gloomy castle.
 After describing it to Singer, Painter voted for giv-
ing up. Heart of Hearts shook his head. He found a trail and 
climbed.
 The witch was waiting in her tower. The brothers fol-
lowed muttered spells and flickering lamp light up a curving 
stone staircase.
 “Ah, three handsome young men, come to keep me 
company,” she said.
 Painter spotted a key on a golden chain around her 
neck. The princess was locked up. The key would free her. 
Needing a distraction, he tapped out a dance rhythm with his 
cane. Singer understood and began to play.
 The witch laughed. “I know your thoughts. Look at me, 
and by your own dreams be consumed.”
 Painter could not hear her. Singer could not see her. 
Heart of Hearts simply gazed back. In his gentle eyes the 
witch saw her reflection and inadvertently cursed herself. As 
Singer’s music throbbed, her legs carried her into a wild, un-
controllable dance. When Painter snatched the key, she didn’t 
even notice.
 The brothers locked her in the tower and started 
searching for the princess. Painter and Heart of Hearts had 
checked most of the rooms when Singer heard a cry.
 It came from the dungeon. He pointed the way. Paint-
er used the key to unfasten the latch. Heart of Hearts dashed 
down the stairs and carried the princess to safety.
 On the road back to the city, Singer worried. “Will the 
witch come after us when she gets out?”
 “I doubt it.” The Princess said. “You made her curse 
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herself. Besides, keeping me there was my father’s idea.”
 “Why would he do that?” Singer asked.
 “An oil lamp fell and burned my face when I was little. 
None of the princes thought I was pretty enough. My father 
said anyone who could rescue me could marry me. Nobody 
tried. I’d given up. Then, there you were.”
 “There is no woman anywhere as beautiful as you,” 
said Heart of Hearts.
 Singer grabbed Painter’s arm, turning his brother to 
face him. “He spoke! Heart of Hearts spoke,” he said.
 The four of them hugged each other for a long time. 
At last, the princess spoke, “Why didn’t you speak before?”
 “Until now my words made no difference. Please, mar-
ry me.”
 So, the three brothers and the princess returned to 
the city. A great celebration was held in their honor. At the 
party, Singer met a warm-voiced girl and Painter met an au-
burn-haired beauty.
 The old king retired with his vulture and snake to a 
comfortable country estate and Heart of Hearts, with the help 
of his queen, his brothers, and their wives, became the kindest 
ruler the kingdom had ever known.
 They had found their place in the world.
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A Culture of Poetry

Studio Visit & Interview with Zahra Pars 

 The Flat Files is a growing archive of artist conversa-
tions highlighting the inequalities of gender, race, and class in 
the art world. In addition to these conversations, interviewee’s 
are also given a platform to share their studio space, where 
ideas and creativity happen regardless if it’s their bedroom or 
a professional space.

About Zahra Pars
 Zahra Pars was born in Tehran, Iran, and raised in the 
United States. She has a Bachelor of Arts in Fine Art and Art 
History from the University of California, Berkeley, where she 
studied painting under John Zurier, Katherine Sherwood, and 
Mary Lovelace O’Neal, among others. Zahra also pursued a 
graduate studies in Art History at the Institute of Fine Arts 
at New York University. Her paintings and photographs are in 
private collections in the United States, Mexico, and Japan, and 
her work has been exhibited throughout the United States.

Zahra currently lives in Brooklyn, New York, where she holds a 
studio at the Brooklyn Navy Yard.

Website: www.zahrapars.com
Instagram: @zahra.parse



 Can you introduce yourself?

 Zahra: I was born in Tehran, Iran, and my family im-
migrated to the United States when I was quite young as a 
result of the Islamic Revolution in Iran. I grew up between 
California and Massachusetts in a household that was very 
culturally attuned to our Iranian heritage. There were Persian 
rugs throughout our home, and my father in particular was 
very interested in Persian calligraphy and poetry. Both my 
parents encouraged me to make art, and perhaps because I 
come from a culture that has a tradition of miniature painting 
and calligraphy, I was instructed to be quite deliberate and 
precise in my artistic pursuits as a child. For better or worse, I 
was always expected to color inside the lines, and this degree 
of precision is something that still translates into my current 
work. I received my Bachelor’s of Arts in art history and the 
practice of art from the University of California at Berkeley. 
After graduating, I worked in architecture and graphic design 
for a period of time, and later took graduate courses at the 
Institute of Fine Arts at New York University. 

 And where are you now?

 Zahra: Currently I live in Brooklyn New York where I 
have an art studio in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. I am primarily an 
abstract painter who works in acrylic, but I also incorporate 
spray paint, charcoal, and thread in my canvases. My canvases 
appear minimal at first, but they are in fact composed of a 
multitude of detailed horizontal brushstrokes. I love minimal-
ism, but because of the degree of detail in my work, I would 
never dare call myself a minimalist.

