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I might try to tell a story here about what I am feeling but it would have to be a story in
which the very I who seeks to tell the story is stopped in the midst of the telling. The very
I is called into question by its relation to the other a relation that does not precisely
reduce me to speechlessness but does nevertheless clutter my speech with signs of its
undoing.
-Judith Butler, Kessler Award Lecture, 2001

FEEL MY TITS
On May 18th, 2021 I did a fecal microbiota transplant using my sister’s feces. I diluted
her frozen stool in a plastic bag, filled it with saline, and funneled it into a Fleet enema. I put the
enema into my rectum and retained the solution for one and a half hours while staying mostly
inverted. Actually I never expelled the solution. I felt the strong urge to but it passed, and the
solution somehow absorbed. Later that day I went to class and when I walked down the sidewalk
each foot wanted to go in front of the other urgently.
*****
In March 2020, Dutch researchers released a COVID contagion simulation study
featuring a virtual jogger running through space. Green and blue droplets emanated from their
mouth, almost touching another virtual jogger, while trying to remain a safe six feet from the
other joggers reach (Figure 1,2). COVID-19 is extremely contagious and there is a heightened
demand to visualize this contagion as if “respiratory droplets” were precipitated by the disease
itself and not an inherent function of the human body. Respiratory droplets and their unintended
circulation have become a constant visual projection as we set out to manage contagion within
this expanded atmosphere seemingly planted onto our bodies. And, as if to keep this new
awareness of bodily leakiness from disrupting the idea of a closed off human form, the
illustration shows the runners’ bodies as if unpenetrated by the droplets that supposedly come
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from within them (Figure 3,4). The stark grey human figure is somehow separate from, and not
dissolved by, the cloud of breath emanating from its mouth.

Figure 1,2. graphic from Blocken B, Malizia F, van Druenen T; Marchal T. Towards
aerodynamically equivalent COVID19 1.5 m social distancing for walking and running. 2020.
Preprint. http://www.urbanphysics.net/Social%20Distancing%20v20_White_Paper.pdf
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Figure 3. close-up of graphic from
Blocken B, Malizia F, van Druenen T;
Marchal T. Towards aerodynamically
equivalent COVID19 1.5 m social
distancing for walking and running.
2020. Preprint.
http://www.urbanphysics.net/Social%20
Distancing%20v20_White_Paper.pdf

Figure 4. close-up of graphic from Blocken B, Malizia F, van
Druenen T; Marchal T. Towards aerodynamically equivalent
COVID19 1.5 m social distancing for walking and running.
2020. Preprint.
http://www.urbanphysics.net/Social%20Distancing%20v20_
White_Paper.pdf

If we read these respiratory droplets back into and out of the body, and retroactively as
always on and in us, COVID-19 has the potential to destabilize ideas about both the boundary of
our bodies and the ways this hypothetical boundary enforces a fictive physical autonomy and
isolation. This involves considering contagion outside of the context of viral pathology, and
instead as a constant and formative part of our physicality. However, we tend to only think about
bodily interconnectedness during times of contagion management, and the thought is usually one
of panic. We allow the visuality of “germs” or microorganisms only in moments where that
image demands we close off, protect and maintain the fictive sovereignty of our bodies.
Otherwise, we forget, deny, or relegate to repulsion, the constant material interaction of bodies
through microorganisms circulating in shared spaces.
In the fall of 2019, I did something unimaginable today: a performance where three
participants shared saliva, nasal swabs, ear swabs, and vaginal swabs (Figure 5,6). In a small
6

room, an audience of 30 people crowded around this performance. It was very hot in the room
and everyone entered through a narrow doorway, and passed around an information sheet. They
spoke loudly and drank water, lubricating their projections as they voiced their concerns that
bodily fluids were being intentionally exchanged. The irony of this situation was that the
performance was a visual celebration of what was uncontrollably happening between the bodies
in that room. The audience was actively involved in the sharing implicated.

