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Imagining 
a Genetic Seed Bank

Susan Anker’s exhibition at Art | Sci Gallery 
showcases the transformation of matter to  

challenge  viewers to think about 
environmental change

By stacie cassarino
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Heading intO tHe HOlidays means scrambling 

to dot the i’s and cross the t’s on our calendar of 

Winter and spring quarter events.  in my capacity 

as faculty of english, gender studies, and asian ameri-

can studies, it also means squeezing in graduate student 

prospectus exams that have been put off until these final 

weeks of the year.  With such an exam on the horizon, 

gender studies Ph.d. candidate Jacob lau, who writes 

on narratives by transgendered and transsexual subjects, 

came into the CsW offices recently to discuss his ideas 

regarding “trans- temporality,” the central idea of his 

dissertation.  according to lau, the life-course of trans-

sexual subjects is too often divided into before and after 

the visible (hormonal and surgical) change.  as an alter-

native to that bifurcated and linear notion of time, lau is 

proposing a richer more complex interweaving of several 

temporalities: “secular historical time”—i.e., the national 

chronologies that we learn about in high school social 

studies classes—but also time conceived in religious, 

liturgical, and seasonal cycles as well as the daily round 

of events that French theorist Helene Cixous suggestively 

called “women’s time.”  aware that our own Chancellor 

Bloch is a chronobiologist, 1 lau may also consider the 

periodicity of wake-sleep cycles as they affect hormonal 

regulation in a “trans-gendering” context. 

 the timing of our conversation, of course, could not 

have been more situationally ironic with respect to the 

ticking minutes of our respective deadlines (cue sound 

effect of alarm-bells-ringing): for lau, his exam date 

that coming thursday, and for me, the closing of the 

CsW offices for the winter break and the time squeeze 

1. http://chancellor.ucla.edu/biography/academic-interests

represented by the upcoming holidays.  For working 

mothers like myself, elementary school closures—such 

as the recent five-day closure of all laUsd schools that 

occurred thanksgiving week (due to budget cuts and 

forced teacher furlough days)—means having to juggle 

childcare even as the teaching, research, and administra-

tive clock at the university marches indifferently forward.  

as lau might put it, i had experienced holiday time as a 

rupture of two chronologies that were  “immiscible” (non-

mixing, as in the example of oil and water).  spending 

time with my three daughters is not about the efficient 

use of the eight working hours before me (at which i’ve 

become adept over my tenure as associate and now 

interim director), but using up the time in pleasurable 

but focused tasks so that no one kills each other by 2 pm.

“trans-temPOrality” and tHe HOlidays 
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 speaking about furloughs as forced experiences of 

temporal disjunction (between UCla time and home 

time), i thanked lau for his insight into how trans-

temporality applied to my present circumstances.  though 

intending to narrowly focus this directory’s commentary 

on the productivity of thinking lau’s trans-temporality 

and Holiday time together, an email alerting me to a 

forum on the current “campus climate,” sponsored by 

the asian and Pacific islander Coalition, intervened (and 

lengthened the writing time) by bringing local, national, 

and transnational histories to the forefront. 

By “campus climate,” i refer to that cyclic return— 

coincident with the advent of exam season—of 

anti-asian verbal sentiment lying dormant for who 

knows how long in UCla’s basement (bathrooms), 

bubbling up into public spaces such as Bruin Walk and 

the internet two years running (http://www.huffing-

tonpost.com/2011/03/14/alexandra-wallace-racist-

video_n_835505.html and http://www.dailybruin.com/

article/2012/11/ucpd-investigate-racial-sexist-slurs-

found-on-bathroom-stall-door).

the university has called this lashing out at Japa-

F r o m  l e f t  t o  r i g h t ,  W o r k e r s  a t  Fo x c o n n 
( T h e  G u a r d i a n ) ;  N a i l  s a l o n  (C e n t e r  f o r 
A m e r i c a n  P r o g r e s s ) ;  Te x a s  S t r e e t ,  B u s o n , 
K o r e a  ( h t t p : / / y e l l o w b e l l i e d m u s t a r d f r o g .
w o r d p r e s s . c o m / )

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/14/alexandra-wallace-racist-video_n_835505.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/14/alexandra-wallace-racist-video_n_835505.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/14/alexandra-wallace-racist-video_n_835505.html
http://www.dailybruin.com/article/2012/11/ucpd-investigate-racial-sexist-slurs-found-on-bathroom-stall-door
http://www.dailybruin.com/article/2012/11/ucpd-investigate-racial-sexist-slurs-found-on-bathroom-stall-door
http://www.dailybruin.com/article/2012/11/ucpd-investigate-racial-sexist-slurs-found-on-bathroom-stall-door
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form their potential employers.  these firms no longer feel 

bad, if they ever did, about pink-slipping and downsizing 

the debits—not people—that they “hold.”  But, of course, 

it is hard to lash out against an abstraction—aka the fictive 

”person” of the corporation—and much easier to return to 

old habits—habits that both demonize asians as foreign 

threats and desire and disavow them as docile, servile 

laborers necessary to propping up the U.s. empire—doing 

intimate labor such as sex work servicing of U.s. military 

bases and electronic assembly work that powers our info 

technology (iPads, computers).4

Holiday, we must remember, refers as well to times 

of off-duty “rest and relaxation” that were the flipside 

of the on-duty deployments of U.s. troops to Korea, 

Vietnam, Cambodia, and laos during the so-called Cold 

War period. the slur calling Vietnamese female students 

“white-boy worshipping wh***s” reminds us of the U.s. 