 You describe your practice as labor intensiveness and 
minuteness that is influenced by Persian miniature painting, 
calligraphy, and weaving practices in the East and Latin Amer-
ica. Can you share more about how you approach repetition 
and changes of light?
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 My paintings are quite labor intensive and time con-
suming in part because I choose to paint with very small 
brushes, and am continually refining my line work so that at 
first it almost looks like it may have been created digitally, 
rather than by hand.
 I am inspired by tapestries from Iran and Latin Amer-
ica, and when it comes to my own paintings, I feel that the 
minuteness of my brushstrokes and the uniform nature of the 
way I work has a kinship with weaving. I don’t literally incor-
porate weaving into my work, but I do add occasional pieces 
of thread on my canvases in a manner that mimics the lines I 
paint. I lived in Mexico from 2014 through 2016, and I was quite 
awestruck by the beauty and technicality of the textiles that 
are created in Oaxaca and Chiapas. And while I am not a textile 
artist, I admire the ability to work repetitively in detail over 
long periods of time, and this is something that I definitely 
share an affinity for in my painting practice.
 I paint with subtle yet multiple layers of metallic and 
fluorescent color on a largely white background, my paintings 
continually reflect and deflect changes in light, and this adds 
a degree of impermanence and uncertainty to my work. These 
changes in light add an ephemeral quality to my canvases in-
sofar as they never appear quite static.  
  When I first started painting in this way, I imagined 
my canvases as a blank page with lines on it, and I essentially 
sought to recreate a landscape of lined notebook paper. I view 
the horizontal lines I paint as a metaphor for language, and 
for me, they allude to how meaning can be both conveyed and 
concealed. The lines I paint are symbolic of, and replacements 
for, highlighted pieces of “text” that together create imagi-
nary, abstract landscapes. I am continually adding and erasing 
lines as I paint, and often I sand down areas of my painting 
and start over again until I feel satisfied with achieving com-
positional unity. 

 You studied at UC Berkeley and described the envi-
ronment as socially and politically aware. What types of work 
were being made during your time there? 
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 At UC Berkeley, I was fortunate to study under a num-
ber of great painting instructors, like Mary Lovelace O’Neal, 
John Zurier, and Katherine Sherwood. Hans Hoffman taught 
at Berkeley, and it has always had a strong painting depart-
ment. Berkeley is also a very socially aware and progressive 
institution, and in my time there, there was a strong emphasis 
on making socially engaged and figurative work. There were 
a few students that were painting abstractly, and they were 
always highly critiqued and it felt like abstraction was some-
thing that you had to build up towards slowly once you ex-
hausted painting from life. During my time at Berkeley, I paint-
ed images that were based off of recognizable objects or the 
human figure. I felt pressure to create socio-political work 
that was about my cultural identity as an Iranian American, 
but much of the work that I created felt a little heavy handed 
and not necessarily true to who I was. For example, I painted 
self-portraits of myself veiled with facial bandages and I also 
drew a series of large-scale drawings of myself wearing ani-
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mal masks. I did slowly start adding looser brushstrokes and 
leaving drips behind in my drawings and paintings, and later 
began combining figurative and abstract imagery.

 How did you find your voice?

 It took me a long time to find my voice as an artist, 
but at one point I just started painting for myself by trying to 
rekindle what art making was like for me as a child. Recon-
necting with my initial passion for art happened when I picked 
up tiny brushes, and started painting abstractly, but with pre-
cision. Working in this detailed oriented and minute manner 
felt more culturally true to who I am. I was implicitly referenc-
ing miniature art or Persian miniature painting, but I was also 
painting in a manner which I love, which is abstractly. Taking a 
circuitous route in art making has been beneficial for me in the 
end, because it has allowed me to think about abstract art’s 
place in the world more socially and politically than I would 
have otherwise. I think abstraction is seen as something that 
belongs to the West, but I don’t think this is necessarily valid, 
particularly when you look at the abstract imagery that can 
be found in Islamic architecture. The abstract manner which I 
paint has allowed me to create work that reflects my cultural 
heritage without being blatantly self-referential, and I think in 
the end it feels more truthful and less disingenuous.

 You described your work as coming from the culture 
of poetry? Can you expand more on this idea of abstraction?

 I think what makes Iranians or Iranian Americans 
different from “Westerners” is that we come from a culture 
of poetry, whereas the West created the novel and there is 
greater value placed on individuality and personal narratives. 
My father for example memorized every verse from Hafez, 
and would continually recite Hafez’s poems out loud regard-
less of whether or not everyone in the room understood him. 
He was expressing himself, but he was doing so, through this 
filter of poetry, and to me as a child it seemed rather esoteric 
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and abstract. And now that I am an adult, I find that painting 
abstractly correlates to poetry insofar as it is less precise and 
more ethereal and ephemeral. Abstraction in my mind is more 
connected to the euphemisms and emotional grey areas that 
poetry affords. I am not sure if it’s cultural or not, but I am also 
a rather private person and as such, working abstractly feels 
more comfortable.

 You compare Western art traditions to that of a novel, 
that representational art has a single voice and one plot line. 
What do you mean by this and how would you define abstrac-
tion?
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 To be fair, I think novels can have multiple plots and 
voices, and that is true of a lot of contemporary art as well. I 
would say that a lot of the art that has been encouraged in the 
United States in recent years is work about the self, and that 
self is often plural and complex, particularly when addressing 
identity politics. Poetry on the other hand, often has a lot that 
is left unsaid, and due to the nature of its medium, it doesn’t 
have the same developed narrative voice, and in my opinion, 
this ambiguity is what it shares with abstract art. Visual art 
has always been the way that humans have attempted to 
communicate especially when words don’t suffice, and I think 
abstraction in particular is conducive to expressing things 
that are not necessarily quantifiable or discernable. Painting 
abstractly is my way of sharing the intangibility of my subcon-
scious, and who I am on a more visceral level. I paint abstract-
ly because it’s a compulsion, and it’s the one arena in which I 
can express myself without being dictated by outside forces, 
such as employers, family members, or even politicians.  