Figure 5,6. Lily Randall, like you, performance video still, participants Carrie Rudd and Sofía
del Mar Collins, Mount Sinai Union Square, New York City, 2019

7

I instigated this performance in part to heal from chronic illness. In the Fall of 2016 I
developed Lyme disease and several other infections that left me deaf in one ear, unable to walk
most days, deeply fatigued, depersonalized, depressed, and chasing joint pain from one area to
another of my body. I did standard antibiotic treatments but still continued to decline in health. I
can’t fully remember everything that happened or all of the symptoms that appeared
spontaneously and eluded my desire to communicate them. I would lay on my therapist’s couch
and make noises which she tried to field. “Are you a dog?” she might say if I let out a yelp. Dogs
yelp and shed hair on couches, and when I lay on her couch and yelp I express a frustrating
symptom of losing hair in clumps. I express it non-conceptually, and instead the materiality of
words gels with the materiality of my body. This relationship evades me mentally, is not
something I mentally “thought up” but rather something I am within and when I embrace the
propensity of language at the word level to communicate most effectively via substitution or
metaphor, I am what I am. Or rather I walk in on what I am: words that latch onto cells and
copulate. I don’t know that they reproduce so vigorously until I find ways to speak their
language and then I am startled when it works and the extent of their connection so obviously
exceeds my conscious mental awareness. Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan notes in his seminar on
the Psychoses, “(language) reproduces itself within itself with extraordinary, and frightful,
fecundity.”1 In those moments I feel closest to communicating, when words are contingent and
incapacitated, yet reproductive like my body.

FOR MY TODDLER

1

Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book III: The Psychoses 1955 - 1956 (W.W.
Norton & Co., 1993), 227.
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Language is not immaterial. It is a subtle body, but body it is…Furthermore, words themselves
can suffer symbolic lesions and accomplish imaginary acts who’s victim is the subject. 2
How does it happen that language is at its most effective when it manages to say something by
saying something else. 3
The materiality of language in Lacanian psychoanalysis articulates the transformational
power of words in metaphor, a transformative power that exists in both linguistic sharing and
microbial sharing. In my performance work, and the work of healing, I take this property of
language literally: it is at its most effective when it shares meaning. This applies to bodily
healing, as I believe that following the transformational axis of words leads one closer to the
transformative axis of the body, if the connection between bodily life and language is taken
seriously and communicatively. As in, words gel with the body and they speak, they say
something. I decided to focus on modes of sharing and exchange to recover from chronic lyme
disease and other chronic illnesses. I am living in a fall out from a particularly horrible outcome
of the contagion and interconnection I seek in the world, and I also see it as the only means of
recovery.
I am afraid to see my sister. We are doing an FMT (Fecal Microbiota Transplant) on
Wednesday but I got mad at her yesterday. It's ironic to ask someone to give you something that
will help restore your connection to them because the request comes before the connection. Just
now Lucy texted me “yes” and I want to say to her “thank you.” Why does illness thwart the
means of its communication and how do I still say something? During Lyme disease I could not
speak very well. It was awkward to talk, I felt the other person’s presence exert an
insurmountable pressure on me. The only thing I was able to communicate was my discomfort. I
2

Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, trans. Bruce Fink (W.W. Norton & Company, 2006), 248.
Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book III: The Psychoses 1955 - 1956 (W.W.
Norton & Co., 1993), 224.
3
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hated that I couldn’t talk, but talking is not always communicating. The tone of my voice and my
falters in speech were truer forms of communication.
Illness required stunted speech. The inadequacy and contingency of words is a suffering
that speaks of the suffering of my body. As I progressed through the aftermath of the Fecal
Microbiota Transplant with Lucy I used “FMT” as an acronym and wrote a page of FMT
acronyms per day. I had been saying “FMT” to refer to fecal microbiota transplant for years and
a constellation of research, hopes and fears seemed lodged in the letters although all I knew was
to repeat them. “I’m doing an FMT with Lucy” “Read this FMT study” “If I do the FMT,
then…”. Words can “suffer symbolic lesions,” and a lesion between the first letter and rest of the
word became extremely reproductive, giving form to ideas about childbearing, money, and
violence that lived in the project although unknown to me. For example, one “FMT” acronym
that came to mind was “Full Money Tub” the next day I wrote, “For Money The” “For My
Toddler,” then a string of acronyms that went from “Five Money Trucks” to “Fifty Money
Trains.” In this constrained form I was able to sprint: once I realized I could lodge value in the
words I wanted to hoard it. Hoarding seemed different than my obsession with sharing until I
realized that childbearing is hoarding that results from sharing. My bodily investment in bearing
a child (something that has long been questionable because of the transmissible nature of lyme
during pregnancy) spoke to me only through the severed letter. That it was about the
reproductive nature of my body pointed to the reproductive nature of the word form it came
through. When words become what composes them (letters) they admit to the contingency they
share with many other words to form meaning. Contingency and fragmentation is the material
condition needed for reproduction, whether it be the word as a body, my sick body, or my
pregnant body.
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In Lacan’s formula for metaphor two signifiers line up (s/s) one on top of the other.
Lacan’s formula for metaphor is as follows:
f (S/S)S=S(+)s
This formula can be read as: the function (f) of signification (S) is achieved through the
substitution of one signifier for another signifier (S/S)(metaphor), in which a signifier crosses the
bar and touches the subject, and a new signified is created. In true metaphoric form Lacan plays
on the shape of the plus sign in addition to its meaning: a plus sign is like a punctured bar. In this
way he conflates puncturing with creation, as a plus sign is both a shape and a symbol, he brings
us back to the shape to materialize its morph into symbol. The creation of a new signified, as in a
new subject-person, happens via a puncturing that words in metaphor can achieve: they touch us
and this touch is invasive. To be touched by words in metaphor is to be morph along the axis of
our fragmentation, reliance and un-wholeness which we share with the linguistic properties of
words.
Currently, the discomfort produced from emphasizing the material interconnectedness of
bodies can be safely entertained within the COVID viral outbreak because we can and must
translate this discomfort into fear and isolation to manage the deadly consequences of this highly
contagious disease. However, the nuanced insight we have gained into the physicality of germ
sharing in daily life somehow has no implications for life before, after, or outside of COVID. We
are encouraged to view contagious interactivity as episodic instead of one iteration of the
constant sharing of microorganisms that creates and sustains our bodies. During a viral outbreak,
bodies are broken into and not “in pieces”4 to begin with, as Lacan suggests in his Seminar II on