military occupations of asia (Okinawa and the Philip-

4. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/26/business/ieconomy-apples-ipad-and-
the-human-costs-for-workers-in-china.html?pagewanted=all

nese-speaking and Vietnamese female students “isolated” 

acts, and we could imaginatively fill in the details of that 

speculated narrative: these acts of poor judgment were 

likely committed by stressed out individuals (of who knows 

what race, sexual orientation, or gender) who blame asians 

for their perceived and real worries over not doing well in 

the short term—those upcoming essays and exams—

and the long term—their post-degree futures.  

shrinking opportunities for U.s. college graduates are 

certainly real: “From 2007 to 2011, the wages of young col-

lege graduates, adjusted for inflation, declined 4.6 percent,” 

according to the new york times, 2 and a recent article in 

the atlantic reported that “53% of recent college grads are 

jobless or underemployed.”3 We might connect that shrink-

age not to loss of jobs due to foreign workers but to the 

waning social compact between college students (so-called 

skilled workers of the professional managerial class) and the 

faceless corporations and “asset management firms” who 
2.  http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/05/opinion/the-class-of-2012.html?_r=0
3.  http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/04/53-of-recent-
college-grads-are-jobless-or-underemployed-how/256237/

pines, for example), the infrastructural support of U.s. 

troops by “ghost” bar workers, and the white supremacy 

that remains partially congruent with the militarized 

spread of U.s. capital into those same former “theaters of 

war” qua asian consumer markets. the surplus of time 

to indulge in off-duty, non-working pleasures—that 

which i’m associating with “holiday time”—has never 

quite felt like a holiday for others working in nail salons, 

electronics factories, sex work, childcare, eldercare, and 

other occupations requiring intimate labors on the part of 

women of color.  as we become more service-oriented in 

our economy, what may be resented—and voiced as a 

slur against asian american women—is the feminized 

situation of having to give our intimate labors—our 

good feelings and non-progressive, non-upward bound 

time—to serve someone else’s holiday.  ‘tis the season 

of thinking such temporal convergences for women, men, 

and transitioning women and men of all races.

–Rachel Lee
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Imagining 
a Genetic Seed Bank

Susan Anker’s exhibition at the Art | Sci 

Gallery showcases the transformation 

of matter to challenge viewers to  

think about  environmental change.

S t a c i e  C a s s a r i n o  i s  a  d o c t o r a l  c a n d i d a t e  i n  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t 
o f  E n g l i s h  a t  U C L A ,  s t u d y i n g  t h e  i n t e r s e c t i o n s  o f  A m e r i c a n 

f o o d  c u l t u r e ,  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a n d  v i s u a l  a r t s  
i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y.

By stacie cassarino

If “magical thinking,” to use her words, 
is essential to Suzanne anker’s practice of 
integrating science and visual art, it is also 

indispensable to the viewer entering her recent 
exhibition, genetic Seed Bank, at the art | Sci 
gallery in the california nanosystems institute 
at Ucla. 

anker’s “silent animation” in large-scale 
digital photographs of marine life creates the 

impression of being undersea, eye-level with 
aquatic nature as it coexists with industrial 
matter—vibrantly colorful bits of coral grow 
on concrete discs placed on a lattice of PVc, a 
plumbing plastic. One thinks of pictures of ma-
rine organisms regenerating in the ruins of ship-
wrecks, only this is a controlled environment, 
composed by an artist. how can this multihued 
spectacle of animate forms persevere from such 

inorganic material? and yet the scenes do not 
deceive—the coral is flourishing. anker’s exhibit 
is a testimony to the power of nature to triumph. 
But more than that, it demands to know: What 
is the place of human beings in regard to other 
living beings and the environment? What are 
the new ethics and epistemologies surround-
ing issues of artistically conceived partial life, 
particularly in this genetic age? What are the 
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By engaging 

activi t ies that have 

been tradit ional ly 

associated with an 

essential ized theory 

of femininity in the 

lab, a histor ical ly 

male domain—

the reproduction 

and nurtur ing of 

new l i fe forms, the 

modeling of new 

communication, 

the cult ivat ion 

of symbiot ic 

relat ionships,  the 

valuing of affect—

Anker disrupts 

reductive notions of 

gender,  procreation, 

conception, and art . 

A s t r o c u l t u r e  ( S h e l f  L i f e )  b y  S u z a n n e  A n k e r. 
( D e t a i l )  2 0 1 0 ,  i n k j e t  p r i n t ,  2 4 x 3 6  i n

http://www.suzanneanker.com


UCLA Center for the StUdy of Women z csw update: december 20128

values embedded in works of art? how does art 
preserve life? 

Part bio lab, part art exhibit, “genetic Seed 
Bank” showcases the transformation of mat-
ter to get us to reflect upon the structural and 
environmental changes occurring all around us, 
revealing the ways and means that life is being 
altered in the twenty-first century. One might 
situate anker’s work in the realm of Bioart, a 
relatively new genre that sprang up in response 
to the emergent field of genetics, which entered 
into popular culture in the late 1980s. Bioart 
refers to the overlapping domains of the biologi-
cal sciences and plastic arts, much like trans-
genic art, which involves the use of genetic 
engineering to invent new life. Bioartists work 
with live matter, often experiment with biotech-
nology, and produce artworks in laboratories, 
studios, and galleries, with the aim of querying 
the social, ethical, and aesthetic values rooted in 
art. anker, a visual artist and theorist working 
with traditional and experimental media at the 
intersection of art and the biological sciences, 
founded the first bio lab in a fine arts depart-
ment, the nature and technology Bioart lab 
at the School of Visual arts in nYc, where she 
creates ecosystems in terrariums composed of 
living and industrial materials. 

