
Mothers, Connection and Emotional Junk: Performing the Private

A mother _ someone that mothers another. A mother is agender.
They are the foundation of ourselves, from which we come and what
we are made out of.

Opening _ when we make space for something new, a new
beginning, a new way to see things. Opening is the first step.

Connection (tengsl) _ the opposite of lonesomeness. Connection is
trusting that you can reveal yourself to another and through that, feel
like you are not alone.

Loss _ the final reassurance that we have experienced love. It can
leave us feeling like our shoes have lost their soles.

We live in an unreal world. Our realities, our daily lives are increasingly performed.

Psychotherapy says that as soon as we can identify ourselves in the mirror and start to realise

that we are just a small piece in a very big context, with a lot of rules and standards, we start

to perform. We try our best to realise what the script that has been written for us looks like

and we behave accordingly. We perform through social media, through our clothes, through

our education and status, through our homes, at work, at the bar, in bed, everywhere; we

perform. We perform the script that has been written for us the script written into our bodies

by society, ancestries and DNA. We crave reality, to see something real, something true,

something to connect to, we crave the confession, but why? How can a performance of the

real satisfy this craving? How might my private stories with my mother be a connecting force

for my audience in my performance Eulogy—Live?

As an artist I have always been interested in talking about things that are floating under the

surface. Things from my personal experience bank. I have this need to spill my gut whether it

is staging relationship difficulties, stories about my queerness, my burnout, my deepest most

difficult emotions or family trauma. I have a passion for telling real stories because I believe



they reveal something about what it is to be a person and what constructs a society. Opening

up and being vulnerable on stage has the power to shed light on the audience's life, putting

things in a new perspective. I am interested in making space for people to think and reflect on

their own lives, their own feelings and their own stories through my own.

One of my inspirations in this practice is Bréne Brown. She is a research professor at

the University of Houston and has spent the past two decades studying courage, vulnerability,

shame and empathy. Bréne proudly calls herself a researcher-storyteller because she believes

that the most useful knowledge about human behaviour is based on people’s lived

experiences. In her book Rising Strong she says:

There are many truths and many ways of knowing. Each discovery

contributes to our knowledge and each way of knowing deepens our

understanding and adds another dimension of the world. For example,

large scale studies of trends in marriage today furnish helpful information

about a rapidly changing social institution. But getting inside one marriage

as in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf richly displays the complexities of

one marriage. Leading us in new insides of the pain, the joys, the

expectations, the disappointments, the intimacy and the ultimate aloneness

in relationships. Both the scientific method and the artistic method provide

us with ways of knowing. 1

This is exactly what I aim to do in my work, provide one way of knowing by telling my

private stories, revealing my script. Another influencer in this field is Sæunn Kjartansdóttir.

She is a physiotherapist and an author who recently released a book called My

Uncontrollable Mother... and me. She believes, as her background and profession indicate,

that talking about our past, our upbringing and parental relationship can shed light on many

1 Brené Brown. Rising Strong. London: Ebury Publishing, 2015



of the struggles struggles with which we deal in our daily lives. This can therefore give us a

deeper understanding of ourselves and others. In her book, she writes:

“When one tells a story and another receives, whether it is in a direct

conversation or through books and art, there can be formed a new

connection that has the possibility to birth new thoughts and bring lost

emotions to the surface...Understanding is a moving force and one way

to release this force is to tell stories.“ 2

Sæunn says her big mission in life has been to help people feel better and to do better in their

lives. One of the tools for which she advocates is sharing our truths, our stories. This is

something that resonates strongly with me, as this is also my mission. That is why I am also

so interested in feelings, our right to have and display all of our feelings, and our need to talk

about them. It is my belief that we need to talk about our feelings in order to stay alive.

My mom and I are a lot alike, but we are also very different. We are both big and, in

some sense, explosive characters. We love each other very much but we have also gone

through periods where we have struggled to see and hear one other and we have fought.

When I started this process to create Eulogy—Live, I knew I wanted to share my stories but I

didn't really know what stories were of most importance until my mother had a near-death

experience and not for the first time in her life. Then everything started to revolve around my

mother, my connection with her, my fear of losing her and my longing to open up our

relationship and take a better look at it before it would be too late.

Since my mom had become the centre of my focus, I realised that the obvious next

step was to bring her into my creative process. I asked her to be my collaborator, to stage a

heart- to- heart conversation between the two of us. We would talk about us and our lives in

connection because there are a lot of similarities. While we would talk, we would go over

2 Sæunn Kjartansdóttir. Óstýrláta mamma mín...og ég. Reykjavík: Mál og menning, 2019, bls. 7.



some ideas that she has about her funeral. We would sit down and try to deepen our

connection, opening up in front of an audience to activate their own thoughts and feelings.

This performative action would make space for mirroring of a relationship audience members

may have in their own lives.

Our list of possible things to discuss:

Your physical health
The assault
Your alcoholism
My years in AA
Your marriage
My divorce
Your suicide attempt
Our feelings
My mental health
Shared sentimental memories
Your career
Your multiple cancers
My anxiety
Your life threatening pregnancy with me
Abortion
Our shared phobia for mice
Your childhood
My childhood
Your parents and your role as a caretaker now that they are both sick with
Alzheimer’s
Your fear of having Alzheimer’s
Our mutual fear of failing as a mother
Your funeral

We share in order to make an example of how that might look like, how that might

feel, and what that might arise in a person. My mom and I have a very similar outlook on

why we do this. In the process of figuring out what we can, need and should talk about, she

said: “If what I have experienced could help another I am willing to talk about it“. That

became our guide line.