4

Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book II: The Ego in Freud's Theory and in the
Technique of Psychoanalysis, 1954-1955 (W. W. Norton & Company, 1991), 53.
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the ego. Viral contagion inspires a constant piecing together of this “body in pieces,” using
contagion as an event that constitutes bodily autonomy by threatening it. I’d like to examine
Lacan’s theorizing of the Ego for clues as to how and why we become so attached to a private,
sovereign body. Additionally, I’d like to use Lacan’s formula for metaphor to pose an alternative
to this attachment, or small suspensions from its dominance.
Feminist and queer thinkers have long questioned the sanctity of individuality and image
of the human body as an isolated entity. Donna Harroway argues, “genetics of the immune
system cells, with their high rates of somatic mutation and gene product splicings and
rearrangings to make finished surface receptors and antibodies, makes a mockery of the notion of
a constant genome even within ‘one’ body.” 5 She continues, “‘Self’ and ‘other’ lose their
rationalistic oppositional quality and become subtle plays of partially mirrored readings and
responses.”6 Elizabeth Povinelli also puts forward a striking image of the body: “what is the
human body if it is viewed from the lung?”7 Especially in light of COVID, her work on orienting
the ontology of the human body to a pulmonary model incorporates both our extreme
vulnerability and the intimately open nature of our evolution. For Povinelli the “epidermal
imaginary” or imagined boundedness enforced by the skin, creates a medical-political immune
response: a supposed outside attacking a hypothetical inside. Povinelli synthesizes work from
philosopher Eugene Thacker, noting that more dynamic forms of embodiment are achieved
“when the focus of the ontology of the self-organized being is shifted from the search for
essences to the desire for events, from sharp epidermal boundaries to fuzzy and open borders.” 8 I

5

Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (Routledge, 2015),
218.
6 Ibid.
7 Elizabeth A. Povinelli, Geontologies (Duke University Press Books, 2016), 42.
8 Ibid, 53.
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most strongly retain her suggestion that the “desire for events” could disorganize our obsession
with individuality. Performance art seems capable of embodying the specificity of diffuse
physicality through an event structure that challenges notions of individuality. This is my aim in
germ sharing performances: a desire for an event where bodily physicality is experienced not as
“me’s and you’s” but as an “X marks the spot” a rotated plus sign that marks a convergence of
bodies in a moment of sharing that is both puncturing and reproductive. This is what I feel
psychoanalysis is also uniquely capable of bringing into this discussion, an investment in the
clinical event, therapy quite literally, whose aim is transformation without prescribed outcome.
Lacan specifically historicizes individuality through ego formation, in order to enact what is
clinically most threatening to the dominance of individuality. As Lacan notes, “psychoanalytic
intervention makes it sufficiently clear that its ethics are not individualistic.” 9
In Lacanian psychoanalysis, the ego is formed in a moment of threat or anticipation, as
the infant tries to become the wholeness and totality she sees in the mirror image of herself, to
anticipate herself as an entity. “The subject is no one. It is decomposed, in pieces. It is jammed,
sucked in by the image…that is where it finds its unity.”[2] Lacan’s mirror stage confirms the
illusory nature of the ego, and ties it squarely to the surface of the body as the original illusion
that naturalizes the ego. Fascination glues her to the mirror as it glues us to images of contagion
in the COVID-19 era: we are glued to the image, and thereby glued together. Lacan says,
“fragmentation gains it's unity in so far as it is fascinated..” 10 We are both on the edge of a threat,
whether it be the infant’s dissolution into her undifferentiated physicality in relation to her
surroundings and caregivers, or our undifferentiated physicality in relation to respiratory droplets