The intentionally dimly lit gallery containing 
anker’s work simulates the laboratory experi-

ence, producing a disorienting encounter with 
art-as-specimen. By repurposing signs from 
the natural world into the aesthetic realm, 
literally moving images from the lab to the 
gallery, anker creates a new social field of im-
ages to interrogate questions of human agency, 
stewardship, knowledge, and ethics. With the 
goal of integrating visual thinking into the liv-
ing, she underscores the artist’s as well as the 
viewer’s personal responsibility for all aspects 
of the living world. 

anker’s installation includes a series of five 
pictures, inkjet prints on watercolor paper, 
most at 24 x 36 in, the largest of these pro-
jected onto the wall with a slight impression 
of movement replicating an oceanic current. 
The images portray mOtE laboratory, a coral 
research and recovery program in the florida 
keys where scientists are developing methods 
to reduce the increasing destruction of coral 
reefs, which house the matrices of entire eco-
logical systems from corals and plants to fish 
and birds. The concept for anker’s coral seed 
bank derives from the work of these scientists, 
whose system of classification for corals is 
based on genetic sequencing. She uses art as 
an interventionist yet analogous means with 
which to envisage the genetic seed bank as a 
form of “repair” and “reformation.” her genetic 
sequences of coral reefs are a recovery attempt 

that brings to the forefront the artistic, social, 
and scientific implications of using bio/med 
technologies for artistic purposes. 

most importantly, anker’s speculative and 
practice-based research is approached with 
Oron catts’s concept of an “aesthetics of care.” 
her work asks, What is the responsibility of 
the artist in the preservation of living forms, 
and how does such care, implemented in the 
practice of art, contribute to a broader, global 
initiative to revitalize and diversify the planet? 
in this particular manifestation, coral adapts 
to and ultimately thrives within the foreign 
environment in which it is aesthetically cir-
cumscribed, and in this way its restoration is 
achieved. however, anker also uses art to see 
and show the ways in which nature rebels. She 
highlights the variety and complexity of coral: 
not just a plant, it is a “collective aggregate of 
individual animals operating as a community,” 
with symbiotic and parasitic relationships. her 
dioramas enfold nature and culture (technol-
ogy), considering their interdependencies and 
rendering an evocative “ambiguity of conjunc-
tions.” it is within these points of contact —be-
tween coral/PVc, nature/human, artist/specta-
tor—that transformation is possible.

as part of this exhibition, anker lays out an 
interactive mini-lab of petri dishes filled with 
fragments of things from the sea, such as coral, 
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urchin, algae, and crab shell. The parts, though 
displaced from their natural habitats and for-
mations, are reenvisioned together as a whole 
ecosystem. One is reminded of the Renais-
sance-era encyclopedic collections of objects 
known as “cabinets of curiosities,” which 
depicted theatrical microcosms of the natural 
world. But in anker’s project, life forms are 
transformed into art forms, which then ma-
terialize into new life forms, emphasizing not 
only the necessity for reparation but also the 
vitality of art itself to sustain human life, to 
influence the life-cycle. anker shows us that 
life begets art begets life. Perhaps this is where 
her sense of the “magical” is required. Visitors 
are encouraged to move beyond the visual, to 
touch the specimens, to examine their multi-
angular textural elements, an interaction 

effectively resulting in a new and perhaps more 
impacting form of communication between 
humans and art objects or, more precisely, 
between humans and other living beings. While 
art is typically kept at a distance from the ob-
server, at anker’s opening visitors were on their 
knees in the dark, huddled around the sampling 
of nature’s wonders. 

By decontextualizing familiar objects in new 
ecological networks within the art space, anker 
radically finds a way to evoke the mysterious as 
well as the pleasurable at the junction of science 
and art. her specimens are alluring curiosities. 
her images are pretty, mesmerizing, a salve. 
Yet they embody and incite action. She pro-
posed in her lecture that we consider the digital 
image as a circumnavigatory “sign in action.” 
indeed, her work asks us to think through the 

“compelling narratives embedded in pictorial 
icons” that constitute our own mutating cul-
tural imaginary, itself a database. The semiotic 
function of aesthetic images is a central tension 
in her work. By generating new life, art yields 
new information. art, anker reminds us, is a 
vital form of knowledge production. noting 
the resemblance of coral forms to the human 
brain, anker metaphorically reflects upon their 
convolutions. But beyond this, art as we expe-
rience it in this exhibit is also a real means of 
visual pleasure, and, in the case of the speci-
mens, tangible delight: a potential restoration 
to the human spirit during disquieting times 
of white noise. The gallery invites a certain 
presence from us, temporary submersion in an 
optimistic narrative in which we may become 
agents of change to counteract our increasingly 
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polarized cultural moment. at a time when 
the realms of nature and technology are only 
growing further apart, anker’s art exposes their 
symbiotic relationship. nature and technology 
may be unlikely allies, but the scene in which 
they cohabitate is one of equilibrium, albeit 
magical. and we have a role in their prolifera-
tion. 