We also created a frame within Eulogy—Live around the things we can not talk about,

the things we might be able to name but into which can not dive in front of an audience and,

maybe, never privately either. These subjects hang in the air for a later encounter, feeding

into a more whole picture of this loving but complicated relationship. We are not completely

naked; we have control and a choice because vulnerability has limits and can not exist

without boundaries.

In my artistic practice, I stage a real relationship with all of its complications and all

of its love. I stage a real conversation with all of the risks that includes. I set my stage with

real persons— with all of the limits that brings and all of the extra bonuses that adds. We talk

about my mom’s funeral in order to honour her life, in order to bring us closer. I sing her the

music she wants to have in her funeral to see if she approves.

It is of course nothing new in artistic practice to work with and/or on the themes of

emotional opening and mothers. I even think that all artists have, in some ways, dealt with

their parental relationships and from where they come in different ways. Such performances

include Have I No Mouth by Brokentalkers, a performance that has a similar setup as mine

where a mother and a child deal with the loss of the father.3 What sets my performance

Eulogy—Live apart from the work of Brokentalkers is that mom and I deal directly with each

other. We have also chosen to strip away layers that could distance the audience.

My Mother Is Pink,4 a documentary by Cecillie Debell with Michael Richardt, is

another good example of art that deals with a parent in a direct way as Michael explores his

somewhat fragile relationship with his mother. They take a road trip to try to talk about their

past. I feel a deep connection to this work, the journey they take, and my work. This project is

a dear and connected sister to my performance. What mainly makes it different is the

medium; My Mother Is Pink is a documentary, while Eulogy—Live is set for the stage. Since I

4 Cecillie Debell and Michael Richardt. MY Mother Is Pink. Danmark. 2017. https://www.imdb.com/
title/tt7674444/

3 Brokentalkers. Have I No Mouth. Dublin. 2015. https://brokentalkers.ie/portfolio/have-i-no-mouth/

https://www.imdb.com
https://brokentalkers.ie/portfolio/have-i-no-mouth/


am a stage author, I have the belief that a live face- to- face encounter allows the audience to

sense, smell, and feel the raw emotions presented right there in front of them. This provides a

different type of opportunity for being moved.

If I am completely honest about my intentions, then what I dream of doing is to

become Marina Abramović in her MoMA retrospective The Artist Is Present.5 In this work,

Marina sat in a chair and invited spectators to sit opposite to her and look her in the eyes.

With her vulnerability and openness, Marina made space for a powerful connection between

artist and audience.  Participants talked about leaving the experience in a cathartic state.6

What Marina offered was being a human mirror, connecting with a stranger, looking her in

the eyes to spark an emotion within yourself. My project extends from this by exposing

myself on stage, being vulnerable in order to spark vulnerability in another. I open up to make

space for connection, mutuality, togetherness.

“Vulnerability is the birthplace of innovation, creativity and change.”7 In my performance

Eulogy —Live, I investigate how my private stories with my mother could be a connecting

force for my audience, how my mom and I could create openings inside people by opening

up our own lives. Why do we crave to see something real? I think it might be to get the

reassurance that we are okay. I look at you and I see myself. I connect to you and I am not

alone anymore.

“Understanding is a moving force and one way to release this force is to tell stories,”8

Sæunn Kjartansdóttir wrote. It is so liberating to look into the mirror and see another, put

ourselves in other people’s shoes. This is the very thing that makes us human— or at least the

8 Sæunn Kjartansdóttir. Óstýrláta mamma mín...og ég. Reykjavík: Mál og menning, 2019, bls. 7.

7 Brené Brown. The Power of Vulnerability. TedxHouston. 2010. https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown
_the_power_of_vulnerability?language=en

6 Ryan Lader. The Artist Is Present and the Emotions Are Real: Time, Vulnerability, and Gender in Marina
Abramovic’s Performance Art. Boston. 2013. https://www.bu.edu/writingprogram/journal/past-issues/
issue-6/lader/

5 Marina Abramović. The Artist Is Present. New York. 2010. https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_
learning/marina-abramovic-marina-abramovic-the-artist-is-present-2010/

https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown
https://www.bu.edu/writingprogram/
https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_


thing that makes us decent human beings. To put ourselves in other people’s shoes is to

understand our own shoes better, make peace with our own shoes, or to realise that we need

to buy new ones. At least, we may discover something about ourselves, spark a new

beginning, a thought, a feeling.

By staging a real conversation with my mom about things we need to discuss, we

offer that space to the audience. By hearing the stories of my mom and me, we offer space for

that very opening. We sit in our chairs, vulnerable, and we look people in their eyes in order

for them to connect to themselves through our connection. And worst case scenario, the only

thing that happens is that my mom and I get a little closer with each other.

“Theatre is the art of relationship.”9

9 Fiona Templeton. The Relationship. New York, 2016, http://www.therelationship.org/mission/.

http://www.therelationship.org/mission/
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