9

Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, trans. Bruce Fink (W.W. Norton & Company, 2006), 346.
Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book II: The Ego in Freud's Theory and in the
Technique of Psychoanalysis, 1954-1955 (W. W. Norton & Company, 1991), 47.
10

13

and contagion. These threats are fed by a constant stream of fear and fascination, which marks
the contained, bounded body as an imaginary (image based, specular) solution to the unbearable
contingency we share with each other.
The ego is an imaginary projection of a totality that does not correspond neatly to our
embodied experience. Lacanian psychoanalysis treats the ego as an object, a deal made with our
imaginary image which inaugurates a loss of materiality or matter, in order to “matter.” Theories
of the ego describe a process of propping up a boundary between ourselves and others that can
potentially be broken down in light of our focus on viral contagion. I argue and hope that
contagion exposes a state of interdependence and overlap that our bodies naturally exist within,
and that therefore the ego as an historical entity in our development could elaborate it's own
destruction, or it's own price.
If the ego is the projection through which the subject fantasizes it's distinction from
touch, or it's untouchable integrity, metaphor is the structure through which the subject gets
touched. Language achieves it's surrogacy, in that the subject gets broken into or born. Like
signification, sharing doesn’t always work but it is the only chance we have of being worked on.
It is through metaphor’s relation to the sharing of bodily fluids that substitution (your nose for
mine) can create a new subject.

FACE MUTILATED TRUCK
A few days before I did the germ sharing performance, I realized the audience would
barely fit into the performance space. The idea of the performance couched in a crowded room
exaggerated my interest in both visible and non-visible forms of microbial exchange. I remember
going to performances in small New York City spaces where there was no standing room and
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sitting on the floor to take up the least possible amount of space. As an audience member I
became hyper aware of my proximity to the performers and I was nervous I’d trip them.
However the real anxiety in those performances was that a performer would suddenly look at me,
point their finger, and call me in. Now I had set up a similarly blurry boundary, unsure if the
audience’s viewing would accidentally turn into participation.
I also struggled to manage the risk of sharing swabs, although I had already felt tangible
improvements in health from consistent nasal exchanges, like the lifting of my life long seasonal
allergies and relief from acute chronic sinus infections, which have not occurred since. The day
before the performance I was fighting a UTI and wasn’t sure if I had gotten it from sex or my
own performance, further complicated by the fact that I had had sex with one of the performers. I
decided to still do the vaginal exchange, because my UTI symptoms had gone away. So there
was a real risk involved in the exchanges I set up, but the visual Q-tip spectacle absorbed all
other forms of risk occurring in the room, like touching shared surfaces, breathing other peoples
breathe, and coughing large particles into the air.
In this performance, I had hoped that the visual would implicate non-visible excretions.
This is the metaphoric structure of COVID through which I look back on the performance:
respiratory droplets are like breath, they came out of us before, during, and after COVID. Is the
demand to visualize COVID contagion potentially liberating, if it can reflect a physical
interdependency that is not extraneous or conditional, but constant and formative of our bodies?
This heightened awareness of viral and microbial exchange must lead to an interest in the range
of effects this sharing has on our bodies, while also challenging the notion that our bodies are
closed off, isolated entities. For instance, we wear masks not to protect our individual bodies, or
to accentuate our individuality, but rather to admit that individuality is a technology, a mirage
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that does not align with the physicality of the body. We are constantly exchanging breathe and
microorganisms with each other and mask wearing admits to this unstoppable sharing that
constitutes us. In a time of social isolation, we miss each other. And we are also missing each
other, as in missing the parts of others we normally ingest, inhale.
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