When we address the task of art to mediate 
the differences between nature and technology, 
we are eventually led to wonder how we might 
understand the aesthetic act of repair and 
restoration as gendered. While anker’s project 
does not overtly confront gender, it is pos-
sible to consider the ramifications of such an 
aesthetic endeavor as it adheres to and defies 
conventional ideas of gendered identity. One 
could even argue that anker’s work is feminist 
in approach—she uses the laboratory-gallery as 
a twenty-first-century space for reproduction, a 
space in which she invests in the emotional la-
bor of cultivating new life. By engaging activi-
ties that have been traditionally associated with 
an essentialized theory of femininity in the lab, 
a historically male domain—the reproduction 
and nurturing of new life forms, the model-
ing of new communication, the cultivation of 
symbiotic relationships, the valuing of affect—
anker disrupts reductive notions of gender, 
procreation, conception, and art. The “aesthet-

ics of care” which she advocates is thus appli-
cable to an expanding idea of what it means to 
be a citizen of the world. her art enacts a mode 
of resistance by intervening in discourses con-
cerning the ecology of seeds, bringing aware-
ness to the ways in which the sciences inevita-
bly alter socio-cultural values in society, while 
also revealing how the arts, conversely, shape 
the bioethical imagination.

“genetic Seed Bank” anticipates a sympo-
sium, “The Politics of Seeds,” organized by the 
center for the Study of Women, which will 
take place may 16 and 17, 2013. The symposium 
is part of “life Un(ltd),” a multiyear research 
project initiated by cSW interim Director 
Rachel lee that addresses the question of what 
impact recent developments in the biosci-
ences and biotechnology have had on feminist 
studies, particularly regarding the rich connec-
tions between food, ecology, propagation, and 
metabolism. 

__
    Author’s note: citations are from Suzanne anker’s lec-

ture on november 13, 2013, at the Broad art center and 

are excerpted from her “installation notes” and website 

(http://www.suzanneanker.com/). images are courtesy of 

the artist.

ThE PoLiTiCS oF SEEDS 
A symposium, May 16 to 17

How have gender, ethnicity, and race 

shaped contemporary cultural and politi-

cal movements related to seeds?  How has 

global climate in relation to economic and 

cultural crises affected food systems and 

place-based heirloom seeds?  What socio-

logical, ethnographic, and humanistic 

methodological tools have we integrated 

into the study of food culture and food 

politics and to what ends?  To what extent 

has research by corporations and engi-

neers redefined the ecology of seeds and 

how have political and artistic forms of 

resistance intervened?

Join us as we explore some of these 
questions in “The Politics of Seeds,” a 
symposium on May 16 to 17, 2013, co-
organized by Allison Carruth, a professor 
in the Department of English at UCLA 
and CSW interim Director Rachel Lee.



A retrospective, “Zarina: Paper Like Skin,” and a symposium, “Strangers in a Strange Land: Art, 

Aesthetics, and Displacement,” at the UCLA Hammer Museum celebrate Zarina’s artistry and 

consider themes that she has addressed during her long career.
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A p a r n a  K u m a r  i s  a  d o c t o r a l  s t u d e n t  i n  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t 
o f  A r t  h i s t o r y  a t  U C L A .  S h e  i s  s t u d y i n g  M o d e r n  a n d 

C o n t e m p o r a r y  S o u t h  A s i a n  A r t  a n d  r e c e i v e d  h e r  M . A .  e a r l i e r 
t h i s  y e a r  f o r  h e r  p r o j e c t  t i t l e d  “ L i n e s  o f  i n q u i r y:  P a r t i t i o n , 

h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  a n d  t h e  A r t  o f  Z a r i n a  h a s h m i .“ 

Curated by allegra Pesenti of the 
grunwald center for the graphic arts at the 
hammer museum, “Zarina: Paper like Skin” is 
the first retrospective of the indian-born amer-
ican artist Zarina hashmi, or Zarina, as she is 
known professionally. Showcasing approximate-
ly 60 of her works, most of which were made 
on or with her preferred medium of paper, the 
exhibition beautifully chronicles over 50 years 

By aparna Kumar

displacement, dislocation,     
        and dispossession

of her expansive international career. held in 
conjunction with “Strangers in a Strange land: 
art, aesthetics, and Displacement,” a sympo-
sium organized by Saloni mathur, associate 
Professor in the Department of art history at 
Ucla, and aamir mufti, associate Professor 
in the Department of comparative literature at 
Ucla, in celebration of the themes and ques-
tions that Zarina’s work raises for scholars of all 

disciplines, the exhibition brings critical atten-
tion to an artist and practice often overlooked.

 The exhibition begins chronologically with 
the 1960s, tracing Zarina’s keen interest in both 
the art of printmaking and woodcuts, forms of 
expression and craftsmanship she encountered 
during her time spent in Europe and asia, only 
to end with some of her more iconic projects 
from the 1990s into the present. This includes 
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Where Zarina may have once 
identified strictly and comfortably as 
an “indian” artist, such a designation 
became somehow insufficient in the 
wake of her family’s displacement. 
indeed, their decision to move to 
Pakistan instilled in Zarina a profound 
sense of loss, giving way in her practice 
to the exilic sensibility, quiet but 
nonetheless commanding, that comes 
to fruition in works like homes i have 
Made/a life in nine lines...