 Do you have any final thoughts or announcements?

 I would like to add that in addition to painting, I am 
also an avid photographer. I have taken photographs on and 
off for years and it is something that I have recently gotten 
quite serious about it again. I primarily photograph solitary 
landscapes and discarded objects. I am currently working 
on a series of photographs that document mylar balloons 
that have blown away. I started photographing lost balloons 
because they appealed to me as the after effects of child-
hood joy and innocence, but seeing them floating on trees or 
elsewhere unnerved me because they convey loss, and are 
reminders of how humans can have a detrimental effect on 
the environment. One of my mylar balloon photographs is cur-
rently on display at Troppus Projects in Ohio, and a photograph 
that I took at Wolfe’s Pond Beach in Staten Island will be exhib-
ited at the Staten Island Museum through March of 2023.
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D.I.Y

Text by Marie C. Lecrivain
Artwork by Mary M. Mazziotti

 “Cinderella, stop crying.”
 “Huh? Who are you?”
 “I’m your fairy godmother.”
 “Fairy godmother?”
 “Yes. I’m Delores, your fairy godmother. Call me Fairy 
Godmother.”
 “I thought fairy godmothers were a myth and only for 
royalty?”
 “No. They’re for everyone. Unfortunately, the Christians 
have started calling us guardian angels. It’s a stupid name. 
Think of me as a magical philanthropist cum drill sergeant.”
 “It’s nice to meet you.”
 “Thank you. Let’s put the pleasantries aside. I’m here 
to make sure you can go to the ball.”
 “I wasn’t invited.”
 “How do you know?”
 “My stepmother told me so.”
 “Your stepmother is full of shit. The invitation specified 
all unmarried ladies of noble birth. That’s you, isn’t it?”
 “Yes, I think so.”
 “Well, it is. You come by your nobility naturally. Your 
step-sisters bought theirs. Now, let’s see what we can do to 
get things going.”
 “Oh, thank you.”
 “Don’t thank me yet. This is going to be a challenge.”
 “I don’t follow you.”
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 “It’s a matter of mechanics, my dear. Mechanics and 
alchemical limitations.”
 “Huh?”
 “I can’t spin straw into gold. That bastard Rumpel-
stiltskin promised he’d teach me, but he was just jerking me 
around. No, I have to work with what I can find.”
 “Does this mean I can’t go to the ball?”
 “What? No, of course not. It means we’re going to have 
to get creative. Let’s see. We’re in the kitchen.”
 “Yes.”
 “What kind of fruit do you have available?”
 “Apples, pears, and pumpkins.”
 “Hmmm... Do me a favor. Put an apple on the ground.”
 “Here you go.”
 “Okay. Now, stand back. Abracadabra!”
 “What? Oh!”
 “There. You have a coach.”
 “Umm... Fairy Godmother, I don’t want to sound un-
grateful, but it’s kind of small.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “I’m five feet three inches tall. The coach comes up to 
my waist, and there’s no door.”
 “Oh, sorry about that. Well, let’s turn it back. Abraca-
dabra! There. It’s an apple again.”
 “Would it be better to use a bigger piece of fruit?”
 “Possibly, but the pear might be conspicuous. Who-
ever heard of a pear-shaped coach? Put the pumpkin down. 
There you go. Stand back.... Abracadabra!”
 “Wow!”
 “Do you like it?”
 “Oh, it’s lovely... but...”
 “But, what?”
 “It’s pumpkin-colored.”
 “Yes. It’ll be fine. You’ll be a trend-setter. No one else 
will have a pumpkin-colored coach, will they?”
 “No, I don’t think so.”
 “Consider yourself lucky. It makes it easier to locate in 
the parking lot.”