Z a r i n a .  D i v i d i n g  L i n e ,  2 0 0 1 .  W o o d c u t  p r i n t e d  i n  b l a c k  o n 
h a n d m a d e  N e p a l e s e  p a p e r.  C o l l e c t i o n  U C L A  G r u n w a l d  C e n t e r 
f o r  t h e  G r a p h i c  A r t s ,  H a m m e r  M u s e u m .  P u r c h a s e d  w i t h  f u n d s 
f r o m  t h e  F r i e n d s  o f  t h e  G r a p h i c  A r t s .
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Home is a Foreign Place (1999), one of four of 
Zarina’s larger works displayed at the exhibi-
tion’s core. The piece is a masterful series of 36 
woodcuts printed on handmade indian paper 
that artfully and intimately meditates on the 
meaning of “home” in a time when histories 
of displacement, dispossession, and social 
fracture call into question the concept’s very 
foundations of stability and safety.

as its title affirms, however, the exhibi-
tion also stands as a forceful inquiry into the 
materiality of Zarina’s artistic practice, and 
considers seriously, perhaps for the first time, 
Zarina’s sustained and critical affinity for paper. 
Paper, as Pesenti contends in the exhibition’s 
thorough catalogue, is more than just a me-
dium of choice central to Zarina’s process and 
production. a portable and pliable surface with 
varying properties and histories often reflective 
of its region or culture of origin, paper has be-
come a lifeline, a constant, in Zarina’s practice. 
its use is indicative not only of Zarina’s meticu-
lous technique and the genealogy of her train-
ing both as a printmaker in Paris and a student 
of woodcuts in Japan, but perhaps more criti-
cally of her own story as well. 

as seen in works like Fence (1976), an em-
bossed print perforated at its edges by a rim of 
sharp indentations, paper is, in a way, un-
masked in Zarina’s practice as both a material 

and a discursive field, at once a point of entry 
into a larger thematic and the very point itself. 
Fence remains notable not only for its signifi-
cant ties to both minimalism and conceptual 
art but also for the violent process of inci-
sion and perforation it keeps hidden within 
its finished form. it is a violence not unlike 
that embodied by Zarina’s later woodcut print 
Dividing Line (2001), an abstracted meditation 
on the indo-Pakistani border that is also em-
blematic of Zarina’s cartographic turn in the 
twenty-first century. Paper quite remarkably 
bears the marks of Zarina’s own biography, 
resonating in particular with her experiences 
of displacement and dislocation, homelessness 
and exile. 

Born in 1937, Zarina came of age at a pre-
carious time in indian history, essentially on 
the precipice of partition. Though her parents, 
both muslims, would initially elect to stay in 
india following the tumult of 1947, her fam-
ily was forced to shift across the border in 
the 1960s and forsook their ancestral home 
at aligarh and with it Zarina’s firm identifica-
tion with the subcontinent. Where Zarina 
may have once identified strictly and com-
fortably as an “indian” artist, such a desig-
nation became somehow insufficient in the 
wake of her family’s displacement. indeed, 
their decision to move to Pakistan instilled in 

Zarina a profound sense of loss, giving way in 
her practice to the exilic sensibility, quiet but 
nonetheless commanding, that comes to frui-
tion in works like Homes I Have Made/A Life in 
Nine Lines (1997), a collection of nine etchings 
of varying floor plans, each paying homage to 
a place Zarina has called home, both in india 
and abroad. as the exhibition also underscores, 
this sense of loss was in many ways compli-
cated further by the increasing amount of time 
she spent traveling between Europe, asia, and 
north america. having left india herself in the 
1950s prior to her family’s own departure for 
Pakistan, Zarina embraced a more nomadic 
existence following her marriage to a diplomat.

This profound struggle of self and subjec-
tivity is one of the more critical threads made 
visible through Zarina’s use of paper by the 
exhibition’s juxtapositions and intersections. 
it unfolds, moreover, as a set of tensions and 
elisions in her practice, harnessed vigorously 
by Pesenti’s otherwise simple exhibition de-
sign. Where, for example, the first two galler-
ies affirm Zarina’s relationship to the West-
ern modernist canon—emphasizing works 
like Kiss (1968), a relief print from collaged 
wood with unmistakable ties in its composi-
tion to constantin Brancusi’s sculpture of the 
same name, and Untitled I (1973), a silkscreen 
printed in white on silver board that attests to 
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“ Z a r i n a :  P a p e r  L i k e  S k i n ” i s  o n  v i e w 
a t  t h e  U C L A  h a m m e r  M u s e u m  t h r o u g h 
D e c e m b e r  3 0 , t h e n  i t  w i l l  t r a v e l  t o  t h e 
S o l o m o n  R .  G u g g e n h e i m  M u s e u m  i n 
N e w  Yo r k  C i t y  a n d  t h e  A r t  i n s t i t u t e 
o f  C h i c a g o.  T h e  e x h i b i t i o n  c a t a l o g u e 
f e a t u r e s  e s s a y s  b y  A l l e g r a  Pe s e n t i  a n d 
A a m i r  M u f t i ,  a n  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  t h e 
a r t i s t  b y  S a n d h i n i  Po d d a r,  a  c u r a t o r  a t 
t h e  G u g g e n h e i m ,  a n d  i m a g e s  o f  Z a r i n a ’s 
p i e c e s  t h a t  a r e  n o t  i n  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n .

the profound impact encounters with kazimir 
malevich’s work have had on her foray into 
abstraction—the latter galleries bring into view 
Zarina’s poignant and elusive use of the Urdu 
script, a language at the heart of a literary and 
visual tradition unique to South asia, one Za-
rina, through her practice, repeatedly claims as 
her own, as her “mother tongue.”

Urdu, however, is not merely a counter in 
her practice to the Western influences that have 
so clearly come to shape her visual language, 
nor does it operate necessarily as a sweeping 
gesture back into her cultural heritage. as the 
exhibition emphasizes with works like Letters 
from Home (2004), a portfolio of eight wood-
cuts and metalcuts printed on handmade kozo 
paper that superimposes a series of letters, 
which Zarina’s sister had written to her about 
their parents’ passing, onto a set of abstract vi-
sual forms, Zarina’s use of Urdu and text more 

http://hammer.ucla.edu/exhibitions/detail/exhibition_id/211
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broadly are an avenue into the personal, a pow-
erful trigger for memory for Zarina predicated 
on a familiar dialectic, and even on its own 
form of displacement. While a viewer familiar 
with the script finds entry through Zarina’s 
practice into another realm entirely—to the 
culture, the memories, the historical complexi-
ties the language inherently evokes—a viewer 
unfamiliar with it stands obstructed before 
Zarina’s works, encouraged instead to engage 
with the script as part and parcel of the paper 
it inscribes, as a material of Zarina’s practice in 
and of itself.

The retrospective ultimately raises more 
questions around the artist’s practice than it at-
tempts to resolve, and opens important avenues 
into Zarina’s work for scholars of modern and 
contemporary art. One of these questions, 
brought to the fore by a selection of her more 
recent works, including Blinding Light (2010), 
okawara paper gilded with 22-carat gold leaf, 
and Dark Night of the Soul (2011), laminated 
Bfk white paper dyed with sumi ink and cov-
ered with black obsidian, is Zarina’s relation-
ship to religion. While it would be a detriment 
to the scope of her practice to attach her oeuvre 
to any one religious tradition, regardless of her 
own cultural and religious background, the ex-
hibition makes clear that interpreting her work 
as strictly secular in nature may be equally 

damaging. Zarina has said herself that her re-
cent works dealing with darkness and light can 
be seen partly as a manifestation of her interest 
in the spiritual, an attempt on her part perhaps 
to “tie her beginnings to her ends” as she comes 
face to face with her mortality and embraces 
anew her muslim heritage.1 “Zarina: Paper like 
Skin” thus seems more like a debut than a ret-
rospective, in a way marking a new beginning 
in an already impressive artistic career.

“Zarina: Paper like Skin” was a effective 
starting point for the participants of “Strangers 
in a Strange land: art, aesthetics, and Dis-
placement,” a symposium held at the hammer 
museum in conjunction with Pesenti’s exhibi-
tion on november 8th and 9th. The sympo-
sium was sponsored by the Ucla Department 
of comparative literature; the Ucla center 
for the Study of Women; David Schaberg, 
Dean of humanities; christopher Waterman, 
Dean of arts and architecture; and Professor 
Dan neuman of the Ucla Ethnomusicology 
Department. it brought together an array of 
scholars—theorists, art historians, architectural 
historians, poets, artists and curators—in an 
effort to foster a comparative and cross-disci-
plinary conversation around the questions and 
themes prevalent in Zarina’s work: displace-
ment, dislocation, uprooting and disposses-
sion, all conditions and experiences that have 

increasingly come to shape the cultural and 
political dynamics of the present.

The opening address given by homi Bhabha, 
author of The Location of Culture, among other 
important works and essays, set the tone for 
the two-day symposium. Bhabha, the anne f. 
Rothenberg Professor of English and ameri-
can literature and language as well as the 
Director of the humanities center at harvard 
University, inaugurated the event with his own 
reading of Zarina’s works, narrowing in on the 
paradox of Zarina’s minimalist vocabulary—
that is, the affect of her forms, the overriding 
sense of anxiety and unease at the center of her 
practice. in bringing a psychoanalytic frame to 
his analysis of Zarina’s works, Bhabha built on 
Pesenti’s inquiry into the materiality of Zarina’s 
practice in theoretically significant ways, inter-
rogating Zarina’s affinity for the small. Bhabha 
looked to the scale of Zarina’s oeuvre, to the 
miniature as a critical point of access into 
notions of anxiety and trauma, where he was 
able to see Zarina’s practice not simply as the 
“replication of trauma and memory” but more 
persuasively as the “mise-en-scene of traumatic 
dispossession.”

____
Note
1.  This quote is paraphrased from a talk given by Zarina in conversation with 
Allegra Pesenti at the UCLA Hammer Museum on September 31, 2012, an 
event held in conjunction with her retrospective, “Zarina: Paper Like Skin.”
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In 2004, californians passed Proposition 
71, a statute establishing stem cell research 
as a constitutional right. Prop 71 autho-

rized bond sales to fund stem cell research in 
california, and created the california institute 
for Regenerative medicine (ciRm) to award 
grants and regulate the research. The state’s 
general fund provided initial startup funding, 
to be repaid later with proceeds from bond 
sales. in her recent life (Un)ltd talk, charis 

Three Times a Woman 
a Gendered economy of stem Cell innovation

Thompson told the curious story of Prop 71, 
and how women came to be disproportionate-
ly enrolled in its passage and the “bio-curial” 
economy that resulted from it. 