87

 “You have a point there.”
 “Now, we need some horses. Do you have any mice?”
 “There’s some in the cheese larder. I can’t bring my-
self to poison them. I always feel bad for the poor little things.”
 “My dear, you’re too sentimental. Go and fetch some 
mice - and some cheese.”
 “All right.”
 “It’s a good thing you have mice. Cats make the worst 
horses. While you’re in there, bring me a piece of Stilton. I 
haven’t had dinner yet and magic is hard work.”
 “Here you are.”
 “Thank you. Wait. Did the mice nibble on this?”
 “No. They don’t like Stilton.”
 “Good to know. Hmmm... Interesting.”
 “What?”
 “The mice aren’t afraid of you.”
 “Animals have always liked me.”
 “You have a rare talent. You must be descended from 
Snow White.”
 “Really?”
 “The women - those descended from Snow White 
- have a way with animals. It’s not widely known anymore, 
thanks to the misogyny of St. Francis. That crazy bastard was 
afraid of women. He asked his fairy godfather, Uriel, to cast 
a repulsion spell over all creatures great and small. The spell 
lasted for a couple of generations. Uriel had to work within the 
confines of reality. Also, Francis was a rube. He knew nothing 
about genetics. It’s fortunate for you that you’re not afraid to 
use your gift.”
 “What are you going to do to the mice?”
 “I’m not going to hurt them. Put them on the ground in 
front of the coach. Good girl. Abracadabra!”
 “Oh! Horses!”
 “Yes. Now that your transportation is ready, let’s see 
what we can do to find you a driver. Are there any other ani-
mals on the premises?”
 “There’s a family of lizards that nest under the porch.”
 “Get them.”Sn
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 “Okay.”
 “Mmm. This Stilton is excellent. Where do you get it?”
 “From a cheese shop in town.”
 “What’s it called?”
 “Frommage.”
 “Every cheese shop is called ‘Frommage’.”
 “It’s the Frommage on the corner of Enchanted Lane 
and Magic Way.”
 “Noted. Now, put the lizards on the floor.”
 “Will they be all right?”
 “Yes. How many times do I have to tell you that? I took 
a Cruelty-Free Oath when I received my wand and wings.”
 “Sorry.”
 “All right. Here we go... Abracadabra! There! Now you 
have a footman, and a driver.”
 “Fairy Godmother, have you noticed something strange 
about them?”
 “They look fabulous in their green livery.”
 “No, that’s not it.”
 “What, then?”
 “Their tongues are still forked.”
 “Well, I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do about that. 
Remember. My magic has limitations. I can’t make them com-
pletely human. It goes against the laws of nature. When you
disembark from the coach, don’t linger at the entrance too 
long. They’ll know what to do.”
 “Okay.”
 “Well, I guess that’s it. You’re ready to go.”
 “Umm... Fairy Godmother, I have nothing to wear.”
 “Nonsense.”
 “No, I mean, it’s a formal ball. I need a gown and shoes.”
 “Ahh... I see. You can’t go in what you have on, that’s for 
certain. By the way, why are you wearing plastic wrap on your 
feet?”
 “Because it’s cold, and I don’t have any shoes.”
 “You’re a smart girl.”
 “Thank you.”
 “Now, let’s see. You have on a gray housecoat. Where 
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 did you get that horrible thing?”
 “It was a birthday present from my stepmother.”
 “What a bitch! But, I can make it work. Come stand in 
front of me.”
 “May I have a gold gown?”
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 “No, sorry. Again, I have to work within the limitations 
of my craft. I can’t change the color of the original object, but 
I can move it along the same color spectrum.”
 “You don’t sound like a powerful fairy godmother to 
me.”
 “I’m not. None of us are. Not anymore.”
 “Why not? What happened?”
 “Long story short, fairies were once able to bend the 
laws of physics and space time. We were thought of as gods. 
Unfortunately, this led to quite a bit of abuse. Do you remem-
ber the story of Noah’s Ark?”
 “Yes.”
 “Noah was an animal activist. His neighbors ran an 
illegal, pit-bull fighting ring. He reported his neighbors to the 
authorities, and they poisoned Noah’s favorite dog in re-
venge.”
 “That’s horrible!”
 “Isn’t it? Noah’s fairy godfather was Metatron, the 
highest level fairy there ever was. Noah begged Metatron to 
wipe all cruelty to animals off the face of the earth. Metatron 
was a bit of a show-off. He gave Noah one week to build an 
ark, and to round up all the neighborhood pets. On the eighth 
day, Metatron made the sea levels rise and flooded the earth, 
which killed many innocent animals and people.”
 “I didn’t know that!”
 “Metatron was never one for the long view of things. 
The rest of the fairy cooperative held a confab. We realized 
we had too much power. So, we set limits for ourselves. And 
those limits have been strictly enforced for thousands of 
years.”
 “That’s amazing.”
 “Unfortunately, with the rise of patriarchy, we are 
further limited by human prejudice and fear.”
 “I don’t get it.”
 “Religion, backed by superstition and ignorance, 
works like a shield in the human consciousness. We’re also 
limited by the confines of your belief in us.”
 “You mean if I stop believing in you, you won’t exist?”
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 “No, but we won’t be able to help you if you’re afraid 
of change.”
 “I get it.”
 “Good. Now, stand still.”
 “Fairy Godmother?”
 “What?”
 “Please don’t think I’m ungrateful. I wasn’t expecting 
you and you’ve been so kind. Thank you.”
 “Not at all. But keep this in mind, on some level you 
summoned me. I don’t show up out of the blue. We only 
come when we’re truly needed by those who have a brave 
and open heart.”
 “That means so much to me, Fairy Godmother. Thank 
you.”
 “Hold onto your gratitude for just a bit longer, Cin-
derella. This is going to take some doing. Stand up straight. 
Take down your hair. Hold your head up high. There you go. 
Now...Abracadabra!”
 “Oh!... Oh!... Ow!”
 “Sorry. That wasn’t supposed to hurt... much. Do you 
like it?”
 “Yes! It’s beautiful. I love it. Besides, a silver gown is 
much nicer than a golden one.”
 “You’ll see a ton of golden gowns this year at the ball. 
You weren’t meant to be like everyone else.”
 “What are these things on my feet? Glass slippers?”
 “No. Lucite.”
 “Thank you, Fairy Godmother.”
 “Now, off you go. You have until midnight, and then 
everything turns back to what it was.”
 “Can’t you make it 1AM?”
 “No.”
 “Why?”
 “Union rules. We’re not allowed to work overtime.”
 “Fairy Godmother, there’s one more thing.”
 “Yes, what is it?”
 “How am I going to get a coach and four horses
through the kitchen door?”Th
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The Melody of Ants

Text by Marina Burana
Artwork by Cai Quirk.

 Probably hours had passed, she couldn’t know for 
sure. Her body was exhausted from the maddening struggle. 
She had almost no energy left, but in those circumstances the 
mind works at a different speed from the body and it is really 
the one that holds all the cards. Suddenly, the latch pin gave in 
so she pushed the heavy lid and was finally free. She couldn’t 
believe it. She stayed there, completely stumped, and felt the 
overpowering exhaustion of her whole being now. She then 
stood up and stepped out of the hole, that is, the hole where 
her casket was, and somehow started running. She got to a 
deserted road, and the light from the streetlamp bathed her 
in a quiet, shimmering glow. There was nobody around, just 
her aching body under that tremulous light.
 Somebody had made a mistake, obviously, and as she 
thought about getting quickly into a nearby diner, she remem-
bered the sound of her mother crying next to the casket. She 
imagined her reddened eyes, her sunken cheeks. Such a hor-
rific image to her, an old woman that miserable. It was not 
just the idea of her mother suffering that troubled her; it was 
the image of a person in her advanced years going through 
that kind of pain, the pain of losing a daughter. She closed 
her eyes for a second and relived the soft cadence of her 
crying, that universal crying that encompassed all mothers, 
every old woman in the world, because she thought that all 
women cried in the same way, especially the ones in the last 
part of their lives. Those tears were the outline of a form of 



being unhappy, a sort of foundation for being a woman in the 
world.
 She finally saw the diner and accelerated her pace. 
She believed she had been running all that time when, in re-
ality, she had been kind of hopping, almost dragging her body, 
trapped in a delusion of gargantuan proportions. The diner 
was open, and she could see there were only two customers 
at the counter. Good, almost empty, she thought, since she 
was all covered in mud and looked like a zombie. She stepped 
in, went up to the counter, and sat three stools apart from the 
only two customers, a woman in her thirties and a man in his 
forties. They didn’t even acknowledge her presence, and this 
made her feel at ease. The owner of the place, or at least the
woman who was on the other side of the counter, wearing an 
apron and chewing gum with a certain theatrical flair, asked 
what she was having and she hesitated. Was it a normal thing 
to go into a diner all covered in mud from head to toe and not 
even get weird looks? Some innocent staring or something? 
She quickly dismissed this thought, because, really, it was 
much better that nobody was looking at her or asking ques-
tions, and she proceeded to order a cup of coffee. As soon as 
she did this, she realized she had no money. “Wait!” she said 
and canceled her order. “It’s on the house,” said the woman, 
eying her warily. “I can see you’ve been through...something.” 
She thanked her for such a generous gesture and would have 
started crying if she hadn’t been distracted by the sudden 
flapping of a little bird that appeared on the counter, and it 
quickly flew over to the woman’s shoulder. The bird stayed 
there, looking straight at her. “He likes looking at people like 
that. Don’t feel threatened,” said the woman and disappeared 
through a narrow door with the bird still on her shoulder. 
Seconds later, she reappeared (still with her companion) and 
placed a cup of coffee on the counter in front of her. She said 
thank you and tried not to look at the bird. There was an eerie 
aura about it.
 As she drank her coffee, she remembered a story 
about a man who had died young from a long, terminal dis-
ease. As a final joke to his friends and family, already aware 
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that there was no recovery from his illness and his days were 
counted, he had decided to prepare a recording for his funeral 
in which he shouted, “Let me out! Let me out!” Some people 
had been confused at first and had then realized that it was a 
last wink, a parting gift inviting everyone to just make fun of
life, death, and everything in between. She smiled as she 
remembered this story, but the image of her crying mother 
came back to her mind, and her smile instantly vanished.
 It wasn’t that she had actually been able to hear her 
mother from the casket. She hadn’t. She just concocted that 
whole idea of her in the cemetery, surrounded by people who 
could never understand the depth of her sorrow. She had wo-
ken up seconds after everybody had left and felt she couldn’t 
breathe. She started shouting and kicking until the pin of the 
lid gave in and she could free herself. But it wasn’t until she 
saw the crown of the oak tree next to the casket that she 
realized what had happened.
 “So what’s your story?” asked the woman with the bird 
as she took some slices of bread from a toaster.
 “I was buried alive.”
 “Oh, that’s why...right. Well, now you have a new appre-
ciation for ants, don’t you?” she said and went over to where 
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the other two customers were and offered them the bread. 
 What a strange remark, she thought, and started 
thinking of ants. She had read somewhere about a type of ant 
from Malaysia that was capable of killing itself as a defense 
mechanism, which is called “suicidal altruism” or “autothysis.” 
The ants basically blow themselves up and, when doing so, 
spatter their foes with toxic fluids that kill them instantly. She 
had seen pictures of this. The little insects all coated in green 
goo.
 What if she had actually died in that casket, not being 
able to breathe, to free herself? Her mother would have never 
known the real reasons for her death. She would have cried 
for a different death. All those tears wasted, all that time of 
useless suffering, of thinking about a car crash, of putting it all 
in God’s hands, when it had actually been placed in the hands 
of those doctors who had made the mistake of pronouncing 
her dead. Her mother was a Catholic and would have made 
God responsible for everything, anyhow. The fact that she had 
God was a good thing, she thought. At least something tapped 
her on her shoulder every now and then and gave her reasons 
to keep on going.
 What was she still doing in the diner? She had to get 
to her mother! As this thought took shape in her mind, the 
two customers stood up ready to leave. The woman looked at 
her and nodded, as if saying goodbye or something. The man 
looked at her, too, but did nothing. Then they left, and now it 
was just the owner, the bird, and herself. 
 “What’s its name?” she asked just to be polite.
 “His name is Robert. We call him Bobby,” replied the 
woman as she caressed the bird.
 “Amazing that it—he lets you touch him.” 
 The woman observed her for a long time while she at-
tended Bobby. She was serious, and it was hard to tell whether 
she had been offended by what she had just said or whether 
that was her normal self in the diner, just looking at people 
like that, sort of like under hypnosis, while petting her bird. 
Just in case, she smiled, lowered her eyes, and decided to 
drink her coffee in silence.
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 Her mother would be alone now. It was late, but she 
wasn’t sure what time it was exactly. There were no clocks in 
the diner, and she didn’t dare ask the woman. She felt some-
thing had shifted in her mood but couldn’t explain what. So 
she just drank her coffee and tried to remember what had 
happened. She could only think of the accident. Images of her 
car, catapulted off the road, and one of her arms full of blood. 
She looked at her arm; it was fine. It had a long wound, but it 
seemed to be healing. Then she couldn’t remember anything 
else. That fabricated memory of her mother crying was gain-
ing territory now because she felt she hadn’t invented it. She 
felt she had actually heard her, and as her mind created the 
sound of her wailing, it did exactly the same with the images 
of her suffering: her poor old mother sitting on a plastic chair 
next to the casket, all in black, wearing a small hat with a veil 
and those gray gloves she loved. Her little hands on her lap 
looked like two little doves hugging each other. That image 
sent shivers down her spine. She wanted to cry. She looked 
up, and the woman was looking at the street outside, lost in 
thought, her eyes wide open. She sensed the woman was 
somewhere else and felt like patching things up, if that was 
what the situation needed.
 “Thank you again for the coffee, really. You didn’t have 
to,” she said.
 “Oh, honey, forget it. It was not a big deal. Nothing real-
ly is. Except Tina Turner, everything is overrated in this shithole 
of a world we live in.”
 She was surprised by that reply, but, strangely, it didn’t 
feel totally out of place. The world was a shithole. And her 
mother was in it, suffering the loss of someone who hadn’t 
died. She finished her coffee and stood up. The woman didn’t 
even look at her. She had gone back to that dark, pensive 
mood of hers.
 As she was opening the door, she felt observed. She 
turned around, and Bobby was, of course, looking at her. The 
woman was distracted, jotting things down on a tiny notebook 
now, ignoring her. She closed the door behind her and started 
walking. It was strange that she hadn’t realized it before, but 