Prop 71 represents a state-based (rather 
than federally based) science economy. given 
the ethically problematic nature of stem cell 
research, and the shortfall of federal fund-
ing for it, three elements were crucial to its 
passage and subsequent acceptance. first, a 

pro-cures rhetoric defined the passage of 
Prop 71 as a moral imperative, an idea that 
no one could possibly oppose. Second, fram-
ing procurement of stem cells for research as 
“acceptable derivation”—happening under 
the right conditions, coming from the right 
place—put the ethical focus on how cells are 
obtained, rather than on the acceptability 
of using embryonic cells in the first place. 
finally, the passage of Prop 71 gave rise to 

In a talk in the Life (Un)Ltd  series on October 24th, Charis Thompson tells the curious 

story of  Proposition 71 and its disproportionate reliance on women.
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behind our contract with science at the federal 
level. assuming the same ideas behind Prop 
71—a social contract between science and the 
state, rather than the nation—it should be 
noted that several aspects made Prop 71 ex-
traordinary in comparison. for one, it was a 
product of direct democracy—citizens voted to 
fund this specific type of research. also, it used 
funds usually reserved for “bricks and mortar” 
projects like roads or buildings—things typi-
cally equally accessible to all residents of the 
state. additionally, Prop 71 actually amended 
the california constitution to make stem cell 
research a constitutional right—a very strange 
thing, given the controversial nature of the 
research. 

Prop 71, then, resulted in a unique social 
contract between science and the state. in what 
ways were women enrolled in it? What roles 
did they play during and after its passage and 
what consequences did their involvement have? 
Women were involved in three ways, which no 
one had predicted or deemed necessary for the 
success of the proposition.

VoTes
it’s probably true that Prop 71 passed due 

to disproportionate voting by women. and 
women had multiple reasons to vote pro-cures. 
noted gender differences exist in disability 

type, chronic disease incidence and sever-
ity, and resource allocation. also, care work 
has gender dimensions, and many conditions 
requiring care stood to gain from Prop 71. not 
surprisingly, then, women who felt strongly in 
favor of Prop 71 had a high level of enthusiasm 
for research that might lead to cures. however, 
when pressed further, they expressed uncer-
tainty about how or if the passage of Prop 71 
would affect their care burdens. also, despite 
belief that women stood to gain from research 
afforded by Prop 71, the possibility existed that 
they would be left out of the benefits of the re-
search. known correlations exist between SES 
and likelihood of benefit (mediated through 
insurance access), and certain women are more 
likely to be low income—therefore access to 
benefits would be restricted along gendered 
race/class lines.

ProCuremenT
Women’s eggs are one of the raw materials 

needed for stem cell research. Pluripotent cells, 
which can develop into any cell type, are taken 
from embryos shortly after conception. in the 
language of the proposition, pluripotent cells 
were mentioned as “surplus products of iVf,” 
but words like “egg,” “embryo,” “woman,” or 
“couple” never appear, despite the fact that they 
are all relevant.

Prop 71, then, resulted in a 
unique social contract between 
science and the state. in what 
ways were women enrolled in 
it? What roles did they play 
during and after its passage and 
what consequences did their 
involvement have? Women were 
involved in three ways, which no 
one had predicted or deemed 
necessary for the success of the 
proposition.

a system of bio-curation—an incredible set of 
additional bureaucracies surrounding bioin-
formatics, data curation, banking, chains of 
custody, bookkeeping, compliance, and ethical 
protocols—without which the research could 
not proceed.

americans live in an innovation economy, 
where we have an idea of science as an engine 
of economic growth. We assume that sci-
ence will produce jobs, increase quality of life, 
produce interesting results and gains in global 
capital, and move human history forward. We 
see it as a trickle-down economy, growing both 
innovation and the tax base. These ideas lie 
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results in a heavily gendered consumption of 
these products by women. in this way, women 
provide a steady stream of income to keep the 
essential functions of the company going while 
the basic research moves along.

in sum, women end up enrolled in and pay-
ing for this biocuration complex three times. 
So what, if anything, should be done about it? 
as Thompson suggests, we could ensure that 
women, who are less likely to benefit from the 
research, are not disproportionately sampled 
for it. We could also encourage rhetorical 
changes. authors of future propositions could 
seek out and list possible disproportionate 
demands and benefits, clearly name the ma-
jor actors in the research—women, embryos, 

couples—and spell out possible uncertainties 
or unintended consequences. 

The story of Prop 71 and its disproportion-
ate reliance on women raises many questions. 
if a new proposition were written that incor-
porated the changes suggested here, would 
the public actually vote for it? and if not, does 
that mean that Prop 71 itself should not have 
passed? are there alternatives to direct funding 
at the state level, such as firewalls to evaluate 
and distribute funding? Or should the federal 
government remain the primary funder of 
stem cell research? and, finally, what does a 
changing social contract with science mean for 
everyday people living in an innovation econo-
my, and how might we intervene?

– Lisa Kietzer

Charis Thompson’s talk is available for viewing on  
CSW’s playlist on the UCLA YouTube channel. 

after Prop 71 passed, egg donor protection 
emerged as the women’s issue. Debates flared 
around whether to pay women for this work 
of donating material. most women’s activist 
groups opposed compensation because it felt 
too close to paying for babies, and would affect 
who would donate (those who would be most 
likely to discount risks involved—in other 
words, those who needed the money). Protec-
tion of egg donors came to be mocked for be-
ing overly paternalistic. The sentiment against 
compensating donation for stem cell research 
contrasts notably with attitudes toward com-
pensating donation for assisted reproductive 
technology, which are generally positive. 