99



100



she wasn’t wearing any shoes. The asphalt felt cold and wet. 
The lights from the lampposts were weak but still managed to 
rob the stars of their dignity.
 She walked and walked until she reached a bench. She 
was tired; her body ached; and she didn’t really know how to 
get home. She sat down and started dozing off, then a night-
mare woke her up. She had dreamed she couldn’t breathe, 
and now she wondered if that was her new life after what 
had happened. She wondered whether she had now devel-
oped some sort of psychological problem regarding entrap-
ment after what she had experienced. Her hand itched, and, 
as she was about to scratch it, she saw a tiny ant walking on 
her thumb. It looked confused, but she decided she wouldn’t 
help her. She would just look at it and see what it did. The ant 
walked all over her hand and then up her arm. It reached her 
wound and spent a very long time exploring it. It was crazy 
that after just a few seconds of that very private and minus-
cule interaction, she started feeling that as long as there were 
ants, there was hope in the world. What a silly thing to think, 
she told herself. The ant kept on exploring her wound, some-
times circling her arm. It was a she, she decided. She named 
her Roberta, Bobbie. Bobbie suddenly twisted her body up, and 
she felt she was looking straight at her. Of course she wasn’t, 
was she?
 She stayed on that bench for hours, looking at the 
ant, which seemed to be very much interested in her wound. 
She saw the wound as a huge planet where ants lived, except 
there was only one inhabitant. The thought of getting another 
ant and placing it on her arm attracted her, but it felt kind of 
wrong, so she decided to let things flow and soon found that 
the ant had reached her shoulder. She had traveled all the 
way up and was resting there now. She wasn’t moving, and 
this was strange. She had always seen ants move from one 
place to the other, never stopping, never having a moment for 
themselves. Bobbie was just tired.
 The light from the lamppost cast shadows on the 
street, illuminating huge arms waving crazily each time a soft 
breeze whispered something into the trees’ ears. She enjoyed 
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seeing the strange waving, that unstoppable dance of living 
organisms, those dilated patches of darkness on the wet 
asphalt that felt like happy monsters extending their poetic 
monstrosity on a rainy night. It wasn’t raining now, but the air 
felt humid, too humid. Bobbie “woke up” and slogged through 
her arm until she reached the wound again and was her usual 
self: She walked and walked and walked. Just by following the 
ant’s comings and goings, she started feeling drowsy again.
 She remembered her mother now as if in a dream. 
Her name was Helen, and she was a beautiful woman. Even in 
old age she was gorgeous. She thought she would have liked 
to look like her mother in old age. Bobbie made her arm tickle 
a bit, and she lost her train of thought. Oh, yes, her mother. 
One of the most distinctive features about Helen were her 
hands. She had the softest hands in the world, and, each time 
her mother touched her, she felt protected. She felt nothing 
could ever happen to her. She closed her eyes and remem-
bered those hands, cooking, holding books, combing her hair, 
taking objects, clapping, caressing her. And then...those hands
on her poor mother’s lap, hugging each other, trying to find 
comfort in the horrible circumstance of death. She could 
sleep forever thinking of those hands.
 The bench felt cold, and the air was filled with tiny 
drops of water. Bobbie kept walking around on her wound. 
Each step she took felt like feeble beatings of a heart, like 
a song sung in the depth of silence. “Everything is overrated 
in this shithole of a world we live in,” had said the woman in 
the diner, but now the little drops of rain, the night in its suf-
focating darkness, the faint glimmer of the lights from the 
lampposts, the big oak tree, all of them felt like a grandiose 
demonstration of life itself, an outstanding account of the 
simplicity of going through the eternal cycles of existence.
 Bobbie, the tiny little ant who was making her way 
through this strange land, found another friend doing the 
same, then another, and another, and another. The light from 
one of the lampposts flickered, and it suddenly went out. The 
sound of the night was the sound of the ants carrying the 
world on their shoulders.
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For Every Human Being in Need

 Martha began reading her own obituary when sud-
denly something seemed rather odd. She died as she lived, 
the obituary said, in solitude, in total seclusion from the world. 
Mrs. Zalinski’s narcissism and individualism surpassed human 
comprehension. Well, that was not a nice thing to say, she 
thought. Not only that. It was very pretentious and a huge 
hyperbole to talk about her narcissism as something beyond 
human understanding.
 She was enraged. She felt like calling somebody. This 
was an absurd idea, perhaps. Still, she couldn’t help thinking 
how unfair it was to talk about her like that. She was (had 
been?) a woman of influence! She was a billionaire who had 
made most of her money with her husband’s business, “send-
ing rockets to space” as she would put it, more commonly 
known as “space tourism”, or “sending idiots to space”, as her 
niece often put it. Martha got so upset every time her niece 
visited her and shared with her those long pontifications 
about how the planet Earth and the people in it were slowly 
dying a long painful death on all possible levels of existence 
while her illustrious husband had nothing better to do than 
keep polluting the air with that “idiotic” enterprise just to have 
some rich people on a spaceship watching movies on their 
mobile phones instead of looking at the stars.
 But nothing of that really mattered now. Those words 
she had just read placed her in a profound state of confusion. 
Right there, reading the obituary of her own death, from that 
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famous newspaper, she thought of a very perplexing question: 
how could anyone want to harm her like that? What did that...
what’s her name, Alexandra Rogers...possibly want by shred-
ding her memory in that way? (she used her magnifying glass 
to read the tiny name at the bottom of the obituary, thinking: 
“yeah, no doubt, the coward needs to bury herself in that na-
noscopic hideout”).
 She kept on thinking about it and realized the text was 
not only cruel, it was totally inaccurate. She hadn’t lived her 
life in total seclusion from the world and her husband was 
still alive, she was certainly not alone, she hadn’t been alone! 
She had felt lonely at times, yes. But who doesn’t? How to ful-
ly enter that strange abyss of existence, that mysterious pull 
towards the incomprehensible reality of the self that some-
times does leave us with an unwanted feeling of loneliness? 
Well, this might be above her station, Martha thought. She 
has a simple mind, obviously. Anyone who is incapable of ap-
preciating my husband’s and my contribution to society, our 
immense love for the world and every person in it, has to be 
simple-minded, a nobody, someone not worth my time. But as 
this thought was taking shape in her mind, she felt she had to 
let it all go. It was pointless. She knew there were hundreds, 
maybe thousands (or millions?) of other people who would say 
the nicest things about her. The right things. They would do 
her justice.
 But, still, there was that feeling of anger she couldn’t 
get rid of. That feeling that grew every second and managed 
to reach incredible dimensions, crazy dimensions (If I wanted, 
I could have her killed). Her body was swelling with indigna-
tion. This, she couldn’t control. Her body was now something 
else. Something that didn’t belong to her. An external reality 
she didn’t have access to. Her face felt hot, her hands were 
getting red and her heart seemed to be throbbing hysterically. 
She had been angry before, but this was a new level of anger. 
In fact, she had been defamed before (many times, what is this 
world coming to, ah?, as her niece would say), but this time she 
felt extra angry. She reckoned it had to do with the fact that 
those terrible words (that unskilled literature of mendacity!) 
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were sealing her life off. Those words were the last words. 
The synopsis of her whole being on earth. Terrible things to 
say about a life of unwavering dedication to doing nothing but 
good.
 She suddenly found herself not able to think of any-
thing else. She read it many times, as if by doing so she would 
find new meanings, new interpretations of that scandalous 
image of who she was. Narcissism! How could anyone in the 
world say she was narcissistic? Everything she had done had
been for others. Nothing for herself. She had hobnobbed with 
the most important people in the world for the sake of her 
charities. She had attended every fundraiser and party to help 
what she thought were good causes, like that important insti-
tution of ladies in distress where every Friday women strug-
gling with depression would meet at the golden room of the 
main library downtown to talk about great pieces of literature. 
Literature that was needed in order for this world to prosper 
and not go astray!, she thought. Some of her dearest friends 
even took part in those meetings (and she had attended two 
or three herself, but, what a pity, she was always so busy...). 
She had been very proud of that organization since it had a 
double purpose. Not only to engage with and cure (in a way) 
the world’s literary soul that thrives in the collective, but also 
to help those poor women take some time off from things 
detrimental to their peace of mind.
 This is just one of the many, many causes she had 
supported and her many charities, mind you. There were 
those other organizations, of course, like the one for poor 
children somewhere in Africa, or suffering single mothers in 
some countries of South East Asia (or Asia?). How did she dare 
say those things? Didn’t she know all this about her? Of course, 
she hadn’t done her research. She was just yapping to the 
four winds out of pure hatred. Hatred? Why would that woman 
hate her?, she then thought. She went through all the possible 
explanations for that hate. The usual. Simple envy of her sta-
tus, her appearance (she was, she knew, extremely beautiful), 
her fortune, her intelligence. All those things small people are 
envious of, she finally said to herself. But, seriously, to destroy 
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someone’s honorable reputation. Really.
 She felt cold all of a sudden. Her body wasn’t re-
sponding. Her hands were almost frozen and she felt dizzy. 
She closed her eyes and she felt a little better. She opened 
them and, again, those words, right there on the newspaper. 
How annoying, how horrible. She would have to do something 
about it. She should call the newspaper, talk to Jack, the owner, 
whom she knew well, and order to stop that edition. It didn’t 
matter if it was already out there. They had to somehow stop 
it! But she gathered it wasn’t easy. Oh! How awful. She closed 
her eyes again and tried to calm down.