 
CosmeTiCs
When people vote for measures like Prop 

71, they vote for the entire trajectory of the 
research process—bench to bedside. So it 
becomes important to see tangible results 
quickly. One result of this is the emergence 
of “regenerative” skin products marketed by 
companies engaged in stem cell research. in 
one example, a small startup company with ties 
to ciRm produces skin products derived from 
stem cells to generate revenue in the absence of 
substantial research grants. The combination of 
the belief in the regenerative potential of stem 
cells plus a gendered aesthetic toward youth 

lisa Kietzer is a doctoral candidate 

in the department of sociology 

at UCla. Her dissertation exam-

ines doctor-patient interaction 

and decision-making in fertility 

consultations.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tR_as9K3edM
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as OF JUne, 15 of the audio and video collections 

in the June l. mazer lesbian archives have been 

digitized and processed. most of the collections 

hold between 15 and 40 audiocassette tapes or VHs 

tapes. the content of the material includes recordings 

of conferences, workshops, meetings, performances, 

radio and news broadcasts, interviews, and oral histories 

concerning topics such as homosexuality, lesbian issues, 

feminism, racism, discriminations, literature, music, his-

tory, and so on. 

 Of particular note is the June l. mazer and Bunny 

macCulloch interviews etc collection, which includes 

interviews with mazer and macCulloch concerning the 

southern California Women for Understanding (sCWU), 

the archive, mazer’s death, and lesbian culture in the 

PrOCessing OF aUdiO-VisUal COlleCtiOns

san Francisco Bay area. the audio recordings provide 

great insight into the life and work of both mazer and 

macCulloch, who were prominent figures in the lesbian 

community of the West Coast. the women conducted 

interviews with scholars and other experts on lesbian 

culture and history and were also the subjects of 

interviews. the collection includes a recording of the 

Jewish memorial service that honored the life and work 

of mazer after her death in 1987.

 the rest of the (mostly audio) audio-visual collec-

tions that have been digitized so far has included many 

well-known people and significant events. lesbian-

feminist activist diane germain’s video collection in-

cludes interviews with southern California lesbians and 

recordings of germain’s various appearances on news 

broadcasts and talk shows. the reading Performances 

1980–1983 collections features reading performances by 

a variety of lesbian and feminist writers, including Judy 

grahn, Peg Cruikshank, Judy Freespirit, Kent Hyde, terri 

de la Pena and others in lesbian bars, bookstores, events, 

and on KPFa radio. there are a number of recordings from 

radio shows, including a KPFK presentation about the 

stonewall riots and the KPFa show, Women’s magazine, 

which featured del martin discussing domestic violence 

within heterosexual and homosexual relationships. 

 the digitized collections present a range of topics with 

a variety of hosts and speakers. From music recordings 

to scholarly talks to small group medical information 

sessions, the mazer audio-visual collections capture 

the culture, diversity, politics, scholarship, and activism 
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S u z a n n e  L a c y,  “ T h r e e 
W e e k s  i n  M a y,  1 9 7 7 .” 

that feminist and lesbian communities have produced 

throughout the last 50 years. 

 the tapes also describe a great deal of activism that 

women were involved with in los angeles throughout the 

latter half of the twentieth century. One recording, titled 

“rape City mall,” includes materials from a project that 

took place over three weeks to raise awareness among los 

angeles inhabitants of the frequency of assaults against 

women across los angeles. the event included speeches, 

interviews, self-defense demonstrations, and an art piece 

by suzanne lacy. the recording includes lacy explaining 

her intentions in producing the piece and interviews with 

the public as they passed by, reacted to, and watched her 

as she indicated the number of reported rapes that had 

occurred in three weeks that may.

 a number of recordings were taken at the Women’s 

Building, which was a nonprofit arts and education center 

founded in 1973 by Judy Chicago, sheila levrant de 

Brettville, and arlene raven and was originally located in 

macarthur Park. the Women’s Building closed its doors in 

1991, but it was a vital base for the feminist movement in 

los angeles. it also was a safe space for women to create 

art, write, collaborate, meet, and develop their sense of 

identity and community. 

 another set of recordings documents the Women Writ-

ers series that were held at the Women’s Building. these 

events were mostly organized by the los angeles–based 

author eloise Klein Healy. she is an american poet who 

has published five books of poetry, founded arktoi Books, 

and taught at the Women’s Building and served on its 
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Above left, “Eloise Klein healy, Poet” (photo by 
Nancy Rosenblum) ; above right,  “Sisterhood Book 
Store”; right, a flyer with a map showing the new 
location of the Women’s Building (Women’s Build-
ing Slide Archive at otis College of Art and Design 
Library).

Board of directors. she was recently named Poet laureate 

of los angeles. the recordings include Healy reading her 

work but also her interviewing other writers on her radio 

show, Women’s Words, on KPFK 90.7. Other recordings 

feature Healy and other writers reading their work at the 

sisterhood Bookstore, a unique establishment on West-

wood Blvd. that specialized in feminist and non-sexist 

literature and music for more than 20 years.

 Before doing this processing, i was not well-versed in 

lesbian and feminist history, but i have gained so much 

from listening to these voices. i not only have learned 

about the development of lesbian-feminist activism but i 

have also been given a chance to help make available an 

integral piece of the story of los angeles and of California.

– angel diaz

Angel Diaz is a graduate student in the Department of 

Information Studies at UCLA.
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Consider investing in a new thermostat this 
winter. By upgrading to a programmable one, 
you can set a schedule to only heat the house 
while you’re there. There are some thermostats 
that allow for multiple schedules; you can set 
both a weekday and weekend one should you 
spend more time at home during a certain part 
of the week. While these thermostats can range 
from $90 to $175, you can save anywhere from 
5% to 15% on your heating bill—offsetting the 
cost of the device in only a couple of years.

KiG
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