 The phone rang and she ran towards it with a child-
ish desire that the person on the other end were that Rogers 
person. She needed to shout, to let it all out of her chest. But 
when she picked up the phone, she heard her niece’s voice 
saying hello. Martha was quickly expunged from all that men-
tal soliloquy she had been so immersed in and said hello to 
her immediately, a little baffled by reality. They started a small 
talk that soon bothered her and after a few minutes of saying 
nothing, that is, talking about the weather and her niece’s chil-
dren and her niece’s work, she let out a piercing cry and there 
was silence. Are you all right?, said her niece. No. She wasn’t. 

wi
ng
s 
of
 s

on
g,
 2
01
9

Di
gi
ta
l 
ph

ot
og
ra
ph
, 
ar
ch
iv
al
 i
nk
je
t 
pr
in
t

20
 x
 2
4 
in

107



She wasn’t all right at all. 
 Martha explained to her what had happened. She 
slightly shook the newspaper and then read that sordid obit-
uary so that her niece could fully grasp the atrocity of the 
situation. Her body is resting under the ground now. Her only 
companions: the bacteria and all the microscopic forms of life 
which mirror all the humans she ever met while alive, because 
Martha only thought about herself, and everybody else was 
just the backdrop to that intimate universe of exacerbated 
self-importance, always parading her status in a piteous and 
solitary carnival of stupidity.
 There was a prolonged silence after that which would 
have been noticed by Martha, had she not been so busy in the 
assembly of emotions that this renewed reading gave rise to.
 Then her niece said: what are you talking about? And 
Martha read again passages of the obituary, highlighting the 
malice, the sheer, unpardonable venom oozing from those 
terrible words. But you are not dead, aunty, her niece said, 
with a voice that showed clearly she was struggling some-
where between stupefaction and amusement.
 Martha opened her eyes widely and stared at the 
newspaper. It was her name. She wasn’t crazy. She immedi-
ately asked her niece to pick her own morning edition and find 
the obituaries. She did. Yes, it was her name. No doubt about 
that. Martha Zalinski. That was her.
 She stepped back and sat on an old chair next to the 
small table where the phone was just looking at the newspa-
per (she never sat there and didn’t allow anyone to sit on that 
chair since it was an antique, it had been in possession of a 
king of yore).
 Aunty. Aunty? Are you there?, her niece’s voice came 
out of the receiver like an old song. This obituary is about an-
other woman. It seems she was your namesake, funny that, 
ah? Martha felt as if someone had just dumped a big bucket 
of ice water on her face. And now it was hard to shake off that
feeling of anger, which was strangely shifting into a feeling of 
anguish, deep-rooted anguish. Yes, Martha finally said, and it 
felt like a capitulation, her body slouching down with discon-
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certing misery. I am not dead.
 That same day in the afternoon, she started all the pa-
perwork to set up a big charity, the “Martha Zalinski’s charity 
for every human being in need”. That should do it, she thought. 
Yes. That should do it.
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